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Figures of Speech 
 
A figure of speech is a departure from the ordinary meaning or form of a word or sentence. There are 
literally hundreds of different kinds of figures used in the Bible. You can recognize a figure of speech by 
careful attention to the literal meaning. If the statement doesn’t make literal sense, it might be a 
figure. (Refer to http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Figure_of_speech.) 

Figures Involving Comparison 
 
This class of figures draws a comparison between two things of unlike nature.  
 
Name Description Example 
Simile Comparing two things using 

the word “like”, “as”, or “than”. 
Song 2:9 (ESV) 
“My beloved is like a gazelle.” 
The woman compares her lover to a graceful, 
majestic animal.  
 

Metaphor Declaring that one thing is or 
represents another 

Matthew 5:13 (ESV) 
“You are the salt of the earth,”  
Disciples are compared to salt showing a similarity 
with its properties. 
This figure is stronger than a simile. 
 

Hypocatastasis Comparing one thing to 
another without naming one 
of them. 

John 1:29 (ESV) 
“Behold, the Lamb of God” 
Jesus is compared to a sacrificial lamb without being 
named. 
This figure is even stronger than a metaphor. 
 

Personification Giving non-human things 
human qualities or abilities. 

Genesis 4:10 (ESV)  
“The voice of your brother’s blood is crying to me from 
the ground.”  
The blood is pictured as having the human quality of 
crying to emphasize the demand for justice. 
 

 

Figures Involving Substitution 
 
This class of figures changes a word for another word closely associated with it. 
 
Name Description Example 
Metonymy One thing is put for another 

that has a relationship to the 
thing 

John 3:16 (ESV) 
“For God so loved the world,” 
“World” is put for the inhabitants of the world. 
 

Merism One thing is referred to by its 
parts 

Genesis 1:1 (ESV) 
“God created the heavens and the earth.” 
 “Heavens and earth” are put for the universe and all 
that is in it. 
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Other Figures  
 
Name Description Example 
Litotes Emphasis by negation of the 

opposite. (In the Bible, this is 
usually something that is 
impossible anyway.) 

Romans 8:15 (ESV) 
“For you did not receive the spirit of slavery” 
Paul wants to emphasize our freedom as adopted 
children through the work of the Holy Spirit. 
 

Oxymoron Wise saying that appears to 
be contradictory or foolish. 

Matthew 16:25 (ESV)  
“For whoever would save his life will lose it . . .” 
The apparent contradiction grabs attention and 
provokes thought. 
 

Irony When more is intended than 
is literally said. 

Job 12:2 (ESV)  
“No doubt you are the people, and wisdom will die 
with you.” 
Job emphasizes that his intelligence is as good as his 
friends. 
 

 

 


