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for all the different meanings of sade, without making the translation
hard to understand. So this term is a good example to illustrate the
translation principle that we must seek the best equivalent for a word in
each of the contexts where it is found, and not try to be "consistent"
without taking the context into account.
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Introduction
During my years as a UBS Translation Consultant I have advised many
translators whose languages either do not have passive constructions at
all, or use other constructions like passives, but in a limited way. In
many instances where passive constructions occur in the Greek, and thus
also in the English models which translators are using, translators
working in the types of languages referred to above have to determine
who is the agent or "doer" of the action, and refer to he/she/it in
words. If the agent is uncertain, then some type of indefinite or vague
agent is used.

Earlier in my career, I tended to dutifully advise translators to follow
GNB's interpretation of the maxim en ho metro... "in the measure", in
Mk 4.24, Mt 7.1 and Lk 6.38. As far as I know there was only one time
that I erred and missed the point; that was the translation of Lk 6.38 in
the Thai Common Language NT. The Thai text says: "For the way you
act towards others is the way you yourself will be treated."

Recently in Micronesia I was sitting with the Ulithian translation
committee gazing out at the limitless, sparkling, azure waters of the
Pacific Ocean, which was begging us all to forsake exegetical concerns
and go fishing-a reputable biblical pursuit. The translator, his lei askew
on his head, nodded sleepily beside me, quite confident that his
translation would survive the attacks of his comrades and the ravages of
time. The committee members were wrestling with Mk 4.24-25. Now,
having seen these two verses admirably translated into Thai and a
number of other languages, with seeming ease and clarity, I was
surprised that we were taking so much time to decide on a suitable
translation. For one thing there was the very practical concern that the
time schedule which I had set for the project might be in danger of being
scrapped. Finally I asked one of the committee members, a highly
trained Jesuit priest, what the problem was. He said, "They want to
know what is being given away in verse 25."

I was puzzled! This was the first time in 17 years that any translator
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or committee had ever raised this issue in my hearing. I hastily checked
our copy of the Translator's Handbook on Mark and found the
following deep but unhelpful bit of information: "Where... the logical
subject of the process of giving must be introduced, one may translate as
'God will give even more to the one who has some.. .' " I read this to the
Ulithians, some of whom were again staring longingly at the inviting
ocean. They were most grateful for this profound insight, but still
wanted to know what God (the logical subject) was giving away: taro,
breadfruit, coconuts, stone money, Spam or what? They explained that
the Ulithian language demands an object (logical or otherwise) for the
verb "give". They were not particularly worried about the logical
subject, and would trust Nida and Bratcher's judgment on that. I
rejected the temptation to say something like "money" or "coconuts",
and instead mumbled something about "things in general"; but I told
them that I would investigate the matter further and refer back to them
in a few months.

The Problem
My main concern in this article will be Mk 4.24-25, but I will also

address myself to the previous context found in verses 10-23. In the
present version of GNB, verses 24 and 25 are translated as follows:

He also said to them, "Pay attention to what you hear! The same
rules you use to judge others will be used by God to judge you-but
with greater severity. The person who has something will be given
more, and the person who has nothing will have taken away from
him even the little he has."

There is fairly good evidence that this maxim or proverb was in current
use in the language at Christ's time, having been found in parallel
Rabbinic formulations. It would have been natural, then, for Christ to
use it, putting it into the context of his own teachings, and thus giving it
new meaning or meanings. He also may have used the maxim many
times. But most commentators feel that Mark found this maxim in a
collection of sayings of Jesus that had become detached from any
interpretative context, and placed it here along with other proverbial
sayings in the section including verses 21-25.

Perhaps originally the maxim was a reference to the judgment of
God as in Mt 7.1, but we must consider carefully the context in which
Mark placed it, and how this context affected its meaning.

The maxim follows the parable of the Sower, verses 3-9, and Jesus'
statement to his disciples that "You have been given the secret of the
Kingdom of God" (verse 11), where the "Kingdom of God" probably
refers to the world-wide proclamation of the gospel, and even a time
when Jesus' ministry will be vindicated, rather than God's rule after the
final judgment. Mark's use of the picture or metaphor of a lamp under a
bowl in verse 21, and the rather cryptic explanation in verse 22, seems to
show that Mark interpreted the metaphor as a promise that God's
message-which in the immediate context was to his disciples-is to be
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understood if a person only opens his/her ears, appropriates the message
and applies it to his/her life.

