
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
BIBLE STUDY: 
LITERARY 
ELEMENTS 
 
 
 
 
 
FIGURES OF SPEECH 
 



 

Figures of Speech describes how a writer can use a word, a phrase, or expression figuratively, 
rather than a literally. This is done to suggest a picture or other special effect. 
 
Simile 
A Simile is an expressed or stated comparison of two different things or ideas that uses the 
connecting words “like”, “as”, “such as” or the word pair “as … so”. 
▪ Example: “His eyes were like a flame of fire” (Revelation 1:14b). 
 
Metaphor 
A Metaphor is an implied comparison between two things that are different. A metaphor is 
different from a simile in that a metaphor is not a stated comparison. It’s an implied comparison. 
▪ Example: “I am the vine, you are the branches…” (John 15:5). 
 
Hyperbole 
Hyperbole is deliberate exaggeration for effect or emphasis. Hyperboles are found in all 
languages, however they are frequently used among Semitic peoples. 
▪ Example: “My soul is crushed with longing.” (Psalm 119:20). 
 
Metonymy 
Metonymy is a figure of association, when the name of one object or concept is used for that of 
another to which it is related. 
▪ Example: “All the country [for people] of Judea was going out to him” (Mark 1:5). 
 
Synecdoche 
Synecdoche is another figure of association where the whole can refer to the part or the part to 
the whole. A synecdoche can also be a singular for a plural or a plural for a singular. 
▪ Example: This is often found in the use of the term “the law”, which can refer to the Torah, 

the Ten Commandments, or the entire Tanakh. 
▪ Example: God says He is going to summon “a sword [singular for many] against all the 

inhabitants of the earth.” (Jeremiah 25:29). 
 
Merism  
Merism is a form of synecdoche where a totality is expressed by two opposites. 
▪ Example: “Then all the people of Israel came out, from Dan to Beersheba…” (Judges 20:1). 
 
Personification 
Personification is giving an object characteristics or attributes that belong to people. 
▪ Example: “The trees of the fields will clap their hands…” (Isaiah 55:12). 
 
Irony 
Irony is a statement that says the opposite of what is meant and is used for emphasis or effect. 
When it is not easy to discern if a statement is ironic, then examine it first as a true statement 
and if it does not make sense, examine it as irony. 



 

▪ Examples: Paul says to the Corinthians, “You are already filled, you have already become rich, 
you have become kings without us; and indeed, I wish that you had become kings so that we 
also might reign with you.” (I Corinthians 4:8). 

 
Apostrophe 
Apostrophe is turning away from one’s audience to address directly a person or thing, or an 
abstract idea or imaginary object. 
▪ Example: Yahweh turns to the heavens and earth to call them as witnesses against Israel for 

their rebellion (Deuteronomy 32:1). 
 
Hendiadys 
Hendiadys is stylistic device in which two coordinate terms are joined by “and” in order to 
convey a single concept. 
▪ Example: “Heaven and earth”—the totality of creation (Genesis 1:1). 
 
Anthropomorphism 
Anthropomorphism is the representation of God in the form of or with the attributes of a man. 
▪ Example: “The hand of God was also on Judah to give them one heart to do what the king 

and the princes commanded by the word of the Lord.” (II Chronicles 30:12). 
 
Anthropopathism 
Anthropopathism is the ascription to God of the emotions and passions of a man. 
▪ Example: God’s anger is said to burn against Israel for her sins (Jeremiah 15:14). 
 
Zoomorphism 
Zoomorphism is the representation of God in the form of, or with the attributes of, the lower 
animals. 
▪ Example: The Lion of the Tribe of Judah (Revelation 5:5). 
 
Euphemism 
Euphemism is the substitution of an inoffensive or mild expression for one that might offend or 
suggest something unpleasant. 
▪ Example: “Uncover nakedness” is a euphemism for sexual intercourse (Leviticus 18). 
 
 

  



 

SYMBOLS, TYPES, PARABLES, ALLEGORIES 
 
When we communicate, we often us one idea—often something concrete—to represent 
another—often abstract. Languages uses these constructs to reduce the complex to simple, the 
abstract to concrete, the difficult to easy. There are four basic ways the biblical authors did this: 
symbols, types, parables, and allegories.  
 

SYMBOLS 
 
A symbol is a picture or an object that stands for or represents another thing. The comparison 
finds a similarity or link between the symbol and what is being symbolized, and that similarity is 
the point of the comparison. The natural characteristics of the symbol (concrete) are the basis 
for it symbolizing something else (abstract). A symbol is meant to represent something different 
than itself. 
 
Interpreting Symbols 
▪ An object used as a symbol can represent different things in different passages and must 

interpreted based on the context of the specific passage. For instance, water is used to 
symbolize God’s word (Ephesians 5:26) or Holy Spirit (John 7:37-39). Some symbols, like 
leaven, can be used to interpret good things (God’s Kingdom expansion in Matthew 13:33) 
and evil things (sin in the Passover). 

