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H E B R E ? S Y M B O L I S M 

" I am a man of the earth," wrote Goethe, " I am a man 
of the e a r t h , earthy; to me the para,bles of the u n j u s t 
steward, the ^ r o d i g a l oon, the sower, the p e a r l , the l o s t 

piece of money, e t c . , are more d i v i n e ( i f aught d i v i n e there 
be about the m a t t e r ) , than the seven messengers, c a n d l e s t i c k s , 

1 
s e a l s , s t a r s , and woes." And i n t h i s he spoke f o r the 
Western mind i n general, f o r to us the symoolism employed i n 
one ca<=e gecms simpler than that used i n the other. But to 
the He brew mind aGcustom.ed to the use of m y s t i c a l symools 
one might be as simple as the other. 

He ore?/ symbolism, d i f f e r s v a s t l y from, our matter-of-
f a c t way of s t a t i n g t h i n g s , but i t " r i s e s out of loc3.1 and 

2 
contemporary circum-stances," and to the people of that time 
• ' was no doubt i n t e l l i g i b l e . I t i s not s u r p r i s i n g that 
people of t h i s f a r removed age should d i f f e r i n t h e i r i n t e r 
p r e t a t i o n of many of the complicated and mysterious symools 
found scattered, tloroughout S c r i p t u r e . Archoishop Benson 
once asked an i n t e l l i g e n t and devout reader of R e v e l a t i o n 
what form the book presented to him. His answer ?/as, " I t i g 

3 
chaos." No doubt the m a j o r i t y of people to-day ?/ould give 

the same angwer. But thoge who esteem the 3 i ale as the v/ord 
1 . " ^ i ble Commentary, V o l . V. p. 531. 
2. Swete, Coimnentary on tlie Apocalypse, I n t r o d u c t i o n p £18 
3. Swete, " " " »• ' " 4.* 
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of Crod must f e e l that the God of the orderly d e t a i l s of the 
i n f i n i t e v i s i o l e p e r f e c t i o n s of nature must have f o r them, 
expressed i n these s t a r t l i n g symbols, a d e f i n i t e message, 
capable of a sane and l o g i c a l i n t e r p r e t a t i o n . 

"GChools of Apocalyptic i n t e r p r e t a t i o n have a r i s e n , " 
4 

says Gwete, " v a r y i n g not only i n d e t a h l , but i n p r i n c i p l e . " 
I n general these schools may be c l a . s s i f i e d as P r a e t e r i s t , 
P u t u r i s t , and H i s t o r i c a l , "The H i s t o r i c a l b e l i e v e s that i n 
the Apocalypse we have a continuous prophecy, e x h i b i t i n g to 
Us the main f e a t u r e s of the world's h i s t o r y : • the v i s i o n s a r e , 
t h e r e f o r e , p a r t l y f u l f i l l e d , p a r t l y they are i n course of f u l -

5 
f i l l m e n t , and a portion s t i l l remains u n f u l f i l l e d , " T h i s 
l a s t named view has had numerous adxi-ocates, some' of v/hom are, 
¥iclif, B u l l i n g e r , ^3ale., Mede, V i t r i n g a , Hauouz, G i r I s a a c ITew-
ton, uhiston, Bengal, Bishop Hewton, Hengstenberg, E orard, 
Auberlen, E l l i o t and Eaber, Bishop ¥ordsworth, Dean A l f o r d , 

6 
Barnes, and Glasgo?/. Gome,like Origan, have been enclined 
to a m y s t i c a l exegesis, while others ha,ve combined the mys
t i c a l and the h i s t o r i c a l . Many approach the stud;y of the 
-^ymools of Gcripture as though they were a mere c o l l e c t i o n of 
r i d d l e s to be solved by guessing, and s t i l l others search 
through t h e i r accommodating im.agery f o r some oasis upon ?/hich 
to b u i l d t h e i r p e c u l i a r and s p e c u l a t i v e d o c t r i n e s . To ouild 
a doctrine on these m y s t i c a l symbols i s a verp dangerous thing 
4, Swete, Commentary on the Apoc,, I n t , , p. 207. 
5, B i b l e Cormentary, V o l . V, p. 528. 
6, B i b l e Commentary, V o l . Y. p. 528. 
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to do. The d o o t r i n e s of the hew Testament a r e c l e a r l y s e t 

f o r t h i n i t s d i d a c t i c bookg, and we a r e s a f e r i f we e x p l a i n 

the symbols of prophecy i n harmony w i t h t h e s e . 

