
Chapter 7:  The Past Tense Narrative
Vocabulary:

his silver: wøÚpVsA;k

he found: aDxDm

justice; judgment; custom: fDÚpVvIm

prophet: ayIbÎn

he fell: lApÎn

still, yet, again (adv.): dOwo

eternity; ancient time: MDløo, MDlOwo

tree: XEo

now (adv.): hD;tAo

voice, sound: lOwq

much, many (adj.): bAr

spirit; wind: Aj…wr

official; leader; prince: rAc

heavens; sky (dual. noun): Mˆy°AmDv

gate: rAo°Av

under; beneath; instead of (prep): tAjA°t

or (conj.): Owa

tent: lRh°Øa

Aaron:  NOwr≈hAa

fire (fem.): vEa

he built: hÎn;Db

in the midst (of):  KOwt;Vb

blood: MyIm;Dd ,M;Dd

life (pl.):  Myˆ¥yAj

sword (fem.):  tOwbDr≈j ,bRrR°j

his sword: Ow…bVrAj

he brought forth; he bore (gave birth): dAlDy

sea: MÎy

Jacob: bOq≈oÅy

he went down: dArÎy

vessel; utensil: yIl;Vk

silver: PRs;°Rk

The Past Tense in Biblical Hebrew Narratives

This chapter introduces the past tense in Biblical Hebrew narratives. Since narrative texts often

describe events that took place in the past, the ability to read verbs that convey the past tense is very

important. These forms will allow the student to begin reading larger portions of texts that come from

the Hebrew Bible.
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Introduction to the inflection of Hebrew Verbs:

As alluded to several times so far in this textbook, the various inflections (perfect, imperfect,

etc.) of Hebrew verbs convey aspect and not tense. That is, the imperfect inflection conveys the aspect

of how the action takes place and not the tense of the action. Thus, the imperfect inflection conveys

aspect in the sense of either the idea of action in the future or the idea of habitual, potential or probable

action in the mind of the speaker or writer of a Biblical Hebrew text.1 In English, action that has not

taken place is commonly conveyed by the future tense. For example, if the action “guarding the king”

is incomplete, the following sentence in the future tense might be the result: “he will guard the king.”

Therefore, the imperfect inflection in Biblical Hebrew is often translated as the future tense, but in

other cases where the present tense or the use of a modal verb is more appropriate for the imperfect

inflection. Subsequent chapters will treat this topic as it relates to imperfect in greater detail, but for the

present it is sufficient for the student to remember that the Hebrew verbal inflections convey aspect

and not tense.

With this concept in mind, we can turn to perfect inflection. The perfect conveys the concept of

a completed whole in the mind of the speaker or writer. Depending on the context, this will often (but

not always) convey the idea of the past tense. It is common for introductory grammars of Hebrew to

introduce an inflection (such as the perfect), and then review all of the tenses that can be conveyed by

this verbal aspect. For example, it is typical to introduce the perfect aspect and then show how the

perfect can convey action in the past, a perception or mood in the present, and even sometimes the

future tense. While it is important to remember that Hebrew verb inflections are not static and can

                                                  
1 It should be noted that the name for the imperfect inflection is somewhat deceptive. It was previously thought that the
imperfect inflection conveyed incomplete or unfinished action, and thus the name “imperfect.” Recent grammatical studies
have shown that such an analysis is too simplistic for Biblical Hebrew. There are instances where the imperfect describes
incomplete action (i.e., future action), but there are many other instances where it is more accurate to say that the imperfect
may be used to describe “action conceived by the speaker as general, non-specific, habitual, potential, or to some degree
probable” (Lamdin, p. 100).
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convey different tenses, the present textbook takes a different approach—the focus will be on the

presentation of the typical forms used in actual Biblical Hebrew texts to convey past narration.

Likewise, the same approach will be used for the present tense, and the common uses of the perfect

tense to convey the present tense will be discussed in detail at that time.

