
The Conditional Clause in the Biblical Hebrew of the Pentateuch
Thijs Amersfoort

24 July 2017 





Contents

1. Introduction 1

1.1 Previous research 1

1.2 Problems with previous models 2

1.3 Definition of the conditional clause 3

1.4 Modality 5

1.5 Research outline 6

2. Particles 7

אִם 2.1 7

2.1.1 In scholarly literature 7

2.1.2 Occurrences in the Pentateuch 8

2.1.3 Semantics in conditional sentences 11

2.1.4 In combinations 11

לוּלֵי and לוּ 2.2 12

2.2.1 In scholarly literature 13

2.2.2 Occurrences in the Pentateuch 13

2.2.3 Semantics in conditional sentences 15

2.2.4 In combinations 15

כִּי 2.3 15

2.3.1 In scholarly literature 15

2.3.2 Occurrences in the Pentateuch 16

2.3.3 Semantics in conditional sentences 18

2.3.4 In combinations 19

הֵן and הִנֵּה 2.4 20

2.4.1 In scholarly literature 20

2.4.2 Occurrences in the Pentateuch 21

2.4.3 Semantics in conditional sentences 22

אֲשֶׁר 2.5 22

2.5.1 In scholarly literature 22

2.5.2 Occurrences in the Pentateuch 22

2.5.3 Semantics in conditional sentences 23

אוֹ 2.6 23

2.6.1 In scholarly literature 23



2.6.2 Occurrences and semantics in conditional sentences 23

וְ 2.7 23

2.7.1 In scholarly literature 24

2.7.2 Occurrences in the Pentateuch 25

2.7.3 Semantics in conditional sentences 26

3. Verbal forms 27

3.1 In scholarly literature 27

3.1.1 Problems with the Hebrew verbal forms 27

3.1.2 Background of modern theories of the BHVS 28

3.1.3 Tense, aspect, modality and discourse pragmatic theories 29

3.1.4 A modern view 31

3.1.4.1 Aspect 31

3.1.4.2 Tense 33

3.1.4.3 Mood and modality 33

3.1.4.4 Discourse pragmatics 34

3.2 Uses in conditional sentences 35

3.2.1 Protasis 35

3.2.1.1 qatal 35

3.2.1.2 yiqtol 38

3.2.1.3 Other verbal forms 40

3.2.1.4 No verb 41

3.2.2 Apodosis 41

3.2.1.1 qatal 42

3.2.1.2 yiqtol 43

3.2.1.3 Other verbal forms 44

3.2.1.4 No verb 45

4. A different approach 46

Abbreviations 49

Bibliography 50



1. Introduction

The conditional clause is one of the most common clause types in Biblical Hebrew, and its 
understanding critical for accurate exegesis, translation and investigation. It comes in many 
different shapes, ranging from the straightforward clause found in Genesis 13:9, אִם־הַשְּׂמאֹל 
 if (you pick) the left side, then I will go to the right', to oaths, where the normal meaning of' וְאֵימִנָה
the conditional particle seems changed from a positive to a negative connotation and part of the 
clause is missing. These and many different forms, which are discussed below, come with different 
semantics, and several studies and grammars have tried to group the conditional clauses by some 
of their characteristics to explain the different semantics. Different models have been proposed, but 
all have many exceptions. As Spradlin (1991: 1) notes, the grammars have failed to build a 
consensus approach to the subject and the multitude of strategies have only added to the 
confusion. Before the research question, methodology and outline are defined more clearly, an 
overview is given of previous research, problems with previous models and definitions of the 
conditional clause and modality. 

1.1 Previous research
In the grammar of Wilhelm Gesenius, edited by Kautzsch (1910: §159), a system was proposed 
that divided all conditional sentences in two groups: capable of fulfillment and not capable of 
fulfillment, i.e. real and irreal conditional clauses. The distinction was based on the verbal form 
used in the protasis. When no particles are used in the protasis, the imperfect denotes a condition 
capable of fulfillment and the perfect a condition already fulfilled or impossible to fulfill. When 
particles are used, אִם followed by a perfect denotes a condition that is already fulfilled, while in 
combination with an imperfect or its equivalent it denotes a condition that is "possibly (or probably) 
occurring in the near future". If the particle ּלו is used to denote a condition not fulfilled in the past, it 
is followed by a perfect, while for a condition not capable of fulfillment in present or future can be 
expressed by a perfect, a participle or even an imperfect. 

Friedrich (1884) again stated that the division between real and irreal conditions is produced 
mainly by the particles אִם and ּלו. His main contribution was not his model for real or irreal 
conditions, but the thorough analysis of the various forms of both the protasis and apodosis, and 
how they are connected. A weakness of the study is that he proposed that אִם originally was a 
question particle that only later developed in a conditional particle. Also, no solution is offered to 
the many exceptions to the particle based model. 

Driver (1892: 174-194) focused in his analysis of conditional sentences again on the verbs used, 
and distinguished between six categories: (1) A possible condition belonging to the real or potential 
future, expressed by an imperfect or participle in the protasis. (2) A possible condition either 
belonging to the remote or indefinite future, or extending up to de moment of speaking, expressed 
by the perfect in the protasis. (3) A condition not realized, expressed by a perfect in the protasis 
and apodosis, mainly after the particle ּלו. If, however, the imperfect is used, the conditional is 
realizable in present or future, making it an expression of either hope or fear. (4) A condition that 
might be conceivable, but also pure imaginary, expressed by an imperfect in both protasis and 
apodosis. Categories (5) and (6) are variations on (4) and are very rare. In (5) the protasis has a 
perfect, and in (6) it has a participle.
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Later grammars had variations on these ideas. The grammar of Waltke O'Connor (1990 §30.5.4, 
§31.4, §38.2) again only distinguished between real and irreal conditional clauses and mainly 
focused on particles, with ּלו used for irreal and אִם and other particles for real conditions. Of the 
verbal forms, it is stated that the perfect does not denote mood, real or irreal, which is expressed 
by particles. But the perfect is used in such contexts in conditional clauses. Likewise, for the 
imperfect, it is said that the context decides its modal nuances. 

Spradlin (1991: 144) proposed a model that looked at the verbal forms and their likeliness in both 
the protasis and apodosis. He distinguished five protasis classes: "definite (perfect verbs), 
probable (some participles and infinitives), possible (indicative and subjunctive imperfect verbs), 
impossible (negative particle with perfect protasis), and neutral (indicative imperfect verbs implying 
no outcome)". Likewise, there were five possible classes for the apodosis: "definite (perfect verbs), 
probable (some imperfects and infinitives), possible (some imperfects), impossible (negated 
perfects or imperfects), and neutral (indicative imperfect verb implying no outcome)." Adding to this 
list the separate class of the Biblical oath, he came up with a total of 26 classes. However, his 
model was based only on data from the book of Isaiah, and outside the book counterexamples are 
easily found.

In the grammar of Joüon-Muraoka (2011), the main focus for classification is on real and irreal 
conditional clauses. The verbal forms are mentioned, but it is said that nothing particularly 
important can be noted for conditional clauses, except that they have their normal temporal value. 
The four types that are given are based on the relationship between the protasis and apodosis and 
say nothing about epistemic modality. Particles are the main factor that determines the likeliness of 
a condition, with again mostly ּלו used for irreal and אִם and other particles for real conditions. The 
differences in the order of components is only mentioned, no reason is given. 

More general linguistic theories propose the same distinction. Palmer (2001: §8.1-3) also focusses 
on the distinction between 'real' and 'unreal' conditionals, and only discusses how various 
languages use different verbal forms to express these different types of conditions. Some 
languages only use the distinction in past and non-past tense to express real and unreal 
conditions, others use modal verb forms for this. 

All the previous models proposed a classification of conditional clauses in Biblical Hebrew in terms 
of their capability of fulfillment, and based their distinction primary on either verbal forms or 
particles.

1.2 Problems with previous models
As stated, all models proposed in previous research have numerous counterexamples. For 
example, in Num 22:18 we find a highly unlikely or even unrealizable condition introduced by ִאם 
and an imperfect.

[1.1] אִם־יִתֶּן־לִי בָלָק מְלאֹ בֵיתוֹ כֶּסֶף וְזָהָב לאֹ אוּכַל לַעֲברֹ אֶת־פִּי יְהוָה אֱלֹהָי לַעֲשׂוֹת קְטַנָּה אוֹ גְדוֹלָה 
If Balak will give me his house full of silver and gold, I could not go beyond the command 
of the Lord my God to do less or more.
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This unlikely or even impossible condition with the particle אִם and an imperfect is not covered by 
any of the models proposed above. Also, all models base their categorization on either verbal 
forms or particles, but there are conditional sentences without verbal forms or without particles, 
which are not covered by such a model. 

The high number of counterexamples can be explained by two main problems found in all previous 
models. Firstly, all assume a direct relation between a single factor, either verbal forms or particles, 
and epistemic modality, while the many exceptions show that this is unlikely. There are many other 
factors that could play a role in determining the modality, such as ellipsis, word order, syntactic 
relations, auxiliary verbs, context and more. Secondly, the models are mostly lacking a modern 
view on tense, aspect and modality expressed by the verbal system, or a clear view of the use and 
exceptions of the particles involved, as well as a clear distinction between semantics and 
pragmatics.

Likewise, a good definition of a conditional clause or of what is real or irreal is lacking. In sentences 
that use no conditional particle, the difference between conditional or circumstance clause 
becomes less clear. Also, generally, a verb is irreal if the reality of the situation is uncertain. 
However, for conditional clauses, when it is said that a condition is real, it is meant that it is capable 
of fulfillment, which means the reality of the condition is possible but uncertain.

In this research, a different approach will be proposed, in which modality is not directly tied to 
morphology or lexemes. These and other factors all contribute to the semantics and possible 
modal nuances. In the next sections, some concepts will be defined more clearly.

1.3 Definition of the conditional clause
As stated above, there are some dubious cases, where a potential conditional clause has no 
conditional particle and could just as well be a circumstantial, causal or concessive clause. For 
example, in Gen 47:25 we read:

From the text alone it is unclear whether a wish, a condition or just a statement is uttered. 
Likewise, the conditional particles are used in wishes or questions, as אִם in [1.3] and ּלו in [1.4]. 

Several definitions have been proposed in previous research. Friedrich (1884: 1) states:

[1.2] וַיּאֹמְרוּ הֶחֱיִתָנוּ נִמְצָא־חֵן בְּעֵינֵי אֲדנִֹי וְהָיִינוּ עֲבָדִים לְפַרְעהֹ׃ 
And they said, “You have made us live; if we/may we/we have found favor in the eyes of 
my lord, we will be servants to Pharaoh.”

[1.3] Gen 17:17
הַלְּבֶן מֵאָה־שָׁנָה יִוָּלֵד וְאִם־שָׂרָה הֲבַת־תִּשְׁעִים שָׁנָה תֵּלֵד׃ 

Shall a child be born to a man who is a hundred years old? Shall Sarah, who is ninety 
years old, bear a child?

[1.4] Gen 17:18
לוּ יִשְׁמָעֵאל יִחְיֶה לְפָנֶיךָ׃ 

Oh, that Ishmael might live before you!
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Unter Conditional- oder Bedingungssätzen versteht die Grammatik die Erweiterung des 
einfachen Behauptungssatzes, wonach das wirkliche Eintreten einer Sache von bestimmen 
Voraussetzungen abhängig gemacht wird.

Likewise, Lambdin (1971: 276) states:
Any two clauses, the first of which states a real or hypothetical condition, and the second of 
which states a real or hypothetical consequence thereof, may be taken as a conditional 
sentence

Indeed, the most intuitive definition is that the conditional clause present a condition for the main 
clause to occur. However, this does not solve the difficulty of identifying a conditional clause in 
examples like [1.2]. Spradlin (1991: 4,5), partly citing Ferguson (1882: 40), gives a broader 
definition:

A conditional sentence can be defined as a compound sentence in which the second clause 
is so limited by the first clause that it depends upon it to complete the understanding of the 
sentence. These clauses are mutually dependent; and either clause may be implied, but 
not written, in the text.

This definition however is so broad it could include the circumstantial, causal or concessive clause 
as well, since 'depending on' another clause 'to complete the understanding' is to weak. 

In logic, a condition is represented as 'A > B'. This statement is true if whenever A is true, B is also 
true. Though logic and language work very differently in some cases, we can derive several 
characteristics of conditions:
1. A does not have to be true for the statement to hold.
2. 'A > B' is not the same as 'B > A'.
3. Since the operator '>' connects two propositions, 'A >' or '> B' is ill-formed.

From (1) we derive that a condition presents alternatives and that the condition does not have to 
be factual, it is hypothetical. From (2) we derive that a condition differs from a simple conjunction in 
that A and B are not symmetrical. This means that the order generally cannot be reversed, since 
than the original consequence of the condition would become the condition of the original 
condition, which can only be true if both A and B, both condition and consequence, always co-
occur, which would be equivalent to A = B. From (3) follows that [1.3] and [1.4] are no conditions, 
since they have no apodosis and do not imply any. As is noted in the definition by Spradlin, "either 
clause may be implied, but not written, in the text".

However, Haiman (1993) argues these characteristics do not hold for all languages and conditional 
clauses. As an example, he gives a story from an old Spanish textbook, of a man that walks into a 
restaurant and orders a bottle of wine. When the wine is brought, he changes his mind, orders 
some fried eggs and potatoes instead, eats them and tries to walk away without paying. The waiter 
says to him:
- Pay for the meal, my friend.
- But if I exchanged it for a bottle of wine!
- Then pay for the bottle of wine.
- But if I didn't take it!
- True, true.
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As he argues, the if-sentences here are independent of any apodosis and are not hypothetical. 
One could supply an apodosis, like 'but if I exchanged it for a bottle of wine, why do you ask me to 
pay for the fried eggs and potatoes?' and 'but if I didn't take the wine, then why do you ask me to 
pay for the wine?', but this is not necessary in Spanish. This and other exceptions seem to ask for 
a new definition, and he argues that conditionals are actually topics in the sense of Chafe (1976), 
merely providing what is given before the consequence of it is presented. What is given can 
consequently be hypothetical or not.

Indeed, all the counterexamples he gives for the standard theory fit in the definition of a conditional 
as a topic. However, a topic can be more than a conditional, since a cause clause can also be a 
topic, as can a circumstantial clause. Also, the mere fact that certain 'if-sentences' do not fit the 
definition for a conditional clause does not have to mean the definition is not broad enough, it can 
also mean that the word 'if' in a language can be used for more than just a conditional clause. 
Likewise, his argument that because in some languages 'if' and 'when' are the same word, not all 
conditional clauses are hypothetical, does not hold. The ability of a language to distinguish 
between them says nothing about the correctness of the concept of conditions.

The difference between a circumstantial and a conditional clause is that while a conditional clause 
gives an alternative situation that causes the event in the main clause to take place, the 
circumstantial clause gives the background, concomitant events, of the main clause. While a 
concomitant event can also be a condition, it is not stated as such in the text. Also, the 
circumstantial clause is not hypothetical. The difference between a casual clause and a conditional 
clause is likewise that the conditional clause is hypothetic. A casual clause gives no alternatives. A 
concessive can be hypothetical and therefore both classes have some overlap, but one may 
wonder if a concessive fits the intuitive idea of a condition, since a concessive states that despite a 
condition, something is going to happen. This means, a concessive states that the two clauses 
present independent events. Still, for concessive statements, 'A > B' holds, and it is presented as a 
true condition. The only thing that makes the reader interpreted it as a concessive statement, is 
that at the same time, '(not A) > B' is implied. This makes it a proper subclass of conditional 
clauses.

Thus, the logical statement 'A > B' and the three characteristics of conditions derived earlier 
properly define what was intuitively described by Friendrich and Lambdin. Unfortunately, for 
example [1.2] it is still hard to decide if it presents a condition or not solely based on this definition, 
so this should be decided from the context. Such a decision however is always subjective. For 
[1.2], we could argue that it is meant as a condition, since from other passages it becomes clear 
that "If I found favor in your eyes" is used as a polite formula to ask a favor of a person with equal 
or higher social status, and it most often occurs with the conditional particle. The condition asks the 
other person to be so kind to listen to the expressed wish only if he is in favor with that person.

1.4 Modality
As among others, Palmer (2001: §1.1) and Cook (2012: §1.6) state that, besides aspect and tense, 
a language has capabilities of expressing mood and modality. Where time gives the temporal 
location and aspect the temporal structure, mood and modality give the temporal existence and the 
speakers attitude towards an event. With mood, the realis : irrealis opposition is expressed in the 
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classical languages by verbal morphology (e.g. indicative, subjunctive, optative, imperative), but in 
some languages, it is expressed by other means, such as clitics and particles. Modality is most 
often classified in the categories of epistemic (possible, probable etc. but also speculative, 
deductive assumptive), deontic (permissive, obligative, commissive) and dynamic (volitive, ability) 
modality, but more nuances could be given, such as habitual, wishes, fears and more.

Conditional clauses as defined in §1.3 are by nature hypothetical since they present alternatives, 
and therefore always have the irrealis mood. The alternative offered in a conditional clause is 
either not (yet) realized and therefore cannot be presented as real, or is deliberately presented as 
not realized or the outcome unknown to consider a hypothetical alternative.

The previous models have mainly been interested in epistatic modality, whether a condition is 
possible or impossible. This remains the most important modal category for conditions, but in 
Biblical oaths deontic modality also plays a role, and likewise wishes and fears occur, most often in 
impossible conditions. To avoid the confusion between the mood opposition realis : irrealis and 
epistemic modality, we will not use real : irreal for conditions but possible : impossible or refer to a 
condition as realizable or not.1

1.5 Research outline
Since both verbal forms and particles do not seem to be able to build a good model for epistemic 
modality on their own, it will be determined what nuances both factors do add to the conditional 
sentence. Since a direct relation between one of these factors and epistemic modality seems 
unlikely, it is more interesting to see how they work together in a system. The Pentateuch is 
chosen as the corpus, since it contains enough stylistic variation and different genres, while it is 
still a reasonably synchronous text, and is therefore representative for the rest of the Hebrew Bible.

