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That is why it was called
Babel�because there the LORD
confused the language of the
whole world. From there

t h e L O R D
s c a t t e r e d
them over the face of the
whole earth. (Genesis 11:9,
NIV1)

After this I looked and there before me was a
great multitude that no one could count, from
every nation, tribe, people and language,
standing before the throne and in front of the
Lamb. They were wearing white robes and
were holding palm branches in their hands.
(Revelation 7:9)

INTRODUCTION

abel�s effects continue, and not only among modern �tower
builders.� Misunderstandings related to the nature of language
also confuse the Church, whether in missionary work, cross-
cultural dialogue or the use of the Bible itself. Sadly, there is a
great deal of babble spread around concerning the essence of
Bible translation. Intra-church strife, and even carnage, result
from Babel�s confusion. This work, drawn upon the study of
numerous languages and cultures, is an attempt to dispel some
of that confusion.

1.  THE BIBLE IN HISTORY

he ability to read and write may well be the most important
achievement of humanity. Of all that has ever been written,
without a doubt the Bible is the most influential. It has shaped
lives, languages, cultures, societies and entire epochs.
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The Bible began over three thousand years ago with an
insignificant people, the Hebrews. Miraculously, their
descendants, language, culture and Book are still with us today.
That Book spread to the Greeks through the Septuagint, a
translation begun in the 3rd century B.C. The real Author of the
Book then visited earth in human form. The world has never
been the same. The Author�s writings were expanded (we call it
the �New Testament�), completed, and translated into Latin,
Syriac, Coptic, Gothic, Ethiopic, Armenian and Georgian. The
truths of the heavenly Book conquered the earth�s Roman
conquerors. After serving as the basis of Islam�although in a
regrettably altered form�the Book flowed north to the Slavs and
later, during the time of the Reformation, leaped throughout the
major languages of Western Europe. The modern Bible
translation movement, begun by William Carey in India, has
encompassed the globe.

Currently, at least a portion of the translated Scriptures exists in
more than two thousand languages, spoken by over ninety
percent of the world�s population. Translation of the Bible
continues in more than a thousand languages, and even in those
languages where it has long been in existence, new translations
continue to be made.

�The kingdom of heaven is like a mustard seed ...
Though it is the smallest of all your seeds, yet
when it grows, it is the largest of garden plants
and becomes a tree, so that the birds of the air
come and perch in its branches.� (Matthew
13:31-32)
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F
2.  COMMON MISCONCEPTIONS ABOUT BIBLE

TRANSLATION

iction:    If you need to sleep, try translation.
Fact: If you translate the Bible, you may lose sleep. The

responsibility is huge, and the pressures�
religious, governmental, administrative, satanic�
can be daunting. 

Fiction: Those who have a dictionary can translate the
Bible.

Fact: Generally speaking, the more focus on a dictionary,
the less focus on context, reader comprehension and
the actual meaning. Training is vital. Translators
must juggle not only languages, but cultures, religions
and political climates. They also need an
understanding of semantics, biblical studies,
archeology, sociolinguistics and computers. 

Fiction: The more let-
ters after a person�s
name, the less help he
or she needs.
Fact: Highly educated
people have more than
once produced a poor
translation. �He who
stands, take heed lest
he fall.�

Fiction: The more �idiomatic� or �dynamic� a translation,
the easier it is to do.

Fact: The more literal a translation, the easier it is to do
(but the harder it is to understand). �Contemporary�
translations have the irksome tendency of saying
wrong things in an attractive way. Only great care and
checking can avoid this pitfall. M
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Fiction: Translating is like harvesting grain with a
scissors�one stalk at a time.

Fact: Translation is more like clearing a mountainside
covered not only with grass, but also shrubs, trees and
rocks. It addition to words, phrases and verses, the
rugged terrain of translation includes paragraphs,
sections, chapters and truths found elsewhere in the
Bible.

Fiction: Translation is a lonely job, done amidst dusty old
tomes.

