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XV. How Was the Bible Translated into English? 
C. Modern English Period, 1475— 

1. Early Modern Period, 1475–1780 
a. Introduction 

 

b. William Tyndale (ca. 1494–1536) 
 

c. Miles Coverdale (1488–1569) 
(1) Coverdale was a graduate of Cambridge and an Augustinian monk who left the 

order due to the influence of Reformation teaching. 
 

(2) On the continent in 1535, Coverdale produced the first printed English Bible. 
 

(3) His NT was a slight revision of Tyndale’s translation. 
 

(4) In 1509 King Henry VIII came to the throne unexpectedly following the death of 
his older brother Arthur.  

 

(5) In 1534 King Henry VIII broke with the Roman Catholic Church, setting up the 
Church of England with the king as its Supreme Head instead of the Pope. 

 

d. Thomas Matthew (ca. 1500–1555) 
(1) This was the pen name of John Rogers. He was also one of Tyndale’s assistants. 

 

(2) In 1537 he produced his version called Matthew’s Bible, printed in Antwerp. 
 

(3) It was a combination of Tyndale’s and Coverdale’s work.  
 

(4) The Archbishop of Canterbuy, Thomas Cranmer, had wanted to get an English 
Bible officially licensed by the King. Through the influence of Thomas Cromwell, 
the king’s chief minister, a royal license was obtained for Matthew’s Bible as well 
as the 1537 edition of Coverdale’s Bible (quarto edition). 

 

e. The Great Bible — 1539 
(1) Cranmer and Cromwell wanted the Bible to be placed in all the churches.  

 

(2) The Great Bible was a revision of Matthew’s Bible by Miles Coverdale. It got its 
name from its folio size (16½ x 11 inches).  

 

(3) A 2nd edition was issued in 1540 that contained a preface by Thomas Cranmer, 
and so the Great Bible was often called Cranmer’s Bible. 

 

(4) The Great Bible became the first Bible authorized to be used in the Church of 
England. 

 

f. From Henry VIII to Elizabeth I 
 

g. The Geneva Bible (GENEVA) — 1560 
(1) Many English Protestants, including Miles Coverdale had fled to Geneva during 

Mary’s reign. It was here that a group of exiled Englishmen produced the Geneva 
Bible in 1560.  

 

(2) The principal translator was William Whittingham, another refugee from Mary’s 



 

persecutions, who had married John Calvin’s sister (or perhaps sister-in-law).  
 

(3) Whittingham’s Geneva NT was the first one printed in clear Roman type, as in our 
day, instead of the old block letters (Old English type). It was the first to use the 
verse divisions introduced by Robert Estienne (Stephanus) in his Greek NT in 
1551. It also used italics for words not in the Greek. 

 

(4) It was dedicated to Queen Elizabeth. 
 

(5) The OT of the Geneva Bible was a revision of the Great Bible, especially those 
sections not translated by Tyndale, so that the entire OT was a translation of the 
original Hebrew/Aramaic. 

 

(6) Thus the Geneva Bible was marked by a number of noteworthy firsts. 
 

(7) For about three-quarters of a century the Geneva version was the household Bible 
of most of English-speaking Protestantism.  

 

(8) While the Geneva Bible quickly became the most popular Bible in England, the 
Great Bible was still the Bible authorized to be read in the Church of England.  

 

h. The Bishops’ Bible (BISHOP) — 1568 
(1) The Geneva Bible was clearly superior to the Great Bible, and thus it became clear 

that the latter would have to be replaced. 
 

(2) One of those who opposed the Geneva Bible was Matthew Parker, Archbishop of 
Canterbury, who had been appointed by Queen Elizabeth. Parker himself became 
the editor-in-chief and did some of the revision. He and sixteen bishops worked on 
various portions of the OT, NT, and Apocrypha. 

 

(3) The revisers were to only depart from the Great Bible where it did not accurately 
represent the original. 

 

(4) The Bishops’ Bible replaced the Great Bible as the authorized Bible in the 
churches, but the Geneva Bible continued to be the Bible of the people. 

 

i. The Douai-Rheims Version (DV) — 1609–10 
(1) This was the first Catholic translation of the Bible into English.  

 

(2) One of these exiles, William Allen, founded a college in Douai, France. The 
college was moved to Rheims in 1578 and back to Douai in 1593. One of the 
professors at the college, Gregory Martin, translated the Bible from the Latin 
Vulgate with the aid of his colleagues William Allen and Richard Bristow. 

 

(3) It was a translation of the Latin Vulgate because it had been made the one 
authoritative edition (inspired, inerrant) of the Bible in the Roman Catholic 
Church by the Council of Trent in 1546.  

 

(4) Though the OT was translated first, the NT, which was produced between 1578 
and 1582, was published first—at Rheims in 1582. The OT was published at 
Douai in 1609 (vol. 1) and 1610 (vol. 2). 

 

(5) The reason for this translation was not a desire to make the Word of God 
accessible to all men in their common language, but primarily as a tool for 
refuting Protestants, who were constantly appealing to Scripture. 

 

(6) The Douai-Rheims NT was revised in 1749 Bishop Richard Challoner and the OT 
in 1750. Challoner continued to revise the NT and OT. 


