The English Bible Translation Series

Basic Principles and Issues of Translations


Introduction

I fully believe that the text of the Holy Bible is the pure and inerrant Word of God and it is not the purpose of this study to prove that.  Neither shall we study in these lessons how the Bible itself is laid out or how we know that the books of the Bible belong there (commonly called “canonization”).  The goal of these lessons is to answer the questions of “why are there so many English translations of the Bible available?,” “What are the differences between them?”, and “Which is the best versions for me to use?”  Hopefully, these lessons will leave the average believer with some familiarity to the issues of translating the scriptures, a general knowledge of how the English Bible came to be, and how to use the strengths and the weaknesses of the various translations available to choose the best version or versions for their purposes.  These lessons are the result of an almost four-year study in these areas; I have learned much through this study.  I had some preconceived ideas about some of the English translations that have definitely changed through my findings.  I also now currently use some modern translations that a few years ago, I did not even realize existed!  My personal growth in this area has been more than worth the effort spent!  

I walked through a local Christian bookstore in early 2006 and counted no less than thirteen English translations for sale there
.  And this was a smaller Christian bookstore by American standards – go to a larger one and the average number of translations available jumps to the twenties and thirties; on the internet, the number jumps even higher!    There have been thousands of different English versions published in the last two hundred years, and in the last decade there has been a surge of new English translations on the market.  Let us begin by stating that this is an awesome and privileged problem to have, especially when you consider that most languages of the world are fortunate to have one translation of the scriptures in their native tongue.  Even more startling is the realization that there are four thousand languages – representing 400 million people – that do not have even a single sentence of the Bible translated in their native tongue!  We are a very blessed language group to be able to be so picky with our translations of God’s Word.

Some Basic Facts To Get Started    

The original scriptures were written down in three languages: Hebrew, Aramaic, and an ancient form of Greek called Koine Greek.  With the exception of a chapter in the book of Daniel, which is in Aramaic, and a stray Aramaic phrase here and there, the Old Testament was written in Hebrew.  The New Testament was penned completely in Greek.  What this means is that all English Bibles are translations from those ancient languages to our native tongue.  And because of the necessary work of using translators, no translation is perfect – not even your favorite version!  Some of them are highly accurate, but we must remember that the work of translators is not what God deems infallible, but rather the original version is what was perfect.  

The original copies of each of the books of the Bible – the first copy produced when the writer wrote down the words given to them by God – are referred to as the “autographs.”  The vast majority of the autographs were written down on either papyrus or vellum.  Papyrus was a paper-like substance made from a plant that grew in the Nile River in Egypt.  Vellum was carefully treated skins of young animals such as calves and lambs.  Unless stored in an extremely dry environment, neither has a very long life.  Furthermore, when the Jews would wear out a copy, they would burn it after it had been replaced with a new one.  What this means is that none of the autographs of the scriptures have survived until today.  What we have instead is thousands of copies of copies of copies.  Some of the copies are old and some are relatively recent.  Some are complete and some are fragmented.  But all testify to one fact:  that the scriptures have been amazingly and accurately handed down to us.  

So when someone says “the scripture in the original languages” what they are referring to is the thousands of copies of scripture available.  The fact that we have none of the autographs of the scriptural books makes some Christians nervous, but it really should help you be sure that we, today, have the pure Word of God.  If there were only one “official” copy of the scriptures, then all a person would have to do to change the Word of God to match their whim or agenda would be to change the “official copy” and then nobody would know any different.  But by having thousands of copies available and more being found by archeological efforts, we can know that our Bible today is extremely close to the original version that God ordained as infallible.  Men have tried to change the Bible through history because they did not like what it said, but such blatant changes are readily obvious because of the thousands of other copies that keep to the original.  

These copies of copies that we have are called “manuscripts.”  Ancient copies of the Old Testament fall into four categories:  copies from the Masoretic period (6th to 10th centuries A.D.),the Septuagint, about 10,000 manuscript fragments unearthed in 1890 called the Cairo Geneza manuscripts, and the Dead Sea Scrolls found in 1947.  We also have copies of the Jewish Targums which were paraphrases of Old Testament scripture in Aramaic.  

