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Key Features of The Baker Expository  
Dictionary of Biblical Words

•	 First expository dictionary to be published in the past 15+ years

•	 Based on the most recent linguistic theory and scholarship

•	 Organized alphabetically by English words

•	 Fascinating, accurate, and detailed definitions of biblical words to enhance preaching and teaching

•	 Provides excellent cross-references to other ways a Hebrew or Greek word is translated into English, 
keeping in mind all the bestselling English translations of the Bible

•	 Written in a style that promotes “flashes of insight” or “aha moments” for readers
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•	 Achieves greater balance between Old Testament and New Testament entries when compared to pre-
vious expository dictionaries

•	 Old Testament and New Testament words are grouped together within each English word article so 
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WHAT IS AN EXPOSITORY 
DICTIONARY OF BIBLICAL WORDS?

Words are the building blocks of human lan-
guage, and it is impossible to understand a 
written text without understanding the mean-
ing of its words. When English speakers read 
a text in English, they know from prior expe-
rience the meaning of its words and— just as 
important— how these words interact with 
one another to produce an act of meaningful 
communication.

We believe the Bible is God’s Word, his mes-
sage to humanity. If we are to hear God speak 
to us today, we must understand the meaning 
of its words. A key challenge we face, however, 
is that the Bible was not written in English. The 
Old Testament was written in Hebrew (with 
a few Aramaic sections), and the New Testa-
ment was written in Greek. To understand its 
message we must know the meaning of these 
Hebrew and Greek words. This is where Bible 
translation comes in, and there are many excel-
lent versions of the Bible for English speakers. 
Your most important Bible study tool is a good 
translation of the Bible.

Yet by placing two translations side by side, 
you see that many words and phrases are trans-
lated differently in different versions. Compare 
these three versions of 1 Thessalonians 4:3–4:

Christian Standard Bible (CSB)
For this is God’s will, your sanctification: 
that you keep away from sexual immorality, 

that each of you knows how to control his 
own body in holiness and honor.

Good News Translation (GNT)
God wants you to be holy and completely 
free from sexual immorality. Each of you 
should know how to live with your wife in a 
holy and honorable way.

New American Standard Bible (NASB)
For this is the will of God, your sanctifica-
tion; that is, that you abstain from sexual 
immorality; that each of you know how to 
possess his own vessel in sanctification and 
honor.

While all three versions speak similarly of 
“sexual immorality,” there are other signifi-
cant differences. The CSB and the NASB speak 
of “sanctification,” while the GNT refers to 
being “holy.” Even more strikingly, while the 
CSB speaks of controlling your “body,” the 
GNT speaks of living with your “wife,” and 
the NASB of possessing your “vessel.” What’s 
going on here? The answer is that certain words 
are being interpreted and translated differently.

This expository dictionary is meant to help 
you understand the various possible meanings 
of Hebrew and Greek words and to determine 
from their contexts their most likely meanings. 
While there is no substitute for learning to read 
Hebrew and Greek, students of God’s Word 
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What Is an Expository Dictionary of Biblical Words?

can be greatly aided by a tool that examines the 
meaning of the original words of Scripture. In 
this dictionary Hebrew and Greek words are 
organized under English headings and their 
various possible meanings are discussed.

How to Use This Dictionary

This volume actually contains three diction-
aries. The main dictionary (the front part 
of the book) contains English entries with 
corresponding Hebrew and Greek words. The 
back part of the volume includes Hebrew and 
Greek dictionaries, containing all the Hebrew 
and Greek words found in the Old and New 
Testaments, with English definitions. Each He-
brew and Greek word is identified with two 
different numbering systems. The first number 
is from a system developed by James Strong for 
Strong’s Exhaustive Concordance of  the Bible 
and used in many other reference books today. 
The second number, in parentheses and italics 
following the Strong’s number, is a more recent 
system developed by Edward W. Goodrick and 
John R. Kohlenberger III and is also used in 
many concordances and reference books.1

There are various ways to use this diction-
ary. The simplest way is to just look up an 
English word of interest in the main dictionary 
and read about some of the Hebrew and Greek 
words associated with it. For example, the pas-
sage from 1 Thessalonians 4:3–4 cited above 
has the phrase “sexual immorality” in all three 
versions. If you look up this phrase in the front 
part of the dictionary, you will find an article 
on the Greek word porneia, which defines its 
various meanings and how the word is used 
in the New Testament. Or, since the NASB 

