The Bible and its Interpretation

Section I:  Characteristics of the Scriptures

 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Excursus #2:  Contemporary Translations and Versions

The Need for Translations

Although we have discussed the importance of knowing the original languages of Scripture, especially for those given to special and particular study of it as pastors, the most common interaction we have with the Bible is through an English version.  This is not a bad thing.  Lutherans have always argued that Scripture should be read in a language that is understandable by the people being read to.  Luther himself translated the Bible into German, a work that is considered on of the masterpieces of German literature and usage.  Today the Lutheran Bible Translators and Lutheran Heritage Foundation are two of the larger organizations doing translations in the world.  However, as you have noticed, there are a myriad number of English versions available to us today.  The purpose of this excursus will be to look at some of the common versions and get a sense of where they come from and also what an intelligent reader should know about them while reading them.

Method and Bias
Translations are a tricky thing to do.  I am sure many of you at some point played the telephone game.  This is where one person whispers something into another’s ear, who then passes it on, and so forth until the final message is a complete jumble.  Even in simple communication there is room for decay, things being misheard, and the message isn’t communicated as well.  Dealing with a translation is sort of like playing the telephone game with the Bible, it is putting another person between you and the original.  How well that translator does his or her job, and how he or she does that job will effect what it is you read when you pick up a copy of the Bible.  A person using a translation of the Bible ought to be aware to two things regarding the said translation.  These are method and bias.

Method.  There are different methods, different approaches to translating Scripture.  The first might be called direct translation (also known as formal  correspondence or formal equivalence, the second is called dynamic equivalency.  The accompanying chart will help with these ideas.  Direct translations try to simply convert the language of scripture into English as simply as possible.  Turns of phrase and idioms will simply be translated (as opposed to explained), there is more of a direct, one to one, word for word correlation in the translation.  The strength, in general, of this type of translation will be that it preserves the biblical imagery very well; the weakness is that it can sound wooden and be hard to understand.  The second method of translation is called “dynamic equivalency.”  DE adds an additional step, where the translator will attempt to translate ideas and idioms as well as the simple words.  The benefit of this can be a translation that is easier to understand, with the draw back being more opportunity for bias and error to slip in.

Bias.  This is something which must be recognized when it comes to translations.  Translations simply do not fall out of the air; they are done by people who come into translating with certain agendas.  I do not mean this in a sinister way, but am simply acknowledging that there is baggage that comes with anyone who translates.  A Roman Catholic might translate verses different than a Methodist, while both would be different from a Jehovah’s Witness.  Also, as there are variations in the manuscripts of the original language, bias can also affect which manuscript is used. One should be aware of the bias in a translation and be prepared to account for it while using said translation.

Translation Table

	
	Direct Translation / Formal Correspondence


	

	Source Language
	
	Receptor Language

	Language Distinctives:

Hebrew, Greek
	
	Language Distinctives:

 German, English

	Idiom:

“Heaps of coal upon his head”
	
	Idioms

	
	
	Culture

	Historical Background
	
	Historical Situations

	Occasion of Writer
	
	Occasion of Today’s Reader

	
	
	

	
	Dynamic Equivalency
	

	Step 1: decode from source language
	
	Step 2: transfer into kernel form
	
	Step 3: Encode into receptor language


Specific Translations

With this in mind, let us take a look at a few specific translations which we commonly might run across here at Trinity.  There is a slight technical distinction between a “translation” and a “version.”  A version does not start the translation from scratch but takes previous translations and improves upon them

King James Version (KJV) 

Also called the Authorized Version, this was commissioned by James, King of England, in the early 17th Century.  England at the time had a variety of translations floating around, some of dubious quality.  The project was done very studiously, using the best texts available to the translators of the original languages, and with a care towards artistic overtones.  It was first published in 1611, and was the standard English Translations for many Centuries, but it was also considered a standard of proper written English and considered one of the great Literary achievements in English.  It is a direct translation done by Anglican scholars.  The KJV sought to improve upon the previous English translations and form a standard version, or “Authorized Version.”

