The English Translation Series

Controversial & Difficult Texts of Scripture


Introduction

In this lesson, we will discuss six key passages that have led to much debate among scholars and much confusion to average Christians.  As far as controversial translation issues go, the passages of this lesson – one verse in the Old Testament and five sections in the New Testament – represent the major decisions that a translator must make in a new English translation.  Most of these scriptures discussed in this lesson have some doctrinal implications as to how they are translated.  

We will primarily concern ourselves with the discussion of the rendering of these passages in the King James Version (KJV) and the major English translations of today:  the New King James Version (NKJV), New International Version (NIV), English Standard Version (ESV), New American Standard Update (NASU), Holman Christian Standard Bible (HCSB), New Living Translation 2nd Edition (NLTse), New Revised Standard Version (NRSV), Contemporary English Version (CEV), New Century Version (NCV), and Today’s English Version also known as the Good News Bible (TEV/GNB).   

Isaiah 7:14 – The “Virgin” Controversy

Of all the scriptures in the Bible, none have generated more controversy than Isaiah 7:14.  This famous verse is a Messianic prophecy about the birth of Jesus Christ and the King James Version reads:

Isa 7:14 Therefore the Lord himself shall give you a sign; Behold, a virgin shall conceive, and bear a son, and shall call his name Immanuel. KJV    

The controversy came from the translation decision of the Revised Standard Version in 1952 which reads:

Isa 7:14 Therefore the Lord himself will give you a sign. Behold, a young woman shall conceive and bear a son, and shall call his name Imman'u-el. RSV

The outrage at the RSV change of “a virgin” to “a young woman” set off a backlash that along with other poor translation decisions of the RSV caused it to never exceed the KJV in popularity.  Let’s take a closer look at the issues at stake here.  

The Hebrew word in question is almah and it can mean either “a virgin” or “a young woman or maiden.”  The issue is not as much of a translation issue as a question of the meaning of this verse’s content.  Many liberal scholars do not understand the principle of double fulfillment of prophecy in scripture, that most prophecies in the Bible have an immediate and in context fulfillment and then another later and distant fulfillment.  The book of Isaiah is full of prophecies that have such a double fulfillment
.  The immediate fulfillment of this verse was probably found in the announcement of pregnancy of a particular young woman that would have been known to King Ahaz.  It probably referred to in its immediate fulfillment to a young woman who became with child by natural means.  But there is definitely a distant and another fulfillment to this prophecy because we find in Matthew:

Matt 1:20-23 But while he thought about these things, behold, an angel of the Lord appeared to him in a dream, saying, "Joseph, son of David, do not be afraid to take to you Mary your wife, for that which is conceived in her is of the Holy Spirit. 21 And she will bring forth a Son, and you shall call His name JESUS, for He will save His people from their sins." 22 So all this was done that it might be fulfilled which was spoken by the Lord through the prophet, saying: 23 "Behold, the virgin shall be with child, and bear a Son, and they shall call His name Immanuel," which is translated, "God with us." NKJV    

Verse 23 is a direct quote of Isaiah 7:14 and here the Greek word parthenos is used which distinctly means “virgin.”  Matthew is quoting the Septuagint, the Greek rendering of the Old Testament scriptures translated before the time of Christ, which used parthenos in Isaiah 7:14.  In referring to Mary, Luke also used the same specific term, and as a medical doctor, he would have definitely been aware of the miraculous nature of what he was stating!  

So Isaiah 7:14 probably refers to “a young woman” being with child in its immediate context of Isaiah and King Ahaz’s day, but the New Testament scripture reveals that it was also a Messianic prophecy of the virgin birth of Christ.  In light of this, it becomes clear that Isaiah used a word that had dual meaning on purpose because both meanings of the word was meant.  I therefore believe that the English translation of Isaiah 7:14 should use a word that has the same double meaning as the original Hebrew, and the word “virgin” represents both meanings, because in the immediate fulfillment of the prophecy, it was referring to a young woman who was yet a virgin while the prophecy was being given who would shortly conceive and give birth to a child through natural means as a sign to king Ahaz that the prophet Isaiah’s word was true.  In the distant fulfillment, it meant that one day a virgin would conceive through supernatural means and give birth while still a virgin because the Holy Spirit would have been the one who caused conception.  To translate the word in Isaiah 7:14 as “a young woman” misses this later and provable application.  In light of Matthew 1:23, Isaiah 7:14 should read “a virgin.”  

