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This passage is only partially (vss, 3-7) printed as poetry 

in Biblia Hebraica Kittel and Biblia Hebraica Stuttgartensia, 

The aim of this paper is to propound the theory that the whole of 

Ezek, 29:3-16 must be regarded as poetry, 1 This theory is 

deduced from four factors, viz the strophic framework of the 
2 

passage, parallelism, the distribution of certain elements and 

the structure of the whole passage (which relates to the strophic 

framework), In addition to these factors the paper will discuss 

the metre and rhetoric used in this passage, 

STROPHIC FRAMEWORK ANV STRUCTURE 

Ezek. 29:3-16 can be regarded as a poem consisting of three 

strophes. The strophes are delimited by a refrain at the begin-

ning of every strophy, in verses 3, 8 and 13. The refrain is 

i1, "' in verse 3, the same preceded by in 

verse 8 and '~ in verse 13, 

This division of the passage in three strophes, 3-7, 8-12 

and 13-16 is not the prevailing one in the literature on this 
3 

passage, The most important divergence is that affecting verse 

6, Verse 6a is regarded as the conclusion of the section star

ting at verse 3 and 6b as the commencement of a new section, 

 

The l~~ at the beginning of 6b introduces a protasis with the 

apodosis being found in verse 8, after This view is held 
4 

by quite a few authorities, based on the same arguments: They 

argue firstly, that 
i1, "' 

always concludes a 

section in Ezekiel and is never followed by further explanation 

and, secondly, that l~~ in 6b must introduce a protasis for the 

apodasis commencing with ,,; in verse 8, 
··T 

This second argument 

is the main basis for this division, with 

up in protasis and apodasis. This is indeed a common construction 

in Ezekiel and throughout the Old Testament, but another view is 

possible in this case, l~~ can also introduce a phrase quali-

fying a preceding sentence (6a in this instance), There are 

quite a few instances where l~! is used in this manner, e.g.: 

IKgs, 14:13; Isa, 7:15; Num, 11:20andDeut, 1:36. There are 

also examples in Ezekiel of of qualifica-

tion by an ensuing subordinate phrase, e.g.: 6:10;12:15;25:17;28: 

22;30:8 and 25; 33:29 and 34:27 (in all these instances with the 

exception of 6:10 by ~ and the infinitive construct), The 

same occurs in connection with the related expression D~~,~ 

ini1' '.lN '~ (e.g.: 11:12 with 1~). This affords the possi-

bility that l~~ may introduce a phrase qualifying the preceding 

sentence (6a). ,,; in verse 8 must still point to something 
··T 

preceding it - not a protasis in 6b, but the whole of the first 

strophe to give some explanation thereof. 

The three phrases in verses 3, 8 and 13 can also be dis

tinguished from the remainder of the passage on syntactical grounds, 

Yahweh is introduced in the third person in these phrases. In 

the remainder of the passage He is speaking in the first person.· 

By this syntactical difference the three phrases are clearly 

marked off from the remainder. The relation of the three strophes 

is also defined by these phrases, They are word-for-word the 

same with only l,; prefixed to the second and '~ to the third, 
.. T 

The first strophe contains the actual contents of the oracle, 

 



the second makes certain deductions from the first5 and the third 

adds a certain motivation to the oracle. 

This strophic framework and the relation between the strophes 

are confirmed by a structural-analysis of the passage. 6 It can 

be reproduced diagrammatically as follows: 7 

IR 

2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 

[1~ . -, 
11yB _ 
12 : 

I 
I 
I 
I 
r 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 

r------, 
I I 
l I 
A- I 

I 
I 
I 
I 
1----IIR 

1~--------------IIIR 

The first strophe consist of two parts connected by the ninth 

stichos. Tre structure of the first strophe is repeated in almost 

perfect inverse order in the second strophe. The two parts of 

the second strophe are connected by the third stichos - and its 

agreement with the connecting stichos of the first strophe is 

clear even at superficial perusal. The third strophe has a 

climactic structure that emphasizes the final stichos - and its 

resemblance to the two connecting stichoi of the first two strophes 

needs no discussion. The two connecting stichoi and the final 

 

stichos are emphasized by the structure. The contents of the 

strophes indicates that the second strophe gives an explanation 

of the A-part of the first strophe and the third strophe of the 

B-part. In the first strophe the A-part states the judgment over 

Egypt and the second part presents the reason for the divine 

judgment. 

length. 

The three strophes are, however, not of the same 

The first two have twelve stichoi each and the third has 

seven. 

