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Abstract
In what sense is the Louw/Nida dictionary authori-
tative?

This essay deals with four factors which make the
Louw/Nida dictionary authoritative. These include the
presentation of lexical meanings in semantic domains,
the definition of meanings, the distinction that is made
between meaning and reference, and the layout of the
dictionary. All factors are discussed critically and
examples of where the dictionary fails are given.

The Greek-English lexicon ofthe New Testament based on semantic domains, edited
by J P Louw & E A Nida, and hereafter referred to as L&N, has received a re-
markably positive reception by the scholarly world until now. According to Reese
(1988:150): ‘[T]he publication of this attractively presented lexicon will force the
scholarly guild to pay attention to the linguistic methodology underlying this
revolutionary achievement’. In a similarly positive review, Silva (1989:165)
maintains: ‘[T]his work has to be regarded as a prodigious step forward in the field
of lexicography generally, and in the study of NT vocabulary specifically’ (see also
Boers 1989; Botha 1989; Elliott 1988; Lategan 1988; Snyman 1988). | am also of the
opinion that it is a major achievement in lexicographical studies of the vocabulary of
the Greek New Testament. The dictionary offers a new approach to lexical
semantics in this field, and it is in many ways totally different from existing
dictionaries on the New Testament. This gives rise to the question of how
authoritative this lexicon is.

. This essay was prepared for a symposium on the Louw/Nida wordbook at the annual meeting of
the Society of Biblical Literature in New Orleans, November 1990.
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In the introduction to L&N the compilers assert that:

The principal reason for a new type of Greek New Testament lexicon
is the inadequacy of most existing dictionaries, which for the most part
are limited in indicating meanings, since they depend principally on a
series of glosses.

(Louw & Nida 1988:viii)

Rather than asking whether these inadequacies have been overcome in this new
dictionary, | decided to address the problem of the authority of L&N (see Barnhart
1980). By this | mean whether the scholarly world can rely on this dictionary as an
‘authority’ for the lexical meanings of the words used in the Greek New Testament.
‘Authority’ is used here in the sense of ‘the power or right to control, judge or
prohibit the actions of others’ (Collins 1986 s v). It is apparent that there are
aspects on which this dictionary cannot be regarded as authoritative since, it was not
designed to give information on such aspects. It is, for example, not authoritative on
etymology, morphology, pronunciation, syntax, the lexical meaning of each occur-
rence of a particular word in the New Testament, and the meaning of the words dis-
cussed in their usage outside the New Testament, to mention but a few things. L&N
is a semantic dictionary dealing with the lexical meanings of the Greek words in the
New Testament. It can therefore only be authoritative with regard to the meaning
of words in the New Testament. The question of authority will therefore be addres-
sed in this respect.

It should be kept in mind that L&N was developed primarily for use by
translators. This explains the many annotations relating to translation included in
the dictionary. This does not, however, imply that the dictionary cannot be an
authority or a help for other users such as students, exegetes, theologians and all
other persons interested in the meaning of New Testament words. On the contrary.
The dictionary gives a comprehensive treatment of approximately 25 000 meanings
of some 5 000 words which are used in the New Testament. | shall limit my
discussion of the question of the authority of L&N to lexical semantics only.

According to Louw (1979:109): ‘The purpose of the Wordbook is to provide
accurate and practical guidance in determining satisfactory equivalences for the
Greek NT vocabulary’. This means that translators and exegetes are provided with
‘clear descriptions of areas of meaning of single words, set phrases and idioms’, and
that indications are given of ‘how equivalences of meaning may be satisfactorily
expressed in other languages’ (Louw 1979:109). How successful is L&N in this
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regard? This question will be approached from different perspectives. Let us first
deal with the arrangement of meaning in the dictionary.

The main difference between LAN and other bilingual dictionaries on the New
Testament is that in L&N the focus is on the related meanings of different words,
and not on the different meanings tor which a particular word is used in the New
Testament. That is why the many meanings for which Greek words are used in the
New Testament are organised into ninety-three semantic areas or domains. This is
perhaps the most innovative aspect of the dictionary since it is the first time in
history that an attempt has been made to arrange the different meanings of the
complete New Testament vocabulary into semantic domains.

