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VIII. History of the English Bible1

A. Early English Translations2

1. Portions of the Bible and poetical forms of Scripture were translated into English
beginning as early as the seventh century.3

a. Caedmon, a commoner of the mid-seventh century living on the Yorkshire coast
of England, took portions of the Latin Vulgate and crafted them into English
songs.

b. Bede (usually known as the Venerable Bede, 673-735 C.E.), the foremost scholar
of Anglo-Saxon England, wrote a history of England and translated the gospel of
John into English.

c. Alfred the Great (849-899), an English monarch, promoted a revival of English
learning and translated some portions of the Bible into English.

d. Aelfric, an Oxfordshire clergyman (935-1020), translated portions of the first
seven books of the Bible into English.

e. Also in the tenth century, a priest named Aldred added English translations above
each line of the Lindesfarne Gospels, a Latin version of the Gospels completed in
698.

2. The first complete Bible in English was produced by John Wycliffe (1330-1384), with
help from his colleagues and supporters, Nicholas of Hereford and John Purvey.4 
a. The first version, completed in 1382, was an extremely literal translation of the

Latin Vulgate.
b. The second version was completed after Wycliffe’s death, primarily through the

work of John Purvey, Wycliffe’s secretary. It represented a complete revision
which more accurately reflected English idiom so that it communicated the
meaning of Scripture more adequately to the common reader.

c. Wycliffe’s translation was copied by hand and widely distributed, despite being
denounced by (Antipope) Pope John XXIII (1410-1415).5

3. William Tyndale (1494-1536) produced the first printed English Bible in 1526.
a. His translation was made based upon the Hebrew text and the Greek edition of the

New Testament published by Erasmus rather than from the Latin Vulgate, which
had suffered substantial corruptions over the centuries.

b. Translation of the Bible into the vernacular was considered a heretical activity, so
Tyndale was forced to complete his work in hiding in Germany and to smuggle
copies of the Bible into England.

c. For his efforts, Tyndale was declared a heretic and burned at the stake in 1536.
4. After Tyndale’s death, a number of translations of the Bible into English followed.

a. Miles Coverdale, a colleague of Tyndale, produced the Coverdale Bible on the
Continent, based on Tyndale’s translation (1535).

49



(1) Although Coverdale was not competent in Hebrew and Greek, he made use of
Tyndale’s translation along with at least one Latin version of the Bible and
Luther’s translation of the Bible into German (which was made from the
Hebrew and Greek).

(2) Coverdale’s version was the first English Bible to make use of chapter
summaries at the head of chapters, some of which included significant
exhortations to the reader.

(3) His version was favored by Anne Boleyn, and thus enjoyed royal
support–despite its Lutheran tendencies–until her fall from favor, after which
it ceased to exert any significant influence despite a couple of reprintings.

b. Another colleague of Tyndale, John Rogers, made the translation known as
Matthew’s Bible (1537), also based upon Tyndale’s translation.
(1) The name comes from “Thomas Matthew,” evidently a pen-name for John

Rogers, who was later burned at the stake.
(2) The Bible contained marginal notes that strongly reflected Protestantism.
(3) The title page claims to have been produced with the king’s “gracious license”

(i.e., permission). Thus, two years after Tyndale’s death, two English
translations are being circulated with the king’s permission.

c. The “Great Bible” (1539) was also the work of Myles Coverdale. 
(1) It was commissioned by Henry VIII and Thomas Cromwell, and was the first

English Bible authorized for public use in the churches.
(2) The translation was a revision of Matthew’s Bible.
(3) Most of the notes were omitted, except those that helped to clarify difficult

passages or explain the meaning of words.
d. A further revision of Matthew’s Bible was made in 1560 in Geneva, Switzerland

by an English refugee named William Whittingham. This version, known as the
Geneva Bible, was one of the most popular and influential English versions prior
to the King James Bible.
(1) The Geneva Bible was a far superior version to that which was being used in

the churches already (the Great Bible), and quickly replaced it.
(2) The Geneva Bible included many notes which reflected the Calvinist doctrine

followed in Geneva.
(3) This version became “the household Bible of English-speaking Protestants.”6

(4) It continued to be popular in both England and Scotland long after the King
James Version appeared.7

(5) The Geneva Bible is often termed the “Breeches Bible” because of the
translation of Genesis 3:7 that Adam and Eve sewed fig leaves together and
made “breeches” for themselves.

e. A rival version, known as the Bishops’ Bible, was commissioned by Matthew
Parker, the Archbishop of Canterbury in 1561 and completed in 1568. 
(1) The Bishops’ Bible was a revision–and thus an improvement–of the Great

Bible, but was nevertheless inferior as a translation to the Geneva Bible.
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(2) But it became the second “authorized” Bible in England, replacing the Great
Bible as the version available for public use in the churches.

