Sunday Study:  Spring 2004

A Comparative Study of Bible Translations Including the English Standard Version


Summary

The study began by asking two questions:

1. Is the rendering of this passage faithful to the original text?

Since I have led the discussion and usually strongly presented my views, I will briefly summarize in three points my answer.

First, I believe that we have examined that question in sufficient detail during the recent months; and I conclude that the ESV remains faithful to the text and to the sense of the text.  My conclusion, even though I had a previous bias and the majority of English renderings agreed with the ESV, does not mean that I support in every instance the choice of the ESV translators.

Second, I also believe that English words might not express and articulate the nuances of the Hebrew and Greek terms; more than one English word may bear the sense of the original word.  We might conclude then that no English version is “perfect”, but that could also imply that in English the Word of God is less than whole:  “We are not getting everything that God meant when read or heard in English”.  But surely that is not what we have believed, or we would have already studied Hebrew and Greek, even as the choir and we would always sing in the original language of the hymns and anthems, be it Latin, German, French, or Greek.  By stating that a version is not perfect, I believe that we mean the text still must be taught, both from the human side and from the divine side.  The human side, that the words, grammar, syntax, other historical grammatical features must be explained; and the divine side, that ultimately the proper understanding of the Scripture demands more than an intellectual comprehension—it is a spiritual gift.

Third, I also acknowledge my biases as I translate; those biases are Christology, incarnational and sacramental, sufficiency and perspicuity, etc.  I hear also out of my personal experiences, which is not to say that the reader controls the meaning of the text; I must admit that I prefer my way of hearing rather than another way of hearing, especially when my choice discloses my self-serving ways and reveals sinful preferences.

With those I do not think significant disagreement exists, chiefly because those matters might be more easily measured than answers to this next question.

Are there comments concerning translation and English versions?

· Why is translating the Bible important?  Psalm 119:105; 2 Timothy 3:15-17; 1 Corinthians 14:6-9,19.

· Is the piety of the translator important?  1 Corinthians 2:13; John 14:15-17,26

· What is the relevance of passages such as these to the question of translating the Bible? Matthew 5:18; 24:35

2. Does the rendering of this passage serve the purpose for which the passage is used?
Again, since my opinions occupied your ears much of the time, I will summarize my views.

The ESV serves the purpose for which it was created:  English-speaking people of North America will hear a faithful and true English version of the holy Scriptures.  As we read and hear the Scriptures from the ESV, we hear God Himself speak.  God speaks in English, as well as Hebrew, Greek, Latin, German, Swahili, Yoruba, and the thousands of other languages that man speaks (or will speak).
  As Isaiah 55 declares, His Word will achieve the purpose for which He has sent it.

Yet, for those who have retained the TLH and have expressed a desire in preserving it, that is, a(n) (older,) traditional expression of the faith, another matter arises:  How do you wish to hear the Scriptures?  In other words, does the ESV serve the purpose for which it will be used in this congregation?  Do you believe that the ESV carries the voice of God?

By that I think that many often mean depict worthily the beauty of biblical prose and poetry, carry the heart’s ear with lilt and rhythm, wordsmith the extraordinary and sublime, evoking all that we might label as divine and heavenly, which might be difficult to describe in our words, yet we think that we know it when we hear and read it.

You are the people of God, but not belonging to the days of Moses or Solomon or Malachi nor to the times of Jesus and Paul, nor do you have the training of an Ezekiel or the experiences of a Peter or a (John) Mark.  The holy people of God heard Deborah’s Hebrew and Daniel’s Aramaic, Paul’s Greek and the unknown Hebrews’ author’s Greek; you hear English (or German or Hungarian).  Language is an incarnation, it wraps our thoughts into a particular time and space.  The Scriptures, we confess, are an incarnation of the thoughts and will of God; He chose the times and places for the prophets to receive and to declare His Word.  If we cannot confess that God speaks clearly in English, then we must consider ourselves of lesser status in the kingdom of God, even as the laity stood afar from the priest consecrating the elements while speaking medieval Latin and not truly comprehending what he said. The Word came to the prophets in the vernacular, even as Jesus came in the vernacular, the flesh of an Israelite in the 1st century.  The New Testament was written in the ordinary Greek of everyday literature, biographies, historical writings or fictions: in other words, the contemporary Hellenistic Greek.  St. Luke begins his account with stylized classical Greek of historiography, and the epistles begin in modified classical form.
  Now the Word is spoken to us.