In the modern English translations, only two translate Isaiah 7:14, the New Revised Standard Version and Today’s English Version.  The NRSV puts in a footnote that “the Greek reads a virgin.”  Remarkably the TEV/GNB does not even give a footnote here and the reader would entirely miss the Messianic reference!         

John 1:18 – The “Only Begotten” Verse

Many scholars rank this as the hardest-to-translate verse in the New Testament.  This is evidenced by the many variations found in modern English translations.  Let’s begin with the KJV rendering of this verse:


John 1:18 No man hath seen God at any time; the only begotten Son, which is in the bosom of the Father, he hath declared him. KJV

The first part “no man hath seen God at any time” has no variation in the Greek.  The translation issues are found from “the only begotten Son” on to the end of the verse.  Here are the issues one by one:

1.  Begotten or Unique?

There has been great controversy over how the Greek monogenes should be rendered.  The Greek word mono means “only.”  The debate is whether or not the second half of the word comes from the Greek gennao meaning “begotten” or genos meaning “kind” or “type.”  In the limited Greek knowledge of the 17th century, the KJV translators rendered it as “only begotten” but there seems to be more evidence for the other possibility of genos, which would lead to “one and only” or “unique” as a better translation of the word.      

2. Son or God?

The Greek texts are divided as to whether they give “God” or “Son” as the next word in the verse, but most scholars today agree that “God” is the older and more reliable reading.  The phrase “begotten Son” occurs in John 3:16 and 3:18 and likely came about in later manuscripts in John 1:18 by the scribes confusing the two.  The original reading was probably “God.”  But since both phrases are scriptural, either God or Son is acceptable.  

3.  Bosom of the Father

The phrase in the Greek is literally “in the bosom of the Father” and is a Jewish figure of speech denoting great love and the closest possible relationship.  Some modern translations use the modern expression “at the Father’s side” which does not accurately convey everything that is expressed in the Greek.  The idea is that the Son and the Father are joined in the closest possible way and the Son is the expression of the Father’s love.    

4.  Declared him

The phrase literally means in the Greek “has made him known.”  The idea is that the Son is the clearest explanation and revelation of the Father.   

Here are some of the major translation’s rendering of this verse:

John 1:18 No one has seen God at any time; the only begotten God who is in the bosom of the Father, He has explained Him. NASU

Curiously the NASU keeps the less accurate “begotten” but changes “Son” to “God.”

John 1:18 No one has ever seen God; the only God, who is at the Father's side, he has made him known. 

ESV
The ESV corrects the “begotten Son” to “the only God” but substitutes the poorer “at the Father’s side” for “in the bosom of the Father.” 

John 1:18 No one has ever seen God, but God the One and Only,  who is at the Father's side, has made him known. NIV

The NIV better represents the “unique” as “the One and Only” but also uses the poorer “at the Father’s side.”  

John 1:18 No one has seen God at any time. The only begotten Son, who is in the bosom of the Father, He has declared Him. NKJV

Not deviating from the KJV at all and ignoring all of the Greek manuscripts discovered since the 17th century!

John 1:18 No one has ever seen God.  The One and Only Son —  the One who is at the Father's side —  He has revealed Him. HCSB

Curiously, the HCSB keeps “Son” instead of God but changes “begotten” to “the one and only” the exact opposite of the NASBU.  It also has the poorer “who is at the Father’s side.”  

John 1:18 No one has ever seen God. But the one and only Son is himself God and is near to the Father's heart. He has revealed God to us.  NLTse

I personally like the NLTse’s rendering best.  It takes all of the possibilities and puts them together.  Also “near to the Father’s heart” is much better than “at the Father’s side.”  This is one of the verses that the second edition of the NLT revised.  The first edition said “His only Son, who is himself God . . . he has told us about him.”  The newer rendering is definitely superior.    

