biblical figures of speech

biblical figures of speech are an essential element in understanding the
richness and depth of the Scriptures. These rhetorical devices enhance the
meaning, convey spiritual truths, and engage the reader's imagination.
Throughout the Bible, various figures of speech such as metaphors, similes,
parables, and personification are used to communicate complex theological
ideas in a relatable and memorable manner. Recognizing and interpreting these
literary techniques is crucial for accurate biblical interpretation and for
appreciating the artistry of biblical literature. This article explores key
biblical figures of speech, their purposes, examples, and how they contribute
to biblical teaching. The discussion also highlights the significance of
these figures in biblical exegesis and theological reflection.
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Common Types of Biblical Figures of Speech

Biblical figures of speech encompass a variety of literary devices that
writers of Scripture employed to communicate effectively with their audience.
These figures include metaphor, simile, parable, personification, hyperbole,
symbolism, allegory, and irony, among others. Each serves a unique purpose in
enhancing the message and making abstract spiritual truths more tangible and
understandable. Understanding these types aids in proper biblical
interpretation and prevents misreading Scripture in a literal or overly
simplistic way.

Definition and Purpose

A figure of speech is a form of expression that uses words in a non-literal
or imaginative way to convey meaning or emphasis. In the Bible, these figures
often clarify divine truths, evoke emotional responses, or illustrate moral
lessons. The purpose of biblical figures of speech is not only decorative but
also didactic, helping readers grasp the significance of God's revelation.



Examples of Key Figures

Some of the most frequently encountered biblical figures of speech include:

Metaphor: Directly equates one thing to another to highlight
similarities.

Simile: Uses "like" or "as" to compare two different things.

Parable: A simple story illustrating a moral or spiritual lesson.

Personification: Attributing human qualities to non-human entities.

Hyperbole: Exaggeration used for emphasis or effect.

Symbolism: Using symbols to represent ideas or qualities.

Metaphors and Similes in the Bible

Metaphors and similes are among the most prevalent biblical figures of
speech, serving to create vivid imagery and convey profound truths. These
comparisons allow the biblical authors to express complex spiritual realities
in relatable terms.

Understanding Metaphors

A metaphor in the Bible is a direct comparison where one thing is said to be
another, implying a shared characteristic. For example, Jesus refers to
Himself as the "bread of life" (John 6:35), symbolizing sustenance and
spiritual nourishment. Metaphors often deepen theological insight by
connecting divine concepts with everyday experiences.

Role of Similes

Similes explicitly compare two different things using “like” or “as.” An

example is Psalm 1:3, which describes a righteous person as "like a tree

planted by streams of water." This simile conveys stability, growth, and

prosperity associated with living according to God's law. Similes provide
clarity by highlighting specific attributes of the subject.

Parables as a Distinctive Biblical Figure

Parables are unique among biblical figures of speech because they present
spiritual truths through simple narrative stories. Jesus frequently employed



parables in His teaching to reveal truths about the Kingdom of God in an
accessible yet profound manner.

Characteristics of Parables

Parables are brief, fictional stories rooted in everyday life, designed to
convey moral or spiritual lessons. They often involve familiar scenarios such
as farming, family relations, or business transactions. Unlike allegories,
parables have a central point rather than multiple symbolic elements.

Examples of Parables

Some well-known parables include the Parable of the Good Samaritan (Luke
10:25-37), illustrating neighborly love, and the Parable of the Prodigal Son
(Luke 15:11-32), emphasizing forgiveness and repentance. These stories engage
listeners and provoke reflection on personal faith and conduct.

Personification and Anthropomorphism

Personification and anthropomorphism are biblical figures of speech that
attribute human traits or actions to non-human entities or God. These devices
help readers relate to abstract ideas or divine characteristics more
concretely.

Personification in Scripture

Personification gives life and personality to inanimate objects or concepts.
For instance, Wisdom is personified as a woman calling out to people in
Proverbs 8, emphasizing her active role in guiding humanity. This figure of
speech makes intangible qualities more vivid and accessible.

Anthropomorphism Describing God

Anthropomorphism involves ascribing human features or emotions to God to
communicate His nature in relatable terms. Biblical references to God'’s
“hand,” “eye,” or “anger” are examples. These expressions do not imply
physical attributes but are metaphorical to help human understanding of
divine actions and feelings.

