The Hebrew Word for "Wait" 
Does Not Mean “Be Still”
Introduction
Most people read Isaiah 40:31 and picture someone quietly resting, sitting still, patiently enduring. But the Hebrew word behind "wait" in that verse tells a completely different story. The word is קָוָה (kavah or qavah), which translates to "wait" or "hope" but carries a much deeper, active meaning in biblical texts. Rather than passive sitting, it means to wait with eager anticipation, confident expectation, and endurance. Its root meaning is not stillness. It is the act of twisting, binding, and coiling—like individual fibers being wound together under tension into a cord that can bear weight. In this article, we go deep into Qavah: what it actually means in Hebrew, how David used it in Psalm 25 and Psalm 40, and why the doubling in Psalm 40:1 reveals a level of intensity that most English translations utterly miss. We also look at the Hebrew word תִּקְוָה (tikvah), translated as “hope,” and discover that it shares the same root as qavah. In Hebrew, waiting and hoping are not two different things. They are the same act. The cord and the coiling. The promise and the binding. And then there is Rahab. A scarlet cord in a window. And one Hebrew word that ties the whole thing together in a way you will not forget. If you have been in a long season of waiting—wondering if God has gone silent, wondering if the promise has been forgotten—this teaching is for you. What the Hebrew reveals is not a call to passive endurance. It is a call to covenantal action. Your waiting has weight. Your hope has texture. And Yahweh sees the cord in your window.
An Examination of the Text
Can I ask you something? When was the last time you waited for something and it was actually hard? Not waiting in line, not waiting for your food to arrive. I mean the kind of waiting that costs you something. The kind where you prayed and heard nothing. Where you believed, and nothing moved. Where everyone around you seemed to have their breakthrough, and you were still in the same place. And the hardest part isn't the waiting itself. The hardest part is when the waiting starts to feel like abandonment.
I want you to read this article because what the Hebrew reveals is not a theology of passivity. It is not just about being patient. God will get around to it eventually. It is far more alive than that. And if you have been in that waiting room for a long time, this word was written for you.
Most of us have been taught that waiting on God is a posture of patience, a quiet sitting, a peaceful resting, and that can be beautiful. But what if the Hebrew tells us something radically different? What if, in the original language, waiting is one of the most active and forceful things a human being can do?
Today, we are going to look at a single Hebrew word. It appears nearly 50 times throughout the Old Testament and is translated as wait, look, hope, gather, and even tarry. Nearly every time, it carries the same weight, an expectant, forward-leaning tension toward something or someone, yet its root meaning has nothing to do with sitting still. It means to twist, to bind, to coil together with a force that will not let go.
The word is kavah, and once you see what it actually means, Isaiah 40:31 will never sound the same again. Let's look at it. Kavah is pronounced “kof, vav, hey.” Just three letters. In its most basic form, the root of this word means to bind together, to twist strands around each other, as in braiding a rope or winding a cord tight.
Picture what the root word itself describes. Individual fibers twisted together under tension, each strand coiling around the others. What begins as loose, weak threads becomes a cord capable of bearing weight. The resulting cord is far stronger than any single thread could be alone. Kavah does not describe a person passively sitting and waiting. It describes a person actively entwining themselves with something, binding themselves to a hope, wrapping themselves around a promise until the tension between what is and what has been promised becomes a cord that will not break.
Now, let's look at how this word moves through the Bible. The most famous use is in Isaiah 40:31, “But they that wait upon the Lord shall renew their strength. They shall mount up with wings as eagles.” That word wait is kava. While the King James translation is beautiful, it misses the literal rendering, which might be, "Those who twist themselves into Yahweh shall renew their strength." The image is not someone sitting in a chair, staring at the ceiling, hoping God shows up. The image is of someone braiding themselves into the character and purposes of God, wrapping their life around his word under such tension that the two eventually become inseparable.
This is something you need to know about those words: Isaiah wrote them to people who had been waiting in exile. Their city lay in rubble, and their Temple was gone. They had been asking Yahweh the same question many of you are asking, “Have you forgotten us?” Into that silence, Isaiah speaks, "Those who kavah upon the Lord shall renew their strength." Not those who have it together, not those whose circumstances have turned around. But those who bind themselves to Yahweh in the silence.
Consider Psalm 25:5. The KJV renders it, "On thee do I wait all the day." David uses the word kavah here. This is not a passive psalm. When we read the whole chapter, we see that David is pressing, asking, leaning, and contending. His waiting is an act of constant return and reattachment. Then Psalm 41 says, “I waited patiently for the Lord, and he inclined unto me and heard my cry.” That word is kavah again. But here is something remarkable in the Hebrew of Psalm 41. The root appears not only once but twice.
