History of the Bible, Part 3: 

The Work of Translation and the “King James Version Only” Controversy
“Every Translation is an Interpretation”

As you study the legacy of the Bible and the work of the various translators you cannot help but come to the conclusion that, as Old Testament scholar, George Kufeldt, has said, “Every translation is an interpretation.”  While it is entirely correct to regard the Bible as the inspired word of the Living God, it is naïve to think that any translation is free from preconditioned theological bias.  Certainly, the majority of those who gave themselves to the work of translating the Bible into English were godly persons who knew the great importance of their work and, no doubt, trusted not only in their own God-given abilities but sought the guidance of Providence to help them in their holy task.  But, as you read the preface to all of the most significant published English Bibles, you will find that none of the translators claim infallibility or complete objectivity but an acknowledgement that the work they were presenting to the public was imperfect and would continually be in need of refinement and improvement.  No honest person who ever undertook the work of translation would claim that he or she did not have a theological bias which influenced their view of the sacred text.

I am not saying that these biases have prevented the word of God from being handed down to us in a trustworthy form.  Most of our Bibles are very accurate witnesses of the word of God.  The vast majority of the Hebrew and Greek Scriptures are self-evident.  When translated with any kind of objectivity, they faithfully point to the God of Israel and the appearance of the Messiah.  Only a few Bibles, like the Jehovah’s Witnesses New World Translation, deliberately run roughshod over the integrity of the Ancient Text.  And even the paraphrased and amplified bibles can be very helpful and have been used by the Lord to bring his Word to the consciousness and the conscience of those who have genuinely sought God and his truth.

The logical implication, therefore, is that there is no such thing as a perfect translation and no singular authoritative version.  No doubt, some are better than others and each one has its flaws.  If there is no such thing as a perfect translation then it pays the word of God no disrespect to search out the more genuine meaning of the text than what a particular version might afford.  We can never assume that our particular favourite Bible has nailed it in every single case.  That is why it is good to compare versions—not to find a translation that suits your fancy but to get a grasp on what the Word of God is actually saying.  For instance, for Matthew 6:13 we find the KJV saying, And lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil and the NIV saying, And lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from the evil one.  Grammatically, the Greek could be saying either but the nuance does make a difference in the way that we pray.
In some cases as you search out the meaning of the original text you may come to an even greater understanding and revelation of its meaning than what any translation provides.  For instance, though it is not translated this way in any English Bible that I have seen, I am convinced that the best translation of 2 Timothy 1:7 is, For God did not give us a spirit of timidity, but a spirit of power, of love and of sure thinking (“timidity” is the same as the NASB but different from the KJV (“fear”) but “sure thinking” is closer to the KJV (“sound mind”) as opposed to the NASB’s “discipline”)).  Since most of us (myself included) do not have a well-rounded grasp of the original languages, I don’t recommend that we do this on a regular basis, but it is certainly possible in cases where you have done a thorough study.  Even so, we should always be open to new light to help us better understand the word of God.  But be careful that your theological bias doesn’t dictate your understanding of the text.  As it has been said, “The word of God is to interpret us, not us it.”
Hebrew and Greek Compilations 1
Extant Hebrew and Greek manuscripts of the Bible do not always agree.  With not only hundreds, but thousands of ancient copies that have been discovered over the years, it is only to be expected that there would be some errors of transmission as the sacred writ has been copied and handed down through the centuries.  We start with the conviction that the original writings are inspired and without error but there is still the challenge for any translation team to make the call regarding what those originals actually were.  Granted, the actual differences result in no change in any major doctrine.  The standard estimation is that 98% of the time we can be sure of the original.  And, in many cases, the differences are regarding details that have no doctrinal impact whatsoever.  But because we rightly put much stock in the word of God, a great deal can be riding on even a small difference in the biblical text.  It doesn’t matter a whole lot if a preposition is missing from Shakespeare, but it could mean a world of difference for belief and conduct if it is missing from Jesus or Paul.

