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PREFACE 
 
 
This work consists of a monograph analysing in depth the main views 
expressed in the lexicographical writings of David Winton Thomas, 
followed by copies of all his lexicographical articles. The idea for the 
volume originally came from Professor David Clines, who proposed it 
to me as long ago as 1995, and I apologize to him and the reader for the 
inordinate delay in completing this undertaking. I have been working on it 
intermittently from 1995 till January 2013, and unfortunately other pro-
jects kept delaying its completion. To Professor Clines I am also greatly 
indebted for his extremely careful proofreading of the work, and I am 
further in great debt to Dr Duncan Burns, the copy editor and typesetter, 
for his laborious work on what proved to be a challenging manuscript. 
I am also extremely grateful to Professors Hugh Williamson and Kevin 
Cathcart for offering comments on an earlier draft of the work as a whole 
and to Professor John Emerton for comments in particular on an earlier 
draft of Chapter 1. 
 David Winton Thomas, the climax of whose career was as Regius 
Professor of Hebrew at the University of Cambridge from 1938 till 1968, 
was noteworthy for the number of suggestions he made for new meanings 
of words in the Hebrew Bible on the basis of comparative Semitic 
philology, especially on the basis of Arabic. In this he was following in 
the train of his Oxford teacher, G.R. (later Sir Godfrey) Driver, but he 
pursued this method in a more cautious way. The reader will find here a 
thorough examination of Winton Thomas’s lexicographical views such as 
has never before been undertaken. Admittedly it has not been possible to 
examine every single suggestion that Thomas ever made. But I remain 
confident that all his most important lexicographical proposals have been 
considered. 
 Throughout the monograph at the beginning of the volume the reader 
will find within square brackets numbered cross references to Thomas’s 
articles in the second part of the volume, thus making it easier to read my 
evaluations alongside Thomas’s articles. 

 
John Day 
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DAVID WINTON THOMAS: 
THE MAN, HIS LIFE AND HIS WORK 

 
 
This volume concentrates on analysing the work of David Winton 
Thomas as a lexicographer. However, before we get down to that, it 
would be good to offer a brief survey of his life, so as to attain an idea of 
the man behind the work. He was of Welsh descent, something of which 
he remained proud, but he was not a Welsh speaker (though he did teach 
himself to read the language). David Winton Thomas was actually born in 
London on January 26, 1901. He was the son of the Reverend David John 
Thomas and Sarah Thomas, the former being Principal of the Home and 
Colonial Training College for Teachers in North London from 1897 till 
1925. Remarkably, Thomas was the original surname not only of both his 
parents but also of both his grandparents on his father’s side. In his family 
he was commonly called Winton to distinguish him from his father, and 
the name stuck throughout his life.1 It is important to note that Winton 
was not part of his surname, as some scholars wrongly suppose when they 
index his name under Winton rather than Thomas! 
 He had the good fortune to attend Merchant Taylors’ School at 
Northwood in London, where he was most unusually able to study not 
only Classical languages but also Hebrew, the latter under the Reverend 
E. Spencer. Other notable biblical scholars had previously studied 
Hebrew at this school, including R.H. Kennett, G.A. Cooke, C.F. Burney 
and G.H. Box, while subsequently Donald Coggan, who later became 
Archbishop of York and Canterbury and wrote a Foreword to the Winton 
Thomas Festschrift, was to study Hebrew there,2 as did the Egyptologists 

 
 1. John Emerton tells me that Winton Thomas sometimes joked that if he had been 
ordained and become the Bishop of Winchester, he would have been able to sign himself 
‘Winton Winton’! 
 2. Coggan refers to this in P.R. Ackroyd and B. Lindars (eds.), Words and Mean-
ings: Essays Presented to David Winton Thomas (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1968), p. vii, where writing of Winton Thomas, he states: ‘His was a name to 
conjure with in the Hebrew Room at Merchant Taylors’ School—it was a source of 
encouragement to know that the man who had covered himself with glory at Cambridge 
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I.E.S. Edwards and J.M. Plumley and the Syriac scholar A.E. Goodman. 
Thomas went up to St John’s College, Oxford with a Fish Exhibition in 
1919 and studied Literae Humaniores (Classics), but surprisingly was 
placed only in the 4th class in 1922, taking his B.A. in 1923. We do not 
know for certain why he so underperformed (the Oxford 4th class— 
which no longer exists—was the lowest class meriting a degree at that 
time) but his low result probably re ects the fact that his interests were 
increasingly in the area of Oriental Languages.3 His classical background 
was nevertheless to stand him in good stead for his future scholarly work, 
in which he always took careful note of the Greek and Latin Versions of 
the Hebrew Bible. In 1922 he started studying the course in Oriental 
Languages (Hebrew and Aramaic) and gained a 1st in 1924, a result 
which more truly re ected his real ability. His outstanding ability was 
also shown in the whole array of prizes which he picked up at Oxford: the 
Junior Houghton Septuagint Prize (1921), the Pusey and Ellerton Hebrew 
Scholarship (1922), the James Mew Rabbinical Hebrew Scholarship 
(1923), and the Hall–Houghton Syriac Prize (1924), as well as the 
Kennicott Hebrew Scholarship (1923) and later the Kennicott Hebrew 
Fellowship (1928). While studying Oriental languages at Oxford Thomas 
was one of the rst pupils of the eminent Semitist G.R. (later Sir Godfrey) 
Driver, whose comparative philological approach to the Hebrew text of 
the Old Testament he was to take over and practise in a more cautious 
way. In 1924 Thomas became Senior Scholar and was appointed lecturer 
in Oriental Languages at St John’s College. 
 This was followed by several years spent abroad. First, from 1926 to 
1927 he was in the Sudan acting as Arabic advisor to the government and 
lecturer in Arabic at Gordon College, Khartoum. This must have been a 
formative period in his mastering Arabic, something which he was to 
make great use of in his subsequent philological work. Next, from 1927 

 
had sat where I sat and grappled with Davidson and with Brown, Driver and Briggs.’ 
Curiously, this wrongly implies that Thomas had studied at Cambridge rather than 
Oxford! Thomas’s time in Cambridge started only in 1938, when he became Regius 
Professor of Hebrew, a decade after Coggan’s school days were over. Coggan must have 
known this, so one has to put the error down to infelicitous wording. 
 3. Interestingly, Thomas was not the only student at Oxford in 1922 to gain a 4th in 
Literae Humaniores who was subsequently to distinguish himself by becoming a 
Cambridge Professor in the area of Oriental Studies as well as a Fellow of the British 
Academy. The same was true of S.R.K. Glanville, who from 1946 to 1956 was the 
Cambridge Professor of Egyptology, and from 1954 to 1956 he was also Provost of 
King’s College, Cambridge, the rst Oxford man in 500 years to attain this exalted 
position! 
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to 1928 he studied under Karl Budde at Marburg, which likewise enabled 
him to perfect his German. Finally, from 1928 to 1930 he was a Research 
Fellow at the University of Chicago, where he became familiar with J.M. 
Powis Smith and James Henry Breasted, among others.4 
 Most unusually, Thomas’s rst full-time academic appointment at the 
age of 29 was to a Professorship, since in 1930 he had achieved the 
position of Professor of Hebrew and Oriental Languages in the University 
of Durham, a position he held until 1938. Here he was attached to the 
Theology Department, the Oriental School not being founded till after his 
departure. However, the major part of his career consisted of the thirty 
years during which he had the distinction of being Regius Professor 
of Hebrew in the University of Cambridge (1938–68), succeeding 
S.A. Cook.5 Already his inaugural lecture, subsequently published as 
The Recovery of the Ancient Hebrew Language (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1939) [= no. 1 below], set the stage for what was to 
become the dominant interest of his life, the search for new meanings of 
Hebrew words on the basis of comparative Semitic philology.6 In this he 
was following in the footsteps of his former teacher, G.R. Driver, though 
he was decidedly more cautious, as already mentioned above. Thomas put 
forward many of his original views on philological questions in a large 
number of short articles which are included in the present volume. It is to 
be noted that he never authored a single book sensu stricto (though he did 
write pamphlets), something he has in common with a few other eminent 
scholars whose interests are focused on detailed linguistic questions. 
However, he did undertake a lot of painstaking editing of volumes of 
collective authorship, all of which also contained a contribution of some 
kind from him. This work included the editing of a Festschrift for his 
predecessor as Regius Professor of Hebrew, S.A. Cook, entitled Essays 
and Studies Presented to Stanley Arthur Cook (London: Taylor’s For- 
eign Press, 1950), and the co-editing of Festschriften for his friend 

 
 4. G.R. Driver, ‘David Winton Thomas’, Proceedings of the British Academy 57, 
1971 (London: Oxford University Press on behalf of the British Academy, 1973), 
pp. 463-76 (465), tells an amusing story pertaining to his Chicago period: ‘One day 
while there the police, seeing one of his pockets bulging as he walked near the station, 
swooped down on him as a “gangster”, only to nd a small Hebrew Bible in his pocket!’ 
 5. His Fellowship at St Catharine’s College, however, did not begin till 1943, having 
been delayed by the War. 
 6. Thomas had outlined something of his approach in ‘The Language of the Old 
Testament’, in H.W. Robinson (ed.), Record and Revelation: Essays on the Old 
Testament by Members of the Society for Old Testament Study (Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 1938), pp. 374-402 [= no. 2 below]. 
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H.H. Rowley (with M. Noth), Wisdom in Israel and in the Ancient Near 
East Presented to Professor Harold Henry Rowley (VTSup, 3; Leiden: 
Brill, 1955), and for his former teacher G.R. Driver (with W.D. McHardy), 
Hebrew and Semitic Studies Presented to Godfrey Rolles Driver (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1963). He also edited two volumes of essays sponsored 
by the Society for Old Testament Study, Documents from Old Testament 
Times (London: Thomas Nelson, 1958) and Archaeology and Old Testa-
ment Study (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1967), the latter commemorating 
the society’s jubilee year.  
 In 1958 Thomas was appointed to a commission chaired by Donald 
Coggan, then Archbishop of York, in order to produce a revision of the 
sixteenth-century Psalter of Miles Coverdale in the Anglican Book of 
Common Prayer (which had been translated from the Latin, not from the 
Hebrew), and this appeared as The Revised Psalter (London: SPCK, 
1963; amended edition 1964). Other members of the committee included 
such luminaries as T.S. Eliot and C.S. Lewis, but Thomas was clearly the 
source of the Hebrew expertise in this venture, and he also produced a 
slim volume of textual notes about it entitled The Text of the Revised 
Psalter: Notes (London: SPCK, 1963), which informs the reader of 
departures from the Masoretic text as well as new philological proposals 
accepted. Such was Thomas’s input into this work, a task he manifestly 
enjoyed, that it enables one to form a clear impression of his under-
standing of any textual problem in the Psalter. 
 During his tenure as Professor at Cambridge work also progressed on 
the New English Bible translation of the Old Testament under the chair-
manship of G.R. Driver. As one of the most eminent Hebrew scholars in 
Britain it is rather surprising that Thomas participated only very brie y at 
the beginning of this project for which he was obviously so well quali ed. 
Driver’s obituary of Thomas in the Proceedings of the British Academy 
claims that this was because he would have found it too burdensome to 
participate in the translation work for both the NEB and the Revised 
Psalter at the same time.7 There may well be truth in this but the view has 
also been offered that it might have been a source of relief to Thomas that 
he was thereby spared from constantly having to disagree with Driver in 
the urging of greater caution about translations. 
 For part of the time that Thomas was Regius Professor of Hebrew at 
Cambridge he was also involved in other activities. For example, he was 
Chairman of the committee overseeing the production of a new edition 
of the Peshitta under the aegis of the International Organization for the 
 
 7. Driver, ‘David Winton Thomas’, p. 469. 
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Study of the Old Testament, and he served on the committee of the 
Palestine Exploration Fund. The former re ected his strong concern for 
the ancient Versions of the Hebrew Bible, and the latter his interest in the 

ndings of archaeology in so far as they related to the Bible, something 
also manifested in two edited volumes mentioned above as well as several 
articles on the inscriptions from Lachish.  
 Inevitably in the fulness of time various honours came his way. As a 
leading light in the Society for Old Testament Study (it is reported that at 
a certain period he would sit in the front row of its meetings alongside 
G.R. Driver and H.H. Rowley), it is entirely understandable that he served 
as President of the Society in 1953,8 giving his Presidential paper on the 
alleged use of the divine name as a superlative. He also had the distinc-
tion of being elected to a Fellowship of the British Academy in 1966, 
which further honoured him with the award of the Burkitt Medal for 
Biblical Studies in 1969. In addition he was awarded the honorary degree 
of DD by both the Universities of Durham (1965) and Wales (1968), in 
spite of the fact that he never saw himself as a theologian. Moreover, 
following his retirement in 1968 Thomas was presented with a Festschrift 
appropriately entitled Words and Meanings (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1968), edited by Peter Ackroyd and Barnabas Lindars, 
which contained articles from leading Hebrew and Old Testament schol-
ars at home and abroad.  
 Thomas was hoping that during the years of his retirement he would be 
able to complete a revision of the venerable BDB Hebrew Lexicon. 
Unfortunately, this was not to be accomplished since early on in his 
retirement, on June 17, 1970, he collapsed in a Cambridge street and died 
the following day, which happened to be the day of the British general 
election. Following his death it became apparent that Thomas had 
completed the work for about half of the Hebrew Lexicon (up to the letter 
kaph), but unfortunately it was not in such an advanced form as to be able 
to be published. The notes from his work on this are now preserved at the 
University of Shef eld at the behest of David Clines, who was prepar- 
ing The Dictionary of Classical Hebrew (8 vols.; Shef eld: Shef eld 
Academic Press and Shef eld Phoenix Press, 1993–2011). Had Thomas 
lived long enough he might well have prepared a serviceable replacement 
for BDB. 

 
 8. Curiously, G.R. Driver, ‘David Winton Thomas’, p. 468, mistakenly refers to the 
year as 1963 and states that it was the jubilee year of the society (that was rather 1967). 
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 During his long period at Cambridge students from both the Oriental 
and Theology faculties attended his classes and lectures, which included 
such subjects as Hebrew prose composition, and the Hebrew text of 
Deuteronomy, Deutero- and Trito-Isaiah. Many of those who attended 
were themselves later to become eminent in the elds of Hebrew, Old 
Testament and Semitic studies, and these include such scholars as Peter 
Ackroyd, Leslie Allen, Sebastian Brock, Ronald Clements, David Clines, 
Stephanie Dalley, John Eaton, Robert Gordon, William Horbury, David 
Jobling, Wilfred Lambert, Alan Lowe, Barnabas (F.C.) Lindars, Gareth 
Lloyd-Jones, Andrew Macintosh, David Marcus, Brian Mastin, J.N. 
Postgate, Anthony Phillips, E.J. Revell, John Sturdy, Michael Weitz- 
man, Gordon Wenham, and (in Winton Thomas’s very last year) Hugh 
Williamson.9 Those whom I have consulted generally speak very well of 
him as a teacher, his lectures being noteworthy for their clarity. A 
tendency to concentrate on the ‘new roots’ which he detected in the 
Hebrew text has also been noted, something which is also apparent in his 
writings. Like his articles, his lectures concentrated resolutely on textual 
and philological matters, without much interest being evinced in the 
theological side of the biblical text. Indeed, those who knew him remark 
on his marked guardedness about talking about any personal religious 
beliefs at all, and several of those whom I have consulted believe he 
veered towards agnosticism. However, while he consistently refused 
offers to preach sermons either in his College or the University, as a good 
College man (for example, he acted as President [= Vice-Master] of his 
College from 1965 to 1968) he did regularly attend chapel services at 
St Catharine’s College, and it should also be mentioned that he regularly 
attended the University sermons on Sunday afternoons in full term.  
 As a person he has been described in personal correspondence to me as 
‘formal but kind’ (Stephanie Dalley), ‘slightly forbidding (to an under-
graduate) but very kind and supportive’ (Sebastian Brock), and ‘a reserved 
but kindly man who took great interest in my welfare’ (Leslie Allen), 
while Anthony Phillips, who experienced him as a doctoral supervisor, 
refers to him as ‘a perfect gentleman and an archetypal grandfather’. 
Indeed, all speak of the real concern for the wellbeing of his students that 
he manifested. The indications are that he was progressive-minded (a 
Labour voter, opposed to capital punishment,10 favouring women dining 

 
 9. As a Theology student at Cambridge from 1967, I unfortunately never had the 
opportunity of attending his lectures or meeting him, though I do recall Hugh William-
son pointing him out to me in a Cambridge street sometime around 1969. 
 10. For these two points I am indebted to Anthony Phillips. 
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in St Catharine’s College,11 etc.). And most unusually for a Hebrew 
Professor he maintained a lifelong interest in rugby football, not only 
having played it in his youth (including often for the London Welsh 
between 1923 and 1926 and being selected for an Anglo-Welsh Trial 
match in 1924) but also having continued thereafter to be an ardent 
spectator at University matches. With his wife Marion (Edith Marion 
Higgins), a Botanist whom he had met during his time at Durham and 
married in 1932,12 he enjoyed a happy domestic life, and they had two 
sons and a daughter. His books were left at his request to the University at 
Bangor in Wales. 
 
 

Rationale of the Following Chapters 
 
In the following chapters I shall offer a thorough analysis—the fullest 
ever attempted—of Winton Thomas’s proposals for nding new mean-
ings of Biblical Hebrew words on the basis of comparative Semitic 
philology, especially Arabic, indicating where I believe him to be correct 
and where I hold him to be mistaken.13 In successive chapters I shall 
consider Thomas’s consideration of an adjective (ra‘ 

an n) and several 
alleged superlative or intensive forms (including the related noun 
alm wet), various nouns, some verbal roots, and nally the verb yd‘, 

where Thomas suggested several different new meanings on the basis of 
Arabic wadu‘a. My overall conclusions will then be summarized in the 

nal chapter. The reader should be alerted to the fact that it has not been 
possible to analyse every single one of Thomas’s numerous proposals, 
but I do believe that all his most important suggestions have been consid-
ered. Following this short monograph on Winton Thomas’s philological 
work the reader will then nd copies of all his lexicographical articles 
arranged according to the order in which they are rst referred to in the 
monograph. Throughout the monograph the reader will nd numbered 
 
 11. Ronald Clements recalls how he was invited to a Guest Night in St Catharine’s 
College in 1968 and Winton Thomas wryly observed: ‘Ronald, this is the rst Guest 
Night when Fellows have been allowed to invite lady companions. Therefore, several 
Fellows are staying away!’ 
 12. Winton Thomas, who could be quite witty and bemused by the foibles of 
scholars, later delighted to recall that he himself had set off on his honeymoon with a 
copy of August Dillmann’s Ethiopic Grammar to work on! (Private communication 
from Ronald Clements.) 
 13. J.A. Emerton, ‘The Work of David Winton Thomas as a Hebrew Scholar’, VT 41 
(1991), pp. 287-303 (296-302), has previously undertaken a brief survey of some of 
Thomas’s lexicographical suggestions, and this proved a helpful starting point for my 
own research. 
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cross-references in square brackets to Thomas’s articles printed later in 
the volume, thereby making it easier to read my evaluations alongside 
the articles. It is important to note that only works of lexicographical 
interest have been included.14 For a full list of Winton Thomas’s publi-
cations the reader is directed to the compilations by Anthony Phillips, 
‘Bibliography of the Writings of David Winton Thomas’, in P.R. Ackroyd 
and B. Lindars (eds.), Words and Meanings: Essays Presented to David 
Winton Thomas (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1968), pp. 
217-28, and ‘Additional Bibliography of the Writings of David Winton 
Thomas’, VT 22 (1972), pp. 105-106. 

 
 14. We have, however, not printed out Thomas’s book The Text of the Revised 
Psalter: Notes (London: SPCK, 1963), part of which is text-critical and part philo-
logical, though account of its philological suggestions has been taken in this volume. 



 

 
 
 
 

2 
 

AN ADJECTIVE AND ALLEGED SUPERLATIVE 
(OR INTENSIVE) FORMS 

 
 

ra‘ 
an n: Not ‘Green’! 

 
One of Thomas’s enduring contributions was his article for the W. Baum-
gartner Festschrift entitled, ‘Some Observations on the Hebrew Word 

’.1 Here he demonstrated conclusively that the previously common 
rendering of the word as ‘green’—best known in the form of the expres-
sion ‘under every green tree’—was inaccurate, and that the word is better 
translated as ‘luxuriant’, ‘leafy’ or ‘spreading’. This point had been noted 
before Thomas wrote his article, but only relatively rarely,2 and as a 
consultation of earlier modern Bible translations shows, the dominant 
understanding hitherto had been that the word indeed meant ‘green’.3 
Thomas, however, showed that the ancient Versions generally understood 
the word not to mean ‘green’ but rather ‘thick with leaves’ or the like. 
 
 
 1. In B. Hartmann, E. Jenni, E.Y. Kutscher, V. Maag, I.L. Seeligmann and R. Smend 
(eds.), Hebräische Wortforschung: Festschrift zum 80. Geburstag von Walter Baum-
gartner (VTSup, 16; Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1967), pp. 387-97 [= no. 3 below]. The word 
ra‘ 

an n occurs in Deut. 12.2; 1 Kgs 14.23; 2 Kgs 16.4; 17.10; 2 Chron. 28.4; Job 15.32; 
Pss. 37.35; 52.10 (ET 8); 92.11 (ET 10), 15 (ET 14); Song 1.16; Isa. 57.5; Jer. 2.20; 3.6, 
13; 11.16; 17.2, 8; Ezek. 6.13; Hos. 14.9 (ET 8); and in Aramaic in Dan. 4.1 (ET 4). 
 2. For example, S.R. Driver was ahead of his time in always translating by ‘spread-
ing’, in The Book of the Prophet Jeremiah: A Revised Translation, with Introductions 
and Short Explanations (London: Hodder & Stoughton, 1906), ad loc.; C.F. Burney, 
Notes on the Hebrew Text of the Books of Kings (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1903), p. 
193, noted that ‘spreading’ was the probable rendering, and appealed to the ancient 
Versions in support; J. Moffatt, The Old Testament: A New Translation (London: 
Hodder & Stoughton, 1924), sometimes rendered by ‘spreading’, ‘leafy’, ‘ ourishing’ in 
addition to ‘green’ and ‘evergreen’. The Revised Psalter always avoided ‘green’, but of 
course Thomas was the source of Hebrew expertise behind this translation. 
 3. Thus the AV rendered ‘green’ everywhere except Ps. 92.11 (ET 10) ‘fresh’, Ps. 
92.15 (ET 14) ‘ ourishing’, (+ Aramaic Dan. 4.4 [ET 4.1] ‘ ourishing’); RV rendered 
‘green’ everywhere except Ps. 92.11 (ET 10) ‘fresh’ (+ Aramaic Dan. 4.4 [ET 4.1] 
‘ ourishing’), and RSV has ‘green’ (or ‘evergreen’, Hos. 14.9 [ET 8]) everywhere except 
Ps. 92.11 (ET 10) ‘fresh’ (+ Aramaic Dan. 4.4 [ET 4.1] ‘ ourishing’). 
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Such an understanding more readily accounts for the meaning ‘ ourish-
ing’ or ‘prospering’ when it is applied to human beings, as in the Aramaic 
of Dan. 4.4 (ET 1), where we read ‘I, Nebuchadnezzar, was at ease in my 
house and prospering in my palace’.  
 An examination of Bible translations published subsequent to 
Thomas’s article reveals that there is a greater recognition of the fact that 
ra‘ 

an n does not mean ‘green’ than had been the case previously, but this 
has been inconsistently followed through. Thus, while the NEB and REB 
most frequently render ra‘ 

an n as ‘spreading’, but on occasion by such 
words as ‘luxuriant’, ‘shaded’ and ‘leafy’, they both retain ‘green’ in Jer. 
17.8. Again, the NJPSV has a considerable variety of renderings—‘leafy’, 
‘luxuriant’, ‘thriving’, ‘robust’, etc.—but still resorts to ‘green’ in Ezek. 
6.13. The NIV and JB also mostly have ‘spreading’, but do render as 
‘green’ in some instances. At the other extreme, the NRSV always trans-
lates the word as ‘green’ (or ‘evergreen’ in Hos. 14.9 [ET 8]), except in 
Deut. 12.2 (‘leafy’) and Ps. 92.11 (ET 10), ‘fresh’. The NAB is very incon-
sistent in its renderings, though ‘green’ occurs more frequently than any 
other translation, and the NJB has gone back on the JB in rendering more 
passages with ‘green’ than with ‘spreading’ or ‘luxuriant’. It is therefore 
clear that the lesson of Thomas’s article has still not been fully taken in, 
something underlined by the very title of Susan Ackerman’s book, Under 
Every Green Tree, which appeared in 1992 and was reprinted in 2001.4 
 There has been no unanimity on the etymology of ra‘ 

an n, and in 
the article mentioned above Thomas has put forward an original sugges-
tion, proposing that the apparent underlying Hebrew root r‘ n is cognate 
with Arabic l n, meaning ‘to be tangled’ (of plants), the eleventh form 
il nna meaning ‘to be long and tangled’ (of plants), or as de Biberstein 
Kazimirski’s Arabic dictionary puts it, ‘to be long and thick/bushy, to the 
point of being intertwined’.5 As Thomas notes, the interchange between r 
and l is not uncommon in Semitic languages. This suggestion is probably 
correct. Subsequently, S. Morag and P.W. Coxon6 revived the view of 

 
 4. S. Ackerman, Under Every Green Tree (HSM, 46; Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1992; 
repr. Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 2001). 
 5. G.W. Freytag, Lexicon arabico–latinum (4 vols.; Halle: C.A. Schwetschke, 
1830–37 [1837]), IV, p. 113; A. de Biberstein Kazimirski, Dictionnaire arabe-français 
(2 vols.; Paris: Maisonneuve, 1860), II, p. 1006; J.G. Hava, Arabic–English Dictionary 
(Beirut: Catholic Press, 1899/1921), p. 690. 
 6. S. Morag, ‘  (Ps. 37.35)’, Tarbiz 41 (1971–72), pp. 17-23 
[Hebrew]; P.W. Coxon, ‘The Great Tree of Daniel 4’, in J.D. Martin and P.R. Davies 
(eds.), A Word in Season: Essays in Honour of William McKane (JSOTSup, 42; 
Shef eld: JSOT Press, 1986), pp. 91-111 (97). 
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A. Schultens7 that ra‘ 
an n is rather to be understood as cognate with 

Arabic ra‘ una. Although this verb means ‘to be foolish, weak-minded’, it 
also includes the concept of ‘height’, ‘tallness’ (cf. ra‘ n, ‘the peak of a 
mountain’). However, the evidence from the ancient Versions fails to 
support the view that an ‘  ra‘ 

an n is ‘a tall/lofty tree’ and favours rather 
the contention of Winton Thomas that the reference is more to the dense-
ness of the foliage.  
 
 

Some Alleged Superlative or Intensifying Terms 
 
The Divine Name as a Superlative (or Intensive) 
In two of his articles on unusual ways of expressing the superlative in 
Biblical Hebrew Thomas claimed that the divine name (whether Elohim, 
El or Yahweh) could be used as a superlative.8 Thomas’s use of this term, 
however, is somewhat peculiar in this context. In normal usage the word 
‘superlative’ is employed to denote adjectives ending in -est, e.g. ‘mighti-
est’, ‘ nest’, or preceded by ‘most’, but when it comes to his actual 
renderings of instances where he nds what he calls the superlative 
Thomas often tends to translate rather by words like ‘mighty’, ‘ ne’, etc. 
This suggests that superlative is not actually the most accurate term to 
describe what Thomas had in mind. However, although Thomas’s render-
ings are often suggestive of an intensive rather than a superlative use of 
the divine name, he is keen to emphasize that he is not arguing that the 
divine name is sometimes used as merely an intensifying epithet, as some, 
including A.B. Ehrlich,9 had previously argued was the case. In fact, he 
goes so far as to assert that the divine name never served as merely an 
intensifying epithet. Rather, his view is that the meaning of a word is 
intensi ed (or as he would say, given a superlative meaning) precisely 
because it is brought into connection with the deity in a real way.  

 
 7. A. Schultens, Liber Jobi (Leiden: J. Luzac, 1737), p. 391. 
 8. D.W. Thomas, ‘A Consideration of Some Unusual Ways of Expressing the 
Superlative in Hebrew’, VT 3 (1953), pp. 209-24 (210-19) [= no. 4 below]; ‘Some 
Further Remarks on Unusual Ways of Expressing the Superlative in Hebrew’, VT 18 
(1968), pp. 120-24 (120-22) [= no. 5 below]. Support for Thomas’s approach may be 
found in P.A.H. de Boer, ‘  as Epithet Expressing the Superlative’, VT 24 (1974), pp. 
233-35; G. Brin, ‘The Superlative in the Hebrew Bible: Additional Cases’, VT 42 
(1992), pp. 115-18. 
 9. E.g. A.B. Ehrlich, Randglossen zur hebräischen Bibel (7 vols.; Leipzig: J.C. 
Hinrchs, 1908–14 [1908]), I, pp. 99, 145-46. 
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 Thomas noted that the idea that the divine name could sometimes have 
an intensive or superlative force was not new. He refers to earlier scholars 
who had supported this view, as well as tracing it back to the AV and 
mediaeval Jewish commentators, and even in one instance as far back as 
the Targum (where ‘mountains of God’ in Ps. 36.7 [ET 6] is rendered 
‘mighty mountains’).10 Far from accepting all the intensive/superlative 
proposals that had previously been suggested, Thomas indicates that the 
number of valid examples should be reduced. For example, he notes that 
there is no reason why ‘voices of God’ (rather than ‘mighty thunderings’) 
should not be accepted as the translation of q l t ’ 

el hîm in Exod. 9.28, 
even though it refers to the thunder, and ‘ re of God’ (rather than ‘a great 

re’) may be accepted as the rendering for ’  ’ 
el hîm in Job 1.16, even 

though it alludes to the lightning.11 
 However, Thomas himself put forward some examples of alleged 
superlatives/intensives which are no more plausible than the above.12 For 
example, he claims that the miktab ’el hîm, literally ‘writing of God’ in 
Exod. 32.18, means ‘ ne work, as of a god’ in contrast to the scribblings 
of a mere man on a potsherd, but in view of the similar allusion in Exod. 
31.18 which refers to God giving Moses the two tablets of the testimony, 
‘written with the nger of God’, there seems no reason why Exod. 32.18 
should be saying more than that. Again, Thomas suggested that both gan-
’el hîm, literally ‘garden of God’, in Ezek. 28.13 and gan-Yhwh, literally 
‘garden of the Lord’, in Isa. 51.3 may mean ‘a splendid garden’. However, 
in both instances the expression is parallel with ‘Eden’, and according to 
Gen. 2.8 the garden of Eden was planted by the Lord, so there seems no 
reason why the references in Ezekiel and Isaiah should convey a different 
meaning.  
 Another example that Thomas accepted and which has, in fact, been 
widely followed in English Bible translations since the AV, is Ps. 80.11 
(ET 10), which, rendered literally, states of Israel, here symbolized as a 
vine, that ‘the mountains were covered with its shade, the cedars of God 
with its branches’. However, many prefer to translate ‘cedars of God’ 
(’arzê-’ l) as ‘mighty cedars’ or the like (RSV, NRSV, NEB, REB, NIV), 
including Thomas, who renders it as ‘the goodly cedars’. But I would 
 
 
 10. Thomas, ‘A Consideration of Some Unusual Ways of Expressing the Superlative 
in Hebrew’, pp. 210-14. 
 11. Thomas, ‘A Consideration of Some Unusual Ways of Expressing the Superlative 
in Hebrew’, pp. 214-15. 
 12. The examples cited in this paragraph are all taken from Thomas, ‘Some Further 
Remarks’, pp. 120-21. 
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observe that Ps. 104.16 states quite speci cally, ‘The trees of the Lord are 
watered abundantly, the cedars of Lebanon which he planted’. Compare 
too Ezek. 31.8, which refers to ‘the cedars in the garden of God’ (cf. 
Ezek. 31.9, 16, 18). Ezekiel 31 sounds as if it is equating Lebanon with 
the garden of Eden (cf. the king of Tyre’s connection with Eden in Ezek. 
28.13), which, as we have seen from Gen. 2.8, was believed to have been 
planted by God. There is every reason, therefore, to follow the minority 
literal rendering of NAB, JB and NJB, ‘the cedars of God’ rather than 
‘mighty/goodly cedars’. 
 Yet another instance of what Thomas took to be the superlative use of 
the divine name is found in Ps. 68.16 (ET 15), but this is not discussed in 
either of his articles but rather is found in The Revised Psalter, for which, 
as previously noted, he was the primary source of Hebrew expertise. 
There we nd the rendering, ‘A mighty mountain is the mountain of 
Bashan’, where ‘mighty mountain’ re ects Hebrew har ’el hîm. The ren-
dering of har ’el hîm as ‘mighty mountain’, which did not originate with 
Thomas, has found quite a large following (e.g. RSV, NRSV; cf. NJPSV, 
‘O majestic mountain’). However, if it is truly a superlative one would 
expect the translation ‘The mightiest mountain’, not just ‘A mighty 
mountain’. Further, there is every reason to believe that the idea of 
divinity in some sense should be retained in our rendering of ’el hîm, 
whether we translate ‘The hill of Bashan is a hill of God indeed’ (NEB), 
‘O mountain of Bashan, mountain of the gods’,13 or ‘Is Mount Bashan a 
mountain of God…?’14  
 In short, I fail to see why any of the examples of expressions with the 
divine name that Thomas cites need be regarded as having a self-
consciously intensifying or superlative force. Of course, if the biblical 
writers had re ected on the matter they would doubtless have conceded 
that the ‘garden of the Lord’ or ‘cedars of God’, for example, constituted 

ne examples of a garden and cedars respectively. However, this was not 
the essential point they were trying to convey but rather that the speci c 
entities to which they referred derived from God. 
 

 
 13. J. Day, God’s Con ict with the Dragon and the Sea: Echoes of a Cannanite 
Myth in the Old Testament (UCOP, 35; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985), 
pp. 115-18. 
 14. J.A. Emerton, ‘The “Mountain of God” in Psalm 68:16’, in A. Lemaire and B. 
Otzen (eds.), History and Traditions of Early Israel: Studies Presented to Eduard 
Nielsen (VTSup, 50; Leiden: Brill, 1993), pp. 24-37. 
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M wet and l mût as Superlatives (or Intensives) 
Thomas15 next discusses instances in the Old Testament where he believes 
m wet, ‘death’, and l mût, ‘to die’, are used in what he refers to as a 
superlative sense. He compares the way in English we might say some-
thing is ‘deadly dull’ or someone is ‘bored to death’. Apparently, Thomas 
indicates, little had been written on this subject previously, and this con-
trasts with the alleged use of the divine name as a superlative discussed 
above. However, as in the case of the divine name, it seems clear from his 
actual translations (e.g. ‘extremely’, ‘very’, ‘frightful’) that the word 
‘superlative’ often does not always provide precisely the sense which 
Thomas had in mind, and on many occasions ‘intensive’ would seem a 
more accurate description. Nevertheless, in a few of his examples (cf. 
Judg. 5.18, ‘completely’; Isa. 53.8, 12, ‘utterly’; Ps. 18.5 [ET 4] ‘most 
terrible’), the term ‘superlative’ does seem acceptable for what he had in 
mind. 
 Two of Thomas’s examples seem particularly convincing. The rst is 
in Judg. 16.16, where as a result of Delilah’s constantly pressing Samson 
to tell him the secret of his strength, we read, if we take the words 
literally, that ‘his soul was vexed to die’ (wattiq ar nap ô l mût). Clearly 
Samson is not literally on the point of death, so Thomas’s claim seems 
plausible that this means ‘his soul was vexed to death’, or as we might 
say in English, ‘he was tired to death’, i.e. extremely vexed. The second 
particularly convincing instance is in Ecclus 37.2, where the Hebrew text 
reads hl’ dwn mgy‘ ’l mwt r‘ knp  nhpk l r, ‘Is it not a grief verging on 
death when a bosom friend becomes changed into an enemy?’ He 
plausibly holds that ‘a grief verging on death’ means ‘a very great grief’. 
He also cites some mediaeval Hebrew examples which sound plausible16 
and as will be seen below, it seems likely that m wet has intensifying 
force in the word alm wet, literally ‘shadow of death’. 
 However, Thomas’s other examples do not seem convincing because 
they occur in contexts in which references to actual death are certainly 
present. Thus, in 2 Kgs 20.1 we read that Hezekiah was ‘sick unto death’. 
Thomas says this simply means he was very ill, since he subsequently 
recovered. However, since Isaiah tells Hezekiah later in the same verse 
 

 
 15. Thomas, ‘A Consideration of Some Unusual Ways of Expressing the Superlative 
in Hebrew’, pp. 219-22, with additional examples and discussion in ‘Some Further 
Remarks’, pp. 122-23. 
 16. See Thomas, ‘A Consideration of Some Unusual Ways of Expressing the 
Superlative in Hebrew’, p. 221. 
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that he is going to die, it seems more natural to suppose that the preceding 
words mean that he was on the point of death (so NIV; cf. REB, NAB 
‘mortally ill’). 
 Again, in Jon. 4.9 Thomas believes that when Jonah replies to God, 
saying ‘I do well to be angry unto death (‘ad-m wet)’, what he means is 
simply ‘I do well to be extremely angry’. But this surely ies in the face 
of the previous verse, where Jonah ‘asked that he might die, and said: “It 
is better for me to die than to live” ’. It is therefore more natural that what 
Jonah means is ‘I do well to be angry, angry enough to die’ (RSV; 
similarly NRSV, NIV, NAB; cf. NEB, REB ‘mortally angry’). 
 Yet again, in Isa. 53.12 we read that the suffering servant ‘poured out 
his soul unto death’. Thomas follows C.C. Torrey17 in seeing superlative 
force here, i.e. ‘he poured out his soul utterly’, a view followed by G.R. 
Driver and also regarded as possible by R.N. Whybray,18 who has sought 
to remove all implications of the Servant’s death from this famous 
chapter. However, this chapter is so full of references suggestive of death 
that it seems forced to attempt to eliminate them all. Thus, v. 9 states that 
‘they made his grave with the wicked’, and v. 10 speaks of his being 
made an ’ m, ‘a guilt offering’, sacri cial imagery suggestive of death, 
which coheres with the words ‘he shall bear their iniquities’ (v. 11) and 
‘he bore the sin of many’ (v. 12). Further, v. 8 states that ‘he was cut off 
out of the land of the living’, and v. 9 (if we accept the MT) makes refer-
ence to ‘in his death’. With all this language suggestive of death it seems 
unnatural to suppose that v. 12 alludes to the Servant’s merely pouring 
out his soul utterly rather than to death. Similar objections apply to 
Thomas’s proposal in a later article19 to emend the words of Isa. 53.8, 
nega‘ l mô to nugga‘ lamm wet, and render as ‘he was smitten to the 

