Why is my Bible different from yours?
Part 3 The Reformation

We left the story of the Bible last month with the dominance of the Vulgate or Latin version in the West. We saw that its author Jerome had translated the New Testament from the Greek but for the  Old Testament had relied upon the       Septuagint or Greek Version rather than the Hebrew original. Whilst Jerome in his later years learnt Hebrew  and went on to translate the Old Testament from the Hebrew, his work was not well received.                                                                                          
There were translations into other languages in other parts of the world including Arabic but it remains telling that the first printed bible in 1456 the Guttenberg Bible was a copy of the Vulgate.                                                                                    The “enlightenment” that period of History at the end of the 15th  and  beginning of the 16th century saw an increase in learning  which included an increase in the knowledge of Greek and Hebrew. The first Hebrew text was printed in 1488 and the first Greek text was the work of Erasmus and published in 1516. 
There had been an early translation of the Bible into English known as the  Wycliffe Version. It was translated in part at least by John Wycliffe  but  it was not welcomed and a synod of the church in 1408 at Oxford forbade its ownership or reading. Such a ban remained in force for a hundred years and many of Wycliffe's fellow translators were burned as Heretics. Such was the desire of the Roman Church to stop people reading the Word of God which they had not first  interpreted.                                                                                                          
Luther translated the Greek New Testament into German in 1522 and William Tyndale, a graduate of Oxford, wanted to do a similar thing in England so that, “the boy that drives the plough in England might know more scripture than many men of learning.” Although he completed the New Testament his work on the Old Testament was halted by his martyrdom in 1536. His final prayer before the flames overcame him was “Lord open the King of England’s eyes.”                           
Other translations followed, in 1535 the Coverdale version was produced. Myles Coverdale was born in York, he had been a friar and went on to be Bishop of    Exeter between periods of exile in Geneva. Coverdale’s work is known to all     Anglicans because it was his translation of the Psalms that was used in the Prayer book of 1662. Coverdale had in fact used Tyndale’s English, Luther's   German and the Latin Vulgate to produce his work.    In 1537 a version known as Matthew’s Bible was produced by John Rodgers. Rodgers himself was to be martyred by the catholic Queen Mary in 1555 but his translation was published under license from the King, a clear answer to the prayer of Tyndale.                                                                                                                                                 In 1539 Tyndale's prayer was further answered when “The Great Bible” was    produced a version of both Tyndale’s and Matthew’s Bible it was placed in every church in England  at the will of Henry V111 who decreed  “In God’s name let it go abroad amongst the People.”  
During the reign of Queen Elizabeth two key versions of the Bible were produced. The first was the Geneva Bible also known as the Breeches Bible (in Genesis 3v7 Adam and Eve : “sewed figge leaves together and made themselves breeches”) The Geneva Bible published in 1650 was marked by “accurate  scholarship and fidelity to the original text”  (FF Bruce) . The Bible was clearly linked to the       Reformed Tradition and its marginal notes were both anti-catholic and Calvinistic in nature.                                                                                                                               The translation was very popular, it is also known as Shakespeare’s Bible” , but  its stance was not pleasing to the senior clergy of the Anglican Church so in 1568 they produced the “Bishop’s Bible”. Its marginal notes were Anglican in flavour and it clearly represented the Anglican position rather than the Reformed   position.                                                                                                                          
The arguments as to which of the two was the more valid raged through out the later part of the Queen’s reign and by the time we had a new King in 1603 the debate was threatening to cause major discord. As a consequence the King called a conference at Hampton Court in 1604 which he chaired himself. The outcome of that conference was the King James or Authorised Version of the Bible which we shall look at in more detail next month.
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