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Abstract  

This study is on the misconception about the true nature of 

Zechariah’s speech impediment. This study is timely due to the 

prevalent contradictory opinions amongst scholars and 

contemporary Christians. This has become necessary in order to 

open up a new vista in the contradictory discourse. Expectedly, 

hermeneutical, exegetical and work studies tools were considered apt 

for the study which revealed amongst others, that Zechariah was 

just dumb but appeared to be deaf due to an erroneous assumption 

of his fellow Israelites. In addition, the study also revealed that there 

was a deliberate attempt by the author of Luke to further complicate 

the discourse by employing two Greek words; σιωπῶν and κωφός 

which were different in meaning and in structure to infer the same 

occurrence.    

 

Keywords: σιωπῶν, κωφός, dumb, deaf, Zechariah. 

 

1.0 Introduction 

The situation of Zechariah and Elizabeth in Luke 1:5-25 was a very peculiar 

one. The couple went through a trying period that was so inconsistent with 
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the level of their piety. Zechariah and Elizabeth were adjudged to be 

righteous and blameless in the eyes of God, yet they were faced with 

disgrace and hopelessness usually associated with childlessness in 

ancient Israel. The case of Zechariah and Elizabeth was very peculiar, 

especially if we examine the circumstances surrounding the narrative. 

For instance, they were made to go through such reproach despite the 

quality of their religious life. Their situation was much more pathetic 

and humiliating considering the fact that they were from a priestly 

family and Zechariah himself was a priest. 

However, the peculiar situation of Zechariah took another twist when angel 

Gabriel delivered God’s message to him. He was told that his wife will bear 

him a child. Zechariah, for obvious reasons doubted the message. For 

doubting God’s message, Zechariah was to pay a price-he would be unable 

to speak until the prophecy is fulfilled.  

The true nature of Zechariah’s audio impairment continues to generate 

controversy among biblical scholars and contemporary Christians. While 

some are of the opinion that he was just dumb, others are of the opinion 

that he was both dumb and deaf. The Gospel of Luke appears to be the 

reason behind this complicated issue. In the English version of the text, it 

was explicitly declared to Zechariah that he would not be able to speak (1:19 

NIV). In another instance, the author of Luke appeared to suggest that 

Zechariah was not only dumb but also deaf when he reported in Luke 1:62 

that people communicated with him by means of semiotics (sign language). 

The original Greek version of the Bible further complicates this discourse. 

In the Greek version of the above text, it is implied that Zechariah was both 

deaf and dumb. 

Furthermore, the author of Luke employed two different words in the 

passage which were interpreted to mean the same thing in English. The 

words σιωπῶν (pronounced as siopon) and κωφός (pronounced as 

kophos) are interpreted to mean the same thing in the English version of 

the Bible, which is silent or mute or dumb depending on the version of Bible 

in question. However, in the Greek language, the words connote two 



Port Harcourt Journal Of History & Diplomatic Studies |www.phjournalofhistorydiplomaticstudies.com 
 

The Use Of Σιωπων and Κωφοσ In Luke 1:5-25 In Clarifying Themisconceptions           229 

separate meanings. As a result of these conflicting interpretations as 

suggested by the usage of the words σιωπῶν and κωφός, one is left with 

an understanding that Zechariah’s audio impairment was of two-fold: deaf 

and dumb. This perhaps explains why there are conflicting views on the 

true state of Zechariah’s speech impediment even among contemporary 

Christians. 

Therefore, it becomes pertinent to state here that for religious scholars and 

Christians to understand the true state of Zechariah’s audio impairment, an 

understanding of the contextual usage of the words σιωπῶν and κωφός 

becomes germane. The focus of this paper is on Luke’s application of these 

words in his narrative; with a view of ascertaining whether Zechariah was 

only dumb or dumb and deaf. 

 

2.0 Conceptual Framework 

As earlier said, Scholars have different views on the extent or degree of 

Zechariah’s punishment. Many of them are of the opinion that he was 

dumb and deaf. Schreiner (807) belongs to this group of scholars (807).  

According to him, Zechariah was not only unable to speak but he was also 

unable to hear for a period of time.  Similarly, an online version of the Gill’s 

Exposition of the Entire Bible also suggests that Zechariah was struck both 

deaf and dumb. However, this writer does not agree with Schreiner on this, 

but holds that Zechariah was just dumb as exegesis and word studies of the 

narrative would reveal. 

