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n ancient Hebrew the epidemic is indicated by the lexeme: ֶרבֶד . In biblical Hebrew the lex-
eme is indicative of some form of epidemic disease, but it is not easy to apprehend. In fact, 
it appears in lexical solidarity with other lexemes that indicate catastrophes and are the sign 

of divine wrath. The reference to akk. dibirru (‘bad’) is excluded from the CAD,1 while Driver 
talks about ug. dbr (‘death’).2 Wiseman noted that the sequence of calamities that is observed 
in the standard poetic language also appears in the vassalage treaties of Esarhaddon, in the list 
of curses that pertain to the offender.3 However, in these lists the dibirru lexeme is not found; 
in its place we find the lexeme mūtānu which corresponds to ‘pestilence’.4 This same lexeme 
has been present in Aramaic with the same meaning since its ancient phase5 and is often used 
by Pešitta and some targumim to translate ֶרבֶד .6 

 
1 Chicago Assyrian Dictionary 1956, v 3, p. 145a. 
2 DRIVER 1956, p. 154b. 
3 WISEMAN 1958, pp. 455-56. 
4 Chicago Assyrian Dictionary 1977, v 10/2 p. 296. 
5 See comment on Num 14: 12. 
6 See analysis below. 
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1. Methodological introduction 

The following is a component analysis to provide the lexeme with additional sense compo-
nents and to re-detect if it was denotative of contagious diseases in ancient Israel. A componen-
tial analysis (CA) is only effective in the so-called ‘functional languages’ (FL), understood as 
linguistic units characterized by a chronological, dialectal, sociological, and stylistic homoge-
neity. This statement is intended to respond to the multiple objections made about the validity 
of the CA with respect to the dictionaries in use and their progress.7 A CA made through the 
functional languages of a corpus of a language can highlight the evolutions of the distinctive 
features of the lexeme on a diachronic and non-diachronic basis. This type of analysis shows 
its validity compared to others. It is able to observe, through the study of the modifications of 
a lexematic structure as a whole, in fact the diachronic changes consist not only in the appear-
ance of a lexeme, but also in the displacement or disappearance of meaning components of a 
lexeme from a functional language to another.89 However, the scholar thinks of some modifi-
cations, namely that it resorted to measures of degrees of value for lexical items, rather than 
absolute values. These reports are accepted in De Stadler, but in the case of this study, which 
refers to the research on the lexical field of the hyponyms and hyperonyms indicating diseases 
of the corpus described below, the CA does not show the limits found by van Steenbergen for 
universal names. The analyzed lexemes afferent to the lexical field of sicknesses in ancient 
Hebrew share elements of meaning, but the semic value has also been given on a variable basis. 
And so, for example, the lexeme ָתעַרַצ  shares with many other lexemes the distinctive feature 
'which confers impurities' but is denoting 'a spectrum of epidermal diseases' if the class is 
'man'.10 

The other investigations do not take into account functional languages but, As I will say 
later, only their introduction into the method can differentiate the semic values of a given lex-
eme. 

2. Analyzed corpus and functional language in ancient Hebrew 

The analyzed corpus of AH from an historical perspective is constituted by the Masoretic 
Text (MT) which contains the attestations of AH and standard Hebrew, by the Hebrew version 
of Ben Sira’ and the documents discovered in Qumran. 

In light of the considerations made above on what is meant by ‘meaning’, which is  much 
more complex than is normally admitted, it is not clear why analyses that do not go beyond 
chronological categorizations on which, moreover, there are few margins of certainty, are the 
only ones that are considered ‘useful’; while it seems that the legitimacy of other categories of 
research that have  non-chronological focuses, but are fundamental in the evolution of a lin-
guistic layer, is heuristically weak. This research, in fact, admits and enhances diachronic de-
velopment, but also makes use of  variational and diasystematic focuses. 

As mentioned above, a FL is not, therefore, just a historical language or a language definable 
exclusively based on its own characteristics and autonomy (lexical, syntactic and grammatical), 
which can be placed at a precise moment in the general evolution of a language. On the other 

 
7 This refers to CLINES 1993-2011, KOEHLER, BAUMGARTNER 1998, BROWN, DRIVER, BRIGGS 1906-1952, and 

ZORRELL 1940-1989. 
8 See SCIUMBATA 2005, p. 4. 
9 VAN STEENBERGEN 2002, p. 26. 
10 MARRAZZA 2019, p 99-115. 
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hand, a CA that considers only historical languages would be heuristically interested in the 
possible evolution of the language tout court. This is already done with customary approaches. 
As linguistic monoliths, we would have a biblical Hebrew (BH) and a Mishnaic Hebrew, for 
example, and we would not give attention to the coexistence in the first language or in the 
second of several languages, each of which is evidently synchronic with characteristics of dia-
lectal and sociolinguistic autonomy that demand adequate attention.11 

The functional language is only one segment of a historical language and has a heuristic 
relevance in the attention it places as a homogeneous linguistic unit, analyzed  synchronichally 
and independent of the other linguistic layers. This study will refer to both historical languages 
(e.g. Biblical Hebrew, Qumranic Hebrew) and functional languages (early poetical language, 
juridical-cultic language). The former concerns the temporal delimitation of the corpus ana-
lyzed, the latter form the heuristic foundations of the CA. 

