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 In the ancient Church two common forms of exegesis were used by the Fathers of the 

Church to explain the Scriptures. Today these are known as “typology” and “allegory.” At the 

time of the Fathers various terms were used to describe these forms of exegesis. Sometimes 

“typology” was even referred to as “allegory” following St. Paul’s example in his letter to the 

Church of Galatia (4:24). As a result these various titles, as well as the use of the word 

“allegory” were somewhat a source of confusion in the early Church. Therefore today, since the 

Fathers used both typology and allegory, it is important to clarify the difference between these 

two methods. 

 With allegorical exegesis, the Scriptures become mere symbols of spiritual truths. 

Sometimes the literal or historical sense is not considered at all. But if it is, it plays a very minor 

part in the interpretation of the text. As Kelley writes the allegorical exegete’s aim, “is to elicit 

the moral, theological or mystical meaning which each passage, indeed each verse and even each 

word, is presumed to contain (Early Christian Doctrines, 70). 

 The use of allegory did not begin with Christianity. It was present and heavily utilized by 

Alexandrian Jews like Philo who used it systematically in order to create a bridge between the 

revelation of the Old Testament and Platonic philosophy. Another writer who made use of 

allegory was the 2nd century Christian author of the Epistle of Barnabas. He used allegorism 

similar in style to that of Philo in order to find Christian meaning in the Old Testament, 

sometimes in the least likely passages. Gnostics on the other hand, used allegorism to go much 

farther than this. For example as Kelley writes, they interpreted the “incidents of the earthly life 

of Jesus as a complex pattern of symbolism mirroring the drama of the aeons” (Kelley, 70). 

 Typology, on the other hand, has a very different approach to the Biblical text. Its 

approach, as Kelley writes, “was a technique for bringing out the correspondence between the 

two Testaments, and took as its guiding principle the idea that the events and personages of the 

Old were ‘types’ of, i.e. prefigured and anticipated, the events and personages of the New” 

(Kelley, 71). The narrative was important to the typologist because it showed God’s redemptive 

plan as it was made known more fully with each successive generation. Thus the typologist could 

identify throughout the entire Biblical narrative the consistent plan of God with the early stages 

foreshadowing what would be revealed in the latter. Christ and His Church were considered as 

the climax of this divine dispensation. The experiences of the people of Israel served as pointers 

to Christian revelation since all along God was leading them up to this (Kelley, 71). 

 Much like allegory, typological interpretation was by no means an invention of the New 

Testament but was also utilized in the Old Testament. The author of Second or Deutero-Isaiah 

for instance, as Kelley writes, “looked back to the redemption from Egypt as recapitulating, as it 

were, God’s original victory over chaos, and looked forward to a second Exodus from captivity 

in the future and a renewal of creation” (71). Thus a significant difference between typology and 

allegory was that for typology the literal sense of Scripture retains its full value whereas in 

allegory it is often ignored or at least undervalued. This is because it was the very fact that these 
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events transpired which inspired the typologist to recognize in them the foreshadowing of future 

salvific events (Kelley, 71). 

 Typology was the method which proved to be in most accord with authentic Christian 

teaching because it was anchored in the history of the Bible itself. Typology proved to be an 

effective weapon in the Church’s fight against Marcionism. Marcion taught that only the New 

Testament had value for Christians and that the Old Testament was obsolete (Kelley, 67). The 

practice of typology was not necessarily an exact science and there were various opinions on 

which sections were regarded as having typological value. But it remained a preferred method of 

exegesis for the Fathers.  

 Often a distinction is made between the differing patristic schools of exegesis, viz., the 

Alexandrian and the Antiochene. Alexandria was known for its allegorical approach to the 

Scriptures whereas Antioch was known for its emphasis on the literal or historical meaning. 

While this distinction is true it must also be noted that the two schools also had profound 

agreement -especially at the level of typological interpretation of Scripture. As Kelley writes, 

“There was general agreement about the cardinal issues, such as that of Adam, or Moses the law-

giver, in a real sense foreshadowed Christ; the flood pointed to baptism, and also to the 

judgment; all the sacrifices of the old Law, but in a pre-eminent way the sacrifice of Isaac, were 

anticipations of that of Calvary; the crossing of the Red Sea and the eating of manna looked 

forward to baptism and the eucharist; the fall of Jericho prefigured the end of the world” (72). 

The agreement of the Fathers on these various biblical types (and many others) is sign of their 

real unanimity. The Fathers agreed with Origen that the Old Testament history in its entirety was 

a dispensation of God’s plan of salvation for mankind. As Origen said, the Jewish mystery was a 

rehearsal of the Christian mystery (Kelley, 72). 

 It was the Hellenic cultural environment along with Platonic idealism which tempted 

Christian writers to tend towards allegorism. Platonism lent itself towards this because it taught 

that all things visible are merely symbolic reflections of invisible realities (Kelley, 72). As a 

result many fathers mixed some allegory into their application of typology. Alexandria, with 

Origen as its most famous biblical scholar, became a leading supporter of allegorism. 

 Origen, like his hero Philo, saw the Scriptures as a vast ocean of mysteries, impossible to 

fathom, or fully perceive (Kelley, 73). Yet every line and word of the Scriptures were regarded 

as full of meaning and corresponded to the three parts of human nature: the body, the soul, and 

the spirit. First, the bodily part corresponds to the historical sense and is for the simple. 

Secondly, the soulish part is the moral sense of the text which impacts the will. Lastly, the 

spiritual corresponds to the mystical sense which relates “to Christ, the Church or the great truths 

of the faith” (Kelley, 73). In Origen’s exegesis there was no end to the symbolism which he was 

able to discern in the Scriptures. As Kelley writes, “Every proper name, every number, all the 

animals, plants and metals mentioned there seemed to him to be allegories of theological or 

spiritual truths” (74).  

 Clement, who was Origen’s predecessor, anticipated many of Origen’s ideas about 

exegesis, teaching that the great truths could all be communicated by symbols. The Alexadrian 

Fathers who followed, from Dionysius to Cyril, more or less continued the use of allegory. This 

is true of Palestinian writers (like Epiphanius), and the Cappadocian fathers (Gregory the 

Theologian, Basil and Gregory of Nyssa). These fathers in turn went on to influence western 

fathers like Ambrose and Hilary. Yet the greatest Latin biblical exegete, Jerome, in his later 

years became suspicious of allegory while accepting Origin’s three senses of Scripture. Jerome 
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deemed that “recourse to the spiritual meaning was made necessary by the anthropomorphisms, 

inconsistencies and incongruities in which the Bible abounded” (Kelley, 75).  

 Augustine freely used allegorism especially focusing on the mystical meaning of names 

and numbers. Augustine taught there were four senses of scriptures the historical, the etiological 

(like Christ‘s explanation of why Moses allowed for divorce), the analogical (showing the 

harmony between the Old and New Testaments) and the allegorical (or figurative). For example, 

he employed allegorical exegesis in his interpretation of the story of the Prodigal Son. In 

Augustine’s interpretation, the injured man represents Adam. Those who injured him represent 

Satan and his demons. His homeland represents Paradise from which Adam fell. The Priest and 

the Levite represent the Old Testament which is ineffectual in helping him. The Good Samaritan 

represents Christ who saves us, and the Inn, to which the Samaritan brought the man, represents 

the Church (70). As Kelley writes of Augustine, “He thought that no interpretation could be true 

which did not promote the love of God or the love of man” (75). Thus both typology and 

allegory played major roles in the patristic interpretation of the Sacred Scriptures. 

 


