Introduction to Biblical
Languages

A journey into the original texts of Scripture—Hebrew, Aramaic, and Greek—
equipping you to understand God's Word more deeply and teach it more faithfully.




Why Study Biblical Languages?

The ability to read Scripture in its original languages opens dimensions of meaning, nuance, and beauty that translations cannot fully capture.

While modern English translations are reliable and sufficient for understanding salvation and Christian living, knowledge of Hebrew, Aramaic,
and Greek allows pastors, teachers, and serious students to:

e Verify translation choices and understand interpretive decisions
e Discern subtle theological distinctions in the text

e Access the rich world of biblical scholarship and commentaries
e Preach and teach with greater precision and confidence

e Appreciate the literary artistry of the inspired text

This module introduces you to the languages of Scripture and prepares you for deeper engagement with God's written revelation.



The Three Languages of Scripture

Hebrew

The language of the Old Testament

Genesis through Malachi
Poetic and narrative literature
Prophetic oracles

Wisdom writings

Aramaic

Select OT passages

Daniel 2:4-7:28
Ezra 4:8-6:18; 7:12-26
Jeremiah 10:11

One verse in Genesis

Greek

The language of the New Testament

Gospels and Acts
Pauline epistles
General epistles

Revelation



Biblical Hebrew: The Language of the
Old Covenant

Biblical Hebrew is the primary language of the Old Testament, spanning over a
millennium of Israel's history. It is a Semitic language closely related to Phoenician,
Moabite, and other ancient Near Eastern tongues. Hebrew is written from right to
left and uses a consonantal alphabet of 22 letters.

The Hebrew text reveals God's covenantal relationship with Israel through law,
history, poetry, and prophecy. Its verbal system emphasizes aspect over time,
focusing on whether an action is complete or incomplete. Hebrew poetry employs
parallelism, wordplay, and vivid imagery that often transcends translation.

Understanding Hebrew unlocks the theology of creation, covenant, atonement, and
messianic promise woven throughout the Old Testament.



Key Features of Biblical Hebrew

Structure and Grammar

e Consonantal alphabet with vowel pointing added later

e Root-and-pattern morphology (three-consonant roots)

e Seven verbal stems (binyanim) indicating voice and intensity
e Two primary aspects: perfect and imperfect

e Rich system of prepositional prefixes and suffixes

Literary Characteristics

e Conciseness and directness of expression
e Parallelism in poetic texts

e Narrative use of "waw consecutive"
 Wordplay and sound patterns

e Anthropomorphic language for God



Example: The Divine Name in Hebrew

One of the most significant Hebrew terms in Scripture is the Tetragrammaton—the
four-letter divine name nI’ (YHWH), often rendered "LORD" in English translations.
This name, revealed to Moses at the burning bush (Exodus 3:14-15), is derived from
the Hebrew verb "to be" and expresses God's self-existence, covenant
faithfulness, and eternal presence.

The name YHWH appears over 6,800 times in the Old Testament and is central to
Israel's worship and theology. Understanding its meaning and usage deepens our
appreciation for God's character and His commitment to His people.




Aramaic: The Language of Exile and
Empire

Aramaic, another Semitic language closely related to Hebrew, became the lingua
franca of the Near East during the Persian and later empires. Portions of Daniel and
Ezra were written in Aramaic, reflecting the historical context of Judah's exile and

return.

Aramaic uses a similar alphabet to Hebrew and shares many grammatical features.
By the time of Jesus, Aramaic was the common spoken language of Palestine,
though Hebrew remained the language of Scripture and worship.



Aramaic in the Old Testament

Daniel 2:4-7:28

The Aramaic section of Daniel contains
prophetic visions concerning Gentile
kingdoms and God's sovereign rule. The
use of Aramaic underscores the
international scope of these prophecies
and their relevance to the nations.

Ezra 4:8-6:18; 7:12-26

These passages record official
correspondence between Persian
authorities and Jewish leaders during the
post-exilic period. The Aramaic text
preserves the language of diplomacy and
administration in the Persian Empire.

Jeremiah 10:11

A single verse proclaiming judgment on
idols, written in Aramaic. Its placement
suggests it may have been intended as a
confessional formula for Israelites living
among pagan nations.



Koine Greek: The Language of the New Covenant

Koine Greek—the common dialect of the Hellenistic world—was God's chosen vehicle for revealing the New Testament. Following Alexander the
Great's conquests, Greek became the international language of commerce, education, and culture throughout the Mediterranean world.

