”Prepariﬁg a New Bibie Translation Today"
Essay read at the Convention of the Wisconsin Ev. Lutheran Synod
Dr, Martin Luther College, New Ulm, Minnesota, August 3-10, 1977

In each of the latt two years Christians of the Wisconsin Ev. Lutheran Synod have
celebrated unusual blessings from the hand of a gracfous God. 1975 was an occa-
sion for reviewing God's grace in cailing the synod into existence and giving it
125 years of 1ife and activity. 1976 was another year to recall God's special
mercy, this time in permi tting America to serve as & haven for the Gospel for two
centuries. “

Both essays to be read at this convention have been planned to call attention to
still another evidence of God's amazing grace, evidence no less impressive than
the century-and-a-quarter 1ife of the synod or the two-century 1ife of our father-
land. Both convention essays deal with the theme of Bible translations. The con-
vention theme, "Publish and Conceal Not," implies another blessing of God, a bles-
sing not as obvious, perhaps, but every bit as impressive. The sovereign God, who
_ dwells in a 1ight no one can approach, has given us reliable information -- the
only reliable information -- about who He 1s, and who we are, and what the‘purr'
pose of 1ife 1s. And unlike previous generations of Christians, we can enjoy

this written revelation in such abundance, in such a variety of translations,

that we actually have to make a choice. We must ci«ose which translation we want
to use as we conduct our private meditations and our public worship, and as we
plan our synodical program of printed materials for years ahead. |

It was not always so0. GChristians of other ages have not been as fortunate as we.
In the 14th Century John Wyclif, a professor of theology at Oxford University in
England, was attacked for his earnest attempt to give the people of England the
Holy Scriptures in their mother tongue. Even Wyclif's death didn't stop the
church's attack on him. 31 years after his death the church authorities excom-
municatad him and attempted to destroy everything he had written, including his
translation of the Bible. In the 15th Century John Huss, a priest in Prague,
Czechoslovakia, undertook to revise the Czech Bible and to publish it. For his
attempts to publish and conceal not he was deposed, thrown into a dungeon, and
then burnt at the stake by Holy Mother Church.

Abouf the time Luther published his German New Testament, an English priest named
Will1am Tyndale wanted to do for his native land what Luther was doing for his.
Such vast changes had taken place in the speech of Englishmen since the days of
John Wyclif a century and a half earlier that Tyndale felt the former translation
was no longer usable. He managed to finish his transiation of the New Testament,
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but before he could finish the translation of the 014 Testament he was arrested
by the English church authorities, strangled, and burned at the stake.

It is distinct evidence of God's mercy tn us that we can, in good COW&C%@H@@'aﬂd
without hindrance, engage in the work which occupied Luther for several decades
of his 1ife, the work which cost William Tyndale his 1ife -- the work of helping
to prepare a Bible translatfon which will speak Gnd’s timeVess truth in the
language of people today. -

Some of you will remember that the matter of & new Bible transletion i¢ not a
éQCQﬂt development 1n the Wisconsin Ev. Lutheran Syaod. If you can remenber

back 25 years, y@u~m@y recall that when the Revised Standard Version of the

Bible was pubiished in 1952, the synod appointed a committee to study it. The
1953 synod cenvention Proceedings contain the report of that committee. Let me
quote just & santence from 1t: "The appearance of the Revised Standard Version »
has incited anew the study of Bible transiations, afisc among us, and made us con-
" sclous anew of weaknesses in the Authorized Versfon. ..." That convention re-
solved that the synod prepare and publish a trial translation of some New Testa-
ment book. Two years later the Wisconsin Lutheran Ouarterly printed a trial
translation of the Epistle to the Galatians.

That was 25 years ago. Since the members of WELS are stil) interested, and
properly so, in contemporary Bible translations, the topic assigned for this essay is

PREPARING A NEW BIBLE TRANSLATION TODAY

There are particularly three problems that confront the Bible translator, and he
must address himseif o all three. ,Dﬁscusé%on of the translator's response to
each of th@ﬁ@’p%QEEng will form the three parts of this essay. The transiator
must, first, determine as closely as possible the wording of the original text,
Then he must determine precisely the meaning of that original text. And finally
he must find the right English words and expressions to convey the meaning of the
original text. ‘

I

Par@~@? the problem facing the 20th Century translator is one that 1s not {mmedi-
ately apparent 1o the Christian who reads,.say, the King Jamas Version. Before
we can begin the actual work of putting the Hebrew and Greek Scriptures into Eng-
Tish, we must determine the wording of the original text.

