What is Hebrew Poetry?

I. Characteristics of Hebrew Poetry

A. Tremper Longmann – “Poetry appeals more directly to the whole person than prose does. It stimulates our imaginations, arouses our emotions, feeds our intellects and addresses our wills…more than this, poetry is pleasurable.”

B. Rhyme

1. Ancient Hebrew poetry contains NO ryme.

2. In the Middle East, rhyme was popularized by the Arabs at a much later time. And this may be a derivative from the East by the Chinese. In Europe it was popularized by the Celts.

C. Imagery (Rhythm of Sight)
1. Basic definition – Uses simile, metaphor, mythological references or other literary devices to provide mental images that support the thought the writer seeks to make.

2. Examples – Chapters (Psalm1, Psalm 23), Verses (Psalm 17:8, 12; Psalm 18:4-5, 7-15)
D. Figures of Speech (Rhythm of Sound)

1. Acrostic – Formed such that the initial letters of consecutive lines form an alphabet, word or phrase (ex. Psalm  9; Psalm 10; Psalm 25, 34, 37, 11, 112, 119, 145). This may have been a mnemonic tool conveying ideas of order, progression and completeness.
2. Alliteration – The consonance of sounds at the beginning of words or syllables (ex. Psalm 122:6)

 שַׁאֲלוּ, שְׁלוֹם יְרוּשָׁלִָם;
יִשְׁלָיוּ, אֹהֲבָיִךְ.

3. Assonance – Correspondence of vowel sounds, often at the end of words in order to emphasize an idea, theme or tone (ex. Psalm 119:29)
4. Inclusio – Repetition of words or phrases by which the poet returns to the point from which he began (Psalm 8:1, 9; Psalm 119:1, 29).

5. Elegiac Measure – A rhythm of lines where a longer line is always followed by a shorter one (ex. Psalm 19:7-9)

E. Parallelism (Rhythm of Thought)

1. Basic definition – Correspondence in the ideas of two successive verses
2. Kinds of Parallelism.
a. Synonymous Parallelism – Two lines say the same thing with different words (ex. Psalm 42:5; Psalm 2:1; Psalm 105:23; Psalm 6:1; Psalm 24:1; Psalm 19:2; Psalm 3:1; Psalm 7:16)

b. Emblematic Parallelism – The first line will indicate something literal and the second line will employ a metaphor (ex. Psalm 42:1; Psalm 103:13; Psalm 57:1)

c. Antithetical Parallelism – Two lines are balanced through opposition or contrast of thought (ex. Psalm 90:6; Psalm 18:18; Psalm 1:6)

d. Inverted or Chiastic Parallelism – A form of parallelism where the order of the terms are mirrored (ex. Psalm 1:6; Psalm 2:5)
e. Synthetic and Climatic Parallelism – The second line completes or extends or heightens the thought of the first line (ex. Psalm 95:3; Psalm 1:1; Psalm 29:1; Psalm 51:3)

f. Incomplete Parallelism – Only some of the terms are parallel (ex. Psalm 6:1; Psalm 6:2; Psalm 21:10;)

F. The Dirges

G. Anadiplosis

H. Acrostics

II. Division of the poetical portions of the Hebrew Bible

A. Poems that deal with events

B. Didactic poems

C. Lyrics

D. Poems that urge action

III. Extent of Poetry in the Old Testament

