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new edition. I thank my students, especially Joseph Pruden, Brandon Camp, Nicole 

Olson Haselberger, Jay Swisher, and Eric Helander. Books often become a dusty, 

petrified museum piece of regrets for what and how something was said. Not everyone 

gets the opportunity to swap it out for a fresher, newer exhibit.

Sitting at lunch with Jim Kinney, hearing him express Baker Academic’s delight to 

have adopted my two Grammatical Concepts 101 titles, and musing over their con-

tinuing future made for a good day. I am very grateful to him and the staff associated 

with Baker Academic. Wells Turner, in particular, brought efficient and informed 

feedback and dialogue to the project.

Gary A. Long 
Twin Cities 

2012

 xCAC nxnaFdnCon E g oAn nnC Ca na o  C

(Unpublished manuscript—copyright protected Baker Publishing Group)

Gary A. Long, Grammatical Concepts 101, Second Edition
Baker Academic, a division of Baker Publishing Group,  © 2002, 2013. Used by permission.



xvi

ACkNOwLEdgmENTS 
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My wonderful students who have walked the same path as I in wanting to learn 

Biblical Hebrew have been the inspiration behind this book. Hopefully, they will 

find it the help I want it to be for them.

I am indebted to the English Grammar Series (Olivia and Hill Press) for the idea of 

illustrating English alongside a language to be learned. Brent Hagany, my faithful 

student assistant at Bethel College, deserves thanks for his careful reading of earlier 

drafts. I am grateful for the feedback I received from the prepublication use of this 

work at Harvard University. John Ellison, of that institution, offered advice that 

helped to recast some of the content’s organization. John Cook generously shared 

unpublished work that has informed my treatment of aspect and tense related to 

Biblical Hebrew. John Kutsko, of Hendrickson Publishers, has guided this project 

through to publication with efficiency and grace. For that I am most appreciative. 

Each has brought improvement. Errors and insufficiencies that still remain, of course, 

are entirely my own doing.

Lifelong thanks go to my Doktorvater, Dennis Pardee, of the University of Chicago. It 

is he who patiently guided me through the foundations of my discipline in Northwest 

Semitic languages and Ancient Near Eastern studies—a discipline I have now been 

fortunate to have taught for a decade.

Robert Alden first introduced me to the world of the Hebrew Bible. A professor 

at Denver Seminary, he modeled a passion for embracing life—from teaching, to 

climbing all of the Rocky Mountains’ “14ers” (twice, if not thrice). Death, a few 

years back, took him much too early. He saw me, seemingly, as a student needing 

help in speaking English more correctly. English is my mother tongue, but around 

Professor Alden I soon discovered that I seemingly had slept through lessons on 

grammar during high school and college. I remember well his stopping me often in 

midsentence to correct me. I saw it as a gesture born of his care. I think dedicating 

to his dear memory a book that teaches grammar is fitting.

G. A. Long 
Twin Cities 
April 2002
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INTrOduCTION
Designed to complement standard teaching grammars, this book assists the entry-

level Biblical Hebrew student in learning basic grammatical concepts no single 

teaching grammar treats adequately and no reference grammar explains plainly 

enough for many beginning students. We revisit English grammar to accomplish 

this. After several years of teaching a variety of ancient Semitic languages, I recog-

nize that most of my students have been learning two languages at the same time: 

the ancient language, of course, and the grammar and grammatical concepts of 

English, often forgotten.

Do not think of this book as you would most others. This book is not necessarily to be 

read cover to cover. Chapters and sections are to be read as they relate to particular 

areas of study you’re pursuing in your primary textbook. Because I see most of you 

reading a slice here and there, I have tried to include many cross-references pointing 

forward and backward to concepts closely related to the section you are reading.

I have written the book for a learner who has had little or no formal study of gram-

mar. The language, therefore, strives for simplicity wherever possible. Some will find 

the language at times (overly) simplistic. I define nouns, for example, as words that 

name, rather than according to formal and functional criteria like case and number 

inflection, syntactic functions, distribution (they follow prepositions but not modals), 

etc. Others, still, may find the language at times a bit of a challenge. You, the reader, 

will see abundant English and Hebrew examples illustrating each concept, most of 

them visually analyzed. A gloss (a literal, word-by-word English equivalent of the 

Hebrew) and translation assist the comprehension of the Hebrew examples.

Sometimes within my discussion of English grammar, I refer to particular construc-

tions as “prestige” and “colloquial.” Like many languages, English has an acrolect, 

a basilect, and points in between. An acrolect is the prestige variety of a language; 

a basilect is the colloquial form. But language use is dynamic and ever changing. 

So-called correct grammar is often at odds with how we actually speak and write. It 

can be complicated to judge language use as right or wrong, though it was all pretty 

clear to Professor Alden, who routinely stopped me in class to “correct” me. (It is 

to his memory that I have dedicated this book.) Within the halls of the academy, 

though, the commonest surroundings I envision for this textbook, I have thought it 
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pedagogically useful to use English’s acrolect, its prestige forms, while still pointing 

out pertinent colloquial ones. The academy, on occasion, still tries to identify and 

expect the acrolect of its students.

The concepts in this book are arranged from the more basic to the more in-

volved. Part 1, “Foundations,” contains concepts that lie at the very foundation 

of language. Part 2, “Building Blocks,” treats concepts in an order similar to 

many teaching grammars. Here the learner can augment a teaching grammar’s 

presentation. Part 3, “The Clause and Beyond,” introduces the learner to the 

higher levels of language.