 

3.0 Background to Zechariah’s Peculiar Situation 

Zechariah was a prominent character in the gospel of Luke.  Zechariah was 

also a priest from the country (Morris 85), who lived in a time when Israel 

was in exile and under the domineering rule of the Roman Empire. The 

Bible qualified him and his wife to be of a priestly stock, because they both 

came from a lineage of well renowned priests (Schreiner 805). In addition, 

Zechariah was also described as a righteous man who was faithful to God. 

According to Groves (2), “This Jewish couple (Zechariah and Elizabeth) 
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pleased God by conforming to the requirements of the law. Morris also 

described the religious life of the couple in a very positive way. According 

to him, “the piety of the couple is brought out with the adjectives; righteous 

and blameless” (85). In the same vein, the bible also presented the couple as 

being righteous before God (Luke 1:6). For Zechariah to be seen as righteous 

in the eyes of God, implies that his godliness or righteousness was not 

hypocritical, for God sees the heart of men and knows the very content of 

it.  

Apart from being righteous, Zechariah was also diligent in the duties 

expected of him. According to the gospel of Luke, Zechariah was doing his 

work as a priest in the temple, taking his turn in the daily service (1:8-9). 

Zechariah was also faithful. He and his wife, Elizabeth served God 

faithfully (Morris 85). They were committed to the things of God and 

diligent in doing them. Despite their situation, this couple continued to 

serve God faithfully. According to Barrel (14), Zechariah and his wife 

Elizabeth continued to serve God faithfully even though He seemed to have 

withheld his blessing from them. 

Zechariah was also an intercessor. One other aspect of Zechariah’s 

personality or character that was inferred in the book of Luke is that he 

interceded on behalf of the nation of Israel. This shows that Zechariah was 

a man who had the problems of the nation of Israel in his heart. Groves (3) 

also reckons that as Zechariah drew near the most holy place to the location 

of the altar of incense, he did so prayerfully, and at the same time in the 

courts outside the holy place, the people prayed. Morris (85) also agreed 

that the priestly duty was on behalf of the people and nation of Israel. 

According to him, “the worshippers waited in the outer court until the 

priests discharged his duty of offering and burning incense in the holy 

place. 

However, in spite of these sterling qualities, there was a dark side to the 

story of their life which was in contrast to their righteous and devoted life 

to God. Zechariah and Elizabeth’s highly religious background was dented 

by the peculiar situation they were facing during this time. Schreiner (805) 
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asserted that they were very advanced in age and childless; an abhorrent 

situation in ancient Israel.  Mac Author (54) added that the sad truth about 

them was that they had no child” This situation was a terrible blow for 

Zechariah and his wife.  How can a diligent, righteous and faithful priest of 

God who intercedes on behalf of the people of Israel live without having a 

child of his own? 

 

4.0 Zechariah’s Encounter with Angel Gabriel 

Zechariah’s encounter with angel Gabriel can be summarized under three 

broad headings. Firstly, there was the announcement of good news to 

Zechariah. The encounter began with the angel declaring a message from 

heaven to Zechariah.  Secondly, there was the demonstration of unbelief by 

Zechariah. Thirdly, a punishment was pronounced on Zechariah by the 

angel as a result of his unbelief. 

(a) The Good News- The troubles of Zechariah took another dimension 

when he had an encounter with the angel of God. While ministering in the 

temple, “An angel of the Lord appeared to him, standing at the right side 

of the Alter where the incense was burnt” (Luke 1:11). The angel brought 

good news to Zechariah that God has heard his prayer and that his wife, 

Elizabeth, will bear him a child. Zechariah for obvious reasons did not 

believe the message (Morris 87). He doubted the message because he and 

his wife were already old. Morris (87) also added that Zechariah spoke from 

unbelief as he reminded the angel that both he and his wife are old and that 

babies are not born to people like them. 

 Zechariah decided to ask the angel for a sign before he could probably 

believe and accept the prophecy. According to Gundry, Zechariah’s 

unbelief lacks justification. Morris alluded that the angel did actually give 

him a sign but not the kind of sign Zechariah was expecting. According to 

Morris (88), “Zechariah would get his sign all right, though not the kind of 

sign he wanted, he would be silent, quite unable to speak until such a time 

as Gabriel’s words were fulfilled”. The angel convinced Zechariah and gave 
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him a sign that will make him believe the prophecy by taken away his 

power of speech until the fulfilment of the promise (Groves 5).  