 
 17. C.C. Torrey, The Second Isaiah: A New Interpretation (Edinburgh: T. & T. 
Clark, 1928), p. 423. Torrey here also anticipated a few of Thomas’s other examples 
involving m wet. 
 18. G.R. Driver, ‘Isaiah 52:13–53:12: The Servant of the Lord’, in M. Black and 
G. Fohrer (eds.), In Memoriam Paul Kahle (BZAW, 103; Berlin: A. Töpelmann, 1968), 
pp. 90-105 (102-103); R.N. Whybray, Thanksgiving for a Liberated Prophet: An 
Interpretation of Isaiah Chapter 53 (JSOTSup, 4; Shef eld: JSOT Press, 1978), p. 104. 
It should be noted that, in addition to suggesting this understanding in both his 1953 
article (p. 220) and his 1968 article (p. 122) referred to above, Thomas also followed 
this view in ‘A Consideration of Isaiah liii in the Light of Recent Textual and Philo-
logical Study’, ETL 44 (1968), pp. 79-86 (80, 86), also published in H. Cazelles (ed.), 
De Mari à Qumran: L’Ancien Testament. Son milieu. Ses relectures juives. Hommage à 
Mgr J. Coppens (Gembloux: J. Duculot, and Paris: Lethielleux, 1968), pp. 119-26 (120, 
126) [= no. 74 below]. 
 19. Thomas, ‘Some Further Remarks’, p. 123. 
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utmost’. Whether or not the emendation is justi ed, the meaning ascribed 
is untenable in the light of the above contextual arguments. 
 Another unlikely proposal concerns 1 Sam. 5.11. This verse states that 
the men of Ekron ‘sent therefore and gathered together all the lords of the 
Philistines, and said, “Send away the ark of the God of Israel, and let it 
return to its own place, that it may not slay us and our people”. For there 
was a panic of death (mehûmat-m wet) throughout the whole city. The 
hand of God was very heavy there.’ In the expression which is literally 
‘panic of death’ (mehûmat-m wet) Thomas again sees merely what he 
calls superlative force and he compares mehûmâ gedôlâ me’ d, ‘a very 
great panic’, mentioned just before in 1 Sam. 5.9 in connection with Gath. 
However, we need to remember that, in contrast to Gath, where the peo-
ple were merely af icted with tumours, in Ekron there was concern that 
the ark ‘may not slay us and our people’ (v. 11), and in fact some of the 
people there did die (v. 12). ‘Panic of death’ must therefore be taken more 
literally than Thomas supposes: presumably we are to understand this as a 
panic caused by fear of death. Compare NIV, ‘For death has lled the city 
with panic’. The translations ‘deadly panic’ (NAB) or ‘deathly panic’ 
(RSV, NRSV), though not incorrect, are somewhat ambiguous. 
 Shortly before this in the ark narrative, Thomas nds another example 
in 1 Sam. 4.20. In connection with the death of Phinehas’s wife following 
the loss of the ark, we read, ‘And about the time of her death (ke‘ t 
mût h) the women attending her said to her, “Fear not, for you have 
borne a son”. But she did not answer or give heed.’ Thomas claims that 
mût h refers not to her death but to the intense dif culty she had in 
childbirth. Granted that the reference to her death is somewhat indirect, 
there seems no reason not to take this literally. 
 There are two other passages in the Psalms where Thomas thinks 
‘death’ is not meant literally. The rst is in Ps. 55.5 (ET 4), ‘My heart is 
in anguish within me, the terrors of death (’êmôt m wet) have fallen upon 
me’. Thomas thinks this could mean ‘frightful fears’, but this seems 
unnecessary, bearing in mind that the psalmist’s enemies are spoken of 
as ‘men of blood and treachery’ in v. 24 (ET 23). The other passage 
is Ps. 18.5 (ET 4), where Thomas prefers to understand ‘most terrible 
sorrows’ rather than ‘the sorrows of death’ (though ‘the cords of death’ is 
a more common rendering; cf. RSV, NRSV). The allusions to death and 
Sheol in this verse relate to the enemies from whom the psalmist is 
delivered. Elsewhere these are spoken of as ‘men of violence’ (v. 49 [ET 
48]), which makes death/Sheol language seem appropriate. 
 Thomas nds another possible example in Exod. 10.17, where follow-
ing the destruction caused by the plague of locusts Pharaoh entreats 
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Moses to take from him ‘this death’ (hamm wet hazzeh). Thomas sug-
gests that this perhaps really means ‘this frightful thing’. However, since 
we read that the locusts ‘ate all the plants in the land and all the fruit of 
the trees which the hail had left; not a green thing remained, neither tree 
nor plant of the eld, through all the land of Egypt’, the destruction of the 
vegetation of the land surely could be referred to literally as ‘death’ 
(cf. NJB, NRSV, ‘this deadly thing’; NAB, ‘this deadly pest’; NEB, REB, 
JB, NIV, ‘this deadly plague’). 
 In Song 8.6, Thomas says that the famous words ‘azzâ kamm wet 
’ahabâ should perhaps be rendered not as ‘love is strong as death’ but 
rather as ‘love is extremely strong’. Although that of course is the 
implication, it is unlikely that thoughts of literal death are excluded. Thus, 
not merely does the parallel line read ‘jealousy is cruel as Sheol’ (though 
Thomas thinks Sheol itself could be a superlative; see below), but in the 
passage which Thomas renders ‘Its ashes are ashes of re, a most 
vehement ame’, the words rendered ‘ ashes’ are literally ‘Reshephs’ 
(re pîm, construct ri pê), Resheph being a Canaanite underworld god.20 
 It should also be noted that Thomas saw Judg. 5.18’s l mût (perhaps 
reading lamm wet with the Versions) as a possible further example in his 
later 1968 article.21 He thought this verse could be translated, ‘Zebulun is 
a people which completely disregarded his life’ (cf. NEB, REB, which 
presuppose Thomas’s view, and Lindars22 too thinks it is possible). What 
makes one hesitate to follow this, however, is the fact that Judges 5 is 
describing a battle, so a reference to literal death is entirely natural. 
 S. Rin,23 in response to Thomas, agrees that there are some places in 
the Old Testament where mwt serves as a superlative or intensifying 
word—he does not reject any of Thomas’s examples—but he argues that 
mwt acts as a superlative or intensi er because it is the divine name Mot, 
just like Yahweh or Elohim. Thomas, in his second article on the super-
lative,24 already replied to Rin, rightly saying that though there may be 

 
 20. Accordingly Resheph was equated with the Mesopotamian god Nergal, a deity 
of the underworld and plague, and in KTU 1.78.2-4 Resheph appears as the sun god-
dess’s gatekeeper, guarding the entrance to the netherworld when she went down thither. 
See J. Day, Yahweh and the Gods and Goddesses of Canaan (JSOTSup, 265; Shef eld: 
Shef eld Academic Press, 2000), pp. 198-99, and the discussion of Song 8.6-7 on 
pp. 204-205. 
 21. Thomas, ‘Some Further Remarks’, pp. 120-21. 
 22. B. Lindars (ed. A.D.H. Mayes), Judges 1–5: A New Translation and Commen-
tary (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1995), p. 264. 
 23. S. Rin, ‘The  of Grandeur’, VT 9 (1959), pp. 324-25. 
 24. Thomas, ‘Some Further Remarks’, pp. 123-24. 
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traces of Mot in the phrases in 2 Sam. 22.5-6//Ps. 18.5 (ET 4) where the 
underworld is referred to, there is no evidence that this is the case in the 
other instances cited by Rin (e.g. 1 Sam. 5.11; Ps. 55.5, ET 4).  
 
 

Sheol as Superlative (or Intensive) 
 
An original idea of Thomas was that the word Sheol ( e’ ôl) could be used 
(like m wet and l mût) in what he again calls a superlative sense.25 He 

nds three instances of this, none of which is convincing. The rst two 
have already been considered above (Song 8.6; Ps. 18.5 [ET 4]), since 
they also include m wet. The third is in Isa. 57.9. Quoting the AV, ‘And 
thou wentest to the king with ointment, and thou didst increase thy 
perfumes, and didst send thy messengers far off, and didst debase thyself 
even unto hell’, Thomas takes the words ‘and didst debase thyself even 
unto hell’ (watta pîlî ‘ad- e’ ôl) as a reference to showing abject servility, 
with ‘ad- e’ ôl meaning ‘to the lowest depths’. However, as I have argued 
elsewhere, it is likely that we have here a reference to the god Molech as 
an underworld deity.26 In support of Molech’s being an underworld god 
the following points should be noted. First, Molech is speci cally asso-
ciated in the Old Testament with the valley of Hinnom (e.g. 2 Kgs 23.10), 
which gave its name to Gehenna (hell). Secondly, at Ugarit the god mlk, 
who appears to lie behind Molech, is associated with the place-name 
Ashtaroth (KTU 1.100.41; 1.107.42), which was also the dwelling place 
of rp’u (KTU 1.108.1-3), the singular of rp’um, who are clearly under-
world spirits related to the Old Testament Rephaim (cf. KTU 1.161). 
Thirdly, another Ugaritic text mentions the god mlk alongside Resheph 
(RS 1986.2235.16-17), whose underworld associations are well attested. 
Fourthly, in two Mesopotamian god-lists we nd Malik equated with 
the underworld god Nergal.27 It is therefore attractive to suppose that 
Isa. 57.9 should not be translated as Thomas supposes, but rather that it 
 
 25. Thomas, ‘A Consideration of Some Unusual Ways of Expressing the Superlative 
in Hebrew’, pp. 222-24. 
 26. J. Day, Molech: A God of Human Sacri ce in the Old Testament (UCOP, 41; 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989), pp. 50-52, on Isa. 57.9 speci cally, and 
pp. 46-55 on Molech as an underworld god generally. 
 27. S.H. Langdon (ed.), The H. Weld–Blundell Collection in the Ashmolean Museum. 
I. Sumerian and Semitic Religious and Historical Texts (Oxford Editions of Cuneiform 
Inscriptions, 1; London: Oxford University Press, 1923), p. 31, text 9, obv. col. 2, line 8; 
O. Schroeder, Keilschrifttexte aus Assur verschiedenen Inhalts (Ausgrabungen der 
deutschen Orient-Gesellschaft in Assur. E: Inschriften, 3; Leipzig: J.C. Hinrichs, 1920), 
63.II.37. Cf. K. Tallqvist, Akkadische Götterepitheta (StudOr, 7; Helsinki: Societas 
Orientalis Fennica, 1938), p. 359. 
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contains a literal reference to Sheol, to be rendered as follows: ‘You 
journeyed to Molech with oil and multiplied your perfumes; you sent 
your envoys far off and sent down even to Sheol’.  
 
 

(l )ne a  as a Superlative 
 
Thomas further proposed to see superlative signi cance in several 
examples of the expression (l )ne a , which occurs 37 times in the 
Hebrew Bible, of which there is a minor variant, (l )n a , occurring four 
times. This term has traditionally been rendered ‘for ever’, and this is 
clearly supported by its parallelism with such expressions as le‘ ad (Amos 
1.11), l ‘ad (Ps. 9.19 [ET 18]), le‘ ôl m (Isa. 57.16; Jer. 3.5; Ps. 103.9), 
led r w d r (Ps. 77.9 [ET 8]), ‘ad-dôr w dôr (Isa. 13.20) and le’ rek 
y mîm (Lam. 5.20). Thomas does not deny this but claims that there are a 
few other instances where (l )ne a  has superlative force rather than 
meaning ‘for ever’. He nds this superlative force in Pss. 13.2 (ET 1); 
74.10; 79.5; 89.47 (ET 46), passages where he claims the meaning ‘for 
ever’ produces a contradiction.28 Thus, in Ps. 13.2 (ET 1), instead of ‘How 
long, O Lord, wilt thou forget me for ever?’, he renders, ‘How long, O 
Lord, wilt thou forget me completely?’, in Ps. 74.10 instead of ‘How 
long, O Lord, will the adversary reproach, the enemy spurn, thy name for 
ever?’, he translates ‘How long, O Lord, will the adversary reproach, the 
enemy spurn, thy name outrageously?’, in Ps. 79.5 instead of ‘How long, 
O Lord, wilt thou be angry for ever?’, he understands ‘How long, O Lord, 
wilt thou be extremely angry?’, and in Ps. 89.47 (ET 46) instead of ‘How 
long, O Lord, wilt thou hide thyself for ever?’, he translates ‘How long, O 
Lord, wilt thou hide thyself completely?’ Thomas derives this superlative 
sense from ‘pre-eminence’, which he understands as one of the basic 
meanings of this root. 
 Although Thomas’s suggestion seems to have been often neglected or 
rejected, it has received some support. Thus, as well as being followed in 
The Revised Psalter (in which Thomas had a large hand) in Pss. 13.2 
(ET 1), 79.5 and 89.47 (ET 46), though not in Ps. 74.10, it is accepted for 
these same three verses in the NEB, REB and The Psalms: A New 
 
 28. D.W. Thomas, ‘The Use of  as a Superlative in Hebrew’, JSS 1 (1956), pp. 
106-109 [= no. 6 below]. In addition to these passages Thomas also noted a few other 
places where he believes this meaning is possible (see pp. 107-108), as well as in ‘Some 
Further Remarks’, p. 124. Prior to Thomas, P. Saydon, ‘Some Unusual Ways of 
Expressing the Superlative in Hebrew and Maltese’, VT 4 (1954), pp. 432-33, had 
suggested a similar meaning for several instances of this word in the Hebrew Bible, 
though he proposed a different etymology. 
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Translation for Worship (which was taken up in the Anglican Alternative 
Service Book), as well as for Ps. 13.2 (ET 1) only in NAB. In addition, 
A.A. Anderson29 thought it probable in Pss. 13.2 (ET 1) and 79.5. 
However, Thomas’s proposal seems unnecessary. Is it really likely that 
l ne a  in Ps. 74.10 has a different meaning from what it has in vv. 1 and 
19 (‘for ever’)? Again, the vocabulary associated with some of these 
instances is comparable to that found in some passages where Thomas 
does not doubt that the meaning is ‘for ever’. Note, for example, Ps. 13.2 
(ET 1), where he sees superlative meaning in ne a , but this is a verse 
which has several parallels with Ps. 44.24-25 (ET 23-24), in both of which 
‘hide the face’ and ‘forget’ appear alongside (l )ne a , which clearly 
means ‘for ever’, and similarly ‘forget’ ( k ) appears alongside (l )ne a  
in both Ps.13.2 (ET 1) and Lam. 5.20.30 
 It is possible to overcome the apparent contradiction in meaning 
implied in the traditional understanding, to which Thomas has drawn 
attention, in one of two ways. First, bearing in mind that words for ‘how 
long?’ need not require an accompanying verb, one could render Ps. 13.2 
(ET 1) as ‘How long, O Lord? Wilt thou forget me for ever?’, Ps. 74.10 as 
‘How long, O Lord? Will the adversary reproach, the enemy spurn, thy 
name for ever?’, Ps. 79.5 as ‘How long, O Lord? Wilt thou be angry for 
ever?’, and Ps. 89.47 (ET 46) as ‘How long, O Lord? Wilt thou hide 
thyself for ever?’ This is, for example, how the RSV and NRSV render 
these passages, with the exception of Ps. 74.10. Alternatively, one could 
overcome the apparent contradiction by following P. Joüon’s suggestion31 
that in these passages the biblical writers have con ated two ideas, for 
example, Ps. 13.2 (ET 1), literally ‘How long, O Lord, wilt thou forget me 
for ever?’ combines the thoughts ‘How long, O Lord, wilt thou forget 
me?’ and ‘Is it for ever?’ This is the way that the JB and NJB understand 
all these passages.  
 
 

alm wet, ‘Deep Darkness’, Literally ‘Shadow of Death’ 
 
Thomas used his so-called superlative (or intensive) understanding of 
the word m wet, discussed above, to shed light on the meaning of the 
noun alm wet. This term, which occurs 18 times in the Hebrew Bible, 
 
 29. A.A. Anderson, Psalms (2 vols.; NCB; Oliphants [Marshall, Morgan & Scott], 
1972), I, p. 128, and II, p. 578. 
 30. With regard to Lam. 5.20, it should be noted that though Winton Thomas did not 
see superlative force here, and indeed the parallelism with le’ rek y mîm noted above 
tells against it, the NEB, REB and NRSV do see superlative force here. 
 31. P. Joüon, ‘Notes de lexicographie hébraïque’, Bib 7 (1926), pp. 162-70 (162-63). 
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exclusively in poetic passages (Isa. 9.1 [ET 2]; Jer. 2.6; 13.16; Amos 5.8; 
Pss. 23.4; 44.20 [ET 19]; 107.10, 14; Job 3.5; 10.21, 22; 12.22; 16.16; 
24.17 [twice]; 28.3; 34.22; 38.17), has traditionally been rendered 
‘shadow of death’. This is how the word is universally vocalized in the 
MT and this understanding is also the dominant rendering of the ancient 
Versions. However, many scholars, particularly over the last century and 
a half,32 have believed that the word was originally vocalized almût, 
‘darkness’, and is to be seen as cognate with Akkadian al mu, Arabic 
alima IV and Ethiopic alma, ‘to be dark’.  

 Thomas wrote a most useful article on this subject.33 He argues that the 
word does indeed simply mean ‘deep darkness’ and has no inherent con-
nection with the underworld (contra F. Schwally and J. Hehn34), and 
although there are two passages where it is used of the underworld (Job 
10.21-22; 38.17), the actual meaning of the word there too is likewise 
‘deep darkness’. However, at the same time, Thomas defends the 
traditional vocalization alm wet, lit. ‘shadow of death’, supported by the 
MT and the ancient Versions, on the assumption that m wet functions as 
what he calls a superlative (though the term ‘intensive’ would be more 
appropriate), the existence of which form he had already argued for in his 
earlier article on the superlative.35 For Thomas, a ‘shadow of death’ 
denotes a very deep shadow, and hence deep darkness. 
 In favour of Thomas’s defence of the vocalization alm wet, literally 
‘shadow of death’,36 it may be pointed out that it would be extremely 
 
 32. E.g. W.R. Harper, Amos and Hosea (ICC; Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1905), 
pp. 115, 117; S.R. Driver and G.B. Gray, Job (2 vols.; ICC; Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 
1921), II, p. 18; E. Dhorme, Le Livre de Job (Etudes bibliques; Paris: V. Lecoffre, 
1926), p. 24, ET A Commentary on the Book of Job (trans. H. Knight; London: Thomas 
Nelson, 1967), pp. 26-27; R. Gordis, The Book of Job (New York: Jewish Theological 
Seminary of America, 1978), p. 33; C. Cohen, ‘The Meaning of  “Darkness”: 
A Study in Philological Method’, in M.V. Fox, V.A. Hurowitz, A. Hurvitz, M.L. Klein, 
B.J. Schwartz and N. Shupak (eds.), Texts, Temples, and Traditions: A Tribute to 
Menahem Haran (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns,1996), pp. 287-309. 
 33. D.W. Thomas, ‘  in the Old Testament’, JSS 7 (1962), pp. 191-200 [= no. 7 
below]. 
 34. F. Schwally, Das Leben nach dem Tode (Giessen: J. Ricker, 1892), p. 194; 
J. Hehn, ‘ ’, in Orientalische Studien Fritz Hommel zum siebzigsten Geburtstag 
(2 vols.; MVAG, 22; Leipzig,: J.C. Hinrichs, 1918), II, pp. 79-90. 
 35. Cf. Thomas, ‘A Consideration of Some Unusual Ways of Expressing the 
Superlative in Hebrew’, pp. 219-22. He later added additional examples in ‘Some 
Further Remarks’, pp. 122-23. 
 36. The traditional rendering ‘shadow of death’ has continued to be defended by 
various scholars over the years, including T. Nöldeke, review of A. von Kramer, Alt-
arabische Gedichte über die Volksage von Jemen…, in Göttingische gelehrte Anzeigen 1 
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odd—indeed unprecedented—for the pronunciation of a word to be 
changed because of popular etymology from almût to alm wet. The 
antiquity of the pronunciation alm wet is implied by its frequent 
rendering as skia thanatou, ‘shadow of death’, in the LXX, perhaps only a 
couple of centuries after the latest occurrence of the word in the book of 
Job (Job 34.22, part of the Elihu speeches, which are widely accepted to 
be a later addition to the text). Moreover, it counts against repointing the 
word as almût that the root lm is nowhere else clearly attested with the 
meaning ‘dark’ in Biblical Hebrew37 or even in any other North-West 
Semitic language. It would thus be surprising if the word alm wet is 
derived from it. In fact, if almût were the correct form, it would be the 
only abstract word in Biblical Hebrew ending in -ût lacking other words 
from the same root in that language. On the other hand, l, ‘shadow’, and 
m wet, ‘death’, are both common. Similarly, in Ugaritic we nd lmt in 
the sense of ‘darkness’ (parallel with lmt, ‘concealment, obscurity’, cf. 
KTU 1.4.VII.54-55; 1.8.II.7-8) but no occurrences of a verb lm, ‘to be 
dark’, although again l, ‘shadow’, and mt, ‘death’, are well attested. This 
too suggests that the vocalization of the word as ‘shadow of death’ is 
correct, even though compound words in Hebrew are admittedly rare. 
 
 

Summary 
 
For a summary of the main conclusions of this chapter, please see the 
overall summary of the book in Chapter 6. 

 
(1867), pp. 447-65 (456-57); ‘  und ’, ZAW 17 (1897), pp. 183-87; Schwally, 
Das Leben nach dem Tode, p. 194; Hehn, ‘ ’, pp. 79-90; H. Bauer and P. Leander, 
Historische Grammatik der hebräischen Sprache des Alten Testaments, I (Halle: 
M. Niemeyer, 1922), p. 506; J. Barr, ‘Philology and Exegesis. Some General Remarks, 
with Illustrations from Job 3’, in C. Brekelmans (ed.), Questions disputées d’Ancien 
Testament (Leuven: Leuven University Press, and Gembloux: J. Duculot, 1974), pp. 39-
61 (50-55); L.L. Grabbe, Comparative Philology and the Text of Job: A Study in 
Methodology (SBLDS, 34; Missoula, MT: Scholars Press, 1977), pp. 27-29; W.L. 
Michel, ‘ LMT, “Deep Darkness” or “Shadow of Death”?’, Biblical Research 29 
(1984), pp. 5-20. 
 37. It has sometimes been supposed that the Hebrew word elem might mean 
‘darkness’ in Pss. 39.7 (ET 6) and 73.20, but in each case the context supports rather a 
meaning like ‘shadow’ or ‘phantom’ (literally ‘image’). 
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SOME NOUNS 
 
 

belîya‘al, ‘Belial’ 
  
There has been no consensus in modern scholarship over the etymology 
of the word belîya‘al, ‘Belial’. This word occurs most frequently in such 
phrases as a ‘son of Belial’ or ‘sons of Belial’ (ben or benê belîya‘al, 
Deut. 13.14 [ET 13]; Judg. 19.22; 20.13; 1 Sam. 2.12; 10.27; 25.17; 1 Kgs 
21.10, 13 [twice]; 2 Chron. 13.7), though we also read of a ‘daughter 
(bat) of Belial’ (1 Sam. 1.16) and ‘man (’î  or ’ d m) of Belial’ (1 Sam. 
25.25; 30.22; 2 Sam. 16.7; 20.1; Prov. 6.12; 16.27), and in addition the 
word Belial occurs with other expressions or by itself (Deut. 15.9; 2 Sam. 
22.5, 23.6; Job 34.18; Pss. 18.5 [ET 4]; 41.9 [ET 8]; Prov. 19.28; Nah. 
1.11; 2.1 [ET 1.15]). 
 Thomas wrote a most useful essay on the word.1 This not only set out 
fully the renderings in the ancient Versions and in the English Bible up to 
his time (as well as the Luther Bible), but also discussed the various 
views which had been proposed to explain the word, exposing their weak 
points, as well as putting forward his own original suggestion. Thus, he 
points out that the view that Belial consists of belî, ‘without’, + ya‘al, 
‘worth’, is unlikely, since no such Hebrew word for ‘worth’ is otherwise 
attested. With regard to another common view, that Belial derives from 
belî, ‘without’, + apocopated form of ya‘ 

aleh, ‘will come up’, so as to 
mean ‘one who will not come up again’, that is, from the underworld, he 
notes that the employment of belî as a negative with a verb is rare and the 
use of the apocopated form ya‘al would be odd. As for T.K. Cheyne’s 
view2 that Belial derives from Bilili, an alleged Mesopotamian goddess of 
the underworld, Thomas points out that this had been widely criticized. 

 
 1. D.W. Thomas, ‘  in the Old Testament’, in J.N. Birdsall and R.W. Thomson 
(eds.), Biblical and Patristic Studies in Memory of Robert Pierce Casey (Freiburg: 
Herder, 1963), pp. 11-19 [= no. 8 below]. 
 2. T.K. Cheyne, ‘The Origin and Meaning of “Belial” ’, ExpTim 8 (1896–97), pp. 
423-24. 
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As a matter of fact, there is no evidence that Bilili was a goddess of the 
underworld.3 
 G.R. Driver4 had previously suggested that Belial is a word meaning 
‘confusion’ and is to be derived from a postulated verb bl‘, ‘to confuse’, + 
afformative lamedh, which he envisaged as cognate with Arabic bala a, 
‘to reach’ (form 1), ‘to communicate’ (form 2). Thomas, however, pre-
ferred to see a connection with bl‘ in its well-attested sense ‘to swallow’, 
so that belîya‘al would mean ‘the swallower’, referring to Sheol. He noted 
that in Ps. 18.5 (ET 4) = 2 Sam. 22.5 Belial is parallel with death (m wet), 
just as Sheol and death (m wet) stand parallel in the next verse, and in 
Prov. 1.12 Sheol is depicted swallowing up (bl‘) people. Thomas sug-
gested, therefore, that a man of Belial is ‘one whose actions or words 
engulf a man, bringing him to the abyss, to the underworld. Such a 
wicked man is, in colloquial English, “an infernal fellow”.’5  
 There are certain attractions in connecting Belial with the verb bl‘. 
However, J.A. Emerton6 has noted the inappropriateness of comparing 
our English expression ‘an infernal fellow’, since Sheol was not hell but a 
place to which everyone went after death. He further points out that it 
would be more natural to assume that Belial is a direct term for evil rather 
than denoting it in the indirect way that Thomas suggests. Noting that the 
verb bl‘ can be translated ‘to destroy’ as well as ‘to swallow’ (cf. Job 2.3; 
Lam. 2.2, 8), he therefore suggests that we understand Belial as a word 
meaning ‘destructiveness’, and hence denoting that which is harmful or 
wicked. This seems to make excellent sense. ‘Sons of Belial’ clearly 
represent people whose actions had a destructive effect on society, and 
Belial is found parallel with words for wickedness. The underlying mean-
ing ‘destructiveness’ explains how it could be employed parallel with 
‘death’ in Ps. 18.5 (ET 4) without its actually being a name for Sheol, and 
also ts Ps. 41.9 (ET 8) admirably, where the psalmist’s enemies say of 
him, ‘A thing of Belial has fastened on him; he will not rise again from 
where he lies’, a passage in which Belial clearly denotes something like 
‘deadly’ (RSV). It also makes sense as applied to Nineveh, whose actions 
 

 
 3. See W. Baudissin, ‘The Original Meaning of “Belial” ’, ExpTim 9 (1897–98), 
pp. 40-45; P. Jensen, ‘On “Belial” ’, ExpTim 9 (1897–98), pp. 283-84. On Bilili, see 
E. Ebeling, ‘Belili’, in E. Ebeling and B. Meissner (eds.), Reallexikon der Assyriologie 
(Berlin: W. de Gruyter, 1932), I, p. 479.  
 4. G.R. Driver, ‘Hebrew Notes’, ZAW 52 (1934), pp. 51-56 (52-53). Cf. G.R. Driver, 
‘Studies in the Vocabulary of the Old Testament. IV’, JTS 33 (1932), pp. 38-47 (40-41). 
 5. Thomas, ‘  in the Old Testament’, p. 19. 
 6. J.A. Emerton, ‘Sheol and the Sons of Belial’, VT 37 (1987), pp. 214-18. 
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were not simply wicked but violently destructive (Nah. 1.11; 2.1 [ET 
1.15]), and of the men whose actions led to the death of the Levite’s 
concubine (Judg. 19.22; 20.13), and provides excellent parallelism in 
Shimei’s words to David, ‘Begone, you man of blood and man of Belial’ 
(2 Sam. 16.17).  
 Thus, although Thomas did not get quite the right nuance for the word, 
he did point correctly to its underlying Hebrew root.  
 
 

da‘at, ‘Law-suit’ (Proverbs 22.12; 29.7; cf. 24.14) 
 
There are two places in the book of Proverbs where Winton Thomas 
thought that the noun da‘at, commonly understood in its normal mean- 
ing of ‘knowledge’, should rather be understood to mean ‘law-suit’, 
cognate with Arabic da‘way, which has this meaning.7 One of these is 
Prov. 29.7,8 commonly translated ‘The righteous know the rights of the 
poor, the wicked do not discern knowledge’, or more paraphrastically, 
‘The righteous know the rights of the poor, but the wicked have no such 
understanding’. Thomas, however, proposed to render, ‘The righteous 
considereth the cause of the poor: (But) the wicked regardeth not (his) 
suit’. This, however, is quite unnecessary, since a contrast between those 
who know the rights of the poor and those who lack this knowledge 
seems entirely natural. The other place where Thomas found the mean- 
ing ‘law-suit’ is in Prov. 22.12,9 which is generally translated, ‘The eyes 
of the Lord keep watch over knowledge, but he overthrows the words 
of the faithless’. We may not suppose that ‘knowledge’ refers to those 
who have knowledge, since the contrast is not with the faithless but with 
‘the words of the faithless’. Finally, the verb underlying this word in 
Thomas’s view, d‘h, ‘to seek’, cognate with Arabic da‘ , ‘sought, 
desired, asked, demanded’, he nds in Prov. 24.14,10 translating ‘So seek 
wisdom for thyself…’ However, as Michael Fox pointed out,11 the verb 
 

 
 7. E.W. Lane, An Arabic–English Lexicon (8 vols.; London: Williams & Norgate 
(1863–93 [1867]), III, pp. 884-85. 
 8. D.W. Thomas, ‘Notes on Some Passages in the Book of Proverbs’, JTS 38 (1937) 
pp. 400-403 (401-402) [= no. 9 below]. 
 9. D.W. Thomas, ‘A Note on  in Proverbs xxii.12’, JTS NS 14 (1963), pp. 93-94 
[= no. 10 below]. 
 10. Thomas, ‘Notes on Some Passages in the Book of Proverbs’, p. 401; cf. Lane, 
Arabic–English Lexicon, III, p. 883. 
 11. M.V. Fox, Proverbs 10–31 (AB, 18B; New Haven: Yale University Press, 
2009), p. 748. 
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yd‘ can mean ‘learn’ (cf. Prov. 1.2; Eccl. 1.17; 8.16), which makes good 
sense here, so we may translate, ‘So you should learn wisdom for your-
self…’ Thomas’s suggestion thus seems uncalled for. 
 
 

dek kîm (for der kîm), ‘Sand- ats’ (Isaiah 49.9) 
 
A particularly weak proposal of Thomas12 was the suggestion that we 
should emend der kîm, ‘tracks’, in Isa. 49.9 to dek kîm and render this as 
‘sand- ats’, taking it to be cognate with Arabic dak, ‘even, level sand’. 
This suggestion involves creating a hapax legomenon on the basis of an 
emendation, which has no support in any Hebrew manuscripts or in any 
of the ancient Versions, and then appeals simply to vocabulary-rich 
Arabic for an allegedly appropriate meaning. The motivation for this 
proposal was Thomas’s acceptance of G.R. Driver’s view13 that the 
parallel word in Isa. 49.9, ep yîm, means ‘sand dunes’, but this itself is 
highly unlikely. As P. Joüon and A. Gelston14 have shown, the meaning 
‘track’ is much more likely for epî. The reason for this is not simply 
because—unlike the translation ‘sand dune’, which has no Versional 
support—it has considerable support in the ancient Versions: eight times 
in the Targum, seven times in the Peshitta, three times in the Vulgate, 
once in the Septuagint (our passage, Isa. 49.9), and once (Jer. 7.29) in 
Symmachus (in Cod. 88).15 It is also because the word derek, ‘track, way’, 
is actually found in close association with epî not only in Isa. 49.9, the 
passage under consideration here, but also in Jer. 3.2 and 4.11.16 The fact 
that Isa. 49.9 is not alone in this regard makes it highly implausible that 
der kîm in this verse should be emended to dek kîm as Thomas supposed.  
 

 
 12. D.W. Thomas, ‘A Note on  in Isaiah xlix.9b’, JTS NS 19 (1968), pp. 203-
204 [= no. 11 below]. 
 13. G.R. Driver, ‘Confused Hebrew Roots’, in B. Schindler and A. Marmorstein 
(eds.), Occident and Orient (Gaster Anniversary Volume) (London: Taylor’s Foreign 
Press, 1936), pp. 73-83 (78-80). Driver notes that the rendering ‘sand dune’ had 
previously been suggested by F. Wutz, Die Transkriptionen von der Septuaginta bis zu 
Hieronymus (ed. P. Kahle; Texte und Untersuchungen zur vormasoretischen Grammatik 
des Hebräischen, 2; Stuttgart: W. Kohlhammer, 1933), p. 257. 
 14. P. Joüon, ‘Le sens du mot hébreu ’, JA, series 10, vol. 7 (1906), pp. 137-42; 
A. Gelston, ‘Some Notes on Second Isaiah’, VT 21 (1971), pp. 517-27 (518-21). 
 15. See Gelston, ‘Some Notes on Second Isaiah’, p. 519, for further details. 
 16. It should be pointed out that another translation sometimes offered for epî is 
‘bare height’, but this lacks the weight of evidence noted above for the rendering ‘track’. 
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zîz, ‘Locust, Worm’ (Psalms 50.11; 80.14 [ET 13]) 

 
The rare Hebrew word zîz occurs in the Hebrew Bible only in Pss. 50.11 
and 80.14 (ET 13), where it is used of some kind of creature. In Ps. 50.11 
we read, ‘I know all the birds of the air,17 and all the zîz of the eld are in 
my sight’, while in Ps. 80.14 (ET 13) we read, ‘The boar from the forest 
ravages it, and the zîz of the eld feed on it’. The ancient Versions give 
no clear picture of its meaning. Thus, in Ps. 80.14 (ET 13) some LXX 
manuscripts and Symmachus translate monios, ‘the leader boar’, with 
which Vulgate’s singularis (ferus) may be compared. However, LXX 
manuscripts B and S render onos, ‘ass’ (similarly Quinta, onargos). 
Again, the Targum translates tarngôl, ‘cock’, Jerome bestiae, ‘beasts’, 
and similarly the Peshitta ayw t . In Ps. 50.11 Quinta, Targum and 
Peshitta all have the same renderings as in Ps. 80.14 (ET 13), though the 
LXX (h raiot s), followed by the Vulgate (pulchritudo), understand the 
word to mean ‘beauty’ (presupposing Hebrew zîw, ‘brightness, splen-
dour’), and Jerome translates ‘everything’ (universitas). Most of the 
English Bible translations in both passages have rather general transla-
tions like ‘the wild beast(s)’ (cf. AV, RV), ‘creatures’ (NIV), or ‘all that 
move(s)’ (RSV, NRSV). 
 Thomas appears to have shed new light on this question in an article 
which was published in 1967.18 He points out that there are no known 
Semitic cognates supporting the meaning ‘boar’ or ‘cock’. Thomas further 
claims that the only possible Semitic cognates with an animalic meaning 
are Akkadian ziz nu, ‘a kind of locust’,19 and the Post-Biblical Hebrew 
and Aramaic zîz, zîz ’, ‘mite, worm’,20 which could either mean literally 
‘that which moves’ (from the root zûz) or be onomatopoeic in origin. He 
further notes that a meaning like ‘locusts’ or ‘worms’, both small but 
destructive creatures, would be appropriate in Ps. 80.14 (ET 13) and 
would also be suitable standing in parallel with ‘the birds of the air’ in 
Ps. 50.11. 
 
 17. Most emend h rîm to mayim or m rôm (cf. LXX, Targum, Peshitta). If this is 
correct it is possible that the reading was corrupted by the presence of hararê in the 
preceding line. 
 18. D.W. Thomas, ‘The Meaning of  in Psalm lxxx.14’, ExpTim 86 (1967), p. 385 
[= no. 12 below]. For some unaccountable reason Thomas does not also include Ps. 
50.11 in the title of his article. 
 19. Cf. CAD, XV (Z), p. 149. The word was also spelled sis nu; see CAD, XXI (S), 
p. 321. 
 20. Cf. A. Cohen, ‘Studies in Hebrew Lexicography’, AJSL 40 (1924), pp. 153-85 
(170); Marcus Jastrow, A Dictionary of the Targumim, the Talmud Babli and 
Yerushalmi, and the Midrashic Literature (2 vols.; New York: Pardes, 1950), I, p. 393. 
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 Although most modern English Bible translations and commentators 
seem to be unaware of this view, it is signi cant that, in addition to the 
NEB, which translates ‘the teaming life’ in Ps. 50.11 (similarly REB) and 
‘the swarming insects’ in Ps. 80.14 (ET 13; REB here inconsistently reverts 
to ‘the wild creatures’), Thomas’s view is also followed by the translation 
which was taken up in the Anglican Alternative Service Book, The 
Psalms: A New Translation for Worship (grasshoppers, locusts), HALAT 
(ET HALOT, referring to small creatures that ruin the elds), the new 
Gesenius dictionary (an insect) and Seybold (cricket, locust).21 Interest-
ingly, HALAT (ET HALOT), the new Gesenius dictionary and Seybold 
also cite in support Arabic zîz, ‘tree cricket’, which Thomas did not 
mention. However, Thomas’s view is not found in either passage in The 
Revised Psalter (1963, amended version 1964). Presumably, the idea 
which Thomas published in 1967 was not yet formulated in his mind. In 
broad terms the kind of meaning Thomas argued for has been supported 
in a recent detailed study by R. Whitekettle,22 who advocates the meaning 
‘small herbiferous terrestrial animal’, or more simply ‘bugs’, ‘insects’ or 
‘wugs’ (the last being an ethnobiological technical term). Such an under-
standing is to be preferred to the recent proposal of N. Wazana23 that zîz 
represents the mythological bird Anzu (a giant lion-headed eagle) attested 
in Mesopotamian sources. The contexts of Psalms 50 and 80 do not 
support such a mythological understanding and the two words have 
nothing in common except the letter z!24  
 
 

zimr t, ‘Protection, Strength’ (Exodus 15.2, etc.) 
 
In Exod. 15.2, Ps. 118.14 and Isa. 12.2 there occur the identical hymnic 
words ozzî wezimr t y h, ‘The Lord is my strength and zimr t’. Tradi-
tionally this was rendered ‘The Lord is my strength and song’, a view 

 
 21. K. Seybold, Die Psalmen (HAT, 1.15; Tübingen: J.C.B. Mohr [Paul Siebeck], 
1996), pp. 204-205, 316-17. 
 22. R. Whitekettle, ‘Bugs, Bunny, or Boar? Identifying the Zîz Animals of Psalms 
50 and 80’, CBQ 67 (2005), pp. 250-64. 
 23. N. Wazana, ‘Anzu and Ziz: Traces of a Mythological Bird in the Ancient Near 
East, the Bible and Rabbinical Traditions’, Shnaton 14 (2004), pp. 161-91 [Hebrew], 
updated in her ‘Anzu and Ziz: Great Mythological Birds in Ancient Near Eastern, 
Biblical, and Rabbinic Traditions’, JANESCU 31 (2009), pp. 111-35. 
 24. Ziz is the name of a fabulous bird in later rabbinic sources, sometimes associated 
with Behemoth and Leviathan. This notion clearly came about by pressing the 
parallelism of the word with ‘birds’ in Ps. 50.11 and by taking beh môt in the previous 
verse (Ps. 50.10) as the name of the monster Behemoth rather than the common word for 
cattle. 
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which still has some support.25 Probably a majority, however, now trans-
late ‘The Lord is my strength and protection/defence/might’.26 Thomas 
was not the absolute rst to propose this, though he was one of the rst, 
but his original contribution was to point out that the very rst scholar to 
suggest this rendering was E. Ben-Yehuda, in his Thesaurus,27 something 
which had been and indeed still tends to be overlooked because the work 
is in Modern Hebrew. Already Ben-Yehuda, like scholars after him, 
appealed to Arabic amara, ‘to protect’. In more recent decades strong 
support for this view has been added by the parallelism of z and mr in 
Ugaritic in KTU 1.108.24 [all of lines 23-27 are cited below]: 
 

lr[p]i ar  ‘zk mrk lank tkk nmrtk btk ugrt lymt p  wyr  wn‘mt nt il 
 

May your strength, your protection, your might, your paternal care and your 
splendour be that of the Rephaim of the earth in the midst of Ugarit for as long 
as the days of the Sun and Moon and the goodly years of El. 

