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In 1530, while the rest of  his friends were camped out in 
Augsburg for the Diet, Luther was stuck across the border 

at the Coburg Castle for his own safety, still being under 
imperial ban and thus fair game for snipers. Despite his 
frustration, he put his time to good use, much as he had 
during his exile in another castle, the Wartburg, many years 
earlier; this time he worked on the Old Testament instead 
of  the New. It so happened, though, that his New Testa-
ment was still making waves among his detractors for its 
supposed license in translation, so now, knee-deep in the 
task once more, Luther decided to give an account of  his 
work in a little piece entitled “On Translating: An Open 
Letter.”

The “license” for which Luther got himself  in trouble 
was his insertion of  the word allein (alone) in Romans 3:28. 
The Roman opponents accused him of  distorting the very 
Bible, his source of  superior authority, in order to fit his 
own theology. That would indeed be a grave, not to men-
tion profoundly hypocritical, transgression. Luther’s first 
line of  defense was semantic. He inserted the allein, he said, 
because “it conveys the sense of  the text; it belongs there 
if  the translation is to be clear and vigorous. I wanted to 
speak German, not Latin or Greek.”1 He then went on to 
explain just why, in German, the allein was semantically 
necessary and clarified the sense of  the passage. Underly-
ing this was his firm conviction that the gospel can and 
should be expressed in German just as well as in the “origi-
nal” languages of  the Bible, and that any language into 
which the Bible is translated has its own rights, sense, logic, 
and so forth that must be respected, not distorted out of  a 
mistaken assumption of  the superiority of  the source lan-
guage. “We do not have to inquire of  the literal Latin how 
we are to speak German, as these asses do. Rather we must 
inquire about this of  the mother in the home, the children 
on the street, the common man in the marketplace.”2 Their 

hearing and understanding the gospel is, after all, the ulti-
mate goal.

At the same time, Luther invokes theological principle in 
his defense. Inserting allein is not only beautifully phrased 
German but also beautifully phrased gospel, faithful to St. 
Paul’s intentions. As Luther explains, “I was not relying on 
and following the nature of  the languages alone, when, in 
Romans 3[:28], I inserted the word solum (alone). Actually 
the text itself  and the meaning of  St. Paul urgently require 
and demand it.”3 He goes on to exposit, within the whole 
context of  Paul’s letters, the essential truth that we are saved 
by Christ’s work and resurrection, which we receive through 
faith alone, and not by our own works. Theology must be 
the ultimate court of  appeal in a biblical translation, and 
sometimes naturalness of  expression must give way in order 
to convey the right theological point. “I have not just gone 
ahead anyway,” Luther writes, “and disregarded altogether 
the exact wording of  the original. Rather with my helpers 
I have been very careful to see that where everything turns 
on a single passage, I have kept to the original quite liter-
ally and have not lightly departed from it.” So, he explains, 
in the case of  John 6:27, although it is rather awkward in 
German to say that the Father has “set his seal” upon the 
Son, “I preferred to do violence to the German language 
rather than to depart from the word.”4 There is a depth of  
meaning there and a specificity that an easier locution sim-
ply could not capture. Altogether, Luther insists, with what 
could easily be taken for immodesty were it not for the 
fact of  his extraordinary labor with a large team of  fellow 
scholars, a translator must have “skill, energy, sense, and 
brains”5 and “a right, devout, honest, sincere, God-fearing, 
Christan, trained, informed, and experienced heart.”6

The following year Luther returned to the same theme 
with his brief  “Defense of  the Translation of  the Psalms.” 
The need to use crisp and vivid German is reiterated: 