Fact: Translation is done with people. Reference books
contain many riches, but a translation is meant to
communicate. So translators need time with people,
testing the text to see if it is clear and powerful. They
should cultivate relationships with the �gatekeepers.�
Finally, they must love their audience, for only then
can they consistently make God�s thoughts clear.

Fiction: Bible translators merely translate.
Fact: Bible translators are:

• Farmers, making �food� for the world.
• Journalists, giving access to vital information.
• Revolutionaries, overthrowing falsehoods.
• Church planters, laying a foundation for the

Church.
• Entertainers, telling the greatest story ever.
• Soldiers, protecting the defenseless and

invading Satan�s territory.
• Economists, helping people manage life�s real

resources.
• Transporters, moving people from one

kingdom to another.

Fiction: The translator�s goal is to publish a book.
Fact: The translator�s goal is to change lives, cultures and

societies�to change eternity on a grand scale. Things
don�t get much bigger than that.



T
3.  WHAT IS TRANSLATION?

he English word �translate� comes from the Latin
translatus, meaning �to bear/carry/bring across; to transfer.�
When referring to language, it is only fair to ask what is carried
across, what is transferred? Ultimately, there can only be one
answer:

M  E  A  N  I  N  G

The fundamental distinction between �meaning� and �form�
must always be clear in the mind of a translator. Meaning is the
idea, sense, thought or message; form is the structure used to
convey it from one person to another. Form may be written or
spoken, seen or heard. It is built from such familiar elements as
sounds, letters, words and what is commonly called �grammar.�
Form is variable, meaning is not. Form is the wrapper, meaning
is the food it contains; form is the suitcase, meaning is its
contents; form is the body, meaning is the soul. Meaning is
transferred by forms but is almost always distinct from them.

This can be demonstrated by two parallel truths, namely: 1)
meaning may be expressed by different forms; 2) a single form
may express different meanings. The vast diversity between lan-
guages clearly supports the first of these, but even one language
can express an idea by several different forms:

They blamed John for the problem.
They blamed the problem on John.
They said John was responsible for the problem.
They accused John of being responsible for the problem.
(Adapted from an example by Ken Pike.)

Likewise, a single form may express several different mean-
ings. Note the following set of identical forms where a noun
+ possessive (e.g., David + �s) is followed by another noun.
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FORM MEANING   RE-EXPRESSION
(noun + �s + noun) 

{ sword } ownership �the sword David owned�
{ song } authorship �the song David wrote�

David�s { son } kinship �the son David begot�
{ city } domicile/rule  �the city where David lived�
{ sin } action �the sin David committed�

In each case the grammatical form
is the same, yet each time an
entirely distinct meaning is
conveyed by that form. Note the
additional example below where
the same Greek phrase or
�form��¢g£ph toà qeoà (agap tou
theou)�has two very different
meanings.

• Romans 8:39 = �God loves us� (�love of God�)
• 1 John 5:3 = �We love God� (�love for God�)

Clearly, form is distinct from meaning.

4.  THE TRANSLATION PROCESS

nce the distinction between form and meaning is clear, a
definition of translation can be given: Translation is a two-step
process by which meaning expressed in the form of one lan-
guage is re-expressed in the form of another. Schematically, this
can be shown as follows (adapted from Larson2):                            
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Step 1 is to discover or clarify the meaning of the source
language text (in the field of biblical studies this is often called
�exegesis�). Step 2 is to re-express that meaning in forms
natural to the receptor language. We see, therefore, that
translation first and foremost is a transfer of meaning. Whereas
the form of the receptor language will differ from that of the
source language, the meaning should remain constant.
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5.  TRANSLATION AND THE BIBLE

he following five truths move us logically from the
discussion above, where translation is presented in theory, to its
actual practice as applied to the Bible.

• It is impossible to translate the Bible literally without loss or
confusion of meaning. 