 
 25. ‘Song’ is the rendering found in AV, RV, RSV, JB, NJB, NIV, for example, and 
is followed by such modern commentators as B.S. Childs, Exodus (OTL; London: SCM 
Press, 1974), p. 242 (thus his translation, but his discussion shows awareness of other 
views and is not dogmatic); J.I. Durham, Exodus (WBC, 3; Waco, TX: Word Books, 
1987), pp. 199, 201, and C. Houtman, Exodus (4 vols.; HCOT; Kampen: Kok, 1993–
2002 [1996]), II, pp. 223, 278-79. Houtman, who translates ‘My protection and the 
source of my hymn of praise is YHWH’, says that the fact that we have the verb îr, ‘to 
sing’, in v. 1 should make a reference to ‘song’ unsurprising in v. 2, but this overlooks 
the fact that zimr t is parallel to ozzî, not the verb îr. This word is also presupposed by 
S.E. Loewenstamm, ‘ “The Lord is my Strength and my Glory” ’, VT 19 (1969), pp. 464-
70, although he prefers to translate zimr t as ‘glory’. E.M. Good, ‘Exodus xv 2’, VT 20 
(1970), pp. 358-59, feels Loewenstamm is on the right track but takes ozzî wezimr t(î) 
as a hendiadys, ‘my singing about my strength’, i.e. ‘my glori cation’. 
 26. In recent years this understanding has been followed by NEB, REB, NJPSV, NRSV, 
and it presumably lies behind NAB’s ‘my courage’. It was supported by F.M. Cross and 
D.N. Freedman, ‘The Song of Miriam’, JNES 14 (1956), pp. 237-50 (243), and followed 
by KB, HALAT (ET HALOT) and J.P. Hyatt, Exodus (NCB; London: Oliphants 
[Marshall, Morgan & Scott], 1971), p. 164. It has received particularly strong support 
from S.B. Parker, ‘Exodus xv 2 Again’, VT 21 (1971), pp. 373-79, and M.L. Barré, ‘My 
Strength and my Song in Exodus 15:2’, CBQ 54 (1992), pp. 623-37. For the earliest 
proponents of this view, see n. 27 below. Cf. Barr, Comparative Philology and the Text 
of the Old Testament, pp. 29-30, who sounds sympathetic. 
 27. D.W. Thomas’s article was ‘A Note on Exodus xv.2’, ExpTim 48 (1937), p. 478 
[= no. 13 below]. E. Ben-Yehuda rst put forward the proposal in his Thesaurus totius 
hebraitatis et veteris et recentioris (17 vols.; Berlin-Schöneberg: Langescheitsche 
Verlagsbuchhandlung, 1908–59 [1911]), III, pp. 1363-64. Prior to Thomas, T.H. Gaster 
also proposed this view in ‘Notes on the “Song of the Sea” (Exodus xv.)’, ExpTim 48 
(1936), p. 45, but in a subsequent article, ‘Exodus xv.2: ’, ExpTim 49 (1938), 
p. 189, he noted that he had been anticipated by I. Zolli, ‘Note esegetiche: Es. xv.2’, 
Giornalè della Società Asiatica Italiana 48 (1935), pp. 290-92 (290). Neither of these 
was aware of Ben-Yehuda’s priority, to which Thomas drew attention. 
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Here z and mr must be synonymous, meaning ‘strength’ and ‘protec-
tion’, and there can be no question of the latter having the meaning 
‘song’. This Ugaritic root is presumably also found in KTU 1.3.II.13-15, 
where mr is parallel with mhrm, ‘warriors’, so probably meaning there 
‘soldier’.28 One may perhaps compare Arabic am r, ‘brave, gallant’, and 
note also the use in English of ‘forces’ to mean ‘army’. On the other 
hand, the claim sometimes made29 that Old South Arabic mr means ‘to 
protect’ does not appear to be justi ed.30 Thus, the dictionary of J.C. 
Biella31 simply lists under this root mr I, ‘ordain, pronounce sentence’, 
and mr II, from which comes m mrn, ‘plantations’.  
 Other evidence has also been amassed over the years. Thus, already 
T.H. Gaster32 noted that the LXX rendered zimr t in Exod. 15.2 by 
skepast s, ‘protector’. Moreover, in Gen. 43.11 Israel (Jacob) instructs his 
brothers to take Joseph (though the latter’s identity is not yet known) 
some of the zimrat h ’ re , and the continuation of the verse indicates 
that this must mean something like ‘the produce of the land’. Other 
Hebrew terms for ‘strength’ are used in this very sense, including k a  in 
Gen. 4.12, Job 31.39 and ayil in Joel 2.22, so it ts perfectly if zimrâ, 
‘produce’, literally means ‘strength’ here.33 It has also been suggested that 
this meaning is to be found in 2 Sam. 23.1 and Job 35.10. In 2 Sam. 23.1 
we read that David is ‘the Anointed of the God of Jacob, ûne

 îm zemirôt 
yi r ’ l’. Although these last three words have traditionally been rendered 
‘the sweet psalmist of Israel’,34 and the translation ‘the favourite of the 
songs of Israel’ has also been suggested,35 the parallelism of zemirôt 
yi r ’ l with ‘the God of Jacob’ suggests that zemirôt is an epithet of 
God. This makes some such rendering as ‘the beloved of the Mighty 

 
 28. Noted by Barré, ‘My Strength and my Song in Exodus 15:2’, p. 626. 
 29. E.g. KB; Cross and Freedman, ‘The Song of Miriam’, p. 243 note b. 
 30. So Loewenstamm, ‘The Lord is my Strength and my Glory’, p. 466; Barré, ‘My 
Strength and my Song’, pp. 624-25. 
 31. J.C. Biella, Dictionary of Old South Arabic, Sabaean Dialect (HSS, 25; Chico, 
CA: Scholars Press, 1982), pp. 96-97. 
 32. Gaster, ‘Exodus xv.2’, p. 189. 
 33. With regard to Gen. 43.11, these parallel expressions were noted by Barré, ‘My 
Strength and my Song in Exodus 15:2’, pp. 628-29. He also refers to k a  in Hos. 7.9, 
but this particular nuance seems less obvious to me there. 
 34. Cf. AV, RV, RSV. 
 35. RSV margin; cf. A.M. Cooper, ‘The Life and Times of King David according to 
the Book of Psalms’, in R.E. Friedman (ed.), The Poet and the Historian: Essays in 
Literary and Historical Biblical Criticism (HSM; Chico, CA: Scholars Press, 1983), pp. 
117-31 (129), ‘the Hero of Israel’s songs’. 
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One/Protector/Guardian of Israel’ preferable.36 We should then under-
stand zemirôt as a plural of excellence. Again, in Job 35.10, Elihu declares, 
‘But no one says, “Where is God my maker, who gives zemirôt in the 
night…” ’ Traditionally, zemirôt has been rendered ‘songs’,37 but it is 
rather strange to hear of God giving songs! Dhorme38 therefore supposed 
that the reference is to God’s manifestation in the thunder, but nowhere 
else in the Bible is this spoken of as constituting a song. Gordis’s view39 
that the reference is akin to the music of the spheres also seems unlikely. 
There is therefore some attraction in seeing zemirôt as referring to 
‘protection’ or ‘strength’ in the night, from the root zmr being considered 
here. This is supported by scholars such as E.J. Kissane (‘succour’), N.H. 
Tur-Sinai and M.H. Pope,40 and the NEB, REB and NRSV.  
 Finally, just as we have the Cypriot royal name Azbaal, ‘Baal is 
strong’41 (cf. too the Cypriot divine name Baal-Az42 and the Ugaritic 
 
 36. Cf. NAB; NRSV; H.N. Richardson, ‘The Last Words of David. Some Notes on II 
Samuel 23:1-7’, JBL 90 (1971), pp. 257-66 (259, 261-62); T.N.D. Mettinger, ‘ “The Last 
Words of David”: A Study of the Structure and Meaning in II Samuel 23:1-7’, SEÅ 41-
42 (1976–77), pp. 147-56 (149-51); R.P. Gordon, 1 and 2 Samuel: A Commentary 
(Exeter: Paternoster Press, 1986), p. 310. P.K. McCarter, II Samuel: A New Translation 
with Introduction, Notes and Commentary (AB, 9; Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1984), 
pp. 476-77, renders slightly differently, ‘the darling of the stronghold of Israel’. 
 37. E.g. A. de Wilde, Das Buch Hiob (OTS, 22; Leiden: Brill, 1981), p. 330; J.E. 
Hartley, The Book of Job (NICOT; Grand Rapids, MI: W.B. Eerdmans, 1988), pp. 464, 
466; D.J.A. Clines, Job 21–37 (WBC, 18A; Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 2006), pp. 787, 
790. 
 38. Dhorme, Le Livre de Job, p. 487, ET A Commentary on the Book of Job, 
pp. 533-34. 
 39. Gordis, Job, pp. 401-402. 
 40. Cf. E.J. Kissane, The Book of Job: Translated from a Critically Revised Hebrew 
Text with Commentary (Dublin: Brown & Nolan, 1939), pp. 238, 240, ‘succour’; N.H. 
Tur-Sinai, The Book of Job: A New Commentary (Jerusalem: Kiryat Sefer, rev. edn, 
1967), pp. 490-91, who understands it to refer to ‘(fresh) strength’ and compares one 
of the benedictions following the morning prayer where God is said to be one ‘who 
gives strength to the tired’; M.H. Pope, Job: A New Translation with Introduction 
and Commentary (AB, 15; Garden City, New York: Doubleday, 1973), pp. 262, 263-64, 
‘strength’. However, Grabbe, Comparative Philology and the Text of Job: A Study in 
Methodology (SBLDS, 34; Missoula, MT: Scholars Press, 1977), p. 109, may well be 
justi ed in arguing that the Qumran Job Targum’s ln btn’ does not presuppose this 
rendering (cf. ‘strength’, ‘hardness’ in Dan. 2.41), but rather, re ecting the fact that 
ni bet ’ can mean ‘plant, shoots’, took zemirôt to be related to z mîr, zemôrâ, ‘tendril, 
shoot’. 
 41. See G.F. Hill, Catalogue of Greek Coins of Cyprus (London: Trustees of the 
British Museum, 1904), pp. xxx-xxxi, xxxii-xxxiii, lii, 10-13, 16 note, plate III.1-9. 
 42. Cf. P. Xella, ‘Le dieu B‘l ‘z dans une nouvelle inscription phénicienne de Kition 
(Chypre)’, SEL 10 (1993), pp. 61-69. 
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expression b l. z in KTU 1.6.VI.17, 18, 20), so we nd the personal 
names b lzmr in Samaria ostracon 12, mrb l in Ugaritic (KTU 4.75.II.5) 
as well as Zimraddu in the Akkadian of Ugarit (PRU 3:262), and Zim-
raddu, Zimri-Dagan, Zimri-Lim, etc. at Mari.43 The name of the Israelite 
king Zimri (1 Kgs 16.9-20; 2 Kgs 9.31) should also be noted. In all these 
instances it is plausible to see the root zmr, ‘to be strong’. 
 
 

a ’t, ‘Penury’ (Prov. 10.16) 
 
Proverbs 10.16 reads, ‘The wages of the righteous is life, the income of 
the wicked is a ’t’. The normal meaning of a ’t is ‘sin’, and this is 
the traditional rendering that some still defend.44 However, it is widely 
noted that ‘sin’ does not make good sense here, since this is the source 
rather than the reward of a wicked man’s actions. Clearly, some antithesis 
to ‘life’ is here intended. In the past some felt constrained to emend 
le a ’t to lime ittâ, ‘to destruction’ or lem wet, ‘to death’,45 but graphi-
cally both emendations appear too drastic to be convincing, and all the 
ancient Versions presuppose MT’s le a ’t.  
 It was against this backdrop that Thomas appealed to comparative 
Semitic philology and proposed that a ’t should be understood here in 
the same sense as Ethiopic a ’at, ‘penury’.46 The opposing word ‘life’ 
he likewise understood in the speci c material sense of ‘maintenance’ 
(cf. Prov. 27.27). Thomas’s speci c proposal has had little following, 
though R.J. Clifford47 does translate a ’t by ‘want’ here, but without 
 
 43. For these and other comparable Mari theophoric personal names, see H.B. 
Huffmon, Amorite Personal Names in the Mari Texts (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins 
Press, 1965), p. 188. 
 44. So RSV, NRSV, NAB, NJB; also (with nuancing; see below n. 49) commentators 
such as W. McKane, Proverbs (OTL; London: SCM Press, 1973), pp. 225, 425; O. 
Plöger, Sprüche Salomos (Proverbia) (BKAT, 17; Neukirchen–Vluyn: Neukirchener 
Verlag, 1984), pp. 121-22, 127; R.E. Murphy, Proverbs (WBC, 22; Nashville: Thomas 
Nelson, 1998), pp. 70, 74; Fox, Proverbs 10–31, p. 520. 
 45. C.H. Toy, Proverbs (ICC; Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1899), pp. 208-209, 
suggested emending to lime ittâ, ‘to destruction’, though on p. 211 he also suggested 
lem wet, ‘to death’, as an alternative. BHS suggests that we should perhaps read 
lime ittâ, which presumably lies behind JB’s ‘destruction’, whilst R.B.Y. Scott, 
Proverbs, Ecclesiastes (AB, 18; Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1965), p. 82 note b, 
proposes lem wet, ‘to death’. On p. 84 Scott suggests that Paul was referring to this 
verse in Rom. 6.23, ‘The wages of sin is death…’ 
 46. D.W. Thomas, ‘The Meaning of  in Proverbs x. 16’, JTS 15 (1964), 
pp. 295-96 [= no. 14 below]. 
 47. R.J. Clifford, Proverbs (Louisville: Westminster/John Knox Press, 1999), 
pp. 110, 115. 
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referring to Thomas’s earlier proposal of this understanding. It is a 
disadvantage to Thomas’s view that the occurrence of a ’at, ‘penury’ in 
Ethiopic is extremely rare, according to A. Dillmann,48 but more signi -
cantly, this meaning for a ’t is found nowhere else in the Old Testa-
ment, unlike an alternative rendering which I shall consider presently.  
 Although we should reject Thomas’s speci c solution, it is nevertheless 
right that we retain the MT and seek some meaning of a ’t other than 
‘sin’ that can form an appropriate antithesis to ‘life’. The best solution is 
to recognize that a ’t is capable of meaning ‘punishment (for sin)’ in 
addition to the more usual ‘sin’ (or ‘guilt’), just as is the case with the 
Hebrew word ‘ w n. Although a few commentators on the book of Prov-
erbs have come close to this, translating ‘sin’ but claiming that sin’s 
consequences are also included,49 none, so far as I am aware, has noted 
that the speci c meaning ‘punishment’ is supported by Zech. 14.19, 
where modern translations are agreed that we should render, ‘This shall 
be the punishment ( a a’t) of Egypt and the punishment ( a a’t) of all 
the nations that do not go up to keep the feast of booths’. This refers to 
the plague previously mentioned in v. 18. Although overlooked by 
commentators on the book of Proverbs, this translation is supported by 
the new Gesenius Hebrew Lexicon and the NIV. We may accordingly 
render, ‘The wages of the righteous is life, the income of the wicked is 
punishment’.50  
 
 

alî ôt and ma al ôt, ‘Clean Clothes’ 
 (Judges 14.19; Isaiah 3.22; Zechariah 3.4) 

 
The word ma al ôt occurs twice in the Old Testament, once in Zech. 3.4 
and again in Isa. 3.22, and clearly refers to some kind of garments. 
 
 48. See A. Dillmann, Lexicon Linguae Aethiopicae (Leipzig: T.O. Weigall, 1865), 
col. 621. 
 49. So McKane, Proverbs, pp. 225, 425; Plöger, Sprüche, pp. 121-22, 127; Murphy, 
Proverbs, pp. 70, 74; similarly B.K. Waltke, The Book of Proverbs, Chapters 1–15 
(NICOT; Grand Rapids, MI: W.B. Eerdmans, 2004), pp. 450, 465, who renders ‘sin 
and death’; Fox, Proverbs 10–31, who writes that ‘the wage of the wicked is conducive 
to sin (and hence to death)’. Toy, Proverbs, p. 209 n. *, rejects the rendering ‘punish-
ment’ here, noting (rightly) that this meaning had implausibly been proposed in Isa. 
5.18; 1 Kgs 13.34; Num. 32.23 and Dan. 9.24, but failing to note the appropriateness of 
this meaning in Zech. 14.19. 
 50. R.N. Whybray, Proverbs (NCB; London: Marshall Pickering, and Grand Rapids, 
MI: W.B. Eerdmans, 1994), p. 166, hankers after some meaning related to the verb ’, 
which can sometimes mean ‘to miss’, but the meaning ‘punishment’, which I have 
argued for, has the advantage that it is found elsewhere in the Old Testament (Zech. 
14.19). 
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Traditionally, it has been explained as meaning either a ‘change of gar-
ment’ or ‘rich apparel’. However, Thomas showed that the context in 
Zech. 3.4 requires the meaning ‘clean garments’.51 Thus, the ma al ôt 
which the high priest Joshua puts on replace the ‘ lthy garments’ of vv. 
3-4a, and explicitly include a ‘clean turban’ in v. 5. Moreover, Thomas 
points out that there is philological support for this translation, since 
Arabic ala a means ‘to become clear, pure, genuine, white’52 and is 
actually used of garments in its adjectival form.53 (Thomas also appeals 
to Akkadian al u, which he claims means ‘to purify’ [oil], though 
according to CAD, VI ( ), al u = (1) to press, squeeze out [used of oil, 
etc.], (2) to clean by combing.) Among those who follow this view are 
KB and HALAT (ET HALOT; ‘festival dress’), C.L. and E.M. Meyers, J.C. 
VanderKam and L.-S. Tiemeyer.54 C.L. and E.M. Meyers make the 
additional supporting point (reiterated by J.C. VanderKam) that ‘Since 
the term does not appear in any of the detailed descriptions of priestly 
vestments in Exodus or Leviticus, the term clearly cannot refer to a 
speci c type of garment but rather to the state of apparel so denoted’. 
 Since this is the meaning in Zech. 3.4 this must also be the case in 
Isa. 3.22, where the word occurs in a long list of female accoutrements. 
Along with H. Hönig,55 H. Wildberger56 follows this view, saying ‘It is 
easy to see how the transferred meaning “festival garments” developed’. 
 In a subsequent article, Thomas57 sought to nd a comparable meaning 
in the word alî â in Judg. 14.19. However, unlike his suggestion about 
ma al ôt in Zech. 3.4, he does not appear to have gained any following 
here. He fails to note that the same word occurs also in 2 Sam. 2.21 
( ali tô), where Abner says to Asahel, ‘Turn aside to your right hand or 
to your left, and seize one of the young men, and take ali tô’. It does 
not seem appropriate to render this either as ‘clean clothes’ or ‘festal 
 
 51. D.W. Thomas, ‘A Note on  in Zechariah iii 4’, JTS 33 (1932), pp. 279-80 
[= no. 15 below]. 
 52. Lane, Arabic–English Lexicon, II, p. 785. 
 53. Lane, Arabic–English Lexicon, II, p. 786. 
 54. HALAT (ET HALOT); C.L. and E.M. Meyers, Haggai, Zechariah 1–8 (AB, 25B; 
Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1987), p. 190; J.C. VanderKam, ‘Joshua the High Priest 
and the Interpretation of Zechariah 3’, CBQ 53 (1991), pp. 553-70 (556); L.-S. 
Tiemeyer, ‘The Guilty Priesthood (Zech 3)’, in C.M. Tuckett (ed.), The Book of 
Zechariah and its In uence (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2003), pp. 1-19 (8). 
 55. H.W. Hönig, ‘Die Bekleidung des Hebräers’ (dissertation, Zurich, 1957), p. 115. 
 56. H. Wildberger, Jesaja Kapitel 1–12 (BKAT, 10.1; Neukirchen–Vluyn: Neu-
kirchener Verlag, 2nd edn, 1980), pp. 143-44, ET Isaiah 1–12 (trans. T.H. Trapp; 
Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1991), p. 154. 
 57. D.W. Thomas, ‘A Note on  in Judges xiv 19’, JTS 34 (1933), p. 165 [= 
no. 16 below]. 
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garments’. More likely the reference is to spoil, literally ‘his spoil’.58 
Compare the verb l , which in Ps. 7.5 (ET 4) seems to mean ‘to plunder, 
despoil’, as well as the Christian Palestinian Aramaic pael of l , ‘to 
strip’. We should probably therefore understand alî â in Judg. 14.19 
likewise to mean ‘spoil’, as has often been done. The linen and festal 
garments (Judg. 14.12, 19) would thus constitute part of the spoil ( alî â) 
rather than alî â being simply a synonym for these garments in the way 
that Thomas supposes. 
 
 

lahaqâ, ‘Senior Ones’ (1 Samuel 19.20), 
lehîqâ, ‘Old Age’ (Proverbs 30.17) 

 
The idea that there was a root lhq, ‘to be old’, in the Hebrew Bible goes 
back as far as H. Ludolf in the seventeenth century, who envisaged it in 
1 Sam. 19.20, lahaqat hannebî’îm, which he rendered ‘senatus propheta-
rum’.59 This view was argued afresh by G.R. Driver in 1928,60 apparently 
without his being aware that Ludolf had already suggested it long before, 
and he appealed not only to Ethiopic lähqa, ‘to be old, senior’, but also to 
Arabic lahaqa, ‘to be white’ (e.g. of hair). Subsequently this view has 
been followed by others.61 We would thus have a reference in 1 Sam. 
19.20 to ‘the senior ones among the prophets’ rather than ‘company of 
prophets’ (with regard to the latter, cf. the parallel story, which has ebel 
nebî’îm, ‘a band of prophets’ in 1 Sam. 10.5, 10). However, as Jonas 
Greeen eld rightly pointed out,62 nothing in 1 Sam. 19.20 itself suggests 
that we should prefer this rendering to the traditional ‘company of 
prophets’, the latter rendering being followed by all the ancient Versions. 
Scholars have tended either to emend lahaqat to qehillat, ‘assembly’ 

 
 58. Alternatively, it has been suggested that the alî â in 2 Sam. 2.21 is a belt. Cf. 
Targum, NEB, REB, ‘belt’, and see C.H. Gordon, ‘Belt-Wrestling in the Bible’, HUCA 
23.1 (1950–51), pp. 131-36 (132). 
 59. H. Ludolf, Lexicon Aethiopico-Latinum (Frankfurt a.M: J.D. Zunnerus and 
N.W. Helwig, 2nd edn, 1699), col. 635. This was pointed out by E. Ullendorff, ‘The 
Contribution of South Semitics to Hebrew Lexicography’, VT 6 (1956), pp. 190-98 (194 
n. 3), who states that he learnt of this from his research student and colleague, David 
Hubbard. 
 60. G.R. Driver, ‘Some Hebrew Words’, JTS 29 (1928), pp. 390-96 (394). 
 61. E.g. Ullendorff, ‘The Contribution of South Semitics to Hebrew Lexicography’, 
p. 194; Barr, Comparative Philology, pp. 25-26, 270-71. 
 62. J.C. Green eld, ‘Lexicographical Notes I’, HUCA 29 (1958), pp. 203-28 
(212-13), reprinted in S.M. Paul, M.E. Stone and A. Pinnick (eds.), ‘Al kanfei yonah: 
Collected Studies of Jonas C. Green eld on Semitic Philology (2 vols.; Leiden: Brill, 
2001), II, pp. 653-78 (662-63). 
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or seen it as related to it by metathesis.63 Green eld, however, proposed 
that the meaning ‘company’ could be understood for lahaqat by taking it 
to be cognate with Arabic la iqa, ‘to overreach, reach’: with the prepo-
sitions il  or bi it can mean ‘to cleave to’, al aqa can mean ‘to join with, 
to annex, add to a thing’, and ist aqa is ‘to become af liated to’, and the 
nominal form il q means ‘af liation’ and l iq, ‘connected, adjoined’. 
Although Arabic here has  for Hebrew h, Green eld points out that in 
Arabic these two letters do sometimes get mixed up. Whichever of these 
views we follow, it appears that there are inadequate grounds for nding 
a root lhq, ‘to be old’, in 1 Sam. 19.20. Signi cantly, no modern Bible 
translations render ‘the senior ones among the prophets’.  
 Though Thomas64 accepted Driver’s view of 1 Sam. 19.20, he made a 
better case for the view that a root lhq, ‘to be old’, is to be found in Prov. 
30.17. The MT reads: 
 

‘ayin til‘ag le’ b wet bûz lîqqahat-’ m 
yiqqerûh  ‘ rebê-na al wey ’kelûh  benê-n er 

 
This has traditionally been rendered:  
 

The eye that mocks a father  
and scorns to obey a mother  
will be picked out by the ravens of the valley 
and eaten by the vultures.  

 
Thomas, however, pointed out that for lîqqahat the LXX read g ras, ‘old 
age’, and the Targum and Peshitta likewise read ‘old age’ here, qa î ût ’ 
and saybaut ’ respectively, the latter literally meaning ‘white hairs’. Rashi 
also understood ‘old age’ here. Thomas’s view has found considerable 
support65 and among modern Bible translations it has been followed by 
the NEB, REB, NAB and JB (though not NJB), the former two rendering 
‘a mother’s old age’ and the latter two ‘an aged mother’ and ‘an ageing 

 
 63. Green eld, ‘Lexicographical Notes I’, p. 212 n. 2 (reprint, p. 662 n. 2), pointed 
out that David Kimhi,   (eds. J.H.R. Biesenthal and F. Lebrecht, Berlin: 
G. Bethge, 1847), p. 177, already compared the Hebrew word q helet. 
 64. D.W. Thomas, ‘A Note on  in Proverbs xxx.17’, JTS 43 (1941), pp. 154-
55 [= no. 17 below]. 
 65. Thomas has been followed by Ullendorff, ‘The Contribution of South Semitics 
to Hebrew Lexicography’, p. 194 n. 3; Green eld, ‘Lexicographical Notes I’, pp. 213-
14; Scott, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, p. 179; H. Ringgren, Sprüche, in H. Ringgren, A 
Weiser and W. Zimmerli, Sprüche, Prediger, das Hohe Lied, Klagelieder, das Buch 
Esther (ATD, 16.1; Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1967), p. 116; McKane, 
Proverbs, pp. 259, 657; Whybray, Proverbs, p. 415; Waltke, The Book of Proverbs 
Chapters 15–31, pp. 459-60 n. 49; KB. 
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mother’ respectively. Although one could suppose that this rendering 
implies the presence of Hebrew leziqnat (cf. Prov. 23.22, where the root 
zqn occurs in a similar context),66 this seems a somewhat drastic solution, 
as it implies that not just one but two of the letters were corrupted at some 
point (leziqnat to lîqqahat). Thomas, followed by Green eld, provided a 
simpler solution by proposing that the original Hebrew word was cognate 
with the Ethiopic lähqa and Arabic lahaqa referred to above. The original 
text, according to Thomas, would then have had the word lehîqat (or less 
close to the current MT, lihaqat), which the MT would then have read 
as lîqqahat, ‘obedience of’ (cf. Gen. 49.10, yiqqehat).67 Already before 
Thomas, C.H. Toy68 had noted that the verb bûz, ‘scorn, despise’, is more 
naturally followed by a direct reference to the mother rather than 
‘obedience’ (though he preferred emending to leziqnat). 
 
 

mur, ‘Dust’, and madlê, midlê, ‘Balances’ (Isaiah 40.15) 
 
Modern translations have varied a little in their rendering of Isa. 40.15. 
Thomas69 has a very valuable discussion and shows that those scholars are 
correct who would render a aq by ‘dust’ rather than ‘moisture’ (though 
the plural e qîm means ‘clouds’), like daq later in the verse. (Both come 
from roots meaning ‘to pulverize’.) This not only creates a more exact 
parallel with the last line of the verse, but in the Middle East dust rather 
than moisture is likely to attach itself to the scales. Again, he argues 
convincingly that those scholars are right who read plural yi ôlû for MT 
yi ôl at the end of the verse and who translate ‘weigh’ (cf. Syriac n l, ‘to 
turn the scale, weigh heavy, be heavy’, and cf. n el in Prov. 27.3). 
 But where Thomas is original is in his treatment of the rst line of the 
verse. This has traditionally been rendered, ‘Behold, the nations are like a 
drop from the bucket (kemar middelî)’, but Thomas attains more direct 
parallelism by means of the following translation: 
 

Behold, nations are like the dust of the balances, 
And like the ne dust of the scales are reckoned, 
Behold, the isles weigh only as ne dust. 

 
 66. leziqnat is followed by Toy, Proverbs, p. 532; Ehrlich, Randglossen zur 
hebräischen Bibel, VI, p. 171; G. Beer in BHK; HALAT (ET HALOT). 
 67. ‘Obedience’ is still maintained by Plöger, Sprüche Salomos (Proverbia), pp. 
352, 354; Murphy, Proverbs, pp. 232-33; Clifford, Proverbs, pp. 264-65. 
 68. See above n. 66 for Toy. 
 69. D.W. Thomas, ‘ “A Drop of a Bucket”? Some Observations on the Hebrew Text 
of Isaiah 40 15’, in M. Black and G. Fohrer (eds.), In Memoriam Paul Kahle (BZAW, 
103; Berlin: Alfred Töpelmann, 1968), pp. 214-21 [= no. 18 below]. 
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Thomas achieves this rendering by repointing mar as mur and taking it 
to be cognate with Arabic m r, ‘dust moving to and fro in the air’, ‘dust 
raised by the wind’, or ‘dust carried to and fro by the wind’.70 As for 
middelî, he compares Ethiopic madlôt (plural madâlewe), ‘weight, scale’,71 
from the verb dalawa, ‘to weigh’. He says it should perhaps be vocalized 
madlê or midlê (variant spellings of madleh, midleh, which we would 
more naturally expect). This is ingenious and not impossible; indeed L.G. 
Rignell had already suggested previously that middelî might refer to a 
type of balance, though Thomas seems to have been unaware of this.72 
However, this view appears to have gained little following and the fact 
that it postulates up to two emendations when the MT makes good sense 
as it stands renders it less likely than the traditional rendering. One point 
to note is that delî clearly means ‘bucket’ in Num. 24.7,73 where we read 
‘water shall ow from his buckets’. Another point is that the rst line 
need not have the identical meaning as lines 2 and 3: it is suf cient that 
the general idea corresponds. So, if we retain the traditional translation 
‘drop from a bucket’ (which has continued to have wide support since 
Thomas’s suggestion was made74), the dominating idea of the verse is the 
smallness and insigni cance of the nations in comparison to God.  
 
 

n ‘ r, ‘Sparrow’ (Job 40.29 [ET 41.5]) 
 
Job 40.29 (ET 41.5) has traditionally been rendered, ‘Will you play with 
him [Leviathan] as with a bird, or tie him up for your maidens?’ Thomas,75 
however, proposed to render the second half of the verse as ‘or canst thou 
 
 70. Lane, Arabic–English Lexicon, VII, pp. 2743-44. 
 71. Dillmann, Lexicon Linguae Aethiopicae cols. 1082-83. 
 72. L.G. Rignell, A Study of Isaiah ch. 40–55 (Lunds universitets årsskrift, NF 
1.52.5; Lund: C.W.K. Gleerup, 1956), p. 16. 
 73. Thomas, ‘ “A Drop of a Bucket”?’, p. 220, refers mistakenly more than once to 
this verse as Num. 26.7. He says that the meaning of middoly w in Num. 24.7 and its 
connection with Isa. 40.15 must remain problematical. 
 74. Cf. NRSV, REB, NIV, HALAT (ET HALOT); K. Elliger, Deuterojesaja, I. Jesaja 
40,1–45,7 (BKAT, 11.1; Neukirchen–Vluyn: Neukirchener Verlag, 2nd edn, 1989), pp. 
40, 54-55; J.L. Koole, Isaiah III. I. Isaiah 40–48 (HCOT; Kampen: Kok Pharos, 1997), 
pp. 95-96; K. Baltzer, Deutero-Isaiah: A Commentary on Isaiah 40–55 (trans. M. Kohl; 
Hermeneia; Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2001), pp. 60, 70; J. Blenkinsopp, Isaiah 
40–55: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary (AB, 19A; New York: 
Doubleday, 2002), p. 187; J. Goldingay and D. Payne, A Critical and Exegetical 
Commentary on Isaiah 40–55 (London: T. & T. Clark, 2007), I, p. 106, prefers ‘a drop 
from a pan’. 
 75. D.W. Thomas, ‘Job xl 29b: Text and Translation’, VT 14 (1964), pp. 114-16 
[= no. 19 below]. 
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tie him with string like a young sparrow (young sparrows)?’ This involves 
reading kann ‘ r(-â, -ôt) instead of lena‘ 

arôtêk  and understanding the 
noun as not the common word for ‘maidens’ but as a Hebrew hapax 
legomenon cognate with Arabic nu ar, feminine nu arah, ‘a species of 
sparrows, young sparrows’.76 His motivation for this is the fact that the 
LXX contains the words h sper strouthion, ‘like a sparrow’, in the second 
half of the verse. R. Gordis77 agreed with Thomas in seeing a word for 
‘sparrow’ here, cognate with the Arabic cited, but felt it a disadvantage 
for Thomas’s view that it involved double emendation of the consonantal 
text (as well as of the vocalization). He argued that le can be translated as 
‘as’ and that the MT’s plural can be taken distributively, so that without 
any emendation one may render ‘…or tie him up as one of your sparrows’. 
The NEB also sees a reference to a bird here, ‘…or keep it on a string like 
a song-bird for your maidens?’ This latter stands somewhat closer to the 
LXX, which has ‘…or bind him as a sparrow for a child (  d seis auton 
h sper strouthion paidi i)’. However, the fact that paidion in the LXX is 
sometimes a translation for na‘ar (admittedly nowhere else for na‘ 

arâ) 
leads me to conclude that the words h sper strouthion, ‘like a sparrow’, 
are not a translation of lena‘ 

arôtêk  but of some other word. Rather than 
creating a hapax legomenon, it seems simpler to suppose with Dhorme78 
that the words h sper strouthion should be regarded as an intrusion of the 
word kena‘ 

anîm, ‘merchants’ at the end of the following verse into the 
text here as kaye‘ nîm, ‘like sparrows’, since the LXX actually renders 
kaye‘ nîm in Lam. 4.379 as h s strouthion.80 It is surely signi cant that the 
Qumran Targum of Job did not recognize the name of a bird in Job 
40.29b. This therefore seems to be a case where Thomas created a hapax 
legomenon by appeal to Arabic when a simpler and more likely solution 
to the LXX’s rendering is to be found by means of text criticism of the 
Hebrew. 
 
 

sôd, ‘Protection’ (Job 29.4) 
 
As part of his recounting an earlier period when he experienced God’s 
blessing, Job recalls the time ‘when I was in my prime, when the sôd of 
God (besôd ’elôah) was upon my tent’ (Job 29.4). Sôd means ‘council’, 
 
 76. Cf. Lane, Arabic–English Lexicon, VIII, p. 2817. 
 77. R. Gordis, ‘Job xl 29—An Additional Note’, VT 14 (1964), pp. 491-94. 
 78. Dhorme, Le Livre de Job, p. 572, ET A Commentary on the Book of Job, p. 627. 
 79. Reading kaye nîm here with many Versions and the qere. 
 80. Cf. too strouthos for bat hayya‘ 

anâ in Lev. 11.16 (ET 15); Deut. 14.15; Job 
30.20; Isa. 34.13; 43.20. 



40 The Recovery of the Ancient Hebrew Language 

and some have drawn from this the meaning of ‘intimacy’ or ‘friend-
ship’,81 but most reject this, since the preposition ‘ 

alê, ‘upon’, reads oddly 
if that is the case. Winton Thomas82 proposed to solve the problem by 
postulating a new Hebrew word sôd, ‘protection’, cognate with Arabic 
sadda, ‘close, stop up’,83 thus reading ‘…when the protection of God was 
upon my tent’. However, on balance it seems preferable to obtain this 
same meaning—which seems highly appropriate and is supported by the 
LXX, Symmachus and the Peshitta—by emending besôd to besôk, that is, 
be + the in nitive construct of sûk, ‘to hedge or fence in’, or of s kak, 
‘to cover, protect’, which thus avoids having to create an otherwise 
unattested Hebrew word. This view is widely followed in the modern 
scholarly literature.84 It is easy to see how the nal kaph could have 
become corrupted to a daleth in the square Hebrew script, especially since 
the phrase besôd ’ 

elôah does actually occur elsewhere in Job 15.8, a point 
not previously noted, so far as I am aware. Moreover, the verb s kak is 
followed by ‘al in a number of other places in the Hebrew Bible, includ-
ing Ps. 25.12 (ET 11), where it is similarly used of God’s protecting the 
psalmist, and interestingly the related verb ûk, ‘to protect, hedge in’ is 
actually used of God’s attitude towards Job in his earlier happy days in 
Job 1.10. 
 
 

‘ 
onî, ‘Captivity’ (Proverbs 105.18; 107.10; Job 26.8) 

 
Psalm 107.10, Job 36.8 and Ps. 105.18 are generally translated in some 
such fashion as follows: ‘They dwell in darkness and gloom, prisoners 
of af iction and in iron’ (Ps. 107.10), ‘Then if they are bound with fetters, 
they are caught in bonds of af iction’ (Job 36.8), and ‘They af icted his 
feet with fetters, iron came round his neck’ (Ps. 105.18). In the rst two 
instances the italicized words represent the noun ‘ 

onî and in the third the 
piel of the related verb ‘ nâ, but in these particular cases Winton Thomas 
preferred to translate ‘ 

onî by ‘captivity’ and ‘innû as ‘they imprisoned’.85 
 
 81. Cf. RSV ‘friendship’; NIV ‘God’s intimate friendship’. The AV’s ‘secret’ derives 
from the notion of sôd as ‘secret counsel’. 
 82. D.W. Thomas, ‘The Interpretation of  in Job 29 4’, JBL 65 (1946), pp. 63-
66 [= no. 20 below]. 
 83. Lane, Arabic–English Lexicon, IV, p. 1328. 
 84. E.g. Dhorme, Le Livre de Job, p. 380, ET A Commentary on the Book of Job, pp. 
416-17; H.H. Rowley, Job (NCB; London: Thomas Nelson, 1970), p. 236; Clines, Job 
21–37, pp. 934-35; J. Gray, The Book of Job (Shef eld: Shef eld Phoenix Press, 2010), 
p. 353; JB, NAB, NEB. 
 85. D.W. Thomas, ‘Hebrew  “Captivity” ’, JTS NS 16 (1965), pp. 444-45 [= no. 21 
below]. 
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Thomas endeavoured to nd support for these translations not only from 
the contexts but also on the basis of Arabic ‘aniya, which means ‘to take 
captive’.86 However, so far as I can see his new renderings have gained no 
support except from the NEB, which follows Thomas in all three cases 
(doubtless under the in uence of G.R. Driver). The philological basis is 
rather weak, since it is founded on Arabic alone. Moreover, while in all 
three instances the context is one of captivity, Thomas’s proposals for 
translation seem unnecessary, since a study of the usage of the noun 
‘af iction’ and the verb ‘to af ict’ elsewhere in Biblical Hebrew shows 
that they can cover a variety of different contexts, including situations of 
slavery and exile, as well as illness, childlessness and poverty.  
  
  

r ba‘, ‘Dust Cloud’ (Numbers 23.10) 
 
Numbers 23.10a reads: mî m nâ ‘ 

apar ya‘ 
aq b ûmisp r ’et-r ba‘ yi r ’ l. 

