
What Bible translation should we use? 
 

For four centuries, the King James Version of the Bible has simply been the Bible. Countless English-
speaking believers have memorized, studied, preached and sung its unique rendition of the words of 
God. The impact of the KJV on the English language – even outside the church – cannot be overstated.  
 
Over those four hundred years, however, the English language has changed, and no one speaks or writes 
in the English of the 1600s. Powerful technology and textual discoveries have helped us develop an even 
stronger, more accurate textual basis on which to understand the Word of God. Careful study of how 
meaning is conveyed between languages has opened doors for more effective communication of those 
ancient text into living languages.  
 
As these changes occur, most have seen it as a wonderful, faith-building opportunity to study the Bible 
in their own language, from the best manuscripts, with the most accurate translation principles to make 
the meaning clear. Understandably, such change can also cause concern. Why should we change from 
the KJV? What about some of the differences between what the KJV reads and more recent versions?  
 
There are many excellent resources that address these questions and more in detail. Even after 
reviewing those resources, conservative individuals and organizations, long familiar with the KJV may 
still be wondering: Which translation should I use? This brief article offers one opinion on that “what-
now” question.  
 
Though not a Bible translator myself, I’ve worked in translation quite a bit, taken college classes on 
translation, and have studied issues in Bible translation for many years. I also have experience teaching 
Bible to non-native English speakers, and worked with children in many educational contexts.  
 

What translation should my organization or church use?  
If the people in your organization are comfortable without some of the familiar cadences of the KJV that 
many have grown up with, I give a whole-hearted recommendation for the Christian Standard Bible 
(CSB). It is clear, accurate, and written in the English used today. The translators are deeply committed 
to the doctrine of inerrancy. It’s what we use in our family, and what I preach and teach from whenever 
possible. I consider it well-suited for young people as well adults.  
 
When the CSB diverges from traditional renderings found in the KJV, I’ve always found their translation 
choices to be well-reasoned, reflecting sound judgment in textual issues, meaning in the original 
language, and cultural context. There are some minor quibbles I’ve had, but fewer than other 
translations I’ve used, and nothing that would be a serious concern. I especially appreciate the balance 
the CSB achieves between clarity of meaning and accuracy to the underlying text.  
 
The CSB is available in a wide variety of editions. While this is a good thing, I am sometimes frustrated by 
the hyper-personalized, occasionally gimmicky options available. Do not be turned off by the CSB 
translation just because it comes in “Firefighter’s”, “Women’s Study Bible”, and smartphone-enabled 
“Big Picture” editions. In fact, most Bible publishers – including editions in the KJV! – are guilty of such 
ephemeral marketing stunts. There are excellent, well-designed editions without the silly covers and 
extraneous specialization. And, some of the specialized editions are actually helpful.  
 



What about when the KJV is an important influence?  
It is also important that an organization is comfortable with the translation they recommend. Many 
people – due to tradition, personal familiarity, and sometimes, misinformation about the nature of 
translation and textual criticism – are reluctant to embrace a translation other than KJV. If this is a major 
concern, I would suggest the New King James version (NKJV). It is also fairly clear but cleaves more 
closely to the traditional language and textual resources of the KJV. In my experience, I’ve found the 
NKJV to be easier to understand than the English Standard Version (ESV), and somewhat more readily 
accepted by those with a strong allegiance to the KJV.  
 

Dynamic vs. Formal translations 
One note on kinds of translations: I favor a balance between “dynamic” and “formal” translation. 
“Dynamic” is a term we use to refer to a more meaning-based, thought-for-thought approach “formal” 
or form-based attempts to take a more literal approach. Often, the dynamic approach leads to a more 
accurate understanding of the message of the text, because the context of a word, cultural meaning, 
idiomatic usage (like quotes, sarcasm, figures of speech) and more are taken into consideration. A 
formal approach can lead to misunderstanding due to the more word-for-word approach which can 
neglect context and result in confusing, unnatural English. When the meaning is unclear – due to the 
more literal approach in a translation – the door is left wide open for anyone to insert their own 
meaning into the passage.  
 
On the other hand, a dynamic translation, in its clarity, will limit the scope of possible interpretation. 
Often this is a good thing, but it leaves more room for translators to interpret. Readers may not see that 
there is more than one possible primary meaning of a passage.  
 
This is one reason I like the CSB so much: they have struck a good balance between the two "extremes”, 
providing as much formal equivalence as possible while still maintaining good clear English and 
sensitivity to the broader meaning of each passage.  
 

What about other translations? 
A good translation should be one that – in our day-by-day reading of the Word – we can trust without 
constantly questioning the decisions made by the translators. I believe that it is ideal to use one primary 
translation for study, reading, and ministry. There are several reasons for this:  
 

- It provides familiarity with the text, which is helpful in teaching.  
- It promotes memorization.  
- It keeps a person from picking and choosing their favorite rendering of a passage. 
- By not having to make the choice about a translation each time, the reader is forced to engage 

immediately with the meaning of the Bible itself, rather than getting distracted by surface-level 
differences.  

 
With that said, I also feel that a student of God’s Word should regularly consult other versions. Because 
the Bible is coming to us across 2000 years, through ancient languages and cultures, and in the medium 
of parchment and papyrus fragments, a variety of translations should be compared when studying more 
deeply.  
 
Along with greater understanding of the intricacies of the original text, reading from a different 
translation can sometimes help with the invariable fatigue of familiarity that can arise. Switching to a 



different version for a month can help you reengage with familiar passages and heighten curiosity about 
the text, driving you to deeper study and more enthusiastic reading.  
 
