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Abstract 

This study seeks to explore the language of pain in the Old Testament and to 

demonstrate how a better understanding of Hebrew vocabulary for pain can provide 

insight for interpreting biblical passages that speak of pain. These goals are accomplished 

through multiple steps. First, in order to gain a better understanding of Hebrew pain 

terminology, this thesis begins with a lexical semantic analysis of the terms found in 

NIDOTTE’s semantic field of “pain, pangs.” Chapters 2 and 3 contain a detailed study of 

all occurrences of these terms in the Old Testament, with Chapter 2 focusing on the terms 

אֵב ,כאב אוֹב ,כְּ בוֹן ,עֹצֶב ,עַצֶבֶת ,עֶצֶב ,עצב ,מַכְּ ה ,עִצָּ צֵב and ,מַעֲצֵבָּ ב/עָּ  and Chapter 3 covering the עַצָּ

terms לָּה ,חִיל ,חיל חָּ  In these chapters, attention is given to the .צִיר and ,חֵבֶל ,חבל ,חִילָּה ,חַלְּ

syntax and associative field (contexts of use, syntagmatic relations, parallel terms) of 

each lexeme, with sensitivity to lexicographic principles.  

Second, after each term has been examined individually, the semantic relations 

between these lexemes are then explored. This attention to the lexical field as a whole is 

given in the final sections of Chapters 2 and 3, where the terms from these chapters are 

set alongside one another to determine their shared and distinctive features. Because 

these terms belong to the same semantic field, there is much overlap between many of 

them. By comparing and contrasting these semantically related terms with one another, 

the particular semantic contribution of each term is more clearly identified. Having 

explored the relations between these lexemes, brief consideration is then given at the end 

of Chapter 3 to the question of whether the boundaries of the semantic field of “pain, 

pangs” found in NIDOTTE should be adjusted.  
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 Third, the results of the semantic and lexical field analysis from Chapters 2 and 3 

are applied in Chapter 4 to a specific passage (Gen 3:16) where the meanings of two of 

the terms in this semantic field (בוֹן  are debated. After three main interpretive (עֶצֶב ,עִצָּ

approaches to this passage are described and evaluated, it becomes clear that much of the 

debate surrounding this passage has stemmed from an improper use of lexicography. An 

alternative interpretation of Gen 3:16 is then proposed in light of the lexical work in 

Chapters 2 and 3. In the process, it is suggested that a proper use of lexicographical and 

lexical field analysis, as found in the earlier chapters of this thesis, can provide a better 

foundation for interpreting this debated passage and can resolve some of the perceived 

difficulties. This discussion of Gen 3:16 thus demonstrates the fruitfulness of careful 

lexical study of these terms and of semantic field analysis for biblical interpretation of 

passages that speak of pain. This thesis concludes by suggesting that the lexical analysis 

of these terms for pain can shed light not only on Gen 3:16 but also on other biblical 

passages that use this language, thus opening the door for further research into such texts.   
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Life is pain, highness. Anyone who says differently is selling something. 

— Wesley, in The Princess Bride. 
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Chapter 1 

 

Introduction 

How does biblical Hebrew speak of pain? A brief survey suggests there is not a 

simple answer to this question. On the one hand, there are a number of somewhat abstract 

Hebrew terms denoting “pain,” “distress,” or “affliction” broadly. On the other hand, in 

poetical books—and specifically portions of Scripture such as Job, Psalms of lament, and 

Lamentations—vivid imagery and metaphorical language are frequently used to speak of 

pain rather than these abstract terms. In narratives too, concrete descriptions of physical 

or psychological distress are often found without the use of any specific pain 

terminology.1 In these and other places, painful experiences may be inferred by the 

audience without the author’s use of any explicit vocabulary for “pain.” Additionally, 

there are various more concrete terms that also do not explicitly mean “pain” but 

designate experiences that could probably be considered painful, such as injuries, 

wounds, or weariness. This thesis will seek to explore one aspect of this language for 

pain in the Hebrew Bible, namely, the use of specific terms for pain.  

 

1 Saul Olyan offers the example of Neh 13:25, in which “Nehemiah attacks his opponents in a judicial 

setting, cursing them, striking some of them, pulling out their hair and forcing them to swear an oath 

against intermarriage.” Olyan goes on to note that “although no vocabulary of pain is utilized in the 

description and nothing is said of the reactions of the opponents, it is obvious that Nehemiah has imposed 

severe bodily pain on them, given the description of his physically violent, punitive acts” (Saul M. Olyan, 

“Approaches to the Study of Pain in Ancient Texts,” in Pain in Biblical Texts and Other Materials of the 

Ancient Mediterranean, ed. Michaela Bauks and Saul M. Olyan, FAT 2 [Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2021], 

6).  
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Literature Review: Pain in the Old Testament 

Apart from a monograph published in 1955 by Josef Scharbert, the topic of pain 

in the OT and specifically the language of pain in the OT have received little attention in 

the field of biblical studies. Recent years, however, have seen a rise in scholarly interest 

in the topic of pain in the Bible and specifically the OT. This growing interest, combined 

with the lack of extensive scholarly research, suggests that there is much fertile ground 

for study in this field.  

Josef Scharbert 

In 1955, German OT scholar Josef Scharbert published a monograph on the topic 

of pain in the OT entitled Der Schmerz im Alten Testament. While several studies on the 

problem of suffering already existed, Scharbert notes that little attention had been paid in 

such studies to “the subjective side of suffering, namely, the experience of pain, which is 

what gives suffering its decisive meaning for religious life.”2 According to Scharbert, 

these studies had primarily treated pain as a theological problem, and none of these 

studies had dealt in depth with psychology—“with the question of what the OT person 

actually perceives as suffering, how he feels it, how he behaves in the face of suffering 

and pain, what influence pain has on religious life.”3 Even fewer of these studies explored 

the terminology found in the OT for pain, grief, or suffering.   

 

2 Josef Scharbert, Der Schmerz im Alten Testament (Bonn: Peter Hanstein Verlag G.M.B.H., 1955), 13; 

“die subjektive Seite des Leidens, das Erlebnis des Schmerzes nämlich, wodurch das Leiden ja erst seine 

entscheidende Bedeutung für das religiöse Leben erhält.” 

3 Scharbert, Schmerz, 14; “mit der Frage, was der Mensch des AT überhaupt als Leiden empfindet, wie er 

es empfindet, wie er sich bei Leid und Schmerz verhält, welchen Einfluß der Schmerz auf das religiös 

Leben hat.” 
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In contrast to these previous studies on the problem of suffering, Scharbert seeks 

to focus more closely on pain (Schmerz) rather than suffering (Leiden), though he admits 

that distinguishing between the two is not always an easy task. Scharbert looks at both 

physical and mental pain in his monograph, but suggests that these two types of pain 

“were not kept apart in the OT.”4 Alongside this focus on pain rather than suffering more 

broadly, Scharbert’s work contributed to the conversation by providing a treatment of the 

vocabulary for pain and the psychology of pain in the OT, areas which the previous 

studies he references had not attempted or dealt with in depth.5 Even while he advances 

the conversation by looking more closely at the OT terminology and psychology of pain, 

Scharbert’s primary objective appears to be similar to the earlier studies he mentions, as 

he ultimately concludes with a theological treatment of the problem of pain in the final 

section of his book.6 His results and theological conclusions, he admits, largely 

correspond to those of the previous studies on the problem of suffering.  

Of particular interest here is Scharbert’s section on the language of pain. 

Scharbert conducts what he calls a “detailed linguistic-philological study” of Hebrew 

words for pain, grief, and similar words.7 In his linguistic study, Scharbert deals with a 

 

4 Scharbert, Schmerz, 14; “diese beiden Arten von Schmerz werden im AT nicht auseinandergehalten.” 

5 As one reviewer notes, “the special value of [Scharbert’s] work,” which “justifies its place side by side 

with the various existing treatments of the problem of suffering in the Old Testament,” lies in “the thorough 

investigations” in Scharbert’s section on the language of pain in the OT (A. Weiser, review of Der Schmerz 

im Alten Testament, by Josef Scharbert, Journal of Semitic Studies 2, no. 3 [July 1957]: 289).  

6 Scharbert’s book contains three main sections: 1. Pain in the Language of the OT; 2. The Psychology of 

Pain in the OT; and 3. Pain as a Theological Problem. 

7 Scharbert, Schmerz, 16–17.  
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variety of terms, grouped by their associations with different life situations.8 Scharbert’s 

ultimate goal in studying the linguistic expressions of pain in the OT seems to be to 

discover the underlying psychological views about pain that OT Israelites held—that is, 

he is attempting to study the concept of pain by studying the vocabulary of pain. While 

Scharbert’s linguistic study examines many important Hebrew terms for various forms of 

pain, it also demonstrates a number of methodological problems. First, there are 

numerous questions that arise regarding his process of choosing terms for analysis.9 

Second, Scharbert’s lexical analysis exhibits an overreliance on etymology in 

determining the meaning of certain Hebrew words.10 Third, the belief that Hebrew 

thought and language are primarily concrete rather than abstract significantly shapes his 

analysis; Scharbert’s conclusions about the terms are biased by his assumption that these 

 

 ,are considered under the heading “Birth-pangs and Fear” (Geburtsschmerz und Angst) חיל and ,ציר ,חבל 8

 ,דוה ,חלה ,under “Pain from Insult and Injury” (Schmerz durch Krankung und Verletzung) יגה and ,כעס ,עצב

and כאב under “Pain in Sickness and a Hopeless Situation” (Schmerz in Krankheit und hoffnungsloser 

Lage), עגם ,קדר ,אבל, and ספד under “Mourning” (Trauer), נחם under “Grief, Pain of Remorse, and 

Compassion” (Trost, Reueschmerz und Mitleid), and שׂיח under “Painful Worrying” (Schmerzliches 

Grübeln). Scharbert lastly includes a section on “Other Possibilities for the Description of Pain” (Andere 

Möglichkeiten für die Beschreibung von Schmerz), in which he considers, along with interjections such as 

הּ לַי ,אֲהָּ  .and others, descriptions of painful situations that do not explicitly use pain terminology ,אַלְּ

9 In regard to his selection of Hebrew words, Scharbert notes that the terms that he studies are those 

rendered in dictionaries and translations with the German “‘Schmerz,’ ‘Trauer,’ ‘Weh,’ u.ä.,” as well as the 

corresponding verbs. However, it is not clear what other (u.ä.) German terms Scharbert used to select the 

Hebrew lexemes he studies. It is questionable whether terms such as חלה “to be sick,” דוה “to be ill,” or כעס 

“to be vexed, angry” in fact describe “pain” and belong in such a study. Additionally, his study omits 

certain Hebrew roots that could easily be included in one or more of the categories he treats such as אנח (“to 

sign, groan”), עטף (“to be feeble, faint”), ענֳִי (“affliction”), and ה רָּ  ,among others. Further ,(”distress“) צָּ

Scharbert’s study also overlooks and omits many terms associated with other categories of pain, such as 

pain inflicted through violence, i.e., painful wounds.  

10 Scharbert writes at the start that “the knowledge of etymological connections is crucial for the 

interpretation of many words” (Scharbert, Schmerz, 16; “die Kenntnis der etymologischen Zusammenhänge 

ist für die Deutung vieler Worte ausschlaggebend”). In his study, Scharbert seeks to discover the “concrete 

basic meaning” of various terms, but frequently does so by looking at etymological development, even if 

the actual linguistic context in the OT would yield a different sense of the word. This reliance on 

etymological connections appears to come into play especially in Scharbert’s treatment of the Hebrew 

terms כאב ,חיל, and אבל, among others.  
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words designate not the feeling of pain but the objective circumstances “from which the 

feeling can be inferred.”11  

Recent Contributions 

A long period following Scharbert witnessed seemingly little research devoted to 

the topic of pain or the language of pain in the OT. Two works by Klaus Seybold 

published in the 1970s, Das Gebet des Kranken im Alten Testament12 and Krankheit und 

Heilung,13 touch on the topic but ultimately focus primarily on sickness rather than pain. 

The publication of Suffering and Sin by Frederick Lindström in 199414 represents the 

continued interest in the topic of suffering in the OT more broadly, and particularly its 

relation to sin, but the specific subject of pain and language for it in the OT remained 

relatively neglected until quite recently.  

In the past few years, the topic of pain in the OT has begun to receive new 

attention in biblical scholarship. One clear evidence of this is the publication in 2021 of a 

volume of essays under the leadership of Saul Olyan and Michaela Bauks entitled Pain in 

Biblical Texts and Other Materials of the Ancient Mediterranean.15 This volume features 

 

11 Scharbert, Schmerz, 17; “Überhaupt werden zumeist nicht direkt die Empfindungen als solche, sondern 

vielmehr die objektiven Gegebenheiten bezeichnet, aus denen auf die Empfindung zurückgeschlossen 

werden kann.” 

12 Klaus Seybold, Das Gebet des Kranken im Alten Testament: Untersuchungen zur Bestimmungen und 

Zuordnung der Krankheits- und Heilungspsalmen (Stuttgart: Verlag W. Kohlhammer, 1973). 

13 Klaus Seybold and Ulrich B. Mueller, Krankheit und Heilung (Stuttgart: W. Kohlhammer, 1978); 

English: Sickness and Healing, trans. Douglas W. Stott (Nashville: Abingdon, 1981). 

14 Fredrik Lindström, Suffering and Sin: Interpretations of Illness in the Individual Complaint Psalms, 

trans. Michael McLamb (Stockholm: Almqvist & Wiksell International, 1994). 

15 Michaela Bauks and Saul M. Olyan, eds., Pain in Biblical Texts and Other Materials of the Ancient 

Mediterranean (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2021). 
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a collection of essays studying “pain and its representation in the texts and non-literary 

remains of the ancient Eastern Mediterranean.”16 The editors note that “the representation 

of pain has received little or no attention from scholars who work in many areas of 

antiquity.”17 This volume is thus meant to “stimulate greater interest” in the “challenging 

and intriguing phenomenon” of pain.18 The essays cover a wide range of topics broadly 

focused on the literary and narrative representation of both physical and psychological 

pain in ancient texts, pain’s origins, and pain’s social and religious functions.19 Bauks and 

Olyan suggest that the “wide range of studies on pain and its representations” found 

 

16 Michaela Bauks and Saul M. Olyan, “Introduction to the Volume,” in Pain in Biblical Texts and Other 

Materials of the Ancient Mediterranean, ed. Michaela Bauks and Saul M. Olyan, FAT 2 (Tübingen: Mohr 

Siebeck, 2021), 8.  

17 Bauks and Olyan, “Introduction,” 9.  

18 Bauks and Olyan, “Introduction,” 9.   

19 The book contains three primary sections, with essays representing a wide range of perspectives and 

approaches to the study of pain in these texts. The first section contains seven essays related to pain in the 

Hebrew Bible, Cuneiform texts, and material remains of the Iron age; the second has four essays on pain in 

the Greek Bible, Greek traditions, Apocryphal/ Deuterocanonical texts, and early Christian materials; the 

third contains two essays on pain in Rabbinic texts.  

In the first section, one contributor surveys the phenomenon of pain in the whole Hebrew Bible, 

particularly focused on psychological pain (Andreas Wagner, “Schmerz im Alten Testament,” in Pain in 

Biblical Texts, 13–27), while other essays analyze aspects of pain in particular biblical texts: pain of 

childbirth in Genesis 3:16 (Michaela Bauks, “Pain in Childbirth: Gen 3:16 in Inner-Biblical Exegesis,” in 

Pain in Biblical Texts, 30–49), rhetoric of pain in Lamentations (Christian Frevel, “‘Seht meinen 

Schmerz!’: Rhetorik der Schmerzen in Klgl 1,” in Pain in Biblical Texts, 61–84), expressions of pain in 

Psalm 38 (Judith Gärtner, “‘Und mein Schmerz steht mir immer vor Augen’ (Ps 38,18): Schmerz als 

Ausdrucksform in den Psalmen am Beispiel von Ps 38,” in Pain in Biblical Texts, 84–101), and pain in 

ritualized torture in 2 Sam 8:2, 2 Kgs 25:7, and cuneiform texts (Saul M. Olyan, “Pain Imposed. The 

Psychological Torture of Enemies through Ritual Acts in Biblical and Cuneiform Sources,” in Pain in 

Biblical Texts, 51–60). One essay looks at the representation of pain in mourning and grief in Iron Age I 

coroplastic arts (Rüdiger Schmitt, “Mourning and Grief in Iron Age Coroplastic Arts from Palestine/Israel,” 

in Pain in Biblical Texts, 105–24), and the section closes with an essay citing a wide range of OT texts to 

consider the question of God’s pain within the biblical conception of God (Bernd Janowski, “Der Schmerz 

Gottes. Zu einem wichtigen Zug im biblischen Gottesbild,” in Pain in Biblical Texts, 125–42).  
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within the volume indicates “both the richness and complexity of the topic and the need 

for scholars to address it from a variety of perspectives.”20  

In 2022, a monograph on the topic of pain in the OT by scholar Dirk Sager was 

published entitled Die Leidtragenden: Schmerz im Alten Testament, the first major 

treatment dedicated to the subject since Josef Scharbert’s Der Schmerz im Alten 

Testament in 1955.21 Sager’s primary motivation appears to be to alert readers to the 

diversity of views of pain that he believes can be found in the OT. His research reviews 

and interacts with previous research on pain and attempts to update the work of Scharbert 

by incorporating insights that have arisen in cultural anthropology, pain medicine, and 

biblical exegesis since the publication of Scharbert’s work.22  

Sager’s section on the vocabulary for “Leid und Schmerz” in the OT is brief, 

though this is perhaps unsurprising given that Sager’s ultimate aim is to study not the 

language of pain but the phenomenon of pain, to discern what this vocabulary reveals 

 

20 Bauks and Olyan, “Introduction,” 8.  

21 Dirk Sager, Die Leidtragenden: Schmerz im Alten Testament (Stuttgart: KBW Bibelwerk, 2022). 

22 The book begins with a historical investigation: Chapter 1 outlines a concise history of research on pain 

from an interdisciplinary perspective, while Chapter 2 (Schmerz und Leid in der Welt des Alten 

Orients/Pain and Suffering in the World of the Ancient Orient) contains a brief comparative historical study 

of perspectives on pain found in writings of the ANE world. Sager then moves to an anthropological 

perspective. In Chapter 3 (Anthropologie des Schmerzes im Alten Testament/Anthropology of Pain in the 

Old Testament), Sager briefly examines vocabulary and forms of communication used to express pain in 

the OT and engages with topics such as the visibility of pain, the corporeality of pain, pain and 

communication, and pain as an anthropological constant. Chapter 4 (Lebenswelten des 

Schmerzes/Environments of Pain) examines specific life contexts in which pain is generally experienced, 

such as giving birth, sickness, chronic pain, violence, and death. This anthropological perspective is 

followed by a “conceptual-canonical” perspective in Chapter 5 (Konzeptionen von Schmerz ausgewählter 

Schriften des Alten Testaments/Conceptions of Pain in Selected Writings of the OT), where Sager 

examines individual OT books and argues that each of these books reveals different conceptions of pain. In 

Chapter 6 (Geschichte des Schmerzes im Alten Israel – Eine Skizze/History of Pain in Ancient Israel – A 

Sketch), Sager then attempts to outline a social and mental history of pain in ancient Israel. Sager concludes 

with a chapter containing a hermeneutical perspective on pain (Chapter 7: Hermeneutik des 

Schmerzes/Hermeneutic of Pain), in which he considers questions about the meaning of pain, the pain of 

God, and the ethics of pain in the OT.   
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about Israel’s attitude toward and beliefs about pain. Although Sager sharply critiques 

Scharbert’s process of selecting terms to study, his own discussion of Hebrew vocabulary 

for pain is itself selective and by no means comprehensive, and his choice of terms 

appears rather arbitrary.23 

The relatively limited scholarship on pain in the OT, as well as the challenges 

with the lexical analyses of both Scharbert and Sager, reveal that there are many potential 

avenues for research in this area. This thesis will enter into the study of pain in the OT by 

surveying some of the biblical Hebrew vocabulary for pain.   

Goals of This Study 

At a broad level, this thesis will seek to gain a better understanding of the 

semantic field of pain in biblical Hebrew and explore how a careful study of these terms 

and a greater awareness of the distinctions between them can inform biblical 

interpretation. Specifically, I will conduct a lexical semantic analysis of terms from the 

semantic field of “pain, pangs” found in NIDOTTE and seek to answer the questions: 1) 

How does an examination of this lexical field shape our understanding of the meanings of 

these terms? 2) How does this study help us to better understand and identify the 

boundaries of the semantic field? Does the semantic field in NIDOTTE need to be 

 

23 In his section on vocabulary for suffering and pain in the OT, which spans only about five pages of the 

book’s total 237, Sager discusses only the following words: נכה ,ידע ,נֶגַע ,רַע ,צַר ,יָּגוֹן ,חיל ,עצב ,כאב, and הפך. 

According to Sager, this brief discussion of vocabulary is only a first step toward uncovering the language 

of pain in the OT and is not intended to be comprehensive. Thus, this section serves only as a rough initial 

orientation. But even as such, it still lacks mention of certain terms that one would expect to be included in 

even a brief discussion. Not only are obvious terms for physical suffering omitted (e.g.,  חֵבֶל), but the reader 

is also left with the question of why Sager chose to treat the verbs כאב and נכה but not the nouns derived 

from them (e.g., אוֹב ה ,מַכְּ  .יגה and נגע but not their verbal roots יָּגוֹן and נֶגַע while including the nouns (מַכָּ

Another perplexing issue is Sager’s inclusion of certain terms that are used in contexts alongside pain 

terminology but do not directly signify pain (e.g., ידע ,רַע). 



 

9 

broadened or narrowed? 3) What insight can this lexical study provide for interpreting 

Gen 3:16, where two terms from this semantic field are used? A comparison of these 

semantically related terms can bring the differences between them more clearly into 

view, which can then provide insight for interpreting passages where these terms are 

used. 

In asking these questions, it becomes clear that the goals of my lexical analysis 

are somewhat different from those guiding the studies of pain discussed above. For 

Scharbert and others, the purpose of analyzing pain terminology was essentially only to 

access underlying conceptions about pain, or in order to build something like a theology 

of pain. My goal in studying these terms, by contrast, is not to discover how ancient 

Israelites conceptualized pain but to better understand what biblical authors are trying to 

convey with the use of these terms. In other words, the question is not “What do these 

words reveal about the concept of pain in the OT?” but “How does a deeper knowledge 

of what these words mean help us to understand biblical texts in which they are used?”  

Methodology and Overview 

Choice of Terminology 

Because “pain” is a fairly broad term, which can encompass various forms of 

emotional or physical suffering, there are a number of Hebrew terms that could 

reasonably be included in a study of “language for pain” in the OT. In addition to the 

verb כאב, which has the broad sense “to be in pain,” and its related nouns, אֵב בוֹמַכְא and כְּ , 

“pain,” there are a number of terms that can be used to express various types of pain or 

painful experiences. On the more concrete side, there are words for wounds or injuries 



 

10 

ה) ,חַבּוּרָּ זֹו רמָּ ה ,  ,חלל ,מַחַץ ,מחץ ,דקר) for inflicting pain or injury ,(שֶבֶר ,מַחַץ ,מחץ ,פֶצַע ,פצע ,מַכָּ

ל לָּ  ,תַחֲלֻאִים ,מַחֲלָּה ,מַחֲלֶה ,חֳלִי ,חלה) for sickness generally or specific types of disease ,(חָּ

חִין ,נֶגַע ,מַחֲלֻיִים רַעַת ,שְּ וֶה ,צָּ וַי ,דָּ י ,דְּ נַש ,מַדֶוֶה ,דַוָּּ  ,יָּגֵעַ  ,יגע ,אמל) and for weakness or weariness ,(אָּ

 as well as language specifically associated with the pain of childbirth ,(עשש ,עטף ,לאה ,יעף

 On the more abstract side, there are words for distress, trouble, anguish, or .(צִיר ,חֵבֶל ,חיל)

affliction broadly (ל ,עמל מָּ ק ,צוק ,עָּ צוֹק ,מוּצָּ ה ,מָּ צוּקָּ ה ,צוֹק  ,מְּ ה ,צַר ,מֵצַר ,צרר ,צוּקָּ רָּ נִי ,עֳנִי ,ענה ,צָּ  (עָּ

or for sorrow, grief, or mourning (בֵל ,אבל ,תוּגָּה ,יָּגוֹן ,יגה ה ,אנח ,אֵבֶל ,אָּ ה ,דאב ,אֲנָּחָּ בָּ אָּ  ,תַאֲנִיָּה ,דְּ

ה ,מַר ,מרר ,אֲנִיָּה  As this very brief survey reveals, there are many Hebrew terms that .(מוֹרָּ

could be used to describe what we might consider painful experiences. But it also 

suggests that a distinction can be made between words that can be used to describe 

painful experiences and words that actually mean “pain,” that is, between words that can 

be used to refer to pain and words whose sense is specifically “pain” or “to be in pain.” 

Due to space limitations, this thesis cannot provide a comprehensive analysis of all 

Hebrew terms related to various types of pain. This study will attempt to focus on terms 

that can have the sense “pain,” “to be in pain”—or a very closely related sense—rather 

than on terms that can be used to refer to pain. 

Specifically, in order to narrow the scope of this thesis, I have opted to analyze 

Willem A. VanGemeren’s semantic field of “pain, pangs” found in NIDOTTE,24 which 

includes 15 terms. A few modifications have been made to this semantic field for the 

purposes of this study. While including חִיל and חֵבֶל, both of which describe childbirth 

pains, VanGemeren’s semantic field omits the term צִיר “pang (of childbirth),” likely 

 

24 Willem A. VanGemeren, “Index of Semantic Fields,” NIDOTTE 5:137. VanGemeren includes the terms 

אֵב ,כאב ,חִילָּה ,חִיל ,חיל ,חבל ,חֵבֶל א  ,כְּ בוֹמַכְּ ה ,עצב ,מרץ , בוֹן ,עֹצֶב  ,עֶצֶב ,מַעצֲֵבָּ   .עַצֶבֶת ,עִצָּ
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because there is no entry for this term in NIDOTTE. Since צִיר is closely related 

semantically with these other terms, it has been included in the analysis below. 

Additionally, VanGemeren’s list lacks צֵב ב/עָּ  ,עצב a hapax legomenon from the root ,עַצָּ

and לָּה חָּ  that occurs four times in the OT. Since all other חיל a noun from the root ,חַלְּ

verbal and nominal forms from these roots are considered in the analysis below, I have 

also added צֵב ב/עָּ לָּה and עַצָּ חָּ  to the list of terms under consideration in this thesis in חַלְּ

order to cover all of the data related to these roots. Thus, the semantic domain of pain 

analyzed in this thesis includes a total of 18 Hebrew terms, which occur approximately 

141 times total in the OT.  

Method of Analysis 

In this study, I will examine every occurrence of these words in their various 

contexts. Following in large part the methodology of C. John Collins,25 my process for 

analyzing these terms will involve the following steps: (1) state morphological and 

etymological information, including occurrences in non-biblical Hebrew, data from 

cognate languages, and, for verbs, the stems used; (2) syntax (for verbs) or syntactic 

function (for nouns); (3) associative field, i.e., contexts of use, syntagmatic relations, and 

parallel words; and (4) use in extra-biblical and post-biblical Hebrew.  

In addition to analyzing each of these terms individually, this study will also 

consider the relations between them, employing a field-oriented approach.26 As J. C. 

 

25 C. John Collins, “Homonymous Verbs in Biblical Hebrew: An Investigation of the Role of Comparative 

Philology” (PhD diss., University of Liverpool, 1988), 24.  

26 John Sawyer introduces his lexical field study by noting that “one way to define a term is to distinguish it 

from terms semantically related to it, and this can best be done by reference to the semantic field to which 

the term belongs” (John F. Sawyer, Semantics in Biblical Research: New Methods for Defining Hebrew 
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Lübbe notes, the grouping of semantically related words “helps to clarify the specific 

meaning that a word has in contrast to the meanings of other words of related meaning.”27 

In other words, an examination of the lexical field28 enables one to identify the particular 

semantic contribution that any one term makes: “by bringing together different words that 

belong to the same semantic domain…finer distinctions in meaning can be more easily 

seen and drawn.”29 Thus, while each of the words in VanGemeren’s semantic domain 

will be examined individually below, it will also be necessary to compare these terms 

with one another to determine their shared and distinctive features. This comparison will 

allow us to sharpen our understanding of the meanings of these terms and to consider 

what implications might flow from the choice of one word from the semantic field 

instead of another. 

Outline 

Chapter 2 will consider the verbs עצב ,כאב, and מרץ, along with the related nouns 

אֵב בוֹמַכְא ,כְּ בוֹן ,עֹצֶב ,עַצֶבֶת ,עֶצֶב , ה ,עִצָּ צֵב and ,מַעֲצֵבָּ ב/עָּ  as these terms, at least in certain ,עַצָּ

contexts, seem to describe “pain” broadly. Chapter 3 will cover the remaining terms, חיל, 

 
Words for Salvation [London: S.C.M. Press, 1972], 3). A field-oriented approach to meaning was first 

formulated by Jost Trier, who proposed that “‘the value of a word is first known when we mark it off 

against the value of neighboring and opposing words. Only as part of the whole does the word have sense; 

for only in the field is there meaning’” (Jost Trier, Der deutsche Wortschatz im Sinnbezirk des Verstandes. 

Die Geschichte eines sprachlichen Feldes [Heidelberg: Carl Winters, 1931], 6, cited in Moisés Silva, 

Biblical Words and Their Meaning: An Introduction to Lexical Semantics, rev. ed. [Grand Rapids: 

Zondervan, 1994], 161).  

27 J. C. Lübbe, “Semantic Domains, Associative Fields, and Hebrew Lexicography,” Journal for Semitics 

12, no. 1 (2003): 138.  

28 In this paper, the terms “lexical field,” “semantic field,” and “semantic domain” are used 

interchangeably.  

29 Milton Eng, The Days of Our Years: A Lexical Semantic Study of the Life Cycle in Biblical Israel (New 

York: T&T Clark International, 2011), 14.  
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לָּה ,חִילָּה ,חִיל חָּ  which can each have a narrower sense related to ,צִיר and ,חֵבֶל ,חבל ,חַלְּ

“pangs” or “labor pains.” In each of these chapters, I will not only discuss the semantics 

of these terms individually but also consider how they relate to and contrast with other 

words in the lexical domain of pain. The final section of Chapter 3 will also consider the 

question of whether the semantic field in NIDOTTE should be amended. Chapter 4 will 

apply the lexical work of these two chapters to a specific passage, Gen 3:16, which uses 

two of the terms from this semantic domain, בוֹן  ,As will be discussed below .עֶצֶב and עִצָּ

there has been much debate regarding the meaning of these terms in this passage. In this 

chapter, I will consider how a lexical study of the various terms in this semantic domain 

can resolve some of the perceived difficulties in this text and clarify the meaning of this 

passage.  

 This study of Hebrew pain terminology will not only lay important groundwork 

for the study of pain in the OT but will also illustrate how a semantic analysis and 

comparison of Hebrew words for pain can sharpen our understanding of their meanings 

and, in turn, inform our interpretation of texts that use these lexemes to speak about pain. 
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Chapter 2 

 

Pain: מרץ ,עצב ,כאב 

This chapter will begin to analyze the terms in the semantic domain of “pain, 

pangs,” beginning with verbs which can have the sense “pain” more generally:30 עָּ צַ ב ,כָּ אַ ב, 

ץרַ מָּ  , and their related nouns. For each root, I will begin by examining the verbal 

occurrences of the root before considering its nominal forms.  

 כאב 

The root כאב is found 30 times in the Old Testament, including eight occurrences 

of the verb אַב אֵב six occurrences of the noun ,כָּ א and 16 occurrences of the noun ,כְּ בוֹמַכְּ .  

אַב   כָּ

Morphology  

Hebrew 

The verb אַב  appears eight times in the OT, including four times in the qal (Gen כָּ

34:25; Job 14:22; Ps 69:30[29]; Prov 14:13) and four times in the hiphil (2 Kgs 3:19; Job 

5:18; Ezek 13:22; 28:24). Two additional occurrences have been conjectured (Ezek 

13:22a; Prov 3:12).31 The verb also occurs twice in Ben Sira, once in the qal and once in 

the hiphil. 

 

30 As will be discussed below, however, some of these terms do not only or always have the sense “pain.”  

31 Ezek 13:22 reads: ֹהַחֲיֹתֽו ע לְּ ִ֖ רָּ וֹ הָּ כּ֥ וּב מִדַרְּ תִי־שׁ֛ בִלְּ ע לְּ שֶָּׁ֔ י רָּ דֵֹ֣ חַזֵק֙ יְּ יו וּלְּ תִִּ֑ אַבְּ א הִכְּ י לֹֹ֣ קֶר וַאֲנִִ֖ א֤וֹת לֵב־צַדִיק֙  שֶֶׁ֔  The BHS .יַֹ֣עַן הַכְּ

apparatus proposes reading the first verb, אוֹת  הַכְאִיב as ,(”discourage“ ,כאה a hiphil infinitive construct of) הַכְּ

(a hiphil infinitive construct of כאב) because of the presence of יו תִִּ֑ אַבְּ  in the second part of the line (see הִכְּ
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Other Semitic Languages 

The root כאב has cognates in Jewish Aramaic of the Babylonian and Targumic 

traditions.32 The Mandaean cognate kib has the senses “to pain, hurt, afflict, ache, be bent 

with pain.”33 In Arabic, the cognate root ka’iba has the sense “to be sad,”34 apparently 

designating aspects of mental suffering more than physical suffering.  

Syntax 

Qal 

In all occurrences in the qal, the verb אַב  is intransitive, functioning essentially כָּ

like a stative verb. In the qal, the syntax is: 

אַב  ”.a> “a is in pain> כָּ

 
also Walther Zimmerli, Ezekiel 1: A Commentary on the Book of the Prophet Ezekiel, Chapters 1–24, trans. 

Ronald E. Clements [Augsburg: Fortress Publishers, 1979], 289). The verb כאה is rare, occurring only twice 

in the niphal and once, here, in the hiphil; in one of its niphal occurrences, it is used with the noun לֵב 

“heart” (Ps 109:16), which also appears with the verb in Ezek 13:22. The LXX provides some support for 

the conjectural reading, as it translates both verbs (אוֹת יו and הַכְּ תִִּ֑ אַבְּ  with the same Greek verb, διαστρέφω (הִכְּ

(ἀνθʼ ὧν διεστρέφετε καρδίαν δικαίου ἀδίκως καὶ ἐγὼ οὐ διέστρεφον αὐτόν). However, as Block notes, 

“since the MT provides a reasonable sense, the lack of parallels is inadequate grounds for emendation” 

(Daniel I. Block, Ezekiel 1–24, NICOT [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1997], 411; see also Horace D. Hummel, 

Ezekiel 1–20 [Saint Louis, MO: Concordia Publishing House, 2005], 363). In Prov 3:12 (  ב ר יאֱֶהַֹ֣ ת אֲשֶֹ֣ י אֶּ֥ כִ֤

ה צֶֽ ן יִרְּ ב אֶת־בֵּּ֥ אָָּ֗ כְּ יחַ וּּ֝ ֹ֣ה יֹוכִִּ֑ הוָּ  for Yahweh reproves the one who he loves, and like a father the son with whom“ יְּ

he is pleased”), the LXX reads μαστιγοῖ δέ for ב אָּ אִב suggesting an emendation to ,וּכְּ יכְַּ  μαστιγοῖ δὲ πάντα :וְּ

υἱὸν ὃν παραδέχεται “And he whips every son whom he accepts.” Murphy notes that “better parallelism is 

secured by reading יכאב for וכאב” (Roland E. Murphy, Proverbs [Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 1998], 20). 

But, as Fox points out, “in the emended text, the ‘son’ in the simile would be God’s instead of an indefinite 

father’s, and, as Ehrlich observes, individuals are not called ‘sons’ of God” (Michael V. Fox, Proverbs 1–9: 

A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary, Anchor Yale Bible [New York: Doubleday, 2000], 

152). Likely, as Delitzsch proposes, “ ַיח  ,is to be carried forward in the mind from 12a” (Franz Delitzsch יֹוכִִּ֑

Proverbs of Solomon, trans. M. G. Easton [Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1884], 1:91): “as a father [reproves] the 

son with whom he is pleased.” The emendation thus seems to be unnecessary.  

32 HALOT, s.v. “כאב.” See Jastrow, s.v. “אַב אֵב“ ”,כָּ אֵיב ,כְּ אֵב“ .WTM, s.v ;”כֵיב ,כְּ   ”.כֵיב ,כְּ

33 E. S. Drower and R. Machuch, A Mandaic Dictionary (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1963), 211. 

34 HALOT, s.v. “כאב.” 
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This is seen, for example, in Prov 14:13: ־לֵביִכְאַב  “a heart is in pain.” Twice, the verb is 

modified by a prepositional phrase. In one instance, the preposition עַל modifies אַב   :כָּ

<d> ל אַב  עָּ כָּ <a> “a is in pain upon/over d” (Job 14:22). 

This syntax is unique, and it is unclear exactly what the function of the prepositional 

phrase is in the clause.35 In another instance, a prepositional phrase with  ְב accompanies 

the verb, likely either indicating a “state or condition, whether material or mental, in 

which an action takes place”36 or designating “concomitant (or surrounding) 

conditions.”37 This construction is also found only once:  

<d> אַב   בְּּ   .a> “a is in pain in [a state/condition of] d” (Prov 14:13)> כָּ

The qal participle is used twice, both times as a predicate in a verbless clause.  

Hiphil 

In the hiphil, the verb כאב is causative and can be formally transitive or 

intransitive. The transitive syntax occurs twice (2 Kgs 3:19; Ezek 13:22) and is:  

<a> ביהכא  <b> “b caused a to be in pain.” 

In one instance, the hiphil verb is modified by an instrumental phrase with the preposition 

נִים :בְּּ  אֲבָּ ה תַכְאִבוּ בָּ ה הַטּוֹבָּ  And they caused every good portion to be in pain with/by“ וְכֹל הַחֶלְקָּ

means of stones” (2 Kgs 3:19).  

Twice, the hiphil is formally intransitive and does not have an explicit a-element. 

One intransitive occurrence is found in Job 5:18, where the syntax is: 

 

35 See further discussion below.   

36 BDB, s.v. “ ְב.”  

37 BDB, s.v. “ ְב.”  
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ביהכא  <b> “b caused pain.” 

Although the a-element is not specified, the verb still seems to have a causative sense, 

and the object is likely omitted for poetical reasons. The verb is again used intransitively 

in Ezek 28:24, where the hiphil participle אִב  appears as an attributive modifying the מַכְּ

noun קוֹץ (“thorn”). Although the a-element is unspecified, the participle likely still has a 

causative force: אִב  a thorn which causes pain” or “a thorn causing pain,” which“ קוֹץ מַכְּ

perhaps could simply be rendered “a painful thorn.”  

Associative Field 

Contexts of Use 

The verb אַב  appears in wisdom literature (Job 5:18; 14:22; Prov 14:13), Psalms כָּ

(Ps 69:30[29]), and prophecy (Ezek 13:22; 28:24), including in the prophetic speech of 

Elisha (2 Kgs 3:19). It appears only once in narrative (Gen 34:15). Half of the eight 

occurrences are in poetic literature (Ps 69:30[29]; Job 5:18; 14:22; Prov 14:13).  

Syntagmatic Relations 

The a-element in both the qal and hiphil designates the person or thing that is 

experiencing pain. The b-element, present only in the hiphil syntax, designates the person 

or thing inflicting or causing the pain. The a-element serves as the subject in most qal 

occurrences and as the object in the hiphil.  
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Twice, the a-element is explicitly a human being (Gen 34:25; Ps 69:30[29]), and 

elsewhere a human a-element is implied in the context (Job 5:18; Ezek 28:24).38 Other a-

elements include body parts, such as לֵב (Prov 14:13; see also Ezek 13:2239) and ר שָּ  Job) בָּ

14:22), though it is possible that these are metonymies for the person as a whole rather 

than references to specific organs of the body feeling pain. Thus, in most occurrences, the 

a-element experiencing pain, whether as a state of being or as something caused by an 

external actor, is a person. Only once is the a-element explicitly not a person (2 Kgs 

3:19); here, the recipient of the action of the hiphil verb is a non-human object:  ֹה  כ קָּ ל הַחֶלְּ

ה   ”.Every good portion [of land]“ הַטּוֹבָּ

While the recipient of inflicted pain is usually a person, the agent causing the 

action (b-element) is usually a non-human actor. Twice, the actor is God (Job 5:18; Ezek 

13:22); elsewhere, it is a thorn (קוֹץ), though the “thorn causing pain” (קוֹץ מַכְאִב) is 

probably a metaphor referring to Israel’s enemies.40 In one occurrence, the agents are 

human beings (2 Kgs 3:19),41 but in this passage the a-element is non-human: portions of 

 

38 In these two hiphil occurrences, the a-element is not explicitly stated, but the context suggests that the 

implied object of the verbal action is again a person or people. In Ezek 28:24, most likely  ֵאֵל יתב יִשְרָּ  (“the 

house of Israel”), which is the object of the preposition  ְּל, would be the implied recipient of the pain caused 

by the thorn. The  ֵאֵל יתב יִשְרָּ  likely refers to the people of Israel. 

39 The Hebrew of Ezek 13:22 reads יו תִִּ֑ אַבְּ א הִכְּ י לֹֹ֣ קֶר וַאֲנִִ֖ א֤וֹת לֵב־צַדִיק֙ שֶֶׁ֔  because you disheartened the heart“ יַֹ֣עַן הַכְּ

of the righteous falsely, and I myself did not יו תִִּ֑ אַבְּ  כאב The 3ms suffix on the hiphil perfect 1cs form of ”.הִכְּ

תִיו) אַבְּ  serves as the object and a-element of the verb; the suffix could refer to either the construct phrase (הִכְּ

 the righteous [person].” In either case, the meaning“ צַדִיק the heart of the righteous” or simply to“ לֵב־צַדִיק

remains essentially the same, since “the heart of the righteous” is probably a metonymy for the righteous 

person himself.    

 are both likely metaphorical within the verse, referring not to the absence of קוֹץ מַכְאִב and סִלּוֹן מַמְאִיר 40

literal briers and thorns but to the absence of Israel’s enemies around them to cause them harm. 

41 The 2mp subject of the verb ּתַכְאִבו refers to the kings of Judah, Israel, and Edom.  
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land in Moab (ה  The verb is thus never used in biblical texts of one human inflicting .(חֶלְקָּ

pain on another human.  

As noted above, the verb אַב  once in the hiphil בְּּ  is modified by the preposition כָּ

and once in the qal. In the hiphil, the  ְּּב is instrumental, designating the means by which 

the actor will cause or inflict pain upon the recipient: נִים אֲבָּ אִבוּ בָּּ ה תַכְּ ה הַטּוֹבָּ קָּ כֹל הַחֶלְּ  You“ וְּ

shall הכאיב every good piece of land with stones” (2 Kgs 3:19). In the qal, the modifying 

prepositional phrase with  ְּּב indicates a surrounding condition in which the a-element may 

experience pain: אַב־לֵב חוֹק יִכְּ  .Even in laughter a heart will be in pain” (Prov 14:13)“ גַם־בִּשְּׂ

The preposition עַל modifies the verb אַב רוֹ  in the qal once, in the phrase כָּ שָּ אַךְ־בְְּ֭

ב ָ֑ יו יִכְאָּ ָ֣ לָּ  There are multiple questions that arise in the interpretation of this .(Job 14:22) עָּ

verse, both linguistically and theologically.42 Here, it is sufficient to note that the 3ms 

 

42 First, what is the subject (a-element) of the 3ms verb ב רוֹ The subject could be ?יִכְאָּ  (”his flesh“) בְשָּ

(NASB, NKJV, KJV, NET) or simply “he,” the referent of the 3ms pronoun attached to ֹרו  ,ESV, NIV) בְשָּ

NRSV). If the parallelism between the first and second lines of the verse is taken into account, the subject 

of the first line should likely be understood as ֹרו ) In the parallel clause .בְשָּ שוֹ נַפְּ יו וְּ לָּ ל עָּ ֽ תֶאֱבָּ  is נַפְשׁוֹ ,(

unambiguously the subject of the 3fs verb ל   .(”his soul mourns“) תֶאֱבָּ

ב ִּ֑ אָּ יו יִכְּ ֹ֣ לָּ רוֹ עָּ שָּׂ  with suffix + verb עַל + noun with suffix  אַךְ־בְְּּּ֭

ל  ֽ יו תֶאֱבָּ ּ֥ לָּ וֹ עָּ שָ֗ נַפְּ  with suffix + verb עַל + noun with suffix וְּּ֝

It is also possible that both ֹרו  here stand for the person as a whole, so that ultimately there may נַפְשׁוֹ and בְשָּ

be little difference in meaning if “his flesh” is taken as the subject of the verb ב  rather than “he” (see יִכְאָּ

David J. A. Clines, Job 1–20, Word Biblical Commentary [Dallas: Word Books, 1989], 336; Robert 

Gordis, The Book of Job: Commentary, New Translation, and Special Studies [New York: The Jewish 

Theological Seminary of America, 1978], 153). 

Second, who or what is the antecedent of the 3ms pronoun suffixed to the preposition עַל? The options 

include the masculine singular noun ר שָּׂ ר or the 3ms pronoun suffixed to (”flesh“) בָּּ שָּׂ  the antecedent of ,בָּּ

which is likely גֶבֶר “man” (14:10); a third (perhaps less plausible) possibility is that the antecedent is the 

3ms pronominal suffix (ֹלָּמו) at the end of 14:21, which refers to a situation in which a person’s sons “come 

to honor, and he does not know [it]; they are brought low, and he does not perceive it [ מוֹ וְלאֹ־יָּבִין ָֽ לָּ ].” Again, 

taking the parallelism into account, the 3ms suffix on the preposition in the second line, ֹשו נַפְּ יו וְּ לָּ ל עָּ ֽ תֶאֱבָּ , 

likely does not refer to ֹשו  since one would expect a feminine suffix in a reference to the feminine noun ,נַפְּ

 in both lines simply refers to the “he” being עַל Thus, most likely, the 3ms pronoun suffixed to .נֶפֶש

discussed in this passage, representing man or mankind generally (ם דָּ  ;14:12 ,אִיש ;14 ,14:10 ,גֶבֶר ;14:1 ,אָּ

  .this representative person is likely the referent of all four object suffixes in this verse ;(14:19 ,אֱנוֹש
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Third, what is the function of the preposition עַל? BDB suggests that the preposition עַל may be used here 

idiomatically “to give pathos to the expression of an emotion, by emphasizing the person who is its subject, 

and who, as it were, feels it acting upon him” (BDB, s.v. “עַל”; this usage is sometimes called a “pathetic” 

 see also Clines, Job 1–20, 336; Gordis, 153; S. R. Driver and George Buchanan Gray, A Critical and ;עַל

Exegetical Commentary on the Book of Job [New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1921], 1:131). If this 

suggestion is correct, the prepositional phrase could be seen as an intensifying phrase and the 3ms object 

would essentially be another expression of the a-element, the one experiencing pain (ֹרו  ,Alternatively .(בְשָּ

Delitzsch suggests that עליו “signifies…propter eum [because of him]” (Franz Delitzsch, Biblical 

Commentary on the Book of Job, trans. Francis Bolton [Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1881], 1:238). This option, 

in which עַל designates cause or the “object upon which an action or emotion…is conceived as being 

directed” (BDB, s.v. “עַל”), may be preferable in light of the parallel in line b, where עליו occurs with the 

verb אבל. Elsewhere, the preposition עַל is used with אבל to give the object or cause of mourning, as, for 

example, in Hos 10:5: ל בַַ֨ ו אָּ יו עַמָֹ֗ לָָּ֜  Its people mourn for/over it” (see also Jer 4:28). This could be the sense“ עָּ

of אבל + עַל in Job 14:22b (“his soul mourns for/over himself”), in which case perhaps the same sense for עַל 

should be understood in 14:22a (“his flesh feels pain for/on account of himself”). It is difficult to be certain, 

however, whether עַל is being used in a pathetic or causal sense here.  

Fourth, and related to how one takes the preposition עַל, what is the function of the particle ְאַך? The particle 

could be emphatic (“surely,” “indeed”; so Gordis, 153) or restrictive (“only”). If restrictive, the particle 

could, but does not necessarily have to (see GKC §153), modify the noun that immediately follows (ֹרו  :(בְשָּ

“only his flesh feels pain,” that is, only his flesh and nothing or no one else, such as his children mentioned 

in the previous verse, feels pain for him and grieves for him (for this interpretation, see Amos Ḥakham, The 

Bible: Job with the Jerusalem Commentary [Jerusalem: Mosad Harav Kook, 2009], 142). ְאַך, if restrictive, 

could alternatively modify the prepositional phrase יו לָּ  ,taken in a pathetic sense (see Clines, Job 1–20 ,עָּ

278, “he feels only his own pain”; ESV “he feels only the pain of his own body”) or a causal sense (“his 

flesh is in pain only יו לָּ  ;that is, only on account of himself and not on account of anything or anyone else ”,עָּ

see Delitzsch, Job, 1:236: “only on his own account his flesh suffereth pain”; William David Reyburn, A 

Handbook on the Book of Job [New York: United Bible Societies, 1992], 281: “he knows nothing but his 

own pain”; John Gray, The Book of Job [Sheffield: Sheffield Phoenix Press, 2010], 234). 

Ḥakham notes that many commentators take this line as meaning “only while is flesh is upon him (that is, 

while he is alive), will he be in pain, but not after his death” (Ḥakham, Job, 142; see Naphtali H. Tur-Sinai, 

The Book of Job: A New Commentary [Jerusalem: Kiryath Sepher, 1957], 244; see also John E. Hartley, 

The Book of Job, NICOT [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1988], 240). However, as Ḥakham notes, “this 

interpretation does not suit the context of the verse, which is discussing what happens to people after death 

and not what happens to them while they are alive” (Ḥakham, Job, 142–43).  

While other explanations are certainly possible, the context perhaps lends support to taking the 

prepositional phrase יו לָּ  as having an objective/causal sense (“only upon him/on account of himself”), and עָּ

 as restrictive, modifying the prepositional phrase. The previous verse states that the dead person is אַךְ

unaware of the state of his sons who are still living: “his sons are honored, and he does not know [it]; they 

are humbled, and he does not perceive it” (Job 14:21). This idea likely extends into Job 14:22, and  ֹרו שָּׂ אַךְ־בְְּּּ֭

ב ִּ֑ אָּ יו יִכְּ ֹ֣ לָּ ל עָּ ֽ יו תֶאֱבָּ ּ֥ לָּ וֹ עָּ שָ֗ נַפְּ וְּּ֝  probably then means that the deceased person feels only his own pain, not the pain 

of others, such as his children: “his flesh feels pain only upon/on account of himself; his soul mourns for 

himself.” As Reyburn writes, the “dead man is unaware of the important things taking place around him, 

such as the honor or disgrace of his sons. His only awareness is confined to his own death pains” (Reyburn, 

281). Delitzsch similarly explains, “he has no knowledge and interest that extends beyond himself; only he 

himself is the object of that which takes place with his flesh in the grave, and of that on which his soul 

reflects below in the depths of Hades” (Delitzsch, Job, 238). For further discussion of this difficult passage 

and the various interpretive options, see Delitzsch, Job, 1:237–38; Gordis, 134; Ḥakham, Job, 142–43. 

Since the verse appears to be describing what happens to a person after his death, this verse also raises 

numerous questions regarding views about the afterlife in the OT. Such questions, while important, are 

ultimately outside of the scope of this study. 
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object suffixed to עַל likely refers to the person being described in this chapter, who is in a 

post-death state.  

Parallel Words 

In 2 Kgs 3:19, the verb אַב  in the hiphil appears alongside three phrases כָּ

describing the destruction of the land of Moab: 

חוֹר  ל־עִיר מִבְּ כָּ ר וְּ צָּ ל־עִיר מִבְּ הִכִיתֶם כָּ   every fortified [נכה] And you shall strike“ וְּ

 city and every choice city, 

ל־עֵץ טוֹב תַפִילוּ כָּ  ,[נפל] and every good tree you shall fell וְּ

תֹמוּ נֵי־מַיִם תִסְּ יְּ ל־מַעְּ כָּ   and all the springs of water you shall stop וְּ

 up [סתם], 

נִים  אֲבָּ אִבוּ בָּּ ה תַכְּ ה הַטּוֹבָּ קָּ כֹל הַחֶלְּ and every good portion you shall cause וְּ

 pain to/mar [כאב] with stones.”  

The action of ּאִבו  in this context thus adds another element of physical devastation to be תַכְּ

inflicted on the land. The verb אַב   :also occurs with the following parallel words כָּ

חַץ  to shatter” (Job 5:18)“ מָּ

בַל   to mourn” (Job 14:22)“ אָּ

נִי   afflicted” (Ps 69:30)“ עָּ

 grief” (Prov 14:13)“ תוּגָּה

אַה   to dishearten” (Ezek 13:22)“ כָּ

אַר  to pain, prick” (Ezek 28:24)“ מָּ

The verb אַב  can thus be found with a variety of parallels, including terms that convey a כָּ

sense of grief or mourning (e.g., בַל ,תוּגָּה  and those more closely related to physical pain (אָּ

(e.g., אַר חַץ ,מָּ אַב It is not necessarily the case that .(מָּ  is synonymous with these parallel כָּ

terms, since Hebrew parallelism does not necessarily imply a synonymy of sense between 

the two lines or between individual terms within the lines. It would be more appropriate 

to say that אַב אַב .is co-referential with these various terms in these contexts כָּ  is not כָּ

properly “synonymous,” for example, with בַל  but can be used to describe a referent that אָּ
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also can be described with בַל  .perhaps approaching it from a slightly different angle ,אָּ

There is overlap not in the senses of the two terms but in their referent. 

In Job 5:18, the hiphil of כאב is set in opposition to the verb  ָּשבַ ח : Yahweh causes 

pain (אִיב ש) ”but also “binds up (יַכְּ בָּּ חַץ  The word .(יֶחְּ  smite through, shatter,” a more“ מָּ

concrete term than כאב, appears in the parallel line, set in opposition to א פָּ   :”to heal“ רָּ

ש  ִּ֑ בָּּ יֶחְּ יב וְּ אִֹ֣ וּא יַכְּ י הֹ֣  ;For he causes pain, but he binds up“ כִ֤

ינָּה  פֶֽ יָּדוֹ תִרְּ ץ וְּ חַָ֗ מְּ  ”.he shatters, but his hand heals יִּ֝

Here, the second line likely sharpens the image of the first. The use of כאב alongside חבש 

would seem to generate an image of a painful wound or injury that must be bound up to 

heal; the image of binding up here is possibly figurative for comforting one in emotional 

distress. 

