
( Page 1 )

A Short History of Our English Bible

A Short History
of

Our English
Bible

By
Earl L. Brown, Jr.



( Page 2 )

A Short History of Our English Bible

A Short History of Our English Bible
Earl L. Brown, Jr

.
Early Church History and The English Bible

BEFORE THE END OF THE SECOND CENTURY AD the
gospel was brought to London, England. There might have been
early translations of portions of the Greek New Testament into

English. None are extant[1]. It remained for missionaries from Rome in
the fifth century to bring Jerome’s Latin Vulgate to England[2]. The need
was great for an English translation of the Bible[3].

Medieval Church History and The English Bible

An intelligible liturgy that both priest and laity could understand gave an
impetus for the paraphrasing of Scripture into the English language.
Foremost of the portions of the Bible paraphrased became the Psalms,
sometimes with meter[4]. Caedmon, (a seventh century monk) made a
metrical version of some portions of Scripture. Bede translated the Gos-
pels into English.

It is alleged that he finished translating the Gospel of John on his death-
bed in A.D. 735. Alfred the Great (reigned 871-899) translated the
Psalms and the Ten Commandments[5]. Some interlinear translations
remain from the tenth century[6]. The Lindisfarne Gospels are cited as
the most famous of this period (ca. 950)[7].

Aelfric (ca. 955-1020) made idiomatic translations of Scripture portions.
Two of these exist until today. Almost three hundred years later, William
of Shoreham and Richard Rolle each translated the Psalter. Rolle’s work
included a verse by verse commentary. Both Psalters were popular at the
time of John Wycliffe (ca. 1329-1384)[8].

John Wycliffe (ca. 1329-1384) the “Morning Star of the Reformation”
was the first with his associates to translate the entire Bible from Latin
into English. He was the most recognized scholar and theologian at
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Oxford University of his day. Wycliffe’s beliefs warranted that the only
safeguard against the Church’s abusive authority, was to make the Bible
available in the language of the people. The whole New Testament was
completed in 1380 and the Old Testament in 1382[9].

Modern Church History and The English Bible

In 1415, the Council of Constance condemned John Huss to burn at the
stake, condemned the writings of Wycliffe, ordered his bones to be dug
out of the ground and for them to be burned. His ashes were to be cast in
the river. The influence of the Wycliffe Bible was great[10].

It was still only an English translation of Jerome’s Latin Vulgate. Almost
fifty years after the “Constitutions of Oxford” (1408), which condemned
the writings of Wycliffe, Gutenberg printed the Latin Bible in 1456. The
complete Hebrew Old Testament was printed at Soncino, Italy in 1488.
Erasmus had the Greek New Testament printed in Basel in 1516[11].
WRS Journal 10/2 (August 2003) 17-26

From Tyndale to the King James Version

The first English translation of the Greek New Testament was completed
and printed by William Tyndale (1494-1536) in 1526. He saw great value
in revising his New Testament in 1534. Though very active in theological
dispute, Tyndale had translated the Pentateuch and several other Old
Testament portions in 1530[11].

Myles Coverdale (1488-1569) completed the Old Testament which
Tyndale had begun in 1535. For the first time the Old Testament Apocry-
pha was separated from the canonical books. Other revisions of the
English Bible emerged. John Rogers, who took a pen name Matthew, in
actuality had completed Tyndale’s translation with some improvements
of his own. Rogers was burned at the stake in 1555[13].

The Great Bible was printed in 1539. It was called great because of its
size. The Lutheran order of the books of the New Testament was discon-
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tinued with this version. A lesser known work was that of Richard
Taverner another revision of Matthew’s Bible in 1539[14].

All of these translations were produced during the reign of King Henry
VIII (1509-1547)[15].

The first English version to be brought to America was the Geneva Bible.
It was first published in 1560. William Wittingham (ca.1524-1579)
translated the New Testament from Beza’s Latin text consulting the
Greek New Testament. This translation contained annotations which
reflected a pronounced Calvinism[16].

With great reaction by the bishops in the Church of England, the Bishop’s
Bible was produced in 1568. This was primarily a revision of the Great
Bible. The low church Separatists championed the Geneva Bible. Con-
versely, the high church Anglicans promoted the Bishop’s Bible[17].

