
Week 18

Old Testament Poetry



Group Discussion 







Video Lecture 



INTRODUCTION 

The Poetic Books 

•  Psalms 
•  Job 
•  Proverbs 
•  Song of Songs 
•  Lamentations 
•  Most of the Prophetic Books 



INTRODUCTION 

The poetry of the Old Testament focuses on our emotional 
response to God as well as on our emotional response to 
those who are hostile to God and his people. 
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COMPARISON OF NT AND OT GENRES 

•  Appeals to logic 
•  Rational arguments are 

central 

•  Syntax/grammar are 
critical to analyze 

•  Appeals to emotion 
•  Images are central 

•  Figures of speech are 
critical to analyze 

Paul and NT Letters OT Poetry 



ELEMENTS OF OLD TESTAMENT POETRY 

•  Terseness 
•  A high degree of structure 

•  Figurative imagery 

Poetry is characterized by 



ELEMENTS OF OLD TESTAMENT POETRY 

This element refers to a limited number of words 

Terseness 



ELEMENTS OF OLD TESTAMENT POETRY 

“Show me your ways, Lord, 
        teach me your paths.” 
 

       Psalm 25:4 

“Now there was a famine in the land, and Abram went 
down to Egypt to live there for a while because the 
famine was severe.” 
 

       Genesis 12:10 



ELEMENTS OF OLD TESTAMENT POETRY 

To lines of text placed in parallel to convey a single 
thought. 

Structure: Parallelism 



ELEMENTS OF OLD TESTAMENT POETRY 

Close similarity between the lines. 

Structure: Synonymous Parallelism 

(A) “The One enthroned in heaven laughs: 
(B) The LORD scoffs at them.” 

          Psalm 2:4 



ELEMENTS OF OLD TESTAMENT POETRY 

The second line develops further the idea of the first 

Structure: Developmental Parallelism 

(A) “He will not let your foot slip – 
(B) he who watches over you will not slumber 

          Psalm 121:3 



ELEMENTS OF OLD TESTAMENT POETRY 

Line A conveys the idea and line B illustrates it with an 
example 

Structure: Illustrative Parallelism 

(A) “Sovereign LORD, my strong deliverer 
(B) you shield my head in the day of battle.” 

          Psalm 140:7 



ELEMENTS OF OLD TESTAMENT POETRY 

Line B is contrasted with line A 

Structure: Contrastive Parallelism 

(A) “For the LORD watches over the way of the righteous 
(B) but the way of the wicked leads to destruction 

          Psalm 1:6 



ELEMENTS OF OLD TESTAMENT POETRY 

Miscellaneous category of parallelism 

Structure: Formal Parallelism 

(A) “I have installed my king 
(B) on Zion, my holy hill.” 

          Psalm 2:6 



ELEMENTS OF OLD TESTAMENT POETRY 

When each successive line of poetry starts with the next 
letter of the Hebrew alphabet. 

Acrostic 

e.g. Psalm 119 



ELEMENTS OF OLD TESTAMENT POETRY 

A simile uses “like” or “as” to draw a comparison. 

Figurative Imagery: Analogy 

“As the deer pants for streams of water, so my soul pants 
for you, my God.” 

          Psalms 42:1 



ELEMENTS OF OLD TESTAMENT POETRY 

A metaphor draws a comparison by making a direct 
statement. 

Figurative Imagery: Analogy 

“The Lord is my shepherd.” 
          Psalms 23:1 



ELEMENTS OF OLD TESTAMENT POETRY 

An indirect analogy uses the analogous item without 
directly stating the comparison. 

Figurative Imagery: Analogy 

“The storm of the Lord will burst out in wrath, a driving 
wind swirling down on the heads of the wicked” 

          Jer. 30:23 



ELEMENTS OF OLD TESTAMENT POETRY 

An hyperbole is a conscious exaggeration for the sake 
of effect. 

Figurative Imagery: Analogy 

“My tears have been my food day and night” 
          Psalm 42:3 



ELEMENTS OF OLD TESTAMENT POETRY 

Personification occurs when human features are 
attributed to nonhuman entities. 

Figurative Imagery: Analogy 

“Hear me, you heavens! Listen, earth!” 
          Isaiah 1:2 



ELEMENTS OF OLD TESTAMENT POETRY 

Anthropomorphism occurs when God is represented 
with human features or characteristics. 

Figurative Imagery: Analogy 

“In the heavens God has pitched a tent for the sun.” 
          Psalm 19:4 



ELEMENTS OF OLD TESTAMENT POETRY 

Effects and causes occurs when an effect is stated 
figuratively as a substitute for the literal cause. 

Figurative Imagery: Substitution 

“Let me hear joy and gladness.” 
          Psalm 51:8 



ELEMENTS OF OLD TESTAMENT POETRY 

Representation occurs when a representative part of an 
entity is substituted for the entity itself. 

Figurative Imagery: Representation 

“Some trust in chariots and some in horses, but we trust in 
the name of the LORD our God.” 

          Psalm 20:7 



INTERPRETING OLD TESTAMENT POETRY 

1.  Identify Parallelisms (2 lines at a time per 
thought) 

2.  Identify figure of speech/image. Allow it to 
pull you in emotionally. 

3.  Take the Interpretive Journey  



OTHER CONSIDERATIONS 

Most people assume that the Bible contains words from God 
to people, but also contains words from people to God 
about God. 



OTHER CONSIDERATIONS 
Psalms (Walter Brueggemann) 

•  Psalms of Orientation 
   - a place where everything makes sense in life 

•  Psalms of Disorientation 
       - in which one feels we have sunk into the pit 

•  Psalms of Reorientation 
       - in which we realize that God has lifted us out of the pit 
   and we are in a new place of gratitude and awareness 
       about our lives and our God. 



OTHER CONSIDERATIONS 
Psalms (Walter Brueggemann) 

"The	Psalms	are	a	boundary	against	self-deception.	They	do	not	
permit	us	to	ignore	and	deny	the	darkness,	personally	or	publicly,	
for	that	is	where	new	life	is	given,	whether	on	the	third	day	or	by	
some	other	uncontrolled	schedule	at	work	among	us."	-	
Brueggemann	

 



BASICS OF THE JOURNEY 



THE INTERPRETIVE JOURNEY 

STEP 1: Grasp the text in their town 
•  Study the law like you would narrative. 

•  Pay close attention to where Israel is on their journey of 
exodus, wandering, and conquest. 

•  How did this law relate to the old covenant? 

•  What exactly does it govern? 

•  What did this concrete expression of law mean to the 
original audience? 

 



THE INTERPRETIVE JOURNEY 

STEP 2: measure the width of the river to cross. 
•  We no longer live under the terms of the old covenant. 

•  We are not preparing to enter the promised land. 

•  We do not live under a theocracy. 

 



THE INTERPRETIVE JOURNEY 

STEP 3: Cross the principlizing bridge. 
•  What is the broad principle that God has behind this text 

that allows for this specific ancient application? 

•  Principles often reflect the character of God, the nature of 
sin, or concern for other people. 

 



THE INTERPRETIVE JOURNEY 

STEP 4: Consult the biblical map. 
•  Filter your principle through the grid of the New Testament. 
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THE INTERPRETIVE JOURNEY 

STEP 5: Grasp the text in our town. 
•  Take the expression developed in Step 4 and apply it to 

specific situation that individual Christians encounter 
today. 

 



Activity 