Revised Standard Version (RSV)

Published in 1952 (NT, 1946), the RSV is a granddaughter of the KJV.  In 1901 scholars in America published the American Standard Version, which is a revision of the KJV.  The RSV is a revision of the ASV, so hence a “granddaughter” translation.  The reasons for these revisions were mainly two-fold.  First, there was simply a desire to update the language used.  After almost three centuries usage in the English language had changed enough where reading the KJV became difficult on occasion.  Second, there were some textual concerns.  For it’s translation of the NT, the KJV used a Greek version compiled by Theodore Beza in the 1560's.  Since then, other manuscripts have been found, and the translators decided to go with slightly different Greek texts in a few places.  The NT in the RSV underwent a second revision in 1971, which is the version we use here in worship.  The RSV is a direct translation, and it has some American Protestant leanings.

New International Version (NIV)

The NIV is the translation that is probably used most frequently among LCMS churches as it is the source for the scripture used in the LW and also what is printed on the bulletin covers one can order from Synod.  It was first published in 1978 (NT, 1973) as a new translation of scripture which was worked on by a variety of scholars from the US, UK, and New Zealand, and also scholars of many different theological persuasions (even a few Lutherans).  Much attention was given towards “a sensitive feeling for style” in the translation.  The NIV uses more Dynamic Equivalencies to accomplish this goal.  Also, they were “eclectic” in their choice of manuscripts for the NT.  The NIV has a strong Calvinistic or Reformed Bias in spite of efforts to limit bias by including theologians of many stripes.

New King James Version (NKJV)

Published in 1982 (NT, 1979), the New King James is a daughter translation of the KJV, which hoped mainly to update language of the KJV while maintaining the thought flow and overall “sound” of the KJV.  It is a very direct translation, spurning the use of Dynamic Equivalency.  It is also a very conservative translation; all the translators signed a document affirming their adherence to verbal inspiration and inerrancy.  

English Standard Version (ESV)

The ESV is the most recent translation of the Bible into English, published in 2001.  It is an update of the RSV by conservative American scholars that claims to be “essentially literal” in its translation method.  The Commission on Worship seems to be leaning towards using the ESV in the 2006 hymnal, so it may become the new, unofficial standard for the Synod.  Also, many members of Synod were involved in the translation and it’s review, including Dr. Daniel Gard, Dr. Walter A. Maier III, Dr. Arthur Just, and President Dean Wenthe from Fort Wayne and also Dr. Paul Raabe and Dr. James Voelz from St. Louis.  Many people seem to be very impressed with this translation.

The Vicar Brown Translation (VBT) 

A temporary translation (hopefully to be replaced soon by the Pastor Brown Translation) provided by the Vicar of Trinity in Palo Alto to serve as yet another option when comparing translations, most often used in bible studies.

Comparing the Translations

What we will do now is compare how these translations actually do their job of translation, to both provide a feel for how they sound in comparison to each other, and also to highlight some of their biases.

Example 1 - No Translation is perfect - John 3:16
The King James Version does set the standard for English translations, and sometimes even the newer translations will follow its lead on familiar verses, even though it might be better translated in a different way.  Pay special attention to the first clause in the sentence.

Greek (interlineated)



thus     for    loved          (the)  God  the  world    so that  the  son   the 



only begotten    He gave in order that who  (the) one who believes


in    Him       not would die      but    have   life      eternal.

KJV

For God so loved the world, that he gave his only begotten Son, that whosoever believeth in him should not perish, but have everlasting life.
RSV

For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, that whoever believes in him should not perish bu have eternal life.

NIV

For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life.

NKJV
For God so loved the world that He gave His only begotten Son, that whoever believes in Him should not perish but have eternal life.

ESV

For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, that whoever believes in him should not perish but have eternal life.

VBT

For God thus loved the world; He gave His only begotten Son, so that everyone who believes in Him should not perish but have eternal life.

Granted, 400 years ago, “For God So loved the world” might have had more of an implication of “manner” which is what comes out in the Greek, but today the word so used in this way is used to demonstrate extent.  Hearing these translations we think, “God loved the world so much. . . .”  Granted, that’s not an improper thought, but it doesn’t get to the meat of the translation.  

Example 2 - Et Tu, Maria?- Luke 2:34, 35

This is a difficult set of clauses in the Greek, and the different translations take it different ways, sometimes drastically changing the meaning.

Greek



and  (he) blessed   them     Simeon  and  said   to      Mary     the   mother



of  Him   Behold  this one  is set      for    falling      and  rising                of many



in (the)  Israel     and to    (a) sign  spoken against  and you [but] yourself



the  soul      will go through  (a) sword   so that   (they) might be revealed



from  many    hearts     dialogs.

