
Hebrew Poetry 
(From Bruce Wilkinson and Kenneth Boa, Talk Through the Old Testament) 

 
➢ Three kinds of poetry: 

1.  Lyric poetry – accompanied by music; strong emotional elements (most of Psalms) 
2.  Didactic poetry – teaches principles about life by means of maxims (Proverbs, Ecclesiastes) 
3.  Dramatic poetry – dialogue in poetic form (Job, Song of Solomon) 
 

➢ The key to Hebrew poetry is parallelism – ideas expressed through careful arrangement of 
parallel thought. 
At least six kinds of parallelism: 
1.  Synonymous parallelism 

Second line reinforces the first line with similar words and concepts. 
Job 38:7; Psalm 3:1; 25:4; 49:1; Proverbs 11:7, 25; 12:28) 

2.  Synthetic parallelism 
The second line adds to or completes the idea of the first line. 
Psalm 1:1-2; 23:1, 5; 95:3; Proverbs 4:23 

3.  Antithetic parallelism 
The thought in the first line is contrasted in the second line. 
Psalm 1:6; 18:27; Proverbs 10:1; 14:34; 15:1 

4.  Emblematic parallelism 
The first line uses a figure of speech to illuminate the main point conveyed in the second 

line. 
Psalm 42:1; Proverbs 11:22; 25:25; 27:17 

5.  Climactic parallelism 
 The second line repeats the first except for the last term. 

Psalm 29:1; Proverbs 31:4 
6.  Formal parallelism 

The lines are joined solely by metric considerations. Both lines are needed for the 
complete thought. 

Psalm 2:6 
 

➢ Hebrew poetry is also characterized by vivid figures of speech. 
1.  Simile – A comparison between two things that resemble one another in some way.  

Psalm 1:3-4; 5:12; 17:8; 131:2 
2.  Metaphor – A comparison in which one thing is declared to be another. 

Psalm 23:1; 84:11; 91:4 
3.  Implication – An implied comparison where the name for one thing is used for another. 

Psalm 22:16; Jeremiah 4:7 
4.  Hyperbole – Exaggeration to emphasize a point. 

Psalm 6:6; 78:27; 107:26 
5.  Rhetorical question – The use of a question to confirm or deny a fact. 

Psalm 35:10; 56:8; 94:6; 106:2 



6.  Metonymy – One noun used in place of another because of some relationship between 
the two.  Psalm 5:9; 18:2; 57:9; 73:9 

7.  Anthropomorphism – Assigning an appropriate part of the human body to God’s person 
to convey some truth about Him. 
Psalm 11:4; 18:15; 31:2; 32:8 

8.  Zoomorphism – Assigning an appropriate part of an animal to God’s person to convey 
some truth about Him. 
Psalm 17:8; 36:7; 63:7; 91:4 

9.  Personification – Assigning the characteristics of a human to objects. 
Psalm 35:10; 77:16; 96:11; 104:19 

10.  Apostrophe – Addressing lifeless objects 
 Psalm 114:5 
11.  Synecdoche – Representing the whole by a part or a part by the whole. 
 Psalm 91:5 

 
Alphabetic Acrostic Poetry 

The first letter in a line is the first letter of the Hebrew alphabet, the second line begins with 
the second letter of the alphabet, and so on.  

These acrostics occur in the first four of the five songs that make up the Book of Lamentations, in 
the praise of the good wife in Proverbs 31:10-31, and in Psalms 9, 10, 25, 34, 37, 111, 112, 119 
and 145 of the Hebrew Bible. 


