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Preface

During the past twelve years, I have taught “Introduction to Biblical Hebrew” in three theological seminaries, and I spent three years as the teaching assistant to a professor who taught the course to undergraduate students. The common cry of students in these courses has been, “Just get me through this!” And the usual comment of students who studied Hebrew some years ago is, “Hebrew. That’s the one written backwards, isn’t it?”

And so I decided to develop a system for studying biblical Hebrew that would encourage rather than discourage beginning students and enable graduated students to continue to use and enjoy (okay, I’m optimistic!!) Hebrew in their careers. Biblical Hebrew: An Introductory Textbook presents the basics of biblical Hebrew in a non-grammarian’s user-friendly format. The format is “workbook” rather than “grammar.” The print is large, with lots of space for students to make their own notes and marks. The Vocabulary List in each chapter is related directly to the assignment for the chapter. And the exercises are translation oriented, cumulative, and straightforward.

In this revised edition the book now has a Subject Index. Also, the Key to the Exercises has been removed from the book and will be available online at www.chalicepress.com. Also available online will be additional exercises for each chapter in the form of guided reading through the text of the Hebrew Bible.

Biblical Hebrew is not designed as a be-all and end-all grammar. Gesenius and Joüon fill that position admirably. Biblical Hebrew is a textbook. It presents the essentials, the basics of biblical Hebrew. It concentrates on the norms rather than the exceptions. And it emphasizes tool-building and tool-use rather than memorization, because the pastors/teachers we produce will study the Hebrew text in their career settings with tools, not from memory. We must move away from approaching the learning of biblical Hebrew as we do the learning of modern French, German, or Spanish. The desired outcomes are vastly different.

At the end of an introductory course using Biblical Hebrew, students should have the basic tools necessary to deal with most of the intricacies of the biblical text. They will understand the basic structure of Hebrew phonology and morphology; Hebrew nouns, pronouns, and adjectives; Hebrew verbs; and Hebrew syntax. For the very complicated constructions, lexicons, analytical lexicons, and commentaries can guide students through the mire. The goal of my work is to produce students who are able to and who will continue to consult and examine the Hebrew text in their preaching, teaching, and studying of the Hebrew Bible. Their [image: ] (shalom) will be my reward.

Nancy L. deClaissé-Walford

Atlanta, Georgia
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Chapter One
Consonants and Vowels

Hebrew is a member of the Semitic family of languages. Cognate languages include Akkadian, Arabic, Aramaic, Syriac, Ethiopic, Phoenician, Ugaritic, and others.

Biblical Hebrew is the name given to the Hebrew of the Jewish Scriptures (the Tanakh), the Christian Old Testament. All of the Old Testament, except for 268 Aramaic verses—Jeremiah 10:11, Daniel 2:4–7:28, Ezra 4:8–6:18, and Ezra 7:12–26—was written in biblical Hebrew. Biblical Hebrew was written from right to left on the page and consisted only of consonants. In the Middle Ages, Masoretic scribes added vowels, accents, and other notations to the text in order to preserve the traditional, rabbinic pronunciation of the text for a Jewish population increasingly removed from its Hebrew homeland and roots.

In this book, we will study biblical Hebrew with the Masoretic vowels, accents, and notations. The manuscript of the Bible to which we will refer and that we will use is the Leningrad Codex, a Masoretic manuscript in the ben Asher tradition that dates to the eleventh century C.E. and is the foundational text of Biblia Hebraica Stuttgartensia.1



The Alphabet of the Hebrew Language

[image: ]

The Alphabet

The Hebrew alphabet consists of twenty-three consonants.

Five of the consonants[image: ]are shaped differently when they appear at the end of a word[image: ]

Note: [image: ] is always written with a vowel (see p. 5). The vowel is usually sheva [image: ], but qamets often occur [image: ]

Six of the letters[image: ] called the begad kepat letters—had, at one point in the transmission of biblical Hebrew, two pronunciations:

A hardened (or stopped) pronunciation was indicated by a dagesh (a dot) in the letter.


[image: ]


A softened (or spirantized) pronunciation was indicated by the letter written without a dagesh.


[image: ]



In this textbook, we will distinguish hardened and softened pronunciations only for


[image: ]





The Vowels of Biblical Hebrew

[image: ]




The Vowels

The vowels of biblical Hebrew may be categorized into three vowel classes:

[image: ]

There are three types of vowels in each vowel class:


[image: ]

[image: ]



Writing Hebrew Letters

[image: ]

Writing Hebrew Letters with Vowels

[image: ]

Chapter 1 Exercises


	Copy each letter of the Hebrew alphabet (including the special final forms) five times.


	Copy the following words, saying the name of each consonant and vowel as you write it. The words are in alphabetical order:


[image: ]




[image: ]





1 See the recent and beautiful volume, The Leningrad Codex: A Facsimile Edition, ed. Astrid B. Beck (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998).




Chapter Two
Sheva, Dagesh, Accents, and Syllables

The Sheva

The sheva occurs in three forms in biblical Hebrew:


	The vocal sheva [image: ]

The vocal sheva is the very short form of each of the three classes of vowels—a, ile, olu. The vocal sheva is pronounced as a very short e (see p. 5).


