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In this comparative study, relativizers have been examined in two versions of the 

Bible: the King James Bible Version from 1611 and the New King James Bible 

Version from 1990. The hypothesis of this investigation was that, as the English 

language has undergone noticeable changes from the year 1611, the changes might 

also concern the usage of relativizers. Thus, the aim was to analyse how the use of 

relativizers has changed and try to find out reasons for these changes. To examine 

this, The Gospel According to Luke in both Bible versions was studied, because it is 

the longest of the 27 books of the New Testament. During this study, all the 

relativizers were sought out and counted. The results showed that in particular, there 

were remarkable discrepancies concerning the frequency of the relativizers who, 

which and that. In the King James Bible Version the relativizers which and that have 

a high frequency of occurrences, whereas the relativizer who does not appear as 

frequently. In the light of several examples, the usage of the relativizers was 

discussed and it has been found that the discrepancies depend on different factors. 

The most obvious difference in the usage of relativizers is that the relativizer which 

has both human and non-human antecedents in the King James Bible Version, 

whereas there is a clear distinction in the usage of who and which in the New King 

James Bible.  
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1  Introduction 
In this investigation, the appearance of relativizers is studied in two different 

translations of the same text. The aim and the hypothesis of the study are specified in 

section 1.1 and the corpus is presented in section 1.2. 

 

1.1 Aim and Hypothesis 
The aim of the present study is to analyse how the usage of relativizers has changed 

in the English language. The appearance of relativizers is studied in two Bible 

translations, one from the early 17th century and the other from the late 20th century. 

The hypothesis is that there should be remarkable changes in the use of relativizers, 

because the English language has undergone remarkable changes over the centuries. 

The main purpose is to compare the old translation with the modern one and to try to 

find answers to the following questions: 

1.  Are there any noticeable discrepancies in the frequency of relativizers? 

2.  What is the reason for the discrepancies? 

3.  Are the relativizers in the older text version used in such a manner that the usage 

noticeably differs from the modern conventions? 

 

1.2 Corpus 
In an earlier essay1, I discussed the use of second person pronouns in the Gospel 

According to Luke in two Bible translations: The King James Version (KJV) of 1611 

and The New King James Bible Version (NKJV) of 1990. The KJV is also known as 

The Authorized Version. Likewise, in the present study the same corpus is utilized 

with the intention of investigating the use of relativizers. The main reason for the 

choice of exactly the same corpus is that the Gospel According to Luke is most 

representative for this study, because it is the longest text of the 27 books of the New 

Testament. The aforementioned Gospel as well as also The Acts of the Apostles are 

believed to have been written by a doctor of Greek origin, the evangelist Luke.  

 

                                                
1 Thou, Thee, Thy, Thine, Ye, You, Your, Yours: Second Person Pronouns in Two Bible Translations 
http://www.uppsatser.se/uppsats/76f4242ff9/  
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According to Svartvik and Leech (2006:58), English Bible texts were already 

available during the Old English period2. However, no new biblical texts are known 

from the period extending 300 years from the Norman invasion to the 1380s, when 

the only Middle English3 biblical translation4 appeared.  This version is associated 

with the English priest and religious leader John Wycliffe.  He lived between 13205 

and 1384, and is called the ‘morning star of the Reformation’, because his teachings 

are said to have had a great effect on Martin Luther and thus anticipated the 

Protestant Reformation in Germany (Compton 25,1985:312). According to Svartvik 

and Leech (2006:58) the first complete English Bible version (the Tyndale Bible) 

appeared in 1535. In 1604, James I ordered a new translation of the Bible and 47 

scholars, who were “fully familiar with the original languages of the Bible”, started to 

work together (NKJV, Preface 1990:1). The KJV, completed and published in 1611, is 

interesting from a linguistic and lyrical point of view and it is “regarded as the most 

influential book in the history of English civilization” (Compton 7, 1985:257). The 

KJV displaced other, previously translated versions and has had “an enormous impact 

on the English-speaking world for centuries” (Svartvik & Leech 2006:59). Winston 

Churchill extolled the KJV as “a splendid and lasting monument to the genius of the 

English-speaking peoples” (Svartvik & Leech 2006:59). Those Puritans, who left 

England and moved to the American colonies, brought with them the KJV.  Svartvik 

and Leech state the following about the language used in the KJV:  
 

The text was deliberately based on earlier English versions of the 

Bible, especially Tyndale’s, and thus kept alive an earlier state of 

the language, including many of the old Anglo-Saxon words which 

ran the risk of disappearing under the Renaissance influence of 

classical languages (Svartvik & Leech 2006:59). 

  

The modern Bible version, the NKJV was published in 1990, because the KJV 

was thought to be obsolescent and difficult for the modern reader. Therefore, 

                                                
2 Old English 700-1100 
3 Middle English 1100-1500 
4 The original language of the Old Testament is Hebrew and that of the New Testament is Greek, more 
specifically Koine Greek. However, the translators mostly worked from the Vulgate, the Latin Bible, 
which is an early fifth century version of the Bible. 
5 There is no information about the exact year of his birth (Compton 25,1985:312). 
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“present-day vocabulary, punctuation, and grammar have been carefully integrated” in 

the modern version (NKJV, Preface. 1990:2). 

