
Biblical Hebrew: A 
Comprehensive Introduction
Discover the sacred language that shaped religious history and continues to 
fascinate scholars worldwide. This comprehensive guide takes you through the 
foundations of Biblical Hebrew, from its ancient origins to modern linguistic 
applications.



Course Overview

01

Origins of the Hebrew Language
Explore the historical development and 
linguistic evolution of Hebrew from ancient 
times

02

The Hebrew Alphabet
Master the unique consonantal writing 
system and its characteristics

03

Vowel Systems
Understand the Masoretic pointing system 
and vowel notation

04

Grammar Fundamentals
Learn syllable formation, articles, prepositions, and noun structures

05

Advanced Elements
Study pronouns, adjectives, numerals, and comparative forms



About This Course
This instructional material is designed for students of Biblical Hebrew and academic 
readers in Portuguese interested in linguistic and exegetical study. The grammar 
lessons that follow are extracted from an essential scholarly work.

Important Note: Students are strongly encouraged to acquire the 
complete work by A.R. Gusso, "Gramática instrumental do hebraico: passo 
a passo" (São Paulo: Edições Vida Nova, 2021) to deepen their knowledge 
of Biblical Hebrew.



Origins of the Hebrew Language



What is Biblical Hebrew?

Biblical Hebrew (עברית, ivrit) is a Semitic language belonging to the 
Afro-Asiatic language family. The term "Semitic" indicates that, like 
Arabic and Persian, its precise origin remains somewhat unknown 
but traces back to ancient Near Eastern civilizations.

The foundational texts of the Bible, particularly the Torah, which 
Orthodox Jews believe was written during the time of Moses 
approximately 3,300 years ago, were composed in what scholars call 
"Classical Hebrew."



The Sacred Language

Lashon HaKodesh
Jews have always called it ןÙש לש×ÙקØ 
(Lashon haKodesh), meaning "The 
Sacred Language," believing it was 
chosen to transmit God's message to 
humanity.

Classical Challenge
Classical Hebrew presents unique 
challenges: without vowels in the original 
alphabet, it is phonetically difficult to 
pronounce and decipher without 
specialized knowledge.

Religious Significance
Despite practical challenges, the 
language maintained its sacred status 
throughout Jewish history, preserving 
religious texts and traditions.



Historical Transformation: From 
Jerusalem to Babylon
After the first destruction of Jerusalem by the Babylonians in 586 BCE, Hebrew 
underwent a significant transformation. When the Jews returned to the Land of 
Israel, Classical Hebrew was gradually replaced in daily use by Aramaic, becoming 
primarily a regional language used in liturgy, Mishnaic study (part of the Talmud), 
and commerce.

During the time of Yeshua (Jesus), this classical language was still spoken by 
priests, Levites, Sadducees, and Pharisaic teachers of the law, but the general 
population used Aramaic as their everyday language.



The Diaspora and Language Preservation

170 CE - Second Temple Destruction
Following Jerusalem's destruction, Jews were gradually 
expelled from the Land of Israel. Those who remained 

experienced influence from many peoples who dominated 
the region. 2 Medieval Period

Hebrew ceased to be used as a national language, becoming 
exclusively liturgical. However, Jewish communities 
maintained literacy for religious study.3Late 19th Century

Hebrew began its revival as a spoken language through 
dedicated revival movements.

4 Modern Era
Hebrew was adopted by the majority of inhabitants in the 
State of Israel, becoming its primary official language 
alongside Arabic.



The Revival: Modern Hebrew Emerges

Hebrew experienced an extraordinary renaissance as a 
spoken language during the late 19th and early 20th 
centuries as Modern Hebrew. This revival incorporated 
elements from various languages that accompanied the 
Jewish Diaspora, including Arabic, Ladino, Yiddish, and other 
tongues spoken by dispersed Jewish communities.

Modern Hebrew (Ivrit) serves as the spoken language for the 
majority of inhabitants of the State of Israel, where it 
functions as the primary official language.



