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1. Introduction: What is Biblical Typology

In these talks we shall look at how God uses the events 
of salvation history to prefigure future salvific events in 
Christ. This is called Biblical typology.

Words and Deeds
God reveals Himself to mankind not just through words, 

but also through deeds or events. This is eloquently stated 
in the Second Vatican Council’s Dogmatic Constitution 
on Divine Revelation Dei Verbum 2:

This plan of revelation is realized by deeds and words 
having an inner unity: the deeds wrought by God in the 
history of salvation manifest and confirm the teaching and 
realities signified by the words, while the words proclaim 
the deeds and clarify the mystery contained in them.

The central deed of Revelation is the Incarnation of 
the Word and His Passion and Resurrection (the Paschal 
mystery). However, many other events of salvation his-
tory in various ways prepare for or point to supernatural 
mysteries and are also revelatory. Biblical typology is 
concerned with the revelatory aspect of deeds in sacred his-
tory, and constitutes what is known as the spiritual sense 
of Scripture. The literal sense of Scripture is the proper 
meaning conveyed through its words. In this course we 
shall explore the revelatory meaning of the spiritual sense 
of the Bible proclaimed in the deeds narrated in Scripture.

Because God is the principal author of the Bible, it 
has a richness of meaning that other books cannot rival. 
Most human writings have only one meaning in each text, 
which is called the literal sense. This is the meaning that 
the words are intended to convey. Works of literature, on 
the other hand, often have passages with more than one 
sense because an author can use literary techniques to 
arrange for one event narrated in his work to symbolize 
or foreshadow something else. If writers of literature and 
poetry can give more than one meaning to a text, then 
certainly God can put a still greater richness of meanings 
into the Word He inspires. 

What the poet does with the events that he invents, God 
can do with the events of sacred history that He guides. 
This distinguishes the historical books of the Bible from 
purely human historical works. Only Biblical history can 
signify future or supernatural events and realities by means 
of past events, institutions, and persons, because only 
Biblical history has, for its principal author, the Author of 
history. This meaning by which a Biblical event signifies 
a future event or reality in salvation history is called the 
typological or spiritual meaning. 

Distinction between the Literal and the Spiritual 
Senses of Scripture

St. Thomas Aquinas distinguishes the literal and the 
typological/spiritual senses of Scripture with this simple 
distinction between words and deeds. The literal sense is 
the meaning conveyed directly by the words of Scripture. 
The spiritual (typological) senses are meanings conveyed 
directly by the events or deeds that the words express. 
Thus the spiritual senses are conveyed indirectly by the 
words of Scripture, but directly by the events or realities. 
The events of sacred history are intended by God to have a 
meaning that goes beyond their own intrinsic significance, 
to function as signs or pointers of future mysteries.

In the last article of the first question of the Summa 
theologiae, St. Thomas explains the distinction between 
the literal and the spiritual senses of Scripture:

Therefore that first signification whereby words signify 
things belongs to the first sense, the historical or literal. 
That signification whereby things signified by words have 
themselves also a signification is called the spiritual sense, 
which is based on the literal, and presupposes it.1

The same distinction is further explained in a parallel 
text:

Holy Scripture is divinely ordained to manifest to us 
the truth necessary for salvation. The manifestation or ex-
pression of a truth can be made through events2 or words, in 
that words signify events, and one event can be the figure of 
another. The author of events is able not only to use words 
to signify something, but also can dispose the events to be 
figures of something else. And thus truth is manifested in a 
twofold fashion in Holy Scripture. In one way, insofar as 
events are signified by words, and this is the literal sense. 
In another way, insofar as events are figures of other things, 
and the spiritual sense consists in this. And thus it belongs 
to Sacred Scripture to have more than one sense.3

This Thomistic understanding of the difference between 
the literal and the spiritual senses of Scripture has been 
taken up in the Catechism of the Catholic Church 117: 
“Thanks to the unity of God’s plan, not only the text of 
Scripture but also the realities and events about which it 
speaks can be signs.” The text of Scripture gives rise to 
the literal sense, whereas the deeds narrated by the text 
can themselves be signs of further realities, according to 
the spiritual or typological sense. 