 

2  Theoretical Background 
In this section, grammatical definitions, which are relevant for this study, are 

explained. The relativizers who, which and that are of great importance for this 

investigation, and for this reason they are discussed separately in sections 2.2, 2.3, 

and 2.4. Section 2.5 deals with the historical use of relativizers and finally, section 

2.6 concerns previous research on relativizers. In order to make it easier for the 

reader to distinguish between the referred relativizers and other words, the 

relativizers are always underlined in the present text. 

 

2.1  Relativizers 

According to Biber et al. (2006:460), the definition of the term relativizer is as 

follows: “the word that introduces a relative clause (either a relative pronoun or a 

relative adverb) and relates it to the preceding noun head”. Thus, a relative clause 

is a clause, which postmodifies a noun phrase and gives more information about 

it. The relativizer connects the relative clause to the preceding clause and always 

has its own grammatical role in the clause, i.e. the relativizer has a role as a 

subject or an object in the relative clause, e.g. The book, which is written by the 

famous writer, is a bestseller. The book, which the famous writer has written, is a 

bestseller. In the first sentence the relativizer which stands as a subject of the 

clause and in the second sentence which stands as an object. Furthermore, the 

relative clauses can be of two different types: a restrictive clause, which is a 

necessary clause identifying the reference of the clause and a non-restrictive 

clause, which gives additional optional information about the reference and thus, 

is not necessary.  

Biber et al. (2006:33) make the following classification of the relativizers:  

1) relative pronouns: who, whom, which, that   

2) relative determiners: which, whose  

3) relative adverbs: where, when, why 

In this study, the same classification is used. Furthermore, Biber et al. also 

mention the so-called ‘zero’ relativizer, “the term used where the relativizer of a 
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relative clause is omitted: a school ^ I know” (ibid:461). According to Biber et al. 

(ibid:288), the ‘zero’ relativizer “has colloquial associations and is therefore 

especially characteristic of conversation and fiction”.  

 Relative pronouns refer to a noun phrase in the precedent clause. This 

reference is called the antecedent. Relative determiners always stand together 

with a noun and more specifically, they stand before a noun, e.g. The novel was 

published in 2001, by which time the writer was already internationally well-

known. The writer, whose novel became a bestseller in the United States, lives in 

London. In the first sentence, the antecedent is ‘2001’ and in the second ‘the 

writer’. Relative adverbs where, when and why refer to places, times and reasons, 

e.g. The little village, where he now lives, is also mentioned in his novel. In 2001, 

when the famous novel was published, the writer moved to London. The reasons, 

why he mentioned the village in his novel, are not known. The antecedents of the 

underlined relative adverbs are ‘village’, ‘2001’ and ‘reasons’ (Biber et al. 

2006:33). 

 

2.2 The relativizer who 
According to Svartvik  & Sager the relativizer who is used both in restrictive and 

non-restrictive relative clauses, when the antecedent is a person or several persons  

(1977:220). The relativizer who can also sometimes be used together with a 

collective noun, such as ‘team’, ‘government’ or ‘committee’, as an antecedent, 

e.g. Our government, who supports this project, has even approved other similar 

projects. In addition, it can even be used when it refers to an antecedent, which is 

an animal or animals, “usually with implication of personality” (OED, 1961). In 

agreement with the other sources, Biber et al. state that “Who occurs almost 

exclusively after human heads” (2006:284). The pronoun who has three cases: the 

nominative who, the accusative whom and the genitive whose, but  “In present-

day English, however, there is a strong tendency to reduce it to a two-term 

system: who – whose” (Dekeyser & al. 1987:155). The relativizer who cannot be 

omitted, when it stands as a subject of the relative clause, e.g. The child, who is 

playing in the garden, is only five years old. The accusative form whom, however, 

can be omitted, i.e. the so-called ‘zero’ relativizer, e.g. The man whom we saw has 
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been ill. => The man we saw has been ill. Today, whom is not so common 

anymore, but it is used in both Bible versions when it stands as an object.  
 

2.3 The relativizer which 
Today, the relativizer which can be used in restrictive and non-restrictive relative 

clauses, when the antecedent is non-personal (Leech & Svartvik 1994:369).  There 

are two cases of this relativizer: the nominative which and the genitive of which. 

The genitive form is usually placed after the head of it, e.g. This essay, the 

conclusion of which is that… Instead of of which, it is also possible to use whose, 

the genitive form of who. Accordingly, the antecedents of whose can be both 

human and non-human, whereas who can normally only have a personal 

antecedent. If we have a relative clause, where which stands as the subject of a 

clause, it is not possible to omit the relativizer, e.g. This is the conclusion which 

has been made.  However, if the relativizer stands as an object, in that case, which 

can be omitted, e.g. This is the conclusion which I have made. => This is a 

conclusion I have made. This is the so-called ‘zero’ relativizer.   

