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Theophany: A Revelation of God  
     The Feast of the Holy Theophany of our Lord God and Savior Jesus Christ, also 

called Epiphany, is celebrated each year on January 6th. Both names are correct, with 

"Epiphany" simply meaning "revelation, manifestation" and "Theophany" meaning "the 

revelation of God". Theophany commemorates the baptism of Christ and the divine reve-

lation of the Holy Trinity. At Christ's baptism, all three Persons of the Holy Trinityð

Father, Son, and Holy Spiritðwere made manifest. This feast day holds profound signif-

icance in the Orthodox Christian faith, marking a pivotal moment in God's plan for our 

salvation and celebrating Christ's first miracle at Cana. 

Significance of Theophany 

     Theophany is one of the Great Feasts of the Orthodox Church. It reveals the Most Ho-

ly Trinity to the world through the Baptism of the Lord. Theophany is so named because, 

at the baptism of Christ, the Holy Trinity appeared clearly to mankind for the first timeð

the Father's voice is heard from Heaven, the Son of God is incarnate and standing physi-

cally in the Jordan, and the Holy Spirit descends on Him in the form of a dove. 

     Theophany is viewed as the spiritual illumination of mankind. The origin of the Feast 

of Theophany goes back to Apostolic times, and it is mentioned in The Apostolic Consti-

tutions (Book V:13). From the second century, we have the testimony of Saint Clement 

of Alexandria concerning the celebration of the Baptism of the Lord and the night vigil 

before this Feast. There is a third-century dialogue about the services for Theophany be-

tween the holy martyr Hippolytus and Saint Gregory the Wonderworker. In the following 

centuries, from the fourth to the ninth century, all the great Fathers of the Church: Grego-

ry the Theologian, John Chrysostom, Ambrose of Milan, John of Damascus, commented 

on the Feast of Theophany. 

     Theophany is not merely a commemoration; it is a celebration of Jesus Christ's bap-

tism in the Jordan River. This event marks the manifestation of God as the Holy Trinity 

to the world, providing a profound revelation of Divine truth that resonates with believ-

ers. Theophany stands as a pivotal point where heaven meets earth. God is Light and has 

appeared to illumine ñthose who sat in darkness,ò and ñin the region of the shadow of 

deathò (Mt. 4:16), and to save the fallen race of mankind by grace. 

Celebrating Theophany 

     The celebration of Theophany begins on January 5th, a day known as the Forefeast of 

Theophany. Depending on the day of the week, this could be an evening service with 

Vespers followed by the Liturgy of Saint Basil or a morning service with Matins and the 

Liturgy of Saint John Chrysostom. Following the service on January 5th, the service of 

the Blessing of the Waters is conducted. Prior to the evening or morning service, the 
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Royal Hours with the Typika are said. On January 6th, the day of the Feast, the Divine Liturgy of Saint John 

Chrysostom is conducted, preceded by Matins. 

Blessing of the Waters 

     The Blessing of the Waters is conducted twice, once following the service on January 5th and again follow-

ing the Divine Liturgy on January 6th. While often conducted in the church, in many places throughout the 

world, services are conducted near open bodies of water. As a sign of blessing, as Christ blessed the Jordan, 

holy water is poured into the body of water. An associated tradition has been the tossing of a cross into the wa-

ter to be retrieved by divers. 

     The holy water from the church is given to the faithful to consume and to use in blessing their homes. In the 

weeks following the Feast, clergy visit the homes of parishioners and conduct a service of blessing using the 

holy water that was blessed on the Feast of Theophany. Many Orthodox communities also practice the tradi-

tion of throwing a cross into a body of water for someone to retrieve. This act signifies Christôs baptism and 

serves as a public declaration of faith. 

Traditions Associated with Theophany 

     The services of Theophany are arranged similarly to those of the Nativity. (Historically, the Christmas ser-

vices were established later.) The Liturgy of the feast begins with psalms of glorification and praise instead of 

the three normal Antiphons. And the baptismal line from Galatians 3:27 replaces the Thrice-Holy.   

For as many as have been baptized into Christ have put on Christ: Alleluia. 

     The Gospel readings of all the services tell of the Lord's baptism by John in the Jordan River. The epistle 

reading of the Divine Liturgy tells of the consequences of the Lord's appearing, which is the divine epiphany. 

Since the main feature of the feast is the blessing of water. 

     The Royal Hours are read, and the Divine Liturgy of St. Basil the Great is served with Vespers on the eve 

of the feast. The Vigil is made up of Great Compline and Matins. On the morning of the feast, the Divine Lit-

urgy is served. 

Spiritual Meaning of Theophany 

     Theophany is a time for reflection and renewal. It is an opportunity to look back on the past and forward to 

the future with a renewed sense of purpose and direction. Theophany calls us to consciously refocus ourselves 

on our relationship with God and our commitment to following Christ. 