Because of its accuracy, because it expresses the truth in the vernacular yet not reducing the Word to the ordinary,
 because it retains a distinctive character because of its original text, I believe that the ESV serves the purpose for which it was translated.

Comments concerning the language of the version?

A Few Notes

English Versions

From 1526 to 1900 about 1,500 translations of the Scriptures were completed; the 20th century saw about the same number 1,500 new translations from Hebrew and Greek into English.  That 20th century enumeration includes 350 whole Bibles, New Testaments, and single books.  For the sake of comparison, from 1526-1611 only ten English versions were translated for a population of 6 million, among which more than a million copies were sold; in the same time frame, the German language had two versions, and the French language also had two versions.

In fact, since the mid 1980s, at least 19 revisions and new translations of the Bible or New Testament have appeared in English. And, with the exception of the 1995 update to the New American Standard Bible (NASB), all of those translations have used gender-neutral / accurate language.

Concerning Jacobean Language

Should we retain the spelling of the archaic also?  Printing to a large degree created standard spelling.

doth (duth):  present indicative, of do, in auxiliary uses; shortened form of doeth.

thine:  possessive case of thou; used especially before a word beginning with a vowel or unaspirated “h”.  loss of –n before consonant gave rise to thy.

thee:  objective case of thou.

thou:  nominative second person singular of personal pronoun (thyself the intensive and reflexive).

wouldst (wouldest):  archaic second person singular of would, used with thou.  Past tense and alternative obsolete past tense participle of will.

should (shouldest): archaic second person singular of should, used with thou.  Past tense of shall.

hadst: archaic second person singular, past indicative of have; used with thou.

ye: you; originally used only as nominative plural, later as nominative singular, and still later as accusative singular and plural

du:  used in modern German as singular familiar form for “you”, [French and Latin `tu’], when addressing oone person who is etierh a relative, or a close friend, or a child.

ihr:  used in modern German as plural familiar form for “you”.

Sie: with capital S is the more polite form for you; it can be used when addressing either one or more than one person (not used in biblical German)

Cultural Pressures

The Loss of Ears

Insistence pressure of banality in advertisements

CRTs and flat screens by sped and impermanence rob our recall.

While visual dominates, aural attention fades.

In the 1600s it was automatic to remember what one heard.

Loss of Theology

Consumer has replaced believer, and the baggage that attends consumer.

Consumer usually bargains for lowest common denominator.

What is uncommon should stand an uncommon word.

�  Miles Coverdale wrote in 1538: the Holy Ghost “is the author of his Scripture as well in the Hebrew, Greek, French, Dutch, and in English, as in Latin”.  The circulation of the Word in Greek allowed for the widest possible readership.


�  Do archaic forms just sound more holy when we refer to God:  “Our Father which art in heaven” instead of “Our Father who is in heaven”?  So powerful is this tradition that both the RSV of 1952-71 and the NASB of 1960-77 used that 450 year old English to refer to God.  In 1989 for the NRSV and 1995 for the updated NASB was the traditional rendering altered; the English refers to God in the same kind of language used to refer to people, even as the original Hebrew, Aramaic and Greek do.


� When the Hebrew was rendered into Greek, the Church survived; when the Greek was translated into Latin, the Church survived; as the Word is rendered into English, the Church will survive.


�  21st century English is quite capable of bearing the Word of God in a fine literary translation, though not purely for literary effect.  I believe that good sounds are important.