 

 

2.4 The relativizer that 
The relativizer that is flexible, because it can be used with both human and non-

human antecedents. Today, it is almost as common as who in conversation, when 

it refers to a person or persons (Biber et al. 2006:286). That is rare in non-

restrictive relative clauses, whereas which is more common; thus, the relativizer 

that is mostly used in restrictive relative clauses (Svartvik & Sager 1977:222). The 

relativizer who is however more common than that as the subject of a relative 

clause, when the reference of the relativizer is a human antecedent. On the other 

hand, that is probably more frequent than which, when the antecedent is non-

human (ibid:222). The difference between that and which is that that is usually not 

preceded by a preposition, while this is possible with which, e.g. She wanted to 

point out the relevance of those things, in which she was involved. Of course, that 

can be used together with a preposition, but in that case, the preposition stands at 

the end of the clause, e.g. This is the case that I am talking about. In some cases, 

the relativizer that is obligatory: after the words ‘little’, ‘much’ and ‘all’ when it 
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means the same as ‘everything’ (ibid:223), e.g. There is only little that can be 

understood. Several studies present much that has been investigated earlier. All 

that glimmers is not gold. In these sentences the relativizer that cannot be omitted. 

Sometimes that is used in emphatic circumlocations, e.g. It is the earlier usage of 

the relativizers that is interesting. That is also more frequent than who and which 

when it is used after superlatives, after ‘first’, ‘only’, ‘any’, ‘every’, ‘no’ and also 

after the pronouns with the ending ‘-thing’, except ‘something’ (ibid:223), e.g. 

This is the most rare case that ever existed. It is the first occurrence that was 

found. There is only one relative pronoun that can be used in that case. Any/Every 

discrepancy that occurs will be studied. No man that works is lazy. Everything 

(/Anything/Nothing) that has been reported is new information. It is not necessary 

to use that when it stands as an object, e.g. The case that the writer reported was 

not the only one. The case the writer reported was not the only one.  

 

 

2.5 Historical Usage of the Relativizers who, which and that  
According to Barber (1993:124), the words ‘hwa’ (who) and ‘hwilc’ (which) were 

used in Old English6, but they were not used as relativizers. However, there were 

words for the relative function: the indeclinable particle ‘þe’ and the declinable ‘se’, 

which were also definite articles. Barber states that in Middle English7, which and 

that were used as relativizers, but who did not have this kind of function until Early 

Modern English8. He writes that who was not so common and quotes as an example 

the first words from the Lord’s Prayer, which begins “Our Father, which art in 

heaven” (ibid:124). 

Burnley (1992:211) writes that in Old English and in Chaucer’s9 language, the 

pronoun who was only used “as an interrogative or with indefinite reference”. As a 

relativizer who emerged in the later Middle English period, but the use of it was still 

relatively unusual (ibid:136). The relativizer was first used in the North, but in the 

15th century it appeared also in the South, although only two case forms were used: 

the accusative form whom and the genitive form whose (ibid:211). The relativizer 
                                                
6 Old English 700-1100 
7 Early Middle English 1100 -1300, Later Middle English 1300-1500 
8 Early Modern English 1500-1800 
9 The poet Geoffrey Chaucer (c. 1343-1400) 
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which appeared also during the same period, but the distinction between who for 

personal and which for non-personal reference could not be seen earlier than in the 

17th century (ibid:200). 

According to Abbott (1966:175), during Elizabethan times10 there were no 

certain rules concerning the use of relativizers. He points out that that was originally 

the only relativizer, and it is the most common one in Wycliffe’s New Testament, but 

that it is replaced by which and who in the 16th century version. According to him, 

the relativizer who is especially common in the KJV. Furthermore, Abbott states that 

in Shakespeare’s time11 there was great diversity concerning the usage of relativizers. 

In the stage play Faithful Shepherdess12 from 1609, the relativizer that is used 

throughout the play and which appears only once. According to Abbott, that became 

popular “because it was the smoothest form: the convenience of three relative forms, 

and the distinctions between their different shades of meaning, were ignored, and that 

was re-established in its ancient supremacy” (ibid:176).  

 

2.6 Previous Research 
As far as I know, there are no other similar comparative studies about the use of 

relativizers in Bible translations. In general, it seems to be difficult to find 

information or investigations about relativizers. There is a quite recent study, more 

specifically a doctoral thesis at Uppsala University from 1995, which deals with 

relative clauses: The Relativizers whose and of which in Present-day English by 

Christine Johansson. This investigation concerns the relativizers whose and of which, 

“the relativization of the genitive relationship with nonpersonal antecedents” 

(Johansson 1995:13) and “the distribution of these two relativizers in different text 

types from corpora of written (British and American) and spoken present-day 

English”. According to Johansson, both relativizers are more frequent in written texts 

than in the spoken language. Furthermore, the relativizer whose is mostly used in 

scientific and more specifically, in mathematical texts and is more common than the 

relativizer of which.  Moreover, in spoken discourse, of which is extremely rare 

(1995:Abstract).  