     Christ's baptism publicly proclaims his identity as the Messiah, with the Holy Spirit descending upon him 

and the declaration from Heaven that this is God's beloved Son. It symbolizes the mystery of the Incarnation. 

Jesus is God, but because he is also fully human, he too needs baptism. He participates in this covenant with us 

and receives the Father's forgiveness. 

     Theophany marks the beginning of Christ's public ministry. Christôs baptism in the Jordan was a manifesta-

tion of God to the world, because it was the beginning of our Lordôs public ministry. The theme of 

ñmanifestationò or ñrevelationò is also expressed in Scripture with the symbolism of light. In the hymn of the 

Feast, we sing, ñChrist has appeared and enlightened the world.ò 

     Theophany is a "founding event" that establishes the continuing relationship between God and his people. 

Through baptism, we "put on Christ" and participate in his death and resurrection. This signifies a new begin-

ning, a spiritual renewal, and a call to live in the light of Christ's teachings. 

Sermons and Hymns 

     Sermons given on the feast day of Theophany often focus on the revelation of the Holy Trinity and the sig-

nificance of Christ's baptism. One sermon, for example, emphasizes that everything Christ did in his earthly 

life was salvific and revealed divine truth. It highlights the importance of Christ entering the Jordan River, a 

plain and ordinary river that became a place of repentance and forgiveness through the baptism of John the 

Baptist. 

     Hymns - Hymns and chants sung on the feast day of Theophany celebrate the revelation of God and the 

coming of Christ. They often include themes of light, renewal, and the Holy Trinity. Here are two important 

hymns sung during Theophany: 



Apolytikion (First Tone) 

Lord, when You were baptized in the Jordan, the veneration of the Trinity was revealed. For the voice of the 

Father gave witness to You, calling You Beloved, and the Spirit, in the guise of a dove, confirmed the certain-

ty of His words. Glory to You, Christ our God, who appeared and enlightened the world. 

Kontakion (Fourth Tone) 

You appeared to the world today, and Your light, O Lord, has left its mark upon us. With fuller understanding 

we sing to You: "You came, You were made manifest, the unapproachable light." 

Icons 

     Icons associated with the feast day of Theophany typically depict the baptism of Christ in the Jordan River. 

These icons often include symbols of the Holy Trinity, such as the dove representing the Holy Spirit and a ray 

of light representing the Father's voice. They may also include other symbolic elements, such as angels, water 

spirits, and trees, which represent different aspects of the event and its spiritual significance. 

     For example, "water spirits" are often depicted in Theophany icons to represent the river Jordan (man pour-

ing water from an amphora) and the sea (woman on a sea creature chariot). These figures depict the scripture, 

"The sea saw and fled, the Jordan turned back" (Ps 114:3). John the Baptist is shown in his characteristic blue 

camel haircloth garment, which has been slightly stylized as chainmail to remind us of the cloth of warriors. In 

the left lower corner, an iconographic tree with an ax reflects John's teaching and foreshadows his own martyr-

dom at the hand of Herod. ñEven now the ax is laid to the root of the trees; every tree therefore that does not 

bear good fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire.ò (Mt. 3:10) It is an athlete's and warrior's reminder not to 

become spiritually lazy. 

     The mountains in Theophany icons represent the two heavenly and the earthly worlds, which Christ spans 

the divide between. The ax stuck in the small tree below John the Baptist symbolizes his words in Luke's and 

Matthew's Gospels: ñEven now the ax is lying at the root of the trees; every tree, therefore, that does not bear 

good fruit is cut down and thrown into the fireò (Lk 3:9). This prophecy of John's is an eschatological prophe-

cy, meaning that it looks towards the end of the world. 

     In Conclusion the Feast of Theophany is a profound celebration of God's revelation to the world. It is a 

time for reflection, renewal, and participation in the divine life. Through the waters of baptism, we are united 

with Christ, cleansed from sin, and empowered by the Holy Spirit to live as children of God. Theophany calls 

us to remember our own baptism and to live each day in the light of Christ's teachings, striving to bear good 

fruit and to be a light to the world. As we celebrate this feast, let us give thanks for the gift of salvation and the 

hope of eternal life that is offered to us through Christ. 

     This year, as I prepare to celebrate Theophany, I am reminded of the time I witnessed the Blessing of the 

Waters at a local lake. The sight of the priest processing towards the water, the cross being cast into the 

depths, and the faithful plunging into the icy water to retrieve it was a powerful reminder of the transformative 

power of baptism and our connection to Christ. It was a moment of profound spiritual renewal and a reminder 

of the joy and hope that Theophany brings. 

 

+Very Rev. Archimandrite Christodoulos Margellos 
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