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BIBLICAL IDIOMS

THAT HAVE CHANGED THEIR MEANING 

IN MODERN HEBREW

BIBLIJNE FRAZEOLOGIZMY
KTÓRE NABRAŁY NOWEGO ZNACZENIU WE WSPÓŁCZESNYM HEBRAJSKIM

Streszczenie

We frazeologii współczesnej hebrajszczyzny wyraĨny jest wpływ jĊzyków słowiaĔskich, 
którego przykładem są frazeologizmy, mające we współczesnej hebrajszczyĨnie inne 
znaczenie, niĪ miały w hebrajszczyĨnie biblijnej, np. ʡʬ ʥʬ ʹʩ znaczyło w czasach 
biblijnych ‘on jest mądry’, a dziĞ znaczy ‘on jest zdolny do uczuć’. Frazeologizm ten 
zmienił znaczenie z tego powodu, Īe w jĊzykach słowiaĔskich wystĊpują frazeologizmy 
zbliĪone doĔ pod wzglĊdem znaczenia dosłownego, a znaczące faktycznie ‘być zdolnym 
do uczuć’. Niełatwo ustalić, czy frazeologizmy te zmieniły znaczenie pod bezpoĞrednim 
wpływem jĊzyków polskiego, ukraiĔskiego czy białoruskiego, czy teĪ jĊzyki słowiaĔskie 
oddziałały na współczesny hebrajski za poĞrednictwem jidysz.

Modern Hebrew has been strongly infl uenced by the native langua-
ges of Jews living in the diaspora1. An example of this infl uence is the pro-
cess of the neo-semanticism in some Hebrew verbal classes: in Mishnaic 
Hebrew ʡʫʹʰ means ‘to be the subject of sodomy’2, while in Modern He-
brew it means ‘to lie down’ (ingressive of ʡʫʹ), and the verb changed its 
meaning because in Yiddish (and also in German and Polish) the ingres-
sive of ‘to lie’ has the form of the refl exive/passive of ‘to lie’3. Another, 
slightly different example of this process is the root ʡʡʱ, which means ‘to 
turn’ in the Bible, while in Modern Hebrew ʡʡʥʺʱʤ means ‘to turn around’ 
but also ‘to go from one place to another, to move about’, probably under 

1 Cf. A. S á e n z - B a d i l l o s, A History of the Hebrew Language, transl. J. E l w o l d e, 
Cambridge 2000, p. 277.

2 M. J a s t r o w, A Dictionary of the Targumim, the Talmud Babli and Yerushalmi, 
The Judaica Press 1996, p. 1571.

3 M. To m a l, Jidysz a hebrajski, in: E. G e l l e r, M. P o l i t  (eds.), Jidyszland. Polskie 
przestrzenie, Warszawa 2008, p. 57.
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the infl uence of Yiddish ʯʲʤʲʸʣ ʪʩʦ, which in turn had been infl uenced by 
Polish kręcić się4. The difference between the case of ʡʫʹʰ and ʡʡʥʺʱʤ is 
that ʡʫʹʰ resembles the European ‘to lie down’ only in its form (or in its 
‘etymological/structural meaning’), while one of the actual meanings of 
Polish kręcić się is ‘to turn around’. A similar semantic shift occurred in 
several Hebrew idioms that have changed their meaning between biblical 
times and now. If the literal meaning of a biblical idiom was similar to 
the literal meaning of a Yiddish or Slavic idiom, then the biblical idiom 
often took on the actual meaning of its European “literal” counterpart. 
Below are listed examples, together with Slavic (Polish, Ukrainian and 
Belarusian) idioms that might have triggered the abovementioned change 
of meaning. It is not easy to tell if the infl uence of Slavic was direct or 
indirect (through Yiddish)5.

1. IDIOMS CONTAINING THE WORD ʡʬ ‘HEART’

Their meaning has changed since in the biblical phraseology ʡʬ is 
the seat of thoughts, understanding, will, memory6, and in most European 
languages ‘heart’ is the seat of feelings. In the Bible feelings are located 
rather in the kidneys than in the heart. The biblical pair ʡʬʥ ʺʥʩʬʫ ‘kidneys 
and heart’ (Jer. 11,20) describing the whole mental life of a human being7 
has been replaced by ‘heart’ and ‘head’ in Modern Hebrew (ʡʹʧ ʠʬ ʹʠʸʤ
,ʹʩʢʸʤ ʠʬ ʡʬʤ) ‘the head did not think, the heart did not feel’ (70 ʤʹʹ ,ʸʤʦʩ). 
That is why some biblical idioms, once referring to reason, nowadays refer 
mostly to emotions. Only in the archaizing style of some modern novelists 
are these idioms used with their ancient meaning. 