                                                
10 Elizabeth I, 1533-1603 
11 William Shakespeare 1564-1616 
12 Written by the Jacobean playwright John Fletcher (1579-1625). (Jacobean era, i.e. the period of the 
reign of James I, 1603-1625) 
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3  Methodology 
In this investigation, quantitative, qualitative and comparative methods have been 

used. First, the Gospel According to Luke in both Bible versions, the KJV and the 

NKJV, was read, and at the same time the relativizers (i.e. the relative pronouns: who, 

whom, which, that; the so-called ‘zero’ relativizer, the relative determiners: whose 

and which and the relative adverbs: where, when, why) were sought out and marked. 

Printed on-line versions were utilized and thus, notes were made directly on A4 paper 

sheets and all the searched words in each chapter were marked. Thereafter, the 

relativizers in both Bible versions were counted according to their category and thus, 

the total number of each relativizer in each separate chapter was worked out. Then 

the number of relativizers from each chapter were totalled and in this way, the results 

for the whole Gospel According to Luke, in both Bible versions, were accomplished. 

When these results were compared, they revealed that most of the linguistic changes 

concerned the first group, the relative pronouns who, whom, which and that. Both the 

pronoun whom, which is an accusative form of who, and the ‘zero’ relativizer were 

excluded, because the occurrences of these were almost the same in both Bible 

versions. As mentioned in section 2.1, the ‘zero’ relativizer has informal associations 

and is preferred in conversations. Therefore, only three relativizers, viz. who, which 

and that, were chosen for further investigation. The next step was to take a closer 

look at this group by comparing the Bible verses of the KJV and the NKJV.  All the 

cases, where the KJV relativizer is still the same in the NKJV, were sought out and all 

the Bible verses, where these occurrences were found, were written down. Similarly, 

the divergences were also sought out and categorized, e.g. all the cases where the 

KJV which has been changed to who in the NKJV and also where it has been changed 

to that. It was observed that there were no occurrences of the change of the KJV who; 

i.e. the KJV who is always who in the NKJV. However, as there were a larger number 

of occurrences of who in the NKJV than in the KJV, the pronoun who could not be 

excluded from this study. Thus, eight different categories were formed and a large 

number of Bible verses were written down for the purpose of further investigation. In 

section 4 of this study, these eight categories are presented one after another, together 

with several examples, with the intention of trying to find out how the pronouns who, 

which and that were used earlier and how the use of these has changed in present-day 

English.  
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The reliability of this study might naturally be disputable, because mistakes 

might have occurred, when the relative pronouns were sought out. However, as the 

Gospel According to Luke was read several times and the occurrences of the relative 

pronouns of the KJV were compared to those of the NKJV, most of the mistakes 

should have been detected. Hence, it can be assumed that the reliability of the present 

results and of this whole investigation is relatively high.   

 

4 Results and Analysis 
The results of the occurrences of relativizers in the Gospel According to Luke in the 

KJV and the NKJV are displayed in table 1, which can be seen on the following page. 

In this context, it has to be pointed out that in the counting process errors might have 

occurred; thus, the numbers in the table must be seen as approximate. In the 

subsequent sections, eight different categories are presented according to how the 

chosen relative pronouns appear in the texts. The first three sections deal with the 

cases where the relativizer in the KJV and in the NKJV is the same, and in the 

following sections the cases, where the relativizer has been changed, are brought up. 

Several examples are given and comparisons are made with the intention of 

explicating the rules, which influenced the choice of relativizers in the KJV, and 

trying to explain how the use of relativizers have changed. In this context, it should 

be pointed out that there are a few cases where the antecedent has been changed in 

the NKJV and in such cases, the relativizers are not comparable and the statistics 

might be slightly misrepresentative. The examples marked with ‘a)’ are always 

quoted from the KJV and those marked with ‘b)’ from the NKJV.  Moreover, it is also 

important to point out that the italics in the examples are not mine but in the original. 

In the NKJV, there are italicized words, because these words are additional and thus, 

do not have any correspondence in the original Bible text. Furthermore, some of the 

pronouns are capitalized (You, Your, He, His etc.) because these pronouns refer to 

God (NKJV, 1990 Preface:2).  
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TABLE 1 
Relativizers in the Gospel According to Luke 

 

 

RELATIVIZER   

 

        
The Gospel According 
To Luke, KJV 
                                      

 
The Gospel According 
To Luke, NKJV 
 

 

 Relative pronouns:  

WHO 

WHOM 

WHICH 

THAT 

‘ZERO’ 

 

 

9 

22 

263 

199 

 7 

 

 

242 

24 

78 

49 

8 

 

Relative determiners: 

WHOSE 

WHICH 

 

 

6 

0 

 

 

6 

1 

 

Relative adverbs: 

WHERE 

WHEN 

 WHY 

 

 

15 

13 

0 

 

 

8 

13 

0 

 

 

4.1 The KJV who =  the NKJV who 
The results show that there has not been any change in the use of the relativizer who, 

because the KJV who is always who in the NKJV.  In total, there are only nine 

occurrences of who in the examined text of the KJV, which always refer to one or 

several persons, as the following examples show: 
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Example 1:  

a) And, behold, thy cousin Elisabeth, she hath also conceived a son in 

her old age: and this is the sixth month with her, who was called barren 

(1:36). 

 

b) Now indeed, Elizabeth your relative has also conceived a son in her 

old age; and this is now the sixth month for her who was called barren 

(1:36). 

