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Abstract: Many times in the Bible we find people speaking to (or about) others as if they were 

related, though they are not. For example, in Song of Solomon 4:9, the bridegroom calls his 

bride, “my sister” and in Judges 17:10, Micah says to a wandering Levite “be to me a father.” 

Non-literal use of kin terms was not done to deceive, but to convey a certain kind of relationship 

and was properly understood by people in the original context. The most common use of non-

literal kin terms is for indicating or building close relationships. For example, in many places 

older people are regularly addressed with non-literal kin terms as relatives out of respect, such as 

“Uncle”, “Grandmother”, etc. This study will first of all examine a number of Biblical examples 

of the use of non-literal kinship terms. Secondly, it will present some cautions and guidelines for 

translating passages that contain non-literal uses of kinship terms. 

1. Introduction and Definitions 

Words have primary senses, as well as extended and metaphorical senses. For example, the 

primary sense of “honey” is the sweet substance made by bees, but an extended sense of “honey” 

is a person who is cherished and loved. Each language has its own rules about extended and 

metaphorical uses of words so that they are understood within their own language communities, 

but often not understood by those from other language communities. In this paper, I will use the 

label “non-literal” to refer to such uses and will assume that my audience will understand me 

easily, though a semanticist would likely suggest a different label, such as “use of a non-primary 

sense”. A cultural anthropologist would remind me that kinship more often functions as a system 

of social relationships, related to obligations more than to links merely by birth and marriage. 

These objections are correct, but I hope that readers will please concentrate on my main point 

and not the secondary matter of how I labeled the topic. 

Many times in the Bible we find people speaking to others as if they were related, even though 

they are not. For example, when David addresses Saul as “my father” (1 Samuel 24:11), he does 

so as a term of respect. This is not done to deceive, but to show that David is honoring Saul. 

Again, we see Joseph saying that “God... has made me a father to Pharaoh” (Genesis 45:8), 

clearly his relationship with Pharaoh is not the usual sense of “father”. Non-literal use of kin 

terms is used in many language communities around the world, usually to indicate or build close 

relationships. But translators cannot assume that all examples of kin terms can be translated 

literally. 

This study will call attention to some of the many Biblical examples of the use of non-literal 

kinship terms, with attempts to categorize them into useful groups. Secondly, it will present some 

cautions and incomplete guidelines for translating passages that contain non-literal uses of 

kinship terms. It is my goal to alert translators to the problem, not tell them how they must 

translate such passages. Please note, I am not demanding that translators change non-literal use 

of kin terms; rather I am calling for caution and testing, suggesting possible solutions where 
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literal translation of such kin terms would be misunderstood by the receptor language 

listeners/readers 

I have found only one article specifically about translating such kin terms in the Bible (Voinov 

2010), though I hope readers will suggest other useful references to me. This paper represents a 

work still in progress. 

 1.1 This paper will not discuss the following types of kin term use: 

Some types of non-literal kin term usage will be excluded from this paper. 

 “father” as applied to God in relation to Jesus, or Jesus as “son of God” or “son of man”  

 God as “father” or his people as his “children”  

 the many New Testament examples of “brother” and “sister” with general meaning 

“fellow believer”, e.g. “If a brother or sister is ill-clad and lacking daily food” (James 

2:15).  

These categories of examples will not be discussed because they are too numerous and have 

already been discussed by other writers. Also, they are very likely to be noticed by translators as 

non-literal. The main purpose of this paper is to call attention to the many other types and 

examples of non-literal usage of kin terms in the Bible.  

 1.2 Mismatched kinship systems 

Also, I am not discussing the issues of translating kinship terms when the receptor language and 

culture has a different kinship system from the source culture. (Admittedly, I am writing from an 

English-speaking viewpoint.) This a is a whole additional layer of complexity, but for these 

problems, the kin terms are used in their primary senses (Rosman and Rubel 2003). For example, 

Hebrew used the same term אח ’ach ‘‘brother’’ to label the relationships between all of Jacob’s 

sons. However, in Majang, (a Nilo-Saharan language of Ethiopia), the relationship between 

people descended from a common father is not labeled with regard to gender, but based on 

whether they shared the same mother or not (Unseth 1998). Therefore, Joseph and Benjamin 

(sharing a mother) are maɲa to each other, but paɲa to Jacob’s other 10 sons (with whom they 

shared only a father). This is important for understanding such passages as Judges 8:19 and 

Deuteronomy 13:6, but this sort of mismatch is outside of the scope of this paper. 

 

In many languages of the Philippines (and elsewhere), the labels for ‘brother’ and ‘sister’ 

obligatorily indicate if the person is older or younger, something the Biblical text does not 

always tell us, e.g. James and John, Mary and Martha. These sorts of problems are outside the 

scope of this paper. 

 1.3 Gender inclusion 

Another issue I am not discussing in depth is whether masculine kin terms are to be understood 

as strictly masculine, or whether they include women in some contexts. For example, “these 

nations... served their graven images; their children likewise, and their children’s children – as 

their fathers did” (2 Kings 17:41). In this passage, “fathers” is usually understood to indicate that 

the idol worship was done by ancestors of both genders. Though this is a fascinating and 

important topic, it is not systematically touched in this paper. 
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 1.4 Awareness of local usage of non-literal kin terms 

Before translating passages with non-literal kin terms, members of the community should ponder 

and discuss how they use kinship terms in both literal and non-literal ways, both traditionally and 

also in church contexts. I once found out the complexity of such use when I once followed the 

example of a white-haired woman and addressed a young girl as “my child.” My Ethiopian 

colleague was upset and told me that *I* should not say that to her. (I was too embarrassed to ask 

why, but I presume it was because I was a young man.) 

