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Reading/Applying Biblical Poetry, |

Let us begin by looking at Psalm 46. Let me reagbiothe superscription, which we will have
opportunity to talk about later in this course. Bmeall print says this: “For the director of mu<f.the
Sons of Korah. According talamoth A song.” We will talk about the significance big later on. |
will read the entire psalm:

God is our refuge and strength,
an ever-present help in trouble.
Therefore we will not fear, though the earth givayw
and the mountains fall into the heart of the sea,
though its waters roar and foam
and the mountains quake with their surging.
There is a river whose streams make glad the €iGoal,
the holy place where the Most High dwells.
God is within her; she will not fall;
God will help her at break of day.
Nations are in an uproar, kingdoms fall;
He lifts His voice, the earth melts.
The Lord Almighty is with us;
the God of Jacob is our fortress.
Come and see the works of the Lord,
the desolations He has brought on the earth.
He makes wars to cease to the ends of the earth;
He breaks the bow and shadows the spear,
He burns the shields with fire.
“Be still, and know that | am God;
| will be exalted among the nations.
| will be exalted in the earth.”
The Lord Almighty is with us;
the God of Jacob is our fortress.

A psalm that begins with “Our God is our refuge atrgngth” twice has that refrain “The Lord
Almighty is with us; the God of Jacob is our foss&—in verse 7 and again in verse 11. This is &npsa
about the tumult of the world of nature and alsatimult of those who rise against the city of God.
Toward the end, in verse 10, God simply says, ‘Bleasid know that | am God.” What kind of stillres
is He commanding? | know that often when | haveugind about this verse, | have thought that thes is
mandate to serenity: to quiet our hearts, to bectd be restful, to be still and to meditate ordG8ut
as we look at the context, and if we were to lobtha Hebrew language that we are translating hieee,
text is actually saying, “Enough. Stop.” | am notrgy to say, “Shut up,” although it comes close to
“Leave off.” When the world is in a tumult, whengme are rising against God, He simply says,
“Enough. Stop. Be still and know that | am God.ill ve exalted among the nations. | will be exalied
the earth.” What really excites me is the next@gtise refrain, which says, “The Lord Almighty ighv
us.” When you think about the imagery used in t#gyepart of the psalm—the mountains falling into
the heart of the sea, its waters roaring and fognand the mountains quaking with the surging—we
will not fear, for God is our refuge. He is an epeesent help in trouble. This God who will be ¢xdl
among the nations, exalted in the earth, is witHtus incredible, when you think about it, thaetGod
of Jacob is our fortress. What is our responshkihktprobably you cannot do better than what Paidl s
in Romans 8. He was not, perhaps, reflecting aghrticular psalm, but he was certainly reflecting
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this truth when he said, “What shall we say in ogse to all of these things? If God is for us, wha
be against us?” What an exciting thing. | thinkwi# be enriched in our understanding of God and, |
hope, in our walks with God this semester as wéoeggghese wonderful books, the Psalms and the
wisdom books. We will learn so much from them. Tiwak be my prayer for you.

Let us commit this time to the Lord in prayer.

Father, what a joy it is to know that You, the Léddhighty, are with us. We did not find our way to
You, but You came down to earth to save us andike s Your own, and we thank You for that. We
recognize that if You are for us, no matter whaesi against us, though the mountains should fiall in
the sea and the seas should roar and foam, we Knand, that we need not fear because the God
Almighty is with us. Lord, we thank You for thatdave pray that You would cause that to have an
impact on us, in our emotions as well as in ourdsirLord, | pray now that You would be with us in
this lesson. | pray that You would help us in thiegs that we consider, that | would be able tcagpe
clearly, and that the students would have attentiveds to understand what we are talking about.tMos
of all, Lord, | pray that Your Spirit would guides and illuminate us, that You would repress those
things which are false that may come from my Iy that You would reinforce those things that are
good and edifying and that will prepare us betteuhderstand Your Word and love You more. We pray
this in Jesus’ name. Amen.