To get a better overview of the individual contributions to the semantics of the conditional sentence, 
the different factors are separately analyzed. In chapter two, the particles are analyzed, and in 
chapter three the verbal forms and word order. Other types of modality besides the aspectual and 
temporal nuances expressed by the verbs will likewise be analyzed. In chapter four, a different 
approach will be proposed to analyze conditional clauses and the nuances expressed in them. 

 Parker (2001, §8.2) uses 'past-modal' and 'modal-present' instead of 'irreal' and 'real', but this terminology 1

is problematic for Hebrew since there are many examples of non-past impossible conditions, as found in 
example [1.4].
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2. Particles

As mentioned above, many previously proposed models base their primary distinction between 
probable and improbable conditional clauses on the particles being used, either אִם or ּלו. However, 
there are many exceptions to this basic distinction and there are conditional clauses with yet other 
particles or no particles at all. To get a better understanding of the semantics and functions of 
these particles, we will first look at each particle that is encountered in conditional clauses in the 
Pentateuch. As Aejmelaeus (1986) rightly points out in her analysis of the particle כִּי, it is not 
helpful to look for the meaning of a particle and to collect the English glosses that are given to it, 
since that does not tell how the particle functions in Hebrew. Instead, its function should be derived 
from its various occurrences, preferably a single basic function. Jenni (1992: 14,15) describes his 
semantic model in similar terms, stating that a preposition can have many local (contextual) 
meanings, that together form a "relatively closed paradigm". Moreover, the seemingly unrelated 
meanings attributed to a preposition are for a large part determined by the class of the word it 
precedes, and are therefore contextual reinterpretations of its basic function. As such, for each 
participle a basic function will be derived. Then we can analyze what semantics that basic function 
adds to the various conditional clauses in which it occurs. 

For each particle, it is shortly summarized how it is described in scholarly literature, i.e. in relevant 
grammars, lexicons and articles. This includes functions and glosses attributed to the particle, as 
well as cognates in related languages, especially the older languages such as Ugaritic and 
Akkadian, since they might give information about the original function of the particle. However, this 
all serves as a background, while the functions of the particles are derived from its occurrences in 
the Pentateuch. When a lexicon is cited, a reference is made to the lemma of the discussed 
particle, unless otherwise specified. 

 אִם 2.1
This particle is the most common conditional particle and its main function according to many 
previous models is to indicate probable conditions, as in the example in the introduction. However, 
there are exceptions where unreal conditions are given, as in example [1.2]. Also, the particle is 
used in clauses that do not seem to be conditional. In roughly four out of five occurrences, the 
particle is used conditionally. In the remaining occurrences, the particle appears to have a different 
function, as will be discussed in the next chapter.

2.1.1 In scholarly literature
While Friedrich (1884: 4) holds that אִם was originally an interrogative particle, HALOT, Gesenius 
and HS (§165,166) state that it was originally a deictic particle, related to הִנֵּה and הֵן. Its cognates 
are ỉm and hem in Ugaritic, šumma in Akkadian in Aramaic. HALOT gives 9 2 הֵן in Phoenician אם ,

different uses and glosses, beginning with "if" for probable conditions and for unrealizable 
conditions, "if only" for wishes, "not" in oaths without apodosis, and besides being used in 
dependent questions, there are occurrences that should be translated as "even though", "but", "or", 
"unless" or "rather". Gesenius divides occurrences between two main categories: used as a 
conjunctive or an interrogative particle, rarely in direct, more often in indirect questions. The same 

 cf. Gordon (1965), §19.773.2
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glosses are given, and Gesenius adds the temporal use of אִם, which should be translated with 
"when". The same division in two categories is found in BDB, who calls the particle in conditional 
use the "hypothetical particle". Similar uses are given to אִם in the grammars by GKC, JM and WO. 
For the related particles in Ugaritic, the lexicon by del Olmo Lete and Gordon (1998) gives similar 
uses, conditional "if", disjunctive "or" or interrogative "perhaps". For related particles in Akkadian, 
the CDA gives similar glosses, such as "if", "or", "when", "now see", besides uses in questions, 
oaths and wishes.  

2.1.2 Occurrences in the Pentateuch
To get a better understanding of the uses of the Hebrew particle, we will take a look at some 
examples. As is illustrated in the introduction and mentioned in most of the previous models, the 
particle is most often used to introduce the protasis of conditional sentences capable of fulfillment. 
As is clear from example [2.1], it is presented as hypothetical, as capable of fulfillment, and this 
does not mean that the writer, speaker or hearer might already know that it is not.

Even though one might argue God is already determined to destroy Sodom, or might (on 
theological grounds) suppose God already knows how many righteous are to be found in the city, 
still it is presented as a condition that might be true and therefore capable of fulfillment. As such 
God answers to Abraham who presented the hypothetical case that there might be fifty righteous 
(vs. 24), introduced by the particle אוּלַי "perhaps". 

However, as mentioned by the various lexicons, there are exceptions to the idea that this particle 
denote conditions capable of fulfillment, as is illustrated in the examples [2.2-4].

In [2.2], the number of the offspring of Abraham is illustrated by comparing it to the dust of the 
earth. As no one is capable of numbering the dust, so no one will be able to number your offspring. 
This clearly is a condition that cannot be fulfilled, as no one will be able to count the dust of the 

[2.1] Gen 18:26
וַיּאֹמֶר יְהוָה אִם־אֶמְצָא בִסְדםֹ חֲמִשִּׁים צַדִּיקִם בְּתוֹךְ הָעִיר וְנָשָׂאתִי לְכָל־הַמָּקוֹם בַּעֲבוּרָם׃ 

And the Lord said, "If in Sodom I find fifty righteous in the city, I will spare the whole place 
for their sake."

[2.2] Gen 13:16
וְשַׂמְתִּי אֶת־זַרְעֲךָ כַּעֲפַר הָאָרֶץ אֲשֶׁר אִם־יוּכַל אִישׁ לִמְנוֹת אֶת־עֲפַר הָאָרֶץ גַּם־זַרְעֲךָ יִמָּנֶה׃ 

I will make your seed as the dust of the earth; if one can number the dust of the earth, 
your seed also can be numbered.

[2.3] Num 11:22
אִם אֶת־כָּל־דְּגֵי הַיָּם יֵאָסֵף לָהֶם וּמָצָא לָהֶם׃ 

If all the fish of the sea shall be gathered for them, will enough be found for them?

[2.4] Num 22:18
אִם־יִתֶּן־לִי בָלָק מְלאֹ בֵיתוֹ כֶּסֶף וְזָהָב לאֹ אוּכַל לַעֲברֹ אֶת־פִּי יְהוָה אֱלֹהָי לַעֲשׂוֹת קְטַנָּה אוֹ 

גְדוֹלָה׃ 
If Balak were to give me his house full of silver and gold, I could not go beyond the 
command of the LORD my God to do less or more.
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earth. Still, the hypothetical case is brought forth to state that his offspring will likewise be 
innumerable.

Of examples [2.2] and [2.3] it can be argued that these are not conditional but concessive clauses, 
but as stated in §1.3, concessive clauses are a subclass of conditional clauses. Hebrew does not 
make the distinction between concessive and conditional clauses, and they are only interpreted by 
the reader as concessive. Moreover, the concessive interpretation is not even necessary here. In 
[2.2], Moses wonders how he can feed the enormous amount of people. But besides the 
concessive interpretation, it could also be translated more in the sense of "(only) if ..., enough will 
be found for them", which is a condition that is not capable of fulfillment.

In [2.3] the concessive interpretation is more clearly from the context, since Bileam reacts to the 
servants of Balak who came to him with a reward if he would curse Israel. He replies that not even 
with a greater reward, be it as much as everything Balak owns, he would be able to do anything 
else than God commands him. Still it is presented as a condition and it is not likely that Balak 
would give up all that he has to curse Israel.

The particle is also used in oaths, and as stated in the introduction, its meaning seems reversed, 
as in example [2.5].

However, as can be seen from the full version of an oath in 1Sam 3:17 and 2King 6:13, where the 
apodosis "May God do so to you and more" is added, it is incorrect to state that the meaning is 
reversed. The curse in most oaths in Hebrew are left out. The fact that due to ellipsis many 
translations reverse the condition before the curse in an opposite affirmative statement to make it 
understandable, says nothing about the meaning or function of the particle in Hebrew, and 
considering the full expression of the oath, it functions as in other conditions with אִם. However, it 
could be argued that the curse is left out so consistently, that the oath has developed into its own 
clause type. 

In some cases, the particle is used to give several conditions, mostly translated "whether... or...", 
as in example [2.6]

[2.5] Gen 21:23
וְעַתָּה הִשָּׁבְעָה לִּי בֵאלֹהִים הֵנָּה אִם־תִּשְׁקרֹ לִי וּלְנִינִי וּלְנֶכְדִּי 

Literally:
And now, swear to me here by God: if you deal falsely with me or my descendants or my 
posterity
ESV:
Now therefore swear to me here by God that you will not deal falsely with me or with my 
descendants or with my posterity

[2.5] Exo 19:13
לאֹ־תִגַּע בּוֹ יָד כִּי־סָקוֹל יִסָּקֵל אוֹ־יָרהֹ יִיָּרֶה אִם־בְּהֵמָה אִם־אִישׁ לאֹ יִחְיֶה 

No hand shall touch him, for stoned he shall be or shot; whether beast or man, he shall 
not live.
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This use might be called disjunctive since it is translated with "or", but the function of אִם here is not 
to disjunct man and beast, but to indicate that both are conditions to which the consequence is that 
they shall not live. Hence, also in this and similar occurrences, the particle functions as in other 
conditional sentences. 

A related use of the particle is found in questions. Often the particle occurs when a second 
question is introduced, after the first being introduced by the interrogative particle ֲה, as in example 
[2.6] and [2.7].

In these examples, many translations render the particle as "or". For [2.6] it can be argued that the 
conjunction ְו before the particle is what carries the disjunctive force, but it is absent in [2.7] and 
[2.8]. Although it is clear that אִם here functions as an alternative to ֲה to introduce the second 
question, example [2.8] shows it can also be introduced by the normal interrogative particle. This 
raises the question whether this variance is pure stylistic or also has a difference in semantics. If 
we take אִם to have the function that fits all occurrences discussed so far, that of a hypothetical 
particle, it is not hard to see how it can be used for questions. Since a question asks whether a 
hypothetical case is true, the interrogative particle is related in function to אִם, but is more specific. 
Therefore, אִם can be used to introduce questions and hypothetical thoughts, as in the examples 
above. This suggests that the use of the particle to introduce questions after other questions 
introduced by ֲה is mainly stylistic. This is confirmed in example [2.8], where the two pairs "strong 
or weak" and "few or many" are clear parallels but use different particles. The fact that many 
translators render the particle as "or" is inconclusive, since English prefers the use of a connective 
or disjunctive particle, while in Hebrew it is left out more often. 

Lastly, the particle is also used in sentences that seem to be temporal rather than conditional, and 
is rendered in many translations as "when" or "whenever", as in example [2.9] and [2.10].

[2.6] Gen 17:17
וַיִּפֹּל אַבְרָהָם עַל־פָּנָיו וַיִּצְחָק וַיּאֹמֶר בְּלִבּוֹ הַלְּבֶן מֵאָה־שָׁנָה יִוָּלֵד וְאִם־שָׂרָה הֲבַת־תִּשְׁעִים שָׁנָה 

תֵּלֵד׃ 
Then Abraham fell on his face and laughed and said in his heart, “Shall a child be born to 
someone who is a hundred years old? Shall Sarah, who is ninety years old, bear?”

[2.7] Gen 37:8
וַיּאֹמְרוּ לוֹ אֶחָיו הֲמָלֹךְ תִּמְלֹךְ עָלֵינוּ אִם־מָשׁוֹל תִּמְשׁלֹ בָּנוּ 

His brothers said to him, “Will you indeed be king over us? Or are you indeed to rule over 
us?”

[2.8] Num 13:8
וּרְאִיתֶם אֶת־הָאָרֶץ מַה־הִוא וְאֶת־הָעָם הַיּשֵֹׁב עָלֶיהָ הֶחָזָק הוּא הֲרָפֶה הַמְעַט הוּא אִם־רָב׃ 

And see how the land is, and the people who dwell in it. Are they strong or Weak? Are 
they few or many?

[2.9] Gen 38:9
וַיֵּדַע אוֹנָן כִּי לּאֹ לוֹ יִהְיֶה הַזָּרַע וְהָיָה אִם־בָּא אֶל־אֵשֶׁת אָחִיו וְשִׁחֵת אַרְצָה לְבִלְתִּי נְתָן־זֶרַע 

לְאָחִיו׃ 
And Onan knew that the offspring would not be his. And whenever he went in to his 
brother’s wife he would destroy it on the ground, so as not to give offspring to his brother.
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Both verses, besides others that are said to be temporal, have the same structure: directly before 
or after the conditional particle there is an instance of the verb 'to be', a verb that is used often to 
start temporal sentences. Therefore it is clear that not the particle but the verb brings in the 
temporal nuance. But if conditional sentences can be build with just the verbal form, what is the 
function of the particle? Both examples are still structured as a conditional sentence, with a 
protasis and an apodosis. For the condition in the present/future example in [2.10], this is clear, but 
for [2.10] where the sentence is in narrative, it could be argued that it is not hypothetical, but 
presented as something that has happened. However, it is not impossible to speak hypothetically 
of the past. In this temporal construction, it is hypothetical because it is unknown exactly when this 
occurred and how often. It is simply stated conditionally that if it occurred, then he would waste the 
semen on the ground, which is still a proper hypothetical case and a proper conditional.

2.1.3 Semantics in conditional sentences
The main problem with the analysis in the various lexicons, is that they focus too much on 
providing glosses of the particle, and pay less attention to its general function in contrast to its uses 
in certain context. In many of the examples above it was clear that although in English we had to 
translate the particle אִם as "or", "when" or "certainly not", this did not mean that the particle had 
that meaning or function in Hebrew. Unfortunately, no clear distinction is made between semantics 
and pragmatics, between general function in Hebrew and its translation in English in a certain 
context.  As discussed in the introduction and stated by Aejmelaeus (1986) and Jenni (1992), we 3

should look for a basic function that can account for the many contextual meanings in Hebrew. 

Therefore, as is also clear from all the examples analyzed in the previous chapter, the particle אִם 
is best described, not as the conditional particle, not with a series of glosses, but as the particle 
that functions by making a clause hypothetical. As was clear from the examples [2.6-8], the particle 
can be used outside of conditional constructions. Because one of the main characteristics of 
conditional clauses is that they are hypothetical (see §1.3), this is the particle of choice for 
introducing the protasis. As was clear from the examples [2.2-4], the particle is not only used for 
conditions capable of fulfillment. Since the function is more basic than that, just denoting a 
hypothetical clause, it must be derived from other factors whether a condition is realizable or not. 

2.1.4 In combinations
Now that we have defined the primary function of the particle, we will look at some last examples, 
where it occurs in conditional clauses in combination with other particles. Combinations with the 
particle כִּי will be discussed in §2.3. 

[2.10] Num 36:4
וְאִם־יִהְיֶה הַיּבֵֹל לִבְנֵי יִשְׂרָאֵל וְנוֹסְפָה נַחֲלָתָן עַל נַחֲלַת הַמַּטֶּה אֲשֶׁר תִּהְיֶינָה לָהֶם וּמִנַּחֲלַת מַטֵּה 

אֲבתֵֹינוּ יִגָּרַע נַחֲלָתָן׃ 
And whenever the jubilee of the sons of Israel comes, then their possession will be 
added to the possession of the tribe into which they marry, and their possession will be 
taken from the possession of the tribe of our fathers.

 Campbell (2015: p. 87) and Lee (2003: pp. 177-185) note this problem for Greek lexicography also. All 3

standard works solely provide glosses for words, only the latest  lexicon in New Testament studies, BGAT, 
and Louw and Nida provide definitions of most of the words.
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In [2.11], אִם is combined with the particle רַק. According to HALOT, this particle comes from a root 
 which means "fine, small", and with its derived meaning "in a small way", its function is ,רקק or רק
to limit, most often translated as "only". Before the verse in [2.11], it is stated that when the 
Israelites will release what they have lent to a fellow Israelite every seven years, there will be no 
poor among the Israelites because God will bless them. Then, in our example, by using also the 
particle רַק, this promise is limited by the condition that follows, introduced by אִם. As such, the 
combination of particles allows the order of conditional construction to be reversed. This can also 
be done without רַק, but then the connection is far less stressed. Likewise, רַק excludes the 
possibility that the consequence happens without the condition being fulfilled. 

In [2.12], אִם is combined with the interrogative particle. This seems redundant, since from example 
[2.6-8] we have learned that אִם can be used instead of the interrogative particle to introduce 
questions. However, the negated combination, הֲלוֹא אִם, also occurs in Biblical Hebrew, in 2Kings 
20:19, and from that context it seems likely that we should translate this with the ESV as "Why 
not ..?", or as BDB suggests "Is it not (good), if". For our example in [2.12] this suggest that the 
interrogative particle should be translated as "Why" or "Is it (good) ...?", what fits the context. 

In [2.13], אִם is combined with עַד, "until", to form what could be called a temporal condition, and 
has the meaning "until (the moment) that/when". In this construction, in which the order of protasis 
and apodosis is again reversed, the action described in the apodosis is not the consequence that 
happens once the condition is met, but takes place until it is met. So again, by this combination, a 
different type of conditional clause is formed. 

 לוּלֵי and לוּ 2.2
This particle is commonly described as introducing unrealizable conditions. However, again there 
are exceptions where realizable conditions are found. Also, the particle is used in clauses that do 
not seem to be conditional, or are better described as wishes and fears. It occurs a total of nine 
times in the Pentateuch, of which only four are clear conditional clauses. In the remaining 
occurrences, the particle appears to have a different function, as will be discussed in the next 
section. The negative counterpart occurs three times, and all are conditional clauses.

[2.11] Deut 15:5
רַק אִם־שָׁמוֹעַ תִּשְׁמַע בְּקוֹל יְהוָה אֱלֹהֶיךָ לִשְׁמֹר לַעֲשׂוֹת אֶת־כָּל־הַמִּצְוָה הַזּאֹת אֲשֶׁר אָנֹכִי מְצַוְּךָ 

הַיּוֹם׃ 
... only if you will strictly obey to the voice of the LORD your God, guarding to do all this 
commandment that I command you today.

