Allegorization

А. Characteristics of Allegorization 

In our attempts to uncover symbolism in the biblical text, it is vital to distinguish the phenomenon of typology, discussed in the previous chapter, from the practice of allegorization.  Allegorization is the attempt to uncover symbolism in the text when there is, in fact, none.  

Certain features characterize the allegorical method (although not all instances have all these features).
  First, the historical importance of the biblical account is minimized, or possibly even denied.  In allegorization, the focus is not on what actually happened, but on the symbolic meaning of the things, people, or events described in the text.  Second, the thing, person, or event described in the text is not actually the symbol itself, but the words used to describe it harbor the hidden meaning.  The person/item itself may be totally unconnected to the symbolic meaning contained in the words describing it.  

Third, in allegorization, the symbolic meaning may refer to something outside of the biblical canon, i.e., to something in Church history, in modern times, or in some other area, such as philosophy.  Fourth, allegorical symbolism lacks features common to true typology, such as “parallel result,” “divine intentionality,” and “points of correspondence” (see previous chapter).  Finally, allegorization includes the practice of forming general biblical principles from events described in the biblical narrative without adequate substantiation from other supporting passages.  

We may clarify some of these features by examining a classic example of allegorization, proposed by the Church Father, Origen.  He taught that the account of John’s baptism had a symbolic significance.  Matthew 3:6 reads, “They were being baptized by him in the Jordan River.”  In his interpretation of the text, Origen paid little attention to the historical event itself, i.e., John’s baptism, but sought hidden meaning in the words of the text.  Origen claimed that the word “Jordan” in the original language meant, “To go down.”  

Next, he noted that the word “Jordan” was similar to the name “Jared” (Gen 5:20), who lived at the time when “when the sons of God came in to the daughters of men” (Gen 6:4).  Correspondingly, he felt that the word “Jordan” relates to the time when, in Origen’s opinion, the preexistent souls of people “descend” into their bodies at birth.  Yet, since John’s baptism was for cleansing, what is represented here is not the incarnation of any person, but of the Son of God, Jesus Christ.  Therefore, the words of Matthew 3:6, “They were being baptized by him in the Jordan River,” secretly refer to the incarnation of God’s Son.

One may without hesitation assign Origen’s creative interpretation to the realm of allegorization.  First, the historical context of passage is minimized.  Second, the symbolism is not found in the event itself, i.e., the baptism, but in the words describing it.  Third, the results are not parallel – John’s baptism was for turning people to God, while Origen’s symbolic meaning relates to God coming to people.  Fourth, the “points of correspondence” are few and relatively weak. 

B. The History of Allegorization

Church history abounds with examples of the allegorical method.  This raises the question of where and how this approach originated, and how it crept into Christians circles.  In this section, we will search out allegorization’s origins. 

1. Ancient Greece

First, we will look at the interpretative methods of ancient Greece.  It is thought that allegorization first appeared among the Greeks as an attempt to vindicate the writings of Homer, since his descriptions of Greek gods not infrequently violated the moral sensibilities of his readers.  Therefore, allegorization, that is, symbolic interpretation, was employed to avoid the literal implications of these more “embarrassing” passages.
  Another factor, which may have promoted allegorization’s development, was platonic philosophy, since Plato decried the material world and extolled the immaterial “world of ideas.”  Correspondingly, the hidden, spiritual meaning of a text, uncovered by the allegorical approach, was thought superior to the mundane, literal meaning.

2. Jewish Exegesis 

What about allegorization among Jewish writers?  Longenecker asserts that their goal in biblical interpretation was to make the Word of God relevant to the lives of the people of their day.
  At times, this involved allegorical interpretation of Scripture, which arose among the Jews in the second century BC.  Many feel that the Jews borrowed this practice from the Greeks for the same purpose that the latter employed it – to explain passages difficult to understand in the literal sense.

The most famous of all Jewish allegorists was undoubtedly Philo of Alexandria, who lived in the first century AD and sought to harmonize the Old Testament with Greek philosophy.
  Yet, since little common ground exists between the Old Testament and Greek philosophy, Philo employed allegorization in an attempt to elucidate principles of Greek philosophy from the Old Testament text.
  Nonetheless, Philo did respect the historical veracity of the Old Testament as well.

