The English Bible Translation Series

Strength & Weaknesses of Idiomatic Translations

(With Special Emphasis on the NIV)


Introduction

We have already discussed
 how that the most basic decision affecting an English translation of the Bible is the “translation philosophy” chosen by the translators.  While no translation is perfectly literal to the original languages, those that try to translate as closely as possible to the original language even though the English may be awkward or harder to understand are called “literal translations” or of a formal equivalence translation philosophy, whereas a translation that tries to communicate the thought of the original languages phrase by phrase in easy-to-understand English are called “idiomatic translations” or of dynamic equivalence translation philosophy.  We discussed how that the more literal translations tend to be more accurate to the original languages but harder to read, and the more idiomatic translations tend to be easier to read but less accurate.  Again, here is a chart of various modern translations as to where they stand in translation philosophy.  
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The New International Version – as can be seen on this chart – was the first English translation that tried to find “middle ground” between the two extreme spectrums of translation philosophy.  The translators of the NIV tried to find a balance between as much of a literal approach as possible while still rendering the scriptures in good, readable English.  In this goal, they largely succeeded and that is why since 1986, the NIV has been the best-selling English translation in America.

In this lesson, we will discuss the strengths and weaknesses of idiomatic translations using the moderately idiomatic NIV as the main demonstrator of these principles.  In general, the various weaknesses of the NIV are also the weaknesses of all idiomatic and moderately idiomatic translations.  And the further “right” that an idiomatic translation is positioned on the chart above, the more pronounced these weaknesses tend to become.  This does not mean that we should avoid these translations but rather that we should remember them and keep them in mind when consulting them for serious Bible study. 

Strengths of the New International Version

The New International Version’s strengths can be summed up in four points:

1. It tends to make good translation choices in key passages of scripture.  Similar to the strength of the KJV in this regard, most of the NIV’s weaknesses come at areas that are not key doctrinal points on matters of salvation, the deity of Jesus Christ, or holy living.  As we will see next lesson, conducting tests of key passages of a particular topic of scripture similar to the chart found at the end of last lesson, the NIV consistently ranks at or equal to – and in some cases better – to the more literal, formal equivalent translations in making clear the Greek’s rendering of key scriptures.  For those of you who use the NIV and are expecting this lesson to be a thorough and voluminous listing of “errors” of the NIV, you can relax; the NIV does not have multitudes of such errors.  

2. It is written in very naturally flowing, modern English.  More so than almost any other translation, the NIV’s rendering of the scriptures is easy to read, and written using modern grammar and the style of modern English speech.  It is also virtually free from “Briticisms” or “Americanisms” and phrases or wordings that would not be understood outside certain English-speaking cultures.  This feature is why it is known as the New International Version; it is virtually free from dated colloquialism and trendy cultural vernacular. 

3. It is written at the average reading level of most Americans.  This, more than anything, accounts for the NIV’s tremendous popularity.  The average literate American reads around a 7th grade reading level, which is about the level to which the NIV is written.  For the most part, the public in picking up a copy of the NIV found a translation that was readable and easily understood.

4. It is by far the best moderately idiomatic English translations available.  The idiomatic Good News Bible / Today’s English Version was the first to use a phrase-by-phrase translation philosophy and to prove their point, they largely went overboard and consistently made bad translations choices that obscure the doctrinal teachings of key passages of scripture
.  The Contemporary English Version to a lesser degree made similar mistakes.  The New International Version managed to render the scriptures in good English without such glaring errors.   The Holman Christian Standard Version is a slightly more literal moderately idiomatic translation close in translation philosophy to the NIV but its English is much more wooden and less natural than the NIV’s renderings.  The New Living Translation second edition is a recent excellent idiomatic translation that also tends to make good translation decisions on key passages of scripture, but it is much more idiomatic than even the NIV
.  As far as the “middle ground” of moderately idiomatic translations, the NIV stands supreme.                

Weaknesses of the New International Version

Trying to walk the “middle road” between the extremes of literal and idiomatic rendering, the NIV has been attacked by both sides
.  As already stated, for the most part, the weaknesses of the New International Version are the general weaknesses of all idiomatic translations.  So keep in mind that whatever is mentioned here as a weakness of the NIV is also even much more of a problem in the New Living Translation, or CEV, or any other idiomatic translation philosophy rendering.  While for the most part, non-doctrinal in nature, these weaknesses are the reason why I do not use the NIV as my preaching-text Bible and why I do not think that the NIV or any other moderately idiomatic or idiomatic translation should be the only Bible that one uses for serious Bible study
.       

