LOST IN TRANSLATION
Part 2

Introduction
There is difficulty in translating from one language to another, particularly with respect to the Bible manuscripts which are old, are not the originals but copies that have had words or phrases added, are biased by the translators’ own beliefs and prejudices, particularly by the influence of pagan creeds, and suffer the disparate linguistic strictures of punctuation and paraphrasing.

Despite these complications God has posed the challenge to the believer to come to the most accurate translation in contemporary language, thus to gain the proper appreciation of what was written. Understanding should then be followed by the further challenge to apply it to everyday lives.

The following examples from the King James Version are offered for consideration. Other versions, while not considered specifically, may be consulted and may clarify any passage where the translation is obscure.

Zephaniah 3:9
“For then will I turn to the people a pure language that they may all call upon the name of the LORD, (Yahweh) to serve him with one consent.”

It may be inferred that this verse is related to the confusion of the language at Babel (Genesis chapter 11), when the diversity of languages brought not only confusion, but dissention and animosity between the different language-speaking groups. This is not well supported by other versions, but is confirmed by a much clearer rendition using alternative translations set out in the margin of the KJV, where ‘turn’ is given as ‘restore’ and ‘consent’ is given as ‘accord’. 

Thus the verse becomes, “For then will I restore to the people the pure language that they may call upon Yahweh to serve him with one accord”.

John 3:16
“For God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten son, that whosoever believeth in him should not perish but have everlasting life.”

The key word in this verse is ‘in’, translated from the Greek word ‘eis’. The Greek word for ‘in’ is ‘en’, and translated correctly, ‘eis’ means ‘into’. The correction is important because ‘into’ has the significance of ‘making a commitment to’, thus the verse should read as, “whosoever believes into him”. The full meaning, in the style of the Amplified Version, is given by, “whosoever believes in and makes a commitment to him, should not perish”.

The same inaccuracy occurs in John 14:1 where Jesus told the disciples, “Let not your heart be troubled; ye believe in God, believe also in me.” Much more strength is given to his admonition when rendered as, “ye believe into God; believe also into me”.

And later, in John 16:9 he said that the Comforter “will reprove the world of sin ... because they believe not on me”. This should read, “because they believe not into me”.

And again, in Acts 10:43, “whosoever believeth in him shall receive remission of sins” is better translated as, “whosoever believeth into him”.

John 5:28–29
These verses have Jesus’ profound words that “for the hour is coming, in the which all that are in the graves shall hear his (my) voice, and shall come forth; they that have done good, unto the resurrection of life; and they that have done evil, unto the resurrection of damnation”. The last word here, ‘damnation’, is from the Greek word ‘kriseos’ which corresponds to the English word ‘crisis’. It is incorrect to shift the meaning of the word from crisis to damnation, and the versions which have ‘judgement’ are closer to the truth, although a more accurate rendition is ‘judging’, that is, “a resurrection of judging”, which is in accord with the understanding that the day of judgement will be a process taking up most of the kingdom age.

Acts 13:43
This is the only occurrence where the Greek word ‘ecclesia’ (Strong 1577) is translated as ‘congregation’, referring to believers collectively. When Tyndale made his translation he understood from other passages that the congregation was a democratic and egalitarian gathering of sincere followers of Jesus and his gospel message.

In more than seventy other occurrences of ‘ecclesia’ it is translated as ‘church’, which is appropriate in most instances, although ‘congregation’ as Tyndale meant it to be is better in many of those places. But the Roman Catholic Church has established itself as a hierarchical, self-serving and authoritarian organisation, distorting the meaning that Luke intended in his gospel. And most Protestant churches have followed that style to a lesser degree, resulting in a significant divergence from the truth, a consequence of  disregarding the true meaning lost in translation.

1 Timothy 2:6
“Who gave himself a ransom for all.”

In this verse, which refers to Jesus as the mediator between God and men, the word ‘ransom’ is translated from the Greek ‘antilutron’ which Strong (487) defines as a ‘redemption price’, and is the only occurrence of the word in the New Testament. The word is taken by some to mean ‘corresponding price’ since Adam and Jesus were both men, and thus Jesus’ sacrifice could be regarded as the price paid for, and corresponding to, Adam’s life lost through disobedience. The correspondence is tenuous because Adam was created while Jesus was born of a woman, and the focus of Paul’s letter is the ransom as set out in the gospels (Matthew 20:28 and Mark 10:45). 

