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Outline

1. We have a fairly good grasp of prepositions individually, but the distinctions 
between them sometimes remain elusive

2. These distinctions can often be predicted based on the original spatial meaning, 
using cross-linguistically verified methodology

3. Causal uses of ְּב and מִן partially overlap, but differ in terms of “dominance”
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Prepositions tend to be described individually

● With few exceptions, the literature is focused on “What is the semantic range of 
this preposition?”, not “Why is preposition X used, and not Y?”

● This means that we often cannot describe a use much more precisely than vague 
labels like “Instrument”

● Such labels are not helpful if both ְּב and מִן are said to mark “Instruments”
● I will use these labels as well, but only as shorthands for properties like 

volitionality, affectedness, etc., and only with the goal to get to the precise 
properties expressed by the prepositions
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Prepositions tend to be described individually

For example, while ְּב is the default “Instrument” preposition, we find מִן as well:

Josh 10:11: רֶב׃ חָֽ רָאֵל֖ בֶּ ניֵ֥ יִשְׂ ר֥ הָרְגוּ֛ בְּ ד מֵאֲשֶׁ רָ֔ אַבְניֵ֣ הַבָּ ר־מֵת֨וּ֙ בְּ י֗ם אֲשֶׁ רַבִּ
“There were more who died because of the hailstones than the sons of Israel killed 
with the sword.”

Gen 9:11: ּבּו֑ל י֣ הַמַּ ר֛ עוֹ֖ד מִמֵּ שָׂ ל־בָּ רֵת֧ כָּ א־יִכָּ וְלֹֽ
“... that never again all flesh will be cut of by the waters of the flood.”

2 Sam 7:29: ם׃ ךָ֖ לְעוֹלָֽ ית־עַבְדְּ רְכָתְ֣ךָ֔ יְברַֹךְ֥ בֵּֽ וּמִבִּ
“… and with your blessing shall the house of your servant be blessed forever.”

Why is מִן used in Gen 9:11 and 2 Sam 7:29, and not ְּב?

(All translations are ESV.)
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Prepositions tend to be described individually

Conversely, while מִן is the default “Reason” preposition, we find ְּב as well:

1 Sam 28:20: ֑מוּאֵל בְרֵי֣ שְׁ רָא֥ מְאֹ֖ד מִדִּ רְצָה וַיִּ פּלֹ֤ מְלאֹ־קֽוֹמָתוֹ֙ אַ֔ או֗לּ וַיִּ וַיְמַהֵר֣ שָׁ
“Then Saul fell at once full length on the ground, filled with fear because of the words of 
Samuel.”

Gen 41:36: ב׃ רָעָֽ רֵת֥ הָאָ֖רֶץ בָּ א־תִכָּ וְלֹֽ
“(That food shall be a reserve …), so that the land may not perish through the famine.”

Jer 51:46: אָרֶ֑ץ מַעַ֣ת בָּ שְׁ מוּעָה֖ הַנִּ ְ שּׁ ירְא֔וּ בַּ ופֶּן־יֵרַ֤ךְ לְבַבְכֶם֙ וְתִֽ
“Let not your heart faint, and be not fearful // at the report heard in the land”

Why is ְּב used in Gen 41:36 and Jer 51:46, and not מִן?
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Thesis: מִן marks DOMINANCE / FULL CONTROL

Josh 10:11: רֶב׃ חָֽ רָאֵל֖ בֶּ ניֵ֥ יִשְׂ ר֥ הָרְגוּ֛ בְּ ד מֵאֲשֶׁ רָ֔ אַבְניֵ֣ הַבָּ ר־מֵת֨וּ֙ בְּ י֗ם אֲשֶׁ רַבִּ
“There were more who died because of the hailstones than the sons of Israel killed with the sword.”

✓ The sword is manipulated by another entity; not in full control

Gen 9:11: ּבּו֑ל י֣ הַמַּ ר֛ עוֹ֖ד מִמֵּ שָׂ ל־בָּ רֵת֧ כָּ א־יִכָּ וְלֹֽ
“... that never again all flesh will be cut of by the waters of the flood.”

✓ The waters were especially devastating, they cut off all flesh → full control

2 Sam 7:29: ם׃ ךָ֖ לְעוֹלָֽ ית־עַבְדְּ רְכָתְ֣ךָ֔ יְברַֹךְ֥ בֵּֽ וּמִבִּ
“Now therefore may it please you to bless the house of your servant, …, and with your blessing 
shall the house of your servant be blessed forever.”

