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INTRODUCTION: A COMMON QUESTION ABOUT A POPULAR TRANSLATION

If you have ever walked into a Christian bookstore or browsed online for a Bible, you have almost
certainly encountered the New International Version (NIV). It is one of the most widely read and
distributed Bible translations in the English-speaking world,  cherished in Protestant  evangelical
circles for its readability and balance of accuracy. However,  if  you are a Catholic or someone
exploring the faith, you might have paused and asked: Is the New International Version Bible
Catholic?
This is a fair and important question. With so many Bible translations available—each with its own
philosophy, translation committee, and intended audience—it can be confusing to know which one
aligns with Catholic teaching and liturgy. The short answer is no, the NIV is not a Catholic Bible.
However,  that simple answer does not capture the full  story.  Many Catholics read the NIV for
personal study, and understanding the differences between the NIV and official Catholic Bibles can
help  you  make  an  informed  choice.  This  article  will  explore  the  origins  of  the  NIV,  the  defining
features of  Catholic  Bibles,  the key differences between them, and whether the NIV is  suitable for
Catholic readers.

WHAT IS THE NEW INTERNATIONAL VERSION (NIV)?

The  New  International  Version  is  an  English  translation  of  the  Bible  that  was  first  published  in  its
complete form in 1978. It was produced by a large, international team of evangelical Protestant
scholars representing a variety of denominations. The translation was born out of a desire to create
a modern English Bible that would be both accurate to the original Hebrew, Aramaic, and Greek
texts, yet highly readable for contemporary audiences.

The Translation Philosophy of the NIV
The NIV uses a translation philosophy known as dynamic equivalence  (or thought-for-thought
translation). Instead of translating every word literally, the translators aimed to convey the meaning
of the original text in natural, idiomatic English. This makes the NIV exceptionally easy to read and
understand, which is one of the main reasons for its widespread popularity. It strikes a balance
between word-for-word accuracy (like the New American Standard Bible) and free paraphrase (like
The Message).

Who Created the NIV?
The translation was initiated by the National Association of Evangelicals and was carried out by the
Committee on Bible Translation (CBT),  a group of  scholars from various evangelical  Protestant
backgrounds. The committee continues to update the translation periodically, with the most recent
major revision being the 2011 edition, which updated gender language in certain passages for
accuracy in modern English.

WHAT MAKES A BIBLE "CATHOLIC"?

To understand whether the NIV is Catholic, we first need to define what a Catholic Bible is. A Bible
that  is  officially  approved  for  use  by  the  Catholic  Church  has  several  distinct  features  that  set  it
apart from Protestant Bibles.

The Canon of Scripture: More Books
The  most  significant  difference  is  the  canon—the  list  of  books  considered  inspired  Scripture.  The
Catholic Bible contains 73 books, while the Protestant Bible contains 66. The seven books that are
found in Catholic Bibles but not in most Protestant Bibles are:

Tobit
Judith
Wisdom (or Wisdom of Solomon)
Sirach (or Ecclesiasticus)
Baruch
1 Maccabees
2 Maccabees

Additionally, Catholic Bibles include longer versions of the books of Daniel and Esther, which contain
passages not found in the Hebrew Masoretic Text that serves as the basis for most Protestant Old
Testaments. These books are often referred to as the Deuterocanonical books (meaning "second
canon"). Protestants typically call them the Apocrypha and do not consider them inspired.
The standard NIV does not include the Deuterocanonical books. While some editions of the NIV (such
as the NIV with Apocrypha) have been published, these are not widely used in Protestant churches,
and the core NIV canon remains the 66-book Protestant canon.

Ecclesiastical Approval: The Nihil Obstat
and Imprimatur
Another key feature of a Catholic Bible is that it must be published with the Nihil Obstat ("nothing
obstructs") and the Imprimatur ("let it be printed"). These are official declarations from a Catholic
bishop that the book is free from doctrinal or moral error. The NIV has never received such approval
from the Catholic Church, as it was not produced under Catholic authority and does not fully align
with Catholic teaching in every detail.

Notes and Commentary
Catholic Bibles typically include footnotes, introductions, and commentaries that are consistent with
Catholic doctrine, including references to Tradition, the Church Fathers, and the Catechism of the
Catholic Church. The NIV, being a Protestant translation, contains notes that reflect an evangelical
theological perspective, which may differ from Catholic understanding on certain points such as the

role of faith and works, the sacraments, and ecclesiology.

IS THE NIV USED IN CATHOLIC LITURGY?

The official Bible for Catholic liturgy in the United States and most English-speaking countries is the
New American Bible, Revised Edition (NABRE). Other approved translations for liturgical use
include the Revised Standard Version - Catholic Edition (RSV-CE) and the Jerusalem Bible
(JB)  or its revision, the New Jerusalem Bible (NJB).  The NIV is not approved for use in the
celebration of the Mass, the sacraments, or the Liturgy of the Hours.
This does not mean that a Catholic cannot read the NIV in private. The Church encourages the
faithful  to read Scripture regularly,  and many translations can be used for personal study and
devotion.  However,  when  it  comes  to  public  worship,  only  translations  that  have  been  officially
approved  by  the  local  conference  of  bishops  may  be  used.

