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OT Poetic Books 
 

1.  Some Characteristics of Poetic Books 
 

1) In these books God’s people vividly express their feelings, struggles, thoughts, and emotions 
about every aspect of life, all from the perspective of God’s sovereign rule over creation. 

 
2) The poetic books apply to every human being: 

 
a.  Suffering 
b.  The effects of sin on the conscience 
c.  How short life is 
d.  Biblical love between a man and a woman 
 

3) The moods and emotions expressed in these books can go from one extreme to the other—
from great courage and faith to deeply challenged and even skeptical 

 
4) As poetry they express man’s meditations on God and also include God’s response to man 

 
5) The OT poetic books are individual and personal 

 

2.  Wisdom in the OT Poetic Books 
 

The Hebrew term for wisdom (hokma) is used in a number of different contexts. It basically 
refers to skill in performing work and using the mind.  

 
Exod 35:35  “He has filled them with skill to perform every work of an engraver 

and of a designer and of an embroiderer…” 
Jer 10:9 “Beaten silver is brought from Tarshish, and gold from Uphaz, the 

work of a craftsman and of the hands of a goldsmith; violet and purple 
are their clothing; they are all the work of skilled men.” 

 
Thus, when used by the OT poetic books wisdom refers to skills for living. When applied to 
literature “wisdom” points to living life from God’s perspective (theologically). Note these four 
characteristics of “wisdom” literature: 
 
1) It aims at being practical, dealing with things like speech and etiquette (Prov 29:20), 

relationships at home (Prov 10:1), material possessions (Prov 10:22), and why the righteous 
suffer and the wicked prosper (Eccl 7:15–18). 

 
2) It emphasizes that one must depend completely on God. God is sovereign, He is in 

absolute control of everything (Prov 16:1, 4, 9), thus believers should live life accordingly 
(Eccl 7:14), which necessarily involves recognizing three things: 
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a.  Wisdom is based on the Mosaic Covenant. The OT saint, to whom these books were 

written, was to obey God to enjoy His blessing (compare Deut 6:24 with Prov 3:9–10) 
and not God’s judgment (Prov 10:16, 21; 19:3, 9). 

 

b.  Wisdom comes from God. Many times in the OT poetic books wisdom is spoken of as 

being an actual person (Prov 1:20–21). We should understand this as referring to God’s 
attribute of being all-wise. 

 

c.  Wisdom emphasizes fearing God. The fear of the Lord is the unconditional, reverential 

submission to God. It characterizes the believer’s entire life so that he hates sin and evil 
(Job 1:1; Prov 8:13). 

 
3) It emphasizes the fact that God created the world. This is seen in Proverbs 8 where God 

in His wisdom created the world (also Job 38:4–7; Ps 104:24; Prov 3:19–20). 
 

4) It is inspired, so it is God’s truth. An important thing to remember about poetry is that 
we must see the difference between when truth is taught and when something is truly 

described. There is a difference between describing how things are and saying how things 
should be.  

 
a.  For example, when the Bible records Satan’s lie in Genesis 3, is it teaching that we 

should lie, or is it describing when someone lied? Not everything the Bible records is 
truth that should be a normal part of your life! 

 
b.  We thus have to figure out when truth is being taught and when something is being 

truly described. The way to do this is by comparing Scripture with Scripture. We must 
distinguish (see the difference) between what is described and what is prescribed 
(commanded). For example: 

 
Prov 18:16 “A man’s gift makes room for him, and brings him before great 

men.”  
 
Here a situation is described—it tells it like it is. Nothing is said 
whether it is good or bad, how it applies, or what exceptions there 
might be. 

 
Prov 14:31 “He who oppresses the poor taunts his Maker, but he who is 

gracious to the needy honors Him.” 
 
Here an attitude is characterized and one is taught what he should do. 
Actions are being described as good or bad. 

 
 
 
More specific things about interpreting the poetic books will be mentioned later. 
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Job 

 

1.  Introduction to Job 
 

1) Authorship and Date of Events 
 

a.  The Bible doesn’t say who wrote this book. All we can say is that he was an Israelite. 
 
b.  The events of this book fit in to the period of 2000–1500 B.C. This is based on the 

following: 
 

(1) The names used in Job are found in this period 
(2) During this time the Sabaeans and Chaldeans roamed about as described in 1:15, 17 
(3) Job’s practices were like that of other patriarchs who lived during this time (Job as 

the head of the house offered sacrifices; his wealth was measured in livestock [1:3; 
42:12] as was Abraham’s [Gen 12:16; 13:2] and Jacob’s [Gen 30:43; 32:5])  

 
2) Purpose and Theme 
 

a.  The book of Job surveys different beliefs about how a sovereign God exercises His 
justice in a fallen world. 

 
b.  Theme: God’s sovereign justice 

 
3) Content and Message 
 

a.  Survey of the story 
 

(1) A righteous man named Job experiences the loss of every material blessing by the 
hand of Satan, yet does not curse God (1–2). 

