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Part III

Authority and dignity





Lip̄nē ‘in the face of’
A Locative preposition with a threatening
connotation 5
Abstract The Biblical Hebrew expression lip̄nē, literally ‘to the face of’, has gram-
maticalized into a Locative preposition ‘before’. Its function in combination with
the root ngp ‘inflict, defeat’ is not clear: what is the role of the Philistines in ‘Israel
was defeated before the Philistines’ (1 Sam. 4:2)? Some scholars have used grammat-
icalization theory to argue that lip̄nē is an Agent marker here: ‘Israel was defeated
by the Philistines’. However, this view is untenable in the face of arguments based
on narrative structure, syntactic-semantic restrictions, grammaticalization theory,
and language typology. I show that lip̄nē is a simple Locative prepositional expres-
sion, but that the element ‘face’ has the connotation that Israel is threatened by
the Philistines: Israel is in the ‘realm of influence’ of the Philistines. In present-day
English, the near-literal translation ‘in the face of’ is a better alternative. Based on
parallels in the active voice, I argue that Yahweh is the actual, implicit, Agent of
ngp ‘inflict, defeat’. In fact, English before, like lip̄nē, used to have a connotation
of threatening influence. In recent times, this meaning shifted so that the original
translation became misunderstood.

5.1 Introduction

The expression lip̄nē, formedby lə ‘to’ with the construct state of pā̊nīm ‘face’,
usually functions as a preposition with a spatial or temporal meaning (‘in

This chapter was originally published as: Camil Staps. 2022. Lip̄nē ‘in the face of’: A Loca-
tive preposition with a threatening connotation. Journal of Hebrew Scriptures 22(1). 1–24.
doi: 10.5508/jhs29582.

I am grateful to Johan Rooryck, Ellen van Wolde, and the anonymous reviewers of the
Journal of Hebrew Scriptures for their thoughtful comments on earlier versions of this arti-
cle.
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front of ’; ‘before’).1 It has a figurative sense when it marks an argument
of the verb ngp ‘inflict, defeat’, and is then commonly translated either as
‘before’ ([N]KJV, A/R/ESV, NASB95) or as the Agent marker ‘by’ (NLT, NIV,
NASB20).2 Some examples follow:3

(5.1) 1 Sam. 4:2: ים פְלִשְׁ͏תִּ͏֑ לִפְנֵי֣ ל יִשְׂ͏רָאֵ֖  גֶף וַיִּ͏נָּ͏֥
way-y-innā̊ḡɛp̄-Ø
wayq-3m-defeat\mid-sg

yiśrā̊ʾēl
Israel

li=p̄n-ē
to=face-of

p̄ǝlištī-m
Philistine-pl

‘Israel was smitten before the Philistines.’ (KJV)
‘Israel was defeated before the Philistines.’ (ESV)
‘Israel was defeated by the Philistines.’ (NIV)

(5.2) 2 Sam. 2:17: ד׃ דָוִֽ י עַ͏בְדֵ֥ לִפְנֵי֖ ל יִשְׂ͏רָאֵ֔ י וְאַנְשֵׁ͏֣ אַבְנֵר֙  גֶף וַיִּ͏נָּ͏֤
way-y-innā̊ḡɛp̄-Ø
wayq-3m-defeat\mid-sg

ʾaḇnēr
Abner

wǝ=ʾanš-ē
and=man-pl.of

yiśrā̊ ēʾl
Israel

li=p̄n-ē
to=face-of

ʿaḇḏ-ē
servant-pl.of

ḏā̊wiḏ
David

‘…, and Abner was beaten, and the men of Israel, before the servants of
David.’ (KJV)
‘AndAbner and themenof IsraelwerebeatenbeforeDavid’s servants.’ (ESV)
‘…, and Abner and the Israelites were defeated by David’s men.’ (NIV)

Formodern readers, the translation ‘before’ is hard to understand in this
context, because in present-day English before has a purely spatial or tem-
poral meaning (the bill is presently before Congress; the day before yesterday).
Recent, freer translations have gone a step further in their interpretation

1 This type of expression is commonly called a “complex preposition”. Joüon &Muraoka
(2006: §103o) describe them in Biblical Hebrew as “pseudo-prepositions”, by which
they mean “a combination of one of the prepositions … and a substantive, often lex-
emes denoting parts of the body … in the status constructus”. According to Waltke &
O’Connor (1990: §11.3a), their meaning is often not predictable from the constituent
components and these expressions “function syntactically as prepositions” (Waltke &
O’Connor 1990: §11.3.1a). In the theoretical linguistic literature there is some debate as
to how these expressions should be analyzed (Seppänen et al. 1994; Huddleston & Pul-
lum 2002: 620–623; Hoffmann 2005; Pullum 2006). These issues have repercussions
for the analysis of the Hebrew expressions as well, but this must be left for another oc-
casion. For this chapter we can assume that these expressions are functionally, if not
syntactically, prepositions. However, to avoid any confusion I will refer to them as “ex-
pressions”, not prepositions.

2 I will use the capitalized terms Agent, Patient, Intermediary Agent, Instrument, Cause,
Locative, and Source for thematic roles in the tradition of Gruber (1965). There is no



Lip̄nē ‘in the face of’: A Locative preposition 167

and use the Agent marker ‘by’, an analysis that finds support from Sollamo
(2003), Rodriguez (2017: 180), and Jones (2018). Although translation to En-
glish is not the focus of this chapter, different choices reveal different inter-
pretations of the underlying Hebrew construction, and thus show that this
construction requires explanation. This will be the focus of this chapter.

In contrast to the recent tendency to interpret lip̄nē as an Agent marker,
I will show here that the meaning of lip̄nē and before in cases like (5.1–5.2)
is actually Locative. To explain its meaning in this context, I draw attention
to a pragmatic connotation of the body part ‘face’ which expresses that the
complement (e.g. the Philistines in [5.1]) has some threatening influence
over the subject (Israel). This connotation can be approximated with ‘in
the face of’ or ‘in confrontation with’ in present-day English. I show that
before also had this connotation in older stages of English, which suggests
that the traditional translations in (5.1–5.2) were perfectly intelligible at the
time of writing. The problem is therefore not that the meaning of the He-

universally agreed upon list of thematic roles and their definitions, but the ones I use
here are all relatively standard in theoretical linguistics. It is important, however, that
they are understood as prototypes in the sense of Dowty (1991: 571–575), so that an ar-
gument can fill an Agent slot even if it is not in all aspects like the Proto-Agent. This is
somewhat similar to the Actor and Undergoermacroroles in Role and Reference Gram-
mar (Foley & Van Valin 1984), and the argument advanced in this chapter can be re-
formulated in that framework. For Dowty, the Proto-Agent is a sentient argument that
volitionally brings about an event or change of state in another participant and moves
relative to the position of another participant; finally it exists independently of the event
(Dowty 1991: 572). The Proto-Patient undergoes a change of state and is causally affected
by another participant; it is stationary relative to movement of another participant and
does not exist independently of the event or not at all (Dowty 1991: 572—Dowty’s ad-
ditional property incremental theme is not relevant to us here). The traditional roles
can be defined using these properties (Dowty 1991: 577): the Agent has volition, cau-
sation, and sentience (and movement, but this is not relevant for our purpose). The
Patient has change-of-state and causally-affectedness (stationarity and dependent ex-
istence are again not relevant here). An Instrument has causation without volition or
sentience. I define the IntermediaryAgent as anAgentwith lowvolitionality. ForCause
I rely on Palancar (2002), who defines this role as “the role played by a given entity—
normally conceived of as either an abstract or natural force—construed as the causal
force which has brought about a certain state of affairs” (Palancar 2002: 27). A Locative
picks out a position in a region, which can be spatial (The ball is in the box) or temporal
(He was elected in 2008); a Source refers to the point of origin of an event of motion. For
modern discussion on thematic roles, see the reference works (e.g. Davis 2011; Harley
2011; Primus 2016).

3 An exhaustive list will be provided in table 5.1 on page 182.
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brew expression lip̄nē is obscure and requires explanation (the path taken
by Sollamo 2003, Rodriguez 2017: 180, and Jones 2018), but that older trans-
lations have become misunderstood due to changes in English. After eluci-
dating these, there is no need for an Agent marker interpretation anymore.
Below I also show why this interpretation is in itself unlikely regardless of
any alternatives.

Before turning to the evidence for a connotation of threatening influ-
ence for Biblical Hebrew lip̄nē, let me clarify what I mean with this conno-
tation by examining English in the face of and in confrontation with. En-
glish has phrases like in the face of adversity/death/…, where the comple-
ment has an unpleasant connotation by itself. By contrast, combinations
with a complement with a beneficial or pleasant connotation are infelic-
itous or receive an ad hoc negative connotation: #in the face of profit/the
weekend/…. Likewise, phrases that are of themselves neutral receive a neg-
ative connotation when used as the complement of these expressions: in
the face of change/…; in confrontation with the system/other communities/….
Therefore, the prepositional expression provides a pejorative connotation
if its complement does not have one already. The complement has a threat-
ening influence in the sense that it has the ability to negatively influence
another entity.