The most frequent way to express the past tense in Biblical Hebrew narratives:

Two inflections are commonly used to describe action that took place in the past:

1. The perfect: As noted above, Biblical Hebrew verbs do not convey tense but aspect.

Specifically the perfect conveys the idea on the part of the speaker or writer that the action

is a complete whole. This is often translated with the English past tense. For example, the

perfect would be used to translate the following English sentences written in the past tense

and where the action is seen as complete:

I called to the lad rAo°…AnAl yItaD°rDq

I wrote to the lad rAo°…AnAl y;ItVb°At;Dk

However, the perfect might also be used to translate following English sentences written in

the present tense:

I know the lad rAo°…AnAh_tRa y;ItVo°AdÎy

I love the lad rAo°…AnAh_tRa y;ItVbA°hDa

In the second set of examples, the perfect inflection can be used in Hebrew to convey the

idea that the love of the lad is complete, but it also conveys a continuing disposition

towards an object. In this case, the Hebrew verb inflection allows the writer or speaker to

convey more than is possible in the simple English present tense.
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While it is important to recognize that the perfect can convey different tenses, the focus

of this chapter is on uses where the perfect conveys action that takes place in the past. Other

uses of the perfect will be taken up in subsequent chapters.

2. The so-called converted imperfect:  In a manner similar to the perfect inflection, the

imperfect inflection in Biblical Hebrew is used to convey the idea of incomplete aspect.

This is often used to convey the future tense. However, there are a large group of verbs that

look identical to imperfect forms that clearly convey the past tense. This group of verbs has

previously been labeled the “converted imperfect” because they all have the same

orthography and yet all convey the past tense. These forms are easy to recognize because

they all follow a waw conjunction with a short /a/ vowel, and they typically have a doubling

of the preformative.

-imperfect form; typically translated “he will guard” rømVvˆy

-so-called converted form translated as “and he guarded” rOmVvˆ¥yÅw

-imperfect form; typically translated “he will call” a∂rVqˆ¥y

so-called converted form translated as “and he called” a∂rVqˆ¥yÅw

The discovery of ancient texts at Ugarit and Tell el-Amarna that were written in Semitic

languages that are related to Hebrew have allowed scholars to see that the so-called

converted imperfect is actually another Hebrew inflection called the preterite. Unlike the

perfect, the preterite does normally convey past action, so it will also always be translated

using the past tense. The beginning student does not need to learn the historical grammar

involved with the identification of the preterite, but it is sufficient for the moment to know

that the so-called converted imperfect forms will almost always be translated using the past
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tense. In this chapter, we will only use the 3rd person masculine singular form of the so-

called converted imperfect or the preterite.

The orthography of the perfect for Hebrew verbal roots

The last chapter introduced the idea of verbal roots. To this point, the student has only

experienced verbs in the vocabulary in their active participle form. From this point forward, all verbs

will be introduced in the 3ms (3rd masculine singular) perfect form because this form usually preserves

all of the root letters. The 3ms perfect form of strong roots is formed by placing a long /a/ vowel under

the initial consonant, and a short /a/ vowel under the second consonant. The following table illustrates

how to form the 3ms perfect form for several verbs that have already been encountered:

Perfect Form Participle Form
he heard oAmDv he hears AoEmøv

he went VKAlDh he goes VKElOh

he served dAbDo he serves dEbOo

he wrote bAtD;k he writes bEt;øk

he ate lAkDa he eats lEkøa

The orthography of the perfect for strong roots

The 3ms form of the perfect is formed as described above—placing a long /a/ vowel under the

first root letter and a short /a/ vowel under the second root letter (rAmDv fl r-m-v). The inflected

forms are formed by placing an afformative ending on the verbal root. The endings must be

memorized, but they are similar to the endings found on the Class A suffixes that were learned in the
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previous chapter. The following chart illustrates how the endings of the perfect are similar to the Class

A suffixes:

Pl. Class A Suffixes Plural Perfect Forms Sg. Class A Suffixes Sing. Perfect Forms

…wnDl …wnVr°AmDv yIl y;ItVr°AmDv

MRkDl M;RtVrAmVv ÔKVl ;DtVr°AmDv

NRkDl N;RtVrAmVv JKDl ;VtVrAmDv

MRhDl …wrVm`Dv Owl rAmDv

NRhDl ;hDl hDrVm̀Dv

The student should note that vowel reduction in the propretonic syllable only occurs when the

afformative ending is a close syllable. When the afformative ending is an opening syllable, the accent

is found on the second syllable (e.g., DtVr°AmDv) so there is no need to reduce the long /a/ vowel in the first

syllable. However, when the ending is a closed syllable, the accent shifts to the end of the word with

subsequent vowel reduction in the propretonic syllable (e.g., M;RtVrAmVv).

