
An  Abbreviated  Overview  of
the History of the English Bible

1. The Word of God, consisting of the
66 books of the Bible, was inspired
in the autographs -the original doc-
uments-  written  by  the  various
Bible  authors  whom  God  used  to
record His revelation to man.  This
means  that  every book, paragraph,
phrase,  word  and  letter  was  pre-
cisely what  God chose  to  say and
mean,  without  error  or  imperfec-
tion.   The control  which the Holy
Spirit exerted upon the men was not
inspiration,  nor were the men “in-
spired;” rather  inspiration  refers to
the  divine,  “God-breathed”  quality
of those autographs.

2. As a result of, and connected to in-
spiration,  the autographs were also
inerrant, meaning  without  error.
There were no misspellings, gram-
matical or doctrinal flaws: the auto-
graphs were  perfect.  Technically,
inspiration and inerrancy refer only
to the autographs, since we do find
scribal errors, flaws and variants in
every manuscript  we now possess.
We may say, in a general sense, that
as a particular translation or version

accurately reflects  the original text
of Scripture it is inerrant.

3. However, the third main quality of
the Word of  God,  infallibility,  ap-
plies  to  every  version,  translation,
quotation,  allusion  or  apportion-
ment of the Scriptures.  Infallibility
means that God’s words to man are
binding,  authoritative  and  beyond
human debate or judgment.   What
God has said, man has no jurisdic-
tion to pronounce judgment upon or
even to choose to believe or obey.
His Word is law.

4. Early believers in God (in the Old
Testament, Israel; in the New Test-
ament  age,  the  Church)  instantan-
eously recognized the divine quality
of inspiration in Bible books as they
came from the pen of the human au-
thors,  and  immediately  put  the
scroll,  parchment  or  book  in  the
collection with previously accumu-
lated  Scripture.   This  process  is
known as canonization.  No council
ever  had  or  has  the  authority  to
judge  what  books  of  the  Bible
should  be  considered  as  God’s
Word;  rather,  the  people  of  God
agreed with God in recognizing His
Word conveyed in written form.

5. The Old Testament text which has
come  down  to  us  today  has  been
transmitted  in  a  remarkably  pure
state,  due to  the  unusually  precise
care which the Jewish scribal tradi-
tion  exercised  upon  its  copying.
This is demonstrated in the nearly-
perfect alignment  of the Dead Sea
scroll texts with the medieval Mas-
oretic text of the Hebrew Old Testa-
ment.

6. In the New Testament era, the early
Church took seriously the Lord Je-
sus’ command to take the gospel to
all nations, and often unskilled, un-
trained, and sometimes even illiter-
ate  believers  copied  the books of
the  New Testament  to  travel  with
them,  to  give  away,  or  to  use  in
church  services  and  evangelism.
The  nature  of  early  church  text
transmission thus introduced scribal
errors:  misspellings,  duplications,
harmonizations, deletions, etc., into
the copied  text  of  the  New Testa-
ment.

7. As  persecution  of  Christianity  in-
creased in the early second century
A.D.,  and  as  Christian  missionary



efforts  spread  the  gospel  and  the
text  of  the  Bible  into  the  middle-
east and Europe, the copying of the
text became associated with centers
of  Christian  education  and  influ-
ence.  Three particular geographical
areas  became  home  to  centers  of
training  for  the  ministry  and  of
copying the Scriptures These three
were Caesarea in Palestine; Alexan-
dria, Egypt;  and a less-defined ter-
ritory known as the “Western,” en-
compassing Rome and the western
end  of  the  empire.   These  locales
gave their  names to the “families”
or “types” of text of the NT which
were copied there.    Of these,  the
Alexandrian text-type is the oldest,
dating to within a few years of the
close of the canon (100 A.D.), and
has  the  most  reliable  strain  of  the
text.

8. A few hundred years later, as Latin
became  the  predominant  language
in the West,  displacing  Greek,  the
Byzantine  text-type  (centered  in
Byzantium, the capital of the East-
ern  Roman  Empire)  became  the
most influential.  This text “family”
originated  between  350  A.D.  and
450 A.D., and was a smoothly-ed-

ited, fuller, church-reading oriented
text of the New Testament.  As the
western half  of the Roman empire
dissolved  into  political  chaos  and
ruin,  the Byzantine text-type  came
to be the most influential and even-
tually,  the  most-copied  text.   Al-
most all copies after the eighth cen-
tury are Byzantine, and most copies
which have survived to the modern
era are Byzantine.

9. The early translations  of the Bible
into  English  were  done  from  the
Latin Vulgate, which is the standard
text of the Roman Catholic Church
(edited  and  translated  by  Jerome
about 390 AD).  Not until William
Tyndale  do  we  find  a  translation
into English taken from the Greek
of the New Testament.

10. The Greek text of the NT used
by the editors of KJV was done by
Desiderius Erasmus, a Roman Cath-
olic monk, scholar and humanist, in
1516  (he  edited  and  printed  it  in
less  than  seven months).   He was
aware of flaws in his own text and
revised  it  five  times.   He  used
widely held textual  criticism prac-
tices to correct his text; however, it

remained  basically  Byzantine  in
character,  because  the  five  manu-
scripts he used were all Byzantine,
none older than the twelfth century.