Philo appealed to allegorization when he encountered: (1) an anthropological description of God, (2) a verse difficult to understand, or (3) an apparent contradiction in the text.  We see an example of the last item when Psalm 46:4 speaks of a river flowing through Jerusalem.  Since such a river does not exist, Philo considered this a type of God’s Word, flowing from the Jews to the outside world.  Another example of Philo’s allegorization: after recounting Abraham’s history in Genesis 14:1-16, he proposes a spiritual interpretation.  The five kings who were defeated by the four kings symbolize the five senses, which fall under the power of four vices: pleasure, desire, fear, and grief.  Yet, the Word of God, symbolized by Abraham, overthrows the four vices and restores order.
 

The intertestamental writings Wisdom of Solomon and the Letter of Aristeas are also tainted by allegorization.
  The Targums present an allegorical interpretation of the Song of Solomon, which in its literal sense describes romantic love.  The rabbis, though, viewed it as symbolically retelling the history of Israel.
 

· 1:2-3:6 describes the Exodus, the meeting at Sinai, and the conquest of Canaan. 

· 3:7-5:1 relates to Solomon’s temple. 

· 5:2-6:1 describes Israel’s sin and exile. 

· 6:2-7:11 shows Israel’s return from exile and the rebuilding of the temple. 

· 7:12-8:14 describes the dispersing of Israel by the Romans and the expectation of Messiah’s coming. 

Others have attempted allegorical interpretations of Song of Solomon as well.  According to Abravanel, a sixth century rabbi, the book concerns Solomon’s love of wisdom.  Rabbi Ibn Ezra taught that Song of Solomon 7:2 contains symbols of the Great Sanhedrin, the Little Sanhedrin, and the Law of Moses.

However, the Jews did not practice allegorization randomly.  They observed certain rules for symbolic interpretation of a text.  One approach, midrash, was developed by Rabbi Hillel, who established interpretive rules called middot (see chp. 13).  Another method, pesher, is also discussed in chapter 13.

3. The Early Church

Some Church Fathers showed little hesitation in applying the allegorical method, likely due to Greek and Jewish precedent.  Classic early examples of patristic allegorization are found in the Epistle of Barnabas, and in the works of Hippolytus of Rome and Justin Martyr. 

The Eastern Church of antiquity hosted two competing schools of interpretation: the Alexandrian and Antiochian schools: the former championing the allegorical approach, and the latter preferring literal interpretation.  A chief representative of the Alexandrian school, Clement of Alexandria, taught that the literal interpretation of the Bible was for ordinary believers, while its symbolic meaning was more suitable for mature saints.  Clement had hopes of attracting unbelieving Greeks to Christian faith by this means as well.
  His protégé, Origen, also employed allegorization, advancing the conviction that Scripture had both literal and symbolic meaning and that difficult Scriptural passages were better explained allegorically.
  At the same time, Origen continued to respect the historical sense of the biblical text as well.

Origen sought to justify his allegorical approach by comparing it to the incarnation of God’s Son.  Just as Jesus has both a divine and a human nature, Scripture has both a literal and symbolic sense.
  He also argued that the nature of Scripture is comparable to the triune structure of the human.  Humans possess spirit, soul, and body, and Scripture has a literal, moral and mystical aspect.
 

Origen allegorized Genesis 1 in the following way.  The separation of the waters symbolizes the separation of the inner person from the outer person, which is tainted by sin and passion.  After this separation is accomplished, “heaven” is ready for beautification – the sun is Christ, and the moon is the Church.  The earth is now also ready to produce fruit for God.
  In another allegorical interpretation, Origen proposes that the destruction of Jericho symbolizes Christ’s victory over the world.  Furthermore, Moses’ pogrom of the Moabites represents the removal of vice from the Christian.
  Even some of Origen’s contemporaries during his lifetime objected to his free use of allegorization.
  

An argument commonly uses by the Alexandrian school in general to defend allegorization was to appeal to Paul’s words in 2 Corinthians 3:6, “For the letter kills, but the spirit gives life.”
 

