Sharpening the Skills of Scripture #4

“Understanding Poetry and Wisdom”

selected Scripture

Music, I believe, is the language of the heart. Nothing stirs the emotion in a variety of ways like music. And, more often than not, poetry is the language of music. While it is true that most song lyrics rhyme, even poetry outside of music speaks to the heart. Author and poet Thomas Hardy said, “Poetry is emotion put into measure.”
 C. S. Lewis added, “Poetry is a dynamic power in the sense of producing strong emotions in the reader.”
 Poems are born from the intensity and quality of emotions. It is a form of literature; an expression of feelings that has a distinctive style and rhythm.

As we continue in our study of Sharpening the Skills of Understanding Scripture, we have seen the big picture—that everything about everything is for the glory of God and by the grace of God—as well as the types of literature in the Bible including law and narrative (or story). This evening we will focus on understanding poetry and wisdom.

Although narrative is the most common genre in the Bible, poetry is not far behind. Approximately one-third of the Old Testament is written in poetic form, which, if it were all printed together, would make up a volume whose total length would exceed that of the New Testament. The New Testament itself also contains a surprising amount of poetic material. Poetry thus is an extremely important form to understand.

Poetry can be called the language of the heart, appealing to the emotions. Wisdom on the other hand can be called the language of the mind, akin to philosophy. What brings these two together, though, is that much of the wisdom literature in the Bible is written as poetry. Biblical poetry and philosophy is very different than its modern counterparts, though, so we must understand how it was written then before we can apply it today.

The Characteristics of Biblical Poetry 

We begin with the characteristics of biblical poetry. Hebrew poetry does not concentrate on rhyming words, but rather expresses itself by parallelism, or rhythm of thought. Two phrases are joined so that the second repeats the first with different words (synonymous), or the second states the opposite of the first (antithetical). Sometimes the couplet will be arranged with the second phrase reversing the order of the first (chiastic).
 Other forms of parallelism used in biblical poetry are emblematic (in which a simile or metaphor is used) and climactic (in which a group of two or three words are repeated in successive lines. Let’s take a look at examples of these from Psalm 1.

Synonymous parallelism is the most commonly found and easiest parallelism to detect. In this case the second line echoes the first line using different words. This can even include more than two lines, as in verse 1: “Blessed is the man who does not walk in the counsel of the wicked or stand in the way of sinners or sit in the seat of mockers.” Some might argue that “walk”, “stand”, and “sit” are more a progression of thought than repetition, but clearly “wicked”, “sinners”, and “mockers” echo the same idea. Verse 2 is more traditional: “But his delight is in the law of the Lord, and on his law he meditates day and night”; as is verse 5: “Therefore the wicked will not stand in the judgment, nor sinners in the assembly of the righteous.” 

Antithetical parallelism is the opposite of synonymous, where the second line gives the converse of the first. In Psalm 1 we see this in verse 6: “For the Lord watches over the way of the righteous, but the way of the wicked will perish.” This is also an example of chiastic parallelism, where the order of thoughts in the first line is reversed in the second: “The Lord watches over” (A) "the way of the righteous” (B) “but the way of the wicked” (B) “will perish” (A). This is called “chiastic” because the Greek letter chi looks like an “x.”
 This shows that some verses in the Bible can have more than one form of parallelism.

Emblematic parallelism can be seen in Psalm 1:3-4. In verse three the blessed one is described, “He is like a tree planted by streams of water, which yields its fruit in season and whose leaf does not wither. Whatever he does prospers.” As you read or hear those words, your mind pictures the scene: a healthy tree near a river with lush leaves and vibrant fruit—the image of prosperity. On the contrary, verse 4 states, “Not so the wicked! They are like chaff that the wind blows away.” For those not familiar, chaff is the light casing of corn or wheat that flies off when it is threshed or processed. (It’s the stuff your car gets covered with around harvest time if you live near a grain elevator!) In the ancient world, once grain was threshed the farmer would toss it into the air. The wind would carry away the light chaff while the heavier grain would fall back into the basket. This depicts the fate of the wicked. Another example of emblematic parallelism is seen in Psalm 42:1, “As a deer pants for streams of water, so my soul pants for you, O God.” Vivid images impress the intent of the author on the mind of the reader.

