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The Old Testament poetry and wisdom books
In our modern Bibles, there are six Old Testament books that can be called books of poetry and wisdom. Five of them are placed in a separate section between the historical books and the prophetic books. These books are Job, Psalms, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and the Song of Songs. The sixth poetic book is Lamentations, a small and often neglected book, placed after Jeremiah among the prophetic books. 
 
Most of the text in the poetic books is – as we would expect – written as poetry:
	The book of Job is all poetry, except the frame story in chapters 1–2 and 42.

	The book of Psalms is all poetry, apart from the brief superscriptions that introduce most of the psalms.

	The book of Proverbs: All the proverbs are in poetic form. Only the brief editorial introductions to the various collections are in prose.

	The book of Ecclesiastes is written in both prose and poetry. All the poetry is not shown in some modern Bible editions.

	The Songs of Songs is all poetry, apart from the brief superscription that introduces the book.

	Lamentations contains only poetry.

 
These Old Testament poetic books deal with various aspects of spiritual life:
Job struggles with the question of God’s righteousness in times of suffering. At the end of the book, Job submits to God’s sovereignty. He realizes that he must trust in God’s faithful love in the midst of all his troubles.
The Psalms was the songbook and the prayerbook of ancient Israel. It contains prayers, poems, and songs written by king David and others, many of them connected with the Jerusalem temple worship. The psalms describe how the Israelites felt in times of sadness and trouble, thanksgiving and happiness.
Proverbs is the foremost example of ancient Hebrew wisdom. This wisdom was founded on the “fear of the Lord” and must be understood in the context of the Sinai covenant. It is a practical book and contains instructions for how everyday life should be lived in obedience to God.
Ecclesiastes is a confusing book – unless it is read with the key that comes at its very end: Fear God and keep his commandments, for this is the whole duty of man (12:13). This is the Teacher’s conclusion, which he arrives at only after having experienced – through his extensive investigations – that everything in this world is meaningless.
The Song of Songs is a poem about the beauty and excitement of love between a man and a woman. In God’s good creation, physical love should be seen as a normal part of marriage.
Lamentations contains five poems written after the destruction of Jerusalem and its temple by the Babylonians in 587 BC. The city and its remaining inhabitants are in deep mourning. They know that God has judged and punished them for their disobedience. But they also know that God wants them to repent – and that he still has compassion on them. So great is his unfailing love (3:32). 
 
In summary, the poetic books of the Old Testament have much to teach us modern Christian believers about the problem of suffering and the need for praise, but also how we should live our daily lives in relationship with God – in ways that would please and honor him.
 

Job
Introduction to Job
Name, author and date
The book is named after its main character, Job – a non-Israelite who lived in ancient times in the land of Uz (another name for Edom) southeast of the Holy Land and the Dead Sea. Job seems to have been contemporary with the Hebrew patriarchs. Like them, his wealth was measured in livestock. And like them, he served as priest for his family. 
The book about Job was not written by Job himself, but by an unknown Israelite. Bible scholars do not agree on when the author lived. It could have been any time before or after the Babylonian Exile. 
Contents and theme
Job was suddenly struck by disaster. Through tragic circumstances he lost every-thing he had: all his possessions, his livelihood, his children and his health. Job himself never knew why these disasters happened to him, an upright and righteous man who had been faithful to God and whose life had been blessed by God. 
According to the theology of conventional Israelite spiritual wisdom, suffering is the consequence of a person’s guilt before God, and blessing is the consequence of a person’s righteousness before God. This was what Job believed, at least initially. This was also what his friends, his “miserable comforters” (16:2), continued to remind him of. So some unconfessed sin, they insisted, must be the reason for Job’s suffering. 
But the reader knows that they were wrong. Already in the prologue of his book, the author reveals that the true reason for Job’s suffering was to test his righteousness. Satan had claimed before God that Job was righteous for selfish reasons – that he was not genuinely righteous, but that he had “earned” God’s blessings by his godliness. To prove Satan wrong, God allowed him to test Job. First Job lost his wealth, his children, and his position in society. Then he lost his health. His life of blessing had suddenly become a life of misery – and he was not told why this had happened.
On one level the book of Job is about suffering, and it does offer insights into why bad things happen even to good people. But the main focus of the book is on something else. The book is much more practical that theoretical. It is almost like a first-aid manual. Such a manual does not say much about the different reasons why you might break your arm. It is more interested in explaining what to do when your arm is broken. Similarly, the book of Job does not give a full list of reasons why suffering does happen. It is more concerned with how we should act toward God when suffering happens. Job is a book about whether God is worth following even when we are suffering. It is about whether God is worth trusting even when he seems to be making our life a misery.
Job passed the test. He may have questioned God. He may have cursed the day he was born. He may have been totally confused about God. He may have challenged God. But he did not deny God. Through all his sufferings – and as a result of the words that God spoke to him at the time of his suffering – Job attained a deeper understanding of both God and himself. He saw God in a new light. And as a result of this new understanding he repented. Job was comforted, not by his accusing friends – but by God’s presence in his life. 
The book ends with God abundantly restoring Job. 
Structure and outline
The book of Job has a “sandwich” structure: It begins with a short prologue (chapters 1–2) and ends with a short epilogue (42:7–17), both written in prose. Sandwiched between, we find the main body of the book, consisting of long speeches, all written in poetic form. So the book can be structured like this: 
	Prologue (chapters 1–2)

a.Job and his blessings (1:1–5)
b.Job is tested. His friends Eliphaz, Zophar and Bildad arrive to comfort him (1:6–2:13)
	Dialogues (chapters 3–27)

a.Job laments (chapter 3)
b.First round of speeches (chapters 4–14)
c.Second round of speeches (chapters 15–21)
d.Third round of speeches (chapters 22–26)
e.Job concludes the debate (chapter 27)
	True wisdom (chapter 28)

	Monologues (chapters 29–42:6)

a.Job makes three speeches (chapters 29–31)
b.Elihu makes four speeches (chapters 32–37)
	God speaks. Job responds and repents (38:1–42:6)

	Epilogue (42:7–17)

a.God’s verdict (42:7–9)
b.Job is restored (42:10–17)
Questions
The answers to these questions can easily be found in the text above. But you will learn more, if you try to answer the questions before looking there. It is also better if you use your own words as much as possible.
	What do we know about the background of the person of Job?

	What do we know about the author of the book of Job?

	Explain the “conventional theology of suffering” that both Job and his friends believed in.

	What did Job know about the reason for his sufferings? And what does the reader know about it?

	Why did Job pass the test, when he had both questioned and challenged God?

	How was Job comforted?

	Explain the statement, “The book of Job is almost like a first-aid manual”.

	Describe the “sandwich” structure of the book of Job.

	Describe the use of prose and poetry in the book of Job.

	There is one chapter in the book, which seems to stand by itself. Which chapter would that be?

Reference
The Eye of the Storm (Job) by Bryson Smith (Matthias Media 2008)
 
Job study 1: Job tested
Introduction
A very long time ago there lived a great man in the country of Uz east of the Jordan River. His name was Job, and he was great in more ways than one: He was extremely wealthy. He was highly respected. And he was God-fearing, righteous,  and blameless.
Then suddenly everything went wrong, and Job was struck with misfortune. First he lost his wealth and his children. Then he lost his health. But there was one thing he didn’t lose – his faithfulness to God.
Job did not know why the good times suddenly had turned into bad times. But the reader knows what had happened. Satan (this is the Hebrew word for “accuser” or “adversary”) had accused Job before God and incited God against him.
Read
Job chapters 1 and 2
Questions
	Describe Job’s physical circumstances at the beginning of the book (1:1–5).

	Describe Job’s character at the beginning of the book (1:1–5).

	Read Proverbs 3:1–4 and Psalm 1:1–3 and 6. According to these texts, what is the connection between Job’s wealth and blamelessness?

	Summarize what you have learned about Job so far. Don’t look in your Bibles or in your notes. No need to write anything.

	What is Satan’s accusation against Job (1:6–22)?

	How does God respond to Satan’s accusation (1:6–22)?

	What do we learn about God and Satan in this passage (1:6–22)?

	What happens to Job? What type of events does Satan use to bring suffering to Job (1:6–22)?

	How does Job respond (1:6–22)?

	Summarize what you have learned about Job, God and Satan in this passage (1:6–22). Don’t look in your Bibles or in your notes. No need to write anything.

	What additional things do we discover about God, Satan and Job in chapter 2? Make lists.

	Why does Job accuse his wife of talking like a foolish woman (chapter 2)?

	What does Job understand about his suffering (chapter 2)?

	Who come to visit Job and why do they come (chapter 2)?

	When we suffer, do you think it is usually for the same reasons as Job suffered? Note down your conclusions.

	Satan accuses Job of being more interested in God’s gifts than in God himself. Is this be true about you? What can we do to avoid falling into that trap? Note down your conclusions.

	In what way is God’s sovereignty revealed in these opening chapters? Note down your conclusions.

	When is it hard to believe that God is in control? Note down your conclusions.

	When we are suffering, how can it be comforting to remember that God is in control? Note down your conclusions.

(Go to Job answers 1)
 
Job study 2: “There must be a reason!”
Introduction
In our previous study, we left Job sitting in ashes, scratching the scabs that covered his body from head to foot. Three of his friends (Eliphaz, Bildad and Zophar) hear about his misfortunes and come to comfort him. At first they are so horrified by what they see that they sit in silence. Finally, a week later, Job breaks this silence. Now the friends feel that they also can speak. For the next 31 chapters a long debate develops between Job and his friends, as they argue about why all these disasters have happened to Job.
At this stage of the book most modern readers lose interest. The discussion between Job and his friends feels repetitive and long-winded. The pattern is that Job’s three friends each takes a turn at explaining to Job why he is suffering. After each friend has spoken, Job himself replies. Then the next friend speaks. This is repeated two more times. 
	Round 1	 
	Chapters
	Eliphaz speaks	Job responds	4–7
	Bildad speaks	Job responds	8–10
	Zophar speaks	Job responds	11–14
	Round 2	 
	Chapters
	Eliphaz speaks	Job responds	15–17
	Bildad speaks	Job responds	18–19
	Zophar speaks	Job responds	20–21
	Round 3	 
	Chapters
	Eliphaz speaks	Job responds	22–24
	Bildad speaks	Job responds	25–26
	 
	Job responds	27

We can see that the discussion runs out of steam towards the end, with Zophar not even offering a third speech. We will come back to this later. 
In this study, we will look into some of the things that Job’s friends say and what words of comfort they have to offer him. In our next study we will consider Job’s responses. 
Note that the speeches in the book of Job are expressed in poetic form. This can be understood from the way the text is printed in our Bibles.
Read
The questions below are based on these passages:
	Job 2:11–13 (Job’s three friends)

	Job chapter 3 (Job speaks)

	Job chapters 4–5 (Eliphaz speaks) and chapter 22 (Eliphaz’s third speech)

	Job 8:1–7 (Bildad speaks)

	Job chapter 11 (Zophar speaks)

Questions
	What do Job’s three friends do in response to his suffering? What does this tell us about his friends (2:11–13)?

	Summarize Job’s first speech in your own words (chapter 3). How would you describe Job’s mood?

	How does what Job says to his friends about his suffering in chapter 3 compare with what Satan predicted in 2:5?

	How would you describe the tone of Eliphaz’s speech (chapter 4–5)? Is he supportive? Cruel? Caring? Understanding? Explain.

	What does Eliphaz think is the reason behind Job’s suffering (4:7–8)?

	Why is Eliphaz so confident about his assessment of Job (4:12–16)?

	What is Eliphaz’s advice to Job (5:8, 17)?

	Go through Eliphaz’s third speech (chapter 22). Is he still saying the same things? Explain.

	What does Bildad think is the reason behind Job’s suffering (8:1–7)?

	What does Bildad think Job should do to restore his blessings (8:1–7)?

	What is Zophar’s assessment of Job (11:1–6)?

	What does Zophar think Job should do to restore his blessings (11:13–20)?

	Let’s look back at the advice of Job’s three friends:

a.What do they have in common?
b.In what ways are they different?
	What can we learn from Job’s friends about helping one another in times of suffering?

	What do the following New Testament passages have to say about the different possible reasons for suffering?

a.1 Cor 11:27–32
b.Heb 12:7–11
c.Luke 13:1–5
d.John 9:1–3
	Imagine that a friend is going through a great personal tragedy, and someone tells him that his suffering is because of an unconfessed sin in his life. What would you say in response to that idea?

	What do you think it means to “entrust” yourself to “him who judges justly” (1 Pet 2:23)? In what practical ways can we help each other do this?

(Go to Job answers 2)
 
Job study 3: “Why me?”
Introduction
“Why?” This is a question that most people ask when a tragedy has taken place. Why do things like fatal car accidents happen? Why do beloved people die early in life? Why are young children left without a mother? Perhaps there have been times of suffering in your own life when you have asked this very question. 
“Why?” is the question that Job asks God throughout Job chapters 3–27. In this study, we will look at Job’s responses to his friends’ accusations. In our previous study we found that his three friends – Eliphaz, Bildad and Zophar – are convinced that Job’s suffering must be the consequence of some unconfessed sin in his life.
Read
The questions below are based on these passages:
	Job  chapters 6–7 (Job’s response to Eliphaz’s first speech)

	Job chapter 9 (Job’s response to Bildad’s first speech)

	Job 13:20–27 (part of Job’s response to Zophar’s first speech)

	Job 19:23–29 (part of Job’s response to Bildad's second speech)

	Job chapter 25 (Bildad’s third speech); 27:1–6 (part of Job’s concluding speech with his three friends) 

Questions
	How does Job describe his anguish (6:1–7)?

	What does Job wish would happen to him and why (6:8–13)?

	How does Job feel about Eliphaz’s advice (6:14–30)?

	How does Job feel toward God in 7:11–21?

	How does Job describe God in 9:1–20? 

	What does Job ask of God in 13:20–27? 

	How does Job express his confidence in God’s justice in 19:23–29? 

	What does Job accuse God of doing in 27:1–6? 

	What is Job’s attitude in 27:1–6? 

	How does Job in 27:5–6 respond to Bildad’s claim (chapter 25)? 

	How does Job’s response to his suffering compare with Satan’s predictions in 1:11 and 2:5? 

	In the previous study, we saw that Job’s friends had too small an under-standing of God. They treated him as an impersonal cause and effect. What about Job’s understanding of God?

	Think back to a time when you suffered. How did you feel towards God? In what ways were you similar to Job? In what ways were you different from Job?

	Read Heb 4:14–16. Why is Jesus the perfect friend and arbitrator?

	How does knowing Jesus help us when we suffer?

(Go to Job answers 3)
 
Job study 4: Man’s search for wisdom
Introduction
With chapter 27, Job has given his response to the accusations and advice of his three friends. His friends are convinced that Job’s suffering is the result of a secret, unconfessed sin. But Job maintains that he is righteous and that no such sin exists in his life. So the two debating parties have reached a deadlock. Nothing seems to have ben achieved, and Zophar does not even bother to contribute to the debate anymore (see the table in study 2). The traditional wisdom of Job’s friends has not satisfied Job. But the wisdom of Job’s untraditional attempt to penetrate the mystery of human suffering has also failed. 
Therefore with chapter 28, Job (or perhaps the unknown author of the book of Job) inserts a beautiful poem about wisdom and the source of true wisdom. This chapter 28 breaks into the book like a refreshing rain shower. It brings in a fresh perspective that will help us understand the main lesson of the book of Job. 
Even the style and the language of this chapter are different. We find more calm and balance, and less emotionally packed argument.
This study can be divided into three parts:
a.Job and wisdom (with questions 1–4)
b.Chapter 28 (with questions 5 –9)
c.Wisdom and the New Testament (with questions 10–13)
Read
The questions below are based on these passages:
	Prov 3:1–20; Job 1:1–5

	Job chapter 28

Questions
	What is the value of wisdom according to Prov 3:1–20?

	What characterizes a wise person according to Prov 3:1–20?

	What are the results of a wise life according to Prov 3:1–20?

	How is Job portrayed in Job 1:1–5 as a perfect example of a wise man?

	What things of value are mentioned in Job 28:1–11 and where can these things be found?

	In what ways are man’s achievements impressive (Job 28:1–11)?

	What thing of value is discussed in Job 28:12–28, and how does this thing compare with the precious things discussed in the first part of the chapter?

	Where can this thing of value be found?

	How do you understand the expression “to fear the Lord” used in 28:28?

	What is God’s wisdom according to 1 Cor 1:18–25?

	How is this wisdom different from what the Jews and the Greeks expect or desire (1 Cor 1:18–25)?

	Where is wisdom and knowledge found according to Col 2:2–3?

	Compare Prov 3:19–20 with Col 1:15–20. What is the parallel between Jesus Christ and wisdom?

(Go to Job answers 4)
 
Job study 5: “I am innocent!”
Introduction
Chapters 3–27 consisted of long arguments between Job and his three friends. Job has lost everything except his life. And his friends think that this has happened because of an unconfessed sin. But Job knows that there is no such sin in his life. So for chapter after chapter they have argued with each other – almost like in a court case. So far no clear winner has emerged. 
Now the time has almost come for the judge’s verdict – for God himself to enter the debate and to give his perspective. But before that happens, the two sides sum up their arguments. 
First out is the defendant, Job (chapters 29–31). He begins by looking back on the good times (chapter 29). Then, he describes his present misery (chapter 30). Finally, he lists a number of points to prove his innocence (chapter 31). Some of these points end with a self-condemning oath (see for example v 8, 22, and 40).
Spokesman for the “prosecution” is not one of Job’s three friends. They are upset with Job’s self-righteousness and do not want to say anything more. Instead a new man enters the scene, young Elihu. He is introduced in a section written in prose (32:1–5). Elihu is upset with both Job (for his claim of innocence) and the three friends (for their inability to convince Job). Elihu makes four speeches in chapters 32–37. His arguments are similar to those of the three friends. But he reorients the debate to focus more on God than they had done: 
“The Almighty – we cannot find him.
	He is great in power.
Justice and abundant righteousness he will not violate. 
	Therefore men fear him” 
(Job 37:23–24)
Read
The questions below are based on these passages:
	Job chapters 29–31 (Job’s defense speech)

	Job 32:1–33:12; 36:1–9; 37:14–24 (parts of Elihu’s speeches)

Questions
	In chapter 29, Job remembers his life as it was before the disasters struck him. Summarize the blessings that he enjoyed then in a few points.

	In chapter 30, Job laments over his present situation. What are his two main concerns?

	In chapter 31, Job declares his innocence. List the points that he brings up.

	How do you understand Job’s words in 31:35–37?

	Summarize Job’s understanding of – and feelings about – God in chapters 29–31. 

	In the book of Job, all the speeches are in poetic form. One aspect of poetry is imagery (particularly metaphors). Give five examples of imagery/metaphor from each of the three chapters 29–31. Explain what they mean.

	How does 31:40 end? What conclusion can we draw from this?

	In chapter 32 a new person, Elihu, is suddenly introduced to the reader. The author uses Elihu to sum up the case that Job’s three friends have already made against Job. Answer these questions (based on 32:1–33:13):

a.Why hasn’t Elihu spoken until now?
b.Why doesn’t Elihu let Job’s friends summarize their own case?
c.What is Elihu’s opinion of Job?
	Elihu goes on to defend God in chapters 36 and 37. What are some of the things that he says about God (36:1–9 and 37:14–24)?

(Go to Job answers 5)
 
Job study 6: God speaks
Introduction
Now God finally speaks. But he does not explain to Job the reasons for his suffering. And he does not answer any of Job’s questions. Instead God puts a long list of questions to Job, “Brace yourself like a man: I will question you, and you shall answer me” (38:3; 40:7). These questions are all about who is the Creator – God or Job? 
First Job is rendered almost speechless, “I am unworthy – how can I reply to you?” (40:4). Then Job is brought to complete repentance “in dust and ashes” (42:6).
Read
The questions below are based on these passages:
	Job 38:1–40:2 (God’s first speech)

	Job 40:3–5 (Job’s response)

	Job 40:6–41:34 (God’s second speech)

	Job 42:1–6 (Job’s repentance)

Questions
	What does God speak about in his first speech (38:1–40:2)?

	Why do you think God speaks like this (38:1–40:2)?

	How does Job respond to God’s first speech (42:3–5)?

	How does God begin his second speech? 

	What is God’s basic criticism of Job (40:6–14)?

	How does the material about the behemoth and the leviathan relate to God’s basic criticism of Job (see especially 41:10–11)?

	What effect do God’s speeches have on Job (42:1–6)?

	Job tells God that he repents in “dust and ashes” (42:6). What exactly do you think Job is repenting of?

	God’s speeches are beautifully poetic. Select a few poetic expressions that you find striking and share with the others in your group.

	Most of the questions that God asks of Job are rhetorical. Give examples, and explain why they are rhetorical. Why do you think God addresses Job in this way?

	God uses irony as he addresses Job in 38:21. Explain the irony.

	In the descriptions of the behemoth (40:15–24) and the leviathan (41:1–34) we find several examples of hyperbole (poetic exaggeration) and metaphor. Explain some of them to the others in your group.

	Read the following Bible passages and write down how they provide positive examples of how to relate to God during difficult times:

a.Psalm 57
b.Lamentations 3:19–33
c.Habakkuk 3:17–19
d.Luke 22:39–46
	What are some practical things we can do that could help prevent us from becoming embittered when we suffer?

	In Job 42:2, Job says, “I know that you can do all things. No purpose of yours can be restrained”. How can this knowledge help us deal with suffering so that we can relate to God in the right way?

(Go to Job answers 6)
 
Job study 7: A happy ending and unanswered questions
Introduction
Most of us like happy endings. We like a book or a movie to have a happy ending. We want the bad guy to lose and the good guy to win. We want the lost child to be found and the lovers to be united. The book of Job has a very happy ending, so most of us should be pleased by how it ends.
But the ending is not only happy. It is also a little confusing. No reason is given why Job is restored to wealth and position. Is it a reward for having passed Satan’s test? And what about Satan? He was the one who started all the trouble in the first place. God tells Job’s friends that they have been wrong. But why doesn’t God rebuke Satan?
And what about Elihu, the young man who suddenly popped up in chapter 32? God speaks to Job and to Job’s three friends at the end of the book, but not a word to Elihu. The book ends without us even being quite sure who Elihu was.
Job’s ending may be happy, but it is also a little frustrating because of all these loose ends. We wish we had been told more.
Read
Job 42:7–17
Questions
	What was God’s opinion of Job’s friends?

	Explain God’s statement to Eliphaz, “You have not spoken of me what is right” (v 7, 8).

	Explain what God meant by his words to Eliphaz “that Job had spoken of God what is right” (v 7, 8).

	What happened to Job after he had prayed for his friends? Compare his situation at the end of the book with his situation at the beginning of the book?

	How do you feel at the end of the book? Happy? Confused? Surprised? Explain.

	Are there any other things or persons in the book of Job that you would like to know more about, but about which the ending of the book doesn’t tell you? Explain.

	Think back over all the characters in the book. Every character, to some extent, doesn’t know or understand something: 

a.What doesn’t Satan understand?
b.What doesn’t Job understand?
c.What don’t Job’s friends understand?
d.What doesn’t Elihu understand?
	Who in the book of Job is the only person who does know and understand everything?

	What do you think the book of Job is telling us about life?

	Why is it that we who claim to believe in God don’t value knowing God more than we do? What are some of the things that we tend to value more than knowing God?

	Look back over the studies of the book of Job. What is the most important thing that you have learned? Explain why. What changes are you going to make in your life as a result of this new understanding?

(Go to Job answers 7)
 
Job exam paper
Work in pairs or small groups. Answer the following questions. You may use your notes and your course material. But you are not allowed to copy directly from your course material. So use your own words and expressions as much as possible.
Read through all the questions before you start writing your answers.
	What is the structure of the book of Job?

	Retell the “life story” of Job in a few sentences.

	As readers we know more about Job’s situation that he does himself. Explain how.

	What do we learn about Satan in the book of Job?

	Job’s friends:

a.Who are they?
b.Describe their “theology”.
c.Why does Job refuse to listen to their advice?
d.What is God’s opinion about them?
	Explain Job’s frustration with his situation.

	Explain this statement about the main issue in the book of Job: “It does not give a full list of reasons why suffering happens. It is more concerned with how to act towards God when suffering happens.”

	What do we learn about God in the book of Job?

	What have you learnt through the study of the book of Job?

 

Ecclesiastes
Introduction to Ecclesiastes 
Author
Ecclesiastes does not mention the name of its author, so it is anonymous. Based on 1:1, tradition has attributed the book to king Solomon. Most Bible scholars do not agree with this attribution. For more about the authorship, see the chapter Ecclesiastes Read and answer, question 2 with comments and the chapter Ecclesiastes chapter 1, question 1 with answer. 
In the Hebrew text, the author calls himself qoheleth, which means “one who assembles”. Most English translations have the Teacher or the Preacher. The Kannada translations have prasangi (“discusser, preacher”) and upadEshaka (“preacher”).
Purpose and theme
Like the rest of the Old Testament wisdom literature, the purpose of Ecclesiastes is to impart wisdom and knowledge to the people of God and to teach them to fear the Lord. The title of the speaker (or author) indicates that he is speaking to an assembly of some kind, probably a setting not connected with the temple. He addresses people at the royal court (see for example 8:1–9) as well as more ordinary people (for example farmers in 11:6).
The theme of the book is the necessity of fearing God in a fallen world. It describes this world (“life under the sun”) as confusing and frustrating.
The unique character of the book has led Bible scholars to interpret it in different and often contradictory ways. The main reason for the different interpretations is perhaps the tension between the Teacher’s cynicism in the main part of the book and the more positive, and more spiritual, ending of the book.
It is, however, possible to understand the whole book and its message to be in harmony with the broad stream of the Old Testament wisdom tradition: Its context is God’s covenant with the people of Israel. And its understanding is that the fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom. 
But at the same time the Teacher is distinctly original and creative in his thought and manner of expression. He does not repeat or rephrase what other wisdom teachers have taught. His keen observations and drastic expressions challenge the readers to deeper thought and reflection. 
Many of the difficulties or paradoxes in the book can be explained by his provocative style and method of wisdom teaching. The Teacher expects his readers to work out the principle applicable in a particular situation. He is also keenly aware of the complexities of life in a fallen world (“life under the sun”), so he devotes much of his attention to examining unique individual situations, which can represent deviations from what the readers might normally expect.
Literary features
The book of Ecclesiastes is very different from the book of Proverbs in the way it is written. Proverbs basically consists of several collections of proverbs, each with its own style and character. Ecclesiastes also has units with proverbs, but these units are joined together by a plot line that runs through the whole book. The units fall into three categories: memories, reflections, and emotional passages. A narrator (the Teacher) uses these types of text to tell the story of his quest to find satisfaction in life. He presents his story from the perspective of having arrived at the correct conclusion of his quest: “Fear God and keep his commandments, for this is the whole duty of man” (12:13).
The transitions between units often reminds the readers of the ongoing quest: “Then I turned my thoughts to consider”, “Again I saw”, “All this I saw,” and similar expressions. A careful reader is constantly made aware of the tension between the narrator’s present mature outlook on life and his past unsuccessful search for meaning. 
The book is strongly held together by repeated words and themes. The phrase “under the sun” or its equivalent occurs more than 30 times. The Hebrew words translated “meaningless, breath, vapor, vanity” (hebel) and “find, discover” appear throughout the book and show how hard it is for us to understand the full meaning of what is happening in this world. To keep the reader rooted in the real world, the Teacher repeatedly uses the imagery of eating, drinking, toil, sleep, death, and the cycles of nature.
Ecclesiastes contains three literary genres: proverbs, narratives, and poems. The author is a not only a challenging philosopher, but also a great poet who skillfully masters his images, metaphors, and similes.
Questions
The answers to these questions can easily be found in the text above. But you will learn more, if you try to answer the questions before looking there. It is also better if you use your own words as much as possible.
	Why do we say that the author of Ecclesiastes is anonymous?

	What is the meaning of the Hebrew word qoheleth and how is it translated in different Bible editions?

	What is the main purpose or theme of Ecclesiastes?

	Why do we find so many conflicting interpretations of Ecclesiastes?

	Explain why there is no fundamental spiritual difference between Ecclesiastes and the other Old Testament wisdom books. 

