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T
he English Standard Version (ESV) 

fi rst appeared in 2001 and since 

then has been revised a number 

of times (2007, 2011 and 2016). The 

ESV is intended to appeal to the more 

conservative Christian, being portrayed 

as standing in ‘the classic mainstream 

of English Bible translations’,1 beginning 

with the Tyndale New Testament and 

the Authorised (King James) Version and 

from there to the Revised Version and 

the Revised Standard Version. The ESV 

professes to adhere to the principle of 

formal equivalence in translation and to 

reject the contrary principle of dynamic 

equivalence.2 This supposed return to the 

historic principle of formal equivalence 

and the consequent attempt to mirror 

‘the majesty of the style’3 of the original 

Hebrew and Greek in English translations 

is an important and welcome change. 

Where translators have a high regard for 

the original Biblical languages by which 

the Holy Spirit conveys divine truth they 

no longer attempt to work out what the 

inspired writer ‘meant’ to say, or attempt 

to conform what he has in fact written to 

the prejudices of a contemporary society, 

but they simply render the original as it 

stands.

But while the ESV professes to stand 

in ‘the classic mainstream of English 

Bible translations’, it actually departs 

from that mainstream in two signifi cant 

ways. Firstly it departs by abandoning 

the traditional and time honoured Greek 

Received Text in favour of a more recent-

ly devised and corrupt Critical Text, and 

secondly it departs from the principle 

of formal equivalence and conforms to 

the prejudices of at least some sections 

of modern society by adopting gender 

neutral4 language.

Does the 

English Standard Version 
Stand in the Classic Mainstream 

of English Bible Translations?

by L. Brigden, Senior Editorial Consultant (Linguistics)
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Does the English Standard Version Stand …

The First Departure: 

Textual Basis

While the ESV claims to build upon the 

Tyndale and Authorised (King James) 

Version tradition, it is in fact based 

upon the Revised Standard Version, 

itself a revision of the Revised Version, 

and neither the Revised Version nor the 

Revised Standard Version can be reason-

ably considered a continuation of the 

Tyndale-AV tradition, but represent on 

the contrary a dramatic break from that 

tradition.5 This fact was clearly recog-

nised by some scholars at the time of the 

Revised Version,6 and since that time has 

been acknowledged by numerous oth-

ers.7 But this dramatic break in the classic 

mainstream of English Bible translations 

is quietly passed over by the publishers 

of the ESV.

Those acquainted with the history 

of the Revised Version are aware that 

 Westcott and Hort, two infl uential 

scholars on the committee convened by 

the Anglican Church to undertake the 

revision of the Authorised (King James) 

Version, acted quite contrary to their in-

structions which charged them to make 

no change in the textual basis of the 

revision except where absolutely neces-

sary.8 On the contrary, they quite boldly 

changed it, supplanting the Received 

Text with their own Critical Text.

Remarkably the Anglican Church, 

instead of protesting the unprincipled 

actions of these two men, mildly acqui-

esced in their boldness and accepted 

the work of revision.9 Subsequently and 

sadly, most other churches have also 

acquiesced and silently passed over the 

weighty and still unanswered objections 

raised against Westcott and Hort’s work. 

Thus, ‘truth is fallen in the street’ (Isaiah 

59.14) and an unsubstantiated textual 

theory seems to have swept all before it, 

displacing the time honoured Received 

Text of the church with a newly devised, 

and never before generally received, 

Critical Text. And thus to this day the 

Critical Text still holds sway, even though 

the premises upon which Westcott and 

Hort’s theory relied have long since been 

found to be unsubstantiated.

Yet none of these things should ever 

have come about, the church being ‘the 

pillar and ground of the truth’ (1 Timothy 

3.15). The claims of truth should be of 

pre-eminent concern to the church and 

there should never be a silent acqui-

escing, but rather a careful examining 

and a questioning, consistent with the 

Apostle’s injunction to ‘prove all things’ 

(1 Thessalonians 5.21).

There are fi ve fundamental premises 

upon which Westcott and Hort’s textual 

theory of the New Testament stand:

1. that the transmission of the 

New Testament Greek text must be 

understood in no diff erent way from that 

of the transmission of any other ancient 

text. Of course, behind this premise is the 

assumption that there are no errors in 

the New Testament text that have been 
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introduced by deliberate tampering of 

the text for doctrinal reasons.