On the other hand, adherents of the Antiochian school employed the grammatico-historical approach to interpretation.
  They allowed for typology, but rejected allegorization.
  Unfortunately, because certain heresies arose in the Antiochian school, namely Nestorianism, this interpretative approach fell into disrepute along with it, and in the end, the Alexandrian school came to dominate the exegetical scene in the Church.
 

In the Western Church, Augustine and Jerome are noted representatives of the allegorical approach.
  Augustine felt that allegorization was appropriate if it advanced Christian faith, hope, or love.
  A fine example of his creative interpretive approach is his allegorical treatment of Genesis, chapter 1.  The phrase, “God created the heavens and the earth” symbolized for Augustine the presence of spiritual and worldly people in the Church.  The lack of light in the early creation reflects the absence of doctrine.  So then, God created the firmament, that is, He gave Holy Scripture to the Church.  Moreover, the gathering of the waters represents God’s restraining the sinful impulses of people.  Sea creatures are symbols of the sacraments, and the birds of the sky – preachers of the gospel.
 

Especially intriguing is Augustine’s allegorization of Jesus’ parable of the Good Samaritan.  The man who went down from Jerusalem to Jericho is Adam, who fell into sin.  The robbers who beat him represent the devil.  The priest and Levite, who passed the man by, show that the Mosaic Law in unable to save.  The Samaritan, who helped the wounded man, is Jesus Christ.  He pours wine and oil into the man’s wounds, which symbolizes His blood and the gift of the Holy Spirit.  Finally, the Samaritan leads the man to an inn, which represents the Church.

Another example of Augustine’s work is his creative interpretation of Jesus feeding the 5000.  The bread symbolizes the New Testament, that is, the teachings of Jesus.  The five loaves represent the Mosaic Law, which was not able to satisfy the multitude.  The fact that the people reclined on the grass demonstrates their carnal condition.  Finally, the disciples gathered the leftovers in order to teach the people more truth later during their own ministries.

Other noted allegorists include Cyril of Alexandria, Gregory of Nyssa, Eusebius and Ambrose.  The early Christian exegetes tended toward Christocentricity, and in order to demonstrate the Christocentric nature of the Old Testament, they resorted to allegorization.  They also found it useful in their struggle with Marcion, who challenged the Old Testament representation of God.
 

4. The Middle Ages

Allegorization was widely practiced in the Middle Ages as well.  Adherents of this approach continued to rely on the maxim “letter and spirit,” teaching that Scripture had both a literal and spiritual meaning.  The actual number of possible meanings of a text varied from three to seven.  Yet, most exegetes of this period subscribed to either three or four meanings for a given text.

The three/four meaning approach actually began with the Church Fathers.  Origen was the first to propose three meanings: the historical, tropological (moral) and allegorical meanings.  In the fifth century, Eucherius of Lyon and John Cassian continued this trend.  It is thought that Gregory the Great initiated the fourfold approach, yet Augustine hinted at it in his day as well.  The four senses are: historical, tropological (moral), allegorical and anagogical (eschatological).  The final three make up the “spiritual” sense, as opposed to the literal, historical one.
 

Later in the Middle Ages, the fourfold approach obtained the name quadriga, which was expressed in the following saying: 

The literal teaches what God and our ancestors did,

The allegory is where our faith and belief is hid,

The moral meaning gives us the rule of daily life,

The anagogy shows us where we end our strife.

Yet, scholars of this time did not take their interpretive task lightly.  For example, in order to derive the tropological meaning, they were required to go through “a lengthy process of training … study, method, consistency.”
 

It is curious to note that adherents of the quadriga even used allegorization to justify their allegorical method.  For example, Jesus’ multiplication of the five loaves represents and substantiates the multiplication of meanings for the biblical text.  In addition, when Jesus promised that in His Father’s house were “many dwelling places” (Jn 14:2), He meant various interpretations of the text.
  Moreover, the phrase, “A book written inside and on the back” in Revelation 5:1 symbolizes two types of interpretation: literal and spiritual.  Finally, an Old Testament priest wore two tunics, which allegedly corresponds to two methods of interpretation.

