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THE FIRST FOUR POEMS of the Book of Lamentations are in the form of alpha­
betical acrostics.1 Each poem has twenty-two verses: in chaps. 1. 2, and 3 there 
are three lines in each stanza; in chap. 4, two lines; and in chap. 5, one line. In 
Lamentations 1, 2, and 4, only the first letter of the first line in each stanza is part 

I would like to acknowledge the kind support of Beit-Shalom. Japan. 
1 In Lamentations 1 the alphabetic order is the one known today, but m chaps. 2-4 the letter 

pe precedes ayin For a review of explanations of the re\ersed order, see Hermann Wiesmann. Die 
Klagelieder iibersetzt und erklärt (Frankfurt am Main: Philosophische-theologische Hochschule 
Sankt Georgen. 1954) 32-33. According to Homer Heater ("Structure and Meaning m Lamenta­
tions," BSac 149 [1992] 304-15. esp. 314-15). the reversal of the sixteenth and seventeenth letters 
is a poetic device that is part of the motif of reversal, which is a dominant theme m Lamentations. 
In my opinion, the most reasonable explanation is that the order of the letters pe and ayin w as not 
fixed at the time or. alternatively, that there were two traditions of alphabetic order This fact is sup­
ported by inscriptions found at cIzbet Sartah and Kuntillet cAjrud. See Aaron Demsky. "A Proto-
Canaamte Abecedary Dating from the Period of the Judges" (in Hebrew). Bar-Ilan 14-15 (1977) 
45-57 (English summary. 113-14): Moshe Kocha\i and Aaron Demsky. "A Proto-Canaanite 
Abecedary from cIzbet-Sarta" (m Hebrew). Qadmonwi 9 (1978) 61-67: Frank Moore Cross. "New ly 
Found Inscriptions in Old Canaanite and Earh Phoenician Scripts." BASOR 238 (1980) 13: ZeDe\ 
Meshel. Kuntillet cAjrud—A Religious Centre from the Time of the Judaean Monarchy on the Bor­
der of Sinai (Israel Museum Catalogue 175: Jerusalem: Israel Museum. 1978). Some ha\ e explained 
the evidence from Cizbet-Sarta differently: see Aaron Dotan. "The Alphabet Inscription of Tzbet-
Sarta" (in Hebrew), Erlsr 16 (1982) 62-69 (English summary 253*-254*): Joseph Na\eh. "Some 
Considerations on the Ostracon from cIzbet-Sarta." 7£J28 (1978) 31-35. Indeed, the possibility that 
m early times pe preceded ayin can be supported by further evidence. This is the alphabetic order 
in the LXX of Pro\ 31:10-31. Some scholars believe that vv. 15 and 16 should be reversed, yield­
ing the order pe ayin See. e.g.. Artur Weiser. The Psalms A Commentaiy (trans. Herbert Hartwell: 
OTL; London: SC VI. 1962) 299 η. 1. Interestingly, m the Qumran text (4QLam) of Lamentations 1 
the order ispe ayin, see DJD 16:234. 
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of the acrostic sequence. Conversely, chap. 3 is a triple acrostic, in which all three 
lines in each stanza open with the corresponding letter. Although the fifth poem 
is not in acrostic form,2 it has the same number of verses as the other poems— 
twenty-two verses coinciding with the twenty-two letters of the Hebrew alphabet.3 

Adele Berlin recently questioned whether it is indeed intentional or simply fortu­
itous that the fifth poem has twenty-two verses.4 Her remark is worthy of note; 
one could well wonder whether in every unit of twenty-two elements in the Bible 
there is an intention—the number may in fact be fortuitous. This question can be 
raised regarding many cases in which typological numbers appear. For instance, it 
is difficult to determine with certainty whether the seven years during which Mid-
ian subjugates Israel (Judg 6:1) is typological, or whether this number is coinci­
dental.5 Although Berlin's caution is justified, the fact that there are twenty-two 
verses in the fifth poem of Lamentations does not seem fortuitous. The acrostic 
chaps. 1, 2, and 4 contain twenty-two verses, and chap. 3 contains three times 
twenty-two verses. That the fifth poem, which contains twenty-two verses, comes 
directly after acrostic poems containing the same number of verses is certainly not 
a coincidence. More probably, the author deliberately aimed to adapt the fifth poem 
to the framework in which it appears.6 

In this article I wish to address anew the question of the meaning of the acros­
tic in the Book of Lamentations, treating it as a literary and rhetorical phenomenon. 

2 The first letters of all the verses of Lamentations 5 have no significance whatsoever, contrary 

to Siegfried Bergeler "s opinion ("Threni V—nur ein alphabetisierendes Lied? Versuch einer Deu­

tung." VT 21 [1977] 304-20. esp. 313-20). A. Rossenfeid ("Acrostic in Eicha Chapter 5?" [in 

Hebrew]. Sinai 110 [1992] 96) claims that the combination of the first letters of all the half verses 

provides the acrostics of N*DJ~ ΓΡΊΟΤ, who was Zachariah the son of Yehoyadah the priest, who was 

killed in the temple court (2 Chr 24:2). He is apparently also referred to in Lam 2:20. Heater ("Struc­

ture and Meaning," 310-11) discovered a mini acrostic m 5:19-20 Verse 19 opens with Χ (ΠΠΚ): the 

second half of the verse opens with D (SOD). Then the letter 7 (HS?) is placed at the beginning of v. 20. 

and the second half of that verse opens with Π (i:DTm). 
3 Midrash Lamentations Rabbah, poem 27, had already considered Lamentations 5 an acros­

tic: "You committed seven transgressions before Me, come and receive seven punishments upon 

yourselves. You committed seven transgressions before Me, therefore Jeremiah came to utter over 

you Lamentations consisting of verses, the initial letters of which, form a sevenfold alphabet" 