A ransom is the price set to buy back, or redeem, something lost or stolen and is independent of the value of what was lost. That is, the price does not correspond to what was lost, but is judged to be sufficient for its redemptive purpose. Translating the word as ‘ransom’ gives the correct meaning, although ‘antilutron’ is different from the word ‘lutron’ rendered as ‘ransom’ in Matthew and Mark. This is a case where the meaning is not lost in translation, but is obscured by mis-interpretation.

1 Timothy 5:1
Another example of the proper meaning being lost in translation is the Greek word ‘presbyter’ (Strong 4245) which Tyndale set down as an elder, a person deemed as the wisest member of a congregation. The word is rendered as ‘elder’ in 1 Timothy 5:1, viz. “Rebuke not an elder but intreat him”, and in the plural form, the Jewish ‘elders’ in Acts 4:8, “Then Peter, filled with the Holy Ghost, said unto them, Ye rulers of the people and elders of Israel”; and another example of the plural, the elders of the church, is in Acts 20:16–17, “For Paul ... from Miletus (he) sent to Ephesus, and called the elders of the church (congregation)”.

In their contrariness the churches of Christendom prefer the word ‘priest’, apparently to justify the appointment of men to administer the traditions and political Church-serving ordinances that maintain their power over their congregations. The references to priests throughout the New Testament are made specifically to the high priest (Strong 749), and to the priests (Strong 2409), who were appointed under the terms of the Law Covenant. Christendom seems to have adopted forcefully that old system of church organisation which was annulled as part of that old covenant.

The qualifications for duty as leaders in a Christian congregation were set out by Paul in his first letter to Timothy, and they bear no similarity to the pomp and presumptuous activity of priests in the churches of Christendom.

Matthew 5:45
“and sendeth rain on the just and on the unjust.”

The Greek word here for ‘just’ is ‘dikahyos’ (Strong 1342) which means ‘equitable’, ‘upright’, and by implication, ‘righteous’. As ‘unjust’ is the opposite of ‘just’ in English, so ‘adekia’ is the opposite of ‘dikahyos’ in Greek. Earlier in this verse Jesus pointed out that the sun rises on the evil and the good, showing the contrast between people’s natures, and that God’s laws of nature are impartial in their effects on mankind; and he could have used the same words implying impartiality to refer to the rain.

In English the word ‘just’ is equivalent to ‘good’, and ‘unjust’ is equivalent to ‘evil’. In Greek the same situation of equivalence applies, thus it could be construed that a different translation is needed for ‘just and unjust’, and the phrase is sometimes rendered as “and sendeth rain on the justified and the unjustified”. Since only God knows who are justified and unjustified, sending the rain on the good and the evil agrees with his impartiality in allowing the sun to shine on them all.

Even if ‘rain’ is taken symbolically, as in Zechariah 10:1, Jeremiah 5:24 and James 5:7, it confirms God’s impartiality in all his dealings with mankind.

There is also reference to the just and the unjust in 1 Peter 3:18. “For Christ also hath once suffered for sins, the just for the unjust”, where Peter is referring to Jesus and the rest of mankind, respectively, and ‘adikayos’ and ‘adekia’ are also used in the original text. In this instance ‘just’ is inappropriate because Christ did not sin and did not need to be justified, in contrast to Adam’s race; and even “the justified for the unjustified”, as above, is inadequate. The more fitting translation takes in the implied meaning of ‘righteous’, thus, “Christ also hath once suffered for sins, the righteous for the unrighteous”.

Colossians 3:1
“If ye then be risen with Christ.”
Jesus had been raised many years before these words were written, thus for the Colossians, and everyone else since, to be risen with Christ was, and is, a physical impossibility. Paul was exhorting them to set “your affection on things above, not on things on the earth” (Colossians 3:2). He reminded them that “ye are circumcised with the circumcision made without hands ... buried with him in baptism, wherein also ye are risen with him through the faith of the operation of God” (Colossians 2:11–12) all of which are characteristics of the people of spiritual Israel. The meaning of the Greek word (Strong 4891) is to ‘revive spiritually’, thus the verse is focussing on a spiritual revival.