	In what ways is the Teacher of Ecclesiastes different from other wisdom teachers?

	How does the teaching style of the Teacher challenge his readers?

	What is the main structural difference between Ecclesiastes and Proverbs?

	What types of texts do we find in Ecclesiastes?

	What literary genres do we find in Ecclesiastes? 

	What tension can a careful reader find throughout Ecclesiastes?

	What literary feature holds the book of Ecclesiastes together?

	What is the meaning of the Hebrew word hebel? 

	In what way is the Teacher a skilled poet?

The study of Ecclesiastes
This textbook looks at Ecclesiastes on two levels:
First, an overview of the whole book in three chapters, followed by topics for “Read and answer”. These studies require the reading of the whole book of Ecclesiastes:
	Structure and general contents

	Key expressions 

	God and man

	Think and discuss 

Second, a more detailed study in seven chapters of some of the passages:
	Chapter 1

	Chapter 2

	Chapter 3

	5:8–6:12

	Chapter 9

	11:7–12:8

	12:9–14

Reference
The following books were useful to me, as I prepared the unit on Ecclesiastes (the studies as well as the answers):
The ESV Study Bible
The NIV Study Bible
The Message of Ecclesiastes by Derek Kidner (The Bible Speaks Today Series)
Poeterna (the chapter called Predikaren by Lennart Bostrom )
 
The structure of Ecclesiastes
Introduction
Ecclesiastes is a book difficult to structure. This can be seen from the lack of agreement between commentators on how it should be done. Below I present three structure proposals. They are adapted from Lennart Bostrom, the NIV Study Bible, and the ESV Study Bible. I have not included Derek Kidner’s proposal, which is far more detailed and complex than any of these three.
Note that the chapter divisions in our Bibles (and the passage divisions and headings that most modern Bible editions have) only partly agree with these three structure proposals. This again shows how hard it is to see a clear structure in Ecclesiastes. The questions below will help you look closer at the structure of the book. As you answer the questions about structure, you will also become acquainted with the general contents of Ecclesiastes.
A chiastic (or cross-wise) structure
A Swedish Old Testament scholar, Lennart Bostrom, proposes a cross-wise structure of Ecclesiastes. The technical term for this type of structure is chiastic. It looks like this:
	Introductory heading introducing the Teacher (1:1)

	Poem about the toil and emptiness of life (1:2–11)

	The Teacher’s investigation into life (1:12–6:9)

	The Teacher’s conclusions about life (6:10–11:6)

	Poem about the ages of life (11:7–12:8)

	Final words about the Teacher and the conclusion of his investigation (12:9–14)

A brief thematic structure
The NIV Study Bible proposes a brief thematic structure of Ecclesiastes, like this:
	Author (1:1)

	Theme: The meaninglessness of man’s efforts on earth without God (1:2)

	Introduction: The pointlessness of working to accumulate things to achieve happiness (1:3–11)

	Discourse, part 1: In spite of its apparent enigmas and meaninglessness, life is to be enjoyed as a gift from God (1:12–11:6)

	Discourse, part 2: Since old age and death will soon come, man should enjoy life in his youth, remembering that God will judge (11:7–12:7)

	Theme repeated (12:8)

	Conclusion: Reverently trust in and obey God (12:9–14)

A more detailed thematic structure
The ESV Study Bible proposes a more detailed thematic structure of Ecclesiastes, like this:
	Introduction and theme (1:1–3)

	First catalog of “vanities” (1:4–2:26)

a.The “vanity” of the natural world (1:4–11)
b.The “vanity” of wisdom and knowledge (1:12–18)
c.The “vanity” of pleasures, possessions, and accomplishments (2:1–11)
d.More on the “vanity” of wisdom (2:12–17)
e.The “vanity” of labor (2:18–26)
	Poem: A time for everything (3:1–8)

	Fear God, the Sovereign One (3:9–15)

	Second catalog of “vanities” (3:16–4:16) 

a.The “vanity” of moral life (3:16–4:3)
b.More on the “vanity” of labor (4:4–12)
c.More on the “vanity” of wisdom (4:13–16)
	Fear God, the Holy and Righteous One (5:1–7)

	Life “under the sun” (5:8–7:24)

a.Injustice (5:8–9)
b.Greed versus contentment (5:10–6:9)
c.Wisdom for living “under the sun” (6:10–7:24)
	The heart of the problem: Sin (7:25–29)

	More on life “under the sun” (8:1–12:7)

a.Wisdom in dealing with foolish authorities (8:1–9)
b.The importance of fearing God (8:10–13)
c.The limits of human knowledge (8:14–17)
d.The unpredictability of life and the certainty of death (9:1–6)
e.Finding enjoyment as circumstances allow (9:7–10)
f.More on the unpredictability of life (9:11–12)
g.The paths of wisdom and foolishness (9:13–11:6)
	The power of wisdom (9:13–18)

	Proverbs about wisdom and foolishness (10:1–20)

	Wise practices in light of the unpredictability of life (11:1–6)

h.Aging and the “vanity” of mortal life (11:7–12:7)
	 Final conclusion and epilogue (12:8–14)

Questions
The answers to these questions are found above.
	Study Lennart Bostrom’s structure of Ecclesiastes and answer these questions:

a.Which are the two central sections of the book?
b.What comes before and after these two central sections?
c.What comes first and last?
	Study the NIV Study Bible structure of Ecclesiastes and answer these questions:

a.How is the theme of the book formulated?
b.What is the first discourse about?
c.What is the second discourse about?
d.How is the conclusion of the book formulated?
	Study the ESV Study Bible structure of Ecclesiastes and answer these questions:

a.What areas of human existence are included in the first catalogue of “vanities”?
b.What areas of human existence are included in the second catalogue of “vanities”?
c.Most of the text of Ecclesiastes investigates “life under the sun”, see no. 7 and no. 9. What are some of the aspects of human life mentioned there?
d.What is the heart of the problem? And what solution to the problem can we find in no. 4 and no. 6?
 
Key expressions in Ecclesiastes
Introduction
In this chapter we will briefly look at three key expressions found in the book of Ecclesiastes. They are “meaninglessness/futility or breath/vapor”, “chasing after the wind”, and “under the sun”. 
The Hebrew word “hebel”
The Hebrew word hebel is obviously a key word in Ecclesiastes. This word, which is not very common in the other Old Testament books, is found no less than 38 times in Ecclesiastes. It first occurs in the opening passage in what seems to be the motto of the book (1:2): “Hebel of hebels, says the Teacher, hebel of hebels. Everything is hebel!” This motto is repeated in the last chapter of the book (12:8). The word hebel has caused much difficulty for Bible translators. The three Kannada translations have all chosen vyartha (“futility, uselessness”). Most modern English Bibles also have words like, “vanity” (which indicates the quality of being worthless or futile), “meaningless”, “pointless”, “useless”, and “futility”.
But the literal meaning of the Hebrew word is “breath, vapor”. It calls to mind something brief, momentary, impermanent, fleeting, fading, and passing. In addition, “breath, vapor” suggests something that is evasive and difficult to catch. A few modern Bible translations have chosen to emphasize this shade of meaning of hebel by using words such as “smoke”, or “transient”.
When applied to human endeavor or the pleasures and joys of earthly life, hebel reminds us of Paul’s words that this world in its present form is passing away (1 Cor 7:31). “The world in its present form” refers to the world as it evolved after the Fall. It is a world of frustration, anger, and sorrow. 
It is this world that the Teacher investigates and tries to understand. He comes to the conclusion that it is incomprehensible: I have seen all the things that are done under the sun; all of them are meaningless, a chasing after the wind (1:14). It cannot be figured out. It is hebel.
Chasing after the wind
The metaphor “chasing after the wind” is used nine times in the first half of Ecclesiastes (see 1:14, 17; 2:11, 17, 26; 4:4, 6, 16; 6:9). It is used as a synonym for hebel. This metaphor implies trying to do something futile or impossible. A person cannot really catch the wind, so trying to do so is a waste of time and effort. But the wind is also something fleeting, something that comes and goes. 
Under the sun
There are two synonymous metaphorical expressions that are used more than 30 times in Ecclesiastes about human life in this present world. They are “under the sun” (see for example 1:3, 9, 14; 2:1, 17–22; 3:16; 4:1, 3, 7, 15; 5:13; 6:1; 8:9, 15, 17; 9:3, 6, 9, 11, 13; 10:5) and the much less frequent “under heaven” (see 1:13; 2:3; 3:1). These two expressions primarily refer to the world and to human beings in their current fallen state in this world. So they are very similar to New Testament expressions like “this age” or “this present age”. 
Note, however, 8:15 and 9:9 where the contexts show that “under the sun” in these two cases should be understood as “the time a person lives on this earth”.
Questions
The answers to these questions can easily be found in the text above (except question 3). But you will learn more, if you try to answer the questions before looking in the text. It is also better if you use your own words as much as possible.
	What does hebel mean in Hebrew and how has it been translated in our Kannada and English Bibles?

	Which metaphor is used as a synonym for hebel? How do you understand this metaphor?

	How has the expression “under the sun” been translated in our Kannada Bibles? Look up 1:3, 9, and 14 in at least two different Kannada Bible translations. Which Kannada Bible has translated the Hebrew expression? And which Kannada Bible as interpreted the Hebrew expression?

	In Ecclesiastes we also come across an expression that is synonymous with “under the sun”. What expression is that?

	How should the Hebrew expressions “under the sun” and “under heaven” be understood?

 
God and man in Ecclesiastes
Introduction
The Teacher is painfully aware that this present world suffers under the tragic consequences of the Fall. The whole creation, including human existence (in Ecclesiastes often called “life under the sun” or “life under heaven”), is conditioned by the Fall and characterized by hebel. We are reminded of Paul’s description of a creation subjected to futility, groaning in labor pains, and eagerly longing for the time when it will be set free from its bondage to decay (Rom 8:20–22). Here in Romans, Paul actually has the same Greek word for “futility” that the Septuagint Greek translation of the Old Testament uses to translate Hebrew hebel. Through the Fall, human beings lost the righteousness they originally possessed before God: “This only have I found that God made mankind upright, but men have devised many schemes” (7:29). “Surely there is no one righteous on earth who does good and never sins” (7:20). And sin leads to death, and “death is the destiny of every man” (7:2). 
God
Ecclesiastes never calls God “the Lord”, which is God’s covenant and personal name. Not even together with “fear” (“the fear of the Lord” and “to fear the Lord”): “the wicked do not fear God” (8:13) and 
Fear God, and keep his commandments, 
	for this is the whole duty of man. 
(12:8).
Instead Elohim‚ the most common name for God in the Old Testament, is used throughout the book. 
This is how God shows himself to the reader of Ecclesiastes:
	He is the Creator (12:1) and the Maker of all things (11:5). He sets the whole scene (7:13). He is behind the rhythm of life (3:1–8, 11).

	He is the Sovereign God. He has appointed the frustrations we find in the “treadmill” of life (1:3–11): “It is a heavy burden that God has laid on men. I saw all the things that are done under the sun. All was vanity and a chasing after the wind” (1:13–14). See also 6:1–6.

	He is the Provider, who gives human beings food and drink (2:24), enables them to enjoy life (9:7), to accept their lot and to be happy in their work (3:13; 8:15).

	He is Wisdom. He is unsearchable and inscrutable, His actions are beyond the comprehension of even the wisest man:

He has made everything beautiful in its time. He has also set eternity in the minds of men. Yet they cannot find out what God has done from the beginning to the end. (3:11)
All this I reflected on and concluded that the righteous and the wise and their deeds are in God’s hands. But no man knows whether it is love or hate that awaits him. (9:1)
Just as you do not know the path of the wind,
	or how the body is formed in a mother’s womb,
so you do not know the work of God,
	who makes all things. 
(11:5)
See also 3:17–21; 7:14; 8:14, 16–17
Man
The view of man that the Teacher expresses is basically pessimistic. Man is limited is spite of all his endeavors and creativity (chapter 2). Bostrom understands Ecclesiastes as a commentary on the creation texts in Genesis, with a special focus on man’s limitations. 
	No man is righteous in the sense of never sinning and always doing what is right (7:20). Ecclesiastes even describes the Fall: God made mankind upright, but men have gone in search of many schemes (7:29). 

	Is man really different from the animals? Not after death (3:19–21, which can be read as a commentary on Gen 2:9 and 19 where God created man and the animals in the same way, from dust): their destiny is the same. 

	Under the sun there is no hope for man. 

The same fate comes to all, to the righteous and the wicked, to the good and the evil, to the clean and the unclean, to him who sacrifices and him who does not sacrifice. As the good one is, so is the sinner, and he who swears is as he who shuns an oath. (9:2)
Derek Kidner describes the Teacher’s quest as a tour of exploration through human life, like this:
	The Teacher starts with wisdom, but it is a failure (2:15–17). He continues with “madness and folly” but finds that nothing endures beyond his lifespan (2:16). So death is the first unyielding truth he has to face. 

	The second unyielding truth is evil. It is as grievous as death itself, but even more tragic. The impermanence of life is sad enough, but the wrongs of life can be unbearable. The Teacher sees the squalid sins: envy (4:4), money-fixation (4:7–8), and vanity (4:13). But worse are oppression (4:1), wickedness (3:16), misuse of power (4:1), and the oppressive and unjust structures of society (5:8). His conclusions are that “there is not a righteous man on earth who does what is right and never sins” (7:20), and that the hearts of men are full of evil, there is “madness in their hearts while they live” (9:3). 

	On top of this there is the smaller but equally unmanageable factor of “time and chance” that the Teacher has to take into account (9:11). No man knows when his hour will come (9:12).

The Teacher’s tour of exploration has actually consisted of a total demolition  of human life in this fallen world, “life under the sun”. So now, Derek Kidner says, the Teacher can build something worthwhile, something that is not meaningless, futile, or transient. So the Teacher ends his book with good news for his readers. 
But this good news comes with a condition: Man must stop pretending that he who has been given the capacity for the eternal can be satisfied with what is mortal. The good news is, paradoxically, news of judgment. Derek Kidner’s comes to the conclusion that the function of Ecclesiastes is to bring us readers to the point where we begin to understand that nothing has meaning, nothing matters under the sun. It is only then that we can hear the good news that everything matters: 
For God will bring every deed into judgment,
	including every hidden thing,
	whether good or evil. 
(12:14)
The fear of God
The truth that in this world “all is vanity” should drive the readers of Ecclesiastes to take refuge in God, whose work endures forever:
I know that whatever God does endures forever. Nothing can be added to it and nothing taken from it. God does it so that men should stand in awe before him. (3:14)
The realization of the absolute sovereignty of God and his purposes should bring human beings to a sense of humble reverence and awe of him. The fact that all is vanity, futility and transience calls people to “fear” or “stand in awe before” God. God is the one we must fear (5:7). 
The whole duty of man involves genuine faith in God, as well as works, which are the inevitable result of true faith. God will bring every person into judgment (11:9). So it is important that human beings obey his commands:
The end of the matter. All has been heard. Fear God and keep his commandments. That is the whole duty of man. For God will bring every deed into judgment, including every secret thing, whether good or evil. (12:13–14)
Questions
The answers to these questions can easily be found in the text above. But you will learn more, if you try to answer the questions before looking there. It is also better if you use your own words as much as possible.
	Explain the connection between Rom 8:20–22 and “life under the sun” as presented in Ecclesiastes.

	What consequences of the Fall are emphasized in Ecclesiastes?

	What “name” for God is never used in Ecclesiastes?

	List the four aspects of how God reveals himself to human beings as described in Ecclesiastes.

	Summarize Bostrom’s understanding of Ecclesiastes in three points.

	How does Derek Kidner describe the Teacher’s quest?

	Why does the Teacher demolish all aspects of human life in this present world, according to Derek Kidner?

	What condition does the Teacher have for his good news, according to Derek Kidner?

	What is the Teacher’s good news, according to Derek Kidner?

	How does Derek Kidner see the function of the whole book of Ecclesiastes?

	What is the conclusion of the book of Ecclesiastes after “all has been heard”? Why does it arrive at this conclusion?

 
Ecclesiastes Read and answer
All these “Read and answer” questions and assignments must be done before you proceed to the following lessons. 
	Read carefully through the whole book of Ecclesiastes in one sitting. Keep the following questions in mind as you do so.

	As you carefully read through the whole book, try to find as many hints as possible about the author. 

a.Note down all your references. 
b.Why do you think he is called qoheleth (“one who assembles”)? 
c.What is your own conclusion about the authorship? Give your reasons.
	Which of the three structures presented in the chapter The structure of Ecclesiastes do you think is best? Explain why. 

	Compare the third structure in the chapter The structure of Ecclesiastes with the headings found in your Bible. Identify similarities and differences. As the Kannada satyavEdavu translation does not have any headings, you cannot use that Bible edition to answer this question.

	Explain how the three key expressions “meaninglessness/futility”, “chasing after the wind”, and “under the sun” relate to each other.

	How do you understand the Hebrew word hebel after having read through the whole book of Ecclesiastes? Is the Kannada word vyartha the best translation or would you prefer some other word? Explain why.

	As you carefully read through the whole book of Ecclesiastes, note down other key phrases and expressions that you feel characterize the book. Make a list. Explain what these phrases/expressions mean – and in what way they characterize the whole book.

	As you carefully read through the whole book of Ecclesiastes, notice how God is described. What understanding of God does the book present? Try to find several aspects of God. Compare with the description of God presented in the chapter God and man in Ecclesiastes. Do you want to modify – or add – anything? If so, how – and what?

	As you carefully read through the whole book of Ecclesiastes, notice how man and his existence are described. Compare with the description of man presented in the chapter God and man in Ecclesiastes. Do you want to modify – or add – anything? If so, how – and what?

	On what note does Ecclesiastes end (12:13–14)? Explain how this ending fits into the rest of the book.

	How do you understand the message of the book of Ecclesiastes? What made you reach that conclusion?

	What general impression did you get after having read through the whole book of Ecclesiastes? Is the book difficult? challenging? confusing? boring? interesting? worldly? ungodly? philosophical? spiritual? uplifting? depressing? Choose one or more of these words (or any other word) to summarize your feelings and impressions. Also explain what you mean and how you feel.

(Go to comments on Ecclesiastes Read and answer)
 
Ecclesiastes chapter 1
Introduction and comments
This chapter starts with the introduction of the Teacher (v 1) and the presentation of the motto of his book (v 2) followed by a passage which can be described as “the treadmill of life”. Then the Teacher explores wisdom and comes to the conclusion it is just a “chasing after wind” which brings sorrow and grief to man (v 12–18).
 
the Teacher (v 1): Hebrew qoheleth, see the chapter Introduction to Ecclesiastes
son of David (v 1): In Hebrew the word “son” refers to any male descendant.
Meaningless (v 2): Hebrew hebel, see the chapter Key expressions in Ecclesiastes
under the sun (v 3): See the chapter Key expressions in Ecclesiastes
under heaven (v 13): This expression is synonymous with “under the sun”.
God (v 13): Ecclesiastes uses the Hebrew name Elohim for God throughout the book. This name emphasizes God’s absolute sovereignty. God’s covenant name the Lord is not used.
chasing after the wind (v 14): A metaphor for futility and meaninglessness
Verse 15: Compare 7:13
Questions
	What do we learn about the Teacher in verse 1 (written in the third person), verse 12 and verse 16 (the last two written in the first person)?

	What is the “mood” of the passage about “the treadmill of life” (1:2–11)? How did you come to this conclusion?

	How does the Teacher describe his study of human life in verses 13–18?

(Go to Ecclesiastes chapter 1 answers)
Ecclesiastes chapter 1 Think and discuss
What do you think of the Teacher’s conclusions? What conclusion do you yourself draw from his study of “all that is done under heaven”?
(Go to Ecclesiastes chapter 1 comments)
 
Ecclesiastes chapter 2
Introduction and comments
This chapter starts with the Teacher trying to enjoy life, undertaking big projects and amassing great wealth (v 1–9). But he finds everything meaningless (v 10–11). Then he tries wisdom as well as madness and folly, but finds them all meaningless (v 12–16). Finally he reflects on all toil and labor “under the sun” and comes to the conclusion that everything is meaningless and “a chasing after the wind” (v 17–26).
 
Verses 4–9: Compare 1 Kings chapters 6–7, 9–11, where we find accounts of Solomon’s building projects, his wealth, his splendor and his wives.
harem (v 8): The Hebrew word is only found here, so its meaning is uncertain. A similar Canaanite expression means “concubines”. 
eyes (v 14): A metaphor for “understanding”
Verses 24–25: Compare 3:12–13; 5:18–20; 8:15, and 9:7
Questions
	To whom is the Teacher speaking in verse 1?

	In what ways does the Teacher pursue pleasure?

	What role does wisdom play in the Teacher’s pursuit of folly? How would you understand the paradox of using wisdom to pursue folly?

	How do you interpret the role that wisdom plays in the Teacher’s pursuit of splendor and wealth? 

	What conclusion does the Teacher arrive at regarding “wisdom, madness and folly”?

	In what way are the wise man and the fool in the same category?

	Why is toil meaningless?

	The Teacher comes to the conclusion that also work is meaningless. Consequently, what is there for a man to do?

(Go to Ecclesiastes chapter 2 answers)
Ecclesiastes chapter 2 Think and discuss
	What understanding of man does the Teacher express in this chapter?

	What picture and understanding of God does the Teacher express in verses 24–26.

	Use your own words to summarize this chapter. You must cover these three areas:

a.What activities does the Teacher involve himself in?
b.What are the results of his involvement?
c.What conclusion does he arrive at?
	How would you describe the mood in this chapter? Why?

(Go to Ecclesiastes chapter 2 comments)
 
Ecclesiastes chapter 3
Introduction and comments
This chapter starts with a poem (not shown as a poem in the Kannada satyavEdavu translation) on the theme “there is a time for everything” (v 1–8) followed by general reflections on human life in this world in the perspective of God’s judgment (v 9–22). 
 
Verse 1: Compare 8:6
under heaven (v 1): This expression is synonymous with “under the sun”, see the chapter Key expressions in Ecclesiastes and comment on 1:13.
toil (v 9, 13): See the introduction to Ecclesiastes chapter 2.
eternity (v 11): The Hebrew word is olam, which depending on the context means things like “forever, everlasting, long time period, old, ancient”.
find out/fathom (v 11): The Hebrew word “find,” or “find out” has the meaning of “to figure out, to comprehend by study” in this verse and other places in the book (7:14, 24, 27, 28, 29; 8:17). So the Teacher realizes that both his desire to understand all of life, as well as the limitations on his ability to do so, have been ordained by God.
breath (v 19) and spirit (v 21): The same Hebrew word is used in both these verses. The Kannada translations have (like most English translations) chosen to use two different words.
Questions
	How many “seasons” or “times” do you find in the poem? What areas of human life do they cover? 

	What picture of man’s “toil” does the Teacher paint in this text (v 9–13)?

	Compare verse 11 in the two Kannada satyavEdavu and pavitra grantha translations. How do you think this verse should be understood?

	What are the Teacher’s conclusions about justice in this world (v 16–17)?

	What are the Teacher’s conclusions about human beings and animals (v 18–21)?

	What is the Teacher’s conclusion at the end of the chapter?

(Go to Ecclesiastes chapter 3 answers)
Ecclesiastes chapter 3 Think and discuss
	What do we understand about God and man from verse 11?

	What do you think of the Teacher’s investigation of human life so far?

(Go to Ecclesiastes chapter 3 comments)
 
Ecclesiastes 5:8–6:12
Introduction and comments
Chapter 5 begins with a passage about sincerity and ends with the conclusion that we must fear God (v 1–7).
The Teacher then goes on to present different aspects of human life in this world. He begins with the difficulties for the poor to receive justice. He continues with several examples of problems that the rich can face. He concludes by summarizing several issues about life “under the sun” that he has discussed earlier in his book.
 
Verse 5:9: The meaning of this verse in Hebrew is unclear. This becomes evident when you compare different translations (see for example how the Kannada translations differ).
he ... does not receive a burial (6:3): The cultural significance of this fact is that the person dies unlamented and dishonored.
Questions
	What aspect of human life is brought up in 5:8–9? What conclusion does the Teacher arrive at?

	The next aspect of human life is money and its consequences (5:10–12). What three aspects of having money does the Teacher touch on?

	The Teacher presents a “case story” in 5:13–17. What is the story and what conclusion does the Teacher arrive at?

	So far in this lesson, the Teacher has presented three negative aspects on human life in this world: The injustice of the judicial and administrative systems that oppress the poor. The ineffectiveness of money to satisfy man and make him happy. And the inconstancy of human riches. What conclusion does the Teacher then arrive at (5:18–20)?

	In 6:1–6 the Teacher presents two more “case stories”. Who are they about?

	In the second “case story” (6:3–6) there are two examples of a figure of speech called “hyperbole”. What are they, and how should they be understood?

	In the second “case story” (6:3–6) we also find a surprising contrast between two persons. What is the Teacher’s point?

(Go to Ecclesiastes 5:8–6:12 answers)
Ecclesiastes 5:8–6:12 Think and discuss
The remaining part of this lesson (6:7–12) can be understood as a summary of many of the issues that the Teacher has brought up earlier about life in this world, a life “under the sun”. From these verses it is possible to make a list of questions that a person with limited understanding of human life in this world might ask. How would you formulate these questions (based on v 7–12)?
(Go to Ecclesiastes 5:8–6:12 comments)
 
Ecclesiastes chapter 9
Introduction and comments
In this chapter, the Teacher first states that our lives in this world – but also our future – are in God’s hands and that it is impossible for us to know whether our future after this life will be good or bad. Then he continues to present three aspects of our lives in this world. He concludes with some general reflections on wisdom.
 
be clothed in white (v 8): A cultural expression for joy
anoint your head with oil (v 8): Another cultural expression for joy
Questions
	What did the Teacher reflect on (v 1; not clear in Kannada satyavEdavu)?

	The Teacher makes two statements about life in this world in verse 1. What are they?

	In the remaining part of the chapter, the Teacher presents three aspects of what goes on “under the sun”. What are they?

a.The aspect of human life that the Teacher presents in verses 2–10?
b.The aspect of human life that the Teacher presents in verses 11–12?
c.The aspect of human life that the Teacher presents in verses13–18?
	What point does the Teacher make in verses 2–3 (compare 2:14)? 

	In verse 11, the Teacher gives five examples of the uncertainly of life in this world. What are they?

	In verse 12, the Teacher uses two similes to describe the fortunes of man. Explain.

	How does the story about the “poor but wise man” illustrate the fact that people forget the past (v 13–15)?

	What do we learn about wisdom “under the sun” in verses 16–18?

(Go to Ecclesiastes chapter 9 answers)
Ecclesiastes chapter 9 Think and discuss
	What do you think that the Teacher means by the expression “a live dog is better than a dead lion” (v 4)?

	How do you understand the exhortations in verses 7–10?

(Go to Ecclesiastes chapter 9 comments)
 
Ecclesiastes 11:7–12:8
Introduction and comments
The heading we have in our Bibles is a good summary of this passage: “Remember your creator while you are young”. It begins with a few words about youth and continues with more details about old age and death. It is written in poetic form, and the language is to a large extent metaphorical.
 
almond tree (12:5): This tree has pinkish-whitish flowers.
grasshopper (12:5): Note that the grasshopper is a lively creature that hops around.
desire no longer is stirred (12:5): The Hebrew text has a metaphor (“the caper berry is ineffective”), not translated, but explained, in our Bibles. During Old Testament times the young pickled buds of the caper bush were thought to have aphrodisiac properties. They also stimulated old people’s appetite. 
Questions
	How would your structure this passage?

	What advice does the Teacher give to the young man (11:7–10)?

	What metaphors does the Teacher use for aging (or for old age) in 12:2?

	What metaphor does the Teacher use for aging (or for old age) in 12:3–4 (the first half)? 

	How does the Teacher describe old age in 12:4 (the second half)–5?

	What metaphors does the Teacher use for death in 12:6?