Hyperbole and Other Emphatic Devices

Hyperbole, or deliberate exaggeration, is frequently used in biblical texts
to emphasize a point or express intense emotion. This figure of speech is



effective in drawing attention and highlighting the significance of a
message.

Examples of Hyperbole

Psalm 119:136 states, “Streams of tears flow from my eyes,” using hyperbole
to convey profound sorrow. Jesus’ statement that “if your right eye causes
you to sin, tear it out” (Matthew 5:29) is another example, emphasizing the
seriousness of sin rather than prescribing literal action.

Other Emphatic Figures

Biblical literature also employs repetition, parallelism, and rhetorical
guestions as emphatic devices. These techniques reinforce key themes and aid
memorization, common in Hebrew poetry and prophetic writings.

Symbolism and Allegory in Scripture

Symbolism and allegory are sophisticated biblical figures of speech that
convey deeper meanings beyond the literal level. They often reveal spiritual
realities and divine truths through symbolic representation.

Symbolism

Symbols in the Bible are objects, actions, or characters that stand for
something else, often a spiritual truth. For example, the lamb symbolizes
innocence and sacrifice, central to the portrayal of Jesus as the “Lamb of
God” (John 1:29). Symbols enrich biblical narratives by connecting tangible
elements with eternal significance.

Allegory

Allegory is an extended metaphor where multiple elements of a story
correspond to deeper spiritual meanings. Paul’'s allegory of Hagar and Sarah
in Galatians 4:21-31 contrasts the old covenant with the new covenant.
Allegories require careful interpretation to discern the intended lessons
while avoiding over-allegorization.

Frequently Asked Questions



What are biblical figures of speech?

Biblical figures of speech are literary devices used in the Bible to convey
meaning, emphasize points, or illustrate spiritual truths through vivid and
imaginative language.

Why are figures of speech important in the Bible?

Figures of speech enhance the Bible's messages by making abstract or complex
ideas more relatable and memorable, helping readers grasp spiritual lessons
more deeply.

Can you give an example of a biblical figure of
speech?

Yes, a common example is a metaphor, such as Jesus referring to Himself as
the 'Good Shepherd' (John 10:11), symbolizing guidance and care.

What is a parable in the context of biblical figures
of speech?

A parable is a simple story used to illustrate a moral or spiritual lesson,
often employing metaphor and analogy, as seen in Jesus' teachings like the
Parable of the Prodigal Son.

How is hyperbole used in the Bible?

Hyperbole, or deliberate exaggeration, is used in the Bible to emphasize a
point, such as in Matthew 5:29 where Jesus says, 'If your right eye causes
you to sin, tear it out,' highlighting the seriousness of avoiding sin.

What role does personification play in biblical
literature?

Personification attributes human qualities to non-human entities, like wisdom
being described as a woman in Proverbs 8, making abstract concepts more
relatable and vivid.

Are similes common in the Bible?

Yes, similes comparing one thing to another using 'like' or 'as' are common,
such as Psalm 1:3 describing a righteous person as 'like a tree planted by
streams of water.'

How does symbolism function as a figure of speech in



the Bible?

Symbolism uses objects, characters, or events to represent broader spiritual
truths, such as the lamb symbolizing Jesus Christ's sacrifice.

What is an allegory and how is it used in the Bible?

An allegory is an extended metaphor where elements of a story symbolize
deeper meanings, like the allegorical interpretation of the Song of Songs as
representing God's love for His people.

Do biblical figures of speech vary between the 01ld
and New Testaments?

While many figures of speech appear throughout both Testaments, the New
Testament often uses more parables and direct teachings of Jesus, whereas the
0ld Testament includes poetic devices in wisdom literature and prophecy.

Additional Resources

1. Figurative Language in the Bible: Understanding Biblical Metaphors and
Similes

This book explores the rich use of metaphors, similes, and other figures of
speech found throughout the Bible. It offers readers a comprehensive guide to
interpreting symbolic language used by biblical authors, helping to deepen
the understanding of scripture. The author examines key passages and explains
how figurative expressions convey theological and moral truths.