This resource is not comprehensive in subject matter, and it does not show the 

full variety of ways Biblical Hebrew may convey a particular concept. Many of the 

concepts I address are more completely analyzed in Biblical Hebrew reference gram-

mars. Consult them as you become more familiar with grammar and as your ability 

to read Hebrew increases over time.1 They are indispensable.

Tips for Learning biblical Hebrew

 1. Memory. Your memory plays an important role in learning a language. You 

will spend many hours memorizing vocabulary, paradigms, grammatical rules, 

and the like. Here are some thoughts that may help you with those tasks.

• Divide the lesson into learnable sections.

• Read each section aloud several times.

• Rewrite the section word-for-word or in your own words.

• Compare what you have written with the textbook.

1. For example, Bruce K. Waltke and M. O’Connor, An Introduction to Biblical Hebrew Syntax (Winona 

Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 1990); P. Joüon, A Grammar of Biblical Hebrew (trans. and revised by T. Muraoka; 

corr. 2nd ed.; Rome: Gregorian and Biblical Press, 2009); Christo H. J. van der Merwe, Jackie A. Naudé, 

and Jan H. Kroeze, A Biblical Hebrew Reference Grammar (Biblical Languages: Hebrew 3; Sheffield: Sheffield 

Academic Press, 1999).
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 2. Vocabulary. Each of us brings different abilities to the learning process. In 

learning a language, you will likely learn a lot about yourself—what works for 

you and what does not. Some strategies will work, some will not. Try a lot of 

things and stick with anything that helps you learn. Here is what other learners 

have tried. Most of the items in this list have cognitive linguistic experimenta-

tion to support their benefits.2

• Try to have fun. Being grumpy or overly stressed has been shown not to help.

• Discover websites or software devoted to vocabulary learning.

• Physically act out new words or draw pictures associated with them.

• Repeat the words aloud several times.

• Write each word on a blank vocabulary card: Hebrew on one side, English 

on the other. As you encounter them, devote cards to common, multiword 

“bundles,” for example, idioms (ָׁשָנה + ֵּבן/ַּבת = expressing age of a person), 

other noun-noun combinations (ִית  household”), verbs with their“ = ָאב + ּ֫בַ

different preposition complements, etc.

• Use cards of different color to assist you with helpful classifications: gender 

of nominals (one color for masculine, another for feminine nouns), or parts 

of speech (one color for verbs, another for adjectives).

• Flip through the cards reading the Hebrew aloud, then think of the English 

gloss (= literal translation). Flip through the cards, reading the English and 

saying the Hebrew aloud. Shuffle the cards so that you do not become too 

reliant on order and placement.

• Get into the habit of reading Hebrew text.

• Most Biblical Hebrew words have a foundation, usually of three root conso-

nants. This means that most all words that share the same root are related 

2. Jeremy Thompson, “Learning Biblical Hebrew Vocabulary: Insights from Second Language Vocabulary 

Acquisition” (PhD diss., University of Stellenbosch, 2011).
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in meaning—they share a linkedness or connectedness. For example, you will 

learn the nouns ֶלְך  queen. You will learn verbal forms ַמְלָּכה king and ֫מֶ

like ָמַלְך he ruled and ְכִּתי  mlk underlies all of/מלכI ruled. The root Ö ָמַל֫

these words. Get the connection? Try grouping vocabulary cards by their 

common root.

 3. Assignments. Keep up with the assignments. Do not let yourself fall behind. 

Morale, to say nothing of grades, can nose-dive when you do not keep pace.
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LINGUISTIC HIERARCHIES 

3 

LINGUISTIC HIERARCHIES 
One of many helpful ways to view language is to see it as a fusion of the abstract 
(EMIC) with the tangible (ETIC). Think of a word in your head. Now think of an 
entire sentence. Think of a few more things you could say. No one knows what 
you have just thought. This emic realm of language is abstract, not tangible, 
existing only in your mind. The emic is the conceptual realm of language. 

Now say aloud what you had in your mind, or take a pen and write it down. This 
etic realm of language is physically represented when one speaks or writes (or 
gestures, if one communicates through sign language). Language is physically 
produced through sounds, or phones (see below), or by writing symbols, graphs. 
These sounds and written symbols are the building blocks of words, phrases, and 
clauses that can be conveyed to another person. 

We can break down language into building blocks or hierarchies. Each of the 
following units, listed from smallest to largest (bottom to top in figure 1), has an 
emic and etic realm. The term expression is convenient to refer to a written or 
oral articulation of language at the level of word or higher when one does not 
have a specific level in mind. 

