
HISTORY 

OK, so let’s lay all of our cards on the table: Who here likes hearing about and reading about 
and maybe even watching a TV show about history???  (Respond accordingly) 

I’m going to be honest…that is what today is.  I am hopeful that by doing this, I might be able to 
better help you answer the question: Why do we have so many stinkin’ Bible versions.  Because 
even for me, when I use a newer Bible translation…I’m asking that question.  A new version just 
rolled out about 6 months ago, getting a huge amount of press and push, and I’m just thinking, 
“Ugh…another one?” 

So…here we go…for those of you who enjoy history, you’ll enjoy this.  And the rest of you 
should be asleep somewhere around 15 minutes.  OK…love ya. 

Here we go: 

Ever since the Tower of Babel, where God confused the one single language of the whole 
human race into many different languages and then over the thousands of years with time and 
distance those languages have evolved (and that is a totally acceptable word to use in this 
context) those languages have evolved into other languages which evolved into other 
languages to what we have today in having over 6,000 distinct languages. 

English came into being, as best we know it around the 500’s…that was called old English…it 
evolved into middle English around the year 1100.  In the mid 1300’s you have a man by the 
name of John Wycliffe.  Now we’ve talked about this in our series on the reformation…but by 
Catholic Law, translating the Bible into English (a common language) was a heresy punishable 
by death. 

But Wycliffe firmly believed that the Word of God was infinitely stronger than the power of the 
church or any pope.  So he and a group of colleagues translated the Bible.  Wycliffe translated 
from the Latin Vulgate…not from the Greek.  And…this was before the invention of the printing 
press so everything had to be copied by hand so only the rich could afford a copy. 

As a result, hundreds of copies of these Bibles made their way into the hands of traveling 
pastors called Lollards and they began to use them to preach the Word of God and were 
rewarded by the Catholic church by being burned at the stake. 

Wycliffe and his translators actually did two different translations.  The first was a direct word-
for-word translation which accurately translated the words but struggled because the word 
order and meaning didn’t make sense.  The second translation aimed to “translate after the 
meaning and not only after the words.” 

About 150 years later a man by the name of William Tyndale comes on the scene.  Now we 
talked about him last week so I won’t spend a ton of time on him…he published his work based 
on Erasmus’ Greek New Testament which we talked about last week.  And now people were 



starting to have access to the Word of God.  They were beginning to get their appetites whet 
for it. 

And around this time, you have all kinds of events happening in world history.  The Reformation 
has started, churches, cities, states, and even whole countries are breaking away from the 
Catholic Church.  There is being a reclamation of the Gospel and the preaching of the Word is at 
the center of it.  And all of the reformers wanted people to have access to the Word of God that 
they could own and read. 

The year that Tyndale died, his assistant came out with his own Bible…but his was complete 
whereas Tyndale only completed the NT and a small part of the OT.  Another Bible came out a 
year after Tyndale died and soon thereafter, the King of England was much more lenient 
toward English Bibles to the point that he endorsed this second bible, called the Coverdale 
Bible.   

The Laws that had forbidden the people of England to own or read even a scrap of a Bible in the 
common language were abolished and Bible translation work was started to become 
increasingly common.  In 1537, John Rogers published his first edition of what has been called 
the “Matthew’s Bible”. This Bible became very popular as the chief minister to the king 
encouraged all of the bishops to order copies for their churches.  (I mean, still…imagine this, 
there was not even an English Bible in every church!!!)  Incredible! 

Now, the Coverdale Bible and the Rogers Bible introduces some important things into the realm 
of Bible translation.  Probably the most important was the division of material into chapters and 
paragraphs…but still not verse divisions yet.  