The first form is what Hebrew scholars call the infinitive absolute, a construction that, when paired with its finite verb, signals the utmost intensity of an action. It is how Hebrew grammar shouts. David did not simply say he waited. His grammar strained forward. He waited and waited. He bound himself, then bound himself again. He would not let go, even though letting go would have been so much easier.
Then notice what follows that doubled binding, the Lord inclined. The Hebrew word there is נָטָה (natah), meaning “to stretch out,” “to extend toward,” or “incline.” In the Hebrew Bible, it often describes physical actions—such as pitching a tent or stretching out a hand—as well as metaphorical actions, such as God extending His grace or "inclining" His ear to hear prayer. David twisted himself into Yahweh twice over, and Yahweh bent all the way down to meet him. The same pattern appears again and again in the Psalms when kava appears in the context of a divine encounter. What precedes it is not passive stillness. It is a sustained, active, almost muscular act of keeping oneself entwined with Yahweh in the face of silence.
Here is where this gets personal. We have been taught in many Western Christian traditions that waiting on God means pulling back, being quiet, and ceasing to strive. There is genuine truth in that. The striving of the flesh must stop because kavah is not about ceasing; it is about redirecting. Stop striving in your own strength, yes, absolutely. But then you actively and intentionally braid yourself into the character and promises of Yahweh. You read his word and press it into your spirit. You return to it daily. You remind yourself of what he said. You wrap the promise around your life until the tension it creates with your circumstances becomes the very cord that pulls you forward. This is not passive waiting; this is covenantal waiting. This is the kind of waiting that does not let go. Kavah means actively entwining oneself with a person or braiding one's hope into something beyond oneself, under sustained, patient, unyielding tension.
The same root as kava also gives us the Hebrew word תִּקְוָה (tikvah), five letters: tav, koph, vav, and hay, pronounced teek-VAH. Tikvah is translated as hope; it signifies much more than a fleeting wish. In both biblical and modern Hebrew, it implies steadfast expectation, confident trust, and reliance on future promises. Biblical hope and active waiting share the same root, the same strand of meaning. In Hebrew, hope is not wishful thinking. Hope is not fingers crossed, maybe this will happen. Hope in Hebrew is a cord. It is a binding, a coiling of one's expectation around the faithfulness of Yahweh.
The word is frequently used in scripture, often paired with a secure future. A prominent example is Jeremiah 29:11, where God promises Israel "a future and a hope." This echoes the scarlet cord Rahab tied in her window in Joshua 2. Her hope was not merely a feeling. It was a physical cord she tied in plain sight, a visible act binding her future to the faithfulness of a god she had only just heard about. But here is what those two teachings say together. Tikva and kava come from the same root. Hope and waiting are not two different things in Hebrew. They are the same act. The cord and the coiling, the promise and the binding. 
When you are told to wait on the Lord, what Yahweh invites you into is not a posture of suspension. He invites you to take your hope, a cord, and bind it visibly to his character, making your waiting an act of covenant trust that anyone watching can see. Kava to wait, to bind, and tikvah, hope, cord, share the same root. Biblical waiting and biblical hope are not emotions. They are acts of covenantal binding. Hope is the cord. Waiting is the act of tying it.
Now, what do we do with this? I recommend changing the language you use with yourself about the season you are in. Stop calling it being stuck or saying nothing is happening. Start calling it what it actually is. In Hebrew, you are kava. You are in the act of binding. You are coiling your life around a promise that has not yet materialized in the visible realm. That is not a weakness. It is one of the most active and powerful things a human being can do in the spiritual dimension.
Remember Rahab. She did not know how the story would end. She did not have a map. She had a cord in the window and the word of two men sent by Yahweh's own commissioned leader, at a moment when she had already heard what Yahweh had done. She chose to stake everything on it. She bound her whole household's future to that cord. 
Your kavah, your active, covenantal, deliberate waiting, is your cord in the window. Yahweh sees it. He knows what you have bound yourself to, and he bends toward it. You are not waiting because you have been forgotten. You're waiting because you have chosen to bind yourself to someone whose faithfulness does not waver, even when his timing is beyond our comprehension. That cord in your window, that daily return to the promise, that refusal to untangle yourself from what Yahweh has spoken over your life. That is not weakness. That is the kind of faith the ancient Hebrew writers recognized as one of the strongest forces in the universe. Your waiting has weight. Your hope has texture. Your kavah is being seen.
May Yahweh incline toward you in this season. May he bend down to hear every cord you have wounded around his word, and may you mount up. Those who wait upon the Lord shall renew their strength. They shall mount up with wings as eagles. They shall run and not be weary. And they shall walk and not faint. You now know what the word “wait” means. You have always been kava. You just did not know the word for it.
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