
 

Principles and Rubrics for Translators 
 

We will begin with some general theses about Bible translation, followed by some “rules” for 

translators and by specific rubrics. All of these are samples, not complete plans.  Any future committee 

could alter them in any way or dump them and start from scratch. 

 

Presuppositions 
 

Thesis 1:  The duty of a translator is to convey all the meaning (or ambiguity), all the beauty (or the 

ugliness), all the style (high or low), and all the emotional impact of the original into the 

translation.  

Thesis 2:  Thesis 1 is impossible. 

Thesis 3:  Thesis 2 is not entirely correct. 

Thesis 4:  In small bits and pieces a translator can come close achieving the aims of thesis 1. 

Tetelestai > It is finished. The only major thing wrong with this translation is that it has too 

many words. Were it not for the weight of tradition, we could probably improve the translation 

by reducing it to a single word, “Finished!” 

 

Some Principles and Guidelines 

 
This is a sample of the kind of guidelines which a translation committee would have to develop. 

 

1. Although any skilled linguist who is fluent in the source language and the receiving language can do 

an acceptable job of rendering the literal sense of the words of Scripture, the most important qualities 

of a Bible translator are a thorough knowledge of the whole message of Scripture, connected with the 

aptitude to let Scripture interpret Scripture, and a humble willingness to submit to everything which 

Scripture says.  It was this aptitude, more than the depth of his knowledge of the original languages 

that made Luther such a great translator. 

2. Translators will strive for a balance between preserving the original meaning and producing English 

which sounds natural, but preservation of meaning takes priority. 

3. When a choice must be made, accuracy in conveying the divinely intended meaning of the text takes 

priority over literary beauty or rendering the text into common, contemporary English.  

4. The translation must be free of doctrinal errors whether inadvertent or deliberate. It must not falsify 

the Word of God. It must not subtract from its meaning. This is reflected in two principles adopted by 

WELS TEC:  

We expect that a translation will understand itself as a “direct quotation” of an ancient 

document, rather than merely supplying the “gist” of the original’s meaning in a contemporizing 

paraphrase.  We expect, with Luther, that when theologically necessary a translation will adhere 

closely to the exact wording of the original.   

5. The translator should not be too locked in to one theory of translation whether “dynamic equivalence” 

or “literal translation”  because: 

a. Literal (that is, literalistic) translations sometimes give the wrong meaning or they do not 

communicate clearly in the receiving language.  

b. Dynamic equivalence, though a worthy goal, is not fully possible. We would be happy with any 

translation that was dynamic and equivalent, but too often translations labeled “dynamic 

equivalent” are either not equivalent or not dynamic.  We would like every translation to be 

“meaning equivalent” and “emotional equivalent”. 

c. The translator will have to weigh whether a more dynamic or more literal approach best conveys 

the divinely intended meaning on a case-by-case basis. 



6. It is necessary for a translation to have a set of rules and rubrics
1
 to guide the translators, but the 

relationship between two languages is so complex, that it is hard to image a rule or rubric which can 

be applied without exception. 

7. The translator should adhere to the principle that Scripture interprets Scripture. This is especially true 

in regard to doctrinal statements. One passage of Scripture cannot be set against another.  New 

Testament interpretations of Old Testament passages should be accepted. 

8. The translator should not specify one level of language and usage to be used uniformly throughout the 

Bible because the level of language in the Bible itself varies greatly from book to book and from 

passage to passage.  The goal is that the level of difficulty of the translation should be similar to the 

level of difficulty of the original. In many Bible passages the original language was neither 

“common” nor “contemporary.”  

9. The translator should not drain the color and variety of expressions from passages and level the 

language by downgrading the imagery. 

10. The goal of a translator is not so much to make Judeans sound like 21
st
 century Americans but to 

make them sound like Judeans who speak English. 

11. Though “one Hebrew word=one English word” is not a viable standard for a translator to apply 

consistently, the translator should strive to be consistent rather than casual in his renderings of 

specific words. 

