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A Comparative Study of Bible Translations

Including the English Standard Version

The Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this study is to acquaint Trinity congregation with the English Standard Version (ESV).  The ESV will be the primary English version used in the forthcoming Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod hymnal.

The Method of the Study

The method of this study includes:

1. The Need for an Examination of English Versions

2. The English Versions Included in The Study

3. A Review of Methods and Bias and Translation Table (a revised edition from the study “The Bible and Its Interpretation: Excursus 1”).

4. The Selection of Texts

5. A Reading and Study of the Texts

6. Conclusions of The Study

While not every one might agree with the study’s purpose, methods, and finally its conclusions, its intent is that we will better understand both why the ESV was chosen as the primary English version for a hymnal and why it is an appropriate English version for use at Trinity Evangelical Lutheran Church.

1. The Need for an Examination of English Versions

Here is the Forward of “Comparative Study of Bible Translations and Paraphrases,” Report of the Bible Versions Committee distributed by the Commission on Theology and Church Relations of the Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod September 1975.

“Recent years have witness a proliferation of new translations an paraphrases of the Bible.   Already in 1941, as a result of convention action, the President of the Synod appointed a committee which made a study of recent translations of the Bible.  First under the auspices of the General literature Board and after 1950 under the supervision of the Board of Parish Education, an Advisory Committee on English Bible Versions studied matters pertaining to Bible translations and provided guidance to the Synod in this area.

“When the Commission on Theology and Church Relations was organized in 1962, the Synod instructed it to continue the work of the Committee on Bible Versions and expressly requested that it `study Bible translations and revisions thoroughly and report its findings to the synodical constituency (Convention Proceedings, 1962, Resolutions 6-03 and 8-05, pp. 124 and 141).  Since that time, the Bible Versions Committee, functioning as an auxiliary committee of the CTCR, has continued studying and evaluating translations and paraphrases of the Bible. . . .

“Because of the many translations of the Holy Scriptures now available and in popular use, the Commission on Theology and Church Relations requested the Bible Versions Committee `to develop criteria to help individuals evaluate contemporary translations of the Bible’ (Convention Workbook, 1971, p. 36). In response to this request the Bible Versions Committee has prepared this comparative study of ten of the most widely used translations and paraphrases of the Bible.

“May God the Holy Spirit increase our understanding of and love for the Holy Scriptures and may He use this report to deepen our appreciation for the work of Bible scholars and translators who make it possible for us to read and study God’s Word in our own language.”

Reverend Samuel H. Nafzger

Acting Executive Secretary

Commission on Theology and Church Relations

The Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod

St. Louis, Missouri

September, 1975

The need for reviews of Bible versions remains today as Bible translations, versions, and paraphrases abound. In part, then, the goal of this present study follows the intent of the CTCR’s 1975 report:  “The manner in which a version transmits these central truths of the Christian faith should give the reader an answer to the crucial question whether a translation can be trusted to teach `the one thing needful’ ” (“Comparative Study,” p. 5).  Due to the specific goal of this study, it cannot evaluate the numerous translations, versions, and paraphrases that have been published since the CTCR’s report; it will, however, respect that report by including English versions studied by the Bible Versions Committee and adopting in broad fashion its method for selecting texts for examination.

2. The English Versions Included in The Study

This study includes three of the original ten examined

KJV
The Holy Bible—Authorized King James Version

RSV
The Holy Bible—Revised Standard Version. New York: Thomas Nelson & Sons,

1969

NIV
The Holy Bible—New International Version. Grand Rapids: Zondervan Bible

Publishers, 1973.

This study adds:
NKJV
The Holy Bible—New King James Version.  Nashville:  Thomas Nelson, 1982.

ESV
The Holy Bible—English Standard Version.  Wheaton: Crossways, 2001.

The KJV is included for several reasons: 1) the texts of The Lutheran Hymnal are or resemble the KJV; 2) the KJV remains a standard to which modern English versions are compared for literary quality; 3) the ESV, the English version chosen for the new Lutheran hymnal, stands in the line of KJV.

The RSV is included because it presently is the English version used for the public reading of the Scriptures in the services at Trinity; and it also stands in the line of KJV.