[2.12] Num 17:28
כּלֹ הַקָּרֵב הַקָּרֵב אֶל־מִשְׁכַּן יְהוָה יָמוּת הַאִם תַּמְנוּ לִגְוֹעַ׃ 

Everyone who comes near - who comes near to the tabernacle of the LORD - shall die. 
Is it (good), if we all perish?

[2.13] Gen 24:19
וַתְּכַל לְהַשְׁקתֹוֹ וַתּאֹמֶר גַּם לִגְמַלֶּיךָ אֶשְׁאָב עַד אִם־כִּלּוּ לִשְׁתֹּת׃ 

When she had finished giving him a drink, she said, “I will draw water for your camels 
also, until they have finished drinking.”
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2.2.1 In scholarly literature
This particle, called a 'wish particle' in the lexicon of Gesenius, is related to l in Ugaritic, lū in 
Akkadian and ּלו in Old Aramaic. The particle לוּלֵי is the negation of ּלו, and only occurs in negative 
wishes.  BDB gives two basic uses and glosses of the particle; to indicate a case that is not 4

realized in the past or not likely to realize in the future. HALOT adds to this the use of the particle 
as assertive or affirmative. Similar uses are given in the grammars by GKC, JM and WO.  

Both Nötscher (1953) and Whitley (1975) connect the particle to the emphatic lamed found in 
Ugaritic and Akkadian, where it likewise expresses wishes and affirmation, and they state also that 
some of the seemingly assertive uses of ֹלא should be revocalized as ּלו. Of this emphatic lamed, 
Tropper (§85.8) states that the assumption that the two different uses, wishes and affirmation, go 
back on different forms, cannot be justified. Moreover, the expression of wishes in Ugaritic with l, 
the so called 'precative use', would be no more than affirmation, while the verbal form expresses 
the nuance of a wish. An assumption like this was made by Huehnergard (1983), who states that in 
Proto-Semitic, a hypothetical particle *lū/law and an asseverative proclitic particle *la existed. He 
expresses doubt whether ּלו is used as an assertive particle in Hebrew, and states that the only 
good candidate of assertive ּלו can be found in Gen 50:15, but could also be explained as a plain 
conditional. He then states that the particle in Proto-Semitic had most likely three basic uses: 
optative, introducing unreal conditions and concessive, but the basic meaning would be best 
described as denoting hypothetical statements, "contrary to facts". 

2.2.2 Occurrences in the Pentateuch
To get a better understanding of the uses of the Hebrew particle, we will take a look at some 
examples. 

The meaning most commonly given to this particle is that of introducing unrealized or unrealizable 
conditions. However, only few of the nine occurrences of ּלו in the Pentateuch fit this description, as 
only two have an apodosis and are clearly unrealizable, one of them being example [2.15].

Bileam wants to slay his disobedient donkey, but he is unable since he has no sword. At that exact 
moment, the condition was indeed unrealizable. Four other occurrences are labeled unrealizable, 
but have no apodosis, like examples [2.16,17].

[2.15] Num 22:29
לוּ יֶשׁ־חֶרֶב בְּיָדִי כִּי עַתָּה הֲרַגְתִּיךְ 

If only there was a sword in my hand, so that I would kill you now!

[2.16] Num 14:2
וַיִּלֹּנוּ עַל־מֹשֶׁה וְעַל־אַהֲרןֹ כּלֹ בְּנֵי יִשְׂרָאֵל וַיּאֹמְרוּ אֲלֵהֶם כָּל־הָעֵדָה לוּ־מַתְנוּ בְּאֶרֶץ מִצְרַיִם אוֹ 

בַּמִּדְבָּר הַזֶּה לוּ־מָתְנוּ׃ 
And all the people of Israel murmured against Moses and Aaron. The whole assembly 
said to them, “If only we had died in the land of Egypt! Or if only we had died in this 
wilderness!”

 The occurrence in Psa 27:13 could be a case of affirmation according to HALOT, but it adds that the 4

Masoretes marked the word for deletion, and it is absent from most of the old versions.
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In Num 14, after the 12 who spied the land of the Canaanites returned and told how strong the 
inhabitants where, the people uttered an unrealizable wish. In Gen 17, after God made clear that 
the promise of offspring was to be fulfilled not in Ishmael but in a son that will be born to Sarah, 
Abraham wonders how it is possible, since he is a hundred years old, and utters the wish that 
Ishmael would take the place in the promise. Of both examples, it could be argued that they are 
conditions with the apodosis left out, since from the context the reason for the utterance is clear. 
Wishes are hypothetical, just as conditions, but they lack a consequence. As such, both examples 
are better described as wishes, since the clauses are not presented as a condition and it is not 
clear that a condition is intended. In these cases, the particle functions to indicate that the wishes 
are hypothetical and contrary to the known facts.

The particle is also used in conditions or clauses that are not unrealizable, as in example [2.18].

After their father died, the brothers of Joseph fear that he will return their evil, since they sold him 
as a slave to Egypt. Here the particle is used in a clause that is not unrealizable but possible and 
even likely in the perception of the brothers. HALOT and Nötscher (1953) analyze this and other 
verses with the particle in light of the emphatic lamed, and state that it can be used affirmative, as 
also in example [2.19].

Although an alternative interpretation is possible, it is not necessary. As Huehnergard (1983: 571) 
notes, [2.18] can be translated as a conditional statement: "If Joseph is hostile to us, then he shall 
return ...". Since he calls that verse "the only likely candidate for assertive lū in Biblical Hebrew", he 
interprets example [2.19] different, but does not give an alternative interpretation. GCK §109b 
interprets it as a wish: "I would it might be...", although in §151e it states that the example is rather 
concessive, equivalent to "let it be so". JM §162c expresses doubt about the passage, since it 
would be the only example of a jussive after ּלו or אִם. Muraoka (1985: 116) on the other hand 
remarks that "the optative meaning of the particle coupled with the jussive is unmistakable and this 
example ... reminds us of the Akkadian precative which also prefixed lū ".  

Although a wish as "may it be as you said" fits here, this could be expressed by the jussive alone, 
and the function of the particle remains unclear. As discussed above, Huehnergard (1983) states 
that the particle is best described as denoting hypothetical statements, "contrary to facts". This 
leads to the interpretation referred to by GKC, that contrary to what might be expected from the 

[2.17] Gen 17:18
וַיּאֹמֶר אַבְרָהָם אֶל־הָאֱלֹהִים לוּ יִשְׁמָעֵאל יִחְיֶה לְפָנֶיךָ׃ 

And Abraham said to God, “If only Ishmael might live before you!”

[2.18] Gen 50:15
 וַיִּרְאוּ אֲחֵי־יוֹסֵף כִּי־מֵת אֲבִיהֶם וַיּאֹמְרוּ לוּ יִשְׂטְמֵנוּ יוֹסֵף וְהָשֵׁב יָשִׁיב לָנוּ אֵת כָּל־הָרָעָה אֲשֶׁר 

גָּמַלְנוּ אֹתוֹ׃ 
When Joseph’s brothers saw that their father was dead, they said, “It may be that Joseph 
will be hostile to us and return to us all the evil that we did to him.”

[2.19] Gen 30:34
וַיּאֹמֶר לָבָן הֵן לוּ יְהִי כִדְבָרֶךָ׃ 

Laban said, “Behold! Let it be as you have said.”
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facts and the tension between the two, he makes a concession and accepts what Jacob proposes. 
With a similar interpretation, there is no need to translate [2.18] as a condition, since there too the 
hypothetical case of Joseph revenge is contrary to what might be expected based on the provided 
facts. Up until that time, Joseph showed no hostility towards his brothers.

Other explanations for [2.19] include the possibility that this is indeed the only assertive use found 
in the Hebrew Bible, and that it is the proclitic emphatic lamed as found in Ugaritic, but in later 
times wrongly vocalized as the particle ּלו. Lastly, it might also be a stylistic feature, to make Laban 
sound foreign. 

2.2.3 Semantics in conditional sentences
As is clear from the examples analyzed above, the description of the particle as merely denoting 
unrealizable conditions is to narrow. The function of the particle in all these examples is, as 
Huehnergard (1983) states, best described as denoting hypothetical statements, contrary to facts. 
When combined with a past reference, this makes it the particle of choice to express unrealizable 
conditions or wishes, since what was not wished has already happened. With present and future 
reference, the particle can be used to express hypothetical cases that might be different than what 
otherwise could be expected based on the provided facts.

2.2.4 In combinations
The particles also occur in combination with כִּי, and these combinations will be discussed in §2.3. 

 כִּי 2.3
Besides אִם and ּלו, the particle כִּי is often mentioned as a conditional particle. But what the 
difference in meaning is when an author can choose between אִם and כִּי, is not immediately clear. 
Also, it is not always clear whether the particle is used to introduce the protasis, since in Hebrew it 
is hard to make a clear distinction between conditional, temporal and causal clauses, as will be 
made clear below. 

2.3.1 In scholarly literature
The particle has a wide range of uses, as is displayed in the various lexicons. HALOT and 
Gesenius divide the occurrences between demonstrative and conjunctive uses, having a wide 
range of glosses. For demonstrative use, they give glosses like "yeah" in emphatic use, "verily, 
indeed" in positive oath clauses, "on the contrary" following a negative clause, and for conjunctive 
use they give glosses like "because" and "for" in causal clauses, "that" after verbs of seeing, 
hearing, saying etc., "when" or "if" in conditional and temporal clauses, "although" in concessive 
clauses and "as" in modal cases. BDB divides the occurrences between three main glosses: "that", 
"when" for time relates expressions and "because, since". If כִּי has a force that approaches אִם, it 
states that "it usually represents a case as more likely to occur than אִם". Also, when both particles 
are used in the same text, it states that כִּי is used to present a case more broadly, followed by 
specifications introduced by אִם, which is similarly stated by HALOT. Both lexicons also give 
counterexamples to this rule. JM (§164b, 165a, 167 s) adds that the emphatic use of כִּי is also 
found in the apodosis of conditional sentences, to affirm the consequence if the condition is met, or 
in curses, to affirm the curse. 
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This broad use is also found with its cognates in related languages. The particle kī in Akkadian 
can, according to CDA, be used as the preposition "like", the adverb "how?" or the particle "when" 
or "if" in conditional or temporal sentences, or "that" after verbs of knowing, saying and swearing. 
The Ugaritic particle k or ky has, according to Tropper (§84), uses in temporal or conditional 
clauses ("when, if"), modal clauses, causal causes ("because"), in letters ("about the case") and 
after verbs of saying, knowing etc., and consecutive clauses ("that"). Gordon (§9.17, 13.51, 
19.1184) adds to this the uses of k as an emphatic particle or as a relative ("which, that").

Aejmelaeus (1986) attempts to account for the "exceptionally wide range of usage in the most 
varied contexts and functions" of the particle, by formulating rules when it is used in which function. 
She stresses that, when discussing particles, "one ought not to speak of its various 'meanings,' but 
merely of its various 'functions.'". The main function of כִּי is to join two clauses together as a 
conjunction. She then divides the occurrences of כִּי between occurrences introducing clauses that 
precede the main clause, and occurrences introducing clauses that follow the main clause. When 
the clause precedes the main clause, they are normally interpreted as conditional, temporal or 
causal clauses. However, since Hebrew does not distinguish between them, Aejmelaeus suggests 
to call these clauses circumstantial כִּי clauses. After the main clause, כִּי is mainly used to introduce 
causal clauses, in the broad sense, including cause, reason, explanation and motivation. The other 
functions attributed to כִּי - introducing clauses after the main clause, as can be found after verbs of 
saying, knowing etc., after a negative clause or introducing other object and subject clauses - she 
groups together as conjunctive, simply connecting two related clauses. Of the emphatic function of 
 she states that this interpretation is caused by the language of the interpreters, who seek to deal כִּי
with the seemingly superfluous particles, and suggests that these occurrences too are to be 
interpreted as causal in the broad sense. Of the concessive function, she states that none of the 
concessive examples is undisputed and all can be reinterpreted as causal. 

2.3.2 Occurrences in the Pentateuch
To get a better understanding of the uses of the particle in conditional sentences, we will take a 
look at some examples.

Especially in the law, the particle is used often to introduce the conditional clause describing the 
offense or case, after which the punishment of consequence follows. In examples [2.20,21] below 
two ordinary conditional sentences are given with כִּי. 
[2.20] Exo 21:37

כִּי יִגְנֹב־אִישׁ שׁוֹר אוֹ־שֶׂה וּטְבָחוֹ אוֹ מְכָרוֹ חֲמִשָּׁה בָקָר יְשַׁלֵּם תַּחַת הַשּׁוֹר וְאַרְבַּע־צאֹן תַּחַת 
הַשֶּׂה׃ 

If a man steals an ox or a sheep, and slaughters it or sells it, he shall repay five from the 
cattle for an ox, and four from the flock for a sheep.

[2.21] Exo 1:10
הָבָה נִתְחַכְּמָה לוֹ פֶּן־יִרְבֶּה וְהָיָה כִּי־תִקְרֶאנָה מִלְחָמָה וְנוֹסַף גַּם־הוּא עַל־שׂנְֹאֵינוּ וְנִלְחַם־בָּנוּ וְעָלָה 

מִן־הָאָרֶץ׃ 
Come, let us deal wisely with them, lest they grow, and it will happen, if war breaks out, 
they will be added to our enemies and fight against us and go up from the land.” 
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Indeed, both examples can be analyzed as proper conditional sentences with a hypothetical 
protasis and an apodosis. At the same time, both could be interpreted as temporal clauses, and 
this interpretation is even suggested in [2.21] by the preceding וְהָיָה. In the introduction we 
concluded that conditional clauses are hypothetical, but in these examples, the clauses are not 
clearly marked as hypothetical, and can therefore be interpreted otherwise. In example [2.22] 
another frequent construction is found, where the subject is fronted before the particle, according 
to BDB for distinctiveness and emphasis. In other instances, as in example [2.23], it can be argued 
that what is normally translated as a condition, rather seems to be a statement. 

Although several translations render כִּי כָּל as "for if anyone", the Hebrew formulates it more as a 
statement, saying "for all who". In the כִּי clause, the group is defined for whom the main clause is 
valid. Even though a condition is suggested by this, since the clause is not clearly marked to be 
hypothetical, it is not expressed as a condition in the Hebrew. 

In several texts, both כִּי and אִם are used. For example, after the case of theft followed by 
slaughter or reselling is described in [2.20], the verses after it give variations on the outcome of the 
theft, to state what should happen if the thief is caught and killed, or if the stolen beasts are found 
in his possession. This clearly demonstrates the use of כִּי to introduce a circumstantial clause, to 
paint the general case where several possible outcomes have different consequences. BDB 
describes this phenomena as the particle used "to state a principle broadly, after which special 
cases are introduced by אִם", but also points to counterexamples, such as [2.24]. 

[2.22] Num 5:6,7
דַּבֵּר אֶל־בְּנֵי יִשְׂרָאֵל אִישׁ אוֹ־אִשָּׁה כִּי יַעֲשׂוּ מִכָּל־חַטּאֹת הָאָדָם לִמְעלֹ מַעַל בַּיהוָה וְאָשְׁמָה הַנֶּפֶשׁ 

הַהִוא׃ 7 וְהִתְוַדּוּ אֶת־חַטָּאתָם אֲשֶׁר עָשׂוּ וְהֵשִׁיב אֶת־אֲשָׁמוֹ בְּראֹשׁוֹ וַחֲמִישִׁתוֹ יסֵֹף עָלָיו וְנָתַן 
לַאֲשֶׁר אָשַׁם לוֹ׃ 

Speak to the people of Israel: "If a man or woman commits any of all the sins of man by 
being disloyal with the LORD, and that soul is guilty, he shall confess his sin that he has 
done. And he shall return full restitution for his guilt, adding a fifth to it and giving it to him 
to whom he is guilty."

[2.23] Gen 30:34
שִׁבְעַת יָמִים מַצּוֹת תּאֹכֵלוּ אַךְ בַּיּוֹם הָרִאשׁוֹן תַּשְׁבִּיתוּ שְּׂאֹר מִבָּתֵּיכֶם כִּי כָּל־אֹכֵל חָמֵץ וְנִכְרְתָה 

הַנֶּפֶשׁ הַהִוא מִיִּשְׂרָאֵל מִיּוֹם הָרִאשׁןֹ עַד־יוֹם הַשְּׁבִעִי׃ 
Seven days you shall eat unleavened bread. In the first day you shall make leavened 
dough absent from your houses, for all who eats what is leavened, from the first day until 
the seventh day, that soul shall be cut off from Israel. 

[2.24] Num 5:19,20
 וְהִשְׁבִּיעַ אֹתָהּ הַכּהֵֹן וְאָמַר אֶל־הָאִשָּׁה אִם־לאֹ שָׁכַב אִישׁ אֹתָךְ וְאִם־לאֹ שָׂטִית טֻמְאָה תַּחַת 

אִישֵׁךְ הִנָּקִי מִמֵּי הַמָּרִים הַמְאָרֲרִים הָאֵלֶּה׃ וְאַתְּ כִּי שָׂטִית תַּחַת אִישֵׁךְ וְכִי נִטְמֵאת וַיִּתֵּן אִישׁ בָּךְ 
אֶת־שְׁכָבְתּוֹ מִבַּלְעֲדֵי אִישֵׁךְ׃ 

And the priest shall make her take an oath and say to the woman, ‘If no man has laid 
down with you, and if you have not turned aside to uncleanness, being under your 
husband, be free from this water of bitterness that brings the curse. But if you have gone 
astray, being your husband, and if you have defiled yourself, and some man other than 
your husband has lain with you ...
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Here two parallel conditions are given, the first introduced by the particle אִם, the second by כִּי. The 
only differences between these are that the first is negative and the second not, and that the 
apodosis of the second is much longer. It is not uncommon to negate a conditional or 
circumstantial כִּי clause, so the explanation might be that because of the considerable length of the 
apodosis, a circumstantial clause followed by a longer expansion is preferred. BDB also points to 
parallel laws in Exo 21:5 and Deut 15:16. The first is structured as expected, with the case 
introduced by כִּי followed by alternative situations introduced by אִם, while the second only uses כִּי. 
However, since both particles can be used to introduce conditions, this is no direct counterexample 
but shows that a writer can prefer to use only one particle in a text. 