1  St. Thomas, ST I, q. 1, a. 10. 
2  The Latin word is “res,” which can be translated as “event,” 

“thing,” or “reality.”
3  St. Thomas, Quodlibet 7, q. 6, a. 1 (my translation).
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Type and Antitype
Typology comes from the Greek word “typos” which 

broadly means “type” or “figure” or “model.” It is the 
root of many English words, such as type, typical, type-
writer, prototype, typeset, typecast, and archetype.4 The 
English word “type” is taken here in the sense in which it 
means “that by which something is symbolized or figured; 
anything having a symbolical signification; a symbol, 
emblem.”5 A type is that which serves as a model for 
other things.

“Typology” literally means “the study or science of 
types.” In Biblical interpretation, typology is the system-
atic study of the various types in Scripture. These types are 
the events or realities described by the words of Scripture 
that have the power to signify or point to later events in 
salvation history. As St. Justin Martyr stated, “Sometimes 
the Holy Spirit caused the visible appearance of something 
which was a figure (typos) of the future.”6 Typology studies 
the architecture of God’s progressive revelation through 
the interconnected deeds of salvation history.

In Romans 5:14, St. Paul uses the word typos to show 
the connection between Adam and Christ: “Adam, who 
was a type of the one who was to come.” When type is 
used of events or persons, two events or persons can be 
related as type and antitype, the type being the model or 
figure of the antitype. This language is used in 1 Peter 3:21, 
in which the flood is presented as the type and Baptism 
as the “antitype” prefigured by the earlier event.7 Typol-
ogy is essentially Christocentric because Christ (and our 
incorporation into Him) is the principal antitype of all the 
types in Scripture.8

4  See John J. O’Keefe and R.R. Reno, Sanctified Vision: An In-
troduction to Early Christian Interpretation of the Bible (Baltimore/
London: The John Hopkins University Press, 2005), 70.

5  Oxford English Dictionary, 3454. See also K. J. Woollcombe, 
“The Biblical Origins and Patristic Development of Typology,” in G. 
W. H. Lampe and Woollcombe, Essays on Typology (London: SCM 
Press, 1957), 60–65.

6  St. Justin, Dialogue with Trypho 104.1.
7  The word “antitype” is also used in Hebrews 9:24: “For Christ has 

entered, not into a sanctuary made with hands, a copy [“antitypical”] of 
the true one, but into heaven itself, now to appear in our behalf.” This 
text uses “antitypical” to refer to the type of the Old Testament rather 
than to its fulfillment in the New. This shows that the terminology with 
regard to typology was still fluid in the period of the New Testament. 
Modern authors generally use “antitype” in the sense of 1 Pt 3:21 rather 
than Heb 9:24.

8  See St. Ambrose, De excessu fratris sui Satyri, 2.109, PL 16:1347: 
“But all is Christ’s, and all is in Christ, whom now we cannot see ac-
cording to the reality, but we see him, as it were, in a kind of likeness of 
future things. Of which we have seen the shadow in the Law” (quoted 
in De Margerie, An Introduction to the History of Exegesis, vol. 2, The 
Latin Fathers, trans. Pierre de Fontnouvelle [Petersham, MA: Saint 
Bede’s Publications, 1995], 92). See also Paul M. Quay, The Mystery 
Hidden for Ages in God (New York: Peter Lang, 1997), 154–158.

The Literal Sense
The literal sense, according to this terminology, is what 

the author intends to convey by his words.9 This sense 
could also be called the literary sense,10 for it presupposes 
that the literary techniques are rightly understood. The lit-
eral sense can be historical or metaphorical. It is historical 
when it is a direct recounting of an event or situation, as in 
the historical books of the Bible such as 1 and 2 Samuel, 
1 and 2 Kings, Chronicles, and the Gospel accounts of 
the life of Jesus. 

The literal sense is metaphorical when the words are 
meant to be understood in a metaphorical or symbolic way. 
In this case the literal sense is what the words are intended 
to convey through the metaphor, allegory (which is a kind 
of extended metaphor), symbol, or other literary form. For 
example, when Scripture speaks about the “outstretched 
arm of God” by which He brought the Chosen People out 
of the house of bondage, we are not to understand the literal 
sense of these texts as implying that God—in the divine 
nature—has arms or hands! The literal sense is what the 
metaphor intends to represent: the power of God to accom-
plish His will.11 Similarly, Christ is said to be seated at the 
right hand of God in the sense that His sacred humanity 
in heaven is associated with all the power of God, so that 
He is King of heaven and earth. 

