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Abstract 
 Although many Hebraists have departed from the traditional understanding of tyvarb in Gen i 1 
as an independent phrase with grammatical reference to “THE beginning,” it is a view that 
continues to thrive, and is reflected by the majority of modern translations. Even advocates of 
the dependent phrase position (e.g., “when God began”) struggle with a precise and compelling 
linguistic analysis. In this article I offer a linguistic argument that will both provide a simpler 
analysis of the grammar of Gen i 1 and make it clear that the traditional understanding of a 
reference to an ‘absolute beginning’ cannot be derived from the grammar of the verse. Instead, 
the syntax of the verse, based on well-attested features within biblical Hebrew grammar, dictates 
that there were potentially multiple tyvar periods or stages to God’s creative work. 
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  1. Introduction 

 In his brief article on the “plain meaning” of Gen. i 1-3, Orlinsky concludes 
with the assertion that “[t]he work of a translator of the Bible is very much like 
the work of an archaeologist, and uncovering the plain meaning of a biblical 
passage requires the skill of a scientific investigator” (pp. 208-209). In this 
scientific spirit, I offer here a linguistic argument that Gen. i 1, provided in 
(1), is a restrictive relative clause, the nature of which implies that the tradi-
tional understanding of an explicit reference to an ‘absolute beginning’ is 
grammatically ill-founded. 

http://www.brill.nl/vt
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2)  See Brown, pp. 62-63, and the literature cited there. 
3)  Th e Masoretic tradition represented in B19a receives some versional support from the LXX, 
which translates the MT Hebrew with the anarthrous phrase en archē instead of en tē archē. It is 
accurate that archē is often not preceded by the article in the LXX, i.e., it is typically anarthrous 
when it translates rē ʾšît in the construct (this point is often cited to assert that the LXX supports 
an absolute state, but inherently semantically determined reading of the MT’s bǝrē ʾšît). But archē 
is used with the article elsewhere in the LXX to reference a “beginning” (e.g., in Gen. xli 21, 
where it translates battǝh.illâ). Th is indicates that the LXX provides an ambiguous witness at 
best, and certainly does not support reading MT bǝrē ʾšît as definite. Although versional support 
beyond the LXX is often cited for reading rē ʾšît as an absolute noun with the article (Waltke, 
p. 223; Lim, p. 305), see Rüterswörden and Warmuth, who review the evidence and conclude 
that the “Die Änderung des masoretischen Textes in tyviareB… ist eine freie Konjektur, die sich 
weder auf griechische Transkriptionen der Väter noch auf das samaritanische Material stützen 
kann” (p. 175). 
4)  Th ere is a third logical possibility, that the noun rē ʾšît should be taken as indefinite and in 
the absolute state, e.g., “in a beginning, God created . . .”. Th is option does not appear to have 
any adherents, and while I consider this to be a legitimate choice, this article will proceed to 
dialogue exclusively with the two positions, reflected in (2) and (3), that represent the field of 
scholarship. 
5)  See the comments in Keil, Driver, Gunkel, Cassuto, von Rad; specifically see Eichrodt, pp. 3-6; 
Hasel, pp. 156-159; Waltke, pp. 222-224; Westermann, pp. 95-98; Wenham, p. 12; Sailhamer 
1990, p. 21; JM, p. 510; Lim, pp. 305-306; Hamilton 1990; Walton 2001). Note also that both 
WOC (p. 156) and JM (p. 471) classify the construction in Gen i 1 as “non-relative”. 

 (1) bǝrē ʾšît bārāʾ ʾĕlōhîm ʾēt haššāmayim wǝʾēt hā ʾāres.

