Sage Creek Bible Church
Al Albano

Adult Sunday School
Fall 2022
4

A Word About Translations
Many Christians are excited about the variety of current translations available in English.  But is the number of translations available today good for the church as a whole?  Some would say yes.  But what is behind the apparent need for so many translations?  When one looks at what the translators themselves say about why they brought their translation to market, it is readily apparent that there is no secret about their reasons.  But let’s begin by looking at the two theories of translation.

I. Theories of translation

Within the scope of modern translations (those since the 1950s) there have been two major theories: the dynamic equivalent and the formal equivalent.  Each has its own goals in translation which every serious Bible student (particularly preachers and teachers) should be aware of.  Within each theory there is a spectrum of translations moving from a strict word-for-word translation to more of a thought-for-thought translation.  Prior to the middle of the nineteenth century there were primarily word-for-word translations.  However, 
a seismic shift in translation theory occurred in the middle of the twentieth century.  Up to that point, most English Bible translations had operated on the premise that the task of English Bible translation was to reproduce the words of the original in the words of the receptor language.

The student should also be aware of the translator’s philosophy concerning whether the ancient text should be brought up to today’s reader or if the reader should be brought back to the ancient text.  The translator who translates based on the theory of dynamic equivalence wants the reader to understand how the biblical author would say what he said to his original audience in today’s language.  The translator who translates based on the formal equivalent theory wants the reader to understand what the biblical author said to his original audience regardless of how would say it in today’s language.  Formal equivalency strives to bring the reader back to the original situation.  Dynamic equivalency strives to bring the original situation to the reader.  These are two opposite theories of translation which govern the translator’s work with the original language in bringing it into the receptor language.
A. Dynamic equivalent translations

Dynamic equivalence is “a theory of translation based on the premise that whenever something in the native-language is foreign or unclear to a contemporary reader, the original text should be translated in terms of a dynamic equivalent” –  a thought-for-thought rather than a word-for-word translation.

In other words, dynamic equivalent translations are, to one degree or another, paraphrases of the original language rather than exact word-for-word translations.  This is, in a sense then, a Bible commentary, not a true Bible translation.  One of the more honest prefaces within the dynamic equivalent translations is found in the Living Bible which states, “This particular edition of the Bible is one of the easiest to understand, since it is a paraphrase.”  Here the translators are being up front with the reader, telling the reader that he is not necessarily reading a strict word-for-word translation but rather a thought-for-thought translation.
B. Formal equivalent translations

Formal equivalence is “a theory of translation that favors reproducing the form or language of the original text, and not just its meaning.  In its stricter form, this theory of translation espouses reproducing even the syntax and word order of the original.”

Although no translation is exactly word-for-word in the original syntax and word order, formal equivalent translations stay as close to the original text as possible except when exact words, syntax, and word order are rendered unclear or unintelligible in the receptor language.

Contrary to the paraphrase philosophy behind the dynamic equivalent translations, the New King James translation (a formal equivalent translation following the tradition of the 1611 King James translation) states in its preface, “The King James translators were committed to producing an English Bible that would be a precise translation, and by no means a paraphrase or a broadly approximate rendering” (italics for emphasis).
II. Reasons for varied translations
A. Dynamic equivalent translations

The main reason for translators taking a dynamic equivalent approach to translation today is understandability on the part of the reader.  Dynamic equivalent translators believe it is the translator’s task to make the translation as understandable as possible for the reader without the reader exerting much if any study on his part to make the meaning of the translation clear.  For example, in the preface of the New Living Translation the translators say, “We have sought to translate terms shrouded in history of culture in ways that can immediately be understood by the contemporary reader.”
  In the preface to The Message the translators similarly say,
This version of the New Testament in a contemporary idiom keeps the language of the Message current and fresh and understandable in the same language in which we do our shopping, talk with our friends, worry about world affairs, and teach our children their table manners.

An example of making the ancient text current to today’s reader is found by comparing the New American Standard Bible with The Living Bible from Joshua 2:1-3. 
New American Standard Bible:
1 Then Joshua the son of Nun sent two men as spies secretly from Shittim, saying, “Go, view the land, especially Jericho.” So they went and came into the house of a harlot whose name was Rahab, and lodged there.

2 It was told the king of Jericho, saying, “Behold, men from the sons of Israel have come here tonight to search out the land.”
3 And the king of Jericho sent word to Rahab, saying, “Bring out the men who have come to you, who have entered your house, for they have come to search out all the land”
The Living Bible:
1 Then Joshua sent two spies from the Israeli camp at Acacia to cross over the river and check out the situation on the other side, especially at Jericho.  They arrived at an inn operated by a woman named Rahab, who was a prostitute.  They were planning to spend the night there, 

2 but someone informed the king of Jericho that two Israelis who were suspected of being spies had arrived in the city that evening.