EMIC ETIC  
emic discourse or text etic discourse or text 

Ex
pr

es
sio

n 

emic paragraph etic paragraph 

emic sentence etic sentence or utterance 

emic clause etic clause 

emic phrase etic phrase 

emic word or lexical item etic word or lexical item 

lexeme lex  

morpheme morph  

phoneme phone  

Figure 1: Linguistic Hierarchies 

Gary A. Long, Grammatical Concepts 101, Second Edition
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LINGUISTIC HIERARCHIES 

4 

PHONE(ME) is a sound or speech unit that is psychologically a single unit 
and that makes a difference. Make a /z/ sound, as in zebra. Now 
make a /v/ sound, as in victory. The sounds or speech units /z/ 
and /v/ are psychologically each a single unit, and each makes a 
difference. The first word, after all, makes no sense if we say 
vebra; and zictory is equally nonsensical. K7lebe@0 does not clearly 
communicate that you mean to say K7leme0. Linguists use slashed 
lines to represent phonemes. These abstract units often have 
variations when articulated as phones. Sounds next to each 
other, whether another consonant or a vowel, can affect each 
other. These variations are known as ALLOPHONES. For 
example, hold your hand close to your mouth and say the 
words pin and spin. Notice that the /p/ of pin includes a more 
explosive burst of air than the /p/ of spin. 

MORPH(EME) is the smallest or minimal block of language that is meaningful 
and recurrent for word-building in a language. The notion of 
meaningful is important. A phone(me) is the smallest block, 
but it does not convey meaning. What, after all, does /b/ mean? 
It does not mean anything. All sorts of concepts are conveyed 
in morphemes: plurality, singularity, tense, gender, etc. Mor-
phemes may have variations known as ALLOMORPHS. For ex-
ample, the morpheme ‘plural of a noun’ has the allomorphs /s/ 
(cats), /z/ (lids), and /ǝz/ (forces). In Hebrew, the morpheme 
‘feminine’ is conveyed through the allomorphs h F- and t- for 
singular nominals (see NOMINAL, p. 44). 

LEX(EME) is the typically foundational element of a word or lexical item. 
The idea of a lex(eme) is not the easiest to comprehend. In 
English it is typically represented as the dictionary form of any 
word. For example, a person learning English may encounter 
the word kicked in a text; the dictionary will have the word 
entered simply as kick. Kick, represented on the page as k-i-c-k, 
is the lex, while the (emic) concept behind the word, ‘kick’, is 
the lexeme. The notion of lex(eme) is simpler in Biblical 

Gary A. Long, Grammatical Concepts 101, Second Edition
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LINGUISTIC HIERARCHIES 

5 

Hebrew. The consonantal root underlying a word may be 
considered the lexeme; for example, the root √MLK is the 
lexeme underlying K7leme0 king or hk@fl;ma queen. 

WORD is a language building block composed of a lexeme and all 
morphemes. For example, the etic lexical item, or word, kicked 
is composed in part of the lexeme ‘kick’ plus the morpheme 
‘past tense’, reflected in the morph -ed. Parsing is in fact 
accounting for the lexemic and morphemic composition of a 
word. The etic verb form hbft;k@f\ she wrote is composed of the 
lexeme √KTB plus the morphemes ‘Qal’, ‘Suffix (Perfect) 
Conjugation’, ‘third person’, ‘feminine’, and ‘singular’. 

PHRASE is a language unit referring to a string of words (a syntagm)—
two or more—that does not involve predication (see 
PREDICATE/PREDICATION, p. 150). Think of a PREDICATE as a 
comment about a subject. A phrase does not have a subject and 
a predicate together. 

 in the house tyIb0a@ba@ 

a small book N+fqf  rpes0' 

   small     book 

CLAUSE is a language unit referring to a string of words (a syntagm) that 
does involve predication. It involves a COMMENT, very 
commonly about a subject, which is usually present (see 
CLAUSE, p. 145). 

ֵעץ   ַהִּמְזֵּבַח                 The altar was wood. 

 tree/wood      the-altar Ezekiel 41:22 

 A subject (or topic) and predicate (or comment) are together, or 
juxtaposed, in the example. Here the subject is  ַהִּמְזֵּבַח the 
altar. The predicate or comment about the subject is ֵעץ was 
wood. 
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SENTENCE is a language unit referring to a string of words that includes 
predication and that in Biblical Hebrew is typically composed 
of one independent clause and all modifying subordinate 
clauses. By this definition, a sentence composed of only one 
independent, unmodified clause is both a clause and a 
sentence. (The above example from Ezekiel 41:22 fits this case.) 

 A sentence, however, is a difficult and somewhat arbitrary con-
cept to define, particularly for a linking/chaining language like 
Biblical Hebrew. Main clause after main clause may be linked 
by the conjunction w: and. Biblical Hebrew can have several 
verbal clauses that are joined with vav but share a single subject 
or adverbial or adjectival element. 

PARAGRAPH is a language unit that in Biblical Hebrew is typically composed 
of two or more sentences, usually with a similar topic. Two or 
more sentences may be equally prominent, or prominent sen-
tences may occur along with modifying sentences (such as 
reason or result). 

DISCOURSE is the highest of the linguistic hierarchies, typically composed 
of a large “chunk” of text (see DISCOURSE ANALYSIS, p. 173). 
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SOUND PRODUCTION 
Why should we be concerned with sound production? Nobody today converses 
in Biblical Hebrew, after all—a fair question. 

The Hebrew Bible’s audience primarily heard rather than read the text. The 
sounds of Biblical Hebrew can affect not only spelling but word choice. Reading 
aloud as you study Biblical Hebrew will help you learn it faster and understand 
better what you are reading. It will also help you appreciate some of the fabulous 
stylistic features lost in translation. 

We are indebted to the Karaite families of Ben Naphtali and Ben Asher for the 
Biblical Hebrew texts from which we learn to read. This is the Tiberian system, 
and what we read is known as the Masoretic Text (MT), and it is marvelously 
precise. In “wiggles and jots and dots” placed over and under and within a text 
consisting mostly just of consonants, their system was the written equivalent of a 
sound recording.  

