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Abstract
This article presents an analysis of the revisions made during the consultant 
checking of 1 Corinthians in the Apal language. The analysis shows that 
lack of comprehension was more often the result of “little things” rather 
than major exegetical errors. This paper gives examples of six types of 
corrections (minor exegetical, information load, naturalness, updating key 
terms, minor grammatical, other minor corrections) that were made in the 
translation. Based on this analysis, suggestions are made that could help a 
translation team improve the quality of their translation.
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Most discussions about translations and the translation process focus on the 
big issues such as major exegetical problems, transfer problems, how to 
handle metaphorical language, and a long list of other major issues that can 
affect the quality of the translation. An analysis of all the changes made dur-
ing the consultant checking of 1 Corinthians in the Apal language, however, 
shows that it was mostly the “little things” that made the translation unclear. 
Observations of checking sessions in other languages have supported this 
conclusion. Based on this analysis, translation teams should be encouraged 
to identify and carefully check the “little things” in their translation drafts in 
order to produce a translation that will be easy to understand.
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Types of changes

During the consultant checking of 1 Corinthians in the Apal language, there 
were a total of 174 changes (ranging in size from a letter to an entire verse) 
that were made as a result of the checking process. Of those changes, only 
two were major exegetical or translation issues that led to both verses being 
totally revised. There was a total of fifty-four minor exegetical issues, that 
is, the verse was basically accurate but a part of the verse was not as accu-
rate as it could have been. The remaining changes all involved things such 
as information load, naturalness, updating key terms, minor grammatical 
issues, and other minor corrections.

In each of these changes, there was not any real change in the meaning 
of the text after the words were shuffled and changes were made. When 
each of these minor issues was corrected, however, the text was suddenly 
easy to understand whereas previously there were often blank expressions 
on the faces of the checkers. This article consists of an examination of the 
types of changes made in 1 Corinthians and illustrations of each type of “lit-
tle thing” that often resulted in lack of comprehension of the text by the 
checkers. Finally, I will conclude by sharing general observations from this 
analysis that may help other translation teams as they prepare for consultant 
checking sessions.

Table 1 is a composite of the types and quantities of errors that were cor-
rected in 1 Corinthians in the Apal language.

Minor exegetical issues

The largest category of changes involved minor exegetical errors or ambi-
guities that were clarified in the process of the consultant checking the text. 
Of the fifty-four changes, twenty-seven were made for the purpose of clari-
fying a piece of information that was potentially ambiguous, eighteen were 
small pieces of information that had been left out of the text or changed in 
meaning with reference to the Greek text, five were the addition of explicit 
causal linkage, and four were changes to texts that were basically accepta-
ble, but not the best translation choices.

Examples of clarification included participant referencing that was not 
clear, ambiguous phrases that were revised by making them more explicit, 
and some verses that appeared to be accurate on the surface level but could 
not be properly interpreted by the normal hearer. For instance, 1 Cor 3.15b 
is notoriously difficult to translate. In the New Revised Standard Version 
(NRSV) this part of the verse reads, “the builder will be saved, but only as 
through fire.” Initially the verse did not include the last two sentences that 
are underlined in the back-translation below. This translation (without the 
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underlined portions) is very similar to the model text in the “language of 
wider communication.” Unfortunately, it left the impression that while the 
worker was not destroyed, he was clearly not left in a good state. As a result 
of this unclear interpretation, two additional sentences were added to clarify 
that he was really saved and not left half-burned.

Back-translation of the revised version of 1 Cor 3.15b:

“Given that, [but] the man from work himself [worker] will not do bad [be 
destroyed],” he said. “He will be like the whatever whatever [all kinds of things] 
that burn [cook] on the fire and the outside is cooked and the inside is raw and we 
habitually get (them) and put (them) and they are habitually being,” he said. 
“While he is being (like that), God will put him good [heal him],” he said. “He 
[God] will do it and he [man] will be only just like that and only just like that,” 
he said.

Examples of small pieces of information that were missing include sev-
eral instances of “all,” “some,” and “many” being left out of the text. In 
addition, other small pieces of information, such as “gather” in 1 Cor 14.26a, 
were added back into the translation. Initially “gathering” was left implicit 
as part of the worship term, but it should have been explicitly stated; the 
revised translation reads as follows: “‘Wanting to gather and weave song 
talk [sing in worship] for God, you should do like this,’ he said.”

