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INTRODUCTION. 
 A. Scripture text: Nehemiah 8:8. 
 B. This lesson is a brief overview of the various English translations of the Bible that appeared from  
  approximately 1382 to 1611.  Eleven different translations will be reviewed. 
 C. A translation is simply the rendition of the original biblical text--Hebrew, Aramaic and Greek--into one's 
  native vernacular.  Everyone, unless he reads the biblical languages, is dependent upon translation. 
  (Jackson, GA, 20). 
 D. In the 3rd century BC, numerous scholars (72 to be exact) began work on the Septuagint which was a 
  translation of the OT from the original Hebrew into Greek.  'Septuagint' is a word meaning 70.  It was 
  this translation that Jesus and some of His inspired men quoted from as recorded in the NT.   
  (Lewis, 15) 
 E. Even though Jesus and the apostles had the Hebrew text at their disposal they frequently made use of 
  the Septuagint in their preaching.  Yet, as every serious Bible student knows, the Septuagint is grossly 
  erroneous at numerous points.  The portions they used were correct and so could be termed that  
  which was spoken by God. (Jackson, GA, 21) 
 F. The Vulgate. 
  But Latin became the language of Western Christendom in the years to come and the need for an  
  accurate translation was evident by the beginning of the 5th century.  There were some "defective,  
  on-the-spot translations" but none seemed to do justice to the original text.  Jerome, working in  
  different stages completed his work in translating the entire Bible into Latin about 404AD.  He   
  translated both Testaments from their original languages. (Lewis, 16) 
 G. With this in mind we begin our study of the various English translations beginning with John Wycliffe. 
 
I. THE WYCLIFFE BIBLE. 
 A. "The movement for a vernacular Bible had three basic hurdles to overcome.  The first was the   
  traditional feeling that Latin was the proper medium of religious expression.  The second was the  
  uneasiness of the clergy over offering Scripture to the laity lest unorthodox teachings should result.  
  Third was the conviction that English was unsuitable for use in expression." (Lewis, 18) 
 B. John Wycliffe came forth with his English translation of the entire Bible in 1382, but no one is sure how 
  much of it is his work or the work of his associate John Purvey.  "Whatever may have been Wycliffe's 
  part in the actual work of translation, his zeal for the Scriptures and for making them accessible to the 
  people in the English language must be credited with giving the impetus to this highly influential  
  version." (IBD, I, 447) 
 C. John Purvey did come out with a revision after Wycliffe's death in 1384. 
 
II. THE TYNDALE BIBLE. 
 A. William Tyndale was the one individual who really got things started as far as English translations of 
  the Bible from the original Greek and Hebrew.  "His zeal for making the Scriptures available in the  
  vernacular is indicated in the story of his encounter with a ‘learned man‘ who expressed the judgment 
  that we might better be without the laws of God than without those of the Pope.  To him Tyndale  
  expressed defiance of the Pope and his laws and said that if God would spare his life he would cause 
  a ploughboy to know more of the Scripture than his learned adversary did." (IBD, I, 447) 
 B. It has been estimated by some scholars that 92% of Tyndale's Bible has been carried over and used 
  in the KJV. (Lewis, 22) 
 C. "The printing of his NT was begun in 1525 in Cologne, but opposition forced him to flee to Worms with 
  the sheets that had been printed.  There, before long (in 1525 or 1526) two editions were completed of 
  3,000 copies each." (IBD, I, 447,450) 



 

 2 

 
III. THE COVERDALE BIBLE. 
 A. Next came the Miles Coverdale Bible which was the first entire Bible to be printed in English.    
  "Coverdale was not a scholar of either Greek or Hebrew, so his translation was based on two German 
  Bibles (Luther and Zwingli), two Latin versions and Tyndale's edition of the NT and the books of  
  Moses.  Coverdale had a capacity for rhythm and beautiful phrasing which made a significant   
  contribution to the English Bible." (Waller, 20CC, 12) 
 
