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An issue which will be before the synod convention this summer is whether WELS could or should 

(or some might say must) produce its own Bible translation.  Opinions about this topic among us cover 
quite a wide spectrum.  Some are very sure that that such an undertaking is impossible or at best foolish 
and unnecessary.  Others feel this could and should be done regardless of the cost. Still others think it can 
be done without an undue burden on the synod.  

 
A Translation Feasibility Committee (TFC) was appointed by the synod’s praesidium following the 

2011 synod convention.  This committee was asked to “study the feasibility of producing a confessional 
Lutheran Bible translation and/or study Bible with notes to accompany whatever Bible translation is 
chosen” by the synod.   This committee has submitted a report for consideration by the 2013 Synod 
Convention (BORAM, p 79-82). 

 
The assumption of this paper is that we are speaking about a translation for general use in the church, 

rather than a niche translation such as a children’s Bible or a Bible for people with limited reading ability.  
We can certainly make all kinds of derivative works to meet special needs,1 but our concern here is a 
general, all-purpose Bible. 

 
The following theses and comments point out some of the pitfalls and potential solutions involved in 

a project to produce our own Bible translation.  The aim of these theses is more to pose the questions we 
must address rather than to suggest the best or only solutions. 

 
  “Feasible” means “capable of being done or carried out” (merriam-webster.com).  With this 

definition of “feasible” we must say that it is certainly “feasible,” that is, “possible”, for WELS to 
produce a Bible translation. Over the years several individuals or small groups have already produced 
such Lutheran translations in English and in other languages.  The question, therefore, is not whether 
producing such a translation is possible, but whether it is necessary or practical. Can we produce a 
translation of sufficient quality and appeal to be better than—or a useful supplement to—the other options 
that are available to us, at a cost which is reasonable, which does not short-change the other programs of 
the synod?  The issues that must be considered are legal, technical, economical, practical, and emotional. 

Before we start to look at those individual factors we can state two general principles: 

                                                           
1 Such as David Kuske’s simplified NT based on GWN. 
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It would be foolish planning and bad stewardship for us to commit to such a project without carefully 
counting the cost.  We should undertake such a project only with realistic expectations that are neither 
carelessly optimistic nor unduly pessimistic. 
 
It would be bad stewardship of the gifts which God has entrusted to us to dismiss such a project 
without carefully evaluating the potential solutions to the inevitable problems such a project would 
face. Is the hope that all the obstacles to such a project are such that we can overcome them with 
dedication, commitment, and prayer a well-founded hope?  We should consider not only whether 
there is a need for such project but also whether such a project, though not an absolute necessity, can 
be a benefit and a blessing to the church. 
 
There are certain prerequisites for a successful translation project.  One of the most important is the 

will and confidence to do it.  If we are convinced that we cannot do it, we can’t.  For the project to 
succeed as a synodical undertaking there must be a substantial core of members, who believe, after 
careful consideration of all the difficulties, that we can and should do it, and that the project can be a 
blessing to the church.  While there is a danger of excessive pride and overconfidence, there is also a 
danger of “pulling a Moses” and offering all kinds of excuses not to use the talents God has entrusted to 
us and burying our talents in the ground.  There has been from time to time a tendency among us to 
denigrate the gifts and opportunities the Lord has given us.  When WELS was breaking from Missouri, 
the thought was expressed that without big brother to hold us up, we would dry up and blow away.  But 
our mission and publication efforts prospered as never before.  When the People’s Bible was being 
proposed, some in the synod thought that such a project was so far beyond our reach that an attempt was 
made to deny funding to the project before it could get off the ground.  Some wondered whether WELS 
had the resources to produce a hymnal that could be the equal of the Lutheran Hymnal or of pan-Lutheran 
projects. All of these undertaking were successful perhaps even beyond the expectations of those who 
most encouraged us to aim for high things. 

 
While we need to “count the cost”, we also need to beware of “despising the day of small things”.  A 

reflection on the words of warning and encouragement from Haggai and Zechariah are a good medicine 
when we wrestle with great undertakings. No one thought Israel could build a new temple except the 
LORD, Haggai, and Zechariah. 

 
If we hope for wide-spread use of the end product, we must have a general consensus on a translation 

philosophy that will be appealing to a large percentage of our Bible readers.  What niche are we aiming 
for?  The place on the spectrum that we should aim for is approximately mid-way between the NIV and 
ESV, more readable and contemporary in sound than the ESV and preserving more of the biblical idioms 
and usages than the NIV.  (Some of the sample translations that accompany this paper attempt to illustrate 
such a style.)  If NIV is perceived by some to be too free for careful study of the text, and ESV is 
perceived by some to be too literal for easy reading, the place for a new general purpose Bible is the 
middle ground. 

 
We need to be convinced that we can produce a product that will be at least “very good” for its 

intended use.  If the best we hope for is “usable,” we should not undertake the project. Just as we cannot 
build the church on the basis of what we are against but must build it on the basis of what we are for, so 
we cannot produce a “very good” translation on the basis of negative motivation but must be moved by 
the hope of delivering a blessing to the church. 

 
We must give careful scrutiny to the common objections to such a translation project and listen also 

to suggestions for overcoming them. 
 



3 

 

Objections 

There is no need. Existing translations are good enough. 

There is, of course, no absolute need for a new translation.  The church used the Septuagint and 
Vulgate for centuries, though both had serious shortcomings as translations.  I came to a good knowledge 
of the faith through reading the King James, a translation that was at least 200 years past its prime. For 
100 years, the English-speaking Lutheran church has used “Reformed” translations.  I feel no absolute 
need for a new hymnal, but I support the project because we want to keep improving the tools for spiritual 
growth which we provide for our people. Should we do less or be satisfied with less in regard to Bible 
translations? 

In considering the degree of need, we need to be looking at least twenty years into the future. It is 
shocking to see how much the doctrinal position and hermeneutics of Evangelicalism have declined in the 
last thirty years. If we cannot continue to rely on this segment of Christianity to produce good 
commentaries and study Bibles, can we rely on it to continue to produce Bible translations that share our 
hermeneutical principles? 

A few wrong or misleading verses in a translation will not do that much harm. Our people don’t 

read those parts of the Bible that much anyway. 