The first English Roman Catholic Bible was translated by William Allen
and Gregory Martin. It was called the Douay-Rheims Bible. The New
Testament was completed at Rheims in 1582. Martin died in 1584. The
Bible was completed by William Allen and Richard Bristow at Douay in
1609-1610. The Rheims-Douay or the Douay-Rheims was a very stilted
translation of the Latin Vulgate into English. This translation became the
standard for Roman Catholics into the 20th century[18[.

The Authorized or King James Version of 1611

James I came to the throne of England in 1603 after Queen Elizabeth I
(1558-1603), having reigned in Scotland for some thirty-six years, since
the age of one. In the calling of the Hampton Court Conference in 1604
he sought a discussion of the various parties within the Church of Eng-
land. He sought for a resolution of the vying factions with the proposal of
a new Bible translation which would be a compromise for the contending
translations between the three rival traditions[19].

From the outset, the King James Version was staunchly opposed by
Richard Bancroft, a bishop in London. It was Dr. John Rainolds (1549-
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1607) the president of Corpus Christi College in Oxford who originally
proposed the idea of it. The King James Version was a monumental
scholastic effort of its day. Some 54 men, many the leading classical and
oriental scholars of the day were set forth to revise the Bishop’s Bible
adopting less objectionable WRS Journal 10/2 (August 2003) 17-26
renderings of the Geneva Bible influenced by the Latin vocabulary of the
Vulgate and the Rheims-Douay[20].

Quite surprisingly, the compromise Bible of its day, the King James
Version, has become venerated by fundamentalists of today. It was the
first translation to incorporate marginal notes which reflected alternative
renderings of Hebrew and Greek into English. Although somewhat
authorized by King James I, in the strictest sense it wasn’t. Even James
had a number of complaints against this version of the Bible[21].

However, James I was not popular among the British people. His monu-
mental accomplishment for his reign was the production of the “new”
Bible[22].

Three panels translated the Old Testament headed by Lancelot Andrewes.
One panel probably headed by John Bois translated the Apocrypha. Two
panels headed by Thomas Ravis translated the New Testament. Of the
five currently available primary uncial manuscripts, only Codex Beza
was extant at the time, but there is no evidence it was utilized. Of the
5,358 known  New Testament manuscripts, only 25 were known in their
day. Papyri discoveries were still three hundred years later. Of the now
800 Hebrew manuscripts of the Old Testament, only two known sources
were utilized. These were the Complutensian Polyglot (1517) and the
Antwerp Polyglot (1572).

What the Authorized Version lacked in manuscript availability, it com-
pensated with the magnitude of scholarship of its day. To its credit the
King James Version was the clearest, most fluent translation, with poetic
rhythm and dignity based on the watershed of some seven previous
translations of Scripture[23].
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Some Revisions of The Authorized Version

There were a number of unofficial revisions of the 1611 KJV. The current
printed edition of most of the common KJV texts is that of Benjamin
Blaney in 1769.24 Language does change.

Reflecting upon such change was the noble attempt of Charles Thompson
in 1808 to revise the AV or KJV. Even Noah Webster (1758-1843)
produced his revision in 1833, finding the usage of some 150 words in
the KJV misleadingly obsolete in his day[25].

Two Traditions Emerge in Revision of the KJV

As new discoveries of ancient manuscripts became available to scholars,
it became painfully obvious that there was clearly a need for revision of
the KJV[26]. Only a few revisions utilized the same Greek textual base
as the KJV. These were the King James II (1971) and the New King
James Version (1982). The first was produced by Jay Green and his
Associated Publishers and Authors. This revision was essentially a one
man Bible despite his working in consort with a number of scholars who
remained anonymous when their suggestions were ignored by the
editor[27].

The second was prepared by 130 evangelical scholars, who thus
produced the New King James Version. The Old Testament text used was
Biblica Hebraica Stuttgartensia (1977). The New Testament text used
was the Revised Textus Receptus (1881). Though infinitely superior to
King James II, the New King James Version suffers from placing new
wine of updated vocabulary in the old wine pouches of Elizabethan
phraseology[28].