	The compound sheva [image: ]

The compound shevas are the very short form of each of the three classes of vowels that are used with the guttural letters [image: ]. The compound shevas are pronounced as very short [image: ], very short [image: ], and very short [image: ].


	The silent sheva [image: ]

The sheva is also used as a divider between one syllable and the next. This sheva is called “silent sheva.” It is not a vowel, and it is not pronounced.






A compound sheva is always pronounced.

How do you tell the difference between a silent and vocal sheva? The rules are simple:



[image: ]

The Dagesh

Biblical Hebrew has two kinds of dageshes, the dagesh lene and the dagesh forte. Both appear as a dot in the middle of a consonant.


	The Dagesh Lene:

The dagesh lene appears in only six letters of the Hebrew alphabet:

[image: ]

These letters are called the begad kepat letters.


The dagesh lene indicates to the reader that the consonant in which it occurs has a hardened rather than a soft pronunciation. Thus, the word [image: ] is transliterated and pronounced “ben,” whereas the word [image: ] is transliterated and pronounced as “ven.” The presence or absence of a dagesh lene in a word does not change the meaning of the word.




	The Dagesh Forte

The dagesh forte can appear in any letter of the Hebrew alphabet, including the begad kepat letters, but not the guttural letters. The gutturals [image: ] are the only consonants that do not take any type of dagesh.


The dagesh forte indicates to the reader that the consonant in which it occurs is doubled, and the consonant is quantitatively longer in pronunciation than the letters around it. Thus, in the word [image: ], the reader knows that the [image: ] (mem) is doubled, and so the word is transliterated and pronounced “hammelek.”




If you encounter a dagesh in any letter except a begad kepat letter, that dagesh will be a dagesh forte.

[image: ]

If you encounter a dagesh in a begad kepat letter, you must decide whether that dagesh is a dagesh lene or a dagesh forte.






The dagesh lene occurs in a begad kepat letter:



[image: ]

The dagesh forte occurs in a begad kepat letter:



[image: ]

Accents in Biblical Hebrew

Every word in the Hebrew Bible has an accent mark. The accent marks indicate for the reader the stressed syllables of words, and they act as guides for reading. Accents are either conjunctive or disjunctive.

Conjunctive: indicates that words should be read together, conjunctively

Disjunctive: indicates that words should be read separately, disjunctively


Some Major Accents in Biblical Hebrew:1

[image: ]



In this textbook, if a word does not have an accent mark, it is accented on the final syllable. If any syllable other than the final one is to be accented, that syllable will be marked with a munah ( [image: ] ).

Examples

[image: ]

A Note about Syllables

Syllables in Hebrew words may consist of


	a consonant + a vowel (including a vocal sheva) = cv


	a consonant + a vowel + a consonant = cvc




(With one exception—see p. 21, The Conjunction—a syllable will never start with a vowel.)


There are as many syllables in a Hebrew word as there are vowels in the word. Silent shevas do not count as vowels.



Examples

[image: ]

A Note about [image: ] (Aleph)

Every consonant in biblical Hebrew is marked with a vowel or a silent sheva except the final consonant in a word. Occasionally the consonant [image: ] (aleph) will not be marked with a vowel. This form of [image: ] is called quiescent aleph, and it is not pronounced or counted in dividing words into syllables.

Look, for example, at the exercise taken from Genesis 1 on page 16:


The first word in verse 3 is [image: ] The [image: ] has no vowel or silent sheva. It is a quiescent aleph.

[image: ]

The consonant [image: ] is omitted when dividing the word into syllables.

The first word in verse 2 is [image: ] The [image: ] has a vowel.

[image: ]

The consonant [image: ] is included when dividing the word into syllables.



Layout of a Hebrew Verse

The end of each verse in biblical Hebrew is marked with a [image: ] called sof pasuq.

The strongest disjunctive accent in a Hebrew verse is the silluq [image: ], which marks the last accented syllable in that verse. The next strongest disjunctive accent is the athnah ( ^ ). It usually occurs close to the midpoint in a verse, but can actually appear anywhere in a verse.

The words that occur between the beginning of the verse and the athnah and between the athnah and the end of the verse can have any disjunctive or conjunctive accent.

[image: ]


Words in Pause

A word marked with a silluq [image: ] or an athnah (^) is said to be “in pause.” A word in pause often has a lengthened vowel in its accented syllable. Some examples of words “in pause” are the following:

[image: ]





[image: ]



	A vocal sheva occurs


	at the beginning of a word


	after a silent sheva


	after a dagesh forte


	after a long vowel






	A silent sheva occurs


	after a short vowel












	A dagesh lene occurs


	at the beginning of a word


	following a silent sheva





	A dagesh forte occurs


	following a short vowel










There are as many syllables in a Hebrew word as there are vowels in the word. Silent shevas do not count as vowels.




Layout of a Hebrew Verse

[image: ]

A word is always accented on its final syllable unless otherwise indicated.



Chapter 2 Exercises

In the following passage, Genesis 1:1–8


	Observe the accent marks.


	Circle the athnah, silluq, and sof pasuq in each verse.


	Identify each dagesh as lene or forte and tell why.


	Identify each sheva as silent or vocal and tell why.






[image: ]


1 For a complete listing of accents in BHS, see the The Tabula Accentum that accompanies the text in a “bookmark” format.






End of sample
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