The NIV is included because it is the standard version in much of what Concordia Publishing House publishes; and it has been a popular Bible version among Protestants.

The NKJV is included because the version was considered as the primary version for the forthcoming LC-MS hymnal.

3. A Review of Methods and Bias and Translation Table (a revised edition from the study “The Bible and Its Interpretation: Excursus 1”).

To reacquaint ourselves with translations, what follows is a expanded version of “Methods and Bias and Translation Table” that appeared in “The Bible and Its Interpretation: Excursus 1.”

Methods of Translation
There are in general two philosophical approaches in regard to the translation of the Scriptures.  One method might be called direct translation; it is also known as formal correspondence or formal equivalence; the other approach is often called dynamic equivalency.  An accompanying diagram will chart the methodologies.

Direct translation attempts to convert directly the language (i.e., vocabulary, grammar, idiomatic phrases, etc.) of the Scripture into English.  Turns of phrase and idioms will be translated (as distinguished from explained), denoting that there is a one to one, word for word correlation between the original language and the English rendition.  The strength, in general, of this type of translation is that it preserves the inherent biblical imagery very well.  Possible weaknesses include that direct translation versions might sound wooden; also, syntax and vocabulary do not have a one to one correspondence across languages.

Dynamic equivalency also attempts to render the languages of the Scriptures into English.  However, rather than employing a one to one correspondence, dynamic equivalency adds an additional step.  The translator attempts to translate ideas and idioms as well as the simple words; the idea takes precedence.  A potential strength of this method is that foreign metaphors and unusual syntax are eliminated, thereby possibly creating a version that could be easier to understand.  Such an approach, however, allows a larger place for biases in rendering syntax, metaphors, and concepts.

A Note about Dynamic Equivalency.  The theory behind the dynamic equivalency of translation was developed by a linguist named Eugene Nida; Nida was for more than thirty years (1946-1980) the Executive Secretary of the Translations Department of the American Bible Society,

Nida was concerned with producing versions of the Bible that might be used in primitive cultures and outside the context of an established church—outside of or prior to any teaching ministry.  Obviously, such a version could not be one which required explanations or any introductory preparation of the readers; the versions would have to be made as simple and idiomatic as possible, because the teaching ministry of the Church was simply left out of the equation.  The Bible is simply delivered into the midst of a society, in such a form that it may be immediately understood by the common people.

However much dynamic equivalency versions might smooth the way for such a lonely reader on the sentence level, they cannot solve the larger questions of interpretation, which must press upon the mind of any thoughtful reader.  Certainly that is the question asked by the Ethiopian in Acts 8:34.  After all the simplification that can be done by a translator is done, there is still the need of a teacher.
It is taken for granted that the Bible is not self-explanatory, and that the common reader or hearer stands in need of a teacher.  In addition to the teaching ministry in the Church, several statements in the Bible declare that the Bible cannot be rightly understood by men who have not the Spirit of God. Jesus says to His questioners: "Why do you not understand what I say? It is because you cannot bear to hear My word" (John 8:43).  Paul declares: "…these things God has revealed to us through the Spirit…now we have received not the spirit of the world, but the Spirit who is from God, that we might understand the things freely given us by God…interpreting spiritual truths to those who are spiritual" (1 Corinthians 2:10ff). The relationship, then, between the Bible and its intended readers is not simple and direct; the relationship is conditioned by the reader's relationship to Christ and to His Church.

One presupposition of "dynamic equivalence" is radically flawed.  The eminent linguist Benjamin Lee Whorf, set forth what is known to linguists as the "principle of linguistic relativity."  In a nutshell, the principle means that because we use words to think, we cannot think like the biblical writers unless we use their words.  We can keep the cognitive distortion to a minimum if we become habituated to literal translations of the biblical texts (i.e. formal equivalence), but if we try to put everything in an idiom which is perfectly natural English, we will inevitably distort the meaning of the original.  The more natural it is made in English, the more distorted is the meaning.  While most scholars reject the extreme view that profound differences of world-view are predetermined by languages, nearly all admit that words do predispose thought and recollection along certain lines.

