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 The Enigma of the Hebrew Verbal System Solved 

Introduction 
In this short paper, I will try to explain verb form usage in classical biblical Hebrew, showing 

how the seeming enigma can be solved. 

I will adopt a synchronic approach; in other words, I will not explain how this system was 

formed, but only how it worked. 

The essential point of my explanation is that the classical biblical Hebrew verbal system was a 

binary system with only two full conjugations: the Suffix Conjugation (qatal, the so-called 

“Perfect”) and the Prefix Conjugation (short or long yiqtol, the so-called “Imperfect”). 

In our digital era, a binary system can obviously be just as effective as a decimal system and is 

no more difficult or complex. One must simply understand that there are only two symbols 

instead of ten. 

So, let’s look at how it operated. 

The usage of the two conjugations 
1. If a sequence of verb forms, expressing single actions, starts with a Suffix Conjugation, all 

the verbs in the sequence will indicate a past/anterior action (corresponding to Past Simple, 

Present Perfect, Past Perfect, and Future Perfect in English).  

On the other hand, if a sequence of verb forms, expressing single actions, starts with a Prefix 

Conjugation, all the verbs in the sequence will indicate a non-past/non-anterior action 

(corresponding to Present Simple and Future in English). 

 

2. If the second verb form in a past/anterior sequence is a Suffix Conjugation, it does not 

advance the time or the logic of narration or discourse, i.e., the second action is 

contemporaneous with, or parallel to the first. The same applies to the third form and so on. 

If the second verb form in a past/anterior sequence is a Prefix Conjugation, it advances the time 

or the logic of narration or discourse, i.e., the second action follows or is logically dependent 

on the first. The same applies to the third form and so on. 

 

3. If the second verb form in a non-past/non-anterior sequence is a Prefix Conjugation, it does 

not advance the time or the logic of narration or discourse, i.e., the second action is 

contemporaneous with, or parallel to the first. The same applies to the third form and so on. 

If the second verb form in a non-past/non-anterior sequence is a Suffix Conjugation, it 

advances the time or the logic of narration or discourse, i.e., the second action follows or is 

logically dependent on the first. The same applies to the third form and so on. 
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4. To express a habitual or repeated action, the usage of the two conjugations is overturned: 

the Prefix Conjugation is used as the first verb form in a past/anterior sequence, and the Suffix 

Conjugation is used as a first verb form in a non-past/non-anterior verb sequence (present or 

future). 

  

5. If the author needs a second habitual or repeated action in a past/anterior sequence, he/she 

will use the Prefix Conjugation to indicate that the action does not advance the time or the logic 

of narration or discourse, or will use the Suffix Conjugation to indicate that the action advances 

the time or the logic of narration or discourse.  

Lastly, he/she will use a second Suffix Conjugation in a non-past/non-anterior verb sequence 

to indicate that the action does not advance the time or the logic of narration or discourse, or 

will use a Prefix Conjugation to indicate that the action advances the time or the logic of 

narration or discourse. 

 

6. We usually find the waw “and” between the different verb forms, but it can be omitted.  

 

We can summarise the sequences we have seen so far in the following table: 

 Past/Anterior Non-Past/Non-Anterior 

 Single Action Habitual / 

repeated 

Single Action Habitual / 

repeated 

Contemporaneous 

/ parallel 

SC + [waw] + SC PC + [waw] + PC PC + [waw] + PC SC + [waw] + SC 

Successive  

/ dependent 

SC + [waw] + PC PC + [waw] + SC PC + [waw] + SC SC + [waw] + PC 
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Examples 
I will offer a few examples of each construction. 

1. The first verb form of a sequence 

1.1 A Suffix Conjugation as the first verb form of a sequence indicates a past tense or an 

anterior. 

Narrative 

In narrative, a Suffix Conjugation as the first verb form of a sequence should be translated with 

a Past Simple 

Gen 36,1-2 

ו ַקח ֵעשָׂ יו לָׂ נֹות ֶאת־נָׂשָׂ נַָׂען   ִמבְּ  כְּ

Esau took his wives from the daughters of Canaan.  

Dependent clause 

In a dependent clause, a Suffix Conjugation as the first verb form of a sequence should be 

translated with a Perfect. 

Jos 17:13b 

קּו ִכי זְּ ֵני חָׂ ֵאל  בְּ רָׂ  ִישְּ

When the Israelites had become strong.  