The idea of the arrangement of meaning into semantic domains is nothing novel
(see Geeraerts 1986:67-148). What is new is the arrangement of the different mea-
nings of Greek New Testament terms into semantic fields. TTie question we have to
ask is what this arrangement is based on, and what makes the arrangement of IAN
authoritative.

The compilers of the dictionary assert that the semantic domains of LAN reflect
the classification of words into semantic areas on the ground of three basic kinds of
semantic components, namely shared or common components, distinctive or
diagnostic components, and supplementary components (see Louw 1979:109).
According to their view (see Louw 1979:108f; also Louw & Nida 1988:ix) these
domains do not follow a system of classification based on, for example, logico-
philosophical categories as in the case of Roget or the classification proposed by
Friedrich (1973). The assumption is that LAN's classification reflects the semantic
structure of the Greek of the New Testament. Louw (1979:109) even claims that
their classification is based on an ‘emic’ approach, ‘that is to say, an assignment of
meanings as they would have been classified by native speakers of Koine Greek’. In
accordance with the view of the ancients who regarded fire’ as one of the four basic
elements, nOp, for example, is classified as a substance and not as a process, it is
argued (see also Louw & Nida 1988:xiv).

There are a few basic insights, and perhaps even problems, which have to be
dealt with before we continue our discussion of the authority of the dictionary in this
regard. First of all it is necessary to decide what the compilers of the dictionary did
when the classification of the different meanings of the Greek New Testament
vocabulary was made. Did they discover, analyse or find the semantic domains
inherent in the vocabulary, or did they create them?
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It is well known that the terms ‘emic’ and ‘etic’ were first used by anthropo-
logists in the description of behaviour (see Pike 1966). These terms represent two
standpoints ‘which lead to results which shade into one another’ (Pike 1966:152).
While the etic (coined from phonetic) standpoint studies behaviour and language
from outside a system, the emic (from phonemic) standpoint studies the system from
inside. There is a vast difference between the two approaches, especially with
regard to the Greek of the New Testament, although there also is no reason for a
dichotomy between the two approaches. The one is dependent upon the other.

Pike (1966:153f) gives a very useful survey of the most important characteristics
of the two standpoints. It becomes clear that, if we apply these characteristics to the
study of the language of the New Testament, one can hardly speak of studying the
Greek vocabulary solely from an emic point of view. While the emic structure of a
system, for example, has to be discovered, the etic structure is created. Pike
(1966:153) argues. With regard to New Testament Greek one will have to assume
two things, if one holds the view that it is analysed emically. The first assumption is
that there is an inherent system in the language, and the second is that it is possible
to discover it. Both these views are problematic. Let us deal with the latter first.

We study the Greek of the New Testament, which is part of Hellenistic Greek
of that era, mainly from an etic point of view. Due to the lack of native speakers
and the lack of exact information on the spoken language of the writers of the New
Testament documents, there is no reason for any scholar to claim that the language
of these documents is studied or described from inside, that is from the standpoint
of a native speaker of that language (see also Ossege 1975:79). The problem is that
we know so little about the ‘language of the New Testament’. It is only for the sake
of convenience that we speak of ‘New Testament Greek’. The documents were
written by different authors, in different parts of the Near East and Asia, at different
times and in different circumstances. Some of the documents were written by
bilingual authors whose second language was Greek, others by authors who had a
good command of the language. In what sense can one then speak of the semantic
structure of the Greek of the New Testament? These factors contribute to the
difficulties involved in having an emic view of the ‘language’ of the New Testament.
It is more than difficult to discover the cultural key - that is, the knowledge of the
emic system - of the Greek of the New Testament. What we actually do is to
construe the cultural key by studying the language from outside. This, in my
opinion, also applies both to the classification of the semantic structure of the New
Testament vocabulary into semantic domains by Louw and Nida, and their
definition of lexical meanings of this vocabulary. The semantic domains were
created rather than discovered, and so was the definition of meanings with the help
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of componential analysis. Let us elaborate.

