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Hidden Meaning in The Pilgrims Progress

If you have read The Pilgrims Progress, by John Bunyan, there is probably a significant 

amount of hidden meaning that you missed. You may have noticed that most of the places and 

characters that the pilgrims meet with along the way, except for the City of Destruction and 

Vanity Fair, represent different thoughts that a true christian may experience.  However, you 

probably did not realize how intricately the book was organized. Each event comes at a specific 

time based on other characters and places that the pilgrims have encountered.

Ignorance misses the interpreter, as well as most of the other valuable information along 

the way, since he comes down a “little crooked lane” from the left (Bunyan {307}).  If he had 

begun at the wicket gate, he would have visited the interpreter, and understood that his previous 

ideas (that he would be saved by his own deeds (Bunyan {362})) were false. Here visiting the 

interpreter is like reading the Bible, because they both help one to correct any false religious 

ideas that he may have. Ignorance represents those that believe themselves to be good Christians,

but neglect to study the Bible, and thus ignorantly fail to do Gods will. They, like him, continue 

until they die with the firm belief that they are doing the right thing, and only discover that they 

are wrong when it is to late.  Ignorance crosses the black river, (or dies) with tremendous ease 

(Bunyan {403}), because he is confidant that he will be admitted to heaven through the virtue of 
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his own deeds, and is not afraid of God. Remember that “The fear of the lord is the beginning of 

knowledge” (KJV,  Prov. 1.7).  One the other hand, Christian has great difficulty crossing the 

river, because he acknowledges that he is a sinful man that is not worthy of salvation, and he is 

apprehensive about his reception at the Celestial City (Bunyan {392}).  If Ignorance had begun 

at the wicket gate, he would have visited the interpreter, and feared God, and would no longer 

have been ignorant.

 Mr. Worldly Wiseman comes before the interpreter because those who have not studied 

the Bible are apt to think that more worldly paths are acceptable. He tells Christian that the 

people in the town of Mortality are honest, law-abiding, and God-fearing (Cliffsnotes), and live 

“in credit, and good fashion” (Bunyan {43}). Those who are not well acquainted with the Bible 

are less likely to see how inadequate these virtues are than one who has read and studied the 

scripture extensively. Mr. Worldly Wiseman comes before the interpreter in the path, because his 

arguments are more likely to plague the thoughts of those christians who have less understanding

of the Bible (remember that many characters represent thoughts that a christian may encounter).

The Slough of Despond comes before the wicket gate. This is important. It symbolizes 

the depression you may feel when you try to begin leading a good life (which is equivalent to 

reaching the gate), but fail at every obstacle you come to.  If you return to your sinful ways to 

relieve yourself from the despondency, you escape the slough on the side you entered, like 

Pliable (Bunyan {30}), and do not gain the right way. If you try harder, and get help, you may 

gain success thorough your righteous endeavors, and escape the despondency on the other side, 

like Christian did. There are stepping stones across the slough, because those who are very 

careful will not fail much in the attempt to do right. If you are not diligent, however, you will 
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encounter many failures, and fall into the slough of Despond.

The arrows that are shot from the castle near the wicket gate, and the barking dog 

represent temptations to depart from the way of truth. These disturbances are especially 

pervasive as the pilgrims approach the gate, and discourage many from entering. This is because 

one is still used to doing the wrong thing until he is inside the gate, and the temptations are very 

strong until one builds up more self control. Once inside, the satisfaction of gaining the right way

expels all such temptations for some time. The interpreter also comes soon after the entrance at 

the wicket gate.  He represents understanding of the Bible, which also helps strengthen ones 

resistance to such temptations. Only once Christian doubts as to which is the right way after he 

visits the interpreter (Bunyan {328}), and he does not yield to any more temptations to leave the 

way, except for by-path meadow.

 When the pilgrims turn off the hard road of truth, and follow the easy road that runs 

“along by the way,” (Bunyan {277}) they soon run into trouble. This enticement is placed right 

after a valley that is “green all the year long”(Bunyan {276}), and when the path becomes rough 

they are tempted to move just a little bit out of the way.  This represents doing things that are 

“almost right” or “for the greater good,” but are not really quite right.  After leaving the path, one

pilgrim is killed outright, and the others have a hard time trying to regain the way, and are “like 

to have been drowned nine or ten times.” As Bunyan put it “Then I thought that it is easier going

out of the way, when we are in, than going in when we are out ”({282}). When doing the right 

thing has been easy for a while, and suddenly becomes hard, that is when the most people are 

tempted to turn slightly out of the way to regain the ease that they have become accustom to. As 

the two pilgrims return down the path, they are seized by despair and almost killed by him.  All 
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of this occurs after they turn out of the way ever so slightly, and yield to the temptation of a 

much easier trail just “a little” off the path. This is one of the few temptations that Christian 

succumbs to.

Vanity Fair comes directly after Christian and Faithful offend Talkative in a religious 

discussion. This reminds me of stories of the apostles, who were envied and hated by the Jews. 

Repeatedly the Jews stirred up the people against the apostles (KJV,  Acts. 17.5;  Acts. 13.45-50; 

Acts. 2.27), and sometimes killed them (KJV,  Acts. 6.9). We don’t know that Talkative stirs up 

the tumult, but Vanity Fair comes right after Talkative in the first part of the allegory, and a 

significant kerfuffle ensues. In the second part there is no Talkative, and no kerfuffle, so it seems 

that the events are connected. While the whole incident appears terrible, there are some good 

outcomes. For one thing, Faithful is killed because he refuses to give up his righteousness, and is 

taken in a chariot to the Celestial City. Suffering because of your faith is a blessing, as we saw 

with the apostles who were very glad when they were “counted worthy to suffer for 

Christ.”(KJV,  Acts. 5.41) Another good outcome of the incident is Hopeful’s conversion to faith.

He was converted after observing the good example of Faithful. While there can be good results 

to a situation like this, one must be careful, because the temptation to become angry or hate the 

antagonists would likely be very strong.

The events in The Pilgrims Progress are not randomly laid out, as it may seem at a first 

glance.  They are actually arranged with prodigious planning and organization, and link together 

with much more complexity than it might appear.  While this allegory has significant value on 

the surface, it’s pattern of events holds another level of valuable lessons that are overlooked by 

most students.  As popular as the story is, I think it is still undervalued by many readers. 
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