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The 2013 synod convention will address an 

important issue that will affect our synod for a generation 

or more. The issue, which has been under discussion for 

more than two years, is the selection of a Bible translation 

for our synod’s publications.  

On many different occasions, both in public and in 

private, I have been asked my views on the translation 

issue. While I have offered my personal opinions when 

asked, I have not given a detailed response to the 

question and have not spoken or written extensively 

about it. I have preferred to respect the process that the 

synod convention put into place and to allow those who 

were asked to study the matter to carry out their 

assignment without undue influence or interference.  

But now that the two committees addressing the 

translation issue have completed their work and 

presented their reports and recommendations, I feel that 

I have an obligation to state my opinions and express my 

convictions about this matter in some detail. I do this not 

to try to exert undue influence on the decision, but rather 

to provide to the members of the synod an honest and 

open summary of what I believe about these issues. I am 

convinced that I owe this to the members of the synod 

who have called me to this office. I also recognize that 

there will be those who disagree with my views for a 

variety of reasons.  I fully respect their right to disagree. 

I would also like to express my full agreement with 

the sentiments voiced by President Paul Wendland, as he 

writes in the report of the Translation Evaluation 

Committee (TEC):  “Regardless of our decision, this is a 

time for an extra measure of charity and understanding 

on the part of all in order to preserve harmony in our 

fellowship.  It is evident that we have differences of 

opinion in our fellowship regarding both translational 

philosophy and the merit of individual translations . . . As 

we go forward, we need to remember not to read hearts 

nor question motives.  We should try to characterize 

fairly and accurately the views of those who come to 

conclusions that vary from our own.”   

God-willing, we will address this issue as brothers 

and sisters in Christ, united in our faith and doctrine.  We 

will approach this decision prayerfully, asking for God’s 

gracious guidance on what we say, on how we say it, and 

on the final decision.  And we will look to our gracious 

God with humble trust that he will bless our decision and 

preserve the unity of faith and doctrine that he has 

worked among us. 

       

The report of the Translation Evaluation Committee 

puts forward two options and asks the synod in 

convention to give fair consideration to both. The first 

option presented by the committee is to adopt the 2011 

revision of the New International Version (NIV11). The 

second option is to choose no single translation and to 

charge Northwestern Publishing House (NPH) with the 

responsibility of using the best available translation for 

each of its publishing projects.  

I support Option 2 presented by the Translation 

Evaluation Committee for the near term. 

Related to my support for Option 2 in the near term, I 

believe that we should initiate a project to produce a 

new or revised translation as a long-term solution. 

I hold these positions having the highest respect for 

those who served on the Translation Evaluation 

Committee and on the Translation Feasibility Committee 

(TFC). Their knowledge of translation issues is extensive. 

Their commitment to the truth of the Scriptures and their 

desire to serve the best interests of the synod cannot and 

should not be questioned. Their work was thorough and 

exhaustive. Their conclusions and recommendations can 

and should be received with deep respect and with 

sincere thanks for the faithful service they have 

performed with much time, effort, and prayer. By 

including two options rather than a single 

recommendation, the TEC is demonstrating that it has no 

agenda other than to assist the synod in making a wise 

and God-pleasing decision. In framing its report the way it 

did, the TFC concludes that the question before us in 

considering a new/revised translation is not “Can we?” 

but “Must we?” 

The 1984 version of the NIV (NIV84) has been the 

translation widely used in our synod and in its 

publications.  When the publisher announced that the 

NIV84 was being revised and would no longer be 

published, our synod was faced with a decision. The 

Translation Evaluation Committee was appointed to 
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evaluate the NIV revision (usually referred to as the 

“NIV11”) to report its opinion regarding the use of the 

NIV11 in our synod’s publications. The TEC was also 

asked to investigate whether other existing translations 

may be suitable and to compare those with the NIV11. 

The TEC brought its initial findings to the synod 

convention in 2011. In that report the TEC identified a 

number of instances in which the NIV11 shows a marked 

improvement over the NIV84.  It also acknowledged that 

the NIV11 has a number of weaknesses and described 

those weaknesses in some detail. In the end the 

committee expressed its opinion that, while there are 

weaknesses in the NIV11, those weaknesses were not of 

such a nature that they should prevent WELS from 

adopting the NIV11. The committee, however, recognized 

that additional time for study and discussion was needed, 

and the convention concurred that a decision should be 

made by a ballot vote at the 2012 district conventions. 