(Go to Ecclesiastes 11:7–12:8 answers)
Ecclesiastes 11:7–12:8 Think and discuss
How do you understand 12:7?
(Go to Ecclesiastes 11:7–12:8 comments)
 
Ecclesiastes 12:9–14
Introduction 
The Teacher ends his account of life in this world (life “under the sun”) with the same words as he began it: “Meaningless, meaningless! Everything is meaningless!” He concludes – just like so many other wise, knowledgeable, upright and true explorers of human existence – that life in this world has no purpose or meaning unless “the fear of God” is taken into account. The Teacher has revealed glimpses of that truth along the way (see for example 3:10–11, 17–18; 5:7; 8:12–13; 11:9). But these have only been glimpses of a life in the “fear of the Lord”. The main impression the Teacher has left with his readers is that human life is meaningless, short, and unpredictable. 
Now the “editor” of the book (who very well could be the Teacher himself) wants to be absolutely sure that the readers do not draw the wrong conclusion from the Teacher’s investigations into human life. So he finishes the book with an exhortation and two reasons for this exhortation.
Questions
	How is the Teacher described in these concluding verses?

	Two similes are used to explain the impact of the “words of the wise”. What are they? And what do we learn about the “words of the wise” through them?

	The conclusion of the whole book of Ecclesiastes is summarized in an exhortation and two reasons for this exhortation. What are they?

(Go to Ecclesiastes 12:9–14 answers)
Ecclesiastes 12:9–14 Think and discuss
	In what way is this passage different from the preceding text? Also give your comments.

	Verse 11 contains a Hebrew word that means “shepherd”. How has it been translated in the Kannada Bibles? Why do you think it has been translated in these ways?

(Go to Ecclesiastes 12:9–14 comments)
 
Ecclesiastes exam paper
Exam questions
	The teachers investigations into human life

Summarize in your own words the Teacher’s investigations into human life – and his findings. You can use your Bible, but not your textbook or any lesson notes. Make sure that you do not just list quotations from your Bible.
	Ecclesiastes – a dangerous book!

Explain why Ecclesiastes is a “dangerous” book for casual Bible readers. You can use your Bible, but not your textbook or any lesson notes.
(Go to Ecclesiastes exam paper comment)
 

The Song of Songs
Introduction to the Song of Songs
Title, author, and date
The Hebrew title of this Old Testament poetic book is “song of songs”. It can be translated either as “a collection of songs” or as “the best of songs” (compare the phrases “king of kings” and “lord of lords”, which means “the foremost among kings/lords”). Many Bible translations use the title “The Song of Solomon”.
The Song of Songs begins with a brief statement, similar to many of the superscriptions found with the psalms: “Solomon’s Song of Songs” (1:1). In Hebrew, the grammatical form “Solomon’s” can be understood in two ways: that the book was written by Solomon, or that it was written in the style (or in honor of) Solomon. Traditionally, Bible interpreters have claimed that it was written by Solomon, David’s son and the last king of the undivided Israelite kingdom. One fact (apart from the superscription) that speaks in favor of this view (or at least that it was written during the time of the undivided kingdom) is that Jerusalem and Tirzai are mentioned together in 6:4). After the division of Israel, the city of Tirzai belonged to the Northern Kingdom.
Most modern Bible scholars, however, put Solomon’s authorship in question. Here are some of their reasons for this: 
	Solomon is mentioned (apart from in the introductory superscription) in the third person (as “he” not “I”) a few times in the book: In 1:5, where the dark color of his tent is used as a point of comparison. In 3:7–11, where king Solomon’s wedding procession is admiringly described from a distance. And in 8:11–12, where the woman negatively compares Solomon’s great wealth with her own chastity. The question is: Would Solomon have described himself in this distant and negative way, if he had been the author of the book?

	The two main characters of the book are the lover and his beloved. The lover is evidently a shepherd (1:7) and his beloved a farmer’s daughter, who has been taking care of the family vineyard (1:6). She is also a shepherdess (1:8). King Solomon was never a shepherd, so he does not fit into this description.

	The beloved is called Shulammite in 6:13. This information does not fit in with the statement in 1 Kings 3:1 that Solomon at the very beginning of his reign made a wedding alliance with the daughter of Pharaoh, the king of Egypt. 

	Solomon’s full harem (see 1 Kings 11:1–8) makes him a bad example of marital love for the Israelites. 

In conclusion, it is not possible to know for certain if king Solomon was the author of the Song of Songs or not. And, of course, it does not really matter who this great poet was.
Genre and structure
The Song of Songs contains beautiful poetry expressing the love between a young shepherd and a young shepherdess. Most of this love poetry is spoken either by the lover or by the beloved. In many cases, the grammar of the Hebrew text (unlike the grammar of for example English) reveals whether the speaker is a man or a woman, one person or a group of persons. To help modern readers see this dialogue pattern, most Bible editions have inserted headings that indicate the speaker of each section: “Friends”, “Beloved”, “Lover”. But, as there are many passages where the Hebrew text does not reveal the sex or the number of the speaker/speakers, we cannot always depend on this information. 
Even after having taken facts like these into consideration, Bible interpreters do not agree on the contents and structure of the Song of Songs.
There are four main opinions about the contents:
a.The book describes the relationship between king Solomon and his Shulammite (8:13) bride.
b.The book describes the relationship between a simple shepherd and a Shulammite shepherdess.
c.The book is a poetic drama about a conflict between three characters: king Solomon, a shepherd boy, and a Shulammite shepherdess. 
d.The book does not contain one poem, but it is an anthology, a collection, of love poems on a common theme and in a common rural setting.
One customary way of structuring the text is to divide it into six parts (This structure is followed by the NIV Study Bible and the Kannada pavitra baibal translation. The Kannada pavitra grantha translation, however, has only four parts, combining numbers 4 to 6 below):
	The first meeting (or song), 1:2– 2:7

	The second meeting (or song), 2:8–3:5

	The third meeting (or song), 3:6–5:1

	The fourth meeting (or song), 5:2–6:3

	The fifth meeting (or song), 6:4–8:4

	The sixth meeting (or song) and conclusion , 8:5–14

Note that this structure does not reflect the chapter division of our Bibles, which is the only “structure” shown in the Kannada satyavEdavu translation. Also note that the Kannada pavitra grantha edition (in its introduction to the book) has interpreted its four divisions and labeled them with four categories of love: expectant love, deep love, marital love, and new life love. This interpretation is not supported by the text itself. 
The way you structure the book strongly impacts the way you understand the main contents of the book: Is the Song of Songs about Solomon and his Shulammite wife, or is it about a shepherd and shepherdess? Is it a triangle drama with king Solomon involved, or it is about a lover and his beloved? Is the Song of Songs one cohesive poem, or is it an anthology of love poems? Does the book contain several meetings between the lovers, or does the book describe a progression of thoughts and feelings leading up to the consummation of the love between the lover and his beloved? When in the book does the couple engage in sexual relations? A reader’s answers to questions like these will decide how he understands and interprets the various parts of the text. So a reader must choose a reading strategy, or else he will soon end up in confusion. 
Structure and reading strategy followed in this textbook
In the four text studies that follow the four introductory chapters, we will employ the structure and reading strategy found in the ESV Study Bible.
The structure of the Song of Songs (from the ESV Study Bible):
	Title: the best of songs, 1:1

	The lovers yearn for each other, 1:2–2:17

	The shepherdess dreams, 3:1–6:3

	The lovers yearn for each other again, 6:4–8:4

	The lovers join in marriage, 8:5–14

Our reading strategy has three main points (based on the ESV Study Bible): 
	There is a single plot line from the beginning to the end. So the book is not an anthology of love poems. It is a love story in poetic form. It begins with the initial longing, and it ends with marital enjoyment. This also means that the characters, the lover and his beloved, speak to each other and about each other in ways that are consistent with this story line.

	There are three main characters: a young woman, the shepherd boy who is her fiancé whom she loves, and a group that acts like a chorus. So we don’t think the shepherd boy and king Solomon are the same person. Nor do we think that king Solomon is personally involved in the story at all. But the shepherdess dreams about him (3:6–11) and compares herself to him (8:11–12). 

	The actual sexual consummation of the love between the shepherd boy and his beloved does not take place until 8:5. So we don’t believe that sexual relations are implied repeatedly (for example in the second half of 4:16 and in 5:1). Instead we understand 3:1–6:3 to be a dream that anticipates the marriage and its consummation: “I slept but my heart was awake”, 5:2. We also think that chapter 7 is an eager anticipation of the sexual enjoyment the couple will have once they are married in chapter 8. So our understanding is that the couple’s love leads to marriage, and only after marriage to sexual relations. This is also in accordance with biblical standards (and the fact that the Song of Songs has been included in the Bible). This reading is also supported by the consistent refrain urging restraint: “do not arouse or awaken love until it so desires” (see 2:7; 3:5; 8:4). It is also supported by the woman’s declaration immediately following the last occurrence of the refrain: “Under the apple tree I aroused you” (8:5), which is the only place where she is said to have (sexually) aroused her lover. Finally, this reading also harmonizes with Proverbs 5:15–19, which praises sexual delight within, and not outside of, marriage. 

Questions
The answers to these questions can easily be found in the text above. But you will learn more, if you try to answer the questions before looking there. It is also better if you use your own words as much as possible.
	The Hebrew title of the book can be translated in two ways? How? Which of these ways has your Kannada Bible translation followed?

	Why do some Bible scholars claim that king Solomon must have been the author of the Song of Songs?

	Why do other Bible scholars claim that it is unlikely that king Solomon was the author of the Song of Songs?

	What kind of text do we find throughout the Song of Songs?

	How does the original Hebrew text often reveal the identity of a speaker?

	What are the four main opinions about the contents of the Song of Songs?

	Explain how the three Kannada translations have structured the text of the Song of Songs.

	How is the way a reader structures the Song of Songs connected with the way he understands its main contents?

	Explain the structure of the Song of Songs that this textbook follows.

	List the three main points of the reading strategy of the Song of Songs that this textbook follows.

	Explain the reasons behind the third point of the reading strategy: “The actual sexual consummation of the love between the shepherd boy and his beloved does not take place until 8:5”.

The study of the Song of Songs
This textbook looks at the Song of Songs on two levels:
First, four introductory chapters (including this introduction) covering various aspects of the book:
	Introducing the Song of Songs

	Interpreting the Song of Songs

	Canon and theology

	Some literary features

Second, a study of the whole text of the Song of Songs in four chapters. This study is based on the reading strategy found in the ESV Study Bible:
	The lovers yearn for each other, 1:2–2:17

	The shepherdess dreams, 3:1–6:3

	The lovers yearn for each other again, 6:4–8:4

	The lovers join in marriage, 8:5–14

Reference
The following books were useful to me, as I prepared the unit on the Song of Songs (the studies as well as the answers):
The ESV Study Bible
The NIV Study Bible
The Message of the Song of Songs by Tom Gledhill (The Bible Speaks Today Series)
Poeterna (the chapter called Hoga visan by Greger Andersson)
Interpreting the Song of Songs
Introduction
Readers and Bible scholars have interpreted the Song of Songs in three main ways. One is literal and two can be called allegorical:
	Literal means that the text is understood as it stands. The book contains love poetry. This love poetry is about the love between a man and a woman, perhaps with the involvement of a second man (king Solomon). The four main variants of literal interpretation were presented in the previous chapter.

	Allegorical (variant one): The Song of Songs contains poetry about human love. But this love poetry has a deeper spiritual meaning. It is “really” about God (or Christ) and his people (or the believer). There are three main varieties of this kind of allegorical reading:

	The traditional Jewish understanding: The Song of Songs is about the love between the Lord (“the lover/the bridegroom”) and the Israelites, his covenant people (“the beloved/the bride”).

	One traditional Christian understanding: The Song of Songs is about the love between Christ (“the lover/the bridegroom”) and his church (“the beloved/the bride”).

	Another traditional Christian understanding: The Song of Songs is about the love between Christ (“the lover/the bridegroom”) and the individual Christian believer (“the beloved/the bride”)

	Allegorical (variant two): The Song of Songs is not mainly about human love. It is about spiritual matters. Consequently, almost every verse and expression are given a new and different meaning. 

Historically, allegorical interpretations of the first variant (see above) have dominated the understanding of the Song of Songs in Jewish as well as in Christian circles. But most modern commentators, those from conservative Christian backgrounds as well as those from more liberal Christian traditions, favor literal reading strategies over allegorical interpretations. 
Three examples of allegorical interpretation
Example 1 
My lover is to me a bag of myrrh
	resting between my breasts. 
(1:13)
One common Jewish interpretation: God is present between the two cherubs in the Most Holy Place of the temple. 
One common Christian interpretation: Christ is resting between the Old Covenant and the New Covenant.
Example 2
Let him kiss me with the kisses of his mouth! 
	For your love is more delightful than wine. 
The fragrance of your perfumes is pleasing.
	Your name is perfume poured out.
	No wonder the maidens love you! 
Take me away with you! Let us hurry!
	Let the king bring me into his chambers. 
(1:2–4)
One common Jewish interpretation: God brings his people from slavery in Egypt into the Promised Land.
Example 3
Awake, north wind!
	And come, south wind!
Blow on my garden,
	that its fragrance may spread abroad.
Let my lover come to his garden
	and enjoy its choice fruits. 
(4:16)
One well-known European Pentecostal pastor expounded the verse like this: The wind is the Holy Spirit. The cold and bitter north wind and the mild and pleasant south wind reveal that God works in both harsh and pleasant ways in this world through his Holy Spirit. The garden stands for the church. So even the church (and consequently the believers of the church) will sometimes experience God’s cold and bitter “north winds”. Both the north and the south winds are necessary for the church to bear fruit for Christ (He is the man/the bridegroom in the Song of Songs). The spring/fountain is God’s truth. It is found in the garden, the church. The spring/fountain is enclosed and sealed (verse 12), which shows that the truth is not revealed to the world. But the fragrance (verse 16) of the garden (the church) spreads abroad. So God’s truth spreads from the church into the world.
One famous Canadian Bible teacher made this comment: On the literal level this passage is a description of the love between a man and a woman. But, in line with the long tradition of the church, it has an additional deeper allegorical meaning.
The German Protestant reformer Martin Luther understood this verse like this: The first part of verse 16 is an invitation to God’s winds to blow into the church and make it bear fruit so that the power of the Word of God will be made evident in the message of the Cross.
In conclusion, the common trait found in all allegorical interpretations of the Song of Songs is that the book is not really about the love between a man and a woman. Consequently, the text is understood not to contain any sexual descriptions or allusions at all. 
Problems with allegorical interpretations of the Song of Songs
This textbook employs a literal understanding of the Song of Songs – see the previous chapter.
There are at least three good reasons why allegorical interpretations of the Song of Songs should be rejected:
	There is nothing in the text itself that indicates that the Song of Songs should be understood allegorically. Compare three genuinely allegorical texts in the Old Testament: 

a.The song of the vineyard, where the meaning of the allegory is explained at the end, “The vineyard … is the house of Israel” (Is 5:1–7). 
b.An allegory of unfaithful Jerusalem, where God addresses Jerusalem and where he says in the beginning, “On the day you were born, your cord was not cut” (Ezek chapter 16). 
c.The two eagles and a vine, which begins, “Son of man, set forth an allegory, tell the house of Israel a parable” (Ezek 17:1). 
	The Songs of Songs is not quoted (or even alluded to) even once in the New Testament. If Jesus or any of the New Testament writers had understood the Song of Songs to be an allegory of God’s love for his people or Christ’s love for his disciples/his church, we would have expected them to use or echo at least a few of the beautiful phrases and expressions from the Song of Songs to illustrate this central New Testament theme. But because the physical love between man and woman is not a major topic in the New Testament, they found no reason to quote (or allude to) the Song of Songs.

	Allegorical interpretations that are not directly supported in the text itself (see point 1 above) or that are not confirmed in the New Testament (see for example Gal 4:24) become completely arbitrary. Any reader can understand a verse or an expression in any way he fancies, and nobody can confirm if he is right or wrong. Allegorical interpretations of Old Testament texts breed speculations, and must be avoided by serious students of the Bible.

Questions
The answers to these questions can easily be found in the text above. But you will learn more, if you try to answer the questions before looking there. It is also better if you use your own words as much as possible.
	Explain the difference between a literal and an allegorical interpretation of a text.

	What are the three views on how to understand the Song of Songs?

	How do most modern Bible teachers understand the Song of Songs?

	Use your own words to explain three good reasons why allegorical interpretations of the Song of Songs should be rejected.

 
Canon and theology 
Introduction
The Song of Songs has always been included in the Hebrew and Christian Bibles as one of the canonical books. The Jews placed it in the third part of their Bible, called “the Writings” (compare the three divisions of the Hebrew Bible mentioned by Jesus in Luk 24:44, where “the Psalms” represents all the books of “the Writings”: “Everything must be fulfilled that is written about me in the Law of Moses, the Prophets and the Psalms”. The Hebrew canon had probably been formed by 100 BC, well before the time of Christ. The Song of Songs was traditionally read at the Jewish Passover festival. The reason for this was perhaps that Passover was celebrated in spring, the beautiful time of year described in the Song of Songs. 
Why in the canon?
But why should the Song of Songs be in the canon in the first place? Is it not a “secular” text, unless it is interpreted spiritually and allegorically? Should this kind of descriptive poetry about love between man and woman be included in the Bible, unless it “really” means something else, something spiritual? And where do we find God in this book? Both Jews and Christians have asked these kinds of questions. Here are five points that will help us address questions like these:
	The Old Testament teaches that “God created man in his own image … as male and female he created them. God blessed them and said to them, ‘Be fruitful and increase in number …’ God saw everything that he had made, and it was very good” (Gen 1:27–28, 31). So human love and sexuality within the context of marriage are part of God’s good creation. Biblical theology is not concerned only with “spiritual” matters. As a matter of fact, Biblical theology does not even make a distinction between “secular” and “spiritual” matters, between a person’s “body” and his “soul/spirit”. A person’s “body” must be dedicated to God, just as much as his “heart”.

	The Old Testament also teaches that the Fall brought sin into all forms of relationship. The intimacy between God and man was disrupted. Harmony between human beings was replaced by conflict and even murder. Sexual enjoyment within the loving context of marriage was replaced by all kinds of sinful lust. Hebrew spirituality employs various strategies to deal with the consequences of the Fall. One such strategy is dealing with sin through the sacrificial system of the temple cult. Another strategy is describing godly behavior through the teaching of Hebrew wisdom. The Song of Songs must be understood in this context of Hebrew wisdom: It describes poetically the joys of marital sexual love. That is why it was written in the first place.

	But Hellenism brought a major shift in the understanding of man, also to ancient Israel. Palestine was controlled by Hellenistic kingdoms (first by the Ptolemies of Egypt, then by the Seleucids of Syria) and consequently strongly influenced by Hellenistic thought during the three centuries before Christ. Hellenistic thought had adopted Eastern philosophies that separated a person’s body from his soul in a way that was in conflict with ancient Hebrew understanding of man. The body was now thought to be sinful and the soul was now thought to be divine. So sexual love, even within the context of marriage, was now considered a sinful consequence of the Fall. 

	This changed understanding of man led to a changed understanding of the Song of Songs. No longer would it be acceptable for a “sacred” book to deal with human sexual attraction and love, not even within the context of marriage. This problem was solved by adopting a new reading strategy: A “spiritual” (and allegorical) understanding of the book replaced the original literal understanding. The Song of Songs was no longer about the love between a man and a woman, but about the love between God and his people. The earliest examples of interpretations of the Song of Songs that have survived to modern times are paraphrases (called Targum) from Hebrew into Aramaic from the century before Christ. These paraphrases reveal a “spiritual” (and allegorical), not a literal, understanding of the book. The New Testament, however, does not reflect this process, as it does not quote or allude to the Song of Songs at all.

	This new “spiritual” (and allegorical) understanding of the Song of Songs coincided in time with the final stage in the canonization of the Old Testament books. So perhaps the reason why ancient Jewish scholars included it in the Hebrew canon was that it was interpreted spiritually and allegorically. Ever since the first Christian centuries, the predominant interpretations of the Song of Songs have been allegorical and “spiritual”. 

The theology 
This textbook interprets the Song of Songs literally as poetry about the sexual attraction and love between man and woman. And this poetic book about human love was included in the Jewish and Christian canon, which shows that it must have some kind of theological significance. Here is a brief description of the “theology” found in the Song of Songs:
	The Song of Songs rejects a negative view of the human body and its sexuality. Instead it represents the positive view of creation and the relationship between man and woman found in Gen 1:26–31; Gen 2:24; Prov 5:15–19, and Prov 30:18–19. God wants human love, which has been blatantly distorted and abused by both ancient and modern people, to be a normal part of marital life in his good creation.

	The Song of Songs takes the middle path between exaggerated preoccupation with human sexuality and fearful rejection of human sexuality. Sex should neither be an idol nor a demon. Sex should neither become the main pursuit of a person’s mind and activities nor should it be something that must be unconditionally shunned because it is considered inherently sinful. 

Questions
The answers to these questions can easily be found in the text above. But you will learn more, if you try to answer the questions before looking there. It is also better if you use your own words as much as possible.
	When was the Song of Songs included as canonical in the Hebrew Bible?

	How did the Jewish community make use of the Song of Songs in its religious life?

	List the five points that will help us understand why the Song of Songs was included in our Bibles. 

	Use your own words to explain each of the five points that will help us understand why the Song of Songs was included in our Bibles.

	Use your own words to explain the theology of the Song of Songs.

 
Some literary features
The setting
The Song of Songs can be described as love poetry. The lovers are a shepherd and a shepherdess (1:7–8). The setting is a flowery and fruitful rural landscape, including vineyards (1:6, 14; 2:15; 7:12), verdant mountains and hills (2:8, 4:6; 8:14), flowers and trees (2:12; 4:14; 6:11; 8:5), and flocks of sheep (1:8). The occasion seems to the celebration of a specific wedding. 
Comparisons
One prominent literary feature of the book are its extravagant comparisons. Two examples: 
The woman is compared to a horse in Pharaoh’s court:
I liken you, my darling, to a mare
	harnessed to one of the chariots of Pharaoh. 
(1:9)
Her hair is compared to a flock of goats:
Your hair is like a flock of goats
	descending from Mount Gilead. 
(4:1)
Let us see how comparisons of this kind work:
a.The primary point of comparison is not visual. Sometimes there is no visual correspondence at all: The woman probably does not look at all like a chariot horse (1:9). And her hair does not really resemble a flock of goats running down a mountain (4:1).
b.So the comparisons are figurative rather than literal.
c.What the beloved has in common with the thing that he or she is compared to is “quality”, usually the quality of great value or excellence. 
d.So it is the value of two things that are compared: The woman is like a mare among Pharaoh’s chariots by being the very best and most valuable among women (1:9). Her hair has the richness and beauty of a healthy flock of goats. It gives the lover the kind of joy an owner of a flock of goats feels when he sees them running down a mountain slope (4:1).
Dialogues
The Song of Songs is presented as a series of dialogues, mostly between the shepherdess and the shepherd, sometimes with a chorus-like group of others giving their comments. These others usually pick up phrases from the lovers’ speeches and urge the two forward in love. 
Refrain
There is also a refrain, “I charge you, O daughters of Jerusalem,… Do not arouse or awaken love until it so desires” (2:7; 3:5; 8:4, and with a variation in 5:8). This refrain is spoken by the shepherdess. It can be understood as her begging the other women not to push her love too fast. The lovers’ love must not reach its consummation before the right occasion, which is the marriage bed (8:5). 
A dream
According to our reading of the book, its middle section (3:1–6:3) describes the shepherdess’s dream: “At night on my bed I looked for the one my heart loves. I looked for him but did not find him (3:1) and “I slept but my heart was awake” (5:2). It contains what one would expect in such a dream: sexual longings, fears of loss, nightmarish scenes (5:7). It also expresses the eager erotic desires that the young shepherd and shepherdess have for each other. This longing is a part of God’s good gift, as it is looking forward to the consummation of their love.
Two perspectives on love
The lovers speak in different ways. This reflects the difference between how a man and a woman experience being in love. The man’s speech focuses entirely on the woman. He does not address anyone else throughout the book. Often he speaks directly to the woman, praising her beauty and superb qualities. Occasionally he speaks about himself (5:1; 7:8; and 8:13), but he does so only as a way of sharing his thoughts and feelings about the woman he loves.
The woman, however, addresses “the daughters of Jerusalem” as well as the man. But when she speaks to others, it is often about her beloved (2:8–9), praising his admirable qualities (5:10–16). She also describes how much her beloved means to her (1:13–14) and her desire to be with him and give him her love (2:5; 5:2–8; 7:12–13). She finds pleasure in the way her beloved desires her (7:10). 
Questions
The answers to these questions can easily be found in the text above. But you will learn more, if you try to answer the questions before looking there. It is also better if you use your own words as much as possible.
	What is the setting of the Song of Songs?

	What could be the occasion of the Song of Songs?

	Use your own words to explain how comparisons are used in the Song of Songs. 

	How would you describe the composition of the Song of Songs?

	What is the purpose of the refrain?

	What emotions can be found in the dream?

	Explain the differences between how the man and the woman speak in the Song of Songs.

 
The lovers yearn for each other, 1:2–2:17
Introduction and comments
The two main characters (a shepherdess and a shepherd) are introduced. They are apparently engaged to be married, and they declare their love and desire for each other. Throughout the Song of Songs, the speakers and addressees can be deduced from the gender and number of the Hebrew words. To help the readers, modern Bible editions often indicate the most likely speaker by inserting subheadings like “Lover/Man”, “Beloved/Woman”, and “Friends”.
 
him … your (1:2): This change of pronoun within a text was a common device in ancient Hebrew poetry.
your love is more delightful than wine (1:2): Both love and wine can cause cheerfulness and dizziness. So in ancient poetry, wine and love are often mentioned together.
name … perfume (or oil) (1:3): The two Hebrew words are very similar.
king (1:4): This is probably a term of endearment that the woman uses about her fiancé. So it should be understood as a metaphor.
you (1:4 the middle part): The Hebrew text has the masculine form of the pronoun, so it must refer to the man.
they (1:4 the last part): Probably a reference to the virgins/maidens in verse 3.
daughters of Jerusalem (1:5): These are the friends of the woman/shepherdess  and the speakers in the middle part of verse 4. They act as a “chorus”, as they reflect and comment on her words. Only the woman/shepherdess addresses them.
tents of Kedar (1:5): Kedar was a nomadic tribe of Ishmaelite descent. Their tents were black because they were handwoven from black goat-hair. 
my own vineyard I have neglected (1:6): A metaphoric reference to the shepherdess’s sunburned body. 
nard/perfume (1:12): This was a valuable fragrance extracted from a plant.
my lover (or my beloved) (1:13): This Hebrew expression is the shepherdess’s most common endearment for her fiancé/lover. She uses it 31 times in the book.
myrrh (1:13): Aromatic resin made from various trees and shrubs
henna (1:14): A Palestine shrub with tightly clustered, aromatic, white flowers
En Gedi (1:14): A fertile oasis situated west of the Dead Sea. It was watered by a spring.
rose of Sharon (2:1): This was probably a flower with a bulbous root (note the parallel with lily of the valleys), perhaps of the crocus family. Sharon was the name for the coastal plain along the Mediterranean in western Palestine.
apple tree (2:3): This tree provided both cooling shade and tasty fruit. The shade of the apple tree is a place for lovers to meet. 
banqueting house (2:4): The Hebrew expression is “house of wine”. This is the only time it is used in the Old Testament.
his banner over me was love (2:4): This metaphor means that the shepherd’s love for her was displayed for everybody to see. The engaged couple’s love was no secret. They were openly committed to one another. 
embraces me (2:6): The Hebrew expression can be used for strong affection. So there is no need to read sexual intimacy into this verse.
Verse 2:7 serves as a refrain (see also 3:5, and 8:4; compare 5:8). The couple is already in love, but they must allow their love to proceed at its proper pace, which includes waiting until the the wedding night for its consummation (see 8:4–5).
gazelles (2:7): These elegant and shy animals were often associated with love in the ancient Middle East.
Questions
	Identify the speakers. Make a list. Note that there may be some differences depending on the Bible edition/translation that you use. 

	How does the shepherdess describe their meeting-place in 1:16–17?

	How does the shepherd describe his fiancée in 2:2?

	How does the shepherdess describe her love in 2:5?

(Go to 1:2–2:17 answers)
The lovers yearn for each other, 1:2–2:17 Think and discuss
	What do we learn about the background of the woman from this text?

	How does the shepherd describe his fiancée in 1:9–10? Your comments?

	How does the shepherdess describe her fiancé in 1:13–14? Your comments?