Information load

In natural Apal narrative texts, sentences generally contain an average of 
three non-embedded clauses, but in procedural texts that average may 
increase to over six non-embedded clauses in a single sentence. The 
translation of 1 Corinthians falls well within that range for the number of 
non-embedded clauses in sentences, but the difference is seen in the com-
ponents within each clause. In natural texts, each clause is generally short 
because a large amount of the information is left implicit. In contrast, the 
translation of 1 Corinthians contains many key terms that are long, com-
plex phrases and much of the information in each of the clauses is new. 
Because of this, the actual length of the sentences in 1 Corinthians often 
exceeds what is normal for a natural text in Apal. The longest sentences 
in 1 Corinthians contained about thirty words. In the revising of  
1 Corinthians, long sentences were divided twenty times. Several times a 
long sentence was divided multiple times resulting in three sentences 
where there had previously been one, as in the following example where 
an embedded clause was restructured and implicit information was made 
explicit.
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Back-translation of 1 Cor 4.17b prior to consultant check: 

“He will also lift up your ear for [remind you] about the fact that I am habitually 
teaching men and women from another and another village who were pulled 
down and lifted up in water [baptized],” he said. 

Back-translation of 1 Cor 4.17b following consultant check:

“While I am getting (work), I am habitually walking to another and another 
village,” he said. “I am walking and habitually teaching the men and women 
from another and another village who were pulled down and lifted up in water 
[baptized],” he said. “As for whatever whatever work of another root and another 
root [various kinds of work] that I am habitually getting [doing] like that, 
Timothy will lift up your ear [remind you],” he said.

Naturalness

There were thirty-three changes during the consultant checking session that have 
been labeled as changes that improved the naturalness. These included additions 
or deletions of pronouns, deictics, connectors between sentences, and the restruc-
turing of clauses. Often one grammatical structure was substituted for another 
grammatical structure with no substantial change in meaning, but a definite 
improvement in naturalness. When a text is more natural, it will generally be eas-
ier to understand. Many of these changes would not make a significant difference 
in the back-translations. Some of these changes, however, could have been cate-
gorized as minor exegetical issues. They were changed for the sake of naturalness, 
but these changes resulted in less ambiguous, that is, more accurate translations. 
For instance, in 1 Cor 12.31b, the revised back-translation reads as follows: 

“I will speak about this good work that surpasses half some [some other] work 
and it is being like a leader and will be characterized by a name [have prestige],” 
he said. 

The translators added the word “work” to make sure that there was no misun-
derstanding about what or who was being like a leader. This addition did not 
change the meaning, but it improved the way the passage sounded for the hear-
ers and removed any possible ambiguity.

Updating key terms

After preparing 1 Corinthians for the translation consultant and sending it off, 
the Apal translation team continued working on translating other books. In the 
process, the key terms for eternal life, crucifixion, and several other terms 
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were modified slightly. During the consultant checking, these terms were all 
updated. While the changes in the key terms did not significantly change the 
meaning in any of the passages, they showed that the translation team needs 
to use the Biblical Terms tool in Paratext in a more consistent manner. 
Although people did understand crucifixion using the older term, when the 
younger translation team members were old enough to be “heard,” they 
pointed out that the older form of the key term is ambiguous and could be read 
to mean that Jesus himself was put cross-wise along with the cross-piece and 
nailed there, as may be seen below. Everyone knows that this was not the way 
Jesus was crucified, but for twenty years they left the term ambiguous.

Back-translation of 1 Cor 1.17b prior to consultant check:

“As for the fact that they put Jesus Christ and put the tree crosswise and hit and 
it [nail] went and he died, it [the crucifixion] would have been like it had no 
strength,” he said.

Back-translation of 1 Cor 1.17b following consultant check:

“As for the fact that they put the tree crosswise and hit Jesus Christ and it [nail] went 
and he died, it [the crucifixion] would have been like it had no strength,” he said.

While it is good to allow key terms to develop during the translation 
program in the hopes that the final terms will be more accurate, at some 
point in time the older texts all need to be checked and updated. While train-
ing translation teams in Africa to use the Biblical Terms tool in Paratext, I 
could see the order in which they had translated the books of the New 
Testament by observing the changing major key terms for God, Lord, and so 
forth. Several of these language groups were very close to their publication 
dates, but the books with older key terms had not yet been revised. In an 
ideal world, it would be good to begin that kind of revision work well in 
advance of publishing so that other errors are not introduced in the process 
of making such a large quantity of revisions while updating the key terms.

