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PREFACE

 The scriptures used in the Judeo-Christian tradition had been 
translated from their original Hebrew and Greek sources into many other 
languages prior to being translated into the English language. The English 
language evolved (as all languages do) from Anglo-Saxon dialects utilized 
primarily in the British Isles from the sixth to the eleventh centuries. Pre-
English or Old English (prior to the Norman conquest of England in 1066) 
translations of biblical portions (Psalms and Gospels) first appeared as 
“glosses,” when a scribe would write the Anglo-Saxon words next to the 
Latin words in a manuscript, and later as independent documents. The 
Lindisfarne Gospels (950-970) are an example of a Northumbrian dialect 
gloss on a Latin manuscript of the four gospels. 

 The development of the English language into what is called Middle 
English (c. 1066-1500) is best characterized by the well-known works of 
Geoffrey Chaucer (1343-1400), wherein a definitive written language takes 
form for the first time, though numerous dialects were still prevalent. The 
Wycliffite versions of the Bible (1382, 1388) prompted by the preaching of 
John Wycliffe, and implemented by Nicholas Hereford and John Purvey, are 
the best examples of the scriptures translated into Middle English. 

The Wycliffite translations of the Bible are the first to be included in 
this volume, which is designed to allow readers to see and read facsimile 
reproduction pages from eleven (11) different translations of the Bible into 
early English. These translations span a period of time from the fourteenth 
century Wycliffite Bibles to the seventeenth century King James Bible. 
Apart from the Middle English translation of Wycliffe and his associates, the 
translations included in this volume are from a period of time that has been 
referred to as Pre-modern or Early-modern English (c. 1500-1800) when 
word-usage and spelling of the written English language had not yet been 
standardized. Gutenberg’s invention of printing with moveable type in the 
mid-fifteenth century (c. 1455) produced a technological revolution allowing 
bibles to be mass-produced, but the labor-intensive procedures of type-
setting and printing each page by hand led to a multitude of printed 
variances in these early bibles. 



Each of the following eleven chapters will begin with an historical 
synopsis of the details and date of the publication of the particular 
translation being considered, with brief biographical information about the 
translators. Sample pages from each translation will then be reproduced in 
true facsimile form. Some readers will find these very difficult to read, but 
will hopefully come to appreciate what the people of earlier centuries 
endured in order to read the scriptures in their own language. The digital 
images available for some of these early Bibles are less than perfect, but will 
serve to give the reader an idea of what the pages of these early texts looked 
like. In most cases the sample pages will include the first two pages of the 
Gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke and John, the Acts of the Apostles, the 
epistles of Romans and Hebrews, and the Apocalypse of John. 

 Some of these translations were originally printed as large folio 
volumes (as large as 17 inches) and have been reduced to fit on the 8.5x11 
pages of this volume. Others are reproduced at their original size, while still 
others have been increased for easier readability. Information concerning 
sizing will be provided in each chapter. 

 May these pages prove to be informative and enjoyable … 

      James A. Fowler 
       2010 



TABLE OF CONTENTS 

The Wycliffite Bibles ............................................ 1 

The Tyndale New Testament of 1526 ................. 21 

The George Joye New Testament of 1534 .......... 43 

The Coverdale Bible of 1535............................... 63 

The Thomas Matthew Bible of 1537 ................. 103 

The Taverner Bible of 1539............................... 123 

The Great Bible of 1539 ....................................143 

The Geneva Bible of 1560 .................................163 

The Bishops’ Bible of 1568............................... 191 

The Douay-Rheims Bible of 1582 ..................... 213 

The King James Bible of 1611 .......................... 235 





Bibles
translated by 

John Wycliffe 

and his Lollard followers 

The First Bibles  
in the English Language 

in hand-written manuscripts 

1



2



WYCLIFFITE MANUSCRIPT BIBLES

THE FIRST BIBLES WRITTEN IN THE ENGLISH LANGUAGE 

 John Wycliffe (also spelled Wyclif, Wycliff, Wiclef, Wicliffe, or 
Wickliffe) was born about 1324. His family was long settled in Yorkshire, 
centered around Wycliffe-on-Tees. Wycliffe pursued an avid interest in 
Biblical studies, and between 1366 and 1372 he became a Doctor of 
Divinity, lecturing on systematic divinity and writing his Summa
Theologica.

 Wycliffe’s theology was greatly influenced by Augustine, and his 
ecclesiology adapted from William of Occam. His preaching contained a 
strong belief in the “invisible” church of the elect, rather than in the 
“visible” Church of Rome. Appalled at the abuse of church finances, his 
fundamental belief was that the Church should be poor, as in the days of the 
apostles. Wycliffe aimed to do away with the existing hierarchy and replace 
it with the "poor priests" who lived in poverty, were bound by no vows, had 
received no formal consecration, and preached the simple Gospel to the 
people. These itinerant preachers spread the teachings of Wycliffe. Two by 
two they went, barefoot, wearing long dark-red robes and carrying a staff in 
the hand, and they passed from place to place preaching the gospel. The bull 
of Gregory XI impressed upon them the name of “Lollards,” intended as an 
opprobrious epithet, but it became to them a name of honor. The term 
“Lollards” is likely derived from the Dutch word lollaerd signifying a 
“mutterer” or a “mumbler” who did not speak in Latin (the language of 
academia and the church). Even in Wycliffe's time the "Lollards" had an 
extensive popular influence in England. 

 Wycliffe preached in both Latin and English, and he supported the idea 
of producing an English version of the Bible to allow English-speaking 
Christians to develop their doctrinal teaching from the Scriptures. Although 
often given credit for the first translation of the Bible into English, it is now 
generally thought that Wycliffe was not solely, perhaps only indirectly, 
responsible, involved only in translating the gospels of the New Testament. 
Nonetheless, he certainly inspired his followers to undertake the project, and 
his name will forever be conjoined with the two major Wycliffite manuscript 
versions (1382 and 1388) of the late fourteenth century. Nicholas Hereford 
is likely the chief translator of the early (1382) word-for-word English 
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translation from the Latin Vulgate, but at least five different hands are 
evident in the original copy preserved at the Bodleian Library. Within a few 
years after Wycliffe’s death (1388), his successor, John Purvey, revised the 
early version using fewer Latinisms and more idiomatic English language to 
make it more readable. Many hand-written manuscript copies of the 
Wycliffite Bibles were copied for the people desirous of reading the Bible in 
their own language. In fact, more copies of these Bibles (approximately 235) 
remain to this day than any other medieval text in English. 

