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OCC preachers’ 

training course 

INTRODUCTION 
2 Tim 3 v16 

 
But the words the writers wrote had to get to us … 

 

…………………….  →……………………. →…………………….→ ……………………. 

 

 

1. The History of Translations 

a) The first translations  
 Hebrew O.T. originally written in Hebrew (apart from some 

small sections in Aramaic). As Jews dispersed, they lost their ability 

to read Hebrew.   

So… 

 

 Greek The Septuagint (LXX) – a translation of the Hebrew 

O.T. for Greek-speaking Jews, c285BC by (70?) scholars in 

Alexandria. 

With the growth of the church into Europe, there came a need to 

translate the Bible into a language that could be understood there. 

So… 

 

 Latin 4th century AD - Pope hired Hieronymus (St Jerome) to 

produce a translation of the whole Bible into the common, or 

‘vulgate’, language to bring unity across the empire.  

Jerome worked from the original texts – completed c.400 AD. 

Interestingly enough, not everyone liked the ‘new’ translation. Most 

monks preferred their ‘old Latin’ texts. Took until 9th century for 

Vulgate to be widely accepted – but then became ‘the’ Bible of the 

RC church. 

 

 Middle Ages Bibles were precious and rare for all were 

hand-copied on parchment. One calfskin could produce 4 leaves of 

parchment - so for a book of 600 leaves, over 150 skins would be 

needed (i.e. expensive!). It would take a scribe a year to copy a 

Bible. By 12th century, professional copyists and illuminators were 

being employed, since every monastery wanted its own Bible. 

 

 13th century – 1205 AD Stephen Langton, Archbishop of 

Canterbury, divided the Bible into chapters to make it easier to 

study.  
 

 1551 – verses added by Robert Estienne, a Parisian printer 

and scholar. 

 

 Bibles would continue to be hand-copied until the invention of 

the printing press. 
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b) Translations into English 

Early attempts 

The earliest attempts at translating the Bible into English (from the 

Vulgate) were fragmented. E.g.  

 Bishop Aldhelm of Sherbourne translated the Psalms into Old 

English c. 709 AD.  

 The Venerable Bede, a monk at Jarrow, translated a portion of 

the Gospel of John c.735 AD.  

 King Alfred, the Pentateuch c. 900 AD 

 By 900 AD all of the Gospels and most of the Old Testament 

had been translated into ‘Old English’.  

 

John Wycliffe (1384) 

The first to plan a complete (hand-written) English translation of the 

Bible from the Latin Vulgate. (NB English was the language of the 

ordinary people; aristocrats used Anglo-Norman, so it was viewed 

somewhat suspiciously.) He finished the New Testament prior to his 

death, and his friends completed the work after his death. In 1407 

his translation was outlawed – it was illegal to own a copy without a 

licence for the next 125 years. 

 

A major turning-point: the invention of the printing press – c.1450  

The first full book ever printed was Gutenberg’s Bible in Latin. 

Printing would revolutionise Bible production. This was also the 

period when interest in ancient languages was developing. Scholars 

began to go back to Hebrew and Greek texts rather than to Latin 

translations. The scene was now set for a major breakthrough … 

 

William Tyndale (1525)  

Driven from England by persecution, Tyndale shared Wycliffe's 

desire to produce a Bible for the common English-speaking person. 

Using the Vulgate and other ancient sources, he translated the New 

Testament and Pentateuch before being martyred. He worked in 

Germany and France and smuggled copies to England.  

 

Miles Coverdale (1535)  

A friend of Tyndale's, Coverdale published the complete Bible (O.T., 

N.T. and Apocrypha). It is generally believed Coverdale used 

Tyndale's work in producing his New Testament.  