Two Hebrew Traditions

Ivrit - Ancient Hebrew
Historical Period: From the Patriarchal era until the Babylonian 
captivity

Characteristics: Strong Canaanite-Egyptian influence, written in 
ancient Hebrew alphabet still used by Samaritans today

Writing System: Original Hebrew script with distinct letter forms

Ashuri - Modern Hebrew
Historical Period: Adopted after return from Babylonian exile

Characteristics: Derived from Aramaic, uses square alphabet 
script

Evolution: Continued absorbing influences from other languages 
throughout Jewish history, forming basis of contemporary 
Modern Hebrew



The Aramaic Influence
The adoption of Aramaic writing for Hebrew script is attributed to Ezra the Scribe, 
a pivotal figure in Jewish history. When Jews returned from Babylonian exile, they 
began writing the ancient Hebrew language using Aramaic characters—the same 
square alphabet (Ktav Ashuri) that continues to be used in Modern Hebrew today.

This transition marked a significant shift in Jewish written culture, blending the 
sacred Hebrew language with the more widespread Aramaic script system, 
creating a synthesis that would define Jewish textual tradition for millennia.



Ancient Hebrew Origins

Afro-Asiatic Roots
According to scholars, Hebrew belongs to 
the Afro-Asiatic language family that 
likely emerged in Northeast Africa, 
beginning to diverge around the mid-
eighth millennium BCE.

Migration to the Middle East
Proto-Afro-Asiatic speakers expanded 
northward, eventually reaching the 
Middle East and establishing linguistic 
foundations for multiple languages.

Levantine Development
By the late third millennium BCE, 
ancestral languages like Aramaic, 
Ugaritic, and various Canaanite 
languages were spoken in the Levant 
alongside influential Eblaite and 
Akkadian dialects.



The Gezer Calendar: Earliest Hebrew Writing

A Remarkable Discovery
The first written evidence of Hebrew, known as the Gezer Calendar, dates to the 
10th century BCE during the reigns of Kings David and Solomon. This ancient 
artifact presents a list of seasons and their related agricultural activities.

Key Features:

Written in ancient Semitic alphabet related to Phoenician script

Contains no vowels in the original inscription

Doesn't use consonants as vowel substitutes, even where modern spelling 
would require them

Named after the city near which it was discovered



Ancient Writing Systems

Numerous older tablets have been found in the region with similar alphabets in other Semitic languages, such as Proto-Sinaitic script. Scholars 
believe the original letter forms are older than Egyptian hieroglyphic writing, though phonetic values were inspired by the acrophonic principle.

Acrophony Explained: Acrophony is a system where letters in a writing system are named so that each letter's name begins with 
that same letter. For example, "A" might be called "alpha," "amarelo" (yellow), or "amor" (love)—all acrophonic names for the letter A.



Canaanite and Phoenician Connections

Common Ancestor
The common ancestor of Hebrew and 
Phoenician is called Canaanite—the first to 
use a distinct Semitic alphabet separate 
from Egyptian writing systems.

Famous Documents
Key ancient Canaanite documents include 
the famous Moabite Stone and the Siloam 
Inscription found near Jerusalem.

Lachish Ostraca
Later Hebrew writings include ostraca 
found near Lachish, describing events 
preceding Jerusalem's final capture by 
Nebuchadnezzar II in 586 BCE.



The Tanakh: Hebrew's Greatest Legacy

The most famous writings originally composed in Hebrew form what 
we call the Tanakh—an acronym designating the collection of sacred 
writings in Judaism. This corpus represents the pinnacle of ancient 
Hebrew literary achievement and continues to influence religious 
thought worldwide.

The Tanakh comprises three major sections: Torah (Teaching), 
Nevi'im (Prophets), and Ketuvim (Writings). These texts preserve 
not only religious teachings but also invaluable linguistic evidence of 
ancient Hebrew at various developmental stages.



The Aramaic Influence Period

Babylonian Empire
The formal language of the Babylonian 
Empire was Aramaic, whose name derives 
from "Aram Naharayim" (Mesopotamia) or 
"Aram" meaning "highlands" in Canaanite—
the ancient name of Syria.

