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1.1.  Why Study Hebrew? 

 

1.1.1. We are studying Hebrew because, apart from five passages written in Aramaic,1 the 

Christian Old Testament is written entirely in Hebrew.  This means that whenever we read the 

Old Testament in English we are only reading a translation – and no translation can ever be 

perfect.  The following are examples of how English translations get the text wrong. 

 

a) English words frequently communicate ideas that are not present in the Hebrew text. 

  

Example  

 

Not everything that is communicated by the word “heart” is communicated by the equivalent 

word in Hebrew. 

 

                                                                                       Overlap 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

So when 1 Samuel 13:14 says that David was a man after God’s own heart it does not mean that 

God and David had the same priorities or that they were somehow kindred spirits -  it means that 

David was the one God would choose to be king. 

                                                      
1 Genesis 31:47; Jeremiah 10:11; Ezra 4:8-6:18, 7:12-26; Daniel 2:4-7:28. 

 ֵלב

 Organ 

 Mind 

 Will 

 Choice 

 

Heart 

 Organ 

 Romantic love 

 Emotions 
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b) English translations are often incapable of expressing ideas found in the Hebrew text. 

 

Example 

 

Judges 14:3 – His father and mother replied, “Isn’t there an acceptable woman among your 

relatives or among all our people?  Must you go to the Philistines to get a wife?  But Samson said 

to his father, “Get her for me.  She’s the right one for me.”  (NIV) 

 

The phrase, “She’s the right one for me” is a good translation but it prevents one from making the 

connection between Samson’s actions in marrying the Philistine woman and the actions of the 

Israelites that follow in Judges 17-21.  The Hebrew text literally says, “She is right in my eyes.” 

This echoes the refrain found in Judges 17-21, which says that there was no king in the land and 

that everyone did what was right in their own eyes.  Not only does it help us to make a 

connection between Samson and the events of Judges 17-21, it also helps us to interpret 

Samson’s actions in the narrative that follows. 

 

1.1.2.  We are studying Hebrew because it will help us to make intelligent decisions about the 

translations, interpretations, and text-critical decisions2 made in English translations and 

commentaries.  Scholars have produced many tools that are designed to help non-specialists 

interpret the text of the Old Testament.  However, most people who use these tools do not have 

enough training to use these tools intelligently.  The interpretations given in these tools are often 

followed quite slavishly.  When more than one interpretation is offered, most choose according to 

their feelings or what they think sounds right rather than basing their decision on the evidence 

itself.  Though it is important to take into consideration the opinions of others while interpreting 

the Old Testament, knowing Hebrew prevents us from being slaves to those opinions. 

 

1.1.3.  We are studying Hebrew because it will help us to interpret the Old Testament better.  We 

often avoid preaching, teaching, or even reading large portions of the Old Testament because we 

do not understand what it means.   Reading the Old Testament in Hebrew can make texts clearer 

and can open up interpretive possibilities that may never have been seen when reading an English 

translation of the text. 

 

1.1.4.  We are studying Hebrew because we love God, cherish his word, and want to see him 

glorified in our lives and in the lives of others.  

 

 

1.2.  Introduction to the Hebrew Alphabet 

 

Hebrew is written in an alphabetic script using twenty-two different graphemes.  The term 

“grapheme” refers to the symbols used to represent Hebrew letters.  The term “grapheme” is used 

here because Hebrew uses one particular grapheme to represent two different letters.  As a result, 

some grammars say that Hebrew has twenty-two letters while others say that it has twenty-three.  

For simplicity’s sake we will dispense with the word “grapheme” and simply use the word 

“letter”. 

                                                      
2 Text-critical decisions are choices that scholars make when evaluating manuscripts of the Old Testament.  These 

manuscripts often conflict with each other and it is the responsibility of the textual critic to determine which 

manuscripts have the proper wording. 



The Alphabet – Mark Francois  3 

 
 

 

As an alphabetic script, each letter of the Hebrew alphabet should, theoretically, represent one 

sound.  This, however, is not the case.  Several letters, known as the BeGaDKePhaT letters, have 

a double pronunciation due to changes that occurred in the language over time.  In addition to 

these letters, some letters were once used to represent two sounds - one sound survived while the 

other one died out.  This accounts, for example, for the Greek and English spellings of words like 

“Gomorrah” or “Gaza”, which are pronounced differently in Hebrew pronunciation we will be 

using.   

 

 

The “Hebrew” alphabet that we are learning 

today is actually not the Hebrew alphabet at 

all.  It is actually taken over from a form of 

the Aramaic alphabet that was used during 

the time of the Babylonian exile (6th Century 

B.C.E.).  As Jews began to adopt Aramaic as 

their principle language, copies of the Old 

Testament gradually began to be copied 

using the Aramaic alphabet.  The original 

Hebrew script, seen in Figure 1, was taken 

over from the Phoenician alphabet.  This 

means that it is related to both the Greek 

alphabet and to our own alphabet because 

both the Greek and English – our alphabet is 

actually a version of the Latin alphabet – 

derive from the Phoenician alphabet.   

 

Hebrew was originally written exclusively 

with consonants.  This does not mean that 

Hebrew had no vowels – it simply means that 

vowels were not written in the script.  Some 

consonants were eventually used to represent 

vowel sounds but a full system for 

representing vowels was not developed until 

late antiquity or the early middle ages (500-

700 C.E. or later).  Copies written with a full 

set of vowels are said to be vocalized and 

texts written without vowels are said to be 

unvocalized.  We will be reading texts that 

are vocalized. 

