
Language Differences 

English is a fascinating language; it is very rich but also  very flexible.  

The secret of its richness lies in history. Successive waves of invaders brought their own vocabulary 

which was grafted into English, giving us a wide range of words where other languages often have 

only one. For example, we have kingly, from German, royal from French and regal from Latin. Each 

of these words means broadly the same thing but they allow English speakers to make subtle 

differences in meaning that may not be easy to capture in other languages which only have one 

word that covers all of these senses. 

Of course, sometimes things work out the other way around. English, has  only  one word for love (or 

two, if you count charity) whereas New Testament Greek has four. Preachers often go to great 

lengths to illustrate the differences between, say, phileo and agape. Generally, however, English has 

a broader vocabulary than many other languages. 

The flexibility of English comes from the way in which one word can have many different senses. Just 

think about the word run for a moment. Without trying to get technical, running is a bit like walking, 

only faster; it's something we all recognise when we see it. But we can use run in a number of 

different contexts, where it means something very different; motors run, you can run a bath, or run 

a company, your nose can run and so the list goes on. In most languages you would need to use a 

variety of different words to capture the meaning of these varying uses of run. 

It is important to understand that different languages have words that work in different ways, if we 

are to understand how we translate from one language to another and especially when it comes to 

Bible translation. One of the fundamental principles that emerges from the different ways languages 

work is that word-for-word translations are sometimes simply not possible. This is particularly 

important when it comes to understanding some of the controversy relating to the translation of 

'The Son of God' which has sprung up recently. 

Just think for a moment about the word son. Its central meaning is clear; it means the male offspring 

of a man and a woman. However, the word son can also have a range of other, related, meanings, in 

the same way that run can be used in different senses. For example, my granddad and my uncles 

would sometimes call me son. This didn't mean that they had forgotten who was who in the family 

and suddenly thought that they were my dad. In English, son can be used as a term of affection for a 

male child. Even total strangers could call a boy son, though that happens less these days than it 

used to. In Britain, sports fans will often call out "go on, my son!" when a player has done something 

particularly impressive. No one thinks  they are actually talking about one of their own biological 

children. 

The Biblical languages can also use their most common word for son in a variety of ways. Alongside 

the usual meaning of a male child of a man and a woman, son can also be used to describe 

character. James and John were called the sons of thunder, presumably because of their fiery 

nature; in John 17, Jesus calls Judas a son of perdition, meaning someone who will be judged. 

This brings us to the question of Jesus as the Son of God. The relationship between the first and 

second persons of the Trinity is deep, eternal and beyond the understanding of human minds. 

Theologians have spent two thousand years exploring the Scriptures to understand how the Father 



and Son relate and they have still only scratched the surface. We know that Jesus was sent by the 

Father, that he obeys the Father, that he speaks the words given to him by the Father and that he 

and the Father are one. However, we also know that the relationship between Jesus and his Father is 

not identical to the relationship between a human son and his father. Jesus did not come into being 

when God the Father had sexual relations with Jesus' mother. There was never a time when the 

Father was there before the son: Jesus is co-eternal with the Father. These are deep and mysterious 

truths and we can never sound their full depths. However, for speakers of English, as for the 

speakers of the Biblical languages, the term son can have a wide range of meanings and can 

encompass the amazing Trinitarian relationship, which goes way deeper than any human familial 

relationship ever could. 

But this is where the problem occurs. There are some languages in which the equivalent word to son 

may only  mean the male offspring of a man and woman. These languages don't allow for the 

broader senses that we see in English or the Biblical languages. This means, that if you say Jesus is 

the Son of God (using the most commonly used word for “son” in that language)it means that God 

had sex with someone, presumably Mary, in order for Jesus to come into existence. It also means 

that there was a time before Jesus was born when he did not exist. To English speakers, the phrase 

'Son of God' is full of meaning and captures the eternal majesty of Christ and his closeness of 

relationship to the Father. In those languages where the understanding of the word for son is much 

more restricted, it does exactly the opposite. It makes Jesus into a lesser, newer character who was 

born after God came to earth and slept with a woman. Of course, all of this gets that little bit more 

complex because not only do languages differ, so do people. Sometimes in a language group you will 

find people who understand a phrase such as son of God in diametrically opposing fashions. 

This situation places translators in a real dilemma and is the cause of many sleepless nights. 

Essentially there are two possible solutions. 

The first is to use the local common language phrase for son( of God), even though it means 

something very different to what the Bible means by that phrase. When this is done, there is a need 

for clear Christian teaching that helps people to move from what they first understand by the phrase 

to a more biblical understanding of the Trinity. This is the most common approach. 

However, in a minority of cases  it has been found best to try to find an alternative phrase which 

captures more of the sense of the Biblical term and avoiding some of the connotations that would 

spring up in people's minds by the use of the word son. The problem with this approach is that 

though the meaning of the Biblical phrase is translated, the word for word phrase for 'Son of God' 

would not actually appear. To redress this situation, the local common term for “'Son” of God'is 

included in a footnote. Translating with less common words often brings the meaning much closer to 

the meaning and wording of the original languages. 

These decisions are not easy and no one takes them lightly, least of all the local translators who will 

have to live with the decisions they make for years to come. To say, as some have, that these 

translations remove the Son of God from the Bible, is simply not true. They seek to find a way to 

make the deep relationship between the Father and the Son as clear as possible given the 

constraints of the language. Likewise, to accuse the translations of being friendly to a particular 

religious culture, when their aim is to make the exalted, eternal nature of Christ abundantly clear, 

seems rather strange. 



There is, of course, debate and questions about different approaches to Bible translation. We see 

that worked out in the myriad of translations in English. There will always be people who will 

disagree with the way certain translations are done; that is how it should be. However, it is not 

appropriate to question peoples' motivation and attitude to the Scriptures simply on the basis of an 

internet rumour.  

Our desire is that God's Word should be available in all the languages of the earth and that the 

eternal Christ, the exalted Son of God should receive the reward of His suffering.  

 