It really is a forensic investigation to determine which are the best and most reliable manuscripts.  The manuscripts that we have are copies of other copies and it is not always possible to determine how many generations removed from the original a certain manuscript might be.  If an error in transmission is made early in a generational line of manuscripts, it is, of course, reflected in all the later manuscripts in that family line as well.  So, while consideration should be given to the number of extant manuscripts that are in agreement regarding a certain passage of Scripture, majority agreement does not guarantee the original.  And while in any investigation you want to find the accounts that are closest in time and relation to the source material, that proximity does not guarantee authenticity either.  It stands to reason then that the more manuscript evidence we have, the better. 2
The “King James Only” Controversy
A fairly significant portion of the body of Christ in North America, especially among conservative Baptists and Pentecostal/Charismatics, continue to use the King James Version as their only Bible of reference.  In fact, many are convinced that all other English translations are not only inferior, but corrupt.  While driving through Ohio one time I saw a bumper sticker which read, “The King James Bible is the Word of God.”  Though I would certainly not disagree, I wondered some things regarding the implications of the statement.  Did the owner of the car believe that no other Bible was the Word of God? I assume so.  But, what about non-English language Bibles?  What about Bibles translated into other languages before English?  And, to which King James Bible was the owner referring; the Blayney edition of 1769 or the original version of 1611 version—which is different in 20,000 places from the Blayney edition which is used today?

My observation regarding this controversy is that there are two ways of thinking that lead persons to regard the King James Version to be the superior or the only version for use.  The first cannot be considered valid and must be exposed while the second can be considered valid.  The first reason is sentimental attachment.  As much as I love Psalm 23 and Luke 2 in the Authorized Version and prefer to quote these from the KJV when I am speaking in public, personal preference is not a good enough reason to exclude the possibility that another form might have validity.  This applies to any personal preference that a person might have to the way a thing may be done in the church.   

The truth is that for many “King James Only” people it is the sentimental attachment that drives their search for arguments to support their position.  This often leads to the acceptance and promotion of myths concerning the King James Bible.  For instance, there is the legend that when James the First commissioned the 50 scholars in the work of translation, they all went into separate rooms and came out with exact word-for-word replicas of each others’ work.  This fable migrated from the legend regarding this same thing happening with the seventy who translated the Septuagint (the ancient Greek translation of the Hebrew Bible).  Dozens of other spurious arguments continue to fuel the controversy.  Unfortunately, many King James Only advocates have allowed a critical spirit to play a part in their contention for the Version’s superiority.

The second, and potentially valid, reason that a person might consider the King James (or the New King James) the best translation is the possibility that the “Textus Receptus” (or “Received Text’) of the Greek New Testament compiled by Erasmus in 1516 is actually the superior text.  This is the one and only Greek text upon which the KJV is based.  There is a conviction by some that Dutch humanist, Desiderius Erasmus was called by God, not only to play a part in the compilation of the Christian Scriptures for posterity, but was the one God used to give us the correct Greek manuscript of the New Testament.  Is the Received Text (the term comes from an early preface which promoted the compilation as having been “received by the entire church”) superior to the Greek New Testaments that have been compiled more recently upon which most modern versions are based?  The two most popular and authoritative of these are the United Bible Societies’ 3rd Edition and the Nestle-Aland 26th Edition.  The controversy is whether these modern compilations of the ancient Greek are improvements over Erasmus’ work or are a corruption of that which was “received” by the church in the form of the Textus Receptus.  Much has been written on this subject.  The idea that the Textus Receptus is superior, or even perfect, has a couple of hurdles to overcome.  First, it can be argued persuasively that there are glaring errors in the Textus Receptus3 and second, it is still the power of the King James Version that drives the Received Text argument and not vice versa.  
The real contention in this issue is not among those who study the Greek texts.  The consternation is for those who find the modern versions lacking when compared with the familiar King James.  For example, just this week a friend and colleague in ministry asked me to read Matthew 17:21 in the NIV.  When he gave me his Bible to read, there was a verse 20 and a verse 22 but no verse 21.  When I looked in the footnotes, it said, “Some manuscripts: [21] But this kind does not go out except by prayer and fasting.”  His point was that this important verse was taken out of the NIV.  I sympathize with him, because like him, I see the doctrine and practice of fasting with prayer as an important part of the life of the Christian.  But the question is not whether this verse was “taken out” of the Bible but whether the manuscript evidence is strong enough that it should be included.  The NASB includes it but in brackets to indicate its questionability as part of the original text.  But since it was included in the King James and has become a familiar and well-used verse, to determine that the manuscript evidence is not strong enough to include it is, in effect, “taking it out of the Bible.”  The same is true for the Textus Receptus’ version of the Lord’s Prayer which includes, For thine is the kingdom and the power and the glory, forever and ever, amen (Matthew 6:13).  There is little question that this portion, which was a common liturgical doxology, was added to Matthew’s gospel at a later point.  This does not mean that Jesus didn’t actually say it or that it doesn’t belong (Mark 16:9-20 and John 7:53-8:11 are two other cases of passages of Scripture that may have been added later).  But the idea that these particular passages actually may not be part of the original writings of the gospel writers makes us uncomfortable—not because of our conviction regarding manuscript evidence but because of our persuasions formed from prior familiarity and acceptance.