2. that the extant manuscripts of 

the New Testament may be classifi ed 

according to text types: Alexandrian, 

Caesarean, Western and Byzantine.

3. that the Received Text is simply the 

product of confl ation10 of other ‘text 

types’, and hence, being of later date 

than those other text types, must be a 

corrupt text, so that we ought to return 

to an earlier and purer text type. This 

earlier and purer text type they alleged 

to be found in Vaticanus and Sinaiticus.

4. that from the extant texts we may 

construct genealogical trees so as to 

trace their transmission back to the 

original.

5. that somewhere in the third 

or fourth century AD there was an 

authoritative revision of the Greek text 

which produced the Received Text and 

accounts for the dominance of that text 

thereafter throughout church history.

The fi rst premise, which is also 

the chief pillar of the whole edi-

fi ce,11 is plainly contrary to what the 

Scriptures themselves declare con-

cerning themselves. Historic reformed 

confessions, such as the Westminster 

Confession of Faith,12 summarise the 

teaching of Scripture13 regarding the 

transmission of the text in the follow-

ing statement:

The Old Testament in Hebrew … 

and the New Testament in Greek 

… being immediately inspired by 

God, and by his singular care and 

providence kept pure in all ages, 

are therefore authentical; so as in all 

controversies of religion, the Church 

is fi nally to appeal unto them. (1.8)

Thus, according to historic reformed 

Confessions the Scriptures teach that 

their transmission and preservation is 

unlike that of any other work of ancient 

literature, for the Scriptures are in a spe-

cial category, being under God’s own ‘sin-

gular care and providence’. By contrast 

there is no such promise with regard to 

any other work of ancient literature.

Thus Westcott and Hort set their work 

upon a main premise that was contrary 

to the plain teaching of Scripture. What 

success can they hope to have and what 

confi dence can any Christian place in 

their work? From the outset, Westcott 

and Hort set themselves in clear opposi-

tion to a doctrine of the Word of God.

Moreover, the assumption behind this 

fi rst premise betrays a blindness as to 

the spiritual nature of the contents of 

divine revelation, as well as an ignorance 

of the testimony of the Church Fathers 

who plainly assert the very opposite, that 

is, that the text was tampered with by 

heretics.14

The second premise, that the extant 

texts may be categorised according to 
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the text types—Alexandrian, Caesarean, 

Western and Byzantine—has never been 

confi rmed. This is because, upon careful 

study, all extant texts appear to be of 

mixed type. While the categorisation of 

texts might have seemed an appealing 

concept in theory,15 it has proved to be 

all but useless in practice for the simple 

reason that it does not match reality.16

The third premise of their work is 

that the Received Text is the result of 

a confl ation of other text types. But 

this was never conclusively proved by 

Westcott and Hort themselves,17 nor has 

it ever been proved since their time. In 

fact, more recent discoveries of early 

papyri have revealed the inconvenient 

fact that the papyri, though very old, 

yet contain Received Text readings.18

Moreover, Vaticanus and Sinaiticus 

are known to diff er from each other in 

more than three thousand places in the 

Gospels alone,19 so how is it reasonable 

to suppose that they represent an older 

and purer text, their testimony being so 

discordant?

The fourth premise of Westcott and 

Hort’s work is that we may construct ge-

nealogical trees so as to understand how 

the manuscripts are related to one an-

other and hence trace their lineage back 

to the originals. Though Westcott and 

Hort claimed that this was possible, they 

never actually demonstrated it in any 

particular case. Attempts to do so since 

that time have also generally proved un-

successful.20

The fi fth premise, that is, the supposed 

authoritative revision of the text in the 

third or fourth centuries to produce the 

Received Text, is entirely bereft of his-

torical evidence. It was clearly nothing 

more than speculation on Westcott and 

Hort’s part at the time; they had no solid 

grounds to support it, nor have any been 

discovered since that time.

Thus the main premises of Westcott 

and Hort’s theory have never been 

proved, nor have the criticisms raised 

against the theory ever been satisfacto-

rily answered. Yet the Greek textual basis 

of virtually all modern translations of the 

Bible, including the ESV, is essentially the 

text of Westcott and Hort.21 Thus the ESV 

stands upon an unsound foundation, 

and certainly not upon the same founda-

tion as the Tyndale and AV.

