Word Play in the Hebrew Bible
By Joshua R. Jacobson

A pun is a form of word play, a rhetorical device in which two words, similar in sound but different
in meaning, are juxtaposed or exchanged to create a specific effect, perhaps ironic. Some puns involve
just one word, which has more than one possible meaning, allowing for comic confusion. Most of us
think of punning as a form of humor. Consider this sentence, “He tried to conduct Judas Maccabaeus,
but he just couldn’t handle it.” Imagine it spoken aloud, rather than viewed on the page. The word
"handle" has two meanings in that sentence. The surface meaning has something to do with managing
or successfully performing. But the other sense of the word, wittily lurking in the background, although
spelled differently, is the name of the composer, Handel.
The fancy Greek term for pun is paronomasia. It is based on another Greek concept,
polysemy —the capacity for a word (or other sign) to have multiple meanings. Punning assumes that
the juxtaposition of the two senses is not accidental. (Accidental is when the speaker says, "No pun
intended," although in many cases she doth protest too much.) There are numerous examples of nonaccidental word play in the Hebrew Bible, in most cases impossible to convey in translation. In this
essay, we will examine biblical word play in several categories.

1. The juxtaposition of two (or more) words that sound alike (but not exactly alike)
and have different meanings
1.a. The word  ויראוappears in Exod. 14.30-31.

ל־שׂ ַ ֥פת ַה ָיּֽם׃ וַ ַ֨יּ ְרא
ְ ת־מ ְצ ַ ֔ריִ ם ֵ ֖מת ַע
ִ הוה ַבּיּ֥ וֹם ַה ֛הוּא ֶאת־יִ ְשׂ ָר ֵ ֖אל ִמ ַיּ֣ד ִמ ְצ ָ ֑ריִם וַ ַיּ֤ ְרא יִ ְשׂ ָר ֵאל֙ ֶא
֜ ָ ְוֹשׁע י
ַ ֨וַ יּ
וּבמ ֶ ֹ֖שׁה ַע ְב ֽדּוֹ׃
ְ יהוה
֔ ָ ינוּ ַ ֽבּ
֙ הו֑ה וַ ַיּ ֲֽא ִ֙מ
ָ ְת־ה ָיּ֣ד ַהגְּ ד ֗ ָֹלה ֲא ֶ֨שׁר ָע ָ ֤שׂה יְ הוָ ֙ה ְבּ ִמ ְצ ַ ֔ריִם וַ ִיּ ְֽיר ֥אוּ ָה ָ ֖עם ֶאת־י
ַ יִ ְשׂ ָר ֵ֜אל ֶא
Thus, the LORD delivered Israel that day from the Egyptians. Israel saw the Egyptians dead on the
shore of the sea. And when Israel saw the wondrous power which the LORD had wielded against the
Egyptians, the people feared the LORD; they had faith in the LORD and His servant Moses.
If we saw  ויראוunpunctuated, we might infer that it means "they saw," (from the root  )ראהespecially
in the context, in which the phrase ( וַ יַּ ְרא יִ ְשׂ ָר ֵאלthe Israelites saw) appears twice. However, the word
( וַ ִיּ ְֽיר ֥אוּfrom the root   )יראmeans "they feared," or "they were in awe of (God)." Whoever chants this
verse should emphasize the  שוא נעunder the ר, to clarify the word's meaning.

1.b. These verses (Deut. 11:16-17), found in the second paragraph of the  שמעare well known.

הוה ָבּ ֶ֗כם
֜ ָ ְ וְ ָח ָ ֨רה ַאף־י.יתם ָל ֶ ֽהם
֖ ֶ ִֹלהים ֲא ֵח ִ ֔רים וְ ִה ְשׁ ַתּ ֲחו
֣ ִ יִפ ֶ ֖תּה ְל ַב ְב ֶכ֑ם וְ ַס ְר ֶ֗תּם וַ ֲע ַב ְד ֶתּ ֙ם ֱא
ְ ִה ָ ֽשּׁ ְמ ֣רוּ ָל ֶ֔כם ֶ ֥פּן
ת־יְבוּל֑הּ וַ ֲא ַב ְד ֶ ֣תּם ְמ ֵה ָ ֗רה ֵמ ַעל֙ ָה ָ ֣א ֶרץ ַהטּ ָֹ֔בה ֲא ֶ ֥שׁר
ָ
ת־ה ָשּׁ ַ֙מ ֙יִם וְ ֽל ֹא־יִ ְה ֶי ֣ה ָמ ָ֔טר וְ ָ ֣ה ֲא ָד ָ֔מה ֥ל ֹא ִת ֵ ֖תּן ֶא
ַ וְ ָע ַצ֤ר ֶא
.הו֖ה נ ֵ ֹ֥תן ָל ֶ ֽכם
ָ ְי
Take heed to yourselves, that your heart be not deceived, and you turn aside, and serve other gods, and
worship them. For the LORD’S anger will flare up against you, and He will shut up the skies so that
there will be no rain and the ground will not yield its produce; and you will soon perish from the good
land that the LORD is assigning to you.
Notice the use of the near homophones ( וַעֲבַדְּתֶםyou shall serve/worship) and ( וַאֲבַדְּתֶםyou shall
perish). I don't think that juxtaposition is accidental. By sonically linking these two words, the core
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message is underlined, "if you serve other gods, you will perish."
1.c. Consider the word play in Gen. 21.17.

ה־לְּ֣ך ָה ָג֑ר
ָ אמר ָל֖הּ ַמ
ֶ ֹ ן־ה ָשּׁ ַ֔מיִ ם וַ ֥יּ
ַ ל־הגָ ֙ר ִמ
ָ ֹלהים ׀ ֶא
֤ ִ וַ יִּ ְק ָר ֩א ַמ ְל ַ֨אְך ֱא
And a messenger of God called to Hagar from heaven and said to her, “What troubles you, Hagar?"
God's messenger  ַמ ְל ַאְךuses a pun on its name when it asks Hagar, ה־לְּך
ָ מ.
ַ

1.d. In Exod. 12.23, God passes over the homes of the Israelites with this paranomasial expression:

ל־ה ֔ ֶפּ ַתח
ַ וּפ ַ ֤סח יְ הוָ ֙ה ַע
ָ
And the LORD passed over the door.

1.e. Notice the juxtaposition of "( מקץat the end" from the root  )קצץand "( ויקץawoke" from the root
 )יקץin these verses.
Gen. 41:1— אר׃
ֹ ֽ ְל־הי
ַ וּפ ְר ֣עֹה ח ֔ ֵֹלם וְ ִה ֵנּ֖ה ע ֵ ֹ֥מד ַע
ַ יָמים
֑ ִ וַ יְ ִ֕הי ִמ ֵ ֖קּץ ְשׁנָ ַ ֣תיִם
At the end of two years’ time, Pharaoh dreamed that he was standing by the Nile,
Gen. 41:4— — וַ יִּ י ַ ֖קץ ַפּ ְר ֽעֹהand Pharaoh awoke.

1.f. The word  דברcan mean "word" or "pestilence." In this verse we have both forms.

ה־א ִ ֥שׁיב שׁ ְֹל ִ ֖חי ָדּ ָ ֽבר
ָ יָמים ֶ ֙דּ ֶב ֙ר ְבּ ַא ְר ֶ֔צָך ַע ָתּ ֙ה ַ ֣דּע ְוּר ֵ֔אה ָמ
֥ ִ ם־היוֹת ְשׁ ֹ֨ל ֶשׁת
ֱ ֠  וְ ִא2Sam. 24:13
Shall there be three days of pestilence in your land? Now consider carefully what word/reply I shall
take back to Him who sent me.
This same word play is even more pronounced in this passage (Exod. 9:3-6).