It is widely recognized that in the second half we should read ûmî s par 
for ûmisp r, with the support of the Samaritan and LXX Versions, so that 
we then have parallel halves: ‘Who can count the dust of Jacob, or 
number the r ba‘ of Israel?’ The dust appears to refer to the dust raised 
up by the marching of Israel’s hosts (cf. Ezek. 26.10; Nah. 1.3 and Akkad-
ian parallels87). Traditionally, r ba‘ was understood to mean ‘fourth part’, 
and there are still a few who follow this view today,88 but it has been 
widely recognized that this does not provide a very good parallel to ‘ p r, 
‘dust’ (here in the construct). Sometimes r ba‘ has been emended to 
ribeb t, ‘myriads’.89 Most commonly in recent years, however, it has been 
usual to accept that a parallel word for dust is most naturally to be seen in 

 
 86. Lane, Arabic–English Lexicon, V, pp. 2178-79. 
 87. For Akkadian parallels, see H.R. (C.) Cohen, Biblical Hapax Legomena in the 
Light of Akkadian and Ugaritic (SBLDS, 37; Missoula, MT: Scholars Press, 1978), 
p. 37. 
 88. For example, it has been followed by AV, RV, RSV, NIV. Cf. Aquila tou tetratou 
and Peshitta rwb h, both meaning ‘the quarter’, while the Targum paraphrases on the 
basis of the sense ‘four’. The LXX and Vulgate, however, saw respectively a reference to 
the ‘peoples’ (d mous) or ‘race’ (stirpis) of Israel. 
 89. For example, A. Dillmann, Die Bücher Numeri, Deuteronomium und Josua 
(Kurzgefasstes exegetisches Handbuch zum Alten Testament; Leipzig: Hirzel, 2nd edn, 
1886), p. 151; A.H. McNeile, The Book of Numbers in the Revised Version (Cambridge 
Bible for Schools and Colleges: Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1911), p. 132; 
G.B. Gray, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on Numbers (ICC; Edinburgh: 
T. & T. Clark, 1912), p. 348; L.E. Binns, The Book of Numbers: With Introduction and 
Notes (Westminster Commentaries; London: Methuen, 1927), p. 162; BDB; REB. 
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r ba‘. Already as early as 1874 Friedrich Delitzsch90 compared r ba‘ 
with Akkadian turbu’tu(m), ‘dust cloud’ (referred to by Delitzsch as 
turbu‘u), though he mistakenly thought these Akkadian and Hebrew 
words referred to a ‘crowd’. It was only after the work of H.L. Ginsberg 
and W.F. Albright91 that the view that we have here a word for ‘dust’ or 
the like became common. Albright argued that the accusative ’et before 
r ba‘ in the MT preserved the t from the beginning of the word such as we 

nd in the Akkadian equivalent. 
 Meanwhile, in 1902 B. Jacob92 pointed out that rbw  in Christian 
Palestinian Aramaic means ‘dust’ (in which language  is often found 
for ‘ ), and that in Gen. 18.27 the Samaritan Targum renders ’ per, ‘ashes’, 
by rbw‘. J.H. Hertz,93 the Chief Rabbi of the British Empire at the time, 
drew attention to Jacob’s parallels supporting r ba‘ in Num. 23.10 as 
meaning ‘dust’, or ‘ashes’ as Hertz preferred to render it, though ‘ashes’ 
has not been generally followed. 
 It was in response to Hertz’s article that Thomas wrote a brief note94 
which pointed out that Arabic rab  means ‘pulvis tenuissimus’ (= very 

ne dust),95 and that this supports our seeing r ba‘ as meaning ‘dust’. 
 
 90. Friedrich Delitzsch, Assyrische Studien (Leipzig: 1874), I, p. 73; idem, 
Assyrische Lesestücke (Leipzig: J.C. Hinrichs, 4th edn, 1900), p. 184b. Besides 
tarbu’tu(m), von Soden, AHw III, pp. 1328-29 also cites the variant forms turbu’ttu, 
tur(u)bu, turba’u, tarbû (II), and tarb tû, ‘Staub(wirbel)’. 
 91. H.L. Ginsberg, ‘Lexicographical Notes’, ZAW 51 (1933), pp. 308-309 (309); 
W.F. Albright, ‘The Oracles of Balaam’, JBL 63 (1944), pp. 207-33 (213 n. 28). This 
translation is followed by JB and NJB, ‘cloud’; NAB, ‘wind-borne particles’; NRSV and 
NJPSV, ‘dust-cloud’; KB, HALAT (ET HALOT), ‘dust’; as well as by various commen-
tators and other scholars: N.H. Snaith, Leviticus and Numbers (NCB; London: Thomas 
Nelson, 1967), pp. 292-93 (who mistakenly states that RV margin has ‘dust clouds’ when 
he means RSV margin); Barr, Comparative Philology and the Text of the Old Testament, 
p. 270; J. de Vaulx, Les Nombres (Sources bibliques; Paris: J. Gabalda, 1972), p. 276; 
J. Sturdy, Numbers (CBC; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1976), p. 170; 
Cohen, Biblical Hapax Legomena, pp. 37-39; S. Loewenstamm, ‘Notes on the History of 
Biblical Phraseology’, in his Comparative Studies in Biblical and Ancient Oriental 
Literatures (AOAT, 204; Neukirchen–Vluyn: Neukirchener Verlag, and Kevelaer: 
Verlag Butzon & Bercker, 1980), pp. 210-21 (218-21); J. Milgrom, Numbers (JPS Torah 
Commentary; Philadelphia and New York: Jewish Publication Society, 1990), p. 197; 
T.R. Ashley, The Book of Numbers (NICOT; Grand Rapids, MI: W.B. Eerdmans, 1993), 
p. 468. 
 92. B. Jacob, ‘Das hebräische Sprachgut im Christlich-Palästinischen’, ZAW 22 
(1902), pp. 83-113 (111). 
 93. J.H. Hertz, ‘Numbers xxiii.9b, 10’, ExpTim 45 (1934), p. 324. 
 94. D.W. Thomas, ‘The Word  in Numbers xxiii.10’, ExpTim 46 (1935), p. 285 
[= no. 22 below]. 
 95. Cf. Freytag, Lexicon arabico–latinum, II, p. 115. 
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This further philological support has frequently been overlooked by 
subsequent scholars. However, Thomas himself overlooked the fact that 
a couple of years earlier H.L. Ginsberg96 had already drawn attention 
to the Arabic cognate, though this Arabic word was misprinted in his 
article.  
 It would seem to me that in view of the Christian Palestinian Aramaic, 
Samaritan and Arabic forms noted above, it is probably preferable to 
follow Thomas and retain the MT form r ba‘ rather than attempt, with 
Albright, to emend it to a form closer to the Akkadian cognate.97 Retain-
ing the MT we may thus render, ‘Who can count the dust of Jacob or 
number the dust cloud of Israel?’ 
 
 

l l, ‘Wool’ (Proverbs 31.11) 
 
As part of the description of the good wife in Prov. 31.10-31, v. 11 states, 
‘The heart of her husband trusts in her, and he will not lack l l’. 
Elsewhere in the Old Testament l l means booty taken in war, and the 
most commonly held view is that in this passage the meaning has been 
transformed from ‘booty’ to ‘gain’. Although nowhere else attested,98 this 
particular meaning does make good sense in the context. 

 
 96. H.L. Ginsberg, ‘Lexicographical Notes’, ZAW 51 (1933), pp. 308-309 (309). 
 97. In the light of the normal meaning of p r as ‘dust’ and the evidence supporting 
r ba  as a word with similar meaning, the view of B.A. Levine, Numbers 21–36 (AB, 
4A; New York: Doubleday, 2000), seems uncalled for that we should translate rather 
‘Who can chart the terrain of Jacob, and who can measure Israel’s quarterland?’ Levine 
connects r ba  with Akkadian reb tu (from a root rebû), ‘quarterland’, referring to the 
section of an area, and notes that Akkadian ep ru (cognate with Hebrew p r) can 
mean ‘territory, soil; area, volume’ and that similar meanings are attested for p r in 
Rabbinic Hebrew. It should further be noted that A. Guillaume, ‘A Note on Numbers 
xxiii 10’, VT 12 (1962), pp. 335-37, rendered ‘Who can count the warriors of Jacob, and 
who can number the people of Israel?’, connecting r ba  with Arabic rab , ‘the people 
of a house or tent, a large number of people, tribes, or encampment’, and ap r with 
Arabic ifr, ‘strong, powerful’, and i rr n, ‘bold, resolute, strong man’. However, this 
view has gained no support at all. 
 98. J.L. Kugel, ‘Qohelet and Money’, CBQ 51 (1989), pp. 32-49 (46), claims that in 
addition to Prov. 31.11, l l means ‘wealth’ in Ps. 119.162 and Prov. 1.13. However, 
these latter two examples do not appear compelling. On the other hand, there is no 
reason to favour the translation ‘spoil’ in Prov. 31.11 with B.K. Waltke, The Book of 
Proverbs Chapters 15–31 (NICOT; Grand Rapids, MI: W.B. Eerdmans, 2005), p. 510, 
since it is dif cult to see how the hardworking wife here leads her husband to obtain 
literal spoil or booty as opposed to mere nancial gain or wealth. 
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 Thomas,99 appealing, as often, to Arabic—here to the word alla, 
‘wool’— nds a reference to the woman preoccupying herself with 
spinning, which, he notes, was a highly esteemed womanly virtue in the 
ancient world. Against this, however, it may be noted that, apart from the 
fact that this word is attested only in vocabulary-rich Arabic, wool is 
subsequently referred to in v. 13 by the usual Hebrew word emer (cf. vv. 
19, 22, 24), and there seems no reason why this should be anticipated in 
v. 11, since vv. 10-11 appear to be speaking of the value of the woman in 
general terms before getting down to particulars in vv. 13-28.  
 More recently R.A. Kassis100 has noted that the Arabic word to which 
Thomas appealed, alla, can also mean a small ock of sheep, and that 
ulla means a group of people. He then suggests that Prov. 31.11 is saying 

either that the man will have no need for a small ock of sheep or for 
people’s help, since his wife provides him with the wealth that he needs. 
However, Kassis’s proposal is weak and speculative. Not only is it based 
on Arabic alone again, but if Kassis’s suggestion for the meaning of l l 
is correct, the text would actually be saying that the man ‘will not lack a 
small ock of sheep’ or ‘will not lack a group of people’, whereas what 
Kassis wants it to mean is that he ‘will not need a small ock of sheep/a 
group of people’, which is something quite different.  
 G.R. Driver,101 however, associated l l with yet another Arabic word 
sal l, ‘offspring’, and this view has been followed by the NEB and REB. 
But as W. McKane102 rightly observes, ‘This weakens the force of v. 11b, 
where, in agreement with the general tendency of the poem, a reference to 
the wife’s skill as a domestic economist rather than to her fertility is 
desiderated’.  
 In conclusion, therefore, it appears that we should probably retain the 
traditional rendering ‘gain’ for l l here, and not resort to the philo-
logical proposal of Thomas (or Kassis or Driver). 
 

 
 99. See D.W. Thomas in ‘Textual and Philological Notes on Some Passages in the 
Book of Proverbs’, in M. Noth and D.W. Thomas (eds.), Wisdom in Israel and in the 
Ancient Near East Presented to Professor Harold Henry Rowley (VTSup, 3; Leiden: 
Brill, 1955), pp. 280-92 (291-92) [= no. 23 below], and in ‘Notes on Some Passages in 
the Book of Proverbs’, VT 15 (1965), pp. 271-79 (277-78) [= no. 24 below]. 
 100. R.A. Kassis, ‘A Note on  (Prov. xxxi 11b)’, VT 50 (2000), pp. 258-59. 
 101. As reported in a ‘brie . Mitteilung’ from Driver cited by B. Gemser, Sprüche 
Salomos (HAT, Erste Reihe, 16; Tübingen: J.C.B. Mohr [Paul Siebeck], 2nd edn, 1963), 
p. 108. 
 102. McKane, Proverbs, p. 667. 
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Some Place Names 

 
Thomas also wrote several short notes on the etymologies of Israelite 
place names which will now be considered. 
 
Tabor 
One of Thomas’s articles on place names concerned Mt Tabor.103 The 
etymology of this name is uncertain and various suggestions have been 
put forward but Thomas’s proposal looks as plausible, and indeed more 
plausible, than any other, such that it is the only one which HALAT (ET 
HALOT) speci cally lists.104 He suggested connecting it with Arabic 
nabara, ‘he raised, elevated’, a root appearing in the well-known Arabic 
word for the pulpit of a mosque, minbar (so called because of its height), 
as well as occurring in nibr, ‘heaps’, and nabrah, ‘anything rising from 
a thing’. The disappearance of the letter nun may be compared with the 
place name Tappuah (tappûa ), from the root np . 
 Other less plausible views that have been suggested may now be 
mentioned. Thus J. Lewy105 proposed that the name Tabor (as well as the 
epithet of the god Zeus Atabyrios) derives from ta-bi-ra, ‘metal worker’, 
an epithet of the Babylonian god Tammuz, which also occurs in the 
variant forms ti-bi-ra and di-bi-ra. But since the worship of Tammuz 
is only ever attested in Israel in Ezek. 8.14 during the Neo-Babylonian 
period, presumably as a result of Babylonian in uence at that time, and 
since Tabor’s sacredness as a mountain presumably goes back to Canaan-
ite times, it seems wildly improbable that the name Tabor derives from an 
epithet of the Babylonian god Tammuz. It is more likely, as O. Eissfeldt106 
suggested, that the cult of the god Zeus Atabyrios, worshipped on the 
sacred mountain of Atabyrion or Atabyrios on the island of Rhodes and 
 
 103. D.W. Thomas, ‘Mount Tabor: The Meaning of the Name’, VT 1 (1951), 
pp. 229-30 [= no. 25 below]. 
 104. Though without speci cally naming them HALAT (ET HALOT) does refer to 
A. Schwarzenbach, Die geographische Terminologie im Hebräischen des Alten Testa-
ments (Leiden: Brill, 1954), p. 205 for various earlier suggestions that had been made, 
and these are included in my discussion in the body of the text here, along with others 
noted by Thomas himself in his article. 
 105. J. Lewy, ‘Tabor, Tibar, Atabyros’, HUCA 23 (1950–51), pp. 357-86. 
Curiously, this bizarre view is the only possible etymology referred to by R. Frankel in 
his recent article, ‘Tabor, Mount’, ABD, VI, pp. 304-305 (305), and he completely fails 
to mention Thomas’s much more plausible proposal. 
 106. O. Eissfeldt, ‘Der Gott des Tabor und seine Verbreitung’, ARW (1934), pp. 14-
41, reprinted in his Kleine Schriften (Tübingen: J.C.B. Mohr [Paul Siebeck], 1962–79 
[1963]), II, pp. 29-54. 
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in other places such as Sicily and Crete, is a Phoenician cult deriving 
from that of the god of Tabor107 (the name Tabor frequently being called 
Atabyrion in Greek). Other implausible suggestions are that the name 
Tabor means ‘cistern place’ (Hebrew ta + bôr), which is purely fanci-
ful,108 or that it means ‘pasturage mountain’ (t + dbr) and is from the same 
root as Hebrew midb r, ‘desert, wilderness, pasturage’,109 though if this 
were the case it is surprising that the underlying daleth is not preserved. 
Again, it has been suggested that the name Tabor is related to a presumed 
Hebrew root tbr, allegedly meaning ‘to be high’,110 but there is no evi-
dence of the existence of such a root. Similarly, the view that it is derived 
from a Hebrew root tbr = br, ‘to grieve’,111 is also unlikely, for there is 
likewise no evidence for its existence, and it would, moreover, provide a 
curious meaning for the mountain. H. Winckler held the word Tabor to be 
of pre-Semitic origin but also saw a connection with Ethiopic dabr, 
‘mountain’,112 and G.A. Cooke thought the name was from the same root 
as the place name Debir, the primitive form of Tabor perhaps being 
dbwr,113 but an objection to both of these views is the fact that the 
compared forms have daleth, not taw. 
 All in all, in the light of the above considerations it may be concluded 
that Thomas’s proposal is more plausible than any other that has hitherto 
been put forward. 
 
Mishal 
One of Thomas’s early articles114 was on the place name Mishal (mi ’ l), 
which occurs in Josh. 19.26 and 21.30 as the name of a location within 
the tribe of Asher. Thomas suggested, quite naturally, that the underlying 
root is ’l, ‘to ask’, and deduced from this that the name denoted it as the 
seat of an oracle. The place name Eshtaol, seemingly also meaning ‘place 
 
 107. That there was a syncretistic cult on Mt Tabor is suggested by Hos. 5.1, where 
the people, including the priests, are accused of having been ‘a net spread upon Tabor’. 
 108. P. Haupt, ‘Die “Eselstadt” Damaskus’, ZDMG 69 (1915), pp. 168-72 (168). 
 109. J. Boehmer, ‘Vom präformierten  locale’, ZAW 47 (1929), p. 79-80 (80). 
 110. J. Fürst, Hebräisches und chaldäisches Handwörterbuch über das Alte 
Testament (2 vols.; Leipzig: Bernard Tauchnitz, 1857–61 [1861]), II, p. 514. 
 111. Fürst, Hebräisches und chaldäisches Handwörterbuch, II, p. 514. 
 112. H. Winckler, ‘Zur phönicisch-karthagischen geschichte [sic]’, in his 
Altorientalische Forschungen (3 vols.; Leipzig: Eduard Pfeiffer, 1897–1902 [1897]), I, 
pp 421-62 (423). 
 113. G.A. Cooke, ‘Tabor’, in T.K. Cheyne and J.S. Black (eds.), Encyclopaedia 
biblica (one-volume edn; London: A. & C. Black, 1914), cols. 4881-86 (4885). 
 114. D.W. Thomas, ‘The Meaning of the Name Mishal’, PEFQS 68 (1936), pp. 39-
40 [= no. 26 below]. 
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of asking’, to which he further draws attention, could likewise be 
interpreted along the same lines. This is as good a suggestion as any, and 
I am not aware of any more plausible view having been put forward. 
 
En-dor, Hammoth-dor and Naphath-dor 
Among Thomas’s earliest articles were three separate brief pieces on the 
place names En-dor, Hammoth-dor and Naphath-dor.115 It was charac-
teristic of his work that he did not deal with them all in one article but 
spread them out among three separate ones, although all three postulated 
the same basic meaning with regard to ‘dor’. That is to say, Thomas held 
that in all three toponyms the word ‘dor’ derived from a ritual dance that 
took place there. This was because, he claimed, the original meaning of 
Hebrew dûr was ‘to move in a circle, go about, surround’, a verb cognate 
with Arabic d ra, ‘went, moved, turned in a circle’, and employed in 
the rst and ninth forms of ‘encircling’ the Ka‘aba at Mecca. The fact is, 
we do not know for certain what ‘dor’ refers to in these place names. 
Thomas’s view is not impossible, but is also perhaps not the most likely 
either. We should recall that there is also a place name Dor on the 
Mediterranean coast, which, like En-dor (1 Sam. 28.7; Ps. 83.11 [ET 10]) 
and Naphath-dor (Josh. 12.23; 1 Kgs 4.12), is spelled variously with a 
waw or aleph (dôr, Judg. 1.27; d ’r, Josh. 17.11), a point not mentioned 
by Thomas. Of the various suggestions made, the meaning ‘dwelling’ or 
‘settlement’116 would appear to be the most inherently plausible for such 
a place name. One may compare the noun dôr in Isa. 38.12, which is 
generally accepted to mean ‘dwelling’ (similarly the verb dûr, ‘to dwell’, 
in Ps. 84.11 [ET 10]). Other suggested interpretations have little to be said 
for them: ‘spring of Douar’117 does not tell us what ‘dor’ means, ‘spring of 
the assembly’118 implies a meaning for dr attested in Ugaritic but not 

 
 115. D.W. Thomas, ‘En-dor: A Sacred Spring?’, PEFQS 65 (1933), pp. 205-206 
[= no. 27 below]; ‘The Meaning of the Name Hammoth-dor’, PEFQS 66 (1934), pp. 
147-48 [= no. 28 below]; ‘Naphath-dor: A Hill Sanctuary’, PEFQS 67 (1935), pp. 89-90 
[= no. 29 below]. 
 116. E.g. J. Tropper, Nekromantie: Totenfragung im alten Orient und im Alten 
Testament (AOAT, 223; Neukirchen–Vluyn: Neukirchener Verlag, and Kevelaer: 
Verlag Butzon & Bercker, 1989), p. 216. 
 117. P. Reymond, L’eau, sa vie et sa signi cation dans l’Ancien Testament 
(VTSup, 6; Leiden: Brill, 1958), p. 106. 
 118. O. Margalith, ‘Dor and En-dor’, ZAW 97 (1985), pp. 109-11; T.J. Lewis, Cults 
of the Dead in Ancient Israel and Ugarit (HSM, 39; Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1989), 
p. 113 (tentatively). 
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clearly found in Hebrew,119 while ‘spring of (former) generations’120 does 
not explain why dôr is in the singular.  
 Unlike En-dor, little has been written on Hammoth-dor and Naphath-
dor since the time of Thomas’s brief articles. However, it is likely that 
whatever ‘dor’ refers to in the name of En-dor and Dor itself, the same is 
true of these other place names too, that is, most likely ‘dwelling’ or 
‘settlement’ rather than an allusion to a ritual dance, contrary to Thomas’s 
understanding, but we cannot be certain.  
 
 

Two Nouns from an Exegetical Point of View 
 
Thomas’s articles on the following two nouns are of lexicographical 
interest, though he studied them more from an exegetical than a philo-
logical point of view. 
 
’ôp n, ‘Wheel’ (Proverbs 20.26) 
Proverbs 20.26 reads, ‘A wise king winnows the wicked, and drives the 
wheel over them’ (RSV, NRSV). The meaning of the second half of the 
verse has been debated, and here Winton Thomas lends his support to the 
view that the wheel refers to the threshing wheel of a cart drawn by 
horses,121 such as is referred to in Isa. 28.27-28, ‘Dill is not threshed with 
a threshing sledge, nor is a cart wheel rolled over cummin; but dill is 
beaten out with a stick, and cummin with a rod. Does one crush bread 
grain? No, he does not thresh it for ever; when he drives his cart over it 
with his horses, he does not crush it.’ This understanding was not original 
to Thomas, though unlike most earlier scholars he saw the imagery as 
referring to the discriminating power of the king rather than to a punish-
ment. The view that agricultural imagery is in view here had earlier been 
suggested by Ibn Ezra and by commentators like Franz Delitzsch, 

 
 119. F.J. Neuberg, ‘An Unrecognized Meaning of Hebrew DÔR’, JNES 9 (1950), 
pp. 215-17, and P.R. Ackroyd, ‘The Meaning of Hebrew  Considered’, JSS 13 
(1968), pp. 3-10 (4), unconvincingly try to nd this meaning in Amos 8.14, reading 
d rek , ‘your assembly’ (i.e. pantheon), for MT derek, ‘way’, as well as in some other 
biblical passages. So far as Amos 8.14 is concerned, the original text probably read 
d dek , ‘your beloved’, referring to a deity. 
 120. J. Ebach and U. Rüterswörden, ‘Unterweltsbeschwörung im Alten Testament 
I’, UF 9 (1977), p. 59 n. 14. 
 121. D.W. Thomas, ‘Proverbs XX 26’, JJS 15 (1964), pp. 155-56 [= no. 30 below]. 
This method of threshing is discussed by O. Borowski, Agriculture in Iron Age Israel 
(Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 1987), p. 65, with reference to Isa. 28.27-28, but he 
fails to note Prov. 20.26. 
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G. Wildeboer, W. Frankenberg and C.H. Toy,122 and was clearly implied 
by RV’s ‘threshing wheel’. It has also been followed by most com-
mentators subsequent to Thomas’s article123 and is made explicit in trans-
lations such as the NAB and NIV. This verse clearly parallels Prov. 20.8, 
‘A king who sits on the throne of judgment winnows all evil with his 
eyes’, and alludes to the judicial role of the king in distinguishing the 
wicked from the righteous, just as a farmer separates the grain from 
the straw and the grain from the chaff by means of threshing and 
winnowing respectively (cf. Ps. 1.4; Jer. 15.7). The objection of D.C. 
Snell124 that winnowing and threshing are not the same thing is surely an 
invalid argument, as M. Franzmann125 pointed out, since it is entirely 
appropriate to mention the complementary actions of winnowing and 
threshing in parallelism. Franzmann further points to a passage in the 
Odes of Solomon 23.11-16 which appears to use the same agricultural 
imagery of the wheel. However, Snell’s own appeal126 to certain rather 
obscure Hittite references to a wheel as an object used in punishment 
seems unlikely, as this is nowhere else encountered in the Old Testament. 
 Three other main ways of understanding Prov. 20.26 have received a 
certain following. One was proposed by D.W. Thomas’s teacher, G.R. 
Driver,127 who held that the wheel is the wheel of fortune, a view followed 
in both the NEB and REB, but against this stands the fact that this 
 

 
 122. Franz Delitzsch, Das salomonische Spruchbuch (Biblischer Commentar über 
die poetischen Bücher des Alten Testaments, 3; Leipzig: Dörf ing & Franke, 1873), 
p. 330, ET Biblical Commentary on the Proverbs of Solomon (trans. M.G. Easton; 
2 vols.; Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1875), II, p. 57; G. Wildeboer, Die Sprüche (KHAT, 
15; Freiburg i.B.: J.C.B. Mohr [Paul Siebeck]), 1897), p. 60; W. Frankenberg, Die 
Sprüche (Handkommentar zum Alten Testament; Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 
1898), p. 119; Toy, Proverbs, p. 395. 
 123. Cf. McKane, Proverbs, p. 545; Plöger, Sprüche Salomos (Proverbia), p. 239; 
Whybray, Proverbs, p. 302; Clifford, Proverbs, p. 186; Murphy, Proverbs, p. 153; 
L. Alonso Schökel and J. Vilchez, Proverbios (Madrid: Ediciones Cristiandad, 1984), 
pp. 392-93; Waltke, The Book of Proverbs, Chapters 15–31, pp. 156-57; Fox, Proverbs 
10–31, p. 676. 
 124. D.C. Snell, ‘The Wheel in Proverbs xx 26’, VT 39 (1989), pp. 503-507 (503). 
 125. M. Franzmann, ‘The Wheel in Proverbs xx 26 and Ode of Solomon xxiii 
11-16’, VT 41 (1991), pp. 121-23 (122). 
 126. Snell, ‘The Wheel in Proverbs xx 26’, pp. 504-505. 
 127. G.R. Driver, ‘Problems in the Hebrew Text of Proverbs’, Bib 32 (1951), 
pp. 173-97 (184). Driver refers to a Sophocles fragment which states, ‘Fortune revolves 
on the frequent wheel of the god’. This is fragment 871, lines 1-2, in A.C. Pearson (ed.), 
The Fragments of Sophocles (3 vols.; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1917), 
III, pp. 70-71. 
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concept is found nowhere else in the Old Testament. Alternatively, it has 
been proposed by A.B. Ehrlich,128 BHK, BHS and JB that we should 
emend ’ôp n, ‘wheel’, to ’ôn m, ‘their wickedness’ (cf. Ps. 94.23), but 
this has no versional support, and in view of the points made above it 
seems unnecessary; the view of Thomas and others that we have 
agricultural imagery here is to be maintained. (NJB in fact reverts to 
‘wheel’ in this agricultural sense.) Finally, R.B.Y. Scott has claimed that 
the reference is to the practice of a victorious king driving his chariot over 
his prostrate enemies.129 However, since the reference in Prov. 20.26 to 
winnowing or scattering takes up agricultural imagery and is clearly 
metaphorical (cf. Prov. 20.8), this should likewise be the case with the 
action of the wheel as well.  
 
keleb, ‘Dog’ 
In 1960 Thomas published a most valuable study of the noun keleb, 
‘dog’.130 Unlike many of his other articles this is not a philological 
contribution in the strict sense, since he was not seeking to discover some 
new Hebrew root on the basis of comparative Semitic philology, but is 
rather exploring the origin, usage and associations of a well-known 
word. Thomas plausibly regards it as most likely that the word keleb is 
onomatopoeic in origin (cf. German kläffen, ‘to bark’, for example). He 
goes on to note various instances in which human beings are compared 
either by themselves or by others to a dog, keleb, and its Akkadian 
cognate, kalbu, as a way of referring to their subordinate or submissive 
status, something found as far back as the Mari131 and El-Amarna letters 
(e.g. 60.6-7; 61.2-3; 71.17-18; 75.41-42; 85.64),132 and down to the 
Lachish letters (2.3-4; 5.3-4; 6.2-3). However, Thomas focuses especially 
on expressions of this kind found in the Old Testament. Here we nd, for 
example, keleb, ‘dog’, heightening the force of ‘ebed, ‘servant’ (2 Kgs 
8.13), which mirrors the Lachish letters and the frequent pairing of kalbu, 
‘dog’, and ardu, ‘servant’, in the El-Amarna letters. However, we also 

nd individual people being referred to as a ‘dead dog’ (1 Sam. 24.15; 

 
 128. Ehrlich, Randglossen zur hebräischen Bibel, VI, p. 119. 
 129. Scott, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, p. 122. 
 130. D.W. Thomas, ‘Kelebh “Dog”: Its Origin and Some Usages of It in the Old 
Testament’, VT 10 (1960), pp. 410-27 [= no. 31 below]. 
 131. G. Dossin, Archives Royales de Mari, I: Lettres (Textes cunéiformes, 22; 
Paris: P. Geuthner, 1946), no. 27, line 28. 
 132. On these expressions in the El-Amarna letters, see J.M. Galán, ‘What is He, 
the Dog?’, UF 25 (1993), pp. 173-80. For other disparaging references to the dog 
(kalbu) in Akkadian, see CAD, VIII (K), p. 72. 
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2 Sam. 9.8; 16.9), which heightens the sense even more. There is addi-
tionally the phrase ‘dog’s head’ (2 Sam. 3.8), which Thomas follows 
G. Margoliouth133 in thinking refers to a ‘dog-faced baboon’, though there 
seems to me no reason why this expression should differ from the 
previous ones and not refer to a literal dog.134 
 However, perhaps most striking is what follows from Thomas’s 
discussion of Deut. 23.19 (ET 18), ‘You shall not bring the hire of a 
harlot or the price of a dog into the house of the Lord your God for any 
vow’. He argues that there is no pejorative sense in the use of the word 
‘dog’ here (used of a male hierodule), contrary to what has often been 
asserted. He notes that klbm, ‘dogs’ is the name of a class of servants in 
the temple of Astarte at Kition in Cyprus (KAI 37 B10), which cannot 
refer to literal dogs, since they are mentioned as receiving payments.135 
The title for a cultic functionary here can hardly be a dishonourable one 
(cf. q d , ‘holy one’, a similarly honourable title in itself in Deut. 23.19, 
ET 18).136 Moreover, in Phoenician the personal name klb’lm, ‘dog of 
the gods’ corresponds to ‘bd’lm, ‘servant of the gods’, and Akkadian 
 
 
 133. G. Margoliouth, ‘Abner’s Answer to Ishbosheth (2 Sam. iii.8-11)’, The 
Expositor (8th series) 10 (1915), pp. 155-62. 
 134. So too J.M. Hutton, ‘“Abdi-A irta, the Slave, the Dog”: Self-Abasement and 
Invective in the Amarna Letters, the Lachish Letters, and 2 Sam 3:8’, ZAH 15 (2002), 
pp. 2-17 (3), though I concluded this independently several years before reading 
Hutton’s article. But the main conclusion of Hutton’s article is that in 2 Sam. 3.8 r ’  
keleb should be translated not ‘dog’s head’ but ‘the slave, the dog’, understanding r ’  
to be cognate with Akkadian r u, which can mean ‘slave’ as well as ‘head’. However, 
the generally accepted translation is more probable, since it seems perfectly acceptable 
and we have no evidence elsewhere in Hebrew that r ’  can mean ‘slave’. 
 135. The idea that they are literal dogs has been unconvincingly revived by L.E. 
Stager, Ashkelon Discovered: From Canaanites and Philistines to Romans and Moslems 
(Washington, DC: Biblical Archaeology Society, 1991), p. 35. On the other hand, more 
recently, O. Margalith has sought to extend the number of references to kel bîm as 
temple servants in the Old Testament and he takes this to be a homonym of keleb, ‘dog’, 
not a metaphorical use of it. See Margalith’s aricles ‘Concerning the Dogs of Ahab’, in 
B.Z. Luria (ed.), Sefer Dr. Baruch Ben-Yehudah (Tel Aviv: Ha evrâ le qer hammiqr  
beyi r ’ l be îtûp haggimnasyâ “ er liyyâ” û“bêt hatten k” betel-’ bîb, 1980), pp. 248-
58 (Hebrew); idem, ‘Keleb: Homonym or Metaphor?’, VT 33 (1983), pp. 491-95; idem, 
‘The kel b m of Ahab’, VT 34 (1984), pp. 228-32. However, this too is unconvincing; 
see the critiques of Margalith by G. Brunet, ‘L’hébreu kèlèb’, VT 35 (1985), pp. 485-88, 
and M.A. Zipor, ‘What are the kel bîm in Fact?’, ZAW 99 (1987), pp. 423-28. 
 136. Cf. J. Day, ‘Does the Old Testament Refer to Sacred Prostitution and Did it 
Actually Exist in Ancient Israel?’, in C.M. McCarthy and J.F. Healey (eds.), Biblical 
and Near Eastern Essays: Studies in Honour of Kevin J. Cathcart (JSOTSup, 375; 
London: T. & T. Clark, 2004), pp. 2-21. 
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theophoric names such as Kalbi-Sin, Kalbi-Marduk and Kalbi-Shamash 
are also attested. Such names must be honourable. Accordingly, Thomas 
suggests that in religious contexts such as these ‘dog’ has come to mean a 
devoted follower of the god. Although Thomas does not highlight the 
point, these expressions testify to the fact that the dog was sometimes 
kept domestically in the ancient Near East, a situation in which it would 
have been expected to be loyally submissive to its owner.137 However, 
Thomas does note El-Amarna letter 60.6-9, where Abdi-Ashirta says to 
the Pharaoh, ‘I am the servant of the king and the dog of his house, and 
the whole of the land of Amurru I watch for the king, my lord’, implying 
that he is Pharaoh’s faithful watch dog.138 All this needs to be borne in 
mind amid all the negative overtones surrounding the dog as a wild, 
scavenging beast that books about the biblical world tend to emphasize 
(cf. Ps. 59.7, 15 [ET 6, 14]). Such domestic keeping of the dog is also 
attested by the verses in the book of Tobit where a dog accompanies 
Tobias on his journey (Tob. 6.2 [ET 1]; 11.4), the references to the little 
dogs under the household table in Mk 7.28, and by Philo, Praem. poen. 
89, and in b. ‘Abod. Zar. 54b, passages which Thomas does not note. 
However, these references are admittedly late, subsequent to the Old 
Testament, Thomas’s primary concern, and could conceivably re ect 
Hellenistic in uence. But the domestic keeping of the dog is also implied 
much earlier by the pairing of the words for ‘dog’ and ‘servant’ in the El-
Amarna and Lachish letters and 2 Kgs 8.13 alluded to above, though 
curiously Thomas attributes the dog reference in 2 Kgs 8.13 to a scav-
enger dog background, which does not seem appropriate, since these 
wild dogs were not obedient servants like a household dog but a law to 
themselves!139  
 A recent article by G.D. Miller,140 which contains some useful informa-
tion pointing to a more positive attitude to the dog in the ancient Near 
East than has sometimes been supposed, opens by citing Thomas’s article 
as representative of those scholars who hold that a very negative attitude 

 
 137. Cf. M.S. Smith, ‘Terms of Endearment: Dog (klbt) and Calf ( gl) in KTU 1.3 
III 44-45’, in M. Dietrich and I. Kottsieper (eds.), “Und Mose schrieb dieses Lied auf”: 
Studien zum Alten Testament und zum Alten Orient. Festschrift für Oswald Loretz zur 
Vollendung seines 70. Lebensjahres (Münster: Ugarit-Verlag, 1998), pp. 713-16 (716), 
who also notes evidence that the word for ‘calf’ was similarly used in a comparable way 
with divine names. 
 138. Thomas, ‘Kelebh, “Dog” ’, p. 424. 
 139. Thomas, ‘Kelebh, “Dog” ’, p. 414. 
 140. G.D. Miller, ‘Attitudes towards Dogs in Ancient Israel: A Reassessment’, 
JSOT 32 (2008), pp. 487-500. 
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towards the dog prevailed. However, Miller141 curiously distorts Thomas’s 
viewpoint, quoting only a part of the latter’s sentence referring to the 
dog as ‘that lowly animal…despised and generally wretched’, although 
Thomas’s sentence actually continues, ‘yet, as we have seen, in religious 
circles, in prayer and worship, not without honour’. Another recent paper, 
by John Crawford, entitled ‘Judah’s Best Friend: The Name and Mean- 
ing of Dog’, which was presented to the Annual Meeting of the SBL at 
Atlanta, Georgia on 23 November, 2003, argued among other things that 
the Hebrew name Caleb should be added to the list of personal names 
using the word ‘dog’ to express loyalty to a deity (here Yahweh). How-
ever, against this it may be argued that if the name simply meant ‘dog’, 
we should expect it to be vocalized keleb, not k l b, the latter appearing 
rather to correspond to the Arabic kalibu, ‘furious like a dog’, as opposed 
to kalbu, ‘dog’.142  
 
 

Summary 
 
For a summary of the main conclusions of this chapter, please see the 
overall summary of the book in Chapter 6. 
 

 
 141. Miller, ‘Attitudes towards Dogs’, pp. 487-88, (mis)quoting Thomas, ‘Kelebh’, 
p. 427. 
 142. M. Noth, Die israelitischen Personennamen im Rahmen der gemein-
semitischen Namengebung (BWANT, 3.10; Stuttgart: W. Kohlhammer, 1928), p. 230. 
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SOME VERBAL ROOTS 
 
 

 ’hb, ‘to Love’ 
 
Thomas devoted a brief article to the verb ’hb, ‘to love’.1 Having noted 
various views as to its etymology, he proposed to revive the suggestion of 
A. Schultens in his Proverbs commentary of 17482 that ’hb is in origin a 
biliteral root hb, cognate with Arabic habba, ‘to breathe heavily’. On this 
understanding ’hb belongs to a category of words whose original meaning 
was ‘to breathe, pant’, but which came to denote desire (cf. to breathe, 
pant > pant after, desire). Thomas3 cites examples of verbs in various 
Semitic languages illustrating this, including ’p, ‘to gasp’ (of a woman in 
travail), in Isa. 42.14; ‘to gasp, pant with desire’, in Ps. 119.131 (cf. Job 
7.2; 36.20). This view of ’hb appears to be accepted by HALAT (ET 
HALOT) and H.H. Hirschberg4 stated that this is the usual view (even 
though he advocated another). Since it was not the usual opinion when 
Thomas wrote his article in 1939 it would appear that his view has been 
in uential. 
 
 

dl, ‘to Be Fat’ (1 Samuel 2.5, etc.) 
 
Thomas wrote an article5 on the verb dl in which he rightly noted that 
the meaning is not always exactly ‘ceased’, but that it can mean ‘held 
back from, left, forsook’. However, he went further and postulated that, in 
addition to this well-attested verb, there is also a second root dl meaning 
‘to be fat’, cognate with Arabic adula, ‘to become plump, eshy in the 
 
 1. D.W. Thomas, ‘The Root  “Love” in Hebrew’, ZAW 57 (1939), pp. 57-64 
[= no. 32 below]. 
 2. A. Schultens, Proverbia Salomonis (Leiden: J. Luzac, 1748), pp. 7, 73-74, as well 
as in the unpaginated Index under . 
 3. Thomas, ‘The Root ’, p. 62. 
 4. H.H. Hirschberg, ‘Some Additional Arabic Etymologies in Old Testament 
Lexicography’, VT 11 (1961), pp. 373-85 (373). 
 5. D.W. Thomas, ‘Some Observations on the Hebrew Root ’, in Volume du 
Congrès: Strasbourg 1956 (VTSup 4; Leiden: Brill, 1957), pp. 8-16 [= no. 33 below]. 