2. Categories of Non-literal Kin Terms 

I have grouped many examples of non-literal uses of kinship into broad, provisional categories. 

Some would group them into smaller categories and most would group them into slightly 

different categories. However, my goal is not to provide a definitive set of categories, but merely 

to provide a framework to show translators how non-literal kin terms fit into clusters with shared 

features. This will then equip translators to find translation solutions for groups of examples, not 

merely individual examples.  

The first set of examples (section 2) are grouped under “generational reduction”, examples where 

the number of generations is reduced in order to show a closer relationship. The next of examples 

(section 3) contain a wider variety of uses of non-literal kin terms, grouped into some categories 

of common features. 

 2.1 Generational reduction when people are related 

One of the most common categories of non-literal use of kin terms in the Bible is the use of kin 

terms that suggest a closer genetic relationship than the literal relationship of the people 

involved. When this is done, it is to show a closer link between the people of the different 

generations. For example, Abraham is referred to as “father” for Jews of subsequent generations, 

a reduction of the number of generations actually involved between people who are literally 

descended from Abraham. It indicates their common heritage, rather than meaning that they are 

all one generation lower than Abraham.  

One of the most common non-literal uses of “son” is to refer to a male descendant, but ignoring 

the number of generations. Such generational extension shows not merely a genetic link, but a 

close identification of the descendant and the ancestor. 

Generational compression can also be on a small scale, such as in Belshazzar’s feast (Daniel 5). 

Nebuchadnezzar is referred to as the “father” of Belshazzar, then later Belshazzar is referred to 

as his “son”, but Nebuchadnezzar and Belshazzar are literally grandfather and grandson (Daniel 

5:2,11,13,18, 22). 

 2.1.1 Generational reduction with father(s) 

Generational reduction is found most frequently with the word “father(s)”, not surprising in a 

culture where clan and national identity was calculated by patrilineal descent. When the text says 

“fathers” plural in relation to a single descendant, it is clear that the usage has some non-literal 

aspect of meaning, “Abraham, Isaac, and Israel, our fathers” (1 Chronicles 29:18). The following 

are some examples of “father(s)” used in a non-literal way. All of these example use the word 
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“father” in a 3rd person, referential way, not in a 2nd person, vocative way. 

“buried with his fathers” (1 Kings 15:24) 

“idols that his fathers had made” (1 Kings 15:12) 

“in the desert, where your fathers tested and tried me” (Psalms 95:9) 

“our fathers” (Acts 7:15,19,32,45,51,52) 

“nations which my fathers utterly destroyed” (2 Chronicles 32:14) 

“I will gather you to your fathers” (2 Chronicles 34:28) 

“the nations which my fathers destroyed” (2 Kings 19:12) 

“the city, the place of my fathers’ tombs” (Nehemiah 2:3) 

“as you have sworn to our fathers” (Micah 7:20)  

“the days of your fathers” (Joel 1:2)  

“God, whom I serve with a clear conscience, as did my fathers” (2 Timothy1:3) 

“your first father sinned” (Isaiah 43:27) 

Abraham “father of many nations” (Romans 4:17,18) 

“whose are the fathers, and from whom is the Christ” (Romans 9:5)  

 

Some uses of “fathers” clearly refer to multiple ancestors, but are restricted to masculine 

ancestors “the nations which my fathers destroyed” (2 Kings 19:12). However, some uses of 

“fathers” are not restricted only to masculine ancestors: “while these nations feared the Lord, 

they also served their idols; their children likewise and their grandchildren, as their fathers did, 

so they do to this day” (2 Kings 17:41). I will assume that both sexes worshipped idols, so such 

uses of “fathers” is better understood as “ancestors”. (As an extra complication, “their children 

likewise and their grandchildren” actually includes descendants of additional generations, also. It 

is not merely two generations.) 

 2.1.2 Generational reduction with children 

When generational reduction is used with “children”, it is used to indicate that more generations 

are indicated than the one(s) literally mentioned. 

“your children’s children... from this time forth and forever more” (Isaiah 59:21) 

“their children likewise and their grandchildren” (2 Kings 17:41).  

“your sons and daughters shall prophesy” (Joel 2:28, Acts 2:17) 

 2.1.3 Generational reduction with daughter 

Elizabeth “from the daughters of Aaron” (Luke 1:5) 

 2.1.4 Generational reduction with son(s) 

The phrase “sons of X” is often used for groups of those descended from the named ancestor, 

whether clans, tribes, or nations. Some of these examples refer to only male descendants, but 

others clearly refer to both genders: 

“if your sons keep my covenant... their sons also forever will sit on your throne” (Psalms132:12) 

“Sons of Saul” (2 Samuel 21:6) But these are grandsons, male descendants of Saul’s sons. 

“Sons of Levi” (Jeremiah 12:23, etc.) 

“Sons of Asaph” (Jeremiah 11:22, 2 Chronicles 35:15) 

“sons of Mahli” (Ezra 8:18) 



GIALens Volume 10, No. 1, August 2016 

5 

 

“sons of Merari” (2 Chronicles 34:12) 

“My people, the sons of Israel, out of Egypt” (Exodus 3:10) 

“he is the father of the sons of Ammon to this day.” (Genesis 19:38) 

“Ephraim’s sons” (Hosea 9:13) 

“Listen to the word of the LORD, O sons of Israel” (Hosea 4:1) 

“Sons of Aaron” (Nehemiah 12:47, 2 Chronicles 35:14) 

“Sons of the singers” (Nehemiah 12:28) (ancestral, or character, or both?) 