All in all, there is nothing wrong doctrinally with any of these renderings even though the NASBU’s “begotten God” is probably not very accurate to what John was trying to say and sounds very biased as toward Trinitarianism.  We know that Jesus is “the only God” and that He is God and thus declares God to us and is the love of God revealed toward us.  In this case, having many translations helps us to grasp clearly what John was trying to say.  

John 7:53-8:11 – The Story of the Adulteress 

A great many manuscripts, older and newer, do not have the story of the woman caught in the act of adultery found in the KJV at John 7:53-8:11.  This would be enough evidence to put the passage in suspicion but in most of the manuscripts that do have the story, it is marked off with asterisks or obeli – markings to indicate scribes’ doubts as to whether or not it should be there.  In the manuscripts that do have it, most of them have it after John 7:52 as the KJV, but others have the passage after John 7:44, one has it after John 7:36, and a group of others have it after Luke 21:38!  

Because of these issues, the story is sometimes marked in modern English translations to indicate to the reader that there are some questions about it.  The NKJV includes the verses but gives a footnote about it.  The NASBU puts the passage in brackets and gives a footnote.  The NIV adds in smaller letters in the text before verse 53, “the earliest and most reliable manuscripts and other ancient witnessed do not include John 7:53-8:11.”  The ESV puts brackets around the verses and gives a similar footnote as the NIV.  All other modern translations do something similar.  

It is doubtful that the story of the adulteress was an original part of the Gospel of John.  Read up to John 7:52 and then skip down to John 8:12 and the text flows naturally.  By the same token, the story of the adulteress flows very naturally when it is placed after Luke 21:38.  It was probably an early story of Jesus circulated around the church that got added later into the Gospels.  It is possible that it was to be a part of Luke’s Gospel and not John’s.  Either way, there is nothing in the story that is out of character for Jesus or contradictory to other scriptures, so it is probably best to do what the modern translations have done and include it in the familiar spot in John but give a footnote to alert the reader.             

Mark 16:9-20 – The Long and Short Endings

Mark 16:9-20 in the KJV is known as the “long ending” of the Gospel of Mark and it is found in every Greek manuscript except three.  One of the three manuscripts that does not have the long ending has a blank space on the page into which the long ending would have just fitted.  In about ten manuscripts the long ending is combined with a shorter ending which the NASBU renders as:

Mark 16:20b And they promptly reported all these instructions to Peter and his companions. And after that, Jesus Himself sent out through them from east to west the sacred and imperishable proclamation of eternal salvation. NASU

Only one Latin version has the short ending instead of the long ending.  Despite all of this evidence, most modern English translations set off Mark 16:9-20 as of dubious nature.  There are several reasons for this:

1. Although there are only three manuscripts that do not have the long ending, two of the three are older manuscripts.  (Although there are other just as old manuscripts that have the long ending).

2. In a few manuscripts asterisks or obelis are placed around the text indicating the scribes had some issue with it.

3. The passage uses some words that are not found elsewhere in the Gospel of Mark.

4. The vast majority of scholars disagree with some of the strong doctrinal statements in the passage.

Mark 16:16 clearly links water baptism to salvation.  Verses 17 through 18 promise that true believers will cast out demons, speak in tongues, heal the sick and receive special power of protections over serpents and deadly poison.  Because the majority of the Christian world today does not believe in miracles and such supernatural manifestations of God, this passage is an easy one for some translators of which to look for reasons to put doubt in the mind of the reader.  

Here are some of my thoughts on the long ending controversy of Mark:

1. Agreement or disagreement with the doctrinal issues of the text shouldn’t be the sole and primary reason to exclude a text of scripture supported by the overwhelming majority of manuscripts.  Mark 16:16 links water baptism with salvation just as John 3:5, 1 Peter 3:21, and Titus 3:5 does.  Just because the scripture disagrees with some of man’s modern theology doesn’t mean we should toss it out, especially when other scriptures testify to the same thing.    