1 Timothy 6:20 (and Daniel 1:4)
“oppositions of science falsely so called.”

The Greek word for science is ‘gnosis’ (Strong 1108), which means knowledge. Since science as it is defined at the present time had not been developed when Paul wrote to Timothy, contemporary science is not intended in this verse, and from the historical records of that time it is thought that Paul warned him about ideas contrary to his Christian teaching from the gnostics, who claimed to have knowledge given to them by divine inspiration. The warning was not against empirical science of this modern era.

That warning is reflected in Paul’s exhortations to beware of Judaising teachers, and Peter’s warnings of false prophets, in their other epistles.

The word ‘science’ also appears in Daniel 1:4 where the Hebrew word ‘maddah’ (Strong 4093) has a different meaning, that of intelligence or awareness.

Hebrews 11:1
“Now faith is the substance of things hoped for, the evidence of things not seen.”

The basic teaching of the New Covenant – that justification is by faith in the sacrifice of Jesus Christ – makes ‘faith’ the key element of the gospel message. Thus, it is helpful to have faith defined so clearly in this verse. We understand that faith is an exercise of heart and mind, emotional and intellectual, that is, it is a mental attitude which has no physical substance or tangible evidence, and this aspect has evoked different translations of the Greek words. The NAS puts the concept into this mental perspective with the version, “Now faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen.” This is supported by the Diaglott and is a more powerful rendition. Thus, we can accept the evidence of the Biblical record and be absolutely sure that what God has promised will be brought to completion at a time of his choosing.

1 John 5:7 
“For there are three that bear record in heaven, the Father, the Word and the Holy Ghost: and these three are one.”

These words are not found in manuscripts older than the fifth century, and to quote the Diaglott, ‘are therefore evidently spurious’. This is apparently another example of words added to the original text.

Revelation 1:6
“And hath made us kings and priests unto God.”

Upon first inspection of this verse it could be inferred that the dual authority of king and priest will be granted to the faithful of the gospel age as it was for Melchisedec, and for Christ who will be both king and high priest during the kingdom age. This authority of king and priest for the church of God seems to be supported by Revelation 5:10, viz. “And has made us unto our God kings and priests: and we shall reign on the earth”. However, there will be only one kingdom in the age to come because God will make all of earth’s nations subservient to the Lord, therefore there will be only one king to rule them all.

The Israelites had David as their king, and Christ has been appointed to take that throne when his kingdom rule on earth begins (Luke 1:32). In Revelation 19:16 Jesus has been appointed “King of kings, and Lord of lords”. All human beings with earthly authority will be subjected to him as the only King. The administration of that kingdom will be shared with the ancient worthies who are to be “princes in all the earth” (Psalm 45:16). Just as kingly duties are delegated to princes, so will priestly duties be delegated by the high priest to those who serve him, a privilege promised to the church. The inconsistency in these verses between one king and many kings is resolved by Exodus 19:6, where God told Moses, “and ye shall be unto me a kingdom of priests”, and is supported by the NIV rendition of Revelation 1:6 (and Revelation 5:10) as, “And has made us to be a kingdom and priests to serve his God and Father”.



MISCELLANY
Then there are verses which, being couched in English of centuries ago, do not ring true under scrutiny when considered in the light of contemporary knowledge.

For example; “bodily exercise profiteth little” (1Timothy 4:8) which appears to decry physical exertion. It is now well understood that some physical exercise is quite beneficial to good health, although the over indulgence in sporting activities is deplorable. The Diaglott makes the verse, “profiteth a little” and while the KJV translation is not significantly inaccurate, the reasonable interpretation is that exercise is profitable for a little time, and even if that time may be seventy years it is still small when compared to the benefits of piety for which God may grant eternal life.