11. The King James Version editors
(Anglican  and  Puritan  scholars)
made  use  of  the  previous  English
Bible  versions  before  them:  the
Bishops’  Bible,  the  Geneva Bible,
the  Mathews  and  Coverdale  edi-
tions,  and Tyndale.   They also re-
ferred to Erasmus’ Greek text of the
NT, the Latin Vulgate, the Rheims-
Douay Roman Catholic  Bible,  and
even  Bibles  in  other  languages.
The KJV editors did not view their
own version as the ultimate author-
ity on the text of the Bible;  rather
they viewed the text in the Hebrew
and  Greek  languages  as  being  the
source of the English:  “If you ask
what they had before them, truly it
was  the  Hebrew  text  of  the  Old
Testament,  the  Greek  of  the
New...If truth be to be tried by these
tongues,  then  whence  should  a
translation  be  made,  but  out  of
them?”  (1611  KJV  Translators’
Preface,  pp.  9-10)  Likewise,  they
viewed the KJV as one translation
of many, and encouraged the use of



other  translations,  alongside  the
KJV:  “Therefore,  as  S.  Augustine
saith, that variety of Translations is
profitable for the finding out of the
sense of the Scriptures...” (ibid., p.
10).

12. The response to the King James
Version was initially mixed:  many
accused  the  KJV  committee  of
changing or leaving out well-loved
wording; others said the KJV drew
too much from “Catholic” sources;
some  said  there  were  already  too
many  translations  and  another
would simply be confusing.  Most
common people, especially the Sep-
aratists (the Pilgrims who emigrated
to America were Separatists), were
very content with the Geneva Bible
and were leery of the new version,
the KJV.  Despite these detractors,
the KJV became the standard Eng-
lish  text  within  a  few  decades:  it
was obviously a magnificent, rever-
ent and expertly-done rendering of
God’s Word into English, the best
in a line of a 1,000 years of English
Bible translation.

13. The King James Version under-
went  numerous  revisions,  editions,

corrections  and  changes  in  thou-
sands of places throughout its text,
including the addition and deletion
of marginal notes, variant readings,
spelling changes, and wording revi-
sions.  A  tract  printed  in  1659
claimed that the six editions of the
KJV printed in the 1650s had intro-
duced  20,000  corruptions  to  the
text.   Most modern KJV printings
follow a 1769  revision done by a
man named Benjamin Blayney, but
differences in KJV editions remain
to this day.

14. A  resurgence  of  Greek  and
Hebrew  studies  accompanying  the
Protestant  Reformation  continued
into the 1600s and 1700s, drawing
out discoveries of ancient NT Greek
manuscripts  that had lain unrecog-
nized  or  unknown  for  centuries.
Early  pioneers  began  to  compare
the  increasingly  more  ancient  dis-
coveries with the relatively late ma-
nuscripts  they  already  possessed.
By the early 1700s, more than 100
Greek manuscripts of the NT were
known,  collated  and  catalogued,
compared  with  the  5  which
Erasmus had used for his Greek NT
edition in 1516.

15. The 1800s saw the explosion of
manuscript  discoveries  and intens-
ive textual study all over the world.
Many men devoted  most  or  all  of
their  lives to the finding of manu-
scripts  of  God’s  Word  that  might
help  in  taking  the  text  of  the  NT
back  as  far  as  possible  in  time.
About  this  time,  Egypt  became  a
rich source of papyrus finds, the dry
sands  preserving  fragments  of
scrolls  and  codices  that  otherwise
would  have  rotted  thousands  of
years previously.  Some parchments
dated back into the early 300s, AD,
some papyri into the 200s, a few to
nearly 100 AD.  

16. By 1881 the accumulated manu-
scripts had resulted in the first new
major  English  translation,  the  Re-
vised Version, which took into ac-
count the new discoveries in manu-
scripts,  and  the  science  of  textual
criticism (the work of finding what
the Holy Spirit originally authored).

17. The American  company of  the
translation  team published its  own
Americanized  translation  in  1901,
The American Standard Version.



18. Since  then  there  has  been  an
avalanche  of  new  versions,  revi-
sions  and  translations.  New  styles
of translation have been used,  and
some translations are quite “loose;”
while  others  are  extremely  literal.
Some  are  very  good;  others  less
well-done.

19. One of the chief dangers in the
whole field of Bible translations is
the mentality which disagrees with
the  editors  of  the  KJV when they
said, “variety of translations is prof-
itable  for  finding out  the  sense  of
the Scriptures.”  To imbue an Eng-
lish  translation with  the  status  of
ultimate  authority  and  standard  is
egotistical,  illogical and nonsensic-
al.  To say that we English-speakers
(as  opposed  to  German,  Bengali,
Hindi, or Swahili-speakers, for ex-
ample) possess the only real Word
of God is  egotistical.   To say that
we are the only ones who have or
have had the most accurate transla-
tion of the Bible is illogical.  And to
say that  a  single  version  (KJV) is
the only genuine one is against all
evidence.   The  translators,  editors
and collators who have gone before
made  use  of  multitudes  of  manu-

scripts; even Jesus and the apostles
made  use  of  the  Septuagint  (the
Greek translation of the Old Testa-
ment).

20. Fundamentalist,  separatist  be-
lievers  in  the  Lord  Jesus  Christ
need to know the issues and argu-
ments  in  this  field  of  the  text  of
Scripture,  know  what  are  valid
ones,  and  what  are  not;  and  they
need to have the foundation of facts
and convictions to be able to evalu-
ate translations today.    

From a series of messages entitled  The Amaz-
ing Word of God and How We Got It  preached
by  Pastor  Laurence  Brown  at  First  Baptist
Church  in  North  Conway,  NH  in  February,
March and April of 1998.
        
                 