So, at the beginning of verse 24 Mark indicates, it seems to me, who
it is that "will be given more" in verse 25. It is the person who "pays
attention to what he hears". That person hears God's message, for
example, in a parable about a sower, which on the surface seems to be
talking about everyday affairs. But if he recognizes it as God's Word,
and understands the secret of the Kingdom in this parable, God will give
him/her even greater knowledge of the secret of his Kingdom. However,
the person who discerns nothing, or fails to take hold of the Word, is in
danger of losing it completely, and even suffering rejection at the final
judgment (verses 15-17). It is natural, then, to understand from the
immediate preceding context of this maxim, that Mark is using it in verse
24b in connection with "hearing" in verse 24a. So verse 24b can be
paraphrased something like this: "According to the measure of response
to the message, so will be the blessing which you receive from God-or
rather, God in his generosity will give you a blessing disproportionately
large. "

It is my contention, then, that GNB's translation of verse 24b: "The
same rules you use to judge others will be used by God to judge you­
but with even greater severity," is wrong. The immediate context makes
it clear that "spiritual insight and understanding" are in focus here, not
God's judgment. So verse 24b urges people to pay attention to Jesus'
words, and states that the measure of their hearing and understanding of
the message will bring a measured response of blessings from God. The
German Common Language NT follows the above interpretation and
translates verse 24b as: "According to the measure of your listening,
God will give you understanding. Yes, even more than that."

GNB makes the agent, "God", explicit in verse 24, following the
almost unanimous understanding of commentators that the two passives
"measured" and "added" in this maxim are divine passives. This was
quite certainly true in its original use in Jewish circles at Jesus' time, and
Mark would very likely intend that "God" be understood as the agent
here, and would expect his Jewish Christian audience to understand the
saying that way. But I fail to understand why GNB does not then
continue to keep the agent, "God", explicit in verse 25 too. Perhaps it
was the intention of the translator to keep the interpretation of this verse
in line with Lk 8.18, where the agent is not expressed. However, Lk 8.18,
the equivalent of Mk 4.25, is placed by Luke immediately after the
saying about "the lamp", without the "measure" maxim in between.
But Mark has deliberately placed the maxim in a different context, and
would, it seems to me, expect his audience to understand that the agent
in verse 25 is the same as in verse 24, namely "God".

If verse 24 is referring to the "measure of hearing or receiving God's
message" as I have indicated, it seems to me that what is being given in
verse 25 is not "money" or even "coconuts", but a "greater
understanding of or spiritual insight into" this message. So in languages
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which not only must make the agent explicit, but also must provide an
object for the verb "give", the following is a possible translation:

The person who pays attention to the message will receive an even
greater understanding of it from God. But the person who fails to
pay attention to the message is in danger of losing it altogether.

A possible translation model for the two verses is the following:
Pay attention to what you hear! According to the measure of your
listening, God will give you understanding. Yes, he will even give you
a greater measure of understanding. So the person who pays
attention to the message will receive an even greater understanding of
it from God. But the person who fails to pay attention to the
message is in danger of losing it altogether.

Conclusion
It is evident to me that commentators have generally given more

weight to Form-Critical studies of the passage than to Mark's purpose in
context, and this has led to the questionable translation of verse 24b in
GNB. I see a clear editorial purpose behind Mark's placing of the maxim
in verse 24b between the saying about the "lamp", and the maxim in
verse 25 (quite different from Luke's arrangement in 8.17-18 which
leaves out the 24b maxim entirely in this context). I also am convinced
that Mark's addition of the words kai prostethesetai umin "and it will be
added to you", at the end of 24b (a clause which does not occur in
Matthew or Luke) was done on purpose in order to tie in that verse with
the following maxim in verse 25.
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When the Dutch common language translation (Groot Nieuws Bijbel,
GNB) was published in 1983, some people thought that this new Bible
translation could be read and understood by almost everyone in the
Netherlands. Critics (theologians as usual!) called its vocabulary and style
rather popular or even vulgar, being meant for the masses and certainly
not for (well-educated) church-members. And this was mainly because
there was a clear break with the old-fashioned church language used in
the traditional Bible translations.

A closer look at the vocabulary and style found in the GNB, together
with an analysis using readability formulae, led however to the
conclusion that this translation is not suitable for people with a reading


