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Instructions for Receiving
Christian Service Training Credit

I . This is the text for the First Seri es Unit
I20il, "Introduction to the Bible." Six 50
minute sessions, or the equivalent in tim e,
are required.
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gen eral office at least three weeks before
vour first class session . This will allow
time for the office to ge t the class report
form s and individual registratio n slips to
you. Also, it will help get texts on time.

3. Each pupil must be present for five of the
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Preface

One of the most heartening trends of the last 20 years
has been the greatly increased interest in the study of the
Bible. As far as we can discover, in the first 50 years of this
century (1900-1949) there appeared only about half a dozen
significant new series of English commentaries on the Bible
(or New Testament). But in the next 10 years (1950-59)
no less than 10 were begun. Here is a partial list:

1. "Bible Commentary" (Lutheran)
2. "Cambridge Greek Testament Commentary"
3. "Daily Study Bible" (William Barclay)
4. "Epworth Preacher's Commentaries"
5. "Evangelical Commentary on the Bible"
6. "Harper's New Testament Commentaries"
7. Laymen's Bible Commentary
8. "New International Commentary"
9. New Testament Commentary (William Hendrik

sen)
10. "Tyndale New Testament Commentaries"
During the next decade (1960-69) several other new

series were started. These include:
1. "Anchor Bible"
2. Beacon Bible Commentary
3. "Cambridge Bible Commentary"
4. "New Clarendon Bible"
5. Wesleyan Bible Commentary
Some of these series (quotation marks) or sets (italics)

run into many volumes. For instance, "The Anchor Bible"
the first such joint project of Catholics, Protestants, and
Jews-is scheduled for 50 volumes.



Besides th is, there is a host of briefer books on Bible
study, most of them wr itten by evange licals. When we add
to this the large crop of new translations of the Bible in
our ge neration, it is easy to see that th e Book of Books is
being read and stud ied by myriads of peo ple. For this we
devoutly give God th ank s.

In such a da y as thi s a very basic ques tion for all of us
is: How d id we ge t our Bible? This book see ks to answer th at
quer y, in a br ief survey of the subjec t.

-RA L PH EARL E



Glossary

Apocrypha-books in the Catholic Old Testament that are
not in most of our Bibles today.

Canon-list of books of the Bible officially accepted by the
Church.

Codex-a bound book, in contrast to a roll or scroll.
Dead Sea Scrolls-manuscripts, mostly biblical, disco vered

in caves near the Dead Sea.
Diaspora-the dispersion or scattering of the Jews beginning

about 300 B.C.

Inquisition-a Roman Cathloic tribunal that suppressed
heresy.

M anuscript-a handwritten copy of a book.
Massoretic Text-Hebrew text of the Old Testament edited

by Jewish scribes of the Middle Ages.
Minu scules-Greek manuscripts of the New Testament

written in the ninth to fifteenth centuries.
Papyrus-ancient ., paper" used as writing material at the

time of Christ.
Pentateuch-first five books of the Bible.
Peshitta-Syriac translation of the Bible.
Proselyte-convert to Judaism (or any other religion ).
Septuagint-Greek translation of the Old Testament made

about 250-150 B.C.

Targums-Aramaic paraphrases of the Old Testament.
Version- a translation of the Old or New Testament.
Vulgate-Latin translation of the Bible made in the fourth

century.
Uncials- Greek manuscripts of the New Testament written

in the fourth to ninth centuries.



Prologue
A lonely shepherd sat on the back side of the desert.

All was still. No blaring radio, glaring television, ringing
doorb ell or telephone. No rumble of distant traffic or roar
of jet piercing the sky. Not a sound shattered the silence ;
not a sight of moving man or beast greeted his eye.

A later psalmist was to write : " Be still , and know th at
I am God" (Ps. 46:10). In the stillness of that distant day
a grateful shepherd met the Great Shepherd. From leading
a few sheep of his father-in-law he was called to lead the
large flock of God's people.

The solitude lent wings to his thoughts. He remembered
the stories his devout mother had told him-of Adam and
Eve, of Cain and Abel, of Noah and the Flood, of Abraham,
Isaac, Jacob, and Joseph. Little did he realize that under
the inspiration of the divine Spirit he would one da y be
the human instrument for preserving the se stories for count
less generations to come.

His mind went back over his own lifetime. A cruel
Pharaoh had given orders to kill all the male children of
Israel. But as a baby, Moses had been miraculously pre
served from death. Adopted by Pharaoh's daughter, he had
been brought up at the royal palace. There he was carefully
educated "in all the wisdom of the Egyptians, and was
mighty in words and in deeds" (Acts 7:22). Egypt was the
greatest empire of that da y and the leading center of
learning. God was preparing His servant for his twofold
task. Th e training he received as heir to the throne of the
Pharaohs stood him in good stead when he became the
founder of the new nation of Israel , and the schooling he
had received in the greatest literature of that day was



priceless in his preparation for becoming the first scribe
of divine Scripture.

When Moses was 40 years old, he made a momentous
decision. He would forsake the court of Pharaoh and cast
his lot with his own persecuted people. He would deliver
them from oppression and slavery.

But he made the mistake of attempting this in his own
strength and wisdom. Discovering a poor Hebrew slave
being beaten, Moses killed the cruel Egyptian and buried
him in the sand. But Pharaoh heard about it and Moses
had to flee for his life.

Forty years had passed since then. Frustrating as the
seemingly endless time had been, Moses had learned some
invaluable lessons of patience. But something else had
happened. Far removed from palace intrigues and the
petty bickerings of court life, the lonely shepherd had
found an awareness of God's presence. Meditation became
his most important vocation. He was learning much that
was not in the wisdom books of Egypt.

Then another hour struck on the clock of the holy
history. As Moses sat one day, watching his flock and medi
tating on the past, he noticed a bush burning nearby.
Had the blazing sun ignited it? But why was the bush
not consumed in the flames?

Curious, Moses stepped nearer for a better look at
this strange sight. Then, out of the burning bush came the
voice of God. The great "I Am" revealed himself as the
God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, and also as the Re
deemer of Israel. Moses was called to be the messenger
of God, delivering the Israelites from Egyptian bondage
and giving them the divine law of Sinai. More than that,
he was to record the story of creation and God's dealings
with mankind. He was to write the first chapters of sal
vation history, the beginnings of our Bible.



I
Its Origin

Its Inspiration

There are two definite passages in the New Testament
on the subject of inspiration. One is II Tim. 3:16-" All
scripture is given by inspiration of God, and is profitable
for doctrine, for reproof, for correction, for instruction in
righteousness." The phrase "given by inspiration of God"
is all one word in Greek, theopneustos-literally, God
breathed. That is, sacred Scripture was breathed out by
God and breathed into men's minds by the Holy Spirit.
Clement of Alexandria (2nd cent.) and Origen (3rd cent.)
use this term to describe the Scriptures.

The second passage is II Pet. 1:21-" For the prophecy
came not in old time by the will of man: but holy men of
God spake as they were moved by the Holy Ghost." Literally
the second half of this verse reads: "But being borne along
by the Holy Spirit, men spoke from God." That is, the
human writers of the Bible were lifted by the Holy Spirit
to a higher level of spiritual understanding, so that they
could receive divine truth and communicate it to their
fellowmen.

James Arminius was a Dutch theologian who was born
in 1560 and died in 1609. With regard to the Bible he wrote:
"We now have the infallible word of God in no other place

13



14 / How We Got Our Bible

tha n in the Scriptures." I He goes on to make this helpful
sta te me nt :

Th e primary cause of these books is God, in his
Son, through th e Holy Spi rit. The instrumental causes
are holy men of God, who, not at their own will and
pleasure, but as they were actua ted and inspired by the
Holy Spirit wro te these books, whe the r the words were
inspired into th em , d ictat ed to them , or adminis te red
by them under d ivine direct ion.'

This passage suggests three degrees of inspira tion for
diffe rent parts of the Bible. Firs t there is e ternal truth- that
could not otherwise be known by the human intellect
" inspired into" ; that is, breathed ou t of God and into the
hearts and minds of the writ er s. In the second place, some
parts of the Scripture seem actually to have been dictated ,
as in the case of the law given to Moses at Sinai. But othe r
parts of the Bible were sim ply" administered to them under
div ine direction." These would include the gen ealogical
tables, as in the first nin e chapters of I Chronicles, and other
historical documents which the au thors were led by the Spi rit
to incorporate in the ir writings .

It was John Wesley in the eig htee nth cen tury who took
the theo logy of James Armi niu s and made it the powerful
force for precipitating the grea tes t spiritual revival England
has eve r seen. In the preface to his Explanatory No tes upon
the New Testament he says of sacred Scripture : " Every
part ther eof is worthy of Cod; and all together are one entire
bod y, whe rein is no defect , no excess." 3

In the same connection he writes : " The langu age of
His messe nge rs, also, is exact in the high est degree : for

'W ritings, trans. James Nichols and W. R. Bagnall (Grand Rapids:
Baker Book House, 1956), II, 15.

' Ibid., p. 16.
' Explanatory Notes up on the New Tea tame nt (London: Epwor th Press,

1941 ), p. 9.
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the word s which were given them accurately answered to
the impressions made upon their minds." 4

Commenting on II T im. 3 :16, Wesle y writ es: " The
Spirit of God not onl y once insp ired thos e who wrote it
[the Scriptures], but continually inspires, supernaturally
assists, th ose who read it with earnest pra yer. " 5

Th e greatest Wesleyan theologian of the past was
W. B. Pope. In his three-volume Compendium of Christian
Theology (first published in 1875-76) he devotes 37 pages
to the subject of the inspiration of the Bible. He writes
of the Bible :

Its plenary inspiration makes Hol y Scripture the
absolute and final authority, all-sufficie nt as the Supreme
Standard of Fa ith , Dire ctor y of Morals, and Charter of
Privileges to the Church of God. Of course, the Book of
Divine revelations cannot contain anything untrue ;
but its infallibility is by itself especially connected with
religious truth .. . It is after all, a Divine-human collection
of documents: the pre cise relation of the human to the
Divin e is a problem which has engaged mu ch atte ntion,
and has not yet been , though it may ye t be, adeq uately
solved . But in the domain of religious truth, and the king
dom of God am ong men, its claim to authority and suf
ficien cy is absolute. "

Th e outstandi ng Arminian theology of this century was
written by the late H. Orton Wile y. His definition of in
spiration is as follows : " By Inspiration we mean the
actuating energy of the Hol y Spirit by which holy men were
qualified to receiv e religi ous truth and to communicate
it to oth ers without error. " 7

' Ibid.
;Ibid., p. 794.
'A Comp endium of Christian Theolog y (2nd ed ., New York : Phill ips

and Hunt, 1881 ), pp . 174££.
' Christian Theology (Kansas City : Nazarene Publi shing House,

1940), I, 168.
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Wiley holds that the Bible was full y inspired . He says
th at the Scriptures were "given by plenary inspiration ,
embracing through out the elements of superintendence,
elevation and suggestion, in that manner and to that degree
th at the Bible becomes the infallible word of God, the
authoritative Rule of Faith and Practi ce in the Churc h." "

Similar is the statem ent made by Adam Clarke, the lead
ing Bible commentator of the Wesleyan movement. He
says: .. I only contend for such an inspiration of the sacred
writers of the New Testament, as will assure us of the truth
of what they wrote, whether by inspirati on of suggestion,
or direction only; but not for such an inspiration as impli es
that even their words were dictated, or their phrases
suggested to them by the Hol y Chost." " This is a good
description of what we mean by plenary dynamic inspira
tion.

A Di vine-human Book

Th e Bible is a divine-human Book, as Christ is the
di vine-human Person . This is the key that unl ocks the door
to an understanding of the tru e nature of the Scriptures.

God could have sent His Son in adult human form with
out a human birth. Jesus' bod y would then have been simply
a shell in which was encased the divine nature.

But God in His wisdom did not choo se to do it that way.
Rath er , He caused His Son to be born of a woman. Jesus
thus partook of the personality characteristics of His mother
-psychologically as well as ph ysicall y. He not only bore
resemblance to her in His facial features but He was influ
enced by the int ellectual and social atmosphere of the home.
He was the son of Mary as well as the Son of God.

"lbid. , p. 170.
' The New Testament of Our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ (New

York: Abingdon -Cokesbury Press, n.d . l, I, 10.
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So it was with the Bible. God could have sen t down th e
Book all inscribed with the complete revelat ion , bo und in
black leather, divinit y circuit, go ld-e dg ed , silk-sew n, India
paper-even dedica ted to King Jam es! But He did not
choose to do so. Instead th e ligh t of di vine revel ation broke
in on the soul of Moses, of David, of Paul , of Joh n, and many
othe rs. Th e res ult is a divinely inspired , humanl y wri tten
Revelati on of God's truth for man.

T he y wro te on sheepskin and goa tskin, on papyrus
and parchment. They wrote th e thoughts of God as best
they could understand th em by th e help of th e Hol y Spi rit.

Ju st as sunlight when conducted throug h a pr ism is
broken down int o its vari ous rays, so the light of God's
truth whe n fil te red th rough the prisms of human person ali
ties took on th e varying slants and interes ts of th ose
person aliti es. T hat is shown not on ly in th e language used
bot h vocabulary and style- but also in act ua l th ought
form s, in ways of ap proach, in d iversity of e mphasis. T he
Holy Spirit used the varying int erests and emphases of the
differe nt write rs to con vey the total of di vine revelati on
in the Bible.

It is unfortunate th at too ofte n we see only one side of
truth, and so we actua lly have on ly a half-truth. Ask an
evangelical, " Was Jesus divi ne or hu man ?" an d he will
answer empha tically, " Divine!" Ask a human ist th e same
question and the repl y will be , " H uman." Both are right
and both are wro ng . The opposi tio n bet ween Jesus' deity
and 'humanity exists only in false th eological thinking.
Jesus was, and is, bo th hum an and di vine.

The same situation ob ta ins in relat ion to the Scrip tures.
Evangelicals emphas ize th e divine source of the Bible
until they sometimes neglect th e human origi n. Liberals
stress th e latter and forget th e former. T he Bible d id have
a hu man origin; it came fro m th e hands of th e men who
wrot e it, bu t its ult imate source was d ivine ; the Hol y Sp irit
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inspired the writers. It is this which gives it its unique
authority as the Word of God.

One man sees only the scribe sitting as a desk, pen
in hand, writing the words of scripture, and he declares,
"The Bible is a human book." Another sees only the in
spiring Spirit hovering overhead; and he cries, "It is
divine!" What we need is to see the whole picture, not just
one part of it. The Bible is a divine-human Book.

In the Preface to his sermons, John Wesley wrote these
beautiful words:

I have thought, I am a creature of a day, passing
through life as an arrow through the air. I am a spirit
come from God, and returning to God: Just hovering over
the great gulf; till a few moments hence, I am no more
seen; I drop into an unchangeable eternity! I want to
know one thing,-the way to heaven; how to land safe
on that happy shore. God himself has condescended to
teach the way: For this very end he came from heaven.
He hath written it down in a book. 0 give me that book!
At any price, give me the book of God! I have it: Here is
knowledge enough for me. Let me be homo unius lihri
[a man of one Book]. 10

The Pages Appear

Morning dawned over the camp of Israel. Suddenly
the silence of the disappearing night was shattered. Rumbl
ing thunder roared overhead.

Nervously the people pulled aside their tent flaps
and looked out just in time to see another blinding light
streak across the sky. Now the lightning was flashing,
and the thunder crashing. Out of the thick cloud that covered
the top of Mount Sinai a trumpet blast came, loud and long.
All the people stood in their tent openings, trembling with
fear.

'''Works (Kansas City: Beacon Hill Press, n.d.), V, 3.
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As they looked up at the sacred mountain, smoke bil
lowed from its peak as if from a giant smokestack, "because
the Lord descended upon it in fire" (Exod. 19:18). It seemed
now that the hill was one big, smoldering furnace. To add
to the people's terror, the whole mountain shook with a
violent earthquake.

But one man was unafraid, because he had met God
at the burning bush, right in this same place (Exod. 3:2).
So he called out, and God answered him (Exod. 19:19).
Moses was summoned to the top of Mount Sinai. That day
the Ten Commandments were given (Exodus 20). Israel
was to be the people of the covenant, the people of the Book.
And Moses was God's scribe, to give them the Book of the
Law.

Traditionally the first five books of our Bible are assigned
to Moses. For the material recorded in Genesis, Moses
would have had to depend on oral traditions, handed down
from generation to generation, and on the direct inspiration
of the Holy Spirit. As far as the Genesis record of the crea
tion of the world and of human life is concerned, this would
all have had to be given by divine revelation, for no man
was present to see these events and tell about them.

When it came to the materials of Exodus, Leviticus,
Numbers, and Deuteronomy, Moses was the man most
involved. No one could have written this down better than
he.

It should be noted, however, that the last chapter of
Deuteronomy was obviously not written by him. Here we
find an account of Moses' death and burial, with the added
statement: "But no man knoweth of his sepulchre unto
this day" (Deut. 34:6). A further observation is made:
"And there arose not a prophet since in Israel like unto
Moses, whom the Lord knew face to face" (v. 10). To say
that Moses himself wrote these words beforehand by divine
inspiration-as some have claimed-is unrealistic. The
whole tenor of the terminology used here clearly points
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to a later generat ion, when the monumental work of Moses
was edi ted in its fina l form.

Th e Books Multipl y

Joshua was Moses' successor, and th e sixth book of our
o ld Testam ent is named for him. It records his grea t
achievements in lead ing th e Israelites across the Jord an
River, conquering th e land of Ca naa n, and assign ing
each tribe its territory. The book d ivides itself very naturally
at th e middle into two part s. Th e first (cc, 1-12 ) tells of
th e conquest of Canaan, the second (cc. 13-24) records
th e part ition of th e land.

T he fact th at Josh ua' s name is attached to th e book
does no t mean th at he wro te it. For in the last chapter we
find th e record of th e death and burial of God 's great warrior
(Josh. 24:29-30). T he n comes th e sta tement : " And Israe l
served the Lord all th e d ays of Joshua, and all th e days
of th e elde rs th at ove rlived Joshua" (v. 3 1). It is clear
that, at least in its fini shed form, the Book of Josh ua was
written in a later gene ratio n. We do not know who wrote it.

Th e sam e mu st be sa id of th e book of Judges, whi ch
fills in th e time from Joshua to Samu el. Th e keynote of
thi s boo k is: " In th ose days th ere was no king in Israel :
every ma n did th at whic h was right in his own eyes" (17 :6;
21 :25 ). With no central government, th e Israelites too often
lived in chaotic confusion. Th e recurring sequence in Judges
is d isobedien ce, op pression , rep entan ce , and deli verance.
The so-called " judges" we re for the most part sent by God
to del iver the people from thei r oppressors.

The littl e love story called Ruth gives a brief picture
of life in th at period (Ruth 1:1). It s purpose may hav e been
at least par tly to fill in one point in th e ances try of King
David (Ruth 4: 17-22).

The two books of Samuel cover th e period of that grea t
prophet and also th e reigns of Saul and David, the first
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two kings of Israel- both of whom were anoin ted by Samuel.
The narrative begi ns wit h th e birth of th is man (c. 1) an d
his call to the propheti c ministry (c. 3 ). He devoted a long
lifet ime to rul ing Israel as a judg e. Unfortuna te ly, he failed
to train his own child ren to follow in his footsteps (I Sam.
8:1-.5 ). And so the people asked for a king. In answe r to their
plea, God instructed Sam uel to anoint Saul as th e first
king over Israel. But Saul became stubborn and disobedient ,
and his life ended in disaster. T he import ance of David ' s
reign is show n by the fact th at th e entire Book of II Samue l
is devo ted to it.

T he two books of Kings describe th e reign of Solomon
over the uni ted Kingdom of Israel-which had been carved
out by his father, David-and also the period of the divided
monarch y. Th e northern Kingd om of Israel was rul ed
by seve ral dynasties, beginning with j eroboam. It came to
an end in 722/21 B.C. with th e capture of its capital cit y,
Sama ria, by th e Assyrians, and th e dep ort ation of the people
to Mesopotam ia (II King s 17:6). To fill th e vacancy, the king
of Assyria bro ught people from the East and settled th em
in the cities of Samaria (I I Kings 17:24). Th e result was
the half-breed race of Sama rita ns in jesus' day.

An interest ing feature of th e history of north Israel
is th e appea rance of two unique prophet s, Elijah and Elisha.
Th ey sought to call the idolat rous Israelites ba ck to th e
worship of the tru e God, but with limited result s.