KJV

And Simeon blessed them, and said unto Mary his mother, Behold, this child is set for the fall and rising again of many in Israel; and for a sign which shall be spoken against; (Yea, a sword shall pierce through thy own soul also,) that the thoughts of many hearts may be revealed.
RSV

and Simeon blessed them and said to Mary his mother, “Behold this child is set for the fall and rising of many in Israel, and for a sign that is spoken against (and a sword will pierce through your own soul also), and thoughts out of many hearts will be revealed.

NIV

Then Simeon blessed them and said to Mary, his mother: “This child is destined to cause the falling and rising of many in Israel, and to be a sign that will be spoken against, so that the thoughts of many hearts will be revealed.  And a sword will pierce your own soul too.”
NKJV

Then Simeon blessed them, and said to Mary His mother, “Behold, this Child is destined for the fall and rising of many in Israel, and for a sign which will be spoken against (yes, a sword will pierce through your own soul also), that the thoughts of many hearts will be revealed.

ESV

And Simeon blessed them and said to Mary his mother, “Behold, this child is appointed for the fall and rising of many in Israel, and for a sign that is opposed (and a sword will pierce through your own soul also), so that thoughts from many hearts may be revealed.

VBT

And Simeon blessed them and said to Mary His mother, “Behold, this Child is destined for the fall and rise of many in Israel and to be a sign that is spoken against - indeed a sword will pierce your own soul - and the thoughts of many hearts will be revealed.

The NIV does two things to note here.  The first is that it leaves out “behold”.  Behold is a key word in scripture, it’s the “listen up y’all, God is pointing out something important.”  That’s just sloppy translation.  Also, the NIV (and many other versions we aren’t looking at) displace the parenthetical expression about Mary’s heart being pierced.  Why?  What happens if the line is moved to the end?  It becomes a warning against many. . . many hearts are revealed, and you are going to be pierced too.  The others leave it up front, where the sword piercing Mary might be a reference to her watching her Son being spoken against.  So what’s the big deal?  Remember who does the NIV.  I think that it is Protestants trying to knock Mary down a peg.  I think you see some anti-Roman Catholic sentiments popping up here, and while Rome does indeed have some flaws in it’s dealing with Mary, I don’t think you should rearrange scripture to slap them on the wrist.

Example 3 -Where’s Jesus? - Acts 3:21
Sometimes other biases will show forth.  Not to pick on the NIV, but I am more sensitive to their biases then I am to others, but let’s take a look at this verse and see what we see.
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

Whom it is necessary Heaven    (thus)    to receive   until   times



again stand down   all          of which (He) spoke (the) God   through



mouth      of     holy (ones)  from   ages      of His   prophets 

KJV

Whom heaven must receive until the times of restitution of all things, which God hath spoken by the mouth of all his holy prophets since the world began.

RSV

whom heave must receive until the time for establishing all that God spoke by the mouth of his holy prophets from of old.

NIV

He must remain in heaven in heaven until the time comes for God to restore everything, as he promised long ago through his holy prophets.

NKJV

whom heaven must receive until the times of restoration of all things, which God has spoken by the mouth of all His holy prophets since the world began.

ESV

whom heaven must receive until the time for restoring all the things about which God spoke by the mouth of his holy prophets long ago.

VBT 

Whom heaven had to receive until the time of the restoration of all the things of which God has spoken through the mouths of His holy prophets from of old.


Two things to note here.  First, note how the NIV uses “remain” in heaven, and even makes the verse an independent statement about where Jesus is.  The reformed have used this verse to argue against the Bodily presence of Christ in the Lord’s Supper.  However, this verse is affirming that Christ is in heaven, not denying His presence anywhere else.  Also, note another difference that shows up between the NKJV and ESV, for example.  Do the prophets speak about the time of restoration in general, or do they speak about the restoration of things?  I actually agree with the RSV and ESV here, which is strange, as I normally like the NKJV translation.  What might account for this?  The ESV and RSV, being American translations, might have some leanings towards American Millennialism where we can check off the “things” that have to happen before Christ’s return.  But that isn’t my bias, and I agree with them, so that’s just a flier.

Well, these are three examples, and there could be many more that we could look at, and I’m sure that when we actually look at passages in-depth we will see many more examples of contention.  However, don’t be afraid to ask questions about the wording in your copy of the Bible, and don’t be afraid to compare translations when you get to a place that is tricky. 
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