
LECTURE V 

THE EARLY ENGLISH VERSIONS 



' I call God to recorde agaynst the day we shall appeare 
before our Lord Jesus, to geue a reclrenyng of our 
doynges, that I neuer altered one syllable of God's 
Word agaynst my conscience, nor would this day, if 
all that is in the earth, whether it be pleasure, honour, 
or riches, might be giuen me ' (Tyndale to liiyth). ' 



L E C T U R E  V 

THE E A R L Y  E N G L I S H  V E R S I O N S  

' We do hear them speaking in our tongues the mighty 
works of God ' (Acts ii. 11). 

WE HAVE been following the transmission of 
the New Testament from its earliest form in 
papyrus rolls down to the printed editions of 
to-day, and have seen that from a very early 
date the New Testament autographs were ex- 
posed to great textual corruption, and that a 
large number of variant readings soon showed 
themselves. Our object, therefore, in the 
interest of accuracy, has been to get behind 
these variants to the original text by the aid of 
all the evidence we can gather. That evidence, 
we saw, consists mainly of Greek Manuscripts 
of the original writings, of Ancient Versions 
into which these writings were translated, and 
of Quotations from the early Christian writers. 
We then turned to the use made of these 
materials by different editors, and learned how 
eventually the text which we owe in the first 
instance to Erasmus and his immediate suc- 
cessors, known as the Received Text, has had 
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I22 THE NEW TESTAMENT 

to give way to a text depending upon better 
and more ancient authorities. 

The Early Paraphrasts, 
Nothing has been said as yet of the English 

Versions of the New Testament, nor are these 
strictly speaking in the direct line of descent. 
They cannot, therefore, be said to furnish much 
evidence for the recovery of the original text. 
At the same time, because they are English 
Versions, and the great majority of the people 
in this country derive their knowledge of the 
New Testament from them, they cannot fail to 
be of the utmost interest, and I propose to deal 
with them in the present and the closing lectures. 

We cannot linger over the introduction of 
Christianity into this country. It must be 
enough to notice that when St. Augustine and 
his followers came to Britain in A.D. 547 they 
brought the Latin Bible with them, and that 
consequently it was the basis of those Anglo- 
Saxon and Anglo-Norman paraphrases which 
for nearly seven hundred years formed the only 
vernacular version of Scripture which the people 
of this country possessed, 

The earliest of these Anglo-Saxon para- 
phrasts was the Saxon cowherd Caedmon. 
According to the beautiful story preserved by 
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the old historian Bede (Ecclesiastical History, iv. 
24)’ Caedmon returned one night to the Abbey 
at Whitby sad and dispirited because he had 
not been able to take his part in singing at a 
banquet. Soon after he fell asleep a visitant 
appeared to him and said, ‘ Caedmon, sing 
some song to me.’ ‘ I cannot sing,’ was the 
surprised answer, ‘ for that was the reason why 
I left the entertainment.’ ‘ Nevertheless,’ re- 
plied the other, ‘ you shall sing.’ ‘ What shall 
I sing? ’ he asked. ‘ Sing the beginning of 
created things;’ was the rejoinder. And there- 
upon Caedmon began to sing well-uttered - 
verses to the praise of God. In the morning 
he repeated these to the Abbess Hilda, and all 
saw that ‘ heavenly grace ’ had been conferred 
on him, and no sooner had he been taught the 
whole course of sacred history than he con- 
verted it into ‘ most harmonious verse,’ and 
sweetly repeating the same, made his masters 
in their turn his hearers. 

Caedmon was followed by the greatest scholar 
of his time in Western Europe, the Vener- 
able Bede (A.D. 674-735), who translated the 
Apostles’ Creed and the Lord’s Prayer for the 
use of the less educated priests, and who, at the 
time of his death, was engaged on a translation 
of St. John’s Gospel. ‘ Dear master,’ said the 
boy who was acting as his scribe, ‘ there is yet 
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one sentence not written.’ ‘ Write quickly,’ 
answered Bede. And when soon after the boy 
said, ‘ The sentence is now written,’ Bede 
replied, ‘ It is well ; you have said the truth. 
It is ended.’ Shortly after, sitting on the pave- 
ment of his cell and singing, ‘ Glory be to the 
Father and to the Son and to the Holy Ghost,’ 
he departed to the Heavenly Kingdom. 

No remains of Bede’s translation have come 
down to us, but a Graeco-Latin manuscript of 
the Acts of the Apostles, which Bede is known 
to have used, is shown in the Bodleian Library 
at Oxford (cf. p. 192). 

A royal translator comes next-King Alfred 
(A.D. 848-901)-to whom we owe a translation 
of the Ten Commandments under the heading 
‘ Alfred’s Dooms.’ He is also said to have been 
the author of a version of the Psalms, and in the 
Preface to his translation of Gregory ’s Pastoral 
Care gave expression to the wish that ‘ all the 
free-born youth of his people, who possess the 
means, may persevere in learning, so long as 
they have no other affairs to prosecute, until 
they can perfectly read the English Scriptures.’ 

