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Abstract

Stephen, in his defense recorded in Acts 7, mentions the fact that Moses’
parents hid him against the direct command of Pharaoh to kill the baby
because they saw that he was “exceeding faire” (Acts 7.20, KJV). This
paper discusses the origins of this novel understanding of the Greek text
doteiog @ Be® (beautiful to God), which follows neither the traditional
translations which were previous to the English Bible nor the various
English versions which paved the way for the KJV. Rather, the translation
reflects the use of the Elohim superlative of the K]V Old Testament. It is a
clear example of the influence the KJV has had on subsequent English Bible
translations, both in the cases of Bibles which obviously follow the KJV’s
reading as well as those traditional revisions or translations which normally
follow the language and style of the K]V but in this specific case do not.
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|I. Introduction

There is nothing like the wonder of seeing a newborn. The tiny hands and
perfect features of a sleeping infant evoke almost universal wonder and awe.
But what is completely unthinkable is that any parent would see something
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other than beauty in this new life. For this reason, it may seem rather strange
when one reads in Acts 7.20, in the King James Version (KJV), concerning
the infant Moses, that his parents defied Pharaoh’s order to kill the Hebrew
children simply because he was “exceeding faire.” It is not likely that the
parents decided to hide him simply because he was a very beautiful baby; as
if to say, had he been a little more plain, they might have handed him over,
or perhaps that the other Hebrew mothers gave up their infants because they
did not think them to be so “exceeding faire”! Both of these conclusions are
nothing short of ludicrous.

When one looks at this passage in the original languages, however, the text
becomes rather more complicated. The original story, found in Exod 2, states
rather ambiguously that Moses’ parents hid him because he was “a goodly
child” (2.2, KJV). Many commentators have argued over the exact meaning
of 210 (good) or, as translated by the LXX, doteiov (beautiful, comely), but
Stephen in his sermon recorded in Acts 7 seems to clarify this text! by adding
the phrase t@ 0e® (to God). This suggests that it was not merely the physical
beauty of the child that led to his parents’ decision to hide him, incurring great
risk for themselves and their other children in the process. Rather, they
viewed this child as having some special value or purpose in God’s eyes.

The reading of the text from KJV, however, seems perplexing at first.
How did the translators take the phrase doteiog @ 0e® (beautiful to God)
and end up with “exceeding faire”? There is no significant textual variant in
this verse which can explain such a translation, so this must either be a case
of an error or deliberate translation. The possibility of an error can quickly
be ruled out, since this was never corrected in subsequent printings and, as
seen below, is actually argued for and supported in documents explaining
the translation. So how can one account for this translation?

2. The background of this reading

The KJV is by no means an independent translation. It did not appear out
of oblivion with no historical development. Rather, as the translators them-
selves freely comment in their introduction, it was born of the desire to

I Lest anyone suggest that Stephen is following a different text of the LXX, it should be
noted that the author of the Epistle to the Hebrews also quotes this same passage, mak-
ing use of many of the very same words. In 11.23, the text states that his parents hid him
by faith 81611 eidov doteiov 10 Taudiov (because they saw that he was a beautiful child).
When one compares the quotation in Hebrews with the Old Testament LXX text, id6vteg
8¢ avto dotelov (but seeing he was beautiful), it appears that while Hebrews substitutes
the noun child for the pronoun in the LXX and explicates the adverbial sense of the parti-
ciple with the connector translated because, there is no hint of Stephen’s phrase t® 0e® (to
God). In other words, there is no indication that Stephen is quoting literally from a variant
reading in the LXX. It seems rather that Stephen is giving a free rendering of the text.
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make “out of many good [translations] one principall good one” (Daniell
2003, 789). They consulted all of the historic translations as well as many
contemporary translations in circulation on the continent.? This is the first
place to search for the source of this peculiar translation.

