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Chapter 1
Introduction to the Greek Alphabet

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

1. Th e Greek Alphabet
Below is a chart with the Greek alphabet and its pronunciation for your ref-
erence. Th ere are exercises that follow to help you learn the lett ers and their 
pronunciation. Briefl y look at this chart, then proceed to the exercises. Th e fi rst 
line of the chart can be read as follows:

Th e lett er α, A (alpha) is pronounced like the “a” in “media” or “calm.”

Th e lett ers ρ, υ, and χ 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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Lower 
Case Capital Name 

(Greek)
Name 
(English) Pronunciation

α Α ἄλφα alpha media, calm
β Β βῆτα bēta bat
γ Γ γάμμα gamma gum
δ Δ δέλτα delta dog
ε Ε ἒ ψιλόν epsilon bed
ζ Ζ ζῆτα zēta birds
η Η ἦτα ēta late
θ Θ θῆτα thēta thank
ι Ι ἰῶτα iōta sit, pizza
κ Κ κάππα kappa skit
λ Λ λάμβδα lambda lamp
μ Μ μῦ mū man
ν Ν νῦ nū net
ξ Ξ ξῖ xī lax
ο Ο ὂ μικρόν omicron cop 
π Π πῖ pī spin
ρ Ρ ῥῶ rhō tres (Spanish), rat
σ, ς Σ σίγμα sigma sad
τ Τ ταῦ tau stack

υ Υ ὖ ψιλόν ūpsilon über (German), 鱼 yu 
 (Mandarin), tune

φ Φ φῖ phī philosophy

χ Χ χῖ chī machen (German), 
 chaos

ψ Ψ ψῖ psī lapse
ω Ω ὦ μέγα ōmega cold

Th e Greek vowels are α, ε, η, ι, ο, υ, and ω. Th e rest of the lett ers are consonants.
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2. Th e Greek Language and Its Pronunciation
Th e 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. Aft er 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 ce, 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 writt en. Th rough 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 fi rst-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 fi nd learning to read Greek easier than learning to read English. Th is is because 
each of the twenty-four lett ers of the Greek alphabet is associated with only one sound, 
whereas several English lett ers have two or more sounds. For example, the Greek lett er ε 
has only one sound while the English lett er “e” has three: pet has a short “e,” while the fi rst 
“e” in Pete is long and the second “e” is silent.

3. Th e Lett ers α, δ, ε, ι, κ, ο, τ
Here are seven lett ers that look like their English counterparts. Study their names and pro-
nunciations. Th e fi rst line reads, “Th e lett er α (alpha) is pronounced like the ‘a’ in ‘media’ 
or ‘calm.’”

α alpha media, calm
δ delta dog
ε epsilon bed
ι iōta sit, pizza
κ kappa skit
ο omicron cop
τ tau stack
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A. Say the names of these lett ers. Which lett ers are vowels?

α δ ε ι κ ο τ

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

1. δέ  and
2. τε and
3. ἐκ out of
4. τά the
5. τί what?
6. τό the

4. 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 
δέκα is divided like this: δέ•κα.

3. If two 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 δεκτά is divided like this: δεκ•τά. 

Divide these words into syllables.

1. κατά down 6. δεκτά acceptable
2. δέκα ten  7. διό therefore
3. κακά bad 8. δέκατα tenth
4. τότε then 9. ἄκακα innocent
5. διά through

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

Examples: university, average, confi dential, obviously
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Pronounce the English words slowly, dividing them into syllables. Identify the stressed syllable.

1. accidentally
2. celebrate
3. arrest
4. evangelist
5. original
6. controversial

6. Accents
Th ere are three accent marks used in Greek: 

ά the acute accent
ᾶ the circumfl ex 

ὰ the grave accent 

Th ese 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 writt en; they 
were added by later editors. Since the rules for accents are complicated and since accent 
placement does not generally aff ect 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 fi nd 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. Th e Lett er ν
ν nū net

A. Say the names of these lett ers. 

α δ ε ι κ ν ο τ
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B. Pronounce these words, stressing the accented syllable.