	How does the shepherd describe his fiancée in 1:15? How do you understand the metaphor?

	How does the shepherdess describe her fiancé in 2:3? Comments?

(Go to 1:2–2:17 comments)
The shepherdess dreams, 3:1–6:3
Introduction and comments
The woman reports her dream, which comes from her eager anticipation of the consummation of their love. That this is a dream – and not something that the woman experiences in real life – is indicated by 3:1 (“On my bed by night I sought him whom my soul loves”) and 5:2 (“I slept, but my heart was awake”). Her dream includes erotic longing, the fear of losing her beloved, a nightmarish scene of assault by the night watchmen (5:7), and an strange transformation of her beloved into a magnificent figure that appears to be king Solomon (3:6–11).
The dream can be structured into five main parts, like this:
	The woman longs for her lover, searches for him persistently, eventually finds him, and takes him to an intimate place, 3:1–5.

	The woman sees her lover transformed to king Solomon arriving for his wedding, 3:6–11.

	The woman’s lover describes his beloved, who begs her to run away with him, 4:1–5:1.

	The woman hears a knocking at her door. She goes out in desperate search of her lover but is beaten by the night watchmen, 5:2–7. 

	Finally she describes her lover to her friends,5:8– 6:3.

 
the chamber of her who conceived me (3:4): Her mother’s bedroom is a secure and intimate place for the two lovers. The woman has a similar desire to bring her lover to this place in 8:2, where she makes it clear that she will not do so until the right time. So this indicates that her search in 3:1–4 does not describe an actual event but it is a part of her dream. 
Gilead (4:1): The hilly country surrounding the Jabbok River east of the Jordan. It was famous for its good pastures.
the tower of David (4:4): Only mentioned here in the Old Testament. Perhaps it was one of the towers along the city wall of Jerusalem.
Verse 4:6 begins just like 2:17 and indicates the man’s desire to spend time with his fiancée. The “mountain” and the “hill” perhaps stand for the woman’s breasts in the previous verse, or for the woman as a whole. To be with her is like inhaling an exciting fragrance.
Amana … Senir … Hermon (4:8): Hermon (with the alternative name Senir) and Amana are peaks in the mountain range stretching north into Lebanon from the northernmost part of Palestine. The idea is that the man is calling his fiancée from desolate and dangerous places (compare the references to lions and leopards).
my bride (mentioned six times in 4:8–5:1, but nowhere else in the book): This epithet should not be understood as if the couple had already been married. It rather indicates that his scene (4:1–5:1) also takes place in the woman’s dream, as she looks forward to what the wedding day will bring.
sister (used by the man about his fiancée five times in 4:9–5:2): This was a common term of endearment between couples in the ancient Middle East.
wine (4:10): See comment on 1:2
garden (4:12): The gardens of ancient Middle East were like modern parks. Lovers met there. Gardens were also closely associated with a woman’s sexuality. So garden becomes a metaphor for the woman herself, the shepherdess of the Song of Songs. A spring or a fountain reflects a similar concept (compare Prov 5:15–19). Notice that the woman’s garden and spring are enclosed and sealed. This shows that she reserves herself – and her sexuality – for her lover alone.
Verse 4:16: The grammar shows that the last part of this verse is spoken by the woman. But commentators do not agree on the speaker of its first part (compare your Bible editions). The winds seem to reflect the man’s desire for the woman to offer him an invitation. So it makes sense to see him as the speaker. His desire is granted in the second half of the verse, which is undoubtedly spoken by the woman.
Verse 5:1: The woman is still dreaming (compare 5:2). In her dream she finds that her beloved has responded positively to her invitation to him in the previous verse (4:16). She also hears her friends’ approval of their love.
Verse 5:7: You would not expect watchmen to rob and beat a woman like this. But this takes place in the woman’s nightmarish dream, not in real life.
Verse 6:1–2: Earlier (see 5:6) the woman complained that her beloved was gone. Now her friends ask her where he has gone and which way he has turned. The woman replies that “he has gone down to his garden” in order to “browse in the gardens and to gather lilies”. This must mean that he has come to her in order to enjoy their love. Her response may seem odd, considering that she had asked her friends to find her lover (5:8). But we must remember that this is still a part of the woman’s dream.
Verse 6:3: The woman’s dream ends with the declaration that the lovers are committed to their love for one another: “I am my lover’s and my lover is mine.”
Questions
	In her dream, the woman went in search for her lover. Where did she bring him after she had found him (3:1–4)?

	In her dream, the woman hears her lover describe her beauty. What parts of the woman’s body does he describe (4:1–5)?

	How is the garden described in 4:12–16? Use your own words and don’t just quote your Bible.

	Retell the woman’s nightmare in 5:2–7. Use your own words and don’t just quote your Bible.

	In her dream, the woman describes her lover’s beauty. What parts of his body does she describe (5:10–16)?

	How does the woman’s dream end (6:2–3)?

(Go to 3:1–6:3 answers)
The shepherdess dreams, 3:1–6:3 Think and discuss
	What aspect of king Solomon’s wedding procession is emphasized in the woman’s dream (3:6–11)?

	The lover’s description of the beauty of his fiancée (4:1–5, 11) reflects the values of the ancient Middle Eastern culture in which the Song of Songs was written. Explain how.

	How do you understand the lover’s description of his beloved in 4:12?

	The woman’s description of the beauty of her fiancé (5:10–16) reflects the values of the ancient Middle Eastern culture in which the Song of Songs was written. Explain how.

	In the lovers’ descriptions of one another we find various kinds of imagery. One kind could be called “extended simile” (see for example 4:4, 5; 5:12, 14). How would you describe this kind of simile?

(Go to 3:1–6:3 comments)
 
The lovers yearn for each other again, 6:4–8:4
Introduction and comments
The dream is now over. In this part of the book, the couple exchange their praise for each other.
The description of the woman’s beauty in 7:1–9 echoes that of 4:1–7 (compare her description of the man in 5:10–16). They take erotic delight in each other’s physical appearance.
Verse 8:4 ends the period of longing and waiting with the final instance of the refrain urging the daughters of Jerusalem not to stir up or awaken love until the appropriate time (compare 2:7; 3:5). Time has now come to move on to the marriage (see 8:5, where the consummation of the couple’s love is indicated by the woman finally rousing/awakening her beloved).
 
Tirzah … Jerusalem (6:4): Tirzah was the capital city of the Northern Kingdom for a short time (920–880 BC). Jerusalem was the capital of the southern kingdom and an established symbol of beauty.
Verse 6:10: The arrival of the dawn, the fairness of the moon, and the brightness of the sun all reflect the woman’s radiant beauty. The army metaphor at end of the verse (not translated in Kannada pavitra grantha) probably refers to the stars.
Verse 6:12 is not clear in the Hebrew text, so modern translations vary considerably.
Shulammite (6:13): This may be the feminine form of “Solomon,” but here it more likely refers to the woman’s origin, that she came from the town of Shunem in the northern part of Palestine (“Shulammite” and “Shunammite” are variants of the same Hebrew word). 
ivory tower (7:4): The woman’s neck is likened to a tower. Since it is made of precious ivory, the dignity and beauty of her neck (rather than any physical aspect of it) is the reason for the simile.
pools of Heshbon … Bath Rabbim (7:4): Heshbon in Moab was once the royal city of king Sihon (Num 21:26). It was blessed with an abundant supply of spring water. Bath Rabbim means “daughter of many”. It was perhaps a popular name for Heshbon.
desire (7:10): The context tells the reader that this desire is sexual. The thought of the man desiring her gives the shepherdess pleasure.
mandrakes (7:13): Mandrake is a short-stemmed Mediterranean plant with a forked fleshy root. It is possible that it was considered as an aphrodisiac in ancient Israel (compare Gen 30:14–16). “Both new and old” probably means “all”. But it could instead refer to a progression in love, from the already familiar (“old”) to the “new” delights that they anticipate with the consummation of their love.
Verse 8:1 indicates that in Israelite culture, romantic kisses were reserved for private contexts, while the kiss of family affection was deemed appropriate in public. This explains the woman’s wish for her beloved to be a brother.
my mother’s house (8:2): See comment on 3:4.
arouse (or awaken) (8:4): For the last time, the woman is begging the other women not to push her love too fast. The lovers’ love will reach its consummation on the right occasion, the marriage bed. This is indicated by her words to her lover in the following verse (8:5): “Under the apple tree I aroused you.” 
Questions
	To what does the lover compare his beloved in 6:4?

	To what is the woman compared in 6:10?

	The lover describes the beauty of his beloved in 7:1–7. What parts of the woman’s body does he describe?

	Where does the woman want to bring her beloved (7:11–13)?

	Why does the woman wish her beloved to be her brother (8:1)?

(Go to 6:4–8:4 answers) 
The lovers yearn for each other again, 6:4–8:4 Think and discuss
	What point does the lover make about his beloved in 6:8–9?

	How do you understand 7:8–9 (the end of the lover’s description of the beauty of his beloved and the beginning of her response)?

(Go to 6:4–8:4 comments)
 
The lovers join in marriage, 8:5–14
Introduction and comments
The Song of Songs closes with a new stage in the relationship between the shepherd and the shepherdess. Until now the couple have been yearning for one another. Finally they are married, and their union has been consummated. In this closing section of the book, the tension and the anxious waiting of the previous chapters are replaced by relaxed enjoyment.
 
Verse 5: The first half of the verse is about the woman, and in the second half the woman is speaking to her beloved (“you” is masculine singular). So it is possible that the two halves of this verse are spoken by different parties. But it is also possible that the woman speaks in both halves, and that in the first half she is quoting someone else. 
leaning (v 5): The Hebrew word for leaning is only found here in the Old Testament. Its use in later Hebrew indicates an intimate connection and implies that the couple are now married. 
Under the apple tree I aroused/awakened you (v 5): See comment on 8:4 for “aroused/awakened”. In 2:3 the apple tree was a place for lovers to meet. Here it is the place of childbirth, which is what sexual love ideally leads to. 
seal (v 6): A seal was a stamp or (less common) a cylinder. It could be attached to a person by a band (and so hang from the neck or arm) or worn as a ring. The seal was pressed into clay to make an image or an inscription that showed the ownership of an object. Seals were, of course, precious to their owners.
love is as strong as death, its jealousy (or ardor or passion) unyielding as the grave (v 6): Love, like death, is relentlessly persistent, always accomplishing its goal. 
like a mighty flame (v 6): This Hebrew phrase contains the word yah (a shorter version of Yahweh. This would be the only mention of God’s name in the Song of Songs). So it conveys the idea of a most intense flame, hinting that it has been kindled by the Lord himself. Some Bible editions (see for example English ESV and Kannada satyavEdavu) prefer the translation “the very flame of the Lord”. One commentator adds: “This statement indicates that both love and a jealousy to protect marriage are given by God.”
Baal Hamon (v 11): Unknown place. The Hebrew word hamon sometimes means “wealth” or “abundance”. So Baal (“lord”) Hamon could mean “lord of abundance,” bringing to mind Solomon’s great wealth.
Questions
	What is the significance of the woman “leaning on her lover” (v 5)?

	How is love described in 8:6–7?

	How does the woman describe herself in 8:10?

	What do we learn about Solomon in 8:11?

(Go to 8:5–14 answers)
The lovers join in marriage 8:5–14 Think and discuss
	Explain the simile of the “seal” in 8:6.

	There are four “wisdom statements” about marital love in 8:6–7. List them.

	How do you understand 8:8–9?

	What point does the woman make about herself and Solomon in 8:12?

	How do you understand 8:14?

(Go to 8:5–14 comments)
 
The Song of Songs exam paper
Exam questions
	Summarize in your own words the problems with the traditional “spiritual” and allegorical interpretations of the Song of Songs. You are not allowed to consult your lesson notes or this textbook.

	Explain in your own words some of the reasons why traditional Jewish and Christian Bible teachers have rejected a literal interpretation of the Song of Songs. You are not allowed to consult your lesson notes or this textbook.

	Why is the Song of Songs a difficult book to structure? What are the difficulties? You are not allowed to consult your lesson notes or this textbook.

	Summarize in your own words the “story line” of the Song of Songs adopted by this textbook. You are not allowed to consult your lesson notes or this textbook.

	Explain some of the literary features of the Song of Songs. Use examples from your Bible to illustrate each of your points, but you are not allowed to consult your lesson notes or this textbook.

	Did you appreciate your study of the Song of Songs? Why – why not? State your reasons.

 

Lamentations
Introduction to Lamentations
Title, author, and date
In the Hebrew Bible, this small poetic book is called “How” after its first word:
How lonely sits the city, 
	that once was full of people!
The word “how”, which also occurs in the beginning of chapters 2 and 4 (not reflected in the Kannada pavitra grantha translation), represents how much Jerusalem suffered after its destruction by king Nebuchadnezzar of Babylon in 587 BC. The book is one of the Megilloth, the five scrolls read in the synagogues on five of the annual holidays. They were placed in the last section of the Hebrew Bible, called the Writings. Lamentations was read on the day of mourning for the destruction of the temple (in July/August). Our present name “Lamentations” was first used in the Greek Septuagint translation of the Old Testament. 
In our Christian Bibles, Lamentations is placed after the book of Jeremiah and was earlier often called “The Lamentations of Jeremiah”. It is possible that it was written by Jeremiah, but most modern Bible scholars find it unlikely. The book is anonymous, so there is no way to know for sure who the author was. But he must have lived in Palestine. 
The book was probably written not too many years after the fall of Jerusalem in 587 BC. The destruction of the city and its temple is still vividly remembered. And the author is still distressed by the sharp contrast between its earlier glory and its present desolation. He is also aware of the sin of his people which has brought God’s just punishment over them. But now the time has come for God’s people to remember his unfailing compassion and love.
Genre, literary features, and structure
The entire book is poetic. Each of its five chapters contains one lament on themes related to the destruction of Jerusalem. A lament is a prayer offered to God in a difficult situation, asking him to intervene and help. A lament can be individual (the prayer of one person) or collective (when the community of the people of God faces trouble). 
As we saw earlier the laments found in the book of Psalms are often quite complex in their structure, but they almost always include these five parts: a description of the problem, claims of innocence, a plea for help, a statement of faith, and a pledge to serve God when the difficulties are over. The laments in Lamentations do not contain any pleas of innocence. In addition, the statements of faith and the pledges to serve are less evident.
In the five laments of Lamentations we hear the voices of individuals as well as of the community. The individual either personifies Jerusalem (the city that has become like a lonely widow who weeps bitterly at night, 1:1–2) or represents the people of Jerusalem (like the man who has seen affliction, 3:1). The community are the people of the ruined city, who describe themselves as orphans (5:3). They realize that their nation has been punished by God for its sins (5:7) and that their only hope is in God (5:21).
The first four laments (chapters 1–4) are acrostic, which means that the first letter of each verse or stanza of a poem follows the order of the Hebrew alphabet. Hebrew has 22 letters, so an acrostic poem will be structured in 22 parts. This feature cannot be seen in translations, but most of the time the verse numbering in our modern Bible editions will alert us to it. A poem can be acrostic in different ways. Chapter 1 (the first lament) has 22 stanzas of 3 lines (a total of 66 lines) in the Hebrew text (in our modern Bibles each stanza has become a verse). The first word of the first line in each stanza is acrostic – it begins with a consecutive letter of the Hebrew alphabet. Chapter 2 follows the same pattern. Chapter 4 is shorter with only 2 lines in each stanza/verse (so the Hebrew text has a total of 44 lines), but the acrostic pattern is the same. In chapter 3, however, the acrostic pattern is more elaborate. There each stanza consists of three lines (3 verses in our modern Bibles). Each of these three lines/verses begin with the same Hebrew letter. So each line in the first stanza (verses 1–3 in our Bibles) begins with aleph, then each line in the second stanza (verse 4–6 in our Bibles) begins with beth, and so on until the whole Hebrew alphabet has been used (22 stanzas with a total of 66 lines/verses). To structure poems in this way requires a lot of skill and restraint. So the poet has controlled his strong feelings and emotions and expressed them through a tightly structured poetic pattern. 
The fifth lament (chapter 5) is not acrostic. Even then it has 22 lines (22 verses in our Bibles), the same number as the number of letters in the Hebrew alphabet. 
Theology
Most laments in the book of Psalms, are prayers of persons pouring out their hearts to God because of unjust suffering. But the laments in Lamentations are different in that their author acknowledges that the sufferings of Jerusalem and its people are just. God has justly punished them for their sins. Their only hope now lies in God’s compassion and faithful love (3:22–23). Lamentations takes up several important theological themes, for example:
God’s justice 
The reason for the fall of Jerusalem was the sin of the people (1:5, 22: 3:39; 5:16): They had rejected God’s word, spoken to them through the prophets (compare 2:17). But God’s punishment had also been brought upon them as a consequence of the sins and the disobedience of some of their prophets (2:14; 4:13). So Lamentations agrees with the theology found in many other Old Testament books (see for example Lev 26, Deut 27–30, Jeremiah, and the story about the Israelite kings as recorded in the books of Samuel and Kings): When the Israelites are obedient to the stipulations of the Sinai covenant they will experience God’s blessings. But their disobedience will set in motion the covenant curses and bring judgment over them in the form of various disasters.
The day of God’s judgment
Lamentations uses the phrase “the day of God’s anger” (1:12; 2:1, 12, 21–22) to describe the destruction that Jerusalem suffered under the hands of king Nebuchadnezzar of Babylon in 587 BC. God’s judgment on sin, or “the day of the Lord”, is a central theme in the Old Testament prophetic books. This fearful day can occur in a historical context (such as the one we find in Lamentations). Then, at the end of time, there will be the final “day of the Lord”. 
God’s faithfulness and mercy
The central passage in the book is 3:21–23:
This I call to mind
	and therefore I have hope: 
Because of the Lord's steadfast love we are not consumed,
	for his mercies never fail. 
They are new every morning.
	Great is your faithfulness. 
This echoes God’s words hundreds of years earlier to the Israelites through Moses, as they were camped in the plains of Moab preparing to enter the Promised Land. In the future they would sin and experience God’s punishment. But if they then repented and turned back to God, he would show them compassion and restore their fortunes (Deut 30:1–10).
Prayer and confession
Our only way to restore our broken relationship with God is to turn to him, accept his righteousness and sovereignty, confess our sin, and put our hope in his merciful salvation (1:8, 18, 20; 3:24–26). These themes remind us of the laments found in the book of Psalms.
Questions
The answers to these questions can easily be found in the text above. But you will learn more, if you try to answer the questions before looking there. It is also better if you use your own words as much as possible.
	What name does Lamentations have in the Hebrew Bible?

	What place does Lamentations have in the Hebrew Bible?

	On what occasion is the book of Lamentations read by the Jews?

	Why do some Bible editions call the book “The Lamentations of Jeremiah”?

	Who is the author of Lamentations?

	When and where was the book written?

	What kind of text do we find in Lamentations?

	How is Lamentations structured?

	What is the main structural difference between a lament in the book of Psalms and a lament in the book of Lamentations?

	What voices are heard by the reader of Lamentations?

	Which of the five laments is not acrostic?

	In what way is the acrostic pattern different in chapter 3 compared with the pattern in chapter 1?

	What is the main theological difference between the laments found in the book of Psalms and the laments found in the book of Lamentations?

	List four important theological themes found in Lamentations.

	Explain how these four theological themes reflect Old Testament theology in general. 

Reference
The following books were useful to me, as I prepared the unit on Lamentation (the studies as well as the answers):
The ESV Study Bible
The NIV Study Bible
Poeterna (the chapter called Klagovisorna by Greger Andersson)
 
Lamentations chapter 1
Introduction and comments
The first lament is about Jerusalem’s misery and desolation. The city is described as widow in mourning. The chapter can be structured like this:
	Jerusalem’s devastation described, v 1–11

	Jerusalem calls for help, v 12–22

Some of the recurring motifs are: Jerusalem’s sin, the Lord’s punishment, the betrayal of her friends, the triumph of her enemies, the desolate city, the exile of her people, her lost glory, her tears of distress, and her feeling of rejection.
The rich poetic language of this chapter overflows with imagery. There are several examples of personification, simile, and metaphor.
 
sits the city (v 1): The city of Jerusalem is personified as a woman in this first lament. It is a common literary device in Old Testament poetry to present cities as women, compare the Daughter of Jerusalem and the Virgin daughter of Zion in 2:13.
her lovers … her friends (v 2): Jerusalem’s  former allies
no resting place (v 3): Compare Deut 28:65.
appointed feasts (v 4): See Ex 23:14–17 and Lev 23.
her princes … have fled before the pursuer (v 6): Compare Jer 52:7–8.
she did not consider her future (v 9): She did not expect things to turn out the way they did, in spite of God’s warnings (compare Lev 26:14–26 and Deut 28:15–68). 
Look, O Lord (v 9): Jerusalem speaks for the first time. She asks God to consider what her enemy has done.
fire (v 13): Fire is a common Old Testament metaphor for judgment.
My sins have been bound into a yoke (v 14): Yoke represents power and authority. So God placed Jerusalem under the power of her own sins.
winepress (v 15): God treading his winepress is an Old Testament metaphor for God’s judgment. 
stomach (or inside) (v 20): In Hebrew a person’s “inward parts” represent his emotions and feelings.
the day you have announced (v 21): The day of God’s judgment as announced by his prophets
Questions
	Who are the speakers in the two parts of chapter 1?

	How does the poet describe the contrast between Jerusalem’s past and present circumstances (v 1)?

	Who is behind Jerusalem’s present situation, according to the poet (v 5)?

	What is the reason for Jerusalem’s present situation, according to the poet (v 5)?

	What consequences of Jerusalem’s sin are mentioned in verse 6?

	What consequences of Jerusalem’s sin are mentioned in verse 8?

	What consequences of Jerusalem’s sin are mentioned in verses 10–11?

	What consequences of Jerusalem’s sin are mentioned in verses 13–14?

	What understanding of God does Jerusalem express in verse 18?

	How do Jerusalem’s enemies react to her misery (v 21)?

	What is Jerusalem’s prayer for her enemies (v 21–22)? 

(Go to Lamentations ch 1 answers)
Lamentations ch 1 Think and discuss
	The city of Jerusalem is personified, which means that it is described as if she were woman. What other examples of personification do you find in this chapter?

	Explain some of the imagery (similes and metaphors) that the poet uses in this chapter.

	How is Jerusalem’s situation described in verse 20?

	How would you characterize Jerusalem’s feelings at the end of the chapter?

(Go to Lamentations ch 1 comments)
 
Lamentations chapter 2
Introduction and comments
The second lament is about God’s judgment on his people and its consequences. It begins and ends with the phrase, “the day of his anger”, which is the day of judgment. The chapter can be structured like this:
	The effects of God’s judgment on Jerusalem and its people, v 1–10

	The need to cry out to God, v 11–19

	The poet (representingJerusalem and its people) asks God to see and act, v 20–22

 
the Daughter of Zion (v 1): Jerusalem and her inhabitants
the cloud of his anger (v 1): A metaphor for the darkness of God’s punishment
his footstool (v 1): A metaphor for the Ark of the Covenant or for the Jerusalem temple
He has cast down the splendor of Israel (v 2): The imagery is that of a falling star (compare Isaiah 14:12).
swallowed up (v 2): A metaphor for “utterly destroyed”. See also verse 16.
the dwellings of Jacob … the strongholds of the Daughter of Judah (v 2): The southern Israelite kingdom with all its cities
horn (v 3): Symbolizing strength
his right hand (v 3): Representing God’s help and protection. Compare the following verse.
his right hand (v 4): The strong, weapon-carrying, hand of a warrior. Compare the previous verse.
his dwelling … his place of meeting (v 6): The Jerusalem temple. These two expressions were originally used about the Tabernacle in the wilderness, where God revealed himself and where he met with his people.
He stretched out a measuring line (v 8): God marked off what would be destroyed and what would be spared (compare Amos 7:7–8).
sprinkled dust on their heads and put on sackcloth (v 10): Expressions of mourning
Your prophets have seen for you false and deceptive visions (v 14): Compare Jeremiah who frequently denounced false prophets (for example Jer 5:12–13; 6:13–15; 8:10–12; 14:13–15). Judah’s unfaithful prophets were one important reason for God’s judgment. 
clap their hands at you (v 15): A gesture of mockery
he has fulfilled his word (v 17): God’s warnings of judgment through his true prophets ever since the time of Moses were fulfilled with Jerusalem’s destruction and the deportation of much of its population.
he has exalted the horn of your foes (v 17): God has increased the strength of Jerusalem’s enemies. 
Lift up your hands to him (v 19): In sincere prayer to God for his intervention
you summoned against me (v 22): Compare 1:15
Questions
	Who are the speakers in the three parts of chapter 2?

	What expressions of God’s judgment on Jerusalem are listed in verses 1–3?

	How is God described in verses 4–5?

	What has God done to Jerusalem and her people according to verses 6–9?

	How can we understand from verse 10 that Jerusalem is in mourning?

	What do we learn about Jerusalem’s sin from verse 14?

	How is God described in verse 17?

	How does the poet describe the situation in Jerusalem to God in verses 20–21?

(Go to Lamentations ch 2 answers)
Lamentations ch 2 Think and discuss
	How would you structure the first part of the chapter (v 1–10)?

	How would you structure the second part of the chapter (v 11–19)?

	Explain some of the imagery (similes, metaphors, and personifications) that the poet uses in this chapter.

	The poet also makes his poetry richer by using parallels, synonymous expressions, apostrophe (the exclamatory addressing of a person or a thing), and rhetorical questions (statements in the form of questions). Give some examples of these poetic devices.

(Go to Lamentations ch 2 comments)
Lamentations chapter 3
Introduction and comments
This chapter is different from the others in the book of Lamentations. Here we hear the voice of a person, a man, who is describing his personal suffering in connection with Jerusalem’s destruction in a way that reminds us of the laments found in the book of Psalms. So who is this man? He could be the prophet Jeremiah or an unknown person among the inhabitants of Jerusalem. But some Bible scholars see him as a personification of the city of Jerusalem. Earlier the city was personified as a woman (as the Daughter of Jerusalem or the Daughter of Zion), which is a common Old Testament poetic device. But to personify the city as “the man who has seen affliction” – if that is the case – would be unexpected and surprising.
The chapter can be structured like this:
	Remembering God’s faithfulness in the midst of suffering, v 1–39

	Acknowledging sin and rebellion, v 40–47

	Hoping for God’s redemption, v 48–66

 
his … he (v 1–2): The Lord, who is not specifically mentioned until verse 18.
wormwood (v 15): A plant with bitter taste, often used as a metaphor for hardship and sorrow. I is also used metaphorically in verse 19.
hope (v 21): “Hope” and “wait” are key words in this chapter (see v 24, 25, 26, 29). They express the poet’s trust in his Covenant Lord in the midst of his present distress. 
The Lord is my portion (v 24): The speaker is totally dependent on God, who is his only inheritance (compare Ps 73:26; 142:5). The phrase goes back to the time of the distribution of the Promised Land, when he tribe of Levi did not receive any share of the land, because the Lord (and their service to him) was to be their only inheritance (compare Num 18:20). 
It is good for a man to bear his yoke (v 27): In the Hebrew text, this phrase echoes the statement found in the first verse of the chapter: “I am the man who has seen affliction” (v 1). The metaphor of yoke is used in various ways in the Bible, positively as God’s authority over a person (as expressed by his word in the law), negatively as political oppression (as experienced under the rule of foreign empires). In this lament, “yoke” can be understood as a synonym for “affliction”. 
that both bad and good come (v 38): God is both Judge and Redeemer. So from his mouth there will come judgment as well as salvation. 
Questions
	How does the poet describe his situation in verses 1–18? Summarize the passage in a few points without quoting your Bible. His rich imagery will be studied under Think and discuss.

	What statement does the poet make about God’s faithful love and compassion (v 22–23)?

	How does the poet describe his relationship with God in verse 24?

	What does the poet say about God in verse 25?

	What is the poet waiting for (v 26)?

	What does the poet say about God in verses 31–33?

	What does the poet say about God in verse 38?

	How should, according to verse 39, our attitude be to life?

	What is the poet’s exhortation to his people in verses 40–42?

	What does the poet ask of God in verses 55–66? Summarize his prayer in a couple of points. Try not to quote your Bible.