 

 

Example 2: 

a) And the Pharisees also, who were covetous, heard all these things… 

(16:14). 

 

b) Now the Pharisees, who were lovers of money, also heard all these 

things… (16:14). 

 

In example 1, who refers only to one person, the personal antecedent her. Example 2 

shows that the antecedent is also personal, the plural form Pharisees.  

Thus, the relativizer who is used in the KJV only when it has a personal 

antecedent and likewise, it is used in a similar manner also in the NKJV. The only 

difference is that the relativizer who occurs more frequently in the studied text of the 

NKJV  (242 times) than in that of the KJV (9 times). These other occurrences of who 

in the NKJV are discussed in the subsequent sections 4.4 and 4.6 of this study.   

 

 

4.2 The KJV which =  the NKJV which 
The relativizer which appears 263 times in the examined text of the KJV, but only 68 

of these pronouns have the corresponding which in the NKJV. According to the 

following examples, these unchanged which relativizers always refer to non-personal 

antecedents: 
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Example 3: 

a) And he said, The things which are impossible with men are 

possible with God (18:27). 

 

b) But He said, “The things which are impossible with men are 

possible with God” (18:27). 

 

Example 4: 

a) For the Son of man is come to seek and to save that which was lost 

(19:10). 

 

b) For the Son of Man has come to seek and to save that which was 

lost (19:10). 

 

In example 3, the antecedent is the word ‘things’ and in example 4 the demonstrative 

pronoun ‘that’. The antecedents seem to be either singular or plural forms of nouns 

and singular forms of pronouns. Among 68 examples, there are no occurrences where 

the antecedent of the relativizer is a pronoun in the plural.  The cases, where the KJV 

relativizer which has been changed to either who or that, are discussed later on in this 

study.  

 

4.3 The KJV that =  the NKJV that 
There are a total of 199 occurrences of the relativizer that in the examined text of the 

KJV, but only 33 of these stay unchanged in the NKJV.  In the latter 33 cases that 

refers to both personal and non-personal antecedents, as we can see in the following 

examples:    

 
 
Example 5: 

a) … and said unto the people that followed him, I say unto you… (7:9). 

 

b) … and said to the crowd that followed Him, “I say to you… (7:9). 
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Example 6: 

a) For there is nothing covered, that shall not be revealed; neither hid, 

that shall not be known (12:2). 

 

b) For there is nothing covered that will not be revealed, nor hidden 

that will not be known (12:2). 

 
Example 7: 

a) For, behold, the days are coming, in which they shall say, Blessed 

are the barren, and the wombs that never bare… (23:29). 

 

b) For indeed the days are coming in which they will say, ‘Blessed 

are the barren, wombs that never bore… (23:29). 

 

Example 8: 

a) And he took it down, and wrapped it in linen, and laid it in a 

sepulchre that was hewn in stone, wherein never man before was 

laid (23:53). 

 

b) Then he took it down, wrapped it in linen, and laid it in a tomb 

that was hewn out of the rock, where no one had ever lain before 

(23:53). 

 
In example 5 the antecedents are ‘people’ and ‘crowd’, in example 6 the indefinite 

pronoun ‘nothing’, in example 7 the noun ‘wombs’ and in example 8 a) the noun 

‘sepulchre’ and in 8b) the noun ‘tomb’. Accordingly, the antecedents seem to be 

personal or non-personal nouns, both in the singular and plural.  Several cases were 

found, when the antecedent is an indefinite pronoun, e.g. ‘all’ or ‘nothing’. Only one 

occurrence of a demonstrative pronoun (‘these’) as an antecedent was found. The 

other occurrences of the relativizer that, where the relativizer is changed to either who 

or which in the NKJV, are discussed later in this study. 
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4.4 The KJV which => the NKJV who 
As we saw in 4.2, there are 68 cases where the KJV relativizer which stays unchanged 

in the studied text of the NKJV.  In this section, the changes from the relativizer 

which to who are discussed. When the texts were compared with each other, a total of 

88 occurrences of this kind were found.  All these occurrences in the KJV seem to 

deal with personal (and even divine) antecedents, as for instance the following 

examples show: 

 
Example 9: 
 

a) For unto you is born this day in the city of David a Saviour, which is 

Christ the Lord (2:11). 

 

b) For there is born to you this day in the city of David a Savior, who is 

Christ the Lord (2:11). 

 
Example 10: 

a) But I say unto you which hear, Love your enemies, do good to them 

which hate you, Bless them that curse you, and pray for them which 

despitefully use you (6:27-28). 

 

b) But I say to you who hear:  Love your enemies, do good to those 

who hate you, bless those who curse you, and pray for those who 

spitefully use you (6:27-28). 

 

In example 9, the antecedent is the word ‘Saviour’, and in example 10 a) the 

antecedents are ‘you’ and ‘them’; i.e. person pronouns and in 10b) ‘you’ and ‘those’. 