 While most discussions about Gen. i 1 extend to vv. 2 and 3 and include the 
issue of how all three verses relate, in this study I am concerned with the lin-
guistic features of v. 1 alone. Specifically, I will focus on the relationship 
between the prepositional phrase bǝrē ʾšît and the perfect verb bārā ʾ. Th ere is a 
sizable body of literature concerning these two constituents2 and much of it 
proceeds from the fact that the phrase bǝrē ʾšît is vocalized in the MT as if it 
were anarthrous, that is, lacking the article.3 To wit, a mimetic translation of 
bǝrē ʾšît bārā ʾ ʾĕlōhîm yields a less than acceptable product: “In beginning God 
created.” Th e various proposals to account for the grammar of the first verse of 
the Bible can be summarized by two basic positions, the first of which is in 
(2a), followed by a representative translation in (2b).4 

 (2a)  rē ʾšît is a grammatically indefinite but semantically determined noun in the 
absolute state, used adverbially for absolute temporal designation.5 

 (2b)  In the beginning God created the heaven and the earth (KJV, emphasis 
added; cf. RSV, NIV, NJB, REB, NAS95, CEV, NIRV, ESV, etc.) 
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 Th e option summarized in (2a) is often accompanied by the argument that the 
noun rē ʾšît need not have the definite article to be semantically determined. As 
a determined, absolute noun used for temporal designation, the phrase would 
then refer to the “the beginning,” i.e., the first point in time. Th is is the analy-
sis behind the majority of translations since the Reformation period, and is 
represented by the KJV and most English translations (2b). 

 At the heart of this first position is the assumption that, since bǝrē ʾšît can be 
used without the definite article and still refer to a specific “beginning,” it need 
not have the definite article to refer to the “absolute beginning” in Gen. i 1. 
One problem with this position is that other instances of rē ʾšît used as support 
are in poetry, whereas Genesis i is prose (its “poetic” features notwithstand-
ing). Th e linguistic nature of biblical Hebrew prose leads us to expect an article 
on items that are definite and not in construct; this is clearly not the case with 
bǝrē ʾšît. An equally significant problem concerns the English (and other Indo-
European languages’) use of the lexeme “beginning” (I will return to this last 
point below, where I discuss the issues of referentiality and identifiability). 

 Th e second option, summarized in (3a) with a representative translation in 
(3b), views rē ʾšît as an indeterminate noun that is the nomen regens in con-
struct with a finite verb as the nomen rectum. 

 (3a)  rē ʾšît is a grammatically and semantically indefinite noun in the construct 
state, used adverbially for temporal designation relative to a separate main 
event.6 

 (3b)  When God began to create heaven and earth (NJPS, emphasis added; cf. 
NAB, NRSV)7 

 However, Hebraists who adopt this view must explain the awkwardness of 
the sequence construct.noun—finite.verb (i.e., “in.beginning.of he.created”). 

6)  See Humbert for the initial twentieth-century study of the use of bǝrē ʾšît used in a non-
absolute temporal sense; see also, among others, Rashi; Ibn Ezra; Skinner 1910; Ewald 1848; 
Speiser (p. 12), Sarna (p. 5), Lipiński (pp. 522-523), and particularly Brown (pp. 64-65) for 
discussion of the arguments about the word since Humbert’s article. 
7)  While both the NRSV and NAB use the sequence “in the beginning when . . .,” it is significant 
that the NAB places a comma before “when,” making explicit a non-restrictive reading for the 
relative clause; the NRSV lacks the comma. Many of the translations that use the traditional “in 
the beginning” in the main text also include “when God began to create” in the footnotes; 
I do not cite them because I take the choice of which to use in the main text as indicative of 
their grammatical analysis of the passage, and the footnote as a textual nod to a well-known 
alternative. 
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Perhaps the best-known attempt is Rashi’s: he suggests that bǝrē ʾšît bārā ʾ is 
analogous to bǝrē ʾšît bǝrōʾ, with the perfect verb of the text understood as or 
likened to an infinitive construct. But this is an analogy and not a grammatical 
analysis. In fact, only one grammatically sound explanation of the syntax of a 
noun in construct with a verb has surfaced: such sequences are unmarked 
relative clauses (cf. Anderson, p. 21; Gibson, p. 12).8 Th is “construct-relative” 
option makes better sense of the fact that the noun in bǝrē ʾšît lacks the article, 
and builds upon known Hebrew grammar. 