The 2012 district conventions then voted to provide even 

more time for study and referred the matter to the 2013 

synod convention. The TEC used the additional time to 

continue its evaluation and to make a thorough verse by 

verse comparison of the NIV11, the English Standard 

Version (ESV), and the Holman Christian Standard Bible 

(HCSB).  

After completing this comparison study with the help 

of more than 100 volunteer pastors and professors, and 

after considering the various opinions and concerns of 

called workers and lay members of the synod, the TEC 

has now presented two options for the convention to 

consider. The committee has stated that it would be 

comfortable with either choice. One option is for WELS to 

adopt the NIV11 for its publications, which was the initial 

recommendation made by the TEC. The second option is 

for WELS to choose no individual translation and to ask 

NPH to take an eclectic approach, using the best available 

translation for its various publishing projects. 

Another committee, the Translation Feasibility 

Committee (TFC), was appointed in 2011 to address the 

feasibility of producing either a new translation or a 

revision of an existing translation. That committee was to 

investigate the various pros and cons of such an effort, 

including the questions of funding, time required, and the 

availability of qualified manpower. The TFC was also 

asked to investigate the feasibility of producing a study 

Bible for the NIV11 that could be used to address problem 

areas if that translation were chosen. In its report to the 

convention, the TFC does not reach a definitive 

conclusion about a study Bible, but it does catalog a 

number of serious obstacles that would make such a 

project very difficult or even inadvisable. As to the 

question of the feasibility of a new/revised translation, 

the committee acknowledged the size and challenges of 

such a task and noted that opinions on this matter vary.  

The TFC concluded by saying that the key question, in the 

committee’s opinion, is not “Can we?” but “Must we?” 

First, let me explain why I believe that it would not be 

wise for WELS to adopt the NIV11 for its publications at 

this time. 

WELS is known as a synod that stands firmly and 

unapologetically on the verbal inspiration, inerrancy, and 

infallibility of the Holy Scriptures.  

While it is true that no translation is perfect, it is clear 

that the weaknesses of the NIV11, as identified by the TEC 

and others, are seen by some within our synod to 

undermine the confidence they can place in the 

translation as a whole. These concerns center primarily 

on the issues of gender neutrality and Messianic prophecy 

(both important areas). The TEC has stated its view that 

the NIV11 does not explicitly deny or undermine any 

scriptural doctrines. Others within our fellowship see the 

identified weaknesses and hold the view that, taken 

together, these weaknesses at least open the door for 

doctrinal misunderstanding or misinterpretation. Thus, 

they hold the opinion that the NIV11 would not be a wise 

or acceptable translation for use in WELS publications.  

Just as the conclusions reached by our brothers on the 

TEC should be respected, so the differing conclusions 

reached by other pastors and lay members should also be 

respected and recognized as an important consideration 

in our decision.  Brothers can disagree in matters not 

decided by the Word of God. 

We have recognized from the start that the choice of 

a translation ought to have an overwhelming consensus 

among us, so that our unity is not threatened and our 

confidence in our Bible is not undermined. In spite of the 

TEC’s efforts to build such a consensus, however, it does 

not seem to have materialized. Some have voiced support 

for the NIV11, others have voiced concerns. From where I 

sit as synod president, I am concerned that the adoption 

of the NIV11 would be disturbing to a significant segment 

of our called workers and lay members, leaving them with 

deep reservations about the synod’s choice and perhaps 

even leading them to question the synod’s commitment to 

the Word. Instead of unity, we would suffer division—

over an issue that should not be divisive. One needs to 

ask, “What level of consensus is sufficient for a matter of 

this importance? Does a two-thirds majority vote signify 

sufficient consensus? Does 80%?  What percentage of our 
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synod members are we willing to leave in doubt and 

uncertainty about our translation?” 

It is not insignificant that other church bodies 

committed to the inerrancy and inspiration of the 

Scriptures have found the NIV11 to be unacceptable to 

them. Most notably, the Evangelical Lutheran Synod (our 

own sister synod, united with us in doctrine and 

practice), has explicitly rejected the NIV11 for use in its 

churches. The Commission on Theology and Church 

Relations of the Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod, (a 

Lutheran synod officially committed to the inspiration 

and inerrancy of the Scriptures), has expressed its 

opinion that the NIV11 does not meet the standards of 

accuracy and dependability that a confessional Lutheran 

church body should require. Even some non-Lutheran 

denominations have reached similar conclusions. The 

rationale other churches have used to reach those 

conclusions may be challenged (and the TEC has done 

that), but the fact remains that this is the conclusion other 

Christian groups have reached. If WELS adopts a 

translation that other Bible-believing groups have 

explicitly and soundly rejected, what message will we 

send (even unintentionally) about our commitment to the 

Scriptures? Some have already asked the question, “If 

other church bodies committed to inerrancy and 

inspiration have found reasons to reject the NIV11, why 

would WELS adopt it?” 