IV. THE MATTHEW BIBLE. 
 A. The Matthew Bible was the next to come on the scene. It was released from Antwerp in 1537.  This 
  particular Bible said on its title pages that it was "truly and purely translated into English by Thomas 
  Matthew. 
 B. This Bible has often been regarded as the work of one John Rogers, who regarded it as inexpedient to 
  send it forth under his own name.  It was virtually a compilation of Tyndale's and Coverdale's work with 
  minor alteration." (IBD, I, 451) 
 
V. THE TAVERNER BIBLE. 
 A. "Richard Taverner published in 1539 a revision of Matthew's Bible which introduced a number of  
  improvements indicating some scholarly competence" (IBD, I, 452).  This however did not prove to be 
  a very popular Bible.  Although the contribution made to the English Bible is not a large one, by  
  Taverner, he did leave us with the words, "parable" and "passover" which are still used in modern  
  translations today. 
 
VI. THE GREAT BIBLE. 
 A. In 1539 there appeared a Bible which was to exercise enormous influence on England and on the  
  subsequent history of the English Bible.  It is called the Great Bible, because of its large physical size.  
  However, upon closer scrutiny it becomes clear that it is merely a revision of Matthew's Bible. 
 B. Seven editions were issued in two years time (1539-1541).  It was last printed in 1569, after which it 
  was displaced by the Geneva and Bishop's Bibles.  However, its influence continues through its  
  Psalms which were attached to the Prayer Book (1549,1662) and which with modified spelling  
  remained in use until a recent (1963) revision.  Though some of its changes were for the worse rather 
  than for the better, the Great Bible also made its contribution to the lasting phraseology of the English 
  Bible. (Lewis, 24,25) 
 
VII. THE GENEVA BIBLE. 
 A. "During Edward VI brief reign (1547-1553), thirty-five editions of  various New Testaments and thirteen 
  various Bibles--Tyndales's, Coverdale's, Matthew's, Taverner's, and Canmer's--were printed. 
  1. However, with the accession of Mary a complete eclipse came.  Public reading of Scripture was 
   prohibited on August 18, 1553, by a proclamation.  No Bibles were published in England during 
   Mary's reign (1553-1558).  Church Bibles were confiscated, martyrs abounded, and Reformers 
   fled to the Continent. 
  2. "Those exiled at Geneva, the center of the Calvinistic reform, prepared a translation and   
   presented it to Elizabeth in 1560, a year and a half after her accession, in the name of ‘Your  
   humble subjects of the English Churche at Geneva.‘  William Whittingham, Anthony Gilby and  
   Thomas Sampson claim that they had spent ‘two yeres and more day and night‘ in its   
   preparation.  The Geneva Bible was accompanied by copious notes which were both anti- 
   Catholic and pro-Calvinistic in nature." (Lewis, 25) 
 B. Italics were used to distinguish words introduced by the translator to clarify the meaning. 



 

 3 

 C. This Geneva Bible, dedicated to Elizabeth was published in 1560.  It made an enormous contribution 
  to the Authorized Version, and achieved a dominant popularity in the period 1570-1620. (IBD, I, 452) 
 D. The Geneva Bible was the first English version to divide the text into verses.  It lasted longer in  
  competition with the King James (AV) than any other of its day. (Waller, 2OCC, 14) 
 E. There are three types of Geneva Bibles. In addition to the early form, a revision was done in 1576 by 
  Laurence Tomson; later Geneva Bibles are therefore known as the Tomson revision.  In 1595, Junius' 
  extensive anti-Catholic comments on Revelation were added to make a third form.  Though the phrase 
  was not original with the Geneva Bible, the use of "breeches" for Adam's and Eve's clothing in  
  Genesis 3:7 gave it the nickname of the "Breeches Bible." (Lewis, 26) 
 