Another case is the dramatic warning from Peter that “the devil, as a roaring lion, walketh about, seeking whom he may devour” (1 Peter 5:8). Animal studies have found that it is the lionesses who do the hunting, and they do not roar when they are looking for prey, but slink through the grass as quietly as possible. The male lion roars as a threatening gesture when defending his territory. Perhaps the lions of Peter’s day were different from the lions of our day, but Peter was giving a warning to be vigilant to resist the subtleties of temptation, which is implied in the consequences of disobedience of Adam and Eve, and in James’ plea to resist the Devil (James 4:7), warnings which should not be ignored.

The importance of punctuation, despite the observation that the old writings do not use such a linguistic device, is shown by the words of Jesus to the thief at the scene of the crucifixion and are exemplary. In Luke 23:43 the KJV has “Verily I say unto thee, today shalt thou be with me in paradise”. The account in all the gospels is that upon his death Jesus was placed in a sealed tomb and did not re-appear until three days later. Therefore, he was not in paradise that day, the ‘today’ of the crucifixion, thus nullifying his promise to the thief on the cross beside him. Since the translators thought it justifiable to place a comma between ‘thee’ and ‘today’, resulting in an unsatisfactory meaning to Jesus’ words, it is also justifiable to shift the comma to follow ‘today’. The verse then becomes, “Verily I say unto thee today, shalt thou be with me in paradise” placing that meeting on to a future time, which is in agreement with the promise to all those who are granted salvation.


A MATTER OF INTERPRETATION
Furthermore, there are passages whose symbolism is disregarded and they are taken literally, accepting the accuracy of the translation but ignoring the need for interpretation.

An example is John 6:53–54 in which Jesus said to the Jews, “Except ye eat the flesh of the son of man, and drink his blood, ye have no life in you. Whoso eateth my flesh and drinketh my blood, hath eternal life”. Even the Jews questioned the reality of the Lord’s words, asking “How can this man give us his flesh to eat?”. And yet the Roman Catholic Church pretends to do just that in the rite of the mass, an activity contradicting and condemned by the statement of Paul in Hebrews 7:27 that Christ’s sacrifice was complete in itself, given for all sins for all time, needing no contribution from any other source.

Another example is the parable of the rich man and Lazarus in Luke chapter 16. Because it is a parable and is not an account of a real situation it has a symbolic meaning, but the Roman Catholic church uses it, together with other verses, as the basis for their doctrine of hell-fire torment, a teaching that is in stark opposition to the benevolence of a God of love, and contrary to sound doctrine.

A further example is in Mark 1:14 and 15.
“Now after that John was put in prison, Jesus came into Galilee, preaching the gospel of the kingdom of God, and saying, ‘The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God is at hand’”.

There is general agreement among Bible students that the phrases ‘kingdom of God’ as used in John’s gospel, and ‘the kingdom of heaven’ as used in Matthew refer to the same thing, which, as a first consideration, is the realm or situation where divine rule is absolute; at the present time in God’s dwelling place, and promised for earth at a time to come. That kingdom was prophesied in Daniel 7:13–14, and in the gospel accounts Jesus proclaimed that it “is at hand” (KJV and NAS) or as in other versions, “is near” (NIV, NLT).

The Lord’s words were spoken more than five hundred years after the prophecy in Daniel, so for the Jews the kingdom was nearer to their time. But nearly two thousand years have passed since then and the kingdom, Jesus’ reign on earth, still has not begun in full measure. It seems that this long period of time has prompted some translators to adjust, in some places, the wording, ‘kingdom of God’ or ‘kingdom of heaven’ to refer to Jesus himself; thus, for Mark 1:14–15, “Jesus came ... preaching the gospel of the kingdom of God, and saying, ‘The representative of God’s kingdom is nearby’” or, ‘God’s royal majesty has approached’ (Diaglott). Jesus himself was with them in person.

However, it must be noted that the proximity of the kingdom is qualified by “the time is fulfilled”, and that time was the fulfilment of the prophecy, which told of God’s promise to send the Messiah to redeem the faithful of the nation despite their apostasy, by calling them to repentance through John the Baptist, and by establishing a New Covenant that is revealed in the gospel message.

The Jews had abandoned God as their king and God had promised a new king to take David’s throne, and that king would be Jesus; but not a king to wage war to free the Jews from Roman domination. Jesus had come to set up the kingdom of God among men as a spiritual house (1 Peter 2:5), offered firstly to the Jews, then to all the other nations of mankind, by preaching the gospel of reconciliation to bring about a change in their attitude to worship, with God’s laws written on their hearts and in their minds as Jeremiah had proclaimed centuries before (Jeremiah 31:33).  