(3) The primary distinctive of the Bishops’ Bible was the elimination of the strong
Calvinistic presentation in the notes.

f. A Roman Catholic translation of the Latin Vulgate into English, known as the
Douay-Rheims version was published in order to counteract the “Protestant
challenge.” The New Testament was completed in 1582 and the Old Testament in
1610.

B. The King James Version
1. James I of England, also James VI of Scotland, united the two realms and found

reason to call for a new translation of the Bible.
a. His main purpose in doing so was to weaken certain aspects of Protestantism that

found strength in the Calvinism of the notes of the Geneva Bible.
b. He was especially concerned by those notes that encouraged greater restrictions on

royal supremacy and denied the absolute nature of what had come to be termed
the “divine right of kings,”–i.e., that kings are endowed with divine authority to
do their work on earth.8

2. The new translation was to be based upon the Bishops’ Bible, after careful
comparison with the original languages, and was to contain no marginal notes other
than explanatory notes that made the sense plainer.

3. The translation was to be done by a committee of scholars rather than by a single
individual, in order to guard against personal biases.

4. The subsequent translation, which came to be known as the King James Version
(KJV), completed and published in 1611, has rightly been regarded as the clearest and
most eloquent English translation up to that time. “Not only has the King James
Version been the most popular Bible in history, it has also been the most influential
book in the history of the English language.”9

5. The version we currently know as the King James Version (referred to as the “Oxford
standard edition” of the KJV) is not identical to the translation made in 1611, but
differs significantly, and has been revised a number of times.
a. Between 1611 and 1769 there were several minor revisions made.
b. A more substantial revision was completed in 1769.

C. Developments in the Eighteenth and Nineteenth Centuries
1. During the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, considerable advances were made in

scholarship that made it possible–and necessary–to pursue newer revisions of the
English Bible.
a. Archaeological discoveries and renewed study of ancient texts led to greater

accuracy in discerning the meanings of Hebrew and Greek expressions or words.
b. The discovery of manuscripts of the New Testament that were far older than any

that were previously known10 led to the development of textual criticism and the
subsequent publication of more accurate editions of the Greek New Testament.11
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2. English itself was changing–both in America and in England–so that the language of
the KJV was less able to communicate to contemporary readers what the original
authors intended them to hear.

3. Several newer versions emerged, often the work of a single individual (such as those
of John Wesley, Dean Alford, J. N. Darby, Robert Young).

4. The newer versions were able to take advantage of the new wealth of scholarship in
textual studies and breakthroughs in the understanding of Hebrew and Greek.

5. The most influential of the newer versions was the English Revised Version (RV) of
the King James Version, begun in 1870 and completed in 1881 for the New
Testament and 1885 for the entire Bible.
a. The two most significant features of the new version were:

(1) It depended upon the newer critical editions of the Greek and Hebrew texts,
rather than upon the less accurate text used by the KJV.

(2) It updated the language to fit current English usage.
b. An American version of this Bible known as the American Standard Version

(ASV) was completed and published in 1901.
c. Neither the RV or the ASV were able to replace the KJV for popularity, though

they were often preferred by scholars who appreciated the greater accuracy of the
translations.

d. The Revised Version has itself been succeeded by newer versions, including
several that are still popularly used. (See further below.)
(1) The ASV was revised in 1952 and published by the National Council of

Churches as the Revised Standard Version (RSV). The RSV was later revised
and published as the NRSV (1990).