(Midrash Rabbah. Lamentations [trans A. Cohen; London: Soncino, 1939] 53). David Noel Freed-

man and David Miano ("Non-Acrostic Alphabetic Psalms." in The Book of Psalms Composition and 

Reception [ed. Peter \V. Flint. Patrick D. Miller, et al.; VTSup 99: Leiden: Brill, 2005] 87-96) pro­

pose that many nonacrostic psalms are actually alphabetical. 
4 Adele Berlin. Lamentations A Commentary (OTL: Louisville'London: Westminster John 

Knox, 2002) 116-17. 
5 See Phillip Eugene McMilhon. "Judges 6-8 and the Study of Premonarchial Israel" (Ph.D. 

diss., Vanderbilt University, 1985) 175. 
6 1 do agree with Berlin that in other psalms that contain twenty-two verses, such as Psalms 

33; 38; and 103. one should be cautious in determining that the use of twenty-two verses is inten­

tional. 
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I. Acrostics in Research 

Acrostic texts are found in the Bible, in extrabiblical sources, and in ancient 
Eastern literature.7 There is, however, no certain answer as to the purpose for which 
these ancient authors used the device. One reason often suggested is that the poet 
employed acrostic as a mnemonic. This opinion appears already in Midrash 
Lamentations Rabbah (only in the Buber edition), and it is widely accepted in 
modern research: "Why was the book of Lamentations written with an alphabeti­
cal acrostic? So that it will be learnt by the chanters."8 This assertion is supported 
by the assumption that the poems were written a priori in order to be read at the 
ceremonies commemorating the destruction of the temple.9 If this is the reason for 
the acrostic, however, the fact that Lamentations 5 is not an acrostic is surprising. 
Another reason frequently suggested is that a complete alphabetical order expresses 
a principle of completeness, from alef to tav. This reason also appears already in 

7 I n the Bible, see Psalms 9-10: 25; 34; 111; 112; 119; 145; Lamentations 1-4; Prov 31:10-
31; Nah 1:2-8. For alphabetic acrostics in Qumran, see Hanan Eshel and John Strugnell, "Alpha­
betical Acrostics in Pre-Tannaitic Hebrew," CBQ 62 (2000) 441-58. For acrostics in extrabiblical 
literature, see Delbert R. Hillers, Lamentations- Introduction, translation, and notes (AB 7A: 2nd ed.; 
New York: Doubleday, 1992) 24-25 nn. 25-27; Wilfred G. E. Watson, Classical Hebrew Ρoetiy. A 

Guide to Lts Techniques (JSOTSup 26; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1984) 191-92,195-96; -
William Michael Soil, "Babylonian and Biblical Acrostics," Bib 69 (1989) 305-23; John Frederick 
Brug, "Biblical Acrostics and Their Relationship to Other Ancient Near Eastern Acrostics," in Scrip­

ture in Context, vol. 3, The Bible in Light of Cuneiform Literature (ed. William W Hallo et al.; New 
York: Edwin Mellen, 1990) 283-304. 

8 Midrash Lamentations Rabbah (Buber edition; Vilna, 1909) chapter 1:1 (p. 22a). See Robert 
Lowth, Lectures on the Sacred Poetry of the Hebrews (1787; London, 1847) 256; Walter Frederic 
Adeney, The Songs of Solomon and the Lamentations of Jeremiah (Expositors" Bible; London: Hod-
der & Stoughton, 1895) 66-67; Annesley William Streane, The Book of the Prophet Jeremiah, 

Together with the Lamentations (CBSC; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1913) 321: Hans-
Joachim Kraus, Die Klagelieder (Threni) (BKAT 20; Neukirchen-Vluyn: Neukirchener Verlag, 
1968) 6; Wilhelm Rudolph, Das Buch Ruth; das Hohe Lied; die Klagelieder (ΚΑΤ 2nd ed.; 17/1-3; 
Gütersloh: Mohn 1962) 191. Some scholars have argued that the mnemonic explanation cannot be 
accepted because the reader would be confused by the four different alphabetic acrostics in the book; 
the acrostic form is noticed by the eye and not by the ear. See Norman K. Gottwald, Studies in the 
Book of Lamentations (SBT 14; London: SCM, 1954) 26-28; Otto Kaiser, Introduction to the Old 
Testament (trans. John Sturdy; Oxford: Basil Blackwell. 1975) 356; similarly, Watson, Classical 
Hebrew Poetry, 191, 198. The theoretical observation of these scholars may seem reasonable, but 
it does not prove to be the case in reality. The fact is that the acrostics do assist cantors m the syn­
agogue, as I can witness from my own experience and from many other Jewish cantors whom I 
have consulted. Note also the comments of Klaus Koch, The Growth of the Biblical Tradition: The 
Form-Critical Method (trans. S. M. Cupitt; London: A. & C. Black, 1969) 96 n. 15; Kenneth C. 
Hanson, "Alphabetic Acrostics: A Form Critical Study"' (Ph.D. diss., Claremont Graduate School, 
1984) 406; Soil, "Babylonian and Biblical Acrostics," 320-22. 