The particle is also used to introduce the apodosis, as in example and [2.15] above and [2.25,26].

In [2.25], both the protasis and the apodosis are introduced by כִּי. According to BDB, HALOT and 
Gesenius, this is part of the deictic and emphatic function of the particle, while Aejmelaeus (1986) 
states that in these sentences the particle introduces a cause clause, making it a statement instead 
of a condition. Some of the text cited as examples for the emphatic usage can indeed simply be 
explained differently. For example, in [2.15], the apodosis might give the cause rather than the 
consequence of the wish uttered by Bileam: "for I would slay you now". As BDB notes, sometimes 
multiple arguments are given, all introduced by כִּי. If this is the case in [2.25], it should be 
translated as "... lest they sin against me by serving their Gods, for it will be a snare to you". 
Likewise, [2.26] should be translated as "If God ... had not been on my side! For now you would 
have ...". 

2.3.3 Semantics in conditional sentences
As Aejmelaeus (1986) noted, it was clear from the examples that when כִּי is used in the protasis, it 
is used to introduce not only conditional, but also temporal and causal clauses. It is often 
disputable which of these interpretations is correct. Therefore, the particle is better described as 
introducing circumstantial clauses when it is used before the main clause. Hebrew does not make 
a distinction between the clause types introduced by this particle, while this distinction is necessary 
in English. Therefore, like the previous particles discussed so far, כִּי is not a conditional particle, 
but its general function can be used in contexts that suggest a condition. 

This function makes it suitable to introduce cases in the law, where the hypothetical particle אִם 
provides alternatives to this general case. BDB states that conditions formulated with כִּי are more 
likely to occur than those introduced by אִם, and this can be explained by the fact that it is often 
hard to decide between a temporal and a conditional interpretation of a clause, because the clause 

[2.25] Exo 23:33
לאֹ יֵשְׁבוּ בְּאַרְצְךָ פֶּן־יַחֲטִיאוּ אֹתְךָ לִי כִּי תַעֲבדֹ אֶת־אֱלֹהֵיהֶם כִּי־יִהְיֶה לְךָ לְמוֹקֵשׁ׃ 

They shall not dwell in your land, lest they make you sin against me; for if you serve their 
gods, it will be a snare to you.

[2.26] Gen 31:42
לוּלֵי אֱלֹהֵי אָבִי אֱלֹהֵי אַבְרָהָם וּפַחַד יִצְחָק הָיָה לִי כִּי עַתָּה רֵיקָם שִׁלַּחְתָּנִי אֶת־עָנְיִי וְאֶת־יַגִיעַ כַּפַּי 
If the God of my father, the God of Abraham and the Fear of Isaac, had not been on my 
side, then now you would have sent me away empty-handed.
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is not clearly hypothetical. Where the particle is used after the main clause, it is perhaps best 
described as introducing a cause clause in the broad sense, as Aejmelaeus (1986) does, but the 
data in the Pentateuch is not sufficient to make a clear analysis of these cases. This description 
makes the usage of the particle uniform, always introducing a subordinated clause. 

2.3.4 In combinations
Now that we have analyzed the primary function of the particle, we will take a look at some last 
examples, where it occurs in conditional clauses in combination with other particles.

One of the more frequent combinations, כִּי־אִם, even has a separate entry in most lexicons. 
HALOT, BDB and Gesenius all divide the occurrences of the combination between the verses 
where each particle introduces a different clause and the verses where both introduce the same 
clause, and the combination functions as a single particle. To this last category, HALOT gives 
glosses like emphasizing "but", "surely" in an oath, and after a negative "but", "except" or "unless". 
BDB states that the function of the combination is to limit or contradict the preceding clause. 

In [2.27] both particles function independently, since כִּי introduces the protasis and apodosis, as 
subordinated clause to the preceding clause, while אִם introduces the protasis. The function we 
assigned to both is still clearly visible here. Example [2.28,29] are examples that HALOT places in 
the other category, where both particles form a new particle and introduce the same clause. For 
[2.28] this interpretation is not necessary, and the particles are better analyzed as functioning 
independently, but this is less clear for [2.29], where the verse is contrastive to the previous, since 
it is a reaction to Bileam's statement that the dwelling places of the Kenite seem to be strong and 
everlasting. This use as a particle of exception is most frequent after a negative clause, as in 
example [2.30]. 

[2.27] Exo 8:17
כִּי אִם־אֵינְךָ מְשַׁלֵּחַ אֶת־עַמִּי הִנְנִי מַשְׁלִיחַ בְּךָ וּבַעֲבָדֶיךָ וּבְעַמְּךָ וּבְבָתֶּיךָ 

For, if you will not let my people go, behold, I will send swarms of flies on you and your 
servants and your people, and into your houses.

[2.28] Gen 40:14
כִּי אִם־זְכַרְתַּנִי אִתְּךָ כַּאֲשֶׁר יִיטַב לָךְ וְעָשִׂיתָ־נָּא עִמָּדִי חָסֶד וְהִזְכַּרְתַּנִי אֶל־פַּרְעהֹ וְהוֹצֵאתַנִי 

מִן־הַבַּיִת הַזֶּה׃ 
Then, if you remember me, when it is well with you, please do me the kindness to 
mention me to Pharaoh, and get me out of this house.

[2.29] Num 24:22
כִּי אִם־יִהְיֶה לְבָעֵר קָיִן עַד־מָה אַשּׁוּר תִּשְׁבֶּךָּ׃ 

Nevertheless, Kain shall be grazed, when Asshur takes you away captive

[2.30] Gen 15:4
וְהִנֵּה דְבַר־יְהוָה אֵלָיו לֵאמֹר לאֹ יִירָשְׁךָ זֶה כִּי־אִם אֲשֶׁר יֵצֵא מִמֵּעֶיךָ הוּא יִירָשֶׁךָ׃ 

And behold, the word of the LORD came to him: “This man shall not be your heir, but 
who goes out of your entrails, he shall be your heir.”
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The frequent use if this combination shows that it most likely has developed a specialized 
meaning, although it is possible to see how it derived from the two particles, with אִם denoting a 
hypothetical or alternative and כִּי introducing a subordinated clause. 

At last, a similar use, perhaps based on the combination כִּי־אִם, is כִּי לוּלֵא in example [2.31]. 

 הֵן and הִנֵּה 2.4
In several passages the interjective particles seem to introduce conditional clauses. For הֵן, this 
use is generally attributed to Aramaic influence, but this is not the case for הִנֵּה. Whether the 
particles have their normal interjective use in these clauses or this represents a new function 
derived from this function or even Aramaic will be analyzed below. 

2.4.1 In scholarly literature
To both הֵן and the longer version הִנֵּה HALOT, Gesenius and BDB give the basic gloss "behold!". 
These particles, called deictic and interrupting interjections by HALOT, are related to Akkadian 
annū, to see, and calls the attention of the reader or listener to what is being stated. However, both 
particles, according to the main lexicons are also used in conditional sentences with a meaning 
closer to "if". BDB even calls הֵן in these cases a hypothetical particle. For הֵן both BDB and 
HALOT suggest that this use might be due to Aramaic influence, where the particle הֵן is the normal 
conditional particle, as in JM §167l and GK §159w. 

Stec (1987) analyzed the passages where הֵן is said to be used as a conditional particle, and 
divides the occurrences between three types of sentences. In the first type, הֵן introduces and calls 
intention to a clause that is followed by אַף כִּי or אַף to which it is compared to and is literally 
translated as "Behold ..., how much more", which yields a conditional sentence "If ..., how much 
more". However, since this construction does not also occur with אִם, but is found in simialr verses 
that are clearly not conditional, he concludes that the particle here has its normal function and 
could be translated as "behold", and only implies a conditional sentence in some contexts. The 
second type is followed by a clause introduced only by ְו. In these sentences the particle can be 
translated both as "behold" and as "if", but Stec lists two differences with similar sentences that 
use אִם. Where אִם can be followed by perfect, imperfect or participle, supposedly conditional 
occurrences of הֵן are all followed by the imperfect. Additionally, where the apodosis after a clause 
with אִם can be resumed with or without ְו, usually without when the clause begins with ֹלא, of all 
occurrences of an apodosis after a הֵן clause, none starts without ְו, and all but one even begin with 
 ,after which Stec concludes that these represent different syntactic structures. In this type ,וְלאֹ
together with the third, a combination of הֵן and an interrogative, the particle still means "behold", 
but the combination of the two clauses makes up what is to be interpreted as a conditional 
sentence. He therefore rejects the possible Aramaic influence on the use of this particle. 

[2.31] Gen 43:9,10
אָנֹכִי אֶעֶרְבֶנּוּ מִיָּדִי תְּבַקְשֶׁנּוּ אִם־לאֹ הֲבִיאֹתִיו אֵלֶיךָ וְהִצַּגְתִּיו לְפָנֶיךָ וְחָטָאתִי לְךָ כָּל־הַיָּמִים׃ כִּי 

לוּלֵא הִתְמַהְמָהְנוּ כִּי־עַתָּה שַׁבְנוּ זֶה פַעֲמָיִם׃ 
I will be his exchange. From my hand you shall require him. If I do not bring him back to 
you and place him before you, then I have sinned to you for all the days. But, if only we 
had not delayed! For we would now have returned twice.
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2.4.2 Occurrences in the Pentateuch
To get a better understanding of the uses of the particles in conditional sentences, we will take a 
look at some examples, starting with הֵן. Of the 28 occurrences of the particle in the Pentateuch, 
five are labeled by Stec (1987) as potentially conditional. 

All the examples above could be translated as a conditional; [2.32] as "What if they will not...", 
[2.33] as "If we will ..., will they not ...?" and [2.34] as "... year, if we may not ...?". However, as Stec 
(1987) noted, the normal translation "behold" also fits in all occurrences, and the condition is not 
explicitly found in the Hebrew, but is implied. In all examples, with the interjection "behold", the 
speaker calls attention to a hypothetical case in the imperfect that he expects to happen. The case 
is not hypothetical because of the particle הֵן, but because of the irreal yiqtol and the context. 

For the particle הִנֵּה, similar examples are found, as in [2.35,36]. 

Again, both could be translated as conditional sentences, but this does not mean that the particle 
in Hebrew is conditional. But because the particle can be used to call attention to a hypothetical 
case, it can be used to imply a condition.

[2.32] Exo 4:1
וַיַּעַן מֹשֶׁה וַיּאֹמֶר וְהֵן לאֹ־יַאֲמִינוּ לִי וְלאֹ יִשְׁמְעוּ בְּקלִֹי 

Then Moses answered, “But behold, they will not believe me or listen to my voice”

[2.33] Exo 8:22
וַיּאֹמֶר מֹשֶׁה לאֹ נָכוֹן לַעֲשׂוֹת כֵּן כִּי תּוֹעֲבַת מִצְרַיִם נִזְבַּח לַיהוָה אֱלֹהֵינוּ הֵן נִזְבַּח אֶת־תּוֹעֲבַת 

מִצְרַיִם לְעֵינֵיהֶם וְלאֹ יִסְקְלֻנוּ׃ 
And Moses said, “It would not be established to do so, for it is an abomination to the 
Egyptians that we sacrifice to the Lord, our God. Behold, we will sacrifice offerings 
abominable to the Egyptians before their eyes. Will they not stone us?

[2.34] Lev 25:20
וְכִי תאֹמְרוּ מַה־נּאֹכַל בַּשָּׁנָה הַשְּׁבִיעִת הֵן לאֹ נִזְרָע וְלאֹ נֶאֱסףֹ אֶת־תְּבוּאָתֵנוּ׃ 

And when you say, ‘What shall we eat in the seventh year? Behold, we may not sow or 
gather in our crop.’

[2.35] Exo 3:13
וַיּאֹמֶר מֹשֶׁה אֶל־הָאֱלֹהִים הִנֵּה אָנֹכִי בָא אֶל־בְּנֵי יִשְׂרָאֵל וְאָמַרְתִּי לָהֶם אֱלֹהֵי אֲבוֹתֵיכֶם שְׁלָחַנִי 

אֲלֵיכֶם וְאָמְרוּ־לִי מַה־שְּׁמוֹ מָה אֹמַר אֲלֵהֶם׃ 
And Moses said to God, “Behold, I come to the people of Israel and say to them, ‘The 
God of your fathers has sent me to you,’ and they will ask me, ‘What is his name?’ What 
will I say to them?”

[2.36] Lev 13:5
וְרָאָהוּ הַכּהֵֹן בַּיּוֹם הַשְּׁבִיעִי וְהִנֵּה הַנֶּגַע עָמַד בְּעֵינָיו לאֹ־פָשָׂה הַנֶּגַע בָּעוֹר וְהִסְגִּירוֹ הַכּהֵֹן שִׁבְעַת 

יָמִים שֵׁנִית׃ 
And the priest shall look at him on the seventh day, and behold, in his eyes the disease 
stands and the disease has not spread in the skin, and the priest shall shut him up for a 
second seven days.
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2.4.3 Semantics in conditional sentences
From the examples above, it is clear that both particles function as interjections in these verses, 
and the conditional sentence is not found in the Hebrew, only implied, because the interjection can 
be used to call attention to a hypothetical case and its consequence. 

 אֲשֶׁר 2.5
In several verses, where we would expect כִּי or אִם, we find the particle אֲשֶׁר, which normally 
functions as the relative particle. 

2.5.1 In scholarly literature
The function of the relative particle, according to HALOT, is to mark the connection between two 
independent clauses, or, as Gesenius states it, to introduce the subordinate clause. BDB adds to 
this that as a rule, the particle is a mere connecting link, and the precise relation between the 
clauses must be defined by supplemented words. It is most likely related to Akkadian ašar meaning 
"place", which can be used as a relative meaning "the place where", and has the cognate atr in 
Ugaritic. Besides the relative function, אֲשֶׁר is used as a conjunction often instead of the older כִּי, 
as is stated in HALOT, Brockelmann (§159b, 160b) and JM (§167j). In GK (§159cc), this usage is 
again called the 'hypothetical usage'. BDB notes that this usage is similar to the use of the Aramaic 
 is its use to introduce a conditional אֲשֶׁר One of the conjunctive functions that is listed for .דּי
clause, though BDB calls this use rare and peculiar. Often, in parallel clauses, כִּי or אִם is used. 

Holmstedt (2001, 2002: 297-300) proposes a different view that minimizes the amount of 
interpretations given to אֲשֶׁר. The two main function of the particle are its use as the relative 
particle, and to introduce complements to verbs much like the particle כִּי. Al other uses, he argues, 
can be brought back to these two functions, if we also consider the possibility of headless relative 
clauses and extraposition. As he states, conditional and temporal clauses introduced by אֲשֶׁר, often 
translated as "When ...", are actually headless relative clauses, "[on the day], when ...", so that 
"when" is relative to "[day]". Though this reference to a certain day is missing from many passages, 
in parallels such as Deut 4:10,11 it is found. 

2.5.2 Occurrences in the Pentateuch
To get a better understanding of the uses of the relative particle in conditional sentences, we will 
take a look at some examples.
[2.37] Lev 4:22

אֲשֶׁר נָשִׂיא יֶחֱטָא וְעָשָׂה אַחַת מִכָּל־מִצְוֹת יְהוָה אֱלֹהָיו אֲשֶׁר לאֹ־תֵעָשֶׂינָה בִּשְׁגָגָה וְאָשֵׁם׃ 
If a leader sins, doing unintentionally one thing from all the commandments of the Lord 
his God that you shall not do, and realizes his guilt...

[2.38] Num 5:29
זאֹת תּוֹרַת הַקְּנָאֹת אֲשֶׁר תִּשְׂטֶה אִשָּׁה תַּחַת אִישָׁהּ וְנִטְמָאָה׃ 

This is the law of jealousy, when a wife, being under her husband, goes astray and 
becomes unclean...
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From [2.37] and [2.39] it is clear that אֲשֶׁר indeed functions exactly like the particle כִּי in conditional 
clauses, introducing what could be a conditional or temporal sentence. However, in Lev 4, the 
particle functions differently on a syntactic level, where it is used parallel to אִם to introduce 
alternatives to a general case introduced by כִּי. Similarly, in Deut 11:28, the parallel verse for the 
conditional sentence in [2.39], אִם is used. In example [2.38], the sentence could also be temporal 
or conditional, but אֲשֶׁר can be explained as a normal relative, where the particle introduces the 
details of the law. In both [2.37] and [2.38], as Holmstedt proposed, "[In the day]" could be added to 
the front of the clause, so that אֲשֶׁר remains a relative. However, Deut 4:10,11 is the only example 
in the Pentateuch of this construction, and since Holmstedt admits that אֲשֶׁר has other functions in 
common with כִּי, the function of introducing conditional clauses could easily be taken over as well. 

2.5.3 Semantics in conditional sentences
In the lexicons that state that אֲשֶׁר was used sometimes instead of the older כִּי, not only the use in 
conditional sentences overlaps with כִּי, also many other uses. In the examples, it was clear that in 
conditional sentences the particle indeed seems to function as כִּי, introducing temporal or 
conditional clauses. On a syntactic level however, it was used more often parallel אִם. 

 אוֹ 2.6
In several verses, we find conditional sentences introduced be the particle normally translated with 
"or". 

2.6.1 In scholarly literature
This disjunctive, called the "particle of choice" by HALOT, is given the gloss "or" by all mayor 
lexicons. Besides the normal usage, it occurs in combination with כִּי to introduce conditional 
clauses, but not exclusively. BDB states that the meaning of the particle when used without כִּי is 
closer to "or if", making it a conditional particle. 

2.6.2 Occurrences and semantics in conditional sentences
In all occurrences in the Pentateuch without כִּי, the particle is functioning as expected, continuing 
an earlier conditional sentence by presenting an alternative condition. The conditional particle of 
the previous condition is not repeated, but that does not mean the meaning of the particle is closer 
to "(or) if", it just means that in Hebrew the conditional particle can be left out where English might 
require it.  

 וְ 2.7
In some cases, we even find a conditional clause with none of these particles, only the conjunction 
 However, since many meanings are attributed to the conjunctive, we shall analyze the precise .וְ
meaning it attributes to the conditional sentences in the next chapters. 

