History of the Bible, Part 2: 

The History of the English Bible
Earliest Translations of the Hebrew and Greek Scriptures 1
The earliest translations of the Old Testament came around 400 A.D. in Aramaic—the language that Jesus spoke.  As the religion of the Jews filtered into other cultures with still other languages, the need for the Hebrew Scriptures to be translated became apparent.  The same was true for the New Testament writings as the gospel permeated the known world.  In the few centuries before and after Christ the dominant language for education and commerce was Greek.  So it was natural and necessary that the Hebrew Bible be translated into Greek.  This happened over a number of decades in the third century B.C. resulting in the very influential translation called the Septuagint (the name being a derivative of the Latin for “70’ because it was believed that 70 Jewish scholars were commissioned to translate the Hebrew Scriptures into the Greek).  The Septuagint had a great impact bringing the Hebrew Bible to the Hellenistic Jews (Greek speaking and cultured Jews) and the rest of the Greek speaking world.  It was also an enormous influence on the early church.  It must be remembered that the Bible of the early church was the Old Testament and, for most of them, that was The Septuagint.  That is why the Septuagint is often quoted directly by the New Testament writers.  This helps to explain why some New Testament quotations of the Old Testament are not exactly the same when we compare them in our Bibles.
Of course, the writings of the New Testament were already in Greek but in about 180 A.D. they began to be translated into Syriac, Coptic and Latin.  Since Latin was the other great cultural language of the western world and since it became the language of the Roman church, Jerome’s Latin translation of 380 A.D. called “The Vulgate” became the most influential translation in the world for the next thousand years.  During this time, the church fiercely opposed the translation of the Bible into any other language, which is ironic considering that “Vulgate” means “common,” for Jerome’s task was to bring the Bible into the common language of the day, Latin.

History of the English Bible 2
The first known English Bibles were handwritten manuscripts translated from the Latin Vulgate by Oxford Professor John Wycliffe in the 1380’s.  But he was in conflict with the Pope and the Church which denounced him as a heretic for this and other activities of his “Lollards” who sought to bring biblical reforms to the church.  One of Wycliffe’s followers was John Hus who continued to promote the idea that people should be free to read the Bible in their own language—an idea that the church opposed.  Hus also was branded a heretic and was burned at the stake in the year 1415 with some of Wycliffe’s English manuscripts used as kindling for the fire.  It wasn’t until the 1490’s that the cause for translating the Bible into English was again taken up by two Oxford Professors, Thomas Linacre and John Colet who, instead of translating the Bible from the church-sanctioned Latin Bible, began translating the New Testament directly from the Greek.  With the invention of Guttenberg’s printing press the stage was set for a cultural revolution and eminent English scholar, William Tyndale, was the first to publish a printed version of the Scriptures in English in 1525.  Before the publication, he was forced to flee England because of the widespread knowledge that he intended to publish an English version—and it was during this time that he gave himself to the work of translating the New Testament into English.  When it was completed, he was able to return to England to publish his landmark work.  

Myles Coverdale continued the work of Tyndale, translating the Old Testament into English, mainly from Luther’s German version.  The first completed English version, the “Coverdale Bible” came off the presses on October 4, 1535.  Two years later, John Rogers completed the first English Bible to be translated from the Hebrew and Greek (known as the Matthew-Tyndale Bible).  During this time, Henry VIII, King of England, stood in conflict with the Pope.  Henry dramatically pulled all the churches out from under the dictates of Rome, forming the Church of England (Anglican Church) of which he became the head. The Church of England was not part of the Protestant reformation and remained somewhat more “Catholic” in nature, but became separate from Rome, nonetheless.  Soon after, at the bequest of Henry, the Archbishop of Canterbury, Thomas Cranmer, hired John Rogers to publish a Bible that was intended to be used in public worship in the Church of England.  It was known as “The Great Bible” because of its size.  One was delivered to every church in the land and chained to the pulpit.  Each church was also assigned a literate Englishman who became the “Reader” for that church so that the illiterate masses might have someone read them the Bible in their own language.

From 1553 to 1558 Mary I, who was sympathetic to Rome, reigned as Queen of England and reignited the fires of persecution of Christians who sought to publish the Bible for the common man.  Known as “Bloody Mary” she was intent on bringing England back to the favour of the Church of Rome and, in 1555, ordered that both John Rogers and Thomas Cranmer be burned at the stake.  Hundreds of other reformers were also executed during her reign.  During this time of persecution, many English Protestants fled to Switzerland receiving help from the famous reformers, John Calvin and John Knox.  It was there that Coverdale, John Foxe and others decided to publish another English Bible with the express purpose that it could be used to educate their families while they were in exile.  Published in 1560, “The Geneva Bible” popularized the use of numbered verses and margin notes as an aid to reference and study.  The Geneva Bible quickly became the Bible of choice for English Protestants and remained so for the next 100 years.  It was the Bible that the Pilgrims first brought to America.