Tiberian Hebrew is, in a sense, dead. Neither of the prominent surviving Jewish 
communities—Ashkenazi and Sephardi—speaks Hebrew the way the Karaite 
family preserved it in the Masoretic Text. The Hebrew spoken today across the 
global Jewish communities is quite varied. So how do we go about pronouncing 
the Biblical Hebrew you’re learning? 

There’s no one correct answer, and there are many approaches. Commonly, 
though, you’ll find yourself in a classroom that either approximates a Tiberian 
pronunciation or prefers a Modern Hebrew vocalization similar to that of 
Israelis. 

Now, even saying “a Modern Hebrew vocalization similar to that of Israelis” has 
its problems. Hebrew spoken today in Israel is influenced, in part, by Sephardi 
and Ashkenazi. In Jerusalem, for example, among Sephardi families, you can hear 
a dialect closer to “traditional” Sephardi Hebrew. 

In this book, we’re going with Modern Hebrew, primarily. The classifications and 
sound descriptions I use below follow what is commonly called Sabra Hebrew. A 
“sabra” is a Hebrew idiom, referring to a Jewish Israeli born and raised in Israel. 
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This is an extremely common, if not the commonest, pronunciation one hears 
throughout Israel among the now several generations of sabras. Despite an 
“official” more Arabic-like or more Sephardi pronunciation of the language, 
Sabra Hebrew is what you’ll most likely hear throughout the land. 

Speech SOUNDS or SEGMENTS are the fundamental components of a spoken lan-
guage. Created along the VOCAL TRACT (the area between the vocal folds and 
lips), they tend to be classified according to the amount of obstruction involved 
in producing them. Vowel sounds are generally produced with less obstruction 
than consonantal sounds.  

The following discussion has Biblical Hebrew being pronounced as Sabra 
Hebrew. 

CONSONANTS 

PLACE OF ARTICULATION, MANNER OF ARTICULATION, and VOICING are concepts 
commonly associated with producing consonants.  

PLACE OF ARTICULATION 

The place of articulation is the point in the vocal tract where the greatest con-
striction or obstruction occurs (see figure 2 below). The Biblical Hebrew conso-
nants include the following articulatory places. 

Labials sound formed by the lips 

Bilabials  sound formed by the two lips together: ּפ ,מ ,ּב 

Labiodentals sound formed with the lower lip tucked just behind 
the upper front teeth: פ ,ו ,ב 

Dentals sound formed with the tip of the tongue touching the back of 
the upper front teeth (no Hebrew consonant is precisely a 
dental, though many grammar books classify some as such; 
Hebrew consonants classified as dentals are more 
appropriately alveolars) 

Alveolars sound formed with the tip of the tongue raised to the bony 
ridge immediately behind the teeth, the alveolar ridge: ז ,ד ,ּד, 
 ת ,ּת ,ׂש ,צ ,ס ,נ ,ל ,ט
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Alveopalatals sound formed with the tip of the tongue raised to 
the bony ridge immediately behind the teeth and at 
the hard palate: ׁש ,י 

Velars sound formed with the center and dorsum of the tongue 
raised to the velum or soft palate: ק ,כ ,ּכ ,ח 

Uvulars sound formed with the dorsum of the tongue raised to the 
uvula: ר 

Pharyngeals sound formed in the upper pharyngeal cavity (Sabra Hebrew 
has no pharyngeal, but Tiberian Hebrew as well as Modern 
Israeli Sephardi Hebrew  produce the ח and ע as pharyngeals) 

Glottals sound formed in the glottal region, the opening between the 
vocal folds: ע ,ה ,א 

MANNER OF ARTICULATION 

The vocal tract can affect airflow. Manner of articulation refers to the manner or 
way that the sound is produced, usually in terms of the amount of constriction 
the airflow encounters. Biblical Hebrew has OBSTRUENTS and SONORANTS. 

Obstruent a distinctive feature that characterizes speech sound when 
airflow is constricted  

Plosive/Stop obstruent sound made by temporarily blocking the 
airflow completely: ּת ,ק ,ּפ ,ע ,ּכ ,ט ,ד ,ּד ,ג ,ּג ,ּב ,א, 
 ת

Fricative  obstruent sound in which the airflow is channeled 
through a narrow opening in the speech path: ה ,ב, 
 ׁש ,ׂש ,ר ,פ ,ס ,כ ,ח ,ז ,ו

Within the fricative category you should take note of 
the SIBILANTS. Higher frequency energy is required 
to produce sibilants, giving them a hissing sound. 
The sibilants are ׂש ,צ ,ס ,ז, and ׁש. 
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Affricative obstruent sound in which the airflow for a single 
consonant consists of a plosive/stop followed by a 
secondary fricative release: צ 

Trill obstruent sound where vibration occurs; the Sabra 
Hebrew pronunciation of syllable-initial /r/ is a 
fricative to which vibration is added: ר 

Sonorant a distinctive feature that characterizes speech sound whose 
articulation is not so narrow that the airflow across the glottis 
is appreciably inhibited 

Nasal sonorant sound made with a lowered velum, thus 
engaging the natural resonance of the nasal 
passages—the oral cavity is closed so that air flows 
through the nasal cavity: נ ,מ 