Another concern—not immediate but down the 

road—is that the translators of the NIV11 have promised 

additional revisions in the coming years. Our selection of 

the NIV11 at this time would represent a clear 

commitment to the NIV11. It would undoubtedly be used 

in the new hymnal and catechism that are in early stages 

of development. Once we have made a commitment to 

NIV11 for those publications, we would be tied so closely 

to it that we may end up having little choice but to stay 

with the next version of the NIV, even if the changes 

prove to be more problematic than some of the changes 

in the NIV11.  

The translation philosophy and translation choices of 

the NIV depend on the make-up of its translation 

committee. The committee that produced the NIV11 

already is divided in its approach to gender neutrally, and 

its handling of Messianic prophecy is already a concern to 

some in WELS. We have been given no assurance that we 

will have any input in determining who will serve on that 

committee in the future. Nor have we been promised 

WELS representation on that committee. We may be able 

to provide our input on translation decisions, but we are 

not assured that such input would be heeded. These 

questions need to be asked: “Do we want to be in the 

position of being subject to decisions made by people 

who may not share our convictions?  Do we want to take 

the risk that the changes in next revision will be even 

more problematic that those of the NIV11, leaving us little 

choice but to accept it?” 

The English Standard Version (ESV) and the Holman 

Christian Standard Bible (HCSB) are the two other 

translations under consideration. It seems clear that 

neither has gained significant traction or support among 

us.   

For these reasons I believe that the TEC’s Option 2 is 

the best way to proceed for now. In the immediate future 

NPH will be able to exercise its judgment in choosing 

translations for publishing projects, with the 

understanding that wherever and whenever it can, it will 

continue to use the NIV84. For almost all publishing 

projects, it should be noted that NPH will be able to 

continue to use the NIV84, since “fair use” law would 

permit the limited use of NIV84 quotations 

indefinitely. Only publications that use the biblical text 

as a major portion of what is printed cannot use the 

NIV84. Bible quotations in Meditations, Forward in Christ, 

devotional materials, topical books, etc., can continue to 

use the NIV84. The NIV84 can also continue to be used in 

congregations and schools using the current hymnal and 

catechism. Anything previously published by NPH using 

the NIV84 (the People’s Bible series, for example) can be 

reprinted. 

It is true that the NIV84 will no longer be available for 

purchase and has become more difficult to access online. 

People will wonder what version they should purchase 

for personal use or for confirmation Bibles. But we have 

always encouraged WELS members to have more than 

one Bible version in their homes for personal use and 

study. That would not change. And that problem can be 

temporary. 

Option 2 has been put forward by the TEC as one of 

two viable choices; the committee has indicated that it 

would be comfortable with either of the two options it 

has presented.  I favor the second. 

I believe that we should commit ourselves to the 

production of a Bible translation by confessional 

Lutherans. 

I am fully aware that many reasons and arguments 

have been put forward outlining why we should not 
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undertake a translation project. Real obstacles and 

challenges have been identified by the TFC and others. 

Many who believe we should not produce a translation 

are wise and very knowledgeable and have the best 

interest of the synod at heart. I highly respect their 

scholarship and their views. I recognize that the 

challenges and obstacles are real. But I must disagree 

with those who say that we cannot or should not 

undertake such a project. I believe there are reasonable 

answers to the concerns and objections that have been 

raised.  I’ll address the ones that I have heard.  

Objection/Obstacle/Challenge #1   

“WELS does not have the manpower to undertake this 

project.” Or, “Such a project would pull our best language 

people out of their calls as professors at our synodical 

schools.”  Or, “WELS pastors are trained in the biblical 

languages, but that does not mean they are qualified to 

serve as Bible translators.’ 

