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A CRITICAL COLPARISOH OF LUTHER'S BIBLE TRANSLATION
AlD TIE EKING JAKES VERSIOH,

Tho valuo of any book moy be determined (to coin the
vords) by its livabllity, 1is translatabllity, and its sellabllity.

Does the book 1live? 1Is it an influonce for good? Even
most of tho so=callod good books wither under this first acid test.
For a timo thoy causo a sonsation, and even sell into hundreds of
thousands of copios, but thoy soon dle, and the next generation
knovs nothing of thom. Thoro are classics, of course, and the writ-
ings of o Homer, of a Cicero, of.a Shakespeare, or of a Schiller, will
livo and soll for gonorations. These writings will in a measure also_
boar tho tost of translatability. Tholr viewpolnt 1s not confined,
as is so f:;oquoalt.ly tho coso, to the 1life, modes and hablits of
thinkking of just ono gonoration and just one period of time ond
Just ono notion. Theolr thome and contont is such that they readily
adept thomsolves to changod circumstances and varied langunges. S0
anolent Homeor lives today, and we find the expression of his thoughts
in the literaturo and language of our age in about twenty other lang=
uages and dialocts bosidos tho original Greek. Shakespeare's pover
is not only felt in the English-speaking world, but also among the
continontal tongues. As far as sellabllltiy is concerned, coplos of

these brilliant authors can be had in practlcally any good book store.

In comparison, however, with the Blble, thelr value according to this
threo~fold test, fades into insignificance. It first of all aﬁﬂ.-
dates any of the works just mentioned by a considerable number of
years, Then as to the life-giving influsnce that the Bible has ex~
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orted that cannot bo exagrorated. Clvilization as 1t 1s today, with
its offorts to holp tho poor and unfortunate, with its endenvors to
lighton tho burdons of tho oppressed, with 1ts attalnments in the
flold of hwmano troatmont, with its olevation of woman in the social
and moral scaleo = all this progroas can be traced back to the Bible ;
dootrines ;:i' salvation from sin through Christ Jesus, of love and |
sorvice as broathed Irom the pagos of Holy TUrit., The history of civ-
ilization is tho history of tho Biblo. Rise or decline of oulture is
tracoablo to adhoronco to or nogloct of this Book. All of this, how-
ovor, Vould havo boon impossiblo had tho Eible not beon translatable.
But that is just tho point, that although the Eible was originally
writton in the lobrow and in thoe Grook langunges, its thoughts are
not limitod to tho confines of Jewish history and Hebrow oculture,
nor are its idoals rosiricted within the channels of the Groeok-speak=
ing world of tho Scvior's age. Tho Blble was translatable, the grace
which 1t contained boing as it itself claimed, universal. It was
originally intonded for all tho people that could hear and rnd"’and
vas multiplied in tho early centuries by translations into the Syriac,
Coptic, ILatin, Gothic and othor languages, as the demand arose, Dur-=
ing the lilddlo Ages, however, tho Church, fearing loss of power,
withheld the Book from tho common people outside of those portions
used in tho public sorvice. I1f translations néz-a made thoy were
suporvised by an eccleosiastic with practically unlimited power of
consorship, with tho result that the common people wore steeped in
superstition and grossest ignorance. -

The poriod of the Reformation, however, changod all this
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and with tho shacklec of Iiomo m.rnovod the Bible azain camo into 1ts
ovn, 8nd so to thls norlod thon wo owe tho finest translations, fore-
most among those model vorsions boing the Cormon and the Znglish,

To considor briofly the history of thoso two outstanding
vorsions thore is first the translation of Luther, tho great leformer
of tho Church. %ho boglnnings of this r.lonunonta.'l. vork can be %traced
to 0 lettor which ho wroto to John Tang of Erfurt, dated Decomber
18th, 1531.;:‘ Luthor uas at this timo at tho Tartburg, whereto tho
olooctor had sont him for salfokooping from the inperiel ediect that
had gone out against him. In the quiot of thls castle Luthor began
10 carry out the previously concolved ldea of translating the B:.I.ble,
as aforcmontioned lottor indicates, in vhich he says: "I am about
to translato tho liew Tostamont into the Gorman langunge, Wwith vhich

