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This month (May 2) marks the 400th
anniversary of the King James Version of
the Bible.  The King James Bible has been
one the most influential English transla-
tions in history.  It can be said that the
world would look much different without
its influence.  Our culture, our system of
government, our understanding of history,
our family structure, our diet, our vocabu-
lary, our education, our worship, our mis-
sion efforts, our understanding of God,
salvation and the universe have all been
shaped by this very prolific translation. 

Translation is the process of
communicating a

message

into a language that is different from the one
in which it was originally written.  It may be a
song, a poem, a story, directions, a telephone
message, a sermon, or the Scriptures…if it is
not understood because it is in an unfamiliar
language, it must be translated.  

The History of 
Bible Translation

The Bible is a collection of books origi-
nally written in languages quite unfamiliar
to us today.  The majority of the Old Testa-
ment was written in Hebrew with sections
(Daniel and Ezra) in Aramaic.  The New Tes-
tament was written in Koine (common)
Greek.  All three biblical languages are no
longer used within a common cultural

context.  With the exception of
a significant minority, it

is safe to say that
there
would be
no under-
standing of
the Bible, as
it was origi-
nally written,
without Bible
translation.

Translation: When God
Speaks My Language
God wrote a book.  He did so over the span of 1500 years, in three different
languages, and superintending over 40 human authors.  The one who
created us, desires to communicate with us.  If we want to know what He
has to say, we must either learn the languages in which His Word was
originally written, or translate it into ours.  By its very nature, Bible
translation is important because the Bible is important.

An unknown writer said,
“The Bible is the mind of God,
the state of man, the way of
salvation, the doom of sin-
ners, and the happiness of
believers.  Its doctrines are
holy, its precepts are binding;
its histories are true, and its
decisions are immutable.

“Read it to be wise,
believe it to be safe, practice
it to be holy. It contains light
to direct you, food to support
you, and comfort to cheer
you. It is the traveler’s map,
the pilgrim’s staff, the pilot’s
compass, the soldier’s sword,
and the Christian’s character. 

“Here paradise is
restored, heaven opened, and
the gates of hell disclosed.
Christ is its grand subject, our
good its design, and the glory
of God its end. It should fill
the memory, rule the heart,
and guide the feet. 

“Read it slowly, fre-
quently, prayerfully. It is a
mine of wealth, a paradise of
glory, and a river of pleasure.
Follow its precepts and it will
lead you to Calvary, to the
empty tomb, to a resurrected
life in Christ; yes, to glory
itself, for eternity.”  ‘

The Priority
of the Word
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The work of Bible translation
began around 250 B.C. when
Jewish scholars translated the
Old Testament into Greek.  Many
Jewish people were living in
places where Greek was the
everyday language and had lost
the ability to understand Hebrew
and Aramaic.  Since that first Bible
translation, the words of both the
Old and New Testaments have

been translated into hundreds of lan-
guages.  These languages include
ancient languages (like Coptic, Arabic,
Latin, and Syriac), as well as more
recent, modern languages (like Por-
tuguese, Russian, Navajo, Danish,
Spanish, and English). The purpose
behind all these Bible translations is
exactly the same — to put the

words of the Bible into a language that
people can understand.

The Differences in 
Bible Translation

Like all languages, Hebrew, Greek, and
Aramaic contain idioms and concepts (cul-
tural and otherwise) not easily translated or
understood.  There is an on going critical
tension about whether it is better to pro-
duce a word-for-word translation, a phrase-
by-phrase translation, or to paraphrase the
text by providing parallel idioms that con-
vey the intended “meaning” of biblical pas-
sages within the context of the targeted
language. 

A great deal of tension occurs over
which approach most accurately communi-
cates the message of the Bible into a tar-
geted language.  Bible translation can
rapidly move from a cultural/linguistic
issue into a theological debate that drives
the translation.  Despite these debates,

however, many who study the Bible,
intellectually or devotionally, find
that selecting more than one trans-
lation approach is useful in inter-
preting and applying the Scriptures.

Today’s Need for 
Bible Translation

The Bible continues to be the
most translated book in the world.

The following numbers are approxima-
tions.  As of 2005, at least one book of the
Bible has been translated into 2,400 of the
current 6,909 existing languages—includ-
ing 680 languages in Africa, 590 in Asia,
420 in Oceania, 420 in Latin America and
the Caribbean, 210 in Europe, and 75 in
North America.  

Recent statistics indicate that work is
presently being implemented among 1,998
language groups.  The real challenge, how-
ever, is that only 457 languages have the
entire Bible translated and only 1,668 have
the New Testament.  There are still over
2,100 languages that have no portion of
God’s Word whatsoever!

Targeting and Identifying 
Language Groups for 
Bible Translation

Before beginning any translation proj-
ect, SOW Investigates every potential lan-
guage group by asking a series of
questions.  Questions include:

• Are there existing Scriptures in the
language?

• Do they communicate clearly and
effectively?

• How many people speak the language?
• Is the language spoken primarily by the
elderly and will soon become obsolete
among subsequent generations?

• Are there mother-tongue speakers of the
language available with the skills
necessary for translation work?

• Is a translation needed to support
planned or existing evangelism?

Mission organizations, field missionar-
ies, and various publications prove
extremely helpful in finding answers to
these and other questions.  Above all, SOW
International is committed to the sover-
eignty of God and to prayer.  We believe
that the Word of God is also the “work of
God.”  It is His sovereign plan to make it
available to everyone and in every lan-
guage.  We also believe, and will be respec-
tive of, His timing, His resources, and His
will.  Therefore, we will bathe our decisions
in prayer and move forward in an attitude
of humility and complete submission. ‘

Bengali Translation Team
meets to discuss revisions

to Bible stories used in
church planting efforts

among oral-based
cultures in local villages.
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