✓ The blessing is powerful enough to endure forever → full control

6/18



Thesis: מִן marks DOMINANCE / FULL CONTROL

1 Sam 28:20: ֑מוּאֵל בְרֵי֣ שְׁ רָא֥ מְאֹ֖ד מִדִּ רְצָה וַיִּ פּלֹ֤ מְלאֹ־קֽוֹמָתוֹ֙ אַ֔ או֗לּ וַיִּ וַיְמַהֵר֣ שָׁ
“Then Saul fell at once full length on the ground, filled with fear because of the words of 
Samuel.”

✓ “at once” (piel מהר), “full length” (מלא־קומתו), “filled with fear” (וירא מאד):
Saul is dominated by fear

Gen 41:36: ב׃ רָעָֽ רֵת֥ הָאָ֖רֶץ בָּ א־תִכָּ וְלֹֽ
“(That food shall be a reserve …), so that the land may not perish through the famine.”

Jer 51:46: אָרֶ֑ץ מַעַ֣ת בָּ שְׁ מוּעָה֖ הַנִּ ְ שּׁ ירְא֔וּ בַּ ופֶּן־יֵרַ֤ךְ לְבַבְכֶם֙ וְתִֽ
“Let not your heart faint, and be not fearful // at the report heard in the land”

✓ The famine / report are not causes for perishing / fear, so they are not dominant
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The causal chain in Biblical Hebrew
● The preferences of ְּב and מִן can be explained with the “causal chain” (Croft 2012)
● Example: the coconut was broken by Sue with a hammer

מִןבְּ
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Sue hammer coconut

Patient

● A preposition’s causal meaning depends on its spatial meaning
● A מִן-causer is DOMINANT / in CONTROL because it is at the origin, influencing the whole chain
● A ְּב-causer has less control because it stands in the middle of the chain; can be controlled itself



Method

● Corpus: Gen Exod Josh Sam Ru Eccl Est
● Prioritized productive uses of ְּמִן / ב over fossilized ones (ַמִפְּניֵ ,בְּיד)
● Looked for minimal pairs to test the hypothesis
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Minimal pairs: alcohol
Isa 51:21: יִן׃ ת וְלאֹ֥ מִיָּֽ כֻרַ֖ ה֑ ושְּׁ מְעִי־נָא֥ זאֹ֖ת עֲנִיָּ לָכֵן֛ שִׁ
“Therefore hear this, you who are afflicted, who are drunk, but not with wine”

Ps 78:65: יִן׃ גִבּוֹ֗ר מִתְרוֹנֵן֥ מִיָּֽ ֝ ן֥ אֲדנָֹי֑ כְּ יָשֵׁ קַץ֖ כְּ וַיִּ
“Then the Lord awoke as from sleep, like a strong man shouting because of wine.”

2 Sam 13:28: ֹ֖ם֥ אתֹו ם הַכּוּ֧ אֶת־אַמְנוֹ֛ן וַהֲמִתֶּ י֣ אֲלֵיכֶ֔ יַּיִ֨ן֙ וְאָמַרְתִּ טוֹ֨ב לֵב־אַמְנוֹ֤ן בַּ רְאוּ֣ נָ֠א כְּ
“Mark when Amnon’s heart is merry with wine, and when I say to you, ‘Strike Amnon,’ then kill 
him.”

Est 1:10–11: ּכֶתֶ֣ר מַלְכו֑ת ֖לֶךְ בְּ ה֛ לִפְניֵ֥ הַמֶּ לְכָּ י֧ הַמַּ תִּ הָבִיא אֶת־וַשְׁ ר … לְ֠ יִ֑ן אָמַ֡ יָּ ֖לֶךְ בַּ טוֹ֥ב לֵב־הַמֶּ י כְּ בִיעִ֔ ְ יּוֹם֙ הַשּׁ בַּ
“On the seventh day, when the heart of the king was merry with wine, he commanded … to bring 
Queen Vashti before the king with her royal crown”

✓ Only in the מִן-cases is the subject completely out of control
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Minimal pairs: alcohol

Isa 28:7: ר כָ֔ ֵ עוּ֙ מִן־הַשּׁ כָר֜ נִבְלְעוּ֣ מִן־הַיַּיִ֗ן תָּ ֵ גוּ֨ בַשּׁ עוּ֑ כֹּהֵן֣ וְנָבִיא֩ שָׁ כָר֖ תָּ ֵ ג֔וּ וּבַשּׁ יַּיִ֣ן שָׁ ה֙ בַּ וְגַם־אֵלֶּ֨
“These also reel with wine and stagger with strong drink; the priest and the prophet 
reel with strong drink, they are swallowed/confused by wine, they stagger with 
strong drink”

שׁגה ביין ‘go astray’, ‘in’, ‘wine’
תעה בשׁכר ‘stagger’, ‘in’, ‘strong drink’
שׁגה בשׁכר ‘go astray’, ‘in’, ‘strong drink’
נבלע מן־היין ‘be numbed’, ‘from’, ‘the wine’
תעה מן־השׁכר ‘stagger’, ‘from’, ‘the strong drink’
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Minimal pairs: causes for fear or joy

Exod 3:6: ים׃ י֖ט אֶל־הָאֱלהִֹֽ א מֵהַבִּ י֣ יָרֵ֔ יו כִּ נָ֔ ה֙ פָּ ר֤ משֶֹׁ וַיסְַּתֵּ
“And Moses hid his face, for he was afraid to look at God.”