What might cause this connotation? It is striking that in the face of and
in confrontation with both incorporate a word for ‘face’.4 In many languages,
words for ‘face’ are related to concepts of authority and dignity. We find evi-
dence for this in English (lose/save/retain face) andmany languages around
the world, as the following examples demonstrate:5

(5.3) Jordanian Arabic (Al-Adaileh & Abbadi 2012: 81)
akal widʒhi ‘he has eaten my face’: ‘he has harassed me’

(5.4) Turkish (Kraska-Szlenk 2014: 30)
yüz akı ‘clear face’: ‘honor’

(5.5) Swahili (Kraska-Szlenk 2014: 30)
sina uso ‘I have no face’: ‘I am ashamed’

4 Observe that confrontation comes from Latin frōns ‘forehead’.
5 However, one must be careful not to generalize here (see e.g. Littlemore 2019: 192–201

on cultural variation in embodied metaphor; cf. Strecker 1993 on the body part face in
particular). All these languages show that the body part face is in some way related to
concepts of authority and dignity, but the exact range in which thesemetaphors can be
used will vary.
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(5.6) Chinese (Yu 2001: 16)
a. diu lian ‘lose face’: ‘lose face, be disgraced’
b. mei lian ‘no face’: ‘feel ashamed, feel embarrassed’
c. yao lian ‘want face’: ‘care about one’s reputation’

(5.7) Thai (Ukosakul 2005: 119–120)
a. ráksǎ nâ ‘preserve face’: ‘preserve someone’s ego’
b. mâi hâi/wái nâ ‘not giving/keeping face’: ‘too direct, inconsiderate’

Kraska-Szlenk (2014: 30) recognizes the same relationship in human be-
haviour, in the fact that we hold our face up whenwe are proud andwant to
seem respectable while we bow our heads low when we are ashamed. This
observation finds support in the Hebrew Bible itself, when Cain’s face ‘falls’
(npl)whenhis offer is rejectedbyYahweh (Gen. 4:5–6).6 The combinationof
cross-linguistic, psychological, andbiblical evidence shows that thesewords
are not arbitrarily related, but that this phenomenon reflects a psychologi-
cal reality.

The ‘face’ is not just a metaphor for concepts like authority and dignity,
it also comes to denote the space in which a person can exercise authority
or enforce their dignity.7 This is clear from the many idioms where a word
for ‘face’ is combined with a spatial preposition (5.8). These expressions
stem from the unwanted intrusion upon someone’s sphere of authority and
dignity.
(5.8) a. The voters are saying, “In your face, Bush!”

(N.Y. Times 6 Jun. 1992, 23/1 in citation byOED: s.v. face, n., P5d(c))
b. Fuck off, scumbag. Get out of my face.

(Wilson 2005, Cusp, 51 in citation by OED: s.v. face, n., P5g(a))
c. Dutch (Den Boon & Hendrickx 2015–2017: s.v. gezicht, 7)

iemand in zĳn gezicht uitlachen ‘laugh in someone’s face’

6 Compare also Job 29:24, where Job speaks of his former glory: ‘(the men around me)
would not let the light of my face fall (hiphil npl)’, i.e., they would pay Job respect in
order to preserve his face.

7 Such an extension is common in spatial expressions. For example, front normally de-
notes a vertically oriented bounded region on an object (e.g. the front of a house), but
this region can be projected onto the surrounding (horizontally oriented) environment
with in front of (Jackendoff 1996: 15). Similarly, words for ‘face’ can denote someone’s
authority and dignity, but also the projected region in which someone can exercise
their authority or enforce their dignity.
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All in all, the cognitive underpinning for a connotation of threatening
influence for the body part ‘face’ seems clear: the face is related to concepts
of authority and dignity, and comes to denote the abstract region of a per-
son’s authority and dignity. When you enter this realm of authority, two
things can happen: either you challenge their authority, as in (5.8), or you
relinquish some of your own authority and permit that person’s influence
over you. This is seen as a threat, which gives rise to the connotation of
threatening influence for in the face of and in confrontation with.

Biblical Hebrew pā̊nīm ‘face’ has very similar connotations.8 Example
(5.9) is highly reminiscent of the provocative in your face in (5.8a).9 But be-
ing in someone’s realm of authority does not necessarily imply friction, as
(5.10) demonstrates: here, ‘to stand to someone’s face’ has come tomean ‘to
serve them’.10

(5.9) Job 1:11: ךָּ͏׃ יְבָרֲכֶֽ עַ͏ל־פָּ͏נֶי֖ךָ
ʿal
on

pån̄ɛ-ḵā̊
face-yours

y-ǝḇā̊răḵ-Ø-ɛkkā̊
3m-bless\ipfv-sg-you.obj

‘He will curse11 you in your face.’

8 Rodriguez (2017: 179) already recognized a “metaphor of face-personal space as domi-
nance” (emphasis original). The evidence I adduce for the connotation of threatening
influence is slightly more general, as it also covers his “service metaphor”, for exam-
ple (Rodriguez 2017: 178). It is not exactly clear what Rodriguez’ method is to distin-
guish these categories. We can also relate the metaphors with pā̊nīm ‘face’ outlined
below to the expression ḥēn bəʿēnē ‘favour in the eyes of ’, which Vardi (2015) described
as expressing a hierarchical relationship.

9 Also Job 2:5.
10 Similarly: Gen. 41:45; 1 Kgs. 18:15; Deut. 1:38; 1 Sam. 16:21, 22; 1 Kgs. 1:2; 10:8 (with ʿaḇdɛḵā̊

‘your servants’); 12:6, 8; 17:1; 18:15; 2 Kgs. 3:14; 5:16; Jer. 15:19; 18:20; 52:12; Ezek. 8:11; Est. 4:5;
Dan. 1:19. With šrt ‘serve’ besides ʿmd ‘stand’ we find Num. 16:9; Ezek. 44:11, 15. See
also Ringgren’s (2001: 182–183) categories “serve”, “priestly service”, and “worship” in his
analysis of ʿmd. Even when lip̄nē seems purely Locative and ʿmd ‘stand’ is to be taken
literally, the prepositional object is almost always themore dominant party: Gen. 18:22;
19:27; 43:15; 47:7; Exod. 9:10, 11; Lev. 27:8; Num. 3:6; 5:16, 18, 30; 27:2, 19, 21, 22; 35:12; Deut.
19:17; 29:14; Josh. 10:8; 20:6, 9; 21:44; 32:9; Jdg. 2:14; 1 Sam. 6:20; 1 Kgs. 1:28; 19:11; 2 Kgs.
4:12; 5:15; 8:9; Jer. 7:10; 15:1; 35:19; 40:10; 49:19; 50:44; Zech. 3:1, 3, 4; Est. 8:4; Dan. 2:2;
Ezr. 9:15; 2 Chr. 9:7; 10:6, 8; 18:20. Two seemingly contradictory cases can be explained
away: Exod. 17:6 (God before Moses, but God is helping Moses); Lev. 18:23 (a woman
before an animal, but passively allowing it to have sex with her). We also find pā̊nīm
with šrt ‘serve’ without ʿmd ‘stand’: 1 Sam. 2:11, 18; 3:1; Est. 1:10; 1 Chr. 6:17; 16:4, 37.

11 The verb brk ‘bless’ can be used as a euphemism for ‘curse’.
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(5.10) Dan. 1:5: לֶךְ׃ הַמֶּ͏ֽ לִפְנֵ֥י עַ͏מְד֖וּ͏ יַֽ ם קְצָתָ֔ וּ͏מִ֨
ū=mi=qṣā̊ṯ-ā̊m
and=from=end-theirs

y-aʿamḏ-ū
3m-stand\ipfv-pl

li=p̄n-ē
to=face-of

ham=mɛlɛḵ
the=king

‘And at their end (of the years in training) they (themen in training)would
serve (lit.: stand to the face of ) the king.’

The threatening connotation of this authority is clearly visible in (5.11–
5.13). In (5.11), mippənē ‘from the face of’ is not a neutral Source preposition,
but expresses that Sarai has a kind of threatening influence over Hagar, her
maid at whom she is angry. With this verb, a truly neutral Source is marked
with min ‘from’.12 Mercy (raḥămin) is something you need ‘in the face of’
somebody whomay otherwise do something to you (5.12).13 The use of mip-
pənē in the context of fear was already recognized by Rodriguez (2017: 194–
195), but he seems to limit it to cases where fear is made explicit with a verb
like yrʾ ‘fear’ (5.13).14

(5.11) Gen. 16:6: מִפָּ͏נֶֽיהָ׃ ח וַתִּ͏בְרַ֖ י שָׂ͏רַ֔ וַתְּ͏עַ͏נֶּ͏֣הָ
wat-t-ǝʿannɛ-Ø-hā̊
wayq-f-oppress-3sg-her

śā̊ray
Sarai

wat-t-iḇraḥ-Ø
wayq-f-flee-3sg

mip=pån̄ɛ-hā̊
from=face-hers

‘So Sarai oppressedher (Hagar), and she (Hagar) fled fromher (Sarai’s)pres-
ence (lit.: face).’

(5.12) Neh. 1:11: הַזֶּ͏֑ה ישׁ͏ הָאִ֣ לִפְנֵי֖ ים לְרַחֲמִ֔ וּ͏תְנֵ֣הוּ͏ … י אֲדנָֹ֗ אָנָּ͏֣א
ʾā̊nnā̊ʾ
please

ʾăḏōn-ā̊y
lord-mine

…
…

ū=ṯǝn-Ø-ēhū
and=give\imp-m.sg-him

lǝ=raḥămīm
to=mercy

li=p̄n-ē
to=face-of

hā̊=ʾīš
the=man

haz=zɛ
the=this

‘My Lord, … grant [your servant, i.e. the Speaker] mercy before this man.’

