
 

 Figurative Language, Part 2 
 

Irony 
 

 Irony is used to express a meaning other than the one stated.  Bullinger writes, “The 

figure is so called when the speaker intends to convey a sense contrary to the strict signification 

of the words employed:  not with the intention of concealing his real meaning, but for the 

purpose of adding greater force to it” (p. 807).  It is a form of ridicule whereby one shows 

another's error by appearing to take his side.  There are not many examples of this figure in 

scripture.  Bullinger thought it was because there was “too much of contempt in it to suit the pity 

which is rather the spirit of the Scriptures.”   

 

 Job told his friends, "No doubt you are the people, and wisdom will die with you” (Job 

12:2).  Elijah used irony when he spoke to the prophets of Baal.  "And so it was, at noon, that 

Elijah mocked them and said, 'Cry aloud, for he is a god; either he is meditating, or he is busy, or 

he is on a journey, or perhaps he is sleeping and must be awakened'" (1 Kings 18:27).  Also, the 

prophet Micaiah used irony as he spoke to Ahab.  "Then he came to the king; and the king said to 

him, 'Micaiah, shall we go to war against Ramoth Gilead, or shall we refrain?'  And he answered 

him, 'Go and prosper, for the Lord will deliver it into the hand of the king!'" (I Kings 22:15).  We 

would not know it was irony if Ahab had not detected the tone in his voice and questioned him 

further in the verses which follow. 

 

Sarcasm 
 

 Dungan defines sarcasm as, "to tear flesh like dogs; to bite the lips in rage; to speak 

bitterly; to sneer."  This differs from irony because it carries a stronger, even, more hateful tone.  

It was used as they mocked Jesus before and during the crucifixion.  "When they had twisted a 

crown of thorns, they put it on His head, and a reed in His right hand.  And they bowed saying, 

'Hail, King of the Jews!'  Then they spat on Him, and took the reed and struck Him on the head.  

Then when they had mocked Him, they took the robe off Him, put His own clothes on Him, and 

led Him away to be crucified" (Matthew 27:29-31).  "Likewise the chief priests also, together 

with the scribes, mocked and said among themselves, 'He saved others; Himself He cannot save.  

Let Christ, the King of Israel, descend now from the cross, that we may see and believe" (Mark 

15:31-32). 

 

Hyperbole 
 

 When one uses a deliberate exaggeration for emphasis, he is using a hyperbole.  The ten 

spies said they were as grasshoppers in their own eyes when compared to the sons of Anak 

(Numbers 13:33; also Deuteronomy 1:28).  The writer of Judges described the remarkable 

accuracy of the left-handed men of Benjamin every one of whom “could sling a stone at a hair’s 

breadth and not miss” (20:16).  When the Pharisees described the great multitudes following 

Jesus, they said, “Look, the world has gone after Him” (John 12:19)!  John closed his book by 

saying there were many other things Jesus did, "which if they were written one by one, I suppose 

that even the world itself could not contain the books that would be written" (John 21:25).  In 



Ephesians 3:8, Paul describes himself as "less than the least of all saints."  He tells Timothy that 

he was the chief, or greatest, of sinners (I Timothy 1:15). 

 

Apostrophe 
 

 An apostrophe is an address to an absent person as though he were present, or an address 

to inanimate things.  In a reference to 2 Samuel 1, Bullinger states, “In David’s lament over Saul 

and Jonathan, he suddenly turns, and, (in verse 24), addresses the daughters of Israel” (p. 902).  

Then, in verse 26, David speaks to his dead friend, Jonathan, as if he were present.    After 

hearing of Absalom's death, David cried out in his chambers and spoke as if his son were there (2 

Samuel 18:32-33).  Toward the end of the resurrection chapter, Paul speaks to death as if it were 

a person (1 Corinthians 15:55).  The Psalmist describes God's miracles at the Jordan and the Red 

Sea and then asks those two waters some questions (Psalm 114:5-6). 

