Symbolism in the Bible

“The word ‘symbol’ derives from a Greek word which means literally ‘something thrown together’…Contracting parties would break a bone or tally stick into two piece, then fit them together again later.  Each piece would represent its owner; the halves thrown together represent 2 separated identities merged into one.  Thus this concept of ‘symbol’ (unity, separation, restoration) provides a model for love, the Atonement, separation and reunification, our original unity with God, our earthly separation, our eventual return to the divine presence and renewed perfect unity with God.  Furthermore, this meaning of symbol shows that understanding any symbol required the ‘throwing together’ of an earthly, concrete dimension and a transcendent, spiritual dimension.  Plato’s idea that knowledge is remembrance has relevance here.”  Conner, Interpreting Symbols and Types
“To be unversed in symbolism is to be scripturally illiterate.”   Gaskell, Lost Language of Symbolism  [Most of this lecture comes from this source.]
Having said that, we need to be cautious of using symbolism as the sole source of interpretation of images in the Bible.  “I am not entirely certain that a detailed hermeneutical system is either possible or desirable.”  Robert M. Grant, University of Chicago

With this caution in mind, here are some categories and symbols that might be of interest:

The Body

· The practice of shaking hands when you greet someone can be traced back to the ancient ritual of requesting a token of recognition when first encountering someone.

· Bowing or kneeling in prayers is a symbol of submission.

· Bathing is used as a metaphor of removing impurity.

The arm

· Power or strength, either human or divine

· The Lord hath made bare his holy arm Isaiah 52:10

Blood

· Life, humanity, mortality, death, impurity or guilt, sacrifice for sin

· For if the blood of bulls and of goats, and the ashes of an heifer sprinkling the unclean, sanctifieth to the purifying of the flesh, How much more shall the blood of Christ, who through the eternal Spirit offered himself without spot to God, purge your conscience from dead works to serve the living God? Heb. 9: 13-14
Bosom

· Standard symbol for intimate, nonsexual relationship

· And it came to pass, that the beggar died, and was carried by the angels into Abraham's bosom  Luke 16:22
Bowels

· Compassion, sympathy, love, or pity

· Reproduction, fertility, offspring

· Martyrdom, disease, death

Ears

· Receptivity and obedience, often synonymous with the heart and mind because they represent what one pays attention to

· behold, their ear is uncircumcised, and they cannot hearken  Jeremiah 6:10
Eyes

· Receiving of light, knowledge, insight, revelation

· Multiple eyes area symbol of omniscience

· …four beasts full of eyes before and behind Revelation 4:6-8

· Sometimes represent our desires

· But if thine eye be evil, thy whole body be full of darkness Matthew 6:22

Feet

· How we live and what path we choose to follow

· …and your feet shod with the preparation of the gospel of peace  Ephesians 6:15
Forehead

· Though an infrequent symbol, it represents what a person’s thoughts are and therefore what he loves or desires.

· … and for a memorial between thine eyes   Exodus 13:9
Hair

· Hair is positive most of the time

· The negative aspect, apparent in Leviticus 13-14, can be seen when the priest examines people’s hair in order to ascertain if they have leprosy, a symbol at the time for spiritual  sickness.

· Another negative aspect is the image of tearing out one’s hair as a sign of grief

· The overarching meaning of hair is that of life

· In ancient times, hair could signal either a person’s health or lack of

· The number of hairs is symbolic

· mine iniquities have taken hold upon me, so that I am not able to look up; they are more than the hairs of mine head: therefore my heart faileth me  Psalms 40:12
· Nazarenes were required not to cut their hair, a symbol that they had been set apart and were striving to live a life committed to God

· White or gray hair was a symbol of wisdom, maturity and honor; resurrected beings are universally depicted with white hair

· The Ancient of days did sit, whose garment was white as snow, and the hair of his head like the pure wool  Daniel 7:9
Hand

· Represents action, or what we choose to pursue

· Symbol of power, either good or evil, the corporeal manifestation of the inner state of the human being, an attitude of mind

· Clean hands represent contrition and a fresh start; dirty hands represent mistakes

· The raised right hand is a sign of power and command, supplication

· Uzzah’s putting his hand forth to steady the ark was a symbol of inappropriate deeds or actions in our lives that bring upon us spiritual death