And it goes from there…there was the “Great Bible”, not great because it was a good 
translation…great because it was a massive book became popular in England…this was revised 
into the Bishops Bible that never really caught on with the general public although it was the 
official Bible of the Anglican church even though it wasn’t the best translated.  Probably the 
best selling Bible of the day was the Geneva Bible.  Translated by puritans and definitely 
influenced by Puritan theology (especially in the study notes)…this translation won the minds 
and the hearts of the people for over 50 years.  Scholars consider it to be the most accurate 
translation of its day…it was the Bible used by Shakespeare and it was brought to America on 
the Mayflower. 

It really only lasted though for about 50 years, because in the early 1600’s, the King would 
make a decree that would change the course of Bibles, Bible translation, and the entire English 
language for nearly 350 years. 

To understand this decree, you have to understand the culture of the Church of England as well 
as what was happening in the Kingdom of England as well…in the church of England you had a 
massive amount of variety in doctrinal leanings and practice.  So on the far right you had the 
puritans…and if you are equating puritans with Nathaniel Hawthorn’s book “The Scarlet Letter”, 
then you are way off…In doctrine and practice they would have probably looked more like us 



than any other denomination.  And on the far left of the Anglican church you had those who 
had a very “high church” and by high church I’m meaning a very liturgical, very set strict way of 
doing church looking more like the Catholic Church than any other denomination.  So you have 
a lot of variety in the church. 

Meanwhile, in the country of England…Queen Elizabeth the 1st had been queen for nearly 50 
years.  Her predecessor, best known as Bloody Mary was a bloodthirsty ruler who basically 
wanted to murder all the protestants and restore the Catholic Church.  Queen Elizabeth took a 
middle ground and tried to bring peace…and honestly, it wasn’t peace for the sake of peace, it 
was peace for the sake of her having a long life as a ruler of England.  Most notably, she took a 
pretty big dislike to the Puritans. 

She died in 1603 and was succeeded by King James 1st.  Because of things in his history, the 
puritans were hopeful that he was one of them, or at least sympathetic to them and so they 
hoped to bring reform to the Anglican church. They eventually forced the king’s hand and there 
was a massive conference in January of 1604. 

One thing was made clear at the conference: King James didn’t care a lick about doctrine, he 
cared about whatever religious leaning made him the biggest and most powerful monarch in 
England.  And the Puritans believed in a democratic form of government…so they lost.  And 
they lost bad.  They lost to the point that the King said that they better get with the program, 
“or else I will harry them out of the land or worse.” 

With everything lost, the puritans had one last ditch request (and nobody knows why they did 
it)…make a new translation of the Bible.  So I’m actually going to read from the preface of the 
KJV to tell you what happens next: 

“…upon the importunate petitions of the Puritans at his Majesty’s coming to this Crown, 
the Conference at Hampton Court having been appointed for hearing their complaints, 
when by force of reason they were put from all other grounds, they had recourse at the 
last to this shift, that they could not with good conscience subscribe to the Communion 
book, since it maintained the Bible as it was there translated, which was, as they said, a 
most corrupted translation. And although this was judged to be but a very poor and 
empty shift, yet even here upon did his Majesty begin to bethink himself of the good 
that might ensue by a new translation, and presently after gave order for this translation 
which is now presented unto thee.” 

At that point a bishop named Richard Bancroft, and this is a paraphrase…but I think it best 
expresses what he was saying, said this: “What do we need another Bible translation for?”  You 
see, there is nothing new under the sun.  Less than 100 years after Bible translation into English 
even started they are asking this question…and they are asking it in reference to the translation 
that would become the most beloved and most popular translation of all time. 



The king looks at this bishop and said that he saw the benefit of a uniform translation because 
to that point, he had never seen a good translation…and the worst translation he had ever seen 
was the Puritan’s Bible…the Geneva Bible. 

Leland Ryken says this, “So this was the origin of the King James Bible—a “poor and empty” 
request from a handful of dejected Puritans, granted by the king as a sneer directed to the 
Puritans’ favorite Bible and accompanied by a denigration of the whole tradition of English 
Bible translation. It is hard to imagine a less auspicious origin for the mighty King James Bible.” 

