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HEBREW THOUGHT PATTERNS 01 - PARALLELISM 
 

I. THE SUBDIVISION OF THE OLD TESTAMENT BOOKS 
 

 
 

Adapted from Trend Enterprises Books of The 
Bible learning Chart (T-38702) 

 

 
 
The 39 Books of the Old Testament fall into the 
following groupings 
 

1. The Historical Books 
a. LAW (Genesis-Deuteronomy) 
b. HISTORY (Joshua-Esther) 

 
2. The Poetical Books 

Sometimes called “The Writings” or “The 
Wisdom Literature” 
(Job- Song of Songs) 
 

3. The Prophets 
a. MAJOR PROPHETS (Isaiah-Daniel) 
b. MINOR PROPHETS (Hosea-Malachi) 

 
The Writings consist of five books sandwiched between the Historical Books and The 
Prophets. They are Hebrew Poetry.  
 

Job – an extended dramatic poem  
Psalms –  
Proverbs –  
Ecclesiastes –  
Song of Songs – an extended dramatic poem. 
 

There is also poetic material to be found in the Prophets and scattered through the Historical 
Books. 
 
In this session we are stepping aside from Revelation to examine certain characteristics of 
Hebrew Poetry as these were embedded in Hebrew Cultural patterns of thinking and 
naturally at times break through to the surface of all writings in the Old and New Testaments. 
Recognizing these cultural patterns of thinking enable us to read passages as a Hebrew 
would and understand passages as a Hebrew would. We begin to recognize connections 
between passages which becomes a significant asset in understanding the text of scripture. 
 

II. ENGLISH VERSUS HEBREW POETRY: 
 
English Poetry is based on the rhythm and rhyme of the words used. For example: 

 
"Tyger Tyger, burning bright, 
In the forests of the night." 
("The Tyger" by William Blake) 
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The Hymn “Just as I am” is an example of poetry based on rhyme. The rhythm 
of the wording is accentuated by it being set to music.  
 

Just as I am, without one plea 
But that Thy blood was shed for me 
And that Thou bid'st me come to Thee 
O Lamb of God, I come! I come 

Just as I am, though tossed about 
With many a conflict, many a doubt 
Fighting and fears within without 
O Lamb of God, I come, I come 

Just as I am, and waiting not 
to rid my soul of one dark blot 
to thee whose blood can cleanse each spot 
O Lamb of God, I come, I come 

Just as I am, poor, wretched, blind 
Sight, riches, healing of the mind 
Yea, all I need, in Thee to find 
O Lamb of God, I come, I come 

English poetry focusses on AUDIBLE SIMILARITIES. 
 
Hebrew Poetry differs. It is not based on rhythm and rhyme. Rather than using audio-
similarities its “prime feature is “thought – and “word -parallelism.”1 
 
The basic unit usually consists of two lines (a COUPLET). It may in certain instances extend to 
three lines (a TRIPLET) or even four lines (a QUATRAIN). In rare instances  it may involve a 
whole stanza.2 
 
For example, Psalm 38:1-3 contains 3 sets of thought-parallelisms, each consisting of two 
lines:  
 

Psalm 38:1-3 (ESV) 
1O LORD, rebuke me not       // in your anger, 
               nor discipline me   // in your wrath! 
 
2 For your arrows have sunk         // into me, 
  and your hand has come down // on me. 
 
3 There is no soundness in my flesh // 
    because of your indignation; 
there is no health in my bones // 
    because of my sin. 

 
The thought- parallelism results in PARALLEL LINES in which ideas may be 
  

• COMPARED – SYNONYMOUS PARALLELISM 
 

1 https://prezi.com/mzwtwwpzhwmd/old-testament-poetry-and-wisdom-
literature/?frame=cfe63b694d5cbc8f40c53d147be1e1a84acc2586  
2 Matt and Rachael Taylor, ‘What is Hebrew Parallelism’ (Jan 21,2015) 
https://seekingourgod.wordpress.com/2015/01/21/what-is-hebrew-parallelism/  
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• CONTRASTED – ANTITHETIC PARALLELISM 
• COALESCED – SYNTHETIC PARALLELISM. 

 
We will consider each of these in turn: 
 

III. PARALLELISM IN WHICH IDEAS ARE COMPARED – SYNONYMOUS PARALLELS. 
 
Two or more lines convey the SAME MEANING but use DIFFERENT WORDS. The first line 
states an idea, and the second line rephrases the same idea in different words 
and imagery, which makes them synonymous.  3  
 

Proverbs 16:18 (ESV) 
18 Pride goes before destruction, 
    and a haughty spirit before a fall. 

