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Abstract 

 

In recent years, a lot has happened in the Bible translation world. The New International Version 

pulled their beloved 1984 edition off the shelves, in order to promote their updated 2011 edition. 

This could have been a wonderful thing if the new version had been more similar to their old 

version, and less similar to their 2003 offering Today’s New International Version TNIV, which 

many thought, was leaning too far towards a “gender-inclusive” translation of the text. Because 

of this big change, many denominations of Christianity began to seek other translation options 

for their worship and publications. The Wisconsin Evangelical Lutherans Synod (WELS) was 

not immune to this problem. In the years after 2011, much research and study were done to 

figure out what translation might best serve the needs of Wisconsin Synod Lutherans, but 

ultimately, the final answer was, “use whatever translation you like.” While this was a beneficial 

endeavor for Christians to dig into many translations, and see more of the nuances of the text, it 

left some people wanting more. Thus, a new idea was born; perhaps Lutherans should have a 

translation of their own. It was even more than that though; perhaps Lutherans should take it 

upon themselves to do a faithful translation available to everyone. This new idea led to the birth 

of the Wartburg Project; a group of pastors and professors of the WELS and the Evangelical 

Lutheran Synod (ELS) dedicated to producing a faithful translation for the people. This idea was 

met with a healthy dose of skepticism, but perhaps, it is just that skepticism that will allow this 

project to be completed in the best way possible. With the project now almost half complete, this 

could indeed be the time for Lutherans to once again offer a faithful translation of the Holy 

Scriptures, just as Luther did in his day. The intent of this thesis will be to demonstrate the 

positive aspects of a Lutheran translation through a look at history, interviews with prominent 

men on both sides of the translation issue, as well as taking encouragement from the Word, to 

realize that, a Lutheran translation can only serve to benefit God’s church here on earth. 
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Introduction 

 

“But that is just your interpretation.” The subjective, all-encompassing, final, and 

unfortunate retort of those who seek to disenfranchise the Bible of its original, God-given power, 

in order to exploit a loophole in translation, that will allow them to make the Scriptures fit 

whatever their narrative might be. Whether they are seeking to strip Jesus of his position as the 

Messiah, or justify their pro-homosexual or feminist worldview, the culture of Americans in the 

21st century has taken a hard turn away from any objective truth, much less the Bible, and found 

themselves in a country where no two subjective realities are ever truly in sync. No longer do 

people speak of things as black and white, right or wrong, or even male and female, but as in the 

time of the Judges, “every man does as he sees fit.” (Judges 21:25) 

 One of the greatest examples of the shifting paradigm of this great nation is the time table 

of events that lead to same-sex marriage being legalized nationwide. It was only a short twenty 

years ago that President Bill Clinton signed into law the Defense of Marriage Act, protecting the 

sanctity of marriage between one man and one woman—but now in 2016, to speak in such a way 

is deemed unconstitutional.1 Commercials sporting same-sex couples are common place, and 

institutions that dare try to take a stand on the Bible are protested against.2 Transgender 

celebrities are acclaimed as brave and forward thinking. Even the 1976 Olympic decathlon gold 

medalist, “World’s Greatest Athlete” has traded in his cleats for high heels. 

 Gone are the days when every household had the family Bible prominently displayed on 

the living room coffee table. Gone the days of 55% church attendance by the laity on a Sunday 

morning.3  The acronym “KJV” (King James Version) holds almost no meaning, and its 

successor “NIV” has received some recent bad press as well. 

 All this is not meant to scare those who hold on to the Bible for what it is; the holy, 

inspired, inerrant Word of God. All this is meant merely to point out that this world is changing, 

just as the Lord told his people it would. 

                                                      
1 "Same-Sex Marriage Fast Facts - CNN.com." Same-Sex Marriage Fast Facts - CNN.com (www.cnn.com).  27 July 
2016. Web. 19 Nov. 2016. 

2 Wong, Curtis M. "Tylenol’s #HowWeFamily Campaign Uses LGBT Couples To Portray Changing Face Of The 
Family." The Huffington Post., 2 Feb. 2016. Web. 18 Nov. 2016. 

3 "Frequently Requested Church Statistics." Center for Applied Research in the Apostolate. Georgetown University, 
Web. 19 Nov. 2016. 
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 So, what is the duty of faithful Christians in this world today? How can Christians hope 

to hold God’s Word to the standard that he demands in Revelation 22, “I warn everyone who 

hears the words of the prophecy of this book: If anyone adds anything to them, God will add to 

him the plagues described in this book.  And if anyone takes words away from this book of 

prophecy, God will take away from him his share in the tree of life and in the holy city, which 

are described in this book.” (Revelation 22:19,20 NIV 1984) Certainly, some linguistic decisions 

need to be made when translating Hebrew or Greek idioms into a destination language that does 

not have the same understanding of those idioms. Perhaps it is even more necessary to parse out 

those instances when a gender-neutral pronoun really is the preferred reading when a masculine 

pronoun is used in the source language. But finally, the end goal remains the same; communicate 

to the reader as closely as possible, what the native Greek or Hebrew reader would have 

understood in the text. Professor Jeske laid out the criteria well in his paper prepared for the 1977 

synod convention entitled, “Preparing a New Bible Translation Today”,  

 

“Professor Jeske discussed three main points: 1. Determining the wording of the original 

text, 2. Determining the meaning of the original text, 3. Finding the right English words 

to convey the meaning of the original. Under the last point Professor Jeske wrote that to 

be a good English translation a version must adhere to the four following points. It must 

be faithful to the original text. It should be beautiful. It should be idiomatic. It must be 

clear.”4 

  

That is a tall order that in many ways involves a high degree of subjectivity. Can human 

beings always make the right decisions on such translation matters? Obviously not. The question 

then remains, at what point has a given translation taken too many stylistic liberties to be deemed 

“faithful” or at what point should a person just attribute stylistic differences to human 

imperfection?  

 A definitive answer to that question may never be attainable, nor will it be the goal of this 

paper to definitively answer that question. Rather, this paper will seek to address deeper, more 

positive implications of publishing a “Lutheran” translation. This paper will seek to demonstrate 

the positive effects of a Lutheran translation through an examination of history, an examination 

of current translations, interviews of knowledgeable opponents and proponents to a new 

                                                      
4 Oehlke, Christopher, 1990. A New Translation for the WELS, Wisconsin Lutheran Seminary Essay File, (accessed 

September 5,2016) p 15 
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translation, and most importantly God’s Word, in order to demonstrate the benefit a new 

translation may have for those seeking God’s Word preserved in its Truth and purity. 

Literature Review 

 

 Finding sources for a paper about Bible translation choices in a specific denomination of 

Christianity is a limited exercise. This is especially true when the topic of discussion happened 

within a relatively recent timeframe. For that reason, many of the resources for this paper came 

from papers presented at various conventions and seminars or published in quarterly 

publications. The positive of addressing such a timely topic is the ability to interview those men 

most directly related to the happenings.  

 It is particularly interesting to note that the topics of discussion change slightly 

surrounding translation choices and reasons for making the change, but the same central focus 

and truth remains at the center of it all. Faithful men throughout the ages, seeking to preserve 

God’s Word in the best way that they know how, so that more and more people may come to a 

knowledge of the Truth.  