With this in mind, here are other translations I use regularly:  

• ESV – this is a beautiful translation that explicitly seeks to stand in the literary tradition of the 
KJV. Its elevated language sounds “biblical”, more so than the CSB or NASB. This is a strength in 
poetry – like Psalms and prophets – but can hinder understanding in other genres, like letters 
and history. I ultimately have found its artificially elevated language to be more of a hindrance 
to understanding than a help. But I don’t hesitate to recommend it to those who love the KJV. 
Other strengths of the ESV it its broad acceptance among conservative Christians in recent years 
and the excellent variety of editions ESV’s publisher – Crossway – produces.  

• NASB – a more literal and useful translation. It doesn’t read as easily as the CSB, but it is 
excellent for comparison when doing an in-depth study of a passage.  

• KJV – I preached from this yesterday, as I was in a conservative Beachy congregation. I would 
encourage churches, ministries, and families to utilize the KJV for some special passages – the 
Lord’s prayer, John 3:16, Psalm 23 – since it has such a rich, deep heritage in Western 
Christianity.  

• NET Bible – this is a more dynamic translation, with a wealth of footnotes to help the reader 
understand why something was translated the way it was. Its approach favors much more 
dynamic equivalence, so I don’t prefer it for regular use, but its footnotes are invaluable for in-
depth study.  

• NLT – this is more of a paraphrase than a straight translation. I do not recommend it as a 
primary Bible, but it can be helpful in hearing Scripture in a fresh way, and in working with 
children. The CSB translation is more accurate, and I feel that it is clear enough to be used for 
children, but if they struggle to understand, the NLT can be useful.  

 
Other translations can be useful as well, but I don’t use them regularly. The Amplified Bible tends to 
maximize ambiguity, inserting into the text where it doesn’t belong. The NIV, while a far better 
translation than many conservative Christians give it credit, it rather freighted with distracting political 
baggage that makes it less useful for me. The Message is an interesting and sometimes amusing but 
irreverent paraphrase that is already somewhat out-of-date, thanks to excessive use of transient slang 
and figures of speech. Highly simplified versions (CEV, GNB, NCV) may have a place for low-literacy 
readers, but I feel that are best seen as stepping stones to a more robust and accurate translation. 
Finally, there is a bevy of revisions of the KJV, including the MEV, MKJV, KJ21, and the Jubilee Bible. 
Though each one has unique characteristics, I haven’t found them to be a compelling alternative to the 
NKJV. It seems to me that many of these stem from a desire to cater to KJV-only camps while avoiding 
the criticism that the language of the KJV is too difficult to understand.  
 
If I had to choose three translations to take with me on a desert island, I would take the CSB, my primary 
translation, for reasons mentioned above; the KJV, for its rich literary tradition and heart connection its 
words have to so many of us; the NET, because its footnotes function like a robust textual commentary.  
 

What about the differences between translations? 
For those raised on only one Bible translation and unfamiliar with how we got the Bible, it can be 
disconcerting to realize that there are some significant differences between the KJV and more recent 
Bible translations. Despite the initial discomfort, I strongly encourage everyone to study the history 
behind these differences. You will come away with greater confidence in God’s Word, more robust 



defenses against the Bible’s skeptics, and an appreciation for how he has faithfully preserved his words 
to us. Perhaps just as importantly, it will free you to embrace accurate and understandable translations 
written in your heart language: 21st century English.  
 
It is beyond the scope of this brief note to get into the history of textual transmission, changes in the 
English language over 400 years, and the underlying principles of faithful translation. However, I highly 
recommend the following three books: 
 

- Authorized: The Use and Misuse of the King James Bible, by Mark Ward. This easy-to-read book 
takes time to explore the value of the KJV, while also detailing why Christians should use 
vernacular translations. He writes with enthusiasm and sincerity, in a non-inflammatory tone. 
Note that this work does not address the question of the underlying texts – what is actually 
being translated – and instead focuses on changes in English over 400 years and the implications 
for Bible translations.  

- The King James Only Controversy, by James White. A comprehensive look at both the textual 
and translation issues underlying Bible versions. White doesn’t shrink from calling a spade a 
spade, and he takes a hard and critical – though not unfair – look at the KJV-only movement. An 
essential resource for understanding these issues.  

- The Story Behind the Versions, by Rodney Yoder. While not as comprehensive as White’s book, 
Rodney Yoder provides an accessible yet thorough overview of the history of the English Bible, 
issues in translation, and questions conservative churches may have in considering which to use. 
Of special value for is that this book is written by a Mennonite and published by Christian Light 
Publications, a conservative Mennonite organization.  

 
Be careful about the many KJV-only books and websites out there. While I appreciate their desire to see 
the Word of God preserved, most seriously err in their presentation of the issues. Some can only be 
seen as dishonest, deceiving believers and defaming Godly men and women.  
 
Despite the confusion caused by some teaching, the ongoing work of Bible translators and faithful 
scholars of manuscripts should deepen our confidence in the Word of God. The words of the Bible are 
not arbitrarily set in place by a king or any one church. Instead, it is grounded in historical reality. As we 
learn more about that history, and about the precious documents that comprise the Bible, the words of 
the Bible will become further refined. We must embrace this process, rejoicing over the discovery of 
new manuscripts as validation of our faith.  
 
Not all new translations are created equal, and the King James Version will always be part of our 
heritage. But the testimony of Scripture itself, along with the need of a world hungry for truth, compels 
us to accept translations written in the language we speak today, with the best manuscript support we 
have. Let’s rejoice in the resources we have today.  
 

https://www.christianbook.com/authorized-misuse-the-king-james-bible/mark-ward/9781683590552/pd/590552?event=ESRCG
https://www.christianbook.com/king-james-only-controversy-revised-edition/james-white/9780764206054/pd/206054?product_redirect=1&Ntt=206054&item_code=&Ntk=keywords&event=ESRCP
https://www.clp.org/products/the_story_behind_the_versions_2916