2. Parables and Proverbs: The Art of Storytelling in the Bible

Focused on the parables and proverbs spoken by biblical figures such as Jesus
and Solomon, this book highlights the role of storytelling as a powerful
figure of speech. It analyzes how these literary devices were used to teach
lessons and communicate complex ideas in a memorable way. Readers will gain
insight into the cultural and historical context of these figures of speech.

3. The Power of Symbolism in Biblical Texts

This volume delves into the use of symbolism throughout the 0ld and New
Testaments, examining symbols like the lamb, the vine, and the olive tree. It
explains how biblical figures used symbolic language to express faith, hope,
and divine attributes. The book also discusses the impact of these symbols on
Christian theology and art.

4. Imagery and Allegory: Decoding the Bible’s Visual Language

Imagery and allegory are essential tools in biblical literature, and this
book offers a detailed analysis of their application by biblical figures. It
covers significant texts such as the Song of Solomon and the Book of
Revelation, revealing layers of meaning behind vivid descriptions and
allegorical narratives. The author provides interpretive frameworks to
appreciate the Bible’s visual and symbolic richness.



5. Hebrew Poetry and Figures of Speech in the Psalms

This book focuses on the poetic devices and figures of speech employed in the
Psalms, including parallelism, personification, and hyperbole. It
demonstrates how these elements enhance the emotional and spiritual power of
the psalms. Readers will learn to recognize and interpret the poetic artistry
of biblical authors like David.

6. Rhetoric and Persuasion in the Pauline Epistles

Examining the letters of Paul, this work highlights the rhetorical strategies
and figures of speech used to persuade and instruct early Christian
communities. It discusses techniques such as rhetorical questions, irony, and
metaphor that Paul employed to communicate his theological messages
effectively. The book provides context for understanding the style and impact
of Pauline writings.

7. Wisdom Literature and the Language of Instruction

This book explores figures of speech typical of biblical wisdom literature,
including Job, Proverbs, and Ecclesiastes. It analyzes how personification,
analogy, and paradox serve to convey practical and philosophical teachings.
The author considers how these literary devices shape the presentation of
divine wisdom and human experience.

8. Typology and Prophetic Imagery: Bridging 0ld and New Testaments

Focusing on the use of typology and prophetic figures of speech, this book
explains how events and persons in the 0ld Testament foreshadow New Testament
realities. It examines prophetic imagery and symbolic language used by
figures like Isaiah and John the Baptist. The study reveals the
interconnectedness of biblical narratives through figurative speech.

9. Metaphor and Meaning in Jesus’ Teachings

This book centers on the metaphors used by Jesus in his teachings, including
the Good Shepherd, the Vine, and the Kingdom of Heaven. It offers an in-depth
look at how these metaphors communicate profound spiritual truths in
accessible terms. The author discusses the enduring significance of Jesus’
figurative language for contemporary faith and theology.
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Trinity Evangelical Divinity School, calls it the best handbook on figures of speech. It should be on
every exegete's shelf. In systematic order, this classic gives the proper pronunciation of each figure
of speech, its etymology or origin, and a number of Scripture passages where the figure of speech is
used, giving full explanation of its use in each context. Figures of Speech Used in the Bible cites
nearly eight thousand Bible passages and includes five appendices and seven indexes, making it
even more valuable as a reference tool.

biblical figures of speech: Principles of Biblical Hermeneutics J. Edwin Hartill, 2007 Dr. S.
Franklin Logsdon, Bible teacher and evangelist, says of this book: These principles of Bible study by
Dr. J. Edwin Hartill have been tested and proved in his own personal teaching for many years. They
are succinct, pointed, practical, original, understandable -- simple keys to unlock the storehouse of
Scripture to things both old and new. This publication makes a distinct contribution to Bible lovers
in their search for increased knowledge of divine truth. It is a privilege and an honor to commend it
to God's people. Using a graphic combination of text, charts, and outlines, Dr. Hartill states, I trust
that as you study these principles, your understanding of the Word and your love for its truth may
deepen, so that you may more ably pass it on to others.

biblical figures of speech: Basic Bible Interpretation Roy B. Zuck, 2002-05-15 A
hermeneutics book for the common person. Readers will appreciate the scholarly, yet readable style
of Roy Zuck, former Professor of Bible Exposition at Dallas Theological Seminary.