VIII. THE BISHOP'S BIBLE. 
 A. The Geneva Bible was more accurate than the Great Bible, but official endorsement was not   
  transferred to it.  Instead, the Archbishop of Canterbury, Matthew Parker, promoted a revision of the 
  Great Bible, with much of the work done by bishops. It was published in 1568. 
 B. A folio edition with an extensive revision of the NT section was published in 1572.  The 1572 revision 
  had a substantial influence on the AV. (IBD, I, 452) 
 C. From the viewpoint of art, the first edition of the Bishop's Bible was the most imposing of the English 
  Bibles.  As a translation it had its shortcomings and was plagued with printing errors, but it served as 
  the "church Bible" of the Elizabethan Age. A Convocation in 1571 ordered that copies be in the house 
  of every Bishop and in every cathedral.  It thereby became the second authorized English Bible.  The 
  entire Bible was printed over a period of thirty-four years, with the last edition appearing in 1602; the 
  New Testament was printed over a period of sixty-five years, and its last edition was in 1633.  There 
  were about nineteen editions of the whole Bible and about the same number of New Testaments.   
  Meanwhile, the Geneva Bible was outstripping it in popularity with 120 editions before 1611.  The  
  Bishop's Bible has been less thoroughly studied than the other English Bibles.  About 4 percent of the 
  form of the KJV came from it. (Lewis, 26,27) 
 
IX. THE RHEIMS-DOUAY BIBLE. 
 A. Roman Catholics brought forth in Rheims, a NT which they hoped would counteract the influence of 
  Protestant translations.  They based their translation on a Latin Vulgate basic text, but did give  
  attention to the Greek, as is evidenced by their treatment of the definite article. ' 
 B. Of set purpose they retained certain Latin words and followed their basic text closely, even at times, to 
  the point of sacrifice of intelligibility.  The OT was not published until 1609-10 at Douai, which was too 
  late to exert much if any influence on the AV. (IBD, I, 452) 
 C. Copious notes accompanying the text, chiefly written by William Allen, carried on a running debate  
  with the Protestants.  No opportunity is spared to press the teachings of Rome.  The translation was 
  based on the Vulgate text and shows heavy influence of Latin.  A translation which had renderings  
  like, "every knee bowe of the celestials, terrestrials, and infernals" (Phil. 2:10) could not be calculated 
  to be popular. 
 D. There were only four editions of the New Testament (1582, 1600, 1621, 1633) up to 1633, and then 
  the next was in 1750.  There were only two editions of the Old Testament (1610, 1635) before 1750. 
  Its Latinisms caused Thomas Fuller to call it a "translation which needed to be translated." (Lewis, 27) 
 
