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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
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kata sarka (4:1; untranslated in TNIV); the Israelites are Paul’s kinsfolk %aza
sarka (9:3; untranslated in TNIV); and the Israelites who inherit the promise
given to Abraham are not the ta tekna tés sarkos (9:8; TNIV “natural children™).
Falling equally clearly into the fifth category—“human beings in conflict with
God”—are Romans 7:5, 8:8, and 8:9, which describe unbelievers as being en
sarki (“in the flesh”); 8:3a, where the inability of the law to rescue from sin is
attributed to the sarx; 8:4, 5a, 5b, 6, 7, where sarx denotes the orientation of non-
Christian behavior and thinking; 8:12a, 12b, 13, which warn Christians of the
danger of living kata sarka (“according to the flesh”); and 13:14, where believ-
ers are exhorted to make no provision for the sarx. The TNIV translates each
of these instances of sarx with “sinful nature,” except for 8:7, where the render-
ing is simply “sinful,” describing the “mind” mentioned earlier in the verse (in
8:5 and 12, “sinful nature” is alluded to by an abbreviation [“that nature”] and
a pronoun [“it”]).

Difficult to categorize are Romans 6:19, 7:18, and 7:25. In 6:19, Paul explains
that he uses the imagery of the slave as an analogue to the believer because of zén
astheneian tés sarkos hymon (“the weakness of your flesh”). C. E. B. Cranfield, cit-
ing Galatians 4:13, takes sarx here in its ethical sense: “What is meant is the
incomprehension, insensitiveness, insincerity, and proneness to self-deception,
which characterize the fallen human nature even of Christians.”™ C. K. Barrett,
on the other hand, argues for the neutral sense: sarx, he claims, has no special
theological sense here “but simply refers to the frailty of human nature.”'® By
translating the phrase “human limitations,” the TNIV translators have opted for
Barrett’s “neutral” interpretation. This is probably closer to Paul’s intention,
although it must be said that a certain negative nuance seems to be unavoidable.
There is something about sarx that creates a “weakness” in understanding the
things of God.

Romans 7:18 and 25, because of some ambiguous syntax in verse 18 and the
debate surrounding the general meaning of the passage, are even more difficult.
Commenting on his vivid depiction of the “divided egé” in verses 15-17, Paul
claims in verse 18 that “good does not dwell in me, fout estin en té sarki mou—
“that 1s, in my flesh.” Advocates of the view that Paul is here describing his strug-
gle with sin as a Christian often take “that is” in a restrictive sense and conclude
that Paul here confesses that, even as a Christian, he continues to be influenced
by “the whole fallen human nature.”"! Scholars who think that Paul describes
unregenerate human experience also often give sarx its ethical meaning but take
“that is” as definitional—the fallen human nature characterizes “me.”"2 The
TNIV, translating “sinful nature,” also takes sazx in its ethical sense, while leav-
ing open the precise syntactical function of “that is.” But a good case can be made
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for taking sarx in what we have to this point been calling its “neutral” sense.
Romans 7:14-25 is remarkable, among other things, for the very unusual degree
to which Paul depicts the human being dualistically. Verses 15-17 and 18b-20
describe a conflict within a person between willing and doing, which is then in
verses 21-23 attributed to a conflict between “the law of my mind” and “the law
of sin at work within my members” (NIV). The reference of these phrases is
debated, but they probably refer, in turn, to the law of God—the Torah (cf. v. 22),
which the ego honors in his mind (cf. v. 16)—and an opposite compulsion, or
force, namely, the bent toward sin that prevents the ego from putting the will to
do the law into practice. In this context, then, “flesh” in verse 18 probably is
equivalent to the “members” of verse 23. And sarx in verse 25, where it is con-
trasted with “mind” (nous), will then have the same basically “neutral” sense.!?
Just where in our categorization of Paul’s uses of sarx we should place these verses
is not clear. They come closest to the third usage—the human body—Dbut stand
out from the other occurrences of the word with this meaning in Paul by virtue
of their focus on the concrete, even physical, part of the human being.