biblical figures of speech: Invitation to Biblical Interpretation Andreas Kostenberger,
2021-02-23 2nd Edition An authoritative guide to accurately interpreting and applying God's Word
In this second edition of Invitation to Biblical Interpretation, Andreas Kostenberger leads the reader
step-by-step through the process of interpreting and applying God's Word. The primary principle is
the hermeneutical triad, which consists of history, literature, and theology. Readers are equipped to
explore the historical background of a biblical passage, analyze its literary genre and features, and
derive its theological meaning in light of the biblical canon. Numerous examples are provided
throughout to illustrate the concepts. A concluding chapter provides direction on practical
application, preaching, and helpful tools for Bible study. Additional features include key words and
definitions at the end of each chapter, study questions, and practical exercises for applying the
material. An appendix lists numerous resources for Bible study, including recommended
commentaries for every book of the Bible. The second edition updates these resources, as well as the
sources cited throughout, and includes a revised chapter on the Old Testament canon. Instructors,
students, pastors, and anyone who desires to interpret Scripture accurately will find this volume to
be an indispensable addition to their library.

biblical figures of speech: Go Figure! Julia Hans PhD, 2018-08-14 How can I tell if a Bible
verse is literal or figurative? What's the difference between metaphor and metonymy? How can I
understand a parable? And what'’s the function of figurative language anyway? Go Figure! An
Introduction to Figures of Speech in the Bible answers these and other questions about figurative
language used in Scripture. With its blend of scholarship and humor, the book appeals to a variety of
students. For newcomers, it serves as a way into the complex arena known as figures of speech. And
with many examples culled from popular culture, the book speaks to a new generation of students.
At the same time, for those more seasoned in the Scriptures, the endnotes, bibliography,
introduction, and appendices offer ample material for further study. Unique Features of this book
More than 1200 Bible verses Topical arrangement Expanded definitions Research from various
disciplines, spanning several generations Examples from popular culture Examples from the
Scriptures Annotated bibliography Scripture Index Original essays Q and A’s “I found the book to be
an easy-to-understand presentation of many of the figures of speech frequently used in the Bible. I
trust this work will be a valuable introductory study of figures of speech to students of the
Scriptures in the years to come.” —Rev. Walter ]J. Cummins, author of A Journey Through the Acts
and Epistles: The Authorized King James Version with Note and a Working Translation, Vols. 1 and
2.

biblical figures of speech: Biblical Figures of Speech Wayne Jackson, 2005



biblical figures of speech: Basics for Bible Interpretation Chipao, Lawrence, 2017-07-19
Presented in the book are some basics for Bible interpretation by the Dean in the Faculty of
Theology and Ministerial Formation in Malawi Assemblies of God University.

biblical figures of speech: Dictionary for Theological Interpretation of the Bible Kevin ]J.
Vanhoozer, 2005-11 This groundbreaking reference tool introduces key names, theories, and
concepts for interpreting Scripture.

biblical figures of speech: How to Read Your Bible David Sanford, Reneé Sanford,
2005-12-06 As a dedicated Christian, you've decided to follow Jesus Christ and have accepted the
challenge to read through the Bible. Up until now, your Bible reading has been pretty hit-and-miss.
To be honest, so far you've only hit Genesis, the first half of Exodus, part of Psalms, and portions of
the New Testament and missed the rest. The thought of reading from Genesis to Revelation is
exciting-but slightly intimidating. You'd like some help! Where do you turn? This book will guide you
on your journey through the Scriptures, both showing the way and answering common questions.
For every Christian who wants to read or is trying to read through the whole Bible, here is the book
that shows the way! After all, it takes more than good intentions and will power to get that needed
epiphany that I really can read through God's Word. How to Read Your Bible answers the following
questions: Why Should I Read the Bible? Is My Bible Inspired? Is My Translation Trustworthy? What
About Apparent Errors? Where Do I Start Reading the Bible? What Do I Look for When I'm Reading?
How Do I Make Sense of What I'm Reading? How Do I Personalize What I'm Reading? What Do I Do
After I Read?

biblical figures of speech: Inductive Bible Study Richard Alan Fuhr, Al Fuhr, Andreas J.
Kostenberger, 2016-11-15 Inductive Bible Study provides a step-by-step approach to Bible study
based on a three-part interpretive framework--observation, interpretation, and application.