There may be some practical truth to that statement, but it is like arguing, “It does not matter if I 
make mistakes in my sermons or classes since people might not be paying attention anyway or may not 
remember them.”  Our duty is to provide all of those who are reading and listening to the Bible with the 
clearest and most complete testimony to the truth that we can. 

Another way of putting the question is:  what percentage of food has to be poison before the food is 
poison, or how many parts per million of carcinogens in our food and drink do we find acceptable? 

We can overcome the weaknesses or mistakes of translations with a good study Bible. 

It does not appear to be feasible to do this for either the NIV 11 or ESV. See the information in the 
section on study Bibles at the end of this paper. 

Nobody else will use it. 

Maybe not, but that has not stopped us from investing heavily in our own hymnal and our own 
curricular materials.   

I do not think many of us expected that Concordia Publishing House would adopt the People’s Bible 
in spite of the fact that it contains numerous statements not in agreement with the doctrinal position of the 
LCMS.  If 15-20% of the LCMS can be interested in a Lutheran Bible that is more readable than ESV, 
our potential market would be doubled. 

Not all our members would like it or use it. 

The one thing we can be very sure of is that if we make a Bible translation, not everyone would like 
all of the translation decisions. This just goes with the territory. To my knowledge there has never been a 
translation that received universal approval—not Jerome, not KJV, not NIV.  These translations in fact 
debuted to severe criticism.  The Luther Bible was a special case—it did not need any other critics within 
Lutheranism since Luther was critic in chief. Luther till his dying day never read his translation without 
being dissatisfied with something in it. Any conscientious translator will have the same experience.  
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But we should not exaggerate the effect of this inevitable phenomenon. Not everyone liked 
everything about the now not-so-new hymnal, but I think even it strongest proponents were at least mildly 
surprised at the degree and rapidity with which it was accepted.  A strong factor in this was the careful 
work that was done in introducing it. We should not lightly accept the premise that WELS is incapable of 
producing products that will be good and have wide-spread acceptance. 

If lack of universal approval is a reason not to undertake a translation project, it would also be a 
reason not to adopt a specific Bible translation from outside our circles, because it is clear that none of the 
leading candidates will gain universal approval or use. 

Pressure would be put on everyone to use it. 

Not any more than if we were to adopt any other translation as the sole translation for our publications. 

It would be sectarian or would at the very least be perceived as sectarian. 

This fear was more justified twenty or thirty years ago when there were only a few Bibles that were 
widely accepted across denominational lines: the RSV for mainline churches, the KJV and its children for 
very traditional churches, and the NIV among Evangelicals.  Today there is no KJV anywhere on the 
horizon, and it seems unlikely that the NIV will maintain its predominance among Evangelicals.  It has 
already suffered major defections. Even churches that have one “official” Bible like the Southern 
Baptists’ HCSB and the Missouri Synod’s ESV are likely to experience considerable eclecticism, 
including use of NIV 11.  In a world in which eclecticism seems to be the trend, adding one more 
translation to the mix need not be seen as anything surprising or sectarian. 

For a long time we used a hymnal that we shared with other Lutherans.  When we decided to go it on 
our own, and when our sister synod did the same, was this perceived as sectarian? 

If we are the only Lutheran body adopting the NIV, would having our own translation leave us any 
more open to charges that we are “going off on our own”? 

If we can produce a product that would find some acceptance among other Lutherans, rather than 
being sectarian, the project might instead establish some common ground. 

But the main reason that our translation would not be sectarian is that our translators would not be 
sectarians. They would be confessional Lutherans.  They would understand that while it might be 
perceived as sectarian to translate the Bible, “Jesus said this is my true body,” it is not sectarian to 
confess, “This is the true body and blood of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.”  The translators would 
understand the difference between presenting a Lutheran interpretation to Scripture in a confessional 
statement and importing that interpretation into the words of a translation.  

What determines whether or not a translation is sectarian is not how many people produced it or how 
many people use it but how faithful it is to the divinely intended meaning of Scripture.  The Vulgate 
which was used by millions for centuries was sectarian when it translated the first gospel promise, “She 
[Mary] will crush the serpent’s head.”  When Luther revised the Vulgate and translated, “He [Christ] will 
crush the serpent’s head,” his one-man translation was not sectarian but catholic.  The Formula of 
Concord is not sectarian. It is catholic and ecumenical because it promotes the unity of the church by 
faithfully confessing the content of Scripture. The same would be true of a translation made by Lutherans. 

Would a WELS translation be labeled sectarian by some?  Quite possibly.  The early Christian church 
was labeled as “the Nazarene sect” (Ac 24:5) because it was out of step with the bulk of Judaism, but it 
was the Judaism which rejected the Nazarene that was sectarian.  The reformed catholic church was 



5 

 

labeled the Lutheran sect by Rome, but it was the Lutheran church which was truly catholic, not the 
Roman papal sect. If WELS would practice closed communion, not have women pastors, oppose gay 
marriage, confess that the pope is the Anti-Christ, and use the ecumenical NRSV, would the world take 
the sectarian label off of us? If WELS practices closed communion, does not have women pastors, 
opposes gay marriage, confesses that the pope is the Anti-Christ, and uses a translation produced by 
Lutherans, would the world perceive us as any more sectarian than it already does? 

Sectarian or Catholic? 

Would the Lutheran principle “Scripture interprets Scripture” and the Lutheran hermeneutics of the 
translators influence some of their translation decisions?  I would hope so. 

What effect might a Lutheran doctrinal stance and a Lutheran hermeneutic have on a translation? 
What passages might come into play? 
 

The following examples explore these questions. None of these examples are intended to provide 
final suggestions for what a WELS translation should look like but simply to provide examples of 
passages which Lutheran translators who follow Luther’s “let Scripture interpret Scripture” approach 
might view through a different lens than Evangelicals do.  

 

In 1 Corinthians 10:16 might a Lutheran translator’s biblical understanding of the Lord’s Supper lead him 
to consider using the word “communion” in his translation?  

 

The cup of blessing which we bless, is it not a koinonia of the blood of Christ?  
 
 

NIV   Is not the cup of thanksgiving for which we give thanks a participation in the blood of 
Christ?  
 