So how can the publishers of the ESV 

portray the ESV as standing in ‘the classic 

mainstream of English Bible translations’, 

when the ESV is built upon the same 

foundation as the Revised Version and 

the Revised Standard Version, versions 

that represent a signifi cant departure 

from the textual basis of the Tyndale and 

AV? The publishers are apparently either 

ignorant of the facts of the case, or else 

discount the signifi cance of those facts 

and trust the general Christian reader to 

do the same.

It may be wondered how a textual 

theory which has long since been found 

wanting should nevertheless remain 
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the basis of all succeeding translations. 

If the reasons for discarding the Textus 

Receptus have been found to be invalid, 

why does the church not do the logical 

and reasonable thing and return to that 

from which she departed, that is, the 

Textus Receptus? One must suppose the 

reason to be that the Textus Receptus 

excites more or less the same antipathy 

in some modern scholars as it did in 

Westcott and Hort.22 So, although the 

passage of time has made it all the more 

evident that Westcott and Hort’s textual 

theory is untenable, some neverthe-

less cling to it, apparently because the 

alternative of going back to the Textus 

Receptus is unthinkable.

And how do we account for the fact 

that a text may excite antipathy in 

scholars? Is not the work of the scholar 

supposed to be as dispassionate and 

objective as that of any scientist? Surely 

the antipathy is indicative of a spiritual 

warfare. If the light of divine revelation 

shines too clearly in the Received Text, it 

may be expected to excite an antipathy 

in men who ‘loved darkness rather than 

light’ (John 3.19), and thus will they in-

cline more toward the Critical Text.23

Two Signifi cant Theological 

Shifts Underlying 

the Critical Text

Before proceeding to the second depar-

ture of the ESV from ‘the classic main-

stream of English Bible translations’, it is 

worthwhile observing that there have 

been two signifi cant theological shifts 

since the time of the Reformation, both 

of which underlie the modern use of the 

Critical Text. The fi rst theological shift 

concerns the doctrine of the divine pres-

ervation of Scripture. The second and 

deeper theological shift concerns the dis-

placement of theology from its position 

as ‘queen of the sciences’.

The Doctrine of the Divine 

Preservation of Scripture

There is a key theological diff erence 

behind the Authorised (King James) 

Version and the English Standard Version 

which may not be so readily apparent to 

many. The diff erence is in the stance of 

each version relative to the doctrine of 

the divine preservation of Scripture. The 

AV exemplifi es belief in that doctrine, as 

evidenced by its use of the Received Text. 

By contrast the ESV, along with most 

other modern translations, by its use of 

the Critical Text evinces a practical denial 

of the doctrine. This doctrine is the core 

diff erence that leads to the two quite dif-

ferent outcomes.

When the AV was translated, the 

doctrine of the divine preservation 

of Scripture was a generally acknowl-

edged Biblical doctrine,24 whereas 

today it appears to be all but lost 

from the church. Yet the doctrine may 

still be seen in the historic reformed 

confessions of the era—Westminster 

Confession of Faith (1646), The 

Savoy Declaration (1658), Helvetic 

Consensus Formula (1675), London 

Baptist Confession (1689)—so it was 
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evidently well-known at the time of 

the Reformation. But dark indeed must 

be the times when a doctrine once so 

plainly recognised and professed as a 

Scriptural doctrine is now become so 

generally unknown or, worse still, fl atly 

denied,25 and a new and unscriptural 

doctrine, that of the human restoration 

of the text of Scripture, substituted in 

its place.26

It is entirely probable that the rise of the 

Critical Text is directly linked to the decline 

in adherence to the doctrine of the divine 

preservation of the Scriptures. Westcott 

and Hort were Anglicans and the Thirty 

Nine Articles of Religion, though excel-

lent in other respects, contain no express 

statement of the doctrine of the divine 

preservation of Scripture.27 By contrast, the 

Westminster Confession of Faith (1.8), the 

Savoy Declaration (1.8) and the London 

Baptist Confession (1.8) all contain an ex-

press statement of the doctrine:28

The Old Testament in Hebrew … 

and the New Testament in Greek 

… being immediately inspired by 

God, and by his singular care and 

providence kept pure in all ages, 

are therefore authentical; so as in all 

controversies of religion, the Church 

is fi nally to appeal unto them.