Most revisions of the KJV follow a more eclectic approach to utilizing
one or more families of Greek texts. In this short history of English Bible
translation, we shall skip a multitude of private translations of the New
Testament, or even the Bible, to concentrate on the more familiar ver-
sions of the Bible[29].
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In 1870 Dr. Samuel Wilburforce proposed the AV be revised. Some 65
scholars were involved. Two committees were formed with some Amer-
icans serving in order to produce one translation that would serve both
sides of the Atlantic. The New Testament of the English Revised Version
was produced in 1881, and in 1885, the whole Bible[30].

The purpose of the ERV was flawed. The translators were to limit
vocabulary changes to that of Tudor and Jacobean authors. The method
of the ERV was uneven. The Hebrew text used was the Massoretic Text.
The New Testament text utilized was that of B. F. Westcott and F. J. A.
Hort.

When issued the ERV contained a list of words revised by the Americans
not adopted by the English in an edition for circulation in America[31].

Subsequent British English Versions

In May of 1946 there was a proposal that there be a new translation
undertaken in British English. The New English Bible, New Testament,
underwent three revisions from 1961-1970.

The entire Bible was produced in 1970. This New English Bible reflected
the views of largely liberal scholars who followed the theory of Dynamic
Equivalence in translation. The New English Bible was revised in 1989
and called the Revised English Bible[32].

Subsequent American English Versions

The American Standard Version of 1901 was resultant as the work of ten
American scholars including Philip Schaff and William Henry Green
improving on their suggestions to the British ERV committees. It used
the same text base as its British counterpart. In contrast to the ERV no
Apocrypha was translated. Unfortunately, it suffered from similar archaic
language and stilted style of the ERV[33].

Some have joked that the ERV and ASV brought the vocabulary up to
1650[34].
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Liberalizing Revisions of the ASV

In 1928 the copyright of the ASV was acquired by the International
Council of Religious Education. This council was under the auspicious of
the Federal Council of Churches, which eventually became the National
Council of Churches in 1950. The most prominent of the 32 scholars of
what would become the Revised Standard Version were Luther A. Wei-
gle, Edgar Goodspeed, and James Moffatt. The two latter men are known
particularly for their own private translations of the Scripture[35].

In 1946 the New Testament of the RSV was released. Ensuing was the
release of the Old Testament in 1952, and the Apocrypha in 1957. On the
whole the RSV was an excellent modern English translation. It was
unfortunate that the liberal bias against Messianic prediction rendered
this translation unfavourable, distasteful and unworthy of trust by many
conservatives[36].

In 1971 the whole New Testament was revised using a later Greek textual
basis[37]. Thirty scholars from the National Council of Churches revised
both the RSV Old and New Testaments. The text basis for the New
Revised Standard Version of 1989 was that of Old Testament, Biblica
Hebraica Stuttgartensia, and New Testament, the third edition of the
Greek New Testament of the United Bible Societies (1975). Chief editor
of this undertaking was Bruce M. Metzger of Princeton Theological
Seminary[38].

Conservative Revision of the ASV

The Lockman Foundation, working closely with some 58 anonymous
scholars, produced in 1971 the New American Standard Bible. There
were two revisions of this translation. The first was in 1977. A second
occurred in 1995. This translation tries to consistently render the same
word Hebrew or Greek word similarly into English. The first edition
uncritically adopted the RSV rendering of Psalm 16:10. It corrected the
liberal interpretation in its subsequent editions[39].

____________________
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Recent Translations Noted

About 110 Evangelical scholars worked on the New International Ver-
sion. The New Testament was completed in 1973 and the Old Testament
in 1979. A British version called the New International Bible was com-
pleted in 1983 with gender inclusive language. An American revision
was finished in 1984[40].

The NIV is a translation, according to Kenneth Barker, as being some-
where between Formal Equivalent and Dynamic Equivalent[41]. Some
scholars have held well that the NIV has the potential of becoming the
Bible that most evangelicals will use in the future[42].

In 2002 a gender inclusive New Testament was released called Today’s
New International Version. The TNIV is a conservative attempt at gender
neutral translation. It offers 1/3 the amount of such translation in the
NRSV[43].

The twentieth century saw two major Roman Catholic translations. The
New American Bible was completed in 1970 and revised in 1986. The
texts utilized in it were Biblica Hebrica for the Old Testament, and the
25th edition of the Nestle-Aland Greek text. This was the product of 59
Roman Catholic scholars. The annotations make concessions to higher
critical theories of the origin of Scripture[44].