 
Where the lines are simply synonymous, the point is emphasized by means of repetition: 
 

Psalm 120:2 (ESV) 
2 Deliver me, O LORD, 
    from lying lips, 
    from a deceitful tongue. 4 

 
By using words that convey similar concepts the meaning of the 
thought is amplified in importance. The repetition emphasizes 
the destructive nature of dishonest words. 

 
By repeating the same idea synonymous parallelism AMPLIFIES meanings: 

 
Luke 7:27-28 (ESV) 
27 “But I say to you who hear,  
Love your enemies,  
do good to those who hate you, 
 28 bless those who curse you,  
pray for those who abuse you. 

 
Our “enemies” are those who “hate” us, “curse” us, “abuse” us. 
 

Synonymous parallelism may CLARIFY meanings:  
 

Proverbs 19:5 (ESV) 
A false witness will not go unpunished, 
    and he who breathes out lies will not escape. 

 
“false witness” vs. “he who breathes out lies”. Same idea. SYNONYMOUS. 
The second line by using different words fills the first with meaning  
i.e.  a “false witness” is one “who breathes out lies”. 
 
“will not escape” (line 2) means “will not go unpunished”. 

 

 
3 https://www.compellingtruth.org/synonymous-parallelism.html 
4 https://www.compellingtruth.org/synonymous-parallelism.html 
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Isaiah 53:2b (ESV) 
he had no form or majesty that we should look at him, 
and no beauty that we should desire him. 

 
“no beauty” is not referring to ugliness but to lack of standing or status – “no 
. . . majesty”. He was born of the poorest of the peasants in Israel, not of 
noble or wealthy families. 
 

Recognizing synonymous parallelism therefore becomes a tool for interpretation. It 
allows Scripture to interpret itself. 

 
The systematic repetition of thoughts in synonymous parallelism in some instances hammers 
the point home by making it reverberate in our mind: 
 

Matthew 7:7-8 (ESV) 
7 “Ask, and it will be given to you;  
seek, and you will find;  
knock, and it will be opened to you.  
8 For everyone who asks receives,  
and the one who seeks finds,  
and to the one who knocks it will be opened 

 
Proverbs 3:11 (ESV) 
My son, do not despise the LORD's discipline 
    or be weary of his reproof, 
 

This contains pairs of similar words that are set side by side in 
parallel lines that emphasize similar ideas: “discipline”/”reproof” 
and “despise”/”be weary”. This reinforces the main idea behind each 
line: be ever open to the Lord. 

 
Isaiah 53:4-6 (ESV) 
4a Surely he has borne our griefs 
    and carried our sorrows; 
 
5 But he was pierced for our transgressions; 
    he was crushed for our iniquities; 
 
upon him was the chastisement that brought us peace, 
    and with his wounds we are healed. 
 
6 All we like sheep have gone astray; 
    we have turned—every one—to his own way; 

 
Note how the synonymous parallelism makes the thoughts 
reverberate. This hammers the ideas into our minds.5 
 
 
 
 

 
5 https://www.compellingtruth.org/synonymous-parallelism.html 
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IV. PARALLELISM IN WHICH IDEAS ARE CONTRASTED – ANTITHETIC PARALLELS. 
 
Usually antithetic parallelism involves two lines. 
The first line states an idea POSITIVELY while the second line states the same idea 
NEGATIVELY. It draws a contrast by looking at the same idea from opposite perspectives. 
The second line, being opposite, provides an antithesis. 
 
Antithetic parallels CONTRAST and do not CONTRADICT. 
 

Ecclesiastes 10:2 (ESV) 
2 A wise man's heart inclines him to the right, 
    but a fool's heart to the left. 
 

CONTRAST: “wise man’s heart” vs. “a fool’s heart” and “right” vs. “left”. 
Both lines share in common a “heart” and a “direction” 
COMMON IDEA: the heart determines the direction one’s life takes 

 
Note that words are dropped from the second line: “but a fool’s heart (inclines him) 
to the left.” This frequently occurs in Hebrew poetry. 

 
Proverbs 19:16 (ESV) 
16 Whoever keeps the commandment keeps his life; 
    he who despises his ways will die. 
 

FIRST: identify the contrasts. “Keeps the commandments” vs. “despises his 
ways” (treats the commandments contemptuously) 
“keeps his life” vs. “will die” 
 
SECOND: identify the common Idea: one’s attitude to the commandments 
determines the ultimate outcome. 
 

Proverbs 10:2 (ESV) 
2 Treasures gained by wickedness do not profit, 
    but righteousness delivers from death. 
 