The many Masoretic manuscripts have been gathered together into what is called the Masoretic Text which is the base text of most English translations of the Old Testament.  The Septuagint was a Greek translation of the Old Testament scriptures finished in the time of Alexander the Great before the time of Christ.  Most scholars believe that when Jesus and the apostles quoted scripture, that they were quoting the Septuagint translation
.  The Cairo Geneza manuscripts date from around A.D. 500-800.  The Dead Sea Scrolls, found by a young boy looking for a lost goat, are manuscripts dating back to before the time of Christ.  Their discovery was important because they proved just how accurate the Masoretic text of the Old Testament really is.  For example, the scroll of Isaiah from the Dead Sea Scrolls agrees perfectly with the Hebrew text in 95% of its contents and the other 5% is largely variations in spellings of names and locations.  

We have about 5,500 manuscripts of the New Testament in Greek.  About 300 of these manuscripts are “uncials,” a formal style where all the letters are side by side without space between the words, without punctuation, and all are capitalized.  The three most famous uncials are the Codex Sinaiticus, the Codex Alexandrinus, and the Codex Vaticanus.  The Codex Sinaiticus is today in the British Museum.  The Codex Alexandrinus was given as a gift to King Charles of England in 1627 and thus was not available to the translators of the King James Version.  The Codex Vaticanus is in the Vatican Library in Rome and dates from the early fourth century.  The Roman Catholic Church kept it hidden away for hundreds of years because it revealed how errant their Latin Bible had become.  When Napoleon took Rome in 1815, he brought the manuscript back to France for a few years and the world was able to see it for the first time.  The Roman Catholic Church finally allowed it to be photographed in 1889-1890.  

About 3,000 of the Greek manuscripts are called “miniscules” and are from the 9th to 16th centuries.  These miniscules were written in a cursive, free-flowing, all-lower case handwriting.  The rest of the manuscripts are largely portions of scripture written on papyrus known as “the papyri.”  The Chester Beatty Papyri contains the Old Testament and most of the New Testament and dates to the early third century or late second century.  The remarkable John Rylands Papyrus contains only five verses of the 18th chapter of John but dates to only thirty years after the Gospel was written!               

We also have 2,300 “lectionaries” which were lessons containing scripture for reading in church.  These lectionaries are written in many different languages.  We also have over one million quotes of the scripture from the writings of the early church fathers in the first few centuries after Christ.  In fact, if all of the copies of scripture had been lost, we could have recreated the entire New Testament from these writings alone.  Add to all of this the ancient copies of the scripture in various other languages that have been passed down to us and it is obvious that God made sure that His Word was preserved!  

Today, all of these manuscripts have been combined into essentially three compilations called “text-types:”  The Majority Text, the Alexandrian Text also revised today as the Eclectic Text or Critical Text
, and the Textus Receptus or Received Text.  There are some variations between these “text-types” but most of the variation is found in the occasional omission of a word or phrase here or there and in two particular paragraphs in the Gospels.  It is important to realize that eighty-five percent of the New Testament text is the same in the Majority Text, the Alexandrian Text, and the Textus Receptus and none of the variations are found in important doctrinal passages.  When translators today begin to produce a new translation, they must first decide which of these text-types to base their New Testament translation upon.  The King James Version was translated using the Textus Receptus, a few parts of the Majority Text, and the Latin Vulgate, a Catholic translation.  Most modern English translations are based upon the Critical Text or Eclectic Text, with a notable exception being the New King James Version.  Most criticisms from people who are familiar with the King James Version and complain about a new translation “leaving something out” usually stems from a phrase being dropped because it was found in the Textus Receptus and not in the other text-types.  

Decisions Translators Must Make

Some people have trouble understanding how two different translation teams, working from the same Greek and Hebrew text can arrive at two vastly different styles of English translation.  The difference comes from how the translators respond to certain issues that they all must face.  As we’ve already stated, the translators must first choose the base Hebrew and Greek text-type from which they will work.  The next step is to choose a “translation philosophy.”  