 וְ ִה ְפ ָל֣ה:אד
ֹ ֽ וּב ֑צּ ֹאן ֶ ֖דּ ֶבר ָכּ ֵ ֥בד ְמ
ַ סּוּסים ַ ֽבּ ֲחמ ִֹר ֙ים ַבּגְּ ַמ ֔ ִלּים ַבּ ָבּ ָ ֖קר
֤ ִ שׁר ַבּ ָשּׂ ֶ ֔דה ַבּ
֣ ֶ הוֹיה ְבּ ִמ ְקנְ ָ֙ך ֲא
ָ֗ יְ הוָֹ ֜ה-ִה ֵ֨נּה יַ ד
מר
ֹ ֑ מוֹע֣ד ֵלא
ֵ הוֹ֖ה
ָ ְ וַ ָיּ ֶ֥שׂם י:ל ְב ֵנ֥י יִ ְשׂ ָר ֵ ֖אל ָדּ ָ ֽבר-ל
ִ יָמוּת ִמ ָכּ
֛ וּבין ִמ ְק ֵנ֣ה ִמ ְצ ָ ֑ריִם וְ ֥ל ֹא
֖ ֵ יְ הוָֹ ֔ה ֵ ֚בּין ִמ ְק ֵנ֣ה יִ ְשׂ ָר ֵ֔אל
 ַה ָדּ ָ ֤בר ַהזֶּ ֙ה ִ ֽמ ָ ֣מּ ֳח ָ ֔רת- וַ ַ֨יּ ַעשׂ יְ הוָֹ ֜ה ֶאת:הוֹ֛ה ַה ָדּ ָ ֥בר ַה ֶזּ֖ה ָבּ ָ ֽא ֶרץ
ָ ְָמ ָ֗חר ַי ֲֽע ֶ ֧שׂה י
Behold, the hand of the LORD is upon thy cattle which is in the field, upon the horses, upon the asses,
upon the camels, upon the oxen, and upon the sheep: there shall be a very severe pestilence. And the
LORD will make a distinction between the cattle of Israel and the cattle of Egypt: and no thing shall die
of all that belongs to the Israelites. And the LORD appointed a set time, saying, "Tomorrow the LORD
shall do this thing in the land." And the LORD did that thing on the next day.

1.g. Isaiah uses word play to reveal an ironic truth.  שרis a “ruler,” a “prince.”  סררis to be “rebellious,”
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or stubborn. The NJPS translation "Your rulers are rogues" uses alliteration to reflect the word play.

סוֹר ִ ֗רים
ְ  ָשׂ ַ ֣ריִ ְךIsa 1:23

1.h. Micah (6:3-4) contrasts ( ֶה ְל ֵא ִתיָךfrom “ לאהto be weary”) with ( ֶה ֱע ִל ִתיָךfrom “ עלהto go up”)

יתיָך
֑ ִ וּמ ֵ ֥בּית ֲע ָב ִ ֖דים ְפּ ִד
ִ וּמה ֶה ְל ֵא ִ ֑תיָך ֲע ֵנ֥ה ִ ֽבּי׃ ִ ֤כּי ֶה ֱע ִל ִ֙ת ֙יָך ֵמ ֶ ֣א ֶרץ ִמ ְצ ַ ֔ריִ ם
֣ ָ ֖יתי ְלָך
ִ ה־ע ִ ֥שׂ
ָ ַע ִ ֛מּי ֶמ
O my people, what have I done unto thee? and wherein have I wearied thee? testify against me. For I
brought thee up out of the land of Egypt, and redeemed thee out of the house of servants.

1.i The word  תֹּאבוּis from the root " אבהto be willing/to agree.” In Isa. 1:19 it is linked to טוב, meaning
"goodness."

אכלוּ׃
ֽ ֵ ֹ וּשׁ ַמ ְע ֶ ֑תּם ֥טוּב ָה ָ ֖א ֶרץ תּ
ְ אבוּ
֖ ֹ ִאם־תּ
If, then, you agree and give heed, you will eat the good things of the earth.

1.j. Isaiah (24.17) intensifies his message with the repetition of the  פחsound in three consecutive
words.

יוֹשׁב ָה ָ ֽא ֶרץ׃
֥ ֵ ַ ֥פּ ַחד וָ ַ ֖פ ַחת וָ ָ ֑פח ָע ֶל֖יָך
Fear, and the pit, and the snare, are upon thee, O inhabitant of the earth.

1.k. Jeremiah (1:11-12) makes an intentional pun.  שקדis an “almond tree,” but can also mean “to
watch.”

ה־א ָ ֥תּה ר ֶ ֹ֖אה יִ ְר ְמָי֑הוּ וָ א ַֹ֕מר ַמ ֵ ֥קּל ָשׁ ֵ ֖קד ֲא ִנ֥י ר ֶ ֹֽאה׃
ַ מר ָמ
ֹ ֔ וַ יְ ִ ֤הי ְד ַבר־יְ הוָ ֙ה ֵא ַל֣י ֵלא
ל־דּ ָב ִ ֖רי ַל ֲעשׂ ֹֽתוֹ׃
ְ יט ְב ָתּ ִל ְר ֑אוֹת ִ ֽכּי־שׁ ֵ ֹ֥קד ֲא ִנ֛י ַע
֣ ַ הו֛ה ֵא ַ ֖לי ֵה
ָ ְאמר י
ֶ ֹ וַ ֧יּ
The word of the LORD came to me: What do you see, Jeremiah? I replied: I see a branch of an almond
tree. The LORD said to me: You have seen right, For I am watchful to bring My word to pass.

1.l. In this verse from the Song of Songs (4:2), not only is the initial  שׁused for alliteration, but the
combination  שׁכלrecurs in nearly adjacent words.

ימוֹת וְ ַשׁ ֻכּ ָל֖ה ֵ ֥אין ָבּ ֶ ֽהם׃
֔ ן־ה ַר ְח ָ ֑צה ֶשׁ ֻכּ ָלּ ֙ם ַמ ְת ִא
ָ צוּבוֹת ֶשׁ ָע ֖לוּ ִמ
֔ ִשׁנַּ֙ יִ ְ֙ך ְכּ ֵע ֶ֣דר ַה ְקּ
Your teeth are like a flock of sheep that are even shorn, which came up from the washing; whereof
every one bears twins, and no one is barren among them.
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1.m. Notice the juxtaposition in Gen. 29:10-11 of two near homophones ( וַ יַּ ְשׁ ְקfrom " שקהcause to
drink") and ( וַ יִּ ַשּׁקfrom " נשקto kiss").

ת־ה ֶ֙א ֶ ֙בן
ָ ת־צ ֹאן ָל ָ ֖בן ֲא ִ ֣חי ִא ֑מּוֹ וַ יִּ ַגּ֣שׁ יַ ֲע ֗קֹב וַ ָיּ֤ גֶ ל ֶא
֥ ת־ל ָ ֙בן ֲא ִ ֣חי ִא ֔מּוֹ וְ ֶא
ָ ת־ר ֵ֗חל ַבּ
ָ וַ יְ ִ֡הי ַכּ ֲא ֶשׁר֩ ָר ָ֨אה יַ ֲע ֜קֹב ֶא
ת־צ ֹאן ָל ָ ֖בן ֲא ִ ֥חי ִא ֽמּוֹ׃ וַ יִּ ַ ֥שּׁק יַ ֲע ֖קֹב ְל ָר ֵ ֑חל וַ יִּ ָ ֥שּׂא ֶאת־ק ֹ֖לוֹ וַ ֵיּ ְֽבךְּ ׃
֥ ֵמ ַעל֙ ִ ֣פּי ַה ְבּ ֵ֔אר וַ ַ֕יּ ְשׁ ְק ֶא
And when Jacob saw Rachel, the daughter of his uncle Laban, and the flock of his uncle Laban, Jacob
went up and rolled the stone off the mouth of the well, and watered the flock of his uncle Laban. Then
Jacob kissed Rachel, and broke into tears.
1.n. In these examples, the prophet makes his point by playing on the name of a city or nation.
Jer. 6:1— שׁוֹפר
ָ ֔ וֹע ִתּ ְק ֣עוּ
ַ֙ וּב ְת ֙ק
ִ Blow the horn in Tekoa
Ezek. 25:16 — ת־כּ ֵר ִ ֑תים
ְ  וְ ִה ְכ ַר ִ ֖תּי ֶאand cut off the Cherethites
Hos. 2:24-25 — לּי ָבּ ָ֔א ֶרץ
֙ ִ יה
ָ וְ ֵ ֖הם יַ ֲענ֥ וּ ֶ ֽאת־יִ זְ ְר ֶ ֽעאל׃ וּזְ ַר ְע ִ ֤תּ
And they shall respond to Jezreel, I will sow her in the land as My own
Amos 5.5 — ּכִי ַהגִּ ְלגָּ ל֙ גָּ ֹ֣לה יִ גְ ֔ ֶלה
֤ for Gilgal shall surely go into captivity
Zech. 9:3 —  וַ ִ ֥תּ ֶבן ֛צ ֹר ָמ ֖צוֹר ָל֑הּTyre (Tsor) has built herself a fortress;