Spring 20126

“Whoever would speak German must 
not use Hebrew style. Rather he must 
see to it—once he understands the 
Hebrew author—that he concentrates 
on the sense of  the text, asking him-
self, ‘Pray tell, what do the Germans 
say in such a situation?’ Once he has 
the German words to serve the pur-
pose, let him drop the Hebrew words 
and express the meaning freely in the 
best German he knows.”7 But theo-
logical concerns still win the day, for 
“words are to serve and follow the 
meaning, and not the meaning the 
words.”8 So, despite a great sensitiv-
ity to German tonalities, “we have at 
times also translated quite literally—
even though we could have rendered 
the meaning more clearly another 
way—because everything turns on 
these very words.” Luther argues that 
“thou hast set the captives free” would 
sound better to his readers than “thou 
hast led captivity captive”—yet the 
former would lose entirely too much 
of  the sense of  Psalm 68. “Therefore 
out of  respect for such doctrine, and 
for the comforting of  our conscience, 
we should keep such words, accustom 
ourselves to them, and so give place to 
the Hebrew language where it does a 
better job than our German.”9 Thus 
Luther’s approach to translation is 
flexible: “we extolled the principle of  
at times retaining the words quite lit-
erally, and at times rendering only the 
meaning.”10 The flexibility is due to 
the primary theological concern.

to those of  us who not only have the 
Bible in our own language but in a 

dizzying array of  translations serving 
every purpose from maximal wooden 
faithfulness to maximal chatty acces-
sibility, Luther’s reflections on transla-
tion may seem of  more historical than 
immediate interest. But not only Bible 
translation is at stake here. It is bet-
ter to say that Luther’s reform overall 
was concerned with gospel translation: 
expressing accurately, fully, and invit-
ingly the good news of  salvation. In a 
corrupt church, fresh work of  gospel 
translation needed to be done not only 
in the written text of  the holy Scrip-

tures but also in the hymns, prayers, 
liturgies, poems, devotionals, gestures, 
practices, customs, festivities, minis-
tries—everything and every way that 
the gospel was expressed and embod-
ied, both in the language and in the 
culture in which the language was 
embedded. And, as neither language 
nor culture is static, the church needed 
to be nimble in its ability continually 
to adapt its gospel translations and to 
slough off  those forms that had ceased 

to express the gospel or never did a 
very good job of  expressing it in the 
first place. The vernacular principle 
was central to the theological enact-
ment of  the Reformation.11 Luther’s 
passion for the vernacular can be 
observed in his report that “it has often 
happened that for two or three or four 
weeks we have searched and inquired 
for a single word and sometimes not 
found it even then”12; yet at the same 
time he was so aware of  his own proj-

ect’s limitations that he wished every 
pastor would translate the Bible into 
the exact idiom of  his own flock.13

Despite our manifold English- 
language Bibles and culturally com-
fortable Christianity, gospel transla-
tion is no less urgent now than it was 
in the sixteenth century. But how do 
we become nimble, insightful transla-
tors of  the gospel in our own culture? 
We all intuitively work toward the 
enactment and embodiment of  the 
gospel in some domains of  our cul-
ture and strive for its liberation from 
captivity to others. Most of  us have 
very strong opinions about how the 
gospel should look and sound and feel 
in our setting. The problem is that we 
are quite naturally—in a certain sense 
blamelessly—trapped within our own 
cultural frames of  reference. The 
culture always dictates the terms by 
which we process and understand the 
culture itself. We are easily shoehorned 
into false dichotomies or decry one 
evil while remaining blithely ignor- 
ant of  another staring us in the face; 
we assume the eternity of  things that 
are recent and provisional while scoff-
ing at things that others times and 
places have considered essential.

The way out of  this interpretive cir-
cle lies in Pentecost, in a twofold sense. 
First, the outpouring of  the Spirit in 
the Jerusalem temple reversed the 
curse of  Babel by making the mul-
tiplicity of  languages and cultures 
into a blessing, sanctifying difference 
through the unity of  the Spirit instead 
of  demanding cultural and linguis-
tic uniformity. And second, Pente-
cost kicked off  the Spirit’s mission 
to carry the one gospel through the 
whole world, to all its languages and 
cultures, to face head-on the challenge 
of  expressing and embodying the 
one gospel in many forms and places. 
Acts records some of  these early epi-
sodes—the general Jewish shock at 
the Gentile Cornelius’s reception of  
the Holy Spirit and the consequent 
modest requirements of  the Jerusa-
lem Council chief  among them—but 
the process has never stopped. Those 
of  us in old Christendom lands and 