 It was a very great privilege for this author to have had the opportunity to interview some 

of these very men over e-mail in order to better understand some of the reasoning behind both 

sides of the arguments for and against a Lutheran bible. They demonstrated a love and concern 

for God’s Word as well as a love and concern for his people in the way that they answered 

questions, even those questions concerning the positions contrary to their own. There is a great 

amount of thanks due to Professors John Brug, Kenneth Cherney and Thomas Nass, as well as 

Pastor Brian Keller, for taking the time to help explain why they believe this endeavor is, or is 

not necessary. Quite frankly, this paper could not have happened without them, and it was 

encouraging for this author to see how very knowledgeable and faithful men can disagree, and 

yet, in the end, remain united in their faith and mission. 
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What kind of problem? 

 

In order to understand the selecting of a translation, it is important to understand the 

kinds of issues that are currently affecting translations today. It is also important to note, that 

while there are many translational differences, very few if any, affect the Bible’s central 

message; Jesus Christ crucified to save sinners. No translation can ever be perfect, but there is no 

question that some are better than others. Perhaps it is best to demonstrate this concept by 

comparing a few translations to determine what message they may be portraying to the reader. 

An easy example to refer to is found in Romans 16:1-2. 

 

Option 1: I commend to you our sister Phoebe, a servant of the church in Cenchrea.  I ask you to 

receive her in the Lord in a way worthy of the saints and to give her any help she may need 

from you, for she has been a great help to many people, including me.5 

 

Option 2: I commend to you our sister Phoebe, a deacon, of the church in Cenchreae. I ask you 

to receive her in the Lord in a way worthy of his people and to give her any help she may 

need from you, for she has been the benefactor of many people, including me. 6 

 

Option 3: I commend to you our sister Phoebe, who is a deacon in the church in 

Cenchrea.  Welcome her in the Lord as one who is worthy of honor among God’s people. 

Help her in whatever she needs, for she has been helpful to many, and especially to me. 7 

 

Option 4: I commend to you our sister Phoebe, a servant of the church at Cenchreae, that you 

may welcome her in the Lord in a way worthy of the saints, and help her in whatever she may 

need from you, for she has been a patron of many and of myself as well. 8 

 

Focusing in on the words in bold, it is quickly apparent that there are two schools of 

thought here. First of all, what is the best translation for the Greek word, “διάκονον.” According 

to Bauer, Denker, Arndt, and Gingrich’s Greek lexicon, the most basic definition of διάκονον is 

“one who is busy with something. in a manner that is of assistance to someone”. 9 The most 

                                                      
5 The Holy Bible: New International Version—Anglicised. (1984). (electronic edition., Ro 16:1–2). London: Hodder 

& Stoughton. 

6  The New International Version. (2011). (Ro 16:1–2). Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan. 

7  Tyndale House Publishers. (2013). Holy Bible: New Living Translation (Ro 16:1–2). Carol Stream, IL: Tyndale 
House Publishers. 

8  The Holy Bible: English Standard Version. (2016). (Ro 16:1–2). Wheaton: Standard Bible Society. 

9  Arndt, W., Danker, F. W., & Bauer, W. (2000). A Greek-English lexicon of the New Testament and other early 

Christian literature (3rd ed., p. 230). Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 
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common definition in most biblical translations today being “servant.” Since the second half of 

verse 2 says that she was helpful to many, and helpful to Paul, one may rightly come to the 

conclusion that Paul is talking about a very faithful woman, who demonstrated her love for her 

Lord, by being a servant of others. What would be the intention behind a translation committee 

choosing to use the Word “deacon” in this particular verse, when “servant” seems to fit the 

context?10 

This word choice may appear to be innocent enough at first glance, but really it sends a 

conflicting message about the roles of men and women in the church when there need not be any 

conflict here. 1 Timothy 3: 8-12 lists the qualifications for a διάκονος or “deacon” in the church. 

Very specifically in verse 12, Paul wrote, “διάκονοι ἔστωσαν μιᾶς γυναικὸς ἄνδρες.” 11 

“Deacons must be a husband of one wife.” Besides the fact that every use of that Greek word, 

“deacon” is always masculine throughout this section of 1 Timothy, this is a decisive verse. It 

definitively says, only men were to be deacons or hold positions of authority in the church. With 

this reference in mind, it is clear to see what direction those translations that choose to call 

Phoebe a “deacon” are pushing towards. One defense of this translation is from the Committee of 

the New International Version 2011 who defended their changing of the verse like this,  

Complementarian and egalitarian scholars alike are increasingly agreeing that diakonos 

here means ‟deacon” (not just ‟servant,” though ‟servant” is provided as an alternative in 

the footnote; see also the New Living Translation [NLT] and the New Revised Standard 

Version [NRSV]) and that prostatis means a patron or benefactor (as in the English 

Standard Version [ESV] and the Holman Christian Standard Bible [HCSB]), not just 

someone who was a ‟great help” in some unspecified way. 

 

This is not meant to single out, or attack any one translation, but rather to demonstrate what the 

problem is. This major Bible translation has in its foreword, “The committee mirrors the original 

group of translators in its diverse international and denominational makeup and in its unifying 

commitment to the Bible as God’s inspired Word”12 and yet their support for changing the 

translation of the inspired Word is nothing more than, “some complementarian and egalitarian 

                                                      
10 Also note that diakonos is used three other times in Romans. Two times in Romans 13:4, both times referring to 

the government as God’s “servant” to carry out justice on the earth. The other instance where it appears is in 

Romans 15:8, where Christ is called the “servant to the circumcised.”  

11 Aland, K., Black, M., Martini, C. M., Metzger, B. M., Robinson, M. A., & Wikgren, A. (1993; 2006). The Greek 

New Testament, Fourth Revised Edition (with Morphology) (1 Ti 3:12). Deutsche Bibelgesellschaft. (All Greek 

Verses will be from this source). 

12  The New International Version. (2011). Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan. 
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scholars agree it should mean deacon.” That is a careless translation of the Word that plays into 

the thought of today’s world in a dangerous way. They allow, and even push for, people to 

interpret this passage as proof that woman can hold positions of authority in the church.13 

Likewise, the New Living Translation states in their foreword, “The translators of the New 

Living Translation set out to render the message of the original texts of Scripture into clear, 

contemporary English.”14 If the goal of the translation was to put it into clear English, why chose 

a word that is derived from the Greek, and makes a doctrinal statement, when calling her a 

“servant” would convey her duties in the church just as clearly?  

The second phrase in question is how these people were to welcome her into their midst. 

