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This article' is an evaluation of the pronunciation system that Benjamin Kantor, author of A
Short Guide to the Pronunciation of New Testament Greek (henceforth Guide),* recommends
for New Testament Greek. His recommendation is a pronunciation system based on the way
Greek was supposedly used in the Judeo-Palestinian region during New Testament times.
Kantor calls this pronunciation “historical Koine Greek pronunciation™ (xiv).

Toward the end of the Guide, Kantor recommends the Neohellenic (Modern Greek)
pronunciation for New Testament Greek (121-122). In fact, he equates the Neohellenic
pronunciation to the Judeo-Palestinian-based Historical Koine Greek pronunciation. He
argues that learners reap the exact same benefits regardless of which of the two systems they
use. Let us examine what these benefits are and assess how they apply to the two systems.

Kantor argues that adopting either a historical Judeo-Palestinian or Neohellenic
pronunciation offers significant advantages for studying Koine Greek. For one thing, this
approach aligns with the continuous liturgical traditions of Greek Orthodox churches, where
Koine remains actively spoken today. It also grants students direct access to modern
scholarship, as Greek academics have a long history of publishing linguistic research on
Classical and Koine Greek in their native tongue. Consequently, learners using these systems
gain a practical head start if they ever choose to speak with native Greeks. Ultimately, Kantor
maintains, a historical or Neohellenic pronunciation bridges the gap between different eras
of the language, unlocking a wealth of cultural and linguistic tools that deepen one's overall
comprehension of New Testament Greek.

To receive these benefits—including opportunities to converse with native speakers—one
must be in Greece or within an environment that is typically Greek in character. Under such
circumstances, that person would naturally need to adhere to the Neohellenic pronunciation.
The question then arises: If the two pronunciation systems Kantor recommends are quite
similar, why not keep the Neohellenic framework, since it is directly and clearly associated
with each of those benefits, and drop the other? Conversely, if the two systems are
substantially different, how could benefits of this nature even be associated with a theoretical
Judeo-Palestinian-based pronunciation of Greek? Let us then examine Kantor’s Judeo-
Palestinian-based historical Koine Greek pronunciation (110-112) and compare it with the
Neohellenic model. In so doing, we will focus on the key differences between the two
phonological systems.

Listed on the left side of the table below are Greek letters and the phonemic sounds they
represent in [PA* (Column A) according to Kantor’s Judeo-Palestinian-based historical Koine
Greek pronunciation. Likewise, listed on the right side are the same Greek letters, along
with the phonemic sounds they represent in IPA (Column B) according to the Neohellenic
pronunciation.

See YouTube video, “Greek Pronunciation 17 (Evaluation of Kantor),” or https://youtu.be/5p_oBu6tZvY
Benjamin Kantor, A Short Guide to the Pronunciation of New Testament Greek (William B. Eerdmans
Publishing Company, Grand Rapids, Michigan, 2023), 110-112.
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Historical Koine Greek Neohellenic (Modern Greek)
Pronunciation Pronunciation
Greek | Column Greek | Column
Letter A Description Letter B Description
B 1B/ -voiced bilabial fricative B v/ -voiced labiodental fricative
-air escapes between lips -lower teeth against upper teeth
(not in English) /vl as in “victory”
Q 1¢/ -voiceless bilabial fricative Q /17 -voiceless labiodental fricative
-air escapes between lips -lower teeth against upper teeth
(not in English) /f/ as in “fire”
n /el mid-front vowel n 11/ high-front vowel
“e” in “hey” /i/ as in “ski”
v 1yl -high near-front vowel v 11/ high-front vowel
-lips rounded (not in English) /i/ as in “ski”
oL 1yl -high near-front vowel oL 11/ high-front vowel
-lips rounded (not in English) /i/ as in “ski”
av /apB/, /ap/ | (not in English) v /av/, /af/ | as in “bravo,” “pilaf”
£V /eB/, /ep/ | (not in English) £V lev/, lef/ | as in “rev,” “ref”
nv /ep/, /ed/ | (not in English) nv /iv/, /ifl | as in “eve,” “beef”

The differences between the historical Koine bilabials /B/, /¢/ and the Neohellenic
labiodentals /v/, /f/ for the letters B [vita] and @ [fi] are visually and acoustically noticeable.
However, Kantor’s pronunciation of n [ita] as /e/ (rather than /i/) and v and ou as /y/ (rather
than /i/) is far more significant. This vowel shift, combined with bilabial pronunciations,
renders a New Testament Greek learner largely unintelligible to Modern Greek speakers.
Ultimately, these cumulative phonetic, acoustic, and phonemic differences will significantly
hinder the learner’s ability to achieve communicative fluency.

Since Kantor presents both the theoretical Judeo-Palestinian Koine and the Neohellenic
systems as options, and given the notable differences between them, a learner seeking the
practical benefits of the language would logically choose Neohellenic.

Applying the term “historical” to Modern Greek phonemes is justified because these
sounds are not modern innovations. Instead, they are the same distinct sounds that have
evolved since Classical Attic and remain preserved today. This system—collectively known
as Historical Greek Pronunciation (HGP)—should not be confused with Kantor’s concept of
“historical Koine Greek pronunciation.”

In summary, these benefits are exclusive to Neohellenic pronunciation. As evidence
indicates, they derive their true value from the fact that no other pronunciation comes closer
to the historical sounds of mainstream Koine Greek.*

See YouTube Video:
https://youtu.be/5p_oBu6btZvY

* Philemon Zachariou, Reading and Pronouncing Biblical Greek: Historical Pronunciation versus Erasmian
(Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock Publishers, August 10, 2021), 129.