▪ Although an object can represent many things, when it represents something in a specific 
passage, a single parallel is intended. 

▪ Usually, the Bible provides its own interpretation of a symbol and the general comparison 
the scripture employs should be applied unless the context of the passage ascribes a 
different meaning. 

▪ An object used as a symbol can have a singular significance and an unfolding significance. 
▪ If there is no clear parallel for interpretation, rely on the nature of the symbol as the basis of 

interpretation. 
▪ Interpret symbols in the light of the original languages and biblical setting and culture, not 

the current culture. 
▪ Symbols are timeless and can represent something past, present, or future. 
 
Here are some examples of symbols. 
▪ Object: “The name of the LORD is a strong tower…” (Proverbs 18:10). 
▪ Object: The seven lampstands represent the seven angels; the seven candlesticks represent 

the seven churches (Revelation 1:12). 
▪ Creature: “Israel is a hunted sheep driven away by lions…” (Jeremiah 50:17). 
▪ Creature: “These four great beasts are four kings…” (Daniel 7:17). 
▪ Action/Event: “Afterward his brother came out with his hand holding Esau’s heel, so his 

name was called Jacob…” (Genesis 25:26). 
▪ Action/Event: “And he said, “Take the arrows,” and he took them. And he said to the king of 



 

Israel, “Strike the ground with them.” And he struck three times and stopped.” (II Kings 
13:18). 

▪ Numbers: Seven: Days—Week, Years—Sabbatical Year, Seven, Seven-Year Cycles—Jubilee 
▪ Numbers: Twelve: Sons, Tribes, Apostles, Thrones (Matthew 19:28). 
▪ Names: Abram to Abraham: the father of a multitude of nations (Genesis 17:5). 
▪ Names: Ichabod: the glory has departed (I Samuel 4:21). 
▪ Colors: Scarlet/crimson becomes white/wool (Isaiah 1:18). 
▪ Colors: White garments represent worthy saints (Revelation 3:4,5). 
▪ Directions: Twelve oxen under the bronze laver represent north, south, east, and west (II 

Chronicles 4:4). 
 

TYPES 
 
A type is a specific application of a symbol that prefigures (often in a prophetic way) something 
or someone that will come later, operating in an anticipatory capacity. The type is the figure—
what comes first; the antitype if what is being prefigured—what comes later.  
 
The differences between a symbol and a type include the following. 
▪ A type is specific classification of a symbol. 
▪ Generally, a symbol is used to create comparisons and parallels. 
▪ Generally, a type is used to anticipate something specific that comes time. 
 
Interpreting Types 
▪ When determining types, although it may not be formally stated, there should be some 

evidence of divine affirmation of the corresponding type and antitype. 
▪ If the Bible does not give enough information to conclude something is a type, we can simply 

show the parallels between the two things, a simple literary comparison. 
 
Here are some example of types. 
▪ People: Adam prefigures, or is a type, of Jesus (Romans 5:14; I Corinthians 15:45). 
▪ Office: The high priest of the tabernacle prefigures Jesus as high priest (Hebrews 5:1-10). 
▪ Event: Isaac’s sacrifice prefigured Jesus’ death (Genesis 22). 
▪ Event: The Exodus events and wandering prefigure the new birth and experiences of 

sanctification for believers (I Corinthians 10:1-10). 
▪ Rituals/Institution: The sacrifice of the Passover lamb prefigured Jesus’ death (Exodus 12).  
▪ Ritual/Institution: The tabernacle foreshadows the heavenly tabernacle (Hebrews 8:1-5). 
 

PARABLES 
 
A parable is a short story that teaches a lesson or truth. Parables are sometimes referred to as a 
long simile in that they use comparison as the essential literary element. While parables are not 
factual, they essential dynamics represent the actual operation of nature and relationships. 
Usually, parables are designed to make specific, singular point. Because of this, every detail 



 

reinforces the main point (although every detail will not necessarily carry a greater significance) 
and cannot be interpreted apart from it. 
 
When interpreting parables, it’s important to consider their purpose.  
▪ Human and nature’s dynamics present learning opportunities for us. 
▪ Common experiences and contexts provide a relevant, meaningful way to communicate 

spiritual realities.  
▪ Parable communicate the realities of the Kingdom to those with eyes to see and to hide 

them from those who eyes were closed (Matthew 13:10-17; Mark 4:10-12). 
 
Interpreting Parables 
▪ Understand the story as a story and identify the focal point or message. Jesus uses the 

Parable of the Sower to teach us about parables (Matthew 13). So, first discover the basic 
narrative thought process. Then, seek to understand the words, phrases, literary elements, 
etc. And keep in mind that the details are rightly interpreted in the light of the main theme or 
focal point. 

▪ Keep the context or occasion in mind. For instance, it’s important to decide if the parable of 
The Prodigal Son was for the Pharisees or sinners (Luke 15:11-32).  

