


“A delightful little book that will hopefully inspire students to embrace 
the study of the biblical languages with enthusiasm and in anticipation 
of a clearer understanding of God’s word.”

—John H. Walton, Professor of Old Testament, Wheaton College

“This concise, well-organized, and well-written book is designed to inspire 
and motivate those who love and study God’s word (the Old and New 
Testaments) to engage the biblical text through the original languages 
with a view to a deeper understanding and more nuanced appreciation 
of biblical revelation. Who would imagine that biblical texts can explode 
with new, nuanced, and refined meaning through an understanding of 
topics like verbal aspect and sequencing, idiomatic expressions, intertex-
tuality, emphatic particles, verbal syntax, wordplays, or oratorical flourish, 
just to name a few! McDowell and Towner have chosen no better a way 
to wave the pom poms of encouragement to study the biblical languages 
than to illustrate the benefits as practically, dynamically, and effectively as 
they have done through these nineteen case studies and the testimonials 
of those who know the benefits firsthand.”

—Gary D. Pratico, Emeritus Professor of Old Testament 
and Director of the Hebrew Language Program, 

Gordon-Conwell Theological Seminary

“Studying the word in your native language is amazing, but it’s even more 
amazing to study the word in the original languages. What incredible 
treasures await those who will take the time to study and dig! This book 
will give you a taste of the spiritual and intellectual riches awaiting you, 
along with the inspiration to begin the journey.”

—Michael L. Brown, President of FIRE School of Ministry

“Learning Greek and Hebrew in seminary changed my life. It continues 
to be the most formative experience I had in seminary, and my students 
have come to expect a ‘learn Greek and Hebrew’ pitch from me in every 
class. McDowell and Towner showcase the value of biblical language 
competency, inviting the reluctant and curious to dive in and go deeper 
in their study of Scripture.”

—Nijay K. Gupta, Professor of New Testament, Northern Seminary



“As a language professor my mantra to first-year Hebrew students, ‘What 
you are doing matters!’ reflects the shared outlook of McDowell and 
Towner. This book honors the faithful ministry of Bible translators yet 
graciously discloses the limitations of translations. By quoting the ex-
periences of professors and students in each chapter, the authors give 
contemporary voices a platform to confirm the experiences of ancient 
voices—that the biblical languages matter.  Great will be your own reward 
for reading The Rewards of Learning Greek and Hebrew!”

—Donna Petter, Associate Professor of Old Testament, 
Gordon-Conwell Theological Seminary

“In an age of instant-everything, is it really worth investing hundreds of 
hours to learn an ancient language? McDowell’s and Towner’s brief but 
inspiring vignettes show what a difference it makes when we can read 
the Bible in its original languages for ourselves. Like a cup of coffee dur-
ing an afternoon slump, they offer a boost of motivation for students of 
biblical languages, sending them back to their flashcards with a renewed 
sense of purpose. Bravo!”

—Carmen Joy Imes, Associate Professor of Old Testament, 
Biola University

“This little book reveals an exciting new world that awaits those who jump 
through the portal of biblical language study. The clear and accessible case 
studies and testimonies from students, teachers, and pastors will convince 
those still wondering whether language study is worth their time.”

—Elizabeth E. Shively, Senior Lecturer in New Testament Studies, 
St Mary’s Divinity School, University of St Andrews

“Nothing captivates the imagination as effectively as disclosures about the 
richness of the biblical languages. To be able to experience the ambigui-
ties, wordplays, idioms, puns, euphemisms, cadences, and subtle allusions 
of the Bible’s languages is a powerful (and playful) allure to the learning 
of Hebrew and Greek—and to learning them well. This is precisely what 
makes McDowell and Towner’s Rewards of Learning Greek and Hebrew 
such a unique and promising text: the authors deploy the power of in-
trigue to draw readers into the world of the original languages and to in-
centivize their mastery. A great companion to standard grammar books.”