In climactic parallelism, also called “staircase parallelism,” the poet repeats a group of two or three words in two—sometimes three or four—successive lines. The interpreter should take note of the emphasis and the aesthetic beauty of this type of poetry. Here are two examples from the Psalms:

For surely your enemies, O Lord,
surely your enemies will perish;
all evildoers will be scattered. (Psalm 92:9)

The seas have lifted up, O Lord,
the seas have lifted up their voice;
the seas have lifted up their pounding waves. (Psalm 93:3)

These examples have all come from the Psalms, but parallelism is found in other parts of the Bible, too. Isaiah 1:3 says, 

“The ox knows its owner 

and the donkey its master’s crib; 

but Israel does not know, 

My people do not consider.” 

Here we find synonymous parallelism in the lines 1-2 and lines 3-4, yet taken together, lines 1-2 contrast lines 3-4, forming antithetical parallelism. Furthermore, the use of the ox and the donkey provides an example of emblematic parallelism…all in one verse!

Unlike the narrative passages, poetry does not usually tell stories, but instead expresses feelings and reflections about life. In Hebrew literature poets communicate through parallelism that repeats, contrasts, or adds to the previous thoughts, and they use figurative language that may not be true to fact but is true to feelings. Images and figures of speech give more life and force to speech because they join experience to fact. When farmers observe that, “the land needs rain,” they are true to fact, but if they say that, “the earth thirsts for rain,” they are true to both fact and feeling. Poets major in structures and language to add force and depth to what they are saying.

The Characteristics of Biblical Wisdom

Let’s move on to the characteristics of biblical wisdom. In form wisdom literature resembles poetry, for parallelism is utilized. Turn to Proverbs 1, where we can identify synonymous parallelism in verse 8: “Listen, my son, to your father’s instruction and do not forsake your mother’s teaching.” Antithetical parallelism is seen in verse 7: “The fear of the Lord is the beginning of knowledge, but fools despise wisdom and discipline.” Emblematic parallelism is seen in verse 9, “They will be a garland to grace your head and a chain to adorn your neck,” as well as in Proverbs 11:22, “Like a gold ring in a pig’s snout is a beautiful woman who shows no discretion”; and in Proverbs 25:25, “Like cold water to a weary soul is good news from a distant land.”
What distinguishes wisdom literature from poetry is substance rather than style. Whereas Hebrew poetry expresses the emotion of the writer, wisdom literature expresses the writers’ concern that we order our lives according to God’s own order in the world. Wisdom literature tends to be more philosophical in nature. “The whole duty of man,” as Ecclesiastes 12:13 summarizes it, is to “fear God and keep his commandments.” Those who choose to despise this divine wisdom and discipline are bluntly labeled fools, as we saw in Proverbs 1:7.

The books of Job, Proverbs, and Ecclesiastes are commonly considered wisdom literature. To this list, scholars generally add certain Psalms that exhibit either the same literary styles and vocabularies or the same thematic material as the Wisdom books. The Song of Songs is sometimes classified as both poetry and wisdom literature.

Among the psalms classified as wisdom psalms are Psalms 1, 19, 32, 34, 37, 49, 78, 111, 112, 119, 127, 128, and 133. These psalms display several features characteristic of Wisdom literature generally:

1. Alphabetic acrostics (successive verses begin with successive letters of the Hebrew alphabet)

2. Numerical sayings (“six things the Lord hates, seven …”)

3. “Blessed is” (or “are”) sayings

4. “Better” sayings (“Better the little that the righteous have than the wealth of many wicked”)