Biases in Translation

Biases and presuppositions among translators must be acknowledged before translations are undertaken.  Translations are not created within a vacuum; they are fashioned by people who carry philosophical and theological presuppositions and agendas.  Whoever reads the Scriptures in the original languages and then endeavors to render it in his or her native language reads and translates with certain unspoken or explicit beliefs; those beliefs will affect the translation.  Personal prejudices (e.g., the prophets in the Old Testament could not have foreseen events in the future) or denominational confessions (e.g., what is taught concerning sin) could possibly affect a translation; individuals may also express nuances of syntax and terms differently.  Also, because original language manuscript variations exist, partiality can affect which manuscript is used.

For the benefit of the reader and for the integrity of the version, presuppositions, beliefs, and principles of the translators should be revealed; those who translate should also be prepared to account for their attitudes of 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


That brief review of methods and biases focuses attention on the importance of the hermeneutics of translation.  The word "hermeneutic" comes from the Greek word meaning "understanding.”  A translator's understanding of a text depends on what one thinks the text essentially is.  One enters a “hermeneutic circle” concerning the text being engaged by bringing to it one's prior understanding of the nature of the text.    For example, Dr. Luther submitted to the authority of the Scripture – he allowed it to have the final say – because he confessed that the Scripture is the Word of God.  Yet, Luther added in Romans 3:28 the word “alone” because of his chief principle of translating: a Christological emphasis highlighting the grace of God.

Confidence in a prior understanding of the text derives only through sufficient contact with the text and the ability to approach it with concepts and methods appropriate to it; and one's prior understanding of the nature of a text indicates the expectations one has when reading it.

In the case of biblical texts, one usually brings to the text prior understandings of it espoused and taught by one’s faith community.  Different confessions of the faith bring various preconceptions to the biblical text; then meanings of passages crucial to the confessions’ self understanding are those assigned to the passages by the traditions of that community.  That is the principal reason so many different 'denominational' understandings of the Bible and so many different interpretations of crucial passages in the Bible exist.

4. The Selection of Texts

The Bible Versions Committee decided to base its findings on an examination of the Bible passages cited in the synodical Catechism (A Short Explanation of Dr. Martin Luther’s Small Catechism, St. Louis: CPH, 1943) under the questions dealing with the person and work of Jesus Christ.  This study follows that precedent, but it also includes passages that are familiar from the liturgy and personal piety, and also those that differ in various English versions.

Genesis 49:10

Number 6:24-26

Psalm 16:10

Psalm 23

Psalm 51:10-12

Song of Songs 8:6

Isaiah 6:3

Isaiah 7:14

Isaiah 9:6

Micah 5:2,3

Luke 1:35

Luke 2:10-14

John 1:14-18

Acts 3:21

Romans 1:4

Romans 5:19

Romans 9:5

II Corinthians 5:21

Philippians 2:6-8

Colossians 2:9

I Timothy 3:16

II Timothy 3:15,16

Hebrews 2:14

I Peter 3:21

Many other passages differ from English version to English version; this study has attempted neither to examine nor compare exhaustively the ESV with other English versions.

5. A Reading and Study of the Texts


The following questions will be asked of each passage in each translation:

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

2. Does the rendering of this passage serve the purpose for which the passage is used?

6. Conclusions of The Study

1. No version is perfect.

2. No version is inadequate in every passage.

3. Some versions need to be used with greater caution than others.

4. Competence in the biblical languages is indispensable in judging a version.

� The other translations are: New American Standard Bible (La Habra, California, Foundation Press, 1971); The Jerusalem Bible (London: Darton, Longman & Todd, 1966); The New English Bible (Cambridge University Press, 1970); Beck An American Translation (Concordia Publishing House, 1963 [only the NT was available then]); four paraphrases were also studies: Living Bible Paraphrased (Wheaton: Tyndale House, 1973), J.B. Philips’ The New Testament in Modern English (London: Geoffrey Bles, 1960 [only the NT was used in the original study]); Today’s English Version (Psalms & New Testament; New York, American Bible Society, 1970,1971).
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