The weaknesses of the NIV can be summed up in six main areas of concern:

1. The logic of long Greek sentences.  As a matter of policy, the NIV breaks up long Greek sentences into shorter, simple English sentences.  In doing so, the NIV tends to drop the conjunction connecting the two passages and the fact that the two passages are connected in the Greek is largely lost to the English reader.  There are many, many times that the NIV does this, but one example will help demonstrate the issue:

Romans 1:17-18 in a more formal equivalent style translation, the English Standard Version, reads:

Rom 1:17-18 For in it the righteousness of God is revealed from faith for faith,  as it is written, "The righteous shall live by faith."  18 For the wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness and unrighteousness of men, who by their unrighteousness suppress the truth. ESV

In the Greek, these two verses are one, long sentence joined by the word “for.”  The ESV breaks the sentence up into readable chunks according to the rules of modern English, but still retains the word “for” indicating to the reader that in the Greek, the two passages are related.  The NIV, on the other hand, drops the word “for.”  

Rom 1:17-18 For in the gospel a righteousness from God is revealed, a righteousness that is by faith from first to last, just as it is written: "The righteous will live by faith."  18 The wrath of God is being revealed from heaven against all the godlessness and wickedness of men who suppress the truth by their wickedness, NIV

In the NIV, the connection between the original languages of the two passages is somewhat lost, something that could be crucial to serious Bible study of this passage of scripture.  

2. Interpretational renderings of ambiguous texts.  This is a much more serious weakness of the NIV.  Often the original Bible text carries multiple meanings or is written in a way that it can be taken and applied two different ways with both ways being correct and beneficial.  I do not mean this in the sense of “your interpretation versus mine” sort of thing, because we know that the scriptures are of no “private interpretation.”
  What I mean is sometimes the writer of scripture worded things in such a way that implied in the passage was two similar but different thoughts, and such a rendering was on purpose because both thoughts were correct.  

In many of these texts, the NIV tends to remove the double meaning by translating whichever one the translator thought is the main point.  In other words, rather than leave the reader to grasp and work out the full meaning of the text, the NIV tends to make the choice for the reader.  For example, Romans 1:17 in the ESV reads:

Rom 1:17 For in it the righteousness of God is revealed from faith for faith,  as it is written, "The righteous shall live by faith."  ESV

The term “the righteousness of God” can mean “God’s righteousness” referring to His character, or a righteousness that comes from Him as a gift to the believer.  It can be argued that when a person obeys the Gospel, both types of righteousness is revealed to us, in that we change to become more like Him and begin to live day in and day out in a righteous manner, and we are made “righteous” in His sight by the work of Calvary and obedience to His Word.  The NIV words it so that only the latter sense can be grasped:

Rom 1:17  For in the gospel a righteousness from God is revealed, a righteousness that is by faith from first to last, just as it is written: "The righteous will live by faith."  NIV     

A more serious example is 1 Corinthians 7:1:

1 Cor 7:1-2 Now concerning the matters about which you wrote: "It is good for a man not to have sexual relations with a woman." 2 But because of the temptation to sexual immorality, each man should have his own wife and each woman her own husband. ESV

But the NIV renders the first verse this way:

1 Cor 7:1 Now for the matters you wrote about: It is good for a man not to marry. NIV

The Greek word that is represented by “to marry” here is hapto which means, “to touch sexually.”  The NIV misses the entire point of the passage of scripture and gives a poor interpretation of the Greek.  If the NIV were your only Bible used for study, you would completely miss the gist of what the Greek was trying to say here.  

