POETIC PARALLELISM
CULTURAL INSIGHT

ncient Hebrew used a variety of poetic devices, such as alliteration, repetition and elevated vocabu-
A lary. The primary poetic device in Biblical Hebrew is the use of parallel statements, in which one
statement is intensified by the poetic statement that follows it. Biblical scholars call the use of these poetic
structures parallelism. Parallelism (and therefore poetry) appears in every book in the Old Testament,
but it is especially common in the book of Psalms and in the prophetic books. Ancient Israelite prophets
prophesied in poetic parallelism. In fact, the first declaration in Isaiah, “Hear, O heavens, and give ear, O
earth” (Isaiah 1:2), is an example of poetic parallelism. “Hear” is parallel to “give ear,” and “O heavens” is
parallel to “O earth.” This kind of poetry is visible throughout the scriptures. Recognizing these passages
as a kind of poetry is vital in understanding not only the books we usually think of as poetry such as the
Psalms but also the books like Isaiah and Amos. Recognizing the poetic form of parallelism allows us to

better understand the specific words of the scriptures.
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