Three of the translations are very similar in their rendering. They all emphasize that the people 

are to welcome her in a manner worthy of the saints of God, but option number three takes on a 

different approach. It says, “Welcome her in the Lord as one who is worthy of honor among 

God’s people.” This translation is not only not true to the original text, but it seems to further 

emphasize her role as someone who brings with her a certain degree of authority. As if she, 

herself, is someone worthy of great honor. In and of itself, this is not a bad thought, though it is 

not textually accurate, but paired with the first decision to use the word “deacon” this seems to 

be emphasizing an incorrect message. Again, this leaves the door open to interpretations of the 

text that go beyond what the Bible has said about the roles of men and women. There are plenty 

of other places in the Bible for people to “read-in” their own ideas without English translations 

causing unnecessary difficulties. This is one of many “translation decisions” that the NIV 2011 

committee deemed beneficial, and better than their original translation.15 As Professor Brug put 

it, “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?”16 Is the new NIV 

                                                      
13 Grady, J. Lee. "Why I Defend Women Preachers." Charisma Magazine., 20 Feb. 2013. Web. 25 Nov. 2016., 

Mowczko, Marg. "The First Century Church & the Ministry of Women." New Life., 2016. Web. 25 Nov. 2016. 

14 Tyndale House Publishers. (2013). Holy Bible: New Living Translation. Carol Stream, IL: Tyndale House 

Publishers. 

15 See appendix A: The Committee on Bible Translation. Updating the New International Version of the Bible: 

Notes from the Committee on Bible Translation. N.p.: Biblegateway.com, Aug. 2010. PDF. 

16 "Professor Emeritus John Brug, Old Testament Editor EHV." E-mail interview. 26 Nov. 2016. 
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translation really the “clearest” and most “complete” way of emphasizing the scriptural truth of 

God’s intentions for the roles of men and women? 

Options two and three were the two passages that had a potential for issue, which are 

New International Version 2011 and New Living Translation respectively. Options 1 and 4, 

however, handled the text very well! There are indeed translations available that do a very fair 

and fine job of handling the text. Option 1 was NIV 1984 and option 4 was the English Standard 

Version, both of which have been used frequently for church and personal use, and for good 

reason. There is no need to start getting rid of Bibles that handle the text well, but perhaps, there 

is good reason to add to the pool of good Biblical resources. 

 

History of “Lutheran” Translation 

 

All of these changes in recent years are just one of the reasons the “Wartburg Project” 

began. The “Wartburg Project” is a committee of WELS (Wisconsin Evangelical Lutheran 

Synod) and ELS (Evangelical Lutheran Synod) pastors and lay members who are working 

together “to produce a balanced translation, suitable for all-purpose use in the church.”17 In an 

interview with the editor of Old Testament translation, Professor Emeritus John Brug, I was able 

to ask him about the need for a new translation in our current culture, to which he responded, 

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?18 

 

This idea is not without historical background either. In the early 20th century many 

German Lutherans were still using Luther’s German Bible while making the transition into an 

English Bible. The most prevalent English Bible at that time being the King James Version. 

Some of those early German pastors already had their reservations about making the switch to 

the King James. In an interview with Pastor Brian Keller, the editor of the New Testament for 

                                                      
17 "FAQs #27."wartburgproject.org/faqs/. The Wartburg Project. Web. 10 Nov. 2016. 

18 "Professor Emeritus John Brug, Old Testament Editor EHV." E-mail interview. 26 Nov. 2016. 
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the Wartburg Project, he cited references as far back as 1919, of pastors holding on to the 

“Lutheran” Bible,  

Professor August Pieper plainly preferred Luther’s translation to the KJV [See “Our 

Transition Into English,” translated by John Jeske in Wisconsin Lutheran Quarterly Vol. 

100, #2, pp. 85-106. Pieper’s article was written in German and appeared in the year 

1919 in Theologische Quartalschrift, Vol. 16.]. Many other Lutherans preferred Luther’s 

translation as well. There are many quotations of Luther’s Bible scattered over the years 

in the Wisconsin Lutheran Quarterly and the journals of the LCMS and ELS.19 

 

Regardless of the initial hesitation to use the King James Version, and the potential idea of 

translating Luther’s Bible into English, the King James version became the most widely used 

bible translation of almost all English-speaking churches in the mid-1920s. 20 This was not the 

end of all discussions on translation within Lutheran circles. In fact, the topic came up quite 

frequently.  

Already in 1948, the English of the King James Version was becoming increasingly 

outdated.21 Lutherans all across America were looking for a good Bible translation among the 

many English versions that were then being produced. It was in the Concordia Theological 

Monthly that the, then professor at Saint Louis Theological Seminary J.T. Mueller, offered one 

solution to this problem, “Use a standard version as the main text and the others as aids to clarity 

of understanding and variety of expression."22 But what might that standard be? If a person is to 

look at many translations to compare them, it seems beneficial that they have one solid one, with 

which to compare the other options? Professor Mueller’s answer to this question was a unified 

translation for Lutherans, “Would it, then, not make for unity, rather than disunity, to have a 

reliable Lutheran Bible translation? Meanwhile, considering the confusion caused by the various 

versions now on the market, the writer is convinced that it is a matter of wisdom for us in our 

public ministry to adhere to the King James Version until that new and better Lutheran 

translation has been produced.”23 This matter continued to appear frequently for nearly the next 

                                                      
19 "Pastor Brian Keller, New Testament Editor EHV." E-mail interview. 14 Nov. 2016. 

20 Pastor Brian Keller, E-mail Interview. 14 November 2016. 

21 Mueller, John T. "Can We Trust Modern Versions?”." Concordia Theological Monthly 19.4 (1948): 297-300. 

Media Resources. Web. 29 Nov. 2016. 

22 Mueller, John T. p. 297 

23 Mueller, John T. p. 300 
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seventy years. It was raised once again at the 1953 Wisconsin Synod Convention in Watertown, 

WI, where the idea was suggested that a committee be designated to translate a part of the New 

Testament as a trial version,  

Since the appearance of the Revised Standard Version has incited anew the study 

of Bible translations, also among us, and made us conscious anew of weaknesses in the 

Authorized Version, which has been in general use in our Synod; and since suggestions 

have again been made that we proceed with a revision of the Authorized Version: the 

Synodical Committee at its May meeting adopted the following resolution: 

We suggest that the assignment of the Committee on the Revised Standard 

Version be extended to include a study of some book of the New Testament (e.g., 

Galatians), that the Committee be encouraged to solicit the cooperation and comment of 

the members of the Synod, and then to publish the book studied in the Quartalschrift, so 

that thereby the translation may be rather widely tested as to readability and theological 

correctness. 

Your committee concurs in this recommendation, with the understanding that it be 

in the nature of a revision of the Authorized Version.” As implied in the above resolution 

the committee now contemplates undertaking a trial translation of Galatians in the 

manner indicated, “that it be in the nature of a revision of the Authorized Version,” and 

herewith invites the members of the Synod to contribute whatever might be of value and 

help to the committee in carrying out its assignment.24 

 

This resolution was then carried out in the Wisconsin Lutheran Quarterly throughout the years 

1955-1957, but the trial translation was met mostly with negativity because it seemed to have 

moved too far away from the beloved wording of the King James Version, which some people 

had learned to love.25 Translation issues were not the only major thing going on in the WELS in 

the 1950s and 1960s. Shortly after this assignment of the committee to begin a trial translation of 

Galatians, it was announced that the Wisconsin Evangelical Lutherans Synod and the Lutheran 

Church Missouri Synod (from here on referred to as the LCMS) could no longer be in fellowship 

with one another. This led to a bit of a drought in the “translation issue” talks that had been going 

on.26  

 The question was finally raised again in the early 1970s when a committee of Wisconsin 

Lutheran Seminary professors was given the task to begin evaluating the various English 

translations that were available.27 These evaluations began appearing in the Wisconsin Lutheran 

                                                      
24 "FAQs #25."wartburgproject.org/faqs/. The Wartburg Project. Web. 10 Nov. 2016. 