X. THE AUTHORIZED (KING JAMES) VERSION. 
 A. The King James Bible was born out of a need to still the voices of critics who had agitated against the 
  Bishop's Bible in the later years of Elizabeth's reign and also out of a need to bring uniformity into a 
  confused situation.  Geneva Bibles were commonly used in homes, Bishop's Bibles in churches.   
  Some Great bibles were still around, and perhaps even Tyndale and Coverdale Bibles could be found, 
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  though none of these three had been reprinted for a generation.  Miles Smith in the "Translators to the 
  Reader" of the KJV spoke of making one translation out of many good ones, to which men could not 
  justly take exception.  Though one can hardly vision King James doing a lasting service to   
  Christendom, fate has its odd turns.  John Reynolds proposal of a new translation made at the  
  Hampton Court Conference of 1604 caught King James's fancy, and he set in order the machinery to 
  bring about the translation. (Lewis, 27,28) 
 B. James appointed fifty-four learned men for the work of translation, and the translators were divided  
  into six companies. Among other things, the revisors were to follow the Bishops‘ Bible, and were to  
  modify it as slightly as the "truth of the original" or emphasis required; they were to retain the old  
  ecclesiastical terms such as "church" and marginal notes were to be avoided except for certain non-
  controversial uses.  They worked from the Hebrew text of the OT and from the Greek text of the NT. 
  (IBD, I, 453) 
 C. Some workers died before the work was completed, and some new appointments were made.  A letter 
  speaks of fifty-four translators; however, only forty-seven names have been preserved.  Some of the 
  translators advanced in church offices as a reward for their services.  How meticulously the guide rules 
  were followed is not known.  John Selden spoke of a procedure in which one person read the text  
  while others followed in Bibles of Various languages and made suggestions they felt appropriate.  
  (Lewis, 28) 
 D. There is no record of official ecclesiastical or royal authorization, but the words, "appointed to be read 
  in churches" appeared on the title page of the first edition.  Whether there was official formal   
  authorization or not, the version immediately displaced the Bishops‘ Bible in the churches and in time 
  gained a victory over the Geneva Bible in popular favor,.... (IBD, I, 453,454) 
 E. The translators of the KJV anticipated that their effort would be criticized, and they must not have been 
  disappointed.  Thomas Fuller remarked, "Some of the brethren were not well pleased with this  
  translation."  Published without notes, it seemed lacking in comparison with its rival, the Geneva Bible. 
   In face, Bibles with the KJV text but with Geneva notes were printed in Holland in 1642, 1672,  
  1683, 1708, 1715 and in England in 1649.  Among the most vocal of the critics was Hugh Broughton 
  who, after examining the translation, declared that it was so poorly done that it would grieve him as 
  long as he lived.  He insisted that he would rather be tied between wild horses and torn apart than to 
  let it go forth among the people. He contended that the translators had put errors in the text and the 
  correct readings in the margins. (Lewis, 29) 
 F. The criticisms, however, are only one side of the coin.  Others were pleased with what the translators 
  had done.  Thomas Fuller said, "Wheresoever the Bible shall be preached or read in the whole world, 
  there shall also this that they have done be told in memorial of them." 
   The success of the KJV was almost certain from the beginning, though that was not immediately 
  evident.  The title page phrase, "appointed to be read in churches" taken over from the Bishops‘ Bible, 
  the use of illustrations from that Bible, and the maintaining of a similar general appearance suggest 
  that it was intended to supersede the Bishops‘ Bible.  The entire Bis@§s' Bible was never printed after 
  1602.  The King James Bible went through fifteen printings in the first three years; however, Robert 
  Barker, its printer also continued to print Geneva Bibles until 1616, and other printers issued them until 
  1644.  Even during those years the KJV was moving ahead, for there were 182 printings of the KJV 
  and only 15 for the Geneva. (Lewis, 31,32) 
 G. C.C. Butterworth estimates in a study of selected passages that it (the KJV) is indebted to the earlier 
  English translations of the Bible for about 60% of its text.  The chief contributors were the Geneva  
  Bible (about 19%), and the Geneva NT; and Tyndale's translations, including the Matthew Bible (about 
  18%). (IBD, I, 454) 
 H. The translators had delivered "God's booke unto Gods people in a tongue which they understand."  It 
  was "vnderstood euen of the very vulgar."  In the seventeenth century a "hand labouring man" of  
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  North-hamptonshire said that "the last translation of the Bible which no doubt was done by those  
  learned men in the best English, agreeth perfectly with the common speech of our country."  The KJV 
  came to be loved by the English speaking people.  For more than two centuries it accomplished what 
  a Bible translation should.  It spoke directly to the heart of the common man;.... (Lewis, 33) 
 
CONCLUSION AND INVITATION. 
 A. As one can readily see there were a number of English translations available before the coming of the 
  KJV.  Each one in their own way having something to offer the reader.  Each one trying to make the 
  message of God clearer and more understandable by putting it in the language of the English   
  speaking people. 
 B. Although tonight's lesson has not been evangelistic in nature we want to extend the opportunity for  
  someone to obey the gospel. 
 C. Plan of salvation for non-Xians; erring Xians. 
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