“Sons of Zadok” (Ezra 44:15) 

“And he gathered to himself the sons of Ammon and Amalek” (Judges 3:13) 

“he is the father of the sons of Ammon to this day.” (Genesis 19:38) 

“Then Abraham... spoke to the sons of Heth” (Genesis 23:3, see also vs. 5, 7) (RSV “Hittities”)  

“Sons of Levi” (Jeremiah 12:23, etc.) 

“Sons of Asaph” (Jeremiah 11:22, 2 Chronicles 35:15) 

“sons of Mahli” (Ezra 8:18) 

“sons of Merari” (2 Chronicles 34:12) 

“your sons may say to our sons” (Joshua 22:24) 

“Of the sons of Joseph, namely, of the sons of Ephraim” (Numbers 1:32)  

“bring My people, the sons of Israel, out of Egypt.”  (Exodus 3:10 ) 

“Therefore, to this day the sons of Israel do not eat the sinew of the hip” (Genesis 32:32 ) 

“You shall not... bear any grudge against the sons of your people” (Leviticus 19:18 ) 

 

The following example has two non-literal uses of kin terms: 

“Shall I yet again go out to battle against the sons of my brother Benjamin?” (Judges 20:28 ) 

 2.2 Lateral reduction, using “brother”: 

Just as there are many examples where the “vertical” generations are reduced to emphasize 

closeness, there are many examples where the “horizontal” relationships are also reduced. The 

use of brother/sister terminology (whether there is a genetic link) is a way to create/emphasize 

solidarity between people. Many examples clearly include both genders. The following examples 

are all referential, not vocative. 

 

“chiefs of the priests of their brothers” (Nehemiah 12:7, similarly Nehemiah 12:24, 13:13) 

“you even sell your brothers ” (Nehemiah 5:8) 

The Levites “gathered their brothers” (2 Chronicles 29:15, also 34) 

“your brothers the lay people” [to Levites] (2 Chronicles35:5) 

“popular with the multitude of his brothers” (Esther 10:3) (Only Jews, or also Persians?) 

“Shall I yet again go out to battle against the sons of my brother Benjamin?” (Judges 20:28) 

“I will declare your name to my brothers” (Psalms 22:22) 

“When brothers dwell together in unity” (Psalms 133:1)  

“how often shall my brother sin against me and I forgive him?” (Matthew 18:21) 

 

Again, we find some clear examples of how “brothers” can very clearly include both genders: 

“free his slaves, male and female, so that no one should enslave a Jew, his brother” (Jeremiah 

34:9) 

 

What do we do with this example? What did the original Hebrew readers and listeners do with 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Joshua+22:24&version=NASB
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this reference to “brothers from all nations”, Gentiles?! 

“your brothers from all nations” (Isaiah 66:20)  

 

Not all examples indicate the same degree of closeness. For example, “bothers” could refer to 

people of the same Israelite tribe (the Levites “gathered their brothers” 2 Chronicles 29:15). Or it 

could refer to people of a different Israelite tribe (“my brother Benjamin?” Judges 20:28). In at 

least one case, it was used to refer to the relationship between Israel and Edomites, both 

descended from Abraham but frenquently at odds (“Edom... pursued his brother [Israelites] with 

the sword” Amos 1:11). 

3.0 More Categories of Non-literal Use of Kin Terms 

We have just seen examples of how kin terms were used in non-literal forms with reduction of 

the distance in relationships to indicate a closer relationship. In this section, there are a number 

of other uses of non-literal kin terms for a variety of functions. Some of these proposed 

categories are not mutually exclusive, so some examples are listed under more than one category. 

 3.1 Vocative use of kin terms for close relationships: 

In this category we find vocative, non-literal uses of kin terms to indicate or create a closer 

relationship, such as Paul speaking to the Sanhedrin: “Brothers, I am a Pharisee” (Acts 23:6) and 

“Brothers and fathers, hear my defense” (Acts 22:1). 

 

Joseph (in disguise) greeted Benjamin, “God be gracious to you, my son!” (Genesis 43:29) 

“I am distressed for you, my brother Jonathan” (2 Samuel 1:26) 

Naomi to Ruth “My daughter” (Ruth 2:2)  

Boaz addresses Ruth as “my daughter” (Ruth 2:8,22; 3:11) 

“My brother” to another king (1 Kings 20:32,33) 

“Joab said to Amasa, ‘Is it well with you, my brother?’ And Joab took Amasa by the beard with 

his right hand to kiss him.” (2 Samuel 20:9)  [Note, This is not literal, but closer than 

most, since Joab and Amasa were cousins, their mothers being sisters (1 Chronicles 

2:26,17).] 

 “I did not know, my brothers, that he was the high priest” (Acts 23:5) 

 

When Jesus did miracles, sometimes we find him using “son” and “daughter”, addressed to the 

person whom he heals: 

“Daughter, your faith has made you well” (Luke 8:48) 

“Son, your sins are forgiven” (Mark 2:5) 

 

In mourning: 

“they mourned over him, saying, ‘Alas, my brother!’” (1 Kings 13:30 ) 

“My brother Jonathan” (2 Samuel 1:26) 

Elisha to Elijah “My father, my father, the chariots of Israel and its horsemen!” (2 King 2:12) 

“My father, my father” (King to Elisha at E’s death) (2 King 13:14) 

Irony? 

“What are these cities which you have given me, my brother?” (1 Kings 9:13)   
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 3.1.1. Apostles and their “sons” 

Paul spoke of, “Timothy, my beloved and faithful child in the the Lord” (1 Corinthians 4:17) 

Paul wrote to, “Timothy, my true son in the faith” (1 Timothy 1:2) (“true” also needs attention in 

translation!)  

