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Eve, or the Serpent?: The Importance of Translation

The fall of man, presented in Genesis 3, is perhaps the best known story from the Bible, yet 

how well the tale is actually understood depends largely upon the reader's translation. Even a 

relatively brief comparison of Genesis 3:1-13, in the New International Version (NIV) and the 

New Living Translation (NLT), demonstrates how utterly different two translations can be, and 

how drastically these differing translations can affect a reader's interpretation of what is for many a 

sacred text.

In Genesis, the serpent convinces Eve (and Adam, through her) to eat the forbidden fruit, 

causing God to banish her and her husband from Eden. To convince Eve that it is safe to eat the 

fruit, the serpent says “You will not certainly die,” (NIV 3:4) or “You won't die!” (NLT 3:4). The 

distinction here is the effect of the word “certainly” in the NIV. Since “certainly” modifies “die”, 

the serpent essentially says that it is not a guarantee that Eve will die—the implication being that 

death is still a possibility. In the NLT, the serpent's reassurance is unequivocal. This difference, like 

the others this paper examines, has significance for the issue of blame: if Eve is unsure of her 

safety, as appears to be the case in the NIV, and still chooses to defy God, then the blame rests 

more squarely with her than in the NLT version, where serpent's bold assertion serves as the story's 

catalyst. 

Verse 3:6 provides a similarly divergent interpretation of the events of the story. The NLT 

text begins, “The woman was convinced” (NLT 3:6) while the NIV omits this sentence. The 

passive voice construction of the sentence attributes agency to an outside force (the serpent). The 

woman does not “change her mind”—a phrasing that would give her agency in the decision—but 
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instead is persuaded. The NLT continues: “She saw that the tree was beautiful and its fruit looked 

delicious, and she wanted the wisdom it would give her. So she took some of the fruit and ate it” 

(NLT 3:6). The NIV, on the other hand, begins the verse: “When the woman saw that the fruit of 

the tree was good for food and pleasing to the eye, and also desirable for gaining wisdom, she took 

some and ate it” (NIV 3:6). By starting with Eve examining the tree, and by connecting the clauses 

using “when”, the NIV presents the events as stemming from Eve herself; the NLT, on the other 

hand, softens Eve's participation by presenting her decision as a serious of external influences. The 

period between “The woman was convinced” and “She saw that the tree was beautiful” implies 

that, though the tree's beauty and wisdom add to her decision, the serpent has convinced her before 

those details even become apparent.

A final comparison adds perhaps the most weight to the preceding argument, that the two 

translations place the brunt of the blame on different characters. Line 3:13 can read, in part, either 

“The woman said, 'The serpent deceived me, and I ate'” (NIV 3:13) or “'The serpent deceived me,' 

she replied. 'That's why I ate'” (NLT 3:13). The difference of this verse is perhaps more glaring 

than the others: where the NIV translation implies a cause-and-effect relationship between the 

serpent's deception and Eve's disloyalty, the NLT translation declares it. The “and” in the NIV text 

divides the blame: the serpent is guilty of deceiving Eve, but she is guilty of eating. In the NLT, 

Eve defends herself, saying “That's why I ate”—here, she does not share the blame with an “and”, 

she deflects it, calling herself an innocent victim of the serpent's guile.

The religious importance of how the Fall of Man should be interpreted is not a purely 

intellectual exercise. The story has helped to justify millenia of patriarchal oppression of women: 

“because of her, the prevalent belief in the West has been that all women are by nature disobedient, 

guileless, weak-willed, prone to temptation and evil, disloyal, untrustworthy, deceitful, seductive, 
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and motivated in their thoughts and behaviour purely by self-interest” (Witcombe). Though the 

core elements of the story remain unchanged, and either way Eve is the character that the serpent 

tricks, readers of the NIV translation would probably be much more likely to blame Eve, and by 

extension women, for crucial religious problems like man's—and mankind's—expulsion from 

paradise, loss of innocence, and (for Christians) original sin. The NLT text, though certainly not 

without its patriarchal elements, is much more forgiving in its treatment of Eve, and believers 

could therefore react to the story with less drastic consequences for women as a group.

The issue of why two translations of the same text can lend themselves to such startling 

different conclusions is an important one to consider. The NLT's website attempts to address this 

issue head-on. The website displays a graphic, placing various Bible translations on a spectrum 

from “word for word” to “paraphrase” with “thought for thought” in the middle, and though it puts 

the NLT and the NIV next to each other, the difference is still striking. “Both the NLT and NIV are 

excellent modern-language translations that display a balance between formal equivalence and 

dynamic equivalence,” the site explains. “The NLT, however, leans more toward dynamic 

equivalence when passages demand a thought-for-thought translation to make the meaning of the 

passage clear to modern readers” (“New Living Translation - FAQs”). Though both translations are 

target-oriented, the NLT attempts to translate not only the words, but also the thoughts behind the 

words. For such an ancient and religiously important text, bringing the reader to the original is 

probably a wise decision, since the motivations steering a given story (or even word) are likely to 

be lost across the time, language, and culture gap that exists between the Bible's first writing and 

the modern reader's “default” perspective. With both translations claiming vast readerships, even 

seemingly academic questions of formal- or functional-equivalence become crucial in shaping 

readers' understanding—including religious beliefs—of the text.
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