a. ‘to have heart’

Biblical ‘to be wise’8. Job 12, 3: ʭʫʥʮʫ ʡʡʬ ʩʬ ʭʢ, Moffat: I have brains 
as well as you; CEV: I know as much as you do.

modern ‘to be capable of feelings’. ʡʬ ʹ ʩ ʭʩʩʰʩʹ ʺʥʠʴʥʸʬ ʷʸ ʠʬ‘not 
only female dentists are capable of feelings’ (230 ʯʧʡʮ)9. The Slavic idi-

4 E. G e l l e r, Jidysz – język ĩydów polskich, Warszawa 1994, p. 108-109.
5 Cf. ibidem, p. 121.
6 Cf. E. J e n n i, C. We s t e r m a n n, Theological Dictionary of the Old Testament, 

Hendrickson Publishers 1997, vol. 2, p. 639-640; BDB 523, p. II 2-10.
7 Cf. M. P i e l a, Grzech dosłownoĞci we współczesnych polskich przekładach Stare-

go Testamentu, Kraków 2003, p. 44 and the bibliography there.
8 KB 514, p. 7; BDB 523, p. II 3, cf. Job 34, 34, where ʡʡʬ ʩʹʰʠ is parallel to ʭʫʧ ʸʡʢ.
9 Even Shoshan (III 811-816) does not give this idiom.
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oms mieć serce (Polish), ɦaɬɢ ɫeɪɰɟ10 (Ukrainian) mean the same. The 
Yiddish translation of Job 12, 3 (ʸʩʠ ʩʥʥ ʩʥʦʔʠ ʨʩʩʷʩʰʣʰʔʠʨʹʸʔʠʛɹ  ʪʩʥʠ ʡʕʠʤ ʪʩʠ)11 
may indicate that the word ʵʸʔʠʤ ‘heart’ would already in Yiddish suggest 
rather feelings than intellectual skills. 

b. ‘not to have heart’

Biblical ‘to be stupid’. Jer. 5, 21: ʡʬ ʯʩʠʥ ʬʫʱ ʭʲ, GNB: you foolish and 
stupid people.

modern ‘to be cruel, incapable of feelings’. ʡʬ ʤʬ ʯʩʠ‘she is cruel, void 
of feelings’ (112 ʯʧʡʮ)12. The Slavic idioms nie mieć serca (Polish), ɧɟ 
ɦaɬɢ ɫeɪɰɹ13 (Ukrainian), ɧɟ ɦɟɰɶ ɫɷɪɰɚ (Belarusian)14 mean the same. 
The Yiddish version of Jer. 5, 21 (ʬʫʹ ʯʕʠ ʷʬʕʠʛɹ ʹʩʸʔʠʰ)15 seems to indicate 
that already in Yiddish ‘not to have heart’ would mean rather ‘to be void 
of feelings’.

The biblical idiom has a lexical variant: Prov. 6, 32: ʡʬ ʸʱʧ ʤʹʠ ʳʠʥʰ, 
Peterson: Adultery is a brainless act, and this variant has been used by 
a contemporary novelist with its ancient meaning: ʤʩʬʲ ʤʴʷʺ ʡʬ ̋ ʸʱʧ ̋ ʥʶʩʬʲ 
‘she was seized with a stupid attack of laughing’ (3, 344 ʸʤʰʹ)16, which 
makes the style archaic.

c. ‘heavy heart’
Biblical ‘obstinate as a mule, stupid, infatuated’. Exod. 7, 14: ʡʬ ʣʡʫ

ʤʲʸʴ, Moffat: The Pharaoh is stubborn17.
modern ‘to do sth reluctantly, to be loathed to do sth’. ʡʬʡ ʩʺʸʦʧ ʩʰʠ 

ʯʦʠʮʤ ʬʠ ʣʡʫ ‘I returned to the balance-sheet reluctantly’ (380 ʵʩʡʥʸʥʤ); 
ʤʸʹʴ ʺʲʶʤʡ ʩʡʠ ʠʡ ,ʣʡʫ ʡʬʡʥ ,ʳʥʱ ʳʥʱ ‘fi nally, and reluctantly, my father pro-
posed settlement’ (522 ʸʥʴʩʱ ,ʦʥʲ); ʣʡʫ ʡʬʡ ʺʩʡʤ ʯʮ ʠʶʩ ʣʡʥʲ ‘Oved left home 
reluctantly’ (135 ʷʥʩʬʴʷ).18

10 Ȼɿɥɨɧɨɠɟɧɤɨ I 475.
11 The translation by Yehoyesh, available on http://yiddish.haifa.ac.il/texts/ye-

hoyesh/tanList.htm. 
12 Even Shoshan (III 812-814) gives both meanings, but wrongly confi nes the mean-

ing ‘cruel’ to the spoken language, as my example from the written language indicates. The 
new meaning is given in the dictionary without example from written language.