2.1 The historic translations of the Bible

A preliminary survey, however, of these previous Bible translations reveals a
unified treatment of the passage. Starting with the Vulgate, which renders the
passage in question as fuit gratus Deo (he was pleasing to God) and continu-
ing with Luther’s German, ein fein Kind vor Gott (a fine child before God),
there seems to be no indication of the translation which the KJV offers.

2.2 The English predecessors of the K|V

The English Bible translations previous to the KJV do not add any more
light. Wycliffe, translating from the Vulgate, had rendered it in English as
“was louyd [loved] of God.” Tyndale calls the baby Moses “a proper childe
in ye sight of God,” which is reproduced in both the Coverdale Bible and
the Matthew’s Bible as “a proper child in the sight of God.” The Geneva
Bible modified the translation slightly with the phrase “was acceptable vnto
God.” Both the Bishop’s Bible and the Catholic Douay-Rheims follow the
same translation with a slight modification, “was acceptable to God.” The
KJV translation “was exceeding faire” becomes even more enigmatic when
seen in this historic trajectory of translations (Table 1).

2.3 The Westminster annotations

Fortunately, the reason behind the seemingly odd reading which the KJV
translators chose is not completely enigmatic. The Westminster Divines,
in an effort to make up for the fact that the KJV did not have notes like the
Geneva Bible, published an extensive work that explains and defends many
of the translations in the King James.3 In a note concerning Acts 7.20, this
text provides the following explanation: “[the phrase] to God . . . Stephen

2“Neither did wee thinke much to consult the Translators or Commentators, Chaldee,
Hebrewe, Syrian, Greeke, or Latine, no nor the Spanish, French, Italian, or Dutch”
(in Daniell 2003, 789).

3 Known commonly as The Westminster Annotations, its full title is Annotations upon
all the Books of the Old and New Testament.: This Third, Above the First and Second,
Edition So Enlarged, As They Make an Entire Commentary on the Sacred Scripture: The
Like Never Before Published in English. Wherein the Text Is Explained, Doubts Resolved,
Scriptures Parallel’d, and Various Readings Observed, by the Labour of Certain Divines
Thereunto Appointed, and Therein Employed, As Is Expressed in the Preface. 1 owe a spe-
cial debt of gratitude to Dr. Ken Casillas from Bob Jones University for the information
about this work and its comments regarding the passage in question.
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Table |

Bible Acts 7.20b

Whycliffe (15th century) was louyed of God

Tyndale (1525) a proper childe in ye sight of God
(see Luther, ein fein Kind vor Gott)

Coverdale (1535/39) a proper childe before God

Matthew’s Bible (1537) a proper child in the sight of God

Geneva Bible (1560) was acceptable vnto God

Bishop’s Bible (1568) was acceptable vnto God

Douay-Rheims (1582) was acceptable to God

King James (1611) was exceeding faire

here addeth, as emphatical; for every excellency is attributed to God, so
Niniveh is said to be D7ORY AT ‘ir-gédélah 1e’lohim, a city great
unto the Lord; that is a very great, or beautiful city” (Westminster Divines
[1657] 1998, vol. 6, ad loc.). In fact, the Greek text of Acts 7.20 follows the
structure of the LXX text of Jonah 3.3 very closely (see Table 2).

3. The Elohim superlative

This translation, which at first seemed to be rather enigmatic is, in the end,
an interpretation based on Hebrew grammar. Most Hebrew grammars, in
their discussion of the way Biblical Hebrew expresses superlatives, include
a section on what has traditionally been called the Elohim superlative.
The supposition is that Hebrew, and perhaps other Semitic languages, will
sometimes use one of the divine names (Elohim, El, and even Yahweh) to
heighten the sense of a noun or adjective. The KJV translators recognized
seven instances of this superlative in their translation of the Old Testament,
each one marked with a footnote.