[2.39] Deut 11:26,27
רְאֵה אָנֹכִי נֹתֵן לִפְנֵיכֶם הַיּוֹם בְּרָכָה וּקְלָלָה׃ אֶת־הַבְּרָכָה אֲשֶׁר תִּשְׁמְעוּ אֶל־מִצְוֹת יְהוָה אֱלֹהֵיכֶם 

אֲשֶׁר אָנֹכִי מְצַוֶּה אֶתְכֶם הַיּוֹם׃ 
See, I am giving before you this day a blessing and a curse: the blessing, if you keep the 
commandments of the LORD your God, which I command you this day...
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2.7.1 In scholarly literature
This conjunctive is the normal connector in Biblical Hebrew and HALOT, BDB and Gesenius give it 
the basic gloss "and". Besides that, HALOT gives many other meanings to this particle, such as 
emphasizing "also, even", inclusive "together with", explanatory "that is", besides "or", "even so", 
"as well as", "but", as the second part of a conditional sentence "then", or continuing action "and 
then". Gesenius and BDB divide the occurrences between cases where they connect words or 
sentences. None of these lexicons mention the use of this particle to introduce a conditional clause 
where the conditional particles are absent.

Even more different meanings are attributed to this conjunctive by Locke (1975), who states:
In the Hebrew Tongue, there is a Particle consisting of but one single Letter, of which there 
are reckoned up, as I remember, seventy, I am sure above fifty several significations.

The many meanings that are given to this conjunctive leads scholars to conclude with Dinur 
(1957):

It is well known that the meanings and senses of the conjunction ְו in the Bible are many and 
varied. 

In reaction to this approach, Steiner (2000) argues that all these different meanings exist in our 
translations, but not in the Hebrew language. For the cases where the conjunctive is supposed to 
mean "but", it is not the connective but the word order that signals the contrast, as is the case with 
the circumstantial "while" meaning. For the meaning "or", he states that it is a misinterpretation of 
the structure of the sentence. The classical example of Lev 20:9 "For anyone who curses his father 
or (ְו) his mother shall surely be put to death", he explains by stating that through ellipsis, the 
structure is not if p or q, then r, but if p, then r and if q, then r. Likewise, most other cases of the 
conjunctive with the meaning "or" occur in negative clauses. Again, he explains this by supposing 
ellipses, so that the structure of these clauses is not p and not q instead of not p or q. For the 
cases where the conjunction introduces the apodosis of conditional clauses, he argues that 
likewise the meaning "then" might not be intended, but again by ellipsis not if p, then q might be 
intended, but if p, then p and q. At last he gives the possibility that the conjunction might not even 
mean "and". In the meanings attributed to the conjunction, in certain cases it seems to have the 
meaning of the logic operator & "and", in others that of ⋀ "or", and in yet others that of → "then", 
but the conjunction might just be the common denominator of these logic operators, meaning that p 
we-q is true whenever p and q are true. Yet in other cases the conjunction seams superfluous and 
has no meaning at all. 

Although this logical approach is interesting, Steiner is inconsistent in his argumentation to state 
that the meanings we attribute to the conjunction are based on our language rather than Hebrew, 
and still maintains the idea that in some cases, because it seems superfluous in our translation, it 
has no meaning. Also, as cited above from Aejmelaeus (1986), we should not look for the general 
meaning of a particle, but for its function. Then the basic function of the connection seems to be 
that it simply connects words and sentences. The other factors, such as word order, other particles 
and lexemes and context, determine whether the two connected sentences are contrastive, 
emphasizing etc.
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2.7.2 Occurrences in the Pentateuch
To get a better understanding of the uses of the conjunctive particle in conditional sentences, we 
will take a look at some examples. The particle is most often used to introduce the apodosis, and 
nearly all qatal forms in the apodosis are preceded by it (the so-called perfect consecutive, see 
§3.1.4), as in example [2.40].

In these cases, the conjunctive particle functions as in non-conditional clauses. In some cases, a 
particle that introduces a conditional clause is missing, and the protasis is only introduced by ְו, as 
in example [2.41,42]. 

In these examples, both protasis and apodosis are introduced by the simple conjunction. Although 
the interpretation as a condition is likely, both examples can be translated as consecutive clauses, 
so that [2.41] is translated as "My numbers are few, and they shall gather ..., and I shall be 
destroyed", and [2.42] as "And you will take this one .., and harm will happen to him, and you will 
bring down ...". The conjunction in Hebrew has as its most basic function to connect words, 
clauses and sentences, and does not specify the nature of the connection. This should be 
determined using the context and other words. The same is true in the examples above: the 
clauses are simply connected, and the hearer or reader of the words must determine whether the 
protasis is hypothetical and the following clause presents the consequence of it. None of these 
nuances is expressed by the conjunctive particle. And as in example [2.43], it is not always clear if 
a conditional sentence is meant.

The sentence in this example that is translated conditional, could likewise be translated as 
temporal or just with a simple future as a statement rather than a condition. In other cases, it 
seems to be an alternative of the condition stated in the previous clause, although it is translated 
often as "(or) if". All these nuances are to be derived from the context.

[2.40] Gen 13:9
אִם־הַשְּׂמאֹל וְאֵימִנָה וְאִם־הַיָּמִין וְאַשְׂמְאִילָה 

If (you take) the left hand, then I will turn to the right, or if (you take) the right hand, then I 
will turn to the left.

[2.41] Gen 34:30
וַאֲנִי מְתֵי מִסְפָּר וְנֶאֶסְפוּ עָלַי וְהִכּוּנִי וְנִשְׁמַדְתִּי אֲנִי וּבֵיתִי 

My numbers are few, and if they gather themselves against me and strike me, I shall be 
destroyed, me and my house.

[2.42] Gen 44:29
וּלְקַחְתֶּם גַּם־אֶת־זֶה מֵעִם פָּנַי וְקָרָהוּ אָסוֹן וְהוֹרַדְתֶּם אֶת־שֵׂיבָתִי בְּרָעָה שְׁאֹלָה׃ 

If you take this one also from before me, and harm happens to him, you will bring down 
my gray hairs in evil to Sheol.’

[2.43] Lev 26:25
וְהֵבֵאתִי עֲלֵיכֶם חֶרֶב נקֶֹמֶת נְקַם־בְּרִית וְנֶאֱסַפְתֶּם אֶל־עָרֵיכֶם וְשִׁלַּחְתִּי דֶבֶר בְּתוֹכְכֶם וְנִתַּתֶּם 

בְּיַד־אוֹיֵב׃ 
And I will bring a sword upon you, executing vengeance for the covenant. And if you 
gather within your cities, I will send pestilence among you, and you shall be given into 
the hand of the enemy. 
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2.7.3 Semantics in conditional sentences
As is clear from the literature and the examples, the particle can be used to connect words, 
clauses and sentences, but the precise relation between the connected elements can be very 
broad and should be derived from the context. As such, the reader or hearer should determine 
whether a hypothetical condition or a consequence is introduced by the particle. This type of 
conditional sentences is less specified than those cases where the hypothetical particles אִם or ּלו 
are used. 
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3. Verbal forms

As mentioned in the introduction, many previously proposed models base their primary distinction 
between possible and impossible conditional clauses on either a combination of particles and 
verbal forms being used, or verbal forms alone. GKC uses verbs to divide the conditional clauses 
in two categories, while Spradlin (1991: 144,145) even proposes 26 categories. However, again 
there are many exceptions to these models and conditional clauses can be found with no verbal 
forms at all. To get a better understanding of the semantics and functions of the verbal forms in 
conditional clauses, we will first have a look at the Biblical Hebrew verbal system as a whole and 
how the different forms can express tense, aspect and modality.

As stated before, the problem with models that rely on verbal forms for their distinction, is that their 
theories of the Biblical Hebrew verbal system (hereafter: BHVS) are not up to date. To properly 
analyze the verbal forms in conditional clauses, we therefore need to develop a modern view of the 
BHVS. First, in chapter 3.1 an overview of the most important models that previously where 
proposed in scholarly literature, because the variety of different models shows all the nuances that 
are associated with the verbal forms that should be taken into account. This is followed by a 
modern description of the BHVS, mainly based on Cook (2012), that is used in chapter 3.2 to 
analyze how the verbal forms function in conditional sentences and what semantic nuances are 
expressed by them. As will be made clear from the analysis, verbal forms in conditional clauses 
contribute to the semantics by expressing mainly aspect, which combined with their context is used 
to express modality and tense. A largely overlooked nuance expressed by the verbal forms, that 
will appear to be central to the choice of verbal forms in conditional clauses, is temporal 
succession, indicated by boundedness.

3.1 In scholarly literature
In the past centuries, many theories have been proposed to explain all the peculiarities of the 
BHVS. To better understand why so many theories have been proposed, first the main issues 
these theories have tried to address are explained , before the theories themselves are discussed.5

3.1.1 Problems with the Hebrew verbal forms
The first problem a theory must address is the broad array of meanings attributed to the two basic 
verbal forms: qatal and the yiqtol.  The main grammars attribute to both conjugations past, present 6

and future semantics, as well as modal uses . This makes it both hard to give an accurate 7

description of the semantics of these forms and to distinguish between the two.  Secondly, in 8

Hebrew both qatal and yiqtol can be combined with a waw that appears to reverse their meaning, 
so that wayyiqtol functions more closely to qatal and weqatal more closely to yiqtol, and are 

 See Cook (2012: 77-83).5

 To avoid confusion between the names of these verbal forms and the semantics attributed to them, we use 6

qatal and yiqtol instead of perfect and imperfect.

 JM §112,113; GKC §47,49; WOC §30,31. The use of these forms in all these different meanings is also 7

illustrated by the statistic listing of translation equivalents by McFall (1982: 186-187).

 Cook (2012: 79) even gives two parallels that have equivalent verses except that one uses qatal, the other 8

yiqtol.
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traditionally called "waw-conversive" or "waw-consecutive". However, the understanding of these 
"consecutive" forms is crucial to our understanding of the conditional clause, since weqatal occurs 
so frequent in it. Thirdly, the Hebrew Bible contains texts spanning multiple centuries. Because of 
this, when a verbal form changes its meaning over time, the corpus can contain several stages of 
the verbal form that need to be distinguished. These stages however, are never clearly separated, 
and a single text can contain old and new uses. Lastly, through sound changes, some forms have 
become indistinguishable in most cases, such as the jussive and yiqtol. 

3.1.2 Background of modern theories of the BHVS
The modern theories that are discussed below are all proposed against the background of the old 
tense or aspect debate and the historical data that was discovered in the previous century. Before 
the introduction of the "Standard theories" by Ewald and Driver, the BHVS was viewed as tense 
based, with qatal, yiqtol and the participle respectively denoting past, present and future tense, 
while the waw prefixed forms where understood as "inverted tenses".  Ewald (1870, 1879) 
introduced the Latin terms perfectum and imperfectum for qatal and yiqtol and described the forms 
as denoting completed and non-completed action, while his view of the waw prefixed forms is best 
described as relative. Driver (1998) continued down this pad, and added the participle as denoting 
continued action, while yiqtol indicated incipient actions. These two basic approaches are still 
central the debate of the BHVS, even though in recent time also modality and discourse based 
theories have been proposed.

Another important background to the theories of the BHVS is the historical comparative data from 
other Semitic languages such as Akkadian, Ugaritic and Canaanite inscriptions. These allow us to 
reconstruct the grammaticalization paths of the verbal forms and trace their semantics and usages. 
Evidence was found for a West Semitic preterite yaqtul in Ugaritic, Canaanite and Amorite, besides 
Akkadian and Arabic. Many of the forms found in North West Semitic epigraphs have a prefixed 
waw, which suggests that wayyiqtol was a common North West Semitic verb form.  Likewise, data 9

from Amarna and Ebla link the proposed development of qatal to the verbal adjective as found in 
Akkadian. As Cook (2012: 119,120) states, although there is enough evidence to conclude that 
there existed a long and short imperfect in West Semitic, no evidence has been found for two 
etymological distinct forms out of which qatal and weqatal have developed. On the contrary, the 
data shows that qatal with or without waw employs a non-past meaning in conditional sentences, 
as found in Amarna, Aramaic, Syriac, Phoenician, Arabic and Ethiopic. This use seems to be 
contextually reanalyzed in Biblical Hebrew so that this optative or precative meaning of weqatal 
was employed outside the conditional sentence. 

Renz (2016: 439-465) likewise notes of the use of weqatal in conditional sentences (in both 
protasis and apodosis) in cognate languages. Also in Ugaritic, the Amarna letters and Phoenician, 
the form is used to continue volitive verbal forms, but only with final or consecutive semantics, not 
to introduce new wishes or orders. However, he states that the wider use of non-past weqatal 
outside the conditional sentence or as final or consecutive after volitive forms is not visible in these 
languages. Still, Ugaritic already shows signs that the waw prefix became a standard feature of the 
non-past use of qatal in conditional sentences, because whenever the verb is separated from the 

 So concludes also Garr (2004: 186).9
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initial waw, yiqtol is used instead. The fact that qatal and weqatal are not based on two 
etymological distinct forms is further strengthened by the remark by Renz that outside the non-past 
use in conditional sentences and after volitive verbal forms, weqatal is only used with the default 
perfect semantics of qatal, in both Ancient Hebrew inscriptions and the related languages Ugaritic, 
Phoenician, Canaanite and Aramaic.

3.1.3 Tense, aspect, modality and discourse pragmatic theories
The historical linguistic data gave rise to many new aspect, relative tense and discourse theories. 
For example, Müller (1983), continuing the work of Meyer (1960), incorporated the historical data 
into an aspect prominent theory of the verbal system in which the West Semitic opposition between 
yaqtul and yaqtulu plays a prominent role, as he argued that wayyiqtol, derived from the old 
preterite, expresses perfective aspect,  momentary-punctual action and past tense, qatal also 10

expresses perfective aspect, punctual action, past tense, besides present future and modal 
meanings, while yiqtol expresses imperfective aspect, durative action and present-future tense. 

At the same time, several scholars returned to a tense-based theory, but combined it with syntax. 
Blau (1971: 26) noted the alternation of qatal/wayyiqtol and yiqtol/weqatal is mainly based on the 
syntax, whether it is possible to use a waw-prefixed form in initial position. Likewise, Silverman 
(1973: 175) stated that the aspectual notion of completeness and incompleteness is expressed by 
the placement of the verb in the sentence and not its morphology. Revell (1989) argued that since 
tense was found in the Semitic preterite and Mishnaic Hebrew, the system of the intervening period 
should also be based on tense. He extended this theory with syntax to incorporate modality and 
argued that clause initial yiqtol was used modal, and non-initial yiqtol is used indicative, while 
weqatal developed as a syntactic alternative to clause initial yiqtol. In conditional clauses, this 
would mean that most verbal forms are modal and have no tense or aspectual nuances.

Besides these tense-prominent theories, relative tense theories where developed. Reichenbach 
(1947: 287-298) first introduced a relative-tense theory which explains tense in verbs as relative to 
different points in time, and distinguished between event-time (E), speech-time (S) and reference-
time (R). As such, a form that expresses relative past tense can be used to indicate an event as 
past relative to the reference event in the future, while still being in the future relative to the 
moment of speech (past in the future, S > E > R). Based on this theory, Barnes (1965: 7) could 
state that there is no distinction between the waw and non-waw prefixed forms, and qatal and 
weqatal both indicate an event "already fulfilled before one's eyes", while yiqtol and wayyiqtol 
denote events "not in the course of fulfillment". Joosten (2012) combined relative tense with 
modality, and states that both non-volitive yiqtol and weqatal and the volitive imperative, jussive 
and cohortative express future-modal semantics, while qatal and the participle stand in an "anterior 
- contemporaneous opposition" relative to the moment of speaking, while wayyiqtol is stated to be 
contemporaneous with a moment in the past. The two main problems with the theory, as Cook 
(2012: 141) states, are that the system is "typologically unparalleled" among the world's 

 Though often neglected, there is a difference between perfect and perfective aspect (see Cook 2012: 10

§1.7.3.3). Perfective aspect occurs when the whole event is in view, and gives the impression that the event 
is completed, while imperfective aspect focuses on the progress of the event, without the beginning or end of 
it. The perfect on the other hand focuses on the end of an event, and on the resultant phase after an event.
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languages, and it cannot be related to historical comparative data.  Also, this does not work in 11

conditional clauses, where qatal is used in conditions of laws, of which the fulfillment is not anterior 
to the moment of speaking, but still in the future.

Other theories give a prominent role to discourse to determine the function of verbal forms. Most of 
these theories can be divided in two "schools", that of Schneider or Longacre. Longacre puts 
emphasis on text types, and creates verb ranks for each text type, while Schneider focusses more 
on the distinction between speech and narrative. According to Schneider's theory, in narrative, 
wayyiqtol is used for foreground events, while x-qatal and x-yiqtol are used for background, and in 
speech, yiqtol or imperative forms are used for foreground and x-qatal, qatal, and weqatal for 
background. Talstra, a prominent follower of Schneider, argues that his theory is more sound than 
others, because it precedes from form to function (1992: 284), although he admits that Schneider's 
lack of semantics is problematic (1978: 174). Niccacci (1990: 177,178), who also follows 
Schneider, gives a more prominent role to word order, when he also distinguishes between 
narrative wayyiqtol and continuation wayyiqtol, of which the latter occurs in a chain of verbs 
preceded by a non-wayyiqtol verbal form. Most other discourse-pragmatic theories share great 
similarities with the above mentioned. Cook (2012: 272-275) notes that there are problems with 
discourse theories. Firstly, it's not clear whether the relation between linguistic form and pragmatics 
is correlational or causal. Some scholars propose it as a suitable alternative for semantic 
interpretations, while it is worth asking whether there is a semantic explanation for the pragmatic 
uses considered central in discourse theories. Secondly, without a semantic component, claims are 
often circular and without support. Without any semantic analysis of the verbal forms, how can their 
function in discourse be established?

While the discussion of the BHVS was most often portrayed as a choice between tense and 
aspect, recently more nuanced approaches have been suggested. As Gzella (2011: 12) noted:

Nicht alle Oppositionen ließen sich demnach auf einen reinen Aspektunterschied reduzieren. 
Statt Tempus und Aspekt gegeneinander auszuspielen, würde eine nuanciertere 
Untersuchung eher fragen, ob die finiten Verbalformen primär Aspekt und sekundär Tempus 
anzeigten oder umgekehrt.

