Why is my Bible different from yours?    
Part 1 - An introduction
I have been asked to try over the coming months to look at the Bible from the point of view as to why there are so many different versions of the Book .At the same time I will try and explain this month the difference between a translation and a paraphrase and in future articles I will look at some of the different versions available today and offer my guidance and critique of them.                                                                                                    
In order to begin our topic we need to understand a few bits of history. Firstly translations are not new the first major translation of the Hebrew Old Testament into Greek took place in the third century BC.                                                                                                                                                    The Bible was written in basically three languages, Hebrew, Aramaic and Greek. Hebrew is written from right to left and is a language where all the letters of the alphabet are consonants and vowels are provided by a series of points above and below the letters. Unfortunately the Jews in early times never wrote the vowels in, you were meant to know where they went. This can give some cause for concern and my first Hebrew exam many years ago consisted of a piece of text with the letters in place and we had to add the vowels or “point the text”.                                                 
Aramaic is a language as old as Hebrew but it became first the formal language of the Assyrian Empire and then the common language of the day .So whilst Hebrew was known and studied for religious purposes, daily conversation up to the time of Jesus was usually in Aramaic.                                                                                                          Greek however, had become the common language in many places in the Eastern Mediterranean and is certainly the language of the New Testament. Whilst Greek is like our own language written left to right and has a clear set of letters for both vowel and consonants it was written in capitals and when writing materials were expensive no spaces were left between words. Greek was also the language of the Greek world and has a long history. The majority of the Greek texts by people such as Plato or Sophocles were written in Classical Greek where as the New Testament was written in Koine or common Greek. The difference is similar to that between the English of Jane Eyre and the English of a modern novelist                                                                                                    
 The other key factor to remember is that all these copies were hand written by  people who were human and therefore occasionally altered things either to get a  better meaning or because they thought they were being helpful or because they were tired.                                                                                                                             
We have  parts of the new Testament that date back as early as 120AD, our oldest complete version is the Codex Sinaiticus which dates to the fourth century and is housed in the British Museum. The oldest Hebrew Text is also in the British Museum but dates to the ninth Century. The Hebrews valued their copies of the scripture and thus buried them when they began to wear out, so older bits of text are found in a range of places and indeed in the caves at Qumran we have earlier texts not all of which have yet been published.                                                                                      
This to a modern mind raises a whole range of issues but we have far more texts than we do of many other classical works and the work of a Biblical Scholar is to study the various texts and produce the best text possible.     
Another  key issue we face is whether you translate the words of a foreign language just as they are spoken or whether you put them into an idiom which is understood by the recipient                                                                                                                                     A translation tries to stick to the text and gives the original meaning a paraphrase takes the original and transcribes it into modern speech. So the translator of say John 5v24 Where Jesus in a pure translation says “Amen Amen I say to you” would be translated in translation as “verily verily” or “truly truly” but in a   paraphrase  like the New Life version reads “for Sure”.   
There is a third type of translation where the text is translated to support a particular point of view or the gender of the text is changed for reasons of “political    correctness.” So for example the Watchtower version of the New Testament   translates John 1v1 as “the word was a god” rather than the “Word was God” because the Jehovah’s Witnesses deny the divine status of Jesus.                                                                 
The task then of a good version of the Bible is to bring you a version which is  readable, conveys the meaning of the original whilst remaining true to the original text. Some versions may give you clearer understanding but may go beyond a true translation.
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