The English Translations Series

A Comparison of Possible Preaching Texts


Here are some of the many factors that I considered while searching for a better English translation than the King James Version (1769) to use for a pulpit Bible in church. 

1. It must be a “literal translation” style or very close.   

2. It must be accurate on key doctrinal truths.  For this, I spent hours in side-by-side comparison of what I consider key texts to such doctrines as the identity of Jesus, salvation, sin, faith, miracles, and many other subjects.

3. It must give alternate readings for difficult texts in footnotes or margins.  This is probably a personal preference more than a need, but nevertheless something that was important to me.  If something is unclear or could be rendered in a substantially different way, I like being able to just glance down at the footnote and see the alternative.

4. It must be readable in a public setting and not awkward in mixed company.  The Bible can be somewhat graphic in certain passages, particularly in the Old Testament, and yet there are often important principles that can be taught from these verses.  In these situations where mixed company is present, or in preaching with children in the audience, a translation that portrays awkward situations in ways that is obvious to adults and yet not clear to smaller children, or that uses tasteful and less embarrassing phrasing and terminology is an asset.  

5. It must use key Biblical phrases.  The scripture in its original languages had certain phrases and terminology that was all its own.  Some modern English translations try to render such expressions into modern, every-day equivalents, and in my opinion that practice takes much away from some key ideas of scripture.  I checked to see if the translations retained key phrases such as “day of the Lord,” “abomination of desolation,” “baptize,” “faith,” “repentance,” “mystery,” etc... 

6. It must correct most if not all of the inaccuracies of the King James Version.   Along with wanting a Bible that did not use difficult archaic language, this is the primary reason why I began searching for another translation.  Extremely important to me was that the text addressed the issues that naturally develop from a translation relying solely on the Received Text (Textus Receptus).

7. It must not water down or alter holiness teaching in the scriptures.  The Bible teaches that we are to live differently from the unsaved world in every way, but unfortunately sometimes such concepts get “watered down” or obscured in some modern translations.  I again spent hours checking lists of what I consider key scriptures in these areas and comparing among the various translations. 

8. It must not change gender neutrality for political correctness.  In the Greek language, the idea of “male or female” is often expressed by the male gender “his.”  There has been a movement to change this in many modern translations, but to do so blatantly alters the original textual presentation.  I will not seriously use or consider a translation that alters such things just to conform to current public opinion. 

9. It must be readily available to the average public church attendee.  This is important in that average churchgoers should be able to go down to the local Bible bookstore and purchase the Bible for themselves.  It would make no sense to use a translation that is discontinued or not easy to obtain. 

10. It must be translated by a team of scholars and not by an individual.  When an individual translates the entire text, it is much more likely for personal theological views to get in the way of accurate scholarship.  When there is a team of translators working together, they “cross check” each other and help keep the translation grounded.  For this reason, I automatically disregarded individual translations.

11. The translated text should flow naturally in fairly normal English speech patterns. 

12. Words added in the English for readability, should be somehow marked for easy identification.  It is impossible to translate from one language to another exactly as words must sometimes be added to full express the idea presented in the original.  Most KJV Bibles put such extra words in italics so that the reader can identify them, and I desired a pulpit Bible that somehow marked the words either through italics or some other easy, non-cumbersome method.    

13. The translated text should somehow designate the various Hebrew names for God.  There are many names for “God” in the Bible and the KJV differentiated between them by spelling variations.  For example, in the KJV a LORD means that the Hebrew word was “Jehovah” and a “Lord” indicates Adonai; whereas “God” indicates “Elohim.”  It would be a great plus if the newer translation used a similar system.  

14. It must be published and translated by highly acclaimed and reputable scholars and publishing groups that are not all of one denomination or religious organization.  

15. It must be close enough to the more popular literal English translations that if read in church, someone with another close translation can easily follow along without having to purchase a new Bible.  If a translation is remotely literal and accurate, then this will not be an issue, but I included it in this criteria just to make sure I checked as I searched.  

16. The layout of the text on the page should be helpful and “easy to like.”  By this, I mean how the verses fit on the page, and the choice for footnotes and font.  I also desired a Bible that presents it in the traditional “verse” format rather than paragraphs as many modern translations have chosen.   

