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Dr. Rodney J. Decker, Professor of New Testament and 
Greek at Baptist Bible Seminary in Clarks Summit, Penn-
sylvania, has completed an extensive, independent evalu-
ation of the updated New International Version (which he 
refers to here as NIV11). The complete review can be found 
on the website of The Gospel Coalition in the November 2011 
edition of their publication Themelios (http://thegospelco-
alition.org/themelios/article/an_evaluation_of_the_2011_
edition_of_the_new_international_version). The conclusion 
of the evaluation is reprinted here with the permission of Dr. 
Decker and Themelios.
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An Evaluation of the 2011 Edition  
of the New International Version

Is the NIV11 a viable, usable translation in conserva-
tive churches? In order to decide that, we should first 
ask on what bases such a question should be evaluated.

1. Criteria
Fee and Strauss propose four criteria for evaluating 

a translation: accuracy, clarity, naturalness, and appro-
priateness.1 Although proposed in a book written by 
two members of the CBT, it appears to me that these 
are appropriate criteria for any translation, not just 
the NIV. Some translation teams would respond dif-
ferently as to the importance of each or might under-
stand the criteria differently, but the issues would 
nevertheless remain. What is not included is any direct 
evaluation of the formal/ functional spectrum. That, I 
think, is deliberate since we are seeking to evaluate the 
results, not the means by which they were achieved. If 
we were to apply these four criteria to the NIV11, what 
would be the result?

1 Fee and Strauss, How to Choose a Translation for All It’s Worth: A Guide 
to Understanding and Using Bible Versions (Zondervan, 2007), 36–41.
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1.1. Accuracy
First, is the NIV11 accurate? If accuracy is defined 

as communicating God’s revelation in such a way that 
we understand what God intended us to understand,2 
then I would rate the NIV11 (as the NIV84 in its time) 
high in terms of accuracy. The NIV does not attempt to 
reproduce the donor text primarily in a word-for-word 
fashion, but were it to do so, the result would usually 
be less accurate since the donor and receptor languages 
express meaning so differently. The meaning, however, 
is communicated accurately. That is the goal of transla-
tion: accurately communicating the intended meaning 
of the donor text.

In the area of gender language, the efforts of the 
NIV11 to accurately represent generic/inclusive refer-
ence in the donor language with suitable equivalents in 
the receptor language accurately conveys the intended 
reference in contemporary English. Though not every 

2 Fee and Strauss phrase it this way: “By accurate we mean that a 
translation reflects the meaning of the original text as closely as possible. It 
should transport modern readers back to the world of the Bible, enabling 
them to hear the message as the original readers heard it.

“Although accuracy relates primarily to properly transferring the lin-
guistic meaning of the forms of the biblical languages, it also relates to bibli-
cal history and culture. Every book in the Bible was written at a particular 
place and time, and a translation should seek to reproduce the foreignness 
of the text. . . . Accuracy also relates to genre or literary form. . . . Repro-
ducing the style of the original is also part of accuracy” (ibid., 36–37). The 
“foreignness of the text” relates to the items specified—the cultural and 
chronological distanciation of the text’s setting and message—not to the 
language used in the receptor language to communicate this information.
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choice will meet the approval of the critics, the CBT’s 
choices in this regard are defensible and express the 
Word of God accurately in English.

1.2. Clarity
Second, is the NIV11 clear? For God’s revelation 

to function in a revelatory manner, it must be under-
standable in the receptor language. Using unclear lan-
guage compromises the revelatory goal of Scripture. 
The text as originally written was clear to its original 
readers. That does not mean that all parts were equally 
easy to understand, but the obstacles to comprehen-
sion were not in the language used but in the profun-
dity of the concepts involved. Even though Paul claims 
that everything he wrote to the Corinthians could be 
read and understood (2 Cor 1:13), Peter admits that 
some of the things Paul wrote were hard to understand 
(2 Pet 3:15–16). This should be the case with a transla-
tion also. It should represent the meaning accurately in 
clear language so that the reader does not stumble due 
to obscurities of lexicon or syntax.