3 He dispatched a police squadron to Rahab’s home, demanding that she surrender them.  “They are spies,” he explained.  “They have been sent by the Israeli leaders to discover the best way to attack us.” 
Now read a word-for-word translation from the Hebrew text of the same passage:

1 Then Joshua son of Nun sent from Shittim two men who were spies secretly saying, “Go!  Look over the land and Jericho.”  So they went and they entered a house of a woman a prostitute and her name was Rahab and they stayed there.
2 And the king of Jericho was told, “Look!  Men came here tonight from the sons of Israel to spy out the land”
3 So the king of Jericho sent to Rahab saying, “Bring out the men who came to you who entered into your house, because they came to spy out the whole land.”
As Ryken says, “There is no doubt that [The Living Bible] ranks high on readability.  There is also no doubt that it obscures the precise details of what actually happened.”
  Can The Living Bible really be considered the Word of God when it makes so many changes, additions, and deletions from the original text?  Observe:
· “son of Nun” is deleted (1)

· “two men who were spies” is changed to “two spies from the Israeli camp” (1)

· The direct discourse, “Go!  Look over the land and Jericho”  is deleted and replaced with indirect discourse “to cross over the river and check out the situation on the other side, especially at Jericho”

· “Shittim” is changed to “camp at Acacia” (1)

· The “house” of Rahab is replaced by “inn”
· “they stayed there” is changed to “they were planning to spend the night there” (1)

· “men . . . from the sons of Israel” is changed to “two Israelis” (2)

· “to spy out the land” is changed to “suspected of being spies” (2)

· “the king of Jericho sent to Rahab” is changed to “He dispatched a police squadron to Rahab’s home” (3)

· The direct discourse “Bring out the men who came to you who entered into your house” is changed to indirect discourse “demanding that she surrender them” (3)
It would not be unfair to say that the The Living Bible is not the Word of God but a commentary or, what it says in its own preface, “a paraphrase” of the Word of God.
B. Formal equivalent translation

The main reason for translators taking a formal equivalent approach to translation is the preservation of the very words of God, thus in a real sense giving the reader the Word of God in his or her own language.  To the formal equivalent translators, it is more important for the reader to have God’s Word and take extra time to determine its meaning in its original context than for the reader to have a contemporized paraphrase that is culturally removed from the original context, rendering the reader helpless in understanding what the original text says.  

It would be unheard of in modern literature to contemporize Hamlet for the sake of understandability.  Literature students are taught the culture and language of Shakespeare’s day in order to understand his writings in the writings’ original settings, if for no other reason than to protect the integrity of the original author.  Look at the difference between the original and the contemporized version of a famous quote from Hamlet and the absurdity of the latter:
Original:
To be, or not to be – that is the question:

Whether ‘tis nobler in the mind to suffer

The slings and arrows of outrageous fortune

Or to take arms against a sea of troubles.

Contemporized:

To exist, or not to exist; that is what really matters.

It is more dignified to accept passively

The trials and tribulations that unjust fate sends,

Or to resist an ocean of troubles.
If a playwright contemporized Hamlet and presented it to a contemporary audience, people might attend, but no one attending would say that Shakespeare’s culture and what he wanted to communicate to his generation is truly what is represented by the contemporized version.  
Why would anyone think that by contemporizing Scripture, it accurately represents what God intended it to mean to the original audience?  And why should the study of God’s Word in its original context be less expected than the study of antiquated literature in its context in secular education today?  Finally, why should the integrity of an inspired biblical author be less protected than an uninspired secular writer?  These are questions that the dynamic equivalent translators cannot satisfactorily answer. 
III. Examples of translation
When interpreting the text happens rather than translating the text word for word, the translators take the translation possibilities away from the reader and give the reader a scholarly opinion as to what the text means rather than what it actually says.  
A.
Translating less theological themes

For example, here are a few translations of 1 Thessalonians 1:3:
Formal equivalent translations:

· “. . . your work of faith, and labor of love, and patience of hope in our Lord Jesus Christ . . .” (KJV).
· “. . . your work of faith and labor of love and steadfastness of hope in our Lord Jesus Christ . . .” (NASB, RSV, ESV).

Dynamic equivalent translations:

· “. . . your work produced by faith, your labor prompted by love, and your endurance inspired by hope in our Lord Jesus Christ . . .” (TNIV).

· “. . . how you put your faith into practice, how your love made you work so hard, and how your hope in our Lord Jesus Christ is firm . . .” (GNB).

· “. . . Your faithful work, your loving deeds, and your continual anticipation of the return of our Lord Jesus Christ . . .” (NLT).

· “. . . your faith and loving work and . . . your firm hope in our Lord Jesus Christ . . .” (CEV).