God had determined that the time for the change in dispensation from the Old Covenant to the New Covenant had come; its time was fulfilled, and the reigning power of God as exercised by Jesus was being explained to them, coming near and into effect for those who would heed the message. The kingdom of God on earth began when Jesus was raised to be given God’s authority to rule in the hearts of those who would commit themselves to serving God through faith in the sacrifice that Jesus made to open the way for reconciliation, and so become the spiritual subjects of that kingdom which Jesus told them ‘is at hand’.

While there is no reason to consider “kingdom of God” to be a case of inaccurate translation, it illustrates the importance of interpretation where it preserves the harmony of scripture. 

With each passing day the full establishment of the kingdom of God becomes closer, and it is only as far away as a lifetime on earth, regardless of whether that lifetime was when Jesus spoke with the disciples or when the gospel age draws to its close.
 
An instance of the difficulty of translation is the Greek word ‘parousia’, usually rendered as ‘coming’ (Matthew 24:3), when to be more accurate it should be ‘presence’ as in Philippians 2:12. However, since the Lord is not actually present he must be coming, that is in transit before his arrival, unless a spiritual presence is intended. When he does arrive his presence will be revealed, which will be different from what he revealed in the ‘apokalupsis’, the book of Revelation. His coming will conclude with his appearing, the ‘epiphania’ of 1 Timothy 6:14. All these descriptive terms are aspects of the Lord’s second advent, portrayed through the richness of the Greek language, and thus they broaden the nature of the enlightenment God has in store to be made manifest on that occasion.

A similar breadth of meaning devolves on the words ‘Hell’, ‘Hades’ and ‘Gehenna’. Their meanings depend upon their contexts since all of them refer to the grave; Hell is a covered place, out of sight but still present, (see Matthew 10:28); Hades is the other side of the river Styx, the river of death from Greek mythology, (see Luke 10:15); and Gehenna signifies destruction by fire in the valley of Hinnom, thus symbolising non-existence (also Matthew 10:28). Thus, for Hell, Hades and Gehenna, and Sheol in the Old Testament, the essential meaning is death, the state of non-existence. 

There is also the word ‘hell’ in 2 Peter 2:4 translated from the Greek word ‘tartaroo’, a place of uncertain location where God has cast the ‘angels that sinned’.

Another example where interpretation is a valuable adjunct to translation is the word ‘new’, from the Greek word ‘prosphatos’ (Strong 4372), meaning ‘recently made’, where, in Hebrews 10:19–20 Paul’s description of reconciliation through faith in Christ’s sacrifice is enhanced when the meaning of ‘new’ is expanded to include freshness and vigour. Peter recognised this when he addressed the people in Solomon’s porch at the Temple, calling for repentance which would be acceptable through Christ, who brought a time of refreshing (Acts 3:19) through the New Covenant, the freshness and vigour of which still applies although it is two thousand years old. 

Interpretation also helps the appreciation of the word ‘race’. The usual concept of a race is a competitive event for speed to a finish. This is put in doubt by Ecclesiastes 9:11 where Solomon states that “the race is not to the swift”, implying that speed is not necessary to win; and by 1 Corinthians 9:24 where Paul points out that each race has only one winner, implying that if God wants 144,000 winners for his nation of priests there has to be the same number of races; this idea is acceptable if each believer runs an individual race without competitors. However, in Hebrews 12:1 we are exhorted to “run with patience the race that is set before us”, again implying that haste is counterproductive, so that for the believer it is not a race in the usual sense, and the meaning is clarified by interpreting it as a lifelong course of action that has to be pursued with persistence and stamina.

CONTINUUM
It is usually regarded to be appropriate to conclude any theological dissertation with the word ‘amen’, the simple word of closure. But in this case it is more suitable to use ‘to be continued’ because there can be no end to the search to recover what has been lost in translation, that is not “until the earth shall be filled with the knowledge of the glory of the LORD, as the waters cover the sea” (Habakkuk 2:14).