12 This can be seen in Isa. 48:20, where it marks the Chaldeans when they are no longer a
threat to Israel. Apart from this example, min usually marks locations (‘the land’ 2 Sam.
19:9; ‘afar’ Isa. 22:3). But with mippənē the argument is always threatening: Gen. 35:1,
7; Exod. 2:15; Jdg. 11:3; 1 Sam. 21:11; 1 Kgs. 2:7; 12:2; Ps. 3:1; 57:1; 2 Chr. 10:2. The nuance of
millip̄nē as opposed to mippənē is unclear: Jon. 1:3. We also find a few other complex
prepositions with min: mēʿal ‘from upon’ (2 Sam. 19:9—paralleled by mippənē in 1 Kgs.
2:7; Neh. 13:28); mē ēʾṯ ‘fromwith’ (1 Kgs. 11:23). These do not occur frequently enough to
be able to discuss them here.

13 Similarly: Gen. 43:14; 1 Kgs. 8:50; Ps. 106:46; Dan. 1:9; 2 Chr. 30:9.
14 Also Exod. 9:30; Deut. 5:5; Josh. 9:24; 11:6; 1 Sam. 7:7; 18:29; 21:13; 1 Kgs. 3:28; 2 Kgs. 1:15;

19:6; 25:26; Isa. 37:6; Jer. 1:8; 41:18; 42:11; Hag. 1:12; Neh. 4:8. With millip̄nē: 1 Sam. 18:12;
Eccl. 8:12.
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(5.13) 1 Kgs. 1:50: ה שְׁ͏לֹמֹ֑ מִפְּ͏נֵי֣ א יָרֵ֖ הוּ͏ נִיָּ͏֔ וַאֲדֹ֣
wa=ʾăḏōniyyā̊hū
and=Adonijah

yā̊rēʾ-Ø
fear\pfv-3m.sg

mip=pǝn-ē
from=face-of

šǝlōmōh
Solomon

‘And Adonijah feared (because of ) Solomon.’

The use of ʿal pənē ‘on the face of’ in (5.14) does not mean simply ‘along-
side’ but underlines the enmity between Ishmael and his kinsmen:15

(5.14) Gen. 16:12: ן׃ יִשְׁ͏כּ͏ֹֽ יו כָל־אֶחָ֖ וְעַ͏ל־פְּ͏נֵ֥י בּ֑͏וֹ͏ ל כּ͏ֹ֖ וְיַ֥ד ל בַכּ͏ֹ֔ יָד֣וֹ͏ ם אָדָ֔ רֶא פֶּ͏֣ יִהְיֶה֙ וְה֤וּ͏א
wǝ=hūʾ
and=he

y-ihyɛ-Ø
3m-be\ipfv-sg

pɛrɛʾ
wild_ass.of

ʾā̊ḏā̊m
man

yā̊ḏ-ō
hand-his

ḇ=ak=kōl
against=the=all

wǝ=yaḏ
and=hand.of

kōl
all

b-ō
against-him

wǝ=ʿal
and=on

pǝn-ē
face-of

ḵål
all.of

ʾɛḥ-ā̊yw
brother-pl.his

y-iškōn-Ø
3m-live\ipfv-sg

‘And he (Ishmael) will be a wild ass of a man; his hand will be against ev-
eryone and everyone’s hand will be against him; and in the face of all his
brothers he will live.’

Finally, (5.15) shows that a threatening connotation can also be present
when pā̊nīm is used without any preposition:16

(5.15) Gen. 43:3: ם׃ אִתְּ͏כֶֽ ם אֲחִיכֶ֥ י בִּ͏לְתִּ͏֖ י פָנַ֔ א־תִרְא֣וּ͏ ֹֽ ל לֵאמֹר֙ ישׁ͏ הָאִ֤ נוּ͏ בָּ͏֨ הֵעִ͏ד֩ ד הָעֵ͏֣
hā̊ʿēḏ
warn\infabs

hēʿiḏ-Ø
warn\pfv-3m.sg

bā̊-nū
to-us

hā̊=ʾīš
the=man

lē=ʾmōr
to=say\inf

lōʾ
not

ṯ-irʾ-ū
2-see\ipfv-m.pl

p̄ån̄-ay
face-mine

biltī
unless

ʾăḥī-ḵɛm
brother-yours

ʾitt-ǝḵɛm
with-you

‘The man (Joseph) has sternly warned us: “You will not see my face (i.e.,
enjoy my powerful presence) unless your brother is with you.”’

The extensions of Biblical Hebrew pā̊nīm relevant here are schematized
in the partial semantic-pragmatic network in (5.16). In this diagram, solid
arrows represent semantic extensions (through grammaticalization), and
dashed arrows represent pragmatic connotations. On the left we see the re-
lationship with concepts of authority and dignity, as seen in (5.9–5.10). At

15 As rendered by some newer translations: ‘in hostility toward all his brothers’ (NIV); ‘in
defiance of all his brothers’ (NASB20). Since ʿal pənē can also mean ‘to the east of ’ (e.g.
1 Sam. 15:7; Kimron 1980), this verse probably contains a short origin myth explaining
why the Ishmaelites live to the east of Israel. See also Gen. 25:18.

16 This example is due to Rodriguez (2017: 179), who also cites Gen. 43:5 and Exod. 10:28.
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the same time, the body part undergoes semantic bleaching and becomes a
generic noun for ‘surface’ or ‘front’. A similar process can be seen in words
like facade and surface, as well as in the use of face for ‘surface’ in darkness
was over the face of the deep (Gen. 1:2 ESV). The combination of these two
developments allows the interpretation of pā̊nīm as the ‘realm’ of authority
and dignity, which, as explained above, leads to the connotation of threat-
ening influence seen in (5.11–5.15). The combination of pā̊nīm with prepo-
sitions (lip̄nē ‘to the face of’; mippənē ‘from the face of’; etc.), illustrated on
the far right, is quite independent from this connotation and only depends
on the generic meaning ‘surface’, ‘front’. For instance, lip̄nē describes a loca-
tion in a region described by pā̊nīm; mippənē describes themovement away
from a location in that region; etc. By virtue of compositionality the conno-
tation is still present in these derived expressions, but the connotation does
not depend on the combination with a preposition.
(5.16) Semantic and pragmatic extensions of Hebrew pā̊nīm ‘face’.

concrete body part ‘face’

‘face’ as
authority/dignity

generic
‘surface’, ‘front’

with prepositions:
‘in front of ’, ‘before’, etc.

threatening influence

I purposefully combine the noun pā̊nīm and prepositions built on this
noun in one diagram in (5.16). The reason for this is that metaphorical ex-
tensions like that of threatening influence are found with more than one
prepositions (5.9–5.14) as well as without any preposition (5.15). Therefore,
the extension is part of themeaning of pā̊nīm and did not occur as a result of
the grammaticalization of these prepositional expressions. The fact that the
extension is also present in these derived expressions indicates that it must
have already been part of the meaning of pā̊nīm at the moment that these
derived expressions became lexicalized. The alternative explanation, that
the connotation developed independently in each grammaticalized prepo-
sition, is less economical.17 This is not to say that the expressions did not

17 This appears to be the path taken by Rodriguez (2017: 178–180) and Jones (2018)—
understandably, since theymostly focus on lip̄nē andnot onother expressions. In cogni-
tive linguistics one typically tries not to assume many different homonymous lexemes,
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grammaticalize: I still allow for semantic change in each prepositional ex-
pression (following common grammaticalization clines). I simply do not
see them as entirely separate lexemes. This way, their meaning is composed
of both “old” meaning common to most expressions built on pā̊nīm and
“new” meaning particular to specific expressions.

Let us now look at English before again. The claim I will put forward
here is that this preposition had the same connotation of threatening in-
fluence in earlier stages of English, but that this connotation has been lost.
The word therefore instantiates some parts of the semantic network given
for Hebrew pā̊nīm in (5.16). In present-day English the meaning of before
is spatial and temporal, although the spatial sense is already somewhat ar-
chaic when compared to in front of (OED: s.v. before). Etymologically, be-
fore is composed of the prefix be- ‘about’, inherited from Germanic, and the
adverb fore ‘in or of the front’ (OED: s.v. before). This latter component is ul-
timately cognate with Latin prō and Ancient Greek πρό, both meaning ‘for’;
a lexeme, therefore, with a highly grammaticalized meaning for consider-
able time already. It is therefore hard to see whether before is ultimately
related to the body part ‘face’. Nevertheless, it is striking that in its spatial
sense before refers particularly often to people (5.17), which might point to
a relationship with a body part.
(5.17) a. Before a crowded Dallas press conference, a pleased Perot unveiled new

versions of the old props.
(Time International 25 Jan. 1993, 18/1 in citation by OED: s.v. be-

fore, B.I.3a)
b. An Italian proverb runs thus, “Who flatters me before, spatters me be-

hind.”
(Marlburian 31 Jan. 1883, 3/1 in citation by OED: s.v. before, A.I.3b)

What we do know is that the element fore had, at some point, a generic
meaning ‘front’ similar to surface and facade. This can be seen in fossilized
expressions like bring something to the fore. Furthermore, if we go back to
the seventeenth century, we find quite clear evidence for a connotation of
threatening influence (5.18). Both of these examples describe fleeing from
someone who is exercising a kind of threatening influence (cf. [5.11]). In
(5.18a), the threatening connotation is also nicely paralleled by darest not …
look me in the face in the next line. In present-day English, this connotation

nor many unrelated semantic functions, but rather to show how the various meanings
of a lexeme interact with and depend on each other (e.g. Tyler & Evans 2003: 37–63).
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can still be recognized in some idioms, like bow before (one bows, after all,
only before entities with authority), but it is not productive anymore; in the
OED, the last compelling example similar to these dates from 1931.18

(5.18) a. Thou runn’st before me, shifting every place,19 // And darest not stand,
nor look me in the face.