By taking a mediating position between formal 
and functional equivalence (though tending, I think, 
closer to the formal end of the spectrum), the NIV has 
been able to produce a text that is clearer than many 
translations, especially those weighted more heavily 
with formal equivalence. “Formal equivalent versions 
have a tendency to alter the forms of the original until 
they are just comprehensible. Unfortunately, what is 
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 comprehensible to a translator may be obscure, awk-
ward, or even meaningless to the average reader.”3 
People who have sufficient training in the biblical 
languages may tend to judge clarity more generously 
than the “average reader,” who does not understand 
the range of options available for many of the formal 
elements in Hebrew and Greek. If we are serious about 
making the Word of God a vital tool in the lives of 
English-speaking Christians, then we must aim for a 
translation that communicates clearly in the language 
of the average English-speaking person. It is here that 
the NIV excels.

1.3. Naturalness
Third, is the language of the NIV11 natural? The 

questions of clarity and naturalness are related. Clar-
ity asks if a text can be easily understood. Naturalness 
asks if the translation communicates in the receptor 
language using expressions that a receptor-language 
speaker would use. We may well understand English 
statements that we would never think of using in our 
own speech and writing. As one example, Acts 11:22, 
Ἠκούσθη δὲ ὁ λόγος εἰς τὰ ὦτα τῆς ἐκκλησίας τῆς οὔσης ἐν 
Ἰερουσαλήμ, might be translated as “The report of this 
came to the ears of the church in Jerusalem” (ESV) or 
“News of this reached the ears of the church at Jerusa-
lem” (NIV84). Neither of these translations are formal 

3 Fee and Strauss, How To Choose a Translation, 39.
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equivalents,4 but neither do they use natural English 
idiom. We do not speak of information “reaching the 
ears.” Instead we would say, “News of this reached the 
church in Jerusalem” (NIV11). Despite not reproduc-
ing the idiom involving the ears, the NIV11 accurately 
reproduces the meaning and does so in much more 
natural English. It is the little changes like this that 
make the NIV11 sound much more natural than many 
other translations.

1.4. Appropriateness
Fourth, is the result appropriate for the intended 

audience? This criterion may be more subjective 
than the first three since there are many variables. It 
acknowledges that there is not one translation that is 
best for every purpose. Though a church may adopt 
one translation as a standard for their “in house” min-
istries (e.g., Sunday School, worship services, etc.), they 
might well consider a different translation if they were 
reaching out to a group of immigrants whose English 
skills were very limited. Likewise, if an established 
church with a large population of seniors (e.g., some 
churches in Florida, though this may often be true in 

4 A formal equivalent of this clause in Acts 11:22 would read, “But 
the word was heard in the ears of the church that was in Jerusalem.” Even 
this is not “strictly” formal since the word order has been revised to match 
English. A “word-for-word” translation would read, “it was heard but the 
word into the ears of the church of the one that was in Jerusalem”—neither 
clear nor natural.
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the north as well, though for different reasons) decided 
to change from their traditional KJV to a modern trans-
lation, they would likely make a different choice than 
a new church plant reaching young adults in a univer-
sity town or families in an inner city. What is appropri-
ate for one may not be as suitable for another.

In light of factors such as these, I cannot give a sim-
ple answer to Fee and Strauss’s fourth criterion. Based 
on many years of using the NIV84 and my initial expo-
sure to the NIV11, I would suggest that the NIV11 is 
still one of the more versatile choices. It not only com-
municates the meaning of God’s revelation accurately, 
but does so in English that is easily understood by a 
wide range of English speakers. It is as well-suited for 
expository preaching as it is for public reading and 
use in Bible classes and children’s ministries. It may 
not be as well-suited for use in some very traditional 
churches in socially conservative parts of the country. 
Though its use could potentially increase compre-
hension in such settings, the cost in terms of rejection 
based on it “not sounding like the Bible” might out-
weigh the potential gains. Some churches also delib-
erately prioritize an “old sound” in the public reading 
of Scripture to invoke the weight of tradition. In such 
cases the NIV11 will not have the same effect. Nor is it 
as useful for discerning the formal structure of the bib-
lical text. This is not of concern to many Christians, but 
some who consider themselves “serious students” like 
the biblisch cadences of more formal translations. Yet 
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even here students should make use of multiple trans-
lations that reflect various emphases: both the formal 
ones for structure (to the extent that can be gleaned 
from an English translation), the functional ones to jar 
the mind long accustomed to traditional phrasing, and 
also those mediating translations like the NIV (and 
NET, HCSB, etc.) that attempt to balance both con-
cerns. A case could be made that a translation like the 
NIV11 is one of the better choices as an all-around tool 
for ministry, supplemented for serious Bible study by a 
translation that flanks the NIV on either side.