as I hear You avo also activo, Continue as thou hast 'boz;un."") The

worl: wag not cimplo, as a lottor dated January 15th, 1522, to his
friond ond colloaguo, ilicholas Amsdorf in Ulttonborg, shous. He
urites: "I have tal:gn 2 burdon upon mysolf that is going boyond my
trongth., I sco now what i1t moans to translate and why no one has
proviously attomptod 1t and added hlis name. I would never be ablae
to0 complote tho 0ld Testement if you wero not going to be with me
and help n1ong."'-"""' It is true thoro woro pro-roformation Germon trans-
lations of the Biblo - oipghtoon in fact, but thelr language was so
misorable and tholr diction so poor that thoy oou:!.d hardly be re-
gardeod as Gormen at all. Iuthor throv himself with great fervor
into tho worik and with tho complotion of his stay at tho Wartburg
ho had alrendy translated tho entire liow Tostement. In Iy, 1522,
) Lsutis Wiy (S s TL- fm:_s"% Ve 0 e B o P
S ol A EDTT .
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the printor, kiolochior Lotthor, began to print and finnlly on Sept-
ombor 21st, 1622, the first edition of the ilew Testomont, consist-
ing or throe thousand coples, appeared on the market. The exanct
titlo of this memorable first odition reads: "Das Fewo Testament
Deutzsch Vui't.tomvorg.“!} Hoithor the translaotor, the printer, nor the
yoar woro montioned on the titlo page. Already in Docomber of the
semo yoay o socond, but rovisod edition appoarod. TFrom 1522 until
1835 Luthor himsolf suporvised tho publishing of sixteon editions,
vhoreas in all fifty-four wero put out during this time.

iflot much timo was vasted in gettlng busy with traonslating
th.o more difiiocult and larger portion of Holy iUrit, the 0ld Tostament,
and although o groct doal of othor work ongaged the time of the groat
Reformor, tho Books cof ilosos vwore printed in 1523. The Book of Psalms
follovod in 1524, tho Irophots in 1558, The romalning portions of the
Diblo appearod in thoir first complete edition in 16554, Tith that the
memorable work was compleoted, and so for four hundred years wo havo
had the Corman Blble. For this great vwork wo must not forgot Luther
had also accopted help, namely, that of the learnod scholar, iielanch-
thon, and cmong his advisers were such men as John Eugenhagen, Justus
Jonaos, Cruclger, Aurogallus. QCoorge Roeror sorvod as proof reader.
¥ou and thon some scholar from another land vho happenod to be study=-
ing at Tittenborg at the time would assist him, The final decisionm,
hovovor, always rostod with Luther, so that ho, in the final analysis, i
degserves the chlef oredit for this monumental work. 2

Luther!s work in translating the Blble paved the vay for

other translations, including also the other important transintion,
) ircon Eyubtecd, fo 38
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the Authorizod or iing Jamos Vorsion. This did not appear wntil
1611, but wo o2n trace its origin to William Tindale (B. 1484),
a8 studont at tho Univorsity of Oxford and Cambridgo, vheroe he prob-
ably studiecd Creolk undor Irasmus, tho famous Greok jlow Tostamont
scholar. indaleo ronlizod tho valuo of an English translation of
tho Eiblo, having himoolf como to accopt tho fundamontal truths
wdorlying tho Heformation and now wished to rendor the Bilble 'l‘-!";l.‘l'-h!
into his mothor=tongue. le vas on that account susbectiod of heretical
tondencios and wngs forcod to sook safety on tho'conti.nen’:., but even
thore he found no west, bolng forced to fleo from one place to nnother
in ordor %o oscave tho Romon Inquisition, Iils flight also b'z-oug,ht. hinm
to gormany, vhoro at somo timo or othor ho most cortainly must have
como into contaet with Imther at tflttonberg, whore he imbibed the
gpirit of tho lloformor as _‘.'.ho succeoding ovents show, for at Toms,
a later abodo, ho a yoar or two lator managed to print two editions
of an Bnglish ilow Testemont, which woro smuggled into Eng:l.nnd.') The
ontiro ilow ‘Postamont and the Pentatuch were Iinighed in 1550. Liore
ho could not do, as ho sufforod mortyrdom in 1554 by strangulotion
and burﬁing at tho stake. Although nov every effort was mede to
complotoly dostroy i‘intinla' Vorsion, the seed was sovwn and his
translation romoined the basis of all versions to follow, In 1556
iiles Covordalo had the ontire Biblo published for the first tima:
Hou followod a groat numbor of translations in rapid succession.
There wag tho Ilatthow Bible (Allas John RBagor, the martyr), the
Bible of Tavernor, the revision by Covordaleo (1559), known as the
Groat Bible. Tho aocons:l.on of Catholloc liary to tho throne in

wa"
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England, howevor, forced all Protestants to flee to the continent.
A number of thom fled to Goneve in Switzerland, vhoro one of them,
Thittinghan, preperod a rovisod low Testament. This was knovmn as the
Gonova Elblo and vas very popular, editions appeoaring even as late as
1611. Oncoc moro tho Croat Bible was revised by BEishop Parker and was
Inovn as tho Bishop's Dible. Tho lest and best of these translations
is tho King James Version. It was called into existence by King
Jamos I, 2t tho Iampton Cowrt Conference in January 1604, a gather-
ing of tho leaderas of tho Consorvatives or Conformists and the dissent-
ing Radicols or Puritans. Tho Puritens were for reforms, and among

othor things thoy insistod on a new translation of the Bible. Strange

to say, tho King accepted the proposition and‘aftrwnrds appolntod

"earned mon to tho numbor of four and :é:l.:t'ty“'."to prepare a nev trans-

lation of the Dibla,. ﬂ
Vork wes aoctually bogun in 1607, the tronslators embracing :

pany of tho bost Hobreow and CGreek scholars of England ot the time.