The Jerusalem Bible (1966) was the first Roman Catholic Bible to be
completely translated from the original languages of Scripture. It was
revised and called the New Jerusalem Bible in 1989. Originally the
product of Alexander Jones of Corpus Christi College and 27 contribu-
tors. The extensively annotative notes reflect a warm acceptance of
liberal Protestant views regarding authorship of many of the books of
Scripture. In the Old Testament, this translation resorts to some unwar-
ranted textual emendation[45].

Though called a version, the Today’s English Version, or Good News
Bible is properly a modern speech translation and not a version. The New
Testament was translated in 1966. The complete Bible appeared in 1976.
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Dr. Robert Bratcher of the American Bible Society was its editor in chief.
The Old Testament text used was Biblica Hebraica 1937. The 1st edition
of the United Bible Society’s Greek text was used in the 1976 revision.
Although intended for use with readers for whom English is a second
language, the liberal bias shown at places in negates the Dynamic Equiv-
alence incorporated. The Bible in Basic English (1949) does a much better
job, as does Olaf Norlie’s Simplified New Testament (1961)[46].

Comments made in this light can equally in manner of degree be men-
tioned of the Contemporary English Version (1991, 1994), and the New
Century Version (1991), both are designed for children, but are examples
of over simplification in economy of speech and over usage of Dynamic
Equivalence[47].

Another misnomer is the one man work of Kenneth Taylor, the Living
Bible (1966, 1971). He conceived of the work of paraphrasing the ASV
of 1901 for his children. More than 40 million copies have been sold. The
deficiencies of the work led to its revision by its publishers. At least 93
translators were involved with the New Living Translation (1996), which
is basically a scholarly rework of Taylor’s along the lines of Evangelical
Dynamic Equivalency. Biblica Hebraica Stuttgartensia was used for the
Old Testament; the New Testament employed the 4th edition of the UBS
Greek text (1993)[48].

The translators were dissatisfied with the resultant work and are working
on a thorough going retranslation which should appear in a few years. In
stark contrast, Eugene Petersen’s, The Message (2002) tries to do what
Taylor did in the late 1960’s—bridging the century gap. His purpose is to
provide an impact translation. It is at places over-translation for sake of
impact. This was much like the New Testament of J. B. Phillips (1958).

He revised it in 1973 and with revision deleted the time bound colourful
language which made the original so popular[49]. If we live long enough
maybe Peterson will repeat the venture as J. B. Phillips did.
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Reaction to Gender-Neutrality in Translation

The year A.D. 2000 saw among many things another translation worthy
of discussion. The Holmon Christian Standard Bible New Testament was
released. Although the whole Bible will not be released for at least
another few years. The goal of this translation is to “be as accurate as the
NASB and as readable as the NIV[50].”

The translation theory adopted called Optimal Equivalence is in essence
the combination of the best of Formal and Dynamic Equivalence. Some
90 scholars are participating. The text of this translation is that of the UBS
4th edition of the Greek text. This translation was conceived in the wake
of Southern Baptist outcry against the attempt to come up with gender
neutral translations like the NRSV, the ESV of 2001, and the TNIV[51].

An Ecumenical Version Accepted by Conservatives

As this short history is brought to a close, it appears that we shall come
full circle on KJV revision. The English Standard Version of 2001
bridges many gaps for many reasons. It bridges the gap between British
and American English. A team of 100 members sought out to revise the
text of the 1972 revision of the RSV by conservative, evangelical transla-
tors. In reality, it is a conservative purification of many of the readings of
the NRSV[52].

It is interesting that, regarding the issue of gender neutrality, it contains
more renderings than the TNIV, but fewer than the NRSV[53]. The ESV
of 2001 retains the generic “he” in many places where the NRSV has
dropped it. To summarize the goal of the ESV of 2001, “In each case the
objective has been transparency to the original text, allowing the reader
to understand the original on its own terms rather than on the terms of our
present-day culture[54].”

Although the NIV has been the Bible of many evangelicals, time may
prove the ESV of 2001 to become the KJV of our day, and, perhaps, the
NIV or NASB the Geneva Bible of our day[55].
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( Page 18 )

A Short History of Our English Bible

Saint Jerome Translating the Bible into Latin
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The Lindisfarne Gospels
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