Hebrew Poetry Patterns

When poetic forms are found in Scripture they are most often characteristic of Jewish writing, and are sometimes called Hebrew poetry patterns.  These patterns, which are found in both the Old and New Testaments, include:

· Restatement of the same and/or similar words in parallel, rhyming in meaning
· Restatement of the same and/or similar words in ‘mirror image’, also rhyming in meaning
· Restatement by negation of the opposite, as a contrast of meaning

· Stating the whole by putting together two halves, often with ‘and’ between the two halves

How does our identifying these patterns of writing help us to understand God’s intended meaning in Scripture?  Restatements help us see emphasis, and rhyming meanings provides a confirmation of the intended sense of the rhyming words.  Stated simply, the restatements in Scripture provide for certainty of communication – even for those of us who are not Hebrew.

For practice, try to find the Hebrew poetry patterns in Psalm 6 below:

Psalm 6 (NASU)

O Lord, do not rebuke  me in Your anger, 

                  Nor chasten me  in Your wrath. 

2 Be gracious to me, O Lord, for I am pining away; 

 Heal me, O Lord, for my bones are dismayed. 

3                    And my soul is greatly dismayed; 

But You, O Lord-- how long? 

4 Return, O Lord, 


        rescue my soul; 

        Save   me             

   because of Your lovingkindness. 

5 For there is no mention of You in death; 

        In Sheol who will give You thanks? 

6 I am weary with               my sighing; 

   Every night I make          my bed swim, 

   I dissolve my couch with my tears.

7 My eye has   wasted away with grief; 

   It          has   become old because of all my adversaries. 

8 Depart from me, all you who do iniquity, 

For the Lord has heard the voice of my weeping. 

9   The Lord has heard                     my supplication, 

                        receives                     my prayer.


10 All my enemies will be ashamed                                                                                                              and greatly dismayed; 

      They shall turn back, 

       they will suddenly be ashamed.

As we said earlier, these Hebrew poetry patterns are not just found in the Old Testament.  Here are some instances in Paul’s writings where He clearly made his point in Hebrew poetry patterns:

2 Corinthians 4:7-11 (NASU)

                                            But we have this treasure                in earthen vessels, so that 

the surpassing greatness of the power will be of God 
and not from ourselves; 

8                                   we are afflicted in every way,  
but not crushed; 

                                                                    perplexed,  
but not despairing; 

9                                                                 persecuted,  but not forsaken; 

                                                                struck down,  
but not destroyed;

always carrying about in the body the dying of Jesus, 

so that the life of Jesus also may be manifested in our body. 

For we who live are 

constantly being delivered over to death for Jesus' sake, 

so that the life of Jesus also may be manifested in our mortal flesh.

Ephesians 2:19-22 (NASU)

So then you are no longer strangers and aliens,                                                                

but        you are                 
fellow citizens with the saints,                  

and              are                 of God's household, 

20 having been built on the foundation of the apostles and prophets, 

Christ Jesus Himself being the corner stone,

21 in whom   the whole building, being fitted together, 
is growing into a holy temple           in the Lord, 
22 in whom   you also are             being built together             
                  into a dwelling of God    in the Spirit.

Another Hebrew poetry pattern mentioned previously was stating both halves to convey the whole.  One of the more common ways the writers of Scripture used this pattern was to state the whole of the physical creation with the two halves: “the heavens and the earth”, or some variation on that general pattern:

Genesis 1:1 (NASU)

In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.

1 Chronicles 16:31a,b (NASU)

Let the heavens be glad, and 

let  the earth      rejoice;

Job 35:11 (NASU)

Who teaches us more than the beasts of the earth 

And makes us wiser   than the birds  of the heavens?'