It may be observed from this state-

ment that the Scriptures in the original 

Hebrew and Greek are spoken of as a rule 

to be appealed unto ‘in all controversies 

of religion’ and that these Scriptures are 

not conceived of as being ‘afar off ’, but 

are those very Scriptures which are close 

at hand and of which the church is al-

ready possessed.

These statements of the doctrine of 

the divine preservation of the Scriptures 

in the Westminster Confession of Faith, 

the Savoy Declaration and the London 

Baptist Confession of Faith are consist-

ent with adherence to the Received Text 

of Scripture. The Received Text is that 

text which has been in the possession 

of the church throughout the ages, and 

to which the church has confi dently 

made its fi nal appeal.29 The Critical Text, 

on the other hand, being a text under 

construction, a ‘work in progress’ and not 

any stable text ready at hand to which 

the church may make a fi nal appeal,30

is inconsistent with the concept of the 

Scriptures as expressed in the historic 

reformed standards.

Theology as 

‘Queen of the Sciences’

From the Middle Ages through to the 

time of the Reformation and the Puritans, 

theology held a pre-eminent place above 

all other sciences. It was therefore called 

the ‘queen of the sciences’ and every 

other fi eld of study was subordinate 

to it.31 As this view waned during the 

nineteenth century, it is hardly surprising 

that Darwin’s theory of evolution arose, 

as well as the application of the scientifi c 

method to textual criticism which in-

evitably resulted in the Critical Text. The 

relative success of the physical sciences 



7

… in the Classic Mainstream of English Bible Translations?

in the natural world so infl ated men’s 

estimation of the worth of those sciences 

and of the scientifi c method in general 

that, in the thinking of many, science 

began to supplant theology. Thus there 

came about a change in the intellectual 

climate, a change that would bear cor-

rupt fruit in theology.

The Puritans would never have ac-

cepted a purely scientifi c approach to 

textual questions, for that would be to 

give to the methodology of the natural 

sciences a position it could never rightly 

occupy, a position that was above theol-

ogy. Textual questions are not properly 

part of the natural world; they are part of 

divine revelation and subject to a divine 

promise, that is, the promise of divine 

preservation, and therefore a branch of 

theology.

The Puritans were of course thinking 

Biblically, for the Scriptures themselves 

portray theology, that is, the knowledge 

of the one true God, as pre-eminent. 

Natural science has its proper place, but 

that place is subordinate to theology. The 

natural sciences pertain only to the crea-

tion, whereas theology pertains to the 

Creator. The broad principles of the natu-

ral sciences are therefore to be derived 

from theology32 but the principles of the-

ology cannot be derived from the natural 

sciences, for those principles belong to a 

diff erent and higher realm.

Clearly science and theology cannot 

both be pre-eminent. Only one can rule. 

But our age is pervaded by the notion 

that it must be science that rules and 

not theology, whereas in a previous age, 

when men thought more Biblically, it 

was theology that ruled and not science. 

Hence we see in this age the fruits of dis-

placing theology from its rightful place 

of pre-eminence, and one of those fruits 

is the Critical Text. Westcott and Hort’s 

fi rst premise, which treats the transmis-

sion of the text of the New Testament 

like that of any other work of ancient 

literature, is a practical denying of the 

legitimacy of any appeal to theology, 

specifi cally the appeal to the doctrine of 

the divine preservation of Scripture.

The Second Departure: 

Formal Equivalence and 

Gender Neutral Language

The ESV claims that it is ‘an “essentially 

literal” translation that seeks as far as 

possible to capture the precise wording 

of the original text and the personal style 

of each Bible writer’.33 This is, of course, 

to claim to follow the principle of formal 

equivalence. But on closer examination 

it becomes evident that there are a sig-

nifi cant number of times when the ESV 

does not ‘capture the precise wording of 

the original text’, but clearly departs from 

that wording and from the principle of 

formal equivalence. The reason is to be 

found in the ESV’s compliance with ‘gen-

der neutral’ language.

Translation of anthropos

We begin by examining how the 

Greek word ἄνθρωπος (anthropos) 



8

Does the English Standard Version Stand …

is  translated in the ESV. The word is 

frequently translated in the ESV as the 

gender neutral word ‘person’, whereas 

the AV translates it as ‘man’. For example, 

at 1 Corinthians 2.11:

AV: For what man knoweth the things 

of a man, save the spirit of man which is 

in him?

ESV: For who knows a person’s thoughts 

except the spirit of that person, which is 

in him?