From the e a r l i e s t t i m e s a g r e a t i n t e r e s t has been 

shovm i n p r o p h e t i c v i s i o n s . T h i s i e shown by the i n t e r e s t 

w h i c h the Apocalypse a t t r a c t e d from the Church F a t h e r s . I n 

D a r l i n g ' s C y c l o p e d i a B i o l i o g r a p h i c a p u o l i s h e d i n 1853 the 
7 

mere l i s t of works on the Apocalypse o c c u p i e s 52 columns. 

Hor has t h i s i n t e r e s t suosicied d u r i n g l a t e r yee^rs f o r m a t e r i a l 

both i n s t r u c t i v e and amusing ma,, oe had upon mj^^t a.rxj symool 

i n w h i c h a p e r s o n might be i n t e r e s t e d . 

I n t h i s paper the w r i t e r i s s e e k i n g some p r i n c i p l e s 

t h a t rc.ay s e r v e as a d e f i n i t e o a s i s f o r the i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of 

Hebrew symoolism. Without such p r i n c i p l e s many of t h e s e 

v i s i o n s a r e " a mass of u n i n t e l l i g i b l e enigmas." I f com

me n t a t o r s can g e n e r a l l y agree i n t h e i r explana,tion of c e r 

t a i n symbols, i s i t not p o s s i b l e t h a t t h i s agreement c o u l d be i 

extended to a l l symbols, i f they c o u l d out d i s c o v e r t h e la w s 

by w h i c h t h i s u n i f o r m i n t e r p r e t a t i o n wa,s ootained? 

S e v e r a l hundred languages and d i a l e c t s a r e used f o r 

the communication of thought i n t h e v a r i o u s p a r t s of the w o r l d . 

I n a l l t hese a r b i t r a r y s i g n s and sounds a r e used. Groups of 

peoples have agreed t h a t c e r t a i n s i g u s and sounds s h o u l d r e p -

re'^ent d e f i n i t e t h i n g s , and th u s languages have come I n t o i 

7. B i o l e Comri.entary, V o l . V. p. 532. 

- - J 
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e x i s t e n c e , A number of a r b i t r a r y c h a r a c t e r s and comoinationg 
of these c h a r a c t e r s a,re aged i n I'/ritten language. There i s 
no s i m i l a r i t y betv/een the v/ord cat and the a^nimal Y/hich we 
agree that i t s h a l l represent. A few ye a r s ago the w r i t e r 
had some i n t e r e s t i n g and amusing experiences w i t h the uge of 
these a r b i t r a r y signs while doing e v a n g e l i s t i c work i n the 
gC8.ndinavian c o u n t r i e s . I n E n g l i s h we say that Miss means 
an uncnarried woman, i n gv/eden the same word means a c a t . The 
v/ord f o r serpent i n Swedish means worm i n Danish. Once 
'osfore taking an o f f e r i n g i n Sweden the w r i t e r l i f t e d , a oasket 
and spoke of i t s disappointments, saying that he -was glad not 
to 06 a basket. He was not s u r p r i s e d at the laughter which 
followed when he learned that he had used the Danish word f o r 
basket and. the very same word i n Swedish means bologna, 

'.7ri then language i s not an organism, growing oy i t s 
own inherent poi/ers. To comprehend the h i s t o r y of i t s devel
opment, on. p nust study the changes that have been going on 
w i t h i n recent y e a r s , or that are going on now, f o r human nature 
I s s u f f i c i e n t l y the same to make human sgfech a l i k e i n i t s es
s e n t i a l f e a t u r e s , whatever the period or the stage of c i v i l i z a t i o n . 
The old, theory that spoken language was a d i r e c t g i f t from the 
Creator i ' ^ f a r more s a t i s f a c t o r y to the w r i t e r than the hypothe
ses that are t a k i n g i t s p l a c e , W r i t t e n language on the other 
hand i s a roere human i n v e n t i o n . The e a r l i e s t w r i t e r s would 
not be expected to use an alphabet. I n s t e a d of t h i s they used 
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h i e r o g l y p h i c s or qyiniols as i n the case of the a n c i e n t E g y p t 

i a n s . These symbolic r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s a r e not i d e n t i c a l 

w i t h the symbolism of T c r i p t u r e ; but t h e y a r e not a r o i t r a r y 
8 

as i s spoken language, and can not oe a r o i t r a r i l y a p p l i e d . 