Post-Biblical Hebrew 

The verb אַב  occurs twice in Ben Sira, once in the qal (13:5) and once in the כָּ

hiphil (4:3). In the qal usage, the verb is intransitive and has the syntax כאב <a> “a was in 

pain.” This construction appears in Ben Sira 13:5,   אַב לאֹ יִכְּ ךָ וְּ ךְ וִירֹשֶשְּ יו עִמָּ רָּ בָּ ךָ יֵיטִיב דְּ אִם שַלְּ

 which Schechter and Taylor translate, “If thou have substance (?), he will speak thee ,לוֹ

fair; and he will impoverish thee, and will not be sorry.”43 Here, the a-element (3ms 

subject “he”) is a person, most likely שִיר  the rich” (13:3). In the hiphil, the verb is“ עָּ

causative and transitive, with the syntax <a>  הכאיב <b> “b caused a to be in pain,” where 

 

43 Solomon Schechter and Charles Taylor, The Wisdom of Ben Sira: Portions of the Book of Ecclesiasticus 

from Hebrew Manuscripts in the Cairo Genizah Collection Presented to the University of Cambridge by 

the Editors (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1899), xxvii. See also Ges18, “und es tut ihm nicht 

leid” (Wilhelm Gesenius, Hebräisches und Aramäisches Handwörterbuch über das Alte Testament, ed. 

Rudolf Meyer et al., 18th ed. [Berlin: Springer Verlag, 2013], s.v. “כאב”).  
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b is a person (2ms) and a is נִי  the inward parts of the poor/afflicted” (Sir 4:3).44 In“ קֶרֶב עָּ

both usages in Ben Sira, the verb seems to refer to emotional pain. 

Semantic Conclusions 

In light of the analysis above, a few brief comments may be made on the 

semantics of the verb כאב. The verb seems to have a broad sense, “to be in pain,” that can 

encompass both physical and psychological suffering. While כאב most often describes the 

pain of a person, it can also be used figuratively to describe physical damage inflicted on 

a portion of land, an inanimate object that would generally not be recognized as capable 

of feeling pain (2 Kgs 3:19). The term’s one narrative occurrence clearly refers to 

physical pain, as it is used to describe the experience of a group of men a few days after 

their circumcision (Gen 34:25). The verb also seems to be used to describe physical pain 

elsewhere in expressions that function metaphorically. For example, on the surface, the 

phrase ב אִֶׁ֔ וֹץ מַכְּ קֹ֣ אִיר֙ וְּ  a pricking brier and a thorn causing pain” in Ezek 28:24“ סִל֤וֹן מַמְּ

clearly portrays an image of physically painful objects. However, as noted above, the 

image as a whole is a metaphor for Israel’s enemies.45 Elsewhere, it is less clear what 

type of pain is in view (Ps 69:30[29]; Job 14:22), and in some contexts, the verb seems to 

describe not primarily physical pain but emotional or psychological pain (Prov 14:13). 

 

44 According to Schechter and Taylor, Ben Sira 4:3 reads נִי אַל תַכְאִיב ךְ וְקֶרֶב עָּ  Trouble not“ אַל ]תַחְמִיר[ מְעֵי דָּ

the bowels of him that is humbled; And pain not the inward part of the poor” (xvii). However, this second 

clause, נִי אַל תַכְאִיב  (לא תכאב) is omitted in the Greek, and only a trace of it is found in the Syriac ,וְקֶרֶב עָּ

(Schechter and Taylor, 40).  

45 See also Job 5:18, where the image is of physical pain or a wound that can be “bound up,” but the 

referent may be psychological pain.  
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Thus, while כאב has the sense “to feel pain” (qal) or “to cause/inflict pain” (hiphil), this 

sense is broad enough that it can be used to refer to many different types of pain.  

אֵב   כְּ

Morphology 

Hebrew 

The noun כְאֵב is used six times in the OT, always as a singular noun. In post-

biblical Hebrew, כְאֵב occurs six times, including twice in DSS and four times in Ben Sira.  

Other Semitic Languages 

The word אֵב א has cognates in a few Semitic languages. The word כְּ  appears in כֵאבָּ

Jewish Aramaic of the Babylonian and Targumic traditions and in Syriac.46 The 

Mandaean word kiba has the sense “pain, affliction, suffering, sickness, disease, sore.”47 

Another Mandaean derivative from the root kēb is the term kaiub, which has the sense 

“aching, paining, suffering, painful” and can be used in phrases such as “my aching 

heart.”48 The related Egyptian Aramaic root כיב meaning “pain”49 appears in a fifth-

 

46 HALOT, s.v. “אֵב   ”.כְּ

47 Drower and Machuch, 211. The term is often used in the phrase kib riša (headache).  

48 Drower and Machuch, 211.  

49 Charles F. Jean, Dictionnaire des Inscriptions Sémitiques de l'Ouest (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1965), 118.  
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century Aramaic papyrus in the phrase איש כיבי אבהיהם “…every man the pains of their 

fathers.”50  

Syntactic Function 

אֵב  כְּ occurs four times as the subject of a verb (Job 2:13; 16:6; Ps 39:3[2]; Jer 

15:18), once as the object of a preposition (Isa 65:14), and once as a genitive in a 

construct phrase (Isa 17:11). The noun can be definite or indefinite, occurring three times 

with the suffixed 1cs pronoun and once with the definite article  ַה.  

Associative Field 

Contexts of Use 

With the exception of Job 2:13, which is a narrative text, all occurrences of אֵב  כְּ

are in poetic contexts. The noun אֵב  ,appears in prophecy (Isa 17:11; 65:14; Jer 15:18) כְּ

wisdom literature (Job 2:13; 16:6), and Psalms (Ps 39:3[2]). 

Syntagmatic Relations 

אֵב ב) לֵב occurs in construct with the genitive כְּ ב לֵֶׁ֔ אֵֹ֣  (pain of heart,” Isa 65:14“ ,כְּ

and as one of two genitive nouns with the construct נֽוּש) יוֹם ב אָּ אֵּ֥ ה וּכְּ ִ֖  day of“ ,יוֹם נַחֲלָּ

sickness and incurable pain,” Isa 17:11). In Isa 65:14, the construct ב ב לֵֶׁ֔ אֵֹ֣  is the object of כְּ

the preposition מִן. In Isa 17:11, the construct phrase is the object of the preposition  ְב, 

which here has a temporal sense.  

 

50 Papyrus 71 in A. Cowley, Aramaic Papyri of the Fifth Century B.C. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1923), 

179–80.  
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The noun כְאֵב typically describes the experience of a person. Three times, the 

noun כְאֵב takes a 1cs pronoun suffix to indicate the person experiencing כְאֵב (Job 16:6; Ps 

39:3[2]; Jer 15:18). In Job 2:13, the context indicates that הַכְאֵב refers to the pain 

experienced by Job. In Isa 65:14,  ֵא בכְּ  is in construct with לֵב, designating a person’s 

“heart” as the thing experiencing pain. Here, לֵב may simply be a metonymy for the 

person as a whole, or the construct with לֵב could indicate that the referent here is mental 

or emotional suffering. Only once is the referent of אֵב  ;possibly non-human (Isa 17:11) כְּ

in the phrase נוּש אֵב אָּ ה וּכְּ יוֹם נַחֲלָּ  it is somewhat unclear precisely who or what will ,בְּּ

experience אֵב אֵב ,Here .כְּ נוּש כְּ אָּ  may refer figuratively to some sort of pain experienced by 

the land itself, which is spoken of in the immediate context.51 Alternatively, it may refer 

more generally to a coming day of judgment that will entail נַחֲלָּה and אֵב נוּש כְּ אָּ  for the 

inhabitants of the land. Thus, with possibly the one exception of Isa 17:11, the noun אֵב  כְּ

generally refers to pain experienced by a person or people. 

When it functions as the subject of a verb, אֵב  occurs primarily with verbs that are כְּ

passive or stative. אֵב כַר is the subject of the verb כְּ  in Ps 39:3[2], where the (niphal) עָּ

psalmist describes his אֵב ר) ”as being “stirred up כְּ כָּ אֵבִי נֶעְּ אֵב ,In Job 2:13 .(כְּ  is the subject כְּ

of  ָּלדַ ג  and accompanied by the intensifying adverb אֹד ב) מְּ אִֵ֖ ל הַכְּ דַּ֥ ד גָּ אֹֽ  the pain was“ ,מְּ

exceedingly great”). The expression is part of an object clause, introduced by כִי with the 

verb ד :ראה אֹֽ ב מְּ אִֵ֖ ל הַכְּ דַּ֥ י־גָּ וּ כִֽ אֶׁ֔ אֵב that his (ראה) ”The fact that Job’s friends can “see .רָּ  was כְּ

very great (Job 2:13) suggests that אֵב  refers here to something that has visible effects כְּ

 

51 The phrase comes in the context of Isaiah’s prophecy about God’s judgment on Damascus. Specifically, 

Isaiah is here speaking about how this judgment will affect their land and its produce: “you will plant 

pleasant plants and sow the vine-branch of a stranger, you will make them grow on the day that you plant 

them and make them blossom in the morning that you sow, yet the harvest will flee away in a day of נַחֲלָּה 

and נוּש אֵב אָּ  .(Isa 17:10–11) ”כְּ
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that can be observed by outsiders.52 In Job 16:6, אֵב  in the חשׂך is the subject of the verb כְּ

niphal (י אֵבִִּ֑ ךְ כְּ שֵֹׂ֣ אֵב .(”my pain is not assuaged“ לאֹ־יֵחָּ  a ,היה also appears as the subject of כְּ

copula joining the subject (אֵב אֵבִי נֶצַח :”duration“ נֵצַח with the predicate noun (כְּ יָּה כְּ  My“ הָּ

pain was/has become endless” (Jer 15:18).53 This phrase, along with the usage of אֵב  in כְּ

Isa 17:11 modified by the adjective נוּש אֵב suggests that ,(”incurable“) אָּ  can refer to pain כְּ

that is ongoing or chronic. In Isa 65:14, אֵב  The prepositional .מִן occurs as the object of כְּ

phrase אֵב לֵב עֲקוּ from pain of heart” modifies the verb“ מִכְּ  you will cry out” and likely“ תִצְּ

has a causal force, giving the reason for the action of the verb.  

Parallel Words 

The noun אֵב  sickness” (Isa“ ,נַחֲלָּה appears once in combination with the noun כְּ

17:11), as well as once with the noun  ַהכָּ מ , “wound, blow” (Jer 15:18). In Jer 15:18, the 

phrase אֵבִי נֶצַח ה is parallel to (”my pain is endless“) כְּ תִי אֲנוּשָּ  .(”my wound is incurable“) מַכָּ

These phrases are likely co-referential, but it is possible that the phrase ה תִי אֲנוּשָּ  מַכָּ

heightens or intensifies אֵבִי נֶצַח הכָּ מַ  with the more concrete noun ,כְּ  perhaps denoting a 

specific type of אֵב אֵב functioning as a hyponym of ,כְּ   .כְּ

In Isa 65:14, two phrases are syntactically parallel to אֵב לֵב  from pain of“) מִכְּ

heart”):  

וּב לִֵּ֑ב נוּ מִטֹּ֣ רִֹ֖ י יָּ דַׁ֛  ,Behold, my servants shall rejoice from goodness of heart“  הִנֵֵּ֧ה עֲבָּ

ב ב לֵֶׁ֔ אֵֹ֣ עֲקוּ֙ מִכְּ ם תִצְּ אַתֶ֤  ,but you shall cry out from pain of heart וְּ

ילוּ  יֵלִֽ וּחַ תְּ בֶר רִ֖  ”.and from breaking of spirit, you shall howl וּמִשֵּ֥

 

52 Whether this implies that Job’s friends could see his physical pain, or simply that they could infer he was 

in significant pain from seeing his response to it, is unclear. 

53 HALOT, s.v. “נֵצַח.”  
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The parallelism between the first clause (65:14a) and the second (65:14b) is semantically 

antithetical, as the two lines set up a contrast of the verbal actions (“rejoice” [רנן] // “cry 

out” [צעק]) and of the sources/causes of these actions, indicated by the preposition מִן 

(“goodness/joy [טוּב] of heart” // “pain [אֵב  of heart”). While the first two lines create a [כְּ

contrast between the actions of the faithful and the unfaithful,54 the relation between the 

second and third lines is one of similarity. In lines 2 and 3, there is parallelism again of 

the verbs (“cry out” [צעק] // “howl” [ילל]) and the phrases indicating source/cause (“pain 

אֵב] ] of heart” // “breaking [כְּ בֶרשֶ  ] of spirit”). While  ֶבֶרש  is not properly a synonym of אֵב  ,כְּ

these terms are co-referential and mutually amplifying;  ֶבֶרש  may be a hyponym of אֵב  ,כְּ

designating a more narrow or specific type of pain. The parallelism of the two lines is 

likely dynamic, with “wail from breaking of spirit” intensifying or sharpening the image 

in the phrase “cry out from pain of heart.”  

Post-Biblical Hebrew 

The noun כאיב is used twice in the DSS in prayers of lament, both times modified 

by the adjective  אנוש: “an incurable pain.”55 In both occurrences, the noun כאיב occurs in 

close proximity with נֶגַע. In 1QHa 13:28, it is parallel with the phrase ונגע נמאר (“a wasting 

disease”). In the context, the speaker laments that not only do his rivals slander him but 

now also his companions have turned against him and mock him. Their “lying tongue” is 

pictured metaphorically as poisonous venom, which has become “an incurable pain 

 

54 The referent of the “you” (2mp) is those who forsake Yahweh (65:11), while י דַׁ֛  my servants” clearly“ עבֲָּ

refers to the faithful who follow Yahweh.  

55 The phrase is reminiscent of Isa 17:11, where the noun is also modified by נוּש   .אָּ
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 within the speaker.56 In 1QHa 16:28, the ”[ונגע נמאר] and wasting disease [לכאיב אנוש]

prayer describes his diseased condition: “26…my heart kn[ow]s 27 diseases, and I am 

like a forsaken man in pai[ns …,] there is no refuge for me. For my disease has increased 

28 to bitterness and an incurable pain [וכאיב אנוש] which does not stop.”57 In both 

contexts, the term is found in an extensive, vivid description of the speaker’s emotional 

and physical anguish.  

The noun אֵב  also occurs four times in Ben Sira (4:6; 30:17 [2x]; 34:29). Once, it כְּ

appears in construct with ֹשו  :צעק modifying the verb בְּּ  as the object of the preposition נַפְּ

 ”of his soul [כאב] He that is bitter of spirit crieth in the anguish“ צועק מר רוח בכאב נפשו

(4:6).58 In 30:17, אֵב ן occurs twice, once modified by the attributive participle כְּ  made“) נֶאֱמָּ

firm, sure, lasting”) and once modified by the attributive participle עומד; in both lines, the 

noun אֵב  in a comparative clause: “Better is מִן  functions as the object of the preposition כְּ

to die than a life of vanity; and eternal rest than continual pain [מכאב נאמן]. Better is to die 

than life that is evil; And to go down to Sheol than lasting pain [מכאב עומד].”59 While it is 

somewhat ambiguous in 30:17 whether the pain is physical or psychological, the אֵב  in כְּ

4:6 is perhaps to be understood as internal or psychological, given the construct with 

 

56 Florentino García Martínez and Eibert J. C. Tigchelaar, eds., The Dead Sea Scrolls Study Edition 

(Leiden: Brill, 1999), 173. 

57 Martínez and Tigchelaar, 183. Hebrew (182):  26…ומ]וד[ע לב 27 בנגיעים ואהיה כאיש נעזב ביגונ]ים …[… אין

למרורים וכאיב אנוש לאין עצור 28 מעוז לי כי פרח נגעי . 

58 Translation from Schechter and Taylor, xvii. Hebrew from Pancratius C. Beentjes, The Book of Ben Sira 

in Hebrew: A Text Edition of All Extant Hebrew Manuscripts and a Synopsis of All Parallel Hebrew Ben 

Sira Texts (Leiden: Brill, 1997), 24. 

59 Translation from Schechter and Taylor, xxxv. Hebrew (Beentjes, 54):   טוב למות מחיי שוא ונוחת עולם מכאב 

עומד טוב למות מחיים רעים ולירד שאול מכאב נאמן . 
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שוֹ אֵב ,In Sir 34:29 .נַפְּ  ,pain of the head, i.e. headache“ ,ראש occurs in construct with כְּ

is…as wine that is drunk in strife and vexation” (כאב ראש לענה וקלון יין נשתה בתחרה וכעס).60 

Semantic Conclusions 

Based on the observations above, אֵב  appears to be a general term for pain that כְּ

can designate varied forms of suffering or discomfort that elicit diverse responses.61 In 

Isa 65:14, the combination of אֵב  probably indicates that לֵב in the construct phrase with כְּ

אֵב אֵב here describes mental or emotional pain. In Jer 15:18, on the other hand, where כְּ  is כְּ

parallel with  ַהכָּ מ אֵב ,  would seem to describe physical pain, though the referent is likely כְּ

not an actual physical injury but Jeremiah’s psychological suffering associated with his 

prophetic vocation. In other contexts, it is unclear whether the referent is physical or 

emotional pain, and it is possible that both are in view (Ps 39:3[2]; Job 2:13; 16:6). The 

noun אֵב  thus seems to have a broad sense, “pain,” that can be used to refer to emotional כְּ

and physical pain. The occurrence of  ַהכָּ מ  and  ֶבֶרש  alongside אֵב  suggests that perhaps כְּ

these more concrete terms are hyponyms of the more abstract term אֵב   .כְּ

 

60 DCH, s.v. “אֵב   ”.כְּ

61 In some instances, the response to אֵב  is to “cry out” (Isa 65:14) or to speak (Job 16:6), while in others כְּ

the response is silence (Job 2:13; Ps 39:3[2]). However, for those experiencing it, אֵב  is apparently כְּ

assuaged neither by speaking (Job 16:6) nor by silence (Ps 39:3[2]; despite the psalmist’s attempts to be 

silent [presumably expecting his silence to somehow alleviate his pain], his pain is only stirred up: תִי נֶאֱלַֹ֣מְּ

ר ֽ כָּ י נֶעְּ אֵבִּ֥ וֹב וּכְּ יתִי מִטִּּ֑ וּמִיָּה הֶחֱשֵֹ֣ אֵב I was mute, silent, I was silent without good, and my“ דְּ֭   .(”was stirred up כְּ



 

31 

אוֹב   מַכְּ

Morphology 

The noun אוֹב  occurs 16 times in the OT and has the broad sense “pain.” It מַכְּ

occurs in both the singular (11x) and plural (5x). Most of the plural forms are masculine 

 with no apparent (מַכְאֹבוֹת) but in one occurrence the plural has a feminine form (מַכְאֹבִים)

difference in meaning (Isa 53:3). אוֹב   .also occurs eight times in post-biblical Hebrew מַכְּ

Syntactic Function 

While it never appears explicitly as the subject of a verb, אוֹב  functions as the מַכְּ

subject in verbless clauses three times and once as the implied subject of a passive verb 

(Lam 1:12). It also occurs eight times as the direct object of a verb, four times as the 

object of a preposition, and once as the genitive in a construct phrase. אוֹב  can be מַכְּ

definite or indefinite, with definiteness indicated by a pronominal suffix or by the 

definiteness of a noun with which אוֹב   .is in construct (Ps 69:27[26]) מַכְּ

Associative Field 

Contexts of Use 

אוֹב  .occurs frequently in poetry, with 12 of its 16 uses coming in poetic texts מַכְּ

The noun אוֹב  is used in prophetic literature (Isa 53:3, 4; Jer 30:15; 45:3; 51:8), wisdom מַכְּ

literature (Job 33:19; Eccl 1:18; 2:23), Psalms (Ps 32:10; 38:18[17]; 69:27[26]), and 

Lamentations (1:12[2x], 18). It also occurs twice in narrative speeches (Exod 3:7; 2 

Chron 6:29). 
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Syntagmatic Relations 

The noun אוֹב  occurs nine times with a pronominal suffix indicating the one(s) מַכְּ

experiencing אוֹב אוֹב 62.מַכְּ  may be felt by a specific individual, such as Baruch (Jer 45:3) מַכְּ

or the psalmist (Ps 38:18[17]), who each describe their own experience as אֹבִי  my“ מַכְּ

pain.” Elsewhere, the one experiencing אוֹב  is not a specific individual but a person in מַכְּ

general (ם דָּ  Job 33:19; see also ,גֶבֶר ;Chron 6:29 2 ,אִיש ;a man” who toils, Eccl 2:23“ אָּ

Eccl 1:18; Ps 69:27[26]) or one who represents a category of people (ע שָּ  the wicked“ ,רָּ

one,” Ps 32:10). This suggests אוֹב  can be used to refer not only to a specific person’s מַכְּ

concrete, personal experience but also to a general phenomenon. Twice, the one 

experiencing אוֹב  is not explicitly a person (Jer 51:8; Eccl 1:18), but in both cases, the מַכְּ

implied referent is probably a person or people.63 Thus, אוֹב  generally refers to pain מַכְּ

experienced by a person. 

The noun אוֹב אוֹב frequently occurs as the direct object of a verb. A person’s מַכְּ  מַכְּ

can be seen (ה אָּ פַר) Lam 1:18),64 recounted ,רָּ בַל) piel, Ps 69:27[26]),65 or carried סָּ  Isa ,סָּ

 

62 The suffixed pronoun can be first (Ps 38:18[17]), second (Jer 30:15), or third person (Exod 3:7) and can 

refer to an individual (2 Chron 6:29; Lam 1:12, 18), a group of people (Exod 3:7; Isa 53:4; Jer 30:15), or a 

nation (Jer 51:8).  

63 In Jer 51:8 (ּה אוֹבָּ בֶל) the antecedent of the 3fs suffix is the nation of Babylon ,(מַכְּ בֶל ,however ;(בָּ  here בָּ

may refer to the inhabitants of Babylon specifically. In Eccl 1:18, מַכְאֹבִים is syntactically predicated of the 

noun יָּמִים (“days”) but, in the phrase יו מַכְאֹבִים ל־יָּמָּ  probably refers to pains מַכְאֹבִים ”,מַכְאֹבִים all his days are“ כָּ

experienced by the representative person himself. 

ה is also found with the verb מַכְאוֹב 64 אָּ  in Lam 1:12, where it is not syntactically the direct object of the רָּ

verb but is still the object that is “seen” ( י אֹבִֶׁ֔ מַכְּ אוֹב֙ כְּ וּ אִם־יֵש֤ מַכְּ אָ֗   .(”see if there is pain like my pain“ וּרְּ

65 With פַר  יְסַפֵרוּ marking the direct object of the verb. The MT has אֶל is preceded by the preposition מַכְאוֹב ,סָּ

(piel impf 3mp from ספר), but a note in the BHS apparatus proposes this should be read instead as ּיו  יִסְפָּ

(hiphil pf 3mp from יסף, “they add to the pain”) based on the Syriac and LXX (προσέθηκαν: aorist active 

indicative 3pl from προστίθημι, “to increase”) renderings. The Targum, Aquila, Symmachus, and Jerome 

seem to align with the MT. Overall, the weight of evidence is fairly balanced, though the MT may be a 

slightly more difficult reading and thus perhaps should be taken as original.  
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53:4)66 by others and known (יָּ דַ ע) by oneself (2 Chron 6:29) or by God (Exod 3:7). A 

person can “increase” (יוֹסִיף) אוֹב יוֹסִיף דַעַת) ”by “increasing knowledge מַכְּ  .(Eccl 1:18 וְּ

אוֹב נוּשׁ also occurs as a subject in verbless clauses with the predicates מַכְּ וּש  ,Jer 30:15) אָּ נִ֖ אָּ

ךְ אֹבִֵּ֑ מִיד ,(”your pain is incurable“ מַכְּ יד ,Ps 38:18[17]) נֶגְדִי תָּ מִֽ י תָּ דִֹ֣ י נֶגְּ אוֹבִִ֖  and my pains“ וּמַכְּ

are always before me”), and ע שָּ רָּ ע ,Ps 32:10) לָּ ּ֥ שָּ ָ֫ רָּ ים לָּ אוֹבִָ֗ ים מַכְּ  many pains are for the“ רַבִּּ֥

wicked”).67 In Eccl 2:23, מַכְאֹבִים is predicated of a person’s days (ים אֹבִָ֗ יו מַכְּ ֹ֣ ל־יָּמָּ  all his“ כָּ

days are pains”). אוֹב ישׁאִ  also occurs as a genitive in construct with the noun מַכְּ  (Isa 53:3), 

in the phrase וֹת אֹבִ֖ יש מַכְּ   ”.a man of pains“ אִּ֥

The noun אוֹב אוֹב .appears elsewhere as the object of a preposition מַכְּ  occurs מַכְּ

with the preposition עַל introducing the complement of the verb יָּ סַ ף (“to add”):  הוָּה כִי־יָּסַף יְּ

אֹבִי  יכח For Yahweh has added grief to my pain” (Jer 45:3). Modifying the verb“ יָּגוֹן עַל־מַכְּ

(hoph, “to be reproved”), אוֹב אוֹב designating ,בְּּ  appears with the prefixed preposition מַכְּ  מַכְּ

as the instrument of reproof: אוֹב מַכְּ  He is reproved with/by pain” (Job 33:19). In“ הוּכַח בְּּ

Jer 51:8, אוֹב חקַ לָּ  after the verb לְּ  is the object of מַכְּ , indicating interest or benefit (dativus 

commodi): ּה אוֹבָּ מַכְּ חוּ צֳרִי לְּ   Take balm for her pain.”68“ קְּ

אוֹב   appears twice in Lam 1:12, first in a clause with the particle of existence מַכְּ

אוֹב)  that modifies the כְּ  there is pain”) and then as the object of the preposition“ יֵש מַכְּ

phrase אוֹב  that ,אִם The whole phrase is part of a conditional clause, introduced by .יֵש מַכְּ

 

בַל is the antecedent of the 3mp direct object pronoun suffixed to the verb מַכְאֹבֵינוּ 66 מַכְאֹבֵינוּ  :(”to carry“) סָּ

לָּם  ”.he carried them ,מַכְאֹבִים Our“ סְבָּ

67 The translation “many are the pains of the wicked” (see ESV, NASB, NIV) would require the syntax 

 sometimes precedes the noun it modifies. See רַב The adjective .(Joüon §141b) מכאובי רשׁע or המכאובים לרשׁע

Franz Delitzsch, Biblical Commentary on the Psalms, trans. Francis Bolton (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1889), 

1:399; John Goldingay, Psalms, BCOTWP (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2006), 1:452; Peter C. Craigie 

and Marvin E. Tate, Psalms 1–50, Word Biblical Commentary (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 2004), 264.  

68 Williams §271a; IBHS §11.2.10d.  
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functions as the object of the verb ה אָּ י :(”to see“) רָּ אֹבִֶׁ֔ מַכְּ אוֹב֙ כְּ וּ אִם־יֵש֤ מַכְּ אָ֗ יטוּ וּרְּ  Look and“ הַבִֹּ֣

see if there is pain like my pain” (Lam 1:12). The request of the speaker, personified 

Jerusalem, suggests that אוֹב  ,here refers to something observable (“see if there is pain”) מַכְּ

and thus possibly physical pain,69 and that perhaps there can be various types or levels of 

severity of אוֹב אֹבִי The noun .(”pain like my pain“) מַכְּ  is then followed by two relative מַכְּ

clauses that provide further information about Jerusalem’s אוֹב  each introduced by the ,מַכְּ

relative pronoun אֲשֶר עוֹלַל לִי :אֲשֶר (“which was dealt out to me”) and יוֹם הוָּה בְּּ ה יְּ אֲשֶר הוֹגָּ

 These clauses .(”with which Yahweh caused grief on the day of his fierce anger“) חֲרוֹן אַפוֹ

indicate that a person’s אוֹב  can be inflicted from the outside. Given that the speaker is מַכְּ

personified Jerusalem, אוֹב  here refers not simply to the physical or emotional pain of מַכְּ

an individual but to the pain inflicted by Yahweh on the people of Jerusalem as a whole 

in his judgment.  

In some instances, a cause of the אוֹב  is explicitly mentioned or can be identified מַכְּ

from the context. In Exod 3:7, it can be inferred that the people’s אוֹב  is the result of מַכְּ

Egyptian taskmasters enslaving the people of Israel. Babylon’s אוֹב  is the (Jer 51:8) מַכְּ

result of her having “fallen” (נָּפְלָּה) and “been broken/shattered” (בֵר  Ecclesiastes 1:18 .(תִשָּ

suggests that the increasing of knowledge can also increase אוֹב אֽוֹב) מַכְּ יף מַכְּ עַת יוֹסִּ֥ יף דִַ֖ יוֹסִּ֥  .(וְּ

As Lam 1:12 reveals, אוֹב אֹב can be inflicted by God. In Ps 69:27[26], the phrase מַכְּ  מַכְּ

 

69 Christian Frevel, however, suggests that the term should be interpreted “less as physical pain” but rather 

as “a term that expresses the result of the social consequences of illness, isolation, grief, etc. in an almost 

indexical way” (“weniger als physischen Schmerz deuten, sondern als Terminus auffasst, der geradezu 

indexalisch das Ergebnis der sozialen Folgen von Krankheit, Isolation, Trauer, etc. zum Audruck bringt”) 

(Frevel, “‘Seht meinen Schmerz,’” 84). Frevel’s hesitance to interpret this as a reference to physical pain 

seems to be based on an assumption that because pain is subjective, it is incommunicable. Thus, for Frevel, 

אוֹב  .cannot refer to the feeling of pain, but must describe a more concrete situation that points to pain מַכְּ

However, the fact that pain is subjective does not mean אוֹב  has no objective referent, whether that is מַכְּ

physical or emotional pain.  
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לֶיךָ אוֹב suggests that חֲלָּ  here may refer specifically to physical pain resulting from being מַכְּ

“pierced” or “wounded” (ל לָּ אוֹב ,Elsewhere .(חָּ  is a means of reproving or rebuking a מַכְּ

person (Job 33:19, ֹו בִּ֑ כָּ אוֹב עַל־מִשְּ מַכְּ הוּכַֹ֣ח בְְּּּ֭  ,though the agent of reproof is here unspecified ;(וְּ

it is plausible that God is the implied actor.  

Parallel Words 

Perhaps unsurprisingly, given the frequency of occurrences in poetic texts, אוֹב  מַכְּ

is often found in parallelism. Parallel terms include: כַעַס “vexation” (Eccl 1:18; 2:23), רִיב 

“strife” (Job 33:19), חֳלִי “sickness” (Isa 53:4), and שֶבֶר “hurt” (Jer 30:15). In other 

contexts, אוֹב   :is part of a phrase that is parallel with another word or phrase מַכְּ

זֶה וַחֲדַל אִישִים אֹבוֹתאִיש  // ”despised and abandoned by men“ נִבְּ מַכְּ  (Isa 53:3) 

אֹבוֹת // ”knowing sickness“ וִידוּעַ חֹלִי  (Isa 53:3) אִיש מַכְּ

צֶלַע נָּכוֹן מִיד // ”I am ready to stumble“ אֲנִי לְּ דִי תָּ אוֹבִי נֶגְּ  (Ps 38:18[17]) וּמַכְּ

דַף אוֹב // ”persecute“ רָּ  (Ps 69:27[26]) סַפֵר אֶל־מַכְּ

In Ps 32:10, the phrase ע שָּׁ רָּ  creating ,הַבוֹטֵחַ בַיהוָּה חֶסֶד יְסוֹבְבֶנּוּ is parallel with רַבִים מַכְאוֹבִים לָּ

a contrast between the “many pains” (מַכְאוֹבִים) that are experienced by the wicked and the 

“steadfast love” (חֶסֶד) that surrounds the one who trusts in Yahweh. In its narrative 

contexts, אוֹב נִי is found alongside מַכְּ ה ,affliction” (Exod 3:7)“ עָּ קָּ  cry” (Exod 3:7), and“ צְעָּ

אוֹב ”sorrow” is “added to“ יָּגוֹן ,affliction, stroke” (2 Chron 6:29). In Jer 45:3“ נֶגַע  The .מַכְּ

variety of co-referential terms confirms that אוֹב  can be used in reference to various מַכְּ

types of pain, with some parallels suggesting a reference to psychological pain (כַעַס, Eccl 

1:18; 2:23) and others to physical pain (חֳלִי, Isa 53:3, 4; שֶבֶר, Jer 30:15; 2 ,נֶגַע Chron 

6:29).  
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Post-Biblical Hebrew 

The noun אוֹב ה appears in Ben Sira 3:27, where it is the subject of the verb מַכְּ בָּ  רָּ

(“to be or become many, numerous”): לב כבד ירבו מכאביו ומתהולל מוסיף עון על עון “Many are 

the sorrows of a hard heart; and he that is confident addeth iniquity to iniquity.”70 אוֹב  is מַכְּ

used again in Sir 34:20 in a verbless clause (מכאוב...עם איש כסיל “pain is…with the foolish 

man”) and in Sir 38:7 as the object of the verb נוח (hiph):  בהם רופא יניח מכאוב וכן רוקח עושה

 By them doth the physician assuage pain; and likewise the apothecary maketh a“ מרקחת

confection.”71 

The noun אוֹב  also occurs multiple times in Qumran manuscripts. In 4QHoda מַכְּ

א ,8:2 בוֹמַכְּ  is used alongside נגע, apparently in a construct phrase that is the direct object of 

the verb ואשכחה נגע מכאובי :שכח “And I forgot my painful affliction.”72 It occurs again 

alongside נגע in 1QHa 17:6: 

ואני משאה }א{למשואה וממכאוב   6

תשוחח  למשברים 7לנגע ומחבלם 

 נפשי בנפלאותיכה 

“6 And as for me, from ruin to devastation, 

and from pain to affliction, and from 

tribulations 7 to breakers, my soul 

contemplates your wonders.”73 

אוֹב  :in one other fragmentary text, 1QHa 22:23 נגע may also occur with מַכְּ

[אנוש וב]עי גבר וממכא[מנגי  …[ 

 

“[… the afflic]tions of a man and from the 

suffer[ing of a person].”74 

 

70 Translation from Schechter and Taylor, xvi.  

71 Translation from Schechter and Taylor, xliv.  

72 Translation from James H. Charlesworth et al., eds., The Dead Sea Scrolls: Hebrew Aramaic, and Greek 

Texts with English Translations, vol. 5A, Thanksgiving Hymns and Related Documents (Louisville, KY: 

Westminster John Knox Press, 2022), 263.  

73 Charlesworth et al., The Dead Sea Scrolls, 5A:173. 

74 Eileen M. Schuller and Carol A. Newsom, The Hodayot (Thanksgiving Psalms): A Study Edition of 1QHa 

(Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2012), 69.  
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In 11QPsa 19:15, אוֹב  evil purpose” as the subject“ ויצר רע occurs in combination with מַכְּ

of the verb ירש: 

אל תשלט בי שטן ורוח טמאה  15 

רע אל ירשו   16מכאוב ויצר 

  בעצמי

“Let not Satan rule over me, nor an evil 

spirit; let neither pain nor evil purpose 16 

take possession of my bones.”75 

אוֹב   may also appear in a fragmentary text (4QapLama 1.1:14) modified by the מַכְּ

adjective לאנוש “incurable” ( למכאובנולאנוש  ), though the text למכאובנו has apparently been 

altered by a copyist to מכתינו “our wounds.”76 These texts overall suggest that as in its 

biblical usage, א בוֹמַכְּ  in post-biblical texts has the sense “pain” and functions as a general 

term that can refer to physical or emotional pain.  

Semantic Conclusions 

אוֹב  can be used to describe both physical and psychological pain with various מַכְּ

causes. In some contexts, the psychological aspect appears more prominently (Eccl 1:18; 

2:23), while in others, a physical notion is likely in view (Ps 69:27[26]; Exod 3:7; 2 

Chron 6:29; Isa 53:3, 4). In some contexts, אוֹב  seems to denote physical pain but is מַכְּ

used metaphorically to describe a nation’s suffering caused by God’s judgment (Jer 

30:15; 51:8; Lam 1:12, 18). Elsewhere, the referent remains somewhat ambiguous, as 

either physical or psychological pain could be in view (Job 33:19; Ps 38:18[17]). Pains 

can be “many” (Ps 32:10), constantly present (“always before me,” Psalm 38:18[17]), or 

“incurable” (Jer 30:15). Together, the various uses suggest that אוֹב  is an abstract term מַכְּ

 

75 Martínez and Tigchelaar, 1174. Though it is fragmentary, another text (11Q6 4–5:16) seems to echo 

these words and perhaps represents another occurrence of א בוֹמַכְּ  (Martínez and Tigchelaar, 1181).   

76 Martínez and Tigchelaar, 368. אוֹב  also appears in 1QpHab 11:15, but the other words in the clause מַכְּ

where it occurs are missing (Martínez and Tigchelaar, 20).  
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with the broad sense “pain” that can be applied to a variety of referents, whether physical 

or emotional suffering.  

 עצב

The root עצב is found 34 times in the OT. The verb צַב  occurs 15 times, while six עָּ

related nouns occur 19 times: עֶצֶב (6x), עַצֶבֶת (5x), עֹצֶב (3x), בוֹן ה ,(3x) עִצָּ  and ,(1x) מַעֲצֵבָּ

צֵב /עָּ ב  עַצָּ (1x). 

צַב   עָּ

Morphology  

Hebrew 

The verb עצב occurs in the qal (3x), niphal (7x), piel (2x), hiphil (1x), and hithpael 

(2x). In addition to its 15 occurrences in the OT, עצב appears once in Ben Sira (14:1) and 

once in Qumran texts (4QapLamA 2:6). There is one proposed occurrence of the verb in 

2 Sam 13:21, in the inserted phrase ֹנו נוֹן בְּּ צַב אֶת־רוּחַ אַמְּ לאֹ עָּ  The insertion is found in a 77.וְּ

manuscript from the Dead Sea Scrolls (4Q51), which adds  ולא עצב את רוח אמנון בנו כי[

 And he did not grieve the spirit of Amnon his son because he loved“ אה[בו כי בכור]ו הוא[

him, because he was his firstborn.”78 The addition is also found in the LXX.79 F. M. 

Cross, et al. suggest that this expression is original and was lost from the MT through 

 

77 BDB, s.v. “צַב   ”.I עצב“ .DCH, s.v ;”עָּ

78 Frank Moore Cross et al., Qumran Cave 4.XII:1–2 Samuel, DJD XVII (Oxford: Clarendon, 2005), 149.  

79 καὶ οὐκ ἐλύπησεν τὸ πνεῦμα Αμνων τοῦ υἱοῦ αὐτοῦ ὅτι ἠγάπα αὐτόν, ὅτι πρωτότοκος αὐτοῦ ἦν.  
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haplography (ולוא…ולוא).80 However, the suggestion of Tsumura, that “it seems more 

natural that this was added later to the LXX to explain David’s action, or rather lack of 

action,” is likely correct.81 Thus, this passage has not been included in the analysis of 

occurrences of צַב   .for this paper עָּ

Other Semitic Languages 

The root עצב has cognates in the Ethiopic ʿaṣaba, “be difficult, be hard, be harsh, 

be troublesome, be grievous, be serious,”82 and perhaps in the Arabic ġaḍiba, “to be 

angry.”83 The root עצב also occurs as a verb in Middle Hebrew and Jewish Aramaic with 

the sense “to grieve.”84 The related Aramaic word עֲצִיב, a passive participle of עֲצַב, occurs 

in Dan 6:21 in the phrase ל עֲצִיב קָּ  in a pained voice,” a phrase that also appears in the“ בְּּ

Aramaic Targum of Esth 4:1 and Targum Jonathan of Exod 12:31.  

 

80 Cross et al., 149.  

81 David Tsumura, The Second Book of Samuel, NICOT (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2019), 211. Tsumura 

writes that “Herbert notes that this reconstruction of the Hebrew text of 4QSama following the LXX is not 

necessarily correct” (Tsumura, Second Book of Samuel, 211, referencing Edward D. Herbert, 

Reconstructing Biblical Dead Sea Scrolls: A New Method Applied to the Reconstruction of 4QSama 

[Leiden: Brill, 1997], 155–56).  

82 Wolf Leslau, Comparative Dictionary of Ge‘ez (Classical Ethiopic): Ge‘ez-English/English-Ge‘ez, with 

an Index of the Semitic Roots (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 1987), 74; BDB, s.v. “צַב  see also August ;”עָּ

Dillman, Lexicon Linguae Aethiopicae (Leipzig: T. O. Weigel, 1865), 1019, “be hard, difficult, arduous, 

troublesome.”  

83 BDB, s.v. “צַב  ”.II עצב“ .HALOT, s.v ;”עָּ

84 HALOT, s.v. “עצב II.”  
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Syntax 

Qal 

In the qal, the verb עצב is used three times, including once as a participle. In two 

occurrences, עצב is transitive (1 Kgs 1:6; 1 Chron 4:10), with the syntax: 

<a>  ָּבצַ ע  <b> “b grieved/caused pain to a.” 

In both passages, the verb is active and the object of the verb designates the one 

experiencing pain/grief (a-element), while the subject is the actor, or the one inflicting it 

(b-element). In the third occurrence, the verb appears as a passive participle, with the 

syntax:  

 ”.a> “a was pained/grieved> עֲצוּבַת 

The passive participle is used attributively to modify ה  in a construct phrase with the ,אִשָּ

noun  ַוּחַ  :רוּח וּבַת רִ֖ ה וַעֲצּ֥ ׁ֛ ה עֲזוּבָּ ֵּ֧ אִשָּ  Like a wife abandoned and pained/grieved in spirit” (Isa“ כְּ

54:6).  

Niphal 

 In the niphal, the syntax of the verb עצב is intransitive:  

 ”.a> “a was in pain/grieved> נעצב

Three times, the verb appears with a modifying prepositional phrase. The prepositions אֶל 

(1 Sam 20:34) and עַל (2 Sam 2:19) both designate the object on account of which or 

concerning which the a-element experiences pain/grief:  

<c> עַל/אֶל נעצב  <a> “a was in pain for/on account of c.” 

Once, נעצב is accompanied by an instrumental phrase with the preposition  ְּּב (Eccl 10:9):  

<d> ְּּנעצב ב <a> “a was in pain with/by d.” 
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The d-element represents the instrument by means of which the a-element experiences 

pain.  

Piel 

  :occurs twice in the piel, with the transitive syntax עצב

<a> עצב <b> “b hurt/grieved a.” 

In the piel, as in the qal, the object of the verb usually indicates the one experiencing the 

pain/grief (a-element), while the subject indicates the actor(s) causing the pain/grief (b-

element).  

Hiphil 

The verb עצב occurs only once in the hiphil, with syntax similar to the piel and 

qal. The hiphil of עצב is transitive and seems to have a causative sense. In the lone hiphil 

occurrence, the verb is modified by the preposition  ְּּב:  

< <eבְּּ  <a> ביהעצ  <b> “b grieved/caused pain to a in e.” 

In this syntax, the e-element designates a location in which the verbal action takes place: 

  .They grieved him in the wilderness” (Ps 78:40)“ יַעֲצִיבוּהוּ בִּישִימֹון

Hithpael 

 occurs twice in the hithpael, both times with intransitive syntax similar to the עצב

niphal:  

תעצבה  <a> “a was in pain/was grieved.” 
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In one text, the verb is accompanied by the preposition אֶל, with the sense “to, into” (Gen 

6:6). The usage here is probably metaphorical: עַצֵב אֶל־לִבֹּו  And he was pained/grieved“ וַיִתְּ

into/unto his heart”85 likely implies he was grieved “greatly.”86 

Associative Field 

Contexts of Use 

 ,appears most often in narrative literature (10x). It also occurs in poetic texts עצב

including prophetic poetry (Isa 54:6; 63:10), Psalms (56:6[5]; 78:40), and wisdom 

literature (Eccl 10:9). 

Syntagmatic Relations 

Most commonly, the a-element—the one experiencing pain—with the verb עצב is 

a person or group of people (11x). Three times, the a-element is God, including one 

occurrence where it is his Holy Spirit (Isa 63:10). Once, in what is probably a 

metaphorical or extended use of עצב, the a-element is an abstract object (רַי בָּ  my“ ,דְּ

cause,” Ps 56:6[5]).  

When a b-element, the agent causing pain, is specified, it is generally a person. 

People cause pain to a person’s words/cause (ר בָּ  Ps 56:6[5]) and to God (Ps 78:40; Isa ,דָּ

 

85 BDB, s.v. “אֶל.”  

86 See DCH, s.v. “אֶל.” 
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63:10);87 only once does a human cause grief/pain to another human (1 Kgs 1:6).88 In one 

occurrence, the implied b-element is probably an abstract concept, ה עָּ  ,evil, harm“ רָּ

trouble.” This is seen in Jabez’s prayer: “Oh that you would truly bless me, and you 

would enlarge my border, and your hand would be with me, and you would keep me from 

harm [ה עָּ י] so as to not cause me pain [רָּ בִִּּ֑ צְּ י עָּ תִֹ֣ בִלְּ בִּי 89 Here, the verb.(Chron 4:10 1) ”![לְּ צְּ  עָּ

 

87 In two of the three occurrences where God is the a-element, the Israelites are identified as the ones 

causing his grief/pain, through their rebellion in the wilderness (Isa 63:10; Ps 78:40).  

88 In 1 Kgs 1:6, both the a- and b-elements are humans (Adonijah and David), though here the verb is 

negated (יו בִ֤ ו אָּ בַֹ֨ א־עצֲָּ לֹֽ רוֹ Some have proposed reading .(וְּ בוֹ לאֹ he did not restrain him,” in place of“ ,לאֹ עצֲָּ עצֲָּ , 

“he did not pain him/cause him grief,” apparently on the basis of the LXX (Codex Vaticanus), which reads 

οὐκ ἀπεκώλυσεν αὐτόν “he did not hinder him” (see BDB, s.v. “צַב  The Lucianic recension reads .(”עָּ

ἐπιτιμάω “rebuke,” which would correspond to MT עצב. One potential piece of evidence against reading 

רוֹ  which, as used of a past event, is opposed to the עשית suggested by Burney, is the “following ,לאֹ עצֲָּ

notion of holding back before an action” (C. F. Burney, Notes on the Hebrew Text of the Books of Kings 

[Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1903], 3). In other words, the meaning “he did not restrain him” would not fit as 

well in the context of the verse:  ָּית שִִּׂ֑ ה עָּ ֹ֣כָּ וּעַ כָּ ר מַדִ֖ יו֙ לֵאמֶֹׁ֔ יו מִיָּמָּ בִ֤ ו אָּ בַֹ֨ א־עצֲָּ לֹֽ צַב And his father had never“ וְּ  him by עָּ

saying, ‘Why have you done thus?’” Probably, then, it is best to retain the MT in light of the context. 

DeVries suggests that the Codex Vaticanus reading of the verb עצר may be “a very early error since it is in 

the pre-exilic Canaanite script that ב and ר appear the most alike” (Simon J. DeVries, 1 Kings, Word 

Biblical Commentary [Waco, TX: Word Books, 1985], 4; see further discussion there). Most translations 

and commentators seem to take the verb as ֹבו  though translations vary widely: “his father never at any ,עצֲָּ

time displeased him” (ESV; see also RSV; KJV; Mordechai Cogan, 1 Kings: A New Translation with 

Introduction and Commentary, Anchor Yale Bible [New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2001], 157); 

“his father had never rebuked him at any time” (NASB, NIV; NKJV); “his father had never corrected him” 

(NET); “his father had never troubled him” (C. F. Keil, The Books of the Kings, trans. James Martin 

[Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1883], 18); “his father had never offended him” (Walter A. Maier III, 1 Kings 1–

11 [Saint Louis, MO: Concordia Publishing House, 2018], 219). 

89 Heb. בִִּּ֑ י צְּ י עָּ תִֹ֣ בִלְּ ִ֖ה לְּ עָּ יתָּ מֵרָּ שִּׂ֥ עָּ י וְּ ךָ֙ עִמִֶׁ֔ ה יָּדְּ ֤ תָּ יְּ הָּ בוּלִי֙ וְּ יתָּ אֶת־גְּ בִּ֤ הִרְּ נִי וְּ רֲכֵָ֜ בָּ ךְ תְּ רֵַ֨ י The phrase .אִם־בָּּ בִִּּ֑ צְּ י עָּ תִֹ֣ בִלְּ ִ֖ה לְּ עָּ יתָּ  מֵרָּ שִּׂ֥ עָּ  is וְּ

somewhat difficult, as the verb ה שָּׂ  might suggest a partitive sense, “do some מִן with the preposition עָּ

harm,” which would make little sense in this context. On the basis of Isa 26:28 (רֶץ שוּעֹת֙ בַּל־נַֹ֣עֲשֶׂה אֶֶׁ֔  ,(יְּ

Rudolph and BHS margin suggest inserting תִי יתָּ  after יְשׁוּעָּ שִּׂ֥ עָּ  proposing the word may have been omitted ,וְּ

by haplography (see Wilhelm Rudolph, Chronikbücher, HAT 21 [Tübingen: Mohr (Siebeck), 1955], 30); 

this would lead to the reading “perform my salvation from harm.” However, the proposed parallel with Isa 

26:28 does not seem to provide a sufficient basis for the insertion. There are other difficulties in the verse, 

including the absence of the expected apodosis in Jabez’s prayer following the opening clause, which 

begins with the conditional particle אִם introducing a protasis, and the unusual form בִּי צְּ  where one might ,עָּ

expect צְבֵנִי  among others. For further discussion of this passage, see Ralph W. Klein, 1 Chronicles: A ,עָּ

Commentary, Hermeneia (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2006), 124, 132–33; Gary L. Knoppers, I 

Chronicles 1–9: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary, Anchor Bible (New York: 

Doubleday, 2003), 339, 346; Sara Japhet, I & II Chronicles, Old Testament Library (Louisville, KY: 

Westminster John Knox Press, 1993), 108–11.  
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is an infinitive construct; most likely the 1cs suffix is the object (a-element) and the 

implied actor (b-element) is ה עָּ   that it may not pain me.”90“ :רָּ

In stems where the verb’s sense is more stative than causative, such as the niphal, 

a reason or cause for the state of grief/pain can be specified using other means. Twice in 

the niphal, עצב occurs with prepositional phrases designating the object (c-element) on 

account of which the a-element experiences pain/grief (1 Sam 20:34; 2 Sam 19:3[2]); in 

both cases, the c-element is a human. For example, in 2 Sam 19:3[2], the a-element is 

נֹו is ,עַל referring to David, while the c-element, the object of the preposition ,הַמֶלֶךְ  his“ בְּּ

son,” Absalom, who has just died: ו נֹֽ לֶךְ עַל־בְּּ ב הַמִֶ֖  The king was grieving for/on account“ נֶעֱצַּ֥

of his son.”91 Elsewhere, a reason for the grief/pain is indicated contextually. In 1 Sam 

20:3, for example, the sequence ב צִֵּ֑ עָּ ן פֶן־יֵֽ ִ֖ הֹונָּתָּ את יְּ ֹּ֥ ֵֽדַע־ז  ,do not let Jonathan know this“ אַל־יֵֽ

lest צֵב  indicates that Jonathan’s awareness of “this”—a reference to Saul’s plot to kill ”יֵעָּ

David—would cause Jonathan grief/pain.92 In the context of Neh 8:10, 11, where both 

 

90 BDB, s.v. “צַב  see also ESV, KJV, NASB. Some translators, however, take the 1cs ;(emphasis original) ”עָּ

suffix on the infinitive construct in a subjective sense. The verb is then taken as having a more stative 

rather than an active or causative sense: “keep me from harm so that I will be free from pain” (NIV); “keep 

me from harm so I might not endure pain” (NET). The NKJV takes the suffix as subjective while also 

retaining the active/causative sense of the verb: “you would keep me from evil, that I may not cause pain.” 

91 Similarly, in 1 Sam 20, when Saul becomes indignant towards Jonathan after David’s absence from a 

meal and makes clear his plot to kill David, we read that Jonathan “rose from the table with fierce anger 

and did not eat food the second day of the month because he was pained/grieved for David [ד וִֶׁ֔ צַב֙ אֶל־דָּ י נֶעְּ  ,[כִ֤

because his father had humiliated him” (1 Sam 20:34). Here, the preposition אֶל designates the object in 

regard to, concerning, or on account of which Jonathan is experiencing pain/grief. The reason for 

Jonathan’s grief concerning David is further specified in the explanatory clause יו בִֽ ו אָּ לִמִֹ֖ י הִכְּ  ,that is ,כִּ֥

because Saul had treated David shamefully. 

92 Saul’s prediction of Jonathan’s response (צֵב  proves to be correct in 1 Sam 20:34, where we are told (יעֵָּ

that Jonathan ד וִֶׁ֔ צַב֙ אֶל־דָּ  was pained/grieved on account of/for David.” A somewhat similar case, where“ נֶעְּ

the reason for grief is unspecified syntactically, is found in Gen 34:7, where עצב (hithpael) describes the 

response of Jacob’s sons hearing the news of Dinah’s rape by Shechem: “and the sons of Jacob came from 

the field when they heard, and the men ּבו עַצְּ  and were very angry, because he had done a disgraceful folly יִתְּ

in Israel by lying with the daughter of Jacob, for such a thing is not done” (Gen 34:7). Again, no b-element 

or c-element is explicitly stated, but it is clear that the reason for or object of their grief/pain is the news of 

their sister Dinah’s rape. 
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Nehemiah and the Levites issue injunctions for the people to not be in pain/grieve (עצב), 

 along with weeping and mourning, appear to be the people’s response to hearing the ,עצב

words of the Law read aloud.93  

In many passages, the specific elements with which עצב is combined in the 

context generally suggest that the verb describes some kind of psychological or emotional 

pain or grief. In Eccl 10:9, however, the syntagmatic relations suggest that עצב may also 

have a physical sense. Here, the a-element is a person, specifically נִים  the one“ :מַסִיעַ אֲבָּ

who quarries stones.” Modifying the verb is the instrumental prepositional phrase הֶם  ,בָּּ

whose 3mp pronoun suffix refers to נִים ים   :stones.” The whole clause reads“ אֲבָּ נִֶׁ֔ יעַ אֲבָּ מַסִֹ֣

ם הִֶּ֑ ב בָּּ צִֵ֖ צֵב The one who quarries stones“ יֵעָּ  ”by them.” With the object “stones יֵעָּ

functioning as the instrument of the verbal action/state, צֵב  most likely has a sense יֵעָּ

related to physical pain, “be hurt.”94 The parallel clause similarly depicts a possible case 

of physical pain or injury: ם ֽ כֶן בָּּ ּ֥ ים יִסָּ עַ עֵצִִ֖  The one who cleaves wood may endanger“ בֹּוקֵּ֥

himself by it.”  