FIRST – the CONTRASTS:  
• “treasures gained by wickedness” vs. “righteousness “(i.e. treasures 

gained legitimately) 
• “do not profit” vs. “delivers from death” i.e. “do not profit” = results 

in death. 
 

SECOND – the COMMON IDEA: the way one becomes wealthy has eternal 
consequences.  

 
The use of CONJUNCTIONS such as “but” are often a clear indication of 
antithetical parallelisms. 
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V. PARALLELISM IN WHICH IDEAS DEVELOP – SYNTHETIC PARALLELS. 
 
Synthetic Parallelism neither compares nor contrasts parallel lines but uses them to “put 
together” or “complete” a thought. In other words, the second line builds on the thought of 
the first line, expanding and completing it. 
 
From “synthesis” – to place separate elements “together” into a unified whole. 

 
For example,   
 

Psalm 42:1 (ESV) 
As a deer pants for flowing streams, 
so pants my soul for you, O God. 

 
In this instance the synthetic parallelism forms a simile. 
 

Psalm 1:1-2 (ESV) 
Blessed is the man[a] who  
walks not in the counsel of the wicked, 
nor stands in the way of sinners, 
    nor sits in the seat of scoffers; 
2 but his delight is in the law[b] of the LORD, 
    and on his law he meditates day and night. 

 
Successive lines expand on what a man who is blessed is like. Three lines 
describe what he will not do, and two give positive examples of what he will 
do. 6 
 

Proverbs 6:16-19 (ESV) 
16 There are six things that the LORD hates, 
    seven that are an abomination to him: 
17 haughty eyes, a lying tongue, 
    and hands that shed innocent blood, 
18 a heart that devises wicked plans, 
    feet that make haste to run to evil, 
19 a false witness who breathes out lies, 
    and one who sows discord among brothers. 

 
Successive lines expand on the first, describing the things God dislikes. 
 

Note how the following utilizes synthetic parallelism to advance the narrative of a virtuous 
wife: 
 

Proverbs 31:10-16 (ESV) 
10 [d] An excellent wife who can find? 
    She is far more precious than jewels. 
11 The heart of her husband trusts in her, 
    and he will have no lack of gain. 
12 She does him good, and not harm, 
    all the days of her life. 

 
6 https://answersingenesis.org/hermeneutics/parallelism-in-hebrew-poetry-reveals-major-hermaneutic-error/ 
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13 She seeks wool and flax, 
    and works with willing hands. 
14 She is like the ships of the merchant; 
    she brings her food from afar. 
15 She rises while it is yet night 
    and provides food for her household 
    and portions for her maidens. 
16 She considers a field and buys it; 

 
Another example of synthetic parallelism is referred to as “staircase” parallelism: 
 

Psalm 96:1-2a (ESV) 
Oh sing to the LORD a new song; 
    sing to the LORD (a new song) all the earth! 
2 Sing to the LORD (a new song all the earth), bless his name; 
    tell of his salvation from day to day. 

 
Each line builds on the thought of the previous line eventually completing the thought. 
 
Some synthetic parallelisms are referred to as “climactic parallelisms”. In Climactic 
Parallelism successive lines built to a climax or summary.  

 
Habakkuk 3:17-18 (ESV) 
17 Though  

the fig tree should not blossom, 
nor fruit be on the vines, 

the produce of the olive fail 
    and the fields yield no food, 

the flock be cut off from the fold 
and there be no herd in the stalls, 

18 yet I will rejoice in the LORD; 
    I will take joy in the God of my salvation. 

 
VI. PARALLELISMS IN INTERPRETATION: 

 
a. By recognizing parallelism in Hebrew Writings one is able to place a word or phrase or 

clause in relationship to its wider context and thus avoid misunderstandings: 
 

Colossians 2:13-14 (RSV) 
13 And you, who were dead in trespasses and the uncircumcision of your flesh, God 
made alive together with him, having forgiven us all our trespasses, 14 having 
canceled the bond which stood against us with its legal demands; this he set aside, 
nailing it to the cross.  
 
ESV: 
13 And you, who were dead in your trespasses and the uncircumcision of your flesh, 
God made alive together with him, having forgiven us all our 
trespasses, 14 by cancelling the record of debt that stood against us with its legal 
demands. This he set aside, nailing it to the cross. 
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b. Enables us to clarify meanings: 
 

Psalm 51:1 (ESV) 
Have mercy on me,[a] O God, 
    according to your steadfast love; 
according to your abundant mercy 
    blot out my transgressions. 
 

c. Defining words 
 

Psalm 22:17 
Dogs surround me, 
a group of evildoers encircles me. 
 