Other versions followed, including a free 
rendering of certain Old Testament books by 

’ Aelfric, the Grammarian (about A.D. IOOO), 

Possibly the last words do not mean more than ‘ read 
English writing,’ 
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whose object in translating comes out clearly in 
his homily On Readhg the Scriptures : ' Who- 
ever would be one with God, must often pray, 
and often read the Holy Scriptures. For when 
we pray, we speak to God ; and when we read 
the Bible, God speaks to us. . . . Happy is he, 
then, who reads the Scriptures, if he convert the 
words into action. The whole of the Scriptures 
are written for our salvation, and by them we 
obtain the knowledge of the truth.' 

A further step in the direction of popularizing 
the Scriptures. was afforded by the appearance 
of Interlinear Translations, in which the Anglo- 
Saxon equivalent was inserted above the Latin 
text. The most notable of these translations 
are the Lindisfarne Gospels, written in Latin 
about A.D. 690 by Eadfrith, Bishop of Lindis- 
farne, in honour of St. Cuthbert. It is believed 
that the Bishop copied the Gospels from a Latin 
version which Adrian, the friend of Archbishop 
Theodore, had brought with him to England in 
the year A.D. 669. The word-for-word Anglo- 
Saxon translation was the work of Aldred, a 
priest of the Holy Isle, about the middle of the 
tenth century. To avoid risk from the maraud- 
ing Danes the manuscript was at one time 
carried off to Ireland by the monks, but after 
incurring various dangers, including submer- 
sion in the sea (it is sometimes said that its pages . 
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still bear traces of the salt water), was eventually 
restored to Lindisfarne. After the dissolution 
of the monastery in 1534 it was purchased by 
Sir Robert Cotton, and is now included in the 
Cottonian Collection in the British Museum. 

But important as the work of the Interlinear 
Translations was, they cannot be said to have 
done more than familiarize the minds of the 
people with the leading facts of Old and New 
Testament history, until such time as they 
should have the whole Bible in their own hands. 

The Wycliffite Versions, 
The man to whom this was principally due 

was John Wyclif, ' the morning star of the 
Reformation.' Struck by the evils and distresses 
of his times, Wyclif recognized that what the 
people most required was a wider acquaintance 
with the Scriptures. ' Christian men,' so he 
wrote, ' ought much to travail night and day 
about text of Holy Writ, and namely [especially] 
the Gospel in their mother tongue, since Jesus 
Christ, very God and very man, taught this 
Gospel with His own blessed mouth and kept it 
in His life.' 

T o  this task, accordingly, both directly, and 
indirectly through his scholars and friends, 
Wyclif devoted himself in order that ' with 
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God’s grace poor Christian men may somedeal 
[partly] know the text of the Gospel. . . and 
therein know the meek and pure and charitable 
living of Christ and His Apostles to sue [follow] 
them in virtues and bliss.’ A translation of the 
greater part of the Old Testament was added by 
one of his strongest supporters, Nicholas of 
Hereford, with the result that in A.D. 1382, two 
years before his death, Wyclif had the joy of 
seeing the whole Scriptures in the hands of the 
people in their ‘ modir tonge.’ 

Four years later a revised and much improved 
edition was issued by John Purvey, with a Pro- 
logue which illustrates so well the true spirit of 
the Bible translator that it may be reproduced 
here almost in full : 

A simple creature hath translated the Bible 
out of Latin into English. . . . First, this simple 
creature had much travail, with divers fellows 
and helpers, to gather many old Bibles, and 
other doctors, and common glosses, and to make 
one Latin Bible sumdel [partly] true. . . . And 
I pray, for charity and for common profit of 
Christian souls, that if any wise man find any 
default of the truth of translation, let him set in 
the true sentence and opening of Holy Writ, but 
look that he examine truly his Latin Bible. . . . 
Lord God ! since at the beginning of faith so 
many men translated into Latin, and to great 
profit of Latin men, let one simple creature of 
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God translate into English, for profit of English 
men. , . . Therefore a translator hath great 
need to study well the sentence, both before and 
after, and look that such equivalent words 
accord with the sentence, and he hath need to 
live a clean life, and be full devout in prayers, 
and have not his wit occupied about worldly 
things, that the Holy Spirit, author of wisdom, 
and knowledge, and truth, direct him in his 
work, and suffer him not to err. . . . By this 
manner, with good living and great travail, men 
may come to true and clear translating, and true 
understanding of Holy Writ, seem it never so 
hard at the beginning. God grant to us all grace 
to know well, and keep well Holy Writ, and suffer 
joyfully some pain for it at the last ! Amen. 

