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E L L E N  VA N  W O L D E

Towards a New Understanding of the Image of 
God in Genesis 1:26–27: An Analysis of the 
Constructions of the Verb ברא in the Hebrew Bible



TOWARDS A NEW UNDERSTANDING OF 
THE IMAGE OF GOD IN GENESIS 1:26–27: 

AN ANALYSIS OF THE CONSTRUCTIONS OF 

THE VERB ברא IN THE HEBREW BIBLE 

ELLEN VAN WOLDE 
RADBOUD UNIVERSITY 

The present article counters the common assumption that ברא 
Qal with subject God means “to create” and the common ren-
dering of humanity being “created in God’s image” in Gen 1:26–
27. A number of scholars in the past expressed doubts about the
understanding of ברא Qal “to create,” and concluded that ברא 
Qal might be understood better in terms of separation or divi-
sion. The present article further builds on these arguments, ex-
tending them with an analysis of all verbal constructions of ברא 
Qal in the Hebrew Bible, and then proposes a new reading of 
Gen 1:26–27 based on the analysis.0F

1  
The structure of the paper is as follows: Section 1 resumes 

the problems with ברא’s meaning “to create,” and presents the 
alternative understanding of “to separate.” Sections 2 and 3 then 
explain the leading semantic and syntactic principles of the pre-
sent research. In Section 4 an analysis is made of all 37 construc-
tions with ברא Qal in the Hebrew Bible, followed in Section 5 
by a short detour on the 10 constructions with ברא Niphal.2 
Based on this investigation, Section 6 offers an extensive analysis 
of Gen 1:26–27. It starts with a summary of the literature on the 
image of God. The next sections deal with the semantics of צלם 
and דמות and the metonymical and metaphorical contents rep-
resented by בצלמנו and נוכדמות . Subsequently the verbal con-
structions of עשה and ברא with בצלם in Gen 1:26 and 27 are 

1 I am grateful to the insightful comments and suggestions of Camil 
Staps, Lut Callaert, Katharine Dell, Francis Landy, and the two anony-
mous JHS reviewers. 

2 Although the Qal stem of ברא is used in Gen 1:26–27, a short 
discussion of the 10 ברא Niphal attestations is included to clarify how 
they fit into the “separation”-scheme. The four uses of ברא Piel are 
already commonly understood to express “to clear/to cut an open 
space,” an intensive form of separation. They need therefore no further 
discussion here. 
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examined. A short sketch of Gen 5:1–5 follows, because it refers 
to Gen 1:26–27. Section 7 summarizes and concludes.3  

The overall aim of the article is twofold: first, to show that 
an analysis of verbal constructions can help us to improve our 
understanding of verbs in general and of the verb ברא in partic-
ular; and second, to offer a new interpretation of Gen 1:26–27.3F

4  

1.  DOUBTS CONCERNING THE COMMON 

UNDERSTANDING OF  ברא QAL “TO CREATE” 
Already in the twelfth century Ibn Ezra discussed the problem-
atic aspects of the conventional understanding of ברא Qal “to 
create” and concluded that its meaning is “to cut” or “to set a 
boundary.”4F

5 Later, Gesenius in the nineteenth century and some 
biblical scholars in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries have 
criticized the common view and suggested that the verb’s mean-
ing comes closer to that of cutting or separation.5F

6 The arguments 

 
 

3 Because Section 4 with an analysis of all ברא Qal constructions in 
the Hebrew Bible is quite long, the reader who is mainly interested in 
Gen 1:26–27 might consider skipping this part and go directly to the 
conclusions presented in Section 4.4. The long exposition is however 
needed to show on what argumentation the conclusion is based.  

4 It may be helpful to clarify that this is an exclusively linguistic 
study, more specifically a syntactic and semantic examination of the 
verbal constructions of ברא Qal in the Hebrew Bible in general and in 
Gen 1:26–27 in particular. It is probably unnecessary to say, but this 
study does not claim to include the rhetorical, literary, social, historical, 
or ethical (etc.) aspects of the biblical texts in which these constructions 
occur.  

5 See “Ibn Ezra on Geneses1:1,” based on H.N. Strickman and 
A.M. Silver, Ibn Ezra’s Commentary on the Pentateuch: Bereshit (New York: 
Menorah Publications, 1988), available at www.sefaria.org: “Most Bib-
lical commentators explain that the word bara (created) indicates crea-
tion ex nihilo.” (Ibn Ezra then mentions a series of biblical texts in 
which ברא in the meaning “to create” is problematic. And he con-
cludes: “The meaning of bara is to cut or to set a boundary. The intel-
ligent person will understand what I am alluding to.” 

6 In chronological order: W. Gesenius, Hebräisch-Deutsches Hand-
wörterbuch über die Schriften des Alten Testaments mit einschluss der geogra-
phischen Namen und chaldäischen Wörter im Esra und Daniel, Theil 1 (Leip-
zig: Vogel, 1810), 120; W. Gesenius, Thesaurus philologicus criticus lingvae 
hebraeae et chaldaeae Veteris Testamenti (Leipzig: Vogel, 1829), 236; S. R. 
Driver, The Book of Genesis, with Introduction and Notes (London: Methuen, 
1904), 3; H. A. Brongers, De scheppingstradities bij de profeten (Amsterdam: 
H. J. Paris, 1945), 13–16; J. van der Ploeg, “Le sens du verbe hébreu 
 .bārā’. Étude sémasiologique,” Le Muséon 59 (1946): 143–57; P ברא
Humbert, “Emploi et porté du verbe bārā (créer) dans l’Ancien Testa-
ment,” in Opuscules d’un hébraisant, ed. P. Humbert (Neuchâtel: Secrétar-
iat de l’Université de Neuchâtel, 1958), 146–65; É. Dantinne, “Création 
et séparation,” Le Muséon 74 (1961): 441–51; P. Beauchamp, Création et 
séparation (Paris: Du Cerf, 1969); K.-H. Bernhardt, “ברא,” in Theolo-
gisches Wörterbuch zum Alten Testament, ed. G. J. Botterweck, H. Ringgren, 
and H.-J. Fabry, 10 vols. (Stuttgart: Kohlhammer, 1970–98), 1:773–77 
(773); C. Westermann, Genesis 1, Teilband 1: Genesis 1–11, BKAT 1/1 
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they gave are of an etymological, comparative, linguistic, and tex-
tual nature.  

Etymologically it is indisputable that in a great number of 
Hebrew verbs, the biconsonantal items בר (and פר) express the 
notion of cutting or separating: namely ברר ,ברח  ,ברה, and cog-
nate verbs such as  6.פרץ ,פרר ,פרק ,פרם  ,פרדF

7  Related terms in 
cognate languages show the same: various Akkadian words with 
the biconsonantal item br and pr express the notion of separa-
tion.7F

8 Conversely, Akkadian banû denotes “to build, construct, 
create.”8F

9 Punic has brʾ  to denote “to engraver, separate,”9F

10 Syriac 

 
 
(Neukirchen-Vluyn: Neukirchener Verlag, 1974), 99; R. C. van Leeu-
wen, “ברא,” in New International Dictionary of Old Testament Theology and 
Exegesis, ed. W. A. Van Gemeren, 5 vols. (Carlisle: Paternoster, 1997), 
1:728–35 (731); E. van Wolde, “Why the Verb ברא Does Not Mean ‘to 
Create’ in Genesis 1.1–2.4a,” JSOT 34 (2009): 3–23 ; E. van Wolde, and 
R. Rezetko, “Semantics and the Semantics of ברא: A Rejoinder to the 
Arguments Advanced by Bob Becking and Marjo Korpel,” JHS 11 
(2011): article 9, 2–39, https://doi.org/10.5508/jhs.2011.v11.a9; J. H. 
Walton, Genesis 1 as Ancient Cosmology (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 
2011), 128–33 ; E. van Wolde, “Separation and Creation in Genesis 1 
and Psalm 104: A Continuation of the Discussion of the Verb bara,” 
VT  67 (2017): 1–37; N. Wyatt, “Distinguishing Wood and Trees in the 
Waters: Creation in Biblical Thought,” in Conversations on Canaanite and 
Biblical Themes: Creation, Chaos, and Monotheism, ed. R. Watson and 
A.H.W. Curtis (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2022), 203–52. 

7 Dantinne, “Création et séparation,” 447: “L’existence, en hébreu, 
en plus de B R ’, d’autres racines comprenant les consonants B et R, 
avec des dérivés évoquant les idées de couper, de découper, de partager, 
de traverser  (…): BRH, décider, c’est-à-dire, trancher, au figuré; B R 
R, retrancher et, aux formes dérivées, purifier, c’est-à-dire, séparer de 
ce qui est impure; B ’ R et B W R, creuser, graver.” D. Cohen, Diction-
naire des racines sémitiques ou attestées dans les langues sémitiques (Leuven: Pee-
ters, 1994), 82,  B R: “Les notions de «creuser, percer, couper» se re-
trouvent dans quelques comportant la séquence B R, comme B ’ R, B 
R’, B R Z, B R B S, B R B R, B R H, B R W/Y, B R R.” 

8 For an extensive study of Akkadian related terms and their con-
texts of use, see The Assyrian Dictionary of the Oriental Institute of the Uni-
versity of Chicago (CAD) (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1965), 
sub (among others) biri, beri, bari, “between, birīt, between (two locali-
ties, persons),” birītu, barītu and similar terms, “in-between terrain, dis-
tance or in-between area, territory,” parasu, “separate.” See for similar 
data: A Concise Dictionary of Akkadian, second (corrected) printing, ed. 
J. Black, A. George, and N. Postgate (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz Verlag, 
2000). For a study of terms of separation used in Sumerian, bilingual, 
and Akkadian literary texts and incantations, which include accounts of 
the creation and/or organization of the universe, see E. van Wolde, 
“Why,” 10–13. 

9 CAD 2: 83–90.  
10 See J. Hoftijzer and K. Jongeling, Dictionary of the North-West Se-

mitic Inscriptions, Part One (Leiden: Brill, 1995), 196.  
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barrî “to divide,”11 Ancient South-Arabic hbrw “to cut in pieces,” 
and pre-Islamic Arabic brʾ “to distance, disconnect.”12 

Various linguistic arguments make the meaning of ברא “to 
separate” more likely. First, the Piel form of the verb  ברא clearly 
refers to “cutting down [trees]” or “clearing” in Josh 17:15, 18 
and in Ezek 21:24 and 23:47,13 which explains why Biblical He-
brew (BH) dictionaries opt for homonymy (see discussion be-
low).14 The often-expressed view that God is the subject of the 
verb ברא is only valid for ברא Qal, whereas human beings are 
the subject of ברא Piel.  

The distribution of creation verbs in the Hebrew Bible 
shows that God’s making of the earth is nine times expressed by 
the verb 15,עשה or by the verbs 16 יסד and 17 כון to indicate that 
God founded or established the earth, while the verb ברא is only 
used in Gen 1:1 and 2:4 (object: the heavens and the earth) and 
in Isa 40:28 (plural object “the ends of the earth”). God’s crea-
tion of the heavens is expressed sixteen times by the verb עשה “to 
make,”18 eleven times by the verb נטה “to spread out,”19 or by 
the verb  טפח “to spread,”20 and twice by the verb ברא (together 
with the earth in Gen 1:1 and 2:4) and once in Isa 42:5, where it 
is used parallel to נטה “to spread out.” Thus, the prototypical 
terms to designate God’s creation of the heavens are “to make” 
 These distributional data show .(נטה) ”and “to spread out (עשה)
that the verb עשה “to make” appears to be the common term to 
designate God’s creation of the heavens and/or the earth, and 
not the verb ברא. 

 
 

11 C. Brockelmann, Lexicon Syriacum, 2d ed. (Halle: Niemeyer, 1928), 
88b.  

12 For an exploration of brw/bry in Arabic, see van Wolde and 
Rezetko, Semantics, excursus 5.1. 

13 See Appendix 3, which lists the occurrences of ברא Piel in the 
Hebrew Bible.  

14 Most Biblical Hebrew dictionaries distinguish two or three ho-
monymous roots: ברא I “to create” (Qal and Niphal); ברא II “to con-
sume food” (Hiphil); ברא III “to cut, clear” (Piel); and some of them 
follow Gesenius’ 1835 Thesaurus and 1883 Handwörterbuch in his hypoth-
esis of a historical semantic development of the root from “to separate, 
divide” to “to create.” 

 ;in Isa 37:16; 45:12, 18; Jer 10:12; Pss 115:15; 121:2 ארץ + עשה 15
124:8; 146:6; Prov 8:26. See also the Psalm Scroll of Qumran, 11QPsa 
(=11Q5); the Hymn to the Creator, lines 13–14: “Blessed be he who 
makes (עשה) the earth by his power, establishing (כון) the world in his 
wisdom.” 

 ;in Isa 48:13; 51:13, 16; Zech 12:1; Pss 78:69; 89:12 ארץ  + יסד 16
102:26; Job 38:4; Prov 3:19. 

 .in Isa 45:18; Pss 93:1; 96:10; 119:90 ארץ + כון 17
 ;in Gen 2:4b; Exod 20:11; 2 Kgs 19:15; Isa 37:16 שמים + עשה 18

45:18; Jer 32:17; Pss 33:6; 96:5; 115:15; 124:8; 134:3; 136:5; 146:6; Neh 
9:6; 1 Chr 16:26; 2 Chr 2:11. 

 ;in Isa 40:22; 42:5; 44:24; 45:12; 51:13; Jer 10:12 שמים + נטה 19
51:15; Zech 12:1; Ps 104:2; Job 9:8. 