 4. Some Verbal Roots 55 

limbs’.6 He proposed that this verb is found in the Song of Hannah in 
1 Sam. 2.5, eb ‘îm balle em ni k rû ûre‘ bîm d lû ‘ad-. As has 
frequently been proposed, he reads ‘ d for ‘ad and ignores the athna  in 

d lû. He then renders, ‘they that were full have hired themselves out 
for bread, while the hungry have grown plump again’. Thomas claims 
that this meaning, which ts the context well—dealing as it does with a 
series of contrasting fates—can claim some support from the ancient 
Versions, for the Peshitta renders by ‘[they] have [food] left over’, the 
Vulgate by ‘[they] are full’, and Symmachus by ‘[they are] in want of 
nothing’, though I would observe that none of these means exactly ‘[they] 
have grown plump’. Thomas also noted that it has been suggested that the 
Akkadian personal name udultu and the Hebrew personal name adlay 
(2 Chron. 28.12) derive from this root (‘fatty’).  
 Thomas’s view about the meaning of dl in 1 Sam 2.5 had already 
been suggested in the eighteenth century by E. Scheidius, as Thomas 
himself noted.7 Interestingly, at about the same time as Thomas was 
resurrecting the idea, the same notion about a second Hebrew root dl 
occurred independently to P.J. Calderone,8 who published an article on 
this without being aware of Thomas’s earlier contribution,9 though he 
also proposed some further examples of the occurrence of this alleged 
root in Hebrew in addition to 1 Sam. 2.5 which had not occurred to 
Thomas. After Thomas drew his attention to his own article Calderone 
wrote a further piece on this verb suggesting yet further examples.10 
Altogether Calderone claimed to nd this new root in the following 
verses: 1 Sam. 2.5; Job 14.6; Prov. 19.27; 23.4; Isa. 38.11; 53.3. How-
ever, M.L. Chaney,11 in an unpublished dissertation, showed clearly how 
weak Calderone’s additional proposals were, but instead still claimed to 

nd this new root in Judg. 5.7 and Deut. 15.11, in addition to 1 Sam. 2.5.  
 Thomas has gained considerable support for his understanding of 
1 Sam. 2.5 from modern scholars and Bible translations, including 
 
 6. Thomas, ‘Some Observations on the Hebrew root ’, pp. 14-15. 
 7. E. Scheidius, Dissertatio philologico-exegetica ad Cantum Hiskiae, Ies. XXXVIII, 
9-20 (Leiden: Le Mair, 1769), p. 55. Cf. Thomas, ‘Some Observations on the Root ’, 
p. 15. 
 8. P.J. Calderone, ‘ dl-II in Poetic Texts’, CBQ 23 (1961), pp. 451-60. 
 9. Cf. D.W. Thomas, ‘ DL-II in Hebrew’, CBQ 24 (1962), p. 154 [= 34 below]. 
 10. P.J. Calderone, ‘Supplementary Note on DL-II’, CBQ 24 (1962), pp. 412-19. 
 11. M.L. Chaney, ‘ DL-II and the “Song of Deborah”: Textual, Philological, and 
Sociological Studies in Judges 5, with Special Reference to the Verbal Occurrences of 

DL in Biblical Hebrew’ (Ph.D. dissertation, Harvard University, 1976), pp. 1-89. I 
wish to thank Professor Jo Ann Hackett for kindly sending me a photocopy of this 
unpublished dissertation. 
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N.K. Gottwald, P.K. McCarter, R.P. Gordon,12 HALAT (ET HALOT), 
NAB, NEB, REB and NRSV, although some have remained sceptical, for 
example, JB, NJB and NIV. Indeed, T.J. Lewis13 has written an article in 
which he suggests that the whole attempt to nd a second Hebrew verb 
dl, ‘to be fat’, is misguided. Besides pointing out that the Arabic verb 
adula is attested speci cally with the meaning ‘to become fat in the 

shanks and forearms’,14 rather than growing fat with food, he shows 
convincingly that the verb dl I in the Old Testament does not only mean 
‘to cease’ but also in some instances ‘to cease from doing something’, 
where the something is the preceding verb in question. For example, Judg. 
20.28 means ‘Shall I yet again go out to battle…or shall I cease (from 
going out to battle)’, and Ezek. 2.5; 3.11 implies ‘Whether they listen or 
cease (from listening)’; similarly Jer. 40.4; Zech. 11.12. In the light of 
this, Lewis notes that it is perfectly natural to translate 1 Sam. 2.5 as 
‘Those who are full hire themselves out for bread, but those who are 
hungry cease (from hiring themselves out)’. In other words, ‘Those who 
are full hire themselves out for bread, but the hungry do not do so any-
more’. Such an understanding had already been suggested long ago by 
Kimhi, Ralbag (Rabbi Levi ben Gershon) and Me udat David, and 
succeeds in giving the expected reversal of meaning without postulating a 
new verb dl II.  
 The passage gathering the next amount of support for a verb dl II is 
Judg. 5.7, where delû per zôn beyi r ’ l delû is rendered by a number 
of scholars as ‘the peasantry grew fat, in Israel they grew fat on booty’, 
the word ‘ad being added on at the end and rendered ‘booty’, transposed 
from the beginning of the next line (generally rendered ‘until’).15 How-
ever, since the previous verse undoubtedly uses the verb dl in its 
meaning ‘to cease’ (‘In the days of Shamgar son of Anat, in the days of 
Jael, caravans ceased [ delû], and travellers kept to the byways’), there is 
every reason to believe that this is the case also in v. 7. The rendering of 

 
 12. N.K. Gottwald, The Tribes of Yahweh: A Sociology of the Religion of Liberated 
Israel 1250–1050 B.C.E. (London: SCM Press, 1979), pp. 505; P.K. McCarter, I Samuel: 
A New Translation with Introduction, Notes and Commentary (AB, 8; Garden City, NY: 
Doubleday, 1980), pp. 67, 69, 72; Gordon, 1 and 2 Samuel, pp. 80, with p. 333 n. 43. 
 13. T.J. Lewis, ‘The Songs of Hannah and Deborah: dl-II (“Growing Plump”)’, 
JBL 104 (1985), pp. 105-108. 
 14. Cf. Lane, Arabic–English Lexicon, II, p. 711. 
 15. In addition to Chaney, ‘ DL-II and the “Song of Deborah” ’, pp. 11-31, cf. 
Gottwald, The Tribes of Yahweh, pp. 504-507; NRSV. R.G. Boling, Judges: Introduction, 
Translation and Commentary (AB, 6A; Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1975), pp. 102, 
109, renders ‘The warriors grew plump, In Israel they grew plump again’. 
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per zôn as ‘peasantry’ is also far from certain, and from the context 
(‘until you, Deborah, arose, arose as a mother in Israel’) one might more 
plausibly conjecture ‘leaders’, ‘warriors’ or ‘champions’ (cf. too Hab. 
3.14, where per z yw is generally agreed to mean ‘his warriors’ or ‘his 
leaders’). We should thus rather translate, ‘The leaders ceased in Israel, 
they ceased, until you, Deborah, arose, arose as a mother in Israel’. The 
verse thus describes the plight of Israel before Deborah’s action rather 
than the bounty that owed from her actions, and, as E.W. Nicholson has 
pointed out, ‘Understood in this traditional way, the overall structure of 
the poem is similar to that of other narratives of threat and deliverance in 
the book of Judges’.16 
 There is one nal passage in which Chaney thinks it quite possible that 
dl has the sense of ‘be fat’, namely Deut. 15.11.17 Traditionally, this has 

been rendered, ‘For the poor will never cease (ye dal) from the midst of 
the land; therefore I command you, “You shall open wide your hand to 
your brother, to the needy and the poor in your land” ’. Chaney, however, 
suggests the translation, ‘For the poor from the midst of the land do not 
grow fat (ye dal); that is why I am commanding you, “You shall surely 
open your hand to your brother, to your poor and your needy in your 
land” ’. Chaney’s interpretation is driven by the fact that Deut. 15.4 has 
just declared that there will be no poor in the land, which would appear to 
contradict v. 11 on the usual rendering of ye dal. However, v. 4 is surely 
better seen as re ecting the ideal, whereas v. 11, like v. 7 (‘If there is a 
poor man among you…’), recognizes the reality. Moreover, it should be 
noted that v. 5 issues the caveat that absence of poverty depends on the 
nation being obedient to Yahweh. 
 In conclusion, the evidence in favour of there being a verb dl II, ‘to be 
fat’, seems insuf cient to make its existence probable. 
 
 

lq (Hiphil), ‘to Lay a Snare’ (Proverbs 29.5)  
 
Proverbs 29.5 is normally rendered, as in RSV, ‘A man who atters his 
neighbour spreads a net for his feet’ (geber ma alîq ‘al-r ‘ hû re et pôr  
‘al-pe‘ m yw). The word ma alîq makes perfectly good sense as a refer-
ence to a atterer and this can be set alongside other allusions to attery 

 
 16. E.W. Nicholson, ‘Israelite Religion in the Pre-Exilic Period: A Debate 
Renewed’, in J.D. Martin and P.R. Davies (eds.), A Word in Season: Essays in Honour 
of William McKane (JSOTSup, 42; Shef eld: JSOT Press, 1986), pp. 3-34 (32 n. 64; cf. 
16). 
 17. Cf. Chaney, ‘ DL-II and the “Song of Deborah” ’, pp. 32-36. 
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in Proverbs (esp. Prov. 28.23; cf. Prov. 2.16; 7.5) which employ the hiphil 
of the verb lq. Although it is debated whether the ‘feet’ that are ensnared 
here refer to those of the atterer or of his neighbour, I feel it is more 
natural to envisage that they are the atterer’s own. One may compare 
Prov. 28.23, where ‘he who atters with his tongue’ is judged less 
successful than one offering reproof.18 Thomas,19 however, suggested a 
completely original understanding of ma alîq according to which it does 
not refer to attery but is rather cognate with Arabic alaqa, which 
Dozy20 states can mean ‘prendre, envelopper dans les rets, dans les lets’. 
Thomas thus translates: 
 

A man who layeth a snare for his neighbour 
Spreadeth a net for his own feet. 

 
On this understanding there would accordingly be a reference to a snare 
not only in the second half but also in the rst half of the verse. 
 Although super cially attractive, this translation has not been followed 
by any Bible translations or commentaries on Proverbs that I have seen. 
Indeed, surprisingly, none of the commentaries on Proverbs even refers to 
Thomas’s view, not even that of McKane, who is otherwise assiduous in 
documenting his views. It is indeed improbable, for the following 
reasons. First, the text makes good sense on the traditional rendering; 
secondly, Thomas’s alleged new meaning of lq (hiphil) here is attested 
nowhere else in Biblical Hebrew; thirdly, Arabic is such a rich language 
that it is hazardous to rely on its evidence alone. So, although not totally 
impossible, Thomas’s case here is weak.  
 
 

kpr, ‘to Be an Unbeliever’ (Psalms 34.11 [ET 10]; 
35.17; 58.7 [ET 6]) 

 
In The Revised Psalter there are several places where Thomas rejects the 
usual translation of kepîrîm as ‘young lions’ with reference to the psalm-
ists’ opponents, and either retaining the MT or emending it to k perîm, 
takes it as cognate with the well-known Arabic verb kafara, ‘became an 

 
 18. In Prov. 26.28 we read, ‘A lying tongue hates its victims and a attering tongue 
(peh l q) works ruin’. Although the parallelism might suggest that the atterer works 
ruin on others, the context of the previous proverbs suggests that he brings ruin on 
himself. 
 19. D.W. Thomas, ‘The Interpretation of Proverbs xxix.5’, ExpTim 59 (1948), p. 112 
[= no. 35 below]. 
 20. R. Dozy, Supplément aux dictionnaires arabes (2 vols.; Leiden: Brill, 2nd edn, 
1927), I, p. 316. 
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unbeliever’. Thomas nds this meaning in Pss. 34.11 (ET 10), 35.17 and 
58.7 (ET 6), where he renders ‘Those who do not trust in him’ in the rst 
and ‘the ungodly’ in the latter two passages.21 The only modern Bible 
translation to follow this suggestion is the NEB, which renders ‘unbeliev-
ers’ in all three passages, though a footnote allows the possibility of ‘lions’ 
in Ps. 58.7 (ET 6). So far as Ps. 34.11 (ET 10) is concerned, Thomas’s 
proposal had previously been put forward by B. Duhm22 and R. Gordis23 
and BHK alludes to it in its apparatus to Ps. 34.11 (ET 10). Moreover, 
although Thomas does not mention it, it is clear that this view had been 
proposed even earlier in the nineteenth century, as Gordis mentions Tzvi 
Chajes and Franz Delitzsch as having rejected it then (though without 
telling us where) on the basis that this meaning was a Post-Biblical 
Hebrew development. Though Thomas does not mention it, the Arabic 
verb kafara was derived from Aramaic kpr, ‘to deny’, whence it was 
likewise also taken up into Post-Biblical Hebrew. 
 Moreover, the contextual evidence for Thomas’s proposal is weak, 
since there are undoubtedly other places where the psalmists’ human 
opponents are referred to as lions: Ps. 22.22 (ET 21) has ’ary h and Ps. 
57.5 (ET 4) has leb ’îm (cf. Ps. 17.12, ke’ary h…wekikepîr). Again, Ps. 
58.7 (ET 6) speci cally mentions the enemies’ teeth, which is appropriate 
for lions: ‘O God, break the teeth in their mouths; tear out the fangs of the 
kepîrîm’, just as Ps. 57.5 (ET 4) singles out teeth with regard to the 
leb ’îm, which Thomas does not deny refers to (metaphorical) lions: ‘I lie 
in the midst of lions (leb ’îm) that greedily devour the sons of men; their 
teeth are spears and arrows…’ It is likely that both Pss. 35.17 and 58.7 
(ET 6) are using the image of the lion metaphorically to denote the 
psalmists’ oppressive enemies (just as Jer. 2.15 uses the singular form 
kepîr to describe Israel’s foreign oppressive enemies). However, in Ps. 
34.11 (ET 10), it is more likely that literal lions are meant: ‘The young 
lions suffer want and hunger, but those who seek the Lord lack no good 
 
 21. See The Revised Psalter, ad loc. In The Text of the Revised Psalter: Notes, p. 12 
(cf. pp. 13, 22), while insistent that the word is cognate with Arabic kafara, Thomas is 
unsure whether to retain MT’s kepîrîm or to emend to k perîm, but in D.W. Thomas, ‘The 
Revised Psalter’, Theology 66 (1963), pp. 504-507 (506) [= no. 36 below], he rejects the 
imputation of J.R. Porter, ‘The Revised Psalter’, Theology 66 (1963), pp. 359-66 (362-
63), that he is emending the text. 
 22. B. Duhm, Die Psalmen (KHAT, 14; Tübingen: J.C.B. Mohr [Paul Siebeck], 
1922), p. 137, 138. 
 23. R. Gordis, ‘Studies in the Relationship of Biblical and Rabbinical Hebrew’, in 
Louis Ginzberg Jubilee Volume on the Occasion of his Seventieth Birthday (English 
section; New York: American Academy for Jewish Research, 1945), pp. 173-99 (180-
81). 
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thing’. Although at rst sight the contrast between young lions and those 
who seek the Lord might seem a little strange, J.J.M. Roberts24 has rightly 
noted that something comparable is found in Job 4.7-11, where, the lions, 
including young lions, are included amongst the wicked that can die for 
lack of food. In contrast to the other Psalms passages referred to above, 
there is therefore no need to suppose that kepîrîm in Ps. 34.11 (ET 10) is a 
metaphor for wicked humans, nor is it necessary to emend kepîrîm to 
kabbîrîm or keb dîm, proposals sometimes made on the basis of LXX’s 
‘rich’, let alone to follow Thomas’s unsubstantiated ‘unbelievers’. 
 
 

mkr (hithpael), ‘to Show Oneself Deceitful’ 
(1 Kings 21.20, 25; 2 Kings 17.17; Ecclesiasticus 47.24) 

 
There are four places in the Old Testament where the verb mkr occurs in 
the hithpael, namely Deut. 28.68, 1 Kgs 21.20, 25 and 2 Kgs 17.17, and 
this has traditionally been rendered ‘to sell oneself’. Thomas accepts that 
this is the case in Deut. 28.68, where it is a case of people literally selling 
themselves as slaves, but in the other three instances the verb is followed 
by la‘ 

a ôt h ra‘ be‘ênê Yhwh, ‘to do evil in the sight of the Lord’. In these 
latter passages Thomas feels that it would be odd to speak of people 
selling themselves to do evil and believes it more natural to connect the 
root with Arabic makara, ‘to practise deceit, guile’, and render the hith-
pael of mkr as ‘to show oneself deceitful’.25  
 However, on balance it seems probable that this view should be 
rejected. Not only does the hithpael of mkr undeniably mean ‘to sell 
oneself’ in Deut. 28.68, but it seems fairly easy to comprehend how the 
expression ‘to sell oneself to do evil’ could have been used metaphori-
cally to mean ‘to surrender oneself to do evil’. Moreover, none of the 
ancient Versions lends support to Thomas’s suggestion: the LXX and 
Vulgate both support the traditional rendering, while the Targum and 
Peshitta render as ‘planned’ and ‘thought’ (mostly) respectively, which 
 

 
 24. J.J.M. Roberts, ‘The Young Lions of Psalm 34:11’, Bib 54 (1973), pp. 265-67, 
reprinted in J.J.M. Roberts, The Bible and the Ancient Near East: Collected Essays 
(Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 2002), pp. 263-65. Roberts also compares certain 
Babylonian texts. 
 25. D.W. Thomas, ‘The Root  in Hebrew’, JTS 37 (1936), pp. 388-89 [= no. 37 
below]; ‘A Further Note on the Root  in Hebrew’, JTS NS 3 (1952), p. 214 [= no. 38 
below]. In ‘The Root  in Hebrew’, p. 389 n. 6, Thomas raised the possibility that 
mkr in these instances is not a completely separate root, noting that ‘The oriental seller 
habitually tries to deceive the buyer’. 
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can be seen as a paraphrase. Furthermore, it seems unwise to appeal 
solely to vocabulary-rich Arabic in support of the meaning ‘practised 
deceit, guile’, a translation, moreover, which J.A. Emerton26 points out 
does not t the two 1 Kings 21 references involving Ahab and Naboth, as 
there is no evidence of deceit being involved. It is not surprising, there-
fore, that Thomas’s view appears to have gained little support, though E. 
Ullendorff27 seems to accept it. Nevertheless, J.C. Green eld28 agreed 
with Thomas that the translation ‘to sell oneself [to do evil]’ is prob-
lematic, but preferred to translate ‘to take counsel to do evil’, seeing mkr 
II as cognate with the root mlk, ‘to counsel’, which is attested in Akkad-
ian, Aramaic and Hebrew (in Biblical Hebrew only in Neh. 5.7, but 
frequently in Mishnaic Hebrew). This suggestion, however, has the 
double disadvantage of presupposing the occurrence of both a metathesis 
and a change of a lamedh into a resh. 
 
 

ml’ (piel), ‘to Assemble Together’ (Jeremiah 4.5) 
 
Jeremiah 4.5 has traditionally been rendered, ‘Blow the trumpet through 
the land; cry aloud and say, “Assemble and let us go into the forti ed 
cities” ’ (cf. RSV). Here ‘cry aloud’ renders qire’û male’û, the two impera-
tives being regarded as an asyndetous construction, and we are to under-
stand that qôl, ‘voice’ is implied following male’û, literally ‘make full 
(the voice)’. Winton Thomas,29 however, put forward a new proposal that 
male’û is to be rendered ‘assemble together’. He points out various pieces 
of evidence, including the fact that the hithpael of ml’ is agreed to mean 
‘mass together’ in Job 16.10 and that in Isa. 31.4 mel ’ r ‘îm clearly 
refers to ‘a mass, multitude of shepherds’, comparable to the Arabic noun 
mala’, ‘assembly’. Moreover, Thomas thinks the verb ml’ here is a 
technical military term implying mobilization of forces. 
  

 
 26. Emerton, ‘The Work of David Winton Thomas as a Hebrew Scholar’, p. 300. It 
may be also pointed out that there is nothing to speci cally suggest deceit in the Hebrew 
of Ecclus 47.24, where Thomas similarly found this new meaning. Here it is said of 
Israel, wtgdl ’tm m’d lkl r h htmkrw, which is most naturally rendered, ‘their sin 
increased greatly, they sold themselves to every evil’. 
 27. Ullendorff, ‘The Contribution of South Semitics to Hebrew Lexicography’, 
p. 194. 
 28. J.C. Green eld, ‘Etymological Semantics’, ZAH 6 (1993), pp. 26-37 (32-33), 
reprinted in Paul, Stone and Pinnick (eds.), Al kanfei yonah, II, pp. 821-32 (827-28). 
 29. D.W. Thomas, ‘  in Jeremiah iv 5: A Military Term’, JJS 3 (1952), pp. 47-52 
[= no. 39 below]. 
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 Thomas’s new proposal has gained some support, for example, from 
the NEB (‘sound the muster’), NAB (‘summon the recruits!’) and W.L. 
Holladay30 (‘form up’). J.A. Emerton,31 while not being certain, never-
theless feels Thomas has made a good case, and D.R. Jones32 also feels 
his proposal is possible, and although W. McKane33 prefers the traditional 
rendering, he does not totally rule out that Thomas might be right.  
 My own view is that Thomas is probably right in rejecting the view 
that qire’û male’û means ‘cry aloud’ and preferring to see male’û as a 
verb parallel in meaning to h ’ sepû, ‘gather together’. Thus, on the one 
hand, the closest alleged parallel to the former meaning in Jer. 12.6 has 
q re’û ’a areyk  m l ’, ‘they are in full cry after you’, m l ’ being an 
adjective rather than a verb (though Thomas interprets this passage 
differently), and on the other hand there is suf cient evidence, as noted 
by Thomas (see above), to suggest that the verb ml’ (piel), literally ‘ ll’, 
was capable of meaning something like ‘assemble, amass, mass together’. 
This seems likely in Jer. 4.5, where it forms a reasonable parallel to ’sp 
(niphal), ‘gather together’. (Interestingly, the AV already rendered ‘gather 
together’.) On the other hand, I feel doubtful whether Thomas is right in 
understanding male’û in Jer. 4.5 to be a technical military term implying 
mobilization of forces. The context in Jer. 4.5-6 makes it clear that the 
prophet is speaking of the people of the land coming together to ee for 
safety to the forti ed cities in the face of the coming judgment, not 
actually mobilizing themselves for battle.  
 
 

n m, ‘to Breathe’ (Job 16.2; 21.34; Zechariah 10.2 [piel]; 
Genesis 27.42 [hithpael]) 

 
Thomas noted with regard to the Hebrew verb n m (piel), ‘to comfort’, 
that the Arabic cognate na ama means ‘to breathe pantingly or hard’ (of a 
horse), and he believed that G. Dalman was probably right in thinking 
that the Syriac root n m originally meant ‘to draw a deep breath (of 
relief), breathe again’, and that the meaning ‘to comfort’ derived from 
this. Thomas argued that the original meaning of the verb is re ected in 

 
 30. W.L. Holladay, Jeremiah (2 vols.; Hermeneia; Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 
1986–89 [1986]), I, pp. 140, 152. 
 31. Emerton, ‘The Work of David Winton Thomas as a Hebrew Scholar’, p. 299. 
 32. D.R. Jones, Jeremiah (NCB; London: Marshall Pickering, and Grand Rapids, 
MI: W.B. Eerdmans, 1992), p. 110. 
 33. W. McKane, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on Jeremiah (2 vols.; ICC; 
Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1986–96 [1986]), I, p. 91. 
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four passages of the Hebrew Bible where n m occurs, namely Job 16.2, 
21.34, Zech. 10.2 (piel) and Gen. 27.42 (hithpael).34 
 Job 16.2 contains words of Job addressed to his three friends which 
have traditionally and famously been rendered ‘miserable comforters 
(mena amê ‘ m l) are you all’. Again, Job 21.34 also contains words of 
Job to his three friends and he is similarly generally understood to say, 
‘How then will you comfort me with empty nothings (tena amûnî h bel)? 
There is nothing left of your answers but falsehood.’ However, in the 
light of the underlying postulated root meaning, Thomas prefers to render 
mena amê ‘ m l in Job 16.2 not as ‘miserable comforters’ but rather as 
‘breathers out of trouble’, that is, mischief-makers. Likewise in Job 21.34 
he translates ‘How do ye breathe mere breath at me!’ (also taking h bel in 
its literal meaning of ‘breath’), that is, they are ‘windbags’. However, it 
does not seem likely that Thomas is correct. Not only is it a fact that all 
the other instances of n m (piel) in Job clearly mean ‘comfort’ in view of 
their contexts (Job 2.11; 7.13; 29.25; 42.11), but in Job 2.11 this verb is 
speci cally used with regard to what Job’s three friends were supposed to 
be doing when they came to see him: ‘They made an appointment 
together to come to condole with him and comfort him (ûlena amô)’. It is 
entirely natural, therefore, to suppose that this is also the sense intended 
by n m in Job 16.2 and 21.34.35 
 Now interestingly, the same phrase as in Job 21.34 occurs also in Zech. 
10.2, where having said that ‘the teraphim utter nonsense, and the 
diviners see lies’, the prophet goes on to declare that ‘the dreamers tell 
false dreams, and hebel yena amûn’, traditionally rendered as ‘give empty 
consolation’. However, in Job 21.34 Thomas wishes to translate ‘they 
breathe mere breath’, that is, they talk nonsense. Since, however, it has 
been shown that the same phrase in Job 21.34 refers to comforting in 
vain, this must surely also be the case in Zech. 10.2. Moreover, such a 
view makes excellent sense in the light of the parallelism, since the 
reference there to the dreamers telling false dreams presumably implies 

 
 34. D.W. Thomas, ‘A Note on the Hebrew Root ’, ExpTim 44 (1933), pp. 191-92 
[= no. 40 below]; ‘Job’s “Comforters” ’, Durham University Journal 28 (1933), pp. 276-
77 [= no. 41 below]; ‘A Note on the Meaning of  in Genesis xxvii.42’, ExpTim 51 
(1940), p. 252 [= no. 42 below]. Cf. D.W. Thomas, ‘A Study in Hebrew Synonyms: 
Verbs Signifying “to Breathe” ’, Zeitschrift für Semitistik und verwandte Gebiete 10 
(1935), pp. 311-14 [= no. 43 below]. 
 35. D.J.A. Clines, Job 1–20 (WBC, 17; Dallas, TX: Word Books, 1989), p. 369, 
already noted this with regard to Job 16.2, but the same point occurred to me 
independently. 
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that their visions of hope fail to come to pass, with the result that they 
disappoint and fail to comfort. 
 There is one nal place where Thomas rejects the traditional rendering 
of n m, namely Gen. 27.42. Here the verb is in the hithpael, which 
characteristically means ‘to comfort oneself’, and the words of Rebekah 
to Jacob have traditionally been translated, ‘…Your brother Esau is 
consoling himself with regard to you (mitna m lek ) [intending] to kill 
you’. Thomas, however, wishes to render rather, ‘…Your brother Esau is 
breathing pantingly for (after) you to kill you’. But in the light of both the 
well-attested meaning ‘comfort’ and the absence of support for Thomas’s 
understanding elsewhere, noted above, there is every reason to retain the 
traditional rendering in this passage too. It should be observed that the 
hithpael of n m is similarly attested of someone in the context of taking 
vengeance, seemingly referring to the satisfaction gained thereby, in two 
other passages (Isa. 1.24; Ezek. 5.13). 
 
 

n‘r (niphal), ‘to Show Oneself Angry’ (Judges 16.20) 
 
In the account of Samson and Delilah in Judg. 16.20 Thomas argued that 
we should render Samson’s words as ‘I will go out as at other times and 
show myself angry (’inn ‘ r)’, taking the niphal of n‘r as cognate with 
the Arabic verb na ara, ‘to boil, be in violent commotion, be very 
angry’.36 However, there are objections to Thomas’s proposal. First, it 
should be noted that whatever the niphal of n‘r means, it has to be 
equivalent to what Samson has done on the previous occasions recounted 
(kepa‘am bepa‘am, Judg. 16.20) However, not a word has been said 
previously about Samson getting angry but only about him getting free 
from his situations. Secondly, as in some of Thomas’s other proposals, 
the required meaning is attested only in Arabic. Most likely the traditional 
rendering ‘shake free’ should be retained. The closest parallel appears to 
be in Isa. 52.1, where the hithpael of n‘r is used of Israel’s shaking off the 
dust, which in the context refers to its being liberated from captivity. 
Thomas claims that Samson had not been bound on this occasion, so 
shaking himself free would be irrelevant. This, however, appears to be 
mistaken, since Judg. 16.19 speci cally states that on this occasion, 
following the cutting of Samson’s hair, Delilah began to subdue him 
(le‘ann tô), a verb previously used with this meaning in vv. 5 and 6 in 
connection with Samson’s being bound (root ’sr; cf. Ps. 105.18 of 

 
 36. D.W. Thomas, ‘A Note on the Hebrew Text of Judges 16,20’, AfO 10 (1935), pp. 
162-63 [= no. 44 below]. Cf. Lane, Arabic–English Lexicon, VIII, p. 2817. 
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Joseph’s fetters).37 There is every likelihood, therefore, that Thomas’s 
proposal is to be rejected and that we should continue to maintain the 
traditional understanding. 
 
 

s r (pealal), ‘to Be Bewitched’ (Psalms 38.11 [ET 10]) 
 
In Ps. 38.11 (ET 10) libbî se ar ar is normally translated as ‘my heart 
palpitates/throbs’ or the like, se ar ar being taken as the pealal of s r, 
meaning ‘to go around’, hence ‘to palpitate’. Thomas,38 however, argued 
rather for the translation ‘My mind is bewitched’. He connects the 
Hebrew root s r here with Akkadian sa ru and Arabic sa ara, ‘to 
enchant’, noting that this root had already been detected in Isa. 47.15, 
with s arayik being translated as ‘your sorcerers’. This rendering in Isa. 
47.15 has indeed been followed by many scholars.39 However, although 
the root s r in Isa. 47.15 does most naturally refer back to the magicians 
who have been alluded to in the previous verses, it must be noted that 
another Hebrew root starting with a different sibilant is widely accepted 
to be cognate with Akkadian sa ru only a few verses earlier in Isa. 
47.11 (‘But evil shall come upon you, which you cannot charm away’). 
The MT here has a r h—often emended to a ar h—with the letter 
shin, making it unlikely that the prophet would use the same verb with a 
different sibilant in v. 15. As a matter of fact, the Akkadian letter s does 
not normally correspond to Hebrew shin but rather to sin or samekh, 
making it likely that we should actually read a ar h in v. 11. As for 
v. 15, most naturally we should follow the many Bible translations and 
scholars that render,40 ‘Such are those with whom you have laboured, who 
have traf cked with you from your youth’. This gives the root s r its 
normal meaning in Hebrew, which also has the support of the ancient 
Versions. Moreover, the root s r is found elsewhere in Deutero-Isaiah in 
Isa. 45.14 in the form of the noun ‘merchandise’, where it appears parallel 
 
 37. Some scholars emend watt el le annôtô, ‘and she began to subdue him’, to 
wayy el l nôt, ‘and he began to be weakened’, on the basis of LXXAL but the active 
form is supported by v. 6. 
 38. D.W. Thomas, ‘A Note on   in Psalm xxxviii 11’, JTS 40 (1939), 
pp. 390-91 [= no. 45 below]. 
 39. E.g. G.R. Driver, ‘Linguistic and Textual Problems: Isaiah xl-lxvi’, JTS 36 
(1935), pp. 396-406 (400-401); Whybray, Isaiah 40–66 (NCB; Oliphants, 1975), p. 125; 
Baltzer, Deutero-Isaiah, p. 275; Goldingay and Payne, A Critical and Exegetical 
Commentary on Isaiah 40–55, II, p. 112; KB and HALAT (ET HALOT). 
 40. E.g. C.R. North, The Second Isaiah (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1964), pp. 169, 
173; RV, RSV, NRSV, NJPSV, NIV. J. Blenkinsopp, Isaiah 1–39 (AB, 19; New York: 
Doubleday, 2000), p. 278, speaks of double entendre here. 
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with a noun from the root yg‘, ‘to toil’, just as s r in Isa. 47.15 is associ-
ated with the verb yg‘, ‘to toil, labour’. This point, which I have not seen 
made before, surely clinches the argument. The reference to traf cking 
will then be to the money-making associated with the various types of 
sorcerers proffering their services. It is not impossible that there is also 
word play here with the root alluded to above which is attested in v. 11 
(cf. the remark of Blenkinsopp in n. 40). 
 The case for a Hebrew verb s r, ‘to bewitch’, is thus not fully made out 
and there is even less reason to postulate this meaning for se ar ar in Ps. 
38.11 (ET 10). The normal translation ‘palpitates, throbs’, which makes 
excellent sense, may be maintained and seems to be universally followed. 
Thomas’s view seems to have gained no support, not even in the NEB.  
 
 

‘qd (piel),‘to Divine’ (1 Samuel 2.5) 
 
Part of the second line of Isa. 2.6 is widely believed to be corrupt. The 
MT reads, kî m le’û miqqedem we‘ nenîm kappeli tîm, ‘For they are full 
from the east (miqqedem), and soothsayers like the Philistines…’41 Both 
Qumran Isaiah scrolls, 1QIsaa and 1QIsab, and all the ancient Versions 
imply the same Hebrew text. Winton Thomas42 argued that the Hebrew 
verb ‘qd, elsewhere attested with the meaning ‘to bind’ (cf. Gen. 22.9), 
could mean ‘to divine’ in the piel, thus reading me‘aqedîm, ‘diviners’, 
instead of miqqedem, ‘from the east’, in Isa. 2.6. He argued for this on the 
basis of Arabic ‘aqada, ‘to tie’, from which were derived mu‘aqqid, 
‘enchanter, charmer’, and ‘ qid t, ‘witches’.43 This was an ingenious 
suggestion, since graphically the consonantal text of miqqedem and 
me‘aqedîm are close. However, this particular meaning is only a secondary 
meaning of the Arabic. Moreover, other plausible suggestions have been 
made which avoid creating an otherwise unknown meaning for a Hebrew 
 
 41. Watts curiously prefers to retain the MT and this translation, though it does not 
make sense. 
 42. D.W. Thomas, ‘A Lost Hebrew Word in Isaiah ii. 6’, JTS NS 13 (1962), pp. 323-
24 [= no. 46 below]. Shortly afterwards, Thomas published another article on this verse, 
‘The Text of Jesaia II 6 and the Word ’, ZAW 75 (NF 34, 1963), pp. 88-90 [= no. 47 
below]. Here he plausibly argued that the verb ya pîqû means ‘they abound’ (cf. the 
parallel m le’û, ‘they are full of’), but in my view more questionably saw both ‘like the 
Philistines’ and ‘with the children of foreigners’ as later glosses. For a full discussion of 
this latter passage see H.G.M. Williamson, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on 
Isaiah 1–27. I. Commentary on Isaiah 1–5 (ICC; London: T. & T. Clark, 2006), pp. 193-
94. 
 43. Cf. Lane, Arabic–English Lexicon, pp. 2104-2107; Hava, Arabic–English Diction-
ary, p. 487; de Biberstein Kazimirski, Dictionnaire arabe–français, II, pp. 311-14. 
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word. Thus, because of the poetic parallelism with ‘soothsayers’ 
(‘ nenîm), who either as ‘ nenîm or me‘ nenîm are mentioned closely 
alongside q semîm in Deut. 18.10, 14 and Jer. 27.9, and because of the 
relatively close graphic similarity to miqqedem, most scholars plausibly 
conjecture that we should envisage either miqs m (or less likely, qesem), 
‘divination’, or q semîm, ‘diviners’, as having originally been in the text, 
either instead of miqqedem (cf. JB, NAB, H.G.M. Williamson44) or as 
an additional word prior to miqqedem that later fell out of the text (cf. 
Wildberger, Clements, Blenkinsopp, Childs, RSV, NRSV, ‘diviners’; NIV, 
‘superstitions’).45 Since miqs m, ‘divination’ is graphically the closest to 
miqqedem, the original text probably read either ‘For they are full of 
divination from the east, and soothsayers like the Philistines’ or ‘For they 
are full of divination, and soothsayers like the Philistines’. Of these two 
broad possibilities, it might be argued in favour of the former that there 
are two other occasions, both in Isaiah, where ‘Philistines’ and miqqedem, 
‘from the east’, appear in parallel parts of a poetic verse (Isa. 9.11 [ET 
12]; 11.14).46 However, on balance, in favour of the latter it seems to me 
more likely that it was the very presence of ‘Philistines’ that led to 
miqs m becoming corrupted to miqqedem by way of parallel.47 
 
 

‘ h, ‘to Cover’ (Genesis 6.14; Numbers 15.24, etc.) 
and ‘to Turn’ (Ruth 2.19; 1 Samuel 14.32) 

 
Winton Thomas wrote an article in which he argued that the verb ‘ h, 
normally meaning ‘to do’ or ‘to make’, is also capable of meaning ‘to 
cover’ and ‘to turn’ in a minority of cases, and is there cognate with the 
 
 44. Williamson, Isaiah 1–5, pp. 189, 191-92, prefers miqs m, probably rightly. 
 45. Wildberger, Jesaja Kapiel 1–12, pp. 91, 93, ET Isaiah 1–12, pp. 97, 99; R.E. 
Clements, Isaiah 1–39 (NCB; London: Marshall, Morgan & Scott, 1980), pp. 43-44; 
Blenkinsopp, Isaiah 1–39, pp. 192-93; B.S. Childs, Isaiah (Louisville: Westminster John 
Knox, 2001), pp. 23, 27. 
 46. Incidentally, this is also an argument against the little-followed view (but cf. NJB 
and P. Auvray, Isaïe 1–39 [Sources bibliques; Paris: Gabalda, 1972], p. 54, following 
LXX) which takes miqqedem in Isa. 2.6 in its other meaning of ‘from of old’. Another 
objection to this latter view is that it would require deletion of the waw found in all 
Hebrew manuscripts before nenîm, ‘soothsayers’. 
 47. Williamson, Isaiah 1–5, pp. 192-93, emends kappeli tîm, ‘like the Philistines’, to 
ka pîm, ‘sorcerers’, and thinks that miqs m, ‘divination’, was corrupted to miqqedem, 
‘from the east’, after this corruption took place. However, it seems to me more likely 
that kappeli tîm was original, thus encouraging the corruption of miqs m to miqqedem 
by way of parallel. Contra Williamson, I think 2 Kgs 1 does suggest a special concern of 
the Philistines with divination, since here an Israelite king, Ahaziah, actually feels bound 
to consult a god of Ekron in Philistia rather than a deity in Israel. 
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Arabic verbs a  and ‘a  respectively.48 The instances of the former are 
in Gen. 6.14; Num. 15.24; Isa. 32.6; Ezek. 17.17; Obad. 6; Pss. 9.16 [ET 
15]; 139.15; Prov. 13.16; 26.28; Job 15.27, and for the latter in Ruth 2.19; 
1 Sam. 14.32; 1 Kgs 20.40; Job 23.9; 1 Chron. 4.10 respectively. I will 
not go through all these alleged examples one by one here, but will 
merely say that, having analysed them all, I do not nd any of them really 
compelling. 
 