1.o. Word play on a name.
1Sam. 14:37— אֹלהים
ִ֔  וַ יִּ ְשׁ ַ ֤אל ָשׁאוּל֙ ֵ ֽבּSo Saul inquired of God
1Sam. 8:19— מוּאל
֑ ֵ מ ַע ְבּ ֣קוֹל ְשׁ
ֹ ֖  ִל ְשׁto listen to the voice of Samuel

1.p Palindromic word play.
These four words form a quasi-mirror image.
Eccl. 7 .שּׁ ֶמן ֑טוֹב
֣ ֶ  ֥טוֹב ֵ ֖שׁם ִמA good name is better than fragrant oil

2. A single word with double meaning—double entendre
2.a. The word  הזמירin Song 2:12 functions as a "Janus." That is, it is two-faced. The root  זמרcan
mean "pruning" or "music." When facing backward, towards the words "blossoms have appeared in the
land," it suggests the pruning of the buds on the trees. When facing forward towards the turtledove, it
suggests the singing of birds.

֑יע וְ ֥קוֹל ַה ֖תּוֹר נִ ְשׁ ַ ֥מע ְבּ ַא ְר ֵ ֽצנוּ׃
ַ ַהנִּ ָצּנִ ֙ים נִ ְר ֣אוּ ָב ָ֔א ֶרץ ֵ ֥עת ַהזָּ ִ ֖מיר ִה ִגּ
The blossoms have appeared in the land, the time of pruning/nightingale singing has come; and the
voice of the turtledove is heard in our land.
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2.b. The word  זהרcan mean "to warn" but it can also mean "to shine brilliantly." This is another Janus.
When facing backward, towards the words "fine gold," it suggests shining. When facing forward, it
suggests being warned.
Ps. 19:11,12, 13

.ם־ע ְב ְדָּך נִ זְ ָ ֣הר ָבּ ֶ ֑הם ְ֝בּ ָשׁ ְמ ָ ֗רם ֵע ֶ֣קב ָ ֽרב
֭ ַ צוּפים׃ ַ ֽגּ
ֽ ִ וּמתוּ ִ ֥קים ִ֝מ ְדּ ַ֗בשׁ וְ ֹ֣נ ֶפת
ְ וּמ ַ ֣פּז ָ ֑רב
ִ ַ ֽהנֶּ ֱח ָמ ִ ֗דים ִ ֭מזָּ ָהב
י־יָבין ִ ֽמנִּ ְס ָתּ ֥רוֹת נַ ֵ ֽקּנִ י׃
֑ ִ יאוֹת ִ ֽמ
֥ ְִשׁג
More to be desired are they than gold, yea, than much fine gold: sweeter also than honey and the
honeycomb. Moreover, by them is thy servant warned: and in keeping of them there is great reward.
Who can understand his errors? cleanse thou me from secret faults. Who can be aware of errors? Clear
me of unperceived guilt,
2.c. The word  שבעcan mean "swear" but it can also mean "seven." This is another Janus. When facing
backward, towards the words "seven ewe lambs," it suggests seven. When facing forward, it suggests
swearing. And to top it off, the final verse includes the similar sounding word וַ יָּ ֻשׁבוּ.
Gen. 21:28-32

ל־א ְב ָר ָ ֑הם ָ ֣מה ֵ֗הנָּ ה ֶ ֤שׁ ַבע ְכּ ָבשׂ ֹ֙ת ָה ֵ֔א ֶלּה
ַ ימ ֶלְך ֶא
֖ ֶ אמר ֲא ִב
ֶ ֹ ת־שׁ ַבע ִכּ ְב ֥שׂ ֹת ַה ֖צּ ֹאן ְל ַב ְדּ ֶ ֽהן׃ וַ ֥יּ
֛ ֶ וַ יַּ ֵצּ֣ב ַא ְב ָר ָ֗הם ֶא
ה־לּי ְל ֵע ָ ֔דה ִ ֥כּי ָח ַ ֖פ ְר ִתּי
֣ ִ ֶבוּר ִ ֽתּ ְהי
֙ ־שׁ ַבע ְכּ ָב ֔שׂ ֹת ִתּ ַ ֖קּח ִמיָּ ִ ֑די ַבּ ֲע
֣ ֶ אמר ִ ֚כּי ֶאת
ֶ ֹ ֲא ֶ ֥שׁר ִה ַ ֖צּ ְב ָתּ ְל ַב ָ ֽדּנָ ה׃ וַ ֕יּ
יהם׃ וַ יִּ ְכ ְר ֥תוּ ְב ִ ֖רית ִבּ ְב ֵ ֣אר
ֽ ֶ ֵל־כּן ָק ָ ֛רא ַל ָמּ ֥קוֹם ַה ֖הוּא ְבּ ֵ ֣אר ָ ֑שׁ ַבע ִ ֛כּי ָ ֥שׁם נִ ְשׁ ְבּ ֖עוּ ְשׁנ
ֵ֗ ת־ה ְבּ ֵ ֥אר ַה ֽזּ ֹאת׃ ַע
ַ ֶא
ל־א ֶרץ ְפּ ִל ְשׁ ִ ֽתּים׃
֥ ֶ ר־צ ָב ֔אוֹ וַ יָּ ֻ ֖שׁבוּ ֶא
ְ וּפיכֹל֙ ַשׂ
ִ ימ ֶלְך
ֶ֗ ָ ֑שׁ ַבע וַ ָיּ֣ ָקם ֲא ִב
And Abraham set seven ewe lambs of the flock by themselves. And Abimelech said unto Abraham,
what mean these seven ewe lambs which thou hast set by themselves? And he said, For these seven ewe
lambs shalt thou take of my hand, that they may be a witness unto me, that I dug this well. Wherefore
he called that place Beersheba; because there they swore both of them. Thus they made a covenant at
Beersheba: then Abimelech rose up, and Pichol the chief captain of his host, and they returned into the
land of the Philistines.

2.d. In this verse (Song 2:7) the shepherdess asks her friends to take an oath. Normally an oath is taken
in the name of God. But here the oath is taken in the name of the animals of the field. But note the word
play. ( צבאותsingle  )צביהare “gazelles,” but that same word can also refer to "the Lord of Hosts." and
 אילותare “does” (plural of doe), but embedded in that word is  אל- God/god.

