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Chapter 1

Introduction to the Greek Alphabet

This twenty-sided polyhedron was inscribed with letters of the Greek alphabet, from alpha to upsilon.
Such objects were thrown like dice and used to select a letter at random, which corresponded to an
oracular message.

The Greek Alphabet

Below is a chart with the Greek alphabet and its pronunciation for your ref-
erence. There are exercises that follow to help you learn the letters and their
pronunciation. Briefly look at this chart, then proceed to the exercises. The first
line of the chart can be read as follows:

The letter a, A (alpha) is pronounced like the “a” in “media” or “calm.”

The letters p, v, and x are pronounced with sounds not found in English. An
acceptable English pronunciation is given in addition to approximations taken
from other modern languages.
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Capital

Name
(Greek)

Name
(English)

Pronunciation

a A dApa alpha media, calm

Y B Brita béta bat

Y r Yaupa gamma gum

) A SéAta delta dog

€ E RN epsilon bed

4 Z fra zéta birds

n H fta éta late

0 Q) Ofta theta thank

l 1 ot iota sit, pizza

K K Kamma kappa skit

A A Adppda lambda lamp

1 M uo mu man

v N ) na net

13 E & x1 lax

o @) O pikpév | omicron cop

v/ IT i p1 spin

p P p® rho tres (Spanish), rat

0,6 ) oiypa sigma sad

T T TaD tau stack

oY [svaer fapson (e (German) By

o ) ol phi philosophy
machen (German),

X X Xt chi Q:os ( )

V% Y Vi psi lapse

W Q @ péya omega cold

The Greek vowels are a, €, 1, 1, 0, v, and w. The rest of the letters are consonants.
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2.

The Greek Language and Its Pronunciation

The Greek language has been used by many peoples over several millennia. Greek is known
to have existed from the thirteenth century BCE and continues to be spoken in the present
day. After the conquests of Alexander the Great in the fourth century BcE—during the
Hellenistic period, the Roman Empire, and the early Byzantine Empire—and up until the
Arab conquests of the seventh century cg, Greek became the international language of the
eastern part of the Mediterranean world. It was in this international dialect, called Koine
Greek, that the New Testament was written. Through the present day, Greek has also been
studied by both classical and New Testament scholars of many nations. Because the pronun-
ciation of Greek has varied with time and location, we will not focus on trying to reproduce
the exact pronunciation of Greek in the first-century Roman Empire.

However, it is important for you to establish a reasonably accurate and consistent method
of pronunciation. Saying Greek words and sentences aloud will help you learn them more
easily. You will also want to be able to understand and be understood when you speak with
other scholars about Greek. For this book, I have chosen a system of pronunciation com-
monly used by New Testament scholars in the United States.

You may find learning to read Greek easier than learning to read English. This is because
each of the twenty-four letters of the Greek alphabet is associated with only one sound,
whereas several English letters have two or more sounds. For example, the Greek letter &

« »

has only one sound while the English letter “e” has three: pet has a short “e,” while the first

« » « »

e” in Pete is long and the second “e” is silent.

The Letters a, §,¢,, K, 0,7
Here are seven letters that look like their English counterparts. Study their names and pro-

nunciations. The first line reads, “The letter a (alpha) is pronounced like the ‘2" in ‘media’
or ‘calm.”

alpha media, calm
b delta dog
3 epsilon bed
l iota sit, pizza
K kappa skit
0 omicron cop
T tau stack
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4.

A. Say the names of these letters. Which letters are vowels?

a O € L kK o T

B. Pronounce these words. For now, ignore all the marks over the vowels. (The meanings of the
words are provided for your entertainment. You do not need to learn them now.)

1. & and
2. T¢ and
3. éx out of
4. 14 the
S. Tl what?
6. 10 the

Dividing Words into Syllables

When reading a longer Greek word, it is helpful to break it up into syllables and read it one
syllable at a time. Dividing the syllables correctly can make pronunciation easier. Below are
a few rules for dividing syllables.

1. Every syllable has one vowel (or one vowel sound).

2. If possible, put a consonant at the beginning of each syllable. For example, the word
d¢éxa is divided like this: Séexa.

3. Iftwo consonants appear in the middle of a word, the syllable may be divided
between the two consonants or before the two consonants, whichever seems most
comfortable. For example, the word 8extd is divided like this: Sexetd.

Divide these words into syllables.

1. xatd down 6. Sextd acceptable
2. déka ten 7. 816 therefore
3. xakd bad 8. Séxata tenth

4. ToTE then 9. dakaxa innocent
S. &4 through

Syllable Stress

Whenever a word has more than one syllable, one of the syllables is pronounced more loudly
than the other syllable(s). The syllable that is pronounced more loudly is called the stressed
syllable. The stressed syllable is underlined in each of the English words below.

Examples: university, average, confidential, obviously
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Pronounce the English words slowly, dividing them into syllables. Identify the stressed syllable.
1. accidentally

celebrate

arrest

2

3

4. evangelist
S. original
6

controversial

6. Accents

There are three accent marks used in Greek:

the acute accent

&
a the circumflex
a the grave accent

These accents originally indicated tones or pitches; howevern many people today simply
stress the accented syllable, regardless of which accent mark is used.