HCSB  The cup of blessing that we give thanks for, is it not a sharing in the blood of Christ  
 

Lutheran: The cup of blessing which we bless, is it not a communion of the blood of Christ?  
Luther: Gemeinschaft des Blutes; GW: sharing the blood; GWN: a communion with the blood 

 

Do “participation” and “sharing” focus more on the recipients?  Does “communion” keep the 
sacramental union more in the picture? 2  Does “blessing” keep the consecration in the picture more 
than “thanksgiving”?   Is there a difference between “sharing in the blood” and “sharing the blood” 
and between “communion with the blood” and “communion of the blood”?  These are questions 
which a Lutheran translator would weigh. 
 
A passage which has been drawn into the discussion of the Lord’s Supper is Acts 3:21. Is there a 
reason for Lutherans to prefer NIV 11 to NIV 84? 

HCSB    Heaven must welcome Him until the times of the restoration of all things 
               Or receive, or retain 
NIV11   Heaven must receive him until the time comes for God to restore everything,  
NIV84   He must remain in heaven until the time comes for God to restore everything, 
LUTH    Heaven must receive him until the time when all things are restored. 

 

                                                           
2 Chrysostom on koinonia: Why did [Paul in 1 Co 10:16] not say “participation” (metalepsis or metoche)? Because 

he intended to express something more and to point out how close the union (henosis) was. We communicate not 
only by participating and partaking, but also by being united.  For as that body is united with Christ, so we are 
also united with him by this bread” (A Select Library of Nicene and Post –Nicene Fathers, Vol. XII, p 139.)  See 
also D. Kuske, WLQ, Fall 2004, p 284-286. 
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In Mark 1:4 does the Lutheran understanding of baptism influence the translation? 

NIV         John came, baptizing in the desert region and preaching a baptism of 
repentance for the forgiveness of sins.  

HCSBalt  John came baptizing in the wilderness and preaching a baptism based on 
repentance for the forgiveness of sins.3 

LUTH     John appeared and was baptizing in the wilderness and proclaiming a baptism 
of repentance for the forgiveness of sins.  

 

NIV, ESV, HCSB all stay literal here, except that Holman adds a Baptist note, as it does 
elsewhere.  Other Evangelical translations insert the idea of the Holman note into the 
translation itself. A Lutheran translator should in this case stay with the literal translation 
and not try to import a full Lutheran interpretation of “a baptism of repentance” into the 
translation. 
 

What about 1 Peter 3:21?  

NIV     this water symbolizes baptism that now saves you also— not the removal of dirt from 
the body but the pledge of a good conscience towards God. It saves you by the 
resurrection of Jesus Christ. 

ESV     Baptism, which corresponds to this, now saves you, not as a removal of dirt from the 
body but as an appeal to God for a good conscience, through the resurrection of 
Jesus Christ.  

HCSB   Baptism, which corresponds to this, now saves you (not the removal of the filth of 
the flesh, but the pledge of a good conscience toward God) through the resurrection 
of Jesus Christ.  Or the appeal. 

LUTH   This water symbolizes baptism that now saves you— not by the removal of dirt from 
the body but by providing the claim of a good conscience toward God. It saves you 
by the resurrection of Jesus Christ. 
Luther: der Bund eines guten Gewissens     GWN: guaranteeing us a good conscience 

 

Eperotema is admittedly a challenging word to translate, but in this context “claim” would be 
better than “appeal”, “answer,” or “pledge,” which are more open to making baptism our 
pledge to God. 

 
Does a Lutheran understanding color our translation of genitives? 

 

1 Peter 2:8 
ESV           A stone of stumbling, and a rock of offense.  
NIV            A stone that causes men to stumble and a rock that makes them fall.  
HCSB        A stone to stumble over, and a rock to trip over.” 

                       Note: Or stone causing stumbling 

LUTH        A stone people stumble over, and a rock they trip over. 
 

Do various understandings of predestination affect translations? 
       

      Exodus 9:16  
 

NIV         But I have raised you up for this very purpose, that I might show you my power 
and that my name might be proclaimed in all the earth.  

                     NIV11 has “or spared you” in the footnote. 

                                                           

3 At Mathew 3:11 HCSB has the note: “Baptism was the means by which repentance was expressed publicly.” 
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ESV         But for this purpose I have raised you up, to show you my power, so that my 
name may be proclaimed in all the earth.  

HCSB      However, I have let you live for this purpose: to show you My power and to 
make My name known in all the earth.  

LUTH     But for this reason I caused you to stand, so that I could show you my power, 
and so that my name may be proclaimed in all the earth.  

 

The literal Hebrew is “caused you to stand”. Does ESV have a more Calvinist slant and HCSB a 
more Arminian one?  In Romans 9:17 the tendency toward “raised you up” is more pronounced.  
All the translations TEC considered have “raised you up.” 

 
Does God prophesy the coming of false teachers or does he foreordain it? 
 

Jude 4     οἱ πάλαι προγεγραµµένοι  
NIV11     For certain individuals whose condemnation was written about long ago have 

secretly slipped in among you.    Note: or marked out for condemnation 
ESV        For certain people have crept in unnoticed who long ago were designated for 

this condemnation. 
HCSB       For some men, who were designated for this judgment long ago, have come in 

by stealth; 
LUTH     For some people, whose condemnation was written about long ago, have 

secretly slipped in among you. 
 

The text does not have the word “men,” but they likely were men.   Is the reference to 2nd Peter? 
 
Who makes unbelievers ready for destruction, God or the unbelievers themselves? 

 

Romans 9:22 κατηρτισµένα εἱς ἱπώλειαν 
 

NIV       What if God, choosing to show his wrath and make his power known, bore with 
great patience the objects of his wrath— prepared for destruction?  

ESV      What if God, desiring to show his wrath and to make known his power, has 
endured with much patience vessels of wrath prepared for destruction? 

HCSB    And what if God, desiring to display His wrath and to make His power known, 
endured with much patience objects of wrath ready for destruction?  

LUTH   What if God, who wanted to display his wrath and to make his power known, 
endured with much patience objects of wrath fit for destruction?  

 

Should the participle be taken as passive or middle? 
 

John 1:11-12   In these verses John uses two closely related and sometimes interchangeable verbs to 
distinguish those who do not accept Christ (paralambano) from those who do receive Jesus 
(lambano).4  
 

NIV      He came to that which was his own, but his own did not receive him. Yet to all who 
received him, to those who believed in his name, he gave the right to become 
children of God 

HCSB   He came to His own, and His own people did not receive Him. But to all who did receive 
Him, He gave them the right to be children of God 

                                                           
4 For an example of the use of lambano as passive reception of a gift see 1 Cor 4:7. In Colossians 2:6 paralambano 

is used for receiving Christ. 