• The Bible itself gives examples of meaning-based translation.
• The Bible does not teach literal translation.
• The Church fathers do not teach literal translation.
• For most audiences, the goal is an accurate yet clear and

natural-sounding translation.

Each of these truths will be looked at in turn.

5.1  It Is Impossible to Translate the Bible Literally
Without Loss or Confusion of Meaning

ake, for instance, an example from
English into Russian: �The boy threw
the ball.� Since Russian does not have
articles (�the� or �a�), it is impossible to
translate this sentence literally. The
closest one can come is: Ã‡Î¸˜ËÍ
·ÓÒËÎ Ïˇ˜ (Mal�chik brosil myach).
Translated back into literal English this
would be �Boy threw ball.� The Russian
sentence on its own is ambiguous. It
could mean:

• �A boy threw a ball,�
• �The boy threw a ball,�
• �The boy threw the 

ball,� or,
• �A boy threw the ball.�



Only by context can one tell
what the Russian means. The
English form, however,
implies that a specific boy and

a specific ball are
part of the known
context. The question then arises, can meaning be
transferred from English into Russian? Certainly.
By introducing the context�the boy and the ball,
both of which are assumed by the use of �the� in
the original English sentence�the Russian
sentence is then specific:

¡˚Î/ÂÒÚ¸ Ï‡Î¸˜ËÍ Ò Ïˇ˜ÓÏ. Ã‡Î¸˜ËÍ ·ÓÒËÎ Ïˇ˜.
Byl/yest� mal�chik s myachom. Mal�chik brosil
myach.

Translated back into English this becomes, �There was/is a boy
with a ball. [�The��now understood from the context] boy threw
[�the��also understood from the context] ball.�

So we see that it is possible to transfer the meaning, but it is
impossible to do so by translating the English sentence literally
into Russian.

Among the thousands of examples that could be drawn from the
Bible itself, a verse that clearly illustrates this point is
1 Peter 1:10. The rendering found in the King James Version
(KJV) is quite literal:

Of which salvation the prophets have inquired
and searched diligently, who prophesied of the
grace that should come unto you.

But even here, not only did the translators add the words in
italics (�that should come�), they changed the entire structure of
the text. Compare the KJV translation, above, with the rendering
below, which more closely follows the actual Greek text:

Around which salvation out-sought and out-
studied prophets the around the for you grace
prophesying-ones ... 
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What sense can be made of that?! It might mean something to
someone who is fluent in
both Greek and English,
but not to a person who
only knows the latter.
Like it or not, those
who want a truly literal
translation should abandon
their hope. Even the most
literal of versions is not
entirely literal, since the
words and expressions of
languages never completely
overlap. Thoughts and
ideas are essentially
identical, regardless of the
language. But it is the
almost limitless variety of
forms (sounds, words,
grammar, etc.) that
distinguish one language
from another, and it is
the forms that must
change during the proper
translation of thoughts.
Those who refuse to
recognize the need for
such changes in form�
those who want the words
to precisely follow the original�should read only the original
language text, or else read nothing at all.

Objections are often expressed against anything other than a
word-for-word, �literal� translation. A proponent of the exclusive
use of the KJV has written:

... what about our belief in verbal inspiration? If
it�s only the �thought� that counts, then the
words are flexible, and we can adjust them to
make them convey any thought we prefer.
Exact thoughts require precise words.3I
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In response, first of all, it should be noted that this is self-
contradictory. If it is truly �the �thought� that counts,� then
translators obviously do not have the right to �convey any
thought [they] prefer.� On the contrary, they dare only convey
the thought of the original writer!

Second, while it is true that to convey thoughts properly requires
�precise words,� a vital question remains: What words? The
only answer can be �The words of the language into which the
original is being translated.� As anyone who speaks more than
one language knows, there is obviously no word-for-word
correspondence between languages. For that reason, no translator
who wants to communicate meaning to a typical audience
should follow a word-for-word paradigm, whether in theory or
practice. 