T he southern Kingd om of j ud ah was ruled by a sing le
dynasty, that of David . It came to an end in .586 B. C. with
the fall of Jer usalem to th e Bab ylonian s. Except for the 80
years of Maccabea n indep enden ce (142-63 s.c. ), there was
no indepen den t nati on of Israel from 586 B.C. to A. D. 1948,
when the new sta te of Israel was set up.

T he observan t reader may have noted two th ings in
our d iscussion so far. The first is th at we have given no dates
prior to 1000 B. c. That is for the simple reason that archae
ologists are not in universal agr eem en t about the chronology
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of events before the time of David. The second feature is
the use of double dating, such as 722/21 B.C. This is because
events in ancient time are usually dated in a certain year of
some king's reign. So we often cannot be sure within a year
as to the exact date.

The two books of Chronicles cover a much wider period
than the Books of Kings . In fact, the genealogical tables
in the first nine chapters go back to Adam (I Chron. 1:1).
The historical narrative begins with the death of Saul
(c. 10). The rest of I Chronicles is taken up with the reign
of David. 11 Chronicles describes the rule of Solomon and
carries us down through the period of the divided kingdom.
But the last two verses (II Chron. 36:22-23) give the decree
of Cyrus (538 B. c. ) for the return of th e captives to Judah.
It is obvious, then, that Chronicles was not written until
after the Babylonian captivity. In fact, it reflects in its
opening chapters the greatly increased interest in gen eal
ogies that characterizes the postexilic period. To be
accepted, the returning captives had to prove their Jewish
ancestry. The same feature is prominent in the two follow
ing books, Ezra and Nehemiah.

Ezra begins at the point where II Chronicles ends
with the decree of Cyrus (Ezra 1:1-4), which was followed
soon (536 B. c.) by the first return from Babylonian captivity
under Zerubbabel (c. 2). Ezra 's main interest described
here is the rebuilding of the Temple (cc, 3-6). The
second group returned (458 B. c. ) under Ezra himself (cc,
7-8). His primary concern was to restore the true worship
of God (cc. 9-10).

The Book of Nehemiah is written in the first person,
as are parts of Ezra (cc. 8-9). Nehemiah went to Jerusalem
(444 B. c.) for the express purpose of rebuilding its walls,
which still lay in ruins.

The personalities of these two men are a study in con
trasts. When Ezra heard that some of the returned captives
were disobeying the Lord's commands, '" rent my garment
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and my mantle, and plucked off the hair of my head and
my beard, and sat down astonied" (Ezra 9:3). When
Nehemiah met the same situation, he says: "I contended
with them and cursed them, and smote certain of them,
and plucked off their hair" (Neh. 13:25). Of course,
Nehemiah was the king's appointed governor, while Ezra
was a priest and scribe. God could use both of these very
different men to do a large work in His kingdom.

The Book of Esther belongs to the Persian (postexilic)
period, in company with Ezra and Nehemiah. Its purpose
was perhaps to explain the origin of the Jewish Feast of
Purim (Esther 9:26).

There is no way of knowing just when the Book of Job
was written. Its setting is "in the land of Uz" (Job 1: I), which
probably means the great Syrian desert east and northeast
of Palestine. It deals with th~ timeless, universal problem
of human suffering. In literary form it is a majestic drama,
discussing the lofty subject of God's dealings with men. As
in the case of all devotional classics, its time of writing is
unimportant. Along with the Proverbs and Ecclesiastes,
it belongs to the "Wisdom Literature" of the Old Testa
ment, which has striking resemblances at some points to
the wisdom literature of ancient Egypt and Babylonia.

The Psalms were a sort of hymnal for the Israelites.
About half the 150 psalms are attributed to David, but most
of the others are anonymous. Their dates probably stretch
from the time of David to that of the Exile.

The Book of Proverbs is stated (I: I; 10: I) as consisting
largely of wise sayings written by Solomon. Chapters 25-29
are said to have been copied out by the scribes of Hezekiah
some 200 years later (25: I). The last two chapters are
attributed respectively to Agur and King Lemuel. It is
obvious that Proverbs is a collection of collections of wisdom
sayings, gathered over a considerable period of time.

Ecclesiastes (or, "The Preacher") is credited to "the
son of David, king in Jerusalem" (I: I). Its main theme is
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sounde d at once : .. Vanity of vanities, saith the Preacher ,
va nity of vanit ies; all is va nity" (l :2 ). Such is all life lived
.. under the sun" (l :3 ), with out reference to God above.
.. Vanity" literally means emptiness.

The Song of Solomon, commonly referred to as Canticles,
is also attributed to th is king (I :1). In typical Oriental
language it describes the joys of mar ital love. Th ere is a
differen ce of opinion among commentators as to whether
or not th is is to be taken as an allegory of the relat ionship
between Christ and His bride .

Th e rest of th e Old Te stament consists of books of
prophecy. The ministry of Isaiah is dated from about 740
to 700 B. C. He prophesied in the southern Kingdom of Judah
and presumably wrote his matchl ess book near the close
of this period . It should be noted th at many scholars argue
that ch apters 40-66 were written by a Second Isaiah during
the Bab ylonian captivity. But th ere is no manuscript
eviden ce for this di vision . The Dead Sea Scroll of Isaiah,
discovered in 1947 and dat ed at about 125 B. C. , has the whole
book as a unit.

Co ntemporary with Isaiah was Hosea (750-736 B. C. ),

who prophesied in th e northern Kingd om of Israel. He made
a dramatic plea to the Lord 's wa yward wife, Israel, to return
to his rightful husband, leaving the false god s. But it was
in vain.

Amos may be the earliest of the writing prophets;
he is perhaps to be dat ed around 760 B. C. His emphasis was
on social righteousness. He preached in North Israel ,
especiall y at Bethel (only 12 miles north of Jerusalem ).

The d ates for th e ministr y of Mi cah are the same as
those for Isaiah (740-700 B. c. ). He too prophesied in the
southern Kingdom of Judah. In common with Amos he struck
out vigo rously against th e oppression of the poor.

These are the four prophets of th e greatest prophetic
age, th e e ighth century B.C. Some would also include Joel ,
Obadiah, and Jonah in this period.
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j eremiah prophesie d du ring the last 40 years of th e
southern Kingdom of Judah (626-586 B. c.). It was his sad
task to warn the na tion of its impending doom and to see
the warning go unheeded . He is called " the weeping prop h
et" (see 9: I ). Th e Book of Lamentations is attr ibuted to him .

Ezekiel was the Lord 's pro phet to His people in Baby
lonian cap tiv ity. Ta ken in an ea rly deport ati on, he apparen tly
ministered 22 yea rs (593-571 B.C.). In common with Isaiah
and Jeremiah, Ezekiel not on ly pro ph esied to the Judeans,
but also to foreign nati ons. (T hese are th e three longest
pro phe tic books.) He also described a fut ure ideal sta te of
Israel. Th e book is highl y apocalyptic (prophetic ).

As in th e case of Ezek iel , Daniel prophes ied in Bab ylonia
(606-,536 B.C.) . The first six chapters g ive the histor y of
Dani el, with visions seen by others. The last six chapte rs
describe the visions Daniel saw. Th e Book of Daniel is the
apo calypse of th e Old Testam ent, tho ug h there are apoca
lypt ic elements in other books (e .g., Ezek iel ).

Hosea, as already noted , was a contemporary of Isaiah.
j oel (8th or 4th cen t. ) vivid ly describes a terrifying plag ue
of locusts. Th en he makes a twofold applica tion : to th e
coming punishment of Ju dah and to " the day of th e Lord. "
The latt er expression is th e key phrase of this book.

Amos belongs to th e eig hth century, as also possibly
Obadiah. This littl e book of a sing le cha pte r has one theme :
the destru ction of Edom, to be followed by th e restorati on
of Israel.

Accord ing to II Kings 14:25, the prophe t j onah minis
tered during th e reign of Jeroboam II of Israel (787-747
B.C. ). Told to warn Nineveh of its impending doom , he tr ied
to ru n away. Wh en Nineveh rep ented, he complained. The
book shows the folly of racial pride, an d also God's love for
all humanity.

After Micah, .. the defend er of th e poor," comes Nahum.
He is generally dated bet ween 663 and 612 B. C. He pred icted
the destruction of Nineveh , whi ch too k place in th e latter
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year. Israel's ancient foe, Assyria, was finally punished for
her sins when her capital city fell.

Habakkuk prophesied in the same seventh century
B.C., near its end (603). He foretold the coming punishment
of Judah by the Babylonians. The third chapter of his book
is a prayer poem, much like those found in the Book of
Psalms.

Zephaniah (about 625 B.C.) blasted out against idolatry
in Judah. He pronounced judgment on Judah and foreign
nations, but held out hope for the salvation of a remnant.

Haggai and Zechariah both began their ministry at
the same time (520 B.C.). The former delivered four messages
in that year, all with the same theme: rebuild the Temple.
Zechariah was also interested in this, as we know from Ezra
6: 14. But his prophecies extend from 520 to 518 B.C. A notable
feature of his book is the eight visions he saw (I: 7-6: 15).
And like most of the other prophets, he emphasized righ
teousness rather than ritualism.

Malachi (around 450 B.C.) is the last book of the Old
Testament. The name means "my messenger." Looking
across the four centuries ahead, he predicted the coming
of the Messiah (3:1).

The last 12 books of the Old Testament are called the
minor prophets. This is because of their brief size, not be
cause their messages were unimportant.

The New Testament Is Written

a. Paul's Epistles. On their first missionary journey
Paul and Barnabas founded several churches in the Roman
province of Galatia (in Asia Minor, modern Turkey). Some
time later Paul heard that Judaizers had been confusing
his new Gentile converts, telling them that they had to be
circumcised and keep the law of Moses in order to be saved.
Greatly perturbed, the apostle wrote a strong letter to these
churches, warning them against falling from the grace
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of Christ into the pit of legalistic Judaism. If Galatians was
written about the time of the Council of Jerusalem (A.D. 48),
described in the fifteenth chapter of Acts, it is probably the
first book of the New Testament to be written. Many scholars
would date it a few years later.

On his second missionary journey Paul established a
good church in Thessalonica. When he arrived at Corinth
he wrote I Thessalonians, with its twin emphases on sanc
tification and the Second Coming. This ~as in A. D. 50. It
has been commonly held that this was the first book of the
New Testament. II Thessalonians was written just a few
months later (A.D. 51), dealing with further problems these
people had about the Second Coming.

On his third missionary journey Paul spent three years
at Ephesus. While there he wrote I Corinthians (A.D. 54
or 55). In it he dealt with three problems he had heard
about in the church at Corinth (cc. 1-6), and some six
problems about which they had written him (cc, 7-16).
These were all practical concerns, but with crucial implica
tions.

After he left Ephesus, Paul wrote II Corinthians in
Macedonia, probably at Philippi (A. D. 55). Pathetically,
he had to defend both his ministry and his own personal
integrity in the face of cruel criticism from opponents in
Corinth. It was the Corinthian church that gave Paul the
most headaches and heartache.

It is of the utmost importance to notice that the first
books of the New Testament were not compendiums of
systematic theology. Rather, they were missionary letters,
written by a missionary to churches he had founded on his
missionary journeys. They are" living letters," dealing with
life among the people of God.

The busy apostle took time to make a three months'
visit to Corinth (Acts 20:3). He wanted to go on west to
Rome. But he had been collecting from the Gentile churches
an offering for the poor Jewish Christians at Jerusalem.
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He felt that he must return to the mother church there,
to make sure that this offering was received in a good spirit.
Paul's main concern at this point was to weld the Jewish
and Gentile churches into one Church of Jesus Christ.

So in lieu of a visit, he wrote a letter to the Romans
(A.D. 56). In this he gave the fullest exposition he had yet
written of the great doctrines of sin, justification, and sanc
tification. He wanted to make sure that this church in the
capital of the Roman Empire was well-established in the
central truths of Christianity.

During Paul's two years' imprisonment at Rome (A.D.

59-61), he wrote the four Prison Epistles. Philemon is a
short personal note to this Christian slave owner about his
runaway slave, Onesimus. Colossians was sent to the church
meeting in this same man's house. It deals with the nature
and person of Christ, a crucial question in that part of the
world. Ephesians was probably a circular letter (in the three
oldest Greek manuscripts the words "at Ephesus" are
omitted in 1:1), sent first to the mother church at Ephesus,
but intended also for the other congregations in the province
of Asia. Philippians was sent to the church in Macedonia
that Paul had founded on his second journey. It is a spontan
eous outpouring of joy and thanksgiving. Even in prison
Paul kept in touch with his churches.

I Timothy and Titus were probably written by Paul
about 62-64, soon after he was released from his first Roman
imprisonment. Arrested again and placed in a dungeon,
the apostle wrote his last letter, II Timothy, warning of
the apostasy of the last days. These three are called the
Pastoral Epistles because they deal with pastoral problems.

b. The General Epistles. Seven letters of the New
Testament fall into this category, because they are not
addressed to any particular church or individual. Unlike
Paul's Epistles, which are named for their destination,
these are named after the writer.
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james is probably the earliest. Some, in fact, would
date it as early as A. D. 4.5, thus making it the first book of the
New Testament to be written. But probably it appeared in
the early sixties and Hebrews at about the same time
(middle sixties) though the latter is not classified as a General
Epistle.

I Peter came in the same period, apparently written
from Rome. The apostle was seeking to encourage the be
lievers in times of persecution.

The genuineness of II Peter has been sharply debated.
But assuming the apostle as author, it would have had to
be written before A.D. 68, the year of Nero's death. For the
Early Church tradition strongly asserts that both Peter
and Paul died under Nero. II Peter is apocalyptic in nature.

The three Epistles by John will be reserved for later
discussion. jude is much like the second chapter of II Peter.

c. The Synoptic Gospels and Acts. The four Gospels are
properly placed first in the New Testament, for they give
us the foundations of our faith in the life, death, and resur
rection of Jesus Christ. But they were not the first books
to be written. In fact, John's Gospel was one of the last.

The Gospel of Mark was apparently written by John
Mark in Rome, either in the late fifties or in 65-70 (as now
generally held). Matthew appeared a little later, perhaps
about A.D. 60, or, as most prefer now, in the seventies.
Luke was once dated in the early sixties, but is now usually
placed at about A.D. 80. Acts appeared either about A.D.

62, as formerly held, or about A. D. 90.

d. The johannine Writings. It is now generally believed
that the Gospel of john, the three Epistles of john, and
Revelation were all written in the last decade of the first
century. We do not know whether the Gospel or the Epistles
appeared first. But the Book of Revelation, with its picture
of the new heaven and the new earth, forms a perfect
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capsheaf to the entire divine revelation contained in the
Bible.

The Gospel of John was written that its readers might
believe that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God, and that
as a result of believing they might have life in Him (20:31).
The First Epistle of John was written to believers so that they
might know that they have eternal life (5:13). The Book of
Revelation gives a vision of the glorified Christ in the midst
of His Church (c. 1), messages to the seven churches of
Asia (cc. 2-3), and a preview of the future (cc. 4-22).

Questions

1. Why is it important that we believe in the divine in
spiration of the Bible?

2. In what ways is the Bible a divine-human Book?
3. Why does the Bible give so much space to the history

of Israel?
4. What books are included in the" Wisdom Literature"

of the Old Testament?
5. What were the earliest books of the New Testament

and for what purpose were they written?
6. Why was the Bible written as a Book of life rather

than a Book of theology. ?



II
Its Preservation

The Bible is actually a Library of 66 books written over
a period of some 1,500 years. Th e 39 books of the Old Testa
ment took about 1,000 years to appear (roughly 1400-400
B. C.). The 27 books of the New Testament were written in
a much shorter span of time, about 50 years (A.D. 45-95).
Nearly 40 writers were involved in producing these 66 books.
How did they finally come to be bound in one volume
called " The Bible"?

The word " Bible" come from the Greek plural ta
biblia, meaning " the books," via the singular Latin term
biblia, meaning " the book." How did "the Books" become
"the Book"? That is the subject of our discussion in this
chapter.

The Old Testament Canon

By "canon" we mean an officially accepted list of books .
The Protestant canon of the Old Testament is the same as
the Hebrew canon accepted by the Jews as constituting
" The Holy Scriptures." This is the complete Jewish Bible.
The Roman Catholic canon of the Old Testament is longer,
including 14 books, or parts of books, that are missing in
the Old Testament with which we are familiar. Why this
difference?

31
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a. The Hebrew Canon . Th e basic nucleus of the Hebrew
canon is the Torah, or Law of Moses, consisting of the first
five books of our Old Testament. The Sadducees of Jesus '
day placed primary emphasis on this part of their sacred
Scriptures, and even the Pharise es assigned it gre ater im
portance. On e custom of theirs points this up . In the tim e
of Christ the Scriptures were read in Hebrew in the syna
gogue services. But most of the Jews of that day did not
understand the Hebrew language ; th ey spoke Aramaic.
So aft er reading each verse of th e Law in Hebrew, an Ara
maic paraphrase was given. In the case of the Prophets ,
th e Aramaic translation came after each three verses. This
was evidently being done in a limited wa y soon afte r the
Bab ylonian Exile (Neh. 8:8 ).

In the Hebrew Bible th e first book carries the heading
bereshith , "In the Beginning." It was th e custom of the Jews
to use the first Hebrew word of each book as the title .

In our Bibles the names of th e first five books are taken
largely from the Greek Septuagint (to be di scussed later ).
Genesis is simply the Greek word for" beginning. " Exodu s
is from th e Greek exodos, meaning "a goin g out. " Th e
main event in thi s book is th e exodus of th e Israelites from
Egypt. Leviticus is so named because it refers largely to
the work of the priests, who wer e Levites. Numbers is the
English equivalent of the Greek arithmoi, its name in the
Septuag int. The book record s two numberings of th e peopl e
of Israel , one made at Sinai soon aft er they left Egypt
(c. 1) and th e other in the plains of Moab but bef ore they
crossed into Canaan (c. 26 ). Deuteronomy is composed of
two Greek words, (Deu teros) "second," and nomos, " law."
It de scribes the second giving of the Law of Moses. Th e
first was to the generation of Israelites that cam e out of
Eg ypt , and it occurred at Sinai. Th e second was to the next
generation before it ente red th e Promised Land.

Th e Hebrew canon contained three div isions : ( I ) the
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Law; (2) the Prophets; (3) the Writings. The Law consisted
of the five books of Moses. The Prophets were divided
into the Former Prophets and the Latter Prophets, each
containing four books. Th e Former Prophets incl uded
Joshua, Judges, Samuel, and Kings (considered as one book
eac h). Th e Latter Prophet s consisted of Isaiah , Jeremiah ,
Ezekiel and the Twelve. In the Hebrew canon the 12
minor prophets were placed together and referred to as
" The Book of the Twelve. "

Joshua. Judges, Samuel , and Kings are usually listed
by us among the historical books of the Old Testament.
But the Jews con ceived (rightly) of the history of Israel as
propheti c history, and so classified these books under
the Prophets .

The third divi sion, the Writings, included the rest of
the books of our Old Testament. These were further divided
into the three Poeti cal Books (Psalms, Proverbs, Job), the
Five Rolls (Song of Solom on , Ruth , Lam entations, Ecclesi 
astes. Esther ), and the three Historical Books (Daniel,
Ezra- Neh emiah, Chronicles).

One passage in the New Testament has a clear refer
ence to this threefold division. In Luke 24 :44, Jesus said
th at all things must be fulfill ed "which were written in the
law of Moses, and in the prophet s, and in the psalms,
concern ing me." Because the third division , the Writings,
began with the Book of Psalm s, sometimes the whole group
was referred to as " the Psalms."

A quick computation will show that th e " books" of
the Hebrew canon totaled 24, though this includes all our
39 books. Josephus, the prominent Jewish hist orian of the
first century of the Christian . era, speaks of "only twenty
two books" in their sacred Scriptures, probabl y because
there were 22 letters in the Hebrew alphabet. This number
was achi eved by combining Ruth with Judges and Lamenta
tions with Jeremiah. But finally Ruth and Lamentations
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were placed with the other short books to form the Five
Rolls. II Esdras 14:45 speaks of 24 books.

Perhaps one reason the Five Rolls were put together
was their special use in worship. Each would consist of a
single scroll . The Song of Solomon was read at the Passover,
Ruth at the Feast of Weeks (Pentecost ), Ecclesiastes at
the Feast of Tabernacles, Esther at the Feast of Purim,
and Lamentations on the fast day that commemorated the
destruction of Jerusalem in 586 B.C .