 

Matthews Bible (1537)  
Thomas Matthews – an alias for John Rogers, a friend of Tyndale. Based 

largely on Tyndale's previous work, it also contains evidences of 

Coverdale's work as well.   
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The Great Bible (1539)  

Taking its name from its great physical size, this Bible was used 

mainly in churches (a decree ordered that one be set up in every 

parish church). Based on the translations of Tyndale, Coverdale, 

and Matthews, this was the first English language Bible to be 

authorised for public use. 

 

The Geneva Bible (1560)  

Produced in Geneva by scholars who had fled Mary’s persecution in 

England, this was based not only on the Great Bible, but also on 

other English translations of the day. Though very scholarly (it had 

Calvinistic marginal notes), it was popular because of its small size. 

It was the first English language Bible to add verses to the chapters. 
 

The Bishops Bible (1568)  

This was a revision of the Great Bible and the Geneva Bible, 

produced under the direction of the Archbishop of Canterbury 

during the reign of Elizabeth I.  

 

Douay-Rheims Bible (1582-1610)  

So called because the New Testament was published in Rheims in 

1582 and the Old Testament in Douay in 1610. A revision of the 

Latin Vulgate, this has become the generally accepted English 

Version for the Roman Catholic Church.  

 

The King James Version (1611)  

Translated at the urging of King James I, and still protected by legal 

privilege, it was produced by 47 scholars of different theological 

and educational backgrounds, working in 6 groups. Based largely 

on the Bishop's Bible, many Hebrew and Greek texts and other 

English translations were also studied to ensure the best results. 

Printed in a handy size and in clear type, the KJV (or ‘Authorised 

Version’) was supposed to please clergy and congregation alike. 

Despite initial resistance, the KJV became and still is the largest 

selling translation of the Bible.  

 

Revised Version (1881-1884)  

Designed as a revision of the KJV, this version had the advantage of 

being able to access some of the ancient manuscripts. Although 

sponsored by the Church of England, many American scholars were 

invited to participate.  

 

American Standard Version, ASV (1901)  

This revision of the Revised Version incorporates many of the 

readings first suggested by the American members of the Revision 

committee of 1881-1885.  
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Revised Standard Version, RSV (1952)  

Commenced originally as a revision of the 1901 ASV Bible, work 

was abandoned in favour of an entirely new translation. Since many 

more Hebrew and Greek manuscripts were now available to these 

scholars than were available in 1901, the RSV is much more 

accurate. It is still used in many Protestant denominations. The 

revision committee continues to meet at regular intervals and in 

1971 and 2004 new editions of the RSV were released. The NRSV 

is favoured in some seminaries for study. 

 

New Testament in Modern English (1958)  

First published in 1958 and revised in 1973, this translation was 

produced by J. B. Phillips. This was probably the start of the ‘new 

translations’.  

 

Jerusalem Bible (1966) 

A Catholic translation, so including the deutero-canonical books, 

based on Hebrew and Greek texts rather than the Vulgate. (JR 

Tolkien translated Jonah) 

New American Standard Bible (1971) 

Published as a “modern and accurate word for word translation” of 

the Bible. 

 

New International Version (1973) 

“A modern and accurate phrase for phrase English translation.” 

Probably the most widely used in evangelical circles in the UK. 

 

A whole host more… 

New English Bible 1970 

Living Bible 1971 

Good News Bible 1976 

Jerusalem Bible  

New Century Version 1987 

The Message 1993 

Contemporary English Version 1995 

NRSV 1995 

New Living Translation 1996 

King James (revision) 2000 

ESV 2001 (a revision of the RSV) 

The Street Bible 2003 

Today’s New International Version (TNIV) 2003 (discontinued) 

NRSV 2004 

Updated KJV 2004 

NET (New English Translation) 2005 

Revised NIV 2011 

New Messianic Version 2013 
 



 

 

 

Bible Translations: which one to use? – Mike Beaumont | page 5 of 8 

 

 

2. Types of translation  

There are 3 broad categories of translations – 

1. Word-for-word  

“Direct verbal equivalence” 
= Literal rendering of the original Hebrew and Greek texts. 