9 See, e.g., Kraus, Die Klagelieder, 12. 
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the midrash and is the most widespread among scholars. For example, Midrash 
Lamentations Rabbah (Lam 1:20): "Why is the book of Lamentations composed 
as an alphabetical acrostic . . . Because it is written (Dan. 9) 'Yea, all Israel have 
transgressed'... which is written from Aleph to Taw. Therefore is this book com­
posed as an alphabetical acrostic, one corresponding to the other."10 The explana­
tion that the use of the acrostic derives from a mystic force latent in the alphabet11 

is rejected by many.12 

With the development of the literary approach in biblical research, the acros­
tic came to be seen more as an artistic or rhetorical form. Early researchers treated 
the acrostic as an inferior literary phenomenon, but S. Paul Re3mi and David 
Marcus argue that it is a special work of art.13 Some scholars see a connection 
between the acrostic form and the meaning of the poems. Kenneth C. Hanson 
emphasizes that the ordered and fixed alphabet contrasts with the destruction of the 
temple.14 In Bo Johnson's opinion, the author used an alphabetic acrostic in order 

10 Midrash Rabbah, Lamentations, trans. A. Cohen, 87; see also in the Buber edition, chapter 
1:23 (p. 28b). For this idea see also b. Shab. 55a: b. Abod Zar 4a: Midr. Lev Rab 35.1. A similar 
explanation is proposed regarding the acrostic of the ideal wise woman in Proverbs 31, Midr. Ruth 
Iuta, chapter 4:11 in S. Buber (ed.), Midrash Suta, über Schir ha-Schirim, Ruth, Echah undKoheleth 
(Berlin. 1894) 54. See, e g., Gottwald. Studies in the Book of Lamentations, 28-29: Robert Cordis. 
The Song of Songs and Lamentations: A Study, Modern Translation, and Commentary (rev. ed.; 
New York: Ktav, 1974) 124; Bo Johnson. "Form and Message in the Book of Lamentations." ZAW 
97 (1985) 58-73, esp. 60-61. 

11 See. e.g . Théophile J. Meek, "The Book of Lamentations." LB, 6. 3; Arthur Samuel Peake. 
Jeremiah and Lamentations (NCB: New York: H. Frowde. 1910) 2 290. 

12 See Gottwald, Studies in the Book of Lamentations, 25; Gordis, Song of Songs and Lamen­
tations, 124; Hillers. Lamentations, 26. The suggestion that the acrostics were meant as an aid to 
teach the alphabet in schools was strongly rejected: see Rudolph, Die Klagelieder, 191; Gottwald. 
Studies in the Book of Lamentations, 26; Renate Brandscheit. Gotteszorn und Menschenleid: Die 
Gerichtsklage des leidenden Gerechten in Klgl 3 (Trierer Theologische Studien 41 ; Trier: Pauhnus-
Verlag. 1983) 32. For the purpose of alphabetic acrostics in later periods, see Ralph Marcus. "Alpha­
betical Acrostics in the Hellenistic and Roman Periods," JNES 6 (1947) 109-15. 

13 S. Paul ReDmi, God's People in Crisis: The Theology of Hope; A Commentary on the Book 
of Lamentations (Edinburgh: Handsel. 1984) 78; Da\id Marcus, "Non-Recurring Doublets in the 
Book of Lamentations,*' HAR 10 (1986) 177-95, here 177; Peter C. Craigie, Psalms 1-50 (WBC 19: 
Waco: Word, 1983) 129. Soil ("Babylonian and Biblical Acrostics,'" 315-18), too, holds that acros­
tics were employed for aesthetic reasons. Kimchi and Meiri believe that the acrostic form was 
employed to denote the special importance of the psalm. See Kimchi in his commentary on Psalm 
111 and MeirTs commentary on Psalm 119; Rabbi Menachem son of Shlomo Hamem, Perush LeSe-
fer Tehillim (ed Yoseph Hacohen; Jerusalem: Mekitzei Nirdamim. 1896) 236. Watson {Classical 
Hebrew Poetiy, 198-99) observes that the poets used acrostics to display their skills. Amram Melitz 
("Acrostics in the Bible" [m Hebrew], Beit-Miqra 36 [1991] 250-62) proposes that the intention of 
the acrostic form is to give uniqueness to the composition. See also Claus Westermann. Lamenta­
tions. Issues and Interpretations (trans. Charles Muenchow; Edinburgh: Clark. 1994) 99. 

14 Hanson, "Alphabetic Acrostics." 408; Berlin. Lamentations, 4-5. This idea was proposed 
already by Zvi Yehuda. "ΠΤΚ Τ\ΤΜ2 D*sr¿7," Hadoar 53, no. 36 (1974) 588-89. 
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to focus the message of the book. He notes the concentric structure of each poem 
and observes that the structure of the acrostic is related to it, so that the letter alef 
is connected to the letter tav and the letter bet to the letter shin and so on. In the 
center of each poem, in the letters kaf and lamed, the poet concealed the funda­
mental message.lD In Delbert R. Hillers's opinion, the author's objective was per­
haps to control and to give form to the poems; since there is no clear progression 
of thought, the acrostic structure delimits and shapes the material.16 Hillers also 
sees the acrostic as a literary means, designed to emphasize the first part of each 
line.17 This objective is expressed also in the meter of the poem; the first part of 
the verse is longer than the second, and therefore the first part of each verse 
receives greater stress.18 F. W. Dobbs-Allsopp notes that the acrostic gives a feel­
ing of dynamism and direction.19 One of the few scholars who pays attention to the 
variation among the book's acrostics is John Frederick Brug. He argues that the 
acrostic style creates a feeling of intensity until the third poem, a triple acrostic that 
he considers to be the superlative poem in the book. Subsequently, however, the 
intensity of the acrostic form weakens in the fourth poem and disappears in the 
fifth. According to Brug, this is in order to transmit the feeling that the poet's 
intense sorrow has exhausted the poet's poetic force.20 

The frequent explanations that acrostics express completeness or that they 
are mnemonic in nature can easily be applied to any acrostic text. The assump­
tions are reasonable but not anchored in this specific text. It is therefore difficult 
to support or refute them. There are various explanations for the phenomenon, and 
in each case the function of the acrostic should be determined through a compre­
hensive analysis of the composition itself. With regard to Lamentations, an expla­
nation ought to take into account the genre of the book and the style and purpose 
of the poems. It should elucidate the different acrostic variations in the book: the 
triple acrostic structure of the third poem and the loose acrostic pattern of the fifth 
poem. 

^Johnson, "Form and Message in the Book of Lamentations." 58-73. In a different way. 