The translators of the ESV would doubt-

less argue that the Greek word ἄνθρωπος
(anthropos) is a generic word which does 

not specify any particular sex but may be 

applied generally to men or women, and 

that by rendering the word as ‘man’ a mis-

understanding may arise that women are 

excluded. But the argument is incorrect. 

The Greek word ἄνθρωπος is a masculine 

noun and properly does mean ‘man’. The 

word is generally thought to be derived 

from two other Greek words: ἀνήρ (aner), 

a specifi cally male word meaning ‘man’ 

or ‘husband’, and ὤψ (ops) which means 

‘face’.34 Thus the meaning of the com-

pound word ἄνθρωπος is literally ‘man 

faced’. Moreover, evidence from the usage 

of the word in the New Testament makes 

it plain that the word always refers to a 

male human being, a ‘man’, there being 

no clear instance of the word where the 

reference is to a woman.35

So the argument for ἄνθρωπος being 

a gender neutral word and equally appli-

cable to men or women is without foun-

dation. It is not gender neutral like the 

English ‘person’, and consequently ‘per-

son’ is not a fi t translation of ἄνθρωπος. 

Certainly ἄνθρωπος should not be 

rendered as ‘person’ merely to eclipse the 

distinctively male character of the Greek 

word simply because by translating it as 

‘man’ some may take off ence.

It is true that its plural form, ἄνθρωποι
(anthropoi), may be used in reference to 

people generally, but in that case it is still 

a masculine plural noun and the group is 

being denominated by the males within 

it. The females are not specifi cally no-

ticed, only the males, no doubt because 

the man is regarded as the representa-

tive head of the woman. But because the 

females are not specifi cally noticed does 

not mean that they are excluded. They 

are simply included under the males. 

Thus, the correct translation will still be 

‘men’, not ‘people’.36

It is evident in 1 Corinthians 11.28 how 

the ESV gets into trouble by pursuing this 

policy of translating anthropos as ‘person’:

AV: But let a man [anthropos] examine 

himself, and so let him eat of that bread, 

and drink of that cup.

ESV: Let a person [anthropos] examine 

himself, then, and so eat of the bread 

and drink of the cup.

Notice how the refl exive object of the 

verb ‘examine’ is the masculine noun 



9

… in the Classic Mainstream of English Bible Translations?

‘himself’. This clearly indicates that the 

subject of the verb should also be mas-

culine and that the correct translation of 

the fi rst part of the verse is, as in the AV, 

‘let a man … ’. The ESV however shies 

away from the literal translation of an-

thropos as the distinctly masculine ‘man’ 

and uses the gender neutral ‘person’ 

instead. But the incongruity in gender 

between the subject of the verb and its 

refl exive object is apparent. Thus, the 

ESV’s gender neutral policy results in 

an obvious problem with the resulting 

translation of the verse.

Does this mean that Paul gave no 

injunction to women to examine them-

selves before partaking of the Lord’s 

Supper? Or are we to conclude that 

women are not permitted to partake 

of the Lord’s Supper? By no means. We 

simply have to correctly understand the 

use of the Greek word ἄνθρωπος. The 

word is quite properly translated as ‘man’ 

in this verse, but under the ‘man’, as rep-

resentative head, is included the woman 

as well. The woman is not specifi cally ad-

dressed, but she is certainly included in 

the injunction.

When the ESV uses the word ‘person’ in 

its translation it imports a gender neutral 

concept into the text, a concept at vari-

ance with the meaning of the original 

Greek. The Greek word ἄνθρωπος has a 

distinctly male meaning and is not gen-

der neutral. The word means ‘man’ not 

‘person’, and ‘man’ as the representative 

head under whom the woman is sub-

sumed. The woman does not have to be 

particularly addressed. Only the man, as 

representative head, need be addressed 

for the woman to also be included.

Greek and Hebrew know nothing 

of the modern need to address each 

group separately, male and female, as 

if each were a separate race of human 

beings. For the Biblical languages it is 

normally suffi  cient to address the man as 

representative head to also address the 

woman. This is consistent with Biblical 

thinking which represents the woman as 

not independent of the man, but always 

bound to him in some way or other, for 

example as wife or daughter.37

But this Biblical concept of the rela-

tion between male and female, deeply 

embedded in the original languages 

of Scripture themselves, is strongly 

disliked by modern feminists who have 

consequently exerted as much pressure 

as they are able to eff ace it. The ESV has 

evidently given way to this pressure and 

complied, at least in part, with the push 

for gender neutral language.