 

l  (hiphil), ‘to Pactise Deceit’ 
(Daniel 8.25; Contrast Jer. 5.28) 

 
In 1945 Winton Thomas published a short article on Jer. 5.28.49 However, 
contrary to what one might imagine, he did not offer a new philological 
solution to a problem in that verse but was rather responding to an even 
briefer article on Jer. 5.28 by T.H. Gaster,50 which did offer a new 
philological proposal. In this verse the prophet is complaining about the 
failure of the powerful to ensure justice among the poor and needy, and 
declares that they do not make the cause of the orphan prosper. Gaster 
proposed seeing not the common Hebrew verb meaning ‘to be successful, 
prosper’ here but rather a homonym cognate with the Ethiopic verb 
al awa, ‘to deceive, defraud, cheat’. He thus translated the passage as 

‘In the case of the fatherless they cheat, and mete out no justice to the 
poor’. Thomas, however, pointed out that it was perfectly possible to 
make sense of the passage on the assumption that we have here the verb 
l , ‘to be successful, prosper’, rendering ‘They defend not the right, the 

right of the fatherless, that they may prosper; and the cause of the needy 
they do not judge’. Thomas notes that the subject of this verb could be 
either the wicked, referring to their gaining an unfair advantage, or the 
fatherless, referring to their being successful in their cause. Most assume 
the latter to be the case. 
 However, having rightly made this point, Thomas tentatively suggested 
that there might nevertheless exist a Hebrew cognate of the Ethiopic verb 
in Dan. 8.25, where the object of the verb hi lîa  is mirmâ, ‘deceit’, so 
that wehi lîa  mirmâ, referring to Antiochus IV Epiphanes, might be 
translated ‘he shall practise deceit’ (lit. ‘he shall deceive with deceit’) 
rather than the generally accepted ‘he shall cause treachery to prosper’. 

 
 48. D.W. Thomas, ‘Translating Hebrew s h’, BT 17 (1966), pp. 190-93 [= no. 48 
below]. 
 49. D.W. Thomas. ‘Jeremiah v. 28’, ExpTim 57 (1945), pp. 54-55 [= no. 49 below]. 
 50. T.H. Gaster, ‘Jeremiah v. 28’, ExpTim 56 (1944), p. 54. 
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One may rightly feel, however, that it is safer to accept the presence of 
the well-known Hebrew verb here when this makes perfectly good sense, 
rather than create an entirely new meaning on the basis of a verb attested 
only in Ethiopic. 
 
 

n‘, ‘to Act Prudently, Carefully, Wisely’ 
(Micah 6.8; cf. Proverbs 11.2) 

 
In the Hebrew Bible the root n‘ occurs only twice, in Prov. 11.2 and Mic. 
6.8, but it is also found four times in Ecclesiasticus and three times in the 
Qumran Community Rule. Proverbs 11.2 has traditionally been rendered, 
‘When pride comes, then comes disgrace, but with the humble ( enû‘îm) 
is wisdom’ (e.g. RSV). Similarly, Mic. 6.8, famous for being regarded as 
a succinct summary of prophetic religion (or, at any rate, a liberal 
Protestant interpretation of it!), has traditionally been translated, ‘He has 
showed you, O man, what is good; and what does the Lord require of you 
but to do justice, and to love kindness, and to walk humbly (ha n a‘) with 
your God?’ (e.g. RSV). However, if one looks at commentaries on the 
book of Micah as well as discussions devoted to this root over the last 
half century and more,51 one notes that it is now widely accepted that a 

 
 51. Subsequent to D.W. Thomas’s article (see next footnote), cf. J.P. Hyatt, ‘On the 
Meaning and Origin of Micah 6:8’, AThR 34 (1952-53), pp. 232-39; H.-J. Stoebe, ‘Und 
demütig vor deinem Gott: Micha 6, 8’, in C. Maurer (ed.), Wort und Dienst. Jahrbuch 
der Theologischen Schule Bethel als Festschrift für P.D. Wilhelm Brandt zum 65. 
Geburtstag 6 (1959), pp. 180-94 (I am indebted to Professor Christoph Bultmann for 
kindly sending me a copy of this work); T. Lescow, Micha 6,6-8: Studien zu Sprache, 
Form und Auslegung (Stuttgart: Calwer Verlag, 1966), p. 56. The attempt of S. Dawes, 
‘Walking Humbly: Micah 6:8 Revisited’, SJT 41 (1988), pp. 331-39, to defend the 
traditional rendering ‘humbly’ is unconvincing. Commentators following the new 
understanding include W. Rudolph, Micha–Nahum–Habakuk–Zephanja (KAT, 13.3; 
Gütersloh: Gerd Mohn, 1975), p. 107; L.C. Allen, The Books of Joel, Obadiah, Jonah 
and Micah (NICOT; London: Hodder & Stoughton, 1976), p. 363; A.S. van der Woude, 
Micha (De Prediking van het Oude Testament; Nijkerk: G.F. Callenbach, 1977), p. 219; 
B. Renaud, La formation du livre de Michée: tradition et actualisation (EBib; Paris: 
J. Gabalda, 1977), pp. 299-300; H.W. Wolff, Dodekapropheton 4: Micha (BKAT, 
14.4; Neukirchen–Vluyn: Neukirchener Verlag, 1982), pp. 137, 155-56, ET Micah: A 
Commentary (trans. G. Stansell; Minneapolis: Augsburg Fortress, 1990), pp. 164, 181-
82; D.R. Hillers, Micah (Hermeneia; Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1984), pp. 75 and 76 
note t; F.I. Andersen and D.N. Freedman, Micah: A New Translation with Introduction 
and Commentary (AB, 24E; New York: Doubleday, 2000), p. 530, appear to support a 
rendering like ‘prudently’, ‘thoughtfully’, ‘wisely’ in their discussion, so it is curious 
that in their actual translation they inconsistently render ‘humbly’; B.K. Waltke, A 
Commentary on Micah (Grand Rapids, MI: W.B. Eerdmans, 2007), pp. 343, 364-66; 
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more accurate translation of the hiphil of the root n‘ would be something 
like ‘to act prudently, circumspectly, carefully, attentively, thoughtfully, 
wisely’. Interestingly, so far as I am aware, Thomas’s article on the sub-
ject52 seems to have been the rst work that drew attention to this fact.  
 Part of Thomas’s evidence for the meaning of the root n‘ comes from 
Ecclesiasticus, where we nd two instances of the hiphil of n‘ (Ecclus 
16.25; 35.3 [LXX 32.3]), comparable to Mic. 6.8, and two of the passive 
qal form nûa‘ (Ecclus 34.22 [LXX 31.22]; 42.8), comparable to Prov. 
11.2. 
 In Ecclus 16.25 Thomas renders: 
 

I will pour out my spirit in due measure, 
And with due care (ûbeha n a‘) will I show my knowledge.  

 
The word ûbeha n a‘ here stands parallel to ‘in due measure’ (bemi q l), 
thus requiring a translation such as Thomas gives; the LXX likewise has 
en akribeia, ‘with exactness, precision’. Clearly ‘in humility’ would be 
inappropriate here. 
 The other most obvious example with regard to the meaning of this 
root in Ecclesiasticus is Ecclus 42.8, where nûa‘ stands parallel to 
z hîr, ‘careful’. Thomas translates: 
 

And so thou shalt be truly careful, 
And a discreet man (we’î  nûa‘) before all living. 

 
Again, the translation ‘humble’ would not be so appropriate. 
 Comparable meanings should therefore be given to the other examples 
of this root in Ecclesiasticus. In Ecclus 35.3 (LXX 32.3) Thomas renders: 
 

Speak, old man, for it becomes thee, 
Being careful as to the sense (weha n a‘ ekel), and hinder not song.  

 

 
Jörg Jeremias, Die Propheten Joel, Obadja, Jona, Micha (ATD, 24.3; Göttingen: 
Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2007), pp. 198, 204. The only recent major commentary 
which I have seen that rejects the newer interpretation is W. McKane, Micah: Introduc-
tion and Commentary (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1998), pp. 187-89, 191, who argues 
for modestly/humbly (though preferring the rendering ‘modestly’ because he says 
‘humbly’ is suggestive of humbug!). Both KB and HALAT (ET HALOT) support 
Thomas’s proposal; similarly NEB, which renders ‘wisely’ in Mic. 6.8 and NJPSV margin 
has ‘prudent’, but other modern English Bible translations tend to favour ‘humbly’ (cf. 
NJPSV ‘modestly’), probably in deference to the fact that this traditional rendering is so 
well known. 
 52. D.W. Thomas, ‘The Root  in Hebrew, and the Meaning of  in Malachi 
iii, 14’, JJS 1 (1948–49), pp. 182-88 (see 182-86) [= no. 50 below]. 
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For ha n a‘ kl the LXX has en akribei epist m i, ‘with exact (or 
accurate) knowledge’. Finally, in Ecclus 34.22 (LXX 31.22) Thomas 
likewise translates: 
 

In all thy works be careful ( nua‘ )  
And no trouble shall touch thee. 

 
Further evidence in support of Thomas’s view and against the translation 
‘humble, humbly’ has emerged subsequent to the time he wrote his article 
from study of the Dead Sea Scrolls, where the expression ha n a‘ leket 
occurs three times in the Community Rule (1QS 4.5; 5.4; 8.2) in lists of 
ethical qualities. In the rst two lists a word for ‘humility’ (‘ 

an wâ) 
already occurs (1QS 4.3; 5.3), suggesting that ‘walking humbly’ is not 
what ha n a‘ leket means.53  
 With regard to nûa‘ Thomas believes that the meaning ‘humble’ may 
have come about as a secondary development, humility being the 
appropriate reaction of one who is circumspect towards God. Thomas 
therefore did not dissent from the traditional rendering of Prov. 11.2: 
 

When pride comes, then comes disgrace, 
but with the humble is wisdom. 

 
However, I would argue that the contrast between z dôn, ‘pride’, and 

enû‘îm need not require the directly opposite translation ‘humble’ for the 
latter. Some such rendering as ‘prudent’, suggested by the later wisdom 
passages in Ecclesiasticus and other evidence (considered above), would 
be equally acceptable. Such a conclusion is supported by Prov. 13.10, 
another proverbial passage involving z dôn: 
 

By insolence (bez dôn) the heedless make strife, 
but with those who take advice (nô‘ îm)54 is wisdom.  

 
‘Taking advice’ may be regarded as a part of what circumspect and 
prudent behaviour requires (cf. Lk. 14.31), and since ‘pride’ and ‘inso-
lence’ are not so different in meaning, the parallelism between ‘insolence’ 
and ‘those who take advice’ in Prov. 13.10 would lend support to the idea 
that ‘pride’ and ‘the prudent’ could stand in opposition in Prov. 11.2. 
  In order to account for the meaning ‘circumspect, prudent’ for the 
Hebrew root n‘ Thomas proposed that it was cognate with Jewish 
Aramaic and Mishnaic Hebrew n‘ meaning ‘to guard, hold back’. To be 

 
 53. Cf. Hyatt, ‘On the Meaning and Origin of Micah 6:8’, p. 237; Stoebe, ‘Und 
demütig vor deinem Gott: Micha 6, 8’, p. 193. 
 54. The proposal has occasionally been made that we should here emend nô îm to 

enû îm, but this is without support and unnecessary. 
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guarded is to be circumspect and prudent, and similarly to act guardedly 
is to act circumspectly and prudently. Such an explanation of the origin of 
the root is quite possible. However, as J.A. Emerton has pointed out,55 it is 
more open to question when Thomas wishes to associate the Biblical 
Hebrew root also with Epigraphic South Arabian n‘ and Ethiopic an‘a, 
‘to strengthen’.  
 Finally, it should be observed that Thomas notes that there is versional 
support for his proposal. Signi cantly, not one of the ancient Versions 
renders ha n a‘ in Mic. 6.8 by ‘humbly’, whereas support for Thomas’s 
proposal is found in Quinta’s phrontizein, ‘consider, re ect, pay 
attention’, and the Vulgate’s sollicitum, ‘carefully, punctiliously’.56 He 
also claims that the LXX’s rendering hetoimon einai, ‘to be ready’ 
(similarly Peshitta), might be explained on the basis of his etymological 
proposal, since one who is ‘on guard’ is ready for action. 
 
 

dd (piel), ‘to Expel’ (Proverbs 19.26) 
 
Proverbs 19.26 has traditionally been translated in some such way as 
follows: ‘He who does violence to his father and chases away his mother 
is a son who causes shame and brings reproach’ (cf. RSV). The verb 
rendered ‘does violence to’ is me add d (the piel participle of dd). 
Thomas,57 however, has argued that we should relate the verb here to 
Ethiopic sadada, ‘to expel’,58 which would thereby provide an exact 
parallel to yabrîa , ‘chases away’. 
 Although we cannot categorically disprove Thomas’s suggestion, and 
it was perhaps worth putting forward as a possibility, it has gained only a 
little support,59 and most seem rightly to reject it as unnecessary. The verb 

 
 55. Emerton, ‘The Work of David Winton Thomas as a Hebrew Scholar’, pp. 297-98. 
 56. Jeremias, Die Propheten Joel, Obadja, Jona, Micha, p. 204, is mistaken in 
saying that the Vulgate translates as ‘humbly’. 
 57. Thomas, ‘Textual and Philological Notes on Some Passages in the Book of 
Proverbs’, in Noth and Thomas (eds.), Wisdom in Israel and in the Ancient Near East, 
p. 289. 
 58. Dillmann, Lexicon Linguae Aethiopicae, col. 396. Incidentally, Whybray, 
Proverbs, p. 286, mistakenly says that Thomas appeals to an Arabic verb sadada mean-
ing ‘to expel’. Further, as Kevin Cathcart kindly points out to me, Thomas failed to note 
that, in addition to other meanings, the Akkadian verb ad du can mean ‘to drag down, 
carry away’ and ‘to remove a person forcibly to another place’, which are somewhat 
similar; see CAD, XVII ( /1), pp. 25-27. 
 59. Thomas’s view appears to be followed by the REB, and E. Ben Zvi, A Historical-
Critical Study of the Book of Zephaniah (BZAW, 198; Berlin: W. de Gruyter, 1991), p. 
436, thinks it is possible. 
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dd is well attested in the sense of ‘despoil, devastate, maltreat’, and the 
one other occurrence of the piel of this verb in the Old Testament (clearly 
with this meaning) is also to be found in the book of Proverbs, namely 
Prov. 24.15. Though not exact, this sense provides a suf ciently good 
parallel to yabrîa , ‘chase away’, to make it unnecessary to envisage an 
otherwise unattested meaning here. Thomas fails, in fact, to point out that 
the Ethiopic verb sadada, to which he appeals for his new meaning, is 
actually cognate with Hebrew dd, ‘to despoil, devastate, maltreat’ (as 
BDB notes), so even if we were to follow Thomas’s view it would not be 
a case of envisaging a totally different root but rather a particular nuance 
of meaning in the already well-known verb. Further, it should be noted 
that the ancient Versions all support the traditional rendering of dd here. 
 In a separate, later article,60 Thomas drew attention to Zeph. 2.4, ‘For 
Gaza shall be deserted, and Ashkelon shall become a devastation; 
Ashdod’s people shall be driven out at noon, and Ekron shall be 
uprooted’. It will be noted that there are two genuine word plays here, 
namely in the case of the rst and last mentioned Gaza (‘azzâ ‘ 

azûbâ) and 
Ekron (we‘eqrôn t ‘ q r); in the case of Ashkelon (we’a qelôn li em mâ) 
and Ashdod (’a dôd…yeg re ûh ) there is only one letter, shin, in 
common between the place name and the verb. However, in the case of 
Ashdod, which is to be driven out (root gr ), Thomas suggests that 
yeg re ûh  could be a deliberate pun on the name of Ashdod if the latter 
was associated with the meaning ‘to expel, drive away’. Thomas is right 
that we should not emend yeg re ûh  in order to gain closer connection 
with the name Ashdod, as the MT is supported by the ancient Versions. 
However, the suggestion of a pun here is very problematic, since, as has 
already been seen above, the very existence of Hebrew dd in the sense of 
‘to expel’ is questionable. 
 
 

nh, ‘to Be High, Exalted’ (Proverbs 5.9; 24.21-22, etc.) 
 
The Hebrew verb nh normally means ‘to change’, but Thomas has 
plausibly argued that there is another root nâ with the meaning ‘to 
be high, exalted’. This meaning is attested for the Arabic verb saniya 
and there is also in Syriac a noun an ’, ‘sublimity, majesty, great 
honour’. The existence of this root in Ugaritic is debated. It is now widely 
agreed that El’s epithet ab nm means ‘Father of years’ rather than 

 
 60. D.W. Thomas, ‘A Pun on the Name Ashdod in Zephaniah ii.4’, ExpTim 74 
(1962), p. 63 [= no. 51 below]. 
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‘Father of exalted ones’, which was once sometimes suggested,61 and 
G.R. Driver’s rendering of nt as ‘loftiness’62 in KTU 1.16.VI.58 is 
plausible but uncertain. 
 In his rst contribution to the subject63 Thomas concentrated on Prov. 
24.21-22. The MT reads: 
 

yer ’-’et-Yhwh benî w melek ‘im ônîm ’al tit‘ r b 
kî-pit’ m y qûm ’êd m ûpîd enêhem mî yôd a‘ 

  
Literally this could be rendered: 
 

My son, fear the Lord and the king, 
and do not meddle [or associate] with those who change; 
for disaster from them will rise suddenly, 
and who knows the ruin that will come from them both. 

 
Clearly the rendering ônîm as ‘those who change’ yields poor sense. 
Thomas, however, connected it with his postulated root nh, ‘to be high, 
exalted’. He thus translates: 
 

My son, fear thou the Lord and the king, 
But meddle not with those of high rank.  

 
In the following verse Thomas goes on to emend enêhem, ‘both of them’, 
to ônîm, the same word that appears in v. 21, thus rendering:  
 

For their calamity shall rise suddenly, 
And who knoweth the destruction of those of high rank. 

 
Others who have followed Thomas’s new understanding of the root nh in 
vv. 21-22 include G.R. Driver, L. Kopf and J.A. Emerton, and those who 
follow this meaning in v. 21 only include W. McKane, B.K. Waltke, NEB, 
REB and HALAT (ET HALOT).64  

 
 61. Primarily by M.H. Pope, El in the Ugaritic Texts (VTSup, 2; Leiden: Brill, 
1955), p. 33. As I note in Day, God’s Con ict, p. 161, there is other evidence showing 
that El was an aged god, thus supporting the traditional rendering ‘father of years’. 
 62. G.R. Driver, Canaanite Myths and Legends (Old Testament Studies, 3; 
Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1956), p. 47. 
 63. D.W. Thomas, ‘The Root  = ÓÄm in Hebrew’, ZAW 52 (1934), pp. 236-38 [= 
no. 52 below]. 
 64. Driver, ‘Problems in the Hebrew Text of Proverbs’, p. 189; McKane, Proverbs, 
pp. 249, 405-406; L. Kopf, ‘Arabische Etymologien und Parallelen zum Bibelwörter-
buch’, VT 9 (1959), pp. 247-87 (280-83); J.A. Emerton, ‘Notes on Some Passages in the 
Book of Proverbs’, JTS NS 20 (1969), pp. 202-20 (209-11); ‘The Work of David Winton 
Thomas as a Hebrew Scholar’, pp. 301-302; Waltke, The Book of Proverbs, Chapters 
15–31, pp. 279-80, 287. It should be noted that in v. 22 Kopf reads enîhem, ‘their high 
rank’. 
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 I would draw attention to the fact that there is an interesting parallel to 
this verse in the Wisdom of Ahiqar which has hitherto gone unnoticed: 
 

‘m zy rm mnk ’l t‘br bn[ yn] 
 

 Do not be enraged65 in di[spute] with one higher than yourself 
 
This is interesting because rm, ‘high’, is similar in meaning to ônîm, as 
understood by Thomas (‘those who are high’), and moreover, the use of 
the verb t‘br from ‘br, ‘to be enraged’, here perhaps encourages us to read 
tit‘ bb r for MT tit‘ r b in Prov. 24.21. It has often been supposed that 
tit‘ bb r is presupposed in the LXX’s rendering (‘Do not disobey either of 
them’66), and the hithpael of ‘br is also used elsewhere in connection with 
the king in Prov. 20.2: 
 

The dread wrath of a king is like the growling of a lion; 
he who provokes him to anger (mit‘abberâ) forfeits his life. 

 
One might therefore render Prov. 24.21-22 as follows: 
 

My son, fear the Lord and the king, 
and do not provoke to anger those on high; 
for disaster from them will rise suddenly, 
and who knows the ruin that will come from them both [or ‘from those on high’]? 

 
In a further article67 Thomas found several other examples of this root 
in the Hebrew Bible. One of the more plausible is in Prov. 5.9. As 
traditionally rendered, this verse, which advises against consorting with 
the loose woman, reads: ‘lest you give your honour (h dek ) to others 
and your years ( en têk ) to the merciless’. However, ‘years’ provides a 
poor parallel to ‘honour’. On Thomas’s understanding we should read not 
‘your years’ but ‘your dignity’ (whether reading en tek  or en tek ; cf. 
Syriac an ’, ‘sublimity, majesty, great honour’), which provides perfect 
parallelism. Although Thomas does not note it, the theme of forfeit of 
 
 
 65. So A. Cowley, Aramaic Papyri of the Fifth Century B.C. (Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 1923), p. 217, and I. Kottsieper, Die Sprache der A iqarsprüche (BZAW, 194; 
Berlin: W. de Gruyter, 1990), p. 9, but J.M. Lindenberger, The Aramaic Proverbs of 
Ahiqar (The Johns Hopkins Near Eastern Studies; Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 1983), p. 142, reads t bd. 
 66. Fox, Proverbs 10–31, pp. 1040, 1104, goes all the way with the LXX here and 
renders Prov. 24.21 as ‘Fear the Lord, my son, and the king, Do not anger either of 
them’. However, while this provides a nice translation, it may be argued that MT’s ônim 
offers the harder reading, in contrast to enêhem, and should be preferred. 
 67. D.W. Thomas, ‘The Root  = ÓÄm in Hebrew II’, ZAW 55 (1937), pp. 174-76 
[= no. 53 below]. 
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honour for the young man who consorts with the loose woman is attested 
also in Prov. 6.33, ‘Wounds and dishonour will he get, and his disgrace 
will not be wiped away’. The reference to ‘wounds’ here might also be an 
allusion to revenge by the loose woman’s angry husband (cf. Prov. 6.34-
35), who is doubtless also intended by ‘the merciless’ in Prov. 5.9. While 
the latter might inherit the adulterer’s ‘dignity’, it is dif cult to see how 
he could be given his ‘years’. Anyway, Thomas’s translation has been 
followed by such scholars as G.R. Driver, W. McKane, J.A. Emerton, and 
B.K. Waltke68 as well as by the NEB and REB. 
 The Hebrew of Prov. 14.17 reads: qe ar-’appayim ya‘ 

a eh ’iwwelet 
we’î  mezimmôt yi n ’. How is this to be interpreted? There have been 
three main proposals. First, one could retain the MT (with NIV, NJB, NRSV 
and commentators such as O. Plöger, R.N. Whybray, R.E. Murphy, R.J. 
Clifford, B.K. Waltke and M.V. Fox69) and render, ‘One who is quick-
tempered acts foolishly, and the schemer is hated’. This does make sense 
and has the advantage that it gives ’î  mezimmôt the negative meaning it 
has in the one other example of the expression in Prov. 12.2 (cf. too Prov. 
24.8, ba‘al-mezimmôt). It might be argued against this that it results in 
synonymous rather than antithetic parallelism, the latter being particularly 
frequent within Proverbs 10–15. However, synonymous parallelism is 
not unknown in this section of Proverbs, especially Proverbs 14 (cf. 
vv. 13, 19, 26).70 A second proposal is to follow the LXX (cf. RSV, JB, 
C.H. Toy71). This presupposes reading yi ’, ‘bears’, in the sense of ‘is 
patient’, thus resulting in the translation, ‘A man of quick temper acts 
foolishly, but a man of discretion is patient’. A variant of this view 
emends yi n ’, ‘is hated’, to yi ‘ 

an n, ‘remains tranquil’, claiming the 
support of the Peshitta, a view followed by B. Kuhn.72 This rendering 
makes sense and produces antithetic parallelism, which is normal in this 
 
 68. G.R. Driver, ‘Ecclesiasticus: A New Fragment of the Hebrew Text’, ExpTim 49 
(1937), pp. 37-39 (38); McKane, Proverbs, pp. 217, 316; Emerton, ‘The Work of David 
Winton Thomas as a Hebrew Scholar’, p. 302; Waltke, The Book of Proverbs, Chapters 
1–15, pp. 303, 312. Earlier still, in 1913, Ehrlich, Randglossen zur hebräischen Bibel, 
VI, p. 27, had rendered ‘your splendour’, comparing Hebrew nî, ‘scarlet’. 
 69. Plöger, Sprüche Salomos (Proverbia), pp. 166-67; Whybray, Proverbs, p. 218; 
Murphy, Proverbs, pp. 100, 102; Clifford, Proverbs, pp. 141, 145-46; Waltke, The Book 
of Proverbs 1–15, p. 580; Fox, Proverbs 10–31, p. 579 (cf. p. 1002). 
 70. Further, Fox, Proverbs 10–31, p. 579, points out that Prov. 14.17 does 
nevertheless speak of two antithetical types (the short-tempered impulsive person and 
the guarded, scheming individual). 
 71. Toy, Proverbs, p. 294. 
 72. G. Kuhn, Beiträge zur Erläuterung des salomonischen Spruchbuches (BWANT, 
3.16 [57]; Stuttgart: W. Kohlhammer, 1931), p. 33. 
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section of Proverbs, but at the cost of emending the MT and giving ’î  
mezimmôt a different sense from what it has in Prov. 12.2 (cf. 24.8). This 
brings us to the third proposal, made by Winton Thomas,73 emending 
yi n ’ to yi ne’, which is then seen as a variant of yi neh from nh II, 
resulting in a rendering such as ‘Impatience runs into folly; distinction 
comes by careful thought’ (NEB; cf. REB, W. McKane74). This makes 
sense, involves no emendation except of the vocalization and changing 
the letter sin to shin, and it yields antithetic parallelism, which is normal 
in this chapter/section. However, it gives ’î  mezimmôt a different sense 
from what it has in Prov. 12.2. On balance I prefer (1), because of the 
negative sense of mezimmôt elsewhere in Proverbs 10–29 (similarly 
zimmâ in Prov. 10.23; 21.27; 24.9), which tends to tell against (2) and (3).  
 Another passage where Thomas saw this root nh is in Isa. 11.11. The 
MT reads weh yâ bayyôm hahû’ yôsîp ’ad n y nît y dô liqnôt ’et- e’ r 
‘ammô. This has traditionally been rendered, ‘In that day the Lord will set 
his hand yet a second time to recover the remnant which is left of his 
people…’ There are some who still follow such a translation, including a 
majority of modern Bible translations.75 It has to be admitted, though, that 
if this is correct the word order is a little strange and nît seems 
redundant. Before y dô, ‘his hand’, we should more naturally expect a 
verb in the in nitive construct rather than nît. A number of scholars 
have therefore suggested emending nît, ‘second time’, to e’ t, ‘to 
raise’, which makes good sense, and Isa. 49.22 has been compared.76 
Winton Thomas, however, strove to achieve a comparable translation 
with less radical emendation by reading annôt, which he took as the piel 
in nitive construct of nh.77 Opinion is somewhat divided between these 
three possibilities and certainty is not possible. 
 A further passage where Thomas’s interpretation is probably correct 
according to J.A. Emerton,78 this time outside the Bible, is in the Baby-
lonian Talmud in Shabb. 10b, l‘wlm ’l y nh ’dm bnw byn hbnym, which 
Thomas79 renders, ‘Let no man exalt [show special honour to] one son 

 
 73. Thomas, ‘Textual and Philological Notes on Some Passages in the Book of 
Proverbs’, p. 286. 
 74. McKane, Proverbs, pp. 232, 468. 
 75. E.g. RSV, NRSV, JB, NJB, NIV, REB. 
 76. E.g. H.G.M. Williamson, The Book Called Isaiah (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
1994), pp. 250-51. 
 77. Thomas, ‘The Root  = ÓÄm II’, pp. 175-76. 
 78. J.A. Emerton, ‘The Meaning of n ’ in Psalm cxxvii 2’, VT 24 (1974), pp. 15-
31 (27). 
 79. Thomas, ‘The Root  = ÓÄm’, p. 237. 
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above his other children’. Thomas’s rendering makes excellent sense in 
the context. The only thing that gives one cause for caution is the fact that 
this Talmudic reference stands chronologically isolated in that it is 
hundreds of years later than the biblical allusions, and it is not impossible 
that it should be rendered ‘A man should not distinguish (or single out) 
one son among his other sons’, as Marcus Jastrow and I. Epstein sug-
gested.80 Those who adopt this latter translation would maintain that we 
have here an extension of the usual meaning of the piel of nh, ‘to change, 
vary, modify’. 
 J.A. Emerton has also argued for two further instances of the root nh, 
‘to be high’ in the Hebrew Bible which had previously been overlooked. 
The rst is in Ps. 127.2.81 Traditionally this verse has been rendered, ‘It is 
in vain that you rise up early and go late to rest, eating the bread of 
anxious toil; for he gives to his beloved sleep ( n ’)’. However, ‘sleep’ 
certainly seems inappropriate here, as Emerton convincingly demon-
strates. The context provided by the previous lines makes it clear that the 
psalmist is emphasizing that human effort alone is insuf cient and that 
divine help is also essential for complete success in a venture. The 
immediately preceding words, ‘It is in vain that you rise up early and go 
late to rest, eating the bread of anxious toil’, therefore lead one to expect 
that what God gives is what one hopes to achieve as the result of hard 
work. Dahood’s suggestion of ‘prosperity’ (comparing Syriac ayn ’, 
‘prosperity’, and Ethiopic sene’, ‘peace’) was the most appropriate mean-
ing previously proposed,82 but Emerton pointed out that the lack of an 
aleph between the shin and the nun is a disadvantage to this view, since 
the proposed word would be cognate with the Hebrew adjective a’ 

an n 
and noun a’ 

anan. Emerton therefore proposed, on the basis of nh II, that 
we render ‘Surely he gives high estate/honour to him whom he loves’. 
We must conclude that this proposal (supported by L.C. Allen83) is the 
most plausible so far suggested for this dif cult passage, though certainty 
is not possible. 

 
 80. Jastrow, A Dictionary of the Targumim, the Talmud Babli and Yerushalmi, and 
the Midrashic Literature, II, p. 1605; I. Epstein (ed.), The Babylonian Talmud. Seder 
Mo‘ed: Shabbath I (London: Soncino Press, 1938), p. 38. 
 81. Emerton, ‘The Meaning of n ’ in Psalm cxxvii 2’. 
 82. M.J. Dahood, Psalms III: 101–150 (AB, 17A; Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 
1970), pp. 222, 223-24. 
 83. L.C. Allen, Psalms 101–150 (WBC, 21; Waco, TX: Word Books, 1983), p. 177. 
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 The second instance84 is in the Gideon story in Judg. 6.25-28, where on 
the traditional rendering we keep reading (vv. 25, 26, 28) of Gideon’s 
offering ‘the second bull’ (par ha nî or happ r ha nî), although no 
other bull appears to be present. Emerton surveys critically other sug-
gestions that have been made and concludes that we should rather see a 
reference to ‘the nest bull’, taking nî to be derived from nh, ‘to be 
high’. Again, this is the most plausible suggestion hitherto proposed for 
this dif cult passage, but certainty is not possible. 
 Finally, it should be noted that closely related to Arabic saniya, ‘to be 
high’, is Arabic san , ‘to be bright’,85 and Thomas86 pointed out that the 
Greek text of Ben Sira seems to be aware of this meaning for the Hebrew 
root nh when it (wrongly) translates nwt lb wb as lampra kardia kai 
agath , literally ‘a bright and good heart’ (Ecclus 33.13 [LXX 30.25]). 
This plausible suggestion avoids the necessity of supposing that the LXX 
curiously failed to translate nwt but rendered wb twice. Harmonious 
with Thomas’s suggestion but overlooked by him is the fact, pointed out 
by J.A. Emerton,87 that Hebrew nî, ‘scarlet’, has been associated with 
the Arabic root saniya since the time of J.D. Michaelis and W. Gesenius. 
 Overall, there is suf cient evidence to make probable Thomas’s 
suggestion of a Hebrew root nh, ‘to be high’. 
 
 

Summary 
 
For a summary of the main conclusions of this chapter, please see the 
overall summary of the book in Chapter 6. 
 

 
 84. J.A. Emerton, ‘The “Second Bull” on Judges 6:25-28’, in M. Haran (ed.), Eretz-
Israel 14 (H.L. Ginsberg Volume) (Jerusalem: Israel Exploration Society in Cooperation 
with the Jewish Theological Seminary of America, 1978), pp. 52*-55*. 
 85. Lane, Arabic–English Lexicon, IV, p. 1448. 
 86. D.W. Thomas, ‘The LXX’s Rendering of    in Ecclus. xxxiii 13’, 
VT 10 (1960), p. 456 [= no. 54 below]. 
 87. Emerton, ‘The Meaning of n ’ in Psalm cxxvii 2’, p. 26; ‘The Work of David 
Winton Thomas as a Hebrew Scholar’, p. 302. 



 

 

 
 
 

5 
 

THE VERB yd‘ 
 
 
The subject on which Thomas wrote the largest number of articles was 
the verb yd‘, and this deserves a chapter to itself. Unlike some scholars, 
who would gather all their ideas together on a particular subject in one 
place, Thomas wrote many small articles on particular verses or groups of 
verses over the course of over thirty- ve years, in which he claimed to 

nd a considerable number of biblical passages in which yd‘ did not mean 
‘know’ but had certain other meanings paralleling the Arabic verb 
wadu‘a. These included not only ‘to be at peace, rest, still’ (form 1), ‘to 
lay down, deposit’ (forms 4 and 10), ‘to say farewell to’ (forms 2, 3 and 
6), ‘to leave alone’ (form 1) and ‘to care for, keep in mind’ (seemingly 
from form 10), but also most notably ‘to be humiliated’, which Thomas 
deduced from Arabic mawd ‘ and m da‘, cited in J.G. Hava’s dictionary 
as ‘submissive’ (of a horse), that is ‘made quiet, tractable’.1 A major 
turning point came when William Johnstone2 wrote an important article 
displaying brilliant detective work in which he demonstrated that the 
Arabic evidence for the meaning ‘to be humiliated’, on which Thomas 
relied, had been misinterpreted. Thomas’s error resulted from relying 
on Hava’s dictionary, rather than studying Arabic usage in its original 
context.  
 Sometimes, scholars have misunderstood Johnstone’s conclusions: it is 
not the case that he is claiming that all Thomas’s alternative translations 
of yd‘ II are in principle impossible in the light of the Arabic evidence, 
but that this is simply the case with the meaning ‘to be humiliated’. Thus, 
J. Kaltner wrongly claimed that Johnstone had disproved the existence of 
a second root yd‘ altogether, and R.N. Whybray and B.K. Waltke both 
mistakenly claimed that Johnstone had challenged the meaning ‘be quiet, 
still’ for yd‘ on the basis of Arabic wadu‘a.3 Johnstone’s case has been 
 
 1. J.G. Hava, Arabic–English Dictionary, p. 860. 
 2. W. Johnstone, ‘Yd  II, “Be Humbled, Humiliated?” ’, VT 41 (1991), pp. 49-62. 
 3. J. Kaltner, The Use of Arabic in Biblical Hebrew Lexicography (CBQMS, 28; 
Washington, DC: Catholic Biblical Association of America, 1996), p. 106; Whybray, 
Proverbs, pp. 86-87; B.K. Waltke, The Book of Proverbs 1–15, p. 302 n. 15. 
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generally accepted, including by those who had previously accepted a 
number of Thomas’s proposals, such as J.A. Emerton.4 However, 
Emerton pointed out that the question of the correct interpretation of the 
Old Testament passages involving yd‘ to which Thomas referred still 
needed to be addressed. Both Johnstone and Emerton have discussed 
some of these passages, but hitherto no one has undertaken a thorough 
examination of all the passages since Johnstone’s refutation of part of 
Thomas’s evidence. This is what I propose to do here. 
 
 

‘Be Humiliated’ 
 
Cases Where yd‘, ‘to Know’, May Be Maintained 
Since yd‘, ‘to know’, is an extremely common Hebrew verb and it 
encompasses a wide range of nuances, it is worth exploring whether there 
are cases where this traditional rendering should be retained. This seems 
to be the case in the following instances. 
 
Genesis 18.21. In this verse, speaking of Sodom and Gomorrah, the Lord 
says (as traditionally rendered), ‘I must go down and see whether they 
have done altogether according to the outcry that has come to me; and 
if not I will know (’ d ‘ h)’. Thomas,5 following J. Fürst,6 however 
suggested that the meaning is not ‘know’ but ‘punish’ and that the verb 
should be repointed as hiphil (’ di‘ h). However, it is dif cult to see any 
advantage in this suggestion, quite apart from the fact that its philological 
support has now disappeared.  
 
Judges 16.9. A key passage in Thomas’s argument7 for a verb yd‘ II was 
Judg. 16.9, where Delilah has been seeking to nd out the secret of 
Samson’s strength. After the rst abortive attempt to discover it we are 
informed that ‘his strength was not nôda‘ ’. As Thomas pointed out, it is a 
bit odd to be informed that Samson’s strength was not known, for it was 

 
 4. Compare J.A. Emerton, ‘A Further Consideration of D.W. Thomas’s Theories 
about y da ’, VT 41 (1991), pp. 145-63, with his earlier article, ‘A Consideration of 
Some Alleged Meanings of  in Hebrew’, JSS 15 (1970), pp. 145-80. 
 5. D.W. Thomas, ‘Julius Fürst and the Hebrew Root ’, JTS 42 (1941), pp. 64-65 
[= no. 61 below]. 
 6. J. Fürst, Hebräisches und chaldäisches Handwörterbuch über das Alte Testament 
(2 vols.; Leipzig: Bernard Tauchnitz, 1857–61 [1857]), I, p. 489. 
 7. D.W. Thomas, ‘The Root  in Hebrew’, JTS 35 (1934), pp. 298-306 (302) 
[= no. 55 below]. 
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very much known! He therefore suggested that the verb here is yd‘ II and 
that we should render ‘his strength was not brought to submission’ (cf. 
NEB, REB). In the absence of philological support for this meaning, 
however, we are driven to nding an alternative understanding. Most 
Bible translations have got round the problem by rendering ‘the secret 
of his strength was not known’, that is, his strength was not fathomed, 
explained, understood. Although there is no other place in the Hebrew 
Bible where yd‘ means ‘to fathom, explain, understand’ (but cf. ‘to dis-
cover’ in 1 Sam. 22.6 below), it would appear to do so here. As James 
Barr already observed before Thomas’s view had been disproved, ‘the 
sense “know” is more probable, for the repeated asking of Delilah implies 
that knowing or understanding the source or nature of Samson’s strength 
is the real issue at stake; cf. the repeated question    (vv. 5, 6, 
15; cf. 10, 13)’.8 
 
Isaiah 8.9. As it stands in the MT Isa. 8.9 declares, ‘Be broken (r ‘û), you 
peoples, and be dismayed; give ear, all you far countries; gird yourselves 
and be dismayed; gird yourselves and be dismayed’. The LXX, however, 
clearly read daleth, not resh, that is, de‘ û, ‘know’, as its rendering (gn te) 
shows. Thomas9 accepted the reading de‘ û but suggested that we take this 
as being from his yd‘ II so as to translate, ‘Be humiliated, you peoples’. 
With the loss of philological support for this meaning, however, we have 
to resort to some other translation. The most plausible view is that we 
should accept the LXX’s rendering, understanding ‘know’ in the sense of 
‘take note’, a meaning which this verb sometimes has. Some such view is 
the one most commonly found in modern Bible translations (cf. NAB, 
NEB, REB, JB, NJB) and has the advantage that ‘take note’ provides a 
good parallel to ‘give ear’ (ha‘ 

azînû), something which is not the case 
with the alternative suggested renderings ‘make an uproar’ (RV) or ‘raise 
the war cry’ (NIV), from the verb rû‘a (a meaning, in any case, never 
attested in the qal), ‘band together’ (NRSV), from the verb r‘h, or the MT’s 
‘be broken’ (RSV), from r‘‘. 
 
