
  how to use this book  
This textbook is meant as a one-semester or one-term introduction to the basics 

of Biblical Hebrew. It is divided into 30 lessons in order to fit into 15-week semes-
ters and 10-week terms. Any instructor will find, however, that the last 6 lessons are 
more challenging than the first 24, so the ideal division into two or three lessons 
per week will probably never be followed. In the following paragraphs, I explain 
some of my thinking behind various aspects of this grammar, in the hope that it 
will make that thinking transparent, to use a timely term.

The boxes and paradigms in this textbook present words from right-to-left, or 
top-to-bottom and right-to-left, in the hope that using the Hebrew order will help 
to familiarize students with that aspect of the writing system. In general, anything 
in boxes with single lines around them is information that is interesting for the 
student to know but not necessary for learning the language. Information in boxes 
with double lines around them, however, is something that is essential to the lan-
guage.

As noted in the book, I have presented verbs in the vocabularies according to 
the 3ms suffix conjugation, even before the suffix conjugation is introduced. Since 
this is the way most verbs in Biblical Hebrew are “named” (‘to guard’ is שָׁמַר), I 
have continued that tradition. The exception is the middle-weak verbs, which are 
usually “named” according to their infinitives construct (‘to arise’ is קוּם). More 
controversial is that I have listed the verbal paradigms in the order first-person, 
second-person, then third-person, unlike the traditional Biblical Hebrew textbook 
order, which begins with the third-person, since that is in the suffix conjugation 
the simplest form of the verb. Most of us have learned the verbal paradigms in the 
traditional way, but I have found that listing pronominal suffixes from first-person 
to third-person (בְּךָ ,בִּי, and so on), while listing verbal forms from third-person 
to first-person, is confusing to many students. This is especially so as modern 
languages, including English, present the verbs in the order first-person, second-
person, third-person, and that is the order students are used to when they first 
approach Biblical Hebrew.
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I deliberately introduced the strong verb first, through all its stems and forms, 
and only at the end do I bring in the weak verbs. The other common way to intro-
duce Biblical Hebrew is to introduce the qal completely, strong and weak verbs 
alike, and then to move on to the other stems. I have always found that I learn lan-
guages more easily when they are presented in the former order, so I have followed 
it here.

I have also deliberately not used the rubrics “perfect,” “imperfect,” or “con-
verted,” because they carry with them either complete misinformation (“con-
verted”) or old-fashioned methods of dealing with the Biblical Hebrew verbal 
system (“perfect” and “imperfect”). Luckily, the merely descriptive terms “prefix 
conjugation” and “suffix conjugation” are available (and were in fact the terms we 
used in the first Hebrew classes I took as a student). I have also been happy to see 
the term və-qatal applied to the form that is ְו plus suffix conjugation (often called 
“converted perfect”), and I have used it here. Several years ago, John Huehnergard 
and I together came up with the term “consecutive preterite” for the verb form that 
is usually called the “converted imperfect.” I hesitated to use a new name in this 
beginning textbook for such a common form, but our rubric fits so perfectly that I 
decided to introduce it here. It is the only time I have used a term that is otherwise 
not a part of the scholarly literature. 

I have presented the verbs in an order that is unusual: first the prefix conjuga-
tion, then the volitives, then the consecutive preterite. I was first given the idea to 
begin the Biblical Hebrew verbs with the prefix conjugation by George Landes in 
an offhand conversation many years ago, and I have thought it a good idea ever 
since. It is a logical progression to begin with the prefix conjugation and lead up to 
the consecutive preterite. The consecutive preterite is the form beginning students 
must know thoroughly in order to read most biblical prose, and in order to lead 
them to that form, I needed to introduce the jussive, and in order to introduce 
the jussive, I first needed to present the prefix conjugation. So the order of lessons 
12–15 was determined by my desire to get to the consecutive preterite as quickly 
as possible, plus the seed planted long ago by George Landes. The suffix conjuga-
tion and və-qatal forms follow in the next lessons, along with the infinitives and 
participles.

Using the accent marks of the biblical text, the טְאָמִים, can be a great help to 
students attempting to discover the syntax of a given passage; I have introduced 
the most common ones in this book and have used them in the sentences in the 
exercises. I did this knowing that I was often not using the accents in the appropri-
ate way, according to the biblical rules, but I wanted to present both disjunctive and 
conjunctive accents to the students, and at this early time in their Biblical Hebrew 
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study, the impossibility of some of my combinations will not affect their learning 
the usefulness of the system as a whole. Those who know biblical accentuation well 
will cringe, but the students will know what to do with the most common accent 
marks when they approach the biblical text.