Furthermore, this was how Zechariah, the priest of God, who had been 

suffering from childlessness and the accompanying reproach, scorn and 

public disgrace, became dumb and unable to speak for a certain period of 

time. However, Schreiner (807) took a contrary approach when he inferred 

that the situation of Zechariah was both deaf and dumb. According to him, 

Zechariah was not only unable to speak but he was also unable to hear for 

a period of time that will last till his wife gives birth to the promised child.   

(b) Zechariah’s unbelief- In the narrative, Zechariah said to the angel: “How 

shall I know if this is so?  I am an old man and my wife is very old also” 

(Luke 1:18). This is a clear statement that exposes Zechariah’s doubt and 

unbelief about the angel’s message. It showed that at this point in time, 

Zechariah had no faith in the prophecy of God. He was actually asking the 

angel for a sign in other for him to believe the prophecy. This was similar 

to the experience of Thomas concerning the resurrected Jesus when he said 

“unless I see the scars of the nails in his hand and put my finger in those 

scars and my hand in his side, I will not believe” (John 20: 24-25). Edwards 

(99) also added that the request for a sign was a display of doubt. According 

to him, the request for a sign in the New Testament is frequently regarded 

as a lack of faith (99). The statements of the above scholars point to the 

conclusion that the righteous and blameless priest of God showed unbelief 

and casted doubts on the message of God to him. His faith failed him on 

this occasion and he was severely punished for being sceptical. 

(c) The Pronouncement of Punishment- The angel pronounced that 

Zechariah would be silent and quite unable to speak until such time as the 

prophecy would be fulfilled (Morris 88). In addition, Groves(5) alluded to 

this when he suggested that “the angel Gabriel convinced Zechariah and 

gave him a sign that will make him believe the prophecy by taken away his 

power of speech until the fulfilment of the promise. However, the question 

remains: why are there conflicting views about the exact nature of the 

angel’s pronouncement or punishment for Zechariah’s unbelief?   



Port Harcourt Journal Of History & Diplomatic Studies |www.phjournalofhistorydiplomaticstudies.com 
 

The Use Of Σιωπων and Κωφοσ In Luke 1:5-25 In Clarifying Themisconceptions           233 

5.0 The Conflicting Views on Zechariah’s Speech Impairment 

Biblical scholarship has somehow consciously or subconsciously failed to 

address the various perceptions of Zechariah’s audio impairment. This is a 

discourse that has often bamboozled scholars and Christians alike due to 

its imprecise classification or definition. However, the misconceptions may 

probably have arisen from a misunderstanding of what actually transpired 

in Luke 1:5-25, 57-66. In those passages, two different Greek 

words,“σιωπῶν” and “κωφός”were used to apparently refer to the same 

occurrences in the English version of the Bible while from the lexicon they 

are considered to be two different occurrences or actions. Before this writer 

proceeds to explain their different connotations, it will be imperative to, 

first of all, establish the reality that there are actually different opinions held 

by biblical scholars and Christians alike concerning Zechariah’s speech 

impairment. The following are the conflicting perceptions to this problem. 

(a)The angel’s perspective- As earlier affirmed in this study, the angel 

declared that Zechariah would be unable to speak until the fulfilment of his 

prophecy. It therefore shows that angel Gabriel’s position and 

pronouncement on Zechariah is clear- Zechariah was to be dumb and 

nothing more. However, the Greek verb employed by the angel in referring 

to dumbness was “σιωπῶν”. The etymological meaning of this word will 

be extensively dealt with in the subsequent sections of this study. 

