
The Study of

• Concise Oxfords English Dictionary
• The study of the structure, historical development, and 

relationships of a language or languages.

• Material is complicated
• Purpose is to present an overview on linguistic and literary 

analysis of a text.
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Introduction

• The Controversy over  Sefer B’reshit (Book 
of Genesis)
• Claim: literary technique is allegorical or 

figurative and not historical narrative.

•
• Be looking at:

• How to Characterize Hebrew literature.

© Copyright 2005



Background

• Question:
• How to characterize the Hebrew literature in 

such a way to be able to classify the text as 
historical narrative.
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Background / Outline

• Grammarians 
• Generally attempt to classify a text by both

• syntactic considerations
• Syntax: The arrangement of words and phrases to 

create well-formed sentences. (a set of rules for or an 
analysis of this) 

• semantic considerations.
• Relating to meaning in language or logic
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Verb Comparison
• Historical narrative (English Language): 

• The verb is placed in form to indicate the time of the action in 
relation to the time of the occurrence of the event. 

• Tense forms express differences in time
• Past, Present, Future
• 6-Tenses, 3-Simple and 3-Perfect

• Example
• Simple Tense

• Present: We often write letters
• Past: After graduation, we wrote letters
• Future: We will write letters after graduation

• Perfect Tense
• Present: We have written letters since graduation
• Past: We had written letters after graduation
• Future: We will have written letters before graduation
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Verb Comparison

• Historical narrative (Hebrew Language): 
• Verbs do not have tense in the strict sense of the 

word.  
• Time occurrence is indicated in context by adverbs and 

the way the sentence is constructed.2

• The finite verb indicates aspect
• Speaker / Writer: 

• outsider looking at the situation as a complete whole 
("perfect") or 

• as an insider looking at a situation as it develops ("imperfect"). 
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Verb Comparison

• 7-Verbal Patterns
• Qal  Looking  at this form…
• Niphal, Piel, Pual, Hithpael, Hiphil, Hophal

• Structure (Syntax)
• Structure for Historical Narrative

• Verb (Qal: Qatal Perfect)
• Vav-Consecutives
• Vav-Disjunctives 
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Verb (Qatal Perfect)

• Typical historical Hebrew narratives
• Begin with the 1st verb as the “qatal perfect” 
• Qal verbal pattern 

• qatal  most common
• qatel
• qatol  

• The qatal type is the most common of the three where qatel 
and qatol are a smaller group of verbs.1

• Verbs of the qatal group are action verbs 
• transitive (taking a direct object) or 
• intransitive (not taking a direct object)2. 
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Vav-Consecutive

• Vav-Consecutive
• The 1st qatal perfect verb is followed by what is 

called “vav consecutives.”  
• The vav consecutive of the perfect connects itself 

with the tense and mood of the verb.  
• What usually happens is the narration begins with 

the perfect and then follows with the imperfect 
with vav-consecutives.  This is the way past events 
are narrated.
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Vav-Disjunctive
• vav-disjunctive

• “time-out” in the storyline, giving background information 
• When a vav is present before a non-verb in a disruptive 

sequence it is likely to be disjunctive.
• Act as Grammatical Links:

• Vav + verb = the vav-consecutive, indicates a conjunctive 
sequence.

• Vav + non-verb = the vav-disjunctive, the non-verb can be 
particles, infinitives, nouns, etc.  The series serves several 
functions:

• To highlight/contrast
• To introduce a new scene/background information
• To introduce a parenthetical comment.
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Language Examples
• Examples (vav-consecutive)

• Verb Qal (qatal) Perfect

• Then follows ויהי (Translated: “and it happened”)

• or ויומר (Translated: “and he said”)

• orויעש (Translated: “and there was”)

• or וימצא (Translated: “and he found”)

• or ויצעק (Translated: “and he shouted”)

• or וישב (Translated: “and he dwelled/sat”)

• etc
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What we will see?
(Examine Text)

• The Text in Question
• Sefer B’reshit Perek Aleph (Book of Genesis Chapter One)

• Torah (Law)
• War; Og King of Bashan with Israel and text use of 

historical narrative and the qatal perfect.1

• Neviim (Prophets)
• The construction of the 1st temple and text use of historical 

narrative and the qatal perfect. 
• Catuvim (Writings)

• Sefer Nehemiah; the historical record from the 
Proclamation of Cyrus, the King of Persia, who in 538 BC 
allowed the exiles to return to Israel.
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Genesis 1/ברשית א
The Text in Question



4)1Genesis Chapter(ספר בראשית א  
Creation Account
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Qatal 
perfect

Vav
Cons.

4)1Genesis Chapter(ספר בראשית א  
Creation Account

vav-
disjunctive



/Torahתורה
(Law/Instruction)



5)3Deuteronomy Chapter(ספר דברים ג 
War with Og King of  Bashan
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5)3Deuteronomy Chapter(ספר דברים ג 
War with Og King of  Bashan
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Neviim/נביאים
(Prophets)



6)6Kings Chapter1 (מלך א ו  
Templest1Construction of the 
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6)6Kings Chapter1 (מלך א ו  
Templest1Construction of the 
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Catuvim/כתובים
(Writings)



7)2Nehemiah Chapter ( נחמיה ב
Exile Returns To Israel
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7)2Nehemiah Chapter ( נחמיה ב
Exile Returns To Israel
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Conclusions
• Philology – Linguistic  and Literary Analysis

• Analysis Technique:
• Examined the text in question (Genesis 1)
• We examined the linguistic and literary characteristics of 

text from three major genres of the Tanach.
• Torah: Deut. 3:1-5; War with Og king of Bashan.
• Neviim: 1 Kings 6; Construction of the first temple.
• Catuvim: Nehemiah 2; Exile return to Israel.

• Classifying the text by both syntactic and semantic 
considerations Genesis can unequivocally be considered 
historical narrative.
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Questions?
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Description
A Dictionary of the Targumim, 

Talmud Bavli, Talmud Yerushalmi and 
Midrashic Literature Commonly known 
as "the Jastrow Dictionary," this work is 
the definitive choice for studying the 
Talmud, Midrashim and Targumim. With 
over 30,000 entries, it is far more 
comprehensive than any other dictionary 
of Aramaic/Hebrew available

Additional Resources (Free)
Bible Repository http://www.bibles.org.uk/


