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It's All Greek to Me 
Clearing up the confusion about Bible translations 

by Clinton E. Arnold Issue #132 November/December 2002 

When I became a Christian in 1970, choosing a Bible was 

fairly easy. You just drove to the local bookstore and bought 

a King James Version. There were still some decisions to be 

made: whether to get a black or burgundy cover for example, 

or whether to spring for real leather. There was also the 

option of buying a Bible with the Scofield notes. 

A little over 30 years later, the decisions are dramatically 

more difficult. Do I buy the KJV, NKJV, NIV, NASB, RSV, 

NRSV, TEV, CEV, NLT, LB, NCV, or ? Or do I choose the 

TN/V, ESV, or HCSB—all of which have appeared quite 

recently? 

The assortment of Bibles raises some pressing 

questions. Why are there so many different translations? 

What are the key differences between them? And finally, which translations are best for you? 

Why are there so many translations? 

It is important to remember that the Bible was not originally written in English. The Old Testament 

writers used Hebrew, a Semitic language written from right to left with no vowels. (A few passages 

were written in a related language called Aramaic.) The New Testament was written exclusively in 

Greek, though in a form that differs substantially from the modem language. 

Here's how the original languages appear. 

???????I'M ?????7 ??????? ??? 72779777977? 979?? ??????? 

—Gen. 1:1 

?e?? ??de?? ???a?e? p?p?te:p????e??? ?e?? ? ?? e?? t?? ???p?? t?? pat??? 7977?? 77'  '?sat?. 

For us to read the Bible in English, it has to be translated. Someone has to read it in the original 

language and spend time considering how to express it in English. This process is more complex 

than it sounds and it contributes to the plethora of Bible translations. 

First, scholars differ on how translation shouls_l_be done. Second, the English language changes 

over time, leading to updates of previous versions or entirely new ones. Also, as we'll see later, 

discoveries of additional Greek and Hebrew manuscripts prompt translators to translate Bibles from  a_ 

different manuscript basis. Let's look at the first two factors in more detail. 

Different versions reflect different theories of translation. As a Greek professor, on more than 

one occasion I have been asked by earnest Christians, "Why can't we simply develop a very literal 
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• 

translation that doesn't interpret the text?" 

The answer is simple: If we were to follow the Hebrew or Greek exactly, most passages would be 

utterly confusing and possibly unintelligible. For example, in the NIV, 	reads, "No one has 

ever seen God, but God the One and Only, who is at the Father's side, has made him known." In 

contrast, here is a literal, word-by-word translation: "God no one has seen ever: only-begotten God 

the being into the bosom of the father that one explained." 

Although one might be able to make some sense of this, it is difficult to understand and terrible 

English. All translations must make a number of changes and interpretive decisions to render 

Scripture in intelligible English: 

• English word order must be given priority. English is locked into subject-verb-object order, 
whereas a Greek writer can move these elements anywhere in the sentence. So "God no one 
has seen ever" becomes "No one has ever seen God." 

• Many expressions must be interpreted and expressed in a different grammatical form in 
English. To be technical for a moment, a participle may need to be expressed with a finite 
verb and made into a relative clause, so that "the being" becomes "who is." 

• Words that are not in the Greek text, but are implied, must be added: "that one explained 
[him]." 

• Certain words need to be interpreted: "Only begotten" (KJV, NASB) is one possible way to 
translate the Greek word monogene-s; a better interpretation might be unique, only (ESV, 
NRSV), or one and only (N1V). 

• Certain words may need an English translation that is closer to what the term actually meant 
than to the precise term itself. Although the Greek word kolpos indicates a person's chest or 
bosom, translating it with one of these English words may confuse today's readers. Thus, the 
NIV and ESV translate it "at the Father's side," and the NLT uses "near to the Father's heart." 

You can see that a lot of interpretation is needed just to get the Greek sentence into a form of 

English that makes sense. A translation that does not interpret is impossible. 

A root issue is this Should the translator place priority_ on the exact form of the original text or on 

clarity of the English expression? If the emphasis is placed on exavi followi • the wording of the 

onginal languages&adability suffe,  If the translator stresses readability, literalness is sa - 

 and much more interpretation takes place. These differing philosophies have led to a variety of 

different translations. 

Different versions reflect changes in the English language. English has changed a great deal 

since the King James Version was published. In addition to the passing of thees and thous, a host of 

other expressions are no longer used or now have different meanings. 

