
Why I Now Prefer the NIV (2011) to the ESV 

  

Many of you may have noticed in my teaching and preaching that I have been 

discontent with the ESV for some time. After much consideration, discussion, and 

debate, I have decided to officially change primary Bible translations. Since Bible 

translations can be controversial, and the NIV is sometimes criticized in conservative 

circles, I thought it might be helpful to explain and justify my reasons for changing. 

 

History 

First, a little history. When I was first converted, I bought an NIV Student Bible and 

cut my teeth on it for several years. Then I was influenced by a KJV only group for about 

six months or so (Praise God for growth in grace and understanding). In college (2004), 

when I began to be influenced by Reformed theology, I changed to the ESV. The ESV 

came out in 2001 and was secretly revised in 2007. The only reason I switched was 

because John Piper said to (not the most well thought out reason).[1] I didn‘t know 

much about translation and didn‘t know a bit of Greek. I used the ESV as my ―go to‖ 

translation from 2004-2010. After learning Greek, I realized that there is much more to 

Bible translation than simply translating each Greek word to an English word.[2] If only 

it were that simple. 

 

The ESV is a revision of the RSV (approximately 7% of the RSV has been 

changed).[3] Unfortunately, it appears to have been a rushed product.[4] The NRSV is 

also a revision of the RSV, but it has done a much better job than the ESV when it comes 

to updating archaic words.[5] This is not a problem for those reared in the church who 

are familiar with the KJV or RSV. But for those who have no church background and are 

biblically illiterate, the ESV is still archaic and needlessly difficult to read in many 



places.[6] I am not so much concerned for the 50 year old who has a church background 

as I am for the less educated person who is approaching God‘s Word for the first time. 

I was never a big fan of the original NIV for various reasons, but this year the NIV 

has been revised and updated. The update is still called the NIV and will eventually 

replace the 84‘ NIV and the TNIV. In my opinion, it is the most accurate and clearest 

translation available today. It is the translation I expect to build my teaching ministry 

and family upon. The priority of the NIV is themeaning of the original languages, not the 

form. Is the NIV the perfect translation? Of course not, but it is the one that I have most 

confidence in when it comes to teaching, preaching, writing, raising and training my 

children with, and handing to a junior high student who is struggling through public 

school. I cannot say that of the ESV.   

 

Examples 

Please understand that it is not my desire to ―bash‖ the ESV. The ESV is a fine 

translation (as are the old NIV, NKJV, NAS, NRSV, and many others). It is the 

translation I am most familiar with and the one I have been comparing with the updated 

NIV. This article simply presents the fruit of my labors. Because there has been much 

criticism of the NIV, it is my desire to clearly show why I now prefer the NIV and am 

making the transition from the ESV. 

The best way to do that is by comparing the two translations side-by-side. Notice the 

clarity of the NIV versus the clunkiness, archaic words, and strange word order of the 

ESV (this is especially the case in narrative, but to keep the document as short as 

possible, I have not included longer passages). Here are several examples:[7] 

 

ESV Genesis 29:10 Now as soon as Jacob saw Rachel the daughter of Laban his 

mother's brother, and the sheep of Laban his mother's brother, Jacob came near and 

rolled the stone from the well's mouth and watered the flock of Laban his mother's 

brother. 



NIV Genesis 29:10 When Jacob saw Rachel daughter of his uncle Laban, and Laban‘s 

sheep, he went over and rolled the stone away from the mouth of the well and watered 

his uncle‘s sheep. 

  

ESV Exodus 4:14 and when he sees you, he will be glad in his heart. 

NIV Exodus 4:14 and he will be glad to see you. 

Comment: ―He will be glad in his heart‖ is a Semitic idiom which simply means ―he 

will be glad.‖ 

  

ESV Job 1:2 There were born to him seven sons and three daughters. 

NIV Job 1:2 He had seven sons and three daughters. 

  

ESV Job 1:5 Thus Job did continually. 

NIV Job 1:5 This was Job‘s regular custom. 

  

ESV Psalm 1:1 Blessed is the man 

NIV Psalm 1:1 Blessed is the one 

Comment: While there once was a day when ―man‖ would naturally be understood as 

―person,‖ that day has gone. Most English speakers today hear a distinctly male 

connotation in this word. Just last week I read a note to the editor of Time who was 

offended because ―it is 2011‖ and ―the inclusive word‖ human should have been used 

rather than ―man‖ in an article. 