 

Strengths:  

 

 
Weaknesses:  

 

 

E.g. (Ephesians 2 v14-15) 

KJV For he is our peace, who hath made both one, and hath broken down 

the middle wall of partition between us; 15Having abolished in his flesh 

the enmity, even the law of commandments contained in ordinances; for 

to make in himself of twain one new man, so making peace; 

 

 

NASB For He Himself is our peace, who made both groups into one and 

broke down the barrier of the dividing wall, 15by abolishing in His flesh the 

enmity, which is the Law of commandments contained in ordinances, so 

that in Himself He might make the two into one new man, thus 

establishing peace, 

 

2. Thought-for-thought 

“Dynamic equivalence” 
Looks to give us the equivalent of the whole phrase rather than each 

individual word. There is a range of dynamic equivalence translations. 

 

Strengths:  

 

 

Weaknesses:   

 

 

 

NIV  14For he himself is our peace, who has made the two one and has 

destroyed the barrier, the dividing wall of hostility, 15by abolishing in his 

flesh the law with its commandments and regulations. His purpose was to 

create in himself one new man out of the two, thus making peace, 

 

 

NLT  14For Christ himself has made peace between us Jews and you 

Gentiles by making us all one people. He has broken down the wall of 

hostility that used to separate us. 15By his death he ended the whole 

system of Jewish law that excluded the Gentiles. His purpose was to make 

peace between Jews and Gentiles by creating in himself one new person 

from the two groups. 
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3. Paraphrase  
May be based on original texts or other English translations – but 

paraphrases are much more interpretive. 

 

Strengths:  

 

 

 

Weaknesses:  

 

 

TLB  14For Christ himself is our way of peace. He has made peace 

between us Jews and you Gentiles by making us all one family, breaking 

down the wall of contempt that used to separate us. 15By his death he 

ended the angry resentment between us, caused by the Jewish laws that 

favoured the Jews and excluded the Gentiles, for he died to annul that 

whole system of Jewish laws. Then he took the two groups that had been 

opposed to each other and made them parts of himself; thus he fused us 

together to become one new person, and at last there was peace. 

 

The Message  The Messiah has made things up between us so that we’re 

now together on this, both non-Jewish outsiders and Jewish insiders. He 

tore down the wall we used to keep each other at a distance. He repealed 

the law code that had become so clogged with fine print and footnotes 

that it hindered more than it helped. Then he started over. Instead of 

continuing with two groups of people separated by centuries of animosity 

and suspicion, he created a new kind of human being, a fresh start for 

everybody. 

 

What sort of translation do you think the following 

passages are from? 

Romans 5 v6-10  
 

Translation 1 
6For when we were yet without strength, in due time Christ died for the 

ungodly. 7For scarcely for a righteous man will one die: yet peradventure 

for a good man some would even dare to die. 8But God commendeth his 

love toward us, in that, while we were yet sinners, Christ died for us. 
9Much more then, being now justified by his blood, we shall be saved from 

wrath through him. 10For if, when we were enemies, we were reconciled to 

God by the death of his Son, much more, being reconciled, we shall be 

saved by his life. 

 

Translation 2 
6When we were utterly helpless, Christ came at just the right time and 

died for us sinners. 7Now, no one is likely to die for a good person, though 

someone might be willing to die for a person who is especially good. 8But 

God showed his great love for us by sending Christ to die for us while we 

were still sinners. 9And since we have been made right in God’s sight by 

the blood of Christ, he will certainly save us from God’s judgment. 10For 

since we were restored to friendship with God by the death of his Son 

while we were still his enemies, we will certainly be delivered from eternal 

punishment by his life.  
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Translation 3 

6You see, at just the right time, when we were still powerless, Christ died 

for the ungodly. 7Very rarely will anyone die for a righteous man, though 

for a good man someone might possibly dare to die. 8But God 

demonstrates his own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, 

Christ died for us. 
9Since we have now been justified by his blood, how much more shall we 

be saved from God’s wrath through him! 10For if, when we were God’s 

enemies, we were reconciled to him through the death of his Son, how 

much more, having been reconciled, shall we be saved through his life!   