(Go to Lamentations ch 3 answers)
Lamentations ch 3 Think and discuss
	Study how the poet uses pronouns in this lament: To what extent is he speaking for himself only (using the pronouns “I, me, my”)? And to what extent is he representing his people (using the pronouns “We, us, our”)? To what extent is he speaking about God (using the pronouns “he, him, his”)? And to what extent is the speaking/praying to God (using the pronouns “you, your”)?

	The speaker uses an abundance of imagery (metaphors and similes) to describe his situation in verses 1–18. Identify and explain some of this imagery. 

	Summarize the theology of verses 21–26.

	Summarize in a few points without quoting your Bible the poet’s feelings as expressed in verses 43–54.

(Go to Lamentations ch 3 comments)
 
Lamentations chapter 4
Introduction and comments
The fourth lament shows the contrast between Zion’s past and present. Important themes are the famine (v 4–10), the sins of the prophets that led the downfall of the leaders (v 7–8, 13–16), and the king’s unsuccessful flight from Jerusalem (v 19–20). 
The chapter can be structured like this:
	The suffering of Jerusalem’s inhabitants, particularly the children, v 1–10

	God’s punishment of Jerusalem’s religious leaders, v 11–16

	God’s punishment of Jerusalem’s political leaders, v 17–20

	The end of Jerusalem’s suffering, v 21–22

 
gold … sacred gems (v 1): Symbolizing the Israelites, God’s chosen people, compare the following verse.
purple (v 5): Purple cloth was very expensive, so purple became the color of royalty.
nor any of the inhabitants of the world (v 12): This, of course, an example of the poetic device called hyperbole (poetic exaggeration).
who shed in the midst of her the blood of the righteous (v 13): This statement must be understood metaphorically. The priests had not literally killed people in the temple. But they had misled the Israelites and so brought God’s punishment on the city. In that way, the priests (and the prophets) were guilty of the blood of the righteous.
They wander blind through the streets, they are so defiled with blood that no one dares to touch their garments (v 14): Here we find three metaphorical expressions. The priests and prophets who are left in Jerusalem are spiritually blind. They are also defiled, because they misled the people and became guilty of their blood. Finally, they are now shunned by the people of Jerusalem (compare verses 15–16). 
the Lord’s anointed (v 20): A reference to the Israelite king Zedekiah (see Jer 39:1–7)
the Daughter of Edom (v 21): The Edomite nation is personified as a woman. The Edomites rejoiced at the fall of Jerusalem and looted the city (see Obadiah 11–14). 
but to you also the cup will be passed (v 21): The cup is a metaphor for God’s judgment. 
Questions
	Who is the speaker in this chapter?

	Who are addressed in this chapter?

	How does the poet describe the famine in Jerusalem (v 4–5, 8–10)? Use your own words and don’t just copy your Bible.

	Why did God punish Jerusalem (v 13)?

	Read the comments above on verses 13 and 14. Then explain the metaphors used in these verses.

	Who is “the Lord’s anointed” in verse 20?

	What message does the poet have for Edom (v 21)?

	What message does the poet have for Jerusalem (v 22)?

(Go to Lamentations ch 4 answers)
Lamentations ch 4 Think and discuss
	What point does the poet make in verse 3?

	What point does the poet make in verses 5, 7–8, and 10? 

	Explain why the poet can say that God’s punishment of Jerusalem is worse than his punishment of Sodom (v 6, compare v 9).

	What point does the poet make in verse 11?

	Compare verses 17–20 with the historical narratives found in Jer 37:4–10 and Jer 39:1–7. Your conclusions?

	Compare verse 21 with Obadiah’s prophecy about God’s judgment on Edom (Ob v 8–10). Your conclusions?

(Go to Lamentations ch 4 comments)
 

Job answers
Job answers 1: Job tested
Answers to the questions
	Job’s physical circumstances at the beginning of the book (1:1–5): 

a.He had a large family with seven sons and three daughters.
b.He was very wealthy with many possessions.
c.He had high social status.
	Job’s character at the beginning of the book (1:1–5):

a.He was blameless and upright, a man who feared God and shunned all evil.
b.He was very keen about his children and their spiritual condition.
	According to Proverbs 3:1–4 and Psalm 1:1–3 and 6, there is a direct connection between Job’s wealth and blamelessness. A righteous and God-fearing person will have wealth and prosperity, and the favor of both God and man. 

	–

	Satan’s accusation against Job (1:6–22): Job is blameless, upright and God-fearing only because God has protected and blessed him. But if God would remove his blessings from Job, then he would surely curse God.

	God’s response to Satan’s accusation (1:6–22): God allows Satan to strike at everything Job has, as long as he leaves Job himself alone.

	God and Satan in this passage (1:6–22): God is sovereign over Job’s life and situation, but he allows Satan to strike him.

	Satan causes four events that bring suffering to Job (1:6–22):

a.An enemy attack results in the loss of Job’s oxen and donkey and the death of those who take care of them.
b.Fire from the sky kills the sheep and the shepherds.
c.Three enemy raids results in the loss of Job’s camels and the death of those who take care of them.
d.A storm kills all Job’s children.
	Job responds (1:6–22) by going into mourning (tearing his clothes and shaving his head) and falling to the ground in worship to God. But he does not blame God for what has happened.

	–

	Here are some additional things we discover about God, Satan and Job in chapter 2:

a.God allows Satan to go one step further and to strike Job himself.
b.Job is faithful to God even when he experiences all these disasters. He does not “charge God with wrongdoing” (1:22), and he does “not sin in what he” says (2:10).
c.Satan is not satisfied with Job’s faithfulness to God.
	Job accuses his wife of talking like a foolish woman. The reason is that she does not accept God’s control over their lives (chapter 2).

	Job does not understand why he is suffering. But he understands that God has allowed him to suffer (2:10).

	Three friends, Eliphaz, Bildad and Zophar, come to comfort Job. They have heard about his sufferings (2:10). Instead she tells Job to curse God (2:9).

	–

	–

	God’s sovereignty is revealed in these opening chapters:

a.He has blessed Job with wealth, family, happiness and good health.
b.But he also withholds all these blessings from Job.
c.Satan has no power of his own. He can only act to the extent that God permits him to do so.
	–

	–

Comments
By the end of chapter 2, Job has gone from great prosperity to extreme poverty, from a good comfortable life to horrible pain and suffering, from being a highly respected man to sitting on a heap of ashes scraping his scabs with a piece of pottery.
It is important to notice that Job is totally unaware of the discussion between Satan and God. Job knows nothing about what has happened in heaven. He only knows suffering. As a matter of fact, much of the rest of the book is about Job arguing with his friends and struggling with God, asking God why these terrible things have happened to him.
But for us as readers, the issue is different. Unlike Job, we know why he is suffering. We are told this in the first eleven verses. Job is suffering as a test of his righteous-ness. For us as readers, the real tension of the book is whether or not Job will remain faithful to God. Will Job’s despair cause him to curse God? Will Satan be proved right?
As we study the book of Job, we will see how Job handles his sufferings. And we must repeatedly face one important question: How should we modern-day believers respond to God when bad things happen to us and we don’t understand why they happen?
On one level the book of Job is about suffering. And it really offers us insights into why bad things happen. But, it is important for us to note from the beginning that this is not the main focus of the book. The book of Job is much more practical than theoretical. It can be compared with a first aid manual, which does not say much about the different reasons why an accident happens. The purpose of such a manual is to show you how to act when the accident has happened. Similarly, the book of Job does not give us a full list of reasons why suffering happens. It is more concerned with how we should act toward God when suffering happens.
Job is a book about whether God is worth following even when we are suffering. It is about whether God is worth trusting even when he seems to be making our lives miserable.
(Go to Job study 2)
 
Job answers 2: “There must be a reason!”
Answers to the questions
	Job’s three friends do these things in response to his suffering (2:11–13):

a.When they hear about Job’s misfortunes, they travel over long distances to visit him personally in order to comfort him. This shows that they are faithful friends, irrespective of good times or bad times. It also shows that they are willing to spend time and money to comfort a friend – and to personally involve themselves in their friend’s situation.
b.When they see Job’s miserable condition, they go into mourning. They weep, tear their clothes, and sprinkle dust on their heads. This shows their empathy with their friend’s situation. They really feel sorry for him, and they are willing to suffer with him.
c.When they realize how depressed Job is, they sit down on the ground with him. They do not speak, because they know that their words will not be of help. They wait – for seven days – for Job to open his mouth. This shows how sensitive they are to Job’s mood. They save their words of advice and comfort until he is ready to listen to them. It also shows their patience and their willingness to commit themselves and their time to their friend Job.
	Job’s first speech and his mood (chapter 3):

a.A summary of Job’s speech: First he curses the day he was born (v 1–10). Then he (through a series of rhetorical questions) mourns his birth and the fact that he survived his birth (v 11–19). His existence would have been so much better with the dead than with the living. Then he widens his perspective to all those who have been born into a life of misery (v 21–23) and ends with a brief description of his present feelings of misery (v 24–26).
b.Job is depressed about his own situation and about the situation of people in this world who are born to a life of suffering.
	Job does not curse (or even blame) God for his sufferings in his first speech to his friends (chapter 3). He curses the day of his birth, and he mentions in passing that God is in control of man’s life (v 23). Satan predicted in 2:5 that Job would turn against God and curse God in a situation like this. So Job proves Satan wrong.

	The tone of Eliphaz’s speech (chapter 4–5): I don’t think that Eliphaz is really supportive of Job, or understanding of Job’s situation. He seems more eager to “teach” Job, to correct his faulty theology and to make him change his mind. But he does offer Job some consolation (for example in 4:6; 5:17).

	Eliphaz thinks that something Job has done is the reason behind his suffering. Job must have done something bad (sinned, or been unrighteous) in order to experience this kind of disasters. It is a matter of cause and effect (4:7–8). 

	Eliphaz is confident about his assessment of Job (4:12–16), because of a frightening and mysterious experience that he had in a dream. So he claims to base his advice to Job on divine revelation. 

	Eliphaz’s advice to Job (5:8, 17) is to turn to God and acknowledge his sin for which God had punished him.

	I think Eliphaz is still saying the same things in his third speech (chapter 22). But I feel that his tone is now harsher, as he is giving examples of sins that he thinks Job must have committed (v 5–11) in order to be punished by God in this way. Eliphaz ends his speech by once again entreating Job to repent from his sins.

	Bildad thinks that sin is the reason behind Job’s suffering (8:1–4).

	Bildad also thinks that Job should acknowledge his sin and plead with God. Then his blessings would be restored (8:5–7). 

	Zophar’s assessment of Job (11:1–6): 

a.Zophar says that Job claims to be “pure” (meaning totally without sin), which is not true (even if Job is called “blameless” and “righteous” both by God and himself) and that Job has mocked God (which is also untrue).
b.Zophar has the same  theology as the other two friends: Job’s sins have caused his misfortunes.
	Zophar thinks that Job only has to repent for his blessings to be restored (11:13–20).

	Let’s look back at the advice of Job’s three friends:

a.They have their theology in common: They all believe that the cause of Job’s miseries is the sins that he must have committed. 
b.But they are different in their attitudes to Job: Zophar is, for example, more critical and judgmental than the other two.
	We can learn both positive and negative things from Job’s friends about helping one another in times of suffering. Here are a few examples:

a.Positive: We should be willing to help and comfort a suffering friend. We should not give priority to our own time or convenience, but take time with our suffering friend. 
b.Negative: We should not try comfort a suffering friend with empty words or with simplistic solutions (or incorrect theology). We should not condemn or judge, especially when we don’t have all the background knowledge.
	New Testament passages about different possible reasons for suffering:

a.1 Cor 11:27–32: In Corinth, sin (disrespect for “the body of the Lord”) resulted in God’s disciplinary judgement. 
b.Heb 12:7–11: Suffering is God’s way of disciplining his children. It can be good for us and make us more holy.
c.Luke 13:1–5: Suffering helps us realize that we need to repent.
d.John 9:1–3: The man’s blindness was not a consequence of his own sin, nor of the sins of his parents. But his suffering had a great purpose: God’s greatness would be revealed through his healing.
	Imagine that a friend is going through a great personal tragedy, and someone tells him that his suffering is because of an unconfessed sin in his life. 

I don’t agree with that idea. It too simplistic. The New Testament presents various reasons why believers sometimes suffer. The most important being that suffering is part of life in this fallen world. See also your answer to the previous question. 
	To “entrust” oneself to “him who judges justly” (1 Pet 2:23) means that we – just like Jesus did – commit our case to God, our heavenly Judge. He knows that we are suffering for the sake of Kingdom of God and he will give us a just judgment. He understands human suffering. 

There are various reasons for our suffering in this world (see your answers to the two previous questions). So we have to be open, sensitive, wise, godly, and biblical as we deal with suffering believers. 
But here are a few practical ways to help one another in times of suffering:
a.We can pray with the person who suffers and so help him focus more on God than on himself. We can pray for God’s comfort, strength, and guidance during this difficult time. We can pray that his sufferings would not result in loss of trust in God, or in backsliding, or in running away from everything, or in suicide.
b.We can talk to the person who suffers and remind him of what the Bible teaches about the trials and difficulties that believers have to face in this world. By doing so, we can help him see his trials and difficulties in a sound biblical perspective. 
c.We can help him practically if he needs such help: perhaps with money; perhaps with his family, his work, or his business; perhaps with the right contacts (a doctor, or a lawyer).
d.We can help him deal with things in his life that could be the cause of his present sufferings: some criminal act (cheating, embezzling, abuse), or some foolish behavior (gambling, lies, risky investments, loans, unfaithfulness).
e.If he suffers because he has backslidden, we can entreat him to repent and return to God.
Comments
“Nothing comes from nothing”
In spite of some variations, Eliphaz, Bildad and Zophar all claim that Job’s suffering is the result of his unconfessed sin. Their theology can be summarized like this: God is just. This means that good people don’t have bad things happen to them. Consequently, Job must have done something to deserve the misfortunes that had befallen him.
Job denies their accusations. He knows that he has not committed any sin bad enough to justify the terrible suffering that he is going through. This brings the debate to a standstill. Job’s friends cannot get Job to confess his sin. And Job cannot convince his friends that there is nothing to confess.
The frustration for us readers is that we know that Job’s friends are wrong. Ever since the very first verse of the book, we have known that Job is a blameless and upright man. He is a man who fears God and turns away from evil. We have heard this from God’s own lips when talking to Satan (1:8). This reveals to us an important truth: suffering can happen to anyone, even to those who do not deserve it. In this fallen world, sometimes even the innocent will suffer.
Job’s friends fail to grasp this truth, because their theology is too clever, and because their understanding of God is too small. They make the mistake of reducing God to almost an impersonal system of cause and effect. In their view of the world, good things happen to good people; bad things happen to bad people. The result of that – even if much of what they say about God is true – is that they do not have the complete truth about God. In the end their advice to Job, although they mean well, is both immature and cruel.
Innocent suffering
The book of Job reminds us of the truth that undeserved and innocent suffering can happen to believers in this life. None of us is perfect, that is true. But our lack of perfection does not always result in misery and suffering. The truth is that many bad things happen to us, things that are not the direct result of some sin that we have committed. This, of course, raises the question why God allows bad things to happen to his people. This is exactly the question that Job has. 
But we must not forget what we learned in our first study. The book of Job is not much interested in why seemingly undeserved suffering happens. It is much more interested in how we should respond to God when undeserved suffering does happen. In this respect, Jesus stands as the supreme example:
“For this is a gracious thing, when, mindful of God, one endures sorrows while suffering unjustly. For what credit is it if, when you sin and are beaten for it, you endure? But if when you do good and suffer for it you endure, this is a gracious thing in the sight of God. For to this you have been called, because Christ also suffered for you, leaving you an example, so that you might follow in his steps. ‘He committed no sin, neither was deceit found in his mouth.’ When he was reviled, he did not revile in return; when he suffered, he did not threaten, but continued entrusting himself to him who judges justly” (1 Peter 2:19–23).
(Go to Job study 3)
 
Job answers 3: “Why me?”
Answers to the questions
	Job’s description of his anguish (6:1–7): 

a.His anguish is unmeasurable, so nobody should be surprised at his harsh words (v 1–3).
b.God has judged him. This is the meaning of the poisoned arrow from God (v 4).
c.His friends have given him useless advice (“tasteless food”), so why shouldn’t he complain (like the braying wild donkey, v 5–6)?
	Job wishes that God would let him die (“crush him”, “cut him off”, 6:8–9). Then he would die without having cursed God (“not denied the words of the Holy One”, v 10). He has no longer any hope in this life, and he doesn’t even have the strength to hope for a better future (v 11–13).

	Job feels that his friends (the author has so far only recorded Eliphaz’s first speech, chapters 4–5) have let him down by their useless advice (6:14–15, 21). They have judged him unjustly, because there is no wickedness in him (6:29–30).

	Job’s feelings toward God (7:11–21):

a.Job feels bitterness toward God (v 11), so he complains to God (v 11, 13).
b.Job feels that God is continuously plaguing him, even through his bad dreams (v 12–15).
c.Job wants God to leave him alone (v 16–19).
d.Job does not claim to have been perfect, but he has not sinned in such a way that he deserves God’s punishment like this (v 20). Instead God should have forgiven him (v 21).
	Job’s description of God in 9:1–20:

a.God is righteous and no man can stand righteous before him (v 1). 
b.God’s wisdom is beyond man’s understanding, so how can man expect God to answer all his questions (v 2–3)?
c.God is sovereign over his creation (v 4–10).
d.God cannot be fully understood by man (v 11), so how can Job discuss his situation with God (v 12–14).
e.Man has no say before God, so his only option is to plead for God’s mercy (v 15). But Job is not allowed to – and would not be able to – present his case before God (v 16–20).
	Job asks these two things of God (13:20–27):

a.That God would stop punishing him (v 20–21)
b.That God would start communicating with him and allow him to present his case before God (v 22–27)
	Job expresses his confidence in God’s justice like this in19:23–29: God is his Redeemer, who will ultimately vindicate him. God is the righteous Judge.

	In 27:1–6, Job accuses God of denying him justice (v 1).

	In 27:1–6, Job’s maintains that he is righteous. 

	In chapter 25, Bildad claims that no man is righteous before God. Job says that Bildad is wrong (27:5). Job will not accept that he lacks integrity and he is not righteous before God (27:5–6).

	Job’s response to his suffering: In 1:11 and 2:5, Satan predicted that Job would curse God in times of trouble and misery. But Job proves him wrong. Job never curses God. But he claims that God has punished him beyond reason and that God is unwilling to hear his case.

	Job’s understanding of God is different from that of his friends:

a.The friends see God as some kind of divine cause and effect system: If you behave well, God will treat you well. But if you sin, then God will punish you and make your life miserable. 
b.For Job, God is much more divine. He is far above man, so man cannot really understand him. Man can only plead to God and hope for his mercy. Also see the answers to question 5 above.
	–

	Jesus is the perfect friend and arbitrator (Heb 4:14–16):

a.He has been like one of us when he lived on this earth, so he understands our situation and our weaknesses.
b.But he is not like us, because he is without sin.
c.So he is the perfect high priest. Through him we can approach God for  mercy and grace in times of difficulties and sufferings.
	Knowing Jesus helps us when we suffer:

a.Jesus understands us, because he has suffered more than any of us will ever do.
b.Jesus is always with us through his Holy Spirit to guide us, to nourish us, and to strengthen us. So we can confidently turn to him and ask for his help in times of difficulties and suffering.
c.Jesus is our high priest, who sits at the right hand of God, interceding for us (Rom 8:34).
Comments
Job’s answer to his friends accusations
In this study we have looked at Job’s answers to his friends. Job insists that he has not done anything to justify his suffering. He denies that there is some secret sin hidden away in his life that has caused his misery. Job does not claim to be perfect, but he claims that he has not done anything bad enough to justify the degree of suffering that he is going through.
This puts Job in a very frustrating situation. If Job’s friends were correct with their accusations, then he could easily solve his present situation. He could just confess and repent of his sin – and his good fortune would be restored. This is exactly what Eliphaz predicts would happen (5:17–27). But it is not that simple for Job. He knows that he has nothing to confess. All that is left for him is to mourn the extent of his misery (6:2–3), beg that God would shorten his life (6:8–9) and torment himself over the question why God would do this to him (7:20–21).
Job’s frustration
In his suffering Job – like us – moves through a wide range of emotions. 
What is very noticeable, however, is that Job is frustrated at several levels:
First, Job is in desperate need of a true friend. In 6:14–15, Job says that “he who withholds kindness from a friend forsakes the fear of the Almighty. My brothers are treacherous as a torrent-bed, as torrential streams that pass away”. So Job’s suffering is increased because he is lonely. He desperately needs a friend who will stand by him rather than the “treacherous, torrential streams” of his friends. More than that, Job needs a friend who can sympathize with him, someone who knows what it is like to be in his shoes, who himself has suffered great loss for no apparent reason.
Second, Job expresses his need of an advocate to represent him before God. Job is well aware that God “is not a man, as I am, that I might answer him, that we should come to trial together. There is no arbitrator between us, who might lay his hand on us both” (9:32–33). Job is frustrated that God is so different from us. How can man really relate to the God, the Creator and Sustainer of the universe? Job sees that he needs an arbitrator and mediator to bridge the gap between man and God.
So Job needs a friend and a mediator. It is easy for us to see that Job needs Jesus.
(Go to Job study 4)
Job answers 4: Man’s search for wisdom
Answers to the questions
	According to Prov 3:1–20, wisdom is more valuable than silver, gold, and rubies (v 14–15).

	The characteristics of a wise person according to Prov 3:1–20:

a.The wise person keeps God’s commands (v 1)
b.The wise person is loving and faithful (v 2).
c.The wise person trusts in God (v 5).
d.The wise person acknowledges God (v 6).
e.The wise person is not wise in his/her own eyes but fears God (v 7).
f.The wise person honors God with his/her possessions (v 9).
g.The wise person accepts God’s discipline (v 11).
	The results of a wise life according to Prov 3:1–20:

a.Long life (v 2, 16)
b.Prosperity (v 2, 16)
c.Good reputation with man and with God (v 4, 16)
d.Smooth life, “straight paths” (v 6, 17)
e.Health and strength (v 8)
f.Good crops (v 10)
g.Blessings (v 13, 18)
	Job is portrayed in Job 1:1–5 as a perfect example of a wise man:

a.He is blameless and upright (v 1) – compare 2.a and 3.c above.
b.He fears God (v 1) – compare 2.e above.
c.He shuns evil (v 1) – compare 2.a above.
d.He is the greatest man of the East (v 3) – compare 3.c and g above.
e.He is extremely prosperous (v 3) – compare 3.b, d, f and g above.
f.He is devout (v 5) – compare 2.a, c, d and f above.
	Silver, gold, copper, and sapphires are things of value. They can be found in the depths of the earth (Job 28:1–11)

	Man’s achievements are impressive (Job 28:1–11): He can search and find the treasures of the earth. But man can also dig out these treasures and bring them to light.

	The thing of value discussed in Job 28:12–28 is wisdom. The value of wisdom is beyond man’s understanding (v 13). It is is more valuable than all the treasures mentioned in the first part of the chapter.

	Wisdom can only be found through God (v 23). Through wisdom God created everything (v 24–26). So wisdom has been with God from the time of creation itself. God tested, confirmed and evaluated wisdom by his creation (v 27). God gives wisdom, and wisdom can only be understood in relation to God.

	“To fear the Lord” (28:28) is to live in reverent submission to God, our Creator. This is true wisdom.

	According to 1 Cor 1:18–25, Jesus is God’s wisdom.

	This wisdom of God is different from what the Jews and the Greeks expect or desire (1 Cor 1:18–25):

a.The Jews expect miraculous signs. So for them a crucified Christ becomes a stumbling block.
b.The Greeks expect human wisdom. So for them a crucified Christ becomes foolishness.
	According to Col 2:2–3, all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge are found in Christ.

	The parallel between Jesus Christ and wisdom (Prov 3:19–20 compared with Col 1:15–20): By wisdom God created the universe (Proverbs). By Christ all thing were created (Colossians).

Comments
The nature of wisdom
It can be seen from Proverbs that when the Bible speaks of wisdom, it refers to something more than just intellectual knowledge or book knowledge. To be wise is not the same thing as to be smart, or to pass an exam with flying colors. Wisdom is practical knowledge. To be wise is to know how to live the best kind of life. The reason for this is that wisdom draws from the principles and patterns of creation (Prov 3:19–20). Wisdom is based on understanding God and his created world. Only with that understanding is it possible to live a life of wisdom.
True wisdom
Wisdom comes from God. That is the high point of Job chapter 28. God is the Creator of everything. Only God knows what is wise and what is foolish. Only God can truly know the best way to live within his creation. True wisdom is to live one’s life in reverent submission to our Creator. This is “to fear the Lord” (v 28).
True wisdom in the book of Job is not a matter of knowing why suffering happens. Rather, true wisdom has to do with knowing the God who knows why suffering happens. Therefore, the proper way to approach suffering is not to seek an explanation for suffering, but to seek to know God better through the experience of suffering. For to know God is much more important than to not suffer. This is also the key lesson of the entire book of Job. It is a lesson that helps us understand how the book of Job points forward to Jesus Christ.
Jesus and wisdom
In Job chapter 28, we find that in this world of suffering the most important thing is not to know why we suffer, but to know and fear God, who is the source of all wisdom. This insight points forward to the importance of Jesus Christ. For it is through Jesus that we can most fully know God.
In study 2, we saw that Jesus is the great biblical example of undeserved suffering (see 1 Pet 2:19–23). But in Jesus, and especially in his crucifixion, we also see the supreme example of God’s wisdom (see 1 Cor 1:18–25). Against all worldly wisdom, God chose to save people and bring them to know himself through the suffering and death of his Son on the cross (1 Cor 1:18–2:10). Through Jesus, we are reconciled to God and can enter into the fullness of life (Col 2:9–10). In Christ, we can experience every spiritual blessing (Eph 1:3). In Christ, we also have everything we need to know for life and godliness (2 Pet 1:3). These are wonderful truths. When we know Jesus, we are at the heart of God’s plan and goal for his creation. This is why Jesus Christ is the wisdom of God.
(Go to Job study 5)
 
Job answers 5: “I am innocent!”
Answers to the questions
	In chapter 29, Job remembers his life as it was before the disasters struck him. Here is a summary of the blessings that he enjoyed then and misses now:

a.God’s blessings and presence: friendship, protection, children (v 1–6)
b.Respect in the community (v 7–11)
c.Job’s works of compassion (v 12–18)
d.Hopes of a long and blessed life (v 19–20)
e.Social position (v 21–25)
	In chapter 30, Job laments over his present situation. His two main concerns:

a.He has lost his position in society (v 1–15).
b.He has lost God’s protection and friendship (v 16–31).
	In chapter 31, Job declares his innocence. He brings up these points:

a.He has not been lustful (v 1–8).
b.He has not been unfaithful in his marriage (v 9–12).
c.He has been fair and just with his servants (v 13–15).
d.He has met the needs of the poor, the widows, and the fatherless (v 16–23).
e.He has not valued his wealth over God (v 24–25).
f.He has not worshiped the heavenly bodies (v 26–28).
g.He has behaved well with his enemies (v 29–30).
h.He has been hospitable to strangers (v 31–32).
i.His life has been open and upright (v 33–34).
j.He has been fully committed to social justice (v 38–40).
	Job’s words in 31:35–37 contain his final plea for justice. He so to say “puts his signature” (not clearly translated in Kannada NIBV) on all the oaths that he has just taken. Job again expresses his need for a mediator (compare 9:33; 16:19–21), and his innocence (the indictments of his accuser cannot hurt him at all).

