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The Message Bible Eugene Peterson

The Story Behind The Message Bible: Eugene
Peterson's Revolutionary Translation

Few  Bible  translations  have  sparked  as  much  conversation,
admiration, and debate as The Message Bible Eugene Peterson
created  over  the  course  of  nearly  a  decade.  When  Peterson  first  sat
down to paraphrase the New Testament epistles for his congregation,
he could not  have anticipated that  his  work would eventually  sell
millions of copies worldwide and fundamentally change how countless
readers engage with Scripture.  The story of  this  translation is  not
merely a publishing success story but a deeply personal journey of a
pastor, scholar, and poet who believed that the Bible should sound like
the living, breathing Word of God in the language of everyday life.

Eugene Peterson was not a man who set out to write a bestseller. He
was a  pastor  in  Maryland who noticed that  his  congregants  often
struggled to connect with the formal, stately language of traditional
Bible translations. They would read verses that sounded ancient and
removed from their daily experiences. Peterson began paraphrasing
passages from the New Testament letters into the kind of language
people actually spoke at the dinner table, in the grocery store, and on
the telephone. What emerged from this pastoral experiment would
eventually become one of the most widely read Bible paraphrases in
the English language.

Who Was Eugene Peterson? Understanding the Man
Behind The Message

To fully appreciate The Message Bible Eugene Peterson produced,
it is essential to understand the man himself. Peterson was born in
1932 in East Stanwood, Washington, and grew up in a Pentecostal
home where the Bible was read aloud with passion and urgency. He
later  studied  at  Northwest  Theological  Seminary,  Johns  Hopkins
University,  and New York’s  Union Theological  Seminary.  He was a
scholar who could read Hebrew and Greek, a pastor who cared deeply
about the spiritual formation of ordinary people, and a writer with a
poet's ear for language.

Peterson served as a pastor for nearly thirty years at Christ Our King
Presbyterian Church in Bel Air, Maryland. It was there that he began
experimenting with paraphrasing Scripture during his weekly sermons.
He noticed that many of his parishioners owned Bibles they rarely
opened because the language felt foreign. Peterson believed that the
Bible was meant to be heard and understood, not merely studied as an
ancient artifact. He wanted his people to experience the shock and
freshness  of  encountering  God's  Word  as  if  for  the  first  time.  This
pastoral  heart  drove  every  decision  he  would  later  make  as  a
translator.

The Origin Story: How The Message Came to Be

The  journey  that  led  to  The  Message  Bible  Eugene  Peterson
published  in  its  entirety  began  in  the  1980s.  A  publisher  named
NavPress approached Peterson with an unusual request: would he be
willing to create a contemporary paraphrase of the New Testament?
Peterson was initially hesitant. He was busy pastoring a church and
writing  books,  and  the  prospect  of  translating  the  entire  New
Testament felt  overwhelming. However, he agreed to begin with a
small project: paraphrasing the book of Galatians.

Peterson described his process as an act of translation in the truest
sense. He worked directly from the Greek and Hebrew texts, not from
existing English translations. His goal was not to replace traditional
Bibles  but  to  offer  a  companion  that  could  help  readers  encounter
Scripture with fresh eyes. He wanted the rhythm and cadence of the

language to mirror the way people actually spoke. When he read his
paraphrases aloud to his congregation, he watched their faces light
up. They understood. The biblical stories felt immediate and personal
rather than distant and historical.

The  first  edition  of  The  Message  Bible  Eugene  Peterson
paraphrased  was  published  in  1993  and  contained  only  the  New
Testament. The response was immediate and strong. Readers who had
felt alienated from Scripture suddenly found themselves captivated by
its beauty, grit, and relevance. Peterson continued working on the Old
Testament,  completing  the  entire  project  in  2002.  The  complete
edition of The Message has since been published in numerous formats,
including leather-bound editions, study Bibles, and digital versions that
reach millions of readers globally.

Translation Philosophy: Thought-for-Thought or
Paraphrase?

One of the most important aspects of The Message Bible Eugene
Peterson translated is understanding where it fits on the spectrum of
Bible  translation  philosophy.  Scholars  generally  categorize  Bible
translations along a continuum. At one end are formal equivalence
translations  like  the  King  James  Version  or  the  English  Standard
Version, which attempt to render the original languages word-for-word.
At the other end are dynamic equivalence translations like the New
International  Version,  which  aim  for  thought-for-thought  accuracy.
Then  there  are  paraphrases,  which  prioritize  readability  and
contemporary  impact  over  strict  literal  rendering.