Masculine Adjectives 

and Participles

Another example of where the ESV 

departs from formal equivalence by its 

compliance with gender neutral lan-

guage is in its translation of masculine 

adjectives and masculine participles. 

Romans 14.22–23 is a convenient exam-

ple since it contains both a masculine 

adjective and masculine participle. We 
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compare the translation of the AV with 

the ESV:

AV: Happy is he that condemneth not 

himself in that thing which he alloweth. 

And he that doubteth is damned if he 

eat, because he eateth not of faith:

ESV: Blessed is the one who has no 

reason to pass judgement on himself 

for what he approves. But whoever has 

doubts is condemned if he eats, because 

the eating is not from faith.

Surely the masculine refl exive object 

‘himself’ of the verb (condemn) in the 

fi rst part of the verse makes it evident 

that the subject of that verb must be 

the masculine ‘he’, and not the gender 

neutral ‘one’. And that is exactly how 

it stands in the Greek: both the adjec-

tive ‘happy’ (μακάριος) and the verb 

‘condemneth’ (the participle κρίνων) 

are masculine. Hence the AV, following 

the principle of formal equivalence, 

translates: ‘Happy is he that condemneth 

not himself … ’. The ESV, on the other 

hand, departs from formal equivalence 

and needlessly introduces an incongru-

ity into the translation by employing 

the gender neutral ‘one’ as the subject, 

simply to avoid using the masculine pro-

noun ‘he’.38 Once again the ESV’s pursuit 

of gender neutral language forces it to 

depart from formal equivalence.

The Indefi nite Pronoun τις (tis)

A further example of where the ESV 

departs from formal equivalence by com-

plying with gender neutral language is in 

its translation of the Greek indefi nite pro-

noun τις (tis). For example, John 14.23:

AV: If a man [tis] love me, he will keep 

my words …

ESV: If anyone [tis] loves me, he will keep 

my word …

The AV has ‘a man’ whereas the ESV has 

‘anyone’. So which is the correct translation 

of the Greek word τις: ‘a man’ or ‘anyone’? 

The ESV translators would doubtless argue 

that no particular gender is specifi ed by 

the Greek word τις since it is an indefi nite 

generic pronoun, and therefore ‘anyone’ is 

the correct translation. But while the Greek 

word τις is an indefi nite pronoun and 

generic, it still does have a quite defi nite 

gender, and that gender is masculine. The 

word is not gender neutral as the ESV’s 

translation would seem to indicate.

If τις were indeed gender neutral, we 

might expect it to be used in reference 

to both sexes, so that there should be at 

least some instances of the word’s use 

where it clearly had the meaning ‘any 

woman’. But no such instances of the use 

of τις are to be found anywhere in the 

New Testament. In every instance the 

reference is to a male.

Further, there are numerous instances 

where τις is followed by some form of 

the masculine pronoun such as αὐτὸν
(him) or ἑαυτὸν (himself ), but no in-

stances where it is followed by forms of 
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the feminine pronoun αὐτην (her) or 

ἑαυτην (herself ), clearly indicating that 

τις is masculine and not gender neutral.

For example, John 12.26:

AV: if any man [tis] serve me, him will my

Father honour.

ESV: If anyone [tis] serves me, the Father 

will honour him.

It is evident from the masculine pro-

noun object ‘him’ in the second part of 

the quoted portion of the verse that the 

subject in the fi rst part must be mascu-

line. Thus the AV correctly begins with 

‘if any man’. The ESV, on the other hand, 

wishing to avoid the use of ‘man’, begins 

with the gender neutral ‘anyone’.

Another example is Galatians 6.3:

AV: For if a man [tis] think himself to be 

something, when he is nothing, he de-

ceiveth himself [ἑαυτὸν].

ESV: For if anyone [tis] thinks he is some-

thing, when he is nothing, he deceives 

himself.

Again it is evident from the masculine 

refl exive pronoun ‘himself’ (ἑαυτὸν) at 

the end of the verse that the subject of 

the verse is in fact masculine. Therefore 

the AV correctly begins the verse ‘if any 

man … ’ while the ESV, wishing to avoid 

the use of ‘man’, begins with the gender 

neutral ‘anyone’.