✓ Fear often overcomes someone completely; hence מִן

Jer 51:46: אָרֶ֑ץ מַעַ֣ת בָּ שְׁ מוּעָה֖ הַנִּ ְ שּׁ ירְא֔וּ בַּ ופֶּן־יֵרַ֤ךְ לְבַבְכֶם֙ וְתִֽ
“Let not your heart faint, and be not fearful // at the report heard in the land”

✓ Only once ְּב, and the negation is important: the report is not a reason for fear
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Minimal pairs: causes for fear or joy

Jdg 9:19: ם׃ כֶֽ ם־ה֖וּא בָּ מַח֥ גַּ לֶךְ וְיִשְׂ אֲבִימֶ֔ מְחוּ֙ בַּ שִׂ
“rejoice in Abimelech, and let him also rejoice in you.”

Eccl 5:19: יא׃ ת֥ אֱלהִֹ֖ים הִֽ עֲמָל֑וֹ זֹ֕ה מַתַּ מֹ֖חַ בַּ וְלִשְׂ
“(…) and [to] rejoice in his toil—this is the gift of God.”

✓ Joy—as opposed to fear—does not overcome someone completely; hence ְּב

Prov 5:18: ךָ׃ ת נְעורֶּֽ מַח֗ מֵאֵשֶׁ֥ י־מְקוֹרְךָ֥ בָר֑וּךְ ושְּׂ֝ יְהִֽ
“Let your fountain be blessed, and rejoice in the wife of your youth”

✓ Except here, besides other warnings against adultery, where it should be 
understood as “rejoice in this wife ... to the exclusion of others”
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Defining dominance and control

● How to define these terms properly?
● Using the causal chain: further to the left is more dominant

● “Control” is just a more intuitive term for dominance with animate arguments

מִןבְּ

14/18

Ultimate cause Mediating cause Patient



Impact on exegesis

Gen 24:50: יךָ רַע֥ אוֹ־טֽוֹב׃ ר֥ אֵלֶ֖ בֵּ בָר֑ לאֹ֥ נוּכַל֛ דַּ מֵיְהוָה֖ יָצָא֣ הַדָּ
“The thing has come from the Lord; we cannot speak to you bad or good.”

● God’s decisions are final

Prov 16:33: טֽוֹ׃ פָּ ל־מִשְׁ חֵ֭יק יוּטַל֣ אֶת־הַגּוֹרָ֑ל וּמֵ֝יְהוָה֗ כָּ בַּ
“The lot is cast into the lap, but its every decision is from the Lord.”

Ps 37:23: ץ׃ צְעֲדֵי־גֶבֶ֥ר כּוֹנָנ֗וּ וְדַרְכּוֹ֥ יֶחְפָּֽ מֵ֭יְהוָה מִֽ
“The steps of a man are established by the Lord, when he delights in his way”

(Also: Jdg 14:4; 1 Kgs 2:15; Ps 37:39; Prov 16:1; 19:14; 20:24; 29:26; Lam 3:18; 2 Chr 26:18)
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Impact on exegesis

Exod 15:23: ה׃ מָ֖הּ מָרָֽ א־שְׁ ן֥ קָרָֽ ים הֵם֑ עַל־כֵּ י֥ מָרִ֖ ה כִּ רָ֔ תֹּת֥ מַיִ֨ם֙ מִמָּ כְלוּ֗ לִשְׁ תָה וְלאֹ֣ יָֽ וַיָּבאֹ֣וּ מָרָ֔
“When they came to Marah, they could not drink the water of Marah because it was 
bitter; therefore it was named Marah.”

Or: “..., they could not drink the water because of bitterness—it was so bitter! ...”

● To be sure, ESV’s rendering is perfectly fine, too
● But a causal translation highlights the wordplay and resonates with 

asseverative כִּי
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Conclusions

● When both ְּב and מִן can be used in a causal sense, the difference is one of 
dominance

● Dominance can be defined in terms of position on the causal chain
● Contrasting prepositions with each other yields a more precise description, 

which improves our understanding of biblical texts as well
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