  

ESV Psalm 23:1 The LORD is my shepherd; I shall not want. 

NIV Psalm 23:1 The LORD is my shepherd, I lack nothing. 

Comment: Though the old language is familiar and cherished by some, it does not 

communicate well today. ―Want‖ means something different in our day than it did in 

1611. 



  

ESV Psalm 23:4 Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, 

NIV Psalm 23:4 Even though I walk through the darkest valley, 

Comment: This age old metaphor is unclear to people today. The NIV, HCSB, NET, 

NRSV, and NLT have clarified this verse with ―darkest valley.‖ 

  

ESV Psalm 37:1 Fret not yourself because of evildoers; be not envious of wrongdoers! 

NIV Psalm 37:1 Do not fret because of those who are evil or be envious of those who do 

wrong; 

  

ESV Amos 4:6 I gave you cleanness of teeth in all your cities 

NIV Amos 4:6 I gave you empty stomachs in every city 

Comment: We can‘t expect modern English speakers to know this Hebrew idiom. 

  

ESV Zechariah 1:3 Thus declares the LORD of hosts: 

NIV Zechariah 1:3 This is what the LORD Almighty says: 

  

ESV Matthew 1:18 she was found to be with child 

NIV Matthew 1:18 she was found to be pregnant 

  

ESV Matthew 1:25 but knew her not until she had given birth to a son. 

NIV Matthew 1:25 But he did not consummate their marriage until she gave birth to a 

son. 

Comment: Biblically illiterate people will not understand the idiom ―knew her not.‖ 

Plus, we would not say it that way today anyway. We would say, ―he did not know her.‖ 

  

ESV Matthew 5:2 And he opened his mouth and taught them, saying: 

NIV Matthew 5:2 and he began to teach them. 



Comment: The ESV is full of this sort of language. Does anyone speak this way today? 

―The President opened his mouth and gave a speech.‖ Ancient idioms do not translate 

today. 

  

ESV Matthew 6:34 Sufficient for the day is its own trouble. 

NIV Matthew 6:34 Each day has enough trouble of its own. 

  

ESV Mark 1:1 The beginning of the gospel of Jesus Christ 

NIV Mark 1:1 The beginning of the good news about Jesus the Messiah 

Comment: Christ (Christos) is a title, not a last name. 

  

ESV Mark 1:2 Behold, I send my messenger before your face 

NIV Mark 1:2 I will send my messenger ahead of you 

Comment: ―before your face‖ is an idiom meaning ―ahead of you.‖ 

  

ESV Mark 3:28 Truly, I say to you, all sins will be forgiven the children of man, and 

whatever blasphemies they utter 

NIV Mark 3:28 Truly I tell you, people can be forgiven all their sins and every slander 

they utter 

  

ESV Mark 8:36 For what does it profit a man to gain the whole world and forfeit his 

soul? 

NIV Mark 8:36 What good is it for someone to gain the whole world, yet forfeit their 

soul? 

Comment: The generic use of ―he,‖ ―his,‖ and ―him‖ has seen its day as well. Extensive 

research has shown that the singular ―they,‖ ―their,‖ and ―them‖ has a venerable place in 

common English idiom. It has quickly become established in speaking and writing. Paul 



even did this: See Rom 10:15b (those) quoting Isa 52:7 (him), Rom 3:10 (their) quoting 

Ps 36:1b (his), and Rom 4:6-7 (they) quoting Ps 32:1 (he).[8] 

  

ESV Luke 5:12 While he was in one of the cities, there came a man full of leprosy. 

NIV Luke 5:12 While Jesus was in one of the towns, a man came along who was 

covered with leprosy. 

Comment: Full of leprosy? 

  

ESV Luke 11:41 But give as alms those things that are within 

NIV Luke 11:41 But now as for what is inside you – be generous to the poor 

  

ESV Luke 17:35 There will be two women grinding together 

NIV Luke 17:35 Two women will be grinding grain together 

Comment: Today, grinding together is something that takes place in dance clubs. 

  

ESV Luke 22:47 there came a crowd 

NIV Luke 22:47 a crowd came up 

  

ESV John 1:16 And from his fullness we have all received, grace upon grace. 

