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NOTES ON THE HEBREW VERB *

References to the Hebrew verbal system are not numer-
ous in our two periodicals. Pastor Galstad once ventured
some thought-provoking comments in connection with his re-
marks on the feeling of timelessness we get from the various
names of our Savior God, who is always coming to us. On
page 4 of the December, 1974, issue of the Lutheran Spokes-
man (Vol. 17, No. 6), he writes concerning the Hebrew mind
and language: 'Their language has no clear-cut tenses like
ours. Their verbs are in the perfect and the imperfect,
and they distinguish only between action which is completed
and action which is still going on. A seemingly completed
action is never truly completed to the Hebrew mind and ima-
gination. It still lives and moves in the present: 'Abra-
ham is our father.' Realities which made the past, make
the present, and will continue to make the future. Accord-
ingly, there is a certain timeless ¢ontinuity of prophecy
and fulfillment."

Then there is E. Schaller's book review of Young's
Literal Translation of the Holy Bible, found in the Octo-
ber, 1970, issue of the Journal of Theology (Vol. 10, No.
4), pp. 36-37. Young was "much preoccupied with the tense
values of the Hebrew verb," and some comment was necessary.
After expressing some doubt as to the merits of Young's
translation, acknowledging the controversy surrounding the
Hebrew waw consecutive, and referring those interested to
J. Wash Watts and to G. R. Driver's note on p. 252f. of
Weingreen's grammar, the writer simply says: 'We venture
upon no debate of the point here, except to concede that
the term 'Conversive' as applied to this Waw is a misnomer."

Without belaboring the matter, we must all concede
that this does point up a problem, and that there is no
benefit in ignoring it. Just what is the force of the He-

* Robert E. Wehrwein is pastor of St. John's Lutheran
Church at Okabena, Minnesota. Upon reguest, Pastor Wehr-
wein agreed to share the fruits of his research on the
Hebrew verb with the readers of the JOURNAL. It is hoped
that this will spur our pastors on to a continued study
of the Hebrew language.



brew tenses? What is the meaning of the constructions
with waw consecutive? Unresolved questions of such import
only increase the discouragement of students already on
less than friendly terms with what appears to be a rather
hostile language; they only increase the rate at which
men busy in their field of work drift away from contact
with the Hebrew. In pursuing any kind of work in Hebrew,
one must sooner or later come to some kind of grips with
the problem; it is difficult, if not impossible, to be
satisfied unless at least some attempt at a more thorough
investigation is made.

There are perhaps two extremes to be avoided. The one
is to breathe a long sigh, and put away the Hebrew Bible.
The other is to become so engrossed in attempting to mas-
ter the countless, often exasperating minutiae of an end-
less area of research (research, too, which sometimes ap-
pears to promise precious little by way of assured results
to apply in one's exegetical work), that one neglects to
study and meditate upon the plain truths of God's saving
message to sinnmers. Somewhere in between there ought to
be a middle course to choose and follow.

At a time when there was ready access to library re-
sources, some effort at research in the Hebrew verb was
made. The result is these notes. Despite the limitations
of the research and the researcher, the following is here-
with offered, in the hope that it might nevertheless be of
some aid to the brethren.

Sample Quotations

The following are samples of what is being said about
the nature of the Hebrew verb.

The International Standard Bible Encyclopedia has this
to say: ''There.are no tenses in Heb, in our sense of the
word. There are two states, usually called tenses, the per-
fect and the imperfect. In the first the action is regard-
ed as accomplished, whether in the past or future ...; in
the second, the action is regarded as uncompleted ..." 1

Simon Cohen writes in the Universal Jewish Encyclope-
dia that the two tenses 'do not distinguish time as much
as complete and incomplete action." 2



Referring to the Hebrew verbal system, the Encyclope-
dia Judaica says: "It is a moot question whether this sys-
tem marks aspect (without any notion of time) or rather
time." 3

The Interpreter's Dictionary of the Bible is a little
more definite: 'The verb has properly nothing to do with
time, but with completeness or incompleteness." 4

In the New Catholic Encyclopedia, M. J. Dahood writes:
"The function of the Hebrew verb is still a matter of dis-
pute. One view maintains that the perfect form expresses
past time and the imperfect form present and future time.
A more widely held opinion considers the verb forms as ex-
pressing modes of action; the perfect is the mode of com-
pleted action, while the imperfect refers to uncompleted
action. Neither view can adequately account for all the
data, so a less rigid classification seems called for.
What has been considered the imperfect form may more fit-
tingly be described as a universal tense because of its
possible past, present, or future reference. On the other
hand, the perfect form, hitherto regarded as expressing
past or completed action, may equally denote present or
future action; the context must be the determining fac-
tor." 5

The agreement one might look for is not there. Let's
step back into history and go into a little more detail.

