Why is my Bible different from yours?
Part 4 The Authorised Version

In our study of the Bible’s history last month we reached the turn of the sixteenth and seventeenth century. We had a new king on the throne in James 1st of England who was anxious not to get dragged into the kind of religious disputes that had caused the demise of his mother Mary Queen of Scots some years earlier.

The Hampton Court Conference of 1604 had been intended to resolve many of the difficulties between the various religious factions, the only concrete outcome was that it was decided “that a translation be made of the whole Bible, as constant 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”

The translation had been suggested by Dr John Reynolds from Oxford and one of the greatest scholars of his day. Whilst some of the bishops were unhappy, James was really behind the project and it was he who insisted on no marginal notes. These were not notes of explanation rather partisan comments on particular verses. James believed that the notes in the Geneva Bible were” very partial, untrue seditious and savouring too much of dangerous and traitorous conceits” One comment in the Geneva Bible which really upset him was about 2 Chronicles 15v 16 which        suggested the Kings mother should have been executed, clearly not a topic to gain James support.

James took a huge part in organising the work, panels of translators were set to work, 47 scholars in all, who meet in Oxford, Cambridge and   Westminster having translated the Old and New Testaments they also translated the Apocrypha . Once this work was done it was reassessed by smaller groups.

James himself set some important rules in relation to the work. Proper names were given their forms in common use and also the same name was used through out the work, although this did not apply to names in different Testament so Elijah in the Old Testament is Elias in the New.

Old ecclesiastical words were to be used instead of more modern equivalents thus church was used not congregation and the aim as stated by the translators in their notes to readers was to avoid the extremes   represented by “popish persons at home or abroad” and “self conceited Brethren of Puritan outlook or non conformist temper”  Chapters were given headings which today might cause theological debate but then were acceptable to all.   

Having gained the authority of the King and the Privy Council the translation was published in 1611, in all three parts Old & New Testament and Apocrypha. Indeed in 1615, it was made a criminal offence to print a version without the Apocrypha, although this was     overturned in 1644 and the Westminster Confession of 1647 clearly stated that the Apocrypha was not part of canon.  The situation from then on   has remained unclear when in 1902 the Bible Society wished to    present a copy of the Bible to the new King for use in his Coronation   without the Apocrypha  the then Archbishop of Canterbury refused on the grounds that “a mutilated Bible was unacceptable”                                                                                                              The translation itself has a poetical sense and flow because as the translators themselves said “they did not tie themselves to a uniformity of phrasing, or to an identity of words” in other words they used the variety of meaning that is within both Greek and Hebrew words when they produced an English translation.    

 There were no serious contenders to the position of the Authorised version for almost three hundred years and that says much about its value. With the changes which have taken place in the English language however it is now less used than it was and there are many more up to date translations as we shall see in future articles however in my view there are none which match the grandeur of the language of the Authorised Version. As a final thought many of us who have ever learnt scripture by rote will I suggest have learnt the Authorised Version, it was always more easy to remember.   
  
The translators wanted the reader to “harken when God speaketh to us” and to read the Word of God set before us in order “  that we might know him and serve him that we might be acknowledged of him when he    appears”  A prayer which the Authorised version continues to help answer to this day.
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