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CHAPTER 5: 
POETRY/WISDOM 

LITERATURE 
WHAT: 

In the Hebrew language, much like in our English language, poetry occurs. Hebrew 
poetry is also often called “Wisdom Literature”, as these books describes. However, 
unlike English, Hebrew poetry does not use literary techniques such as rhyme, 
rhythm, alliteration, etc. Instead, Hebrew poetry uses the changes in the arrangement 
of thoughts to express its poetry, as we shall see in greater detail below.  

WHERE: 

Hebrew Poetry is found only in the poetic books of Job, Psalms, Proverbs, 
Ecclesiastes, and Song of Songs. There are also other books that contain poetic 
sections, like the Song of Moses in Exodus, and part of the Lamentation of Jeremiah.  

QUALITIES: 

1) Parallelism. Hebrew poetry is arranged in stitches (statements/clauses). Each stitch 
relates to the following stitch by way of parallelism. There are three main kinds of 
parallelism: a) Synonymous Parallelism, b) Synthetic Parallelism, and c) Antithetical 
Parallelism. These kinds of parallelism describe the relationship of the content of the 
stitches. All Hebrew poetry will fall into one of these three categories. However, in 
addition to these three main categories, there is also d) Emblematic Parallelism, and e) 
Numerical Parallelism. Not all poetry falls under these two categories, but these are 
additional parallelisms on top of the main three that we find in Scripture.  

1a) Synonymous Parallelism: when the two stitches mention the same thought 
or meaning. Example: Psalm 7:17 

“I will praise the LORD according to his righteousness: 

and will sing to the name of the LORD most high.” 

1b) Synthetic Parallelism: when the second stitch adds to the thought stated in 
the first stitch, or completes the thought. Example: Psalm 29:1 

“Give unto the LORD, O ye mighty, 

give unto the LORD glory and strength.” 
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1c) Antithetical Parallelism: when the two stitches are contrasted one with 
another. (Clue: look out for the conjunction “but”). Example: Proverbs 13:1 

“A wise son heareth his father’s instruction: 

but a scorner heareth not rebuke.” 

1d) Emblematic Parallelism: when one line describes an image, and the other 
line explains the emblem. Example: Psalm 42:1 

“As the hart panteth after the water brooks, 

so panteth my soul after thee, O God.” 

(Note: This is also synthetic parallelism as the second line completes the 
thought of the first line.) 

1e) Numerical Parallelism: when the first stitch uses a number, and the second 
stitch uses the number plus one. Example: Proverbs 30:18 

“There are three things which are too wonderful for me, 

yea, four which I know not:” 

(Note: This is also synonymous parallelism as the first and second lines are 
talking about things that are difficult to comprehend.) 

2) Chiasm. Chiasm, which comes from the Greek letter χ (chi), describes the pattern 
of thought in a particular passage, where the line position forms an X. Chiasm is not 
found in all passages of Hebrew poetry, but when it is used, it calls the reader to 
attention, i.e. it is used for emphasis. It is not always seen in the English translation of 
the Hebrew verse due to its grammatical structure. Example: Proverbs 2:4 

KJV: 

 [If thou seekest her]        as silver, 

[and searchest for her]     as for hid treasures; 

Hebrew: 

[If thou seekest her]         as silver, 

 

and as for hid treasures    [searchest for her;] 

3) Ellipses. Ellipses are where words are intentionally taken out of a clause for 
emphasis. (Clue: look out for the words in italics in the KJV.) Example: Psalms 34:17 

“The righteous cry, and the LORD heareth, 

and delivereth them out of all their troubles.” 
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 (Note: This can be determined from the context. In this case, verse 19 says, “Many 
are the afflictions of the righteous…”) 

4) Acrostic. This refers to poems in the Bible where the first letter of each line spells 
out the Hebrew alphabet. This is not seen in all Hebrew poetry, but some of the 
occurrences that have this would include Psalm 119, Proverbs 31:10-31, and 
Lamentations 1-4. The reason why this is done is for easy remembrance. The people 
of Israel did not have the Bible in their hands as we do today. They had to memorise 
God’s word to have it in their possession. Therefore, these passages would be 
particularly important to the people of Israel.  

5) Background. In some cases of poetry, it is useful to know the background of the 
passage: who wrote it, and under what circumstances was it written. This is especially 
true for the Psalms, where the background is sometimes revealed in the superscript. 
This will give us greater insight into the context in which the Psalm was written and 
thereby helping us to understand the Psalm better.  

Psalms 51 “TO THE CHIEF MUSICIAN, A PSALM OF DAVID, 
WHEN NATHAN THE PROPHET CAME UNTO 
HIM, AFTER HE HAD GONE IN TO BATHSHEBA.” 

Another instance where taking note of the author would be insightful would be in the 
study of Ecclesiastes. Solomon, after his life of worldliness and departure from the 
Lord, wrote the book of Ecclesiastes in sorrow and regret. This helps us understand 
the extent of the vanity of life. The writer of Ecclesiastes did not call life vain simply 
because he was not successful, or that it was just sour grapes. He experienced the high 
life and found it to be utter vanity. This gives so much more strength and depth to the 
understanding of the vanity of this life.  

FOCUS: 

Hebrew poetry is also often called “Wisdom Literature”, as these books describe how 
true wisdom can be obtained. These books convey the overarching thought: “The Fear 
of the Lord is the Beginning of Wisdom”.  

Psalms 111:10  “The fear of the LORD is the beginning of wisdom: a 
good understanding have all they that do his 
commandments: his praise endureth for ever.” 

Proverbs 1:7  “The fear of the LORD is the beginning of knowledge: 
but fools despise wisdom and instruction.” 

Proverbs 9:10  “The fear of the LORD is the beginning of wisdom: 
and the knowledge of the holy is understanding.” 

Ecclesiastes 12:13-14  “Let us hear the conclusion of the whole matter: Fear 
God, and keep his commandments: for this is the 
whole duty of man. For God shall bring every work into 
judgment, with every secret thing, whether it be good, 
or whether it be evil.” 
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True knowledge and wisdom can only come when we fear the Lord. It is no use to 
study God’s word without the fear of the Lord for we will never attain the wisdom it 
has to offer. We must begin with the fear of the Lord (i.e. we must be saved), and we 
must continue studying God’s word with the fear of the Lord (i.e. we must obey).  

These books teach the individual wisdom in two aspects: 1) In his relation to God 
(e.g. Psalms that speak of psalmist’s relationship with God), and 2) In his relation to 
fellow man (e.g. Proverbs that gives wisdom for how to deal with others around us). 
This can be illustrated with the cross.  

Wisdom literature teaches us more of 1) who God is, and 2) more of who we are.  

Therefore, in summary, in studying Hebrew poetry, one can think about what a 
particular passage teaches us about God or ourselves, and how does that knowledge 
helps us fear the LORD, and relate to God and others.  
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ACTIVITY 4: UNDERSTANDING POETRY 

SAMPLE STUDY FROM PROVERBS 5:1-2 

What kinds of parallelisms are found in this text? 

 

 

 

Is there any chiasm or ellipses found in this text? 

 

 

 

What does this passage teach me about God? 

 

 

 

What does this passage teach me about the fear of God? 

 

 

 

What does this verse teach me about myself? 

 

 

 

What does this verse teach me about how I ought to relate to others? 

 

 

 

In light of these lessons, how can I apply them into my life? 

  