NIV John 1:16 Out of his fullness we have all received grace in place of grace already 

given. 

Comment: If John wanted to say ―upon,‖ he would have used the preposition epi, 

not anti. The most common use of anti is ―instead of‖ or ―in place of.‖[9] The NIV is 

more accurate here. 

  

ESV John 9:22 anyone should confess Jesus to be Christ 

NIV John 9:22 anyone who acknowledged that Jesus was the Messiah 

  



ESV Acts 2:4 to speak in other tongues as the Spirit gave them utterance. 

NIV Acts 2:4 to speak in other tongues as the Spirit enabled them. 

  

ESV Acts 2:43 And awe came upon every soul 

NIV Acts 2:43 Everyone was filled with awe 

  

ESV Acts 3:11 While he clung to Peter and John, all the people, utterly astounded, ran 

together to them in the portico called Solomon's. 

NIV Acts 3:11 While the man held on to Peter and John, all the people were astonished 

and came running to them in the place called Solomon‘s Colonade. 

  

ESV Acts 4:34 There was not a needy person among them 

NIV Acts 4:34 that there were no needy persons among them 

Comment: Here the ESV leaves out the ―for‖ or ―that‖ (gar) that begins the sentence. 

John Piper has passionately criticized the old NIV because it removed this word in other 

verses. 

  

ESV Acts 8:23 For I see that you are in the gall of bitterness and in the bond of 

iniquity. 

NIV Acts 8:23 For I see that you are full of bitterness and captive to sin. 

  

ESV Acts 20:12 And they took the youth away alive, and were not a little comforted. 

NIV Acts 20:12 The people took the young man home alive and were greatly 

comforted. 

Comment: No one would say they ―were not a little comforted‖ today. 

  

ESV Romans 1:4 was declared to be the Son of God 

NIV Romans 1:4 was appointed the Son 



Comment: ―Declared‖ is an incorrect translation of horizō. It never means ―declared‖ 

in the NT or LXX. In its seven other occurrences it means ―determine, appoint, or 

fix.[10] The NIV is more accurate here.   

  

ESV Romans 1:5 through whom we have received grace and apostleship to bring about 

(eis) the obedience of faith 

NIV Romans 1:5 Through him we received grace and apostleship to call all the 

Gentiles to the obedience that comes from faith 

  

ESV Romans 6:12 Let not sin therefore reign in your mortal bodies 

NIV Romans 6:12 Therefore do not let sin reign in your mortal body 

Comment: Again, ―let not sin therefore reign‖ is strange word order for contemporary 

ears. It is these sorts of translations that make people think Christianity is a thing of the 

past. 

  

ESV Romans 9:5 To them belong the patriarchs, and from their race, according to the 

flesh, is the Christ who is God over all 

NIV Romans 9:5 Theirs are the patriarchs, and from them is traced the human 

ancestry of the Messiah, who is God over all 

ESV Romans 10:4 For Christ is the end of the law for righteousness to everyone who 

believes. 

NIV Romans 10:4 Christ is the culmination of the law so that there may be 

righteousness for everyone who believes. 

Comment: ―Culmination‖ is more accurate than ―end‖ here as a translation 

for telos, since Paul most likely means termination and goal, not simply termination. 

  

ESV Romans 16:7 Greet Andronicus and Junia, my kinsmen and my fellow prisoners. 

They are well known to the apostles 



NIV Romans 16:7 Greet Andronicus and Junia, my fellow Jews who have been in 

prison with me. They are outstanding among the apostles 

Comment: This is a very controversial passage due to its implications for gender, but 

the consensus view is that episēmoi en tois apostolois means ―distinguished among the 

apostles.‖[11] The NIV is more accurate here. 

  

ESV 1 Corinthians 6:8-9 But you yourselves wrong and defraud--even your own 

brothers! Or do you not know that the unrighteous will not inherit the kingdom of God? 

ESV 1 Corinthians 6:8-9 Instead, you yourselves cheat and do wrong, and you do this 

to your brothers and sisters. Or do you not know that wrongdoers will not inherit the 

kingdom of God? 