8 

 

ESV      He came to his own, and his own people did not receive him. But to all who did 
receive him, who believed in his name, he gave the right to become children of God 

LUTH  He came to what was his own, but his own people did not accept him. But to all who 

received him, who believed in his name, he gave power to become children of God  
 

Does distinguishing the two verbs do a better job of keeping open the understanding that we 

receive Christ as a gift, but we are responsible for rejecting him? 

 
Which way of expressing conversion do you prefer in Matthew 18:3? 

HCSB   unless you are converted and become like children, you will never enter the 
kingdom of heaven.  

ESV     unless you turn and become like children, you will never enter the kingdom of 
heaven. 

NIV11  unless you turn and become like children, you will never enter the kingdom of 
heaven. 

GWN    unless you change and become like little children, you will never enter the 
Kingdom of heaven.  

LUTH   unless you are turned and become like children you will never enter the kingdom 
of heaven. 

 

The verb is aorist passive. 
 
Could there be Catholic translations in Protestant Bibles? Would Lutherans fix them? 
 

James 2:22—do works complete our justification as Rome teaches, or are works the result 
of justification? 

NIV      You see that his faith and his actions were working together, and his faith was 
made complete by what he did.  

ESV      You see that faith was active along with his works, and faith was completed by his 
works; 

HCSB   You see that faith was active together with his works, and by works, faith was 

perfected. 
LUTH  You see that his faith was active with his works and by works faith reached its 

goal. 

 
James 2:26—do works give life to faith or are they evidence of faith? 
NIV     As the body without the spirit is dead, so faith without deeds is dead.  
ESV     For as the body apart from the spirit is dead, so also faith apart from works is dead.  
HCSB   For just as the body without the spirit is dead, so also faith without works is dead.  
LUTH  For just as the body without breath is dead, so faith without works is dead. 

 
Many other passages are discussed in my two papers on principles of Bible translation and on the 
translation of prophecy, which are available online and in the drop-box for this paper.   
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If we were to undertake our own Bible translation, in the whole Bible there might be fewer than 100 
passages where improvements were made to correct doctrine or for doctrinal clarity.5  Is that worth the 
cost? That is the key question before us. 6 

A corollary to this objection about perceptions of sectarianism is the claim that our translation would 
be sectarian if only WELS translators would be involved. I do not believe it is necessary to have 
translators from outside our fellowship participate in order to overcome that fear. The main answer to that 
objection is to produce a non-sectarian translation.  It might be difficult for us to try to produce a joint 
translation with the LCMS or Concordia Publishing House, for the same reasons that we could not easily 
produce a joint commentary series or a joint study Bible with them. Aside from the fact that they seem to 
have hitched their wagon to ESV for now, there are enough doctrinal and hermeneutical issues between 
us to make such an undertaking problematic (though the difficulties would be much less in a translation 
than a study Bible).  If an offer of participation were made to LCMS individuals, it should be the same 
kind of offer that Concordia made to WELS and ELS individuals to participate in the Concordia 

Commentary—the project remained a Concordia project under their control with other participants. A 
WELS project should remain a project of WELS with participation of our sister churches. 

(After I had completed this paper I heard a report that Concordia Publishing House with the support 
of the president of the LCMS has expressed a willingness to cooperate with a translation project we 
would undertake by offering use of such resources as the Concordia Commentary. There was no specific 
discussion as to how CPH might participate, only a serious and written expression of interest in somehow 
being involved.  Please note that this does not say that the LCMS is interested in participating as a synod.  

I am not addressing that type of cooperation in the paragraph above. In fact, I had already mentioned CC 
as an important tool for any WELS project in a paragraph that is coming below. I am also not addressing 
the issue of CPH marketing a WELS translation as they market the People’s Bible. My only assignment 
in this paper, as the title states, is to discuss a WELS translation. A joint WELS-LCMS or CPH-NPH 
translation would, because of the differences of size and resources, de facto be a Missouri Synod 
translation with WELS or ELS participation.  That is not our topic here.) 

Finally a WELS translation/revision project would not be sectarian because it would be built on the 
foundation of 2000 years of Bible translation and 400+ years of translation of the Bible into English. Just 
as our hymnal incorporates many contributions from outside our fellowship, a WELS Bible translation 
would do the same. 

What Might A WELS Translation Project Look Like? 

What might a WELS Bible translation project look like?  The possible variations, of course, are 
almost without limit.  The discussion that follows is an attempt to give some data, some food for thought, 
and some opinions. 

Time and Cost 

The Holman Christian Standard Bible took 15 years to produce, at a cost of $10 million.  The English 

Standard Version, which is billed as a revision of an existing translation, took ten years to produce and 
cost $2.5 million.  At no time did anyone in TFC ever consider such a model for producing a Bible 

                                                           
5 I am not counting all the many cases in which masculine singular pronouns are changed to plurals as separate 

instances. 
6 For comparison, the improvements we would expect over NIV11 and ESV in non-doctrinal issues would be more 

than  200 improvements just in the conversion of “cubits” to “feet”, not to mention the conversion of  “fingers,” 
“palms,” “spans,” “logs,” “hins,” “baths,” “homers,” “ephahs,” “seahs,” and “furlongs.” 
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translation/revision as a feasible model for us to follow.  A project on this scale was dismissed already at 
our first meeting. (Though if a donor was to drop $10 million on us, some might feel different about it.) 

Luther and a committee of about half a dozen took thirteen years to produce the first edition of the 
Luther Bible. During this time he also taught his classes, mediated numerous conflicts, dodged 
persecution, wrote thirty volumes or so of Luther’s Works, wrote a catechism, and reformed the church. 

A WELS project would have to be more modest in cost than HCSB and much more modest in its 
hopes of achievement and recognition than the Luther Bible (though any project we would undertake 
would be standing on the shoulders of all these earlier translations). The point for describing these 
projects is simply to provide a basis for comparison with translation models that TFC considered. 