 The Roman Catholic authorities were quite vexed at John Wycliffe’s 
audacity to question the authority of the papacy, reject transubstantiation, 
and translate the scriptures into the vulgar vernacular of the people. After 
publishing his repudiation of transubstantiation in 1381, he was summoned 
before a synod in Oxford in November of 1382. Although he had suffered a 
stroke, he defended his teaching, was not charged with heresy, and returned 
to his home in Lutterworth where he died December 31, 1382. 

 The Lollard movement continued, and the Wycliffite manuscript Bibles 
continued to be produced. The church authorities felt obliged to take action. 
The Anti-Wycliffite Statute of 1401 declared persecution for Wycliffe's 
remaining followers. In 1408 Archbishop Arundel convened a conference 
that issued the "Constitutions of Oxford" attempting to reclaim authority in 
all ecclesiastical matters, specifically naming John Wycliffe in a ban on 
certain writings, and noting that translation of Scripture into English is a 
crime punishable by charges of heresy. The Council of Constance (May 4, 
1415) declared Wycliffe a “stiff-necked heretic” under the ban of the 
Church. It was decreed that his books be burned and his remains be 
exhumed and “scattered far from any burial place of the church.” The 
exhumation was carried out in 1428, when, at the command of Pope Martin 
V, his remains were dug up, burned, and the ashes cast into the River Swift, 
which flows through Lutterworth.

 Historical evaluation of his endeavors have led to the appellation of 
Wycliffe as “the Morning Star of the Reformation,” having espoused many 
of the tenets that were more fully developed in the Protestant Reformation of 
the sixteenth century.

Permission to use the following copyrighted images from a Wycliffite New Testament has been 
graciously granted by Dr. Donald Brake. These were previously published in a reproduction of a 
Wycliffe New Testament, copyrighted 1986. These images are slightly larger than the originals. 
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Beginning of the Gospel of Matthew
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Beginning of the Gospel of Mark
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Beginning of the Gospel of Luke
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Beginning of the Gospel of John
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Beginning of the Acts of the Apostles
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Beginning of Paul's Epistle to the Romans
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Beginning of the Epistle to the Hebrews
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Beginning of the Apocalypse of John
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THE TYNDALE NEW TESTAMENT OF 1526 

THE FIRST PRINTED ENGLISH SCRIPTURES 

 Although the birthplace of William Tyndale is uncertain, he was 
apparently born near the border of England and Wales near Slymbridge in 
the late 1400s. He studied at Magdalen College in Oxford, and also at 
Cambridge where he likely had the opportunity to sit under the tutelage of 
Desiderius Erasmus, who arranged for the first printing of the Greek New 
Testament in 1516. Competent in the biblical languages of Greek and 
Hebrew, Tyndale had a deep desire to provide an accurate and useable 
translation of the scriptures for English-speaking people. In an early 
encounter with a Catholic priest who had declared, “we are better without 
God’s laws than the Pope’s,” Tyndale is reported to have responded, “If God 
spare my life, ere many years I will cause a boy that driveth a plough to 
know more of the scriptures than thou doest.” His mission was set – he 
would devote his life to allowing the simple plough-boys of England to 
know the scriptures in their own language. 

 Rebuffed by Bishop Cuthbert Tunstall in London when he suggested 
the idea of translating the Bible into the English vernacular, Tyndale left 
England in 1524 and traveled to Hamburg, Germany. Already at work on his 
translation of the New Testament into English, Tyndale visited Martin 
Luther in Wittenberg, and by 1525 he had completed the translation and 
arranged for the printing of his English New Testament in Cologne. Robert 
Cochlaeus, an anti-Lutheran activist, found out about the printing and 
arranged with local authorities to confiscate the printed copies. Advised of 
such, Tyndale and his friend William Roye were able to collect many of the 
printed sheets, and they fled up the Rhine River to the city of Worms, where 
the first complete printing of the English New Testament was completed in 
1526. Copies of this New Testament were then transported from Germany to 
England, often smuggled into the country in bales of merchandise. 

 The English authorities were extremely agitated that printed English 
New Testaments were arriving in England despite their prohibitions. They 
made every effort to burn every copy of the Tyndale New Testament, to 
punish every person who possessed a copy, even unto death, and to arrange 
for the capture and execution of William Tyndale for defying their edicts. In 
1527, Tyndale commented on their endeavors (almost prophetically), “In 
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burning the New Testament, they did none other thing than I looked for; no 
more shall they do if they burn me also, if it be God’s will it shall so be. 
Nevertheless in translating the New Testament I did my duty...”. 

 The rage of King Henry VIII continued to burn, and the bounty for 
Tyndale’s capture continued to rise. Eventually, in 1535, an English bounty-
hunter, Henry Phillips, was able to infiltrate the close-knit community where 
Tyndale was residing, befriend him, and then betray him by notifying the 
English authorities, who called upon the Roman Catholic community at 
Louvain to arrange for Tyndale’s arrest by the officers of Emperor Charles 
V on charges of heresy. Tyndale was imprisoned at the castle of Vilvoorde 
for sixteen months under cold and miserable conditions. On the morning of 
October 6, 1536, he was tied to a stake, mercifully strangled by his 
executioner, and his corpse was burned. Just prior to his death by 
strangulation, Tyndale exclaimed, “Lord, open the King of England’s eyes!” 

