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HE BREW SYMBOLIGSM

"I am a man of the earth," wrote Goethe, "I am a man
of the earth, earthy; +to me the parables of the unjust
steward, the mrodigal eon, the sower, the pearl, the lost
piece of money, etc,, are more divine (if aught divine there
ve about the matter), than the seven messengers, candlesticks,
seals, stars, and woes," And in this he spoke for the
Western mind in general, for to us the sym>0lism employed in
one caaze geem= =impler than that used in the other, But to
the He orew mind accustomed to the uge of mystical symbols
‘one might be as simple as the other,

He brew symbolism differs vastly from our matter-of-
fact way of stating things, but it "riseg out- of local and
contemporary circumstances," and to the people of that time

wag no doubt intelligible, It ieg not surpriging that
people of thig far removed age should differ in their inter-
pretation of many of the complicated and mysterious symbols
found gcattered throughout Scripture. Archoishop Benson
once asked an intelligent and devout reader of Revelation
what form the book presented to him, Hig angwer was, "It is
chaos."3 No doubt the majority of people to-day would give

the game answer, But those who esteem the Bible as the word

1, Bible Commentary, Vol, V, p, 53l.
2. Swete, Commentary on the Apocalypse, Introduction, p, 218



of God mugt feel that the God of the orderly details of the
infinite vigidle perfections of nature must have for them,
éxpreqsed in these startling symbols, a definite message,
capable of a sane and logical interpretation,

"sehools of Apocalyptic interpretation have arisen,"

4
says Swete, "varying not only in detail, but in principle.”
In general these gchools may be clagsified as Praeterist,
Futurist, and Historical, "The Higtorical believes that in

the Apocalypse we have a continuousg prophecy, exhibiting to

ug the main features of the world's history: ' the vigionsg are,
therefore, partly fulfilled, partly they are in course of ful-
fillment, and a portion still remains unfulfilled."5 Thig
lagt named view has had numerous advocates, some of whom are,
Wiclif, Bullinger, Bale, Mede, Vitringa, Dauouz, Sir Isaac New-
ton, Thiston, Bengel, 3Bighop Newton, Hengstenberg, E orard,
Auverlen, Elliot and Faber, Bishop Wordsworth, Dean Alford,
Barneg, and Glasgow.6 Some,like Origen, have been enclined

to a mystical exegesis, while others have combined the mys-
tical and the higtorical, Many approach the gtudy of the
aymools of Scripture as though they were a mere collection of
riddles to be solved by guessing, and still others search
through their accommodating imagery for some bpagis upon which
to build their peculiar and speculative doctrines, To ouild
a doctrine on thege mystical symbols ig a very dangerous thing
4, swete, Commentary on the Apoc,, Int,, p. 207,

5, Binle Commentary, Vol, V, D. 528,
6. Bible Commentary, Vol, ¥, p, 528.



to do, The doctrineg of the New Testament are clearly set
forth in its didactic books, and we are gafer if we explain
the symbolg of ﬁrophecy in harmony with these,

From the earliest times a great interest has Dbeen
shown in prophetic vigiong, This is shown hy the interest
which the Apocalypse attracted from the Church Fathers. In
Darling's Cyclopedia Bibliographica pubdlished in 1852, the
mere list of works on the Apocalypse occupiesg 52 columns,7
Nor has this interest subsided during later years for material
both ingtructive and_amusing ma_. o had upon moast any symool
in which a person might be interested,

In this paper the writer is geeking some principlesg
that may serve as a definite bpasig for the interpretation of
Hebrew gymbolism, Without such principles many of thesge
vigiong are "a mags of unintelligible enigmas," If com-
mentators can general.y agree in their explanation of cer-
tain symbols, is it not pogsibdle that this agreement could be
extended to all symbols, if they could out digcover the laws
by which this uniform interpretation was obtained?