Ironically, the preface to the 1611 Authorized Version speaks to the King James Only controversy:

Truly (good Christian Reader) we never thought from the beginning, that we should need to make a new Translation, nor yet to make of a bad one a good one, ...but to make a good one better, or out of many good ones, one principal good one, not justly to be excepted against….Whosoever attempteth anything for the public (especially if it pertain to Religion, and to the opening and clearing of the word of God) the same setteth himself upon a stage to be gloated upon by every evil eye, yea, he casteth himself headlong upon pikes, to be gored by every sharp tongue. For he that medleth with men's Religion in any part, medleth with their custom, nay, with their freehold; and though they find no content in that which they have, yet they cannot abide to hear of altering. 4
The Authorized Version translators and editors would never endorse the King James Only stance.  They knew that they were building on the work of others (90% of the Authorized Version is exactly the same as Tyndale’s version) and their goal was that their work might be a help to later versions.  Remember that the King James Version had to overcome the same kind of criticism and prejudice that the modern versions have to face.  Certainly there were the “Geneva Bible Only” advocates who severely criticised the Authorized Version which, in 1611, was the new and “corrupted” Bible of the state church.
Most of my friends and colleagues use the New King James as their primary source of God’s word. That’s great.  They prefer the New King James for a variety of reasons and would not necessarily exclude the propriety of using other modern translations.  What I don’t understand is the logic of those who insist that we must adjust our understanding of God’s word to an understanding of Old English.  It is similar to the Islamic insistence that one must learn Arabic before he or she can truly understand the inspired word of Allah, the Quran.  The gospel was meant to be relevant to every time and culture.  As Edwin Palmer says,

Do not give them a loaf of bread, covered with an inedible, impenetrable crust, fossilized by three and a half centuries. Give them the Word of God as fresh and warm and clear as the Holy Spirit gave it to the authors of the Bible.…For any preacher or theologian who loves God's Word to allow that Word to go on being misunderstood because of the veneration of an archaic, not-understood version of four centuries ago is inexcusable and almost unconscionable. 5
Here are just a few examples of the archaic language of the King James Version:

Ambassage: Luke 14:32. Astonied: Ezra 9:4. Calves of our lips: Hos. 14:2. Cockatrice: Jer. 8:17. Crookbackt: Lev. 21:20. Emerods: Deut. 28:27. Handstaves: Ezek. 39:9. Ossifrage: Lev. 11:13; Deut. 14:12. Pressfat: Hag. 2:16. Sodpdoiler: Judg. 2:14; 1 Sam. 13:17. Unicorn: Num. 23:22; Deut 33:17; Job 39:9 Whelp: 2 Sam. 17:8; Ezek. 19:3

O ye Corinthians, our mouth is open unto you, our heart is enlarged.  Ye are not straitened in us, but ye are straitened in your own bowels.  Now for a recompense in the same, (I speak as unto my children,) be ye also enlarged. -2 Corinthians 6:11-13