	Job’s understanding of – and feelings about – God in chapters 29–31:

a.He knows that God was with him in the past. God blessed him. God was like a friend to him (29:2–6).
b.He understands that God has allowed his present afflictions. He feels as if God is tormenting him  (30:11, 18–23).
c.He feels that God is not responding to his cries (30:20).
d.He knows that God is righteous in his judgements (31:2–3, 6, 14, 23, 28).
e.He feels that he cannot reach God and convince him of his innocence. So he needs a mediator (31:35).
	Five examples of imagery/metaphor from each of the three chapters 29–31 (but there are several others as well):

Chapter 29:
a.“His lamp shone upon my head” (v 3): God’s blessings and guidance were with me.
b.“My path was drenched with cream” (v 6): God blessed me.
c.“The rock pored out for me streams of olive oil” (v 6): God blessed me.
d.“I put on righteousness as my clothing. Justice was my robe and my turban” (v 14): My righteousness and justice were evident to everybody.
e.“I broke the fangs of the wicked and snatched the victims from their teeth” (v 17): I saved people from those who were wicked.
Chapter 30:
a.“God has unstrung my bow” (v 11): God has totally changed Job’s life and removed all glory from it. Compare  29:20: My glory will remain fresh in me, the bow ever new in my hand.
b.“They lay snares for my feet, they build their siege ramps against me. They break up my road” (v 12–13): Three metaphors that illustrate that people now oppose Job.
c.“They advance as through a gaping breach; amid the ruins they come rolling in” (v 14): A simile that illustrates that people oppose Job.
d.“You snatch me up and drive me before the wind” (v 22): Job experiences that God is tormenting him.
e.“I have become a brother of jackals, a companion of owls” (v 29): Job is now an outcast. 
Chapter 31:
a.“I made a covenant with my eyes” (v 1): I promised myself not to sin with my eyes. 
b.“If I have walked in falsehood, or my foot has hurried after deceit” (v 5): If I have been false or deceitful. 
c.“Let God weigh me in honest scales” (v 6): Let God judge me fairly.
d.“I sign now my defense” (v 35, not clearly translated in pavitra grantha): I guarantee what what I have claimed is true.
e.“Surely I would wear it on my shoulder. I would put it on like a crown” (v 36): I would not hide or be ashamed of their accusations.
	Chapter 31 ends with the words, “The words of Job are ended”. From this we can conclude that Job has nothing more to add. He has presented his case, both to his friends and to God.

	In chapter 32 a new person, Elihu, is suddenly introduced to the reader:

a.Elihu has not spoken until now, because he is a younger man ((32:4), and it would have been impolite for him to interrupt Job’s older friends (32:6–7).
b.Elihu does not let Job’s friends summarize their own case. First, they refuse to do so (32:1). Second, he thinks he will do a better job than they (32:14–22). They have failed to convince Job of his sin (32:3, 12). Elihu is even angry with Job’s friends (32:3). 
c.Elihu’s opinion of Job: Job is wrong to claim that he is without sin (33:9–10). Job has also disrespected God by questioning him (33:10–13).
	Elihu goes on to defend God in chapters 36 and 37. Here are some of the things that he says about God in 36:1–9 and 37:14–24:

a.God is the Creator (36:3).
b.God is mighty (36:5).
c.God is just (36:6–9).
d.God is in control of his creation (37:14–16).
e.God is far above man, so how can man question him (37:14–23)?
f.Instead, man must revere God (37:24). 
Comments
The debate between Job and his friends that began in chapter 3 is now over. Each side has completed their case. Job has once again described his misery and once again explained the unfairness of what God has done to him.
On the opposing side, something surprising has happened. A young man called Elihu has appeared out of nowhere to enlighten everyone with what he claims is a superior argument (32:14–18). Elihu talks a lot, but he hardly says anything that Job’s three friends Eliphaz, Bildad, and Zophar haven’t said before. He is right, when he defends God’s righteousness and justice. But he is wrong, when he accuses Job of harboring secret and unconfessed sin.
So now the two cases have been heard and summed up. All that is left is for the judge to hand down his verdict. Time has come for God to speak. In our next study we will look at what God has to say.
(Go to Job study 6)
 
Job answers 6: God speaks
Answers to the questions
	In his first speech God speaks about himself and his creation (38:1–40:2): the foundation of the earth, the submission of the waters, the sun and its light, the sea, the netherworld, the earth, light and darkness, the weather with its variations, the stars and their courses, and various kinds of animals. God ends this speech with a challenge to Job, “Will the one who argues with the Almighty correct him? Let him who accuses God answer!”

	I think God speaks like this (38:1–40:2) in order to challenge Job to see his own life and sufferings in the light of God Almighty and his control of all his creation.

	Job responds to God’s first speech with the realization that he has no answers to God’s challenging questions. He also realizes his own unworthiness before God (42:3–5).

	God begins his second speech in the same way as he began his first speech. He tells Job to brace himself for difficult questions (40:7).

	God’s basic criticism of Job is that Job is presumptuous enough to challenge God’s justice (40:6–14).

	The material about the behemoth (40:15–24) and the leviathan (41:1–34) illustrate God’s basic criticism of Job (see especially 41:10–11): Who is Job to challenge the Creator of these powerful and fierce animals (God calls the behemoth “first among the works of God”, 40:19. And about the leviathan God says, “Nothing on earth is his equal”, 41:33)?

	The effect of God’s speeches on Job (42:1–6):

a.His understanding of God’s power has deepened (“I know that you can do all things”), v 2.
b.His realizes that his approach to God has been wrong (“Therefore I have spoken of things I did not understand, things too wonderful for me to know”), v 3.
c.His personal understanding of who God is has deepened (“but now my eyes have seen you”), v 5
d.He repents “in dust and ashes”, v 6.
	What Job is repenting of in “dust and ashes” is discussed in Comments (“God’s verdict”) below.

	–

	Most of the questions that God asks of Job are rhetorical. Give examples, and explain why they are rhetorical. Why do you think God addresses Job in this way?

My answer: A rhetorical question is a figure of speech: a statement (or a viewpoint) in the form of a question. The answer to this “question” is evident, and the listener is not expected to answer it but to consider and accept the statement (or viewpoint). Here is an example from God’s speech (38:12):
“Have you ever given orders to the morning, or shown the dawn its place?”
God does not expect Job to answer, “No, I haven’t” (or, “Yes, I have”). Every-body knows that this is impossible for man. Only God can control nature in this way. So God expects Job to realize who he is in relationship to God. 
God’s speeches are filled with rhetorical questions like this about God and his created world. God wants Job to come to a better understanding of God – and of himself. The way God puts all these questions – and the fact that they must have felt repetitious to Job – makes them ironic: “Who is this fool Job? Doesn’t he understand that his attitude to God is presumptuous?”
	God uses irony as he addresses Job in 38:21. There is irony (see our answer to the previous question) in God’s questions about his creation (from laying the foundations of the earth to controlling the waters and the dawn; under-standing the origin of light and darkness, and so on) that precede (and follow) God’s exclamation in verse 21: “Surely you know, for you were already born! And you have lived so many years!” Here God actually tells Job that he knows nothing about these thing, and that his lifespan has been very short in comparison with God’s time perspectives. So God is very ironic.

	In the descriptions of the behemoth (40:15–24) and the leviathan (41:1–34) we find several examples of hyperbole (poetic exaggeration) and metaphor, for example:

a.The behemoth: 
	“Its strength and power” (v 17–18): tail like a cedar; bones are tubes of bronze; limbs like rods of iron. In this hyperbolic description, we find one metaphor and two similes.

	“He ranks first among the works of God” (v 19): This phrase is, of course, not literally true. It stresses the greatness and the importance of the behemoth. So the expression is hyperbolic.

b.The leviathan: 
	“Any hope of subduing him is false” (v 9) and “No one is fierce enough to rouse him” (v 10): These expressions are not literally true. So they are examples of hyperbole.

	“His snorting throws out flashes of light. His eyes are like the rays of dawn” (v 18): The first phrase contains an exaggeration (a hyperbole); the second a simile. 

	“His breath sets coals ablaze, and flames dart from his mouth” (v 21): Two examples of hyperbole.

	“He laughs at the rattling of the lance” (v 29): To say that an animal “laughs” is a kind of metaphor called “anthropomorphism” or “personification” (it laughs like a human person). 

	Read the following Bible passages and write down how they provide positive examples of how to relate to God during difficult times:

a.Psalm 57: 
	We can take refuge in God when we experience times of difficulties and suffering.

	God is a merciful God.

	God has a purpose for us. God can use our sufferings to accomplish his purposes with our lives.

	Just like David did, we should exalt God – even in times of suffering. We should pray that our sufferings and difficulties would add to his glory. God is always worthy of our praise.

	God has power to thwart the evil plans that our enemies have for us. 

b.Lamentations 3:19–33:
	God loves us and his love will sustain us through times of suffering.

	God’s compassions for us never fail.

	God’s faithfulness to us never fails.

	God’s expects us to be patient and to have our hope and trust in him.

	God will not let us suffer forever. 

c.Habakkuk 3:17–19:
	God is our Savior.

	So we can rejoice in him, even in times of trouble.

d.Luke 22:39–46: Jesus experienced more undeserved suffering than any of us will ever do. So he really understands us when we suffer. 
	These are some practical things we can do that could help prevent us from becoming embittered when we suffer:

a.We can seek the guidance and counseling of an experienced pastor or other church leader.
b.We can seek the support and understanding of a wise and trustworthy Christian friend.
c.We can seek the fellowship of other believers (for example our cell group members) to share our difficulties with them. We can ask them to pray for us and our specific problems. 
d.We can seek comfort and strength in the Bible, particularly some of the Psalms.
e.We can make sincere efforts to focus more on God (his love, his faithfulness, his compassion, his power, his glory) than on ourselves and our sufferings.
	In Job 42:2, Job says, “I know that you can do all things. No purpose of yours can be restrained”. This knowledge can help us deal with suffering so that we can relate to God in the right way:

a.Like Job, we can reach a better understanding of God and his power.
b.It will help us realize that God is in control of our lives – even when we do not see it, and even in times of great suffering and seemingly insurmountable difficulties.
Comments
God’s verdict
When God finally speaks., we are surprised by what he does not say. God gives no reason at all why Job is suffering. So God does not tell him anything about what happened at the beginning of the book – God’s conversation with Satan in chapters 1–2. Instead of giving any replies to Job, God asks him a lot of questions. These questions are all about nature: Tell me, Job, can you shape the earth? Do you know where darkness lives? Can you move the stars around in the sky? Can you turn a desert into grassland with the fall of rain? Can you do this? Can you do that? Do you know this? Do you know that?” Question after question.
These questions remind Job that God is God and that Job is not God. Job comes to a realization that completely humbles him. So Job is brought to repentance (42:6).
But what does Job repent of? He does not repent of sins that caused his sufferings. From the very beginning of the book we know that Job could not blamed for such sins. But Job now realizes that his attitude to God has been wrong. He has not handled his suffering in the right way. Job repents of demanding an explanation from God for his suffering – as if God owed him such an explanation. He has spoken about things that are beyond his understanding. And by doing so, Job has hidden God’s wisdom, he has obscured God’s counsel (42:3). This is what Job repents of.
Two valuable lessons from Job
God’s verdict and Job’s repentance teach us two very valuable lessons (based on Bryson Smith):
	We are made aware of the danger of being too demanding with God. In Jesus, we enjoy wonderful closeness, boldness and confidence with God. But we must be careful not to fall into the trap of therefore being casual or disrespectful with God. We must never forget that he is the Creator and we are his creation. We have no right to question his ways, or to criticize his judgments. We belong to him, just like the rest of his creation. He doesn’t owe us anything, so we have no claim against him.

We must remember that perspective, even when we suffer. In the midst of pain, suffering, and loss, we often become quite selfish, absorbed by our own selves and our problems. But our difficulties must never become an excuse for us to be disrespectful to God. Of course, God expects us to pour out our troubles to him. He wants us to express our confusion, and our sorrow about why he is allowing these things to happen to us. But in our struggles with the difficulties of life, we must always remember the reverence that belongs to God. We must remember our place. He is our judge. Who are we to judge God? Job experienced more suffering than most of us could even imagine. He lost his children, he lost everything he owned, and finally he lost even his health. But all his sufferings could not excuse an attitude that demanded an answer from God – as if God owed Job any answers.
	God’s questions to Job show us that God’s priority is to restore relationship with Job. For God, that is more important than to explain to Job the reason for his suffering. God is more concerned about Job having the right relationship with him than about Job knowing why he is suffering. And God wants Job to submit to him even when he is suffering. This takes us back to the important lesson that we discovered in a previous study: “The fear of the Lord – that is wisdom” (28:28). The key to wisdom is not to know why things happen. The key to wisdom is to have a personal relationship with the God who knows why both good and bad things happen to us. So through his speeches, God reveals himself to Job. Job now sees what God is like. Job now fears – and understands – God in a way that he has never done before.

(Go to Job study 7)
Job answers 7: A happy ending and unanswered questions
Answers to the questions
	God is angry with Job’s friends, because they had not spoken right of God (v 7, 8).

	This is how I explain God’s statement to Eliphaz (and to the other two friends), “You have not spoken of me what is right” (v 7, 8):

a.The three friends were not completely wrong about God, because they had said many correct things about him and his righteousness. But their knowledge of God was not founded on their personal experience of him. They did not really know God, so they could not speak about him in the right way.
b.God judged them, because they were wrong when they claimed that the reason for Job’s sufferings was his unconfessed sin. They claimed that Job had sinned, and that it was because of his unconfessed sin that God had punished him. So they had been spiritually arrogant, when they claimed to have knowledge of God, knowledge they did not really possess.
	God told Eliphaz that Job had spoken of God what is right (v 7,8), because – in spite of Job’s distress and anger with God – he had spoken honestly before him. Job had been totally open with God.

	After Job had prayed for his friends, God restored him to even greater wealth and position. He was again accepted by the community. He had twice as many sheep, camels, yoke of oxen, and donkeys. He again had seven sons and three daughters – and no women were more beautiful than his daughters. Then he lived happily for many more years to see generations of his descendants.

	Readers may have different feelings at the end of the book:

a.We may feel happy, because Job is restored. All is well that ends well!
b.We may be confused, because we never find out why Job is restored. And we still have unanswered questions about Satan and his role in the story. And why Elihu isn’t mentioned again?
c.We may be surprised, because God’s evaluation of Job and his three friends is not quite what we expected.
	There are several things and persons in the book of Job that I would like to know more about, for example:

a.Why did God allow Satan to test Job in such terrible ways (including killing all his ten children)?
b.What is really the relationship between God and Satan? How could Satan present himself before God?
c.Why doesn’t the author tell us more about Elihu? Why isn’t he mentioned at all at the beginning or at the end of the book? 
d.How was Job able to suffer all this misery and still not curse God, or turn away from God?
e.How could God praise Job (and give him such a positive evaluation) at the end of the story, when Job had been angry with God and spoken presumptuously to him throughout most of the book?
	Think back over all the characters in the book. Every character, to some extent, doesn’t know or understand something: 

a.Satan does not understand the nature and quality of Job’s righteousness.
b.Job does not understand why he has to suffer in spite of his righteousness.
c.Job’s friends do not understand the reason for Job’s sufferings.
d.Elihu does not understand that he too is wrong about Job (but also about God).
	In the book of Job, God is the only person who knows and understands everything.

	I think the book of Job is telling us at least these things about life:

a.Suffering can happen to anybody, even to good and godly people.
b.God is in control of our lives, even when we don’t realize it.
c.Satan may be roaming through this earth trying his best to cause havoc and misery to people, but it is God who has the last word – not Satan.
d.There are many questions and issues in human life that will not be answered in this present life.
e.We should be like Job: always open and honest with God – even when we don’t understand why he allows us to suffer.
f.We should be patient and remain faithful to God – even in times of suffering.
	Here are some of the things that even Christian believers tend to value more than knowing God:

a.Family and friends
b.Education
c.Work, employment, job, business
d.Money and property
e.Entertainment and sports
	–

Comments
And they all lived happily ever after
Bryson Smith summarizes the book of Job like this: 
“The book of Job has taken us into the world of a man who experiences unimaginable suffering. At the beginning of the book, and without the knowledge of the human characters in the story, Satan claims that Job is a selfish man who only follows God for what he can get out of it. So to test Job, God gives Satan permission to make Job’s life a misery, a task that Satan performs particularly well. Job loses everything.
It only adds to Job’s suffering that he doesn’t have any clue why any of it has happened to him. Job’s friends think they know why. They turn up saying that it is all punishment for an unconfessed sin. But both the readers and Job know that this is not the case. Finally, after what seems to be an endless debate between Job and his friends, God himself appears. God does not tell Job why he has suffered. Nor does he offer Job any explanation at all. Instead God reminds Job of who is God and who isn’t. God rebukes Job for demanding an answer as if he was owed one.
And so for practically the whole book, most of us would not change places with Job for anything. His life is a mess, his children are gone, his health is in tatters, his wife is telling him to curse God and die, his friends are telling him to repent of a sin that he hasn’t committed, and God himself  is severely reprimanding him for being disrespectful. And at the end of it all, Job still doesn’t know why his life has been made a misery.
Yet here at the end, halfway through the very last chapter, things suddenly turn good just as quickly as they turned bad. Job has another family: seven more sons, three more daughters. No women are more beautiful than his daughters. Job becomes wealthier than he ever was. He gains herds twice the size of what he had. Job himself lives to a ripe old age, seeing his children and their children to the fourth generation. Eventually Job dies, “old and full of years”, which is a biblical epitaph reserved for the great ones such as Abraham and David”.
Life is a mystery
The book of Job is like life. Life can sometimes be confusing and surprising. Unexpected disasters can happen. Unexpected blessings can also happen. Long periods of struggle and anguish and grieving can happen. And there are many times in life, when we wish God would tell us more about why things – both good and bad – happen. Just like Job, who begged God to tell him why he was suffering, but God never did. 
All this uncertainty reinforces the main lesson of the book of Job. This is the lesson that we learned in study 4: If we want to live this life to the full, it is not a matter of knowing why things happen. It is a matter of knowing the God who knows why things happen.
So the main question for us Christian believers in South India today to struggle with – whether bad or good things happen to us – is not, “Why is this happening to me?” The main question to consider is, “Since this is happening to me, how can I use it to know God better through Jesus Christ?”
(Go to Job exam paper)
 
Lamentations chapter 5
Introduction and comments
The fifth lament is about Judah’s appeal for God’s forgiveness. The chapter can be structured like this:
	Opening petition, v 1

	The woes Jerusalem has faced, v 2–18

	A concluding prayer for restoration, v 19–22

The book closes with a plea for renewal and restoration, as the people confess God’s enduring sovereignty. 
 
Remember, O Lord (v 1): This is a common theme in the book (compare 1:11, 20; 2:20; 3:63). When God remembers, he also intervenes and saves.
our inheritance (v 2): The Promised Land 
pursuers (v 5): This word could refer to money-lenders or to foreign taskmasters.
We have made a pact with (or We submitted to) Egypt, and to Assyria to get enough bread (v 6): This statement should probably be understood in the context of the following verse (Our fathers sinned …). Hosea describes what happened in the Northern Kingdom of Israel about 150 years earlier: The Israelites were unfaithful to the Lord. They turned to the fertility Gods of the surrounding nations and made alliances with Assyria and Egypt. God condemned them for these sins (see Hos 2:5, 8; 5:13; 7:11; 12:1). 
Slaves (v 8): An ironic reference to the Babylonians
the sword in the desert (v 9): A metaphor for lawless bandits attacking travelers
hung up by their hands (v 12): The Israelite leaders had not only been executed, their dead bodies had also been shamefully displayed.
toil at the millstone (v 13): This was normally the work of animals, not people.
The old men (v 14): The leaders of the community had left the city gates where their business was normally conducted.
The crown has fallen (v 16): This symbolizes both the end of the previous glory of the city of Jerusalem and the fall of the kings of the family line of David.
our eyes grow dim (v 17): Perhaps it was tears that dimmed their eyes.
jackals (v 18): These animals were known to inhabit ruins.
Verse 19: God reigns forever and he remains the same, so his mercies to those who look to him for salvation will not fail (compare Ps 102:12, 27). 
Restore us to yourself, O Lord (v 22): Restoration depends on a right relationship with God (compare Jer 31:18). Only God can do the restoring. 
Questions
	Who are the speakers in the three parts of chapter 5?

	Who is addressed in this lament?

	How does the psalmist describe the disgrace of the Israelites (v 2–18)? Make a list of points. Use your words and don’t just quote your Bible.

	What reason for their disgraceful and sad situation does the psalmist give in verse 7?

	What reason for their disgraceful and sad situation does the psalmist give in verse 16?

	What understanding of God does the psalmist express in verse 19?

	What does the psalmist pray for in verse 21?

(Go to Lamentations ch 5 answers)
Lamentations ch 5 Think and discuss
	The psalmist asks God to “remember” what has happened to the Israelites. So what could be the significance of this word?

	The psalmist uses an abundance of imagery to describe the situation of the Israelites. Identify and explain some of this imagery.

	The poet also makes his poetry richer by using parallels and synonymous expressions. Identify and comment on some of these poetic devices.

(Go to Lamentations ch 5 comments)
 

Ecclesiastes answers
Ecclesiastes chapter 1 – answers
Answers to the questions
	In verse 1 we are told that the Teacher is a descendant of king David in Jerusalem. In verse 12 the Teacher says that he was king over Israel in Jerusalem. The past tense (“was” instead of “am”) is a little surprising, as Solomon was king in Israel until his death (1 Kings 11:41–43). Derek Kidner suggests that for the purpose of this passage the preacher has become a second Solomon. In verse 16 the Teacher says that his wisdom exceeded that of any previous king in Jerusalem. This information is also surprising, as David was the only Israelite king to rule Jerusalem before Solomon, and it is unlikely that he would refer to the non-Israelite Jebusite kings who ruled in Jerusalem before David.

	The “mood” of the passage about “the treadmill of life” is pessimistic: Man doesn’t gain anything from all his hard work (v 3). Man’s life is short (one generation follows another but the earth is the same, v 4). Everything goes on and on (the changes of the wind, the water cycle, things that happen). Everything is boring (v 8). Man is never satisfied (v 8). Nothing is really new (v 10). People who die are soon forgotten (v 11).

	The Teacher devoted himself to studying “all that is done under heaven” (v 12). The tool he used for this study was “wisdom” (v 3). As he studied he acquired lots of wisdom and knowledge. Then he tried to understand “wisdom” and its opposite “madness and folly” (v 17). He arrived at three conclusions: 

a.Life in this world is hard (v 13).
b.Everything that man does in this world is meaningless and it cannot be changed (v 14–15).
c.Wisdom and knowledge just bring sorrow and grief (v 18).
(Back to Ecclesiastes chapter 1 Think and discuss)
Ecclesiastes chapter 1 comments on Think and discuss
I think that the Teacher’s conclusions are terribly sad, and probably even more negative than most people’s experience of life in this world. My own conclusion from the Teacher’s study of “all that is done under heaven” is that human life in this world (“under the sun”, “under heaven”) is meaningless unless we have a personal knowledge of God.
(Back to Ecclesiastes chapter 2)
 
Ecclesiastes chapter 2 – answers
Answers to the questions
	The Teacher is speaking to himself in verse 1.

	The Teacher pursues pleasure in these ways:

a.With laughter, v 2
b.With wine and folly, v 3
	In his pursuit of folly, the Teacher is still guided by wisdom (v 3). So he doesn’t allow his folly to go too far or to take full control of his life. Instead he uses his wisdom to limit his pursuit of folly.

	I interpret the role that wisdom plays in the Teacher’s pursuit of splendor and wealth like this (v 4–9): 

a.He must have used his wisdom to plan and execute his great projects.
b.He must have used his wisdom to increase his wealth (slaves, herds and flocks, silver and gold, singers and concubines).
c.He must have used his wisdom to establish his greatness.
	The Teacher arrives at this conclusion regarding “wisdom, madness and folly”: “This too is meaningless” (v 15).

	The wise man and the fool are in the same category, because they both have the same end: They will both die and they will both be forgotten (v 16).

	Toil is meaningless because everything that you achieve by your toil will ultimately end up with somebody else (v 18). You cannot keep anything that you have worked for and achieved. Instead someone who has done nothing will get it all (v 21).

	The Teacher comes to the conclusion that also work is meaningless. Consequently, the only thing for a man to do is to eat and drink (v 24).

(Back to Ecclesiastes chapter 2 Think and discuss)
Ecclesiastes chapter 2 comments on Think and discuss
	In this chapter the Teacher expresses these things about man:

a.Man has no purpose in life: Everything he strives for and achieves is meaningless. 
b.So all that man can do is to live his life (“eat and drink and be satisfied with his work”) realizing that this life is from God (v 24).
	The Teacher expresses this picture and understanding of God in verses 24–26:

a.Our existence in this world is totally dependent upon God, v 24–25.
b.God is sovereign: He gives wisdom, knowledge and happiness to the person who pleases him. And he takes away wealth from the sinner and gives to whoever pleases him (v 26).
	–

	I would describe the mood in this chapter as very pessimistic and deterministic. All man’s achievements are meaningless. Man’s destiny is death and oblivion. The same fate awaits both the wise man and the fool. 

(Back to Ecclesiastes chapter 3)
 
Ecclesiastes chapter 3 – answers
Answers to the questions
	There are 14 “times” or seasons” in the poem. They cover all kinds of human activity from birth to death. Some of them are daily routine activities. Others are events of great importance in a person’s life. Compare this poem with verse 17, where the Teacher brings in God’s judgment into the “time for every activity” and “for every deed”.

	This is the picture of man’s “toil” that the Teacher paints in this text (v 9–13, 22): 

a.“Toil” is something that God has given to mankind. 
b.It is also God’s gift to us whenever we find satisfaction in our hard work. 
c.“Toil, labor, work” is man’s lot in this world (v 22), and like most other human activities it is something basically negative.
	Verse 11 begins with the statement that God has made everything beautiful for its time (implying a short time, see the poem about times and seasons). Even man’s time on this earth is short. In contrast to that, the Teacher then mentions man’s capacity to understand (in the Old Testament “heart” means “the mind, understanding”) life differently. Human beings have a concept of “eternity”, of something that lasts longer and is placed in a wider context (the Hebrew word olam, means “everlasting, long duration of time”). But even this understanding is limited. Man in this world cannot truly understand God and his works.

	The Teachers conclusions about justice in this world (v 16–17): In this world wickedness has taken the place of judgment and justice (referring to human courts of justice). But his consolation is that in the end God will judge both the righteous and the wicked.

	The Teacher’s conclusions about human beings and animals (v 18–21): Who knows if there is any real difference between human beings and animals? They all have the same “breath” (v 19) or “spirit” (v 21). They were all created from dust, and they will all die and return to dust. And who knows if there will be any difference between human beings and animals after death? 

	The Teacher’s conclusion at the end of the chapter is that man in this world should be content with his life here, as he cannot see beyond it. Everything he sees is meaningless (v 19 end).

(Back to Ecclesiastes chapter 3 Think and discuss)
Ecclesiastes chapter 3 comments on Think and discuss
	See my comment on verse 11 above.

	I don’t think that the Teacher has come very far in his investigation of human life. His conclusion is still that “everything is meaningless”. Man in this world cannot even see any real difference between humans and animals. The only light I can see are:

a.Verse 11, where the Teacher realizes that both his desire to understand all of life, as well as the limitations on his ability to do so, have been ordained by God.
b.Verse 17, where the Teacher hopes that God’s judgment will ultimately bring justice. 
(Back to Ecclesiastes 5:8–6:12)
 
Ecclesiastes 5:8–6:12 – answers
Answers to the questions
	Because of the endless levels of officials in the judicial and administrative systems poor people are oppressed and denied justice. The poor cannot fight bureaucracy. This goes all the way up to the king. What the Teacher says about the role of the king depends on how you understand the Hebrew text. He could mean that the king also profits on the poor, because he ultimately taxes everything, including the poor man’s fields. Or he could mean that the king is useful, because without a king over a developed country (a country with agriculture) there would be chaos. So a country needs a central government, even if it results in bureaucracy.

	The Teacher touches on three aspects of having money:

a.Money doesn’t bring satisfaction. A person always wants to have more money (5:10).
b.Money attracts spenders. The more money a person has, the more “friends” wanting to spend his money will be attracted to him. What use is that to the person who has all this money (5:11)?
c.Money brings worries. These worries keep the rich person awake during the nights. But money can also lead to a lifestyle that is harmful. The laborer who has worked hard all day will sleep, even if he hasn’t had a luxurious meal in the evening. And there is no need for him to stay awake and worry about how to keep his money safe. But the rich person not only worries about his wealth, he may also overeat and sleep poorly as a result of indigestion (5:12).
	The “case story” that the Teacher offers in 5:13–17 is about a rich man and what happened to him. He had become rich by using methods that harmed him: Perhaps he had lost his reputation through dishonest business deals. Or perhaps he had lost his health by working too hard. Suddenly he loses everything: Perhaps his company goes bankrupt. Or perhaps all his property is destroyed by fire or flooding. Anyway, everything is lost, and he has nothing to pass on to his children. He will die as naked as he was when he was born. All his work has been for nothing. This is life in this world in a nutshell. This too is a grievous evil, concludes the Teacher.