Persian Adoption
The Persian Empire, which conquered 
Babylon decades after the Jewish exile 
began, adopted Aramaic as its official 
administrative language.

Linguistic Relationship
Aramaic is also a Northwest Semitic 
language, quite similar to Hebrew, 
facilitating cultural and linguistic exchange 
between Jewish communities.



Aramaic's Lasting Impact on Hebrew

Aramaic's influence on Hebrew extended far beyond vocabulary, 
fundamentally shaping the language's written form and expression.

Major Contributions:

Numerous borrowed words and expressions, particularly through the 
Talmud and other religious writings

The square alphabet script that replaced earlier Hebrew letters

Grammatical structures and idiomatic expressions

Literary conventions in religious texts



The Evolution of the Hebrew Alphabet
Despite Hebrew letters originally deriving from the Phoenician alphabet used in ancient Israel, they diverged significantly in the hands of both 
Jewish scribes and Mesopotamian scholars. This evolution produced the distinctive "square" form familiar to modern readers.

Writings from this transformative period, particularly the remarkable Dead Sea Scrolls discovered at Qumran, demonstrate an alphabet 
remarkably similar to the square script still used today. These ancient manuscripts provide crucial evidence of Hebrew's orthographic 
development during the Second Temple period.



Language Shift in the Persian Period

1

Initial Shift
Jews living in the northern regions or within the 

Persian Empire gradually adopted Aramaic as their 
primary spoken language.

2

Hebrew's Decline
Hebrew rapidly fell out of common use as a 

vernacular language, though it remained essential 
for religious scholarship.

3

Literary Preservation
The alphabet and script continued to be used for 

sacred literature, ensuring Hebrew's survival 
through religious practice.

4

Aramaic Dominance
For approximately 700 years, Aramaic became the 

vernacular language of the restored Judea.



Famous Aramaic Works

The Targum
Aramaic translations and interpretations 
of Hebrew scriptures, making sacred 
texts accessible to Aramaic-speaking 
Jews

The Talmud
Central text of Rabbinic Judaism, 
combining the Mishnah and Gemara, 
extensively written in Aramaic

Josephus's Works
Writings by the first-century Romano-
Jewish historian, though many were not 
preserved in their original Aramaic form



The Great Dispersion
Following the destruction of Jerusalem and the Second Temple in 70 CE, Jews 
began gradually dispersing from Judea to the rest of the known world. This 
diaspora fundamentally altered the linguistic landscape of Jewish communities, as 
Hebrew became increasingly confined to religious contexts while vernacular 
languages varied by region.

Despite this dispersion, Hebrew maintained its unique position as the language of 
prayer, study, and religious scholarship across all Jewish communities worldwide.



Hebrew as a "Dead" Language

2300

Years Without Native Speakers
Hebrew was not used as a spoken vernacular 

language for approximately 2,300 years, 
making it comparable to Latin as a "dead" 

language.

100%

Literacy Commitment
Jews dedicated tremendous effort to 

maintaining high literacy levels in Hebrew, 
enabling direct access to biblical texts.

1

International Language
Hebrew served as a language of 

communication between Jews of different 
countries, particularly facilitating 

international commerce.



The Masoretes: Guardians of Hebrew

Preserving Pronunciation Through Innovation
The most significant contribution to preserving traditional Hebrew reading 
came from scholars called the Masoretes, who worked between 
approximately the 7th and 10th centuries CE. These meticulous scribes 
developed a revolutionary system to preserve pronunciation.

Their Innovation: The Masoretes created supplementary markings to 
indicate vowel placement, tonic stress, and recitation methods. These 
additions transformed how Hebrew texts could be read and understood 
across generations.



Nekudot: The Vowel Pointing System

1

Sacred Text Integrity
By the Masoretic period, the consonantal text was considered too 
sacred to alter, requiring a non-invasive solution.

2

Diacritic Marks
All markings were added as nekudot—diacritical marks (dots and 
small strokes) placed within and around letters.