The 1993 document of the Pontifical Biblical Commis-
sion, The Interpretation of the Bible in the Church, warns 
of the danger of not taking into account the use of metaphor 
and other literary forms in understanding Scripture. It ex-
plains that the literal sense is “not to be confused with the 
‘literalist’ sense to which fundamentalists are attached. It 
is not sufficient to translate a text word for word in order 
to obtain its literal sense. One must understand the text 
according to the literary conventions of the time.”12

Three Spiritual Senses
We have seen that the first division of senses of Scripture 

is twofold: the literal or historical sense, on the one hand, 
9  See CCC 116: “The literal sense is the meaning conveyed by the 

words of Scripture and discovered by exegesis, following the rules of 
sound interpretation: ‘All other senses of Sacred Scripture are based 
on the literal’” (quoting St. Thomas, ST 1, q. 1, a. 10, ad 1).

10  See Scott Hahn, ed., Catholic Bible Dictionary (New York: 
Doubleday, 2009), 392.

11  Some of the Fathers and ecclesiastical writers of the early Church, 
such as Origen, sometimes use the term “literal sense” to refer to the 
literalistic sense, as can be seen from the context. Normally, however, 
scholastic theologians use the term “literal sense” to refer not to the 
literalistic but to the literary sense. 

12  Pontifical Biblical Commission, The Interpretation of the Bible 
in the Church, March 18, 1994, ch. 2, section B1. The text continues: 
“The literal sense of Scripture is that which has been expressed directly 
by the inspired human authors. Since it is the fruit of inspiration, this 
sense is also intended by God, as principal author. One arrives at this 
sense by means of a careful analysis of the text, within its literary and 
historical context.”
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and the typological or spiritual sense, on the other. This 
division distinguishes between signification through words 
(literal sense), and signification through events that point 
to other events (spiritual or typological sense). 

The typological sense can be further divided into three 
categories which are generally referred to as the allegori-
cal, moral (tropological), and anagogical senses. All three 
of these typological senses refer to the Christian mystery, 
but in three different ways. Typology is said to be “alle-
gorical” when the type prefigures Christ, His Church, and 
her sacraments. Typology is said to be “moral” when the 
type prefigures the Christian life in its spiritual and moral 
dimension. It is said to be anagogical, finally, when the 
type prefigures the Church triumphant and the Last Things. 
St. Thomas explains:

Now this spiritual sense has a threefold division. 
Therefore, so far as the things of the Old Law signify the 
things of the New Law, there is the allegorical sense; so far 
as the things done in Christ, or so far as the things which 
signify Christ, are types of what we ought to do, there is the 
moral sense. But so far as they [things of the Old and New 
Testament] signify what relates to eternal glory, there is the 
anagogical sense.13

The Catechism of the Catholic Church 115-117 follows 
the Thomistic understanding of the senses of Scripture. 
CCC 115 summarizes the traditional teaching of the 
Church on the literal and spiritual senses of Scripture: 

According to an ancient tradition, one can distinguish 
between two senses of Scripture: the literal and the spiritual, 
the latter being subdivided into the allegorical, moral, and 
anagogical senses. The profound concordance of the four 
senses guarantees all its richness to the living reading of 
Scripture in the Church.

It follows that if the spiritual senses are neglected in 
theology or preaching, we would not receive the rich full-
ness of meaning contained in the Word of God.

CCC 117 goes on to explain the three categories of the 
spiritual sense. From the allegorical sense, “we can acquire 
a more profound understanding of events by recognizing 
their significance in Christ; thus the crossing of the Red Sea 
is a sign or type of Christ’s victory and also of Christian 

13  ST I, q. 1, a. 10. A fuller parallel description of the three spiritual 
senses is given in St. Thomas’ commentary on Galatians 4:24: “How-
ever, the mystical or spiritual sense is divided into three types. First, as 
when the Apostle says that the Old Law is the figure of the New Law. 
Hence, insofar as the things of the Old Law signify things of the New 
Law, it is the allegorical sense. Then, according to Dionysius in the book 
On The Heavenly Hierarchy, the New Law is a figure of future glory; 
accordingly, insofar as things in the New Law and in Christ signify 
things which are in heaven, it is the anagogical sense. Furthermore, in 
the New Law the things performed by the Head are examples of things 
we ought to do—because “What things soever were written were written 
for our learning” (Rom 15:3) —accordingly insofar as the things which 
in the New Law were done in Christ and done in things that signify 
Christ are signs of things we ought to do, it is the moral sense” (Super 
Epistolam B. Pauli ad Galatas lectura, ch. 4, lectio 7, trans. Larcher).