(b)The perspective of the Jewish congregation and Zechariah’s Neighbours- 

subsequent Biblical account seems to suggest an occurrence which was 

different from what the angel originally meant. First of all, when Zechariah 

came out from the temple, the congregation sensed that he was unable to 

speak because he remained silent and  kept on making signs to them and 

they assumed that he must have seen a vision in the sanctuary which has 

suddenly given him an audio impairment (Luke1:22). The Greek word used 

here for silence or mute by the author of the Gospel of Luke is the 

adjective“κωφός”. However, the etymological meaning of this adjective is 

quite different from that of the verb “σιωπῶν” which was originally 

employed by the author in verse 20 when the angel said to Zechariah that 
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“you will be silent and not able to speak”. The problem here in this passage 

is that two different words were apparently used to connote the same action 

of silence. This therefore suggests that the conflicting views about 

Zechariah’s audio impairment could be partly due to the misinterpretation 

and misconception of these two Greek words. That is, since both words 

connote different meanings when interpreted from the original Greek Bible 

and the Greek grammar dictionary, it becomes confusing when the English 

version appears to interpret them to mean the same thing. As will be shown 

in the subsequent sections of this study, the different meanings of these two 

Greek words are one of the reasons why the Jewish congregation outside 

the temple was of the opinion that Zechariah was both deaf and dumb. 

In essence, the position of this study is that the perception that Zechariah 

was both deaf and dumb as held by some people and the contrary 

perception that he was only dumb is partly justified by the misconception, 

misunderstanding and misinterpretation of the way the grammatical 

construction was apparently presented by the author of Luke, which of 

course can be better understood through an accurate interpretation of the 

Greek words“σιωπῶν” and “κωφός” which he used to represent silence or 

the inability to speak. 

Furthermore, another contributing factor to the contradictory views and or 

controversy on Zechariah’s audio impairment is that the people around his 

community actually believed for a period close to one year that he was both 

dumb and deaf. The narration in Luke 1:62 sheds more light on this 

assertion. In that passage, members of his community made signs to him 

when they wanted to seek his opinion concerning the naming of his 

child.The passage stated that “then they made signs to his father to find out 

what he would like to name the child” (Luke1:62). The fact that the people 

made signs to him in their quest to inquire from him what he would want 

the child to be named apparently showed that he was not just unable to 

speak but also unable to hear. 

More so, it is unusual for one person to communicate with another through 

sign language if that other person is able to hear. Therefore, the only reason 
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they made signs to Zechariah is singularly due to the fact that they 

perceived him to be deaf and dumb. In the same vein, according to the Gill’s 

Exposition of the Entire Bible: 

“he was struck both deaf and dumb, as appears from his 

friends making signs to him, which they had no need to have 

done, could he have heard: he was struck with deafness, 

because he hearkened not to the angel's words; and with 

dumbness, because from the unbelief of his heart he objected 

to them”. 

 

Therefore, this biblical narration about the naming ceremony of Zechariah’s 

son is apparently a major factor while people are convinced that Zechariah 

was not just dumb but also deaf. This is so because sign languages are only 

necessary during communication when the intended recipient of a certain 

message is deaf.  

Another contributing factor to the contradictory view of the true state of 

Zechariah’s speech impediment is the fact that his neighbours debated and 

argued amongst themselves on the name the child should bear. According 

to the passage, “on the eight day they came to circumcise the child and they 

were going to name him after his father Zechariah, but his mother spoke up 

and said no, he is to be called John. “They said to her, there is no one among 

your relatives who has that name” (Luke1:59-61). After the members of his 

community argued and debated on a befitting name for the new baby, one 

would have expected that Zechariah had also heard the debate and there 

would have been no need to ask him for his opinion through sign language. 

They obviously did that because they apparently felt he did not hear their 

argument because they perceived he was deaf as well as dumb. It is only a 

deaf person that would be close to people arguing about a subject without 

hearing or knowing what they are arguing about. 

However, his neighbours had to make signs to him to ask for his preferred 

name because they were convinced he did not hear them during their 

debate. All these evidence appears to suggest that Zechariah was 
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considered to be both deaf and dumb his neighbours, just as he was 

perceived to be by the worshippers who were waiting outside for him when 

he came out from the Holy sanctuary.  

 

6.0 Contemporary Christian Perspective 

The exact nature of Zechariah’s audio impairment also has conflicting 

opinions amongst contemporary Christians. Some believers today are of the 

opinion that Zechariah was only dumb. According to such believers, since 

the Bible records that he was only dumb, then that should be the ideal 

stance of every Christian. On the contrary, some other believers are of the 

opinion that he was both dumb and deaf. These contradictory views among 

contemporary Christians highlight the necessity of this paper. In other 

words, why would biblical scholars, religious leaders and contemporary 

Christians hold conflicting and contradictory views on a matter of this 

theological importance? Based on this ensuing academic and theological 

confusion, this writer has deemed it pertinent to investigate the opinion of 

contemporary Christians in order to understand their perception 

concerning Zechariah’s audio impairment. In line with this, some church 

pastors and church members were interviewed in other to ascertain their 

own side of the argument. 