Head

· The entirety of the person

· The life of the person

· The source of governance or rulership

· As evidence of all-encompassing grief or mourning, the ancients would shave their heads, cover their heads, or place dirt or ashes on their heads

· The severed head represents the decisive defeat of the enemy

Heart

· The seat of knowledge, the recipient of revelation, inspiration, and omniscience

· The location of the true inner man or woman

· Anciently the removal of a heart, either through human sacrifice or embalming, was a symbol of the removal of the soul and potential omniscience of the departed

Horns

· Symbols of power and strength, either good or evil

· Assyrians, Hittites, Egyptians, Gauls all depict their deities as having or wearing horns

· Some sources associate horns with an outpouring of the Holy Ghost

Knees

· Failing or trembling knees depict fear or weakness

Loins

· Often refers to reproductive organs

· Preparedness to work or make haste

Neck

· Stiff-necked is pride, obstinacy, disobedience

· The opposite is the bowed head: humility, contrition, repentance, dependence, mourning

· Being yoked is a symbol of oppression or subjections

Nose

· Anger or temperament

· Derived from the association of flared nostrils

· Loathing or repugnance

Shoulder

· Manual labor required one’s shoulders to be used for moving stones for temples, altars

· Symbol for labor, burdens, responsibilities

Throat

· Not a common symbol

· Represents power, leadership, the ability to command or speak

Wings

· Representative of power, to move, to act, to protect

Clothing

· Anciently, raiment was expensive and valuable

· Clothing wearing out or being eaten by moths was a threat

· Preserved clothing was a positive image
Apron

· This and figs symbolize fertility and reproduction

· Priesthood

Armor of God

· Protection against evil

· Swords are standard symbols for the words of God

· The shield is a symbol of faith

Caps and Hats

· Anciently, the covered head was a symbol of nobility and freedom

· The crown is the reward for righteous living

· Mosaic high priest wore simultaneously a miter and a crown because his life typified Christ who possesses both authority and power And he put the mitre upon his head; also upon the mitre, even upon his forefront, did he put the golden plate, the holy crown; as the LORD commanded Moses. Leviticus 8:9
Robes

· The outer garment of certain people conveys power

· Transferring the mantel or robe, symbolized the transference of authority or power

· Jesus’ “coat without seam” highlights his power

Sackcloth

· A coarse, dark cloth made of goat or camel hair was typically worn by mourners as a symbol of grief, humiliation, repentance.

Sash

· In certain regions a periods of time, the sash symbolized chastity, virginity, or fidelity.

Shoes, Sandals

· Basically 3 symbolic connotations: 1.  Enslavement and poverty, 2. Entrance into a hallowed place, and 3. Covenant making

· Because the poor and slaves were often barefoot (barefooted slaves made it difficult for them to escape) this is symbolic of enslavement as well
· Putting on shoes indicates liberty and freedom.  The Israelites were commanded to eat the Passover with their shoes on in part to symbolize freedom from Egyptian bondage.  And thus shall ye eat it; with your loins girded, your shoes on your feet, and your staff in your hand; and ye shall eat it in haste: it is the LORD's passover. Exodus 12:11  
· Putting off shoes to enter a holy place represents leaving earthly things outside.  Shoes, in this case, protect the feet from the filth of the ground around them.  They are unnecessary on holy ground.
· As part of the promise-making ritual, a man would remove his shoes to acknowledge that he was willingly diversting himself of some possession he once had a right to.  This happens in Ruth 4:1-8.
Swaddling Clothes

· Strips of cloth tied together to wrap an individual as with a gauze bandage represent parental care as it provides warmth, protection, and security.  It also represents the healing of the spiritually broken.

· Some say, since Christ was born to die, this “clothing” reminds us of mummies and emphasizes that purpose.

Veils

· Veils symbolize chastity in many cultures.  It also represents submission.

Colors

Black

· Grief, sorrow, and mourning.  Overtones of foreboding and an association with negativity, sin, evil, death, judgment, corruption, destruction, and sadness.

· Black has been said to absorb all colors and thus bury the light

Blue

· Godly, spiritual, heavenly nature

· Someone depicted as blue or adorned in blue has a celestial nature

· The temple has blue as an earthly prototype of the heavenly city. And thou shalt make an hanging for the door of the tent, of blue, and purple, and scarlet, and fine twined linen, wrought with needlework.  Exodus 26:36
Brass

· Metals are secondary colors and have a separate category.  