Comment: By being inconsistent in translating this verse, the ESV misses the word 

play Paul is using. He is warning them, ―You do wrong (adikeite) . . . don‘t you know that 

wrongdoers (adikoi) will not inherit the kingdom. The NIV picks this word play up. 

  

ESV 1 Corinthians 10:26 For "the earth is the Lord's, and the fullness thereof." 

NIV 1 Corinthians 10:26 for, ‗The earth is the Lord‘s, and everything in it.‘ 

  

ESV 2 Corinthians 5:16 we regard him thus no longer. 

NIV 2 Corinthians 5:16 we do so no longer. 

ESV 2 Corinthians 5:17 Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation 

NIV 2 Corinthians 5:17 Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, the new creation has come 

Comment: The Greek literally says, ―If anyone is in Christ, new creation.‖ The NIV is 

more accurate here though, for Paul never uses the noun ―creation‖ (ktisis) for 

individuals. 

ESV 2 Corinthians 12:10 For the sake of Christ, then, I am content with weaknesses, 

insults, hardships, persecutions, and calamities. 



NIV 2 Corinthians 12:10 That is why, for Christ‘s sake, I delight in weaknesses, in 

insults, in hardships, in persecutions, in difficulties. 

Comment: Being content in difficulty is one thing, but delighting (eudokeo) in them is 

quite another. 

ESV Galatians 4:3 In the same way we also, when we were children, were enslaved to 

the elementary principles of the world. 

NIV Galatians 4:3 So also, when we were underage, we were in slavery under the 

elemental spiritual forces of the world. 

Comment: There are a couple of problems with the ESV here. First, the ESV leaves out 

the word ―under‖ (hypo), which is very important theologically for Paul. In Galatians he 

equates being under the law with under the elemental spiritual forces, under the control 

of sin, and under a guardian.[12] The NIV includes the word, ―under the elemental 

spiritual forces.‖ 

Also, the ESV translates stoichea tou cosmou as ―elementary principles of the world.‖ 

This is strange since the ESV translates the exact same phrase as ―elemental spirits of 

the world‖ in Colossians 2:8 and 2:20. I think the ESV has it right in Colossians but 

wrong in Galatians. The NIV is accurate in both places and does not leave out any 

words.[13] 

  

ESV Galatians 5:3, 14 I testify again to every man who accepts circumcision that he is 

obligated to keep the whole law. . . . 5:14 For the whole law is fulfilled in one word: "You 

shall love your neighbor as yourself." 

NIV Galatians 5:3, 14 Again I declare to every man who lets himself be circumcised 

that he is obligated to obey the whole law. . . . 5:14 For the entire law is fulfilled in 

keeping this one command: ‗Love your neighbor as yourself.‘ 

Comment: This is a nuanced point, but Paul is often very nuanced. For those familiar 

with the complexities of Paul and the law, the ESV obscures what Paul is doing here. He 

uses two different verbs and two different adjectives in relation to the law in these two 



verses. In verse 3, he says that a person who is circumcised is obligated to obey or do 

(poiēō) the whole (holos) law. In verse 14, he says the entire (pas) law is fulfilled (plēroō) 

in keeping this one command. NIV has ―obey and whole‖ in v. 3 and ―entire and 

fulfilled‖ in v. 14 while the ESV has ―keep and whole‖ in v. 3 and whole and fulfilled in v. 

14. The ESV should not have translated both pas and holos as whole. Paul used two 

different words. 

  

ESV Galatians 5:7 You were running well. Who hindered you from obeying the truth? 

NIV Galatians 5:7 You were running a good race. Who cut in on you to keep you from 

obeying the truth? 

Comment: The NIV is better here. Paul is alluding to the Judaizers who were trying to 

force the Galatians to be ―cut‖ (i.e. circumcised). 

  

ESV Galatians 6:16 And as for all who walk by this rule, peace and mercy be upon 

them, and upon the Israel of God. 

NIV Galatians 6:16 Peace and mercy to all who follow this rule – to the Israel of God. 

Comment: Taking the teaching of the letter as a whole, the NIV rightly translates ―and‖ 

as an explicative kai. 