ת־ה ַא ֲה ָ ֖בה ַ ֥עד
ָ ם־תּ ֽע ְוֹר ֛רוּ ֶא
ְ ם־תּ ִ ֧עירוּ ׀ ְ ֽו ִא
ָ רוּשׁ ִַ ֙ל ֙ם ִבּ ְצ ָב ֔אוֹת ֖אוֹ ְבּ ַאיְ ֣לוֹת ַה ָשּׂ ֶ ֑דה ִא
ָ ְִה ְשׁ ַ֨בּ ְע ִתּי ֶא ְת ֶ֜כם ְבּנ֤ וֹת י
ֶשׁ ֶתּ ְח ָ ֽפּץ׃
I make you swear, O maidens of Jerusalem, by gazelles or by the does of the field: Do not wake or
rouse love until it please!

2.e. The word  רוחcan mean “spirit” or “breath” or “wind.” This simile in Psalm 103:15-16 plays on
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that ambiguity. Humans are alive until the spirit/breath leaves them. Flowers bloom and then a wind
blows and they are gone.

קוֹמוֹ׃
ֽ ירנּוּ ֣עוֹד ְמ
֖ ֶ א־יַכּ
ִ ֹ ה־בּוֹ וְ ֵא ֶינ֑נּוּ וְ ל
֣ וּח ָ ֽע ְב ָר
ַ יָמיו ְכּ ִ ֥ציץ ַ֝ה ָשּׂ ֶ ֗דה ֵכּ֣ן יָ ִ ֽציץ׃ ִ ֤כּי ֣ר
֑ ָ ֭ ֱאנוֹשׁ ֶכּ ָח ִ ֣ציר
Man, his days are like those of grass; he blooms like a flower of the field; a wind/breath/spirit passes
through and it/he is no more, its/his own place no longer knows it.
2.f. (X-rated word play).
In Song 5:2 the male lover is knocking ()דופק, but the word can also mean “to drive hard.” (In modern
Hebrew the word is slang for the sexual act. Did it have that meaning in ancient Israel?) And his voice
is heard calling for his lover to open for him. Is she opening more than just the door?

יָתי יוֹנָ ִ ֣תי ַת ָמּ ִ֔תי
֙ ִ י־לי ֲאח ִ ֹ֤תי ַר ְע
ִ ֞ דוֹפק ִפּ ְת ִח
ֵ ֗ דּוֹדי
֣ ִ ֣קוֹל ׀
Hark, my beloved knocks! “Open to me, my own, my darling, my faultless dove!"
Then two verses later (Song 5:4), she reports, וּמ ַ ֖עי ָה ֥מוּ ָע ָ ֽליו׃
ֵ ן־ה ֔חֹר
ַ דוֹ ִמ
֙ ָדּוֹדי ָשׁ ַל֤ח י
֗ ִ "my lover put his
hand in the hole, and my guts were moved for him." The word  ידwas well known to ancient readers as
a euphemism for the male sexual organ. But the King James Version (KJV) translates, "My beloved put
in his hand by the hole of the door, and my bowels were moved for him." Whatever.

3. Intertextual references
Some play involves connecting words or phrases that are not in the same verse, or even the same
chapter, or even the same book. Several verses from the Song of Songs have intertextual echoes.
3.a. The last three words of Song 1:13 closely resemble the last three words of Psalm 9:1. Is that a
coincidence, or has the love song morphed the words of the Psalmist? Note the transformation of שדי
from a name of God to female anatomy. What a difference a  דגשmakes!
Ps. 91:1— לוֹנ ן
ֽ ָ יִת
ְ י ֵֹשׁב ְבּ ֵ ֣ס ֶתר ֶע ְלי֑ וֹן ְבּ ֵ ֥צל ַ֝שׁ ַ ֗דּי
He that dwelleth in the shelter of the Most High shall abide/lie under the shadow of the Almighty.
Song 1:13— דּוֹד֙י ֔ ִלי ֵ ֥בּין ָשׁ ַ ֖די יָ ִ ֽלין
ִ מּר ׀
ֹ ֤ ְצ ֨רוֹר ַה
A bundle of myrrh is my lover unto me; he lies all night in the cleavage of my breasts.
3.b. In Song 8:6 we read, "Love is fierce as death, Its jealousy (passion) bitter as the grave. Even its
sparks are a raging fire, a mighty flame (or literally – a flame of God)."

יה ִר ְשׁ ֕ ֵפּי ֵ ֖אשׁ ַשׁ ְל ֶ ֥ה ֶב ְתָיֽה׃
ָ י־ע ָזּ֤ה ַכ ָ֙מּוֶ ֙ת ַא ֲה ָ֔בה ָק ָ ֥שׁה ִכ ְשׁ ֖אוֹל ִקנְ ָ ֑אה ְר ָשׁ ֕ ֶפ
ַ ִ ֽכּ
Where find similar fire imagery in Deut. 4:24, "For the LORD your God is a consuming fire, an
impassioned (or jealous) God."

ֹלהיָך ֵ ֥אשׁ א ְֹכ ָל֖ה ֑הוּא ֵ ֖אל ַק ָנּֽא׃
ֶ֔ הו֣ה ֱא
ָ ְִ ֚כּי י
And, of course, in the third chapter of Exodus (Exod. 3:2), God appears to Moses in a blazing fire out
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of a bush.

הוֹ֥ה ֵא ָל֛יו ְבּ ַל ַבּת־ ֵ ֖אשׁ
ָ ְוַ יֵּ ָרא ַמ ְל ַ֨אְך י
3.c. In the Song of Songs the lovers are constantly yearning for each other, seeking each other with
difficulty.

ת־קוֹלְ֑ך
ֵ
יעינִ י ֶא
֖ ִ ת־מ ְר ַ֔איִ ְך ַה ְשׁ ִמ
ַ יוֹנָ ִ֞תי ְבּ ַחגְ ֵו֣י ַה ֶ֗סּ ַלע ְבּ ֵ֙ס ֶת ֙ר ַה ַמּ ְד ֵר ֔ ָגה ַה ְר ִ֙אינִ ֙י ֶא
“O my dove, in the cranny of the rocks, hidden by the cliff, let me see your face, Let me hear your
voice.” (Song 2:14)
We find nearly identical language in Exodus 33:18. Moses asks the seemingly impossible: to see God.

ת־כּב ֶ ֹֽדָך׃
ְ אמר ַה ְר ֵ ֥אנִ י ָנ֖א ֶא
֑ ַ ֹ וַ יּ
When it happens, Moses must be hidden in a cleft of the rock, just as the dove of the Song is hidden by
the cliff in the cranny of the rocks.

ד־ע ְב ִ ֽרי׃
ָ וְ ָהיָ ֙ה ַבּ ֲע ֣בֹר ְכּב ִ ֹ֔די וְ ַשׂ ְמ ִ ֖תּיָך ְבּנִ ְק ַ ֣רת ַה ֑צּוּר וְ ַשׂכּ ִ ֹ֥תי ַכ ִ ֛פּי ָע ֶל֖יָך ַע
(Exod. 33:22) and, as My Presence passes by, I will put you in a cleft of the rock and shield you with
My hand until I have passed by.

4. Names—Etiology
Etiology is the attribution of the cause or reason for something, often expressed in terms of historical or
mythical explanation. In these verses the Bible explicitly explains why this person or place is called
such-and-such. There are many, many of these; we will provide just a few examples.
4.a. Abraham's first son is called —ישמעאלGod has heard.

ל־ענְ ֵ ֽי ְך׃
ָ הו֖ה ֶא
ָ ְי־שׁ ַ ֥מע י
ָ מוֹ יִ ְשׁ ָמ ֵ֔עאל ִ ֽכּ
֙ הוה ִה ָ ֥נּ ְך ָה ָ ֖רה וְ י ַֹל ְ֣ד ְתּ ֵ ֑בּן וְ ָק ָ ֤ראת ְשׁ
֔ ָ ְאמר ָל ֙הּ ַמ ְל ַ ֣אְך י
ֶ ֹ וַ ֤יּ
(Gen. 16.11) The angel of the LORD said to her, “Behold, you are with child and you will bear a son.
You shall call him Ishmael, for the LORD has heard your suffering.