The compilers of L&N correctly reject the structure proposed by Friedrich and
have convincingly drawn attention to problems involved in the structuring of the
lexical meanings of the New Testament vocabulary in existing dictionaries (see
Louw 1985h:53ff). But what about their own structure? Are their domains built on
that inherent in the semantic structure of the New Testament vocabulary, as they
presume?

TTie domains of LAN obviously reflect the theory on which the dictionary is
based. In the first place they reflect the idea that words can be divided into four
main categories namely - events, objects, abstracts and discourse referentials.
Furthermore, they reflect the idea that the meaning of words can be determined by
an analysis of their components, and that this excludes the use of encyclopaedic
knowledge, to mention only thwo further aspects. There are more. This has
resulted in a very impressive classification of the different meanings of related
words into ninety-three main domains of meaning. One should, however, not forget
that the three mentioned principles of classification form the basis of this
classification. In fact, they explain what the compilers discovered and how they
succeeded in creating their classification. Whether these principles comply with the
way in which first-century Greek-speaking Christians used lexical meanings is
another matter.

Some of the domains may certainly overlap with the way native speakers may
have understood the relation between related meanings. This is particularly true
with regard to semantic domains which are easy to recognise - such as plants,
animals, foods, body and parts of the body and kinship terms. There are, however,
numerous fields which are not so clear. A good example is domain 25, ‘Attitudes
and Emotions’, where we find dyotnow and dcyoaxri grouped together with words such
as (|)iXé(o, (|)iXio, (|)iXo6eX())ia, (j)iX68eX(tio<;, daxopyoq, "tiXd), axevox(upéojj,ai éu
xoli; CTnXdayxvoig, au~inaSéu) ktX. What is remarkable, is that we do not find
)aiCTE(lJ here. We find )i.iaéa) under the subdomain ‘Hate, Hateful” with words such
as KOKIiaS niKp'ux*’, niKpaii;o)aai, 4axupyéo), GeooTuyfii; KtX. Subdomain 88, of
which these words form part, concerns ‘Moral and Ethical Qualities and Related
Behavior’. This is a matter of interpretation. If ‘hate’ belongs to this domain, does
‘love’ not also belong here, and why are nXoUGaioq and related words not included
under domain 88 (see Malina 1987)? How would native speakers have understood
these terms? Another example might help us a little further.

MaKapioq is also listed under domain 25 with words such as IXapoxriq,
éxxjipoalvTi, x«p6*“, auyxaipo), cnji/fi8op.ai kxX in subdomain 25.K: ‘Happy, Glad,
Joyful’. There are, however, interpreters who argue that the ‘beatitudes* should be
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read as apocalyptic blessings (see Guelich 1976). These might argue that the
meaning of jiakOpio”® would not be ‘pertaining to being happy, with the implication
of enjoying favorable circumstances’, but that the word should be placed under
domain 53, ‘Religious Activities- that is, ‘pertaining to being blessed by God’. Such
examples can be multiplied. One soon realises that semantic domains can easily be
structured in different ways depending on what one sees as the distinguishing
component of meaning (see also Geeraerts 1986:112ff). A good example would be
éctGiw. According to LAN the word means ‘to consume food, usually solids, but also
liquids’. The last part of the definition is included to accommodate the use of
noijiaiuei noijiTii/ kol éK toO yaSaxxoc, Tty; noi(j,i/riQ ouk eaGiei: in 1 Corinthians
9:7. To my mind the use of the preposition EK with the verb has to be taken
seriously. 1think that coGiu) means ‘to consume food’ and that it is used in the New
Testament for that meaning only, also in 1 Corinthians 9:7. It is furthermore used as
a close synonym of xpcijyo) and is not used in the sense of ‘eating liquids’. If | had to
structure the subdomain, | would have placed eaGuij first and then Tplyoj and so
on, in this order. This is just to show that the structuring of the domains is
determined by one’s interpretation of the lexical meaning of words. Both the
structure and the definition of meanings are ascribed, obviously normally on good
grounds, not discovered. Let us go a little further.