‘Those’ is a demonstrative pronoun, and in this case, it is interesting to notice the 

change from ‘them which’ to ‘those who’. To conclude, in the studied text of the 

KJV, the antecedents seem to be either singular or plural forms of personal nouns or 

pronouns. 
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4.5 The KJV which => the NKJV that 
Only three clear occurrences were found when the KJV relativizer which has been 

changed to that in the NKJV.  The following examples show these cases: 

 
Example 11: 

a) Saying, If thou hadst known, even thou, at least in this thy day, the 

things which belong into thy peace! But now they are hid from thine 

eyes (19:42). 

 

b) Saying, “If you had known, even you, especially in this your day, 

the things that make for your piece! But now they are hidden from 

your eyes (19:42). 

 

Example 12: 

a) And he said unto them, Render therefore unto Caesar the things 

which be Caesar’s, and unto God the things which be God’s (20:25). 

 

b) And He said to them, “Render therefore to Caesar the things that 

are Caesar’s, and to God the things that are God’s (20:25). 

 

In both examples 11 and 12, the relativizer which has been changed to that, and in 

every case, the antecedent is the noun ‘things’.  

 

The changes from which to that in example 13 are not comparable, because the 

antecedent has been changed. In 13a), the demonstrative pronoun ‘that’ is the 

antecedent of the first relativizer and in the second case the relativizer refers to the 

person pronoun ‘they’. As we can see, in the NKJV verse both the antecedent and the 

relativizer have been changed. Thus, the relativizer that refers to the demonstrative 

pronoun ‘ones’, which has the same meaning as the pronoun ‘those’. In this group 

(KJV which => NKJV that), this is the only case where the antecedent has been 

changed. 

 

 

 



 19 

Example 13: 

a) And that which fell among thorns are they, which when they have 

heard, go forth, and are choked with cares and riches and pleasures of 

this life, and bring no fruit to perfection. But that on the good ground 

are they, which in an honest and good heart, having heard the word, 

keep it, and bring forth fruit with patience (8:14-15). 

 

b) Now the ones that fell among thorns are those who, when they 

have heard, go out and are choked with cares, riches, and pleasures of 

life, and bring no fruit to maturity. But the ones that fell on the good 

ground are those who, having heard the word with a noble and good 

heart, keep it and bear fruit with patience (8:14-15). 

 

4.6 The KJV that =>  the NKJV who 
The study shows that there are a total of 136 occurrences of the cases where the KJV 

relativizer that has been changed to who in the NKJV. The following examples are 

representative for the change and thus, show the most typical cases.  
 
Example 14: 

a) And the angel answering said unto him, I am Gabriel, that stand in 

the presence of God; and am sent to speak unto thee, and to shew thee 

these glad tidings (1:19). 
 

b) And the angel answered and said to him, “I am Gabriel, who stands 

in the presence of God, and was sent to speak to you and bring you 

these glad tidings (1:19). 
 
Example 15: 

a) And blessed is she that believed: for there shall be a performance 

of those things which were told her from the Lord (1:45). 
 

b) Blessed is she who believed, for there will be a fulfilment of 

those things which were told her from the Lord (1:45). 
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Example 16: 

a) And all that heard him were astonished at his understanding and 

answers (2:47). 
 

b) And all who heard Him were astonished at His understanding and 

answers (2:47). 

 

As the examples show, the KJV relativizer that refers to persons – both nouns and 

pronouns – and is changed to the relativizer who in the NKJV.  

 

 

4.7 The KJV that =>  the NKJV which 
Only one case was found where the KJV relativizer that has been changed to which in 

the NKJV. The following example shows that in both verses the antecedent is the 

demonstrative pronoun ‘this’. 

 

Example 17: 

a) For I say unto you, that this that is written must yet be 

accomplished in me, And he was reckoned among the transgressors: 

for the things concerning me have an end (22:37). 

 

b) For I say to you that this which is written must still be 

accomplished in Me: ‘And He was numbered with the 

transgressors.’ For the things concerning Me have an end” (22:37). 

 

The KJV relativizer that has been changed to the relativizer which in the 

NKJV. Why this change? In both cases, the antecedent is the non-human 

pronoun ‘this’. As written in section 2.5, the relativizer that was common in 

the early 17th century. Has the relativizer been changed because “this 

which” is more usual in present-day English? According to a Google 

search, there are currently about 2,250,000 pages on the internet containing 

“this which”, whereas there are fewer appearances of “this that” 
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(approximately 686,000). A search in the British National Corpus (BNC)13 

indicates that “this that” (616 cases) is more common than “this which” 

(182 cases). However, among these 616 appearances of “this that” there are 

also cases where ‘that’ is not a relativizer but a complementizer introducing 

a finite complement clause. Of course, the same thing may be said of the 

Google search. Accordingly, we cannot know why the KJV relativizer that 

has been changed. 

 

 

4.8  No corresponding relativizer in the NKJV  
The appearance of the studied relativizers who, which and that in the texts is 

displayed in table 2. These numbers are approximate and are also presented in 

table 1. The table shows also the total of the studied relativizers in both Bible 

versions. 
 