William Tyndale’s translation of the Christian scriptures into English 
molded subsequent Bible translations for centuries, but also influenced the 
development of the English language as a whole. Purposing to translate the 
scriptures in the popular vernacular of the common people, rather than in the 
learned, literary language of academia, Tyndale employed an unpretentious 
simplicity that endowed the English text with a permanence of admiration 
and perpetuity. The simple cadence of the English phrases produced a sharp, 
lucid, and beautiful English style that has endured through the centuries. 
Even the Authorized Version of the New Testament compiled by the King 
James translators of 1611 retains approximately 85% of Tyndale’s 
vocabulary and phraseology. When the KJB diverges from Tyndale’s 
translation of the New Testament, it is often to accommodate ecclesiastical 
leaders by translating “church” instead of “congregation,” “bishops” instead 
of “elders,” and “charity” instead of “love.” 

 A single portion of the Gospel of Matthew is all that remains of the 
original 1525 (Cologne) publication of Tyndale’s New Testament, and only 
two copies of the 1526 (Worms) printing remain, one without a title page (in 
the British Library) and the other complete (in the National Library of 
Stuttgart).

The sample pages of the Tyndale New Testament have been increased from their original size for 
easier viewing. 
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GEORGE JOYE NEW TESTAMENT OF 1534 

AN UNAUTHORIZED ADAPTATION OF THE 
TYNDALE NEW TESTAMENT 

 George Joye (1492-1553) studied at Cambridge and was ordained a 
priest in 1515. He was an early English reformer, sympathetic to the ideas of 
Martin Luther, and having an intense desire to see the scriptures translated 
into the common vernacular of the people. While in Cambridge in 1527 he 
was charged with the heretical opinions that salvation by faith was sufficient 
(without works), that priests should be allowed to marry, and that laymen 
could hear confessions of other Christians. Called to face Cardinal Wolsey 
on the charge of heresy, he fled instead to Strasbourg and then to Antwerp. 

 Joye seems to have been the first to translate and publish many Old 
Testament books into the English language. The Psalms were published in 
1530, Isaiah in 1531, Proverbs and Ecclesiastes in 1533, followed by 
Jeremiah and Lamentations. These became the basis for much of 
Coverdale’s translation in 1535 and subsequent translations. Joye’s 
translation of “sauing helthe” in Psalms 67:2, “backslide” in Jeremiah 
3:6,12,13,22), and “mess of pottage” in Proverbs 15:17 are examples of his 
phrases that appeared in later versions. It was his translation of “Thou shalt 
not nede to be afrayde of nyght bugges” in Psalm 91:5 that was retained by 
the Coverdale Bible (1535), the Thomas Matthew Bible (1537) and the 
Great Bible (1539) – often referred to as the “Bugge Bibles.” “Bugge” was a 
colloquial word used in the fifteenth century to refer to something terrifying, 
similar to later reference to the “boogey man.” 

While residing in Antwerp Joye continued to translate portions of the 
Old Testament into English and worked as a proofreader for William 
Tyndale on his revision of the English New Testament. Rather unwisely, 
Joye anonymously printed a revised edition of the Tyndale New Testament 
in 1534 without consulting William Tyndale. The alterations that George 
Joye made to Tyndale’s New Testament were regarded as most unacceptable 
by Tyndale. The prime example was Joye’s substitution of the phrase “the 
life after this” for numerous occurences of Tyndale’s translation of 
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“resurrection.” Tyndale responded to George Joye in an extensive and rather 
mean-spirited prologue to his own revised New Testament, printed later in 
November, 1534. He falsely accused Joye of promoting the heresy of the 
denial of the bodily resurrection. Joye responded by publishing An Apologye 
made by George Ioye to satisfye (if it maye be) w. Tindale: to pourge & 
defende himself ageinst so many sclaunderouse lyes fayned upon him in 
Tindals uncheritable and unsober Pystle so well worthye to be prefixed for 
the Reader to induce him into the understaning of hys new Testament 
(February 27, 1535). All in all, this was a most unfortunate incident in the 
early history of English Bible translation. 

 When William Tyndale was betrayed by Henry Phillips, a bounty-
hunter agent of the Archbisop of Canterbury, and arrested in Antwerp in 
May 1535, Joye narrowly escaped capture and fled to Calais, and then back 
to England. Joye was wrongly suspected by Tyndale’s friends of betraying 
him, but Phillips reported a few weeks later that “Joye was falsely credited 
with aiding in Tyndale’s capture, and was consequently greatly abused.” 
George Joye returned to England, published several other books, and died in 
1553, fortunate to have avoided martyrdom during this most volatile time in 
English history. 

 The George Joye New Testament of 1534 is but an curious anomaly in 
the history of English Bible translation. 

The sample pages from the George Joye unauthorized New Testament have been enlarged from 
their original publication size. 
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THE COVERDALE BIBLE OF 1535 
THE FIRST COMPLETE PRINTED ENGLISH BIBLE 

 Myles (also spelled Miles) Coverdale was probably born in the district 
known as Coverdale, in the district of Richmondshire, England, in or around 
1488. He studied at Cambridge, became a priest at Norwich in 1514, and 
entered the convent of Austin friars at Cambridge, where Robert Barnes was 
prior, in 1523. After Barnes was convicted of heresy in 1526, Coverdale 
apparently decided to move to the European Continent, at least from 1528-
1535.

 Evidence is lacking concerning the alleged association of Coverdale 
and Tyndale in Germany, but it has been confirmed that Myles Coverdale 
and John Rogers were with William Tyndale in Antwerp in 1534-1535, prior 
to Tyndale’s arrest. Coverdale was apparently not proficient in the original 
biblical languages of Hebrew or Greek, so he explained that he used “five 
soundry interpreters” (Tyndale, Luther, Zwingli, Paginius, etc.?) in Latin, 
English and Douche (German) as source text for his endeavor to produce a 
complete English Bible in English. He utilized Tyndale’s English translation 
of the New Testament (the Antwerp edition of 1534), as well as Tyndale’s 
Pentateuch and Jonah, translating the remaining Old Testament books from 
German and Latin texts rather than the original Hebrew language. 