Heater ("Structure and Meaning." 310-11). too, connects the acrostic form with the message of the 

book. 
1 6 Hillers. Lamentations, 27; F. W. Dobbs-Allsopp. Lamentations (Interpretation; Louisville: 

John Knox, 2002) 18. 
1 Hillers. Lamentations, 28. 
1 8 Ibid., 27-28. The shift in research can be illustrated by a comparison between the two edi­

tions of Hillers's commentary in the Anchor Bible series. In the first edition of 1972 Hillers explained 

the acrostic form as an expression of completeness, from A to Ζ (p. xxvi): in his second edition 

(1992). however, he emphasizes much more the literary function. 
1 9 Dobbs-Allsopp. Lamentations, 18. 
2 0 Brug. "Biblical Acrostics." 286. Another function of the alphabetic acrostics in Lamenta­

tions is proposed by Johan Renkema. "The Meaning of the Parallel Acrostics in Lamentations," VT 

45 (1995) 379-83. He believes that the acrostic form is meant to create some type of correspon­

dence between strophes starting with the same letter of the alphabet in the different poems. 
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Therefore, in this article I endeavor to propose an explanation for the differ­
ent acrostic forms in the book. In this framework I will not discuss the question of 
the literary unity of Lamentations. Given that all the poems share a certain form 
of acrostic, however, we can treat the phenomenon as uniform and give an over­
all explanation for it in the book. 

IL A Fresh Approach 

In order to understand the reason for the use of the acrostic, it is necessary to 
comprehend the purpose of the Book of Lamentations. This question has not 
always been linked to the question of acrostics, which have been treated as a broad 
phenomenon appearing in many places. One cannot assume that there is a single 
explanation for all occurrences of acrostics; there may be different reasons for 
adopting this style in different places. Nevertheless, there is probably a connection 
between the intention of a given book and the aim of the acrostic in the book—in 
this case, the acrostic in Lamentations. 

With regard to the question of the objective of Lamentations, the most basic 
issue is whether the poems are didactic works that present a conscious authorial 
message for the readers, or whether the poems are, as their name indicates, expres­
sions of pain and sorrow over loss. Does the Book of Lamentations have an edu­
cational purpose, or is its role only to lament death and loss? 

In two major works on the theology of Lamentations it is assumed that the 
book has an educational-didactic and theological message. Norman K. Gottwald 
was the first scholar to devote an entire book to this subject.21 In his opinion, the 
objective of Lamentations is to contend with the main theological question, Why 
has Israel suffered so much precisely after Josiah's religious reform? After the 
destruction the tension between faith and reality was at its climax. Bertil Albrekt-
son also views the book as addressing the theological point of tension between 
faith and reality. In his opinion, tension lies between the reality of the destruction 
and the traditions that claimed that the city of Jerusalem could not be destroyed.22 

The eternal nature of Jerusalem is indicated in Psalms 46; 48; 76; and Isaiah 29. 
In Lamentations, Albrektson finds parallels to these sources. Many other sugges­
tions have been made about the theological message of the book, and many of 
them offer a theology of faith, hope, and recognition of transgression.23 

Increasingly, however, scholars argue that no message or meaning is to be 

21 Gottwald, Studies in the Book of Lamentations, 61-62. 
22 Bertil Albrektson, Studies in the Text and Theology of the Book of Lamentations with a Crit­

ical Edition of the Peshitta Text (Studia Theologica Lundensia 21: Lund: Gleerup, 1963) 219-30. 
23 See, e.g.. Kraus. Die Klagelieder. 15-17: Rudolph, Die Klagelieder, 194: Johan Renkema. 

Lamentations (trans. Brian Doyle; Historical Commentary on the Old Testament: Leuven: Peeters. 
1998)58-70. 
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sought in the Book of Lamentations—the laments are just laments. Their object is 
to mourn the destruction; they are not designed to transmit a message. In this view, 
the laments are the products of a spontaneous outburst of pain and suffering over 
the destruction of Jerusalem. 

Michael S. Moore makes the point that theology is not written close to the 
events; the main concern of the poet was to portray human suffering.24 Alan Mintz 
argues that the awareness of sin is secondary to the main task of the poet, which 
is to express the horror of the destruction.25 Berlin claims that Lamentations does 
not question why the destruction happened but merely gives expression to the fact 
that it did.26 Tod Linafelt declares his conviction that the book is more about the 
expression of suffering than about the meaning behind it.27 Edward L. Greenstein 
determines that the book mainly articulates anger toward the deity who has meted 
out unjust punishment.28 Claus Westermann argues that all attempts to describe a 
conceptual structure of the book miss the intention of Lamentations, which is not 
an intellectual work.29 Alan M. Cooper asserts that the book has no message at all. 
The author is not a theologian but a confused human being, trying to cope with 
disaster.30 

This scholarly controversy concerns the very essence of the book. Does 
Lamentations manifest a conscious theological message, or is it meant to express 
grief, sorrow, and pain? I believe that the acrostic form of the book is a key to 
resolving this basic confusion. An astonishing tension exists between the emotional 
expressions of grief and the rigid shape in which they are embedded. This tension 
was clearly expressed in older studies, but little attention has been paid to it by 
modern scholars. 

Walter Frederic Adeney observed over a century ago: 

we can derive one important conclusion concerning the mental attitude of the writer 
from a consideration of the elaborate structure of the verse. Although this poetry is evi-

24 Michael S. Moore. "Human Suffering in Lamentations." RB 90 (1983) 534-55. 
2- Alan Mintz, ffurban Responses to the Catastrophe in Hebrew Literature (New York: 

Columbia University Press, 1984) 3. See also Iain W. Provan. Lamentations (NCB: Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans. 1991) 24-25. 