 From a strict grammatical perspective, though, the problem with this anal-
ysis is that the construct relationship typically holds between two nominal 
items, not a noun and verb. With recent work on the syntax of Hebrew rela-
tive clauses, we are now able to nuance the construct-relative option so that it 
more transparently accords to known Hebrew grammar, and in the process we 
may add one feature of the relative clause in Gen. i 1 that has previously not 
been identified: its restrictive nature.  

  2. Salient Features of Relative Clauses in Biblical Hebrew 

 Th ree features of Hebrew relative clause formation must be recognized to 
analyze Gen. i 1. Th e first is the option to omit an explicit relative word. 
Unmarked relatives, often labeled ‘asyndetic’ or ‘bare’ relatives in reference 
grammars,9 are common in the Hebrew Bible. Th e structure of such relative 
clauses is best illustrated by comparison with marked relative clauses, as in 
(4) and (5), where the Ø in (5) indicates the absence of an overt relative word.10 

 8)  Th e common proposal that the word rē ʾšît can be in construct with the verb bārā ʾ itself, or 
with the whole verbal clause, is not supportable. First, aside from the few examples like Gen. i 1, 
nouns are in construct with other nouns. Since this would be an otherwise unattested grammati-
cal construction for biblical Hebrew grammar, grammatical economy dictates that if one can 
base an explanation of these construction upon other known constructions, and preserve the 
basic feature of the construct relationship as a nominal construction, this avenue is to be greatly 
preferred. Th e relative analysis of Gen. i 1 succeeds on this methodological point, since a relative 
word “nominalizes” a clause, making it an appropriate candidate for serving as the nomen rec-
tum in a construct relationship. 
 9)  See GKC, pp. 485-489; WOC, p. 338; Meyer, pp. 96-98; JM, pp. 593-595; Gibson, pp. 10-12. 
10)  For representative examples of bare relative clauses (from a variety of stages of the language, 
and in both poetry and prose), see Gen. xv 13; Exod. iv.13; ix.4; xiv 11; xv 17(2x); xviii 20; 
Lev. vii 35; Num. vii 13(2x); Deut. xxxii 11; Josh. vii 21; Judg. viii 1; 1 Sam. Vi 9; 1 Kgs. xiii 2; 
Isa. i 30; vi 6; Jer. ii 6; Ezek. xxii 24; Hos. iv 14; Jon. i 10; Mic. v 2; Hab. i 5; Zeph. ii 1; 
Zech. vi 12; Mal. ii 16; Pss. v 5; lxxiv 2(2x); cxviii 22; Prov. viii 32; Job i 1; iii 3; xviii 21; 
Eccl. x 5; Lam. i 14; iii 1; Ezra i 5; Neh. viii 10; 2 Chr. xv 11. 
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 (4)  Jer. xlii 3 wǝyagged-lānû yhwh ʾĕlōhêkā ʾet-hadderek ʾăšer nēlek-bāh 
  and let Yhwh your God tell us the way that we should walk in 
 (5)  Exod. xviii 20 wǝhôda ʿtā lāhem ʾet-hadderek yēlǝkû bāh 
  and you shall make known to them the way Ø they should walk in 

 Th e examples in (4) and (5) illustrate that unmarked relatives in biblical 
Hebrew may appear in the same syntactic environments as marked relatives. 
Th e unmarked relative clause in (5) modifies an antecedent in the accusative 
and contains an element resuming the head, just as the marked relative clause 
in (4) does. What is particularly enlightening about example (5) is that, like 
Gen. i 1, a noun is formally adjacent to a verb but the two are not in an imme-
diate subject-predicate relationship. 

