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Core Seminar
How To Study the Bible
Class 7: Biblical Genres: Poetic & Wisdom Writings
_______________________________________________________

 “My heart overflows with a pleasing theme; I address my verses to the king; my tongue is like the pen of a ready scribe.” (Ps. 45.1)
 
Introduction
Last week we looked at how important it is to understand the genre a passage of Scripture belongs to.  And we started working our way through Biblical genres with narrative history.  Today, we’ll turn to poetic and wisdom literature. These passages are some of the most familiar—and yet they can be surprisingly difficult to interpret and apply if you don’t understand how poetry works.

What are some of your favorite poetic passages from the Scriptures, and why do they mean so much to you?

Poetic Literature
Poetic literature makes up a significant portion of scripture, especially in the Old Testament. So we need to understand the rules for interpreting poetry—and especially, for interpreting Hebrew poetry.  We’ll find this kind of literature in songs, prayers of praise, and prayers of lament.  As you can imagine, a huge concentration of poetry is in the Psalms.  But it’s really all over the Bible.  So we’ll focus our attention this morning on the Psalms [a quick fly over].  But the interpretive principles we’ll go over are going to apply just as much to other poetic texts.

So what are the Psalms? The psalms are a collection of Hebrew songs and prayers that were originally pulled together to help God’s people in giving worship and praise to their God.  Just like our hymns and songs of today.

There are 150 different Psalms, and they fall into different sub-genres, each with their own specific intent or focus. These categories include Messianic Psalms, Psalms of Praise or Thanksgiving, Psalms of Lament (largest cat, 67 total, e.g., 3 and 4), Wisdom Psalms, Testimonial Psalms, Historical Psalms, Nature Psalms, Pilgrimage Psalms (also called Psalms of ascent), and Imprecatory Psalms (or judgment Psalms). Let’s look two examples so you can get a feel for some of the difference between these Psalms. 

Psalm 29:



8

1Ascribe to the LORD, O heavenly beings,
    ascribe to the LORD glory and strength.
2Ascribe to the LORD the glory due his name;
    worship the LORD in the splendor of holiness.
3The voice of the LORD is over the waters;
    the God of glory thunders,
    the LORD, over many waters.
4The voice of the LORD is powerful;
    the voice of the LORD is full of majesty.
5The voice of the LORD breaks the cedars;
    the LORD breaks the cedars of Lebanon.
6He makes Lebanon to skip like a calf,
    and Sirion like a young wild ox.
7The voice of the LORD flashes forth flames of fire.
8The voice of the LORD shakes the wilderness;
    the LORD shakes the wilderness of Kadesh.
9The voice of the LORD makes the deer give birth
    and strips the forests bare,
    and in his temple all cry, “Glory!”
10The LORD sits enthroned over the flood;
    the LORD sits enthroned as king forever.
11May the LORD give strength to his people!
    May the LORD bless his people with peace!

What type of Psalm would you say this is? Why? (Answer: Nature, though it may exhibit characteristics of other types as well). Praises God as creator and sustainer. 

Psalm 110:
A Psalm of David.
1The LORD says to my Lord:
    “Sit at my right hand,
until I make your enemies your footstool.”
2The LORD sends forth from Zion
    your mighty scepter.
    Rule in the midst of your enemies!
3Your people will offer themselves freely
    on the day of your power,
    in holy garments;
from the womb of the morning,
    the dew of your youth will be yours.
4The LORD has sworn
    and will not change his mind,
“You are a priest forever
    after the order of Melchizedek.”
5The Lord is at your right hand;
    he will shatter kings on the day of his wrath.
6He will execute judgment among the nations,
    filling them with corpses;
he will shatter chiefs
    over the wide earth.
7He will drink from the brook by the way;
    therefore he will lift up his head.

What type of Psalm would you say this is? Why? (Answer: Messianic, thought it exhibits characteristics of other types as well). Verse 1: God is speaking to David’s Lord.  Now, that Lord isn’t THE Lord (Yahweh), nor is it David.  Who is it?  It appears to be some priestly son of David who is greater than David.  Jesus says in Matthew 22:44 that this is the Messiah.  Great David’s greater son.

Parallelism

Now, probably the most important tool to understanding Hebrew poetry is the genre’s use of parallelism.  There are three types of parallelism that are most common. Let’s look at Ps. 18 where we’ll see all three types of parallelism is one psalm.

(1) Synonymous parallelism
The second line repeats the same point as the first line often using synonyms of the words used in the first line. 

