
How to Teach the Bible 
Lesson 9: 

 Poetry 

Prose and poetry are not the same. But what makes them different? 
• In your Bible, you might notice that certain chapters appear in paragraphs that fill the 

columns. Other parts appear in separate lines with lots of extra white space on the page. 
The editors of your Bible translation are trying to give you a hint: the first is prose, the 
second poetry. 

• Prose is the word we use for normal writing. We use prose when we write a narrative, 
compose a letter, make an argument, or carry a conversation. 

• What is poetry? Fundamentally, poetry is not prose. It is characterized by particular 
literary devices and is usually broken up into lines rather than written in paragraphs.  

• While prose communicates facts, events, and arguments, poetry seeks to communicate 
emotions, feelings, and moods. This is a bit overly simplistic, but you might say that prose 
communicates to the head, poetry to the heart. 

A poet invites us into his or her experience. 
• Poems in the Bible can be very personal. Often, a poet communicates in broad terms and 

pictures to draw us into some common experience or emotion.  
• We have successfully read and interpreted a poem when the lines of the poem have 

become our own; the song we have sung; the prayer we ourselves have prayed. The Spirit 
works in us to use these pieces of poetry to express our own emotions, prayers, and praise.  

Literary Devices in the Poetry: 
Figurative language 

• Poets use words in ways that go beyond their basic meaning. For instance, “I’m as hungry 
as a horse,” though not literally true, communicates something figurative about my 
appetite. Figurative language comes in many shapes and forms: 

o Simile/Metaphor: these are both illustration through comparison. A simile uses 
“like” or “as”, while a metaphor does not. 

§ Simile:     “He is like a tree planted by streams of water 
      That yields its fruit in its season, and its leaf does not wither. 
      In all that he does, he prospers.” (Psalm 1:3) 

§ Metaphor:  “Wine is a mocker, 
Strong drink a brawler, 
And whoever is lead astray by it is not wise.” (Prov. 20:1) 

o Personification: A poet uses personification when he assigns human attributes to 
something that is non-human. 

§ Example:  “In them he has set a tent for the sun, 
Which comes out like a bridegroom leaving his chamber, 
And, like a strong man, runs its course with joy.” (Ps. 19:5) 

o Extended Metaphor: this occurs when a poet uses extended comparison to draw 
out many facets of experience and truth. Sometimes an entire chapter or section is 
an extended metaphor. 

§ Examples:  Hosea 2—Israel is an adulteress woman 
Ezekiel 19:10-14—Israel is a vine in a vineyard 
Proverbs 1:20-33—Wisdom is a woman calling in the street 
Psalm 23—the Lord is my shepherd 



 
Symbolism  

• Often, a poet will include certain elements to symbol more than their literal meaning. For 
instance, a lion might symbolize royalty and power, a tree could symbolize flourishing, 
growth, and health, or water might symbolize chaos and destruction. 

• Many of these symbols are used regularly throughout the Bible, both in poetry and prose. 
o Circumcised hearts symbolize responsiveness and tenderness to the Lord 

“Circumcise yourselves to the Lord; 
Remove the foreskin of your hearts, 
O men of Judah and inhabitants of Jerusalem” (Jeremiah 4:4) 

o Branch symbolizes the Messiah 
“There shall come forth a shoot from the stump of Jesse, 
And a branch from his roots shall bear fruit.” (Isaiah 11:1) 

Couplet 
• A couplet is when a poet uses two lines to communicate one idea. This is very common in 

Hebrew poetry. It’s a similar effect to taking a profile and side-view photo of the same 
object. 

o Examples:  “For you are not a God who delights in wickedness; 
Evil may not dwell with you.” (Psalm 5:5) 
 
“The heavens declare the glory of God, 
And the sky above proclaims his handiwork.” (Psalm 19:1) 

Chiasm 
• In English, it is easy to recognize poetry because it often rhymes. Hebrew poetry doesn’t 

use rhyme schemes; instead it uses chiasm. 
• Chiasm is when the first and last line relate, the second and second to last line relate, the 

third and third to last line relate, and so on.  
• Many chiasms are only three lines long. The first and last line relate, with a different 

middle line: 
(A) “Bless the Lord, O my soul 

(B) And all that is within me, 
(A’) Bless his holy name!” (Psalm 103:1) 

• Other chiasms can be longer: 
(A) “Vindicate me, O LORD, for I have walked in my integrity 

(B) And I have trusted in the Lord without wavering. 
(C) Prove me, O LORD, and try me: 
(C’) Test my heart and my mind. 

(B’) For your steadfast love is before my eyes, 
(A’) And I walk in your faithfulness.” (Psalm 26:1-3) 

Lab: 
 Psalm 121—“My Help Comes from the Lord” 
 Psalm 69:13-18—“Save Me, O God” 
  Jonah 2:1-10—“Jonah’s Prayer” 
 Joel 2—“The Coming Day of the Lord” 
 Jeremiah 18:13-17—“The People Have Forgotten Me” 
 Isaiah 65:17-25—“New Heavens and New Earth” 
 Proverbs 1:20-33—“Lady Wisdom” 
 Deuteronomy 32:10-18—“The Song of Moses” 