‘[W]ords are rooted in social systems; they realize meanings from social systems’
(Malina 1987:358). To classify the meaning of Greek New Testament words into
semantic domains presupposes the ability to reconstruct original contexts of
communication in the first-century Mediterranean world. This is an almost
impossible task. The most we can do is to construct possible cross-cultural contexts
of understanding.

The idea that there is an inherent semantic structure in language, which has to
be discovered and described, is equally problematic. It is based on structural
semantics, which was in vogue from 1930-1975. One of the main problems is that
too little distinction is made between knowledge of language and knowledge of the
world. Structural semantics presupposes that language has its own semantic
structure - which has nothing to do with encyclopaedic knowledge. In the words of
Louw (1985a:80): ‘It is ... important that we should add strictly semantic dictionaries
to our list of different types of dictionaries’. This view has been rejected as
illusionary since it is argued that the difference between encyclopaedic and ‘pure’
semantic knowledge does not exist (see Geeraerts 1986:187).

From the perspective of cognitive semantics, ‘universals’, such as objects, events,
and abstracts, are not regarded as common structures or elements of language. They
are regarded as common strategies to classify experience. Language is furthermore
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seen as part and parcel of cultural contexts (see Geeraerts 1986:198f). ‘Semantic
structures are taken to be nothing other than conceptualizations shaped for symbolic
purposes according to the dictates of linguistic convention’ (Langacker as quoted by
Geeraerts 1986:211).

The point | wish to make is that the compilers of L&N are responsible, on both
emic and etic considerations, for their classification of related meanings into
domains and subdomains. They did not discover these categories in the semantic
structure of the Greek New Testament vocabulary. They created these domains in
the light of their analysis of the related meanings of words. Once one realises this,
the dictionary can be used in an interactive fashion. If one knows that the domains
of L&N are possible ways of dealing with related meanings in the New Testament,
the user can start using the material critically. This is exactly what makes L&N
authoritative. It is not because the last word has been said about the relation
between related meanings of different words in the New Testament that this lexicon
is an authority that has to be followed. It is because the dictionary enables the user
to see a particular word within the context of other words which are possibly related
that it is to be regarded as an authority. In the words of Louw and Nida (1988;x):
‘The primary value of a lexicon based upon semantic domains is that it forces the
reader to recognize some of the subtle distinctions which exist between lexical items
whose meanings are closely related and which in certain contexts overlap’.

A second factor which makes L&N authoritative is the definition of the meaning of
individual words. In this respect, the dictionary is totally different from all existing
bilingual dictionaries on the vocabulary of the New Testament.

The description of meaning by way of definition instead of in glosses and
translational equivalents makes this dictionary unique. The definitions are the
result of the analysis of the components of the lexical meaning of each individual
word. In most cases the definitions reflect the diagnostic components of the
particular meaning. In this manner the different meanings are identified and made
more precise. The advantage of definitions of meaning over translational
equivalents is obvious. While translational equivalents are approximate
presentations of the lexical meaning of a word in the source language, definitions
are supposed to be more precise. i

Componential analysis is not an unknown method of analysing the lexical
meanings of words. The advantage of defining meaning in this way is that the focus
is on those components that distinguish the meaning of particular words from one
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another. It also helps to see which components are shared by words with related
meanings and which are supplementary. Ideally, this is one of the best ways of
dealing with meaning. There are, however, also disadvantages in this approach to
the analysis of meaning.

As we have seen above, with regard to domains, it appears an illusion that
semantic fields can be clearly marked in accordance with an inherent semantic
structure. Since semantic domains are fuzzy, and since the boundaries of lexical
meanings are also fuzzy, one can never say with certainty that a particular feature is
the diagnostic component of the lexical meaning of a particular word (see also
Geeraerts 1986:112ff). Meanings overlap and are dependent on subtle distinctions
and on connotative and associative elements, and can therefore never be analysed in
a mechanical or machine-like manner. That, perhaps more than anything else,
explains why some of the definitions of LAN are better than others, and why some
are totally inadequate. A few examples may illustrate the point.