ESV Ephesians 2:15 that he might create in himself one new man in place of the two 

NIV Ephesians 2:15 His purpose was to create in himself one new humanity, out of 

the two 

ESV Philippians 2:6 who, though he was in the form of God, did not count equality 

with God a thing to be grasped 

NIV Philippians 2:6 Who, being in very nature God, did not consider equality with 

God something to be used to his own advantage[14] 

Comment: Progress in biblical scholarship has shown that this word (harpagmos) 

refers to something a person has in their possession but chooses not to use it to their 

own advantage. 



  

ESV Philippians 2:27 Indeed he was ill, near to death. But God had mercy on him, 

and not only on him but on me also, lest I should have sorrow upon sorrow. 

NIV Philippians 2:27 Indeed he was ill, and almost died. But God had mercy on him, 

and not on him only but also on me, to spare me sorrow upon sorrow. 

  

ESV Philippians 3:1 Finally, my brothers 

NIV Philippians 3:1 Further, my brothers and sisters 

Comment: As mentioned below, if Paul was addressing both male and female 

Christians, then ―brothers‖ is an inaccurate translation. The ESV recognizes this with 

footnotes throughout. 

  

ESV Philippians 4:13 I can do all things through him who strengthens me. 

NIV Philippians 4:13 I can do all this through him who gives me strength. 

Comment: This verse is ripped out of context all the time to slap on coffee mugs. The 

NIV‘s more accurate translation will make it harder for people to do this. The Greek 

simply says, ―I can do all.‖ ―Things‖ or ―this‖ must be added. By adding ―this‖ rather 

than ―things,‖ the NIV points us back to what Paul had just said, namely, being content 

in any circumstance. While it is true that Christ gives us strength to do all things, in this 

verse Paul is saying Christ gives him strength to be content in any and every situation 

(Phil 4:12). 

  

ESV Colossians 1:26 but now revealed to his saints. 

NIV Colossians 1:26 but is now disclosed to the Lord‘s people. 

Comment: Most people today think a ―saint‖ is a spiritually elite person but in the 

Bible the word refers to all believers. 

  

  



ESV Colossians 2:8 See to it that no one takes you captive by philosophy and empty 

deceit 

NIV Colossians 2:8 See to it that no one takes you captive through hollow and 

deceptive philosophy 

Comment: Paul‘s point is not to avoid philosophy, but a certain kind of philosophy 

(hollow, deceptive, based on human tradition). 

  

ESV 1 Thessalonians 1:3 remembering before our God and Father your work of faith 

and labor of love and steadfastness of hope in our Lord Jesus Christ. 

NIV 1 Thessalonians 1:3 We remember before our God and Father your work 

produced by faith, your labor prompted by love, and your endurance inspired by hope in 

our Lord Jesus Christ. 

Comment: The ESV and translations like it wrongly assume that a ―literal‖ translation 

of the genitive is ―of.‖ The writers of the NT had a certain relationship concerning the 

words in mind. As Moises Silva writes, ―It would be naive to think that the average 

believer in the pew immediately recognizes the ambiguities inherent in the Greek 

genitive—let alone that he or she has the means to reach an informed opinion regarding 

the meaning without at least consulting other translations. But if in either case (with the 

NIV or the ESV) it is necessary to consult something or someone, then what harm has 

been done by providing a more intelligible rendering that represents, at the very least, a 

defensible understanding of the text?‖[15] 

  

ESV 1 Thessalonians 2:8 So, being affectionately desirous of you 

NIV 1 Thessalonians 2:8 so we cared for you. Because we loved you so much 

  

ESV 1 Timothy 6:10 have wandered away from the faith and pierced themselves with 

many pangs. 



NIV 1 Timothy 6:10 have wandered from the faith and pierced themselves with many 

griefs. 

Comment: I am not sure what a ―pang‖ is. 

  

ESV 2 Timothy 4:8 Henceforth 

NIV 2 Timothy 4:8 Now 

  

ESV Titus 2:10 not pilfering, but showing all good faith, so that in everything they may 

adorn the doctrine of God our Savior. 

NIV Titus 2:10 and not to steal from them, but to show that they can be fully trusted, 

so that in every way they will make the teaching about God our Savior attractive. 

  

ESV Titus 3:14 And let our people learn to devote themselves to good works, so as to 

help cases of urgent need, and not be unfruitful. 

NIV Titus 3:14 Our people must learn to devote themselves to doing what is good, in 

order to provide for urgent needs and not live unproductive lives. 