 

 

Figure 1 - The Gezer Calendar (10th Century B.C.E.) 

http://www.archaeowiki.org/Image:Gezer_Calendar_Line_Drawing.png
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Figure 2 - The Siloam Inscription (8th Century B.C.E.) 

1.3. Hebrew Letters 

 

It is extremely important to learn the letters of the Hebrew alphabet thoroughly and in their 

proper order.  Otherwise you will not be able to pronounce Hebrew properly, recognize words, or 

be able to look up words in your dictionary.  

 

The following chart consists of four columns: the first column lists the letters of the Hebrew 

alphabet; the second column provides the representations of these letters in our alphabet; the third 

column provides the names for each of these letter as they are spelled in the SBL Handbook of 

Style; and the fourth column gives approximations for how these letters sound. 

 

 

Letter 
Final 

Form 
Transliteration Name of Letter Sound 

 ʾ alef silent  א

,בּב   b, b (no dot) bet b (boy), v (vile) (no dot) 

,גּג   g, g (no dot) gimel g (girl), gurgle sound 

,דּד   d, d (no dot) dalet d (day), th (the) (no dot) 

 h he h (high)  ה

 w vav w (way)  ו

 z zayin z (zoo)  ז

 ḥ khet ch (Ger. acht)  ח

 ṭ tet t (tool) – emphatic  ט

 y yod y (yes)  י

,כּכ  k, k (no dot) kaf k (kite), ch (Ger. acht) ך 

 l lamed l (light)  ל

 m mem m (mountain) ם מ
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 n nun n (nice) ן נ

 s samek s (sight)  ס

 ʿ ayin 3silent  ע

,פּפ  p, p (no dot) pe p (put), f (fight) ף 

 ṣ tsade ts (puts) – emphatic ץ צ

 q qof q (question) – emphatic  ק

 r resh r (rolled r)  ר

 ś sin s (sight)  ׂש

 š shin sh (shine)  ׁש

,תּת   t, t (no dot) tav t (tall), th (thin) (no dot) 

  

Notice that some of these letters may be written with or without a dot.  They are called the 

BeGaDKePhaT letters.  This name is a device used to memorize which letters may take this kind 

of dot.  The transliteration with the underline represents these letters without the dot.  The first 

transliteration in the transliteration column is for the letter with the dot and the second 

transliteration is for the letter without the dot.  The first pronunciation in the pronunciation 

column is for the letter with the dot and the second pronunciation is for the letter without the dot. 

 

Note also that some letters have two separate forms.  The first form (reading from right to left) is 

how the letter appears at the beginning or in the middle of a word.  The second form (again 

reading from right to left) is the form used when the letter appears at the end of the word. 

 

 

1.4. Hebrew Vowels 

 

The following chart consists of four columns: the first column provides the forms of the Hebrew 

vowels under one of the Hebrew letters; the second column provides the representations of each 

of these vowels in our alphabet; the third column provides the names for each of these vowels as 

they are spelled in the SBL Handbook of Style; and the fourth column gives approximations for 

how these vowels sound. 

 

 

Hebrew Vowel Transliteration Name of Vowel Sound 

 a patakh a (hat) בַ 

 e segol e (let) בַ 

 i hireq i (pit) בַ 

 o qamets khatuf o (hot) בַ 

                                                      
3 This letter should be pronounced like the Arabic ayin.  Since this sound is difficult to make for English speakers 

and fell out of use in Hebrew, we will pronounce it silently.  This letter also would have been pronounced sometimes 

like the Arabic ghain, which accounts for the English pronunciation of Gomorrah and Gaza. 
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 u qibbuts u (put) בַ 

 ā qamets a (tall) בַ 

 ē tsere e (they) בֵַ

 ō holem o (hope) ב ַ

ה  â qamets he a (tall) ב 

 ê tsere yod e (they) ֵבי

י  î hireq yod ie (piece) ב 

 ô holem waw o (whole) בֹו

 û shureq u (sure) בּו

 e (vocal) , - (silent) shewa בַ 
short sound or 

silent 

 ă khatef patakh really short a בַ 

 ĕ khatef segol really shot e בַ 

 ŏ khatef qamets really short o בַ 

 

Note also that some vowels are written with a consonant.  These are called historically long 

vowels.  They were used to mark vowels before a full system of vowels was added to the text.  

These vowel letters are optional and have the same value as their equivalent vowel points.   When 

vowel points were added, these vowel letters were kept in the text but vowel points were added to 

them to make pronunciation easier.   

 

ה  ּבַ  = ּב 

 ּבֵַ = ֵּבי

י  ּבַ  = ּב 

 ּב ַ = ּבֹו

 ּבַ  = ּבּו

 

Note also that there is a vocal shewa and a silent shewa.  The vocal shewa is the same as the 

sound between s and m in “small”.  The silent shewa has no sound – the reader simply pauses and 

moves to the next letter.  The rules for distinguishing the vocal shewa from the silent shewa will 

be learned in the next class. 
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1.5. Homework 

 

1. On a separate piece of paper write three lines of each letter. 

 

2. On a separate piece of paper write out three lines of the final forms of each letter that takes a 

final form. 

 

3. On a separate piece of paper write out the alphabet in the proper order three times. 

 

4. Identify the following Biblical names.  Try pronouncing them out loud. 

 

a) א ס   א 

 

b) ֵּתר ס   א 

 

c) ן  ּד 

 

d) רּוְך   ּב 
 

e) ן ת  הֹונ   י 
 

f) ד ו   ּד 

 

g) מּוֵאל  ׁש 

 