 .in Isa 48:13 שמים + טפח 20
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Furthermore, the fixed expression of YHWH as “the one 
who creates/the creator of the heaven and the earth” is  שׁמים
 ;see Isa 66:22; Pss 115:15; 121:2; 124:8; 134:3) יהוה  עושה  וארץ
146:6).21 Also, if  ברא were the (theologically most) defining term 
for God’s creation of the heaven and the earth, one might won-
der why in Exod 20:11 this creation is resumed by עשה and not 
Finally, the theophoric name .ברא  YHWH creates” occurs“  בראיה  
only once, in a genealogy, without context, in 1 Chr 8:21; 
whereas the theophoric names Benayah, Benayahu, and Yibne-
yah based on the verb  בנה “to build/create” are used forty times; 
and the theophoric names Elasah, Asael, Asayah, and Yaasiel, all 
based on the verb עשה “to make/create,” are used thirty-five 
times. These Hebrew personal names, all denoting “YHWH/God 
made/created,” point to the fact that the verbs עשה and בנה are 
predominantly used in the name-giving of a child at birth or in 
the names of Israelite people to express the divine act of crea-
tion.21F

22  
This article builds on these arguments, setting them in a 

broader semantic and syntactic perspective. There is more to be 
said about the meaning of ברא “to separate,” since this verb, like 
most other verbs, expresses contents that partly depend on the 
constructions in which it is used. In other words, meanings are 
built on constructions rather than on the lexeme alone. At the 
same time the verbal constructions expose the polysemous na-
ture of the verbal meaning in general and of the verb ברא in 
particular. The analysis of these constructions in the following 
sections will demonstrate that, dependent on the context of use, 
the Qal of the verb ברא denotes either a process of separation 

 
 

21 The only exception to this rule is Isa 65:17 where the participle 
 is used in reference to a new heaven and a new earth, although בורא
not as epitheton of YHWH but of “I.” 

22 The counterarguments against this “separation”-view are best 
represented by T. R. Wardlaw, “The Meaning of ברא in Genesis 1:1–
2:3,” VT 64 (2014) 502–13. He, like many others before him, points at 
the parallel uses of עשה ,ברא, and יצר in poetic texts, which he consid-
ers to be proof for their being near-synonyms (e.g., in Isa 41:20; 43:7; 
and Amos 4:13). Yet extensive analyses of these texts in the present 
article (see especially the analysis of Amos 4:13) will show that these 
verbs express, dependent on their context of use, distinct semantic and 
conceptual contents. Wardlaw also stresses that these verbs and other 
creation-verbs such as כון  ,יסד and נטה all belong to the same semantic 
domain of creation. When this is indeed the case, still no one would 
suggest that “founding” is the same as “expanding,” or “separating” is 
the same as “forming.” More importantly, many verbs do express pol-
ysemous meanings and are used in different semantic domains. Some 
of the polysemous meanings of one verb may overlap partially with 
those of other verbs when they function in the same semantic domain, 
but when used in other semantic domains they can overlap partially 
with other verbs’ meanings. The total picture is therefore much more 
complicated than the simple terms “synonymy” or “parallelism” would 
suggest. This also counters the criticism that ברא is never used parallel 
to בדל Hiphil.  
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or a process of setting apart. The other binyanim fit into this pol-
ysemic pattern: the Niphal expresses “to separate/be separated” 
or “to go apart,” and the Piel “to clear/to cut an open space.” 

Because this understanding still represents a minority view, 
the analysis of each ברא Qal construction in a biblical text will 
conclude with a kind of plausibility test, asking whether the sep-
aration interpretation is more likely than the creation view, or 
less likely. Thus, I hope to open the reader’s eyes to the possibil-
ity that verb  ברא in many cases can be or can better be under-
stood in terms of separation rather than of creation. What 
counts, at least in my view, is that we take seriously the above-
mentioned doubts expressed over the ages, and that we base our 
analyses on well-defined linguistic and literary criteria. In order 
to do so, I will start with a short introduction to the leading se-
mantic and syntactic principles of the present study.  

2.  LEADING SEMANTIC PRINCIPLES 
In BH lexicons and dictionaries, words are often considered 
from the perspective of homonymy, where unrelated meanings are 
associated with a single form. Two or more lexemes that are pho-
netically identical are described as expressing completely distinct 
meanings, which in the dictionaries are listed as I, II, III etc., 
although lexicons differ as to the extent of these distinctions. In 
modern linguistics the view is generally accepted that polysemy, 
that is, the association of two or more related meanings with a 
single linguistic form, lies at the heart of many lexical items and 
patterns.23 Polysemy is a concept of semantic description that is 
distinct from but related to “contextual variation” and “homon-
ymy.” Contextual variation relates to the semantic range of one 
lexicalized sense; contextual meaning is therefore located inside 
the range of an existing semantic meaning. Polysemy is a prop-
erty of the semantic status of a word; it relates to the network of 
related senses of this word. Homonymy, on the other hand, is a 
property of two (or more) lexemes which are not semantically 
related. Andreas Blank gives the following enlightening example 
of the difference between polysemy and homonymy:  

(a) The arm on that statue looks better than yours. (b) A 
special arm of the government is to investigate the matter. 
(c) His religious convictions kept him from bearing arms. (d) 
Three lions passant gardant . . . the Royal Arms of England. 
While (b) is a lexicalized metaphor related to (a), there is no 
proper reading of (c) that allows us to establish a semantic 
relation to (a) or (b); here arm means ‘weapon’. (d) is meto-
nymically linked to (c). We can thus conclude that (a) and 
(b) can be assigned to one polysemous word, and (c) and 

 
 

23 See Polysemy: Flexible Patterns of Meaning in Mind and Language, ed. 
B. Nerlich, Z. Todd, V. Herman, and D. D. Clarke, Trends in Linguis-
tics: Studies and Monographs 142 (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2003), for a sur-
vey of polysemy research. 
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(d) to another, while there is no link between the first pair 
and the second: this is homonymy. 24 

The two best-known types of polysemy are metaphorical poly-
semy and metonymical polysemy. Metaphorical polysemy is 
based on a more or less salient similarity between two concepts 
that belong to different conceptual domains. Metonymical poly-
semy, on the other hand, is based on conceptual contiguity. A 
metonym expresses a relationship within one semantic domain 
in which one entity (or conceptual structure) is associated with 
another to which it bears no structural similarity or equivalence, 
but which is based on contiguity or association.25 

In biblical studies a great number of in-depth studies of 
metaphors and metaphorical polysemy have been published. 
However, the concept of metonymy has received less attention. 
For our semantic study of Gen 1:26–27 their distinction is of 
major importance. To explain the value of the concept of me-
tonymy, we have to dig somewhat deeper in the notion of me-
tonymy as asymmetrical projection. In metonymy we make use 
of our knowledge of one entity (the source) and project its con-
ceptual structure onto that of the target in the same domain, not 
by means of a systematic matching of counterparts (as in meta-
phor), but by imposing a conceptual (and linguistic) perspective 
from which the target is activated.26 In Proust is tough to read, the 
source AUTHOR is projected onto the target AUTHOR’S WORK, 
not because of the functional or relational similarity between 
source and target, but because the source imposes the concep-
tual perspective from which the target is being considered. This 
perspective imposition characterizes metonymy as a type of asym-
metrical projection, whereas a metaphor is a symmetrical projec-
tion. Other examples of metonymical projection are I bought a 
Stradivarius in which the PRODUCT stands for PRODUCER and 
I am parked behind the cathedral in which the USER (“I”) stands for 
the OBJECT (“my car”). The fact that there is no similarity be-
tween source and target is obvious: Stradivarius is a person and 
not a musical instrument, but the instrument (source) projects 
its conceptual structure on the person (target). The same is true 
in the second example: I am not my car, but the car’s (source) 
qualities are projected on me (target). In other words, a metonym 
expresses a relationship within one semantic domain in which 
one entity (or conceptual structure) is associated with another to 
which it bears no structural similarity or equivalence, but which 
is based on contiguity or association. Referential contiguity refers 

 
 

24 A. Blank, “Polysemy in the lexicon and in discourse,” in Nerlich 
et al. (eds.), Polysemy, 267–93, here 276. 

25 See R. Benczes, A. Barcelona, and F. J. Ruiz de Mendoza, Defining 
Metonymy in Cognitive Linguistics: Towards a Consensus View (Amsterdam: 
John Benjamins, 2011). 

26 The explanation of metonymy as perspective imposition is based 
on A. Barcelona, “Reviewing the properties and prototype structure of 
metonymy,” in Defining Metonymy in Cognitive Linguistics, 7–57, esp. 10–
30. 
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to a number of objective relationships that exist in the referential 
world. The prototypical core of referential contiguity is spatial or 
material contiguity, more specifically the part-whole and adja-
cency relation.27  

Based on this understanding of metaphorical and meto-
nymical polysemy, we will be able to make a semantic analysis of 
the polysemous structure of the verb ברא, of the nouns צלם and 
 / בצלמנו and ברא and of the verbal constructions of ,דמות

נוכדמות  in Gen 1:26 and 27.  

3.  LEADING SYNTACTIC PRINCIPLES 
A difference in approach of traditional BH grammars and mod-
ern linguistic literature is that BH grammars assume that our 
knowledge of language consists of two separated components: 
the lexicon as a repository of morphemes, lexemes, and idioms, 
on the one hand; and the grammar as a set of rules for combining 
the lexical items, on the other hand. Modern cognitive linguistic 
approaches such as Cognitive Construction Grammar, on which 
the present study is based, do not assume a strict division be-
tween lexicon and grammar but instead postulate a lexicon-syn-
tax continuum. Cognitive Construction Grammar revolves 
around the distribution of terms and patterns in associations be-
tween lexemes, collocations, and larger constructions.28 The 
trademark characteristic of this and other cognitive linguistic ap-
proaches is the insight that language is a repertoire of more and 
less complex patterns or constructions that link forms and mean-
ings. 

The bottom line of this linguistic approach is that clausal 
events should be analyzed in terms of participants (the referential 
entities involved in the event) and relations (the relationships 
linking the participants in a given event), in which the term 
“event” serves as a cover term for actions, processes, and states. 
Central in this analysis is the notion of transitivity. Transitivity is 
a property of verbs and of clauses. The verb and its participants 
can structure the event in a more or less transitive/intransitive 
way. This distinction between transitivity and intransitivity 
should generally be understood as a scalar rather than as an ab-

 
 

27 See Y. Peirsman and D. Geeraerts, “Metonymy as a prototypical 
category,” Cognitive Linguistics 17 (2006): 269–316. 

28 There are various approaches in Cognitive Construction Gram-
mar. The present study is primarily based on W. Croft, Verbs: Aspects 
and Causal Structures (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012); A. E. 
Goldberg, Constructions: A Construction Grammar Approach to Argument 
Structure (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1995); A. E. Goldberg, 
“Constructionist Approaches,” in The Oxford Handbook of Construction 
Grammar, ed. T. Hoffmann and G. Trousdale (Oxford: Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 2013), 15–31; T. Hoffmann, Construction Grammar: The Struc-
ture of English, Cambridge Textbooks in Linguistics (Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press, 2022); A. Stefanowitsch and S. T. Gries, “Col-
lostructions: Investigating the interaction of words and constructions,” 
International Journal of Corpus Linguistics 8 (2003): 209–43. 
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solute phenomenon.29  Transitive verbs are verbs that involve 
two participants. Linked to the transitive event are more specific 
grammatical and semantic roles for the event participants. The 
grammatical subject prototypically fulfils the semantic role of 
agent: it instigates the action, its acting is volitional, and its action 
affects the object. A grammatical direct object prototypically fulfils 
the semantic role of patient. It is the patient of the action per-
formed by the subject, that is to say, it is effected or changed by 
the action, or it is affected by it. In BH, a distinction can be made 
between direct objects with את that mark individuated objects 
and direct objects without 29.אתF

30 A grammatical oblique object is by 
definition indicated by a preposition and can fulfil many seman-
tic roles, viz. location, recipient, instrument, beneficiary, facilita-
tor, possessor, goal, etc.30F

31 Adjuncts are external arguments added 
to offer additional information, which in BH are often indicated 
by prepositions. The main class of (prepositional) adjuncts are 
temporal and locative adjuncts. In order to understand the verbal 
construction, it is necessary to distinguish between prepositional 
phrases that provide additional information (i.e., adjuncts) and 
those that are part of the argument structure (i.e., oblique ob-
jects).31F

32 

 
 

29 Since the publication of P. J. Hopper and S. A. Thompson, 
“Transitivity in Grammar and Discourse,” Language 56 (1980): 251–99, 
transitivity is in general linguistics no longer seen as a binary concept 
but as representing a continuity. More recently Å. Næss, Prototypical 
Transitivity (Amsterdam: John Benjamins, 2007), has gained considera-
ble importance in transitivity research, because she offers further spec-
ifications of the semantic roles and features of the participants.  

30 G. A. Khan, “Object Markers and Agreement Pronouns in Se-
mitic Languages,” BSOAS 47 (1984):  468–500, demonstrated that the 
seemingly arbitrary usage of the object marker את in BH follows certain 
hierarchical parameters related to individuation: namely, definite, non-
reflexive complement, specific, concrete, qualified, proper, 1st >2nd 
>3rd > human, and textually prominent; and he concluded that the 
more qualities of individuation that are present, the more likely it is that 
the marker את is used. Later studies of W.R. Garr, “Affectedness, As-
pect, and Biblical Hebrew ’et,” ZAH 4 (1991): 119–34; M. Malessa, Un-
tersuchungen zur verbalen Valenz im biblischen Hebräisch, SSN 49 (Assen: 
Van Gorcum, 2006); and P. Bekins, Transitivity and Object Marking in 
Biblical Hebrew: An Investigation in the Object Preposition ’et, Harvard Semitic 
Studies 64 (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 2014), further specify the 
role of את as marker of individuation. 