Befy,ce S. R. Driver

The traditional view of the verb, maintained by the
older Jewish grammar, had been that the perfect and imper-
fect tenses represented the past and future respectively.

As a result of the influence of the Jewish grammarians, as
well as because of the influence of Latin grammar, this
became the accepted view among Hebrew scholars. For ex-
ample, Gesenius (1786-1842) still called the tenses past

and future. The idea of aspect had not yet been advanced. ©

During the course of the 19th century, the theory of
the Hebrew tenses was completely remodelled. The outstand-
ing name here is that of H. G. A. Ewald (1803-1875). 'He
is considered the father of the theory of Hebrew syntax." 7



In the preface of Treatise on the Use of the Tenses in He~
brew, S. R. Driver acknowledged his obligations to this
grammarian. "Ewald by his originality and penetration was
the founder of a new era in the study of Hebrew grammar;
and there is probably no modern Hebraist who is not, dir-
ectly, or indirectly, indebted to him." 8 Driver himself
built on the work of Ewald.

A word should be said about the constructions with
waw consecutive. Roughly described, one construction is
the repeated use of a different form of waw (.] ) with the,
imperfect after the perfect tense in narrative$§ of past
events, with the accent frequently drawn back toward the
beginning of the word; the other is the use of the ordi-
nary waw (] ) with the perfect after the imperfect in fu-
ture time, with the accent frequently thrown toward the
end of the word. The Jews had called the waw, when used
in such constructions, ] DN 11, translated "waw con-
versive." They thought that under these circumstances the
waw had the power to turn the future tense into a past
tense, and the past tense into a future tense. Christian
grammarians inherited and passed on this idea. When He-
brew syntax was remodelled in the 19th century, however,
this term was discarded by many. Already in 1827 a gram-
marian named Boettcher had suggested the term '"waw conse-
cutive." (In explanation of this term, Gesenius' Hebrew
Grammar says: ''This name best expresses the prevailing
syntactical relation, for by waw consecutive an action is
always represented as the direct, or at least temporal
consequence of a preceding action.')9 In 1892 S. R. Driver
could write that the term 'waw consecutive'" had been adopt-
ed by Ewald and "most modern grammarians.' 10

The stage is set to examine the work of S. R. Driver.

The Aspect Theory: S. R. Driver

S. R. Driver was born in 1846 and died in 1914, His
importance is indicated by the following quotation: '"All
of Driver's books were well written and carefully research-
ed and three of them are so basic that for all .of the pro-
gress that has been made since them the specialist still
has occasion to consult his ... Tenses ..." 11 The work
referred to in that quotation is the work we shall examine
briefly here: A Treatise on the Use of the Tenses in He-



brew, and Some Other Syntactical Questions. It was origi-
nally published in 1874. Some additions were made in the
second edition (1881). The third edition (1892), used in
the preparation of these notes, did not differ substantigl—
ly from the second edition. The book had been out of print
since 1942, but was reprinted lithographically in Great
Britain in 1969, and is still in print. Driver's is indeed
a persuasive and articulate presentation of the aspect the-
ory. One might add that not only is the book still a stand-
ard reference work, but also, by virtue of a certain effort-
less elegance of style, it is actually enjoyable reading.

In order to ensure a proper understanding of the fun-
damental nature of the Hebrew verb, Driver takes pains in
the introduction to set forth the distinction (which, he
says, "has not, until recent years, obtained from Hebrew
grammarians the recognition and prominence which it de-
serves") 12 between order of time and kind of time. Order

of time refers to whether an action takes place before or
after some other action; kind of time refers to whether
an action is beginning, continuing, or completed. Action
in any of the time spheres, then — past, present, or fu-
ture — can be regarded either as complete or incomplete.