Many of the p r o p h e c i e s of ooth the Old and Hew T e s 

taments a r e composed of t h i s s y m bolic language. "The eye and 

not the e a r i s the organ of the s e e r : " s a y s i m i t h , " v i s i o n s and 

not words a r e r e v e a l e d to him. H i s u t t e r a n c e i s c l o t h e d i n a. 

complete and a r t i f i c i a l shape, i l l u s t r a , t e d by s y m o o l i c imagery 
9 

and p o i n t e d hy a s p e c i f i c purpose." The dreams -f J o s e p h , 

of the c h i e f o u t l e r , of Pharaoh and He x i c h a d n e z z a r , the v i s i o n s 

of D a n i e l and E z e l c i e l , and the A pocalypse of John a l l f u r n i s h 

e x c e l l e n t examples of Hebrew symoolism. The Y/onderful image 
w h i c h D a n i e l saw had a head of g o l d o r e a s t and arms of s i l v e r 

10 

aodomen and t h i g h s of o r a s s , l e g s of i r o n , e t c . ¥as t h e r e 

e v e r such a l i t e r a l man on e a r t h ? L i k e the v i s i o n s of R e v e l 

a t i o n i t s y m b o l i s e s something v a r i o u s e a r t h l y n a t i o n s . I n 

D a n i e l r e a d 3,gain of a l i o n w i t h e a g l e ' s v/ings, a l e o p a r d 

v / i t h f o u r w i n g s , and. s t i l l a n other beast n/ith i r o n t e e t h and 

t e n h o r n s . Are t h e r e on e a r t h such oeai;s to-day? I n what 

haunted j u n g l e s roam the l e o p a r d w i t h f o u r wings and the oeast 

w i t h t e n horns? These a r e not l i t e r a l b e a s t s , they a r e 

symbols t h a t r e p r e s e n t n a t i o n s . The f o u r g r e a t n a t i o n s t h u s 
8. 9 m i t h , Rev. E x p l a i n e d , p. 19. 
9. S m i th's D i e t , of 3 i b . , quoted i n P a r k e r ' s P e o p l e ' s B i o . Rev. 

P. ^09. 
10. D a n i e l 2nd Chap. 1 1 . D a n i e l Chap. 2. 



:"' 12 , 
symo .'11 zed, were Ba'qylon, P e r s i a , Greece, and Rome . Many 
of the symools of the Apocalypse are d i v i n e l y i n t e r p r e t e d . 

15 
"The seven s t a r s are the a.ni2:els of the seven churches" "The 

14 
ten horns which thou sawegt are ten kings." "The waters 
which thou sawegt.... are peoples^ and multitudes, and nations 

15 
and tongues," "The woman v;hich thou sawest i s the great c i t . 

16 
which r e i g n e t h over the kings of the earth." 

By n o t i c i n g these i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s v/e see that there 
i s an underlying p r i n c i p l e or law upon which the i n t e r p r e t a 
t i o n of symbolism of the Bible depends, I t i s the p r i n c i p l e 
of a,nalogy, 

T e b s t e r d e f i n e s symbol as f o l l o w s : "An ooject 
chosen to t y p i f y or represent some idea or q u a l i t y i n some
th i n g e l s e , on account of resemolance i n one or more of t h e i r 
c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s or a s s o c i a t i o n s , a s , the oak i s a symbol of 

17 
strength, the sword of war, white of p u r i t y . " The Ency
clopedia B r i t a n n i c a says, "Symool i s the term given to a v i g -
i ole object representing to the mind the semolance of some-