2. Reactions
Just as the KJV in 1611, any new translation faces 

certain challenges. The NIV11 is no exception to such 
attacks. The charge has been led by the CBMW. The 
potential issues in this regard have already been 
mentioned at several points in the paper. CBMW is 
essentially a very vocal single-issue5 group that has 
determined that one of the primary ways to champion 
their position is to advocate a single approach to trans-
lation: formal equivalence with explicit objection to 
“gender-neutral” translation.6 There is also potential 

5 Their single issue is defending a complementarian view of men and 
women and opposing egalitarianism. I personally hold a complementarian 
position, so my objection is not to the position itself but to some of the ways 
in which CBMW has attempted to advance that cause.

6 See the Mission and Vision Statement on the CBMW website at 
http://www.cbmw.org/Our-Mission-and-Vision, s.v. “What’s at Stake, #5.”
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for conflict of interest at this point since some of the 
key players in CBMW are also responsible for a com-
peting translation, the ESV.7 The tone of their official 
review of the NIV11 is unhelpful, and the methodol-
ogy employed is designed more for rhetorical effect 
than it is for a substantive engagement in the issues.8

Other opposition has come from the Southern 
Baptist Convention, which passed a resolution oppos-
ing the NIV11 at their annual convention in June 2011. 
This was not a recommendation from the resolutions 
committee, but a motion from a pastor on the floor. 
The heart of the 2011 resolution the claims, “this 
translation alters the meaning of hundreds of verses, 
most significantly by erasing gender-specific details 
which appear in the original language.” It also refer-
ences a 1997 resolution on translation that condemns 
“gender inclusive translation.” Unfortunately, nei-
ther “gender-neutral” (in the title of the 2011 resolu-
tion) nor “gender inclusive” in the 1997 resolution are 

7 Wayne Grudem is a member of the Board of Directors of CBMW 
and also a member of the Translation Oversight Committee for the ESV and 
General Editor for the ESV Study Bible. 

8 The methodology essentially collates a large quantity of data pre-
sented in summary form. This gives the uninformed reader the impression 
of thousands and thousands of errors. In reality there are a few basic issues 
in regard to how gender-related language should be translated. These get 
too little attention in the review. Previously published reviews of the NIVI 
and TNIV have employed the same basic method. One sometimes sees a 
parallel in the manner in which “KJV-only” advocates defend their prefer-
ence against all comers.
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defined. Definition is the heart of any such statement 
(though rarely included in formal resolutions). By the 
definitions used by the CBT, both the HCSB and the 
ESV use “gender inclusive” language. It appears that 
the resolution assumes a very broad definition of the 
term and applies it to a translation that itself uses a 
very narrow definition. As explained above, the only 
changes in the NIV11 that may be termed “gender 
inclusive” are those that the translators understood 
to be inclusive of both men and women in the origi-
nal text. That is hardly objectionable. It is unfortunate 
that the SBC has not issued a more accurate statement, 
but given the size and influence of that denomina-
tion, it will have wide impact. Had the motion come 
from the resolutions committee, or better, a commit-
tee appointed to spend a year studying the issue, it 
is possible that it might have been considered more 
carefully. Matters of this significance and the magni-
tude of the influence of the largest Protestant denomi-
nation would suggest that the matter deserves greater 
care and time than a short floor discussion allows. 
The CBT has issued a formal response to the SBC’s 
resolution objecting strongly to the claims made in 
the resolution.9

An exemplary approach to considering the NIV11 
may be seen in the deliberations of the Wisconsin 

9 See the links to relevant materials in the full article on the Themelios 
website.
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Evangelical Lutheran Synod (WELS).10 Although 
they have not made a final decision yet, their prepa-
ration and consideration of the issue is a model from 
which other groups could learn much. After detailing 
their extensive study and deliberations, the recom-
mendation of the Translation Evaluation Committee 
to the WELS synodical convention this past summer 
concludes,

As we have considered all these matters, the 
committee has become firmer in its consensus 
regarding the new NIV. We believe it could be 
used as a translation for our synod’s publica-
tions. Before going any further, we ask all to 
understand what we are saying and what we are 
not saying in advancing such a thesis. We are not 
suggesting that this is the only way to go. Nor 
are we saying that there aren’t other good trans-
lations out there. We are certainly not suggesting 
that the new NIV become the “official version” of 
WELS. In fact WELS has never adopted an offi-
cial version. Congregations and individuals are 
free to adopt and use such versions as most suit 
their needs. 