(2) A second revision was made in 1971, one that was more in keeping with
evangelical theology, and published by the Lockheed Foundation, known as
the New American Standard Bible (NAS or NASB). The NAS was updated
and revised (primarily in order to improve the English usage) in 1995, and
again in 2020.12

D. Modern English Translations
1. Translation of the Bible into English has continued to move forward, and a host of

newer English translations has appeared since the middle of the twentieth century.
2. Three main factors have led to this explosion of new English translations.

a. New discoveries, such as the discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls, have continued to
lead to refinements in our knowledge of the textual basis for both the Hebrew and
Greek portions of the Bible. Consequently, newer translations (with the singular
exception of the New King James Version) utilize a different and more accurate
textual basis for their translation.13

b. The English language continues to change, requiring revisions and updating to
reflect the changing usage.

c. Two different translation philosophies govern the field of translation today,
leading to different approaches to translation and thus to different products. The
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two philosophies represent different ends of a continuum; most translations
attempt to incorporate aspects of both ends, but give preference to the ideas and
principles that represent one end of the continuum.
(1) One philosophy emphasizes exactness to the original form of the text. This

position is known as formal equivalence theory. 
(a) The translator attempts to stay as close as possible to the form of the text

in the original language. 
(b) This approach is sometimes referred to as “word for word” translation.

(2) The second philosophy emphasizes readability in the receptor language (e.g.,
English). This position is known as dynamic equivalence or functional
equivalence theory. 
(a) The translator attempts to create a translation that elicits the same or a

similar response from the contemporary reader as that which was
experienced by readers of the text in its original setting. 

(b) This approach is sometimes referred to as “thought for thought”
translation, where the attempt is to convey as accurately as possible the
meaning of the original text with little concern to match the grammatical
structure or form of the text.

3. Here is a list of the more important English versions of the Bible in use today with
some of the key characteristics of each version, arranged according to the translation
philosophy that governed its creation.14

a. Formal equivalency translations:
(1) King James Version:

(a) Completed in 1611; revised numerous times, most recently in 1962;
(b) Uses a different manuscript tradition as the basis for its translation, that of

the “Majority Text,” a tradition consisting principally of later and less
reliable manuscripts;

(c) Represents Elizabethan-era English with different sentence structure,
vocabulary, and expressions than are used in contemporary English,
making it more difficult to understand.

(2) New King James Version (NKJV):
(a) New Testament completed in 1979, the entire Bible in 1982;
(b) Updates and modernizes the language of the KJV;
(c) Maintains the same manuscript tradition as the basis for the translation.

(3) Revised Standard Version (RSV):
(a) Completed in 1952; revised in 1971;
(b) Revision of the American Standard Version, but is less literal and more

readable;
(c) The most ecumenical version, accepted and used by Protestant, Roman

Catholic, and Eastern Orthodox churches.15

(4) New Revised Standard Version (NRSV):
(a) Completed in 1990;
(b) Revision of RSV;
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(c) Accepted and used by Protestant, Roman Catholic, and Eastern Orthodox
churches;

(d) Incorporates gender neutral language where appropriate.
(5) English Standard Version (ESV):

(a) Completed in 2001;
(b) Revision of the RSV by evangelical scholars.

(6) New American Standard Bible (NAS):
(a) Completed in 1971; revised and updated in 1995;
(b) Revision of the ASV by evangelicals;
(c) One of the most literal translations available.

b. Dynamic or Functional equivalency translations:
(1) Revised English Bible (REB):

(a) Completed in 1989;
(b) Revision of the New English Bible (NEB) (1970);
(c) Usage reflects British idioms;
(d) Incorporates gender neutral language where appropriate.

(2) Today’s English Version (TEV):
(a) Completed the New Testament in 1966; entire Bible in 1976;
(b) Also known as “Good News for Modern Man;”
(c) Makes use of colloquial English.

(3) Living Bible (LB):
(a) Completed the New Testament in 1967; entire Bible in 1971;
(b) A paraphrase of the ASV in simple English made by Kenneth Taylor.

(4) New Century Version (NCV):
(a) Completed in 1991;
(b) Based on the International Children’s Bible (1986); uses third grade

reading level and avoids long sentences;
(c) Incorporates gender neutral language where appropriate.

(5) Contemporary English Version (CEV):
(a) Completed in 1995;
(b) Incorporates gender neutral language where appropriate.

(6) New Living Translation (NLT):
(a) Completed in 1996;
(b) Attempts to reproduce the readability of the LB, but is an actual translation

from the original languages,
(c) Incorporates gender neutral language where appropriate.

(7) The Message:
(a) Completed the New Testament in 1993; entire Bible in 2002;
(b) Translation made by Eugene Petersen;
(c) Makes use of idiomatic North American English, and often includes

additional details to convey a thought.
c. “Balanced” translations (i.e., translations that attempt to find an optimal balance

between formal equivalency and functional equivalency):16
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1. For a comprehensive overview of the history of the English Bible through the third quarter of the
twentieth century, see F. F. Bruce, History of the Bible in English, 3rd ed. (New York: Oxford University
Press, 1978). The following section depends primarily upon Bruce’s work, with supplementary help from
other sources, notably Clinton E. Arnold, How We Got the Bible: A Visual Journey.