In order to demonstrate that interpretation (exegesis) is central
to the role of the translator, note the example from the Bible,
given below. We must ask ourselves:
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�Can a translation be free of interpretation?�
or

�What does the Greek word ¥ggeloj mean?�

1. Mark 1:13
o� ¥ggeloi dihkÒnoun aÙtù
hoi angeloi dikonoun auti  
�the _____ were ministering to/serving him�
Question: What does angeloi (nominative plural) mean in
this context?
Answer: Angels, the supernatural servants of God.

2. Luke 7:24,
ApelqÒntwn d� tîn ¢gg�lwn

,
Iw£nnou ... 

Apelthontn de tn angeln Iannou ...
�When the _____ of John had left ...�
Question: What does angeln (genitive plural) mean in this
context?
Answer: Human messengers, disciples whom John had sent.

The question naturally arises, how
does one know that in Luke 7:24
¥ggelwn does not mean �supernatural
beings�? The answer is clear: we
know what ¥ggelwn means in Luke
7:24 not by looking up the word in a
Greek dictionary, but only because of
the context�the immediate biblical
context (Lk. 7:18-20) and the broader
biblical context (Heb. 1:13, etc.).

There are two options open to the
translator when confronting ¥ggeloj
in these passages:I
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1. Consistently translate it by the same word or phrase, or,
2. Translate it at times one way and at times another way,

depending upon the context.
Option 1 allows for three possible understandings:
a) John�s disciples were supernatural spirit beings.
b) The �legions of angels� (Mt. 26:53), �angels in

heaven�/�heavenly angels� (Mk. 13:32, etc.), or �angels of
God� (Mt. 22:30) are as human as John�s disciples.

c) ¥ggeloj means simply �messenger,� and whether it is a
supernatural spirit-being (Mk. 1:13) or a mere human
(Lk. 7:18-19, 24) depends upon interpretation of the context.

But since a and b are clearly false, even very literal translations
have wisely followed option 2. In doing so they have interpreted
the original. Based upon their interpretations, they have
translated ¥ggeloj differently according to context. In the case
of a certain non-English Bible translation where this was

not done, a Christian
leader representing that
language asked if John
the Baptist was in fact
a n  � a n g e l �  i n  t h e
supernatural sense!

From this we can draw
several conclusions:

1. It is frequently said
that, whereas the King
James Version, the New
Amer i can  S t anda rd
Version, or other more
literal versions are
�translations� and there-
fore �trustworthy,� some

other versions are �paraphrases� or �commentaries,� full of
�interpretations,� making them largely �inaccurate.�

2. However, as the above example shows, not only does the
KJV contain �interpretations,� no translation can do
otherwise.

3. The question is not whether or not to include interpretation
in a translation, but to determine to what extent it is
necessary, and then to do it consistently and accurately,
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in keeping with the meaning of the text and the understanding
of the intended audience.

4. It is impossible to always translate literally without being
obscure or even absurd.

5. Translation first and foremost is a �carrying over� of meaning,
not form. It is not, and can never be, a purely mechanical
task.4

6. What should be obvious�that all translations contain
interpretations�is not always understood. It needs to be
emphatically stated. The word ¥ggeloj (�messenger�) has
given us a message.

7. Recognition of the necessity of interpretation in translation
need not be the equivalent of unleashing a flood of
subjective opinion. Properly understood and applied, it is
instead like digging for gold or diamonds. It must be done
wisely and carefully, but its neglect relegates the audience to
spiritual poverty (cf. 2 Peter 3:16; 2 Timothy 2:15;
Proverbs 2:1-6).
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5.2  The Bible Itself Gives Examples of Meaning-Based 

Translation

ark, the Gospel writer, gives clear witness to the principle
of meaning-based translation. In Mark 5:41 he translated Jesus�
words��Talitha koum!� which is Aramaic�into Greek:

He took her by the hand and said to her,
�Talitha koum!� (which means, �Little girl, I say
to you, get up!�).