25 "FAQs #25."wartburgproject.org/faqs/. The Wartburg Project. Web. 10 Nov. 2016. 

26 Oehlke, Christopher, 1990. p 6 

27 Oehlke, Christopher, 1990. p 8 



10 

Quarterly in the year 1971 and along with them, once again, the idea was raised of making a 

Lutheran translation. Unfortunately, the idea was shot down rather quickly due to limited 

financial resources and distribution.28 This committee of professors eventually published a list of 

seven translation evaluations, stating that, of the translations evaluated the New American 

Standard Bible (NASB) was the most acceptable.29 Over the next few years they continued to 

publish articles about the NASB stating in 1972, “We are still favorably impressed by the NASB, 

at least more so than with any of the other versions.”30 Whether they were merely proceeding 

cautiously or had not concluded their research on the NASB, it does not sound as though they 

had strong convictions of this Bible being the best an English translation could be. Perhaps that 

is why in 1974 at a Bible Translation Seminar held on the campus of Wisconsin Lutheran 

Seminary the closing resolution had five points requesting that the faculty study the potential of 

the new translation at that time, the NIV. But that was not all that was in these five, approved and 

passed resolutions. Resolution number three stated: “We embark on our own translation and 

publication of portions of the Bible as a pilot project.”31  

This pilot project was somewhat left in the dust by the rather quick decision by the 

faculty to move ahead with the NIV, though at the time the NIV itself contained only the New 

Testament.32 In fact, one author wondered whether, perhaps, they may have moved too quickly 

and disregarded previous warnings to “make haste slowly.”33 While the NIV was a sort of 

“official yet unofficial” Bible translation from 1974 on, it received its final endorsement and 

approval at the synod convention in 1979.34 Though it was not perfect, this new translation went 

on to serve many different Christians in many different denominations for nearly forty years, 

until Zondervan denied users of the translation the right to continue using that text after the 

release of their new update in 2011.35 With their backs up against the wall then, a WELS 

                                                      
28 Oehlke, Christopher, 1990 p 9 

29 Oehlke, Christopher, 1990 p 9 

30 Oehlke, Christopher, 1990 p 10 

31 "FAQs #25."wartburgproject.org/faqs/. The Wartburg Project. Web. 10 Nov. 2016. 

32 Oehlke, Christopher, 1990 p 12 

33 Oehlke, Christopher, 1990 p 13 

34 Oehlke, Christopher, 1990 p 16 

35 "Professor Emeritus John Brug, Old Testament Editor EHV." E-mail interview. 26 Nov. 2016. 
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committee was formed to decide whether or not a new translation or revision was a feasible 

solution.36 The conclusion of this group, though not unanimous, is found in the WELS Book of 

Reports & Memorials, “In the end, there is disagreement on whether it is feasible to produce a 

confessional Lutheran translation of the Bible… It would require a large amount of money at a 

time when funds for mission work and ministerial education are in short supply… In light of all 

this, perhaps the question should not be, “Can we do it?” but, “Must we do it?”37 While money 

certainly was a major concern in the publishing of a new translation, it was not the only concern 

shared by some of the men on the WELS Translation Feasibility Committee. Many concerns 

were excellently laid out and addressed in President Mark Schroeder’s letter in May of 201338, in 

which he stated,  

 I support Option 2 presented by the Translation Evaluation Committee for the near 

term. [An option that stated that the WELS use various translations for various 

applications instead of just one.]  

Related to my support for Option 2 in the near term, I believe that we should initiate a 

project to produce a new or revised translation as a long-term solution.  

 

I hold these positions having the highest respect for those who served on the Translation 

Evaluation Committee and on the Translation Feasibility Committee (TFC). Their 

knowledge of translation issues is extensive. Their commitment to the truth of the 

Scriptures and their desire to serve the best interests of the synod cannot and should not 

be questioned. Their work was thorough and exhaustive. Their conclusions and 

recommendations can and should be received with deep respect and with sincere thanks 

for the faithful service they have performed with much time, effort, and prayer.39 

 

For a more extensive look at all of the oppositions to a new translation, President Schroeder’s 

letter is attached in the appendix, but there are a few arguments that this paper will look into 

more in depth, and with more current information later on. The point of this history is to show 

that throughout the history of English translations in America, Lutherans have never really been 

“satisfied.” Multiple times, by multiple people throughout history, the idea has been expressed 

that perhaps a Lutheran translation would be the best option. Each time it was mentioned in this 

brief history, it was almost always stated as “the long-term” solution. It is now almost 100 years 

                                                      
36 "Pastor Brian Keller, New Testament Editor EHV." E-mail interview. 14 Nov. 2016 

37 "Pastor Brian Keller, New Testament Editor EHV." E-mail interview. 14 Nov. 2016 

38 Included in the appendix. 

39 Schroeder, Mark. "Thoughts on the Translation Issue” Immanuel Lutheran Kewaunee.. 

immanuellutherankewaunee.org, Web. 3 Dec. 2016 
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after Pieper first recommended at least translating Luther’s Bible into English for use in the 

church and yet the debate over translation rages on. Take a look at this quote and judge for 

yourself if it does not accurately describe the current situation that the WELS finds itself in, 

 

Several years ago our Church was memorialized to consider bringing out a modern 

translation of the Bible by Lutheran scholars. So far the Lutheran Church has not had a 

translation made by its own members. It has patiently used the translations of the 

Reformed [and Evangelicals]. Has not the time arrived that we follow in Luther’s 

footsteps and produce our own? ... The objection that we Lutherans should not use a 

Bible translation different from that of others no longer holds, since the various churches 

are divided in the use of various translations. Would it, then, not make for unity, rather 

than disunity, to have a reliable Lutheran Bible translation?40 

  

The Lutheran church has not yet made a translation. For years, Lutherans have used NIV, 

recently some churches have made the switch to ESV. Still, others have suggested using the 

Holman Christian Standard Bible.41 Lutherans today remain un-united as far as a Bible 

translation is concerned, and have done nothing to even attempt to bring back a unity in 

translation. Meanwhile, there is no unified text among the other denominations either. It is not 

viewed as a strange or sectarian thing to use a translation different from everyone else because 

there is no common translation. Perhaps a new translation, done by Lutherans, would serve to 

unite Lutherans because they certainly are not united in translation now. The most amazing part 

to this author is that quote was taken from John Mueller’s paper from seventy years ago, and as it 

so often does, history has a way of repeating itself. Starting our own translation now may serve 

to unify the Lutheran church of the future and protect against further slippage from the 

translations of the Reformed. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                      
40 Mueller, John T. p 300 

41 "Professor Nass, Professor of Hebrew Martin Luther College." E-mail interview. 23 Nov. 2016. "Professor 