(Shakespeare 1600, A Midsummer Night’s Dream, 423–424 in ci-
tation by OED: s.v. before, B.I.2b(b))

b. This makes them flee before a shadow, and when none pursueth them,
they run away from themselves.

(Scott 1673, Sermon before Honourable Military Company in cita-
tion by OED: s.v. before, B.I.2b(b))

In the semantic-pragmatic network in (5.16) we saw that the connota-
tion of threatening influence depends on the association with authority or
dignity on the one hand and the generic spatialmeaning ‘front’ on the other.
The former could perhaps be provided from context in cases like (5.18), but
we have seen that the lattermeaning is by now only retained in fossilized ex-
pressions. Even the spatial meaning ‘in front of ’ is becoming archaic, while
the derived temporal one becomes more and more prevalent (OED: s.v. be-
fore). The prerequisites for the connotation of threatening influence, still
attested in the seventeenth century, are not available anymore in present-
day English. As a result, before has lost this connotation, and its use in trans-
lations of (5.1–5.2) has become misunderstood.

Finally, let us return to the rootngp ‘defeat, inflict’ seen in (5.1–5.2). Bear-
ing in mind that English before used to have a connotation of threatening
influence, the translations with ‘before’ make perfect sense: the defeated
party is in the vicinity of the prepositional object but also threatened by it.
The expression X is defeated before Y implies that Y has authority over X .
Now that we know that before’s connotation of threatening influence was
lost in English, we can understand why more recent translations and schol-
ars went looking for an alternative. However, to be defeated before someone
in the sense of (5.18) is very different from being defeated by someone: the
first describes the state of being defeated when confronted with some other
party that ismore powerful, whereas the second describes the event of being
defeated by that other party. The former does not imply any actual involve-

18 A 2001 examplementions retreating before a deity, but here the deity can hardly be seen
as a causal agent; this may be a simple spatial usage in the sense ‘in front of ’.

19 I.e., changing your place continuously.
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ment of the second party: in examples like (5.18ab) it is themere presence of
the complement of before that is relevant rather than any physical action on
their part. The expression ‘in the faceof’ therefore seemsabetter translation
for the combination of ngp and lip̄nē. In the sections below I will address
the questionwho the Agent of ngp is, if lip̄nē does notmark the Agent. I will
argue that the Agent is Yahweh, who determines the outcome of battles.

Having made a positive case for a Locative interpretation of lip̄nē (i.e.,
‘in the face of’ rather than the Agent marker interpretation ‘by’), we should
now also show that an Agent marker interpretation is unlikely regardless of
any alternatives. Indeed, there are many reasons on various levels why it is
very unlikely that lip̄nē would be an Agent marker. In the remainder of this
chapter I discuss five reasons: one from narrative structure, two language-
internal, one theoretical, and one typological.

5.2 Narrative structure: ngp ‘defeat’ in context

To properly appreciate the function of lip̄nē in contexts like (5.1–5.2) we
must first understand the meaning of the verb ngp ‘inflict, defeat’. We can
do this by looking at the structure of the larger narrative in which it usually
appears. Previously I have shown that the description of battles in the He-
brew Bible follows a specific prototypical scenario (Staps 2018: 169–171; cf.
Van Wolde 2009: 59–60). One can distinguish seven stages, each of which
is characterized by the use of specific verbal roots. Not every stage is nec-
essarily explicitly mentioned in each episode, but the order in which they
appear is fixed. The stages can be described as:

1. Gathering: the armies gather together (ʾsp ‘gather’; yʿd ‘meet up’).
2. Motion: the armies move to the battleground (common verbs of mo-

tion, often ʿlh ‘go up’).
3. Preparation: the armies prepare themselves (ḥnh ‘encamp’; ʿrk ‘set in

array’).
4. Fighting: the physical conflict itself, that is, the act of fighting (lḥm

‘fight’).
5. Settlement: it becomes clear whowins (lkd ‘seize’ (of cities); ntn ‘give’

in the expression ‘Yahweh gave X in Y’s hand’).
6. Physical conclusion: the final blow, determined by the previous stage

(nkh ‘strike’).
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7. Aftermath: various endings are found. The winner can take posses-
sion of the land of the opponent, they can destroy it, or the loser can
flee and be chased.

Two examples with many of the stages are the following, with numbers
in parentheses indicating the different stages:
(5.19) Josh. 10:34–35: יהָ עָ͏לֶ֔ וַיַּ͏חֲנ֣וּ͏ עֶ͏גְלֹ֑נָה ישׁ͏ מִלָּ͏כִ֖ עִ͏מּ֛͏וֹ͏ ל וְכָל־יִשְׂ͏רָאֵ֥ הוֹ͏שֻׁ͏עַ יְ֠ ר וַיַּ͏עֲ͏בֹ֣

בַּ͏יּ֥͏וֹ͏ם הּ͏ אֲשֶׁ͏ר־בָּ͏֔ כָּ͏ל־הַנֶּ͏֣פֶשׁ͏ וְאֵת֙ רֶב לְפִי־חֶ֔ וַיַּ͏כּ֣͏וּ͏הָ הַהוּ͏א֙ בַּ͏יּ֤͏וֹ͏ם  יִּ͏לְכְּ͏ד֜וּ͏הָ וַֽ יהָ׃ עָ͏לֶֽ לָּ͏חֲמ֖וּ͏ וַיִּ͏ֽ
ים הֶחֱרִ֑ הַה֖וּ͏א

way-y-aʿăḇōr-Ø
wayq-3m-pass_on-sg

yǝhōšuaʿ
Joshua

wǝ=ḵål
and=all.of

yiśrā̊ʾēl
Israel

ʿimm-ō
with-him

mil=lā̊ḵīš
from=Lachish

ʿɛḡlōn-ā̊
Eglon-all

way-y-aḥăn-ū
wayq-3m-encamp-pl

ʿā̊lɛ-hā̊
against-it

way-y-illåḥ̄ăm-ū
wayq-3m-fight-pl

ʿā̊lɛ-hā̊
against-it

way-y-ilkǝḏ-ū-hā̊
wayq-3m-seize-pl-it.obj

b=ay=yōm
on=the=day

ha=hūʾ
the=that

way-y-akk-ū-hā̊
wayq-3m-strike-pl-it.obj

lǝ=p̄ī
with=mouth.of

ḥɛrɛḇ
sword

wǝ=ʾēṯ
and=obj

kål
all.of

han=nɛp̄ɛš
the=being

ʾăšɛr
rel

b-ā̊h
in-it

b=ay=yōm
on=the=day

ha=hūʾ
the=that

hɛḥɛr̆īm-Ø
destroy\pfv-3m.sg

‘Then Joshua, and all of Israel with him, passed on (2) from Lachish to
Eglon. They encamped (3) against it and fought (4) over it. They seized (5)
it that day, and struck (6) it with the edge of the sword, and all the people
that were in it he destroyed (7).’

(5.20) Josh. 10:29–30: עִ͏ם־ חֶם וַיִּ͏לָּ͏֖ לִבְנָ֑ה ה מִמַּ͏קֵּ͏דָ֖ עִ͏מּ֛͏וֹ͏ ל ל־יִשְׂ͏רָאֵ֥ וְכָֽ הוֹ͏שֻׁ͏עַ יְ֠ ר וַיַּ͏עֲ͏בֹ֣
פֶשׁ֙͏ וְאֶת־כָּ͏ל־הַנֶּ͏֨ רֶב לְפִי־חֶ֗ הָ וַיַּ͏כֶּ͏֣ וְאֶת־מַלְכָּ͏הּ֒͏ יִשְׂ͏רָאֵל֮ בְּ͏יַד֣ הּ͏ גַּ͏ם־אוֹ͏תָ֜ ה יְהוָ֨ וַיִּ͏תֵּ͏ן֩ ה׃ לִבְנָֽ

יד שָׂ͏רִ֑ הּ͏ בָּ͏֖ יר א־הִשְׁ͏אִ֥ ֹֽ ל הּ͏ אֲשֶׁ͏ר־בָּ͏֔
way-y-aʿăḇōr-Ø
wayq-3m-pass_on-sg

yǝhōšuaʿ
Joshua

wǝ=ḵā̊l
and=all.of

yiśrā̊ ēʾl
Israel

ʿimm-ō
with-him

mim=maqqēḏā̊
from=Makkedah

liḇnā̊
Libnah

way-y-illåḥ̄ɛm-Ø
wayq-3m-fight-sg

ʿim
with

liḇnā̊
Libnah

way-y-ittēn-Ø
wayq-3m-give-sg

yhwh
Yahweh

gam
also

ʾōṯ-ā̊h
obj-it

bǝ=yaḏ
in=hand.of

yiśrā̊ ēʾl
Israel

wǝ=ʾɛṯ
and=obj

malk-ā̊h
king-its

way-y-akkɛ-Ø-hā̊
wayq-3m-strike-sg-it.obj

lǝ=p̄ī
with=mouth.of

ḥɛrɛḇ
sword

wǝ=ʾɛṯ
and=obj
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kål
all.of

han=nɛp̄ɛš
the=being

ʾăšɛr
rel

b-ā̊h
in-it

lōʾ
not

hišʾīr-Ø
remain\caus.pfv-3m.sg

b-ā̊h
in-it

śår̄īḏ
remnant

‘Then Joshua, and all Israel with him, passed on (2) from Makkedah to
Libnah, and they fought (4) with Libnah. And Yahweh gave it, too, in the
hand (5) of Israel, as well as its king. And he20 struck (6) it with the edge
of the sword, and all the people that were in it: he left no survivors (7).’