No translation is perfectly literal to the Hebrew and the Greek.  Such a work would be virtually unreadable and very confusing.  Both the Hebrew and Greek languages form sentences differently than the English language does.  And so before they translate the first word, the translators must decide if they want to produce an English translation that matches the original languages as closely as possible while still being readable in English – even if the English is awkward or hard to understand – an approach called “formal equivalence.”  Or they may choose to translate phrase by phrase, and in much easier-to-read English try to translate the thought of the scripture, an approach called “dynamic equivalence.”  Typically, a formal equivalence translation is termed as being “more literal” and will be closer to the original text, but will be harder to read, understand, and will use a higher vocabulary level.  On the other side, a dynamic equivalent translation is said to be “more idiomatic” and is easier to pick up and read, but more of the translator's theology and opinion tends to creep into the text.  The most literal formal equivalent translation commonly available in English today is the New American Standard Version Update.  And example of an extreme dynamic equivalent translation today is the New Century Version.  The New International Version is somewhere in the middle between the two philosophies.  Here is a common chart that shows where some of the major translations rank in translation philosophy
:
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At the far right of this chart, is another sort of translation philosophy for when the translator takes the general idea of the verses and puts them in their own words.  This is called a “paraphrase” and paraphrases tend to be extremely biased as to the doctrinal bent of the translator.  Modern examples of paraphrases are The Living Bible and, recently, The Message.  Paraphrases should not be used for serious doctrinal study.  

Perhaps a practical example of translating a Spanish sentence into English might better illustrate the difference between the translation philosophies.  Take the following sentence in Spanish:

Yo tengo mucho hambre y yo quiero el Taco Bell mas bueno.

A perfectly literal translation of this into English is “I have much hungry and I desire the Taco Bell more good.”  One problem with the completely literal translation is that the sentence structure of the Spanish is different from English; the adjective “more good” should go in front of “Taco Bell” and a fluent English speaker would never say "more good."  Another issue is that in English we do not normally say that we “have hungry” or "have hunger," but would rather say "am hungry” and so the perfectly literal translation is choppy sounding and difficult to understand – you can easily see how a perfectly literal translation of the Bible would be brutal to read, so there is no perfectly literal translation
!  The various translation philosophies might solve the example problem like this:  

Functional Equivalence)

Literal

 
= I have much hunger and I desire the better Taco Bell.





Moderately Literal  
= I am very hungry and I desire the better Taco Bell.





Moderately Idiomatic  
= I am very hungry and I want to eat at the best Taco Bell.

Dynamic Equivalence

Idiomatic

= I am extremely hungry and want to go to the Mexican fast-food 

       






   restaurant that serves the better food. 

                                           
Paraphrase                    = Look at me:  I’m starving so much that my belly button is going 

   to fall off if I don’t get to that little Chihuahua’s dog favorite fast 

   food restaurant – and not just to any Taco Bell – the one that    

   serves their stuff nice and fresh!   

From this simple illustration, one can see how that two translators, working from the same text but with different translation philosophies could arrive at a vastly different sounding text.  This example is simplifying things immensely, and here is a real example from the Greek text of John 18:34.
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John 18:34 Jesus answered, "Are you saying this on your own initiative, or did others tell you about Me?" NASU (literal translation)
John 18:34 Jesus answered, "Are you asking this on your own, or have others told you about Me?" HCSB (moderately literal translation)

John 18:34 "Is that your own idea," Jesus asked, "or did others talk to you about me?" NIV (moderately idiomatic translation)

John 18:34 Jesus answered, "Does this question come from you or have others told you about me?" 