Cherney, Professor of Hebrew Wisconsin Lutheran Seminary." E-mail interview. 21 Nov. 2016. 
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The Wartburg Project 

 

In 2013, just such a project was started. The “Wartburg Project” began with a group of 

men and women, made up of pastors and lay people of the WELS and Evangelical Lutheran 

Synod (ELS) who are dedicated to producing a Bible translation that clearly communicates the 

Gospel to today’s people.42 This group was formed after the Translation Feasibility Committee 

reported that it was not wise for the WELS to embark on publishing their own translation at that 

time.  This group of Lutheran pastors and professors joined together in order to make the 

Lutheran translation a possibility. Because the WELS did not have the money to pay their 

scholars for the work they would do on the translation, the members of the Wartburg Project 

formed a parasynodical group, in fellowship with the ELS and the WELS, of almost all 

volunteers. Their focus is not to attack any of the other translations, but only “to produce a Bible 

that communicates the gospel clearly to today’s people, the Evangelical Heritage Version.”43 The 

goal of this group is to have the Bible translated in a much shorter time frame than many of the 

other translations. This was thought to be impossible by some,44 but there is a method to the 

seeming madness. They propose to do this by leaning heavily on the work of good translations 

before them. They say on their homepage,  

 

The product to be produced by the Wartburg Project could best be called a 

translation/revision. Although our translation is based on the Hebrew and Greek texts, 

templates are often being used as a starting point in the translation process. This approach 

builds on the tradition of English and Lutheran Bible translation. The primary resources, 

of course, are the original Hebrew and Greek texts. We are standing on the shoulders of 

giants. We make use of the World English Bible (WEB), which is a public domain 

descendant of the King James Version (KJV) and the American Standard Version 

(ASV).45 

 

So perhaps it is best to use their own terminology when speaking of this project. This 

translation/revision is more than just a small church denomination trying to translate the Bible 

using their Greek New Testament and Biblia Hebraica Stuttgartensia. It is a full-fledged revision 

                                                      
42 "The Wartburg Project." wartburgproject.org. The Wartburg Project., Web. 03 Nov. 2016. 

43 "The Wartburg Project." wartburgproject.org. The Wartburg Project., Web. 03 Nov. 2016. 

44 "Professor Nass, Professor of Hebrew Martin Luther College." E-mail interview. 23 Nov. 2016. 

45 The Wartburg Project." wartburgproject.org. The Wartburg Project., Web. 03 Nov. 2016. 
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and examination of other’s work, in order to really convey the meaning of the Greek and the 

Hebrew. This is not to say it is only a revision, though. Their website states that the first and 

foremost tool they looked at was the original Greek and Hebrew, then they employed all the 

different tools at their disposal to help deepen the understanding of the original words.46 In his 

interview, Pastor Keller assured me that, “Our process involves waves of treatment, and that 

means there are waves of resources.”47 While some may argue that the WELS is not big enough, 

or does not have the scholars to make such a translation happen,48 standing on the good work of 

others helps to eliminate some of the potential for weakness. The work on the English Heritage 

Version (EHV) is not, as Pastor Keller puts it, a reinventing of the wheel. “We did not reinvent 

the wheel in many cases. Anyone who pictures our process as a lonely pastor sitting in his 

basement with the BHS and one lexicon really has no clue about how we did our work. We had 

many, many tools at our disposal and we used them in rapid succession.”49  

 If the final product of the Wartburg Project turns out to be what they claim it will be, “a 

balanced translation, suitable for all-purpose use in the church”50 that does a better job protecting 

the text from denominational idiosyncrasies, it is hard to see how this could be a bad thing. Until 

the final work is done on this project, there are those who do have their concerns. There certainly 

is a way that this could be done poorly, but after talking to the editors and reading through the 

papers on their website, it seems they are doing all they can to cater to these concerns. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                      
46 The Wartburg Project." wartburgproject.org. The Wartburg Project.,Web. 03 Nov. 2016. 

47 "Pastor Brian Keller, New Testament Editor EHV." E-mail interview. 14 Nov. 2016 

48 Professor Nass, Professor of Hebrew Martin Luther College." E-mail interview. 23 Nov. 2016. "Professor 

Cherney, Professor of Hebrew Wisconsin Lutheran Seminary." E-mail interview. 21 Nov. 2016. 

49 “Pastor Brian Keller, New Testament Editor EHV." E-mail interview. 14 Nov. 2016 

50 FAQs #27."wartburgproject.org/faqs/. The Wartburg Project. Web. 10 Nov. 2016. 



15 

Addressing Legitimate Concerns 

 

 It has already been shown that publishing a Lutheran translation has been an idea for 

many years, but what has not been mentioned, is that in recent times, it has been met with some 

opposition. A majority of this opposition is made up of very valid concerns of men trying to do 

their best to keep God’s Word “for everyone.”51 This certainly is a noble and necessary task, and 

perhaps it is hesitations such as these that allow for a “Lutheran” translation to be done in the 

best way possible. In fact, the primary concerns of the opposition to the translation may just be 

the reminder needed, that though a Lutheran translation is done by Lutherans, it is not only for 

Lutherans. When translating the Bible, it is important to remember, it is for everyone.  

 The first argument to be addressed is, “A WELS and ELS translation is too sectarian. No 

one would take it seriously, and WELS members may be tempted to think of it as the only 

‘WELS way’.”52 This is certainly something to be avoided and can be avoided. This would be as 

easy as pastors doing what they are already doing; explaining to people that there are many 

translations, that do different things well or not so well. It has never been the goal of the WELS 

to have their own official translation. In fact, it is quite the opposite. The 1977 Synod Proceeding 

of the WELS specifically states, “The Synod never adopted any translation as the official Bible 

of the Synod.”53 And again, in 1979, “We still concur with the 1977 resolution, ‘That this action 

should not be construed as the adoption of the NIV as the Synod’s official Bible.’”54 This 

allowed for many different churches to use many different Bibles, but it still gave them a 

direction to look if they wanted one that was done well. Why would the EHV be any different? 

Even the writers of the EHV are not looking to be the official WELS Bible,  

 

The Wartburg Project views its work as an attempt to serve the church at large. Our work 

is an expression of faith and love and service. We are working to provide the church at 

large (not just WELS) with the best translation we can produce. It has never been our 

                                                      
51 "Professor Nass, Professor of Hebrew Martin Luther College." E-mail interview. 23 Nov. 2016. "Professor 

Cherney, Professor of Hebrew Wisconsin Lutheran Seminary." E-mail interview. 21 Nov. 2016. 

52 Professor Nass, Professor of Hebrew Martin Luther College." E-mail interview. 23 Nov. 2016. "Professor 

Cherney, Professor of Hebrew Wisconsin Lutheran Seminary." E-mail interview. 21 Nov. 2016. 

53 FAQs #21."wartburgproject.org/faqs/. The Wartburg Project. Web. 10 Nov. 2016. 

54 FAQs #21."wartburgproject.org/faqs/. The Wartburg Project. Web. 10 Nov. 2016. 
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goal to be ‘the official WELS Bible.’ And we will not seek to be ‘the official WELS 

Bible.’ We do not encourage anyone to promote or describe our work in those terms.55 

 

The name of the game has always been, get the best available biblical resources in front of the 

people. It has never been about making them choose one.  