Parallel Words 

The verb עצב is found twice in combination with the verb חרה “to burn, be kindled 

be angry,”95 indicating that a situation that causes anger can also be a situation where one 

 

93 See also Gen 6:6, where one can infer from the context that the cause of Yahweh’s great pain/grief 

(hithpael) is his seeing that “the evil of mankind was great in the land, and every purpose of the thoughts of 

his heart was only evil always” (Gen 6:5, Heb.  ל־ ע כָּ ק רִַ֖ ו רַּ֥ ת לִבֶֹּׁ֔ בֹֹ֣ שְּ צֶר֙ מַחְּ ל־יֵַ֨ כָּ רֶץ וְּ ִּ֑ אָּ ם בָּּ ִ֖ דָּ אָּ עַּ֥ת הָּ ה רָּ ׁ֛ י רַבָּּ ה כִּ֥ הוֶָּׁ֔ א יְּ וַיֵַֹֽ֣רְּ

ום  .(הַיֹֽ

94 A physical sense may also form the basis of the usage of עצב in Ps 56:6[5], where the psalmist laments, 

“all day [my enemies] cause pain to my cause” (ּעַצִֵּ֑בו י יְּ רַֹ֣ בָּ יֹום דְּ ל־הְַּ֭    .(כָּ

95 BDB, s.v. “ה רָּ   ”.I חרה“ .DCH, s.v ;”חָּ
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feels pain/grief (עצב).96 The hithpael of עצב appears alongside נחם (niph, “to be sorry, 

regret”): ו ב אֶל־לִבֹּֽ עַצִֵ֖ רֶץ וַיִתְּ ִּ֑ אָּ ם בָּּ ִ֖ דָּ אָּ ֽ ה אֶת־הָּ ּ֥ שָּׂ י־עָּ ה כִֽ הוֶָּׁ֔ ֹ֣חֶם יְּ  And Yahweh regretted that he had“ וַיִנָּ

made man on the earth, and he was pained unto his heart” (Gen 6:6). The juxtaposition of 

 likely has an emotional nuance in these עצב with these various terms suggests that עצב

contexts. While not syntactically parallel, the terms אבל and בכה are twice found in the 

immediate context of עצב and are seemingly co-referential with 2) עצב Sam 19:3[2]; Neh 

8:9–10),97 again suggesting עצב may refer in these contexts to emotional pain.  

Elsewhere, עצב (hiphil) is parallel with מרה, “to be rebellious” (Ps 78:40), 

suggesting that it was by rebelling against him that Israel caused pain or grief to God: 

“How often they were rebellious against him in the wilderness, they pained him [ּיַעֲצִיבוּהו] 

in the desert.” In Neh 8:10, the command ּבו צֵֶׁ֔ עָּ  do not be grieved” is followed by a“ אַל־תֵֹ֣

clause giving the reason for the exhortation, which sets עצב in contrast to וָּה וַּ֥ת  יכִֽ  :חֶדְּ ־חֶדְּ

ם כֶֽ עֻזְּ ֽ יא מָּ ִ֖ה הִּ֥ הוָּ   ”.For the joy of Yahweh, it is your strength“ יְּ

Post-Biblical Hebrew 

 אשרי אנוש לא עצבו פיהו ולא אבה עליו דין לבו :appears in the qal in Ben Sira 14:1 עצב

“Blessed is the man whose mouth does not hurt him, and his heart does not consent to 

judgment against him.”98 In the DSS, עצב occurs as a qal passive participle functioning 

 

96 In Gen 34:7, עצב appears in the hithpael alongside the expression ד אִֹּ֑ ם מְּ הִֶ֖ חַר לָּ בוּ and the men“ :וַיִּ֥ עַצְּ  and ,יִתְּ

they burned with anger.” In Gen 45:5, the negated niphal jussive of the second person, ּבו צְּ  occurs in ,אַל־תֵעָּ

combination with the expression ם ינֵיכֶֶׁ֔ עֵֹ֣ חַר֙ בְּּ אַל־יִַ֨ בוּ and now, do not“ :וְּ צְּ  and let there not be anger in your ,תֵעָּ

eyes.” 

97 Following Absalom’s death, in 2 Sam 19:2[1], Joab is told לֽם שָּ ל עַל־אַבְּ אַבִֵּ֖ ה וַיִתְּ לֶךְ בֹּכֶׁ֛ ה הַמֵֶּ֧  behold, the“ הִנֵַ֨

king is weeping and he is mourning for Absalom”; in 19:3[2], the people hear ו נֹֽ לֶךְ עַל־בְּּ ב הַמִֶ֖  the king is“ נֶעצֱַּ֥

grieving for his son.” 

98 For this translation of the second line in this verse, see DCH, s.v. “אבה.”  
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substantively, “grieved one” (4QapLama 2:6).99 The context seems to be “a poem 

inspired by the biblical Book of Lamentations,” for which only several fragments are 

available.100 In an expression reminiscent of Isa 54:6, עצב is here used alongside a passive 

form of עזב to compare the city of Jerusalem to “a woman hurt and forsaken by her 

[husband].”101 עצב may also appear in another DSS text in the niphal, with the a-element 

 concerning the birthright” (4QJubh 36:15).102“ על הבכורה and the prepositional phrase לֵב

From this limited data, it seems that the verb עצב was used in post-biblical Hebrew in 

ways similar to its biblical usage.  

Semantic Conclusions 

 In the qal, עצב has the sense “to cause pain, to grieve” and can be applied to pain 

caused by evil or an individual’s grief/pain caused by his father.103 The passive qal 

participle has the sense “to be caused pain/grief, to be grieved.” In the niphal, the verb 

has the senses “to be grieved” and “to be hurt” (Eccl 10:9).104 The piel can have the 

 

99 Heb. ]כ[אשה עז]ו[בה כעצובה וכעזובת ]בע[ל]ה…[ (John M. Allegro and A. A. Anderson, Qumran Cave 4.I 

[4Q158–4Q186], DJD V [Oxford: Clarendon, 1968], 77).   

100 Geza Vermes, The Dead Sea Scrolls in English, 4th ed. (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1995), 

248.  

101 Translation from Vermes, 248.  

102 According to the reconstruction in DCH (s.v. “עצב I”), which would lead to the reading, “my heart was 

pained/grieved concerning the birthright” (נעצב  לבי על הבכורה). I was unable to access the text of 4QJubh.  

103 HALOT lists the senses “hurt, rebuke” for the qal, while DCH offers “grieve, rebuke” for 1 Kgs 1:6 and 

“hurt” for 1 Chron 4:10 (see also Ges18). While the idea communicated (i.e., the referent) in 1 Kgs 1:6 may 

be that David had not rebuked his son, the sense of the verb עצב itself in this context is probably not 

“rebuke” but “grieve” or “pain.” BDB uses the broader term “pain” for both occurrences (“father had not 

pained him,” 1 Kgs 1:6; “that it may not pain me,” 1 Chron 4:10). 

104 The lexica generally treat עצב in Eccl 10:9 as having a distinct sense from the rest of its uses, “be hurt” 

(BDB, DCH) or “hurt oneself” (HALOT, Ges18).  
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senses “to cause pain, to hurt” (Ps 56:6[5]) or “to cause grief” (Isa 63:10). The hiphil (Ps 

78:40) has a similar sense to the piel in Isa 63:10; both stems are used to describe the 

same thing: the Israelites causing grief/pain to God by their rebellion against him in the 

wilderness. In the hithpael, the sense is “to be deeply pained/grieved.” The range of 

meaning of the verb עצב thus encompasses physical and psychological pain, though the 

physical sense seems to be used relatively infrequently in the OT (Eccl 10:9; perhaps also 

in a metaphorical usage, Ps 56:6[5]).105 In most biblical occurrences, the pain described 

with the verb עצב seems to be psychological pain, or grief. It can be applied to a variety 

of referents, including a person’s pain/grief caused by a father’s rebuke or by ה עָּ  ;רָּ

grief/pain related to mourning; grief/pain associated with anger at a situation; pain/harm 

caused by others to one’s cause; or God’s pain/grief caused by people’s rebellion.  

 עֶצֶב 

Morphology 

The noun עֶצֶב occurs six times in the OT, as well as once in post-biblical Hebrew. 

The noun is masculine and can be singular or plural.  

 

105 It is interesting that the verb עצב, which most frequently seems to describe non-physical pain, is used in 

Eccl 10:9, particularly given that the verb אַב  as noted above, also occurs with a prepositional phrase ,כָּ

whose object is נִים  stones” (2 Kgs 3:19). While the referent is different in each passage—since the one“ אֲבָּ

who quarries stones is injuring himself by means of the stones, while in 2 Kgs 3 stones are the means by 

which people harm/injure a portion of land—nevertheless, the occurrence of both verbs with the same 

instrument suggests that perhaps there could be some overlap in their senses in these contexts.  



 

49 

Syntactic Function 

The noun עֶצֶב functions as the object of prepositions, as the object of a verb, and 

as a subject in a verbless clause. It occurs three times as the genitive in a construct 

phrase. עֶצֶב is usually indefinite but takes a pronominal suffix in one occurrence.  

Associative Field 

Contexts of Use 

All occurrences of עֶצֶב in the OT are in poetical texts. The majority of uses are in 

wisdom contexts, including four occurrences in Proverbs and one in a Psalm which has a 

“Proverbs-like form”106 and is attributed to Solomon (למֹה  Ps 127:1). The noun also ,לִשְּ

occurs once in Genesis. 

Syntagmatic Relations 

The noun עֶצֶב occurs in a variety of syntactical combinations. עֶצֶב is used three 

times in construct phrases, functioning as the genitive with the constructs לכָּ  ,לֶחֶם , and 

ר בָּ בַר־עֶצֶב The genitive phrase .דָּ צֶב  :(hiph) עלה appears as the subject of the verb דְּ ָ֗ בַר־עֶּ֝ וּדְּ

ף ֽ  ,stirs up anger” (Prov 15:1). In this syntactical combination עֶצֶב But a word of“ יַעֲלֶה־אָּ

 seems to have the sense “pain” or “hurt” and functions as an attributive genitive: “a עֶצֶב

word of hurt” = “a painful/hurtful word.” The plural בִים  and a לֶחֶם occurs with עֲצָּ

 

106 Delitzsch, Proverbs, 1:292. Delitzsch notes that, “like the proverb-song, the extended form of the 

Mashal,” Psalm 127 “consists of a double string of proverbs, the expression of which reminds one in many 

ways of the Book of Proverbs…and which together are like the unfolding of the proverb, ch. x. 22: The 

blessing of Jahve, it maketh rich, and labour addeth nothing beside it” (Delitzsch, Proverbs, 1:292 

[emphasis original]). Delitzsch points to a number of expressions in Psalm 127 that are reminiscent of 

Proverbs, including בִים חֲרֵי ;”toilsome efforts, as in Prov. v. 10“ ,עצֲָּ אַֽ  ;found in Ps 127:2 and Prov 23:30 ,מְּ

and עוּרִים נֵי הַנְּ עוּרִים אֵשֶת ,sons begotten in one’s youth, as in Prov. v. 18“ ,(Ps 127:4) בְּּ נְּ , a wife married in 

one’s youth” (1:292). 
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participle of the verb אכל in the construct phrase ים בִִּ֑ עֲצָּ חֶם הָּ לֵי לֶֹ֣ כְּ  who eat of the [you]“ אְֹּ֭

bread of בִים עֲצָּ ל־עֶצֶבכָּ  In Prov 14:23, the phrase .(Ps 127:2) ”הָּ  is the object of the 

preposition  ְּּב, designating accompaniment, with the verb ר :היה ִּ֑ יֶֹ֣ה מֹותָּ צֶב יִהְּ ל־עְֶּ֭ כָּ  עֶצֶב In all“ בְּּ

there is profit.” עֶצֶב also occurs as the object of  ְּּב with the verb ים :ילד נִִּ֑ י בָּ דִֹ֣ לְּ צֶב תֵֽ עִֶ֖  In/with“ בְּּ

 you will bring forth children” (Gen 3:16). The contexts of both Prov 14:23 and Ps עֶצֶב

127:2 suggest that in these passages עֶצֶב has the sense “toil, labor,” or perhaps 

specifically “painful toil,” while in Gen 3:16 the sense may be “pain” or “toil.”107 In Prov 

5:10, the noun is plural and has a 2ms pronoun suffix, thus referring to a specific person’s 

בִים בֶיךָ .עֲצָּ י :functions as the subject in a verbless clause עֲצָּ רִֽ ית נָּכְּ בֵֹ֣ יךָ בְּּ בֶָ֗ עֲצָּ בִים And your“ וַּ֝  עֲצָּ

[be] in the house of a foreigner.”108 עֶצֶב here is probably “toil,” or, as Delitzsch suggests, 

“difficult work,” and, by metonymy, “that which is obtained by it.”109  

 

107 See further discussion below.  

108 It is somewhat unclear what verb should be filled in with this verbless clause. In Hebrew poetry, it is 

possible in parallel lines for the verb in the first line to be implicit in the second line. The previous clause in 

this context reads ָך ים כֹחִֶּ֑ וּ זָּרִֹ֣ עֹ֣ בְּּ ן־יִשְּׂ  of your strength.” However, carrying [שׂבע] lest strangers have their fill“ פֶֽ

over this verb from the first line (שׂבע) into the second line, י רִֽ ית נָּכְּ בֵֹ֣ יךָ בְּּ בֶָ֗ עצֲָּ בִים and your“) וַּ֝  have their fill עצֲָּ

in the house of a foreigner”), “disturbs the parallelism” (Delitzsch, Proverbs, 1:124) and would make little 

sense, in part because the second line provides no object for שׂבע. Some translators supply verbs such as “go 

to” (ESV, NASB) or simply “be” (KJV, NJPS), while others provide a more specific verb such as “benefit” 

(NET) or “enrich” (NIV). Delitzsch suggests the expression can be “interpreted as a virtual predicate,” 

presenting 5:10b as “an independent prohibitive clause” (Proverbs, 1:124): “may your labors not be in the 

house of strangers.” Mordechai Zer-Kavod translates “and your labors be in the house of a foreigner” but 

suggests this “is an abridged form, missing the understood ‘be eaten’ which would parallel ‘be satiated’” 

(Mordechai Zer-Kavod and Yehudah Kil, The Bible: Proverbs with the Jerusalem Commentary, trans. 

Albert Milton Kanter and Yocheved Engelberg Cohen [Jerusalem: Mosad Harav Kook, 2014], 40n18); he 

cites in comparison Hos 7:9; Deut 28:33; and Jer 3:25 and proposes the meaning is “the fruits of your toil 

and efforts will be eaten in the house of a foreigner…to whom you will have been sold as a slave” (40). 

This is plausible, though perhaps the more minimal proposal of Delitzsch should be preferred. 

109 Delitzsch, Proverbs, 1:124; see also Fox, who writes that ָבֶיך  your toil” means “pain or painful“ עצֲָּ

labor…It may also refer to the product of toil, that is to say, wealth” (Proverbs 1–9, 195); Waltke similarly 

translates “your strenuous labors” and suggests that here the term “is a metonymy for acquisitions gained 

by hard work” (Bruce K. Waltke, The Book of Proverbs: Chapters 1:1–15:29 [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 

2004], 313).  
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In Prov 10:22, עֶצֶב could function as either the object or the subject of the verb יסף 

(hiph): ּה ֽ צֶב עִמָּ ף עֶֹ֣ א־יֹוסִִ֖ ֹֽ ל יר וְּ יא תַעֲשִִּ֑ הוָּה הִֹ֣ כַֹ֣ת יְְּּ֭  The blessing of Yahweh will make rich, and“ בִּרְּ

he will not add עֶצֶב to it”110 or “the blessing of Yahweh will make rich, and עֶצֶב will not 

add to it.”111 If עֶצֶב is the object of יסף, then עֶצֶב would most likely have the sense “pain” 

or “sorrow” (“he will not add pain/sorrow to it”).112 If עֶצֶב is the subject, the sense “toil” 

would be more fitting (“toil will not add to it”).113 The fact that the preposition הּ) עִם  is (עִמָּ

used to modify the verb יסף in this verse suggests that perhaps the second option (“toil”) 

should be preferred. As Delitzsch notes, the first option, “that God adds to His blessing 

no sorrow…would require the word  ָּלֶיה  rather than ,(hiph) יסף to modify the verb ”עָּ

הּ  ,Thus, the meaning is probably that “trouble, labor, i.e., strenuous self-endeavors 114.עִמָּ

add not (anything) to [the blessing],” that is, labor “does not associate itself with the 

blessing…as the causa efficiens,” or, if “anything” is supplied as “the complement to ה  עִמָּ

[along with it]: nothing is added thereto, which goes along with that which the blessing of 

 

110 See ESV, NET, KJV, NASB.  

111 See NJPS, NRSVue, ESV margin.   

112 But see Waltke, Proverbs: Chapters 1:1–15:29, 467, who takes עֶצֶב as the object but translates “painful 

toil” (“and he does not add painful toil with it”).  

113 See Fox, who translates “the Lord’s blessing is what makes one rich, and striving adds nothing more 

thereto” (Michael V. Fox, Proverbs 10–31: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary, Anchor 

Yale Bible [New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2009], 522.  

114 Delitzsch, Proverbs, 1:223. BHS suggests  ָּלֶיה הּ should be read in place of עָּ ֽ  but provides no evidence עִמָּ

to support the proposal. This is the only passage in the OT where the hiphil of יסף occurs with the 

preposition עִם; there may be one example of this syntax in the Dead Sea Scrolls, 1QpHab 6:1 (DCH, s.v. 

 here probably “means ‘in addition to’” and “points to a further (potential) source of wealth. That עִם .(”יסף“

is, striving is not an additional source of wealth alongside God’s blessing” (Fox, Proverbs 10–31, 524). See 

also Murphy, who understands this verse as affirming “emphatically the activity of the Lord in the 

achievement of prosperity; the Lord is responsible, not human effort” (Murphy, Proverbs, 75). 
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God grants, and completes it.”115 While עֶצֶב could be the object of the verb and thus mean 

“sorrow,” it is probably preferable to read עֶצֶב as the subject of the verb, with the sense 

“toil,” based on the unusual combination of יסף with  ִםע . 

Parallel Words 

In Prov 5:10, ָבֶיך  your strength,” or perhaps by metonymy“ כֹחֶךָ is parallel with עֲצָּ

here “your wealth, possessions”:  

ךָ   ים כֹחִֶּ֑ רִֹ֣ וּ זָּ עֹ֣ בְּּ ן־יִשְּׂ  פֶֽ

י  רִֽ ית נָּכְּ בֵֹ֣ יךָ בְּּ בֶָ֗ עֲצָּ  וַּ֝

“Lest strangers have their fill of your strength/wealth,  

and your בִים  ”.be in the house of a foreigner עֲצָּ

The parallel suggests that בִים  similarly may be a metonymy for the things produced or עֲצָּ

obtained by עֶצֶב; both lines refer to the fruit of one’s efforts being given over to and 

enjoyed by others. The word עֶצֶב is set in contrast to the phrase תַיִם פָּ בַר־שְּׂ  :in Prov 14:23 דְּ

ר  ִּ֑ יֶֹ֣ה מֹותָּ צֶב יִהְּ ל־עְֶּ֭ כָּ  בְּּ

ור סֹֽ מַחְּ יִם אַךְ־לְּ תַָ֗ פָּ בַר־שְּּׂ֝  וּדְּ

“In all עֶצֶב there is profit,  

but the word of lips [tends] only to poverty.” 

Here, the “word of lips,” probably designating “purposeless and inoperative talk,”116 or 

“mere talk,”117 from which nothing is gained, is contrasted with toil (עֶצֶב), which 

produces results. Set in contrast to “mere talk,” עֶצֶב here seems to have a more positive 

sense than in most of its other uses. In Prov 15:1, a contrast is set up between ְך עֲנֶה־רְַּ֭  a“ מַֽ

soft answer” and בַר־עֶצֶב   :a hurtful word,” which produce opposing effects“ דְּ

ה   ִּ֑ יב חֵמָּ ךְ יָּשִֹ֣ עֲנֶה־רְַּ֭  מַֽ

ף׃ ֽ צֶב יַעֲלֶה־אָּ ָ֗ בַר־עֶּ֝   וּדְּ

“A soft answer turns away wrath,  

but a word of עֶצֶב stirs up anger.” 

 

115 Delitzsch, Proverbs, 1:223. Fox notes that the verb הוֹסִיף is frequently used without a direct object; in 

such cases, “the implied dir. obj. must be extracted from context, as in Deut 4:2 (anything); Qoh 3:14 

(anything); Ezra 10:10 (guilt); and Ps 71:14 (blessings)” (524).  

116 Delitzsch, Proverbs, 1:306. Zer-Kavod similarly describes this as “idle chatter,” noting that “the 

expression ‘talk of the lips’” (תַיִם פָּ בַר־שְּׂ   .is similar to ‘frivolous talk’…meaningless babble” (137n77)“ (דְּ

117 Fox, Proverbs 10–31, 581; ESV, NIV, NASB; NJPS “idle chatter.”  
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The parallelism here between ְמַעֲנֶה־רַך and בַר־עֶצֶב  and their respective effects indicates דְּ

that עֶצֶב is to be understood here in a negative way. In Gen 3:16, the phrase ים נִִּ֑ י בָּ דִֹ֣ לְּ צֶב תֵֽ עִֶ֖  בְּּ

“in עֶצֶב you will bear children” is parallel with ְך רֹנֵֶׁ֔ הֵֽ בֹונֵֵֹֽ֣ךְ וְּ בֶּה֙ עִצְּ ה אַרְּ ֤ בָּּ  I will surely“ הַרְּ

multiply your ְבֹונֵֵֹֽ֣ך   and your conceptions.”118 עִצְּ

Post-Biblical Hebrew 

 appears once in the DSS in a fragmentary text (4QPrFêtesc 16:2), which עֶצֶב

reads: ]…[בכול עצב]יהם …] “[…] in all [their] trouble[s…].”119 Because of the 

fragmentary nature of the text, this occurrence provides little aid in understanding the 

meaning of the Hebrew term.   

Semantic Conclusions 

 The examination of the six uses of עֶצֶב above suggests that its semantic range 

includes both “(painful) toil” and perhaps “hurt, pain.” This second sense is suggested by 

the occurrence of עֶצֶב with ר בָּ  in the phrase “a hurtful word,” and it is possible that the ,דָּ

same sense is used in Gen 3:16. The sense “toil” occurs more frequently in the biblical 

texts, but given the limited data, it is difficult to determine whether that sense was in fact 

the more common or primary meaning of the term.  

 

118 See further discussion of this clause and verse below.  

119 James H. Charlesworth and H. W. L. Rietz, eds., The Dead Sea Scrolls: Hebrew, Aramaic, and Greek 

Texts with English Translations, vol. 4A, Pseudepigraphic and Non-Masoretic Psalms and Prayers 

(Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox, 1997), 69; Martínez and Tigchelaar, 1025: “[…] in all [their] 

sorrow[s …].” 
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 עַצֶבֶת

Morphology 

The noun עַצֶבֶת occurs five times in the Hebrew Bible and twice in post-biblical 

Hebrew. The noun is feminine and can be singular or plural.  

Syntactic Function 

 functions as the object of a preposition and as the subject or object of various עַצֶבֶת

verbs. It occurs once as the construct noun in a construct phrase. The noun עַצֶבֶת is 

definite in three of its five occurrences, with definiteness indicated by a pronoun suffix.  

Associative Field 

Contexts of Use 

The term עַצֶבֶת occurs only in poetic texts, including once in Job, twice in the 

Psalms, and twice in Proverbs. 

Syntagmatic Relations 

 to multiply” (Ps 16:4) and as the“ ,רבה functions as the subject of the verb עַצֶבֶת

object of the verbs יגר “fear” (Job 9:28), חבש “bind up” (Ps 147:3), and נתן “give, cause” 

(Prov 10:10). In Prov 15:13, עַצֶבֶת, in construct with לֵב, is the object of the preposition  ְּּב, 

which modifies a verbless clause: ב בַת־לֵּ֝ עַצְּ ה וּבְּ ֽ כֵאָּ וּחַ נְּ רֹ֣  “And in עַצֶבֶת of heart a spirit is 

stricken.” עַצֶבֶת occurs three times in the plural. Once, the plural is in construct with ל  :כָּ

י ִּ֑ בֹתָּ ל־עַצְּ תִי כָּ רְּ בוֹת I fear all my“ יָּגֹּ֥   .(Job 9:28) ”עַצְּ
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In the three cases where the noun is definite, it takes a pronoun suffix referring to 

a person (Job, Job 9:28) or people (וּרֵי לִֵּ֑ב בֹ֣  those broken in heart,” Ps 147:3); in Ps“ ,לִשְּ

16:4 it is unclear exactly who the 3mp suffix refers to, but mostly likely people are in 

view.120 In these three occurrences with pronoun suffixes, the noun is also plural. 

Elsewhere עַצֶבֶת is associated specifically with the heart, in the construct phrase בַת־לֵב  עַצְּ

(Prov 15:13). In Prov 10:10, it is unclear who is experiencing עַצֶבֶת, but again it is likely 

that another person is in view: בֶת ִּ֑ ן עַצָּ יִן יִתֵֹ֣ ץ עְַּ֭ רֵֽ  The one who winks the eye will“ קֹֹ֣

give/cause בֶת   ”.עַצָּ

In Ps 147:3, the plural בוֹת חַבֵּש appears as the object of עַצְּ  a piel participle from ,מְּ

 as the object of this עַצֶבֶת bind up,” which has God as its implied subject. The use of“ חבש

verb, which in the qal can be used of binding up brokenness or broken people (שֶבֶר, Isa 

בֶּרֶת ;30:26 רֵי־לֵב ;Ezek 34:4 ,נִשְּ בְּּ  arm, Ezek 30:21), would [שבר] Isa 61:1; broken ,נִשְּ

suggest that עַצֶבֶת here has a sense such as “brokenness” or “wound.”  

 

120 The Hebrew in this text is difficult: ּרו ּ֥ הָּ ר מָָּ֫ ם֮ אַחֵֵ֪ בֹותָּ וּ עַצְּ בּּ֥ בוֹת They multiply their“ יִרְּ  they acquire [or ;עַצְּ

hasten to] another one.” The adjective אַחֵר probably refers to “another god” (Timothy E. Saleska, Psalms 

1–50 [Saint Louis, MO: Concordia Publishing House, 2020], 312; Delitzsch, Psalms, 1:223; cf. Isa 42:8). 

The verb ּרו הָּ הַר could be from מָּ  I, “hasten,” as LXX seems to assume, but this seems unlikely since this מָּ

sense is only found in the piel, whereas ּרו הָּ רוּ ,in Ps 16:4 is qal. Alternatively מָּ הָּ  may be from the מָּ

denominative verb הַר הַר“ .III, “acquire by paying purchase-price” (BDB, s.v מָּ  ,III”; “acquire as one’s wife מָּ

HALOT, s.v. “מהר II”; or simply “acquire,” DCH, s.v. “מהר II”), which occurs elsewhere only in Exod 

22:15. BHS proposes emending the difficult ּרו הָּ אוּ to אַחֵר מָּ ם הֵרֵעוּ they fear others” or“ אֲחֵרִים יִירָּ חָּ רְּ  they“ אָּ

make evil their way” or ּם הֵמִירו חָּ רְּ  they change their way,” but there is no evidence to support“ אָּ

emendation. Likely, ּרו ּ֥ הָּ ר מָּ  should be understood as an asyndetic relative clause (Joüon §158a), lacking אַחֵֵ֪

the relative pronoun אֲשֶר, that “describes the persons (referenced by the suffix ‘their’ on  ֮ם בֹותָּ  whose (עַצְּ

sorrows would multiply” (Saleska, 311; see also Delitzsch, Psalms, 1:223). If that is the case, then the 3mp 

pronoun suffix with בֹות  here would refer to idolaters, who have “acquired” another god: “their sorrows עַצְּ

shall multiply—those who have acquired another god” (see Saleska, 311; on the disagreement between the 

3mp verb ּבּו בֹות and 3fp יִרְּ  ,see GKC §145p). For further discussion of this difficult text, see Saleska ,עַצְּ

311–312; Delitzsch, Psalms, 1:223–24.  
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Parallel Terms 

In Prov 15:13, בַת־לֵב עַצְּ מֵחַ  is parallel with בְּ ב שְָּּׂ֭  a joyful heart,” setting up a“ לֵֹ֣

contrast between עַצֶבֶת and  ַמֵח  a joyful heart makes glad the face, but in/by pain of“ :שָּׂ

heart the spirit is stricken.” Elsewhere, עַצֶבֶת is parallel with בוּרֵי לֵב  :(Ps 147:3) לִשְּ

וּרֵי לִֵּ֑ב   בֹ֣ רֹפֵא לִשְּ  הְָּּ֭

ם  ֽ בֹותָּ עַצְּ ש לְּ חַבֵָּ֗ מְּ  וּּ֝

“The one who heals those broken in heart,  

and who binds up their בוֹת  ”.עַצְּ

Here, the second line probably serves as a more narrow or specific restatement of the 

first; healing those broken in heart involves binding up their (figurative) “wounds” or 

“pains.” 

Post-Biblical Hebrew 

  :נתן is used in Ben Sira 36:25 as the object of the verb עַצֶבֶת

 לב עקוב יתן עצבת  

 ואיש ותיק ישיבנה בו

“A deceitful heart gives pain,  

and an experienced man causes it to come back to him.” 

This expression is reminiscent of Prov 10:10, where עַצֶבֶת also appears as the object of 

 there, it is a person who “winks the eye” that causes/gives pain, while in Sir 36:25 it ;נתן

is a deceitful heart. In both contexts, the noun עַצֶבֶת seems to have a similar sense. עַצֶבֶת 

also occurs in a reconstruction of 4QTobite 1.1:4: ועצבת [רבה עמי…[ “[…and there is] 

much [sorrow] with me.”121 The text is fragmentary, but it seems from the context that 

  .probably has a similar sense to its biblical usage עַצֶבֶת

 

121 Martínez and Tigchelaar, 297.  
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Semantic Conclusions 

The noun עַצֶבֶת has the senses “pain” and “wound.” This second sense occurs only 

once (Ps 147:3), where it is used figuratively of the pains of a brokenhearted person. In 

some contexts, the referent of עַצֶבֶת seems to be psychological pain, as indicated by the 

association with לֵב and  ַרוּח (Prov 15:13). Elsewhere, it is unclear whether עַצֶבֶת refers to 

physical or psychological pain (Job 9:28; Ps 16:4), and it is possible that, in these 

unmarked uses, both types of pain are in view. In all of its occurrences, the noun has a 

negative sense.  

 עֹצֶב 

Morphology  

The noun עֹצֶב occurs three times in the Hebrew Bible. The noun is masculine and 

is always found in the singular.  

Syntactic Function 

 ,is used as the object of a preposition twice and in a verbless clause once עֹצֶב

where it is the genitive in a construct phrase. The noun is indefinite twice and definite in 

one occurrence, where it takes a pronominal suffix (Isa 14:3).  

Associative Field 

 in 1 Chron 4:9, where the prepositional phrase בְּּ  functions as the object of עֹצֶב

עֹצֶב צֶב :likely designating attendant circumstances ,יָּלַד modifies the verb בְּּ עֹֽ תִי בְּּ דְּ  I“ יָּלִַ֖

brought forth in/with עֹצֶב ”.עֹצֶב is elsewhere something that one can be given rest from, 

occurring in Isa 14:3 as the object of מִן with the verb  ַנוּח (hiph):  ִָ֖ך בְּּ צְּ עָּ ךֶָׁ֔ מֵֽ ה֙ לְּ הוָּ יחַ יְּ נִ֤ ום הָּ יַֹ֨  In“ בְּּ
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the day Yahweh gives rest to you from your עֹצֶב.” In Ps 139:24, the construct phrase רֶךְ־ דֶֽ

צֶב  appears in a verbless conditional clause that functions as a complement to the verb עֹּ֥

י :ראה צֶב בִִּּ֑ רֶךְ־עֹּ֥ ה אִם־דֶֽ אֵָ֗  is parallel here with דֶרֶךְ־עֹצֶב is in me.”122 עֹצֶב See if a way of“ וּרְּ

  everlasting way.”123“ דֶרֶךְ עֹולָּם

 is used in poetry (Ps 139:24), prophetic prose (Isa 14:3), and narrative (1 עֹצֶב

Chron 4:9). The three contexts in which עֹצֶב is used are quite different. The occurrence 

with יָּלַד (1 Chron 4:9) suggests the reference here is to pain associated with giving birth, 

most naturally understood as the physical pain of labor. In Ps 139:24, while identifying 

the referent is not as straightforward, it seems likely that עֹצֶב refers to emotional pain; the 

צֶב רֶךְ־עֹּ֥  way of pain/hurt/grief,” or “hurtful way,” is probably best understood as“ ,דֶֽ

“aspects of character that lead to grief” or pain, whether that pain/grief “comes to the 

unfaithful, as in [Ps.] 16:4,” or “to God, as in Gen. 6:6.”124 Another distinct referent is in 

view in Isa 14:3, which describes the condition of Israel in the exile. עֹצֶב is here found 

alongside רֹגֶז “agitation, nervousness, turmoil” and ְך ֽ ר עֻבַּד־בָּּ ה אֲשֶּ֥ ִ֖ שָּ ה הַקָּ ּ֥ עֲבֹדָּ  the hard“ הָּ

service which you were made to serve,” suggesting that the referent in this case may be 

some sort of difficult labor. The noun עֹצֶב may specifically highlight the physically or 

 

122 Some understand עֹצֶב here as עֹצֶב II, “idol,” a noun occurring elsewhere only in Isa 48:5, derived from a 

different root (עצב II “shape, fashion,” BDB, s.v. “צַב  II”). The expression “way of an idol” is then עָּ

understood as referring to an idolatrous way, or idolatrous actions (see NET; L. C. Allen, Psalms 101–150, 

Revised [Nashville: Thomas Nelson Publishers, 2002], 253; HALOT, s.v. “עֹצֶב I”; Goldingay, Psalms, 

3:639). The LXX (ἀνομίας), as well as the Syriac and Targum, similarly seems to read עֹצֶב II here. 

However, as Delitzsch suggests, “an inclination towards, or even apostasy to, heathenism cannot be an 

unknown sin” and thus עֹצֶב I is probably preferable in this context where the psalmist is asking Yahweh to 

search him and his heart (Delitzsch, Psalms, 3:354).  

123 The psalmist asks God to ם ֽ רֶךְ עֹולָּ דֶֹ֣ נִי בְּּ חֵָ֗ נְּ י וּּ֝ צֶב בִִּּ֑ רֶךְ־עֹּ֥ ה אִם־דֶֽ אֵָ֗  see if there is any way of pain in me, and“ וּרְּ

lead me in the everlasting way.”  

124 C. John Collins, “Psalms,” in ESV Expository Commentary, ed. Iain Duguid, James M. Hamilton, and 

Jay Sklar, vol. 5, Psalms–Song of Solomon (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2022), 661.  
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emotionally painful aspects of such labor.125 Thus, the term עֹצֶב, which probably has the 

primary sense “pain,” can be applied to a variety of referents.126 

בוֹן  עִצָּ

Morphology 

Another noun from the root בוֹן ,עצב  .occurs three times in the Hebrew Bible ,עִצָּ

The noun is masculine and is always found in the singular.  

Syntactic Function 

The noun בוֹן  is used once as the object of a verb and twice as the object of a עִצָּ

preposition; in one occurrence, it is found in a construct phrase. בוֹן  is indefinite once עִצָּ

and definite twice, with definiteness indicated by a pronoun suffix or by the definiteness 

of a word with which בוֹן    .is in construct עִצָּ

Associative Field 

In Gen 3:17, בוֹן  The .אכל which modifies the verb ,בְּּ  functions as the object of עִצָּ

prepositional phrase בֹון עִצָּ  may designate the accompanying circumstances (“in/with”) or בְּּ

the instrument (“by means of”) of the verbal action: ָי חַיֶֽיך מֵּ֥ ל יְּ נָּה כִֹ֖ אכֲלֶֶׁ֔ בֹון֙ תֹֽ עִצָּ  In/with/by“ בְּּ

 

125 It is possible that עֹצֶב here could actually have a distinct sense, such as “painful toil,” rather than simply 

“pain,” but it is difficult to be certain given the limited data.  

126 The lexica differ in their treatment of this term. BDB lists the sense “pain” for all three occurrences 

(s.v., “עֹצֶב”). DCH proposes the senses “pain” and “hurt,” placing Isa 14:3 and Ps 139:24 under “hurt” and 

1 Chron 4:9 under “pain,” with the note, “perh. more correctly toil of childbirth” (s.v. “עֹצֶב I”). HALOT lists 

two senses, “anxious toil, hardship” and “agony” (s.v. “עֹצֶב II”); interestingly, while one might expect 1 

Chron 4:9 to fall under “agony,” only Ps 139:24 is placed under the second category (“the way of agony”), 

while 1 Chron 4:9 and Isa 14:3 are placed under the first.  
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means of בוֹן  you shall eat of [the ground] all the days of your life.” In Gen 5:29, the עִצָּ

noun בוֹן בוֹן ,Here .מִן occurs as the object of the preposition עִצָּ  is part of a construct עִצָּ

phrase: ּינו ון יָּדֵֶׁ֔ בֹֹ֣ בוֹן from the“ מֵעִצְּ בֹון of our hands.” The prepositional phrase עִצָּ  is וּמֵעִצְּ

found alongside ּמִמַעֲשֵׂנו “from our works.” Both expressions modify the verb נחם (piel): 

ינוּ ון יָּדֵֶׁ֔ בֹֹ֣ נוּ֙ וּמֵעִצְּ מַעֲשֵַׂ֨ נוּ מִֽ נַחֲמֵ֤ ֶ֠֞ה יְּ בוֹן This one will comfort us from our works and from the“ זֶ   עִצָּ

of our hands.” The noun בוֹן  in Gen (hiph) רבה also functions as the object of the verb עִצָּ

3:16; here, it is one of two objects, both taking 2fs pronoun suffixes: ְך רֹנֵֶׁ֔ הֵֽ בֹונֵֵֹֽ֣ךְ וְּ  your“ עִצְּ

בוֹן   ”.and your pregnancy עִצָּ

While in Gen 3:16 and 3:17, בוֹן  affects a person, in Gen 5:29 it is more עִצָּ

specifically designated as “בוֹן  ,מַעֲשֶׂה of our hands.” This, along with the parallel term עִצָּ

suggests that בוֹן  is associated here with work or labor, with the sense perhaps being עִצָּ

“toil” or “painful toil.” This sense is likely also in view in Gen 3:17, where the context is 

similar to 5:29 and the following verses make clear that humanity must engage in 

tiresome and difficult work in order to eat: “thorns and thistles [the ground] will cause to 

grow for you” (3:18); “by the sweat of your face you shall eat [אכל] bread” (3:19). “Toil” 

may also be the sense in Gen 3:16, though its use alongside הֵרוֹן (“pregnancy” or 

“conception”) suggests it here refers to a different type of toil; alternatively, it is possible 

that בוֹן   has a different sense in Gen 3:16, such as “pain.”127 עִצָּ

 

127 See further discussion of this term and passage below.  
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ה  מַעֲצֵבָּ

Morphology 

The noun ה  ,occurs only once in the Hebrew Bible. The noun is feminine מַעֲצֵבָּ

singular, and indefinite in its one occurrence.   

Syntactic Function and Associative Field 

In its lone occurrence, ה  with the לְּ  functions as the object of the preposition מַעֲצֵבָּ

verb שכב (Isa 50:11). The preposition here may designate a condition/situation (“in [a 

state of]”),128 location (“in [a place of]”),129 or cause (“on account of, because of”).130 

One of the first two possibilities seems most likely, since the context appears to describe 

a judgment coming upon those who fail to trust in God. The antecedent of the verb’s 2mp 

subject is “all you who kindle a fire,”131 referring to those among the people of Israel who 

walk by their own light rather than trusting in the Lord: בֽוּן כָּ ה תִשְּ ִ֖ מַעֲצֵבָּ ם לְּ כֶֶׁ֔ את לָּ ֹֹ֣ ה־ז תָּ יְּ  מִיָּדִי֙ הָּ

“This was for you from my hand: you will lie down ה מַעֲצֵבָּ   ”.לְּ

Since the noun occurs only once, it is somewhat difficult to determine its precise 

meaning. Given that the context describes the judgment of those who fail to fear the 

Lord, ה  clearly has a negative sense. If guidance to its meaning is to come from the מַעֲצֵבָּ

related nouns, it seems that ה  could have the sense “toil” or “pain.” Since it likely מַעֲצֵבָּ

 

128 BDB, s.v. “ ְּל.” 

129 BDB, s.v. “ה    ”.שכב“ .HALOT, s.v ;”מַעצֲֵבָּ

130 DCH, s.v. “שכב I.”  

131 The verse as a whole reads: “Behold, all of you who kindle a fire, who gird yourselves with flaming 

arrows: walk by the light of your fire and by the flaming arrows you have kindled. This was for you from 

my hand: you will lie down in ה   ”.מַעצֲֵבָּ
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describes a place or condition associated with lying down, the sense “toil” is probably not 

appropriate in this context. Goldingay and Payne suggest that while the מ preformative on 

the root “could suggest location…it could equally denote abstraction (thus simply ‘pain’) 

or instrument (thus perhaps ‘torment’).”132 While an instrumental sense or locative sense 

is possible, it seems that the most straightforward sense would be simply “pain,” with the 

preposition  ְּל designating a situation or condition (“in [a state of] pain”).  

ב  צֵב /עַצָּ  עָּ

Morphology 

The noun צֵב ב/עָּ  occurs only once in the Hebrew Bible.133 In its one usage, the עַצָּ

noun is masculine, plural, and definite, with a 2mp pronominal suffix (Isa 58:3).  

Syntactic Function and Associative Field 

צֵב ב/עָּ  to“ ,נגשׂ as the object of the verb כֹל occurs in a construct phrase with עַצָּ

oppress”: ּשׂו גֹֽ בֵיכִֶ֖ם תִנְּ ל־עַצְּ כָּ פֶץ וְּ אוּ־חֵֶׁ֔ צְּ כֶם֙ תִמְּ מְּ ום צֹֽ יֹ֤ ן בְּּ  Behold, in the day of your fast you“ הֵֹ֣

 

132 John Goldingay and David Payne, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on Isaiah 40–55 (London: 

T&T Clark, 2006), 2:218. See Joüon §88Ld; IBHS §5.6b. BDB suggests that שכב here has the sense “to lie 

down in death” and prefers the locative sense “place of pain” over simply “pain,” apparently seeing in 

ה ה“ .a reference to the place of the dead (BDB, s.v מַעצֲֵבָּ  However, taking Joos’ rule of maximum .(”מַעצֲֵבָּ

redundancy into account, which says that a lexicographer should define a hapax legomenon “in such 

fashion as to make it contribute least to the total message derivable from the passage where it is at home,” 

this proposal should probably be rejected (Martin Joos, “Semantic Axiom Number One,” Language 48, no. 

2 [1972]: 257 [emphasis original]). While “place of pain” (BDB, s.v. “ה ה“ .see also DCH, s.v ;”מַעצֲֵבָּ  ”,מַעצֲֵבָּ

“[place of] pain”; HALOT, s.v. “ה  place of torment”) is not impossible, the “least meaning”—or the“ ”,מַעצֲֵבָּ

lexically minimal sense—in this context is probably simply “pain” or perhaps “torment.” The  ְּל preposition 

may designate location, “lay down in [a place of] pain,” but to see here a technical term referring to 

Gehenna (BDB, s.v. “כַב  I”) seems to be reading too much into the expression. See שכב“ .DCH, s.v ;”שָּ

further discussion in Goldingay and Payne, 2:218–19.  

133 As the term only occurs in a plural construct form, בֵיכֶם  ;the singular absolute must be reconstructed ,עַצְּ

both צֵב ב or עָּ צֵב“ .are possible reconstructions (HALOT, s.v עַצָּ ב or עָּ   .(”עַצָּ
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seek [your own] pleasure and you oppress all your  ִב יםעַצְּ ” (Isa 58:3b). Since ב  is a עַצָּ

hapax legomenon, it is difficult to define with certainty. While the sense is likely 

connected to that of the other nouns from the same root, the occurrence as the object of 

the verb ׂנגש suggests that ב  describes a person, a “toiler”134 or “laborer,”135 rather than עַצָּ

an abstract concept like “pain” or “toil.” The sense “toiler” or “laborer” fits well in the 

context. The subject of the 2mp verb “you oppress,” as well as the referent of the 2mp 

pronoun suffix in the expression בֵיכֶם  is the Israelites. In 58:3b, God is responding to ,עַצְּ

the hypothetical questions of the Israelites (“Why have we fasted, and you have not seen? 

Why have we humbled ourselves, and you do not know?” 58:3a), giving the reasons why 

he has paid no attention to their fasting. Parallel to the phrase ּשׂו גֹֽ בֵיכִֶ֖ם תִנְּ ל־עַצְּ כָּ  and all“ וְּ

your laborers you oppress” is פֶץ אוּ־חֵֶׁ֔ צְּ כֶם֙  you seek pleasure”; both actions occur“ תִמְּ מְּ ום צֹֽ יֹ֤  בְּּ

“in the day of your fast.” God pays no attention to their fasting because in the day of their 

fast the Israelites oppress their workers (בֵיכֶם  ,and pursue their own pleasure (עַצְּ

demonstrating only a selfish concern for themselves.  

 

134 BDB, s.v. “צֵב   ”.עָּ

135 DCH, s.v. “ב   ”.עַצָּ
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 מרץ 

 מרץ

Morphology  

Hebrew 

The verb מרץ occurs four times in the OT, three times in the niphal and once in 

the hiphil. It also occurs twice in the DSS. There are no related terms found in the OT, 

though the noun מֶרֶץ occurs in the DSS.136  

Other Semitic Languages 

The Hebrew מרץ has cognates in a number of other semitic languages, including 

Ugaritic, mrṣ “to be sick, sickness,”137 as well as Akkadian, marāṣu “to fall ill, have a 

disease, (in the stative) to be diseased,” “to be concerned, to be cause for annoyance, to 

become troublesome, difficult, (in the stative) to be difficult, in difficulty 

 

136 1QHa 11:11.  

137 HALOT, s.v. “מרץ.”  
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troublesome,”138 Amorite MRṢ “to be sick, to be angry,”139 Aramaic, מרע “maladie,”140 

Syriac, “to be sick,” and Arabic, mrḍ “to be sick.”141 

Syntax 

Niphal 

The verb מרץ occurs in the niphal three times, with the intransitive syntax:  

 ”.b>  “b was painful/sickening> נמרץ

Twice, the niphal participle appears as an attributive participle.  

Hiphil 

The verb מרץ occurs once in the hiphil, where it is causative and has the syntax:  

<a> המרץ <b>  “b causes pain to/sickens a.” 

 

138 CAD, 10.1:269. The article lists 8 different senses: “1. to fall ill, have a disease, (in the stative) to be 

diseased, 2. to be concerned, to be cause for annoyance, to become troublesome, difficult, (in the stative) to 

be difficult, in difficulty, troublesome, 3. (with eli, ina muḫḫi, ana, or dative) to become displeasing, 

troublesome, 4. (with libbu as subject) to become angry, displeased, 5. murruṣu to cause difficulty, 

annoyance, 6. sumruṣu to cause trouble, difficulty, to make (someone) worry, to bring illness (upon 

someone), (with eli) to make (someone or something) displeasing, 7. III/2 to be troubled, annoyed (passive 

to mng. 6), 8. III/2 to concern oneself, to take trouble.” Akkadisches Handwörterbuch lists the senses 

“krank, beschwerlich sein, werden” (Wolfram von Soden, Akkadisches Handwörterbuch [Wiesbaden: 

Harrassowitz, 1965], 2:609).  

139 Ges18, s.v. “מרץ”; Ignace J. Gelb, Computer-aided Analysis of Amorite (Chicago: Oriental Institute of the 

University of Chicago, 1980), 25.  

140 Jean, 168.  

141 HALOT, s.v. “מרץ.” 
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Associative Field 

Contexts of Use 

The verb מרץ appears three times in poetic contexts, including twice in Job and 

once in prophetic literature. It also is used once in narrative speech.  

Syntagmatic Relations 

With the hiphil, both the agent (b-element) and the one experiencing pain/sickness 

(a-element) are specified, while in the niphal, only the agent or cause is specified. In the 

niphal, the a-element must be implied from the context. The b-element that is painful can 

be רֵי־יֹשֶר לָּה destruction” (Mic 2:10), or“ חֶבֶל ,upright words” (Job 6:25)“ אִמְּ לָּ  curse” (1“ קְּ

Kgs 2:8). While the a-element is not specified in the syntax of the niphal, it is often clear 

from the context. In Job 6:25,  ֵר וּ אִמְּ צּ֥ רְּ םמַה־נִמְּ חַ מִכֶֽ יחַ הֹוכֵֹ֣ שֶר וּמַה־יֹוכִִ֖ י־יִֹּ֑  “How painful are 

upright words! And what does reproof from you reprove?” it is evident that the pain is 

being caused to Job. In Mic 2:10, where the niphal participle is used attributively with the 

b-element חֶבֶל, the implied a-element is the land or perhaps especially the people within 

it. Here, in the midst of denouncing those committing injustice and oppression in Israel, 

Micah instructs the people to “arise and go, for this is not a resting place, because of 

uncleanness that destroys and ץ רָּ ה  ) ”destruction נִמְּ ׁ֛ אָּ מְּ וּר טָּ ה בַּעֲבּ֥ ִּ֑ נוּחָּ את הַמְּ ִֹ֖ י לאֹ־ז וּ כִּ֥ כֶׁ֔ וּמוּ וּלְּ קֹ֣

ץ ֽ רָּ בֶל נִמְּ חֶּ֥ ל וְּ חַבִֵּ֖  The uncleanness of oppressive, unjust people in Israel has destroyed the .(תְּ

land, with destruction that is painful to the land/people. A similar usage of the attributive 

participle is found with the adverbial accusative noun לָּה לָּ ה  :in 1 Kgs 2:8 קְּ ֹ֣ לָּ לָּ נִי֙ קְּ לַַ֨ לְּ ה֤וּא קִֽ וְּ

ִֵּֽ֑יִם י מַחֲנָּ תִֹ֣ ום לֶכְּ יִֹ֖ צֶת בְּּ רֶֶׁ֔ רֶצֶת And he cursed me with a“ נִמְּ  curse in the day I went to נִמְּ
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Mahanaim.” David is here speaking of Shimei, who cursed him with a curse that was 

“painful” or “grievous.”  

In the lone hiphil occurrence, where there is a more active causal agent, the b-

element is the interrogative pronoun מַה, in the question י תַעֲנֶֽה ךָָ֗ כִֹ֣ יצְּ רִֽ מְּ ו מַה־יַּ֝ רִיצ or what“ אֹּ֥  יַמְּ

you that you answer?” (Job 16:3). Here, the a-element—the person being caused 

pain/sickness—is the 2ms pronoun suffix, referring to Job’s friend(s).142 The question—

“what causes you pain/sickens you that you answer?”—like the question in the parallel 

line before it ( וּחַ   רֵי־רִּ֑ דִבְּ ץ לְּ הֲקֵּ֥  “is there an end to windy words?”)—is probably rhetorical, 

and the idea expressed with מרץ likely figurative. Job is not arguing that something is 

actually causing Eliphaz pain/sickness but insinuating with this image that there must be 

something provoking Eliphaz to cause him to continue speaking such empty words.143  

Post-Biblical Hebrew 

The verb מרץ occurs twice in post-biblical Hebrew, each time in the niphal with 

the noun חֵבֶל “birth/labor pang” in the phrase חבל נמרץ (1QHa 11:8, 12). In 11:8, נמרץ 

could be an attributive participle (“painful/grievous pang”)144 or a niphal perfect verb 

taking חֵבֶל as its subject (“a pang was painful upon the mouth of her womb”).145 In 11:12, 

 

142 In Job 16:2, 4, the pronouns Job employs are second-person plural, apparently referring to Job’s three 

friends. In 16:3, the second-person pronoun is singular, perhaps indicating that Job is here specifically 

addressing Eliphaz, who was the speaker in Job 15.  

143 Job seems to be here expressing his frustration with Eliphaz’s speech that immediately precedes, which 

was meant to comfort Job but “is primarily an accusation; it wounds instead of soothing” (Delitzsch, Job, 

1:278). 

144 Or “intensive tribulation” (Charlesworth et al., The Dead Sea Scrolls, 5A:125); “painful labor” (Schuller 

and Newsom, 37).  

145 See Martínez and Tigchelaar, “and a pang racks [נמרץ] the mouth of her womb” (165).  
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 which is the object ,חֵבֶל is probably an attributive participle, coming after the noun נמרץ

of the preposition 146.ל The noun מֶרֶץ, “agony,” also appears in this same passage in a 

construct phrase with וחבלי מרץ :חבלים “labor pains of agony.”147 

Semantic Conclusions 

The verb מרץ seems to have a broad sense, “to be sickening, painful” in the niphal 

and “to sicken, to cause pain to” in the hiphil. The participle, in its attributive usages, 

almost seems to be used idiomatically, acting as an intensifying adjective. That is, rather 

than actually communicating that “destruction” or a “curse” were “painful/sickening,” the 

idea communicated in these contexts could be something like “grievous” or “terrible.” 

Since there are only four occurrences of מרץ in biblical materials, three of which are in 

poetic texts, it is difficult to be certain of its exact sense, but it certainly seems to convey 

something negative in all uses.  

Relations Between the Terms 

In studying terms in the semantic field of pain, it is valuable not only to examine 

each term individually but also to more closely consider these terms alongside one 

another to discern their “shared, distinctive, and supplementary features.”148 A 

 

146 The expression is part of a verbless clause that reads: והריט אפעה לחבל נמרץ “And she who is pregnant 

with a serpent is with a racking pang” (Martínez and Tigchelaar, 165).  

147 DCH, s.v. “1 ”.מֶרֶץQHa 11:10–11 reads בהריתו החישו כול משברים וחבלי מרץ במולדיהם “In the woman 

expectant with him rush all the contractions and the racking pain [וחבלי מרץ] at their birth” (Martínez and 

Tigchelaar, 165). Charlesworth et al., The Dead Sea Scrolls, 5A:125, translate, “all the opening of the 

womb hastened, and intensive tribulations [וחבלי מרץ] (occurred) when they were born.” 

148 Johannes P. Louw and Eugene Albert Nida, Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament: Based on 

Semantic Domains (New York: United Bible Societies, 1996), vi.  
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comparison of the terms studied above enables us to see both the points of overlap and 

the differences between them and thus sharpens our understanding of their meanings. A 

few comments can be made regarding the relations between these terms.   

Verbs 

As noted above, the verb כאב seems to have a fairly broad sense, “to be in pain,” 

which can be applied in many different contexts in reference to various types of pain. כאב 

thus appears to be a much more general term than some of the alternatives, such as עצב. 

