
 Figurative Language, Part 1 
 

 Most of us use figurative language without giving it a second thought.  We may say, "She 

is as pretty as a picture."  Or, "I'm caught between a rock and a hard place."  When many good 

things have been coming our way, we may say, "My cup is running over."  Seldom does anyone 

have difficulty understanding our meaning.  However, when a child hears a figure of speech used 

and takes it literally, the result can be very disturbing.  For instance:  "If you do that one more 

time, you are going to be in hot water."  Similarly, all must be careful to understand the 

figurative language of the Bible lest we become confused as to the Lord's intent. 

 

A Simile 
 

 A simile is an explicitly stated comparison using the words "like" or "as."  The Psalmist 

says the blessed man who delights in God's law is "like a tree planted by the rivers of water" 

(Psalm 1:3).  In Luke 10:3 Jesus says: "Behold, I send you out as lambs among wolves."  In the 

parable of the judgment day, Jesus said, "He will separate them one from another, as a shepherd 

divides his sheep from the goats” (Matthew 25:32).  God promised Abraham, "I will multiply 

your descendants as the stars of the heaven and as the sand which is on the sea shore" (Genesis 

22:17). 

 

Metaphor 
 

 A metaphor is much like a simile.  It uses comparison by direct assertion in which one 

thing is described in terms of another.  God told Jeremiah that he had made him "a fortified city, 

and an iron pillar, and bronze walls against the whole land" (Jeremiah 1:18).  God is simply 

describing how he had made Jeremiah strong, using terms that would describe a secure city.  The 

Psalmist said, "The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want" (23:1).  In describing the bread 

partaken in the Lord's Supper, Jesus said, "Take, eat; this is My body" (Matthew 26:26).  Since 

Jesus was bodily present at the time of that statement, we know he meant that the bread 

metaphorically represented his body. 

 

Metonymy 
 

 When the name of one thing is used for another because the two are frequently associated 

(or one calls the other to our mind), it is called metonymy.  Bullinger says, “Metonymy is not 

founded on resemblance, but on relation.”  He goes on to note, “When we say that a person 

writes a ‘bad hand,’ we do not mean a hand, but we use the noun ‘hand’ for the characters which 

it writes” (p. 538).  As he notes, when Jesus tells us the words of Abraham to the rich man, he 

says, “They have Moses and the prophets; let them hear them” (Luke 16:29).  Clearly, the name 

of Moses is used to stand for his writings, just as the prophets are mentioned in place of their 

writings.  When Jesus said, "This cup is the new covenant in My blood, which is shed for you" 

(Luke 22:20), he was obviously talking about the contents of the cup, not the cup itself.  When 

Abraham told the rich man, "They have Moses and the prophets; let them hear them" (Luke 

16:29), he was referring to their writings.  In Deuteronomy 17:6, the King James Version speaks 

of a man's being put to death "at the mouth of" two or three witnesses.  The "mouth" stands for 



the words, or testimony, which came out of the mouth. 

 

Synecdoche 
 

 A synecdoche is a figure of speech in which a part is used to stand for the whole, or a 

whole for a part.  It is similar to metonymy.  Bullinger says, “The difference between Metonymy 

and Synecdoche lies in this; that in Metonymy, the exchange is made between two related nouns; 

while in Synecdoche, the exchange is made between two associated ideas” (p. 613).  For 

instance, when God looked on the earth in the days of Noah, he saw “all flesh had corrupted their 

way on the earth” (Genesis 6:12).  It is evident the word “flesh” in this verse stands for man, or 

mankind.   

 

 Jesus says, "For God so loved the world" (John 3:16), but we know he was particularly 

concerned here with all men in the world.  In Genesis 46:27, the word "soul" is used in the King 

James Version to stand for the person.  One condition of salvation may be mentioned in place of 

all conditions (Acts 16:31; 1 Peter 3:21).  The plural is put for the singular in some instances.  

Genesis 19:29 talks about destroying the "cities" in which Lot dwelt.  Sarah asks, "Who would 

have said to Abraham that Sarah would nurse children?" (Genesis 21:7).  Genesis 46:7 speaks of 

Jacob's "daughters;" but we know Dinah was his only daughter.  A definite number or time may 

be put for the indefinite.  Paul said he would rather speak five words with understanding than ten 

thousand in a language the hearers did not know (1 Corinthians 14:19).  We understand him to 

mean that he would rather speak very few words that people understand and learn from, than a 

large number of words they could not understand.  When the Psalmist says, "the cattle on a 

thousand hills" are the Lord’s, he means on all the many hills worldwide (50:10). 

 

Allegory 
 

 In an allegory, the main subject is dropped out and one similar in qualities and 

circumstances is put in its place.  The Psalmist sings, "Thou has brought a vine out of Egypt:  

thou hast cast out the heathen, and planted it.  Thou preparedst room before it and didst cause it 

to take deep root, and it filled the land" (Psalm 80:8-9).  These verses, and those that follow, 

perfectly describe Israel, but a vine is put in her stead.  Thus, we have an allegory.  Paul uses a 

soldier's armor to describe the Christian's means of defense against the enemy, Satan (Ephesians 

6:11-17).  In Galatians 4:21-5:1, Paul compares Moses' law to Ishmael, the son of the handmaid, 

and the law of Christ to Isaac, the son of Abraham's wife, who was a free woman.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 Questions 
 

  I.  LISTING:  List the five figures of speech dealt with in this lesson. 

 

      1.                        2.                        3. __________ 

 

      4.                        5.  __________                    

 

 

 II.  MATCHING:  Match the reference below to the correct figure of speech above. 

 

      1.  Jacob's "Daughters".                                     

 

      2.  The cup of the New Testament.                            

 

      3.  Cattle on ten thousand hills.                            

 

      4.  Man like a tree planted by rivers of water.              

      5.  Christian's defense is soldier's armor.                  

 

      6.  "The Lord is my shepherd".                               

 

      7.  "Mouth of two or three witnesses".                       

 

      8.  Soul is a person.                                        

 

      9.  Abram's seed as the stars of the heaven.                 

 

     10.  "Send you forth as lambs among wolves."                  

 

III.  CHALLENGE: 

 

      1.  Other than what is in your lesson, find two examples for each figure of speech  

          we have studied thus far. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

      2.  What can you see in these five examples that lets the Bible research know  

           that literal interpretation is impossible in all cases? 

 