geveral hundred languages and cdialects are used for
the comnunication of thouzht in the various parts of the world,
In all these arbitrary signs and sounds are used, Groups of
peoples have agreed that certain signs and sounds should rep-

reaent definite things, and thus languages have come into

7. Biole Commentary, Vol, V, p, 532.



existence, A number of arbitrary characters and comoinations
of these characters are used in written language, There is
no gimilarity between the word cat and the animal which we
agree that it shall represent, A few years ago the writer
had some interesting and amusing experiences with the uge of
these arbitrary signe while doing evangelistickwork in the
5candinavian countries; In English we gay that Miss means

an unmarried woman, in Sweden the same word means a cat, The
word for serpent in Swedigh means worm in Danisgh, Once
sefore taking an offering in Sweden the writer lifted a Dbasket
and spoke of its disappointments, saying that he was glad not
to be a hasket, He waa not surprised at the laughter which
followed when he learned that he had used the Danish word for
bagket and the very same word in Swedigh means bologna,

Written language is not an organism, growing by its
own inhereht powers, To comprehend the history of its devel-
ocpment, on & must study the changes that have been going on
within recent years, or that are going on now, for human nature
ig qufficiently the same to make human speech alike in its es-
sential features, whatever the period or the stage of civilization,
The 0ld theory that gspoken language was a direct gift from the
Creator is far more satiefactory to the writer than the hypothe-
ses that are taking its place, Written language on the other
hand iz a mere human invention. The earliest writers would

not %be expected to use an alphabet, inqtead of this they used



hieroglyphics or symdols as in the case of the ancient Egypt-
iansg, Theae aymbolic representations are not identical
with the aymnoliem of Scripture; bout they are not arositrary,

as is spoken language, and can not ose aroitrarily applied,

s
Many of the prophecies of both the 0ld and New Teg-
taments are composed of this symbolic language, "The eye and
not the ear is the organ of the Seer:" says Smith, "visions and
not words are revealed to him, Hig utterance is clothed in a
complete and artificial shape, illustrated by symoolic imagery
and pointed by a apecific purpose."9 The dreamg -f Jogeph,
of the chief sutler, of Pharaoh and Neouchadnezzar, the visions
of Daniel and Ezekiel, and the Apocalypse of John all furnish
excellent examples of Heorew gymdolism, The wonderful image
which Daniel saw had a head of gold, oreast and arms of gilver,
abdomen and thighs of brass, legs of iron,'etc%o Wag there
ever such a literal man on earth? Like the vigionsg of Revel-
ation it symholizes something -- various earthly nations, In
Daniel we read again of a lion with eagle's wings, a leopard
with four wings, and still another beast with iron teeth and

ten horns, Are there on earth such oedts to-day? In what

haunted jungles roam the leopard with four wings and the oveast

i 11
with ten horns? These are not literal oveasts, they are

aymbolg that represent nations, The four great nations thus

8. Ssmith, Rev, Explained, p., 19.

9. Smith's Dict, of Bib,, Quoted in Parker's People's Bib, Rev,
p. 409,

10, Daniel 2nd Chap. 11, Daniel Chap, 2.
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symo.lized were Babylon, Persia, Greege, and Rome, Many

of the symhols of the Apocalypse are divinely interpreted.
] 13
"The seven stars are the angels of the seven churches" "The
14
ten horne which thou =awest are ten kings," "The waters

which thou sawest.... are people= and multitudes, and nationg,
and tongueg."l5 "The woman which thou sawest is the great city,
which reigneth over the kings of the earth.“l6

By noticing these interpretations we see that there
is an underlying principle or law upon which the interpreta-
tion of symboligm of the Bible depends=, It is the principle
of analogy;

Wehster defines symbol as follows: "An ooject
choasen to typify or represent some idea or quality in some-
thing else, on account of resemdlance in one or more of their
characteriatics or associations, as, the oak is a symbol of
strength, the sword of war, white of purity."17 The Ency-
clopedis Britannica says, "Symonol is the term given to a vis-
inle object representing to the mind the semblance of some-
thing which is not shown but realized in association with;»it."l8
Another authority says that symbol is "an ooject, animate or
inanimate, standing for or repre=enting something moral or
intellectual; anything which typifies an idea or a quality;