Accent marks were not used yet at the time when the New Testament was written; they
were added by later editors. Since the rules for accents are complicated and since accent
placement does not generally affect the meaning, we do not suggest that beginning students
learn the rules for accents. However, those students who are striving for a very thorough
understanding of the Greek language can find information about accents in the sections
marked with a diamond (@) throughout the book. A complete guide to the rules for accents
is found in appendix I.

Pronounce the words of the exercise in section 4 of this chapter, stressing the accented syllable.

7. 'The Letter v

v nu net

A. Say the names of these letters.

a & € L kK VvV o T
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B. Pronounce these words, stressing the accented syllable.

1. év in 7. vaov temple

2. ava up 8. Sokov log

3. kevd empty 9. votov south wind
4. véa new 10. téxvov child

5. éav if 11. 686vta  tooth

6. &vata ninth 12. {dtov one’s own

8. The Letter p

p rho tres (Spanish), rat

A. Say the names of these letters.

a & € v x v o p 7

B. Pronounce these words.

1. kévtpov  sting 6. dxpatov  undiluted
2. vekpd dead 7. 7tpia three

3. dptov bread 8. «xpivete you judge
4. 8¢v8pov  tree 9. xapdia heart

S. xépata horn

9. The Lettern

T pi spin

A. Say the names of these letters.

a & € vt x v o p T

B. Pronounce these words.

1. mavta all 6. mpoétepov former

2. mapd beside 7. mepi around

3. xapmév  fruit 8. mivete you drink
4. ToémOV place 9. mintetre  youfall

S. métpa rock
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10. The Letter pu

¢

mu

A. Say the names of these letters.

a

S & 1

K p v

B. Pronounce these words.

1.

FA R o o

pia
vopov
HETA
povov

dvopa

11. The Letter w

one
law

with
only

name

o W p T

6. méumopev

7. mapadiSopev
8. pévete

9. 0 ukpov

w

omega

cold

A. Say the names of these letters. Identify the vowels.

a

S & 1

K p v

B. Pronounce these words.

o T p T W

1. pévw I remain 6. mapadidwpt
2. Sok® I think 7. &vwmiov
3. mépnw Isend 8. mepimat®
4. mintw Ifall 9. émepwtd
S. dwdeka twelve

12. The Letter o, g
0, |sigma sad

we send

we deliver

you remain

(this is a Greek letter)

I deliver
before
Iwalk
Iask

Sigma is written ¢ in the beginning and middle of a word and ¢ at the end of a word.

A. Say the names of these letters.

a

S € 1

K p v

o w p O T W
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B. Pronounce these words.

1. épdg my 6. Kk6opOg world
2. otépa mouth 7. WPOOCWTOV face

3. dpog mountain 8. amoxpiolg answer
4. péoog middle 9. pakdptog blessed
5. mioTig faith

C. Practice writing these letters, pronouncing their names as you write.

a d £ L kK BV O T PO G T W

13. Capital Letters in the Greek New Testament

Capital Greek letters are used for proper nouns and the titles of books. Depending on the
editors of a text, they may also be used at the beginning of paragraphs, quotations, and/or
sentences. Some editors of the Greek New Testament capitalize words designating God,
and some do not.

A proper noun is the name of a specific person, place, thing, or time. Proper nouns are
capitalized in English. Examples of proper nouns are “Caesar,” “Jerusalem,” and “Sabbath.”
A common noun is the name of a general kind of person, place, thing, or time. Examples
of common nouns are “emperor,” “city,” and “day.”

A. Greek capital letters usually resemble either the corresponding lower case Greek letter or
their English equivalent. Write the lower case Greek letter that corresponds to each

capital letter.

1. M 8. N
2. K 9. Q
3. A 10. P
4. T 11. A
S. O 12. 1
6. E 13. 1T
7. 2

B. Practice writing these capital letters, pronouncing their names as you write.

A A EIT KMNOTII P 2T Q
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C. Pronounce these place names and match them with their English equivalents.

1. Tapoog

2. 2Zmavia

3. Tlévtog
Paun

S. MaxeSovia

6. Zodopa
Kava

8. v

9. Ilatpog

10. Acia

11. Zwa

12. Néa IToAwg

Workbook, chapter 1 exercises a—e may be completed after this section.

Asia: a Roman province located in the west of modern
Turkey

Cana: a town in Galilee where Jesus performed his first
miracle

Macedonia: the ancestral territory of Alexander the Great
Neapolis: a city on the western coast of Italy

Patmos: the island where John, the writer of Revelation,
was exiled

Pontus: a Roman province on the Black Sea

Rome: the capital of the Roman Empire

Sinai: the mountain where the Ten Commandments were
given

Sodom: an ancient city destroyed along with Gomorrah

Spain: a province in the western Roman Empire

Tarsus: the city where the apostle Paul was born

Zion: the hill in Jerusalem where the city of David was built

o—

£



