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Bible translation Summary 
 
Bible translation is a complex and ongoing endeavor that has significantly shaped religious history and 

linguistic development. The Bible, originally written in Hebrew (Old Testament, with some Aramaic) and Koine 
Greek (New Testament), has been translated into thousands of languages, making it the most translated book in 
history. 

 
Here's a summary of key aspects: 
 
1. Original Languages and Early Translations: 
• Hebrew Bible (Old Testament): Primarily written in Biblical Hebrew, with some parts in Biblical 

Aramaic. 
• Septuagint (LXX): The earliest major translation of the Hebrew Scriptures, into Koine Greek, 

completed between the 3rd and 2nd centuries BCE. It was widely used by Greek-speaking Jews and early 
Christians, including the New Testament writers. 

• Aramaic Targums: Translations of the Torah into Aramaic, emerging during the Babylonian exile as 
Aramaic became the common language for many Jews. 

• New Testament: Primarily written in Koine Greek. 
• Latin Vulgate: In 405 CE, St. Jerome completed a new Latin translation of the entire Bible, based on 

Hebrew and Greek texts. This became the standard Bible for Western Christianity for over a thousand 
years. 

 
2. Translation Philosophies: 
Modern Bible translations generally fall into a spectrum based on their approach to the original text: 
• Formal Equivalence (Word-for-Word): This approach aims to translate the original Hebrew and Greek 

as literally as possible, preserving word order, grammar, and syntax. This can result in a more "wooden" 
or less fluid reading in the target language but is often preferred for in-depth study as it allows the reader 
to examine the text closer to its original form.  

o Examples: King James Version (KJV), New King James Version (NKJV), English Standard 
Version (ESV), New American Standard Bible (NASB). 

• Dynamic Equivalence (Thought-for-Thought / Functional Equivalence): This approach prioritizes 
conveying the meaning or message of the original text in natural, contemporary language, even if it 
means departing from a strict word-for-word rendering. This makes the translation more readable and 
accessible to a wider audience.  

o Examples: New International Version (NIV), New Living Translation (NLT), Today's English 
Version (Good News Translation). 

• Paraphrase: These are the least literal translations, focusing on conveying the overall sense or message 
of the text in a highly interpretive and often colloquial style. They are generally not intended for in-depth 
study but for devotional reading.  

o Examples: The Message, The Living Bible. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

Page 2 of 2 
 

3. Key Milestones in English Bible Translation: 
• John Wycliffe (14th Century): Produced the first complete translation of the Bible into English (Middle 

English), relying on the Latin Vulgate. This was revolutionary for making the Bible accessible to 
common people. 

• William Tyndale (16th Century): A pivotal figure, Tyndale translated the New Testament and parts of 
the Old Testament directly from Hebrew and Greek into early modern English. His work significantly 
influenced later English translations, including the KJV. He faced persecution for his efforts and was 
martyred. 

• King James Version (KJV) / Authorized Version (1611): Commissioned by King James I, this 
translation by a committee of scholars became the dominant English Bible for centuries and had a 
profound impact on English language and literature. While highly revered, its archaic language can be 
challenging for modern readers. 

• Modern Translations (20th and 21st Centuries): The 20th century saw a proliferation of new English 
translations, driven by advances in biblical scholarship, the discovery of older manuscripts, and the desire 
for more contemporary language. Popular modern versions include the NIV, ESV, NASB, NLT, and 
NRSV, each with its own translation philosophy and target audience. 

 
4. Challenges and Significance: 
• Textual Variants: Ancient manuscripts often have minor differences, and translators must make 

decisions about which readings to follow. 
• No One-to-One Correlation: Words and idioms in one language rarely have exact equivalents in 

another, requiring translators to make interpretive choices. 
• Cultural and Historical Context: Translators must bridge the gap between ancient cultures and modern 

readers. 
• Doctrinal Differences: Sometimes, translation choices can be influenced by or used to support particular 

theological viewpoints. 
 
Despite the challenges, Bible translation remains a vital undertaking, driven by the belief that God's word 

should be accessible to all people in their own language. The ongoing efforts continue to make the Bible 
available to new communities and to ensure its relevance for contemporary audiences. 

 