12, Urquhart, The Wonders of Propheéy, . 158,
13, Revelation 1:20,
14, Revelation 17:12,
15, s 17518,

16, 2 17:18,
17, Webster's International Dictionary, Bymbol,

18, Encyslopedia Britannica, Art, Symool,
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a type; as the lion ig the aymbol of courage, the lamb of
meekneass or patience, the olive- oranch of peace, and the
scepter of pov.rer."19 Longfellow sees a deeper meaning in
all nature and writes,
"All things are gymOolg: the external shows
Of Wature have their image in the mind,
As flowers and fruits and falling of the leaves."zO
These and other quotations that might 2e given are
saufficient authority to show that symbolic language is basec
on the law of analogy, and whenever we attach a literal gig-
nification to a symbolic obdject we destroy its‘uge as a gymodol,
When we apply this law to Hebhrew gymbolism, whether in Daniel,
Ezekiel, or in the Apocalypse,we take the pogition thatl every
aymnol employed stands not for itself bHut for some other ob-
ject of analagous character not found in the same department
from which the symbol is drawn,
The fantastic imagery of the Apocalypse ig best
illustrated by the "strange living creatures which figure
in a0 many of the visgionsg -- 'oJeasts" in which the properties
of men, animals, »5irds, reptiles, or purely imaginary oeings
are comdined in a way that is startling and often grotegque."zl
Certain mythical or semi-mythical oeings which appear in the
01d Tegtament are also made to play a part of importance, as
19, The Century Dict, and Cyclopedia, Art, Symool,

20, Longfellow's piem, "The Harvest Moon,"
21, The Jewish Encyclopedia, Art, Apocalypse, Vol, I,
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the oseast with ten hornsg, and Gog and Magog, Ags might

be expected, the Hebrews occasionally laid foreign mythol-
- 24
ogieg under contrioution, "The 'dragon with seven heads'

0o

5
seemg to have ween derived from the Babylonian mythology.,"

Thug we gee that the symools of the Biole are
drawvn from all departments of animate and inanimate creation
and some from purely mythical sources, as the beaglt with seven
heads and ten horns, Actionsg are sometimes used as symdolg,

26 a7
as the rending of garments, casting of shoeg, "the Phylacter-

ies worn on the head typify service of the mind; on the hand,L/f’/

28
gervice of the body." The washing of handsg was a gymool of
29 )
innocence., In Dt, 21:6 the heifer's neck wag broken to

show that the murderer de=erved the punishment, whilst the

1

elders of the city by washing their hands showed that they were
free from the guilt, The key of the door was looked upon

as a symbol of authority, and to place it upon a man's shoul-
30
der ghowed that he was appointed steward, 1t wag a mark of

reverence to cast off the shoes on a_Jproaching a sacred person
31
or place, Colors are used as symbolg, for example, "white

denotes purity (white garments), righteousness (a white throne),
joy (a white cloud?, victory( a white horse), Red for blood-

shed and war, Purple for imperial luxury and pomp, IEmerald

22, Revelation chap, 13. 29, Matt, 27:24 ,

23, Revelation 20:8, 30, Isaiah 22:22.

24, Revelation chap, 12. 21, Joms. Hrlb,

25, Gunkel and Bousset quoted in Jewish Ency, Art. Apocalypse,
26, 1 sam, 15:27,

27, Ps, 60:7; Jog, 5:12; Ruth 4:7,

28, Hastings, Eneyclopedia of Rel, and Ethics, Vol,XII, P.144,
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for patient winning grace, Black for calamity and distress.”