2. Verses 17 and 18 do not state that we should look for snakes or poison to force God to prove Himself as many extremist groups take it.  We must realize that we must “not tempt God” and at the same time realize that Paul was saved from a snake bite on a barbarian island when bitten accidentally (Acts 28:3-6).  Furthermore, we do not seek devils to cast out but certainly have power over them if needed, nor do we seek to “speak in tongues” but rather desire God’s Spirit and the tongues come with the infilling of the Holy Spirit (see Acts 2:4; 10:44-46; 19:1-6, etc).  

3. The long passage of Mark was quoted by an early apostolic author, Irenaeus, around A.D 160 indicating that it was written very early in the apostolic church and was well known and quoted by the early apostolic church members
.  

4. It is very possible that Mark wrote multiple endings to his gospel and distributed different versions throughout the church and that is how the various endings came about.  

5. Despite the claims of modern-day theologians who teach that miracles have ceased, all other scripture support and reinforce the ideas of the long ending of Mark.  

6. It is possible that another author besides Mark wrote the long ending and thus the different vocabulary but it is also just as likely (and both are pure conjecture) that Mark wrote the long ending later and that is the explanation for the slightly different wording.

7. If the long ending and short ending were not divinely inspired, then the Gospel of Mark would end in this unlikely negative way, without a resurrection recorded – something that seems highly unlikely:

Mark 16:8 They went out and fled from the tomb, for trembling and astonishment had gripped them; and they said nothing to anyone, for they were afraid. NASU

8. There is nowhere near enough evidence to remove these verses from scripture, and even modern scholars will admit that there is no comparison with the evidence against the long ending of Mark and say the story of the woman caught in the act of adultery.  However, after admitting that, they tend to place the same special treatment around the long ending in Mark as they do around the story of the adulteress!  

In short, I believe that the long ending of Mark should be there and the short ending should be in a footnote.  An additional footnote or brackets indicating the issue as most of the modern English translations have is fine, but I think that to go as far as set it in another smaller type face and set it apart from the text like the Today’s New International Version (TNIV) does is a travesty; there is simply not enough evidence against the passage to warrant such special treatment except that the content differs from some of the translators and publisher’s theology.  Some modern translations such as the NASBU, NLTse, and NRSV give both the long and the short ending and identify them in a headline in the text.  Such an approach is acceptable.  

1 John 5:7 – The Comma Johanneum 

On the other end of the spectrum from the controversy about Mark’s long ending is the issue of 1 John 5:7.  Whereas the long ending of Mark had many and the vast majority of manuscripts backing it up, 1 John 5:7 has only one manuscript of dubious origin to back it up.  The verse reads in the KJV as:

1 John 5:7 For there are three that bear record in heaven, the Father, the Word, and the Holy Ghost: and these three are one. KJV  

Of the modern English translations only the NKJV includes this verse in the text.  All others omit it and with good reason; here’s the story:

In an earlier lesson of this series, we discussed how that a man named Erasmus made possible the first English translations from the original languages by compiling the first printed Greek New Testament, and at the time – the early 1500s – Erasmus’ Greek manuscript proved just how corrupt the Latin Vulgate, the Catholic Bible of that time, had become.  When he printed his Greek manuscript, Erasmus did not include 1 John 5:7 because it was not in any of the Greek manuscripts that he had seen.  It was omitted from his first and second editions.  Two opponents of Erasmus, named Edward Lee and Diego Lopez Zuniga, attacked Erasmus viciously for following the Greek text rather than the Latin and particularly criticized his leaving out 1 John 5:7 from his Bible.  Erasmus replied that he would include the verse if his enemies could produce one Greek manuscript that included it.  In time, they produced such a text, a “newly-found” text called the Codex Montfortianus, now at Trinity College, Dublin.  It was created in the house of Grey Friars whose provincial, Henry Standish, was an old enemy of Erasmus.  While believing that he had been duped, Erasmus nevertheless included the verse in his printed Greek text to get his enemies off of his back.    

Today, we have over 5,000 manuscripts of the New Testament in Greek and the manuscript produced by Erasmus’ enemies is still the only major one to include the verse; it has been found in a few manuscripts dating after the 16th century.  Virtually all modern day scholars agree that it was created just to force Erasmus to include it in his Greek text and to vindicate the Latin Vulgate.  For this reason, virtually all of the modern English translations do not include this verse and only a few include it in a footnote.  It was included in the KJV because the translators leaned heavily on Erasmus’ Greek text that had included it.  Today, it is found only in the NKJV which gives it with a footnote.       

