HOW TO INTERPRET BIBLICAL POETRY





Goal: To help you to Interpret biblical poetry accurately. 





Four Learning Objectives: 

1. State Two Differences between Poetry and other types of writing. 

2. Describe Three Steps of understanding the images in Biblical Poetry.

3. List the Six Tools of Biblical Poetry.

4. Apply Six Steps to do a Study of a passage of Biblical Poetry.






A. 
THE LANGUAGE OF BIBLICAL POETRY





How does Poetry differ from other types of writing? 






It relies on images and figures of speech. 






It is more compressed.




Three required 
S
teps to understand the images in Biblical Poetry:






Experience the images.
 E.g. Psalm 63:1






Interpret the images. 






The 
D
enotation
 of a word: its straightforward meaning as found in the dictionary. 






The 
C
onnotations
 of a word: additional overtones of meaning.






c.	
Work out the 
L
ogic of the images.
 






Why did the poet choose to use a particular image?



Eg. Psalm 91




B
. 
T
HE TOOLS OF BIBLICAL POETRY






Metaphor and Simile: Comparison






Simile announces comparison with the formula like or as. E.g. Psalm 52:2






Metaphor boldly asserts that one thing is another. 



Why do poets speak in metaphor and simile?



When faced with a metaphor or simile we need to:





Identify the 
literal meaning
 of the statement.






Reflect on the 
qualities
 being carried over. E.g. Psalm 104:3




Hyperbole: Exaggeration for the sake of 
E
motional effect






The reader is expected to 
recognize
 it as a figure of speech. 






Since 
B
iblical 
P
oetry tends to express emotion
,
 hyperbole appears 
frequently
. (E.g. Psalm 56:1-2)




Apostrophe and Personification






An apostrophe is a 
direct address
 to someone or something that is not present as though it were present. E.g. Psalm 6:8






Personification is the treatment of an 
abstract
 quality or 
object
 as though it were a 
person
. E.g. Psalm 98:8; Psalm 24:7 




Parallelism






Two or more lines that use different words but similar grammatical forms to express the same idea:






2 lines – a couplet or distich (most common)

3 lines – a triad or tristich (Proverbs 30:33)

4 lines –  tetrastich (Proverbs 30:19)

5 lines – pentastich



b.	Types of Parallelism in the Bible:




Synonymous Parallelism
 - Saying the 
same thing 
�E.g. Psalm 46:7; 24:1; 1:6 (chiasm)




Antithetic Parallelism 
- Restatement in a 
contrasting
 way�E.g. Proverbs 6:20; 13:12




Climactic Parallelism
 - 
Adding
 on to the thought.�E.g. Psalm 96:7




Synthetic Parallelism
 - 
Completes or expands
 the thought.

E.g. Psalm 23:5; 103:13




Practice
: identify the type of parallelism used in Psalm 37:2,4,5,9,13,22 & 30




External parallelism
: Psalm 37:37,38




c.	
The Functions of Parallelism:






i. 	
For artistic 
beauty






ii.	
To increase 
impact






iii.	To serve as a 
mnemonic





Theme and Variation






a.	
The Theme 
unifies
 the poem and might be: 






i.	
A 
Topic
 (E.g. “God’s Providence” - Psalm 23)






ii.	
An 
Idea
, (E.g. “the godly person is blessed” - Psalm 1)






iii.	An 
Emotion
 (E.g. “praise” - praise psalms)




b.	
To interpret 
B
iblical 
P
oetry:






i.	
Identify the unifying 
theme
 of the
 poem
.





ii.	Observe how each part of the poem 
contributes
 to it. 




Pattern and Design






a.	
Inclusio
:
 Beginning and ending with the same words or same idea. 

E.g. Psalm 103:1, 23



b.	
Acrostic form:
 Following the 
22 
letters of the 
Hebrew alphabet. 

E.g. Psalm: 111, 9, 119





 






C
. HOW TO DO A STUDY OF BIBLICAL POETRY






Step 1. Identify the Literary Form and the Implied Situation of the Poem
 






a.	
The 
literary forms
 found in the OT Poetic books are:






Didactic - (e.g. Proverbs, Psalm 37)

Lyrical - a short meditative, emotional or reflective poem 

Praise psalm 

Prayer

Lament psalm






T
he 
situation
 in which the poem was written – i.e. in a crisis, on a pilgrimage.




Step 2.	Summarize what the 
P
oem says.






a.	
The 
topic
 of the poem: 
W
hat the poem is about
.






The 
theme
 of the poem: 
W
hat the poem asserts or implies about the topic. 




Step 3.	Lay out the Unity and Structure of the 
P
oem.





Divide the poem into 
sections
. 






Look for 
contrasts
 to help you demarcate the sections. 






Some poems are built around a 
motif
.




Step 4.	
Explore the Texture of the 
P
oem






What 
purpose
 
does the particular figure of speech serve in its context?






Wh
y is this poetical device here?






H
ow 
does 
it
 
contribute
 to the theme of the whole poem, or sub-theme of t
he section in which it is found?






Step 5.	
 
Appreciate the Beauty of the 
P
oem
.






What interesting patterns can you find?
 Is there 
symmetry
 and 
balance
?






Try to 
experience
 the mood and emotions the poem intends to convey.






Step 6. 
State the Theological Lessons found within the 
P
oem
.






W
hat 
is 
God 
saying through it?






C
ompare scripture with scripture. Check up 
cross-references
.






Think of relevant 
applications
.









AN EXAMPLE: A STUDY OF PSALM 1






Step 1.	
Literary Form



A
 meditative or reflective poem.






Step 2.	
Summary
:
 



The topic is “The godly person” 



T
he theme is “the blessedness of the godly person.
”
 






Step 3.
	
Unity and Structure
:
 



A
 prolonged contrast between two types of people and two ways of life. 



The psalm can be divided into 3 parts:






vv.1-2: Introduces the
 godly person with a beatitude.



vv.3-4: Describes him 
 as 
a fruitful tree
, 
and contrasts the ungodly person 
as 
chaff
.



vv.5-6: 
Gives t
he final verdict on the two people by describing their future destiny.






It is a
lso structured as a system of alternating positive and negative descriptions. 






Step 4:	
Texture
 


v.1 - 
	
“walk not 
…
, stand not,
…
sit not
”
 – metaphors for not following a wicked lifestyle. 



v.2 - 
	
“meditates day and night”
 – 
A
 hyperbole
 
to conve
y intense devotion to God’s Law.



v.3 - 
	
The 
T
ree: 
productiveness, stability
, closeness to source of life
, and endurance
.


v.4 - 
	
T
he 
Chaff
: 
transcience, worthlessness, deadness, instability.


vv.5-6 - returns to the metaphors used in the first 2 verses: 
“stand,” “way”






Step 5.	
Beauty
:



S
ynonymous, antithetic or synthetic parallelism. 



S
ymmetry: Images of the path or way, 
enclosing the images of the harvest. 






Step 6.	
Theological Lessons: 



Do 
not 
adopt the attractive lifestyle of the wicked. (cf. 1 John 2:15)



Devotion to God’s 
W
ord gives us strong foundations and makes us productive. (cf. John 15)



P
ursue a godly lifestyle
,
 
knowing that we will be eternally blessed. (cf. 2 Pet 3:11)





For 
Pra
ctice: 



Carr
y out these steps
 on 
Psalm 
32.
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