Direct speech 

In direct speech, a Suffix Conjugation as the first verb form of a sequence should be translated 

with a Present Perfect or a Past Simple 

Gen 3:10 

ֹּאֶמר ָך ַוי לְּ ִתי ֶאת־קֹּ ַמעְּ ן שָׂ  ַבגָׂ

He said, “I heard your voice in the garden”.  

Poetry 

In poetry, a Suffix Conjugation as the first verb form of a sequence should be translated with a 

Present Perfect or a Past Simple 

 

Sal 40:2 

ה הוָׂה  ִקִּויִתי ַקּוֹּ  יְּ

I waited patiently for the Lord.  

1.2 A Prefix Conjugation as the first verb form of a sequence indicates a present or a future. 

Dependent clause 

Dt 4:28 

ֵדי ַמֲעֵשה ֱאֹלִהים ם יְּ דָׂ ֶאֶבן  ֵעץ אָׂ אּוןלֹּא־ ֲאֶשר וָׂ    ִירְּ
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… Gods made by human hands, objects of wood and stone that not see. 

Direct speech 

Gen 3:14b 

 

ָך נְּ חֹּ  ֵתֵלך   ַעל־גְּ

Upon your belly, you shall go.  

Poetry 

Ps 10:1 

ה מָׂ הוָׂה לָׂ ד  יְּ חֹוק  ַתֲעמֹּ רָׂ  בְּ

Why, O LORD, do you stand far off? 

  

2. The following verb forms in a past/anterior sequence 

There have been no difficulties so far. But the question is: what happens if we add another verb 

form to the first?  

2.1 Suffix Conjugation after Suffix Conjugation 

In classical Biblical Hebrew, if a second Suffix Conjugation is used in a past/anterior sequence, 

it indicates not only the time (past/anterior) but also the relationship between the two forms 

(contemporaneousness or parallelism).  

Let us examine the following verse: 

Gen 19,23 

א ַהֶשֶמש ֶרץ יָׂצָׂ אָׂ לֹוט  ַעל־הָׂ א וְּ ה׃  בָׂ ֲערָׂ  צֹּ

The sun rose upon the earth and Lot came unto Zoar. 

  

The Hebrew text does not tell us only the time (past), but also the relationship between the two 

forms (contemporaneousness). Lot came unto Zoar exactly when the sun rose and hence, he 

was saved.  

Obviously, in narrative the opposite is most common: usually, the author wishes to express 

succeeding actions. To achieve this second goal, he/she can only use the other conjugation: the 

Prefix Conjugation. 

2.2 Prefix Conjugation in a past sequence 

If a Prefix Conjugation comes in a past/anterior sequence introduced by a Suffix Conjugation, 

it indicates a successive or dependent action, even if there is no waw. 

Narrative 

2 Sam 23:10 (in the last form, the waw is not connected to the verb) 
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ם  הּוא ִתים  ַיךוַ   קָׂ ִלשְּ הוָׂה  ַיַעשוַ   ...  ַבפְּ ה  יְּ שּועָׂ ה  תְּ דֹולָׂ ם  ַההּוא  ַביֹום  גְּ עָׂ הָׂ בּו  וְּ יו   יָׂשֻׁ  ַאֲחרָׂ

ַפֵשט׃   ַאך־לְּ

He stood his ground. He struck down the Philistines ... The Lord brought about a great 

victory that day. And the people came back to Him—but only to strip the dead. 

Dependent clause 

In the same verse: 

2 Sam 23:10b 

ה עָׂ ַבקוַ  יָׂדֹו ִכי־יָׂגְּ  ֶאל־ַהֶחֶרב  יָׂדֹו ִתדְּ

Because his hand was weary, and his hand clave unto the sword. 

Direct speech 

Gen 3:10 

ֹּאֶמר ָך ַוי לְּ ִתי ֶאת־קֹּ ַמעְּ ן שָׂ אוָׂ  ַבגָׂ ם ִאירָׂ ִכי ִכי־ֵעירֹּ נֹּ ֵבאוָׂ  אָׂ  ׃ֵאחָׂ

He said, “I heard your voice in the garden, and I was afraid because I was naked, and I 

hid myself.” 

Poetry 

Ps 116:6  

ִלי ַּדּלֹוִתי הֹוִשיעַ  וְּ  יְּ

I was brought low, and He saved me.  