In the Hebrew Scriptures today there are 39 books.
But the order of the ancient Hebrew canon is preserved,
beginning with Genesis and ending with II Chronicles.
Isaiah comes after II Kings, and Psalms after Malachi,
with Song of Songs following Job, and Daniel following
Esther. Thus the threefold division of the Hebrew canon
is still the pattern .

When and why did the Jews officially establish their
canon of Scripture? The books of the Law had been used
from ancient times as possessing divine authority. The
individual books of the Prophets were probably accepted
as sacred at the time of their appearance. We know that it
took some time for all the Writings to be received as Scrip
ture . The Book of Esther was disputed right down to the time
of Christ. This may be reflected in the fact that in the Dead
Sea caves there have been found fragments of every book
of the Old Testament except Esther.

The situation after A. D. 70 called for official action. In
that year the Temple was destroyed, along with the city of
Jerusalem. This brought an end to the Jewish sacrificial
system. The Sadducees, who dominated the priesthood,
faded out of sight. The Pharisees, who taught the Scriptures
in the numerous synagogues, survived as the leaders. The
Jews became the people of the Book. The exact limits of
sacred Scripture needed to be set. There must be no doubt
as to what books were to be accepted as having divine
authority.
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There was another very important factor. Christian
writings were beginning to appear-the Epistles of Paul,
other letters, and especially the Gospels. These must be
clearly condemned and excluded from use by adherents of
Judaism.

The result was that at the Council of Jamnia, about
A. D. 90, the rabbis officially fixed the limits of the Hebrew
canon. Included were the 39 books of the present Hebrew
Bible, divided into the Law, the Prophets, and the Writings.

b. The Apocrypha. If one happens to come across a large,
old pulpit Bible and looks through it, he will discover some
rather extensive material between the Old and New Testa
ments. Actually, he will find there 14 books or parts of books,
altogether about five-sixths as long as the New Testament.
These are called the Apocrypha.

The term means "hidden." Those who favored these
books claimed they were withdrawn from common use
because they contained secret wisdom, to be known only
by the initiated. Those who rejected them said that they
were hidden because they were spurious. Jerome (4th cent.)
seems to have been the first to call these books" Apocrypha."

The 14 books are I and II Esdras, Tobit, Judith, Addi
tions to Esther, the Wisdom of Solomon, Ecclesiasticus
(also known as the Wisdom of Sirach), Baruch, Susanna,
the Song of the Three Children, Bel and the Dragon, the
Prayer of Manasseh, and I and II Maccabees. They were
apparently written during the three centuries between 200
B. c. and A. D. 100.

In the Greek Septuagint and Latin Vulgate these books
are scattered throughout the Old Testament. Martin Luther
was the first to separate them. In 1534 he completed his
translation of the Bible from the original Greek and Hebrew.
Since the apocryphal books were not in the Hebrew Bible,
he translated them last and put them by themselves between
the Old and New Testaments. Myles Coverdale followed
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this pattern when he put out the first printed English Bible
the next year, 1535. All the Protestant English Bibles did
the same, down to and including the King James Version
(1611). The Catholic Bibles in English still have the Apocry
pha scattered throughout the Old Testament, as in the Latin
Vulgate.

But the Bibles with which we are most familiar today do
not have the apocryphal books in them at all. If they were
in the original King James Version, how and when did they
get out?

The Great Bible of 1539 in its prologue quotes the state
ment of Jerome that these books were good for edifying,
but not authoritative. The Geneva Bible of 1560 went a
little further, saying that they were not to be used for de
ciding doctrine, but for knowledge of history and instruc
tion in godly living. But the Bishops' Bible (1568) issued
no such warning. Since the King James Version (1611)
was a revision of the Bishops' Bible, it simply gave them the
heading "Apocrypha," without any disparaging note. In
fact, one of the men who produced the King James Version
became Archbishop of Canterbury and issued a decree that
anyone who published the English Bible without the Apo
crypha should be imprisoned for a year!

But the Puritans "persecuted the Apocrypha," as
Frederick Kenyon aptly observes. As far back as 1590 some
copies of their Geneva Bible began to appear without the
apocryphal books. By 1629 the same thing was happening
to the King James Version, under Puritan influence.

The official view of the Church of England is stated in
its Thirty-nine Articles. After speaking of the "canonical
books" it goes on to say; "And the other Books (as Jerome
saith) the Church doth read for example of life and instruc
tion of manners; but yet doth it not apply them to establish
an y doctrine."

It was in the early nineteenth century that action was
finally taken to exclude the apocryphal books. The National
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Bible Society of Scotland took the position that, if these
books were not the inspired Word of God, money should
not be wasted in printing them as part of the Bible . It
petitioned the British and Foreign Bible Society, which
voted in 1827 not to use any of its funds in publishing the
Apocrypha. From that time most copies of the King James
Version omitted these books .

The English Revised Version came out in 1885 without
the Apocrypha, but did publish the latter in 1894. Similarly,
the Revised Standard Version appeared in 1952 with no
Apocrypha. But at the request of the General Convention
of the Protestant Episcopal church in that year, it finall y
mad e up for the deficiency by putting out a translation of
the Apocrypha in 1965. Meanwhile Professor Edgar J. Good
speed of the University of Chicago had popularized the
Apocrypha among many Protestants by having his excellent
translation of it included in An American Translation : The
Complete Bible (1939 ). The New English Bible: New Testa
ment came out in 1961, but that version appeared in its
complete form, with the Apocrypha, in 1970. One might
say that the Apocrypha is "in" again, at least for some
Protestants.

What should be our attitude toward the Apocrypha?
In the first place, we must recognize that there is much
material here of historical and religious value. But we agree
with the sound Protestant opinion of the last 400 years
that these books are not a part of the inspired, authoritative
Word of God. We feel that as such they have no place in
the Bible, but should be studied separately.

Since most Protestants are not familiar with the Apoc
rypha, a brief characterization of each book may be in
order. And since the Roman Catholic church officially
holds these books to be a part of the inspired, authoritative
Bible, we need to know what their nature is.

I Esdras (about 150 B. c. ) tells of the restoration of the
Jews to Palestine after the Babylonian exile. It draws con-



38 / How We Got Our Bible

siderably from Chronicles, Ezra, and Nehemiah, but the
author has added much legendary material.

Th e most int eresting item is the Story of the Three
Guardsmen. They were debating what was the strongest
thing in the world. One said, "Wine" ; another, "the King";
the third , "Woman and Truth." Th ey put these three
answers under the king's pillow. When he awoke he required
the three men to defend their answ ers . The unanimous
decision was: " Tru th is greatly and suprem ely strong."
Because Zerubbabel had given thi s answer he was allowed,
as a reward, to rebuild the Temple at Jeru salem.

II Esdras (A.D. 100) is an apo calyptic work, containing
seven visions. Martin Luther was so confused by these
visions that he is said to have thrown the book into the Elbe
River.

Tobit (early 2nd cent. B.C.) is a short novel. Strongly
Pharisaic in tone, it emphasizes the Law, clean foods, cere
monial washings, charity, fasting and prayer. It is clearl y
unscriptural in its statem ent that alm sgiving atones for sin.

Judith (about the middle of 2nd cent. B.C. ) is also fic
titious and Pharisaic. The heroine of this novel is Judith,
a beautiful Jewish widow. When her cit y was beseiged she
took her maid, together with Jewish clean food, and went
out to the tent of th e attacking general. He was enamored
of her beauty and gave her a place in his tent. Fortunately,
he had imbibed too freely and sank into a drunken stupor.
Judith took his sword and cut off his head. Then she and her
maid left the camp, taking his head in their provision bag .
It was hung on the wall of a nearby cit y and the lead erless
Assyrian arm y was defeated.

Additions to Esther (about 100 B.C. ). Esther stands
alone among the books of the Old Testament in having no
mention of God. We are told that Esther and Mordecai
fasted but not specifically that they prayed. To compensate
for this lack, the Additions have long prayers attributed to



Its Preservation / 39

these two, together with a couple of letters supposedly
written by Artaxerxes.

The Wisdom of Solomon (about A.D. 40) was written to
keep the Jews from falling into skepticism, materialism,
and idolatry. As in Proverbs, Wisdom is personified. There
are many noble sentiments expressed in this book.

Ecclesiasticus, or Wisdom of Sirach (about 180 B. c.),
shows a high level of religious wisdom, somewhat like the
canonical Book of Proverbs. It also contains much practical
advice. For instance, on the subject of after-dinner speeches
it says (32:8):

"Speak concisely; say much in few words;
Act like a man who knows more than he says."

And again (33:4):
"Prepare what you have to say,
And then you will be listened to."
In his sermons John Wesley quotes several times from

the Book of Ecclesiasticus. It is still widely used in Anglican
circles.

Baruch (about A.D. 100) represents itself as being writ
ten by Baruch, the scribe of Jeremiah, in 582 B.C. Actually,
it is probably trying to interpret the destruction of Jerusalem
in A.D. 70. The book urges the Jews not to revolt again,
but to be in submission to the emperor. In spite of this the
Bar-Cochba revolution against Roman rule took place soon
after, in A.D. 132-35. The sixth chapter of Baruch contains
the so-called" Letter of Jeremiah," with its strong warning
against idolatry-probably addressed to Jews in Alexandria,
Egypt.

Our Book of Daniel contains 12 chapters. In the first
century before Christ a thirteenth chapter was added, the
story of Susanna. She was the beautiful wife of a leading
Jew in Babylon, to whose house the Jewish elders and judges
frequently came. Two of these became enamored of her
and tried to seduce her. When she cried out, the two elders
said they had found her in the arms of a young man. She
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was brought to trial. Since there were two witn esses who
agreed in their testimony, she was convicted and sente nced
to death.

But a young man named Daniel interrupted the pro
ceedings and began to cross-examine the witnesses. He
asked each one separately und er which tree in the garde n
they had found Susanna with a lover. When they gave
different answ ers they were put to death and Susanna
was saved.

Bel and th e Dragon was add ed at about the same time
and called chapter 14 of Daniel. Its ma in purpose was to
show the folly of idolatry. It really contains two stories.

In the first, King Cyrus asked Daniel wh y he did not
worship Bel, since that deity showed his greatness by daily
cons uming many sheep, together with much flour and oil.
So Daniel scattered ashes on the floor of the Temple where
the food had been placed that evening. In the morning the
king took Daniel in to show him that Bel had eaten all the
food during the night. But Dani el showed the king in the
ashes on the floor the footprints of the priests and their
families who had entered secretly under the tabl e. Th e
priests were slain and the temple destroyed.

The story of the Dragon is just as obviously legendary
in character. Along with Tobit, Judith , and Susanna, these
sto ries ma y be classified as purely Jewish fiction . Th ey have
littl e if any religious valu e.

Th e Song of the Three Hebrew Children follows
Dan. 3 :23 in the Septuagint and the Vulgate. Borrowin g
heavily from Psalms 148, it is antiphonal like Psalm s 136,
having 32 times the refra in : " Sing praise to him and greatly
exalt him fore ver. "

The Prayer of Monessen was composed in Maccabean
tim es (2nd cent. B.C. ) as th e supposed prayer of Manasseh,
the wicked king of Judah. I t was obviously suggested by the
statem ent in II Chron, 33: 19-" His prayer also, and how
God was entreated of him . . . behold, they are written among
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the sayings of the seers." Since this prayer is not found in
the Bible, some scribe had to make up the deficiency!

I Maccabees (lst cent. B.C.) is perhaps the most valuable
book in the Apocrypha. For it describes the exploits of the
three Maccabean brothers-Judas, Jonathan, and Simon.
Along with Josephus it is our most important source for the
history of this crucial and exciting period in Jewish history.

II Maccabees (same time) is not a sequel to 1 Maccabees,
but a parallel account, treating only the victories of Judas
Maccabaeus. It is generally thought to be more legendary
than 1 Maccabees.

The New Testament Canon

At about A.D. 140 in Rome a heretic named Marcion
adopted as his New Testament 10 Epistles of Paul (excluding
the Pastorals) and a mutilated Gospel of Luke (first
two chapters missing). He also rejected the entire Old Testa
ment. To counteract his influence, it was necessary for the
orthodox Christian Church to think about fixing the limits
of its canon.

At the other extreme from Marcion, many churches in
the East (for example, Alexandria, Egypt) were reading in
their public services certain books of the New Testament
Apocrypha. A fifth-century manuscript, Alexandrinus,
has the First Epistle of Clement of Rome attached to it.
The Epistle of Barnabas and the Shepherd of Hermas (both
2nd-cent. books) are found at the end of Sinaiticus, a fourth
century manuscript. Clearly a decision needed to be made
as to exactly what books were to be included in the canon.

A third factor was the edict of Diocletian, in A. D. 303,
demanding the destruction of all sacred books of Christianity.
Would a Christian want to risk his life by having in his
possession a religious book that was not really inspired by
God?

It is usually thought that the only genuine Christian
writing we have from the first century, outside the New
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Testament, is Clement of Rome's First Epistl e, written about
A.D . 95. It contains references to Matthew, Romans , and
I Corinthians, and many allusions to Hebrews.

Th e earliest church fathers of the second century, such
as Ignatius and Polycarp, show a wide acquaintance with
Paul's Epistles, some of the Gospels , and I Peter and I John.
This use of our New Testament books increased steadily
down through the middle of that century. For instance,
Justin Martyr ( A. D. 150) shows a knowledge of the four
Gospels, Acts, several of Paul's Epistles, Hebrews, I Peter,
and Revelation. By the end of the second century it is clear
that Irenaeus in Gaul (France), Clement of Alexandria
(Egypt), and Tertullian of Carthage (North Africa) all had
essentially the same New Testament as we have today.

During the third century there was considerable dispute
about the canonicity of seven of our New Testament books.
These were Hebrews, James, II Peter, II and III John, Jude,
and Revelation. This uncertainty continued on into the
fourth century. The first exact list of our 27 books is found
in the Easter letter of Athanasius, in A.D. 367. Finally,
nearl y the close of the fourth century, in A.D. 397, the
Council of Carthage decreed that only " canonical" books
should be read in the churches. It then proceeded to list
exactly the 27 books of our New Testament. From that day
to this the canon of the New Testament has remained the
same for the Roman Catholic church and has been the
Protestant canon since the Reformation. We believe
the Holy Spirit led in the selections made.
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Questions

1. What is the advantage of having the Bible written
by many different men rather than by one man (d. Eph. 3:
I8 )?

2. In what ways is the Bible a Library of books and in
what way is it " the Book"?

3. What were the three divisions of the Hebrew canon,
and which books were included in each division?

4. What is the difference between the Catholic and
Protestant Old Testaments, and what is the reason for this?

5. Why did the Early Church form a canon of the New
Testament?

6. When was the canon finalized officially?



III
Its Transmission

We do not have th e origi nal copy of a single book of
the Bible. This one fact alone dem ands a careful investiga
tion of the text of both th e Old and New Testament s. Are
we justified in believing th at we have a reliably authentic
copy of each of the 66 books of the sacred canon?

The Old Testament Text

We are fortunate to have the pri vilege of living in the
age of archae ological di scoveri es. Th e time was when some
scholars assert ed that Moses could not ha ve written the
Pentateuch becau se the art of writing was unknown at
th at early date (about 1400 B. C. ). But , as in man y othe r
cases , archaeo logy has silenced this argument forever.
At Ur and Nippur , in Messopotamia, thousands of clay
tabl ets have been du g up , going back as far as 2100 B. C.

That is, we hav e tabl ets from Abraham's old hometown
that were inscribed at the very time he lived there-half
a millennium before Moses' da y. From the oth er grea t
center of earliest civilizati on, the Nile valle y, have come
pap yrus manuscripts from before 2000 B. C. Some of them
conta in texts which claim to have been written originally
before 3000 B. C. It is evid ent that writing is an anci ent art.

In 1929 a startling discovery was made at the site of

44
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the ancient city of Ugarit, on the northwest coast of Syria.
Archaeological excavations revealed a larg e building, which
housed a library, a scribes' school, and the home of the chief
priest of the local cult. In the library were found hundreds
of tablets written in a strange script. Later excavations
(1952-53) unearthed the ancient Ugaritic alphabet, composed
of 30 letters. Th e tablet on which it is written is thought to
come from the fourteenth century B. C. , near the time of
Moses. The Ugaritic language is Semitic, and so a siste r
language to Hebrew. In his recent (1966, 1968) two-volume
commentary on the Psalms in " The Anchor Bible," Dahood
has made considerable use of parallels in Ugaritic literature
as a help in und erstanding the meaning of Hebrew terms.

Moses was " learned in all the wisdom of th e Egyptians"
(Acts 7:22), having received a royal education in the litera
ture of ancient Egypt. Also when the Israelites under Joshua
entered the land of Canaan, the y found an alphabet and a
large bod y of religious literature in a Semitic language.
So the ph ysical tools were at hand for writing the Old Testa
ment.

As to writing materials, the Egyptians used leather
scrolls at an early time. Specim ens from about 2000 B.C.

have been discovered . Th e later Jewish Talmud required
that all copies of the Law should be written on skins and in
roll form. This rule is still in force .

a. The Pre-Massoretic Text . Humanly speaking, it is im
possible for an yone to cop y by hand a document as long as
the prophecy of Isaiah with out making some mistakes.
And we must remember that all the copies of the books of
the Old and New Testaments were made by hand until the
middle of the fifteenth century (A.D. 1456). That means th at
some had been copied for nearly 3,000 years and all of them
for well over 1,000 years. Not until the modern age of print
ing was it possible to produce large numbers of copies of
a book, all of them exactly the same.
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So it is not surprising to find some differences in the
text of the Old Testament manuscripts. We may be thankful,

. however, for the fact that the Hebrew scribes were very
careful in their copying of the sacred Scriptures. They
realized that this was a serious responsibility. R. K. Harrison
says: "In the immediate pre-Christian period the Jewish
authorities gave a great deal of thought to the preservation
of the Old Testament text in as pure a form as possible, a
concern prompted as much by the existence of manuscript
variants as by differences between the Hebrew and LXX
texts ." I That is, they tried to correct errors that had crept
into the text through centuries of copying manuscripts from
one generation to another.

In the second century of the Christian era Rabbi
Aqiba sought to fix the text with exactness. He is credited
with saying that "the accurate transmission (massoreth) of
the text is a fence for the Torah. " Z For the purpose of closer
study, the scribes divided the Hebrew text into verses.

b. The Massoretic Text . Around the beginning of the
sixth century the work of the scribes in copying the Old
Testament manuscripts was taken over by the Massoretes,
who functioned about A.D . 500-1000. They worked with
meticulous care. For each book of the Old Testament the y
counted the number of verses , words , and even letters. They
went so far as to identify the middle letter of each book! By
counting all the letters they could make sure that not one had
been added or left out. This meant that the text was now
copied with greater accuracy than ever before.

But the contribution for which the Massoretes are most
famous is the addition of vowel points. The Hebrew alphabet
consists of consonants only. It is as if we were to writ e the

' Introduction to the Old Testament (Grand Rapids, Mich. : Wrn. B.
Eerdmans Publi shing Co., 1969), p. 211.

' Ibid.
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first verse of Genesis as follows (in Hebrew the articles and
prepositions are attached to the nouns):

NTHBGNNNGGDCRTDTHHVNNDTHRTH

It is obvious that a combination of three consonants
the most frequent number for a Hebrew root-could yield
several different words, depending on what vowels were
inserted between the consonants. As an example, in English,
l-v-d could be lived, loved, or livid. Of course, the context
would usually, but not always, indicate which of these it
would be.

There is an important factor to be taken into considera
tion, however. It appears that all reading in ancient times was
done aloud. In any case, the Scriptures were read aloud each
Sabbath in the synagogues, and earlier in the Temple and
Tabernacle. Also the scribes read the Word of God aloud
each day. At that time the method of instruction in the
schoolroom was for the teacher to read a sentence from a
scroll and then for his pupils to repeat it after him. In this
way the people were familiar with the sound as well as the
sense.

But across the centuries it was inevitable that there would
arise some differences of opinion as to how specific words
should be pronounced. Also scribes would make mistakes
in copying the consonants. What was really the traditional
text?

The Massoretes-from massora, "tradition"-under
took the important task of correcting the text and standard
izing it. To ensure accuracy of pronunciation it was necessary
to indicate in some way the vowel sounds. So to the con
sonantal text, which had been copied for hundreds of years,
the Massoretes added "vowel points" -combinations of
dots and lines under the consonants (in one case above the
consonant). The resulting text is called the Massoretic Text,
and this is the standard text of the Hebrew Old Testament
studied today. With the extreme care the Massoretes gave
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to the copying of the Scrip tures, this text has come down
to us from the Middle Ages with littl e change. And since
the fiftee nth century it has been fixed solidly in print.

c. Th e Dead Sea Scrolls. Still, the oldest Hebrew
manuscript we had was from abou t th e beginni ng of the
tenth century (A. D. 900 ). How would we know that thi s rep
resented the Hebrew text in use in the da ys of Chris t, to
say nothing of Old Testament times? There seemed to be
no certai n answer that could be given to this d isturbing
qu estion.

