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1. Introduction
Reactions:

If it was good enough for Jesus it is good enough for me!

“If you don't have a King James Bible, you don't have a Bible!”

Why do we have different translations
1. Language – Speaka-da-English?
2. Word for Word, or Meaning for Meaning – Equivalent or Literal?
3. The question of sources – Majority or Antiquity?

2. Language

The first obvious answer to this question is that were it not for translations, we would all have to learn Koine Greek, Hebrew and Aramaic, for those are the languages in which the Bible was penned by God’s chosen authors.

2.1 Some History

From the times of the early church until the 1300’s, the Bible in the West (Rome) existed in Latin. You will remember that Rome was the world power at the time of Christ. As the church grew in power, and became synonymous with the state in the 300’s AD (through Emperor Constantine) it was only natural that Latin was the official language of the church.

2 problems krept into the church regarding the Latin Bible: firstly, the church leaders determined that only clergy were allowed to own and responsible enough read it, and then deliver God’s word to the laity - People in the pews were not allowed to read it for themselves. Secondly, as the language of the world changed, the majority of people had no access to understand God’s word while it was being read in liturgies, let alone be allowed to read it themselvse.

But God’s shepherds identified the need for the Bible in one’s own language. Enter John Wycliffe
. In 1382 he produced the first complete English translation of the Bible, using the Latin Vulgate (official Roman Catholic church’s bible) as his source. 
As the reformation against the Roman church gained momentum and advanced the cause for getting God’s word to the laity, the importance of translating the Scriptures into languages understandable by all people became obvious. In the 1500’s there were several new English translations that were produced. The next most remarkable translation was by Tyndale, in 1525. He translated the Bible directly from the Greek manuscripts, and bypassed most of the Latin Vulgate. For this he was tried and executed as a heretic by the Roman Catholic church.
Another Bible that emerged at this time was the Geneva bible. This was something of a study Bible – the first in history, which introduced chapters and verses and italics, as well as “apparatus” (commentaries, introductions, illustrations etc). This bible was used by William Shakespeare, Oliver Cromwell, John Milton, John Knox, John Donne, and John Bunyan.

Calvin was very influential in it’s production. It was mass-produced through mechanical printing, and the king of Scotland ordered every household to own a copy, if they had the means.

Seeing as these various translations were arising, there was a fair amount of dispute among people over which was better. King James I therefore ordered (authorised) a translation to be done by 47 scholars – a process that took 6 years, and produced what we have today as the King James version. This translation became the standard for the English church over the next 350 years.

As the church entered the 20th century, “Ye Olde English bible”, though English, was starting to become something of a foreign language. The contemporary English way of speaking, and the meanings of words themselves were changing.

A simple example is 1 Thes 4:15

KJV:

“For this we say unto you by the word of the Lord, that we which are alive and remain unto the coming of the Lord shall not prevent them which are asleep.”
In modern English, to “prevent” means to “barrier”, to stop something from happening. In the old English however, prevent could also mean to “come before”. The point of this verse is really to say that “we… shall not precede them”, and not that “we shall not stop them”.
The changing language, coupled with the discovery of earlier biblical manuscripts (discussed later) led people to seek more modern translations that would be easier to understand and more accurate too.
2.2 English Versions today

Therefore, various groups began retranslating the bible into contemporary English, to name a few:
· The Revised Standard Version in 1952, 

· The Amplified Bible in 1965, 

· The New English Bible in 1970, 

· The New American Standard Bible in 1971, 

· The Living Bible in 1971, 

· Today’s English Version in 1976, 

· The New International Version in 1978, and the 

· New King James Version in 1982 (making the KJV easier)
Most of these were all translated directly from the Greek and not based on the other Latin or English versions

Therefore, firstly, different versions of the Bible exist because language evolves, and Bibles have been updated in accordance with that. You will realise that the Afrikaans bible, a fairly recent translation, has only 2 versions. Most African bibles have only one version, or perhaps only half a translation.

You are privileged to have access to so many translations, being an English speaker!

3. Equivalence or Literal?

When translating from one language to another (whether translating the bible, or any document) the question arises, “Do we translate it word for word (literally) or do we translate it thought for thought?”

An example will suffice:

The English language has idioms. We might say, “Peter has a chip on his shoulder”. Every English speaking person understands that Peter doesn’t have a literal chip on his shoulder. They understand what we mean – that Peter is bitter.