The New Testament was written in Koine, not the classical Greek of Plato and Aristotle, but the everyday language of the first-century
marketplace. This choice reflects the accessibility and universal scope of the gospel message. God spoke in a language that fishermen, tax

collectors, and ordinary people could understand.



Characteristics of New Testament Greek

Grammar and Syntax Theological Precision

e Inflected language with eight cases (nominative, genitive, dative, Greek allows for theological nuance and precision. The language's
accusative, vocative) verbal aspects clarify the nature of actions, while its vocabulary

« Complex verbal system with tense, voice, mood, person, and distinguishes between types of love (agape, phileo, eros), knowledge
number (gnosis, epignosis), and other key concepts.

* Participles used extensively for subordinate ideas Many New Testament terms carry deep theological freight, shaped

o Definite article (no indefinite article) by both classical usage and the Septuagint's influence.

e Rich vocabulary with synonyms conveying subtle distinctions



Example: Verbal Aspect in Greek

One of the most important features of Greek grammar is its verbal aspect—the way verbs portray an action's internal structure rather than

simply its time of occurrence.

Present Tense (Imperfective)

Portrays action as ongoing or in process.
Example: "l am believing" (continuous
faith). The present tense emphasizes the
internal, progressive nature of the
action.

Aorist Tense (Perfective)

Portrays action as a whole, complete
event. Example: "I believed" (moment of
decision). The aorist views the action
from the outside, without reference to its
internal makeup.

Perfect Tense (Stative)

Portrays action with ongoing results.
Example: "I have believed and stand in
faith" (past action with present effect).
The perfect emphasizes the resulting
state.



The Power of the Original Text

Consider the opening of John's Gospel: "Ev &pxf AV 6 Adyog" (En arché én ho logos)—"In the beginning was the Word." The Greek term Jogos
carries rich philosophical and theological connotations that no single English word fully captures.

Logos means "word," but also "reason," "message," "principle," and "divine rationality." John deliberately chose this term to communicate
Christ's role as God's self-expression, the ordering principle of creation, and the ultimate revelation of divine truth. Understanding the Greek
illuminates the profound Christology embedded in this verse.
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Why Biblical Languages Matter for
Ministry



Four Reasons Pastors and Teachers Study Biblical Languages

01

Precision in Interpretation

Original languages allow you to verify the accuracy of translations and
distinguish between interpretive options. You can evaluate competing
translation philosophies and make informed exegetical decisions.

03

Confidence in Preaching

When you can read the text in Hebrew or Greek, you preach with the
authority of firsthand engagement with God's Word. You are not
merely repeating what others have said but explaining what the text
itself declares.

02

Access to Scholarship

The best commentaries and theological works assume knowledge of
the original languages. Without Hebrew and Greek, you are limited to
popularized resources and dependent on others' interpretations.

04

Deeper Devotion

Reading Scripture in its original languages enriches personal worship
and meditation. You encounter the beauty, power, and subtlety of the
inspired text in ways translation cannot fully convey.



Translation vs. Interpretation

All translation involves interpretation. Translators must make countless decisions
about word choice, syntax, idiom, and meaning. These decisions reflect theological
commitments, linguistic judgments, and cultural considerations.

Knowledge of biblical languages enables you to evaluate these interpretive choices
rather than passively accepting them. You can compare translations, discern why
they differ, and determine which rendering best conveys the original meaning. This
does not imply distrust of translations but rather equips you to use them more
wisely.



Example: Translation Choices in Romans 3:25

Romans 3:25 says God presented Christ as a iNaoctiAplov (hilastérion). Translators
render this term variously as:

"Propitiation" (KJV, NASB, ESV)—emphasizing Christ's satisfaction of God's
wrath

e "Atoning sacrifice" (NIV)—emphasizing the sacrificial aspect
e "Mercy seat" (YLT, margin notes)—alluding to the ark's cover in the tabernacle

e "Sacrifice of atonement" (NLT)—combining both ideas

Each translation reflects a theological understanding of Christ's work. Knowledge of
Greek allows you to explore the term's meaning in its biblical and cultural context
and make an informed decision about its significance.




Guarding Against Misuse of Languages

() Caution: A little knowledge can be dangerous. Pastors with limited training sometimes make exegetical errors by relying on outdated
resources, misunderstanding grammatical categories, or over-interpreting linguistic details. Always use the original languages humbly,
consult reputable grammars and lexicons, and recognize the limits of your expertise.