—Juan Hernández, Professor of Biblical Studies, Bethel University
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Foreword

As a veteran of the classroom for more than forty years, during which 
time I have taught countless students biblical languages and exegesis, 
I can well appreciate the value of Catherine McDowell and Philip 
Towner’s wonderful new book, The Rewards of Learning Greek and 
Hebrew. The several concise examples that they provide beautifully 
illustrate the rich rewards to be had when one learns how to read 
Greek and Hebrew. There is no question that engagement of Scripture 
in its original languages leads to a much deeper and more accurate 
understanding of the sacred text.

Learning Greek and Hebrew is not just an academic thing; it 
is a life-changing thing. Its sphere of influence isn’t limited to the 
classroom or study; it includes the pulpit and the pew. The Christian 
church needs good preaching; and good preaching must be grounded 
in Scripture read and carefully studied in its original languages. Unfor-
tunately, good preaching is getting harder to find in today’s churches 
and—making matters worse—many seminaries are reducing course 
offerings and requirements in the biblical languages.

I have heard students complain that the study of Greek and He-
brew is tedious, that the rules of grammar and syntax are complex and 
confusing, and that the results are not always especially interesting. In 
short, students think that the payoff isn’t worth the investment. Of 
course, they are wrong in thinking this, but how do we teachers con-
vince them—before they give up—that the time and effort are really 
worth it? How can we convince colleges, universities, and seminaries 
to expand their offerings of language courses? After all, educational 
institutions are not too keen to offer courses few students take. So 
what can we do to boost enrollment?
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I think we can recruit and retain students in language courses if 
we do two things: First, we must teach the language courses more ef-
fectively. We no longer have students entering seminary with several 
years of foreign language study under their belts. Long gone are the 
days when students were taught Greek and Latin in high school. They 
come to us tabula rasa. Therefore, we must find ways to teach the 
biblical languages that make the learning experience stimulating and 
compelling. I believe it is important to speak the language, even con-
verse in the language, as soon as possible. If language study, especially 
in its early stages, is limited to memorizing vocabulary and paradigms, 
students will lose interest. Getting students into the biblical text as 
soon as possible is very important, and it is very motivating. After all, 
that is the goal—to read the sacred text in its original language. The 
sooner that happens, the more motivated the student will be.

The second thing that we teachers of biblical languages and 
courses that presuppose ability to work with the original languages 
must do is what McDowell and Towner have done in The Rewards of 
Learning Greek and Hebrew. We must show how rich the payoff truly 
is. The examples that McDowell and Towner provide do this. Their 
examples are well chosen, insightful, and stimulating; and, moreover, 
they speak to very important issues—some quite controversial—that 
need to be better understood. If Scripture in its original language 
is not well understood, then there will be little progress in reaching 
agreement as to its meaning and application for the church today.

The Rewards of Learning Greek and Hebrew is a book that needs 
to get into the hands of all students of the biblical languages, and it 
needs to get into the hands of all those who teach biblical languages. 
At no time in the modern period has there been a more urgent need 
for a book like this, which so ably and convincingly demonstrates the 
rewards of learning the original languages of the Bible. 

Craig A. Evans 
John Bisagno Distinguished Professor of Christian Origins 

Houston Baptist University
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CHAPTER 1
There’s Adam, and Then 

There’s ʾadam

I must confess that I find it difficult to engage in theo-
logical presentations that have not been purged through 
the fire of careful exegesis.1

Bruce K. Waltke 
Distinguished Professor Emeritus of Old Testament 

Knox Theological Seminary

G enesis 1:26–27 is rightly quoted in a wide array of religious 
and secular contexts, from political speeches, to advertise-
ments, to human rights manifestos. We are created in God’s 

image, and this affords us significant dignity and value that is not 
shared with the rest of creation, despite its goodness (Gen 1:10, 12, 
18, etc.). Across the translations, our English Bibles convey with clarity 
humanity’s God-given dignity. However, there are important gram-
matical features in Gen 1:26–27 that impact how we interpret the 
relationships between Adam, humanity, male, and female in Gen 
1:26–28. Regrettably, these features have gone largely unnoticed by 
most of our English Bibles.