· Brass represents judgment because brass can stand fire

· Christ is described as having feet of brass

Gold

· Wealth, temporal power, worldliness

· Also symbolizes celestial, divine or godly nature of something

· It’s pure, incorruptible, precious 

· Occasionally it functions as a symbol for wisdom

Green

· Life, hope, immortality, resurrection

· Though generally a positive symbol, many traditions make a distinction between dark green as a symbol of life and pale green as a symbol of death  And I looked, and behold a pale horse: and his name that sat on him was Death Revelation 6:8.  Here the Greek word translated as “pale” is literally “sickly pale green”

Purple

· Wealth, power, royalty, majesty

· This was a difficult dye to make for the ancients since it was produced from secretions of only 2 kinds of mollusks, a costly and difficult process

· Mordecai is described as a receiving a purple or royal robe from the king, signifying his new position

Red

· Sin  …the blood of Christ was shed because of sin

· Occasionally associated with both life and death resurrection and evil: these images are intertwined and closely associated with the atonement

· War, bloodshed, violence

· A red ribbon was tied around the neck of the scapegoat on the Day of Atonement before it was sent to the wilderness to die.

Silver

· Redemption; silver carries the idea of moral purity

White

· The most common color in scripture, carrying strong connotations of purity, righteousness, holiness, innocence, victory, light, revelation, happiness, virginity

· It is the color of initiation and rites of passage including baptism, confirmation and marriage

· When the high priest would dress in white it is as a type for Christ who is pure 

· Though your sins be as scarlet, they shall be as white as snow Isaiah 1:18

· The courtyard of the Mosaic tabernacle was surrounded by a wall of white linen

· Angels are almost exclusively depicted as being in white

Numbers

· The multiplication of numbers heightens the emphasis of the symbol.

· Repetition of words, names or phrases can be repeated to a significant number

One

· Usually this is intended literally, but when employed as a symbol, it represents unity

· “One” is indivisible, independent of all others, the source of all others, so it is often a symbol for God

Two

· Opposition, separation, good versus bad

· Often pertaining to the law of witnesses 

· Wheat and tares, sheep and goats, etc., are just a couple of many examples of two-part divisions, one good and the other bad

Three

· Next to the number 7, 3 is the most symbolic number in the Bible, occurring more than 450 times

· Emphasizes the godhead

Three and a half

· Half of seven, it refers to that which is arrested midway in its normal course

· When the fraction “1/3” refers to a particular individual or event, there is a suggestion that they have a limited degree of power or influence

Four

· Geographical completeness and creation

· Four elements, four regions of the earth, four seasons of the year

Five

· Not common in scripture symbolism, but there are two ideas associated with it: God’s grace and man in his fallen state.  The parable of the ten virgins (five good and five foolish) is an example of this.

· Five stones are chosen by David for his sling (God’s grace), but only one stone kills Goliath (God’s intervention).

Six

· Very uncommon.  

· Being deficient, imperfect, failure to be complete

· Opposition and independence of God

Seven

· The most common of all symbolic numbers

· Fullness, completion, entirety, totality, spiritual perfection

· Multiples carry even stronger spiritual significance as when Matthew records Christ’s command to forgive not seven times but seventy times seven.

· The root of the Hebrew word for seven is identical to the Hebrew verb that means “to take an oath”

Eight

· Resurrection, new beginnings, rebirth, baptism, circumcision

Nine

· Only occasionally used, carrying the meaning of judgment, finality, completion

Ten

· A complete unit within a greater whole

Eleven

· Sin, transgression, peril, conflict, disorder, imperfection, disintegration

· Judas leaving the apostles with only an imperfect 11 necessitated a reorganization at a very difficult time

Twelve

· Power and covenant responsibility

Thirteen

· Seldom appears in scripture but is connected with rebellion, apostasy, defection, corruption, disintegration, revolution

· But! …using gematria, it is the number for “love” and the Hebrew word “one”

Forty

· A period of trial, testing, probation, mourning

One Thousand

· Serves to magnify or embellish that with which it is associated

Gematria

· Ancient people did not have a separate numbering system from the alphabet.  They doubled for each other.  So the first 9 letters of the alphabet stood for numbers 1-9.  The next 9 numbers stood for numbers 10-90.  So names had a number assumed by adding together the value of each of its letters.  