The higher manpower model 
7
 which TFC considered was estimated to cost $1.3 million over ten to 

fifteen years.  (This is an estimate only of the cost of paying commissions to translators and editors, 
without production costs.)  (For comparison, the projected cost for the new hymnal project including 
ancillary books is $2.9 million over 12 years). This money for production would be needed for a number 
of years before a single copy of the new translation could be sold to recover the costs.  It’s possible that if 
the New Testament were completed first, profits from selling it could be used to help finance the 
translation of the Old Testament.  If the lower manpower model were chosen, the cost could go down, but 
there would still be the need for money for travel, meetings, and a project director.  The time necessary to 
complete the translation could increase if those working on it were volunteering their efforts in their free 
time as members of the hymnal committee are.  If we were not able to identify a non-budgetary source of 
funding for the translation project (there are some indications that such funds would be available), it 
would also be necessary to evaluate the need for the translation project over against other synodical 
priorities, such as mission work and ministerial education.     
 
Process and Staffing 

Revision of an existing contemporary translation 

Legally and ethically, we could not do a slight revision of an existing contemporary translation 
without the publisher’s permission and paying corresponding fees.  It is unlikely that the publisher of a 
major contemporary translation would give us that permission (though we might have some imput to 
future revisions).  Revising NIV 84 obviously would be the best option for us, but there seems to be no 
possibility of obtaining those rights. ESV does not seem eager to undertake an extensive revision.    

AAT would be available on very reasonable terms, but for a number of reasons this might not be the 
best option for a fresh WELS project. 

There are electronic versions of public domain translations that can be used as a translation template 
at no cost.  A web-based translation of the Bible, the World English Bible (WEB), is not copyrighted and 
in fact welcomes translators to use it to produce other translations. The only requirement is that the name 
of the translation must be changed if any revisions are made to it. (How about the People’s Bible for a 
WELS version? Or if pastors play a major role, the Revised English Version, REV for short? Either might 
be a good marketing hook). (More on this below in the section on trial translations). 

Two Models 

                                                           
7 See further description of these models below. 
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A subcommittee of the TFC developed two translation process models.  As they imagined what the 
producing of a new Bible translation might look like, different members of the group came up with 
different process models.  While much within these different models is similar, it also true that these two 
models tend toward different ends of the spectrum of possible models for a translation project.  A few 
comparisons of these models are offered in the following comments. 

• The model which TFC called the higher manpower model involves as many as 40-45 translators and 
editors. The model which TFC called the lower manpower model involves as few as 20-22 translator-
revisors and editors.  The lower manpower model allows for translators who also serve as editors, 
while the higher manpower model calls for men to serve as one or the other but not both.  The lower 
manpower model suggests that a larger group of pastors, teachers, and laypeople serve as reading 
consultants, while the higher manpower model does not. 

• The lower manpower model does not necessarily call for salaried commissions, while the higher 
manpower model does.  For this reason, the higher manpower model is estimated to cost $1.3 million 
over 15 years.  

• In the two models there are differences in the qualifications seen as necessary for translators and 
editors.  The lower manpower model calls for worker training professors to be involved in various 
editorial levels, but the translator-revisors would not necessarily be professors who teach the biblical 
languages and could include pastors and some retired men.  The higher manpower model requires 
translators to have taught their section of Scripture on the college or seminary level.  It requires the 
same qualification for editors.  Thus, in this model, all translators and editors would have to be 
current or former worker training professors.  

• TFC did not develop a list of specific qualifications for pastors who would be asked to serve as 
translators or editors in the lower manpower model.  Obviously, these men would have to have 
excellent gifts in the biblical languages and good English skills. Nor has it been determined exactly 
how we would identify these pastors.8  Those who lean more toward the lower manpower model 
believe that an adequate number of pastors and/or retired pastors could be found to take up part of the 
translating and editing work.  

• The methodology for implementing either of these plans or a completely different plan would be left 
to a future translation committee. 

• While both of the models described above would have an impact on those who serve as teachers of 
Hebrew and Greek in our ministerial education schools, the impact would be much greater if the high 
manpower model were chosen.  This would require careful evaluation, lest the work of educating 
future pastors suffer because their professors are overloaded with work or taken away from the 
classroom entirely.  TFC received several letters from current and former language professors, as well 
as from the president of the seminary’s governing board, expressing this concern. 

There are, of course, many other possible models, either bigger or smaller in manpower and cost. 
Retired Professor David Kuske has suggested another model which he shared with TFC. This model is 
included in the drop-box.  The TFC did not endorse or give preference to any of these models but 
included them in its report only as illustrations. 

A lower manpower model 

                                                           
8 I suggest that the translation committee would solicit nominations from our ministerium. Nominees or invitees 

would “try out” for the translation teams by doing some trial translations to see if this was really their cup of tea. 
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Since many criticisms of a WELS translation project seem to be based on the assumption that the high 
manpower model or an even higher manpower model would be followed, I will provide a fuller outline of 
a lower manpower model since this type of model seems to be less familiar to many people. This is not 
necessarily to say that this is the best model but simply to illustrate how such a model works. 

Process 

• This model presupposes that the translation committee (TC) or a subcommittee of it has developed a 
set of translation principles and rubrics to be used by each translator and that the translators have 
studied these documents with the TC.  (See sample documents below.) 

• Translation teams or committees that deal with individual books should be small, not more than three 
on a team. There should be one lead translator for each book 9 (he, of course is not limited to working 
on only one book). 

• The translator of a book makes a first draft of the translation of a book. He may consult with other 
members of his team of three and with a/the English stylist(s) (At this stage stylist is not necessarily a 
formal position. It can be an English teacher or journalist in his congregation).  The translator can 
consult the rubrics and the electronic files of the books already translated to check consistency with 
other books. Based on this consultation he makes a second draft. 

• The second draft is reviewed by a committee consisting of the translator and two other translators 
(ideally, men who are translating similar books).  They suggest improvements and check for 
consistency with other books and prepare the third draft. They make changes by a majority vote. 
(Pastors can be translators, but ideally each group of three should include a college or seminary 
professor who teaches the Bible in Hebrew or Greek. We would expect pastors to make as substantial 
a contribution as they did to the hymnal project.) 

• A larger group of technical reviewers (a group of about 8 pastors and professors, who have a 
knowledge of the original language) review the draft and make suggestions.  

• The committee of three considers these suggestions and produces the fourth draft. 

• The fourth draft is reviewed by a larger group of consultants or readers who forward comments and 
suggestions to the translation committee/editorial board. These groups can include pastors, teachers, 
and lay people. 

