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Biblical Hebrew Grammar for Beginners 

Particles 

Biblical Hebrew has a large number of particles, or function words.  Some of the most common 

particles are discussed below. 

 

The Definite-Direct-Object Marker אֵת 

The definite-direct-object Marker precedes a direct object that is definite.  It has no lexical 

meaning, and therefore does not appear in translations. 

ים ית בָרָא אֱלֹהִׁ רֵאשִׁ ם וְּ  אֵת; בְּ  (Genesis 1:1)  .הָאָרֶץ אֵתהַָ מַיִׁ

In the beginning God created the heaven and the earth 

 

י  חַר הַ  הִׁ סָה וַיְּ ים נִׁ הָאֱלֹהִׁ ים הָאֵלֶה וְּ בָרִׁ רָהָם-אֶתדְּ וַיֹאמֶר אֵלָיו ;  בְּ
י נֵנִׁ רָהָם וַיֹאמֶר הִׁ ךָ -אֶתנָא -וַיֹאמֶר קַח.  בְּ נְּ ךָ אֲשֶר-אֶתבִׁ ידְּ חִׁ ָ  -יְּ -אֶת אָהַבְּ

לֶךְ חָק וְּ צְּ ךָ אֶל-יִׁ יָה-לְּ הַעֲלֵהוּ שָם; אֶרֶץ הַמֹרִׁ ים אֲשֶ  וְּ עֹלָה עַל  חַד הֶהָרִׁ ר לְּ
  (Genesis 22:1-2) .אֹמַר אֵלֶיךָ

It was after these events that God tested Abraham, and said to him, "Abraham!" To which he 

replied: “Here I am.”  God said: "Take your son, your only son, whom you love, Isaac, and go to 

the land of Moriah; and offer him there as a burnt offering on one of the mountains of which I 

will tell you.” 

 

The marker has two variants:  אֵת when it stands independently, as in the first example, and אֶת 

when it is closely connected to the object word, usually by a maqef (hyphen, as in the second 

example). 

 

Negative Particles 

The most common negative particle, used primarily with verbs and adjectives, is לֹא. 
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הוָה אֶל יךָ-וַיֹאמֶר יְּ ן אֵי הֶבֶל אָחִׁ י לֹאוַיֹאמֶר  ;קַיִׁ י הֲ  יָדַעְּ ִׁ שֹמֵר אָחִׁ
י  (Genesis 4:9)    ?אָנֹכִׁ

Then the LORD said to Cain:  "Where is Abel, your brother?" And he said: "I know not.  Am I my brother's 

keeper?" 

ים  וַיֹאמֶר  הוָה אֱלֹהִׁ בַדוֹ  טוֹב-לֹאיְּ דוֹ -אֶעֱשֶה; הֱיוֹת הָאָדָם לְּ נֶגְּ  .לוֹ עֵזֶר  ְּ
(Genesis 2:18) 

The Lord God said:  The man’s being alone is not good.  I will make him a helper opposite him. 

The same particle, לֹא, is used with emphatic commands, as in the Ten Commandments: 

ים בֵית עֲבָדִׁ ם מִׁ רַיִׁ צְּ יךָ מֵאֶרֶץ מִׁ הוָה אֱלֹהֶיךָ אֲשֶר הוֹצֵאתִׁ י יְּ יֶה-לֹא ;אָנֹכִׁ הְּ  יִׁ
ים עַל ים אֲחֵרִׁ ךָ אֱלֹהִׁ  (Exodus 20:2)  .יעָנָ -לְּ

I am the Lord your God who took you out from the land of Egypt, from a place of slavery.  You 

should not have other gods before me. 

Otherwise, the particle used to negate commands (don’t) is ל : 

לַח- לוַיֹאמֶר  שְּ ךָ אֶל  ִׁ אוּמָה ַ עַש- לר וְּ הַנַעַ -יָדְּ י לוֹ מְּ י  ִׁ י עַָ ה יָדַעְּ ִׁ רֵא - ִׁ יְּ

ים אַָ ה וְּ  ָ   לֹאאֱלֹהִׁ ךָ אֶת-אֶת חָשַכְּ נְּ י-בִׁ מֶנִׁ ךָ מִׁ ידְּ חִׁ  (Genesis 22:12) .יְּ

 
And he said:  Do not extend your hand at the boy and do not do anything to him, for now I know 

that you fear God, and you have not withheld your son, your only one, from me. 

