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 Understanding Bible 
Translation

For more than 2,000 years, scholars have been translating 
the Bible. The Old Testament was written over a 1,500-
year period before the birth of Christ. It was written 
primarily in Hebrew, with a few portions in Aramaic. 
The New Testament was written within seventy years of 
Christ’s death and resurrection (ad 50–100). The writers 
of the New Testament wrote in Koine (“common”) Greek. 
The original manuscripts have not survived, but God’s 
Word has been preserved through meticulous copying. 

Three primary methods of Bible translation (and a fourth 
approach) have evolved over the centuries. Each method is 
valuable, and they often have more in common than not. 

What Are the Translation Methods?

There are three basic methods for Bible translation:

■ Word-for-Word  
■ Thought-for-Thought
■ Balance
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There is also paraphrasing, which is slightly diff erent than 
translation.

| Word-for-Word
In this method, scholars attempt to translate each word 
based upon the word usage at the time of the writing. 
This is the strictest translation method. Although no 
translation is literally “word for word,” the intent of this 
method is to come as close as possible to the original word 
usage. This method is also called formal equivalence. It 
attempts to stay as close to the original “form” as possible. 

Examples of word-for-word Bible translations:

■ King James Version (KJV)
■ Revised Standard Version (RSV)
■ New American Standard Bible (NASB)

| Thought-for-Thought
In this method, scholars translate the meaning of each 
thought. This is a looser translation method, which is 
great for ease of reading. The goal is to translate the 
sense or meaning of a sentence or thought, so that they 
are easily understood by modern English speakers. This 
method is also called functional equivalence or dynamic
equivalence.
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UNDERSTANDING BIBLE TRANSLATION

Examples of thought-for-thought Bible translations: 

■ Good News Translation (GNT)
■ New Living Translation (NLT)

| Balance
This method seeks to fi nd a middle ground—a balance—
between word-for-word and thought-for thought 
approaches. This balanced approach is intended to create 
a translation that is close to the original, but also readable. 
This method is sometimes called optimal equivalence.

Examples of balance Bible translations: 

■ New International Version (NIV)
■ God’s Word Translation (GW)
■ Christian Standard Bible (CSB)

| Paraphrase
This is a restatement of a translation in modern terms 
and vocabulary, often expanded or amplifi ed for clarity. 
This method is not intended to be a translation per se, 
but to be easy for modern-day readers to understand and 
connect with the text. This approach is sometimes called 
free translation.

Examples of paraphrase Bibles:

■ The Message (MSG)
■ The Living Bible (TLB)
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Look at the following example of how Philippians 4:6–7 is 
translated in each of the approaches. 

METHOD PHILIPPIANS 4:6–7

Word-for-Word 
(NASB)

Be anxious for nothing, but in everything by 
prayer and supplication with thanksgiving 
let your requests be made known to God. 
And the peace of God, which surpasses all 
comprehension, will guard your hearts and 
your minds in Christ Jesus.

Thought-for-
Thought (GNT)

Don’t worry about anything, but in all your 
prayers ask God for what you need, always 
asking him with a thankful heart. And 
God’s peace, which is far beyond human 
understanding, will keep your hearts and minds 
safe in union with Christ Jesus.

Balance 
(CSB)

Don’t worry about anything, but in everything, 
through prayer and petition with thanksgiving, 
present your requests to God. And the peace of 
God, which surpasses all understanding, will 
guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus.

Paraphrase 
(MSG)

Don’t fret or worry. Instead of worrying, pray. 
Let petitions and praises shape your worries 
into prayers, letting God know your concerns. 
Before you know it, a sense of God’s wholeness, 
everything coming together for good, will 
come and settle you down. It’s wonderful what 
happens when Christ displaces worry at the 
center of your life.
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UNDERSTANDING BIBLE TRANSLATION

Historical Distance

One challenge for Bible translators is what linguists call 
historical distance. This is the separation between the 
languages, geography, and cultures of the time when the 
Bible was written and today. Translating the Bible involves 
bridging that gap—to one degree or another. 

