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Chapter 3: The NWT's Use of Trinitarian Hebrew Versions

I

t is surprising to realize that the New World Bible Translation Committee used Hebrew versions published by the Trinitarian Bible Society and its apparent affiliates as "J" references.  Mission agencies seeking to spread Christianity among Jews are the primary publishers of Hebrew-language versions.  To this end, the London Jewish Society published J11, J13, and J16, The Society for Distributing the Holy Scriptures to the Jews published J17, and the Trinitarian Bible Society published J18.  Inspection of the English title pages of these versions shows that the publishers of J17 and J18 apparently worked cooperatively.


Reliance on Hebrew versions to supplant the Greek text of the Kingdom Interlinear Translation is an acknowledgment by the New World Bible Translation Committee that these Hebrew versions carry greater authority in the 237 Jehovah references than do the best extant Greek manuscripts which universally use Kyrios.
  Consequently, for at least the 237 Jehovah references found in the New World Translation Greek Scriptures, these versions are elevated to the level of inspired Scripture.
  As a result, we must examine these versions to determine their use of the Tetragrammaton and other titles of God, and not merely the presence of the Tetragrammaton.  It is appropriate not only to look at the references that translate Kyrios as Jehovah, but also to evaluate related verses that refer to Hebrew titles for God such as Adonai.  Ideally, we would examine all 25 Hebrew versions used for textual support
 of the Tetragrammaton within the New World Translation Christian Greek Scriptures.  We are limited, however, to the two Hebrew versions at hand that, nonetheless, give us an insight into the meaning of the words chosen by the Hebrew version translators.

Adonai and Adonenu in appendix descriptions


The New World Translation, Reference Edition, 1984 has several appendices regarding the divine name in Hebrew and other Hebrew language topics.  In the remainder of this book, we will identify any one of several Hebrew words as they are written in the Reference Edition’s appendix material.  In almost all cases, the Hebrew words are transliterated into English letters without accompanying Hebrew letters.  In the one instance where Hebrew letters are used for Adonai (Appendix 1B), modern vowel points are not added.  In general, we will use the English letters adopted by the Watch Tower Society in our description of the Hebrew text.  When transcribing the Hebrew text from either J17 or J18, we will include the vowel pointing, as this adds precision to those who are able to read Hebrew.  In some instances, we will transport either the English letters used by the Watch Tower Society into the Hebrew text, or we will bring the Hebrew word into the English text.  This will allow more certain identification of the exact word being described.


To the reader unfamiliar with the importance of the divine name, we must give this brief explanation.  The divine name is written hwhy (YHWH) in the Hebrew Scriptures.  The New World Translation (and a limited number of other English Bibles) appropriately translated these four Hebrew letters (the Tetragrammaton) with the English name Jehovah.  In contrast, the Hebrew word Adonai is not a name.  Rather it is a title.  However, as we will see in the quotation below, during certain periods of Jewish history, Adonai was used in place of the divine name to avoid pronouncing hwhy.


Appendix 1B (New World Translation, Reference Edition, page 1562) describes Adonai as follows,


‘From time immemorial the Jewish canons decreed that the incommunicable name is to be pronounced Adonai as if it were written ynda [‘Adho-nai’] instead of hwhy [YHWH].  Nothing was, therefore, more natural for the copyists than to substitute the expression which exhibited the pronunciation for the Tetragrammaton which they were forbidden to pronounce.’ 


Throughout the remainder of this book, we will recognize ynda (or yn:doa} with modern vowel points) as the word Adonai.


Adonai comes from the word Adon (ˆ/da;).  We need to understand the meaning of a second word that also comes from the noun Adon.  The word is Adonenu. Adonenu is derived from Adon with the suffix (as read from right-to-left) -enu (Wny E-) which adds the possessive our, becoming Adonenu (WnynEdoa}) or "our Lord."  (See Appendix 3B, page 1571 of the New World Translation, Reference Edition for an explanation of the suffix enu meaning "our.")

Adonai and Adonenu in the Trinitarian Bible Society text  

Before going further, we need to explain the difference between Adonai and Jesus’ customary title Adonenu.  Adonai is rendered as Sovereign Lord in the Hebrew Scriptures of the New World Translation.  Appendix 1E (page 1566) of the New World Translation, Reference Edition, 1985, says:


The Hebrew word 'Adho.nai' without an additional suffix always refers to Jehovah God, denoting his sovereign power.  Therefore, it is appropriate to render it as "Sovereign Lord."


Thus, in Exodus 4:10 and 13, Moses twice says, "Excuse me Jehovah,"
 when addressing God using the Hebrew word Adonai.  An appropriate English translation is Master, or as generally translated in reference to Jehovah, Sovereign Lord.