31 Because in BH there are no morphological cases that encode 
grammatical relations and semantic roles of nominal constituents, the 
function of cases is taken over, to a large extent, by prepositions. 

32 An example that elucidates the difference between a construction 
with an adjunct and a construction with an oblique object is the Dutch 
construction “Verliefd op Bali,” which can have two meanings. When 
“op Bali” is understood as a locative adjunct construction, it is trans-
lated in English with “In love on Bali.” By contrast when “op Bali” is 
understood as an oblique object construction, it is translated in English 
with “in love with Bali.”  
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In contrast, intransitive verbs involve only one participant. 
Many languages also know a middle voice of transitive verbs that 
involve one participant that stands in an Initiator/Endpoint re-
lation to itself. The main function of the middle voice of verbs 
is to code the affectedness of an initiating agent-subject.33 Pas-
sive forms of transitive verbs imply reference to an external 
agent-subject. Whereas in the middle type the dual roles agent 
and patient are conflated in a single participant, the subject, in 
the active and passive type the dual roles agent and patient are 
maintained. The binyanim in BH systematically encode two di-
mensions of verb meaning: (a) agency: simple, intensive, causa-
tive; and (b) voice: active, middle, passive. BH knows one active-
voice verb type (Qal, Piel, Hiphil); and two non-active-voice verb 
types: middle voice (Niphal, Hitpael), and passive voice (Pual, 
Hophal).34 

In Cognitive Construction Grammar, the graded scale of 
transitivity is examined as a feature not of the verb alone but of 
the verbal constructions, that is, of the verb, the prepositions 
linked to it, and the participants. For us, the relevant verbal con-
structions examined in Cognitive Construction grammar are:  

(1) Transitive construction: X acts on Y. The argument 
structure consists of an agent-subject, a verb, and a direct 
object in the semantic role of patient. This construction fo-
cuses on the transfer of energy from an agent to a patient, 
which undergoes some type of change as a result of the 
event. Although most Transitive constructions are maximal 
on the scale of transitivity, there are uses with oblique ob-
jects that show traces of graded transitivity. An example is 
the verb בנה which is used commonly (approximately 250x 
in the Hebrew Bible) in a Transitive construction describing 
“someone builds something.” Sometimes a ב-prepositional 
phrase is added to the verb as an adjunct to indicate loca-
tion. For example, in Josh 8:30, “Joshua built an altar on 
Mount Ebal.” However, in four cases the preposition ב re-
alizes an oblique object and both בנה and the ב-preposi-
tional phrase are part of the argument structure. In these 

 
 

33 This description of the middle voice is based on S. Kemmer, The 
Middle Voice, Typological Studies in Language 23 (Amsterdam: Benja-
mins, 1993). For literature on the middle voice and its application in 
BH-linguistics, see E. van Wolde, “The Niphal as middle voice and its 
consequence for meaning,” JSOT 43 (2019): 453–78. 

34 Examples of these distinctions include (a) Transitive active (cf. 
BH: Qal, Piel): “He opened the door,” “He wrote the letter,” “He mur-
dered the enemy”; (b) Transitive reflexive  (cf. BH Hitpael): “I saw my-
self,” “He washed himself,” “They blamed themselves”; (c) Transitive 
middle (cf. BH Niphal): “She dressed,” “They united against the en-
emy”; (d) Intransitive middle (cf. BH Niphal): “The door opened eas-
ily,” “The lesson ended early”; (e) Intransitive (cf. BH stative verbs, 
participles): “He is good-looking,” “They are lacking energy”; (f) Tran-
sitive passive (cf. BH Pual, Hophal): “The door was opened (by…),” 
“The letter was written (by…).” 
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cases, the oblique object is affected by the action, that is, it 
is involved in a certain aspect but not completely trans-
formed or effected by it. Compare the first line in 2 Chr 
27:3a, “He built the Upper Gate of the House of YHWH 
’Elyon,” with the subsequent line in 27:3b, “He also built 
extensively on the wall of Ophel.” See also Zech 6:15, 
“They were building on the temple,” and Neh 4:4, “We are 
not able to build further on the wall.”35 

(2) Resultative construction: X causes Y to become Z. The 
argument structure consists of a subject, a verb, and two 
direct objects in different semantic roles, namely source ob-
ject and resultant object/state. It is, therefore, also called a 
double object construction. Compare, for example, the dif-
ferences in construction between Gen 2:7 and 2:19:  

את־האדם עפר מן־האדמה  יהוה אלהים יצרוי   

מן־האדמה כל־חית השדה   יהוה אלהים יצרו  

In the Resultative construction in Gen 2:7 the verb יצר Qal 
has עפר מן־האדמה and את־האדם as double direct objects: 
“YHWH Elohim formed dust from the earth (source object) 
[into] the human being (resultant object).” In contrast, in 
the Transitive construction in Gen 2:19, the verb יצר Qal 
has a singular direct object, namely השדה  כל־חית , while מן־
 is an adjunct of origin: “YHWH Elohim formed all האדמה
the wild animals out of the earth.”  

(3) Caused Motion construction: X causes Y to move along 
path Z. The argument structure consists of a subject, a verb, 
and a direct object in the semantic role of patient, with or 
without an oblique object in the semantic role of origin, tar-
get, recipient, instrument, location, etc. Caused Motion con-
structions with a direct object express an event that trans-
forms or effects the object (it is maximal on the scale of 
transitivity). For example, in Isa 48:21, “God cleaved [בקע] 
the rock,” that is, God caused the rock to break in two 
parts. When a Caused Motion construction contains an 
oblique object it expresses an event that is further down on 
the scale of transitivity. The oblique object is affected by 
the action, but not completely changed by it. See, for exam-
ple, “the Israelite strong men’s cut through/broke into [ב 
the camp of the Philistines.”35F [בקע

36  

The linguistic study proposed here is geared towards the rela-
tionships between the Hebrew verbal root and its patterns in 
construction. 

 
 

35 See Malessa, Untersuchungen, 83ff., for further explanations. 
36 2 Sam 23:16. Cf. Ezek 29:7; Ps 141:7; 1 Chr 11:18; 2 Chr 21:17; 

32:1. 
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Because Deutero-Isaiah often uses the participle בורא, 
some reflections on the participle in general and in Isaiah in par-
ticular are in order.37 All classical BH grammars agree in their 
understanding of the participle as an adjective, morphologically; 
and they also share the view that the active predicative participle 
expresses continuous, durative, or progressive events that are 
still ongoing at the time of speech.38 In contrast to the finite ver-
bal clause that indicates a specific tense, the participial phrase 
expresses the continuous manifestation of a state, event, or ac-
tion. Participles in themselves do not express tense (past, pre-
sent, or future) and do not have a distinct temporal semantic 
value.39 Their contribution to meaning is to express the time-
stability and simultaneity. The main criterium to distinguish ad-
jectival from nominal usages is the participle’s position in the 
syntactic slot: when the participle heads a verbal phrase including 
a subject, an object, adjunct, or other complement, and the ob-
ject is expressed either fully or as a pronominal suffix, the parti-
ciple acts as an adjective. In contrast, when the participle does 
not head a verbal phrase, the participle acts as a noun. It appears 
that the בורא participles used in Isaiah and Amos all function in 
an adjectival participial construction in which the participle is the 
head of a verbal phrase, and, therefore, a nominal understanding 
must be excluded. These participial constructions with בורא ex-
press time-stability and the continuous manifestation of the di-
vine action, whereas the finite forms of ברא Qal also used in 
Deutero-Isaiah express a past tense.39F

40 

 
 

37 See Isa 40:28; 42:5; 43:1, 15; 45:7, 7, 18; also four times in Trito-
Isaiah: 57:19; 65:17, 18 (x2); and once in Amos 4:13. 

38 See already S. Driver, Treatise on the Use of the Tenses in Hebrew and 
Some Other Syntactical Questions (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1892), 165: 
“The participle is in form a noun, but one partaking at the same time 
of the nature of the verb, inasmuch as it declares not the fixed and 
settled embodiment of an attribute in an individual object, but the con-
tinuous manifestation, actively or passively, as the case may be, of the idea 
expressed by the root. Possessing thus a distinct verbal force, the par-
ticiple admits of being used where neither of the two special ‘tenses’ 
would be suitable, in the frequently recurring cases, namely, where 
stress is to be laid on the continuance of the action described” (italics in 
the original). See also GKC §116a; JM §121c; and WOC, 624. 

39 This is confirmed by a recent study of the so-called participial 
periphrastic construction by D. E. Carver and E. M. Cook, “Situation, 
Aspect, (Un)Boundedness and the Participial Periphrastic Construc-
tion in Biblical Hebrew,” JSS 66 (2021): 1–15. They examined all 152 
attestations of this construction in the Hebrew Bible and demonstrated 
convincingly that the syntagm of the root היה and a participial predicate 
(both with the same grammatical subject) indicates a verbal action or 
event, in which היה in a finite form expresses the tense and/or mood 
of the situation expressed by the participle.   

40 Attestations in Isa 40:26; 41:20; 43:7; 45:8, 12, 18; 54:16 (2x).  
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4.  THE VERB ברא QAL AND ITS CONSTRUCTIONS40F

41 
The verb ברא Qal is used 32 times in the Hebrew Bible in 
Caused Motion constructions with a singular or plural direct ob-
ject, with or without an oblique object, and with or without an 
adjunct. Each will be discussed briefly. 

4.1  CAUSED MOTION CONSTRUCTIONS OF  ברא QAL 

WITH PLURAL OR COLLECTIVE DIRECT OBJECTS 
Twelve times ברא Qal is construed with plural or collective di-
rect objects: seven times without further information and five 
times including a prepositional phrase that functions as adjunct. 
They will be analyzed subsequently.  

4.1.1  Caused Motion Constructions of  ברא Qal with 
Plural or Collective Direct Objects without an 
Adjunct  

Table 1 shows the seven biblical attestations of ברא Qal with 
plural direct objects without adjuncts. 

Table 1: The instances of ברא Qal with plural/collective direct objects 
(marked dark grey) 

 
All seven constructions of ברא Qal with plural direct objects are 
Caused Motion constructions that denote the separation of plu-
ral phenomena or collective entities. These disjunctive acts are 
symmetrical: the involved parties are equally affected, and the 
result is that they become spatially separate from one another. 

 
 

41 Appendix 1 lists the 37 occurrences of ברא Qal in the Hebrew 
Bible. The next sections will demonstrate that these are distributed over 
32 Caused Motion constructions (12x with plural or collective direct 
object, 20x with singular direct object) and 5 Resultative constructions. 
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This is visible in Genesis 1, the only text in which ברא Qal 
has direct objects marked with את. The nominal phrase בְּרֵאשִׁית 
has led to massive discussions.42 When it is read as a noun in the 
absolute state, which the Masoretic disjunctive accent ṭifḥa seems 
to imply, it is an ordinary, non-relative clause. When read as a 
noun in the construct state, which the Masoretic vowel shva in-
dicates, it could be the opening of a relative clause that is re-
stricted to the event of which it marks the beginning. The fact 
that the two direct objects (the heavens and the earth) have a 
definite article and the object marker  את indicates that they are 
seen as independent, individuated objects,43 which are equally 
and symmetrically affected by God’s action of separation with 
the effect that the two become spatially disjoint. Thus, God sep-
arates the primordial watery whole into two separate entities.44 
In so doing, he makes space between them so that life on earth 
would become possible. This gap is filled with his רוח, wind or 
breath, that keeps the vault of the sky and the earth apart and 
will allow the creatures on earth to breathe. The subsequent 
verses of Genesis 1 narrate about the alternation of the processes 
of creation and separation and tell us about the strict order in 
which these processes are executed. Whereas the act of separa-
tion by God in Genesis 1 is expressed by the verb ברא, the act 
of creation by God is expressed by his speech acts and by the 
verb עשה. Whereas the act of separation performed by the heav-
enly bodies is expressed by the verb בדל, the act of life-giving is 
implied by the Hiphil רי הא  “to bring light” on earth. Whereas 
the acts of separation performed by the plants on earth are 
marked through their reproduction in distinct species (למינו), 
their acts of procreation are expressed by the collocation  מזריע
 seed-bearing.” Whereas the acts of separation executed by“ זרע
the animals on earth are marked by their distinct locations, their 

 
 

42 From Rashi (see Genesis 1:1, based on M. Rosenbaum and A.M 
Silbermann, The Pentateuch and Rashi’s Commentary Translated into English 
[London: Shapiro, Vallentine, and Co., 1929–1934], available at 
www.sefaria.org) and Ibn Ezra (see Geneses1:1, based on H. Norman 
Strickman and Arthur M. Silver, Strickman, Ibn Ezra’s Commentary on the 
Pentateuch: Bereshit [New York: Menorah, 1988], available at www.se-
faria.org) to the present (e.g., E. Jenni, “Erwägungen zu Gen 1.1, am 
Anfang,” ZAH 2 [1989]: 121–27; republished in Studien zur Sprachwelt 
des Alten Testaments [Stuttgart: Kohlhammer, 1997], 141–49; and R. 
Holmstedt, “The Restrictive Syntax of Genesis i 1,” VT 58 [2008]: 56–
67), most scholars conclude on linguistic grounds that בְּרֵאשִׁית is best 
understood as being in a construct state. They refer to constructions of 
 with a noun in Jer 26:1 and 49:34 (“In the beginning of the בְּרֵאשִׁית
reign of Jeroboam/Zedekiah”) and to the construction of a verb with 
a time marker (תחלת) in construct state in Hos 1:2:     תחלת דבר־יהוה
 ”.when YHWH first spoke to Hosea“ בהושע

43 These two direct objects have the same semantic role as patient, 
and are, therefore, not double objects in a Resultative construction, be-
cause in a Resultative construction the objects have different semantic 
roles, namely source and target.  