The time ailotted to this essay in the convention's schedule does not allow for a
thorough treatment of this subject, which s a complex one. In our seminary's
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eurricuium, sleven weeks of one New Testament class ave allotied to a study of
Just this matter, If the essaylst's presentation, thevefore, seems sketchy, he
will take pavt of the blame, but the rigld time Vimitation o cught to shave part
of 1%, oo,

When the Bible tvanslator sits down to transiate the Mebrew or Greek Scriptures,
his work 18 compliceted by the fact that we today wo Tonger possess the original
documents of the Bible bonoks, the so~called "auto graphs,” the very documents
writien by Woses wnd Devid and Isafah and Metthew and Paul and a1l the rest. If
we $t117 had those autographs, the work of comp?ling 8 Hebrew 01d Testament and
a Greek Hew Testament would be simple indesd. But, in God's good providence,
the autographs have all been losi.

Why were they lost? Well, for a number of veasons. For one, things wear out.
Moth and rust corrupt, and the process of decay took 1ts toll. Add to that the
fact that anclent Jewish authorities treated worn-out Bible scrolls the wWay
Mmericans treal a tattered American flag; they dest troyed the And, finally,
one dare not forget the destruction of precious dacuments p@?@@twat@d by the
epemies of Christ's Church, from the ancient Assyrians and Babylonians down to
the Romans, who as Tate as 300 A.D. ordered a1l the sacred books of Christians
to be burned.

ATl ?%qht, th@ 1f al @? the original d@gumﬁﬂﬁg of the Bible have been lost,
with (@? ?@w tha& m&ﬁﬁ@wﬂ the past@w beginning his sermon gﬁudy each wgek) is an
edited text drawn from various @@p@@g of the dui@gf@phs and from translations
made from these copies. These are ‘the precious manuscripts and fragments written
on brittle papyrus or on leather and stored in the sands of an ancient Egyptian
cemetery or in the storage room of a Caltro synagoy or n & cave on the west

shove of the Dead Sea or salvaged from a wastebasket in a monastery on Mt. Sinai.
Lacking the autographs, the original documents, scholars have reconstructed the
Hebrew 01d Testament snd the Greek New Testament by cross-checking thousands of
coplaes end translations of copfes. But what complicates the problem is that the
meny eoplas and transistlons of coples which we possess are not all in agreement.,

The vegson for this 15 not hard teo wderstand. A1l of the anclent manuscripts
were handwritien. Can you imagjne yoursel? copying an entire Bible book #ithout
making any spelling mistakes, espacially if you're not a very good spelilier to
begin with, as soms of the early copylsts were not? Some of the variant textua]
readings are simply ervors 1n copying: a word wisspeiled, u word omftted, a word
written twice, a whole 1ine or two omitied. Then, years later, other copyists
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made the same kind of corrections many of us do when we vead a new book and come
across a misspelled word or an obvious mistake. ‘

How does the Bible translator deal with the problem of variant readings
New Testament manuscripts? Well, we could do what the Mustim caliph O%h
when he discovered variant readings of the Koran, He chose one as the offigla’
taxt and destroyed all the vest. He managed to standardize the text of
Koran, but at what cost?

The Bible translator, on the other hand, will fnstesd try to evaluate the various
manuseript readings, to try to come as close as possible to the orlginal veading.
The following are just a few of the criterin wied to evaluate variant readings.
Mormally the older reading 15 preferved to a later reading., The more diff{cult
reading is normally preferred, since the copyist was more apt to clarify the
wording than he was to make 1t harder. The shorter vgﬂfﬁﬁg 18 u\gua%y preferred,

since copyisis were move apt to Insert explanatory material

Church. Yeu can imagine that evaluation of tha variant readings i3 a watier of
concern for the Bible transiator, who must ask W% owi¥: "Which of ¢
b@%@ngg in the text and which in a footnotat”

The work of comparing and cross-checking warﬂ@nt manuscript readings is &n@wn as
extual criticism." Unfortunately, this has been criticized by some Christians

as unbecoming to a Christian Bible student. Fut thet s nol being fair. Textual

eriticism 1s not In 1tself hostile to faith or destructive of it. It was mentionad

baefore that this discipline {s part of our seminary curriculum. A1l of our trans-

Tating from the 01d Testament and the New Testament s done from texts of the

Bible which T1st the {mportant variant readings in a paragraph at the bottom of

the page: these are called "critical editions.”

