BIBLICAL HEBREW

An Introductory Grammar



1. The Alphabet

LESSON I

Name Form Final Form Transliteration Pronunciation Modern Script  Block
“Alef N ¥ Silent letter /e ~x
bét a b B as in Boy ) 2 |

- v V as in Vine J - |
gimél A g G as in Go ¢ A

p! g G as in Go c A
dalat R d D as in Dare 3 T

i | d D as in Dare 9 T
hé’ | h H as in His ) il
vav 1 v V as in Vine ! 1
zdyin Y z Z as in Zeal o) T
hét M h CH as in BaCH N n
tét o t T as in Tall 0 1
yod ’ y Y as in Yes : "
kaf = k K as in Keep 3 o |

- 9 kh CH as in BaCH 3 P =R |
limed ‘7 1 L as in Let d ‘7
mém = ) m M as in Met N P na
niin J ] n N as in Net J | 1]
simékh O S S as in Ser 0o D
dyin bof . Silent letter .1 V
pé ) P P as in Pet 2 & a

) !1 f F as in Far ) a "-l
side p P s TS as in NeTs 3 & Xy
qof P q K as in Keep » p
rés§ S R as in Rule L 1
§in w § S as in Ser e 7]
§in @ § SH as in SHine € W
tav n t T as in Tall N n

n t T as in Tall n n




I.L1 _THE ALPHABET

Notes:

L1 The pronunciation recommended here is based upon that used in modern
Hebrew. It is known as the Sephardic pronunciation.

1.2 A point is placed under h when it transliterates M, under t when it
transliterates ¥, and under $ when it transliterates 3. This is to distinguish these
letters from others that have similar sounds.

1.3 There are twenty-two letters in the Hebrew alphabet. This number is
arrived at by counting & and ¥ as variant forms of the same letter.

1.4 The Hebrew alphabet contains no vowels, but only consonants, This is
because ancient Hebrew was written without vowels. Its correct pronunciation was
based upon an oral tradition handed down from generation to generation. A written
vowel system was devised in the period between A.D. 500 and 1000 for the primary
purpose of preserving the oral tradition. A text without vowels is called “an
unpointed text.” Synagogue scrolls even today are written with an unpointed text, as
are most books, magazines, and newspapers printed in Modern Hebrew. The written
vowels are of great benefit to the beginning student and will be studied in Lesson 2.

1.5 The first letter in the alphabet is R (al&f), but it must not be confused

with English “2” or Greek “alpha” (a). The latter two are vowels, while R is
always a consonant.

1.6 Hebrew is written and read from right to left. Thus the letters of the
alphabet should be written as follows:
nw‘&;wpxsnc:mba*nnnnﬂaax

But they should be read as follows: "dlef, bét, gimél, etc.
L7 There are no capital letters in Hebrew.

1.8 Each letter in the alphabet represents the initial consonant of the
Hebrew name for that letter, The Hebrew names (minus vowels) are as follows:

SO v ) Mmoay o a9 gp
2 ma @ mR (14 M o) whs
3 " @ e s e en e
@ o0 ™ e Iy e
5 R an 83 a7 we (22) n
(6) noaz me oagy M



THE ALPHABET 1.1

1.9 Six Hebrew consonants, 3, 3, T, 3, B, P, may appear either with
or without a dot placed within them. The dot is called a dagesh lene. The dot will
normally be required when one of these six consonants begins a new word. It may
even be required when one of them begins a new syllable within a word. Rules
governing the use of the dagesh lene will be studied later.

A convenient device for remembering the consonants that sometimes accept a
dagesh lene is to memorize the artificial words BeGaD KeFaT, where B=3, G = 3,
D=9,K=3,F=9,and T=1.

In Modern Hebrew pronunciation, the presence or absence of the dagesh lene
affects the pronunciation of three of the BeGaD KeFaT letters, namely 3, D, and B.
With the dagesh lene their pronunciation is hard. Without it their pronunciation is
soft. The other three consonants, 3, ™, and P, are always given a hard sound,
regardless of whether or not they have a dagesh lene.

4 =b,but 2 v 2 =g,and 3 =g
2 =k but 3 kh M =d,and T =d
D =p,but D =f Pl =t,and N =t

1.10 Vav is pronounced like v in “vine.” The same is true of the letter bét
without the dagesh lene. Note also that an alternate name for the letter vav is waw,
pronounced like the letter w in “we.”

L.11 Five letters take special forms when they stand at the end of a word.
Note that four of the final forms extend below the line, which is not the case with
regular consonants, except in the case of 2

Regular forms 22303
Final forms T810°Y
1.12 Five of the consonants, X, M, M, ¥, and sometimes 9, are classified

as gutturals, because of their having originally been pronounced in the throat. Their
distinctive characteristics will be studied later.

