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WEEK 1

“Getting to Know You”
Consonants and the History of Hebrew

CHAPTER 1

“It Doesn’t Look Like Greek to Me”
The Hebrew Alphabet

Objectives

Be able to write the letters of the Hebrew consonants in order
Be able to name the letters

Understand the two kinds of Daghesh

Be able to transliterate the Hebrew letters into English letters

LS.

Introduction

If you have skimmed this book at all and found that these letters “do not look
like Greek to you,” that’s a good thing! The Hebrew alphabet is quite different in
appearance from the Greek and, even more, from the English alphabet. I have
decided that the best thing to do is to jump right in to learning the letters and the
vowels and to alternate chapters that supply background information. This will
give you a little extra time to learn the shapes and sounds well.

If you have already learned the Greek alphabet from studying Mounce’s Greek
for the Rest of Us, you will note some similarities with Hebrew, because both the
Greeks and the Israelites got their alphabet from the Phoenicians. The Greeks
simply converted into vowels some of the Semitic letters that represented sounds
that the Greeks didn’t use and added a few extras for Greek sounds not represented



2 The Hebrew Alphabet

in Hebrew. We in turn get the English alphabet from the Greeks through Latin.
Watch for similarities in order and in the names of the Greek letters.

The Hebrew alphabet consists of 22 (some count 23) letters with a total of 28
forms. These 22 (or 23) letters constitute the consonants alone. Originally the vowels,
though pronounced, were not written. We will learn the vowels in chapter three.

This chapter consists of two parts. The first is a writing guide teaching you
the letters. Its purpose is to show you the proper order of strokes to write each
letter. The letters are initially placed in an order to help you distinguish those that
are similar in shape. After you master writing the forms, practice writing them in
alphabetical order. If you want to, you can make flash cards with the letter on one
side and the name of the letter on the other (see www.teknia.com for a document).

Remember three things: (1) Hebrew is read right to left and anytime we write
in Hebrew, it is in Hebrew order; when we write in English it is in English order.
(2) In this chapter we are discussing only the consonants. (3) Have fun with this!
You will enjoy doodling in Hebrew and answering when your friends and family
say, “What's that?”

The second part is a chart of all the forms of the Hebrew alphabet in alphabetical
order. Its purpose is to provide you with the necessary information to learn the
names and the order of the letters, plus a few other things, just for reference.

You may find it helpful to learn the letters in groups: the first five, then the
next five, then the last twelve in three groups of four. Many people learn them in a
song. Also, comparison with the order of the English alphabet will help in learning
(e.g, 1M % 3 <=> kI m n). The last column gives a guide to pronunciation. Since
there were no audio recorders 3,000 years ago, we cannot know exactly how words
were pronounced. In fact, the Bible itself indicates that there were various
pronunciations at different times and places, just as words are pronounced differently
in New York than in North Carolina today. So, the pronunciation guide is
approximate and designed mostly to be helpful for learning.

The Names and Shapes of the Hebrew Letters

The names of the Hebrew letters are simply words that start with that sound.
So, the second letter Bet begins with the sound b. As children we learn phrases like
“A is for apple;” if we named our letters as the Phoenicians did, we would call the
first letter apple. That's not really so strange, though, when you remember that we
have a letter named “double-u.”
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Whereas we write our English letters sitting on the line, Hebrew letters sort of
hang from the upper line. To learn the shapes, Hebrew letters may be categorized
according to length and width. One letter does not reach the lower line; most do
reach the lower line; a few extend below the bottom line; one extends above the
top line. We treat narrow letters first, then wide ones, moving from simple to more
complex strokes.

Directions

Trace the printed strokes starting at the top.
2. Copy the letters in the remaining space.

3. Repeat the name of the letter aloud each time you write it (a rhyming English
word is in italics below the name of each letter to indicate proper vowel
sounds).

Narrow Letters

Final Nun
""""""""""""""""""""" " noon
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Kaph
____________________________________ _ cough

------------------------- D&

------------------------- b i

__________________________________ Samek
saw deck

___________________________ R I Qof
laof
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Resh
ray + sh

......................... ERRERL
......................... A3 .

_________________________ _ R _ R Taw

cow

L Beth

_________________________________ bay + th
[ )

__________________________________ Final Mem
hem
e “umme
_____________________________________ Dalet
ma + let
s Sumee
Final Kaf

cough




The Hebrew Alphabet

...................... R’I )\

------------------------- VRES)

------------------------- N2\ -

------------------------- Y)"

------------- LIRS

Alef
ah + ref

Ayin
eyein

Tsade
ma + day

Final Tsade
ma + day

Sin
seen

Shin
Sheen

Mem
hem

Tet
date
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The Hebrew Letters in Alphabetical Order, Etc.

The chart of the Hebrew alphabet is given below. In explanation, let me point

out some things about each column.

1.

The square forms of the letters given above are the shape used in Jesus’ day.
There are six letters known as begadkephat (Beth, Gimel, Daleth, Kaph, Pe,
and Taw) letters that may be written with or without a dot (called a Daghesh)
inside that letter resulting in a change in sound. The Daghesh is present
when these letters begin a syllable and serves to mark their sounds as hard
(or plosive) rather than soft.