Peterson  placed  his  work  firmly  in  the  paraphrase  category.  He  was
open about the fact that The Message was not intended to serve as a
primary study Bible or a replacement for literal translations. Instead, it
was designed to help readers hear the Bible in the same way the first
audiences might have heard it: with surprise, clarity, and emotional
resonance.  Peterson  often  noted  that  ancient  Greek  was  a  street
language, not a formal or academic one. The New Testament was
written  in  koine  Greek,  which  was  the  common  language  of
merchants, slaves, and ordinary people. Peterson believed that English
translations had become overly polished and formal, losing the raw
energy of the original text.

Critics  of  paraphrase  Bibles  sometimes  argue  that  they  sacrifice
accuracy for readability. Peterson addressed this concern directly by
insisting that  all  translation involves interpretation.  Even the most
literal  translation  makes  choices  about  word  meanings,  sentence
structure,  and  cultural  context.  Peterson  saw  his  work  as  a
complement to more literal translations, not a competitor. He urged
readers to use The Message alongside traditional Bibles for devotional
reading while relying on more formal translations for in-depth study
and doctrinal precision.

The Impact of The Message on Modern Bible Reading

The  cultural  impact  of  The  Message  Bible  Eugene  Peterson
produced cannot be overstated. For millions of readers, The Message
became the first Bible they actually finished reading. Its conversational
tone and vivid imagery made biblical narratives accessible to people
who  had  previously  found  Scripture  impenetrable.  New  believers,
teenagers, and those returning to faith after years away discovered
that the Bible could be exciting and emotionally engaging.

Pastors and teachers also found The Message useful for public reading
and sermon illustration. Reading a passage from The Message aloud in
a  worship  service  often  elicited  stunned  silence  followed  by
enthusiastic discussion. Familiar verses sounded entirely fresh. The
Beatitudes, the Psalms, and the letters of Paul took on new dimensions
when rendered in Peterson's  distinctive voice.  Worship songwriters



and poets drew inspiration from The Message, and its phrases began
appearing  in  contemporary  Christian  music,  liturgy,  and  teaching
materials.

The Message also crossed denominational  boundaries in ways that
surprised even its publisher. It found audiences among evangelicals,
mainline Protestants, Catholics, and even seekers who had no religious
background. Peterson's gentle, non-polemical approach to translation
avoided  divisive  theological  language  and  instead  focused  on  the
overarching narrative of God's redemptive love. This universal appeal
helped The Message become one of the most widely published Bible
paraphrases of all time.

Notable Passages That Showcase Peterson's Unique
Voice

Readers who open The Message Bible Eugene Peterson wrote are
immediately  struck by its  distinctive voice.  Consider  how Peterson
renders  the  opening  of  the  Gospel  of  John:  "The  Word  became  flesh
and  blood,  and  moved  into  the  neighborhood."  This  translation
captures the intimacy and incarnation of the original Greek with fresh
energy.  The  familiar  phrase  becomes  startlingly  concrete  and
relational.

Another well-known passage is Peterson's paraphrase of the Lord's
Prayer from Matthew 6: "Our Father in heaven, Reveal who you are.
Set the world right; Do what's best— as above, so below." Peterson
strips away the liturgical cadence of traditional translations and invites
readers to reconsider the radical meaning of Jesus' words. The prayer
becomes  a  request  for  cosmic  restoration  rather  than  a  ritual
recitation.

Psalm 23 in The Message begins: "God, my shepherd! I don't need a
thing. You have bedded me down in lush meadows, you find me quiet
pools to drink from." Peterson's pastoral imagery emphasizes comfort
and abundance without becoming sentimental. The psalm retains its
ancient roots while speaking directly to modern weariness.

In Paul's letter to the Romans, Peterson paraphrases "Therefore, there
is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus" as "Those
who enter into Christ's being-here-for-us no longer have to live under a
continuous,  low-lying black cloud."  Critics  might  argue that  this  is
interpretive, but readers who have struggled with guilt  and shame
often  report  that  Peterson's  phrasing  gave  them  permission  to
experience grace in a new way.