13 Ȼɿɥɨɧɨɠɟɧɤɨ I 475.
14 Aksamitow 185.
15 The translation by Yehoyesh.
16 Even Shoshan (III 813) gives the modern meaning of ʡʬ ʸʱʧ: cruel, void of feel-

ings, but without example from written language.
17 Cf. P i e l a, Grzech..., p. 146 and the bibliography there.
18 Even Shoshan (III 812) gives the modern meaning of the idiom.
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The main difference between the biblical and modern usage is that the 
biblical ʣʡʫ ʥʡʬ means that he did not do something because of his stupid 
stubbornness (so the biblical idiom expresses strong negative evaluation), 
while the modern ʣʡʫ ʡʬʡ means that the action was performed, although 
reluctantly. The modern idiom does not evaluate this reluctance, as is seen 
in my examples (Horovitz: nobody would condemn a clerk who is not 
fond of offi ce work, Oz: everybody would appreciate the willingness of 
the father to come to an understanding with his son; Kapeliuk: everybody 
can understand the young man who has just bidden his family good-bye 
and has to return to the army). The Slavic idioms z cięĪkim sercem (Pol-
ish), ɡ ɜɚɠɤɢɦ ɫɟɪɰɟɦ19 (Ukrainian), ɡ ɰɹɠɤɿɦ ɫɷɪɰɚɦ20 (Belarusian) 
have exactly the same meaning as ʣʡʫ ʡʬʡ in Modern Hebrew.

d. ‘soft heart’

Biblical ‘fear’21. Deut. 20, 8: ʡʡʬʤ ʪʸʥ, GNB: afraid. Sometimes, in the 
archaizing style, the idiom is still used with the ancient meaning: ʡʡʬʤ ʩʫʸ 
ʲʰʫʺʹʤʬ ʭʩʸʤʮʮ ʥʩʤ ‘the cowardly ones quickly became convinced’ (ʯʧʡʮ 
251) – about people frightened of a knife.

modern ‘be moved, stirred, feel pity’. ʥʡʬ ʥʡ ʪʫʸʺʰ (328 ,2 ʸʤʰʹ)22 
– about one who saw a beggar and decided to help him. The Polish idiom 
zmiękło mu serce and the Ukrainian ɪɨɡɦɹɤɥɨ ɫɟɪɰɟ ɭ ɤɨɝɨ23 have the 
same meaning.

e. ‘melted heart’

Biblical ‘fear’24. Josh. 2, 11: ʥʰʡʡʬ ʱʮʩʥ, GNB: we were afraid.
modern ‘be moved, stirred, feel pity’. ʩʮʶʲ ̋ ʠ ̫ ʩʦʧʮ ʩʰʠ ʬʡʠ ,ʱʮʰ ʡʬ‘I feel 

pity, but I am trying to hold out’ (92 ʺʱʸʥʫ ,ʯʴʢ)25 – about one who is listen-
ing to the complaints of his relative; ʥʰʮʮ ʯʸʷ ,ʡʬ ʱʩʮʮ ʸʥʠ ,ʭʩʲʰ ʸʥʠ ‘he was 
beaming with pleasant light, that moved me deeply’ (494 ʸʥʴʩʱ ,ʦʥʲ) – about 
the impressions of  a young man meeting his idol, David Ben Gurion. The 
Polish idiom serce komu topnieje w piersi or Ukrainian ɬɚɧɟ ɫɟɪɰɟ ɭ ɤɨɝɨ26 
might have been the source of the new meaning in Modern Hebrew.

19 Ȼɿɥɨɧɨɠɟɧɤɨ II 798.
20 Aksamitow 186.
21 Cf. BDB 940, s.v. ʪʸ and ʪʸʮ.
22 Even Shoshan (III 812) gives the modern meaning of the idiom, with the example 

from Yitzhak Dov Berkovitz (1885-1967).
23 Ȼɿɥɨɧɨɠɟɧɤɨ II 794.
24 Cf. BDB 587, s.v. ʱʱʮ, p. Niph. 2.
25 Even Shoshan (III 812-815) gives only the biblical meaning of the idiom.
26 Ȼɿɥɨɧɨɠɟɧɤɨ II 798.
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f. ‘to speak to one’s heart’