· The passage commonly associated with gematria is in Revelation 13:18 where John writes about the anti-Christ.  Let him that hath understanding count the number of the beast: for it is the number of a man; and his number is Six hundred threescore and six.
· The following names have been numbered the same: Emperor Titus, Caligula, Diocletian, Emperor Nero, Napoleon, Mohammed, Hitler, Luther.  Careful manipulation could render just about any name into 666.

· Many scholars have concluded that John does not use gematria as a method.  Instead, he uses symbolic significance to numbers (7 seals, churches, trumpets, 24 elders, etc.)  As a symbol, 6 is standard for imperfection.  The number 666 is the heaping up of the number 6.  It’s also an allusion to incompleteness, falling short of the perfection of 7.

Direction

· Very important in eastern cultures, probably because there’s an innate need for security and stability.  Orientation allows us to know where we stand .

East

· Represents God, of God, sent by God, or godly in nature.

· The primary direction of orientation for most of the ancient Near Eastern world, the direction a person faces in order to get oriented.  Ancient maps even through the Middle Ages typically place east at the top.

· When someone moves eastward, it is symbolically moving toward God.  Jacob headed that direction to find Rachel and Leah.  Wise men came from the east.

· The east wind has negative connotations, but it was perceived as the instrument of God’s wrath.

South

· It is not a common symbol in the Bible

· In Hebrew one word that is translated as “south” literally means “right hand.”  If the orientation is toward the east, the south is at the right hand.

· Provokes thoughts of renewal, refreshment, right choice, outpouring

North

· For the same reason “south” is “right hand,” North is “left hand.”  

· Seat of gloom and darkness, coldness, obscurity, land of the dead, night, barbarianism, apostasy, and the judgment of God.

· With the sea on the west and the desert on the east, the only directions that an invasion could occur to Israel would be the south (Egypt) or the north (Assyria, Babylon, Damascus, Media, Persia, and more)  Most invaders would have come from the north.

· The word “sinister” derives from a Latin term that means “on the left side.”

· Turning to the left symbolized making a wrong choice

· Saying the lost tribes will return from the north implies that they will come out of darkness

West

· The most ominous of the four directions.  Very negative connotations

· Undesirable, sorrow, chaos, evil, darkness, the dying of the sun, and death

· The end of a situation or experience

Animals

· Animals usually fall into one of two categories: clean or unclean.  Clean animals are traditionally a symbol for Jesus and his followers.  They represent those who pore over the words of God (as in chewing the cud) until scriptures become a part of their very being.

Creeping things

· Represent people who were deceptive or misrepresent themselves (the chameleon).  Some animals fall in this category: the weasel, mouse, tortoise, ferret, lizard, snail, mole.

Pigs

· People who call upon or remember God in time of need, but not when things are going well

Dogs

· Hypocrisy, particularly those who cycle through repentance and never really change

Eagles or vultures

· People who prey on the weakness of others for personal gain

Fish without scales or fins

· Fins and scales are highly symbolic and are used to suggest ideas of stability, self-control or power to avoid being swept away by strong water currents or social trends.

· Absence of fins or scales suggests a pleasure-loving attitude.

· Those who don’t “swim” with the mainstream and follow the lifestyle of the people and are therefore subject to great temptation (lamprey, cuttlefish, polypus).  These fish often swing not with the school but on their own in the dark.

Locusts or grasshoppers

· Those who have overcome the world

Rabbits 

· Immorality, adultery, fornication

Fish 

· Both negative and positive symbols.  Sometimes they are types for the faithful and other times they represent the fertility gods of the underworld

Oxen, sheep, lambs, goats

· Mostly positive symbols, clean according to the law of Moses.

· They symbolize the types of people appropriate for the house of Israel

· Oxen represent power, patience, and sacrifice

· Bulls suggest royalty, divinity, power, sacrifice, atonement

· Sheep represent the faithful, timidity, gentleness, sincerity, compassion, discipleship, innocence, meekness, purity, patience, humility and the church

· Goats can be either positive or negative, representing sinners, lust, lasciviousness, evil, stubbornness

Apron

· This and figs symbolize fertility and reproduction