A more literal translation under the original Greek and Aramaic
text5 looks like this: 

ka� krat»saj tÁj ceirÕj toà paid�ou l�gei aÙtÍ
and taking the hand the of-girl says to-her

Taliqa koum, Ó �stin meqermhneuÒmenon
Girl get-up, which is translated/means

TÕ kor£sion, so� l�gw, �geire.
ó girl to-you I-say get-up.

Notice carefully the Gospel writer�s
translation of Jesus� Aramaic. When
comparing Christ�s two words to
Mark�s translation of them, we see
that Mark added to the Greek both an
article (TÕ) and an entire clause
(so� l�gw �I say to you�). Taliqa
(Talitha) means �girl� or �maiden�
and koum (koum) means �get up.� So
by the evangelist�s own account, Jesus
never uttered the clause �I say to
you.� Mark himself added it to his
translation! Why? Maybe to avoid a

potential misunderstanding in its absence�Jesus was not gruff,
but �Girl, get up!� can look that way in print. Or maybe Mark
added it to impress upon the reader the majesty and power of
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Jesus� words. In any case, we see that it is, in fact, �the thought
that counts� (recalling the citation above). Precise thoughts and
words gave rise to Mark�s precise, but not literal, translation.6

This is very significant. While such inclusions are in no way
acceptable when approaching translation from a literal point of
view, they are often mandatory when holding to a meaning-
based approach. Mark�s �additions� were required in order to
translate the Aramaic into clear, accurate and natural Greek.
Mark was not a literalist when approaching translation. For
him, clarity and naturalness, without sacrifice of accuracy, were
preferable to slavery to a literal theory of translation.7

We can thank God that he is not a literalist, as many would
make him out to be. If God
were a literalist, very few of
us would know anything
about the Bible. At best, we
would be like many who can
�read� (that is, �pronounce�)
the Koran in Arabic, yet do
not understand its meaning.

5.3  The Bible Does Not
Teach Literal
Translation

any people around the world ask about Rev. 22:18-19.
Doesn�t it teach that not a single word should be added or deleted
from the book of Revelation, if not God�s word as a whole? 
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For I testify unto every man that heareth the
words of the prophecy of this book, If any man
shall add unto these things, God shall add unto
him the plagues that are written in this book:
And if any man shall take away from the words
of the book of this prophecy, God shall take
away his part out of the book of life, and out of
the holy city, and from the things which are
written in this book. (KJV)

Clearly, these verses are not to be taken lightly. But what do
they really mean? I myself do not take them lightly. I also fear
their curse. The following is, I believe, a faithful response:

1. The Greek term lÒgoj (logos), which both the KJV and NIV
render as �words,� can sometimes properly be translated
that way. But like the situation above regarding the term
¥ggeloj, there are many contexts where it is best translated
otherwise.

2. The primary meaning of logos is not �word� in a grammatical
sense�such as �croak,� �frog,� or �slimy��but a set of
ideas that are intended to be communicated.

3. From its basic definition and New Testament usage, in this
passage logos means �truths,�
�content,� or �propositions,� not mere
�isolated dictionary entries found in
the original text.� (See, for example,
the following passages where logos is
found: Mt. 19:22; Mk. 5:36; Lk. 1:29;
Jn. 2:22; Acts 8:4; Acts 10:29;
2 Pet. 1:19; Gal. 5:14; 1 Tim. 6:3;
2 Tim. 4:15; Rev. 1:2; cf. also Heb. 4:12;
Jn. 1:1,14.)

4. Even the translators of the KJV acknowledge that by includ-
ing the word �from� to this very passage (vs. 19, in italics)
they have �added� to the word of God. Are they under the
curse of Revelation 22 for making their translation more
clear and natural than a literal rendering would permit?8
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5. The actual meaning of the passage is closer to this: �No one
should dare distort (at least willingly, if not out of ignorance)
the prophecies in the book of Revelation.� Applying that to
translation, the case might even be made that an overly
literal rendering which obscures their meaning is guilty of
�subtracting� from them!