The orthography of verbs with gutturals in the verbal root

As the student has discovered in the previous chapters, gutturals normally do not accept a

sheva, so there are some slight modifications for verbal roots with gutturals. In I-gutt. and II-gutt.

roots, a composite sheva is found. In III-gutt. roots, the sheva is accepted except in the case of the 2fs

form where the /a/ vowel is assimilated for III–o or III–j roots. In III–a roots, the aleph is quiescent

and does not accept a vowel. III–h roots follow a special pattern and will be treated in a subsequent

chapter. The following chart illustrates these variations:
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III-a root

a-x-m

III-gutt. root

o-m-v

II-gutt. root

b-h-a

I-gutt. root

d-m-o

Strong root

r-m-v

yIta°DxDm y;ItVoAmDv y;ItVbAhDa y;ItVd°AmDo y;ItVr°AmDv

DtaD°xDm ;DtVo°AmDv ;DtVb°AhDa ;DtVd°AmDo ;DtVr°AmDv

taD°xDm ;VtAo°AmDv ;VtVbAhDa ;VtVdA°mDo ;VtVrAmDv

aDxDm oAmDv bAhDa dAmDo rAmDv

hDaVxD`m hDoVmD`v hDb≈hD`a hDdVmD`o hDrVmD`v

…wnaD°xDm …wnVoA°mDv …wnVb°AhDa …wnVd°AmDo …wnVr°AmDv

MRtaDxVm M;RtVoAmVv M;RtVbAh≈a M;RtVdAm≈o M;RtVrAmVv

NRtaDxVm NR;tVoAmVv N;RtVbAh≈a N;RtVdAm≈o N;RtVrAmVv

…waVxD`m …woVmD`v …wb≈hD`a …wdVmD`o …wrVmD`v

Orthography of the 3ms preterite in narrative sequence (so-called converted imperfect):

The 3ms preterite in narrative narratives is an extremely frequent form in Biblical Hebrew, so

this form will be introduced in this chapter before other inflections of the imperfect are introduced in

subsequent chapters. To this point the student has already encountered in the vocabulary two such

preterite verbs in narrative sequence:

“and he said” = rRmaø¥yÅw “and he called” = a∂rVqˆ¥yÅw

In each case that has been encountered, two features allow the student to recognize this verb:

1. There is a waw conjunction with a short /a/ vowel ( Åw ).

2. There is a doubling of the preformative (in the case of the 3ms form, a yod).
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At this point in the textbook, the emphasis will be on recognition of the 3ms forms and not on the

ability to reproduce the forms. The following table shows how some of the forms that have been

learned to this point are found in the preterite in narrative sequence:

Translation Pret. in narrative seq. Verbal root

And he guarded rOmVvˆ¥yÅw r-m-v

And he wrote bO;tVkˆ¥yÅw b-t-k

And he said rRmaø¥yÅw r-m-a

And he called a∂rVqˆ¥yÅw a-r-q

And he heard oAmVvˆ¥yÅw o-m-v

And he went out aEx´¥yÅw a-x-y

And he knew oåd́¥yÅw o-d-y

And he went JKRl´¥yÅw K-l-h

And he came aøbÎ¥yÅw a-w-b
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Reading exercise (adapted from Gen 19)

:JKDaVlA;mAl fwøl JKRl´¥yÅw MOdVs_rAoAvV;b bEvOy fwøl◊w 1M;OdVsIl hÎwh◊y JKAaVlAm aøbÎ¥yÅw .1

:2ahDl◊yD;lAh y;ImIo NyIl…w yItyE;b_lRa 2aÎn r…ws JKDaVlA;mAh_lRa fwøl rRmaø¥yÅw .2

:lAkaø¥yÅw 3hR;tVvIm hDcDo fwøl hR;lEaDh MyîrDb√;dAh rAjAa yIh◊yÅw fwøl tyE;b_lRa hÎwh◊y JKAaVlAm aøbÎ¥yÅw .3

NéqÎz_dAo◊w rAoÅ…nIm fwøl tyEbVl …wkVlD`h MOdVs yEv◊nAa ryIoDh yEv◊nAa hR;lEaDh MyîrDb√;dAh rAjAa yIh◊yÅw .4

MDoDh_lD;k

vyIaDh_tRa 8aExwøh 7hDl◊yD;lAh 6ÔKyRlEa …aD;b_rRvSa vyIaDh h´¥yAa wøl 5…wrVmaø¥yÅw fwøl_lRa 4…wa√rVqˆ¥yÅw .5

:OwtOa 10hDo√d´n◊w 9…wnyElEa

1. To Sodom
2. please turn = aÎn r…ws
2a.  hlylh = tonight
3. a feast
4. and they called
5. and they said
6. to  you
7. tonight
8. bring out (an imperative)
9. to us
10. that we may know (i.e., sexually)


