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Comparing The Tempest and The Bible 

 
It’s not uncommon for literature to be influenced by or based on the Bible. C.S. 

Lewis’ The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe is heavily influenced by the Bible, and it’s only the 

first book from his The Chronicles of Narnia series! Many poets use the Bible as a setting or an 

example in their poems. Dante Alighieri took the description of the afterlife from the Bible and 

wrote Divine Comedy, a poem about Heaven, Hell, and Purgatory. So it is not improbable for 

Shakespeare to have based sections of his plays off of the Bible. Many people have seen this 

before. Leland Ryken (author of Shakespeare’s Hamlet) has written many times on the subject, 

even saying at one point, “For me Shakespeare has become a treasured Christian writer.” 

(Crossway). I will show you how Shakespeare was influenced by the Bible by comparing the 

tempest in The Tempest and two events in the Bible: when Jesus walks on water (Matthew 

8:23-27, Mark 4:35-40) and the flood (Genesis 7:11-24). 

  

Let’s jump onto the boat while the storm is happening. There’s chaos on the ship. 

Sebastian (I,1,50) and Antonio (I,1,66) resort to yelling, swearing, and downright impoliteness to 

try and get the boatswain to somehow guarantee that they will not drown. If they were thinking 

about this with a clear mind they would find themselves appallingly ridiculous, for how could the 

boatswain have made the tempest go away? With magic!? Well, I suppose that isn’t as 

ridiculous for them as it is for us, since magic actually exists in that world, but that’s beside the 

point.  

 

http://www.opensourceshakespeare.org/views/plays/play_view.php?WorkID=tempest&Act=1&Scene=1&Scope=scene&LineHighlight=50#50
http://www.opensourceshakespeare.org/views/plays/play_view.php?WorkID=tempest&Act=1&Scene=1&Scope=scene&LineHighlight=66#66
https://www.crossway.org/blog/2014/09/was-shakespeare-a-christian-writer/
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In the Bible, one of the most famous storms is the one Jesus calms when he is on the 

boat with the apostles. You can see it in Matthew 8:23-27 and again in Mark 4:35-40. Jesus is 

sleeping when the storm first comes on, and he remains asleep until the apostles wake him up 

for fear of drowning. He then chastises them for having so little faith in God and himself to  

preserve them. After Jesus calms the storm, the apostles marvel about how great he must be 

that the uncontrollable winds bend to his will.  

Here we can discern just how powerful Prospero is with his magic and (more 

importantly) how strong he abhors Antonio. Jesus’ apostles ruminate about how powerful he 

is-even the skies and seas obey him! The tempest at the beginning of the play is summoned by 

Ariel through Prospero’s magic and it is symbolic of his anger. The storm was a massive squall, 

and through that we can see that Prospero is immensely powerful and horribly angry. He 

seethes at the thought of Antonio usurping him. There is strong animosity between them. Now 

he does forgive his brother in the end, but when Ariel pleaded with Prospero to have mercy on 

them Prospero had probably already inflicted enough revenge that he was ready to settle down 

and become friends with his brother once more, providing Antonio did not hurt him or Miranda in 

such a reckless way ever again. If Antonio and Alonso had known that Prospero had sent the 

storm they probably would have had the same reaction the apostles had for Jesus: “What sort of 

man is this, that even winds and sea obey him?” (Matthew 8:27 ESV). 

 

Allow me to get off track a bit. The helpful people at Schmoop introduced this idea 

to me and it was too good to let go: if storms can be symbolic of one person’s emotional unrest, 

can they open the doors to an entire kingdom’s? I think the answer is: why not? The people of 

Milan have a new duke now:  

http://www.shmoop.com/tempest/tempest-symbol.html


Page III 

Antonio. They once loved Prospero, however, and the venal wastrel Antonio is probably losing 

his grip on his stolen throne. On the boat the people are terrified. When people are terrified, they  

either flee or do something about it. The same thing is probably happening back in Milan. The 

people are growing restless. If Antonio is happy to treat a boatswain (a man on whom Antonio’s 

life relies) the way he does, how much worse does he treat his (seemingly expendable) 

subjects? I do not see him as a man to pity the poor once he believes his throne is secure, and 

if the people think Prospero disappeared of his own accord, who else is going to dethrone him? 

One answer: the people. Antonio is wrong to take solace in his people’s inaction. If your 

subjects don’t like you as a ruler, they aren’t going to keep you. You’ve probably heard of fight 

or flight. That’s what's happening on the boat. That’s what’s happening in Milan. Most people 

are jumping off in hopes that they can save themselves, while the brave ones who stay are 

going to do everything they can to keep the boat (or kingdom) afloat. Through these events the 

brilliant Shakespeare provides a window where we can see what’s happening in Milan. Antonio 

has adulterated the throne and the people hate it. 

 

There’s another popular storm in the Bible; one that has appeared in children’s picture 

books a ludicrous amount of times. The flood. Despite our world’s tendency to turn it into 

nothing more than a fanciful story, the flood holds a lot of weight symbolically. You can read 

about the flood itself in Genesis 7:11-24, although the entire story is found in Genesis 6:9-8:19. 

The flood was created out of God’s anger at the way his people had disregarded him. The men 

of the world were horrible, evil men, and they did not deserve to live. So they didn’t. But there 

was a righteous man on earth and his name was Noah. God allowed Noah to live by telling him 

how to build an ark that would withstand the force of the waters. He also told Noah he was  
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allowed to bring his sons and their wives, as well as a certain number of each animal so they 

could repopulate the earth. 

God wanted Noah and his family to survive so they could have another chance to fill the 

earth with good men and women. God destroyed the evil men because they were not fulfilling 

their purpose: “To glorify God and enjoy him forever.” (WSC Q&A 1) Now mankind can try 

again! Prospero’s plan for the royal party is a little different. He does not want to give them 

another chance, rather, he wants to give himself and Miranda another chance. He will punish 

the usurpers by exacting revenge upon them. Then, when Antonio & Friends have been 

extirpated he can reclaim his throne. But what happens instead? Antonio is so surprised that 

Prospero and Miranda are still alive that he sees how he was wrong and begs for forgiveness. 

And Prospero gives it to him! I find this a little unbelievable, for while we have Jesus to tell us 

that we must forgive 70*7 times (Matthew 18:21-22) Prospero doesn’t have that. But he forgives 

the reprehensible Antonio. So their relationship was amended. 

 

Just as God preserved his people to give them another chance with a storm, so 

Prospero ended Miranda’s and his destitute, squalid lifestyle by giving themselves another 

chance on the mainland. And that is where I will end. I hope I opened the door for you to see 

how Shakespeare’s plays are influenced by the Bible, and I encourage you to do some looking 

yourself for similar comparisons. 

 

 

 

 

http://www.shortercatechism.com/resources/wsc/wsc_001.html
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