26 Berlin. Lamentations, 18. 
2 Tod Linafelt, Surviving Lamentations: Catastrophe, Lament, and Protest in the Afterlife of 

a Biblical Book (Chicago London: Uni\ ersity of Chicago Press. 2000) 4. 
28 Edward L. Greenstein. '"The Wrath of God in Lamentations," in The Problem of Evil and 

Lts Symbols in Jewish and Christian Tradition (ed. H. G. Reventlow and Y. Hoffman: JSOTSup 366: 
London New York: Clark, 2004) 29-42. 

29 Westermann, Lamentations. 74-75, 78. 
30 See Alan M. Cooper. "The Message of Lamentations." JAXES 28 (2001) 1-18. See also 

Benjamin Morse. "The Lamentations Project: Biblical Mourning through Modern Montage/'JSOT 
28 (2003) 113-27. Paul M. Joyce ("Lamentations and the Grief Process: A Psychological Reading," 
Biblical Interpretation 1 [1993] 304-20) proposes that the inconsistencies in the book are explained 
by a psychological analysis of different stages in the grieving process. 
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dently inspired by deep emotion—emotion so profound that it cannot even be 
restrained by the stiffest vesture—still the author is quite self-possessed, not at all 
over-mastered by subjective feelings; what the writer says is the outcome of deliber­
ation and reflection.31 

Similarly, Samuel Rolles Driver distinctively wrote: 

Exquisite as is the pathos which breathes in the poetry of these dirges, they are thus, 
it appears, constructed with conscious art: they are not the unstudied effusions of nat­
ural emotion, they are carefully elaborated poems, in which no aspect of the common 
grief is unremembered, and in which every trait which might stir a chord of sorrow or 
regret is brought together, for the purpose of completing the picture of woe.32 

The basis for this observation is the notion that deep emotional expressions 
usually burst out unrestrained. Those who grieve tend not to cry in rhythm. 
Mourners cannot be bothered with the style of their grievings. At the first stage of 
grieving there is no room for artistry. On the contrary, art seems to stand apart from 
true expression of deep sorrow when articulated in proximity to a disaster. Strict 
form thus expresses grief contemplated in well-planned poetry. An author who is 
able to create art is able also to express well-structured thoughts.33 

Taking this notion a step further, I suggest that this is the very purpose of the 
acrostic form. It was employed in order to create an unparalleled tension between 
the deep emotional mode and the contemplated structure, with the aim of convey­
ing the idea that, contrary to the genre of dirges, Lamentations is a rational 
reflection on the horrifying situation. The acrostic form was adopted so that the 
book would interact with the reader not only on an emotional level but on a rational 
one as well. The atmosphere of contemplation expressed through acrostics is meant 
to lead the reader to uncover a message and meaning beyond the deep expression 

31 Adeney, Songs of Solomon and the Lamentations of Jeremiah, 66-67. 
32 Samuel Rolles Driver, An Introduction to the Literature of the Old Testament (9th ed.; Inter­

national Theological Library; Edinburgh: Clark, 1913) 459. See also Gottwald, Studies in the Book 
of Lamentations, 24; Max Löhr, Die Klagelieder des Jeremías, übersetzt und erklärt (HKAT; Göt­
tingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1906) vu. 

331 thus disagree with Cooper on this matter. Cooper concentrates on a symmetrical pattern 
of Lamentations 3. Since the message of hope is placed in the middle section and is preceded by 
despair and followed by despair. Cooper finds it impossible to accept that hope is the theology of 
the poem. He thus concludes that "my author is no theologian, just a wretched and confused human 
being, trying to cope honestly with an impossible situation ("Message of Lamentations," 18). In 
light of the data at hand, this assertion is surprising. How can it be intellectually established that the 
author is a confused human being not able to express a coherent line of thought but not too confused 
to create symmetrical, well-planned poetry? Cooper indeed holds that Lamentations 1; 2; and 4 are 
concentric as well. If this biblical poet is able to produce sophisticated and well-planned poetry, can 
we not expect that the poet also has a clear theology? Style and content are a twin pair: a w ell-
formulated production hinges on the author's state of mind. This ob\iously does not mean that the 
theology is simple. As Cooper and others observe, the book is complex and inconsistent; thus, the 
ideology of the book is probably complex as well. 
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of pain. The strict acrostic form is designed so that the reader, deeply moved by the 
dreadful situations described in the book, will return to it for a second reading, but 
this time in order to reflect on it. In order for the laments to be read as a book that 
conveys a message, the author created an intentional tension between form and 
content—between the unrestrained content and the restricted form. In the Book of 
Lamentations, as in every other work, it is impossible to separate form and content. 
The form in which the content resides constitutes an essential part of the shaping 
of meaning. 

It is thus not surprising that those interpreters who developed the idea that 
the purpose of Lamentations is to express feelings did not pay adequate attention 
to the acrostic form. They undermined its function when considering it to be only 
an external device. Instead, the acrostic form itself directly contradicts the idea 
that Lamentations is a spontaneous expression of grief. Lamentations is anything 
but spontaneous. 

The stylistic phenomenon of the acrostic must be treated in the same way as 
every other style that attests to inner life. Literary research considers the way in 
which a narrative's written style shapes the inner life of the characters. A disjointed 
style can reflect a state of confusion and perplexity.34 Thus, for instance, when 
David asks Ahimaaz about the state of health of his son Absalom, his answer 
sounds disjointed and confused: ΉΣΓΓΙΝ ¡T7U7 7TOn "¡12™ ΤΓΧΊ γνίΖΎΜ "lö*H 
HE "TOT *Ò1 ηΐ32ΓΓΙΚ1 2KV -pan (2 Sam 18:29). Translations normally attempt to 
make sense of such confused texts. In this case the literal translation is: fc'And Ahi­
maaz answered, Ί saw the large crowd to send your Majesty's sen ant Joab and 
your servant and I do not know what."'33 Micab/s confused confession of stealing 
from his mother is another example of this device (Judg 17:2). The words of the 
man who runs from the battle to Eli to announce the death of Eli's sons, the tak­
ing of the ark, and the slaughter of many Israelites, are initially confused: Ί£*Π 
urn TIOJ Π:ΠΣ?ΕΓΠΟ ΜΚΊ ΓΌΊΪΕΓΓΙΕ ιαπ "ΜΚ ^:Γ7Κ ΪΓΧΠ ("The man said to Eli. 

