
READ AND 
UNDERSTAND
THE BIBLE

A simple guide to understanding more of what you read.

 

This is a simple question that has a complex answer. I will be very brief.
1.     Translators must choose between two basic goals:  

a.      A formal translation, often called “literal,” in which the translation aims for word-for-
word rendering as much as possible, including the structure of the original
b.     A functional translated, often called “free,” in which the translation seeks to render the
meaning of the original in a way that communicates that same meaning in the modern
language.

2.     Someone might ask, “Shouldn’t I read the most literal version?” Here are guidelines how
to decide:

a.      The more you know about the biblical languages, the more value you get from more
formal translations; the less you understand about the biblical languages, the more value you
get from the functional translations.
b.     The more carefully you want to study the Bible, the more value you get from more
formal translations; the more you want to read devotionally, the more value you get from the
functional translations.

3.     The best procedure is to read several versions. Differences between versions can
often bring clarity to understanding the Bible. Here is a simple example.
    Proverbs 25:15 reads in the ESV, “With patience a ruler may be persuaded, and a soft

tongue will break a bone.” This may sound confusing at first. The Message (not
a translation, but a skillful paraphrase) reads, “Patient persistence pierces
through indifference; gentle speech breaks down rigid defenses.” 

Figuring out how the paraphrase can be so much different from the translation may be difficult,
but the Message may help you understand the ESV and other formal translations.
4.     Our
English translations are quite well done. The multitude of them is actually a treasure,
not a source of confusion, and we should use them.

D R .  L E E  F I E L D S

-Distinguished Professor of
Biblical Studies 
-Author at Zondervan
Publishing
-Connoisseur of pancakes and
icecream

ISSUE NO. 3   WHICH VERSION SHOULD I READ?
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