Avoid "word studies" that isolate terms from their contexts or impose etymological meanings that ancient readers would not have recognized.
Language is living and dynamic; meaning is determined by usage in context, not by dissecting roots or tracing word histories.



AAAAAAAAAAAA

Learning Biblical Languages: Practical
Guidance



How to Begin Learning Hebrew and
Greek

Learning biblical languages requires time, discipline, and consistent practice. While
the task may seem daunting, thousands of pastors and students have successfully
acquired these skills and found the effort richly rewarding. The key is steady,
incremental progress rather than perfectionism or burnout.

Most seminaries require two years of Greek and one year of Hebrew. Self-learners
can use textbooks, online courses, and language-learning software. The goal is not
fluency but "reading competence"—the ability to read biblical texts with the aid of a

lexicon and grammar.



Steps to Language Proficiency

=4 Master the Alphabet

Begin by learning to read and write the Hebrew and Greek alphabets. Practice until you can recognize letters quickly and pronounce
them correctly. Use flashcards, apps, or writing exercises.

@ Learn Basic Grammar
©

Study noun and verb forms systematically. Memorize paradigms (charts of forms) and learn how words change to express different
meanings. Focus on the most common patterns first.

= Build V. I
uild Vocabulary

Memorize the most frequently occurring words. The top 500 Greek words and 500 Hebrew words account for a large percentage
of the biblical text. Use spaced repetition for retention.

Read Actual Texts

Begin reading simple biblical passages as soon as possible. Use interlinear Bibles or readers with glosses initially, then
graduate to reading with a lexicon. Translation builds competence.

@ Practice Regularly

Language learning requires consistent practice. Even 15-30 minutes daily is more effective than sporadic, intensive study. Review
vocabulary, parse verbs, and translate short passages regularly.



Recommended Resources for Hebrew

O

Grammar Textbooks

Basics of Biblical Hebrew by Pratico
and Van Pelt

A Grammar for Biblical Hebrew by C.L.

Seow

Biblical Hebrew: A Compact Guide by
Miles V. Van Pelt

Q

Lexicons

The Brown-Driver-Briggs Hebrew and
English Lexicon (BDB)

Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon of the
Old Testament (HALOT)

A Concise Hebrew and Aramaic
Lexicon by Holladay

=

Digital Tools

Logos Bible Software (comprehensive
digital library)

BibleWorks or Accordance (advanced
search and analysis)

Memrise or Anki (vocabulary
flashcards)



Recommended Resources for Greek

B

Grammar Textbooks

Basics of Biblical Greek by William D.
Mounce

Greek Grammar Beyond the Basics by
Daniel B. Wallace

Learning Biblical Greek by David Alan
Black

Q

Lexicons

A Greek-English Lexicon of the New
Testament and Other Early Christian
Literature (BDAG)

Greek-English Lexicon by Liddell,
Scott, and Jones (LSJ) for classical
and Koine usage

Concise Greek-English Lexicon by
Bauer

—

Digital Tools

Logos Bible Software (comprehensive
digital library)

BibleWorks or Accordance (advanced
search and analysis)

Quizlet or Anki (vocabulary flashcards
and drills)



Maintaining Language Skills After
Seminary

One of the greatest challenges for pastors is retaining language proficiency after
formal education ends. The demands of ministry can quickly crowd out regular
practice, and without consistent use, Hebrew and Greek skills atrophy rapidly.

Establish a sustainable routine for language maintenance. This might include
reading a chapter of the Greek New Testament each week, working through a
psalm in Hebrew monthly, or using Bible software to parse texts while preparing
sermons. Many pastors form study groups with peers to encourage accountability
and mutual learning.




Strategies for Language Retention

Read the Greek or Hebrew text as part of sermon
preparation

Always consult the original languages when preparing to
preach or teach. Even if you rely on translations, compare them
to the Hebrew or Greek to identify key terms, grammatical
features, and interpretive issues.

Join or form a reading group

Meet regularly with other pastors or students to translate
biblical texts together. Reading groups provide accountability,
encouragement, and opportunities to learn from one another's
insights and questions.

Use language tools and software regularly

Bible software like Logos, Accordance, or BibleWorks makes it
easier to access lexicons, parse verbs, and analyze syntax
without flipping through printed resources. Use these tools to
streamline your workflow and stay engaged with the languages.

Review grammar and vocabulary periodically

Set aside time quarterly or annually to review paradigms,
vocabulary lists, and grammatical concepts. Refreshing your
memory prevents erosion of foundational knowledge and keeps
skills sharp for ministry.
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The Septuagint and Textual Foundations



What Is the Septuagint?