Ί have come from the battlefield and I have escaped from the battlefield today'*' 
[1 Sam 4:16]). Interestingly, scholars who are inclined to emend the biblical text 
correct the texts in these examples so that they are readable, but without literary 
sensitivity to the fact that the confused language poignantly reflects the inner life 
of the personage. 

There is also an opposite phenomenon, to which less attention has been paid. 
A structured and polished style contributes to shaping a character as someone 
working in a planned and well-considered way. Hushai is sent in order to counter-

3 4 On this phenomenon, see Gar> A. Rendsburg. "Contused Language as a Deliberate Liter­

ary De\ice in Biblical Hebrew Narram e." Journal oj Hebrew Scriptures 2 (1998-99). a\ailable at 

http' www.arts.ualberta.ca JHS abstracts-articles.htm=A12. 
3- Shimon Bar-Efrat. XarrativeArt in the Bible (JSOTSup 70. Bible and Literature: Sheffield: 

Almond. 1989) 65-66 

http://www.arts.ualberta.ca
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act Ahithophel's better advice. He manages to convince Absalom through a highly 
rhetorical speech and a perfectly structured address (see 2 Sam 17:7-13).36 Ameas-
ured structure gives an impression of appropriate and convincing words. This prin­
ciple is expressed also in the use of the chiastic structure. The prevalent argument 
is that the aim of chiasmus is to focus the reader's attention on the center of the 
structure, which contains the main message. In an earlier article I argued that this 
structure is sometimes a stylistic device.37 Writing in chiasmus requires strict plan­
ning, advance knowledge of all the elements, and careful choice of words in accor­
dance with their matching elements. Therefore, this style can characterize a figure's 
actions or words as planned and intentional. This structure can be used in the words 
of an adviser, in order to show that the advice derives from profound thought and 
from intelligent consideration of all the aspects of a problem. Thus, for instance, 
the servants' advice to David to bring him a companion to lie in his bosom is 
shaped in a chiastic structure (1 Kgs 1:1-2).38 When there is a reason to believe that 
a character is acting irrationally or thoughtlessly and the authors wish to show that 
this is not the case, they may shape the character's words in a chiastic structure. 
Jonah's flight from God seems initially to be an action that is not well considered. 
Yet the author shapes Jonah's acts in a chiastic structure in order to present them 
in a reasonable and considered form (Jonah 1:3). Jonah will express his conscious 
intention explicitly himself later in the story (4:l-5).39 A planned structure is 
designed to characterize a figure as working in a rational and deliberate way. 

In my opinion, this is the correct understanding of the acrostics in the Book 
of Lamentations. The acrostic structure is designed to characterize the poetry in the 
book as balanced and well thought out. This need derives from the contrast 
between the Book of Lamentations and the genre to which the laments belong, a 
type of poem characterized by emotional outburst, associative thoughts, sorrow, 
and weeping that cannot be restricted or constrained. The author or authors of 
Lamentations created tension between form and content in order to transmit to the 
reader the feeling that understanding the book depends not only on emotional iden­
tification with what is described but also, as with any other poetry, on analysis and 
study of the poem. The acrostic, therefore, is intended to indicate to the reader that 
the laments are not only for lamenting but also to be studied and apprehended. 

Support can perhaps be found for this point of view in the possible relation 
between wisdom literature and the acrostic. Roland E. Murphy, for instance, con-

36 See Bar-Efrat, Narrative Art in the Bible, 223-37. 
3~ Ehe Assis, "Chiasmus in Biblical Narratn e: A Rhetoric of Characterization." Prooftexts 22 

(2003) 273-304. 
38 Ibid.. 288-89. 
39 Ibid.. 273-304, esp. 275-76. See also Ehe Assis, Self-interest or Communal Interest An 

Ideology of Leadership in the Gideon, Abimelech and Jephthah Narratives (Judg 6-12) (VTSup 
106; Leiden: Brill, 2005) 87-88. 
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siders the acrostic to be a clear characteristic of wisdom literature,40 and many 
scholars have adopted this viewpoint, even if not in such a pronounced way. 
Anthony R. Ceresko argues that one of the objectives of the authors of the wisdom 
school in composing acrostic poems was to arrange a variety of experiences in life 
and to express this order in writing.41 Siegfried Bergler connects the triple acros­
tic of Lamentations 3 with wisdom thought.42 Others, however, see no connection 
between the acrostic form and wisdom literature. William Michael Soil, for 
instance, concludes that the acrostic form is not a sign of wisdom literature since 
it is found in several genres in biblical as well as Babylonion texts, for example, 
in hymns, prayers, and wisdom poems.43 

Even if the use of acrostics is not a trademark of wisdom literature, it is impos­
sible to ignore the connection between the acrostic psalms and this literature. 
Scholars disagree about which psalms are wisdom psalms. Without entering into 
this debate, one can see that the acrostic psalms occupy an important place in this 
list. Of seven psalms that Murphy counts as wisdom psalms (1; 32; 34; 37; 49; 
112; 128), three are acrostics (34; 37; 112).44 Even in the acrostic Psalms 111; 119; 
and 25, which are not defined by many as wisdom psalms, the influence of wis­
dom literature is clear.45 In Mowinckel's opinion, the following are wisdom 
psalms: 1; 34; 37; 49; 78; 105; 106; 111; 112; 127.46 Of these, 34; 37; 111; and 112 
are acrostics. Avi Hurvitz argues that there are only six wisdom psalms: 19; 34; 37; 
111; 112; and 119.47 Of these, five psalms besides Psalm 19 are acrostics. I think 
that this status in the research warrants the adoption of Hurvitz's cautious posi­
tion, that the acrostic is not a clear trademark of wisdom literature.48 Yet at the 

40 Roland E. Murphy, "A Consideration of the Classification Wisdom Psalms," in Congress 
Volume: Bonn 1962 (VTSup 9: Leiden: Brill, 1963) 156-67, esp 160. 