The events described in war contexts of ngp fit the same seven-stage
pattern. The data set underlying Staps (2018) only included episodes where
the verb lḥm ‘fight’ is used, which covered only two instances of ngp (Deut.
1:42; 1 Sam. 4:10). Because in these two examples not all stages are explicit,
they do not provide enough evidence to determine whether ngp belongs in
stage 5 or stage 6. I then preliminarily placed them in stage 5 (Staps 2018:
177–181), based on the involvement of God with this root in the active voice
(see section 5.3 below) and the meaning of the verb in general. However,
an Agent marker interpretation would place ngp in stage 6, so I will make a
better case for ngp as a stage 5 verb here.

First of all, it is clear that stage 5 and 6 are distinct stages, given that they
frequently co-occur and are always in the same order (Staps 2018: 177–181).
The physical conclusion is always performed by a human Agent, whereas
the settlement can be determined by God (5.20). War in the Hebrew Bible
is a religious event (cf. Walzer 1992, among others), so it is expected that
Yahweh plays a pivotal role in this prototypical scenario. It is Yahweh who
decideswhowins; without himonone’s side, onebetter does not go tobattle
at all (Deut. 1:42). However, while there is evidence for God’s involvement
in stage 5, the Agent in stage 6 is always human. God is seen as the divine
orchestrator of the battle, determining the outcome, but he does not physi-
cally participate in it. Hemayplay a different role in battles that are narrated
differently, but not in the ones that adhere to this scenario.

The 24 or 25 occurrences of ngp inwar contexts thatwere not yet consid-
ered in Staps (2018) also fit the pattern described above.21 These examples

20 Based on a comparison with examples like (5.19) we must identify the subject of strike
as Joshua, not Yahweh.

21 Lev. 26:17; Num. 14:42; Deut. 1:42; 28:7, 25; Jdg. 20:32, 35, 36, 39; 1 Sam. 4:2, 3, 10; 7:10;
2 Sam. 2:17; 10:15, 19; 18:7; 1 Kgs. 8:33; 14:12; Ps. 89:24 (unclear); 1 Chr. 19:16, 19; 2 Chr. 6:24;
13:15; 14:11; 20:22; 25:22. See section 5.3 below for a detailed breakdown.
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allow us to be more specific as to the place of this root in the prototypical
scenario. Concretely, there are instances where a stage 6 verb is present as
well, confirming the classification of ngp as a stage 5 verb:
(5.21) Jdg. 20:35: בְּ͏בִנְיָמִן֙ ל יִשְׂ͏רָאֵ֤ י בְנֵ֨ וַיַּ͏שְׁ͏חִיתוּ֩͏ ֒ יִשְׂ͏רָאֵל לִפְנֵי֣ ת־בִּ͏נְיָמִן֮ אֶֽ ה׀ יְהוָ֥ ף וַיִּ͏גּ͏ֹ֨

רֶב׃ חָֽ לֵף שׁ͏ֹ֥ לֶּ͏ה כָּ͏ל־אֵ֖ ישׁ͏ אִ֑ ה וּ͏מֵאָ֖ לֶף אֶ֛ ה וַחֲמִשָּׁ͏֥ ים עֶ͏שְׂ͏רִ֨ הַה֔וּ͏א בַּ͏יּ֣͏וֹ͏ם
way-y-iggōp̄-Ø
wayq-3m-defeat-sg

yhwh
Yahweh

ʾɛṯ
obj

binyā̊min
Benjamin

li=p̄n-ē
to=face-of

yiśrā̊ʾēl
Israel

way-y-ašḥīṯ-ū
wayq-3m-destroy-pl

ḇǝn-ē
son-pl.of

yiśrā̊ʾēl
Israel

bǝ=ḇinyā̊min
against=Benjamin

b=ay=yōm
on=the=day

ha=hūʾ
the=that

ʿɛśr-īm
ten-pl

wa=ḥămiššā̊
and=five

ʾɛlɛp̄
thousand

ū=mēʾā̊
and=hundred

ʾīš
man

kål
each.of

ēʾllɛ
these

šōlēp̄-Ø
draw\ptcp-m.sg

ḥā̊rɛḇ
sword

‘Then Yahweh defeated (5) Benjamin in the face of Israel. The Israelites de-
stroyed (6) Benjamin that day: 25,100 men, each of them sword-drawing.’

(5.22) 1 Sam. 4:2: ל יִשְׂ͏רָאֵ֖  גֶף וַיִּ͏נָּ͏֥ ה הַמִּ͏לְחָמָ֔ וַתִּ͏טּ͏שֹׁ֙͏ ל יִשְׂ͏רָאֵ֗ את לִקְרַ֣ ים פְלִשְׁ͏תִּ͏֜ וַיַּ͏עַ͏רְכ֨וּ͏
ישׁ͏׃ אִֽ ים אֲלָפִ֖ עַ͏ת כְּ͏אַרְבַּ͏֥ ה בַּ͏שָּׂ͏דֶ֔ עֲ͏רָכָה֙ בַמַּ͏ֽ וַיַּ͏כּ֤͏וּ͏ ים פְלִשְׁ͏תִּ͏֑ לִפְנֵי֣

way-y-aʿarḵ-ū
wayq-3m-set_up-pl

p̄ǝlištī-m
Philistine-pl

liqraʾṯ
opposite

yiśrā̊ ēʾl
Israel

wat-t-iṭṭōš-Ø
wayq-f-spread_out-3sg

ham=milḥåm̄å̄
the=battle(f)

way-y-innåḡ̄ɛp̄-Ø
wayq-3m-defeat\mid-sg

yiśrā̊ ēʾl
Israel

li=p̄n-ē
to=face-of

p̄ǝlištī-m
Philistine-pl

way-y-akk-ū
wayq-3m-strike-pl

ḇ=am=maʿărā̊ḵā̊
in=the=battle_line

b=aś=śā̊ḏɛ
in=the=field

kǝ=ʾarbaʿa-ṯ
like=four-of

ʾălā̊p̄-īm
thousand-pl

ʾīš
man

‘Then the Philistines arranged (3) themselves opposite Israel. As the battle
(4) spread out, Israel was defeated (5) in the face of the Philistines. They
struck (6) around 4,000 men on the battlefield.’

These examples show that the root ngp is a stage 5 verb in both the ac-
tive voice (qal template, [5.21]) and the non-active voice (niphal template,
[5.22]).22 In particular in the qal, where Yahweh is the subject, this is consis-

22 A number of recent studies have discussed the function of the niphal; see the excellent
overview of the debate in Van Wolde (2019), to which may be added the response by
Jones (2020). The point of discussion is to what extent the niphal expresses the passive
and/ormiddle voice. Althoughweare concernedwithngp in theniphal, this discussion
is only tangentially related to thematter at hand: my analysis that lip̄nē is not an Agent
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tentwith the observation thatGodplays a role in stage 5 but not stage 6. The
fact that the typical order of events and theway the battle is narrated in gen-
eral is the same regardless of voice suggests that the semantic content, and
hence argument structure, of the verb is the same as well. In other words,
in both the active and the non-active voice we must understand this root
to have three arguments. In the active voice these can all be made overt, as
in (5.21): the Agent as the subject, the Patient as the object, and a third ar-
gument marked by lip̄nē. In the non-active voice we expect the same three
arguments in the underlying argument structure. It would be odd if lip̄nē
marked the Agent in this situation, because this would (a) removeGod from
the argument structure when compared to the active voice and (b) make it
impossible to express the third argument (which is expressed by lip̄nē in the
active voice). Instead, we should understand an unexpressed Agent in the
underlying argument structure. When ngp is used in the niphal, God’s in-
volvement is frequently made clear with other verbs in the direct context.23
The simplest explanation is then that God is still the Agent in the events nar-
rated with a niphal, but that the Agent is, as usual in Biblical Hebrew, not
specified.24 Therefore, lip̄nē does not mark the Agent.

The data of a different root, knʿ ‘subdue’, supports this. Like ngp, this
verb, which uses the causative hiphil template for the active voice, is triva-
lent: God is the Agent, an army is the Patient, and a second army is marked
by lip̄nē (5.23). The niphal of this root is used in the same way as the niphal
of ngp: God is not mentioned, the Patient is the subject, and the second
army is still marked by lip̄nē (5.24). Thus, by the same reasoning as above,
lip̄nē cannot mark the Agent. Furthermore, this root also shows that the ar-
gumentmarked by lip̄nē cannot be an Intermediary Agent or Instrument, as

marker is compatible with both the position that the niphal expresses only the middle
voice and the position that it expresses only the passive voice, as well as any position in
between. For this reason I will agnostically refer to the niphal as a “non-active” voice.

23 Lev. 26:17 (‘I will set my face against you’); Num. 14:42; Deut. 1:42 (‘Yahweh is not among
you’); Deut. 28:7, 25 (‘Yahweh will allow … to happen’); 1 Sam. 7:10 (‘Yahweh thundered
loudly … against the Philistines and confused them’); 1 Kgs. 8:33; 2 Chr. 6:24 (‘Israel
sinned against you’); 2 Chr. 20:22 (‘God wanted to give them in Joash’ hand’ in v. 20).