As an example of the fourfold approach, we will take the term “Jerusalem.”  In the literal sense, of course, this is a city in Palestine.  In the allegorical sense, though, Jerusalem symbolizes the Church.  In a moral (tropological) sense it represents the human soul.  Finally, Jerusalem in an eschatological sense is the New Jerusalem of Revelation chapter 22.
  Therefore, whenever and wherever one encounters in the biblical text the term “Jerusalem,” he/she can assign to it all these nuances.  

However, during the Middle Ages, a transition occurred in Scripture interpretation.  Before that time, the philosophy of Plato dominated, which postulated the existence of a world of “ideas” separate from the material world of “particulars.”  In line with this view, the spiritual meaning of Scripture was defined separately from the literal meaning.  Yet in the Middle Ages, the preferred philosophical worldview shifted from Platonism to Aristotelianism, which taught that these universal “ideas” resided in the particulars themselves.  Applying this to hermeneutics, the exegete now sought a connection between the literal and non-literal interpretations.

As a result of this paradigm shift, the popularity of allegorization suffered a setback.
  The thirteenth century scholar, Thomas Aquinas, diligently sought out the literal meaning of the text before attempting a spiritual interpretation.
  He explains his methodology as follows: “Holy Scripture sets up no confusion, since all meanings are based on one, namely the literal sense” (Summa Theologiae, 1a q.1, a10, ad1).
  At the same time, Aquinas did not reject the existence of a symbolic meaning, but proposed that it was interconnected to the literal one: “Nothing necessary to faith is contained in the spiritual sense that Scripture does not put forward elsewhere in the literal sense” (Summa Theologiae, 1a q.1, a10, ad1).
  Other writers of the period, who championed the literal interpretation of the text, included Peter Lombard, Hugh of Saint Victor (and especially his pupil Andrew), and John Wycliffe.
  

5. The Reformers 

The Protestant reformers universally rejected the allegorical method.  Luther, for example, speaks of allegorization as “trifling and foolish fables, with which the Scriptures were rent into so many and diverse senses, that silly, poor consciences could receive no certain doctrine of anything.”
  Luther also wrote, “That is why his (the Holy Spirit’s) words could have no more than one simplest meaning which we call the written one, or the literal meaning of the tongue.… One should not therefore say that the Scripture of God’s word has more than one meaning” (Answer to Emser, p. 178-179).
  Calvin’s assessment of allegorization is similarly harsh – it is “undoubtedly a contrivance of Satan to undermine the authority of Scripture, and to take away from the reading of it the true advantage.”

In explaining Paul’s claim in 2 Corinthians 3:6 that “the letter kills, but the spirit gives life,” the reformers proposed several options.  Some suggested that the “letter” was the written word, while the “spirit” was the spoken word.  Others said that the “letter” was the preaching of the Old Testament, but the “spirit” was the preaching of the New.  A third option: the “letter” indicates study of the Word, while the “spirit” is its life application.  Their most plausible option, though, was to understand the “letter” as the Law, which condemns the sinner, and the “spirit” as the Holy Spirit, who gives life to the believer.
  

There were several reasons why the reformers rejected allegorization.  First, it had become popular by that time to study the original biblical languages, which reinforced the importance of their literal interpretation.  Second, exegetes of that time, such as Aquinas and others, were giving more attention to the historico-grammatical context of the biblical text.  Finally, the Roman Catholic Church of that time had been utilizing allegorical interpretations of the Bible to support their doctrines.  A literal approach to interpretation enabled the reformers to undermine the authority of Catholic teaching.

Nonetheless, history shows that Luther was not immune to allegorization.  For example, he equated Jacob’s ladder (Gen 28:12) with Christ Jesus.
  It seems that it was easier for him to reject the allegorical method in theory than in practice.  Luther himself admitted, “It was very difficult for me to break away from my habitual zeal for allegory.  And yet I was aware that allegories were empty speculation and the froth, as it were, of Holy Scriptures.  It is the historical sense alone which supplies the true and sound doctrine.”
  We note, though, that Luther’s allegorization was Christocentric and expressed in a way that could be confirmed by other passages of Scripture.
 

