
  Exploring the Languages of the Bible 
Greek Lesson 1: The Alphabet 

       
Greek []=Erasmian Eng. Notes 

Α α alpha (ă) A a Orig. a glottal stop, the Greeks turned it into a vowel, =1. It is a ‘contental a’ as in the Massachusetts pronunciation of ‘father.’ 

Β β Beta [vīta] 
(v [b]) 

B b Modern Greek this is a dental ‘v’, in Hellenistic (New Testament) Greek it was a labial ‘v’, like the soft ‘b’ in Spanish 

Γ γ gamma (gh, 
y, ng [g, ng]) 

C c Our ‘G’ and our ‘C’ come from this letter (G is a voiced C). In modern Greek, this is a voiced velar fricative. =3 If it is followed by an ‘e’ or ‘i’ 
sound, it becomes almost an  initial ‘y’ as in ‘yes’, although a little rougher. You just have to hear it. 

∆ δ delta (this 
[d]) 

D d This may have been a ‘d’ in old Greek, but now it is a voiced ‘th.’ =4 

Ε ε e-psilon (ĕ) E e Gk: ‘skinny e,’ =5.  Like ‘e’ in ‘epileptic’  

[̥ 
 �] digamma 
(w) 

F f Fell out of use in Greek (they didn’t need ‘w’), but they kept it as a number. 
In Heb, this was originally always ‘w’, but now ‘v’ if consonant, ‘w’ if vowel.  =6 

[ �] stigma (st) G g OK, our ‘G’ may really come from this letter.  Often confused with Fau, it is really sigma-tau, also used for 6.  You will occasionally see this 
as a shorthand for ‘στ.’ 

Ζ ζ zeta (z 
[dz]) 

Z z The Latins moved this to the end, because they didn’t use it much, and put ‘G’ here.  Go figure! =7. Just like a regular English ‘z.’ 

Η η eta (ī [ā]) H h The Greeks needed another vowel so they re-assigned this Hebrew fricative. It is also used it to handle the ‘h’ sound (� -- the strong breathing 
mark, originally half an eta: ), =8. 

Θ θ theta 
(thick) 

[Þ] In Greek, this was originally a breathy ‘t,’ but is now (and in the Hellenistic age) an unvoiced ‘th,’ =9. 

Ι ι iota (ī) I i ‘ee’ as in ‘feet,’ =10. 

Κ κ kappa (k) K k Regular ‘k’ sound, =20. 

Λ λ lambda (l) L l Regular ‘l’ sound, =30 

Μ � mu (m) M m Regular ‘m’ sound,  =40 

Ν ν nu (n) N n Regular ‘n’ sound, =50 

Ξ ξ ksi (ks) -- The Greeks use this for a ‘ks’ blend, it may have at one time been a strong ‘s,’ but no more. =60 

Ο ο o micron 
(ō [ŏ]) 

O o Greek vowel (‘little o’), pronounced  just like ‘big o’: long ‘o’ in ‘mote,’ =70. 

Π π pi (p) P p You don’t need much math to remember this one in Greek. Regular ‘p’ sound, =80. 

[� �] tsan (ts?) -- Used in some early dialects, dropped out of the written language, but kept as a number. Became either σσ or ττ in various dialects, =90. 

[$ %] qoppa (q) Q q The Greeks didn’t need this one, but the Etruscans (proto-Romans) did, so they kept it. Alternate for San, also = 90. 

Ρ ρ rho (peɾo 
[rh])  

R r So many ‘R’ sounds, only one letter. The Greeks distinguished with and without breath, = Greek 100. May have been  an  ‘hr’ blend at one 
time, now just a slightly rolled ‘r’ like the single ‘r’ in Spanish (even if there are two of them). 

Σ σ σ sigma (s) S s OK, this simple ‘s’ the Greeks decided to keep.  The third version is only at the end of words.  Sigma is the only Greek letter with a differing 
final form (ς), =Greek 200. 

Τ τ tau (t) T t Regular ‘t’ sound. No surprise, the early Christians made a big deal about this letter. It means ‘cross’ even back to Ugaritic,.  =Greek 300.  