But we do wish to advance the proposition 
that the new NIV could serve us adequately as a 

10 A variety of reports and related documents are posted on the 
WELS website: http://www.wels.net/news-events/forward-in-christ/
bible-revision-new-international-version-2010. See especially the Supple-
mentary Report as well as the Q&A document. There are also reviews of 
the ESV, HCSB, and AAT.
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translation for our synodical publications. At the 
same time we are far from certain that those feel-
ings are shared by a majority of WELS members. 
That is why we also believe that the thesis needs 
to be tested by further discussions held among 
a wider audience until we reach a more general 
agreement. Before we make some suggestions 
for broadening the conversation, permit us to list 
the main reasons why we believe the new NIV, 
despite its flaws, is still workable:

1. As noted above, while there are some nota-
ble weaknesses, there are also even more nota-
ble improvements. Does the good outweigh the 
bad? We do not advocate reading the chart above 
simplistically by saying, “The fact that improve-
ments are in the majority ends all debate.” Yet we 
can suggest that its many improvements should 
be considered as one factor tipping the scales in 
the new NIV’s favor. We believe it is a faithful 
and accurate translation, for the most part, and 
that it is the best of all the versions for public 
reading in our churches.

2. We believe that no other current translation 
would be a significant improvement over the 
NIV, one that addresses all the NIV’s weaknesses 
without adding its own new ones to the mix. No 
matter what version a person proposes, it will 
have both its weaknesses and its strengths. There 
is no perfect translation of the Bible. Above we 
have noted some of those strengths and weak-
nesses among the likeliest runners up. The same 
could be done for any other version that a per-
son would nominate for consideration. When we 
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apply the evaluative criteria we have set forth 
above, we believe that the NIV emerges as the 
best option.

3. Our synod is used to the NIV. To continue 
using it in its revised form would provide the 
greatest continuity and cause the fewest disrup-
tions among us. Many of us can remember, for 
example, what it was like to memorize our cat-
echism verses as children in the KJV and then 
teach them as pastors to our catechism classes in 
the NIV. We learned how easy it was to get con-
fused and mix the two up. That would not hap-
pen if we adopted the new NIV. In fact we are of 
the opinion that if a church began using the new 
NIV in public reading tomorrow, most congrega-
tion members wouldn’t even notice the change.11

The decision at the 2011 convention was to con-
tinue their study for another two years with a pro-
cess in place to involve a wider range of people and 
churches as they move forward toward making a final 
decision. The Translation Evaluation Committee will 
prepare additional study materials for use in the syn-
odical districts that will make their recommendations 
in 2012. If there is not a two thirds majority consensus 
of the districts at that time, a decision will be made at 
the synodical convention in July 2013. This is a care-
ful, studied, and commendable process. It is not suf-
ficiently flamboyant to make headline news, but it 

11 “WELS Report,” 11–12.
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bodes well for the long-term health and ministry of the 
Wisconsin Evangelical Lutheran Synod.

As summarized above, there have been both posi-
tive and negative reactions to the NIV11.12 Whatever 
one decides, they will have plenty of company.13

3. Recommendations
Making a specific recommendation regarding any 

Bible translation is always a hazardous enterprise. 
There is no one translation that is best in every situa-
tion. Any counsel that I suggest here must be weighed 
carefully against specific needs and settings, but hope-
fully this article and my concluding comments can 
suggest the relevant factors.

My judgment is that the NIV11 is a usable transla-
tion in many situations. It continues the NIV tradition 

12 At the time of this writing I am not aware of any other major, 
published responses or official position statements regarding the NIV11. 
The blogosphere has been “relatively” quiet. Even World magazine has 
remained calm on this release; the editor, Marvin Olasky, printed a brief, 
mild review that says he is “not a fan,” but that there are “some improve-
ments” (“Another New NIV?” January 1, 2011, online at http://www.
worldmag.com/articles/17442). Daniel Wallace has posted a four-part 
review at Parchment and Pen: http://www.reclaimingthemind.org/
blog/2011/07/a-review-of-the-new-international-version-2011-part-4-of-4, 
concluding, “it is a well-thought out translation, with checks and balances 
through rigorous testing, overlapping committees to ensure consistency 
and accuracy. . . . the scholarship that produced this version is excellent.” 
He describes the translation as a “gem” that “for readability . . . has no 
peers.”