The Septuagint (often abbreviated LXX) is the ancient Greek translation of the
Hebrew Old Testament, completed between the 3rd and 1st centuries BC. Tradition
holds that seventy (or seventy-two) Jewish scholars translated the Torah in
Alexandria, Egypt, for the benefit of Greek-speaking Jews in the diaspora.

The Septuagint became the Bible of early Christianity. New Testament authors

frequently quoted from the LXX, and the apostles' theological vocabulary was

shaped by its translation choices. Understanding the Septuagint is essential for
interpreting the New Testament's use of the Old Testament.



Why the Septuagint Matters

New Testament Quotations

When New Testament writers quote the Old Testament, they often
follow the Septuagint rather than the Hebrew text. Sometimes these
quotations differ slightly from the Hebrew Masoretic Text, reflecting
either translation differences or variant Hebrew manuscripts.

For example, Hebrews 10:5 quotes Psalm 40:6 according to the LXX:
"a body you have prepared for me," whereas the Hebrew reads "ears
you have dug for me." Both convey obedience, but the LXX
emphasizes incarnation.

Theological Vocabulary

The Septuagint established Greek equivalents for Hebrew theological
terms. Words like kyrios (Lord), christos (Messiah/Christ), ekklesia
(church/assembly), and diatheke (covenant) derive their Christian
meanings from LXX usage.

When Paul or Peter use these terms, they assume readers
understand their Old Testament background as mediated through the
Septuagint. Knowledge of the LXX clarifies the continuity between
Old and New Testament theology.



The Hebrew Masoretic Text

The Masoretic Text (MT) is the authoritative Hebrew text of the Old Testament, preserved and transmitted by Jewish scribes called Masoretes
from the 6th to 10th centuries AD. The Masoretes added vowel points, accents, and marginal notes to ensure accurate reading and interpretation
of the consonantal text.

The Masoretic Text represents a single textual tradition, carefully copied and guarded across centuries. While minor variants exist among
Hebrew manuscripts, the MT is remarkably stable and consistent. Modern Hebrew Bibles and most English Old Testament translations are
based on the Masoretic Text.



The Greek New Testament Text

The New Testament was written in the first century AD, and we possess thousands of Greek manuscripts ranging from fragments to complete
codices. No original autographs (the apostles' actual writings) survive, but the manuscript evidence for the New Testament is far superior to any
other ancient text.

Scholars use textual criticism to compare manuscripts, identify variants, and reconstruct the original wording. Modern critical editions like the
Nestle-Aland Novum Testamentum Graece (NA28) and the United Bible Societies' Greek New Testament (UBS5) represent the scholarly
consensus on the best readings.



Major Greek New Testament Manuscripts

Codex Sinaiticus Codex Alexandrinus

4th century AD, contains most of the NT and much 5th century AD, contains most of the Bible. Named
of the OT. Discovered at St. Catherine's Monastery, after Alexandria and now housed in the British
Sinai. Library.

Codex Vaticanus Papyrus 75 (P75)

4th century AD, one of the most complete and Late 2nd/early 3rd century, contains portions of
reliable manuscripts. Housed in the Vatican Library Luke and John. Remarkably close to Codex
since at least 1475. Vaticanus, demonstrating textual stability.



Textual Criticism and Translation

Textual criticism is not an attack on Scripture's authority but a means of recovering
the original text from the manuscript evidence. The vast majority of textual variants
are minor—differences in spelling, word order, or grammar that do not affect
meaning. Only a small percentage of variants impact translation or interpretation,
and none affect core Christian doctrine.

Modern English translations reflect the best textual scholarship available. Footnotes
in Bibles often indicate alternative readings or significant textual variants, allowing
readers to see where manuscripts differ and why translators made particular
choices.
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Interpreting Scripture in the Original
Languages



Exegesis: Reading the Text Carefully

Exegesis is the careful, systematic interpretation of Scripture. It involves observing
what the text says, understanding its historical and literary context, analyzing its
grammar and syntax, and discerning its theological meaning. Knowledge of biblical
languages is foundational to sound exegesis.

Exegesis proceeds from the text itself, allowing Scripture to speak on its own terms.
It resists importing contemporary ideas or eisegesis (reading into the text) and
instead seeks to hear what the inspired authors intended to communicate to their
original audiences.