4.b. The name  יצחקis derived from his mother's laughter.

ק־לי׃
ֽ ִ ל־השּׁ ֵ ֹ֖מ ַע יִ ְֽצ ַח
ַ ֹלהים ָכּ
֑ ִ אמר ָשׂ ָ ֔רה ְצ ֕חֹק ָ ֥ע ָשׂה ִ ֖לי ֱא
ֶ ֹ וַ ֣תּ
(Gen. 21:6) And Sarah said, God made me laugh, everyone who hears will laugh with me.

ה־לּוֹ ָשׂ ָ ֖רה יִ ְצ ָ ֽחק׃
֥ ד־לוֹ ֲא ֶשׁר־יָ ְל ָד
֛ וֹל
ַ ֽם־בּנ֧ וֹ ַהנּ
ְ ת־שׁ
ֶ וַ יִּ ְק ָ ֨רא ַא ְב ָר ָ֜הם ֶ ֽא
(Gen. 21:3) Abraham gave his newborn son, whom Sarah had borne him, the name of Isaac.

4.c. The name  יעקבis given when the infant emerges from the womb clutching his twin brother's heel.
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י־כן יָ ָצ֣א ָא ִ֗חיו וְ יָ ֤דוֹ א ֶֹ֙חזֶ ֙ת ַבּ ֲע ֵ ֣קב ֵע ָ֔שׂו וַ יִּ ְק ָ ֥רא ְשׁ ֖מוֹ יַ ֲע ֑קֹב
ֵ֞ וְ ַ ֽא ֲח ֵר
(Gen. 25.26) Then his brother emerged, holding on to the heel of Esau; so they named him Jacob.

4.d. The brother of  יעקבwas initially called עשו. But after the incident with the red stew, he is known as
אדום.

א־שׁ ֖מוֹ ֱא ֽדוֹם׃
ְ ל־כּן ָק ָ ֽר
֥ ֵ יטנִ י נָ ֙א ִמן־ ָה ָא ֤ד ֹם ָה ָאד ֹ֙ם ַה ֶ֔זּה ִ ֥כּי ָע ֵי֖ ף ָא ֹ֑נ ִכי ַע
֤ ֵ אמר ֵע ָ֜שׂו ֶ ֽאל־יַ ֲע ֗קֹב ַה ְל ִע
ֶ ֹ וַ ֨יּ
(Gen. 25:30) And Esau said to Jacob, “Give me some of that red stuff to gulp down, for I am
famished”—which is why he was named Edom.

4.e. Years later, 'יעקבs name is changed to ישראל, the man who struggled with God.

תּוּכל׃
ֽ ָ ַם־אנָ ִ ֖שׁים ו
ֲ ֹלהים וְ ִע
֛ ִ ם־א
ֱ ית ִע
ָ עוֹד ִשׁ ְמ ָ֔ך ִ ֖כּי ִאם־יִ ְשׂ ָר ֵ ֑אל ִ ֽכּי־ ָשׂ ִ ֧ר
֙ אמר ֤ל ֹא יַ ֲעק ֹ֙ב יֵ ָא ֵ ֥מר
ֶ ֹ וַ ֗יּ
(Gen. 32.:29) Said he, “Your name shall no longer be Jacob, but Israel, for you have striven with beings
divine and human, and have prevailed.”

4.g. There are two explanations for the name בנימין. His dying mother calls him "the son of my
mourning," But his father calls him "my right-hand son."

יָמין׃
ֽ ִ ְא־לוֹ ִבנ
֥ ן־אוֹנ֑י וְ ָא ִ ֖ביו ָ ֽק ָר
ִ
וַ יְ ִ֞הי ְבּ ֵצ֤את נַ ְפ ָשׁ ֙הּ ִ ֣כּי ֵ֔מ ָתה וַ ִתּ ְק ָ ֥רא ְשׁ ֖מוֹ ֶבּ
(Gen. 35.18) But as she breathed her last—for she was dying—she named him Ben-oni; but his father
called him Benjamin.

4.h. Pharaoh's daughter calls her adopted son  משהbecause she drew him out of the waters of the Nile.

יתהוּ
ֽ ִ ן־ה ַ ֖מּיִ ם ְמ ִשׁ
ַ אמר ִ ֥כּי ִמ
ֶ ֹ מוֹ מ ֶֹ֔שׁה וַ ֕תּ
֙ וַ ִתּ ְק ָ ֤רא ְשׁ
(Exod. 2.10) She named him Moses, explaining, “I drew him out of the water.”

4.i. In 1Sam. 25:25 we have what would become a well-known phrase, explaining etiology. The person
in question resembles his name, ן־הוּא
֔ מוֹ ֶכּ
֙ כ ְשׁ.
ִ

ן־הוּא נָ ָב֣ל ְשׁ ֔מוֹ וּנְ ָב ָל֖ה ִע ֑מּוֹ
֔ מוֹ ֶכּ
֙ ל־אישׁ֩ ַה ְבּ ִל ַ֨יּ ַעל ַה ֶ֜זּה ַעל־נָ ָ֗בל ִ ֤כּי ִכ ְשׁ
ִ ת־ל ֡בּוֹ ֶא
ִ ל־נ֣א יָ ִ ֣שׂים ֲאד ִֹנ֣י ׀ ֶא
ָ ַא
Please, my lord, pay no attention to that wretched fellow Nabal. For he is just what his name says: His
name means ‘boor’ and he is a boor.
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4.j. The name of the city  בבלreflects the fact that God caused the builders of the Babel Tower to speak
in languages that were suddenly mutually unintelligible. This etiology explains not only the name of
the city, but the origin of multiple languages. Plus, the word  בבלitself, and its associated verb בלל, is
onomatopoetic, describing derisively the stuttering sound of a "foreign" language.

ל־ה ָ ֽא ֶרץ׃
ָ ל־פּ ֵנ֖י ָכּ
ְ הוה ַע
֔ ָ ְוּמ ָשּׁ ֙ם ֱה ִפ ָיצ֣ם י
ִ ל־ה ָ ֑א ֶרץ
ָ הו֖ה ְשׂ ַ ֣פת ָכּ
ָ ְי־שׁם ָבּ ַ ֥לל י
֛ ָ ל־כּן ָק ָ ֤רא ְשׁ ָמ ֙הּ ָבּ ֶ֔בל ִכּ
ֵ֞ ַע
(Gen. 11:9) That is why it was called Babel, because there the LORD confounded the speech of the
whole earth; and from there the LORD scattered them over the face of the whole earth.

5. Names -- implied word play
In these cases, no explicit explanation is given for the name. But the name nonetheless reflects some
aspects of the person's character.
5.a. Many of the actors in the Ruth story have names that reflect their roles in the drama. Naomi's sonsin-law, who both die, are called מ ְחלוֹן,
ַ related to “ מחלהsickness,” and כ ְליוֹן,
ִ related to “ כלהended.”