 The first complete printed English Bible (the editio princeps) was 
entitled, Biblia. The Bible, that is, the holy Scripture of the Olde and New 
Testament, faithfully and truly translated out of Douche and Latyn in to 
Englishe. As it was not unlawful to publish an English Bible in England at 
the time, the location of the publication of this first complete English Bible 
has long been debated. The printer was long assumed to be either Froschover 
in Zurich or Cervicornus and Soter (in Cologne or Marburg). But recently 
the printer has been more definitively identified as Merten de Keyser in 
Antwerp, based on identical woodcuts used in other Antwerp publications. 
The publication was partly financed by Jacobus van Meteren in Antwerp, 
whose sister-in-law, Adriana de Weyden, married John Rogers. (J. van 
Meteren published the Thomas Matthew Bible for John Rogers two years 
later in 1537).
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In 1538, Coverdale was in Paris, superintending the initial printing of 
the "Great Bible," and arranging for the publication of a diglot (dual-
language) New Testament with the Latin Vulgate and a slightly revised 
English text in parallel columns, as well as an Illustrated English New 
Testament with over 200 woodcut illustrations. 

He returned to England in 1539, living briefing in Newbury, but on 
the execution of Thomas Cromwell (who had been his friend and protector 
since 1527) in 1540, he was compelled again to go into exile and lived for a 
time at Tübingen, and, between 1543 and 1547, was a schoolmaster and 
pastor at Bergzabern (now Bad Bergzabern) in the Palatinate, living in 
virtual poverty. 

In March, 1548, he went back to England, was well received at the 
court of the new King, Edward VI. In 1551, he became Bishop of Exeter, but 
was deprived of such in 1553 after the succession of Mary. He went to 
Denmark (where his brother-in-law was chaplain to the king), then to Wesel, 
and finally back to Bergzabern. In 1559, he was again in England, but was 
not reinstated in his bishopric, perhaps because of Puritanical scruples about 
vestments. From 1564 to 1566, he was rector of St. Magnus’ near London 
Bridge. On January 20, 1569, Coverdale died in London and was buried in 
St. Bartholomew's by the Exchange When that church was demolished in 
1840 to make way for the new Royal Exchange, his remains were moved to 
St. Magnus. 

Coverdale, in the first complete English Bible of 1535, was the first 
translator to include chapter summaries in the text, and the first to separate 
the Apocrypha from the other Old Testament books, including them as an 
appendix to the Old Testament. A second edition of the Coverdale Bible was 
printed in 1537 by an English printer, Nycolson of Southwark, and the title-
page bore the words, “Set forth with the King’s most gracious license.” In 
thus licensing Coverdale's translation, King Henry VIII probably did not 
know how far he was sanctioning the work of Tyndale, which he had 
previously condemned. Later, in 1546, King Henry ordered the burning of 
all copies of the Coverdale Bible. 

Sample pages from the Coverdale Bible of 1535 have been reduced from their original size. 
Sample pages from the Coverdale Illustrated New Testament of 1538 are also included, as this 
was the first edition of English scriptures with extensive woodcut illustrations. These pages are 
reproduced in their original size. 
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THOMAS MATTHEW BIBLE OF 1537

THE SECOND COMPLETE BIBLE IN THE ENGLISH LANGUAGE 

The second complete English Bible to be published was published 
under the guise of a pseudonym. John Rogers had made the acquaintance of 
William Tyndale in Antwerp prior to Tyndale’s martyrdom in 1536. Picking 
up the vision of providing the scriptures to God’s people in the vernacular of 
their own language, Rogers undertook to continue the task Tyndale was 
devoted to accomplish. 

John Rogers was born in the parish of Aston (just north of 
Birmingham), in about 1500. He received his B.A. degree from Pembroke 
Hall in Cambridge in 1526, and was trained as a Catholic priest. In 1534 he 
was assigned as a Catholic chaplain to serve the English merchants in 
Antwerp. While there he became acquainted with William Tyndale, and was 
persuaded to abandon the Catholic religion and join in the task of Bible 
translation. He married a lady from Antwerp, Adriana, and they had ten 
children.

When William Tyndale was strangled and his corpse burned in the 
courtyard of the Vilvoorde Castle in 1536, he had previously arranged for 
John Rogers to take all the manuscripts of his unfinished Old Testament 
translation. Acting primarily as a compiler rather than a translator, Rogers 
took Tyndale’s Old and New Testament translations, filled in with 
translations from other sources (possibly Joye and Coverdale), and arranged 
for the publication of the second complete Bible in the English language, 
adding his own prefaces, commentary and marginal notes. It was printed in 
Antwerp in 1537 by Sir Jacobus van Meteren, the brother-in-law of his wife, 
Adriana, and published under the pseudonym, “Thomas Matthew” (an 
assumed name that Tyndale had used previously) because involvement in 
translating the Bible into English, and even the possession of English 
translations of the Bible (particularly Tyndale’s) were condemned and 
punishable by death. The Bible was entitled, The Byble whych is all the 
Scripture in whych are contayned the Olde and Newe Testament truly and 
purely translated into Englysh by Thomas Matthew MDXXXVII, set forth 
with the Kinge’s most gracyous Lyce(n)ce. This translation has henceforth 
been known as “The Thomas Matthew Bible” or as “The Matthew-Tyndale 
Bible.”
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From Antwerp, John Rogers and his family moved to Wittenberg, 
Germany where he served as pastor of a Protestant congregation. He 
returned to England in 1548 when King Edward VI ascended to the throne. 
In 1551 he was appointed as divinity lecturer at St. Paul’s Cathedral in 
London. But King Edward VI died as a young man in 1553, and the throne 
was transferred to his half-sister, Mary, who was a zealous Roman Catholic. 
The political and ecclesiastical climate in England changed drastically. 