I would regard the definition of the meaning of Gumao) as ‘to burn aromatic
substances as an offering to God’ (53.25), for example, of xi<tio)aai as ‘the process of
burning slowly, with accompanying smoke and relatively little glow’(14.64), of
CTeiCT)j,0(; as ‘a sudden and severe movement of the earth’ (14.87), and all the
meanings defined in 15 as adequate and good definitions of the lexical meaning of
the particular words. Others, however, are unconvincing and inadequate for
different reasons. The definition of Panticrcfiq (53.42) as ‘one who baptizes’ does
not explain the meaning of the word. What is the difference between the lexical
meaning of the idioms orrpaTUx oUpaviog (12:30) and axpatla tou 0Opai'oO (12-45)?
| find the definitions ‘a large group or throng of angels’ (12:30) and ‘the stars of
heaven as symbols of various supernatural powers’ (12:45) unconvincing. What does
it mean to be ‘free’ as in the case of éXeuGepia (‘the state of being free’) and
éXelGepoi;® (‘pertaining to being free’)? The vagueness of these definitions
becomes a problem when one compares them with éXel0Oepo<;*’ (87.84), ‘pertaining
to a person who is not a slave, either one who has never been a slave or one who
was a slave formerly but is no longer’.

The fact that definitions of meaning are omitted in some cases also causes
problems. The meaning of éKKCUXxéii) (19:14) is defined as ‘to pierce with a pointed
instrument’, while the meaning of vikjcto) is not defined. Both are then translated by
‘to pierce’. In the case of the latter there is an annotation - reading: ‘normally not
as serious a wound as is implied by éKiceuTéa)’. This example also illustrates the
problem of defining the meaning of words from the outside. Although the compilers
hold the view that there is no such thing as words having completely the same
meaning (Louw & Nida 1988:xv), they are unable to distinguish the subtle differen-
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ces between these words that are used by the same author in close connection (see,
however, 19.18 and 19.19). The entries under 53.4-7 also illustrate that it is almost
impossible to define close synonyms in the New Testament with the help of compo-
nential analysis. We just do not have the competence to distinguish the subtle
differences in the meanings of these words.

The compilers are moreover, not always consistent in their definitions of lexical
meaning. A good example is the definition of words referring to specific festivals
(see 51.5-12). In some cases even the date of the festival is given, while in others it
is not. The same applies to words for coins in 6.76-82. In most cases it is said
whether the coins were Roman or Greek. Only in the case of Xctitév and crcorcrp is
this not done. Are these features not diagnostic for outsiders as well in these two
cases?

Some definitions display the convictions and beliefs of the compilers more than
others. One such case is the entry on 0ed<; (12.1) which certainly contains much
more than semantic information, especially when it comes to matters such as the
patropassion heresy! Is the definition ‘a title with Messianic implications used by
Jesus concerning himself, a definition of the diagnostic components of the words
ulog ToO &i/Gpunou? Why is it regarded as a title? New Testament scholars do not
agree about this. Why Messianic? The same applies to the annotation (?) in
brackets after TtveCfia“ (12.18), which reads: ‘a title for the third person of the
Trinity Does this annotation define the meaning of the word? And if so, is it
from an emic point of view?

The definitions of the meanings of 6iXTiSfig, ‘pertaining to being in accordance
with historical fact’, and of 6XfiGeio, ‘the content of that which is true and thus in
accordance with what actually happened’, reflect a positivist perception of truth. It
is doubtful whether these definitions reflect the lexical meanings of the words in the
New Testament.

There are other definitions which are also debatable, but the above examples
will suffice.