Those of  us in old 
Christendom lands 

and churches have no 
immediate memory 

of  the Spirit’s 
transformation of  

culture and translation 
into our language 
anymore, and as 

such we are prone to 
equate our culture—
especially our church 
culture(s)—with the 
right embodiment of  

the gospel. 
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churches have no immediate memory 
of  the Spirit’s transformation of  cul-
ture and translation into our language 
anymore, and as such we are prone 
to equate our culture—especially 
our church culture(s)—with the right 
embodiment of  the gospel. But for 
all the other complications a global-
izing society has brought us, we can 
at least thank it for this: the explosion 
of  mission and ever-improved com-
munication technologies can give us 
new lenses for seeing ourselves—and 
even the gospel itself. Learning from 
missions elsewhere (and elsewhen) will 
help us become nimbler interpreters 
at home.14

a good mirror to help us begin to 
recognize our own forms of  gos-

pel expression and embodiment is the 
current controversy over the transla-
tion of  the phrase “Son of  God” in 
Bibles intended for Muslim audiences. 
To Muslims, the phrase “Son of  God” 
means the physical offspring of  God’s 
sexual dalliance with a human female. 
This notion is blasphemous to the 
extreme, according to the Qur’an (of  
course, it is to Christians, too!). The 
idea of  God having any kind offspring 
so obviously connotes sexuality, and 
is therefore so offensive to them, that 
Muslims don’t even use the phrase 
“children of  God” metaphorically the 
way Jews and Christians do in speak-
ing of  themselves. This makes mis-
sionary encounters difficult to have 
at all, for the Qur’an condemns any-
one who so much as utters the phrase 
“Son of  God.” The result is that many 
Muslims are terrified at the thought 
of  being tricked into damnation when 
Christians try to put the Bible into 
their hands.15 Missionaries report that 
Muslims will throw away a printed 
edition of  the Gospel of  Mark after 
reading the very first line, since it calls 
Jesus the Son of  God.16

Recognizing this impediment to 
evangelism, missionaries have tried 
various strategies to overcome the 
initial fear and misinformation in 
Muslim readers or hearers (who often 
are exposed to the Bible through 

radio broadcasts rather than in writ-
ten form). Slightly different locutions 
might be used, such as “beloved Son 
who comes from God,” or another 
title could be employed instead, like 
“Christ”—which is already accepted 
by Muslims and is far more frequent 
in the New Testament than “Son of  
God,” with more than five hundred 
instances of  the former and just over 
forty of  the latter. These transla-
tion choices are sometimes part of  a 
broader project of  creating a Mus-
lim-sensitive translation, seeking to 
avoid formulations that Muslims will 
necessarily misunderstand and mak-
ing active connections to their own 
positive, if  still inaccurate, regard for 
Jesus, for instance by calling him by his 
Qur’anic Arabic name “Isa” instead. 
Or missionaries will simply be selec-
tive in the choice of  New Testament 
texts to present, for example avoiding 
the Gospel of  John during the early 
stages of  evangelism in favor of  the 
Gospel of  Luke.17

But these strategies are not univer-
sally regarded as acceptable. Other 
missionaries will insist that if  it says 
“Son of  God” in the Greek, it must be 
translated using precisely those words 
in the target language. Anything else 
is not only distortion of  the sacred text 
but is even suspected of  being a covert 
denial of  the doctrine of  the Trin-
ity or the deity of  Christ in order to 
accommodate Muslim faith.18 Besides, 
as one missionary put it, “Every Mus-
lim from the Grand Mufti to the most 
ignorant peasant knows that the Bible 
calls Jesus ‘the Son of  God,’”19 so it is 
hardly possible to hide the fact, how-
ever badly it is misunderstood. It will 
simply fuel Muslim conviction that 
Christians have distorted their Scrip-
tures to evil ends.