While the decree to translate the KJV was clearly politically motivated, the translation was not.  
Between 47-54 scholars did the work…which is a staggering number.  You see, the KJV wasn’t a 
brand new Bible work, it was actually considered a revision of the Bishop’s Bible.  And the 
scholars that made up the translation team came from a massive difference in theological 
backgrounds…from the puritans to the High Church clergy to everyone in between…all were 
represented.  And these scholars were not chosen because they were friends of the king (which 
was how things were always done in that day), they were chosen because they were the best 
scholars in the world in Hebrew, Greek, and Biblical literature.   

And all but one of these scholars were also ordained pastors.  That is huge!!!  Ask-Why does 
that make a difference?  (Readability)  

As for the conditions they worked in…they were not well paid, and…well, Gustavus Paine puts it 
this way: 

(these scholars would) sit down in a cold stone room by the fire and discuss in capable 
fashion the books of the Bible they were to translate. . . . Many of them labored like 
monks in rooms so cold and damp, except close to the fires, that fingers and joints got 
stiff. . . . They worked at odd hours, early in the mornings and late at night, as other 
duties permitted. They endured rigors that we would think beyond us. 

OK…so let me tell you how it the translation process worked (this material is from Leland Ryken 
from his book “The Legacy of the King James Bible”): By the king’s directive, they were to start 
with the Bishop’s Bible and use that as their basis for revisions. 

For about the first 2 years or so…not much official work was done, the hierarchy of the church 
and the crown were haggling over the price and who was going to pay.  During that time, 
individual translators started their study and translation work…but not much officially was 
being done. 

Following that, for the next 2-3 years 

• The 50 or so translators were broken up into 6 different committees and each individual 
member of the committee worked by themselves on a block of assigned Biblical 
material. 



• These scholars met regularly with other team members; variations were negotiated, and 
eventually an agreed-upon version was codified. 

• When completed, books of the Bible were passed on to all the other committees for 
review.  This means that the entire Bible was perused by every translator. 

• Committeess could send recommendations for change to the original committee, and if 
no agreement resulted, the disputed details would be saved for meetings of the leaders 
of the six committees. 

• There was always the option of submitting difficult questions to experts outside of the 
translation team. 

Once that was done:  The entire proposed Bible was sent to the three translation heads, and 
this General Committee of Review, with members drawn from each committee, determined a 
single final version.  This process took about 9 months. 

It also critically important to understand that there were TONS of different source materials 
that were used: The main Greek Text that they used was the Textus Receptus (which we talked 
about last week), but that certainly was not all: they obviously started their work using the 
Bishop’s Bible, they used the Geneva Bible, four different Hebrew bibles, the Latin Vulgate, The 
Syriac New Testament, among multiple other sources. 

The KJV was officially published in 1611 and was definitely a success early on.  The printer, 
however found himself in financial difficulty and was bound up in litigation for the first few 
years, the puritans did not like this Bible in the least, but it did well.  In the first 3 years it had 17 
different editions printed.  In the first 33 years it had a whopping 182 editions printed!!!  From 
the years 1660 to 1710 it was really solidified as the Bible of the English speaking world…no 
other translations were done in those 50 years. 

Now, if you know how a printing press works, it is not like making a copy on a copy machine.  
You have a tiny little metal piece with a letter on the end of it and you have to use one of those 
for every letter, space, and punctuation.  And, it is a mirror image, so you have to put it all in 
backwards.  Extremely difficult and there are times where there would be mistakes…so there 
was an edition that came out in 1631 called the wicked Bible—and the 7th commandment read 
like this, “Thou shalt commit adultery”.  Forgot the word, ‘not’. 

And throughout the history of the KJV, revisions were made, there were revisions made in 
1629, also in that year the first KJV was printed that excluded the Apocrypha…until then they all 
included the Apocrypha and it was normally included until the mid 1800’s.  (Something 
conveniently forgotten in the KJV only debate…that the original included the Apocrypha.  And 
for the first 18 years, every KJV printed had the Apocrypha in it.) 