The work was not carried through without 
the bitterest opposition and even danger to life. 
‘ The organ of the devil,’ ‘ the idol of heretics,’ 
‘ the storehouse of lies ’ were some of the 
epithets that were hurled against Wyclif, and 
his teaching was publicly condemned at a 
Synod held at the Dominican monastery at 
Blackfriars, London. ‘ Pontius Pilate and Herod 
are made friends to-day,’ was Wyclif’s own 
bitter comment on the union against him of the 
Prelates and the Monastic Orders long at deadly 
feud ; ‘ since they have made a heretic of 
Christ, it is an easy inference for them to count 
simple Christians heretics.’ 
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But he and his fellow-workers found their 
reward in the eagerness with which the new . 
version was welcomed by all classes of the 
people. According to Foxe : ‘ Some gave five 
marks (equal E40 in our money), some more, 
some less, for a book ; some gave a load of hay 
for a few chapters of St. James, or of St. Paul 
in English. . . . T o  see their labours, their 
earnest seeking, their burning zeals, their read- 
ings, their watchings, their sweet assemblies . . . 
may make us now in these our days of free pro- 
fession, to blush for shame.’ 1 

Copies of the Wycliffite versions seem to have 
penetrated even into Scotland, to judge from 
the Abbot of Inchcolm’s lament in 1408 that 
several Lollards in Scotland had become pos- 
sessed of the books of Wyclif, which they kept 
with ‘ devlish ’ secrecy. Or, take another in- 
stance associated with the south-west district 
of Scotland. Some time before 1500 Murdoch 
Nisbet of Hardhill, in Ayrshire, had become a 
Lollard, and in consequence had to flee ‘ over- 
seas.’ In  his exile he made ‘ a copy of the New 
Testament in writ,’ which he brought back with 
him to Scotland, where, warned by the burning 
of two of his associates for their adhesion to the 
new faith, he ‘ digged and built a vault at the 
bottom of his house,’ and there spent his time 

1 Acts and Monuments, vii, p. 419 (ed. Seymour). 
M.N.T. I 
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( serving God and reading his new book.’ 
After his death that book was handed down 
as a precious legacy to his descendants, and a 
few years ago an edition was printed by the Scot- 
tish Text Society under the editorship of Dr. 
Thomas Law. Its significance is surely great 
as the one literary relic of Scottish Lollardy 
which has come down to us, while the fact that 
the translation into Scots was made from a 
Wycliffite version connects it with the first 
complete vernacular translation of the Scrip- 
tures produced in England. 

Contrary to his own expectations, Wyclif 
was allowed to die in peace, passing away 
quietly at his Rectory of Lutterworth on the last 
day of 1384. ( Admirable,’ says the old church 
historian, Fuller, ( that a hare so often hunted 
with so many packs of dogs should die at last 
quietly sitting on his form,’ 

One great defect the Wycliffite versions pos- 
sessed: they were all made, not from the 
original Hebrew or Greek, but from the Latin 
Vulgate, and hence were only translations of a 
translation. On the other hand, this fact had 
its value in showing that this was no new Bible 
which was being thrust upon the people, but 
the old Bible in a different form. 

Writing expressly for the people, the trans- 
lators used every effort to make their meaning 
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clear and intelligible, and in consequence many 
of their renderings impress us still with their 
freshness and force. 

Take these examples from Purvey’s revision 
of St. Matthew : ‘ The lanterne of thi bodi is 
thin i3e ’ (vi. 22) ; ( A leche is not nedeful to 
men that faren wel, but to men that ben yuel at 
ese ’ (ix. 12) ; ( And 10 ! a man that hadde a 
drye hoond ’ (xii. 10) ; ‘ Lo ! my child, whom 
Y haue chosun, my derling ’ (xii. 18) ; ‘ And 
the boot in the myddel of the see was schoggid 
with wawis ’ (xiv. 24). Or these, some of whose 
expressions have an unexpectedly familiar sound 
to Scottish ears : ‘ Twey men metten hym, that 
hadden deuelis, and camen out of graues, ful 
woode 2 ’ (viii. 28) ; ( And loo ! in a greet bire 
a1 the droue wente heedlyng in to the see ’ (viii. 
32) ; ( And he cometh, and fyndith it voide, 
and clensid with besyms,4 and maad faire ’ 
(xii. 44) ; ‘ But thei dispisden, and wenten forth, 
oon in to his toun? anothir to his marchaundise ’ ‘ 
(xxii. 5).“ 

To  these examples may be added the Lord’s 
Prayer as it appeared in the later Wycliffite 
Version : 

Oure fadir that art in heuenes, halewid be thi 
name ; thi kyngdoom come t o ;  be thi wille 

1 Physician. 3 Mad. Rush. Brooms. Farm. 
6 See further, G. Milligan, The English Bible, p. 29 f. 



132 THE NEW TESTAMENT 

don in erthe as in heuene ; 3yue to vs this dai 
oure breed ouer othir substaunce ; and for3yue 
to vs oure dettis, as we for3yuen to oure det- 
touris ; and lede vs not in to temptacioun, but 
delyuere vs fro yuel. Amen. 

It will be kept in view that the Wycliffite 
Versions existed only in manuscript until 1850, 
when they appeared in a magnificent edition of 
four volumes quarto edited by the Rev. Josiah 
Forshall and Sir Frederic Madden. 

William Tindale, 
, Nearly one hundred and forty years elapsed 
between Wyclif and our next translator, William 
Tindale (about 1490-1536), and during that 
period came the revival of learning and the in- 
vention of printing, both of which contributed 
largely to the character and success of his work 

It is impossible to sketch even in outline the 
romantic story of Tindale’s life. It must be 
enough that from the hour when in,controversy 
with a Roman Catholic opponent he exclaimed, 
‘ If God spare my life ere many years I will 
cause a boy that driveth the plough shall know 
more of the Scriptures than thou doest,’ until 
the day-6th October, 1536-when he died 
a martyr’s .death at Vilvorde near Brussels, 

(cf. p. 95 f.). 