Liquid sonorant sound in which the speech path is neither 
closed off nor constricted to a degree that produces 
friction 

Under the label of liquids, Biblical Hebrew has a  

Lateral where the tip of the tongue is raised to the 
alveolar ridge but the sides of the tongue are 
down, permitting the air to flow laterally over 
the sides of the tongue: ל 

Glide sonorant consonant vowellike sounds that precede 
or follow a true vowel: י 
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Figure 2: Places of Articulation 

VOICING 

Voicing refers to the vibration of the vocal folds during the production of a 
sound. If the vocal folds are tense and the airflow from the lungs forces them to 
vibrate, the consonantal sounds are VOICED. If the air flows freely through the 
relaxed vocal folds into the supraglottal speech organs, the consonantal sounds 
are VOICELESS. Put several of your fingers on the front of your throat. Pronounce 
/v/ as in victory; now pronounce /f/ as in fine. Did you feel the vibration associ-
ated with pronouncing victory and the lack of it in saying fine? 

Here are the Hebrew consonants that have voicing: נ ,מ ,ל ,י ,ז ,ו ,ד ,ּד ,ג ,ּג ,ב ,ּב, 
 ר

We are ready to summarize the consonants. 

Esophagus

Larynx

Vocal Folds

Epiglottis

Pharynx

Dorsum

Center

Blade

Uvula

Alveolar Ridge

Soft Palate or Velum

Hard Palate

Nasal Cavity

Tip
Tongue
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 PLACE VOICING MANNER 

 glottal voiceless plosive א

 bilabial voiced plosive ּב

 labiodental voiced fricative ב

 velar voiced plosive ּג ג

 alveolar voiced plosive ּד ד

 glottal voiceless fricative ה

 labiodental voiced fricative ו

 alveolar voiced fricative ז

 velar voiceless fricative ח

 alveolar voiceless plosive ט

 alveopalatal voiced glide י

 velar voiceless plosive ּכ

 velar voiceless fricative כ ך

 alveolar voiced lateral ל

 bilabial voiced nasal מ ם

 alveolar voiced nasal נ ן

 alveolar voiceless fricative ס

 glottal voiceless plosive ע

 bilabial voiceless plosive ּפ

 labiodental voiceless fricative פ ף

 alveolar voiceless affricative צ ץ
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 velar voiceless plosive ק

 uvular voiced fricative trill3 ר

 alveolar voiceless fricative ׂש

 alveopalatal voiceless fricative ׁש

 alveolar voiceless plosive ּת ת

Figure 3: Phonetic Classification of Consonants 

VOWELS 

Vowel sounds have little obstruction in Biblical Hebrew. For vowels we distin-
guish QUALITY (or TIMBRE), the difference in vowel sound production along the 
speech path, and QUANTITY (or DURATION or LENGTH), the time involved in 
producing the vowel sound. Further, TONGUE POSITION and LIP POSITION are 
important factors. 

A SIMPLE (or PURE) vowel refers to one with a single sound. A DIPHTHONG is a 
sequence of two sounds consisting of a simple vowel plus a glide. The following 
treatment looks at each individually. 

TONGUE POSITION 

Here one may note (1) the height of the tongue and (2) the part of the tongue 
employed. The tongue height may be HIGH, MID, or LOW. High vowels are also 
known as CLOSE vowels; low ones are OPEN. The part of the tongue used may be 
the FRONT (tip and blade), CENTER, or BACK (dorsum). For example, the vowel 
sound in the English word 

beet is high and front; 

boot is high and back; 

hot is low and back; 

                                                        
3 Resh is commonly pronounced in this fashion when it is the onset of a syllable (= syllable-initial). 
When it occurs as the coda of a syllable (= syllable-final), the trill commonly does not occur, but 
the throat is constricted at the uvula. 
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boat is mid and back; 

bought is between mid and low and back; 

cup  is mid and central. 

LIP POSITION 

Vowel sounds differ depending on whether the lips are rounded. For example, in 
the previous paragraph, the vowel in boot was characterized as high and back, but 
it also entails lip rounding, while hot (low and back) has an unrounded vowel. 

PUTTING THE PIECES TOGETHER: SIMPLE VOWELS 

The charts below combine the features we use to describe the vowels of Biblical 
Hebrew. Simple vowels are those with a single sound. 

Remember that the Hebrew Bible we read is Tiberian Hebrew and the text itself is 
called the Masoretic Text (MT). The Masoretes were scholars who developed a 
series of symbols to represent vowel sounds and added them to the much older 
text written only with consonants (some of those consonants, though, doubled as 
vowel sounds: י ,ו ,ה ,א). This process began toward the end of the first 
millennium C.E. Because the Masoretes have left behind so much “chatter” on the 
page for vowels, accented syllables, and the like, we need to spend time 
understanding their system and how it relates to Sabra Hebrew. 

The MT has seven vowel qualities (or timbres). In Tiberian Hebrew, vowel 
quantity (or length) likely plays no role, with the exception of the ḥaṭef vowels: ◌ ֱ , 
◌ ֲ , and ◌ ֳ . They are ultrashort, murmured vowel qualities. 