The objection is still raised, “I don't see how, when you have a Bible produced by WELS 

and ELS published by NPH, people are NOT going to see it as "the [official] WELS version."56 

Was the NIV the “official” WELS version? It has already been stated that this was never the 

case. Yet, that translation may have been more of an “official” WELS Bible than any other. That 

is the cause of translation issues in the first place. The WELS had been leaning so heavily on the 

NIV 1984 translation, that when the rights for publishing were revoked, people were forced to 

look elsewhere. Good work is always going to be seen for what it really is. Because NIV 1984 

was done well, many people wanted to use it. If EHV is done well, while it will remain 

unofficial, people are going to use it. As far as the publisher, and translators go, test it for 

yourself. Who published and translated Holman Christian Standard Bible (now Christian 

Standard Bible), English Standard Version, or New International Version? Did you know them 

all? Do you not use them because they were translated by men or women, as the case may be, 

outside of WELS fellowship? How about New King James Version, New Revised Standard 

Version, or New Century Version, can you name translators and publishers for those? People 

don’t judge a translation by where it came from, they judge it by the work that is inside. If the 

EHV offers a version of the Bible that is faithful to the original, not pushing Lutheran doctrine, 

or adding new books of the Bible, this author believes it will be seen as just another available 

option of the Scriptures. 

 A slightly different objection, though it is very similar, is that “a WELS Bible translation 

would be out of step with other translations because other translations purposely involve people 

from many denominations.”57 This is an interesting argument, because of what it implies. 

Ideally, this means, “the benefit of cross-denominational committees is that no one denomination 

can get its idiosyncrasies into the translation, and the translation can be an honest representation 

                                                      
55 FAQs #21."wartburgproject.org/faqs/. The Wartburg Project. Web. 10 Nov. 2016 

56 "Professor Cherney, Professor of Hebrew Wisconsin Lutheran Seminary." E-mail interview. 21 Nov. 2016. 

57 Professor Nass, Professor of Hebrew Martin Luther College." E-mail interview. 23 Nov. 2016. 
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of the original.”58 In reality, even these so-called “unbiased” versions, are often seen for the 

influences that were really behind them. “The ESV is also weak in some passages that have been 

used by Calvinists to teach double predestination. The wording of the ESV is more Calvinistic 

than the NIV in these passages. Of course, the NIV has long been criticized by some Lutherans 

for supposedly showing Reformed influence.”59 It does not seem possible to have a translation of 

any sort, that does not at least reflect in some way the translator’s belief. Professor Cherney 

wrote in his paper Doctrinal, Exegetical, Translational,  

 An exegetical question involves those cases where the textual evidence, vocabulary, 

syntax, and context (including the context of all of Scripture) permit a passage to be 

understood in more than one way. For example, who or what is “coming” in Isaiah 66:6 

(Hebrew)—the Lord, a time for judgment, or something else? In John 14:1, did Jesus 

give his disciples two commands, one, or none? In Matthew 27:65 did Pilate tell the 

Jews, “Take a guard” (NIV 1984 & 2011)? Or did he say, “You have a guard” (ESV, 

NKJV)?60  

 

Since such exegetical questions do exist, would it not be beneficial in some circumstances, to 

have a translation that seems to have “Lutheran” influences? Not that it would be a Bible that 

pushed Lutheran doctrine into the text, and the men who are currently working on the EHV are 

fully aware of that pitfall, “They understand that while it might be 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 understand the difference between 

presenting a Lutheran understanding of Scripture in a confessional statement and importing that 

interpretation into the words of a translation.”61 

 Using the example of the ESV and the seemingly Calvinistic influence sometimes found 

there, in 1 Peter 2:8 the ESV says, “They stumble because they disobey the word, as they were 

destined to do.” Would not a Lutheran translation be a beneficial one, if it avoided words like 

                                                      
58 Professor Nass, Professor of Hebrew Martin Luther College." E-mail interview. 23 Nov. 2016. 

59 Nass, Thomas P, 2011. Some Thoughts on the ESV and Bible Translation, Presented at the St. Croix Pastors’ 

Conference in Eden Prairie, Minnesota, on February 8, 2011, and at the New Ulm/Redwood Falls Pastors’ 

Conference in Fairmont, Minnesota, on March 1, 2011. Thomas Nass teaches at Martin Luther College in New Ulm, 

Minnesota., accessed via Wisconsin Lutheran Seminary Essay File, (accessed September 6, 2016) p 3 

60 Cherney, Kenneth. "Doctrinal, Exegetical, Translational." BIBLE TRANSLATION. 

http://bibletranslation.welsrc.net/wp-content/uploads/sites/38/2013/04/WRC-AOM-Enfold-logo.png, 2015. Web. 25 

Nov. 2016. 

61 "FAQs #8."wartburgproject.org/faqs/. The Wartburg Project. Web. 10 Nov. 2016. 
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“destined” or the idea that this was always the case for these people?62 Especially since the 

original Greek word ἐτέθησαν is not some special word for “destined” but rather from the simple 

word for ‘put,’ ‘place,’ or ‘appoint’. This then very simply means that “some people disobey the 

message, and this appoints them to stumble.”63 Having a Bible translation that is made from a 

Lutheran background seems then, only serve to help, rather than to harm.  

 It is interesting to draw parallels to Luther’s Bible when talking about who is doing the 

actual translating. While Luther certainly did have other reasons for translating the Bible into 

German, mostly because other translations of the day were weak. His primary concern was 

translating the Bible in a way that the people could better understand it. 64 In my interview with 

Pastor Brian Keller, he wrote, “Today some think that Bible translation must be done in a certain 

way. I don't think it ever occurred to Luther to put someone on his own translation team who was 

"Roman Catholic" or "Reformed/Zwinglian" just to do it. Yet, he used the resources of Erasmus. 

He consulted with Jewish Hebraists (as well as German butchers).65 The idea of a Bible not 

being worthwhile, just because it doesn’t have multi-denominational input is a relatively new 

idea.  

Luther first translated the New Testament by himself. Then he sought the help of those 

with whom he was in church fellowship (Philip Melanchthon, for example). Luther did not 

translate the Old Testament alone. He formed a translation team that he called his 

“Sanhedrin.” These were all men who were in confessional agreement with him. 

According to Mathesius, this group consisted of his fellow professors at Wittenberg: 

Johann Bugenhagen, Justus Jonas, Caspar Creuziger, Philip Melanchthon, and Mattheus 

Aurogallus. Georg Roerer, the Korrektor, was also present. Frequently other friends, 

doctors, and learned men came to take part in this important work, such as Bernhard 

Ziegler and Johann Forster. (See E. G. Schwiebert, Luther and His Times, p. 649). 