Another example is found in Galatians chapter 4:

Gal 4:4-5 But when the fullness of time had come, God sent forth his Son, born of woman, born under the law, 5 to redeem those who were under the law, so that we might receive adoption as sons. ESV  

The term “adoption of sons” here teaches us two important points of the work of Jesus Christ and Calvary:  First, it gives us full rights as sons of God.  We get an inheritance when we come to God.  But the second point is how we become “as sons” and get such rights, and we get these things through “adoption.”  We are born under the law of sin but we are adopted into the family of God and become His sons and daughters.  This second point is entirely missed by the interpretational rendering of the NIV: 

Gal 4:4-5 But when the time had fully come, God sent his Son, born of a woman, born under law, 5 to redeem those under law, that we might receive the full rights of sons. NIV

Yet another example shows how that if you used the NIV as your only text source of study, you would miss some implications of the text:

Eph 4:9 (In saying, "He ascended," what does it mean but that he had also descended into the lower parts of the earth? ESV

Paul is talking about the work of Christ at Calvary.  Some of you have been taught this thoroughly and so you can follow the theology of the thought:  Jesus ascended into heaven to fulfill the requirements of law on the mercy seat of heaven but He also descended into the lower parts of the earth to the abode of the dead and preached to the righteous souls there
.  The translators of the NIV obviously do not subscribe to this view because of their interpretational rendering of this verse and others
 on this subject:

Eph 4:9 (What does "he ascended" mean except that he also descended to the lower, earthly regions? NIV    

The NIV takes this verse simply to mean that Jesus “came to earth” in reference to His earthly ministry, which is not the only possible meaning of the verse by far, but to those using a NIV only for study or preaching, the other possibilities would be missed.  

3. Inconsistency of word use.  Good English attempts to use different words for the same idea when expressed repeatedly in a sentence.  Because of this, the NIV often uses a different word for a repeated word in the Greek in a passage.  This makes for great English, but often causes the reader not to notice a connection between passages that would readily stand out in the Greek or in a more literal translation.  

For example, the Greek word sarx, meaning “flesh,” occurs eighteen times in the Book of Galatians.  The NIV translates it eight different ways, as “man,” “body,” “human effort,” “illness,” “ordinary way,” “sinful nature,” “outward impression,” and “flesh.”  Compare the following passages:

	NIV
	ESV

	Gal 3:3 Are you so foolish? After beginning with the Spirit, are you now trying to attain your goal by human effort? 


	Gal 3:3 Are you so foolish? Having begun by the Spirit, are you now being perfected by the flesh? 

	Gal 4:23 His son by the slave woman was born in the ordinary way; but his son by the free woman was born as the result of a promise. 


	Gal 4:23 But the son of the slave was born according to the flesh, while the son of the free woman was born through promise. 



	Gal 4:29 At that time the son born in the ordinary way persecuted the son born by the power of the Spirit. It is the same now. 


	Gal 4:29 But just as at that time he who was born according to the flesh persecuted him who was born according to the Spirit, so also it is now. 



	Gal 5:13 You, my brothers, were called to be free. But do not use your freedom to indulge the sinful nature; rather, serve one another in love. 


	Gal 5:13 For you were called to freedom, brothers. Only do not use your freedom as an opportunity for the flesh, but through love serve one another. 




It would be impossible for the English reader using only the NIV to realize the connection that the Apostle Paul intended from the repeated use of the same Greek word.  

4. Removing or embellishing concrete metaphors and prepositions.  

A metaphor used throughout the New Testament Greek is that of “walking” to represent our journey through life.  This is a “concrete metaphor” that is easily understood and brings with it a great mental imagery.  For example, Jesus said:

John 8:12 When Jesus spoke again to the people, he said, "I am the light of the world. Whoever follows me will never walk in darkness, but will have the light of life." NIV

The NIV keeps the metaphor “walk” here but loses it in many other places.  For example, compare the following texts:

	NIV
	ESV

	Gal 5:16 So I say, live by the Spirit, and you will not gratify the desires of the sinful nature. 


	Gal 5:16 But I say, walk by the Spirit, and you will not gratify the desires of the flesh. 



	Gal 5:25 Since we live by the Spirit, let us keep in step with the Spirit. 
	Gal 5:25 If we live by the Spirit, let us also walk by the Spirit. 