1. Numbering systems are complicated since scholars sometimes differ over the relationship between words. 
For example, homonyms, Hebrew or Greek words that are spelled the same but have different meanings, are 
sometimes treated as different words and sometimes as the same. Consider the Hebrew word ʿāzab, which can 
mean “abandon” or “renovate.” Strong’s numbering treats this as one word (5800) while Goodrick- Kohlenberger 
treats it as two (6440 and 6441). In cases like this, the dictionary provides both numbering systems but distin-
gushes between ʿāzab 1 and ʿāzab 2.

says to “abstain” from sexual immorality, you 
could look up the word “ABSTAIN.” There you 
will see an article on the Greek verb apechō, 
which describes the meaning of this verb and 
refers specifically to 1 Thessalonians 4:3. Note: 
When you see a word or phrase in italics in the 
dictionary entry it represents a translation of 
the Greek word under discussion. So in the 
discussion of porneia in 1 Thessalonians 4:3, 
the CSB is cited as “keep away from sexual 
immorality.”

You can learn a great deal about biblical 
words by using the dictionary in this way, 
simply reading through the articles. Most 
word studies, however, are more complicated 
than this. How do you know, for example, to 
look up the English word “abstain” (NASB) 
instead of “keep away from” (CSB) or “be 
completely free from” (GNT)? And once you 
get to the English article, how do you know 
which Hebrew or Greek word listed is the 
one used in your passage? For example, the 
English entry RECLINE has two different 
Greek words, anaklinō and anapiptō, both of 
which can mean either “lie down” or “recline 
at a meal,” the normal posture for banquets 
in the first century. Not only this, but other 
verbs, such as anakeimai, katakeimai, and 
synanakeimai, can also mean “lie down” or 
“recline at a meal.” And other words, like the 
noun deipnon (“dinner”), can refer to meals 
or banquets. So when an English translation 
uses the phrase “having dinner” or “reclining 
at the table,” how do you know which Hebrew 
or Greek word is behind the English?

To identify the right Hebrew or Greek word 
you will need to use one of the numbering sys-
tems in the Hebrew or Greek dictionary. There 
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are various ways to determine the number of 
the Hebrew or Greek word:

1. You can look up the word in a concor-
dance. For example, suppose you are puzzled 
about the word “body” in 1 Thessalonians 
4:4 cited above in the CSB, since it is trans-
lated as “wife” in the GNT and as “vessel” 
in the NASB. You would look up the English 
word in a concordance for the Bible version 
you are using. For example, you would look 
up “body” in a CSB concordance or “vessel” 
in an NASB concordance. Then you would 
find the entry for 1 Thessalonians 4:4. Beside 
the verse is the corresponding number— in 

this case “4632” for Strong’s and “5007” in 
Goodrick- Kohlenberger.

2. Another way to identify the number is 
to use an interlinear Bible or a reverse inter-
linear Bible, which includes the Strong’s or 
Goodrick- Kohlenberger numbers in line with 
the text. An interlinear text is a Hebrew or 
Greek text with an English word underneath 
almost every Hebrew or Greek word. A reverse 
interlinear is an English text with a Greek or 
Hebrew word underneath each English word. 
Here you would look up your verse and find 
the Greek word and its number underneath 
the English word.

1 Thessalonians 4:3–4  
Interlinear

τοῦτο γάρ ἐστιν θέλημα τοῦ θεοῦ, ὁ ἁγιασμὸς ὑμῶν, ἀπέχεσθαι ὑμᾶς

3778 1063 1510 2307 2316 0038 4771 0568 4771

this for is will of God sanctification your to abstain you

ἀπὸ τῆς πορνείας, εἰδέναι ἕκαστον ὑμῶν τὸ ἑαυτοῦ σκεῦος

0575 4202 3608a 1538 4771 1438 4632

from sexual sin to know each of you your own vessel

κτᾶσθαι ἐν ἁγιασμῷ καὶ τιμῇ

2932 1722 0038 2532 5092

to obtain in holiness and honor

3. Many Bible software computer programs 
also include interlinear texts or “instant de-
tails” windows that provide you with the He-
brew or Greek word and the Strong’s or the 
Goodrick- Kohlenberger number. If the En-
glish, Hebrew, or Greek text is “tagged” with 
grammatical and statistical information, you 
can just scroll over the word and it will give 
you this information, including the Strong’s 
or Goodrick- Kohlenberger number.