In contemplating an action, Driver says, a speaker may,
according to his fancy, ''lay stress upon the moment at
which it begins, or upon the period over which it extends,
or upon the fact of its being finished and done." 13 oOn
the next page Driver asserts that whereas Greek recognizes
and expresses distinctions both in the order and in the
kind of time, nevertheless Hebrew '"seems totally to disre-
gard" the differences in order of time which are so import-
ant to us. 14 "Now in Hebrew the tenses mark only differ-
ences in the kind of time, not differences in the order of
time ... the three phases just mentioned, those namely of
incipiency, continuance and completion, being represented
respectively by the imperfect, the participle, and the per-
fect." 15

Although he acknowledges that especially in prose a
past event is usually regarded as completed and is there-
fore expressed by the perfect, and a future as uncomplet-
ed and therefore expressed by the imperfect, he warns
against assuming that this usage is uniform, and under-

scores once again what he regards as the fundamental and



primary facts. The whole theory of the tenses, he says,
must be constructed on these two facts: ' (1) that the He-
brew verb notifies the character without fixing the date
of an action, and (2) that, of its two forms with which
we have here more particularly to deal, one is calculated
to describe an action as nascent and so as imperfect; the
other to describe it as completed and so as perfect." 16
A quotation is adduced from a certain Bishop Patteson, a
Poly- and Melanesian scholar, who believed that the mode
of thought of a Semitic man resembled that of a South Sea
islander: '"'The Hebrew's mind (and his speech) moved on
with his thought, and was present with the whole range of
ideas included in the thought.'" 17

The imperfect, then, "indicates action as nascent, as
evolving itself actively from its subject, as developing.'" 18
The idea of reiteration follows closely upon that of incipi-
ency, and is also expressed by the imperfect. In differen-
tiating between the perfect and the imperfect, Driver says
that it is the perfect which denotes the mere occurrence
of an event. The imperfect, therefore, is '"chosen in order
to suggest some additional feature characteristic of the
occurrence, which, in the case before us, is the fact (or
possibility) of its repetition.” 19 1In the more difficult
area of differentiating between the participle and the im-
perfect, Driver says that it is the participle, not the
imperfect, which expresses mere continuance as such. The
imperfect expresses what may be termed "progressive conti-
nuance." 20 "Thus while the impf. multiplies an action,
the participle prolongs it." 21 (In the eyes of some, this
last statement evidently expressed quite aptly the differ-
ence in force between the two forms: both Harper and Ge-
senius-Kautzsch refer to it.) 22 The Hebrew imperfect
corresponds to a degree with the English present in that
it expresses general truths, and also states facts which
whicgsmay occur at any time or which do occur periocdical-
ly.

On the basis of this explanation of the Hebrew tenses,
Driver goes on to treat the consecutive constructions with
waw. In the chapter entitled, "The Imperfect with Waw Con-
secutive," Driver offers an explanation of this construc-
tion which he says is really nothing more than a slight ex-
pansion of the explanation of Ewald. 24 The key sentences
are these: '"The principle upon which the imperfect is here



employed will not, after what was said in ##21, 26, be far
to seek. The imperfect represents action as nascent: ac-
cordingly, when combined with a conjunction connecting the
event introduced by it with a point already reached by the
narrative, it represents it as the continuation or develop-
ment of the past which came before it." 25 Thus, the trans-
lation of ’7!9 X 7T which he suggests is proper is not
"and he said," but "and he proceeded-to-say." 26 (This is
something that will perhaps be familiar to some of us from
J. Wash Watts, whose work we will examine later.) It is
to be noted that association in thought as well as associ-
ation in time will result in the construction of the waw
consecutive with the imperfect.

That the feature of past events seized upon by a langu-
age should be, not the character as past, but the element
of development, of progress, of emergence, Driver says, can
only be explained by the mode of thought of the people.

He also suggests that as this particular construction be-
came common, its real character and original exact sense

were lost sight of, or at least receded greatly into the

background. 27

The chapter on waw consecutive with the imperfect is
the second longest chapter of the book. It is thirty pages
long. The chapter on the waw consecutive with the perfect
is the longest chapter, filling forty-four pages. The
difficulty of the subject is thus indicated. This construc-
tion is not easy to explain.