The conclusion is that the principle of Revelation 22:18-19 did
not restrict Mark to a literal translation. The same is true for us
today. Translators are, nevertheless, still accountable. It is our
job to produce an accurate, clear and natural transfer of meaning
from the Hebrew, Greek and Aramaic originals to the language
of translation.

5.4  The Church Fathers Do Not Teach Literal Translation

or those who put a
high value on early

Church tradition, the
statement by Basil the
Great, in a Canonical
letter (No. 188) to
Amphilochius, may be
of interest

I am surprised
t h a t  you demand

literal precision in
the [translation of]

Scripture, and that you
consider the wording to be

distorted which sets forth the
Scripture�s meaning but does not

translate exactly what is signified by
the Hebrew word.9T
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5.5  For Most Audiences, the Goal is an Accurate, yet Clear 
and Natural-Sounding Translation.

5.5.1  The Goal of Translation

To obtain the closest equivalence in translation
it is necessary to consider three basic require-
ments: (1) the translation must represent the
customary usage of the native language, (2) the
translation must make sense, and (3) the
translation must conform to the meaning of the
original.10
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In other words, most translations should be:

Natural (point 1) }
Clear (point 2) } �CAN�
Accurate (point 3) }

Clarity: The translation is clearly understandable.
Accuracy: The translation accurately reflects the source
language meaning.
Naturalness: The translation sounds natural to the receptor
language audience.

C + A � N = Stilted, �precise� language that 
grates on the ear.

C + N � A = Clear communication of the wrong
message.

�A� + N � C = No message or the wrong message.

A translation that is �accurate� but does not communicate the
proper message is not really accurate at all. (Note the final
example, from Acts 2:43, which follows.) If the term �accuracy�
is to mean anything, its definition must include reference to
reader comprehension.11 Other descriptions of a good Bible
translation might be added, such as �dynamic,� �full of impact,�
�moving,� �persuasive,� �beautiful,� �powerful,� etc. But if a
translation is truly clear, accurate and naturally worded, it will
be powerful and full of
impact. God�s Word,
properly translated, has
its own power�the ring
of truth (Jn. 17:17), the
panorama of eternity
(Ecc. 12:12-14), and the
ability to penetrate to the
core (Heb. 4:12). It needs
no embellishment. If
translated in keeping with the above principles, it will have all
the life-giving impact with which it was originally imbued.
Beyond that, its reception is in large measure dependent upon
the �soil� in which it is sown.



A
5.5.2  Creating a �C.A.N.� Translation in Practice

n example based upon Acts 2:43, shown below in
Greek-English interlinear form (superscripts represent English
word order), illustrates some of the principles used to create a
clear, accurate and natural translation in the Higaonon language
of the Philippines:

,
Eg�neto d� p£sV yucÍ fÒboj, poll£ te

There-was2 now1 on-every4 soul5 fear3 many7 and6

t�rata ka� shme�a di¦ tîn ¢postÒlwn

wonders8 and9 signs10 through12 the13 apostles14

�g�neto (GNT).
were-occurring11

A highly literal translation of this
verse, taken from the KJV, is:

And fear came upon
every soul: and many
wonders and signs were
done by the apostles.
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Now if this verse were translated literally into Higaonon, similar
to the way it has been done in the KJV, it would be understood
by native speakers of the language, but not at all in keeping with
the meaning Luke intended. Coming from an animistic
background, traditional Higaonons would interpret the passage
something like this:

A dreadful spirit seized the souls of the people
[with resultant dire consequences for their
health]; in addition, the apostles [a meaningless
term] received power [probably from the same
spirit or others like it] to perform many
miracles and supernatural signs [which only
shamans are believed to do].