The most virulent reactions to such 
translation strategies, though, have 
come from older Christian churches 
in Muslim-dominated areas. Often the 
language used in Christian worship 
in such areas is archaic, understand-
able to them after years of  liturgical 
inculturation but practically foreign to 
Muslims. To such Christians, the Bible 

translated in the dialect spoken today 
by their Muslim neighbors sounds as 
inherently heretical as “Son of  God” 
does to Muslims.20 One Muslim- 
friendly translation of  the Bible by 
missionaries elicited threats of  vio-
lence and denunciations from the 
pulpits of  Christians far more than 
from Muslims. It was thought that 
such a translation would lead to any 
number of  ills: conceding too much to 
Islam, confusing both Christians and 
Muslims, suggesting Qur’anic inter-
pretations rather than Christian ones, 
appearing as a dupe to get Muslims to 
blaspheme. It has been suggested that 
“Christians who have grown up sur-
rounded by Muslims grow attached to 
a particular Bible translation and are 
skeptical of  anyone who suggests that 
that version might be the reason they 
don’t see their friends and neighbors 
come to believe in Jesus.”21 One mis-
sionary explains:

Some traditional Christians… 
who live in Muslim-dominated 
societies have claimed that com-
mon-language translations have 
been “Islamized,” especially if  
the phrase “son(s) of  God” has 
not been translated word for 
word. In regard to the meaning 
communicated by the transla-
tion, the very opposite is the case. 
Many traditional translations use 
the same terms for “Holy Spirit” 
and “Son of  God” that are used 
in the Qur’an, and so they end 
up communicating the Qur’anic 
meanings rather than the Biblical 
meanings. So it is the traditional 
translations that end up convey-
ing the “Islamic” meanings.22

The irony is clear. And to compound 
matters, not only does “Son of  God” 
convey biological offspring through 
sexual intercourse, “Holy Spirit” 
means to Arabic Muslim readers the 
angel Gabriel, and “Son of  Man” 
means bastard!23

Thus it is important, the same mis-
sionary argues, to do extensive testing 
in Bible translation to discover what, 
in fact, the readers and hearers get out 
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of  it. Highly reminiscent of  Luther’s 
principle five hundred years ago, he 
says, “The community has the prin-
cipal voice, because the language is 
theirs, they know exactly what each 
word and phrase communicates, and 
they are the ones who will be using the 
translation.”24 The purpose is not to 
compromise or alter the meaning—as 
accusations of  dampening trinitarian 
and christological doctrine suggest—
but to “overcome the linguistic barriers 
that have hindered interested Muslims 
from reading the Scriptures.”25 The 
issue with “Son of  God” is not that it 
leads to the confession of  the divinity 
of  the Son and as such is difficult for 
Muslims to accept—but that it doesn’t 
suggest divinity to Muslims at all, 
rather the most egregious disrespect 
to God and Jesus alike. There may 
indeed be a scandal in encountering 
the gospel, but it has to be the right 
scandal!26 So we hark back to Luther’s 
principle: attention to the words is 
essential, but theology wins. A literally 
correct translation of  “Son of  God” 
is actually false if  it does not convey 
theologically the meaning it intends. 
“Words are to serve and follow the 
meaning, and not the meaning the 
words.”27

It is clear enough from mission 
experience that no amount of  expla-
nation can overcome the gut-level 
impact of  the phrase “Son of  God” 
on a Muslim. One missionary illus-
trates the problem thus: “You could 
prove to me that ‘son of  a bitch’ was 
a title of  great distinction in Hebrew, 
but I would still be unable to call 
Jesus ‘a son of  a bitch’ in my own lan-
guage.”28 The reality is that there is 
an inbuilt Muslim resistance to Chris-
tian language about Jesus: that is the 
unique and specific missionary chal-
lenge. Insisting that they accept “Son 
of  God” as a formulation from the 
get-go is, essentially, asking Muslims 
already to be Christians and refusing 
to allow them to become Christians. It is 
refusing to obey Jesus’ charge to make 
disciples of  them, rejecting them at the 
outset for what they simply are. They 
are expected to reach the end before 

they have even made a beginning! As 
one theologian working in the Middle 
East writes,