Let-us be frank to admit that @p%ni@ﬂ% of scholars may at times differ on whet
a given passage belongs in the Text or in & footnote. Just one example, The King

Jamas Varsion (KJY) dncludas 1 John 5:7 dn the text. The passage veads: "7
are three that bear vecoyrd 1n heaven, the Father, the Word, and the Holy Ghost
and these three are one." The second half of this passage, the waﬁ&%anc&.to th@
Trinity, 18 not found In any Greek manusciript or transiation before the 15

tury. The overwhelming weight of the ancient texts 1s against it. Luther quite
properly omitted it in his German Bible. A century after Luther's death the pas-

zage was added to the text of Luther's Bibla, end it s 511} in the German Bible.
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When 1t comes to evaluating the ancient manuscripts, the 20th Century Bibie trans-
lator has an Ymmense advantage over his counterparts of several centurfes ago.
Some of the most helpful manuscripts for determining the original Hebrew and
Greek text came to Tight afler the KJV had been prepared. Let me mention @ﬁ%y
three.. ‘

Less than 20 years after the KJV was published, an {mportant New Testament manu-
script, Codex Alexandrinus, going back to 450 A.D., was presented to the King of
England. Another anclient document 1s Codex Vaticanus, a magnificent manuscript
which contains the 01d Testament and most of the New Testament and which has been
dated at about 325 A.D. This precious document, considered a chief authority
among the older texts, was kept unused in the Vatlcan T{brary at the time the KJV
was prepared; 1t was not made available to the editors of a Greek text unti) 1868!

One very valuable manuscript discovery occurred during the Vifetime of most of
the convention delegates. In 1947 several Arab geath@rds looking for a stray
goat in the wild and stony desert west of the Dead Sea stumbled u@@h some d&sty
scrolls fn a cave. One of those scrolls was later found to contain the 66 chap-
ters of the Prophet Isaiah. The scroll has been dated at about 100 B.C. Now re-
member that the KJV translation of Isafah was mads from a manuscript dated at
about 900 A.D. You see that the Dead Sea Isaiah scroll is almost a thousand
years earlier than the Hebrew Isaiah manuscript from which the KJV translators
worked. It 1s amazing testimony to the faithfulness of God in preserving His Word
down through the ages that the Dead Sea Isaiah scroll has basfcally the same text
as the much later one from which the KJV was translated. '

There are variant readings, a number of which are quite generally adopted as solu-
tions to difficult passages in the KJV translation of Isafah. In about a dozen
 instances, the New International Version (NIV) transiation of Isalah follows the
reading of the Dead Sea Isafah scroll in preference to the much later Isaiah manu-
script. In one instance (Is 14:3-4) the difference in readings amounts to spelling
& Hebrew word with an “r" instead of a "d." In another ?n@tan@@ (Is 21:8) letters
are transposed, and the meaning of the word 15 changed considerably. To see what
a difference the shifting of a single Hebrew letter makes, compare the translation
of these two Isalah passages 1n KJV (which followed the later manuscript) and NIV
{which followed the Dead Sea Isaiah scroll):

Is 14:3-4 {XJV): "And 1% shall come to pass in the day that the Lord shall give
thee rest from thy sorrow, and from thy Tear, and from the

hard Bpndass wheveln KiavnvesEnERdt. ! »voBlEy TR takioUaghahby

hath the oppressor ceased: the golden ¢ity ceased:”



-6 -

NIV: "On the day the Lord gives you relief from suffering and tuwam??laﬂd

cruel bondage, you will take up this taunt against the king of Babylon:
How the oppressor has come to an end! How his fury has ended!"

Isalah 21:6.8-9 {(KdV): "For thus hath the Lowrd said unto me, Go, set a watchman,

let him declare what he seeth. ... And he cried, A lon: ... And, behold,
here cometh a chariot of men, with a couple of horsemen. And he anwwered
..and said, Babylon is fallen, s fallen."”