As has so often happe ned in the past hundred years of
archaeologica l research, the ans wer finally came. In 1947
a complete manuscript of the Hebrew text of Isaiah was
found. Paleographers date it about 125 B.C. SO it is 1,000
yea rs older than the oldest cop y of Isaiah known up to tha t
t ime.

Th e story of thi s discovery is one of the most fascin
ati ng tales of modern times. In February or March of 1947
a Bedouin she pherd boy nam ed Muhammad was searching
for a lost goat. He tossed a stone into a hole in a cliff on
the west side of the Dead Sea, about eig ht miles south of
Jericho . To his surprise, he heard the sound of shatte ring
potter y. Investigat ing, he discovered an amazi ng sight.
On the floor of the cave were seve ral large jars con taining
leather scrolls, wrapped in linen cloth. Becau se the jars
were carefully sea led, the scro lls had been preserved in
exce llen t cond ition for nearl y 1,900 yea rs. (T hey were evi
dentl y placed there in A. D. 68. )

Five of th e scrolls found in Dead Sea Ca ve I, as it is
now called, were bought by the archbishop of the Syrian
Orthodox Monas te ry at Jerusalem . Meanwhile, three other
scrolls were purchas ed by Professor Sukenik of the Hebrew
C nive rsity there. Later the archbis hop brough t his five
scro lls to the United Sta tes, where agents nego tiated the
purchase of them by the state of Israel for $250,000. So
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now, all eight scrolls from the first cave are on displ ay
in Jeru salem . Th ey can be seen in what is called " The
Shrine of the Book," a cave-like building specially con
structed to hou se them .

When the scrolls were first discovered , no publicity
was given to them . In November of 1947, two days aft er
Professor Suken ik purchased three scroll s an d two jars
from the cave, he wrote in his diar y: " It may be that thi s
is one of the grea tes t find s ever made in Palestine, a find
we never so mu ch as hop ed for ." But th ese significant words
were not published at the tim e.

Fortunately, in Februar y of 1948, the archbishop,
who could not read Hebrew , ph oned the Ame rican School
of Oriental Research in Jerusalem and told abo ut the scroll s.
By good providen ce, the act ing director of the school at
the moment was a young scholar named John Trever, who
was also an excellent amateur photographer. With arduous,
dedicated labor he photographed each column of the great
Isaiah scroll, which is 24 feet long and 10 inch es high. He
developed the plat es him self and sent a few prints by air
mail to Dr. W. F. Albright of Johns Hopkins University,
who was widely recognized as the dean of Ame rican biblical
archae ologists. By return airmail Albright wrote : " My
hearti est congratulations on the greatest manuscript dis
covery of mod ern times! . .. What an absolutely incredible
find! And there can happily not be the slightest doubt in
the world about the genuinen ess of the manuscript." He
dated it about 100 B. C.

Among the othe r ma nuscripts found in Cave I we re
a comme ntary on Habakkuk and a " Rule of the Co mmunity,"
a sort of manual or discipline for the religi ous community.
In 19.50-51 the Ame rican Schools of Oriental Research pub
lished these two, together with the Isaiah scroll. In 1954
the Hebrew University published three other manuscripts
from Cave I, including an int eresting document called " T he
War Between the Children of Light and the Children of
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Darkness. " This terminology reminds us of John's Gospel
and First Epistle.

Archaeologists have investigated a total of 14 caves
on the west side of the Dead Sea. Besides Cave I, the most
valuable finds were in Caves IV and XI. Cave IV yielded
tens of thousands of fragments, including parts of every
Old Testament book except Esther. Fragments of the
Apocrypha were also found. The favorite biblical books of
the community were Genesis, Deuteronomy, the Psalms,
and Isaiah. These are doubtless the very four that would
be chosen from the Old Testament by a thoughtful Chris
tian today.

Near these caves archaeologists uncovered the ruins
of an ancient fortified monastery. One can now go through
this building and see the various rooms . The most exciting
is the Scriptorium, where the scribes copied the manu
scripts. Here were found a long , narrow table, a bench, and
two inkwells. There was also an assembly hall , about 75
by 15 feet in size. The walls of the monastery enclosed a
pottery-where the cave jars were probably made-a forge,
a grain mill, a bakery, and a laundry.

The place is known today as Qumran. It is generally
agreed that the Qumran community belonged to a Jewish
sect called the Essenes. InA.D. 68, two years before the
destruction of Jerusalem, the Roman army burned the
monastery. As the enemy approached, the Essene scribes
apparently hid their valuable manuscripts in the nearby
caves, so that they would not be found and destoyed. Today
we can be thankful that they took this precaution.

The biblical scrolls found at Qumran have been dated
from 200 B.C. to A.D. 68. The Isaiah scroll , as we have seen ,
is dated about 125 B.C. , a thousand years earlier than the
oldest previously known manuscript of that book.

The crucial question that immediately comes to mind
is this: How does its text compare with the Massoretic
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text from the Middl e Agcs? The answ er is reassuring. It
agrees closely with it. As would be expec ted, there are
minor variations. About 14 of these variant readings were
accepted by the translators of the Revised Standard Version
(19.52 ). They are identified by footnotes saying, "One
ancient MS." In the case of oth er manuscripts, especiall y
from Cave IV, it has been found that in the historical book s
of the Old Testament the Qumran text is often closer to the
Septuagint than to the Massoretic text. Scholars now hav e
new tools for est ablishing a more exact text of the Old Test a
ment.

The New Testament Text

" There are thousands of variant readin gs in the Greek
New Testament. " That state me nt, found some years ago
in a popular magazine, is technically true. But the impres
sion given by it in the context of the article was morally
untrue. For the author probably left most of his readers
somewhat shattered with the feeling that the Greek text
of the New Testament must be in a state of utt er ch aos.

Such , of course, is not the case at all. Th e vast majority
of these variations arc in the realm of d ifferences in spelling
or grammatical form , matters that have no significance
whatev er for the meaning of the text.

In 18.53 two great Cambridge scholars , B. F. Westcott
and F. J. A. Hort, set out to construct an accurate text of
the New Testament based on the best Greek manuscripts.
After over 20 years of arduous, devoted work , th ey pub
lished the fruit of their labors in The New Testament in
the Original Greek (188l)-a standard work used by gen
erations of students of the Greek New Testament.

Not so well known is Volume II , " Introd uction and
Appendix," actually written by Hort. In it he says of the
Greek text of the New Testam ent : "The proportion of words
virtually accepted on all hands as raised abov e doubt is
very great, not less, on a rough computation, than seven
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eights of the whole." He goe s on to say th at , "sett ing aside
differences of orthography (spelling, etc.), the words in our
opinion still subject to doubt only make up about one six
tieth of the whole New Testament. " He then assert s that
" .. . the amount of what can in any sense be called sub
stantial vari ation is but a small fracti on of the whole re
sidu ary va r ia t io n , and can hardl y form mor e th an a
th ousandth part of the entire text. " .1

Most scholars today would agree th at Hort 's last stat e
ment is a bit too optimistic. Nevertheless, it underscores
the fact of the basi c reliability of the Greek text of th e New
Testament as we now ha ve it.

a. Kinds of Error. No two manuscripts of the Gree k
New Testam ent are exactl y alike. Humanly speaking, thi s
is unavoidable. It would be well-nigh impo ssible for two
people to copy by hand the entire Greek text of the New
Te stament without making an y mistakes. And the books
of the Ne w Te stam ent wer e all copied by hand for over
1,000 yea rs before the age of printing began in the middle
of the fifteenth century.

There are two main classes of un intentional mistakes
made by copyists. These are e rrors of the eye and errors of
the ear.

(l) Errors of the eye. Such mist akes will alm ost in
evitably be made by an yone who copi es a long document.
But the problem is compounded in th e case of the Greek
New Testament by several fact ors.

To begin with, in the olde r Greek manuscripts there are
not only no chapte r and verse di vision s and no separation
into sentence s, but not even an y separation between words .
It is as if we should writ e the first ver se of Luke's Gospel
as follows:

' 13. F. Westcott and F. J. A. lI ort , The New Tes tament ill the
Original Greek (New York: Ha rper and Brothers, 1882 ), II, 2.
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FORASMU CH ASMA NYHAVET AKE NI NH AN

DT OSETFORTHINORDERADECLARAnON

OFTHOSETHINGSWHI CHAREMOSTS

URE LYBELIEV EDAMONGUS

And so it goes on, line afte r line, column afte r column,
through a whole book of th e New Testam ent. Whe n a person
was cop ying one manuscript from another, he might make
a wrong division between words. Of course, he would usu ally
be aware of this and correct the mist ake. But ISAWABUN 
DANC EO NTHETABLE could be taken as " I saw a bun
dance on the table" or " I saw abundance on the table."
Mistakes of this type are found in later Greek manuscripts
(e.g., 15th cent. ), when separation between words was in
troduced.

In the second place, the oldest Greek manuscripts com
monly use abbreviations for such words as God, C hrist,
Jesus, and Son , with an overhead line connec ting th e first
and last letters . C hrist appears as XC, Jesu s as IC, Son as
YC, each with a line overhead . It is obvious that it would
be easier to confuse the se abbreviations th an it would be
if the words were written out in full .

A third type of error is still very common today-the
omission of a line when two consecutive lines begin or end
with the same word. On e who is frequently preparing cop y
for a typist soon learn s to avo id setting this trap ! A simil ar
type of situa tion is the omi ssion or add ition of similar clauses,
or even sentences.

(2) Errors of the ear. As we hav e seen, errors of the
eye would be mad e by a scr ibe who was cop ying one manu
script from another. But some times a man would sit at a
table , slowly reading aloud a manuscript to a group of scribes
seated in front of him . Th is was the only kind of publish
ing house in those days, and usuall y not more th an 40 scribes
would be involv ed at a time-a very different situation
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from a modern printing plant, which can turn out thousands
of identical copies of a book.

In the case of a group cop ying from dictation, errors
of the ear were bound to occur. This would happen today in
such copying of English manuscripts. For there are many
words that sound alike but differ in spelling and meaning.
One scribe would hear it one way ; another would take it a
different way .

Again , to compound the situation, most of the vowels
and dipthongs in the Greek of that day, as in modern Greek,
were pronounced practically alike, sounding like our long
e. I once sat in a Greek prayer meeting in Athens , where
I would not have been able to follow the Scripture reading
at all if I had not held a Greek Testament in my hand. In a
Greek-speaking Church of the Nazarene in Sydney, Aus
tralia, I had a similar experience. When I got up to preach
I announced: "Now I'm going to read the pastor's scripture
lesson the way we pronounce it." I proceeded to do so, much
to the enjoyment of the audience!

b. Abundance of Manuscripts. Lest the reader feel
unduly disturbed by the picture we have just painted, let
us hasten to say that most of these e rrors can be quickly
spotted and eliminated in constructing a Greek text of the
New Testament today. We now have over 5,000 manuscripts
of the Greek New Testament, in whole or in part. By care
fully comparing them we can readily weed out most of the
mistakes made in cop ying . In cases where we cannot be
absolutely certain what was the exact original text of the
New Testament-and there are such-we can be comforted
with the assurance that not one of these variant readings
adversely affects a single doctrine of our Christian faith .

(I ) Papyri. The common writing material of the first
century was papyrus, from which we get our term "paper. "
It was made by taking stalks of the papyrus plant and slic-
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ing the pith into thin strips. Two layers of these strips were
placed together crosswise, with a kind of glue between, and
allowed to dry . Obviously the resulting mat erial was brittle
and fragile . It is usually assumed that all the New Testa
ment was written on papyrus, with the possible exception
of the four Gospels and Acts, and that is the basic reason
that no original copies have survived.

Pap yri were unknown in modern times until 1778,
when some fellahin , digging in the Fa yum district of south
ern Egypt, happened across an earthenware pot containing
about 50 papyrus rolls.

But the first major discovery of Greek papyri took place
in 1897. Two Britishers, Grenfell and Hunt, were excavating
near the village of Oxyrhynchus, about 120 miles south of
Cairo. In the rubbish mounds of the town they came across
many bushels of papyrus material, most of it consisting
of secular papers and documents. Significant new light was
thrown on the meaning of many New Testament words by
the stud y of these contemporary papyri.

A good example of this may be seen in the repeated
statement of Jesus, " They have their reward" (Matt. 6:
2, 5, 16). Th e regular Greek word for "have" in the New
Testament is echo. But here we find the compound apecho .
Th e rubbish heaps of Egypt disclosed hundreds of formal
receipts, all of them having this word. So modern transla
tions have the more adequate rendering, " They have re
ceived their reward." The meaning of Jesus' words is that
those who practice their religion in order to get the praise
of men virtually give a receipt, " Paid in full." They can
claim no further reward in the next life. We have to decide
whether eternal dividends are worth sacrificing on the altar
of earthly glory .

Pap yrus manuscripts of the Greek New Testament are
a more recent discovery. The largest and most important
of them have come to light since 1930. The Chester Beatty
Papyri (Dublin, Ireland) include three documents from the
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third century-one of the four Gospels and Acts, very in
complete ; another of the Pauline Epistles, nearly complete ;
and a third of Revelation, the middle part. These are num
bered Papyrus 45, 46, and 47. Since then , the outstanding
manuscripts have been the Bodmer Papyri (Geneva, Switzer
land ), discovered and ed ited in the 1950's and 1960's .
Papyrus 66 of John's Gospel is thought to have com e from
around A.D. 200 , only about a hundred years after the Gospel
was originally written. Papyrus 72 has the earliest known
text of Jude, I Peter, and II Pet er. This is also from the third
century. Another important manuscript from the third cen
tury is Papyrus 75, containing much of the Gospels of Luke
and John.

Only about 80 New Testament papyrus manuscripts
have been found to date. But they are of great importance.
since they reach back to th e third century.

(2) Uncials. There are about 270 uncial manuscripts
extant, reaching from the fourth to ninth centuries. Th ese
are written in large block letters and are second in im
portance onl y to the papyri.

We have two great uncial Bible s from the fourth cen
tury, Vaticanus and Sinaiticus. The former, as the nam e
suggests, is in the Vatican Library at Rome . The second
derives its name from th e fact that it was found on Mount
Sinai. Today it can be seen in the British Museum in London.
The last part of the New Testament section of Vaticanus is
broken off and lost , but Sinaiticus has a complete New
Testament.

The story of the discover y of the Sinaitic manuscript
ma y serve to show something of the labor expended in seek
ing to recover the oldest Greek text. In 1844, Constantine
Tischendorf made a trip to the Middle East in search of
ancient manuscripts. On e day he was working th e library
of the monastery of St. Catherine at Mount Sinai , reputed
to be the oldest Christian mon astery in the world. Noticing
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some stray leather pages of a manuscript lying in a waste
basket, he took a look at them. To his astonishment, he
found that they were leaves of the oldest Greek Bible he had
ever seen. He rescued 43 of these leaves, which the monks
let him have. They told him they had already burned the
contents of two baskets! After extracting a promise from
them that they would not destroy any more, he took the
43 leaves with him back to Leipzig. Returning to the mon
astery in 1853, he looked in vain for the rest of the manu
script. The monks would tell him nothing.

In 1859 he decided to make another attempt, sponsored
by the czar of Russia, the patron of the Greek Orthodox
church. After some fruitless days at the monastery of St.
Catherine, he gave orders to his camel drivers to be ready
to leave for Cairo the next morning.

That evening the steward of the monastery invited
Tischendorf to his room to see an old copy of the Septuagint.
Soon the German scholar held in his hands a heap of loose
leaves wrapped in a red cloth. To his astonishment, he dis
covered that it was the very manuscript from which had
come the 43 leaves he had acquired 15 years earlier. At
last his eager search had been rewarded.

Covering his feelings of extreme joy, Tischendorf casu
ally asked if he might take the manuscript to his room to
examine it further. There he stayed up all night, copying
part of it, since he had no assurance that he could take it
with him.

In the morning he tried in vain to purchase it. Then he
asked for permission to take it to Cairo to study, but the
monk in charge of the library objected. When he got to
Cairo, however, he persuaded the superior of the monastery
there to send to Sinai for the manuscript. Tischendorf was
allowed to copy it a few sheets at a time.

Just then an ecclesiastical situation provided the neces
sary opportunity for getting the prize. A new archbishop
was to be elected. The monks had their candidate whom



58 / How We Got Our Bible

they wanted chosen. Tischendorf suggested that they
present the precious manuscript to the czar of Russia, the
protector of the Greek church, to gain his support for their
candidate. And so it was done. In addition to a favorable
election, the monks received a present of money from the
czar, while the manuscript was safely deposited in St.
Petersburg.

In 1933 the Soviet government of Russia, caring little
for a Bible but needing cash, offered to sell Codex Sinaiticus.
It was purchased by the British Museum for half a million
dollars, the highest price ever paid for a book up to that
time.

In the United States, the oldest Greek manuscript of
the four Gospels is Washingtoniensis (W), so called because
it is in the Smithsonian Institution in Washington. It comes
from the late fourth or early fifth century. There are several
other important uncials from the fifth century (A, C, D),
but most of the uncials came from later centuries.

(3) Minuscules. From the ninth century to the fif
teenth-when printing began-we have over 2,750 minus
cule or cursive manuscripts, so called because they are
written in a small running script. They contain the medieval
Greek text of the New Testament, which is late and inferior.

With such an abundance of manuscript materials at
our disposal we can rest assured that we have ample means
for arriving at a very close approximation of the original
Greek text of the New Testament.
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Questions

1. What do we mean by the Massoretic text of the Old
Testament?

2. When were the Dead Sea Scrolls discovered, and
what is their value for Old Testament studies?

3. What is the reason why there are variant readings
in Greek manuscripts of the New Testament?

4. What is the difference between errors of the eye
and errors of the ear?

5. What is the importance of textual criticism of the
New Testament?

6. Why may we feel confident that we have a reliable
Greek text of the New Testament?



IV
Its Translation

Aramaic Targums

After the Bab yloni an captivity there were man y Jews
wh o could not understand th e Hebrew Scriptures. So Ara
maic Targums, or paraphrases , were added when th e Law
and th e Prophets were read in th e synagogues. This custom
ma y have begun as early as the tim e of Ezra (Ne h. 8:8).

At first these were simple oral paraphrases. As tim e
we nt by th ey became more elaborate, taking on the nature
of explanatio ns and even theological interpretat ions. Gradu
ally they became fixed in form and were finall y reduced
to writing during th e Christia n era. Originating in Palestin e,
many of th em were ed ited in Bab ylonia in th e early Mid
dle Ages.

Soon aft er th e tim e of C hrist th e Samaritan Penta
teuch (Hebrew writt en in Sama rita n characte rs) was trans
lat ed into th e Aramaic dialect used by th e Samaritans . Thi s
is called the Samarita n Targum.

Greek Versions

It ma y be well to define th e word "version" before
proceeding further. A version means a translation. Since
th e Old Testament was written in Hebrew we cannot spea k

60
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of a Hebrew version of th e Old Testament. Similarly, we
cannot talk about a Gre ek version of the New Testament.
But we can speak of a Gre ek version of the Old Testament
or a Latin version of the New Testament.

a. The Septuagint. The earliest translation of the He
brew Bible (our Old Testament) is called the Septuagint,
the Latin word for "seventy." This name is due to a false
tradition , based on the so-call ed Letter of Aristeas, th at
there were about 70 translators.

This letter claims to be written by an official in th e
court of Ptolemy Philadelphus, ruler of Eg ypt (28.5-247 B. C. ).

It tells how th e e mpe ror wanted to have in the royal librar y
at Alexandria a copy of all th e books of that day. So he se nt
a request to th e high priest in Jerusalem , asking for 72
capable men (six from each tribe) to translate the Law of
Moses into Greek. After a royal welcome at the Alexandrian
court , the 72 men worked on an island in seclusion, com 
pleting the translation in 72 days.

This legendary account was later exaggerated further.
Philo , the great Jewish philosopher at Alexand ria (30 B. C.

A.D . 45 ), said th at th e translators worked ind ependently.
Wh en each had fini shed th e complete translation , th e 72
result s were identical. Anyone familiar at all with trans
lation work knows that this is utterl y prep osterous. A lat er
writer, Epiphanius, even claimed that the enti re Old Testa
ment (including the Apocrypha) was all done at that tim e.
As we have seen , the apocryphal books were all written at
a lat er date.