A revision of the “Great Bible” known as the “Bishop’s Bible” was published in 1568 and became an alternative to the Geneva Bible for the Anglican Clergy who did not appreciate the strongly polemic and anti-Catholic commentary notes of the Geneva Bible.  But it was a sub-par version in both translation and literary style and could not rival the Geneva Bible which was becoming increasingly popular among all Christians in Great Britain—especially in Scotland.  As for the Roman Church, it finally acquiesced to the idea of an English Bible and published the “Douay/Rheims” version around the turn of the century.  In 1604 the Anglican clergy asked King James I for a new version that would replace the Bishop’s Bible for use in the churches.  They wanted a version that would rival the Geneva Bible in its popularity and scholarship but would not be as controversial in its nature.  James “authorized” the version and, starting in 1605, fifty Anglican scholars started the undertaking for the new translation.  In 1611 the first edition of the “Authorized” version, now commonly known as the “King James” version, was published.

During the 1600’s there continued to be a schism between the Church of England and Protestant groups such as the Puritans.  The “Authorized” version became the Bible of the Church of England and the Geneva Bible continued to be the version used by the Protestants—despite the fact that the text of the Geneva Bible and the King James Authorized Version were identical 95 percent of the time (both Bibles were greatly influenced by Tyndale’s work).  When persecution broke out against the Puritans (John Bunyan wrote “Pilgrims Progress” while in prison for his Puritan expression), many fled to the New World in pursuit of the promise of religious freedom and the absence of a state church.  Of course, they brought the Geneva Bible, not the King James Bible, with them.

The King James Bible gained ascendancy in England and, as the decades passed, it was the Bible which was exported to the British Colonies.  During the he 18th and 19th centuries,  the Authorized Version was unrivalled in the English speaking world and became a standard for the English language itself.  It is still popular today and is the first and only book in the history of the world to reach 1 billion in print.

The first Bible to be printed in America was neither the Geneva nor King James Bible—nor was it even English.  It was an Algonquin language Bible printed in 1663 by John Eliot.  It wasn’t until a century later that the first English Bibles were printed in America.  Because of the popularity of the Authorized Version, there were very few endeavours from 1611 to the 1880’s to come up with a new English translation.  Noah Webster (who produced Webster’s Dictionary) authored a new translation in 1833, but he was about a half-a-century ahead of his time.  It wasn’t until the 1880’s that there was a felt need in the church for a revision of the Authorized Version: one that would not only bring the language up to date, but would eliminate the fourteen books of the “Apocrypha” (which were included in all of the King James Versions until that time).  So the English Revised Version was published in England in the 1880’s followed by the nearly identical American Standard Version published in the USA in 1901.   The long era of the King James Version as the only viable English translation of the Bible was coming to an end.

Twentieth Century English Versions

Once the need for an alternative version was felt in the English speaking world, a number of reputable and not-so-reputable versions began to be offered to the public.  Over the next century, no less than 200 English versions of the Bible or the New Testament were published.3  The most significant English versions of the 20th Century are:

American Standard (1901)3:  The American Standard was the nearly identical cousin to the British English Revised Version.  Both Bibles sought to preserve the text of the Authorized Version as much as possible while making changes that were necessary to reflect a more accurate modern language and the Greek manuscript evidence that had been discovered in the intervening years since the Authorized Version was first translated.  The publisher and editors were very careful, however, to not deviate too far from the much loved King James Version for fear of offending public sentiment.

Revised Standard Version (1952)4: The Revised Standard Version claimed to be another revision in the line of the Authorized and American Standard but little was carried over from these earlier versions.  It was, in essence, a new translation.  When the New Testament was released in 1946 it was widely received in American churches, including evangelical ones, but when the companion Old Testament was published in 1952 it was viewed by many as having a liberal bias.  Virtually all of the editors of the RSV were from universities that would be considered “liberal” in their viewpoint, valuing higher critical scholarship.  This controversy meant that even though the RSV became the second highest selling English Bible in the fifties and sixties, the RSV would see little use outside of the “mainline” churches.  A Roman Catholic Version was published in 1965.  By the time the New Revised Standard Version was published in 1992, the RSV had fallen to five percent of the market share for English Bibles.