  

ESV Hebrews 7:12 For when there is a change in the priesthood, there is necessarily a 

change in the law as well. 

NIV Hebrews 7:12 For when the priesthood is changed, the law must be changed also. 

Comment: The ESV is simply incorrect here. Every beginning Greek student knows the 

difference between a genitive and a dative. It is not a change in the priesthood or in the 

law, but ofpriesthood (tēs hierōsunēs) and of law (nomou). Covenant Theologians, who 

see a tripartite division of the law, could wrongly appeal to this passage in the ESV to 

support their view. The NIV is more accurate here. 

  

ESV Hebrews 9:6 These preparations having thus been made 

NIV Hebrews 9:6 When everything had been arranged like this 



  

ESV 1 Peter 4:8 Above all, keep loving one another earnestly 

NIV 1 Peter 4:8 Above all, love each other deeply 

  

ESV 1 Peter 4:18 And "If the righteous is scarcely saved 

NIV 1 Peter 4:18 If it is hard for the righteous to be saved 

  

ESV 2 Peter 1:3, 5 through the knowledge of him who called us to his own glory and 

excellence. . . . . 5 For this very reason, make every effort to supplement your faith with 

virtue 

NIV 2 Peter 1:3, 5 through our knowledge of him who called us by his own glory and 

goodness. . . . For this very reason, make every effort to add to your faith goodness 

Comment: Again, the ESV misses Peter‘s word play. Peter uses the same word in these 

verses (aretē), but you would not know it in the ESV since it translates the same Greek 

word as ―excellence‖ in verse 3 and ―virtue‖ in verse 5. The NIV rightly translates it 

―goodness‖ both times. 

  

Archaic Words 

When was the last time you heard anyone use any of the following words in everyday 

conversation: manslayer, beloved, behold, kindred, O, abhor, abide, abode, adjure, 

ascribe, chide, confute, convocation, counsel (as both a noun and a verb), entreat, exult, 

festal, haughty, invoke, kin, ordain, portent, rail (as a verb), rend, revile, sated, shall, 

smitten, sojourn, stripes, or swaddling?[16] The average person simply does not speak 

this way anymore. This is ―Christianese.‖ If you have heard these words, chances are it 

was in a church setting or on Christian radio. Translations should make the meaning of 

God‘s Word clear. God ordained that the NT would be written in Koine, i.e. common 

Greek. I submit that the ESV is not Koine English. 



As Allan Chapple has written, "Something more substantial than style or taste is at 

stake here, therefore. In my judgment, unacceptable consequences flow from the ESV‘s 

choice of language. In practice, it is an elitist translation. As such, it may well be ‗user-

friendly‘ for the highly literate. It may also be preferred by older Christians, for whom it 

will satisfy any lingering nostalgia for the RSV. But I doubt that it will be easily 

understood by believers under thirty-five or so, especially if they come from an 

unchurched background and have not already been enculturated into ‗church-speak‘. If 

they have to use the ESV regularly, such people will need to learn two ‗languages‘: the 

great words that speak of who God is and what he has done for us—and ‗high-English‘ or 

‗olde-English‘. They will be glad to learn the first; they should not need to learn the 

second."[17] I think Chapple overstates his case, but there is truth in his words. 

 

“Literal” 

Sometimes the NIV is criticized because it is not a ―literal‖ translation. ―Literal‖ is a 

very slippery word.[18] This word carries so much baggage that it must be used with 

care.[19] The issue is what did the writers of Scripture mean? For example, what is a 

literal translation of Como Se llama? A word for word translation would be ―How call 

yourself?‖ That is an inadequate English translation. The form must be changed so that 

the meaning is clear in English: ―What is your name?‖ The goal is to reproduce the 

meaning of the text, not the form.[20] As Martin Luther said concerning translating the 

Old Testament, ―I must let the literal words go and try to learn how the German says 

that which the Hebrew expresses. . . Whoever would speak German must not use 

Hebrew style. Rather he must see to it - once he understands the Hebrew author - that 

he concentrates on the sense of the text, asking himself, 'Pray tell, what do the Germans 

say in such a situation?' . . . Let him drop the Hebrew words and express the meaning 

freely in the best German he knows.‖ 

It must be pointed out that the ESV is not literal anyway, contrary to its claims and 

the claims of its advocates. Here is their claim: ―The ESV is an ‗essentially literal‘ 

http://matthiasmedia.com.au/briefing/files/pdf/306-chapple-esv.pdf


translation that seeks as far as possible to capture the precise working of the original 

text and the personal style of each Bible writer. As such, its emphasis is on ‗word-for-

word‘ correspondence . . . . In contrast to the ESV, some Bible versions have followed a 