Unwilling to back down from his Christian convictions, John Rogers 
declined to wear the prescribed vestments of the Catholic clergy, donning 
instead a simple round cap. When he preached at Paul’s Cross, warning of 
the “pestilent Popery, idolatry and superstition” of the Roman Catholic 
Church, he was summoned before the council on August 16, 1553. Edmund 
Bonner, the new Catholic bishop of London, sent him to the Newgate Prison. 
He languished in prison for one year before he was charged with heresy and 
sentenced to death by Gardiner for denying the legitimacy of the Church of 
Rome and the physical presence of the body of Christ in the Sacrament of 
the Eucharist. 

On February 4, 1555, when the time came that he should be brought 
out of Newgate Prison to Smithfield, the place of his execution, Mr. 
Woodroofe, one of the sheriffs, came to John Rogers, and asked him if he 
would revoke his abominable doctrine and evil opinion of the Sacrament. 
Rogers answered, "That which I have preached I will seal with my blood."
Then Mr. Woodroofe said, "Thou art an heretic." Rogers replied "That shall 
be known at the Day of Judgment." Mr. Woodroofe added, "I will never pray 
for thee." Rogers responded "But I will pray for you.”

On that day, February 4, 1555, John Rogers was burned at the stake in 
Smithfield and became the first Christian martyr to be executed under the 
reign of Queen Mary I of England (known as “Bloody Mary”). He was but 
the first of hundreds of Protestant Christians who sacrificed their lives in 
martyrdom rather than capitulate to Catholicism. 
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RICHARD TAVERNER’S BIBLE – 1539 

AN UNSUCCESSFUL COMMERCIAL ENDEAVOR 

 Richard Taverner (1505-1575) was a competent scholar, trained as a 
lawyer, and particularly adept in the Greek language. His Christian 
commitment and integrity, however, have been questioned. 

 While a student at Christ Church, Oxford he got into trouble for 
reading William Tyndale’s New Testament, and had to perform a public act 
of penance by throwing the book into a fire. After the publication of his The
Most Sacred Bible in 1539, Taverner was incarcerated in the Tower of 
London in 1541 by King Henry VIII. After capitulating to the King’s royal 
favor, he was released. 

His rather inconsequential Bible translation was essentially a pirated 
version of the Matthew-Tyndale Bible of 1537, with only minimal revisions. 
Not adept in the Hebrew language, his revisions in the Old Testament were 
from the Latin Vulgate. Being far more competent in the Greek language, 
Taverner’s revisions were primarily in the New Testament, where he 
translated "commytteth aduoutry" for "breaketh wedlocke" in Matthew 19:9, 
used the word “parable” in place of Tyndale’s “similitude,” and was the first 
to use “express image” in Hebrews 1:3. True to form, he expediently excised 
or “watered down” many of the column notes critical of the contemporary 
church and government that had been printed in the Thomas Matthew Bible
of 1537. 

 When the political and ecclesiastic climate in England had shifted 
sufficiently to allow English Bibles to be printed in England, Richard 
Taverner joined Thomas Barthlet in a commercial endeavor and published a 
Bible entitled, The Most Sacred Bible whiche is the holy scripture, 
conteyning the old and new testament, translated into English, and newly 
recognized with great diligence after most faythful exemplars by Rychard 
Taverner. Folio, quarto, and octavo editions of this Bible were all printed in 
1539. This translation of the Bible, known thereafter as the Taverner Bible,
suffered from the circumstance of poor timing, as the Great Bible was also 
published in 1539 and Thomas Cromwell declared that a copy of such was to 
be placed in every parish church throughout England. Richard Taverner’s 
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public acceptance, and was apparently an unsuccessful venture for those 
who financed the effort, as sales were diminished by the popularity of the 
Great Bible.

 Richard Taverner seems to have expediently “saved his own skin” for 
many years during tumultuous times in the history of England. He died on 
July 14, 1575 and was buried in the chancel of the church at Wood Eaton 
near Oxford. 

 The only lasting value of the Taverner Bible in the history of English 
Bible translation is to be found in the phraseology of a few idiomatic 
expressions that Taverner employed in the New Testament. Foremost among 
these is his usage of the word “parable” in place of the word “similitude” 
utilized previously by Tyndale, and although this is but a transliteration from 
the Greek rather than a true translation it was utilized by the King James 
Bible of 1611 and endures to the present in English Bible usage. 
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THE GREAT BIBLE OF 1539 

THE FIRST FORMALLY AUTHORIZED ENGLISH BIBLE 

 After arranging for the publication of the first complete printed 
English Bible in Antwerp in 1535, Myles Coverdale continued his exile 
from England, printing an illustrated English New Testament and a 
Latin/English diglot New Testament in 1538. During that same year, 1538, 
Sir Thomas Cromwell, Vicar General and Secretary to King Henry VIII, 
convinced the King to authorize an English Bible to be read aloud in all of 
the church services of the newly separated Church of England. Cromwell 
contacted Coverdale in Paris and commissioned him to prepare an 
authorized English Bible, and notified the clergy of the churches of England 
of the need to purchase this “one book of the bible of the largest volume in 
English, and the same set up in some convenient place within the said 
church that ye have care of, whereas your parishioners may most 
commodiously resort to the same and read it.” 

 Printing of the first edition of 2,500 copies of this large pulpit Bible 
began in the printing house of Regnault in Paris, but French authorities 
(seemingly always at odds with the English and fueled by the French 
Inquisition) seized the printed sheets on grounds of heresy. Some of the 
sheets were rescued and others repurchased from a tradesman. Printers and 
presses from Regnault’s shop were subsequently transported from Paris to 
London, and the work completed there by Grafton and Whitchurch, whose 
imprint stands on the title-page depicting the dissemination of the Scriptures 
from the hands of Henry, through the instrumentality of Cromwell and 
Cranmer, to the general populace. Two special copies were printed on 
vellum with colorful illuminations, one for King Henry and one for 
Cromwell (the latter copy now in the library of St. John's College, 
Cambridge).

