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Faith Comes by Hearing ...

Commentary for January 15, 2026 — Reading and Writing in Ancient Times
This article is updated and expanded from a shorter version written in 2006:

QUESTION: Could you please help me with the following, may be even doing an article
about it: The Bible states that faith comes by hearing ... no problem with that, but, how do
we then justify all the millions of copies of printed material that is circulated world-wide by so
many? It does not say “Faith comes by reading ...” Yours in Christ Jesus our Lord ...

ANSWER: The verse you are referring to is Romans 10:17-18 and Paul is quoting Psalm
19:14):

“So then faith comes by hearing, and hearing by the word of God. But I say, ‘Have
they not heard?’ Yes verily, their sound went into all the earth, and their words
unto the ends of the world.”

It is impossible to know how many people are led to the Holy Scriptures by teachers in reli-
gious services, Bible studies, on television, on radio, or from tapes or CDs. In those cases,
the beginnings of faith are likely through spoken words and not words read. While that
answer is correct, it is an incomplete answer. This is because once people are led to the
Scriptures, faith does come by reading ... or does it?

Most people in the world mouth the words when they read, even today. Some speak the
words aloud as they read. [This is okay, even if a teacher in the past told you it was wrong.]
This mouthing of words is called “subvocalization.” This is defined by the American Heritage
Dictionary as: “To articulate or engage in articulation by moving the lips or other speech
organs without making audible sounds, as in reading to oneself.” Most readers do
subvocalization it. It limits the speed of reading, but it is how most of the world reads.
Producing sound while reading slows your reading even more.

The ideal situation is to vocalize in your mind without moving your lips or making a sound.
The mind can vocalize much faster than you can move your lips or produce the sound. Sub-
vocalizing in your mind produces the understanding necessary in your mind.

Reading and Writing in Ancient Times

However, when the Old and New Testaments were written things were different than they are
today. It is important to understand that in ancient times all written documents — without
exception — were purposely written to be READ ALOUD. It was not until the Middle Ages that
people began to read silently. This was because reading aloud, the old practice from antig-
uity, was the norm. In fact, people were considered to be peculiar if they read silently.

When someone wrote a book or a letter (the term is “epistle” in the New Testament), the
author rarely penned the text. The text was usually dictated verbally to a man called an
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amanuensis, usually referring to a scribe, a man trained to read, write, and take dictation.
They were specialists in writing art. Today we would call such penman a “secretary” and the
process “dictation.” The written text was first spoken, often using rhetorical elements. On the
receiving end, the writing (a letter or a book) was read aloud by a trained “reader” to convey
the intent of the author’s thoughts. It is as if the “writer” is "speaking” to them.

“Rhetoric” was the art of speaking persuasively and effectively using logic and emotion com-
bined with evidence. In ancient times “rhetoric” was important in all cultures and societies,
and not merely in the Hellenistic culture during Greek and Roman times. Rhetoric is the study
and use of language persuasively. It was once considered an art form worthy of serious
study. The practice of rhetoric was researched and practiced by philosophers and scholars
around the world.

Rhetoric was important in ancient times because everything, all histories, biographies,
science books, everything, was written to be read aloud. Therefore, all knowledge that was
written was originally presented orally. All knowledge was read (transmitted) verbally by
voice to the audience who received it aurally with their ears.

The production of writing letters or books was tedious and time consuming, not only in the
process of physically writing with limited ability for making corrections, but because the
parchment or papyrus used as “paper” (depending in the part of the world the writing is
done) was both expensive and relatively fragile.

Writing and copying a “book” or a long document was a major production. Few copies were
made. If numerous copies of documents were made, such as the Gospels or the epistles,
those copies demonstrated the importance of those documents to many people.

Most people in audiences could not read or could not read well. Therefore, for the greatest
number of people to receive essential information, it was convenient to read aloud a letter or
book to transmit the information to a group of people at one time. This is exactly the case of
the “circular letters” of Paul. Originally one document was written, sent, read, copied, and
then passed to another ekklesia. Only later were hundreds of copies made.

Later the apostles Paul, Peter, John, and their associates gathered together and selected the
documents that make up our New Testament. That selection process, and the subsequent
copying process, was done during the lives of the New Testament apostles. This process is
demonstrated in Dr. Martin’s book Restoring the Original Bible, available free online.

The Codex

More recently scholars have come to accept that the replacement of the scroll form of a
“book” by “codex” form of book (pages bound together) promoted a change to silent reading.
I believe that reading within the environment of increasingly large formal “church buildings”
and scholastic monasteries (which valued silence) also led to the decline of vocal reading and
an acceptance of silent reading. Dr. Martin mentions this in Chapter 29: “The Autographs of
the New Testament Books” in his book Restoring the Original Bible:
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“Doubtless each of the books and epistles, when originally written, was in scroll
form or, by the end of the 15t century, the books would have been produced in
codex form. The use of the codex, in the first place, was to make it possible to
reproduce a number of copies in a convenient form in order to send them to vari-
ous Christian communities. This is why Peter and John must have had the origi-
nals copied as the early Jews copied scrolls under Ezra when the Old Testament
was canonized. The books were transcribed into codices and sent to several con-
gregations for reading and reference. In actual fact, there was no reason for
maintaining the originals once the apostle John (and the Elders) put their final
authority on the contents of the several codices that must have been produced in
the late 15t century.”