NIV: "This is what the Lord says to me: 'Go, post @ lookout and have him report
what he sees.'... And the lookout shouted ... 'Look, here comes a man in a
chariot with a team of horses. And he gives back the answer: "Babylon has
fallen, has falleni"'"

The first duty of the translator, then, is to adopt the most accurate and most ve-
1able text of the passage before him. He can do this only by comparing the vari-
ant textual veadings that have come to us. As he does this, the translator will
have to admit that although there are several thousand variant readings, generally
they are not very significant. Accepting any of the varfant readings would not
change the body of Christian doctrine. This surely 1s evidence of Gdd's provi-
dential care. Not only did He mercifully give us the message of heaven in the
language of earth; He preserved that sacred text down through the centuries for us.

IT.

At the time the KJV translators did their work in the early 1600's, the world

had only one body of Hebrew 1{terature, and that was the Hebrew 01d Testament.

Now imagine for a moment that you are one of the KJV translators. You're trans-
lating an 01d Testament book, and you come across @ Hebrew word you don't recog-
nize. VYou check 1t out and discover that the wond 1s not found in any other 01d
Testament book, either. It's used only once in the entire 01d Testament. How

are you going to translate that word? You've got & problem, haven't you? The
problem grows in size when we Tearn that there is not only one such word, but 1500
Hebrew words used only once in the 01d Testament. Here we. can see the second
problem {nvolved i preparing a new Bible translation today: determining the mean-
ing of the original text.

o

Back to that translating table in the early 1600's where you've just come across

a Hebwew word you don't recognize and which is not used anywhere else in the en-
tire 01d Testamant. (Rem&m@@rg too, that three-and-a-half centuries asgo there

was no other body of Hebrew 1iterature to which ynu could go for help in defining
the unknown word). What could you do? Since words, Tike people, often have fami-

iies, you could take a guess at the family the word belongs to. That can be risky

g
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business, though, and there ére times when the KJV translators guessed wrong. A
better way to arrive at the meaning of an unknown word 1s by studying the setting,
the context in which the word is used. Or there might be a paraliel passage else-
where in the Scripture which could shed some Tight on the difficult word.

It is again as we determine the meaning of the original text that the person pre-
paring a new Bible transiation today has a distinct advantage over transiators of
previous centuries. The spade of the archeologist has placed language resources
at our disposal which shed valuable 1ight on the ancient languages in which God
gave us His written revelation. The late 19th Century saw the papyrus discoveries
in Egypt -~ partly from tombs, partly from the wrappings of crododiie mummies,
mostly from rubbish heaps. These documents -- official reports, private letters,
wills, business contracts, invitations to dinner -- date roughly from the 4th
Century B.C. to the 4th Century A.D. The reason why these papyri are of such
interest to us is that they were written not in classical Greek but in the every-
day Greek spoken by the common people of that period. Since that is the Greek
the Holy Ghost chose to use for the New Testament, the papyri discovered at the
close of the last century are of tremendous help for understanding the language

of the New Testament.

In the 20th Century archeological researcyﬁas made several discoveries which

shed much needed 1ight on the language of the 0ld Testament. Until about 40 yeavrs
ago the only Hebrew 1iterature the world had was the 01d Testament. And then in
1928 the plowshare of a Syrian farmer struck a stone, a stone which turned out to
be a tombstone from a buried civilization. Several years later, thousands of
clay documents were uncovered at that site which gave us a vast literature in an
ancient language related to Hebrew. These were the discoveries at Ugarit, several
hundred miles north of anclient Israel. With this second body of ancient Hebrew
11terature many 01d Testament word meanings became clearer, and our understanding
of Bible backgrounds grew. '

To see just one example of how the Ugaritic discoveries have helped to determine
the meaning of a Biblical word, consider Isatah 2:12.15-16. KJV translates: "The
day of the Lord of hosts shall be upon every one that 1s proud and Tofty ... and
upon- every high tower, and upon every fenced wall, and upon all the shipb of Tar-
shish, and upon all pleasant plctures." The last word in that sentence is a word
the KJV transiators didn't know what to do with, and so they guessed at {ts mean-
ing (and nobody can blame them for doing that, either,, since this {s the only time

the word occurs in the 01d Testament). But the Ugaritic Asouments uncovered in
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the early '30's use that word to describe a ship. MIV therefore translates the
same passage:" The Lord Almighty has a day in store for all the proud and Tofty ...
for every lofty tower and every fortified wall, for every twad@ﬁg ship andr@v@ry
stately vessel."