In contrast to כאב, which has the broad sense “to be in pain” (qal) or “to cause pain” 

(hiphil), עצב in almost all occurrences has a more narrow, emotional sense, “to feel 

pain/sorrow, be grieved” (niphal, hithpael) or “to cause pain/grief” (qal, piel, hiphil). It is 

possible, as the occurrence in Eccl 10:9 suggests, that עצב is polysemous and can describe 

both physical and emotional pain, like כאב; however, at least in the materials available to 

us it seems that the pain involved with עצב is more frequently emotional pain, or “grief.” 

Both verbs describe pain, but עצב appears to have a more narrow or restricted sense than 

 כאב Even when 149.כאב could be considered a hyponym of עצב indicating that perhaps ,כאב

is used in reference to emotional pain, that does not indicate its sense is “to grieve” rather 

than “to be in pain” more generally, whereas the sense of עצב seems to specifically have 

in view “grief,” often with a nuance of anger. While there may be contexts where כאב 

could be used in place of עצב with little difference in meaning, צַב  could probably only עָּ

 

149 Silva defines hyponymy as “the relationship holding between the senses of a general and a specific 

term” (Silva, Biblical Words, 219). For example, “rose” and “tulip” are both hyponyms of “flower.” In 

contrast to synonyms, which are “mutually interchangeable in some contexts,” a “superordinate and its 

hyponym(s)” are generally not mutually interchangeable (Silva, Biblical Words, 219). While it is possible 

that “flower” could take the place of “rose” in a sentence, the reverse is not necessarily true. 
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replace כאב in cases where emotional pain is in view. Even then, something would 

probably be lost by substituting כאב for עצב, since כאב seems to have a more general 

nuance than 150.עצב  

Like כאב, the verb מרץ seems to be a fairly general term, having the sense “to be 

painful, sickening” (niphal) or “to cause pain, sicken” (hiphil). Unlike כאב, however, מרץ, 

is frequently used with non-human actors causing pain, such as words (Job 6:25), a curse 

(1 Kgs 2:8), or destruction (Mic 2:10). This seems to suggest its meaning may be a bit 

more abstract than כאב. Of course, since the verb  מרץ only occurs four times in the OT, it 

is difficult to have certainty about its range of meaning and relation to the other terms in 

this field.  

Nouns 

אֵב אוֹב and כְּ  seem to have significant semantic overlap, to the point where they מַכְּ

could perhaps be considered essentially synonymous. The nouns from the root עצב have 

some semantic similarities with one another but also some distinctions: the noun עַצֶבֶת can 

have the sense “pain” or “wound,” usually used in reference to emotional pain; עֹצֶב seems 

to have the senses “pain” and perhaps “painful toil” (Isa 14:3); עֶצֶב can mean “toil/painful 

toil” or “hurt”; בוֹן ה has the sense “toil/painful toil” and עִצָּ  pain.” Thus, while they“ מַעֲצֵבָּ

overlap in the fact that most of them have some nuance of pain, there are nevertheless 

differences in meaning between these various nouns. Because some of the nouns from the 

 

150 The verbs are never used in parallel, but both verbs appear in Gen 34, with very different referents: עצב 

(hithpael) is used of the sons of Jacob being grieved (ּבו עַצְּ  and angry upon hearing of their sister’s (יִתְּ

defilement by Shechem (34:7), while כאב is used of the physical pain experienced by the men of the land 

 .following their circumcision (34:25) (כֹאֲבִים)
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root עצב occur so infrequently, it is somewhat difficult to identify their precise sense and 

how it relates to the senses of other terms from the root and other words in the semantic 

field. Nevertheless, a few comments can be made.  

The nouns אֵב אוֹב and כְּ  seem to have some similarity semantically with certain מַכְּ

nouns from the root עצב. In some cases, there appears to be significant overlap in sense. 

For example, עַצֶבֶת in Prov 15:13, “by עַצֶבֶת of heart the spirit is stricken,” seems to have a 

very similar sense to אֵב אֵב in Isa 65:14, “you yourselves will cry out from כְּ  of heart.” In כְּ

some contexts, עַצֶבֶת seems to have a fairly broad sense, similar to אֵב אוֹב or כְּ  while ,מַכְּ

elsewhere the sense seems to be narrower than these other terms, designating specifically 

emotional pain. Thus, it is probably best to say these nouns may be nearly synonymous in 

some, but not all, contexts. It seems better elsewhere to describe עַצֶבֶת as a hyponym of 

the more general terms אֵב אוֹב and כְּ   .מַכְּ

 denoting not just “pain” but “painful ,עַצֶבֶת has a slightly different nuance than עֶצֶב

toil” in many occurrences. עֶצֶב, along with בוֹן  painful toil,” could thus also perhaps be“ עִצָּ

considered hyponyms of אוֹב אֵב and מַכְּ  describing a specific type or cause of pain. While ,כְּ

בוֹן and עֶצֶב אוֹב probably could not replace עִצָּ אֵב and מַכְּ  in any context, it is possible that כְּ

אוֹב אֵב and מַכְּ בוֹן or עֶצֶב could be used in some contexts in place of כְּ  though the specific ,עִצָּ

nuance of “work/toil” would be lost with the use of one of these more general terms. In 

other words, while there is some relation semantically, they are not mutually 

interchangeable.  

The use of the term עֶצֶב in Prov 15:1, where it likely has the sense “hurt,” seems 

to overlap semantically with some uses of the verb מרץ. In Prov 15:1, a “word” is 

described as a “word of hurt/pain” or “hurtful word”: ף ֽ צֶב יַעֲלֶה־אָּ ָ֗ בַר־עֶּ֝  עֶצֶב A word of“ וּדְּ
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stirs up anger.” A similar idea is found in Job 6:25, where “words,” here designated with 

the noun אֵמֶר rather than ר בָּ רֵי־  :מרץ are described as “painful” with the verb ,דָּ וּ אִמְּ צּ֥ רְּ מַה־נִמְּ

ם חַ מִכֶֽ יחַ הֹוכֵֹ֣ שֶר וּמַה־יֹוכִִ֖ וּ] How the words of uprightness are painful“ יִֹּ֑ צּ֥ רְּ   151”![נִמְּ

  

 

151 See also 1 Kgs 2:8: “he cursed me with a רֶצֶת   .curse,” i.e., a curse that was hurtful or caused pain נִמְּ



 

73 

Chapter 3 

 

Pangs: ציר ,חבל ,חיל 

The terms covered in this chapter include those from the root חיל, as well as חבל, 

 Unlike the words discussed in the previous chapter, most of which denote .צִיר and ,חֵבֶל

“pain” generally, the terms examined here all can have senses related to a specific type of 

pain, namely, the pain or pangs of childbirth.  

 חיל 

The root חיל occurs 56 times in the Hebrew Bible, 45x as a verb and 11x in 

nominal forms: חִיל (6x), לָּה חָּ   .(1x) חִילָּה and ,(4x) חַלְּ

חִיל  (Verb) 

Morphology  

Hebrew 

A major question that must be taken into consideration at the start is whether חיל 

(to be in labor, tremble, etc.) and חול (to whirl, turn upon, dance) should be understood as 

separate roots or the same root. BDB takes these as a single root,152 while HALOT reads 

two distinct roots.153 Because the Hebrew ḥ (ח) has two possible antecedents in Semitic 

languages (ḥ and ḫ), a clear distinction in the Semitic cognates between ḥ and ḫ might 

 

152 See also Scharbert, Schmerz, 21–26.  

153 See also Ges18, s.v. “חיל and 1חול“ ;”2חול.” 
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provide evidence for reading these as two separate roots. Such a distinction does in fact 

seem to exist. For the verb חול, HALOT suggests cognates with the letter ḥ: Arabic ḥwl 

“to turn,” ḥaula “around,” and Old South Arabian ḥwl “surrounding.”154 For the verb חיל, 

HALOT lists cognates containing the letter ḫ: Ugaritic ḫl and Akkadian ḫi’ālu.155 

Unfortunately, it is not clear how much confidence can be placed in these cognates, and it 

is ultimately outside the scope of this paper to conduct an in-depth comparative study. 

While it is possible that synchronically there may have been essentially no awareness of a 

distinction between these roots, it seems plausible, based on the cognate data, that 

diachronically they should be pulled apart. Thus, for the purposes of this study, these will 

be treated as separate roots, on the basis of the fact that there may be a distinction 

between the cognates (חיל related to roots using ḫ and חול related to roots using ḥ). 

The verb חִיל probably occurs 45 times in the OT, in the qal (29x), polel (6x), polal 

(5x), hiphil (2x), hophal (1x), hithpolel (1x), and hithpalpel (1x). The determination of 

the number of occurrences is complicated by the existence of multiple Hebrew verbs with 

similar root letters, including חלה ,חלל ,חול ,חיל, and יחל, as well as by disagreement among 

lexica over the existence and meaning of possible homonyms.156 As Bauman notes, the 

 

154 HALOT, s.v. “חול.” Also noted is the occurrence of this term in Middle Hebrew and Jewish Aramaic of 

the Galilean tradition meaning “to dance, to turn around, to hit.” 

155 HALOT, s.v. “חיל I.”  

156 As noted above, for the phonetically similar חיל and חול, BDB recognizes only one verb, חיל/חול, “whirl, 

dance, writhe,” as well as a homonym, חיל/חול II (qal, “be firm, strong,” occurring only in Ps 10:5; Job 

20:21). More modern lexica, on the other hand, identify חיל and חול as distinct roots. For the root חיל, DCH 

lists three homonymous verbs: חיל I, occurring in the qal (“be in pain, be in labour, travail”), hiphil (“cause 

to tremble, cause writhing”), hophal (“be brought to birth”), polel (“bring into labour, bring to birth”), polal 

(“be brought to birth, be brought to trembling”), hithpolel (“writhe in fear”), and hithpalpel (“writhe in 

fear”); חיל II, occurring in the qal (“wait”), polel (“wait”), and hithpolel (“wait longingly”); and חיל III, 

occurring in the qal (“endure”), only in Ps 10:5 and Job 20:21. For חול, DCH lists two homonyms: חול I, 

occurring in the qal (“whirl, dance”), polal (“dance”), and hithpolal (“whirl”); and a possible חול II (“be 

weak”), occurring only in the qal in Lam 4:6 and only if the text is emended. HALOT lists one verb from 
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root חיל “cannot always be easily distinguished from words derived from” these other 

roots.157  

There are a few cases where a verbal form that morphologically appears to be 

from חיל should probably be read as derived from a different root. In some instances, the 

confusion is between חיל and 158.יחל Some have also suggested that the occurrences of ִ֖חֶל  וַיָּ

in 1 Sam 31:3 and 1 Chron 10:3 should be understood not as forms of חִיל but derived 

from לָּה לוּ 159 Also debated is the form.(”to be weak, sick, injured“) חָּ  in Jer 5:3, which is חֶָּׁ֔

accented as though from the root חִיל; some propose repointing as  ָּ֫לו לָּה from ,חָּ  160.חָּ

 
the root חול, related etymologically to the Arabic ḥwl “to turn,” occurring in the qal (“go round, turn upon, 

dance”), pilpel (“dancing around”), and hithpolel (“whirl”), and two from the root חיל :חיל I, related 

etymologically to the Ug. ḫl and Akk. ḫi’ālu, occurring in the qal (“to be in labour, writhe, tremble”), polel 

(“to cause labour pains; to bring forth [through labor pains]”), polal (“to be brought forth; to be made to 

tremble”), hiphil (“to cause labor pains [this sense only occurring in DSS]; to cause to tremble”), hophal 

(“to be brought forth through labor pains”), hithpolel (“to writhe with fear”), and hithpalpel (“to be seized 

by fear”), and חיל II, occurring in the qal (“to endure”) one or two times.  

157 A. Bauman, “חיל,” TDOT 4:344.  

158 Gen 8:10; Judg 3:25; Job 45:15; Ps 37:7; Lam 3:26; Mic 1:12. One difficult passage is Lam 4:6, where 

the form ּלו ּ֥  חוּל or חִיל is found, which could, morphologically, be a qal perfect 3cp form from either חָּ

(“dance, whirl,” DCH, s.v. “חול I”; “go round, turn upon, dance,” HALOT, s.v. “חול”). The Hebrew of the 

clause, יִם ֽ הּ יָּדָּ ִ֖ לוּ בָּ ּ֥ לאֹ־חָּ הּ   is very difficult. The verse reads ,וְּ ִ֖ לוּ בָּ ּ֥ לאֹ־חָּ גַע וְּ ֶׁ֔ מֹו־רָּ ֹ֣ה כְּ הֲפוּכָּ ם הַֽ דִֹּ֑ את סְּ חַטִַּ֖ י מֵֽ ן בַּת־עַמִֶׁ֔ דַל֙ עוֲֹֹ֣ וַיִגְּ

יִם ֽ  and the iniquity of the daughter of my people has become greater than the sin of Sodom, who was“ יָּדָּ

overthrown in a moment, and hands ּלו ּ֥ לוּ in her.” DCH notes a proposed emendation of לאֹ־חָּ ּ֥ לוּ to חָּ  חָּ

(changing the accent from the first to the last syllable), a qal perfect 3cp of לָּה  to be weak, sick.” A“ ,חָּ

number of other proposals—usually suggesting either emendations or the presence of a different, 

homonymous verb—have been made in an attempt make the line intelligible. While these cannot be 

explored here due to the limitations of this thesis, it seems plausible that ּלו ּ֥  and ,חִיל is not derived from חָּ

this passage is thus not included in the occurrences of חִיל examined in this paper. For further discussion, 

see R. B. Salters, Lamentations: A Critical and Exegetical Commentary, ICC (London: T&T Clark, 2010), 

297–99.  

159HALOT suggests reading the verb וַיָּחֶל as either a niphal (ל לָּה from the verb (וַיָּחֳלֶה) or hophal (וַיֵחָּ  to be) חָּ

sick, weak, injured), with the LXX (ἐτραυματίσθη εἰς τὰ ὑποχόνδρια, “and he was wounded in the 

stomach”) and Vulgate (et vulneratus est…), as well as two copies of the Codex Legionensis (𝔏93, 𝔏94, et 

sauciatus est in congressione illa) (HALOT, s.v. “חיל I”).  

160 See BDB, s.v. “לָּה לאֹ־ ) נכה I.” Perhaps the occurrence here alongside חלה“ .I”; HALOT, s.v חָּ ֽ ם֙ וְּ ה אֹתָּ יתָּ הִכִ֤

לוּ לָּה would lend support to this proposal. The verb (חֶָּׁ֔  :in a similar phrase in Prov 23:25 נכה occurs with חָּ

לִיתִי֮  וּנִי בַל־חָּ  They struck me, but I did not become sick/injured.” The larger clause in which the verb“ הִכּ֥

appears in Jer 5:3 is ר ִּ֑ חַת מוּסָּ וּ קַֹ֣ ם מֵאֲנִ֖ לוּ כִלִיתָָּ֕ לאֹ־חֶָּׁ֔ ֽ ם֙ וְּ ה אֹתָּ יתָּ לוּ You struck them, but they did not“ הִכִ֤  you put ,חֶָּׁ֔

an end to them, they refused to take chastisement.” The LXX (οὐκ ἐπόνεσαν) is somewhat ambiguous. See 

Christl M. Maier, Jeremiah 1–25, IECOT (Stuttgart: Kohlhammer, 2025), 133; William McKane, A 
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Because חִיל or לָּה  would be fitting in the contexts of 1 Sam 31:3 // 1 Chron 10:3 and Jer חָּ

5:3, it is impossible to be certain whether these are forms of חִיל or לָּה  ,in this case ;חָּ

perhaps it would thus be best to accept the Masoretic accents and thus take these as forms 

of חִיל. Ultimately, either way, the meaning of the text remains essentially the same.161  

There are also instances where scholars have proposed reading חִיל in place of a 

word found in the MT, but in most cases, the emendation to חִיל is unnecessary.162 

 
Critical and Exegetical Commentary on Jeremiah, ICC (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1986), 1:116; C. F. Keil, 

The Prophecies of Jeremiah, trans. David Patrick (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1889), 122; William Lee 

Holladay, Jeremiah 1: A Commentary on the Book of the Prophet Jeremiah Chapters 1–25 (Philadelphia: 

Fortress Press, 1986), 177. 

161 Note also that, with either verb, in Jer 5:3 the referent is essentially the same: rebellious people who 

have apparently been unaffected by the Lord’s discipline. Whether they “felt no anguish” (חִיל) or “did not 

become sick/hurt” (לָּה  the idea is that they have been unaffected by God’s striking them; they have failed ,(חָּ

to change their behavior in response to God’s discipline.  

162 In Ps 109:22 (י בִּֽ קִרְּ לַּ֥ל בְּּ י חָּ לִבִָּ֗  my heart was made“) חִיל a polal perfect from ,חוֹלַל some propose reading ,(וְּּ֝

to tremble”), in place of the MT לַל  to pierce,” a verb that seems to be otherwise“ חלל a qal perfect of ,חָּ

unattested in the qal (“my heart was pierced”) (BHS; HALOT, s.v. “חיל I”; DCH, s.v. “חלל III”; some 

suggest the verb occurs in the qal in Ps 77:11[10], but the form ותִי  III but a חלל there is likely not from חַלֹ֣

piel infinitive construct of the verb חלה II “to entreat” [see discussion in Collins, “Homonymous Verbs,” 

537]). This proposal is perhaps supported by the LXX, ἡ καρδία μου τετάρακται ἐντός μου “my heart is 

troubled/has been stirred up within me.” Further support may come from the fact that the verb חִיל occurs 

with the subject לֵב and preposition בִּי קִרְּ י :in Ps 55:5[4] בְּּ בִִּּ֑ קִרְּ יל בְּּ בִּי יָּחִֹ֣  My heart writhes in anguish within“ לְִּ֭

me.” However, there, the verb occurs in the qal. The LXX translates Ps 55:5[4] with a different form of the 

verb found in the LXX of 109:22 (ἐταράχθη, from ταράσσω). Jerome appears to take לַל  חלל as a form of חָּ

III “to be pierced” in Ps 109:22: et cor meum vulneratum est intrinsecus “And my heart is wounded within 

me” (he seems to read the verb חיל in Ps 55:5[4], where he translates cor meum doluit in vitalibus meis “my 

heart is troubled in my vitals”). Kaddary has proposed that the form לַּ֥ל  in Ps 109:22 is simply an alternate חָּ

form of חִיל (M. Z. Kaddary, “חלל = ‘Bore,’ ‘Pierce’?” Vetus Testamentum 13 [1963]: 489). Many 

translations take לַל  ,pierced,” “wounded,” or “stricken,” ESV, NIV, NRSVue, KJV“) חלל as a form of חָּ

NKJV, NASB, NJPS; see also Bratcher and Reyburn, 944; Amos Ḥakham, The Bible: Psalms with the 

Jerusalem Commentary, vol. 3, Psalms 101–150 [Jerusalem: Mosad Harav Kook, 2003], 129), though 

some read it as a form of חִיל (NET, Allen, 98, 107; Goldingay, Psalms, 3:275). Each of these readings—

לַל לַל be made to tremble,” or“ חוֹלַל ”,be pierced“ חָּ  are plausible in the context, and it—חִיל tremble,” from“ חָּ

is difficult to discern which should be preferred.  

In Ps 110:3, the conjectural reading, ָיך ךָ or (”I חיל“ .noted in HALOT, s.v) חוֹלֵלְּ  is ,(BHS apparatus) חוֹלַלְּ

probably unnecessary; the MT ָילֶּ֥ך ילֶּ֥ךָ in the phrase ,חֵָ֫ ום חֵָ֫ יֵֹ֪  in the day of your strength,” is supported by the“ בְּּ

LXX (ἐν ἡμέρᾳ τῆς δυνάμεώς σου).  

In Prov 26:10, it is probably preferable to read ולֵל חֹֽ ל in the expression מְּ ל־כִֹּ֑ ולֵֽ חֹֽ ב מְּ  חלל as a poel participle of רַּ֥

“to pierce, wound” (“an archer [or master] wounds/pierces all”; see BDB, s.v. “לַל  I”) rather than a polel חָּ

participle from חִיל (see BDB, s.v. “חוּל,” which suggests the translation “a master produceth everything”). 

The text is difficult, but the former option would seem to fit the context better, where this line is probably 

stating something negative (i.e., an archer injuring people). See NET footnote for further discussion.    
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However, there seems to be some support for the conjectural reading in Jer 4:31, which 

suggests that the participle חֹולָּה, formally a qal fs participle from לָּה  should be ,חָּ

understood as derived from חִיל instead.163 The parallel with ה כִירָּ מַבְּ  like one bearing her“ כְּ

first child” lends support to reading חֹולָּה  like a woman in“) חִיל as a participle from כְּ

anguish”) rather than לָּה  164 Ultimately, however, both options.(”like one who is sick“) חָּ

seem plausible, and the meaning of the passage does not change significantly with either 

reading. In Jer 4:19, the ketiv (אחולה, qal cohortative 1cs from חיל, “I writhe in pain”) is, 

as the BHS apparatus and others have suggested, probably to be preferred over the qere 

 165 Though there remains some debate.(”I wait“ יחל hiphil cohortative 1cs from ,אוֹחִילָּה)

regarding the roots, the evidence seems to support taking both Jer 4:31and 4:19 as 

instances of חִיל; these passages have thus been included as occurrences of the verb חִיל in 

this study.  

Other Semitic Languages 

The root חיל has cognates in a number of other languages. A cognate term occurs 

in Phoenician with the meaning “to have labor pains.”166 The root ḫâlu occurs in 

 

163 The expected feminine singular participle form of חיל here would be לָּה  The BHS apparatus notes that .חָּ

the MT ה לה =“ חֹולָָּ֜   .חיל could in fact be understood as a participle from חֹולָּה apparently suggesting that ”,כחָּ

164 The Hebrew of the verse reads  ּ֥ה פָּ יְּ י־עָּ י כִֽ ֹ֣א לִֶׁ֔ וי־נָּ יהָּ אֹֽ שׂ כַפִֶּ֑ רֵֹ֣ פָּ חַ תְּ יַפִֵ֖ ון תִתְּ ול בַּת־צִיֹׁ֛ ה קֵֹּ֧ ֶׁ֔ כִירָּ מַבְּ ה֙ כְּ רָּ תִי צָּ עְּ מַָ֗ ה שָּ חֹולָָּ֜ ול כְּ כִי֩ קַֹ֨

ים גִֽ הֹרְּ י לְּ שִִ֖  distress like one bearing her first child, the sound of the daughter ,חֹולָּה For I heard a voice like“ נַפְּ

of Zion gasping for breath, stretching out her hands, ‘Woe is me, for my soul is faint before murderers.’”  

165 The ketiv is supported by the LXX (τὴν κοιλίαν μου τὴν κοιλίαν μου ἀλγῶ), Vulgate (ventrem meum, 

ventrem meum doleo), Targum, and multiple other Hebrew manuscripts. 

166 DISO, 87.  
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Akkadian (Babylonian Neo-Assyrian) with the sense “to be in labor.”167 In Ugaritic, the 

verb ḫl has the sense “to writhe (with birth pangs)” or “to skip, jump”; with the first 

sense, it occurs alongside ld (“give birth”).168  

Syntax 

Qal 

In the qal, the verb חִיל generally has intransitive syntax and seems to have 

multiple possible senses: 

 ”.a> “a writhed/trembled/was in anguish/pain (in labor)> חִיל

There are numerous places where the verb is modified by a preposition, including nine 

times where it occurs with the preposition מִן, generally denoting the cause of the anguish 

or, in phrases with פנים + מִן, the person or thing before whom one experiences 

anguish/trembling:  

<c> נֵי פָּ נֵי/מִלְּ מִפָּ   ”a> “a was in anguish because of c> חִיל מִן/

or “a trembled before c.” 

Once, חִיל is modified by the preposition  ְּּב designating location, in the phrase,   יל בִּי יָּחִֹ֣ לְִּ֭

י בִִּּ֑ קִרְּ  in the qal appears חִיל ,my heart trembles within me” (Ps 55:5[4]). In one context“ בְּּ

to perhaps take an adverbial accusative: ין חִילִֽ  With what are you in labor?”169 A qal“ מַה־תְּ

 

167 CAD, 6:55; von Soden, 342. The root ḫâlu has multiple homonyms, one of which (ḫâlu B) has the sense 

“to tremble, writhe,” apparently occurring in Middle Babylonian and after (CAD, 6:55).  

168 Gregorio del Olmo Lete and Joaquín Sanmartín, A Dictionary of the Ugaritic Language in the 

Alphabetic Tradition: Third Revised Edition, ed. and trans. W. G. E. Watson (Leiden: Brill, 2015), 1:384.  

169 The syntax apparently being <b> חִיל <a> “a is in anguish/labor [with] b.” 



 

79 

feminine singular participle appears once, functioning substantively, as the object of the 

preposition  ְּכ (Jer 4:31).170  

Polel 

In the polel, the verb חִיל is transitive and has an active sense: 

<b> חוֹלֵל <a> “a brought forth b.” 

The object is not always specified (Job 39:1). In one passage, the verb in the polel seems 

to have a causative force, <a> חוֹלֵל <d> “d makes a bring forth,” in the clause,  ה׀ הוַָּ֨ ול יְּ קֹ֤

ל אַיָּלות֮  חֹולֵֹ֣  the voice of Yahweh makes does bring forth” (Ps 29:9). A polel participle“ יְּ

occurs once as an attributive, modifying the noun אֵל (Deut 32:18).  

Polal 

The polal of חִיל is generally the passive of the polel, with the syntax: 

לחוֹלַ   <b> “b was brought forth.” 

In one usage, however, the polal seems to have a different sense: <a> חוֹלַ ל “a was caused 

to writhe/tremble (?)” (Job 26:5).171 The verb frequently occurs with prepositional 

phrases using the prepositions נֵי  can designate attending בְּּ  The preposition .בְּּ  or לִפְּ

circumstances (תִי לְּ ִּ֑ ון חֹולָּ וֹּ֥ עָּ אֵין־ ) in iniquity I was brought forth,” Ps 51:7[5]) or time“ בְּּ בְּּ

תִי לְּ ִּ֑ ות חֹולָּ הֹמֹּ֥ נֵי when there were no deeps I was brought forth,” Prov 8:24), while“ תְּ  twice לִפְּ

has a temporal force (ות עֹֹ֣ בָּ נִֵ֖י גְּ   .(before the hills [were made],” Job 15:7; Prov 8:25“ לִפְּ

 

170 As noted above, however, it is possible that ה חֹולָָּ֜  in Jer 4:31 should be understood as a participle from כְּ

the verb לָּה     .See above for discussion of this passage .חָּ

171 See below for further discussion of this difficult passage.  
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Hiphil 

The hiphil of חיל occurs only twice in the OT; both occurrences are in Ps 29:8, 

with the syntax: 

<a> יָּחִיל <d> “d causes a to tremble/writhe.” 

The hiphil also occurs in the DSS and in Ben Sira.  

Hophal 

The hophal of חיל appears once in the OT. It has a passive sense, similar to the 

polal, and occurs with a temporal prepositional phrase:  

<e> ְּּיוּחַל ב <b> “b was brought forth in e.” 

This syntax appears in the clause ד ום אֶחֶָּׁ֔ יֹֹ֣ רֶץ֙ בְּּ  was a land brought forth in one“ הֲי֤וּחַל אֶַ֨

day?” (Isa 66:8).  

Hithpolel 

 occurs once in the OT in the hithpolel, as a predicate participle with the חיל

syntax: 

 ”.a> “a trembles/writhes in pain> התחלל

In its one occurrence, the hithpolel is modified by a temporal adverbial phrase:   י מֵֹ֣ ל־יְּ כָּ

ל חֹולִֵּ֑ וּא מִתְּ ע הֹ֣ שָּ  All the days of the wicked he trembles/writhes in pain” (Job 15:20). It is“ רְָּּ֭

possible that the hithpolel of חיל also occurs in Jer 23:19 to describe a tempest ( סַעַר
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חֹולֵל  a tempest that writhes”),172 though the participle in this verse could alternatively“ ,מִתְּ

be from the root חול (“a whirling tempest”).173  

Hithpalpel 

Finally, the verb חיל occurs once in the hithpalpel, where it has the syntax: 

 ”.a> “a trembles/writhes in pain/is in great anguish> התחלחל

The sense in the hithpalpel seems to be fairly similar to that in the hithpolel.  

Associative Field 

Contexts of Use 

Almost all of the 45 occurrences of the verb are found in the prophetical books 

(22x) and the writings (17x), with a strong concentration in Isaiah (11x) and the Psalms 

(10x). חִיל occurs only twice in the Pentateuch (Deut 2:25; 32:18) and four times in the 

historical books (1 Sam 31:3 // 1 Chron 10:3; 1 Chron 16:30; Esth 4:4).174 In the biblical 

texts, חִיל is almost exclusively found in poetry, with four exceptions (Deut 2:25; 1 Sam 

31:3 // 1 Chron 10:3; Esth 4:4).  

Syntagmatic Relations 

In the qal, hiphil, hithpolel, and hithpalpel, the a-element describes the person or 

thing that is experiencing the pain/writhing; in the polel, the a-element is the entity 

 

172 HALOT, s.v. “חיל I.”  

173 DCH, s.v. “חול I.” 

174 In two of the historical book occurrences (1 Sam 31:3 // 1 Chron 10:3), the verb may actually be from 

the root לָּה   .See discussion above חָּ
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bringing forth/giving birth (through labor pains). A number of different a-elements are 

found with the verb חיל. In the qal, hiphil, hithpolel, and hithpalpel, these include a 

person175 or people/nations,176 the heart (Ps 55:5[4]; Isa 13:8), and elements of nature, 

such as the waters or the sea (Ps 77:17[16]; Isa 23:4), the hills (Hab 3:10), the wilderness 

(Ps 29:8 [2x], hiphil), or the earth (אֶרֶץ), which may refer to either the land/ground itself 

or to the peoples of the earth.177 The a-element in the polel—that is, the one who is 

“bringing forth (through labor pains)”—can be a person (Isa 51:2), an animal (Job 39:1; 

Ps 29:9), wind (Prov 25:23), or God (Deut 32:18; Ps 90:2). The expression “like a woman 

giving birth” (ה  is חיל in the qal, suggesting that חיל is found twice accompanying (כַיֹולֵדָּ

associated with the process of childbirth (Isa 13:8; Mic 4:10).  

In many contexts, the focus of the verb in the qal is on the pain or anguish 

experienced by a woman during childbirth. This is particularly the case in contexts where 

 seems to be חיל In such cases, the sense of the verb .ילד is found with the verb חיל

something like “to have labor pains, writhe in anguish in labor.” At times, the a-element, 

who is said to be experiencing labor pains, is specifically a female (ה רָּ  a pregnant“ הָּ

woman,” Isa 26:17;178 ה  a woman,” 45:10179). The sense, “to have labor pains, writhe“ אִשָּ

 

175 1 Sam 31:3 // 1 Chron 10:3 (Saul); Esth 4:4 (hithpalpel); Job 15:20 (hithpolel); Jer 4:19; Isa 26:17; 

45:10. In some cases, the a-element is a female figure that personifies or represents Jerusalem or Israel 

(“she” = Zion, Isa 66:7, 8; “daughter of Zion,” Mic 4:10; Jer 4:31; “barren one,” Isa 54:1). 

176 Deut 2:25; Isa 23:5; 26:18; Jer 5:3, 22; Ezek 30:16 [2x]; Joel 2:6; Zech 9:5.  

177 1 Chron 16:30; Ps 96:9; 97:4; 114:7; Jer 51:29. 

178 Heb. ה ֽ הוָּ נִֶ֖יךָ יְּ ינוּ מִפָּ יִּ֥ ן הָּ יהָּ כֵׁ֛ לִֶּ֑ עִַ֖ק בַּחֲבָּ יל תִזְּ חִּ֥ דֶת תָּ לֶֶׁ֔ יב לָּ רִֹ֣ ה֙ תַקְּ רָּ ו הָּ מֹ֤  Like a pregnant woman who draws near to“ כְּ

bringing forth, who חִיל  ,and cries out with her labor pains, so we will be because of your presence תָּ

Yahweh.” 

179 Isa 45:10 is one of the only times the qal of חיל is syntactically transitive; while מַה may simply be an 

adverbial accusative (“with what are you in anguish/labor?”), it may be that חיל is essentially functioning in 

a way similar to the transitive ילד, with which it is parallel (“what are you bringing forth?”): “Woe to him 
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in anguish in labor,” can also be applied metaphorically to describe a city/nation (Isa 

26:18; 54:1; 66:7, 8) or the personified sea (Isa 23:4) being in labor, with the focus of the 

metaphor being on the birthing process.180  

In other contexts, the childbirth or “labor” aspect is seemingly absent, and חיל 

appears to primarily communicate the idea of anguish, pain, or trembling. This sense can 

be used of an individual (Jer 4:19, ולָּה י׀ אֹחִָ֜ י׀ מֵעַַ֨  my bowels, my bowels, I writhe in“ מֵעַֹ֣

pain!”; Ps 55:5[4] י בִִּּ֑ קִרְּ יל בְּּ בִּי יָּחִֹ֣  my heart writhes in pain within me”), but it also occurs“ לְִּ֭

frequently in cases where the a-element is a people group or an element of nature, none 

of which could properly be said to experience labor pains.181 חיל is commonly used to 

describe a reaction to seeing or hearing of a disastrous situation182 or to beholding God or 

his works,183 and in such contexts, the verb frequently seems to have the sense “to be in 

anguish” or “to tremble.” In most of these uses, the verb seems to have a negative 

sense—trembling or being in anguish due to fear—but elsewhere it may have a more 

positive sense, as in Ps 96:9: רֶץ ֽ אָּ ל־הָּ יו כָּ נָָּ֗ פָּ ילוּ מִּ֝ דֶש חִּ֥ רַת־קִֹּ֑ הַדְּ יהוָּה בְּּ וּ לְַּ֭ תַחֲוֹ֣  Worship Yahweh“ הִשְּ

 
who says to a father, ‘What are you begetting?’ and to a woman, ‘[With] what are you in labor?’” (  ר וי אֹמֵּ֥ הֹׁ֛

ין חִילִֽ ה מַה־תְּ ִ֖ אִשָּ יד וּלְּ ב מַה־תֹולִִּ֑ ִ֖ אָּ   .(לְּ

180 In Isa 23:4, the speaker is “the sea” (יָּם) or “the stronghold of the sea” (ִ֖ם וז הַיָּ עֹּ֥  perhaps referring to ,(מָּ

Tyre itself. The verse contains the lament of Tyre over the loss of its young men and women when Tyre is 

destroyed and laid waste: י תִי בַּחוּרִִ֖ לְּ א גִדַׁ֛ לֹּ֥ תִי וְּ דְּ א־יָּלַָ֗ לֹֽ תִי וְּ לְּ א־חַֹ֣ ר לֹֽ ִ֖ם לֵאמִֹּ֑ וז הַיָּ עֹּ֥ ם מָּ ר יֶָּׁ֔ מַֹ֣ י־אָּ ון כִֽ ושִי צִידֶֹׁ֔ תוּלֽותבֹֹּ֣ תִי בְּ מְּ ם רֹומַּ֥  

“Be ashamed, Sidon, for the sea has spoken, the stronghold of the sea, saying, ‘I did not תִי לְּ  and I did not ,חַֹ֣

bring forth, and I did not bring up young men; I did not raise up young women/virgins.’”  

181 As the preceding paragraph indicates, however, not all occurrences where the a-element is a nation or 

element of nature fit in this category, since at times the verb’s focus appears to be more on being in 

labor/bringing forth in its metaphorical application to the sea (Isa 23:4) or to a city (Isa 66:7). 

182 Deut 2:25; Isa 23:5; Jer 4:19; Joel 2:6; Zech 9:5. 

183 1 Chron 16:30; Ps 77:17[16]; 96:9; 97:4; 114:7; Jer 5:22; Hab 3:10. 
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in the splendor of holiness, ּחִילו from his presence all the earth!”184 Here, the idea of 

“anguish” or “pain” seems to be almost entirely absent.  

There are two possible explanations for these various occurrences. This may 

simply be a distinct usage—that is, the sense “to writhe in pain (in labor)” is being 

metaphorically applied to, for example, a nation’s reaction to distressing news (“they will 

tremble and writhe in [labor] pain because of you,” ָיך נֶֽ וּ מִפָּ לִ֖ חָּ וּ וְּ זּ֥ גְּ רָּ  Deut 2:25), so that the ,וְּ

nation is pictured as acting like a woman experiencing labor pains. In other words, it is 

possible that biblical authors have combined חיל in certain contexts with an unexpected a-

element, such as the nations or the earth, because they found the experience of those 

responding to distressing situations or to God’s presence to be comparable to that of a 

woman having labor pains. The audience is thus invited, with this imagery, to picture the 

people or earth as writhing in anguish/pain like a woman in labor. In some cases, the 

metaphor may communicate anguish and pain or fear (e.g., Deut 2:25; Isa 23:5), while in 

others, the point of the metaphor may be to depict a nation as if it were giving birth (Isa 

26:18).  

Alternatively, it is possible that “to have labor pains/writhe in anguish (in labor)” 

and “to be in anguish,” as well as perhaps “to tremble,” are distinct senses, perhaps 

related in origin but now distinct in usage.185 This would formally be a case of polysemy. 

 

184 See also 1 Chron 16:30; Ps 97:4; 114:7.   

185 If this is the case, it is not entirely clear in which direction this development might have taken place. In 

other words, because we do not have access to the historical development of the word, we cannot determine 

with certainty which sense—“to have labor pains, writhe in anguish (in labor)” or “to tremble, be in 

anguish”—came first and developed into the other. It is possible that the original sense was “to have labor 

pains,” and the frequent usage with these unusual a-elements became so widespread that the senses “to be 

in anguish, to tremble” became part of the lexical meaning or semantic range of the verb חיל in the qal. 

Alternatively, it is possible that the broader sense “to tremble, be in anguish” came first and through 

frequent application to the situation of a woman in labor eventually came to have the more specific sense 
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Using the example in the previous paragraph and taking חיל as having a distinct sense, “to 

tremble, be in anguish,” would result in the translation: “they will tremble and be in 

anguish [ּלו  because of you” (Deut 2:25). In the case of polysemy, this separate sense [חָּ

may or may not call forth the idea of “having labor pains” from which it may have been 

motivated in any particular context. That is, the audience may not have in mind the image 

of a woman in labor when they find חיל in this context used of a non-female referent.  

In the polel, polal, and hophal, the sense of the verb חִיל, with a few exceptions, is 

more straightforward and is generally related to giving birth. The polel is usually 

transitive and has the sense “to bring forth” or “to give birth.” The b-element, which 

appears in transitive or passive syntaxes such as the polel, polal, and hophal, designates 

the person or thing brought forth, while the a-element, as noted above, is the one who is 

bringing forth. The polel can be used literally, of a doe (אַיָּלָּה) bringing forth its calf (Job 

39:1),186 or metaphorically, of Sarah bringing forth Israel (Isa 51:2)187 and of God 

bringing forth Israel (Deut 32:18) as well as the earth and the world (ל תֵבִֵּ֑ רֶץ וְּ  .(Ps 90:2 ,אֶֹ֣

This sense also can be applied to acts of nature, as in Prov 25:23: ִּ֑שֶם ל גָּ ולֵֽ חֹֹ֣ פֹון תְּ וּחַ צְָּּ֭  The“ רֹ֣

north wind brings forth rain.” As noted above, the polel occurs once with irregular syntax 

and a causative sense, in the line  ֮ל אַיָּלות חֹולֵֹ֣ ה׀ יְּ הוַָּ֨ ול יְּ  the voice of Yahweh causes does to“ קֹ֤

give birth” (Ps 29:9).188 In most of the polel occurrences, it is unclear whether the sense 

 
“to have labor pains, writhe in anguish (in labor).” Unfortunately, the limitations of this thesis do not allow 

further discussion of this question.  

186 Here the verb is formally intransitive, but one can infer that the doe is bringing forth her offspring.   

187 The fact that the element being “brought forth” is “you” (2mp), referring to the people of Israel, suggests 

that, even though the a-element here is a female, this is also a metaphorical usage of חיל.  

188 Various glosses are offered by the lexica to depict the causal nuance: “to cause labor pains” (HALOT, 

s.v. “חיל I”); “bring into labour” (DCH, s.v. “חיל I”); “in Wehen versetzen” (Ges18, s.v. “חיל I”). Others have 

proposed emending אַיָּלוֹת “does” to אֵילוֹת “terebinths” (see DCH, s.v. “אֵלָּה I”), understanding אֵילוֹת as an 
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includes the aspect of labor pains or anguish frequently in view in the qal. In some 

passages, חיל (polel) seems to be used almost synonymously with ילד (Deut 32:18; Job 

39:1; Ps 90:2).  

In the polal, which is the passive of the polel, חיל again generally has a more 

straightforward sense connected to childbirth: “to be brought forth.” This sense can be 

used literally to refer to a person being born (Ps 51:7[5]; Job 15:7) or applied to 

“wisdom” (ה מָּ כְּ ות) ”being brought forth “when there were no deeps (חָּ הֹמֹּ֥ אֵין־תְּ  (Prov 8:24 ,בְּּ

and “before the hills” (ות עֹֹ֣ בָּ נִֵ֖י גְּ  Prov 8:25). The polal is also used in Job 26:5, but here ,לִפְּ

this sense is less suitable to the context: ם נֵיהֶֽ שֹכְּ יִם וְּ ָ֗ חַת מַּ֝ לוּ מִתַּ֥ ִּ֑ חֹולָּ ים יְּ אִּ֥ פָּ רְּ לוּ The dead“ הָּ חוֹלָּ  ,יְּ

from below the waters and their inhabitants/dwellers.” While the meaning “the dead were 

brought forth”189 is syntactically possible, it is semantically difficult and seems unlikely 

in the context, where a sense related to anguish or trembling may be more appropriate 

(e.g., “the dead were made to tremble”).190 Similar to the usual polal sense is the hophal. 

In its one hophal occurrence, חיל has a passive sense that is used metaphorically with the 

b-element אֶרֶץ, referring probably to the people of the land: ום יֹֹ֣ רֶץ֙ בְּּ  Will a land be“ הֲי֤וּחַל אֶַ֨

brought forth in a day?” (Isa 66:8).191 Thus, in most occurrences of the polel, polal, and 

 
alternate form of the usual plural, חֹולֵֹ֣ל .אֵילִים  is then understood as having the sense “shake” or “make יְּ

whirl.” For this reading, see Scharbert, Schmerz, 22 (“die Stimme Jahwes läßt Eichen erbeben”); NET (“the 

LORD’s shout bends the large trees”); NIV (“the voice of the LORD twists the oaks”); NRSVue (“the 

voice of the LORD causes the oaks to whirl”; see also RSV); ESV margin (“makes the oaks to shake”).  

189 See KJV, “dead things are formed.”  

190 So ESV, NET, NASB, NJPS, NRSVue, NKJV (“the dead tremble”), NIV (“the dead are in deep 

anguish”); BDB, s.v. “חוּל I” (“be made to writhe”); HALOT, s.v. “חיל I” (“to be made to tremble”); DCH, 

s.v. “חיל I” (“be brought to trembling”).  

191 The syntax of the hophal, along with the modifying phrase ום יֹֹ֣  in a day” and the parallel with a niphal“ בְּּ

form of ילד, points towards the hophal having this sense that is similar to the polal. The disagreement in 

gender between the verb (3ms) and the subject אֶרֶץ (fs) does not present a significant difficulty, as such 

variation occurs frequently when the verb precedes a singular feminine subject (GKC §145).   
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hophal, חיל seems to have a sense that is related to giving birth. The use of the polal in 

Job 26:5, however, suggests that perhaps the polal is polysemous.  

Hiphil forms of חיל occur only twice, both in a single verse (Ps 29:8). In both 

occurrences, Yahweh or Yahweh’s voice is the subject of the verb (d-element), while the 

wilderness is the object (a-element) experiencing the action of the verb. The hiphil seems 

to be causative, having a sense such as “to make a be in anguish, writhe, tremble”:  ול קֹֹ֣

ש דֵֽ ר קָּ בַּּ֥ ה מִדְּ הוָָּ֗ יל יְּּ֝ ר יָּחִּ֥ ִּ֑ בָּּ יל מִדְּ הוָּה יָּחִֹ֣  The voice of Yahweh makes the wilderness“ יְְּּ֭

writhe/tremble; Yahweh makes the wilderness of Kadesh writhe/tremble.” It is difficult to 

know whether there is any semantic association with labor pangs in the hiphil, since the 

only two occurrences have בַּר  as the a-element. However, as noted above, these hiphil מִדְּ

uses (Ps 29:8) are followed in Ps 29:9 by an unusual usage of the polel with a causative 

sense ( ֮ל אַיָּלות חֹולֵֹ֣ ה׀ יְּ הוַָּ֨ ול יְּ  the voice of Yahweh causes does to give birth”). Perhaps the“ קֹ֤

occurrence of יָּחִיל   alongside חֹולֵל  would bring to mind for the audience the image of יְּ

childbirth, inviting them to picture the wilderness as writhing or trembling as a woman or 

animal might while in labor.  

Occasionally the reason for or cause of חיל is made explicit through a preposition 

such as מִן, sometimes joined with נֵי נֵי or פְּ  designating a c-element before or because of ,לִפְּ

whom one experiences anguish, pain, or trembling. Four times the agent in such 

prepositional phrases is Yahweh (1 Chron 16:30; Ps 96:9; 114:7; Jer 5:22); twice it is 

another group of people (Israel, Deut 2:25; army, Joel 2:6). With Yahweh as the c-

element, חיל seems to have a more positive sense (“tremble” in awe), while in the latter 

the sense seems to be more related to anguish or fearful trembling. Elsewhere, the 

preposition מִן occurs with הַיֹורִים, “the archers,” as its object: ים ִ֖חֶל מִן־הַיֹורִֽ  And he was in“ וַיָּ
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anguish because of the archers” (1 Sam 31:3 // 1 Chron 10:3).192 In one context, the cause 

of anguish is specified with a phrase using the particle בֶל֙   :כִי ה עַל־בָּּ מָּ ֤ י קָּ ל כִֹ֣ חִֹּ֑ רֶץ וַתָּ ִ֖ אָּ עַּ֥ש הָּ וַתִרְּ

ב ין יֹושֵֽ ה מֵאֵּ֥ ִ֖ שַמָּ ל לְּ בֶׁ֛ רֶץ בָּּ וּם אֶת־אֵֶּ֧ ה לָּשׂ  הוֶָּׁ֔ ות יְּ בֹֹ֣ שְּ  ,And the land shakes and writhes in anguish“ מַחְּ

because the purposes of Yahweh stood against Babylon to make the land of Babylon a 

waste without inhabitant” (Jer 51:29).  

Often, the source or cause of חיל is not syntactically marked but is implied in the 

context or “by the temporal sequence.”193 In Jer 5:3, for example, it is implied that חיל 

would be a response to being struck (נכה, hiphil): ּלו לאֹ־חֶָּׁ֔ ֽ ם֙ וְּ ה אֹתָּ יתָּ  You struck them, but“ הִכִ֤

they were not in anguish.” As noted above, in a number of places, חיל seems to be a 

reaction to hearing distressing news. For example, in Isa 23:5, anguish is a reaction to 

hearing the news of God’s judgment on Tyre: ּילו יִם יָּחִִ֖ ִּ֑ רָּ מִצְּ מַע לְּ אֲשֶר־שִֵ֖ ר כַֽ מַע צֹֽ שֵּ֥ כְּ  “When the 

report comes to Egypt, they will writhe in anguish [ּחִילו  at the report of Tyre.”194 In such [יָּ

cases, it seems that the reaction is one of fear. The mountains or waters similarly tremble 

or writhe in anguish in response to seeing God or his lightnings.195  

At least once, the anguish seems to be not a response but a judgment from God: 

ם ֽ י יֹומָּ רֵּ֥ ף צָּ נִֹ֖ עַ וְּ קִֵּ֑ הִבָּּ יֶֹ֣ה לְּ א תִהְּ ִֹ֖ נ ין וְּ חיל֙ סִֶׁ֔ יִם ח֤וּל תָּ רֶַׁ֔ מִצְּ תִי אֵש֙ בְּּ נָּתַ֤  ;And I will set fire to Egypt“ וְּ

Pelusium will writhe in great anguish [ חיל֙  and Thebes will be broken into, and ,[ח֤וּל תָּ

 

192 Alternatively, if ִ֖חֶל לָּה is read as a verb from וַיָּ  the sense could be “he was wounded/injured by the ,חָּ

archers.”  

193 Bauman, 4:346.  

194 See also Deut 2:25; Esth 4:4 (hithpalpel); Jer 4:19; 51:29; Joel 2:6; Zech 9:5.  

195 “The waters saw you, God, the waters saw you, [and] they were in anguish [ּילו  yes, the abysses ;[יָּחִִּ֑

trembled” (Ps 77:17[16]); “His lightnings light up the world, the earth sees and it writhes in anguish [ל חֵֹ֣  ”[תָּ

(Ps 97:4); “The mountains saw you and writhed in anguish [ ּ֙ילו  a downpour of waters flowed past; the ;[יָּחִ֙

deep gave its voice; it lifted its hands on high” (Hab 3:10).  
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Memphis will face enemies [or distress] by day” (Ezek 30:16). While it is possible that 

Pelusium’s anguish is a reaction to seeing the fire and other distressing situations in 

Egypt, Thebes, and Memphis, it seems best to understand חיל  as an element of God’s חוּל תָּ

judgment, especially given the previous verse, which reads “and I will pour out my wrath 

upon Pelusium, the refuge of Egypt, and I will cut off the multitude of Thebes” (30:15). 

In this context, it seems that God’s wrath being poured out is the cause of Pelusium’s 

great writhing in anguish. 

Parallel Terms 

 ,appears frequently with terms for bearing or giving birth; in a third of its uses חיל

other terms in the semantic field of childbirth occur in parallel with חיל or in the 

immediate context (ילד: Deut 32:18; Job 15:7; 39:1; Ps 90:2; Isa 23:4; 26:18; 45:10; 54:1; 

66:7, 8[2x];196 חֵבֶל: Isa 13:8; 26:17; 66:7; כַר ה ;Ps 51:7[5] :יָּחַם ;Jer 4:31 :בָּּ רָּ  Isa :[.adj] הָּ

ה ;26:17 רָּ  is also found in parallel with terms describing trembling or חיל .(26:18 :[.vb] הָּ

fear (רגז, Deut 2:25; Ps 77:17[16]; רעש, Jer 51:29; ירא, Jer 5:22; בהל, Isa 13:8). חיל seems 

to have a more positive connotation in the two contexts where it occurs in parallel with 

the imperative יהוָּה וּ לְַּ֭ תַחֲוֹ֣  .Worship Yahweh” (1 Chron 16:29–30; Ps 96:9)“ הִשְּ

Occasionally, חיל appears alongside numerous terms for pregnancy or childbirth, 

as in Isa 23:4, where the sea speaks metaphorically, saying:  תִי לְּ א גִדַׁ֛ ֹּ֥ ל תִי וְּ דְּ א־יָּלַָ֗ ֹֽ ל תִי וְּ לְּ א־חַֹ֣ ֹֽ ל

תוּלֽות תִי בְּ מְּ ים רֹומַּ֥ תִי I did not“ בַּחוּרִִ֖ לְּ  and I did not give birth, and I did not bring up young ,חַֹ֣

men, I did not raise up young women.” Here, חיל seems to denote a stage in the process of 

childbearing/childrearing that occurs perhaps before giving birth (תִי דְּ  and raising up (יָּלַָ֗

 

196 Both חיל and ילד occur twice in this verse.  
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תִי) לְּ תִי ,גִדַׁ֛ מְּ ה occurs between חיל ,young children. In Isa 26:18 (רֹומַּ֥ רָּ  ,be pregnant“) הָּ

conceive”) and וּחַ ) ילד נוּ רִּ֑ דְּ ו יָּלַֹ֣ מִֹ֖ נוּ כְּ לְּ ינוּ חֶַׁ֔ רִֹ֣ נוּ we were pregnant, we“ הָּ לְּ  we brought forth ,חֶַׁ֔

the like of wind”), suggesting חיל occurs before ילד and after conception. In these and 

other contexts, חיל is closely associated with yet differentiated from ילד as well as other 

terms in the semantic field of childbearing.  

In some contexts, parallels seem to specifically draw out the notion of pain 

associated with childbirth. While חיל in Isa 26:18 could simply have the sense “to be in 

labor,” its usage in the previous verse seems to highlight the aspect of pain or anguish 

(26:17): 

דֶת לֶֶׁ֔ יב לָּ רִֹ֣ ה֙ תַקְּ רָּ ו הָּ מֹ֤  Like a pregnant woman who draws near to 17“ כְּ

giving birth, 

יל  חִּ֥  ,who writhes in pain in labor תָּ

יהָּ  לִֶּ֑ ק בַּחֲבָּ עִַ֖  ;who cries out with her labor pains תִזְּ

ה  ֽ הוָּ נִֶ֖יךָ יְּ ינוּ מִפָּ יִּ֥ ן הָּ  .thus were we before you, Yahweh כֵׁ֛

ינוּ  רִֹ֣  ,We were pregnant 18 הָּ

נוּ  לְּ   ,we writhed in pain in labor חֶַׁ֔

וּחַ  נוּ רִּ֑ דְּ ו יָּלַֹ֣ מִֹ֖  ”.we gave birth to the like of wind כְּ

The parallel with  ָּיה לִֶּ֑ ק בַּחֲבָּ עִַ֖  ,which depicts a woman screaming in agony and pain ,תִזְּ

suggests that חיל, as a co-referential term, may likewise bring into view the anguish/pain 

of labor. In Isa 26:17–18, then, Israel seems to be comparing herself to a woman about to 

give birth that writhes and cries out because of the agonizing pain of labor.197 Similarly, 

in Isa 66:7, the phrase יל חִִ֖ רֶם תָּ טֶּ֥ ִ֖הּ is parallel with בְּּ בֶל לָּ וא חֵׁ֛ רֶם יָּבֹּ֥ טֶַ֨  before her labor pain“ בְּּ

 

197 See also Jer 4:31, where the expression ה חֹולָָּ֜ ה is parallel with כְּ ֶׁ֔ כִירָּ מַבְּ  ”like one bearing her first child“ כְּ

ה) ֶׁ֔ כִירָּ מַבְּ ה֙ כְּ רָּ תִי צָּ עְּ מַָ֗ ה שָּ חֹולָָּ֜ ול כְּ ה For I heard a voice like“ כִי֩ קַֹ֨  .(”distress like one bearing her first child ,חֹולָָּ֜

While the parallel might suggest חֹולָּה denotes only the notion of childbearing, the mention of ה רָּ  in the צָּ

context indicates that חיל probably again has in view specifically the anguish or pain of labor. 