13 And yes, I deliberately use a “singular they” in this sentence!
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largely unchanged, though improved in many small 
ways across the breadth of the canon. It is not perfect. 
No translation is. (Have I mentioned that before?!) It 
has a few warts. All translations do. Overall, however, 
it improves an otherwise fine translation.

The major sticking point for some will be the use of 
inclusive language, yet all recent translations (includ-
ing the ESV) do exactly this. The difference is the 
extent of such expressions. So long as one realizes that 
the purpose of such language is to accurately reflect 
inclusive language in the original texts of Scripture, it 
is hard to fathom objections. Since contemporary Eng-
lish has changed in this regard, it is only reasonable 
that translations that operate on a principle of ongoing 
revision (as does the NIV14) reflect current usage when 
they are revised.

Are the gender-related revisions perfect? No. Would 
I choose to word some of them slightly differently? Of 
course, and so would you. That, however, is not the 
issue since it would be true of any of us if we were revis-
ing any translation, and not just in matters related to 
gender. One must look at the broader picture: the trans-
lation as a whole. Does the NIV11 have sufficient com-
mendable qualities and minimal detracting warts to 
make it usable? I conclude that it meets those criteria.

14 The NIV Charter explicitly says, “The Committee shall for a rea-
sonable time provide for a periodic review and revision of the projected 
translation with a view to improving its renderings, embodying the fruits 
of future biblical scholarship, and keeping its idiom current” (Art. 7, §4).
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I think that many churches would find it helpful in 
ministry. It is of sufficient quality and accuracy to serve 
as the primary Bible in the local church, just as was the 
NIV84. Of course, those churches that have balked at 
using the NIV84 will not likely find the NIV11 of inter-
est either. There could be many reasons for that, some 
legitimate, others not. For those churches still using the 
KJV, a change to the NIV11 is a broader leap than to a 
revision of a more recent version in the same KJV lineage 
(e.g., the ESV).15 That broader leap, however stretching 
it might be, has the potential to provide greater gains 
since the result is clear, normal, accurate English rather 
than less clear, somewhat archaic English. Whether a 
pastor is willing to lead his people through such a tran-
sition will depend on the particular local church setting 
and atmosphere. It may not be a wise choice at a partic-
ular time, especially early in a pastor’s ministry when 
the necessary trust has not yet been established and the 
essential teaching foundation has not yet been laid.

Regardless of the setting, it behooves a pastor to 
spend time teaching his people regarding the issues 
involved in translation, including the issue of gen-
der language.16 Ordinary Christians who have no 

15 The ESV revised the RSV, which revised the RV/ASV, which 
revised the 1769 KJV, which revised the 6th revision of the 1611 KJV (which 
revised the Bishop’s Bible, which revised . . .).

16 The most helpful book on the subject that I have read is Fee and 
Strauss’s How to Choose a Translation for All It’s Worth (Zondervan, 2007). I 
recommend it highly.
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 knowledge of the biblical languages17 need to learn the 
limits of what a translation can and cannot do. They 
also need to learn how to use multiple, complemen-
tary translations in their study. Without such teaching 
from their pastor, any transition to a new translation 
will find rocky going. Even churches that are presently 
using the NIV84 need an introduction to the questions 
raised by the NIV11. If these are considered carefully 
and alternate positions described fairly, Christians 
can understand and profit from any of the new trans-
lations that use some form of inclusive language. If a 
pastor demonizes opposing positions and treats either 
the ESV or the NIV84 or the NIV11 as evil, then he 
may sway his congregation to his point of view, but 
he will also do them a severe disservice—as well as 
accrue more serious judgment to himself (Jas 3:1). Pas-
tors who cannot work with the biblical languages are 
at a disadvantage in dealing with these questions, but 
they can and should draw on fellow pastors or trusted 
scholars to help them work through these issues.

We ought to rejoice in the wealth of reliable English 
translations that are available to God’s people today. 
The NIV11 is a welcome addition to that list.

17 Strong’s numbers don’t count!
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