Once you have the number, you can turn  
to the Hebrew or Greek word in the cor-
responding dictionary in the back of the vol-
ume. (IMPORTANT: Be sure to go to the He-

brew dictionary for the Old Testament and 
the Greek dictionary for the New Testament!) 
For the example cited above, you would see 
this entry:

4632 (5007) σκεῦος skeuos (n.) possession, mer-
chandise, object; jar, vessel, dish; (met.) a per-
son (23x) | POSSESSION

This entry provides you with eight items:

 1. the Strong’s number: 4632
 2. the Goodrick- Kohlenberger number, 

in parentheses and italics: (5007)
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 3. the Greek or Hebrew word: σκεῦος
 4. the Greek or Hebrew word transliter-

ated with English letters in italics: 
skeuos

 5. the part(s) of speech (in this case a 
noun): (n.)

 6. the various possible meanings of the 
word (its semantic range):2 posses-
sion, merchandise, object; jar, vessel, 
dish; (met.) person [“met.” means 
“metaphorical”]

 7. the number of times the word occurs 
in the New Testament: (23x)

 8. the English word where you will find 
an article on that Hebrew or Greek 
word in the main dictionary in the 
front: POSSESSION

For much more detail about the meaning 
and usage of the word, turn to the article on 
POSSESSION in the front dictionary. There 
you will find an article on skeuos that explains 
in detail that the word can refer to a variety of 
objects or containers and is sometimes used 
metaphorically of persons, including one’s 
own body or one’s spouse.

An English article is provided for Hebrew 
nouns and verbs that occur 25 times or more 
in the Old Testament and for Greek nouns 
and verbs that occur 10 times or more in the 
New Testament. Some nouns and verbs that 
occur fewer times but are particularly signifi-
cant theologically are also included (e.g., hilas-
komai, meaning “atone, appease, propitiate”). 
Many adjectives are also included if they occur 
in particularly significant theological con-
texts. Not included are proper names, prepo-
sitions, particles, most adverbs, and many  
adjectives.

2. Note that semantic ranges in the dictionaries may sometimes be wider or narrower than those in the 
articles. Also, the parts of speech given in the definitions in the articles (“n.,” “v.,” “adj.,” etc.) refer to how 
the Hebrew or Greek word functions in English translation, and so sometimes these parts of speech will differ 
from those found in the dictionaries.

Words and Their Meanings

A book like this should probably come with a 
warning label since the misunderstanding of 
the nature of words and the misuse of word 
studies are among the most common errors 
in Bible study and in preaching and teaching 
God’s Word. Several key principles should be 
kept in mind when doing word studies:

1. Words have a semantic range. Very few 
words in any language have a single or “lit-
eral” meaning. They have a range of possible 
meanings, what is called a semantic range. 
For example, it is sometimes said that the 
Greek word sarx literally means “flesh.” But, 
in fact, the word has a wide range of possible 
meanings, including “flesh, meat, physical 
body, soft tissue; human being, humankind, 
fallen realm of existence, corrupt or sinful 
human nature; lineage” (and others). None of 
these is the literal meaning, if  by “literal” we 
mean single or core meaning, since the word 
can mean any one of  these in a particular 
context. On the other hand, if  by “literal” 
we mean nonfigurative or concrete, then the 
first four are all literal meanings (“flesh, meat, 
physical body, soft tissue”), while the next five 
are all figurative or metaphorical extensions 
of this meaning (“human being, humankind, 
fallen realm of existence, corrupt or sinful 
human nature, lineage”). It is almost never 
correct to refer to a single “literal” meaning 
for a word.

2. Context determines which sense is in-
tended. If words can have various meanings, 
what determines which sense an author in-
tended? The answer, of course, is context. 
Consider the following passages in the Chris-
tian Standard Bible:
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SARX =

Matt. 24:22 “Unless those days were 
cut short, no one [sarx] 
would be saved.”

“person”

Mark 14:38 “The spirit is willing, 
but the flesh [sarx] is 
weak.”

“human 
ability”

Luke 24:39 “A ghost does not have 
flesh [sarx] and bones 
as you can see I have.”

“muscle or 
body tissue”

John 1:14 “The Word became 
flesh [sarx] and dwelt 
among us.”