1 Timothy 3:16 – God Manifest in the Flesh

The KJV reads like this:

1 Tim 3:16 And without controversy great is the mystery of godliness: God was manifest in the flesh, justified in the Spirit, seen of angels, preached unto the Gentiles, believed on in the world, received up into glory. KJV

The controversy is over whether or not the Greek says “God was manifest in the flesh” or “He who was manifest in the flesh.  The Greek manuscripts are about evenly divided as to either rendering.  

The issue comes from the fact that the first written manuscripts of the New Testament were “uncials” and were written in capital letters without spaces or punctuation to save space.  Frequent terms such as “God” or “Jesus” were abbreviated.  For example, in the case of the term “God” the first and last letter of the Greek word was written and to call attention to the fact that it was a contraction, a line was drawn over the term.  The Greek word for God in all capitals is QEOS but when abbreviated it became QS with a thin line drawn over it.  This is important to understand because in 1 Timothy 3:16, the word translated as “He who” is OS, which is very similar visually to QS.  Add to this that the scribes were working on a text written on animal hides which had many small creases and lines on it already and with the light of an oil lamp and it is easy to see how that line or no line, one could be taken for the other.  Just to prove the point, here is the Greek passage “God was manifest in the flesh” first with “God” and then with “He who.”          

KAIOMOLOGOUMENWSMEGAESTINTOTHSEYSEBEIA

SMUSTHPIONQSEFANEPWQHENSARKIEDIKAIWQHEN

KAIOMOLOGOUMENWSMEGAESTINTOTHSEYSEBEIA

SMUSTHPIONOSEFANEPWQHENSARKIEDIKAIWQHEN
The difference is in the twelfth letter of the second line – did you catch it?  

Which is correct?  That depends upon which Greek scholar you ask.  Most conservative scholars believe it likely that “God” was the original version and the “He who” was the derivation, because of the ease with which the line above “God” could be lost in the folds of the velum.  In any regards, there are many other scriptures that prove that Jesus was God manifest in the flesh
 and if this verse were to be “He who” then it still refers back to “godliness” and is talking about God anyway.  

Here is how the various modern translations translate this verse:

ESV
= “He” with a footnote giving “God” as an alternative.

NASBU
= “He who” with no (!) footnote.

NIV 
= “He” with a footnote giving God as an alternative.

NKJV 
= “God” with a footnote giving “Who” as an alternative.

HCSB
= “He with a footnote giving “God” as an alternative.

NRSV
= “He” with a footnote giving “who” and “God” and “Which” as alternatives.

NLTse
= “Christ” with a footnote giving “He who” and “God” as alternatives.

NCV 
= “He” with no footnote.

CEV 
= “Christ” with a footnote giving “He who” and “God” as alternatives.

TEV
= “He” with no footnote. 

Conclusions about the Deity of Christ

Critics of the modern English translations often point to 1 Timothy 3:16 as “proof” that there is some conspiracy to rob the proof of the deity of Christ from the Bible.  Actually 1 Timothy 3:16 is one of the few verses where modern translations obscure this truth and in most cases the modern English translations better represent the fact that Jesus Christ is God because they better reflect the Greek text which certainly indicates that Jesus Christ is God.  

For example, here is 2 Peter 1:1 in the KJV:

2 Peter 1:1 Simon Peter, a servant and an apostle of Jesus Christ, to them that have obtained like precious faith with us through the righteousness of God and our Saviour Jesus Christ: KJV 

Notice the last phrase, “of God and our Saviour Jesus Christ?”  The wording of the KJV makes it sound like God and Jesus Christ are two separate deities.  Because scholars better understand the structure of Koine Greek
, modern translations such as the NASU better represent the Greek here:

2 Peter 1:1 Simon Peter, a bond-servant and apostle of Jesus Christ, To those who have received a faith of the same kind as ours, by the righteousness of our God and Savior, Jesus Christ: NASU