The ESV translates Gen 1:26–27 as follows:

26Then God said, “Let us make man in our image, after our like-
ness. And let them have dominion over the fish of the sea and 
over the birds of the heavens and over the livestock and over all 

1. Bruce K. Waltke, “How I Changed My Mind about Teaching Hebrew 
(or Retained it),” Crux 29.4 (1993): 11.
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the earth and over every creeping thing that creeps on the earth.” 
27So God created man in his own image, in the image of God he 
created him; male and female he created them.”

After “man” in v. 26, the ESV includes a footnote alerting the reader 
that the Hebrew term refers to “mankind.” For clarity’s sake, both in 
terms of modern English usage and the author’s original intent, it is 
preferable for “mankind” to be in the body of the text, as in the NIV 
and NRSV (“humankind”), rather than confining it to a footnote 
which fewer people will notice. A more significant issue, however, 
lies in the following verse. God creates “man” in his (God’s) image. 
Does “man” here refer to mankind, as in v. 26, or to the man, Adam? 
It is ambiguous in most English Bibles. The Evangelical Heritage 
Version (EHV), the Geneva Bible (GB), and Young’s Literal Trans-
lation (YLT) opted for the latter, as reflected in their translations, 
“God created (EHV, GB)/prepareth (YLT) the man in his (own) 
image . . .” (v. 27).

What informs our understanding of “man” in v. 27a is the transla-
tion of the following pronoun, “him” in v. 27b, “in the image of God 
he created him,” as most English Bibles render it. However, there is 
another way to understand the Hebrew that remains faithful to the 
text and conveys its meaning lucidly in modern English:

26God said, “Let us create humanity in our image, according to 
our likeness. Let them rule over the fish of the sea and the birds 
of the sky and over the beasts, and over all the earth, and over 
everything that creeps on the earth.” 27So God created humanity2 
in his image. In the image of God he created it. Male and female 
he created them. 28Then God blessed them and said to them, “Be 
fruitful, multiply, and fill the earth. Subdue it and rule over the 
fish of the sea and the birds of the skies and over all living creatures 
that creep on the earth.” (author’s translation)

2. The use of “humanity” here instead of “man” will be explained in the 
following paragraphs.
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The confusion in the English translations results from the fact that the 
Hebrew term ʾadam refers both to “humanity” and to the individual 
man, Adam. Which meaning the author intends must be inferred from 
the context, which is usually but not always determinative.

Further complicating the issue is that the addition of the definite 
article (“the”) to ʾadam, in Gen 1:27 (ha-ʾadam), does not limit the 
meaning to “the man,” as might be expected by an English-speaking 
audience. Instead, the Hebrew definite article (as in English) can be 
used anaphorically. For example, “I bought a new book today. When 
I finish reading the book, you may borrow it.” The first sentence uses 
the indefinite article, “a” in “a book,” but the second sentence refers to 
“the book.” Because the first sentence mentions the book, the reader 
or listener knows to which book the second sentence refers—the book 
in the previous sentence. Hebrew exhibits this same use of the definite 
article. Gen 1:3–4 states, “And God said, ‘Let there be light (ʾor),’ and 
there was light. And God saw the light (ha-ʾor), that it was good . . .” 
In Gen 18:7–8 Abraham takes “a calf ” (baqar), but in the following 
verse the narrator refers to it as “the calf ” (hab-baqar). The book of 
Ruth begins by introducing Elimelech and his family. In Ruth 1:1, 
he is “. . . a man (ʾish) of Bethlehem in Judah” but Ruth 1:2 uses the 
definite article, “The name of the man (ha-ʾish) was Elimelech.” As a 
final example, 1 Sam 6:3 refers to a guilt offering (ʾasham), but in v. 
4 the narrator identifies it as ha-ʾasham, “the guilt offering.”