Isaiah 9.8 (ET 9). Isaiah 9.7-8 (ET 8-9) is generally rendered in some such 
way as the following: ‘The Lord has sent a word against Jacob and it will 
fall on Israel; all the people will know it (wey de‘û), Ephraim and the 

 
 8. Barr, Comparative Philology and the Text of the Old Testament, p. 21 n. 1. 
 9. D.W. Thomas, ‘The Root  in Hebrew, II’, JTS 36 (1935), pp. 409-12 (410) [= 
no. 56 below]. 
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inhabitants of Samaria…’ Thomas,10 however, followed by G.R. Driver,11 
translated as follows: ‘and all the people… shall be humiliated’ (cf. NEB, 
‘shall be humbled’). However, this rendering not only now lacks philo-
logical support but seems uncalled for. The traditional rendering may be 
maintained. 
 
Isaiah 53.3. In this verse the suffering servant is said to be wîdûa‘ lî, 
traditionally rendered ‘and acquainted with grief’. Thomas,12 however, 
proposed to render, ‘and brought low by sickness’, following G.R. 
Driver13 in seeing it as the passive participle of yd‘ II, a view which 
gained a certain following.14 Now that the philological support for this has 
disappeared, we may either understand the rst word as a paul form 
meaning ‘knowing’ (GKC §50f ), or follow 1QIsa in reading it as an active 
participle (wywd‘), as J.A. Emerton has noted.15 
 
Jeremiah 31.19. In this verse we read, ‘For after I had turned away I 
repented; and after hiww de‘ î I struck my thigh; I was ashamed, and I was 
dismayed because I bore the disgrace of my youth.’ Understanding the 

 
 10. D.W. Thomas, ‘A Note on the Meaning of in Hosea ix.7 and Isaiah ix.8’, 
JTS 41 (1940), pp. 43-44 (44) [= no. 60 below]. 
 11. G.R. Driver, ‘Hebrew Notes on Prophets and Proverbs’, JTS 41 (1940), pp. 162-
75 (162). 
 12. D.W. Thomas, ‘More Notes on the Root  in Hebrew’, JTS 38 (1937), 
pp. 404-405 (404) [= no. 58 below]; ‘The Language of the Old Testament’, in H.W. 
Robinson (ed.), Record and Revelation, pp. 374-402 (394) [= no. 2 below]; ‘A Con-
sideration of Isaiah liii’, pp. 79, 82-83, also published in H. Cazelles (ed.), De Mari à 
Qumrân, pp. 119, 122-23. 
 13. G.R. Driver, ‘Linguistic and Textual Problems; Isaiah i–xxxix’, JTS 38 (1937), 
pp. 36-50 (49). 
 14. Cf. NEB, REB; Emerton, ‘A Consideration of Some Alleged Meanings of ’, 
pp. 175-76; R.N. Whybray, Isaiah 40–66 (NCB; London: Oliphants, 1975), p. 174; 
J. Day, ‘Da‘a  “Humiliation” in Isaiah liii 11 in the Light of Isaiah liii 3 and Daniel xii 4, 
and the Oldest Known Interpretation of the Suffering Servant’, VT 30 (1980), pp. 97-103 
(98); Gelston, ‘Notes on Second Isaiah’, VT 21, p. 525; ‘Isaiah 52:13–53:12: An Eclectic 
Text and a Supplementary Note on the Hebrew Manuscript Kennicott 96’, JSS 35 
(1990), pp. 187-211 (194, 201). 
 15. Emerton, ‘A Further Consideration of D.W. Thomas’s Theories about y da ’, 
p. 160. Similarly A. Gelston, ‘Knowledge, Humiliation or Suffering: A Lexical, Text- 
ual and Exegetical Problem in Isaiah 53’, in H.A. McKay and D.J.A. Clines (eds.), Of 
Prophets’ Visions and the Wisdom of Sages: Essays in Honour of R. Norman Whybray 
on his Seventieth Birthday (JSOTSup, 162; Shef eld: Shef eld Academic Press, 1993), 
pp. 126-41 (129-34). 
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verb as yd‘ II Thomas16 suggested translating, ‘after I was submissive’, 
which was followed by NEB and REB, but as there is no longer philo-
logical support for this view it must be rejected. It seems best to keep to 
the traditional understanding that we have here the niphal of yd‘, ‘to 
know’, and to translate ‘after I was brought to know’ (W.L. Holladay) or 
‘after I had come to my senses’ (W. McKane).17 
 
Hosea 9.7. The rst part of Hos. 9.7 is commonly translated in some such 
fashion as follows: ‘The days of punishment have come, the days of 
recompense have come. Let Israel know it (y de‘ û).’ Thomas,18 however, 
proposed translating ‘Israel shall be humiliated’, connecting with yd‘ II. 
He notes that the LXX here has kak th setai, ‘shall be af icted’, and 
thought that this may even re ect knowledge of yd‘ II. We now know, of 
course, that there is no philological support for this meaning. Moreover, 
as J.A. Emerton19 earlier pointed out, it is clear from Hatch and Redpath20 
that kakoun and other forms of the stem kako- often represent the verb r‘‘, 
which the LXX must have understood to be present here. Nor is the 
proposal of Van Hoonacker likely,21 followed especially by some German 
commentators (e.g. Wolff22), that the original Hebrew had y ri‘û, pre-
supposing the translation ‘Israel cries’, to be taken as introducing the 
quotation in v. 8, since, as A.A. Macintosh23 notes, this verb is elsewhere 
used in the rather different sense of ‘raise a shout’, whether in battle, 
triumph or joy, etc. Most likely we should retain the MT and render ‘Let 
Israel know it’ or ‘Israel shall know it’, as most Bible translations and 
commentaries continue to hold. Compare Isa. 9.8 (ET 9) above. 

 
 16. Thomas, ‘The Root in Hebrew’, JTS 35 (1934), p. 304. 
 17. Cf. W.L. Holladay, Jeremiah (2 vols.; Hermeneia; Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 
1986–89 [1989]), II, pp. 153, 189; W. McKane, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary 
on Jeremiah (2 vols.; ICC; Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1986–96 [1996]), II, pp. 796, 801. 
 18. Thomas, ‘A Note on the Meaning of in Hosea ix.7 and Isaiah ix.8’, pp. 43-
44. 
 19. Emerton, ‘A Consideration of Some Alleged Meanings of  in Hebrew’, 
pp. 152-53. 
 20. E. Hatch and H.A. Redpath, A Concordance to the Septuagint (2 vols.; Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1897), II, pp. 709-11. 
 21. A. Van Hoonacker, Les douze petits prophètes (Paris: J. Gabalda, 1908), p. 89. 
 22. H.W. Wolff, Dodekapropheton, I. Hosea (BKAT, 14.1; Neukirchen–Vluyn: 
Neukirchener Verlag, 2nd edn, 1965), pp. 192-93, ET Hosea (trans. G. Stansell; 
Hermeneia; Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1974), p. 150. 
 23. A.A. Macintosh, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on Hosea (ICC; 
Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1997), p. 351. 
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Psalm 138.6. Psalm 138.6 has generally been rendered by some such 
translation as, ‘For though the Lord is high, he sees the lowly; but the 
haughty he knows from afar’. Thomas,24 however, proposed to render, 
‘For exalted is the Lord, yet he regardeth the lowly, but the proud he 
reduces to submission (humiliates) from afar’. But the traditional ren-
dering seems perfectly satisfactory: the verbs ‘sees’ and ‘knows’, both 
implying perception, provide reasonable parallels to each other.  
 
Job 21.19. In Job 21.19 the words of Job to Zophar are traditionally 
rendered, ‘[You say,] “God stores up their iniquity for their sons”. Let 
him recompense it to himself, that he may know it.’ Thomas,25 however, 
prefers to translate the latter part of this verse as, ‘he requites (punishes) 
him and he is submissive’. This is part of a section in Job’s third speech 
in which he is querying the proper functioning of the act–consequence 
relationship in the world; here speci cally he nds it unsatisfactory for 
retribution to be meted out merely on the wicked person’s children rather 
than on the wicked person himself. There is, in fact, no need to reject the 
traditional translation, ‘Let him recompense it to himself, that he may 
know it’. Quite apart from the lack of philological support for Thomas’s 
view, the traditional rendering makes perfectly good sense, the words 
‘that he may know it’ highlighting the need for the one who is wicked 
himself to experience retribution.  
 
Cases Where Daleth Should Be Emended to Resh 
Proverbs 10.9. Taken literally, the MT of Prov. 10.9 reads as follows: ‘He 
who walks in integrity walks securely, but he who perverts his ways will 
be known’. Those who follow the MT tend to understand ‘known’ in the 
sense of ‘found out’, although such an understanding does not provide 
quite the contrast with the rst half of the verse that one would expect, 
since both the preceding and following verses (Prov. 10.7-8, 10) contain 
proverbs in which the wicked are not merely seen for what they are but 
punished. Thomas26 sought to overcome this problem by seeing his verb 
yd‘ II here and translating, ‘but he who perverts his ways is made 
submissive’. Such an understanding is followed by the NEB’s ‘crooked 
ways bring a man down’, and the REB’s ‘but one whose ways are wicked 

 
 24. D.W. Thomas, ‘The Root in Hebrew, II’, p. 409. 
 25. Thomas, ‘The Root  in Hebrew, II’, p. 412. 
 26. Thomas, ‘The Root  in Hebrew’, pp. 303-304. 
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is brought low’. However, with the loss of philological support for 
Thomas’s view it seems better to achieve a similar meaning by the simple 
expedient of emending daleth to resh (y rôa‘), and translating ‘but he who 
perverts his ways will suffer harm’.27 Such an emendation is supported 
by the parallel passage in Prov. 11.15, where this verb is similarly used in 
contrast to the fate of one who is secure (bô a ; cf. be a  in Prov. 10.9). 
Compare too Prov. 13.20, where y rô‘a is again used in connection with 
the fate of the wicked. 
 
Proverbs 14.33. Taken literally the MT of Prov. 14.33 appears to state, 
‘Wisdom abides in the mind of a man of understanding, and is known in 
the midst of fools’. However, we most certainly would not expect wisdom 
to be found in the midst of fools, which probably explains why the LXX 
and Peshitta added the word ‘not’ here, stating that wisdom ‘is not known 
in the midst of fools’ (followed by the RSV, NRSV). Thomas’s philological 
proposal28 seemed a way out of this problem by translating, ‘In the heart 
of the prudent resteth wisdom, but in the heart of fools it is made sub-
missive’. However, as there is no longer philological support for this it 
seems likely that we should achieve the same kind of meaning by emend-
ing daleth to resh and rendering ‘Wisdom abides in the mind of a man of 
understanding, but suffers harm in the midst of fools’.29 Proverbs 13.20 
supports this emendation, as it similarly makes reference to suffering 
harm in connection with fools. On this latter verse see below. 
 
Isaiah 53.11. In this verse the expression beda‘tô has caused problems. 
This seems to mean ‘by his knowledge’ and most likely it goes with the 
following words, resulting in the translation ‘by his da‘at my servant will 
justify many, and he shall bear their iniquities’ (omitting addîq as a 
dittography). But it is dif cult to make any sense of the word ‘know-
ledge’ in this context. We would more naturally expect a reference to the 
Servant’s suffering at this point. Hence the attraction of Thomas’s 
suggestion30 to translate da‘at as ‘humiliation’, connecting it with his yd‘ 

 
 27. Cf. Emerton, ‘A Further Consideration of D.W. Thomas’s Theories about y da , 
p. 161. 
 28. Thomas, ‘The Root  in Hebrew’, pp. 302-303. 
 29. Cf. Emerton, ‘A Further Consideration of D.W. Thomas’s Theories about 
y da  ’, pp. 161-62. 
 30. Thomas, ‘The Language of the Old Testament’, p. 394; ‘A Consideration of 
Isaiah liii’, pp. 80, 86 (= 120, 126). 
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II, a view which gained a fair amount of following.31 However, with the 
loss of philological support for this view an alternative explanation is 
necessary. A reference to suffering is most naturally achieved if we 
emend to ber ‘ tô, ‘by his evil plight/misery/distress’. This was already 
suggested by R. Kittel in BHK and, with the demise of Thomas’s under-
standing, has recently been reargued by J.A. Emerton and A. Gelston.32  
 
Daniel 12.4. On the face of it this verse states, ‘But you Daniel, shut up 
the words of the book, until the time of the end. Many shall run to and 
fro, and knowledge (hadd ‘at) shall increase’. But a reference to 
knowledge increasing seems rather odd here, since from the context we 
should rather expect something negative, the words ‘many shall run to 
and fro’ being a quotation from Amos 8.12, where the context is clearly 
negative. Thomas33 proposed to translate ‘and humiliation will increase’, 
which provides good sense in this apocalyptic context. However, with the 
loss of philological support for this meaning, an alternative rendering 
must be found. A comparable meaning may be obtained if we follow the 
LXX, which appears to have read r ‘ôt, ‘evils’, here.34 In view of the 
parallels between Isaiah 52–53 and Daniel 11–12—the latter arguably 
representing the earliest known interpretation of the suffering servant35—
it is attractive to see the reference to r ‘ôt as echoing ber ‘ tô in Isa. 
53.11 (on which see above), just as ma dîqê h rabbîm in Dan. 12.4 
clearly echoes ya dîq l rabbîm in Isa. 53.11 and ma kîlîm in Dan. 12.4 
probably re ects ya kîl in Isa. 52.13. 
 
 31. E.g. NEB, REB; Emerton, ‘A Consideration of Some Alleged Meanings of  
in Hebrew’, pp. 174-75; Day, ‘Da‘a ’; Whybray, Isaiah 40–66, p. 180; Gelston, ‘Notes 
on Second Isaiah’, pp. 524-27; ‘Isaiah 52.13-53.12: An Eclectic Text’, pp. 195, 201. 
 32. Emerton, ‘A Further Consideration of D.W. Thomas’s Theories about y da‘ ’, 
pp. 160-61; Gelston, ‘Knowledge, Humiliation or Suffering’, pp. 134-41. It should be 
noted that H.G.M. Williamson, ‘Da‘a  in Isaiah liii 11’, VT 28 (1978), pp. 118-22, 
translated ‘he will be satis ed with his rest’ (yi ba  beda tô). The basis of this meaning 
in Arabic wadu a was not overthrown in Johnstone’s study, but, as will be seen below, 
the evidence for the existence of this meaning of the root yd‘ in Biblical Hebrew is 
insuf cient. 
 33. D.W. Thomas, ‘Note on  in Daniel xii.4’, JTS 6 (1955), p. 226 [= no. 69 
below]. 
 34. Cf. J.J. Collins, Daniel (Hermeneia; Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1993), p. 399. 
 35. On Dan. 11–12 as the earliest known interpretation of the suffering servant, see 
H.L. Ginsberg, ‘The Oldest Interpretation of the Suffering Servant’, VT 3 (1953), pp. 
400-404; Day, ‘Da‘a ’. While continuing to see Dan. 11–12 as the rst known interpre-
tation of the suffering servant, I retract my support for Thomas’s interpretations of Isa. 
53.3, 11 expressed in the latter article. 
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A Case Where the Evidence Supports Some Other Emendation of the 
Masoretic Text 
Judges 8.16. In Judg. 8.16 the MT states of Gideon that ‘he took thorns of 
the wilderness and briers and with them taught (wayy da‘) the men of 
Succoth’ (cf. AV, RV, RSV). Although one could take this to mean that he 
taught them a lesson (so explicitly in the NIV), the form of expression is 
odd. Thomas,36 not surprisingly, saw advantage in nding his verb yd‘ II 
here and rendered it, ‘and he made quiet (submissive) therewith the men 
of Succoth’. One imagines that the NEB and REB followed Thomas, but 
their renderings (‘disciplined’, and ‘in icted punishment’ respectively) 
are ambiguous in that regard. However, the correct approach is surely 
rather to emend wayy da‘ to wayy do , ‘and he threshed/ ailed/ 
trampled’, since this verb actually occurs only a few verses earlier in 
Judg. 8.7 (weda tî) in connection with this very punishment. Gideon there 
declares, ‘I will ail (weda tî) your esh with the thorns of the wilderness 
and with briers’. In the ful lment of the threat in Judg. 8.16 it is therefore 
appropriate to read that Gideon ‘took thorns of the wilderness and briers 
and with them ailed (wayy do ) the men of Succoth’ (cf. NJB, NRSV). 
This view is also supported by the LXX, Vulgate and Peshitta. It is clearly 
preferable to the proposal of W. Johnstone37 to emend daleth to resh so 
as to read wayy r a‘. 
 
4. Cases Where Thomas’s View Involves Unnecessary Emendation 
There are several instances which are particularly weak, since not only 
do we now know that they have no philological support, but Thomas has 
to emend the Hebrew text (resh to daleth) in order to obtain a verb from 
the root yd‘.  
 
Jeremiah 2.16. The MT reads, ‘Moreover, the people of Memphis and 
Tahpanhes will pasture (yir‘ûk) the crown of your head’, but ‘pasture’ 
(from r‘h) is clearly inappropriate here. Some Hebrew manuscripts, 
supported by the LXX, have yed ‘ûk, ‘(they) have known’, which also fails 
to provide a good sense, but it led Thomas38 to suggest that it was his yd‘ 
II here, ‘(they) caused to be submissive (humiliated) the crown of your 
head’. However, since there is no longer any philological support for this 

 
 36. Thomas, ‘The Root  in Hebrew’, pp. 304-305; ‘More Notes on the Root  
in Hebrew’, pp. 404-405. 
 37. Johnstone, ‘Yd  II, “Be Humbled, Humiliated”?’, p. 61. 
 38. Thomas, ‘The Root  in Hebrew, II’, pp. 410-11. 
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view, this is unsatisfactory too. The best suggestion is the slight 
emendation to yer ‘ûk, from r‘‘ (Aramaic form of r  ‘to crush’; cf. Jer. 
15.12), hence ‘(they) shall break the crown of your head’. 
 
Jeremiah 15.12. The MT reads, ‘Can iron break (hay r a‘) iron from the 
north and bronze?’ This makes perfectly good sense and may be retained. 
We recall Ps. 2.9, where we read of the king, ‘You shall break them 
(ter ‘ m) with a rod of iron’. Thomas’s postulation of yd‘ II here39 is 
unnecessary as well as unsubstantiated. 
 
Proverbs 13.20. As it stands the MT reads, ‘Whoever walks with the wise 
becomes wise, but the companion of fools suffers harm (y rôa‘)’. 
Thomas40 proposed the verb at the end could be emended to yiww d a‘, 
‘shall be made submissive, subdued’ (cf. LXX gn sth setai, which 
presupposes daleth rather than resh). Since, however, the MT makes 
perfect sense, it may be retained. 
 
Job 20.26. Job 20.26 is part of Zophar’s second speech in which he is 
describing the fate of the wicked: ‘Utter darkness is laid up for their 
treasures; a re fanned by no one will devour them; y ra‘ rîd be’oholô’. 
Various proposals for dealing with y ra‘ have been put forward. Thomas41 
emends it to y da‘ (which is in fact found in some Hebrew manuscripts) 
and renders ‘every survivor in his tent is brought to humiliation/disgrace’. 
However, since this view now lacks philological support we are left with 
three main options. Reading y r a‘ one might translate, ‘His remnant will 
fare ill in his tent’.42 Alternatively, one could take it as y r a‘, from r‘‘ = 
r , ‘to break, smash’.43 But the view with most support is to understand 
the verb as deriving from r‘h, ‘to graze’, hence ‘to feed on, consume’.44 
The root r‘h provides a good parallel to ’kl; the change of gender does not 
 
 39. D.W. Thomas, ‘Additional Notes on the Root  in Hebrew’, JTS NS 15 (1964), 
pp. 54-57 (55) [= no. 73 below]. 
 40. Thomas, ‘Additional Notes on the Root  in Hebrew’, pp. 55-56. 
 41. Thomas, ‘The Root  in Hebrew, II’, p. 412. 
 42. E.g. G. Fohrer, Das Buch Hiob (KAT, 16; Gütersloh: Gütersloher Verlagshaus, 
1963), pp. 324, 326; Pope, Job: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary, 
p. 150. 
 43. Cf. de Wilde, Das Buch Hiob, p. 222, who lists this as one possibility, in 
addition to the possibility mentioned in the next footnote. 
 44. Cf. Dhorme, Le Livre de Job, pp. 276-77, ET A Commentary on the Book of Job, 
pp. 304-305; Gordis, The Book of Job, pp. 212, 221; Hartley, The Book of Job, p. 303; 
Clines, Job 1–20, pp. 472, 479. 
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matter, since not only can ‘  be masculine as well as feminine, but it is 
clearly so here anyway already, for it is accompanied by the masculine 
verb nupp .  
 
Ecclesiasticus 7.20. Thomas45 noted that the Hebrew text given by R. 
Smend46 reads ’l tr‘ ‘bd ‘wbd b’mt, ‘do not ill-treat a servant who serves 
faithfully’, which is supported by the Greek. Smend, however, also noted 
a variant reading with td‘ for tr‘. Thomas tentatively suggested that 
behind this might lie his yd‘ II (reading t da‘, hiphil jussive), so that the 
meaning might be ‘do not humiliate…’ However, with the disappearance 
of philological support for yd‘ II this must be rejected, and ‘do not ill-
treat’ may be retained. 
 
 

‘At Peace, Rest, Still’ 
 
Cases Where the Root yd‘, ‘Know’ May be Maintained 
Jeremiah 14.18. Jeremiah 14.18 begins by referring to the sword and 
famine coming upon the people. Taken literally, it then continues, ‘For 
both prophet and priest wander around47 to a land, and have no 
knowledge’. However, Thomas proposed48 rather to translate the phrase 
wel ’ y d ‘û at the end as ‘…and have no rest’ (similarly NEB, REB). He 
was aware that elsewhere in Jeremiah (Jer. 15.14; 16.13; 17.4; 22.28) 
similar expressions occur clearly meaning ‘a land they do not know’, with 
reference to exile, but he notes that in Jer. 14.18 a waw is present in the 
expression, suggesting that it refers here to the priest and prophet. 
However, many Hebrew manuscripts lack the waw and this absence is 
also implied in the LXX, Vulgate and the Targum in Codex Reuchlinianus. 
Moreover, signi cantly, a few verses later in Jer. 15.2 we nd reference 
to those destined for the sword, famine and exile, which adds support to 
 
 45. Thomas, ‘The Root in Hebrew’, p. 305. 
 46. R. Smend (ed.), Die Weisheit des Jesus Sirach: Hebräisch und Deutsch (Berlin: 
G. Reimer, 1906), p. 7. 
 47. Hebrew s arû. Although the participle of this verb can mean ‘trader’, more 
likely the verb here has its fundamental meaning of ‘wander around’, ‘journey’, which 

ts the context better, including the fact that it is followed by ’el, ‘to’ here. On this 
meaning of s r, see E.A. Speiser, ‘The Verb s r in Genesis and Early Hebrew Move-
ments’, BASOR 164 (1961), pp. 23-28, reprinted in E.A. Speiser (eds. J.J. Finkelstein 
and M. Greenberg), Oriental and Biblical Studies: Collected Writings of E.A. Speiser 
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1967), pp. 96-105. 
 48. D.W. Thomas, ‘A Note on   in Jeremiah xiv 18’, JTS 39 (1938), pp. 273-
74 [= no. 59 below]. 
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the view that exile is what is in mind also in Jer. 14.18. Probably, 
therefore, we should translate ‘For both prophet and priest wander around 
to a land they do not know’. There seems no reason at all why the verb 
yd‘ should here mean ‘rest’. 
 
Psalm 35.15. Psalm 35.15 reads, ‘But at my stumbling they gathered in 
glee, they gathered together against me; n kîm wel ’ y da‘tî tore at me 
without ceasing’. There are some problems over the precise translation of 
the transliterated words. The word n kîm means ‘cripples’ (lit. ‘smitten 
ones’), which is somewhat surprising in the context. Some scholars have 
emended to nokrîm, ‘strangers’, though the previous verses suggest that 
the opponents were known to the psalmist, while others have proposed 
kenokrîm, ‘like strangers’, though this is a more radical emendation. Quite 
likely we should understand ‘smiters’, whether by emending to makkîm, 
as Thomas proposes, or in some other way (root nkh). However, there is 
no reason to reject the traditional understanding that the following words 
wel ’ y da‘tî mean ‘and I knew not’ in preference to Thomas’s view49 that 
wel ’ y da‘tî should be rendered ‘and I had no rest’. The only question is 
whether ‘and I knew it not’ refers to the suddenness of the attack, hence 
‘unawares’ (cf. v. 8) or to the psalmist’s not knowing the reason for the 
attack. Of course, on the less likely hypothesis that one should emend to 
‘strangers’ or ‘like strangers’, the following words would be rendered 
‘whom I did not know’. 
 
Proverbs 5.6. Proverbs 5.6 speaks of the loose woman, and is tradition-
ally rendered, ‘She does not take heed to the path of life; her ways 
wander, and she does not know it’. Thomas,50 however, prefers to render 
the second half of this verse as ‘her ways are unstable, she is not quiet’. 
However, there is every reason to continue accepting the usual translation 
‘she does not know’ for l ’ t da‘ here, since other passages within 
Proverbs 1–9 similarly speak of the wicked’s lack of knowledge about 
their fate (Prov. 4.19; 7.23; 9.18). Literally the verb states ‘she does not 
know’ without an object, but there are plenty of parallels to indicate that 
what is not known is that which is referred to in the previous words (cf. 
Job 8.9; 9.5; 14.21; 37.5), i.e. her wandering from the path of life. 
 

 
 49. D.W. Thomas, ‘Psalm xxxv,15f.’, JTS NS 12 (1961), pp. 50-51 [= 72 below]. 
 50. D.W. Thomas, ‘A Note on   in Proverbs v 6’, JTS 37 (1936), pp. 59-60 
[= 57 below]. 
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Proverbs 9.13. Proverbs 9.13 is traditionally rendered, ‘The foolish 
woman is loud; she is simple (lit. simplicity) and knows nothing (ûbal-
y de‘â)’. Thomas, however, made the original suggestion to understand 
ûbal-y de‘â rather as ‘is ever restless’, connecting with yd‘ II.51 But 
against this stands the fact that ‘knowledge’ (da‘at) is frequently found in 
verses that also refer to ‘the simple’, by way of contrast (e.g. Prov. 1.4, 
22; 19.25; 21.11), so Thomas’s suggestion seems uncalled for.  
 
Job 9.5. Traditionally this verse from Job’s speech has been rendered in 
some such fashion as follows: ‘He moves mountains, though they do not 
know it; he overturns them in his wrath’. Thomas,52 however, proposed 
that instead of ‘though they do not know it’ we should render ‘so that they 
are no longer still’, connecting it with his yd‘ II in the sense of ‘be at rest, 
peace, still’. However, this seems uncalled for. There are several other 
places in the Hebrew Bible where the expression ‘they do not know it’ 
also occurs with reference to people being taken unawares by a sudden 
event (Ps. 35.8; Isa. 47.11; Jer. 50.24) and this would appear to be the 
case likewise with the mountains here.  
 
Job 20.20. This verse, part of Zophar’s second speech in which he is 
expatiating on the fate of the wicked, is generally regarded as opening 
with the words, ‘Because he has known no quietness in his belly…’, that 
is, he was insatiable. Thomas53 proposed, however, that the word l w, 
‘quietness’54 is an explanatory gloss on the preceding word y da‘, which 
he understands as he meaning ‘he was quiet’. This seems unnecessary, as 
the text makes perfect sense as it stands, and the phrase l ’ y da‘ lôm, 
‘he has not known peace’, in Isa. 59.8, may be compared. 
 

 
 51. D.W. Thomas, ‘A Note on  in Proverbs 913’, JTS NS 4 (1953), pp. 23-24 
[= 66 below]. 
 52. Thomas, ‘Additional Notes on the Root  in Hebrew’, pp. 54-55. 
 53. Thomas, ‘The Root in Hebrew’, II’, p. 411. This was followed by G.R. 
Driver, ‘Glosses in the Hebrew Text of the Old Testament’, Orientalia et biblica 
lovaniensia 1 (1957), pp. 123-61 (137). 
 54. It is generally supposed that l w, strictly an adjective meaning ‘quiet’, is here 
used substantively, though some emend to the noun alwâ. Thomas, however, claims 
that the fact it is an adjective supports his view that it is really a gloss, but it is not clear 
why a verb should be glossed by an adjective rather than another verb. 
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Job 37.7. There is a fairly wide consensus that this verse in the last Elihu 
speech should be translated in some such fashion as follows: ‘He seals up 
every man so that all men may know (l da‘at) his work’.55 Taken in 
isolation these words may seem strange, but their meaning becomes clear 
when read in context. The previous verse has been speaking of God’s 
power over nature in bringing torrential rain and snow, and the following 
verse alludes to animals staying in their lairs and dens as a consequence. 
Verse 7 is thus referring to humans similarly being forced to stay indoors 
during inclement weather, and as a consequence being made aware of the 
power of God in nature. Thomas does not dispute that the verse refers to 
humans being kept indoors because of the winter weather but offers a 
different rendering of the second half of the verse: ‘so that every man (all 
men) may rest from his (their) work’ (cf. NEB, REB).56 This involves 
taking l da‘at as literally ‘to rest’, from yd‘ II, and emending ma‘ 

a hû to 
mimma‘ 

a hû, but it is dif cult to see that this has any advantage over the 
traditional rendering. 
 
Ecclesiastes 10.20. This verse has generally been rendered, ‘Even in your 
thought, do not curse the king, nor in your bedchamber curse the rich; for 
a bird of the air will carry your voice, or some winged creature will tell 
the matter’. On Thomas’s understanding,57 madd ‘ or perhaps rather 
m d  means ‘repose’, thus providing a more direct parallel to ‘bed-
chamber’. Others have occasionally attempted to nd a similar meaning 
by emending madd  to ma , ‘couch’,58 or by relating madd  to the 
sexual sense of yd‘, ‘know’.59 There is, however, no versional support for 
such an understanding, and the presumed development of meaning in the 
latter case is particularly unlikely. However, that madd  can mean 
‘mind’ or ‘thought’ is supported by several occurrences of the word at 
Qumran (1QS 6.9; 7.3, 5) and in Aramaic (e.g. Targum to Ps. 34.1). 
 

 
 55. Emending, as is widely done, beyad to be ad and ’ane ê to ’ 

an îm; for the 
former cf. Job 9.7, where in the reference to God’s sealing up the stars the verb tm 
similarly takes be ad. 
 56. D.W. Thomas, ‘Note on  in Job 377’, JTS NS 5 (1954), pp. 56-57 [= no. 67 
below]. 
 57. D.W. Thomas, ‘A Note on  in Eccles. x.20’, JTS 50 (1949), p. 177 [= no. 
64 below]. 
 58. F. Perles, Analekten zur Textkritik des Alten Testaments (Munich: Ackermann, 
1895), pp. 71-72. 
 59. KB, for example, regards this as a possibility. 
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Although ‘thought’ might not be regarded as providing such a direct 
parallel to ‘bedchamber’ here, it does have in common with ‘bedchamber’ 
the fact that it is something hidden away, and thus seems perfectly appro-
priate here. 
 
Cases Where Thomas’s View Involves Unnecessary Emendation 
Isaiah 15.4. In this verse, part of an oracle against Moab, the MT literally 
reads, ‘Heshbon and Elealeh cry out, their voices are heard as far as 
Jahaz; the armed men of Moab cry aloud, his soul trembles’. Many 
scholars follow the LXX and emend ‘armed men’ ( alu ê) to ‘loins’ 
( al ê), which appears to provide a better parallel to ‘soul’ (nepe ), and it 
is often also thought that ‘cry aloud’ (y rî û) is corrupt, since elsewhere 
this verb is used in shouts of joy or triumph, whereas here the context is 
one of anguish. It is not necessary to go into detail about all these 
questions here.60 The point is that Thomas61 proposed emending y re â, 
‘trembled’, at the end of the verse to y de â on the basis of the LXX’s 
gn setai, except that whereas the LXX understood the verb as being ‘to 
know’ Thomas postulated yd‘ II with the meaning ‘to be quiet, subdued’. 
However, his translation ‘his soul shall be quiet, subdued unto him’ does 
not seem appropriate in the context, which is clearly speaking of Moab’s 
anguish at the disaster coming upon it. ‘Trembles’ (y re â) is surely to be 
maintained, and it doubtless forms a word play with the immediately 
preceding verb, whether we retain y rî û or emend it to something else.  
 
Amos 3.3. Amos 3.3 has often been translated, ‘Do two walk together, 
unless they have met?’ or ‘Do two walk together, unless they have made 
an appointment?’62 The verb at the end is nô dû, the niphal of y d, which 
is capable of both meanings. The former, however, is preferable, since it 
is manifestly the case that people will not be found walking together 
unless they have met, whereas they need not have made a formal 
appointment, because people do sometimes bump into each other by 

 
 60. See the various commentaries on Isaiah, e.g. Wildberger, Kaiser, Clements and 
Blenkinsopp, as well as B.C. Jones, Howling over Moab: Irony and Rhetoric in Isaiah 
15-16 (SBLDS, 157; Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1996), pp. 203, 206. 
 61. Thomas, ‘Additional Notes on the Root in Hebrew’, p. 55.  
 62. Most modern Bible translations presuppose the latter rendering but the former 
translation is rightly supported by a number of commentators, e.g. S.M. Paul, Amos 
(Hermeneia; Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1991), pp. 104, 109. The niphal of y d is 
clearly attested with the meaning ‘meet’ in Exod. 25.22; 30.6, 36. 
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chance. Thomas’s proposal63 to read nôde û and translate, ‘Will two walk 
together unless they are at peace with one another?’, seems uncalled for, 
since it involves emendation when the text makes good sense as it stands.  
 
Proverbs 10.21. The MT of this verse reads as follows, ‘The lips of the 
righteous nourish (yir û) many, but fools die for lack of sense’. This 
rendering is followed by most commentators and Bible translations. 
However, the renderings of LXX (epistatai) and Vulgate (erudiunt) 
indicate that they read yd‘w, a reading also found in a few Hebrew 
manuscripts, and this has led to the suggestion that we should understand 
the rst half of the verse as ‘The lips of the righteous instruct (y di û) 
many’ (cf. NEB). Thomas64 accepted the reading y di û but proposed that 
we should translate rather ‘The lips of the righteous bring tranquillity to 
many’, understanding the verb as the hiphil of yd‘ II. Thomas also offers 
an alternative suggestion according to which the verb would be the root 
r h, an Aramaizing form of Hebrew r h, meaning ‘to appease, pacify’. 
However, it is simplest to accept the reading of the MT, which makes 
perfectly good sense. It is also arguable that a reference to the lips of the 
righteous offering nourishment provides a more direct contrast with 
death, the fate of the fools.  
 
A Case Where the Evidence Supports Emendation of the Masoretic Text  
1 Samuel 6.3. Part of 1 Sam. 6.3 has often been translated, ‘Then you will 
be healed and you will know why his hand has not been lifted from you’. 
However, Thomas65 proposed that wenôda  l kem should rather be 
translated ‘then rest shall be granted to you’, seeing yd‘ II here, and then 
continuing with a question, as in the LXX and Targum, ‘Why should not 
then his hand turn away from you?’ The latter question sentence is 
preferable since the verb tasûr is in the imperfect. However, Thomas’s 
view that wenôda  l kem re ects the postulated verb yd‘ II is to be 
rejected. The LXX’s words kai exilasth setai humin ‘and atonement shall 
be made for you’, are represented in 4QSama as nkpr l[km],66 that is, 
 

 
 63. D.W. Thomas, ‘Note on  in Amos iii.3’, JTS NS 7 (1956), pp. 69-70 [= no. 
70 below]. 
 64. Thomas, ‘Additional Notes on the Root  in Hebrew’, p. 55. 
 65. D.W. Thomas, ‘A Note on  in I Samuel vi.3’, JTS NS 11 (1960), p. 52 
[= no. 71 below]. 
 66. See F.M. Cross, D.W. Parry, R.J. Saley and E. Ulrich, Qumran Cave 4. XII. 
1–2 Samuel (DJD, 17; Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2005), pp. 51-52. 
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nikkapp r l kem, just as O. Thenius had already conjectured in the nine-
teenth century.67 We must therefore suppose that wenôda  is a corruption 
of wenikkapp r.  
 
 

‘Lay Down, Deposit’ 
 
A Case Where Thomas’s View Involves Unnecessary Emendation 
Jeremiah 24.1. Jeremiah 24.1 is generally translated, ‘The Lord showed 
me two baskets of gs set (mû dîm) before the temple of the Lord’. In 
form the verb translated ‘set’ appears to be a hophal participle from y d, 
but Thomas68 claimed that the meaning ‘set’ is alien to the fundamental 
meaning of this verb. He proposed that the Hebrew text originally had 
mûd îm, a hophal participle of yd‘, which he regarded as cognate with 
the Arabic verb wadu a, ‘lay down, deposit’. Against this, however, 
stands the fact that all the ancient Versions rendered the word as ‘set’, and 
all the evidence suggests that the word they had in front of them was 
mû dîm, since there is no manuscript evidence for mûd îm or other 
readings. This same point tells against alternative emendations suggested 
in the past, mo  

om dîm, ‘placed’, or ômedîm, ‘standing’.69 The basic 
meaning of the verb y d is ‘to appoint’, and there seems no reason why 
the hophal, attested here and in one other place in Ezek. 21.21 (ET 16), 
should not mean ‘set’.  
 
A Case Where the Root yd‘, ‘Know’, May be Maintained  
Job 38.33. In a later article Thomas70 found a further example of yd‘ in 
the sense of ‘lay down, deposit’ in Job 38.33, and in this he was following 
F. Wutz.71 Here he translated, ‘Do you lay down the ordinances of the 
heavens?’, instead of the usual rendering ‘Do you know the ordinances of 
the heavens?’ It is true that the verb in the parallel line might be held to 
 
 67. O. Thenius, Die Bücher Samuels (Kurzgefasstes exegetisches Handbuch zum 
Alten Testament; Leipzig: S. Hirzel, 2nd edn, 1864), p. 25, but not J. Wellhausen, Der 
Text der Bücher Samuelis (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1871), and S.R. 
Driver, Studies on the Hebrew Text of the Book of Samuel (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
1890), in this instance. 
 68. D.W. Thomas, ‘A Note on  in Jeremiah 24,1’, JTS NS 3 (1952), p. 55 
[= no. 65 below]. 
 69. Cf. W. Rudolph, Jeremia (HAT, 1.12; Tübingen: J.C.B. Mohr [Paul Siebeck], 
1947), p. 134, who leaves open the possibility of either of these readings. 
 70. Thomas, ‘Additional Notes on the Root  in Hebrew’, p. 56. 
 71. F. Wutz, Das Buch Job (Eichstätter Studien, 3; Stuttgart: W. Kohlhammer, 
1939), p. 138. 
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cohere with this (‘Can you establish [t îm] their rule on earth?’), but the 
common meaning of yd‘ as ‘know’ is surely to be preferred, since there 
are other examples of hectoring questions involving y da t , ‘do you 
know?’, in this second divine speech both before and after this verse. 
Compare Job 38.4, ‘Tell me, if you know understanding’; 38.18, ‘Declare, 
if you know all this’; 39.1, ‘Do you know when the mountain goats give 
birth?’; and 39.2, ‘Do you know the time when they give birth?’  
 
 

‘Say Farewell To’ 
 
A Case Where Emendation of MT Is Necessary 
1 Samuel 21.3 (ET 2). In 1 Sam. 21.3 (ET 2) we read, ‘David said to the 
priest Ahimelech, “The king has charged me with a matter and said to me, 
‘No one must know anything of the matter about which I send you, and 
with which I have charged you’. yôda‘ tî the young men to such and such 
a place” ’. Thomas72 followed I. Eitan73 in taking yôda‘ tî as the poel of 
yd‘, comparing Arabic wadu a, which means ‘to say farewell to, take 
leave of’ in the second, third and sixth forms.74 He thus translates, ‘and I 
said farewell to the young men (bidding them meet me) at so and so’s 
place’ (cf. NEB, REB). However, it should be noted that 4QSamb reads 
y adtî, ‘I appointed’,75 which accounts for the renderings in the LXX and 
Vulgate and should presumably be followed (cf. NRSV, NAB, which had 
knowledge of the Qumran reading), and which was already favoured by 
S.R. Driver76 and the RSV in pre-Qumran days. 
 