The diSCQVwa of the Dead Sea Scrolls 30 years ago has alveady been referred to.
Here was another treasure trove of ancient Hebrew documents, some of them manu-

scripts of 01d Testament books, some of hem commentaries, others veligious Tit-
erature of various kinds. By giving us these documents God has provided us with
still another point of reference for studying the Hebrew text of the 0ld Testa-

ment. '

A Tittle over a year ago two Italian archeologists surprised the world by announ-
¢cing the discovery of another large body of documents in a language related to
ancient Hebrew. At Tel Mardikh, forty miles south of Aleppo, Syria, these ar-
chea?@@ﬂstg locatdd the site of Ebla, an anclent kingdom of which we had preyﬁ-
ously known nothing. 15,000 clay documents have been uncovered From the royal -
archives dating back to several hundred years before the time of Abraham. There
are 1ists of government officials and of taxes paid; there are trade agreements
and international treaties; there are scientific i17s5ts of animals and birds and
fish; there are hymns o the gods. There are cven 32 tablets with comparative
word Tists in two Tanguages. Once again a merciful God has seen f1t %o place
fnto our hands some more tools for studying the anclent language of the 01d Tes-
tament. The vast amount of Hebrew T{terature discovered in the last forty years
will help the student of the 01d Testament to be more aware not only of word
meanings but also of language patterns and Figures of speech which Bible writers
used, dnd of customs to which they referred.

To ﬁwans?at@ any passage of the Bible, whether for a new Bible translation ov in
preparation for next Sunday's sermon, a man must determine the meaning of the
original text. Just in this connection, can you see the wisdom of the synod's
decision years ago to vequire that all men studying for the ministry in the Wis-
congin Synod be able to read the original languages of the Bible? Protestant
seminaries all across America do not expect thelir pastors to acquive Greek and
Hebirew reading skills. And Lutheran seminaries which at one time included Greek
and Hebrew in their course requirements are dropping these required courses and
~making the study of the original languages optional for the future pastor.
Martin Luther showed wheve he stood on the matter when he said: "As much as we
love the Gospel let us hold on to the languages in which God gave us His Word."
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A1l right; the Bible translator has compaved the varfant readings of the passage

under consideration and has determined what the original text was. He has stud-
1ed the various words and phrases and knows what they mean. HNow the biggest Jjob
T1ies ahead. Luther used to emphasize that one can be very smart in ﬁhe‘anaﬂent
Janguages and yet be an incompetent translator. After all, Tearning a foreign
Tanguage %ﬁﬁmﬂwe or less scientific process which {s within the reach of almost
anybody of average intelligence. But to carry the message of a Bible passage from
one language into another Eahguage is an art. That 1s the third and greatest
problem anyone will face who prepares a new Bible translation today: finding the
right English words to convey the meaning of the original text.

What are the guidelines that a Bible translator ought to follow as he seeks to
say in understandable Amer{ican what the holy men of God ériginally said in Hebrew
and Greek? At the risk of oversimplifying, let me mention four guldelines, four
criteria, which characterize a good translation. It must be fafthful fo the ori-
afnal text. It should be beautiful. It should be idiomatic. And of course it
must be clear, |

Before applying these criteria to a number of Bible passages in the balance of this
essay, it ought perhaps be emphasized that there will never be anything Tike a
perfect translation. No translation recelves unanimous support. The KJY was not
universally accepted at the time 1t appeared. One of the foremost British scholars
of the day declared the new translation to be "so {111 done"that it would grieve him
as long as he Vived. "Tell his Majesty that I had rather be rent in pieces by
wild horses than that any such transiation by my comsent should be urged upon poor
parishes." He actually counted the "{dle words” in various passages for which, he
said, the translators would have to give account on the Day of Judgment. (Bruce,
The Books and the Parchments, p. 219).

As people who belifeve in the divine inspiration and the absolute %h@?wancy of the
Scripture, we must Insist that a translation be faithful to the original text.

0F course the translator should remember that he's translating Into a modern lan-
guage, but 1t's even more {mportant that he remember he's translating from an an-
cient document. '

Isaiah 7:14 contains the well-known prophecy: "Behold, a virgin shall concelve and
beay a son, and shall call his name Immanuel." A number of contemporary Bible
translations translate that passage: "A young woman 1 with child ..." -~ a trans-
lation which {s unacceptable because 1t does not say what the original text says.
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Isdfah 53:5 reads in the NIV: "The punishment that brought us peace was upon him,
and by his wounds we are healed.” Dr. Beck's translation of that same passage
begins: "He 1s punished to make us happy ..." But does the text speak about being
happy or being at peace with God?