Paul wrote to, “Timothy, my son” (1 Timothy 1:18) 

Paul wrote to, “Timothy, my beloved child” (2 Timothy 1:2) 

Paul spoke of “my child Onesimos, whose father I have become” (Philemon 10) 

Peter refers to “my son Mark” (1 Peter 5:13) 

 3.2 Father/mother as “advisor”, maybe “protector”: 

In some passages, the use of parent/child relationships are used to indicate the idea of the parent 

as an advisor or protector, a person taking responsibility for the other. Sometimes this is done 

with a person addressed as “father” or “mother”, or we find speakers taking the role of parent 

and addressing someone as their “son” or “daughter”. Rather than simply translating literally, 

translators should stop and ponder what meanings are indicated by the use of these kin terms. 

“God... has made me a father to Pharaoh” (Genesis 45:8) 

Micah says to a wandering Levite “be to me a father.” (Judges 17:10) 

“My father, my father! the chariots of Israel and its horsemen!” (2 Kings 2:12) 

“Then the king of Israel...  said to Elisha, ‘My father, shall I kill them?’” (2 Kings 6:21) 

“He will be a father to the inhabitants of Jerusalem” (Isaiah 22:21) 

 

When a person addresses others as their children, they are taking the role of parent: 

Naomi to Ruth “My daughter” (Ruth 2:2)  

Boaz also addresses Ruth as “my daughter” (Ruth 2:8,22; 3:11)  

Romans 16:13 “who has been a mother to me” (ESV), “his mother and mine” (RSV) 

King Hezekiah to priests: “My sons, do not now be negligent” (2 Chronicles 29:11) 

“You do not have many fathers. For I became your father in Christ Jesus” (1 Corinthians 4:15) 

 3.3 “Father” or “son” to show respect: 

It is not always clear what relationship is being indicated by non-literal parent/child kinship 

terms. Above, the category of parent as responsible protector was proposed. There are other 

examples that seem to focus more on respect, though the two categories clearly overlap. 

 

Elisha to Elijah, “My father, my father, the chariots of Israel and its horsemen!” (2 King 2:12)  

Naaman’s servants to Naaman “My father, had the prophet told you to do some great thing, 

would you not have done it? (2 Kings 5:13) 

“Then the king of Israel...  said to Elisha, ‘My father, shall I kill them?’” (2 Kings 6:21) 

David addresses Saul: “Now, my father, see! Indeed, see the edge of your robe in my hand!” (1 

Samuel 24:11 ) 

“My father, my father” (King to Elisha at Elisha’s death) (2 King 13:14)  

 

When speakers refer to themselves as “your son”, they are lowering themselves, treating the 

addressee as parent: 

Ambassador to Elisha, “Your son, Ben-Hadad has sent me to you” (2 King 8:9) 

David sends messengers to Nabal, requesting food be given to “your servants and to your son 
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David.” (1 Samuel 25:8). 

Ahaz pleading to Tiglathpileser, “I am your servant and your son” (2 Kings 16:7) 

 3.4 Romantic feelings as to a sibling (all from Song of Solomon)  

In Song of Solomon, there are a number of passages where the groom addresses the bride as “my 

sister”. The impact of this in Hebrew is to express very great love and affection. However, in 

many languages the use of the non-literal “sister” in this way conveys a different meaning. This 

calls for careful thought by translators and may require community testing, especially if the 

literal form “sister” is retained. 

“You have made my heart beat faster, my sister, my bride” (Song of Solomon 4:9) 

“How beautiful is your love, my sister, my bride!” (Song of Solomon 4:10)  

“A garden locked is my sister, my bride.” (Song of Solomon 4:12)  

“I have come into my garden, my sister, my bride” (Song of Solomon 5:1) 

“My beloved was knocking: ‘Open to me, my sister, my darling’” (Song of Solomon 5:2) 

“If only you were to me like a brother, who was nursed at my mother’s breasts!” (Song of 

Solomon 8:1)  

 3.5 Daughter(s) of places 

There are a number of expressions of the form “daughter of X place/group”. These generally 

refer to “the personified city or country” (Dobbs-Allsopp 1995: 470). For example, “The Lord 

has trodden in a wine press the virgin daughter of Judah” (Lamentations 1:15).  This passage is 

not referring to a singular young woman, but to the city. 

“O virgin daughter of Babylon... O daughter of Edom” (Lamentations 4:21,22) 

“daughter of the Chaldeans” (Isaiah 47:1,5) 

“O daughters of Rabbah” (Jeremiah 49:3) 

“Daughter of Zion” (Lamentations 2:1, 2 King. 19:21, et al) 

“Daughter of Zion... Daughter of Jerusalem” (2 Kings 19:21, Zephaniah 3:14) 

“daughter of Jerusalem” (Lamentations 2:13,15) 

“Virgin daughter of Egypt” (Jeremiah 46:11) 

“virgin daughter of Judah” (Lamentations 1:15) 

“virgin daughter of Israel” (Isaiah 37:22) contrasted with Gentiles  

“the daughter of my people” (Lamentations 2:11) 

“daughter of Babylon” (Psalms 137:8) 

“daughter of my people” (Lamentations 4:3,10) 

“daughter of  Tarshish... daughter of Sidon” (Isaiah 23:10, 12) 

“daughter of troops” (Micah 5:1) (ESV footnote “city” of troops) 

“my worshippers, the daughter of my dispersed ones” (Zephaniah 3:10) 

 

There are also some passages where “Daughter of X” has a more literal meaning, young women, 

“the daughters of the land” (Genesis 27:46), “daughters of Shiloh” (Judges 21:21).  