 

91 

came upon her.”198 The co-referential lines are probably mutually amplifying, working 

together to point to the anguish/pain of labor.  

Elsewhere, חיל occurs alongside terms denoting trembling or shaking, such as רגז, 

as in Ps 77:17[16] (“the waters saw you, God, the waters saw you, they ּיָּחִילו, yes, the 

abysses trembled [ּזו גְּ יךָ) or Deut 2:25 (”[יִרְּ נֶֽ וּ מִפָּ לִ֖ חָּ וּ וְּ זּ֥ גְּ רָּ לוּ they trembled and“ וְּ  before חָּ

you”). חיל similarly appears in parallel with ירא “to fear”:   ִַ֨נַי֙   יהַאֹות ם מִפָּ ה אִ֤ הֹוָָּ֗ אֻם־יְּ אוּ נְּ ָ֜ לאֹ־תִירָּ

ילוּ חִֶׁ֔ א תָּ ֹֹ֣ חִילוּ Do you not fear me?’ declares Yahweh. ‘Do you not‘“ ל  before me?’” (Hab תָּ

3:10).199 In Ps 55:5[4], the parallel line as well as the following verse also associate חיל 

with fear.  

י  בִִּּ֑ קִרְּ יל בְּּ בִּי יָּחִֹ֣ יל My heart [4]5“ לְִּ֭  ,within me יָּחִֹ֣

י׃ ֽ לָּ וּ עָּ לּ֥ וֶת נָּפְּ ָ֗ ות מָּּ֝ אֵימֹּ֥   .and the terrors of death fall upon me וְּ

י  ֹ֣באֹ בִִּ֑ רַעַד יָּ ה וְָּּ֭ ֹ֣ אָּ  ,Fear and trembling come upon me [5]6 יִרְּ

צֽוּת׃ נִי פַלָּ כַסֵָ֗ תְּ   .and shuddering overwhelms me וַּ֝

This context, where four terms related to fear occur alongside חיל, paints a vivid picture 

that clearly connects the psalmist’s experience of חִיל to an overwhelming feeling of fear 

and trembling. Such parallels indicate that, in these contexts, חיל likely refers to an action 

associated with fear or anxiety. While not necessarily synonyms of חיל, the parallel 

items—whether childbirth (or specifically labor) terminology or terms for fear and 

trembling—can be useful in understanding what image חיל evokes in various contexts.  

 

198 The image in this verse is of a woman who gives birth quickly and with ease (  וא רֶם יָּבֹּ֥ טֶַ֨ ה בְּּ דָּ ִּ֑ יל יָּלָּ חִִ֖ רֶם תָּ טֶּ֥ בְּּ

ר ֽ ה זָּכָּ יטָּ לִּ֥ הִמְּ הּ וְּ ִ֖ בֶל לָּ יל Before“ חֵׁ֛ חִִ֖  she brought forth, before birth pain came to her, she gave birth to a male תָּ

child”), which is probably what leads to the question in the next verse: “Who heard such a thing? Who saw 

such things? For was a land brought forth [י֤וּחַל] in one day? Was a nation born in a moment? For she had 

labor pains [לָּה ׁ֛   ”.yes, Zion brought forth her son ,[חָּ

199 See also Zech 9:5, ד אֶֹׁ֔ יל מְּ חִֹ֣ תָּ עַזָּה֙ וְּ א וְּ ָ֗ תִירָּ ון וְּ לָ֜ קְּ א אַשְּ  Ashkelon will see and will be afraid, and Gaza, and“ תֵרֶַ֨

will writhe in great anguish.”  
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These two associations occur together in Isa 13:8, where חיל is parallel with terms 

for both fear and labor pains:  

לוּ׀ הָָּ֓ נִבְּ ֽ  ,And they will be terrified“ וְּ

וּן אחֵזֶׁ֔ ֹֽ לִים֙ י חֲבָּ ים וַֽ   ;pangs and labor pains will seize them צִירִ֤

וּן  חִילִּ֑ ה יְּ ִ֖ וּן like one bringing forth they will כַיֹולֵדָּ חִילִּ֑  .יְּ

יש  הוּאִ֤ מֶָּׁ֔ הוּ֙ יִתְּ אֶל־רֵעֵַ֨  They will look in astonishment at one another, 

ם  נֵיהֶֽ ים פְּ בִִ֖ הָּ נֵּ֥י לְּ   ”.their faces will be faces of flames פְּ

The parallel with ּלו הָּ  ;should have the sense “to tremble” here חיל might suggest that נִבְּ

however, the parallel with terms for labor pangs, as well as the modifying expression 

ה ִ֖  suggest the image is one of a woman writhing in pain during labor. The metaphor ,כַיֹולֵדָּ

thus combines these different ideas, painting an image of a people so frightened that they 

are writhing in pain and anguish like a woman in labor. The final two lines further build 

on this vivid image, describing additional physiological symptoms of the fear/anguish.  

Post-Biblical Hebrew 

The determination of post-biblical uses of the verb חיל is somewhat difficult due 

to the confusion surrounding the root חיל. The verb חיל occurs at least three times in the 

DSS and twice in Ben Sira. In Ben Sira, the verb occurs once in the qal in a phrase 

reminiscent of some biblical uses: ויחילו כיולדה “And they had labor pains/writhed in 

anguish like a woman giving birth” (Sir 48:19); the subject, or a-element, here is the 

people of Judah. חיל also occurs once in the hiphil, with ארץ as the a-element and קול רעמו 

as the b-element: קול רעמו יחיל ארצו “The voice of his thunder makes his land 

tremble/writhe in anguish” (Sir 43:16). The usage here is similar to the usage of the hiphil 

in Ps 29:8 (ש דֵֽ ר קָּ בַּּ֥ ה מִדְּ הוָָּ֗ יל יְּּ֝ ר יָּחִּ֥ ִּ֑ בָּּ יל מִדְּ הוָּה יָּחִֹ֣ ול יְְּּ֭  the voice of Yahweh makes the“ קֹֹ֣

wilderness tremble/writhe in anguish; Yahweh makes the wilderness of Kadesh 

tremble/writhe in anguish”).  
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In the DSS, the verb חיל appears in the qal in 4QpMic 1:2, a text that echoes Mic 

 Have pain and push (it) out, daughter of Zion, like a woman“ חולי וגחי בת ציון כיולדה :4:10

giving birth.”200 There is another occurrence of the qal in 4QShirb 37:3, with הארץ as the 

a-element: יזדעזעו יס[ודותם ותחול הארץ [ “And their foundations will be shaken, and the 

earth will tremble/writhe in anguish.”201 The usage here is similar to the biblical 

occurrences in Ps 97:4 and Jer 51:29, where ארץ is also the a-element. The verb also 

occurs in the hiphil in 1QHa 11:8 in the phrase וחבל נמרץ על משבריה להחיל בכור הריה “and 

intensive tribulation (is) upon the opening of her womb to cause anguish [להחיל] in the 

womb of the pregnant one.”202  

Semantic Conclusions 

The discussion above suggested that there are at least two possible explanations 

for the various usages of the verb חיל in the qal. The verb may have a singular sense: the 

singular sense could be either “to have labor pains, writhe in pain/anguish (in labor),” 

which is then applied metaphorically in some contexts to different (non-female) referents, 

or “to tremble, be in anguish,” with an extended usage in certain contexts to the birthing 

process.203 Alternatively, the verb may be polysemous, with “to have labor pains, writhe 

in pain/anguish (in labor)” being only one of multiple possible senses for the verb, 

 

200 Martínez and Tigchelaar, 335.  

201 Maurice Baillet, Qumrân Grotte 4.III (4Q482–4Q520), DJD VII (Oxford: Clarendon, 1983), 238. 

202 Charlesworth et al., The Dead Sea Scrolls, 5A: 125.  

203 If the verb has a singular sense, we would need more diachronic information in order to determine 

which of these senses was original.   
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alongside “to tremble” or “to be in anguish” more broadly.204 It is difficult to determine 

with certainty which phenomenon—metaphorical/extended usage or polysemy—is at 

work with the verb חיל, though the latter seems plausible. In general, for polysemy to 

work, context must play a significant role in identifying meaning.205 And while there are 

some cases where it is not entirely clear which sense of חיל is in view,206 it is nevertheless 

true that for most occurrences of the verb, the context provides sufficient evidence for the 

audience to identify which of these senses is being used, indicating that polysemy is at 

least plausible.207  

If these are distinct senses, then in the cases where the sense “to tremble” is used, 

there may be no implied connection to childbirth pain; that is, the verb is not necessarily 

used “because situations of anxiety or fear…outwardly recall the manifestations of 

 

204 BDB essentially treats the relevant occurrences as having the singular sense “twist, writhe” that is 

applied to a variety of referents; BDB lists the categories “2a. Twist, writhe: in pain, esp. childbirth,” “2b. 

Twist, writhe: fig. be in severe pain, or anguish,” and “2c. Twist, writhe: in contrition” (BDB, s.v. “חוּל I”; 

as noted above, BDB treats חוּל and חִיל as a single verb; additional senses listed in BDB for this verb 

include “1. dance” and “3. whirl,” which account for occurrences that are viewed in this thesis as instances 

of a distinct verb [חוּל]). HALOT, on the other hand, treats the verb חיל as polysemous, listing the senses “1. 

to be in labour,” “2a. to writhe,” and “2b. to tremble” (s.v. “חיל I”). See also Scharbert, Schmerz, 21–26.  

205 Ullmann writes of polysemy that “the main guarantee of its working is the influence of context. No 

matter how many meanings a word may have in the dictionary, there will be no confusion if only one of 

them can make sense in any given situation” (Stephen Ullmann, Semantics: An Introduction to the Science 

of Meaning [New York: Barnes & Noble Books, 1979], 168 [emphasis original]).  

206 As noted above, for example, in Isa 13:8, חיל is parallel with בהל “to be dismayed/terrified,” which might 

lead one to assume the sense would be “to tremble.” However, it is here also parallel with וּן אחֵזֶׁ֔ ֹֽ לִים֙ י חֲבָּ ים וַֽ  צִירִ֤

“pangs and labor pains will seize them” and modified by the phrase ה ִ֖  ”,like a woman giving birth“ כַיֹולֵדָּ

suggesting the sense might be “to have labor pains, writhe in pain (in labor).” In other words, assuming the 

word is polysemous, there is some ambiguity regarding which sense is being employed in this context. It is 

possible that this ambiguity is intentional. As discussed below, there is also potential ambiguity in Isa 23:4–

5. 

207 This may be a case where “the lexicographer has to distinguish more or less arbitrarily between different 

shades of the same meaning and different meanings of the same word” (Ullmann, Semantics, 169). Given 

the limitations of this thesis, I am unable to explore this question in depth.   
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labor.”208 While it seems likely that that the senses “tremble” and “have labor pains” are 

at least related in origin, based on physiological similarities between the movements of a 

woman in labor and a person trembling in fear, such a connection may not have been 

apparent to ordinary language users. In other words, the connection between these senses 

etymologically is transparent, but it is not necessarily the case that a speaker using חִיל 

with the sense “to tremble,” or his audience, would have called to mind a comparison to a 

woman writhing in labor; the connection may or may not have been evident in actual 

usage unless attention was drawn to it.209 

Different OT books seem to utilize חִיל in different ways. In Isaiah, for example, 

where חִיל appears 11 times in the qal, the verb is most frequently used in the sense “to 

have labor pains, writhe in anguish (in labor).” It often occurs in contexts alongside other 

terms associated with childbearing. Only once is there not an explicit connection with 

childbearing in the same verse (Isa 23:5).210 Often, the sense “to have labor pains, writhe 

 

208 Bauman, 4:345–46. See also Scharbert, who goes a step further in positing a conceptual connection 

between the different senses when he writes, “psychologically significant is a certain connection between 

pain and fear, which finds its linguistic expression in” the roots חבל ,חיל, and צִיר (Schmerz, 27; 

“Psychologisch bedeutsam ist eine gewisse Verbindung von Schmerz und Angst, welche in diesen Wurzeln 

ihren sprachlichen Ausdruck findet”). However, the fact that the same verb can be used in reference to both 

pain and fear only reveals something about the semantics and range of use of the word; it does not 

necessarily indicate anything about the psychological or conceptual connection between these experiences.  

209 Attention seems to be drawn to this connection between the senses in Isa 13:8, discussed above.  

210 Looking at Isa 23:5 on its own—ר מַע צֹֽ שֵּ֥ ילוּ כְּ יִם יָּחִִ֖ ִּ֑ רָּ מִצְּ מַע לְּ אֲשֶר־שִֵ֖  When the report [comes] to Egypt, they“ כַֽ

will ּילו  here would seem to have the sense “to tremble” or “to be in חִיל at the report of Tyre”—the verb יָּחִִ֖

anguish” (so BDB; Ges18). However, the previous verse also employs חִיל, here clearly in the sense “to have 

labor pains”: י לְתִי בַחוּרִָּ֖ א גִדַַּ֛ דְתִי וְלֹֹ֥ א־יָּלַַ֗ לְתִי וְלָֹֽ א־חַָ֣ ר לָֹֽ ָּ֖ם לֵאמָֹ֑ וז הַיָּ עֹֹ֥ ם מָּ ר יָֹּ֔ מַָ֣ י־אָּ ון כִָֽ ושִׁי צִידֹֹ֔ מְתִי בָֹ֣ ות ם רֹומַֹ֥ בְתוּלָֽ  “Be ashamed, 

Sidon, for the sea has spoken, the stronghold of the sea, saying, ‘I did not have labor pains [לְתִי  and I did ,[חַָ֣

not bring forth, and I did not bring up young men, I did not raise up young women” (23:4). Though the 

subject matter shifts in 23:5, the occurrence of חִיל in 23:4 with the sense “to have labor pains” might 

require the reader to pause and consider which sense is employed in 23:5. Perhaps this combination 

indicates that we should take Isa 23:5 as a metaphorical application of the sense “to have labor pains” (so 

HALOT), rather than an example of Isaiah employing a different sense—that is, perhaps Isaiah is inviting 

us to picture the people of Egypt acting like a woman writhing in pain during labor when they hear of the 

report about Tyre’s destruction. Alternatively, it is possible that Isaiah is employing two distinct meanings 
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in anguish (in labor)” is applied metaphorically by Isaiah to describe a city, the sea, or a 

people group giving birth. In such cases, the idea of pain or anguish is still likely present, 

but the focus of the metaphor seems to be on the act of bringing forth through labor. 

Jeremiah, on the other hand, who uses the qal of חִיל five times, seems to employ a 

broader range of meanings in his use of this verb. חִיל is once used by Jeremiah in the 

sense “to have labor pains, writhe in anguish in labor”:   ול ה קֵֹּ֧ ֶׁ֔ כִירָּ מַבְּ ה֙ כְּ רָּ תִי צָּ עְּ מַָ֗ ה שָּ חֹולָָּ֜ ול כְּ כִי֩ קַֹ֨

ים גִֽ הֹרְּ י לְּ שִִ֖ ה נַפְּ ּ֥ פָּ יְּ י־עָּ י כִֽ ֹ֣א לִֶׁ֔ וי־נָּ יהָּ אֹֽ שׂ כַפִֶּ֑ רֵֹ֣ פָּ חַ תְּ יַפִֵ֖ ון תִתְּ  For I heard a sound like a woman“ בַּת־צִיֹׁ֛

having labor pains/writhing in anguish, distress like one bearing her first child, the sound 

of the daughter of Zion gasping for breath, stretching out her hands, ‘Woe is me, for my 

soul is faint before murderers’” (4:31). Elsewhere, Jeremiah seems to employ the verb in 

the broader sense “be in anguish, writhe in pain”; this sense is used in reference to 

Jeremiah’s own reaction to a distressing situation (4:19)211 and the result of being 

physically struck (5:3).212 Finally, the verb in Jeremiah sometimes seems to have the 

sense “to tremble,” describing the land trembling or writhing because of the ruin of 

Babylon (51:29) or people trembling in fear and awe before Yahweh (5:22). Jeremiah 

thus seems to make use of the full range of meaning of the verb חִיל.  

By way of summary, the verb חִיל in the qal is concrete and, at least in some 

contexts, fairly vivid, depicting people or nature trembling or writhing in anguish/pain. In 

some cases, the context indicates that the referent of the anguish/writhing is clearly 

 
(“have labor pains” in 23:4 and “tremble” or “be in anguish” in 23:5), intentionally drawing attention to the 

semantic connection between the two senses. 

ה 211 ֽ מָּ חָּ רוּעִַ֖ת מִלְּ י תְּ שִֶׁ֔ י נַפְּ עַתְּ מַֹ֣ ר֙ שָּ ול שֹופָּ י קֹ֤ יש כִֹ֣ א אַחֲרִִּ֑ י לֹֹ֣ י לִבִִּ֖ מֶה־לִּ֥ י הֹֽ ות לִבִּׁ֛ ולָּה קִירֹּ֥ י׀ אֹחִָ֜ י׀ מֵעַַ֨  My bowels, my bowels, I“ מֵעַֹ֣

writhe in pain [אֹחִולָּה]! The walls of my heart! My heart murmurs to me; I am not silent, for I hear the sound 

of the trumpet, the alarm of war.”  

לוּ 212 לאֹ־חֶָּׁ֔ ֽ ם֙ וְּ ה אֹתָּ יתָּ  ”.You struck them, but they did not writhe in pain“ הִכִ֤
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physical pain (1 Sam 31:3 // 1 Chron 10:3), including in cases where the verb is used of a 

woman in labor in a metaphorical image (Isa 26:17; Jer 4:31). In the two cases where an 

individual describes himself or his heart as “writhing in pain” (חִיל) (Jer 4:19; Ps 55:5[4]), 

the pain likely has both physical and psychological aspects. The same is true of many 

occurrences where the qal describes peoples being in anguish or trembling as a result of 

God’s judgment or in response to distressing news; in such cases, חִיל provides a concrete 

image of anguish that likely represents both physical and mental suffering, probably with 

a nuance of fear. The metaphorical application of this sense to waters, mountains, or the 

earth paints a vivid picture of these elements of nature “trembling” or “writhing in 

anguish” in response to God. In the hithpolel, the verb again seems to be fairly concrete, 

depicting a wicked person “writhing in pain” all his days (Job 15:20).  

 In other stems, such as the polel, polal, and hophal, the sense of the verb חיל is a 

bit less vivid. Like many instances of the qal, most occurrences of חיל in these stems seem 

to be clearly related to giving birth. However, unlike the qal, which often seems to 

highlight especially the pain or anguish of childbirth, the nuance of pain does not seem to 

be present, or at least in focus, in most uses of the polel, polal, and hophal; in these stems, 

the sense is typically simply “to give birth, bring forth” or “to be brought forth.” 

However, in one context, the polal has a distinct sense associated with trembling or 

writhing (polal, Job 26:5), suggesting that perhaps in the qal also the senses “to tremble” 

and “to be in anguish” should be understood as distinct from “to writhe in pain in labor.”   
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 (Noun)חִיל  

Morphology 

The noun חִיל, from the root חיל, occurs six times in the Hebrew Bible, as well as 

once in post-biblical Hebrew. The noun is masculine and is always singular in its six 

occurrences. The Akkadian cognate ḫīlū occurs only in the plural and has the sense 

“labor pains.”213 

Syntactic Function 

The noun חִיל functions always as the subject of a verb or in apposition to the 

subject of a verb. In all of its biblical uses, the noun is indefinite. 

Associative Field 

Contexts of Use 

 is only used in poetic contexts, occurring once in the Psalms, four times in the חִיל

prophets, and once in Exodus in the song of Moses. 

Syntagmatic Relations 

 חזק functions as the subject (or in apposition to the subject214) of the verb חִיל

(hiphil) three times and אחז twice (Exod 15:14; Ps 48:7[6]). Once, it is in apposition to 

 

213 CAD, 6:189.  

214 As in ה דָּ יל כַיֹולֵֽ ָ֗ ם חִּ֝ ִּ֑ ֹ֣תַם שָּ זָּ ה אֲחָּ דָּ עָּ  ;like one bringing forth” (Ps 48:7[6]) חִיל ,Trembling seized them there“ רְְּּ֭

 חִיל ,does not syntactically function here as the subject but is in apposition to the clause. Semantically חִיל

either further specifies the subject (“trembling—anguish like one bringing forth—seized them there”) or the 

verb should be implied in the second line (“trembling seized them there; חִיל [seized them] like one bringing 

forth”). 
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the subject of בּוֹא (Jer 22:23). The terms that it occurs in apposition to include ה דָּ עָּ  רְּ

“trembling” (Ps 48:7[6]), ה רָּ לִים distress” (Jer 6:24; 50:49), and“ צָּ  birth pangs” (Jer“ חֲבָּ

22:23).  

In all but one occurrence (Exod 15:14), חִיל is modified by the prepositional phrase 

ה  and חִיל like one giving birth,” establishing a clear semantic connection between“ כַיֹלֵדָּ

childbirth. While frequently compared to a woman in labor, the one being affected by חִיל 

is never actually a woman. Rather, the simile ה  is used figuratively to describe חִיל כַיֹולֵדָּ

anguish or pain affecting people more broadly: it seizes the inhabitants of Philistia (Exod 

15:14) and kings (Ps 48:7[6]), takes hold of the king of Babylon (Jer 50:43) or Jerusalem 

(Mic 4:9),215 and comes upon the inhabitant of Lebanon (Jer 22:23).  

Apparently, the image of the pain or anguish of a woman giving birth is an 

appropriate one to describe the experience of various peoples, often in response to some 

distressing news or sight. That חִיל is a reaction is often implied in the temporal sequence. 

This can be clearly seen in Exod 15:14, where חִיל is used in a description of people’s 

reaction to hearing of God’s strength and wonders displayed in the exodus: “the people 

heard; they trembled; anguish/pain [חִיל] seized the inhabitants of Philistia.”216 The 

following verses further depict the fearful response of other nations, demonstrating the 

connection between חִיל and fear or trembling in this context: “then the chiefs of Edom 

are dismayed; trembling seizes the leaders of Moab; all the inhabitants of Canaan melted 

 

215 The “us” in Jer 6:24, who are the object of the verb חזק in the phrase ה ֽ יל כַיֹולֵדָּ נוּ חִִ֖ תְּ ה֙ הֶחֱזִיקֶַׁ֔ רָּ  may also be ,צָּ

referring to the people of Jerusalem or of Israel more broadly; the prophet Jeremiah is likely speaking as a 

representative of the people.  

216 While technically the object of hearing is not specified (שֶת ֽ לָּ י פְּ בִֵ֖ ז יֹשְּ חֶַׁ֔ יל אָּ וּן חִֹ֣ זִּ֑ גָּ ים יִרְּ וּ עַמִִ֖ עּ֥ מְּ ֽ  it can be ,(שָּ

implied from the context, as the previous verses describe God’s mighty work of consuming Pharaoh and his 

army in the Red Sea after leading Israel through it in safety (15:1–12).  
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away. Terror and dread fell upon them; because of your great power, they are silent as a 

stone” (Exod 15:15–16). When the people of the other lands hear how God had wiped out 

the powerful Egyptian army, their response is one of great fear, trembling, and חִיל. 

Elsewhere, being seized by anguish/pain is a response to recognizing the power of other 

nations. Distress (ה רָּ  take hold of both the king of Babylon (Jer (חִיל) and anguish/pain (צָּ

50:43) and the people of Israel (Jer 6:24) in reaction to their hearing the distressing report 

of an army coming from the north.217  

Parallel Terms 

In addition to its frequently being accompanied by the phrase ה  חִיל the noun ,כַיֹלֵדָּ

is also found alongside the expression יָּד + רפה, likely an idiom used figuratively for 

losing heart or energy:218 ה ֽ יל כַיֹולֵדָּ נוּ חִִ֖ תְּ ה֙ הֶחֱזִיקֶַׁ֔ רָּ ינוּ צָּ וּ יָּדִֵּ֑ פֹ֣ ו רָּ עִֹ֖ מְּ נוּ אֶת־שָּ עְּ מַּ֥  We heard the“ שָּ

report of him; our hands dropped; distress took hold of us, anguish/pain [חִיל] like a 

woman giving birth” (Jer 6:24).219 As already noted, the noun חִיל also occurs with words 

for trembling (גַז ה ;Exod 15:14 ,רָּ דָּ עָּ  .(Ps 48:7[6] ,רְּ

 

217 See also Ps 48:7[6], where foreign kings are seized by חִיל upon seeing the magnificence of Jerusalem: 

“5[4] For behold, kings assembled; they advanced together. 6[5] (The more) they themselves saw, the more 

they were astounded; they were disturbed; they hurried away. Trembling seized them there, anguish/pain 

.like one giving birth” (Heb [חִיל] ה אֲחָּ  דָּ עָּ זוּ׃ רְְּּ֭ ֽ פָּ וּ נֶחְּ הֲלּ֥ הוּ נִבְּ ִּ֑ מָּ ן תָּ אוּ כֵֹ֣ ה רְָּּ֭ מָּ ו׃ הֵֹ֣ ֽ דָּ וּ יַחְּ רּ֥ בְּ וּ עָּ ועֲדִּ֑ כִים נֹֽ לָּ מְּ י־הִנֵֹ֣ה הְַּ֭ יל  כִֽ ָ֗ ם חִּ֝ ִּ֑ ֹ֣תַם שָּ זָּ

ה דָּ   .(כַיֹולֵֽ

218 BDB, s.v. “פַה   ”.רָּ

219 The same language is used of the king of Babylon responding to the report of might nation coming 

against Babylon (Jer 50:43): ה ֽ יל כַיֹולֵדָּ הוּ חִִ֖ תְּ ה֙ הֶחֱזִיקֶַׁ֔ רָּ יו צָּ ִּ֑ וּ יָּדָּ פֹ֣ רָּ ִ֖ם וְּ עָּ ל אֶת־שִמְּ בֶׁ֛ לֶךְ־בָּּ ע מֶֽ מֵַּ֧  The king of Babylon“ שָּ

heard the report of them, and his hands dropped; distress took hold of him, anguish/pain [יל  like a woman [חִִ֖

giving birth.”  
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Post-Biblical Hebrew 

The noun חִיל probably occurs once in the DSS, in a phrase that echoes Mic 4:9 

( [כיולדה החז[יקכה ]חיל ], 4QpMic 1:2).  

Semantic Conclusions 

Based on the observations above, the noun חִיל seems to be a concrete term that 

can designate some type of intense pain or anguish, often associated with fear. The noun 

is always found in vivid, forceful images of people experiencing fear; in such imagery, 

 could have the חִיל .is often said to actively seize or take hold of a person or peoples חִיל

broad sense “anguish/pain” or “writhing (in pain).”220 Alternatively, given its frequent 

association with childbirth, the noun may have the more specific sense “labor 

pain/pangs,” which is then applied metaphorically to various situations of distress. It is 

possible that the noun is polysemous, having a more general sense (“writhing, anguish, 

pain”) in Exod 15:14 and a narrower sense “labor pain” in its other five occurrences, 

where it occurs with the modifier ה  However, the similarity of the context of 221.כַיֹולֵדָּ

Exod 15:14 to the other texts in which חִיל is used would perhaps indicate that the sense is 

similar here. In any case, whether the sense is “labor pains” or “pain/writhing” more 

broadly, the noun seems to depict physical pain/anguish that is so intense that it can be 

compared to the extreme physical pain of a woman in labor. This vivid term for pain is 

 

220 For all occurrences, DCH offers the sense “pain, writhing,” while HALOT focuses especially on the 

element of fear with the gloss “fear and pain.”  

221 Ges18, s.v. “חִיל,” offers the gloss “Geburtswehen” for all occurrences except Exod 15:14, where the 

sense proposed is “übertr. Beben vor Angst.” See also BDB, who lists the sense “writhing (contortions of 

fear)” for Exod 15:14 and “anguish” for all other occurrences. 



 

102 

used figuratively to portray physical and/or emotional anguish that is often associated 

with fear. 

ה לָּ חָּ  חַלְּ

Morphology 

The noun לָּה חָּ -occurs four times in the Hebrew Bible and three times in post חַלְּ

biblical Hebrew. The noun is feminine and always occurs in singular form.  

Syntactic Function 

The noun לָּה חָּ  functions as a subject or direct object of a verb and as the subject חַלְּ

in a verbless clause. The noun is indefinite in all of its occurrences.  

Associative Field 

Contexts of Use 

All four occurrences of לָּה חָּ  are in prophetic literature. Most are found in poetic חַלְּ

contexts. 

Syntagmatic Relations 

לָּה חָּ  ,twice (Ezek 30:4, 9). In both verses היה occurs as the subject with the verb חַלְּ

the predicate is a clause using the preposition  ְּּב, “in.” לָּה חָּ כוּש) ”is said to be “in Cush חַלְּ  ,בְּּ

Ezek 30:4, 9), probably referring specifically to the people of Cush.222 It is also used as 

the direct object of the verb מלא, with the subject  נַי תְּ ה) מָּ לֶָּׁ֔ חָּ נַי֙ חַלְּ תְּ א֤וּ מָּ לְּ  my loins are filled“ מָּ

 

222 The 3mp pronoun suffix (הֶם   .in Ezek 30:9 refers to Cush (בָּ



 

103 

with לָּה חָּ נַיִם Isa 21:3). The noun appears again with ”,חַלְּ תְּ ה֙   :in a verbless clause מָּ לָּ חָּ חַלְּ וְּ

יִם נֶַׁ֔ תְּ ל־מָּ כָּ לָּה ,Anguish is in all loins” (Nah 2:11[10]). In all occurrences“ בְּּ חָּ  is used to חַלְּ

describe something experienced by a person or people; twice, it specifically affects the 

loins (נַיִם תְּ   .of people (מָּ

In Isa 21:3, לָּה חָּ  fills Isaiah’s loins in response to a terrifying vision of חַלְּ

Babylon’s destruction. The previous verse details his vision, and 21:3 begins ּא֤ו לְּ ן מָּ עַל־כֵָ֗

ה לֶָּׁ֔ חָּ נַי֙ חַלְּ תְּ  Therefore my loins are filled with anguish.” The image is of a vision so“ מָּ

terrifying that it causes an intense physical reaction. In Ezek 30, the לָּה חָּ  that is in Cush חַלְּ

is also perhaps a reaction to distressing events, though it may alternatively be part of 

God’s judgment against Cush.223 In Ezek 30:4, וּש כֶׁ֔ ה֙ בְּּ לָּ חָּ ה חַלְּ ֤ תָּ יְּ הָּ  and pain/anguish will“ וְּ

be in Cush” is parallel with the phrase יִם רֶַׁ֔ מִצְּ רֶב֙ בְּּ ה חֶַ֨ ּ֥ אָּ  and a sword will come against“ וּבָּ

Egypt.” Here, לָּה חָּ  ,may be a separate punishment: Egypt will be punished by the sword חַלְּ

and Cush by pain/anguish (לָּה חָּ יִם) However, the temporal clause .(חַלְּ ִּ֑ רָּ מִצְּ ל בְּּ ִ֖ לָּ ל חָּ פֹּ֥  that (בִּנְּ

modifies the phrase וּש כֶׁ֔ ה֙ בְּּ לָּ חָּ ה חַלְּ ֤ תָּ יְּ הָּ  suggests that perhaps the anguish/pain in Cush is a וְּ

response to the people being slain by the sword: “and anguish/pain will be in Cush when 

the slain falls in Egypt.” The pain experienced by the people of Cush thus may be a 

fearful reaction to seeing the devastation around them caused by the sword. This also 

seems to be the case in Ezek 30:9, where לָּה חָּ  again appears to be a reaction to hearing חַלְּ

of devastation in Egypt: “In that day, messengers will go out from me in ships to startle 

Cush, (which dwells) securely, and pain/anguish  [ ֙ה לָּ חָּ  will be in them in the day of [חַלְּ

Egypt, for behold, it comes.”  

 

223 See also the discussion of Ezek 30:16 above.  
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Parallel Terms 

As already noted, in Ezek 30:4, the phrase יִם רֶַׁ֔ מִצְּ רֶב֙ בְּּ ה חֶַ֨ ּ֥ אָּ  and a sword will“ וּבָּ

come against Egypt” is parallel with וּש כֶׁ֔ ה֙ בְּּ לָּ חָּ ה חַלְּ ֤ תָּ יְּ הָּ  ”.and anguish/pain will be in Cush“ וְּ

Elsewhere, לָּה חָּ לָּה Therefore, my loins were full of“ :צִירִים is found with the term חַלְּ חָּ  ;חַלְּ

pangs [צִירִים] seized me like the pangs [צִירִים] of one giving birth [ה  This .(Isa 21:3) ”[יֹולֵדָּ

is the only passage where לָּה חָּ  occurs alongside terminology for labor pains; here, this חַלְּ

language is used by Isaiah metaphorically to depict his anguish in response to a 

disturbing vision. The rest of 21:3, as well as the following verse, offer a further 

depiction of Isaiah’s physical condition or symptoms: “I was bent down so that I could 

not hear; I was disturbed so that I could not see. My heart staggers; shuddering 

overwhelms me; the twilight of my desire has turned into trembling for me” (21:3–4).224 

Nahum 2:11[10] similarly contains a lengthier description of the symptoms associated 

with the condition of one experiencing לָּה חָּ  !Emptiness and wasteland and devastation“ :חַלְּ

And a heart faints and knees totter and לָּה חָּ  is in all loins and the faces of all of them חַלְּ

gather red [or grow pale].” In this context, לָּה חָּ  in the loins is parallel with the heart חַלְּ

fainting or melting (סַס ארֽוּר) and faces growing pale ,(פִיק) knees tottering ,(מָּ  In .(קבצ פָּ

both contexts, לָּה חָּ   .seems to describe a physical sensation resulting from fear or shock חַלְּ

Post-Biblical Hebrew 

The noun לָּה חָּ  occurs three times in the DSS. In 1QHa 18:33, it appears in a חַלְּ

prepositional phrase with  ְּּב modifying the phrase ויתהולל לבי: “and my heart is mocked by 

 

224 Heb. ת נִי אֵֵ֚ תְּ ִּ֑ עֲתָּ וּת בִּֽ י פַלָּצִ֖ בִֶׁ֔ בָּ ֹ֣ה לְּ עָּ אֹֽ ות׃ תָּ תִי מֵרְּ לְּ הִַ֖ עַ נִבְּ מֶֹׁ֔ ה נַעוֲֵֹ֣יתִי מִשְּ ִּ֑ ולֵדָּ י יֹֽ צִירִֵ֖ וּנִי כְּ זֶׁ֔ ים אֲחָּ ה צִירִֹ֣ לֶָּׁ֔ חָּ נַי֙ חַלְּ תְּ א֤וּ מָּ לְּ ן מָּ נֶֹ֣שֶף   עַל־כֵָ֗

ה ֽ דָּ י לַחֲרָּ ם לִִ֖ ּ֥ י שָּׂ קִֶׁ֔   .חִשְּ
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anguish [בחלחלה]225 and my loins by trembling. And my moaning goes unto the depth.”226 

לָּה חָּ בעליו]ן...[ ידולל פתן [לה]ובחלח in the phrase בְּּ  is found again with the preposition חַלְּ  “and 

with angui[sh] a serpent will be raised on hig[h …].”227 Similar to some of its biblical 

usages, לָּה חָּ נַיִם also occurs once in the DSS with the noun חַלְּ תְּ  loins,” in the“ מָּ

phrase ]...מתנ[ים  חלחלה בכולו  “and trembling in all loin[s …],” which is found alongside 

  and shaking of [kn]ees.”228“ פיק ]ב[רכים

Semantic Conclusions 

In its four occurrences, the noun functions in vivid images of people experiencing 

some kind of anguish, often associated with fear. לָּה חָּ  can be in a nation/people group חַלְּ

or specifically in a person’s loins. While the noun לָּה חָּ  חיל appears to be related to חַלְּ

etymologically, it is not entirely clear whether its sense is actually related to labor pangs. 

In three of the four uses, there is no other language related to childbearing found in the 

context, and it thus seems plausible that לָּה חָּ  could have the broad sense חַלְּ

“pangs/anguish” rather than specifically “labor pain,” at least in these contexts.229  

 

225 Or: “my heart fluttered in anxiety” (Martínez and Tigchelaar, 189).  

226 Charlesworth et al., The Dead Sea Scrolls, 5A:185. Heb.  ויתהולל לבי בחלחלה ומותני ברעדה ונהמתי עד תהים

   .תבוא

227 Martínez and Tigchelaar, 1057.  

228 Martínez and Tigchelaar, 365.  

229 Most lexica list a singular sense for all four occurrences of the noun: BDB, DCH “anguish”; HALOT 

“shaking, trembling.” Ges18 lists Ezek 30:4, 9 under the category “Zittern, Angst,” while placing Isa 21:3 

and Nah 2:11[10] under the sense “Krampf, Schmerz” (s.v. “לָּה חָּ   .(”חַלְּ
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ה   חִילָּ

Morphology 

The final noun from the root חִילָּה ,חיל, occurs only once in the Hebrew Bible. The 

feminine noun occurs in the singular in Job 6:10.  

Syntactic Function and Associative Field 

The noun חִילָּה functions as the object of the preposition  ְּּב, which modifies the 

verb סלד (piel), also a hapax legomenon. סלד probably means “to spring”230 or “to jump 

(for joy).”231 The noun חִילָּה itself is also modified by a clause, ול מִֹּ֑ א יַחְּ ֹֹ֣  whose subject ,ל

may be חִילָּה (“pain/anguish [which] spares not”) or, since the verb is masculine and חִילָּה 

likely feminine, God (“pain/anguish [in which] he spares not”).232 Alternatively, one 

could take מֹול  adverbially…virtually as an adjective: in pain unsparing.”233 The“ לאֹ יַחְּ

expression ול מִֹּ֑ א יַחְּ ֹֹ֣ ה ל חִילָּ ה בְְּּ֭ ֹ֣ דָּ  seems to be parenthetical. The larger clause in which it וַאֲסַלְּ

occurs reads:234 “6:8 Would that my request were fulfilled, and God would grant my 

hope, 9 that God would be willing to crush me,235 let loose his hand and cut me off; 10 

then my comfort will yet be—and I would jump in/with חִילָּה not sparing!—that I have 

 

230 BDB, s.v. “לַד  ”.סָּ

231 HALOT, s.v. “סלד”; this meaning is supported by LXX (ἅλλομαι).   

232 See Ḥakham, who translates “I will recoil in trembling even if He will not relent” (Job, 63).  

233 Delitzsch, Job, 1:113.  

234 Heb.   ול מִֹּ֑ א יַחְּ חִילָּה לֹֹ֣ ה בְְּּ֭ ֹ֣ דָּ י וַאֲסַלְּ תִָ֗ מָּ ֤ חָּ וד׀ נֶֶ֘ הִי עַֹ֨ תְּ נִי׃ וּּ֥ עֵֽ יבַצְּ ו וִֽ דָֹ֗ ר יָּּ֝ נִי יַתֵּ֥ אִֵּ֑ ידַכְּ לוהַּ וִֽ ל אְֱּ֭ יֹאֵֹ֣ ן אֱלֽוהַּ׃ וְּ י יִתֵּ֥ תִָ֗ וָּ תִקְּ י וְּּ֝ תִִּ֑ אֱלָּ וא שֶֽ בֹֹ֣ תֵן תָּ י־יְִּ֭ מִֽ

וש דֹֽ י קָּ רֵּ֥ תִי אִמְּ דְּ חַָ֗ א כִּ֝  .כִי־לֹּ֥

235 GKC §120d.  



 

107 

not disowned the words of the holy one.”236 Since the noun חִילָּה only occurs once, it is 

difficult to be certain of its precise meaning. The sense likely is similar to that of the 

other nouns from the root חיל. Following Joos’ rule of maximum redundancy, the sense 

that would disturb the context least is probably simply “pain” or “anguish.”237   

 חבל

 חבל 

Morphology 

Hebrew 

The verb חבל, which occurs only in the piel, is found three times in the Hebrew 

Bible. There are at least two homonymous verbs, חבל I “take in pledge,” occurring in the 

qal and niphal, and חבל II, “act corruptly,” occurring in the qal, niphal, piel, and pual.238 

Some propose a fourth homonym, חבל IV, “to bind,” occurring only in Job 24:3, as well 

as Sir 34:6.239 

 

236 This translation understands “not having disowned the words of the holy one” as being “Job’s 

consolation in the midst of death” (Delitzsch, Job, 1:113; see also NIV, NASB, NJPS; Ḥakham, Job, 63). 

That is, the “righteousness of Job’s life is the ground (כי) for his ‘comfort’ in the agony of death” (Clines, 

Job 1–20, 174). Alternatively, it is possible that by “comfort,” “speedy death is to be understood, and the 

use with כִי gives the ground of his claim for the granting of the wish” (Delitzsch, Job, 1:112–13): “this [i.e., 

death] would yet be my comfort, and I would jump (for joy) in pain/anguish unsparing, for I have not 

disowned the words of the holy one” (see ESV, NET, KJV; Davidson and Lanchester, 53).   

237 For this rare term, DCH proposes the sense “pain, anguish” and BDB lists the sense “anguish.” See also 

Ges18, “Qual, Schmerz.” HALOT suggests the term is a feminine form of חִיל, “labour pains,” but notes the 

usage here is metaphorical and offers the sense “pain.”  

238 DCH, s.v. “חבל II”; “חבל III.” See also HALOT, s.v. “חבל IV.” BDB lists only two roots, חבל I “bind, 

hold by a pledge” (qal), “become pledged to” (niphal), “writhe, twist, travail” (piel); and חבל II, “act 

ruinously, corruptly” (s.v. “חבל II”). The three occurrences of our חבל are listed under the root חבל I.  

239 DCH, s.v. “חבל IV.” 
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Other Semitic Languages 

The verb חבל has cognates in the Jewish Aramaic  חבל, “Wehen haben” (pael), 

Syriac ḥbal “empfangen” (peal), “gebären” (pael), Mandaean HBL (pael), and Arabic 

ḥabila “to be pregnant.”240 

Syntax 

The verb חבל has transitive syntax in two occurrences:  

<b> חבל <a> “a was pregnant/in labor with b.” 

The subject, or a-element, represents the entity that is pregnant or giving birth, while the 

b-element designates the entity brought forth from the pregnancy or childbirth. In one 

usage, the syntax is intransitive:  

 ”.a> “a was pregnant/in labor> חבל

The intransitive syntax occurs in Song 8:5 alongside a transitive usage of the same verb.  

Associative Field 

The verb חבל occurs only in poetic contexts (Song 8:5 [2x]; Ps 7:15[14]). In Song 

 your mother.” The transitive syntax is“ אִמֶךָ :appears twice with a female subject חבל ,8:5

used first, ָך תְּ לַֹ֣  with the b-element being a 2ms pronoun, “you,” referring to the man or ,חִבְּּ

husband of the Song: ָך ךָ אִמֶֶׁ֔ תְּ לַֹ֣  Your mother was pregnant/in labor with you.” The“ חִבְּּ

second usage in this verse is intransitive: לָּה  She was pregnant/in labor.” Both“ חִבְּּ

occurrences are modified by the adverb ה מָּ  there,” apparently referring back to a“ ,שָּ

location mentioned earlier in the verse,  ַ֙וּח חַת הַתַפַ֨  under the apple tree.” The second“ תַ֤

 

240 Ges18, s.v. “3חבל”; Drower and Machuch, 129.  
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occurrence of the verb חבל in this verse is followed by the verb ָך תְּ דַֽ לָּ  :The lines thus read .יְּ

ךָ תְּ דַֽ לָּ ה יְּ ּ֥ לָּ ה חִבְּּ מָּ ִ֖ ךָ שָּ ךָ אִמֶֶׁ֔ תְּ לַֹ֣ ה חִבְּּ מָּ ךָ There your mother“ שֵָּ֚ לַתְּ לָּה there she ,חִבְּּ  she gave birth ,חִבְּּ

to you.” Murphy notes that it is not certain whether ָך תְּ לַֹ֣ לָּה and חִבְּּ  in v 5b refer to the“ חִבְּּ

mother’s conception or travail in childbirth.”241 In Ps 7:15[14], the verb seems to refer to 

an early stage in childbearing, i.e., conception, as it occurs before the two parallel terms 

קֶרהִנֵּ֥ה  :”bear, give birth“ ילד be pregnant” and“ הרה ֽ ֹ֣לַד שָּ יָּ ל וְּ מָָּ֗ ה עָּּ֝ ּ֥ רָּ הָּ וֶן וְּ ִּ֑ חַבֶּל־אָּ יְּ  “Behold, he 

will חַבֶּל  ”.iniquity, and he will be pregnant with trouble, and he will give birth to lies יְּ

Here, חבל is used metaphorically, with the a-element likely being a wicked person242 and 

the b-element being not a child but וֶן  occurs חבל iniquity.” The context, where“ אָּ

alongside these other terms denoting different stages of the childbearing process—and 

specifically before the term הרה—suggests that חבל here likely has the sense “conceive” 

or “be pregnant” rather than “be in labor.” It seems plausible, then, that both occurrences 

of the verb in Song 8:5 similarly have the sense “to conceive.”243 

 

241 Roland E. Murphy, The Song of Songs: A Commentary on the Book of Canticles or the Song of Songs, 

ed. S. Dean McBride Jr., Hermeneia (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1990), 191. 

242 The 3ms subject of the verbs in 7:13–18[12–17] is unstated. In 7:13[12], the subject seems to switch 

from a person (“if he [i.e., a man] does not repent”) to God (“he [i.e., God] will sharpen his sword”). In 

7:14[13], the implied subject of the 3ms verbs is likely again God. However, the actions of the 3ms verbs in 

7:15[14] make it clear that God is no longer the subject. Thus, most likely the implied subject is again a 

person, here probably a wicked person, based on the earlier reference to “the wicked” (עִים שָּ   .([9]7:10 ,רְּ

243 See Christopher W. Mitchell, The Song of Songs (Saint Louis, MO: Concordia Publishing House, 2003), 

1174. BDB lists the sense “writhe, twist, hence travail” (s.v. “בַל  .I”); HALOT “go into labour with” (s.v חָּ

 .IV”); DCH lists three possible senses, “be pregnant (with), be in labour (with), give birth (to)” (s.v חבל“

 III”). Garrett notes that “the Ps 7 text supports taking it to refer to conception or pregnancy rather than חבל“

to childbirth” but adds, “still, the Song seems to exploit some of the ambiguity of the term here” (Duane 

Garrett, “Song of Songs,” in Song of Songs, Lamentations, by Duane Garrett and Paul R. House, Word 

Biblical Commentary [Nashville: Thomas Nelson Publishers, 2004], 254).  
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 חֵבֶל 

Morphology 

The related noun חֵבֶל occurs nine times in the OT. It is masculine and typically 

found in the plural, aside from one singular usage (Isa 66:7). Unlike the related verb, 

which may have a sense related to pregnancy or conception, the noun חֵבֶל seems to 

describe pains or pangs of childbirth/labor.  

Other Semitic Languages 

The noun חֵבֶל has cognates in Arabic (ḥabal “Empfängnis, Schwangerschaft”), 

Jewish Aramaic (לָּא  Geburtswehen”), Syriac (ḥeblē), Christian Palestinian Aramaic“ חִבְּ

(ḤBLYN),244 and Mandaean (hbilta “pain of a woman in labor”).245 

Syntactic Function 

 functions as the subject or object of a verb, as well as once as the object of a חֵבֶל

preposition. The noun is commonly indefinite but twice is made definite by a pronoun 

suffix.   

Associative Field 

Contexts of Use 

חֵבֶל  is found most commonly in prophetical books (7x). Its two occurrences 

outside of prophetic literature are in Job. While the Hebrew is slightly difficult in both 

 

244 Ges18, s.v. “3חבל.” 

245 Drower and Machuch, 129. 
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texts (Job 21:17; 39:3), the usage of חֵבֶל in Job seems to be quite different from its usage 

in the prophets. 

Syntagmatic Relations 

 in Job 21:17, where God246 “apportions חלק functions as the object of the verb חֵבֶל

לִים  Isa) בוא occurs as the subject of the verbs חֵבֶל ,in his anger” (Job 21:17). Elsewhere חֲבָּ

66:7; Jer 22:23; Hos 13:13) and אחז (Isa 13:8; Jer 13:21; 49:24). In Isa 26:17, חֵבֶל is the 

object of the preposition  ְּּב, designating accompaniment, with the verb יהָּ  :זעק לִֶּ֑ ק בַּחֲבָּ עִַ֖  תִזְּ

“She will cry out in/with her לִים ה The subject here is the substantive adjective ”.חֲבָּ רָּ  הָּ

“pregnant woman.” In Job 39:3, לִים  with a masculine plural pronoun suffix, appears as ,חֲבָּ

the object of שלח (piel), which has אַיָּלוֹת “does” as its subject: נָּה חְּ שַלַֽ ם תְּ לֵיהֶּ֥  They cast“ חֶבְּ

out their247 לִים   ”.חֲבָּ

The expression ה ה or the expanded phrase ,(Jer 49:24) כַיֹולֵדָּ ֽ שֶת לֵדָּ ו אֵּ֥ מִֹ֖  ,(Jer 13:21) כְּ

occurs twice with לִים  is found in Hos ילד A similar expression using the verb .אחז + חֲבָּ

13:13, where לִים ו :occurs in a construct phrase חֲבָּ אוּ לִּ֑ ה יָּבֹֹ֣ ִ֖ ולֵדָּ י יֹֽ לֵּ֥  Pangs of a woman“ חֶבְּ

giving birth will come to him.” The only context where birth pangs are not clearly in 

view is Job 21:17: ו אַפֹֽ ק בְּּ חַלֵּ֥ ים יְּ לִָ֗ בָּ ם חֲּ֝ ִּ֑ ימֹו אֵידָּ לֵֹ֣ א עָּ יָּבֹֹ֣ ךְ וְּ עָָּ֗ ים יִדְּ עִ֤ שֶָּ֘ ה׀ נֵר־רְּ ֤  How often does the“ כַמָּ

lamp of the wicked go out, and their calamity comes upon them, [God] apportions לִים  חֲבָּ

in his anger?” Perhaps because of this unusual usage, some have proposed reading this as 

an instance of חֶבֶל, “destruction,” a noun which elsewhere occurs only in Mic 2:10.248 

 

246 Though the subject of the 3ms verb חַלֵק   .is not specified, likely “God” is implied יְּ

247 Multiple Hebrew manuscripts emend the 3mp suffix (הֶם) to 3fp (הן), since the referent is most likely the 

feminine אַיָּלוֹת.  

248 DCH, s.v. “בֶל  ”.III חֶבֶל“ .HALOT, s.v ;”חֵָ֫
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However, given that the context differs significantly from most other occurrences of חֵבֶל, 

it is possible that חֵבֶל here simply has a different, broader sense, not “birth pangs” 

specifically but “pain, pangs” more generally.  

The syntagmatic combinations very clearly associate most occurrences of חֵבֶל 

with the field of childbirth. In all occurrences in the prophetical books, the image of labor 

pangs is used in metaphors or similes, applied to a city or nation. לִים  or (אחז) ”seize“ חֲבָּ

“come upon” (בוא) a pregnant woman (in a figure representing the people of Israel, Isa 

26:17), Zion or Jerusalem (Isa 66:7; Jer 13:21; 22:23), Damascus (Jer 49:24), Ephraim 

(Hos 13:13), and יִם ל־יָּדַֹ֣ וש all hands” and“ כָּ ב אֱנִֹ֖ בַּ֥ ל־לְּ  every human heart” (Isa 13:7), that“ כָּ

is, all people. The imagery may be used to depict fear (Isa 13:8; Jer 13:21; 49:24), 

suffering or judgment (Jer 22:23; Hos 13:13249), or a personified city (Zion) giving birth 

to a nation (Isa 66:7). In Job 39:3, חֵבֶל seems to be functioning as a metonymy for one 

 

249 In Hos 13:13, the metaphor is complicated. It is not clear if the לִים  are coming upon Ephraim, which חֲבָּ

would be the most natural reading of ו אוּ לִּ֑ ה יָּבֹֹ֣ ִ֖ ולֵדָּ י יֹֽ לֵּ֥  pangs of a woman bringing forth will come upon“) חֶבְּ

him”), or whether “Ephraim is the fetus who is affected by the birth pangs that come upon the mother” (J. 

Andrew Dearman, The Book of Hosea, NICOT [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2010], 326–27). That is, are the 

לִים  coming “to/upon him” or to his mother “for him”? The latter option seems to be supported by the fact חֲבָּ

that Ephraim is most likely the “unwise son” described in the second half of the verse, who fails to present 

himself at the mouth of the cervix at the right time (ים נִֽ ר בָּּ בַּּ֥ מִשְּ ד בְּּ א־יעֲַמִֹ֖ י־עֵּ֥ת לֹֽ ם כִֽ כֶָּׁ֔ א חָּ  ,For this option .(הוּא־בֵן֙ לֹֹ֣

see Dearman, 326–27; Francis I. Anderson and David Noel Freedman, Hosea: A New Translation with 

Introduction and Commentary, Anchor Bible (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1980), 638; Douglas 

Stuart, Hosea–Jonah, Word Biblical Commentary (Grand Rapids: Zondervan Academic, 1988), 206. 

However,  ְּל commonly occurs with the verb בוא to indicate direction, “to” or “into” (see DCH, s.v. “בוא”). 

When the syntax לְּ  + בּוֹא occurs elsewhere with לִים  designates the one to whom the labor לְּ  ,as the subject חֲבָּ

pangs are coming (Isa 66:7; Jer 22:23). It thus perhaps may be slightly preferable to understand Hos 13:13 

in a similar way: the labor pangs are coming “to” or “upon” Ephraim, who is pictured metaphorically as a 

pregnant woman. Because of his iniquity and sins (13:12), pains will “overtake Ephraim like a woman in 

labour” (C. F. Keil, The Twelve Minor Prophets, trans. James Martin [Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1885], 

1:159; see also A. A. Macintosh, Hosea, ICC [Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1997], 543–45). לִים  here seems to חֲבָּ

be a figure representing not just “violent agony” but the “sufferings and calamities connected with the 

refining judgments of God, by which new life was to be born” (Keil, Minor Prophets, 1:159). In the second 

line—“he is a son that is not wise; when it is time he will not present himself at the cervical mouth”—the 

image shifts from the mother to the child ready to be born (William Rainey Harper, A Critical and 

Exegetical Commentary on Amos and Hosea, ICC [Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1905], 403). Ephraim, in 

refusing to repent of its iniquity despite coming under agonizing judgment, is here likened to a fetus that 

refuses to enter the opening of the womb at the time of birth, a decision that would be unwise because it 

would put both the mother and child in grave danger.  
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produced by labor pains,250 i.e., “fetus” or “offspring”: נָּה חְּ שַלַֽ ם תְּ לֵיהֶּ֥  They release their“ חֶבְּ

offspring.”251 The subject here is אַיָּלות, “does” (39:1).  