in our opinion, for the presen-
tation of  Christ to Muslims or, 
for that matter, to anyone else, 
including ourselves, we ought 
not to start with the end result: 
Saint Peter’s “You are the Christ, 
the Son of  the living God” (Mat-
thew 16:16), or Saint Thomas’s 
“My Lord and my God” (John 
20:28). Not for a single moment 
are we suggesting that we want 
to deny any of  these confessions, 
but we state that to know the 
process which led to this confes-
sion is to discover a possible way 
of  speaking about Jesus in the 
dialogue with Muslims. When 
one notices already in the New 
Testament an adaptation of  
Christology to the hellenistic 
context, which for instance leads 
more or less to the dropping of  
the title Son of  Man, because it 
was not any more understood, 
why should it not be permissible 
to interpret Jesus Christ in the 
Islamic context by using certain 
titles, avoiding or retranslating 
others?29

Another missionary writes,

if  devout Jews who lived in daily 
association with Jesus for years 
were slow to arrive at a decision 
which Christians now absorb 
in infancy, it is foolish to think 
that a Muslim, whose mental 
processes are dominated by the 
unity and Transcendence of  
Allah, can suddenly accept Jesus 
as the Son of  God with the full 
connotations of  Deity which we 
associate with the Persons of  the 
Trinity.30

It took baptized, persecution-risking 
followers of  Jesus several hundred 
years to formulate the homoousios of  
Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, and 
Christians ever since have been cease-
lessly inventive in their distortions of  
this doctrine or have been simply for-

getful of  it.31 It should be no surprise 
then, and no occasion for judgment, 
if  a Muslim interested in the gospel 
has some reservations or uncertainties 
along the way.

there is no single, ideal, or cor-
rect answer to difficulties such as 

this one with “Son of  God,” because 
the gospel does not exist in any pure 
kerygmatic form apart from language 
and culture. We are always reckon-
ing with the exigencies of  the actual 
Hebrew and Greek of  those periods, 
with the tribal Middle Eastern culture 
of  the one and the philosophically-
influenced but Roman-dominated 
culture of  the other, with both their 
limitations and their genius in expres-
sion. There could not be another, bet-
ter, purer Bible that would distill the 
“true message” that our particular 
Bible emits from its chaotic assort-
ment of  genres; our Bible is not a Pla-
tonic Form or a set of  propositional 
truths irritatingly cloaked in poetry, 
law, and folktales. Its linguistic and 
cultural contingency is inherent to its 
message, a sign of  how God deals with 
us. Instead of  flawless and finished 
solutions for translation problems, we 
have the constant Spirit-inspired Pen-
tecostal movement of  translation from 
one local, contingent set (say, unedu-
cated fishermen speaking in Aramaic) 
to another local, contingent set (say, 
proselytes and pilgrims from Mesopo-
tamia, or Judea, Cappadocia, Pontus, 
Asia, Phrygia, Pamphylia, Egypt, or 
Libya).

Those who object to alternate 
translations for “Son of  God” claim 
a dogmatic issue is at stake. They are 
right, but it is not the dogma of  the 
Trinity or the deity of  Christ. Rather 
it is the dogma of  the Third Article 
of  the Creed, the work of  the Spirit 
through the church in the mission of  
translation to “all nations” (Matthew 
28) of  the good news of  the First and 
Second Articles. It is dogmatic in the 
sense of  the Eastern Orthodox denial 
of  the existence of  “holy languages” 
(as their very Muslim neighbors pro-
fess), it is dogmatic in the sense of  
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Luther’s insistence on the vernacular 
in worship, and it is dogmatic in the 
sense that the process by which people 
come to living, justifying faith is as cen-
tral to Christianity as the end result of  
what they believe. It is all included in 
the work of  the Holy Spirit, so even 
steps where evangelists must necessar-
ily withhold or temporarily “mistrans-
late” parts of  the biblical message 
need to have a place in our theological 
reflection.

We who live in Christian-dominated 
areas are cushioned from the effects of  
having to learn not only a Scripture 
at odds with our own previous con-
victions but two millennia of  reflect-
ion on it as well.32 It is second nature 
to us to accept these teachings. Or is 
it? Further reflection may just reveal 
how little we “Christians” differ from 
“unbelievers” around the world.

 LF

In the next issue: holding up the mission mir-
ror to our practices at home.
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