3.1 Discussion of OT examples of the Elohim superlative

Above, I have already discussed Jonah’s reference to Nineveh as a great city
before God, which the text of the KJV calls “an exceeding great city.” Here
the translators assume that the reference to God simply serves to heighten the
adjective “great.” Similar examples appear in Genesis when the Hittites offer
Abraham a burial place for his wife. These men refuse to accept the payment
from one whom they recognized as a ©'n& ®'wi (prince of God), or as the
KIJV translates, “a mighty prince” (Gen 23.6). This same structure appears three
more times with similar translations in the KJV: 0'n5& *5nas (wrestlings of
God) becomes “great wrestlings” (Gen 30.8), o8 nop (voices of God) is
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Table 2

Jonah 3.3 in LXX &8¢ viveun v 7oA peydAn @ Oe@®
Back translation: And  Nineveh was a city great  to God
Grammar analysis: ~ Conj.  Noun Verb Noun Ad. Prep. Phr.
Acts 7.20 kai  [adto] qv  [to naudiov] doteiog T@ Oe®

see Exod 2.2 see Heb 11.23

Back translation: And  [he] was [a child] beautiful to God
Grammar analysis:  Conj.  [PN] Verb [Noun] Adj. Prep. Phr.

“mighty thunderings” (Exod 9.28) and o9& n77n (a trembling of God) is
simply “a very great trembling” (1 Sam 14.15). In the Psalms the KJV transla-
tors see two more superlatives, now based on the divine name E/. The 5870
(mountains of God) and the 58-1& (cedars of God) are translated as “the great
mountains” (Ps 36.6) and “goodly cedars” (Ps 80.10) respectively (see Table 3).

3.2 Difficulty with a NT example of the Elohim superlative

In the broader context of Elohim superlatives, the KJV treatment of Acts
7.20 begins to take shape in a logical way. The example seems to lend itself
nicely to the idea that Stephen has added the phrase “to God” as an inten-
sification of the adjective. There is, however, still an interesting problem
from the point of view of a translator. This presumed Semitic idiom is built
entirely on supposition. While it seems quite plausible that Stephen would
have chosen to present his defense to the Jewish Sanhedrin in a Semitic
tongue rather than Greek, it is impossible to prove that he is indeed employ-
ing this idiomatic usage of the divine name. In fact, as I suggested in the
introduction, the phrase seems to be designed as a clarification of the rather
general statement in Exodus rather than an intensification of the adjective
used. But perhaps what is most surprising about this example is the lack
of footnote in the translation. Throughout all of the examples in the Old
Testament, the KJV translators added a marginal note to give the literal
reading of the Hebrew, thus marking their interpretive translation. Yet here
there is no note. The reader is simply left with the superlative interpretation.

4. The influence of the K}V

Many have written about the great influence of the KJV on Bible translation
in general and on English Bible translation specifically. This is clearly seen in
the passage at hand. While one might expect the various revisions of the KIV
as well as other translations which follow some of the language and style of
the KJV to have maintained this translation, the reality is exactly the opposite.
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Table 3
Reference Hebrew Back translation KJV text and footnotes
Gen 23.6 OO R'W1 a prince a mighty prince
of/with God Heb. a prince of God
Gen 30.8 o8 "INa1  wrestlings great wrestlings
of/with God Heb. wrestlings of God
Exod 9.28 onoR nYp  thunder mighty thunderings
of/from God Heb. voices of God
| Sam 14.15 oo N0 a trembling a very great trembling
of/from God Heb. a trembling of God
Ps 36.6 587770 mountains the great mountains
of God Heb. the mountains of God
Ps 80.10 58-18  cedars of God goodly cedars
Heb. cedars of God
Jonah 3.3 oORY ATy a great city exceeding great city
to God Heb. of God

4.1 English Bible translations that follow the K|V in Acts 7.20

The translations which tend to maintain this understanding are generally the
modern versions. For example, all of the following translations contain a
superlative with no explicit reference to God: ASV, Phps, NAB, TEV, NIV
(also TNIV), NCV, CEV, GW, and The Message. What is surprising is the
lack of traditional translations, those that normally remain closer to the KJV,
in this list. While the ASV leads off the list, it should be noted that it adds
the missing note from the KJV about a more literal reading. It is as if the
ASV translators maintained the reading from the KJV but added the note
which suggests some possible doubt about the translation. The rest are mod-
ern versions which in many cases are freer renderings of the text. Generally,
these are the translations which tend not to follow the KJV.