If I translate this into Afrikaans, I can choose to translate it in two ways:

· Literally, remaining true to the original words: Pieter het ‘n skerf op sy skouer (this makes no sense to the reader)
OR

· Equivalent, conveying the intended thought: Pieter het ‘n blok op sy skouer
Hebrew and Greek have idioms too. These have developed through cultural practices or peculiarities of the language and are found all over the Bible. Many times, to translate them word for word leaves the English reader confused.
E.g:

· Genesis 2:17 – 
· Literally: “Dying you shall die”, 
· Meaning: “You will certainly die”

· Genesis 4:1 – 
· Literally: “Adam knew his wife”, 
· Meaning: “Adam had sexual intercourse with her”

One of the reasons for the various translations, then, is that interpreters have different goals of their translation and will land in different places on the spectrum of literal or equivalent translation. (see diagram below)
· Bibles that seek to produce a very accurate and true-to-the-original language bible, will be great for studying, but may feel a bit woody and uneasy to read.

· The NASB is an example of such a bible.

· Bibles that seek to produce a meaning-for-meaning translation will be very easy to read, but have the propensity to lose varied nuances of the bible that are found in the original text. You might wind up reading more of the translators ideas than God’s word!
· The Good News Bible is an example of such.

· The further you move away from the literal translation, the more the bible becomes a paraphrase, and ultimately is not a bible at all, but rather someone’s commentary on the bible, heavily influenced by their own theology. 

· Eugene Petersen’s The Message is an example of such. This “bible” is fine for reflection, and getting someone’s thoughts on the bible, but it will not do as your true bible. Even the chapters and verses become obscured as Petersen tries to convey the general idea is today’s thoughts.

The NIV is a good mix. The translators have tried to be as close as possible to the original, but are concerned to let the average English reader understand what the meaning of what they are reading without having to know cultural and language differences.

Take a look at this comparison. Far left is word-for-word. Far right is thought-for-thought

	Literal V
	King James V
	English Std V
	God’s Word V

	7  For with difficulty one will die for a just one, (for perhaps one even dares to die for the sake of the good one), 


	7  For scarcely for a righteous man will one die: yet peradventure for a good man some would even dare to die.
	7  For one will scarcely die for a righteous person--though perhaps for a good person one would dare even to die--
	7  Finding someone who would die for a godly person is rare. Maybe someone would have the courage to die for a good person.
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Figure 1: By Zondervan
p.s. It is sometimes very enlightening to read a variety of versions when studying a particular passage. Not only are the many translators’ years of hard work available to you, but the nuances of the original text are more discernable. 

3.1 Which version is right for me?

The right Bible for you is one that is accurate to the original (not too far to the right on the continuum above) but that you will be able to read with ease (how far you go to the left depends on your English proficiency). Common favourites are the ESV, NIV, NKJV.
4. Sources! Majority or Antiquity?

The greatest debate over Bible versions must be that which considers which source manuscripts the English Bible should use.
There are no existing autographs of the biblical material. In other words, we don’t have the original parchments and scrolls that Peter, Paul, Luke, Moses, Jeremiah, etc, wrote on. What we do have, though, are copies of those autographs, which are called “manuscripts”. As time progressed, more and more copies of these autographs, and manuscripts themselves, were made and passed around to various churches in various places. 
“The New Testament has been preserved in more than 5,800 Greek manuscripts, 10,000 Latin manuscripts and 9,300 manuscripts in various other ancient languages including Syriac, Slavic, Ethiopic and Armenian.”
Therefore more and more manuscripts are discovered as archaeologists have been digging up ancient ruins in search of their treasures. One amazing discovery led archaeologists to uncover 900 manuscripts, including OT texts, between 1947 and 1956. They were found in clay jars, hidden in eleven caves in and around the NW shore of the Dead Sea. These were composed between 150BC and 70AD, making them the oldest known existing manuscripts of the bible. Before this the oldest manuscripts we knew of, of those texts, dated to 900AD!
What became apparent to scholars of the Bible over time, is that various manuscripts have some differences between them.

4.1 Why it happened?

There are various possible reasons for differences in translation

· Scribal errors, unintended. Sometimes this was due to laziness. (But you try copy the bible out by hand, word for word and see how well you do!)

· Annotations added to explain something

· Copyists wished to make an account in one gospel say the same thing as the parallel account in the other gospels.

4.2 Two main branches of Greek manuscripts

For our exercise we will consider the NT manuscripts.