Here's a quick quiz to test your knowledge of King James English. Check the boxes if you know 

the meaning of the expression. 

• "sick of the palsy" ( -K. 2 . 3) 
• "thou hast possessed my reins" (Ps. 139:13) 
• "decayeth and waxeth old" (Heb. 8:13) 
• "not in chambering and wantonness" (Ro. 13:13) 
• "the instruments also of the churl are evil" (Is. 32:7) 
• "Isaac was sporting with his wife" (_Gen. 26:8) 
• "by his neesings a light doth shine" (Job 41:18) 
• "ye have respect to him that weareth the gay dothEmr (Jas. 2:3) 
• "when divers were hardened, and believed not° (Acts 19:9) 

How did you do? Our language has changed considerably! Some of these changes are passing 

fads; others are here to stay. This is one of the other main reasons for so many contemporary English 

if- 
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Bible versions: Bible translators are trying to stay current with language changes. 

The biggest shift in the last 30 years is the diminishing use of he, him, and man in a generic 

sense to indicate both males and females. This change has led to one of the largest controversies to 

face Bible translators in many years. Some translation committees believe that new versions need to 

reflect gender-neutral terminology. Others resist this move, believing that this change represents a 

capitulation to feminist interests and, more importantly, unduly alters the meaning of many passages. 

One of the more controversial translation choices introduced in gender-neutral translations is 

changing singular nouns and pronouns to plural in certain passages. Some translators consider this 

necessary because the English language does not have a generic third person singular pronoun. The 

closest we can come is the awkward he/she. 

This type of change can be illustrated with 	. The NIV reads, 

If anyone considers himself religious and yet does not keep a tight rein on his tongue, he 

deceives himself and his religion is worthless. 

The gender-neutral TNIV translates the same passage, 

Those who consider themselves religious and yet do not keep a tight rein on their tongues 

deceive themselves, and their religion is worthless. 

• 
Though changing singular to plural is the most common strategy for creating a gender-neutral 

translation, some scholars believe this mutes the individual application of the passage and thus alters 

the meaning of the text. This tension can be seen in the translation of - 	. Many older 

Christians have memorized this verse in the KJV: 

Behold, I stand at the door, and knock: if any man hear my voice, and open the door, I will 

come in to him, and will sup with him, and he with me. 

Although this may not sound strange to us, many women in younger generations may wonder 

why only men are invited. 

Because of the constraints of our language, it is not easy to modify this verse to convey that both 

men and women are welcomed into relationship with the Lord. The TNIV does so by changing him to 

them: if anyone hears my voice and opens the door, I will come in and eat with them, and they with 

me." This change reflects the use of they/them as a singular—a controversial practice rejected by 

some English style guides. Another way of handling this problem is to shift from the third person to 

the second, as the NRSV has done: if you hear my voice and open the door, I will come in to you 

and eat with you, and you with me." This translation preserves an explicit individual application but 

still changes the form of the original. 

At the root of the debate over methods of gender-neutral translations are two critical questions 

that you will need to grapple with: First, has the English language really changed? In other words, is it 

now improper to use he when you refer to both males and females? Second, do the changes 

introduced in gender-neutral translations (as illustrated above) truly distort the meaning of Scripture? • ,Nhat are the key differences hetWeen the translations? 

Now that we know some of the reasons there are so many versions available, we're ready to tackle 
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the next question, What makes them different from each other? 

Translation philosophies. As I have already noted, translation philosophies cause significant 

differences among the various Bibles. These philosophies represent two different poles on a 

spectrum. One end of the spectrum gives priority to exactness to the original form, while the other 

end emphasizes clarity and readability in English. 

The philosophy striving for exactness is widely referred to as formal equivalence. These 

translators attempt a word-for-word  translation, although as we have seen, it is impossible to do this 

completely. The goal is to be as accurate as possible to the form of the text in the original language. 

The other end of the spectrum focuses on readability and is commonly called dynamic 

equivalence (or functional equivalence). This could be described as a thought-for-thought translation. 

These scholars endeavor to create a translation that gives contemporary readers an experience 

similar to the way the Bible was heard and understood in its original setting. Advocates of this view 

are also striving to be as accurate as possible, but their focus is on accuracy of meaning, rather than 

on the precise form of the original. 