We may pertinently ask, whose 

understanding of the meaning of the 

Greek word τις is more likely to be 

correct? Either we must suppose that 

the AV translators were inferior in their 

understanding of the ancient Greek 

language in comparison with the mod-

ern ESV translators, or else that the AV 

translators had a perfectly competent 

grasp of Greek and that the only rea-

son the ESV translators obscured the 

masculinity of the Greek word τις was 

because their judgement was aff ected 

by the push toward gender neutral lan-

guage. The latter seems the more prob-

able explanation.

Even the 1950s RSV, upon which the 

twenty-fi rst century ESV is based, has 

‘any man’ in John 14.23, in agreement 

with the AV. So what changed in the 

interval between the RSV and the ESV? 

Did our knowledge of ancient Greek 

advance so much further that the ESV 

translators understood something more 

about the Greek word τις than had been 

known up until that time? Did the ESV 

translators come to understand that, 

while all scholars before their time had 

thought τις to have a male reference, 

they were mistaken and that the Greek 

word was in fact gender neutral? Or was 

it simply that the ESV translators were 

infl uenced by a feminism far more prom-

inent now than at the time of the RSV 

which skewed their judgment regarding 

the meaning of the word? Again, the 

latter seems by far the more probable 

explanation.
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Translation of ἀδελφοί
A fi nal example of where the ESV departs 

from formal equivalence by comply-

ing with the push for gender neutral 

language is the recurring footnote that 

the Greek word ἀδελφοί (adelphoi) may 

mean ‘brothers and sisters’.39 But the 

footnote is quite incorrect because the 

Greek word is masculine and properly 

does mean ‘brethren’ or ‘brothers’. It does 

not mean ‘sisters’. There is a separate 

Greek word for ‘sister’ which is ἀδελφὴ
(adelphe), the plural being ἀδελφαὶ
(adelphai). The Greek text does not say 

ἀδελφοί και ἀδελφαὶ meaning ‘brothers 

and sisters’, as the note in the ESV would 

imply, but the text simply has ἀδελφοί
meaning ‘brethren’ or ‘brothers’. The ESV’s 

note is evidently only inserted to comply 

with the push for gender neutral lan-

guage in the Bible. It does not give the 

correct explanation of the Greek word 

ἀδελφοί but an explanation adjusted to 

conform to modern feminist thinking.

The correct explanation of the Greek 

word ἀδελφοί is an explanation distaste-

ful to modern feminism. Only the male 

‘brethren’ are addressed because this is 

consistent with the pattern throughout 

Scripture: normally only the males are 

addressed because the females are sub-

sumed under the males. The females are 

not generally separately addressed be-

cause they are included in the address to 

the males. Thus, the Greek word ἀδελφοί
is not an ‘inclusive’ term applying equally 

to both men and women as the ESV’s 

note implies. It is a distinctively mascu-

line word, because the address is to the 

males as representative heads over the 

females connected with them.

The Colorado Springs 

Guidelines

The adoption of gender neutral lan-

guage in the ESV can be traced to its 

adherence to the Colorado Springs 

Guidelines,40 which were drawn up in 

1997 in response to such gender neutral 

translations as the New International 

Version Inclusive (NIVI) which fi rst ap-

peared in 1995. While the Colorado 

Springs Guidelines objected to the more 

extreme implementation of the feminist 

philosophy in Bible translation, they still 

complied with feminist philosophy so 

far as to allow the translator, at least on 

occasions, to avoid gender specifi c terms 

such as ‘man’ and ‘he’ even though such 

terms were literal translations of the 

Greek. This was done on the grounds that 

the modern English language tended to 

avoid generic ‘man’ and ‘he’ and it was 

felt that by continuing to use such words 

some misunderstanding might arise. But 

this was simply a partial compliance with 

feminism and an acceptance of the ad-

vances which that un-biblical philosophy 

had already made on modern society.

This compliance is evident from guide-

lines 5, 6 and 7 in part A of the Colorado 

Springs Guidelines which are as follows.

5. In many cases, anthropoi refers 

to people in general, and can be 

translated as “people” rather than 



13

… in the Classic Mainstream of English Bible Translations?

“men”. The singular anthropos should 

ordinarily be translated “man” when 

it refers to a male human being.

6. Indefi nite pronouns such as tis can 

be translated “anyone” rather than 

“any man”.