6 
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his whole energies were directed to his self- 
imposed task. It was in exile that that task was 
performed, for, as he pathetically remarked, 
‘ there was no place to do it in all England.’ 
Voluntarily, therefore, he left his native land in 
the early summer of 1524, never to see it again. 
His movements are somewhat uncertain, but he 
would seem to have gone first to Hamburg and 
afterwards to Cologne, where he busied himself 
secretly supervising the printing of the New 
Testament in English. Word of how he was 
occupied reached the ears of a Roman Catholic 
opponent, Dobneck, or, as he is better known, 
Cochlaeus, who stirred up opposition to Tin- 
dale’s work and led to his snatching the precious 
sheets already printed and, with his assistant 
William Roy, carrying them off to Worms. 
There the original quarto edition, begun at 
Cologne, was finished, and along with it Tindale 
produced a new octavo edition, like the quarto 
consisting of 3,000 copies. Copies of both 
issues-the earliest editions of the New Testa- 
ment printed in English-were at once for- 
warded to England in barrels of corn and bales 
of cloth ; but warning of their coming Ishad 
already been sent, and thousands of copies 
were seized and burned at the Old Cross of St. 
Paul’s. It was only what Tindale had expected. 
‘ In burning the New Testament,’ he wrote, 
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two years later, ( they did none other thing than 
that I looked for ; no more shall they do if they 
burn me also, if it be God’s will it shall so be.’ 

Of the original quarto Testament only one 
fragment, consisting of the text of Matthew 
down to the middle of chap. xxii., remains, 
which was discovered in 1836 by a London 
bookseller, bound up with a tract of Oecolam- 
padius. The fragment is now in the British 
Museum. 

Of the octavo there are two copies extant ; 
one, wanting only the title page, in the Baptist 
College at Bristol; the other, more defective, 
in the library of St. Paul’s Cathedral. 

The striking Prologue with which the quarto 
is prefaced shows Tindale’s profound sense of 
responsibility and his determination to supply 
as correct a translation as possible. It runs as 
follows : 

I have here translated (brethren and sisters 
most dear and tenderly beloved in Christ) the 
New Testament for your spiritual edifying, con- 
solation and solace ; exhorting instantly and 
beseeching those who are better seen in the 
tongues than I, and that have higher gifts of 
grace to interpret the sense of the Scripture and 
meaning of the Spirit than I, to consider and 
ponder my labour, and that with the spirit of 
meekness. And if they perceive in any places 
that I have not attained the very sense of the 
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tongue, or meaning of the Scripture, or have 
not given the right English word, that they put 
to their hands to amend it, remembering that so 
is their duty to do. For we have not received 
the gifts of God for ourselves only, or for to 
hide them; but for to bestow them unto the 
honouring of God and Christ, and edifying of 
the congregation which is the body of Christ. 

The Address to the Reader in the 1525 octavo 
edition is also so significant that we may be 
pardoned for giving a somewhat lengthy extract 
from it : 

Them that are learned Christianly I beseech, 
forasmuch as I am sure, and my conscience 
beareth me record, that of a pure intent, singly 
and faithfully, I have interpreted it, as far forth 
as God gave me the gift of knowledge and under- 
standing, that the rudeness of the work now at 
the first time offend them not ; but that they 
consider how that I had no man to counterfeit, 
neither was helped with English of any that had 
interpreted the same or such like thing in the 
Scripture beforetime. Moreover, even very 
necessity, and cumbrance (God is record) above 
strength, which I will not rehearse, lest we 
should seem to boast ourselves, caused that 
many things are lacking which necessarily are 
required. Count it as a thing not having his full 
shape, but as it were born before his time, even 
as a thing begun rather than finished. In time 
to come (if God have appointed us thereunto) 
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we will give it his full shape, and put out 
if ought be added superfluously, and add to if 
ought be overseen through negligence, and will 
enforce to bring to compendiousness that which 
is now translated at the length, and to give 
light where it is required, and to seek in certain 
places more proper English, and with a table 
expound the words which are not commonly 
used, and show how the Scripture useth many 
words which are otherwise understood of the 
common people, and to help with a declaration 
where one tongue taketh not another ; and will 
endeavour ourselves, as it were, to seethe it 
better, and to make it more apt for the weak 
stomachs, desiring them that are learned and 
able to remember their duty, and to help them 
thereunto, and to bestow unto the edifying of 
Christ’s body, which is the congregation of 
them that believe, those gifts which they have 
received of God for the same purpose. 

The grace that cometh of Christ be with 
them that love him. Amen? 

Nor was Tindale long in giving effect to his 
promise. Revised editions of the New Testa- 
ment were issued in 1532 and 1534 : ‘ for that 
purpose I wrote it, even to bring them to the 
knowledge of the Scripture.’ And elsewhere 
Tindale pleaded in eloquent and pathetic terms : 
‘ if it would stand with the King’s most gracious 

For the complete text of Tindale’s Prologues see Newth, 
On Bible Revision, p. 137 ff. 
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pleasure to grant only a bare text of the Scrip- 
ture to be put forth among his people.. . I 
shall immediately. make faithful promise never 
to write more, nor abide two days in these 
parts after the same ; but immediately to repair 
unto his realm, and there most humbly submit 
at the feet of his Royal Majesty, offering my 
body to suffer what pain or torture, yea, what 
death his Grace will, so that this be obtained.’ 