In spite of the problems | have discussed with regard to the definition of
meaning in some entries, one should not get the impression that L&N is not
generally speaking authoritative in this respect. | would like to underscore the fact
that the description of meaning by way of definitions is far more appropriate than
the giving of translational equivalents.
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A clear distinction is furthermore made between meaning and reference by the
compilers of L&N (Louw and Nida 1988:xvii). In this respect, too, the lexicon is
authoritative. There is a tremendous difference between what a word means and
what it refers to, something of which scholars are not always aware. L&N is very
helpful in this regard. In some cases, however, it is not clear whether certain
definitions in L&N are given in terms of meaning or reference (see 11.59-64, also
11.66 and 53.52). Let us consider a few examples.

It is possible that 6 6<tiu; 6 Gipxatog in Revelation 12:9 and 20:2 has the meaning
‘devil’. The term clearly refers to the ‘devil’, and it is probable that 6<t)iq could have
acquired this meaning in Jewish Christian circles. Just as ‘evil person’is a
figurative extension, the meaning ‘devil’ would also be a figurative extension.
References become meanings of words through convention. Another, perhaps even
clearer, case would be 4(j)6ciX)jo(; nourpé<;a-t>- Both meanings are regarded as idioms
in L&N. They have been defined as ‘a feeling of jealousy and resentment because
of what someone else has or does’ (88.165), and ‘to be stingy’. Nowhere does one,
however, find a reference to the belief in an Evil Eye which was common at the time
of the New Testament in the Mediterranean world, as J H Elliott (1988) has convin-
cingly shown.

The inclusion of olpaud<;<= (12.16) under ‘Supernatural Beings’ is furthermore
understandable, but nevertheless problematic. Instead of giving a definition of the
meaning of the word, an annotation explains the term. It reads ‘a reference to God
based on the Jewish tendency to avoid using the name or direct term for God’. If
olpaudq is used, like D*ny>, as a replacement for the name of God, one would first
of all expect the term under ‘Names of Persons and Places’(93).

Since there are many annotations included in L&N for the sake of the
translator, it would have been of help had there been more remarks about reference
in cases where it is possible to determine what words refer to.

A final factor which makes this dictionary authoritative is its layout, since it compels
the user to consider thoroughly whether a particular meaning is applicable. It
therefore has an educational function.

Users of lexica often tend to think that the purpose of bilingual lexica is to
provide the user with the meaning of a word in a particular context. It is often not
realised that a lexicon is only an aid for the user to determine the meaning of a
particular word in a particular context. It is the user, not the lexicon, or the
compilers of the lexicon, who has to determine the meaning of a word in use. The
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way in which L&N presents information on the lexical meaning of New Testament
words forces the user to make use of the information in a creative way.

Although L&N gives a complete survey of all the meanings for which the
different words in the New Testament are used, it is not complete with regard to
each case where a particular meaning is applicable. This simply means that the user
has to make full use of the information provided in the dictionary. If a particular
case is not mentioned in the reference index, the user has to consult the other
indices. Having decided that a particular word mentioned under a Greek entry
might be applicable, both the definition of that meaning and the definition of other
related meanings in its immediate area have to be consulted. This is the only way to
be relatively sure that a chosen meaning is applicable in a particular context.

Instead of going through the list of different meanings of a particular Greek
word, as they normally occur in an alphabetically arranged dictionary, the user is
introduced the semantic area of related meanings of different words. This has the
advantage that, in addition to the different meanings of the same word, the user also
sees the related meanings of different terms in the same semantic domain. Since
meaning is also mostly defined and not presented in the form of glosses or
translational equivalents, the user has to decide actively, with the help of semantic
information provided by the dictionary, whether a particular choice is applicable.

I have discussed four factors which make L&N an authority on lexical meanings of
the New Testament vocabulary. There are others. | am thinking of the importance
of figurative extensions of meaning, the treatment of meanings of word groups and
especially of idioms. The fact that idioms are listed and treated makes L&N unique.
Space does not allow me to go into these factors further. Enough has been said to
indicate that there are good reasons for this dictionary to be regarded as
authoritative in different aspects and on different grounds. The publication is a
milestone in the history of New Testament lexicography.
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