	After having presented three illustrations of how human life in this world is meaningless (hebel) even for the rich, the Teacher arrives at this conclusion: Man’s lot during his short life in this world is to work hard and enjoy whatever blessings God gives him – food and drink, and perhaps even wealth and possessions. Everything is a gift from God, even the daily toil.

	In 6:1–6 the Teacher presents two more “case stories”. The first case is about a rich man who dies without heirs (v 1–2). The second case is about a rich man with many children who dies unhappy, unlamented and dishonored (v 3–6).

	In the second “case story” (6:3–6) there are two examples of a figure of speech called “hyperbole” (which is a purposeful exaggeration):

a.“A hundred children” (v 3): It should be understood as “very many children”. It was positive for a man in those days to have many children. It was a sign of God’s blessing. A man with many children was “rich”.
b.“A thousand years twice over” (v 6): It should be understood as “very many years”. It was positive for a person in those days to live a long life. It was a sign of God’s blessing. A man who lived a long life was “rich”.
	In the second “case story” (6:3–6) we also find a surprising contrast between two persons:

a.The rich man with many children who dies at a respectable old age but was unhappy during his life and unlamented and dishonored at his death is contrasted with a stillborn baby who has had no experience of life whatsoever.
b.The Teacher’s point is that death awaits every person. Everybody goes to the same place (v 6). He wants his readers to understand that life without God in this world is total darkness, whatever our circumstances. This is true from a spiritual point of view, even if there are many ungodly people who do not experience life so negatively. So this whole second “case story” should be seen as an example of “hyperbole”, a purposeful exaggeration in order to make people think.
(Back to Ecclesiastes 5:8–6:12 Think and discuss)
Ecclesiastes 5:8–6:12 comments on Think and discuss
The remaining part of this lesson (6:7–12) can be understood as a summary of many of the issues that the Teacher has brought up earlier about life in this world, a life “under the sun”. From these verses it is possible to make a list of questions that a person with limited understanding of human life in this world might ask. This is how I would formulate these questions::
	Why is man never satisfied (v 7)? 

	Does life only consist of work and food (v 7)? You work to be able to provide food for yourself and your family. Then you eat to be able to work harder to be able to provide more food. And so on.

	Is there any difference between the wise man and a fool (v 8)? The wise man is just as unsatisfied as the fool (compare v 7). Both of them have to work to eat and eat to work (compare v 7).

	Does the poor man really benefit from behaving as if he were not poor (v 8)? However well he conducts himself, he still has to work to eat and eat to work, and he is never satisfied (compare v 7).

	Is it really better to have something than just to long for it (v 9), when you in any case are never satisfied (compare v 7)? Having or just longing, both are just a chasing after the wind.

	Can a person really change anything in this world (v 10–11)? Everything is already “named” and “known”. So what is the use of even talking about it?

	What do we really know about life here, and what happens after life is over (v 12)? Do we even know what is good for us?

(Back to Ecclesiastes chapter 9)
 
Ecclesiastes chapter 9 – answers
Answers to the questions
	The Teacher reflected on “this” (v 1), which refers to the end of the previous passage: Even if a wise man claims he knows, he cannot really comprehend what is going on “under the sun” (8:17).

	These are the two statements that the Teachers makes about life in this world (v 1):

a.Everything is in God’s hands. So the future of the wise and the righteous is also in God’s hands.
b.But if this future is good or bad (if love or hate awaits him) nobody knows.
	In the remaining part of the chapter, the Teacher presents three aspects of what goes on “under the sun”. They are:

a.Death (v 2–10)
b.Uncertainty (v 11–12)
c.Forgetting the past (v 13–18)
	The point the Teacher makes in verses 2–3 is that all people (good people as well as bad people, religious people as well as non-religious people) have the same destiny. That destiny is death. The Teacher made a similar statement in 2:14, where he said that the wise and the foolish have the same destiny, death. 

	In verse 11, the Teacher gives five examples of the uncertainly of life in this world. They are:

a.It is not always the fastest man who wins the race.
b.It is not always the strongest army that wins the battle.
c.It is not always the wisest man who gets the best food.
d.It is not always the smartest person who amasses the greatest wealth.
e.It is not always the most highly educated person who is successful.
	In verse 12, the Teacher uses two similes to describe the fortunes of man (how a man can unexpectedly be struck by misfortune or even death): 

a.It is like a fish that suddenly gets caught in a net.
b.It is like a bird that suddenly gets trapped.
	The story about the “poor but wise man” (v 13–15) illustrates the fact that people forget the past. His wisdom has saved a small city from a very powerful enemy. But soon the inhabitants forgot what the “poor but wise man” had done for them. This is one aspect of life in this world.

	This is what we learn about wisdom “under the sun” in verses 16–18:

a.It is true that wisdom is better than strength, as the story about the “poor but wise man” illustrated.
b.It is better to listen to wisdom than to loudmouthed rulers (or politicians). But is that what people do in this world?
c.It is better to resort to wisdom than to powerful armies. But is that what people do in this world?
(Back to Ecclesiastes chapter 9 Think and discuss)
Ecclesiastes chapter 9 comments on Think and discuss
	By the expression “a live dog is better than a dead lion” (v 4) the Teacher refers to the fact people in this world (“under the sun”) value life, in spite of not really knowing what it is all about and what happens afterwards. An ordinary life (“a live dog”) is better than being dead even if something grand perhaps awaits us after death (“a dead lion”). The dog is a simple and despised animal (but at least a “live dog” is alive). The lion is a great and admired animals (but that doesn’t mean anything if it is dead). At least there is some hope while you are still alive. But there is no hope once you are dead (v 5). The dead are forgotten, and never again will they be part of this life (v 6).

	I understand the exhortations in verses 7–10 like this: Man in this world lives under the cloud of a death that he knows nothing about. So he should enjoy the life that God has given him as well as he can (compare 5:18–20): eat and drink, dress in nice clothes, take bath and put oil in his hair, enjoy family life, and live a “normal” and happy life.

(Back to Ecclesiastes 11:7–12:8)
 
Ecclesiastes 11:7–12:8 – answers
Answers to the questions
	I would structure the passage like this:

a.Human life, 11:7–8
b.Youth, 11:9–10
c.Old age, 12:1–5
d.Death, 12:6–7
e.The Teacher’s conclusion, 12:8
	This is the advice that the Teacher give to the young man in 11:7–10:

a.Enjoy life as long as it lasts, v 8
b.But don’t forget that it will come to an end (“the days of darkness”, refers either to old age or to death) and this is meaningless (Hebrew hebel), v 8
c.Human life must be lived in the perspective of God’s judgment, v 9
d.So the young man must enjoy his life responsibly, v 10
e.He must also remember that youth and vigor are meaningless (Hebrew hebel) v 10
	These are metaphors that the Teacher uses for aging (or for old age) in 12:2:

a.The darkening of the heavenly bodies: the sun, the moon and the stars
b.Winter storms
	The metaphor that the Teacher uses for aging (or for old age) in 12:3–4 (the first half) is that of a house in decay. Its former beauty and grandeur are vanishing. Bible scholars do not agree if it is meaningful to try to interpret the details of this metaphor, or to what extent it can be applied to the human body. The following has, however, been suggested by some commentators:

a.the keepers of the house tremble: perhaps referring to the body in general, or to the legs
b.the grinders cease because they are few: the teeth fall out and it is hard to chew the food
c.those looking through the windows grow dim: the eyes get weaker
d.the doors to the street are closed and the sound of grinding fades: the ears lose their power of hearing
	This is how the Teacher describes old age in 12:4 (the second half)–5:

a.Old people wake up early in the morning.
b.All their song grow faint: The Hebrew text supports the interpretation “He (or His voice) rises into a sparrows voice”. Old people speak softly, they have a weak voice.
c.Old people are afraid of heights and of being out in the streets.
d.The almond tree blossoms: Old people have white hair, just as the almond tree has white flowers.
e.The grasshopper drags himself along: Old people walk slowly and stiffly.
f.The sexual drive (or appetite for food) of old people decreases.
g.And finally death comes.
	These are the metaphors that the Teacher uses for death in 12:6:

a.The breaking of a silver cord of a hanging lamp
b.A shattered clay pot at a spring of water
c.A broken wheel (a pulley for the rope) at a well
(Back to Ecclesiastes 11:7–12:8 Think and discuss)
Ecclesiastes 11:7–12:8 comments on Think and discuss
I understand 12:7 as echoes from Genesis:
the Lord God formed the man from the dust of the ground and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life, and the man became a living being 
(Gen 2:7)
for dust you are and to dust you will return 
(Gen 3:19)
Note that Hebrew uses the word ruach for both “breath” and “spirit”. So the context will decide whether ruach means “spirit, referring to the part of man that lives eternally” or “breath, referring to life”. In 12:7 ruach must mean “life’”. God who gives life also takes life back at the death of a person. But his body is buried and becomes dust.
The context also makes it clear that we cannot read “eternal life” into “the spirit (or breath) returns to God who gave it”, as the following verse repeats the motto of the book, 
“Vanity of vanity, says the Teacher,
	“Everything is vanity!” 
(12:8)
(Back to Ecclesiastes 12:9–14)
 
Ecclesiastes 12:9–14 – answers
Answers to the questions
	The Teacher is described like this in these concluding verses:

a.He was wise.
b.He was a teacher, as he imparted knowledge to the people.
c.He wrote proverbs. These proverbs were a result of his philosophical investigations.
d.He was very careful with his language.
e.What he wrote was honest and true.
	Two similes are used to explain the impact of the “words of the wise”:

a.“Like goads”: A goad is used to prompt cattle to go in a desired direction. So the simile is used to tell us that the “words of the wise” will make act in a desired way.
b.“Like firmly fixed nails”: This kind of nails holds something firmly in place. So the simile is used to tell us that the “words of the wise” will have a deep impact on our lives.
	The conclusion of the whole book of Ecclesiastes is summarized in an exhortation and two reasons for this exhortation:

a.The exhortation: Fear God and keep his commandments.
b.The first reason to do so: This is everybody’s duty.
c.The second reason: God is the judge.
(Back to Ecclesiastes 12:9–14 Think and discuss)
Ecclesiastes 12:9–14 comments on Think and discuss
	This passage is different from the preceding text in two ways:

a.It speaks about the Teacher in the third person using the personal pronoun “he”. The preceding text is written in the first person using the personal pronoun “I”. But this difference does not necessarily mean that there are two different authors, or that there is an editor of the book of Ecclesiastes who is different from the author of the book. Instead it could be one person (the author of the whole book) who takes on two different roles: An “editor” role writing the beginning (1:1) and the end (12:9–14) of the book, and a “Teacher” role investigating life in this world (the main part of the book. 
b.The philosophy and the theology are different. The preceding text predominantly looks at human life from a secular point of view. The conclusion of that view is that life in this world (life “under the sun”) is meaningless. The passage that ends the book looks at human life from the point of view of the Israelite covenant. The conclusion of that view is that life in this world (life “under the sun”) must be lived in the fear of the Lord and in obedience to the stipulations of God’s covenant with Israel. But this important difference does not necessarily mean that there are two different authors, or that there is an editor of the book of Ecclesiastes who is different from the author of the main part of the book. Instead it could be the same person who reflects on human life from two different perspectives. 
	Verse 11 contains a Hebrew word that means “shepherd”. It has been translated as “master, lord” in the Kannada Bibles. Perhaps it has been translated like this to show that the words of the wise recorded in the book of Ecclesiastes are from God. Some English translations use Shepherd with a capital letter indicating that he is the Shepherd of Israel, the one true God.

(Back to Ecclesiastes exam paper)
 
Ecclesiastes exam paper – comment
Comment on Exam question number 2
Ecclesiastes is really a very dangerous book for casual Bible readers. Practically the whole book discusses human life in this world from the perspective of “life without God”. Consequently, we cannot take a passage (or a verse) from this book and claim, “This is what the word of God says!” The truth is that very few verses in the book is what “God says”, even if biblical wisdom teaching in its totality is God’s word. It is given by one Shepherd (12:11). Most verses in the book are what people who do not acknowledge God’s presence in their lives claim about life and death.
But Ecclesiastes is also a very dangerous book for inexperienced preachers – for the very same reason that was explained in the previous paragraph. So my advice to you: Don’t teach or preach from Ecclesiastes unless you have a clear understanding of this book in the light of the teachings of the whole Bible. 
There is a similar (but perhaps less obvious) problem with all the Old Testament wisdom texts. They must be understood in the light of God’s covenant with ancient Israel. In addition, we who are Christian believers today should only use these wisdom texts (for our own spiritual edification as well as for the spiritual growth of our church believers through our sermons and Bible studies) in the light of the teachings of the New Testament. The gospel of Jesus Christ will give us the right perspective on these texts. 
(Back to the Song of Songs)
 

The Song of Songs answers
The lovers yearn for each other, 1:2–2:17 – answers
Answers to the questions
	A list of the speakers (the Bible edition/translation that you use may have structured the text slightly differently):

a.Shepherdess, 1:2–4 the first part
b.Friends, 1:4 the remaining part
c.Shepherdess, 1:5–7
d.Shepherd, 1:8–10 (some commentators ascribe verse 8 to the friends)
e.Friends, 1:11
f.Shepherdess, 1:12–14
g.Shepherd, 1:15
h.Shepherdess, 1:16–2:1
i.Shepherd, 2:2
j.Shepherdess, 2:3–7
	The shepherdess describes their meeting-place like this in 1:16–17: It takes place outdoors. The green grass is their bed/couch. The trees make up the walls and the ceiling of the “house”.

	The shepherd describes his fiancée like this in 2:2: Just as a beautiful flower like the lily looks even more fantastically beautiful among drab thorn bushes, so does the beauty of his fiancée appear more precious to him when he sees her in the presence of other women.

	The shepherdess describes her love like this in 2:5: Love affects her whole body. She gets faint, and she feels sick. So she asks for raisins to renew her strength and for apples to refresh her. 

(Back to 1:2–2:17 Think and discuss)
The lovers yearn for each other, 1:2–2:17 comments on Think and discuss
	We learn these things about the background of the woman from this text:

a.She is a farm girl who has spent years working outdoors in her parents vineyard in the scorching sun. So her skin is tanned really dark, and she has not been able to take care of her appearance (1:5–6).
b.She is also a shepherdess, who has her own goats (or her family goats) to tend (1:8).
	The shepherd describes his fiancée like this in 1:9–10: 

a.She is outstanding – and extremely valuable to him.
b.She is beautiful. 
Comments: The shepherd uses the analogy of the best, most valuable, and most beautiful of Pharaoh’s chariot horses to express her uniqueness. He also enhances his description of her beauty and her value by adorning her with valuable and beautiful – and highly appreciated – jewelry. Note that the use of jewelry to heighten beauty is seen as normal and good (compare 4:9).
	The shepherdess describes her fiancé like this in 1:13–14:

a.She compares him to a sachet of fragrance kept between her breasts. So he is very dear to her, and close to her heart. Their love is intimate and beautiful (symbolized by her breasts and the fragrant sachet). 
b.She also compares him to the beautiful and fragrant henna blossoms that grow in the En Gedi vineyards. So her fiancé and their relationship are described as beautiful (the flowers), pleasant (the fragrance), abundant (like the water-rich spring of the En Gedi oasis), and lush (like the vineyards). 
Note that the points of comparison are “beauty”, “pleasure”, “overflowing richness”, “abundance”, and other concepts and feelings that were greatly appreciated in the ancient Middle Eastern social, cultural, and economic contexts.
	The shepherd describes his fiancée like this in 1:15: She is very beautiful (her great beauty is emphasized by the repetition). Her eyes are full of love and beauty. This is emphasized by the “dove” metaphor. The dove symbolized love and beauty in ancient Palestine. 

	The shepherdess describes her fiancé like this in 2:3: She compares him to an apple tree among forest trees. An apple tree was so much more useful (and beautiful) than a forest tree. It provided shade from the hot sun, and it supplied refreshment to a thirsty and hungry person. She then extends the metaphor in her description of the pleasures of the presence of her beloved. To be with him is like being in the shade of a leafy tree (an apple tree) and eating sweet and refreshing fruit (apples from a good apple tree).

(Back to The shepherdess dreams, 3:1–6:3)
The shepherdess dreams, 3:1–6:3 – answers
Answers to the questions
	In her dream, the woman goes in search of her lover. After she has found him, she brings him to her mother’s bedroom (3:1–4).

	In her dream, the woman hears her lover describe her beauty. These are the parts of the woman’s body that he describes (4:1–5):

a.Her eyes, v 1. They are doves.
b.Her hair, v 1. It is like a flock of goats.
c.Her teeth, v 2. They are like a flock of sheep.
d.Her lips, v 3. They are like a scarlet ribbon.
e.Her mouth, v 3. It is lovely.
f.Her cheeks, v 3. They are like halves of a pomegranate. 
g.Her neck, 4. It is like the tower of David.
h.Her breasts, v 5. They are like twin fawns of a gazelle.
	The garden in 4:12–16 is described like this: It is a closed garden. It contains a mountain spring whose fountain is sealed. It is full of trees that bear various tasty fruits and of plants and trees that spread wonderful fragrances. So it is a beautiful place of refreshment and enjoyment – but it is closed and sealed and not open to everybody.

	The woman’s nightmare in 5:2–7: In her dream, the woman hears her beloved knock on the door. He wants to come in to be with her. At first, she is unwilling to let him in. But when she finally gets up to open the door latch, she finds him gone. So she leaves her house in the middle of the night to search for her beloved. She doesn’t find him. Instead she is robbed and beaten up by the town’s night watchmen.

	In her dream, the woman describes her lover’s beauty. These are the parts of his body that she describes (5:10–16):

a.His head, v 11. It is purest gold.
b.His hair, v 11. It is wavy and black as a raven.
c.His eyes, v 12. They are like doves.
d.His cheeks, v 13. They are like beds of spice.
e.His lips, v 13. They are like lilies.
f.His arms, v 14. They are like rods of gold.
g.His body, v 14. It is like polished ivory.
h.His legs, v 15. They are like pillars of marble. 
i.His mouth, v 16. It is pure sweetness.
j.His general appearance, v 10 and v 15. He is radiant and ruddy. He is like Lebanon.
	The woman’s dream ends (6:2–3) with a statement and a declaration:

a.The lover has come to her (“his garden”) to enjoy their love (“to browse” and “to gather lilies”). This, of course, is still part of the woman’s dream and has not yet happened in real life.
b.The lovers are committed to their love for one another.
(Back to 3:1–6:3 Think and discuss)
The shepherdess dreams, 3:1–6:3 comments on Think and discuss
	“Magnificence” is the aspect of king Solomon’s wedding procession that is emphasized in the woman’s dream (3:6–11). This magnificence is demonstrated through the details of the description:

a.The fragrance of valuable spices
b.The mighty escort of sixty well-armed and experienced warriors
c.The fine wood and the valuable decorations of the carriage
d.The luxurious seat on which king Solomon is enthroned
e.The crown on king Solomon’s head
	The lover’s description of the beauty of his fiancée (4:1–5, 11) reflects the values of the ancient Middle Eastern culture in which the Song of Songs was written. Some of the imagery is general and could be used in any culture (for example, “Your lips drop sweetness as the honeycomb”, v 11). But some of the similes would not be used by a South Indian lover. They might even be considered strange or ridiculous in the South Indian cultural context, for example:

a.Your hair is like a flock of goats (v 1). We would perhaps use a simile with “silk” about beautiful hair. 
b.Your teeth are like a flock of sheep just shorn (v 2). We would perhaps use a simile with “pearls” about beautiful teeth. 
c.Your neck is like a tower (v 4). A tower is usually quite thick. We like women to have slender necks.
d.The fragrance of your garments is like that of Lebanon (v 11). We would wonder how “Lebanon” smells – and instead use the name of an expensive perfume. 
We understand from these examples that the imagery of Hebrew poetry is not so much about visual (or physical) points of reference. Instead it reflects the values of ancient Palestine culture:
	The woman’s rich and beautiful hair is compared to the joy and excitement that a Palestine shepherd felt at the sight of his healthy black goats running down a mountain slope.

	Her healthy, white and beautiful teeth are compared to the joy and excitement that a Palestine shepherd felt when he saw his healthy, well-kept, and newly-bathed white sheep come up from the river.

	Her beautiful and bejeweled neck is compared to the wonderfully decorated tower of David on the Jerusalem city wall.

	The sweet fragrance of her clothes is compared to the fresh and salubrious tree-covered mountain ranges of Lebanon.

	The lover’s description of his beloved in 4:12 can be understood like this:

a.The metaphors garden and spring/fountain are used about the woman. In ancient Middle Eastern poetry, these metaphors had sexual overtones.
b.But the “garden” is locked up, and the “spring and fountain” are enclosed and sealed. This means that the woman and her sexuality are not available to her lover at this point of their relationship. 
	The woman’s description of the beauty of her fiancé (5:10–16) reflects the values of the ancient Middle Eastern culture in which the Song of Songs was written, for example:

a.My lover is ruddy, v 10. Ruddiness was a sign of a man’s youth and good health (compare the description of young David in 1 Sam 16:12 and 17:42). We would not say that “ruddy complexion” makes a man beautiful.
b.His cheeks are like beds of spice, v 13. This is perhaps a reference to the man’s beard dripping with fragrant oil. The simile compares sensuous effect rather than appearances.
c.His lips are like lilies, dripping with myrrh, v 13. Again the simile compares sensuous effect rather than appearances. 
d.His arms, body, and legs are compared to very valuable items such as gold, ivory, and sapphires, v 14–15. The points of comparison are richness and excellence, rather than something visual (or physical). 
We would probably not use similes like this in our love poetry. Most of us even find them rather strange.
	An “extended simile” (see for example 4:4, 5; 5:12, 14) can be described like this: It is a simile that goes beyond the immediate point of comparison:

a.The man compares the neck of his beloved to the tower of David (4:4). Then he goes on to describe this tower: It is built with elegance. It is hung with a thousand shields. Then he goes on to describe these shields: They are the shields of warriors. The warriors and their shields have nothing to do with the woman’s neck.
b.The man compares the breasts of his beloved to two fawns (4:5). Then he goes on to describe these fawns: They are the fawns of a gazelle and they browse among the lilies. The browsing and the lilies have nothing to do with the woman’s breasts.
c.The woman compares her lover’s eyes to doves (5:12). Then she goes on to describe the doves: They are by water streams. Then comes the last part of the verse, which is not clear in Hebrew (so our modern translations are vary considerably). The water streams have nothing to do with the man’s eyes (for example, she does not say that he is teary-eyed). 
d.The woman compares her lover’s arms to rods of gold and his body to polished ivory (5:14). Then she goes on to describe the rods of gold (they are set with chrysolite) and the polished ivory (it is decorated with sapphires).
From these four examples, we can conclude that the main purpose of Hebrew imagery found in this kind of love poetry is not to make visual (or physical) comparisons. Instead the point of comparison has to do with excellent quality, supreme beauty, unique value, pleasurable feelings, or great enjoyment.
(Back to The lovers yearn for each other again, 6:4–8:4)
 
The lovers yearn for each other again, 6:4–8:4 – answers
Answers to the questions
	In 6:4 the lover compares his beloved to the majestic beauty of two cities, Tirzai and Jerusalem.

	See my comment on 6:10.

	The lover describes the beauty of his beloved in 7:1–7 like this:

a.Her sandaled feet are beautiful, v 1.
b.Her legs/thighs, v 1. They like jewels.
c.Her navel, v 2. It is a rounded goblet filled with wine.
d.Her waist/belly, v 2. It is a mound of wheat encircled by lilies.
e.Her breasts, v 3. They are like two fawns.
f.Her neck, v 4. It is like an ivory tower.
g.Her eyes, v 4. They are like the pools of Heshbon.
h.Her nose, v 4. It is like the tower of Lebanon.
i.Her head, v 5. It crowns her like Mount Carmel.
j.Her hair, v 5. It is like purple (tapestry).
k.Her statue, v 7. It is like that of the palm.
l.Again her breasts, v 7. They are like clusters of fruit.
So again we find two important things about the metaphors and the similes used in the Song of Songs:
	The imagery reflects the culture of the ancient Middle East. We in South India today would use other metaphors and similes to describe a beautiful woman with whom we are in love.

	The points of comparison (jewels, a goblet, a mound of wheat, fawns, an ivory tower, and so on) are not how the woman’s body parts actually looked, but the precious and unique qualities these things represented, and the wonderfully positive associations they had for the original readers. For example: Her legs did not look like jewels, but they were even more precious and beautiful to her lover than jewels. Her head did not look like Mount Carmel but it evoked from the ancient Israelites “Mount Carmel” kind of feelings. Mount Carmel was a wooded and fruitful mountain area with pleasant a climate and good rainfall. “Carmel” actually means “orchard” in Hebrew.

	The woman wants to bring her beloved (7:11–13) to the countryside. She wants them to spend the night in the villages and to visit the beautiful vineyards and orchards in the morning.

	See my comment on 8:1.

(Back to 6:4–8:4 Think and discuss)
The lovers yearn for each other again 6:6–8:4 comments on Think and discuss
	The lover makes this point about his beloved in 6:8–9: She is without comparison among women, even royal women (queens and concubines) and the countless virgins of the whole land. They all praise her. Notice how the numbers increase from sixty to eighty to without number, symbolizing the uniqueness of his beloved.

	This is how I understand 7:8–9: At the end of his praise of the woman’s beauty, the lover expresses his desire to sexually consummate their love (“climb the palm tree”, “take hold of its fruit”, experience her “breath like apples” and her “mouth like the best wine”). The beloved responds by offering the wine of her love to her lover. In the following verses she invites him to the countryside (7:10–13). They return as a married couple (8:5 the first part) after their love has been consummated (8:5 the second part). 

(Back to The lovers join in marriage, 8:5–14)
 
The lovers join in marriage, 8:5–14 – answers
Answers to the questions
	See comment on verse 5.

	Love is described like this in 8:6–7:

a.It is as strong as death, v 6.
b.Its passion is as relentless (or fierce) as the grave, v 6.
c.It is like an intensely burning fire and a raging (or divine) flame, v 6.
d.It cannot be quenched, v 7. This statement picks up the image of love as a fire in the previous verse.
e.It cannot be drowned or washed away, v 7. 
f.Everybody knows that it is more valuable than any wealth, v 7. 
g.It cannot be sold for money, 7.
	The woman describes herself as a wall in 8:10. Her breasts are like towers. So she is a grown up woman now and she is attractive to her lover.

	In 8:11 we learn that Solomon had a vineyard in Baal Hamon (a place unknown to us today, see comment on 8:12). His vineyards must have been large and very profitable, because each of his tenants paid him a lease of one thousand shekels. This is the second reference in the book to Solomon himself (apart from the title), compare 3:6–11. Solomon remains a distant figure, not personally involved in the story.

(Back to 8:5–14 Think and discuss)
The lovers join in marriage 8:5–14 comments on Think and discuss
	The simile of the “seal” in 8:6 can be explained like this: 

a.The shepherdess wife and her shepherd husband belong together just as a seal and its imprint are intimately connected. 
b.He “owns” her with a seal of love. Their love is sealed forever. So nothing can destroy their love.
c.A seal is always with its owner. It is tied around his neck (so it will be resting over his heart), or it is tied around his arm/wrist/finger (so he knows where it is). Similarly, as his wife, she will always be with her husband – like a seal over his heart and like a seal on his arm..
	There are four “wisdom statements” about marital love in 8:6–7:

a.Marital love is as strong as death.
b.The passion of marital love is as unyielding as death.
c.Marital love burns like a blazing fire with a mighty flame.
d.The worth of marital love is unsurpassed.
These four wisdom statements characterize marital love as the strongest, most unyielding and invincible force in human experience. With these statements the Song of Song reaches its literary climax and discloses its theological purpose.
	I understand 8:8–9 like this:

a.Here the woman’s friends speak. They call her their “young sister”. 
b.They describe the woman as very young. She is still a girl whose breasts have not developed.
c.“The day she is spoken for” is the day when she will marry. 
d.Verse 9 contains two metaphors that both carry the same meaning (an example of synonymous parallelism):
	The wall stands for chastity. Her friends will make sure that she is chaste on the day of her wedding. They will do so by making the wall even stronger by towers of silver.

