
The Greek Alphabet 
This table gives the Greek letters, their names, equivalent English letters, and tips for pronouncing 

those letters which are pronounced differently from the equivalent English letters. (There are actually 

several acceptable ways to pronounce New Testament Greek. For the gory details, look here.) 

Letter Upper 

Case 

Lower 

Case 

  

Alpha Α α a “father” 

Beta Β β b  

Gamma Γ γ g  

Delta Δ δ d  

Epsilon Ε ε e “end” 

Zeta Ζ ζ z  

Eta Η η e “hey” 

Theta Θ θ th “thick” 

Iota Ι ι i “it” 

Kappa Κ κ k  

Lambda Λ λ l  

Mu Μ μ m  

Nu Ν ν n  

Xi Ξ ξ ks “box” 

Omicron Ο ο o “off” 

Pi Π π p  

Rho Ρ ρ r  

Sigma Σ σ s “say” 

Tau Τ τ t  

Upsilon Υ υ u “put” 

Phi Φ φ f  

Chi Χ χ ch “Bach” 

Psi Ψ ψ ps  

Omega Ω ω o “grow” 

Sigma (s, V): There are two forms for the letter Sigma. When written at the end of a word, it is written like this: V. 

If it occurs anywhere else, it is written like this: s. 

Upsilon (u): In the above table, we suggest that you pronounce this letter like "u" in "put". The preferred 

pronunciation is actually more like the German "ü" as in "Brücke", or like the French "u" as in "tu". If you do not 

speak German or French, don't worry about it, just pronounce it the way the table suggests. 

Xi (c): This is the same sound as "ch" in "Bach", which does not sound like "ch" in "chair". The same sound occurs 

in the Scottish "Loch", as in "Loch Lomond", or the German "ach! 

Dipthongs When two vowels combine to make one sound, it is called a dipthong. There are seven dipthongs in 

Greek: 

Dipthongs 

αι as in aisle   

αυ as ou in hour  ευ as ĕh-oo * 

ει as in eight  ηυ as ĕh-oo * 

υι as in quit  * For these there is no exact equivalents in English. 

οι as in oil   

ου as in group   

 

The "eu" combination is probably the hardest to learn for most people. It may help to take the "ow" sound and say 

it slowly: if you notice, there are actually two sounds in "ow" - it starts out with "ah", then glides to an "oo" sound, 

"ah-oo". Try doing the same with "e" (as in "edward") and "oo" - "e-oo". This is a little like the "e-w" in Edward, if 

you remove the "d". 



Accents 

Almost all Greek words are written with one and only one accent mark. The three accent marks available in 

Greek were used originally to indicate variations in pitch. These three marks are called acute (τόν), grave (τὸ), 

and circumflex (τῶν). By the time of the New Testament, though, these pitch variations had begun to be 

replaced by simple stress accent. Since our focus in this course is Hellenistic Greek rather than Classical Greek, 

all three accent marks will simply indicate that stress should be placed on the syllable over which they occur. 

That is, the syllable with the accent mark should be pronounced slightly louder than the other syllables. 
 

Greek Word Pronunciation 

εἰμί Pronounced with stress on the second syllable 

αὐτῶν Pronounced with stress on the second syllable 

εἶπεν Pronounced with stress on the first syllable 

Placement of the Accent Marks: The Basic Rules 

The acute accent may be placed over any of the last three syllables of a word as long as the last syllable has a short 

vowel. 

ἀπόστολος 

παιδίον 

ἀδελφός 

If the last syllable has a long vowel, however, the acute accent may appear only over one of the last two syllables, 

never over the third from last. 

θαλάσσης 

Σολομών 

The circumflex accent may appear over either of the last two syllables if the final syllable is short. If the last syllable 

has a long vowel, however, the circumflex may only appear over the final syllable. 

Παῦλος 

γραμματεῖς 

The grave accent may appear only over the last syllable. It is used as a replacement for the acute when it appears on 

the last syllable and the word is immediately followed by another word without any intervening punctuation. 