Parallel Terms 

The noun חֵבֶל is found together with צִירִים, which has a similar sense, as a double 

subject of the verb אחז (Isa 13:8). Here, the phrase וּן אחֵזֶׁ֔ ֹֽ לִים֙ י חֲבָּ ים וַֽ  occurs as the second צִירִ֤

of three parallel appositional phrases: 

לוּ הָָּ֓ נִבְּ ֽ  ;And they will be dismayed“ וְּ

וּן אחֵזֶׁ֔ ֹֽ לִים֙ י חֲבָּ ים וַֽ לִים֙  pangs and צִירִ֤  ,will seize [them] חֲבָּ

וּן  חִילִּ֑ ה יְּ ִ֖  ”.like a woman bringing forth they will writhe in pain כַיֹולֵדָּ

These parallel lines are mutually amplifying, working together to build a vivid picture of 

a woman suddenly seized by severe labor pains and writhing in pain, representative of the 

fearful trembling, anguish, and agony that will overcome all people when the day of 

Yahweh comes (13:6). A similar picture is found in Jer 49:24, where לִים  is found in חֲבָּ

combination with ה רָּ    :”distress“ ,צָּ

וּס   נִ֖ ה לָּ ּ֥ תָּ נְּ שֶׂק הִפְּ ה דַמֶׁ֛ ּ֥ תָּ פְּ   ,Damascus has become weak; she turned to flee“ רָּ

ה  טֶט׀ הֶחֱזִִּ֑יקָּ רֶֹ֣   ;and panic took hold of her וְּ

ה  ֽ ה כַיֹולֵדָּ זִַ֖תָּ ים אֲחָּ לִׁ֛ ה וַחֲבָּ ֵּ֧ רָּ לִים distress and צָּ  ”.seized her like a woman giving birth חֲבָּ

In Jer 22:23, the noun חִיל is found in apposition to לִים   :חֲבָּ

ים   לִֶׁ֔ ֹ֣ךְ חֲבָּ באֹ־לָּ ֙ בְּּ תְּ ים How you will be pitied when“ מַה־נֵחַנְּ לִֶׁ֔   ,come to you חֲבָּ

יל  ה חִִ֖ ֽ כַיֹלֵדָּ  writhing like a woman bringing forth.” 

 

250 BDB, s.v. “בֶל בֶל“ .DCH, s.v ;”חֵָ֫  .Scharbert, Schmerz, 19 ;”חֵָ֫

251 See ESV, “are delivered of their young”; NJPS, “deliver their young”; NET, “they bring forth the 

offspring they have carried”; NKJV, “they deliver their offspring”; “they are delivered of their fetus” (John 

E. Hartley, The Book of Job, NICOT [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1988], 505); “they cast out their offspring” 

(Ḥakham, Job, 399); DCH, s.v. “שלח I.” Others read חֵבֶל in its usual sense, “labor pains,” and interpret the 

piel verb נָּה חְּ שַלַֽ  so NASB “they get rid of their labor ,(”שלח“ .HALOT, s.v) ”in the sense “to be rid of תְּ

pains”; NIV “their labor pains are ended” (see also KJV, which takes שלח in a similar sense but offers an 

unusual rendering of לִים   .(”they cast out their sorrows“ :חֲבָּ
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 As their usage elsewhere suggests, the nouns צִירִים and חִיל seem to be near synonyms of 

לִים ה in these contexts. The noun חֲבָּ רָּ  distress,” by contrast, likely does not share the“ צָּ

same sense as חֵבֶל but is here co-referential, describing the same situation from a slightly 

different angle.    

Elsewhere, the noun חֵבֶל is found alongside expressions using the verb חִיל, as in 

Isa 66:7:   

ה   דָּ ִּ֑ יל יָּלָּ חִִ֖ רֶם תָּ טֶּ֥  Before she writhed in anguish (in labor), she“ בְּּ

gave birth; 

ר  ֽ ה זָּכָּ יטָּ לִּ֥ הִמְּ ִ֖הּ וְּ בֶל לָּ וא חֵׁ֛ רֶם יָּבֹּ֥ טֶַ֨  ”.came to her, she delivered a son חֵבֶל before בְּּ

The parallel between חִיל טֶרֶם תָּ טֶרֶם יָּבֹוא חֵבֶל and בְּּ הּ בְּּ לָּ  seems to be an instance of static 

semantic parallelism, as the expressions seem to be essentially synonymous, though it is 

possible that ּיָּבֹוא חֵבֶל לָּה heightens or presents a more concrete picture than חִיל  252.תָּ

Post-Biblical Hebrew 

The noun חֵבֶל occurs at least six times in the DSS. In all uses, the noun is plural. It 

appears three times, as noted above, with the verb נמרץ in the phrase “painful labor” or 

“intensive tribulation” (1QHa 11:8, 11, 12). It is also used in the same context as the 

object of the preposition  ְּּב modifying the hiphil verb הצרה, “suffer distress (in childbirth), 

suffer labour pains” (1QHa 11:9).253 In 1QHa 17:6, also discussed above, חֵבֶל is the object 

of תשוחח נפשי בנפלאותיכה ומחבלם למשברים משאה }א{למשואה וממכאוב לנגע :מִן  “From ruin to 

devastation, and from pain to affliction, and from tribulations [חבלם] 7 to breakers, my 

 

252 See also the occurrence of לִים  :in Isa 26:17 חִיל alongside the verb חֲבָּ

דֶת  לֶֶׁ֔ יב לָּ רִֹ֣ ה֙ תַקְּ רָּ ו הָּ מֹ֤ כְּ  “Like a woman that draws near to giving birth, 

יהָּ  לִֶּ֑ עִַ֖ק בַּחֲבָּ יל תִזְּ חִּ֥ לִים she writhes; she cries out with her  תָּ  ”.חֲבָּ

253 DCH, s.v. “צרר I.” 
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soul contemplates your wonders.”254 In an expression reminiscent of some of its biblical 

uses, חֵבֶל is also found once as the implied subject of אחז “to seize,” followed by the 

phrase כצירי יולדה “like the pangs of a woman giving birth” (1QHa 13:30). 

Semantic Conclusions 

In most occurrences, the noun חֵבֶל seems to have the sense “labor pangs.” The 

noun is frequently found in the prophets in contexts with multiple other terms for 

childbirth or labor pangs. The vivid, concrete image of a woman being seized by her 

labor pangs is used to depict people or cities reacting to distressing news, and probably 

aspects of both physical and mental pain are in view. The usage in Job is somewhat 

different than the usage in the prophets. In Job 39:3, as noted above, the noun appears to 

be used as a metonymy for “offspring.” Here, while the focus is not on the pain of labor, 

the association with childbirth is still clear from the context. In Job 21:17, however, there 

is no mention of childbirth, and it is possible that the noun could have a broader sense, 

such as “pain” or “anguish.”  

 

254 Charlesworth et al., The Dead Sea Scrolls, 5A:173; Martínez and Tigchelaar translate חבלם “pangs” 

rather than “tribulations” (“from ruin to annihilation, from sickness to disease, from pangs 7 to labours, my 

soul reflects on your wonders,” 182).  
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 ציר

 צִיר

Morphology 

The noun צִיר is used five times in the OT. All occurrences are in the plural. It has 

cognates in Jewish Aramaic (א תָּ   anxiety”) and Arabic (ḍair “damage, harm”).255“ צִירְּ

Syntactic Function 

 functions as the subject of a verb four times. Once, it occurs in a construct צִיר

phrase that is the object of a preposition. The noun is indefinite three times and definite 

twice, with definiteness indicated by a pronominal suffix.  

Associative Field 

Contexts of Use 

The noun צִיר is used in poetic and prose contexts. It occurs primarily in prophetic 

poetry but is also found in narrative texts. 

Syntagmatic Relations 

 אחז and (niphal, 1 Sam 4:19; Dan 10:16) הפך is used as the subject of the verbs צִיר

(Isa 13:8; 21:3). צִיר also occurs as the object of the preposition  ְּכ, modifying the verb אחז 

which also has צִיר as its subject (Isa 21:3). Here, it is in construct with ה וּנִי :יֹולֵדָּ זֶׁ֔ ים אֲחָּ צִירִֹ֣

ה ִּ֑ ולֵדָּ י יֹֽ צִירִֵ֖  of one giving birth.” The construct phrase clearly צִירִים seized me like צִירִים“ כְּ

 

255 HALOT, s.v. “צִיר III.” 
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associates צִירִים with the process of childbirth. Like the other terms examined in this 

chapter, the noun צִיר is frequently used in metaphors and similes. In Isa 21:3, the speaker 

is Isaiah, describing his reaction to a terrifying vision of destruction by picturing himself 

as a woman seized by the sudden pangs of labor.  

The noun צִיר is used once in a narrative about childbirth. In 1 Sam 4:19, צִירִים, 

with a 3fs suffix referring to the wife of Phineas, occurs as the subject of הפך (niphal, 

“turn, come”): upon hearing the news that the ark had been captured and her father-in-

law and husband had died, the pregnant wife of Phineas “bowed down and she gave birth, 

for her צִירִים came upon her” ( ָּיה יהָּ צִרֶֽ לִֶ֖ וּ עָּ כּ֥ י־נֶהֶפְּ לֶד כִֽ ע וַתֵֶׁ֔ רַֹ֣  The explanatory clause with .(וַתִכְּ

 resulted in צִירִים suggesting that the coming of her ,(ילד) with childbirth צִירִים connects כִי

her giving birth.  

In Dan 10:16, the one experiencing צִירִים is Daniel: י לֶַׁ֔ כ֤וּ צִירַי֙ עָּ ה֙ נֶהֶפְּ אָּ  By the“ בַּמַרְּ

vision, my צִירִים have come upon me.” The sense “labor pangs” perhaps is being used 

metaphorically, as in Isa 21:3. However, given the presence of the pronominal suffix, and 

the fact that there is no other reference in the context to birth, it is possible that צִיר here 

has a more general sense, “pangs” or “pains” unrelated to childbirth.256 As in Isa 21:3, the 

experience of צִירִים by Daniel is a response to witnessing a terrifying vision.   

 

256 BDB lists the sense “pang” for צִיר, with a note regarding the occurrence in Dan 10:16, “in gen., of 

physical effects of mental distress” (s.v. “צִיר IV”). The presence of the pronominal suffix, specifying that 

the צִירִים belong specifically to Daniel, is unusual for a male; if the sense were “labor pangs,” one might 

expect Daniel to simply say ּכ֤ו י צִירִים נֶהֶפְּ לֶַׁ֔ עָּ  “labor pangs have turned/come upon me,” as in other usages of 

 and semantically related nouns (e.g., Isa 21:3; Mic 4:9), rather than “my labor pangs have come upon צִירִים

me.”  
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Parallel Terms 

As noted in the discussion of other terms above, the noun צִירִים occurs alongside 

לִים נַי֙ and is elsewhere parallel with the phrase (Isa 13:8) אחז as the subject of חֲבָּ תְּ א֤וּ מָּ לְּ מָּ

ה לֶָּׁ֔ חָּ יהָּ  my loins were filled with pangs” (21:3). In 1 Sam 4:19, the phrase“ חַלְּ יהָּ צִרֶֽ לִֶ֖ וּ עָּ כּ֥  נֶהֶפְּ

occurs in context with the verbs רַע  bow down, crouch,” probably indicating the posture“ כָּ

of giving birth, and יָּלַד “give birth.” In the other prose context, Dan 10:16, the expression 

י לֶַׁ֔ כ֤וּ צִירַי֙ עָּ חַ  is followed by נֶהֶפְּ תִי כֹֽ רְּ צִַ֖ א עָּ ֹּ֥ ל  and I retain no strength,” suggesting a“ וְּ

connection between the coming of pains/pangs and the loss of strength.  

Post-Biblical Hebrew 

 occurs three times in post-biblical Hebrew, in contexts that have been noted צִיר

above. It occurs twice as the subject of הפך (niphal) (1QHa 11:7, 11). In 1QHa 13:30, צִירִים 

occurs in construct with יולדה, as the object of the preposition  ְּכ modifying זלעופות  :חבלים

יולדה כצירי וחבליםאחזוני   “Resentment seizes me, and pangs, like the צִירִים of a woman 

giving birth.” In these post-biblical texts, the term צִירִים occurs with the same verbs (הפך; 

) as it does in the OT texts, in similar syntagms (אחז יולדה צירי ), and alongside the same 

terms (לִים  The similarities between these passages and some of the biblical texts .(חֲבָּ

using צִירִים indicates that צִירִים continued to be used in a similar manner in post-biblical 

Hebrew.  

Semantic Conclusions 

 appears to have the sense “labor pangs” in most of its occurrences. It ,צִירִים or ,צִיר

is possible that the noun has the broader sense “pains” or “pangs” in Dan 10:16, the one 

context where other terms for childbirth or labor pangs are not found. However, it here 
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occurs with the same verb (הפך, niphal) as in 1 Sam 4:19, where צִירִים has the sense 

“labor pangs” and is used of a woman giving birth after her צִירִים come upon her. Thus, 

perhaps it is better to understand Dan 10:16 as a different metaphorical application of the 

sense “labor pangs” rather than as employing a distinct sense.   

Relations Between the Terms 

Verbs 

As noted above, it is not entirely clear whether חִיל in the qal has multiple senses 

(“to have labor pains,” “to tremble,” “to writhe/be in anguish”) or if these are simply 

extended uses of a primary sense, such as, perhaps “to be in anguish” or “to writhe in 

pain (in labor).” In any case, in comparison to the verb אַב  seems to have a חִיל the verb ,כָּ

narrower sense, designating a specific type of pain. Perhaps it would be appropriate to 

describe חִיל as a hyponym of the more general term אַב  There seems to be less semantic .כָּ

overlap between the terms חִיל and צַב  both can describe pain, but the types of pain ;עָּ

indicated by the sense of these verbs is quite different. These verbs may be contiguous 

with one another. Contiguous relations are “those existing between words that, while 

sharing some semantic features, cannot ever be interchanged”257 because they “do not 

overlap in sense.”258 While חִיל and צַב  have some shared features, in the fact that their עָּ

senses are both related to pain, they do not directly overlap in sense and there are 

 

257 Silva, Biblical Words, 126.  

258 Peter Cotterell and Max Turner, Linguistics and Biblical Interpretation (Downers Grove, IL: 

InterVarsity Press, 1989), 157. For example, there is clearly a relation of similarity between the senses of 

the terms “walk” and “run.” However, these terms are probably not to be treated as proper synonyms, since 

they cannot accurately be interchanged in any context. 
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probably no contexts in which they would be interchangeable. חִיל seems to have a 

meaning that is more concrete, vivid, or intense than either צַב אַב or עָּ  communicating ,כָּ

not just “be in pain” or “cause pain/grief” but “to writhe in pain/anguish.” In many 

occurrences, חִיל also seems to have a nuance of fear that is not present in any of the other 

terms examined in this study.  

While the verbs צַב ,חִיל אַב and ,עָּ  clearly have some relation semantically, it is not כָּ

as clear what relation these verbs have with the verb חבל, which only occurs three times 

in the OT and appears to have the senses “to conceive/be pregnant,” “to be in labor.” 

While there is clearly some overlap between חיל and חבל, in that both can have senses 

related to being in labor, the terms do not seem to be synonymous.259 Because its sense 

seems to be related to pregnancy or childbirth more generally—rather than specifically 

designating the pain of childbirth—it is not clear whether חבל actually belongs in the 

semantic domain of pain. In any case, חבל appears to have much less semantic overlap 

with the verbs אַב צַב or כָּ   .does חִיל than עָּ

Nouns 

The noun חִיל seems to have a narrower range of meaning than the verb חִיל. The 

study above suggests that the nouns צִיר ,חִיל, and חֵבֶל have significant overlap 

semantically. A strict view of synonymy holds that “only those words can be described as 

synonymous which can replace each other in any given context, without the slightest 

alteration either in cognitive or emotive import.”260 Though absolute synonymy is fairly 

 

259 As discussed below, however, the nouns from these roots seem to be closely related semantically.  

260 Stephen Ullmann, Principles of Semantics (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1957), 108–9.  
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rare, it seems plausible to consider צִיר ,חִיל, and חֵבֶל as at least very near synonyms.261 

They are used in similar contexts and with similar verbs and expressions, and they are 

often found alongside one another, whether in parallel lines or in apposition to one 

another.262 There are certain contexts where חֵבֶל and צִיר may have a more broad sense, 

“pang” or “anguish,” rather than specifically “labor pang” (Job 21:17; Dan 10:16); in 

these texts, there is no other language explicitly related to childbearing. However, in 

many contexts, it seems plausible that the nouns צִיר ,חִיל, and חֵבֶל could replace one 

another with little or no alteration in the cognitive or emotive import.  

The noun לָּה חָּ  while certainly overlapping in many ways with these other ,חַלְּ

nouns, may be slightly less closely related semantically. As noted above, לָּה חָּ  does not חַלְּ

occur as frequently with other terms for childbearing as these other terms do; לָּה חָּ  never חַלְּ

occurs with a modifying phrase such as ה  like a woman giving birth” that would“ כַיֹולֵדָּ

obviously associate it with the pain of labor. Thus, it seems plausible that לָּה חָּ  may have חַלְּ

the sense “pain/anguish” more broadly; possibly the sense is specifically “labor 

pain/pang” in Isa 21:3, where it occurs in context with צִיר, though a broad sense 

“anguish/pain” would also fit in this context. Interestingly, there is no biblical author that 

uses all four of these nouns. While frequently employing the verb חיל, Isaiah does not use 

the noun חִיל and only uses the noun לָּה חָּ  (3x) חֵבֶל once. Isaiah seems to prefer the nouns חַלְּ

and צִיר (3x) to describe anguish/labor pains. Jeremiah makes use of חִיל (3x) and חֵבֶל (3x) 

but never צִיר or לָּה חָּ  .חַלְּ

 

261 Of course, it is possible that there are other contexts in which they are not interchangeable, or there is 

some difference in nuance that is missed by modern readers. However, in the materials available to us, it 

seems that these terms are essentially synonyms in most contexts.  

לִים is used in apposition to חִיל 262 לִים ,Similarly .(Jer 22:23) חֲבָּ  again ,(Isa 13:8) צִירִים appears alongside חֲבָּ

suggesting a similarity and likely some overlap in meaning. 
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It remains to be considered how the nouns examined in this chapter relate to those 

examined in Chapter 2. The nouns אֵב אוֹב and כְּ  as noted above, have the very broad ,מַכְּ

meaning “pain.” צִיר ,חִיל, and חֵבֶל, by contrast, are more narrow terms, often designating a 

more specific and seemingly more severe or acute form of pain. The nouns צִיר ,חִיל, and 

אוֹב :seem to depict pain as something active and dynamic חֵבֶל  is something that can be מַכְּ

seen (ראה), known (ידע), recounted (ספר, piel), whereas צִיר ,חִיל, and חֵבֶל are said to seize 

חַז)  a person. The semantic (niph ,הפך  ;בוא) or come upon ,(hiph ,חזק) take hold of ,(אָּ

contribution of צִיר ,חִיל, and חֵבֶל thus seems to be more vivid and concrete than the 

semantic contribution of the nouns אוֹב אֵב and מַכְּ לָּה ,חִיל Perhaps the nouns .כְּ חָּ  and ,צִיר ,חַלְּ

אֵב are hyponyms of חֵבֶל אוֹב and כְּ  though the vividness and intensity communicated ,מַכְּ

with לָּה ,חִיל חָּ אֵב would be lost if the more general terms חֵבֶל and ,צִיר ,חַלְּ אוֹב and כְּ  were מַכְּ

used in their place.  

The semantic relation between these terms for labor pangs/anguish and the nouns 

from the root עצב is not as clear. It does not seem that there would be any context in 

which one of the nouns from the root עצב could be interchanged with לָּה ,חִיל חָּ  or ,צִיר ,חַלְּ

 specifically have a sense related to pain or חֵבֶל or ,צִיר ,חִיל or vice versa. The nouns ,חֵבֶל

pangs of labor, while nouns from the root עצב never have this sense, though it is possible 

that these nouns, having the sense “pain” or “toil,” can be used to refer to birth pains 

(e.g., perhaps Gen 3:16; 1 Chron 4:9). While לָּה ,חִיל חָּ  may have some חֵבֶל or ,צִיר ,חַלְּ

semantic relation to בוֹן ,עֶצֶב ,עַצֶבֶת ,עֹצֶב ה and ,עִצָּ  in that both sets of terms can have ,מַעֲצֵבָּ

senses related to pain, their meanings are nevertheless quite distinct. These two sets of 

nouns describe very different types of pain. They probably could not be interchanged in 

any contexts, so they likely should not be viewed as synonymous. It is probably best to 
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understand them as contiguous. The nouns ה  ,חִיל לָּ חָּ  convey the experience חֵבֶל or ,צִיר ,חַלְּ

of pain in a way that is more concrete, visceral, and vivid than בוֹן ,עֹצֶב ,עַצֶבֶת ,עֶצֶב  or ,עִצָּ

ה  .מַעֲצֵבָּ

Altering VanGemeren’s Semantic Domain 

Having examined the terms in this semantic domain in depth and briefly 

considered the relations between them, it remains to be asked whether the lexical study 

above can provide any insight as to where the boundaries of the semantic field should be 

drawn. One question that must be considered is whether all of the lexemes included in 

VanGemeren’s arrangement of the terms actually belong in the semantic domain of 

“pain, pangs.” The verb רַץ  for example, is found in VanGemeren’s semantic domain ,מָּ

but not included in Josef Scharbert’s analysis of words for pain, mentioned above.263 It is 

somewhat difficult to know the exact sense of this term since it only occurs four times in 

the OT. The fact that its semitic cognates have the sense “to be sick” suggests that 

perhaps רַץ  has the sense “to be sickening” rather than “to be painful.” However, based מָּ

on the analysis above, it seems that the verb is close enough in meaning to other terms in 

VanGemeren’s semantic field to justify its inclusion.  

One term that could perhaps be removed is the verb חבל, which seems to have the 

sense “to be pregnant” and perhaps “to be in labor.” Because it occurs so infrequently, it 

is difficult to be certain what nuance the verb has and whether it actually conveys the 

aspect of “pain” or “pangs” of labor. In the only occurrences of חבל where it might have 

the sense “to be in labor” (Song 8:5 [2x]), the focus seems to be more on the event of 

 

263 Scharbert, Schmerz, 16–73.  
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childbirth rather than specifically the pain of childbirth; at the very least, as noted above, 

the element of “pain” is not as obvious as it would be with a term such as חִיל. Thus, while 

a lack of evidence prevents certainty, it seems that it may be appropriate to omit חבל from 

the semantic domain of “pain.”  

Another term whose inclusion here is questionable is the noun בוֹן  The .עִצָּ

discussion above has suggested that בוֹן  primarily has the sense “toil” or, in light of the עִצָּ

fact that it seems to have a negative nuance, perhaps “painful toil.” If the semantic field 

contains only terms that specifically have the sense “pain” or “pangs,” then probably 

בוֹן  should be omitted. If terms that designate something that causes pain, or painful עִצָּ

experiences, are included in the lexical domain of “pain, pangs,” then בוֹן  can perhaps עִצָּ

be included. While not directly describing “pain,” the term בוֹן  may describe something עִצָּ

that causes pain, or a painful experience; however, it likely overlaps more with terms 

from a different domain, such as that of “labor, trouble, toil”264 or “toil.”265  

As noted above, the verb עצב also differs in meaning from some of the other terms 

included in this semantic domain, such as חיל and even sometimes כאב, as עצב often seems 

to signify grief specifically, rather pain more broadly or the physical anguish of 

childbirth. While there is probably not sufficient reason to remove עצב from the semantic 

field of “pain, pangs,” since it can be used with the sense “to feel pain” or “to cause 

pain,” the verb, in most of its occurrences, would likely have a closer semantic relation 

 

264 VanGemeren, 5:115.  

265 VanGemeren, 5:196.  
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with terms in another field, such as VanGemeren’s “grief, distress, anguish,”266 where 

  .also appears עצב

Another question that must be considered is whether there are terms that should 

be added to this semantic field. As noted above, one of the main changes that could be 

made to VanGemeren’s semantic domain of “pain, pangs” is the addition of the noun צִיר. 

Since the nouns חִיל and חֵבֶל are included, which, as discussed, seem to be essentially 

synonymous with צִיר, it seems that צִיר should be included in the semantic domain. A 

second change that could be considered, also noted above, is the inclusion of the nouns 

לָּה חָּ צֵב and the hapax חַלְּ ב/עָּ לָּה The study of .עַצָּ חָּ  demonstrated that while it may have a חַלְּ

broader sense than חִיל, this term likely has some overlap in meaning with the related 

noun חִיל as well as the nouns צִיר and חֵבֶל, suggesting that it, too, should be added to the 

semantic domain. The term צֵב ב/עָּ  on the other hand, was shown to likely have the ,עַצָּ

sense “laborer,” and thus VanGemeren is perhaps justified in omitting this noun from the 

semantic field.  

Scharbert, in his lexical analysis, includes multiple terms that are not found in 

NIDOTTE’s semantic domain, including נחם ,ספד ,עגם ,קדר ,אבל ,יגה ,כעס ,דוה ,חלה, and שׂיח. 

While these terms are grouped into different sub-categories,267 these categories are 

nevertheless all included within the boundaries of words for pain by Scharbert. Though 

there is no doubt semantic overlap between these terms and some of those in 

 

266 VanGemeren, 5:95.  

 are considered under the category Schmerz durch Krankung und Verletzung (Pain from יגה and ,כעס ,עצב 267

Insult and Injury), דוה ,חלה, and כאב under Schmerz in Krankheit und hoffnungsloser Lage (Pain in Sickness 

and a Hopeless Situation), עגם ,קדר ,אבל, and ספד under Trauer (Mourning), under Trost, Reueschmerz und 

Mitleid (Grief, Pain of Remorse, and Compassion), and שׂיח under Schmerzliches Grübeln (Painful 

Worrying).  
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VanGemeren’s presentation, it is questionable whether any of the additional terms found 

in Scharbert’s presentation should be added to VanGemeren’s list. The words חלה and דוה 

seem to denote sickness rather than specifically “pain.” The term כעס (“to be vexed, 

angry”) does not seem to be particularly closely related in meaning to עצב or any of the 

other terms in VanGemeren’s domain; while כעס could perhaps be used to describe the 

same referents as might be described with עצב, its sense is not related to pain directly and 

thus it probably should not be included in the domain of “pain, pangs.” Similarly, the 

terms נחם ,ספד ,עגם ,קדר ,אבל, and שׂיח do not seem to be terms for “pain” but rather 

designate various responses to pain, such as mourning, grief, complaint, or lament. The 

word יגה (“to grieve, be grieved”), on the other hand, seems to have more similarities to 

the verb עצב (“to be in pain, be grieved”), at least in certain contexts. However, its sense 

is perhaps narrower than עצב and thus it probably fits better in the semantic field of 

“grief, distress, anguish” than “pain, pangs.”  

Other terms that neither Scharbert nor VanGemeren include could also be 

considered. The word ה רָּ  and once חִיל occurs twice alongside the noun (”distress“) צָּ

alongside לִים ה suggesting perhaps ,חֲבָּ רָּ  has at least some semantic overlap with these צָּ

terms in certain contexts. A brief examination of its usage suggests that ה רָּ  seems to צָּ

have a wider range of meaning and more abstract sense than either חִיל or חֵבֶל, which 

perhaps places it in closer connection to terms like עֳנִי (“affliction”) or ל מָּ  .(”trouble“) עָּ

Such terms can be used to describe experiences that might be considered painful either 

emotionally or physically, but they do not have the sense “pain.” Thus, at first glance, 

there is probably not enough evidence to include any of these terms in the semantic 
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domain “pain, pangs,” though an in-depth study of such terms would be necessary to 

determine their ranges of meaning and relation to this semantic domain.  

In addition to these abstract terms for distress or affliction, biblical Hebrew 

contains various concrete terms that can be used to describe physically painful 

experiences, such as ה ה ,שֵבֶר ,פֶצַע ,מַכָּ לָּל ,חַבּוּרָּ חַץ and ,חָּ  However, while these words .מָּ

certainly are closely adjacent semantically to the domain of “pain,” they do not have the 

general sense “pain” or “pangs” but more narrowly describe specific instances of physical 

harm, such as a wound or bruise. They are thus best left excluded from this semantic 

domain. Moreover, if such terms describing specific causes of pain do not belong in the 

semantic field, it is also questionable whether בוֹן  should in fact be included in this עִצָּ

semantic field.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

128 

Chapter 4 

 

An Examination of Terms for Pain in Genesis 3 

To consider how the lexical study of Hebrew words for pain above can help us 

understand passages where these terms are used, this chapter will look at Genesis 3:16–

17, where the terms עֶצֶב and בוֹן  occur, with a specific focus on the debate (2x) עִצָּ

regarding the meaning of these terms in Gen 3:16.268 The text of Gen 3:16–17 reads:  

ר  מַָ֗ ה אָּ ֹ֣ אִשָּ ל־הָּ  אֶֽ

ךְ  רֹנֵֶׁ֔ הֵֽ בֹונֵֵֹֽ֣ךְ וְּ בֶּה֙ עִצְּ ה אַרְּ ֤ בָּּ  הַרְּ

נִִּ֑ים  י בָּ דִֹ֣ לְּ צֶב תֵֽ עִֶ֖  בְּּ

ךְ תֵֶׁ֔ וּקָּ שֹ֣ אֶל־אִישֵךְ֙ תְּ  וְּ

ךְ׃ ס ֽ ל־בָּּ שָּ וּא יִמְּ הִ֖  וְּ

To the woman he said,  

(a) “I will surely multiply your בוֹן   ,and your conception עִצָּ

(b) in עֶצֶב you will bring forth children.269  

(c) And for your husband will be your longing, 

(d) and he will have dominion over you.” 

 

ר   מַָ֗ ם אָּ ֹ֣ דָּ אָּ  וּלְּ

תֶךָָ֒  ול אִשְּ קֹֹ֣ תָּ֮ לְּ מַעְּ י־שָּ  כִֽ

ץ  עֵֶׁ֔ אכַל֙ מִן־הָּ  וַתַֹ֨

ר   יךָ֙ לֵאמֶֹׁ֔ ר צִוִּיתִַ֨  אֲשֶ֤

נוּ  א תאֹכִַ֖ל מִמִֶּ֑ ֹּ֥  ל

ךָ   עֲבוּרֶֶׁ֔ ה֙ בַּֽ מָּ אֲדָּ ֽ ה הָּ ֤ אֲרוּרָּ

י חַיֶֽיךָ׃  מֵּ֥ ל יְּ נָּה כִֹ֖ אכֲלֶֶׁ֔ בֹון֙ תֹֽ עִצָּ  בְּּ

And to Adam he said,  

“Because you have listened to the voice of your wife,  

and you have eaten from the tree  

of which I commanded you, saying,  

‘Do not eat from it,’  

cursed is the ground because of you;  

in בוֹן   ”.you will eat of it all the days of your life עִצָּ

 

268 The focus of this chapter will be on lexical issues as they relate to Gen 3:16. Naturally, there are several 

questions regarding this passage that are beyond the current scope of this study, including: how to interpret 

the highly debated second half of Gen 3:16 ( ךְ תֵֶׁ֔ וּקָּ שֹ֣ אֶל־אִישֵךְ֙ תְּ ךְ וְּ ֽ ל־בָּּ שָּ וּא יִמְּ הִ֖ וְּ ); how to understand the verb רבה 

(i.e., is this signaling the introduction of something that was not there before, or an intensification of 

something that was already present?); and how to interpret the decrees of Gen 3:16, since the language of 

“curse” (found in 3:15, 17) is not explicitly used here (and the related question of whether these statements 

are prescriptive or descriptive). A more robust examination of this verse in the history of interpretation 

would also be beneficial but is ultimately outside the scope of this project. Additionally, due to the 

limitations of this project, a number of interpretive issues related to the larger literary context and the 

historical background of this text are not addressed in-depth here. 

269 The Samaritan Pentateuch uses the term בוֹן בֹונֵֵֹֽ֣ךְ twice in this verse: in addition to עִצָּ בֶּה֙ עִצְּ  in the first אַרְּ

line, SP has the noun בוֹן   .עֶצֶב in the following line, in place of the MT בְּּ  as the object of עִצָּ
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I will begin by discussing and evaluating three proposals regarding the meaning of these 

terms in Gen 3:16, with particular attention to their use of lexical evidence, before 

moving to propose an alternative explanation.270  

Interpretations of בוֹן  in Genesis 3:16 עֶצֶב and עִצָּ

While a number of other proposals have been made,271 most interpreters 

understand עֶצֶב and בוֹן  in Gen 3:16 as describing one of three things: the physical pain עִצָּ

of childbirth, emotional pain, or physical toil. 

Physical Pain of Childbirth 

A majority of modern English Bible translations seem to interpret בוֹן  in עֶצֶב and עִצָּ

Gen 3:16 as describing the physical pains of childbirth or childbearing. The ESV, for 

example, reads: “I will surely multiply your pain in childbearing; in pain you shall bring 

 

270 I am grateful in this discussion for the work of Christopher Huntley (“‘Pain in Childbearing’? Seeing 

Grief Associated with Parenthood in Genesis 3.16a as Opposed to Physical Pain in the Process of Giving 

Birth” [master’s thesis, Covenant Theological Seminary, 2022]), which alerted me to many of the resources 

with which I will interact below. His work aligns most with the emotional interpretation; for interaction 

with this approach, see below.  

271 Other proposals that have been offered include that Gen 3:16 is related to menstruation (Theresa 

Sanders, Approaching Eden: Adam and Eve in Popular Culture [Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield 

Publishers, 2009], 113–27) and that it decrees a longer period of gestation (Tzvi Novick, “Pain and 

Production in Eden: Some Philological Reflections on Genesis iii 16,” Vetus Testamentum 58, no. 2 [2008]: 

235–44). Others suggest that the curse encompasses not simply pregnancy or childbirth but the whole 

process of parenthood. James Montgomery Boice, for example, posits that the words of Gen 3:16 imply 

that “the pain associated with children’s births will continue in other ways throughout the mother’s (and 

father’s) life as these who are now born in sin dishonor their parents and experience in their own lives the 

consequences of their disobedience” (James Montgomery Boice, Genesis: An Expositional Commentary, 

vol. 1, Genesis 1:1–11:32 [Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1982], 178). A similar idea is also mentioned by Iain 

Provan, whose view is discussed below (“Pain in Childbirth? Further Thoughts on ‘An Attractive 

Fragment’ [1 Chronicles 4:9–10],” in Let Us Go Up to Zion: Essays in Honour of H. G. M. Williamson on 

the Occasion of His Sixty-Fifth Birthday, ed. Iain Provan and Mark J. Boda [Leiden: Brill, 2012], 293), and 

Tremper Longman (Genesis, The Story of God Bible Commentary [Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2016], 67). 
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forth children.”272 In addition to these translations, numerous commentators have 

interpreted בוֹן  here as describing physical childbirth pain. Some have proposed עֶצֶב and עִצָּ

that this line of interpretation has been inherited from the 4th-century theologian 

Chrysostom, who reads these two lines as God’s sentencing the woman to “painful labor” 

in childbirth.273 Chrysostom translates, “I will greatly aggravate the pain of your labor, in 

pain you will bear children.”274 “Through the distress and the pain of each birth,” writes 

Chrysostom, the woman will have a reminder of the magnitude of her sin and 

disobedience.275 More recent commentators who interpret along these lines include 

 

272 See also NIV, NASB (“your pain in childbirth”), NET (“your labor pains”), NJPS, RSV, and NRSVue 

(“pangs in childbirth”) for similar renderings.  

273 John Chrysostom, Homilies on Genesis 1–17, trans. Robert C. Hill, FOTC 74 (Washington, DC: The 

Catholic University of America Press, 1986), 17.30.238. See discussion in Provan, “Pain,” 289.  

274 Chrysostom, 17.30.238.   

275 Chrysostom, 17.31.238.  
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Skinner,276 Von Rad,277 Davidson,278 Westermann,279 Vawter,280 Wenham,281 Sarna,282 

Hamilton,283 Mathews,284 Hartley,285 Waltke,286 Longman,287 and Steinmann.288  

Rather than reading בוֹן  as independent ideas, proponents of this הֵרוֹן and עִצָּ

interpretation generally take ְהֵרֹנֵך בֹונֵךְ וְּ  as a hendiadys. It is assumed that the pair are עִצְּ

joined together to express a single idea, usually leading to a translation such as “I will 

surely multiply the pain associated with your childbearing.” While some scholars are 

 

276 John Skinner, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on Genesis, 2nd ed., ICC (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 

1930), 82. Skinner translates “the pain of thy conception” but seems to understand this as a description of 

“the pains of childbirth.”  

277 Gerhard von Rad, Genesis: A Commentary, rev. ed. (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1972), 93. Von Rad 

mentions “hardships of pregnancy” and “pains at birth.”  

278 Robert Davidson, Genesis 1–11, The Cambridge Bible Commentary (Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press, 1973), 44.  

279 Claus Westermann, Genesis 1–11: A Commentary, trans. John J. Scullion (Minneapolis: Augsburg 

Publishing House, 1974), 261–62. Westermann notes that Gen 3:16, “in two parallel sentences, assigns to 

the woman pain in bearing children and in giving birth” (261).  

280 Bruce Vawter, On Genesis: A New Reading (Garden City, NY: Doubleday & Company, 1977), 84.  

281 Gordon Wenham, Genesis 1–15, Word Biblical Commentary (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1987), 81.  

282 Nahum M. Sarna, Genesis: The Traditional Hebrew Text with the New JPS Translation (Philadelphia: 

Jewish Publication Society, 1989), 27–28.  

283 Victor P. Hamilton, The Book of Genesis: Chapters 1–17, NICOT (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1990), 

200. Hamilton notes that the woman “will give birth in agony. At the point in her life when a woman 

experiences her highest sense of self-fulfillment (according to OT emphases), she will have some physical 

anguish.”  

284 Kenneth A. Matthews, Genesis 1–11:26, NAC (Nashville: B&H Publishers, 1996), 249–50. Mathews 

offers the translation “I will greatly increase your painful labor and your conception; in painful labor you 

will bear sons” and notes that Eve’s “penalty stresses the ‘painful labor’ she must endure in childbirth” 

(249).  

285 John E. Hartley, Genesis, NIBC (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson Publishers, 2000), 69.  

286 Bruce K. Waltke and Cathi J. Fredricks, Genesis: A Commentary (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2001), 94.   

287 Longman, 67. 

288 Andrew Steinmann, Genesis: An Introduction and Commentary, TOTC (Downers Grove, IL: IVP 

Academic, 2019), 71.   
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more tentative in asserting a hendiadys,289 many simply assume its presence, offering 

little to no discussion, explanation, or justification for this reading. Westermann, for 

example, simply writes, “the construction ‘I will greatly multiply your pain and your 

childbearing’ is a typical hendiadys; it means: the pains that childbearing will bring 

you.”290  

While this interpretation of Gen 3:16 as describing the physical pains of childbirth 

seems to be the most prominent and widely held view, various problems have been noted 

with it, which leads us to a second approach.  

Emotional/Psychological Pain 

An alternative proposal that has gained some traction is that Gen 3:16 describes 

not the physical pain of childbirth but emotional or psychological suffering. In what 

follows, I will begin by discussing some difficulties with the traditional view that are 

commonly noted by proponents of an emotional view, then examine and evaluate the 

arguments made in support of the emotional interpretation.  

Critique of Traditional View 

Those who support an emotional interpretation of Gen 3:16 critique the traditional 

physical birth pain view at multiple points. First, they argue that בוֹן  or the root ,עֶצֶב and עִצָּ

 ,more generally, are not elsewhere used of childbirth pain or of physical pain. Provan עצב

for example, notes that “a quick survey of the literature” reveals that there are no other 

 

289 Wenham, for example, writes, “‘Your pains and your pregnancies’ is probably hendiadys for ‘your pains 

of pregnancy’” (81).  

290 Westermann, 262.  
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occasions where the “root עצב is used to refer to labour-pains.”291 He goes on to point out 

that “conversely, there is a well-established vocabulary which is routinely used to refer to 

such realities: חבל ,צרר, and 292”.חול  

A second argument made against reading this verse as a reference to physical 

birth pains is that the term הֵרוֹן in the first line of Gen 3:16 (ְך רֹנֵֶׁ֔ הֵֽ בֹונֵֵֹֽ֣ךְ וְּ בֶּה֙ עִצְּ ה אַרְּ ֤ בָּּ  likely (הַרְּ

means not “childbirth” but “conception.”293 Provan notes that this term “is of very 

questionable connection to the birthing of children.”294 The particular form הֵרוֹן occurs 

only here in the OT. It is likely a by-form of the noun יוֹן  which occurs only twice in ,הֵרָּ

the OT and seems to mean “conception” or “pregnancy” (Ruth 4:13; Hos 9:11). Both 

nouns appear to be related to the verb הרה, “to conceive, to be pregnant.”295 

 

291 Provan, “Pain,” 288.  

292 Provan, “Pain,” 288. It is interesting that Provan lists the root צרר here rather than צִיר. The verb צרר does 

occur twice of a woman “in distress,” plausibly referring to a woman giving birth (Jer 48:41; 49:22). 

Perhaps Provan has in mind צִיר, though it is not generally thought that there is a connection between this 

noun and the root צרר.  

293 Provan, “Pain,” 292; Christine Curley and Brian Peterson, “Eve’s Curse Revisited: An Increase of 

‘Sorrowful Conceptions,’” Bulletin for Biblical Research 26, no. 2 (2016): 161.  

294 Provan, “Pain,” 292.  

295 DCH, s.v. “הרה”; HALOT, s.v. “הרה.” David Tsumura has suggested that the root of הֵרוֹן is a geminate 

verb הרר, a root otherwise unattested in Hebrew, because the spelling of the noun “does not really support 

the root *hry under a normal situation” (David T. Tsumura, “A Note on הרון [Gen 3,16],” Biblica 75, no. 3 

[1994]: 399). Tsumura proposes that “the meaning of [the] Hebrew root *hrr…might be better explained in 

the light of Akkadian arāru ‘to tremble’” (Tsumura, “A Note on 400 ”,הרון). He concludes that “the 

Hebrew הרנך probably means ‘your trembling’” and that “the phrase עצבונך והרנך thus constitutes a 

hendiadys, ‘your pain and trembling,’ i.e. ‘your trembling pain,” which he suggests is related to the 

woman’s “unique role in childbirth” (Tsumura, “A Note on  400 ”,הרון; see Tsumura, “A Note on 399 ”,הרון, 

for a brief discussion of other comparative proposals regarding this term). However, there is some 

uncertainty about the etymology and meaning of the proposed Akkadian cognate. Tsumura writes that 

“while the Akkadian form, arāru, can be traced to several Semitic roots, such as ’rr, wrr, and hrr, the 

meanings which CAD…suggests for arāru B, ‘to fear,’ ‘to become agitated, panic-stricken’…seem to fit in 

the present context of Genesis” (Tsumura, “A Note on 400 ”,הרון). Not only is it unclear whether “to fear” 

or “to become agitated” are actually more suitable to the context of Gen 3:16 than “conception” or 

“pregnancy,” as Tsumura seems to suggest, but Tsumura’s proposal also seems to gloss over the difficulties 

with the Akkadian root. The sense “to tremble” could potentially fit the context of Gen 3:16, but this 

meaning is not listed in CAD for the Akkadian arāru, and at least one of the two passages Tsumura cites to 
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Understandably, then, Provan sharply critiques commentators and translators who, while 

acknowledging the literal meaning of the terms here to be “pain and pregnancy,” 

nevertheless translate ְך רֹנֵֶׁ֔ הֵֽ בֹונֵֵֹֽ֣ךְ וְּ  as “your pain in childbirth/childbearing” on the basis עִצְּ

of a presumed hendiadys.296 For even if בוֹן  was to be understood as “pain,” the proper עִצָּ

rendering, with a hendiadys, would be something like “your pain in conception” or “your 

pangs that result from your pregnancy,” rather than “your pain in childbirth,” since הֵרוֹן 

means not “childbirth” but “pregnancy” or “conception.” Curley and Peterson add that 

“another argument against הרון being rendered as labor/childbirth” is that “the general 

means by which the authors of the MT expressed the idea of giving birth” throughout the 

MT was by using the verb 297.ילד Thus, Curley and Peterson conclude that “the traditional 

interpretation of ‘pain in childbirth’ (e.g., NASB)” does not do justice “to the general 

usage of” הֵרוֹן and בוֹן  elsewhere.298 עִצָּ

 
support the claim that arāru means “to tremble” appears to use a different verb, narāṭu (see Tsumura, “A 

Note on 400 ”,הרוןn11). Additionally, as Tsumura himself acknowledges, CAD notes that “the difficult 

group of homonymous verbs (ḫ/w)arāru pose problems which have not yet been adequately solved” (CAD 

1.2:238). It thus seems questionable whether the meaning “to tremble” is well-founded for the Akkadian 

arāru. Because Tsumura’s proposal seems to lack solid comparative philological evidence, it is probably 

preferrable to follow the traditional understanding of הרון as a by-form of יוֹן  to“ ,הרה derived from ,הֵרָּ

conceive, be pregnant.” Further support for this understanding comes from the Samaritan Pentateuch, 

which here has הריונך, from יוֹן   .הֵרָּ

296 Provan, “Pain,” 292. Provan notes, for example, that “Skinner…in the space of a few lines moves 

without blinking (and without explanation) from a literal reading involving ‘suffering and pregnancy’ to a 

rendering arising out of the acceptance of hendiadys, which involves ‘the pain of thy conception’” (Provan, 

“Pain,” 292; citing Skinner, 82). As another example, Provan points out that “Speiser tells us that this 

‘parade example of hendiadys’ signifies ‘your pangs that result from your pregnancy,’ but his translation of 

the text offers ‘your pangs in childbearing’ and he confusingly tells us that a literal rendering (not assuming 

hendiadys) would be ‘your pangs and your childbearing’” (Provan, “Pain,” 293; citing E. A. Speiser, 

Genesis: Introduction, Translation and Notes, Anchor Bible Commentary [Garden City, NY: Doubleday & 

Company, 1964], 22–24). See Provan, “Pain,” 292–93, for further examples and discussion.  

297 Curley and Peterson, 162.  

298 Curley and Peterson, 162.  
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According to proponents of an emotional interpretation, the mistaken 

interpretation of הֵרוֹן as a term describing childbirth—as well as the fact that עצב is never 

used of childbirth pain and none of the usual terms for childbirth pain (חִיל ,חֵבֶל, and צִיר) 

are employed in Gen 3:16—are serious weaknesses of the traditional view. Based on 

these critiques, Provan concludes that “it is quite unlikely, then, that labour pains are in 

view in Genesis 3.16.”299  

Proposed Solution: Emotional Pain 

In light of the difficulties noted above, Provan and others, seeking to offer an 

alternative approach, propose that Gen 3:16—and particularly Gen 3:16a—speaks not of 

the physical pains of childbirth but of emotional pain.300 The primary argument made to 

support this proposal involves an appeal to the meaning of the root עצב. Provan suggests 

that the “root” עצב “is used of emotional pain301 and of the pain involved in work,”302 as 

well as of “a more generalized kind of pain.”303 John Walton notes that the verb “occurs 

in a wide range of stems with a semantic range that primarily expresses grief and worry,” 

while the other nouns from the root “refer to pain, agony, hardship, worry, nuisance, and 

 

299 Iain Provan, Discovering Genesis: Content, Interpretation, Reception (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2015), 

87.   

300 Interestingly, it is sometimes the case that only one of the two first lines of Gen 3:16 is read as 

describing emotional pain, though there are some who take both lines as emotional. Most often, it is the 

first line that is interpreted in an emotional sense (see, e.g., Curley and Peterson, Walton), though Carol 

Meyers, as discussed below, in her later publications takes only the second line as emotional.  

301 Here Provan points to Gen 6:6 (עצב); 2 Sam 19:3[2] (עצב); Ps 139:24 ( עֹצֶב); Prov 15:1 ( עֶצֶב). 

302 For pain involved in work, Provan cites Gen 3:17 ( בוֹן בוֹן ) 5:29 ;(עִצָּ  ;(עֶצֶב) Prov 5:10 ;(עֶצֶב) Ps 127:2 ;(עִצָּ

  .(עֶצֶב) 14:23 ;(עֶצֶב ) 10:22

303 For this category, he notes only Isa 14:3, which uses the noun עֹצֶב (Provan, “Pain,” 288).  
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anxiety”; he then concludes that “the root is not typically used to target physical pain, but 

mental or psychological anguish.”304 Curley and Peterson claim that there are “no fewer 

than six other cases in the MT where the root עצב carries with it the nuance of emotional 

distress.”305 For most proponents of an emotional interpretation, a brief mention of the 

meaning of the root—whether the meaning of the verb עצב, other nouns from this root, or 

both—is taken as sufficient evidence that בוֹן  thus means something like “emotional עִצָּ

anguish.”306 Curley and Peterson add, in support of this conclusion, that Ps 16:4 sets “a 

precedent for understanding the substantive form of עצב along with the use of the verb 

 as increased emotional turmoil.”307 In sum, the primary evidence set…(’to increase‘) רבה

forth for the emotional interpretation—at least of Gen 3:16a—is the purported emotional 

meaning of the root עצב, from which בוֹן  .is derived עִצָּ

 

304 John H. Walton, Genesis, NIV Application Commentary (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2001), 227.  

305 Curley and Peterson, 160. The passages they cite in support of this claim use various terms from this 

root: עַצֶבֶת in Job 9:28; Prov 10:10; 15:13; עֶצֶב in Prov 15:1; ה  in Ps 139:24. See עֹצֶב in Isa 50:11; and מַעֲצֵבָּ

also Andrew Crislip, “Emotions in Eden and After: Ancient Jewish and Christian Perspectives on Genesis 

2–4,” Journal of the Bible and its Reception 6, no. 1 (2019): 103; Walton, 227.  

In making such claims, scholars often appeal to the lexical work of Carol Meyers, who argues that the verb 

 means “to upset, to grieve” and is primarily used of “psychological or emotional discomfort,” not עצב

physical pain (Carol Meyers, Discovering Eve: Ancient Israelite Women in Context [Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 1988], 104; Carol Meyers, Rediscovering Eve: Ancient Israelite Women in Context 

[Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013], 90; Carol Meyers, “Genesis 3:16—Text and Context,” Religions 

15, no. 8 [2024]: 7n18). In making this assertion about the meaning of the verb, Meyers consistently 

suggests that the one passage that would seem to indicate physical pain (Eccl 10:9) in fact refers to an 

injury rather than the accompanying pain of that injury.  

Given the way that Meyers’ work is cited as evidence in support of the emotional interpretation of Gen 

3:16, it is important to note that Meyers herself does not land on a solely emotional interpretation of Gen 

3:16a (though in her later works she does see emotional elements in 3:16b; see below). (While Curley and 

Peterson point out that “Meyers rejects the idea of ‘mental suffering’ in Gen 3:16 and opts for the idea of 

increased toil/work” [160], Crislip, whose argument is entirely dependent on Meyers’ work, neglects to 

mention Meyers’ actual conclusion about the noun בוֹן  (.עִצָּ

306 Curley and Peterson, 160; Crislip, 103; Walton, 227; Provan, “Pain,” 290.  

307 Curley and Peterson, 160.  
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Some proponents of this view attempt to demonstrate that their emotional 

interpretation of בוֹן בוֹן in Gen 3:16 works in the other passages where עִצָּ  ,is found עִצָּ

namely, Gen 3:17 and 5:29. Curley and Peterson, for example, after arguing that בוֹן  in עִצָּ

Gen 3:16 is “emotional turmoil,” argue that this emotional sense is present in both Gen 

3:17 and 5:29. In discussing these other two uses, the authors seem to be more open to 

the possibility of some physical aspect of pain; they conclude that, in the three uses of 

בוֹן  both physical and emotional aspects of the curse on humanity resulting from the“ ,עִצָּ

fall seem to be implied.”308 However, in their ensuing discussion, as in their translation 

(“sorrow”), they seem to view the emotional aspect as primary. Others, such as Crislip, 

seem to read בוֹן  ,solely as emotional pain. Though he makes no comment on Gen 5:29 עִצָּ

Crislip notes that “emotionality resonates also in God’s sentence upon the man (Gen 

3:17)…the core referent here is not the work itself, but emotional suffering in the face of 

unpleasant work.”309 While some proponents of this view make no mention of the other 

uses of בוֹן  both Curley and Peterson as well as Crislip seek to ,(Gen 3:17; 5:29) עִצָּ

demonstrate that their emotional interpretation of Gen 3:16 is fitting in the other uses of 

בוֹן  This fittingness, in turn, seems to then be viewed as further evidence supporting the .עִצָּ

emotional interpretation of Gen 3:16.  

As in the physical pain interpretation, a hendiadys is often accepted in the 

emotional interpretation of Gen 3:16a, though some proponents seem open to reading this 

line without a hendiadys. Walton takes ְך רֹנֵֶׁ֔ הֵֽ בֹונֵֵֹֽ֣ךְ וְּ  as a hendiadys conveying “something עִצְּ

 

308 Curley and Peterson, 160 (emphasis original).  

309 Crislip, 103. 
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like ‘conception anxiety.’”310 Curley and Peterson arrive at the rendering “your sorrowful 

conceptions” or, if no hendiadys is assumed, “your sorrow in your conception.”311 Like 

Curley and Peterson, Provan remains open to a reading with a hendiadys, referring to “the 

multiplication of painful conception,” or without a hendiadys, referring to “the 

multiplication (separately) of pain and conception.”312  

Some who argue for an emotional interpretation of the first line of Gen 3:16 

nevertheless grant that the second line does describe pain related to the process of 

childbirth. Curley and Peterson—though adamantly denying any reference to physical 

childbirth pain in the first line—suggest that the second line describes “pain in 

childbirth,” by which they seem to mean the physical pain of childbirth. This claim 

comes in a section in which they propose that the parallel line (Gen 3:16b) supports their 

reading of Gen 3:16a. Their argument is based on a view of parallelism that understands 

the “B” clause as going beyond or carrying forward the “A” clause.313 Based on the 

parallelism, Curley and Peterson conclude that “contextually, the aspect of the curse of 

‘pain in childbirth’ is already handled in the ‘B’ clause,” which carries “‘A’ further by 

commenting on the actual event of childbirth after a woman does conceive,” whereas “the 

preceding clause points to something before the actual delivery, namely, sorrowful 

 

310 Walton, 227.  

311 Curley and Peterson, 164.  

312 Provan, “Pain,” 292. In his later publication, however, Provan makes no mention of the hendiadys issue 

and simply translates “I will greatly increase your pain and your conception; in painful circumstances you 

will give birth to children” (Discovering Genesis, 87).  