In essence, Luther’s entire team was comprised of what we would call “Lutherans” 

today.66 

 

                                                      
62 62 Nass, Thomas P, 2011. Some Thoughts on the ESV and Bible Translation, Presented at the St. Croix Pastors’ 
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This is not to say that if Luther were alive today, he would take on such a project or do it in the 

same way, but rather just to show how it can be done. Luther used a relatively small grouping of 

“Lutherans” and his translation was recognized as “the Bible of the German-speaking people for 

centuries to come. There were other German translations before and after Luther’s. But, without 

controversy, Luther’s was the most used German Bible translation, and it was made entirely by 

Lutherans.”67  

 Certainly, to hope that the EHV could be Luther’s Bible is idealistic at best, but it 

certainly does stand to reason that it could be a valuable resource for the Lutheran church, and 

even beyond. This is not even to say that the Wartburg Project seeks to only emulate Luther’s 

model either. Though a majority of the translating, revising process is being done by WELS and 

ELS members, the reviewing process intends to include a wide range of Christians. 

We do already receive helps and evaluation from outside of our immediate circle. We 

have been contacted by scholars from outside of our fellowship. We've already received 

some input from outside of our fellowship. When the translation is complete, we will 

welcome suggestions from external reviewers. I am sure that we will be sending review 

copies of the EHV to quite a number of reviewers who are not in WELS/ELS. Just as 

Lutherans have been welcomed to comment on translations that originated in Baptist or 

Reformed churches, EHV, which has its starting point in Lutheran churches, will 

welcome users of EHV from other churches to submit suggestions to help improve the 

translation.68 
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Marketability and Potential Benefits for the Greater Church 

 

 While this paper is not at all meant to be an attack on one translation, the revoking of the 

rights to the NIV 1984 text was indeed a large blow to many denominations of Christianity. The 

removal of that translation has left many searching for a new translation for publications and use 

in worship because they find that the new NIV 2011 may be moving in a dangerous direction. 

Many different denominations of Lutherans have left NIV,69 as well as the Reformed Churches 

of the United States and Canada,70 the Orthodox Presbyterians71 and many other evangelicals.72 

Even the Southern Baptist Convention, one of the largest Christian denominations in America, 

banned the sales of this version by their major publishing company in a resolution of their 2011 

meeting in Arizona, 

 

WHEREAS, Many Southern Baptist pastors and laypeople have trusted and used the 

1984 New International Version (NIV) translation to the great benefit of the Kingdom; 

and 

 

WHEREAS, Biblica and Zondervan Publishing House are publishing an updated version 

of the New International Version (NIV) which incorporates gender neutral methods of 

translation; and  

 

WHEREAS, Southern Baptists repeatedly have affirmed our commitment to the full 

inspiration and authority of Scripture (2 Timothy 3:15-16) and, in 1997, urged every 

Bible publisher and translation group to resist “gender-neutral” translation of Scripture; 

and 

 

WHEREAS, This translation alters the meaning of hundreds of verses, most significantly 

by erasing gender-specific details which appear in the original language; and  

 

WHEREAS, Although it is possible for Bible scholars to disagree about translation 

methods or which English words best translate the original languages, the 2011 NIV has 

gone beyond acceptable translation standards; and 
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WHEREAS, Seventy-five percent of the inaccurate gender language found in the TNIV 

is retained in the 2011 NIV; and 

 

WHEREAS, The Southern Baptist Convention has passed a similar resolution concerning 

the TNIV in 2002; now, therefore, be it 

 

RESOLVED, That the messengers of the Southern Baptist Convention meeting in 

Phoenix, Arizona, June 14-15, 2011 express profound disappointment with Biblica and 

Zondervan Publishing House for this inaccurate translation of God’s inspired Scripture; 

and be it further 

 

RESOLVED, That we encourage pastors to make their congregations aware of the 

translation errors found in the 2011 NIV; and be it further 

 

RESOLVED, That we respectfully request that LifeWay not make this inaccurate 

translation available for sale in their bookstores; and be it finally 

 

RESOLVED, That we cannot commend the 2011 NIV to Southern Baptists or the larger 

Christian community. 

 

 

The language that is used in the resolution, sounds very similar to the problems that other 

denominations have stated and is even similar to some of the problems that have been addressed 

in this paper. Professor Brug may have summarized it best when he said, “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?73 But 

the degree to which this translation has defected is not the main point at hand here. What is to be 

gathered from this resolution, is that other church bodies are looking for a translation that is fully 

committed to God’s Word as the inspired inerrant Word of God, and will not be swayed by the 

culture “swings” of the times. While there are good translations out now, how long can 

Christians continue to look to these other, multi-denomination, predominantly evangelical 

translations to continue that way? Along with that comes the concern that other major Bible 

translations may “pull the rug out from under your feet” as the NIV did when they no longer 

allowed publications with their older version. This issue is no longer just about the WELS, but 

many Christians are now looking for a translation that is not only faithful to the Word of God but 

also reliable for dispersion to the masses. 
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 This is exactly the kind of translation that the EHV hopes to be. Their rubrics for 

translation state,  

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

producing English which sounds natural, but the preservation of meaning takes priority. 

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

the text takes priority over literary beauty or rendering the text into common, 

contemporary English. 

4. The translation must be free of doctrinal errors whether inadvertent or deliberate. It 

must not falsify the Word of God. It must not subtract from its meaning or add to it. 74 

 

These are translational principals that apply to more than just Lutherans, but really would be 

beneficial to the whole catholic church here on earth based on the biblical stances taken by these 

other denominations.  

 The other obvious draw of the EHV is that it has plans of remaining available in every 

version for those who choose to use it,  

The EHV is a gift to the church. It is being produced at very low cost because of the 

abundance of volunteer labor. We have also promised that the EHV will not deny people 

who have obtained rights to use the EHV in derivative works like commentaries or study 

Bibles the right to continue to use the version of the EHV which they have adopted, even 

if new versions of the EHV appear someday.75 

 

While most of this will remain speculation until the EHV is finally in print, there are signs that 

point towards the positive,  

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 statements not in agreement with the 

doctrinal position of the LCMS. If 15-20% of the LCMS can be interested in a Bible that 

is more readable than ESV, our potential market would be doubled.  

Some Southern Baptists want a translation less literal than NASB and closer to the 

original than NIV or HCSB. There are 11 million Southern Baptists. Who knows? Maybe 

there will be more Baptists that use our translation than WELS members that do.76  
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 This would open the door to other interesting possibilities for personal use and Bible 

study. One of the major drawbacks of not using a translation that is made by WELS members has 

been the cost of putting out materials with a published text in them. It was deemed not feasible to 

produce a Study Bible, or other Bible study material using the NIV, ESV, or Holman Christian 

Bible because the cost of royalties to those companies would be far too much.77 Some of the 

numbers cited in 2012 were, “NIV 10%78, ESV 2%, HCSB 3-5%.”79 With the rate of inflation at 

almost 2% for each year since 2012,80 one would have to imagine this number would be even 

more out of reach. One factor however that is not out of reach is the 0% that we would have to 

pay in royalties if we owned the rights to our translation. At a lower cost for publishing these 

materials, more materials could be published. Materials that once again, would not be aimed only 

at WELS Lutherans, but at the church at large. Finally, that would allow for more, good, biblical, 

doctrinal material to be put in front of more people. As was already stated, putting good 

resources in people’s hands, is the name of the game. 