 

Personification 
 

 Bullinger defined personification as “A figure by which things are represented or spoken 

of as persons; or, by which we attribute intelligence, by words or actions, to inanimate objects or 

abstract ideas” (p. 861).  It is being used when an inanimate object is described as if it were alive, 

or animals are given the feelings of men.  For instance, the blood of Abel is described as having 

a voice that cries out (Genesis 4:10).  When Job answered his critics, he said, “But now ask the 

beasts, and they will teach you; And the birds of the air, and they will tell you” (Job 12:7).  The 

Psalmist did that in his description of the miracles God used to deliver Israel from Egyptian 

bondage and into the land of promise.  "The sea saw it and fled; Jordan turned back.  The 

mountains skipped like rams, the little hills like lambs" (Psalm 114:3-4).  Moses tells of the 

earth's opening her mouth and swallowing up the people of Korah's rebellion (Numbers 16:31-

32).  Habakkuk depicts the mountains with human emotions and the deep has having a voice 

(3:10-11).  Isaiah (14:7-8) describes the rejoicing at the over-throw of the king of Babylon as 

extending to the trees. 

 

Interrogation 
 

 Interrogation is a figure of speech using questions to plainly declare for, or against, a 

certain point.  In other words, no real answer is desired.  Out of the 1,189 chapters of the Bible 

there are only 453 which are without a question” (Bullinger, p. 944).  In Genesis 13:9, Abram 

asked Lot, “Is not the whole land before you?”  The obvious answer was yes.  There was no need 

for their herdsmen to fight, they could each go to a new area apart from one another.  When 

Sarah laughed at the thought of having a child in her old age (Genesis 18:9-14), the Lord asked, 

“Is anything too hard for the Lord?”  In Exodus 4:14, God asked Moses, “Is not Aaron the Levite 

your brother?”  Of course, God knew that he was and went on to say he could speak well, so 

Moses’ excuse was removed.  In John 7:50-51, Nicodemus used it to point out that the law did 

not allow a man to be condemned without a hearing.  Paul likewise used it to declare himself a 

free man, an apostle, one who had seen Jesus and one of the teachers who started the work at 

Corinth.  "Am I not an apostle?  Am I not free?  Have I not seen Jesus Christ our Lord?  Are you 

not my work in the Lord?" (1 Corinthians 9:1).  He also used it to show that Jesus' name is the 

only one we should wear and the only man we should follow.  "Is Christ divided?  Was Paul 



crucified for you?  Or were you baptized in the name of Paul?" (1:13). 

Euphemism 
 

 A euphemism is an agreeable expression which is substituted for something delicate, 

offensive, or unpleasant.  For example, Genesis 4:1 says, Adam "knew" his wife, and she bore a 

son.  God told Abram, “Now as for you, you shall go to your fathers in peace; you shall be 

buried at a good old age” (Genesis 15:15).  He was saying Abram would die.  Rather than tell the 

Jews that Gentiles would be accepted into his kingdom, the Lord said, “And I say to you that 

many will come from east and west, and sit down with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob in the 

kingdom of heaven” (Matthew 8:11).  Acts 7:60 says Stephen "fell asleep," instead of saying he 

died.  Paul used a similar approach when he wrote to the Thessalonian brethren.  "But I do not 

want you to be ignorant, brethren, concerning those who have fallen asleep, lest you sorrow as 

others who have no hope" (1 Thessalonians 4:13). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 Questions 
 

  I.  LISTING:  List the seven examples of figurative language found in this lesson. 

 

      1.                                     2.                                   

 

      3.                                     4.                                   

 

      5.                                     6.                                   

 

      7.                                   

 

 

 II.  TRUE - FALSE:  Place T in the blank if the statement is true, F if it is false. 

 

      1.       An apostrophe is stronger and more hateful than irony. 

 

      2.       When one writer gives inanimate objects human qualities, the figure of speech is  

      called a euphemism. 

 

      3.       Micaiah used irony when he told Ahab to fight against Syria. 

 

      4.       Interrogation is like a rhetorical question. 

 

      5.       When the Bible says Adam knew his wife, it means that he recognized her when he  

      was naming the animals. 

 

      6.       When Paul tells Timothy that he was the chief of sinners, he was using hyperbole. 

 

      7.       Mocking Jesus on the cross might be called a euphemism. 

 

      8.       Mountains that have human emotions is an example of personification. 

 

      9.       Irony shows a form of ridicule by saying one thing but really meaning the opposite. 

 

    10.       The psalmist describes God's miracles and asks questions to the rivers is an example  

      of apostrophe. 

 

 

III.  CHALLENGE: 

 

      1.  Give one example other than in the lesson for each figure of speech in the lesson.  

 