Thoy were divided ‘into six companios, and tho Scoriptures wore in like

nanner divided into six portions. e know very little of thelr mothod

of transleting, only tho timo spent at their work, thls being referred

to as "tvice sevon times seventy~two duya."% Tho whole was finnlly

harmonized, tho various members having with thom translations in other

longungos, and 1ln 1611 the King James Version, as 1t was oanlled,
.-\
ﬂ.nnlly appenared.

Alnost four hundred yoars have passed since Luthor gave the
Gormans tho Bliblo in tholr own language and Tindale supplied the

wnts of his 1)301310 over I.n England, and a little more than three .4
!)‘ m A '.-'l!s '::!- of f"l}"ﬁ’ o o 7,@,- X.“ le ..-y{-. /51'5“‘*
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hundred yoars since the Authorized Version made its first appoar-
ance in the British Iolos. Tho fact that wo still retain these
versions in spito of attompts to have them suporceded, clearly
shovz that thoro must havo beon merit in them. They have lived

and this distinction 1s chlefly d-uo to the influence of ocach on
tho forms of tholr respective languages. One glence at any Gorman
prior to Luthor will prove tho fzet of the Reformer's statement:
"In my youth I did onco sce an un-Cerman Cermen Bible which was
dark and oloudy." ' It was Luther's Blble that actually made the

Corman lenguage and reisod it to tho eminence that 1t has to this
vory dey. Illo goave it graco, beauty and power, and although, as is
bound to happon in any living langunge, hore and there words become
obsoloio ond forms chango, Still the Cermen of today is practiocally
thot of Luthor. Tho samo con also bo sald of the Authorized Version, '
which reoally tracos its origin to Tindale's time, an era sterile in
litoraturo, and hore agein we find that 1t 1s the English Blble that
has formed tho Inglish lenguage. It was Tindale who gave it force,
vigor, cloarnoss and posltiveness, and i1t was Coverdale who gave 1t
boauty, melody m'xd that rich rhythm for vhich it is knovn.%

gonmparing the two versions then we find that both made
thelr rospective languagos as ve know- them today. They live today,
but thoy Vould not n:::-e it not for tho holy motive that prompted these
translations, If wo but considor the contury in which these trans-
lations were formod, an ago of vhich Andrew Muller quaintly says:
"Hdnight nov being passed, some early risers vere begiming to strike

fire and enlighten thomsolves from the Sn:ﬂptures."?) It vas an era of
t) 2acorw Lnddoad -2 Be P IF :
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can 1t bo clalmed that tho Creok is more translatable .‘-.nto-m:'mnn :
and tho Nobrow into Inglish or vico-~vorsa. Tho English and tho German, |
although botlh: of indo~Zuropoan origin, still vary groatly from each
othor. ilo mattor how closoly related any two languages are, there
vill aluays bo diffcronces in prammaticel and ildiomatic s:hrﬁoture.

Tho faet thoat tho Corman translation is chlefly tho product of one
pan and that of tho Iing Jomos Vorsion a product of many scholars can-
not bo deomod as on argument in favor of oither, Theo joint work of
peny loarnod minds is bottor perheps than that of ono man and, there-
fore, would scom Lo lesscen the provalence of possible error. Still

the acld test of minute oxamination will shou that tho ono-man trans-~

lation of Tuthor is ovory bi.tf:; falthful rondition as tho King James
VYorpion is. COn tho othor hand it is claimod that the Work of a-
largor nunmbor of schiolars with o division of vworkk as was outlined,
namoly, ©ix senarate groups working on six soparato parts of the
Dible at the same timo, makes for an wmovennoss 1n translation in
spite of loteor comparison, bocauso not all men aro equinped wWith an
equal gift of intorprotation. Be that as it may, if we want to find
fault wo can Piclkk out flavs in both, and wo Will gonerally find that
vhore ono orrs and tho othor translates properly, in another plece the
formor will troanslato proporly and tho latter will err. This much
thon is truo of both, that thoro may be errors hore and thore; there
nay be words obsolotc and rhrascs unintolligzlblo; particlos may have
or may not havo beon givon valuo; participles may have beon translatod
advorbially or nominally; tonsos may havoe boen confused; prepositions |

mey have beon misundorstood, but be 1t to the transiantors?!® -credit
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that substantial ohongos do not occur, the cardinal dooctrines of
the Christian faith aro nover blurred or obscurc in olthor of the

vorsiong, and novhore has tho senso of the passage not beon caught
at all, ovon thoush 1t wasn't alvayo rondored strictly according to
Hobrow or Crool oyntax, 5o in spito of these minor faults the almost

intuitivo cccurncy oi' tho tronslators can bo soen throughout, and,

thorofore, 1t is no vondor that in splte of all attaclks against
theso translatlions, Luthor's Corman version and the English King
James trenslotion, though both ovor four and three hundred years

old rospectivoly, still live, stlll translatoe, still seoll.

l‘artin Poch.

: Inay 19, 1926.
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