Baptism.” With regard to the moral sense, it states: “The 
events reported in Scripture ought to lead us to act justly. 
As St. Paul says, they are written ‘for our instruction.’” 
This instruction may also be through an example that we 
are not to follow, as when Esau sold his birthright for a 
plate of lentils, which is a type of all mortal sin, or when the 
Israelites desired to return to the fleshpots of Egypt. With 
regard to the anagogical or eschatological sense, it states: 
“We can view realities and events in terms of their eternal 
significance, leading us toward our true homeland: thus the 
Church on earth is a sign of the heavenly Jerusalem.” The 
entering into the Promised Land after crossing the Red Sea 
represents not only the entrance into the Church through 
Baptism, but also the entrance into the kingdom of heaven.

Thus there are four Biblical senses: literal, allegorical, 
moral, and anagogical. Every text of Scripture has a literal 
sense, and in addition, it may have one, two, or (rarely) all 
three of these spiritual senses.

The four senses of Scripture were popularized by a Latin 
poem written by a disciple of St. Thomas:

The Letter speaks of deeds; Allegory to faith;
The Moral how to act; Anagogy our destiny.14

To give an example of the four senses, St. Thomas 
chooses the words of Genesis 1:3: “Let there be light.” 
In the literal sense this refers to the creation of physical 
light. However, St. Thomas sees three spiritual senses in 
which the creation of light is seen to prefigure Christ as 
the true light. 

For when I say, “Let there be light,” referring literally 
to corporeal light, it is the literal sense. But if it be taken to 
mean “Let Christ be born in the Church,” it pertains to the 
allegorical sense. But if one says, “Let there be light,” i.e., 
“Let us be conducted to glory through Christ,” it pertains 
to the anagogical sense. Finally, if it is said “Let there be 
light,” i.e., “Let us be illumined in mind and inflamed in heart 
through Christ,” it pertains to the moral sense.15

St. Thomas’ procedure here is not arbitrary, but is based 
on the literal sense of other texts of Scripture that speak 
of light in a spiritual sense. His reading of the first line of 
the Bible is enriched by John 1:4–9, 8:12, 9:5, and 2 Cor-
inthians 4:6, in which Christ is presented according to the 
literal sense as the light of the world and of the Christian 
life.16 It seems that St. John’s presentation of Christ as the 
light of the world in the prologue of his Gospel is intended 

14  Augustine of Dacia, Rotulus pugillaris, I, ed. A. Walz, in Angeli-
cum 6 (1929) 256: “Lettera gesta docet, quid credas allegoria, moralis 
quid agas, quo tendas anagogia.” See Henri de Lubac, Medieval Exege-
sis, vol. 1: The Four Senses of Scripture, trans. Mark Sebanc (Grand 
Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans, 1998), 1–4.

15  St. Thomas, Commentary on Saint Paul’s Epistle to the Galatians, 
ch. 4, lectio 7.

16  2 Corinthians 4:6 directly connects Gen 1:3 with the light of 
Christ: “For it is the God who said, ‘Let light shine out of darkness,’ 
who has shone in our hearts to give the light of the knowledge of the 
glory of God in the face of Christ.”
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precisely to evoke this connection with Genesis 1:3. Thus 
it is not unreasonable to understand the creation of physi-
cal light in Genesis 1:3 as a divinely intended prefigura-
tion of the Incarnation, by which God would introduce 
the maximum supernatural spiritual light into the world. 
This example pertains to the allegorical sense, showing 
a parallel between the work of creation and redemption. 

The moral sense in which the creation of light is seen to 
prefigure the Christian life by which Christ’s members are 
“illumined in mind” is also supported by the literal sense 
of Matthew 5:14: “You are the light of the world.” Finally, 
the anagogical sense is based on the fact that the beatific 
vision will be the maximum imparting of light—the light 
of glory by which we shall see God as He is. Revelation 
21:23–25 speaks of the light of glory as illuminating the 
heavenly Jerusalem: “And the city has no need of sun or 
moon to shine upon it, for the glory of God is its light, and 
its lamp is the Lamb. By its light shall the nations walk . 
. . and there shall be no night there.” 