The first edition of this authorized pulpit Bible was made available in 
April 1539. It soon sold out, as the English-speaking public was extremely 
anxious to read the scriptures in their own language. Six additional revisions 
and printings were made within the next two years (1539-1541). The second 
edition, in 1540, was particularly noteworthy because it included a preface 
by Thomas Cranmer, the Archbishop of Canterbury, recommending the 
reading of the scriptures. 
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In terms of textual translation this authorized pulpit Bible revised by 
Myles Coverdale utilized even more Vulgate Latinisms than his first Bible 
of 1535, these being more acceptable to the Anglo-Catholic church leaders. 
Revisions in the Old Testament were largely based on the Latin translation 
of Sebastian Münster (1534-1535), and Erasmus’ Greek-English translation 
was consulted for the New Testament. Critical column notes from previous 
translations (particularly William Tyndale and John Rogers) were avoided. 

 Though this Bible was entitled, The Byble in Englyshe, that is to saye 
the content of all the holy scrypture, bothe of ye olde and newe testament, 
truly translated after the veryte of the Hebrue and Greke textes, by ye 
dylygent studye of dyuerse excellent learned men, expert in theforsayde 
tonges, it was popularly known as “The Great Bible” due to its large size 
(42x28 cm; 16.5x11 in). It was also known as “The Cromwell Bible,” since 
Thomas Cromwell orchestrated its publication, “The Whitchurch Bible” 
after the first English printer, “The Chained Bible,” since it was often 
chained to the pulpit in many English churches, or “The Cranmer Bible” 
based on Thomas Cranmer’s preface that appeared in the second edition. 

 Some notable features of the Great Bible of 1539 are that the 
traditional order of biblical books is restored in place of the order assigned 
by Luther (followed by Tyndale and earlier English editions), and the 
Apocrypha, though set apart from the Old Testament books, was entitled 
Hagiographa, which means “Holy writings.” 

 The lasting influence of The Great Bible is seen in the Anglican Book
of Common Prayer. When revised in 1661 most scripture references were 
taken from the 1611 King James Bible, but the Psalter of the last edition of 
the Great Bible (1541) was retained due to its beloved familiarity among 
English-speaking Anglican Christians. It is still utilized in the twenty-first 
century.

The following sample pages from the Great Bible have been reduced to fit these 8.5x11 inch 
pages. The original Great Bible was an extremely large folio pulpit bible that was often chained 
to the pulpit. 
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THE GENEVA BIBLE OF 1560

THE FIRST ENGLISH BIBLE WITH VERSE NUMBERS 

Queen Mary I (“Bloody Mary”) was an ardent Roman Catholic 
advocate who took brutal action against those who were sympathetic to the 
Protestant Reformation and those who produced or possessed Bibles in the 
English language. During her reign (1553-1558) almost 300 persons were 
burned at the stake solely for their contrary religious persuasions (including 
John Rogers, Thomas Cranmer, Hugh Latimer, etc.). 

Hundreds of Christians escaped the Marian persecution by leaving 
England and going into exile on the European Continent. Many of them 
congregated in Geneva, finding a safe haven under the protection of John 
Calvin and Theodore Beza who were leaders in the Protestant community 
located there. Geneva was a center for biblical and theological scholarship. 
Robert Estienne’s Greek New Testament (1551) and at least 22 editions of 
French Bibles were published in Geneva in the 1550’s. The scholars in 
Geneva determined that a more accurate English Bible was needed. 

William Whittingham, John Calvin’s brother-in-law, was in charge of 
the translation of the New Testament, printed in Geneva June 10, 1557 with 
a sixteen page preface letter from John Calvin regarding "Christ is the end of 
the Lawe.” Anthony Gilby headed a committee of scholars in preparation of 
the first English Old Testament translated entirely from the original Hebrew. 
With slight revisions of the New Testament, the entire Bible was printed by 
Rowland Hall in Geneva April 10, 1560, and henceforth known as “The 
Geneva Bible.” 

This new continental English Bible was entitled, The Bible and Holy 
Scriptvres conteyned in the Olde and Newe Testament. Translated according 
to the Ebrue and Greke, and conferred With the best translations in diuers 
langages. With moste profitable annotations vpon all the hard places, and 
other things of great importance as may appeare in the Epistle to the 
Reader.

Due to a passage in Genesis 3:7, describing the clothing that Adam 
and Eve fashioned after their sin in the Garden of Eden as “breeches” (an 
antiquated form of “britches”), the Geneva Bible has long been referred to as 
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the “Breeches Bible” (even though the Wycliffite translation had used the 
same word previously). 

The Geneva Bible was quite innovative. It was the first English Bible 
to add verse numbers. (No readers had previously referenced a single verse 
such as John 3:16.) It was the first English Bible to be printed in Roman 
typeface instead of the Gothic blackletter typeface, employing italic text to 
indicate interpolated words not in the original languages. Chapters had 
introductory summaries, and there was an abundance of cross-references to 
parallel scriptures, indices, dictionaries, maps, woodcut illustrations, 
informative tables, etc. Perhaps the foremost innovation was the insertion of 
extensive (over 300,000 words) marginal annotations providing interpretive 
commentary on the text. Many comments were polemical and critical of the 
institutional church. They were also theologically biased towards a Calvinist 
perspective. These notes are the basis of identifying the Geneva Bible as the 
first English “study Bible.” They served to promote popular interest in the 
Geneva Bible for almost 100 years, but also served to precipitate its demise 
by the adverse reaction of the Anglican bishops requesting King James I to 
authorize a new translation (KJB) which superseded it. 

The Geneva Bible became the Bible of choice for almost 100 years 
among English speaking Christians. Between 1560 and 1644 at least 144 
editions of this Bible were published. This is the Bible that is quoted 
extensively in the works of Shakespeare, and by John Milton and John 
Bunyan. A copy of this Bible is reported to have been brought to America on 
the Mayflower in 1620. Many American colonists, who were fleeing the 
religious oppression of the Church of England, wanted nothing to do with 
the King James Bible of the Anglican Church and clung to their attachment 
to the Geneva Bible. The Geneva Bible has been called “The Bible of the 
Protestant Reformation,” “The Calvinist Bible,” “The Puritan Bible,” and 
“The Pilgrims’ Bible.” 