The self-sacrificing plea was of no avail, and 
soon afterwards this ‘ true servant and martyr 
of God’ was betrayed into the hands of his 
enemies and thrown into prison. It was from 
there that he wrote the pathetic letter, the only 
piece of his own handwriting now extant, ask- 
ing for a ‘ warmer coat ’ and ‘ above all ’ for his 
‘ Hebrew Bible, Hebrew Grammer, and Hebrew 
Dictionary, that I may spend my time with that 
study.’ 1 

After suffering an imprisonment of nearly a 
year and a half, he was first strangled and then 
burned, His last words were, ‘ Lord, open the 
Icing of England’s eyes.’ 

Of Tindale’s worth as a man, and of his un- 
wearied efforts in the cause of Bible translation 
and Bible diffusion, the little that we have been 
able to say is sufficient proof. Of his place as a 
1 The letter is given in full in Lovett’s edition of Demaus’ 

standard Life of William Tyndale (London, 1886)’ p. 437 f. 
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scholar it must be enough that, while his version 
undoubtedly bore traces of the influence of the 
Wycliffite versions at home and of Luther’s 
New Testament in Germany, he was too good 
a linguist to be slavishly dependent on any one, 
and can justly claim the credit of being the first 
in England at any rate (with the possible excep- 
tion of Bede, cf. p. 192) to go straight to the 
Hebrew and Greek originals. While as show- 
ing in turn the extent of his influence upon the 
future history of our Bible, it has been calcu- 
lated that in the whole of his New Testament 
there are not more than 350 words which do 
not occur in the Authorised Version, and many 
of the latter’s most happy phrases and sentences 
are directly traceable to the old translator. 

No doubt Tindale’s version had its faults, 
noticeable among them his love, for the sake 
of variety, of rendering the same Greek word 
in different ways, a fault in which he was fol- 
lowed by the translators of the Authorised 
Version. But take his work all in all, and 
Fuller’s eulogy is not exaggerated : ‘ What he 
undertook was to be admired as glorious ; what 
he performed, to be commended as profitable ; 
wherein he failed, is to be excused as pardon- 
able, and to be scored on the account rather of 
that age, than of the author himself.’ Or in the 
eloquent words of Mr. Froude : ‘ The peculiar 
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genius-if such a word may be permitted- 
which breathes through it-the mingled ten- 
derness and majesty-the Saxon simplicity- 
the preternatural grandeur-unequalled, unap- 
proached in the attempted improvements of 
modern scholars-a11 are here, and bear the 
impress of the mind of one man, William 
Tyndal .’ 

I t  is not possible to illustrate at length 
Tindale’s influence on those who succeeded 
him, but as showing how he laid down the lines 
of all subsequent English translations we may 
insert his version of the Lord’s Prayer, the first 
to appear in an English printed Testament : 

Matt. vi. 9-13. 
0 oure father which art in heven halowed be 

thy name. Let thy lryngdom come. Thy wyll 
be fulfilled as well in erth as hit ys in heven. 
Geve vs this daye oure dayly breade. And for- 
geve vs oure treaspases even as we forgeve them 
whych treaspas vs. Lede vs nott in to tempta- 
cion but delyvre vs from yvell. Amen. 
T o  this may be added the 1534 version of 

Phil. ii. 5-11. 
Let the same mynde be in you that was in 

Christ Iesu : which beynge in the shape of God, 
and thought it not robbery to be equal1 with 
God. Nevertheless he made him silfe of no 



140 T H E  NEW TESTAMENT 

reputacioun, and toke on him the shape of a 
servaunte, and became lyke vnto men, and was 
founde in his aparell as a man. He humbled . 
him silfe and became obedient vnto the deeth, 

. even the deeth of the crosse. Wherefore God . 
hath exalted him, and geven him a name above 
all names : that in the name of Iesus shuld 
every knee bowe, bothe of thinges in heven and 
thinges in erth and thinges vnder erth, and that 
all tonges shuld confesse that Iesus Christ is 
the lorde vnto the prayse of God the father. 

Miles Coverdale, 
The work which Tindale had so faithfully 

inaugurated was continued by Miles Coverdale 
(1488-1569), who is described as ( from his 
childhood given to learning’ and ( set to the 

\ I most sweet smell of holy letters.’ He had 
assisted Tindale in his translation of the Penta- 
teuch and, thereafter, urged on by his ( singular 
good master,’ Thomas Cromwell, devoted him- 
self so diligently to the task of Bible translation 
that at Zurich in 1535 the first complete Bible 
printed in English was issued from the press. 

