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J. Gresham Machen’s New Testament Greek for Beginners has been the tool used to teach
the rudiments of Greek for several generations of Greek teachers. Until the advent of the
grammars of William Mounce and David Alan Black, it was probably the most widely
used grammar of New Testament Greek. This is even more remarkable considering the
fact that Machen died in 1937 and never revised his original work.

An “unofficial” revision of Machen’s grammar was undertaken in 1982 by Paul Kaufman
of Western Conservative Baptist Seminary. In his preface to An Introductory Grammar of
New Testament Greek, he tacitly states that Machen’s grammar has been followed “in the
order of the presentation of the material.” Kaufman’s book is in fact very much like
Machen’s grammar, the major differences being the exercises and the adoption of the
eight-case system. Remnants of Machen can be seen in other modern grammars as well.

The reviser of this “official” revision of Machen’s grammar, Dan G. McCartney, holds
the same academic position at Westminster Theological Seminary that Machen once held.
He insists in his new preface that, although criticism of Machen “has not been lacking,”
the alternative to retiring Machen’s work to “an honored place in a museum” is “to revise
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Machen’s grammar in light of our present situation, and thus make the effectiveness of
this classic available to a new generation.” Moisés Silva maintains in the foreword that
McCartney’s revisions “are consistently on target and will ensure its continued use well
into the twenty-first century.”

The main thing to be noted about this new edition of Machen’s grammar is that it is not
much different from the original edition. The author correctly describes his revision as
“fairly conservative.” The book is bound in the same handy size. The original preface and
introduction are included. The format of the book is very similar. There are no major
changes in the substance of each chapter. There is very little new material introduced, and
only on a few occasions is a topic moved from one chapter to another. There are two
additional chapters. However, one of them is merely the result of splitting the original
chapter on present participles (18) into two chapters (18A and 18B), and the other one,
the new final chapter (34), is primarily made up of material that appeared in what was
originally the last three chapters (31-33). The vocabulary words introduced in each
lesson are essentially the same as in the original edition. Ten words have been moved to
different chapters, and twenty-seven new words have been added. With just four
exceptions, these additional words appear only in the new chapters on present participles
and the additional chapter at the end of the book. The addition of new vocabulary words
and the moving of a few others have not had much effect on the exercises at the close of
each chapter. In the first half of the book (chs. 1-17), since there are no new or relocated
vocabulary words, there are essentially no changes in the exercises other than the addition
of a total of four new sentences. The Greek-to-English exercises in the second half of the
book (chs. 18 A—34) are somewhat modified, but mainly by the addition of new sentences
to accommodate the new vocabulary words. The English-to-Greek exercises throughout
the book have hardly been changed at all.

The major change in this new edition of Machen’s grammar is McCartney’s treatment of
participles. As previously mentioned, the original chapter on present participles has been
split into two chapters. Lesson 18A introduces the student to participles and covers the
use of the adverbial participle. McCartney terms this the predicate or circumstantial
participle, but he does so only when referring back to it in Lesson 18B, on the attributive
and substantive use of the participle. Because he considers the term present participle to
be “confusing,” he opts for the moniker progressive participle, but his note about “most
modern grammars” preferring “the term ‘progressive’ to refer to this tense system” is
simply incorrect. McCartney’s explanation of the present participle is an improvement
over Machen’s, as is his treatment of the aorist participle denoting coordinate action.
However, the lessons on the aorist active and aorist passive participles, the genitive
absolute participle, and the perfect participle are basically unchanged.
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For teachers who have been using Machen’s original grammar, not a great deal of effort
will be necessary to adapt the new edition to one’s previous curriculum, especially in the
early chapters. Besides the content being similar, several features of the new edition help
to facilitate the transition: the foreword by Moisés Silva, the reviser’s preface to the
revised edition, and the retention of Machen’s original section numbers alongside of
McCartney’s new ones, with a table of section-number correlations in the back of the
book. Although these features will help make the transition, I disagree with the reviser’s
claim that “it should be possible for a student to use an old edition of Machen in a class
where this new edition is the text.”

There are also additional features that enhance the usefulness of the new edition. There is
a table of abbreviations, a glossary, more paradigms, new explanatory footnotes, a Greek-
word frequency list (by Bruce Metzger), expanded vocabularies and index, the change to
lesson-number chapter headings (although the page numbers have been moved to the
bottom of the page), and charts on verb formation, verb endings, vowel contractions,
consonant classification, prepositions, and numerals.

I would like to say that McCartney has corrected all (or even many) of Machen’s errors
and shortcomings, but he has not. His revision repeats most of the same errors and suffers
from the same inadequacies as the original edition.