As Scottish reformer, John Knox, participated in the translation, the 
Geneva Bible was the first Bible printed in Scotland, and long remained 
popular in that country. In fact, a law was passed in 1579 requiring every 
household of sufficient means to purchase a copy.

Sample pages from the 1560 first edition Geneva Bible are increased from the original size, 
whereas sample pages from the first blackletter folio edition of 1578 have been reduced from 
their original size. 
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THE BISHOPS’ BIBLE OF 1568 

AN ATTEMPT TO COUNTER THE GENEVA BIBLE 

The bishops of the Church of England were greatly distressed by the 
ready availability and rising popularity of the Geneva Bible after its 
publication in 1560. This was not due to the textual translation of the 
Geneva Bible itself, but because of its extensive annotations that espoused 
Reformation theology. The accuracy of the Geneva translation to the original 
languages of Hebrew and Greek actually showcased the inadequacy and 
deficiency of the Great Bible translation (1539) that was still the major 
translation being used in the Anglican churches. The Old Testament portion 
of the Great Bible was primarily an English translation from the Latin 
Vulgate.

The interpretive commentaries in the column notes of the Geneva 
Bible were extremely critical of the hierarchically organized church 
(whether Anglican or Roman Catholic). The Anglo-Catholic Episcopal 
bishops were threatened by the Calvinist emphasis on a Presbyterian form of 
church polity featuring involvement of lay elders. They were intent on 
maintaining their control and developing an ecclesiastically authorized 
English Bible translation acceptable for the national Church of England. 

Following the lead of the Archbishop of Canterbury, Matthew Parker 
(1504-1575), seventeen Anglican bishops banded together to produce and 
publish a new English Bible for the English churches that was to have "no 
bitter or controversial annotations to the text." Published as “The holie Bible, 
conteynyng the Olde Testament and the newe, Imprinted at London in 
povvles Curch-yarde, by Richard Jugge, printer to the Queenes Maiestie. 
Cum privilegio Regiae Maiestatis. London, 1568,” it was popularly referred 
to as “The Bishops’ Bible.” 

This Bishop’s Bible suffered from very uneven translation quality. 
Many portions of the Old Testament and Apocrypha have little variance 
from the Great Bible (based largely on the Vulgate), because none of the 
bishops were Hebrew scholars. The translation of the Psalms was extensive, 
but so awkward and unacceptable that they were discarded by 1577. In 
addition, Edmund Grindal (1519-1583), Bishop of London, was a Puritan 
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sympathizer, and the portions that he was responsible for translating 
resemble the text of the Geneva Bible. 

 First published in 1568, the initial edition had a portrait of Queen 
Elizabeth (1568-1603 on its title page, though it was not formally dedicated 
to her. The Convocation of Canterbury in 1571 ordered that each 
Archbishop and Bishop "should place a copy in the dining room of his 
house, each cathedral and, as far as possible, each church should possess a 
copy" of the Bishops’ Bible. Due to its obvious imperfections the Bishops’ 
Bible was substantially revised in 1572, adding the Psalms from the Great 
Bible and using more ecclesiastical language (such as the word “charity” in I 
Corinthians 13). 

 The Bishops’ Bible never did become a popular English Bible among 
the people. Though nineteen editions were printed between 1568 and 1607, 
it was primarily printed as a pulpit bible for the Anglican clergy. The last 
complete edition with both testaments was printed in 1602. Despite the 
incompetence of its scholarship and its unpopularity among English 
scripture readers, the Anglican bishops pressed on in their objective to 
counter the Geneva Bible, using the 1602 edition of their Bishops’ Bible as 
the required “rough draft” for the next edition authorized by King James I in 
1604. The translators of the King James Bible (1611) were instructed to 
follow the text of the Bishops’ Bible wherever possible. 

 The Bishops’ Bible is often referred to as the “Treacle Bible” because 
of its translation of Jeremiah 8:22, “Is there not tryacle at Gilead?” (also 
Jere. 46:11; Ezek. 27:27). The word “treacle” was used in early English 
vocabulary to refer to a “cure-all” or to “molasses.” It had been used 
previously in Beck’s revision of the Thomas Matthew Bible in 1549. The 
King James Bible translated the verse, “Is there no balm in Gilead?” 

 A curiosity in several editions of the Bishops’ Bible is a comment on 
Psalm 45:9 that identifies Ophir as the “Iland … founde by Christopher 
Columbo.”

Sample pages of the Bishops’ Bible have been reduced from their original size for the original 
was a folio size pulpit Bible. 

194



195



196



197



198



199



200



201



202



203



204



205



206



207



208



209



210



211



212



The

Douay-Rheims
Bible

The Rheims New Testament 

1582

The Douay Old Testament 

1609, 1610 

The first Roman Catholic Bible 
In the English Language 

213



214



THE DOUAY-RHEIMS BIBLE

THE FIRST ROMAN CATHOLIC ENGLISH BIBLE 

By the middle of the sixteenth century the Roman Catholic Church 
recognized that their insistence on the Bible in “Latin only” was to no avail. 
Bible translations were already available in many European languages, and 
the English translations published by the Protestant Reformers were often 
used for polemical purposes, particularly the Geneva Bible with its marginal 
notes containing pointed anti-Catholic comments. So, the Roman Church 
consented to produce an English translation of their own making.  