What, then , are the fact s? It is gen erally agreed that
the five books of Moses we re translated around the middle
of the third century B.C. and th at the rest of th e Old Testa
ment was rendered into Greek during the followin g hundred
yea rs (250-150 B.C.). Strictl y spe aking, the term Septuagint
should be applied onl y to th e Greek translation of the Penta
teuch. But for centuries it has been applied to the wh ole
Greek Old Testament, and so we follow th at custom.
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We have already noted that the Hebrew alphabet has
onl y consonants. Conseq ue ntly the Hebrew text of the Old
Testament is shorter than the Greek translation, since the
Greek alphabet includes vowel s. As a result, the Books of
Samuel, Kings, and Chronicles were each found too long
to go on a single scroll. In the Septuagint, therefore, they
were divided into I and II Samuel, I and II Kings, I and II
Chronicles, as we have them tod ay in our Bibles. However,
in the Septuagint, I and II Samuel became I and [I Kings,
whil e our I and II Kings became III and IV Kings. This was
carried over into the Latin Vulgate and so into Catholic
English Bibles.

Since a maj orit y of Old Testam ent quotati ons in the
New Te stament are from the Septuagint, thi s version has
great significance for us. And in addition to actual quotation,
much of the terminology of the Greek New Testament has
its basis in the Septuagint.

The fifte enth century was an outstand ing one in history.
It was in 1492 that Columbus discovered America and opened
up the New World of the western hemi sphere for the spread
of Christianity. In 1453, Constantinople was captured by
th e Turks, bringing to an end the eastern Roman Empire.
Greek scholars fled to Ital y, bringin g along with them their
Greek manuscripts. This sparked the Renais sance, which
had already begun in the fourteenth century, and paved
the way for the Protestant Reformation of the sixteenth
century. Up to this time, all education in western Europe
was in Latin. But now men began to study Greek. Th en came
the ad vent of printing (abo ut 1456), so that this new learn
ing could be widel y d isseminated . All these together mark
the change from medi eval to mod ern times .

For the next few centuries Christian scholars sought to
understand the Greek New Testament on the basis of class
ical Greek. Then the discovery of large amounts of pap yri
from around the tim e of Christ added a whole new dimen
sion to the study of New Testament Greek. This is reflect-
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ed in lexicons and reference works written during the last
50 years. But increasingly it is being recognized today that
the most important single source for our understanding
of the New Testament is the Septuagint Old Testament.
This was the Bible used by the writers of the New Testament
and read by the earliest believers.

b. Later Greek Versions. In fact, the Septuagint be
came known in the first century more and more as the Bible
of the Christians. From it they derived their Messianic
proof texts and their arguments against Judaism. So in spite
of the fact that the Septuagint was very popular among the
Greek-speaking Jews of the Diaspora, it was felt that new
Greek translations must be made.

There were three of these. The first was that of Aquila,
a proselyte of Pontus. In A.D. 128 he produced a slavishly
literal translation of the Hebrew text. At about the same
time the Septuagint was revised by Theodotion, with careful
comparison of the Hebrew text. Toward the end of the
second century Syrnrnachus made a third translation,
actually a paraphrase in rather elegant style.

Latin Versions

a. old Latin. This name includes all the Latin versions
of both the old and New Testaments made before Jerome's
revision at the end of the fourth century. Apparently the
first one was produced in North Africa in the latter part
of the second century. (It was at this time that Tertullian
of North Africa became the first church father to write in
Latin.) The Old Testament was translated from the Septua
gint, not the Hebrew, while the New Testament was done
from the original Greek.

In the third century several Old Latin versions were
circulating in Italy, Gaul (France), and Spain. Many of these
were in crude vernacular style, instead of the literary lan-
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g uage of that da y. This is probably what led Augustine to
say that " in the ea rly days of the faith , every man wh o
happened to gain possession of a Greek manuscript and wh o
imagined th at he had any faci lity in both languages (how
eve r slight that may be ) dared to make a tran slation." I

b. The Vulgate . It was probably in A. D. 382 th at Pope
Damasus requested Eusebius Heironymus, known today as
Jerome, to revise th e current Latin versions of the Bible.
Th e next year thi s scholar gave th e pope his first inst all
ment, th e four Gospels, ind icating th at he had checked
th e Old Latin against th e Gree k. In the old Testam ent he
made use of th e Septuag int, but fin ally decided he sho uld
transl at e the Hebrew orig ina l. T o do this he secured th e
aid of Jewi sh rabb is.

Because he made many cha nges in the old Latin, Jerome
was assail ed by angr y criti cs. Even Augustine was afraid
th at by using the Hebrew text of the Old Test am ent in
stea d of the Greek tr ansl at ion Jerome was calling in doubt
th e divine inspirati on of th e Septuag int! But the supe rior
worth of the new re vision was finall y recogni zed , so that it
came to be call ed th e Vulga te, or " common" ver sion .

Syriac Versions

The Syriac is a Semitic lan gu age. Used in western
Mesop otamia, it was closel y related to the Arama ic dial ect
used in Pale stine at th e tim e of Christ.

a. Old Syriac. Like the Old Latin , the Old Syriac rose
in the second century. About the sam e time, around A. D.

170, Tatian produced his famous Diatessaron , a harmon y
of the Gospels in one continuous narrativ e. Th is is one of
th e pro ofs th at our four Gospel s, and no othe rs, were ac-

Ia n Chr istian Doctr ine, II, 1,'3.
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cepted at that time, since only material from the four Gospels
is used.

b. The Peshitta. Just as the old Latin had been cor
rupted by many hands, so had the Old Syriac. So about the
end of the fourth or beginning of the fifth century, a
Peshitta (" simple") version was made. It became the popu
lar version for the Syriac churches, as the Vulgate did for
the Latin.

During the early centuries many other versions were
made, such as the Coptic (Egyptian), Gothic, Armenian,
Ethiopic, and later, Arabic. But we pass over all these to
come immediately to what concerns us most, the transla
tions into the English language.

English Versions

a. Early Beginnings. In his Ecclesiastical History the
Venerable Bede tells how Caedmon (died 680) was a cow
herd at the monastery of Whitby. One night in a dream he
saw a man who told him to sing a song of the creation. In
the morning he astonished everyone with his poetic gift.
Brought into the monastery, Caedmon was told stories from
the Bible and proceeded to turn them into Anglo-Saxon
verse. He is said to have sung all the history of Genesis,
the story of the Exodus, as well as the great truths of the
New Testament. Some think that only his original hymn of
creation survives with certainty today. Before the death
of Bede in 73.5 the four Gospels had all appeared in Anglo
Saxon. Bede himself is credited with having translated the
Gospel of John. King Alfred (848-901) was much interested
in the Bible and saw to it that a new translation of Psalms
was made. Several other versions of parts of the Bible ap
peared in the following centuries.

b. Wyclif's Bible (1382). This was the first complete
Bible in English. It was made from the Latin Vulgate, not
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the Greek. Wyclif's concern was to give the laity of his day
a Bible they could read, as a part of the greatly needed
effort to reform the Church. In fact, he is called the" morn
ing star of the Reformation," for his English Bible did much
to prepare the way for that movement in Britain. To get the
Bible to the common people, Wyclif organized the "Poor
Priests," or Lollards, who went everywhere teaching the
Bible and delivering it to the laymen. Nearly 200 copies of
Wyclif's Bible, or revisions of it, are still found in various
libraries and museums. And this in spite of the fact that
they were very expensive, being copied by hand, and that
the authorities had passed a ruling that anyone who read
the Scriptures in English "should forfeit land, catel, life,
and goods from their heyres forever." ,

John Wyclif, a graduate of Oxford, became master of
Balliol College there and was considered to be the most
able theologian on the faculty. Yet in 1411, Archbishop
Arundel wrote to the pope: "This pestilent and wretched
John Wyclif, of cursed memory, that son of the old serpent
... endeavoured by every means to attack the very faith and
sacred doctrine of Holy Church, devising-to fill up the mea
sure of his malice-the expedient of a new translation of
the Scriptures into the mother tongue."]

Another contemporary with equal venom wrote his
feelings as follows:

This Master John Wyclif translated from Latin into
English-the Angle not the angel speech-the Gospel that
Christ gave to the clergy and doctors of the Church .
so that by his means it has become vulgar and more open
to laymen and women who can read than it usually is to
quite learned clergy of good intelligence. And so the

'J. R. Branton, "Versions, English," The Interpreter's Dictionary
of the Bible (:\ew York: Abingdon Press, 1962), IV, 761.

'C,)uoted in G. W. Lampe (ed.), The Cambridge History of the Bible
(Cambridge: t: niversity Press, 1969), II, 31>1>.
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pearl of the Gospel is scatte red abroad and trodden under
foot by swine.'

Wyclif died in 1384, soon afte r fini sh ing the transla
tion. In 1428 his bones were di sinterred and burned, and the
ashe s scattered on the river. But someone observed that as
the waters of the river Swift carried thes e ashes onward
to the Avon and Seve rn, and the Severn to the sea, so his
influence spread far and wide .

c. Tundale's New Testament (1526). At some tim e
around 1456 the first book ever printed in Europe on mova
ble type came off the press. It was the fam ous Gutenburg
Bible, nam ed after its printer , and was a copy of the Latin
Vulgate . It was not until 70 years later th at th e first printed
English New Te stament appeared, translated by Tyndale.

William Tyndale received his M.A. at Oxford and then
went to Cambridge, where Era smus had arr ived in 1511
to teach Greek. When he left there he soon became known
as a keen debater . On e da y a learned man said to him: " We
were better be witho ut God 's law than the Pope' s." T ynd ale's
famous repl y was: .. If God spare my lyfe , ere many yeares
I wyl cause a boye that dr yveth the plough shall know more
of the scripture than thou doest.? " This promise was ful
filled .

At this time he wrote that he " perceaved by exper y
ence how that it was impossible to stablysh the laye people
in any truth excepte the scripture were pla ynl y layde before
their eyes in their mother tonge," and added , " which th ynge
onlye moved me to translate the New Testarnent. ? "

So he wen t to London , hoping to get suppo rt from the
bishop there. Turned down by him, he found a home with
a prosperous merchant, Monm outh. For sheltering the

' Ibid.
' ) . R. Branton, op, cit. , IV, 761.
"Ibid .
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"heretic," this businessman was later arrested and thrown
into the Tower of London.

Frustrated in his purpose, Tyndale wrote: "In London
I abode almoste an yere . . . and understode at the laste
not only that there was no rowme in my lorde of londons
palace to translate the new testament, but also that there was
no place to do it in al englonde."7 So he left England.
After a visit with Luther at Wittenberg and the receipt of
funds from Monmouth, he hurried to Cologne in 1525 and
began printing his translation of the New Testament.

But difficulties still dogged his steps. Cochlaeus, an
enemy of the Reformation, invited some printers to his
home, plied them with wine until they talked too freely,
and learned from them that 3,000 English copies of "The
Lutheran New Testament" were right then on the press, be
ing prepared for shipment to England. He obtained an in
junction against the project. Tyndale and his assistant took
a boat up the Rhine to Worms, carrying with them the sheets
already printed. Here the printing was resumed. "The
first complete printed New Testament in English appeared
towards the end of February 1526, and copies were begin
ning to reach England about a month later." H

The reaction in England was twofold. As the copies
of the New Testament were smuggled in, wrapped in mer
chandise, the people bought them eagerly. But the ecclesi
astical authorities became violent in their opposition. The
bishop of London said he could find 2,000 errors in Tyndale's
New Testament, and he ordered all copies to be burned.
By "errors" he actually meant changes from the Latin
Vulgate! The archbishop raised funds with which to buy
them and burn them publicly. Cochlaeus, the old foe, made
this classic speech: "The New Testament translated into

'Ibid.
'F. F. Bruce, The English Bible: A History of Translations (New York:

Oxford University Press, 1961), p. 31.
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the vulgar [common] tongue is in truth the food of death, the
fuel of sin, the veil of malice, the pretext of false liberty, the
protection of disobedience, the corruption of discipline,
the depravity of morals, the termination of concord, the
death of honesty, the well-spring of vices, the disease of
virtues, the instigation of rebellion, the milk of pride, the
nourishment of contempt, the death of peace , the destruc
tion of charity, the enem y of unity, the murderer of truth. " 9
It was a serious crime to translate the Word of God into the
language of the common people!

Because of the strong opposition only three fragments
now remain of the 18,000 copies pr inted between 1526 and
1528. But the value of Tyndale's New Testament can hardly
be overestimated. It was made from the original Greek, not
the Vulgate. Tyndale was a real scholar. Besides Greek he
knew Latin, Hebrew, French, Spanish, Italian, German.
His New Testament had a profound influence on subse
quent translations. Herbert Gordon May writes :

It has been estimated that one third of the King
Jam es Version of the New Testament is worded as Tyndale
had it, and that even in the remaining two thirds the gen
eral literary structure set by Tyndale has been retained .
Some scholars have said that ninet y percent of Tyndale
is reproduced in the King James Version of the New Tes
tament. "

Having finished his New Testament translation,
Tyndale started translating the Old Testament from the
original Hebrew. In 1530 he published the Pentateuch.
Twice (1534, 1535) he revised his translation of the New
Testament, seeking to make it as nearly perfect as pos
sible. Apparently he also translated from Joshua to Chroni
cles, though this was not published until after his death.

' Branton, op . cit., p. i 62.
"'Our English Bible in the Making (Philad elp hia: The Westrninister

Press, 1952), p. 26.
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In May, 1535, a supposed friend had Tyndale treacher
ously arrested in Antw erp, Belgium, where he was living in
exile from England . He was imprisoned for over a year.
While in pri son he . wrot e a letter in Latin to the govern or
of the castl e where he was held. It bears a striking resem
blance to Paul's words written from prison in Rome (I I
Tim. 4:9-21). We qu ote a part of the English tra nslation :

Wh erefore I beg . . . that if I am to remain here
through th e winter, you will request the commissary to
have the kindness to send me, from the goods of mine
which he has, a warmer cap; for I suffe r grea tly from cold
in the he ad, and am mu ch affli cted by a perpetual catarrh,
which is much increased in th is cell ; a warmer coat also,
for this which I have is ver y thin My overcoat is worn
out ; my shirts are also worn out And I ask to be al-
lowed to have a lamp in the evening; it is indeed weari
some sitt ing alone in the dark. But most of all I beg ...
to have th e Hebrew Bible, Hebrew grammar, and Hebrew
dict ionary, that I may pass the time in that study."

There is no indication th at this request was granted.
In 1536, Tyndale was condemned for heres y, strangled ,
and burned at the stake. His famous last word s were : .. Lord ,
open the King of England's eyes." He did not have the
satisfaction of knowing that some months before this King
Henry VII I had already given his permission for the circu
lation in England of the Coverdale Bible, which incor
porated most of Tynd ale's work.

d. Coverdale's Bible (1535). The first complete printed
English Bible was issued by Myles Coverdale in 1535.
Educated at Cambridge, he had to live on the Continent
while he worked on his translation from 1528 to 1534. He
was not the original scholar that Tyndale was. Fortunatel y,
his New Testament is onl y a revision of Tyndal e's, and he

" Quoted in F. F. Bruce, op . ci t ., pp . 51-52.
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leaned heavi ly on the latt er's translation of thc Pentateu ch .
But Coverda le must be g iven m uch cred it for his efforts
to make the whole Bible ava ilable in English. To th is task
he devoted much of his ad ult life.

e. The Matthew Bible (J,5.'37). This Bible , whi ch was
pr inted on the Continent und er the pen name of Thomas
Matthew, was largely a revision of Tynd ale' s ma terial. It
was actually the work of John Rogers, to whom Tyndale
turned ove r his translations when he was impri soned . Roger s
himself was later burn ed at the stake.

f. The Great Bible (15.'39). Thomas Cromwell asked
Coverda le to prepare anothe r version , based on the Matthew
Bible. The measure of Co verda le' s devot ion to the Wo rd
of God is show n by the fact that he was willing to see his
own Bible set aside in order to ga in wide r circulatio n for
a new version.

Th e pri nting was begun in Paris, whe re better presses
and paper were available. In spite of the fact that the Fren ch
king had licen sed the project, the Inq uisit ion stopped the
pr int ing and att empted to seize the pages already com
pleted. But the typ e, presses, and workm en were finall y
moved to Lond on, whe re the work was finished .

It was called the Grea t Bible becau se of its size. The
pages measured 16 1/2 by II inche s. This Bible becam e the
first authorize d Eng lish version; the 1540 ed ition had on
the title page: " This is the Byble apoy nted to the use of
the churc hes." The next yea r the king issued a proclama
tion .. for the Byble of the largest and greatest volume to be
had in eve ry churc h."

Cop ies of the Great Bible were placed in the churches,
chained to a lect ern so that they would not be stolen. People
ga thered eagerly around these to hea r the Wo rd of God
read aloud . This activity even went on during the sermon,
much to the ann oyance of the parsons! Th e en thusiastic
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response of the people is shown in the fact that seven print
ings of this Bible were made within three years.

In the same year (1539) the Taverner Bible appeared.
Taverner was a layman, a graduate of Oxford with an ex
cellent knowledge of Greek. So while he reprinted the Old
Testament of the Matthew Bible with little change, he mad e
many revisions in the New Testament.

g. The Geneva Bible (1560). The period between
1539 and 1560 was a hectic one for the new English Bibles
and their ' promoters. Under heavy Roman Catholic pressure
King Henry VIII reversed his tolerant attitude. In 1543
an act of Parliament forbade using all translations bearing
the name of Tyndale. No working man or woman was to
read the Bible, on pain of imprisonment.

The next king, Edward VI, was a strong Protestant
and sought to restore the Bible to the common people.
Archbishop Cranmer supported him in this . Unfortunately,
Edward's reign was short (1547-53). He was succeeded by
Queen Mary , a fanatical Roman Catholic. During her violent
reign of five years no less than 300 Protestant reformers
were put to death, including Cranmer and Rogers.

Coverdale escaped to the Continent and joined the
band of vigorous Protestants at Geneva. There a group of
scholars worked " night and day for two and a half years"
to produce the Geneva Bible. It was the first complete En
glish Bible to be divided into verses. It also contained many
helpful notes for the common reader. With good reason it
became the people's book in England and Scotland. In
fact , it was the first Bible to be published in the latter coun
try. The Scottish Parliament passed an act that every home
that could afford it should possess a cop y of the Bible.

The Geneva version was the Bible of John Bunyan and
William Shakespeare. It was also the Bible of the Pilgrim
Fathers. It is sometimes called the" Breeches Bible" because
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it transl ated Genesis 3:7-"They sewed fig leaves together
and mad e themselves breeches."

As in Coverdale's Bible, the Apocr yph a was placed
between the Old and New Testament as an append ix. But
the Geneva reformer s were careful to state that thes e books
were not" to be read and expounded publicly in the Church,
neither yet served to prove an y point of Christ ian reli
gion ... "

h. The Bishop s' Bible (1568 ). For some years there
were two main Bibles in England. The Geneva was the Bible
of the people and the Great Bible was for the pulpits in the
churches. Finally Archbishop Parker ordered a revision of
the Great Bible, hoping it would take the place of both
versions . Because many of the schol ars who did the work
of revising were bishops, it was called the Bishops' Bible .

Unfortunately, the bishops loved their Latin. So for
" love" in First Corinthians 13 in the earlier versions, they
substituted ..charity," from the Latin Vulgate caritas. This
sad mistake was carried over into the King James Version,
which was a revision of the bishops' Bible .

i. Th e Douau-Bheims Version (1609-10). The Roman
Catholic leader s were mu ch disturbed by the fact that
Protestants were becoming ver y familiar with the Bible in
their own mother tongue. So-unwillingly, as the y them
selves stat ed-they decided to put out an English version
of their own. The New Testament was completed in 1582
at Rheims, France. The Old Testament was published,
1609-10, at Douay, in Flanders . As would be expected,
the y were both translated from the Latin Vulgate, the of
ficial Catholic Bible.

The translation was wooden and often obscure. Latin
isms abound. For instance, it speaks of " supersubstantial"
bread and says of one pers on that he .. exinanited hims elf ."
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One particularly objectionable feature is the use of " do
penance" for" repent."

j. Th e King James Version (1611 ). When James VI
of Scotland became James I of England (following the death
of Queen Elizabeth I in 1603 ), he called the churchmen
together for a conference at Hampton Court (1604 ). There
Dr. John Reynolds, a prominent Puritan lead er and presi
dent of Corpus Christi College, Oxford, proposed this
resolution: " That a translation be made of the whole Bible,
as consonant as can be to the original Hebrew and Greek ;
and this to be set out and printed, without any marginal
notes , and onl y to be used in all Churches of England in
time of divine servi ce ."