Minor grammatical problems

There were thirty-eight changes that were labeled as having been caused by 
grammatical problems. Many of these grammatical problems are due to the 
fact that the Apal language is still primarily an oral language with a low 
literacy rate. In oral speech the Apal third singular endings are often used to 
refer to third plural items, but when those same oral patterns are on paper, 
they are often viewed as unacceptable. For the younger generation they are 
also becoming unacceptable in a text that is being read. The changing nature 
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of the language was made obvious when a young teenager reading a trial 
edition of 1 John took the time to tell the translation advisor that a third 
singular pronoun should be third plural. Written language obviously follows 
a different standard, but for older members of the translation team, this type 
of grammatical issue is hard to identify.

Deictics are also used differently in a written text from the way they are 
used when referring to events in real time. This results in many instances 
where “like that” referring to a past event would be accurate with reference 
to an Old Testament quotation, but in a written text the reference should be 
“like this” referring forward in the text to the quotation that follows the 
introduction of the quotation. Most of the grammatical issues were issues of 
a similar nature. A dedicated listener will overlook these kinds of grammati-
cal errors, but they are distracting enough that a listener may miss the mes-
sage because of the grammatical errors.

The other grammatical issue that was the source of many needed revisions 
was the choice between simultaneous versus sequential medial verb endings. 
In the drafting and revising process, the translation team would often change 
the tense or aspect of the final verb. Unfortunately, when a final verb changes 
to habitual, many of the preceding medial verbs are affected and often need to 
be changed to simultaneous because the events are no longer events that occur 
one time. In addition to problems resulting from changing final verbs, the 
translation team tended to use sequential medial verb endings as the default 
form of the medial verb. There is often nothing in the Greek text that will tell 
the translation team the proper choice of endings. Instead, the translation team 
must carefully envision the series of events and the nature of each semantic 
event and then choose whether it should be sequential or simultaneous.

Other minor corrections

The remaining thirteen changes were other minor corrections. Almost half 
of these were less common words or word usages that were not understood 
well enough by speakers of the secondary dialect. When it was obvious that 
these were causing difficulty in comprehension, the translation team was 
able to substitute a different wording that could be easily understood by 
speakers of both dialects. The remaining changes in this category were 
changes in spelling and a classic case of scribal error in which an earlier 
correction was entered incorrectly. The word himavibali “they will die” was 
mistyped as hiniavibali “they will be [exist].” This resulted in the final sen-
tence of 1 Cor 15.26 saying, “They will not be [exist] again and again,” 
instead of “They will not die again and again.” If this scribal error had not 
been caught, it would have resulted in a major change of meaning, but the 
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source of the error was scribal rather than a failure of the translation team to 
understand and translate the passage correctly. This again is another exam-
ple of the fact that the “little things” are often the most important factors in 
the translation process.

Conclusions

Based on this analysis of the changes in 1 Corinthians as a result of the 
consultant checking session, the following suggestions can be made for 
other Bible translation projects:

1.	 Because the Bible contains large quantities of new information, sen-
tences cannot be as complex or long as natural sentences. When reading 
through the rough draft, if sentences appear to be long, they may need to 
be divided, especially for Bibles in language groups with low literacy 
rates.

2.	 Key terms will develop during the life of the translation program. This is 
a good thing, but each translation team needs to include in their plans a 
time for updating key terms in the books that were translated first.

3.	 Oral speech patterns are not always acceptable on paper. Each translation 
team needs to identify the grammatical issues that most frequently cause 
problems in the translation and read through the translation focusing on 
these issues and not on the exegetical issues.

4.	 Target-language grammatical features that have no one-to-one match 
with Greek or Hebrew (as in this case with verb endings) should be care-
fully checked. This is especially true for languages that differentiate 
between simultaneous and sequential actions. Each medial verb requires 
the translation team to make an exegetical decision about the temporal 
relationships between two activities.

It is often the compounding of “little” errors that cause the most amount 
of misunderstanding in a checking session. When these little things are cor-
rected, the final text looks amazingly similar in content to the misunder-
stood text, but the revised text is suddenly understandable.