C. Evaluation of Allegorization 

In general, allegorization is not looked upon favorably.  We can highlight the following defects in the system.  First, the practice itself did not originate from inspired Biblical writers, but rather has Greek and rabbinic roots.  Second, allegorization promotes an anti-materialistic worldview, where the literal, historical meaning is not valued as much as the unearthly, so-called, “spiritual” interpretation.  This leads to depreciating the historical nature of God’s plan.  Third, allegorization leads to subjective interpretation of Scripture.  Any interpreter can see in any passage practically any meaning.
  The allegorical method lacks specific criteria for verifying the correctness of one’s interpretation.  

When we view Church history, we observe that this method was often employed to support unbiblical doctrines.  In addition, this method distracts the interpreter from the more painstaking, but necessary process of proper exegetical method.  Similarly, adherents to this approach use it as a convenient way to find simple answers to difficult exegetical questions, instead of striving to properly apply the text’s literal sense.

 One must also note that, although the allegorical approach was widely used in Church history, it was not the universal practice of the Early Church.  Some Fathers preferred the literal approach, namely Tertullian, Athanasius, John Chrysostom, and Basil the Great.  John Chrysostom stated, “All the things that are necessary are plain” (3rd homily on 2 Thes).
  Basil offers the following critique of allegorization: 

I know the laws of allegory, though less by myself than from the works of others.  There are those truly, who do not admit the common sense of the Scriptures, for whom water is not water, but some other nature, who see in a plant, in a fish, what their fancy wishes, who change the nature of reptiles and of wild beasts to suit their allegories, like the interpreters of dreams who explain visions in sleep to make them serve their own ends.  For me grass is grass; plant, fish, wild beast, domestic animal, I take all in the literal sense.  “For I am not ashamed of the gospel”… It is this which those seem to me not to have understood, who, giving themselves up to the distorted meaning of allegory, have undertaken to give a majesty of their own invention to Scripture.  It is to believe themselves wiser than the Holy Spirit, and to bring forth their own ideas under a pretext of exegesis.  Let us hear Scripture as it has been written (The Hexaemeron, 9.1).

Proponents of allegorization defend their practice, albeit unconvincingly, as follows.  They claim that the long history of this approach vindicates its value.  Yet, the longevity of a practice in no way guarantees its correctness.  Some cite the use of allegorization in the New Testament, namely in Galatians 4:21-31 and 1 Corinthians 9:9-10 (see below).  Yet, as we shall soon see, there exist alternate explanations for the peculiarities of these passages. 

Furthermore, it is claimed that the allegorical method is necessary to explain difficult, sometimes “embarrassing” passages of Scripture.  The goal of exegesis, though, is to bring out the true, literal meaning of a passage, regardless of what the result might be.   Allegorists also cite Psalm 78:2 in defense: “I will open my mouth in a parable; I will utter dark sayings of old.”  However, the psalmist here speaks of a “parable.”  A parable is a recognized figure of speech, not an allegorized biblical narrative.
 

Moreover, Psalm 119:18 reads, “Open my eyes, that I may behold wonderful things from Your law.”  Yet here, it does not follow that the Spirit must reveal a hidden, allegorical meaning of a text.  He may simply reveal its proper literal meaning.  Concerning the pro-allegorical interpretation of 2 Corinthians 3:6, “The letter kills, but the Spirit gives life,” we have already offered a better alternative above. 

Some have contended that the dual nature of Jesus Christ – human and divine – justifies seeking a dual meaning in Scripture – literal and symbolic.  We heartily affirm the two natures of Christ, but nothing compels us to apply a duality to Scripture as well.  The same response applies to the claim that the triune structure of humans – spirit, soul, and body – supports a tripartite interpretation of Scripture as well.
 

Henri De Lubac offers his own defense of allegorization.
  On the one hand, he affirms that Scripture records true history, but also affirms the presence of symbolic meaning as well.  For this reason, the Jews did not recognize the Messiah – they limited themselves to the literal meaning only.  Only through insight given by the Spirit can one discover Scripture’s hidden treasures.  De Lubac further claims that the Holy Spirit not only inspired the biblical writers, but He enlivens the Word today as well, giving even more revelation than the original text contains.
  De Lubac, however, confuses the concepts of revelation and insight.  The Spirit enlivens the text only in the sense that He gives insight into its original meaning.  He does not change the meaning or introduce a novel one. 