5. Comparisons and admonitions

6. Addresses of father to son

7. The use of proverbs, similes, rhetorical questions, and phrases such as “listen to me”

Proverbs are brief sayings that are memorable, embody the wisdom of many, possess a fullness of meaning despite economy of words, and have a bit of a kick or bite to them to ensure their saltiness and continued usefulness. They are found in practically all parts of the Bible. By their nature and form, proverbs are generalized statements with a wide application, but in no case are they to be taken as a set of unbending rules that must be applied in every case without exceptions.
 That is important to remember!
In fact, some proverbs seem to contradict themselves. Look at Proverbs 26:4–5, “Do not answer a fool according to his folly, or you will be like him yourself. Answer a fool according to his folly, or he will be wise in his own eyes.” If those are both divine promises, or absolute rules, we’re in real trouble. Which is correct? Both. There are circumstances in which it’s a mistake to be drawn into an argument with someone who’s hostile, belligerent, and convinced, but there are other circumstances in which a fool’s folly must be corrected to save the man from himself. And that’s the point. These two verses are guides for conduct, each appropriate under a different set of circumstances. The better part of wisdom is to know when to apply each proverb. As general principles, they apply across cultural and historical boundaries and establish a basis for moral human behavior.

Wisdom literature is difficult to define as it takes many forms and fulfills many functions. Here are three emphases, though, that run throughout wisdom literature:

Wisdom is skill for living. This implies that wisdom focuses on practical daily living and ties into the authors’ task of observing life and human experience as noted above. The book of Proverbs contains observations and advice on such far-flung topics as farming, lawsuits, table manners, money management, avoiding bad companions, choosing a wife, and the delights of having grandchildren. This is not to minimize that other proverbs deal with the spiritual life—fearing God, worshiping properly, and enduring trial. Even here, though, the goal of the wise men is that people will navigate life well rather than poorly—with skill for living, in other words.

Closely aligned to that is a label that someone applied to the epistle of James: faith that works. Implicit in that formula is the idea that the wise men encourage people to act on the basis of their beliefs. This emphasis is not limited to the book of James. Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount, for example, is a continuous stream of instruction about what Christians need to do and to avoid—action, in other words, in addition to belief. 

Additionally, a lot will fall into place as we read wisdom literature if we are aware that this body of literature is devoted to the related topics of human conduct and character formation. The wise men are concerned with how people behave or act. But people act in accord with their inner character. We should therefore not view the emphasis on human action as urging people to externally obey a code of conduct. By commanding people to act according to their guidelines, the wise men actually want people to become righteous people.

In a sentence, wisdom literature deals with life as it’s lived and experienced. It makes no claim to be God’s promises. It does rest firmly on a belief in God as the creator and governor of the universe, but it sees that governance operating through natural laws. We’re not the first to miss that point, though. Back in the days of Job people held the mistaken idea that living by the rule of proverbs guaranteed a long life filled with success, happiness, and many children.
 We must never forget that God is sovereign and sometimes He operates outside of what we expect.
The Comprehension of Poetry and Wisdom

Finally, let’s consider the comprehension of poetry and wisdom. How do we correctly understand and apply these styles of Scripture to our lives today? The first rule, as in every form of literature found in the Bible, is to understand what it meant at the time it was written. Here is where we utilize study tools such as a study Bible, concordance, Bible dictionary or encyclopedia, and a Bible atlas. Determine first what it meant then.
Once that is established, we can apply the meaning to our own lives. When it comes to poetry, don’t try to overanalyze it. Poetry is to be experienced, not examined. Look for the tone of voice used. Look for the emotions expressed. Connect how the ancient writer felt with how you feel (or have felt in the past). Acknowledge that people in the Bible felt the same ways we do, and that God was okay with them expressing those feelings to Him. Often poetry put into words what we are unable to express. One great way of experiencing the poetry of Scripture is to pray them—make it personal with first-person pronouns and pray them to God. Also look to see if the poet shares any lessons learned or insights gained that can help us when we navigate similar situations.

Wisdom literature should make us think. Allow God’s wisdom to challenge conventional wisdom on a variety of subjects. Make sure to keep the wisdom in its context though; it is easy to take sentences from Job or Ecclesiastes to support a view that is refuted by the book or the Bible as a whole. And remember that proverbs are general statements about the way life should be, not ironclad guarantees of how it always will be! In all, “Trust in the Lord with all your heart and lean not on your own understanding; in all your ways acknowledge him, and he will direct your paths” (Proverbs 3:5-6).
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