313 Curley and Peterson, 165, referencing James L. Kugel, The Idea of Biblical Poetry: Parallelism and Its 

History (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1981), 52. 
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conceptions.”314 In other words, because the parallel line describes pain in childbirth, the 

first line must describe something different. Thus, according to Curley and Peterson, the 

parallelism between these two lines—and the fact that the second line describes pain in 

childbirth—provides support for their emotional interpretation of the first line. Given that 

they concluded only a few pages before—on the basis of the other usages of the root 

בוֹן that—עצב  must mean emotional turmoil, it is perplexing, to say the least, that the עִצָּ

authors here seem to accept that עֶצֶב, from the same root, means physical pain.315 

However, apart from this brief mention, their discussion seems to be concerned only with 

the emotional aspect of pain in Gen 3:16.  

Though using different logic, Walton comes to a somewhat similar conclusion. 

While interpreting בוֹן  as “anxiety,” Walton comments that the noun used in the second עִצָּ

line, עֶצֶב, “is used elsewhere to refer to strenuous work and is therefore an appropriate 

description of giving birth.”316 How Walton arrived at the notion of “strenuous work” 

here is unclear, as his previous comments on “the nouns from this root” only proposed 

meanings related to emotional suffering: “pain, agony, hardship, worry, nuisance, and 

anxiety.”317 However, Walton does not seem to see any problem with this, nor does he go 

any further in explaining the meaning of this second line.  

 

314 Curley and Peterson, 165 (emphasis original). Thus, in Gen 3:16, the A clause, “I will greatly increase 

your sorrowful conceptions,” would be carried further by the B clause, which describes “the actual event of 

childbirth after a woman does conceive: ‘in toil/pain you will bring forth children.’” 

315 See further discussion and critique below.  

316 Walton, 227.  

317 Walton, 227.  
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Others, however, take Gen 3:16b as having an emotional sense. Carol Meyers, 

though originally arguing that the first two lines of Gen 3:16 both refer to “toil,”318 shifts 

to viewing the second line, ים נִִּ֑ י בָּ דִֹ֣ לְּ צֶב תֵֽ עִֶ֖  as describing emotional pain in her later ,בְּּ

publications. Regarding this line, Meyers suggests that when the term יָּלַד refers “to a 

mother giving birth, it is usually used intransitively”; when used transitively, as in Gen 

3:16, “it means becoming a parent.”319 Thus, according to Meyers, Gen 3:16b describes 

not childbirth or labor specifically but having children, or becoming a parent, more 

generally. The term עֶצֶב, Meyers argues, “denotes either mental anguish or work” but 

here “likely signifies mental anguish rather than toil: the stress or exhaustion 

accompanying parenthood.”320 Meyers is followed in this interpretation of the second line 

by Crislip, who thus interprets both lines as referring solely to emotional pain.321 Though 

offering little explicit discussion of the second line, Provan seems to treat the two lines as 

essentially synonymous, both describing emotional sorrow: “I will greatly multiply your 

sorrow and your conception; in sorrow and hardship you shall bring forth children.”322  

While proponents of this view agree that Gen 3:16 describes emotional pain, there 

are various proposals regarding the nature or cause of this pain. Curley and Peterson 

argue that the emotional pain here is specifically that “experienced by women when faced 

 

318 See further discussion of Meyers’ position below.  

319 Meyers, Rediscovering Eve, 92. See also Meyers, Discovering Eve, 106. Meyers there notes that יָּלַד can 

be “applied to either or both parents,” noting specifically the usage in biblical genealogies, which have “the 

(male) ancestral figures ‘bearing’ the succeeding generations. Obviously, they do not give birth in the 

literal sense. Rather, they become parents, a status related to the object (the names of children) of this 

transitively used verb in the genealogies.” 

320 Meyers, Rediscovering Eve, 92.  

321 Crislip, 104.  

322 Provan, “Pain,” 294.  
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with the inability to have children”323—that is, the emotional pain, or sorrow, of 

infertility. Walton broadens the scope of things, proposing that these lines are “an 

extended merism (two endpoints used to refer to everything in between, e.g., ‘soup to 

nuts’) referring to the anxiety that a woman will experience through the whole process 

from conception to birth.” This includes, according to Walton, anxiety “about whether 

she will be able to conceive a child, anxiety that comes with all the physical discomfort 

of pregnancy, anxiety concerning the health of the child in the womb, and anxiety about 

whether she and the baby will survive the birth process.”324 Crislip differs slightly in that 

he seems to view the supposed emotional pain here as grief associated not with infertility 

but with an awareness of mortality.325 Meyers, who views the second line as describing 

emotional pain, suggests that עֶצֶב “connotes the stress—the mental anguish (cf. KJV, 

‘sorrow’) and exhaustion—accompanying parenthood.”326  

While likewise holding to a non-physical interpretation, Provan also offers a 

slightly different explanation—though perhaps it would be more appropriate to say 

explanations, for Provan appears to vacillate between different ideas regarding the nature 

of the pain. At one point, he suggests the “‘pain’ (עצב) with which ‘you will give birth to 

children’” should be understood as a reference to “the ‘agony, hardship, worry, nuisance, 

and anxiety’ of the circumstances into which children are born and then raised, and in 

 

323 Curley and Peterson, 164. 

324 Walton, 227. Walton thus paraphrases these lines, “I will greatly increase the anguish you will 

experience in the birthing process, from the anxiety surrounding conception to the strenuous work of giving 

birth.” 

325 Crislip, 104.  

326 Meyers, Rediscovering Eve, 92.  
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which they die.”327 However, he immediately adds here that “nothing forbids us from 

understanding it as referring,” at least in part, to “challenging (painful) economic 

circumstances.”328 At another point, Provan suggests that עֶ צֶ ב and עִ צָּ בוֹן refer to “pain of 

body and of mind in general, as children are brought into the world.”329 In a later 

publication, he suggests the “generalized pain” of Gen 3:16 is connected to “marital 

dysfunction.”330 It is thus difficult to pinpoint exactly what Provan’s conclusion is. In any 

case, Provan is adamant that there is no reference here to painful birthing. He 

recommends adjusting Walton’s proposal—that Gen 3:16 refers “to the anxiety that a 

woman will experience through the whole process from conception to birth”331—to allow 

the woman’s “anxiety” to extend beyond simply the period between conception and birth: 

“she conceives in painful circumstances just as she gives birth in painful circumstances, 

including economic circumstances, and no doubt raises children and watches some of 

them die in those same circumstances.”332 

 

327 Provan, “Pain,” 290, here citing Walton, 227 who uses the language of “agony, hardship, worry, 

nuisance, and anxiety.”  

328 Provan, “Pain,” 290. 

329 Provan, “Pain,” 292.  

330 Provan, Discovering Genesis, 87. Here, Provan writes, “Whence might come this generalized pain? The 

context in Genesis 3 suggests that it is most immediately connected with the change that occurs in the 

woman’s relationship with her husband,” which is described in the second half of Gen 3:16. Provan 

explains that “she now finds herself embroiled with him in a struggle for dominance; she will therefore 

experience family in the context of pain.” He also adds that “this same reality of marital dysfunction may 

indeed also explain the reference to the increase in the number of her conceptions. Possibly the idea is that 

sex will become detached from sensible, responsible dominion of the world, which should involve among 

other things a commitment to the well-being of all human beings (including all women)” (Provan, 

Discovering Genesis, 87).  

331 Walton, 227.  

332 Provan, “Pain,” 293.  
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Though it diverges from most contemporary translations, the emotional view does 

find support in the KJV, which renders בוֹן  with “sorrow”: “Unto the woman he said, I עִצָּ

will greatly multiply thy sorrow and thy conception; in sorrow thou shalt bring forth 

children.” Provan also mentions in support of this interpretation Jerome, “whose Vulgate 

translation speaks of the multiplication of ‘your toils and your conceptions’ and predicts 

that ‘in grief you will bear children.’”333  

Strengths 

The primary strength of the emotional interpretation is the recognition that עצב is 

not typically used of physical pain or birth pain, nor הֵרוֹן of childbirth. Proponents of an 

emotional view are right to critique the inconsistencies and the deficient explanations 

offered by commentators who hold to a traditional translation, as Crislip does when he 

writes that “scholars may even note how inaptly ‘pain’ or ‘pangs’ capture the Hebrew, 

yet still translate the oracle somatically.”334 Provan similarly levels a harsh critique 

against commentators who find a reference to painful birthing with seemingly little 

justification or explanation aside from the assumption of a hendiadys: “The invocation of 

hendiadys does not magically allow the transformation of הרן (conception) into בטן 

(pregnancy) or לדה (birth)—although it is such alchemy that commentators and 

 

333 Provan, “Pain,” 294.  

334 Crislip, 109. Crislip here points to Cuthbert Simpson, who, while noting that “the emotional language of 

the KJV…‘is a more literal rendering of the Hebrew than’ the then current RSV’s ‘your pain in 

childbearing,’” nevertheless “rejects the KJV’s translation. Emotional suffering, [Simpson] explains, 

cannot reflect how Israelite women really felt about childbirth: ‘Since, however, for a Hebrew woman 

conception was not a burden but a joy, the word [sorrow] can scarcely be original here’” (Crislip, 109, 

citing Cuthbert Simpson, “The Book of Genesis,” in The Interpreter’s Bible, ed. G. A. Buttrick [Nashville: 

Abingdon, 1952], 1:509). See also Wenham, who notes that “neither the word used here for ‘pain,’ עצב, nor 

the earlier one, עצבון, is the usual one for the pangs of childbirth,” but nevertheless seems to view this verse 

as a reference to pain of childbirth (Wenham, 81).  
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translators have nonetheless attempted to deploy, when they have read עצבונך והרנך as 

referring to pains in pregnancy or birth.”335 Proponents of the emotional approach thus 

rightly recognize some of the difficulties of the traditional approach.  

Weaknesses 

However, the emotional interpretation ultimately fails to provide a satisfactory 

alternative to the traditional view. A number of weaknesses can be identified in the 

emotional approach, both in its critiques of the physical view and in its proposed solution.  

One major problem with its critique of the physical view is the assumption that 

because there are no other occasions where the “root עצב is used to refer to labour-pains,” 

it is not possible for these terms to be used in reference to labor pains. Not only does this 

claim show evidence of the root fallacy,336 but it seems that most who level this critique 

are working with a faulty view of sense and reference. While it would be correct to say 

that “labor pains” is not the sense, or meaning, of the verb עצב, nor of its related nouns, it 

is nevertheless still possible that the term could be used in reference to childbirth. Simply 

because it is not used in reference to childbirth pain elsewhere in the texts available to us 

does not rule out the possibility that it could be used in such a way.  

Additionally, the argument that none of the typical vocabulary for childbirth pain 

(e.g., חיל) is used in Gen 3:16 is problematic because, first, it is questionable whether 

these terms were options available to the author of Genesis, and second, such a claim 

again seems to be operating with a mistaken understanding of sense and reference. 

 

335 Provan, “Pain,” 292. See further discussion above, as well as Provan, “Pain,” 292–93.  

336 See further discussion below.  
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Scholars here seem to be assuming that for there to be a reference to childbirth pain, a 

word such as חִיל must be used. This argument fails to realize that the same referent could 

also be described with a term that has a different sense. For, as Barr notes, “an object or 

event may be signified by word a or by word b. This does not mean that a means b.…The 

identity of the object to which different designations are given does not imply that these 

designations have the same semantic value.”337 In other words, the event of childbirth 

pain could be signified by חִיל or perhaps בוֹן  but this does not mean that these words ,עִצָּ

are then synonymous, both meaning “childbirth pains.” The words can have distinct 

senses and still be used to refer to the same situation. Thus, simply because a word with 

the specific sense “labor pangs” is not used does not make impossible a reference to some 

kind of physical suffering related to childbearing.338 

In addition to the weaknesses found in these critiques of the traditional view, a 

number of problems can be identified in the arguments typically made to support an 

emotional pain interpretation. First, the lexical arguments used to support this view are 

weak and often highly problematic. To determine the meaning of בוֹן  proponents of this ,עִצָּ

view look not at the actual usage of this noun but at the meaning of the “root.” In doing 

so, they often fail to make a distinction between the different nouns or between the verb 

and nouns from the root; these terms are treated as a single entity that carries a common 

core of meaning. Provan, for example, seems to treat all occurrences of the verb and 

nouns together, when he writes that the “root עצב” is used of “emotional pain and of the 

 

337 Barr, Semantics, 217–18.  

338 See further discussion below.  
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pain involved in work. It can also be used of a more generalized kind of pain.”339 The 

passages cited as examples of “emotional pain” feature a number of different words from 

the root, including the verb עצב (Gen 6:6, hithp.; 2 Sam 19:3[2], niph.), the noun עֹצֶב (Ps 

139:24), and the noun עֶצֶב (Prov 15:1).340 In arguing for an emotional meaning for בוֹן  ,עִצָּ

Curley and Peterson similarly appeal to places where “the root עצב carries with it the 

nuance of emotional distress”; in their list of examples, four distinct terms are included, 

only one of which (עֶצֶב) is used in Gen 3:16: עַצֶבֶת (Job 9:28; Prov 10:10; 15:13), עֶצֶב 

(Prov 15:1), ה   341.(Ps 139:24) עֹצֶב and ,(Isa 50:11) מַעֲצֵבָּ

Aside from the fact that it could be debated whether all of these occurrences carry 

“the nuance of emotional distress,”342 such an appeal to a “root” meaning is 

lexicographically problematic. These claims are obvious examples of the root fallacy, the 

idea that there is a “‘root meaning’ which is effective throughout all the variations given 

to the root by affixes and formative elements, and that therefore the ‘root meaning’ can 

confidently be taken to be part of the actual semantic value of any word or form which 

 

339 Provan, “Pain,” 288.  

340 In the passages cited as describing “the pain involved in work,” multiple derived nouns are again found, 

including בוֹן  ”for the “generalized pain ;(Ps 127:2; Prov 5:10; 10:22; 14:23) עֶצֶב and (Gen 3:17; 5:29) עִצָּ

category, Provan lists only one passage, Isa 14:3, which uses the noun עֹצֶב. It is perplexing that Provan 

includes this occurrence in this third category, when Isa 14:3 would seem to be related to pain involved in 

work. It is unclear whether other terms or occurrences are to be included in this category, since Provan here 

offers readers only a single example. 

341 Curley and Peterson, 160. Like Curley and Peterson, as well as Provan, Walton also speaks of the 

meaning of “the root עצב” in his discussion. After noting that nouns from the same root “refer to pain, 

agony, hardship, worry, nuisance, and anxiety” and that the verb “expresses grief and worry,” Walton 

concludes that “the root is not typically used to target physical pain, but mental or psychological anguish” 

(Walton, 227).  

342 In Isa 50:11, בֽוּן כָּ ה תִשְּ ִ֖ מַעצֲֵבָּ  you will lie down in a place of pain,” for example, it is not clear that the“ לְּ

nuance is of emotional distress; the noun is a hapax legomenon, and the context does not provide sufficient 

evidence for this claim.  
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can be assigned to an identifiable root.”343 The appeal to the meaning of the “root” to 

define בוֹן  rests on the assumption that these terms all have some common meaning עִצָּ

because they come from the same root etymologically. But as Barr notes, “the ‘meaning’ 

of a ‘root’ is not necessarily part of the meaning of a derived form.”344 While sometimes 

there is a connection between the sense of a verb and the sense of a derived noun, this is 

not always the case. It is often the case that “the significance of the root is historical and 

is not a guide in itself to the sense of the words.”345 Nevertheless, proponents of the 

emotional approach, without hesitation, take the root עצב as an accurate guide to the 

meaning of the word בוֹן  This approach seems to be entirely dependent on the .עִצָּ

assumption that there is a connection between the meaning of the root and the meaning of 

the noun בוֹן   .עִצָּ

The emotional interpretation, in its problematic appeal to the “root meaning” as 

the primary evidence of the meaning of the derived word בוֹן  thus appears to rest on a ,עִצָּ

very precarious foundation. In general, the context of actual usage should be given 

priority over the “root meaning” when determining the sense of derived noun, for 

semantic value “has to be determined from the current usage and not from the 

 

343 Barr, Semantics, 100.  

344 Barr, Semantics, 102. Barr uses the example of the nouns לֶחֶם “bread” and ה מָּ חָּ  war,” noting that “it“ מִלְּ

must be regarded as doubtful whether the influence of their common root is of any importance semantically 

in classical Hebrew in the normal usage of the words. And it would be utterly fanciful to connect the two as 

mutually suggestive or evocative, as if battles were normally for the sake of bread or bread a necessary 

provision for battles” (102).  

345 Barr, Semantics, 102. As J. Vendryes writes, “words are not used according to their historical value. The 

mind forgets—assuming that it ever knew—the semantic evolutions through which the words have passed. 

Words always have a current value, that is to say, limited to the moment when they are employed, and a 

particular value relative to the momentary use made of them” (J. Vendryes, Language: A Linguistic 

Introduction to History [New York: Alfred Knopf, 1925], 176, cited in Silva, Biblical Words, 46–47).  
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derivation.”346 That is, a determination of the meaning of a term should be made by 

looking at all occurrences of the term in question before appealing to the meanings of 

terms from the same root, whether other nouns or a verb. However, in defining בוֹן  ,עִצָּ

proponents of an emotional interpretation prioritize the meaning of the verb and other 

nouns from the root rather than the actual usages of the nouns in question.   

Doing so is in fact unavoidable, however, if one wants to argue for the emotional 

pain interpretation, because—while it is true that some terms from the root עצב in fact can 

mean “emotional pain”—other terms, including the very terms used in Gen 3:16, seem to 

have the sense “toil.”347 The second major weakness of this interpretation, then, is that, 

even if the meaning of the “root” was a reliable guide to the meaning of a single noun 

from the root, one must overlook certain terms from this root in order to propose that the 

primary meaning of the “root” is “emotional turmoil.” Curley and Peterson, for example, 

argue that “there are no fewer than six other cases in the MT where the root עצב carries 

with it the nuance of emotional distress (Job 9:28; Prov 10:10; 15:1, 13; Isa 50:11; Ps 

139:24),”348 and this is seen as evidence that בוֹן  in Gen 3:16 also carries the nuance of עִצָּ

emotional distress. But following this same logic, one could also note that there are no 

fewer than six times where “the root עצב” carries with it a nuance related to toil or labor 

בוֹן ;Ps 127:2; Prov 5:10; 14:23 ,עֶצֶב) ב ;Gen 3:17; 5:29 ,עִצָּ  Isa ,עֹצֶב Isa 58:3; perh. also ,עַצָּ

 

346 Barr, Semantics, 107.  

347 As noted in the discussion in Chapter 2 above, these include at least the nouns ב ,עֶצֶב בוֹן and ,עַצָּ   .עִצָּ

348 Curley and Peterson, 160. Again, the passages cited to support this claim feature no less than four 

distinct terms, only one of which is used in Gen 3:16: עַצֶבֶת (Job 9:28; Prov 10:10; 15:13), עֶצֶב (Prov 15:1), 

ה  .(Ps 139:24) עֹצֶב and ,(Isa 50:11) מַעצֲֵבָּ
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14:3) and conclude that the noun בוֹן  therefore carries a nuance related to toil.349 Curley עִצָּ

and Peterson’s argument fails to cover the data, as they must be selective in their 

presentation of the evidence in order to make these claims.  

In short, in addition to demonstrating the root fallacy, the primary argument made 

by proponents of an emotional interpretation is problematic because it overlooks the fact 

that some of the terms from this root may have the sense “toil,” not simply “sorrow.”350 

Of course, the fact that some of these terms can mean “toil” does not necessarily imply 

they have this sense in Gen 3:16; nevertheless, it is certainly a significant weakness of the 

emotional interpretation that there are terms from this root that elsewhere mean not 

 

349 Curley and Peterson later seem to explicitly attribute an emotional sense to some of the passages where 

the sense “toil” would evidently be more suitable, when they note that “various lexemes deriving from the 

root עצב—often reflecting the emotive nuance—are attested throughout the MT (e.g., Gen 3:16; 1 Chr 4:9; 

Ps 127:2; 139:24; Prov 5:10; 10:22; 15:1 [adjectival force]; Isa 14:3)” (Curley and Peterson, 161). The 

authors here fail to recognize that in some of these passages, the nouns in question most likely have the 

sense “toil” rather than emotional pain (Ps 127:2; Prov 5:10; perh. Isa 14:3). 

350 Provan similarly commits this error when he writes, “if we were to take our lead from what is ‘usual’ 

elsewhere in the Old Testament, we would certainly understand the ‘pain’ ( עצב) with which ‘you will give 

birth to children’ in the second part of Gen 3:16a as referring to the ‘agony, hardship, worry, nuisance, and 

anxiety’ of the circumstances into which children are born and then raised, and in which they die” (“Pain,” 

290, citing Walton, 227). Again, such argumentation exhibits the root fallacy, as it seems to assume a 

“usual” or core meaning for the root is present in all occurrences of its derived terms; in support of this 

point, he mentions 2 Sam 19:3[2], which uses the verbal form. But further, in suggesting the “usual” 

meaning is related to emotional pain, Provan also overlooks the fact that some of the nouns from the root 

“usually” describe toil.  

Crislip is similarly discriminatory in his presentation of the data. Though his argument is completely 

dependent on Meyers’ lexical work, Crislip fails to mention certain points in Meyers’ discussion of the data 

that would contradict his position. Crislip notes that the Hebrew root עצב, according to Meyers, “means ‘to 

upset, to grieve,’ and the instances of this verb in the Hebrew Bible ‘refer explicitly to psychological or 

emotional discomfort, not to physical pain’” (Crislip, 103, citing Meyers, Rediscovering Eve, 90–93). He 

then goes on to state that the various related forms and derived nouns also “do not refer to bodily pain or 

injury, but refer to ‘mental anguish,’ as Meyers puts it” (Crislip, 103). However, in appealing to Meyers’ 

explanation, Crislip fails to mention her claim that some of the terms from this root in fact denote not 

“mental anguish” but rather “physical toil.” In fact, Meyers’ whole discussion of the noun בוֹן  where she—עִצָּ

decisively concludes that the meaning of this term is not mental anguish or pain but physical toil (Meyers, 

Discovering Eve, 104; Rediscovering Eve, 91)—is completely omitted from Crislip’s presentation of the 

evidence. This allows him to conclude that “God’s oracle of Gen 3:16–17 speaks of pain and suffering 

holistically, with a focus on emotional pain, especially sadness, sorrow, or grief” (Crislip, 128).  
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“emotional pain” but “toil”—and in fact it is precisely these terms that are used in this 

passage (בוֹן   .(עֶצֶב and עִצָּ

Third, after the debated term בוֹן  is defined as “emotional turmoil” in Gen 3:16 עִצָּ

on the basis of the “root meaning,” scholars then must multiply hypotheses to make this 

definition fit in the other passages where the noun is used. As discussed further below, an 

examination of all uses of the noun בוֹן  reveals that in its other two uses, a different עִצָּ

sense might be more fitting. But rather than starting by looking at all occurrences of the 

term בוֹן בוֹן to determine its meaning, Curley and Peterson conclude that עִצָּ  means עִצָּ

“emotional turmoil” in Gen 3:16 and then read this definition onto the other two uses of 

the noun, where the contexts are quite different. They argue that in Gen 3:17, בוֹן  can“ עִצָּ

once again refer to the emotional toil Adam will experience in ‘bringing forth’ fruit/food 

for his family.”351 Regarding Gen 5:29, they then suggest, based upon their 

“understanding of the usage of עצבון in Gen 3:16 and 17,” that “the author appears to be 

nuancing” the words מַעֲשֶׂה and בוֹן  to mean both the physical and emotional toil“ עִצָּ

associated with the curse.”352 Ultimately, the only evidence they can provide for these 

claims is their conclusion about the term בוֹן בוֹן in 3:16.353 The term עִצָּ  is thus עִצָּ

 

351 Curley and Peterson, 160. When they expand on this verse, it seems as though they may allow an aspect 

of physical pain to be included in this curse: “It is no longer an easy and delightful undertaking to bring 

forth food but one that is marked with קוץ and דרדר (‘thorns and thistles’) accompanied by both physical 

and emotional heartache” (Curley and Peterson, 160). However, they later seem to suggest that the 

“physical” aspect is delineated in 3:18–19, while 3:17 describes “emotional turmoil” (Curley and Peterson, 

166). Crislip similarly forces this less natural sense into Gen 3:17, when he notes that “emotionality 

resonates also in God’s sentence upon the man (Gen 3:17)…while modern translations are apt to translate 

the man’s sentence as different from the woman’s (her ‘iṣṣabon is ‘pangs,’ his is ‘toil’), the core referent 

here is not the work itself, but emotional suffering in the face of unpleasant work” (Crislip, 103).  

352 Curley and Peterson, 160.  

353 They summarize that, “of the three times where עצבון is used in the MT, both physical and emotional 

aspects of the curse on humanity resulting from the fall seem to be implied” (Curley and Peterson, 160 

[emphasis original]). As noted above, however, while mentioning the possibility of a “physical” aspect, 
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interpreted as having an emotional sense in all its occurrences—even in contexts where 

this sense is less fitting—based on the authors’ assumption that it describes emotional 

pain in Gen 3:16.  

Such an argument also appears to use circular reasoning, for, as noted above, the 

authors’ claims regarding the meaning of בוֹן  in Gen 3:17 and 5:29—which are based עִצָּ

on their emotional interpretation of 3:16—seem to then be viewed as further evidence 

confirming their interpretation of 3:16. Curley and Peterson themselves anticipate the 

charge of circular reasoning.354 However, their proposed solution is simply to appeal back 

to the fact that other nouns from the root reflect “emotive nuance” and the verb depicts 

“emotional pain/grief” in all but three of its 16 usages.355 That is, they appeal back to the 

meaning of the “root”—the same basis used to define the noun בוֹן   .in the first place עִצָּ

Fourth, Curley and Peterson’s suggestion that the second line of Gen 3:16 

describes “pain in childbirth” seriously undermines and weakens their argument for an 

emotional interpretation of the first line. As noted above, Curley and Peterson situate 

their comments regarding the second line in a section arguing that the parallelism of these 

two lines supports their proposal. The logic seems to be something like: in Hebrew 

parallelism, the second line always advances (“goes beyond” or “carries forward”) the 

 
Curley and Peterson functionally seem to limit the sense to emotional pain in their discussion, or at least 

this seems to be their primary concern.  

354 They note, “to be sure, some may argue that this is a ‘circular’ argument deriving from a ‘biased’ 

interpretation of both 3:16a and 5:29” (Curley and Peterson, 160). It is not entirely clear why they note 

3:16a and 5:29—it seems that it is their interpretations of 3:17 and 5:29 that are biased by their 

interpretation of 3:16.  

355 Curley and Peterson, 161. It is not clear exactly which 13 usages of the verb they have in mind here. 

While they do add that “in every case where the verbal form of עצב is used in Genesis, it has the meaning of 

emotional grief (cf. Gen 6:6; 34:7; 45:5)” and “even in the Primeval History of Gen 1–11, the only 

appearance of the verbal form of עצב in Gen 6:6 means emotional pain,” these statements ultimately do not 

help to resolve the issue of circular logic.  
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thought of the first line; the second line here, ים נִִּ֑ י בָּ דִֹ֣ לְּ צֶב תֵֽ עִֶ֖  comments on (physical) pain ,בְּּ

in childbirth; thus, their thesis that the first line describes “sorrowful conceptions” is 

justified.356 Whether Curley and Peterson’s understanding of parallelism is correct is 

questionable,357 but even if it were correct, Curley and Peterson cannot claim that the 

second line describes physical pain in childbirth without undermining their whole 

argument regarding the first line. The only justification they give for their translation of 

the second line—“in toil/pain you will bring forth children”—comes in a footnote where 

they comment that “again, the root עצב can carry both the physical and emotive pain of 

labor and childbirth.”358 But this statement—and indeed their whole conclusion about this 

second line—seems to entirely contradict their earlier conclusion that בוֹן  is more עִצָּ

rightly “translated as emotional sorrow or grief” precisely because the “root” עצב means 

emotional pain.359 For if the root עצב can in fact “carry both the physical and emotive 

 

356 Curley and Peterson write that, “following Kugel's definition [of parallelism], the ‘B’ clause ‘goes 

beyond’ or ‘carries forward’ the ‘A’ clause. As such, ‘A’ would read: ‘I will greatly increase your 

sorrowful conceptions’ with the ‘B’ clause carrying ‘A’ further by commenting on the actual event of 

childbirth after a woman does conceive: ‘in toil/pain you will bring forth children.’” Curley and Peterson 

then conclude, “therefore, contextually, the aspect of the curse of ‘pain in childbirth’ is already handled in 

the ‘B’ clause whereas the preceding clause points to something before the actual delivery, namely, 

sorrowful conceptions” (165 [emphasis original]).  

357 It is not always the case that the second line in Hebrew parallelism “goes beyond” or advances the first. 

While Kugel, who Curley and Peterson cite in support of this approach to parallelism, does mention 

“carrying forward” or “going beyond” as one way in which the B clause can be connected to the A clause, 

he does not suggest that this is the only way that the B clause can function. Kugel notes that there are a 

variety of ways that B might be connected to A: “carrying it further, echoing it, defining it, restating it, 

contrasting with it” (51). Kugel does, as Curley and Peterson note, summarize with the formula “‘A, and 

what’s more, B’” (58), but he also notes that “‘what’s more’ is in itself an inexact version of the concept of 

subjunction [of B to A]” (57), and he presents a variety of possible “what’s more” relationships: 

“incomplete B completed by reference to A”; “incomplete A completed by B”; “‘pair-words,’ associated 

concepts, semantic, syntactic, morphological parallelism (all asserting B’s identity or association with A)”; 

and “unusual word order, chiasmus,” among others (54–55). Curley and Peterson’s understanding of how 

parallelism works is thus perhaps too narrow.    

358 Curley and Peterson, 165n34.  

359 Curley and Peterson, 161.  
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pain of labor and childbirth,” then there would be no reason why בוֹן  could not also עִצָּ

describe physical pain. By allowing עֶצֶב in the second line of Gen 3:16 to describe 

physical childbirth pain, the authors are not only being inconsistent, but they are also 

undermining their conclusion about the first line, for their argument that בוֹן  means עִצָּ

emotional pain essentially stands or falls on the claim that the “root” means emotional 

pain. Thus, rather than providing support for their emotional interpretation of בוֹן  ,עִצָּ

Curley and Peterson’s conclusion about עֶצֶב in Gen 3:16b actually undercuts this 

interpretation, since the authors seem to abandon and contradict the whole basis on which 

their emotional interpretation is built.360 

While proponents of the emotional view are right to critique some of the problems 

in the traditional physical interpretation and seek to more accurately interpret key terms 

such as בוֹן  the discussion above reveals that their proposed solution is ,הֵרוֹן and עִצָּ

problematic in a number of ways, particularly with respect to their use of lexical 

arguments. This leads to a third major approach, which also sees problems with the 

traditional interpretation.  

 

360 A similar problem is found in Walton’s assertion that עֶצֶב means “strenuous work,” which would seem 

to be at odds with his earlier conclusion that בוֹן  means “anxiety” because the verb and other nouns from עִצָּ

the root typically describe “psychological anguish” (Walton, 227). If עֶצֶב, a noun from this same root, can 

mean “strenuous work,” why is “strenuous work” not included within the range of meaning Walton offers 

for the root עצב and thus considered as a possible meaning for בוֹן  Though to a lesser degree than in ?עִצָּ

Curley and Peterson’s case, Walton’s assertion also makes evident some inconsistencies in his 

argumentation that weaken his proposal.  
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Physical Toil or Labor 

Perhaps one of the most vocal advocates against a traditional interpretation of Gen 

3:16 is Carol Meyers.361 In multiple publications across 40 years,362 Meyers has argued 

against a physical birth pain interpretation of Gen 3:16 and proposed that the woman’s 

punishment involves an increase in pregnancies and exhausting physical toil.363  

Critique of Traditional View 

Meyers’ approach overlaps significantly with the emotional interpretation in 

terms of its criticisms of the traditional view. She critiques the physical pain view by 

pointing out that בוֹן  never means childbirth pain in other biblical texts”364 and noting“ עִצָּ

that biblical Hebrew contains other vocabulary for childbirth pain, such as חִיל ,חֵבֶל, and 

בוֹן these terms “appear often in childbirth imagery,” but ;צִיר  ,does not.365 Additionally עִצָּ

Meyers points out that הֵרוֹן is better understood as “pregnancy,” not childbirth.366 Meyers 

 

361 While others have followed Meyers’ approach, I will primarily be engaging here with Meyers, as she is 

the major representative of this view.  

362 Here, I am primarily interacting with Meyers’ two most recent publications (Rediscovering Eve [2013] 

and “Genesis 3:16” [2024]), as they not only reflect her current position but also seem to contain the best 

and strongest presentation of her argument. While these most recent works are not without their difficulties, 

they also clearly demonstrate significant growth and development in Meyers’ thinking and argumentation 

since her earliest publications on this topic (“Gender Roles and Genesis 3:16 Revisited,” in The Word of the 

Lord Shall Go Forth: Essays in Honor of David Noel Freedman in Celebration of his Sixtieth Birthday, ed. 

Carol L. Meyers and M. O’Connor [Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 1983], 337–54; Discovering Eve 

[1988]). 

363 In the later iterations of her proposal, as briefly noted above, Meyers interprets the second line of Gen 

3:16 as describing mental anguish. Although I will be engaging with these more recent iterations, the 

discussion here will be primarily focused on her understanding of the first line as describing physical toil. 

364 Meyers, Rediscovering Eve, 90.  

365 Meyers, Rediscovering Eve, 90; see also Jacques van Ruiten, “Eve’s Pain in Childbearing? 

Interpretations of Gen 3 in Biblical and Early Jewish Texts,” in Eve’s Children: The Biblical Stories Retold 

and Interpreted in Jewish and Christian Traditions, ed. Gerard P. Luttikhuizen (Leiden: Brill, 2003), 5. 

366 Meyers, Rediscovering Eve, 89; van Ruiten, 4. 
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argues that בוֹן  thus cannot mean “pain” because then “the first line would be עִצָּ

proclaiming painful pregnancy.” Such a proclamation, according to Meyers, would be 

problematic because “normal pregnancies involve discomfort but are not particularly 

painful, and no biblical passage mentioning pregnancy associates it with pain.”367 Meyers 

even goes so far as to claim that “if ‘pregnancy’ is the better translation of the second 

noun, the first one cannot be ‘pain.’”368  

Proposed Solution 

Meyers then turns to ask what, then, בוֹן  actually means. She makes a few עִצָּ

additional points. First, Meyers looks at the verb עצב, which she suggests “refers to 

emotional or mental distress, not physical pain”; she notes in support Isa 54:6, where “an 

 

367 Meyers, Rediscovering Eve, 90. This claim—that “normal pregnancies…are not particularly painful”—

is of course highly debatable. Many women today suffer from significant illness, pain, and exhaustion 

during pregnancy; most likely these difficulties and pains would have been even greater in the ancient 

world, where women lacked modern painkillers.  

Meyers also posits another “reason to reject ‘childbirth’ as a translation” of הֵרוֹן, related to the parallelism 

between the two lines, ְך רֹנֵֶׁ֔ הֵֽ בֹונֵֵֹֽ֣ךְ וְּ בֶּה֙ עִצְּ ה אַרְּ ֤ בָּּ נִִּ֑ים // הַרְּ י בָּ דִֹ֣ לְּ עִֶ֖צֶב תֵֽ  Based on an assumption that “exact .בְּּ

synonyms are rarely used in parallel lines,” Meyers contends that הֵרוֹן cannot have the sense “childbirth” 

because the parallel line does refer to childbirth (with the term ילד); “the mention of bearing children in the 

second line,” according to Meyers, “thus precludes a reference to childbirth in the first” (Meyers, 

Rediscovering Eve, 90). This is a perplexing statement, however, given that only a few paragraphs later 

Meyers argues that ילד in the second line does not refer to childbirth but to the status of parenthood 

(Meyers, Rediscovering Eve, 92). This conclusion seemingly invalidates her argument about parallelism, 

for if ילד in the second line refers to parenthood, then there would be no apparent problem with הֵרוֹן in the 

first line referring to childbirth, as the two terms would not be “exact synonyms.” Even if one accepts 

Meyers’ assumption that parallel lines do not contain exact synonyms, Meyers’ argument that הֵרוֹן cannot 

mean “childbirth” because of the parallelism is unconvincing, since in her own view the parallel would not 

be between exact synonyms but between “childbirth” and “becoming a parent.”  

368 Meyers, Rediscovering Eve, 90. However, given that Meyers rejects the presence of hendiadys, it is not 

clear why she suggests that the first line would have to have the sense “painful pregnancy” rather than 

simply expressing two independent ideas: “pain and pregnancy.” If the two nouns are seen as distinct 

concepts syntactically, as they are by Meyers, who goes on to translate “your toil and your pregnancies,” 

then the noun הֵרוֹן would seem to create no difficulty for translating the first term as “pain.” This point 

ultimately then does not provide as strong support for her argument—or against a physical pain 

interpretation—as Meyers seems to believe.  
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abandoned woman is ‘grieved in spirit.’”369 Second, Meyers considers other nouns from 

the same root and concludes that “four of these nouns represent either mental anguish (as 

does the verb) or physical toil, but not both. The fifth [עֶצֶב] apparently can denote either. 

None, with the dubious exception of the suffering of Jabez’s mother, refers specifically to 

physical pain.”370 Third, Meyers appeals to the LXX, which renders both בוֹן  עֶצֶב and עִצָּ

with λύπη, “a Greek word that can refer to mental anguish as well as bodily distress, 

rather than with one of the two Greek terms associated specifically with childbirth 

pain.”371 One might expect Meyers, like Curley and Peterson and others, to then conclude 

that the terms in Gen 3:16 describe mental anguish. But unlike proponents of the 

emotional view, Meyers does not limit her investigation of the lexical evidence to a study 

of the “root” alone.  

This leads to her fourth point: after arguing that the meaning of בוֹן  is clearly not עִצָּ

childbirth pain, Meyers then turns to look at the other two occurrences of בוֹן  in the עִצָּ

OT—a move that provides perhaps the strongest point of evidence for her interpretation. 

In Gen 3:17, Meyers suggests, the noun בוֹן  clearly means “toil”: “God tells the man עִצָּ

that growing crops will involve ‘iṣṣābôn, ‘toil.’” This conclusion is confirmed, for 

Meyers, in the third occurrence: “that [בוֹן  in Gen 3:17] refers to exhausting physical עִצָּ

labor and not simply ‘difficulty’ seems certain in light of its third usage, Genesis 5:29, 

 

369 Meyers, Rediscovering Eve, 90.  

370 Meyers, Rediscovering Eve, 91. Meyers here mentions in passing the possibility that “the two 

concepts—anguish and toil—perhaps come from different roots” (91). Alternatively, she posits, “they may 

be semantically connected because onerous physical toil of the kind necessitated by ancient Israel’s 

environment all too often caused frustration and anxiety, that is, mental anguish” (91).  

371 Meyers, Rediscovering Eve, 91.  
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which refers obliquely to the Eden story.”372 According to Meyers, this verse describes 

Noah as one who will offer comfort to people who are burdened with work and toil 

because of the cursed ground. Here, Meyers argues, “the word ‘toil’ [בוֹן  breaks up a [עִצָּ

common biblical phrase, ‘work of the hands,’ with ‘work’ meaning agrarian labor.”373 

Meyers then concludes, on the basis of these other occurrences where בוֹן  means עִצָּ

“‘toil’—not ‘pain’ and not simply ‘work’”—that the בוֹן  decreed for the woman in עִצָּ

3:16a “similarly denotes exhausting physical labor.”374  

A key point in Meyers’ argument is her rejection of a hendiadys in the phrase 

ךְ רֹנֵֶׁ֔ הֵֽ בֹונֵֵֹֽ֣ךְ וְּ  Meyers claims that “hendiadys is not necessary here” and notes in support .עִצְּ

that “the oldest translations do not understand hendiadys but rather reflect straightforward 

grammar—two objects of the double verb.”375 Meyers thus views בוֹן  toil and—הֵרוֹן and עִצָּ

pregnancies—as two independent concepts that are objects of the verbal phrase   ה בָּּ הַרְּ

בֶּה  This leads to her translation “I will make great your toil and many your .אַרְּ

pregnancies,”376 which she suggests means that “women out of Eden will work hard and 

also have many pregnancies. God is mandating women’s role in production and 

reproduction.”377 This interpretation, Meyers argues, is supported by the Vulgate, 

multiplicabo ærumnas tuas, et conceptus tuos, which she translates “I will multiply your 

 

372 Meyers, Rediscovering Eve, 91.  

373 Meyers, Rediscovering Eve, 91.  

374 Meyers, Rediscovering Eve, 91. 

375 Meyers, “Genesis 3:16,” 4. The “oldest translations” that she mentions in support are the LXX and the 

Vulgate, as well as the earliest English translations, the Wycliffe Bible and KJV.  

376 Meyers, Rediscovering Eve, 102.  

377 Meyers, Rediscovering Eve, 91.  
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toils and your conceptions.”378 Interpreting in light of the ancient context in which she 

supposes this text arose—the Israelite community during the Iron Age—Meyers notes 

that “these are precisely the two features that characterize women’s life in Iron Age 

agrarian households—the economic role, production, and the demographic one, 

reproduction.”379 In Gen 3:16a, Meyers writes, “God decrees what will be the reality of 

the target audience, Iron Age Israelites.”380 The passage “sets forth the woman’s enlarged 

role in the productive, agrarian tasks of society” while also mandating “an increased 

procreative role.”381 

While Meyers’ assessment of the first line (ְך רֹנֵֶׁ֔ הֵֽ בֹונֵֵֹֽ֣ךְ וְּ בֶּה֙ עִצְּ ה אַרְּ ֤ בָּּ  remains the (הַרְּ

same across her publications, she modifies her interpretation of the second line of Gen 

ים) 3:16 נִִּ֑ י בָּ דִֹ֣ לְּ צֶב תֵֽ עִֶ֖  in her more recent works. As noted above, Meyers suggests that the (בְּּ

term יָּלַד here means “to become a parent” rather than specifically “to give birth”; the line 

thus speaks, according to Meyers, not of childbirth but of the status of parenthood more 

generally.382 While acknowledging that עֶצֶב is capable of meaning either physical toil or 

emotional anguish, Meyers concludes in her earlier publications that in Gen 3:16, “the 

meaning of the physical phenomenon of work is clear on the basis of its parallelism with 

‘iṣṣabon, ‘toil.’”383 However, Meyers quickly adds here that עֶצֶב “is more than a 

 

378 Meyers, Rediscovering Eve, 91. 

379 Meyers, “Genesis 3:16,” 4. See further discussion below.  

380 Meyers, “Genesis 3:16,” 4.  

381 Meyers, Discovering Eve, 105.  

382 Meyers, Rediscovering Eve, 92; Meyers, Discovering Eve, 106.  

383 Meyers, Discovering Eve, 107. See also Meyers, “Gender Roles,” 345; Meyers, “צַב  TDOT 11:280 ”,עָּ

(2001, original German published 1989). 
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synonym” of בוֹן  Surely,” she writes, “the meaning of emotional distress is also“ .עִצָּ

present, and there is no reason to suppose that both nuances are not present.”384 In other 

words, while Meyers here leans towards interpreting עֶצֶב as “toil” in Gen 3:16 because of 

the parallelism with בוֹן  could simultaneously also mean עֶצֶב she suggests that ,עִצָּ

emotional turmoil, thus indicating the “psychological toll” of the physical toil.385  

By her 2013 revision, however, while still viewing these terms as related, Meyers 

had shifted to understanding בוֹן  as “emotional anguish.” Here, she עֶצֶב as “toil” and עִצָּ

again appeals to parallelism but comes to a different conclusion, noting that “because 

words in parallel poetic lines are usually not synonymous,” עֶצֶב “likely signifies mental 

anguish rather than toil.”386 However, she again accepts that the noun עֶצֶב could mean 

either mental anguish or physical toil and remains open to the idea that both nuances are 

present in this occurrence of עֶצֶב: “because the semantic range” of עֶצֶב “includes toil, it 

may simultaneously express that notion too.”387 To convey both possible meanings, 

Meyers thus translates עֶצֶב as “hardship.” In her latest publication, while her conclusions 

about בוֹן  remain the same, Meyers takes a further step in the emotional direction in her עִצָּ

interpretation of עֶצֶב when she suggests that this term “means mental anguish or suffering 

(e.g., Prov 10:10; Ps 16:4) and is likely from a separate root (as in Arabic) with the same 

 

384 Meyers, Discovering Eve, 107. Meyers suggests that both nuances are similarly present in “Isaiah 14:3, 

where the prophet looks forward to the day when God will provide ‘rest’ from three things: ‘hard work,’ 

‘turmoil,’ and ‘eṣeb, which has aspects of both the previous two” (107–8).  

385 Meyers, Discovering Eve, 108.  

386 Meyers, Rediscovering Eve, 92.  

387 Meyers, Rediscovering Eve, 92. 
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three letters (‘ṣb) as the root of ‘iṣṣābôn.”388 Meyers’ progression of thought can be 

summarized in the table below. 

Table 1. Summary of Shifts in Carol Meyers’ Interpretation 

Year Translation Explanation 

1983 “I will greatly increase your work 

and your pregnancies; (along) with 

toil you shall give birth to 

children.” 

Both terms mean hard work/toil. 

1988 “I will greatly increase your toil 

and your pregnancies; (along) with 

travail shall you beget children.” 

בוֹן  can mean physical עֶצֶב .means toil עִצָּ

toil or emotional distress; here it 

probably means toil, but it could mean 

both.  

2013 “I will make great your toil and 

many your pregnancies; with 

hardship shall you have children.” 

בוֹן  could mean work עֶצֶב .means toil עִצָּ

or mental anguish; here it probably 

means mental anguish, but it could 

mean both.  

2024 “I will make great/many your work 

and your pregnancies; with anguish 

shall you have children.” 

בוֹן  .are from distinct roots עֶצֶב and עִצָּ

בוֹן  means עֶצֶב means toil, while עִצָּ

mental anguish or suffering.   

In all of her publications, Meyers’ argument depends heavily on her assumptions 

regarding the context of Gen 3:16—particularly the ancient cultural context of its 

purported audience. According to Meyers, the target audience to whom this text was 

written was the people of Israel in the Iron Age. Though as many as 90% of ancient 

Israelites were agrarians, Meyers notes, “working the land was not easy,” as “most 

Israelite settlements were located in the highlands of the southern Levant, which posed 

 

388 Meyers, “Genesis 3:16,” 4. Meyers had previously hinted at the possibility of two distinct roots (Meyers, 

Discovering Eve, 107; Meyers, “צַב  Meyers, Rediscovering Eve, 91), but only here does she ;79–11:278 ”,עָּ

actually claim that the nouns in Gen 3:16 are from separate roots. For this proposal, see also Scharbert, who 

posits three homonymous roots with the letters עצב :עצב I with a verbal sense related to emotional pain, 

from which the nouns עַצֶבֶת (seelische Wunde, Kummer, Herzeleid), עֶצֶב (Schmerz), and ה  (Qual) מַעצֲֵבָּ

derive; עצב II with the verbal sense “shape, fashion” (piel); and עצב III, which Scharbert suggests stands 

semantically in between the two. Along with positing the verbal meanings “sich abmühen” (niph) and 

“Unannehmlichkeiten bereiten” (piel), Scharbert attributes three derived nouns to this third root: עֶצֶב (harte 

Arbeit, Mühsal), עֹצֶב (Beschwerden), בוֹן בצֵ עַ  and ,(Mühsal, Beschwerden) עִצָּ  (Schwerarbeiter, Taglöhner) 

(Scharbert, Schmerz, 31).  



 

161 

numerous challenges to agricultural productivity.”389 Such challenges included water 

shortages and factors that impaired the soil’s fertility, as well as droughts, locust swarms, 

and damaging hailstorms. These “environmental problems made life difficult for men and 

also women,” for, according to Meyers, in this ancient context, women “shared the many 

and often onerous activities necessary for producing food and other commodities in 

agrarian households.”390 In addition to their participation in the agricultural work, women 

also bore children. But this reproductive role, says Meyers, was also “fraught with 

problems,”391 as death during childbirth was common for women and the infant mortality 

rate was high. In order to have sufficient labor for her family, “multiple pregnancies were 

necessary for most women.”392 Thus, she concludes, most Israelites during the Iron Age 

period—the presumed “target audience” of this text—dealt with “considerable 

agricultural and demographic constraints.”393  

For this purported audience, Meyers suggests, Gen 3:16 served an etiological 

purpose, explaining why women in this period had to deal with such constraints. In terms 

of the narrative context, Meyers views Gen 3:14–19 as part of a mythic Eden tale that 

“provides an etiology—an ‘explanation’—of how things came to be the way they are.” 

“Specifically,” Meyers suggests, “this etiological myth ‘explains’ why the Israelites 

 

389 Meyers, “Genesis 3:16,” 1.  

390 Meyers, “Genesis 3:16,” 2.  

391 Meyers, “Genesis 3:16,” 2.  

392 Meyers, “Genesis 3:16,” 2.  

393 Meyers, “Genesis 3:16,” 2.  
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struggled agriculturally.”394 For Meyers, the events depicted in Gen 3 are “mythic” 

events, made up to account for “the difficulties of Israelite reality, such as mortality and 

the real-world roles of women and men.”395 When they read Gen 3:16, Meyers suggests, 

the target audience “would have understood that the existential reality for women—

arduous household labor along with bearing multiple children—was divinely 

mandated.”396  

Though her conclusions have not been widely adopted in modern commentaries 

or Bible translations, Meyers’ proposal has nevertheless significantly shaped the 

scholarly discussion of Gen 3:16 in the decades since the publication of her book 

Discovering Eve in 1988. As noted above, many of her arguments have been picked up 

by those arguing for non-traditional interpretations of Gen 3:16. Others have adopted her 

proposal to varying degrees, such as Jacques van Ruiten, who follows Meyers’ 

interpretation of 3:16a but seems to be less convinced by her reading of 3:16b.397 

Specifically, van Ruiten does not fully agree with Meyers’ “interpretation of ילד and the 

differences she makes between the transitive and the intransitive use of it.”398 He notes 

that “the verb ילד seems to concern the process of childbirth itself.”399 Thus, while he 

maintains, following Meyers’ earlier works, that עֶצֶב is related to toil or work, van Ruiten 

 

394 Meyers, “Genesis 3:16,” 2.  

395 Meyers, “Genesis 3:16,” 2.  

396 Meyers, “Genesis 3:16,” 6.  

397 Van Ruiten, 5. Fretheim, in his commentary on Genesis, seems at least somewhat open to Meyers’ 

interpretation, though he notes that “this view has not been fully tested” (Terrence E. Fretheim, “Genesis,” 

in The New Interpreter’s Bible, ed. Leander E. Keck, [Nashville: Abingdon, 1994], 1:363).  

398 Van Ruiten, 6n12.  

399 Van Ruiten, 5.  
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seems to allow the possibility that the second line does in fact describe childbirth. Van 

Ruiten concludes that “one might argue that Gen 3:16a speaks in the first line (v. 16ab) 

about hard and unpleasant work, possibly with painful aspects, and about pregnancy. The 

second line (v. 16ag) also speaks about this hard and unpleasant work, and possibly about 

childbirth.”400 Eskenazi comes to a similar conclusion as Meyers regarding this verse. 

Like Meyers, she translates “your toil and your pregnancies” and notes that “in ancient 

Israel women regularly worked long hours—in food preparation and storage, in the 

manufacture of clothing, in farming alongside of men, and more. For the Torah's original 

audience, this story would have brought such labors readily to mind.”401  

Strengths 

Meyers’ argument has a number of strengths. Like proponents of an emotional 

view, Meyers rightly recognizes that עצב does not typically mean “physical pain” and הֵרוֹן 

does not mean “childbirth.” Unlike those who propose an emotional view of Gen 3:16—

and many who hold to the traditional view—Meyers does in fact attempt to ground her 

reading of Gen 3:16 in a closer examination of the nouns that occur in this passage.402 A 

primary strength of Meyers’ approach is her attention to the other occurrences of בוֹן  עִצָּ

and עֶצֶב. Meyers does not simply look at the meaning of the “root,” but at the meaning of 

the particular nouns in question. In other words, her argument is based on attention to the 

semantics of actual usage, rather than etymology. Rather than importing a conclusion 

 

400 Van Ruiten, 5.  

401 Tamara Cohn Eskenazi, “Genesis,” in The Torah: A Woman’s Commentary, ed. Tamara Cohn Eskenazi 

and Andrea L. Weiss (New York: URJ Press and Women of Reform Judaism, 2008). 

402 This is at least the case in her latest works (Rediscovering Eve and “Genesis 3:16”).  
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about the meaning of בוֹן  in Gen 3:16 into the other occurrences of the noun, as Curley עִצָּ

and Peterson do, Meyers takes all uses of the noun into consideration in order to define 

the debated usage in Gen 3:16. This is a methodologically sound approach and is 

particularly appropriate given that one of the other uses of בוֹן  is found in the immediate עִצָּ

context (3:17).  

Weaknesses 

However, while Meyers’ approach has certain strengths, particularly when 

compared with the emotional interpretation, it also has a number of weaknesses. Meyers’ 

critiques of the physical interpretation display the same weaknesses as the critiques 

leveled by those holding to an emotional view—confusion of sense and referent and a 

questionable appeal to the absence of any typical terms for childbirth pain. Additionally, 

there are a number of weaknesses in the arguments Meyers and others following her 

make to support the proposal that Gen 3:16 describes arduous physical toil or labor. 

First, in support of a non-childbirth pain interpretation, Meyers and van Ruiten 

each appeal to the Septuagint, which renders both בוֹן  with λύπη “a Greek word עֶצֶב and עִצָּ

that can refer to mental anguish as well as bodily distress, rather than with one of the two 

Greek terms associated specifically with childbirth pain.”403 Van Ruiten, who suggests 

λύπη has the sense “sorrow, grief, affliction,” notes that “this word has a more general 

meaning and does not contain a specific reference to childbirth or pregnancy.”404 He adds 

that “the same applies to the second word στεναγμός” that apparently translates הֵרוֹן, 

 

403 Meyers, Rediscovering Eve, 91.  

404 Van Ruiten, 12–13.  
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“which means something like ‘sighing, groan,’ but which is quite general in meaning and 

not related specifically to childbirth.”405 Van Ruiten thus concludes that “the toilsome 

and painful aspects” of Gen 3:16 in the LXX “seem not to be related specifically to 

childbirth. It seems as if the life of sadness is made to contrast with the paradisiacal life 

inside Eden.”406 What both Meyers and van Ruiten fail to mention, however, is that in the 

second line of Gen 3:16, the LXX does in fact use a term associated with childbirth 

(τίκτω, “bring forth”).407 While it is true that a typical Greek term for “childbirth pain” is 

not used here (just as the typical Hebrew terms for childbirth pain are not used), the use 

of τίκτω indicates that the LXX does still see in Gen 3:16 a description of some type of 

pain (λύπη) that is related to childbirth. Thus, the LXX does not provide conclusive 

evidence that there is no reference to childbirth pain in this verse, as Meyers and van 

Ruiten seem to claim.  