Biblical ‘to console, to cheer sb up, to appease; to encourage, to per-
suade’27. Gen. 34, 3: ʤʸʲʰʤ ʡʬ ʬʲ ʸʡʣʩʥ, Moffat: and consoled her. The idi-
om is still used with its ancient meaning: ʤʡʬ ʬʲ ʸʡʣʬ ʩʺʩʱʩʰ ʺʥʠʡʤ ʺʥʹʩʢʴʡ
ʺʥʮʥʷʮ ʩʰʩʮ ʬʫʬ ʠʶʰʹ ‘during subsequent meetings I tried to talk her into going 
with me to various places’ (369 ʵʩʡʥʸʥʤ); ʤʺʧʩʬʱ ʺʠ ʹʷʡʩʥ ʤʡʩʬ ʬʠ ʸʡʣʩ ʣʶʩʫʥ 
‘how will he appease her and beg her pardon?’ (21 ʯʧʡʮ) – about a father who 
expelled his daughter from home. This use does not seem to be very archaic.

modern ‘to impress, to thrill, to stir’. ʤʷʩʦʥʮʤ ʥʰʡʬ ʬʠ ʭʥʩʤ ʺʸʡʣʮ ʲʥʣʮ 
‘why does the music thrill us today’ (ʥʫ ʷʸʴ ,ʩʧʤ ,ʣʢʮ); ʸʸʥʹʮʤ ʬʹ ʭʩʬʮʤ 
ʩʡʬʬ ʥʸʡʩʣ ‘the words of the poet thrilled me’ (24 ʺʩʡ ,ʯʥʬʠ)28. The Polish 
idiom przemawiać do czyjego serca  has the same meaning and is used es-
pecially about music or poetry. My examples suggest that the preposition 
ʬʲ is confi ned to the meaning ‘to console’.

g. ‘hot heart’

Biblical ‘angry’29. Deut. 19, 6: ʥʡʡʬ ʭʧʩ, Moffat: in hot anger, CEV: 
be very angry. 

modern ‘cordial’. ʡʡʬʰ ,ʩʤʡʠ ,ʡʬ ʭʧ ʹʩʠ ‘cordial, fatherlike, whole-
hearted man’ (176 ʸʥʴʩʱ ,ʦʥʲ); ʤʮʲ ʢʤʰ ʡʬ ʭʧʥ ʢʠʥʣ ʡʠʫ ‘he treated her like 
a thoughtful, loving father’ (51 ʬʷʰʸʴ)30. The Polish idiom gorące serce or 
Ukrainian ɝɚɪɹɱɟ ɫɟɪɰɟ31  have the same meaning. Also Belarusian ɫɷɪɰɚ 
ɝɚɪɵɰɶ ɭ ɤɚɝɨ32 does not mean ‘to be angry’, but rather ‘to be stirred’ (in 
a positive sense). 

h. ‘to seize sb’s heart’
Biblical ‘to frighten’33. Ezek. 14, 5: ʭʡʬʡ ʬʠʸʹʩ ʺʩʡ ʺʠ ʹʥʴʺ ʯʲʮʬ, FC: 

Ma réponse bouleversera les Israélites.
modern ‘to thrill, to stir, to impress’. ʺʡʶʡ ʥʮʫ ʡʬʤ ʺʠ ʱʴʥʺ ʬʩʬʶ ʬʫ 

ʤʬʲʮ ʬʹ ‘each sound is seizing the heart like with heavenly pincers’ (,ʳʱʥʩ ʸʡ 
100 ʹʥʬʹʡ)34 – about an impression made by beautiful music. The lexical 

27 Cf. P i e l a, Grzech..., p. 151 and the bibliography there.
28 Even Shoshan (III 814) gives only the biblical meaning of the idiom.
29 Cf. Even Shoshan III 816.
30 Even Shoshan (III 812) gives the modern meaning of the idiom, but without ex-

ample from written sources.
31 Ȼɿɥɨɧɨɠɟɧɤɨ II 792. 
32 Ʌɟɩɟɲɚў 1, p. 356.
33 Cf. P i e l a, Grzech..., p. 92 and the bibliography there.
34 Even Shoshan (III 815) seems to give only the probable biblical meaning of the 

idiom.
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variant with ʨʡʶ is nowadays more often: ʡʬʤ ʩʨʡʥʶ ,ʭʩʱʱʥʤʮʤ ʸʺʰʱʴʤ ʩʬʩʬʶ 
‘sounds of the piano, hesitant, touching the heart’ (286 ʸʥʴʩʱ ,ʦʥʲ). The 
Slavic idioms chwytać za serce (Polish), ɛɪɚɬɢ ɡɚ ɫɟɪɰɟ35 (Ukrainian), 
ɛɪɚɰɶ ɡɚ ɫɷɪɰɚ36 (Belarusian) mean the same.

i. ‘good heart’