• The editorial board/TC would consist of 6-10 (perhaps 4-6 OT and 2-4 NT). They could at some 
stages function separately as OT and NT boards or as subcommittees. Members of the board should 
serve as translators. 

• The editor in chief and the editorial board in consultation with the translator make final changes to the 
translation of the book.  This is done when most of the books have been completed, to check for 
consistency throughout.  (There can of course be opportunities to get feedback from the constituency 
along the way.) 
 

Resources 

 
The primary sources, of course, are the Hebrew and Greek texts and the tools needed to translate 

them, but we are not envisioning a process in which translators sit in front of their computer screen with a 
Hebrew Bible and perhaps a lexicon and attempt to translate the text from scratch.  Our product would be 
a translation-revision.  It would not exactly be a translation because it need not be totally from scratch, but 
it would not exactly be a revision because would not be based on a single template.  

 

                                                           
9 This is a virtual necessity to avoid having the project become bogged down.  Even committee projects like This We 

Believe or the WELS Dogmatics Notes operated with lead writers for the sections. 
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The sample translations which are available as supplements to this paper were made using a web-
based translation of the Bible, the World English Bible (WEB), which is not copyrighted and which in 
fact welcomes translators to use it to produce other translations. The only requirement is that the name of 
the translation must be changed if any revisions are made to it. It can be used as a translation template at 
no cost. This translation is a modernization of the American Standard Version (ASV) which is in turn a 
modernization of the King James. In the New Testament the WEB follows a fuller Greek text than the 
Nestle-Aland texts and the NIV and other recent translations.10  The WEB is used as a template only in a 
very loose sense of the word. The sample translations in the drop box are more dynamic and modern than 
WEB and follow different rubrics.  Often these rubrics can be implemented with the touch of a button. 
For example, all the Yahwehs can be turned to LORD with one click.  Most of the translators enjoyed 
working with this template.  One team did not.11  You can see their comments appended to their 
translations in the drop-box. 

 
An additional side-benefit to having a public domain template like WEB in front of the translator 

while he translates is that this tends to distance the translator from the NIV and other copyrighted 
translations.  Most of our translators, when they translate from scratch, would inevitably be influenced by 
the language of NIV 84, which is engrained in their minds, and would to a degree be making a revision of 
NIV whether or not they intended to do so.  A different template is a check on that tendency. 

 
The list of additional resources that translators could consult is endless.  Those that would appear to 

be the most helpful are the tools that are part of Libronix and the NET Bible. The NET Bible is a free 
online resource that provides a line-by-line comparison of ten English Bibles, the Hebrew and Greek 
texts, extensive translators’ notes (that must be used very critically), and an array of topical articles.  The 
next most important resource is the Concordia Commentary, which provides an extremely helpful 
summary of the most important exegetical and translational issues.  The People’s Bible also provides a 
simple version of the underlying issues. 12 After that the sky is the limit. Translators will need to know 
when “enough is enough,” especially for the first edition.  We would generally not expect translators to 
spend weeks or even days, researching the precise modern identification of the twelve stones in the 
breastplate of the high priest. Generally, in researching such issues, after about 20-30 minutes, one would 
know what the chief issues are and what the chief alternative translations are. Generally, in researching 
such issues, after about 20-30 hours or days, one would know what the chief issues are and what the chief 
alternative translations are. We would be kidding ourselves if we think we can resolve many of the cruxes 

                                                           
10 Though WEB follows the so-called majority text, it does not do so slavishly.  The controversial reference to the 

Father, Son, and Holy Spirit in 1 John 5:7 is relegated to a footnote with the comment that it occurs only in a few 
late manuscripts.  The reading “who is in heaven” in John 3:13 is included without a note.  The note on the ending 
of Mark says, “The translators of the World English Bible regard Mark 16:9-20 as reliable based on an 
overwhelming majority of textual evidence, including not only the authoritative Greek Majority Text New 
Testament, but also the TR and many of the manuscripts cited in the NU text.” The note on the pericope of the 

adulterous woman in John 8 says, “NU includes, but brackets as less certain, John 7:53–John 8-11.” 
11 This is another issue to be resolved in the recruitment of translators. Should the committee recruit translators who 

feel comfortable with the system or adapt the system to the translators? This is not an either/or.  The project would 
need a system, but translators would be free to develop their own modus operandi (for example, translation from 
scratch) as long they were producing results that could be fitted into the translation style with a suitable 
expenditure of time and money.   

12 Having done both, I believe, producing a People’s Bible on a book would in most cases be more time consuming 
than producing a revised translation of the book of the sort we are discussing here. A study Bible on the book 
might take longer. This refers to author’s time, not to editorial time. Much more time-consuming than producing a 
translation of several books would be production of a single volume in the Concordia Commentary which some 
WELS professors are doing. 
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that have baffled translators for centuries. (If we do, and if we generate some worthy scholarly articles on 
notable cruxes, “great!” But that would be a fringe benefit not a prerequisite for the project). 
Perfectionism is not an asset for a translator. Zeal to improve the translation is.  When Luther had a first 
stage translation done, he rolled the presses.  He never stopped in efforts to improve that translation. 

 
The project would make heavy use of previous scholarship. We expected the members of the hymnal 

committee to make some original contributions, but we did not expect them to write all the hymns and 
musical settings. The translators would be more concerned about quality and clarity than in plowing new 
ground and making new discoveries. 
 

Support 
 

We would need some special gifts or seed money to get the project started. The New Testament may 
be marketed before the Old Testament has been completed to generate interest and support for the project.  
Other forms of support could include congregations giving time to their pastors by providing pastoral help 
from retired pastors, volunteer service by recently retired pastors and professors, etc. etc. If translators 
donate their time, we would expect that they would receive royalties if a marketable product results from 
the project. 

 
The advent of electronic and on-demand publishing gives us many more options on how to market the 

product. 
 

Pros and Cons 

 

Included below are some pros and cons that apply directly to the low manpower model.  Also 
included are some that would apply, at least to some degree, to any model. 

 
Some Pros 

 

• The low manpower model would be cheaper than the high manpower model. 

• It would put less pressure on the worker trainer faculties than the high manpower model. 

• It would involve more pastors, as the People’s Bible and the hymnal project did. 

