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he decision of the original New International Version (NIV) translators to

render the Greek sarx, when it had its distinctively negative connotation in
Paul, with the phrase sinful nature has been widely criticized. I was one of those
critics. Every time I taught on passages in which the phrase occurred, I insisted
that students heed the marginal note indicating the alternate rendering “the
flesh™ and criticized the translators for their decision. Along with many others,
I worried that the introduction of the notion of “nature” would further encour-
age the questionably biblical focus on contrasting “natures” as a framework for
conceptualizing the contrast between pre-Christian and Christian experience.!
Then, in 1995, I was asked to join the Committee on Bible Translation (CBT),
the group charged with oversight of the NIV text. As we comprehensively
reviewed the NIV text with a view to needed revisions, we came to Romans—
and I was asked to serve on a subcommittee that would recommend alternatives
to the existing NIV rendering of sarx in Paul. As we did our work—based on a
comprehensive review of the translation alternatives by my colleague Walter
Liefeld—it quickly became apparent to me that the translator had to consider
factors that the exegete and teacher did not. The committee as a whole decided
in the end to retain “sinful nature” as the usual rendering for the negative use of
sarx in Paul. I am not sure that I agree with this decision—Dbut the point of this
article is not to reopen the debate. Rather, I want to analyze the situation from
the point of view of the translator. I will begin with a brief survey of the distinc-
tively Pauline usage of sarx. To make the task manageable, I will focus on
Romans and especially on Romans 7—8. With this survey of usage in mind, I will
then consider the options and issues facing the translator.?
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SARX IN THE WRITINGS OF PAUL

Paul uses the word sarx proportionately more than any other New Testament
author: Of the 147 occurrences of sarx in the N'T, 91 are found in the Pauline let-
ters. The complexity of Paul’s use of this word is reflected in Today’s New Inter-
national Version (TNIV), where twenty-eight different words or phrases are used
to translate sarx? Only sixteen times does the TNIV render sarx as “flesh.” As
Anthony Thiselton has pointed out, sarx in Paul is a “polymorphous concept,”
and its meaning is very much context dependent.’ The large number of different
renderings of sarx in the TNIV simply reflects this fact. Critics of “sinful nature”
in the NIV will not be appeased by the TNIV: in all thirty places where the NIV
translates sarx “sinful nature” the TNIV has done the same (only two of these do
not come in Paul: 2 Peter 2:10 and 2:18 [“sinful human nature”]). In fact, the
TNIV introduces remarkably few changes in the NIV translation of sarx. Apart
from four inclusive-language changes (Rom 8:3b, 3¢; Gal 1:16; 2:16) only five texts
have been changed—Romans 1:3, where “human nature” has been replaced with
“earthly life”; Galatians 6:12, where “outwardly” has been replaced with “flesh”;
Galatians 4:23 and 29, where “ordinary way” has been changed to “human effort”;
and Philemon 16, where “man” has been changed to “fellow man.”

Many scholars and lexicographers have attempted to categorize Paul’s uses
of sarx. For the sake of the argument of this article, five basic senses can be dis-
tinguished. The most basic meaning of sarx—and the most common in secular
Greek—is (1) “the material that covers the bones of a human or animal body.”™
Paul occasionally uses the word with this sense. The clearest example is
1 Corinthians 15:39: “All flesh is not the same: Human beings have one kind of
flesh, animals have another, birds another and fish another” (see also Eph 2:11;
Col 2:13; cf. Gal 6:13).° Following precedents in secular Greek, Paul also (2)
applies sarx to the human body as whole: e.g., 2 Corinthians 7:1: “Since we have
these promises, dear friends, let us purify ourselves from everything that con-
taminates body [sarx] and spirit, perfecting holiness out of reverence for God”
(see also 1 Cor 5:5 [?]; 6:16; 2 Cor 12:7; Gal 4:13; Eph 5:31). But more often, Paul
(3) uses sarx to refer not to the human body narrowly but to the human being
generally. First Corinthians 1:28-29 illustrates this use of the word: “He chose
the lowly things of this world and the despised things—and the things that are
not—to nullify the things that are, so that no one [sarx/ may boast before him”
(see also Gal 1:16; 2:16; 1 Cor 1:29). This sense of the word merges almost imper-
ceptibly into a bit broader concept, namely, (4) the human state or condition.
While debated, 1 Corinthians 10:18, where Paul refers to Israel kata sarka
(“according to the flesh™), probably falls into this category. Finally (5), in a usage
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that is distinctively (though not uniquely) Pauline, sarx can designate the human
condition in its fallenness.

As Timo Laato has neatly put it, the difference between meanings (4) and (5)
is the difference between the human being in distinction from God and the
human being in contrast to God.” The latter is often called the “ethical” use of
sarx, in contrast to the “neutral” use of meaning (4).* A clear example of the “eth-
ical” use is Galatians 5:16—17: “So I say, walk by the Spirit, and you will not grat-
ify the desires of the sinful nature [serx/. For the sinful nature [sarx/ desires what
is contrary to the Spirit, and the Spirit what is contrary to the sinful nature [sarx/.
They are in conflict with each other, so that you are not to do whatever you
want.” This sense of sarx is quite common in Paul (anywhere from 25 to 30 occur-
rences, depending on how one interprets several notoriously difficult texts) and
is, of course, the point of special controversy in the NIV translation.

THE MEANING OF SARX IN ROMANS

Paul uses sarx proportionately more often in Romans than in any other letter;
the word occurs 26 times. Four of the five meanings we have isolated above are
found among Paul’s uses of sarx in Romans. Sarx in the first sense occurs in Romans
2:28, which contrasts the “outward” (phaneros) circumcision “in the sarx” with cir-
cumcision of the heart carried out in (or by /en]) the Spirit. The TNIV rendering
of sarx here 1s “physical.” No instance of sarx with the second meaning—the
human body as a whole—is found in Romans. Paul uses sarx to refer to the human
being generally (meaning 3) once: “Therefore no one fsarx] will be declared righ-
teous in his sight by observing the law; rather, through the law we become con-
scious of our sin” (3:20). Another instance is difficult to categorize, but may belong
here also, namely, Romans 11:14, where Paul denotes his fellow Jews simply with
the word sarx (TNIV “my own people”). Paul uses sarx here to stress his sense of
solidarity, at the level of human relationships, with his fellow Jews.

Clearly, then, instances of the fourth and fifth meanings dominate, but some
contentious interpretive issues make it difficult to determine the exact number
that falls into each category. Pretty clearly belonging to the fourth (or “neutral”)
meaning are Romans 1:3, 8:3b and ¢, and 9:5. All use sarx to refer to the human
condition with which Jesus Christ identified as the incarnate Son. Jesus, affirms
Paul, was descended from David kata sarka (1:3; “as to his earthly life”), took on
homoiomati sarkos hamartias (“the likeness of sinful humanity”) so that he might
condemn sin en sarki (“in human flesh”—8:3), and traces his human lineage
back to Israel kata sarka (9:5; “human ancestry”). Romans 4:1, 9:3, and 9:8
similarly use sarx to denote human ancestry: Abraham is the father of the Jews







