 

Nouns are usually negated with אֵין, meaning roughly “non-existent”: 

י קֶרֶב הָאָרֶץ- ִׁ ם הָרָעָב בְּ נָתַיִׁ ים אֲשֶר ; זֶה שְּ עוֹד חָמֵש שָנִׁ יר-אֵיןוְּ קָצִׁ יש וְּ  .חָרִׁ
(Genesis 45:6) 

For two years now there has been famine in the land, and five more years are coming with no plowing or 

reaping. 
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The Subordinate Particle ר  אֲשֶׁ

The particle אֲשֶר precedes a clause that is subordinate to, or dependent on, another clause 

within a complex sentence.  The segment below from Genesis 22 (2) has three sentences, two of 

them complex with subordinate clauses:  

ךָ אֶת-נָא אֶת-קַח נְּ ךָ-בִׁ ידְּ חִׁ ָ  -אֲשֶר יְּ חָק-אֶת אָהַבְּ צְּ   יִׁ
לֶךְ ךָ אֶל-וְּ יָה-לְּ  אֶרֶץ הַמֹרִׁ

הַעֲלֵהוּ שָם עֹלָה עַל  חַד הֶהָרִׁ  וְּ  אֲשֶר אֹמַר אֵלֶיךָ יםלְּ
Take your son, your only son, whom you love, Isaac, and go to the land of Moriah; and offer him 

there as a burnt offering on one of the mountains of which I will tell you. 

 

The meaning of the particle varies with the relationship expressed in the verse.  It is, thus, 

translated alternately as which, whom, that, whose, who, etc. 

 

Conditional Particles 

The conditional particle “if” is ם  :אִׁ

ם בָרָק אֵלֶיהָ  וַיֹאמֶר י-אִׁ כִׁ י ֵ לְּ מִׁ י עִׁ הָלָכְּ ִׁ םוְּ ; וְּ י לֹא-אִׁ כִׁ י תֵלְּ מִׁ  לֹא עִׁ
  (Judges 4:8).אֵלֵךְ

Then Barak said to her, "If you go with me, I will go; but if you don't go with me, I will not go." 

 

Very often, the particle י ִׁ  is used to indicate a contingency or a condition: 

י גַע  ִׁ פְּ ךָ שוֹר תִׁ בְּ י הָשֵב  ֹ עֶה חֲמֹרוֹ  אוֹ  אֹיִׁ שִׁ  (Exodus 23:4)  .לוֹ  בֶנוּ ְּ
If you chance upon the ox of your enemy or his donkey, wandering off, make sure to return it to 

him. 

 

The same particle, י ִׁ , is used for “because” and also as a subordinate particle “that”: 

א נֵה וַיַרְּ הִׁ אֵר וְּ נֵהוְּ  בַשָדֶה בְּ לֹשָה שָם-הִׁ רֵי שְּ ים צֹאן-עֶדְּ צִׁ י עָלֶיהָ  רֹבְּ ן  ִׁ -מִׁ
אֵר וא הַבְּ קוּ הַהִׁ ים יַשְּ הָאֶבֶן; הָעֲדָרִׁ דֹלָה וְּ י-עַל גְּ אֵר עִׁ  (Genesis 29:2). הַבְּ

He saw a well in the field, and three flocks of sheep were lying near it, because the flocks were watered 

from that well. The stone over the mouth of the well was large.  



© Esther Raizen, The University of Texas at Austin, 2007-2009 
 

רָחֵל יַעֲקֹב וַיַגֵד י לְּ י  ִׁ יהָ  אֲחִׁ יוְּ  הוּא אָבִׁ קָה-בֶן כִׁ בְּ יהָ  וַַ גֵד וַָ רָץ; הוּא רִׁ אָבִׁ    .לְּ
(Genesis 29:12) 

Jacob told Rachel that he was a brother to her father and that he was Rebecca’s son.  So she hurried and 

told her father. 

ָ בַע ד עוֹד וַיִׁ יךָ יָדַע יָדֹעַ  וַיֹאמֶר דָוִׁ י אָבִׁ י- ִׁ עֵינֶיךָ חֵן מָצָאתִׁ - ל וַיֹאמֶר בְּ
הוֹנָתָן זֹאת-יֵדַע אוּלָם; יֵעָצֵב-עֶן יְּ הוָה-חַי וְּ חֵי יְּ שֶךָ וְּ י נַפְּ פֶשַע  ִׁ י כְּ  בֵינִׁ
 (I Samuel 20:3) . מָוֶתהַ  וּבֵין

 
David proceeded to take an oath and said: "Your father surely knows that I have found favor in 

your eyes, and he may say to himself, 'Jonathan should not know this lest he will be grieved.'  But 

it is clear, as the Lord lives and as you live, that I am only a step away from death.” 

 

A hypothetical condition is usually introduced by the particle ּלו “if”. 

עָם וַיֹאמֶר לְּ י לָאָתוֹן בִׁ עַלַלְּ ְּ   ִׁ תְּ י הִׁ י חֶרֶב-יֶש לוּ; בִׁ יָדִׁ י בְּ יךְ עַָ ה  ִׁ  .הֲרַגְּ ִׁ
(Numbers 22:29) 

Bilaam answered the donkey and said:  "[I am beating you] because you have tormented me.   If there 

was a sword in my hand, I would have killed you now." 