3

Preserving Tradition
This system preserved the original consonantal text while 
providing crucial pronunciation guidance for future generations.

4

Modern Usage
The Masoretic pointing system remains the standard for Biblical 
Hebrew texts and educational materials today.



Modern Hebrew Revival



Eliezer Ben-Yehuda: Father of Modern Hebrew

The revival of Hebrew as a spoken language was made possible through the 
extraordinary efforts of one visionary: Eliezer Ben-Yehuda. Previously a 
revolutionary in Czarist Russia, Ben-Yehuda joined the Jewish National Movement 
and emigrated to Palestine in 1881.

Motivated by surrounding ideals of renewal and rejection of Diaspora Jewish 
lifestyle, he dedicated his life to developing a new language that Jews could use for 
everyday communication. His work would transform Hebrew from an ancient 
liturgical language into a living, breathing medium of modern expression.



From Vision to Reality

Initial Resistance
At first, Ben-Yehuda's work was dismissed and despised by many 
who saw Hebrew as too sacred for mundane use.

Growing Recognition
The practical need for a common language among diverse 
immigrant communities became increasingly apparent.

Institutional Support
The Hebrew Language Committee was established, later 
becoming the Academy of the Hebrew Language, which exists to 
this day.

Lasting Legacy
The results of his work and the committee's efforts were 
published in "The Complete Dictionary of Ancient and Modern 
Hebrew."



Building Modern Hebrew Vocabulary
Ben-Yehuda based Modern Hebrew fundamentally on Biblical Hebrew. When the 
committee needed to invent new words for modern concepts absent from ancient 
texts, Ben-Yehuda employed a systematic approach: he searched biblical word 
indices and foreign dictionaries, particularly Arabic sources.

While Ben-Yehuda preferred Semitic roots over European ones, the abundance of 
European-born Hebrew speakers inevitably led to the introduction of many foreign 
words. This linguistic fusion created a rich, adaptable language capable of 
expressing both ancient religious concepts and modern technological realities.



Linguistic Influences on Modern Hebrew

Russian
Particularly evident influence from Eastern 

European Jewish communities

English
Strong impact due to British administration of 
Palestine and ties with the United States

Yiddish
Notable influence, especially in diminutive 
forms and colloquial expressions

Arabic
Important influence as language of Mizrahi 

and Sephardic Jews, Palestinians, and Israeli 
Arabs



Systematic Changes in Hebrew Revival

Grammar Systematization
Biblical syntax was sometimes limited and ambiguous, requiring 

standardization for modern usage. The revival committee 
established clear grammatical rules applicable to everyday 

communication.

Punctuation Adoption
Western punctuation marks were adopted to facilitate reading and 
writing, marking a significant departure from traditional Hebrew 
text formatting and improving clarity for modern readers.



Modern Hebrew Writing Systems

The Square Alphabet
Modern Hebrew is written with an alphabet known as "square script" 
(Ktav Ashuri). This is ultimately the same alphabet derived from 
Aramaic that has been used to copy Hebrew religious books for two 
millennia.

Cursive Hebrew
This alphabet also has a cursive version used for handwriting, which 
differs significantly from the printed square letters but follows the 
same phonetic values.



The Hebrew Alphabet
Understanding the Hebrew writing system is fundamental to mastering Biblical 
Hebrew. The alphabet consists of 22 letters, all consonants, each with unique 
characteristics and forms.



Characteristics of the Hebrew Alphabet

22 Consonants
The Hebrew alphabet comprises 22 consonantal letters, with no 
separate vowel letters in the ancient system

Right-to-Left Writing
Hebrew is written and read from right to left, opposite to English 
and other Western languages

Square Script
Modern Hebrew uses square-shaped letters derived from ancient 
Aramaic script

Vowel Points
Vowels are represented by diacritical marks called nekudot, added 
above, below, or inside consonants



This chart displays the complete Hebrew alphabet with both printed and cursive 
forms. Each letter has a distinct name, numerical value, and pronunciation. Note 
the final forms (sofit) of five letters that appear at the end of words.



