The English Bible

William Tyndale

William Tyndale used the 1516 Erasmus text as a source to translate and print the New Testament in English. He was rebuffed in England for this attempt and settled in Hamburg.   Using Luther as a model, he translated the New Testament into English.  In 1526 the Tyndale New Testament became the first printed edition of the scripture in the English language. The books were publicly burned in England and Tyndale was arrested in 1535, found guilty of heresy, and burned at the stake.  His last words were "Lord, open the King of England's eyes."  Much of the New Testament of the KJV was ultimately based on Tyndale's work.  

Myles Coverdale

Myles Coverdale  had worked with Tyndale in Hamburg, and carried the English Bible project forward.  In 1535 he printed the first complete Bible in the English language. Coverdale's New Testament was essentially a slight revision of Tyndale's translation with minor changes introduced after comparing it with Luther's New Testament.   Thus, the first complete English Bible was printed in 1535, and as it contained  a dedication to the king, Henry VIII,  and his "dearest just wife, and most vertuous pryncesse, Queen Anne”, it met with no opposition.  

Matthew's Bible 

John Rogers (pseudonym "Thomas Matthew")  printed the second complete English Bible in 1537, the first translated from the original Biblical languages of Hebrew & Greek. It is a composite made up of Tyndale's Pentateuch and New Testament (1534-1535 edition) and Coverdale's Bible and some of Roger's own translation of the text. It is also  known  as the Matthew-Tyndale Bible.  John Rogers was the first English Protestant martyr to be executed by Mary I of England, “Bloody Mary”. He was burned at the stake on February 4, 1555.  Not allowed even to stop and bid his family farewell, he walked calmly to the stake, repeating the 51st Psalm. 

Great Bible

In 1539, Thomas Cranmer, the Archbishop of Canterbury, hired Myles Coverdale at the bequest of King Henry VIII to publish the "Great Bible". It became the first English Bible authorized for public use, as it was distributed to every church, chained to the pulpit, and a reader was even provided so that the illiterate could hear the Word of God in plain English.  It was known as the Great Bible due to its great size: a large pulpit folio measuring 15 by 10 inches.

Geneva Bible

In the 1550's, the Church at Geneva, under John Calvin,  was very sympathetic to the reformation refugees and was one of only a few safe havens for them.   Men such as William Whittingham, Theodore Beza  and John Knox were drawn to Geneva and were instrumental in  producing the first English version to be translated entirely from the original languages of Hebrew and Greek. It was also the first English Bible to add numbered verses to the chapters. Every chapter was also accompanied by extensive marginal notes and references so thorough and complete that the Geneva Bible is also considered the first English "Study Bible".  William Shakespeare uses Biblical references  hundreds of times in his plays (Hamlet, Chapter 5, "There is special providence in the fall of a sparrow." ) and scholars think that he primarily used the Geneva Bible. 

It was the first Bible to be printed in Roman type and the first in the handy quarto size (9x12”.) Between 1560 and 1644 at least 150 editions of this Bible were published, over half a million Bibles. The Geneva Bible  holds the honor of being the first Bible taken to America, and the Bible of the Puritans and Pilgrims. It is truly the “Bible of the Protestant Reformation.”

The Bishop's Bible

The marginal notes of the Geneva Bible, which were vehemently against the institutional Church of the day, did not rest well with the rulers of the Anglican Church.  In 1568, a revision of the Great Bible known as he Bishop's Bible was introduced. Despite 19 editions being printed between 1568 and 1606, this Bible, referred to as the “rough draft of the King James Version”, never gained much of a foothold of popularity among the people. Between 1568 and 1611, there were only 20 editions of the Bishops Bible, whereas there were 120 of the Geneva. 

The Douay-Rheims Bible 

This translation represents an effort of the Roman Catholic Church to replace the Geneva and other Bibles that were unacceptable to their point of view.  It was completed in 1582 in Rheims and was based on the Vulgate.   Much of the text of the 1582/1610 bible, however, employed a technical latinate vocabulary, to the extent of being in places unreadable.  Consequently this translation was replaced by a revision undertaken by bishop Richard Challoner, completed in 1750. Although retaining the title Douay-Rheims Bible, the Challoner revision was in fact a new version, tending to take as its base text the KJV, vigorously checked and extensively adjusted for improved readability and consistency with the 1592 Clementine edition of the Vulgate.

The King James Bible 

In 1604 James VI, King of Scotland from his youth, became King James I of England, the first ruler of Britain and Ireland. Because of the growing animosity of James toward the Puritans, a leading Puritan spokesman, Dr. John Reynolds, proposed that a new English Bible be issued in honor of the new King. King James saw an opportunity to bring about a unity with the church service in Presbyterian Scotland and Episcopal England. King James appointed 54 learned scholars in the making of this new translation from the original Greek and Hebrew into English. For the Old Testament they used the ben Asher Masoretic text, and for the New Testament they used the Greek text of Erasmus and a Greek and Latin text of the 6th Century found by Theodore Beza.  There was also dependence on earlier translations, especially Tyndale's Bible and the Geneva Bible. 