The bishop of London (later Archbishop of Canterbury)
objected that" if every man's humour were followed, there
would be no end of translating." But King James heartily
approved of the resolution and actively promoted the work.
By Jul y of 1604 he says that he had " appointed certain
learned men to the number of four and fift y for the trans
lating of the Bible ." But onl y 47 names are on the list of
those who actually worked on the translation. They were
divided into six panels, with three panels for the Old Testa
ment, two for the New Testament, and one for the Apocry
pha. Two groups met at Oxford, two at Cambridge, and two
at Westminster.

Fifteen ground rules were set up to be followed by the
translators. The first one read : "The Bishop's Bible to be
followed, and as little altered as the truth of the original
will permit." It is clear that this was to be a revision of the
Bishops' Bible . Interestingly, it was specified that use should
be made of the Tyndale, Matthew, Coverdale, or Great Bible
when an y of these agreed more closely with the original
text than did the Bishops' Bible .

The rules further called for close cooperation between
the members of each group. When the work was finished,
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two members from each of the three ce nte rs met as a com
mittee to go over the final translation before it was printed.
Thus th e effort was made to assure a job well done. Th e
actual work of translation took four yea rs (1607 -11 ).

It is often assumed th at the King James Version, as
it is called , has com e down to us exactly in its origi nal form .
This is not true. Th e fact is that th e orig inal ed ition of th e
King James Version would make diffi cult reading for the
average American today. (See ph otographic facsimile.)
In 1613, only two years aft er it was first published, over 300
variations were introduced . Anothe r revision cam e out in
1629 and still anoth er in 1638. But it was the revision made
at Oxford in 1769 th at mod ernized its spe lling so that it can
be read with some ease in our da y. This is essentially the
version we now have.

Th ere was one rule given the original translators that
the y failed to follow, and th eir mistake was never corrected .
Th ey were told to use the commonly known form of proper
names. But the King James Version has " Isaiah " in the Old
Testament and " Esaias" in th e New, "Jeremiah" and " Jere
mias ," " Elijah" and " Elias," " Elisha" and " Eliseus,'
"Hosea" and "Osee," " Jonah" and " Jonas." When ever
one is reading the King James New Testament in public
he should always change th ese odd forms to the familiar
names of the Old Testament, so that th e listeners will know
about whom he is speaking.

Th e main strength of the King James Version was
its beautiful Elizabethan Eng lish prose. For thi s reas on it
became the most widely used English Bible for three cen
turies. William Lyons Phelps, famous teacher of literature
at Yale University, once said that Shakespeare and the King
James Version standardized the English language.

Often the King James Version is referred to as " T he
Authorized Version " (AV). But thi s is incorrect. The Great
Bible of 1539 and the Bishop 's Bible of 1560 were both au
thorized versions. The King James Version of 1611 carries
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on the title page: "Appointed to be read in the churches."
But there is no record that any official action was ever taken
to authorize this.

In view of the opposition to some recent versions of
the Bible, it is interesting to note that the King James Ver
sion also suffered similarly at first. Dr. Hugh Broughton, one
of the greatest Greek and Hebrew scholars of that day,
wrote his feelings about it:

The late Bible ... was sent me to censure: which bred
in me a sadness that will grieve me while I breathe, it is so
ill done. Tell His Majesty that I had rather be rent in
pieces with wild horses, than any such translation by my
consent should be urged upon poor churches ... The new
edition crosseth me. I require it to be burnt. 12

Some critics of the King James Version went even
further in their denunciations. They accused the translators
of blasphemy and called them "damnable corruptors" of
God' s Word. 13

The Pilgrims who came to this country in 1620 refused
to have anything to do with the King James Version. They
much preferred the Geneva Bible and continued to use it.
In fact, it was not until 1777 that the New Testament of
the King James Version was published in America. The com
plete Bible finally came out in 1782.

Gradually the King James Version supplanted the
Geneva Bible in the new nation of the United States. After
some years it became the dominant Bible there, as in Eng
land.

Perhaps some reader has wondered why most people,
when repeating the Lord's Prayer, say, "And forgive us our
trespasses, as we forgive those who trespass against us."

"Ibid., p. 107.
"Geddes Mac Gregor, The Bible in the Making (Philadelphia: J. B.

Lippincott Co., 19.39), p. 187.
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This often becomes awkward in public worship when some
people use the shorter form found in our King Jam es Ver
sion, ..And forgive us our debts, as we forgive our debtors."
Where did the oth er come from ?

The answer is that in the Book of Common Prayer of
the Church of England the Scripture quotations were taken
from the Coverdale Bible and were never revised to con
form to the King James Version.

It is unfortunate that our present copies of the King
James Version carry in the front of them the dedication to
King James, which is full of false flattery and is entirely
worthless toda y, and omit the original Preface, "The Trans
lators to the Readers." In this the wise scholars expressed
their disma y at the pre vailing attitude of people toward a
new translation of the Bible. They wrote :

Zeal to promote the common good, whether it be by
de vising anyth ing ourse lves, or revising that which hath
been laboured by othe rs, deserveth certainly mu ch respect
and estee m, but yet find eth but cold entert ainment in the
world. It is welcomed with suspi cion instead of love, and
with emulation instead of thanks : and if th ere be any hole
left for cav il to ente r, (and cavil, if it do not find a hole,
will make one ) is sure to be misconstrued, and in danger to
be conde mned. Thi s will eas ily be granted by as man y as
know history, or have an y experience. For , was there eve r
anything projected, that savoured any way of newness of
renewing, but the same end ured many a storm of ga insay
ing, or opposition?

It is ob vious that people of the seve ntee nth century took
the same attitude as people of the twentieth century toward
new translations of the Bible!

In many ways the King James translators did a magnifi
cent job. Th ey put the Bible into a sort of poetical prose that
has sung its way across three and a half centur ies. Th ere is
a rhythmic beauty in the language of the King Jam es Ver
sion wh ich will always afford pleasure to many readers.
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But th is should not blind us to an imp ort ant fact un de r
scored by C. S. Lewis in his littl e book The Li terary Impact
of the A uthorize d Version. He says th at " those who read
th e Bible as literature do not read the Bible." " He de
clares that the Bible is " not merely a sacred book but a book
so remorselessly and continuously sac red th at it does not
invite, it excludes or repels the merely aes the tic approach." 15

To ap preciate th ese sta teme nts one mu st rem ember that
C. S. Lewis was not a preache r or theologian bu t a famous
teacher of English literature at both Oxford and Ca mbridge
uni versities.

T he Bible was not written to ente rta in but to redeem .
Th at be ing true, ~e should see k to have the Scriptures in
a transl ati on th at conveys to us as exac tly and accurate ly
as possible wha t the orig inal language says.

Questions

1. What is th e Sep tu agint, and wha t place did it have
in th e Earl y Churc h?

2. Wha t is the Vulga te , and what place has it filled
in history?

3. Wha t was the first Engl ish Bible, and from wha t was
it translated ?

4. Who made th e first printed English New Tes ta
ment, and how did his work influen ce the King James Ver
sion ?

5. Wha t was the Bible of the Puritans and Pilg rims?
6. When was the King James Ver sion made, and what

was th e sec re t of its final popular ity?

" (Philade lphia : Fortress Press, (963 ), p. 30.
-iu«, p. 33.
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The Great Bible, 1539
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The Geneva Bible. 1560
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The King James Version, 1611
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V
Its Propagation

ot.. for a thousand tongu es to sing
My great Redeemer's praise ,

Th e glories of my God and Kin g,
The triumphs of His grace!

My gracious Ma ster and my God ,
Assist me to proclaim,

To spread through all th e earth abroad,
The honors of Thy name.

So wrot e Charles Wesley over two centur ies ago . Little
d id he dream th at within th at peri od of tim e the Bible would
be translated int o ove r a thousand tongues and spread
throughout the entire world .

Ch arles Wesle y died in 1788, and his more famous
brother John in 179 1. The next yea r, 1792, marks th e be
ginning of th e great mod ern er a of world missions . More
was done in the eva nge liza tion of the wh ole globe in the
next 150 years than had been done in th e prev ious 1,500
years .

William Ca rey was a Bapt ist preacher in England. So
poor was his congrega tion that he had to support his famil y
be making shoes. But his heart was burdened for the mil-
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lions of people in Asia and Africa who had never heard the
gospel. Above his cobbler's bench he hung a map of the
world, until he could say with John Wesley, "The world is
my parish." In spite of the pressure of pastoral duties and
working for a living, young Carey mastered Latin, Greek,
and Hebrew. One day he preached a sermon on "Expect
great things from God; attempt great things for God."
Largely as a result, the first Baptist missionary society was
founded in 1792. The next year William Carey and his family
sailed for India, accompanied by John Thomas, who had
lived in Bengal.

Soon after they arrived in India all their property was
lost in the Hooghly River. Only his rugged faith in God kept
William Carey going. He had to take a job in an indigo
factory because funds from the home society failed to come.
But this new employment gave him close contact with the
nationals, which was invaluable in learning their language.
For five years he studied the Bengali and Sanskrit lan
guages.

Finally, at Serampore, he translated the New Testament
into Bengali and published it in 1801. For 30 years Carey
taught Bengali, Marathi, and Sanscrit. This brought him
into contact with leading Indian intellectuals. With their
help he was able to translate the Scriptures into all the
principal languages of northern Hindustan. He used his
salary to establish a press on which these were printed.

The total production of William Carey and his helpers
is staggering. He is credited with the translation of the whole
Bible into nine languages, the New Testament into 27 more,
and smaller portions of Scripture in several others. "The
whole number of languages is stated at forty, and we are
probably below the truth when we state that the Serampore
press, under the auspices chiefly of Dr. Carey, was honored
to be the instrument, in about thirty years, of rendering the
Word of God accessible to three hundred millions of human
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beings, or nearly one third of the population of the world." I

All mankind is deeply indebted to such men of vision
and courage as William Carey. One is tempted to wonder
what the history of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries
would have been if God had had a hundred Careys to carry
on the work of H is kingdom.

A few statistics will help to put in bold relief what we
have said thus far. Eric N. North, in his introductory essay,
"And Now-in a Thousand Tongues, " says that "it is
estimated that on the eve of the invention of printing only
33 languages-22 European, 7 Asian, 4 African-had had
any part of the Bible translated." 2 More surprising is the
statement : " But even by 1800 only 71 languages and dia
lects had seen some printed portion of the Bible-50 in
Europe, 13 in Asia, 4 in Africa, 3 in the Americas (M assa
chusetts, Mohawk, and Arawak ), and I in Oceania.?"

Then the picture changed radically. At last the Spirit
found a few through whom He could work. North says:

The next thirty years saw an amazing expansion.
Eighty-six languages received some part of the Bible
more than in all the 1800 years before! And sixty-six of
these were languages outside of Europe! The missionary
movement , with its roots watered and fertilized by the
Evangelical Revival of the 18th century, bore this sudden
burst of bloom . I

One result was that the British and Foreign Bible
Societv was founded in 1804 and the American Bible Societv

~ ~

in 1816. In 1970 the New York Bible Society (fou nd ed 1809)
added the word "I nternational" to its name, joining the

'O uotcd in John Mct llintock and James Strong, Cyclopaedia of
Biblical, Theological and Ecclesiastical Literature (Gra nd Rapids, Mich. :
Baker Book House, Flol>, reprint ), II , 121.

'( Ed .) The Book of a Thousand Tongues (New York : Harper and Broth
ers, 1931» , p. 2.

! Ibid .
' Ibid.
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forces that are seeking to spread the Bible around the world
in as many language s as possible.

By 1938 the translati ons of Scripture had passed the
thousand mark. Of these there were 173 in Eur ope, 212 in
Asia, 345 in Africa, 89 in the Americas, and 189 in Oceania.
Now the total figure has gone well over 1,200 languages into
which the Bible, in whole or in part, has been translated .
The Wycllffe Bible Translators have been most active in
thi s.

We shall take a glimpse at the spread of Bible transla
tions in different world areas. Onl y a few high points can
be noted.

Europe

It has sometimes been said that Martin Luther's most
important and lasting contribution to th e Prot estant Reform a
tion was not his preaching or teaching, but his translation
of the Bible into the German of his day. Th ere was a medi 
eval German version availab le, but it had been made from
the Latin Vulgate and was poorly done. Luther had used the
Greek text in his lectures on Romans in 1515-16, and the
Hebrew in his commentary on Hebrews in 1517-18. So he
was prepared for his work of translat ing the Bible from the
original.

The story of his proj ect is a fascinating one. As Luther
was returning from the Diet of Wo rms (1521), where he
made his fam ous " Here 1 sta nd" speech, friends were fear
ful for his life. So they spirited him away to the castle of
Wartburg, where he spent the winter in safe hiding.

In December he mad e a hurried secret tr ip to Witten
berg. There his friend, Ph ilip Me lancthon, ad vised him to
make a translation of the New Testam ent. When he re
turned to Wit tenberg on March 6, 1522, he alread y had the
first draft complet ed - in two and a half months! With
Melancthon 's help he revised it, and it was published in
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September of 1522. Lu the r spent 12 more years, with in
terruptions due to other d ut ies and illness, tran slati ng th e
Old Testament. Fina lly his enti re German Bible was pub
lished in 1.534 and became a major bulwark of the Reforma
tion.

Of the literary significance of thi s translation Hans
Volz says:

Luther's Bible was a literary event of the first magni
tude, for it is the first wor k of art in German prose. . . .
the Bible first beca me a rea l pa rt of the liter ary heritage
of the German people with Luther.... in the histor y of the
lang uage his versio n is also a facto r whose sig nifica nce
cannot be overestimated in the develop me nt of the vo
cab ulary of modern liter ary German ,"

Th e ave rage American has no idea how many languages
are spoken in Europe, even tod ay. It has already been noted
that by 1938 some of the Scripture had been translated int o
no less th an 173 languages of th at con tinent.

But, at least, everybody in th e Brit ish Isles uses En
glish. Well, not quite . Man y people in Wa les cling to th e ir
native Welsh, as we all saw when Prince Cha rles was in
aug ura ted as the Prince of Wa les. Th e ea rliest We lsh Bible
appea red ove r 350 years ago . Th e New Tes tame nt was
translated into Irish by the middle of th e fourteenth century.
In recent years there has been a revival of the use of th e
old Gaelic language in Eire (Irish Re publ ic). Th e Gaeli c
of the Scott ish Highl ands is close ly related to this. The Scots
had th eir own New Testam ent as early as 1767.

And herein lies an int eresti ng ta le. T he Scottish Socie ty
for the Propagati on of the Gospel op pose d the use of th e
Scrip ture s in Gae lic. But th e fam ous Sam ue l Johnson urged
that " the holy books" sho uld be given the people in their

;" Continental Versions to c. 1600." The Cam bridge History of the
Bible : The W est f rom the Reformation to the Presen t Day , S. L. Greenslade.
ed. (Cambridge : University Press . 1963 ). p. 103.



90 I How We Got Our Bible

own language. He wrote: "To omit for a year, or for a day,
the most efficacious method of advancing Christianity . . .
is a crime. " It took the great dictionary-maker to tell re
ligious leaders what their duty was!

The large island of Iceland had the entire Bible in its
Scandinavian tongue by 1584, thanks to King Frederick
I[ of Denmark. He ordered every church to have a copy.
The good bishop of the island arranged for the poorest
people to receive free copies. The Iceland Bible Society
was founded in 1815 and reported three years later that
every famil y had either a Bible or a New Testament, which
was read with diligence during the long winter evenings.

Parts of the New Testament were translated into at
least three Romani dialects for the gypsies of central Europe.
A gypsy who had made one translation became a Bible
Society colporteur and then an evangelist. One of his high
experiences took place at the grave of a fellow gypsy. After
the Roman Catholic priest had conducted the service in
unintelligible Latin, the colporteur stepped up and read
the story of Lazarus (" I Am the Resurrection and the Life")
in the familiar language of the people.

And so the Bible spread to all parts of Europe and to all
classes of people. Today thousands of copies are going be
hind the iron curtain. God's Smuggler, by "Brother Andrew, "
is a thrilling story of how the Scriptures are being carried,
at great risk of life, into all the Communist countries of
eastern Europe.

Asia

It was in Asia that much of the Bible was written, and
here many of the earliest translations were made. Among
them were the Old Syriac (2nd cent. ) and the Armenian
(5th cent. ), as well as the earlier Aramaic and Samaritan
Targums.

A seeming tragedy is that the Scriptures were not trans-



I~Propagaffon / 91

lated into Arabic until a century after Mohammed' s d eath.
lI ad that " p rop he t" had the New T e stament in hi s own
language, how different might have heen the religious hi s
tory of Africa and Asia for the past 13 ce ntu ries!

The power of the printed word is one of the important
factors in hi story. R. Kilgour writes:

The Bihle has lx-cn described as the unfettered mis
siona ry. It reaches where the C hrist ian preacher is for
hidden to e nte r. It knows no boundaries of closed lands.
Human age nts ma y he cx luded , but the printed page find s
its way in . Anti-Chris t ia n Govern me nts ma y promulgate
laws aga ins t it, ma y eve n confisca te ex is t ing copies ; hut
the history of C hrist ia n ity a h unda ntly proves that nothing
can wholl y e rad ica te its message . In a most marvel ous
manner the Word of C od li veth and abideth forever. "

•• •rmssronanc s are now
roof of the world ,"

of the people.
It was in Ne pa l that Sad h u Sunda r Sing h lost hi s life,

seeking to ca rry th e gospel to the se pe ople. But he had
a lready had a g rea t ministrv in India. Led to C h rist himself

This truth has heen especia lly exemplified in the II ima
layan area of cen t ra l Asia. For centuries the four countrie s
of Afghanistan , Tibet , Nep a l, and Bhutan remained tightl y
closed against an y Christian preachers. But at least parts
of the Bible ha ve been translated into all the main tribal
tongues of these nations.

Nepa l is a case in point. William Carey and hi s co l
leagues translated the Ne w T estament into a t least four
dialects of this co u nt rv, But it was not until 1914 that the

•

whole Bible became available in Nep alese. Thousands of
copies of Scripture found their way across the border into
this forbidden land . Partly as a result of this, Christian

•

at work in Ne p a l. Even in Tibet , "the
the Bible is present in the language

"T il e Bible Throughout the W orld ( Lond on: W orld Dominion I' rl' SS,

!n,')f} j , p. 107.
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by reading the New Testament, he was alway s sharing it
with the Hindus.

One da y on a train he gave a cop y of John 's Gospel to
an other traveler. Th e man read a littl e in it, then tore it up
and threw the pieces out the window.

Two years later Sadhu Sundar Singh learned that a
see ker after truth had found these torn scraps of paper. On
one fragment were the words "the Bread of Life." Hun
gering to know what this meant, he purchased a New Testa
ment, was converted, and became a preacher of the gospel.
Said Singh , " Really the torn pieces of St. John's Gospel
proved to be a piec e of the living Bread-the Bread of life."

Th e story of William Carey's translations of the Scrip
tures in India has already been told , though briefly. One in
cident might be add ed. When a Bapti st mission was opened
in Dacca in 1818, several villages were found in which the
peasants called themselves Satyagurus (re ligious teachers).
Th ey showed the missionaries a much-worn Book, kept
carefully in a wood en box. It was a copy of Ca rey's first
Bengali New Te stament, issued in 1801. Though the vil
lagers did not know where it came from , the y had found in
It the new faith.

The Church of the Naz arene in India operates in a
Marathi-speaking area. It is therefore of interest to know
th at the New Testament was translated into this language
in 1811 and the whole Bible eight years later. Thi s was
an other product of Ca rey' s group at Serampore. Since then
the Marathi Christi ans them selves have taken an acti ve
part in revising the translation for use today.

The Syrian Church of Malabar in southern India was
cond uct ing its services in Syriac, a foreign language, when
a Protestant missionar y arrived . The people spoke Malaya
lam , as they do tod ay. So he made available a translation of
the Gospels in their mother tongue.

Th e story of the Bible translation work done by Robert
Morrison, the first Protestant missionary to China, is not
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as sta rtling as that of Wi lliam Carey in Indi a. But it is a
nob le tal l' in its ow n righ t.

