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ENGLISH BIBLE TRANSLATIONS

By way of introduction ~ this brief piece is quite personal. It comes from one
who despises neither 20th Century English nor Elizabethan English. It develops from
one's having read and heard considerable about the need or the lack of need for having
the Bible in 20th Century English; more immediately, it is being set down here because
in our circles it seems to be commonly understood that in regard to the King James
Version we list only its good points and the reasons for continuing to use it, and in
regard to other English versions we list only the bad points and the reascns for not
using them,

One notes this common failing in so much that is written and said about transla-
tions; They consider the translations as a thing in themselves without considering
them in relation to the people who are to use them. But it is not merely a matter of
praising this or that translation to the skies or of exposing the weaknesses of
another; you also have to ask questions like these: In which century do we live?

What sort of English is the average Bible reader (not the trained linguist, which is
what most pastors are to some extenty 'not the professional teacher of English, who
may quite justifiably have a fondness for Elizabethan English; not the tradionalist,
who would regard any new translation of the Bible into English as an affront upon our
heritage of English literature) - what sort of English is the average Bible reader
most likely to appreciate? 1t is somewhat disturbing to note how the church papers
qucte from everybody who has something to say about it, to the effect that we should
most surely use nothing but the King James Version. It is disturbing because the
fact is that much of what is said in this regard has nothing to de with the fact

that people are supposed to read the Bible, not merely as literature, but in order

to be made wise unto salvation, through faith which is in Christ Jesus. Much of
what is said in praise of the A.,V. would be said with as much eloquence and vehemence
if the subject were '"Modernizing Shakespeare's English' instead of "Bible Transla-

tions'. But you have to consider the person who uses the translation, not merely
the translation. -

In this connection one hears some insist that the language of the era of King
James I offers no barrier to the average Bible reader of today. This insistence
amazes the writer. For one thing, the clarity of the A.V. is not uniform throughout.
On the one hand, for example, you have the crystal-clear presentation of something
like Luke Two; in quite a different vein you have the rendering given to some of St,.



Paul's writings, much stiffer and abstract in the A,V, than in the original Greek (if
this very inexpert reader of Greek may be allowed such a comparison). For another
thing, this insistence is at variance with the writer’s experience., It is all very
well for us to insist that the average person should be able, in a little while, to
get used, e.g., to the "thou" and its verb endings and to the third person singular
verb endings and to the "ye" of the second perseon plural, etc., etc.; it is another
thing to see the person who does mnot daily use and read this sort of thing stumble
upon it when he meets it. Maybe it should be emphasized that it is quite easy for
us more-or-less professional linguists to imagine that becoming cemfortable with
17th Century English is easier for the non-professional than it really isj we may
tend to transfer to him, without his knowing it, our own familiarity with it,

One has to remember that, for better or for worse, modern man is bombarded with
words at a rate that is likely higher than ever bafore. It would seem rather out of
place to expect of him ("him" is the average reader, again) that he develop an
acquaintance with an older kind of English, beautiful as it is, for religious pur-
poses only. To this writer it is not a bad thing but a gocd thing when a part of
the Bible is read in geod 20th Century English and someone remarks in astonishment:
"Why, that sounds just like the way we talk nowadays"”. Some have demeaned modern
efforts at Bible tramslation by saying that they make the Bible sound like everyday
speech. If we understand what Bible translators since the LXX have been trying to
do, then this is what should be done. This is certainly what Martin Luther tried
to do, to make the Bible speak the language of the people of his day; the preface
to the A,V, makes it clear that this is what these good translaters tried to do,
This is not an argument for careless or over-colloquial translations; it is, rather,
an assertion that the English in which we present the Word of God te the people of
our time should be the kind of language which the Greek of the New Testament was.

It was Koine, common = not vulgar, not indecent, not hypercolloguial, but common,
within the grasp of the average reader of Greek of that day.

One notes an inconsistency in the eloquent pleas of many who insist that there
is no need whatever for a transiation of the Bible in 20th Century English. They use
good, clean, 20th Century English for making their case; and their case is this, that
you should, in religion, use good, clean 17th Century English., If it is fitting that
we insist that our average parishioner should, for purposes of religion, be well
acquainted with 17th Century English, then would it not also be fitting for us to
help him attain that goal - perhaps by preaching our sermons in 17th Century English?
And perhaps by printing our churches papers, such as our "Sentinel", in that admit-
tedly clear language? Or does someone say: But no one would read our papers then?
And does he insist at the same time that having the Bible in beautiful 17th Century
English is an incentive for the average man tec read it?

Another thing: Some of those who seem to believe that the A.V., needs defending
(it doesn't) say too much, much too muchy or, from another point of view, they say
too little. That is, they list all the good qualities of the A,V, without ever liste
ing any of its less desirable ones; and at the same time they list by chapter and
verse the failings of any and all recent translations. One wonders: Is not this the
route by which the Latin Vulgate became the Roman Catholic version, hoisted by hyper-
bole into an all~excluding domination so that even its errors were canonized? - This
writer remembers that in his seminary days it was the fashion to point out the infer-
iority of the A,V, as compared with Luther's translation, One bold person published
an article in the student periodical of that day in which he insisted that the A,V,
had its good points, too. A person has the impression that some conservative Chris-
tians are saying too much toos soon about present-day efforts at putting the Bible
into English.

And one of those too-much-too-gsoon assertions is this; the most horrible of them
all: It is not in the cards for our civilization to produce another good translation
of the Bible. Our civilization has already produced one, the A, V., and that's par




























