In treating this syntactical construction, Driver is
again dependent upon the work of Ewald, and he also refers
to the similar ideas of Olshausen and Boettcher. Perhaps
the key sentences are these:

"According to Ewald, #234a,b, the construction
of the perfect with consecutive (the 'relatively-pro-
gressive' perfect ...) was originally evoked by the
opposite idiom of the imperfect with 1 consecutive:
there are many well-known aspects under which the
two tenses stand contrasted, and the use of the one
naturally suggests the other as its antithesis, and
so in the present case a specific application of the
latter generated as its counterpart a corresponding
application of the former. Just as before we saw how



sequence in time or association in thought caused an
already completed action to be viewed as passing into
a new phase, assuming a fresh development in the next
act taken up by the narrative, so here it has the
contrary result of occasioning a nascent action to be
viewed as advancing to completion, as no longer re-
maining in suspension, but as being (so to say) pre-
cipitated." 28

Reference is then made to a suggestion of Olshausen
that this use of the perfect really rests upon '"a play of
the imagination': an action is imagined as being actually
completed, because of the character of inevitability which
it assumes when it is related to a previous action as its
consequence. Driver also asserts that the relation of con-
sequence is dependent on the union with waw, and that the
sign which accompanies it, when not otherwise hindered, is
the change of tone. 29 In this construction the first verb
is really the dominant verb. The perfect which follows
"loses its individuality." "It passes under the sway of
the verb to which it is connected,'" and assumes its char-
acter. 30 "An action described by this construction is re-
garded, it is true, as completed, but only with reference
to the preceding verb, only so fap as the preceding action
necessitates or permits. J) 9 7 means, unreservedly
and unconditionally thou hast fallen: /17 9 J1 means
'so hast thou fallen' 'so,' namely, confining the possible
occurrence of the event to a particular area previously
implied or defined." 31

Such are the essentials of what is known as the 'as-
pect theory," according to which even the consecutive
constructions are explained in terms of a tense system
which is regarded as consistently marking, not the order
of time, but only the kind of time. According to F. R.
Blake, this view of the Hebrew verb "is perhaps best pre-
sented by S. R. Driver in his Hebrew Tenses, and forms
the basis for the treatment in various Hebrew grammars.'" 32

The Aspect Theory: Other Grammarians

W. R. Harper (1856-1906) — In substance Harper's
treatment, published in 1888, is not significantly dif-
ferent from the foregoing. He repeatedly shows his depend-
ence on Driver. One noteworthy remark is this: ''The ease
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with which the llebrew writer passed from one tense to the
other is paralleled only by the difficulty which the mod-
ern translator finds in expressing the force of the
change." 33

In his remarks on the imperfect with waw consecutive,
Harper adduces some explanatory remarks from the second
edition of Driver, which are worth consideration: 'For
the explanation of the use of the tense in this connection,
Professor Driver says: 'The Imperfect (from the point of
view of the spectator) expresses what in German is called
Eintritt, and represents action, as eintretend — two terms
which may be rendered in English by ingress and ingressive.
A succession of events need not invariably be regarded as
a mere series of completed and independent wholes: each
term may be conceived as having relations with the one pre-
ceding it; it may be viewed as stepping in after it, as
presenting itself to view though an entrance prepared by
its forerunner. The date at which the ingress, or entry,
is imagined to take place is determined by the *] , which
connects the new event with a point previously assigned
in the narrative: the goal at which it sets out, the
starting-point from which it takes its origin, and to
which therefore it is relative, is fixed at the termina-
tion of the action denoted by the preceding verb'." 34

Harper goes on to make comparisons with cognate langu-
ages: there are two forms of the imperfect in Assyrian, of
which the one represents an action as continuing, the other

is the usual narrative temse. In Arabic the imperfect is
sometimes used "in the sense of an Aorist," 35

Harper's comments on the perfect with the waw conse-
cutive are also marked by dependence on Driver. He too re-
fers to Olshausen's suggestibn that this usage rests upon
a "play of the imagination.'" And he says that nearly all
grammarians believe that this idiom "corresponds to and
was called forth by the opposite construction of the im-
perfect with Waw Consecutive.' 36

Gesenius-Kautzsch — In this grammar, also, repeated
references to Driver will be found. The Gesenius-Kautzsch
definitions of the perfect and imperfect show that the as-
pect theory is accepted by this grammar also.
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"The perfect serves to express actions, events,
or states, which the speaker wishes to represent from
the point of view of completion, whether they belong
to a determinate past time, or extend into the pre-
sent, or while still future, are pictured as in their
completed state.' 37

"The imperfect, as opposed to the perfect, repre-
sents actions, events, or states which are regarded
by the speaker at any moment as still continuing, or
in process of accomplishment, or even as just taking
place." 38

