Chiasms

It is common in our own culture to outline documents and books of various kinds, and one can find such outlines, in varying levels of detail, in a number of Bible dictionaries, commentaries, and similar resources.  The outlines are helpful in seeing what are the main subjects addressed along with the line of thought the author has taken.  But the Bible contains other kinds of ‘structure’ on varying scales.  Recognizing these other structures can be helpful in our understanding of what the authors of Scripture were seeking to convey.  One kind of structure that is found commonly in both the Old and New Testaments is what is known as chiasm, or chiasmus.   The basic pattern of chiasm is a literary ‘mirror image’.  It is important to note that these chiasms can be found on varying scales:

· Within a verse or two

· Within a passage, even up to several chapters

· An entire book of the Bible may be a chiasm

Here are some examples of one or two verses of chiasm in Scripture:
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[image: image2.png]The Isaiah 29:14 quote in 1 Corinthians 1:19:

| will destroy
the wisdom of the wise,
and chiasm
the cleverness of the clever
| will set aside.

What this world counts as the ultimate in
wisdom & cleverness will be shown to be

of no substance or significance. The power
of God & the wisdom of God will appear to
be less than refuse to the world.





[image: image1.png]The chiasm of 2 Corinthians 3:17-18

Now the Lord is the Spirit, and where the Spirit
of the Lord is, there is liberty. 18

But we all, with unveiled face, beholding
as in a mirror [a process+]

---------------------------------- the-glory-of the-Lord,* [ agi] -

are being transformed into the same
image from glory to glory, [a process++]
just as from the Lord, the Spirit.

* Typically the point of emphasis in a chiasm

+ our action, by the ministry of the Holy Spirit
++ God’s action, as we behold the Lord’s glory
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The Amazing Literary & Number Chiasm In The Flood Account
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- A Noah (6:10a)
B Shem, Ham and Japheth (6:10b)
L C  Ark to be built (6:14-16)
D  Flood announced (6:17)
E Covenant with Noah (6:18-20)
- F Food in the Ark (6:21)
G Command to enter the Ark (7:1-3)
I Entry to ark (7:11-15)
- K God shuts Noah in (7:16)
M Waters increase (7:17b-18)
" N Mountains covered (7:18-20)
. P God Remembers Noah (8:1)
N Mountain tops become visible (8:4-5)
- M Waters abate (8:6)
N K Noah opens window of ark (8:6b)
I Raven and dove leave ark (8:7-9)

G' Command to leave the ark (8:15-17)
F Food outside the ark (9:1-4)

E' Covenant with all flesh (9:8-10)

D' No flood in future (9:11-17)

' Ark (9:18a)

B'  Shem, Ham, Japheth (9:18b)

A" Noah (9:19)
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[image: image3.png]The chiasm in 1 Corinthians 12:13

For
by one Spirit
we were all baptized into one body [of Christ],
____whether Jews or Greeks, ____________|
whether slaves or free, and
we were all made to drink [of Christ]

of one Spirit. [see John 7:37-39]

It is by the ministry of the Holy Spirit, who
indwells each one of us believers here today,

all the time, that we are placed into one body
of Christ & are made to have the life of Christ.





[image: image4.png]The chiasm in 2 Corinthians 6:11-13

Our mouth has spoken freely to you,
O Corinthians,

our heart is opened wide [to you]. 12

you are restrained in your own affections. 13

Now in a like exchange --
| speak as to children --
open wide [your heart] to us also.

The first half is about Paul’s expression &
openness of heart to the believers in Corinth.

The second half is about the believer's
response to Paul, & his companions.