Likewise, Talstra (1997: 86) states that the debate between discourse and semantic theories "is not 
one of principle, but of priority", and others incorporate modality into tense or aspect theories. 
Recent research and grammars incorporate both aspect and tense. For example, Rogland (2003: 
10,11) states that qatal is aspectually unmarked, past/anterior, while yiqtol and the participle are 
non-past/non-anterior imperfectives, and wayyiqtol and weqatal are treated as syntactic variants to 
qatal and yiqtol respectively. The non-past uses of qatal are mainly explained with relative past 
tense. His argument for the claim that qatal is aspectually unmarked seems to be that nearly all 
instances can be explained with relative tense. However, the same would be true if qatal was 
viewed as also expressing perfective aspect. Likewise, grammars combine aspect, tense and 
modality. JM (§111) describes the verbal system as tense prominent, but also expressing aspect 
and modality, while WO (§20.2) views the system as aspect prominent.

 For a more detailed review of Joosten's theory, see Cook (2014). 11
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Several problems with proposed verbal theories are mentioned by Cook (2012:172-175, 2014), 
some of which are important for this study. Firstly, nearly all theories put too much focus on only 
one or two semantic categories, with the idea that if a verbal form expresses aspect, it cannot 
express tense. Similar, many discourse-pragmatic theories are positioned as replacements for 
aspect and tense theories. A modern view of the verbal system should incorporate tense, aspect, 
modality and discourse-pragmatics to explain all the nuances that can be expressed by the verbal 
forms. Secondly, there is the problem of induction. Because of the lack of "external means of 
evaluating the verb data in the Hebrew Bible", so that any meaning derived from an inductive 
analysis of the verbs is difficult to verify, Cook states that "it is an almost unavoidable outcome of 
the inductive study of the BHVS that the structure of the research language is imposed on the 
ancient Hebrew language" (2012:174). Two important "external means" that Cook uses in his 
theory to verify the data, are typology and grammaticalization. By comparing the BHVS with those 
of the languages of the world, it can be assessed how likely such a verbal system is. Combined 
with historical comparative data and typological likely grammaticalization paths for verbal forms, a 
proposed system can be verified. By analyzing the grammaticalization paths of the verbal forms, 
also differences between early and late texts can be explained more accurately.

3.1.4 A modern view
To be able to analyze the semantics that the verbal forms express in the conditional sentence, a 
modern view of the BHVS is important, and will be given below. The view is mainly based on Cook 
(2012), who formulates as a basic principle to his theory that he takes the categories of tense, 
aspect and modality as discrete and their meaning invariable (2012: 180), contrary to the 
evolutionary approach proposed by Andrason (2011), where a verb does not have a single 
meaning but can be used for every meaning it used to express in his grammaticalization path. 
Since Biblical Hebrew has several verbal forms that function in a system, a choice for one instead 
of the other has to be meaningful, what implies that not every verb can express every meaning, but 
they function in oppositions. However, this does not mean that a past-tense verbal form cannot be 
used in a context that refers to the future. As Cook notes (2012: 181), even if the verbal form in 
such a context does not express past temporal reference, "its specific meaning can be explained 
by reference to its general meaning and its syntactic context." In other words: in a modern view, 
there should be a clear difference between semantics and pragmatics. That a theory should 
incorporate tense, aspect, modality and discourse, does not mean that a single form can only 
express a single modal or tense nuance, but it should describe how the general meaning of the 
verb in certain contexts can be extended to express tense, modality, and how syntax can condition 
certain nuances.

3.1.4.1 Aspect
Cook (2012: 200-208) advocates an aspect prominent theory of the BHVS. As arguments for this 
he first states that the type of aspect-prominent languages with a perfective: imperfective 
opposition is the most frequent, and thus the most likely, type of verbal system in the typological 
studies by Dahl and Bybee (1989: 83), while mood prominent theories are very unlikely.  12

 Andrason (2011: 43) rightly questions the correctness of this argument. If tenses develop out of aspects 12

via grammaticalization, and some forms are further down this path than others, as is proposed for Hebrew as 
well, then it is incorrect to state that an aspect prominent language is more likely than a tense prominent. 
Still, the argument holds against mood prominent theories.
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Secondly, the fact that stative verbs in qatal default to present tense is typical for stative verbs with 
perfective aspect  (so Bybee, Perkins and Pagliuca 1994: 92). Thirdly, the fact that some Semitic 13

language use periphrastic means of denoting tense (e.g. Classic Arabic past imperfective kana 
yaktubu "he was writing") in contrast to means of denoting aspect. Fourthly, while the vast amount 
of different temporal meanings attributed to the verbal forms is difficult to account for in a tense 
prominent theory, they can be explained in an aspectual theory, where aspectual verbal forms can 
appear in any temporal context, while they also have a default temporal interpretation. Fifthly, the 
aspectual theory fits neatly the most frequent grammaticalization paths found in the languages of 
the world, as will be discussed. In discussions about the BHVS, aspect is mostly used to refer to 
viewpoint aspect, although phasal and situation aspect are also aspectual values, which will not be 
further discussed here.14

As stated in §3.1.3, qatal most likely originates as a West Semitic verbal adjective, that in later a 
stage was combined with a suffixed personal pronoun.  Given the fact that for qatal in the 15

Canaanite El-Amarna letters the perfect meaning is dominant (Moran 2003: 30) and that after the 
loss of narrative wayyiqtol, it expresses past tense in Rabbinic Hebrew, the development of qatal is 
best described by the perfective/past grammaticalization path described by Bybee, Perkins and 
Pagliuca (1994: 105): resultative > perfect > perfective/simple past. Since in Biblical Hebrew qatal 
is used with both perfect and perfective/simple past meaning, according to Cook (2012: 207) the 
perfect is a meaning that sometimes persist from the earlier stage. And since it cannot be simple 
past since it occurs in present and future context, it must be a perfective. As stated above, there is 
no historical comparative data that weqatal is derived from a different form than qatal, unlike the 
long and short imperfect distinction still found in yiqtol and wayyiqtol. Still, the semantic and 
syntactic differences are clearly there, and will be discussed in §3.1.4.3.

Since we assigned to qatal the aspectual perfective value, and perfective grams develop only in 
verb systems in languages that already have an imperfective (Bybee, Perkins and Pagliuca 1994: 
91), yiqtol should have imperfective aspect. The alternatives are not convincing since a modal 
interpretation cannot account for its non-modal uses, and non-past tense identification fails likewise 
to account for the yiqtol forms that express a past temporal reference. However, although there is 
clear historical comparative evidence that there was a short and long imperfect in West Semitic, 
the origin of the long yaqtulu is less clear. The infinitive origin proposed by Bauer (1910: 8), out of 
which yaqtulu is formed by adding agreement affixes and possible a locative -u suffix, is in keeping 
with the statement that locative constructions with infinitives are a common source of progressives 
(Bybee, Perkins and Pagliuca 1994: 128), but there is too little information. Still, the uses of yiqtol 
are best explained if it developed along the progressive > imperfective grammaticalization path. 
The more evenly spread use of yiqtol among imperfective, future and modal uses can be explained 
when we consider that future and modal functions often appear as "peripheral" meanings of the 

 Robar (2014: 404) notes that statistically, statives with qatal are presents only in 54% of the time, and 13

even though this rises to 78% in direct speech, this is not statistically strong in her opinion. Still, compared to 
non-stative verbs, 54% up to 78% is clearly higher and the difference is statistically relevant, if we consider 
that overal, qatal denotes a present in only 18% of the time (McFall 1982:186-187).

 See Cook (2012: 191-199)14

 This usage of the verbal noun is already visible in Akkadian, see Huehnergard (2011: §22.1).15
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imperfective (Bybee, Perkins and Pagliuca 1994: 158), but have become more dominant when 
more of the imperfective functions where taken over by the participle, until in Rabbinic Hebrew it 
was almost solely used as an irrealis. The short yaqtul developed along the same resultative > 
perfect > perfective/simple past path as qatal, but since it is probably older, wayyiqtol already had 
the simple past narrative meaning when qatal was still a perfective.

The participle, as a nominal form, can also be used predicative and should therefore also be 
included in the discussion of the verbal system. Since it is often used parallel to yiqtol, the form 
seems to share some of its semantics. While it is younger than yiqtol, and is used in Rabbinic 
Hebrew to express present/imperfective meaning, the participle seems to be at an earlier stage of 
the progressive > imperfective development, and is best described in Biblical Hebrew as 
progressive. Cook (2012: 230) further states this identification is supported by the fact that it is 
always copularly supported, and that such paraphrastic expressions again are a major source of 
progressive grams (Bybee, Perkins and Pagliuca 1994: 127-133).

3.1.4.2 Tense
Although we have argued that the BHVS is aspect-prominent, it can express tense, either 
grammaticalized, with prepositions such as אָז or ֶטרֶם, or by the default temporal interpretation of 
the aspectual values of the verbal forms. As noted above, the older yaqtul that is found in wayyiqtol 
is probably further down the grammaticalization path and already expressed past tense. The 
temporal interpretation of this form is further strengthened by the typological argument that while 
the fact that statives with qatal default to present temporal reference points to the form being 
aspectual, the fact that statives with wayyiqtol default to past tense points to the form being 
temporal (Bybee, Perkins and Pagliuca 1994: 92). The past tense interpretation of the form is also 
supported by the percentages given by percentages given by scholars such as Furuli (2006: 73), 
who states that a full 93,1% of wayyiqtol forms are past narratives. Cook states further (2012: 
259-265) that the "consecutive" function attributed to wayyiqtol is not always present and is 
dependent on more factors such as aspect and adverbs. Also, other functions such as perfect 
meaning are better explained as context induced interpretations.

As already noted, the aspectual interpretation of the BHVS does not prevent the verbal forms of 
making temporal references in certain context. This is simply explained by the fact that with both 
perfective and progressive/imperfective aspect, there is a default temporal interpretation, as also 
suggested in the research of temporal expression in "tenseless" languages by Smith (2006). Since 
perfect and perfective aspect suggest the event is completed, it is most naturally interpreted as 
past, while the progressive/imperfective aspect is most naturally interpreted as non-past. Still, as 
the counterexamples to tense-prominent theories show, these verbal forms can also be used in 
other contexts with non-default temporal reference.

3.1.4.3 Mood and modality
Besides tense and aspect, the BHVS can express mood and modality. This is clear for the volitive/
directive verbal forms (jussive, cohortative and imperative), but both yiqtol and qatal are also used 
for irrealis nuances. The key to differentiate between realis and irrealis qatal and yiqtol, according 
to Cook (2012: 235-237) is word order. Although most grammars position VS as the basic word-
order, since it is statistically dominant, he notes that this is not necessarily correct since the 
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frequently used wayyiqtol is syntactically constrained as clause initial, and moreover is constrained 
to narrative, and is therefore not representative for other genres or verbal forms. As he notes, 
several scholars have noticed that the volitive/directive verb forms tend to head their clause, as 
does irrealis yiqtol. In particular, Holmstedt (2011: 28) argues for a SV basic word order, where 
variations in the order are due to constituent movement (X-VS), fronted items and irrealis mood. 
However, these causes can co-occur, so that a fronted item can "override" the expected VS order 
that would indicate irrealis.  Although this theory is promising, Holmstedt himself already states 16

that any conclusion about the default word order must be delayed till all texts have been analyzed 
(2011: 25). Also, the position of wayyiqtol is not clear, due to the uncertainty about the exact nature 
of its waC- prefix. If it is not just a prefixed waw, but also includes an assimilated element, the VS 
word order can be explained by a third fronted constituent. However, this reconstruction is far from 
certain.

Nonetheless, the theory helps identify weqatal along with several non-past occurrences of clause 
initial qatal as modal forms. As Cook (2012: 249,250) notes, this includes the qatal forms following 
the particles ּאִם ,לוּלֵי ,לו or כִּי. To disambiguate the uses of the jussive, irrealis yiqtol and irrealis 
qatal, Cook states that a directive jussive is subjective, while the directive yiqtol can also be 
objective, placing the obligation outside of the speaker. On the other hand, irrealis qatal is 
preferred in directives and habitual events that require being carried out in a specific order 
(procedural), which fits the discourse pragmatic uses of the perfective, as discussed in §3.1.4.4. 
He also notes that in final and conditional sentences, yiqtol is more lexically marked than qatal, i.e. 
is more often accompanied by subordinating particles, and yiqtol is the main verbal form for 
dynamic and epistemic modality. 

3.1.4.4 Discourse pragmatics
As stated above, the proposed discourse-pragmatic theories fail because they often neglect 
semantics, even though it is not possible to assign a function to a verbal form without looking at 
semantics. Also, as Cook (2012: 273) states, there is no sharp distinction between correlation and 
cause. Because of a strong correlation between perfectivity and foreground events, it is concluded 
that the primary function of perfectives is to indicate foreground events, but there are more factors 
contributing to it, as will be discussed. This is the same problem as with verbal forms and 
conditional clauses. Even though there is some correlation between qatal and unrealizable 
conditions, this does not immediately mean the relation is causal, as is clear from the 
counterexamples (see §3.2.1.1).

The two most often discussed discourse-pragmatic concepts are temporal succession and 
foreground/background distinction. As noted by Hatav (1989: 493), temporal succession is 
determined solely by boundedness. An event is bounded, when a temporal bound, e.g. an 
endpoint, is reached. A bounded event, since it reaches a temporal bound, advances the reference 

 Robar (2014: 407) rightly points out that here the typological argument is missing, on which Cook so 16

heavily relied on in the aspectual interpretation of the verbal forms. She also wonders whether modality and 
word-order "merely correlate highly, rather than one causing the other". However, since more research on 
word order is necessary, this is not clear for now. A detailed study of word-order on the sentence level and 
other linguistic features on the text-linguistic level that together seemed to decide whether a form is used 
modal or indicative, is found in Kalkman (2015). Unfortunately the proposed system is presented as an 
alternative to aspect and tense, instead of analyzing how they work together.
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time, and therefore bounded events are temporally successive. Although the perfective generally 
implies an endpoint, there are more determining factors. Situation aspect also plays a role, since 
statives in the perfective default to the present tense and do not imply an endpoint, and therefore 
are not bounded. However, by the use of adverbs or explicit description of a temporal bound, a 
state can become bounded. A further distinction in situation aspect is made between 
accomplishments, achievements and activities. Both accomplishments and achievements are by 
default bounded with the perfective, while activities may need adverbs to explicitly state a temporal 
bound. However, other verbal forms may also become bounded by the use of adverbs or 
descriptions of bounds. Moreover, the narrative wayyiqtol frequently also is temporally successive, 
because we tend to assume that narrative is told in chronological order, but this default 
interpretation can be overridden by context too. As such, both viewpoint aspect, situation aspect, 
adverbial modification and genre play a role in temporal succession. A similar case can be made 
for the foreground/background distinction. Because wayyiqtol is the narrative verbal form in the 
BHVS, it most often defaults to foreground. However, other verbs such as qatal can likewise be 
used for foreground, especially if it replaces a wayyiqtol after a fronted item. Since the foreground/
background distinction is less important in conditional clauses, it will not be further discussed.

Cook (2012: 319-326) further argues, that when modal forms are used, such as irrealis qatal or 
yiqtol, they don't lose their aspectual meaning. Therefore, the perfective is preferred for what he 
calls "modal continuity", modal events that require being carried out in a specific order 
(procedural), although similar other factors can affect the boundedness of these events.

3.2 Uses in conditional sentences
Now we have established a modern view on the various verbal forms of the BHVS, we can take a 
closer look at how the semantics attributed to these forms are used in conditional clauses. Since 
the use of the forms differ substantially between the protasis and the apodosis, between the 
subordinated and main clause, we will first take a look at the forms in the protasis before their use 
in the apodosis is analyzed.

3.2.1 Protasis
Since it is the protasis that sets the condition for the main clause, it also contains the particle and 
verb form that according to earlier models determine whether a condition is possible or not. 
Therefore, the attention in our investigation of the verbal forms in the protasis is directed to how the 
these forms attribute to the modal nuance of the clause, besides other nuances that can be 
expressed by verbal forms, what is the difference between the various forms and whether these 
differences are also influenced by word order. Since conditional clauses are by definition 
hypothetical, they are in irrealis mood, so if this is encoded in word order in Hebrew, we should 
only find VS word order. Extra attention will be paid to the exceptions to this rule.

3.2.1.1 qatal
As stated by Renz (2016: 439-465), the use of qatal in the protasis is found already in Ugaritic, 
Phoenician and Canaanite inscriptions, although the modal uses of the form were not as 
developed as in Biblical Hebrew. These passages can often be analyzed with the basic perfective 
aspect of the forms. This indicated that when qatal is used in conditional sentences, we should 
also take into account the main semantics attributed to the form in §3.1.4.
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As stated in all verb based models for conditional sentences, the perfect is used to denote 
impossible conditions, as in Gen 43:10.

Here, Judah complains to his father that because he hesitates to send the youngest brother with 
them to Egypt, they suffered from famine, while they could have gone twice. Here, qatal is used in 
its perfective meaning with past temporal reference in a hypothetical "contrary to facts", introduced 
by לוּלֵא. For these kind of conditions, qatal is the verb of choice, since the perfective aspect, which 
includes the entire action, suggests that the event would have ended and would be located in the 
unchangeable past. 

However, as stated multiple times, there are many exceptions to this rule. In fact, the use of qatal 
in possible conditional clauses is much more frequent, but this is partly due to the fact that possible 
conditions are much more frequent. Still, qatal is used often in possible conditions, as in examples 
[3.2,3].

The first example, [3.2], is a common formal way in Biblical Hebrew for an entreaty or exhortation, 
and is in this case, where Israel called his son, not even possible but plausible. Still it is 
constructed as a hypothetical, as a condition, to emphasize the importance of the entreaty. In this 
formal construction, the perfect is the verb of choice, since it is used to describe the favor that has 
been build up in the past, for which the perfect/perfective aspect is suited. In a similar way, the 
perfective aspect of qatal is used [3.3] to describe an event that is located prior to the oath taking.

With stative verbs, as expected, we indeed find a present tense, as in Num 14:8.

However, also occurrences of qatal can be found with a future temporal reference, as in Gen 43:9 
(see for the particle [2.31]).

