Q0n
00 Biblical Hebrew Grammax for Beginners

Sentence Structure

The normative word order in Biblical Hebrew is Verb+Subject+Object (VSO), that is, a sentence
normally begins with the verb (the action), followed by the subject (that is, the agent
performing the action), and then by the object of the action. Whereas the English rendition of

m

Genesis 1:8 would be “God called the vault ‘heavens’”, the Hebrew equivalent is “Called God
the vault ‘heavens’”. In the examples below, the first word in the highlighted segments is the

verb, and the second is the subject.

(Genesis 1:3) .1IN-7121; IN 271> DIIDN 1IN

God said: “Let there be light!” And there was light.
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(Genesis 1:4) .5TYND

God saw the light, that it was good,; and God separated the light from the darkness.

MY DY IR AW DY PRI DTN NN
(Genesis 1:8)

God called the vault “heavens.” There was evening and there was morning, a second day.

-IYIT IUN MI9-NYY XYY NP2 YT YN VY RYT NN NI
(Genesis 1:12) .20~ DO7ION X721 ;31007 12

The earth brought forth vegetation, plants yielding seed after their kind, and trees bearing fruit with
seeds in them after their kind; and God saw that it was good

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



The VSO word order is not strictly observed. It changes in a variety of ways which
reflect shifts in emphasis, complementary or contradictory relationships between text
segments, and many other nuances within the discourse. This strategy is common
across languages. An example can be found in Genesis 1:5, where the contrast
between the segments describing the naming of the light and the darkness is
emphasized by the positioning of the object darkness before the verb called: “Called
God the light ‘day’, and the darkness he called ‘night’”. The parallel segments are

highlighted below:
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God called the light “day”, and the darkness he called "night”. There was evening and there was
morning, one day.

In deciphering sentences in Biblical Hebrew, it would be wise, then, to look for the verb at the

beginning of the sentence, since this is where it is most likely to be founs.
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