In his Dedication to Henry VI11 Coverdale 
modestly disclaims the position of an indepen- 
dent translator, and speaks of having ( purely 
and faythfully ’ followed ( fyue sundry inter- 
preters,’ who are generally identified with 
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Luther, the Zurich Bible, the Vulgate, the Latin 
version of Pagninus, and above all Tindale. At 
the same time he was very far from being a 
mere ‘ proof-reader or corrector ’ of the labour 
of his predecessors. His work possesses un- 
doubted original value ; and if Tindale in his 
translation ( gave us the first great outline 
distinctly and wonderfully etched,’ Coverdale 
( added those minuter touches which soften and 
harmonize it.’ 1 

I t  is sufficient to appeal to the version of the 
Psalms which still appears in the English Prayer 
Book, and which has come down to us from 
Coverdale through the Great Bible. In  its ‘ in- 
comparable tenderness and sweetness,’ Bishop 
Westcott claims to find the translator’s own 
gentle spirit reflected, ( full of humility and love 
. . .and therefore best in harmony with the 
tenor of our own daily lives.’ 

Before leaving Coverdale’s Bible, it may be 
well to recall that he included in it a complete 
translation of the Apocrypha, prefaced by a 
most interesting Address : ( These books (good 
reader) which be called Apocrypha are not 
judged among the doctors to be of like reputa- 
tion with the other Scripture . . . But whoso- 
ever thou be that readest Scripture, let the 
Holy Ghost be thy teacher, and let one text 

1 See Eadie, The English Bible, i. p. 302. 
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expound another unto thee.’ And then, almost 
by way of apology, he tells us that he has in- 
cluded ‘ the prayer of Azarias, and the sweet 
song that he and his two fellows sung in the 
fire . . . for their sakes also that love such sweet 
songs of thanksgiving .’ In  Coverdale’s second 
folio edition of 1537 the Apocrypha are de- 
scribed as ‘ The books and treatises which 
among the fathers of old are not reckoned to be 
of like authority with the other books of the 
Bible, neither are they found in the Canon of 
the Hebrew.’ 

Thomas Matthew. 
Coverdale was followed by Thomas Matthew, 

or as he is also known, John Rogers, the proto- 
martyr of the Marian persecution, who in 1537 
brought out a volume containing the best work 
of Tindale and Coverdale. 

Like the second edition of Coverdale’s Bible 
this new version bears to be 
Set forth with the Kinges most gracyous licCce, 
while Cranmer wrote to Cromwell urgently en- 
treating him to use his influence to get from the 
King a ‘ licence that the same may be sold and 
read of every person . . . until such time that we 
the Bishops shall set forth a better translation, 
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which I think shall not be till a day after Domes- 
day.’ The petition was granted, and hence it 
came about that ‘ by Cranmer’s petition, by 
Crumwell’s influence, and by Henry’s authority, 
without any formal ecclesiastical decision the 
book was given to the English people, which is 
the foundation of the text of our present Bible. 
From Matthew’s Bible-itself a combination of 
the labours of Tindale and Coverdale-all later 
revisions have been successively formed.’ 1 

The Great Bible, 
There is yet another Bible which again owed 

its inception to the great minister of Henry VIII, 
Thomas Cromwell. Not satisfied with any of 
the existing versions, Cromwell called in the aid 
of Coverdale, who set to work to prepare a 
version which might rank as a National Bible. 
The work of printing was begun in Paris, but 
before it was completed the Inquisition stepped 
in, and it was with great difficulty that the 
precious sheets were saved and the presses sent 
over to England. And as ‘ four great dry 
vatsfull ’ of the sheets were also recovered 
from a haberdasher to whom they had been sold 
‘ to lap his caps in,’ the work was soon finished, 
and in April, 1539, The Great Bible, so called 

1 Westcott, English Bible3, p. 71 f. 
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from its size, was issued from the press. The 
title of the first edition ran as follows : 

The Byble in Englyshe, that is to saye the 
content of all the holy scripture, bothe of ye 
olde and newe testament, truly translated after 
the veryte of the Hebrue and Greke textes, by 
ye dylygent studye of dyuerse excellent learned 
men, expert in the forsayde tongues. . . . 1539. 
Surrounding the title was an elaborate design 
attributed to Holbein, in which King Henry 
VI11 is represented seated on his throne, en- 
gaged in handing ‘ the Word of God’ to 
Cranmer and other clergy on his right hand and 
to Cromwell and other lay-peers on his left. 
Below this a preacher harangues a crowd from 
a pulpit in the open air, from the words, ‘ I 
exhort, therefore, that first of all supplications, 
prayers, thanksgivings, be made for all men, for 
Kings.’ At the mention of kings all shout 
Vivat Rex, or ‘ God save the King,’ 

In the following year a second edition of the 
Great Bible appeared, which is often described 
as Cranmer’s Bible from the Address with 
which he prefaced it, and to it the following 
story is probably to be referred. The King had 
submitted the Bible to divers Bishops to peruse, 
and, on their being asked what was their judg- 
ment of the translation, ‘ they answered that 
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there were many faults therein.’ ( Well,’ re- 
joined the Icing, ( but are there any heresies 
maintained thereby ? ’ The Bishops replied 
that there were none that they could find. ( If 
there be no’ heresies,’ said the Icing, ‘ then, in 
God’s name, let it go abroad among our people.’ 