Principles from God’s Word 

 

 Unfortunately, when speaking of biblical background for the question, “Should we 

translate our own version of God’s Word?” there is no direct answer. Nowhere in the Bible, 

regardless of what translation you are using, does God say, “You must or must not make a new 

translation if there are others already available,” but there certainly are some biblical principles, 

and encouragement to keep in mind. 

The first biblical thought to keep in mind comes from Psalm 1:1-3,  

 Blessed is the man 

who does not walk in the counsel of the wicked 

or stand in the way of sinners 

or sit in the seat of mockers. 
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2 But his delight is in the law of the Lord, 

and on his law, he meditates day and night. 
3 He is like a tree planted by streams of water, 

which yields its fruit in season 

and whose leaf does not wither. 

Whatever he does prospers. NIV 1984 

 

Regardless of their conclusion, what a blessing it has been, for so many people--so many 

Christians--to be drawn back into their Bibles for further study of the Scriptures, even checking 

up on the minutest details of the text. All of this done in the name of the preservation of the 

Word of God. One can only imagine that is has been a treat and a privilege for the men of the 

Wartburg Project to dig deeper than they may have ever imagined into different parts of the 

Scriptures in translating. While Christians never really need a reason to read the Bible, besides 

the fact that it is the Bible, this new translation poses new, once-in-a-lifetime opportunities to be 

a part of the evaluation of a new translation as well.81 Think of all those people, who through 

meditation on the Word, have been even further “firmly planted” in their faith so that their plants 

of faith do not struggle, but thrive. To God be the glory! 

 Secondly, it is good to look at what God himself says about his Word. God says in the 

closing words in the book of Revelation, “And if anyone takes words away from this book of 

prophecy, God will take away from him his share in the tree of life and in the holy city, which 

are described in this book. He who testifies to these things says, “Yes, I am coming soon.” 

Amen. Come, Lord Jesus.” (Revelation 22:19, 20 NIV 1984) God is very serious about his 

Word. It is not something that man is to use for his own benefit by adding or subtracting to or 

from it. This is no small matter to consider when talking about translating the Word of God 

exactly as the divinely inspired writers meant it. In fact, God says this offense is worthy of being 

removed from the Book of Life. It is good then, that we consider and handle God’s Word with 

the precision, and accuracy that he demands. Not making concessions for the sake of ease, or 

adding to it because we think it may be “more beneficial.” Finally, the day is coming when the 

Lord Jesus will return, and it is a far easier question to answer, “Why did you fight so hard for 

my Word?” than “Why did you not cling to every Word of Truth?” 

 Finally, it is important to remember what exactly this word is, “I tell you the truth, until 

heaven and earth disappear, not the smallest letter, not the least stroke of a pen, will by any 

                                                      
81 "FAQs #27."wartburgproject.org/faqs/. The Wartburg Project. Web. 10 Nov. 2016. 
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means disappear from the Law until everything is accomplished.” (Matthew 5:18 NIV 1984) 

Man can only do so much. Finally, Jesus has given us his promise that his Word is not going to 

disappear before he comes back. All that man can do is trust what God has said. This is not all on 

us to protect the Word of God, but we have the power of one much greater than we are. We have 

a God who has also promised, “so is my word that goes out from my mouth: It will not return to 

me empty, but will accomplish what I desire and achieve the purpose for which I sent it.” (Isaiah 

55:11 NIV 1984) It is not our ultimate goal here on earth to craft the perfect translation, but 

rather to proclaim the Word that God has given us to the world. Our goal is that as many people 

as possible believe in their Savior from sin, and the only way that happens, is God working 

through his Word, proclaimed by his people. It is good to study and even obsess over God’s 

Word and meaningful ways to convey that truth, but let us not forget our real calling, to proclaim 

it! 

Conclusion 

 

 The Lutheran church was built on three solas:  Sola Gratia, sola Fide, and sola Scriptura. 

These are the “hills” that all confessional Lutherans are willing to die on. We believe that it is by 

God’s grace alone, through faith alone, in the Scripture alone. Therefore, we do all that we can to 

protect that third sola, the Scripture. The aim of this paper has been to show that, from the 

history of our church body, from the current position of today’s culture, and from the Word of 

God, publishing a Lutheran translation would be a purely positive and beneficial undertaking. 

 From the history of the Wisconsin Synod it has been shown that even from the 

beginnings of the English Bible, Lutherans have talked about, even desired, a translation done by 

men of their own doctrinal background. While the churches have carried on, and thrived while 

using others translations, it was not because any one of those translations was the most ideal 

English translation, but rather because God promises to work wherever his Word is preached. In 

fact, the switching between many “unofficially official” translations has been a cause of more 

division among churches, than cause for unity. Perhaps a translation published in our own circles 

would help to bring some unity and long term stability in an area of the church that hasn’t 

experienced such a unity since the days of the Luther Bibel. 

 From the past to our present times, there has been quite a switch in Evangelical 

hermeneutics, as well as the sheer volume of translations that are available. With this massive 
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influx of translations, and the waning of hermeneutical principles, it is simply no longer the case 

that everyone is using the same translation. NIV was the closest thing available to a common 

translation for everyone, but they made it clear where they stand with their new revisions and the 

pulling of their 1984 text from publication. This not so subtle change was felt by much of 

conservative Christianity today, and the people responded as they saw fit. Since the switch in 

2011, the use of NIV as the Bible of choice according to one source has gone down almost 

15%.82 Besides the dip in personal use of the NIV 2011, some denominations have even gone so 

far as to ban the use of this version in their worship services. Without that weighty translation 

ruling the market as it once did, the market for good Bible translations is wide open. If people 

find the EHV to be a faithful translation, there is no reason to think that it could not gain wide 

acceptance by more people than just the WELS. It may just be that the world is ready for a Bible 

translation that is done in updated English, but not updated world views. This will have to remain 

speculation until this Bible is published, but there is no reason to be worried or against this new 

translation, because in the end, God will use this work just the perfect way he intends. 

 Finally, it has been such an encouragement, and privilege to have taken the time to study 

this topic and to see all of the concern, and love for the Word of God that is still in the world 

today. It is amazing to see how God has motivated so many Christians to put time and effort into 

a project, not for personal profit or gain, but simply to produce a product that will enable more 

and more people to hear the Word of God in its truth and purity. It has been a privilege to read 

the work of other men concerned by what this translation may look like, and the ill effects such a 

project could have if it isn’t undertaken in a careful manner. After seeing all of the facts, the 

evidence, speculations, and concerns, hopefully, this paper has shown that a Lutheran translation 

would be a very positive blessing for Lutherans and non-Lutherans alike. It would be especially 

beneficial if it opens new doors to resources, and demonstrates a serious reverence and love for 

protecting the Word of God just the way he originally gave it to us. No matter how God decides 

to use these efforts, we pray that he continue to bless the studying and preservation of His Word 

until he comes to take his children home. 

                                                      
82 "The Most Popular and Fastest Growing Bible Translation Isn't What You Think It Is." Gleanings | 

ChristianityToday.com. Web. 06 Dec. 2016. 
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