SOME COMMENTS ON TRANSLATIONS


In any translation from one language to another, there are enormous problems to be faced by the translator.  Every language has its own peculiar idioms and figures of speech to be communicated in the translation.  There may be many different viable approaches to this communication;  which is best for a paricular translation?  Each language has somewhat unique ties to the culture;  how are these elements to be communicated?  The original language has its peculiarities, and the target language has its oddities.  How are conflicts between these elements to be resolved.  Translation of the Bible is further complicated by the fact that it was written over many years (approximately 1500 years).  No living language is perfectly stable over this span of time.  Cultures and societies are not perfectly stable over this span of  time.  English has certainly changed substantially since the King James Version was first published.  The extent of the controversies concerning the King James Version is fueled by changes in the English language over the past 400 years.  Nevertheless, the fundamental subjects of the Bible, the nature of God, the nature of man, God's revealed will, and so forth, remain stable across the eons.  We are enabled to learn these truths through the work of the Holy Spirit much more than through the nature of the translation.  Still, an accurate and suitable translation really helps an individual to a quick spiritual understanding.


Ancient Hebrew, and to a lesser extent Biblical Greek, have features that may be translated in either an active or passive way.  For instance, the Hebrew word "samach" may be translated "be glad" or "be joyful"—a passive voice expression.  The same word may be translated "rejoice"—an active voice expression.  In English, "rejoice" has a very actve connotation, while "glad" is active in voice but more passive in connotation and "joyful" is usually passive in voice but active in connotation.  In Hebrew, there are passive and active voice expressions, but the distinction is much more literary rather than practical.  The practical application in ancient Hebrew society made little to no distinction between the passive state of being and the active state of doing.  The understanding is that the doing is a natural outgrowth of being.  The Biblical principle of personal integrity is in total agreement.  "A tree is known by its fruit."  Yet, our culture and the English language do not make the same assumption.  Therefore, the translation from Hebrew to English or from Biblical Greek to English must decide how to best express the intent.  Many translations have adopted the active voice in as many instances as possible.  This results in a very positive statement for action, but it obscures the state of being.  The Biblical state of being, which is founded in our total dependence by faith in Jesus Christ, is perhaps even more important as a message than the call to do.  On the other hand, "faith without works is dead."  There needs to be a positive expression of the Biblical call to do—to BE obedient and DO His commandments.  There is a balance between being and doing in the Bible in both the explicit teachings and in the more subtle expressions of the languages.  The translations into English have a very difficult time maintaining this balance.  The best translations are sensitive to this issue while some of the other translations miss this balance, even being tainted by denominationally peculiar doctrines.  The result is that in a study of "be" verses, some translations contain as few as 1100 such verses while some translations contain nearly 5800 "be" verses.  The King James Version has 5492 "be" verses while the New International Version has only 4301 "be" verses.  What are the differences in translation leading to such a difference in verse count?  Many of the differences are related to the changes in English mode of expression.  There are many more verses in the King James Version has many verses where the "be" is an aid to translation.  These are present in all translations, but it is more prevalent in older English translations.  Another difference is that the NIV is somewhat more active in its form of expression than the KJV.  The Hebrew "hayah" and the Greek "eimi" are the equivalents to the English "be."  These words are only expressed about 75% of the time in the original texts.  The remainder of the time, the "be" is used to express the passive voice of a normally active word (as in "be saved") or to express the tense of a verb.  Therefore, the number of verses related to the state of being, which is the topic of these studies, constitute less than one third of all of the verses containing the word (roughly 1200 verses).  Of course, I also have to exclude the verses which direct us to BE NOT, which is the subject of another study.  The point is that each different translation communicates God's Word with a perspective biased by the language.  In doing a study based in a language expression, the study is more affected by the translation used than the mere understanding of the Bible.  Thankfully, our understanding is more dependent on the work of the Holy Spirit than on the work of translators.  However, readers using different translations may wonder about differences between what they are reading and the studies that I have recorded in this work.


I selected the New American Standard Bible translation for the basis of these studies for several reasons.  First, the NASB is renouned for its accurate literal translation into modern English using the best available manuscript evidence from the original Hebrew and Greek.  This accuracy extends well to the contextual sense and connotative meanings which are carried through the Bible.  Second, the NASB is consistent in its translation the original languages.  This makes word studies more feasible even when the reader does not have extensive knowledge of Hebrew or Greek.  Third, there is excellent computer support for search and analysis of the NASB text, equal to that available for the King James and New International Versions.  I used a number of computer tools to assist in researching the verses that form the basis of each study.  The availability of these tools greatly reduce the time needed to find all of the relevant verses for a topic and allow much more time for complete studies in context.  Although all of the tools used in this study are available in print form, the computer tools decrease the time needed to find all of the information and help to promote completeness and acuracy.  Fourth, the NASB seems to take a more conservative approach to the translation problems of determining how to express the nuances of the original languages which makes it fundamentally ideal for studies of this type.  There are 4481 "be" verses in the NASB.  The mode of expression in the NASB is consistent with that in the original languages, to the largest extent possible given the problems of translation.