41 Anthony R. Ceresko, "The AECs of Wisdom in Psalm XXXIV," VT35 (1985) 99-104. See, 
e.g.. Patrick W. Skehan. "The Seven Column's House in Pro\erbs 1-9." CBQ 9 (1947) 190-98. 
R. B. Y. Scott (The Way of Wisdom in Hie Old Testament [New York/London: Macmillan, 1971] 197) 
considers the acrostic as a "wisdom feature." For the connection between acrostics and wisdom lit­
erature, see also Georg Fohrer, Introduction to the Old Testament (trans. D. Green. London: SPCK. 
1968) 270-71; and Sigmund Mowinckel, "Psalms and Wisdom," in Wisdom in Israel and in the 
Ancient Near East (ed. Martin Noth and D. Winton Thomas; VTSup 3; Leiden: Brill. 1955) 205-24, 
here 213. 

42 Bergler, "Threni V—nur ein alphabetisierendes Lied?" 306-9. 
43 Soll, '"Babylonian and Biblical Acrostics." 311-15. 
44 Murphy. "Consideration of the Classification," 161. 
45 Ibid., 164; Hans-Joachim Kraus. Psalms 1-59 A Commentary (trans. Hilton C. Oswald; 

Minneapolis: Augsburg. 1988) 320; idem. Psalms 60-150- A Commentary (trans. Hilton C. Oswald; 
Minneapolis: Augsburg. 1989)414. 

46 Mowinckel, "Psalms and Wisdom," 205-24. esp. 213. 
4~ A\ i Hurvitz, Wisdom Language in Biblical Psalmody (in Hebrew: Jerusalem: Magnes, 1991) 

123. 
48 Ibid., 133-34. 
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same time one cannot ignore the key connection between the acrostic and wis­
dom.49 Therefore it is reasonable that even if the acrostic did not originate in the 
wisdom school, this form of writing was adopted by ancient authors, apparently 
because the order and organization characterizing the acrostic suited their manner 
of thinking. Further, the style may have been identified with wisdom. 

If this is the case, it strengthens my claim that the author of Lamentations 
used the acrostic form in order to transmit the message that the purpose of the 
poems was not only to lament the destruction of Jerusalem but also to encourage 
meditation on it and to give it meaning. This message was conveyed to the reader 
through the contrast between form and content, and by the association of the actual 
acrostic with wisdom literature, characterized by profound thoughts and teaching 
of lessons. 

III. Various Acrostics in Lamentations 

Having clarified the principle behind the acrostic model in Lamentations, we 
may be able to understand its diversified appearances, namely, the triple acrostic 
in Lamentations 3 and the absence of alphabetical order in Lamentations 5. In 
order to explain these, however, I must first briefly summarize my opinion on the 
thematic development of the book. As already noted, I assume a connection 
between form and content. This summary is based on a forthcoming article in 
which I defend the unity of the Book of Lamentations and the thematic develop­
ments in its poems.50 

Lamentations 1 describes the situation in Jerusalem and Judah after the 
destruction. Jerusalem is presented as lonely; the roads leading to the city are des­
olate; and the inhabitants of the city are in exile (vv. 1-6). This poem is character­
ized by an atmosphere of despair. A key expression is QiTjft fX, "she has none to 
comfort her," which appears five times (vv. 2, 9,16,17,21). The only hope in this 
chapter is that the enemies will suffer like Zion (v. 22). In community and 
individual laments, the most important element is the petitioning of God, yet in 
Lamentations 1 there is no request to God for salvation and no expression of hope 
for a change in the situation. 

Parallel to chap. 1 is chap. 5, which also reflects on the results of the destruc­
tion. Lamentations 5, however, expresses guarded hope for a better future (v. 21). 
In chap. 1 there is no prayer to God for salvation, but the very genre of chap. 5 is 
supplication that opens with a direct plea to God (v. 1) and closes with an explicit 
entreaty to God to change the existing situation (vv. 20-21). The key phrase in 
chap. 1, Di"iï£ fN, does not appear at all in chap. 5. The common subject of the two 

For wisdom elements in Lamentations 3, see. e.g.. Kraus. Die Klagelieder 55 
Ehe Assis. "The Unity of the Book of Lamentations," CBQ (forthcoming). 
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songs highlights the different viewpoint in them. In chap. 1 the feeling of despair 
is dominant, whereas in chap. 5, despite the hardship and the deep sorrow, there is 
hope expressed in prayer to God. 

A similar relationship exists between Lamentations 2 and 4. Chapter 2 
describes the events of the destruction, and the main point is that it is God who 
struck the city and its inhabitants (vv. 1-8). As in chap. 1, there is in chap. 2 no 
entreaty to God for salvation, no expression of hope, and no possibility of comfort 
(v. 13). Parallel to chap. 2, chap. 4 also describes the actual destruction, but it dif­
fers from chap. 2 by articulating guarded hope. The chapter ends with the certitude 
that the downfall of the daughter of Zion will end, and that the misfortune will 
now pass to others (v. 22). Contrary to chap. 2, which describes God as the enemy 
responsible for the destruction, Lamentations 4 attributes the destruction princi­
pally to the earthly enemy (vv. 12,19). The chapters differ also in their viewpoint: 
in chap. 2 the feeling of despair is dominant, whereas in chap. 4 there is cautious 
hope. 

Chapter 1 describes the aftermath of the destruction and chap. 2 the actual 
destruction; chaps. 4 and 5 describe the same situations but in the opposite order. 
Instead of despair as in chaps. 1-2, hope appears in chaps. 4-5. How can this rever­
sal be explained? 