 Th e second relevant feature of relative clauses for the analysis of Gen. i 1 is 
that the head may be in construct with the relative clause proper, as in (6).11 

 (6) Lev. xiii 46 kol-yǝmê ʾăšer hannega ʿbô 
  all the days that the disease is in him 

 In (6), the head noun phrase being modified by the ʾăšer relative clause is 
unambiguously in the construct form. Th is construct—relative construction 
also occurs with unmarked relatives, as in (7).12 

 (7) Jer. xlviii 36 ʿal-kēn yitrat ʿāśâ ʾābādû 
  therefore the abundance Ø it [Moab] made has perished 

 Th ese details taken together—that the head may be in construct with the rela-
tive clause, even when there is no overt relative word—provide us with a gram-
matically transparent analysis of Gen. i 1 as well as the similar constructions 
in Hos. i 2, Isa. xxix 1, Lev. xxv 48, 1 Sam. xxv 15, and Jer. xlviii 36 (7): the 
noun preceding the verb is not in construct with the verb itself, but with the 
unmarked relative clause. Th us we may connect the syntax of these verses with 
the more common syntax of examples like that of (6). 

11)  On the construct state and unmarked relatives, see GKC, p. 488; WOC, pp. 155-6; JM, 
p. 472; Gibson, p. 12. 
12)  See, for example, Exod. iv 13; Lev. vii 35; Deut. xxxii 35; Jer. xxxvi 2; Mic. v 2; Pss. iv 8; 
lvi 4, 10; Job iii 3; vi 17; xviii 21; Lam. i 21; 1 Chr. xxix 3; 2 Chr. xx 22; xxiv 11; xxix 27; xxxi 
19. Linguistically, the head in this type of relative clause is not technically in construct with the 
unmarked relative clause, but rather with the null relative operator (i.e., covert relative word). 
For discussion, see Holmstedt, pp. 107-112, 255. 
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 Furthermore, we see in Akkadian the same syntactic structure, in which the 
head is in construct with an unmarked relative clause. Compare the unmarked 
Akkadian relative clause in (8a) to the marked version in (8b).13 

 (8a) bīt ēpušu imqut 
  the house Ø I built collapsed 
 (8b) bītum ša ēpušu imqut 
  the house that I built collapsed 

 In the unmarked relative (8a) the head is in the bound form, whereas in the 
the marked relative (8b) the head is in the free form. Th is is an attested Semitic 
phenomenon, but it has not been recognized within Hebrew studies as the 
simplest grammatical analysis for Gen. i 1. 

 Perhaps most important, there is the third feature of biblical Hebrew rela-
tives that builds on the two already mentioned, and it has been wholly missing 
from the discussion. In my comprehensive study of relative clauses in the 
Hebrew Bible, I concluded that when the head of the relative clause is in the 
construct form, the relative clause is always restrictive (Holmstedt, pp. 119-25).14 
In order to illustrate this contrast, compare the pair of examples in (9) and (10). 

  (9)  Num. xxii 26 wayyaʿămōd bǝmāqôm sār ʾăšer ʾên-derek lint.ôt yāmîn ûśǝmōʾl 
  and he stood in a narrow place, where there was no way to turn right or left 
 (10)  Gen. xlix 29 wayyittǝnêhû ʾel-bêt hassōhar mǝqôm ʾăšer-ʾăsûrê (Kt) hammelek 

ʾăsûrîm 
 and he put him into the round house, the place where the king’s prisoners 
were confined 

 Th e head, “a narrow place,” in (9) is not in construct with the relative clause, 
and the relative clause is also non-restrictive (i.e., it simply provides addi-
tional, non-crucial information about the head). In contrast, the head, “place,” 

13)  Huehnergard, §19.3; von Soden, §166. 
14)  Ewald came very close to this analysis. With regard to nouns in construct with ʾăšer clauses, 
he writes that “the noun to which the relative particle corresponds being quickly combined with 
it in the construct state, the relative itself takes a greater share in the meaning of the noun 
[= restrictive relative? RDH], and becomes more closely intertwined with the whole adverbial 
expression” (p. 215). Th e fact that later grammarians overlooked this insight, or neglected to 
refine it, is surprising, although Ewald’s perceptiveness is not (it is indicative of his entire work). 
Inexplicably, both WOC (p. 156) and JM (p. 471) classify the construction in Gen. i 1 as “non-
relative”. 
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in (10) is in construct with the following relative, which is clearly a restrictive 
modification. 