Table 2 
Relativizers who, which and that in the Gospel According to Luke 

 

  KJV       NKJV 

WHO 9           242 
WHICH 263             78 

THAT 199             49 

Total: 471           369 

 

 

As we can see, the total number of these three relativizers is higher in the KJV than in 

the NKJV.  As all the relativizers have been counted chapter by chapter, it is easy to 

find the chapters where there are remarkable discrepancies. The reasons for the 

higher number of relativizers in the KJV are the following: 

 

                                                
13 BNC: “a 100 million word collection of samples of written and spoken language”. 
(http://natcorp.ox.ac.uk/index.xml) 
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1. Ellipsis and structural condensation:   

In all, 89 cases of ellipsis were found. In chapter 3 in the KJV the relativizer which  

appears 79 times and that four times (i.e. a total of 83 relativizers); in the NKJV both 

who and which appear three 3 times and that only once (i.e. a total of 7 relativizers).  

Thus, there is a large difference between the total numbers of the relativizers. We can  

compare a part of the chapter and see the reason for the discrepancy. 

 

Example 18: 

a) And Jesus himself began to be about thirty years of age, being (as 

was supposed) the son of Joseph, which was the son of Heli, which 

was the son of Matthat, which was the son of Levi, which was the 

son of Melchi, which was the son of Janna […] which was the son 

of Enos, which was the son of Seth, which was the son of Adam, 

which was the son of God (3:23-38). 

 

b) Now Jesus Himself began His ministry at about thirty years of age, 

being (as was supposed) the son of Joseph, the son of Heli, the son 

of Matthat, the son of Levi, the son of Melchi, the son of Janna […] 

the son of Enosh, the son of Seth, the son of Adam, the son of God 

(3:23-38). 

 

The genealogy of Jesus Christ (more than 70 generations) is presented in the chapter 

3 of the Gospel According to Luke, and a large number of the relativizer which is 

used in the older text, while no relativizers are used in the corresponding NKJV text. 

This is one obvious explanation for the large quantity of relativizers used in the KJV, 

but ellipsis can also be seen in other chapters, for instance: 

 

Example 19:  

a) And why beholdest thou the mote that is in thy brother’s eye, but 

perceivest not the beam that is in thine own eye? (6:41). 

 

b) And why do you look at the speck in your brother’s eye, but do 

not perceive the plank in your own eye? (6:41). 
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Example 20: 

 a) And heal the sick that are therein...(10:9).  
  

 b) And heal the sick there… (10:9). 

 

Example 21: 

a) And he said unto them, When ye pray, say, Our Father which art 

in heaven, Hallowed be thy name… (11:2). 

 

b) So He said to them, “When you pray, say: Our Father in heaven, 

Hallowed be Your name…(11:2). 

 

2. Constructional changes: 

In all, there are about 18 cases, where the relativizer used in the KJV has no 

corresponding relativizer in the NKJV, because another kind of construction 

is used. Examples 22- 25 show some of the cases: 

 

Example 22: 

a) And when eight days were accomplished for the circumcising of 

the child, his name was called JESUS, which was so named of 

the angel before he was conceived in the womb (2:21). 

 

b) And when eight days were completed for the circumcision of the 

Child, His name was called JESUS, the name given by the angel 

before He was conceived in the womb (2:21). 

 

Example 23: 

a) And John calling unto him two of his disciples sent them to Jesus, 

saying, Art thou he that should come? Or look we for another? (7:19). 

 b

b) And John, calling two of his disciples to him, sent them to Jesus, saying, 

“Are You the Coming One, or do we look for another? (7:19). 

 

 



 24 

Example 24: 

a)…Blessed are the eyes which see the things that ye see: For I tell 

you, that many prophets and kings have desired to see those things 

which ye see, and have not seen them; and to hear those things 

which ye hear, and have not heard them (10:23-24). 

 

b) …Blessed are the eyes which see the things you see; for I tell you 

that many prophets and kings have desired to see what you see, and 

have not seen it, and hear what you hear, and have not heard it 

(10:23-24). 

 

 

 

Example 25: 

a) But, behold, the hand of him that betrayeth me is with me on the 

table (22:21). 

 

b) But behold, the hand of My betrayer is with Me on the table 

(22:21). 

 

We can see for instance in example 24 that ‘those things which’ has been replaced 

with ‘what’. The difference is that ‘what’ has no antecedent and is therefore not 

included in the group of relativizers. According to Biber et al. a relativizer relates to 

the preceding noun head (2006:460). 

 

Ellipsis and constructional changes explain the high frequency of relativizers (who, 

which, that) in the KJV. 
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5  Discussion and Conclusions 
In this section, the usage of the relativizers who, which and that is further discussed 

and finally, the questions presented in the beginning of this investigation (Section 1.1, 

p.4) are brought up and answered.  

In the previous section, we have seen that the relativizer who is used, both in 

the KJV and the NKJV, in accordance with the rule presented in section 2.2: “when 

the antecedent is a person or several persons”. Examples 1 and 2 show that the 

relativizer can refer to one or several persons, but there are no cases in the KJV where 

who refers to collective nouns or to an animal or animals (discussed in section 2.2). 

Table 1 shows that who is not used as frequently in the KJV as in the NKJV.  In this 

context, an important question is whether it was possible to omit the relativizer who, 

or is it so that other relativizers have been used instead? The answer must be that, 

because who stands as the subject of a relative clause and is the nominative form of 

the relativizer, it cannot be omitted, so either which or that have been used instead. 