In 1 Tﬂmﬂthy 3:2 5t. Paul gives an admonition regarding pastors. "A bishop must
be blameless, the husband of one wife." The Revised Standard Version transiates:
"A bishop must be above reproach, married only once." This translation {mports
a thought nto the passage which 15 not there in the original text.

A second criterfon for measuring the acceptabdiity of & new Bible translation is
- its beauty. Admittedly this is a highly subjective eriterion, and opinfons wilil
vary. But surely we can agree that a transjation which s &ti11ted where the ori-
ginal 1s natural, which is heavy when the original is graceful s not a good
translation.

You are famiiiar with St. Paul's admonition to Timothy: "Godliness with content-
ment 15 great gain. For we brought nothing into this world, and 1t i3 certain we
can carry nothing out. And having food and raiment, let us be therewith content”
(1 71 6:6-8). MNow compare that with the same passage tn a recent Bible transia-
tion: "OF course there's a big profit in relicing if you're satisfied..."”

There should be rhythm in & Bible translation, and a sense of proportion, and sim-
plicity, and stateliness, and precision. Ideally, as the 20th Century reader reads
the translation, he cught to receive an impression similar to the {mpression the
first reader recelved when he read the original document. The Scripture deserves
a transiation that 1s not only faithful but beautiful as well. Ordinary, every-
day American speech -- "coffee and doughnuts,” 1 you will -- 93 not what m@?%
Christians are Tooking for in the sacred Scriptures. Newspaper English 1s a cut
below what the Bible reader wants, Your essayist does not l1ike the imperative
"Don't." 1n the Tem Commandments. "Don't steal'" doesn't sound right to this
pair of ears. God didn't give us the Ten Suggestions but the Ten Commandments.
"You shall not murder! (NIV) sounds more 1ike the Lord of heaven and earth speak-
ing to His creatures.

A third criterfon. 350 years ago a man offering a proposal of marriage to his
iady'm%ght have said: "My beloved, my bowels yearn for thee." But you didn't
say that to your wife when you proposed. Or what would you think 1 this evening
the delegate sitting next to you safd: "Let us go hence 0 the coffee shop over
agéﬁnsﬁ the bank?" You'd probably think this was a Joke. ‘ihe person preparing a
new Bible translation will want to he sure the Yenguage of the translation is
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idiomatic.

Every language has its own idioms, 1ts own speech patterns, and these cannot always
be transferred from the original language to the modern one. There are differen-
ces between the way we form sentences today and the way Hebrew and Greek writers
formed them. Most Hebrew sentences begin with the word "And." For example,of

the 31 verses in the first chapter of Genesis, 29 begin with "And." The American
language does not construct sentences that way, and an idiomatic transtation will
speak the way we speak, -

At the time of the New Testament, Greek hearers apparently were accustomed (or
had the intelligence) to hear long and complicated sentences which are simply not
used today. A good translation of the New Testament will therefoee break up St.
Paul's long sentences into two or more shorter ones.

Dr. Eugene Nida, veteran Bible translator, tells of a letter he recelved which
safd: "I would be so glad to help in translating the Bible, and I you would send
me a dictionary and a grammar of some of these primitive iaﬂguagégg I would be
happy to dedicate my spare time to the translation of the New Testament" (Nida,
God's Word in Man’s Language, p. 56). But translating word for word, as 1¥ each
Hebrew or Greek word had an exact equivalent in English, 15 not translating. And
yet some of the move literalistic translation: of yesterday and today move in this
direction.

"A man 15 Justified by the faith of Jesus Christ" (Ga 2:16) may have beaen the way
people talked in years gone by, but today we woyld say: "A man is Justified by
faith In Jesus Christ." Small delails of 1diom can make or break a transiation,
The New American Standard Bible quotes the prophet Isafah as saying: "My loins
are Tull of anguish" (21:3). But who talks 1ike that today? "My body 1s racked
with pain" 1s what we would say.