Among the seven non-ḥaṭef vowels, many Hebrew grammars nonetheless talk of 
long and short vowels. Such classification, however, is based more on other 
differences such as tenseness (the muscular tension used) and vowel quality. 
Think of English. We do not have a formal system of pronouncing vowels for a 
shorter or longer period of time. We do, however, label the vowel sound in pit as 
“short” while the vowel sound in peat is “long.” We pronounce the vowels, 
though, for the same amount of time!  
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Again, with the exception of the ḥaṭef vowels, the seven vowel qualities of 
Tiberian Hebrew are not pronounced for a longer duration than others. Those 
seven vowel timbres can be classified as follows: 

Tongue Height Part of Tongue 

Front Center Back 

unrounded rounded 

High   /i/(= ִ◌ ִ י◌ , ִ ) 
 
              /e/(= ◌ ֵ י◌ , ֵ ה◌ , ֵ ) 

                         /ε/(= ◌ ֶ י◌ , ֶ ה◌ , ֶ ) 

                                         /a/(= ◌ ַ ) 

/u/(= ◌ ֻ  (ּו ,
 
/o/(= ◌ ֹ  (וֹ  ,

/ɔ/(= ◌ ָ ה◌ , ָ ) 
Mid 

Low 

Figure 4: Classification of Tiberian Vowel Phonemes 

The Tiberian Hebrew vowel phonemes (see PHONE[ME], p. 4): 

/i/(= ◌ ִ י◌ , ִ ) was pronounced generally as [i] as in machine. 

/e/(= ◌ ֵ י◌ , ֵ ה◌ , ֵ ) was pronounced generally as [e] in they. 

/ε/(= ◌ ֶ י◌ , ֶ ה◌ , ֶ ) was pronounced generally as [ε] in bet. 

/a/(= ◌ ַ ) was pronounced generally as [a] in father. 

/ɔ/(= ◌ ָ ה◌ , ָ ) was pronounced generally as [ɔ] in fort or German Sonne. 

/o/(= ◌ ֹ  .was pronounced generally as [o] in note (וֹ  ,

/u/(= ◌ ֻ  .was pronounced generally as [u] in mood (ּו ,

Sabra Hebrew pronunciation has only five simple vowel timbres reflecting the 
seven in Tiberian Hebrew. Vowel quantity or length, as in Tiberian Hebrew, plays 
no role. The next chart traces the correspondences. 

Close 

Open 
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Tiberian Vowel Phonemes Sabra Vowel Phonemes 

/i/ = ◌ ִ י◌ , ִ  /i/ (= ◌ ִ י◌ , ִ ) pronounced as [i] as in machine 

/e/ = ◌ ֵ י◌ , ֵ ה◌ , ֵ  
/ε/ 

(= ◌ ֵ י◌ , ֵ ה◌ , ֵ ) 
pronounced as [ε] in bet 4 

/ε/ = ◌ ֶ י◌ , ֶ ה◌ , ֶ  (= ◌ ֶ י◌ , ֶ ה◌ , ֶ ) 

/a/ = ◌ ַ  
/a/ 

(= ◌ ַ ) 
pronounced as [a] in father 

/ɔ/ = ◌ ָ ה◌ , ָ  (= ◌ ָ ה◌ , ָ ) 

/o/ = ◌ ֹ  /o/ וֹ  ,
(= ◌ ָ  in a closed, 
unaccented syllable) pronounced as [o] in note 

(= ◌ ֹ  (וֹ  ,

/u/ = ◌ ֻ ֻ ◌ =) /u/ ּו ,  pronounced as [u] in mood (ּו ,

Figure 5: Correspondence of the Seven Tiberian Simple Vowel Phonemes 
to the Five Sabra Simple Vowel Phonemes 

PUTTING THE PIECES TOGETHER: DIPHTHONG VOWELS 

A diphthong, remember, is a sequence of two sounds consisting of a simple vowel 
plus a glide sound. In Sabra Hebrew pronunciation, diphthongs end with the 
only glide sound that dialect has preserved, the alveopalatal, voiced glide (y):  

ְיָמה     ִמְצַר֫
Egypt-toward 

Thus, for example, the diphthong ◌י ַ  in our example word begins by producing 
the appropriate simple vowel sound associated with ◌ ַ  and ends with the 
alveopalatal, voiced glide. What you should hear is a sound similar to how 
American English pronounces eye. 

In the Tiberian or Masoretic Hebrew dialect, diphthongs also end with ו, which 
was pronounced as a labiovelar, voiced glide (the sound of w in now): 

  ַעְוָלה
malice 

                                                        
4 You will also hear individual speakers pronounce this timbre as [e] in they. 
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So the Tiberian dialect would have pronounced that last word as /ʕawlɔ/ (the 
important point to focus on is the /aw/ in the middle), while the Sabra dialect 
vocalizes it as /ʔavla/ (again, just focus on the /av/ in the middle). /aw/ is a 
diphthong, while /av/ is not. 

Your introductory grammar book, if it spends a fair amount of time discussing 
phonology around Tiberian Hebrew, thus likely talks of diphthongs ending in י 
and ו. 
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SYLLABLE 
A SYLLABLE is a sound or phonological unit composed of (1) an ONSET and (2) a 
NUCLEUS, and it may also have (3) a CODA. 

ENGLISH 

In the English bed, /b/ is the onset, /ε/ is the nucleus, and /d/ is the coda. 