 A similar conclusion about restrictiveness was drawn with regard to unmarked 
relative clauses in biblical Hebrew: they, too, are always restrictive.15 In order 
to illustrate this feature, let us first consider English examples (11). (Note that 
in English, non-restrictive clauses are marked prosodically by an intonational 
pause after the head, whereas such a pause is absent in restrictive clauses). 

 (11a)  English Non-restrictive: Th e teachers, who(m)/*that/*Ø the minister disci-
plined, are now on strike. 

 (11b)  English Restrictive: Th e teachers who(m)/that/Ø the minister disciplined 
are now on strike. 

 Th e non-restrictive relative in (11a) indicates that “the teachers” are on strike, 
regardless of whether they have been disciplined; the comment about disci-
pline inside the relative serves as an aside, giving the reader additional infor-
mation simply deemed to be noteworthy. Not so for the same information 
when presented in a restrictive relative, as in (11b): in this case, “the teachers” 
can only apply to a subset that is established by the relative, that is, of all 
potential teachers, only those having previously been disciplined are on strike. 

 Crucially for our discussion of Gen. i 1, the examples in (11) demonstrate 
that while we can achieve a restrictive reading with any of the English relative 
strategies (“who(m),” “that,” and unmarked/Ø), we cannot achieve a non-
restrictive reading for relatives introduced by that or for unmarked/Ø rela-
tives. Now consider the Hebrew relatives in (12). 

 (12a)  Hebrew Marked Non-restrictive: Deut. vi 12 hiššāmer lǝkā pen-tiškah.  ʾet-
yhwh ʾăšer hôs.î ʾăkā mē ʾeres.  mis.rayim 

 watch yourself lest you forget Yhwh, who brought you out of the land of 
Egypt 

( 12b)  Hebrew Marked Restrictive: Gen. i 7 wayyabdēl bên hammayim ʾăšer mit-

tah. at lārāqîaʿ ûbên hammayim ʾăšer mē ʿal lārāqîaʿ 

15)  See, for example, Gen. xv 13; xxvi 10; xxix 25; xlii 28; xliii 18; xlix 27; Exod. iv 13; xiv 11; 
Lev. vii 35; Deut. xxxii 35; 1 Sam. xiv 21; Isa. i 30; xxx 9; xli 24; xlii 16; lxiii 19; lxv 1; Jer. ii 8, 
11; xxxvi 2; Ezek. xiii 3; Jon. i 10; Mic. v 2; Hab. i 5, 6, 8, 14; ii 5; Pss. iv 8; v 5; vii 16; viii 9; 
ix 16, 18; xii 6; xvii 1; xviii 3, 44; xxv 12; xxxiii 12; xxxv.8; lvi 4, 10; lviii 5; lxv 5; lxxiv 2; lxxxi 6; 
ciii 5; cxviii 22; cxix 136; cxxix 6; cxli 9; Job vi 17; xviii 21; xxix 16; xxxvi 27; Prov. viii 32; 
Lam. i 14; Neh. viii 10; 1 Chr. xii 24; xv 12; xvi 15; 2 Chr. i 4; xv 11; xx 22; xxiv 11; xxix 27. 
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 and he divided between the water that was under the firmament and the 
water that was above the firmament 

 (12c)  Hebrew Unmarked Restrictive: Ps. vii 16 bôr kārâ wayyah. pǝrêhû wayyippōl 
bǝšah. at yipʿāl 

 he made a cistern, he dug it out, and fell into the pit Ø he made 
 (vs. *he fell into the pit, he had made) 

 Two observations based on these three examples are relevant. First, the rela-
tives in (12) establish that biblical Hebrew, like English, utilizes a semantic 
contrast between restrictive and non-restrictive readings for relative clauses 
(most but not all languages of the world contain the restrictive/non-restrictive 
contrast, so it is necessary to establish this feature). Second, the examples 
in (12) suggest that, similar to English, a constraint on relative interpretation 
was operative in biblical Hebrew: we can achieve either restrictive or non-
restrictive readings when the relative clause is marked, but only a restrictive 
reading for unmarked/Ø relative clauses. 