We could give a great many more examples, because the Bible has the words ‘heavens’ and ‘earth’ or ‘heaven’ and ‘earth’ in the same verse more than 300 times!  And there is another pattern that contains the ‘heavens’ and the ‘earth’ or the ‘heaven’ and ‘earth’, plus a more Gentile expression.  We see this when the reading or listening audience has both Gentiles and Jews.  For example:

Colossians 1:15-20

He is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn of all creation. 16 For by Him all things were created, both in the heavens and on earth, visible and invisible, whether thrones or dominions or rulers or authorities-- all things have been created through Him and for Him. 17 He is before all things, and in Him all things hold together. 18 He is also head of the body, the church; and He is the beginning, the firstborn from the dead, so that He Himself will come to have first place in everything. 19 For it was the Father's good pleasure for all the fullness to dwell in Him, 20 and through Him to reconcile all things to Himself, having made peace through the blood of His cross; through Him, I say, whether things on earth or things in heaven. 

Here are some other examples of ‘two halves equal the whole’ word pairs: 
“Jews and Gentiles” 
Acts 14:1-7

In Iconium they entered the synagogue of the Jews together, and spoke in such a manner that a large number of people believed, both of Jews and of Greeks. 2 But the Jews who disbelieved stirred up the minds of the Gentiles and embittered them against the brethren. 3 Therefore they spent a long time there  speaking boldly with reliance upon the Lord, who was testifying to the word of His grace, granting that signs and wonders be done by their hands. 4 But the people of the city were divided; and some sided with the Jews, and some with the apostles. 5 And when an attempt was made by both the Gentiles and the Jews with their rulers, to mistreat and to stone them, 6 they became aware of it and fled to the cities of Lycaonia, Lystra and Derbe, and the surrounding region; 7 and there they continued to preach the gospel.
Romans 3:27-30

Where then is boasting? It is excluded. By what kind of law? Of works? No, but by a law [or rather principle] of faith. 28 For we maintain that a man is justified by faith apart from works of the Law. 29 Or is God the God of Jews only? Is He not the God of Gentiles also? Yes, of Gentiles also, 30 since indeed God who will justify the circumcised by faith and the uncircumcised through faith is one.
Sometimes we will observe that there is a ‘two halves equal the whole’ wording of Jews and Gentiles, but Jews and/or Gentiles are represented by euphemism, such as Greeks, being the dominant Gentile population in the eastern Mediterranean, standing for all the Gentiles.
1 Corinthians 1:20-25

Where is the wise man? Where is the scribe? Where is the debater of this age? Has not God made foolish the wisdom of the world? 21 For since in the wisdom of God the world through its wisdom did not come to know God, God was well-pleased through the foolishness of the message preached to save those who believe. 22 For indeed Jews ask for signs and Greeks search for wisdom; 23 but we preach Christ crucified, to Jews a stumbling block and to Gentiles foolishness, 24 but to those who are the called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of God and the wisdom of God. 25 Because the foolishness of God is wiser than men, and the weakness of God is stronger than men.

“land and sea” (plus some more Hebrew poetry patterns)
Psalm 95:1-5

O come, let us   sing for joy      to the Lord, 

               Let us 
shout joyfully  to the rock of our salvation.
2 Let us come before    
His presence  with thanksgiving, 

               Let us shout joyfully  
to Him           with psalms. 

3 For the Lord is a great God 

And                     a great King above all gods, 
4 In whose hand are the depths of the earth, 

The peaks of the mountains are His also. 

5 The sea is His, for it was He who made it, 

And His hands formed the dry land.
Jacob was named ‘Israel’ by God (Genesis 33:24-32), so frequently both names are used as rhyming in meaning [synonyms] in Hebrew poetry patterns.

‘Jacob and Israel’ (plus some more Hebrew poetry patterns)
Psalm 81:1-4
Sing for joy      to       God our strength; 

Shout joyfully  to the God of Jacob. 

2 Raise a song, 
strike the timbrel, 

The sweet sounding lyre with the harp. 

3 Blow the trumpet at the new moon,  [Numbers 10:10]
At the full moon, on our feast day.      [Leviticus 23:24]
4 For it is a statute for                       Israel, 

             An ordinance of the God of Jacob. 
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