There were more revisions in 1638, extensive revisions in 1762…and then your KJV is based off 
of the 1769 Blayney edition.  It differs from the 1611 in over 75,000 places. 

It wasn’t until 1881 that you had the first major competition for the KJV.  Now consider 
that…270 years, the KJV basically stood alone at the top of the mountain. 



In 1881 the Revised Version was published…it sold 300,000 copies on the first day in NYC alone.  
They telegraphed the text from England to America for days on end to get it over here…and it 
honestly didn’t even pose a legitimate threat to the KJV. 

Also in 1881, you have a massively important issue begin in the realm of Bible translation—two 
guys enter the scene by the names of F.J.A. Hort and B.F. Westcott.  They were British Scholars 
who published a printed edition of the Greek New Testament in 1881.  What they did with their 
work was they took previous editions of the Greek New Testament and compared it with newly 
discovered manuscripts…this was the beginning of the eclectic text.  Their belief was that older 
manuscripts should be given more weight in Bible translation because they were closer to the 
original…and to that we would say, “Yes and Amen.” 

Now, there are some who love to try and attack these men.  Some have gone so far as to say 
that they were part of the occult which is insanity.  Westcott said this when he was 68 years 
old, about 9 years before his death:  

“Many years ago I had occasion to investigate "spiritualistic" phenomena with some 
care, and I came to a clear conclusion, which I feel bound to express in answer to your 
circular. It appears to me that in this, as in all spiritual questions, Holy Scripture is our 
supreme guide. I observe, then, that while spiritual ministries (aka the occult) are 
constantly recorded in the Bible, there is not the faintest encouragement to seek them. 
The case, indeed, is far otherwise. I cannot, therefore, but regard every voluntary 
approach to beings such as those who are supposed to hold communication with men 
through mediums as unlawful and perilous. I find in the fact of the Incarnation (of 
Christ) all that man (so far as I can see) requires for life and hope. 

Westcott could not be clearer.  Let me quote here…I’m going to have 2 different quotes for you 
and I believe both are in your notes: 

“Westcott and Hort are regularly portrayed in nearly diabolical garb…Westcott and Hort, 
especially the latter, were not quite as conservative as modern conservative 
evangelicals. Both made some statements I regret. Nevertheless it is difficult to find a 
first-rate turn-of-the-century commentary on John’s Gospel more conservative than 
that of Westcott. And his little book entitled The Revelation of the Father: Short 
Lectures on the Titles of the Lord in the Gospel of St. John is superb.  

Can we not recognize the contributions of such men without writing them off? What 
shall we say too about the vast majority of evangelical scholars, including men in whom 
were found the utmost piety and fidelity to the Word along with scholarship second to 
none? These men hold that in the basic textual theory Westcott and Hort were right, 
and that the church stands greatly in their debt. A conservative like Samuel P. Tregelles 
anticipated Westcott and Hort and their work, and a conservative like Warfield 
confirmed that work.” (D.A. Carson) 



So here’s the things that I want you to take away from that quote: Did they say things that we 
won’t agree with?  ABSOLUTELY!  And I would take Don Carson’s word ‘regrettable’ to a much 
stronger tone and even say ‘condemnable’.  But listen, just because we don’t agree with their 
theology, it doesn’t mean that God couldn’t use them.  More on that later.  The second thing 
that I want you to take away is that some act like Westcott and Hort are the only theologians to 
do this and that all modern translations go directly back to their work and only their work…and 
that is laughable.  Credible, conservative theologians have been doing this kind of work and 
adding to it for over ½ a century. 

OK, next quote: 

The King James-Only advocates are fond of publishing personal attacks against Hort and 
Westcott, men who are no longer here to clarify their statements or to defend 
themselves. Most of these attacks are pure gossip interspersed with brief quotations 
taken out of context.  Were Hort and Wescott apostates? Possibly they were. Certainly 
Erasmus, the original compiler of the Textus Receptus was an apostate.  Erasmus 
rejected and fought against those who proclaimed salvation through faith alone…He 
remained a loyal Catholic until the day of his death.  Most biblical manuscripts and all 
printed editions have passed through some unclean hands.   

