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Preaching with Variety:  
Part 2 – Poetry & Discourse 

The Bible God has given us is what you might expect from the kind of God we find in it: creative, diverse, and fully 
united.  It doesn’t remain aloof and abstract, but engages with real life in all its fullness.  In this session we will 
consider how biblical poetry and biblical discourse work.  How should we approach the Psalms and the Prophets, as 
well as Jesus’ direct teaching and the Epistles?  How can we not only say what the Bible says, but also seek to do 
what the Bible does? 

Peter Mead is the director of Cor Deo, a mentored study and ministry training programme in Chippenham, 
England. As well as regular preaching in the local church, Peter also ministers for Operation Mobilisation as a Bible 
teacher, and has served as a trainer with Langham Preaching.  Peter studied at Multnomah Biblical Seminary before 
getting his Doctor of Ministry degree under Haddon Robinson at Gordon-Conwell Theological Seminary, in the area 
of expository preaching.  Peter is the author of BiblicalPreaching.net.  He is married, with five children. 

 
I.  The Creative Variety of Divine Inspiration 

 

Someone           saying something about something           to someone 

( in _________ _______ ) 

 

 

II.  Discourse: A Narrative Snapshot 
 

A. The functions of direct communication 
 
1. The author’s intended effect 

 
 
 

2. Tone, mood and other indicators 
 
 
 
 

B. The context of direct communication 
 
1. Historical context 
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2. Written context 
 
 
 
 
 

C. Interpreting direct communication 
 

1. Considering context (written & historical) 
 
 
 
 

2. Considering content (details & strategy) 
a. Structural study 

 
 

NAU Ephesians 1:15-23 

15 For this reason I too, having heard of the faith in the Lord Jesus which exists 

among you and your love for all the saints, 16 do not cease giving thanks for you, 

while making mention of you in my prayers; 17 that the God of our Lord Jesus 

Christ, the Father of glory, may give to you a spirit of wisdom and of revelation in 

the knowledge of Him. 18 I pray that the eyes of your heart may be enlightened, so 

that you will know what is the hope of His calling, what are the riches of the glory 

of His inheritance in the saints, 19 and what is the surpassing greatness of His 

power toward us who believe. These are in accordance with the working of the 

strength of His might 20 which He brought about in Christ, when He raised Him 

from the dead and seated Him at His right hand in the heavenly places, 21 far 

above all rule and authority and power and dominion, and every name that is 

named, not only in this age but also in the one to come. 22 And He put all things in 
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subjection under His feet, and gave Him as head over all things to the church, 23 

which is His body, the fullness of Him who fills all in all. 

b. Word study 
 

i. Consider the underlying Hebrew or Greek term (use concordance or 
Bible software to get to it) 
 
 
 
 

ii. Study every use of that term within the author’s books, or book, or 
section 
 
 
 
 

iii. Analyse how the author uses the term, then check your understanding 
with a Bible dictionary 

 
 
 
 
 

3. Considering intent (stated & implied) 
 
 
 
 
 

4. Determining idea (“saying something about something”)  
 
 
 
 
 
 

D. Preaching direct communication 
 

1. The “simplest form of preaching” (but don’t assume that application is always simple 
and direct) 
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2. Frame the narrative for “story effect” 

 
 
 
 
III.  Poetry: When Only A Song Will Communicate 

 
A. The location of biblical poetry: 

 
Psalms & Wisdom (Job, Ecclesiastes, Song of Solomon, Proverbs) & _____________ 
 
 
 
 
 

B. Studying Poetry 
1. Be aware of main poetic forms (lament, praise and thanksgiving), but don’t try 

to force a poem to fit a framework. 
 
 
 

2. Take note of any historical indicators, but don’t try to force a poem to fit in a 
historical situation that is only guesswork. 
 
 
 

3. Note especially how Hebrew poetry is built using parallelism (typically two 
lines where the second completes the first).  Be sure to read poetry in light of 
this (rather than studying only half a parallelism, or contrasting two elements 
that are actually reinforcing the same thought). 
 

 
 

4. Look at the structure of the poem, but don’t dissect it so that all emotion is 
drained away. 
 
 
 

5. Notice the mood of the author and the images used to move the reader. 
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C. Preaching Poetry 
 

1. Typically follow the structure of the poem unless you have good reason to 
change the order, but preach the poem holistically (rather than making it act 
like an epistle). 
 
 
 

2. Take full advantage of the imagery and emotion of the poem to help the 
listener engage with their hearts as well as their heads. 
 
 
 
 

3. Don’t rush – poetry is designed for pondering, not a clipped logical 
presentation. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

D. The basic building block of Hebrew poetry: the parallelism 
 
Eg. Proverbs 29:18 

Where there is no vision, the people perish, 
(But happy is he who keeps the Law.) 

 
The community of God’s people need the ______ of ______  

taught to them or they will go ________! 
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Feel the Force: Poetry 

When we preach poetry, do our listeners really feel the force of it?  Poetry is found in the 
Psalms and wisdom literature, of course, but also in the historical books and the prophets 
too.  All too easily we can preach to the head, but not move the listeners with the force of 
the text. 

A couple of thoughts on this: 
1. Word images may not carry instant force, so we should build it. For example, when 
the Psalms speak of the heavens, the stars, the sun and moon, etc., there is a big difference 
between most listeners today and the original hearers of the text.  They lived under the 
stars.  Once the sun went down the rhythm of life changed and stargazing was as normal 
as TV gazing is for some today.  So a brief reference to how amazing it is to look at the 
stars and feel so small (as in Psalm 8) simply will not move contemporary listeners like 
the original reference would have done.  Today we have to build an awareness of our 
smallness (thankfully we have NASA and the Hubble telescope to help generate a sense 
of smallness!) 