1 
t h i n g which i s not shown but r e a l i z e d i n a s s o c i a t i o n w i t h h t . " 
Another a u t h o r i t y <^,ay^ t h a t symool i g "an ooject, anima,te or 
inanimate, standing f o r or representing something moral or 
i n t e l l e c t u a l ; anything which t y p i f i e s an idea or a q u a l i t y ; 12. Urquhart, The Wonders of Prophecy. J . 158. 
13. R e v e l a t i o n 1:20. 
14. R e v e l a t i o n 17:12. 
15. " 17:15. 
16. 2 17:18. 
17. "/ebster's I n t e r n a t i o n a l D i c t i o n a r y , Symbol. 
18. Encyslopedia B r i t a n n i c a , A r t . Bymool. 



a t y p e ; ag the l i o n i s the symbol of courage, the lamb of 

meekness or p a t i e n c e , the o l i v e - ^ j r a n c h of peace, and the 
19 

s c e p t e r of power," L o n g f e l l o w gees a deeper meaning i n 

a l l n a t u r e and w r i t e q , 

" A l l t h i n g s a r e symoolq; the externa-1 sho?/g 

Of feture ha,ve t h e i r inrnge i n the mind. 
20 

As f l o w e r s and f r u i t s and f a l l i n g of the leaves,'' 

These and o t h e r q u o t a t i o n s t h a t might oe g i v e n a r e 

s u f f i c i e n t a u t h o r i t y to show t h a t s y m b o l i c language i s oaseu 

on the law of analogy, and whenever we a t t a c h a l i t e r a l s i g 

n i f i c a t i o n to a s y m b o l i c o o j e c t we d e s t r o y i t s use a s a symool, 

hhen we a p p l y t h i s law to Hebrew symbolism, whether i n h a n i e l , 

E z e k i e l , or i n the Apocalypse,we take the p o s i t i o n t h a t e r e r y 

symool employed s t a n d s not f o r i t s e l f wit f o r some o t h e r ob

j e c t of analagous c h a r a c t e r not found i n t h e same department 

from ?/hich the symbol i s drawn. 

The f a n t a s t i c imagery of the Apocalypse i s oest 

i l l u s t r a t e d by the " s t r a n g e l i v i n g c r e a t u r e s w h i c h f i g u r e 

i n so many of the v i s i o n s — ' beasts" i n which the p r o p e r t i e s 

of men a n i m a l s j i r d s . r e p t i l e s , or p u r e l y I m a g i n a r y oeings 
21 

a r e comoined I n a way t h a t i s s t a r t l i n g e.nd o f t e n grotesque," 

C e r t a i n m y t h i c a l or s e m i - m y t h i c a l oeings w h i c h appear i n the 

Old Testament a r e a l s o made to p l a y a p a r t of importance, a s 
19. The C e n t u r y D i e t , and CyGlopedla. A r t . Symool. 
20. Longfellow"^ s p)ea,"The H a r v e s t Moon." 
2 1 . The J e w i s h H n c y c l o p e d i a , A r t . A p o c a l y p s e , H o i . T. 
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the oeast w i t h t e n hor n s , and Gog and Magog. As might 

be expocted. the Meb:;mws o c G a s i o n a l l y l a i d f o r e i g n mythol-
24 

o g i e s und6;r c o n t r i o u t i o n . "The 'dragon w i t h sowen heads' 
25 

seeras to hare been d e r l T e d from the hag/Monian mythology," 

Thus we see t^iat the n y p i j o l n of the Gi ole a r e 

dra-m from a l l departments of animate and i n a n i i n a t e c r e a t i o n 

and some from p u r e l y m y t h i c a l sooirces, an the oeast w i t h semen 
heads and t e n h o r n s . A c t i o n s a r e sometimes used as symools. 