The Exegetical Process

Observation

Read the text carefully in the original
language. Note grammatical features, key
terms, literary structure, and connections to
surrounding context.

Interpretation

Determine what the text meant to its
original audience. Consult lexicons,
grammars, commentaries, and historical
background resources to understand the
text in its context.

Application

Identify timeless theological truths and
principles that transcend the original
setting. Apply these truths faithfully to
contemporary life and ministry, respecting
the text's genre and intent.



Example: Exegeting Ephesians 2:8-9

Consider Ephesians 2:8-9 in Greek: "1/ yop XOpITl E0TE OEOWOUEVOL OIA TTIOTEWG®
Kai ToUTO oUK €& UuWYV, Beol 0 dwpov" ("For by grace you have been saved
through faith. And this is not from you; it is the gift of God").

Observing the Greek reveals several key details:

e oeowopevol—perfect passive participle: you "have been saved" (completed
action with ongoing results)

e Yxaprti—dative of means: salvation accomplished by means of grace
e dua miotewg—through faith: the instrumental means of receiving grace

e 0O¢eoU 10 6Wpov—"the gift of God": emphatic word order stresses God as the
source

Understanding the grammar clarifies Paul's theology of salvation: it is entirely God's work, received through faith, not earned by human effort.



Common Exegetical Fallacies

[ Warning: Avoid these common mistakes when using biblical languages:

The etymological fallacy

Assuming a word's meaning is determined by its root or origin
rather than its usage in context. Meaning is synchronic (determined
by contemporary usage), not diachronic (based on historical
development).

The illegitimate totality transfer

Importing all possible meanings of a word into a single occurrence.
Context determines which sense is intended; not every meaning
applies in every instance.

The word-concept fallacy

Assuming that every occurrence of a word carries the same
meaning or theological significance. Words have semantic ranges
and must be interpreted contextually.

Overemphasizing grammar

Drawing theological conclusions from grammatical minutiae that
the author did not intend. Grammar clarifies meaning but should not
be pressed beyond reasonable interpretation.



APPLICATION

Practical Steps for Using Biblical
Languages in Ministry

Integrating biblical languages into your regular ministry practice requires
intentionality and discipline. The goal is not to show off your knowledge but to

serve your congregation with more accurate, insightful, and faithful teaching of
God's Word.

Here are practical ways to use Hebrew and Greek in preaching, teaching, and

e o,
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Using Languages in Ministry

9

In Preaching

Begin sermon preparation by reading the text in the original language.

Identify key terms, grammatical features, and literary structure. Share
insights with your congregation naturally, without being pedantic.
Explain translation choices when they affect meaning, but avoid
overwhelming listeners with technical details.

4

In Writing

When preparing articles, study guides, or commentaries, consult the
original languages to ensure accuracy and depth. Cite Greek and
Hebrew terms where helpful, always providing translations and
explanations for lay readers. Use languages to support your
arguments, not to impress your audience.

&R
In Bible Study

Use languages to enrich small group discussions or adult education
classes. Show participants how to use concordances, lexicons, and
interlinear Bibles to explore the text more deeply. Teach them basic
principles of word studies and grammar without requiring them to
learn the languages themselves.

¢

In Pastoral Care

Let your knowledge of Scripture in the original languages inform your
counsel, prayer, and encouragement. When comforting the grieving,
confronting sin, or guiding decisions, draw on the richness of biblical
texts as you have studied them deeply. Your competence in languages
ultimately serves love.



A Lifelong Commitment to God's Word

Learning biblical languages is not merely an academic exercise but a form of worship and devotion. It reflects a desire to know God more fully
through His written Word and to serve His people more faithfully. The investment of time and effort required to master Hebrew and Greek is
repaid many times over in the joy of deeper understanding and more confident ministry.

As you grow in your knowledge of the original languages, remember that the goal is always Christ-centered, Spirit-dependent, and church-
serving interpretation. Use your skills humbly, teach with clarity, and let your love for Scripture inspire others to treasure God's Word. May your
study of biblical languages deepen your love for the Lord and equip you to proclaim His truth with power and precision.



Soli Deo Gloria

To God alone be the glory for His inspired, inerrant, and all-sufficient Word. May our
study of Scripture in its original languages lead to greater faithfulness in doctrine,
deeper devotion in worship, and more fruitful service in Christ's kingdom.

"All Scripture is breathed out by God and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for
correction, and for training in righteousness, that the man of God may be
complete, equipped for every good work."

—2 Timothy 3:16-17 (ESV)