In what we have said about Paul’s use of sarx in Romans thus far, we have
followed the traditional distinction between Paul’s “neutral” and “ethical” uses
of the term. James D. G. Dunn, however, has called into question this distinction.
He argues that the meanings of sgrx in Paul do not fall into separate, watertight
categories but occupy a spectrum of meaning. In contrast to scholars who suggest
that Paul may have derived his more neutral sense of sarx from the Old Testa-
ment and the Jewish world and the more negative sense from the Greek world,
Dunn, along with many others before him, traces the spectrum of Paul’s usage
to the Hebrew basar, with its sense of “human mortality.”"* One implication of
this conclusion is that a certain negative nuance often clings to sarx, even when
Paul uses it in apparently neutral senses.

Dunn has a point, as can be seen from a closer look at several of the neutral
occurrences of sarx in Romans. In Romans 1:3—4, the claim that Jesus is descended
from David kata sarka is balanced by the claim that he has been appointed the Son
of God in power kata pneuma hagiosynes (“according to the spirit of holiness”).
The rarity of this latter phrase (it does not occur elsewhere in the NT) has led
some commentators to deny a reference to the Holy Spirit here. But the phrase is
a literal rendering of a Hebrew phrase that refers to the Holy Spirit,"” and the
unusual language is probably due to the influence of a source or tradition on
which Paul depends.'® However we understand the contrast between Jesus
“according to the flesh” and Jesus “according to the Spirit” (on which see below),
the implication is that one has not fully comprehended the significance of Jesus
unless bozh perspectives are included. Paul in no way minimizes the fact that Jesus
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was a descendant of David and therefore the one who fulfilled the OT promises
about a “greater son of David.” But he also suggests that understanding Jesus only
in these terms is deficient.

A similar mildly negative nuance attaches to kaza sarka in the other Chris-
tological passage where this phrase occurs, namely, Romans 9:5. Culminating a
list of privileges and promises granted to Israel is the fact that “the Messiah”
comes from among the Israelites—zo kata sarka.'” Though strongly contested, it
is quite likely that the verse goes on to call this Messiah “God” (rheos)." As in
1:3—4, therefore, Paul hints that considering Jesus to be the promised Messiah of
Israel, as true and as valuable as this role may be, falls short of a full and robust
Christological understanding. The qualifier “according to the flesh” underlines
the incompleteness of the assertion. Falling into the same general category,
though not Christologically oriented, is the addition of the phrase kata sarka to
Paul’s introduction of Abraham in 4:1 as “our forefather” (NIV)."” One can
understand why the TNIV translators did not explicitly render this phrase (kaza
sarka) in English, since it adds nothing material to the verse. But the phrase does
add a certain tone, or nuance, suggesting that designating Abraham only as the
ancestor of the Jewish people ultimately falls short of appreciating his full sig-
nificance. And, of course, Paul elaborates just this point in the following verses,
claiming that Abraham is, in fact, the “father of all who believe”—Gentile and
Jew alike (vv. 11-12).

Very similar, though more clearly negative because of the presence of an
explicit contrast, is 9:8. Paul is here developing biblical support for his contention
that there exists throughout salvation history an “Israel” within Isracl—a spiritu-
ally alive remnant within the nation as a whole. He appeals to Genesis 21:12, which
promises that it would be through Isaac that “offspring [seed]” would be “reck-
oned” to Abraham. Those familiar with the biblical account will immediately
detect the implied contrast with Abraham’s firstborn son Ishmael. It is this con-
trast to which Paul alludes in Romans 9:8. Ishmael represents “the natural chil-
dren [the children of the flesh]”—those who can claim descent from Abraham
only through physical generation. But Isaac represents “the children of the prom-
ise”—those who are not only physically descended from Abraham but also have
been “called” by God, as Isaac was. (And note the somewhat parallel argument in
Galatians 4:21-31, where Ishmael is designated the one born according to the flesh,
in contrast to Isaac, the one born according to the promise/Spirit [vv. 23, 28-29].)