26 27 
as the r e n d i n g of garments, c a s t i n g of shoes, "the i h i y l a c t e r -

i e s worn on the head t y p i f y s e r w i c e of the mind; on the hand.h-
23 

s e r v i o e of the body." The washing of handg was a symbol of 
29 

i n n o c e n c e . I n Mt. 21:6 t h e h e i f e r ' s neck was broken to 

show t h a t the murderer deserwed the puriisliment, w h i l s t the 

e l d e r s of the c i t y by washing t h e i r hands showed t h a t they wore 

f r e e from the g u i l t . The key of the door was lo o k e d upon 

as a symool of a u t h o r i t y , and to p l a c e i t upon a man's s h o u l -
30 

der shoored t h a t he was a p p o i n t e d s t e w a r d . I t wag a mark of 
r s y e r e n c e to c a s t o f f the shoes on a.-proaching a s a c r e d p e r s o n 

31 
or p l a c e . C o l o r e a r e uged as symbols, f o r example, " w h i t e 

denotes p u r i t y ( w h i t e gajrmentB^ , rig h t e o u R n e g s ( a w h i t e t h r o n e ) , 

j o y ( a w h i t e cloud^ , w l c t o r y ) o. w h i t s horse) , hed f o r blood

shed and war. P u r p l e f o r i m p e r i a l l u x u r y and pomp, S i n e r a l d 

2 2. H e r e l a t i o n chap. 13. 29. Matt. 27:24 . 
23. R e v e l a t i o n 20:8. 30. I s a i a h 22:22. 
24. R e v e l a t i o n chap. 12. 31. J o g . 5:15. 
2 5 . Gunkel and Bougget quoted i n J e w i s h iCncy. A r t . A p o c a l y p s e . 
26. 1 Gain. 15:27. 
27. P s . 60:7; J o g . 5:12; R u t h 4:7. 
28. H a s t i n g s , T h i c y c l o p e d i a of R e l . and M t h i c g , H o l . X I I , P.144. 
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32 
f o r p a t i e n t w i n n i n g g r a c e , B l a c k f o r c a l a i n i t / and d i e t r e c s . ' ' 

''As b l a c k a o q o r j s a l l c o l o r s , " s a y s H a s t i n g s , "and th u s b u r i e s 
33 

the l i g h t , i t symooliaed death, h u m i l i a t i o n , mourning, B l u e , 

r e p r e - e n t i i i g the c o l o r of an unclouded s t y , s y i a b o l i a e d r e v e l -
34' 

a t l o n . " "There a r e symoole i n t h e elements and f o r c e s of 

n a t u r e . The a i r , the sphere of l i f e and of I n t e l l e c t u a l and 

s p i r i t u a l i n f l u e n c e . The e a r t h , the p l a c e of n a t i o n s . An 

ea r t h q u a k e , a sudden s h a k i n g of n a t i o n s . The s e a , human so

c i e t y tossed and t r o u b l e d . A c l o u d i s the c h a r i o t of d i v i n e 

m a n i f e s t a t i o n . A storm of l i g h t n i n g and h a i l denotes a g r e a t 
35 

c r i s i s or judgment," 

The w r i t e r b e l i e v e s i n the h i s t o r i c a l i n t e r p r e t a 

t i o n of A p o c a l y p t i c v i s i o n s . I n the Apocalypse sm have a 

h i s t o r y of the S h r i s t i a n c h u r c h from the time of i t s o r i g i n 

t i l l I t s f i n a l t r i u m p h , and the h i s t o r y . o f such f o r c e s and 

n a t i o n s as e x e r t e d a s i g n i f i c a n t i n f l u e n c e upon the h i s t o r y 

of t h a t church. I t s symbolism i s drawn from i n a n i i m t e n a t u r e , 

a n i m a l l i f e , human l i f e , and a n g e l l i f e . I t seems t h a t s i n c e 

we have a mixture of e c c l e s i a s t i c a l and p o l i t i c a l h i s t o r y that 

the r e l i g i o u s sphere oelng the i i i g h e r of the two would be rep

r e s e n t e d qy s y m i o l s drawn from the h i g h e r departmentB, a s 

human l i f e and a n g e l l i f e . I n the q u o t a t i o n above from 

B u t l e r we note t l i a t he s a y s the e a r t h i s the p l a c e of n a t i o n s , 
32. B u t l e r ' s Bi ole 'fork. R e v e l a t i o n , p. 716. 
33. M a l a c h i 3:14; L a m e n t a t i o n At 8. 
34. hxodus 2 4;10 . 
35. B u t l e r ' s B i ole 'fork, R e v e l a t i o n , p. 716. 
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while the a i r was the place of I n t e l e c t u a l and s p i r i t u a l 

I n f l u e n c e . Thus gays A l f o r d , ''HeaTen here," i n l e , T e l a t i o n 