Therefore, in orders be diasystematic, that is, to explore chronological and non-chronologi-
cal focuses, each lexeme must be analyzed within each functional language. Only in this way 
will the CA give information on semantic shifts from one functional language to another, in an 
evolutionary sense, but not always strictly diachronic. 

The relationships of meaning that oppose the lexemes in a FL take place within semantic 
frames: dimensions. The more general definition, that of Geckeler, is also the one that we adopt: 
“Gliederungsgesichtspunkt der in einem Worterfield funkionert und der sozusagen die Skala 
für die Oppositionen zwischen bestimmten Lexemen des betreffen den Wortefeldes bildet”.12 

Of course, for a dimension to be detectable, it is a necessary condition that it contains a 
significant number of opposing lexemes. The application of the size criterion guarantees greater 
heuristic solidity to the CA method, since it represents the place of oppositions from which the 
distinctive constitutive features of meaning emerge. 

3. Distributional analysis of the lexeme ֶרבֶד  

A distributional analysis of the occurrences of lexeme ֶרבֶד  in the various functional languages 
will be carried out in order to detect their predominance.  

The distributional analysis detects the presence of the ֶרבֶד  lexeme in almost all FL, with a 
maximum frequency in standard poetical Hebrew as in the following diagram from which only 
the most characteristic examples will be cited in order to determine the nature of the lexemes 
under analysis: 

Chronological 
subdivision 

Occurrences in FL Corpus 

Classical-
standard Hebrew 

BH1: Num 14: 12; 2Sam 24: 13; 15 1Kings 8: 37; Ex 5: 3; 9: 3, 15; Lev 26: 
25; Deut 28: 21. 
BH2: Ps 78: 50; Ps 91: 3; 6; Jer 14: 12; Jer 21: 6; 7; 9 Jer 24: 10; Jer 27: 8; 
13; Jer 28: 8; Jer 29: 17; Jer 29: 18; Jer 32: 24; 36; Jer 34: 17; Jer 38: 2; Jer 
42: 17; Jer 42: 22; Jer 44: 13; Ezek 5: 12; 17; Ezek 6: 11; 12; Ezek 7: 15 
(2x); Ezek 12: 16; Ezek 14: 19; 21; Ezek 28: 23; Ezek 33: 27; Ezek 38: 22; 
Ho 13: 14; Am 4: 10; Hab 3: 5 

MT 

 
11 ZANELLA 2010, p. 20. 
12 GECKELER 1973, p. 97. 
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Post-classical 
Hebrew 

LBH1: 1Chr 21: 12; 14; 2Chr 6: 28; 2Chr 7: 13; 2Chr 20: 9 
BSH: Sir 39: 29 (B IX v Mas I) Sir 40: 9 (B X r). 
QH2: 11Q11 6:5; 11Q 11 6: 7 
QH4: 4Q171 f1_2ii: 1; 4Q171  f1+3_4iii: 4; 11Q 14 f1 ii: 13-14 

Ben Sira’ 
 
Languages 
of Qumran 

4. Historical-narrative language 

Num 14: 12 

 וּנּמֶּֽמִ םוּצ֖עָוְ לוֹד֥גָּ־יוֹגלְ ֔{תְאֹֽ ה֙שֶׂעֱאֶֽוְ וּנּשֶׁ֑רִוֹאוְ רבֶדֶּ֖בַ וּנּכֶּ֥אַ  

«I will strike him with the ֶרבֶד  and destroy him and make you a nation larger and more 
numerous than that» 

The lexeme ֶרבֶד  represents one of the punishments reserved for the people of Israel who have 
just abandoned Egypt and show their  hesitancy in continuing to the promised land or returning 
to Egypt. Yhwh responds to Moses with the aforementioned verse showing his anger towards 
the doubting people.13 As can be seen from now on, the lexeme ֶרבֶד  indicates a disease inflicted 
on the whole people, a meaning that will remain in almost all occurrences. The Targumim bear 
no trace of the lexeme in analysis which is replaced by the syntagma: ִאתָוֹמבְ ןוֻניחֵמא  (“I will strike 
him with death”), while Pešitta translates ֶרבֶד  with the lexeme mwtn (‘plague’)14 already attested 
in ancient Aramaic : mwtn | šbṭ | zy | nyrgl (“the plague, the rod of Nergal”).15 The LXXs resort 
to the accusative θάνατον (‘death’), while the Vulgate has pestilentiam (‘pestilence’). 

2Sam 24: 13 

ֹיּוַ וֹל֑-דגֶּיַּוַ דוִ֖דָּ-לאֶ דגָ֥-אֹביָּוַ    אוּה֣וְ {ירֶ֜צָ-ינֵֽפְלִ ֙{סְֻנ םישִׁדָחֳ֠ השָׁ֣�שְׁ-םאִ {צֶ֡רְאַבְּ |בעָ֣רָ |םינִ֣שָׁ עבַשֶֽׁ ֣{לְ אוֹב֣תָהֲ וֹל֡ רמֶא֣
 רבָֽדָּ יחִ֖לְשֹׁ בישִׁ֥אָ-המָ האֵ֔רְוּ עדַּ֣ ה֙תָּעַ {צֶ֔רְאַבְּ ר֙בֶדֶּ֙ םימִ֥יָ תשֶׁ֨�שְׁ תוֹיהֱ֠-םאִוְ {פֶ֗דְרֹ