Genesis 4:23 
Lamech said to his wives,  

"Adah and Zillah, listen to me;  
wives of Lamech, hear my words.  
I have killed a man// for wounding me  
and a young man //for injuring me." 



HEBREW THOUGHT PATTERNS 02 - CHIASMS 
 

I. DEFINITION: 
 

A chiasm is a literary device in which a sequence of words or ideas is presented and then 
repeated in reverse order. 
 
Revelation 10:5-6 (ESV) 
 5 And the angel whom I saw  

standing on the sea  
and on the land  

raised his right hand to heaven  
6 and swore by him who lives forever and ever,  

who created heaven and what is in it, 
the earth and what is in it,  

and the sea and what is in it, that there would be no more delay, 
 
In this instance it consists of corresponding words which occur in the reverse order.  
 
These are sometimes identified by LETTERS. So “sea” in v.5 is represented by “A” and in 
v.6 by “A’” (i.e. A-prime). 
 
This particular chiasm could be written as ABCXC’B’A’. X represents an isolated element 
with no corresponding “prime”. Usually X is located at the entre and provides the focus 
of the chiasm which leads up to this point (ABC) and then away from it (C’B’A’). 
 

Mark 2:27:  
"The Sabbath was made  

for man,  
not man  

for the Sabbath." 
 

This chiasm lacks the isolated central element and consists of two parallel pairs of 
corresponding elements: ABB’A’. In Greek it is “the man” with a definite article. Jesus 
refers back to Creation. First God created Adam on the sixth day and then instituted the 
Sabbath for him. Jesus argues that the Sabbath was not made first and then God created 
man to keep it. Man is the priority on the Sabbath, not the Sabbath.  
 
The above two examples illustrate two basic patterns of chiasms: 
 

PATTERN 01 
the basic structure of a chiasm is generally ABB'A'1 
 
PATTERN 02 
sometimes there is another idea nestled between the reverse order. 
This looks like ABXB'A'. In this structure, the ideas A and B are 
repeated in reverse order, but another idea, X, is inserted between 
the repetition. X is emphasized because of its position and because it 
is the only idea that is not repeated.  2 
 
 

 
1 https://www.compellingtruth.org/chiasm-chiastic.html 
2 https://www.compellingtruth.org/chiasm-chiastic.html 



Matthew 23:12 (ESV) 
12 Whoever exalts himself  

will be humbled,  
and whoever humbles himself  

will be exalted. 
 
Mark 8:35 (ESV) 
35 For whoever would save his life[d]  

will lose it,  
but whoever loses his life for my sake and the gospel's  

will save it. 
 

Mark 2:19-20 (ESV) 
19 And Jesus said to them,  

“Can the wedding guests fast  
while the bridegroom is with them?  
As long as they have the bridegroom with them,  

they cannot fast.  
20 The days will come  

when the bridegroom is taken away from them,  
and then they will fast in that day. 

 
Mark 3:28-29 (ESV) 
28 “Truly, I say to you, all sins will be forgiven the children of man,  

and whatever blasphemies they utter,  
29 but whoever blasphemes against the Holy Spirit 

 never has forgiveness, but is guilty of an eternal sin” 
 
30 for they were saying, “He has an unclean spirit.” 
 
Mark 8:34-35 (ESV) 
34 And calling the crowd to him with his disciples, he said to them,  
“If anyone would come after me,  

let him deny himself and  
take up his cross and  

follow me.  
 

Zechariah 9:5 illustrates a chiastic arrangement of city names.  
 

A Ashkelon will see it and fear;  
B Gaza also and be very sorrowful;  

C And Ekron:  
C' For her (i.e., Ekron’s) expectation will be ashamed,  

B' And the king will perish from Gaza;  
A' And Ashkelon will not be inhabited. (Lund 1942/1992:41) 

  



II. BEYOND WORDS 
 

Chiasms go beyond words into the correspondence of ideas or even subject matter. 
 
Joshua 1:5-9 (ESV) 

A. As I was with Moses, so I will be with you; I will never leave you nor forsake you. 
 
B. Be strong and courageous, because you will lead these people to inherit 
the land I swore to their ancestors to give them. Be strong and very 
courageous. 

 
C. Be careful to obey all the law my servant Moses gave you; do not 
turn from it to the right or to the left, that you may be successful 
wherever you go. 