Biblical ‘good humour, high spirits, cheerfulness’37. Esther 1, 10: ʡʥʨʫ, 
ʯʩʩʡ ʪʬʮʤ ʡʬ GNB: the king was drinking and feeling merry. The idiom is 
still used with its biblical meaning: ʯʩʩʡ ʭʩʡʥʱʮʤ ʡʬ ʡʥʨʫ ‘when the banquet-
ers were merry with wine’ (189 ,3 ʸʤʰʹ); ʭʤʩʬʲ ʡʥʨ ʭʤʩʰʹ ʡʬ ‘both of them 
were in good humour’ (ʧʰ ʷʩʬʠʩʡ) – about the participants of a sabbatical 
dinner.

modern ‘kind-hearted’: ʥʡʩʬ ʡʥʨ ʥʩʬʲ ʸʡʢ ‘he was overcome by his 
kind-heartedness’ (273 ʯʧʡʮ)38 – about one who decided to take care of 
a homeless woman. The Polish idiom dobre serce and the Ukrainian ɞɨɛɪɟ 
ɫɟɪɰɟ39 have the same meaning, but as Even Shoshan indicates, the mean-
ing ‘kind-hearted’ appears already in the Mishna.

j. ‘broken heart’

Biblical ‘sadness, depression, low spirits’40. Ps 34, 19: ʤʥʤʩ ʡʥʸʷ,
ʡʬ ʩʸʡʹʰʬ GNB: The LORD is near to those who are discouraged. The 
idiom is still used with this meaning: ʤʨʸʩʴ ”ʺʩʰʥʫʮʤ ʭʲʥ ʭʩʰʬʡʷʤ ʭʲ ʺʥʸʶ“
ʡʬ ʯʥʸʡʹʡ ʩʺʠ ‘troubles with the building contractors and with the car – Eti 
explained sadly’ (395 ʵʩʡʥʸʥʤ); ʸʡʹʰ ʡʬʤʹ ʣʲ ʭʩʡʡʩʮ ʭʤʥ ‘they are groaning 
in such a way that one feels depression and pity’ (156 ʬʷʰʸʴ). This usage 
does not seem to be very archaic, since the meaning in Modern Hebrew is 
only slightly narrower (sadness caused by unrequited love). 

modern ‘unanswered love’. ʪʡ ʥʡʤʠʺʤ ʭʩʸʲʰ ʩʰʹ ,ʺʥʡʡʬ ʤʮʫ ʺʸʡʹ […], 
ʪʩʸʧʠ ʸʦʧʬ ʥʱʩʰ ʤʡʹʥʮʤ ʩʬʲʥʴʮ ʤʮʫ ‘You have broken a few hearts: two boys 
fell in love with you [...] a few young workers from the village tried to 
court you’ (6 ʳʬʨʲʤ ,ʣʢʮ)41. The Polish idiom złamać komu serce  and Be-
larusian ɪɚɡɛɿɰɶ ɫɷɪɰɚ ɤɚɦɭ42 have the same meaning.

35 Ȼɿɥɨɧɨɠɟɧɤɨ I 57.
36 Aksamitow 185.
37 Cf. BDB 525, s.v. ʡʬ, p. 9a.
38 Even Shoshan (III 812) gives the modern meaning of the idiom, with the example 

from the Mishna.
39 Ȼɿɥɨɧɨɠɟɧɤɨ II 793.
40 Cf. Even Shoshan III 812.
41 Even Shoshan (III 812-815) gives only the biblical meaning of the idiom.
42 Aksamitow 185, Ʌɟɩɟɲɚў 2 p. 422.
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2. OTHER IDIOMS

a. ‘to seek God’

Biblical ‘to try to win sb’s favour, to beg for sth’43. 2 Sam. 12, 16: ́ ʷʡʩʥ
ʸʲʰʤ ʣʲʡ ʭʩʤʬʠʤ ʺʠ ʣʩʥʣ, Moffat: David implored God for the boy.