KEY DIFFERENCES BETWEEN THE NIV AND CATHOLIC BIBLES

Beyond  the  canon  of  books,  there  are  several  other  important  differences  between  the  NIV  and
Catholic  Bibles  that  are  worth  understanding.

Translation of Key Greek Words
One area where differences become apparent is in the translation of certain Greek words that have
theological significance for Catholics. For example:

Ekklesia: This Greek word is typically translated as "church" in Catholic Bibles, emphasizing
the visible, institutional Church. In the NIV, it is almost always translated as "church" as well,
but some Protestant translations have rendered it as "assembly" or "congregation."
Presbyteros: This word is usually translated as "elder" in the NIV, while Catholic Bibles often
use "priest" in certain contexts, reflecting Catholic understanding of the priesthood.
Metanoia: Translated as "repentance" in the NIV, Catholic Bibles often use "conversion" or
"repentance" but with a more sacramental understanding in the footnotes.
Charis: While both traditions translate this as "grace," the Catholic understanding of grace as
a transformative, infused gift is often highlighted in Catholic Bible footnotes.

Interpretation of Certain Passages
The NIV, like all translations, reflects certain interpretative choices by its translators. For example, in
Matthew 16:18, where Jesus says to Peter, "You are Peter, and on this rock I will build my church,"
the  NIV  translation  is  identical  to  almost  all  English  Bibles.  However,  the  footnotes  and
interpretations in Catholic Bibles will often explicitly affirm that this passage establishes Peter as the
first  Pope  and  the  foundation  of  the  Church's  apostolic  authority.  The  NIV's  notes  may  offer  a
broader range of interpretations, including the idea that the "rock" is Peter's confession of faith.
Another example is Hebrews 13:17, which speaks about "leaders" in the church. The NIV uses
"leaders,"  while  the  Catholic  understanding,  reflected  in  Catholic  Bibles,  often  includes  a  more
explicit  reference  to  the  hierarchy  of  bishops,  priests,  and  deacons.

The Deuterocanonical Books and Catholic
Theology
The absence of  the Deuterocanonical  books in  the standard NIV is  significant for  Catholic  readers.
These  books  contain  important  theological  themes  that  are  woven into  Catholic  doctrine.  For
example:

2 Maccabees 12:43-45 is a key scriptural foundation for the Catholic practice of praying for
the dead and the belief in purgatory.
Sirach and Wisdom contain profound teachings on the nature of wisdom, the afterlife, and
the mercy of God that have shaped Catholic theology.
Tobit and Judith provide models of prayer, almsgiving, and faithfulness that are frequently
referenced in Catholic tradition.

A Catholic who reads only the NIV would miss these books entirely, which can lead to an incomplete
understanding of the full scriptural foundation of the faith.

CAN CATHOLICS READ THE NIV?

This is a practical question for many faithful Catholics. The official teaching of the Catholic Church,
as expressed in documents such as Dei Verbum (the Dogmatic Constitution on Divine Revelation
from Vatican II) and the Catechism of the Catholic Church, encourages all Catholics to read Scripture
regularly. The Church does not forbid the use of the NIV for personal study, provided the reader is
aware of its limitations.
However, there are several considerations:

Be aware of the canon: If you read the NIV, you will be reading a Bible with fewer books.1.
You will not have access to the Deuterocanonical books, which are part of the inspired Word of
God according to Catholic teaching.
Supplement with a Catholic Bible: It is a good idea to use the NIV alongside an approved2.
Catholic translation, such as the RSV-CE or NABRE, especially for study of the Old Testament
and for passages that have doctrinal significance.
Be cautious with footnotes: The NIV's study notes and introductions reflect a Protestant3.
evangelical perspective. For a full understanding of how the Church interprets a passage, a
Catholic edition with Catholic notes is invaluable.
Use it for what it is good for: The NIV excels in readability and clarity. For gaining a4.
general understanding of the narrative flow of Scripture or for devotional reading, it can be a
helpful tool. For in-depth theological study, a Catholic Bible is preferable.

POPULAR CATHOLIC BIBLE TRANSLATIONS COMPARED TO THE NIV

If you are a Catholic looking for a Bible that is both faithful to the Church and easy to read, you have
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several excellent options. Here is a comparison of the most popular Catholic translations with the
NIV.

The New American Bible, Revised Edition
(NABRE)
The  NABRE  is  the  official  Bible  for  Mass  in  the  United  States.  It  was  updated  in  2011  for  the  Old
Testament and uses a formal equivalence approach for the New Testament, making it quite accurate
to the original Greek. Its readability is moderate; it is not as flowing as the NIV but is more literal. It
includes extensive Catholic footnotes and introductions.

The Revised Standard Version - Catholic

Edition (RSV-CE)
The RSV-CE is widely regarded as the gold standard for Catholic study Bibles. It uses a literal, word-
for-word translation philosophy (formal equivalence) and is prized for its accuracy and dignity of
language. It is less colloquial than the NIV but is excellent for serious study. The RSV-CE is the text
used in the popular Ignatius Catholic Study Bible.

The Good News Translation - Catholic
Edition (GNT-CE)
Also known as the Today's English Version, this translation uses a dynamic