 
(2) Four friends of Job—Eliphaz, Bildad, Zophar, and Elihu—try to help Job see that 

he is suffering because he has sinned against God and so must repent. Each time Job 
responds to them by claiming innocence and demanding answers from God (3–37) 

 
(3) God reproves Job for questioning Him (38:1–42:6) 
 
(4) Job repents of his actions and attitude toward God; God doubly restores Job’s 

material blessings (42) 
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� God’s freedom in administering justice in this world should produce in man a 
submissive faith 
 
(1) Many believe this book deals with why the righteous suffer. This only sees part of 

the picture, however, as Job is never told who was responsible for his suffering or 
why he suffered. 

 
(2) Job’s suffering was an event that focuses our attention on God’s administration of 

justice—blessing a person for living righteously, or judging him for living wickedly. 
 

(a) In 1:1–5 Job is shown to be genuinely righteous, having blessings that 
“normally” come from that: good family, wealth, social prestige, and a good 
reputation. 

 
(b) However, in 1:6–2:10 everything changes for Job when he experiences severe 

suffering for no apparent reason  
 

(c) This challenges Job’s (and his friends!) understanding of God’s administration of 
justice 

 
(3) The characters of this book have differing ideas as to how God manages (or, 

administers) His justice 
 

(a) Satan wanted to get Job to curse God, because he believed that God’s system 
of justice was flawed. Satan believed that man served God for His blessings 
and not from true devotion (1:9–11; 2:4–5). 

 
(b) Job’s friends believed that God’s system of justice was mechanically 

applied. They believed that if you do good, you will be blessed (8:5–7), and if 
you’re having a rough time, you have sinned! (15:20–25) Their beliefs were based 
on human experience and deduction (4:7–8; 8:8, 20). 

 
(c) Job believed that God was fickle in His administration of justice. Before his 

suffering Job agreed with his friends. At the beginning of his suffering he calmly 
accepted such as God’s will for his life. As time went on, Job accused God of 
mistreating him and not taking care of others. Job thus became God’s judge and 
God’s equal! 

 
(4) God responds by showing that: 
 

(a) His control of the universe is beyond anyone’s comprehension because no one is 
His equal (38:2–40:2).  

 
(b) How He governs life in the moral realm (His system of justice) is beyond 

anyone’s comprehension (40:7–41:34). Just as Job cannot control Behemoth or 
Leviathan, he cannot question what God does or think he can demand an 
explanation from God.  
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Indeed, God never tells Job how He exercises justice; He never answers Job’s 
questions as to why he suffered. Job learns that this is too deep for him and he 
must submit to the sovereign God who administers justice in a way that perfectly 
conforms to His nature and plan. 

 
(5) Summary of the message of Job 

 
God’s incomprehensible wisdom and incomparable power—seen in His creating and 
sustaining the world—shows His sovereignty, freely and correctly administering 
justice. Because God directs everything in this world, man must fearfully submit to 
the Lord and His sovereign will. 

 
(6) Lessons to learn about Satan 
 

(a) He is accountable to God, 1:7 
(b) God knows his mind, 1:7 
(c) Satan is not omnipresent or omniscient, 1:7–8 
(d) Satan can only do what God allows, 1:12; 2:6 
(e) God always sets limits on Satan, 1:12 
 

(7) Lessons to learn about suffering 
 

(a) We won’t always know why we suffer—suffering doesn’t necessarily happen 
because you’ve sinned against God 

(b) God’s eyes are always on His own 
(c) We will best understand God’s purposes in our lives when we submit to Him 

and accept even the difficult things as His will  
(d) God is worthy of love even apart from the blessings He gives, 1:21 
(e) We must trust God in the midst of suffering because even the suffering is 

directed by God. 
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2.  Outline of Job 
 

Basic Outline 
 
1) The Beginning of Job’s Suffering, 1–2 
2) The Debate over Job’s Suffering and God’s Justice, 3–37 
3) God’s Sovereignty in Administering His Justice, 38–41 
4) The End of Job’s Suffering, 42 

 

More Detailed Outline 
 

1.  The Beginning of Job’s Suffering, 1–2 
 
1) The setting, 1:1–5 
2) God sovereignly allows Job to suffer, 1:6–2:13 
 

2.  The Debate over Job’s Suffering and God’s Justice, 3–37 
 
1) Job’s wish, 3 
 

By cursing his birth Job has a wrong attitude toward life. This creates tension and begins the 
argument with his friends. From this they assumed that Job had to be suffering because of his sin. 

 
2) Three cycles of speeches, 4–27 
 

Job’s friends debate with him but get nowhere. Since they couldn’t convince Job, can anyone? In each 
cycle one of Job’s friends speaks with Job then responding. Their speeches start long but by the last 
cycle are shorter (Zophar doesn’t even speak in the third cycle). 

 
a.  First cycle, 4–14 
b.  Second cycle, 15-21 
c.  Third cycle, 22–27 

 
3) The climax, 28–37 
 

a.  Job says only God has wisdom, 28 
b.  Job challenges God to answer for Himself, 29–31 
c.  Elihu’s four speeches, 32–37 

 
3.  God’s Sovereignty in Administering His Justice, 38–41 

 
Despite all the men’s attempts to solve Job’s problem (“Why am I suffering when I haven’t done 
anything wrong?”) they fail in doing so. Only God can get to the bottom of the issue, namely, He is the 
sovereign creator who makes no mistakes so you must trust me. 
 

4.  The End of Job’s Suffering, 42 
 