	Eph 5:8 For you were once darkness, but now you are light in the Lord. Live as children of light 


	Eph 5:8 for at one time you were darkness, but now you are light in the Lord. Walk as children of light 



	Eph 5:15 Be very careful, then, how you live — not as unwise but as wise, 


	Eph 5:15 Look carefully then how you walk, not as unwise but as wise, 




Another similar issue is the interpretive approach that the NIV tends to take to certain key prepositional phrases.  The NIV tends to add to, and embellish phrases that need none to be understood.  In the following examples, “(FET)” stands for “formal equivalence translations” and represents most literal in translation philosophy translations such as the NASU, ESV, NKJV, etc…  For example:

Matthew 21:32

(FET) in the way of righteousness




(NIV) to show you the way of righteousness

John 17:11

(FET) in your name




(NIV) by the power of your name

Romans 10:4

(FET) for righteousness




(NIV) so that there may be righteousness

Romans 15:5

(FET) with Christ Jesus





(NIV) as you follow Christ Jesus

Ephesians 1:17

(FET) in the knowledge of him




(NIV) so that you may know him better

1 Timothy 1:16

(FET) for eternal life




(NIV) and receive eternal life

We could continue on with many more such examples and such variations are minor, but most definitely interpretive.  Such issues are the hallmark of all idiomatic translations, even moderately idiomatic ones like the NIV.  

5. Adding words not found in the original texts.  Probably, the most serious weakness of the NIV is their tendency to add extra interpretational words to verses without any indication to the reader that the word is added by the translators and not founded upon the Greek text.  Here are some examples: 

Matt 13:32 Though it is the smallest of all your seeds, yet when it grows, it is the largest of garden plants and becomes a tree, so that the birds of the air come and perch in its branches." NIV

The term “your” is not found in any Greek manuscripts, but has been added by translators to save Jesus some embarrassment from “not knowing” that the mustard seed is not the smallest seed on the entire earth.  By adding “your,” the translator indicated a truth, in that Jesus was referring to the Jew’s seeds, but, since in context Jesus was addressing Jewish people, shouldn’t the reader already understand that?
 

John 2:4 "Dear woman, why do you involve me?" Jesus replied. "My time has not yet come." NIV

Apparently in an effort to tame down Jesus’ very direct response to His mother, the NIV translators have added “dear,” a word which is nowhere in the Greek text.  Most of the other idiomatic translations also include a softening of Jesus’ response to His mother in this passage.    

Mark 9:24 Immediately the boy's father exclaimed, "I do believe; help me overcome my unbelief!" NIV

“Me overcome” is not in the Greek text and is an interpreter’s gloss that takes from the reader another possible meaning of the statement:  by saying “help my unbelief” here, does the father mean “help me overcome my unbelief?” or does he mean “help my unbelief to submit to your will and your power?”  It is only a fine line of difference between the two, but the reader of only the NIV would miss the other possibilities.  The NLTse also adds the extra phrase in this verse.

1 Peter 4:6 For this is the reason the gospel was preached even to those who are now dead, so that they might be judged according to men in regard to the body, but live according to God in regard to the spirit. NIV

The word “now” is not found or implied in the Greek text, but is added by the translators to make the text support their belief about Christ’s descent.  Many scholars believe that before His resurrection, Christ descended into the lower parts of the earth and preached the Gospel to the spirits that had died under the Law of Moses.  By adding the word “now,” the NIV takes away that possibility from the text.  

Curiously, the Holman Christian Standard Version also adds a similar phrase here, as does the NLTse, albeit with a footnote giving the literal rendering of the Greek.  Shockingly, the CEV actually follows the Greek text here and only puts the “now” in a long footnote.  

6. Not including key words that are found in the original texts.  In striving for great English, the NIV omits words that at times are the key words of a particular book and a definite unique feature of a particular book of the Bible.  The Bible is a collection of writings inspired by the Holy Spirit but penned through the talents and vocabulary of many different writing styles and forms.  For example, the book of Job reads vastly different than the book of Deuteronomy, and the book of Mark reads much different from the book of Ephesians.  The NIV – and all idiomatic translations – tends to obscure the difference. 

For example, the Greek word idou, meaning “lo” or “behold,” is used 62 times in the Gospel of Matthew, but the NIV omits it 37 times.  Similarly, the “key word” of the Gospel of Mark is euthus which means “immediately” or “straightway” and yet the NIV omits it at Mark 1:21; 1:30; 2:12; 3:6; 8:10
.  The NIV also repeatedly deletes the Greek kai, meaning “and,” at the beginning of clauses and sentences, a unique feature found throughout the Gospel of Mark.             