Contrast the name Solomon (Σολομών) in the following two examples. 

Ὄνομα αὐτῷ Σολομών. His name is Solomon. 

Σολομὼν εἰκοδόμησεν αὐτῷ οἶκον. Solomon built him a house. 

In the first example, the name Solomon is followed by a period. In the second it is followed by another word, with no 

punctuation between them, so the accute accent on Σολομών changes to grave: Σολομὼν. 

Recessive Accent for Verbs 

When you begin to learn the forms of verbs other than εἰμί, you will see that verb accents are recessive. That is, they 

appear as far from the end of the word as the general principles stated above will allow. 

ᾑρέτισα 

(ᾑ·ρέ·τι·σα) 
"I chose" 

This verb form ends with a short α, so the farthest the accent can be placed from the end is 

the third-to-last syllable. 

αἱρετίζω 

(αἱ·ρε·τί·ζω) 
"I choose" 

This form of the same verb ends with a long vowel (ω), so the accent cannot be on the third 

syllable from the end. It is, therefore, placed on the second from the end. 

Accents for Nouns and Adjectives 

Accents for nouns and adjectives are not recessive. 

Whenever you learn a new noun or adjective, you must always learn the placement of its accent. While these words 

change form depending on their function in a sentence, the accent will remain on the same syllable as long as the 

general principles stated above allow. 

βιβλίον book 
When it is used as the subject or direct object of a sentence, this word has a short vowel (ο) in its final 

syllable, yet its accent is on the next-to-last syllable, not the third-from-last 

βιβλίῳ book 
When used in other ways, it can end in a long vowel (the diphthong ῳ), but its accent remains in the 

same place. 



 

Breathings 

A vowel at the beginning of a word is always written with a breathing mark (rough: ἁ ; or smooth: ἀ). The 

breathing mark is written above the vowel if it is lower case, but before it if it is upper case: ἀνά ("up"), but Ἀνά. 

The rough breathing mark resembles a miniature open parenthesis "(", and the smooth breathing mark resembles a 

miniature closing parenthesis ")". 

Originally the rough breathing mark indicated that an aspiration (a sound like the English "h" in “house”) 

preceded the vowel. The smooth breathing mark indicated the absence of such aspiration. In Modern Greek these 

marks make no difference in pronunciation. If you are studying Greek in a classroom setting, ask your instructor 

whether breathing marks will affect pronunciation in your class. 

In a few cases the breathing mark helps distinguish between similarly spelled words. For example, ἦν means 

“was,” but ἥν means “which.” For this reason you should learn the breathing mark with each word that begins 

with a vowel, even if it will not affect pronunciation in your class. 

Placement of Breathing Marks with Diphthongs 

If a word begins with a diphthong (two vowels pronounced as one), the breathing mark is placed above the 

second letter. 

Greek Word English Gloss 

οὐ not 

εἰμί I am 
 

Punctuation 

The period and comma are the same as in English. The semicolon is a raised dot and is also used as a colon. The 

question mark looks like an English semicolon: 

Period: . 

Comma: , 

Semicolon: . 

 

Question mark ; 

 

Mnemonics for alphabetic order 

Did you ever dream of working as a file clerk in ancient Greece? No? Well, did you ever dream of being able to 

look up words in a Greek dictionary? In either case, you are going to have to learn the order of the Greek alphabet. 

I've made up a mnemonic which may be helpful for some people: 

     All Bigots Get Diarrhea Eventually 

     Zorro Ate THe Ice Kap(pa) 

     Let's Munch Nuts EXcessively, Okay? 

    Pigs Really Stink Terribly 

     Under Five CHairs, PSychiatrists Wink 

 

If you use this mnemonic, remember that "Chairs" is not really the way to pronounce c, which sounds like "ch" in 

"Bach". Some people prefer to learn the order based on differences from the order of the English alphabet: 

     Same as English, except for the gamma 

    zhqi means "live!" in Greek. 

      Same as English, except for xi. 

     Same as English, but no "q" 

    Memorize these, or use the mnemonic from the above table 

 

 