The chiasm in 1 John 3:9

A Whoever has been born of God 

B does not sin 


C for His seed remains in him 

B’ and he cannot sin 
A’ because he has been born of God
Chiasms, within a passage, even up to several chapters

Chiasm in Genesis 3:9-22

A The Lord God said & interactions (3:9-11)

B Adam to God about Eve (3:12)

C Eve to God about the serpent (3:13)

D God judges the serpent & promises a Savior (3:14-15)

C’ God judges Eve (3:16)

B’ God judges Adam (3:17-19)

A’ The Lord God said & interactions (3:20-22)

The chiasm in Isaiah 60:1-22

A The Lord, the light of Zion (1-5)


B The nations accepted by the Lord (6-7)



C World expectations met by the Lord (8-9)




D The nations serve Zion (10-11)





E Zion, the key to world destiny (12)




D’ The nations recognize Zion (13-14)



C’ Zion’s needs met by the Lord (15-16)


B’ Zion transformed by the Lord (17-18b)

A’ The Lord, the light of Zion (18c-22)

This literary chiasm in Genesis contains a number chiasm as well:                                                     7-7-40-150 ( 150-40-7- 7.

[image: image5.png]A chiasm in Isaiah 38-39

A Hezekiah contemplates death (38:1a)
B Isaiah & the word of the Lord+ (38:1b-7)

........9..H.?EE.'S!Ehi?..999?9%?19.’.1..(.%?5?:22?. ..........
chiasm | & fiezekiah's defection (39-1-2)

B’ Isaiah & the word of the Lord+ (39:3-7)
A’ Hezekiah contemplates life (39:8)
+ Isaiah...came...and said...:
“Thus says the Lord...” (38:1b)
“Hear the word of the Lord...” (39:3)




[image: image6.png]A small chiasm in Hebrews 10:38-39

But my righteous one
shall live by faith;
And if he shrinks back,
my soul has no pleasure in him. 39
----Butwearenot--------—-——----
of those who shrink back
to destruction,
but of those who have faith
to the preserving of the soul.

We obtained salvation, as God’s provision,
by faith, & in that we have our eternal position.
We are called to live, in our moment by
moment condition, according to our eternal
position. I'swhowe are as believersin Christ.





[image: image7.png]Jesus in the Hebrews 12:1-2 chiasm

Therefore, since we have so great Our
a cloud of witnesses surrounding us, race

let us also lay aside every encumbrance
and the sin which so easily entangles us,

and let us run with endurance What we're

the race that is set before us, called to
fixin J th be doing
e NG OUP €YES ON JESUS, INE ... S

author and perfecter of faith, What He

who for the joy set before Him did & is
endured the cross, doing

despising the shame, and

has sat down at the right hand
of the throne of God. race





Sometimes an entire book of the Bible may be in the form of a chiasm.


[image: image8]
[image: image9.png]Where are we in the gospel of Matthew?

A Matthew Chiasm & Outline

Christ as King & Initiating Ministry to the nation of Israel (chaps. 1-4)

Sermon on the Mount in Galilee:
Qualifying to Enter the King’s Kingdom & Basis for Judgment (chs. 5-7)

Miracles, Instructions & Interactions (chs. 8-9)
About Instruction to the Twelve: Authority & Message for Israel (ch. 10)
2 years Opposition: The Nation's Rejection of the King (chs. 11-12)
* ------------------ Parables of the Kingdom: The Kingdom Perspective (ch. 13)
About Opposition: The Nation's Rejection of the King (chs. 14-17)
Instruction to the Twelve: Authority & Message for the Church (ch. 18)
Miracles, Instructions & Interactions (chs. 19-23)

Sermon on the Mount of Olives:
Events on Entering the King’s Kingdom & Basis for Judgment (chs. 24-25)

Jesus as Savior & Initiating Ministry to the Church (chs. 26-28)

From the Gospel of the Kingdom to the Gospel of Substitution;
From Ministry to Israel (Law) to Ministry to the Church (Grace).