Neither of these philosophies should be characterized as the right way of translating. They both 

have merits and disadvantages (I have summarized these in the chart on page 32). I have also 

placed the major Bible versions on a scale according to their respective translation philosophies (see 

below). 

It is helpful to see the outcome when these translation philosophies are applied to a complicated 

and technical passage. I chose -Ro 3 24-2:. to illustrate how the various versions translate a crucial 

verse (see page 34). You will notice that the formal-equivalent translations do not hesitate to use 

technical language. On the other hand, you may find it interesting that the dynamic-equivalent 

translations search for creative ways to render the theological ideas into more readily intelligible 

English. 

In addition to these two translation philosophies, we also have Bible versions that result from 

paraphrasing. A paraphrase is a rewording of an existing English translation rather than -  a fresh 

translation from the original languages. This is what Kenneth Taylor did when he created The Living 

Bible. He reworded the American Version (1901) into a form of English that his children could 

understand and respond to. 

Manuscript base. One final difference between versions is the manuscript base for the 

translation. The King James Version of 1611 (as well as its various revisions and the NKJV) was 

based on Erasmus' edition of the Greek text, which was itself based on about six Greek manuscripts. 

These were part of a grouping of manuscripts known as the Byzantine form of the text. 

However, many new manuscripts have been discovered since the publication of the King James 

Version. All other modern versions make use of an extensive manuscript collection of more than 

5,000 Greek manuscripts and 10,000 Latin manuscripts, as well as numerous manuscripts in ancient 

versions (such as Syriac, Coptic, Gothic, Armenian, Georgian, Ethiopic, and others). 

Although the majority of differences between these two manuscript bases are exceedingly minor 

and do not result in variations in the meaning of the text, there are some that are important. One such 

example is 	. Here, the most reliable manuscripts refer to Jesus as "God," whereas the 

Byzantine manuscripts refer to him as "son." This results in the following difference in translation: 
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No man hath seen God at any time; the only begotten Son, which is in the bosom of the 

Father, he hath declared him. 

—KJV 

No man has seen God at any time; the only begotten God, who is in the bosom of the 

Father, He has explained Him. 

—NASB 

There are complex reasons (which we can't go into here) why the revisers of the KJV and the 

creators of the NKJV did not expand their textual basis. It is important to know, however, that these 

Bibles are based on a different collection of manuscripts from other English versions. 

Which are the best translations for you? 

I intentionally worded this question in the plural rather than asking, Which is the best Bible for you? It 

is OK, and actually advisable, to have more than one Bible. The better question would be, Which 

Bible for which purpose? 

Personal Bible reading.  If you use a Bible reading plan that takes you through two or more 

chapters a day, a dynamic-equivalent (thought-for-thought) translation might be in order. The 

increased readability of these translations makes reading large amounts of material easier. Try using 

the NLT, CEV, NCV, or . 

Another advantage of using the dynamic versions is that they can shake you out of familiarity with 
VV.--  

the text and allow it to speak to you in a fresh and challenging way. 

Careful Bible study.  When you do in-depth Bible study—whether for personal study or 

preparation tcifeach—I recommend a formal-equivalent (word-for-word) translation as your principal 

text. The NASA is an excellent resource here; the n ESyis another translation you might consider. 

I would also recommend using two or more other translations for serious study. Since all 

translations must interpret, the use of other versions will call your attention to alternate readings of the 

text. 

Public Scripture reading. For reading Scripture in a public venue, you will want to consider a 

number of factors. 

• Which translation do most members of your audience use? Normally you will want to stick 
with that version, even if it is different from the one you typically use. 

• Is the language of the translation understandable to the group you will be reading to? For 
instance, a group of junior high students might benefit from a dynamic-equivalent translation. 

• Do you want to stimulate the thinking of your audience by giving them a less familiar reading? 
This is where the use of a newer version or a dynamic-equivalent translation (such as ) can be 
beneficial. 

All-around Bibles. Most of us have a version that we memorize from, take with us everywhere, 

and use for most of our reading and study. It is hard to change. If you do consider a change, it might 

be best to choose a version that tries to balance exactness with readability. This is what the and 

TNIV try to do, as well as the new HCSB. Although the new ESV is a more formal-equivalent 
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translation, it is also very readable. 

• Don't let the proliferation of Bible versions bewilder or discourage you. It is a blessing! Check out 

some of them, and enjoy the of God. 

• 

• 
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