However, in the Hebrew version identified as J18, Adonenu is generally applied to Jesus.  An example of Adonenu used to identify Jesus is found at 1 Thessalonians 1:1.
  The English wording is from the New World Translation:

µyqib;D“h' µyqiyniwOls]Tæh' td“[}Ala, swOYtiwOmyfiw“ swOnw:l]siw“ swOlwOP

.µ/lv;w“ µk,l; ds,j;  WnynEdoa}  j'yvM;h' [W'vy´b]w Wnybia… µyhiOlaBe


Paul and Silvanus and Timothy to the congregation of the Thessalonians in union with God the Father and [our]  Lord  (Adonenu [WnynEdoa}]) Jesus Christ.


In many instances, when Jesus is the clear subject of a verse, this Hebrew version uses the Hebrew word Adonenu to translate the Greek word Kyrios.  Adonenu is the word used in our first example from 1 Thessalonians 1:1.  Some additional examples follow.  Though we have not included the complete Hebrew text, we have given the Hebrew word that was used in the Hebrew text
 in brackets.  Note that all of these verses use Adonenu (WnynEdoa}) to identify Jesus as our Lord. 

May undeserved kindness and peace be increased to you by an accurate knowledge of God and of Jesus our Lord (Adonenu [WnynEdoa}}]) (2 Peter 1:2).


To the congregation of God that is in Corinth, to you who have been sanctified in union with Christ Jesus, called to be holy ones, together with all who everywhere are calling upon the name of our Lord (Adonenu [WnynEdoa}]) Jesus Christ (1 Corinthians 1:2).


Now on the occasion of [Jesus] being in a certain place praying, when he stopped, a certain one of his disciples said to him: "Lord (Adonenu [WnynEdoa}}]), teach us how to pray, just as John also taught his disciples" (Luke 11:1).


From these four examples, we can see that the Hebrew version J18 uses the Hebrew word Adonenu when referring to the Lord (Jesus). 

Adoni, a distinctly different word

In closing this chapter, we must make a distinction between two words that differ only in their vowel points.  Adoni, which is written in Hebrew as ynIdoa} can be used in a form of address to mean “sir.”  This J18 Hebrew version uses it accordingly, and with great frequency in recording people’s address to Jesus.


And, look! a Phoenician woman from those regions came out and cried aloud, saying: "[My] Lord (Adoni [ynIdoa}]), Son of David.  My daughter is badly demonized."...When the woman came she began doing obeisance to him, saying: "[My] Lord (Adoni  [ynIdoa}]) help me!"  In answer he said: "It is not right to take the bread of the children and throw it to little dogs."  She said: "Yes, [My] Lord (Adoni  [ynIdoa}]) but really the little dogs do eat of the crumbs falling from the table of their masters" (Matthew 15:22, 25-27).


Adonai (yn:doa}), is a distinctly different word from Adoni (ynIdoa}), and should not be confused with it.  However, review the statement made in Appendix 1E of the New World Translation Reference Edition.  (See the quotation on our page number 12.)  Because no vowel points are used (the Hebrew word appears in the Reference Edition’s Appendix 1B as ynda), we could allow the editor’s statement to include either Adonai (yn:doa}), or Adoni (ynIdoa}).  Needless to say, Appendix 1B could be used to “prove” that a large number of verses in this Hebrew version address Jesus with a title that “always refers to Jehovah God, denoting his sovereign power.”  However, we will not resort to that degree of imprecision in this book.
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� The Greek word Kyrios appears 714 times in the Greek Scriptures of the Kingdom Interlinear Translation and is translated 651 times as Lord, the title of Jesus.  It is used of men 62 times (and once as “Lords”) where the New World Translation renders it as “sir,” “master,” "owner," etc. when applied to individuals other than Jesus.  The New World Translation renders it Jehovah 223 times.


� We would normally place the emphasis on the original Greek text as the one that was inspired.  However, when a later translation from the Greek text is used to establish any word over the known Greek text, the translation itself then becomes a higher standard of authority than the original text. 


� By textual support we mean "J" version references.


� See Appendix 1B, page 1562 of the New World Translation, Reference Edition, 1984, for a possible alternate reading.


� At 1 Thessalonians 1:8, this Hebrew version uses the divine name (hwO:hy]) which is translated as Jehovah in the New World Translation.  Interestingly, the English portion of this same Hebrew-English volume translates the Hebrew hwO:hy] at verse 8 as Lord.  It is obvious that this Hebrew version does not separate hwhy from Jesus.


�  These verses are quoted using the English wording of the New World Translation while showing the Hebrew characters used in the Hebrew version.  In each case, the Hebrew word is a translation of the Greek word Kyrios.