12, ' ' i s m a n i f e s t l y not only the ghowplace of the v l g i o o B as 

seen by the s e e r , out has a guogtantial place i n the T i s i o n : 

f o r oelow, T . 7 f I ., we have the heaven contrasted w i t h the 
36 

e a r t h , and the dragon c a s t out of heaven i n t o the earth," 
he would gay, t h e r e f o r e , that heaven r e f e r r e d to the sphere 
of E c c l e s i a s t i c a l hi=3toTy while e a r t h r e f e r r e d to the depart
ment of p o l i t i c a l h i s t o r y . T h i s d i v i s i o n ostween the lower 
and higher syiaools i s seen when the church i s represented "qy 
a woman while a ferocioug w i l d oeagt represents the Roman 
Empire, A number of gymbolg are drao/n from the r e l i g i o u s 
s e r v i c e of the 0, T. and are theref o r e used to represent r e l i 
gious things without respect to the department from which they 
are drawn. They have formerly been a s s o c i a t e d w i t h sacred, 
things and t h e i r meaning could not be other than of r e l i g i o u s 
s i g n i f i c a t i o n . 

I f we make the p r i n c i p l e of analogy basic we would 
n a t u r a l l y suppose t h a t agents symbolize agents, a c t i o n s syir-
b o l i z c a c t i o n s , and e f f e c t s symoolize e f f e c t s . I f the con
t r a r y i s true t h i s book i s anything 'but a r e v e l a t i o n . 

T/e dare not press the use of gymoolism • to o f a r or 
we may be found t r y i n g to give analagoug meaning to gome t h i n g 
t h a t are not used as symbols. I n the Apoc-^lypse we have a 
number of things appearing w i t h symools^ that are not used as 

36. A l f o r d - s dreeh restaraent, Vol,IV., P a r t 2, p. 567. 
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symbols. I t i s e a s i l y understood vday some things appear 

a l o n g with symools, t h a t a r e not s y n o o l s t h e m s e l v e s ; f o r 

t h e r e a r e some t h i n g s w h i c h can not be s y m b o l i z e d . There 

i s no o o j e c t on e a r t h t h a t can symbolize a disembodied s p i r i t 

and, t h e r e f o r e , we have the s o u l s of the m a r t y r s a p p e a r i n g i n 
rn 

o / 
t h e i r own l i k e n e s s . Ood i n spoken of as "One s i t t i n g upon 

38 
a throne," Ho o b j e c t i n e a r t h or heaven c o u l d represent 
the Almighty, The s a c r i f i c i a l death of C h r i s t i s s y m b o l i z e d 

by a lamb. ^3ut o t h e r r r i s e he appears i n h i s own l i k e n e s s , f o r 

he i s Q-od and can not be sy m b o l i z e d by an i n f e r i o r i n t e l l i -
39 

gence. He appears as '-King of K i n g s and L o r d of l o r d g . " 

F i n a l l y , t o emphasize the prophetic v a l u e of the 

symbols used i n the Hi ole and e s p e c i a l l y i n the one p r o p h e t i c 

book of the jfew Testament, we might gay t h a t the Ap o c a l y p s e 

" i s a r e v e l a t i o n of m y s t e r i e s , things w h i c h l l e beyond the 

ordinary range of human knowledge, God g i v e s h i s people 

d e f i n i t e I n s t r u c t i o n regarding hidden matters, whether things 

a l t o g e t h e r f o r e i g n t o human e x p e r i e n c e or merely e v e n t s i n 

human h i s t o r y w h i c h have not y e t come to pagg. Come of the 

s e c r e t s of heaven are d i s c l o s e d , i n g r e a t e r or 3 e s s d e t a i l ; 

the purposes of God; the deeds and c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s of angelg 

and e v i l s p i r i t s ; the explanation of n a t u r a l phenomena; .the 

end of the w o r l d ; one f i n a l judi;imcnt, and the f a t e of man-

k i n d . " 

37. R e v e l a t i o n 6:9. 
38. R e v e l a t i o n ^:2. 
39. R e v e l a t i o n 19:16. 
40. The Jewish E n c y s l o p e d i a , a r t . Apocalypse, V o l . I . , 