יהם ַמ ְח ֣לוֹן וְ ִכ ְלי֑ וֹן
֖ ֶ ֵם־שׁנ
ְ ַ— וַ יָּ ֥מוּתוּ גRuth 1:5
Then those two—Mahlon and Khilion—also died.
Even the name of the actors' home is significant.  בית לחםmeans the “home of bread,” an abundance of
food. Naomi and her family, like many of their biblical predecessors, have to leave their home in search
of sustenance. Years later the famine in Judea is over and once again there is  לחםin בית לחם.
Ruth 1:1

מוֹאב ֥הוּא וְ ִא ְשׁ ֖תּוֹ
ָ֔ גוּר ִבּ ְשׂ ֵ ֣די
֙ הוּדה ָל
֗ ָ ְימי ְשׁ ֹ֣פט ַהשּׁ ְֹפ ִ֔טים וַ יְ ִ ֥הי ָר ָ ֖עב ָבּ ָ ֑א ֶרץ וַ ֵ֨יּ ֶלְך ִ֜אישׁ ִמ ֵ ֧בּית ֶל ֶ֣חם י
֙ ֵ וַ יְ ִ֗הי ִבּ
וּשׁ ֵנ֥י ָב ָנֽיו׃
ְ
In the days when the chieftains ruled, there was a famine in the land; and a man of Bethlehem in Judah,
with his wife and two sons, went to reside in the country of Moab.
Ruth 1:6

ת־ע ֔מּוֹ ָל ֵ ֥תת ָל ֶ ֖הם ָ ֽל ֶחם׃
ַ י־פ ַ ֤קד יְ הוָ ֙ה ֶא
ָ מוֹאב ִ ֽכּ
ָ֔ מוֹאב ִ ֤כּי ָ ֽשׁ ְמ ָע ֙ה ִבּ ְשׂ ֵ ֣דה
֑ ָ יה וַ ָ ֖תּ ָשׁב ִמ ְשּׂ ֵ ֣די
ָ ֹּלת
ֶ֔ יא וְ ַכ
֙ וַ ָ ֤תּ ָקם ִה
She started out with her daughters-in-law to return from the country of Moab; for in the country of
Moab she had heard that the LORD had taken note of His people and given them food.

5.b. Rachel is first introduced to us as a shepherdess. Her name  רחלmeans “ewe lamb.” And I wonder
if we are supposed to smile when she is described (in both 29:6 and 29:9) as באה עם הצאן. Is that ba-ah
(“arrived”) like the sound of her sheep?

יה ִ ֥כּי ר ָ ֹ֖עה ִ ֽהוא׃
ָ אָב
ִ֔ שׁר ְל
֣ ֶ אן ֲא
֙ ֹ ם־הצּ
ַ וְ ָר ֵ ֣חל ׀ ָ֗בּאָה ִע
(Gen. 29:9) Rachel had arrived with her father’s flock; for she was a shepherdess.
But let's not forget Rachel's less attractive older sister, whose name  לאהmeans “tired” or “exhausted.”
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וּל ָל ָ ֖בן ְשׁ ֵ ֣תּי ָבנ֑ וֹת ֵ ֤שׁם ַהגְּ ד ָֹל ֙ה ֵל ָ֔אה וְ ֵ ֥שׁם ַה ְקּ ַט ָנּ֖ה ָר ֵ ֽחל׃
ְ
(Gen. 29:16) Now Laban had two daughters; the name of the older one was Leah, and the name of the
younger was Rachel.

5.c The name of the first human on earth  אדםreveals his origins ן־ה ֲא ָד ָ֔מה
֣ ָ מ.
ִ

ת־ה ָא ָ ֗דם ָע ָפ ֙ר ִמן־ ָ ֣ה ֲא ָד ָ֔מה
ֽ ָ ֹלהים ֶא
ִ֜ הוה ֱא
֨ ָ ְיצר֩ י
ֶ ִוַ יּ
(Gen. 2:7) And the LORD God formed man (earthling) from the dust of the earth,

5.d The name of the fruit ( דודאיםmandrakes) reveals its function, דודים, lovemaking.

ל־ל ָ֔אה
ֵ אמר ָר ֵחל֙ ֶא
ֶ ֹ ל־ל ָ ֖אה ִא ֑מּוֹ וַ ֤תּ
ֵ יר־ח ִ֗טּים וַ יִּ ְמ ָ ֤צא ֽד ָוּד ִא ֙ים ַבּ ָשּׂ ֶ ֔דה וַ ֵיָּב֣א א ָֹ֔תם ֶא
ִ ימי ְק ִצ
֣ ֵ אוּבן ִבּ
ֵ֜ וַ ֵ֨יּ ֶלְך ְר
אמר ָר ֵ֗חל
ֶ ֹ דּוּד ֵ ֖אי ְבּ ִנ֑י וַ ֣תּ
ָ ישׁי וְ ָל ַ ֕ק ַחת ַגּ֥ם ֶאת־
ִ֔ ת־א
ִ אמר ֗ ָלהּ ַה ְמ ַע ֙ט ַק ְח ֵ ֣תְּך ֶא
ֶ ֹ דּוּד ֵ ֖אי ְבּ ֵ ֽנ ְך׃ וַ ֣תּ
ָ י־נ֣א ֔ ִלי ִמ
ָ ְִתּנ
אמ ֙ר
ֶ ֹ אתוֹ וַ ֙תּ
֗ ן־ה ָשּׂ ֶד ֮ה ָבּ ֶע ֶר ֒ב וַ ֵתּ ֵ֨צא ֵל ָ֜אה ִל ְק ָר
ַ דּוּד ֵ ֥אי ְב ֵ ֽנ ְך׃ וַ ֨יָּב ֹא יַ ֲע ֣קֹב ִמ
ָ ָל ֵ ֙כן יִ ְשׁ ַכּ֤ב ִע ָמּ ְ֙ך ַה ֔ ַלּיְ ָלה ַ ֖תּ ַחת
דוּד ֵ ֖אי ְבּ ִנ֑י וַ יִּ ְשׁ ַ ֥כּב ִע ָ ֖מּהּ ַבּ ַ ֥לּיְ ָלה ֽהוּא׃
ָ ֵא ַל֣י ָתּ ֔בוֹא ִ ֚כּי ָשׂ ֣כֹר ְשׂ ַכ ְר ִ֔תּיָך ְבּ
(Gen. 30:14-16) Once, at the time of the wheat harvest, Reuben came upon some mandrakes in the field
and brought them to his mother Leah. Rachel said to Leah, “Please give me some of your son’s
mandrakes.” But she said to her, “Was it not enough for you to take away my husband, that you would
also take my son’s mandrakes?” Rachel replied, “I promise, he shall lie with you tonight, in return for
your son’s mandrakes.” When Jacob came home from the field in the evening, Leah went out to meet
him and said, “You are to sleep with me, for I have hired you with my son’s mandrakes.” And he lay
with her that night.
The word-play is even more pronounced in this verse from the Song of Songs.

דּוֹדי ָצ ַ ֥פנְ ִתּי ָ ֽלְך׃
֖ ִ ל־מגָ ִ ֔דים ֲח ָד ִ ֖שׁים גַּ ם־יְ ָשׁ ִנ֑ים
ְ ינוּ ָכּ
֙ ל־פּ ָת ֵ֙ח
ְ יח וְ ַע
ַ נוּ־ר
֗ ֵ דּוּד ִ ֣אים ָנ ְֽת
ָ ַ ֽה
(Song 7:14) The mandrakes yield their fragrance. At our doors are all choice fruits—both freshly
picked and long-stored, which I have kept, my beloved, for you.

6. Paregmenon
A similar type of word play is paregmenon, a rhetorical technique by which a word is used in close
proximity to another word from which it is derived.
6.a. Isaiah hammers his point home by presenting five consecutive words derived from the same root.

וּבגֶ ד בּוֹגְ ִ ֖דים ָבּ ָגֽדוּ׃
֥ ֶ בֹּגְ ִ ֣דים ָבּ ֔ ָגדוּ
(Isa. 24.16) Treacherous dealers have dealt treacherously; yea, treacherous dealers have dealt very
treacherously.

10

6.b. The Jeremiah indulges in similar rhetoric in this passage (51:20-23) with repetition of the verb נפץ
(shatter).