2. Case Where the Root yd‘, ‘Know’ May Be Maintained 
1 Samuel 22.6. Speaking of the period when David was an outlaw, the 
beginning of this verse starts with words that, taken literally, state, ‘Now 
Saul heard that David was known (nôda )…’, which is usually taken to 
mean ‘Now Saul heard that David was discovered…’ Thomas77 feels 
 
 72. D.W. Thomas, ‘A Note on  in I Samuel xxii.6’, JTS NS 21 (1970), pp. 401-
402 (401) [= no. 75 below]. 
 73. I. Eitan, A Contribution to Biblical Lexicography (Contributions to Oriental 
History and Philology, 10; New York: Columbia University Press,1924), pp. 48-50. 
 74. Lane, Arabic–English Lexicon, Supplement, p. 3051. 
 75. See Cross, Parry, Saley and Ulrich, Qumran Cave 4. XII. 1–2 Samuel, pp. 231, 
235. 
 76. Driver, Notes on the Hebrew Text of the Books of Samuel, p. 137. Earlier still 
Wellhausen, Der Text der Bücher Samuelis, p. 121, had recognized that the original text 
had some form of the verb y d but preferred the poal yô adtî. 
 77. Thomas, ‘A Note on in I Samuel xxii.6’, pp. 401-402. 
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there is no real evidence that this verb was capable of meaning ‘discov-
ered’, but S.R. Driver78 had already pointed to verses like Exod. 2.14, 
where this is clearly the correct understanding. Such a meaning makes 
excellent sense in this context, referring as it does to the period when 
David was an outlaw in hiding from Saul. There seems no reason to 
follow Thomas in translating ‘Now Saul heard that David, with the men 
who were with him, had taken leave (of the king of Moab)’. The NEB and 
REB failed to follow Thomas here, unlike in 1 Sam. 21.3 (ET 2). 
 
 

‘Leave Alone’ 
 
Cases Where the Root yd‘, ‘Know’, May Be Maintained 
Exodus 3.7. Exodus 3.7 has been generally translated in some such 
fashion as follows: ‘Then the Lord said, “I have observed the misery of 
my people who are in Egypt; I have heard their cry on account of their 
taskmasters. Indeed, I know (y da tî) their sufferings”.’ Thomas,79 
however, nds here yd‘ II in the sense of ‘to leave alone, neglect’ (cf. 
wadu a, form 1), and renders the end of the verse ‘for I have left his pains 
alone’, that is, had nothing to do with them. But apart from the fact that 
the evidence for the existence of this root in Biblical Hebrew is very 
sparse (Thomas himself found it only in this verse and in Prov. 14.7, 
discussed below), it has to be said that this meaning reads somewhat 
oddly in the context. In this passage the Lord is emphasizing his 
awareness of Israel’s suffering and determination to deliver them, so a 
reference to his having neglected their suffering here strikes one as a bit 
odd, and the traditional rendering ‘know’ may be maintained.  
 
Proverbs 14.7. Literally the MT of this verse reads, ‘Go from the presence 
of a foolish man, and you have not known (ûbal y da t ) lips of 
knowledge’. Taken absolutely literally the second half of the verse reads a 
bit oddly. Thomas,80 however, claims that proper sense may be obtained if 
we nd here yd‘ II in the sense of ‘leave alone’, thus reading ‘Betake 
thyself from the presence of a foolish man, but leave not alone (do not 
neglect) lips of knowledge’. There is, though, insuf cient evidence for 
the existence of this sense of yd‘ in Biblical Hebrew, and if Thomas’s 
understanding is correct we should have expected the verb to be in 
the imperfect rather than the perfect. Attempts at emendation seem 
 
 78. Driver, Notes on the Hebrew Text of the Books of Samuel, p. 142. 
 79. Thomas, ‘Additional Notes on the Root in Hebrew’, p. 56. 
 80. Thomas, ‘Additional Notes on the Root in Hebrew’, p. 56. 
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unsatisfactory, as, for example, B. Gemser and W. McKane’s emendation 
of ûbal y da t  to we’al tadda  ’et, resulting in ‘But do not repulse 
knowledgeable lips’, which seems too radical.81 Most modern Bible 
translations accept the MT and agree about the basic meaning of the text, 
though they tend to translate rather paraphrastically. The best analysis 
seems to come from B.K. Waltke,82 who renders the second half of the 
verse as ‘for you will not have known lips of knowledge’, citing 
references to linguistic evidence for reading ‘for’ with the future perfect.  
 
 

‘Care for, Keep in Mind’ 
 
Cases Where the Root yd‘, ‘Know’, May Be Maintained 
Exodus 2.25. Following on from Exod. 2.24, where speaking of the 
Israelite oppression in Egypt we read that ‘God heard their groaning, and 
God remembered his covenant with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob’, Exod. 
2.25 goes on to say, if we translate literally, that ‘God looked upon the 
Israelites and God knew (wayy da  ’ 

el hîm)’. It has sometimes struck 
scholars as a bit odd that there is no object here to the verb ‘knew’, and 
some83 have therefore preferred to follow the LXX, which reads egn sth  
autois, ‘he was made known to them’, implying Hebrew wayyiww da  
’alêhem. But a divine revelation to the Israelites seems a little premature 
at this point. Thomas,84 however, on the basis of one of the meanings of 
Arabic wadu a, ‘to care for, keep in mind’, suggests translating ‘and God 
cared for (them)’ or ‘God kept (them) in mind’. Bearing in mind that 
yd‘ and r’h occur parallel to one another a number of times in the Old 
Testament, and that ‘know’ and ‘see’ both imply perception, it would 
seem more natural to assume that yd‘ here re ects some form of the verb 
‘to know’ rather than a completely different root cognate with Arabic 
wadu a. Since yd‘ can mean ‘take note’, it is perhaps natural to think that 
what is being said is that ‘God took note (of them)’. Such a meaning is 
not so different from Thomas’s understanding in terms of meaning. 

 
 81. Gemser, Sprüche Salomos, p. 66; McKane, Proverbs, p. 464. 
 82. Waltke, The Book of Proverbs Chapters, 1-15, p. 577. 
 83. E.g. W.H. Propp, Exodus 1–18: A New Translation with Introduction and 
Commentary (AB, 2; New York: Doubleday, 1999), pp. 177-78. 
 84. D.W. Thomas, ‘A Note on  in Exod. ii.25’, JTS 49 (1948), pp. 143-44 
[= no. 63 below]. In neither this nor the following example does Thomas state which 
form of the verb wadu a he is basing this on, but presumably it is form 10, from which is 
derived, for example, the noun wadiy ah, ‘a thing committed to the trust and care of a 
deposit; a trust; a deposit’ (Lane, Arabic–English Lexicon, p. 3051). 
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Psalm 31.8 (ET 7). Translated literally, Ps. 31.8 (ET 7) declares, ‘I will 
exult and rejoice in your steadfast love, because you have seen my 
af iction; you know (y da t ) my adversities’. Thomas,85 however, in 
keeping with one of the meanings of Arabic wadu a, again suggests that 
the verb yd‘ here rather means ‘care for’, hence translating ‘…thou hast 
cared for my soul in adversities’. However, rather than importing a new 
verb here, there seems no reason why we should not simply accept that 
we have a particular nuance of the well-known verb yd‘, ‘to know’, 
appropriately paralleling another verb of perception, ‘to see’, as 
elsewhere (cf. Ps. 138.6 above). Perhaps we might render, ‘you take note 
of my adversities’ (cf. similarly Pss. 1.6; 37.18). 
 
 

Brief Conclusion 
 
In the light of the above detailed study of all the instances of the root yd‘ 
in the Hebrew Bible where Winton Thomas sought some meaning other 
than ‘know’ on the basis of Arabic wadu a, it has been concluded that 
none of his proposals is correct. This pertains not merely to alleged 
instances of the meaning ‘be humiliated’, where William Johnstone had 
already shown that the Arabic philological support claimed is invalid, but 
also in the cases of other proposed meanings which are not disquali ed 
by the Arabic. For the rst time since William Johnstone’s signi cant 
article I have attempted an examination of every single passage where 
Winton Thomas found a cognate to yd‘ II and indicated the most likely 
translations to be followed.  
 
 

Summary 
 
For a more detailed summary of the main conclusions of this chapter, 
please see the overall summary of the book in Chapter 6. 
 

 
 85. Thomas, ‘The Root  in Hebrew’, p. 301. 



 
 
 
 

6 
 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS  
 
 
In Chapter 1 I gave a brief outline of the career of Winton Thomas, which 
sets the scene for the volume’s primary task, to analyse his main lexi-
cographical proposals, and these were discussed in Chapters 2–5. As 
I have already emphasized, it has unfortunately not been possible to 
analyse every single philological proposal that Thomas put forward, but 
I believe that all his most important suggestions have been considered, 
and I shall now endeavour to summarize the results of my study here. 
 
 

Chapter 2 
 
In Chapter 2 I considered an adjective, ra  

an n, and various expressions 
which allegedly convey what Thomas called a superlative sense (though 
‘intensive’ would often be more appropriate), in addition to the noun 
alm wet, which Thomas argued derives from one of these expressions. 

 With regard to the adjective ra  
an n, there is no doubt that Thomas 

made a decisive contribution to the understanding of the word. Prior to 
Thomas’s article the dominant view was that this meant ‘green’, as in the 
phrase ‘under every green tree’. Subsequent to his article, however, there 
has been a much greater recognition that its real meaning is ‘luxuriant, 
leafy, spreading’. This can claim the support of the ancient Versions and 
the fact that it was used of human beings in the meaning of ‘ ourishing’ 
or ‘prospering’ (e.g. Dan. 4.4 [ET 1] Aramaic). Thomas plausibly con-
nected this with the Arabic root l n, meaning ‘to be tangled’ (of plants), 
and in the eleventh form denoting ‘to be long and tangled’ (of plants) or 
‘to be long and thick/burly, to the point of being intertwined’. 
 Thomas discussed a number of expressions, either with the divine 
name, or with m wet, ‘death’ or l mût, to die’ or with Sheol, which he 
held had what he called a superlative sense. However, intensive rather 
than superlative often conveys better the sense of Thomas’s actual 
translations, since he tends to render the divine name by such expressions 
as ‘mighty’ and ‘ ne’ rather than ‘mightiest’ and ‘ nest’, and m wet by 
words like ‘very’, ‘extremely’ or ‘frightful’, rather than truly superlative 
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expressions, though in the case of m wet he does occasionally use genu-
inely superlative terms. The suggestion of his which has most plausibility 
is that there could be intensive (or as Thomas would call it, superlative) 
use of the word m wet or l mût, just as in English we can speak of 
something being ‘deadly boring’. Compare Judg. 16.16, where we read of 
Samson that ‘his soul was vexed to die’ as a result of Delilah’s questions, 
although he was not literally on the point of death. Another good example 
is in Ecclus 37.2, ‘Is it not a grief verging on death when a bosom friend 
becomes changed into an enemy?’, though several of Thomas’s other 
examples seem less convincing. 
 Derivative from this is the noun alm wet, as Thomas plausibly 
argued. Literally, the word means ‘shadow of death’, as con rmed by the 
ancient Versions, including the LXX, but the contexts show that the word 
is simply used as a synonym for ‘deep darkness’, and an underworld 
context is present in only a couple of instances (Job 10.21-22; 38.17). 
Accordingly, some scholars have proposed that the word should be 
repointed as almût, ‘darkness’, and seen as cognate with Akkadian 
al mu, Arabic alima IV and Ethiopic alma, ‘to be dark’. However, it 

would be unprecedented for the pronunciation of a word to be changed 
because of popular etymology from almût to alm wet. Moreover, 
signi cantly there is no evidence of a verb lm, ‘to be dark’, or any other 
related words meaning having to do with ‘dark’ in Hebrew, or indeed 
any other North-West Semitic language, which would be odd if the word 
was really almût, which as an abstract noun would betoken ‘having the 
quality of lm’. In contrast, l, ‘shadow’ and m wet, ‘death’, are both 
common. Although compound words are admittedly rare in Hebrew, 
Thomas’s suggestion therefore seems probable.  
 Less convincing, in my view, were the other examples of alleged 
superlative (or better intensive) usage of the divine name (whether 
Yahweh, Elohim or El) and of Sheol. With regard to the alleged intensive 
use of the divine name, which a number of scholars have found in the 
Hebrew Bible both before and after Thomas, I pointed out that in every 
instance one can make a good case that the divine name was simply being 
used literally and not as an intensive or superlative. Similarly, with regard 
to the much smaller number of alleged instances involving Sheol, the 
evidence suggested a literal rather than an intensive or superlative usage. 
Finally, Thomas was wrong in thinking that (l )ne a  sometimes func-
tioned as a superlative; rather it always meant ‘for ever’, as Thomas 
himself conceded was the case in other instances of the word. 
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Chapter 3 

 
In Chapter 3 I considered Thomas’s proposals regarding various nouns. 
Here there are a number of instances in which Thomas appears to have 
made a positive contribution. First, we may note his study of various 
place names, beginning with the famous Mt Tabor, for which he com-
pared Arabic nabara, ‘to raise, elevate’, well known from the Arabic 
noun minbar, ‘pulpit’ (in a mosque). This has since turned out to be the 
most commonly accepted etymology and all other suggestions seem far-
fetched in comparison. Another place name Thomas studied was Mishal 
(Josh. 19.26; 21.30), for which he proposed the verb ’l, ‘to ask’, as the 
root and interpreted it as ‘place of asking’, implying the site of an oracle 
(cf. too Eshtaol). No better etymology has been suggested. 
 The noun zîz occurs twice in the Hebrew Bible, in Pss. 50.11 and 80.14 
(ET 13), both of which refer to ‘the zîz of the eld’ as the name of some 
kind of creature(s). Thomas’s 1967 article found that the only possible 
Semitic cognates with an animalic meaning are Akkadian ziz nu, a kind 
of locust’ and the Post-Biblical Hebrew and Aramaic zîz, zîz ’, ‘mite, 
worm’, either meaning ‘that which moves’ (from zûz) or onomatopoeic in 
origin. Something like ‘locusts’ or ‘worms’, both small but destructive 
creatures, would t the references in both psalms. Since Thomas wrote 
this short article his view has gained wide acceptance, including support 
in R. Whitekettle’s fairly recent survey of the subject; HALAT (ET 
HALOT), the new Gesenius dictionary and Seybold also cite in support 
Arabic zîz, ‘tree cricket’, which Thomas did not mention. 
 Another instance where Thomas made a contribution both original and 
positive was with respect to the root l , from which he identi ed the 
noun ma al ôt in Zech. 3.4 and Isa. 3.22 as meaning ‘clean garments’, 
rather than ‘change of garment’ or ‘rich apparel’, on the basis of Arabic 
ala a, ‘to become clean, pure, genuine, white’, and Akkadian al u, 

allegedly ‘to purify [oil]’, but actually ‘to press, squeeze out [of oil, etc.]’ 
and ‘to clean by combing’. This has gained a signi cant following among 
subsequent scholars and appears to be correct. However, alî â in Judg. 
14.19 probably does not mean the same thing, contrary to what Thomas 
thought, but rather refers to ‘spoil’. 
 It is generally recognized that Num. 23.10 should be rendered, ‘Who 
can count the dust of Jacob, or number the r ba  of Israel?’ The problem 
pertains to the meaning of r ba . Though traditionally rendered ‘fourth 
part’, Thomas was one of the rst to understand it to mean ‘dust cloud’, 
thus providing a good parallel to p r in the parallel line. In further 
support Thomas noted the Arabic noun rab , ‘very ne dust’. This 
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rendering has since become common, though Thomas’s Arabic evidence 
has frequently been overlooked.  
 Although Thomas was one of those who wrongly saw the phrase 
lahaqat hannebî’îm in 1 Sam. 19.20 as meaning ‘the senior ones among 
the prophets’, he was probably right in nding a word lehîqâ, ‘old age’, in 
Prov. 30.17. This is supported by the rendering of the MT lîqqahat in three 
of the ancient Versions, the LXX, Targum and Peshitta by ‘old age’, which 
probably attests the existence of a Hebrew cognate of Ethiopic lähqa, ‘to 
be old, senior’, and Arabic lahaqa, ‘to be white’ (e.g. of hair), and this 
has had considerable support amongst commentators and Bible 
translators. 
 In 1937 Thomas pointed out that E. Ben-Yehuda in his Thesaurus 
(1911) was the rst to argue that zimr t in Exod. 15.2 (cf. Ps. 118.14; 
Isa. 12.2) means not ‘song’ but ‘protection’. Prior to Thomas’s article 
I. Zolli (1935) and T.H. Gaster (1936) had proposed this, but neither 
knew that Ben-Yehuda had preceded them. He was overlooked because 
his work was in Modern Hebrew. Ben-Yehuda, like many since, appealed 
to Arabic amara, ‘to protect’, but since Thomas wrote we also have a 
Ugaritic text, KTU 1.108.24, where mrk is mentioned next to zk, ‘your 
strength’ (comparable to Exod. 15.2; Isa. 12.2; Ps. 118.24), and must 
mean ‘your protection’; there is no question of translating ‘your song’ 
here. There is also much other evidence, and this view now has wide, 
even if not universal, assent. This root is probably present also in the 
noun zimrâ in Gen. 43.11 (strength = produce), and zemirôt in 2 Sam. 
23.1, ‘Mighty One/Protector/Guardian’ (plural of excellence) and in Job 
35.10, ‘protection’ or ‘strength’.  
 In the case of one word Thomas appears to have been right about the 
underlying root but was probably wrong about its precise meaning. This 
is the noun belîya‘al (Belial). Having rejected various unlikely sug-
gestions, he suggested that the word is derived from the verb bl‘, ‘to 
swallow’, hence meaning ‘swallower’ with reference to the underworld. It 
is likely that he was on the right lines with this root, but J.A. Emerton has 
more recently suggested that it derives from bl‘ in its sense of ‘to destroy’ 
and this does greater justice to the evidence about its meaning.  
 Finally, it should be noted that I studied two nouns where Thomas’s 
articles made a positive lexicographical impact, but the approach was not 
strictly philological. The rst was on the expression ’ p n, ‘wheel’, in 
Prov. 20.26, where Thomas argued convincingly that the reference was to 
a threshing wheel of a cart drawn by horses, as in Isa. 28.27-28, and that 
the image was used of the judicial role of the king as in Prov. 20.8, which 
speaks of the king winnowing the wicked. Thomas was not the rst to 
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suggest this but his contribution had the effect of increasing support for 
this view. The second was on keleb, ‘dog’, a word which he argues might 
be onomatopoeic (cf. German kläffen, ‘to bark’). Among other things 
Thomas produced evidence from extra-biblical sources that the term 
could be a designation for a humble servant, as in certain personal names 
containing the name of a deity, thus presenting a more positive image of 
the dog in the biblical world than had often been supposed. 
 However, with regard to certain other nouns Thomas appears to have 
been completely wrong. In two instances the correct solution is probably 
to be found rather in an extension of the normal meaning of the word 
in question. Thus, the noun a ’t, which usually means ‘sin’, appears 
in Prov. 10.16 in contrast to ‘life’, so the normal meaning is inappropri-
ate. There is no textual support for emendation and Thomas suggested 
the meaning ‘penury’, appealing to Ethiopic a ’at with this mean- 
ing. However, not only is the Ethiopic word extremely rare, but we have 
evidence from Zech. 14.19 that a ’t could also mean ‘punishment’ (for 
sin), so it seems better to understand it thus rather than create a hapax 
legomenon in Prov. 10.16. Likewise the noun l l commonly means 
‘booty’ (taken in war), but in Prov. 31.11 this meaning is unsatisfactory, 
referring to what the husband will not lack in the ideal wife. Here, most 
see an extension of the normal meaning by translating ‘gain’, which is 
appropriate in the context. This seems preferable to Thomas’s creation of 
a hapax legomenon,‘wool’, on the basis of Arabic alla, since the usual 
Hebrew word for ‘wool’ ( emer) appears soon afterwards in v. 13, and 
vv. 10-11 appear to be speaking of the value of the woman in general 
terms, before getting down to particulars in vv. 13-28. 
 In one instance that we have examined the correct solution is likely to 
be found in emending the Hebrew text rather than accepting Thomas’s 
comparative philological solution. This is the case with his postulation of 
a Hebrew hapax legomenon, s d, ‘protection’, in Job 29.4 on the basis of 
Arabic sadda, ‘to close, stop up’. That the text means something like that 
is natural from the context, and is supported by the LXX, Symmachus and 
Peshitta, but this is better achieved by emending besôd to besôk (in nitive 
construct of sûk, ‘to hedge or fence in’, or of s kak, ‘to cover, protect’), 
than creating an otherwise unattested Hebrew word. In the square Hebrew 
script nal kaph could quite easily have been corrupted to a daleth. 
 There were several instances of nouns that I considered in which 
Thomas had to emend the biblical text in order to make a philological 
connection. The rst was in Isa. 49.9, where he proposed to emend MT 
der kîm, ‘tracks’, to dek kîm, ‘sand- ats’, allegedly cognate with Arabic 
dak, ‘even, level sand’. However, the only reason he felt it desirable to 
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create this hapax legomenon was because he took the parallel Hebrew 
word epayîm to mean ‘sand dunes’, following G.R. Driver. But epî more 
likely means ‘track, way’, as witness its parallelism with derek in Jer. 3.2 
and 4.11. It is therefore uncalled for to emend der kîm in Isa. 49.9. The 
second instance where Thomas’s proposal involved emendation was 
in Job 40.29 (ET 41.5). This is generally translated, ‘Will you play with 
him [Leviathan] as with a bird or tie him up for your maidens?’ However, 
at the end Thomas proposed reading kann ar (-â, -ôt) instead of 
lena  

arôtêk , and translating ‘like a young sparrow (young sparrows)’, by 
comparing Arabic nu ar, feminine nu arah, ‘a species of sparrows, 
young sparrows’. He does this because the LXX reads ‘as a sparrow’ 
(h sper strouthion). However, because h sper strouthion translates 
kaye nîm, ‘like sparrows’, in Lam. 4.3, and kena  

anîm appears at the end 
of the following verse, the LXX’s reading is more likely an intrusion from 
the following verse. Finally, in one verse, Isa. 40.15, in the phrase kemar 
middelî commonly rendered ‘like a drop from a bucket’, Thomas emended 
both kemar to kemur and middelî to madlê or midlê on the basis of alleged 
Arabic and Ethiopic cognates respectively, thus attaining the reading ‘like 
the dust of the balances’. However, the fact that Thomas has to postulate 
two emendations of the MT when the text makes perfectly good sense as it 
stands tends to go against his proposal.  
 Two other proposals will now be discussed. Thus, rst, Thomas found 
two places where he thought da‘at meant not ‘knowledge’ but ‘law-suit’, 
cognate with Arabic da‘way (‘law-suit’) namely Prov. 22.12 and 29.7, 
and one place, Prov. 24.14, where he found what he took to be the 
underlying verb d‘h, ‘to seek’, cognate with Arabic da‘ , ‘sought, 
desired, asked, demanded’. In all three cases we found that the noun was 
better interpreted as da‘at, ‘knowledge’, and the verb as yd‘, ‘to know’, 
except that the latter has its specialized meaning ‘to learn’ (cf. Prov. 1.2, 
etc.). Secondly, Thomas proposed that the noun ‘ 

onî in Ps. 107.10 and Job 
36.8 and the piel of the verb nh in Ps. 105.18 be translated respectively 
not ‘af iction’ and ‘they af icted’ but rather by ‘captivity’ and ‘they 
imprisoned’ in the light of Arabic ‘aniya, ‘to take captive’. However, this 
seems unnecessary, since elsewhere in Biblical Hebrew the noun 
‘af iction’ and verb ‘af ict’ in question cover a variety of different 
contexts, including situations of captivity such as slavery and exile. 
 Returning to place names, we should note Thomas’s studies of the 
place names En-dor, Hammoth-dor and Naphath-dor. Here Thomas 
suggested that ‘dor’ relates to a ritual dance that took place there. The 
same element appears also in the place simply called Dor, a point not 
mentioned by Thomas, and although certainty is not possible, it seems 
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more natural to connect this with the noun dôr, ‘dwelling’, attested in Isa. 
38.12 and the verb dûr, ‘to dwell’ in Ps. 84.11 (ET 10). 
   
 

Chapter 4 
 
Chapter 4 considered various verbal roots. One verb with regard to which 
Thomas made a positive contribution is the verb ’hb, ‘to love’. He success-
fully revived A. Schultens’s suggestion in 1748 that ’hb originates from 
a bilateral root hb, cognate with Arabic habba, ‘to breathe heavily’. 
Previously this view had been neglected, but after Thomas’s study it 
became the standard view.  
 Another enduring contribution that Thomas made to the study of 
Hebrew verbs concerned n  (Mic. 6.8; cf. Prov. 11.2) and his view has 
been widely followed subsequently. He appears to have been the rst to 
note that its basic meaning is ‘to act prudently, carefully, wisely’ rather 
than ‘to be humble’. As Thomas noted, this understanding is strongly 
supported by Ecclesiasticus, where in 42.8 nûa  is parallel with z hîr, 
‘careful’, and in 16.25 beha n a  is parallel with ‘in due measure’, and 
again in 34.22 (LXX 31.22) the LXX translates ha n a  kl by ‘with exact 
knowledge’. In addition there is evidence from Qumran. 
 Another verb on which Thomas made a signi cant contribution is nh. 
In the Hebrew Bible this verb commonly means ‘to change’, but Thomas 
argued that there are occasions where it rather means ‘to be high, exalted’ 
and is cognate with the Arabic verb saniya with this meaning, as well as 
the Syriac noun an ’, ‘sublimity, majesty, great honour’, and which is in 
turn closely related to Arabic san , ‘to shine, shine brightly, gleam’. 
There is circumstantial evidence that this latter root existed in Biblical 
Hebrew, Thomas drawing attention to the LXX’s mistranslation of nwt in 
Ecclus 43.13 (LXX 30.25) as ‘bright’, and J.A. Emerton noting that this 
root appears to lie behind the Hebrew noun nî, ‘scarlet’. As for the root 
‘to be high, exalted’, the most convincing passages that Thomas proposed 
appear to be Prov. 24.21, where ônîm stands parallel to ‘the Lord and the 
king’, and Prov. 5.9, where en têk  (possibly to be emended to en tek ) 
is parallel to hôdek , ‘your splendour’. J.A. Emerton subsequently 
developed Thomas’s view further, and found this root to be also present 
in Ps. 127.2 and Judg. 6.25-28.  
 In one instance, with regard to the verb ml’ in Jer. 4.5, I concluded that 
Thomas was partly right and partly wrong. He was right in thinking that 
the verb means ‘assemble, amass, mass together’ (cf. the parallel with the 
verb ’sp [niphal], ‘gather together’), but he was wrong in holding that it 
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was a technical term for the mobilizing of forces, since the context is that 
of eeing for safety, not preparing for battle. 
 There are a number of other proposed new verbs where Thomas simply 
seems to be wrong. I shall go through these cases alphabetically. 
Nevertheless, in the case of the rst, Thomas’s claim has actually gained 
quite a lot of support, namely that dl in 1 Sam. 2.5 means ‘to be plump’; 
cf. Arabic adula, ‘to become plump, eshy in the limbs’. Thomas also 
claims some support for this notion from Symmachus, the Vulgate and 
Peshitta in this verse, but none of these actually translates by ‘be plump’. 
Other scholars have also found this meaning elsewhere, for example, in 
Judg. 5.7 and Deut. 15.11. However, T.J. Lewis has pointed out that dl 
can mean not only ‘to cease’, but also ‘to cease (from doing something)’, 
something being the previously mentioned verb. This makes excellent 
sense in 1 Sam. 2.5. There is also no good reason to reject ‘cease’ in the 
examples suggested by others. 
 With regard to the hiphil of lq (Prov. 29.5), it was concluded that 
there is no good reason to translate this as ‘lay a snare’, as Thomas argued 
on the basis of Arabic alaqa. Rather than creating a hapax legomenon, 
we should take the hiphil of lq in its normal sense of ‘ atter’ (Prov. 
28.23; cf. Prov. 2.16; 7.5). 
 There are three places in the Psalms, Pss. 34.11 (ET 10), 35.17, and 
58.7 (ET 6), where Thomas found a Hebrew root kpr cognate with Arabic 
kafara, ‘to become an unbeliever’. In each case the Masoretic Hebrew 
text reads kepîrîm, ‘young lions’. In the latter two texts reference is made 
to the psalmists’ enemies, but since these are elsewhere in the Psalter 
sometimes referred to metaphorically as lions, there is no reason to doubt 
‘young lions’ here, especially as Ps. 58.7 (ET 6) refers to teeth. In Ps. 
34.11 (ET 1) literal lions are intended (cf. Job 4.7-11). 
 In 1 Kgs 21.20, 25 and 2 Kgs 17.17 we read of those who ‘sold 
themselves (hithpael of mkr) to do evil’. Finding this an odd phrase, 
Thomas sought here a cognate in Arabic makara, ‘to practise deceit, 
guile’. However, this is to be rejected, since in 1 Kgs 21.20, 25 there is no 
evidence of deceit being involved, in Deut. 28.68 the hithpael of mkr 
undoubtedly means ‘to sell oneself’ in a literal sense, and it is fairly easy 
to see how ‘to sell oneself to do evil’ could come to mean ‘to surrender 
oneself to do evil’. 
 In several places Thomas claimed that n m means not ‘to comfort’ but 
‘to breathe out’ (cf. Arabic na ama). But two of these (Job 16.2; 21.34) 
are in Job with respect to his three friends, who are speci cally intended 
to be comforters (cf. Job 2.11—the same verb is used), thus making 
Thomas’s view unlikely, and Zech. 10.2 employs the same phrase as Job 
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21.34, which has already been disquali ed. Since it so lacks support, 
there is therefore little reason to nd it in Gen. 27.42. 
 In the account of Samson and Delilah in Judg. 16.20 Thomas argued 
that the niphal of n r means ‘be angry’, cognate with Arabic na ara, as 
opposed to the common translation ‘shake free’. Against this, however, it 
was noted that the verb should represent something that has repeatedly 
happened (cf. pa am bepa am in this verse), which does not t ‘be angry’ 
here. The traditional rendering ‘shake free’ should be retained, and this is 
comparable to Isa. 52.1, where n r is similarly used in connection with 
Israel’s captivity. Thomas’s proposal was made on the assumption that 
Samson had not been bound on this occasion, but Judg. 16.19 provides 
possible evidence to the contrary. 
 Regarding s r Thomas proposed that libbî se ar ar in Ps. 38.11 (ET 
10) means ‘My mind is betwitched’ rather than the traditional ‘My heart 
palpitates/throbs’, associating it with Arabic sa ru and Arabic sa ara, 
‘to enchant’ and with s arayik in Isa. 47.15, understood as ‘your sorcer-
ers’. However, the latter more naturally means ‘those who traf c with 
you’, in keeping with the normal meaning (and cf. Isa. 45.14), and the 
Akkadian and Arabic verb is cognate rather with the verb a r h 
(probably to be emended to a ar h) in v. 11, ‘charm (it) away’. In view 
of all this, there is no real reason to reject the traditional rendering of 
se ar ar in Ps. 38.11 (ET 10). 
 On the basis of Arabic aqada, ‘to tie’, Thomas postulated reading 
me aqedîm, ‘diviners’, in Isa. 2.6 instead of MT’s miqqedem, ‘from the 
east’, which is impossible as it stands. However, this is only a secondary 
meaning of the Arabic, and scholars generally prefer to read miqs m or 
qesem, ‘divination’, or q semîm, ‘diviners’, either instead of miqqedem or 
in addition to it, rather than creating a new Hebrew word. It is graphically 
simplest to suppose that miqs m should be read instead of miqqedem. 
 Thomas proposed that on a number of occasions the verb h does not 
mean ‘to do’ or ‘to make’ but rather ‘to cover’ or ‘to turn’, cognate with 
Arabic a  and â respectively. However, none seems particularly 
compelling. 
 Thomas rightly rejected T.H. Gaster’s attempt to give the verb l  in 
Jer. 5.28 the meaning ‘deceive’ on the basis of Ethiopic al awa, but he 
himself tentatively suggested rendering wehi lîa  mirmâ in Dan. 8.25 as 
‘he shall practise deceit’. But it seems more acceptable to follow the 
traditional rendering ‘he shall cause treachery to prosper’ than to create a 
totally new meaning for the Hebrew verb simply on the basis of Ethiopic.  
 Finally, Thomas proposed that the piel of dd in Prov. 19.26 means ‘to 
expel’, cognate with Ethiopic sadada with this meaning, thus providing 
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an exact parallel with yabrîa , ‘chase away’, in the adjacent line. How-
ever, in the only other occurrence of the piel of this verb in Prov. 24.15 
the meaning is ‘to do violence to’, which is also clearly the basic meaning 
of the root dd generally, and there is no reason to reject this sense in 
Prov. 19.26. Further, Thomas failed to note that Ethiopic sadada is itself 
cognate with Hebrew dd. Nor is there suf cient reason to support 
Thomas’s view that there is word play on this verb in the place name 
Ashdod in Zeph. 2.4. 
 
 

Chapter 5 
 
In Chapter 5 I undertook the rst full examination, since William 
Johnstone’s refutation of some of Thomas’s claims, of all the passages 
in which Thomas had suggested new meanings of occurrences of the 
Biblical Hebrew verb yd‘ in the light of the Arabic verb wadu a. Speci -
cally Johnstone’s milestone article had already demonstrated that the 
basis for a meaning ‘to be humiliated, humbled’ was lacking in the Arabic 
evidence, but that the Arabic did not rule out in principle the possibility of 
other proposed meanings for the Hebrew verb. My own detailed analysis 
showed that none of Thomas’s other proposed meanings is in fact valid in 
the light of the most natural interpretations of the passages. I also indi-
cated the most likely way in which all the passages should be understood. 
 With regard to the alleged meaning ‘to be humiliated, humbled’, it was 
found that the meaning ‘know’ may be retained in Gen. 18.21; Judg. 16.9; 
Isa. 8.9; 9.8 [ET 9]; 53.3; Jer. 31.19; Hos. 9.7; Ps. 138.6; and Job 21.19. 
In certain other places it is simplest to assume that the daleth should be 
emended to resh (Prov. 10.9; 14.33; Isa. 53.11; Dan. 12.4), thereby 
resulting in a meaning similar to that attained by Thomas’s proposal, 
while in Judg. 8.16 the correct approach is surely to emend wayy da  to 
wayy do , ‘and he ailed’, in keeping with weda tî (‘and I will ail’) a 
few verses earlier in Judg. 8.7. In other places where Thomas achieved a 
root yd‘ only by emending the text in the rst place, we should revert to 
the MT readings (Jer. 2.16; 15.12; Prov. 13.20; Job 20.26; Ecclus 7.20). 
 In certain passages Thomas proposed that yd‘ means ‘to be at peace, 
rest, still’, but none of the instances proved compelling. In many the 
meaning ‘know’ may be retained (Jer. 14.18; Ps. 35.15; Prov. 5.6; 9.13; 
Job 9.5; 20.20; 37.7), the meaning ‘knowledge’ developing into ‘thought’ 
in the case of the noun madd  in Ecclus 10.20 (cf. 1QS 6.9; 7.3, 5; 
Targum to Ps. 34.1). In three other places Thomas achieved a reference 
to yd‘ by emending the text (Isa. 15.4; Amos 3.3; Prov. 10.21), while in 
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1 Sam. 6.3 the Qumran Samuel text indicates that wenôdaʻ is a corruption 
of wenikkappēr. 
 In passages where Thomas found the meaning ‘to lay down, deposit’, 
the rendering ‘know’ may be maintained in one (Job 38.33), while in 
the other the MT mûʻādîm, ‘set’, should be retained and not emended 
(Jer. 24.1). Again, in passages where Thomas found the meaning ‘say 
farewell to’, the meaning ‘know’ should be retained in 1 Sam. 22.6, while 
in 1 Sam. 21.3 (ET 2) the Qumran reading yāʻadtî, ‘I appointed’, should 
be followed (in place of MT yôda‘tî). In places where Thomas found the 
meaning ‘leave alone’, the translation ‘know’ may again be retained 
(Exod. 3.7; Prov. 14.7). The same is finally true of the places where 
Thomas suggests the meaning ‘care for, keep in mind’ (Exod. 2.25; Ps. 
31.8 [ET 7]). 
 
 

Overall Conclusions 
 
In the light of the thorough analysis undertaken in this volume it is clear 
that Winton Thomas has made a positive and enduring contribution to 
Hebrew lexicography, and it is important that modern scholars do not 
overlook this. Drawing together disparate points already noted above, 
Thomas’s positive contribution may be summarized as follows. He rightly 
pointed out that the adjective raʻ 

anān does not mean ‘green’ but rather 
‘luxuriant, leafy, spreading’, and he correctly recognized that the noun 
māwet and verb lāmût could on occasion have an intensive sense, as in 
the noun ßalmāwet. Again, Thomas successfully identified the most likely 
etymologies of the place names Tabor and Mishal, as well as the mean-
ings of the noun zîz, as a small but destructive creature, possibly ‘locust’ 
or ‘worm’, ma˙alāßôt as ‘clean clothes’, and rōbaʻ as ‘dust’. He was one 
of the first to note that zimrāt means ‘protection’ rather than ‘song’ and 
he pointed out that E. Ben-Yehuda was the actual overlooked first person 
to suggest this. He also correctly identified that behind the noun belîya‘al 
stood the verbal root bl‘, though this was more likely in the sense of ‘to 
destroy’, as J.A. Emerton has subsequently argued, rather than ‘to swal-
low’ with reference to Sheol as Thomas supposed. In addition, Thomas 
wrote useful studies, though less philological in character, of the noun 
keleb, ‘dog’, and of ’ôpān, ‘wheel’, in Prov. 20.26. He showed that there 
was evidence for a more positive understanding of the role of the dog 
in the biblical world than had often been supposed, and that the wheel 
referred to a threshing wheel of a cart drawn by horses, emphasizing the 
judicial role of the king. Coming to verbs, Thomas made a good case for 
the existence of a verb ¡nh, ‘to be high, exalted’, a verb ßnʻ meaning ‘to 
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act prudently, carefully, wisely’ rather than ‘to be humble’, and ml’ (piel), 
‘to assemble, amass, mass together’. He also showed that ’hb, ‘to love’, 
originated from a biliteral root hb, cognate with Arabic habba, ‘to breathe 
heavily’.  
 On the other hand, it has also become abundantly clear that Thomas 
was too prone to appeal to cognate Semitic languages in the search for 
new meanings of Biblical Hebrew words when this was unnecessary, 
and in particular he was excessively dependent on vocabulary-rich 
Arabic. In certain instances other alternative interpretations should have 
been explored more thoroughly, such as acknowledging a wider range of 
nuances of an already well-attested Hebrew word or occasionally 
embracing a text-critical solution if the evidence for this was strong. 
On the other hand, there were a few instances where Thomas could only 
identify an allegedly new Hebrew word by implausibly emending the 
Masoretic text in the rst place. Again, in the case of yd‘ allegedly mean-
ing ‘to be humiliated’, as William Johnstone showed, Thomas should 
have paid attention to the actual Arabic usage of wadu a rather than 
merely relying on Arabic dictionaries. Overall, in spite of the care with 
which Thomas approached his work, it must be concluded that he was 
more often wrong than right. However, it must be granted that even when 
Thomas was wrong, his drawing attention to apparent problems and 
presentation of the evidence can be helpful and his work can often act as a 
spur to us to nd a more compelling explanation. 
 Finally, overall this study does con rm that there is still a role for the 
comparative Semitic philological method to play with respect to Biblical 
Hebrew, even if we have to be still more cautious than Winton Thomas, 
let alone Sir Godfrey Driver or Mitchell Dahood, when applying it. The 
strictures of James Barr in this regard are well taken. 
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