1. ἐν  in 7. ναόν temple
2. ἀνά  up 8. δοκόν log
3. κενά empty 9. νότον south wind
4. νέα new 10. τέκνον child
5. ἐάν if 11. ὀδόντα tooth
6. ἔνατα ninth 12. ἴδιον one’s own

8. Th e Lett er ρ
ρ rhō tres (Spanish), rat

A. Say the names of these lett ers. 

α δ ε ι κ ν ο ρ τ

B. Pronounce these words.

1. κέντρον sting 6. ἄκρατον undiluted
2. νεκρά dead 7. τρία three
3. ἄρτον bread 8. κρίνετε you judge
4. δένδρον tree 9. καρδία heart
5. κέρατα horn

9. Th e Lett er π 
π pī spin

A. Say the names of these lett ers. 

α δ ε ι κ ν ο π ρ τ

B. Pronounce these words.

1. πάντα all 6. πρότερον former
2. παρά beside 7. περί around
3. καρπόν fruit 8. πίνετε you drink
4. τόπον place 9. πίπτετε you fall
5. πέτρα rock



9Chapter 1: Introduction to the Greek Alphabet

10. Th e Lett er μ
μ mū man

A. Say the names of these lett ers. 

α δ ε ι κ μ ν ο π ρ τ

B. Pronounce these words.

1. μία one 6. πέμπομεν we send
2. νόμον law 7. παραδίδομεν we deliver
3. μετά with 8. μένετε you remain
4. μόνον only 9. ὂ μικρόν (this is a Greek lett er)
5. ὄνομα name

11. Th e Lett er ω
ω ōmega cold

A. Say the names of these lett ers. Identify the vowels. 

α δ ε ι κ μ ν ο π ρ τ ω

B. Pronounce these words.

1. μένω I remain 6. παραδίδωμι I deliver
2. δοκῶ I think 7. ἐνώπιον before
3. πέμπω  I send 8. περιπατῶ I walk
4. πίπτω I fall 9. ἐπερωτῶ I ask
5. δώδεκα twelve

12. Th e Lett er σ, ς
σ, ς sigma sad

Sigma is writt en σ in the beginning and middle of a word and ς at the end of a word.

A. Say the names of these lett ers. 

α δ ε ι κ μ ν ο π ρ σ τ ω
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B. Pronounce these words.

1. ἐμός my 6. κόσμος world
2. στόμα mouth 7. πρόσωπον  face
3. ὄρος mountain  8. ἀπόκρισις answer
4. μέσος middle 9. μακάριος blessed
5. πίστις faith

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

α δ ε ι κ μ ν ο π ρ σ ς τ ω

13. Capital Lett ers in the Greek New Testament
Capital Greek lett ers 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 specifi c 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 lett ers usually resemble either the corresponding lower case Greek lett er or 
their English equivalent. Write the lower case Greek lett er that corresponds to each 
capital lett er.

1. Μ  8. Ν
2. Κ  9. Ω
3. Α  10. Ρ
4. Τ  11. Δ
5. Ο  12. Ι
6. Ε  13. Π
7. Σ

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

Α Δ Ε Ι Κ Μ Ν Ο Π Ρ Σ Τ Ω
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C. Pronounce these place names and match them with their English equivalents.

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

2. Σπανία Cana: a town in Galilee where Jesus performed his fi rst 
  miracle

3. Πόντος Macedonia: the ancestral territory of Alexander the Great
4. Ῥώμη Neapolis: a city on the western coast of Italy
5. Μακεδονία Patmos: the island where John, the writer of Revelation,  

  was exiled
6. Σόδομα Pontus: a Roman province on the Black Sea
7. Κανά Rome: the capital of the Roman Empire
8. Σιών Sinai: the mountain where the Ten Commandments were 

  given
9. Πάτμος Sodom: an ancient city destroyed along with Gomorrah
10. Ἀσία Spain: a province in the western Roman Empire
11. Σινᾶ Tarsus: the city where the apostle Paul was born
12. Νέα Πόλις Zion: the hill in Jerusalem where the city of David was built

Workbook, chapter 1 exercises α–ε may be completed aft er this section. α–ε