The Amplified Bible (1965, revised in 1987):  The Amplified Bible attempts to “amplify” the meaning of the text by expanding it.  So instead of choosing one word to be used in translation, the Amplified will cover the spectrum of possible meanings by including many words or phrases that could have possible relevance and give a wider view—much like a dictionary will do in defining the meaning of a word.  Those who like a big picture (macro) view of what a biblical text might be saying find the Amplified Bible very helpful.  Those who want to achieve a more precise rendering (micro view) of the biblical text find little use for the Amplified Bible.

Today’s English Version (Good News For Modern Man) (1966):5  Originally released in 1966 as the Good News for Modern Man New Testament, the Good News Translation, originally known as Today’s English Version came out of request from missionary societies to produce a simple English Bible that could be understood by persons for whom English was a second language.  Known for its modern “stickmen” art illustrations, Good News for Modern Man was widely accepted in both Mainline and Evangelical circles.  Published and sold by the American Bible Society at a very reasonable price, Good News for Modern Man rode the wave of the strong evangelistic revival that marked the church of the late 60’s and early 70’s selling 30 million copies in its first five years.  Never received by the public as a Bible for serious study, the full version of the GNT published ten years later has not approximated the popularity of the original New Testament.

New English Bible (1970)6: Sponsored by a consortium of British denominations, the New English Bible was an attempt to put the Bible in colloquial English style with the freedom to explore non-traditional but scholarly interpretations/translations of various texts.  This Bible never achieved great popularity but was significant because it gained positive reviews in the literary community and among more liberal scholars and set the stage for later versions to continue to explore variant renderings of the sacred text.  The NEB underwent an extensive revision in 1989 becoming the Revised English Bible.

New American Standard Bible (1971)7: Employing more conservative scholars in the work of translation than the RSV or NEB, the NASB sought a “word for word” rendering of the ancient texts.  This meant the sacrifice of English style and readability in order to follow syntax and grammar of the original languages as much as possible, especially of the Greek.  This has made the NASB the preferred choice for study (if not for reading) for many pastors and teachers.  Liberals criticised the NASB, especially for deliberately conforming Old Testament texts in light of New Testament theology.

The Living Bible (1971): Though not the first English Bible “paraphrase” (to paraphrase is to state something in different words), The Living Bible became the most popular.  It was basically authored by one man, Kenneth Taylor, who began paraphrasing the Bible as an aid to family devotions.  Taylor did not use the Hebrew or Greek texts but paraphrased from the American Standard Bible.  Highly readable, the Living Bible took great liberties with the biblical texts and seriously misses the true original meaning of hundreds of verses.  The genius and legacy of the Living Bible, however, was that it engaged millions of English readers in the Scriptures for the very first time and thousands were introduced to the gospel of Christ in a fresh way.

New International Version (1978):  The NIV became the first English Bible to outsell the King James and has been the best selling English version of the last two decades.  An entirely new translation by a committee of mostly Evangelical scholars, the NIV was conceived in order to fill the void of a truly evangelical witness to the Scriptures in modern English.  Two unique principles guided the Committee on Bible Translation: one was an “eclectic” approach to original language compilation—the translators were free to consider all Hebrew and Greek manuscript evidence in their translation work.  The other was the translation principle of “dynamic equivalence.”  Falling somewhere between word-for-word and paraphrase translation, dynamic equivalence attempts to convey the exact meaning of the text which, in most cases, is done in a straightforward way from the original languages, but in some cases is done interpretively—of course, from an Evangelical viewpoint.  This makes the NIV strongly anti-Liberal and somewhat anti-Charismatic in flavour.

New King James Version (1982)8: The New King James Version was created by a group of mostly conservative Baptist theologians along with some from Reformed and Holiness backgrounds.  The most prominent characteristic and selling feature of the NKJV is that it does not deviate from the Hebrew and Greek texts that were used in the 1611 Authorized Version—particularly Erasmus’s Greek text known as the “Received Text” or “Textus Receptus.”  For the many who see the Textus Receptus as the singular divinely inspired compilation of the Greek New Testament, any translation which is not based on Erasmus’s text is unacceptable.  Somewhat more than just an update of the language of the old King James, the New King James attempts to be a literal translation with an eye to preserve the much loved renderings of the familiar King James passages.

The Message (NT 1993, OT 2002): The Message is to the current generation what The Living Bible was to the previous.  Written by Eugene Peterson, this paraphrase has gained much popularity due to its colloquial and witty style.  “Upbeat,” “colourful” and full of idioms, the Message is even less literal than the Living Bible.  In The Message, "The grace of our Lord Jesus Christ be with you" is rendered "Enjoy the best of Jesus!"  And instead of "resist the Devil and he will flee from you" we have, "Yell a loud no to the Devil and watch him scamper."  For those who want to add a little fun to their Bible reading, The Message delivers.

In part 3 of this paper, we look at the work of translation and the “King James Only” controversy.
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