• The involvement of pastors would strengthen our corps of Hebrew and Greek scholars. We would 
expect that they would involve their circuits and conferences in their work.13 

• Involvement of teachers and laypeople in the evaluation phases would put the project closer to the 
grass roots. 

• It could provide the base for a Lutheran study Bible. 

• This translation would have as its primary goal service to the people of the Lutheran church. It would 
not be particularly concerned about academic prestige or universal acceptance.   

• It would provide a translation which our people could use with confidence since it did not have the 
doctrinal errors or unclarities which occur in other translations and in their translators’ notes.   This 
would be true regardless of whether it became our main translation or was used as a supplemental 
study version. 
 

                                                           
13 In a full summer quarter of three weeks a pastor takes 75 hours of class and does another 75 to 150 hours of study. 

What could a pastor do with 225 hours of Bible translation study?  Would a congregation support their pastor 
doing a translation Summer Session as his continuing education? 

 



15 

 

Some Cons 

 

• A translation of this level would very likely not reap much academic prestige or universal acceptance.   

• WELS members who are convinced that we can’t do a translation may continue to have the same 
objections to this type of a project.  

• WELS members who think that to be a success a translation project must achieve academic prestige 
and marketability might not like a translation of this type.  

• The most serious concern is whether the Old Testament can be handled.  Can such “elephants in the 
room” as Job and Ezekiel and, worst of all, Proverbs be tamed? This is a serious concern which 
should not be lightly dismissed. 
 

Summary 
 

Summary of the TFC 

 
In the end, there is disagreement on whether it is feasible to produce a confessional Lutheran 
translation of the Bible.  Many believe that we simply do not have the resources to carry it out on our 
own.  That was the initial conclusion of the Translation Evaluation Committee: “We came to the firm 
consensus that producing a WELS translation would not be feasible. “ (TEC, Supplemental Report for 
the 2011 WELS Convention, page 2)    It’s undeniable that producing a confessional Lutheran 
translation of the Bible would take an enormous amount of time.  It would require a large amount of 
money at a time when funds for mission work and ministerial education are in short supply.  Some of 
the men we would rely upon most heavily to produce this translation have expressed their doubts 
about the wisdom of the project.   At this point, we aren’t even able to imagine all of the ramifications 
that undertaking a project of this size might have.  In light of all this, perhaps the question should not 
be, “Can we do it?” but, “Must we do it?”  If the people of our synod believe that there is no existing 
translation of the Bible that can serve our preaching, teaching, and publishing needs, then we’d trust 
that the Lord would help us find the resources and overcome the obstacles to carry out what is sure to 
be a very challenging project.   But if an existing translation or translations can serve our needs, it 
would save the time and expense, not to mention the potential disruption to our ministerial education 
system, to use an existing translation.   
 

This TFC report outlines the two points of view and the two options very well. 
  

• If an existing translation or translations can serve our needs, it would save the time and expense, 
not to mention potential disruption to our ministerial education system, to use an existing 
translation. 
 

If people believe that NIV 2011, the ESV, or some other translation can be rated “very good” 
or better at achieving the right balance of both readability and close representation of the 
biblical text and that it is sufficiently free from doctrinal errors and unclarities so that our 
members can read it with confidence that they are receiving the whole truth of God, then they 
have little reason to encourage a new confessional Lutheran translation. 
   

• If people of our synod believe that there is no existing translation of the Bible that can serve our 
preaching, teaching, and publishing needs, then we would trust that the Lord would help us find 
the resources and overcome the obstacles to carry out what is sure to be a very challenging 
project.  
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If people of our synod believe that there is a need for a translation that occupies a middle 
ground stylistically between ESV and NIV or that there is a need for a Lutheran translation 
that is free from the doctrinal ambiguities present in the popular contemporary translations, 
they will want to make a study that investigates all the pitfalls and potential in creating a new 
Lutheran translation. 

 
Is it feasible? 

 
If by “feasible”, we mean possible, practical, cost-effective, and beneficial, then we do not at 

present have enough information either to say that such a project is feasible or that it is not feasible.  
We have not done adequate testing of the translation models to give objective answers to the 
questions of time, cost, and quality. The questions that need to be examined more fully include: 

• Can we reach a sufficient consensus on the type of translation we want? 

• Can we develop a workable set of rubrics? 

• Can we produce sample translations which give confidence that we can produce the type of 
translation people are looking for? 

• Can we show that these translations can be produced with an expenditure of time, manpower, and 
money that make the completion of the project practical? 

• Would there be sufficient financial support for the project? 
 

If there is sufficient interest in a WELS translation, a two-year provisional, renewable project would be a 
good way to test the waters and to address these questions objectively on the basis of measurable data. At 
a minimum a pilot project should include the synoptic gospels and several epistles, some complete books 
of OT narrative, prophecy, and poetry, including significant portions of the three “elephants”.  
 
 

Making a Decision 

 
  With fewer than 400,000 members our Wisconsin Evangelical Lutheran Synod is not a particularly 

big church body.  Perhaps we are sobered by Jesus’ words to the church at Philadelphia, “You have little 
strength.”  The “open doors” we have before us are so many and so great that they challenge us to the 
utmost.  In placing so many opportunities before us the Lord is certainly challenging us and asking, “How 
great is your love?”  Are our sense of commitment and stewardship enough that we are ready to sacrifice 
some of the things we desire for ourselves in order to take advantage of the “open doors”? 
 

We have “little strength” in the sense that the obstacles seem very great.   Perhaps we are intimidated 
by the very thought of the difficulties that block the way. But we do have a little strength.  We have 
nearly 400,000 members who have considerable financial resources. We have pastors trained in the 
biblical languages.  We have a desire for a Bible translation and study helps that will not subtract 
anything from the message God has delivered to us. We have a desire to communicate the divinely 
intended meaning of Scripture in words that convey the truth and touch the heart.  We want texts that 
edify believers and turn the hearts of those who do not yet know Christ.  The question we face is “exactly 
how do we do all this to the best we are capable of with the ability and opportunities which the Lord has 
given us?” 