Typology as a “Spiritual” Sense
We have said that the typological meanings of Scripture 

are also referred to as spiritual senses. A word of caution: 
the word “spiritual” here is not being used in the ordinary 
sense of the word, but in a technical sense by which it is 
distinguished from the literal sense and synonymous with 
the typological. The fact that it is called spiritual should 
not lead us to think that the literal sense is not also “spiri-
tual” in the ordinary sense of the word (dealing with lofty 
spiritual realities), especially when it teaches us directly 
about God, life in Christ, and our moral obligations. For 
example, the teaching of the Sermon on the Mount about 
the Christian life belongs to the literal rather than to the 
spiritual sense, for this teaching is made known directly 
by the words of Matthew 5–7.17

This term “spiritual sense” has its roots in several texts 
of St. Paul that contrast the spirit and the letter (2 Cor 3:6, 
Rom 2:29, 7:6). This distinction, however, is related to, but 
does not exactly correspond with the distinction between 
spiritual senses and the literal sense as explained above, 
and as used, for example, by St. Thomas Aquinas. St. Paul 
contrasts the spirit and the letter to express the difference 
between a worship that has supernatural efficacy by being 
offered in Christ and the Spirit, and under the influence of 
faith, hope, and charity, and through the sacraments of the 
New Covenant that efficaciously give what they represent. 
Worship merely according to the letter would be worship 
according to the forms of the Mosaic Law, but not animated 
by faith, hope, and charity, and failing to see Christ in it. 

In 2 Corinthians 3:6, St. Paul says that God “has made 
us competent to be ministers of a new covenant, not in 
a written code [letter; gramma] but in the Spirit; for the 

17  For this reason, I think that it is less confusing for modern readers 
to refer to this non-literal sense as “typological” rather than “spiritual.”

written code [letter; gramma] kills, but the Spirit gives 
life.” The same distinction is present in Romans 2:29: 
“He is a Jew who is one inwardly, and real circumcision 
is a matter of the heart, spiritual and not literal.” Likewise 
in Romans 7:6: “We serve not under the old written code 
[letter; gramma] but in the new life of the Spirit.” In these 
texts, spiritual worship is one moved by the theological 
virtues, whereas a literal worship is the use of a corporal 
sign of the Old Covenant such as circumcision without 
being animated by right faith, hope, and charity.18

While this distinction between the letter and the spirit 
is applied by St. Paul above all to contrast two forms of 
worship, it can also be applied analogically to the interpre-
tation of Scripture. Reading according to the letter would 
be reading the Old Testament without seeing Christ in it, 
whereas interpretation in the Spirit would be grasping the 
Christocentric content by which we receive supernatural 
life in Christ. Thus reading the Old Testament “in the 
spirit” would be to understand the typology in Old Testa-
ment events that prefigure Christ. Bertrand de Margerie 
explains:

For Paul, on whom the Fathers of the Church drew, the 
letter designates the Scripture interpreted after the manner 
of the Jews and not in the light of Christ, while the spirit of 
Scripture, likewise for Paul, is the meaning which the revela-
tion of the mystery of Christ has given to it, the interpretation 
of the texts of the Old Testament in the light of Christ: the 
letter kills the spirit gives life (2 Cor 3:6; cf. Rom 2:29; 7:6). 
Hence we have the expression spiritual sense and, by way of 
opposition, that of the literal or corporal or historical sense.19

After St. Paul, it is above all through the influence of 
Origen that the typological sense is referred to as spiritual. 
Origen makes an analogy between three aspects of the hu-
man person—body, soul, and spirit—and three levels of 
meaning in Scripture.20 The literal sense is associated with 
the body; the moral sense is associated with the soul; and 
the prefigurement of supernatural mysteries is associated 

18  St. Paul received this distinction from prophetic texts of Ezekiel 
36:26–27 and Jeremiah 31:33. The latter proclaims that there will be 
a new covenant in which God promises that “I will put my law within 
them, and I will write it upon their hearts.” Ezekiel 36:26–27 makes a 
similar promise: “And I will give you a new heart, and put a new spirit 
within you, and I will take away the stony heart out of your flesh, and 
will give you a heart of flesh. And I will put my spirit in the midst of 
you, and I will cause you to walk in my commandments, and to keep 
my judgments, and do them.”