הֹוִשיעַ   is a long yiqtol and the waw is not connected to the verb. Nevertheless, not only does יְּ

this verb form indicate the past tense, it also tells us this action follows the first. 

 

3. The following verb forms in a non-past/non-anterior sequence 
3.1 If the second form in a non-past/non-anterior sequence introduced by a Prefix Conjugation 

is another Prefix Conjugation, it expresses contemporaneousness or parallelism. 

We have already seen the beginning of Ps 10:1; lets now turn to the second verb form: 

ה מָׂ הוָׂה לָׂ ד  יְּ חֹוק ַתֲעמֹּ רָׂ ִלים בְּ ִעתֹות ַתעְּ ה  לְּ רָׂ  ַבצָׂ

 Why, O LORD, do you stand far off? Why do you hide yourself in times of trouble?  

The second action is parallel to the first. 

3.2 If the second form is a Suffix Conjugation, it expresses succession or dependence. 

Ps 11:2 (without waw) 

ִעים ִהֵנה ִכי שָׂ רְּ כּון הָׂ רְּ נּו ֶקֶשת ִידְּ ם כֹונְּ    ִלירֹות ַעל־ֶיֶתר ִחצָׂ

For, lo, the wicked bend the bow, they make ready their arrow upon the string. 
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After they bend the bow, they make ready their arrow upon the string. 

4. Habitual or repeated action: the first verb form 
To express habitual actions or repeated actions, classical Hebrew overturns the order of the 

verb forms in a sequence. Hence, the Prefix Conjugation standing first in a sequence indicates 

past/anterior.  

1 Sam 2:19-20 

ִעיל ן ּומְּ טֹּ    ִאּמֹו ־ּלֹוַתֲעֶשה  קָׂ

His mother used to make him a little robe. 

5. Habitual or repeated action: the second verb form 
If the second verb form, expressing habitual actions or repeated actions in a past/anterior 

sequence, is a Prefix Conjugation, it does not advance the time or the logic of narration or 

discourse, i.e., the second action is contemporaneous with, or parallel to the first.  

If the second verb form, expressing habitual actions or repeated actions in a past/anterior 

sequence, is a Suffix Conjugation, it advances the time or the logic of narration or discourse.  

Num 9:18 

הוָׂה ַעל־ִפי עּו יְּ ֵני ִיסְּ ֵאל בְּ רָׂ ַעל־ִפי ִישְּ הוָׂה וְּ    ַיֲחנּו יְּ

At the command of the Lord the Israelites would set out, and at the command of the 

Lord they would camp. 

The two actions are represented as parallel and equivalent. 

1 Sam 2:19-20 

ִעיל ן  ּומְּ טֹּ הוְּ   ִאּמֹו  ַתֲעֶשה־ּלֹו  קָׂ תָׂ ה  ִמיִָׂמים  לֹו  ַהַעלְּ ּה  יִָׂמימָׂ ּה  ַבֲעלֹותָׂ חַ   ֶאת־ִאישָׂ בֹּ  ֶאת־ֶזַבח   ִלזְּ

נָׂה ֵעִלי ֵבַרךּו ַהיִָׂמים׃ קָׂ תֹו ֶאת־ֶאלְּ ֶאת־ִאשְּ    וְּ

His mother used to make him a little robe and take it to him each year when she 

went up with her husband to offer the yearly sacrifice. 20 Then Eli would bless 

Elkanah and his wife. 

The second and third actions are successive. 

6. The waw 
As we have seen, the Hebrew verbal system is based on the use of only two conjugations and 

the order in which they appear. 

However, the traditional theory that claimed the waw inverted the value of the tenses is not 

completely wrong. 

At one stage in the development of the language, the first verb form in the sequences was 

omitted, exactly as in modern Hebrew one says שתצליח more often than  אני  מאחל  לך  שתצליח 

to say, “I hope you will succeed”.  
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Elliptical sentences are common in any language, and in these the conjunction is a very 

important way of indicating how the text should be understood. In the same way, the waw 

cannot be overlooked in elliptical Hebrew sequences either: it identifies a verb form as “not-

first”. But this matter is probably more suitable for advanced students. For the moment these 

few pages may suffice to explain most of the passages in the Hebrew Bible. 

For a more detailed study see my Sequences of Verbal Forms and Taxis in Biblical Hebrew 
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