| have entitled this lecture simply, “How to ReawlaApply Biblical Poetry.” We begin by discussing a
concept called “literary competence” and its relaship to interpretation. Whether we are
communicating using body language or spoken largoaghe written word, we share between us
certain agreed-upon contracts. These are impheitracts, not things that we necessarily talk about
that make communication possible between us. Sdrtese implicit contracts are rather universal in
scope. For instance, a frown is a frown all overworld. It is not something that you have to le#ut

is somewhat instinctual. Everyone understandsaliegiwn communicates sadness or displeasure. A
smile, depending on the position of the eyes, imlhg a friendly gesture. | suppose if the eyes are
frowning and the mouth is smiling, that could b&oanewhat frightening gesture. Many of these things
are rather universal. These are ways we communiggieone another even without words. We also use
gestures. Some gestures have to be learned. |mfaeh | was a teenager and had opportunity td wisi
Brazil, | was instructed early on as to what kinflgestures meant one thing in America but carmsied
different meaning in Brazil, and so | had to besfarabout that. We must learn the gestures and the
meanings in our culture, and when we go to anathkure we must learn a different set of gestures a
meanings. It is an implicit agreement, perhaps nspeken, but those who grow up in the culture know
what that communicates. In addition to facial esprens and gestures, we have a lot of understasiding
and conventions that we experience in written damisias well as in spoken conversations. For
instance, if you receive a letter in the mail, yaun usually just look at the letter and know whethis

a business letter or personal letter. If it is haritien, it is often a personal letter. In Britanin

Europe, in general, if you want to apply for a jgbu write a handwritten letter, whereas if you wian
apply for a job in the United States, you are etgubto type it. It is a different convention fod#ferent
place. Now, there are other things | guaranteerttaaty American students would be able to respond
appropriately even though | have not given youlyeatough information apart from our agreed implici
contract. For instance, if | say, “Knock, knockgwwill say, “Who is there?” because you will think
“Oh, this is a ‘knock, knock’ joke.” Now, if | werstanding by the door and | said, “Knock, knoclquy
would probably say, “Come in.” In a different coxitethe same words have a different meaning. We
understand each other because of the implicit @llzontract between us. If | say, “Once upon atim

| am beginning a fairy tale. If | say, “I was bama Christian home,” | am beginning testimony. Man
people in our society would not know what that wag,we understand it here. “A proposition and¢hre
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main points” is a sermon by all means, yes. It dedseven have to be verbal. In our culture, we all
know the distinctive rhythm of a type of poem cdlielimerick. We all know certain proverbs. If &dt
off by saying, “A bird in the hand,” you will knothe next part: “is worth two in the bush.” In afltbe
above examples, communication is successful, bedaatth you and | had this unspoken agreement
that if | say, “Knock, knock,” you will say, “Whaithere?” and you know that | am going to say
something silly. We all understand the joke evetihaut knowing each other well. | do not know some
of you at all, but our cultural background has preg us with the right understanding of conventioins
communication that we all could understand the jéitkof these different things that | have been
talking about are, in a sense, signs. Gesture$aamna expressions are certain kinds of signs. $pok
words are signs and signals of something. Writterd& are also signs of something.

“Semiotics” is the general science of signs. Thahe academic word for the study of signs of ialtl&,
these signs by which people in cultures communiddte word “semiotics” comes frosemeion,

which is a Greek word that means “sign.” Semiotves the term favored by C.S. Peirce, one of tts¢ fir
people to talk a lot about this. “Semiology” is #mr word you might hear. Ferdinand de Saussure, a
Frenchman, was the one who talked about “semicldmy,both terms are based on this general science
of signs. The main point | want us to get is howamant these implicit understandings are for caltu
communication among people in a particular culture-a-particular society. | will share a story as an
example. It comes from Nick Wilson, who is a goadrfd of mine who is in missions. He wrote a letter
once, a general missionary prayer letter, in whieliecounted the experience of two young women who
had gone into a village to learn the language artthhslate Scriptures into that language. Thighat

he writes:

They were new missionaries, alone in a remoteltvitiage, these two single women who had
the highest of goals, the best of intentions, timegt of motives. They were to translate the Bible
into this as-yet-unwritten tribal language. Buteafa year’s worth of labor, they had no results.
Oh, they had been well received at first. The thikad even built them a small house complete
with a screened-in porch. It was a hot, muggy d@weith only a hint of breeze right at
daybreak, so every morning they used to sit orptreh to read their Bibles and sip lime juice,
the only refreshment they could find. But it seerttet rather quickly they became outcasts with
tribal members avoiding them. They were unablertd §omeone to become their language
helper. Just over a year later, those in the misdexided something had to be done. A veteran
missionary couple was sent to replace them. It seethmt in no time at all, this couple had won
the confidence of the tribe and began to make pssgioward a translation. So they began to
probe to find out why the two women had encountsteth resistance. They were astonished to
learn that the women had a reputation for exhigibtatant immorality. The wives of the
tribesmen even forbade their husbands and sons aoywvhere near the women. Inquiring
further, the couple listened in utter shock tottiteesmen’s description of the activity that had
confirmed the two women’s guilt. They drank limégievery morning. You see, limes were the
only citrus that grew here in the village, anddenturies the women of the tribe had drunk its
juice in the belief that it was a morning-after taneptive. The two single women, having been
observed drinking it every morning, were thus andein the village—while having their quiet
times, | might add. The tribal people assumedttey had had gentlemen visitors each night. Of
course, the truth is that there were no nightljteis. The two women had no idea what drinking
a glass of lime juice meant in the culture. Theg ha idea of what that simple act was
communicating.

That is called culture shock. We have culture shels&n we do not understand what a given action
communicates in a certain culture. In order to ogere culture shock you seek to attain cultural
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competence. You seek to become acculturated. Leewn order to overcome the awkwardness of
being in a foreign culture, you probably need tead@p linguistic competence. Even among people who
speak the same language, there can be differemtles ways they express themselves, which can lead
to serious misunderstandings. “Linguistic compe¢&meeans that one has a sufficient grasp of the
conventions governing a particular language tapmet individual utterances according to their
intended sense. In other words, you understand @that people are trying to say.

What we sometimes do not realize is that we algal e try to develop literary competence when we
are reading the Bible. The Bible is a literary wdtks not pure literature, like a novel or anyiilike
that. It is utilitarian literature. The Bible coiria all kinds of different literary genres, from
historiography to law codes to apocalyptic to psatmproverbial wisdom literature to reflective
wisdom literature. All kinds of different literafgrms are found in the Bible, and in order to uistkend
it rightly, we need to know something about theasigular literary forms from a long time ago in a
different place. We must develop our own literapynpetence. That is what we want to talk about in
this lesson. In this course, we are dealing withRsalms and wisdom literature, which are largely
(although not exclusively) poetry. Literary compete means that one has a sufficient grasp of the
conventions governing a particular type or forntitefature to interpret individual exemplars acaogd
to their intended sense. | will explain this somatwurther as we move on to a discussion of what is
called “poetics.”

What is poetics? The tendency would be to think plogtics is the study of poetry. In fact, oddly
enough, the study of poetry is sometimes calledspdy,” which sounds like it comes from the word
“prose.” Poetics is simply a grammar of literatutes possible to have a poetics of narrative.réhs a
book entitledThe Poetics of Biblical Narrativiey Meir Sternberg. It is also possible to haveatigs of
biblical poetry. First, however, what do we mearmlgyrammar of literature? Let me give you a
definition by Adele Berlin in a book published i883 and entitledPoetics and Interpretation of

Biblical Narrative Adele Berlin says that “Poetics is an inductigeesce that seeks to abstract the
general principles of literature from many differemanifestations of those principles as they oatur
actual literary text.” She writes further, “Poetisgo literature as linguistics is to languageafTis, that
poetics describes the basic components of litexand the rules governing their use. Poetics stiive
write a grammar, as it were, of literature.” Thimkthe benefit of learning grammar if you are tryio
learn a foreign language. In trying to learn aifgmdanguage as an adult learner, you doubtlessdspe
some time trying to learn some grammatical rules@mciples. Do the native speakers of the languag
care much about the rules? Not necessarily; napeakers know pretty much intuitively how to speak.
However, as adult learners who do not have sureog@athers to walk around correcting us at every
step; we benefit by learning some general prinsighat are based on inspection of a number of
different examples. You observe what goes on inl#mguage and you ask, “What is the common
denominator here? What are the general rules?” @maedearn those general rules, then you can
transfer that to other people and say, “I have ofeskthat in English, interrogative sentences are
punctuated with a question mark at the end.” Inreeb for instance, there is no question mark at the
end, but there is a question letter. There is s@oant that stands for a question early in theesest
Every language has different conventions, so legrtiie grammar of a language is very beneficial.
Likewise, learning the grammar of biblical litereguwill be beneficial. We will know what to expect.
We will know what to be looking for. We will knovirwe are making the right kinds of judgments about
what we encounter in Psalms and in the wisdom hooks