4.2 English Bible translations which do not follow the K|V
in Acts 7.20

Almost all of the more traditional versions have surprisingly rejected the
KJV translation. NASB, RSV/NRSV, NKIJV, ESV, HCSB, and NET all
mention God in the phrase. These more traditional versions of the Bible in
English appear to disagree with the KJV translators. Even some of the mod-
ern translations which tend to be freer in their rendering of the biblical text
(Nida’s functional equivalence) disagree with the interpretation in the KJV
(e.g., NLT and NEB/REB). This spread of translations seems to suggest
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Table 4
Acts 7.20b as a superlative Acts 7.20b as a reference to God
ASV (1901) was exceeding fair RSV/NRSV was beautiful
(note: fair unto God) (1952/1989)  before God
Phps (1958) a child of remarkable NEB/REB was a fine child, and
beauty (1970/1989)  pleasing to God
NAB (1970) he was extremely NASB (1971) was lovely in the
beautiful sight of God
TEV (1976) was a very beautiful child NKJV (1982) was well pleasing
to God
NIV/TNIV he was no ordinary ESV (2001) was beautiful in
(1978; 2005) child (note: fair in God’s sight
the sight of God)
NCYV (1986) was very beautiful HCSB (2004) was beautiful
before God
CEV (1995) was a very beautiful child NET (2005)  was beautiful* to
God
GW (1995)  was a very beautiful child NLT (2007)  a beautiful child in
God’s eyes

The Message a most beautiful baby
(2002)

* NET is full of copious notes about translation, textual, and interpretation issues. The note
on this verse, however, deals exclusively with the meaning of the term doteiog (beautiful),
suggesting options such as “well-formed” or “well-pleasing.” Yet the note does not even
mention the possibility of an Elohim superlative.

that what the KJV translators saw as an Elohim superlative is not as clear to
modern Bible translators (see Table 4).

5. Conclusions

What at first appeared to be a rather enigmatic translation in the KJV, possi-
bly even a textual variant or an error, in the end is simply a case of interpre-
tation by the translators. Because of syntactic similarities with the Hebrew
Elohim superlative, the KJV translators decided to treat the phrase as an
idiomatic expression peculiar to the Hebrew language.

1. This treatment, however, has not been unanimously accepted by
other Bible translators working in English. It seems to have been
questioned by nearly all the major versions before the 1970s.
Throughout the boom in English Bible translations based on
dynamic or functional equivalence principles, the treatment of this
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construction as an Elohim superlative has received new attention,
but even this field of translations is divided on the matter. While
many dynamic equivalent translations such as TEV, NIV, NCV,
CEV, and The Message follow the KJV reading, NEB/REB and NLT
do not. The influence of the KJV can be seen both in the traditional
translations which purposefully did not follow the KJV and the
modern translations which did.

2. Thus, this passage provides an interesting look at the scholarship
behind the KJV. While the translators were interested in maintaining
the Tyndale heritage which they had received, they were not afraid
to incorporate scholarly opinion in their work. In this case they did
not mark it as such in the margin, but perhaps this was simply an
oversight. Acts 7.20 demonstrates that the KJV translators, far from
simply unifying and consolidating the previous translations, did in
fact venture to add their own understanding to the text.

3. Butin this example it also seems that there is an implicit warning for
modern Bible translators. There must have been debate around the
table when the KJV committee arrived at Acts 7.20. Some argued
persuasively for the Elohim superlative in Stephen’s Hebraic speech,
and at the end of the day convinced the majority. But this novel
understanding of the text has not exactly won the day. Current Bible
translations, like commentators, are divided on this question. At the
very least, the KJV translators should have included a note—just as
they had done in the Old Testament passages they treated in this
way—to indicate another possible understanding of this text. Thus
they would have left more interpretative options open to the reader.
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