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Consultant checking

ENGLISH BIBLE VERSIONS – WHY 

DO THEY DIFFER?

Translating the Bible

• What are the main differences between 

English Bible translations? (for example: King 

James Version, New International Version, 

English Standard Version, New Living 

Translation)

• Why do these differences exist?

4 kinds of differences

between English Bible translations

1. Difference in target audience

2. Difference in translation philosophy

3. Difference in exegesis

4. Difference in underlying manuscript  basis

1. Difference in target audience

Romans 2, Tree of Life Version

12 For all who have sinned 

outside of Torah will also 

perish outside of Torah, and 

all who have sinned 

according to Torah will be 

judged by Torah. 

13 For it is not the hearers of 

Torah who are righteous 

before God; rather, it is the 

doers of Torah who will be 

justified.

Romans 2, RSV

12 All who have sinned 

without the law will also 

perish without the law, and 

all who have sinned under 

the law will be judged by 

the law. 

13 For it is not the hearers of 

the law who are righteous 

before God, but the doers 

of the law who will be 

justified.

2. Difference in translation philosophy

Formal 
Equivalence

Dynamic
Equivalence
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2. Difference in translation philosophy

• Translators select 

whatever English words 

reflect the meaning of 

the original language 

term in the most exact 

way, even if those terms 

are unfamiliar to many 

readers. 

• Translators use words 

or phrases that are easy 

to understand but 

might not be the 

technical terms that an 

archaeologist or 

theologian would use. 

1 John 2:2

English Standard Version

• He is the propitiation for 

our sins, and not for ours 

only but also for the sins of 

the whole world. 

Contemporary English Version

• Christ is the sacrifice that 

takes away our sins and the 

sins of all the world’s 

people. 

Genesis 6:15

Revised Standard Version

• This is how you are to make 

it: the length of the ark 

three hundred cubits, its 

breadth fifty cubits, and its 

height thirty cubits. 

NET Bible

• This is how you should 

make it: The ark is to be 450 

feet long, 75 feet wide, and 

45 feet high.

2. Difference in translation philosophy

• Translators only include 

in the translation the 

ideas that are explicitly 

expressed in the words

of the original language, 

and omit the ideas that 

the original audience 

would have understood 

but that modern-day 

audiences don’t know. 

• Translators seek to 

convey the ideas of the 

original text even if they 

have to add words to 

the text in order to do 

so. 

Lucas 23:48

NET Bible

• And all the crowds that had 

assembled for this 

spectacle, when they saw 

what had taken place, 

returned home beating 

their breasts.

New Living Translation

• And when all the crowd that 

came to see the crucifixion 

saw what had happened, 

they went home in deep 

sorrow.*

* 23:48 Greek: went home 

beating their breasts.

Genesis 37:29

New International Version

• When Reuben returned to 

the cistern and saw that 

Joseph was not there, he 

tore his clothes.

Contemporary English Version

• When Reuben returned to 

the well and did not find 

Joseph there, he tore his 

clothes in sorrow.



12/11/2020

4

2. Difference in translation philosophy

• Translators try to 

imitate the grammatical 

structures of the 

original language in the 

translation. 

• Translators use the 

grammatical structures 

that are most clear and 

natural in English even 

if they are quite 

different from those of 

the original language. 

Romans 1:1-5

New American Standard Bible

1 Paul, a bond-servant of Christ Jesus, called as 

an apostle, set apart for the gospel of God, 2 

which He promised beforehand through His 

prophets in the holy Scriptures, 3 concerning 

His Son, who was born of a descendant of David 

according to the flesh,  4 who was declared the 

Son of God with power by the resurrection from 

the dead, according to the Spirit of holiness, 

Jesus Christ our Lord,  5 through whom we have 

received grace and apostleship to bring about 

the obedience of faith among all the Gentiles 

for His name’s sake, 6 among whom you also 

are the called of Jesus Christ;  7 to all who are 

beloved of God in Rome, called as saints: Grace 

to you and peace from God our Father and the 

Lord Jesus Christ.

New International Version

Paul, a servant of Christ Jesus, called to be an 

apostle and set apart for the gospel of God—

2 the gospel he promised beforehand through 

his prophets in the Holy Scriptures 3 regarding 

his Son, who as to his earthly life was a 

descendant of David, 4 and who through the 

Spirit of holiness was appointed the Son of 

God in power by his resurrection from the 

dead: Jesus Christ our Lord. 5 Through him we 

received grace and apostleship to call all the 

Gentiles to the obedience that comes from 

faith for his name’s sake. 6 And you also are 

among those Gentiles who are called to 

belong to Jesus Christ.