Second, the lexical discussion in Meyers’ early works is messy, and while her 

later writings certainly present a cleaned-up version of this analysis, they are nevertheless 

not entirely free from difficulty. In Discovering Eve (1988), Meyers seems to treat 

multiple distinct nouns as if they were the same form. While purportedly “examining 

other biblical usages of the word עֶצֶב” to determine its semantic range, she includes in her 

examination other nouns from the root. Meyers writes that עֶצֶב is “found in fewer than ten 

other passages,” but some of the “usages” she points to are actually occurrences of the 

nouns ב  which ,עֶצֶב rather than (Chron 4:9; Ps 139:24; Isa 14:3 1) עֹצֶב and (Isa 58:3) עַצָּ

 

405 Van Ruiten, 13.  

406 Van Ruiten, 13.  

407 LEH, s.v. “τίκτω.”   



 

166 

occurs only six times in the OT.408 Her 2013 book seems to correct this issue, as she here 

evaluates all of the nouns from the root individually. However, she again commits a 

similar error in her most recent publication. Here, Meyers states that the noun עֶצֶב, which 

she proposes is from a separate root (עצב II), occurs seven total times in the OT and 

“means mental anguish or suffering,”409 referencing two examples in support: Prov 10:10 

and Ps 16:4. However, these two passages actually use not עֶצֶב but עַצֶבֶת, a noun that 

occurs five times in the OT. One then wonders which other four occurrences Meyers has 

in mind, and whether any of them are in fact occurrences of the form in question (עֶצֶב), 

which occurs six times in the OT and frequently has the sense “toil.”410 In short, the 

lexical analysis here remains problematic.  

A third weakness of Meyers’ position is that it seems to rely heavily on her 

assumptions regarding the ancient historical and literary contexts. Not only is her 

reconstruction of the original audience debatable, but it is also questionable whether 

some of the claims Meyers makes about this purported Iron Age context are in fact 

accurate. Specifically, it is not clear that, at any point in ancient Israel, women played as 

significant a role in agricultural production as Meyers seems to assume. As John J. 

Collins concludes, “Meyers’s interpretation seems unduly dependent on her hypothesis 

 

408 Meyers, Discovering Eve, 107.  

409 Meyers, “Genesis 3:16,” 4.  

410 Another issue with her argument here is that, to establish the meaning of the noun עֶצֶב as “mental 

anguish,” Meyers seems to appeal to the meaning of the verb to support her interpretation of the noun, 

noting that “in its verbal form, this root appears fifteen times in the Hebrew Bible and always denotes 

emotional or mental stress—not bodily pain” (“Genesis 3:16,” 7n18); that is, like proponents of the 

emotional approach discussed above, Meyers here commits the root fallacy. 
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that the story reflects life in the highland settlements.”411 Unfortunately, this is not the 

place for an in-depth examination or evaluation of Meyers’ claims regarding the 

historical background of this text, since the main concern of this thesis is with lexical 

matters. However, the fact that other scholars have raised concerns about Meyers’ 

reconstruction of the historical context suggests there is at least some reason for 

skepticism regarding her conclusion.  

Fourth, even if Meyers’ assumptions regarding the ancient historical context are 

correct, it is questionable whether she adequately accounts for the unique linguistic 

context of Gen 3:16. While Meyers is probably correct to conclude that בוֹן  refers to עִצָּ

agricultural labor in Gen 3:17 and 5:29, where בוֹן  occurs alongside other language עִצָּ

associated with productive agricultural work, it is not clear that “economic” or 

“agricultural” work is as fitting in the context of Gen 3:16, where בוֹן  occurs alongside עִצָּ

terms associated with childbearing. It is not entirely clear if Meyers is suggesting that 

“agricultural” is actually part of the sense of the word בוֹן  or simply assuming the עִצָּ

referent in Gen 3:16 is the same as the referent in 3:17 and 5:29. Either way, Meyers’ 

conclusion that בוֹן  in Gen 3:16 describes agricultural labor seemingly requires her to עִצָּ

import information from the contexts of these other two uses of בוֹן  into the context of עִצָּ

Gen 3:16. In other words, “the value of the context,” that is, agricultural work, is “seen as 

something contributed by the word” בוֹן  in Gen 3:17 and 5:29, “and then it is read into עִצָּ

the word as its contribution where the context is in fact different,” that is, Gen 3:16.412 

 

411 John J. Collins, The Bible after Babel: Historical Criticism in a Postmodern Age (Grand Rapids: 

Eerdmans, 2005), 93n102. See also Novick, 240; Curley and Peterson, 163.  

412 Barr, Semantics, 233. While Barr’s critique was specifically directed to the contributors to TWNT who 

were attempting to “relate the individual word directly to the theological thought,” it is also an appropriate 
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Simply because בוֹן  can be used in reference to agricultural labor in certain contexts עִצָּ

does not mean that “agricultural” is part of its semantic contribution in all of its 

occurrences. Meyers seems to overestimate the semantic contribution of בוֹן  and fails to עִצָּ

account for the unique context of Gen 3:16. While a reference to agricultural work seems 

fitting in Gen 3:17 and 5:29, in the context of Gen 3:16, where בוֹן  occurs with terms for עִצָּ

childbearing rather than with language of physical labor, such a reference seems to be out 

of place.413 While Meyers’ attention to the actual usage of בוֹן  is commendable, she עִצָּ

ultimately fails to adequately take into account the specific context of Gen 3:16 and the 

various ways in which it differs from the context in Gen 3:17 and 5:29.  

In sum, while Meyers’ proposal in some ways does a better job of resolving the 

difficulties with a traditional interpretation, her arguments are not without their own 

problems. Ultimately, while making some helpful points, Meyers fails to provide an 

adequate alternative to the physical birth pain interpretation.  

An Alternative Proposal 

While there are difficulties with the traditional understanding of Gen 3:16, the 

proposed alternatives discussed above also have a number of deficiencies, particularly in 

their engagement with the lexical data and treatment of the context. In light of these 

issues, I will now attempt to offer an interpretation of Gen 3:16, drawing on the lexical 

 
critique of the general failure to appropriately distinguish between symbol (word), sense (meaning), and 

referent (extralinguistic thing) seen in Meyers and others.  

413 To use the language of Joos’ rule of maximum redundancy, in Gen 3:16, “agricultural labor” is probably 

not the meaning that “least disturbs” the context. See further discussion below.  
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semantic analysis and lexical field analysis above, that I believe better accounts for the 

lexical evidence and the immediate context.414  

Semantics 

As noted above, one of the main deficiencies with the emotional view is the 

tendency to assume that the meaning of the “root” is the meaning of the noun בוֹן  ,and) עִצָּ

in some cases, עֶצֶב). Many proponents of this interpretation fail to actually examine the 

use of these specific nouns elsewhere, or do so only after having reached their conclusion 

about Gen 3:16.415 In other words, this approach is characterized by an “excessive 

reliance on the root of Hebrew words.”416 While considering related nouns and verbs can 

be a useful step in the process, it is best to begin lexical semantic study by looking at all 

of the uses of the word in question to determine its semantic range. In general, when 

determining the meaning of a particular word, the actual usage of the same word 

elsewhere should hold more weight than possible etymological relations, for “etymology 

is not, and does not profess to be, a guide to the semantic value of words in their current 

usage, and such value has to be determined from the current usage and not from the 

 

414 In doing so, I do not purport to have developed an entirely novel interpretation, as there will be points of 

overlap with the other views and ultimately the conclusion regarding the referent is not radically different 

from some of the proposals discussed above. However, I hope to correct some of the lexicographical errors 

made by proponents of the three views discussed above and thus reach a conclusion in a way that better 

accounts for the lexical data. I also recognize that this proposal is likely not without its own weaknesses, 

particularly given that there are many interpretive issues that I am unable to address here due to the 

limitations of this thesis (see n. 268 above). 

415 It is probably safe to say that the same critique could be leveled of the physical pain view, but 

proponents of this view often seem to simply state their conclusion as a fact, rather than attempt to explain 

or argue for this point, so it is not always clear whether they have in fact looked at the lexemes more 

carefully.  

416 Barr, Semantics, 101.  



 

170 

derivation.”417 We will thus begin by considering what the use of these terms elsewhere 

can tell us about their meaning in Gen 3:16. While בוֹן  have already been עֶצֶב and עִצָּ

discussed briefly in Chapter 2, a few additional points can be made here. 

Usage of בוֹן  Elsewhere עִצָּ

A number of proposed meanings for בוֹן  have been discussed above, including עִצָּ

“(physical) pain,” “sorrow,” “toil (generally),” and “(agricultural) toil.” Given that the 

term בוֹן  appears only three times in the OT, the data that can be used to understand its עִצָּ

meaning—and to determine whether it has a range of meaning (“toil” and “pain”) or a 

single sense (“toil/painful toil”)—is limited. In light of this limited evidence, it will be 

helpful to employ Joos’ principle of maximum redundancy, which states that the “best 

meaning is the least meaning,” the one that contributes “least to the total message 

derivable from the passage where it is at home.”418 

בוֹן  in Genesis 5:29 עִצָּ

In Gen 5:29,419 בוֹן  seems to mean something like “toil” or “labor.” One reason עִצָּ

for this suggestion is the syntactical combination of בוֹן  work,” in the“ ,מַעֲשֶׂה with עִצָּ

phrase  ון בֹֹ֣ נוּ֙ וּמֵעִצְּ מַעֲשֵַׂ֨ נוּ מִֽ נַחֲמֵ֤ ֶ֠֞ה יְּ ינוּזֶ  יָּדֵֶׁ֔  “this one will give us comfort from our work and from 

the בוֹן  ,of our hands.” While these terms may not be exact synonyms, at the very least עִצְּ

 

417 Barr, Semantics, 107.  

418 Joos, 257 (emphasis original). This principle, Joos suggests, is “the explicator’s and the defining 

lexicographer’s rule of thumb for deciding what a hapax legomenon”—or, in our case, a very rare word—

“most probably means.” 

419 Genesis 5:29: ה ֽ הוָּ הּ יְּ ִ֖ רָּ ר אֵֽ רְּ ה אֲשֶּ֥ מֶָּׁ֔ אֲדָּ ֹ֣ ינוּ מִן־הָּ ון יָּדֵֶׁ֔ בֹֹ֣ נוּ֙ וּמֵעִצְּ מַעשֲֵַׂ֨ נוּ מִֽ נַחֲמֵ֤ ֶ֠֞ה יְּ ר זֶ  חַ לֵאמִֹּ֑ ו נִֹ֖ מֹׁ֛ א אֶת־שְּ ֵּ֧ רָּ  And he called his“ וַיִקְּ

name Noah, saying, ‘This one will give us comfort from our work and from the בוֹן  of our hands, from the עִצְּ

ground which Yahweh cursed.’”  
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they are probably co-referential—that is, they refer to the same thing. The minimum 

semantic content that would allow these two terms to be used as co-referential is probably 

some notion of work. While both terms can perhaps be used in reference to agricultural 

work, it is not necessarily the case that this is part of their sense, as Meyers at times 

seems to suggest. Thus, the usage alongside this term for “work” (מַעֲשֶׂה) makes it 

reasonable to suggest that that בוֹן   .here is another word for work or labor עִצָּ

The occurrence of בוֹן  provides further evidence for this יָּדֵינוּ in construct with עִצָּ

conclusion. This construct phrase, ּבֹון יָּדֵינו בוֹן the“ וּמֵעִצְּ  of our hands,” indicates that the עִצָּ

word בוֹן בוֹן can be used of something related to or done with the hands.420 The use of עִצָּ  עִצָּ

in the construct phrase should probably incline us away from understanding בוֹן  as עִצָּ

having the sense “pain,” at least in this context. If nothing else, the construct phrase, as 

well as the parallel מַעֲשֶׂה, seem to provide evidence against a purely emotional 

interpretation of the noun בוֹן  While it is not entirely clear what the specific meaning of .עִצָּ

בוֹן בוֹן is here, the fact that עִצָּ  ,נחם) ”is something from which a person needs “comfort עִצָּ

piel) would predispose us to see בוֹן  as a less than positive term.421 Work itself is not עִצָּ

necessarily something that one needs comfort from, so the occurrence of בוֹן  as the עִצָּ

object of נחם implies that there is something negative about this type of work. Following 

 

420 The similar phrase ָמַעשֲֵׂה יָּדֶיך “the work of your hands” occurs often in the OT; in Deuteronomy, the 

phrase frequently refers explicitly to agricultural labor (Deut 16:15; 24:19; 28:12).  

421 There is “incongruity between the etymology of the name ‘Noah’” ( ַנֹח), which is related to נוח, “to rest,” 

and the explanation of the name given by Lamech, “‘comfort’” (ּנו נַחֲמֵ֤  ,to comfort“ ,נחם which is related to ,(יְּ

console” (piel) (Mathews, 316). The LXX attempted to resolve the perceived difficulty with the reading 

οὗτος διαναπαύσει ἡμᾶς, apparently assuming ּנִיחֵנו  he will give us rest.” However, the ambiguity is“ יְּ

probably best explained as a play on words. The name  ַנֹח sounds similar to נחם, with both having the letters 

נוּ) and the explanation ,ח and נ נַחֲמֵ֤  thus probably serves as an intentional play on these sounds rather than a (יְּ

precise etymology (see discussion in Mathews, 317; Hamilton, Genesis 1–17, 258–59). Further, this verse 

probably “anticipates the recurring plays on the name ‘Noah’ in the following flood narrative,” where נוח 

and נחם “often arise” (Mathews, 317).  
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Joos’ rule of maximum redundancy, the meaning that “contributes least to the total 

context”422 here is probably “toil” or “painful toil,” that is, some kind of difficult or 

painful work.  

In Gen 5:29, we see a clear reference to Gen 3:17, the other passage where בוֹן  עִצָּ

occurs. 

בוֹן  in Genesis 3:17 עִצָּ

In Gen 3:17, בוֹן  appears in the curse that the Lord pronounces to Adam on עִצָּ

account of Adam’s disobedience in listening to his wife and eating of the tree:  ה ֤ אֲרוּרָּ

ה֙  מָּ אֲדָּ ֽ י חַיֶֽיךָ הָּ מֵּ֥ ל יְּ נָּה כִֹ֖ אכֲלֶֶׁ֔ בֹון֙ תֹֽ עִצָּ ךָ בְּּ עֲבוּרֶֶׁ֔ בַּֽ  “Cursed is the ground because of you; in/with בוֹן  עִצָּ

you will eat of it all the days of your life.” There are two phrases here that are clearly 

echoed in Gen 5:29: 

Genesis 3:17 Genesis 5:29 

ה֙  מָּ אֲדָּ ֽ ה הָּ ֤  אֲרוּרָּ

“Cursed is the ground” 

ה  ֽ הוָּ הּ יְּ ִ֖ רָּ רְּ ר אֵֽ ה אֲשֶּ֥ מֶָּׁ֔ אֲדָּ ֹ֣  מִן־הָּ

“From the ground which Yahweh 

cursed”423 

 

422 Eugene A. Nida, “Implications of Contemporary Linguistics for Biblical Scholarship,” Journal of 

Biblical Literature 91, no. 1 (1972): 86.  

423 There are various possible interpretations of this phrase within the verse that have been proposed. The 

Hebrew reads  ֵֽר א ה אֲשֶּ֥ מֶָּׁ֔ אֲדָּ ֹ֣ ינוּ מִן־הָּ ון יָּדֵֶׁ֔ בֹֹ֣ נוּ֙ וּמֵעִצְּ מַעֲשֵַׂ֨ נוּ מִֽ נַחֲמֵ֤ ֶ֠֞ה יְּ ר זֶ  חַ לֵאמִֹּ֑ ו נִֹ֖ מֹׁ֛ א אֶת־שְּ ֵּ֧ רָּ הוַיִקְּ ֽ הוָּ הּ יְּ ִ֖ רָּ רְּ . Some take the 

phrase ה ֽ הוָּ הּ יְּ ִ֖ רָּ רְּ ר אֵֽ ה אֲשֶּ֥ מֶָּׁ֔ אֲדָּ ֹ֣  as describing the source of the “comfort” that Noah will bring, seeing here a מִן־הָּ

reference to “Noah’s discovery of viticulture as ‘relief’ from the curse….If so, Noah’s vineyard would 

evidence a covenant reprieve from the Edenic curse of the ground, interpreting the Lord’s promise in 8:21–

22 as its repeal” (Mathews, 318); this approach appears to be that taken by NJPS: “And he named him 

Noah, saying, ‘This one will provide us relief from our work and from the toil of our hands, out of the very 

soil which the Lord placed under a curse’”). The “difficulty with this interpretation,” as Mathews notes, 

“lies in the absence of such a respite after the flood” (318). An alternative interpretation is found in the 

ESV: “Rather than understanding the phrase as referring to the relief Noah would provide from the difficult 

labor caused by the curse on the ground,” the ESV takes the final phrase ה ֽ הוָּ הּ יְּ ִ֖ רָּ רְּ ר אֵֽ ה אֲשֶּ֥ מֶָּׁ֔ אֲדָּ ֹ֣  and מִן־הָּ

“makes it an initial clause, so that now it is Noah who is taken from the cursed ground, like Adam” (Iain M. 

Duguid, “Genesis,” in ESV Expository Commentary, ed. Iain M. Duguid, James M. Hamilton Jr., and Jay 

Sklar,  vol. 1, Genesis–Numbers [Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2025], 84n95). Because of the position of the 

clause in the Hebrew, however, this interpretation, while possible, does not seem to be the most 

straightforward reading. Perhaps a better explanation is to take מִן as causal (“caused by the ground”) and 

read this phrase as referring to the source of the “painful toil” (בוֹן  He named him Noah and said, ‘He“ :(עִצָּ
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נָּה  אכֲלֶֶׁ֔ בֹון֙ תֹֽ עִצָּ  בְּּ

“In/with/by toil you will eat of it” 

ֶ֠֞ה נוּ זֶ  נַחֲמֵ֤ ינוּ...יְּ ון יָּדֵֶׁ֔ בֹֹ֣ וּמֵעִצְּ  

“This one will bring us comfort…from the 

toil of our hands” 

Given these parallels and the similarity of the two contexts, it is probably best to 

understand the term בוֹן  ,in both Gen 3:17 and 5:29 as having essentially the same sense עִצָּ

which in both contexts seems to be “toil.”  

This is further supported by the verses following Gen 3:17, which describe 

difficulties introduced into the man’s task of working (בַד מַר) and keeping (עָּ  the ground (שָּ

(Gen 2:15, 5): “And thorns and thistles [the ground] will cause to grow for you, and you 

shall eat the plants of the field. By the sweat of your face, you shall eat bread, until you 

return to the ground, for from it you were taken, and you are dust, and to dust you will 

return” (3:18–19). According to these verses, the cursed ground will now produce thorns 

and thistles, complicating the man’s task of working the land and producing food from it. 

בוֹן  appears to be another way of describing this difficult work. A parallel between 3:17 עִצָּ

and 3:19, which both feature a clause using the verb כַל  modified by a prepositional אָּ

phrase using  ְּּב, also likely provides evidence for reading בוֹן  as a description of difficult עִצָּ

work:  

Genesis 3:17 Genesis 3:19 

נָּה  אכֲלֶֶׁ֔ בֹון֙ תֹֽ עִצָּ  בְּּ

“In/with/by בוֹן  you will eat [of] it עִצָּ

[the ground]” 

חֶם אכַל לֶֶׁ֔ יךָ֙ תֹֹ֣ ת אַפֶַ֨ זֵעַ֤   בְּּ

“By the sweat of your face you will eat 

food/bread” 

The syntactical parallel suggests there may be some kind of semantic similarity between 

these expressions. The phrase “by the sweat of your face” has generally been understood 

 
will comfort us in the labor and painful toil of our hands caused by the ground the LORD has cursed’” 

(NIV; see also NET; NASB; Mathews, 318).  
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as describing physical exertion—sweat produced due to difficult physical labor.424 It 

seems likely that the parallel בֹון עִצָּ  is simply another way of describing this strenuous בְּּ

physical labor. The task of producing food from the ground will become more difficult 

because it will now be done בֹון עִצָּ זֵעַת אַפֶיךָ and בְּּ בוֹן .בְּּ  thus seems to describe some kind עִצָּ

 

424 An NET footnote, for example, reads, “the expression ‘the sweat of your brow’ is a metonymy, the 

sweat being the result of painful toil in the fields.” See also Davidson, 45; John Goldingay, Genesis, 

BCOTP (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2020), 81; Franz Delitzsch, A New Commentary on Genesis, 

trans. Sophia Taylor (New York: Scribner & Welford, 1889), 1:167; John Calvin, A Commentary on 

Genesis, trans. John King (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth Trust, 1965), 175. Daniel Fleming has suggested 

that “by the sweat of your face” actually refers not to sweat accompanying difficult physical labor but 

sweat “produced by anxious fear that harvests will fail, and the life-giving grain will not come” (Daniel E. 

Fleming, “By the Sweat of Your Brow: Adam, Anat, Athirat and Ashurbanipal,” in Ugarit and the Bible: 

Proceedings of the International Symposium on Ugarit and the Bible, ed. George J. Brooke, Adrian H.W. 

Curtis, and John F. Healey, [Münster: Ugarit-Verlag, 1994], 93). To arrive at this conclusion, Fleming 

appeals to other ancient Near Eastern literature regarding sweat. Ultimately, however, while Fleming’s 

suggestion is possible, there is limited evidence to support it. Fleming notes that the Akkadian cognate 

noun zu‘tu “occurs most often as a symptom of sickness or as a sign of recovery, especially in medical 

texts.” Additionally, in other texts, sweat is understood as an image of evil departing the body, and 

elsewhere, “horses sweat” (94). Out of a number of texts that mention sweat in ANE literature, Fleming 

finds only three texts relevant to his argument. In two Ugaritic texts, sweat is mentioned in a description of 

fear at the approach of visitors in the Baal myth. In one Akkadian text, sweat is a response of fear “in the 

midst of battle” (96). While Fleming’s suggestion is intriguing, it is somewhat unconvincing, as the scarcity 

of textual evidence does not foster much confidence in his claim that “sweat was particularly understood to 

be caused by anxious fear” by the ancients (97).  

Further, even if this is one way in which sweat was understood in the ancient world, there is no evidence to 

suggest the mention of sweat should be understood in this way in Genesis 3, where the context is not 

particularly similar to that of the Baal myth nor the Akkadian battle scene. Fleming does return to Genesis 

to build his case, arguing that “Adam's sweat does not entirely make sense as the simple product of 

exertion.…Does Adam's tending (עבד) of the garden” before this point “in fact require no such effort? Does 

only a higher degree of farming difficulty induce sweat?” (Fleming, 97). Fleming believes this particular 

consequence of Adam’s sin thus makes better sense if understood as sweat associated with fear. Fleming 

suggests that in Gen 3, man and woman “are introduced to fear” (97). In their eating of the tree, they leave 

their childlike state of being “exposed, vulnerable, but not abashed or humiliated” and “their eyes are 

opened so they know they are naked and want to cover themselves…for the first time, they are afraid, 

afraid of the very one who had shielded them from all fear” (98). However, while Fleming is right to note 

that the man and woman indeed become fearful in Gen 3 (see 3:10), he struggles to convincingly connect 

this experience of fear to 3:19, where “sweat” is mentioned not in relation to the man’s shame but in 

relation to the man’s producing food from the ground. In his conclusion, Fleming draws from curses in 

Deuteronomy to suggest that “farming for basic sustenance was a tenuous pursuit” because of the 

possibility of drought, blight, and other harmful things that could affect the land and its fruitfulness. Again, 

Fleming’s statement is probably not incorrect, but it is questionable whether this proves that “Gen 3:19 

should resemble the texts regarding Anat, Athirat, and Ashurbanipal in attributing sweat to anxious fear” 

(100). Thus, it is probably best to reject Fleming’s proposal that sweat in Gen 3:19 refers to anxious fear.  
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of difficult work, here specifically in reference to the hardship of man’s working the 

ground to produce food.  

The use in the context of this punishment clearly invites readers to view בוֹן  in a עִצָּ

negative light. That is, the sense is probably not simply “work” or “labor,” but a negative 

type of labor. This is supported, as already noted, by the fact that בוֹן  is elsewhere עִצָּ

something that people need “comfort” from. The question, then, is what is “negative” 

about this labor: Is it physically painful work? Is it work that is laden with anxiety? Is it 

work that causes emotional distress? While the specifics of what is negative are unclear, 

perhaps this aspect can be adequately represented in the English “toil” or more 

specifically “painful toil,” since the word “pain” can allow for both physical and 

emotional referents.425 While Meyers at times seems to view “agricultural” as something 

inherent to the meaning of בוֹן בוֹן it seems that the minimum contribution of ,עִצָּ  to this עִצָּ

sentence—the “least meaning”—is simply “toil.” As Meyers herself even appears to 

recognize,426 it is the subsequent verses in the context that suggest בוֹן  is being used in עִצָּ

reference to “agricultural labor.” 

בוֹן  in Genesis 3:16 עִצָּ

Based on the above uses of בוֹן  one of which is in the very next verse and the—עִצָּ

other of which refers back to that verse—it seems plausible that the sense of בוֹן  in Gen עִצָּ

 

425 See further discussion in Conclusion.  

426 Meyers seems to suggest at one point that the context of Gen 3:17 is what indicates a reference to 

agricultural work, when she writes that בוֹן  appears once in Gen 3:17, “addressed to the man, where it עִצָּ

clearly means ‘toil’ in reference to post-Edenic agricultural labor as developed in the succeeding verses 

(3:18–19)” (Meyers, “Genesis 3:16,” 4). However, as noted above, she fails to take into account that the 

context of Gen 3:16 does not develop this reference to agricultural labor.  
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3:16 is again “painful toil.” This conclusion suggests that the critique often leveled 

against the traditional view—that the word בוֹן  does not specifically mean physical עִצָּ

pain—is valid. However, the proposal here provides a better solution than the emotional 

approach because it adequately covers the data and it employs a more valid 

lexicographical approach, looking at the actual uses of the noun elsewhere. When these 

other uses are taken into consideration, it becomes clear that the sense of בוֹן  is not עִצָּ

“sorrow” but “toil/painful toil.”  

This conclusion also provides a better solution than Meyers, who seems to 

overload בוֹן  with meaning. Rather than seeking to identify the “least meaning” of this עִצָּ

term, Meyers ends up importing the associations with agricultural labor from the contexts 

of Gen 3:17 and 5:29 into the usage of בוֹן  in Gen 3:16, assigning a greater meaning to עִצָּ

the term than can be warranted. Meyers fails to adequately demonstrate that 

“agricultural” or “agrarian” is something inherent to the sense of the word בוֹן  rather עִצָּ

than something contributed by the contexts in Gen 3:17 and 5:29. Due to the limited 

evidence available, it is difficult to know exactly what the semantic contribution of בוֹן  עִצָּ

is. However, following Joos’ rule, in Gen 3:16, the meaning that “maximizes the 

redundancy of word and context together” and fits “in most smoothly without jostling its 

neighbors”427 is not “economic labor” or “agricultural toil,” as Meyers would seem to 

suggest, but simply “toil.” While it is possible that the semantic contribution of the term 

בוֹן  could be more than “toil,” it seems that the “least meaning”—and thus the “best עִצָּ

meaning”—in all three contexts in which בוֹן   ”.occurs is simply “toil” or “painful toil עִצָּ

 

427 Joos, 257, 263.  
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Of course, it is possible that בוֹן  is polysemous and has a different sense here עִצָּ

than in its other uses, such as “pain.”428 However, it would be difficult to make a 

convincing case for polysemy given the limited data available to us. Further, since the 

usage in Gen 3:16 is in such close proximity to the usage in 3:17, it seems best to 

understand both occurrences as having the same sense. It is probably simplest, then, to 

conclude that בוֹן  in Gen 3:16 has the same sense as in its other uses: “toil” or “painful עִצָּ

toil.” This conclusion, however, does not necessarily mean that בוֹן  in Gen 3:16 refers to עִצָּ

the same type of toil that it does elsewhere, as Meyers assumes.429  

Usage of עֶצֶב Elsewhere 

The related noun עֶצֶב appears six times in the OT, only one of which (Gen 3:16) is 

in the Pentateuch. 

 in Psalms and Proverbs עֶצֶב

In three of its other occurrences, עֶצֶב has the sense “toil” or perhaps “painful toil” 

(Ps 127:2; Prov 5:10; 14:23), while in a fourth, the sense seems to be “pain” or “hurt”: 

צֶב ָ֗ בַר־עֶּ֝  עֶצֶב ,a word of hurt” or “a hurtful word” (Prov 15:1). In a fifth (Prov 10:22)“ וּדְּ

could have the sense “pain/hurt,” but, as noted above, the sense here is probably “toil.” In 

four of its five other uses, then, the noun עֶצֶב probably has the sense “toil.” However, the 

 

428 Some lexica seem to take the noun בוֹן בוֹן as polysemous. DCH proposes multiple senses for עִצָּ  listing ,עִצָּ

Gen 3:16 under “pain” and Gen 3:17 and 5:29 under “toil” (DCH, s.v. “בוֹן  BDB also lists these two .(”עִצָּ

senses but seemingly treats them as one category of meaning, putting all three occurrences under the 

heading “pain, toil” (BDB, s.v. “בוֹן  ,HALOT similarly groups all three passages under one category .(”עִצָּ

offering the sense “anxious toil, hardship” for all three occurrences of the noun בוֹן בוֹן“ .HALOT, s.v) עִצָּ  .(”עִצָּ

Ges18 also treats the noun as polysemous, listing the sense “Mühsal, Beschwernis (deine beschwerliche 

Schwangerschaft)” for Gen 3:16 and “Mühe, Schwerarbeit” for Gen 3:17 and 5:29 (Ges18, s.v. “בוֹן    .(”עִצָּ

429 See further discussion below.  
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occurrence in Prov 15:1 with a different sense, “hurt,” demonstrates that the noun is 

likely polysemous.  

 in Genesis 3:16 עֶצֶב

Thus, one must determine which of these two possible senses—“pain/hurt” or 

“toil”—best suits the context of Gen 3:16. While it may be tempting to conclude that both 

“pain” and “toil” are in view in Gen 3:16, as Meyers does, this conclusion should 

probably be avoided, as it involves the error Barr calls “illegitimate totality transfer.” 

Such an error occurs “when the ‘meaning’ of a word (understood as the total series of 

relations in which it is used in the literature) is read into a particular case as its sense and 

implication.”430 This is problematic because, as Nida has noted, “words do not carry with 

them all the meanings which they may have in other sets of co-occurrences.”431 In other 

words, simply because a word has multiple possible senses does not mean that multiple 

senses are present in any one usage: “words signify only one meaning in each specific 

context in which they are used, except for rare instances where a speaker purposely 

intends a play on meanings.”432 In Gen 3:16, it is not clear that the author intended such a 

play on meanings or wanted to communicate both ideas, nor is it clear that the audience 

would have assumed both senses of עֶצֶב were in view here, as Meyers seems to suggest. 

 

430 Barr, Semantics, 218.  

431 Nida, 86. While at times it may be unclear to the audience which sense is in view, it is generally the case 

that in any given instance, the word carries with it only one of its possible senses, and that sense is 

generally clear based on the context of usage. Even in cases where there is ambiguity as to which sense is 

in view, the fact that either sense could fit the context does not indicate that the speaker intended to 

communicate both senses.  

432 J. P. Louw, Semantics of New Testament Greek (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1982), 36 (emphasis 

original).  
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While at times biblical authors may use intentional ambiguity for literary purposes, a 

word in any given usage “will normally only carry one of its possible senses, and that 

sense is the one determined by the linguistic and extra-linguistic context.”433  

In the context of Gen 3:16, where עֶצֶב occurs in parallel with בוֹן  which, as ,עִצָּ

discussed above, likely has the sense “toil,” it seems plausible that עֶצֶב similarly denotes 

“toil” or “painful toil.” That these terms, בוֹן  should be understood as having a ,עֶצֶב and עִצָּ

similar sense in this context is further supported by the fact that in the next verse a similar 

prepositional phrase occurs with the noun בוֹן עֶצֶב That is, the phrase .עֶצֶב instead of עִצָּ  in בְּּ

Gen 3:16 finds a parallel in בֹון עִצָּ  in 3:17. The fact that both nouns are found in such בְּּ

similar clauses, both as the object of  ְּּב, in such close proximity thus provides further 

evidence that the two terms, עֶצֶב and בוֹן  are being used in a similar fashion and likely ,עִצָּ

have a similar sense.  

Context 

As discussed above, in Gen 3:16a, the noun בוֹן  a term ,הֵרוֹן is used alongside עִצָּ

meaning “pregnancy” or “conception.” These two nouns, both taking 2fs pronoun 

suffixes, function as two objects of the verbal phrase בֶּה ה אַרְּ בָּּ  While the placement of .הַרְּ

the two nouns side-by-side does not necessarily imply a connection between them—that 

is, while it is possible that בוֹן  pregnancy” are two separate entities that“ הֵרוֹן toil” and“ עִצָּ

the author had no intention of linking—there is reason in this case to believe a connection 

was intended. In Gen 3:16b, עֶצֶב is more unambiguously linked with another term in the 

 

433 Cotterell and Turner, 178.  
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semantic field of childbearing, occurring as the object of a preposition ( ְּּב)434 that directly 

modifies the verb יָּלַד, “to bear, bring forth, give birth (to)”: ים נִִּ֑ י בָּ דִֹ֣ לְּ צֶב תֵֽ עִֶ֖  עֶצֶב With/in“ בְּּ

you will give birth to children.”435 This linkage of עֶצֶב with יָּלַד suggests that likely there 

is also a connection implied between בוֹן  in the parallel first line. In other הֵרוֹן and עִצָּ

words, given the connection of עֶצֶב with יָּלַד in the second line of Gen 3:16, בוֹן  הֵרוֹן and עִצָּ

in the first line should probably be understood not as two unrelated concepts but as 

somehow connected to one another. 

What, exactly, is the nature of this connection? As noted above, many scholars 

claim that ְך רֹנֵֶׁ֔ הֵֽ בֹונֵֵֹֽ֣ךְ וְּ  is a hendiadys, in which these two terms together express a single עִצְּ

idea, such as “pain in childbirth”436 or “sorrowful conceptions.”437 Collins suggests that 

calling this a hendiadys is “imprecise.” According to Collins, “the phrase ‘and your 

pregnancy’ is best understood as an explicative waw (having the nuance ‘namely’), 

followed by an accusative of reference (‘with respect to your pregnancy’).”438 If this is 

 

434 The preposition  ְּּב here probably designates accompaniment: “in/with בוֹן   ”.עִצָּ

435 It is questionable whether Meyers’ claim—that “when the verb yld is intransitive, it normally denotes 

the birth process; but when it is used transitively, it refers to the status of parenthood” (Discovering Eve, 

106)—is correct. While יָּלַד in the qal can perhaps mean something like “to have children” more generally, 

rather than specifically designating the process of childbirth, it is unclear whether these senses are 

distinguished based on the transitive vs. intransitive syntax alone. The limitations of this study do not allow 

for an in-depth examination of this root, but based on an initial survey of the occurrences of יָּלַד, it seems 

that Meyers probably draws too sharp of a distinction between the transitive and intransitive uses of the 

verb. There are cases where the intransitive usage would seem to have the sense “have children” more 

generally (e.g., Gen 6:4), as well as many instances where the transitive use could mean not simply “have 

children” but “give birth to” (e.g., Gen 4:1, 2; Exod 2:2, 22). Meyers does not consider whether there might 

be other syntactical features, aside from transitivity, that could indicate these different meanings. Meyers 

thus fails to convincingly demonstrate that the sense of the verb in Gen 3:16b is “become a parent/have 

children” rather than “bear, give birth.”  

436 NASB; see discussion above.  

437 Curley and Peterson, 165.   

438 C. John Collins, “What Happened to Adam and Eve? A Literary-Theological Approach to Genesis,” 

Presbyterion 27, no. 1 (2001): 37n75. See also Cassuto, who notes that while this phrase is usually 
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the case, the line could be rendered something like “I will greatly increase your (painful) 

toil, namely, with respect to your pregnancy.”  

As Collins goes on to note, this understanding “is clear from the clause that 

follows, which seems to restate the punishment” of the first clause.439 In the second 

clause, as noted above, עֶצֶב, a term related to בוֹן  As is .יָּלַד is explicitly linked with ,עִצָּ

often the case in Hebrew poetry, these parallel lines are likely co-referential—that is, 

though the sense may not be exactly the same in each line (i.e., the lines are not 

synonymous), both lines refer to the same or similar thing, though in different ways.440 

The second line restates the first, describing the same issue from a different angle, and 

could be rendered something like: “with (painful) toil you will bring forth children.” In 

sum, because parallel lines are co-referential, and because the referent of the second line 

is clearly painful toil related to childbearing, it is appropriate to understand the first line 

as having a similar referent—toil that is specifically associated with childbearing. In the 

first line, however, an earlier stage of the childbearing process seems to be in view, so 

that the two lines form a merism describing two ends of the reproductive process: from 

conception to birth. Thus, in this context, ֹבו ןעִצָּ  and עֶצֶב both seem to refer to painful toil 

associated with the childbearing process.  

 
understood as a hendiadys, meaning “the suffering of your childbearing,” a “better interpretation is: your 

suffering in general, and more particularly that of your childbearing” (U. A. Cassuto, Commentary on the 

Book of Genesis, trans. Israel Abrahams [Skokie, IL: Varda Books, 1961], 165).  

439 Collins, “What Happened to Adam and Eve?” 37n75.  

440 In other words, in Hebrew parallelism, parallel terms—or parallel lines as a whole—often overlap not in 

sense but in reference, describing the same event or object from differing points of view. For example, in 

the verse, “keep your tongue from evil // and your lips from speaking deceit” (Ps 34:14[13]), there are no 

real synonyms in the sentence, but “both lines are about the same thing” (C. John Collins, “Verb Tenses in 

Biblical Hebrew Poetry: Psalms, Wisdom Books, Prophets,” class notes, Covenant Theological Seminary, 

St. Louis, MO, 2005). As alternate ways of describing the same thing (lying), these lines can thus be 

considered co-referential. Since the word “synonym” is generally used of words that overlap in their sense, 

it can thus be misleading to describe parallel lines, or parallel terms, as “synonymous.”  
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At the very least, the context of Gen 3:16, where בוֹן  are placed עֶצֶב and עִצָּ

alongside הֵרוֹן and יָּלַד, indicates that בוֹן  here likely do not refer to agricultural עֶצֶב and עִצָּ

labor, as Meyers proposes. Meyers is probably correct to find in Gen 3:17 and 5:29 a 

reference to agricultural labor, for, as the discussion above has demonstrated, the context 

in these passages clearly points to such a referent. When closer attention is given to the 

actual context of Gen 3:16, however, it becomes clear that the notion of agricultural work 

is not introduced until 3:17. Given the absence of terminology related to agricultural 

work in 3:16, and the presence of terminology related to childbearing, the context of Gen 

3:16 would suggest that the referent is not the toil of agricultural work but toil associated 

with childbearing. In other words, the term בוֹן  with the sense “painful toil,” is being ,עִצָּ

applied in different referential contexts: in Gen 3:17 and 5:29, בוֹן  is associated with the עִצָּ

production of food from the land, while in Gen 3:16, בוֹן  is associated with pregnancy עִצָּ

or conception. 

Close attention to the context of Gen 3:16—and the recognition that it is the 

context of Gen 3:16 that introduces the referent of childbirth—also resolves the 

objection, raised by critics of the traditional view, that בוֹן  are not elsewhere עֶצֶב and עִצָּ

used of labor or childbirth pain. It is true that neither בוֹן  are the usual terms for עֶצֶב nor עִצָּ

pain in childbirth, and it is true that neither of these terms are specifically used elsewhere 

in reference to childbearing, at least in the materials available to us. However, simply 

because these terms do not have the sense “labor pains” and are not used elsewhere in 

reference to bearing children does not preclude them from referring to some aspect of the 

childbearing process here. The reference to childbearing does not come from the terms 

בוֹן  Just as one would .יָּלַד and הֵרוֹן ,but from other terms in the context, namely עֶצֶב and עִצָּ
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not immediately associate the English word “pain” with the pains of childbirth unless it 

were found in the combination “labor pains,” or perhaps or if one were sitting in a 

hospital delivery room, so the combination of בוֹן  is what יָּלַד and הֵרוֹן with עֶצֶב and עִצָּ

indicates that the referent is specifically painful toil associated with childbearing. It is not 

necessary for בוֹן  themselves to mean “labor pains” in order for them to be used עֶצֶב or עִצָּ

in reference to difficulties associated with childbearing. The connection of these nouns 

with childbearing does not come from the use of the nouns elsewhere or anything 

inherent in the nouns themselves but from the context.  

Lexical Choice 

While “toil” or “painful toil” was determined to be the most likely sense of בוֹן  עִצָּ

and עֶצֶב based on the usage of these words elsewhere, a comparison with other terms 

from the semantic field can perhaps provide further specification of this sense, as 

meaning is often indicated by the choice of one word rather than another. A few 

comments can be made on the choice of בוֹן  based on the above analysis of the עֶצֶב and עִצָּ

lexical field of “pain, pangs” found in NIDOTTE, in which בוֹן  .are included עֶצֶב and עִצָּ

The fact that these terms were chosen rather than others from this semantic field sheds 

light on their meaning in Gen 3:16.  

The choice of בוֹן  rather than another term from this semantic field עֶצֶב and עִצָּ

suggests that perhaps “pain” is not the primary focus in Gen 3:16. If the author of 

Genesis had wanted to specifically communicate the notion of physical pain, perhaps 

אוֹב  to be in pain” would have been more appropriate“ כאב pain” or a form of the verb“ מַכְּ

than the narrower terms בוֹן  occurs in Gen כאב The fact that a participle of .עֶצֶב and עִצָּ

34:25, in a clear description of physical pain, indicates that this verb was available to the 
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author and that it likely could have been used here to convey the idea of physical pain 

associated with pregnancy or childbirth. A comparison with אוֹב  thus suggests כאב and מַכְּ

that the semantic contribution of בוֹן  ”.is probably not simply “physical pain עֶצֶב and עִצָּ

While the referent in Gen 3:16 could be physical pain,441 the fact that בוֹן  were עֶצֶב and עִצָּ

chosen in this particular context rather than a term specifically having the sense “pain” 

such as כאב indicates that perhaps the author of Genesis did not want to characterize the 

difficulties of childbearing purely in terms of physical pain. Translating with an English 

term such as “pain,” while perhaps accurately communicating the referent, thus may not 

accurately capture the author’s rhetorical goals in his choice of the terms בוֹן  to עֶצֶב and עִצָּ

convey this negative aspect of childbearing.  

If the author of Gen 3:16 had wanted to specifically convey the idea of emotional 

pain, there are again other terms that would be more suitable than בוֹן  including ,עֶצֶב and עִצָּ

אוֹב ה or perhaps (”grief“) יָּגוֹן or a word not examined in this study, such as ,עַצֶבֶת ,מַכְּ רָּ  צָּ

(“distress”). While there may be an emotional nuance to בוֹן  the fact that one 442,עֶצֶב and עִצָּ

of these other terms from the semantic field of grief is not used suggests that the negative 

aspect of childbearing is being depicted in Gen 3:16 as something other than simply 

“grief” or “sorrow.”  

A comparison of בוֹן  with other terms from the semantic field such as עֶצֶב and עִצָּ

 .can also provide insight into the meaning of these words in Gen 3:16 צִיר or ,חֵבֶל ,חִיל

Since חִיל is quite rare in the Pentateuch and חֵבֶל and צִיר are never found in the 

Pentateuch, it is difficult to know whether these were even options available to the 

 

441 See further below.  

442 Again, see further below.  
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author. Assuming for the sake of argument that they were, then there must be something 

about בוֹן  or ,חֵבֶל ,חִיל that is distinctive from what would be communicated if עֶצֶב and עִצָּ

 ,can carry the sense “pain חִיל had been used in their place. As noted above, the noun צִיר

writhing, anguish”; the verb חִיל can have the sense “to have labor pains, writhe in 

pain/anguish (in labor).” Had the author of Genesis wished to characterize the negative 

aspect of childbearing in 3:16 in terms of physically painful anguish, חִיל or one of its 

synonyms such as חֵבֶל or צִיר likely would have been appropriate. By using the terms בוֹן  עִצָּ

and עֶצֶב rather than חִיל or one of its synonyms, it seems that the author of Genesis is 

inviting readers to view the difficulties of childbirth and pregnancy in a different light. 

Rather than picturing the writhing anguish of a woman in labor, the nouns בוֹן  ,עֶצֶב and עִצָּ

used in combination with הֵרוֹן and יָּלַד, depict pregnancy and childbirth as toilsome 

endeavors. While the referent may be pain involved in childbearing, what is being 

communicated about the referent is quite different from what would be communicated by 

 Further, the language in Gen 3:16 does not seem to limit the experience of painful .חִיל

toil to the moment of childbirth, as a term such as  חִיל might. Rather, the use of בוֹן  and עִצָּ

 in this context probably indicates that painful toil will affect the whole process of עֶצֶב

childbearing, not only childbirth but also conception or pregnancy. Perhaps the emphasis 

is less on the experience of physical anguish and more on the fact that pregnancy and 

childbirth will be characterized by difficult, strenuous toil—work that is exhausting or 

burdensome in some way, whether physically or emotionally.  

On the other hand, since the sense of בוֹן  likely focuses more on “toil” than עִצָּ

“pain,” it may not even be correct to compare בוֹן  with these other terms for pain. It עֶצֶב/עִצָּ

is not clear that the noun בוֹן  ”,actually belongs in the semantic domain of “pain, pangs עִצָּ
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and thus, whether the choice was in fact between בוֹן /עִצָּ עֶצֶב  and these other words for 

pain. There are likely other terms with which בוֹן  is more closely synonymous. In Gen עִצָּ

5:29, for example, the noun בוֹן בוֹן suggesting that ,מַעֲשֶׂה occurs alongside עִצָּ  here may עִצָּ

belong to the semantic domain of “work.” Perhaps it would be better to consider, then, 

why the author chose the term בוֹן ה or מַעֲשֶׂה instead of a word such as עִצָּ  As noted .עֲבֹדָּ

above, בוֹן ה or מַעֲשֶׂה seems to be distinct from עִצָּ  because of its denoting some kind of עֲבֹדָּ

negative work. Since בוֹן  are used, rather than one of these usual terms for עֶצֶב and עִצָּ

“work,” it seems that the author is depicting the task of childbearing not simply as 

“work” but as work accompanied by some kind of difficulty or hardship that results in the 

work being more akin to “toil” or “painful toil”—again with the caveat that the “pain” 

could be physical or emotional (for which see immediately below).  

Conclusion 

To summarize, in Gen 3:16, the terms בוֹן  have the sense “toil” or עֶצֶב and עִצָּ

“painful toil” and are used here to refer specifically to toil or hardship associated with 

childbearing. When compared with the three views examined above, this interpretation 

better accounts for the semantics of these terms and the context of Gen 3:16.  

But what exactly is meant by “toil associated with childbearing”? Is this simply a 

different way of describing the physical pain of childbirth, or is something else in view 

here? In other words, what is the referent? While it seems most natural to view the 

“painful toil” in the second line as connected to the physical pain of childbirth, due to the 

use of יָּלַד, the fact that the first line uses the term הֵרוֹן may indicate that more is in view 

here than simply the pain experienced during the actual event of childbirth. As many 

critics of the traditional view have pointed out, the term הֵרוֹן means not “childbirth” but 
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“pregnancy” or “conception”; perhaps, then, the first line should be understood as toil 

specifically affecting women during pregnancy/conception and the second line toil 

specifically related to childbirth. As noted above, however, these two lines in Gen 3:16 

are likely co-referential, meaning that they are describing a similar referent from different 

angles: in this case, conception/pregnancy and birth, the two ends of the reproductive 

process. In other words, these lines are concerned with the woman’s experience in the 

childbearing process. While the second line perhaps focuses specifically on the actual 

moment of childbirth and the first line on the earlier stages of childbearing, they both 

refer to difficulty introduced into this reproductive process.  

It thus seems plausible that the referent of these lines could encompass a whole 

range of difficulties associated with childbearing, including the physical pain of 

childbirth, anxiety experienced during pregnancy and childbirth, physical exhaustion and 

sickness experienced during pregnancy, physically and psychologically traumatic 

deliveries, barrenness, miscarriage, severe or fatal congenital anomalies, maternal and 

infant mortality, or emotional grief caused by infertility.443 In the end, the proposal 

offered here does not significantly depart from the traditional approach or the emotional 

view in terms of their conclusions about the referent; the main difference is the 

recognition that the referent in Gen 3:16 may not be limited to only physical pain or only 

emotional pain. בוֹן  having the sense “painful toil,” could refer to both of these ,עֶצֶב and עִצָּ

experiences, as well as other aspects of difficulty associated with childbearing. Rather 

than giving specifics, the language of Gen 3:16—“I will greatly increase your (painful) 

 

443 This list is only meant to give an idea of the various possible referents and is not meant to be extensive.  
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toil, namely, with respect to your conception/pregnancy; with (painful) toil you shall 

bring forth children”—allows the reader to fill in the blanks.  

It is thus probably best to translate בוֹן  with “toil” or “painful toil” rather עֶצֶב and עִצָּ

than simply “pain,” as readers would likely understand “pain” in this context as referring 

only to the physical pain of childbirth. While the referent of Gen 3:16 may include the 

physical pain of childbirth, the fact that the author of Genesis chose the words בוֹן  and עִצָּ

 to portray this referent, rather than a term specifically meaning “pain” or “labor עֶצֶב

pangs,” suggests that perhaps there is more in view. At the very least, the author seems to 

be inviting readers to view the pains of childbirth from a different point of view. בוֹן  and עִצָּ

 do not present the difficulties of childbirth purely in terms of intense physical עֶצֶב

anguish, as the translation “pain” might suggest. Rather, these terms depict childbirth and 

pregnancy, or the childbearing process more broadly, as a process now characterized by 

difficult toil—arduous, wearisome, or painful work.  
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Chapter 5 

 

Conclusion 

This study has explored the semantic field of pain in biblical Hebrew and 

demonstrated how a better understanding of these terms and an awareness of the 

distinctions between them can shape our interpretation of biblical texts that use them.  

Semantic Domain 

The in-depth study of the terms from the semantic field of “pain, pangs” in 

Chapters 2 and 3 sharpened our understanding of the meanings of these words and began 

to illuminate the similarities and distinctions between them. Chapter 3 explored these 

relations of similarity and difference a bit more closely. Two conclusions can be noted in 

light of the discussion in these chapters.  

First, the study of these terms has proven helpful in defining the borders of the 

semantic field. While VanGemeren’s semantic field of “pain, pangs” provides a good 

starting point, it was argued that there are at least two terms that could be added to the 

semantic domain (לָּה ,צִיר חָּ בוֹן and questioned whether the terms (חַלְּ  properly חבל and עִצָּ

belong in this domain. Apart from these changes, however, VanGemeren seems to 

provide an adequate arrangement of the terms. In any case, his organization of the terms 

is probably to be preferred over that of Scharbert, who includes multiple terms that are 

less closely related semantically to “pain,” such as כַעַס and בַל  but omits other terms that ,אָּ

one would expect to be included in the categories he presents, such as רַץ ה or מָּ רָּ   .צָּ

Second, the study of this semantic domain has demonstrated how a comparison of 

semantically related terms can sharpen our understanding of the meaning of each term 
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individually. The comparison of these terms revealed the shared features of, for example, 

 as well as their distinctions from one another and from the more general ,עֶצֶב and חִיל

terms אוֹב אֵב and מַכְּ  This recognition of the points of similarity and difference between .כְּ

these semantically related words in turn helped us to identify the specific semantic 

contribution of each term.  

The lexical semantic study in Chapters 2–3 not only provided a better 

understanding of the semantic field but also demonstrated how the proper use of 

lexicography can shape biblical interpretation. This brings us to the second main 

contribution of this thesis.  

Relevance for Biblical Interpretation 

Chapter 4 of this study applied the lexical work laid out in Chapters 2 and 3 to a 

specific passage (Gen 3:16) that utilizes two terms from the semantic field and has 

generated much debate. A number of weaknesses were identified in each of the major 

interpretive approaches to this passage, particularly with respect to their lexical 

arguments, and an attempt was made to correct some of these lexicographical errors in 

light of the analysis in Chapters 2 and 3. Based on this lexical analysis, it was argued that 

most likely the terms עֶצֶב and בוֹן  in Gen 3:16 mean something like “toil” or “painful עִצָּ

toil” rather than “pain” or “sorrow.” In the context of Gen 3:16, where they are used 

alongside הֵרוֹן and יָּלַד, they likely refer to toil associated with pregnancy and childbirth, 

or the childbearing process generally. While the referent may encompass physical pain 

and/or emotional suffering, it is best to preserve the sense “painful toil” in translation, so 

as to not limit the audience’s understanding of the woman’s punishment here to only 

physical or only emotional pain. In engaging with this debated passage, the discussion in 
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this chapter demonstrated the fruitfulness of careful lexical study of these terms and of 

semantic field analysis for biblical interpretation. 

Recommendations for Further Study 

This thesis opens the door to at least two avenues for future research. First, while 

this study focused only on terms that can have the sense “pain” or “pangs,” there are a 

number of other Hebrew terms for various painful experiences that could be examined. It 

would be valuable to consider how the words in the semantic field of “pain, pangs” relate 

to and differ from more abstract terms, such as ה רָּ  and more concrete terms, such ,עֳנִי or צָּ

as ה  Further research could explore these and other terms in adjacent .שֶבֶר or ,פֶצַע ,מַכָּ

semantic domains, such as “injury,” “distress,” or “grief.” It would also be worthwhile to 

more closely examine the terms found in Scharbert’s lexical analysis and compare his 

arrangement of the terms with VanGemeren’s semantic field.  

Second, the discussion of Gen 3:16 demonstrated how a study of these terms for 

pain that uses sound lexicographical methods can aid us in interpreting key passages in 

which these terms are used and thus deepen our understanding of biblical texts that speak 

about pain. While this thesis focused exclusively on Gen 3:16, there are many other 

passages using these terms whose interpretation is debated, such as, for example, Gen 

6:6, Isa 53:3–4, or 1 Chron 4:9–10. Further study could be done to apply the lexical 

analysis above to these and other difficult passages.  
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