There are 2 main branches of Greek manuscripts on which we base our New Testament: Byzantine and Alexandrian.
4.2.1 Byzantine

The majority of Greek manuscripts we have today are of the Byzantine type. These manuscripts are plentiful. However, only 6 of those manuscripts are dated earlier than the 9th Century. This makes them fairly “recently” copied, as opposed to the Alexandrian manuscripts which pre-date this time.
Even though they are not very early, 2 arguments are given why they can still be reliable:

1. Copies don’t exist earlier than the 800’s AD because the climate in which the Byzantine MSS were kept would not favour their preservation (Turkey + Papyrus = Perish). Therefore the copies of these manuscripts eroded, whereas the Alexandrian manuscripts in Egypt were in a climate that favoured preservation.
2. The Byzantine text displays evidence of consistent compilation and correction starting from around the 4th century. This means that the editors of these manuscripts carefully selected their sources from a range of early manuscripts that best conformed to their presupposed standards of a reliable New Testament text. (i.e. This was a carefully managed translation by good people)
Reasons to favour the Byzantine manuscripts as more accurate
1. The Greek Orthodox uses the Byzantine text, and have been doing so since the beginning. (Their services are held in the Koine Greek!). In other words, this is the same text that the early Greek (Byzantine / Constantine) church was using – and still use. So it must be authentic.
2. The sheer number of manuscripts (2700) cannot be inaccurate or distorted, can they? (If you include the Textus Receptus which is based on the Byzantine text, you can say that 5400 Greek MSS exist.)

3. 90% of all MSS are the Byzantine text. Surely the Alexandrian manuscripts that are far fewer (260) are to be doubted more?
Popular Byzantine Manuscripts:
	ID
	Name
	Date
	Content

	A (02) 
	Codex Alexandrinus 
	5th 
	Gospels

	C (04) 
	Codex Ephraemi Rescriptus 
	5th 
	Gospels

	W (032) 
	Codex Washingtonianus 
	5th 
	Matt 1-28; Luke 8:13–24:53

	Q (026) 
	Codex Guelferbytanus B 
	5th 
	Luke–John

	061 
	Uncial 061 
	5th 
	1 Tim 3:15-16; 4:1-3; 6:2-8

	Ee (07) 
	Codex Basilensis 
	8th 
	Gospels

	Fe (09) 
	Codex Boreelianus 
	9th 
	Gospels

	Ge (011) 
	Codex Seidelianus I 
	9th 
	Gospels

	He (013) 
	Codex Seidelianus II 
	9th 
	Gospels

	L (020) 
	Codex Angelicus 
	9th 
	Acts, CE, Pauline Epistles

	V (031) 
	Codex Mosquensis II 
	9th 
	Gospels

	Y (034) 
	Codex Macedoniensis 
	9th 
	Gospels

	Θ (038) 
	Codex Koridethi 
	9th 
	Gospels (except Mark)

	S (028) 
	Codex Vaticanus 354 
	949 
	Gospels

	1241 
	Minuscule 1241 
	12th 
	only Acts

	1424 
	Minuscule 1424 
	9th/10th 
	NT (except Mark)


“ ”
Sometimes people refer to the “majority text”. What is that? Because of the varied manuscripts in the Byzantine text, 2 scholars, Hodges and Farstad, produced a compilation of what the majority reading of the Byzantine Texts was, and called it, “the majority text”. It doesn’t correspond to any one particular manuscript. 

4.2.2 Alexandrian

There exist 9 MSS of this type that were copied earlier than the 9th Century
These Alexandrian MSS are 85% identical, with most differences being untranslatable into English (word order or spelling problems)
Tendencies of Alexandrian texts:

· seem to be more literal

· show more variations between synoptic gospels

· there is a higher proportion of difficult readings than the Byzantine texts. e.g. Matt 24:36 – the Byzantine excludes the phrase “nor the Son” thereby avoiding the implication that Jesus lacked full divine knowledge.

It seems that the less adjusted and rounded the manuscripts are, the more likely they represent the original autographs
Reasons to favour the Alexandrian manuscripts as more accurate
· Oldest known manuscripts in hand
· Some of the earliest Church fathers quote from Alexandrian

· Byzantine seems to be modified to cater for difficulties, e.g. Matt 24:36

Popular Byzantine Manuscripts: (note the date differences to above)
	ID
	Name
	Date
	Content

	B46 
	Chester Beatty II 
	c. 200 
	Pauline Epistles

	B66 
	Bodmer II 
	c. 200 
	Gospels

	B72 
	Bodmer VII/VIII 
	3rd/4th 
	1-2 Peter; Jude

	B75 
	Bodmer XIV-XV 
	3rd 
	fragments of Luke — John

	ﬡ 
	Codex Sinaiticus 
	330-360 
	NT

	B 
	Codex Vaticanus Graecus 1209 
	325-350 
	Matt. — Hbr 9, 14

	A 
	Codex Alexandrinus 
	c. 400 
	(except Gospels)

	C 
	Codex Ephraemi Rescriptus 
	5th 
	(except Gospels)

	Q 
	Codex Guelferbytanus B 
	5th 
	fragments Luke — John

	T 
	Codex Borgianus 
	5th 
	fragments Luke — John

	I 
	Codex Freerianus 
	5th 
	Pauline epistles

	Z 
	Codex Dublinensis 
	6th 
	fragments of Matt.