"As black absorbs all colors,” says Hastings, "and thus buries
the light, it symbolized death, humiliation, maurningf):73 Blue,
repreaenting the color of an unclouded sky, symbdolized revel-
ation."34 "There are gymnolg in the elements and forces of
nature, The air, the sphere of life and of intellectual and
gpiritual influence, The earth, the place of nations, An
earthquake, a sudden shaking of nationg, The sea, human go-
ciety tossed and troubdled, A cloud ig the chariot of divine
manifestation, A gtorm of lightning and hail denotes a great
crigig or judgment."55

The writer welieves in the historical interpreta-
tion of Apocalyptic vigions, In the Apocalypse we have a
?Egiory of the Chrigtian church from the time of its origin
till its final triumph, and the history. of such forces and
nations as exerted a significant influence upon the history
of that church, Its symbolism is drawn from inanimate nature,
animal life, human life, and angel life, It seemg that since
we have a mixture of ecclegiagtical and political history that
the religious sphere odeing the higher of the two would be rep-
reaented oy symbools drawn from the higher departments, as
hum=n life and angel life, In the quotation above from
Butler we note that he gays the earth is the place of nations,
32, Butler's Biole Work, Revelation, p, 716,
33, Malachi 3:14; Lamentation 4:8,

34, Exodus 24:10,
35, Butler's Bionle Work, Revelation, p, 716,
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while the air was the place of intel.ectual and gpiritual
influence, Thus says Alford, "Heaven here," in Revelation
12, "ig manifestly not only the showplace of the vigions as
seen by the Seer, but has a suostantial place in the visgion:
for bvelow, v, 7ff,, we have the heaven contrasted with the
earth, and the dragon cast out of heaven into the earth."36
We would say, therefore, that heaven referred to the gphere
of Ecclegiagtical history while earth referred to the depart-
ment of political history, Thig division setween the lower
and higher symools is seen when the church is représented by
a woman while a ferocious wild beazst represents the Roﬁan
Empire, A number of gymbols are drawn from the religious
gervice of the 0, T, and are therefore uged to represent reli-
gious things without respect to the department from which they
are drawn, They have formerly been asgsociated with gacred
things and their meaning could not he other than of religious
gignification,

If we make the principle of analogy basic we would
. naturally gsuppose that agents symbolize agents, actionsg sym-
oolize actions, and effects sympolize effects, If the con-
trary is true this book is anything but a revelation,

We dare not pregs the use of gymboligm too far or
we may be found trying to give analagous meaning to some things

that are not ugsed as symbdols, In the Apocalypse we have a

number of things appearing with symbolg,that are not used as

36, Alford's Greek Tegtament, Vol ,IV,, Part 2, p, 667.
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symbolsg, It is easily understood why some things appear
along with symools, that are not symbols themselves; for
there are some things which can not be symbolized, There
is no odbject on earth that can gymbolize a disembodied gpirit
and, therefore, we havé the gouls of the martyrs appearing in
their owyn lik:eness.37 God is spoken of ag "One sitting upon
a throne."38 No object in earth or heaven could represgent
the Almighty. The sacrificial death of Christ is symbolized
by a lamb, bdut otherwise he appears in his own likenegg, for
he ig God and can not be gymbolized by an inferior intelli-
gence, He appears as "King of Kings and Lord of Lords." g
Finally to emphasize the prophetic value of the
gymbols uged in the Bivle and egpecially in the one prohhetic
book of the New Testament, we might say that the Apocalypse
"is a revelation of mysteries, things whichzlie beyond the
ordinary range of human knowledge; God gives hig people
gdefinite instruction regarding hidden matters, whether things
altogether foreign to human experience or merely events in
human higtory which have not yet come to pass. Some of the
gecrets of heaven are discloged, in greater or less detail;
the purposes of God; the deeds and ;haracteristics of angels
and evil epiritg; the explanation of natural phenomena;  the
end of the world; the final judgment, and the fate of man-
kind."4o
37, Revelation 6:9,
38, Revelation 4:2,

39: Revelation 19:16,
40, The Jewigh Encyslopedia, art, Apocalypse, Yol, 1.,