The NASU makes clear that Jesus Christ is called both “God and Savior” in the Greek text, a clear affirmation that Jesus is God!  And that is a distinction that is missing in the older English translations.  Here is another similar example:

Titus 2:13 Looking for that blessed hope, and the glorious appearing of the great God and our Saviour Jesus Christ; KJV

Whereas the NIV makes clear that both “God” and “Savior” refer to Jesus Christ:

Titus 2:13 while we wait for the blessed hope — the glorious appearing of our great God and Savior, Jesus Christ, NIV

Here is a chart where twelve key passages that teach the deity of Christ in the Greek New Testament are judged as to how clear the truth that Jesus is God comes across in the English rendering of some of the modern translations:

	Reference
	KJV
	NKJV
	NASU
	ESV
	NIV
	HCSB
	NLTse

	John 1:1
	Clear
	Clear
	Clear
	Clear
	Clear
	Clear
	Clear

	John 1:18
	Absent
	Absent
	Clear
	Clear
	Clear
	Absent
	Most Clear

	John 20:28
	Clear
	Clear
	Clear
	Clear
	Clear
	Clear
	Clear

	Acts 20:28
	Clear
	Clear
	Clear 
	Clear
	Clear
	Clear
	Clear

	Romans 9:5
	Ambiguous
	Clear
	Ambiguous
	Clear
	Clear
	Clear
	Most Clear

	Philip 2:5-6
	Least Clear
	Least Clear
	Clear
	Least Clear
	Most Clear
	Clear
	Most Clear

	Col 1:15-17
	Clear
	Clear
	Clear
	Clear
	Clear
	Clear
	Clear

	Col 2:9
	Clear
	Clear
	Most Clear
	Most Clear
	Most Clear
	Ambiguous
	Most Clear

	1 Tim 3:16
	Most Clear
	Most Clear
	Absent
	Absent
	Absent
	Absent
	Absent

	Titus 2:13
	Ambiguous
	Clear
	Most Clear
	Clear
	Most Clear
	Most Clear
	Most Clear

	Hebrews 1:8
	Clear
	Clear
	Clear
	Clear
	Clear
	Clear
	Clear

	2 Peter 1:1
	Ambiguous
	Clear
	Most Clear
	Clear
	Clear
	Clear
	Most Clear


It’s obvious that no one translation makes perfect choices in every passage of scripture on any one subject, but certainly there is no plot among the modern English translations to obscure the deity of Christ.  Just for fun and to summarize this chart, if we convert the data to a point system with Absent = 0, Ambiguous = 1, Least Clear = 2, Clear = 3, and Most Clear = 4 the translations rank this way as to their rendering of key passages affirming the deity of Christ:

NLTse 

=  39  

NIV

=  36

NASU

=  34

ESV, NKJV
=  33

HCSB

=  29

KJV

=  27
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� For example, Isaiah 28:11 which in context prophesied of the conquering Assyrians’ strange language as the voice of the judgment of God, and yet is quoted in 1 Corinthians 14:21, it is quoted as to a distant fulfillment of the spiritual gift of speaking in other tongues as the Spirit gives the utterance.  Both meanings are correct:  the first is an immediate fulfillment of the prophecy and the second the distant fulfillment.  


� Also Tatian included the long ending in his harmony of the Gospels in the 2nd century and it was probably known to his teacher, Justin.  Third century quotes of the long ending among the church fathers are numerous. 


� See Isaiah 9:6, John 1:1 with 1:14, Colossians 1:15, and John 20:28 for starters.  There are no textual disputes and no mistaking what these verses say!  


� More precisely a better understanding of “Granville Sharp’s Rule” which states that “when you have two nouns, which are not proper names, which are describing a person, and the two nouns are connected by the word “and,” and the first noun has the article (“the”) while the second does not, both nouns are referring to the same person.”  Thus in the Greek in 2 Peter 1:1 both “God” and Savior” are describing “Jesus Christ.”   


� Using the same scale, the NRSV = 25, CEV = 23, NCV = 20, and the TEV/GNB = 16!
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