«Gad went to David, told him this and said: “Do you want seven years of famine in your 
country, or three months  escaping from your enemies who are pursuing you, or three days of 

רבֶדֶ  in your country? Now reflect and decide what I have to answer to the one who sent me”» 

This verse is included in the narrative of the ‘census of David’ and corresponds to 2Chr 21 
with some variants. David is compelled to censor the people of Israel (by the will of Yhwh 
supra), by Śatan in 2Chr 21.16 However, according to Jewish perception, the census, as a form 
of counting individuals, implies a form of ‘possession’ and is therefore a serious transgression 
for Yhwh. He therefore speaks through His prophet Gad and leaves three options to David, who 
is evidently guilty before his God of pride and vainglory and must choose a punishment. The 
lexeme ֶרבֶד  is indicative of a disease that could exterminate an entire people, the most fatal 
consequence of David's erroneous choice (that of not falling into enemy hands). As Sheppard 
has noted, the compositional core of 2Sam 21-24 constitutes a sort of autonomous narrative of 
traditions around the figure of David, with a collection of stories gathered in what has been 

 
13 ASHLEY 1993, p. 251. 
14 SOKOLOFF 1990, p. 297a; SOKOLOFF 2003, p. 651b; JASTROW 1950, p. 752, TAL 2000, p. 459. 
15 Bilingual of Fakharieyh in GREENFIELD 1981, p. 110-115. 
16 The editor of the 1Chr made explicit the subject of the order received by David in 1Chr 21: 1: ָׂ־לעַ ןטָ֖ש ! דמֹ֥עֲיַּֽוַ

׃לאֵֽרָשְׂיִ־תאֶ תוֹנ֖מְלִ דיוִ֔דָּ־תאֶ ת֙סֶיָּ֙וַ לאֵ֑רָשְׂיִ  («Śatan revolted against Israel. He pushed Israel against Israel»): Here the proper 
name Śatan is used, even based on similar considerations in 1Kings 11: 14; 23; 25 and Ps 109: 6 the lexeme 
corresponds to a common name for ‘opponent’, see KNOPPERS 2004, p. 742 and fll. 
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called the appendix of narrative 2Sam.17 The TgY18 translates with the lexeme אתָוֹמ  (‘death’), 
Pešitta has mwtn (‘plague’), the LXX carry the accusative θάνατον (‘death’), while the Vulgate 
has pestilentiam (‘pestilence’). 

2Sam 24: 15 

 שׁיאִֽ ףלֶאֶ֖ םיעִ֥בְשִׁ עבַשֶׁ֔ ראֵ֣בְּ־דעַוְ ן֙דָּמִ םעָ֗הָ־ןמִ תמָ֣יָּוַ דעֵ֑וֹמ תעֵ֣־דעַוְ רקֶבֹּ֖הַמֵ לאֵ֔רָשְׂיִבְּ ר֙בֶדֶּ֙ הוָ֥היְ ןתֵּ֙יִּוַ  

«So the Yhwh sent the ֶרבֶד  to Israel from that morning until the appointed time; seventy 
thousand men died from Dan to Beer-Seba (?)» 

The ֶרבֶד  quoted in this verse is the effect of David’s choice not to fall into the hands of the 
enemies: “that he does not give in to the hands of the enemy” (2Sam 21: 14  ּהלָפֹּֽאֶ־לאַ םדָ֖אָ־דיַבְו ). 
As a consequence of this choice, Yhwh sends the ֶרבֶד  to Israel. The lexeme in analysis indicates 
a highly endemic disease, but there are no elements so far to characterize it as a form of ‘pesti-
lence’.19 He will exterminate the verse informs us, a large number of men. The autonomy of the 
compositional core 2Sam 21-24 has already been mentioned above, but the editor of the appen-
dix has tried to create a link with the corresponding verse of 1Chr 21: 12: "  בעָ֗רָ םינִ֜שָׁ שׁוֹל֙שָׁ-םאִ

 הוָ֔היְ µאַ֣לְמַוּ ץרֶאָ֔בָּ ר֙בֶדֶ֙וְ הוָ֤היְ ברֶחֶ֣ םימִיָ֠ תשֶׁ֣�שְׁ-םאִוְ ת֒גֶשֶּׂמַלְ |{בֶ֣יְוֹא ברֶחֶ֣וְ ֮{ירֶצָ-ינֵפְּמִ הפֶּ֥סְנִ םישִׁ֜דָחֳ השָׁ֙�שְׁ-םאִוְ
רבָֽדָּ יחִ֖לְשֹׁ-תאֶ בישִׁ֥אָ-המָֽ האֵ֔רְ התָּ֣עַוְ לאֵ֑רָשְׂיִ לוּב֣גְּ-לכָבְּ תיחִ֖שְׁמַ " ( “either three years of famine, or three 

months to be swept away before your foes, while the sword of your enemies overtakes you, or 
else three days of the sword of the Yhwh, even pestilence in the land, and the angel of the Yhwh 
destroying throughout all the territory of Israel.' Now, therefore, consider what answer I shall 
return to Him who sent me”). A verse which presents a variant between ִהפֶּ֥סְנ  (‘to be taken 
away’) of 1Chr 21: 12 and ֶהלָפֹּֽא  (pa. ‘fall’) of 2Sam 24: 15. The ancient versions of 2Sam have 
the same translations as 2Sam 24: 13. 