It may be true that not every WELS pastor is qualified 

or even comfortable to produce a clear, fluent, translation 

from the original. But many are certainly able to work 

with the original languages to produce a first draft that 

can be refined and edited. With rightful sanctified pride 

and thanks to God we proclaim that, unlike most other 

denominations, all of our pastors are thoroughly trained 

to work in the biblical languages. We invest millions of 

dollars in our educational system in order to produce 

pastors who are able to go back to the original languages 

to answer the question, “What does God say?”  We have 

dozens of pastors who have already, on their own, 

produced translations of one or more books of the Bible 

and have offered to be a part of any translation project. 

We have more than 100 pastors who participated in the 

TEC’s comparison project.  Those pastors were invited to 

participate because they were judged to be capable of 

returning to the original languages in order to determine 

the accuracy and dependability of existing English 

translations. We have experts in the languages at our 

schools whose expertise could be utilized on a limited 

basis without drawing them away from their primary full-

time calling. These volunteers could all participate in the 

initial steps of translation work, producing a first draft 

working translation that can then be edited by a select 

translation committee for consistency and accuracy. All of 

this work could be done on a part-time and volunteer 

basis; interest in this issue has already led many to devote 

hours of time to it. 

I do not believe that such a project would need to be 

carried out entirely by “experts.”  I believe that God has 

blessed our synod with the collective expertise to 

produce the kind of translation that would serve us well.  

Secondly, I believe that a translation project would 

not need to be, and should not be, limited to WELS 

participants. Several ELS pastors and professors have 

already indicated a willingness to join in a translation 

effort. In addition, since such a project would not involve 

a fellowship relationship (an example of “cooperation in 

externals”), Lutheran scholars and pastors from the LCMS 

and other theologically conservative Lutheran bodies 

could be invited to participate. Even though the LCMS has 

chosen the ESV as its translation and would not 

participate as a synod, the president of the LCMS has 

indicated that he would have no objection to LCMS 

individuals participating. 

Objection/Obstacle/Challenge #2 

“A translation project would take at least ten years to 

complete.” 

This may have been true of some projects in the past 

due to the process used, but it is not necessarily the case 

here. Especially if the project is a revision of one or more 

existing base translations, such a project could be 

completed in a much shorter period of time. I believe that 

a first edition of the New Testament could be completed 

in as little as two years and the entire Bible in as little as 

five years. That timetable, would allow for the use of the 

completed translation in a new hymnal and catechism.   

Objection/Obstacle/Challenge #3 

“The cost of such a project would be too high.”  Or, “The 

project should not draw funding away from missions and 

the other work of the synod.” 

The high cost of previous translation projects is often 

cited as a reason why we should not undertake a 

new/revised translation. But those projects all involved 

the extensive use of paid full-time translators and staff, 

resulting in high personnel costs. If a project were to 

make extensive use of volunteers, costs could be 

minimized. 

Especially with the costs contained, mission dollars 

would not need to be diverted. In addition, some 

individuals and congregations have already indicated a 

desire to support such a project with their own gifts. Seed 

money could be identified from various sources, which 

could be recouped when the project is completed and the 

sale of the books begins. 
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Objection/Obstacle/Challenge #4 

“Our own translation would be perceived as sectarian.” 

Every translation is produced by someone. The NIV 

and the ESV were produced primarily by Evangelicals. 

The HCSB was produced primarily by Baptists. The 

Revised Standard Version was produced by mainline 

Protestants. None of those translations is considered 

sectarian. Why would a translation by Lutherans be seen 

as any more sectarian than those?  Luther’s own 

translation is not viewed as sectarian. 

A translation would be open to the accusation of 

being sectarian if its translation choices were consciously 

made to support or promote doctrines or terminology 

peculiar to the group that produces it. Our intent would 

be not to do that. Our intent would be to produce a 

translation that accurately and faithfully conveys the 

meaning of the original inspired languages.  If a 

translation does that, it cannot by definition be sectarian. 

In addition, the objection that it would be seen as a 

“WELS translation” would be overcome if a wider 

participation of Lutherans from other synods would be 

utilized.  It should not deter us if it were seen as a 

“translation by confessional Lutherans.” 

Objection/Obstacle/Challenge #5 

“Our disagreements over translations have involved 

criticism over what those outside our synod have done. 

Doing our own translation will cause us to argue against 

ourselves, creating disunity and distrust.” 