Now, with respect to Psalms, C.S. Lewis, in hiskBeflections on the Psalmsays, “Most
emphatically, the Psalms must be read as poenhgj@swith all the licenses and all the formalgjehe
hyperboles, the emotional rather than logical cetiar, which are proper to lyrical poetry. They mus
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be read as poems if they are to be understooagssathan French must be read as French or English a
English. Otherwise, we shall miss what is in themd think we see what is not.” Notice again thaishe
talking about a literary form, but he compare® ileinguage. French is French, English is English.
Biblical poetry is biblical poetry.

Let me issue a few qualifications before we begiexplore what this all means in terms of biblical
poetry. First of all, poetics, the attempt to depeh grammar of literature, helps us understand eha
text may be claiming—what its truth claim is. ltedonot necessarily help us decide whether that
particular claim is itself true. In other wordsdies not decide the truth value of what is betated. |
know that is confusing, so let me illustrate itstfimeone says, “I just saw a UFO,” some of us know
exactly what that means, but if someone else hatéel English as a second language and had never
heard of the acronym or that abbreviation, “UF®Attperson might say, “What is a UFO?” Then you
could respond, “That is an unidentified flying ottj¢ When you say that, the second person
understands the truth claim that the first persas making. Understanding what he meant, however,
does not establish the truth value of what he said.

Often in our discussions of Scripture, we find @lwss disagreeing with each other. Have you ever
heard someone say, “Well, if you do not believe,ttieen you just do not even believe the Bible™? In
other words, “If you do not believe my interpretatiof this particular text, then you do not beli¢he
Bible.” However, that may or may not be true. Tlebate may be over what the Bible is actually
claiming. You may disagree with that person’s iptetation of the Bible while at the same time you
may agree with that person in saying, “Whateveile teaches, | embrace and believe. | accept on
faith the full truth value of the Bible.” Agreeiran that does not settle every question of trutintla
That is where interpretation comes in and tryin§igare out what the Bible is really saying. Sottisa
one qualification. Poetics will help us understartht the Bible is claiming, but it will never forces to
faith. Faith is a gift. God is the one who enahiggo believe to be true what the Bible says is, thut
what we are talking about tonight will help us betjrasp what is being claimed.

It is also very important that we recognize theipalar literary forms, or literary genres, so tha do
not misinterpret their truth claims. Let me giveuyane example of that. The story of Deborah and
Barak in Judges 4 and 5, although it is not pathefbooks we are studying here, is a nice example
because we have first a prose account of a patiewent and then we have a poetical celebration of
that same event. Judges 4 accounts an event ifetloé Deborah and Barak, the hesitant hero, &eaht
the poetic account comes in Judges 5. Now, | angoiog to take time to read both of these chapters,
but | want to first point you to something in theery. This is something that is sometimes poiiotgd
by those who would wish to assert that the Bibletiaicts itself. Judges 5 celebrates the death of
Sisera, whom Jael killed. She took the tent pegnm hand and the hammer in the other; and while he
was sleeping, according to the prose account, she dhe tent peg through his head and thus he Hied
will read from chapter 5, beginning in verse 26:

Her hand reached for the tent peg,
her right hand for the workman’s hammer.
She struck Sisera, she crushed his head,
she shattered and pierced his temple.
At her feet he sank,
he fell; there he lay
At her feet he sank, he fell;
where he sank, there he fell—dead.
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Many people have pointed out that verse 21 of Juddells us that Sisera did not fall at all. Judg1
says, “But Jael, Heber’'s wife, picked up a tent @ged a hammer and went quietly to him while he lay
fast asleep.” The prose account describes Siserg dpwn. He was not standing up; he was lying
down, and she crept up quietly as he was lying dexitausted. She drove the tent peg through his
temple into the ground and he died. So which i®it?she peg him while he was on the ground or did
he fall, fall, fall? Do we have a conflict in thetlBe? Is there a contradiction here? Believe mmeso
serious scholars point to this and say that weasly cannot trust the Bible in matters of detail
because of this obvious conflict. However, | thihkt it is a fundamental misperception of two kinds
literary genre. One account is narrative proseneppof events and the other is poetic celebration
Furthermore, let me just say that if you read owdrse 22 of chapter 4, it says, “Barak”—the mamwh
is supposed to be leading this thing—“came by irspiti of Sisera and Jael went out to meet him.
‘Come,’ she said, ‘I will show you the man you &eking for.” So he went in with her and there lay
Sisera with a tent peg through his temple—deadt’hhe enrich the text a little. In the Hebrew, ysa
“fallen.” The Hebrew says, “There he lay with attpeg through his temple—fallen.” You understand
that he did not in fact fall, but he was fallen. Was not getting up. We understand it in this wag,
sometimes when we say that many people have fallbattle. That term could refer to someone who
was prone and was shot in a foxhole. Now he isakkven though he did not actually fall. My pagmt
that we have to understand the figurative aspddenguage and we have to read the Bible with
common sense and recognize if there is a poetsbraion that keeps repeating, such as “at hehteet
sank”; it is saying that the guy was fallen, justlae prose text says. It is important that we ao n
misconstrue what a text is actually claiming. Tletpy here in Judges 5 is recounting a historiecahg
but it is recounting it in poetic idiom, which ag for hyperbole and imagery and so forth.

Another caution: context makes all the differendemit comes to the Bible’s truth claims. Therefatre
is important that we read verses in context. Anflief mine once gave me an example of this. He said
“Context makes a great deal of difference. If mfewdomes to me and says, ‘| am going to go
shopping,” and | say, ‘Okay, well, come back inhamr. | will see you in an hour.” That means one
thing, and it is not likely to make her angry osap However, if she comes out of our bedroom m he
jogging outfit and says, ‘I do not have much tirnet | am going to just jog around the block onead

| say, ‘Okay, | will see you in an hour,” then Megjust mocked her and probably discouraged hen fro
exercising.” Context makes a great deal of diffeeeMhat is a trivial example. It is very serionghe
Bible that we establish the context of the textsangestudying so that we understand what they truly
mean to claim.

Here is one more caution: grammar is descriptioé prescriptive. Grammar of a language is

descriptive in the first instance, not prescripiivehe first instance. | will explain what | mebg that.

To describe something is simply to detail, discassl explain it. To prescribe something is to mémda

to command that something must be a certain wayus.eay you go into a setting where a language has
never been written down. Your first task in writitige grammar is to describe the way the people talk
You do not come in with your own grammar alreadplece and say, “Okay, this is the right way to

talk and now you must start talking this way.” Otlge descriptions of how people speak become
known, then they take on something of a prescepfimction in society. That is what is true of

language.

The reason | make that point is because of theitnagplies to literature. We will be talking about
certain forms of psalms, for instance. We will tallout lament psalms, psalms of thanksgiving, hymns
and wisdom psalms and royal psalms. There areicextpectations for what these kinds of psalms will
contain, but we need to remember that our deseoriptare just that. They are descriptions and not
prescriptions of what the psalmist had to do. Some= people have made mistakes there. Someone
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might say, “Well, a lament psalm is only supposetdve these features and here is an extraneous
feature of something that is not normally expecsedthis psalm must not be genuine.” There wasa ti
when scholars would say of something unexpecteet, s remove that. That should not be there. It
does not fit.” However, this is an incorrect undansling of the categories of psalms. They are
descriptions of generalities or ideal forms, bugrgypsalmist is free, just as every artist is ftee,
exercise his own creativity and freedom in the iwgitof a particular psalm. It is helpful to have thrid
but not if we force everything into that grid ameéteby destroy parts of the text.

Let us move on to the next main question. Whateasetssence of biblical poetry? That is kind of &l bo
guestion. There are many ways we could answerThatessence of biblical poetry is that God is
speaking, of course. However, | am talking abauterms of its form, what is that determinative
feature? What is it that distinguishes biblical jppérom biblical prose? Before we get into that
guestion, let us think a minute about what poetiyigeneral. What are some of the features ofrpbet
We are familiar with English poetry, and it contaanumber of special features including meter,
rhyme, parallelism, and literary devices like alldgtion, imagery, and metaphor. Hebrew poetry is
characterized very much by parallelism, and we talk about that in the next lesson.

© Summer 2006, V. Philips Long & Covenant Theologgmhinary