biblical figures of speech: Biblical Figures in Israel's Colonial Political Theology Silvana
Rabinovich, 2022-06-08 This book reveals and counteracts the misuse of biblical texts and figures in
political theology, in an attempt to decolonialize the reading of the Old Testament. In the framework
of Critical Theory, the book questions readings that inform the State of Israel's military apparatus. It
embraces Martin Buber’s pacifist vision and Edward Said’s perspective on Orientalism, influenced
by critical authors such as Amnon Raz Krakotzkin, Ilan Pappé, Shlomo Sand, Idith Zertal, and
Enrique Dussel’s.

biblical figures of speech: Biblical Hermeneutics Bruce Corley, Steve Lemke, Grant
Lovejoy, 2002 Biblical Hermeneutics is a textbook for introductory courses in hermeneutics.

biblical figures of speech: The 21 Toughest Questions Your Kids Will Ask about Christianity
Alex McFarland, 2013-08-01 University apologist, director, and popular speaker Alex McFarland has
spent the last two decades answering questions about Christian worldview and the Bible from
children, teens, and parents. In The 21 Toughest Questions Your Kids Will Ask about Christianity, he
summarizes questions today’s children and teens are asking about God, the Bible, and the problem
of evil. Alex’s experiences have taught him that how adults answer questions about God is as
important as, if not more important than, what kids ask. He provides parents with teaching
strategies that will help them reach their children intellectually and spiritually. Today’s kids and
teens are looking for authenticity, integrity, and straightforward truth. Alex comes alongside parents
and gives them tools to effectively answer not only their children’s toughest academic questions but
also the questions that plague their hearts.

biblical figures of speech: Figures of speech used in the Bible Ethelbert William Bullinger,
1978

biblical figures of speech: Speaking the Christian God Alvin F. Kimel, 1992 A collection of
essays written by a wide diversity of scholars--including Thomas F. Torrance, Geoffrey Wainwright,
Elizabeth Achtemeier, Colin Gunton, and Robert W. Jenson--that discuss and critically analyze the
crucial theological issues at stake in the feminist theological agenda. The first volume of its kind to
offer an orthodox, critical response to the proposals of contemporary feminist theology.

biblical figures of speech: Unraveling Creation and Evolution Through Science and the Bible



Paul Bryan, 2025-05-22 Dead dinosaurs and Neanderthals have secrets. Many people don’t know
that modern science, genetics, dinosaur fossils, and even Neanderthals support the validity of the
Bible and the creation account. Unraveling Creation and Evolution Through Science and the Bible
addresses traditional and less-known aspects of creation and evolution through the lenses of science
and the Bible. Readers will discover mysteries, facts, theories, and myths beyond their current
thinking.

biblical figures of speech: Figures of Speech Used in the Bible Ethelbert William Bullinger,
1898

biblical figures of speech: A User's Guide to Bible Translations David Dewey, 2005-01-27
David Dewey offers an easy-to-use handbook for digging through the mountain of Bible translation
options until you find the right Bible for the right purpose.

biblical figures of speech: Bible Figures of Speech Aaron Schroeder, 2015-04-07 Bible
figures of speech have been around since Adam. Who hasnt heard of the most famous tree, The Tree
of the Knowledge of Good and Evil? And in a moment of defiance and rebellion, Cain asked God, Am
I my brothers keeper? These two literary terms can be called figures of speech. They are examples of
phrases that bring forth a particular meaning to he who hears them, and they become personal to
each of us. What do these two figures of speech have in common? They were both written down or
attributed to the same author, Moses. They both happened somewhere at a specific place, which was
an event at a certain moment of time. They represent the divine nature of God and Gods relationship
with man, or in literary terms, a character. While we dont always know the exact location or date, as
with the early biblical writings, we do have a unifying anchor which is the Bible figure of speech.
Considering the first Bible figure of speech, we have yet another image: In the beginning. Here we
see God acting alone in creation at the beginning of time. It too provides us with a simple truth both
unforgettable and personal. It speaks to our mind and our heart and soul as personal knowledge,
which is outside of ration and have heaven and earth to bear witness. This is a Bible figure of
speech.

biblical figures of speech: Biblical Hermeneutics Milton Spenser Terry, 1883
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