There are five letters which, when found at the end of a word, have a form
different than when they are located elsewhere in the word. These are known
as final forms.

Many works use transliteration instead of the Hebrew letters. So, you will
need to be able to convert Hebrew letters into transliterated symbols and
vice versa. Unfortunately, there are a number of different transliteration
systems. The one given here is that used by Gary D. Pratico and Miles V.
Van Pelt, Basics of Biblical Hebrew, 2nd ed. (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2007).

The sounds of the Hebrew letters are approximated by similar sounds
indicated by the sounds of the bold letters in the English words listed in the
last column. Again, we don’t know exactly how they were pronounced but
scholars can come up with a fair approximation by comparison of manuscript
spellings, by comparison of words in cognate languages, and by seeing how
other ancient languages like Greek transliterated Hebrew words.

Finally, the Hebrew letters were also used for numbers (the Greeks followed
them with a similar system).



Name

Alef
Bet

Gimel

Dalet

Waw
Zayin
Het
Tet
Yod
Kaf

Lamed
Mem
Nun
Samek
Ayin
Pe

Tsade
Qof
Resh
Sin
Shin
Taw

Square
Forms

il B T WA O N 5 I O a4

s O d =

Y9 E & JIUKUU YOS JUU

Final
Forms

Trans-
literation

v

~ > N g TR AR 0 I

"l 3 T

an Y Qe |’

I~ == Ox

Modern
Sound

(silent)
boy

very

girl

girl

dog

the

help

way

zero
chemistry
tin

yell
kangaroo
chemistry
loud
marry
noun

see
(silent)
paint

photograph

hits
kangaroo
red

see

shed

tin

thin

The Hebrew Alphabet

Numeric
Vaule

30
40
50
60
70
80

90

100
200
300
300
400
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The Other Kind of Daghesh

As I explained above, the Daghesh serves to indicate a hard (or plosive)
sound in the begadkephat letters and occurs only in these six letters. This particular
Daghesh is called the Daghesh Lene. There is another Daghesh, called the Daghesh
Forte, that indicates the doubling of a letter. So, ¥ without Daghesh Forte is
transliterated ¢, and ¥ with Daghesh Forte is transliterated ¢ Daghesh Forte can
occur in any letter (including the begadkephat letters) except for R, 7, 1T, ¥, and 7.
These four letters are called guttural letters (because the sounds are made in the
back of the throat) and cannot be doubled.

Exercises

1. On a separate sheet of paper, practice writing the letters of the alphabet in
alphabetical order. (a) Write each letter five times, repeating the name of the
letter each time you write it; begin with Alef, then Beth without Daghesh
and Beth with Daghesh, etc., not forgetting the five final forms. (b) You
might sing the “Hebrew Alef Beth” song in the appendix. Then (c) write
each letter once in alphabetical order, again naming the letter as you write.
Complete the alphabet five times.

2. Below are the words from Isa 66:17. For now, treat the Daghesh in all the
begadkephat letters as Lene and all those in other letters as Forte by writing
the letter twice. So, 2 = b, 2 =b, and ¥ = 7. Below the Hebrew text, copy the
Hebrew words in Hebrew. Below your copy of the Hebrew text, give a
transliteration, remembering that English is transliterated left-to-right.
Finally, alphabetize the words in the verse by writing the number, 1-16,
above each word in the first line to indicate the order. One word is done as
an example.

4

TIN2 TR MR MIEAT OX 2OIT0RT DWW TP
5R
o]
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T ORI 190 1T 20V YRV 01 A S9oN

2. Transliterate the following Hebrew words.

DR "DOR
R Tta
NN alihi
T3 ale
nIIan i

3. Transliterate each of the following biblical names back into Hebrew letters.
Can you figure out who or what they represent? You will need to supply
the vowels in English.

Transliteration Hebrew English Name
a. §lmh fadj Solomon

b. byt lhm

c. rwt

d. bymlk

e.dwd

t.°brm

g. dnmy’l

h. bnymyn

i. yhzg’l
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Advanced Information and Curious Facts

You may wonder how we know the order of the Hebrew alphabet. The answer
comes from Hebrew poetry. There are a number of poems in the Bible that are
alphabetic acrostic poems; that is, the first word of each verse begins with a successive
letter of the alphabet. This is almost impossible to bring out in English. The best
example is Ps 119. The reason it has 176 verses is because 176 is a multiple of 22 (by
a factor of 8). Each group of eight verses begins with the same letter of the alphabet.
Many English versions give the name of each letter at the beginning of each stanza.

One more interesting tidbit. Rev 13:16 says the number of the beast out of the
earth is the number of a man, 666 (six hundred sixty-six). One of the ancient
identifications of him was Nero. How did they come up with this? Someone realized
that if you take the Latin name Nero Caesar and transliterate it into Hebrew (with
an additional Hebraizing final Nun), the sum of the numeric values of the Hebrew
letters is 666. Here we go:

Caesar Neron

T 0P 1101

200+ 60+ 100+ 50+ 6+ 200+ 50

=666





