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Learning to Learn Greek: Tips for Learning the Greek Language 

Fall 2016 

 

 

Introduction 

 

I am so glad that you are in this class! The importance of the biblical languages cannot be 

stressed enough. The reformer Martin Luther said, 

 

Let us be sure of this: we will not long preserve the gospel without the languages. The 

languages are the sheath in which this sword of the spirit [Eph. 6:17] is contained; they 

are the casket in which this jewel is enshrined; they are the vessel in which this wine is 

held; they are the larder in which this food is stored. . . . If through our neglect we let the 

languages go (which God forbid!), we shall . . . lose the gospel.1 

 

Despite the importance of this subject, many people come to seminary without ever having 

learned a language other than the one they learned to speak as a child. What many people don’t 

realize is that the learning of the languages is itself a skill that must be learned. The starting point 

for you as a student of biblical Greek is 1) becoming aware of what goes into learning a 

language, and 2) knowing some practical methods that you can use to approach the task. In the 

following couple of pages, I want to share with you some helpful methods that I have picked up 

in my own studies so that you don’t experience frustration in your study of the biblical 

languages. 

 

If you are feeling nervous about this task, let me encourage you by saying that you can do it! 

Learning this language is not impossible; it just takes time, effort, and commitment. What kind 

of time should you expect to put into language learning this semester? You should plan on 

spending between 9 and 11 hours a week. Here is approximately how this might break down: 

 

3 hours listening to lectures and taking quizzes 

1-2 hours textbook reading 

3-4 hours memorization and review 

2 hours working on exercises and homework 

 

Finally, if you find learning languages easy, please feel free to adapt these methods or disregard 

them altogether. At the end of the day you have to do what you find most helpful. 

 

 

The Two Tasks of Language Learning: Recognition and Understanding 

 

It will help you to know that much of language learning can be broken into two tasks: 

recognition and understanding.  

 

                                                 
1 Martin Luther, “To the Councilmen of All Cities in Germany That They Establish and Maintain Christian 

Schools,” as quoted in Jason DeRouchie, “The Profit of Employing the Biblical Languages: Scriptural and Historical 

Reflections,” Themelios 37:1 (April 2012), 32. 
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The starting point is recognizing the various letters, words, and forms. This requires a ton of 

memorization! (See below for tips! ) You will have to learn to recognize and distinguish 

between: 

1. Different words. In English, for example, it is important to be to distinguish between 

words such as head, had, hat, and hate, or well, will, wall, and wail, because though they 

are one letter apart, they are completely different words.  

2. Different forms of words. In English it is important to distinguish between words such as 

break, breaks, broke, and broken, because each means something different. The same 

thing is true in Greek. 

 

Once you can recognize the forms, the next step is being able to understand them. This will be a 

matter of reading the explanations in your text for what the various forms mean, and then doing 

the exercises to help you learn how to actually understand what is written in the language. You 

are familiar with understanding language from English even though you might not be able to 

recite any rules. So, for example, you know that the difference in meaning between “I broke the 

bike,” and “I will break the bike” is the difference between past and future time. This is what you 

will be doing this semester with reference to Greek: learning to recognize the forms and 

understand what they mean. 

 

 

Reading/Understanding a Grammar Textbook 

 

An important part of learning a language well is understanding how to use a grammar. A 

“grammar” is simply a book used to learn the basics of a language. Greek grammars are not light 

reading. You need to figure out how to tackle them so that you do not miss the content or melt 

your brain by trying to push too quickly through the material. Often people will try to read them 

as if they are just another book, but it probably won’t work like that. It is more like a book of 

instructions on how to make origami animals than a history or theology book. You cannot breeze 

through it and pick up the main points; you have to read it slowly and understand the material 

fully.  

 

Typically a grammar has much shorter chapters than other kinds of textbooks, but they must be 

read at about half the speed (at least!). Here is how I suggest you read the grammar we will be 

using in class: 

 

1. Spend 5 minutes getting a general sense of the contents of the chapter. Read the 

introduction and the section headings, and take note of any paradigms, charts, or 

illustrations. 