modern ‘to try to get some knowledge about God, to look after the 
proper notion or image of God’. ʭʩʤʥʬʠʤ ʺʠ ʹʷʡʬ ʥʩʹʫʲ ʠʶʥʩ ʠʥʤʥ ‘He is 
starting now to seek God’ (1, 227 ʸʤʰʹ)44 – about one who has returned 
to the religion of his his fathers’ and tries to learn the foundations of the 
Judaism. The Polish idiom szukać Boga means the same, but I suppose 
that similar expressions exist in most languages. Nowadays the verb ʹʷʩʡ 
rarely means ‘to seek’ (more often ‘to ask, beg, want’), and the expres-
sion has a lexical variant which is more widely used: ʭʩʤʥʬʠʤ ʺʠ ʹʴʩʧ, for 
example about various sects that are an alternative to the offi cial religion 
(196 ʤʰʥʴʱʸʴ ,ʣʢʮ), or: ʭʩʤʥʬʠ ʺʠ ʹʴʧʬ ʥʠʡ ,ʸʡʣʩʮʡ ʥʬʧʰʺʤʹ ʤʷʩʸʮʠʮ ʭʩʸʩʲʶ‘
ʭʩʹʰ ʤʮʫ ʣʧʠ ʬʫʬ ,ʤʰʥʮʥʷ ʩʩʧ ʭʩʩʧʥ [...] young people from America, who 
settled in the desert. They came to seek God, and they live in a commune. 
Each of them has a few wives’ (121 ʯʩʩʨʹʸʩʡ). Surely, it does not mean that 
those people implored God in the biblical sense of the idiom. It seems that 
average speaker of Modern Hebrew would ascribe the meaning ‘to beg, to 
ask’ to the verb ʹʷʡ in the verse ʸʲʰʤ ʣʲʡ ʭʩʤʬʠʤ ʺʠ ʣʩʥʣ ʹʷʡʩʥ.

b. ‘one’s bowels are humming’

Biblical ‘to feel love or pity’45. Song 5, 4: ʥʩʬʲ ʥʮʤ ʩʲʮʥ, Peterson: ex-
cited I became, GNB: I was thrilled.

modern ‘to feel strong hunger’: ʭʩʮʥʤ ʭʤʩʲʮ […] ʺʥʬʥʴʰ ʭʤʩʱʸʫ ‘their 
bellies are sunken [...] their bowels are humming’ (211 ʺʥʮʹ ,ʩʰʡʥʠʸ); ʥʩʲʮ 
ʡʲʸʮ ʥʮʤ ‘his bowels were humming because of hunger’ (69 ʤʹʹ ,ʸʤʦʩ)46. 
The Slavic idioms kiszki komu marsza grają (Polish), ɤɢɲɤɢ ɝɪɚɸɬɶ 
ɦɚɪɲ ɭ ɤɨɝɨ47 (Ukrainian), ɤɿɲɤɿ ɦɚɪɲ ɿɝɪɚɸɰɶ48 (Belarusian) mean the 
same. 

c. ‘to put one’s words into sb’s mouth’

Biblical ‘to command sb to tell sth’. Exod. 4, 15: ʥʩʴʡ ʭʩʸʡʣʤ ʺʠ ʺʮʹʥ, 
Moffat: and tell him what to say. Today the idiom is still used with this 

43 Cf. KB 152, s.v. ʹʷʡ, p. 3-5.
44 Even Shoshan does not give this idiom.
45 Cf. P i e l a, Grzech..., p. 186-189 and the bibliography there.
46 Even Shoshan (II 393, III 1036) gives only the biblical meaning of the idiom.
47 Ȼɿɥɨɧɨɠɟɧɤɨ I 374.
48 Aksamitow 108
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meaning: ʡʩʹʤʬ ʩʣʫ ʩʴʡ ʭʩʸʡʣ ʥʮʹ ʠʬ ‘they did not instruct me what to 
answer’ (127 ,3 ʸʤʰʹ); ʥʩʴʡ ʬʤʰʮʤ ʭʹʹ ʤʮ ʯʮʧʰ ʭʬʷʩʣ ʹʡʩ ʬʥʷʡ ‘Nachman 
recited in a dry tone what the director told him to say’ (190 ʬ ʢʸ ,ʡʥʨʸʡ).

modern ‘to attribute an utterance to sb’. ʺʥʸʥʹ ʤʠʸʷ ʸʩʤʮʥ ʤʹʷʥʰ ʬʥʷʡʥ 
ʤʰʡ ʺʥʮ ʸʧʠʬ ʥʮʠ ʩʴʡ ʭʹ ʺʩʹʩʹʤ ʤʠʮʤ ʯʡ ʯʠʸʹ ʠʨʡʠʺ ʩʡʸʲʤ ʸʸʥʹʮʤʹ ‘quickly, 
in hard tones, she read a poem, which the Arabic poet who lived in the 6th 
century, Ta’abbata sh-Sharran, had attributed to his mother after her son’s 
dead’ (446 ʤʬʫʤ ,ʲʹʥʤʩ)49. So the idiom has today the same meaning as 
the Polish włoĪyć w czyje usta jakieĞ słowa, Ukrainian ɜɤɥɚɞɚɬɢ ɜ ɭɫɬɚ 
ɤɨɦɭ50 or Belarusian ɭɤɥɚɞɜɚɰɶ ɭ ɜɭɫɧɵ ɤɚɝɨ51. 

d. ‘sth is on one’s head’