 

 

Translation  4 

Christ arrives right on time to make this happen. He didn’t, and doesn’t, 

wait for us to get ready. He presented himself for this sacrificial death 

when we were far too weak and rebellious to do anything to get ourselves 

ready. And even if we hadn’t been so weak, we wouldn’t have known what 

to do anyway. We can understand someone dying for a person worth 

dying for, and we can understand how someone good and noble could 

inspire us to selfless sacrifice. But God put his love on the line for us by 

offering his Son in sacrificial death while we were of no use whatever to 

him. 

Now that we are set right with God by means of this sacrificial death, the 

consummate blood sacrifice, there is no longer a question of being at 

odds with God in any way. If, when we were at our worst, we were put on 

friendly terms with God by the sacrificial death of his Son, now that we’re 

at our best, just think of how our lives will expand and deepen by means 

of his resurrection life!  

 

 

Translation 5 
 6For while we were still helpless, at the right time Christ died for the 

ungodly. 7For one will hardly die for a righteous man; though perhaps for 

the good man someone would dare even to die. 8But God demonstrates 

His own love toward us, in that while we were yet sinners, Christ died for 

us. 9Much more then, having now been justified by His blood, we shall be 

saved from the wrath of God through Him. 10For if while we were enemies 

we were reconciled to God through the death of His Son, much more, 

having been reconciled, we shall be saved by His life.   

 

3. So, which sort of translation should we choose? 

 

1. A translation that communicates to us in our day as closely as possible 

the thought that was originally written – and one that we ourselves can 

understand.  

 

2. A translation relevant to our listeners.  

 

 

3. Whatever your personal preference, when preaching use the version 

used by that church. 

 

4. Comparing several different translations can help us in our preparation, 

especially if we don’t have access to the original languages. 
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Let’s look at some of the main options… 

NIV 

Half way between word-for-word and dynamic equivalence. Based on the 

best original texts available. Seeks to stay close to the original texts, but 

goes for the idea rather than the exact word. Contemporary but not dated; 

flows easily. Target audience: the thinking reader and those who want to 

study. 

 

KJV (AV) 

Literal, word-for-word. First published in 1611, so language is archaic. 

Doesn’t take account of latest textual discoveries. Good for a word-for-

word analysis. 

NKJV 

Maintains word-for-word approach, but has got rid of lots of archaic words 

and structures, and has removed Thee and Thou. 

 

NASB 

Word-for-word. Rather clumsy reading in parts – favoured by North 

American evangelicals.  

 

RSV 

Word-for-word. Adapted originally from ASV with public reading in mind. 

Many expressions now dated (but updated in NRSV) - provides an 

accurate, literal translation so often favoured in seminaries.  

CEV 

Dynamic equivalence from original texts 

Translated with the un-churched reader/listener in mind. Uses easily 

understandable language and single columns (like a novel). 

 

NCV 

Dynamic equivalence from original texts. Target readers: young people 

(available as ‘The Youth Bible’) and those with an ‘average’ vocabulary. 

Contemporary and ‘inclusive’ language. Where no simple synonyms are 

available, footnote explanations are given. 

NLT 

Dynamic equivalence from original texts. Target audience: ‘the average 

reader’ who speaks the language of today. As contemporary as you can 

get without becoming a paraphrase. 

The Living Bible 

Good in its day, but up-staged by The Message. 

The Message 

Paraphrased from original languages. Very contemporary language – 

reads very well (if you are American!) It goes for the idea the writer was 

after. Very fresh and powerful at times – but also drifts from text – so it is 

absolutely no good for study – though good for bringing a fresh angle at 

times.  

An exercise 

Assess the main strengths and weaknesses of the various translations of 

Ephesians 1 v3-10 on the other sheet.  