“a human 
being”

Acts 2:26 “Moreover, my flesh 
[sarx] will rest in 
hope.”

“myself” or 
“I”

Rom. 1:3 “a descendant of David 
according to the flesh 
[sarx]”

“human 
lineage”

Rom. 6:19 “I am using a human 
analogy because of the 
weakness of your flesh 
[sarx].”

“human 
understanding”

Rom. 7:5 “For when we were in 
the flesh [sarx], the sin-
ful passions aroused 
through the law were 
working in us to bear 
fruit for death.”

“realm 
of fallen 
humanity”

Eph. 5:29 “For no one ever hates 
his own flesh [sarx] 
but provides and cares 
for it.”

“physical 
body”

The Greek word is the same in every case, 
but the context determines which sense of the 
word is intended.

3. Words normally have only one sense in 
any particular literary context. Just because 
a word can mean different things doesn’t in-
dicate that it means all those things in any 
single context. In general, writers and speakers 
mean only one thing when they use a word. For 
example, in Luke 24:39 it is unlikely that Jesus 
meant both that a ghost does not have a “body” 
and that it does not have a “sinful nature.” The 

exception to this one- meaning rule is when an 
author is intentionally making a pun or play 
on words. Many scholars think that Jesus is 
making a play on words in John 3:3 when he 
says that “you must be born again,” since the 
Greek word translated “again” (anōthen) can 
also mean “from above.” Since elsewhere in 
John anōthen means “from above” (3:31; 19:11, 
23) and since Jesus emphasizes that salvation 
comes from the Spirit and the realm above, it 
is likely that there is a double meaning here. 
This kind of pun, however, is the exception 
rather than the rule, and generally words have 
only one meaning.

4. Etymology is an unreliable guide to 
meaning. A fourth principle of word studies 
is that word meanings change over time, so 
etymology is not a reliable guide to meaning. 
Etymology refers to the origin of a word, either 
its component parts or its historical deriva-
tion. We recognize in English, for example, 
that “pineapple” does not mean a “pine” or an 
“apple,” and a “butterfly” is not “flying but-
ter.” “Understand” does not mean to “stand 
under,” and a “landlord” is not “lord of the 
land.”

Many Greek words are compounds— that 
is, made up of two different words, usually 
a preposition and a verb or noun. Our ten-
dency is to try to derive the meaning from the 
two component parts. For example, the Greek 
word ekballō comes from two Greek words, 
ek (“out of”) and ballō (“throw, cast”), and 
ekballō can mean to “cast out” a demon. While 
this sometimes works, it is highly unreliable, 
and many words have a very different mean-
ing from their component parts. For example, 
hypokritēs comes from two Greek words, hypo 
(“under”) and kritēs (“judge”), but it doesn’t 
mean to “judge under” it means “hypocrite” or 
“insincerity.” Similarly, the Greek word eklyō 
comes from ek (“from”) and lyō (“set free”), 
but it doesn’t mean “to set free from”; it means 
“to become weary.” It is popular to say that 
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ekklēsia (“church”) comes from ek (“out of, 
from”) and klēsia (“called”), so the church is 
the “called out ones.” But whether or not the 
church is “called out” from the world, this 
meaning is wrong. The word ekklēsia does 
not mean “called out ones”; it means an “as-
sembly” or “congregation” or “gathering” 
of people, and came to refer to the Christian 
assembly— that is, the church.

Etymology or historical derivation also 
does not work backwards. Later derivations 
of words should not be imposed on their ear-
lier uses. It is sometimes said that the word 
“dynamite” comes from the Greek word dy-
namis (“power”), and so the gospel is “the dy-
namite of God for salvation” (Rom. 1:16). This 
is wrong. The Greek word dynamis does not 
and never did mean “dynamite.” Paul could 
not have been thinking of dynamite when he 
wrote Romans, since dynamite wasn’t invented 
until many centuries after he wrote. (Also, the 
gospel does not blow you to bits!) This is an 
anachronistic error, imposing a later meaning 
on an earlier use.

Doing Word Studies

These principles confirm that we should never 
do words studies on the basis of “literal” 
meanings, etymology, or later derivations. 
Rather, there are two basic steps for doing 
any word study:

1. Determine the semantic range: What can 
the word mean? While almost all words have 
more than one meaning, words can’t mean 
just anything. They have a semantic range, a 
limited range of meanings. We determine the 
range of meanings by examining how the word 
is used in its various contexts. A dictionary or 
lexicon is simply a listing of words and their 
semantic ranges, or definitions. So the first step 
in a word study is to determine the range of 
possible meanings by consulting the diction-
ary or lexicon.