	The door also stands for chastity, but only as long as it remains closed. Her friends will make sure that she is chaste on the day of her wedding. They will do so by covering the door with strong panels of cedar wood.

	The woman compares herself with Solomon in 8:12: 

a.He is extremely wealthy, owning extensive vineyards (perhaps with reference to his many wives and concubines). But she has only her own small vineyard (with reference to herself, her own body, and her sexuality, compare comment on 4:12).
b.He is promiscuous by allowing other people to lease his vineyards. But she is very careful about whom she allows to come to her vineyard (her body belongs only to her husband).
c.So in this comparison, the wealthy and magnificent king Solomon is portrayed as inferior to the poor but chaste shepherdess.
	I understand 8:14 like this:

a.In this verse the shepherdess wife addresses her shepherd husband.
b.She uses the similes “gazelle” and “young stag” about him. These animals represent youthfulness, agility, and virile strength. 
c.The spice-laden mountains refer to the woman herself (compare 4:6). 
So the Song of Songs closes with the man and woman delighting themselves with their enjoyment of each other.
(Back to the Song of Songs exam paper)

Lamentations answers
Lamentations chapter 1 – answers
Answers to the questions
	There are two speakers in chapter 1:

a.In the first part (v 1–11), a narrator is the main speaker. But he quotes Jerusalem in the second half of verse 9. 
b.In the second part (starting with the end of verse 11), Jerusalem (personified as a widow in distress) is the main speaker. But in verse 17 we hear the voice of the narrator.
	The poet describes the contrast between Jerusalem’s past and present circumstances like this in verse 2:

a.She was full of people. Now she is deserted.
b.She was great (like a queen) among the nations. But she has become like a slave.
	According to the poet, God is behind Jerusalem’s present situation (v 5).

	According to the poet, the reason for Jerusalem’s present situation is her sin (v 5).

	These consequences of Jerusalem’s sin are mentioned in verse 6:

a.She has lost her former splendor.
b.Her leaders (princes) are no longer with her. They have fled.
	These consequences of Jerusalem’s sin are mentioned in verse 8:

a.She has become “filthy” (referring to her ritual uncleanness).
b.Those who earlier honored her now despise her.
c.She is ashamed of her present situation.
	These consequences of Jerusalem’s sin are mentioned in verses 10–11:

a.She has lost all her treasures (probably referring both to the temple treasures and to her people). 
b.Her temple has been defiled by the pagan conquerers.
c.There is severe famine in the city.
	These consequences of Jerusalem’s sin are mentioned in verses 13–14:

a.God’s judgment (symbolized by fire)
b.The results of God’s judgment: She feels entrapped by God’s net. And she feels desolate and faint.
c.She has become a slave to her own sins. God has bound her sins together into a yoke.
d.God has handed her over to her enemies.
	In verse 18, Jerusalem expresses her understanding of God as a righteous and just God.

	Jerusalem’s enemies react to her misery in two ways (v 21):

a.They don’t comfort her.
b.They are happy that Jerusalem has been punished by God.
	Jerusalem’s prayer for her enemies (v 21–22): She wants God to punish them, just as he has punished her.

(Back to Lamentations ch 1 Think and discuss)
Lamentations ch 1 comments on Think and discuss
	Some examples of personification found in this chapter:

a.Jerusalem is a princess among the nations (v 1).
b.Jerusalem has become a slave (v 1).
c.Jerusalem weeps (v 2), dwells (v 3), remembers (v 7), groans (v 8), and so on.
d.The roads to Zion mourn (v 4).
e.Her gates are desolate (v 4).
f.Zion stretches out her hands (v 17).
g.Jerusalem’s lovers are her former allies (v 2, 19).
	Some of the imagery (similes and metaphors) that the poet uses in this chapter:

a.Similes: 
	Jerusalem is like a widow (v 1), because she has lost her children (many of the inhabitants have been exiled to Babylon).

	Jerusalem’s princes are like deer that find no pasture (v 6), because they are exiled. 

b.Metaphors: 
	Jerusalem’s lovers and friends (v 2) are her former allies.

	Jerusalem dwells among the nations (v 3) in the sense that her people have been deported to another country.

	Jerusalem’s filth, nakedness, and her dirty skirt (v 8–9) are her sins.

	The day of God’s fierce anger (v 12) was the day of God’s judgment.

	The fire that God sent (v 13) was his judgment.

	A yoke (v 14) represents power and authority.

	God treads his winepress (v 15) in judgment.

	Zion stretches out her hands (v 17) in expectation of help and comfort.

	That Jerusalem has become a filthy thing (v 17) means that she is rejected by the neighboring nations. 

	Jerusalem’s churning stomach (v 20) is not physical but emotional.

	Jerusalem’s situation described like this in verse 20:

a.She is emotionally distressed as a consequence of her rebellion.
b.But she also faces physical problems (bereavement and death).
	I would you characterize Jerusalem’s feelings at the end of the chapter like this:

a.She feels desolate, abandoned by all her former friends and allies.
b.But she is also vengeful, asking God to punish those who have abandoned her. 
c.Finally, she understands that she deserves God’s punishment on her sins and transgressions.
(Back to Lamentations ch 2)
 
Lamentations chapter 2 – answers
Answers to the questions
	These are the speakers in the three parts of chapter 2:

a.A narrator (perhaps the poet himself) speaks about the conditions in Jerusalem in the first part of the chapter, v 1–10.
b.The poet speaks in the first person as he addresses Jerusalem and its people in the second part of the chapter, v 11–19.
c.The poet turns to God in prayer in the third part of the chapter, v 19–22. 
	Expressions of God’s judgment on Jerusalem listed in verses 1–3:

a.He has removed Jerusalem’s former glory from her.
b.He has not shown mercy even on the Ark of the Covenant and the temple.
c.He has utterly destroyed the country and its cities.
d.He has brought down the royal family and other national leaders.
e.He has drained the nation of its power and removed his hand of protection from the Israelites. 
So in these various ways, God’s anger has burned against the Israelites.
	In verse 4–5, God is described like an enemy of Israel:

a.He is using his bow against them.
b.His powerful right hand is ready for fight against them.
c.He has killed and he has destroyed.
By doing these things, God has brought mourning and lamentation to the Israelites.
	According to verses 6–9, God has done these things to Jerusalem and its people:

a.He has destroyed the Jerusalem temple.
b.He has brought an end to the feasts and the Sabbaths.
c.He has done away with the kingship and the priesthood.
d.He has renounced the sacrificial worship of the temple.
e.He has allowed Israel’s enemy to enter and destroy the temple.
f.He has destroyed most of the city’s defense systems.
g.He has exiled the royal family and other national leaders.
h.He has put an end to the reading of the law.
i.He no longer reveals his will to the Israelite prophets.
	From verse 10 we can understand that Jerusalem is in mourning:

a.The leaders not only sit in silence. They have also sprinkled dust on their heads and dressed in sackcloth.
b.The young women (who usually sing and dance) have their heads bowed down to the ground.
	From verse 14, we learn that prophets have added to Jerusalem’s sin through their false and misleading messages.

	God is described like this in verse 17: 

a.He is a God who keeps his word and fulfills what he has spoken through his true prophets.
b.His word was fulfilled through the merciless and relentless Babylonian conquest in 587 BC.
	In verses 20–21, the poet describes the situation in Jerusalem to God like this:

a.The women are so starved that they even eat their own children.
b.The priests and the prophets are killed even within the temple precincts.
c.People, both young and old and men and women, are lying dead in the streets, killed by the enemy.
(Back to Lamentations ch 2 Think and discuss)
Lamentations ch 2 comments on Think and discuss
	The first part of the chapter (v 1–10) can be structured like this:

a.God’s ruthless attack on Jerusalem and its inhabitants, v 1–3
b.God’s treatment of Jerusalem like an enemy, v 4–5
c.God’s destruction of Jerusalem’s temple, v 6–7
d.God’s destruction of Jerusalem’s defense systems, v 8–9
e.God’s destruction of Jerusalem’s leaders, v 9–10
	The second part of the chapter (v 11–19) can be structured like this:

a.The fate of Jerusalem’s children, v 11–12
b.Jerusalem’s vain trust in her false prophets, v 13–14
c.Jerusalem a target of ridicule, v 15–16
d.The poet’s advice to Jerusalem: “Cry out to the Lord for help”, v 17–19
	This is some of the imagery (similes, metaphors, and personifications) found in chapter 2:

a.Similes:
	God’s judgment on Israel is compared to a consuming fire (v 3, 4).

	God is compared to an enemy of Israel (v 5).

	The condition of the starving children is compared to the faintness of wounded soldiers (v 12).

	The tears of the people of Jerusalem is compared to a flowing river (v 18). This also an example of hyperbole (poetic exaggeration). 

	The city’s wound is as deep as the sea (v 13). Another hyperbole.

b.Metaphors: 
	God’s removal of the former splendor of Jerusalem is pictured as a falling star (v 1).

	The total destruction of Israel is pictured as a swallowing up of the nation (v 2, 5, 16).

	Deep emotional distress is described as my heart is poured out on the ground (my stomach churns) in verse 11.

c.Personifications.
	A city is pictured as a woman: Daughter of Zion (v 1, 4, 8, 10, 13, 18), Daughter of Jerusalem (v 13, 15). 

	A nation is pictured as a woman: Daughter of Judah (v 2, 5).

	The walls and fortifications of the city show human emotions: He made ramparts and walls lament (v 8, compare v 18).

	The poet also makes his poetry richer by using synonymous parallelisms, synonymous expressions, apostrophe, and rhetorical questions. Here are some examples:

a.Verse 2 (the first part) contains a synonymous parallelism.
b.Verse 4: Like an enemy … Like a foe
c.Verse 5: mourning and lamentation
d.Verse 6 (the first part) contains a synonymous parallelism.
e.Verse 7: rejected his altar … abandoned his sanctuary
f.Apostrophe (the exclamatory addressing of a dead/absent person or a thing): O Virgin Daughter of Zion (v 13), O wall of the Daughter of Zion (v 18).
g.Rhetorical questions are found in verse 20.
(Back to Lamentations ch 3)
 
Lamentations chapter 3 – answers
Answers to the questions
	The poet describes his situation like this in verses 1–18:

a.He feels that God is against him and that God is the cause of his present problems.
b.God has even become his enemy.
c.Because of his situation, his own people make fun of him and taunt him. 
d.He has lost all the good things he had before, and with that his hope is completely gone.
	The poet makes this important statement about God’s faithful love and compassion (v 22–23): They never fail.

	The poet describes his relationship with God in verse 24 with a metaphor: “God is his portion”. This means that his only hope is in God. So he will hope and wait for God’s intervention.

	In verse 25, the poet says that God is good. So those who wait for him and hope for his salvation will certainly experience God’s goodness.

	The poet is waiting for God’s salvation (v 26). It is good to wait quietly for God’s intervention. It is possible to do so, because God’s goodness is the very center of his character (compare verse 25).

	The poet says (or at least implies) these things about God in verses 31–33:

a.God does not really want to cause pain or grief to a person.
b.But he will sometimes do so. (The reason for that is, of course, his righteousness. God is the Judge, who will judge sinners. And his judgment will bring pain and grief to the sinner.)
c.But God is also a God of faithful love and compassion.
d.So when an afflicted person repents of his sin and turns to God for deliverance and help, God will surely have compassion on him and deliver him.
	The poet makes this point about God in verse 38: God is both Judge and Redeemer. So from his mouth there will come judgment as well as salvation.

	Our attitude to life should be like this (v 39): It is not right for us to complain about God, when our own sins have brought suffering on us. Sinners should expect God to punish them for their sins.

	The poet’s exhortation to his people in verses 40–42: 

a.They must evaluate their lives. Then they will realize that they have sinned.
b.They must return to God and sincerely ask for his forgiveness.
c.Until they do so, God will not forgive them. 
	The poet asks these things of God in verses 55–66:

a.He asks God to listen to and answer his prayer for deliverance.
b.He asks God to punish his enemies who have given him all kinds of trouble. He wants God to destroy them.
(Back to Lamentations ch 3 Think and discuss)
Lamentations chapter 3 comments on Think and discuss
	The poet’s use of pronouns in this lament: 

a.In the first (v 1–24) and last (v 48–66) parts of his lament, the poet seems to be speaking for himself. This can be understood from his use of the the first person singular pronouns (“I, me, my”) in these parts.
b.In one section (v 40–41), the poet speaks to the people, exhorting them to realize that they have sinned against God and that they must return to him. This can be understood from his use of the first person plural pronouns (“we, us, our”) in this section.
c.Then follows a section (v 42–46), in which the poet shows the people how they should pray to God. Here, again, he uses the first person plural pronouns (“we, us, our”).
d.The poet begins his lament by speaking about God (v 1–41) This can be seen by his use of the third person singular pronoun (“he, him, his”) in addition to “the Lord”. Only in the middle of his proclamation of God’s love and compassion, does the poet turn directly to God with the exclamation: Great is your faithfulness! (v 23).
e.From verse 42, the lament becomes more traditional, as the poet turns to God with a description of his distress, pleading with God to intervene on his behalf. This can be seen in his use of second person pronouns (“you, your”.
	The speaker uses an abundance of imagery (metaphors and similes) to describe his situation in verses 1–18. Here are a few examples of this:

a.Metaphors:
	“The rod of his wrath” (v 1): God’s judgment as expressed in the Babylonian conquest.

	“He has made my flesh and my skin waste away, and broken my bones” (v 4): This is how the poet feels God has done to him.

	“walled me in so I cannot escape … weighed me down with chains” (v 7): Not literally, but this is how the poet feels.

	“He drew his bow and made me a target for his arrows” (v 12): Not literally, but emotionally.

	“He has broken my teeth with gravel” (v 16): Not literally, but this is how the poet feels about God’s punishment.

b.Similes:
	“He has made me dwell in darkness like those long dead” (v 6): The poet’s experience of the darkness of God’s judgment is compared to being dead.

	“Like a bear lying in wait, like a lion in hiding, he dragged me from the path and mangled me” (v 10–11): Even if the poet had taken the dangerous path to freedom (see v 7 and 9), God was like a bear waiting to attack him.

	The theology of verses 21–26: God is faithful, so we can always hope for his love and compassion. They will never fail. God is good. So when we trust in him and wait and hope for his salvation, we will certainly experience his goodness.

	A summary of the poet’s feelings as expressed in verses 43–54:

a.God is angry with him and refuses to listen to his prayers.
b.God has made his people an object of ridicule.
c.He will be unconsolable until God has intervened. 
d.His people are suffering.
e.His enemies are tormenting him without cause.
(Back to Lamentations chapter 4)
 
Lamentations chapter 4 – answers
Answers to the questions
	The speaker in this chapter is an individual who gives an account of the situation in Jerusalem. But he does not speak for himself. So we do not find the pronouns “I, me, my”. In one section (v 17–20) he uses the first person plural “our, we, us”. It is possible that he belonged to the group of people who tried to flee Jerusalem together with king Zedekiah and were caught by the Babylonians. But he was evidently not one of the nobles who were killed by king Nebuchadnezzar at Riblah (see Jer 39:6).

	The poet does not address any specific person or persons in most of this chapter. But at the very end of his poem he addresses Edom (O Daughter of Edom) in verse 21 and Jerusalem (O Daughter of Zion) in verse 22.

	The poet describes the famine in Jerusalem like this (v 4–5, 8–10):

a.There is a lack of water so people are suffering from severe thirst (v 4, 8).
b.The famine makes people desperate:
	Children beg for food (v 4). 

	People starve to death (v 5, 9).

	Mother’s even eat their own children (v 10).

	God punished Jerusalem because of the sins of the prophets and the priests(v 13).

	–

	See comment on verse 20.

	The poet’s message for Edom (v 21): The Edomites may rejoice at Jerusalem’s destruction now. But God will surely also judge them and bring disgrace over them. 

	The poet’s message for Jerusalem (v 22): God’s present punishment on the Israelites will come to an and, and he will bring them back from their exile.

(Back to Lamentations ch 4 Think and discuss)
Lamentations ch 4 comments on Think and discuss
	The poet makes this point in verse 3: The Israelites are worse than jackals. In the Old Testament the jackal is a symbol of isolation, destruction, and abandonment. But even jackals take care of their pups. Not so the Israelites. They are like ostriches, whom the Israelites considered the most cruel of all birds, because they do not sit on their eggs during the day.

	The poet makes one main point in verses 5, 7–8, and 10: The previous wealth and comfort of the people of Jerusalem has been replaced by poverty and desperate famine.

	The poet can say that God’s punishment of Jerusalem is worse than his punishment of Sodom (v 6, compare v 9), because it is a greater suffering to starve to death and to be killed immediately.

	The poet makes this point in verse 11: God has judged Jerusalem. His wrath and his anger are expressions of this judgment.

	Compare verses 17–20 with the historical narratives found in Jer 37:4–10 and Jer 39:1–7. Two conclusions:

a.These texts refer to the same historical event. Lamentations uses poetry to describe it, while Jeremiah uses historical narrative.
b.The Lord’s anointed in Lamentations is king Zedekiah in Jeremiah’s account. Zedekiah fled from Jerusalem at the time of the Babylonian conquest but was captured in the desert plains of Jericho. 
	Compare verse 21 with Obadiah’s prophecy about God’s judgment on Edom (Ob v 8–10). Three conclusions:

a.Lam 4:21 and Ob v 8–10 are parallel prophecies about God’s judgment on the Edomites.
b.God punished the Edomites for their support of the Babylonians at the time of the Babylonian conquest of Judah and the destruction of Jerusalem. 
c.The expression Lamentations uses for this punishment is “stripped naked”. This parallels Obadiah’s expression “covered with shame”. God will disgrace the Edomites. 
(Back to Lamentations chapter 5)
 
Lamentations chapter 5 – answers
Answers to the questions
	The speaker throughout chapter 5 is the community of Israelites who have remained in Judah after the fall of Jerusalem in 587 BC. This can be seen in the use of first person plural pronouns (we, us, our).

	God is addressed throughout this lament. So it is a prayer. 

	The psalmist describes the disgrace of the Israelites (v 2–18) like this:

a.Their country is now ruled by foreigners (v 2).
b.They have become defenseless and destitute, like orphans and widows (v 3). 
c.They suffer scarcity of water, firewood, and food (v 4, 6, 9).
d.They are oppressed and troubled by the nations around them (v 8).
e.They suffer famine (v 10).
f.Their women have been raped (v 11).
g.Their leaders have been killed and their bodies disgracefully displayed (v 12).
h.Their young men have to do the work of draught animals (v 13).
i.They have lost their judicial and political leadership (v 14).
j.They have lost their joy, and they are in tears (v 14, 15, 17).
k.Their city has lost its former glory, and its kingship has been cut off (v 15).
l.Their city is in ruins (v 18).
	In verse 7, the psalmist gives this reason for the disgraceful and sad situation of the Israelites: They suffer as a result of the sins of their ancestors.

	In verse 16, the psalmist gives this reason for the disgraceful and sad situation of the Israelites: They suffer as a consequence of their own sins. 

	The psalmist expresses this understanding of God in verse 19: God’s sovereignty is eternal.

	The psalmist prays for two things in verse 21:

a.That God would restore the Israelites to himself
b.That God would let the Israelites again experience the glory that they had lost
(Back to Lamentations ch 5 Think and discuss)
Lamentations ch 5 comments on Think and discuss
	The psalmist asks God to “remember” what has happened to the Israelites. The significance of this word “remember” is three-fold:

a.That God would listen to their prayers
b.That God would see their dismal and disgraceful situation
c.That God would intervene and restore them
	The psalmist uses an abundance of imagery to describe the situation of the Israelites:

a.Metaphors: 
	We have become orphans, fatherless (v 3): The Israelites have become as defenseless and vulnerable as orphans.

	Slaves rule over us (v 8): Referring to the Babylonians and their allies

	The sword in the desert (v 9): Referring to bandits and robbers

	The crown has fallen from our head (v 16): Reference to the end of Jerusalem’s previous glory and to the end of the rule of the kings of the family line of David

b.Similes:
	Our mothers are like widows (v 3): The Israelite women have become as vulnerable as widows. 

	Our skin is as hot as an oven (v 10): “We are feverish from starvation”. This is also an example of hyperbole. 

c.An example of metonymy is found in verse 2: “Inheritance” stands for the Promised Land, the country of the Israelites which God had given them as an inheritance.
	The poet makes his poetry richer by using parallels and synonymous expressions:

a.Verse 1: remember, look, and see
b.Verse 2: inheritance and homes, aliens and foreigners
c.Verse 3: orphans and fatherless
d.Verse 5: weary and no rest
e.Verse 11: women and virgins (young women)
f.Verse 12: princes and elders
g.Verse 13: Young men and boys
h.Verse 19: forever and from generation to generation
i.Verse 22: rejected us and angry with us
 

Terms used in poetry and grammar
Acrostic poem: A poem in which the first letter of each line has some kind of special significance. In Old Testament acrostic poems, each line (or verse, or section of the text) begins with a different letter following the order of the Hebrew alphabet (see also the section called “Acrostic poems” in the chapter Other kinds of structure of the unit Hebrew poetry and wisdom).
Allegory: An allegory is a story (or a poem, or a picture) which is thought to have a hidden meaning. So “allegorical interpretation” means that a text is not understood to be literal, but its “real” meaning is “deeper” (it may be spiritual or political). The text is not what it seems to be, it is “coded”(for examples see the chapter Interpreting the Song of Songs).
Alliteration: The repetition of the same sound at the beginning of words or phrases that are adjacent or closely connected
Allusion: An expression that calls to mind (or echoes) something without openly mentioning it (for examples see the section called “Four additional poetic devices” in the chapter Imagery of the unit Hebrew poetry and wisdom)
Anthropomorphism: The attribution of human characteristics or behavior to God (for examples see the section called “Four metaphorical techniques” in the chapter Imagery of the unit Hebrew poetry and wisdom)
Antithetic parallelism – see Parallelism
Apostrophe: The addressing of dead (or absent) persons or of lifeless objects as if they could hear and respond (for examples see the section called “Four additional poetic devices” in the chapter Imagery of the unit Hebrew poetry and wisdom)
Assonance: A combination of sounds that are repeated in different words. 
Chiasmus: Cross-wise arrangement of a text, in which the parts of the text are repeated in reverse order (for examples see the chapter Other kinds of structure of the unit Hebrew poetry and wisdom)
Chorus: A group of people who together comment on the main action of a drama (for example see my comment on the Song of Songs 1:5)
Couplet: A two-line stanza
Doxology: A liturgical formula of praise to God
Enclosure: A poem (or a part of a poem) is framed (or “enclosed”) by a verse or a phrase that comes at both the beginning and the end of the text (for examples see Psalm 8:1, 9 and Psalm 103:1, 22)
Figurative language – see Imagery
Genre: A category of literature, music, or art. A type of text
Humor: The quality of being amusing or funny, especially as expressed in literature (for examples see the section called “Humor and fun” in the chapter Wisdom’s methods of the unit Proverbs)
Hyperbole: Exaggerated statements not meant to be taken literally (for examples see the section called “Four additional poetic devices” in the chapter Imagery of the unit Hebrew poetry and wisdom)
Imagery: Visually descriptive or figurative (non-literal or metaphorical) language, especially in a literary work (for more details read the chapter Imagery of the unit Hebrew poetry and wisdom) – see also Anthropomorphism and Metaphor and Metonymy and Parable, Personification and Simile and Synecdoche and Zoomorphism
Irony: The use of words to convey a meaning that is the opposite of its literal meaning (for examples see Job study 6: God speaks question 11 with answer)
Literal interpretation: The understanding of words in their usual or most basic sense without metaphor or exaggeration
Literary devices: Methods (or features) used in literary texts to produce particular effects
Metaphor: A figure of speech in which a word or a phrase is applied in a non-literal sense (for more details read the section called “Metaphor” in the chapter Imagery of the unit Hebrew poetry and wisdom)
Meter: Rhythmic pattern in poetry
Metonymy: A figure of speech in which one noun is used instead of another noun because of some relationship between the two (for examples see the section called “Four metaphorical techniques” in the chapter Imagery of the unit Hebrew poetry and wisdom)
Narrator: The person who gives the account or tells what is happening in a text (the “speaker” of a text)
Numerical proverb: A proverb containing a numbered list (for examples see Proverbs 30:18–31 )
Occasion (or setting of a text): Place or type of surroundings where the events of the text takes place
Parable: A simple story used to illustrate a moral or spiritual lesson
Paradox: A statement which seems absurd or contradictory, but which may be found true when investigated closer
Parallelism: Various types of poetic structure used in Hebrew poetry. The three main types are “synonymous parallelism” (the repetition of statements or thoughts), “antithetic parallelism” (contrasting statements or thoughts), and synthetic parallelism (the elaboration of a statement or a thought). For more details read the chapter Parallelism of the unit Hebrew poetry and wisdom
Personification: The attribution of human characteristics to something non-human (objects or abstract qualities). For examples see the section called “Four metaphorical techniques” in the chapter Imagery of the unit Hebrew poetry and wisdom
Poetic structure – see Parallelism
Pronoun: A class of words used to replace nouns (and noun phrases). The group called “personal pronouns” is divided into the “first person” or the speaker (the pronouns are “I, me” in the singular and “we, us” in the plural), the “second person” or the person/persons spoken to (the pronoun is “you” in both the singular and the plural), and the “third person” or the person/persons spoken about (the pronouns are “he, him, she, her, it” in the singular and “they, them” in the plural). The classification of pronouns, of course, varies according to language.
Prose: Written or spoken language in its ordinary form, as distinguished from poetry 
Proverb: A short popular saying that effectively expresses some commonplace truth, useful thought, or a piece of advice
Reading strategy: The way in which a reader approaches and understands a text
Refrain: A poetic device consisting of a repeated line (or number of lines), in modern poetry usually at the end of each verse. Examples of Old Testament refrains can be found in Psalm 42/43:5, 11, 5; Psalm 46:7, 11; Psalm 57:5, 11; and in the Song of Songs 2:7; 3:5; 5:8; 8:4.
Rhetorical question: A question not asked to get an answer but to make a statement or to produce an effect (for examples see the section “Four additional poetic devices” in the chapter Imagery of the unit Hebrew poetry and wisdom)
Rhyme: Repetition of sounds at the end of poetic lines
Riddle: A question or a statement intentionally phrased so that it becomes difficult to discover its meaning
Setting of a text – see Occasion
Simile: A figure of speech that involves the comparison of one thing with another thing of a different kind using a word (or in some languages a suffix) of comparison (for examples see the section called “Simile” in the chapter Imagery of the unit Hebrew poetry and wisdom)
Stanza: A group of lines forming the basic unit in a poem. The “verses” of a hymn are stanzas (see also the section called “Four metaphorical techniques” in the chapter Other kinds of structure of the unit Hebrew poetry and wisdom)). 
Superscription: The editorial title or heading found with most of the psalms in the book of Psalms (see also the chapter Superscriptions and authorship of the unit The Psalms)
Synecdoche: A figure of speech in which the whole is represented by a part – or a part is represented by the whole (for examples see the section called “Four metaphorical techniques” in the chapter Imagery of the unit Hebrew poetry and wisdom)
Synonym: A word or a phrase that means exactly or nearly the same as another word or phrase in the same language
Synonymous parallelism – see Parallelism
Synthetic parallelism –  see Parallelism 
Theme: The main subject (or a few important and recurring subjects) of a work of literature
Verb tenses: The set of forms taken by a verb to indicate the time (and sometimes also the continuance or completeness) of the action in relation to the time of the utterance. Most modern languages have at least three tenses: past tense (the time of the action takes place before the utterance), present tense (the time of the action takes place at the same time as the utterance), and future tense (the time of the action has not yet taken place at the time of the utterance). For verb tenses in Hebrew see my comment on Psalm 3:4–5).
Wordplay: The clever use of the meanings and ambiguities of words. A pun is a kind of wordplay. Many jokes are based on wordplay.
Zoomorphism: Gods presented in animal form or characterized as animals. For examples see Anthropomorphism in the section called “Four metaphorical techniques” in the chapter Imagery of the unit Hebrew poetry and wisdom.
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