Our evaluation of available translations done by 

others often revolves around questions such as, “Is this 

translation faithful to the original?  Are the translators 

fully committed to the inspiration and inerrancy of 

Scripture?”  It’s true that in our own translation project 

there would certainly be debate and discussion among us 

regarding translation choices in vocabulary, grammar, 

and sentence structure. But that is a much different kind 

of debate than we have had over the underlying 

translation philosophy and questionable agendas of 

others. A debate among us over style and vocabulary 

choices would not be divisive; in fact, it would be good 

and healthy. Such debate would result in a widespread 

study of the Word, and, in the end, would result in a 

better translation. I foresee no disagreement among us 

regarding whether a translation we produce would be 

anything but clear in terms of presenting biblical doctrine 

and being faithful to the inspired text. 

 Finally, even if all final translation choices in such a 

project do not meet with everyone’s approval (and they 

won’t), I believe that with a translation recognized to be 

faithful and dependable we can accept and adjust to 

specific choices in vocabulary, grammar and style that 

may be different from what we as individuals may have 

preferred. I also believe that any translation process 

should be an open process, with individuals given the 

opportunity to make suggestions prior to any final 

editing. 

Objection/Obstacle/Challenge #6 

“Since it will take years, an effort to produce a new/revised 

translation would not solve our immediate problem.” 

This is true. It does not solve the immediate problem. 

But a convention decision for Option 2 would allow time 

for that problem to be solved with the development of a 

new/revised translation.  Furthermore, the original 

problem we faced resulted from the understanding that 

no use of the NIV84 would be allowed after 2011. This has 

been shown to be inaccurate, with NPH being able to 

continue to use NIV84 for the vast majority of its 

publishing work. 

In the short term, congregations and schools will still 

be able to use NIV84. Admittedly, NIV84 will no longer be 

available for purchase, but existing copies should cover 

most needs for five years. 

Objection/Obstacle/Challenge #7 

“Unless we have recognized scholars and expert linguists 

carrying out this project, it will not likely gain scholarly 

recognition.” Or, “What happens if we spend all the time 

and effort and dollars to do this, but the end product is not 

of high quality?” 

Quite frankly, scholarly recognition is of little 

importance. What we will need to strive for is the 

recognition, first from those within our own fellowship 

and then from those outside of it, that the translation is 

accurate, faithful, and readable. 

The quality can be assured by the process that is 

chosen and the people who are willing to participate in 

the translation process. We can also gauge our ability to 

produce a quality translation by beginning with several 

demonstration translations of a number of books of the 

Bible.  A part of that process would be to solicit 

suggestions for improvement before any final version is 

released. While there is the possibility that a final product 
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would not be of the quality we require, we simply will not 

know that unless we undertake the effort. 

Objection/Obstacle/Challenge #8 

“A new translation would be a massive undertaking.” 

That is true. But a project that will be a benefit and 

blessing to the church for generations should not be 

avoided simply because it is large or challenging. (Some 

made the same argument against producing the People’s 

Bible series, saying it was too massive a project that could 

never be done by WELS; they were incorrect.) 

A revision of one or more existing translations would 

reduce the time and effort significantly. A revision would 

enable us to consult a wide range of existing translations 

to compare translation choices and to selectively use the 

best choices. 

Conclusion 

By God’s grace, WELS is a synod standing squarely on 

the Word. Our choice of a translation should reflect 

and clearly confess that stance. 

We desire a translation that is both faithful and 

clear. Existing translations are seen by many to be 

deficient in one or both of those areas. A new/revised 

translation can strive to provide both. 

We should have a translation that is not subject to 

changes decided by others. 

We should have a translation that frees us from 

the high royalty costs demanded by outside 

publishers. 

We desire unity. Choosing a translation for which 

we have not achieved consensus would be harmful to the 

unity of the synod and upsetting to the faith of some of 

our members. But a translation produced by Lutherans 

who are committed to the inerrancy and verbal 

inspiration of the Scriptures can be a vehicle for a unified 

acceptance of a translation. 

We have an opportunity to give a gift to the 

church. Just as Luther’s translation opened the Scriptures 

to the masses, and just as the King James Version 

communicated the Word to English speakers for 

centuries, so we have an opportunity not so much to solve 

an immediate problem, but to give a lasting gift to the 

church that will serve God’s people for a generation or 

more. 

We can do this, with God’s help. I believe for the 

sake of the church and the message of Scriptures, we 

should and must do this. I pray that the Lord leads us to 

this decision and then grants the commitment, courage, 

and faith to carry it out. 

Soli Deo Gloria – To God alone be the glory! 