‗thought-for-thought‘ rather than a ‗word-for-word‘ translation philosophy. . . . A 

thought-for-thought‘ translation is of necessity more inclined to reflect the interpretive 

opinions of the translator and the influences of contemporary culture.‖ The current 

emphasis in the marketing of the ESV is ―Trusted by Leaders.‖ The implication is that 

the others are less trustworthy. For this reason, I feel it is necessary to point out some 

inconsistencies: First, the ESV adds words at times. Second Corinthians 4:3 adds the 

word ―only.‖ Ephesians 3:6 adds the words ―this mystery is.‖ First Timothy 5:21 adds the 

word ―rules.‖[21] Often, the ESV will change the word order of the Greek.  Ephesians 

6:12 says ―flesh and blood‖ where the Greek says ―blood and flesh‖ (haima kai 

sarka).[22]  Matthew 1:18 says ―Holy Spirit‖ where the Greek says ―Spirit Holy.‖ The 

ESV will also interpret participles rather than leave them ―literal.‖ For example, 

Ephesians 4:15 literally says ―truthing in love,‖ but the ESV has translated it ―speaking 

the truth in love.‖ Romans 5:1 in the Greek says, ―being justified‖ (so KJV) but the ESV 

interprets it as ―since we have been justified.‖[23] I actually agree with all of the above 

examples and think they are good translations, but just want to point out that this is not 

―literal,‖ ―word-for-word‖ translation. Such a translation does not exist.   

Literal, word-for-word translation is simply rhetoric.[24] It is an inadequate 

philosophy of translation. Translations that claim to be essentially literal know better. 

Translations should be meaning based, and meaning does not come at the word level. It 

comes at the sentence and paragraph levels.[25] The ESV is thankfully inconsistent with 

their claim. For example the ESV translates the Hebrew verb yo‘mer with at least eleven 

different words in the book of Genesis alone: ―said,‖‖ told,‖ ―spoke,‖ ―answered,‖ 

―commanded,‖ ―added,‖ ―directed,‖ ―named,‖ ―thought,‖ ―asked,‖ and ―replied.‖ 

Sometimes the word is left untranslated and replaced with quotation marks.[26] 



Or consider the ESV‘s translation of the verb poiēō (to do or make). The ESV 

translates this verb as ―bear,‖ ―commit,‖ ―practice,‖ ―give,‖ ―yield,‖ ―be,‖ ―work,‖ 

―produce,‖ ―give,‖ ―keep,‖ ―betrays,‖ ―appoint,‖ ―put out,‖ ―hold,‖ ―satisfy,‖ ―show,‖ 

―treat,‖ ―provide,‖ ―act,‖ ―treat,‖ ―heal,‖ ―execute,‖ ―accomplish,‖ ―deal,‖ ―kind enough,‖ 

―spend,‖ ―account,‖ ―plan,‖ ―jettison,‖ and will at times leave it 

untranslated.[27] Similarly, the ESV translates ―flesh‖ (sarx) as ―human being,‖ 

―physical,‖ ―natural limitations,‖ ―fellow Jews,‖ ―earthly,‖ ―worldly,‖ ―worldly 

standards,‖ ―bodily,‖ ―anyone,‖ ―no one,‖ ―condition,‖ ―face to face,‖ ―sensuous,‖ and 

―desire.‖ Five times the word is left untranslated.[28] The ESV translates the verb 

euangelizesthai as ―announce‖ (Rev 10:7), ―bring good news‖ (Luke 1:19, 2:10, Acts 

14:15), ―bring the good news‖ (Luke 8:1, Acts 13:32, 1 Thess 3:6), ―good news comes‖ 

(Heb 4:2), ―preach‖ (Acts 5:42, 8:4, 11:20, 15:35, 17:18), ―preach good news‖ (Luke 3:18, 

7:22, Acts 8:1, 10:36), ―preach the good news‖ (Luke 4:43, 16:16, Rom 10:15, 1 Pet 1:12, 