The examples cited clearly show that in the narrative language, the analyzed lexeme is con-
notative of a ‘calamitous event’ emanating from divine wrath and is not accompanied by the 
pathognomonics that denote it as a contagious disease. 

5. Early Poetical Language 

Jer 14: 12 

 […] ׃םתָֽוֹא הלֶּ֥כַמְ יכִ֖נֹאָ רבֶדֶּ֔בַוּ בעָ֣רָבָוּ ב֙רֶחֶ֙בַּ יכִּ֗

«[...] because I will exterminate them with the sword, with hunger and with the ֶרבֶד » 

The analyzed lexeme is part of the punishments that Yhwh reserves for Israel for its iniquity. 
These are, in turn, inserted in the prayer of Jeremiah. Once again lexical solidarity can be found  
with words that indicate by extension war, famine and an infectious disease without any iden-
tifiable treatment. Although the text presents a clear metaphor, it may be conceded that the 
lexeme ֶרבֶד  refers to various contagious diseases that come about as a result of  sharing  the 
space of a besieged city, even in light of its frequency in the book of Jeremiah,20 In the TgY, 
the translation can be super-imposed on the cited verse, but the lexeme ֶרבֶד  is replaced with 

 
17 SHEPPARD 1980, pp. 144-158. 
18 Legenda: BH1 – Historical-narrative Language; BH2 – Early poetical language; BSH – Poetical language of 

Ben Sira’; LBH1 – Late historical-narrative language; QH2 – Poetical language of Qumran; QH4 – Sectarian 
language of Qumran. 

19 Plague in the sense of an infectious disease caused by the bacterium Yersinia pestis. 
20 WILLIS 2002, p. 143. 
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אתָוֹמב  (“by death”), while Pešitta uses the already analyzed mwtn (‘plague’, ‘pestilence’). With 
instrumental value it should be considered ἐν θανάτῳ (“by the death”) of the LXX and the 
ablative for plague (pestilentia) of Jerome.  

Ezek 5: 12 

 קירִ֥אָ ברֶחֶ֖וְ הרֵ֔זָאֱ חַוּר֣־לכָלְ ת֙ישִׁלִשְּׁהַוְ µיִתָ֑וֹביבִֽסְ וּל֣פְּיִ ברֶחֶ֖בַּ תישִׁ֔לִשְּׁהַ֨וְ µכֵ֔וֹתבְ וּל֣כְיִ ב֙עָרָבָֽוּ וּתוּמ֗יָ רבֶדֶּ֣בַּ µיתֵ֞שִׁלִֽשְׁ
 :םהֶֽירֵחֲאַֽ

«A third part of you will die of ֶרבֶד , and will be consumed by the hunger among you; a third 
part will fall to the swords around you, and the other third part I will scatter to all the winds, 
and I will draw the sword against it » 

The lexeme ֶרבֶד  is discussed in the same hyperbolic sequence in connection with the Book 
of Jeremiah, as the fate of a part of the rebellious people, while the second part of the verse 
refers to the prophecy of the scattering. Ezekiel also prophesies the punishments for Judah's 
transgressions. The apocalyptic-style compositional core is usually considered a later addition 
to the more subdued tones of the second part of the book; however, the use of the apocalyptic-
style contributes to the cataloging of Ezekiel in BH2.21  

Hab 3: 5 

 ׃וילָֽגְרַלְ ףשֶׁרֶ֖ אצֵ֥יֵוְ רבֶדָּ֑ µלֶיֵ֣ וינָ֖פָלְ  

 «In front of him the ֶרבֶד  walks and (?) the fire goes out before his feet» 

The verse quoted refers to the power of Yhwh, the bearer, in punishment, of ֶרבֶד  and ֶ֖ףשֶׁר  
(‘fire’, therefore, ‘burning fever’). The text is drafted in the form of a dialogue and presents 
numerous archaisms such as the scriptio defectiva in the body of the word or the scarce presence 
in the text of the article, as highlighted by Albright.23 The lament tells of a punishing and pow-
erful God who leaves no hope in his anger: catastrophic and exterminating diseases are His 
emanation. The TgY does not refer to the ֶרבֶד , but alludes to the “angel of death” ( אתָוֹמ ךאַלמַ ), 
Pešitta renders the lexeme in analysis with mwt (‘death’), the LXX read: “before his person 
proceeds the Word” (πρὸ προσώπου αὐτοῦ πορεύσεται λόγος), completely renouncing any ref-
erence to the ‘plague’, death (mors) returns in the version of Jerome. The Seventies probably 
read by vocalizing davar and this justifies the surrender in λόγος. 