It was completed and published in 1611 and became known as the "Authorized Version" because the making of it was authorized by King James. It became the "Official Bible of England" and the only Bible of the English church. There have been many revisions of the King James Bible.  Some of them include marginal notes containing the chronology of Biblical events laid out by Archbishop James Ussher (1581-1656), which dates Adam and Eve at 4004 B.C. The 1762 revision is what we now presently know as the King James Version. 

Revised Version

The Revised Version (or English Revised Version) of the Bible is a British revision of the King James Version of 1611. The New Testament was published in 1881, the Old Testament in 1885, and the Apocrypha in 1894.  The Greek text used to translate the New Testament was believed to be of higher reliability than the Textus Receptus used for the KJV. Enhancements introduced in the RV include arrangement of the text into paragraphs, printing Old Testament poetry  in indented poetic lines (rather than as prose), and the inclusion of marginal notes to alert the reader to variations in wording in ancient manuscripts. 

KJV phrases such as James 5:11  "the Lord is very pitiful"  were replaced by "the Lord is full of pity and merciful. "

American Standard Version

The Americans responded to England’s Revised Version  by publishing the nearly-identical American Standard Version (ASV) in 1901. In 1971  it was again revised and called New American Standard Version Bible (often referred to as the NASV or NAS or NAS). 

Revised Standard Version

The RSV  is an authorized revision of the ASV.   The New Testament was completed in 1946, with the complete Bible following in 1952.   The goals of this version were to (1) preserve the qualities of the KJV that made it so great, (2) accurately reflect the meaning of the original languages, and (3) effectively render it in readable English.  Thee and thou were changed to you, except when referring to the deity.  Archaic renderings such as goeth and saith were changed to goes and says.  The common KJV phrase "and it came to pass" was removed.  It became very popular and  quickly replaced the KJV in many churches. 

New International Version

The NIV is a translation made by more than one hundred scholars working from the best available Hebrew, Aramaic, and Greek texts. It was conceived in 1965 when, after several years of study by committees from the Christian Reformed Church and the National Association of Evangelicals met and agreed on the need for a new translation in contemporary English. 

The translation of each book was assigned to a team of scholars, and the work was thoroughly reviewed and revised at various stages by three separate committees. The Committee submitted the developing version to stylistic consultants who made invaluable suggestions. Samples of the translation were tested for clarity and ease of reading by various groups of people.  The translators were united in their commitment to the authority and infallibility of the Bible as God's Word in written form. They agreed that faithful communication of the meaning of the original writers demands frequent modifications in sentence structure (resulting in a "thought-for-thought" translation) and constant regard for the contextual meanings of words. 

In 1973 the New Testament was published. The Committee carefully reviewed suggestions for revisions and adopted a number of them, which they incorporated into the first printing of the entire Bible in 1978. Additional changes were made in 1983. 

The Living Bible

The TLB is an English version of the Bible,  first published in 1971. Unlike most English Bibles, The Living Bible is a paraphrase, using the ASV of 1901 as the base text. The  goal was to put the basic message of the Bible into modern language that could readily be understood by the typical reader without a theological or linguistic background. It was never represented as a translation. 

A paraphrase of the Bible is different from a translation in that a translation attempts (to varying degrees) to communicate as “word-for-word” or as “thought-for-thought” as possible. A paraphrase takes the meaning of a verse or passage of Scripture and attempts to express the meaning in “plain language.” 

New Revised Standard Version

 
The NRSV, released in 1989,  was translated under the auspices of  the Division of Christian Education of the National Council of Churches. It has a Catholic edition as well as the standard edition and there was Jewish representation in the group responsible for the Old Testament. The NRSV was intended to take advantage of the Dead Sea Scrolls and other manuscript discoveries, and to reflect advances in scholarship since the RSV had been released.

The RSV retained the archaic second person familiar forms ("thee and thou") when God was addressed, but eliminated their use in other contexts. The NRSV eliminated all such terms. One of the conventions NRSV uses is to expand gender exclusive phrases. For example, if a translation used "brothers" to refer to a group that is not known to be all male, NRSV may use "brothers and sisters." Where such adjustments are made the more literal translation is noted in a footnote.

The Good News Bible 

The GNB, or sometimes in the United States as the Good News Translation (GNT), is translation by the  American Bible Society, first published as the New Testament under the name Good News for Modern Man in 1966.  In 2001 was renamed the Good News Translation because of misconceptions that it was merely a paraphrase and not a genuine translation. In fact, despite the official terminology, it was and is often referred to as the Good News Bible in America as well as elsewhere. 

The Contemporary English Version 

The  1995 CEV (also known as Bible for Today's Family) is translated from Greek by and published by the American Bible Society.  While the CEV is sometimes mischaracterized as a revision of the GNB,  it is in fact a fresh translation, and designed for a lower reading level than the GNB. The American Bible Society continues to promote both translations. 