De Lubac also appeals to Augustine, who commented on the words from Psalm 121:1, “I will lift up my eyes to the mountains; from where shall my help come,” in the sense that the “mountains” symbolize great men of God, who aid us if seeing the hidden truths of Scripture.  Yet, Augustine is using allegorization here to defend the practice of allegorization, which is circular reasoning.  In addition, Jesus declared that the unbelieving Jews’ problem was not their literalism, but the condition of their hearts (Jn 8:43-47). 

William Lasor adds the following arguments in defense of allegorization.  He claims that the literal meaning relates only to the past, but the Word of God is always relevant.  Therefore, it must also possess a timeless, spiritual meaning.
  Yet Lasor fails to consider that embracing a literal interpretation in no way excludes its application to life today.  The Bible contains universal principles, so that any Bible passage, narrative or didactic, can find application for believers now.  Lasor also argues that, by nature, language itself is symbolic, since words refer to something beyond themselves.  We affirm this to be the case.  Yet, according to principles of proper linguistics, words cannot refer to just any referent, but only to that which corresponds to their specific definitions. 

D. Allegorization in the New Testament? 

1. Galatians 4:21-31

Did the apostles themselves employ allegorization in their treatment of Old Testament passages?  Many feel that Galatians 4:21-31 is a classic example of the allegorical method.  Here, Hagar represents the Sinaitic covenant and earthly Jerusalem, the mother of those enslaved to the Law.  Sarah, on the other hand, is Zion, the heavenly Jerusalem and the mother of believers in Jesus.  In describing this instance, Paul even uses the Greek term ἀλληγορούμενα (allegorumena), which means to “speak allegorically.”
 

Several explanations are offered for this phenomenon.  First, some consider that Paul is simply using an illustration here.  He has already advanced several arguments in defense of his teaching on the relationship of Law and salvation, and now he is “capping it off” with an Old Testament illustration.
  On the other hand, Paul introduces this instance with the words, “Do you not listen to the law?  For it is written...”  This seems to indicate that Paul did not consider this an illustration, but an Old Testament evidence for his position.  Illustrations cannot be used as evidence – they prove nothing.

Others see this as an example of applying a general biblical principle, namely the principle of trusting in God, and not in oneself.  Abraham fathered Ishmael as an attempt to accomplish God’s plan by human methods.  Isaac, however, was born as a result of trusting in God’s promises.  Believers in Christ operate on the same principle of trust in Christ for salvation, not in personal holiness.
  At the same time, Paul does not appear to be appealing to a general principle here, but to the very histories of Hagar and Sarah. 

Still another explanation is as follows.  Paul is trying to refute a false view held in the Galatian churches that employed an allegorical treatment of Sarah and Hagar to advance an erroneous teaching.  Paul, in response, gives his own allegorical version of the history to describe the true way of salvation.  In support of this theory, it is noted that the rabbis often compared Isaac to Ishmael, associating themselves with the former.  Possibly, Paul’s opponents in Galatia were using such a version to their own advantage.  In refutation, Paul surprisingly associates the Jews not with Isaac, but with Ishmael.
  The weakness of this explanation, however, is that it is purely speculative.  There is no hard evidence that the Galatians ever misused this Old Testament history in this way.  

Finally, one may posit an appeal here not to allegorization, but to typology.  Several features of this comparison seem to justify this conclusion.  We note in Galatians chapter 3 that Paul has already established the principle that believers in Jesus are children of Abraham.  One may assume that they are offspring of Abraham not by analogy with Ishmael, but with Isaac, the son of promise.  Paul may be operating on this idea in Galatians 4:21-31, expanding his comparison of believers in Jesus with the offspring of Abraham. 

In particular, Paul notes who the mother of these two sons is: the slave, Hagar, and the free woman, Sarah.  The following statement in verse 25 gives Paul sanction to identify unbelieving Jews with children of Hagar: she “corresponds to the present Jerusalem, for she is in slavery with her children.”  Paul knows from experience that unbelieving Jews are in slavery to sin, and therefore qualify as children of Hagar.  Also significant is that Hagar’s son, Ishmael, is Abraham’s son “according to the flesh” (v. 23), not according to promise.  This also corresponds to unbelieving Jews, who are physical descendants of Abraham, but reject the promise of salvation in Messiah Jesus.  In addition, the association of Hagar with unbelieving Jews allows Paul to associate her with Mount Sinai as well, since they still remain under the Sinaitic covenant.  Moreover, Ishmael (and, presumably, Hagar as well) settled in Paran (Gen 21:21), not far from Sinai.