Just a cursory reading of the dynamic equivalent translations will indicate that there is a major departure from what the original language said, whereas the formal equivalent translations stay very close to a word-for-word translation of the original.  This clearly shows that the dynamic equivalent translations are not really translations at all but Bible commentaries on the original text of Scripture.
Although the forgoing translations do not deal with highly theological terms and themes, when theological terms or themes are in the original, dynamic equivalent translations tend to interpret rather than translate those terms.  This, however, goes beyond the purpose of the translators in their work, leaving the reader with no options as to how the terms might be interpreted.  
B.
Translating more theological themes

The formal equivalent translations tend to translate these theological terms word-for-word from the original, leaving the interpretive decisions to the reader, as the original language does.  For example, the formal equivalent translators in the RSV, NASB, and ESV render Romans 1:17 “the righteousness of God,” following the words of the original language.  This formal equivalent translation does not try to interpret whether the righteousness spoken of is an attribute of God’s character or His gift of righteousness to those who believe on Christ.  The dynamic equivalent translators, however, interpret the theology of the term “righteousness rather than translating the word”  Observe:

· “For in the gospel a righteousness from God is revealed” (NIV, NLT – notice the word from interprets God’s righteous as His gift to those who believe, not His attribute of righteousness).
· “This Good News tells us how God makes us right in His sight” (GNB – notice the word righteousness is not even mentioned but the phrase “makes us right” interprets righteousness as what God does in the believer’s life, not His attribute of righteousness).

· “The good news tells us how God accepts everyone who has faith” (CEV – notice the word “righteousness” is not even mentioned but the word “accepts” interprets righteousness again as what God does, not His attribute of righteousness).

Again as Ryken says, “We have wandered so far from the literal meaning of the original that I need to restate it: “the righteousness of God is revealed.”  That is translation; the other renditions are interpretations.”

IV. How the New Testament writers translated the Old Testament

We can learn a lot about translation from the biblical authors themselves.  As we look at history, we are about two thousand years removed from the writing of the New Testament.  It’s interesting to realize the Paul was over two thousand years removed from Abraham when he wrote his epistles.  So how did Paul translate the Old Testament Hebrew into Greek for his audiences, given that much time removed from the writing of Genesis?  

Without taking time to cite specific examples, when the New Testament writers translated Old Testament phrases out of the Hebrew Old Testament, they primarily translated word-for-word; they did not make accommodations for their Roman or Greek audiences, bringing the ancient Hebrew text into a modern or “contemporized” translation.  This should speak volumes to those who espouse the dynamic equivalent translation theory.  If the New Testament writers were further removed from Abraham to their own day than we are from the New Testament, and they made no attempt to bring their writings into the contemporary form of their day but rather took their readers back to the original contexts of the Old Testament, why should we contemporize the ancient text for readers today?
V. Importance of selecting a translation for preaching and teaching
A. We should choose a translation to study from

With what we have said about the differences between the dynamic equivalent and formal equivalent theories, it should be recognizable that the preacher or teacher today, who cannot adequately work in the original languages of Hebrew and Greek, should work with translations that are as close to the original language as possible in order to understand the meaning of the original text.  

This means that at the very least he should read and compare more than one formal equivalent translation, observing the differences and asking why those differences are there.  Much more can be learned about the meaning of the original text, for example, by comparing the NASB, NKJ, and the ESV than if he just looked at one formal equivalent translation.  Once this is done, he can read several dynamic equivalent translations to see how they “interpreted” the text.  This may show more interpretive options available to preacher or teacher.
B. We should choose a translation to teach from

It is very important to decide which translation you will preach from based on good the translation is, but also how few deviations there are in that translation from the original text.  If one is honest with the text of Scripture, particularly those who understand the original languages, it would be very disadvantageous to preach from a translation that one has to constantly correct before his audience.  For example, if one uses the NIV to preach or teach from but finds many “interpretations” in that translation that he disagrees with, and then constantly tells his audience why he disagrees with how the translation renders the text, he will reduce the confidence his audience has in their English Bible.  This should be avoided.  Therefore, one must choose the most accurate English text possible, making the fewest possible corrections of the translation when teaching or preaching.

C. A word about the NIV

The NIV, now the most popular translation in the English language, is a good translation but leans to the dynamic equivalent theory side of the spectrum.  It does interpret much more than the NKJ, NASB, and the ESV.  One should carefully consider accuracy of the modern translation when preaching or teaching.  Many well-known pastors and teachers preach from the NIV.  This, however, should not be the gauge by which one determines his translation.  By its own statements in its preface it says that

a group of scholars . . . concurred in the need for a new translation of the Bible in contemporary English (emphasis added)
The translators also say that they have

striven for more than a word-for-word translation. . . .  Samples of the translation were tested for clarity and ease of reading by various kinds of people – young and old, highly educated and less well educated, ministers and laymen.

Concern for clear and natural English – that the New International Version should be . . . contemporary but not dated – motivated the translators and consultants.

If the NIV is used in preaching and teaching, the preacher or teacher at least has to be honest with his audience when it more often than the formal equivalent translations “interprets” rather than translates, and often uses a thought-for-thought rather than a word-for-word approach in translating the text.
Ryken says that the NIV “regularly moves beyond what the original text says to the interpretation preferred by the translators.  Readability was a high priority, and one tabulation considers its reading level as being at the seventh-grade level.”
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