12. The translator will try to be euphemistic where the original is euphemistic and blunt or coarse where 

the text is blunt.   

13. Capitalization of nouns and pronouns that refer to God is not a feature of the original text, and 

therefore it falls into the category of interpretation rather than translation.  The practice is best 

avoided.  English style, however, requires titles and proper names be capitalized regardless of 

whether or not they are a reference to deity.   

14. Good translation should preserve the authors’ co-ordination and subordination of thought units.  

15. Translators should be wary of importing their own stylistic preferences into the text against the 

preference of the author, unless such changes are necessary for clear communication.  

16. Where possible, when the text, on the basis of Scripture, is open to two equally valid 

understandings, the translator should attempt to preserve both options.  When this is not possible, 

one of the options can be preserved in a footnote.  

17. In using “gender-accurate language” the translator will strive to be inclusive where the original is 

inclusive and exclusive where the original is exclusive. 

18. The translator will recognize and preserve direct prophecy where the immediate context or other 

testimony of Scripture indicates direct prophecy. (Ditto for typical prophecy.) 

19. Sometimes there is no definitive solution in sight as to how to translate a given text, and the translator 

simply has to take his best shot and move on. For example, a precise identification of each gemstone 

in the high priest’s breastplate is beyond our reach.  

20. A key decision by a translator is which text he is going to translate. A translation project will need to 

choose a base text and a set of principles to guide translators in evaluating variants.  If in doubt, keep 

the longer reading in the text, and note that it is not in all manuscripts. 

 

This list is by no means designed to be complete. It is intended to be a representative sample of some of 

the more important principles. A translation/revision committee would develop additional principles as 

they worked on the initial stages of their translation.   

 

Sample Rubrics for Translators 
 

                                                           
1
 Here “rule” means a general guideline such as those we are listing here.  A “rubric” is a more specific guideline 

such as “we will translate the Tetragrammaton LORD.” 



This is a sample of the kind of rubrics that a translation committee needs to develop. The list 

would be much more extensive than this and would be sorted into categories. Since it will be in 

electronic form, translators will be able to search it. The translation committee should have the 

first version of such a list within the first six months of the project.  It would be growing 

throughout the projects.  Some of the items on the present list are just placeholders for topics. 

 

More General Principles & 

Common Expressions 
.  

1. Preserve common biblical idioms like “flesh”, “walk with God”, etc.  

2. Preserve heritage terms like sanctify, justify, angels, and saints, but not to the exclusion of “make 

holy” and “declare righteous”, etc. 

3. Keep Ark of the Covenant, Tabernacle, and Temple and other traditional expressions.  

4. Have a uniform translation for the names of animals, trees, gems, musical instruments, etc. 

5. A translation needs rubrics for changing spellings like Beersheva /Beersheba, Beth Shan/Beth She’an 

/Bet Shan, Acco/Akko.  Preserve traditional spellings like Tyre and Jerusalem even when they are not 

accurate to the Hebrew.  For less known places we will adopt the newer spelling which try to more 

accurately indicate kaph, qoph, and chet and attempt to get closer to the Hebrew. Keep NIV spelling 

unless there is significant reason to change. 

6. For personal names preserve distinctions like Peter/ Cephas and Jehoiachin/Jeconiah/ Coniah.  

Harmonize minor spelling changes and the different pre- and post-exilic spellings of the names of 

individuals like Hezekiah.  A special problem case is Joash/Jehoash (cf, 2 Kg 12).  Names like 

Joshua/Jesus which appear in both the OT and NT to refer to different persons will be harmonized to 

the most common English form. A case study for this problem is the genealogy in Matthew 1.   

7. If a Hebrew or Greek idiom is redundant in English (stoned him with stones, a footstool for his feet), 

eliminate the redundancy. Repetition for emphasis is retained in some way. 