25), ―preach the gospel‖ (Luke 9:6, 20:1, Acts 8:25, 40, 14:7, 21, 16:10, Rom 1:15), 

―proclaim good news‖ (Luke 4:18), ―receive the good news‖ (Heb 4:6), tell the good news 

(Acts 8:35).[29] It translates the verb ―walk‖ (peripatēō) as ―behave‖ (1 Cor 3:3), ―lead 

the life‖ (1 Cor 7:17), ―practice‖ (2 Cor 4:2), ―act‖ (2 Cor 12:18), ―conduct yourself‖ (Col 

4:5), ―live‖ (1 Thess 4:1, 12), ―devoted to‖ (Heb 13:9), ―prowls‖ (1 Pet 5:8), ―go about‖ 

(Rev 15:16).[30] The NASU translates logos (word) as ―reason,‖ ―statement,‖ ―word,‖ 

―accounts,‖ ―thing,‖ ―story,‖ ―news,‖ ―matter,‖ ―question,‖ ―message,‖ ―report,‖ 

―accounting,‖ ―saying,‖ ―account,‖ ―speaker,‖ ―complaint,‖ and ―exhortation.‖[31] 

              

To reiterate, in my opinion, none of this is wrong. It just goes to show that the claim 

to be ―literal‖ or ―word-for-word‖ is simply unrealistic and should not be used as a 

slogan to dismiss those translations who are honest about not being ―word-for-word.‖ 

Words cannot be translated literally, but must be translated according to their meaning 

in context.[32] Consider the word ―bear.‖ Depending on the context, the word ―bear‖ 

can mean ―to give birth,‖ ―a large furry animal,‖ ―to carry,‖ ―to put up with,‖ ―to endure,‖ 



―to turn,‖ and on we could go.[33] Or the word ―key,‖ which can mean ―main or 

primary,‖ ―a low island,‖ ―musical tone or pitch,‖ ―a button on a keyboard,‖ ―an 

unlocking tool,‖ ―a solution to something,‖ or ―an answer sheet for an exam.‖[34] 

 

Gender 

Others denounce the NIV‘s gender usage. Most modern translations have moved to 

gender neutral language. It is strange to me how the TNIV was blasted to pieces for 

being gender-neutral while the NLT is rarely mentioned, although it was gender-neutral 

before the TNIV. Although it is mostly ESV advocates who have criticized the gender 

usage of the NIV, it is also very gender inclusive. The ESV removed the words ―man‖ or 

―men‖ 671 times from the RSV![35] The issue here is again, accuracy. When the NT 

writers addressed their readers as adelphoi, they were referring to all of them. The ESV 

translates this word as ―brothers,‖ but this is wrong in English because Paul was not 

simply addressing the males in the congregation. He means the Christian family with 

the word adelphoi (a = from delphus=womb – from the same womb) so ―brothers and 

sisters‖ is the accurate translation.[36] The ESV does give a footnote with the correct 

reading, thankfully. The ESV is gender inclusive at many points, but does not go far 

enough. It translates ―man‖ (anthropos) as people/ person (Luke 1:25, John 5:41, 6:10, 

Titus 2:11, 3:8, Rom 7:1, 1 Cor 2:14, Titus 3:10), one (Matt 18:7, Gal 6:7), human being, 

mankind (Acts 15:17, 17:26, 1 Thess 2:15, Ja 3:7, Rev 9:15, 18, 20, 14:4), nature (2 Cor 

4:16), others (2 Cor 5:11). If it were consistent with its claim, it would be ―man‖ every 

time. I am glad it is not. The same could be shown with man (aner), brother, and 

Father.[37] 

 

Conclusion 

To reiterate, none of the preceding document argues against the use of the ESV. I 

still intend to reference it on a regular basis. There is considerable profit and wisdom in 

consulting and reading several different translations. I appreciate what NT scholar Peter 



Williams said when asked about recommended translations. His answer was something 

like, ―The best translation is the one you use the most.‖ I could not agree more. 

Know that my heart is to make the Word of God known with as few hindrances as 

possible. That is why I am making this transition. I hope it is not a stumbling block for 

anyone. 

  

Yours in Christ, 

  

Pastor Blake 
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