The New Living Translation 

The NLT is a translation  into a clear, readable form of modern English. Originally starting out as an effort to revise The Living Bible, the project evolved into a new English translation from the best Hebrew and Greek texts. Some stylistic influences of The Living Bible remained in the first edition (1996), but these are less evident in the second edition (2004, 2007).

The Message

 The Bible in Contemporary Language was created by Eugene H. Peterson and published in segments from 1993 to 2002. It is a paraphrase of the original languages of the Bible. The goal of The Message is to engage people in the reading process and help them understand what they read. This is not a study Bible, but rather "a reading Bible." The verse numbers, which are not in the original documents, have been left out of the print version to facilitate easy and enjoyable reading. The original books of the Bible were not written in formal language. The Message tries to recapture the Word in the words we use today. 

Translation Methodology


Word for word, or literal translation: KJV, New King James (1982), New American Standard  

                    Version (1995), English Standard Version (2002)


Thought for thought, or dynamic equivalence: RSV, NRSV, Amplified Bible (1987),  NIV, New 

                   American Bible (Catholic, 1970), New English Bible (1970), Revised English Bible(1989) 


Paraphrase, translating into one's own words:The Living Bible (1971), The NT in Modern     

                   English, by J. B. Phillips (1973),  The Good News Bible:Today's English Version (1976),

Contemporary English Version (?) (1995),  The Message (by Eugene Peterson, 2002)

Examples: Job 21:24

(KJV) "His breasts are full of milk, and the marrow of his bones is moistened. "

(ASV)  "His pails are full of milk, And the marrow of his bones is moistened. "

(NIV)  “his body well nourished, his bones rich with marrow.” 

(Douay-Rheims) "His bowels are full of fat, and his bones are moistened with marrow. "

(NRSV) His loins are full of milk, and the marrow of his bones moist.  

(The Message) Some people die in the prime of life, with everything going for them—        

                             fat and sassy 

In the KJV the translators were apparently eager to have the appropriate part of the human anatomy as the milk container, regardless of the appropriateness of the sex of the owner.  The ASV attempts to get away from the biological impossibility of "breasts" but still tries to translate word for word.  The NIV uses a "thought for thought" translation to convey the intent of the original, i.e.- this is a healthy man.  The D-R, a translation of the Latin Vulgate,  derives  its translation from the Greek Septuagint, using a word meaning "entrails" which  is translated "bowels" in English.  

Isaiah 26:3

· Thou wilt keep him in perfect peace, whose mind is stayed on thee: because he trusteth in thee. (KJV)

· You will keep in perfect peace  him whose mind is steadfast,  because he trusts in you. (NIV)

· People with their minds set on you, you keep completely whole, steady on their feet, because they keep at it and don't quit. (The Message)

2 Corinthians 5:8

· "We are confident, I say, and willing rather to be absent from the body, and to be present with the Lord. (KJV) 

· We are confident, I say, and would prefer to be away from the body and at home with the Lord.  (NIV)

· Do you suppose a few ruts in the road or rocks in the path are going to stop us? When the time comes, we'll be plenty ready to exchange exile for homecoming. (The Message)

Philippians 4:6

· Be careful for nothing; but in every thing by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be made known unto God. (KJV)

· Do not be anxious about anything, but in everything, by prayer and petition, with thanksgiving, present your requests to God.  (NIV)

· Don't fret or worry. Instead of worrying, pray. Let petitions and praises shape your worries into prayers, letting God know your concerns. (The Message)

Catholic Versions 

Catholic Edition of the RSV and NRSV

The extra books included in the "deuterocanon" of the Roman Catholic Church were inserted among the books of the Old Testament, in accordance with traditional Catholic practice. A number of minor alterations were made in the New Testament in accordance with the doctrines of the Roman Catholic Church (e.g., "full of grace" substituted for "favored one" in Luke 1:28). 

 The Jerusalem Bible( 1966) and the New Jerusalem Bible(1990)  

A translation based on the French edition of the Dominicans of the Ecole Biblique in Jerusalem, who translated it from the original languages. The 1990  revision, the New Jerusalem Bible directly from the original languages. It contains inclusive language, similar to that rejected in the revised NAB by the Holy See for use in the liturgy, but is considered a very literary text, and comparable in quality to the NRSV in scholarship.  

The New American Bible (1970-1983)

Translated from the original languages by the Confraternity of Christian Doctrine according to the principles of Vatican II for use in the liturgy. A good translation, but it was criticized for its changing of some traditional and familiar expressions, such as "full of grace". 

Today's  English Version - Catholic (1992). 

The Catholic edition of the popular Good News Bible by the American Bible Society was translated according to the principle of dynamic equivalence for readability.  It might  be better to call it a paraphrase rather than a translation. 