In these four passages, then—Romans 1:3, 4:1, 9:5, and 9:8—we have vali-
dated Dunn’s suggestion that some negative nuance clings to the word sarx, even
when it seems to be used in a “neutral” sense. We might then wonder whether
the other “neutral” occurrences of the term in Romans—38:3b, 3¢; 9:3; 11:14—
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carry a similar connotation. But before looking at these verses, an important
methodological point should be made. The negative nuance attaching to sarx in
the four verses we have examined comes by way of an explicit contrast in the con-
text. No such contrast exists in the remaining four verses. Moreover, such con-
textual nuancing does not necessarily affect the meaning of sarx in itself. Indeed,
in 8:3b and 3c, any negative nuance is difficult to discern. Sarx occurs three times
in the verse: “What the law could not do in that it was weakened through the
sarx, God did:* by sending his own son in the likeness of sinful sarx and as a sin
offering,” he condemned sin in the sarx” (my own rendering). The first occur-
rence falls toward the negative end of the spectrum of meaning; the TNIV
accordingly translates “sinful nature.” This opening phrase recapitulates the
argument of Romans 7:14-25, where Paul demonstrates that God’s good law is
incapable of rescuing human beings from the ravages of sin because of their
inability to obey this law. The spiritual nature of the law is opposed by and ulti-
mately defeated by (cf. v. 23) the “fleshiness” (sarkinos) of human beings—their
ingrained tendency toward sin (see v. 14). But it was into just this arena of “flesh”
that God sent his own Son. The cumbersome phrase homoioma sarkos hamartias
attempts to preserve the fine balance between the reality of Jesus’ complete iden-
tification with the human condition—he really “became sarx”—and his unprece-
dented conquering of that condition by preserving faithfulness to God as a
human being—he took on the likeness of “sinful flesh.” Sarx, then, denotes the
human condition, and this condition is, of course, one of weakness, mortality,
and susceptibility to sin. But any negative nuance in sarx here is very muted at
best, and the very fact that Paul has to qualify it with “sinful” suggests that the
word itself is neutral. The occurrence of sarx at the end of the verse is similar.
God has himself “condemned” sin so that those who identify with that Son need
not be condemned (v. 1). And he accomplished this by invading, through his Son,
the very arena in which sin held sway, namely, the flesh.

The two remaining “neutral” occurrences of sarx (Rom 9:3 and 11:14) are
closely related. In both, Paul uses sarx to emphasize his identification with his
fellow Jews from an earthly, or human, perspective. Paul’s strong emotional
attachment to his kinsfolk (9:1-3; 10:1) and his assertion of their genuine divine
privileges and blessings (9:4-5; 11:28—29) make clear that being Jewish is, indeed,
an “advantage” (3:1-2) and is, in itself, hardly a negative thing. Nevertheless, by
qualifying his relationship to his fellow Jews with the phrase kata sarka (9:3;
untranslated in the TNIV), Paul may imply that he values even more highly his
relationship to another “family”—his brothers and sisters in Christ. However,
Paul never elsewhere uses syngenés (in the plural here, translated “my own race”
in the TNIV) in a spiritual sense.” Any hint of a contrast with his true spiritual
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family is therefore quite remote from this context. The same is true in 11:14,
where Paul accentuates his commitment to his fellow Jews by calling them “my
own people [sarx].”

The evidence of Romans suggests, then, that Paul uses sarx theologically to
refer to the human condition or sphere. In distinction from soma—"body”—
which will be resurrected and enjoy the life to come, sarx is earthbound; “flesh
and blood cannot inherit the kingdom of Ged” (1 Cor 15:50). The word need
have no negative connotations; to be Auman is not itself evil or sinful (Rom 8:3b,
3c); and one’s earthly relationships may be worthy and even valuable (9:3; 11:14).
On the other hand, to be human is also to be weak and prone to ignore or mis-
understand the things of the world to come (6:19; cf. 7:18, 25). And, when one
regards matters from this human perspective, one may not get the full picture
(1:3; 4:1; 9:5, 8). It is as a takeoff from this sense that the strongly negative (or
“ethical”) use of sarx develops. The natural human condition is to be “in the
flesh,” that is, to be fundamentally determined by the perspective of this world
in contrast to the world to come. The natural person therefore cannot please God
(8:8); he or she sins and dies (7:5), thinking and acting as a person who takes no
account of the divine realm (8:4—7). Christians, because they are still in this
world, must strive to avoid falling into such patterns of thought and activity
(8:12—13; 13:14).