One of the pastors interviewed during this study is Moses Akpobodor of 

the Baptist denomination. In his opinion, Zechariah was only dumb and not 

deaf. Akpobodor based his argument on the story that was recorded in 

Luke 1:20. He added that “Zechariah was only dumb because the angel told 

him that he will be unable to speak until the prophecy is fulfilled”. The data 

obtained from Akpobodor during this brief interview session shows that 

his judgment was based solely on the pronouncement of the angel to 

Zechariah. In other words, the respondent did not consider any other aspect 

of the text when asserting that Zechariah was only dumb and not deaf. 

However, when the respondent‘s attention was drawn to the text (Luke 

1:62) which tells us that the people made signs to Zechariah to communicate 

with him instead of speaking to him. The respondent replied by saying that, 
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the people thought or assumed that Zechariah was also deaf since he was 

dumb. Therefore, it is easy to deduce from the data gathered from 

Akpobodor that Zechariah’s neighbors had a misconception of the true 

nature of his audio impairment, which according to Akpobodor was based 

on assumption and not objectivity. However, Akpobodor answered in the 

affirmative when asked if his initial opinion remains unchanged. He 

reiterated that Zechariah was only dumb and not deaf. 

Charles Ehisiemen is another respondent that was interviewed during the 

course of this study. He is a Baptist pastor and a lecturer in the Baptist 

College of Theology, Benin City. He held a contrary opinion to that of the 

first respondent. According to his understanding of the text, Zechariah was 

both deaf and dumb. Once more, the data obtained from this Baptist 

minister is totally different from the data obtained from the first respondent 

who is also a Baptist minister overseeing a church congregation. The 

puzzling situation is that it seems strange for two church leaders who are 

entrusted with teaching the word of God to multitudes of church members 

and seminary students to have contradictory views about the true nature of 

Zechariah’s audio impairment. The question still remains, was Zechariah 

only dumb or both deaf and dumb? 

In addition, another respondent that was also engaged in this study is 

Pastor Eigbe. He however towed the line of the first respondent who 

suggested that Zechariah was only dumb. According to him, “from the 

Bible he (Zechariah) was only dumb because he did not believe the angel of 

God. When probed further on why signs were used to communicate to 

Zechariah instead of voice, Eigbe responded by asserting that the people 

thought or assumed he was also deaf. 

During the course of this study, some other Christian worshippers were 

also interviewed and they all came up with different contradictory opinions 

concerning the true nature of Zechariah’s audio impairment. 

Unfortunately, due to space this study did not present the transcript 

obtained from those interviews. Moreover, most of the respondents were 

either on the side of the first and third respondents or on the side of the 
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second respondent. Therefore, these brief interview sessions justified the 

problem of this paper, that there are conflicting views amongst Christians, 

scholars and even church leaders about the true nature of Zechariah’s audio 

impairment. 

In reality one cannot really fault the differing opinions of these respondents 

because the ones who argued that Zechariah was only dumb are justified 

in their opinions since the angel’s pronouncement was only dumbness and 

not deafness. On the other hand, the other respondents who argued that 

Zechariah was both deaf and dumb are also justified in their opinions since 

the biblical narration shows that the people made signs to him, which 

would not have been necessary if he was not assumed deaf. However, there 

must be an error somewhere in between the lines of this biblical narration 

and this is what this paper has set out to unravel in the subsequent sections.  

 

6.0 Σιωπῶν and Κωφός 

 The contradictory opinions about the true and exact nature of Zechariah’s 

audio impairment that has become so prevalent among contemporary 

Christians and New Testament scholars alike is a problem of 

misunderstanding, inappropriate interpretation and translation of the 

original text in question. Sometimes the intended meaning of a writer could 

be lost during translation or/and interpretation of a text. In other words 

when words are not contextually interpreted and understood, the actual 

and intended meaning of the author could be lost. In this case, the various 

opinions to Zechariah’s audio impediment are as a result of the 

misinterpretation and inaccurate translation of the text. More so, the 

conflicting views also arose due to the negligence of readers in translating 

and interpreting the text without paying adequate and proper attention to 

the two key words that defined Zechariah’s true state of audio impairment. 

