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UNDERSTANDING THE NUANCE
Factors in Identifying Figurative Language 

Genre – certain Scriptural genres have more or less figurative 
language.  

More: 

Less: 

Context – familiarity with context can help us identify figurative 
language. 

Subject – knowledge of what is used as a figure can aid in 
interpretation.



UNDERSTANDING THE NUANCE
Examples for Recognizing Figurative Language

Simile 
A comparison with something that is actually very 
different, made using “as” or “like” (e.g., “like a 
rock” = sturdy, dependable).

Wise as serpents = shrewd (Matt. 10:16) 
As a hen gathers her chicks under her wings = to 
protect them from harm (Matt. 23:37)

Metaphor 
A comparison like a simile, but without “as” or 
“like” (e.g., “the dawn of a new day” = the start of a 
new era).

Leaven of the Pharisees = permeating hypocrisy in 
their teaching (Matt. 16:5-12; Luke 12:1) 
You serpents = deceiving, hurtful creatures, like 
Satan (Matt. 23:33)

Idiom 
A fixed expression with a distinctive sense typically 
not obvious from the words themselves, often 
rooted in a metaphor (e.g., “kick the bucket” = die).

Their hearts melted = they lost courage (e.g., Josh. 
5:1; cf. Ps. 22:14) 
What to me and to you = What business do you 
have with me? (Matt. 18:29; John 2:4)



UNDERSTANDING THE NUANCE
Examples for Recognizing Figurative Language

Euphemism 
Idiom used to refer indirectly, and so more politely or 
delicately, to someone or something (e.g., “visit the 
men’s room” = use the toilet).

Know = have sexual relations with (e.g., Matt. 
1:25; Luke 2:33; Gen. 19:5, 8) 
Uncover the nakedness of = have sexual 
relations with (Lev. 18:6-19)

Irony and Sarcasm 
Language that says the opposite of what is meant, for 
effect; irony tends to be witty and more subtle, while 
sarcasm tends to be more biting (e.g., “Yeah, right” = I 
don’t believe it).

Irony: You have already become rich; you have 
become kings without us (1 Cor. 4:8) 
Sarcasm: How the king of Israel distinguished 
himself today! (2 Sam. 6:20)

Hyperbole 
Exaggerated or overstated language, often idiomatic 
(e.g., “tons of money” = lots of money).

The whole city (Mark 1:33) = a large crowd 
If your right eye trips you up, pluck it out (Matt. 
5:29) = don’t allow what you see to cause you 
to sin



UNDERSTANDING THE NUANCE
Examples for Recognizing Figurative Language

Maxim 
Non-metaphorical statement succinctly expressing 
a general truth or principle (e.g., “Honesty is the 
best policy”).

Pride before destruction, and a haughty spirit 
before a fall (Prov. 16:18). 
Better is open rebuke than concealed love (Prov. 
27:5).

Proverb 
Typically metaphorical statement expressing in 
picturesque way a general truth (e.g., “The early 
bird gets the worm”).

Drink water from your own cistern, and fresh water 
from your own well (Prov. 5:15). 
A man reaps what he sows (Gal. 6:7b) = what you 
get is a function of what you give

Parable 
A story functioning as an extended simile, typically 
illustrating a central point.

The Lost Sheep and The Lost Coin (Luke 15:3-10): 
parables illustrating God’s rejoicing over the lost 
who are found



UNDERSTANDING THE NUANCE
Examples for Recognizing Figurative Language 

Allegory 
A story based on an extended metaphor in which 
various elements of a story correspond to various 
realities (e.g., Orwell’s Animal Farm in which the 
animals represent citizens in different positions in a 
state).

Song of the Vineyard (Isa. 5:1-7): Owner’s vineyard 
= God’s people Israel 
I am the true Vine (John 15:1-6): branches united 
to vine = Christians united to Christ

Personification 
Speaking of inanimate objects, animals, and 
abstractions as if they were persons (e.g., “Stop in 
the name of the law!”).

I, wisdom, dwell with prudence (Prov. 8:12) = 
wisdom is a virtue associated with prudence 
Death reigned from Adam to Moses (Rom. 5:14) = 
death was universal in mankind



UNDERSTANDING THE NUANCE
Problems in Interpreting Figurative Language 

Proverbs – We misunderstand proverbs if we treat them as 
immutable laws of the cosmos. 

Revelation – We misunderstand Revelation when we press the 
details of the figurative language. 

Prophecy – We misunderstand prophecy when we spiritualize the 
fulfillment of physical promises 

Dispensationalism vs Covenant Theology 

Often prophecy uses figures of speech to predict the future  

Both systems interpret the Bible literally, except prophecy



UNDERSTANDING THE NUANCE
Problems in Interpreting Figurative Language 

Prophecy 

Dispensationalism vs Covenant Theology 

The debate is whether prophecy be interpreted spiritually 
or literally. Should we expect prophecy to be literally 
fulfilled? 

Isaiah 42:9; 44:6-7 – Foretelling the future is key to 
identifying the One True God. 

Daniel 9:24-27 – A key prophecy with both fulfilled and 
unfulfilled prophecies.