 

There is some disagreement on the best way to interpret the “daughters of Jerusalem” in Song of 

Solomon, but all are to some degree non-literal. 
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 3.6 Sons of a place:  

The phrase “Sons of X” is generally understood to mean simply people (always male?) from a 

particular place.  

 

Sons of a place: 

“sons of Zion” (Joel 2:23) [those who live in Zion] 

“sons of Zion” (Lamentations 4:2) 

 

In Ezra 2:21-35, we find an interesting mix of terms used to indicate “men whose families came 

from a place”. Sometimes the text uses “men of” a place, and other times it uses “sons of” a 

place. This paper does not address the possible significance of the difference in terminology in 

this context, but it does call attention to the non-literal use of “sons” in this passage: “The sons of 

Bethlehem, one hundred and twenty-three. The men of Anathoth, one hundred and twenty-eight” 

(Ezra 2:21,22). 

 3.7 Parent-child relationship indicating character  

Many times, the use of non-literal kinship is to indicate the character of the (usually non-literal) 

children, the point is not any literal genetic link. For example, when Saul calls his son Jonathan, 

“son of a perverse and rebellious woman” (1 Samuel 20:30), the character of Jonathan’s mother 

is not Saul’s point. Rather, he is describing Jonathan as perverse and rebellious. (Note that Saul 

did not refer to the character of Jonathan’s father!) This use of kin terms as indication of 

character can be positive or negative. 

 

“son of a perverse and rebellious woman” (1 Samuel 20:30) 

Literally “a son of death” (he deserves to die) (2 Samuel 12:5) 

“sons of the prophets” (1 King 20:35, et al) 

“sons of the prophets” (2 Kings 4:38, 5:22, 6:1) 

“children of foreigners” (Isaiah 2:6) (lit. ESV; RSV says simply “foreigners”) 

“children of transgression, the offspring of deceit” (Isaiah 57:4) 

“Son of hell” (Matthew 23:15) 

“sons of thunder” (Mark 3:17) 

“not one of them perished but the son of perdition” (John 17:12) 

“you are the sons of the prophets and of the covenant” (Acts 3:25) 

“Barnabas, which means Son of Encouragement” (Acts 4:36) 

“a Pharisee, a son of Pharisees” (Acts 23:6) (what portion intended as purely literal?) 

“sons of disobedience... children of wrath” (Ephesians 2:2,3) 

“sons of disobedience... sons of light” (Ephesians 5:6,8) 

“you are all sons of the light and sons of the day” (1 Thessalonians 5:5) 

“You are of your father the devil.” (John 8:44 ) 

“man of sin ... the son of perdition” (2 Thessalonians 2:3) 

“Lucifer... morning star, son of the dawn” (Isaiah 14:12) 

“you are all sons of the Most High” (Psalms 82:6) 

“it is those of faith who are the sons of Abraham” (Galatians 3:7) 

“father of all who believe” (Romans 4:11) 

“Son of peace” (Luke 10:6) 
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“sons of God, being sons of the resurrection” (Luke 20:36) 

“Son of the devil” (Acts 13:10) 

 

There are also a few cases where the person referred to as the parent is labeled as the parent of 

something abstract.  In these cases, the emphasis is more on the character of the parent, not the 

children. 

“Father of lies” (John 8:44) 

“Mother of harlots” (Rev. 17:5)  

“father of the circumcised” (Romans 4:12) 

“father of lights” (James 1:17) 

 3.8 Children of man/men, meaning “humans”  

“God is not a man, that He should lie, Nor a son of man” (Numbers 23:19) 

“the tower which the sons of men had built.” (Genesis 11:5) 

“Sons of men” (Psalms 90:3)  

“The children of men” (Joel 1:12) 

“Sons of men” (Ephesians 3:5) 

“Put not your trust in princes, in a son of man” (Psalms 146:3) 

“the sons of God saw that the daughters of men were beautiful” (Genesis 6:2) 

“one in the likeness of the children of men” (Daniel 10:16) 

“I will chastise him with... the stripes of the sons of men” (2 Samuel 7:14) 

“children of men” (Psalm 89:47) 

“And he was driven from the sons of men” (Daniel 5:21) 

“sons of men” (Psalms 145:12) 

 3.9 Vocative “Son of X” as derogatory 

In some cases, though the relationship stated may be literal, the use of the “son of X” frame 

carries a different impact than merely identifying the addressee. If the person is not named, but 

only their parent’s name, it is negative. This is true for the vocative uses, and some 3rd person 

uses. In these cases, the kinship term is literal, but overtly expressing the relationship without the 

person’s name conveys a negative connotation. 

Vocative: 

“Saul said, “Listen now, son of Ahitub.” (1 Samuel 22:12)  

“What have I to do with you, O sons of Zeruiah?” (2 Samuel 16:10, 2 Samuel 19:22) 

Referential: 

“Saul then said to him, “Why have you and the son of Jesse conspired against me?” (1 Samuel 

22:13) 

Nabal answered David’s servants... “Who is the son of Jesse?” (1 Samuel 25:10) 

 

However, when the person’s own name is used, in addition to the father’s or mother’s name, it 

does not seem to carry the derogatory tone: 

“Jesus, Son of David” (Mark 10:47) 
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 3.10 Reciprocal relationships: 

When kin terms are used, there are reciprocal relationships. That is, if one person is a wife there 

is also a husband; if one person is a child there is also a parent, etc. Not surprisingly, we also find 

reciprocal relationships expressed in non-literal relationships. For example, when David 

addresses Saul as “my father” (1 Samuel 24:11), Saul replies addressing David as “my son”, “Is 

this your voice, my son David?” (1 Samuel 24:16). 