Therefore, efforts shall be made here to explain how a complete 

misunderstanding, misinterpretation and translation of these two key 

words are responsible for the varying opinions we have today concerning 

Zechariah’s impediment. As earlier discussed in this paper, the two key 
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words that define the entire text are the Greek words“σιωπῶν” and 

“κωφός”. These words were used by the author in verses 20 and 22 

respectively in the first chapter of Luke. The intended meaning of the 

author of this gospel was lost during the process of interpretation, and 

translation of the words.  

However, it is pertinent to state here that in the English Bible the text in 

Luke 1:20 has one key word that was repeated in Luke 1:22 which is mute 

(The New Greek English Interlinear Bible), silent (N.I.V), dumb (Weymouth 

New Testament). In the original Greek text of the Bible, these words were 

represented by two different and distinct words in structure and in 

meaning. The author of Luke employed the verb “σιωπῶν” in verse 20. The 

original Greek text in verse 20 with the key word in Greek underlined is as 

follows: καὶ ἰδοὺ ἔσῃ σιωπῶν καὶ μὴ δυνάμενος λαλῆσαι ἄχρι ἧς ἡμέρας 

γένηται ταῦτα, ἀνθ’ ὧν οὐκ ἐπίστευσας τοῖς λόγοις μου, οἵτινες 

πληρωθήσονται εἰς τὸν καιρὸν αὐτῶν.The translation of the above 

passage with the key word in English underlined is also as follows “And 

now you will be silent and not able to speak until the day this happens, 

because you did not believe my words, which will come true at their 

appointed time.”  He made use of an entirely different word in verse 22 

which is “κωφός” with an etymological connotation completely different 

from “σιωπῶν”. 

Furthermore, the original Greek text in verse 22 with the key word in Greek 

underlined is as follows:“ἐξελθὼν δὲ οὐκ ἐδύνατο λαλῆσαι αὐτοῖς, καὶ 

ἐπέγνωσαν ὅτι ὀπτασίαν ἑώρακεν ἐν τῷ ναῷ· καὶ αὐτὸς ἦν διανεύων 

αὐτοῖς, καὶ διέμενεν κωφός”. In the same vein, the translation of the above 

passage with the key word in English underlined is also as follows: “But 

when he came out, he was unable to speak to them; and they realized that 

he had seen a vision in the temple; and he kept making signs to them, and 

remained mute (NASB).Another version of this text is “When he came out, 

he could not speak to them. They realized he had seen a vision in the 

temple, for he kept making signs to them but remained unable to speak” 

(NIV).The English Revised Version of the Bible puts it this way; “And when 

http://biblesuite.com/greek/1831.htm
http://biblesuite.com/greek/1831.htm
http://biblesuite.com/greek/3756.htm
http://biblesuite.com/greek/2980.htm
http://biblesuite.com/greek/1921.htm
http://biblesuite.com/greek/3708.htm
http://biblesuite.com/greek/3708.htm
http://biblesuite.com/greek/3701.htm
http://biblesuite.com/greek/3485.htm
http://biblesuite.com/greek/1269.htm
http://biblesuite.com/greek/1265.htm
http://biblesuite.com/greek/1265.htm
http://biblesuite.com/greek/2974.htm
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he came out, he could not speak unto them: and they perceived that he had 

seen a vision in the temple: and he continued making signs unto them, and 

remained dumb”. Another version translated it this way; “When he finally 

did come out, he couldn't speak to them. Then they realized from his 

gestures and his silence that he must have seen a vision in the sanctuary” 

(New Living Translation). It is clear from the above texts that the Greek 

adjective“κωφός”was translated in four different ways such as mute, 

unable to speak, dumb, and silence, which all connote the inability to speak 

or a cessation of speech. From the analysis of the words “σιωπῶν” and 

“κωφός”, it is easy to deduce that these two Greek words which are 

completely different in meaning and in structure were used to connote the 

same outcome in the English version of the Bible. 