2. Spend 15–20 minutes reading the chapter thoroughly, but don’t stop—even if you don’t 

understand something. Write your question on the margin or on a piece of paper. 

3. Spend 30–40 minutes digging deeply into the chapter, attempting to comprehend as much 

as possible. During this reading:  

a. Focus on a paragraph at a time. Don’t feel bad if you have to break a sentence up 

and try to understand the parts before putting them together. 

b. Write in the book! I like to underline, highlight, circle important statements and 

sentences, and make comments in the margin. If you are someone who is hesitant 
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to write in your books, you might have to overcome your reluctance, because it 

can be very helpful! 

c. Look for the following major points: main paradigms vs. exceptions; word forms 

(to be memorized/recognized) vs. grammatical meaning that is indicated by 

particular word forms. 

d. If you are unfamiliar with a particular grammatical term (e.g., what is an 

“infinitive”?), look it up in the appendix or in a dictionary. 

4. Work on memorizing the vocab and paradigms. NOTE: Completing the reading before 

memorization and memorization before the exercises is important! Each one builds upon 

the previous. 

5. When working on exercises, aim for understanding!  

a. Go slowly! Plan on spending about an hour or two on the exercises and 

homework for each chapter. 

b. Tear apart each word and understand all that the grammatical forms can tell you 

before trying to translate the whole sentence. Imagine you are taking apart a clock 

and putting it together again. Make sure you understand how all the pieces fit 

together in Greek before you try to put it together in English. 

c. Write in the book! I like to single-underline the subject, double-underline the 

verb, and put a line over the object, but you can come up with your own way of 

identifying the parts of the sentence. Write the parsing over the words. Writing on 

the exercises like this will help you to focus because if you dump all of the 

grammatical facts onto the page, your brainpower will not be tied up with 

remembering them. In addition, it will help you not to feel overwhelmed because 

you will be able to see which parts of the sentence you have figured out and 

which parts you haven’t. 

 

Hopefully these suggestions will help you to experience less frustration with using the grammar. 

 

 

Memorizing 

 

Memorization is another important part of learning a language. It is crucial for being able to 

recognize the different words and forms. Ideally, you should aim for something like 30 minutes a 

day, 6 days a week. Here are some strategies that I have learned over time to memorizing 

vocabulary and grammatical forms.  

 

 

1. Memorization of vocabulary:  

 

Here is my method of memorizing vocab: 

1. Make a flashcards using index cards.2  Put the vocab word on the front and the English 

definition (the “gloss”) on the back.  

                                                 
2 There are flashcard programs out there such as quizlet that have some handy features as well. You can 

print the cards from quizlet, or do your studying online. On the other hand, writing them out by hand might help you 

memorize them. 
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2. Memorize daily: Make a stack and go through this stack of cards at least once a day. 

When you study the vocab cards, read the Greek word and the English gloss out loud. For 

each word that you study, alternate reading the front and back 4–7 times. (The repetition 

will help it to stick.) Read the cards out loud and look at the words. The combination of 

hearing and seeing the words will help your memorization as well. 

3. Review daily: As you become familiar with the words, make a second stack of familiar 

words to be reviewed once a day. With these cards, simply read the word in Greek, and 

then see if you remember the English. If you can, it goes in the stack of familiar words 

for daily review. If you can’t, put it back in the first stack to be memorized.  

4. Review weekly: After about a week, you will have some cards that are second nature. 

These go into a new stack which you will review once or twice a week. When you are 

reviewing these cards, if you find that you can’t remember a word when it comes up, put 

it back into the first stack to be re-memorized. After about a month, the third stack of 

cards to be reviewed weekly should be getting bigger and bigger. Divide this stack up 

into smaller stacks and review one each day. After you finish Greek 1, most of your cards 

should be in the stacks that you review weekly. (You will still be memorizing some.)  

5. Review monthly: When you are in Greek 2, it would be useful for you to make another 

stack or set of stacks for cards to be reviewed once a month, and many of the words from 

Greek 1 should make their way into those stacks. 