2. Once you have determined what the word 
can mean (its semantic range), you must de-
cide what it does mean, based on the context. 
Which sense is most in line with the immediate 
context, the flow of thought? Based on the au-
thor’s intention and purpose and broader theo-
logical perspective, which sense is most likely?

It is helpful at this point also to consult 
quality commentaries because they examine 
the meaning of words in the context of the 
author’s thought world and literary context.

A Note on Hebrew Verbal Stems

The dictionary presents the meaning of He-
brew verbs according to their stems. The seven 
basic verbal stems communicate a verb’s action 
and voice. No verb occurs in the Bible in all 
seven stems, and some occur in only one. To 
use this dictionary, knowledge of the verbal 
system is neither presumed nor necessary, but 
since the meaning of a verb is associated with 
its various stems, readers may well be curious, 
and so here we give a brief description of the 
basic seven stems along with examples.

Qal (q): One meaning of the Hebrew word qal 
is “simple,” and indeed the Qal stem is the 
simple, basic stem from which the other stems 
derive. In Qal the verb refers to the action that 
the subject of the sentence performs on the 
object, or to the subject’s state of being. Dic-
tionaries list verbs in their basic Qal form (even 
when the Qal form is not attested). For in-
stance, in Qal the meaning of rāṣaḥ (7523, 8357) 
is “murder, kill”; šûb (7725, 8740) means “turn, 
return, repent”; nāʾaṣ (5006, 5540) means “de-
spise”; nāgaś (5065, 5601) means “beat, oppress, 
exploit”; nāʿar 2 (5287, 5850) means “shake 
off”;ʿābad (5647, 6268) means “work, serve.” 
The word bîn (995, 1067), meaning “understand/ 
consider,” is an example of a stative verb in 
Qal. These words will be used to illustrate the 
following derived stems.

Niphal (ni): The Niphal stem most often is 
simply the passive of Qal, but sometimes is 
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reflexive. A passive verb is when the subject 
receives or undergoes the action. The reflexive 
is when the action of the verb reflects back on 
the subject. Accordingly, the Niphal of nāʿar 2 
can mean “be shaken off” (passive) or “shake 
oneself free” (reflexive). In Niphal rāṣaḥ means 
“be murdered/killed,” and ʿābad means “be 
worked.” The Niphal of bîn is “be discerning.”

Hiphil (hi): The Hiphil takes the Qal meaning 
of the verb and presents it in the causative. 
So in Hiphil šûb means “bring back/restore,” 
and ʿābad means “cause someone to work.” In 
Hiphil the stative verb bîn means “understand, 
make understand,” the latter meaning clearly 
being causative.

Hophal (ho): Hophal relates to Hiphil like 
Niphal relates to Qal. In other words, Hophal 
presents the passive of the causative. There 
does not appear to be an example of Hophal 
for the verb šûb, but if there were, it would 
likely be rendered “be brought back/restored.” 
In Hophal the verb ʿābad translates as “be 
brought to serve (a deity).”

Piel (pi): Piel is the intensive or emphatic stem, 
though with some verbs the English transla-
tion is the same as Qal. As with Qal, the Piel of 
nāʿar 2 can be translated “shake off,” but it can 
also be translated more emphatically as “sweep 
away.” The less common Polel, Poel, and Palel 
stems are all variants of Piel.

Pual (pu): Pual can be thought of as the pas-
sive to Piel and thus an emphatic passive. The 
relationship of Pual (passive) to Piel (active) 
is roughly similar to the relationship between 
Qal (active) and Niphal (passive). The Pual of 
ʿābad means “be worked.” The rare Polal and 
Poal stems are both variants of Pual.

Hithpael (hith): Hithpael—along with variants 
like Hithpolel, Hithpoel, Hithpapel, and oth-
ers—is the rarest stem and translates with a 
reflexive or passive sense of Piel. The Hithpolel 
of bîn means “understand, consider carefully, 
behave intelligently.” The Hithpael of nāʿar 2 
can be translated “shake oneself free,” while 
the Hithpolel of nāʾaṣ means “be reviled.”
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