1 year





[image: image10.png]Galatians: one big chiasm

A 1:1-1:12 An intense prologue

B 1:13-2:10 The two ways of Paul's living
C 2:11-3:4 Justification by faith & Paul's life
D 3:5-29 From Genesis: Abraham
.............................. E4’]-’]0Redeemedbychnst’frgm&tg
D' 4:11-31 From Genesis: Sarah & Hagar
C' 5:1-12 Justification by faith & your life
B' 5:13-6:11 The two ways of your living

A' 6:12-18 An intense epilogue
The intense beginning & end reflect Paul’s care



[image: image11.png]Galatians: one big chiasm

A 1:1-1:12 An intense prologue
B 1:13-2:10 The two ways of Paul's living
C 2:11-3:4 Justification by faith & Paul's life
D 3:5-29 From Genesis: Abraham
.............................. E4’]-’]0Redeemedbychnst’frgm&tg
D' 4:11-31 From Genesis: Sarah & Hagar
C' 5:1-12 Justification by faith & your life
B' 5:13-6:11 The two ways of your living
A’ 6:12-18 An intense epilogue

The 1t half is mostly about Paul’s life




[image: image12.png]Galatians: one big chiasm

A 1:1-1:12 An intense prologue
B 1:13-2:10 The two ways of Paul's living
C 2:11-3:4 Justification by faith & Paul's life
D 3:5-29 From Genesis: Abraham
.............................. E4’]-’]0Redeemedbychnst’frgm&tg
D' 4:11-31 From Genesis: Sarah & Hagar
C' 5:1-12 Justification by faith & your life

B' 5:13-6:11 The two ways of your living
A’ 6:12-18 An intense epilogue

The 279 half is mostly about the Galatians’ life




[image: image13.png]Galatians: one big chiasm

A 1:1-1:12 An intense prologue
B 1:13-2:10 The two ways of Paul's living

C 2:11-3:4 Justification by faith & Paul's life
D 3:5-29 From Genesis: Abraham
.............................. E4’]-’]0Redeemedbychnst’frgm&tg
D' 4:11-31 From Genesis: Sarah & Hagar
C' 5:1-12 Justification by faith & your life

B' 5:13-6:11 The two ways of your living
A’ 6:12-18 An intense epilogue

The middle of each half: Paul's life, then your life




[image: image14.png]CHIASTIC STRUCTURE OF EPHESIANS

A. Paul's commission--salutation (1:1,2)
B. The allotment--in heaven--blessing (1:3-14)
« Paul's prayer for them (1:15-19)
The body--in Christ, The members (1:20-2:10)
D. The new humanity (2:11-22)
E. Summary of grace NOW shown (3:1-13)
X. Petitioning the Father (3:14-21)
X’ . Beseeching the saints (4:1-6)
E’. Summary of grace HAVING BEEN shown (4:7-16)
D’. The new humanity (4:17-5:20)
C’. The body--in the Lord, The Head (5:21-6:9)
. The allotment--in heaven--warfare (6:10-17)
+ Their prayer for Paul (6:18-20)
. Tychicus' commission--salutation (6:21-24)






The chiasm in the book of Jude

A Assurance for the Christian (vv. 1,2)

B The believer & the faith (v. 3)

C Apostates described (v. 4)

D Apostasy in Old Testament history (vv. 5-8)

E Apostasy in the supernatural realm (vv. 9,10)

F An ancient trio of apostates (v. 11)

E’ Apostasy in the natural realm (vv. 12,13)

D’ Apostasy on Old Testament prophecy (vv. 14-16)

C’ Apostates described (vv. 17-19)

B’ The believe
r & the faith (vv. 20-23)

A’ Assurance for the Christian (vv. 24,25)

As one can see, we can find numerous chiasms in Scripture, from one verse long to whole books.  But why are there so many chiasms?  How can they help us study God’s word?

· Chiasms emphasize by repetition and by the pivot or center of the passage.

· Chiasms can also emphasize by contrasting the first half with the last half.

· Chiasms made for a memory tool and a cross-check for copying by hand.

· Chiasms made for an orderly presentation.

· Chiasms serve to help us check our understanding of each part of a passage.

________________________________________________________________________

Some additional recommended resources for Hebrew Poetry Patterns, Poetic Forms & Chiasm:

Hebrew Poetry: What’s It All About? By Dennis Hinks:
http://www.journal33.org/bible/html/hebpoet.htm
Chiasmus, by Brad McCoy:

http://chafer.nextmeta.com/files/v9n2_2chiasmus.pdf
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