2. The structure of a poem, the shift in content, may not be apparent to our listeners, 
so we should clarify and demonstrate it. If the poem was read carefully straight 
through, the discerning reader would probably pick up on the transition that occurs.  The 
problem with preaching though is that the extra words may obscure the transitions instead 
of clarifying them.  There is a major transition at the mid-point of Psalm 73.  Yet if the 
preacher is droning in their voice, or simply moving methodically through a series of 
points, that dramatic transition may easily be missed. 
3. Emotive language can so easily be made informational. As I’ve probably written 
elsewhere on this site, it is so easy to dissect a frog to learn how it jumps, but in doing so 
we stop it doing so.  A dissected poem is not enough for effective preaching. 

People listening need to feel the force of poetry so that it can mark their lives deeply, as 
God intends. 

http://biblicalpreaching.net/2010/02/17/feel-the-force-poetry/ 
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E. Structure and imagery in poetry 
 

Psalm 133: 
1 A song of ascents. Of David. 

How good and pleasant it is when brothers live together in unity! 
 2 It is like precious oil poured on the head,  

running down on the beard,  

running down on Aaron's beard,  

down upon the collar of his robes. 
3 It is as if the dew of Hermon were falling on Mount Zion.  

For there the LORD bestows his blessing, even life forevermore. 

 
 

Psalm 113 
1 Praise the LORD!  

Praise, O servants of the LORD,  

praise the name of the LORD!  

2 Blessed be the name of the LORD  

from this time forth and forevermore!  

3 From the rising of the sun to its setting,  

the name of the LORD is to be praised!  

4 The LORD is high above all nations,  

and his glory above the heavens! 
  

5 Who is like the LORD our God,  

who is seated on high,  

6 who looks far down on the heavens and the earth?  

 

7 He raises the poor from the dust and lifts the needy from the ash heap,  

8 to make them sit with princes, with the princes of his people.  

9 He gives the barren woman a home, making her the joyous mother of children.  

Praise the LORD! 
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 Narrative as Super-Genre 
While we tend to think in terms of seven biblical genres, I find it helpful to recognize three 
types of literature – narrative, poetry and discourse.  These types occur proportionately in 
that order.  Narrative is the most common, discourse the least. 

In simplistic terms narrative consists of people in plots, poetry consists of parallelism and 
imagery, and discourse consists of direct speech or correspondence. 

Here is a thought to consider: maybe narrative should be considered a super-genre. 
That is to say, the core features of narrative are not completely absent from the other types 
of literature.  Let’s say the core features include the development and resolution of tension 
in the situation of characters.  There are people with a problem in a plot. 

What do we have with poetry?  Often we have a person reacting to life in the form of 
poetic writing.  If they are reacting to the threat of enemies, then we might find a psalm of 
lament.  If they have been delivered and are looking back on the experience, then we might 
have a psalm of praise and thanksgiving.  Poems often function as a snapshot into the 
response of an individual to the narrative of life lived in a fallen world, in response to our 
good God.  Most poems are not narratival or complete in terms of plot line.  But often 
poems are glimpses into the narratival nature of life’s experience. 
What do we have with discourse?  Often we have a person addressing others who are 
facing the realities of life.  In the midst of a problem we might find the text offers guidance 
or encouragement.  In the aftermath of a problem we might find gratitude and 
thanksgiving.  Since no individual or church is ever beyond problems in this life, typically 
we will find the discourse to be engaging the realities of these tensions in some form.  
Discourse rarely reflects a complete plot (except in review), but it does give a snapshot into 
an ongoing narrative.  Discourse offers a glimpse into the narratival nature of life for a 
person, nation or church. 
We could go through the genres and see the narratival features of prophecy, apocalyptic, 
wisdom writings, etc.  Space does not permit, this post needs a conclusion: 
So what?  Well, as preachers, this is important to recognize.  This means that we can bring 
some of the skills needed for the effective preaching of story over to the other two types of 
biblical literature.  We don’t preach poetry or discourse as pure narrative.  But we miss an 
opportunity if we preach either as if there is nothing narratival going on. 
Our listeners are also mid-story in the narrative of life.  They also struggle with the 
incomplete experience of tensions as yet unresolved.  Perhaps a narratival engagement with 
the emotion of poetry, or the wisdom of discourse, might prove invaluable. 

Our listeners are living life in narrative.  There’s a reason that story engages listeners.  
Let’s not miss opportunities to engage present story with biblical story, whether that be a 
full-blown narrative, or the snapshot offered in poetry or discourse. 
This is why I consider narrative to be a “super-genre.” 

http://biblicalpreaching.net/2012/02/24/narrative-as-super-genre/ 
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Recommended resources 
 
Jeffrey Arthurs, Preaching with Variety (Kregel, 2007) 
Kent Edwards, Deep Preaching (B&H, 2009) 
J.P.Fokkelmann, Reading Biblical Poetry (WJK, 2001) 
Ron Frost, Discover the Power of the Bible (Harvest House, 2000) 
Ray Lubeck, Read the Bible for a Change (Authentic, 2005) 
 
www.biblicalpreaching.net – daily posts from Peter Mead relating to sermon preparation, 

delivery and the life of the preacher.  
 
www.cordeo.org.uk – weekly posts from Peter Mead and Ron Frost relating to spiritual 

formation and applied theology. 
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