The turning point is in the third poem, chap. 3, which presents a change from 
despair to hope. Verses 22-39 present the conception that God's mercies have not 
ended (v. 22) and the sufferer must await God's salvation (v. 26). Verse 31 deter­
mines that God has not cast off Israel forever; the situation will change. These 
verses are the turning poi it, leading from the despair of chaps. 1-2 to hope in 
chaps. 4-5. Lamentations 3, which is rightly considered by many scholars to be the 
crux of the book, deals with the theological perspective of the destruction. 

What is at the basis of the present arrangement of the poems? The essential 
part of the message is in chap. 3, and it contrasts with the despair in the first two 
poems. In this case, should not the book have ended with the theological reflection 
of chap. 3? After the presentation in chap. 3 of the central theological idea that 
contends with the disaster, why does the book again describe the destruction in 
chap. 4 and its results in chap. 5? 

The opening chapter of the book describes in detail the postdestruction des­
olation and mourning in Jerusalem and Judah and the atmosphere of despair that 
fills every corner. Lamentations 2 goes back in time to describe the e\7ents of the 
destruction that led to this grim situation; this poem is permeated with the same 
feeling of despair. The object of the book is to contend with this despair and to 
replace it with hope, hope that must be expressed by prayer and supplication to 
God. Lamentations 3 deals with this problem and constitutes the transition from 
despair to prayer. The poem opens with a feeling of despair, but this time from an 
individual's perspective (vv. 1-18). The despair results from the view that with the 
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destruction God has abandoned the people forever and is not prepared to receive 
prayer (v. 8). Nevertheless, opposed to the expressions of deepest despair in the 
poem (vv. 17-18) is a message of hope that God will not cast off the people for­
ever (v. 31). In the last part of the poem there is again a return to the lament of the 
individual that recalls the first part of the poem, but with one difference—the 
laments are now addressed to God (w. 40-56). 

Once one sees that the meaning of the destruction is not that God has cast off 
the people, it is possible to return to the situations described in the first part of the 
book, but from a perspective that salvation is possible if the people pray to God. 
Chapter 4 again describes the destruction, as in chap. 2, but here the enemy is not 
God but an earthly enemy. In contrast to chap. 2, the belief is here expressed that 
the people's present situation will change. After the turning point in the third poem, 
the climax of the book is in chap. 5. The book's intention is to impart the belief that 
the destruction does not mean that the people have been cast off by God, but rather 
that they must turn to God with their misfortunes and pray to God for salvation. 
Instead of the harsh description of the postdestruction reality deriving from despair 
in chap. 1, in chap. 5 the same reality is described, but this time it is addressed to 
God in prayer and with hope for salvation. 

After this brief outline of the thematic development in the poems, I wish to 
show how the acrostic structure integrates into the thematic structure and is a part 
of it. In light of the widespread opinion that the book's main message is contained 
in the third poem, it is now possible to explain why this poem is in the form of a 
triple acrostic. The author concentrated the principal message in chap. 3 in order 
to focus the reader's attention on the increased tension between form and content 
in this chapter, thereby creating a chapter that seems the most well thought out.31 

The unique phenomenon of the acrostic in chap. 5 is also clarified. As noted, 
Lamentations 5 corresponds to the acrostics in the other poems in that it has 
twenty-two verses. Thus, it becomes an integral part of the book, but at the same 
time it lacks the alphabetic acrostic. I have already shown that the climax of the 
book is in the fifth poem. After contending with the despair in the third poem, the 
object of the book is to bring the readers to turn to God, to lay their misfortunes 

M See Johnson. "Form and Message in the Book of Lamentations." 65: Daniel Grossberg. 
Centripetal and Centrifugal Structures in Biblical Poetry (SBLMS 39: Atlanta: Scholars Press, 
1989) 85. Magne Saebo ("Who Is 'The Man" in Lamentations 3? A Fresh Approach to Interpreta­
tions of the Book of Lamentations," in Understanding Poets and Prophets. Essays in Honour of 
George Wishart Anderson [ed. A Graeme Auld: JSOTSup 152: Sheffield: JSOT Press. 1993] 294-
306. here 295) says that Lamentations 3 is the most elaborate because it is the central and most 
important poem in the book. Heater ("Structure and Meaning." 311-12). too, behe\ es that the triple 
acrostic of chap. 3 is meant to show progression from the first chapter to the third. The pattern inten­
sifies in chap. 3 because the main message of the book is placed there. The intensity decreases in 
chaps. 4 and 5. Lamentations 4 has only two lines in each stanza and only the first line is set in the 
acrostic pattern. The acrostic form is further diminished in chap. 5. 
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before God and to pray to God. This is the nature of the fifth poem. It is not a 
lament but a prayer. The message of the former laments is applied in this poem. The 
first four poems constitute a learning process for the reader, emotional and theo­
logical study of the destruction, and therefore they contain acrostic structures. The 
fifth poem is the application, the internalization of the lessons and assertions of the 
previous poems. Chapter 5 is the goal of the first four poems.52 After the readers 
have understood God's place and their own place in the destruction, they now, for 
the first time, burst into heartfelt prayer directly to God in the fifth poem. As befits 
prayer from the heart, it is not written as an acrostic. 

The hypothesis that I raise regarding the explanation of the acrostic phe­
nomenon is unique in that it explains why, in contrast to the other chapters, chap. 3 
is a triple acrostic and chap. 5 maintains a loose acrostic framework. The great 
advantage of this explanation over most other explanations is that it combines form 
and content as one inseparable whole. 

52 See also Jannie Hunter, Faces of a Lamenting City: The Development and Coherence of 
the Book of Lamentations (BEATAJ 39; Frankfurt am Main: Peter Lang. 1996) 60-61 
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