Wi11 the average Bible reader understand Proverbs 28:25, which says: "He that put-
teth his trust 1n the Lord shall be made fat," without knowing that “betng made
fat" was the Hebrew way of saying "he shall prosper"? If the eriginal passage
containg an idiom, an expression, which we don't have in English and which would
therefore mean 1{ttle or nothing for the eontemporary reader, then the carefy!
traﬁs?atar will not translate that passage word for word. Luther emphasized

this truth when he wrote: "What purpose does 1t serve unnecessarily to remain
with the Hebrew words so rigidly that people can get no sense out of them?"

In Luke 12:35-36 KJV quotes Jesus as saying to His discipies: "Let vour loins be
girded about ... and ye yourselves 1ike unto men that wait for their lord." A1l of
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us know that 20th Century English doesn't havn the idiom "Gird your leins about.”
That's a phrase, therafore, which you wouldn't want to transiate word for word,

but idfom for idiom. Listen to how the Good News Bible translates that passage:
"Be ready for whatever comes, with your clothes fastened tight at the walst.” What
is the reader supposed to think when he reads that Test statement? By contrast,
NIV glves that idiom 1ts 20th Century equivalent: "Be dressed ready for service ...
1ike men waiting for their master to return."”

2 Samuel 22 records a song of praise which David composed after the Lovrd had

given him victory over his enemies. KJV translates verse 46 {n this way: "Stran-
gers shall fade away, and they shall be afraid out of thelr close places.” That's
a Titeral translation from the Hebrew, but what does {t say? Compare that with
the NIV translation of the same passage: "Foreigners lose heart; they come trem-
bling from their strongholds."

A good translation is idiomatic. Luther, who knew that, once saild: "I made Moses
talk German. I made him so German nobody knows he was a Jew." Luther was a
mas ter translator. ‘

One final criterion by which to measure a Bible translation is its clarity. A
good translation 1s clear. According to Luke 1:78, Zechariah sald at the birth
of his son: "The dayspring from on high hath visi.ed us." What's "dayspring?”
Will the average reader know that it's "the rising sun from heaven?" Paul's
admonition to the Thessalonian Christians is translated "Comfort the feebleminded"
(1 Th 5:14). Is {1t immediately clear to you that Paul is encouraging the Thessa-
tonfans to "Encourage the timid"? At Mt. Sinail Moses spoke to the Israelites
about the blessings God would shower upon them 1 they would remain loyal to

Him. One of those blessings 15 described in Leviticus 26:10. K&V translates:

"Ye shall eat old store, and bring forth- the old because of the new." Is it clear
from that translation what blessing God s promising His people? The tentative
NIV transiation of that promise of God to the Israelites reads: "You will btill

be eating last year's harvest when you will have to move it out to make room for

the new."

In preparing a contemporary Bible translation, the translator ought to strive to
speak clearly, Very frankly, right here is where, in the opinion of many, KJV is
no longer meeting the deepest spiritual needs of many people. They don't have
to0 much difficulty reading the Gospels, but they are experiencing a grest deal
of difficulty reading the epistles of Paul and Peter, and wmust of the 01d Testa-
ment. To a greater degree than many of us 1ike to admit, the KIV uses words
which have gone out of use, otheps which have changed in meaning, and language
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patterns which sound distant and remote from the 20th Century. A question that
was plaguing the congregation in Corinth at Paul's time was the questiom: "IS it
right for a Christian to buy and eat meat from an animal that was sacrificed to

- an ido17" According to KJV, Paul's answer to the question was: "Whatsoever {s
sold 1n the shambles, that eat, asking no ‘question for consclence sake" (1 Co 10:
25). ~17th Century Englishmen knew that the "shambles” was the meat market, but

does that help the 20th Century Amerfcan?

One of the most beautifyl chapters of 01d Testament Messianic prophecy {s fsalah
9. You will Inmediately recognize verse 2 ("The people that walked in darkness
have seen a great 1ight...") and verse & ("For unto us a child 1s born, unto us
a son 1s glven: and the government shall be upon his shoulder; and his name shall
be called Wonderful, Cojunsellor, The mighty God, The everiasting Father, The
Prince of Peace"). The verse which Introduces thase precious prophecies of the
savior 1s of course the first verse of the chapter. It refers to Zebulun and
Naphtali, two northern tribes of Israel, tribes which would be the first to feel
the invasion of armles invading from the novth. Listen to Isatal 9:1 in KIV:
"Nevertheless the dimness shall not be such as was in her vexation, when at the
first he Tightly afflicted the land of Zebulun and the land of Naphtal!, and
afterward did more grievously afflict her by the 'y of the sea, beyond Jordan,
in Galilee of the natfons." And then follows the prophecy of the Savior: "The
people that walked in darkness have seen a great 1ight..."

