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6. Symbolic Acts (4Q 2015—Jeremiah) 

 

Biblical material: Gen. 4:3–7, Num. 21:1–9, Isa. 29:16, Rom. 9:18–21, Jeremiah 19, 

Heb. 5:14, Jer. 13:1–11. 

 

Quotes 

• Symbols can be so beautiful, sometimes. Kurt Vonnegut 

• Symbolism exists to adorn and enrich, not to create an artificial sense of 

profundity. Stephen King 

• But even in the Christian religion, much of its real meaning is hidden by words 

that are misleading and symbols that but few understand. Ernest Holmes 

• Homo sapiens is the species that invents symbols in which to invest passion and 

authority, then forgets that symbols are inventions. Joyce Carol Oates 

• Symbols are the imaginative signposts of life. Margot Asquith 

• Symbols have a language that kills the words. Alejandro Jodorowsky 

 

Questions 

 Why the need for symbolic acts? What are the problems with symbols? What was 

Jeremiah trying to say through his acted symbols? What does the lack of response show? 

Examples and illustrations are useful—but in the end are not the reality. So how are we to 

understand? How do we look beyond the symbols? 

 

Bible summary 

 Jeremiah 19 recounts how God told Jeremiah to buy a clay jar from a potter and 

then smash it to pieces, illustrating what was going to happen to Israel. A similar “acted 

parable” is given in Jeremiah 13—the ruined linen belt. The Bible contains many 

symbolic acts—like the sacrifice recorded in Genesis 4:3-7, the bronze serpent in Num. 

21:1–9, and Isa. 29:16—another clay pot story showing the pot is not higher than the 

potter, and further explained in Rom. 9:18–21. Hebrews 5:14 (FBV) tells us: “Solid food 

is for grown-ups—those who by always using their brains have learned to tell the 

difference between good and evil.” 

 

Comment  
 An old proverb tells us that “actions speak louder than words.” Trying to get the 

people’s attention, Jeremiah resorts to acted parables. They have ignored his words, so by 

these symbolic acts he tries to get the message across. 

 Broken pots and ruined belts tell the same story: a people that is rushing headlong 

to destruction, but uncaring about their terrible fate. Jeremiah is doing all he can to warn 

them, yet still they do not listen. 

 Using one thing to represent another is a common technique. We even use it in 

our speech when we say something is “like” something else. Symbols give us another 

perspective; an illustration makes the concept clear.  

 The Biblical prophets often used symbolic acts to make their point—like Ezekiel 

lying on his side or Isaiah told to walk around naked. Such actions certainly got people’s 

attention, and then the prophet could explain the meaning of the symbolic act. 
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 There are many symbolic acts in our religious experience. The eating of the bread 

and drinking of the wine at Communion. Baptism. Foot-washing. Kneeling in prayer. 

Laying on hands as a blessing. All of these are meant to convey a deeper meaning.  

 Why? Because it is so hard to convey spiritual truths. They can sound very 

abstract or nebulous. We need pictures to help us understand; examples to clarify; actions 

to make it “real.” Without such symbols it’s hard to even communicate—for even words 

are symbols too! 

 The danger is that we mistake the symbols for reality. Jeremiah’s smashing of a 

pot was more than the literal act, more even than the warning of impending disaster—it 

was to show the broken relationship and the intensity of God’s sorrow over his people. 

Likewise we need to look beyond the symbols we share—baptism is more than a rite of 

passage, it is a public announcement of an inner reality of commitment to God. 

 Symbols are useful. But let’s not miss the fact that they are only symbols of the 

deeper reality, the reality of our spiritual experience with a God who wants the deepest of 

personal relationships.  

 

Ellen White Comments 

 The whole system of types and symbols was a compacted prophecy of the gospel, 

a presentation in which were bound up the promises of redemption. But the people of 

Israel lost sight of their high privileges as God’s representatives. They forgot God and 

failed to fulfill their holy mission...  Priests and rulers became fixed in a rut of 

ceremonialism. They were satisfied with a legal religion, and it was impossible for them 

to give to others the living truths of heaven. {AA 14-5}   

 Jesus’ manner of teaching was beautiful and attractive, and it was ever 

characterized by simplicity. He unfolded the mysteries of the kingdom of heaven through 

the use of figures and symbols with which his hearers were familiar, and the common 

people heard him gladly; for they could comprehend his words. There were no high-

sounding words used, to understand which it was necessary to consult a dictionary. He 

illustrated the glories of the kingdom of God by the use of the experiences and 

occurrences of earth. In compassionate love and tenderness he cheered and comforted 

and instructed all who heard him; for grace was poured upon his lips that he might 

convey to men in the most attractive way the treasures of truth. {CE 126} 

   For His own wise purpose the Lord veils spiritual truths in figures and symbols. 

Through the use of figures of speech the plainest and most telling rebuke was often given 

to His accusers and enemies, and they could find in His words no occasion to condemn 

Him. In parables and comparisons He found the best method of communicating divine 

truth. In simple language, using figures and illustrations drawn from the natural world, 

He opened spiritual truth to His hearers, and gave expression to precious principles that 

would have passed from their minds, and left scarcely a trace, had He not connected His 

words with stirring scenes of life, experience, or nature. In this way He called forth their 

interest, aroused inquiry, and when He had fully secured their attention, He decidedly 

impressed upon them the testimony of truth. In this way He was able to make sufficient 

impression upon the heart so that afterward His hearers could look upon the thing with 

which He connected His lesson, and recall the words of the divine Teacher.  {FE 236}   
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