	L 
	Codex Regius 
	8th 
	Gospels

	W 
	Codex Washingtonianus 
	5th 
	Luke 1:1–8:12; J 5:12–21:25

	057 
	Uncial 057 
	4/5th 
	Acts 3:5–6,10-12

	0220 
	Uncial 0220 
	6th 
	NT (except Rev.)

	33 
	Minuscule 33 
	9th 
	Romans

	81 
	Minuscule 81 
	1044 
	Acts, Paul

	892 
	Minuscule 892 
	9th 
	Gospels

	
	
	
	


4.2.3 P.S.: The “Textus Receptus”
This is a Greek New Testament based on the Byzantine texts and compiled by Erasmus in 1516. Notably it was the first printed Greek New Testament.

Erasmus based it on only 6 manuscripts, and these 6 were only from the 12th C or later. Although Erasmus had studied many Greek manuscripts, only these 6 were available to him at the time of translation. 

The Textus Receptus was compiled under pressure of time. It is well known that 6 verses which were not available in these 6 MSS were not translated from the Greek but from the Latin Vulgate! (see below for more info on the Vulgate)

Under inspection, these manuscripts differ a fair amount from the classical Byzantine manuscripts. 1 John 5:7 is a well known example of a verse that exists in the Textus Receptus, but which is completely different in the Byzantine text.

The King James Version is based on the Textus Receptus.

4.3 Latin manuscripts
The Latin Vulgate

In the early 400’s AD, Jerome translated the Old Latin gospels into a more modern Latin, by referring to the earliest Greek manuscripts available to him at the time. (which means that in some senses, this should be a very reliable text). Note that he only revised the gospels, and no other NT book.
This Latin Bible became the standard bible and could be considered as the “King James version” of the middle ages. It was the only bible people knew.

See http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Textual_criticism#New_Testament for a good overview of the different text types.
4.4 Differences

4.4.1 How different are they?

It is important to note, that despite the differences in these manuscripts, if you take the opposite ends of the spectrum (the Textus Receptus and the Alexandrian manuscripts) THEY AGREE over 98% of the time!
This tends to take the wind out of anyone’s sails who wishes to make a big thing about it. Particularly so because the remaining 2% difference has no bearing on matters of faith and practice. The messages of the bibles are super consistent.

THAT SAYS SOMETHING ABOUT WHERE THEY COME FROM
“It seems strange that the text of Shakespeare, which has been in existence less than two hundred and eight years, should be far more uncertain and corrupt than that of the New Testament, now over eighteen centuries old, during nearly fifteen of which it existed only in manuscript...With perhaps a dozen or twenty exceptions, the text of every verse in the New Testament may be said to be so far settled by general consent of scholars, that any dispute as to its readings must relate rather to the interpretation of the words than to any doubts respecting the words themselves. But in every one of Shakespeare's thirty-seven plays there are probably a hundred readings still in dispute, a large portion of which materially affects the meaning of the passages in which they occur” – John Lea
 
See the document “Is the NIV heretical?” for examples of how similar the translations really are

“Right now, we have 3 main schools of thought as to what the

original Greek New Testament was: the "Textus Receptus," the

"Majority Text," and the "UBS" text. The "Textus Receptus"

(received text) is essentially that which underlies the KJV. The

"Majority Text" basically follows what the majority of currently

existing manuscripts say. The "UBS" text gives greater weight to

a relatively few manuscripts written on "older" media, even when

they disagree with the majority. The good news is that all 3 of

these agree VERY closely, and they don't disagree in any way

that affects any major doctrine”
4.4.2 Which manuscripts are more accurate then?

Most modern text critics therefore do not regard any one text-type as deriving in direct succession from autograph manuscripts, but rather, as the fruit of local exercises to compile the best New Testament text from a manuscript tradition that already displayed wide variations.
4.4.3 Does this mean the Bible we have today cannot be trusted?

Most scholars generally agree that there is no evidence of systematic theological alteration in any of the text types.
The evidence speaks for itself, that even with the varieties, the message has remained consistent.

The Bible claims its own accuracy and authority – It is the word of God.

· Even the LXX was considered scripture by Jesus and the apostles

· OT writings: 2 Tim 3:16; 1 Peter 1:21 (cf message on inspiration)

· and current writings: 2 Peter 3:15-16; 1 Tim 5:18 (Deut 25:4; Lk 10:7)

· Writers of NT believed their words were scripture.  1 Cor 14:37

The Bible displays its own authority

· Witness of the Spirit, John 10:27

· Salvation of souls

� The Greek Orthodox (Eastern church, continued to use the common Greek)


� He was one of the precursors to the Reformation, one of the earliest opponents to Papal authority (the Pope in Rome).


� quoted by Josh McDowell in Evidence that Demands a Verdict