Special Letter Forms

Kaf (ß / à)
Regular form à used in middle of words; final form ß appears at word endings

Mem (Ý / Þ)
Open form Þ used in middle positions; closed form Ý used at word end

Nun (ß / à)
Standard form à appears in word middle; elongated form ß concludes words

Pe (ç / è)
Normal form è in word interior; final form ç with descending tail at word end

Tsade (é / ê)
Regular form ê within words; distinctive final form é at word conclusion





The Begadkefat Letters

Six Hebrew consonants can appear with or without a dot (dagesh) inside them, changing their pronunciation. These letters are remembered by 
the mnemonic כפת×ÖÕ (Begadkefat).

Bet/Vet Õ
With dagesh: B sound. Without: V sound

Gimel/Ghimel Ö
With dagesh: hard G. Without: soft G

Dalet/Dhalet ×
With dagesh: D sound. Without: softer DH

Kaf/Khaf כ
With dagesh: K sound. Without: KH (guttural)

Pe/Fe פ
With dagesh: P sound. Without: F sound

Tav/Thav ת
With dagesh: T sound. Without: TH







Guttural Consonants
Hebrew contains several guttural consonants—sounds produced in the throat that have special grammatical behaviors. These letters are ,א, ה, ח 
.ר and sometimes ,ע

Important Note: Guttural letters often resist receiving dagesh (doubling) and affect vowel patterns in predictable ways. 
Understanding guttural behavior is essential for proper Hebrew pronunciation and grammar.



Letter Names and Meanings

Aleph (Õ)
Originally pictured an ox head, representing 
strength and leadership

Bet (Ö)
Depicted a house or tent, symbolizing family 
and dwelling

Gimel (×)
Showed a camel, representing travel and 
commerce



This comprehensive chart shows the complete Hebrew alphabet with pronunciation guides, numerical values, and classification of letter types 
including gutturals, sibilants, and other phonetic categories.



The Vowel System
Unlike English, ancient Hebrew was written without vowels. The Masoretes 
developed a system of dots and dashes called "nekudot" (pointing) to indicate 
vowel sounds.



Understanding Hebrew Vowels

The Hebrew vowel system differs fundamentally from Indo-European 
languages. Vowels are not separate letters but rather diacritical marks 
placed around consonants. This system allows the same consonantal text 
to be read with proper pronunciation.

Key Concepts:

Vowels are marks (nekudot), not letters

Placed above, below, or inside consonants

Essential for correct pronunciation and meaning

Added to the text centuries after original composition



Types of Hebrew Vowels

Short Vowels
Brief vowel sounds represented by simple 

dots or dashes, like patach (ah), segol (eh), 
and hiriq (ee)

Long Vowels
Extended vowel sounds using 
combinations of marks and matres 
lectionis (consonants as vowel helpers)

Reduced Vowels
Ultra-short vowel sounds called shva and 
hatef vowels, indicating minimal or 
transitional sounds

Silent Shva
A special mark indicating no vowel sound, 

like a consonant cluster in English



The Five Vowel Classes

A-Class (Patach/Qamets)
Sound like "ah" in "father"

Patach: short A ( ·)

Qamets: long A (̧)

E-Class (Segol/Tsere)
Sound like "eh" in "bed"

Segol: short E ( ¶)

Tsere: long E (µ)

I-Class (Hiriq)
Sound like "ee" in "see"

Hiriq: short I ( ִ)

Hiriq-Yod: long I (ִי)

O-Class (Holem)
Sound like "oh" in "go"

Holem: long O (¾ or ¾ו)

Qamets Hatuf: short O (½)

U-Class (Qibbuts/Shureq)
Sound like "oo" in "moon"

Qibbuts: short U ( ¿)

Shureq: long U (Àו)



The Shva: Silent or Vocal?