In BH2 there is a generic use of the lexeme in analysis and only in Jeremiah can it also be 
thought of as a distinctive feature linked to some form of ‘contagion’. In the only place in 
Jeremiah where the lexeme ֶרבֶד  is not included in the formula “of sword, of hunger and of ֶרבֶד ” 
(Jer 21: 6), we learn that the bacterium is also transmitted to animals and that of the reception 
of the plague louse on pets or whoever lives in close contact with humans, the rat is in fact only 
the preferred vehicle. In Ezekiel the pathognomonic elements are more numerous, since the 
lexeme associated with the deaths of people, with the contagion of animals and men and with 
crowded and closed places. These would be enough to define our lexeme as indicative of some 
death, but certainly not of bubonic plague. The lexeme in BH2 seems to denote a generic anni-
hilation due to any disease of contagion, as evidenced by the formula, mentioned above, proper 
to this language and present in Jer 14, 12; Jer 21: 7; 9; Jer 24: 10; Jer 27: 8; 13; Jer 28: 8; Jer 
29: 17; 18; Jer 32: 24; 36; Jer 34: 17; Jer 38: 2; Jer 42: 17; 22; Jer 44: 13 and Ezek 6: 11 and 
14: 12. 

 
21 BROWN, FITZMYER, MURPHY 2002, p. 399. 
23 ALBRIGHT 1950, p. 10. 
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As the origin of this lexeme Blair used the unusual expression in Ps 91: 3: ִּ֤חפַּ֥מִ {לְיצִּֽיַ֭ אוּה֣ יכ 
׃תוֹוּֽהַ רבֶדֶּ֥מִ שׁוּק֗יָ  (“He certainly frees you from the hunter's trap and from the ֶרבֶד  of destruction”) 

by establishing that the lexeme was by no means indicative of a disease, but referred to a de-
mon.24 In this proposition, the lexeme analyzed would be a proper name and in support of this 
he, together with others, points out that in the LXX, ֶרבֶד  corresponds to λόγος. Blair therefore 
means the aforementioned Ps 91: 3: ֶּ֥רבֶדֶ “   תוֹוּֽהַ רבֶד  of destruction” or “ to spell calamity”) with 
“Deber's destruction”,25 although Deber is not a recognized demon in Witton Davies' list.26 
Even the Assyrian Gasper believed that Deber was a proper name and traced the lexeme to ak. 
dab / paru (= reject) and linked the name to the idea of refoulement and catastrophe.27 Although 
this thesis, which philologically attests to a divinity Dābir in Ebla and a dbr, probably to be 
understood as a proper name in Ugarit,28 is well supported, the scholar is forced to admit that 
the tradition that lies behind ‘plague’ (already mentioned in Pešitta and definitive in Jerome) is 
the result of a process of identifying a vindictive god of an original polytheism in which exter-
minating divinities would manifest themselves with epidemics. 

6. Late historical-narrative language 

In this language, there is the second edition of the story of the census of David, which cor-
responds to the divine punishments. Among them, we still find the ֶרבֶד . 

1Chr 21: 12 

 […] לאֵ֑רָשְׂיִ לוּב֣גְּ־לכָבְּ תיחִ֖שְׁמַ הוָ֔היְ µאַ֣לְמַוּ ץרֶאָ֔בָּ ר֙בֶדֶ֙וְ […]

«[...] or of ֶרבֶד  and the messenger of Yhwh will bring destruction across the border of Israel 
[...]» 

The quote shown here is part of the three choices that Yhwh grants to David to punish him 
for having ordered the census of the people. The other two consist of three years of famine, 
three months escaping from the enemy's sword and, finally, the ֶּ֖רבֶד . It is not said what causes 
Yhwh's anger, but in 1Ch 21, 1 reference is made to Śatan who inspires David's behaviour.29 
The duration of the punishments indicates their gravity and the ֶרבֶד  seems the most dangerous, 
even if it is not directly inflicted by Yhwh, but by one of his messengers as in Ex 33, 2; 2Ki 19, 
35; Ps 35, 5-6 and 78, 49. The news in the Chronicles makes use of the lexeme mwtn ('pesti-
lence') like Pešitta. The LXXs have the usual lexeme for ‘death’ and the Vulgate reverses the 
lexemes, translating ָבעָ֗ר  (‘famine’) with pestilentia and ֶּ֖רבֶד  with mors. 

2Chr 7: 13 

ֹלוְ ם֙יִמַ֙שָּׁהַ רצֹ֤עֱאֶֽ ןהֵ֣    ׃ימִּֽעַבְּ רבֶדֶּ֖ חלַּ֥שַׁאֲ־םאִוְ ץרֶאָ֑הָ לוֹכ֣אֱלֶ בגָ֖חָ־לעַ הוֶּ֥צַאֲ־ןהֵוְ רטָ֔מָ ה֣יֶהְיִ־אֽ

 «If I close the sky so that there is no more rain or I  order the locusts to devour the country, 
if I send the ֶרבֶד  among my people» 

2Chr 7 concludes the consecration of the Solomonic temple and the quotation reported is 
part of the reassurances of Yhwh, who appeared to Solomon in a dream. He will cease to punish 

 
24 BLAIR 2008, pp. 105-9. 
25 ID.: 106 
26 WITTON DAVIES 2010, p. 177. 
27 GASTER, FRAZER 1969, p. 771. 
28 BLAIR 2008, pp. 32-37. 
29 Śatan, also on the basis of similar considerations in 1Ki 11, 14; 23; 25 and Ps 109: 6 is not philologically a 

proper name, but corresponds to the common name for 'opponent'. See KNOPPERS 2004, p. 742 and fll. 
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the people for their transgressions if he delivers sincere prayers. The following verses show that 
the transgression reference is made to is to idolize or venerate other deities.30 The TgCr trans-
lates with a periphrasis where Yhwh says that “he will send the angel of death” ( אתומ ךאלמ ירגא ),  
Pešitta resorts to the usual mwtn (‘pestilence’), the LXX a θάνατος (‘death’) and the Vulgate 
pestilentia (‘pestilence’). 