We also find the reciprocal use of “brother” in the story of Ahab and Ben-hadad. When the 

envoys of Ben-hadad of Syria went to King Ahab of Israel to plead for the life of Ben-hadad (1 

Kings 20:32), Ahab replied, “‘Is he still alive? He is my brother’... they quickly took it up from 

him and said ‘Yes, your brother Ben-hadad.’” When the envoys heard Ahab’s non-literal of use 

“brother”, they took it as an expression of closeness omen and replied by affirming the reciprocal 

concept of brother. 

In Daniel, we find Nebuchadnezzar and Belshazzar referred to as father and son to each other. 

This is generational reduction, but it maintains the reciprocal relationship: “your father” and 

“you his son” (Daniel 5:2,11,13,18, 22). 

Paul speaks of Onesimos as his child, claiming the reciprocal father role: “my child Onesimos, 

whose father I have become” (Philemon 10). Both are non-literal, but the relationship is 

reciprocal. 

It is interesting to see how the rejection of a non-literal kin term led to an overt rejection of the 

reciprocal relationship. When David sends messengers to Nabal, they ask for food to be given “to 

your servants and to your son David” (1 Samuel 25:8). In refusing the request, Nabal also rejects 

the link of father/son, pointedly referring to David’s literal father, “Who is the son of Jesse?” (1 

Samuel 25:10).  

God spoke reciprocally of his relationship with David’s heir, “I will be his father and he shall be 

my son” (2 Samuel 7:14). 

Ezekiel spoke of two sisters “Oholah” and “Oholibah”, the first represented Samaria and the 

second represented her younger sister Jerusalem (Ezra 23:4ff). 

 3.11 Miscellaneous uses 

“Sons of God” (Genesis 6:2) 

“I will destroy your mother” (Hosea 4:5) (Not Gomer, but a national sense) 

Jerusalem – “her children have gone away” (Lamentations 1:5) 

“all the sons she [Jerusalem] has borne” (Isaiah 51:18) 

Babylon “your mother shall be utterly ashamed” (Jeremiah 50:12) 

Reference to idols as parents: “...who say to a tree, ‘You are my father,’ And to a stone, ‘You 

gave me birth.’” (Jeremiah 2:27).  

“Son of David” as a title, e.g. “Jesus, Son of David, have mercy on me!” (Mark 10:47), a title, 

not merely generational compression. Many interpret it as having Messianic implications. 

In Romans 16:7,11,21, Paul speaks of several specific people as his kin. (Are these all literal 

relatives?)  

“a city that is a mother in Israel” (2 Samuel 20:19) 

“O faithless daughter” (Jeremiah 49:4) 

“your maker is your husband” (Isaiah 54:5) 
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“If I call to the pit, ‘You are my father’; To the worm, ‘my mother and my sister’” (Job 17:14) 

“The leech has two daughters” (Proverbs 30:15). (Not only the “daughters”, but is “two” 

figurative?) 

two sisters “Oholah” and “Oholibah” in Ezra 23.  

“your sons will marry you” (Isaiah 62:5) 

“Rufus... his mother and mine” (Romans 16:13) 

4. Translation Techniques for Translating Fictive Kinship 

Before translating passages with non-literal kin terms, as was said above, the members of the 

language team should explore any ways they already use kinship terms in non-literal ways. They 

should discuss this in both traditionally speech and also in church contexts. They should 

specifically examine how and how broadly they use kin terms in their own natural speech. This 

should include careful attention to the connotations of such non-literal use of kin terms. There is 

no requirement that non-literal uses of kin terms must be adjusted, unless the intended audience 

understands a wrong meaning. For some of the cases, I give examples showing how these 

techniques have been applied in various English translations. 

 4.1 General principles  

I present here some general principles for translating non-literal kin terms, followed below by 

possible solutions for specific types of non-literal kin term usage. The important point is for 

translators to first identify when kin terms are being used in extended, non-literal ways. Then 

they can be better prepared to compare ways of how to translate them into their own languages.  

 

One overall technique for translating the non-literal use of kin terms is to use a more generic 

term, such as “ancestor”, “descendant”, “relative”. For example, in 2 Chronicles 11:4, the literal 

term is “brothers”, but the CEB translated this passage using the generic term “relatives”. 

 4.1.1 Symbolic uses of kin terms 

In some cases, it is clear that the kin term is being used symbolically in an extended passage, 

such as the two sisters “Oholah” and “Oholibah” throughout chapter 23 of Ezekiel. In such cases, 

we would expect it to be possible and advisable to keep the non-literal “sister” symbolism, but 

making sure readers/hearers understand that this passage is allegorical so that the kin terms are 

also allegorical. However, the similarity between the two should still be maintained. 

 4.1.2 Generational reduction  

A large percentage of cases of non-literal kin term examples involves generational reduction, so 

that “fathers” is used for ancestors, with a reciprocal use of “children/sons” for descendants. If a 

literal translation of these terms, reflecting only a single generation difference, is understood 

literally by the target community, then these should generally be translated with more generic 

terms that allow for generational extension, such as “ancestors” and “descendants”. As always, 

such translation adjustments should be tested. 