44 For an explanation of the primordial abyss of water, see Wyatt, 
“Distinguishing.” 
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acts of procreation are expressed by the verbs  רהפ  “to be fruit-
ful” and ה בר  “to multiply.” In short, Genesis 1 tells us about 
God’s separation and creation as causative processes that enable 
the created phenomena to procreate and separate, that is, to con-
tinue living in separated species and areas. Plausibility test: if one 
adheres to the view that ברא Qal means “to create” it is more 
difficult to understand why in v. 1 the heavens and earth are said 
to be created, whereas in v. 6 God made (עשה) the heavens and 
in v. 9 made the earth appear out of the primordial waters.  

In Gen 1:20–22 God addresses the animals. In v. 20 two 
groups of animals are introduced, the animals that swarm the 
seas, and the birds that are characterized in relation to earth and 
heaven. In v. 22 the swarming sea animals are blessed and en-
couraged to be fruitful and multiply and fill the waters of the seas 
whereas the birds are also blessed but are only told to multiply 
on earth. However, in v. 21, three groups of animals are men-
tioned, even though only two groups have been created in v. 20. 
The יםתנינ  are the third group of animals. They are not described 
in v. 20 as being brought forth by the waters of the sea and they 
are not addressed in the imperative in v. 22 either, when God 
tells the animals to be fruitful and to multiply. They figure for 
the first time in v. 21. Grammatically, התנינם is a noun in which 
the definite article reflects the shared knowledge of the referent 
by author and readers. According to this knowledge, the  תנינים 
are the inhabitants of the תהום which are considered to have ex-
isted prior to God’s creative activities.45 They differ from the 
other animals in their origin and procreative abilities. In contrast 
to these, the sea animals (the second group of animals mentioned 
in v. 21) are presented as brought forth by the waters and are 
asked to reproduce themselves in order to swarm the sea. The 
last group of animals is that of the birds that fly over the earth 
across the sky; they are still related to the earth and to the aerial 
realm below the heavenly firmament. In other words, v. 21 de-
scribes an action with God as its agent subject with respect to 
the three groups of animate inhabitants, namely those living in 
the abyss, the sea and the sky, and an activity in which the verb 
-is used to express this divine action. This verb cannot, there ברא
fore, mean to create in the sense of making something new, be-
cause the  תנינים already existed. It must designate something 
else. Whereas the preceding v. 20 tells us about the last two 
groups’ coming into being, the subsequent v. 22 narrates how 
they are told to multiply. In this picture we miss but one element, 
namely the spatial separation of the three groups of animals who 
share the same liquid and aerial spheres. This condition then 
would be met in v. 21 if God’s operation of ברא designated sep-
aration, with the effect that the תנינים obtain their place in the 
water mass below the earth disk, the sea animals take their place 
in the sea waters on earth, and the birds receive their place in the 
sky below the firmament. In separating them, God assigns each 
party to its own life sphere, (sub)marine and aerial, commanding 

 
 

45 See Isa 27:1; Ezek 32:2; Pss 74:12–14; 91:13; 148:7 and Job 7:12. 
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them to fill this space by reproducing according to their own 
kind, with the exclusion of the sea monsters who are not re-
ported as reproducing. 

Isaiah contains five constructions with ברא and a plural or 
collective object. In Isa 40:26 the question “Lift up your eyes and 
see: Who  ברא these?” the Qal qatal form of  ברא has הל א  as the 
plural object, and the answer follows immediately: “He who 
sends out their host by count, who calls them by name.” The 
plural possessive suffix in “their host” refers to “these” in previ-
ous question. Because the term “heavens” itself is not used, it 
appears that the heavens are represented by their inhabitants, the 
celestial bodies, whom the deity sends out ( צא י  Hiphil) one by 
one and whom he differentiates by name. The verb צא י  Hiphil 
may signify the rising and setting of sun, moon, stars, and con-
stellations, or can be interpreted as a military term.45F

46 The celestial 
soldiers or constellations were available to the lord of hosts and 
their arrangement in a formation entails their different spatial 
positions. It is less likely that v. 26a refers to the creation of the 
heavenly host since they already existed at the time of narra-
tion,46F

47 and are considered to have been present at the time of 
creation.47F

48 Instead, v. 26a describes the heavenly bodies’ separa-
tion and location on distinct positions, while v. 26b depicts their 
marching out on divine command.  

In Isa 40:28 YHWH’s spatial operation is expressed by the 
participle clause with בורא and “the ends of the earth” as plural 
object. It does not relate to the earth as such, but to its extreme 
points and the distance between them. The participle construc-
tion characterizes the deity as the one who is continuously sepa-
rating these ends of the world, thus maintaining the space be-
tween them. Conversely, an interpretation of a continuous crea-
tion of the earth seems in the ancient Near Eastern and biblical 
world view less likely. It is also worth mentioning that the earth 
is never a singular object of the verb ברא.  

In Isa 42:5 the participle בורא has “the heavens” as plural 
object, followed directly by the participle  ונוטיהם “and stretching 
them out” with the same direct object. Apparently, the latter par-
ticiple clause specifies the former by means of a metaphor, in 
which the act of separation is compared to the stretching out of 
tent cloth. In this way the abstract spatial meaning of separation 
is visualized by a concrete image of everyday practice. This is a 

 
 

46 See S. M. Paul, Isaiah 40–66: Translation and Commentary, Eerdmans 
Critical Commentary (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2012), 151: “This 
is a hymn of praise to the power of the God of Israel who rules the 
heavenly legions and is described here as a military commander who 
checks the formation of His ‘star’ soldiers.”  

47 See H. Niehr, “Host of Heaven” in Dictionary of Deities and Demons 
in the Bible, ed. K. van der Toorn, B. Becking, and P.W. van der Horst 
(Leiden: Brill, 1995), 811–14, for a description of the historical devel-
opment of the biblical understanding of the host of heaven, and the 
references to this host in Isa 24:21–23; 34:4; 40:26; and 45:12. 

48 Cf. Job 38:7, in which the morning stars and all divine being 
shouted for joy at the time of God’s foundation of the earth.  
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clear example of metaphorical polysemy, based on a similarity 
between two concepts that belong to different conceptual do-
mains, viz. heavens and tents. In fact, whenever the creation of 
heavens is imagined in the Hebrew Bible in a metaphor, it is al-
ways the metaphor of stretching out the heavens like a tent, 
marked by the verbs נטה and 49.טפח Only here in Isa 42:5 are 
the heavens the direct object of the verb ברא, although it is 
clearly set in parallel position to that of נטה “spreading out.” 

49F

50 
As in every understanding of parallel verses, this is a possible 
option, not a certainty. 

Isaiah 45:18a defines the deity in four predicative participle 
clauses, of which the first contains  בורא with the heavens as plu-
ral direct object. This participle construction expresses time-sta-
bility and the ongoing activity of the deity who keeps the heavens 
separated (conversely, the finite form of  ברא in 45:18b is related 
to the earth and expresses a past tense). All four participle con-
structions in v. 18a with צרוי ,בורא ,  describe כוננהּ and  הּשׂוע  
God’s continuous actions, but the re-introduction of the subject, 
 in v. 18aß clearly marks a distinction between the הוא האלהים
former act of separation related to the heavens and the other 
formative acts related to the earth. This is possibly best translated 
as: “For thus said YHWH who is separating the heavens, he (is) 
the deity who is forming the earth and making it, who is found-
ing it.”50F

51 Those who treat the verbs as synonyms, fail to see the 
difference of the deity’s action in relation to heavens and his ac-
tions that are related to the earth. This makes their understanding 
in which they set the so-called verbs of creation on the same line 
in my view less likely.    

Finally, in Isa 65:17 the participle בורא has “new heavens 
and a new earth” as plural object, harking back to Gen 1:1 and 
pointing at the same time at a radically new event in the future: 
“See I am separating new heavens and new earth.” Here the deity 
identifies himself as the one who brings new heavens and new 
earth into a state of continuous separation. Of course, it depends 
on one’s view on Gen 1:1 whether to decide for creation or sep-
aration. It is impossible to give further arguments for one or the 
other option, because no further indicators are available.  

In sum, the attestations of ברא Qal with plural direct ob-
jects can be understood as Caused Motion constructions in 

 
 

49 See Paul, Isaiah 40–66, 187: “For the ‘stretching’ out of the heav-
ens (similar to the pitching of a tent; see Gen 12:8), see Isa 40:22: ‘Who 
stretched out (הנוטה) the skies like gauze, spread them out like a tent 
to dwell in.’” Cf. also Isa 45:12; 51:13 and Zech 12:1.  

50 Isa 42:5b is the only text in which the creation of the earth is 
described in terms of “spreading out.” In it, “the earth and its off-
spring” are the plural direct object. 

51 Cf. J. Goldingay and D. Payne, Isaiah 40-55 Volume II, ICC (Lon-
don: T&T Clark, 2006), 52 (in relation to Isa 45:18a): “It suggests ‘not 
an act of creation as such but the shaping and establishing of an entity 
already present’ (K. Koch, כון, ThWAT, on kûn, VI). It suggests that 
the object is secure (Ps 119,90, of the earth), and in addition made ready 
for its function (. . .).”   
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which a whole is separated into parts so that the parts become 
spatially disjunct from one another. Thus, the watery whole of 
the abyss is separated into heavens and earth, the animal king-
dom separated into submarine, marine and aerial animals, the ce-
lestial bodies arranged into distinct spatial positions, the earth’s 
extreme horizons kept separated, the heavenly parts spread out, 
and new heavens and new earth separated in a new state of being.  

4.1.2  Caused Motion Constructions of  ברא Qal with 
Plural or Collective Direct Objects with an 
Adjunct   

A sub-class of the Caused Motion constructions of ברא Qal with 
plural or collective direct objects are the usages in which the ad-
junct gives additional information. Table 2 shows the five occur-
rences.  

Table 2: Instances of ברא Qal with plural/collective direct objects 
(marked dark grey) and an adjunct (marked light grey) 

 
The adjuncts in these five ברא Qal texts offer information on 
the place or area where the action takes place. All five Caused 
Motion constructions give a detailed account of an event in 
which a collective or plural direct object is located or spread out 
over a larger area. 

In two texts, the collective direct object is humankind, and 
the constructions contain prepositional phrases with על. In Deut 
4:32 the verb  ברא describes the location of humankind on earth, 
“from one end of heaven to the other,” which implies a dispers-
ing or spreading of people over the entire earth. The same ap-
plies to Isa 45:12. In fact, Isa 45:12 is illustrative for the differ-
ence between עשה and ברא. In v. 12a, “I am the one who made 
earth,” the verb  עשה has “earth” as direct object and indicates 
the act of creation. In v. 12b, “and dispersed humankind all over 
it,” the verb ברא with על marks a caused motion, the dispersal 
of humankind over the earth.   

In three texts, the verb ברא has another object than human-
kind. In Isa 4:5 the construction with ברא contains the plural 
direct objects cloud, smoke, and light, and the prepositional 
phrase על כל־מכון. The locative adjunct על together with the 
quantifier כל related to מכון is unique in the Hebrew Bible and 
confirms the extended spatial meaning of the verb ברא. The 
verse tells of YHWH as the one who is spreading out “a cloud 
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and smoke by day and the shining of a flaming light by night over 
the whole habitation/shrine of Mount Zion and its meeting 
place.” 

In Jer 31:22 the construction with ברא contains the location 
 with “something new” as singular direct object. This new ,בארץ
event pictures an action of a woman (understood as collective, 
women) that is surrounding a man (collective men). The Polel 
-to surround” or “a positioning all around” entails a spa“ תסובב
tial extension. This verbal stem is used in the Hebrew Bible ei-
ther protectively or threateningly.52 It is thus suggested that 
YHWH brings about something totally new and unheard of on 
earth, namely women that surround men to protect or over-
power them, either way an inversion of the traditional roles. Or 
is it simply about courtship? The verb ברא can in this case 
equally well be understood as creating something new or as em-
phasizing that this new and most unusual situation will be spread 
out over and observable throughout the earth.  

In Psalm 89:47–52 the psalmist raises his voice in angry 
protest against YHWH. He accuses him of abandoning his 
anointed one. Even worse, YHWH’s action of ברא is mentioned 
as “futile” or based on random grounds. This is unique because 
the noun שוא always has a negative meaning, viz. “deceit, worth-
lessness, falsehood, vanity,” and is not employed anywhere else 
to qualify an action performed by YHWH.52F

53 Psalm 89:48 is a re-
markable text and deserves therefore a slightly longer discussion. 

 

 
 

52 DCH (6:107–8) mentions four uses of סובב Polel in a positive 
sense (“protectively”; Deut 32:10; Ps 32:7, 10; and Jer 31:22) and five 
uses of סובב Polel in a negative sense (“threateningly”; Pss 55:11; 59:7, 
15; Jon 2:4, 6). In all these cases the subject controls the affected object. 