In this section we are introduced very briefly to a
grammarian named Knudtzon. For we are informed in a note
that the above definition of the perfect is a modification
of a previous definition given in this grammar: '... the
perfect serves to express completed actions." The above
change was made because of the arguments of Knudtzon, whose
studies had led him to propose a partial modification of
the commonly accepted definition of the Semitic perfect
and imperfect. 39 Knudtzon preferred calling the imperfect
the "present," because it "expresses what is either actual-
ly or mentally present." He argued that the essential dif-
ference between the perfect and the imperfect lies in this,
that ''the perfect simply indicates what is actually com-
plete, while the imperfect places the action, etc., in a
more direct relation to the judgement or feeling of the
speaker." 40 The same question perhaps occurs to the
reader as occurred to this writer: if it is the imperfect
which places the action "in a more direct relation to the
judgement or feeling of the speaker,' whereas the perfect
indicates ''what is actually complete," how is it that, on
the basis of Knudtzon's arguments, the authors modified
their definition of the perfect in the direction of allow-
ing more for the point of view of the speaker? Perhaps
fuller information would remove what is only an apparent
difficulty. Unfortunately, no more information is given.

This grammar also rejects the term '"waw conversive,"
and adopts as most expressive of the syntactical relation,
the term ''waw consecutive.' 41 1Its definitions of the im-
perfect and perfect with waw consecutive may as well be
given side by side also. '"The imperfect with waw consecu-
tive ... serves to express actions, events, or states,
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which are to be regarded as the temporal or logical sequel
of actions, events, or states mentioned immediately before."
"The perfect, like the imperfect ... is used with waw con-
secutive ... to express actions, events, or states, which
are to be attached to what precedes, in a more or less
close relation, as its temzoral or logical consequence." 42
It is then remarked that it is a striking peculiarity of
the Hebrew, thus to alternate the perfect and imperfect,
and that an expressive variety is thus achieved, "an action
conceived as being still in progress (imperfect, etc.,)
reaching afterwards in the perfect a calm and settled con-
clusion, in order to be again exhibited in movement in the
imperfect, and vice versa.'" Depending upon the intention
of the speaker, an action is viewed either as the conse-
quence of what has preceded, or as simply coordinate with
it. In the latter case, it is placed in the same tense as
the previous verb.

The difficulty of really explaining all this is frank-
ly conceded in a footnote. If, they say, the idea of a
waw consecutive is given up, and if the fact is accepted
that the perfect and imperfect consecutives ''cannot possi-
bly be used in a way which contradicts their fundamental
character," then "it is difficult to give a proper explana-
tion of this phenomenon." 44 So indeed it is. So far Ge-
senius-Kautzsch.

A. B. Davidson (1831-1902) — We close this section
with a few quotations from one other grammarian whose name
may be familiar to us: A. B. Davidson. We quote from the
19th edition (1914) of his Introductory Hebrew Grammar,
originally published in 1874.

"The verb has not Tenses strictly speaking. It
has two forms, which express not time but the quality
of an action as complete or incomplete; the one ex-
presses a finished action, and is called the perfect
the other an unfinished action, and is called the im-

perfect." 45
On the consecutive constructions, he writes: 'But it

must not be supposed — as was implied by the old name waw
conversive — that the waw really converts the one tense in-
to the other: that is impossible. Various explanations

of this curious phenomenon have been offered, but none will
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be probable which contradicts the fundamental character of
the perfect and imperfect as already explained." 46 Note
that he does not offer his own explanation.

One other interesting statement: '"The drawing back
of the Tone in waw consec. impf. very well suggests its
connexion with what precedes, and the throwing of it for-
ward in waw consec. perf. suggests its connexion with what
follows." 47

Hans Bauer

The aspect theory held the field. But it did not pass
unchallenged. A grammarian arose named Hans Bauer (1878-
1937) who vigorously opposed it. He argued ''that the two
verb forms of Semitic, as is normally the case in many
languages, are primarily employed to denote difference in
time point (tense) and not time continuance (aspect, Aktions-
art)." 48 Among other writings, he co-authored, with P.
Leander, a large work entitled Historische Grammatik der
hebr&ischen Sprache des Alten Testamentes, 1922. That Dri-
ver and Bauer were the leading exponents of opposing theor-
ies is seen from this quotation, taken from a book review
of Brockelmann's Hebrdische Syntax: "The author is con-
tent to give an outline description of the views of S. R.
Driver and H. Bauer, to note the support which Bauer's
theory has received from G. Bergstrasser, G. R. Driver,
and F. R. Blake, and to indicate his rejection of Bauer's
theory and the gist of his own." 49

Understandably, none of Bauer's writings were examin-
ed in preparing these notes. But it is important to have
some understanding of what Bauer was talking about, and we
therefore offer the following summary of his theory, taken
from the Encyclopedia Judaica. It is worth careful study.