Gregory Martin, trained at Oxford in England, was teaching at the 
Roman Catholic English College at Douay (also spelled Douai or Doway) in 
Flanders, and became the lead translator of the Roman Catholic English 
Bible. The Latin Vulgate (the accepted text of the Roman Church) was the 
primary source of this English translation, though some Greek texts were 
consulted. Borrowing freely from earlier English translations (especially 
Coverdale’s diglot of 1538) an English translation was produced that 
contained many latinisms and many words transliterated instead of translated 
(ex. “evangelize,” “baptize,” etc.), creating a translation with very 
cumbersome English. Due to the unrest of the political situation, the English 
college in Douay was transferred to Rheims (also spelled Rhemes or Reims) 
in 1578. The first English New Testament produced by the Catholic Church 
was published in Rheims in 1582, and became popularly known as the 
“Rheims New Testament.” 

Over twenty-five years passed before the Old Testament portion was 
was translated and published in two volumes, the first in 1609 and the 
second in 1610, by which time the college had returned to Douay. The first 
complete Roman Catholic English Bible was entitled, The Holy Bible, 
faithfully translated into English out of the authentic Latin. Diligently 
conferred with the Hebrew, Greek and other Editions, but it was popularly 
identified as the “Douay-Rheims Bible” (DR). It contained extensive 
commentary and notes from a Catholic perspective, expressed with a 
decidedly polemic and patristic character. 

 The Douay Old Testament was reprinted only once in the course of 
the following century, and the Rheims New Testament only a few times in 
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the seventeeth century. In England, the Douay-Rheims Bible was ironically 
popularized by the action of a vehement adversary, William Fulke, who, in 
order to expose its perceived errors, in 1589 printed the Rheims New 
Testament in parallel columns with the Anglican Bishops' version of 1568, 
and the Rheims annotations with his own refutations of them. It only served 
to make the Douay-Rheims Bible better known among English-speaking 
people.

     What is surprising is the considerable influence that the Douay-Rheims 
version had on the translators of the King James Bible of 1611. Extensive 
vocabulary and phrases were imported into the text of the King James Bible. 

 The Douay-Rheims Bible was extensively revised by Bishop Richard 
Challoner in 1749-1752. This Challoner revision was much easier to read, 
and had much greater conformity to the King James Bible. Large folio 
editions of the revised Challoner Douay-Rheims Bible were printed by T. 
Haydock in Ireland and England in 1811-1833, with one folio printing of a 
two-volume edition printed by Eugene Cummiskey in Philadelphia in 1825. 
English-speaking “traditionalist Catholics” prefer the Challoner revision of 
the Douay-Rheims Bible to this very day. 
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KING JAMES BIBLE OF 1611 
 

THE MOST POPULAR ENGLISH BIBLE OF ALL TIME 
 
 

Prince James VI of Scotland became King James I of England in 
1603. Although not particularly academic or religiously inclined, he was a 
king who desired peace among his subjects and with other nations. 
 

When James ascended to the throne, the bishops of the Church of 
England were quite dissatisfied with the critical column notes of the Geneva 
Bible, first published in 1560 in Geneva. The Geneva Bible was a 
reformation Bible translated by English exiles having fled to continental 
Europe to escape the persecution of Queen Mary I (1553-1558). It contained 
many column notes critical of ecclesiastical authorities (both Roman 
Catholic and Anglican), and had become very popular among English 
readers. The Anglican bishops had first attempted to stem its popularity by 
joining Bishop Matthew Parker to translate and publish the Bishops’ Bible 
in 1568. Failing to convince English readers to change their Bibles, the 
Anglican bishops made another attempt by convincing King James I to allow 
a uniform translation ratified by royal authority. 
 

When the Anglican Church leaders met in 1604 at the Hampton Court 
Conference convened by the new King, they followed the lead of John 
Reynolds of Oxford to request that King James I authorize a new English 
Bible translation with “royal authority.” King James I consented and issued 
a 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 only to be used in all churches of England in time 
of divine service."  

 
He subsequently appointed fifty-four (54) scholars to engage in the new 
translation (although only forty-seven are known to have participated), 
working in six groups at Westminster, Cambridge, and Oxford. They were to 
use the available original language manuscripts as much as possible, but 
they also consulted all of the previous English translations of the Bible. 
When completed the work was compiled, and the first edition of what is 



called the “King James Bible” or the “Authorized Version,” was published 
in London by Robert Barker in A.D. 1611.

The first edition was a large folio (16 inches tall) with 
Gothic/blackletter text, entitled, "THE HOLY BIBLE, Conteyning the Old 
Testament, and the New: Newly Translated out of the Originall tongues: & 
with the former Translations diligently compared and revised, by his 
Majesties Special Commandment. Appointed to be read in Churches. 
Imprinted at London by Robert Barker, Printer to the Kings most Excellent 
Majestie. ANNO DOM. 1611." The first edition was soon discovered to have 
a masculine pronoun, “he” in reference to Ruth (3:15). A second run, 
utilizing some of the original printed pages corrected the misprint. These are 
referred to as the “he” and “she” variations of the first edition – both have 
two columns with 59 lines of text per column. A second large folio edition 
of the King James Bible, completely reset in blackletter text with 72 lines 
per column, was published in 1613, incorporating over 300 changes and 
corrections.

Based, as it was, primarily on the Bishops’ Bible of 1568, and 
utilizing a large percentage of the phraseology of the original Tyndale New 
Testament (1526), even using vocabulary from the Catholic Douay-Rheims 
Bible (1610), but consulting the best Hebrew and Greek sources available at 
the time, the translators achieved a beautiful and flowing English Bible in 
the vernacular of seventeenth century English. It achieved its intended 
purpose in surpassing the popularity of the Geneva Bible, the last edition of 
which was printed in 1644. Whether the King James Bible became more 
prominent by the popular demand of the Bible-reading public or by the 
efforts of the English authorities to suppress the printing and reading of the 
Geneva Bible remain debatable. Regardless, the Authorized Version/King 
James Bible became the most popular English Bible for the almost 250 
years, and the most printed book in the history of the world. Only in the 
second half of the twentieth century was the dominance of the King James 
Bible displaced by the proliferation of modern English translations. 

The original King James Bible of 1611 was a large folio edition approximately 16 inches tall. The 
following sample pages have been reduced to fit on the 8.5x11 inch pages of this volume. 
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