2Chr 20: 9 

 וּנתֵ֖רָצָּֽמִ {ילֶ֛אֵ קעַ֥זְנִוְ הזֶּ֑הַ תיִבַּ֣בַּ ֖{מְשִׁ יכִּ֥ {ינֶ֔פָלְוּ ה֙זֶּהַ תיִבַּ֚הַ י֙נֵפְלִ הדָ֞מְעַנַֽ ב֒עָרָוְ רבֶדֶ֣וְ ט֘וֹפשְׁ ב֘רֶחֶ העָ֗רָ וּנילֵ֜עָ אוֹב֨תָּ־םאִ  
 :עַישִֽׁוֹתוְ עמַ֥שְׁתִוְ

«Should evil come upon us, the sword, or judgment, or ֶרבֶד , or famine, we will stand before 
this house and before You (for Your name is in this house) and cry to You in our distress, and 
You will hear and deliver us» 

The quoted verse is part of the prayer that Ihošafaṭ addresses to Yhwh for the imminent 
attack by Edom. In many respects it seems a quotation from Solomon's prayer cited above, but 
with differences. The most relevant is the evident panic of Ihošafaṭ who expressly says: "We 
don't know what to do" in v 12 ( ֹל השֶׂ֔עֲנַּ־המַֽ ע֙דַנֵ א֤ ), connoting the text with an “emotionally forceful 
rhetoric”,31 while for Dillard the text is inserted in the “national complaint”.32 It is important to 
note that the lexemes for “sword, judgment ֶּ֖רבֶד  or famine” appear in an absolute state and all 
belong to the collective ָהעָ֗ר  (‘calamity’), without additional specifications. The TgCr and 
Pešitta use the lexeme mwtn (‘pestilence’), the LXX in θάνατος (‘death’) and the Vulgate to 
pestilentia (‘pestilence’). 

7. Poetical language of Ben Sira’ 

Sir 39: 29 

רבדו ער דרבו שא  ]] טפשמל הלא םג   ]]    ]ואר[בנ֯   

«Fire and hail, evil and רבד  [[  ]] These too were [created] for the judgment» 

Ben Sira’ 39 is a collection of quotes from eight punishments from various TM books in-
flicted by Yhwh on the man who leaves the Torah. In particular, the cited verse takes up 1Kings 
8, 37 and Jer 21: 9. Unfortunately, the immediately preceding v is illegible, and no further 
references can be found. We have seen elsewhere the attention that Ben Sira 'pays to medical 
prescriptions, but in this place for the lexeme in analysis there is no pathognomic and one can 
only hypothesize that the lexemes are arranged in an ascending climax of gravity in which רבד  
would represent the most catastrophic event of divine judgment. Both the Greek version of Ben 
Sira’ and the Vulgate translate with ‘death’: respectively θάνατος and mors. 

2 Sir 40: 9-10  

 ׃תומו הער רבשו דש ]][[ ברחו רחרח םדו ר]ב[ד

 [] […] הער הארבנ עשר לע

« ר]ב[ד  and blood, burning fire and sword [[]] plundering and destruction, evil and death. 

Evil was created for the sinner […] » 

 
30 DILLARD 1987, p. 59; THOMPSON 1994, p. 236. 
31 JAPHET 1993, p. 788. 
32 DILLARD 1987, p. 156. 
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The cited verse is part of the description of the misfortunes that are due to the sinner. Each 
social stratum is destined for suffering and death, Sirach warns, but the sinner carries his own 
self-destruction and will suffer seven times more than the wise. This verse is affected by the 
description of the divine punishments reserved for those who do not respect the covenant as 
they are represented in Dt 28: 15-68. From the places reported here, Beentjes notes, “it gradu-
ally becomes clear it is not Ben Sira's main intention to describe the basic qualities of human 
life, but to sketch a series of sanctions by which the wicked could be called to order”.33 The 
ancient versions are the same as those mentioned in connection with Sir 39: 29. 

Both Sir 39: 29 and Sir 40: 9 report the lexeme רבד  in a climax of disasters that await the 
non-pious man and mention places in the MT. The same vb is dependent on the sg הער  (‘evil’) 
quoted in Sir 40: 10 which refers to and includes all the lexemes mentioned in the verse itself. 

8. Poetical language of Qumran 

11Q 11 6: 5 

 […] [ךל[ כסי ותרבא ]ב .תו[ו֗ה֗ רבדמ ש]וקי חפ[ מ֗ ךליצי האו֗]ה יכ[

«Certainly he] frees you from the [hunter's trap] and from the רבד  [of di[]s[truct]ions [with] 
his feathers [you] will cover [...]» 

