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Core Seminars: How to Study the Bible

Translations -Words Matter ... Most of the Time

Introduction

A quick review of one of the top Bible publishers found four different “study” bibles; a plain “study bible,” a “Life Application Study Bible,” a “Student Study Bible,” and a “Teen Study Bible.” That didn’t include the other devotional bibles, text and reference bibles, parallel bibles, audio bibles, software bibles, or children’s bibles! What are we to do with all of these versions of the bible? Are there differences between translations of the Bible and can we have confidence in that what we are reading to day is in fact the same thing that was written by the original authors?

Well that’s what we’re going to look at today; Bible translations and how we can know that what we have in our hands is in fact the Word of God.

Outline
A. The Spectrum of Interpretation
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· The Old Testament was originally written in Hebrew (with a few passages in Aramaic) and the New Testament was written in Greek. While a knowledge of these languages can be helpful, modern translations of the Bible into English contain all that is needed to read, understand, study, and teach the full depth of God’s word.
· There is a spectrum of english translations that largely fall between two philosophies of translation--Literal and Dynamic-Equivalent. All of those shown on the graphic in you handout (and many other modern English translations) were compiled via large committees of scholars and contain few significant differences between the translations.
1. The Two Schools of Translation
a) Literal interpretations seek to translate the Bible as closely to the original text as possible--or literally, word-for-word. Translations from this method include the New American Standard 1Bible, the English Standard Version, and the Authorized (King James) Version (AV/KJV; however, better greek manuscripts have since come to light and so more recent translations may be preferred over the AV/KJV).
b) Dynamic-equivalent translations attempt to translate idea-for-idea, rather than word-for-word, so that the passages articulate the message of a text in more readable English format. Dynamic-equivalent translations include the New International Version, New Living Translation, and the New English Version. In addition to the text itself, dynamic-equivalent translators consider the meaning of idiomatic expressions, the  original author’s culture, and the nuances of the original languages to construct their translations.
2. Advantages and Challenges of the Literal and Dynamic-Equivalent Translations
a) Advantages of Literal Translations: Allows reader to get very close to the original Hebrew and Greek in form and meaning 
b) Challenges with Literal Translations: Passages can be somewhat difficult to read due to differences in sentence structure and word order between English and the original languages, for example:
Literal: Genesis 4.1: “Now Adam knew Eve is wife, and she conceived and bore Cain” (ESV)

Dynamic-Equivalent: “Now Adam slept with his wife, Eve, and she became pregnant. When the time came, she gave birth to Cain” (NLT)
c) Advantages of Dynamic-Equivalent Translations: Can provide a more “readable” translations that may encourage reading and study, as well as comprehension
d) Challenges of Dynamic-Equivalent Translations: Occasionally, textual content is added or lost for readability, include linking words (particularly in Paul’s letters), for example:
In the Genesis 4 passage above, the words, “when the time came” don’t appear in the original Hebrew at all

Also, in Romans 1.14-18, it says:

 14 I am under obligation both to Greeks and to barbarians, both to the wise and to the foolish. 15 So, for my part, I am eager to preach the gospel to you also who are in Rome. 16 For I am not ashamed of the gospel, for it is the power of God for salvation to everyone who believes, to the Jew first and also to the Greek. 17 For in it the righteousness of God is revealed from faith to faith; as it is written, "BUT THE RIGHTEOUS man SHALL LIVE BY FAITH." 18 For the wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness and unrighteousness of men who suppress the truth in unrighteousness ... (NASB)
The NIV only includes two of these.
3. No Need for Cynicism--The Reliability of Scripture
a) “Some have asked, ‘Are the actual texts of the Bible, which have gone through centuries of transmission, accurate to the original writings? Do we actually have the writings of Paul, Peter, and John, or have they been altered through centuries of transmission?’ There are three standard criteria by which the authenticity and integrity of ancient texts may be judged: Quantity of manuscripts, Quality of those manuscripts, and the time interval between the original autographs and our oldest manuscripts (generally, the shorter the interval, the higher the reliability.)”
 
b) Here is how the Bible stacks against these three criteria:
(1) The Old Testament:
(a) Quantity: Relatively few OT MSS because they were written on animal skins (didn’t last as long as clay tablets, etc.), written by nomadic people who were under political subjugation for a large portion of their history, and, more positively, due their reverence for the Word of God, worn or flawed MSS were destroyed or buried by the Hebrew scribes.
(b) Quality: The OT MSS have a nearly unparalleled quality due to the diligence of a group of scribes called the Masoretes who copied the OT between the 5th and 9th centuries A.D.  
i) “According to the Talmud, there were specifications not only for the kind of skins to be used and the size of the columns, but there was even a religious ritual necessary for the scribe to perform before writing the name of God. Rules governed the kind of ink they were to use, the spacing of words, and also forbade their writing anything from memory. The lines, and even the letters, were counted methodically. If a manuscript was found to contain even one mistake, it was discarded and destroyed.”

(c) Time Interval: The discovery of the Dead Sea scrolls in 1947 unearthed more than 100 copies of books of the OT that have been dated between 200 BC to AD 68. Commenting on the quality of these newly found MSS, Millar Burrows, textual scholar at Yale University, wrote, “It is a matter of wonder that through something like a thousand years the text underwent so little alteration.”

(2) The New Testament:
(a) Quantity: There are more than 5,000 Greek MSS, 8,000 Latin MSS, and 1,000 early translations (Coptic, Syriac, etc.)
(b) Quality: “It is true, however that the quality of the NT MSS is less than that of the OT ones. More variant readings do exist, although these are usually matters of spelling or word order, not matters of doctrine. However, because there are so many MSS of the NT available, by comparing the readings the original can be reconstructed. The result of the science of textual criticism is an almost pure text, and most of the remaining textual problems have reasonably sure answers.”

(c) Time Interval: The time interval for the NT is unusually short for ancient writings. Some of our MSS are from the third and forth centuries. Others date from within 150 years of their autographs, and we have papyri that are within 25 years.
Conclusion:

Christians in the West should give thanks to God because they not only have access to Scripture, but they have multiple translations from which to study. We are not guaranteed this will always be the case and there are some now, who do not have this luxury. In light of this we should consider how we might better use these translations and make them available to others so that they too may know the joy have studying God’s word.

Ancient Texts & The New Testament
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� W. Gary Phillips & William E. Brown, Making Sense of Your World: A Biblical Worldview, pp. 116, Sheffield Publishing Co.,1991.


� Geisler and Nix, General Introduction, rev. ed. (Chicago: Moody, 1986), p. 380
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� Adapted from W. Gary Phillips & William E. Brown, Making Sense of Your World: A Biblical Worldview, pp. 121, Sheffield Publishing Co.,1991.
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