53 The noun שוא and adverb לשוא (“in vain, futile, purposeless”) 
are used in relation to false speech, to those who break the covenant, 
to false magicians, false prophets, and false idols; in short to any people 
whose behavior is opposed to that of the deity (see HALOT 4:1424–
27; DCH 8:271–72). The only texts in which YHWH’s actions are asso-
ciated with לשוא are found in Jer 2:29–30 in which YHWH is reported 
saying “in vain I have beaten your sons; they would not accept correc-
tion,” and in Jer 6:29 where the term is used metaphorically “in vain 
did the smelter smelt - the dross is not separated out.” Only in Ps 89:48 
is the independent noun שוא used in an interrogative “on what vanity” 
with YHWH as agent-subject. 

Psalm 89:47–49 

לנצח עד־מה יהוה תסתר    47a How long, YHWH, will you hide for ever, 

׃ תבער כמו־אש חמתך  47b [How long] will your fury blaze like fire?   

 ?48a Remember, what is the lifespan for me זכר־אני מה־חלד 

על־מה־שוא בראת כל־בני־
 אדם׃ 

48b [Remember] on what futile ground do 
you delimit 
[the lifespans of] all human beings?  

  ,49a Who is a man who will live מי גבר יחיה
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The main clause in v. 48a starts with the interrogative  מה “what” 
and functions as an attribute of the noun חלד “lifespan” thus 
constituting a nominal clause: “what is (a) lifespan?”54 The same 
construction of an interrogative attributively linked to the noun 
 ,בראת futility” returns in v. 48b. This time it is followed by“ שוא
the vocative YHWH, and the direct object כל־בני־אדם. This con-
struction has given rise to emendations and questions.55 The rea-
son for emendations is mainly based on semantic arguments be-
cause the combination of creation and futility is very irregular, to 
say the least.56 However, the syntactic construction shows the 
similarities between the clauses in v. 48a and v. 48b: “remember 
-Because v. 48a intro ”.על־מה־שוא and [remember] מה־חלד [. . .]
duces the main topic “what is a lifespan?” the psalmist can leave 
out the crucial noun חלד “lifespan” in v. 48b. Hence, v. 48b is 
an elliptic construction. The clause entails the noun חלד 
“lifespan” presented explicitly in the nominal clause of 48a to be 
the direct object of the action expressed by the verb ברא. In 
short: 

Remember [YHWH] – what is a lifespan? 

– on what futility do you delimit [ברא] the lifespans of all 
human beings?  

In v. 48b the verb ברא expresses YHWH’s delimitation of the col-
lective lifespans of all human beings and the prepositional phrase 
with locative adjunct criticizes the futile grounds on which 
YHWH bases his action. YHWH’s unfounded disparity has an ef-

 
 

54 The term חלד occurs four times in the Hebrew Bible with the 
meaning of “lifespan” or “duration of life.” In Ps 17:14, the psalmist 
prays to YHWH to save him from his enemies and to have their portions 
in life limited. Here a distinction is made between a limited portion, 
 In Ps 39:6, “you have set my days just .חלד ,and the total lifespan ,חלק
handbreadths long; my lifespan is as nothing before you.” Here the 
short total lifespan of the psalmist is set over against the enduring pres-
ence of the deity. In Job 11:17 Zophar incites Job to put all misery out 
of his mind, and live “life [ חלד] as long as it is bright as midday”. In 
these three usages, the word חלד refers to the total time of life, which 
is nevertheless very limited. Psalm 89:48 fits in this pattern.  

55 Rather than על־מה־שוא BHS proposes to read עולם  השוא with 
an atnah under עולם; others, as indicated in DCH 8:271–72, follow this 
reading, but do not take into account the atnah and they translate “the 
duration of eternity; have you created all human beings as futility”?  I 
follow the Masoretic verse alignment here.  

56 Surprisingly in modern scholarship on Psalm 89, no one has 
raised questions with regard to the conceptual content of v. 48. If it 
meant “you, God, created all human beings in vain or to no purpose,” 
it raises doubt as to the entire creation of the human race.  

 49b and [who is a man who] will not see ולא יראה־מות 
death,  

 49c [who is a man who] will save himself ימלט נפשו מיד־שאול ׃ 
from the hand of sheol? 
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fect on all human beings.57 The limited time given to human be-
ings in v. 48 and their mortality described in v. 49 stand in sharp 
contrast to v. 47, where YHWH is said to act forever, that is, for an 
unlimited time. Consequently, v. 48b asks “why, for what futile 
reason did you apportion or distribute shorter or longer lifespans 
to human beings?” This understanding of ברא fits in the sur-
rounding context of v. 49 that states that every human being will 
surely die and cannot escape from the hand of sheol. Verse 48 
questions the arbitrary grounds on which YHWH decides to dis-
tribute lifespans over humanity. It is not just David or Israel the 
psalmist is angry about, but the way in which YHWH is dealing 
with humanity. This also explains the otherwise incomprehensi-
ble indication “all” in “all human beings”. YHWH’s unfounded 
disparity has an effect on all human beings. This explanation of 
 in the sense of “delimiting” takes, in my view, better account ברא
of the meaning and function of חלד in its biblical usages, and of 
the notion of שוא rather than its common understanding of “cre-
ate.” 

In sum, in all five constructions of ברא Qal with a collective 
or plural direct object including a locative adjunct, the event 
most likely described is that of an extended spatial movement, 
dispersing or spreading out human beings over the entire earth, 
cloud and fire over the entire Mount Zion, and new gender roles 
throughout the earth, and delimitating lifespans over all human 
beings.  

4.2  CAUSED MOTION CONSTRUCTIONS OF  ברא QAL 
WITH A SINGULAR DIRECT OBJECT 

Twenty times  ברא Qal is construed with a singular (sometimes 
elided) direct object: seventeen times without further infor-
mation and three times including an oblique object. They will be 
discussed subsequently.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

57 M. H. Floyd, “Psalm 89: A Prophetic Complaint about the Ful-
fillment of an Oracle,” VT 42 (1992): 442–57, refers to the created or-
der without mentioning the notion of שוא, “futility,” “vanity,” or “de-
ceit.” Is the nature of the created order based on vanity? For further 
discussions and literature, see E. van Wolde, “Accusing YHWH of 
Fickleness: A Study of Psalm 89:43,” Biblica 100 (2019): 506–26.  
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4.2.1 Caused Motion Constructions of  ברא Qal with a 
Singular Direct Object without an Oblique Object 

Table 3 shows the seventeen constructions of ברא with a singu-
lar (sometimes elided) direct object. 
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Table 3: The instances of ברא Qal with a singular direct object  
(marked dark grey) 

 
The seventeen uses of ברא with a singular direct object all denote 
an asymmetrical disjunctive act: the involved party is separated 
from or set apart over and against another party, which is some-
times mentioned but often implied.  

Genesis 2:3a summarizes the activities of God’s working 
week as מלאכתו “his work” and mentions the seventh day as the 
one that he blessed and sanctified. The subsequent clause in v. 
3b has a finite form of ברא with the prepositional phrase  לעשׂות 
and the full mention of the subject God. Such an infinitive con-
struction gives, in general, the circumstances or nature of the 
preceding action.58 The seventh day is characterized as the day 
on which God ceased from working. This rest (i.e., non-work) is 
set apart from the work of creation on the other days, which is 
characterized as לעשׂות. Hence, v. 3b can be translated as “be-
cause on it (=7th day) he ceased from all the work, (the rest/non-
work) that God had set apart from all making work.” In this in-
terpretation the verbs ברא and עשה are not synonyms, as is com-
monly understood, but represent the contrast between non-work 
and work. In my view this is a feasible explanation, possibly even 
better than the standard understanding of the pleonastic use of 
the two verbs. 

Genesis 5:1b starts with the time marker “(at the time) 
when,” followed by the infinitive of ברא and the unmarked di-
rect object אדם, humankind, without further information. It 
summarizes together with 5:1c the event reported in 1:27. See 
discussion below in Section 6.  

Still shorter is the relative clause in Gen 6:7 that consists 
only of the relative pronoun אשׁר and the verb ברא, with the 

 
 

58 B. K. Waltke and M. P. O’Connor, An Introduction to Biblical He-
brew Syntax (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 1990), § 36.2.3de, mention 
the various functions of the infinitive phrase with ל that specify the 
main verb: it can indicate the preceding verb’s purpose or result, or it 
can explain the circumstances or the nature of a preceding action. Sim-
ilarly, P. Joüon and T. Muraoka, A Grammar of Biblical Hebrew, Subsidia 
Biblica 27 (Roma: PIB, 2008), §124o, explain the infinitive with ל used 
after a verb as a phrase that gives more detail about or explains the 
preceding action. 
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antecedent האדם in the previous clause. The sequence of the 
prepositions ןמ ,מעל פני  in Gen 6:7 is mainly repeated ועד ,עד ,עד ,
in Gen 7:23 (ןמ ,על פני  and both texts tell of the (ועד ,עד ,עד ,
event in which all existence on earth is blotted out, clearly pre-
supposing an extended spatial dimension: “I will blot out from 
the earth humankind whom I set apart—humans together with 
animals, creeping things, and birds of the sky; for I regret that I 
made [עשה] them.” This interpretation of ברא in the sense of 
setting apart explains in my view better the spatial aspects of this 
verse, although the option of creation still remains possible.  

In his announcement of YHWH’s verdict in Num 16:30, 
Moses states “if YHWH  בריאה  יברא .” This verdict is immediately 
executed in verse 31. Howard Hanson made an in-depth study 
of these verses and pointed at the following parallelism between 
v. 30 and verses 31–33:58F

59 

If YHWH performs the action of ברא, the consequence will be 
that the ground opens its mouth: the ground’s lips will spread 
out and its throat will swallow Korah’s people up without any 
chewing. The result is that they will go down alive into Sheol. 
The execution of this verdict is described in v. 31 and in doing 
so the content of v. 30 is repeated. The collocation  ברא בריאה 
in v. 30 is replaced by the collocation “the ground burst open” 
 .in v. 31 which demonstrates that YHWH’s deed in v (Nifal בקע)
30 causes the ground’s opening and that בריאה  refers to ברא 
YHWH’s act of opening, his making or splitting a chasm. It can 
therefore be translated with “if YHWH splits open a chasm.”59F

60 
Eleven times Deutero-Isaiah contains a construction of 

-with a singular direct object, six times in the form of a par ברא
ticiple and five times in a finite tense.60F

61 In Isa 41:17–20 the finite 
form occurs, after YHWH had sketched a picture of the bare hills, 

 
 

59 H. E. Hanson, “Num XVI 30 and the Meaning of BARA,” VT 
22 (1972): 353–59.  

60 Equally so J. Milgrom, Numbers: The Traditional Hebrew Text with 
the New JPS Translation, JPS Torah Commentary (Philadelphia: Jewish 
Publication Society of America, 1990), 137, who translates: “YHWH 
makes a great chasm.”  

61 The verb ברא occurs twenty-one times in the book of Isaiah: 1x 
in Proto-Isaiah (collective object), 16x in Deutero-Isaiah (5x with a plu-
ral/collective object and 11x with a singular object), and 4x in Trito-
Isaiah (1x without direct object in a relative clause, 2x plural/collective 
object, and 1x singular object).  
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desert, and arid lands, and contrasted it with a picture of the 
streams, fountains, and ponds that “I YHWH” will release in these 
dry areas, and after he offered a sketch of the wilderness and 
desert, while contrasting it with that of the trees that “I YHWH” 
will let sprout in this wilderness. And the prophet summarizes 
these events in v. 20 saying that the hand of YHWH “has made 
this” (עשׂתה זאת) and “has set it apart” (ּבראה) from the bare 
lands. This refers to two distinct events: (1) the creation of the 
positive powers, life-giving waters and trees, resumed under the 
label “this,” and (2) the setting over of this (“it”) against the neg-
ative mass of dryness and death, as described in the previous 
verses. Since most scholars consider these to be parallel clauses, 
they consider v. 20 as describing one single event, namely that of 
creation. Both options (two events or one event) are possible, 
and the decision on what fits best the context greatly depends 
on the reader’s primary assumption of the meaning of ברא.  

Whereas in Isa 43:7 the finite form בראתיו is used, Isa 43:1 
and 43:15 contain twice the participle בורא. Most modern Bible 
translations prefer a verbal understanding of the participle  בורא 
in Isa 43:1 and translate “…the Lord who created you Jacob, who 
formed you Israel,” while opting for a nominal interpretation of 
the participle בורא in 43:15: “I am the Lord your holy one the 
creator of Israel your king.” Because this participle functions in 
both v. 1 and v. 15 in a participial construction in which the par-
ticiple is the head of a verbal phrase, a nominal understanding 
must be excluded. Both clauses express time-stability and the 
continuous manifestation of the divine action. As an introduc-
tion to YHWH’s speech in Isaiah 43, in v. 1a the prophet defines 
the deity as “the one who is setting you apart” and as “the one 
who is forming you” in which the object suffix “you” in the par-
ticiple בראך addresses Jacob, while the participle  addresses  יצרך
Israel. Although these two clauses are commonly read as syno-
nyms, the different verbs and the direct context suggest other-
wise, for v. 1b continues with the promise of redemption or 
(s)election. This is expressed twice in v. 1b: YHWH has singled 
out Jacob by name, which apparently refers to the setting apart 
of Jacob, בראך, in v. 1a. It is followed by “you are mine,” which 
apparently refers to the formation of Israel, יצרך, in v. 1a:  Israel 
is formed by YHWH to be his. Election and formation are there-
fore the two actions that define YHWH as the God of Israel in v. 
1a and v. 1b. Subsequently, in Isa 43:7 the pronominal suffix 
“him” in the finite form בראתיו refers to “all who call in my 
name,” while these people are characterized in vv. 8–9 as blind 
and deaf. They are “moved out” and distinguished from the 
other people. Again, in Isa 43:15 Israel is the direct object of the 
participle בורא, while the deity is identified as “your holy one” 
(twice in vv. 14–15) and as the one who brought down Babylon 
and the Chaldeans. He is characterized as “your redeemer” and 
as the one who had set them apart from the other peoples. It 
thus appears that in all three uses of ברא in Isaiah 43, ברא des-
ignates the differentiation or setting apart of Jacob, Israel, or “all 
who call in my name,” over and against the other nations. Nev-
ertheless, because the verbs יצר and ברא occur side by side in Isa 
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43:1, 7, most commentators treat them as synonyms.  In my view 
the context of election and difference between Israel and the 
other peoples, suggest otherwise. 