In the essayist's view, that translation is simply Tncomprehensible. It's pas-
sages Tike this that have made the 01d Testament difficult for people to read

in KJV. Your essayist recalls some years back when a young lady from the congre-
gation he was serving asked whether she could discuss a problem. She was an in-
telltgent young Tady, committed to Jesus Christ. She happened to be a student
at Dr. Martin Luther College and later spent several years as a Christian day
school teacher. She stated her problem very forthrightly: "Pastor, I've been
trying to read the 01d Testament, but I'm having trouble, 1'}7 begin readﬂng
Isatah or Micah, and 1'11 get stuck; I won't understand what I'm reading. So
I'1T start over again, and again, and half an hour Tater I haven't made much
progress at all. This young Christian was embarrassed at not being able to read
God's Word with greater understanding. ‘

She was and is not alone in this difficulty, and translations 1ike the transiation
of Isaiah 9:1 read a moment agé may Just be part of the problem. It {s the essay-
ist's conviction that KJV 1s not meeting the deepest religious needs of God's
people today. Listen to another transiation of that same passage, which intro-
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duces two beautiful prophecies of the Savior: "Mevertheless, there will be no more
gloom for those who were in distress. In the past he humbled the Tand of Zebulun

and the land of Naphtal{" (the tribes which were first to be hit by the invaders
from the north) "but in the future he will honor Galilee of the Gentiles by the way
of the sea, along the Jordan" (Galflee was the scene of Christ's ministry). "The
people walking in darkness have seen a great Tight ..." "Unto us a child 1s born..."

A good translation is clear.. If 1t's to meet the needs of people, a Bible trans-
lation should be intelligible not only to the scholar, but also to the unlearned
reader. One grows tired of hearing epeople say: "Anybody who wants to can find
his Savior in the KiV.® Now surely we all agree that faith in Jesus Christ is the
absolutely fundamental article of Christianity. But in His Word God has more to
tell us than just Rhis fundamental article. Think of how the apostle Paul criti-
cized the Corinthian Christians for being immature. They had made such slow pro-
gress in Christian knowledge that he says: "I gave you milk. not solid food, for -
you were not yet ready for {t" (1 Co 3:2). Mature Christians need to advance
beyond the bare fundamentals of Christianity and not vemain spiritual infants

(Heb 5:11-14). But this means they've got to be able to read more than the nar-
rative sections of Genesis, a few psalms, and the four Gospels with understanding
and profit. All of Scripture {s given hy Inspiration of God. ATl of Scripture

is profitable for doctrine, for reproof, for correction, for instruction in right-
eousness. God holds us accountable for reading Isaiah and Hosea as well as
Matthew and Mark,

1t's natural for each of us to think of & contemporary Bible translation in

terms of himself. “"Do I Tike this new translation?” “Do I need a new transiation?"
But {s this the only question we should be asking? Have we been called to be
Christians only for our own sake? Is the Church of Jesus Christ an ark which safe-
1y carries 1ts occupants in watertight compartments through st@vmy'seas and pol-
luted waters to a heavenly destination? Or did God also intend the Christian
Church to be a 11feboat, moving in among drowning people, reaching out to help
them escape that pﬂﬁ@@@@@@k nightwara known as hell? The God-given assignment of
the Wisconsin Synod, as stated in 1ts constitution,is “to extend and conserve the
true doctrine and practice of the Evangelical Lutheran Church.” In determining
our attitude towaird Bible tranglations, we can 111 afford to ask only: "loes this
translation meet my spirftval needs?" We need to ask also: "WIlT this transiation
help to meet the spiritual needs alse of those outside of God's family, those who
have never Tearned to call God ‘Father'?" Or 1t 1t possible that this translation
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{s putting an obstacle, a roadblock, 1n the way of the inexperienced person who
simply cannot comprehend its language?”

The matter of preparing a new Bible translation today s not a matter we can
afford to take Tightly. The officers of the synod who assigned this topic for
discussion at this convention were not merely providing the delegates with some
busy work. God has put His written revelation into our hands -- to hold and to
share. Being stewards of God's sacred secrets 1¢ solemn business. But 1t s
our Father's business, and He has made 1t our business.

John €. Jeske






