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Chapter 3

The Alphabet and Pronunciation

The Greek Alphabet

3.1 The Greek alphabet has twenty-four letters.1

to learn the English name, small letters, and pronunciation. The translit-
erations2 will help. In our texts today, capitals are used only for proper 

3 
There is some disagreement as to the correct pronunciation of a few of the 
letters; these are marked in the footnotes. I have chosen the standard pro-
nunciations that will help you learn the language the easiest.

1 There were several more, but they dropped out of use before the Classical period. In 

2 A transliteration is the equivalent of a letter in another language. For example, the Greek 
“beta” (b) is transliterated with the English “b.” This does not mean that a similar combina-
tion of letters in one language has the same meaning as the same combination in another. 
kat does not mean “cat.” But the Greek “b” and the English “b” have the same sounds and 
often similar functions, and therefore it is said that the English “b” is the transliteration of 
the Greek “beta.”
3 Originally the Bible was written in all capital letters without punctuation, accent marks, 
or spaces between the words. John 1:1 began, ENARCHHNOLOGOS. Capital letters, or 
“majuscules,” were used until the sixth century A.D. (“Uncials” are a form of capital let-
ters.) “Cursive” script is like our handwriting where the letters are joined together. Cursive 
script started being used in the third century A.D. In Greek texts today, John 1:1 begins, =En 
ajrch:/ h\n oJ lovgoV.

Overview

I start each chapter with an overview of what you will be learning. This will 
give you a feel for what is to come, and should also be an encouragement 
when you see that there is not too much information in each chapter.

In this chapter you will learn:

to write and pronounce the alphabet (consonants, vowels, diphthongs);

that “breathing marks” are on every word beginning with a vowel.

Footnotes in the Grammar are not necessary to learn, although they are often inter-
esting. The footnotes in the Workbook, however, are important.
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8 Basics of Biblical Greek

Notice the many similarities among the Greek and English letters, not only 
in shape and sound but also in their respective order in the alphabet. The 
Greek alphabet can be broken down into sections. It will parallel the Eng-

natural divisions.

The following chart shows the name of the letter (in English and Greek), 
the English transliteration (in italics), the letter written as a capital and as a 
small letter, and its pronunciation.

Alpha a[lfa a A a a  as in father4

Beta bh:ta b B b b  as in Bible
Gamma gavmma g G g g  as in gone
Delta devlta d D d d  as in dog
Epsilon e] yilovn e E e e  as in met
Zeta zh:ta z Z z z  as in daze
Eta h\ta  H h e  as in obey
Theta qh:ta th Q q th  as in thing
Iota  i I i i  as in intrigue5

Kappa kavppa k K k k  as in kitchen
Lambda lavmbda l L l l  as in law
Mu mu: m M m m  as in mother
Nu nu:  N n n  as in new
Xi xiæ x X x x  as in axiom
Omicron o] mikrovn o O o o  as in not6

Pi piæ p P p p  as in peach
Rho  r R r r  as in rod
Sigma  s S s/V s  as in study
Tau tau: t T t t  as in talk

Upsilon u\ yilovn u/y7 U u u  as the German ü8

Phi fiæ ph F f ph  as in phone

4 Technically, the alpha can be long or short, but the difference in time required to distin-
guish the two is so miniscule that for now just concentrate on saying the alpha as the “a” in 
“father.” 

In standard pronunciation, the sound of the short alpha was not different from the sound 
of the long alpha; the short alpha does not go to the sound of the “a” in “hat.” There is 
much discussion on this type of issue among scholars.
5 The iota can be either long (“intrigue”) or short (“intrigue”). Listen to how your teacher 
pronounces the words and you will pick up the differences.
6 The omicron is pronounced by some with a long “o” sound as in the word “obey.” It is 
pronounced by others with a short “o” sound as in the word “not.” In modern Greek it is 
long as is omega. Standard pronunciation uses a short o sound in order to differentiate the 
omicron from the omega.
7 When upsilon occurs as a single vowel (i.e., not preceded by a vowel), it is transliterated 
as a “y.” uJpevr becomes hyper. aujtovV becomes autos.
8 Other suggestions are the u in “universe” and the oo in “book.”

To see how modern 
pronunciation is dif-
ferent, get the down-
load from the class 
website on Chapter 3. 
Here is where they are 
different.

b  as “v” in “vase
g  as “y” in “yes” 
(when followed by 
e, h, i, or u) or “ch” 
in “loch” (when fol-
lowed by a, o, or )
d  as “th” in “the”
h  as “ee” in “feet”
i  as the long “i” in 
“intrigue”
o  as “o” in “note”
r  has a slight trilled 
sound
u  as short “i” in 
“intrigue”
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9Chapter 3. The Alphabet and Pronunciation

Chi ciæ ch C c ch  as in Loch9 
Psi yiæ ps Y y ps  as in lips
Omega   o  as in tone

3.2 Writing the Letters

1. Notice how a b d e i k o V t and u look like their English 
counterparts.

2. In Greek there are four letters that are transliterated by two letters. 

q is th

f is ph

c is ch

y is ps

3. It is important that you do not confuse the following.

h (eta) with the English “n” 
n (nu) with the “v” 
r (rho) with the “p” 
c (chi) with the “x” or 

 (omega) with the “w”

4. There are two sigmas in Greek. V occurs only at the end of the 
word and s occurs elsewhere: ajpovstoloV.

5. The vowels in Greek are a, e, h, i, o, u, .

3.3 Pronouncing the Letters

1. You will learn the alphabet best by pronouncing the letters out 
loud as you write them, over and over. Be sure to listen to the sum-
mary lecture on Teknia.com for practice.