Isaiah 45:6–7 contains five predicative participles with a sin-
gular direct object. In v. 7a the “making of” is expressed by    יוצר  
(“I am forming light”) contrasted with  בורא (“I am setting it 
apart from darkness”) and in v. 7b by שהוע  (“I am making sha-
lom”) contrasted with  בורא (“I am setting it apart from evil”). 
The implication is that darkness and evil were not created by 
YHWH but that they were pre-existent. YHWH made the positive 
phenomena, light and wellbeing, and set them apart from the 
existing masses of negativity. The standard understanding of ברא 
meaning “to create”, does not stand up to the test of scrutiny, 
since there is no definitive indication that YHWH was ever con-
sidered to create evil or darkness.62 In biblical scholarship Isa 
45:7–8 is thought to be unique in regard to the notion that dark-
ness and evil were created by the deity. However, if the verb ברא 
designated “to separate” there would be no problem at all. Then 
the text states that “God formed the light and separated it from 
darkness” (as indeed, is stated in Gen 1:2–3), “that he made good 
and separated it from evil.” 

The next verse, Isa 45:8, presents a lyric interlude in which 
the waters falling down from the heavens are metaphorically 
mapped on the victory that rains down (“drip, o heavens from 
above; let heavens rain down victory”) and in which the vegeta-
tion that springs up from the earth is metaphorically mapped on 
triumph and salvation (“let the earth open up and triumph 
sprout; let salvation spring up”). In using the singular object suf-
fix “it” in בראתיו, the victory, triumph and salvation are placed 
under one label and presented as standing out against the con-
tinuum of natural phenomena. Thus, YHWH is defined as the one 
who set victory apart over and against the collective of the heav-
ens and earth’s continuous down- and upwards movements. 
However, in this metaphorical text it is difficult to decide 
whether victory is seen as set apart or as being created. Both op-
tions are possible.  

Isaiah 54:16 directly reports YHWH’s speech in which he 
tells of his setting the smith apart, because of the fire with which 
he is working: “I am the one who set him apart [ברא] to fan the 
charcoal fire.” This understanding of ברא is much more likely 
than the standard reading of creation, which makes no sense in 
this context.  

 
 

62 See also Ibn Ezra (H. Norman Strickman and Arthur M. Silver, 
Ibn Ezra’s Commentary on the Pentateuch: Bereshit [New York: Menorah 
Publications, 1988], available at sefaria.org), who discusses Isa 45:7 in 
his comments on Gen 1:1, arguing that “darkness, which is the oppo-
site of light, is an existing entity.” For a survey of the extensive litera-
ture on Isa 45:6–7 until 1992, see M. DeRoche, “Isaiah 45:7 and the 
Creation of Chaos?” VT 42 (1992): 11–21; for literature until 2008, see 
T. Dykesteen-Nilsen, “The Creation of Darkness and Evil (Isaiah 
45:6c–7),” RB 115 (2008): 5–25. 
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In Isa 57:19 the predicative participle ברא has “fruit of the 
lips” as a direct object, describing how YHWH releases comfort-
ing words from his lips for those in mourning. Most commenta-
tors struggle with this text. For example, Paul writes in his recent 
translation: “And to the mourners, creating fruit of the 
lips/heartening words.”63 The noun  נוב/ניב designates “fruit”; 
but what is the meaning of “to create fruit”? The regular meaning 
of “to create” in combination with “fruit” seems highly unlikely, 
whereas “setting apart” or “release” makes some sense. 

Finally, Isa 65:18a, “rejoice in what I am setting apart,” con-
tains the participle בורא without direct object, which is specified 
in v. 18b by another participle of ברא with two objects, indicat-
ing a Resultative construction (see discussion of Resultative con-
structions in Section 4.3).  

Another important prophetic text with the participle ברא 
used with a singular direct object is Amos 4:13. Due to the oc-
currence of the three terms בורא ,יוצר, and עושה side by side—
terms which most biblical exegetes treat as near synonyms in the 
semantic field of creation—has led scholars to the conclusion 
that the text deals with creation.64 Conversely, religion-historical 
researchers have pointed to the clear theophanic nature of the 
language in Amos 4:13 and the similarities with ancient Syrian 
literature and iconography. In their view Amos 4:13 is not a 
hymn of YHWH as Creator of the World and not a cosmogony, 
but a hymn that fits in the theophanic tradition of the weather- 
and warrior-God.65 Because of the important issue of the so-
called parallel use of the verbs ברא ,יצר, and עשה a more exten-
sive linguistic analysis of Amos 4:13a will be presented.65F

66 This 
 

 
63 S. M. Paul, Isaiah 40–66, 478. 
64 However, there are a number of exegetes who concluded other-

wise and understand the three hymns in Amos 4:13, 5:8–9 and 9:5–6, 
as connected to theophanic traditions: e.g., W. Brueggemann, “Amos 
IV 4–13 and Israel’s Covenant Worship,” VT 15 (1965): 1–15; J. Cren-
shaw, “Amos and the Theophanic Tradition,” ZAW 80 (1968): 203–
15. P. Carny, “Doxologies – A Scientific Myth,” Hebrew Studies 18 
(1977): 149–58, esp. 150–55; R.F. Melugin, “Amos,” in Harper’s Bible 
Commentary, ed. James L. Mays (San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1988), 
720–25; T. Bulkeley, “The Book of Amos and the Day of Yahweh,” 
Colloquium 45 (2013): 145–69.  

65 See F. Crüsemann, Studien zur Formgeschichte von Hymnus und 
Danklied in Israel (Neukirchen: Neukirchener Verlag, 1969), 135–52; M. 
Dijkstra, “Textual Remarks on the Hymn-Fragment Amos 4:13,” in 
“Lasset uns Brücken bauen. . .”: Collected Communications to the XVth Congress 
of the International Organizations for the Study of the Old Testament, Cambridge 
1995, ed. Laus-Dietrich Schunck and Matthias Augustin (Frankfurt am 
Main: Peter Lang, 1998), 245–53; M. S. Smith, The Early History of God, 
Yahweh and the Other Deities in Ancient Israel, 2d edition (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 2002), 65–90. 

66 For a full examination, see E. van Wolde, “YHWH the Termina-
tor: A Study of Amos 4:13, Including an Analysis of the Polysemous 
Structure of the Verb ברא,” in History, Prophecy, Identity and Language in 
the Hebrew Bible, ed. C. Hempel and H. Ausloos, OTS 84 (Leiden: Brill, 
2025), 62–87. 
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examination of the polysemous meaning of each of the verbs in 
the four participial phrases will confirm the religion-historians’ 
conclusions.   

  Amos 4:13a מה־שחו   הנה יוצר הרים וברא רוח ומגיד לאדם 

The verb יצר, “to form” or “to shape materially,” is used in the 
Hebrew Bible with YHWH as subject either in the human domain 
(direct object: Israel or the individual Israelite) with a direct con-
structive result, or in the natural domain (direct object: the earth 
in Isa 45:18; mountains in Amos 4:13a; locusts in Amos 7:1; all 
in Jer 10:16; 51:19; and light in Isa 45:7) with a destructive or 
constructive result. The question then is whether the participial 
phrase יוצר הרים in Amos 4:13a describes YHWH as the one who 
gives concrete and material form to the mountains with either 
constructive or destructive consequences. Two arguments point 
at the destructive meaning. First, the only other use of the parti-
ciple יוצר with YHWH as subject, in Amos 7:1, describes his form-
ing a huge number of locusts, animals that are known for their 
destructive effects. Second, whenever YHWH’s authority is de-
picted in the Hebrew Bible in relation to mountains, it is always 
destructive: his shaking, shattering, or melting of mountains tes-
tifies to his absolute sovereignty as ruler and judge.66F

67 The geo-
logical changes of the mountains are always understood in terms 
of YHWH’s judgement and destruction, but never in terms of 
construction or creation. Third, this expression of destruction in 
4:13a fits the context of Amos 4 perfectly well. In this chapter, 
YHWH continuously complains about Israel’s awful behavior, fo-
cusing on how they turned back from their God, and proclaims 
that they will experience a destruction similar to that of Sodom 
and Gomorrah (4:11–12). In v. 13a, YHWH’s ability to shape and 
reshape mountains serves as clear evidence of his power and his 
negative judgement of Israel’s behavior.  

In the next participial phrase in 4:13a, רא רוחו ב , the noun 
 designates either wind or breath, metonymically extended to רוח
breath/spirit in general and the spirit of YHWH in particular. It 
always entails the notion of movement or motion (“air in mo-
tion”) and it is almost exclusively used as direct object with verbs 

 
 

67 In Isa 63:19b the prophet wishes that YHWH would come down 
from heaven “so that the mountains quake before you,” and all nations 
would tremble before his presence. In Jer 4:23–28 the prophet de-
scribes the effects of YHWH’s anger: “I look at the earth, behold it is 
tohu wa-vohu . . . I look at the mountains, behold they are quaking, and 
all the hills are rocking.” Micah 1:3–4 opens with  יהוה כי־הנה  plus par-
ticiple, similar to Amos 4:13, and shows YHWH’s coming down from 
his dwelling place to judge and punish transgressors: “The mountains 
melt beneath him, and the valleys split apart.” Nahum 1:5 offers the 
same picture: “The mountains quake because of him and the hills 
melt.” Similarly, Zech 14:4: “When YHWH will come forth . . . he will 
set his feet on the Mount of Olives . . . and it will split across from east 
to west, and one part of the Mountain shall shift to the north and the 
other to the south, a huge gorge.” Examples in the Writings are Pss 
97:5 and 144:5, and Job 9:5. 
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of movement or with verbs of moving others (as is the verb  ברא 
that expresses caused motion).68 In all attestations of the YHWH-
verb-wind construction in the natural domain, the verb ex-
presses a destructive effect on the earth or sea. The combination 
of sending a mighty wind and the shattering of mountains is 
more often found in the Hebrew Bible, sometimes followed by 
an earthquake and fire.69 The wind is the deity’s agent of destruc-
tion.70 Whenever the origin or the place out of which the deity 
sends the wind is indicated, it is said to be located in the heavenly 
vaults: out of his storehouse YHWH releases or disperses the 
winds.71 The winds are at the disposal of YHWH who may choose 
to cast them out over the earth. 72 The wind is never conceived 
of as being made or created by the deity. It is sent out with de-
structive results. This is equally true for Amos 4:13a, in which 
the verb ברא has an aggressive “partitive” connotation, possibly 
best expressed in English by “dispersing,” “letting loose,” “re-
leasing,” or “unleashing” wind. Therefore, these two participial 
phrases in Amos 4:13a appear to function on the same level. 
While the former characterizes YHWH through his shaping and 
breaking of mountains, the latter does so by evoking his power 
to unleash storm and wind. The two events are internally related 
since both are the testimonies of YHWH’s disapproval of Israel’s 
misbehavior. The third participial clause,   מה־שחוומגיד לאדם , re-
fers to YHWH’s discourse and indicates that this is what he is 
telling people, not casually, but forcefully. His mastery over the 
mountains and the wind shows the audience what this entails for 
them: disaster will strike them.  

The last prophetic text in which the verb ברא is used with 
a singular direct object is Malachi 2:10. The pronominal object 
suffix “us” of ברא refers in Mal 2:10 to Judah and Israel. God is 

 
 

68 See the extensive studies of R. Albertz and C. Westermann in 
THAT 2, 726–53; the anonymous contributor in HALOT 3:1197–
1201; and D. Clines in DCH 7:427–40. See also M. Dreytza, Der 
theologische Gebrauch von Ruah im Alten Testament: Eine wort- und satz-
semantische Studie, Monographien und Studienbücher 358 (Basel: 
Brunnen, 1992), 38. 

69 Cf. 1 Kgs 19:11–12; Isa 13:13; 29:6; Jer 23:19–20; Ezek 13:13; Ps 
97:5. 

70 S. A. Wiggins, “Tempestuous Wind Doing Yhwh’s Will: Percep-
tions of the Wind in the Psalms,” SJOT 13 (1999): 3–23, demonstrated 
that the wind in the Psalms is never perceived as a neutral natural phe-
nomenon, but is always represented as a divine instrument for purposes 
of destruction. 

71 The term אצר denotes a storehouse or treasury (YHWH’s, the 
king’s) or a large dwelling (YHWH’s house, the king’s palace) containing 
the sovereign’s most valuable objects, and these are for the deity rain, 
hail, snow, and wind. 

72 In Jer 10:13; 51:16, and Ps 135:7 the Hiphil הוציא is used, each 
time with the locative מאצרתיו. In three cases, Exod 10:19; Ezek 13:13; 
and Amos 4:13a location of origin nor target are included. This shows 
that the argument structure of “YHWH moving wind” does not neces-
sarily have to mention all elements of location of origin, action, and 
target. 
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the one who has set them apart from the other nations. Yet, they 
broke his covenant.  