Using the King James Version as a base reference, I began with five likely candidates:  the New King James Version, the New International Version, the English Standard Version, the New American Standard Bible Update, and the Holman Christian Standard Bible.  When I began, I assumed that the likely winner would be the NKJV, but I was quickly disappointed.  Not only did it not correct most of the Textus Receptus issues of the KJV, but also it failed to give alternate readings of texts.  Also, the NKJV’s English is a type that has never been spoken, sort of a false “modern day” King James-type wording and only seems natural to those who are very familiar with the KJV.    

The New International Version is an excellent “everyday” Bible but I felt that its somewhat idiomatic approach took too many liberties with the text to be my primary study and preaching Bible.  I also think that the Holman Christian Standard Bible would make a great everyday Bible, but I disliked its inconsistency of sometimes rendering “Christ” as “Messiah” when it felt like the audience was Jewish only.  I also had some problems with its rendering of some key passages of scripture which seemed to reflect its origin as a Southern Baptist commissioned translation.  The clinching point was the almost complete lack of readability in mixed company of certain Old Testament passages due to the word choice.     

These decisions brought the race for the perfect pulpit bible to a contest between the English Standard Version and the New American Standard Update.  I greatly like both of them for vastly different reasons.  The English Standard Version uses English that is every bit as majestic as the KJV without sacrificing readability.  It is now the Bible that I have sitting on my bedside table that I pick up first every morning.  I have preached from it as an alternative to reading a passage in the KJV many times.  

The New American Standard Update has extensive footnotes and its literalness is a plus to my way of thinking.  It is the Bible that now sits on my study desk at my office.  I could not help but notice the somewhat curious translations in a few key scriptures as noted in these lessons.  These inaccuracies, along with the very wooden English of the NASU, gave the ESV the edge.  

The following table indicates the results of my studies in concise form.  This is in everyway my personal opinion and is definitely biased as to what I was looking for in a Bible.  I was being extremely picky and finicky in these ratings, and lest the results be misinterpreted, let me say that all five of these translations are on the whole excellent translations that could easily be my primary English Bible and which might be better suited for someone else’s spiritual needs.  

	Scale is 1-5 with 5 being the best.
	New King James Version
	New International Version
	English Standard Version
	New American Standard Bible Update
	Holman Christian Standard Bible

	Literalness
	4
	2
	5
	5+
	3

	Accuracy
	4
	5
	5
	4
	3

	Gives Alt. readings
	2
	4
	5
	5+
	4

	Readability in

Mixed Company 
	5
	5
	4
	5
	2

	Key Phrases
	5
	5
	5
	5
	3

	Corrects KJV Inaccuracies
	1
	5
	5
	5
	5

	Holiness teaching
	4
	5
	4
	3
	4

	No gender changing
	5
	5
	5
	5
	5

	Readily available
	5
	5
	5
	5
	5

	Team of scholars
	5
	5
	5
	5
	3

	Text flows naturally
	3
	5+
	4
	1
	3

	Words added marked
	5
	2
	2
	5
	2

	Distinguishes Hebrew names for God
	5
	5
	5
	5
	5+

	Reputable scholars/publisher
	5
	5
	5
	5
	5

	Other literal translations able to “follow along”
	5
	4
	5
	5
	4

	Good textual layout
	5
	5
	5
	5
	5

	Overall Rank
	61
	72
	74
	73
	61


Random Thoughts:

Only in a few cases of where it is added in a footnote do the NIV and the ESV alert the reader to added words in the text, and without their low score in that area, they would have far surpassed the others.  Although the HCSB tied the NKJV in this list, I like the NKJV as a "preaching Bible" much better; the HCSB's renderings of some keywords make it seem somewhat awkward at familiar passages.  The NASU's lower rating in accuracy is for the curious translation choices mentioned in the last lesson of this series.  At first the NASU's wooden and stiff English didn't bother me, but the more I used it and read it – over a period of months – that began to change.  When I tried to memorize some scripture from the NASU and the ESV, I realized what a difference the text flowing naturally makes in remembering scripture.  The above rankings are after two years of spending time with the texts and using these versions in a casual way while preaching.  Of all the translations covered in this entire study, the ESV seems to me the better "preaching Bible" of the choices available as of 2006.       