THE REDEMPTIVE-HISTORICAL FRAMEWORK FOR PAUL’S
CONCEPT OF SARX

One more important dimension of Paul’s concept of sarx, hinted at in the
previous paragraph, remains to be considered, namely, the redemptive-historical
framework that provides the critical context for the idea. We may begin by
returning to the first occurrence of sarx in Romans—1:3. As noted earlier, the
TNIV made one of its few material translational changes with respect to sarx
here; changing the NIV’s “human nature” to “earthly life.” The move reflects a
change in interpretation from a “two natures” view of 1:3—4 to a “two stages”
view of the text. In the NIV, Jesus, the Son, is a descendant of David “as to his
human nature” (v. 3) and was “declared” to be Son of God by his resurrection
from the dead (v. 4). The focus is on two eternal natures of Christ—his human
and his divine, the one manifested in his being a Davidic descendant and the
other proclaimed at his resurrection. This view of the passage has some sup-
porters,” but their numbers are steadily dwindling. For one thing, the word
translated “declared” in the NIV (koriz6) does not have this meaning in first-
century Greek.” The verb has the sense of “appoint,” and any taint of adoption-
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ism is avoided if we understand the phrase en dynamei to qualify “Son of God™:
The eternal Son (v. 3) became, at the time of his resurrection, the “powerful Son
of God,” able to dispense the salvation that he had won on the cross (cf. v. 16).
More important and more relevant to our purposes, however, is the nature of the
“flesh”/“Spirit” contrast in verses 3—4. We have already seen reason to take
pneuma hagiosynés in verse 4 as a reference to the Holy Spirit. And Paul sets his
understanding of the Holy Spirit decisively in his foundational redemptive-
historical scheme of two eras. This scheme, probably borrowed from Jewish
apocalyptic, presents the salvific work of God as a historical progression, divided
into two eras—the old era of sin and death and the new era of righteousness and
life. The flesh belongs to the old era; the Spirit to the new era.”” Understood
within this framework, the flesh/Spirit contrast of verses 3—4 reveals that Paul
presents, as the core of his gospel (see v. 2), the two stages of Jesus’ ministry—his
birth and work as Son of David in the old era (the flesh), climaxed by his eleva-
tion in the new era to powerful Son of God via his resurrection.

It is no accident that the flesh/Spirit antithesis is resumed and developed pre-
cisely in those chapters that also depend most heavily on the redemptive-
historical scheme of the two eras, namely, in Romans 5-8. Dominating the
chapters is the contrast between the powers of the old era and the powers of the
new— Adam versus Christ, sin versus righteousness, death versus life, law ver-
sus grace, flesh versus Spirit. In speaking of “powers,” we do not intend to sub-
scribe to the idea that the “flesh” is a cosmic power of the same nature as the
Spirit, to which it is opposed.?® “Flesh” is always human flesh in Paul, never a
power separate from the human being. Paul presses into service the rhetoric of
opposing powers to make clear the radical opposition between the old era and the
new. Or perhaps, with respect at least to Romans 5-8, it would be better to use
the language of opposing “realms,” for Paul uses the language of power struc-
tures and domination throughout these chapters to conceptualize the contrast
between the new life and the old. The person who is “in Christ” rather than “in
Adam” has been transferred from the old realm to the new. “Flesh,” that aspect
of the human being separate from—and therefore often hostile to—God, dom-
inated the old era and brought in its train sin and death (8:6-8). But dominating
the new realm is God’s own Spirit, bringing to all those who belong to Christ
(8:9) the benefits of that new realm, namely, life and peace (8:6). Nevertheless, as
Paul’s imperatives make clear, the transfer into the new realm does not mean a
complete separation from the negative influence of “flesh.” As long as we live in
unredeemed bodies (cf. 8:10—11), the flesh will remain an aspect of being human
that will seek to pull Christians back into the sinful habits of the old realm.
Hence, in his typically balanced way, after rehearsing the benefits of no longer
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being “in the flesh” but instead being “in the Spirit” (8:4—11), Paul goes on to
insist that it is absolutely necessary for Christians to continue to battle against the
influence of the flesh if they expect to gain eternal life (8:12—13; cf. 13:14).