Morrison was o nlv 10 veu rs old w hen Carey launched. . .

his m issio nary e nte rp rise in 1792. Alter so me e le me n tary
instru ction in the .. t h ree R's" (re ad ing , writing , a nd .rith

me tic ), he was ap p ren t iced at a very ea rly age to his fa the r,
who made last s. II is widow tell s of h is eagerness to study :

For the p urpose of securiug a grea ter portio n of q uiet
re tirc nu-nt . he had h is hed romoved to his worksho p ,
whe re he would often pursue his st ud ies u uti l o ne o r two
in II Il' m orning; Evr-n wlu-u at work, h is Bihle or so me
ol lu-r hoo k was pl aced open hefon- him , th at he llIight

acq uire- ku owled ge or che rish the hol v asp irat io ns of sp ir i

tu al d l'vot iou while hi s hund s wen' busil v occ up ied in the

labors of life .;

At 19 yea rs of age Morri son was ready be begin hi s
study of l lcbrcw, Latin , a nd theolog y. It was not long until
he felt a mi ssionary co nce rn a nd offe red himself to the,

London M issionarv Society. Whil« a t its mission school. .

he stud ied C hi nese with a resident of the town who had come
fro m C hi na . In 1807 he we nt to tha t d istant land . As is well 
known , Morrison la bored fo r se ve n ye a rs before winning
his firs t C h inese conve rt.

But meanwhile he was not idle . Bv 181 4 he had a C h i
nese t ra nslation of th e e nt ire New T e sta me nt reach, for the
p ress. Ano ther mi ssionary had a rr ived in 181 :1 and pe rhaps

hel ped Morri son fini sh the New T est ament . At a ny rate ,
the y worked together on the O ld T esta me n t t ra ns la t io n a nd
com ple ted it in 181 9.

In India ove r 200 languages and approx imately 800
di alect s a re spoke n. While t he situa tio n in C h ina is much
better, there a re va rious di alect s into which the Scrip ture s
must be translated.

The sto rv of one of these translations will se rve to

' () lI ol ..d ill M cclilltock and Stron g , iiI' . cit ., \'1 , 6,S:) ,
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illustrate the ex treme ded ica tion of translat ors to th e ir
task. It will also sho w the power of the Word.

On the Malabar coas t of India a learned black Jew had
translated the New Testament into Hebrew with the pur
pose of refuti ng C hris tianity. More than a cen tury later a
Jewish man in Ru ssian Lithuania ca me across a Hebrew
New Testament based on thi s. He read it and was co nve rted .
Emigrating to New York, he fin all y e nte red Gene ra l The
olog ical Sem ina ry. He was such a brilliant linguist that he
was offe red a professorship there. But he declined it, saying
that he was called to go to C hina to translate th e Bible.
Since the New Testament had alread y been published in
Northern Mandarin , the rnissionarv, Schc reschewskv, tack-

• •

led the O ld Testament and fini shed it in four Yea rs.
•

But a sunstroke brought on a spinal di sease which left
him a co mplete invalid the rest of his life. All he co uld use
was one finger of each hand. Lifted into his cha ir each morn
ing, he worked for 2,5 yea rs without quitting. With his two
good fingers he tapped out his translation in Roman letters
on a typewriter. and then his C hinese co lleag ues wrote it
in C h inese cha racte rs. In this way he completed the O ld
Testament in anothe r dialect , which already had the New
Testament. And so the whole Bible was at last ava ila ble
to millions of people in their own tongue.

Africa

As a continent , Africa came of age later than some
other g lobal areas . As would be expected , Bible translation
was tard y here. And yet this led the way in the development
of literature. Kilgour writes:

Most Africa n languages we re reduced to writ ing in
the first instance with th e express purpose of being the
vehicle of teaching God 's Word . Some piece of Scrip ture
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is usuallv the earliest specimen of printing in these
tong ues.'

Once the work began, it moved forward rapidly. When
the British and Foreign Bible Society was organized in 1804,
only four African languages had any Scriptures in them.
In 1876 this had gone to over 50, and by [938 it was about
3,50

Yet there are still many African tongues into which
no part of the Bible has been translated . One authority lists
the names of ,'366 Bantu dialects, and this is just one of the
five main families of African speech .

The tragedy of the almost total eclipse of the Christian
Church in North Africa is unparalleled in history. In the
second, third , and fourth centuries Carthage was one of the
great centers of Christianity. Even the temple of Venus in
that city was turned into a Christian church. Among the
great church fathers, Tertullian, Cyprian, and Augustine
were North Africans. But the Moslem conquest of the
seventh century left hardly a vestige of the Christian faith
in this area, where the gospel had been preached so elo
quently.

Why? Kilgour suggests one reason that is worth con
sidering. He says :

The great warning from North Africa is that , along
side of preaching, there must be the Bible in the vernacu
lar. Egypt, Syria. Armenia and Georgia prove that no
Church which had the Scriptures in the speech of the
common people has ever completely perished, and the task
today is to repair the error which cost North Africa such
a price. "

Samuel Zwemer, the leading authority on missions
among the Moslems, tells of the visit of a colporteur to

' O p. cit ., pp. 33-34.
-iu«, p. 3.5.
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Somalila nd, in eastern Afr ica. Forty years later a nother
man went there on the sa me e rra nd . li e found a n old Arab
who still had the Ara bic Bible he had bought from the pre
vious co lporte ur, st ill prayed the Lord ' s Prayer, and after
40 years had not forgotten the gospe l message. Examples
could be g ive n from e very continent of this power of the
written Word to save men by the living Word.

Henry M. Stanle y is well-known for his trip into Afr ica 's
jungles to find David Livingstone. One of the dramatic
m oments of history is the fin al meeting of the two men
and Livingstone ' s refusal to return to civiliza t ion. The cry
of Africa's heart held his heart in a visel ike g rip, and he
could not leave .

What is not com mo nly kn own is that, with the help
of an African boy and the kings sc ribe, Stanle y was the first
to translate a few verses of the Blbl« (t he Ten Comm and
ments ) into the native language of Uga nd a. Then, in
answer to his plea, the C hurch Missionary Society se n t an

•e m lssarv.
•

And now another hero steps o n to the stage. Alexander
Mackay, a brilliant yo u ng Scott is h e ng inee r, reduced
Uganda's language to writing in 1880. With his own hands
he cu t o ut wooden t ype and printed portions of his new
translat ion of Scripture . In spite of persecution that ca used
the murder of Bishop I-Iannington in October, 188,5, the very
next m onth Macka y printed 3,30 cop ies of the fir st sheets
of Matthew. The work con tinued until the whole Bible was
fini sh ed in 1896, six ye a rs after his death. In Uganda
the term " reade r" has come to mean " C hris tia n."

One of the e p ics of mission ary annals is the story of
Madagascar. That island off the eas t coast of Afri ca had been
e n te red bv Roman C at holics with littl e success. When the

•

Protestant missionaries ca me in 1818 the v used a n e nt ire lv
• •

different app roach. The first thing the y did was to translate
Cod ' s W ord into Malagasv, completing the e n ti re Bible in
10 vears.

•
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But in 183,5, when the church membership had reached
abo ut 200, the " killing times" began. The queen forbade
an ybod y to possess the Christian Scriptures, on pain of
death. Many who refused to gi ve them up were tortured
and killed .

Before the missionaries were expelled, they buried
in the ground 70 copies of the Bible, and stored Scripture
portions in other places , to be read by the persecuted C h ris
tians. Kilgour tells the result : " W he n the reign of terror e nd
ed after a quarter of a century, the little Church had increased
tenfold , having been nouri shed, sustained , comforted and
stre ngthe ned by one spiritual teacher, counsellor. friend
and guide in this world and to the next, the Word of God
which is able to make men wise unto Salvation." '" Now the
C hristian Church includes hundreds of thousands and has
sent missionaries to other areas.

Some 40 years ago there were exciting reports corning
out of Africa about "Prophet Harris," Dressed in white
robe and turban , he carried a rough wooden cross in his
right hand and an English Bible in his left. 1n each town that
he ente red he placed the open Bible in the ce nte r of the
crowd and denounced evil and idolatrv. As a result of his

•

preaching, British missionaries gathered man y converts
into churches and instructed th em in C h ristianitv. l nves-

•

tigation disclosed the fact that Ilarris had been born and
brought up in a Liberian village where a pioneer missionary
had translated the Scriptures into his mother tongue. It
was this that appare ntly led him to become the flaming
evangel is t of later years.

1n the Congo, missionaries worked for years to translate
th e Bible into a com bined dialect , completing it in 1930.
The effect of this on the Mongo tribe was tellingl y illustrated
within a short time. In 1894 . at the funeral of a chief, 40
young men had been beheaded and their corpses buried

''' I IJ ii/ ., p. 1; ),
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with him. Many more than this were killed to provide for
the feast that followed. But 40 years later (1934 ) there was
a Communion service attended by some of the same people.
Enemies who had form erl y met only to kill and eat human
flesh now sat together at the Lord 's table. Instead of bein g
armed with spears and knives . they carried their Bibles.

South America

In his book Adventures with the Bible in Brazil, Fred
erick Glass tells how as a colporteur he was selling Scrip
tures in a town. A farm er came to him, told him that he had
purchased a copy of the Bible years before, and said , "'I
want you to come to my village." There the colporteur
found a group of eager worshipers . The farm er had called
in his friends and neighbors and read the Word of God to
them. Soon many of them repented of their sins and were
saved . Though they had never seen a white missionary
or heard a Christian sermon, there were 11 convert s who
were ready for baptism. Finally a whole new Christian
village was formed .

The main language of Brazil is Portuguese, whereas
Spanish is used throughout most of the rest of the continent,
together with Central America and Mexico. But there are
hundreds of Indian tribes whose people speak their own
native dialect. So the Wycliffe Translators are constantly
at work, rendering the Word of God into the languages
of the various tribes.

As an example, Dr. William Sedat. who translated
the entire New Testament into the tongue of the Kekchi
Indian tribe in Guatemala, gives John 14:1-"' Let not
your heart be troubled" -this way: " Don' t shiver in your
liver. "

The Pacific Islands

Two Wesleyan missionaries land ed in the Fiji Islands
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in 183.5. Bv 1864 thev had translated the entire Bible into. .
the leading Polynesian dialect. That very year the "Crier
of War" drum called the people together. This time it was
not for a cannibal feast , but to see the king, his family,
and many warriors bow before the King of Kings. A month
or two later the first Fiji edition of the Bible reached a
neighboring island, and its king was converted. Twenty
years after that the murder stone, on which victims' heads
had been dashed, was hollowed into a baptismal font.

On one of the islands of the New Hebrides a missionarv
•

named John Geddie settled in 1848. At once he set to work
translating the Gospel of Mark, which was published in
18.53. Ten years later the New Testament appeared, and in
1879 the entire Bible. The epitaph on his tombstone reads as
follows :

\N IIE:\ liE (:.-\1\1 E 1:\ 1848 TIIEIlE WAS :\01' A CHRISTL-\.:\;

WIIE:\ liE DIED 1:\ 1872 TIIEIlE WAS :\01' A HEATHE:\.

John G. Paton worked on another New Hebrides island,
Aniwa. lie too was concerned to give them the Bible in
their mother tongue. But the frustrating fact was that there
was no word in their language remotely resembling the
great Christian concepts of grace and faith . How could
you tell the people to believe on the Lord Jesus when there
was no word for" liclievr-":'

One day Paton was working in his hut on his new trans
lation. A man carne in . Weary with walking, he slumped
down on a chair. As he did so he said, "rm leaning my
whole weight on this chair." Eagerly the missionary asked
him to repeat the phrase. In that edition of the New Testa
ment "believe" is translated " lean vour whole weight on". ,

-a good definition for all Christians!

Stories could be multiplied about the effect of God's
Word on pagan people. But perhaps one more must suffice.

The Maoris of Now Zealand were known as especially
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fierc e. But the Bible was fin ally completed in th eir language
in 1924.

At a Communion service a missionary noti ced a Maori
withdraw from the altar and go back to his seat. After a
whil e he returned and partook.

This was th e man's explanation. He found him self be
fore the Communion table kne eling beside a man who had
killed his father and drunk his blood. He had sworn to kill
this man the first tim e he saw him . Here are the man' s
words:

So I went ba ck to my sea t. Th en I saw in the spirit
the upper sanctuary, and I seemed to hear a voice, .. Here
by shall all men know that ye are my discipl es, if ye love
one ano ther." And I saw ano the r sigh t, a C ross and a
Man na iled on it, and I heard Him say, .. Fath er , forgive
them, for the y know not what they do." Th en I went back
to the alt ar. 1\

Questions

1. What man is considered the father of mod ern mis
sions , and what contribution did he make to Bible transla
tions?

2. W ha t was the importance of Luther 's translati on
of th e Bible?

3. Why did the Church fail in North Africa?
4. W hat did Morrison do for th e cause of missions in

China?
5. What sacrifices did Alexande r Macka y make in

order to give th e Bible to Uganda?
6. Wh at effect has the Bible had in South America?

" Ibid., p . 188.
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Its Communication

It took 80 yea rs for the King James Version (161I) to
win complete acce ptance in the English-speaking world.
Luther A. Weigle writes: " It was den ounced as theologically
unsound and ecclesiastically biased , as truckling to the king
and unduly deferring to his belief in witchcraft , as untrue
to the Hebrew text and relying too much on the Septua
gint." I Th e translators themselves recogni ze in their
Preface that ever y new tran slation is apt to he " glouted up on
by eve ry ev il eye" and "gored by every sha rp tongu e. "
Th e Puritans in the Briti sh Isles and th e Pilgrims in Ame rica

.clung ten aciousl y to their beloved Geneva Bible and were
loath to give it up for thi s " newfangled" ve rsion.

But finall y the King James Version became th e dom i
nant En glish Bible and held this position for ove r two cen
turi es. Thi s was largely becaus e of its superior literar y
style, its Elizabethan prose.

But th at is not the spo ken or wr itten language of our
day. And so th e twentieth century has seen an abundant
crop of new En glish translations.

'''English Versions Since 1611," Cambridge History of the Bible:
The Wes t from the Reformat ion to the Present Day, S. L. Greenslade ,.ed .
(Cambridge : University Press, 1963 ), p. 36 1.
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Private Translations

Th ese began mu ch earlier, eve n in the seve ntee nth
century . In 1645 the great Hebrew scholar , John Lightfoot,
urged the House of Commons " to think of a review and sur
vey of the translation of the Bible ," that "the three
nations [England, Ireland, Scotland ] might come to under
stand the proper and genuine study of the Scriptures by an
exact, vigorous, and lively translati on ." 2 Several para
phrases of the New Testament appeared soon after this.

a. John Wesley's New Testament (1755). Th e eighteenth
century saw the appearance of several private translations,
of which the most significant was that of John Wesley. In
his preface, Wesley indicated that the King James Version
need ed improvement in three areas: a better Greek text ,
better int erpretation , and better English. So concerned
was he about thi s that he devoted his best ene rgies to the
task. He felt that thi s was an important factor in supporting
and supplem enting his preaching of scriptura l salvation
from all sin .

Wesle y worked from the Greek New Test ament, which
had been his constant companion for man y years. In line
with his goa l, he sought to esta blish the best Greek text
available, making careful use of Bengel's Gnomon, which
was published in Germany in 1742, based on Bengel's
criti cal apparatus of 1734. In this resp ect Wesley was far
ahead of most men of his da y. He realized that Christian
holiness demands honest scholarship, and he was earne st
in his desire and arduous in his labors to discover the best
Greek text and to translate it as accurately and clearl y as
possible.

Some years ago a careful study of John W esley 's New
Testament indicat ed that it has 12,000 changes from the

' Lbid ., p . 363 .
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King Jam es Version, many of the m just matter s of be tter
English. In over 6,.500 instances John Wes ley's translati on
of the New Testament (1755) agreed with th e Revised
Standa rd Version (1946) against the King Ja mes Ve rsion
(1611). In about 430 of th ese Wes ley used a bette r Gree k
text than that on which the King James Version wa s based.
This fact alone shows the real biblica l scho larship of thi s
preacher who desired to com mu nicate th e Wo rd of God
acc urate ly and effectivel y to his ge nerat ion. Unfortunate ly,
too few of his professed adhe re nts have followed fully in
his trail.

During the ninet ee nth ce ntury private translat ions of
th e Bible were put out by such men as Noa h Webster (1833 ),
of dic tiona ry fam e, and Robert Young (1862 ), who compiled
th e great Analytical Con cordance of the Bible. The latter
mad e a ver y liter al rendering of the original Hebrew and
Greek. But neither of these translati ons had an y perman en t
effect.

b. The Twen tieth Century New Testament (1904 ).
This was one of th e first and best examples of a " mode rn
speech ver sion ." The wife of a Congregationa l mi nister in
England wor ked mu ch wi th chi ldren . She discovered th at
th ey could not un derstan d the King Jam es Version: So she
began her own id iom ati c tran slati on of the Gospel of Ma rk.
At the same tim e she wrot e a le tter to a scho larly magazine,
askin g for help on this project. The result was that over 30
people, from various walk s of life, collaborated in a fres h
render ing of th e New Testam ent. The aim was to provide a
translati on for "working me n and women , and childre n of
all classes , a version whic h th ey could read without di ffi
culty." 3 Th e result was th e Twentieth Century New Testa
ment, issued in three volum es (1898- 190 1) and finally revised
in 1904.

'j ohn II . P. Heu mann. The Romance of Bib le Script s and Scholars
(Englewood Cliffs . N.J. : Pre ntice- Ha ll, 1965 ). p. 166.
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c. W eymouth's New Testament ( 1903). Richard We y
mouth published in 1886 hi s Resultant Greek Text , in which
he exhib ited the text which had at th at time been deri ved
from the oldest and best Creek manuscripts. On the basi s
of this he soug ht to make "an idi omatic translation into
everyd ay Eng lish." li e ca lled it Th e New Testament in
M adem Speech .

This is st ill one of the most beautiful English translations
that we ca n read . Here is a sam p le (J ohn 2 1: \.5-17 ):

When they had finish ed breakfast . jesus asked Simo n
Peter,
'S imon, son of j ohn , do you love m e m ore th an these
others d o?'
' Yes, Lord ,' was his answe r; ' you know th at you an' dear

,
to me.
' T he n feed my lamhs.' repli ('d jesus.
Again a second tim e li e asked him ,
'Simon, son of john, do you love 111 (") '

' Yes, Lord ,' he sa id, 'you kn ow th at you an' dea r to me "
' T he n he a shep he rd to m y shee p,' he sa id .
A third time j esus put the qu estion :
' Simon, SOl i of j ohn, am I dear to you?' . . .
' Lo rd,' he replied , ' you know eve rything , vou can see
that von arc dear to me .'

•

' T he n f('ed m y sheep,' sa id j esu s.

Weymouth highlights the different ve rbs for " feed"
a nd a lso the two words for " love." in hi s fir st two questions
Jesus used agapao, which indicates the love of fu ll loyalt y.
Peter had learned h v his own hctra val s of his Maste r th at

• •

he did not ha ve that kind of love . So he used a lesser term ,
phi/eo, whi ch exp resses affection or friendship. When
Jesus, in His third questi on , d ropped d own to th is lower
word, it broke Peter's heart.

d . M offatt' s Bihle ( 1926 ). James Moffa ll was a Scottish
sc hola r w ho taught at Un ion T heolog ica l Se m inary in New
York. In 1913 he issu ed T he New Testament: a New Tran s-
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lation, and in 1926 a complete Bible (revised 1935). Because
of his liberal views in biblical criticism, his translation was
opposed by many. It does contain British terms that are
unfamiliar to American readers. But it is one of the more
readable English Bibles in print.

e. An American Translation (1939). In 1923, Edgar J.
Goodspeed of the University of Chicago published his
American Translation of the New Testament. It did for the
United States what Moffatt's New Testament did for
Britain. Based on the best Greek text available-Moffatt's
judgment at this point was not so good-it forms a landmark
in American translations. In some ways it is still the best.
Weights, measurements, and money values are all given
in contemporary American terms. The style is exceedingly
readable.

In 1927 the Old Testament was added. This was the
work of four scholars, with J. M. Powis Smith of the Univer
sity of Chicago as editor. Finally, in 1939, there appeared
The Complete Bible: An American Translation, including
the Apocrypha as translated by Goodspeed.

f. Phillips' Translation (1958). In 1941 a vicar in the
Church of England named J. B. Phillips was in charge of a
large group of young people in southeast London. Night
after night the enemy bombers swept in over the city in
the terrible blitzes of that memorable winter.

Phillips tried reading the Bible to his parishioners to
give them some assurance. But he found they had difficulty
grasping the language of the King James Version. So he
began making a fresh, idiomatic rendering of Paul's Epistles
for their benefit. Immediately the Bible came alive.