METRE 

The stichoi of this poem do not exhibit a uniform metrical 

pattern. The metre of Hebrew poetry is still subject to much 

disagreement in spite of, or perhaps consequent to much attention. 8 

The following metrical analysis of the poem is given without dis

cussion of all the points of metrical theory as it affects the 

analysis. 
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This analysis shows that the stichoi do not have a uniform metrical 

pattern. A 3:2 (Funfer) pattern occurs seven times in the first 

and six times in the second strophe - out of twelve stichoi in 

both instances. The first strophe has in addition to this, two 

stichoi with a 3:3 (Sechser) pattern and one stichoi each of 2:2, 

4:3 and 3:4 (Siebener). The second strophe has two stichoi with 

a 4:4 pattern and one each of 3:3 and 4:3, and two monostichs 

(Kurzverse) with a three feet pattern. There is therefore a 

preponderance of 3:2 stichoi in these two strophes, interspersed 

with different patterns, mainly Siebener and Sechser. In the 

third strophe there is no stichos with a 3:2 pattern, but two with 

2:3, one each with 3:3, 4:3, 3:4 and 4:4 as well as one monostich 

with four feet, The first and second strophe have the same 

number of stichoi - twelve - and curiously enough the same total 

feet, The third strophe differs from them in regard to number 

of stichoi and metrical pattern. Its stichoi are on average also 

longer than those of the first two strophes (six feet in contrast 

to almost-five and a half). 

On the basis ·of this metrical data three conclusions can be 

offered for consideration: Firstly, that the poet had no regard 

for metre. The preponderance of a 3:2 metre in the first and 

second strophe discounts this possibility; Secondly, the poet 

strove for a uniform metre, but forfeited structure in favour of 

meaning. The third possibility is related to this, viz that 

the poet used an original, shorter oracle and interpreted and 

expanded it. That original oracle could have had a uniform 3:2 

metre. This would account for the initial preponderance of 3:2 

metre in the final poem. 

as follows: 9 
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This reconstructed oracle has a 3:2 metre. In the process 

of explaining and adapting this oracle, the metre was disturbed, 

with a resulting mixed metre in the final poem, The uniform 

metre was forfeited in favour of the demands of the contents that 

the final redactor wanted to transmit. 
10 importance to him than the pure "form", 

The contents was of more 

This theory implies 

that the restored oracle was addressed to the original addressee. 

The final form of the poem can be dated to the date of the compi

lation of the book, and can indeed be the result of a redactional 

process, In this paper the final product in its present form 

is the object of study, regardless of redaction history. Quite 

striking is the use of the monostich 11 in this poem. The same 

monostich is used with some additions to delimit the three strophes 

of the poem, In addition to this there are three monostichs in 

the second and third strophes. The first one is the third stichos 

of the second strophe, the stichos connecting the two parts of 

this strophe as shown by the structural analysis. It is empha-

sized by its pivotal position and by the fact that it is a mono-

stich. It gives a short summary of the final result of the 

judgment on Egyot, viz the recognition of the power of the Lord, 

The second monostich is the ninth stichos of the second 

strophe, It emphasizes the powerlessness and desolation of 

Egypt that would result from God's judgment. There is a striking 

contrast between this monostich and the previous one, between the 

power of God and Egypt's powerlessness. 

The third monostich is the final stichos of the third strophe. 

The judgment on Egypt resulted from Egypt's being the object of 

Israel's misplaced trust more than once during the divided 

 

monarchy. Israel trusted in Egypt and not in God, The aim of 

the judgment on Egypt was the recognition of God's power and glory. 

This is again summarized in the final stichos of the poem in the 

same way as in the first monostich of the second strophe, with 

the addition of 'i~~. This important idea is emphasized by 

f h . d . . f h 1 11 1' . 12 
means o t 1s ev1at1on rom t e norma para e 1st1c pattern, 

PARALLELISM 

This important characteristic of Hebrew poetry is found in 

all the stichoi of the poem, excepting the monostichs. There 

is, however, no wide variety of forms. There are no examples 

of antithetic, emblematic or climactic parallelism. The stichoi 

are almost equally divided in synonymous parallelism (IS) and 

what used to be called synthetic parallelism (formal parallelism) 

(13). Complete parallelism13 is found in only three of the 

twenty eight stichoi (I.4, II.S and 12). The remainder exhibits 

incomplete parallelism with only a few examples of incomplete 

parallelism with compensation (I.S and 7; II.4 and 7 and III.4), 

There are, however, a few striking examples of this rhetorical 

figure. The pattern a b c : a' b' c' appears in two stichoi 

(I.4 and II.I2) and a chiastic pattern in II. 12. 