In conclusion, all 17 constructions of ברא with a singular 
direct object in the Hebrew Bible are Caused Motion construc-
tions that denote asymmetrical disjunctive acts: the involved 
party is separated from or set apart over and against another 
party that is a larger collectivity or an abstract whole. Thus, God 
set the rest on the seventh day apart from his creative activities 
on the other days; set Jacob, Judah, Israel, or “us” apart from the 
other nations; set the smith apart from the other people because 
of the fire with which he is working; set the light God had made 
apart from the pre-existent darkness and set the shalom he had 
made apart from pre-existent evil; set comforting words apart 
for the mourners; and in relation to natural phenomena: God 
split a chasm in the ground to swallow up the enemy; released 
water fountains from arid soil to offer water to living beings; and 
unleashed a wind from the heavenly treasure room to punish his 
people. The conceptualization of these events is based on the 
idea of rest on the sabbath in contrast to the work during the 
other days of the week and on the idea of Israel’s position among 
the nations. And it also presupposes a certain natural philosophy 
in which the origin of the wind is situated in the heavenly treas-
ure room and the water fountains are positioned below the sur-
face of arid land.  

4.2.2  Caused Motion Constructions of  ברא Qal with a 
Singular Direct Object and an Oblique Object    

A sub-class of the Caused Motion constructions of ברא Qal with 
a singular direct object are the usages in which a prepositional 
phrase is included. Table 4 shows the three instances. 

Table 4: The instances of ברא Qal with a singular direct object (marked 
dark grey) and an oblique object (marked light grey) 

 
In Gen 1:27ab the preposition ב marks the oblique object  צלמו 
and צלם אלהים. The grammatical and semantic function of this 
prepositional construction is comprehensively studied by Ran-
dall Garr, who explains ב as a locative-proximate preposition.72F

73 
“It expresses location in a realm, whether spacial or nonspacial. 
It entails proximity of different kinds: viz., physical or emotional, 
coextensive, parallel, and even coincident or coterminous. Ac-
cordingly, in certain constructions, the locative preposition sig-
nals co-referentiality.”73F

74 Garr mentions various transitive verbs 
 

 
73 See W. R. Garr, In His Own Image and Likeness: Humankind, Divin-

ity, and Monotheism, CHANE 15 (Leiden: Brill, 2003), 104–10. 
74 Ibid., 111. 



IMAGE OF GOD IN GENESIS 1:26–27 31 
 

 

with oblique objects marked with ב such as touching (גענ  ב ב  רק ,
ז חא ב) reaching to ,(פגע ב) striking ,(ב ): “Hence the locative ob-
ject need not be interpreted metaphorically, as involvement or 
participation. Instead, the marking signals nonmetaphorical, 
physical closeness and contiguity, according to which the prox-
imity between subject and object is tangible and real.”75 My ar-
gument (which will be extensively described in Section 6 below) 
builds on this explanation suggesting that ברא  ב falls into the 
same category. The touching/striking verbs with ב plus oblique 
object and ברא ב are all Caused Motion constructions, although 
the movement of ברא ב is oriented in opposite direction, never-
theless it also assumes a kind of contact and proximity of co-
referential subjects.   

Psalm 51:12 has the construction of  ברא Qal with לי, a con-
struction that is unique in the Hebrew Bible. The psalmist ad-
dresses God with the imperative of  ברא Qal and its direct object 
“a pure heart,” including the beneficiary “me.” Various critical 
questions can be raised when one takes the traditional under-
standing “create for me a pure heart” for granted. Would you 
ever dream of addressing God the Creator with the command: 
“create” (imperative of the verb ברא)? And if so, would you in-
clude yourself (“me”) as the beneficiary of the divine act of cre-
ation? Would it not be contrary to the notion of creation, that is, 
to the act of making something (anything or everything) that did 
not exist before? And would it not be unique in its usage in the 
Hebrew Bible in its application to a human being only? And is 
the imperative of a verb understood as “to create” not incom-
patible with divine sovereign agency, defined as it is by the fea-
tures of volition and instigation? On the other hand, the inter-
pretation of ברא “to separate” is more plausible, especially when 
one acknowledges the new insights offered by Jan Dietrich and 
David Lambert that relate to the ancient conceptualization of the 
heart.75F

76 
Dietrich observes that in many texts in the Hebrew Bible 

 often is combined with verbs of hearing, speaking, impression לב
of the senses, and experiences, and that the heart is inspired by 
the outside world rather than by the inner world.76F

77 Lambert 
comes to similar conclusions, when he proposes to consider 
“heart” as “a rhetorical mode for describing a being in relation 
to outside forces.” Their studies demonstrated that the heart is 
closely related to outside world, that it represents a contact point 

 
 

75 Ibid., 108. 
76  J. Dietrich, “Individualität im Alten Testament, Alten Ägypten 

und Alten Orient,” in Menschenbilder und Korperkonzepte im Alten Israel, in 
Ägypten und im Alten Orient, ed. A. Berlejung, J. Dietrich, and J. F. Quack, 
Orientalische Religionen in der Antike 9 (Tübingen: Mohr-Siebeck 
2012), 77–96; D. Lambert, “Refreshing Philology: James Barr, Super-
sessionism, and the State of Biblical Words,” BibInt 24 (2016): 332–56. 

77 Dietrich, “Individualität,” 83: “Das Herz des Menschen ist hier 
im Wesentlichen nicht innen-, sondern außengeleitet. . . . Allerdings 
verhält es sich keineswegs so, dass das Herz im Alten Testament den 
Bereich der Innerlichkeit vollständig ausschließen würde.” 
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or borderline where the outside and the inside world meet. The 
heart figures both as the access point of impressions and insights 
inspired by the outside world and as the point of departure of 
actions and speech.  

The collocation לב טהור “a pure heart” designates the heart 
as the contact point with the outside world that is separated from 
or is kept apart from staining impurities, be they experiences, 
thoughts or deeds. It is not the purity of the heart itself, but the 
process of purification that is expressed here, as the Caused Mo-
tion construction לב טהור ברא־לי in v. 12a shows. It marks the 
act of separation or purification, so that “the ore remains” (as in 
metal refining), that is, the heart purified or cleared of sins. The 
beneficiary of this act of purification is “me,” the supplicant. He 
asks the deity to attribute to him a heart that is guided by the 
world outside yet set apart from previously accumulated impuri-
ties and sins. All this is necessary because God’s holiness would 
be polluted by an impure environment. He can, therefore, not 
tolerate impure behavior of any kind.  

In addition to v. 12a, which regards the contact point’s pu-
rification to make a relationship with the deity possible again, the 
next clause in v. 12b, ורוח נכון חדשׁ בקרבי, reflects the suppli-
cant’s steadfastness. The adjective נכון (a Niphal participle of כון) 
is used in the Hebrew Bible to express the firmness of solid con-
structions.78 This concrete meaning is then expanded metaphor-
ically to describe the firmness of the heart (Pss 57:8; 78:37; 
112:7), of knowledge (1 Sam 23:23; 26:4; Job 15:23) and of words 
(Gen 41:32; Deut 13:15). On all these occasions it marks not the 
enduring state as such, but the quality or capacity of remaining 
firm. Therefore, the  רוח נכון the supplicant asks for in v. 12b is 
an enduring spirit or force that can uphold him against future 
attacks of impurities or sins. The verb ׁחדש (Pi‘el), “to renew” or 
“repair,” does indeed mark this newly construed condition and 
includes the connotation that this spirit in the breast of the sup-
plicant had been sinful and less firm in the past. Thus v. 12b 
appears to be the logical consequence of v. 12a: once the heart 
has been purified, the supplicant needs a steadfast spirit, a force 
that will keep on driving and protecting him with firmness in 
future.78F

79 
In sum, in Gen 1:27ab and Ps 51:12 the construction of 

 Qal, a singular direct object, and an oblique object, present ברא
a Caused Motion in which the oblique object defines the target 
or recipient of the separating event. 

 
 

78 The solid construction at the base of “the world” (תבל: the earth 
as a material disk) and “YHWH’s throne” (Ps 93:1–2 and 96:10), “the 
mountain of YHWH’s house” (Isa 2:2 and Mic 4:1), “the pillars of the 
temple” (Judg 16:26, 29), and “the house” or “the throne” of the king 
(2 Sam 7:26; 1 Kgs 2:45, 46; 1 Chr 17:14, 24).  

79 For further discussion and literature, see E. van Wolde, “A Prayer 
for Purification: Psalm 51:12–14, a Pure Heart, and the Verb ברא,” VT 
70 (2019): 340–60.  



IMAGE OF GOD IN GENESIS 1:26–27 33 
 

 

4.3  RESULTATIVE CONSTRUCTIONS OF  ברא QAL 
A Resultative construction requires a double object and involves 
a change of state, in which the initial state is the source object 
and the final state the result object. Table 5 shows the occur-
rences of ברא Qal in a Resultative construction.  

Table 5: Instances of ברא Qal with double objects (marked dark grey) 

 
The Resultative construction with  ברא Qal occurs in five texts. 
Three of them have plural or collective source objects and plural 
resultant objects, while two texts have a singular source object 
and a singular resultant state. Thus, in a Resultative construction 
the double objects are aligned in number. This explains why in 
Gen 1:27c and 5:2 the source object is set in plural, אתם, alt-
hough this human being was referred to in 1:27ab in the singular, 
as is visible in ֹברא אתו; it is because the resultant objects are 
plural. The word order in Gen 1:27 and 5:2 also shows that the 
resultant state is mentioned first and the source object secondly, 
so that the resultative construction appears to be target oriented: 
“male and female he separated them.” The same applies for Ps 
89:13: “North and South you separated them.” Both in Gen 
1:27c and 5:2; and in Ps 89:13, the source-objects (אתם and ם-) 
and the resultant objects (male and female, North and South) are 
construed as plural entities and in these texts the resultant ob-
jects are presented first. In these three cases it is much more 
plausible that ברא means “to separate” rather than “to create.”  

In Isa 45:18 and 65:18 the Resultative construction de-
scribes singular double objects. Isa 45:18 mentions the target 
state first and in the negative: “not [as] wasteland he set it apart 
] he formed it ;[בראה] היצר ] for habitation.” The participle בורא 
in Isa 65:18 relates to sets of double objects, but this time the 
source objects Jerusalem and her people are mentioned first, fol-
lowed by their resultant states: “See, I am the one who sets Jeru-
salem apart [to become] a joy and her people [to become] a de-
light.” This irregular order may be explained by the fact that the 
text focuses on Jerusalem and her people. In these two texts, the 
option of creation cannot be excluded and is as likely as that of 
  .meaning to separate ברא

In these five Resultative constructions, the object comple-
ment indicates how the source object ends up. The three texts 
with ברא Qal and plural double objects designate a symmetrical 
disjunctive act, parallel to the effect of the plural objects in the 
Caused Motion constructions. They give a description of human 
beings (plural אתם) who are separated so that they become “male 



34     JOURNAL OF HEBREW SCRIPTURES 
 
 

 
 

and female beings” and of the heavens and the earth (plural ob-
ject suffix ם-) that are separated so that they become “North and 
South.” The two texts with ברא Qal and singular double objects 
designate an asymmetrical spatial disjunctive act, parallel to the 
effect of the singular objects in the Caused Motion construc-
tions. They indicate that the earth is set apart not as wasteland, 
but as formed to be a habitable space; and Jerusalem and its peo-
ple are set apart to become joyful and full of delight.  

4.4     EVALUATION OF THE CONSTRUCTIONS WITH  ברא 
QAL  

Out of ברא Qal’s thirty-seven occurrences, the great majority 
(32) are Caused Motion constructions, and a minority (5) are Re-
sultative constructions. Both types of constructions can be sub-
divided into two types of events that follow directly from the 
singular/plural contrast. The similarities and differences be-
tween construction Type 1 and construction Type 2 are the fol-
lowing: 

 
 Both types express spatial, disjunctive acts.  
 Type 1 relates to plural direct objects; type 2 relates to sin-

gular direct objects.  
 In Type 1 ברא Qal expresses a symmetrical process, in Type 

2 an asymmetrical process.  
 The two Types are orthogonal to Caused Motion and Re-

sultative constructions, i.e., both Caused Motion and Re-
sultative constructions occur in Type 1 and 2.   

 Type 1 describes a symmetrical spatial disjunctive act of 
plural objects, meaning “to separate” in which the involved 
parties are equally affected. The result is that they become 
spatially distinct from one another. On the other hand, 
Type 2 describes an asymmetrical spatial disjunctive act of 
singular objects, meaning “to set apart,” in which the in-
volved party is separated from or set apart over and against 
another party, often a larger collectivity.  

 
In other words, ברא Qal and its participants refer to the process 
of separating a whole into parts (construction Type 1) or to the 
process of separating one part from a whole or another part 
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(construction Type 2).80  The two Types are visualized in Figure 
1 and 2 below.81 

 
 

 

Figure 1: Visualization of “to separate” 

 

 

Figure 2: Visualization of “to set apart” 

 
The analysis of the 37 constructions of  ברא Qal and participants 
has revealed related meanings, that is, complementary polyse-
mous meanings that belong to the semantic field of “separation.” 
In symmetrical separating events with plural objects the polyse-
mous meanings of the constructions with the verb  ברא range 
from “to separate” or “to set apart from each other,” to “to dis-
unite” and “to divide.” When a locative adjunct is added, the 
construction’s meaning varies from “to spread out,” “to dis-
perse,” to “to delimit.” In asymmetrical separating events with 
singular objects the polysemous meanings range from “to set 
apart,” “to part,” to “to detach” and “to release.” When an 
oblique object is included in the construction, the meaning 

 
 

80 It is telling that the two patterns in the construction of ברא Qal 
fit perfectly well in the FrameNet definition of separate words: “These 
words refer to separating a whole into parts or separating one part from 
another.” FrameNet (https://framenet.icsi.berkeley.edu) is a lexical da-
tabase based on Frame Semantics (developed by Charles Fillmore), that 
contains frames, frame elements, lexical units, and frame relations. See 
S. L. Shead, Radical Frame Semantics and Biblical Hebrew: Exploring Lexical 
Semantics, BINS 108 (Leiden: Brill, 2011), for a description of 
FrameSemantics, FrameNet, and its application to BH with bibliog-
raphy (including references to Fillmore’s work). 