The question that easily comes to mind is, why did the author of this gospel 

employ two words with two different meanings to convey the same 

meaning? Or is it that the intended meaning of the author was lost during 

the translation of the original Greek manuscript as is often the case with 

some translated copies of the Bible? That is, is this case a problem of the 

author or a problem of the Bible translators or a problem of the readers or 

interpreters of the text? The answer to these questions shall be provided in 

the concluding sections of this study. However the case might be, it suffices 

to infer here that the prevailing misconceptions and contradictions amongst 

scholars and other Christians, about the actual state of Zechariah’s audio 

impairment apparently arose from one of the aforementioned issues. 

 

6.1 Σιωπῶν 

The word “σιωπῶν” is the original Greek word used by the angel to 

pronounce the partial punishment Zechariah would have to pass through 

till the fulfillment of the prophecy. The word is a Greek verb, and its 

grammatical component (that is, its parsing) suggests that it is a present, 

active, participle. It is also nominative, singular, and masculine in form. 

Being a participle denotes the verb to be a continuous action over a certain 

period of time. However, its etymological connotation is silence, that is, a 
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hush, dumb, hold (Barnes). Furthermore, the verb “σιωπῶν” could also be 

translated as to be silent, to hold one’s peace, mostly used to describe one 

who is silent because he is dumb (Thrayer 576). Since the parsed form of the 

verb shows that it is a participle, it therefore suggests that the action being 

carried out by the verb is a continuous one. In other words, the act of silence 

by Zechariah is a continuous one that will last over a period of time till the 

fulfilment of the message of Angel Gabriel.  

Moreover, since this was the original word in the Greek Bible that the angel 

used in verse 20, an accurate interpretation, translation and understanding 

of the verb will give a broader insight into the exact state or nature of 

Zechariah’s audio impairment. As had been stated earlier in this section, 

the verb “σιωπῶν” means to be silent or to be dumb, or to hold one’s peace, 

and as Thrayer (576) suggested, it is used to describe someone who is silent 

due to dumbness. From the above analysis and interpretation of the verb, it 

becomes clearer that the intended meaning of the author of Luke’s Gospel 

was to communicate to his audience that the angel’s pronouncement on 

Zechariah was just dumbness alone and not deafness as some people think 

or believe till this very day. It is pertinent to conclude that judging from the 

angel’s word, and as correctly documented by the author, Zechariah was 

dumb, and unable to speak. Therefore, the accurate understanding of the 

Greek word “σιωπῶν” has illuminated our understanding of the true state 

of Zechariah’s impediment. 

However, there is another word κωφός, which was used in Luke 1:22 which 

was also interpreted as silent in the English version of the Bible but has a 

different connotation in the original Greek text. It is the contextual 

misinterpretation of this word and text that has led to the various 

contradictory views on Zechariah’s audio impairment. This word shall be 

examined in the next section as it was used by the author. In addition, 

efforts shall be made to explain why the word was chosen by the author 

and how that choice has led to the confusion that is prevalent today in 

theological discourses. 
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6.2 Κωφός 

The word κωφός, is the original Greek word used by the author in Luke 

1:22 when he described the audio impediment of Zechariah. The word is a 

Greek adjective, and it is nominative, singular, and masculine in form. Its 

etymological connotation “is blunted, that is, (figuratively) of hearing or 

speech” (Barnes). In essence, it suggests being deaf, dumb, or speechless 

(Barnes).  The word could also mean “blunted or dull” (Thrayer 366). It can 

mean blunted and dull in tongue which is dumb. It could also mean blunted 

and dull in hearing which is to be deaf (Thrayer 366).In this context, the 

word κωφός means to be deaf and dumb at the same time. More so, since 

this was the original word in the Greek Bible that the author used in verse 

22, it therefore means that an accurate interpretation, translation and 

understanding of the Greek adjective κωφός will give an additional and a 

broader insight into the exact state or nature of Zechariah’s audio 

impairment.  

As suggested earlier by Thrayer (366) in this section, the Greek adjective 

κωφός, can mean “blunted and dull in tongue which is dumb, and it could 

also mean blunted and dull in hearing which is to be deaf”. Thrayer’s 

suggestion is that, the adjective can be used to describe someone who is 

both deaf and dumb. This suggestion portends to imply that there was an 

error on the part of the author of the gospel who chose to use two words 

with different meanings to represent the same outcome. This also somehow 

discredits the renowned theological statement that supports the inerrancy 

of the scripture. Of course, this is not the case as will be seen in the next 

section of this study.  