As one who has used Machen’s grammar to teach Greek for many years, I am well
acquainted with its deficiencies in the vocabularies and the exercises, as well as the
erroneous information, and many times lack of information, in the text.

The greatest problem with Machen’s grammar, and one that has consequences for the
entire book, is the vocabularies at the beginning of each lesson. The number of words
included in each lesson varies considerably. Lesson 18 has two words, and lesson 8§ has
five words, but lessons 26, 30, and 32 each has twenty-two words. The type of words
selected is also irregular. Lesson 5 has just first-declension feminine nouns, but lesson 32
has a combination of regular verbs, pt verbs, adverbs, conjunctions, second-declension
masculine nouns, second-declension neuter nouns, third-declension neuter nouns, and
extensive notes about some of the words. While most words are given one definition in
the vocabularies (a good idea for a beginning grammar), some words are given two or
more. Three meanings are given for the words Bd\w (lesson 7) and ikavds (lesson 30).
Four meanings are given for the words épwTdw (lesson 27) and adinpt (lesson 32).

Not only are the vocabularies very irregular in length, difficulty, and number of word
definitions, but the words are sometimes out of alphabetical order, introduced in the
wrong lesson, or of low frequency in the New Testament. The words € xw (lesson 3),

This review was published by RBL ©2005 by the Society of Biblical Literature. For more information on obtaining a
subscription to RBL, please visit http://www.bookreviews.org/subscribe.asp.




al\d (lesson 10), and evpiokw (lesson 32) are out of alphabetical order. The words
éTepov, €mi, and owTnpla are used in sentences (in lessons 16, 22, and 21) before they
are introduced as vocabulary words (in lessons 33, 24, and 22). And, to give but three
examples of frequency, Machen uses the second-declension neuter nouns dGpov and
pvoTtnptov, which occur in the New Testament, respectively, only nineteen and twenty-
eight times, but not 6nplov or mpoéBaTov, which occur forty-six and thirty-nine times. He
uses the first-declension feminine nouns k&pn and xwpa, which occur in the New
Testament twenty-seven and twenty-eight times, but not xpela or yeved, which occur
forty-nine and forty-three times. Finally, he uses the adjectives kafapds and tkavds,
which occur in the New Testament twenty-seven and thirty-nine times, but not ékaoTos
or 6e€10s, which occur ninety-eight and fifty-four times.

The vocabulary words are more often than not introduced in the lessons in a haphazard
way. Consider the first lesson on nouns and the first on adjectives. Lesson 4 introduces
second-declension nouns: nine masculine and two neuter. In lesson 7 we are given six
additional second-declension masculine nouns: dyyeAos, Beds, kK6opos, Aibos, oUpavos,
and ToTos. But we also get kUpLos in lesson 6, SL8dokalos in lesson 9, dpLapToAds in
lesson 10, dpTos in lesson 11, TudAds in lesson 13, Aaos and 6x\os in lesson 21,
"Touvddlos and xpLoTés in lesson 22, kapmds in lesson 27, aypods and odBajLos in lesson
28, and kaipos and xpovos in lesson 32—and this is just looking at the masculine nouns,
not the neuters. Lesson 6 introduces adjectives of the first and second declensions. But
then Machen adds one verb, one second-declension masculine noun, and two second-
declension feminine nouns. But later we also get movnpos in lesson 9, dyLos in lesson 17,
Aoumos and pakdplos in lesson 21, kaBapos and oAlyos in lesson 26, ikavos in lesson 30,
atwvios and povos in lesson 31, and €Tepos, 6Mos, and 6potos in lesson 33.

The placement of verbs in the vocabularies is just as haphazard. Contract verbs are
introduced in lesson 23. It is understandable that aiTéw, émepwTdw, and €pwTdw are given
in lesson 27, since that lesson introduces interrogative pronouns, but why then do we
have peTavoéwn and doPéopat given in lesson 24, éAe€w in lesson 28, yevvdw, papTupéw,
and TAnpow in lesson 29, {dw and 0pdw in lesson 31, and dbavepow in lesson 33? New
verbs are still being introduced in the lessons on pt verbs: metpdlw in lesson 31, evplokw,
uTdyw, and xalpo in lesson 32, and dokéw, mapayivopat, and davepow in lesson 33.
Other than simple distinctions such as liquid, contract, and p verbs, no further attempt is
made to categorize verbs. Highly irregular verbs such as ywwwokw and éxw are introduced
in the first chapter on verbs along with simple verbs such as Ao and ypddw. The liquid
verbs alpw, ATOKTElVW, ATOOTEN\W, €Yelpw, kKplvw, and pLévw are introduced long before
the chapter on liquid verbs, which means that they are never used in the future or aorist
tenses until lesson 24, even though they have all been introduced by lesson 9. There is, in
fact, only one new liquid verb listed in the vocabulary for lesson 24: omeipw. Machen
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also offers far too many aorist forms of verbs as vocabulary words instead of just making
the student learn the verb forms that are irregular. Thus, introducing €t8ov and eimov
(lesson 15) as vocabulary words is beneficial, but making the student learn émopetUbny
and nkovoBNV is unnecessary.