TEV / GNT (idiomatic translation)

John 18:34 "'King' as you use the word or as the Jews use it?" Jesus asked. TLB (paraphrase)

Translating Figures of Speech and Cultural Euphemisms

In our first example, the idiomatic approach decided to use a generally understood phrase, “Mexican fast-food restaurant” for “Taco Bell” so that someone who lived where there are no Taco Bells could understand at a first glance what was meant.  Bible Translators regularly have to make a similar decision with the original Greek or Hebrew Texts.  If a figure of speech or euphemism is used that is would not be clearly apparent to the modern English reader, the translator has to decide whether or not to translate it literally or to try to supply a close equivalent in English.  A simple scriptural example of this is found in the Biblical euphemism for the physical consummation of the marriage act, which in scripture is always literally stated, “to know” as in “Adam knew Eve and she conceived.”  For an example, let’s take a doctrinally important part of scripture, the verse in Matthew 1:25 that reveals that Joseph did not have a physical relationship with Mary until after the birth of Jesus Christ:

Matt 1:25 but knew her not until she had given birth to a son. And he called his name Jesus. ESV

Matt 1:25 and did not know her till she had brought forth her firstborn Son. And he called His name JESUS. NKJV

Matt 1:25 but kept her a virgin until she gave birth to a Son; and he called His name Jesus. NASU

The NASU then puts in a footnote that the literal Greek rendering is “and was not knowing her.”  

Matt 1:25 But he had no union with her until she gave birth to a son. And he gave him the name Jesus. NIV (with no footnote about the literal reading in the Greek)

Matt 1:25 But he did not have sexual relations with her until her son was born. And Joseph named him Jesus. NLTse

Matt 1:25 But they did not sleep together before her baby was born. Then Joseph named him Jesus. CEV

As you can see, the more literal translation philosophies tend to emphasize the original with the idiomatic tending to drift a bit.  The CEV even goes as far as to substitute a modern euphemism in the verse.  The New Living Translation second edition is extremely blunt in translation and in some of the more idiomatic translations some passages in the Old Testament are so blunt as to be unreadable in mixed company!   

Sentence Structure in the Greek
Another decision that the translator must make is how close to the original sentence structure to follow.  In the Greek, often sentences stretch on and on and on, particularly in Paul’s letters.  For example, 2 Thessalonians 1:3-10 is all one sentence in the original Greek and thus is connected throughout.  In English, translating the entire passage sacrifice readability for accuracy and so the translator must make a choice of whether or not to divide the section into different sentences and, if so, how to do it.  Here is how many sentences that some English translations use to render 2 Thessalonians 1:3-10:

KJV 


=
1 sentence

NKJV 


=
2 sentences

ESV, NASBU 

=
4 sentences

NIV 


=
8 sentences

NLTse


=
9 sentences
  

CEV


=
10 sentences

NCV


=
15 sentences

Special Issues in the Hebrew

In many of the Old Testament manuscripts, the Hebrew was written in the common manner of ancient times without any vowels and the reader was expected to recognize by context which vowels were needed to form the word.  In most cases, the translator can easily recognize the correct word by supplying the vowels, but in some instances, different vowels inserted can form two different words, both of which make sense in the text.  The translator must decide which of the two to place in their translation.  Good translations will give the other reading in a footnote.  For example in the ESV, Psalms 2:9 begins with:

Ps 2:9a You shall break them with a rod of iron ESV 

And a footnote says "Revocalization yields (compare Septuagint) You shall rule."  

The NIV handles this verse similarly:

Ps 2:9 You will rule them with an iron scepter NIV   

And a footnote reads "or will break them with a rod of iron."  

The NKJV, NLTse, and NASBU all handle the issue here in a similar manner, but the CEV, NCV, and surprisingly the NRSV, all fail to note that there is another possibility to the text.  

Similarly, in a few places in the Hebrew the various ancient texts differ or are poorly understood and the translator has to decide which meaning has the most evidence to support it.  Most good modern translations will have a footnote stating something like "the Hebrew is unclear here," or "a possible meaning for the difficult Hebrew text."    