81 Figures 1 and 2 visualize the processes from initial stage to end 
point designated by ברא Qal: the initial whole (state or unit) is repre-
sented by the square, the process by the arrows, and the final parts 
(units) by the circles.  
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ranges from “to set apart as,” “to set apart from,” to “to set apart 
for,” depending on the preposition used. Thus, it is shown that 
the meaning of ברא Qal belong to the domain of separation ra-
ther than creation, and that its meaning is related to the meaning 
of  ברא Piel, “to cut” or “to clear.”81F

82 
In Caused Motion construction Type 1, the separating 

event is target oriented: the primordial watery whole is separated 
into two separate entities; humankind is separated into male and 
female beings, the heaven and the earth as a whole is separated 
into North and South directions, and so on. In construction Type 
2 the separating event is source oriented: the object entity is set 
apart from the initial whole or collective. Thus, the rest on sab-
bath is set apart from the work on the other days, Jacob/Israel is 
set apart from the nations, a purified heart is set apart from sins, 
and so on. When an oblique object is included, the separating 
event with singular object is also target or reason related, and the 
latter is specified by a preposition: either the preposition ב to 
describe “to set apart humankind [from. . .] as his image” or the 
preposition ל to describe “to set apart a pure heart [from impu-
rity] for me.” The Resultative constructions are mainly target (re-
sultant state) oriented: “male and female he separated them,” 
“North and South he separated them,” “not as wasteland I set it 
apart.”  

Figure 3 visualizes the polysemous semantic network of 
 Qal based on the analysis of its occurrences in the Hebrew ברא
Bible.83 It goes without saying that new (hypothetical or actual) 
uses of ברא Qal should respect the syntactic constraints of the 
two construction types but have some liberty in semantic varia-
tion or innovation, depending on the literary, rhetorical, or ide-
ological context of use.    

 

 
 

82 This conclusion stands in opposition to all BH dictionaries that 
mark ברא Qal and ברא Piel as homonyms and report their unrelated 
meanings as “to create” and “to cut” respectively.  

83 Figure 3 represents the various related meanings of ברא Qal; 
there is no fixed sequence in the vertically listed items.   
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Figure 3: A survey of the polysemous meanings of ברא Qal 

5. THE VERB ברא NIPHAL AND ITS 

CONSTRUCTIONS83F

84  
Let us start with some remarks on the function of the Niphal in 
general. Recent studies of Niphal have pointed at fact that it very 
often (although not exclusively) expresses the middle voice 
and/or medio-passive voice.85 Ernst Jenni published in 2012 a 
comprehensive analysis of the Niphal,86 while taking into ac-
count the general linguistic study on middle voice presented by 
Kemmer.87 In it, he shows that the Niphal in Biblical Hebrew is 
a middle voice that expresses an event in which the subject is 
concerned with itself as an undifferentiated middle. He presents 
in-depth analyses of hundreds of Niphal verb forms, including 
nine Niphal verb forms designating separation, among whom are 

 
 

84 Appendix 2 lists the 10 occurrences of ברא Niphal in the Hebrew 
Bible.  

85 For a survey of views on the Niphal in classical Biblical Hebrew 
grammars, see E. Jenni, “Nifal und Hitpael im Biblisch-Hebräischen,” 
in Studien zur Sprachwelt des Alten Testaments III (Stuttgart: Kohlhammer, 
2012), 131–303, esp. 144 n. 28. 

86 See E. Jenni, “Nifal und Hitpael.” 
87 S. Kemmer, The Middle Voice, 72–73, defines transitive verbs as 

verbs that involve two participants (the Agent or Initiator/Instigator 
who acts volitionally on another participant and the Patient/Endpoint, 
which is directly and completely affected by that event), whereas in-
transitive verbs involve only one participant. Many languages also 
know a middle voice of transitive verbs that involve one participant 
that stands in an Initiator/Endpoint relation to itself. The main func-
tion of the middle voice of verbs is to code the affectedness of an ini-
tiating agent. See, for example, the middle voice in English: “She 
dressed,” “She sat down,” “They turned around.” 
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 ”Ni “split” (e.g., in Exod 14:21, not “the waters were split בקע
but “the waters split”), פרד Ni “divide” (e.g., in Gen 2:10, not 
“the river in Eden was divided” but “the river divides and be-
comes four branches”) and חלק Ni “divide, split” (e.g., in 1 Kgs 
16:21, not “then the people of Israel were divided into two fac-
tions” but “then the people of Israel split into two factions”). 
Other detailed studies confirmed Niphal’s middle or medio-pas-
sive role, and concluded that this verbal stem is not used to mark 
a self-contained event, but rather the resultative state in which 
someone or something finds themselves: the event is often con-
ceived of from a final, conclusive, or resultative point of view.88 
Expressed in Niphal, the events are not construed as unfolding 
over time, but as having been achieved, that is, as achievements 
that affect or have an impact on the agent subject, who is at the 
same time the affected patient.  

Along the same line, the Niphal ברא understood as a mid-
dle voice and its construction as a Medial Movement construc-
tion would designate the separative movement of “separating,” 
“going apart,” or “spreading out,” in which the subject performs 
the action and is at the same time the affected patient. Its ten 
usages can be explained as follows. Four times ברא Niphal is 
used in an infinitive construction with pronominal suffix and 
time marker, which expresses the resultative state of the per-
formed action. In Gen 2:4 “This is the history of the heavens 
and the earth at the time when they separated” presents the final 
situation in which the heavens and the earth find themselves. 
Genesis 1:1 started with God’s opening act of separation be-
tween these two cosmic spheres, which is concluded here in Gen 
2:4 with a description of their resultative state. The same infini-
tive construction with pronominal suffix and time marker re-
turns in Gen 5:2, “Male and female he separated them, blessed 
them, and called their name ‘humans’ at the time when they sep-
arated,” where the infinitive of ברא Niphal summarizes the final 
state of humankind separated into two genders. Ezek 28:13 nar-
rates about the king of Tyre, describing him first as staying 
among the gods in the garden of Eden and then as set apart from 
the other gods: “at the time when you went apart,” repeated in 
28:15 as “from the time you went apart.” Once ברא Niphal is 
used as participle in an adjectival position, namely in Ps 102:19, 
where it refers to the status aparte of Israel, set apart from the 
other peoples: “May this be written down for a coming genera-
tion, that people set-apart will praise YHWH.”  

 
 

88 E. C. Jones, “Middle and Passive Voice: Semantic Distinctions 
of the Niphal in Biblical Hebrew,” ZAW 132 (2020): 427–48; idem, E. 
C. Jones, “Hearing the ‘Voice’ of the Niphal: A Response to Ellen van 
Wolde,” JSOT 45 (2021): 291–308, rightly criticized my view that the 
Niphal only expresses a middle voice: he showed that it can also be 
used as a passive voice, even when no external agent-subject is men-
tioned. This clarifies why in the present article the Niphal is conceived 
as the stem that often (but not exclusively) expresses the middle voice 
or medio-passive voice.  
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The finite form of ברא Niphal occurs five times. In Isa 
48:6–7 the plural subject “new things” are both acting agent and 
affected patient of the act of spreading out. “As of now, I an-
nounce to you new things, well-guarded secrets you did not 
know. Only now they spread out [ ברא Niphal] and not of old; 
before today you had not heard them.” Here the common un-
derstanding of “only now they are created” is possible as well. 
Further information is lacking to support one or the other op-
tion. In Ps 148:5 the plural subject waters are the subject-agent 
and object-patient of the action: “the waters above the heavens 
will praise the name of YHWH, because he commanded, and they 
separated [ברא Niphal].” This understanding perfectly fits the 
description in Gen 1:6–7 where God did not create the waters 
above the heavens but separated them into waters above and be-
low the heavenly vault.  

In Exod 34:10 God presents his covenant to Moses and 
Israel, saying “I hereby make a covenant. Before all your people 
I will work wonders [עשה נפלאת] that will not ברא [Niphal] over 
the entire earth and over all peoples.” This needs a slightly longer 
explanation. An examination of the 44 attestations of the term 
 in the Hebrew Bible reveals that (1) the divine act of נפלאת
“working or making wonders” is always expressed by the verb 
 In other words, it is a fixed .נפלאת in combination with עשה
word combination. In contrast, the collocation of the verb ברא 
and the noun נפלאת is never used in the Hebrew Bible to express 
God’s performing wonders. (2) The God of Israel is said to per-
form these wonders only to his people, while other nations or 
peoples are never the recipients of his extraordinary deeds. This 
pattern is also visible in Exod 34:10, where YHWH’s working of 
wonders is expressed by the collocation עשה  נפלאת and is 
strongly associated with Moses’ people (“before all your peo-
ple”). The negative particle לא marks the transition to the act of 
disassociation with all other people, נבראו בכל־הארץ ובכל־הגוים 
 that will not be spread out over the entire [the wonders]“ ,לא
earth and all peoples.” The construction of  ברא Niphal contains 
twice the spatial preposition בכל: “over the entire earth” and 
“over all peoples,” which implies a spatially extended movement. 
These two sides of the covenant (association and disassociation) 
are subsequently further explained in verses 11–16. 

In Ezek 21:35 ברא Niphal figures in YHWH’s speech to the 
prophet Ezekiel. In the first part of this speech, in vv. 8–12, 
YHWH mentions three times his drawing of the sword from its 
sheath, promising that it will never return. In vv. 23–28 YHWH 
reveals that it is the sword of the king of the Babylonians that 
battered Jerusalem and that it will come upon the Ammonites as 
well.88F

89 Three times a feminine singular form is used to express 

 
 

89 Some scholars consider the Ammonites to be the addressees in 
vv. 33–34. See T. Stordalen, The Echoes of Eden: Genesis 2-3 and Symbolism 
of the Eden Garden in Biblical Hebrew Literature (Leuven: Peeters, 2000), 
340, also for further literature. This seems highly unlikely: why would 
the text at this moment and place refer to the Ammonites as being 
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the referent: the Niphal of (נבראת) ברא, the pronominal suffix 
in  מכורה “your origin,” and the object suffix in “I will judge 
you,” so that these terms must refer to the feminine singular 
noun  sword,” that is elliptically implied in v. 35a: “return“  חרב  
[the sword] to the sheath.” But then, the verb ברא in v. 35b re-
fers to the sword and it is hard to understand it in the sense “to 
create” (which would lead to the interpretation: “the land in 
which the sword is created”). In contrast, the meaning of “un-
sheathing,” “separating the sword from the sheath” is a very 
likely option. And v. 35 could be translated accordingly: “Return 
it to its sheath, in the place where you [= the sword] became 
unsheathed [= ברא Niphal]; in the land of your origin [= the 
sword’s origin], I will judge you.” 

Because Ps 104:27–30 is such a famous “creation”-text, it 
needs further inspection. Whereas the previous vv. 27–28 indi-
cate how the living beings on earth are dependent on YHWH for 
food, care, and protection, vv. 29–30a show what happens when 
YHWH does the opposite and sketch the negative consequences 
of the events that will happen if and when YHWH hides his face. 
In this standard interpretation, v. 30a is translated with “you send 
your breath, and they are created.” Why then is this reading, in 
my view, incorrect? First of all, the meaning of the verb שלח “to 
send away” is incompatible with the conventional interpretation 
of v. 30a. In its 847 occurrences in the Hebrew Bible, the verb 
 denotes “to send, dispatch” in the Qal. The Piel form, used שלח
also here in Ps 104:30, is used 267 times in the Hebrew Bible and 
designates “to let go, send away, drive away, expel, send off,” 
and the like.90 It expresses the action at the moment the object 
is leaving someone as the result of the action caused by the agent. 
Thus, one should read the verb שלח in Ps 104:30 as “YHWH 
sends away his breath.” By this act YHWH causes the breath to 
move away from the creatures.91 In the common understanding 
of v. 30a, with ברא in the meaning of “to create” and the Niphal 
“to be created,” the combination of the two clauses in the sen-
tence “send away your breath, and they will be created” is prob-
lematic: the first clause describes that YHWH causes his breath to 

 
 
created? Other scholars consider this verse to refer to the Babylonians 
since it was their sword that battered Jerusalem. See, among others, P. 
M. Joyce, Ezekiel: A Commentary, LHBOTS 482 (New York: T&T Clark, 
2007), 158; D. I. Block, The Book of Ezekiel: Chapters 1–24 (Grand Rap-
ids, MI: Eerdmans, 1997), 697–98, who remarks that “the word [ברא] 
plays on its homonym, meaning ‘to carve,’ in v. 24.” 

90 See for numbers and extensive description DCH 8:372–88. 
91 Remarkably, DCH 8 (שלח Piel) presents Ps 104:30 as the only 

exception to this rule, when it states: “of Y., send his spirit, i.e. to give 
life.” Thus DCH proposes to interpret the verb שלח in the sense of 
“giving” and not as “sending away.” However, the verb “to give” pro-
files the last stage of the temporal process in which an object that was 
first in the possession of a person is moved away so that it comes in 
the possession of someone else. In fact, this is opposite to “sending 
away,” where the emphasis is on the first stage of the temporal process 
and on the agent that causes the removal.  