Silent Shva (Shva Nakh)

Indicates no vowel sound between consonants, like the consonant 
cluster in "str-ong"

Appears at the end of closed syllables

Creates consonant clusters that must be recognized for proper 
reading

Vocal Shva (Shva Na)

Represents a very brief, reduced vowel sound

Appears at the beginning of syllables

Pronounced like a barely audible "uh" or reduced vowel



Matres Lectionis: Vowel Letters

Aleph (א)
Silent consonant that marks vowel position, especially at word 
endings

He (Õ)
Often indicates final A or E sounds, common in feminine endings

Vav (Ö)
Marks O and U vowel sounds, creating holem and shureq

Yod (י)
Indicates I and E sounds, forming long vowels with hiriq and tsere



This comprehensive vowel chart displays all Hebrew vowels with their names, 
symbols, and pronunciation guides. Study this chart carefully as vowels are 
essential for reading Biblical Hebrew accurately.



Syllable Formation and Division
Understanding how Hebrew forms and divides syllables is crucial for proper 
pronunciation and grammatical analysis.



Basic Principles of Hebrew Syllables

01

Every Syllable Begins with a Consonant
Hebrew syllables must start with a consonantal sound. Vowels never 
begin syllables in Biblical Hebrew.

02

Every Syllable Contains One Vowel
Each syllable has exactly one vowel sound, either full, reduced, or 
silent shva marking syllable boundaries.

03

Syllables Are Open or Closed
Open syllables end in a vowel (CV structure). Closed syllables end in a 
consonant (CVC structure).

04

Vocal Shva Begins New Syllables
When shva is pronounced (vocal shva), it begins a new syllable with 
the consonant it marks.



Open vs. Closed Syllables

Open Syllables (CV)

End with a vowel sound

Generally have longer vowel sounds

More common in Hebrew than closed syllables

Example: דָ־ (dah-) in בָר (word) דָּ

Closed Syllables (CVC)

End with a consonant

Often have shorter vowel sounds

Frequently accented in Hebrew words

Example: בָר (-var) in בָר (word) דָּ



The Definite Article in Hebrew
Hebrew has a definite article (equivalent to English "the") but no indefinite article 
("a" or "an"). The article is not a separate word but a prefix attached to nouns.

1 Basic Form: ַה (ha-)
The standard form consists of the letter ה with a patach vowel

2 Attached to Nouns
The article always attaches directly to the beginning of the noun it modifies

3 Causes Doubling
Typically causes the following consonant to double (take a dagesh forte)



Article with Guttural Consonants

When the article attaches to words beginning with guttural letters (א, ה, ח, ע), which resist doubling, compensatory changes occur in the vowel 
pattern.

With א and ע
The article becomes ָה (with qamets) to compensate for the inability to double the guttural

With ה, ח, and unaccented ע
The article becomes ֶה (with segol) as an alternative compensatory pattern



The Vav Conjunctive
The vav conjunctive (ְו) is Hebrew's most common conjunction, equivalent to 
English "and." It attaches directly to the beginning of words.



Forms of the Vav Conjunctive

Standard Form: ְו
Vav with simple vocal shva (ְו)

Used before most consonants

Example: íָוְדָב (and word)

Before Labials: ּו
Vav with shureq (ּו) before פ ,ß ,ב

Prevents difficult pronunciation

Example: ÞְÝֶßֶּו (and king)

Before Shva: ְו
Vav with hiriq when next consonant has 
shva

Creates pronounceable syllable

Example: ÞÝִÝָ ָîּׁוíÝִו (and Jerusalem)



Hebrew Prepositions
Hebrew prepositions include both independent words and inseparable prefixes that 
attach directly to nouns.



Inseparable Prepositions

"in, with" (-b) ְּב
Indicates location or instrumentality

(in house) îÝִÖ̧ ְÖּ

(on day) á ºוÝ ְÖּ

"to, for" (-l) àְ
Shows direction or purpose

(to David) וִד àְד¹

(to the king) Þְ ·à ·âàְ

"like, as" (-k) ְßּ
Expresses comparison

(like a man) íׁÝÕִ ְßּ

(as a day) á ºוÝ ְßּ

These three prepositions always attach to the following word and are never written separately.