2. Linguists generally recognize three different forms of English, based on the historical development of
the language. Old English refers to the language used prior to the Norman Conquest (1066); Middle
English to the language as it existed between ca. 1100-1500; and Modern English (since 1500). The
earlier forms, especially Old English, are so different from modern English that although we might
recognize a few words, we would need a translation to make sense of what is written in “English.” For
examples of some Old English portions of the Bible, see Bruce, History of the Bible in English, 4-9.

3. Arnold, How We Got the Bible, 44-45.

4. Bruce suggests that although Wycliffe may be rightly credited for inspiring the translation, the actual
work of doing the translation was that of his friends and colleagues (History of the Bible in English, 13).

5. John XXIII was one of three claimants to the papal throne during a time known as the “Western
Schism.” He was recognized as Pope by England, France, parts of the Holy Roman Empire, and other
nations. He should not be confused with the twentieth century pope with the same name.

6. Bruce, History of the Bible in English, 91.

7. The Geneva Bible was, for instance, the Bible known and used by Shakespeare.

8. James said of the Geneva Bible that it was the “worst” English translation available, when it was
clearly the best. Obviously it was the notes that were the problem, not the translation. See Bruce, History
of the Bible in English, 96-97.

9.  Arnold, How We Got the Bible, 64. 

(1) New International Version (NIV):
(a) Completed in 1978; minor revisions since then;
(b) Produced by evangelical scholars committed to “the authority and

infallibility of the Bible as God’s Word in written form;”
(c) The most popular translation among evangelicals.

(2) Today’s New International Version (TNIV):
(a) Completed 2002;
(b) Revision of the NIV by the same body of scholars;
(c) Incorporates gender neutral language where appropriate.

(3) Holman Christian Standard Bible (HCSB):
(a) Completed in 2000;
(b) Commissioned by the Southern Baptist publisher (Holman), but produced

by an interdenominational team of evangelical scholars.

Endnotes
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10. The most important of these were the discoveries of the fourth-century manuscripts Alexandrinus and
Sinaiticus.

11. Some of the key editions of the Greek New Testament that were published during this era were those
of Tischendorf, Samuel Tregelles, and especially, Westcott and Hort.

12. The most recent revision of the NASB (2020) has, notably, adjusted the way the translation handles
gender accuracy. Instead of using masculine pronouns or terms or expressions (“brothers,” or “men”)
where the Greek text is either ambiguous or uses masculine pronouns to refer to groups that include both
males and females, the new revision clarifies the intended meaning of the text by adding words or
phrases (e.g., “and sisters”) to indicate the presence of females in the group to which reference is made
when it is appropriate to do so. See the explanation at
https://www.lockman.org/nasb-bible-info/more-information-about-nasb-2020/.

13. Certain fundamentalist groups continue to insist that the King James Bible constitutes the only
infallible English translation of the Bible. Other modern translations are regarded as corrupted, the result
of a demonically inspired conspiracy involving the Roman Catholic church and liberal, unbelieving
scholars to remove certain expressions and passages from the Bible in order to hide the gospel and
Christian truth from those who read. The entire argument of these “King James only” groups is based
upon unprovable assumptions, fallacious reasoning, ignorance of historical and physical facts, and
emotional appeals, all in an attempt to prove what is demonstrably not the case. For careful refutations of
the positions held by “King James Only” groups, see D. A. Carson, The King James Debate: A Plea for
Realism (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1979); and James R. White, The King James Only
Controversy: Can You Trust the Modern Translations? (Minneapolis: Bethany House, 1995). 

14. From Arnold, How We Got the Bible, 87. 

15. The RSV was widely disparaged by fundamentalists and some evangelicals when it was published,
largely due to being published by the National Council of Churches which was dominated by
denominations that were more liberal in their theology.

16. These “balanced” versions, though they fall more nearly in the middle of the continuum between
formal equivalency and functional equivalency, are still more likely in any single instance to approach
translation from the perspective of trying to convey the meaning by means of a “thought for thought”
translation than trying to retain the formal aspects of the grammatical structure in the original text.
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