Controversies and Criticisms: A Balanced Perspective

No discussion of The Message Bible Eugene Peterson published
would  be  complete  without  acknowledging  the  controversies  that
surrounded it. Some conservative Bible scholars raised concerns about
Peterson's interpretive choices. They argued that certain passages lost
doctrinal  precision  or  that  Peterson  occasionally  inserted  his  own
theological  perspective  into  the  text.  For  example,  Peterson's
paraphrase of Romans 7, where Paul describes struggling with sin, has
been criticized for implying a level  of  ongoing moral  struggle that
some traditions find problematic.

Peterson responded to these criticisms with characteristic grace. He
acknowledged that a paraphrase is inherently more interpretive than a
formal translation. He encouraged readers to approach The Message
as a reading Bible rather than a study Bible. He never claimed that his
work was inerrant or authoritative in the same sense as the original
manuscripts.  Peterson  believed  that  multiple  translations  working
together could help readers gain a fuller understanding of Scripture,
and he consistently directed people to more literal  translations for
doctrinal study.

Another  criticism  came  from  those  who  felt  that  The  Message
sometimes  sacrificed  dignity  for  informality.  Peterson's  language
occasionally included colloquialisms that some readers found jarring or
even irreverent. For example, his paraphrase of Philippians 3:8, where
Paul  counts  all  things  as  loss  for  the  sake  of  Christ,  becomes:
"Compared to the high privilege of knowing Christ Jesus as my Master,
firsthand,  everything  I  once  thought  I  had  going  for  me  is
insignificant— dog dung." Peterson defended his choice by explaining
that the Greek word Paul used was intentionally vulgar and shocking.
He believed that softening the language would misrepresent Paul's
emotional intensity.

Despite these controversies, Peterson's overall legacy has remained
remarkably  positive.  Even  critics  who  disagreed  with  specific
translation choices often praised Peterson's heart for making Scripture
accessible.  His  commitment  to  pastoral  care  and  his  love  for  the
biblical text were evident on every page. Peterson passed away in
2018, but his work continues to be read, debated, and appreciated by
Christians around the world.

The Lasting Legacy of Eugene Peterson and The
Message

The enduring significance of The Message Bible Eugene Peterson
created lies in its ability to bridge the gap between ancient Scripture
and contemporary life. Peterson succeeded in doing what he set out to
do: helping people hear the Bible in a fresh way. For many readers,
The  Message  became  a  gateway  to  deeper  engagement  with
Scripture. It encouraged them to explore more traditional translations
and  to  develop  habits  of  daily  Bible  reading  that  had  previously
seemed unattainable.

Peterson's  work  also  influenced  a  generation  of  Bible  translators,
writers, and pastors who recognized that language matters deeply in
spiritual formation. The success of The Message demonstrated that
there was a widespread hunger for Bibles that spoke in the vernacular
of  everyday  life.  It  paved  the  way  for  other  paraphrases  and
contemporary  translations  that  prioritize  readability  without
abandoning  faithfulness  to  the  original  text.

Beyond the translation itself, Peterson's broader body of work as a
writer  and  spiritual  director  continues  to  shape  Christian  thinking
about discipleship, prayer, and pastoral ministry. Books like A Long
Obedience in the Same Direction, Run with the Horses, and Eat This
Book explore themes of faithful living and attentive reading. Peterson's
gentle wisdom, his love for language, and his commitment to ordinary
faithfulness have left an indelible mark on contemporary Christianity.

How to Use The Message Bible Effectively

For readers who are new to The Message Bible Eugene Peterson
translated, here are a few suggestions for getting the most out of this
unique resource:

Use it as a devotional companion. Read a passage from a1.
more literal translation first, then turn to The Message for fresh
language and perspective. Let Peterson's words spark new
insights and questions.
Read it aloud. Peterson wrote The Message to be heard.2.
Reading it aloud in a group or alone can reveal the rhythm and
beauty of the language in ways that silent reading cannot.
Don't rely on it for doctrinal precision. The Message is not3.
designed to support careful exegesis or theological argument.
Use it to awaken your imagination, then return to standard
translations for deeper study.
Share it with new believers.4.