The choice of words for the vocabularies has a direct effect on the quality of the
sentences in the exercises. Machen’s poor choice of words accounts for some of the
problems with his exercises, but certainly not all. Some vocabulary words are not even
used in the exercises of the lesson in which they are introduced. Others show up in a few
sentences and never appear again. For example, the relative adverbs 6mov and 67e, which
are introduced in lesson 27, do not appear in any sentences in the exercises for that
lesson. Even worse than that, 6mov appears only once, in lesson 30, and 6Te is never
used.

The same problem occurs with certain grammatical constructions. Indirect questions,
deliberative questions, and the regular use of the relative pronoun, all introduced in
lesson 27, rarely show up in the exercises. The perfect participle is introduced in lesson
29, but, with only three exceptions, the only perfect participles that ever appear in the
exercises are articular perfect passives.

Between the vocabularies and the exercises we have Machen’s text, which McCartney
praises for its “clarity of organization,” its “pedagogical simplicity,” and its “conciseness
of presentation and description.” I wish I could agree, but there is just too much that is
poorly explained or just plain wrong. Machen’s treatment of demonstratives (lesson 9)
and numerals (lesson 26) is incomplete. His explanation of participles is both incomplete
and confusing (lesson 18), so much so that McCartney revised the initial lesson on
participles more than he revised any other place in the book. Machen’s discussion of the
infinitive with the article and preposition is inadequate (lesson 22). His treatment of
comparative adjectives is way too brief (lesson 30).

There are a number of errors in the text as well. The word €yyvs is wrongly listed as an
adverb (lesson 28). The words €pnpos and €x0pos are listed as nouns when they are
properly adjectives. The verb nveyka is said to be a first aorist with —ka instead of —oca
endings when it is actually a verb with first aorist endings on a second aorist stem. The
information given about 607ts (lesson 28) and €ws (lesson 32) is wrong. And even in the
first lesson on the alphabet, Machen strangely says to pronounce the letter omicron as the
o0 in obey.

Another major problem is that there is too much that Machen simply does not say. He
does not mention that Sokéw is not a contract verb (lesson 33), nor does he say anything
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about the Attic reduplication of the perfect forms of dkovw, €yelpw, épxopat, and dépw
(Iesson 29). He does not explain the use of the being verb participle (Iesson 18). He never
mentions in the text things he has in the exercises, such as elliptical constructions and
complementary participles. Examples are given of the accusative and infinitive used after
woTe (lesson 32), but no mention is made of the accusative and infinite without woTe.

The inconsistencies, shortcomings, misinformation, and errors of Machen’s original
grammar are perpetuated by McCartney in his revision. With the exception of some very
minor corrections, mainly in the vocabulary lists, McCartney’s revision retains all that is
wrong with Machen’s original work and even introduces some new problems.

In lesson 11 he uses the word dpxn in a sentence even though it does not appear as a
vocabulary word until lesson 32. In lesson 13 he uses the word xpLoTov in a sentence, but
it does not appear until lesson 22. In lesson 19 he adds a new sentence to the English-to-
Greek exercises and uses the phrase having eaten. However, the irregular aorist form of
€00ilw that the student needs to write the phrase in Greek, €édaryov, is not introduced until
lesson 27. Although McCartney has €yyUs in his list of improper prepositions in chart 7,
he still retains Machen’s listing of the word as an adverb (lesson 28).

McCartney’s noble attempt at revision is too little and too late. Because of the major
problems with the vocabularies, any attempt at revision that does not completely overhaul
them is doomed to fail. Machen’s grammar should be given “an honored place in a
museum,” where it may be forgotten. Students who use Machen’s grammar are getting
shortchanged, the degree of which depends on how closely their instructor follows the
text. For Greek teachers who have used Machen’s grammar for so long that they hate to
part with it, this new revision is an improvement that might help them increase their
students’ grasp of New Testament Greek, especially if they closely follow the text. Other
than that, this revision is not recommended for serious students and teachers of New
Testament Greek.
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