[3.1] כִּי לוּלֵא הִתְמַהְמָהְנוּ כִּי־עַתָּה שַׁבְנוּ זֶה פַעֲמָיִם 
For, if only we had not delayed, we would now have returned two times.

[3.2] Gen 47:29
אִם־נָא מָצָאתִי חֵן בְּעֵינֶיךָ שִׂים־נָא יָדְךָ תַּחַת יְרֵכִי וְעָשִׂיתָ עִמָּדִי חֶסֶד וֶאֱמֶת 

If now I have found favor in your eyes, put now your hand under my thigh and promise to 
deal kindly and truly with me.

[3.3] Num 5:19
וְהִשְׁבִּיעַ אֹתָהּ הַכּהֵֹן וְאָמַר אֶל־הָאִשָּׁה אִם־לאֹ שָׁכַב אִישׁ אֹתָךְ וְאִם־לאֹ שָׂטִית טֻמְאָה תַּחַת 

אִישֵׁךְ הִנָּקִי מִמֵּי הַמָּרִים הַמְאָרֲרִים הָאֵלֶּה׃ 
And the priest shall make her take an oath and say to the woman, ‘If no man has laid 
down with you, and if you have not turned aside to uncleanness, being under your 
husband, be free from this water of bitterness that brings the curse.

[3.4] אִם־חָפֵץ בָּנוּ יְהוָה וְהֵבִיא אֹתָנוּ אֶל־הָאָרֶץ הַזּאֹת וּנְתָנָהּ לָנוּ 
If the Lord delights in us, he will bring us to this land and give it to us.

[3.5] אִם־לאֹ הֲבִיאֹתִיו אֵלֶיךָ וְהִצַּגְתִּיו לְפָנֶיךָ וְחָטָאתִי לְךָ כָּל־הַיָּמִים 
If I do not bring him back to you and set him before you, then I have sinned to you 
forever.
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Since qatal has as its basic meaning perfective aspect and past tense is only the default 
interpretation, it can be used in the future as well. To still account for the perfective aspect, we 
could resort to a future perfect in the translation, "If I will not have brought him back", as proposed 
by Barnes (1965: 7), but this might be too strong. More likely the perfective aspect here makes the 
action bounded, by which the temporal succession is emphasized and hence the condition 
stronger connected to the consequence.

Another interesting occurrence with future temporal reference is found in Num 30:4-6, with a 
parallel in verse 9, example [3.6,7] respectively.

In verse 4, the clause introduced by כִּי describes the general case, to which the clause introduced 
by אִם in verse 6 is an alternative. Several (we)qatal forms are used in the protasis of the various 
conditions here. Since the protasis is more complex and consists of a series of events, the use of 
qatal leads to the interpretation of these events to be temporally successive,  which indeed is true. 17

Because the subject is fronted in verse 4, the verb cannot be in initial position, and yiqtol is used 
instead. The same situation is found in verse 9, that is parallel to verse 6. Because in verse 9 the 
complement is fronted, the verb cannot be in initial position and yiqtol is used instead of qatal. As 
noted by Renz (2016: 439-442), similar use of the verbal forms is already found in Ugaritic, where 
whenever something separates qatal from the clause initial waw, the imperfect is used instead, 
what suggests that weqatal was reanalyzed as a single verbal form. However, for Biblical Hebrew 
we see this phenomenon in the protasis, where qatal by fronting is not separated from the clause 
initial waw but from the clause initial particle. This suggests that indeed not the prefixed waw 
makes qatal in conditional clauses modal, but VS word order, and whenever by a fronted subject 
the word order cannot be VS, confusion with non-modal qatal is avoided by using a form that 
already has a stronger modal marking. 

However, there seem to be a few exceptions to this rule, as found in example [3.8].  18

[3.6] וְאִשָּׁה כִּי־תִדּרֹ נֶדֶר לַיהוָה וְאָסְרָה אִסָּר ... וְשָׁמַע אָבִיהָ אֶת־נִדְרָהּ... וְהֶחֱרִישׁ לָהּ אָבִיהָ וְקָמוּ 
כָּל־נְדָרֶיהָ ... וְאִם־הֵנִיא אָבִיהָ אֹתָהּ בְּיוֹם שָׁמְעוֹ כָּל־נְדָרֶיהָ וֶאֱסָרֶיהָ אֲשֶׁר־אָסְרָה עַל־נַפְשָׁהּ לאֹ 

יָקוּם 
If a woman vows a vow to the Lord and binds herself with an obligation ... and her father 
hears of her vow ... and her father is silent to her, all her vows shall stand ... but if her 
father opposes her in the day that he hears of it, all her vows and pledges by which she 
has bound herself shall not stand.

[3.7] וְאִם בְּיוֹם שְׁמֹעַ אִישָׁהּ יָנִיא אוֹתָהּ וְהֵפֵר אֶת־נִדְרָהּ אֲשֶׁר עָלֶיהָ 
But if in the day that her husband comes to hear of it he opposes her, then he breaks her 
vow that was on her.

[3.8] Gen 31:42
לוּלֵי אֱלֹהֵי אָבִי אֱלֹהֵי אַבְרָהָם וּפַחַד יִצְחָק הָיָה לִי כִּי עַתָּה רֵיקָם שִׁלַּחְתָּנִי 

If the God of my father, the God of Abraham and the Fear of Isaac, had not been with 
me, surely now you would have sent me away empty.

 Even more temporally successive events in the protasis of conditions can be found in Lev 13.17

 Other exceptions are found in Num 12:14 and Lev 13:3,5.18
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All exceptions have a fronted subject to emphasize the difference with a different subject in the 
preceding verses, as predicted by Holmstedt (2011: 28) and Cook (2012: 235-237). In [3.8] the 
fronting is used to distinguish God from Laban, of whom it is told in the preceding verses that he 
did much to ensure he did not pay much to Jacob. But because the temporal reference is past in 
these exceptions, the perfective aspect is suited for this context and confusion with non-modal 
qatal is not a problem, so qatal is preferred over yiqtol.  

Besides these examples, qatal also occurs in conditional sentences without a conditional particle, 
as in Gen 34:30.

In these cases, the conditional sentence is not introduced by any particle that points to a 
hypothetical clause, so this must be derived from the context and the modal use of qatal, indicated 
by the VS of the apodosis, as no subject is indicated in the protasis. By using qatal in both protasis 
and apodosis, by temporal succession, the idea that the final clause is the consequence of the 
protasis is strengthened.

From this analysis, it is clear that word order indeed signals the modal usage of qatal in conditional 
sentences, and the exceptions are due to fronted items. However, in all instances, the perfective 
aspect of qatal could be found, either for the default past temporal interpretation, or to signal 
temporal succession in a series of events in the protasis or between the protasis and apodosis, as 
argued by Cook (2012: 319-326), especially when conditional particles are lacking.

3.2.1.2 yiqtol
The prefix conjugation in the protasis of a conditional clause is more common than qatal, and even 
outnumbers the suffix conjugation by more than three to one. Some particles, like כִּי, even only 
introduce conditional clauses with yiqtol. This frequent use can be explained by the fact that 
conditional clauses most often have a temporal reference to the present or future as in example 
[3.10], which is also the default temporal interpretation of yiqtol. 

Also, in nearly all cases, yiqtol is used in possible conditions, but this is mainly because of the low 
number of impossible conditions that are found in Biblical Hebrew. Still, impossible conditions 
occur with the prefix conjugation, as in example [3.11,12].

[3.9] Gen 31:42
וַיּאֹמֶר יַעֲקבֹ אֶל־שִׁמְעוֹן וְאֶל־לֵוִי עֲכַרְתֶּם אֹתִי לְהַבְאִישֵׁנִי בְּישֵֹׁב הָאָרֶץ בַּכְּנַעֲנִי וּבַפְּרִזִּי וַאֲנִי מְתֵי 

מִסְפָּר וְנֶאֶסְפוּ עָלַי וְהִכּוּנִי וְנִשְׁמַדְתִּי אֲנִי וּבֵיתִי׃ 
And Jacob said to Simeon and Levi, “You have brought disaster on me by making me 
stink to the inhabitants of the land, the Canaanites and the Perizzites. My men are few, 
and if they gather themselves against me and strike me, I shall be destroyed, both I and 
my house.”

[3.10] Gen 18:26
אִם־אֶמְצָא בִסְדםֹ חֲמִשִּׁים צַדִּיקִם בְּתוֹךְ הָעִיר וְנָשָׂאתִי לְכָל־הַמָּקוֹם בַּעֲבוּרָם 

If I find at Sodom fifty righteous in the midst of the city, I will spare the whole place for 
their sake.
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In example [3.12] (for the particle, see [2.2]), another impossible condition is given. Since the 
temporal reference of the clause is present or future, yiqtol is the verb of choice. In example [3.11], 
the verb is separated from the particle by a fronted complement, so that the choice for yiqtol can be 
expected. However, at first sight, the form does not fit in nicely in the past temporal reference. 
Since it is Ancient Hebrew poetry, one could argue for an ancient preterite, but the plene spelling 
prohibits such a conclusion. However, the aspectual value of yiqtol does fit the context, if we 
consider it expressing a progressive/durative action of fear, not a single completed action in the 
past. The same explanation can be given to other conditional clauses with past temporal reference, 
such as Gen 31:8, where the action is iterative.

As stated above, the particle כִּי, most often used in law, is only followed by yiqtol. Since clauses 
with this particle mainly introduce a case in law, the yiqtol is mainly found at the beginning of cases 
in the law. In Deuteronomy as a whole and especially chapter 22, almost every conditional clause 
is of this type. Following such an introductory כִּי clause is typically a series of qatal clauses that 
together form the protasis and denote temporally successive conditions for the apodosis. Other 
pieces of law have different constructions, and consist more of series of shorter independent laws 
introduced most often by אִם with a yiqtol verb form, as in Exo 21; 22; Lev 13 and 25-27. Also, 
when two conditions are not independent, but not directly temporally successive, yiqtol is used, as 
in Exo 21:20,21. 

The second condition is placed some days after the first, which is explicitly stated, so the verb does 
not have to express temporal succession.

Besides in law, yiqtol is also the verb of choice in Biblical oaths, as in Gen 26:28,29

[3.11] Deut 32:26,27
אָמַרְתִּי אַפְאֵיהֶם אַשְׁבִּיתָה מֵאֱנוֹשׁ זִכְרָם׃ לוּלֵי כַּעַס אוֹיֵב אָגוּר פֶּן־יְנַכְּרוּ צָרֵימוֹ פֶּן־יאֹמְרוּ יָדֵינוּ 

רָמָה וְלאֹ יְהוָה פָּעַל כָּל־זאֹת׃ 
I would have said, “I will cut them to pieces; I will remove them from human memory,” if I 
did not fear the anger of the enemy, lest their adversaries should misunderstand, lest 
they should say, “Our hand is exalted, it was not the Lord who did all this.”

[3.12] Gen 13:16
וְשַׂמְתִּי אֶת־זַרְעֲךָ כַּעֲפַר הָאָרֶץ אֲשֶׁר אִם־יוּכַל אִישׁ לִמְנוֹת אֶת־עֲפַר הָאָרֶץ גַּם־זַרְעֲךָ יִמָּנֶה׃ 

I will make your seed as the dust of the earth; if one can number the dust of the earth, 
your seed also can be numbered.

[3.13] אִם־כּהֹ יאֹמַר נְקֻדִּים יִהְיֶה שְׂכָרֶךָ וְיָלְדוּ כָל־הַצּאֹן נְקֻדִּים וְאִם־כּהֹ יאֹמַר עֲקֻדִּים יִהְיֶה שְׂכָרֶךָ וְיָלְדוּ 
כָל־הַצּאֹן עֲקֻדִּים׃ 

If he said thus: ‘The speckled shall be your wages,’ then all the flock bore speckled; and 
if he said thus: ‘The striped shall be your wages,’ then all the flock bore striped.

[3.14] וְכִי־יַכֶּה אִישׁ אֶת־עַבְדּוֹ אוֹ אֶת־אֲמָתוֹ בַּשֵּׁבֶט וּמֵת תַּחַת יָדוֹ נָקםֹ יִנָּקֵם׃ אַךְ אִם־יוֹם אוֹ יוֹמַיִם 
יַעֲמדֹ לאֹ יֻקַּם כִּי כַסְפּוֹ הוּא׃ 

When a man strikes his slave or maid with a rod and he dies under his hand, he shall be 
avenged. But if he stands a day or two, he is not to be avenged, for it is his money.
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As stated before, in the oath, the apodosis that states the consequence, probably "thus the Lord 
will do to me and thus He will add" (2Sam 3:35), is left out, so that in translations it seems as if the 
meaning of the particles is reversed. Since the oath is valid from the time the oath was sworn, that 
is, in the present and future relative to the time of utterance, the prefix conjugation is the verb of 
choice. However, it should be questioned whether the oath should still be considered a conditional 
clause, if it has not developed in a clause type of its own.

The verb form seems to occur also once in a conditional sentence without a particle, in Exo 33:5.

Again, we have a fronted item that might cause the use of yiqtol, with qatal in the apodosis. 
However, especially with 'a single moment', the clause might better be analyzed as a temporal 
clause, which would mean that there is no conditional clause with yiqtol but without a conditional 
particle.

The word order for conditional clauses with yiqtol is again very consistent SV, with only few 
exceptions all of which have a fronted subject to distinguish it from the subject of preceding verses, 
as in Lev 4:3,  where the condition is part of a series of laws for unintentional sinning of different 19

groups of people, of which in this verse the priest is distinguished by fronting.

From this analysis, it is clear that word order also signals the modal usage of yiqtol in conditional 
sentences, and the exceptions are due to fronted subjects. However, in all instances, the 
imperfective aspect could be found, either for the default present/future temporal interpretation, or 
to signal durative or iterative events. Contrary to qatal, yiqtol is not used in the Pentateuch in 
conditional sentences without particle.

3.2.1.3 Other verbal forms
Besides the two main verbal forms in conditional sentences, two others appear and will be 
discussed here. The most frequent alternative is the participle. As stated above, when used 
predicatively, the participle is a progressive gram that shares many of its semantics with yiqtol. In 
all occurrences, the conditional clause has the standard present/future temporal reference and the 
participle functions like yiqtol, as in Exo 7:27.20

[3.15] תְּהִי נָא אָלָה בֵּינוֹתֵינוּ בֵּינֵינוּ וּבֵינֶךָ וְנִכְרְתָה בְרִית עִמָּךְ׃ אִם־תַּעֲשֵׂה עִמָּנוּ רָעָה כַּאֲשֶׁר לאֹ נְגַעֲנוּךָ 
וְכַאֲשֶׁר עָשִׂינוּ עִמְּךָ רַק־טוֹב וַנְּשַׁלֵּחֲךָ בְּשָׁלוֹם 

Let there be a sworn pact between us, between you and us, and let us make a covenant 
with you, that you will do us no evil, just as we have not striked you and have done to 
you nothing but good and have sent you away in peace.

[3.16] רֶגַע אֶחָד אֶעֱלֶה בְקִרְבְּךָ וְכִלִּיתִיךָ 
If for a single moment I should go up in your midst, I would consume you.

[3.17] וְאִם־מָאֵן אַתָּה לְשַׁלֵּחַ הִנֵּה אָנֹכִי נֹגֵף אֶת־כָּל־גְּבוּלְךָ בַּצְפַרְדְּעִים׃ 
If you refuse to let them go, behold, I will strike all your country with frogs.

 Other conditions with fronted subjects are found in Lev 4:13,27; 5:17; 25:52; Num 15:27.19

 Other conditional clauses with participles are found in Gen 27:46; Exo 3:13; 9:2; 10:4; Lev 3:1,7;  27:8; 20

Num 11:15; Deut 5:25.
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The other alternative is found in Exo 4:22,23, where the narrative wayyiqtol seems to introduce a 
conditional clause.

Although the use of the narrative in a conditional clause is strange, there are possible 
explanations. That the vocalization of the Masoretes is wrong and we should read weyiqtol instead 
seems unlikely, since yiqtol is not found in the protasis without a particle elsewhere in the 
Pentateuch. However, just as the notion of temporal succession by the perfective aspect of qatal 
strengthens the connection between the protasis and apodosis in conditional sentences without a 
conditional particle, this notion is present in wayyiqtol. Still, the use of the narrative in a conditional 
clause is odd, and alternatively, the form could be analyzed as weyiqtol just as the preceding form, 
and passage not as conditional but indicative, so that God commands Moses to say to the Pharaoh 
that he will refuse and that God will kill his first born.

3.2.1.4 No verb
As in non-conditional clauses, Hebrew also has some non-verbal strategies to express a condition, 
as in examples [3.19,20] (for the particle of [3.20], see [2.40]).

In [3.19] two strategies are used. In the first condition, the particle of existence is used followed by 
a participle, although other verses also combine the particle with an infinitive. The particle is used 
in the conditional clauses with a meaning close to "If it is true that ...". In the second condition of 
the example, a protasis with only particles is found with a similar meaning "If it is not so, ...". In 
[3.20] a nominal clause forms the protasis. Just as with verbal strategies, these constructions can 
be used to express also impossible conditions or formal entreaties etc.21

3.2.2 Apodosis
Since in the apodosis it is not determined whether the condition is possible or not, less attention 
will be given to it. Still, in the model of Spradlin (1991: 144,145), verbal forms also make the 
apodosis more or less possible. Therefore, the attention is again directed to how the verbal forms 
attribute to the modal nuance of the clause, what is the difference between the various forms and 
whether these differences are also influenced by word order.

[3.18] וְאָמַרְתָּ אֶל־פַּרְעהֹ כּהֹ אָמַר יְהוָה בְּנִי בְכרִֹי יִשְׂרָאֵל׃ וָאֹמַר אֵלֶיךָ שַׁלַּח אֶת־בְּנִי וְיַעַבְדֵנִי וַתְּמָאֵן 
לְשַׁלְּחוֹ הִנֵּה אָנֹכִי הרֵֹג אֶת־בִּנְךָ בְּכרֶֹךָ׃ 

And you shall say to Pharaoh, ‘Thus says the Lord, Israel is my firstborn son, and I say to 
you, “Send my son and he shall serve me.” If you refuse to let him go, behold, I will kill 
your firstborn son.’