 

Note the variety of ways that translators of Psalms 44:1 have translated “our fathers”, in the 

phrase “our fathers have told us”: 
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 “fathers” (1979 NIV, RSV, TLV) 

 “ancestors” (1989 NIV, CEV, GNB, NLT, GW) 

 “forefathers” (Holman) 

 “Our fathers told us the stories their fathers told them” (Message) 

 “ons oupas en oumas het vir ons gesê” (‘Our grandfathers and grandmothers have told 

us’) The Message, (Afrikaans), (cited by Naudé 2005: 178) [this translation has specified 

which generation has done the telling, and deliberately included both genders])  

 4.1.3 Use a different kin term 

In translation, sometimes it will not be wise to translate some kin terms literally.  

Sometimes, we may be wise to substitute a different kin term, for example, in the many cultures 

where mother’s-brother is the significant man in a child’s guidance and character formation, a 

non-literal examples such as “be to me a father” might be translated as “be to me a mother’s-

brother” (Judges 17:10). Another case where people might prefer a slightly different kin term 

(possibly cousin or clansman) is found in1 Kings 20:32 when Ahab said of Syria’s Ben-Hadad, 

“Is he still alive? He is my brother”. Instead of literal “brother” to indicate a degree of closeness, 

some other term might be considered in some cultures, “Is he still alive? He is my 

cousin/clansman.” The reply of Ben-Hadad’s servants should appropriately reflect the 

reciprocity... “Yes, your cousin/clansman Ben-hadad.” Again, such translation adjustments 

should be tested. 

 4.1.4 Use no kin term 

There will sometimes be circumstances where people will translate kin terms without using a kin 

term. As an example of a case where a non kin term has been used in Tuvan (Siberia) translators 

substituted “our believing friend(s)” for “our brother(s)” in Romans 7:4, 16:1,14 (Voinov 

2010:3). 

 

In the following two passages, we see that a non-literal use of “father” can be translated without 

a kin term, the first line being literal from NASB:  

Genesis 45:8 

“God... has made me a father to Pharaoh”  (NASB) 

“God has made me the highest officer of the king of Egypt” (NCV) 

 

Judges 17:10 

“be a father and a priest to me” (NASB) 

“be my priest and tell me what God wants me to do.” (CEV) 

“Be my advisor and priest” (GNB) 

 

In the following, we see some ways that a non-literal use of “brother” has been translated 

without using any kin term. 

Jeremiah 34:9 

“no one should keep them, a Jew his brother, in bondage” (NASB) 

“no Jew would keep another as a slave” (CEV) 

“no one in Judah would own a fellow Jew as a slave” (Message) 
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 4.1.5 Indicate that the kin relationship is not literal 

Another technique is to use the original literal kin term but add an indication that it is not literal. 

For example, a literal translation of Romans 16:13 is “Rufus... his mother and mine”, but it was 

translated as “like a mother to me” (CEV) and “who has been a mother to me, also” (GW). 

When the representatives of Ben-hadad and Ahab discuss their relationship, the use of the word 

“brother” is not literal: “And he said, ‘Is he still alive? He is my brother.’  Now the men took this 

as an omen, and quickly catching his word said, ‘Your brother Ben-hadad.’” 1 Kings 20:29-33 

(NASB) 

Some English translations have kept the term “brother”, but indicated that the relationship is not 

literal: “Ahab answered, ‘Is he still alive? Good! He’s like a brother to me!’ Benhadad’s officials 

were watching for a good sign, and when Ahab said ‘brother’, they took it up at once, and said, 

‘As you say, Benhadad is your brother!’” (GNB, similarly CEV) 

Similarly, Jesus told his followers, “Whoever does the will of God, he is My brother and sister 

and mother” Mark 3:35. (NASB) Some English translations have indicated that the relationship 

is not literal: “Look!” he said, “my mother and my brothers are here. Anyone who does the will 

of God is brother and sister and mother to me” (Phillips). Here the translator indicated the literal 

kin term, then added that others can be kinfolk, also – an indication of a non-literal use of kin 

terms. The Message did something similar: “‘Who do you think are my mother and brothers?’ 

Looking around, taking in everyone seated around him, he said, ‘Right here, right in front of 

you—my mother and my brothers. Obedience is thicker than blood. The person who obeys 

God’s will is my brother and sister and mother.’”  Weymouth also found a way to indicate that 

the relationship is not literal, but still maintain the closeness conveyed by the kin terms: 

“Wherever there is one who has been obedient to God, there is my brother, my sister, and my 

mother.” In all three of these versions it is clear that Jesus compared his literal relationships with 

his non-literal relationship. 

Paul wrote to Timothy and called him “My true son in the faith” (1 Timothy 1:2). To make it 

clearer that the relationship is not literal, Deibler gave “like a true son”, using italics to indicate 

that the clarification is not in the original. 

 4.2 Principles for translating specific types of non-literal kin term use 

The following is an incomplete list of the categories of non-literal uses of kin terms in the Bible, 

together with examples of possible translation adjustments. These are taken from a variety of 

English translations to show how it can be done, though I am sure that excellent examples could 

be found in other languages, also. It is interesting to speculate how explicitly the translators 

thought about identifying and solving these specific translation problems.  

Let me reiterate that it is not required that translators replace non-literal uses of kinship if they 

are readily understood. The important point for translators to understand is that there are many 

non-literal uses of kin terms and most of them are meant to mark a closer relationship than the 

actual genetic relationship that the people possess. If the source-language non-literal uses of kin 

terms are not understood, then this list of solutions will spark ideas for more solutions. This list 

of possible translation adjustments is not meant to be prescriptive, but rather suggestive. As 

translators explore the extended uses of kin terms in their own language and culture, they will be 
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in a better position to find ways to convey the relationships originally intended in the source 

texts. 