BIBLICAL HEBREW 

In Biblical Hebrew, syllables must begin with a consonant; that is, they must have 
a consonant onset. No syllable in Biblical Hebrew ever begins with a vowel (ex-
cept the conjunction vav when vocalized as w%). A syllable in Biblical Hebrew may 
be either OPEN or CLOSED.  

 An open syllable ends in a vowel (Cv = Consonant, followed by vowel). It has 
an onset (C-) and a nucleus (-v-), but no coda. 

rbf / d@F   d¢ / b¢r    The first syllable is open, Cv. 
     word 

 A closed syllable ends in a consonant (CvC). It has an onset (C-), a nucleus 
(-v-), and a coda (-C). 

rbf / d@F  d¢ / b¢r    The second syllable is closed, CvC. 
     word 
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TRANSLATION 
What is happening when two people talk or write? They are, in part, encoding 
and decoding a code. This is likely not the answer you readily had in mind. 

Let’s think of the phenomenon of language having at least two concepts: 

 FORM, or to be more linguistically technical, CODE, and 

 MEANING.  

We often say that words carry meaning, words convey what we mean, we put 
meaning into our words. Ever-more-known human cognitive processes, however, 
suggest that “language does not carry meaning, it guides it.”5 Language is code 
that accesses the riches of our mind’s layers of conceptual processes, prompting 
us to construct meaning. The meaning we attain draws on our (physical, social, 
linguistic, cultural, etc.) embeddedness. The minimal code that is language 
prompts vast networks of mind-resident conceptions, responsible in part for the 
sometimes frustrating, sometimes funny, sometimes embarrassing mismatches of 
meaning between languages. (During a hot archaeological dig, I was, for a day or 
two until thankfully I was corrected, mistakenly expressing how hot I was by 
expressing how sexually hot I was. I died a thousand deaths!) Our mind-resident 
conceptions, which are always subject to change, are largely the product of our 
embodied minds in our world-embedded bodies interacting with(in) our 
embeddedness.  

Thus “FORM is the armor, but MEANING is the Achilles that makes the armor so 
formidable.”6 Form and meaning interweave. They are separate but inseparable. 

Form alone does not communicate. An unknown language can sound or look 
like a jumble of nothing—remember what a page of Biblical Hebrew first looked 

                                                        
5 Gilles Fauconnier, Mental Spaces: Aspects of Meaning Construction in Natural Language 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), xxii. 
6 Gilles Fauconnier and Mark Turner, The Way We Think: Conceptual Blending and the Mind’s 
Hidden Complexities (New York: Basic Books, 2002), 5 (emphasis mine). 
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like to you! Every language has its own specific system for linking its form to 
what will produce meanings. A spoken and written language has a 

 PHONOLOGY, a system of sounds (if the language is written, these sounds are 
connected with a writing system); 

 LEXICON, that is, a vocabulary; 

 GRAMMAR, a set of patterns for making meaningful expressions. 

Though different cultures organize and conceive things differently, we share 
many things. For example, many cultures express casual greetings. In the 
morning, those who speak English may convey the greetings as “Good morning.” 
“Good morning” is the FORM English speakers use to guide the hearer to a 
meaningful greeting. Form is the unique pattern of a specific language. 

Each language has its own distinctive form, and the same meaning may be ex-
pressed in another language in quite a different form. “Good morning” is an ad-
jective preceding a common noun. A Modern Hebrew speaker might say  בוקר
 boqer tov (literally: “morning good”), a grammatically masculine and טוב
singular common noun followed by a grammatically masculine singular 
adjective. In Nigeria, in Hausa, one might say Ina kwana? “How’s sleep?” Again, 
form is the unique pattern of a specific language. 

I have been talking about the word mean(ing). Let me use it to illustrate some-
thing. Consider the following expressions. 

1. That was no mean (insignificant) accomplishment. 

2. They are so mean (cruel) to me. 

3. This will mean (result in) the end of our regime. 

4. This means so much (is so important) to me. 

5. I mean (intend) to help if I can. 

6. Keep Off the Grass! This means (refers to) you. 

7. Those clouds mean (are a sign of) rain. 

8. She doesn’t mean (believe) what she said. 
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These expressions illustrate that one form or pattern, in this case the letters 
M-E-A-N, guides one to different meanings. 

Now, consider the following expressions: 

1. Is this seat taken? 

2. May I sit here? 

3. Is this seat empty? 

These are three different forms to express one meaning, namely, to express the 
intent of a person wanting to sit. Different forms may thus express one similar, if 
not identical, meaning. 

In working with languages, you will quickly discover that expressions that retain 
similar form may actually solicit very different meanings. Consider the English 
expression “His heart is cold,” which can mean “He is unfeeling.” When trans-
ferred word for word, literally, into Mambila (a language in Nigeria), the 
meaning associated with that form in that language is “He is peaceful.” When the 
same is done into Cinyanja (a language in Zambia), the meaning is “He is 
afraid.”7 Hopefully, you see a problem here. Very different meanings might be 
triggered by word-for-word transference into another language. 

The starting point of translation is the SOURCE LANGUAGE (SL). For the Hebrew 
Bible, the source languages are Biblical Hebrew and Aramaic. A translation 
should attempt to guide the SL meaning into a TARGET LANGUAGE (TL). 

By now you have seen that form in each language is unique. Thus, translation 
must entail a change in form. This change in form does not matter provided that 
the meaning the message solicits is unchanged. 