The first Epistle he translated was Colossians. C. S.
Lewis, the famous teacher of literature at both Oxford and
Cambridge universities, saw a copy of this. Enthusiastically
he wrote to Phillips: .. It is like seeing an old picture which
has been cleaned." He encouraged him to keep up his
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work. The result was the publication of Letters to Young
Churches in 1948.

J. B. Phillips had a genius for saying the right thing in
the right way. We can cite only a few examples. His trans
lation of I Cor. 8:2 reads : .. For whatever a man may know,
he still has a lot to learn." Here is another : .. I am no shadow
boxer ; 1 really fight!" (1 Cor. 9 :26b ) And : "1 have worked
harder than any of the others" (15:10c ). Quoted frequently
is this : " Don' t let the world around you squ eeze you into
its own mold" (Rom. 12:2) .

These samples underscore what ought to be an obvious
truth : that every good translation, especially a freer one ,
constitutes a form of commentary. The more of these modern
speech translations one reads , the more fresh insights
into Scripture he will get. The practice of reading a different
translation of the New Testament each year in one's private
devotions will greatly increase a person' s knowledge of the
Word of God . At the rate of a chapter a da y, the New
Testament can be read through in less than a year.

In 1952, Phillips published The Gospels. Because the
language of the four Gospels is not as difficult as that of
Paul's Epi stles , this volume is not as striking in its new
wordings. This was also true, in lesser measure, of The
Young Church in Action (1955 ), a translation of Acts. The
Book of Revelation followed in 1957 and the entire New
Testament in one volume in 19.58. It is deservedly one of
the most popular one-man versions in print.

g. The Berkeley Version (1959 ). In 1945 a Baptist
named Gerrit Verkuyl put out his translation of the New
Testament, which won wide acceptance among evangelical
Christians. Because it was published at Berkeley, Calif. ,
it was called the Berkele y Version . With the help of some
20 scholars the Old Testament was translated , and The
Holy Bible: The Berkeley Version in Modern English
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appeared in 19.'59. The translation, on the whole, is very
helpful, though some footnotes are highly subjective.

h. Beck's New Testament (196.'3). Among the very
readable translations of recent vears is The New Testament

•

in the Language of Today, by William Reck. It is published
by the Concordia Publishing House. The style is thoroughly
contemporary and often striking. For instance, [[ Cor.
7:2 reads: "Make room in vour hearts for us. We haven't

•

wronged anyone, ruined anyone, gotten the best of anyone."

i. The Living New Testament (1967). This first appeared
in three installments. As in the case of Phillips' translation,
the volume of the Epistles, Lioing Letters, appeared first
(1962). It immed iately caught fire. Teen-agers especiall y
enjoyed reading it, and it made the difficult passages in
Paul's Epistles live for all ages. Living Gospels and Living
Prophecies completed the New Testament. The old Testa
ment has recently been completed and the entire Living
Bible pu blished (1971 ).

All these volumes were published anonymously by the
Tyndall' House of Wheaton, Ill. But now it is common knowl
edge that Kenneth Taylor is the main translator.

This new version is openly described on the title page
as .. Paraphrased." And that it is. Actually, it is such a free
rendering in many places that it is highly interpretive.
This is both an asset and a liability. If the interpretation is
correct it adds to the reader's understanding. But, by the
same token, if the interpretation should be wrong the reader
is led astray. For this reason most evangelical scholars
prefer a translation that is a bit more conservative; that is,
one that sticks a little more closelv to the Greek text.

•

j. Todaus English Version (1968). Carrying the appeal
ing title, Good News for Modem Man, sporting a striking
cover of newspaper mastheads, and selling for an absurdly
low price, this paperback volume has had a phenomenal
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sale . It was not long after publication until the figure
passed the IO-million mark. Around the world it is widely
read , promoted by the American Bible Societ y.

Dr. Bratcher had already put out his Translator's Hand
book on the Gospel of Mark. His aim in his new translation
was obviously to make it as readable as a newspaper. In
this he succeeded well.

However, his handling of individual passages is not
always a happy one. Especially objectionable is his transla
tion of sarx (flesh) as "human nature." So the human
nature is to be destroyed-which is obvious nonsense.

But even with these faults, we can rejoice that the New
Testament is being read in TEV by many people who would
otherwise pass it by. We thank God for this.

Committee Translations

We have already told the story of Tischendorf s dis
covery of the Sinaitic manuscript of the Greek Bible in 1859.
About the same time he publicized the onl y other known
Greek manuscript from the fourth century, Vaticanus.
This had been kept hidden away in the Vatican Library at
Rome , but Tischendorf gained access to it and revealed the
nature of its contents. Today it is widely consid ered to be
the most valuable single manuscript of the Greek New
Testament. The fifth-century manuscript Alexandrinus
reached England in 1627, just a few years too late to be
used by the King James translators.

Unfortunately, the Greek text which these translators
used was essentially that of Erasmus. He had half a dozen
Greek manuscripts in all-two of the Gospels, two of Paul's
Epistles, one for Acts and the General Epistles, and one for
Revelation. In the case of the last one the final verses were
missing. Undaunted, Erasmus translated these last verses
of Revelation from the Latin. And none of his manuscripts
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was earlier than the tenth century. In other words, the King
James Version of the New Testament is based on a late
medieval Greek text.

In contrast to this, today we have over 5,000 Greek
manuscripts of the New Testament, in whole or in part. And
these reach back to the ninth, eighth, seventh, sixth, fifth,
and fourth centuries-and, in the case of the papyri, to the
beginning of the third century (about the year A.D. 200).

a. The Revised Version (1885). On the basis of these
older manuscripts, Westcott and Hort were laboring
diligently to construct a better Greek text (they did not
have the papyri). Increasingly scholars realized the need
for a new revision of the Bible.

Finally, at the Convocation of Canterbury in 1870 the
decision was made to revise the King James Version. Old
and New Testament companies were appointed. Altogether
6,"} British scholars participated in this project. Included
were not only members of the Church of England, Church
of Scotland, and Church of Ireland, but also Baptists, Meth
odists. Congregationalists, and Presbyterians. The New
Testament was published on May 17, 1881. and a special
copv presented to Queen Victoria. The entire Revised
Bible appeared in 1885.

The \.ew Testament company had met in the Jerusalem
(ham her of Westminster Abbey, Prominent in this group
were Westcott and Hort. Their Neu: Testament in Greek
did not appear until a few davs later in 1881. but they made
:.lckll1ce sheets available to the revisers as they worked.
Su the new version was based on a sound Greek text.

()ther~reat scholars in the \.e\\ Testament compam
\\ t'rt,j B Lightfoot. whose commentaries on the Greek
te-x: "t Paul's Epistles are still invaluable. and W. Milligan.
\V F vloulton, and F. H..\. Scrivener.

Within :.l few davs :2 million copies of the Revised New
Testament wr-re- sold. ~ll\c1 about 3 million altogether the
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first year. On May 20, 1881, the new version arrived in
New York. Two da ys later the entire New Testament was
reprinted in both the Chicago Tribune and the Chicago
Times. Th e Tribune employed 92 compositors and five
correctors, and is said to have completed setting up the type
in 12 hours.

2. The American Standard Version (1901) . The British
invited American coop eration in the revision, so an American
Committee of Revisers was set up with Philip Schaff as
chairman. Beginning in 1872, correspondence was carri ed
on between the two groups. Some American sugg estions
were adopted, while others were set aside. But the American
revisers wanted more drastic changes than their British
brethren did. For instance, they ver y wisely wanted " Holy
Gh ost" changed to " Holy Spirit," since ghost now means
the spirit of a dead person. They also desired the elimina
tion of some other archaic words and phrases.

Finally it was decided to put out a separate ed ition in
the United States. Its official name was " The American
Standa rd Edition of the Revised Version," but it is more
commonly known as the Ame rican Standard Version (ASV).
It came out on Augu st 26, 1901.

The English and American editions shared a common
fault. Both Spurgeon and Schaff are credited with having
summed it up in this way: " It is strong in Greek, weak in
English ." This is shown by the fact that it becam e a favorite
" pony" for students to use in translating the Greek New
Testament in school. For this reason the Revised Version
was not suitable for reading in public. It was good for study
but not for worship , so it did not gain great popularity.
How ever, the American Standard Version was more widely
accepted in the United States than the Revised Version was
in Britain. The latter has rarely been read in British
ch urc hes.

Though the King James Version has been rightly recog-
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nized as "the noblest monument of English prose," it
became increasingly clear that it did not meet the need of
twentieth-century readers. As we have seen, it was based
on a poor Greek text. Furthermore, many of its English
words have changed their meanings since 1611 (the period
of Shakespeare). Over 800 words and phrases in the King
James Version are not used in the same sense today, and of
these about 200 mean something radically different. The
Bible Word Book, by Ronald Bridges and Luther Weigle:
gives a careful discussion of 827 such terms, arranged in
alphabetical order.

The most serious problem is that some words in the
King James Version now mean exactly the opposite of what
they did in 1611. The writer once heard a preacher take as
his text, "I will work, and who shall let it?" (Isa. 43:13)
He proceeded to deliver a message on consecration: "God
wants to work; who will let Him work in your heart and life?"
A glance at the context of this passage in Isaiah shows that
God is challenging the false gods of the people. What the
text really means is: "I will work, and who's going to stop
Me?" The Hebrew verb translated "let" actually means
"to hinder."

The same thing is true in II Thess. 2:7-"Only he who
now letteth will let, until he be taken out of the way." The
Greek clearly says" restrains," not" Ietteth." In other words,
when the King James Version was made, "let" could mean
"not allow"; now it means" allow." Obviously a translation
of the Bible which in some places tells the reader today
exactly the opposite of what the original Greek or Hebrew
says does not correctly communicate the truth of God's
Word.

In Phil. 1:8 the King James Version has Paul saying,
"How greatly I long after you all in the bowels of Jesus
Christ." One wonders what happens in the minds of people

'(New York: Thomas Nelson and Sons, 1960).
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sitting in church when they hear that read from the pulpit.
At best, they are repelled by the vulgarity of using such an
expression in public; at worst, their thoughts are apt to take
them down a dead-end side stree t contemplating the
physical meaning of the term. Today translators wisely
render the phrase, "with the affection of Christ Jesus ."

The same problem occurs three times in the short
letter to Philemon. The King James Version reads : " The
bowels of the saints are refreshed by thee" (v. 7); "There
fore receive him, that is, mine own bowels" (v, 12); " Re
fresh my bowels in the Lord" (v. 20). Th e anci ents thought
of the seat of the affections as the bowels; we place it in
the heart. Obviously " heart" is the correct translation in
these three passages, and they should always be read that
way in public.

Examples of similar misleading translations in the King
James Version could be cited almost endlessly. John the
Seer did not have " ad miration" for the scarlet woman
(Rev. 17:6 ). The Greek word simply means " amazement."
In Rom. 7:15, " allow" means " understand ," not permit or
approve. Paul's statement, "I know nothing by myself"
(I Cor. 4 :4 ), reall y means, "I know nothing against myself"
-which is quite a different matter . " By and by" is used in
Mark 6:25 and Luke 21:9 where the Greek clearly says
" immed iate ly," just the opposite of " by and by" in our
usage today.

There are instances also where the translators of the
King James Version were inaccurate in handling the Greek.
" Drink ye all of it" (Matt. 26 :27 ), is repeated thousand s
of times in Communion services eve ry year. So the communi
cants obediently drink all the juice in their little glasses .
But the Greek clearly says: "All of you drink of it." When
Jesus inaugurated the Lord 's Supper in the Upper Room
the disciples, at His invitation, all drank from a common
cup. The common cup is still used by some Christian groups,
but in recent years most communions have substituted
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individual glasses for sanitary reasons. But the correct
wording should still be used: "All of you drink of it."
This is what Communion is-not each individual draining
his glass, but all partaking together.

The same mistake in using "all" as an object rather
than as a part of the subject (the Greek has the nominative
case rather than the accusative) is found in Jas. 3:2-" For in
many things we offend all." That says that we offend all
people. But the Greek says: "For we all offend." That is,
we all sometimes offend others by something we say or do;
we all make mistakes. But we certainly do not offend every
body!

If we are honestly concerned that people should know
the truth of God's saving Word, we shall seek to give them
a translation that says clearly in todays language what the
inspired Greek and Hebrew originals actually say. This
is what has been attempted in recent translations.

c. The Revised Standard Version (1952). The American
Standard Version (1901) was not really a twentieth-century
translation. It still retained the eth endings on verbs. The
language was far different from the English that is spoken
today.

So in 1937 the International Council of Religious Educa
tion voted to authorize a revision of the 1901 version. This
revision was to "embody the best results of modern scholar
ship as to the meaning of the Scriptures, and express this
meaning in English diction which is designed for use in
public and private worship and preserves those qualities
which have given to the King James Version a supreme
place in English literature."

Thirty-two scholars worked countless hours, without
any financial remuneration. The New Testament committee
convened a total of 145 days, besides all the time spent in
making the basic translations before the meetings. The New
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Testament of the Revised Standard Version was published
in 1946 and the complete Bible in 1952.

In both years a storm of protest swept across the country.
Most of it was due to misinformation or ignorance of the
facts . Probably 95 percent of the critical statements were
simply not true. For instance, the allegation was widely
printed that the RSV translators had " taken the Blood
out of the New Testament" because they did not believe
in the atoning sacrifice of Christ. A frequentl y printed
statement said that they had "omitted the Blood in man y
passages in the New Testament." But the accusers could
cite only one passage, Col. 1:14, where " through his blood"
is left out in the Revised Standard Version. And the only
reason the translators omitted it is that it is not in an y of
the early Greek manuscripts. Some later scribe had inserted
it here from Eph. 1:7, where it is a genuine reading in the
Greek. The RSV translators had to be honest in translating
what they found in the Greek text.

Another accusation was that the RSV denies the deity
of Jesus because it has the centurion at the Cross saying,
" Truly this man was a son of God" (Mark 15:.39), instead of
"the Son of God. " But the Greek does not have the definite
article. Furthermore, Luke reports the centurion as saying,
"Certainly this was a righteous man" (Luke 23:47), which is
exactly what" a son of God" means. The Roman centurion ,
with his pagan religion, did not have any background for
confessing the deity of Jesus!

Actually, this doctrine is stated in the RSV just as
clearly as in the KJV. What the critics did not bother to
say was that the deity of Jesus is definitely declared in the
RSV rendering of Titus 2:13-" our great God and Savior
Jesus Christ" (Christ is both God and Saviour)-where it
is not stated in the KJV: "the great God and our Saviour
Jesus Christ" (two separate persons). If the RSV translators
were trying to deny the deity of Jesus , why did they put it in
where the King James Version does not have it?
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d. The Ne w English Bible (1970). In 1961 the New
Testament of Th e New English Bible appeared. Unlike
the RSV, it was not a revision but a new translation. This
was wise. Revisions are alw ays less than ideal.

The New English Bible has a freshness and vigor that
is positively refreshing. In many places it makes delightful
reading. Inevitabl y there are passages that will not please
some people. No translation can avoid this fate, for no
translation can possibly be perfect. Probably the main
justifiable criticism that can be made of the NEB is that it
paraphrases too freel y at times and introduces a few inter
pretations that might be objectionable. But it, like most
translations, can be used helpfully.

The translating was done by the best scholars of Britain.
The New English Bible, complete with Apocrypha, was
published by the Oxford and Cambridge University presses
in 1970.

e. The New American Standard Bible. This is a revision
of the American Standard Version of 1901, seeking to put it
in up-to-date English. Th e New Testament appeared in
1963. It is an excellent translation made entirely by scholars
who are thoroughly evangelical. In fact , we do not hesitat e
to recommend it as the best study version of the New Testa
ment in English. If one wants to know exactly what the Greek
text says, he will usually find it here. The Old Testament
was published in 1971 by th e Lockman Foundation, pro
ducers of the well-known Amplified Bible.

f. The New American Bible (1970). The Catholic Bibli
cal Association of America has made an excellent translation
of the entire Bible from the original Hebrew, Aramaic, and
Greek. It was sponsored by the Bishop's Committee of the
Confraternity of Christian Doctrine, and is the first official
Catholic Bible in English that is made from the original
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languages. We are grateful for this new version intended to
encourage American Catholics to read their Bibles .

g. A Cont emporary Translation . As we have noted , the
NASB is a translation for study purposes, as well as devotion
al reading. Its one weakness, perhaps, is that if follows the
policy that every Greek word must be represented in English .
This results, for instance, in the frequent repetition, in
the Gospels, of the expression" answered and said." Today
we would simply say " answered."

So some years ago a group of ab out 40 scholars met by
invitation in Chicago. Out of thi s meeting a committee
of 14 was appointed to plan for a new , fresh translation in
contemporary English. It would be made by evang elical
scholars. The writer is honored to be a member of the com
mittee. Our aim is to see that the finished product will be
thoroughly acceptable to the entire evangelical constituency
in the United States. The translation is to be published by
the New York Bible Societ y International. It is hoped that
the New Testament will be available in 1973 and the Old
Testament a few years later.

Few people have any idea of the immense amount of
work involved in making a careful translation of the Bible .
I did the basic translation of Matthew , Mark. and Luke
ove r a period of three years, consulting some with colleagu es.
This was sent to the executive secretary, Dr. Edwin Palmer.
He che cked it over and made man y suggestions for changes.
[ then spe nt six da ys, 10 hours a day, working with an
Intermediate Editorial Committee on Mark' s Gospel, two
weeks on Matthew, and three weeks on Luke. The results
went through a General Editorial Committee, meeting for
several weeks at a later date . Th e translator was then
allowed to react to GEe suggested changes. Finally the
Committee on Bible Translation, which has ultimate respon
sibility for the translation, voted on each proposed change.
This is the way each book of the Bible is being handled .
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Hopefully th is will be a truly contempo rary translation th at
all evangelicals can use with confidence.

Questions

1. What is the significance of John Wesl ey' s translation
of the New Testament?

2. What is the difference between Moffatt's and Good
speed 's translations?

3. What is the main value of Phillips' translation?
4. How would you compare Good News for Modern

Man (T EV) and the Living New Testament?
5. Wh at were the main reason s for revising the

King James Version?
6. Compare Th e New American Standard Bible with

the projected A Contemporary Translation , as far as their
objectives and methods are concerned.



Epilogue
Perhaps the author ma y be allowed to give a word of

personal testimony. It was on Nov. 3, 1922, that I accepted
Jesus Christ as my Saviour and Lord , at the close of a Bible
study class in a Friends academy. For years I had prayed
regularly in family worship and attended church faithfull y.
My outward life was above reproach. But that da y the Hol y
Spirit through the Word convicted me of the fact that 1 was
a sinner in God's sight.

One of the first fruits of conversion was a new love for
God 's Word. In the intervening 50 years the Bible has been
my daily Companion, giving continual guidance and
stre ngth.

There hav e been three stages in my study of the Bible.
Th e first was a thorough acquaintance with the King James
Version in my dail y devotions and in intensive study of the
English Bible for two years in a Bible school.

The second stage was the study of the Greek and
Hebrew originals in college, seminary, and university.
This has eventuated in 40 years of teaching the Greek and
English New Testament in college and seminary, as well as
writing about a dozen commentaries on books of the New
Testament, all based on a careful study of the Greek text.
In the last few years my main concentration has been on
the translating of the New Testament.

Meanwhile a third stage took place. I discover ed that
there was a richness of meaning to be found in reading the
many helpful translations th at have appeared in this century.
No single translation th at has com e out in print gives the
best rendering of every verse. For various passages in th e
New Testament one will find the clearest and richest render-
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ing in Weymouth or Goodspeed , in Berkeley or Beck, in
the NASB or ACT. Paul says : " Tha t ye .. . may be able to
comprehend with all saints what is the breadth, and length,
and depth, and height" (Eph. 3 :18). Different translators
ge t varying insights into the meaning of particular passa ges.
The stud ent of the Bible will go deeper and high er, wid er
and farther in his und erstanding of the Word as he uses
different transl ations.

One word more. This deepening and broadening of
Bible study has not robbed me of that early love for the
Word of God . Rather, it has deepened my devotion to it
and increased the conviction that the Bible is the inspired
Word of God.

Th e miracle of the Bible is that, though written by
many men over a period of a millennium and a half, it has
a single message throughout-divine redemption. From
Genesis to Revelation it says that man has sinned, a holy
God cannot condone sin, but God 's love gu arantees th at
He will forgive those who turn to Him in repentance and
faith. And that message comes through today just as clearly
as it did nearl y 2,000 years ago.
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