Υ υ u psilon (ü 
[ū, mg ī]) 

U u             
Y y 

U-psilon (‘skinny u’) comes to us as both ‘U’ and ‘Y.’  See the Fau above as well. In Hellenistic Greek this was like a German  ‘ü’ (half way 
between the ‘oo’ in ‘look’ and the ‘ee’ in ‘meet.’ In modern, it is just like iota. If you can’t get the German ‘ü,’ go for the ‘y’ in symbol. = 400 

Φ φ phi (f) V v Regular ‘f’ sound,  = 500 



Χ χ chi (ḫ [not 
k or ch) 

X x It was pronounced ‘ks’ in Western Greek, but is now like the ‘ch’ in German (Bach) or Scottish (Loch). Unvoiced velar fricative. Forward 
(palatal) before front vowels,  = 600. 

Ψ ψ psi (ps) -- Origin is unknown, but may have represented Poseidon's trident. Pronounced ‘ps’ as in ‘oops,’ = 700. When it comes into English words (like 
‘psyche,’ we drop the ‘p’ in the pronunciation, but not in Greek.  

Ω ω o mega (ō) W w ? Means ‘big O’ – if you look at, it is either an underlined omicron, or two omicrons. Probably the difference between ο and ω was one of 
quantity, not quality. = 800. Regular long ‘o’ sound (‘wrote’). 

[̩ 0] disigma 
(ks) 

-- Later called sampi (= “like a π”). Not used as a letter in modern Greek, but its number value is 900. 

The class page will continue to be http://jewishchristianlit.com/Courses/BibleLangs/index.html 
For Greek we will likewise use on-line sources Learning New Testament Greek, & Samuel Green, �ntro to �� �reek (1911). 
 
Greek Diphthongs Erasmian Hellenistic Modern Ancient Comments 
αι ai in aisle ĕ in bet same Prob=Erasmian  
ει ei in reign ī in machine ĭ or ï Prob=Erasmian  
οι oi in boink ü ~ look ĭ or ï Prob=Erasmian  
υι ui in Luigi  ü ~ look ĭ or ï Prob=Erasmian  
αυ au like out av or af same Prob=Erasmian Depending on whether the next letter is voiced 
ευ eu in euphonic ev or ef same ew  
ηυ ēu like ‘hey you’ āf or āv same Prob=Erasmian  
ου ou in group same same ow  
O, Q, R = base vowel same same Not subscripted Only under final long vowels 
Diacritics over any vowel:     
V Not pronounced unused unused n/a smooth breathing=ψιλZ 
[ h in hat Unused, I think unused  =Erasmian rough breathing=δασε`α 
a Marks stress same same No accents in 

ancient, pitch 
rather than stress  

acute= Vξε`α 
d Marks stress same unused grave=βαρε`α 
f Marks stress same unused circumflex=περισπω�hνη (only with final longs) 
k Separates vowels that might have been made a diphthong, as in naïve.  dieresis=διαλnτικα 

Numbers in Greek were distinguished from regular words originally by a bar over them (same sign as an abbreviation in Greek) and then by a � or a � to the right of the number. 
Gamma is unvoiced (like a χ) before i or e sounds at the beginning of a word.  It becomes ‘ng’ (angry) in combination with itself or a kappa (γγ, γκ).  Similarly it becomes a 
nasal ‘ng’ (going) before χ  or ξ.   Π and γ are silent before ν at the beginning of a word (e.g., πνε+,α, γν.σισ) in modern pronunciation. 
 

