HOW TO READ HEBREW POETRY

Hebrew poetry has meter, like English poetry, but it does not translate well and can only be recognized in the original language.  Other techniques of English poetry such as rhyme sometimes appear, but are not a necessary part of the poem.

Instead, Hebrew poetry is based on units of meaning or sense.  Parts of the second half of a verse repeat what the first half of the verse said in fairly predictable patterns.  You can use a knowledge of these techniques to help you understand biblical poetry.  The examples below will help you to understand how to read Hebrew verse.

Synonymous Parallelism:  the second half of the verse restates the first half of the verse in different words.

The Lord reigns; let the people tremble!

He sits enthroned upon the cherubim; let the earth quake! (Ps. 99:1)

The heavens are telling the glory of God;

and the firmament proclaims his handiwork. (Ps. 19:1)

The ox knows its owner

and the ass its master’s crib. (Is. 1:3a)

But let justice roll down like waters,

and righteousness like an ever—flowing stream.  (Am. 5:24)

Antithetic Parallelism:  the second half of the verse states the opposite of the first half of the verse.

The Lord knows the way of the righteous,

but the way of the wicked will perish. (Ps. 1:6)

The wicked borrows and cannot pay back,

but the righteous is generous and gives; (Ps. 37:21)

A wise son makes a glad father,

but a foolish son is a sorrow to his mother. (Pr. 10:1)

Formal Parallelism:  the second half of the verse completes the thought of the first half of the verse.

The Lord looks down from heaven

upon the children of men. (Ps. 14:2a)

Climatic Parallelism:  the second half of the verse restates a part of the first half of the verse and a new element is added.

Ascribe to the Lord, 0 heavenly beings,

ascribe to the Lord glory and strength. (Ps. 29:1)

Pray to your Father who is in secret;

and your Father who sees in secret will reward you.  (Mt. 6:6b)

(over)

External Parallelism:  one of the forms of parallelism above between verses rather than within verses.

Zion shall be redeemed by justice,

and those in her who repent, by righteousness.

But rebels and sinners shall be destroyed together.

and those who forsake the Lord shall be consumed.  (Is. 1:27—28

Complete/Incomplete Parallelism:  one or more elements of the first part of the verse are implied but do not appear in the second part


Complete:



I will praise the Lord as long as I live;


I will sing praises to my God while I have my being.


Incomplete:



Our inheritance has been turned over to strangers,


our homes to aliens.