24 In Biblical Hebrew, “as a rule a proper passive form can be used only if the author of
the action (the agent) is not named” (Joüon & Muraoka 2006: §132c, emphasis origi-
nal). The normal way to express the Agent in Patient-oriented syntax is to use a relative
clause. Thus for ‘the innocent blood shed by Joab’ we get ‘the innocent blood which
Joab shed’ (1 Kgs. 2:31). For edge cases where prepositions might mark Agents, see Bick-
nell (1984: 43–51), but this is definitely not the default.
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the hiphil would use a ditransitive construction for this (Joüon & Muraoka
2006: §125u).25

(5.23) Jdg. 4:23: ל׃ יִשְׂ͏רָאֵֽ בְּ͏נֵ֥י לִפְנֵי֖ לֶךְ־כְּ͏נָ֑עַ͏ן מֶֽ ין יָבִ֣ ת אֵ֖ הַה֔וּ͏א בַּ͏יּ֣͏וֹ͏ם אֱלֹהִים֙ וַיַּ͏כְנַע֤
way-y-aḵnaʿ-Ø
wayq-3m-subdue-sg

ʾɛl̆ōhīm
God

b=ay=yōm
on=the=day

ha=hūʾ
the=that

ēʾṯ
obj

yā̊ḇīn
Jabin

mɛlɛḵ
king.of

kǝnā̊ʿan
Canaan

li=p̄n-ē
to=face-of

bǝn-ē
son-pl.of

yiśrā̊ʾēl
Israel

‘On that day God subdued Jabin, the king of Canaan, in the face of the
Israelites.’

(5.24) Jdg. 8:28: ל יִשְׂ͏רָאֵ֔ בְּ͏נֵי֣ לִפְנֵי֙ ן מִדְיָ֗ וַיִּ͏כָּ͏נַע֣
way-y-ikkā̊naʿ-Ø
wayq-3m-subdue\mid-sg

miḏyā̊n
Midian

li=p̄n-ē
to=face-of

bǝn-ē
son-pl.of

yiśrā̊ ēʾl
Israel

‘Then Midian was subdued in the face of the Israelites.’

5.3 Syntactic-semantic restrictions: the arguments of ngp
‘inflict, defeat’

Besides war contexts, the verb ngp ‘inflict, defeat’ is used in two other en-
vironments: in the sense of ‘stumbling’ and that of ‘inflicting illness or in-
jury’. A close look at the arguments it appears with in the different contexts
yields two further arguments why the Agent marker interpretation of lip̄nē
should be abolished. All 48 occurrences of the verb (not counting the infini-
tive absolute in Jdg. 20:39) are collected in table 5.1, along with the different
arguments they have.

25 Of the studies I consulted, Sollamo (2003: 622–625) was the only one to take lip̄nē as
an Agent marker with other verbs than ngp ‘inflict, defeat’ and knʿ ‘subdue’. She sees
the passive Agent as “an adjunct which expresses the originator or instrument of the
action expressed by the passive predicate or participle and which in most cases can be
converted into the subject of a corresponding active construction” (Sollamo 2003: 623).
However, she does not take the semantic features of the arguments into account in her
analysis. By her own definition, lip̄nē cannot be an Agent marker with ngp or knʿ be-
cause it marks a human argument while the subject of corresponding active construc-
tions is always Yahweh. The other cases she considers are rare and doubtful. Most of
them are best interpreted as amiddle voice rather than a passive voice when one bases
one’s reading of the niphal verbs on more recent work like VanWolde (2019); lip̄nē can
be read in its default Locative sense and does not need to mark the Agent.
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Meaning Arguments Occurrences
‘Stumble’ Th: foot 2× qal; 1× hithpael1
‘Inflict’ A: God P: human 15 or 16× qal2

A: God P: land 1× qal3
A: human P: human 1× qal4
A: animal P: animal 1× qal5

‘Defeat’ A: God P: army lip̄nē: army 4× qal6
A: God P: army 0 or 1× qal7

P: army lip̄nē: army 19× niphal8
P: army 3× niphal9

1 In the qal: Ps. 91:12; Prov. 3:23. In the hithpael: Jer. 13:16.
2 Exod. 12:23 (2×), 27; 32:35; Josh. 24:5; 1 Sam. 25:38; 26:10; 2 Sam. 12:15; Isa. 19:22

(2×); Zech. 14:12, 18; Ps. 89:24 (whichmayalsobelong to thewar context); 2 Chr.
13:20; 21:14, 18.

3 Exod. 7:27.
4 Exod. 21:22.
5 Exod. 21:35.
6 Jdg. 20:35; 1 Sam. 4:3; 2 Chr. 13:15; 14:11.
7 Ps. 89:24 (which may also belong to the injury context).
8 Lev. 26:17; Num. 14:42; Deut. 1:42; 28:7, 25; Jdg. 20:32, 39; 1 Sam. 4:2; 7:10; 2 Sam.

2:17; 10:15, 19; 18:7; 1 Kgs. 8:33; 14:12; 1 Chr. 19:16, 19; 2 Chr. 6:24; 25:22.
9 Jdg. 20:36; 1 Sam. 4:10; 2 Chr. 20:22.

Table 5.1 Contexts in which ngp occurs (A = Agent; P = Patient; Th = Theme).

In the meaning ‘stumble’, the root is intransitive and of little relevance
to us here. However, the context of illness and injury is highly relevant,
even though lip̄nē is not found in this environment. The exact semantic
boundaries of this context are not exactly clear; it is best understood with
a prototype model. The prototype is rather concrete and involves Yahweh
‘inflicting’ a disease upon humans. There is ample evidence for illness in
a number of examples, such as the root ʾnš ‘become ill’ in (5.25).26 When
disease is mentioned explicitly the verb is always in the qal and the Agent
is always Yahweh. Somewhat removed from this prototype, but still clearly
related, are cases where God inflicts misfortune, but not necessarily disease
(5.26). We also have two cases where humans and animals injure each other
(Exod. 21:22, 35).

26 The involvement of illness is explicit in several other examples: 1 Sam. 25:38; Isa. 19:22
(2×); Zech. 14:12, 18; 2 Chr. 21:14, 18.
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(5.25) 2 Sam. 12:15: וַיֵּ͏אָנַֽשׁ͏׃ ד לְדָוִ֖ שֶׁ͏ת־אוּ͏רִיָּ͏ה֛ אֵֽ ה יָלְדָ֧ ר אֲשֶׁ͏֨ לֶד אֶת־הַיֶּ͏֜ ה יְהוָ֗ ף וַיִּ͏גֹּ͏֣
way-y-iggōp̄-Ø
wayq-3m-inflict-sg

yhwh
Yahweh

ʾɛṯ
obj

hay=yɛlɛḏ
the=child

ʾăšɛr
rel

yā̊lǝḏ-ā̊
bear\pfv-3f.sg

ēʾšɛṯ
wife.of

ʾūriyyā̊
Uriah

lǝ=ḏā̊wiḏ
to=David

way-y-ēʾā̊naš-Ø
wayq-3m-become_ill-sg

‘Then Yahweh inflicted the child which Uriah’s wife bore to David, and it
became ill.’

(5.26) Exod. 12:23: אֶת־מִצְרַיִם֒ ף לִנְגֹּ͏֣ יְהוָה֮ ר וְעָ͏בַ֣
wǝ-ʿā̊ḇar-Ø
wqat-pass_through-3m.sg

yhwh
Yahweh

li=ngōp̄
to=inflict\inf

ʾɛṯ
obj

miṣrayim
Egypt

‘Yahweh will pass through to strike/inflict something upon the Egyptians.’

Observe that in almost every example God is the Agent of ngp. Further-
more, this is always the case for thewar contexts inwhichngp is in the active
voice, like (5.27). Therefore, as already seen above, ngp is primarily a verb
of divine intervention. If lip̄nē were an Agent marker, we would expect its
complement to be God. This is however never the case: lip̄nē always marks
an army, while armies are never the Agent in the active voice.
(5.27) 2 Chr. 14:11: ה יְהוּ͏דָ֑ וְלִפְנֵי֣ א אָסָ֖ לִפְנֵ֥י ים אֶת־הַכּ͏וּ͏שִׁ͏֔ יְהוָה֙ ף וַיִּ͏גֹּ͏֤

way-y-iggōp̄-Ø
wayq-3m-defeat-sg

yhwh
Yahweh

ʾɛṯ
obj

hak=kūšī-m
the=Cushite-pl

li=p̄n-ē
to=face-of

ʾā̊sā̊ʾ
Asa

wǝ=li=p̄n-ē
and=to=face-of

yǝhūḏā̊
Judah

‘And Yahweh defeated the Cushites in the face of Asa and in the face of Ju-
dah.’