8. Use feet, pounds, gallons, etc., except when the ancient measure is necessary to the imagery. 

9. Use ancient monetary measurements except in idioms like “pay the last penny”. 

10. Prefer the bare vocative, rather than “O God”, etc. except when “O” is in the original text/  (See Mt 

15:28; 17:17 in Gk,  “O God” is common and contemporary in some uses. 

11. Where a pronoun is not close enough to its antecedent to fit English style, translators may replace it 

with the appropriate noun. 

12. Normally avoid contractions, except perhaps in casual speech. 

13. Use contemporary style of punctuation.   Few semicolons.  Sparing on commas, except when needed 

for clarity.  Do use comma before “and” in a series. 

14. Mark footnotes with letters
a b 

to avoid confusion with verse numbers. Restart with each new chapter. 

15. Be sparing in the use of footnotes. If you have two more or less synonymous translations, pick one.  

Save footnotes largely for when there are two possible meanings or the text is quite unclear. Or when 

a term needs explanation at its first occurrence. 

16. Do not be too rigid about breaking up long sentences. Preserve connections in some way. 

17. We don’t have to keep all the vavs in Hebrew strings. 

18. Vavs and kais can be skipped sometimes, but an effort should be made not to be careless about 

preserving connections. This can be done by paragraphing and other devices.  Kai in the words of 

Jesus and other Semitic-style references in the NT can be treated with the flexibility of vav. 

19. Be sparing in the use of English participles.  Participles should usually be translated “with shading” as 

the appropriate kind of English clause, unless the shade of meaning is uncertain.  In that case, the 

Greek participle can be left as an English participle. 

20. “Saying” does not always need to be translated when it is the equivalent of quotation marks like the 

Hebrew lemor or the Greek λέγοντες. It often is not needed when the quotation is marked by 

quotation marks or when it sounds  redundant in English.  If lemor or legontes is emphatic, this 



emphasis can be retained in some way.  “He commanded Israel, saying” > He gave a command to 

Israel. He said: 

21. In the NT a fuller text than the UBS/Nestle can be weighed on a case by case.  If words are restored to 

the main text, they should not be bracketed, but a note will state they are not in all manuscripts. 

Words that became very familiar in the KJV but which have very weak support can be put in 

footnotes with a brief explanatory note. 

22. In the OT the Masoretic Text will be given preference unless there is strong evidence for another 

reading.  Translators may consider both the kethiv and qere. 

23.  
 

 

Individual Words 

 

24. LORD for the Tetragrammaton.  Lord for Adonai.  Lord God for Adonai Elohim. 

25. Capitalize Angel of the Lord when it refers to an appearance of Christ. 

26. Keep “Christ” where the New Testament uses the Greek christos. 

27. Showbread or bread of the presence?  

28. Use “law” for torah in most contexts. Some contexts may require a meaning like “instruction”.  

29. In psalms headings use miktam and maskil. For mizmor we use “psalm”. 

30. Keep the selahs or translate “interlude”. 

31. Translate kinnor “lyre” and nebel “harp”. 

32. In the OT law were the workers servants or slaves?  Are church workers servants or slaves of God? In 

the NT we can suggest “servant” or “minister” for diakonos and “slave” for doulos as a starting point, 

but in some contexts “servant” might be a better choice also for doulos.  In the OT with ebed we will 

probably have to decide on a case by case basis. “Slave” has a difficult background in USA.  Might 

be best to not overuse.  Could become a hindrance 

33. Distinguish the temple sanctuary from the temple complex. Jesus never entered the temple itself.  He 

often entered the temple courtyards.  Should we keep the term “womb”?  If not, what will we 

substitute?   

34. Distinguish the temple sanctuary (naos) from the temple complex. Jesus never entered the temple 

itself.  He often entered the temple courtyards. 

35. Should we keep the term “womb”?  If not, what will we substitute? In some contexts, it may be 

redundant in English (Matt 19:11). 