 
God has told to preach the gospel to all nations, but he has not told us exactly which ones we should 

be entering right now.  He has told us to prepare faithful pastors and teachers.  He has not told us exactly 
what kind of educational system and curriculum we need in order to do this.  We might envy the people 
of biblical times.  We wish God would send us a Haggai who would tell us, “Your job right now is to 
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build the best temple you can manage” or a Nathan who can tell us, “Building a temple would be a great 
expression of your faith, but God has given that job to someone else.”  We wish we had a vision from 
heaven to tell us, “Bypass Asia and Bithynia. Go to Macedonia.”   

 
But in the post-apostolic church the Lord does not normally operate that way. He gives us resources 

and opportunities. He teaches us stewardship principles to guide us in how we are to allocate our 
resources, but he does not normally tell us which mission fields to enter, how many faculty members to 
have at our schools, whether pastors need to study Hebrew and Greek, or whether we need a new hymnal. 
He places the responsibility for those decisions on us, but he gives us tools to help us: the motiving power 
of the Word and sacraments, the mutual encouragement of brothers and sisters in the faith, prayer for 
wisdom, the wise counsel of brothers and sisters: brothers and sisters with bold spirits who dare to 
attempt great things and cautious spirits who walk carefully.  All these gifts help us reach decisions that 
we pray will be a blessing to the church and redound to the glory of God. 

 
The whole process is not too different from what happens every time a pastor receives a call.  He has 

two calls before him, both issued by God’s people using the authority the Lord has given them.  Both 
calls are “divine”.  If he chose to do so, God could speak with a booming, clear voice from heaven, 
“Leave Wisconsin. Go to the Upper Peninsula.” But normally he does not do that.  He speaks to us when 
we assess our gifts and the needs of the two calling bodies with the help of brothers and sisters in the 
faith.  We pray for wisdom and guidance. We are led to a decision which we pray will glorify God and be 
a blessing to many. 

 
As we pray that God will bless a pastor when he deliberates on a call, so we pray that God will bless 

you and our delegates as we deliberate on this call. 
 
 

Supplemental Materials  

 
Translation Samples: 

Printed Below:  
Sample Guidelines and Rubrics for Translators. 

Available Online: 
Sample translations and translator’s data: 

Matthew 
Ephesians 
Galatians 3 
The Christmas Story 
Exodus 25-30 
Genesis 1-3 
Job 28 and 40 

 
The present paper is simply an addendum to two previous conference papers. 

Principles and Practices of Bible Translation: A Study Guide for Translators by John F. Brug 
Principles of Bible Translation—Applied to Prophecy   3rd Edition by John F. Brug 
 

Thoughts from others: 
Some thoughts on a translation from D. Kuske 
Some thoughts on a translation from T. Spaude 
TFC Report to BORAM 
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Numerous materials representing different viewpoints are posted on the TEC website. 
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Study Bible 

The suggestion that the WELS produce a study Bible was originally offered as a way by which some 
of the perceived weaknesses in the NIV11 could be addressed and corrected.  While it may seem that 
producing a study Bible might be more feasible than producing a new translation of the Bible, TFC found 
that there would be some significant obstacles here as well.  TFC asked Northwestern Publishing House 
to provide estimates of the time and the cost of producing such a study Bible.   

Northwestern Publishing House estimated that it would take 15 years to complete a study Bible.  
NPH also calculated that it would need a subsidy of $1.5 million to fund the development of a study Bible 
and could not expect to recover these costs later through sales of the book.  (The $1.5 million includes all 
costs for developing the study Bible, but does not include the cost of printing and royalties.)  Therefore, it 
would be necessary to identify a source for this $1.5 million, so that the development of the study Bible 
could go forward.  NPH does not have that amount of seed money available. 

There would be an additional challenge in using the text of the NIV11 in a study Bible.  The royalties 
charged by Zondervan, the publisher of the NIV11, would be significantly higher than those charged 
either by Crossway (publisher of the English Standard Version) or Holman (publisher of the Holman 

Christian Standard Bible).  Zondervan’s royalty would be 10% of full retail price, compared to 2% of 
wholesale discount price for Crossway and 3-5% of wholesale discount price for Holman.  In addition, 
Zondervan would charge an even higher royalty (25% of full retail price) on sales of a digital version of 
such a study Bible.  At a time when sales of e-books are growing rapidly, the high royalties charged by 
Zondervan would make it very difficult if not impossible for NPH to publish an economically viable 
digital version of the study Bible without significant subsidy.   Unless Zondervan has a change of heart, 
there seem to be no feasible prospects for a Lutheran study Bible based on NIV11. 

If our synod were to choose the English Standard Version for use in our publications,  it would not 
seem to be wise or necessary to produce a study Bible, since the Lutheran Study Bible (published by 
Concordia on the basis of the ESV text) already exists. Though this study Bible has notable weaknesses 
especially in the area of archaeology and history, we could not compete with its head start.  A better 
avenue here would be to encourage improvements in future editions. 

If our synod were to opt for the Holman Christian Standard Bible, which seems unlikely, a study 
Bible project may be more economically feasible, though there would still be the need to find funds for 
the $1.5 million of production costs.  
  

If we choose to produce a confessional Lutheran translation of the Bible, work on a study Bible based 
on that translation could begin while the translating work is being done, but the study Bible probably 
could not be published until after the new translation has been completed. Such a study Bible should also 
interact with both NIV and ESV.  The People’s Bible would provide a good foundation for this study 
Bible. 
 

A big contributor to the high cost of study Bibles is maps, charts, and pictures. This problem could be 
addressed in two ways. We could develop a bare-bones text-only electronic/print study Bible to be used 
alongside various Bible translations. Users would fill their needs for maps etc. with other modules. 
Actually such a drastic step may not be necessary.  We have a very talented WELS cartographer and 
illustrator, who already has produced a large collection of maps and charts, many of them already used in 
the People’s Bible and in other study aids. Bible backgrounds commentaries are now being produced with 
a large number of high-quality color pictures obtained in large measure from sites like Wikipedia 
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Commons, Flickr, and the Yorck project under public domain or creative commons licensing. So there are 
potential solutions to the high cost of maps and pictures. 
 

Regardless of what translation option we chose, it may be possible to produce a translation-neutral 
study Bible, that is, a study Bible that is not tied to one particular translation, though this would not 
address the original concern, which is to have a study Bible that provides notes on some of the passages 
in the NIV11 that are perceived to be poorly translated.  

 

 

 

 

Paper presented at a translation seminar at Peshtigo, WI, June 14, 2013. Revised June 15, 2013. 

 