7. In many cases, pronouns such as 

oudeis can be translated “no one” 

rather than “no man”.

The allowance given by these guide-

lines to the use of the more gender 

neutral terms ‘people’, ‘anyone’ and ‘no 

one’ instead of the distinctively mas-

culine terms ‘men’, ‘any man’ and ‘no 

man’ cannot be justifi ed on linguistic 

grounds alone. The infl uence of feminism 

upon the wording of these guidelines 

is therefore quite evident. As we have 

already remarked, there is no warrant 

for ἄνθρωποι (anthropoi) being trans-

lated as ‘people’. The correct translation 

is ‘men’. The indefi nite pronoun τις (tis) 

is masculine and it is quite incorrect to 

deliberately attempt to mute that mas-

culinity by translating the word with the 

gender neutral ‘anyone’. Pronouns such 

as οὐδεις (oudeis) and μηδεις (medeis) 

are also defi nitely masculine and there is, 

once again, no warrant for deliberately 

muting their masculinity by translating 

as ‘no one’ rather than ‘no man’.

The only warrant for adjusting the 

translation of any of these words to 

mute their masculinity must be derived 

from a source outside of the languages 

themselves. This is evident from the 

fact that no such guidelines as those in 

the Colorado Springs Guidelines for the 

translation of these particular words 

were ever proposed before the rise of 

feminism. In other words, no competent 

scholar in times past ever felt the need to 

frame such guidelines from the linguistic 

evidence alone.

It is true that when signifi cant changes 

take place in a language naturally over 

time, there is warrant to at least consider 

revising a translation. But what if the 

change does not take place naturally, 

but is rather imposed upon the language 

by a philosophy alien to the Scriptures 

themselves, such as feminism? Are we 

then bound to revise the translation? By 

no means. On the contrary, we are bound 

to resist such a revision. The change is 

not a natural one, but an entirely un-

natural one; it is a change that has been 

forced upon the language by an ungodly 

philosophy. We have no warrant in such 

a case to revise the translation. But this 

is exactly what the ESV has done. It is a 

revision of the RSV, but a revision that 

uses more gender neutral language than 

the RSV.41

Conclusion

We conclude that the claim of the ESV 

to stand in ‘the classic mainstream of 

English Bible translations’ does not 

match the reality. The ESV departs from 

the classic mainstream both in its choice 

of textual basis, adopting the Critical 

Text rather than the Received Text, and 
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in its abandonment of the principle of   
formal equivalence when it comes in 

confl ict with the push for gender neutral 

language.

While the ESV may attempt to portray 

itself as a Bible for the more conserva-

tive Christian, it ultimately cannot es-

cape the same fate as other modern 

versions. Being built upon the same 

foundation of the practical denial of 

the doctrine of the divine preserva-

tion of the Scriptures, a denial which 

inevitably leads to the adoption of the 

Critical Text, the ESV cannot maintain 

a stable text. Thus, quite predictably, 

after the publishers of the ESV initially 

announced that the text would remain 

unchanged, they quickly retracted the 

promise.42 It apparently did not take 

them long to realise that their desire, 

on the one hand, to appeal to the more 

conservative Christian by promising a 

stable, unchanging text, and their com-

mitment, on the other, to the Critical 

text were ultimately incompatible.

There can be no assurance that the 

ESV will track any diff erent course in the 

future from the NIV, with its numerous 

gender neutral and ‘gender inclusive’ 

revisions.43 The groundwork is already 

in place with the ESV having followed 

the Colorado Springs Guidelines, even 

though some of those guidelines clearly 

show a concession to feminism. What 

prevents further concessions in time? 

The ESV may lag somewhat behind the 

NIV, but as the fundamental principles 

behind both versions are the same, one 

may reasonably predict that they will 

eventually end up at the same destina-

tion. The ESV is therefore no safe haven 

for the conservative Christian.

What then should be done? Clearly 

the church ought to return to the point 

from which she fi rst departed: that is, 

she should return to the Received Text, 

acknowledging her blindness and folly in 

turning aside to the Critical Text and the 

ill fruit which that departure has borne. 

But in order that she may intelligently do 

so the doctrine of the divine preserva-

tion of Scripture, as taught in the historic 

reformed confessions, must fi rst be re-

vived. The church needs once again to be 

thoroughly persuaded that that doctrine 

is indeed a most certain doctrine of the 

Word of God.
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