THE TRANSLATION OF SARX

With this brief sketch of the meaning of sarx in Romans behind us, we can
now turn to the question of translation. Most of the scholars who have protested
against the NIV/TNIV rendering “sinful nature” would probably agree with
James D. G. Dunn: “A much more satisfactory rule of translation would be to
recognize that serx is an important technical and linking term in Paul’s letters
and is therefore best translated consistently by the same term, ‘flesh.””” Among
the English translations, the NASB, as one might expect, comes closest to fol-
lowing this philosophy, translating sarx in Romans as “flesh” in every verse except
11:14. Indeed, one might think that Dunn would also make this verse an excep-
tion to the rule. To render “I magnify my ministry, so that in some way I might
move to jealousy my flesh and save some of them” would make little sense to the
English reader. However, one way to retain “flesh” while avoiding nonsense is
to paraphrase in another direction, as does the NKJV (following the KJV), which
renders 11:14 “those who are my own flesh.” Indeed, KJV and NKJV use “flesh”
to translate sarx in all its Romans occurrences with the exception of 8:6 and 7,
where they translate, respectively, “carnally” and “carnal.” The RSV makes
exceptions to the translation of “flesh” for sarx only in 2:28 (“physical”), 3:20
(“human being”), 6:19 (“natural”), 9:3 (“race”), and 11:14 (“my fellow Jews”). The
NRSV changes the RSV only in 9:3 (“flesh”) and 11:14 (“my own people™), while
the ESV, which is also built on the RSV, changes the RSV only in 9:3 (“flesh”).
The NAB avoids “flesh” only in 3:20 (“human being”), 6:19 (“nature”), and 11:14
(“my race”). These exceptions to the general rule should be no surprise, since we
have identified these occurrences as those falling outside the sphere of Paul’s dis-
tinctive theological usage.

At the other end of the spectrum are those versions that move almost
entirely away from using “flesh” to render sarx. The NIV and NLT never use
“flesh” to translate sarx in Romans, while the TNIV, NJB, and TEV use “flesh”
once, but in each case as part of a larger phrase—"flesh and blood” (9:3, both
NJB and TEV); “human flesh” (8:3b; TNIV). Why do these versions avoid the
translation “flesh”? I cannot speak for all these versions, but the translators of
the TNIV thought that the word flesh in contemporary English would either
connote “the meat on our bones” or (where context rendered that particular
meaning impossible) the sensual appetites, and especially sexual lust. The for-
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mer, of course, is never the meaning of sarx in Romans, while the latter is only
a derivative part of Paul’s meaning in most of the texts. Here, then, is a case in
which the allegedly “straightforward rendering” of a word into English could,
in fact, lead the English reader astray as to the real significance of the word.
Nevertheless, the argument could be made, as Dunn suggests, that the best route
is simply to render sarx with “flesh” every time it is conceivable to do so, and let
the English reader, through careful contextual reading, build up for himself or
herself a sense of this important technical term. The TNIV, of course, retains
many such technical theological terms, in contrast to some modern versions that
seek to avoid them. But the problem with technical terms is that it demands a
great deal of the reader. A careful reader of the Bible would no doubt eventu-
ally acquire a sense of the significance of “flesh” in Romans. Yet, no matter what
our hopes might be, how many readers of the Bible today are that careful? If
one is translating for the well-read churchgoer—the person who goes to Bible
studies where the Bible is really studied—then “flesh™ is probably the best ren-
dering of sarx. But the unpalatable fact is that only a minority of Christians any-
more fall into that category—to say nothing of non-Christians, who, we hope,
will pick up and read the Bible. For many readers, then, translating Paul’s sarx
as “flesh” would not effectively communicate.