 Why is the issue of restrictiveness salient to the analysis of Gen. i 1? Th e 
restrictiveness of a relative clause relates to the identifiability of the referent of 
the head constituent. If a relative clause is restrictive, it provides information 
about its head that is necessary to identify the exact referent; a non-restrictive 
relative presents additional information about its head that is not crucial for 
identifying one particular referent.  

  3. Genesis i 1—an Unmarked, Restrictive Relative Clause 

 With the three features of biblical Hebrew relative clauses that I have now 
discussed, that the head may be in construct, that the relative word may be 
covert, and that both of these two strategies produce restrictive relative clauses, 
we may return to Gen. i 1. A restrictive reading for the clause bǝrē ʾšît bārā ʾ 
ʾǝlōhîm ʾ ēt haššāmayim wǝʾēt hā ʾāres. means that the rēʾšît specified is not seman-
tically absolute but relative to the event provided by the restrictive relative 
clause. Th us, any translation or semantic reading of a translation that would 
identify rēʾšît in Gen. i 1 as “the beginning” would fail to recognize the 
significance of relative clause syntax. 

 It is important to note in this regard the problems with using the English 
combination of the noun “beginning” and the temporally-nuanced relative 
word “when” in translating Gen. i 1. Th e first problem is with the default 
interpretation for English “the beginning”. While most heads in English natu-
rally take either restrictive or non-restrictive relative clauses, there are some 
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that do not (or, at least, they do not do so easily). For instance, proper names 
rarely take restrictive relatives, as in (13). 

 (13a) I saw Benjamin, who studies daily. 
 (13b) *I saw Benjamin who studies daily.16 

 Likewise, certain phrases that are typically associated with a distinct phenom-
enon or event, such as “the beginning,” prohibit a restrictive reading. Consider 
the contrasts between (14) and (15), where the “?” indicates marginal inter-
pretability. 

 (14a) On the day when I wrote this paper I had a cold. 
 (14b) ?On the day, when I wrote this sentence, I had a cold. 

 (15a) ?In the beginning when God created the cosmos he had a cold. 
 (15b) In the beginning, when God created the cosmos, he had a cold. 

 While “the day” with a relative clause can easily produce a restrictive reading, 
a non-restrictive reading is questionable, and vice versa for the phrase “the 
beginning”. In the case of “the beginning,” the restrictive reading is further 
hindered by the use of the temporal relative word “when.” As a relative word 
of the wh-variety (e.g., which, who, where), “when” never forces a restrictive 
reading, and thus in conjunction with the phrase “the beginning” (when it is 
not further qualified, e.g., “of the horse race”), the default to a non-restrictive 
reading is strengthened. Th e contrast is even greater when the restrictive rela-
tive complementizer “that” is substituted for “when” in (16) in order to force 
a restrictive reading. 

 (16) ?In the beginning that God created the cosmos . . . 