Conclusion

In generating easily read and natural flowing English all idiomatic and moderately idiomatic translations fall prey to the issues that we have discussed in this lesson.  Such weaknesses are the characteristics of a “phrase by phrase” translation philosophy and is the “trade off” for having the best English.  That does not mean that we should discard such translations but rather that, for serious Bible study, we should always double-check several literal or moderately literal translations as to the wording or interpretations of a passage.  We should also use a moderately idiomatic translation such as the NIV with the realization that some features of the original languages will be obscured and some correlations may not be as readily apparent as they would be in a more literal translation.  For these reasons, I consult the NIV alongside more literal and less literal translations as I study and, although there is absolutely nothing wrong with using the NIV or similar translation as a personal devotional Bible or even as a study tool, I cannot recommend that the NIV or any other idiomatic translation be someone’s only Bible.  I know many scholars and preachers who use the NIV as their primary devotional and personal bible but most always use it alongside a more literal translation for serious study.  

Furthermore, although many churches in America have adopted the NIV as their primary pulpit Bible for preaching and church use, because of the issues discussed in this lesson, I do not use the NIV or any other idiomatic translation as my primary preaching text.  I recognize the great benefit of the NIV as being readable and readily understandable, and will continue to use it alongside more literal translations in study and sermons, but not to the point that I use it exclusively.  

Alongside a more literal translation an idiomatic translation can be a great help in understanding the Bible and applying it to our lives.  In seeking the middle ground between the two extremes of translation philosophy, the NIV has become a valuable and permanent addition to the collection of good English translations, and among those of idiomatic bent, the NIV is beyond question the best.  Its weaknesses come mainly from its translation philosophy and it consistently makes great translation decisions at key passages of scripture.  Some of the other idiomatic translations such as the Good News Bible / Today’s English Version and the Contemporary English Version seem to reflect a doctrinal bias to the point that I cannot sincerely recommend their use.  But the NIV and the NLTse seem to be the exceptions to this rule and provide a welcome addition to anyone interested in applying himself or herself in God’s Word.   

Revisions of the New International Version

The NIV was revised in 1983 when the committee made 930 changes to the translation.  Some of these revisions were in footnotes and headings and the majority of changes to the actual scriptural text were minor things such as a variant of spellings or punctuation issues.  The largest group of changes involved the substitution of word equivalents such as changing “dumb” to “mute” and “housetops” to “roofs.”  

In November of 1985, sixteen additional changes were made and in November 1986, nine more revisions were introduced.  None of the revisions are of serious doctrinal importance.  Unless it is marked “first edition” the NIV Bible readily available for purchase is the 1984 revision.  The later minor revisions are usually not marked on the title page.  

In 2002, a more radically revised form of the NIV New Testament appeared entitled Today’s New International Version (TNIV).  The TNIV differs in about 7% from the NIV text with the most obvious change being the use of inclusive language.  Over all, the changes make the TNIV slightly more idiomatic – and thus even more prone to the weaknesses outlined in this study – than the NIV.  I do not recommend the TNIV because of its treatment of the long ending of Mark
 and its more idiomatic bent.  

� See the earlier lesson “Basic Principles and Issues of Translation.”


� As the first, extreme idiomatic translation, the GNB/TEV gave the other idiomatic translations a bad name.  Unfortunately some people equate “idiomatic” and “phrase by phrase” with “bad translations decisions” which is not necessarily an accurate view, but one that came from the poor translations decisions of the GNB/TEV.  


� The New Living Translation second edition, in my opinion, is the best of the idiomatic translations, with the NIV the “head of the class” of moderately idiomatic translations.


� Many “formal equivalence” only preachers dubbed the NIV the “nearly inspired version” when it first came out, and the translators of the idiomatic side criticized it for being “too conservative” in translation philosophy.  


� Throughout this lesson, all underlines in scripture are my own and are inserted to highlight the passage in question.  


� See 2 Peter 1:20. 


� See 1 Peter 3:19 and 1 Peter 4:6


� See 1 Peter 4:6 and the NIV’s addition of the word “now” which is not found in the Greek text.


� The NIV seems to be alone among the idiomatic translations with this rendering.  The NLTse, CEV, and GNB/TEV all omit “your.”   


� The NLTse omits the word in Mark 1:21 and Mark 2:12, but includes it in the other places cited.   


� See the “Controversial and Difficult Passages of Scripture” lesson in this series for more details.  
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