Biblical ‘one is guilty of sth/ punished for sth done in the past’. 
2 Sam. 1, 16: ʪʹʠʸ ʬʲ ʪʮʣ, MP52: you yourself should be punished for 
your death53. Sometimes the idiom is used in this meaning: ʥʺʥʠʮ ʤʸʷʹ ʤʮ 
ʩʹʠʸ ʬʲ ʥʬʥʫ ̡ ʢʸ ‘I am responsible for everything that happened afterwards’ 
(36 ʺʥʧʠ ,ʡʥʨʸʡ).

modern ‘one is responsible for sth that should be done in the future’. 
ʩʹʠʸ ʬʲ ʭʩʷʱʲ ʳʬʠ ‘I have to arrange many matters’ (353 ʩʸʥʴʩʱ ʬʫ ,ʩʰʡʥʠʸ)54. 
The Polish idiom mieć coĞ na głowie has the same meaning. The Belarusian  
ɧɚ ɫɜɚɸ ɝɚɥɚɜɭ55 also refers to future troubles and not to past crimes.

e. ‘in the shadow of sb’

Biblical ‘under the protection of sb’56. Ps. 91, 1: ʯʰʥʬʺʩ ʩʣʹ ʬʶʡ ,GNB: 
whoever remains under the protection of the Almighty. The idiom is used 
to this day in this meaning: ʬʫʥʩ ʡʸʤ ʤʰʥʸʹʫʥ ʤʺʡʤʠ ʬʶʡ ‘under the protec-
tion of her love and her great talent, he will be able to [...]’ (70 ʯʩʩʨʹʸʩʡ). 

modern ‘to keep in the background, to play second fi ddle’. ʬʫ ʩʧʹ 
ʥʣʸʹʮʬ ʵʥʧʮ ʨʲʮʫ ʤʠʸʰ ʠʬʥ ʨʫʠʸʴ ʺʸʡʢ ʬʹ ʤʬʶʡ ʭʩʰʹʤ ‘who lived all those 
years in the shadow of Mrs. Fracht and almost did not appear outside of 

49 Even Shoshan (V 1454) gives only the biblical meaning of the idiom.
50 Ȼɿɥɨɧɨɠɟɧɤɨ I 135 (the authors give two meanings of the Ukrainian idiom: a. 

to attribute an utterance to sb, b. to make sb say sth, but their example confi rms that the 
Ukrainian idiom has exactly the same meaning as the Polish one).

51 Aksamitow 53.
52 My translation.
53 Cf. P i e l a, Grzech..., p. 176-182 and the bibliography there.
54 Even Shoshan (V 1731) gives only a shortened form of the idiom, the exclamation 

ʩʹʠʸ ʬʲ ‘on my head’ (without a noun referring to the duty), and attributes it to the infl u-
ence of Arabic. The dictionary gives the example from Yehuda Burla (1886-1969).

55 Ʌɟɩɟɲɚў 1, p. 255.
56 Cf. BDB 853, s.v. ʬʶ, p. 2.
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his offi ce’ (161 ʤʬʩʬ ,ʣʬʴʬʴʠ); ʸʥʡʩʶʤʮ ʺʬʣʡʥʮʥ ʺʹʸʴʥʮ ,ʣʶʡ ʺʡʶʩʰ ʤʺʩʩʤ ʣʩʮʺ 
ʥʬʩʶʡ ʺʩʤʬ ʤʴʩʣʲʮʥ […] ʩʨʮʦʩʸʫʤ ʤʬʲʡ ʬʹ ʥʺʶʩʧʮʡ ʣʥʮʲʬ ʺʹʹʥʧ ʥʬʩʠʫ, ‘she 
always stood aloof, separated from society, as if she was afraid to stand 
near her charismatic husband [...] and preferred to be in his shadow’(42 
ʤʸʥʮʤ,ʸʠʡ)57. The Slavic idioms w czyim cieniu (Polish), ɛɭɬɢ ɜ ɬɿɧɿ58 
(Ukrainian) and ɭ ɰɹɧɿ59 (Belarusian) mean the same.

f. ‘sb’s hands sank’

Biblical ‘to be discouraged, frightened’60. 2 Sam. 4, 1: ʥʩʣʩ ʥʴʸʩʥ, NEB: 
his courage failed.