 Using the restrictive “that” with “the beginning” is only marginally interpre-
table. So once again, the English phrase “the beginning,” unless it is followed 
by modifiers (e.g., “of the game”) or occurs within a clear discourse context 

16)  McCawley qualifies this condition by stating that it “relates only to proper nouns that are 
used as proper nouns. A proper noun that is used as a common noun can host a restrictive rela-
tive as well as any inherently common noun can: Th e Harry Smith who took your phonetics 
course last year has transferred to Cornell” (p. 481, n. 12). Th e same qualification applies to 
biblical Hebrew: Esth i 1: wayǝhî bîmê ʾăh.ašwērôš hûʾ ʾăh. ašwērôš hammōlēk mêhōddû wǝʿad-kûš 
‘and it was in the days of Ahasuerus (he is the Ahasuerus who rules from India to Kush)’. 
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(e.g., description of a football game) defaults to a semantic interpretation that 
reads it as identifiable without immediate context and carrying an absolute 
reference: in the beginning (i.e., of all time). But this is precisely the reading 
that a restrictive relative clause prohibits. So it appears that semantic com-
plexities of the target language are at the heart of the continued resistance to 
relative analysis of rē ʾšît (i.e., identifiability relative to the immediate context, 
referentiality relative to the information that follows, and relative clause syntax).17 
Th e problem lies in target language issues and theological objection.18 

 Admittedly, the implication of my analysis is significant. If rē ʾšît is the head 
of an unmarked, restrictive relative clause, then Gen. i 1 as a whole can serve 
only one grammatical function: it is a stage-setting prepositional phrase, pro-
viding a temporal frame of reference only for what follows. Importantly, the 
temporal reference is relative to the event provided in the matrix clause (either 
v. 2 or v. 3). To reflect this linguistic analysis, a translation based on the one in 
(17) would be accurate. 

 (17) In the initial period that/in which19 God created the heavens and the earth . . . 

17)  Th is same argument applies to the oft-cited example of rē’šît in Isa. xlvi 10; it certainly need 
not be taken as a reference to the absolute beginning, but is better understood as a relative begin-
ning. Th at is, God declares the outcomes of events at their onset. 
18)  Von Rad’s comment illustrates the force of the theological lens when it comes to Gen. i 1-3: 
“We do not follow the old conjecture that v. 1 is not to be understood as an independent sen-
tence but as the introductory clause to v. 2 or even to v. 3 . . . Syntactically perhaps both transla-
tions are possible, but not theologically. One must not deprive the declaration in v. 1 of the 
character of a theological principle” (p. 48). And although I disagree strongly with the position, 
Lim’s comment is admirably forthcoming concerning theologically presupposition: “Ultimately, 
in spite of all the arguments given by all the different sides, it boils down to the reader’s personal 
preference and presuppositional pool concerning his or her understanding of God. In other words, 
a person’s view of God determines his or her translation. . . . [O]n theological grounds, option 
one [i.e., the non-relative option; RDH] makes the best sense in light of its context.” (p. 306). 
19)  While the relative word “that” provides the least ambiguity in the translation, since it forces 
a restrictive reading, it is admittedly awkward despite being grammatical. For most speakers and 
readers, perhaps the use of “in which” for a translation of Gen. i 1 is more natural—and it still 
restrictive. But the use of “in which” comes with the proviso that we not impose the syntax of 
English “in which” constructions onto Hebrew relative clauses: the preposition “in” in English 
“in which” reflects “piep-piping,” i.e., the preposition belongs within the relative and raises with 
the relativized noun, e.g., I rode in the car becomes the car in which I rode. In English, pied-
piping involving phrases such as in which, with which, etc., is always legitimate, but it is never 
legitimate in biblical Hebrew. When a preposition precedes the relative word in biblical Hebrew 
(e.g., baʾăšer, kaʾăšer), the preposition belongs to the higher clause, not to the relative clause. See 
Holmstedt 2002, p. 96. 
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 Th e literary significance of analyzing Gen. i 1 as a restrictive relative is that the 
syntax dictates, by the very nature of restrictive relatives (i.e., they serve to 
identify their head over against other possible referents and define it), that 
there were potentially multiple rē ʾšît periods or stages to God’s creative work.20 
Put another way, the grammar of Gen. i 1 points forward only; it does not 
comment about whether this basic creative event was unique or whether there 
were others like it (see Andersen 1987). Grammatically, the introduction to 
Genesis simply indicates that it is this particular rē ʾšît from which the rest of 
the story as we know it unfolds.  
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