"He worked on the assumption (which others had
made before him) that the imperfect was in the early
stages of the language the only defined verbal form
(i.e., the all-tempora: Aorist), while the perfect
was originally a nominal form (i.e., a type of par-
ticiple: nominal), and thus close in meaning to the
present tense. The nominal participle has.two tem-
poral qualities, according to the meaning of each
verb: an act done now or continuously; or an act,
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completed in the past, whose results are felt in the
present. The second quality (perfectum praesens) is
likely to develop into the praeteritum. In each of
the Semitic languages, one of these qualities became
the primary: in Akkadian, the former (Bauer equates
the form ikasad with the perfect of the other langu-
ages); in Aramaic, Arabic, Ethiopic, and even Phoe-
nician, the latter. As a result the semantic field
of the all-tempora form became limited in its mean-
ing. 1In Akkadian it is used as the perfect, but in
the other languages as the present-future. Biblical
Hebrew, which Bauer considered a mixed language, in
this respect stands midway: the conversive tenses
reflect the Akkadian usage, while the regular tenses
are comparable to the use in other Semitic languages.
His view of the mixed nature of Hebrew ('early Canaan-
ite base,'" close to Akkadian, with a "late layer"
which is closer to the other Semitic languages) de-
rives from certain cases of phonetic inconsistency,
such as the vowels after the Kof in Q1 (kam) as op-
posed to B 1P\ (makom) which both are in Arabic a
(gam, magam).' SO

Thus, we are now confronted with weighty discussions
of evidence from the historical development of the Semitic
verbal system in the various languages. Such discussions
are prominent in the writings of later grammarians, among
whom is our next man.

G. R. Driver

S. R. Driver had a son named G. R. Driver, born in
1892. The son did not agree with his father. The book
with which we are concerned is his Problems of the Hebrew
Verbal System, published in 1936 (now out of print). We
will let the Encyclopedia Judaica summarize for us what
Driver was doing in this book. 1In it, "he explained the
peculiarities of the Hebrew tense system and other features
of Hebrew as resulting from the origin of Hebrew as a mix-
ture of Canaanite and the original language spoken by the
Israelites." 51

The discussions and arguments of this book are based
extensively on phenomena of the cognate languages, Akkadi-
an in particular, and much of the book is therefore beyond
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the ability of this writer to understand, much less evalu-

ate. We will try, however, to set forth some of the perti-
nent points from Chapter IX, entitled "Hebrew Consecutive
Constructions."

Driver opens this chapter by advancing various criti-
cisms of the views of other grammarians, particularly those
of his father, which were widely accepted. For one thing,
he suggests that it may be something of a double standard
not only to state that the imperfect, in opposition to the
perfect, expresses completed action, but then also to state
that the imperfect describes action as nascent or emergent.
Furthermore, he claims that the usual theories concerning
the Semitic tenses explain only with great difficulty, if
at all, a number of idiomatic uses of the two tenses. He
regards the purely preterite use of the imperfect_to be at
times undeniable, especially after the particle "az," to
name but one. 52 Then, after citing the views of a certain
Lambert, who had already suggested at the beginning of the
19th century that the ordinary Hebrew perfect and the per-
fect with waw consecutive were actually totally distinct
forms, and that likewise the ordinary Hebrew imperfect and
the imperfect with waw consecutive were similarly distinct
in their origin, Driver says: "In fact, some such hypothe-
sis alone seems capable of meeting satisfactorily all the
difficulties presented by this complex system." 53

If I understand Driver's theory correctly, he says
that there was a proto-Semitic verb form, capable of de-
scribing action in any period of time: past, present, or
future. From this form there evolved the Hebrew perfect,
gatal, which became the form describing completed action
in past time, but which also retained some of the univer-
sal force of the primitive form from which it evolved, and
was occasionally used in certain contexts with a present
or future sense. Its usage with a future sense occurred
"in poetry which is wont to preserve archaistic usages, in
the prophetic language which is in its very nature poetical,
and in prose when marked by certain safeguards, namely
with consecutive waw and certain other particles' 54 (un-
derlining mine).

This development of gatal left an opening for the de-
velopment of a tense for every kind of incomplete action.
"Thus gatal became a pure tense restricted almost entirely