7 To all in Rome who are loved by God and 

called to be his holy people:

Grace and peace to you from God our Father 

and from the Lord Jesus Christ.

2. Difference in translation philosophy

• Translators try to 

translate a word in the 

original language using 

the same English word 

every time even though 

it might sound strange 

to use the word that 

way in English. 

• Translators try to use 

the English word that 

best expresses the 

correct idea in each 

context, even though 

connections between 

different passages may 

be lost as a result. 

Genesis 40:13, 19

English Standard Version

13 In three days Pharaoh will lift 

up your head and restore you 

to your office, and you shall 

place Pharaoh’s cup in his 

hand as formerly, when you 

were his cupbearer.

19 In three days Pharaoh will lift 

up your head—from you!—

and hang you on a tree. And 

the birds will eat the flesh 

from you.

God’s Word Translation

13 In the next three days Pharaoh 

will release you and restore 

you to your position. You will 

put Pharaoh’s cup in his hand 

as you used to do when you 

were his cupbearer.

19 In the next three days Pharaoh 

will cut off your head and hang 

your dead body on a pole. The 

birds will eat the flesh from 

your bones.

2. Difference in translation philosophy

• Figures of speech are 

translated literally –

even if they don’t make 

sense in English.

• Figures of speech are 

translated in such a way 

as to make their 

meaning clear – even if 

the figurative language 

is lost in the process. 

Song of Solomon 2:4

New American Standard Bible

He has brought me to his 

banquet hall, And his 

banner over me is love.

Christian Standard Bible

He brought me to the banquet 

hall, and he looked on me 

with love.
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2. Difference in translation philosophy

• When the meaning of a 

word or phrase in the 

original language is 

uncertain, translators 

try to make it 

ambiguous in English, 

too. 

• When the meaning of a 

word or phrase in the 

original language is 

uncertain, translators 

pick one of the possible 

meanings and translate 

it into clear English. 

Salmo 32:0

New Revised Standard Version

Of David. A Maskil.

NET Bible

By David; a well-written song.

4 kinds of differences

between English Bible translations

1. Difference in target audience

2. Difference in translation philosophy

3. Difference in exegesis

4. Difference in underlying manuscript  basis

3. Difference in exegesis

• Exegesis – ‘the interpretation of a text’ affects 
translations when there is uncertainty about the 
meaning of a word or figure of speech in the text, 
or when there is doubt about whether a passage 
should be understood literally, figuratively, 
ironically… and when the grammar of the 
receptor language requires exegetical decisions to 
be made. 

• Exegesis affects all translations, but the 
differences in exegesis are more obvious in 
translations that emphasize dynamic equivalence. 

Genesis 6:3

God’s Word 
Translation

Then the LORD 

said, “My Spirit will 

not struggle with 

humans forever, 

because they are 

flesh and blood. 

They will live 120 

years.”

New Living Translation

Then the LORD said, 

“My Spirit will not 

put up with humans 

for such a long time, 

for they are only 

mortal flesh. In the 

future, their normal 

lifespan will be no 

more than 120 

years.”

But the LORD said, 

‘My spirit will not 

remain in a human 

being for ever; 

because he is mortal 

flesh, he will live 

only for a hundred 

and twenty years.’

Revised English Bible

Psalm 36:7

NET Bible

How precious is your loyal 

love, O God!

New King James Version

How precious is Your 

lovingkindness, O God!
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4. Difference in underlying manuscript 

basis

• When there is some doubt about the correct

reading of the original language text that

significantly affects the meaning of the verse 

(particularly in the NT and in popular portions

of the OT) Bible translators often put

footnotes in the translations to let you know

about it. 

1 John 5:7-8

New King James Version

7 For there are three that bear 

witness in heaven: the 

Father, the Word, and the 

Holy Spirit; land these three 

are one. 8 And there are 

three that bear witness on 

earth: the Spirit, the water, 

and the blood; and these 

three agree as one.

New International Version

7 For there are three that 
testify: 8 the* Spirit, the 
water and the blood; and 
the three are in 
agreement.

* Late manuscripts of the Vulgate 
testify in heaven: the Father, the 
Word and the Holy Spirit, and these 
three are one. 8And there are three 
that testify on earth: the (not found 
in any Greek manuscript before the 
fourteenth century)

• What are the main differences between 

English Bible translations? 

• Why do these differences exist?

The best translation?
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