 

Other vocab helps: 

 The most important thing I have learned about memorization is that repetition is the key. 
Sometimes people stress themselves out when they study flashcards because their method 

is to just look at the Greek word and try to remember what it means. However, repeatedly 

reading the word and its gloss is a much better method than just “trying hard to 

remember” it! 

 Make use of any mnemonic device you can to link the Greek word to its meaning (such 
as English words that sound similar). Ultimately the goal is to link the Greek word to the 

concept or idea represented by the word, so as you say the word, picture in your mind the 

thing or action represented by the word.  

 Involve multiple senses. Say the word out loud and involve your mouth, hear yourself say 

it and involve your sense of hearing, look at it and involve your sense of sight. If you 

have an especially difficult word, write it out and that will increase your memory of it as 

well (using kinesthetic/tactile senses). This is one reason that making physical flashcards 

can be better than using a flashcard program like quizlet. 

 

Finally, just know that some words are difficult. There will be around 10–20 words per semester 

that will seem to resist memorization. Do whatever you can to make a link for these words, but at 

the end of the day keep in mind that the goal is excellence, not perfection. Keep the big picture in 

mind and realize that if you memorize 95% of the words fairly well, that is pretty good. 

 

2. Memorizing Grammatical Forms: 

 

Memorizing grammatical forms can be more difficult than memorizing vocabulary. Here are a 

couple of strategies for memorizing grammatical forms: 
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1. Make flashcards: Put them on a flashcard and read through the paradigm 4–7 times (just 

like the vocabulary). I like to keep my vocab and grammar card in separate stacks.  

2. Compare and contrast paradigms:  

a. As you start accumulating noun paradigms, compare them to one another and 

notice similarities and differences between the paradigms. Do the same with 

verbs. How are they different? How are they similar? Are there any patterns? 

b. Notice when a form can mean more than one thing, and also when a form can 

mean only one thing. 

c. Look for grammatical principles that explain multiple examples. (Why learn five 

forms if you can learn one rule?) 

d. Use any other method you can think of that will help you learn the forms (I like to 

write on my grammar flashcards and use shapes and colors to differentiate various 

patterns). 

3. Write them out:  

a. Try writing them from memory, and when you’ve gotten all that you can, look at 

the book and fill in the ones you have missed. Ironically, if you habitually forget 

the same one, eventually you will start remembering it because you start noticing 

that you’ve missed it so many times (repetition!).  

b. After you have written them out, look at the paradigm and see if there are any 

patterns. If you notice one, circle it or make note of it in some other way. 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

I hope these practical suggestions will help you to avoid frustration in your study of Greek. They 

are intended to point you in the right direction rather than to prescribe for you “the only way” 

that the task can be done, so use anything that you find here, and make sure that you do whatever 

works best based on how you learn. In addition, know that learning the languages well is a long-

term goal. Be patient with yourself and don’t get frustrated if you forget something or have to 

repeatedly review some things. Just keep at it and you will get there eventually. 

 

Finally, I just want to encourage you regarding the value of learning the biblical languages. It is 

obviously a lot of work. Is it really worth it? Think about this: a man and woman who love each 

other dearly are about to be married. The woman walks down the aisle in her beautiful wedding 

dress with a veil over her face. As she nears her soon-to-be-husband, they look at each other 

affectionately, and they take the veil and lift it away from her face. They are able to gaze into 

each other’s eyes with nothing between them.  

 

For those of us who love the words of Scripture and hear in them the voice of the Christ, the 

lover of our souls, learning the biblical languages is like that moment when the veil is lifted—we 

are able to hear the voice of our savior clearly and with nothing between us and Him. Can we 

hear His voice without knowing the original languages, by means of a translation? Absolutely. 

But if you have the privilege to sit in a classroom in which the languages are taught, and if you 

have (or will one day have) the responsibility to shepherd the flock of God, isn’t it worth the 

effort to be able to read and study the words of the prophets and apostles in the very language 

they were written in? I believe that it is. 
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