Yet the problem with sarx is not only that it is a technical term but also, as we
noted above, that it is a polymorphous term. While, as we have argued, the
meaning of sarx in Paul occupies a continuous spectrum of meaning, the actual
occurrences of the term fall in quite different places on this spectrum. There-
fore, for instance, to translate kata sarka in both Romans 8:5 and Romans 9:3 with
the same English phrase (as does the NKJV, NASB, NRSV, ESV, and NAB)
could create a misapprehension about Paul’s meaning in 9:3. “According to the
flesh” in 8:4, in opposition to “according to the Spirit” as a standard for behav-
ior, is a clearly negative concept. Finding this same phrase in 9:3, the English
reader might conclude that Paul views his relationship with his fellow Jews in a
negative light—emphatically not his intention. Most of these versions implicitly
acknowledge the problem by shifting to other translations in 2:28, 3:20, and 11:14.

We turn finally to consider the difficulties facing translators who decide to
contextually nuance their translation of sarx—for such a decision does come at a
cost. First, a good English equivalent for Paul’s theologically loaded use of sarx in
a negative sense is difficult to find. The NIV/TNIV decision to go with “sinful
nature” has, as noted at the beginning of this essay, been widely criticized. But the
“nature” language is hard to avoid, as a glance at other translations reveals. The
NLT follows the NIV and TNIV closely, rendering “sinful nature” in every
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passage that the NIV and TNIV do, with the exception of 7:5 (“old nature”), 8:3b
(*human body like ours”), 8:3c (not translated), 8:5b (“sinful things”), and 13:14
(“evil desires”). The TEV sticks mainly with “human nature,” varying only in
8:3c and 13:14 (“sinful nature”). The NJB pursues “elegant variation” to a fault:
“natural inclinations” (7:5; 8:4, 5a, 8, 9), “human nature” (8:3a, b, ¢, 5b, 6, 12a, 12b,
13), “disordered nature” (7:25), “disordered human nature” (8:7), “disordered nat-
ural inclinations”™ (13:14). The “nature” language can indeed mislead English
readers into thinking that Paul is describing component “parts” of the human
being—and there is no doubt that it has been used to foster un-Pauline perspec-
tives on the Christian life. But any transiation runs such a risk, granted, as all rec-
ognize, that the Greek of Paul cannot be mechanically transferred into equivalent
English terms. One could avoid the language of “nature” by translating “sinful
impulse,” but this rendering moves too far away from the idea of something that
is the seat of sinful behavior. “Sinful aspect” might fit better with Paul’s anthro-
pology but is hardly understandable English. At the other end of the phrase, “sin-
ful nature” is certainly preferable to “sinful self,” since the latter would suggest
that the person as a whole is irremediably sinful. And other possible variations—
“evil nature,” “lower nature,” “old nature,” “fallen nature”—are hardly improve-
ments on “sinful nature.” With all its problems, therefore, “sinful nature” is hard
to improve on if one chooses to translate sarx in a contextually nuanced manner.

A second penalty one pays for such a translation procedure is the loss of
explicit connections among Paul’s various uses of sarx. Romans 8:3 is the best
example. Paul uses the word sarx three times in this verse to make clear that the
victory over sarx was ultimately determined in the sphere of sarx itself. God in the
person of his Son entered fully into sarx in order to defeat it from within. This
notion is clearly maintained in renderings such as the NRSV: “For God has done
what the law, weakened by the flesh, could not do: by sending his own Son in the
likeness of sinful flesh, and to deal with sin, he condemned sin in the flesh” (my
emphases). Because the meaning of sarx within the verse varies, the TNIV ren-
ders the three occurrences with three different English expressions, thereby
somewhat obscuring the connections: “For what the law was powerless to do
because it was weakened by the sinful nature, God did by sending his own Son
in the likeness of sinful Aumanity to be a sin offering. And so he condemned sin
in human flesh” (my emphases). Critics of the NIV at this point should at least be
grateful that the TNIV has smuggled one use of “flesh” into the translation of
sarx in Romans (the NIV had “sinful man”)! It should also be noted that “sinful
nature” is footnoted (as it 1s everywhere this translation of sarx occurs in the NIV
and TNIV), with the alternative “flesh” provided to the reader. And the con-