The second language-internal reason why lip̄nē should not be analyzed
as an Agent marker is even clearer. In table 5.1 we see that lip̄nē is also used
when ngp is in the active voice, as in (5.27). In the active voice, the Agent
slot is taken by the subject. Therefore, with an Agent marker interpretation,
lip̄nē must have another function in these four instances. A Locative inter-
pretation does not suffer from this problem.27

27 Jones (2018: 225–226) solves this by reading lip̄nē as an Instrument marker in these
cases: ‘by/through/using’. But like an Agent marker reading, this interpretation as an
Instrument marker can be ruled out on the basis of theoretical and typological argu-
ments similar to the ones shown in the next sections. In short, it is unclear how lip̄nē
would have developed from a spatial preposition to an Instrument marker, and we can-
not explain why it would only be an Instrument marker in the context of ngp ‘defeat’.
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5.4 Grammaticalization and semantic restrictions

The fourth reason why I argue that lip̄nē is not an Agent marker stems from
grammaticalization theory. Grammaticalization is the process as a result
of which “particular items become more grammatical through time” (Hop-
per & Traugott 2003: 2). In our case, the particular item is the expression
lip̄nē: literally this means ‘to the face of’, but over time it acquires the more
grammatical senses of ‘in front of ’ (spatial Locative) and ‘before’ (temporal
Locative).28 According to Rodriguez (2017: 180) this meaning has then fur-
ther grammaticalized into Agent marking, and such a development is im-
plicitly understood by Sollamo (2003) and Jones (2018) as well.

Grammaticalization, however, is not simply the acquiring of new, more
grammatical, meanings. Grammaticalization theory provides a framework
from which falsifiable predictions follow, against which we can check the
likelihood of lip̄nē having developed an Agent marking function.29 One of
these predictions is that as a lexeme proceeds to acquire more grammatical
meanings, it undergoes certain morphological changes that can be schema-
tized by the cline in (5.28).

(5.28) content item > grammatical word > clitic > inflectional affix
(Hopper & Traugott 2003: 7)

Based on this cline it is clear that Agentmarking is a highly grammatical
function: in nominative-accusative languages with overt case marking, the
Agent is marked with an inflectional affix in the active voice (the nomina-
tive case). Furthermore,many such languagesmark theAgent in non-active
voice with an inflectional affix as well, like the instrumental case in Russian.
On the other hand, the spatial and temporal senses of lip̄nē (‘before’) are
usually expressed with a preposition, i.e. a grammatical word (even if that
preposition requires some case ending). These Locative senses are therefore
less grammatical than Agent marking.

28 For our present purposes we can loosely define ‘more grammatical’ using the distinc-
tion between content words (example, accept, green) on the one hand and function
words (of , and, or, it, this) on the other: the latter group is more grammatical than the
former.

29 It is well-known that grammaticalization itself is unpredictable: we cannot predict the
changes some construction may undergo. I use ‘prediction’ here in the sense of a prac-
tically testable implication of a hypothesis.
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Furthermore, as words proceed down this cline, they lose semantic and
pragmatic meanings: “as grammaticalized forms become increasingly syn-
tacticized or morphologized they unquestionably cease over time to carry
significant semantic or pragmatic meaning” (Hopper & Traugott 2003: 94).
Thus, while the syntactic and morphological environment in which they
occur may become more restricted, the semantic-pragmatic environment
will become less restricted. Indeed, case-marking languages use the nomi-
native case (which has reduced syntactic freedom and phonetic substance)
for the subject regardless of the semantic or pragmatic context; this function
is heavily embedded in the grammar.

We thus see that in grammaticalization two processes occur simultane-
ously: grammatical functions such as Agent marking are acquired, but this
tends to go hand-in-hand with a reduction in semantic-pragmatic content
(“bleaching”), syntactic freedom, and phonetic substance. It is unfortunate
that this second aspect is not always taken into account by Hebraists. In
the case of lip̄nē, there is no loss of pragmatic content (the connotation of
threatening influence is still present), nor semantic bleaching (there are at
most two verbs in combinationwithwhich lip̄nēwouldbe anAgentmarker).
There is furthermore no evidence for reduction in syntactic freedomor pho-
netic substance. All in all, this is unlikely for a highly grammatical function
like Agent marking. On the other hand, the Locative sense with its conno-
tation of threatening influence that I propose is not only clearly less gram-
matical but also found in more semantic environments, as the example of
ʿāmaḏ lip̄nē ‘stand before’ in the sense of ‘serve’ (5.10) has shown.

5.5 Typology: no arbitrary semantic shifts

Finally, when a word undergoes semantic shifts or grammaticalization, it
does not acquire new meanings arbitrarily. These processes follow com-
mon paths fueled by cognitive processes. For example, lip̄nē came to mean
‘in front of ’ because it describes the space close to or directed towards (lə)
the face (pā̊nīm). Since the processes through which expression meanings
change are not particular to any language, we would expect similar cases
in other languages— indeed, English before and in front of are parallels to
lip̄nē in this sense. This spatial sense then developed into a temporal one
(‘before’) on the basis of the widely attested time is stationary and we
move through it metaphor (Lakoff & Johnson 1980: 43), in which events
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are seen as locations. Again, English before has here undergone the same
development as Biblical Hebrew lip̄nē.

However, it is not at all clear how one of the senses of lip̄nē would have
developed into an Agent marking function, and Sollamo (2003), Rodriguez
(2017), and Jones (2018) do not attempt to explain this. In default of a cog-
nitive explanation, we can consider the a priori likelihood that lip̄nē devel-
oped an Agent marking function from its Locative meaning, by searching
for expressions in other languages that may have undergone the same shift.
The typological study of Palancar (2002) examines 148 languageswithAgent
markers (176 distinct markers), of which 87 languages have nominative-ac-
cusative alignment (106 passive Agent markers in total: Palancar 2002: 16–
17). Palancar cross-references these markers with their other functions. In
nominative-accusative languages, Agentmarkers commonly share the func-
tion of Agent marking with the function of marking Source (47%), Cause
(33%), Locative (27%), and/or Instrument (23%) (Palancar 2002: 41–43).30
At first sight, itmay seemthat the relatively highpercentageof passiveAgent
markers with a Locative function (27%) suggests that lip̄nē may be an Agent
marker aswell. However, closer inspection shows that it is not common that
a grammatical item has only Locative and passive Agent marking functions:
in 14 out of the 18 times that Locative andpassiveAgent co-occur, other func-
tions are involved as well, like Cause or Instrument. It seems that the Agent
marker developed from such an intermediary category rather than directly
from the Locative function (Palancar 2002: 206–207). There is no evidence
for such an intermediary category in the case of lip̄nē.

Furthermore, those languages that do attest a direct development from
Locative to passive Agent marker tend to be centred around Oceania, a pat-
tern that is also found with ergative Agent markers (Palancar 2002: 259–
261): Agent markers tend to develop directly from Locative markers with
high frequency in Oceania, and the only two cases outside Oceania are of
the Chukotko-Kamchatkan family, spoken in the far east of Russia. Direct
development of Agent marking from Locative functions therefore seems to
be an areal phenomenon. In contrast, the use of body parts as spatial prepo-
sitions and the relationship between ‘face’ and authority and dignity is ubiq-
uitous. Hence it seems a priori highly unlikely for lip̄nē to have developed
an Agentmarking function, especially since no examples of Cause or Instru-
ment marking have been found.
30 Palancar refers to the function of Source as “Ablative”.
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5.6 Related work

In the previous sections I have first made a positive case for a connotation
of threatening influence for the word pā̊nīm ‘face’ and the series of preposi-
tional expressions derived from this noun. I have argued that this analysis
is particularly useful to interpret occurrences of lip̄nē ‘before’ with the verb
ngp ‘defeat, inflict’, and advanced five arguments why the recent interpreta-
tion of lip̄nē as an Agent marker ‘by’ in this context is incorrect. It is now
time to discuss how this analysis relates to the work of the proponents of
the Agent marker interpretation.

First of all, Sollamo defines the Agent as “an adjunct which expresses
the originator or instrument of the action expressed by the passive predi-
cate or participle andwhich inmost cases can be converted into the subject
of a corresponding active construction” (Sollamo 2003: 623). She notes that
lip̄nē “usually means ‘in the presence of, in front of, before’” and that this
meaning is also found in passives, but goes on to mention “a few cases [in
which] it is better to interpret lip̄nē as the preposition of an agent” (Sollamo
2003: 623). The argument is purely exegetical: it is based on the subjective
question which interpretation is “better”. In spite of this, Sollamo generally
does not consider the wider context, such as the prototypical war scenario
I described above, and thus relies too much on a translation like ‘defeat’ to
decide whether a verb requires an Agent in the passive voice or not. For the
combination with ngp ‘defeat, inflict’, she writes: “because ngp lip̄nē indi-
cates the victor and not where the victory was won, it is simplest to regard
the preposition lip̄nē as the preposition of the agent here” (Sollamo 2003:
624). She thus takes thematic roles as discrete: the argument is either Loca-
tive or Agent; since it cannot be Locative, it must be the Agent. In my analy-
sis, the argument has indeed some Agent properties (such as sentience and
the power to bring about an event or change of state), but not others (like
actually bringing about that event or change of state, because a comparison
with the active voice shows that Yahweh is the actual Agent).

It is also worth noting that Sollamo’s definition of the passive Agent
combines very broad semantic properties (“originator or instrument of the
action”) with syntactic ones (“adjunct”; “can be converted into the subject
of a corresponding active construction”). This is broad to the point that it
loses its explanatory power. Even if lip̄nē would mark the Agent with ngp
according to this definition, it does not tell us whether the army would be
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the “originator” of the action or the “instrument” of an action by some other
originator. At the same time, we cannot narrow down the semantic aspects
of the definition because they are tied to the syntactic properties. A syn-
tactic subject need not be an Agent (in my stricter sense), as is evidenced
by well-known examples like The hammer broke the window. Therefore, if
the definition is to include syntactic aspects, it seems it necessarily loses
explanatory power in semantics.