Inclusive Language

An issue that has only come to the forefront of thought in recent years is the issue of gender neutrality and inclusive language.  The Hebrew and Greek languages use masculine words for general terms when both men and women are meant.  Until recent times, the English language did the same thing, using such words for "mankind" when the entire human race is meant.  A scriptural example is the Greek word adelphos, which is literally "brothers" or "brethren" but is often used to refer to both brothers and sisters – fellow believers – in the church.  Another issue arises when a verse uses a man as a general term for a person such as in the following example:

Prov 10:4 Poor is he who works with a negligent hand, But the hand of the diligent makes rich. NASU  

The issue is the word "he" which is literally the word in the Hebrew, but does not this verse also apply to females?  The NASU, ESV, NIV, and NKJV all leave it in the original masculine gender trusting that the female reader will grasp that it applies to her also.  On the other hand, the NRSV and the NLTse try to make it inclusive by rendering the gender neutral:

Prov 10:4 A slack hand causes poverty, but the hand of the diligent makes rich. NRSV

Prov 10:4 Lazy people are soon poor; hard workers get rich. NLTse    

Translations that try to use complete inclusive language are the New Revised Standard Version, New Jerusalem Bible, Good News Bible, New Living Translation, and Today's New International Version.

Vocabulary and Reading Level

	Bible Translation Reading Levels

Sometimes, it helps to know what the approximate
reading level is for a given translation. Here's a quick
and easy guide for the most popular translations:

	Translation
 
Grade Level 
KJV
 
12th
RSV
 
12th
NASB
 
11th
NRSV
 
11th
ESV
 
10th
NKJV
 
9th 


	Translation
 
Grade Level
HCSB
 
7th-8th
NIV
 
7th-8th
NLT
 
6th
CEV

 
5th
NCV
 
3rd
NIRV
 
3rd



Another major decision that drastically affects the style of translation is who the intended audience of the translation is.  Some translations use a broader vocabulary and are written at a higher reading level than others.  Generally, the more literal in translation philosophy a translation is, the higher the reading level and vice versa.  Most people read at a level slightly beneath their educational level.  The average adult in America with a high school education reads between the grade levels of 5 to 7.  A reading of 10th grade level is usually only accomplished by those who were A students in high school, and usually only those who have college degrees read at or above a 12th grade level.  

Another factor to keep in mind is that the numbers given in the graph are averages of the entire Bible, which is made up of sixty-six very different in style books.  Some books of the Bible are written in styles that will have to be written at a higher reading level no matter what the translation philosophy.  For example, the NIV averages about a 7th or 8th grade reading level, but the book of Psalms is actually around a 3rd grade level and the book of Ephesians around a 12th!  Leviticus is around a 9th level in the NIV.  Correspondingly, the KJV averages about a 12th grade level with its book of Psalms around a 7th grade level and the book of Ephesians is around a 16th grade level (corresponding to a four-year college degree).  Add the high reading level of the KJV to some archaic words from the 16th century and some of you are realizing why so many people have trouble thoroughly reading the KJV for a daily devotional Bible!  Your daily reading and devotional Bible should be at a reading level that is comfortable for your comprehension ability.  Some Christians who never develop a daily habit of reading their Bible often are frustrated because they chose a translation that is written at too high or low a reading level for them.  The best Bible translation is one that is used frequently – even the most accurate translation sitting on your desk does you no good if you do not or cannot read it!                      

� They were:  The Amplified Bible, Contemporary English Version, English Standard Version, Good News Bible, Holman Christian Standard Bible, King James Version, The Message, New American Standard Version Update, New Century Version, New International Version, New King James Version, and New Living Translation.  Also common are the New Revised Standard Version, The Living Bible, and Phillip's New Testament.  


� Which proves to us that it is okay, proper, and profitable to translate the scriptures into our common language.  


� The Critical Text is published by the United Bible Societies; Nestle/Aland and is often abbreviated as NU.  


� Most modern translations explain their translation philosophy in a forward or preface.  


� Except for Interlinear Bibles, which are perfectly literal and have the English superimposed over or under the original language, but they are not used for anything but deep study of the original languages.  





PAGE  
6