I n  consequence, every effort was made to get 
the people to accept the new version, and copies 
were attached by chains to the pillars of the 
churches with the King’s injunction that they 
should be read with ‘ Discretion, Honest Intent, 
Charity, Reverence, and Quiet behaviour.’ I n  
Old St. Paul’s and elsewhere it was a common 
sight to see an eager crowd gathered round the 
chained Bible, while some one more educated 
than the others read aloud. ‘ Even little boys,’ 
the chronicler tells us, ‘ flocked among the rest 
to hear portions of the Holy Scriptures read.’ 

It must not be thought, however, that this 
open reading of the Scriptures was everywhere 
viewed with favour. Thus, to confine ourselves 
to what tool: place in Scotland, on 1st March, 
I 539, through the influence of Cardinal Beaton, 
five persons were burnt on the Castle Hill of ‘ 

Edinburgh, apparently for no other crime than 
that they ‘ did not hesitate to study the books 
both of the Old and New Testament.’ This 
state of matters was not long allowed to 
continue, In 1543 it was proposed in the 

. 

31,N.T. I< 
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Parliament meeting at Edinburgh that ‘ all the 
lieges in this realm may read the Scriptures in 
our native tongue,’ and proclamation to that 
effect was duly made at the Market Cross. And 
so eagerly was the privilege taken advantage of, 
that twenty-five years later John Knox in de- 
scribing the effects of this Act was able to write : 
‘ This was no small victory of Christ Jesus, fight- 
ing against the conjured enemies of His verity : 
not small comfort to such as before were holden 
in such bondage that they durst not have read 
the Lord’s Prayer, the Ten Commandments, 
nor Articles of their faith in the English tongue, 
but they should have been accused of heresy. . . . 
THEN might have been seen the Bible lying almost 
upon every gentleman’s table. The new Testa- 
ment was borne about in many men’s hands.’ 

The Genevan Versions+ 
For our next versions we must turn again, as 

in the case of Tindale, to the Continent. 
Owing to the troublous times following the 

accession of Queen Mary, a body of Reformers 
sought refuge in Geneva, the city of Calvin and 
Beza. They found themselves at once in an 
atmosphere of Bible study, and decided that 
nothing could be ‘ more acceptable to God, and 
comfortable to His Church, than in the trans- 



AND ITS TRANSMISSION I47 
lating of the Scriptures into our native tongue.’ 
The result was the issue in I 557 by one of their 
number, William Whittingham, of a translation 
of the New Testament, which according to the 
title page had been ‘ conferred diligently with 
the Greke and best approued translations.’ 
There is also on the title a woodcut of Truth 
and Time with the explanation ‘ God by Tyme 
restoreth Trvth and maketh her victorious.’ In  I 

addition, Whittingham adopted various expedi- 
ents to make the text more generally acceptable 
to the ‘ simple lambs ’ for whom it was specially 
designed. Roman type was adopted in prefer- 
ence to black letter type. Italics were used to 
mark words for which no equivalent existed in 
the original Greek text, though they were 
required in English to complete the sense, 
verse-divisions appeared for the first time in an 
English Testament (cf. p. IOS), and a marginal 
commentary was added, in which the writer 
claimed that he had ‘ omitted nothing unex- 
pounded, whereby he that is anything exercised 
in the Scriptures of God, might justly complain 
of hardness.’ The edition may, therefore, claim 
to be in a sense the first critical edition of the 
New Testament in English, and paved the way 
for the translation of the whole Bible which 
appeared at Geneva three years later. 

In  the production of this Genevan Bible 
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Whittingham was assisted by Thomas Sampson 
and Anthony Gilby, and the result was a version 
of admitted excellence which exercised great 
influence upon subsequent versions. The cost 
of the work was defrayed by members of the 
congregation at Geneva whose heartes G o d .  . . 
touched to encourage the revisers not to  spare 
any charges for  the furtherance of such a benefite 
and fauour of God. The Genevan version 
speedily established itself in popular regard, at 
least 140 editions appearing between 1560 and 
1644. Its popularity was due partly to its com- 
pact form, and partly to the numerous explana- 
tory notes, which were often of a bitterly anti- 
papal character, while others were afterwards 
condemned by King James I as ' partial, un- 
true, seditious, and savouring too much of 
dangerous and traitorous conceits.' By way of 
illustration he cited the notes on Exodus i. 19, 
which ' alloweth disobedience unto the King ', 
and on z Chronicles xv. 16, which ' taxeth Asa for 
deposing his mother only ; and not killing her.' 

The Bible was prefaced as in the case of so 
many of these old versions by an instructive 
address 

TO OUR BELOVED IN THE LORD, 
THE BRETHREN OF ENGLAND, 

CE, THROUGH CHRIST JESUS. 
SCOTLAND, IRELAND, ETC. GRACE MERCIE AND PEA 
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In  it, after speaking of previous translations 
as requiring greatly ( t o  be perused and re- 
formed,’ the revisers went on to speak of the 
advantages they themselves enjoyed ( by reason 
of so many godly and learned men, and such 
diversities of translations in divers. tongues .’ 
‘ And this,’ they continued, ‘ we may with good 
conscience protest, that we have in every point 
and word, according to the measure of that 
knowledge which it pleased Almighty God to 
give us, faithfully rendered the text, and in 
all hard places most sincerely expounded the 
same.’ 