There are also a few examples of external parallelism. I. I 

and 2 do not present a complete example, but it is quite clear 

that I.2 is a continuation of I. I. A striking example presents 

itself in I. II and 12. Both stichoi have a formal parallelism 

of nearly identical form, The first colon of both states that 

Israel trusted in Egypt and did so in vain. The second colon 

of both states the tragic result of this misplaced trust. 

patterns of the two stichoi can be analysed as follows: 

II. 

12. 

a b c d I e f g 

a' b' d' I e' f' g'. 

This is almost a complete external parallelism. 

 

The 



An incomplete chiastic external parallelism is found in 

II,10 and 11
14 

and something of the same order in III 2 and 3. 

In this last instance there is correspondence between the second 

colon of 2 and the first of 3, In addition to this there are 

elements of climactic parallelism in 2 and 3. nnN refers back 
T 

to tl?'J~. tl~~·1.:lr.l v~ to 

The third person plural of 

tlnN. 
T 

and 

TT 

nl!i to both of these. 
T 

refers to both and 

It must be noted that the examples of parallelism are distri-

buted proportionally in the three strophes. There are only 

examples of synonymous and synthetic (formal) parallelism distri

buted as follows: I:6-6; II:6-4 and III:3-3 (synonomous paralle

lisms enumerated first), The first strophe is generally accepted 

as poetry. The same proportion between the two types of paralle-

lism appears in the first and third strophes. In the second 

strophe the occurence of synonymous parallelism is proportionally 

higher than in the first. This backs the theory that the whole 

passage must be regarded as poetry. 

THE VISTRIBUTIOI.J OF THE VETERMI.I.JATIVE, THE NOTA ACCUSATIVI 

ANV RELA TI VE "l~r-< 

According to Freedman these elements and the distribution 

thereof can be used to distinguish between poetry and prose. 

This can not be done with absolute certainty in every instance, 

just as many definitions fail in defining border-line cases. 

In spite of this, these elements can serve as valuable 

pointers. 15 In determining the occurence of the determinative 

f~~), the instances were discounted where it appears only in the 

Ma • 1' . 16 ssoretLc voca 1zatLon. 

The nota a~cusativi occurs three times in every strophe, the 

relative once in the first and third strophy and the deter-

minative six times in the first and three times in the third 

strophe, The relative '1~ and the determinative do not occur 

 

in the second strophe. If the Massoretic pointing of the pre-

position ) with the determinative is brought into consideration, 

two instances of the determinative appear in the second strophe 

and one in each of the first and last strophe. There is there-

fore no difference regarding the use of these elements between 

the first and the second and third strophes. 

Taking all these factors into consideration, one must support 

the theory that the whole passage and not only a portion thereof 

must be regarded as poetry. 

RHETORIC 

The first strophe consists of two metaphors while rhetori~al 
17 

figures are sp~rsely used in the second and third strophe. 

The two metaphors in the first strophe express the two parts of 

the pronouncement against Egypt in figurative language. The two 

parts are the judgement on Egypt in the first metaphor (about the 

tl'~~) and the cause of the judgement in the second metaphor 

(about the staff of reed), These two metaphors are connected by 

a stichos in which the result of the judgement is stated, viz that 

the Egyptians would recognise the power of God. The second and 

third strophes explain and expand these metaphors of the first 

strophe. The second strophe describes the execution of the 

judgement and the third reviews Egypt after the execution. It 

indicates clearly that Egypt would never regain its former glory 

and power. The result of this would be that Israel would never 

again place its trust in Egypt. 

In the first metaphor the Pharaoh is likened to the 0'~~· 18 

It is indeed possible that the word is used symbolically. That 

is the usual connotation of the word. It can, however, be a 

simple indication of the dangerous Nile crocodile, 19 

The description of the 0'~~ emphasizes its power and 

hybris. He regards the Nile as his own domain. When moving 

 



around in the Delta he has indeed a proud and haughty appearance, 

The tertium comparationis is the po~er and self-exaltation of the 

0')n and the Pharaoh. 20 Just as the O'~~ exalted himself in 

his power, the Pharaoh boasted of his own glory, disregard1ng the 

Lord of creation. 

The figure 1s expanded to cescribe exactly the steps that 

will be taken against the Pharaoh. The 0'~El will be gaffed 

and pulled out of the Nile, 21 The Pharaoh has gathered a multi-

tude of courtiers and subjects around him, In the same way the 

0'~~ is surrounded by pilot-fish, looking for safety and feeding 

in his vicinity. They will only share his fate. The 0'.;)El and 

the fish are at home in the Nile and the worst misfortune that 

could overtake them is to be taken out of their familiar environ-

ment into the scorching desert. There they would perish. 

misery is pronounced on the 0'~H and the accompanying fish. 

