Some Biblical Similes and Metaphors
BY  JUDAH J. SLOTKI, M.A., PH.D.

First let me explain: a simile, according to the shorter Oxford English Dictionary, is a comparison of one thing with another, especially as an ornament in poetry or rhetoric.

“Your eyes” says the ardent lover, “are like stars.” He has used a simile. A metaphor, according to the same authority, is a figure of speech in which a name or descriptive term is transferred to an object to which it does not strictly apply. If, for example, the above lover, instead of saying that his loved one’s eyes are like stars, had said: “Your eyes are stars,” he would be using a pure metaphor. Both figures of speech - the simile and the metaphor- are vital to human communication, for without them it is it is difficult to see how people could make their thoughts clearly understood. They might make a bold statement of fact: “Today is Monday.” “Elizabeth is Queen of England,” or suchlike. They could not, however, convey accurately pictures or descriptions of what they had in mind. 

For instance, if I want to tell you that I have just tasted a delicious morsel, I can say, prosaically: “I have just tasted a delicious morsel.” You, after hearing this statement, would be left in no doubt as to the essential quality of this morsel. What did it taste like? Was it sweet or vinic, or what? Now supposing I add that it was sweet. You would then have a better idea of the taste, but would still not know what sort of sweetness characterise the morsel. Was it like sugar, honey, ice cream?  If I said it was like sugar you would have a good idea of the kind of sweetness I had in mind, because you have tasted sugar often and know precisely the nature of the sweetness. If, however, I said it was “like a zapichit it in honey,” you would be more befuddled than enlightened, because you know neither what a zapichit it is, nor have you ever tasted one. 

Another example: I want to tell you how strong a person is. If I say he is “as strong as a lion,” you would know in an instant my meaning, because you have seen a lion and know his strength. But if I said that he was “as strong as a dinosaur,” this would convey nothing. Take the phrase “his horns are as the horns of the re-em.” it could only mean something to a person who has seen a re-em. How many today could make such a claim? 

Consequently, if we read the similes and metaphors of the Bible we shall obtain not only intellectual and spiritual pleasure but also an insight into contemporary life and thought. We shall get a clearer picture of the environment, the conditions, the emotional and intellectual experiences of the times.

Poets who use words to paint pictures, inevitably resort freely to these forms of speech. Would it be surprising, therefore, to discover that the prophets and poets of the Bible, who were among the greatest and most expert composers of literature, made wide use of these literary devices? The pages of sacred scripture abound in metaphors and similes. These consist of the most profuse variety. It may come as a mild shock to some readers of the biblical text, but it is nevertheless an established fact that this literary treasure-house contains no less than 4000 to 5000 of these figures of speech, sparkling like precious gems in a setting of pure gold.

Indeed, it is true to say that similes and metaphors are the stock-in-trade of the Biblical writers. Isaiah teems with them. Jeremiah had them in profusion. Even Ezekiel- the Prophet of “the dry bones”- makes ample use of them. But if this is true of these prophets, how much more so is it true of the purely poetical works like the Psalms, Job, the Song of Songs!

Strangely enough, the first figure of speech we encounter in the Bible is a metaphor, which occurs, of all places, in the fifth verse of the third chapter of Genesis. God warns Adam and Eve against eating of the fruit of the Tree of Knowledge. If you eat of it, He says “your eyes shall be opened.” They took no notice of the warning and ate. Whereupon we are told, “the eyes of both of them were opened.” A casual reading would almost certainly fail to reveal that we have here a perfect metaphor. Yet a moment’s thought will show that the phrase is not meant to be taken literally. Surely their eyes were not opened for the first time after tasting forbidden fruit? They must have been open all the time, or neither of the two human beings could have seen where they were going. If any eyes at all were opened it must have been something abstract the mind’s eye, the intellect and understanding that was awakened. The Bible is using the phrase exactly the same way as we do in the vernacular today. And it is something to be mentioned with satisfaction that European thought - and especially English idiom - owes so much to Israel's Book of Books.  

Take another example, this time from the 19th verse of the same chapter of Genesis. As a punishment for his previous disobedience, Adam is told: “with the sweat of my brow shall you eat bread.” Are we to understand that the punishment consists in the fact that Adam, while eating bread, will have beads of perspiration standing on, or running down from his forehead? Surely not! What is he is condemned to is obviously the hard labour which he will experience when trying to obtain his bread: Ploughing, sewing, reaping, grinding, baking.

And one more example: in the fifth verse of the 4th chapter of Genesis we are told that after Cane had his sacrifice rejected, “his face fell,” and later G-d asked him: “Why has your face fallen?” Surely the text did not mean to tell us that his face actually fell off his shoulders onto the ground? Of course not! Any child can see that what actually happened was that his face was clouded with gloom, his head weighed down with mortification and his eyes directed to the ground so that he could not hold his head up and look at people (if there had been any about) straight in the face.

So this is how our biblical ancestors spoke and this is how they made their meanings clear. Let us look, for sheer delight, at some more of their turns of phrase. 

A person speaking of a tall building and wishing to convey an idea of its height – not knowing Mount Everest to compare it with – would say: “Its top reaches heaven.”  A wealthy person was said to be “heavy” with silver and gold.  This, in those days, was literally true, because a millionaire could not deposit his money with the bank: there were no banks to deposit his money with!  He carted the wedges or shekels, of precious metal around with him.

To express the idea of multitude he would use similes connected with sand, dust, stars, locust: “Your seed,” G-d promises the Patriarchs, “shall be as the dust of the earth.”  On another occasion He tells them that their seed shall be “like the sand that is upon the sea-shore,” and still on another occasion He tells them that they shall be “Like the stars of the heavens.”  

The marauding Amalakites who plundered and carried away the belongings of David and his men from Ziklag during their absence at the Philistine Camp, were “as numerous as the locusts.”

If someone offered you a gifts which you felt you could not, or would not accept, one of the polite ways of refusing would be: “I shall not take so much as a thread or shoelace from anything is yours.”

How did they describe a city blazing under a great conflagration? “The smoke thereof rose up like the smoke of a furnace.”  They had, fortunately, never seen the heavy smoke caused by  the explosion of an H-Bomb or they would have found their simile scarcely effective! Colours were vividly described by comparison with known objects having that colour.  Redness was likened to wine, whiteness to milk or snow, blueness to sapphire.  “His eyes are redder than wine, his teeth whiter than milk.”  The hand of Moses turned leprous, “white as snow.”  An extremely fertile land was “flowing with milk and honey”: a host that went down to the bottom of the sea did so “like lead in the mighty waters.”

Space will not permit further delving, but what has been said should give the reader some idea of the way they spoke and thought in the days of our Biblical ancestors.  We have only touched the fringe and have not even mentioned the part played by numerous wild and domestic animals, the elements of nature, the earth and the sea.  The Biblical metaphors and similes abound with references to the life around and present a nostalgic contrast to the turbulence and upheavals of modern civilisation.
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