According to both Barber and Burnley (section 2.5) the use of the relativizer who was 

still uncommon during the Early Modern English period and the results of this study 

also confirm this fact. Surprisingly, Abbott (section 2.5) states that the relativizer who 

is “especially common” in the KJV. As table 1 (p. 4) shows, there are only nine 

appearances of the relativizer who in the Gospel According to Luke, which according 

to what is written in section 1.2, is very representative for the present study. The nine 

appearances of who in the KJV compared to a total of 242 cases in the NKJV cannot 

be seen as “especially common”.  

According to table 1, there is a remarkable difference concerning the 

frequency of the relativizer which: it appears 263 times in the KJV and 78 times in the 

NKJV.  As the examples show, it is used in the KJV even when it refers to a person or 

several persons. This is no longer the common use of which; thus in the NKJV who or 

that is used.  As presented in section 2.5, Burnley states that “the distinction between 

who for personal and which for non-personal reference could not be seen earlier than 

in the 17th century”. In the KJV, which had been completed in the early 17th century, 

all nine cases of who are used for personal reference and the relativizer which can be 

used for both personal and non-personal reference. There is a total of 88 cases when 

the KJV which has been changed to who in the NKJV and only five times to that. We 

have also seen that the relativizer which can sometimes be omitted. For instance 
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example 18 (p. 22) shows that there are different ways of expressing the same 

meaning and thus, it is not always necessary to use relativizers. 

 The difference between that and which is that that is usually not preceded by 

a preposition, while this is possible with which, e.g. “that you may know the certainty 

of those things in which you were instructed” (NKJV, Luke 1:4, the underlining is 

mine). In the studied texts the relativizer that is far more frequent in the KJV (199 

cases) than in the NKJV (49 cases), so the question is how the use of that has 

changed. Section 2.5 (p.9) of this study deals with the historical use of relativizers 

and according to Abbott the relativizer that was extremely common in the early 17th 

century. He explains that the popularity of that was due to the fact that it was the most 

flexible relativizer, “the convenience of three relative forms, and the distinctions 

between their different shades of meaning, were ignored” (1966:176). As an example 

of the high frequency of that, he gives the stage play Faithful Shepherdess, where that 

almost exclusively appeared as the only relativizer. This seems to be the case even in 

the KJV: that is frequently used.  Only one case has been found, where that becomes 

which, but there are approximately 136 cases when that has been changed to who. 

Therefore, this change must be due to the fact that in those cases, the antecedents are 

always human. As discussed in section 4.3 (p. 15) there is a total of 33 cases when 

that is still the same in the NKJV. Do these cases then follow the modern rules? Yes, 

they do. According to modern grammatical tendencies, the examples 5-8 (section 4.3) 

show that the references seem to be human or non-human nouns, both in singular and 

plural, but the antecedents can also be indefinite pronouns, such as ‘all’ or ‘nothing’. 

Is it then possible that several that relativizers have disappeared? As discussed in 

section 4.8, ellipsis and constructional changes have had an effect on the total number 

of relativizers.  

 

Finally, the questions presented in section 1.1 (p.4) need to be answered: 

1. Are there noticeable discrepancies in the frequency of relativizers? 

Yes, table 1(p. 13) shows that the discrepancies mostly concern the relativizers who, 

which and that. As can be seen from section 3 (p. 11 ), all the relativizers were sought 

out and marked in the studied translations,  and it was found that the usage of these 

three relativizers has changed remarkably. Therefore, only who, which and that were 

chosen for further investigation. 
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2.  What is the reason for the discrepancies? 

According to the information given by Svartvik & Leech (section 1.2), the KJV text 

is based on the Tyndale Bible from 1535 and thus might keep alive earlier features of 

the language. Maybe this is the main reason for the relatively high frequency of the 

relativizers which and that and the surprisingly low frequency of the relativizer who. 

This fact explains also why the distinction between who for human reference and 

which for non-human reference cannot be seen in the KJV, although Burnley writes 

that it could be seen in the 17th century (section 2.5). In section 4.8, it has been 

explained that the lower number of relativizers in the NKJV depends both on ellipsis 

and constructional changes. 

 

3.  Are the relativizers in the older text version used in such a manner that the usage 

noticeably differs from the modern conventions? 

Yes, the most obvious difference is that in the KJV, the relativizer which has both 

personal and non-personal antecedents. In modern language, the distinction between 

who and which is clear: who has personal and which has non-personal antecedents. 

During the late Middle English period and still in Early Modern English, the 

relativizer that was frequently used, and this can also be seen in the KJV. According 

to Abbott (section 2.5) the relativizer that was previously the only relativizer. Thus, it 

would be an interesting object for further investigations. 

  

To conclude, the usage of relativizers has changed remarkably during the centuries; 

thus, the hypothesis of this study (section 1.1) is confirmed. Given the time and 

resources, it would be interesting to study different aspects of the language for 

instance in the Tyndale Bible from 1535, or even in the older, Middle English biblical 

translation from the 1380s. 
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