The nextwork to discuss the combination of lip̄nē with ngp is Rodriguez
(2017).31 He begins with the question whether lip̄nē is actually a “word”, and
argues that we should ask this question for each usage separately instead of
the construction in general: we can “identify which utterances are compos-
ites of two words and which are utterances where the two words have be-
come a frozen union” (Rodriguez 2017: 167–168). This is an enhancement of
the position that lip̄nē is either always a “composite” (and hence structurally
transparent) or always a “frozen union”. I want to take this even further,
arguing that there is no need to categorize usages as either “composite” or
“frozen union”, because even a frozen union with a grammaticalized mean-
ing can retain meaning of the composite parts. Thus the grammaticalized
Locativemeaning of lip̄nē ‘before’ (inwhichwe do not understand an actual
face) still carries meaning of the noun pā̊nīm (including the connotation of
threatening influence). This allowsme todistinguish betweenmeaning that
results from grammaticalization (Locative) and meaning that results from
metaphorical extension (threatening influence). This way we do not need
to assume a typologically unlikely grammaticalization path. Furthermore,
this approach allows us to attribute themetaphorical extension to the noun
pā̊nīm rather than the prepositional expression lip̄nē. As a result, we have a
more economical explanation for the same connotation with other preposi-
tions and standalone pā̊nīm (see [5.9–5.15]).

The last author to discuss here is Jones (2018). He starts out with a
methodology much like the one I followed in section 5.3, investigating the
number of arguments ngp ‘defeat, inflict’ requires and their semantic prop-
erties (Jones 2018: 220). However, he includes all usages of ngp, including

31 Hardy (2022: 169–175) also discusses lip̄nē, but not the combination with ngp specif-
ically. In his analysis these cases are Locative, but it is not clear whether he under-
stands there to be any metaphorical extension (such as threatening influence); given
the immense scope of his work, there simply is no space to discuss such infrequent
verb-preposition pairs.
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the ones that occur in the context of illness and injury. As a result, he con-
cludes that the Agent of ngp can be human (based on Exod. 21:22 in the ill-
ness and injury context), whereas such cases do not occur in the war con-
text. There is good reason to separate these contexts: both the niphal of
ngp and a third argument marked by lip̄nē only occur in the war context.
That lip̄nē also occurs in the active voice is ignored in Jones’s discussion of
the arguments of ngp. He only discusses this briefly in his discussion of
1 Sam. 4:2 (Jones 2018: 225–227). This verse is crucial, because in the next
verse ngp occurs in the qal with lip̄nē:
(5.29) 1 Sam. 4:2–3: ל יִשְׂ͏רָאֵ֖  גֶף וַיִּ͏נָּ͏֥ ה הַמִּ͏לְחָמָ֔ וַתִּ͏טּ͏שֹׁ֙͏ ל יִשְׂ͏רָאֵ֗ את לִקְרַ֣ ים פְלִשְׁ͏תִּ͏֜ וַיַּ͏עַ͏רְכ֨וּ͏

ישׁ͏׃ אִֽ ים אֲלָפִ֖ עַ͏ת כְּ͏אַרְבַּ͏֥ ה בַּ͏שָּׂ͏דֶ֔ עֲ͏רָכָה֙ בַמַּ͏ֽ וַיַּ͏כּ֤͏וּ͏ ים פְלִשְׁ͏תִּ͏֑ לִפְנֵי֣
way-y-aʿarḵ-ū
wayq-3m-set_up-pl

p̄ǝlištī-m
Philistine-pl

liqraʾṯ
opposite

yiśrā̊ ēʾl
Israel

wat-t-iṭṭōš-Ø
wayq-f-spread_out-3sg

ham=milḥā̊mā̊
the=battle(f)

way-y-innåḡ̄ɛp̄-Ø
wayq-3m-defeat\mid-sg

yiśrā̊ ēʾl
Israel

li=p̄n-ē
to=face-of

p̄ǝlištī-m
Philistine-pl

way-y-akkū
wayq-3m-strike-pl

ḇ=am=maʿărā̊ḵā̊
in=the=battle_line

b=aś=śā̊ḏɛ
in=the=field

kǝ=ʾarbaʿa-ṯ
like=four-of

ʾălā̊p̄-īm
thousand-pl

ʾīš
man

‘Then the Philistines arranged themselves opposite Israel. As the battle
spread out, Israel was defeated in the face of the Philistines. They struck
around 4,000 men on the battlefield.
ים פְלִשְׁ͏תִּ͏֑ לִפְנֵי֣ הַיּ֖͏וֹ͏ם יְהוָ֛ה נוּ͏ נְגָפָ֧ לָ֣מָּ͏ה ל יִשְׂ͏רָאֵ֔ זִקְנֵי֣ אמְרוּ֙͏ ֹֽ וַיּ͏ מַּ͏חֲנֶה֒ אֶל־הַֽ הָעָ͏ם֮ א ֹ֣ וַיָּ͏ב
way-y-ā̊ḇōʾ-Ø
wayq-3m-come-sg

hā̊=ʿā̊m
the=people(m)

ʾɛl
to

ham=maḥănɛ
the=camp

way-y-ōʾmǝr-ū
wayq-3m-say-pl

ziqn-ē
elder-pl.of

yiśrā̊ ēʾl
Israel

lā̊mmā̊
why

nǝḡåp̄̄-Ø-ā̊nū
defeat\pfv-3m.sg-us

yhwh
Yahweh

hayyōm
today

li=p̄n-ē
to=face-of

p̄ǝlištī-m
Philistine-pl

When the people came to the camp, the elders of Israel said: “Why has
Yahweh defeated us today in the face of the Philistines?”’

Jones admits the possibility that Yahweh is the “deleted agent in 4:2”
(Jones 2018: 225), but prefers to take the Philistines as the Agent because
they are involved in “striking around 4,000men”. He argues that the speech
of the elders in 4:3 cannot be used to define the description of the event
by the narrator in 4:2 (Jones 2018: 227). This is a valid observation, but by
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pulling the two verses apart entirely Jones ignores the fact that 4:3 shows
that the active voice of ngp often occurs with lip̄nē. For 4:3, Jones proposes
to read lip̄nē as a marker of the Instrument (“Why did the Lord defeat us to-
day by the Philistines?”: 2018: 227, emphasis original). It ismore economical,
however, to attribute the same function to lip̄nē in all occurrences with ngp,
both active and non-active. Jones does not accept Locative as a universal
function, branding it as an “unhelpful and inappropriate translation” (Jones
2018: 217). However, he understands Locative in a very strict sense and does
not consider possiblemetaphorical extensions. Furthermore, it is clear that
he is working with the modern sense of English before, while I have shown
that this translation is not as bad as one may think—only old-fashioned.

Finally, Jones observes that the niphal of ngp occurs almost exclusively
with lip̄nē, implying that this suggests that itmaymark the Agent: “It should
at the very least be curious that the passive of a transitive action ‘defeat’ ap-
pears with a so-called locative lip̄nē in nearly every occurrence” (Jones 2018:
227). However, as I have shown above, the same is true for nearly every oc-
currence in the active voice (if we limit ourselves to thewar context). There-
fore, that lip̄nē is also found in the niphal is not so surprising, and an expla-
nation should not be sought in its co-occurrence with this template. Jones
is right to reject a strictly spatial Locative reading, but the solution can be
found in the connotation of threatening influence instead of an entirely dif-
ferent function for lip̄nē.

5.7 Concluding remarks

In summary, translations and other scholars have proposed that lip̄nē is an
Agent marker when used with ngp ‘inflict, defeat’ and perhaps a few other
verbs. This is incorrect for five reasons: (a) the larger context in which this
verb is used shows that the Agent of these events must be God, but lip̄nē
marks humans; (b) the Agent of the verb ngp in the active voice is God, but
again lip̄nēmarkshumans; (c) lip̄nē is also foundwithngp in the active voice,
where the Agent slot is already filled by the subject; (d) Agent marking is a
highly grammaticalized function that should not be restricted to a specific
semantic context; (e) it is cross-linguistically unlikely for a Locative prepo-
sition to directly develop an Agent marking function.

Instead, we have seen evidence from various languages that the body
part ‘face’ is related to concepts of authority and dignity, which can give rise



Lip̄nē ‘in the face of’: A Locative preposition 191

to a connotation of threatening influence. This leads to the use of lip̄nē ‘to
the face of’ with ngp ‘inflict, defeat’ in war contexts, as in (5.1): ‘Israel was
defeated before the Philistines’ (ESV). Here, ‘before’ denotes the threatening
influence of the Philistines, and a more suitable translation in present-day
English would be ‘in the face of’.

The exegetical implications of my proposal are clear. When ngp ‘inflict,
defeat’ is used in the niphal template, it is the state of being defeated that
is described— rather than the event.32 Based on parallels with the active
voice, it is clear that the implicit Agent effecting this state is God. He is left
unexpressed because the niphal focuses on the state itself, not the event
that caused it. The argument marked by lip̄nē has the same function as in
the active voice: it marks the dominant party in that state; the party that
has a threatening influence over the subject (e.g., Israel in [5.1]). The impli-
cation is that God has allowed Israel to be defeated in confrontation with
the Philistines.

32 This matches with recent accounts of themiddle voice expressed by the niphal. Testen
(1998: 138) argues that the niphal ingressively describes the entering into the state de-
scribed by the verb, whereas Van Wolde’s ‘resultative’ category (2019: 467; 2021: 438)
focuses primarily on the state itself rather than the entering into that state. The exact
aspect is not important here, as long as the state of being defeated is in view.