What does a reader understand any particular portion of the
Bible to mean? Few would be so bold as to admit it, but for all
practical purposes many believe that question to be basically
irrelevant. To them, the issue is not what people do understand,
but what they should understand. Why blame a translation if it
does not communicate? After all, isn�t that what the Holy Spirit
is for? Granted, maybe a portion of Scripture should be
understood in such and such a way, but the responsibility for
good communication does not lie only with the receptor, but
also with the communicator. And to the extent that a message
is ambiguous, assumes
information unknown to
the receptor, or employs
forms foreign to him or
her, to that extent it is
inaccessible. Therefore,
since we believe that
translations are meant to
communicate (and not
just reproduce the form
of the source text), the
question of audience
comprehension�the reader�s understanding�is of utmost
importance. In fact, it is so important that we can claim this:



a translation �means� what a consensus of unbiased readers
understands it to mean, regardless of what a translator or pastor
says it is �supposed� to mean.

Looking again at the Greek original of our example, we see that:

• �soul� means �person.�
• �fear� can mean �awe,� and in this context almost certainly

does.
• �wonders and signs� produced the awe, and therefore were

chronologically first.
• ka� (kai) here does not provide a new topic; �signs� tells

more about the �wonders.�
• �apostle� is a transliteration from the Greek word meaning

�ambassador,� �delegate,� �messenger� or �envoy.�
• It was God who was working through the apostles.

Taking these things into account, the verse was translated like
this into Higaonon:

And there were many miraculous signs which
the envoys performed by means of the power of
God in them, and as a result all the people
were awestruck.12

To neglect the proper and
necessary accommodation
to Higaonon language and
culture would result in
severe miscommunication.
If the term translation is to
mean anything, it must
include the transfer of meaning.13 While some places in the
Bible are �hard to understand� due to their profound content
(2 Pet. 3:16), the terminology and means of expression were
generally familiar to typical speakers of the original audience. So
it is only fair to ask, don�t typical speakers of modern languages
deserve access to translations that are equally understandable?
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GG
5.5.3  A Notable Quote

enerally speaking, translation is both a
science and an art. An excess of either creates
distortion. But beyond science and art,
especially in the translation of the Bible, there
is a third dimension, the spiritual.

It would, of course, be wonderful if satisfactory
results in a translations program could be
guaranteed merely by laying down valid
principles and setting up standard procedures.
Such statements of principles and procedures
do help, but they will fail utterly unless there
are other intangible features which are even
more important than these formal rules. These
other and more basic ingredients in the work of
Bible translating include

1. humility (the essential quality of true 
scholarship),

2. openness to suggestion,
3. spiritual sensitivity,
4. deep reverence for the message, and
5. an evangelistic spirit, which alone

makes possible that degree of empathy
with the intended reader so that a truly
creative and meaningful translation can
be produced.
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The real problems of the translation are not
technical, they are human;
and the ultimate solutions
involve the transformation of
the human spirit.14

5.5.4  Martin Luther and Bible
Translation

hose of us working in the area of Bible translation draw
wisdom and encouragement from Martin Luther, one of the
greatest of Bible translators. His version had a tremendous
influence not only on the German language itself, but also on
other translations of Europe. Far from being a literalist, �...
Luther�s procedures are much in keeping with the modern
principles of meaning-oriented Bible translation, even though
they pre-date them by over four hundred years!�15 Here are a
few of Luther�s principles.

•• It is more important to translate the meaning of the orig-
inal than to replicate its form. Luther wrote:

I wanted to speak
German, not Latin
or Greek, since it
was German I had
undertaken to speak
in the translation ...
Therefore I must let
the   literal words go
and try to learn how
the German says
that which the
Hebrew [or Greek]
expresses ... [W]ords
are to serve and

follow the meaning, not meaning the words.16
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In the preface to Job,
Luther writes:

� if it were translated
everywhere word for word
... and not for the most
part according to the sense,
no one would understand it. ... We have taken
care to use language that is clear and that
everybody can understand, without perverting
the sense and meaning.�17