Returning to Gen 1:26, God says, “Let us create humanity 
(ʾadam),” with no definite article preceding the object. This phrase 
is followed by, “So God created humanity (ha-ʾadam).” Like the 
examples above, the second occurrence of ʾadam likely includes the 
definite article because the object was mentioned in the previous 
verse, not because it is referring to Adam. In other words, the author 
probably intends, “Let us create humanity . . . so God created the 
humanity.” In English, however, “humanity” is an uncountable noun, 
of which there is only one. Adding a definite article in English would 
be superfluous.

How do we explain the masculine pronoun “him” in v. 27, which 
suggests that “man” in “So God created man (ha-ʾadam)” refers to 
“the man” rather than “(the) humanity”? The Hebrew word translated 
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“him” (ʾotho) also represents the third common singular pronoun, “it.” 
If the author used the definite article on ha-ʾadam anaphorically, then 
the pronoun ʾotho refers to humanity, not to the man, Adam. We 
should thus translate Gen 1:26–28 as:

26God said, “Let us create humanity in our image, according to 
our likeness. Let them rule over the fish of the sea and the birds 
of the sky and over the beasts, and over all the earth, and over 
everything that creeps on the earth.” 27So God created humanity 
in his image. In the image of God he created it. Male and female 
he created them. 28Then God blessed them and said to them, “Be 
fruitful, multiply, and fill the earth. Subdue it and rule over the 
fish of the sea and the birds of the skies and over all living creatures 
that creep on the earth.” (author’s translation)

This translation suits the grammar and the context far better than 
most traditional renderings of this passage. In v. 26, God pronounces 
that he will create humanity (ʾadam) and that together they will rule 
over the earth and its creatures. In the following verse, he fulfills that 
pronouncement. God creates humanity in his image. The author then 
repeats the statement for emphasis, with the prepositional phrase 
fronted for additional stress: “In the image of God he created it.” Both 
sentences state the same idea. The emphasis is on God’s creation of 
humanity as its own class, as a creature distinct from the birds, sea 
life, and land animals. Male and female announces the two types 
of humans within the class. To read these verses as supporting male 
hierarchy or superiority, as some have done, is to ignore the Hebrew 
grammar.

Although our English translations are reliable and trustworthy, 
they are not perfect. Translation always involves interpretation. Un-
derstanding Hebrew grammar gives us insight into the interpretive 
choices translators face so that we can think critically and carefully 
about the options. Further, because the Bible informs our thinking 
and practice, we want to understand it well. Hebrew helps us plumb 
the depths of God’s self-revelation in ways that are simply inacces-
sible in translation. Although learning Hebrew can be arduous, it is 
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a delightful and rewarding adventure. It brings you closer to God’s 
word and to God himself!

s

Life is fast. From lands scattered with fast-food to com-
mercials filled with the fastest internet speeds, we crave 
haste. Ancient languages don’t mix well with our appe-
tite. I’ve had the opportunity to study, teach, and write 
on ancient Hebrew for over a decade. There are many 
benefits and blessings to reading the Bible in Hebrew, 
but my favorite is pace. Vowels, dots, un-Englished 
sounds, un-Anglicized word order, they can cause a stu-
dent to move slowly. While I can now read Hebrew texts 
quite quickly, the language still has the ability to make 
me amble. This slowing down seeps into many corners of 
my life. I become more attuned to the people, the beauty, 
and the disparities around me. The music is heard. Not 
only that, my unhurried state lets me actually savor the 
Scriptures. I can think on words more carefully, more 
slowly in their context and in due course my own life, 
my faith community, and the culture at large. I’m forever 
grateful to have constant access to a de-accelerant in a 
hurried world.

Ethan C. Jones 
Associate Professor of Old Testament and Hebrew 

New Orleans Baptist Theological Seminary
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