[3.19] Gen 24:49
וְעַתָּה אִם־יֶשְׁכֶם עשִֹׂים חֶסֶד וֶאֱמֶת אֶת־אֲדנִֹי הַגִּידוּ לִי וְאִם־לאֹ הַגִּידוּ לִי 

And now, if you are going to show steadfast love and faithfulness to my master, tell me; 
and if not, tell me.

[3.20] Exo 22:14
אִם־בְּעָלָיו עִמּוֹ לאֹ יְשַׁלֵּם 

If his master was with him, he shall not make a restitution.

 For examples, see Num 22:29 [2.15] and Gen 23:8.21
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3.2.1.1 qatal
In the apodosis, contrary to the protasis, qatal outnumbers yiqtol two to one. This use in the 
apodosis was already frequent in Ugaritic, Phoenician and Canaanite inscriptions, as stated by 
Renz (2016: 439-465), and might have to do with temporal succession, as will be discussed below. 
Compared with the protasis, the syntax of the apodosis with qatal is much more consistent: with 
just one exception in example [3.21], the word order is SV.

Here, the subject is fronted in order to emphasize the source of the authority of Moses, that was 
challenged by these men. It could be argued that the verb here expresses only perfective aspect 
and is not used modal, to account for the SV word order, but as formulated by Holmstedt (2011: 
28), the word order that indicates modality can be overridden by fronting, so modality is not ruled 
out. Similar arguments hold for [3.1,8]. Also, as already noticeable in Ugaritic, in the apodosis, 
weqatal is often seen as an inseparable unit, and only rarely a fronted object or particle comes 
between the waw and qatal.22

An explanation for the frequent use of qatal in the apodosis, already found in ancient inscriptions, 
is the strong notion of temporal succession that is the default interpretation of conditional 
sentences, as the apodosis states the consequence of the protasis. As stated in §3.1.4.4 and 
noted by Hatav (1989: 493), perfective aspect causes events to be bounded, thereby expressing 
temporal succession, as bounded events advance the reference time, while unbounded events do 
not. This means that only if both protasis and apodosis have a qatal, temporal succession is 
expressed by the verbal forms (as in [3.5], notice that this is different with statives, as in [3.4]). This 
notion of temporal succession can also exist between multiple qatal forms in the apodosis to 
express a series of events that need to be executed in succession , as noted by Cook (2012: 23

319-326). If the apodosis has a yiqtol form, the end of the action in the protasis is not implied and 
the action could still be going on while the apodosis has begun to take place. Similar, a yiqtol 
presents an action as unbounded and could overlap with the event in the protasis or occur just at 
some moment after it (as in [3.7]). This does not mean that a conditional sentence with yiqtol 
cannot be temporally successive, but it is not specified by the verbal forms. Alternatively, particles 
can be used, or the succession should be derived from context.

Spradlin (1991: 144) stated that also in the apodosis, verbal forms determine the possibility of the 
action, with the perfect denoting a definite consequence. It was already stated that the problem 
with this theory was the assumption of a direct link between verbal forms and epistemic modality, 
and counterexamples are not hard to find. The frequent use of qatal in the apodosis of conditions 
in the law is an example, since even if the condition of a law is met, it was up to the Israelites to 

[3.21] Num 16:29
אִם־כְּמוֹת כָּל־הָאָדָם יְמֻתוּן אֵלֶּה וּפְקֻדַּת כָּל־הָאָדָם יִפָּקֵד עֲלֵיהֶם לאֹ יְהוָה שְׁלָחָנִי׃ 

If these die like the death of all men, or the punishment of all men visits them, then the 
Lord has not send me.

 Gen 23:13; 43:14; Lev 13:37; Num 16:29; 22:33; Deut 4:24; 6:25; 8:19; 18:6; 30:17.22

 Many examples can be found in Lev 13.23
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execute the law, and examples where they did not do that are plentiful. Rather, it could be argued 
that in law the apodosis expresses directive modality rather than epistemic, as in example [3.22].

Although most translations translate "shall come", it is more likely that qatal is used modal here to 
express directive force.

From this analysis, it is clear that word order signals the modal usage of qatal in the apodosis of 
conditional sentences, and seems reanalyzed so that weqatal was seen as an inseparable unit. It 
is quite possibly it is this reanalysis out of which non-conditional use of weqatal emerged, a 
development still visible in the old inscriptions according to Renz (2016: 648-658). Still, the 
perfective aspect plays an important role in the notion of temporal succession between protasis 
and apodosis. Furthermore, there is no direct connection between epistemic modality and the use 
of qatal, but in law there seems to be a directive modal nuance.

3.2.1.2 yiqtol
Contrary to the use of qatal, yiqtol rarely is placed directly after a waw (see [2.40]), as it could be 
confused with the narrative wayyiqtol. Instead, in most cases there is no connecting waw (as in 
[3.23]), or a particle, infinitive  or fronted item (as in [3.24]) is placed between the waw and yiqtol.24

Likewise, since the word order for qatal in the apodosis is much more restricted, whenever the 
subject is fronted, yiqtol is preferred.  25

As stated in the previous chapter, when yiqtol is used in the apodosis, the verbal forms do not 
express temporal succession, as in Lev 2:14.

Here, a yiqtol is used in both protasis and apodosis, and the two show clear temporal overlap. 
However, as stated in the previous chapter, this does not mean that a conditional sentence with 

[3.22] Lev 25:25
כִּי־יָמוּךְ אָחִיךָ וּמָכַר מֵאֲחֻזָּתוֹ וּבָא גֹאֲלוֹ הַקָּרבֹ אֵלָיו וְגָאַל אֵת מִמְכַּר אָחִיו׃ 

If your brother becomes poor and sells from his property, let his nearest redeemer come 
and redeem what his brother has sold.

[3.23] Exo 21:3
אִם־בְּגַפּוֹ יָבאֹ בְּגַפּוֹ יֵצֵא אִם־בַּעַל אִשָּׁה הוּא וְיָצְאָה אִשְׁתּוֹ עִמּוֹ׃ 

If he comes in single, he shall go out single; if he is the husband of a wife, then his wife 
shall go out with him.

[3.24] Lev 1:3
אִם־עלָֹה קָרְבָּנוֹ מִן־הַבָּקָר זָכָר תָּמִים יַקְרִיבֶנּוּ 

If his offering is a burnt offering from the cattle, let him offer a male without blemish.

[3.25] וְאִם־תַּקְרִיב מִנְחַת בִּכּוּרִים לַיהוָה אָבִיב קָלוּי בָּאֵשׁ גֶּרֶשׂ כַּרְמֶל תַּקְרִיב אֵת מִנְחַת בִּכּוּרֶיךָ׃ 
If you offer a food offering of firstfruits to the Lord, offer for the grain offering of your 
firstfruits fresh ears, roasted in fire, fresh new grain.

 Only in Exo 22:22. However, in the protasis this occurs more often.24

 Occurrences are found in Gen 42:19, Exo 21:29; 22:10, Lev (25:47),26:15; 27:9; Num 30:6,13.25
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yiqtol cannot have two temporally successive actions, only the verbal forms do not specify the 
action as such.

As was the case with qatal, there is no direct relation between possibility and the use of yiqtol in 
the apodosis. As can be seen from example [3.12] above, where it is stated that "if one can 
number the dust of the earth, your seed also can be numbered", yiqtol in the apodosis can likewise 
be a definite consequence of the condition. It does not mean "if the dust can be numbered, then 
maybe also your seed"; it is stated that both are comparable in difficulty, so that if someone can do 
the former, he can do the latter. On the other hand, yiqtol is also used in law, where the possibility 
of the apodosis is less than definite, as with qatal. Similarly, its use in law can be interpreted as 
denoting directive modality.

From this analysis, it is clear that word order signals the modal usage of yiqtol in the apodosis of 
conditional sentences, but to a less degree than qatal. Probably because qatal in the apodosis 
became so restricted to the clause initial position, yiqtol became the verb of choice whenever some 
item was placed before the verb. Because the imperfective aspect presents events as unbounded, 
temporal succession is not indicated by this verbal form, although particles and context could still 
point to temporal succession. Again, there is no direct connection between epistemic modality and 
the use of yiqtol, but in law there seems to be a directive modal nuance.

3.2.1.3 Other verbal forms
As an alternative to these main verbal forms, in a number of conditional sentences the imperative 
is found in the apodosis. As stated above, both qatal and yiqtol seem to indicate directive modality. 
This is more explicitly expressed by the particle, but its use in conditional clauses is only found in 
direct speech, often in formal entreaties, as in example [3.26].

The word order of the apodosis with the imperative is consistently VS, as is to be expected.

The other alternative is the participle. As stated above, when used predicatively, the participle is a 
progressive gram that shares many of its semantics with yiqtol, and its use in the apodosis is no 
different. It frequently has a present/future temporal reference (as in [3.17]), or simply functions as 
the progressive, as in Lev 13:57.

The breaking out or spreading of the disease in the garments or utensils is a clear example of the 
progressive aspect of the particle. 

[3.26] Gen 50:4
וַיְדַבֵּר יוֹסֵף אֶל־בֵּית פַּרְעהֹ לֵאמֹר אִם־נָא מָצָאתִי חֵן בְּעֵינֵיכֶם דַּבְּרוּ־נָא בְּאָזְנֵי פַרְעהֹ 

And Joseph spoke to the household of Pharaoh, saying, “If now I have found favor in 
your eyes, please speak in the ears of Pharaoh ...”

[3.27] וְאִם־תֵּרָאֶה עוֹד בַּבֶּגֶד אוֹ־בַשְּׁתִי אוֹ־בָעֵרֶב אוֹ בְכָל־כְּלִי־עוֹר פֹּרַחַת הִוא 
Then if it appears again in the garment, in the warp or the woof, or in any utensil made of 
skin, it is breaking out.
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3.2.1.4 No verb
As in the protasis, Hebrew also has some non-verbal strategies to express the consequence of a 
condition, as in examples [3.29,30].

In [3.28], the existence particle is used again, while in [3.29] a nominal clause forms the apodosis. 
As such, none of the aspectual or modal values of the verbal forms are specified in these verses, 
just a simple conditional relation between the condition and what is expressed in the apodosis is 
present. 

[3.28] Num 35:26,27
וְאִם־יָצאֹ יֵצֵא הָרצֵֹחַ אֶת־גְּבוּל עִיר מִקְלָטוֹ ... וּמָצָא אֹתוֹ גֹּאֵל הַדָּם מִחוּץ לִגְבוּל עִיר מִקְלָטוֹ 

וְרָצַח גֹּאֵל הַדָּם אֶת־הָרצֵֹחַ אֵין לוֹ דָּם׃ 
But if the murderer shall at any time go beyond the boundaries of his city of his refuge ... 
and the avenger of blood finds him outside the boundaries of his city of refuge, and the 
avenger of blood kills the murderer, there shall be no blood to him.

[3.29] Gen 27:46
אִם־לֹקֵחַ יַעֲקבֹ אִשָּׁה מִבְּנוֹת־חֵת כָּאֵלֶּה מִבְּנוֹת הָאָרֶץ לָמָּה לִּי חַיִּים 

If Jacob takes one of the daughters of the Hittite like these, one of the daughters of the 
land, what will life be to me?
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4. A different approach

As was stated multiple times, the main problem with the previous models for conditional sentences 
in Biblical Hebrew, was that they supposed there was a direct connection between either verbal 
forms or particles and the possibility of a condition (epistemic modality). As chapter two showed, 
the particles אִם and ּלו are not directly linked to possible and impossible conditions respectively, 
and a more general function can be assigned to them. The standard conditional particle, אִם, also 
occurred in non-conditional clauses such as questions, and is found introducing impossible 
conditions. Likewise, ּלו is found in clauses better described as non-conditional wishes and fears 
and is used to introduce possible conditions. For example, in Gen 50:15, we saw that although 
contrary to facts, since Joseph treated his brothers good, it was possible that the death of their 
father would change this and Joseph would make them pay for the evil they had done to him. 
Other particles can also be used to introduce conditional clauses, but since they do not specify the 
clause as hypothetical, this must be derived from context. Where כִּי is used to introduce 
circumstantial clauses, the clause type can be even less specified if only a ְו is present, which 
simply connects the two clauses. 

The verbal forms used in the conditional sentence likewise have no direct connection with 
epistemic modality. The use of qatal in the protasis, often associated with impossible conditions, is 
more frequent in possible conditions, although this is also due to the fact that possible conditions 
are far more frequent than impossible conditions. In all cases, the perfective aspect was present in 
the conditional clauses, and can account for the default past temporal interpretation and for 
temporal succession Likewise, yiqtol is used for both possible and impossible conditions. Again, 
the imperfective aspect can be found in all cases, explains the default present/future temporal 
interpretation or its use in durative or iterative events. Similar aspectual nuances are found in the 
clauses where the participle is used. 

Based on this analysis, a better approach to the identification of conditional clauses can be 
suggested. First, instead of focusing on only two separated classes, possible and impossible 
conditionals, we should recon that not all clauses clearly express epistemic modality, and that more 
nuances are important in the analysis of conditional sentences, such as aspect, tense and other 
types of modality like directive modality, and temporal succession.

The semantics of the conditional clauses are not expressed by a single factor, such as verbal 
forms or particles, but by the combination of them. Particles used in conditional clauses mainly 
define the clause type that follows, with אִם and ּלו as the main conditional particles, since they 
label a class as hypothetical, the latter additionally as "contrary to facts". If other or even no 
particles are used, it must be derived from the context whether the clause is hypothetical and 
conditional. As such, they can be used also in non-conditional clauses that are hypothetical and 
are not directly linked to epistemic modality. This explains examples as in Gen 13:16 where אִם is 
used to introduce an impossible condition and Gen 50:15, where ּלו is used in a possible condition. 
A condition that is contrary to known facts can still be a possible alternative, and a clause that is 
only viewed as hypothetical, can still be impossible, even though it is not specified by the particle.  

�46



The verbal forms primarily express viewpoint aspect. In different contexts in conditional clauses 
this leads to other semantic nuances. The perfective aspect of qatal, with or without prefixed waw, 
can suggest that the action is completed, as in "If I have found favor in your eyes" (Gen 47:29), or 
have the default past temporal interpretation. The imperfective aspect of yiqtol can likewise be 
used in progressive/durative actions or present/future temporal reference. For both qatal and yiqtol, 
the VS word order indicates the modal use of the forms in a conditional clause, without a difference 
between possible or impossible conditions.

An important notion in conditional clauses, that is also one of the factors that determines the choice 
for the use of either qatal or yiqtol is temporal succession. The perfective aspect makes most 
actions bounded, so that it advances the reference time, while the imperfective aspect does not. As 
such, multiple qatal forms following each other denote temporally successive actions. This is an 
important nuance for conditional clauses, because it can stress the fact that a consequence 
directly follows a condition. Therefore, qatal is used rather frequent in the apodosis of conditional 
clauses, and is the only verb used in conditional sentences without particles, in which case it is the 
only factor expressing the relation of the two clauses. In law, whole series of qatal forms are used 
in the protasis or apodosis, to describe actions that must be executed in a certain order. If a yiqtol 
is used in either the protasis or apodosis, the temporal succession is not specified. The actions 
could overlap, be too distant to speak of direct temporal succession or are in fact temporally 
successive, but do not use qatal to specify this; it must be derived from context. The context can 
also supply particles that can limit the possible nuances by either indicating temporal succession or 
specify a different reference time for one of the clauses.

As such, the choice for either qatal or yiqtol is not based only on epistemic modality, but is 
meaningful in the various nuances that are caused by their primary aspectual value, most notably 
temporal succession. Other factors also played a role in the choice for certain verb forms, such as 
the particle used. When a protasis was introduced by כִּי, yiqtol always followed. On the other hand, 
only qatal was used when the particle was missing. The imperative only occurred in direct speech. 
Other nuances also seemed to be expressed by the verbal forms. Besides epistemic modality, the 
use of both qatal and yiqtol in law also suggested that the forms are used to express directive 
modality, and the use of a series of qatal forms in either the protasis or apodosis indicates that the 
events are successive and have to take place in a fixed order. 

By combining these factors, more can be said about the realizability of a condition. Not by 
suggesting a direct relation between a feature and a type of modality, but by limiting the possible 
modal nuances that can be expressed by the combination of factors. For example, when ּלו is 
combined with a verb that, in combination with the context, leads to a past temporal interpretation, 
the condition is impossible, since the past is generally viewed as unchangeable. When a past 
temporal interpretation is combined with the normal hypothetical particle אִם, it must be derived 
from the context that the condition is "contrary to facts". When the temporal interpretation is 
present/future, then the options are less limited, and from the context it must be derived if the 
condition is physically impossible (counting the sand of the see in [2.2] or gathering all the fish in 
the see in [2.3]) or is supposed to be impossible (Balack giving all his possessions in [2.4]). If yet 
other particles are used, the options are even less limited, since the clause might not be 
hypothetical or conditional at all. 
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This approach is also based on the theory that although verbal forms primary express aspect, the 
language can express tense, modality and discourse-pragmatic nuances with other strategies, but 
they are less specified or limited than the aspectual interpretation of the verbal forms. Similarly, 
particles should be given a single function, such as "presenting a clause as hypothetical", but can 
be used to express other nuances as well. To summarize, this approach proposes a clear 
distinction between semantics and pragmatics.

For further research, this model could be tested on other texts from the Hebrew Bible. Also, more 
factors could be added. As already mentioned above, different genres prefer different conditional 
constructions. Most notably, in the law many cases where first introduced by כִּי and followed by 
yiqtol, after which a series of qatal forms can be used to express the procedure that has to be 
followed in such a case. Also, as the Hebrew Bible contains texts that might span more than a 
millennium, the use of verbal forms, particles and more generally conditional clauses might have 
evolved over time, so the factor of the time a text was written might also be important. Kalkman 
(2015) suggests furthermore that syntax, more specifically, the relation between mother and 
daughter clauses, can condition the modal nuances expressed by a verb. Therefore, this should 
also be analyzed. More generally, this approach for studying the semantics of the conditional 
clause by looking at basic functions that combine with context, syntax and other factors to express 
a variety of aspectual, tense, modal and discourse-pragmatic nuances can and should be applied 
to the study of any clause type in Biblical Hebrew. 
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