1.13 Certain letters are classified as sibilants because of their “s” sounds.
They are 1, O, ¥, &, and ¥. Their presence in certain verb forms influences the
writing of these forms (cf. XIV.36.4, p. 110).

1.14 Individual Hebrew letters stand alone and are not joined to each other,
except in modern script.



I__EXERCISES

EXERCISES

The exercises included in each lesson are designed to help the student apply
the principles studied in that lesson. Examples used in the lessons and exercises will
for the most part be taken verbatim from the Hebrew Bible. This will account for
the different ways in which the same word may sometimes be written. The style of
the author and the demands of the context may alter the form in which a particular
word appears.

1. Write a full line of each of the letters of the Hebrew alphabet.
2. Learn to pronounce the letters in proper order from R to .

3. Transliterate the following verse (Ezek. 38:12, one of twenty-six verses containing
all the letters of the alphabet).

DY TR NI M W TT 2WAY 13 139 95w Seuie
PORA W30 5p 3wt ;apy maps ny oo noND

4. Practice pronouncing the letters in the verse above in the order in which they
occur, reading from right to left.

5. Locate and identify all the final forms of letters that occur in the verse above.

6. Transliterate the Hebrew names for all consonants as they appear in paragraph
L.1.8, pp. 2f.

Example: ’]'?N =lf
M2 = byt; etc.

7. Certain letters are similar in form and thus easily confused. Examine the
following letters and learn to identify each by name.

(1) a, >, b (6) L "
@ 5 p Mm B, ©
(3) a, p! (8) u, »n
@ T © 0N n
& T aon v % p

8. Certain letters sound alike. Learn to identify these letters by name.
(1) O, & -5, asin Set (4 2, Y -V, asin Vine
(2) 3, P -K. asin Keep (5) M, O3 - CH, asin BaCH
G) B, P -T,asinTall () N, I - silent letters



EXERCISES 1

9. What do the letters in each of the following groups have in common?
B RNeE3"nas
2 B 53

® raie

TYAAN

10. Transliterate the following proper names and try to identify them from their
consonantal forms. A reference is given to indicate where each may be found in the

Hebrew Bible.

(1) oR® o2

(2) Po3
(3) 1"1°33
(4) 3
(5) 2193
(6) W
(7) "
(8) [an
(9 R
(10) 113
(11) N
(12) %3
(13) NS
(14) 12%
(15) e

(16) TX¥NITI2)

11. Practice spelling aloud the names listed above.

Example:

DAY M3, “bét-yod-tav/liméd-hét—(final) mém.”

(Mic. 5:1; Eng. 5:2) (17)

(Num. 22:2)
(Gen. 42:4)
(Gen. 30:11)
(Josh. 5:9)
(Gen. 46:28)
(1 Sam. 16:23)
(Gen. 16:1)
(2 Kgs. 18:1)
(Gen. 12:5)
(Gen. 35:10)
(Num. 13:6)
(Gen. 29:16)
(Gen. 24:29)
(Exod. 2:10)

(2 Kgs. 24:1)

(18)
(19)
(20)
(21
(22)
(23)
(24)
(25)
(26)
(27)
(28)
(29)
(30)
(31)
(32)

M
D70

ey
1IN
WP
mpan
on=
DRRaN
ek
T
Do
e
ow

=1
AR N
piels)

(2 Sam. 7:3)
(Gen. 13:13)
(Gen. 25:25)
(Deut. 1:1)
(Gen. 14:7)
(Gen. 22:23)
(Gen. 29:6)
(Gen. 17:5)
(Gen. 17:15)
(Dan. 1:7)
(Judg. 9:6)
(2 Sam. 12:24)
(Gen. 9:23)
(2 Kgs. 22:9)
(Ezek. 3:15)

(Gen. 38:6)



LESSON I1I

2. Vowels

Ancient Hebrew had no written system of vowels. The language was read
and spoken according to an oral tradition handed down from generation to
generation.

At an early period in the development of the language certain consonants
began to function not only as consonants but also as vowel indicators. Thus N and
1 were used to indicate “a” class vowels, ¥ to indicate “e” and “i” class vowels, and
1 to indicate “0” and “u” class vowels. Early Hebrew grammarians coined the term
matres lectionis (literally, “mothers of reading”) to designate these letters. The two
consonants most frequently used as vowel indicators are ® and Y.