For the mystery of iniquity doth already work: only he who now letteth will let, until he be taken out of the way. -2 Thessalonians 2:7
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There will always be a need to bring clarity to the meaning of Scripture, especially in public teaching and preaching.  But what sense does it make to constantly have to explain the meaning of archaic words for which people have no clue?  King James Only advocates argue that we can take the time to learn the meaning of these words.  But why should we?  Is the King James Version which was authorized for use in the Anglican Church in 1611 the only faithful witness of the word of God in English?  Even if the Textus Receptus is superior, what reason, other than a religious spirit or sentimental attachment, would you have to not use or recommend the New King James? 
The King James is not the best Bible for evangelistic witness.  Much of the language of the KJV is simply not understandable to most people today.  Beautiful, yes—in so many places.  Poetic, yes.  Inspired, yes.  The KJV is more than literature; it is the word of God, but it is Old English literature, nonetheless.  There is something inspiring about the Old English.  Shakespeare can be inspiring—but the truth is, I miss half of what is being communicated in a Shakespeare play simply because English has changed dramatically over the last four-hundred years.  The unwillingness of some to let go of Old English King James is an exact reflection of those in the Roman Catholic Church who will not let go of Latin and those in the German Mennonite Church who insist on using the archaic High German in their church gatherings.  They confuse old language with spirituality when, in fact, if they wanted to see people come to God, on his terms and not their own, they would seek a more relevant way of communicating the eternal truth of the Gospel.  John Hus and others were burned at the stake by religious authorities who opposed the translation of the Bible into the language of the common man.  As you study the history of the Bible, you can’t help but observe that what drives the “KJV Only” argument is not very different from the “Vulgate Only” or the “Geneva Bible Only” movements of the past.
The main weapon in the “KJV Only” arsenal is finding fault and errors in all other translations.  Thus, the RSV becomes the “Revised Slandered Version,” the NASB  the “Not At-all Standard Bible” and the NIV the “Nearly Inspired Version.”  Cute, but not very helpful.  The fact is, you can find faults and errors in all translations and if someone wants to play that game with the old KJV, they can.  Am I saying that we shouldn’t look critically at any translation and point out problems?  No, we should have good reasons for choosing to use one translation over another.  But just as politicians have often found the easiest path to victory to be critical of their opponent, those who promote the King James Only position often resort to raising fears about other translations.  The term most often used is “corrupted”—but an objective substantive argument is lacking.
Conclusion

God’s word is not corrupt. Psalm 19:7 says, The law of the Lord is perfect, reviving the soul.  The statutes of the Lord are trustworthy, making wise the simple.  Peter calls it the pure milk of the word (see 1 Peter 2:2).  The word of God is a lamp unto (our) feet and a light unto (our) path (Psalm 119:105).  This third and final section of the History of the Bible on the work of translation and the King James Only controversy has tried to look honestly at the concept that even though the word of God is powerful, perfect and pure, translations can do no more than contain that power and that purity—they can never be perfect in themselves.  God has always worked through imperfect human beings to accomplish his purposes on the earth.  Until Jesus comes again to make all things new, the treasure of God’s Spirit and God’s word will be contained in jars of clay (2 Corinthians 4:7).  The hand of Providence has been supernaturally at work in the writing, preservation, compilation and translation of his Word to us.  What we possess in the numerous translations that we in the English-speaking world are so privileged to have is eminently trustworthy as the word of God.  The law of Moses, the history of Israel, the songs of David, the wisdom of Solomon, the oracles of the prophets, the words and deeds of Jesus, the history of the early church, and the instruction and prophetic revelations of the Apostles belong to us—all contained in the Bible.  We thank God for the Bible and we pray that the Author of the book will give us the Spirit of insight and revelation to know both the written and the Living Word more and more.
1 Information for this section is from http://www.cob-net.org/compare_greektext.htm: written by Ronald J. Gordon, published: April, 1997, updated: October, 2002 © Church of the Brethren.
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