But the Word of God cannot be sullied by the hand that hold it.  Erasmus did not invent 
anything new for the Greek New Testament, and neither did Westcott and Hort.  All of 
these scholars worked with the manuscripts that they had, and all of them were most 
interested in getting as near to the autographs as they possibly could.  Their theological 
biases simply do not enter into this question.  Westcott and Hort were dealing with 
manuscripts that God had provincially preserved but that were not available to the 
earlier editors of the Greek New Testament.  No one has proven that they handled the 
manuscripts in bad faith.” (Bauder) 

OK, so you need to understand that the history of Bible translation is not as clean-cut-and-dry 
as people make it out to be.  It is messy.  It is filled with people who have different doctrine 
than we do.  It even traces back, regardless of what version you like…the beginnings trace back 
to people who may not have even been saved.  Yet, the Holy Spirit is so powerful that he uses 
this to bring us his word today. 

Next came the American Standard Version in 1901…this was the first version to be translated 
using the eclectic text…so this was the first major work to depart from the Textus Receptus.  
The ASV was well-respected among fundamentalists until the revision came along. 

The RSV (Revised Standard Version) was published in 1952 and was for years the standard in 
mainstream denominations…however, evangelicals and fundamentalists really had their doubts 
because it definitely had some liberal leanings and some even said attacks on the person and 
work of Jesus Christ in they way they translated some terms.  In spite of this, it was considered 
to be a decent literal translation that received fairly broad use. 



Beginning in 1970 you really begin to see a number of new translations hit the market: 

• 1971 the NASB hits the market translated by conservative evangelical scholars.  For 30 
years it was considered to be the most literal Bible version available yet at times it 
sacrificed readability for a literal reading.   

• The NIV hit the market in 1978 produced by a team of international evangelical scholars 
and has gone through several revisions.  The NIV is the second most popular Bible 
version.  A study published in 2014 by The Center for the Study of Religion and American 
Culture at Indiana University and Purdue University found that Americans read versions 
of the Bible as follows:  King James Version (55%), New International Version (19%).  The 
thing that is most unique about the NIV is that it was the first major translation that 
started from scratch.  Nearly every Bible translation is a revision work…even the 
KJV…but the NIV started completely from scratch. 

• The NKJV came was translated in 1979…and really the goal of the NKJV was to get rid of 
the Thee’s and Thou’s, and update with as little change to the text as possible. 

• In 2001 the ESV was introduced…the translation committee wanted a conservative 
protestant Bible that comes from the line of the KJV.  They desired a Bible that was not a 
thought-for-thought translation like the NIV but as best is possible, a word-for-word 
translation.  The translation committee was also very concerned about the prominence 
of gender-neutral language in Bibles that they saw as being unwarranted in the text.  
Now one of the things that makes the ESV very unique is that every couple of years they 
go through a review process and small changes are made as best fits with the most 
recent find in Biblical archeology and theological considerations. 

• The last major translation that I want to tell you about was published by Holman Bible 
Publishers a division of Lifeway Resources which is the publishing division of the SBC.  
Now this makes it the only Bible in history that has been under the oversight and 
publishing prowess of Baptists.  Called the Holman Christian Standard Bible, it was 
published in 2003.  This year they rolled out a massive revision work and it is now called 
the Christian Standard Bible.   

OK…so this might help then as we wrap up this section and move into the next:  This chart was 
in the book “Which Bible Translation should I use?” And I found it to be INCREDIBLY helpful.  In 
fact, that whole book was great.  It takes the top four modern translations: ESV, NIV, Holman 
(so its kinda out of date) and NLT, discusses over a dozen different texts where there are broad 
variations between the texts and allows one of the top translators from each Bible to talk about 
why they did what they did.  It was really helpful for me. 



 

 