גּוֹים וְ ִה ְשׁ ַח ִ ֥תּי ְבָך֖ ַמ ְמ ָל ֽכוֹת׃ וְ נִ ַפּ ְצ ִ ֣תּי ְב ָ֔ך ֖סוּס וְ ֽר ֹ ְכ ֑בוֹ וְ נִ ַפּ ְצ ִ ֣תּי ְב ָ֔ך
ִ֔ ־א ָ ֣תּה ֔ ִלי ְכּ ֵל֖י ִמ ְל ָח ָ ֑מה וְ נִ ַפּ ְצ ִ ֤תּי ְב ָ֙ך
ַ ַמ ֵפּץ
תוּלה׃ וְ נִ ַפּ ְצ ִ ֤תּי ְב ָ֙ך ר ֶֹע֣ה
ֽ ָ וּב
ְ ֶ ֖ר ֶכב וְ ר ְֹכ ֽבוֹ׃ וְ נִ ַפּ ְצ ִ ֤תּי ְב ָ֙ך ִ ֣אישׁ וְ ִא ָ֔שּׁה וְ נִ ַפּ ְצ ִ ֥תּי ְבָך֖ זָ ֵ ֣קן וָ ָנ ַ֑ער וְ נִ ַפּ ְצ ִ ֣תּי ְב ָ֔ך ָבּ ֖חוּר
וּסגָ ִנֽים׃
ְ וְ ֶע ְד ֔רוֹ וְ נִ ַפּ ְצ ִ ֥תּי ְבָך֖ ִא ָכּ֣ר וְ ִצ ְמ ֑דּוֹ וְ נִ ַפּ ְצ ִ ֣תּי ְב ָ֔ך ַפּ ֖חוֹת
You are My war club (shatterer), My weapons of battle. With you I shatter nations, with you I destroyed
kingdoms. With you I shatter horse and rider, with you I shatter chariot and driver. With you I shatter
man and woman, with you I shatter graybeard and boy, with you I shatter youth and maiden. With you I
shatter shepherd and flock, with you I shatter plowman and team, with you I shatter governors and
prefects.

7. Gemination—doubling of a word (in any inflection) for emphasis or intensification—an

important stylistic feature of biblical Hebrew. Note how Everett Fox's translation retains the linguistic
gemination.
Gen. 2:17—ִ֗כּי ְבּי֛ וֹם ֲא ָכ ְלָך֥ ִמ ֶ ֖מּנּוּ ֥מוֹת ָתּ ֽמוּת
NJPS: for as soon as you eat of it, you shall surely die.
Fox: for on the day that you eat from it, you must die, yes, die.
Gen. 37:33— יוֹסף
ֽ ֵ ָט ֥ר ֹף ט ַ ֹ֖רף
KJV: Joseph is without doubt rent in pieces
Fox: Yosef is torn, torn-to-pieces!
Gen. 9:25— ֶ ֥ע ֶבד ֲע ָב ִ ֖דים יִ ְֽה ֶי֥ה ְל ֶא ָ ֽחיו
NJPS: The lowest of slaves shall he be to his brothers
Fox: servant of servants may he be to his brothers!
Song 1— ירים
֖ ִ ִ ֥שׁיר ַה ִשּׁ
The Song of Songs (i.e. the greatest song)

8. Other poetic devices, such as alliteration and assonance involve repetition of phonemes, letter
play, sonic delight. These devices can affect the listener, without reference to the discursive meaning of
the words.
8.a. The opening verses of the Song of Songs feature an abundance of the sound "sh." We hear the
repetition of the shin words ( שמן, נשק, )שירas well as the similarity of the words  שמניךand שמך. And
the the first three letters of  ִמנְּ ִשׁ ֣יקוֹתecho the word שׁ ֶמן,
֖ ֶ with the letters reversed (metathesis).

טוֹבים ֶ ֖שׁ ֶמן
ִ֔ יח ְשׁ ָמ ֶנ֣יָך
ַ֙ י־טוֹבים דּ ֶ ֹ֖דיָך ִמ ָ ֽיּ יִ ן׃ ְל ֵ ֙ר
ִ֥
מה׃ יִ ָשּׁ ֵ ֙קנִ ֙י ִמנְּ ִשׁ ֣יקוֹת ֔ ִפּיהוּ ִ ֽכּ
ֹ ֽ ִ ֥שׁיר ַה ִשּׁ ִ ֖ירים ֲא ֶ ֥שׁר ִל ְשֹׁל
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ל־כּ֖ן ֲע ָל ֥מוֹת ֲא ֵה ֽבוָּך׃
ֵ תּוּרק ְשׁ ֶ ֑מָך ַע
ַ֣
Similar is the repetition of the "sh" in 1:6.

ל־תּ ְר ֙אוּנִ ֙י ֶשׁ ֲא ִנ֣י ְשׁ ַח ְר ֔חֹ ֶרת ֶשׁ ֱשּׁזָ ַ ֖פ ְתנִ י ַה ָ ֑שּׁ ֶמשׁ
ִ ַא
8.b. In Song 4:2 there is a play on two words, with different meanings, but with the common letters
שכל. (See also 1.l. above.)

ימוֹת וְ ַשׁ ֻכּ ָל֖ה ֵ ֥אין ָבּ ֶ ֽהם׃
֔ ן־ה ַר ְח ָ ֑צה ֶשׁ ֻכּ ָלּ ֙ם ַמ ְת ִא
ָ צוּבוֹת ֶשׁ ָע ֖לוּ ִמ
֔ ִשׁנַּ֙ יִ ְ֙ך ְכּ ֵע ֶ֣דר ַה ְקּ
8.c. Running as a thread throughout the Song are the related names  ירושלם, שולמית,שלמה, all with שלמ
in common. Here are but a few examples.
(1:5)— מה
ֹ ֽ יעוֹת ְשֹׁל
֖ רוּשׁ ָ ִל֑ם ְכּ ָא ֳה ֵל֣י ֵק ָ ֔דר ִכּ ִיר
ָ ְאוה ְבּנ֖ וֹת י
֔ ָ ָחוֹרה ֲאנִ ֙י ְ ֽונ
֤ ָ ְשׁ
(3:7) מה ִשׁ ִ ֥שּׁים גִּ בּ ִ ֹ֖רים ָס ִ ֣ביב ָל֑הּ
ֹ ֔ תוֹ ֶשׁ ִלּ ְשֹׁל
֙ ִה ֵ֗נּה ִמ ָטּ
(7:1).— וּל ִ֔מּית ִכּ ְמח ַֹל֖ת ַ ֽה ַמּ ֲח ָ ֽנ יִ ם
ַ ה־תּ ֱח ֙זוּ ַבּ ֣שּׁ
ֶ ה־בְּך ַ ֽמ
֑ ָ ֶוּבי וְ נֶ ֱחז
ִ וּבי ֖שׁ
ִ וּל ִ֔מּית ֥שׁ
ַ וּבי ַה ֣שּׁ
֙ ִ וּבי ֙שׁ
ִ ֤שׁ
Notice how in 1:7 the word  למהis changed to  שלמהto echo the  שלמleitmotif.

ַשׁ ָלּ ָ ֤מה ֶ ֽא ְהיֶ ֙ה ְכּ ֣עֹ ְט ָ֔יה ַ ֖על ֶע ְד ֵ ֥רי ֲח ֵב ֶ ֽריָך׃
8.d.
Look at (listen to) the repetition of phonemes in these verses from Isiah:

ירת
֖ ַ הו֣ה ְצ ָב ֔אוֹת ַל ֲע ֶ ֣ט ֶרת ְצ ִ֔בי וְ ִל ְצ ִפ
ָ ְ ַבּיּ֣ וֹם ַה ֗הוּא יִ ְֽהיֶ ֙ה י. . . ( ְ ֽו ָ֨היְ ָ֜תה ִצ ַיצ֤ת נ ֵֹבל֙ ְצ ִ ֣בי ִת ְפ ַא ְר ֔תּוֹIsa. 28.4-5)
ִתּ ְפ ָא ָ ֑רה ִל ְשׁ ָ ֖אר ַע ֽמּוֹ׃
( ִ ֣כּי ַצ֤ו ָל ָצ֙ו ַצ֣ו ָל ָ֔צו ַ ֥קו ָל ָ ֖קו ַ ֣קו ָל ָ ֑קו זְ ֵ ֥עיר ָ ֖שׁם זְ ֵ ֥עיר ָ ֽשׁם׃Isa. 28:10)