 

6.3 The Author’s Choice of Words and the Consequent Confusion 

The author did not err in choosing two different words in his original Greek 

text. In fact, the author deliberately contradicted himself in choosing the 

word κωφός in verse 22 which contradicts the word σιωπῶν that he earlier 

used in verse 20. The reason for this contradiction may be connected to the 

fact that he wanted to present the event just the way it occurred. In essence, 
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here in verse 22, he was actually reporting the crowd’s reaction, their 

thought and erroneous assumption about Zechariah’s new disposition. A 

closer look at verse 22 shows that it was the opinion of the people that the 

author was actually reporting and he reported it just the way it happened. 

The New Living Translation puts that passage this way: “When he finally 

did come out, he couldn't speak to them. Then they realized from his 

gestures and his silence that he must have seen a vision in the sanctuary”. 

From the above passage, there was no evidence to suggest that Zechariah 

told the crowd of people waiting outside about the true state of his audio 

impairment, rather it was his gestures and silence that led the crowd to 

assume and conclude that since he couldn’t talk then probably he could not 

also hear. It was on this premise that the author switched words from 

σιωπῶν and instead made use of κωφός which is translated deaf and 

dumb. In essence the author was definitely certain that Zechariah was only 

dumb, but he had to report the assumption and conclusion of the waiting 

crowd who had guessed and adjudged him to be deaf and dumb. This 

deliberate act of the author helps to explain what later transpired in verse 

62 when the people made signs to Zechariah as a result of their assumption. 

 

6.3.1 The Transfer of Assumption  

The mild drama that took place in Zechariah’s house during the naming 

ceremony of his child owes its roots to the assumption and conclusion that 

was recorded in verse 22. In this instance, Zechariah’s friends made signs 

to him obviously because they believed that he was deaf and dumb. Most 

interestingly, their sign language communication with Zechariah was 

based on their erroneous assumption-an assumption that was based on the 

earlier assumption of the crowd as recorded in verse 22. Therefore this 

whole scenario is like a series or chain of continuous error which came as a 

result of building on a foundation that is based on erroneous assumption.  

Furthermore, as  had being found out through the analysis of the Greek 

words σιωπῶν and κωφός, that the prevalent views about Zechariah being 

deaf and dumb are all based on the erroneous assumption of some biblical 
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characters as recorded in Luke 1:5-25; 57-66. Their assumption is what has 

led many to believe that Zechariah was actually deaf and dumb which is 

contrary to the pronouncement of the angel in Luke 1:20. 

 

7.0 Conclusion  

This study has been able to use some tools of biblical theology such as word 

study, biblical exegesis, contextual and sectional studies in determining the 

true nature of Zechariah’s audio impairment. Having studied the Greek 

words σιωπῶν and κωφός, it was understood that the word used by the 

author of Luke’s Gospel in the original Greek text shows that Zechariah was 

only dumb. However, many believed that Zechariah was also deaf. This 

many, include Zechariah’s friends, neighbours and those worshippers in 

the temple where he served as priest. Others who also hold this inaccurate 

view include some biblical scholars, contemporary Christians and even 

church leaders. More so, this study was able to show that the wrong view 

was based on a wrong assumption by members of the Jewish community 

who actually thought that Zechariah was deaf and dumb.Although the 

adjective κωφός, was used by the author suggesting that Zechariah was 

also deaf and dumb, but it was just a technical word deliberately used by 

the author to tell us that the Jewish community assumed Zechariah was also 

deaf since he unable to speak.  
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Interview Chart 

S/N NAME Office/Residential 

Address 

Date of 

Interview 

Age Profession 

1 Akpobodor 

Moses 

Baptist Church, 

Usen, Edo State 

09/09/2017 Adult Clergy 

2 Ehisiemen 

Charles 

Baptist College of 

Theology, 5, T.V. 

Road, Benin City, 

Edo State. 

12/09/2017 Adult Clergy 

3 Eigbe 

Samuel 

Obayantor Baptist 

Church, 

Obayantor, Edo 

State 

11/09/2017 Adult Clergy 

 

 

 

 

 

 