2. The name of a consonant is formed with the help of a vowel, but the 
sound of the consonant does not include that vowel. For example, m 
is the letter “mu,” but when mu appears in the word, there is no “u” 
sound.

3. The following letters sound just like their English counterparts: a b g 
d e i k l m n o p r s/V t. 

4. Gamma (g) usually has a hard “g” sound, as in “get.” However, when 
it is immediately followed by g, k, c, or x, it is pronounced as a “n.”

 For example, the word a[ggeloV is pronounced “angelos” (from which 
we get our word “angel”). The gamma pronounced like a “n” is called 
a gamma nasal.10

5. Alpha and iota can be either long or short. Epsilon and omicron are 
always short while eta and omega are always long.

 “Long” and “short” refer to the relative length of time it requires to 
pronounce the vowel. In the case of iota, the sound of the vowel actu-
ally changes as well.

9 Pronounced with a decided Scottish accent.
10 Most gamma nasals are formed from the gg combination.

It is fun to use the Greek 
alphabet to write out Eng-
lish words. Of course, they 
aren’t really Greek words, 
but they do help you get 
familiar with the alpha-
bet. What English words 
do the following refer to? 
When done, write out a 

few of your own.
bed, kat, bill, ball, sit, 
stand, flufe (someone’s 
dog), red bull, fhsbouk, 

tex.
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10 Basics of Biblical Greek

3.4 Breathing marks

Greek has two breathing marks. Every word beginning with a vowel or 
rho has a breathing mark.

The rough breathing is a +
“h” sound to the word. uJpevr is pronounced “huper.” Every word that 
begins with a rho or upsilon takes a rough breathing.

The smooth breathing is a = -
nounced. ajpovstoloV is pronounced “apostolos.”

If a word begins with a capital single vowel, the breathing is placed before 
the vowel (e.g., =Isaavk).

3.5 Pronouncing diphthongs

1. A diphthong is two vowels that produce one sound. The second 
vowel is always an i or an u. They are pronounced as follows.11

ai as in aisle ai

ei as in eight ei

oi as in oil oi

au as in sauerkraut aujtovV

ou as in soup oujdev

ui as in suite uiÔovV

eu, hu as in feud12 eujquvV / hu[xanen

 ui and hu are less common than the others. 

2. An improper diphthong is made up of a vowel and an iota subscript. 
An iota subscript is a small iota written under the vowels a, h, or  (a/, 
h/, ) and normally is the last letter in a word. This iota has no effect 
on the pronunciation but is essential for translation, so pay close atten-
tion to it.

h/ grafh:/

3. If a word begins with a diphthong, the breathing mark is placed over 
the second vowel of the diphthong ( , Ai“guptoV).

-
thong, but in the case of this word do not. To show that these two 
vowels are pronounced as two separate sounds, a diaeresis (  & ) is 
placed over the second vowel.

 ai normally forms a diphthong, but in the case of =Hsai¯aV, the diaer-
esis indicates that ai forms two separate sounds: =H sa i¯ aV. Cf. naïve 
in English.

11  is used in Classical Greek, but occurs in the New Testament only in the name  
where there is always a diaeresis, indicating that it is not a diphthong.
12 Some suggest that the pronunciation of hu is the same as saying “hey you” if you run the 
words together.

Here is how the diph-
thongs are different in 
modern Greek.

ai  as “e” in “hen”
ei  as “ee” in “meet”
oi  as “ee” in “meet”
au  as “af” or “av”
eu  as “eff” or “ev”
ui  as the short ”i” in 
“intrigue”
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11Chapter 3. The Alphabet and Pronunciation

Advanced Information

In most of the chapters there is information that some teachers consider essential, 
but others do not. I have included that kind of information in the Advanced Infor-
mation section of each chapter.

3.6 Capital letters. If you want to learn capitals, notice that there are very 
few unexpected forms. The unusual ones are in blue. Notice which 
ones might be confusing (X Q, S E, R and the English P).

capital small capital small

A a N n 

B b X x

G g O o

D d P p

E e R r

Z z S s/V

H h T t

Q q U u

I i F f

K k C c

L l Y y

M m W

Summary

1. It is essential that you learn the Greek alphabet right away. You cannot learn 
anything else until you do.

2. Learn the English name, how to write the small letter, and how to pronounce 
the letter.

3. The vowels in Greek are a, e, h, i, o, u, and .

4. Every word beginning with a vowel must have either a rough or smooth 
breathing mark. If the word begins with a diphthong, the breathing mark is 
over the second vowel. If the word begins with a single vowel and is capital-

5. A diphthong consists of two vowels pronounced as a single sound. The sec-
ond vowel is always an iota or upsilon.

vowel. The iota subscript does not affect pronunciation but is important in 
translation.

Now write these English words 
with Greek letters:

computer, Skype, Bible (write 
as “Bibel”), program, thud, 

monster drink (with gamma 
nasal). 

What are some more English 
words you could practice on?
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