3I call upon the LORD, who is worthy to be praised,
    and I am saved from my enemies.
4The cords of death encompassed me;
    the torrents of destruction assailed me;


In interpreting synonymous parallelism, try thinking of the meaning of the verse as a single statement. Don't interpret the second (or third) line as expressing a new thought or meaning. This is especially important in Proverbs, where there can be a temptation to make new theology or teaching out of half a Proverb. The two or three lines of synonymous parallelism act together to express a single thought more completely.  So in this case, you’d be mistaken in your “observation” phase of inductive study to observe all the differences between “cord of death entangle me” and “torrents of destruction overwhelm me.”  Like “not only is he succumbing to death, but also to destruction.  Perhaps “destruction” is a euphemism for hell?  Because what kind of destruction could be greater than death?”  No, no, no.  That’s making an interpretation that the genre doesn’t allow for.  We need to see “death” and “destruction” as nothing more than synonyms.  The author’s just using parallelism.

(2) Antithetical parallelism
This is when the second line expresses the opposite of the first line.

26 with the purified you show yourself pure;
    and with the crooked you make yourself seem tortuous.
27 For you save a humble people,
    but the haughty eyes you bring down.

(3) Synthetic parallelism
This is where one poetic line builds on another, but they’re not related as synonymous or antithetical. 

3 I call upon the LORD, who is worthy to be praised,
    and I am saved from my enemies.

7 Then the earth reeled and rocked;
    the foundations also of the mountains trembled
    and quaked, because he was angry.

If you have questions on parallelism, we have a whole class coming up that’s devoted to it. Today’s points are just meant to be an introduction and show that parallelism is an important style to understand as part of the poetic genre.  But let’s stop for a moment and think about how wonderful it is that when God chose a style of poetry for the Bible, he chose poetry that focused on parallelism.

English poetry often doesn’t survive translation well because it often depends on rhythm and rhyme.  But, as Derek Kidner has written in his commentary on the Psalms,

"…the poetry of the Psalms has a broad simplicity of rhythm and imagery which survives transplanting into almost any soil. Above all, the fact that its parallelisms are those of sense rather than of sound allows it to reproduce its chief effects with very little loss of either force or beauty. It is well fitted by God's providence to invite ‘all the earth’ to ‘sing the glory of his name’” (Derek Kidner, Psalms 1-72, 4)

Six interpretive rules for studying the Psalms

Now that you have a basic idea of the types of Psalms and the main poetic tool they employ, let me walk through six interpretive rules for how to study them. 

First, a Psalm, and often the proverbs, can be read as standalone texts. Unlike most other books in the Bible, it’s not imperative that a person read through the surrounding Psalms as context before studying a particular psalm (although it certainly wouldn’t hurt). The Psalms were written by many different authors and were collected over long periods of time and, therefore, the Psalms are better understood as an anthology rather than a single discourse. Having said that, there are some unifying themes we see throughout the Psalms and even in poetic texts outside of the Psalms. And sometimes these themes build from one Psalm to the next.  But nonetheless, each Psalm can stand pretty well on its own as a complete thought.

Second, understand that the Psalms are Hebrew musical poems and should be interpreted in light of this fact. Most of the Psalms were meant to be sung, not read. Much of the language is figurative, hyperbolic, colorful, and emotional, not literal. When the Psalms discuss trees clapping their hands, for example, this is metaphorical not literal. When David says “Every night I make my bed swim . . . with my tears” (Ps. 6:6) he’s expressing his grief in a colorful, non-literal way. The Psalms speak to the heart first and then to the head. The Psalms are not meant to act as doctrinal treatises.

Thirdly, focus on the Psalm as a whole and don’t study individual verses apart from their larger context within the Psalm. They often start with emotion and confusion and end with trusting God.  So if you just pull one verse out without setting it in context in the whole Psalm, you may also end up in confusion instead of trust in God.  (Example: Psalm 74:1.  Does God really cast off his people forever???)

Fourth, when studying the imprecatory, or judgment psalms understand that the statements about hating God’s enemies are not violating other scriptural commands to love our enemies. The imprecatory psalms reveal emotional responses to those who are the enemies of God and His people and should be read in context. Specifically, recognizing the unique position Israel had as God’s special covenant people. God displayed his holiness through Israel during the Old Testament in ways that are no longer needed or appropriate now that Christ has come.

Fifth, remember that in poetry, an expression can be abbreviated, and therefore less clear than what we’d expect in a prose statement. For that reason, any doctrinal conclusions you make when studying poetry ought to also be taught more clearly elsewhere in scripture in a non-poetic genre, or else you may be drawing a false conclusion.  Some of this is because the vocabulary used in poetry is sometimes more obscure than in prose—because poetry is more artful.  So the translation of poetry is sometimes less precise.

Any questions?