Their remains will feed the birds and beasts of prey, 

The cause of this judgement is clarified by the second 

metaphor. Egypt was on more than one occasion an object of 

This 

Israel's misplaced trust. 

offers ample proof of this. 

The history of the divided kingdom 

Compare e.g. 2 Kgs. 17:4; 18:21-24 

and Isa. 36:6, The same metaphor is used by the Assyrian offi-

cers in 2 Kgs. 18 and !sa. 36. In these passages Israel and 

Judah looked to Egypt for assistance against the Assyrian onslaught, 

At a later stage Judah under Jehoiakim placed its hope in Egypt 

in its rebellion against Babylon (2 Kgs. 24:1-7), Zedekicil did 

the same when he rebelled (Ezek. 17:11-21, Jer. 37:5). That 

this was a striking figure of and in Egypt, needs no further dis-

cuss ion, The tertium is that Egypt and a reed-staff both 

looked like trustworthy objects, but this proved to be wrong, 

When you lean on a reed-staff, it could snap and injure you. 

Likewise Egypt was an unrealiable ally. Trusting Egypt had 

disastrous results for Israel on more than one occasion. 

Good22 distinguishes between four types of metaphors. 

 

They are metaphors in which I) the vehicle dominates; 2) the tenor 

dominates the choice and elaboration of the vehicle; 3) the vehicle 

is used selectively to bring out aspects of the tenor; and 4) the 

t . . 1' . 23 . 2 enor 1s 1mp 1c1t, Both these metaphors 1n Ezek. 9 must be 

regarded as extended metaphors even though they are not as exten

ded as in Good's examples. They are also of the third type, the 

vehicle still being "the controlling aspect of the metaphor". 24 

Besides these metaphors there are two rhetorical figures in 

the first strophe. 

the use of 0'~~· 

One was already mentioned in passing, viz 

It could be a symbol of, or merely a reference 

to, the Nile crocodile. A combination of these two possibilities 

commends itself. This reference to the crocodile by a term that 

f d h h 1 . 1 f . 25 o ten enotes t e myt o og1ca orces r1s1ng aga1nst Yahweh, 
26 

throws light upon the position of the Pharaoh, Israel trusted 

Egypt and the Pharaoh and in so doing transgressed the first com-

mandment, by not trusting God, They placed the Pharaoh in God's 

position, This symbolical use of the term is backed by the 

personification in verse 3. 

The second figure is found in verse 5 (1.7), The reference 

to the burial which the 0'~~ would be denied, is made by way 

of a synecdoche. 'lbKA and \'.::l!~El 
""T"" ""T · 

form a part of the ritual 

of burial. A few manuscripts have 'l:JPA for \'.)j=}A and so has 
.. T. ·• T' 

is supported by the Septuagint and Vulgate \'.::l!';l.t-1 
.. T. 

the Targum. 

and must be preferred, '1.::1t'9A 
''T. 

being an alteration for the sake 

of clarity. 

There are only a few rhetorical figures in the second and 

third strophes. In verse 8 (II.!) ~'ln is used to denote the 

military power of the people that would be used to carry out God's 

judgment, They would be stronger than Egypt and would subdue 

Egypt by force. This is another example of a synecdoche. 

In verse 9 and 10 reference is made to the first metaphor 

of the first strophe. This is another indication that the second 

strophe gives an explanation of that metaphor, The extent of 

 



the judgment is made clear by use of hyperbole in verse I I. 

In verses 11, 12 and 13 the period of 40 years is UEed to 

denote the duration of the Egyptian exile. The number 40 is used 

as a symbol for the fixed period that the Egyptians would have to 

endure this judgment. 27 It is used in the same sense in Ezek. 

4:6. Forty years was also the duration of Israel's wandering in 

the desert for disobeying the Lord's command to enter and conquer 

the promised land (Num. 14:34). 

This sparse use of figurative speech in the second and third 

strophe must be attributed to the fact that they explain and ex

pand the two metaphors. It is quite clear that the second strophe 

gives an explanation of the judgment formulated in the first 

The third strophe commences with Egypt's return from 
28 

exile, but that is not the principal idea in the strophe. 

metaphor. 
In 

spite of the return, Egypt will never regain its former glory. 

As a result of this it would never again be an object of Israel's 

power of the Lord (III.7). Israel's misplaced trust resulted in 

the judgment on Egypt. That is the main thrust of the second 

metaphor, The third strophe states that this would never happen 

again. 
Seen in this way the unity of the whole passage is clear from 

its poetic structure and the cohesion of thought. 
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