Historical distance is especially signifi cant when 
translating weights, measurements, and money. For 
example, in Matthew 18, Jesus tells a parable about a 
servant who owed to a 
king a huge, unpayable 
debt. In the parable, 
the servant owes “ten 
thousand talents.” In 
New Testament times, 
a talent (talanton in 
Greek) was not an 
actual coin, but an 
amount of money. One 
talent was equivalent 
to twenty years of 
a laborer’s wages. So ten thousand times twenty years’ 
worth of wages was an exaggerated amount to emphasize 
how enormous the man’s debt was to the king. 
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Look at how the following Bible translation methods deal 
with this historical distance: 

METHOD MATTHEW 18:24

Word-for-Word 
(KJV)

And when he had begun to reckon, one 
was brought unto him, which owed him ten 
thousand talents.

Thought-for-
Thought (CEV)

As he was doing this, one offi  cial was brought 
in who owed him fi fty million silver coins.

Balance 
(NIV)

As he began the settlement, a man who owed 
him ten thousand bags of gold was brought 
to him.

Paraphrase 
(TLB)

In the process, one of his debtors was brought 
in who owed him $10 million! $10 million, 
literally, “10,000 talents.” Approximately 
£3 million.

Why Do New Translations Continue 
to Appear?

| . Words change. 
Modern language changes constantly, and the Bible must 
use understandable words for everyday life. What was 
familiar to English speakers a few hundred years ago 
might not make much sense today. 
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UNDERSTANDING BIBLE TRANSLATION

For example, compare these four English translations of 
Psalm 23:1–2, spanning more than six centuries. 

BIBLE PSALM 23:1–2

Wycliff e Bible 
(1380s)

The Lord gouerneth me, and no thing schal 
faile to me; in the place of pasture there he 
hath set me. He nurschide me on the watir 
of refreischyng.

King James Version 
(1611)

The Lord is my shepheard, I shall not want. 
He maketh me to lie downe in greene 
pastures: he leadeth mee beside the still 
waters.

Young’s Literal 
Translation (1898)

Jehovah [is] my shepherd, I do not lack, In 
pastures of tender grass He causeth me to 
lie down, By quiet waters He doth lead me.

New International 
Version (2011)

The Lord is my shepherd, I lack nothing. He 
makes me lie down in green pastures, he 
leads me beside quiet waters.

| . Understanding of ancient languages change.
The Bible was written using hundreds of words that are 
no longer understood. Scholars continue to discover 
the meanings of words and phrases, and either update 
existing translations or create new translations. 

For example, in the 1920s, excavations in the ancient city 
of Ugarit (in northern Syria today) led to the discovery 
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of a previously unknown language. Ugaritic is an ancient 
Semitic language similar to Hebrew. This discovery helped 
scholars better understand Hebrew vocabulary in the Old 
Testament. 

| . Translators’ purposes vary. 
When an ancient term or phrase may be translated 
correctly in several diff erent ways, the translators’ purpose 
aff ects which words are chosen. 

For example, consider the diff erent goals of the Good 
News Translation (GNT) and the New King James Version 
(NKJV). The GNT was developed to provide a Bible for 
non-native English speakers. The NKJV was produced 
to be a modern-language translation that preserved the 
structure and beauty of the King James Version. Here is 
how Proverbs 3:5–6 reads in these two translations. 

TRANSLATION PROVERBS 3:5–6

Good News 
Translation (GNT)

Trust in the Lord with all your heart. Never 
rely on what you think you know. Remember 
the Lord in everything you do, and he will 
show you the right way.

New King James 
Version (NKJV)

Trust in the Lord with all your heart, And lean 
not on your own understanding; In all your 
ways acknowledge Him, And He shall direct 
your paths.
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