Wisdom Literature

What is wisdom? Wisdom is not just knowing what’s true, it’s also applying what’s true to your life. Knowing without doing is not biblical wisdom. Wisdom literature, then, are texts that help God’s people apply truth to their lives. This genre can be found all over the Bible, including things Jesus says in the gospels.  But there are four books that are primarily associated with wisdom literature: Job, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and Song of Solomon. Because there’s a great deal of overlap in the interpretive rules we use for poetry and wisdom literature, we’ll now consider some of the specific interpretive guidelines we need to keep in mind as we read each of these 4 books.

First, Job:
In the book of Job, chapters 1–2 and 38–42 are in narrative form, but chapters 3–37 are in the form of poetry. It’s especially important to realize that chapters 3–37 record a rolling dialog between Job and four of his friends.  And what the friends say is often theologically incorrect, yet deceptively logical.  For example, listen to what Bildad says in 8:5-6:
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5If you will seek God
    and plead with the Almighty for mercy,
6if you are pure and upright,
    surely then he will rouse himself for you
    and restore your rightful habitation.

He says that if Job will repent, God will restore his riches.  But not only does Job not need to repent, we learn in the opening chapters of Job that his trail came on him not because he was sinful but because he was righteous!  That’s why God boasted about him to Satan, which led to Satan’s request to bring him down.

The statements of the first three friends (Eliphaz, Bildad, and Zophar) are specifically condemned by God in 42:7.  The statements of the fourth friend are neither condemned nor supported.  And God says that what Job says is right also in 42:7).  So we need to keep all that in mind when we interpret and apply the truths and principles from these sections with Job’s friends.  We can trust what Job says.  We can probably trust what Elihu says in chapters 32-37.  But we shouldn’t build any doctrine off of what he says that’s not said elsewhere in Scripture.  And we can apply the statements of the other three friends as common assumptions of this world that God says are wrong.

The overarching purpose of Job is to show that God’s sovereign over everything that happens, including the suffering of faithful people like Job. The troubles of this life, the suffering we experience will often remain a mystery to us, but we must trust God and know that He knows what He’s doing. This is God’s point in chapters 38 and 39 when he asks Job, “Where were you when I laid the foundation of the earth? Tell me, if you have understanding. Who determined its measurements—surely you know! Or who stretched the line upon it?” (38:4-5). God properly orients Job. I am the creator, you are the creation.

Practically, Job also serves as a warning to those of us who would seek to council others: we should not speak as though we possess more knowledge than we really have. Speaking authoritatively, without grounds to do so, risks causing others to sin and may even be blasphemous.

Questions?

Second, let’s look at Proverbs:
The Proverbs are a collection of sayings that give advice and general knowledge about how God’s people should act and speak. Realize that proverbs are brief statements of truth written in a way that’s easy to remember. They’re not intended to give all the truth there is on a particular subject.  And they don’t intend to be ironclad promises. For example, Proverbs 10:3 says, “The LORD does not let the righteous go hungry.”  That statement is generally true.  But the genre of Proverbs shouldn’t lead us to take that as a statement of what is always true.

The proverbs set up some recurring themes and contrasts to those themes that are important to note.  Lady wisdom and the fool. The lazy sluggard and the diligent ant. So, remember, the proverbs describe what generally happens, but they’re not promises of what will always happen. The word “generally” is a good word to insert in your mind when you read through the Proverbs.
 
Another thing to keep in mind is that the proverbs often use culturally-specific language that may seem strange to us today. When you run across sayings you don’t understand or that use language from Solomon’s day, find the main principle of the proverb and apply it in a way that makes sense for our time. For example, references to “kings” can often be applied to governors and presidents today.
 
Now let’s turn to Ecclesiastes. Ecclesiastes is a bracing book to read, in part because of how cynical its viewpoint is in most of the book.  The purpose of the book is to drive home the point that life apart from God is totally meaningless. But that when we organize our lives around God, we find that all is in fact full of meaning.  But it’s the meaninglessness of life without God that colors most of the book.  For example, look at Ecc. 1:

2 Vanity of vanities, says the Preacher,
    vanity of vanities! All is vanity.
3 What does man gain by all the toil
    at which he toils under the sun?
4 A generation goes, and a generation comes,
    but the earth remains forever.
5 The sun rises, and the sun goes down,
    and hastens to the place where it rises.
6 The wind blows to the south
    and goes around to the north;
around and around goes the wind,
    and on its circuits the wind returns.

It’s pretty clear from this passage that Solomon is reflecting on the meaninglessness of life apart from God. TO interpret Ecclesiastes correctly, you really need to have a birds-eye view of the book.  Chapter 1 and most of 2 summarize the meaninglessness of life without God.  Then the thesis of the book is in chapter 2, verses 24-26.  You have to work any interpretation of Ecclesiastes out of those verses.