▪ Look for an explanation of the parable’s meaning. Sometimes, the speaker will tell us the 
meaning. Sometimes, the audience can rely the meaning. The meaning can be spiritual in 
nature, i.e., repentance (Matthew 13-1-9, 18-23) or prophetic in nature, i.e., end times 
(Matthew 13:47-50). Keep in mind that parables reinforce biblical truths stated elsewhere 
but should never be the sole source of teaching. 

▪ Seek to understand the historical and cultural setting. 
 

ALLEGORY 
 
Kevin Conner and Ken Malmin wrote in Interpreting the Scriptures, “An allegory is a long figure of 
speech used to communicate a truth by expressing one thing under the image of another. It is an 
implied comparison which is sustained through numerous corresponding details. It is the 
figurative treatment of one subject under the guise of another.” So, an allegory is an extended 
metaphor (whereas, a parable is an extended simile). 
 
Here are some examples of allegories. 
▪ The Psalmist describes Israel and her experience is a vine out of Egypt (Psalm 80:8-15). 
▪ Solomon describes old age through allegoric imagery (Ecclesiastes 12:3-7). 
▪ Jesus uses the allegory of the vine and branches (John 15:1-10). 
 
There are some important differences between parables and allegories.  
▪ Parables speak of something as if it were like something else; allegories speaks of something 

as if it were something else. 
▪ Parables have one central point and teach one truth; allegories can have more than one 

point and can teach multiple truths. 



 

▪ In parables, details reinforce the main point; in allegories, the details can be varied and relate 
to more than one theme. 

▪ In parables, details can be irrelevant; in allegories, the details are usually relevant. 
▪ In parables, the imagery is usually distinct from the thing signified; in allegories, the imagery 

is usually intertwined with the thing signified. 
▪ In parables, interpretation often follows the parable; in allegories, the interpretation is 

usually in the story itself. 
▪ In parables, words are used literally; in allegories, words are often used figuratively. 
▪ In parables, the story represents nature and relationships in ways that are true to life and 

reality; in allegories, the story can be factual and nonfactual. 
 
Interpreting Allegory 
▪ Correctly identify that you’re dealing with an allegory. 
▪ Identify the main points of the allegory including the narrative, comparisons, etc. 
▪ Identify how the main points of the allegory point to specific ideas and truths. Do not 

attempt to make every detail fit or mean something. 
▪ Use the immediate context and internal interpretation to make conclusion. Research the 

culture, history, and language of the writer and recipients. 
▪ Remember that allegory reinforces biblical truths stated elsewhere but cannot be the sole 

source of them. 
 
 
  



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
SECTION FOUR 
EXEGETICAL FALLACIES 
 

  



 

EXEGETICAL FALLACIES 
 
An exegetical fallacy is a way to interpret the Bible—what it says and/or means—that appears to 
be sound but, in fact, is fallacious. Here are common examples.  
 
The Foreign Root Fallacy 
The Foreign Root Fallacy says that a root word in one language dictates the meaning of its 
derivative in another language. For example, the meaning of an English word is determined by its 
Latin root. Our English word “nice” comes from the Latin nescius, which means ignorant. 
Obviously, when we use the word “nice”, we’re not calling someone ignorant.  
 
The Root Fallacy 
The Root Fallacy says two or more words that have the same root word share the same meaning. 
For instance, the Greek word timao, which means “to honor” and the Greek work epitimao, 
which means “to rebuke” share a common root. If we said they have the same meaning, then 
we’d have to conclude Jesus honored demons (Mark 1:25) and instructed us to rebuke our 
parents (Matthew 19:19). 
 
The Etymological Fallacy 
The Etymological Fallacy says the constituent parts of a word determines the meaning of the 
word. When someone uses this line of reasoning, they try to make a word say something that 
engages on portion of the word but neglects another. For example, the English word “headship” 
doesn’t refer to the ship at the front of a fleet. This is true of words in other languages as well.  
 
The Sound Fallacy 
The Sound Fallacy says that shared sounds between words in the same language mean they have 
a shared meaning. In English, the words their (plural possession) and there (location) sound the 
same but they don't carry the same meaning at all.  
 
Worse, the Sound Fallacy says that shared sounds between words of different languages share 
the same meaning. For instance, the Hebrew word yam sounds the same as the English word 
yam, but they don't mean the same thing at all. In English, the word taco refers to a type of food; 
in one of the many Zambian languages, taco refers to the… well… the gluteus maximus. Yes, a 
butt cheek.  
 
The Total Transfer Fallacy 
The Total Transfer Fallacy says that all the possible meanings of a word can be applied to its 
meaning in a passage. For instance, the English word “board” has many meanings: a piece of 
lumber, daily meals (room and board), a council, an electrical panel (circuit board) among others. 
So, consider this meaning of this sentence: He sits on the board. Does this mean he’s sitting on a 
2 x 4, sitting on his meal, serving on a council, or sitting on the electric panel? When we interpret 
a word, we must do so in context, refusing to import every meaning into its usage.  
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