The lexeme רבד  is inserted in a metaphor that unites evil to the net used to imprison birds. 
Yhwh is the liberator first and then the protector. According to the scholar Pajunen, the function 
of this apocryphal Psalm was to be exorcistic and ritualistic,34 as it was for Sanders for whom 
the Psalm was recited by anyone who needed protection from demons and spirits.35 Yhwh has 
a saving connotation to which the possessed person appeals to be freed and the Psalm is written 
to be recited aloud.36 For this same component, the lexeme רבד  is accompanied by the adjective 

תו[ו֗ה֗  (‘mort[al]’) and indicates a pathology without escape. Despite being a quotation, the oc-
currence is reported for the ritualistic and apotropaic character of the work that characterizes 

רבד  with a purely rhetorical appeal. 

11Q 11 6: 6-7 

 […] ארית א֗ול   

 לפ]אב[ רבדמ םירה]צ[ דושיֹ בטקמ .םמוי ףועי ץחמ הליל דחפמ  

«[...] you won't be afraid 

the terror of the night or the arrow that flies in the day [or the destruction that rages at noon 
or the רבד  of the da[rk] » 

In this passage quoted by the same Apocryphal Psalm, the lexeme in analysis is inserted in 
conjunction with other lexemes indicative of harmful events: terror ( דחפ ), arrow ( ץח ) and de-
struction ( בטק ), but none is pathognomic. The consoling character of the passage cited is proper 
to the apotropaic purpose of the Psalm, as has been said for the previous passage. 

 
33 BEENTJES 2006, p. 520. 
34 PAJUNEN 2009, p. 61-62. 
35 SANDERS 1997, p. 231. 
36 ALEXANDER 1997, p. 326 
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9. Sectarian language of Qumran 

4Q171 f1_2ii, 1-4 

 לאו המ֗ח֗ בוזעו ףאמ ףרה .רבדבו בערבו ברחב ודבוי  

 םיבשה לוכ לע ורשפ .ותרכי םיערמ איכ ערהל ךא רחת

 םיירממה לוכ איכ םתערמ בושל ונאמי אול רשא הרותל 

 ץרא ושרי המה הוהי יאוקו .ותרכי םנועמ בושל

«So they will perish by the sword, by the famine and by the רבד . Leave anger and abandon 
ardour, do not become inflamed with evil, for the wicked will be destroyed. רשפ  for all those 
who return / to the law, who do not refuse to be separated from their impiety, since all those 
who refuse / to be separated from their impiety will be exterminated and those who hope in 
Yhwh will inherit the earth» 

The lexeme in analysis is inserted in the usual sequence (for the sword, for the famine and 
for the רבד ) in the pešer of Ps. 37 which highlights the contrast between the life of the righteous 
and that of the wicked using different biblical topoi.37 The quote, however, is not from the 
Psalm and is reported in a work of sectarian content. 

These are mostly “biblical allusions”,38 that is biblical references, adapted however to the 
ethos of the sectarian narrative.39 In particular, the lexeme is representative of the consequences 
for those who follow the man of lies ( בזכה שיא ). Indeed, in the same text we read (4Q171, f1_2i, 
18-19) that: 

רמאב םיבר העתה רשא בזכה שיא לע ורשפ ]/רקש  “his interpretation refers to the man of lies who 
misled many with misleading words”. 

Also, the return (evidently to the Law) mentioned in v 2 is seen precisely in the redemption 
and is present several times in Am 4 ( בושׁ ) although in negative propositions. The final part of 
the quotation רבדבו בערבו ברחב  ("of sword, famine or רבד ) preserves the vb תרכ  ('exterminate'), 
a semantic juxtaposition that gives mortal gravity to the same lexical elements analyzed in 
EB2.40 

The juxtaposition in the order of the lexical elements cited רבדבו בערבו ברחב  is attested as has 
been seen sixteen times in EB, where it refers to false prophets, and the leitmotiv is represented 
by the lexeme ֶׁרקֶש  (‘lie’):41 those who preach resistance to the advancing of the army of Nebu-
chadnezzar.). In fact Jer 27: 13-14 declares:  

«Why would you and your people want to die by the sword, by hunger and ֶּרבֶד , as Yhwh 
foretold for the nation that will not submit to the king of Babylon? 

Do not listen to the words of the prophets who say to you: "You will not be subject to the 
king of Babylon!" Because they preach lies to you ( רקֶשֶׁ ) ». For the purpose of Pešer, on the 
other hand, רבדבו בערבו ברחב  do not have any particular justification but they seem to be what 

 
37 HARTOG 2016, p. 267. 
38 KATZIN 2004, p. 122. 
39 TSO 2010, p. 197-203 
40 In the early poetical language: Jer 14: 12, 21: 9; 24: 10; 27: 8, 13; 29: 17, 18; 32: 24, 36; 38: 2; 42: 17, 22; 

44: 13; Ezek 6: 11; 12: 16; 14: 22. 
41 KATZIN 2004, p. 128. 
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Katzin called “a stream of consciousness on free word associations on Biblical allusions”.42 In 
the sixteen occurrences mentioned in EB, ֶּרבֶד  indicates a disease resulting from the sharing of 
confined spaces in a besieged city, here it loses all reference to any physiological-mental ma-
laise. 