Turn there with me.  “There is nothing better for a person than that he should eat and drink and find enjoyment in his toil. This also, I saw, is from the hand of God, for apart from him who can eat or who can have enjoyment?  For to the one who pleases him God has given wisdom and knowledge and joy, but to the sinner he has given the business of gathering and collecting, only to give to one who pleases God.”

What a change in outlook!  We see words like “better” and “enjoyment” and “from the hand of God” and “knowledge” and “joy.”  A long way from “vanity” and “striving after the wind.”  What’s changed?  Same facts, same life.  But now a new perspective because now this is life with God.

Look at verse 24 again.  “There is nothing better for a person than that he should eat and drink and find enjoyment in his toil. This also, I saw, is from the hand of God.”  Notice he says that the best thing a man can do is to eat and drink and enjoy his work.  I thought he just said that all that was vanity.  Why does he now recommend work?  The key is in the rest of the verse.  “This also, I saw, is from the hand of God.”  Solomon has seen many things in chapters 1 and 2.  But there is one other thing he has seen.  That “eating and drinking,”--that is to say--“the living of life” comes from the hand of God.  Well, this changes everything!  The opening of the book examined life without God.  But once he remembered the Creator, life takes on a whole different meaning.

Then most of the rest of the book pushes back against this thesis with the problem of evil.  Three times, it cynically expresses how such a broken world can possibly have meaning.  And three times it answers that objection.  All this pushes to the truths of chapter 12 that only God gives meaning to life and that everything we do matters because we will all face our Creator on the Day of Judgment. So if you only read Solomon’s laments and never see his conclusions you cannot correctly observe, interpret, or apply Ecclesiastes. And, frankly, unless you approach the book understanding how it’s structured, it’s easy to do that since the vast majority of it is cynical questioning.  The wise answers are left to just a few verses.

Finally, let’s consider the Song of Solomon. When we come to the Song of Solomon we need to remember that the Song uses highly figurative language. And the purpose of this figurative language is to express the beauty of romantic love within the confines of marriage -- within a monogamous husband-wife relationship.
 
Also realize that although the Song of Solomon uses figurative language, there’s no literary or theological reason to conclude this book is some type of allegorical description of God’s relationship with Israel or God’s relationship with the Church. It’s pure praise for the pleasures of marriage as God intended it. One may ask, Why is this book in the bible? Well I think the ESV Study Bible gets in right when it says:

Like other Wisdom Literature, the Song of Solomon assumes that the covenant God of Israel is the one true God, Maker of heaven and earth. The purpose of the redemptive covenants is to restore fallen, damaged creatures to the proper functioning of their humanity. Therefore obedience to the Lord’s commands is the right way to enjoy the world God made, and it also displays to the rest of the world how refreshingly attractive it is to know the true God. The picture of the two lovers in the Song of Solomon is an ideal one, as are the character portraits in Proverbs: the picture provides the pattern into which God wishes to shape his faithful people, which is also the pattern toward which they will freely give themselves to be shaped. Indeed, one function of wisdom literature is to make that pattern attractive, as the Song of Solomon does in full measure.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  ESV Study Bible, Crossway Bibles, Wheaton, Illinois, 2008, pp. 1212-1213] 


But even in doing this, we learn at a high level about God.  After all, why was marriage created?  [there are a few answers to this question; wait until you get to the Eph 5 answer: as an illustration of Christ’s love for his church.]  Right.  And that’s not just a New Testament idea.  The prophets—and especially Isaiah and the minor prophets—are full of the idea that marriage illustrates God’s love for his people.  So by grasping the depths and glory of love in marriage through this Psalm, we should also grasp some of the depth and glory of God’s love for us.
Conclusion

In all these wisdom books, we’re given teaching on the way of wisdom.  Wisdom means fearing God and following his commands.  And yet even as Christians, we do sin.  We sin all the time. So what’s the solution to this problem? It’s Jesus. He is the one in whom Job put his hope.  He is the one the Psalms so often sing of—and in fact many of the Psalm were written ultimately for him to say.  He is the one who provides meaning in all of life as Ecclesiastes points to.  And he is the perfect bridegroom who is preparing his bride for heaven.  His death in our place and his perfect life lived for us.  But wisdom literature isn’t just to point us to Christ.  It is also there to teach us how to live now that we are indwelt by his Spirit.  So we can live wisely, in light of the grace we’ve received.

May we heed the Pslams, the proverbs, and the other wisdom books and be thankful that Jesus was wise enough for us, and at the same time respond to that grace we’ve received with obedience.

Let’s pray.
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