It is important to note that these associations are made on sound historical and theological considerations, without any appeal to exaggerated exegesis, i.e., allegorization.  Paul has pointed out sufficient “points of correspondence,” and the “divine intentionality” is sufficiently evident to justify his use of the histories of Hagar and Sarah as a typological expansion of his overall understanding of the symbolic nature of Abraham’s family.  Additionally, Paul employs still another point of correspondence – Ishmael’s “persecution” of Isaac, which is replicated in the unbelieving Jews’ persecution of the Church (v. 29).  

On the basis of the typological nature of Abraham’s family, Paul can now use this story as part of his doctrinal instruction.  He warns those relying on the Law: “Cast out the bondwoman and her son, for the son of the bondwoman shall not be an heir with the son of the free woman” (v. 30).  In other words, the children of Abraham by analogy with Ishmael, i.e., those relying on the Law for justification, will fail to attain justification.  In this way, Paul attains the goal of his argument, begun in verse 21: “Tell me, you who want to be under law, do you not listen to the law?”  That is, the Law teaches that there is no justification by means of the Law.  

2. 1 Corinthians 9:8-9

Paul appears to use the allegorical approach in 1 Corinthians 9:8-9 as well, where we encounter a citation from Deuteronomy 25:4: “I am not speaking these things according to human judgment, am I?  Or does not the Law also say these things?  For it is written in the Law of Moses, ‘You shall not muzzle the ox while he is threshing.’  God is not concerned about oxen, is He?”  1 Timothy 5:18 is a similar case.  

Does Paul use Deuteronomy 25:4 here in an allegorical way when he applies it to financial support of Christian workers?  In the Old Testament, the issue concerns not people, but animals.  Yet, Paul applies it to the former.  He asks the rhetorical question: “God is not (μή) concerned about oxen, is He?”  In this sentence, the presence of the negative particle μή (me) conventionally requires a negative answer.  Does this mean that Paul rejects the original, historical meaning and literal application of this text in relation to oxen?

Several solutions are offered.  First, some assert that Deuteronomy 25:4 is really speaking about people serving God, and not about oxen at all.  The term “oxen” in Deuteronomy, then, is not to be taken literally, but symbolically.  Supporting this claim is the fact that the Torah was written for people, not animals.  In addition, the surrounding context addresses people, not animals.
  On the other hand, one must note that other laws regarding the treatment of animals do exist.  In addition, other passages specifically address support for the Levitical priesthood.  Why, then, would God give another directive for supporting temple workers in such a cryptic manner? 

Possibly, Paul was employing the well-known rabbinic device qal wa-homer, i.е. that which applies in a lesser case, applies in a greater one.  In other words, if God cares about beasts of burden, He cares more for gospel workers.
  In this case, we are dealing then with the application of a general biblical principle, that those who serve are worthy of reward, whether man or beast.
 

Nonetheless, as noted above, the presence of the particle μή (me) in the question: “God is not (μή) concerned about oxen, is He,” calls for a negative response.  This appears to indicate that Paul applies this verse to gospel workers alone, and not to oxen at all.  Thiselton proposes, however, that in this context the particle μή (me) might reflect not rejection, but hesitancy.  The sense would then be, “Does God really care only about oxen?”  In this case, the oxen are included in God’s care.
  Paul is likely employing an exaggerated comparison, where he only appears to disregard the oxen in order to emphasize how much more God will provide for gospel workers.  Therefore, we can with confidence consider this case to be an application of a general biblical principle, and not allegorization.     

E. Conclusions

In summary, we may conclude that the practice of allegorization stands on a very weak foundation.  Its lack of both biblical and logical substantiation qualifies it for exclusion.  The obvious dangers associated with allegorization lead us to decry its practice. 
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