36. Is “virgins” retained even in contexts in which it sounds too technical in English? Are the virgins in 

Matthew 25:1 “bridesmaids”? 

37. “Man” is the default translation for ish and aner. “Man” may translate anthropos in contexts when it 

must be a man (Matt 19:3) or when traditional and modern versions still use “man.”  

38. Father and mother can be translated “grandfather” or “grandmother” or “ancestor” when the context 

requires it. 

39. “Brothers” will remain “brothers” unless context requires “relatives” for clarity. 

40. Did the OT forbid “interest” or “usury”?  Context may decide. Generally use “interest”.  

41. Sar will be translated “official” “minister” or “general” depending on context. Though “prince” is not 

correct, it can be retained in Prince of Peace. 

42. What should we do with “scribes”?  Experts in the law?  Bible scholars? 

43. Should exousia always be “authority”, or is it “power” in some contexts? 

44. Will euangelion vary between “gospel” and “good news”? Generally, gospel. 

45. We will call Israel’s neighbor to the north “Aram” and “Arameans” rather than Syrians. 

46. We will translate mizraim as Egypt because this is the established translation in both testaments. 

47. Cush will be Cush when it does not refer to the territory south of Egypt and also when it does in the 

OT. “Nubian” could be used for the dynasties which ancient historians so classify. In the NT, though 

it is geographically misleading we will retain the Greek “Ethiopia”. 



48. Asshur will be “Assyria” when it refers to that empire.  “Asshur” when it refers to Israel’s near 

neighbor. 

49. Will ethnoi be Gentiles, nations, foreign nations, or heathen, depending on the context? “Nations” 

should be the default translation. 

50. Generally, we will call the Sea of Galilee a sea even though it is actually a lake. 

51. The translation for hades is “hell” when it refers to the place of the damned or is contrasted with 

heaven.  Otherwise, “death”. 

52. Sheol is “death” or “grave” depending on context.   May be “hell” when clearly place of judgment or 

contrasted with heaven. 

53. We will retain the term “Gehenna”. 

54. Greek amen, amen will be “amen, amen” when this is smooth in the context. 

55. Emphatic words like hineh and idou will be reflected in the translation by such expressions as “look” 

“suddenly”, and !. In some contexts, hineh and idou may be omitted. 

56. Diatheke will be translated “covenant” unless the context clearly indicates a will.  In the OT brith 

may be “treaty” when it is an agreement between nations. 

57. Monogenes—“only begotten” or “one and only”? 

58. “Which” or “that” as the relative?   It depends on the context. 

59. “Blessed” vs “happy” for makarios and ashrei? Blessed is a fuller term than happy. Other Hebrew 

and Greek words carry the connotation happy. 

60. When an OT prophet is quoted, use “through” for dia and “by” for hypo. 

61. Try not to overuse “therefore.”  Use “so” instead of “therefore” when possible. 

62. What to do with “to know” in the “Biblical sense”?  (cf. Gen 4:1; Mt 1:25) “be intimate”.  

63. Betrothed or engaged or pledged/promised to be married? (cf. Mt 1:18). 

64. Is there a rubric for “my soul is” (Mt 12:18).  “I am” w/footnote?  Or literal? 

65. Tree and plant names: aim for consistency. 

66. Animal names:aim for consistency 

67. Gem names: aim for consistency 

68. What about “Καὶ ἐγένετο ὅτε” (Mt 7:28; 9:10; 11:1; 13:53; 19:1; 26:1), and about 65x in the NT? 

69. Gk gar =  

70. Gk dynamis = miracle; Gk “σηµεῖα” =signs; Gk: teras = wonders  

71. Gk ouai = woe 

72. Gk skandalon = (also vb forms)…“cause to sin” 

73. Gk µαθητεύσατε... = ? (discuss options?)  It might be good to not use «make disciples» again...??  

74. Capitalization for Law/law... only went it is a title referring to a specific book.  Same for gospel. 

75.  
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