19  Bertrand De Margerie, S.J., An Introduction to the History of 
Exegesis, vol. 1, The Greek Fathers (Petersham, MA: Saint Bede’s 
Publications, 1991), 9–10.

20  See Origen, On First Principles 4.2.4: “Just as man, therefore, is 
said to consist of body, soul and spirit, so also does the holy scripture, 
which has been bestowed by the divine bounty for man’s salvation.” 
Origen’s tripartite anthropological division comes from St. Paul, 1 
Thess 5:23. See Arthur Calkins, “The Tripartite Biblical Vision of Man: 
A Key to the Christian Life,” April 22, 2007, available at http://www.
christendom-awake.org/pages/calkins/biblanth.htm.



6

AHC Lecture Series  11: Typology, How the Old Testament Prefigures the New  –– Lecture 1: Introduction, What is Biblical Typology

with the spirit. Pope Benedict gives a good summary of 
Origen’s division of three senses of Scripture:

Also in his Homilies, Origen took every opportunity 
to recall the different dimensions of the sense of Sacred 
Scripture that encourage or express a process of growth in 
the faith: there is the “literal” sense, but this conceals depths 
that are not immediately apparent. The second dimension is 
the “moral” sense: what we must do in living the word; and 
finally, the “spiritual” sense, the unity of Scripture which 
throughout its development speaks of Christ. It is the Holy 
Spirit who enables us to understand the Christological con-
tent, hence, the unity in diversity of Scripture.21

The spiritual sense is named above all from the Holy 
Spirit, both because the Spirit inspired the Scriptures, 
giving it a spiritual sense, and because He assists the in-
terpreter to understand the Christological meaning of the 
events of the Old Testament.

Stages of Salvation History
Biblical typology and the distinction of three spiritual 

senses is based on the fact that salvation is marked in 
progressive stages that center on the Incarnation of the 
Word in the fullness of time. We can identify the following 
stages: creation in original justice in Eden, man after the 
Fall before the Old Covenant, the Old Covenant, the In-
carnation and the time of the Church, and the Last Things. 

A broad sketch of these stages of salvation history is 
given in an allegorical interpretation of the parable of the 
Good Samaritan.22 Origen records this interpretation, and 
he states that it is not original with him, but was passed 
down by the “elders”:

One of the elders wanted to interpret the parable as fol-
lows. The man who was going down is Adam. Jerusalem is 
paradise, and Jericho is the world. The robbers are hostile 
powers. The priest is the Law, the Levite is the prophets, 
and the Samaritan is Christ. The wounds are disobedience, 
the beast is the Lord’s body, and the stable, which accepts 
all who wish to enter, is the Church. . . . The manager of the 
stable is the head of the Church, to whom its care has been 
entrusted. And the fact that the Samaritan promises he will 
return represents the Savior’s second coming. All of this has 
been said reasonably and beautifully.23

21  Pope Benedict XVI, General Audience of April 25, 2007, “Ori-
gen of Alexandria: Life and Work,” in Church Fathers from Clement 
of Rome to Augustine (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2008), 35–36.

22  This is an interpretation of the parable in the literal sense, un-
derstood an allegory of salvation history. The parable also has a moral 
sense, explaining the duty of the Christian to help his neighbor, who 
is every man.

23  Homily 34 on Luke 10:25-37, in Origen: Homilies on Luke; 
Fragments on Luke, trans. Joseph Lienhard (Washington, DC: Catholic 
University of America Press, 1996), 138. The Christological interpre-
tation of the parable of the Good Samaritan is extremely common in 
the Fathers. We find it first in St. Irenaeus, Against Heresies 3.17.3, in 
ANF 1:641–42, in which he says that the Lord “Himself compassion-
ated, and bound up his wounds, giving two royal denaria.” We find it 
also in Clement of Alexandria, Who Is the Rich Man That Shall Be 

The man coming down from Jerusalem before he is 
robbed signifies Adam in original justice. The robbery 
is the Fall, which brings on the second stage of salvation 
history: fallen man without the preternatural gifts, and 
without sacramental grace. During this period the man 
remains wounded and without salvation. The third stage 
is marked by the Levite and the priest. As symbols of the 
Old Covenant, they have the power to awaken hope but 
cannot save fallen Adam. The Samaritan’s work of heal-
ing represents the sacramental economy of the Church, in 
which grace is not only signified by rituals, as in the Old 
Testament, but efficaciously given through the sacraments 
of the Church. The Samaritan, who represents Christ, 
brings the victim to an inn and departs, promising to re-
turn and to pay all charges in full. The inn is the Church 
where we live the Christian life, and the return signifies 
the Second Coming that will inaugurate the final stage of 
consummated beatitude.