4Q171 f1 + 3_4iii, 3- 4 

 םיברו תוֹ]עת[ה֗ דעומב בערב םיחי ]רש[א֗ ורשפ 

 ] ם]ע֗ ת֗ויהל[ ·· ו]אצי אול רשא לוכ רבדבו בערב ודבוי [

 םירוכ רקיכ הוהי יבהואו

«His interpretation: he will keep alive those who live in famine and in the time of affliction, 
/ but many will perish from hunger and רבד : all those who do not go out with / the congregation 
of his chosen ones / those who love Yhwh will be like precious lambs» 

The lexeme in analysis is mentioned in the pešer at Ps 37: 20, with numerous additions to 
the structure of the interpreted Psalm.43 The autonomy of the work, in the light of which the 
lexeme ֶּרבֶד  is to be interpreted has been seen above, but here we note the lack of the lexeme 

ברח  (‘sword’), a metonymy for external attacks in the sequence analyzed above. It is in lexical 
solidarity with the בער  lexeme ('hunger', ‘famine’) and seems indicative of a generic calamity 
rather than a specific disease. 

11Q 14 f1 ii, 13-14 

 […] ןמ התבש הער היחו    

 […] םכצראב ר ]בד ןיאו ץראה]

"[...] and the evil animals will vanish from 

[earth and there will be no רב]ד  on your earth» 

The lexeme analyzed is contained within a text known as Sefer ha-Milḥamah ('Scroll of 
War'), a variant of 4Q285. The quoted verse contains a blessing after the victory against the 
Kittim, that is, the Romans. Compared to 4Q285, 11Q 14 has an eschatological warfare char-
acter in which the Kittim are seen as the bitter enemies of the 'children of light' and often men-
tions a “Prince of the congregation”.44 The lexeme has a generic connotation of disease, is an 
absolute state and is sg of a negative proposition. 

10. Results 

In the light of this analysis, it is possible to disambiguate the lexeme ֶרבֶד  as in the following 
diagram: 

Variants Translation FL Sema and distintive features Dimensions Conclusions 
1 רבֶדֶ   

 
‘fatal event’ 

BH1 It is indicative of a 'fatal event' and 
would appear outside the field of sick-
ness; however it remains connotative of 
an 'exterminating and devastating 

 
 
 
 
 

The lexeme is not in-
dicative of an epi-
demic plague, but of 
a destructive fatal 
event. 

 
42 IBID. 
43 TOV 2004, p. 325. 
44 ELLEDGE 2007, p. 178-207. 
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disease', consequent to divine anger and 
a direct phenomenology of its power 

 
 
 
physiological-
mental, cul-
tural-behav-
ioral, social 

2 רבֶדֶ  

 
 
 
‘contagious 
disease’ 

BH2 In BH2, and in prophetic literature in 
particular, it lends itself to the identifi-
cation of some form of 'contagious dis-
ease' characterized by the forced sharing 
of small spaces. Of course, it is also an 
emanation of divine anger due to men 
who do not bow to the truth spread by 
true prophetism. 

Contagious disease 
due to poor hygiene 
conditions practiced 
in closed and 
crowded places. 

 3רבֶדֶ

 
 
‘disaster’ 

LBH1 
BSH 
QH2 
QH4 

In these languages, it does not indicate a 
pathology, but a serious adversity that 
falls, on the wicked, or on a community 
of wicked 'with a destructive purpose' as 
a 'consequence of divine anger',. 

Adversity of a ge-
neric nature 

 

The CA shows that the analyzed lexeme does not have homogeneous distinctive features for 
each functional language, but at least three can be distinguished as in the diagram shown. 

The semic variant 1 רבֶדֶ  is external to the field of disease but is connotative of a fatal event 
emanating divine wrath. 

It does not indicate plague in all languages, but a polysemic variant 2 רבֶדֶ  in the standard 
poetical language denoting a contagious disease is detected. In the other functional languages, 
the lexeme ֶרבֶד  is used generically and is indicative of a fatal event or a calamitous episode. 

Although the lexeme 2 רבֶדֶ  with 'plague' in the modern sense, in BH2, and in prophetic liter-
ature in particular, is not identifiable on a linguistic basis, it lends itself to the identification of 
some form of 'contagious disease' characterized by the forced sharing of small spaces. Of 
course, it is also an emanation of divine anger due to men who do not bow to the truth spread 
by true prophetism. The 'cultural-behavioural' dimension also covers the use of 2 רבֶדֶ  

The lexeme 3 רבֶדֶ  denotes 'disaster' in LBH1-BSH-QH2-QH4: in these languages it does not 
indicate a pathology, but a serious adversity that strikes, the wicked, or a community of impious 
'with a destructive purpose' as a 'consequence of divine anger'. 
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ABSTRACT 

The research is part of the compositional analysis started some time ago in the Florentine 
University. It is based on the application of Coseriu's theories on functional languages within 
Hebrew lexicographic research. In the corpus of ancient Hebrew (consisting of the inscriptions, 
the MT and the Qumranic epigraphic material) various functional languages characterized by 
chronological, dialect, sociological, and stylistic homogeneity have been identified. The re-
search, in the first phase, comments on the occurrences of the ֶרבֶד  lexeme within the various 
functional languages in order to offer grammatical and semantic information on the lexeme 
itself. Subsequently, in the results, he proposes the inclusion in the overall search of the 'dimen-
sion' identified for the ֶרבֶד  lexeme. The reconstruction of the meanings of ֶרבֶד  will be given by 
the identification of the distinctive features, meaning by meaning the result of the complemen-
tary interaction of semantic features. 
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