 4.2.1 “Sons of men” for human  

For translating the term “son(s) of men” when the meaning is “human”, translators must examine 

their language’s options for expressing the idea of a “human”. Often, the way to express the idea 

of a human will involve some other terminology than “son of…” 

 

Numbers 23:19 

“God is not a man... nor a son of man” (“son of man” ESV, Holman, Message)  

“He is not like humans” (GW) 

“He is not a human” (GNB, NCV) 

 

Daniel 5:21, referring to Nebuchadnezzar 

“from the sons of men he is driven” (Young’s Literal) 

“children of man” Psalms 145:12 (RSV) [plural descendants of a symbolic singular] 

“He was also driven away from mankind” (footnote: “Sons of men”) (NASB) 

“He was driven from among the children of mankind” (ESV) 

“He was chased away from people” (GW) 

“He was driven away from human society” (GNB) 

 

Psalms 145:12 

“To make known to sons of men his mighty acts” (Young’s Literal) 

“that all men may know” (1984 NIV) 

“so that all people may know of your mighty acts” (TNIV) 
“in order to make known your mighty deeds” (GW) 

“so that everyone will know” (GNB) 

 

Psalms 90:3 

“sons of men” (Young’s Literal) 

“children of men” (NASB) 

“descendants of Adam” (GW) 

“You tell us to return” (GNB) 

 4.2.2 Terms of endearment 

When kin terms are as terms of endearment, translators must make sure that the proper level of 

endearment is understood by the audience. 

Mourning 

There are at least three passages using possessed terms for siblings in non-literal ways in 

expressing mourning: 2 Samuel 1:26, 1 Kings 13:30, Jeremiah 22:18. There are also passages 

where a person (older than the speaker) is mourned using the phrase “my father”, 2 King 2:12 

and 2 King 13:14. For all of these passages, it will be important for members of the speech 

community to think deeply about how they express their grief at the death of leaders and very 

close friends. Could they ever use a term meaning “my sibling” when the deceased was not a 
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sibling? Would they ever call out to a dead person as “my father”? If people do not mourn with 

such expressions, how would they understand such a reference to “my father”? They must 

discuss and decide the most appropriate way to express the deep sense of pain and loss expressed 

ion such passages. 

In addition to the non-literal use of a kin term in these cases, there is an additional problem: the 

vocative address to the deceased person. If this is seen as some attempt to communicate with the 

spirits of the dead, then the translators may have to restructure this so that it does not convey 

that. Possibly the dead person could be referred to in the 3rd person, e.g. “They mourned over 

him, saying, ‘Alas, he was our brother!’” (1 Kings 13:30). (This example assumes that the non-

literal use of “brother” may be acceptable in the language.) 

If these non-literal kin terms are misunderstood in a mourning context, translators should 

seriously consider some other ways of translating the Biblical characters’ expressions of grief. As 

was explained above, possible ways include the use of another non-literal kin term, an expression 

of mourning that does not include a kin term, or an expression that indicates that the relationship 

is not literal, e.g. “as dear to me as a brother.” I have not found any English translation that does 

this for 2 Samuel 1:26, or 1 Kings 13:30. 

 4.2.3 “Daughter of X place” 

I follow Dobbs-Allsopp and others in concluding that “daughter of X place” is a way to 

personify a city or country (1995: 470). In the following examples from Lamentations 1:1, we 

see how various translators have followed this interpretation, but implementing it in different 

ways. 

“How the Lord has covered the daughter of Zion with a cloud in His anger!” (NASB) 

“So he disgraced Zion” (CEV) 

“The Lord in his anger has covered Zion with darkness” (GNB) 

“Look how the Lord in his anger, has brought Jerusalem to shame.” (Zion  Jerusalem) (NCV) 

 4.2.4 Sons of a place 

In passages where a phrase “sons of X place” refers to people descended from the residents of 

the place, some translators have chosen phrasing that removes the non-literal kin term. However, 

in Ezra 2, these translations seem to take for granted that people are still calculated as being from 

the cities named, even though most were born in Babylon. 

 

Ezra 2:21 

“The sons of Bethlehem” (ESV) 

“The men of Bethlehem” (NASB) [with footnote “Lit sons”] 

“The men of Bethlehem” (1984 NIV) 

“The people of Bethlehem” (GW) 

 4.2.5 Gender inclusion 

Issues of gender inclusion will have to be dealt with differently in various languages. In the 

languages that do not understand inclusive uses of gendered kin terms functioning as inclusive, 

the inclusive function of some kin terms will usually have to be explicitly indicated. For 

example, many cases of “brothers” will have to be translated to include sisters, also, e.g. “dear 
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brothers and sisters” (2 Corinthians 1:8) (NLT). 

However, each case must be examined individually, not automatically translating all cases of 

“brothers” as “brothers and sisters”. For example, in 2 Chronicles 29:15 the Levites “gathered 

their brothers”, and in context it is only males, so in this case it should be translated as “brothers” 

(in languages that distinguish gender in terms for siblings), though still having the question of 

non-literal use of a kin term. Similarly, “Every male among the sons of Aaron may eat it” 

(Leviticus 6:18). The RSV has a strange translation, using gender-neutral “children” instead of 

“sons” when the context is specifically about males, “Every male among the children of Aaron”. 

5. Conclusion 

This paper has presented a wide variety of the non-literal uses of kin terms in both the Old and 

New Testaments. It has also given several possible techniques for translating non-literal uses of 

kin terms. These will help suggest solutions for other passages and non-literal uses of kin terms. 

This paper has not provided a complete list of all of the ways that non-literal kin terms can be 

translated, not even a list of all the ways they have been translated into English. However, the 

primary goal has been to call attention to these potential translation problems; suggesting 

detailed, specific solutions has been secondary. 
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