The fact that salvation history is fashioned by God with 
these progressive stages makes it possible for God to pre-
pare for each succeeding stage in two ways: by words of 
prophecy and by events that foreshadow future realities. 
The event becomes a type that prefigures a reality that will 
be realized in a future stage.

The various stages of salvation history also determine 
the kind of typological sense. Insofar as earlier events 
prefigure the mysteries of Christ and the Church we have 
the allegorical sense. Insofar as they refer to the Christian 
life, we have the moral sense. Insofar as they refer to the 
last things, we have the anagogical sense.

Since the type must precede the antitype, the allegorical 
sense is principally found in the Old Testament. Never-
theless, there are three exceptions to this general rule. 
First, the earlier events in the life of Christ can prefigure 
later ones. Thus the loss of the child Jesus in the Temple 
prefigured the three days in the tomb, and would be an 
example of the allegorical sense. Secondly, the mysteries 
in the life of Christ are types of His Mystical Body who 
is formed in His image. Third, when what “is said of the 
early Church be interpreted of a future state of the present 
Church.”24 Thus the picture of the Church painted in Acts 
2:42–47 is the type or model of what the Church is called 
to be throughout her history.

The moral sense can be found both in the events of the 
Old Testament and the New, for Christian life follows on 
both. Similarly the anagogical sense can be found in the 
events of both Testaments, for it is the final end for which 

Saved? 29, PG 9:634. See J. Daniélou, “Le bon Samaritain,” Mélanges 
Bibliques A. Robert (Paris, 1956), 457–65; D. Sanchis, “Samaritanus 
ille,” Recherches de Science Religieuse 49 (1961): 414ff.; A. Orbe, 
Parabolas evangélicas de S. Ireneo (Madrid: BAC, 1972), 105–153; 
W. Monselewski, Der Barmherzige Samaritaner (Tübingen, 1967); De 
Margerie, History of Exegesis, 1:70 –75.

24  St. Thomas, Quodlibet 7, q. 6, a. 2, ad 5.
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everything is a preparation. In heaven there are no more 
types, for all veils will be taken away, and all the types of 
history will be perfectly manifested. St. Thomas explains 
the possible typological senses in the New Testament as 
follows:

What is said literally about Christ our Head can be 
interpreted allegorically, with respect to the Mystical Body; 
and morally, referring to our acts which are to be reformed 
in His image; and anagogically, in that our path to glory has 
been made manifest in Christ. But when something is said 
about the Church in the literal sense, it cannot be interpreted 
allegorically, unless that which is said of the early Church 
be interpreted of a future state of the present Church. They 
can, however, be interpreted morally and anagogically. Those 
things that according to the literal sense have a moral mean-
ing, can only be interpreted anagogically. 25 Those things 
finally that according to the literal sense pertain to the state 
of glory, cannot be interpreted in any other sense, because 
that state is not a figure of any other state, but is prefigured 
by all others.26

The Literal Sense Is the Foundation of the Spiritual 
Senses

Since the events narrated in Scripture are described 
through words, it is not hard to see that the spiritual senses 
depend on the literal sense, but not the reverse. Before 
considering the prophetic meaning of events narrated in 
Scripture, one must first rightly understand the meaning 
of the words of the narration. The spiritual sense therefore 
never supplants the literal sense, but always presupposes 
it. These two senses are never in conflict, but always stand 
in a complementary relationship. Their relationship is like 
that between nature and grace, and between reason and 
faith. As “grace does not destroy nature but perfects it,” 27 so 
the spiritual sense of Scripture does not threaten the literal 
sense, but rather is built on it and could not exist without 
it. CCC 116 stipulates that ‘All other senses of Sacred 
Scripture are based on the literal.’” Deeds or events can 
serve as signs only if they have first been communicated 
through the literal sense.