Table of Full Vowels

Position
Name Sign with Sound [Hustration
Consonant
1. qimas - R i, as in car 3$ father
2. pitih - N i, as in car N2 daughter
3. sére . N €, as in they "R God
4. séré-yod . N €, as in they N2 house of
5. segol N &, as in met ‘7,3127 shekel
6. hiréq-yod v, N i, as in marine N7 she
7. hirgq u N i, as in sir B with
hélém t 33 0, as in row N2 not
hélém-viv 3 N 0, as in row SIN light
10.  gadmés-hatif . N O, as in cost '7; all of
1. sireq ] N i, as in rule N he
12.  qibbiis N i, as in pull TU’W table

(A minah appears under the word *"PW to indicate the accented syllable. This
practice will be followed throughout this grammar whenever a word is accented on a
syllable other than the final syllable.)



YOWELS 11.2

Notes:

2.1 The vowels listed above are designated full vowels in order to
distinguish them from the half-vowels, which will be discussed later.

2.2 For grammatical purposes these vowels are divided into long vowels and
short vowels. This distinction will be especially important for our understanding of
the formation of nouns and verbs.

(1) The long vowels include qamés, séré, séré-yod, hiréq-yod, hélem,
hél&ém-vav, and §iréq. In order to indicate the long vowels that include one of the
vowel letters (matres lectionis) a circumflex accent is used in representing their
sound. Thus séré-ydd ( % ) is represented as &, hiréq-yod ( ° ) as i, hélém-vav
(1) as 8, and sfiréq ( 1) as 4. These vowels can never be shortened and are
therefore said to be characteristically or unchangeably long.

(2) The short vowels are pitih, segol, hiréq, gamés-hatéf, and qibbiis.
(Note that in Modern Hebrew, pitih is pronounced exactly like gamés. In this

grammar, however, it is transliterated as “4” in order to distinguish it from gam@s,
which is transliterated as “a”.)

2.3 The sounds given in the table above only roughly approximate those of
spoken Hebrew. Often in the spoken language no noticeable distinction is made
between hiréq-yod and hiréq, or between siiréq and qibbis, just as no distinction is
made between gamés and pitih.

2.4 Most of the vowels stand directly below the consonants with which they
are to be pronounced. The exceptions are holém, hdlém-vav, and §iiréq.

2.5 The vowels were originally designed so that they could be inserted into
a consonantal text without actually lengthening the text. In other words, a pointed
text (one supplied with vowels) of a given book of the Hebrew Bible should be
exactly the same length as the unpointed text of the same book. This means that the
ydds in seré-ydd and hiréq-ydd, as well as the vavs in hélém-vay and 3firéq, were
already present in the consonantal text of Hebrew manuscripts (as matres lectionis)
before they were pointed as vowels. It was the consonants and not the vowels that
determined the length of Hebrew texts.

2.6 Qamés (,) and qamés-hatlf () have the same form, although ‘one
represents a long “a” class vowel and the other a short “0” class vowel. Qimés-
hitif occurs either where a hélém has been shortened [cf. XVII.47.2(1), p. 158;
Glossary, “Shortening of Vowels,” p. 442], or as a constituent part of a hitéf-qimas,

as in Pe Guttural verbs [cf. XXII.66.3(2)(b), p. 225].

2.7 When hélém (°) precedes the letter ¥, it may combine with the dot



1.3 _HALF-VOWELS

over the right hand tip of ¥ to produce a single dot that thus serves a double
purpose. Moses’ name, for example, is sometimes written as W, Moséh.

Likewise, whenever hélém follows the letter &, it may combine with the dot
over the left hand tip of &. The word for “enemy,” for example, sometimes appears
as NI, sone».

Some printed editions, however, separate the hélém from the diacritical

points over & and @. The Biblia Hebraica Stuttgartensia (BHS) is one such edition.
It thus prints “Moses” as M3 and “enemy” as NIw.

2.8 Hb6IEm and hélém-vav are often used interchangeably. For example,
the masculine plural adjective for “good” may be written either as DY3W, to-vim, or
as DM, ro-vim.

2.9 One sometimes encounters a pétih-yod or a qimes-yod at the end of a
Hebrew word. These two combinations sound alike and are pronounced somewhat
like “ai” in the word “aisle,” except the “a” sound is always long.

Whenever the consonant vav ( 1) is added to this ending, as often happens
in plural noun endings, the resultant sound is simply that of long “a” followed by
“v." Thus the word for “his sons,” Y733 (Gen. 9:8), is pronounced ba-niav. A
circumflex accent over the second qdmés indicates that it has combined with the yod
to form a characteristically long vowel. The following vav functions as the final
consonant in the word.

3. Half-Vowels

In addition to the full vowels listed above, Hebrew makes use of other
vowels that could best be described as semi-vowels or half-vowels. They represent
full vowels that have been abbreviated for phonetical purposes.