 
D. Keep this Book of the Law always on your lips; 
 
D. Meditate on it day and night, 

 
C. So that you may be careful to do everything written in it. Then 
you will be prosperous and successful. 
 

B. Have I not commanded you? Be strong and courageous. Do not be 
afraid; do not be discouraged,  

 
A. For the Lord your God will be with you wherever you go. 

 
THE FLOOD NARRATIVE (Genesis 6-9) 
 
A: Noah and his sons (Gen 6:10) 

B: All life on earth (6:13:a) 
C: Curse on earth (6:13:b) 

D: Flood announced (6:7) 
E: Ark (6:14-16) 

F: All living creatures (6:17–20 ) 
G: Food (6:21) 

H: Animals in man's hands (7:2–3) 
I: Entering the Ark (7:13–16) 

J: Waters increase 
(7:17–20) 

X: God 
remembers 
Noah (8:1) 

J': Waters decrease 
(8:13–14) 

I': Exiting the Ark (8:15–19) 
H': Animals (9:2,3) 

G': Food (9:3,4) 
F': All living creatures (9:10a) 

E': Ark (9:10b) 
D': No flood in future (9:11) 

C': Blessing on earth (9:12–17) 
B': All life on earth (9:16) 

A': Noah and his sons (9:18,19a) 
 
 



III. IMPORTANCE OF PARALLELISM FOR CHIASMS 
 
A chiasm is effectively made up of parallel pairs inserted with parallel pairs. So it is 
important to understand Hebrew Parallelism and its various forms in order to understand 
the relationships between the pairs (A & A’) in the chiasm. 
 
For example, in the Flood narratives some pairs are synonymous, others are antithetical. 

 
Recognizing the relationship between the chiastic pairs is vital for interpretation. 

 
IV. USE OF CHIASMS IN INTERPRETATION 

 
Matthew 6:24 (ESV) 
24 “No one can serve two masters,  

for either he will hate the one  
and love the other,  
or he will be devoted to the one  

and despise the other.  
You cannot serve God and money. 
 
FORM: ABCC’B’A’ 
 

AA’ – two masters defined – God and Money 
BB’ – the one – “hated” and “despised”  
CC’ – the other “loved” and “devoted to” 
 
Greatest emphasis placed on the central pair (CC’). Love and 
devotion. To which is our love and devotion committed? 

 
while serving God is good and proper, love and devotion to Him should be 
our driving force. We can serve without love and devotion. SERVICE TO BE 
RELATIONAL. 

 
antechó: to hold against, i.e. to hold firmly to i.e to be devoted to 
 
“miseo” (‘hate’)– to hate in a comparative sense which centres  in 
moral choice, ‘elevating one value over another’. – “to love less”, 
“esteem less”. 3 
the Greek word śânê' which is hating an enemy. 
 
kataphronéō  (‘despise’) Literally, “to think down on” – “to deem 
unworthy, “to think little of”, “to disregard” 4 

 
“hate . . . love . . . devoted . . . despise” – NIV, NLT, ESV, BSB, 
BLB, NASB, CSB, HCSB, NET Bible, NHEB, GWT, WEB 
“hate . . . love . . . be loyal to . . . despise” – NKJV, GNT, ISV,  
“hate . . . love . . . hold to . . . despise” – KJV, DBT, ERV, WBT, 
YLT 
“hate . . . love . . . honor . . . ignore” – Aramaic Bible in Plain 
English 

 
3 https://biblehub.com/greek/3404.htm 
4 https://biblehub.com/greek/2706.htm 



“dislike . . . like . . . hold to . . . despise” – WNT,  
“like one more than the other or be more loyal to one than 
the other” – CEV, 

 
Matthew 7:6 (NIV) 
"Do not give dogs what is sacred; do not throw your pearls to pigs. If you do, they 
may trample them under their feet, and turn and tear you to pieces. 
 

"Do not give dogs what is sacred;  
do not throw your pearls to pigs.  
If you do,  
they may trample them under their feet,  

and turn and tear you to pieces. 
 
i.e. the pigs “trample underfoot”. It is the dogs who “tear . . . to pieces” 

 
Revelation 20:4-7 (ESV) 
4 Then I saw thrones, and seated on them were those to whom judgment was 
committed.  

Also I saw the souls of those who had been beheaded for their testimony to 
Jesus and for the word of God, and who had not worshiped the beast or its 
image and had not received its mark on their foreheads or their hands. They 
came to life, and reigned with Christ a thousand years.  

5 The rest of the dead did not come to life until the thousand years 
were ended.  

This is the first resurrection. 6 Blessed and holy is he who shares in the first 
resurrection! Over such the second death has no power,  

but they shall be priests of God and of Christ, and they shall reign with him a 
thousand years. 
 