modern ‘to feel helplessness in the face of troubles’. ʷʥʰʩʶ ʤʩʤ ʤʸʤʮ ʣʲ 
ʥʩʣʩ ʺʠ ʤʴʸʮ ʧʩʥʴʮʤ ʧʡʨʮʤ ‘after a short time the prison cell of the kitchen, 
blackened with smoke, made his hands sink’ (503 ʸʥʴʩʱ ,ʦʥʲ); ʣʩʩʮ ʤʱʰʩ
ʤʩʣʩ ̋ ʠ ̋ ʥʴʸʬ ‘he will immediately try to discourage her’ (286 ʥʫʬʥʮ ,ʲʹʥʤʩ)61. 
The Slavic idioms opadły komu ręce (Polish), ɪɭɤɢ ɨɩɭɫɤɸɬɶɫɹ ɭ ɤɨɝɨ62 
(Ukrainian) and ɚɩɭɫɤɚɰɶ ɪɭɤɿ63 (Belarusian) mean the same.

g. ‘to hide one’s face from sb’

Biblical ‘to ignore sb’. Ps. 143, 7: ʩʰʮʮ ʪʩʰʴ ʸʺʱʺ ʬʠ, Peterson: Don’t 
turn away, don’t ignore me.

modern ‘to hide one’s nature, not to reveal oneself’. ʸʩʺʱʮ ʠʥʤ ʲʥʣʮ 
ʩʩʬʠ ʤʬʢʺʮ ʥʰʩʠʥ ʥʩʰʴ ʺʠ ‘Why does he hide his face and does not reveal him-
self to me?’ (12 ʩʰʷʮʣ)64.

In the Bible God hides his face in order not to see somebody (cf. 
Exod. 3, 6 about Moses covering his face in order not to see God)65, in 
Modern Hebrew God hides his face in order that people could not see him, 
as my example indicates. It leads to differences in the actual meaning of 
the metaphor: hiding face means ‘to ignore’ in the Bible, and ‘to remain 
unknown’ in Modern Hebrew. The Polish idiom ukrywać przed kim swą 
(prawdziwą) twarz means the same.

57 Even Shoshan (V 1587-1588) gives only the biblical meaning of the idiom.
58 Ȼɿɥɨɧɨɠɟɧɤɨ II 885.
59 Ʌɟɩɟɲɚў 2, p. 550.
60 Cf. P i e l a, Grzech..., p. 139 and the bibliography there.
61 Even Shoshan (V 1797) does not differentiate these two meanings, ascribing 

both of them to the biblical and modern usage, and gives examples only from classical 
sources.

62 Ȼɿɥɨɧɨɠɟɧɤɨ II 770.
63 Ʌɟɩɟɲɚў 1, p. 78.
64 Even Shoshan (IV 1330) gives only the biblical meaning of the idiom.
65 Cf. P i e l a, Grzech..., p. 160-164 and the bibliography there.
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h. ‘guardian of the law’

Biblical ‘to obey the law’. Deut. 4, 40: ʥʩʷʧ ʺʠ ʺʸʮʹʥ, GNB: obey all 
his laws.

modern ‘to make other people obey the law’. ʷʥʧʤ ʩʸʮʥʹ ‘policemen’ 
(441 ,3 ʸʤʰʹ).

As far as my example indicates, the modern usage confi nes the ex-
pression to the substantivised participial form. Also Even Shoshan (VI 
1921) does not give the new meaning in the entry ʸʮʹ, but only the ex-
pression ʷʥʧʤ ʩʸʮʥʹ ‘policemen and judges’ in the entry ʷʧ (II 600). The 
Polish expression stróĪ prawa means the same.

i. ‘to carry one’s sin’

Biblical ‘to be punished’66. Lev. 5, 17: ʥʰʥʲ ʠʹʰʥ, CEV: and you can be 
punished. The idiom is still used with this meaning, but I found only one 
example, meaning ‘to be punished for other people’s sin’: ʺʠʹʬ ʥʩʬʲ ʭʠ 
ʦʥʬʰʤ ʸʥʣʤ ʺʥʠʨʧ ʺʠ ‘if he has to be punished for the sins of the pervert 
generation’ (310 ʩʰʥʴʶ).

modern ‘to be/feel guilty’. ʩʡʬʡ ʠʨʧ ʬʫ ʩʺʠʹʰ ʠʬ ‘I did not bear in my 
heart any sin’ (80 ʺʥʧʠ ,ʡʥʨʸʡ). The Polish expressions dĨwigać grzech na 
sumieniu, być obciąĪonym winą  also mean ‘to be guilty’ and not ‘to be 
punished’.

The dictionary by Even Shoshan does not help to determine the chro-
nology of the semantic shifts described above, because the entries con-
cerning the modern meaning do not give examples from written sources, 
except in a few cases, as I have indicated in the footnotes. Entries giving 
the modern meaning are marked with the letter ʧ (with the exception of 
ʡʥʨ ʡʬ), what means that the modern meaning appeared not earlier than in 
the period of Haskalah.

66 Cf. KB 726, p. 15.
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