In order to understand half-vowels, we must begin with the ¥eva (NEWI),
hereafter referred to as sheva. .

There are two classes of sheva, the vocal sheva and the silent sheva. Our
concern here is with the former. The vocal sheva is written like a modern colon,
except that it is placed below the line. It stands underneath a consonant either at the
beginning of a word or at the beginning of a syllable within a word. The first vowel
sound in the Hebrew Bible is a vocal sheva, PYZRND, beresir, “in (the) beginning”
(Gen. 1:1). -

Note that in this example the vocal sheva is represented in transliteration by
a small “e” raised above the line. It has a short, abbreviated sound, pronounced
somewhat like the first syllable in the word “severe.” The Hebrew word for
“covenant,” for example, is [1M3, (berir), pronounced as if it were written “breet.”
Likewise, the word for “fruit,” Y8 (peri), has a pronunciation which sounds like
“pree.” '

The simple vocal sheva may also be combined with three of the short vowels



EXERCISES 1II

to form compound shevas. Compound shevas are still to be classified as half-vowels
and as such they are always vocal and never silent. Compound shevas arose because
of the difficulty of pronouncing the gutturals (X, M, M, Y, and sometimes M) with
simple vocal shevas. Normally, therefore, a simple vocal sheva will not appear
beneath a guttural but will be replaced by one of the three compound shevas.

The three short vowels found in compound shevas are pitih, s€gol, and
qamés-hatif.

- plus . equals -, , called hatéf-pitih
plus ., equals ... , called hatéf-segol

+ plus . equals ., , called hitéf-qamés

The hatéf-pitih (-,) is sounded like a hurried pétih, the hatéf-segsl (...) as a
hurried s€gol, and the hatéf-gamés (,.) as a hurried qimés-hatif. (Please note that

+. always represents a half-vowel of the “0” class and never of the “a” class.)
Examples of words written with gutturals followed by compound shevas:

(1) IR dni, translated “T”

(2) Ef'-ili_s *€no¥, translated “man, mankind”

(3) 'bl:l holi, translated “sickness”
EXERCISES

1. Write each letter of the alphabet with each of the vowel signs given in the table
of full vowels.

Example:§’lN§‘tNRS‘8§”Sl}§B§

etc. 3 %3 3 3 3
2. Practice pronouncing the letters with the vowels until you are thoroughly familiar
with the sounds.

3. The following combinations of Hebrew letters and vowels sound like English
words with which you are familiar. However, the combinations for the most part
have no meaning in Hebrew. See if you can discover an English word that matches
each of the sounds.

Example:
AR =-gg, pronounced like “egg”
"W = ar, pronounced like “are”
M3 = beér, pronounced like “bait”

9
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(1
(2)
(3)
(4)
(5)
(6)
(7
(8)

4. We learned that ¥ and Y can function not
(matres lectionis). See if you can determine w

0
e
na
™3
mia
>3
13
1A

(9)

(10)
(an
(12)
(13)
(14)
(15)
(16)

(17)
(18)
(19)
(20)
(21
(22)
(23)
(24)

consonant and which use it as a vowel.

(m
(2)

1=

’

gkl

(3)
(4)

™

e
i 1]
(=)
o
wn
P3
">
pal-

(5)
(6)

5. See if you can determine which of the
and which employ it as a vowel.

6. Point the following words (su

(1

or word list.

7. Listed below are the letters of the alphabet written
Transliterate the Hebrew names for these letters

(1)
2
(3)
(4)
(5)
(6)

(1)
(2)

(

MR
DeNR

2) o

(3)
(4)

Do n
““n

(3) PN

(4) @

(5)
(6)

(25)
(26)
(27)
(28)
(29)
(30)
(31)
(32)

e
wia

ht~lp
3N

(33)
(34)
(35)
(36)
(37)
(38)
(39)
(40)

K
o

(5) 3

(7)
(8)

6) D

non
Mmany

ae
1o
N°D
LE
ns
"
bl
it

only as consonants but also as vowels
hich of the following words use Y as a

following words employ ¥ as a consonant

pply them with vowels) by consulting a dictionary

in their full Hebrew forms.
and practice pronouncing them.

Example: ']'71‘5, alef; 53, bét; ete. [The accent mark used in ']"‘hs and

elsewhere in this list is explained in 8.1(1).]

N7
nha
123
Py
N7
bh|

-

@ m
& nn
9 Ny
(10 =9
ap 83

(12) 'fpf,j

(13)
(14)
(15)
(16)
(17)
(18)

o
m
20
Py
ND
-

(190 7P
(200 @™
2D P

e
22