Greek Punctuation (when not the same as English) Ancient  
· Semi-colon n/a  
q Question mark n/a  
’ Crasis looks like an apostrophe & acts like one too n/a  
 
 



Rev 13.17-18 
Κοιν* 
15 κα  !δ#θη α&τ( δο*ναι πνε*/α τ0 ε1κ#νι το* θηρ3ου, 5να κα  λαλ7σ9 : ε1κ;ν το* θηρ3ου κα  ποι7σ9 <σοι !=ν /> προσκυν7σουσιν τ0 ε1κ#νι 
το* θηρ3ου ?ποκτανθ@σιν. 16 κα  ποιεA πBντασ, τοDσ /ικροDσ κα  τοDσ /εγBλουσ, κα  τοDσ πλουσ3ουσ κα  τοDσ πτωχοHσ, κα  τοDσ !λευθIρουσ κα  
τοDσ δοHλουσ, 5να δ@σιν α&τοAσ χBραγ/α !π  τJσ χειρKσ α&τ@ν τJσ δεξιMσ N !π  τK /Iτωπον α&τ@ν, 17 κα  5να /7 τισ δHνηται ?γορBσαι N 
πωλJσαι ε1 /> O Pχων τK χBραγ/α, τK Qνο/α το* θηρ3ου N τKν ?ριθ/Kν το* Rν#/ατοσ α&το*. 18 Sδε : σοφ3α !στ3ν· O Pχων νο*ν ψηφισBτω τKν 
?ριθ/Kν το* θηρ3ου, ?ριθ/Kσ γ=ρ ?νθρWπου !στ3ν· κα  O ?ριθ/Kσ α&το* χξXY [[ξακ#σιοι [ξ7κοντα \ξ]. 
�e� �nternational �ersion 
15 He was given power to give breath to the image of the first beast, so that it could speak and cause all who refused to worship the image to be 
killed. 16 He also forced everyone, small and great, rich and poor, free and slave, to receive a mark on his right hand or on his forehead, 17 so 
that no one could buy or sell unless he had the mark, which is the name of the beast or the number of his name. 18 This calls for wisdom. If 
anyone has insight, let him calculate the number of the beast, for it is man's number. His number is 666. 

Greek Uncials (=upper case) 

 
 

This is an example of a Greek marble inscription 
(επιγραφ7) with extremely legible text. It is 
Athenian from the 1st century, CE (AD), and 
clearly shows how ancient Greek script was 
written: uncial letters only, no spaces, no 
diacritics.  

The writer here may have had to squeeze a 
couple letters for lack of space (ends of lines 2 & 
3).  Presumably it was a sign outside a library.  
The only thing hard to read might be that the 
sigma (Σ) in this period was written as a ‘Σ’, 
(lunate sigma) and is squared off in this 
inscription. 

 

 



 

Hellenistic Greek font 

 

Actual Greek Papyrus  (John 1.1-4– Bodmer Papyrus [p 75])                        

 
 



John 1.1-4 
1 vν ?ρχ0 wν O λ#γοσ, κα  O λ#γοσ wν πρKσ τKν θε:ν, κα  θε;σ wν O λ#γοσ. 2 οxτοσ wν !ν ?ρχ0 πρKσ τKν θε:ν. 3 πBντα δι’ α&το* !γIνετο, κα  χωρ σ 
α&το* !γIνετο ο&δy \ν z γIγονεν 4 !ν α&τ( ζω> !στιν, κα  : ζω> wν τK φ@σ τ@ν =νθρ?πων. [bold = abbreviations in the text using overlines] 
 
1 In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. 2 He was in the beginning with God. 3 All things were made 
through him, and without him was not any thing made that was made. 4 In him was life, and the life was the light of men. 
 

Solution to the epigraphy on p. 3: 
Βυβλιον ουκ εξενεχθησεται επει ω�οσα�εν : Ανυγησεται απο ωρασ πρωτησ �εχρι εκτησ  
 
A book does not leave, as we promised. It will be open from the first hour until the ninth. 
 

Keyboard layouts: (see web page for installation instructions) 

 
 

Adding diacritics to Greek is tricky.  Modern Greek is monotonic (only uses a single generic accent), so if that is OK with you, it is easy: 
semicolon + vowel.  Polytonic Greek (used in the Bible and most ancient literature) is more difficult.  It is described on this site if you really 
want to go there: http://nathanbauman.com/nathanbaumanhowtotypeingreek.html.  I also have a Word macro for translating from a simple 
markup to polytonic Unicode, which I would be happy to share. 

 
 



 

 

 