This leads me to explain another decision: most of the exercises are artificial; 
they are not generally biblical passages. As my professor Thomas Lambdin once 
said (and here I am supplying my own examples), if the biblical text has a sentence 
such as “He struck the cat” and we know the word for “dog,” it does not matter that 
“He struck the dog” is nowhere in the biblical text. We still know how it would have 
been said/written. On the other hand, in making up examples of biblical prose, I 
have risked introducing Hebrew phrases and syntax that never, in fact, existed. I 
can only say that I hope I have avoided that pitfall.

Thus, not every form for a given “model” verb in a paradigm will be found in 
Biblical Hebrew. If, however, that form that is not found in the “model” verb is 
found in another verb, it will usually be provided in the paradigm as part of the 
“model” verb (with exceptions such as חָוָה in the hishtaphel). A blank space in a 
paradigm indicates that the form is not found in any verb of the type that the para-
digm represents.

I have always found it useful for students to memorize a few paradigms because 
their forms are used again and again. The endings of the paradigm of the preposi-
tion ְּב plus pronominal suffixes are almost exactly the same as those of singular 
nouns with possessive pronominal suffixes, but the ְּב paradigm is much easier to 
remember. Likewise, אֵל plus pronominal suffixes prepares one for the plural nouns 
and their possessive pronominal suffixes. Furthermore, learning the entire para-
digm of the qal strong verb makes recognizing the same forms in other stems, and 
even in the weak verbs, a much easier task. 

This textbook includes a CD with a great deal of pronunciation supplied for the 
beginning student: of some necessary but unfamiliar English words (for lesson 1); 
of many of the paradigms; and of all of the vocabulary words. It also includes pro-
nunciation of all the Hebrew-to-English exercises in lessons 1–15 and of the first 
two exercises in lessons 16–30. Assuming the computer has speakers, the vocabu-
lary words can be heard by passing one’s cursor over the word in the vocabulary list. 
The phrases and sentences of the exercises can be heard by passing one’s cursor over 
those phrases and sentences. At first, the reading seems painfully slow—painful for 
the instructor, but probably not for the student. Gradually the speed of reading is 
increased. Moreover, many Biblical Hebrew instructors use Genesis 22:1–19 as a 
sample text to help students learn to read more quickly and correctly, and I have 
included it on the CD as well. It is a well-known text for most students, and it has 
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the helpful feature that the consecutive preterite of most of the common Biblical 
Hebrew verbs are part of the passage. On this textbook’s CD, John Huehnergard 
and I are the readers, except for the recording of Gen 22:1–19 made by Prof. David 
Levenson of Florida State University. Both Prof. Huehnergard and Prof. Levenson 
have kindly given me permission to use their voices for this textbook. 

Like all language textbook authors, I considered not including answers for the 
exercises, because too many students simply use the answers given to them without 
struggling with the exercises first, and then, of course, they are in trouble when 
they take exams. On the other hand, anyone attempting to use the book outside an 
organized class will definitely need an answer key. Hendrickson suggested a com-
promise: the answers to the exercises are included in this package, but they are on 
the CD rather than in the textbook itself. This at least forces people to go to some 
trouble to find the answers, and I hope it will promote working on the exercises in 
the book without access to the answers, then checking the work with the answers 
on the CD, if one wants to.

It was Allan Emery’s idea to number each lesson in Arabic numerals augmented 
on the left and right with the same numbers in the Hebrew system, which uses 
Hebrew consonants to represent numbers: aleph is “1,” bet is “2,” and so on. This 
system adds to the distinctive appearance of the beginning of each lesson and pain-
lessly teaches students the look of the Hebrew numbers 1–30. The student will 
notice that in the traditional Hebrew numbering system “15” is written טו rather 
than יה, because the latter looks too much like the Tetragrammaton, the name of 
Israel’s god, 16“ .יהוה” is טז rather than יו for the same reason.

Finally, a second book is in the works that will depend on this basic textbook. 
It will consist of graded readings of biblical passages, with glosses where neces-
sary, additional vocabulary, and references to this book when something basic 
might need to be reviewed. I hope instructors and students alike will appreciate the 
approach and the contents of this basic introduction.
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