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that thy profiting

may appear unto all"
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■ESSAYS AND ARTICLES
THE PROBLEM OF CHOICE

Referring to our recent article on The Rising Tide of
Translations (March, 1968), a subscriber who identifies
himself as a layman, not of our CLC, writes about his
personal problem in connection with this matter, and makes
certain observations which deserve also our careful atten
tion. He says: "T love the King James Version of the Bible.
I was brought up in it. I am at home in paging through it.
I feel that I understand its 'strange' English. ... For my
self, I don't need a new 'currently worded' version of Scrip
ture. " But then he speaks of the problem of his children
and, a little later, of adult converts, young or old, noting
that at the very outset it calls for an extra effort if they are
to use the KJV — a factor which the Devil uses skillfully
and often successfully to thwart our mission work. Then
he arrives at an important conclusion:

"It is high time that I put in time and effort to
make the orderly transition from the KJV to another
translation of Scripture which is written in more un
derstandable English for the present generation. It
seems to me that it would not be quite orderly enough
to take up several versions, but, as I say, to study
diligently to settle on the one best version, "

This brings into clear focus a problem which concerns all
of us, the problem of choice.

In bringing this to the attention of our readers, let me
say at the outset that for my own person I also neither need
nor want to discard the "Authorized" KJV. Let me repeat
the warning of my previous article against handicapping our
children and students in regard to their memorizing of
Scripture. Yet this is precisely what would happen if we
would prematurely promote one or the other of the variant
versions without careful previous study. But let us not
fail to note the realism with which the author of this letter
recognizes the urgent need of planning for the future. This
realism is the main reason for quoting him in introducing



this article. It must also be understood, however, that
"to settle on the one best version" is not so simple as it
may sound. For to say which of the newer versions is actu
ally the best would involve not merely the sampling of
quite a number of different translations, but would call for
prolonged intensive work with the favored one, ending per
haps in frustration since after all not one of them is per
fect. Nor is there any assurance that the final choice
would meet with general acceptance, even within our own
little group. That could at best come only with the test of
time. These are the problems. They are formidable in
deed. Yet they must be faced, with plan and purpose. It
is the aim of this article to suggest ways and means that
should be constructive, which remain within the limited re
sources at our disposal, but which promise to be spiritual
ly profitable for all who take part in it. It is also my hope
that this can be done on a basis which will include also
such lay members as may wish to take part, even though
they may not have the facilities for checking the various
translations by the original Greek or Hebrew.

Even a superficial survey of the current versions will
show that there are two different ways for translating a
given text: literally and by paraphrase. The literal tries
to stay as close as possible to the wording of the Greek or
Hebrew original. The paraphrase is much freer in style.
In his introduction to his Living Word translations (warmly
recommended by the Rev, Billy Graham) Kenneth Taylor
says: "A paraphrase does not attempt to translate word by
word, but rather thought by thought. A good paraphrase is
a careful restatement of the author's thoughts. It can com
municate more vividly than a good translation. " To which
we can agree — as long as the paraphrase remains a
"good" paraphrase. Its freedom of expression gives it an
edge over even a good translation.

But both types also have their dangers. And there is
good reason to believe that those of the paraphrase out
weigh those of the literal. The "literal" can indeed adhere
so closely and mechanically to the original that the resultant
translation, though using English words, still remains
"Greek" to the average reader. On the other hand, the very



freedom of the paraphrase constitutes a temptation by the
very ease with which a translator can then read his own
thoughts into the text. Taylor warns: "The principal dan
ger of a paraphrase is that it may go beyond (or not as far
as) the original author's intention. This is especially im
portant when the words of Christ Himself are involved. "

Both dangers should therefore be kept in mind. In ac
tual practice, however, the two types are not so sharply
divided. A good "literal" translation will not hesitate to
paraphrase when this is necessary to make the thought of
the original text clear to the reader. Luther was a master
in this. And a good paraphrase will not hesitate to become
literal when the subject matter of the text calls for accura
cy. While stressing the value of a paraphrase for rapid
reading and for accurately acquiring the sweeping move
ment of thought, Taylor's last paragraph carries a sound
and practical suggestion: "For study purposes, a para
phrase should be checked against a rigid translation. " Ex
cept for his use of the word "rigid" in referring to the vari
ous literal translations this seems a good suggestion. We
intend to apply it to Taylor's own work in a later section of
this article.

Another point should be noted, however, before we are
able to proceed along the suggested lines. When men trans
late what others have translated before, there will be a
strong temptation to demonstrate one's own versatility by
saying the same thing indeed — the original text demands
that — but saying it with different words. If the new word
says It better than the old, well and good. But if it merely
offers an equivalent synonym, nothing is gained. But
something may have been lost: the memory value of the
earlier term. And if the substitute is inferior, either in
quality or meaning, the resultant version will become cor
respondingly so. Change simply for the sake of change is a
poor way of trying for literary excellence. But since we
are touching on the subject of literary quality — surely,
a labored attempt at a highflown style of writing would be
just as wrong as the opposite extreme, to imitate the
cheap and shop-worn commonplaces of everyday life. The
great thoughts of Scripture surely deserve to be rendered



with dignity and reverence. That this is not inconsistent
with a natural simplicity is proved beyond possibility of
doubt by the way the Evangelists tell the story of the Savior
and Luke the acts (and words) of the Apostles.

This should be enough to give us at least the beginning
of a set of standards by which to judge the various versions
in comparing them with each other. Other requirements
will suggest themselves as we go along. But the point is
tbat we begin, now. Let everyone choose the version that
shall be his own standard, one which he has learned to know
both as to its strengths and weaknesses, one in which he
has confidence. This may well be the "Authorized" King
James. It may be the RSV or the American Standard
(ASV). But it should be at least a recognized literal trans
lation. Then let us choose one or another of the newer ver
sions to check against the previously selected standard, al
ways reserving final authority for the original Greek or He
brew. It will be instructive to test the Taylor paraphrase
(The Living Word series) in this way. It will also reveal
the limitations, which Taylor himself concedes. As for the
newer literal translations which might (and should) be tes
ted in this same way, the most promising prospects would
seem to be Beck (The NT in the Language of Today), the
new American Bible Society translation (Good News for
Modern Man: NT-TEV) and perhaps the New English Bible
(NEB). Other versions may be substituted for those men
tioned, for instance the New American Standard, which is
itself a revision of the earlier American Standard. The
point is to keep this stage of our study as flexible as pos
sible, so that no one's preference may be overlooked in
our search for the best of the modern versions.

Just as a starter and for the sake of illustration let me
offer some observations based on notes taken while compa
ring a number of these modern efforts. The section chosen
is that of the Sermon on the Mount, Matthew 5 to 7, certain
ly an area of particular interest and importance, beginning
with the familiar Beatitudes,

Nine times in solemn repetition our Lord uses the
same word (MAKARIOI) in describing those of whom He
then makes His further statements. The "Blessed" of the