The Genevan Bible, or the ( Breeches ’ Bible, 
as it was popularly called from the rendering of 
Genesis iii. 7, ( they sewed fig tree leaves to- 
gether and made themselves breeches,’ was the 
first Bible to be printed in, Scotland (Old Testa- 
ment, 1579; New Testament, 1576), and is 
usually described as the Bassandyne Bible from 
the name of the printer of the New Testament. 
Its price was fixed by the General Assembly at 
E4. 13s. 4d. pennies Scottis (equal L4 to-day), 
and by an Act of the Scots Parliament every 
householder possessed of a certain sum was 
bound to have a copy, under the penalty of ten 
pounds. 

1 The rendering is also found in Caxton’s Golden Legend 
and in Wyclif. 
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The Bishops’ Bible, 
It was not to be expected, however, that the 

successors of Cromwell and Cranmer could look 
with favour on a translation coming from the 
school of Calvin, and containing so many 
‘ prejudicial notes.’ Accordingly, in 1563-64 
Archbishop Parker set on foot a scheme for the 
revision of Coverdale’s version ( to draw to one 
uniformity.’ For this purpose he sorted out 
‘ the whole Bible into parcels ’ and distributed 
these amongst qualified scholars ( to peruse and 
collate.’ The result was published in 1568, and 
came to be known as the Bishops’ Bible from the 
number of Bishops engaged on it. It contained 
many marked improvements, pointing to a care- 
ful study of the original text, but from its 
method of production the work was necessarily 
unequal, and the version owed its position to 
external authority rather than to its own inde- 
pendent merits. In outward appearance the 
volume was a splendid folio brought out with 
every attraction of paper and printing? I n  
1571 Convocation ordered that a copy should 
be placed (along with Foxe’s Book of Martyrs) 
in every Cathedral and so far as possible in 

In a letter to Cecil the Primate drew attention to the 
fact that ‘ the printer hath bestowed his thickest paper on 
the New Testament because it shall be most occupied.’ 
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every Church, and every Archbishop and Bishop 
was also required to have a copy in his house 
and to place it ' in the hall or large dining-room, 
that it might be useful to their servants or to 
strangers .' 

The Rheims New Testament. 
Following, as we have been doing, the appear- 

ance of our New Testament versions in chrono- 
logical order, we come to the Rheims New 
Testament of 1582, the work of certain English 
Roman Catholics who had sought refuge on the 
continent during Queen Elizabeth's reign. In  
keeping with the attitude of the Roman Church 
to the Latin Vulgate (cf. p. 87), the New 
Testament bore to be ' translated faithfully into 
English out of the authentical Latin,' though at 
the same time the writers claimed that it was 
' diligently conferred with the Greek and other 
editions in divers languages.' The extreme 
literalness at which the translators aimed, ' word 
for word and point for point,' led to many stilted 
renderings and to the use of various Latinized 
terms which were themselves in need of trans- 
lation. As examples we may cite : ' Give us 
this day our supersubstantial bread ' (Matt. vi. 
11) ; ' He was assumpted ' (Acts i. 2) ; ' Purge 
the old leaven that ye may be a new paste, as 
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you are azymes. For our Pasche, Christ, is 
immolated ’ (I Cor. v. 7). 

Of greater interest than those verbal curio- 
sities, most of which have disappeared in sub- 
sequent issues, are the renderings in which the 
writers’ theological opinions appear. For ex- 
ample, ‘ Do penance: for the kingdom of 
heaven is at hand’ (Matt. iii. 2)’ and ‘ Blessed are 
they that hunger and thirst after justice : for 
they shall have their fill ’ (Matt. v. 6). Other- 
wise the version, though not specially recom- 
mended to King James’s revisers, influenced 
them considerably and supplied them with many 
significant renderings and happy arrangements 
of words. In the 1st Epistle of John the follow- 
ing phrases are traceable directly to the influence 
of the Rhemish Version : ‘ Confess our sins ’ 
(i. g ) ,  where previous versions have ‘ know- 
ledge’ or ‘ acknowledge ’ ;  ‘ H e  is the pro- 
pitiation ’ (ii. z), instead of ‘ He it is that 
obtaineth grace ’ ; ‘ the unction ’ (ii. zo), 
instead of ‘ ointment ’ ; and ‘ we may have con- 
fidence ’ (ii. 28)’ instead of ‘ we may be bold ’ 1 1 

Apart from this Roman Catholic version, we 
are met at the beginning of the seventeenth 

See especially the monograph by Dr. J. G. Carleton, 
The Part of Rheims in the Making of the English Bible 
(Oxford, 1902). 
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century with three versions of the Bible in more 
or less general use. There was the Great Bible 
of Henry VIII, still to be seen chained to the 
desk in many country churches; there was 
the Genevan Bible, the favourite Bible of the 
people; and there was the Bishops’ Bible, 
‘supported by ecclesiastical authority. Such a 
state of things could not, however, continue, 
and the way lay open for the advent of a new 
version,’which was gradually to supersede all its 
rivals, and to become for three centuries the 
Bible of all English-speaking peoples. 