Dr. Martin also wrote briefly about this topic in his article “The Divine Names and the New
Testament.” He cited Paul ]J. Achtemeier’s excellent article about how people read documents
and books in ancient times, particularly in New Testament times. The article was "Omne
Verbum Sonat: The New Testament and the Oral Environment of Late Western Antiquity” in
the Journal of Biblical Literature, 109/1 (1990) 3-27. Professor Achtemeier presented this
lecture in 1989 as the incoming President of the Society for Biblical Literature. (I sent a copy
to Dr. Martin when it was published in 1990.) Quoting from Achtemeier’s article:

"“The normal mode of composition of any writing was to dictate it to a scribe — for the
wealthy, often [done] by one of their slaves. Because of such a widespread practice, scribes
were lauded as highly important or blamed for imperfect work. The material dictated would
then be reviewed by the author, who corrected scribal mistakes.

Dictation was recommended over writing in one’s own hand by Dio Chrysostom (Discourse 18
18), and famous personages, we are told, were regularly accompanied by a slave prepared at
any time to take dictation, whether on horseback, in chariot or sedan chair, or at leisure in
the baths (Pliny, Letters 3.5). [The Roman General] Julius Caesar was famous for his ability
to keep multiple secretaries simultaneously occupied as he dictated successively portions of
individual letters to each of them.” [Achtemeier, *Omne Verbum Sonat,” p. 13]

“... Equally dominated by the oral environment was the practice of reading. It is apparent that
the general — indeed, from all evidence, the exclusive practice — was to read aloud.”
[Achtemeier, p. 13]

“The important point for our purposes, however, is the fact that the oral environment was so
pervasive that no writing occurred that was not vocalized. That is obvious in the case of
dictation, but it was also true in the case of writing in one's own hand. Even in that
endeavor, the words were simultaneously spoken as they were committed to writing,
whether one wrote one's own words or copied those of another. ... When Luke describes
Zechariah writing the name of his son on the tablet, Luke’s Greek (1:63), demonstrates that
it was the act of writing that proved his [Zechariah’s] speech had been restored! In the last
analysis, dictation was the only means of writing; it was only a question of whether one
dictated to another or to oneself. [Achtemeier, p. 15]

“Now they nodded to his father, what he should be wanting him to be called. And
requesting a tablet, he writes, SAYING, "John is his name." And they all marvel.
Now, opened was his mouth instantly, and his tongue, and he spoke, blessing God.”

e Luke 1:62-64 CLV

Conclusion

The Scriptures were written to be read aloud by their original writers. This is what was meant
by “faith comes by hearing” because that was the experience of most every person in New
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Testament times. Books were actually scrolls, and they were rare — and expensive. When
the Word of God was taught it was heard aurally by the various audiences where it was
preached. When someone read Scripture in the synagogue, it was read aloud. This was so
when Jesus read Isaiah in Luke 4:16-21, and the audience listened to Jesus speak the words.

Consider the tremendous importance and significance of that moment: THE LIVING “Word of
God” was reading the written “"Word of God”! And how did those listening react? They hated
Him for applying those words to HIMSELF. Yet He was correct in doing so. Their immediate
impulse was to stone Him! However, after His resurrection, many of those who were present
in that synagogue probably understood and several were able to give a powerful withess to
the words of Isaiah read by their Messiah and Savior who rose from the dead.

When the inspirational letters — often called the “epistles” — were sent from the apostles to
those assembled in ekklesias, their letters were read aloud.

In all of these instances (and the entire Old Testament also), audiences heard the Word of
God being spoken by someone reading the text aloud. From that hearing, they believed, and
faith came to them as given to them by God. Thus, indeed “faith comes by hearing.” Paul
reinforces this concept in his epistle to the Galatians:

“This only would I learn of you [or learn from you], Received you the Spirit by the
works of the law, or by the HEARING of faith? ...

He therefore that ministers to you the Spirit, and works miracles among you,
does he it by the works of the law, or by the HEARING of faith?”

e Galatians 3:2, 5

This means, of course, that listening to the Scriptures (on tape, CDs, or on the internet), is
one of several excellent ways to study the Bible, especially when you listen with your Bible
open, read with the eye, and reinforced by the hearing of the ear. It is excellent simply to
listen to the Word of God. Another way to find audio Bibles is to search for “audio Bible” on
any internet search engine. Of course, every book Dr. Martin has written is available for you
to listen to word for word. Then go listen to relevant Bible passages of what you have
studied. Pay careful attention to the words of God given through His prophet Isaiah ...

“For My designs are not your designs, And your ways are not My ways, averring is
Yahweh. For as the heavens are loftier than the earth, So are My ways loftier
than your ways, And My designs than your designs. For just as the downpour
descends and the snow from the heavens, Yet it does not return there, But
rather it soaks the earth And causes it to bear and sprout, And it gives seed to
the sower and bread to the eater, So shall My word be that shall go forth from
My mouth; It shall not return to Me empty, But rather it does what I desire And
prospers in that for which I sent it.”

e Isaiah 55:8-11 CLV

Everything in the Scriptures can be useful to us, but not everything applies directly to us at
any given moment. However, the more we understand that God’s thoughts are in His words,
the more we will learn to trust our God our Father and our Savior Christ Jesus.

David Sielaff
david@askelm.com
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