Translation is not simply a process of only taking SL words or phrases and 
transferring them into similar TL words and phrases. That is, 

 

                                                        
7 Examples come from Katharine Barnwell, Introduction to Semantics and Translation (2nd ed.; 
Horsley Green, England: Summer Institute of Linguistics, 1980), 12. 
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Figure 6: Conceptualizing a Gloss 

This is known among translators as a GLOSS. It is not the same as a translation. 

The translation task, rather, is one of understanding the forms of the SL and dis-
tilling the meaning from the SL vocabulary and grammar and re-expressing that 
meaning into TL forms that will trigger the equivalent SL meaning. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 7: Conceptualizing the Translation Task 

You must discover the meaning of the source language, in this case Biblical He-
brew, and convey that meaning through the appropriate form of the target lan-
guage, English. 

TRANSLATIONS 

Thus language involves both form and meaning, and if we set these two on a 
continuum, we are able to characterize translations according to how form 
oriented or meaning oriented they are. 

 SL:   word/phrase       word/phrase          word/phrase 
 

TL:   word/phrase       word/phrase          word/phrase 

TL: EXPRESSION 

SL: EXPRESSION 

Distill meaning from the vocabulary and grammar 

of Biblical Hebrew phrases, sentences, 

even entire paragraphs, then 

output the meaning into 

target language equi- 

valents and 

idioms 
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FORM-ORIENTED translations try to follow the form of the SL and are known as 
literal. 

MEANING-ORIENTED ones are known as idiomatic or dynamic equivalent.  

Here is a continuum for characterizing some English translations. 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 8: Continuum Characterizing English Translations 

COMPLETELY LITERAL. An interlinear is completely literal, completely form 
oriented. Its value lies in showing the exegete the precise word order and other 
forms of the SL. Here is a completely literal presentation of 2 Samuel 7:1: 

And-it-was  when-sat  the-king  in-house-his  and-YHWH  caused-rest-to-
him  from-around  from-all-enemies-his. 

MODIFIED LITERAL. These translations modify the form of the SL just to the ex-
tent that the sentence structure is acceptable in the TL. Individual words, 
however, tend to be translated literally. The result is that though the sentence 
structure is correct, the translation may not sound natural and may not convey 
meaning clearly. Here is a modified literal translation of 2 Samuel 7:1: 

And it came about when the king lived in his house, and the LORD had given 
him rest from all his enemies all around, . . . 

Notice that the sentence structure is not wrong, but to a native English speaker, 
the expression “And it came about” and a king living in a “house” (not a palace) 
sound less than natural. 

The value of a modified literal translation can be that it does not go far “beyond” 
the SL. But that can cut two ways. The translation does not give much more than 
the SL, but it also may not give enough to bring clarity. Here is where idiomatic 
translations can be helpful as well as perilous. 

       COMPLETELY   MODIFIED 
           LITERAL    LITERAL         IDIOMATIC 

                Interlinear       KJV  NRSV       NIV           GNB          CEV 
       NASB       NAB          NJB 

FORM MEANING 
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IDIOMATIC. These translations strive to use natural forms—grammatical con-
structions and words—of the TL to convey the meaning of the SL. A truly idio-
matic translation will sound like it was written originally in the TL; it will not 
sound like a translation. This is the goal of most Bible translators today entrusted 
with the task of providing Scriptures to groups who still do not have a translation 
of the Bible. Here is an idiomatic translation of 2 Samuel 7:1: 

When the king had settled into his palace and the LORD had given him rest 
from all the enemies surrounding him, . . . 

To make an important point about the value and peril of idiomatic translations, I 
want to use a classic example from the Greek New Testament. This is a 
completely literal presentation of 1 Corinthians 11:10: 

Because-of this ought the woman authority have on the head because-of the 
angels. 

Here are a couple of idiomatic translations of 1 Corinthians 11:10: 

On account of the angels, then, a woman should have a covering over her 
head to show that she is under her husband’s authority. (GNB = Good News 
Bible) 

And so, because of this, and also because of the angels, a woman ought to 
wear something on her head, as a sign of her authority. (CEV = 
Contemporary English Version) 

The value of seeing these two translations is that we can see their attempt to bring 
clarity to a rather ambiguous verse. GNB understands “woman” to be a wife 
(because it uses “husband”), and it makes clear that a wife is to be under her 
husband’s authority. CEV, while not committing to “woman” versus “wife,” 
conveys that a woman has her own authority. She has within herself the right to 
behave as she sees fit. She just ought to wear something as a sign of this. 

The peril, as you now likely see, is that these two meaning-oriented translations 
express two very different meanings. I have chosen an extreme case to highlight a 
peril. Being aware of the peril, though, allows one to be able to embrace 
cautiously the great value of meaning-oriented translations. They are attempting 
to bring meaning more clearly to the reader. 
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I generally recommend to my students, when they wish to consult a translation, a 
strategy of reading a variety of translations from the entire form-meaning 
spectrum. 

TRANSLATING HOMEWORK IN FIRST-YEAR BIBLICAL HEBREW COURSES 

As you begin trying to express Biblical Hebrew in English, you will likely be very 
form oriented. This, at first, is not a bad idea. It allows your instructor to see that 
you are understanding the Hebrew forms and patterns. As the year continues, 
though, and as you gain confidence in the language, strive for a meaning-
oriented translation. 
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