•• There is a corollary to the first principle: In order to
communicate, a translation must change the linguistic
form of the original. Luther wrote in reference to Psalm 68:

Whoever would speak German must not use
Hebrew style. Rather he must see to it�once
he understands the Hebrew author [hence the
need for a careful exegesis!]�that he
concentrates on the sense of the text, asking
himself, �Pray tell, what do the Germans say in
such a situation?� Once he has the German
words to serve the purpose, let him drop the
Hebrew words and express the meaning freely
in the best German he knows.18
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•• A translation should reflect the various literary genres in
ways which are natural to the receptor language.

[Luther�s] translation is the German Bible
rather than the Bible in German. The German
language was like clay in his hands, like a
violin played by a virtuoso. The sighs and sobs
of some of the Psalms; the high hallelujahs of
others; hymns to the God of salvation; the
majestic cadences of Isaiah; the lamenting
notes of Jeremiah; the profound depth beneath
the simple diction of John; the tremendous
power of the tense, stormy, telescopic style of
Paul�Luther�s translation has all of these in
German.19

•• Translators must maintain close contact with their
audience. Luther states:

We do not have to inquire of the literal Latin
[the language of education and the church in
Luther�s day �sm], how we are to speak
German ... Rather we must inquire about this
of the mother in the home, the children on the
street, the common man in the marketplace.
We must be guided by their language, the way
they speak, and do our translating accordingly.
That way they will understand it and recognize
that we are speaking German to them.20

•• The qualities of a good translator are not few.
Luther boldly claims:

Translation is not an art for anybody, as the
misled holy ones think. What is necessary is a
fair, devout, faithful, diligent, pious, Christian,
learned, well-versed, experienced heart.21
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•• Finally, Bible translation is possible but not simple.
Luther was one of the most learned men of his age�Doctor
of Divinity, polyglot, professor and author.  Despite his
celebrated qualifications he confessed:

I have also undertaken to translate the Bible
into German. That was necessary for me;
otherwise I might have died someday
imagining that I was a learned man. Those
who think themselves scholars should try to do
this work.22
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1 Unless otherwise noted, all English Scripture citations are from the
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2 Mildred L. Larson, Meaning-based Translation, 1984, Lanham,
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3 Taken from a tract advocating exclusive use of the King James
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4 For this reason computer-generated translations, while helpful in
some situations, are not able to adequately and consistently convey
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5 The Greek New Testament (GNT), Fourth Revised Edition, 1994,
Stuttgart: Deutsche Bibelgesellschaft, United Bible Societies.
6 One person objected to this argument, saying that meqermhneuÒ-
menon is not �translated� but �means.� In response, by that under-
standing Mark gave the �meaning� of Christ�s words, not the literal
�translation,� which is precisely the basic tenet of non-literal �func-
tionally equivalent� or �meaning-based� translation.
7 Many New Testament citations of Old Testament passages are not
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the Septuagint (the Greek translation of the Old Testament), clearly
demonstrating that New Testament authors did not follow a princi-
ple of word-for-word adherence to the Hebrew original. 
8 There is also a well-known problem with the KJV�s use of �book of
life� in place of the more accurate �tree of life,� but that is another
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9 Qaum£zw d� sou, t¾n grammatik¾n ¢kr�beian �p� tÁj GrafÁj
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�rmhne�aj tÕ aØtÁj eÜshmon �kdidoÚshj, oÙ tÕ kur�wj ØpÕ tÁj

`Ebra�kÁj fwnÁj shmainÒmenon metatiqe�shj.
10 Eugene A. Nida, Bible Translating, 1947, London: United Bible
Societies, p. 13.
11 Exceptions to this might include translations for linguistic pur-
poses (e.g., interlinears, designed to give researchers who do not
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Luther Bible.

Page 15:  Man from the Middle East.

33



I
L

L
U

S
T

R
A

T
I
O

N
S

Page 16:  John 3:16, Chinese.
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