Since the literal sense is the foundation of the spiritual 
senses, it is the first task of the exegete to determine the lit-
eral sense. In Divino afflante Spiritu 23, Pius XII stated that 
in the work of expounding the true meaning of Scripture, 

let the interpreters bear in mind that their foremost and 
greatest endeavor should be to discern and define clearly 
that sense of the biblical words which is called literal. Aided 

25  The Latin text, as given in http://www.corpusthomisticum.org/
q07.html, reads “allegorice” but this must be mistaken. An example of 
this would be the Sermon on the Mount. The literal sense transmits a 
moral teaching about the Christian life. There is no further allegorical or 
moral sense. It can have an anagogical sense, however, for the Christian 
life outlined in the Sermon on the Mount according to the literal sense, 
is itself the type of the life of the blessed in heaven.

26  St. Thomas, Quodlibet 7, q. 6, a. 2, ad 5 (my translation).
27  ST I, q. 1, a. 8, ad 2.

by the context and by comparison with similar passages, let 
them therefore by means of their knowledge of languages 
search out with all diligence the literal meaning of the words.

The spiritual senses build on and enrich but never replace 
the literal meaning of the text.

One objection to the spiritual senses of Scripture is that 
they would introduce confusing multiplicity and ambiguity 
into the Biblical text. St. Thomas answers that this would 
occur if the literal and spiritual senses were unrelated. A 
multiplicity of unrelated meanings would not be helpful! 
However, the spiritual sense must always be related to the 
literal sense as to its foundation.

Thus in Holy Writ no confusion results, for all the senses 
are founded on one—the literal—from which alone can any 
argument be drawn, and not from those intended in allegory, 
as Augustine says (Epistle 48). Nevertheless, nothing of Holy 
Scripture perishes on account of this, since nothing necessary 
to faith is contained under the spiritual sense which is not 
elsewhere put forward by the Scripture in its literal sense.28

The purpose of the typological sense of Scripture is not 
principally to provide the basis for theologians to define 
doctrine, but rather to provide material to be contemplated 
in prayer by the faithful as well as by theologians. 

Not All of Scripture Has a Typological Sense
Although all of Scripture has a literal sense, not all 

has a typological sense. The relationship between the 
typological and the literal sense is roughly analogous to 
that between nature and grace. When one thing builds on 
another, the foundation can exist without what is built 
upon it, but not the reverse. Grace presupposes and builds 
on human nature. Every human being has human nature, 
but not everyone has sanctifying grace. Similarly, every 
text of Scripture has a literal sense, but that literal sense 
does not always represent another reality, and so have a 
typological meaning.

Although Origen has great merit with regard to Biblical 
typology, one of his excesses was to think that every ele-
ment of Scripture has a spiritual sense. Such an exaggera-
tion is dangerous also because it can lead to the opposite 
extreme and the denial of typology altogether. St. Isidore of 
Pelusium29 gives a good critique of an excessive typology:

Those who wish to apply the Old Testament in its en-
tirety to Christ are far from correct. In doing so, they provide 
arguments to the pagans and heretics who reject this prin-
ciple. They do violence to the texts in attempting to extract 
from them a Christological sense they do not have, and in so 
doing they end up throwing into discredit the texts that speak 
quite clearly of Christ. There is a truth that seems evident to 
me: if the Old Testament does not always speak of Christ, it 

28  St. Thomas, ST I, q. 1, a. 10, ad 1. See also Quodlibet VII, q. 6 
a. 1 ad 1.

29  An Egyptian monk, and probably priest and abbot (d. 449) who 
wrote 2000 letters regarding various important theological issues of 
his day.
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does at least sometimes, refer to him.30

30  St. Isidore of Pelusium, Epistle 195, PG 78, 642, translation in De 
Margerie, History of Exegesis, 1:110. De Margerie (ibid.) comments: 
“The principle according to which every passage of Scripture has a 
symbolic sense is foreign to the primitive Christian conception. It is 
the principle of universal allegory. Origen is so penetrated with this 
principle that he does not hesitate to write: “Everything in Scripture is 
mystery” [Tenth Sermon on Genesis 9.1]. Two negative consequences 
follow from this. On the one hand, the typological interpretation of 
Scripture is frequently reduced in Origen to hardly convincing subtleties 
(especially in the case of Leviticus); on the other hand, his perception of 
a historical development in the Old Testament is sometimes imperiled. 
The general tendency of allegorism is toward the negation of history.”