9. Onomatopoeia is the use of words to imitate natural sounds.
9.a. The Hebrew word for "fly," זבוב, plays on the buzzing sound of the insect.
Isa. 7.18— שׁר ְבּ ֶ ֥א ֶרץ ַא ֽשּׁוּר
֖ ֶ בוֹרה ֲא
֔ ָ וְ ָה ָי֣ה ׀ ַבּיּ֣ וֹם ַה ֗הוּא יִ ְשׁ ֤ר ֹק יְ הוָ ֙ה ַלזְּ ֔בוּב ֲא ֶ ֥שׁר ִבּ ְק ֵ ֖צה יְ א ֵ ֹ֣רי ִמ ְצ ָ ֑ריִ ם וְ ֨ ַל ְדּ
And it shall come to pass in that day, that the LORD shall hiss for the fly that is in the uttermost part of
the rivers of Egypt, and for the bee that is in the land of Assyria.
9.b. The Hebrew word for “cricket,: צלצל, plays on the chirping sound of the insect.
Deut. 28:42—וּפ ִ ֣רי ַא ְד ָמ ֶ ֑תָך יְ יָ ֵ ֖רשׁ ַה ְצּ ָל ַ ֽצל
ְ ֖ל־ע ְצָך
ֵ ָכּ
The cricket shall take over all the trees and produce of your land.
9.c. The Hebrew word for “cymbals,” צלצלים, plays on the metallic percussive sound of the instrument.
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Ps. 150—רוּעה
ֽ ָ ־שׁ ַמע ַ ֝ ֽה ְל ֗לוּהוּ ְ ֽבּ ִצ ְל ְצ ֵ ֥לי ְת
֑ ָ ַ ֽה ְל ֥לוּהוּ ְב ִצ ְל ְצ ֵלי
Praise Him with resounding cymbals; praise Him with loud-clashing cymbals.

וּב ְמ ַנ ַֽענְ ִ ֖עים
ִ וּב ֻת ֔ ִפּים
ְ וּבנְ ָב ִל ֙ים
ִ וּב ִכנּ ֹ֤רוֹת
ְ רוֹשׁים
֑ ִ הוה ְבּ ֖כֹל ֲע ֵצ֣י ְב
֔ ָ ְל־בּ֣ית יִ ְשׂ ָר ֵ֗אל ְמ ַ ֽשׂ ֲח ִק ֙ים ִל ְפ ֵנ֣י י
ֵ וְ ָדִו֣ד ׀ וְ ָכ
Sam 6:5—וּֽ ְב ֶצ ְל ֶצ ִ ֽלים
David and all the House of Israel danced before the LORD to the sound of all kinds of cypress wood
instruments, with lyres, harps, timbrels, sistrums, and cymbals.
9.d. The Hebrew word for “shatter,”
, plays on the sound of something being smashed and broken into pieces. (See also above 6b.)
Job 16.12 —ימנִ י ֗ ֝לוֹ ְל ַמ ָטּ ָ ֽרה
֥ ֵ וְאָחַ֣ז ְ ֭בּ ָע ְר ִפּי ַ ֽו יְ ַפ ְצ ְפּ ֵצ֑נִ י וַ יְ ִק
He took me by the scruff and shattered me; He set me up as His target.
Jer. 23.29 — פ ֵ ֽצץ ָ ֽס ַלע
ֹ ֥ ְוּכ ַפ ִ ֖טּישׁ י
ְ הו֑ה
ָ ְֲה ֨לוֹא ֧כֹה ְד ָב ִ ֛רי ָכּ ֵ ֖אשׁ נְ ֻאם־י
Behold, My word is like fire, declares the LORD, and like a hammer that shatters rock!

10. Conclusion
How does the reader who is chanting these texts evoke the word play? What does this mean for those
who chant the Bible? First of all, if we are aware of the word play, we take great delight in the text. We
can call the listener's attention to the word play by emphasis (loudness or elongating). In some cases,
we need to call attention to the differences ( וייראו,)ויראו, and on other occasions to the similarities
(ימוֹת וְ ַשׁ ֻכּ ָל֖ה ֵ ֥אין ָבּ ֶ ֽהם
֔ )שׁ ֻכּ ָלּ ֙ם ַמ ְת ִא.
ֶ
Coda: A Visual Pun
In Moses and Miriam's Song of the Sea, the text is traditionally arranged on the parchment so that the
people of Israel appear with the sea (standing up) on either side of them. Is that intentional or did it just
come out that way?
Exod. 15:19
For the horses of Pharaoh, with his chariots and horsemen, went into the sea; and the LORD turned
back on them the waters of
the sea;

but the Israelites marched on dry ground in the midst of
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the sea.

Bibliography
Casanowicz, Immanuel M. Paronomasia in the Old Testament. Johns Hopkins University, 1982.
Garsiel, Moshe. Biblical Names : A Literary Study of Midrashic Derivations and Puns. Ramat Gan:
Bar-Ilan University Press.1991.
Gevirtz, Stanley. 1975. "Of Patriarchs and Puns: Joseph at the Fountain, Jacob at the Ford."
Cincinnati: Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion. Hebrew Union College Annual, v. 46,
1975, 33-54.
Glück, J. J. "Paronomasia in Biblical Literature." Semitics 1 (1970) 50-78.
Guillaume, A. "Paronomasia in the Old Testament." Journal of Semitic Studies 9 (1964) 282-90.
Greenstein, E. L. "Wordplay, Hebrew, " Anchor Bible Dictionary 6, 968-71.
Kirtchuk, Pablo. Onomatopoeia in Hebrew. 2011. https://hal.archives-ouvertes.fr/file/index/docid/
639168/filename/Onomatopoeia_in_Hebrew.pdf.
Noegel, Scott B. (editor). Puns and Pundits: Word Play in the Hebrew Bible and Ancient Near Eastern
Literature. Bethesda, MD: CDL Press, 2000.
Paul, Shalom M. "Polysemous Pivot Punctuation: More Janus Double Entendres". in Fox, Michael.
Texts, Temples, and Traditions : A Tribute to Menahem Haran. Winona Lake, Ind.: Eisenbraun. 1996.
Paul, Shalom M. "Polysensuous Polyvalency in Poetic Parallelism." Winona Lake: Eisenbrauns. In
Sha'arei Talmon : Studies in the Bible, Qumran, and the ancient Near East presented to Shemaryahu
Talmon. Edited by Michael Fishbane and Emanuel Tov with the assistance of Weston W. Fields.
Winona Lake : Eisenbrauns, 1992.
Sasson, J. M. "Wordplay in the OT," Interpreters Dictionary of the Bible: Supplement, 968-70.
Weinstock, Leo Irwin. "Onomatopoeia and Related Phenomena in Biblical Hebrew: A Survey of
Certain Correlations Between Sound and Meaning in The Lexical and Phonological Levels of a Semitic
Language." Ph. D. Dissertation, University of Pennsylvania, 1979.

A frequent contributor to JSM, Joshua R. Jacobson holds a Doctorate of Musical Arts from the
University of Cincinnati, is Emeritus Professor of Music and Director of Choral Activities at
Northeastern University, and is Visiting Professor of Jewish Music at Hebrew College. He is also
founding director of the Zamir Chorale of Boston, and has guest conducted the Boston Pops Orchestra,
the Bulgarian National Symphony and Chorus, the New England Conservatory Orchestra and the
Boston Lyric Opera Company. His book, Chanting the Hebrew Bible: The Art of Cantillation (JPS),
was a finalist for the National Jewish Book Award in 2002, and was republished in a second, expanded
edition in 2017 (reviewed by Neil Schwartz in JSM 2019).

14

