
General Rules for Greek Accents1

I. Syllables in Greek
A. A Greek word has as many syllables as it has vowels and diphthongs:

ajlhvqeia = aj-lhv-qei-a, thus four syllables
B. A syllable is said to be long if it contains a long vowel or diphthong, but short if it contains a 

short vowel or a diphthong at its very end.
1. e and o are always short.
2. h and w are always long.
3. a, i, u are sometimes long, sometimes short.
4. Diphthongs are long (including the “improper” diphthongs a/, h/, w/) except for final (i.e., 

coming at the very end of the word) oi and ai, which are treated as short in most all words. 
(The exception is in the optative mood.)

C. In terms of accentuation, only the last three syllables of a Greek word are relevant.
1. The last syllable is called the ultima.
2. The syllable coming before the ultima is the penult.
3. The syllable coming before the penult is the antepenult.

II. General Rules of Accent
A. A word may be accented only on one of its last three syllables.
B. A word may have only one accent (exception: if the word is followed by an enclitic).
C. Acute, Circumflex, Grave

1. The acute accent may stand on only one of the last three syllables of a word.
2. A circumflex accent may stand on only one of the last two syllables of a word.
3. The grave accent may stand only on the last syllable of a word.

D. Acute, Circumflex, Grave, and long or short syllables
1. The acute accent may stand on either a long or a short syllable
2. The circumflex accent may stand only on a long syllable.
3. The grave accent may stand on either a long or a short syllable.

E. The primary thing governing accents is the length of the ultima syllable.
1. If the ultima is short:

a. The antepenult, if accented, may have only the acute accent:
a[nqrwpo~  ajpovstolo~  luovmeqa  luwvmeqa  pneuvmato~

b. The penult, if accented, must have the circumflex if it is itself long, but the acute if it is it-
self short:
zh`lo~  mw`mo~ pra`gma  pneu`ma  dou`lo~  novmo~  qevma

c. The short ultima may itself have an acute accent, provided that a mark of punctuation or 

1 Taken from Eugene Van Ness Goetchius, The Language of the New Testament (Scribner, 1965), p. 319. For a full ex-
planation of accents in Koine Greek, see the full Appendix 1, pp. 317–28.
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an enclitic immediately follows; if a word other than an enclitic follows immediately, the 
acute is changed to a grave (note, however, that the interrogative tiv~, tiv always retains 
the acute):
uiJov~;  uiJo;~ qeou`;  uiJoiv;  uiJoi; qeou`;  tiv~ duvnatai aujtou` ajkouvein;

2. If the ultima is long:
a. The antepenult cannot have an accent
b. the penult, if accented, may have only the acute:

douvlou~  novmou  profhvth~

c. The long ultima may itself have either the circumflex or the acute; if it has the acute, this 
is changed to a grave (as described above in E.1.c)
uiJouv~  uiJou;~ qeou`
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