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Abstract
For eleven hundred years the Western church made the Bible available 
only in a Latin translation. Prior to this, however, there had been extensive 
Bible translating activity on three continents. With the sixteenth-century 
Reformation, the Reformers again made translation into the vernacular 
a priority, resulting in translations in various European languages. As the 
nations of Europe raced to colonize the rest of the world, especially in the 
nineteenth century, Protestant missionary activity among the peoples being 
colonized saw a third wave of Bible translation into their languages. Bible 
translation is one of the most effective mission tools.
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Introduction

For native speakers of English living in the twenty-first century, the ready 
availability of the Bible in their own language is a commonplace. In fact, 
particularly for a new Christian, the array of versions and editions is bewil-
dering. Happily, they are available at affordable prices.

This situation can blind us to the reality that for some eleven hundred 
years, between the fourth and sixteenth centuries, the Western church made 
the Bible available only in the form of a translation, the Latin Vulgate. 
During this lengthy period, the earlier ideal of providing vernacular transla-
tions among those being evangelized was no longer in evidence.
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In the Western church, Bible translation has exhibited three major epochs: 
(1) the patristic era, (2) the sixteenth-century Reformation, and (3) the mod-
ern missionary period. For the earliest of these periods there was already a 
precedent in the pre-Christian Greek translation of the Old Testament known 
as the Septuagint. Let us begin by considering its significance.

1. Bible translation in the ancient world:  
the significance of the Septuagint

The Septuagint was a translation into Greek of the Hebrew/Aramaic 
Scriptures, together with other Jewish writings not subsequently recognized 
as canonical by those who supported the Hebrew canon.

The chief stimulus to this translation was the vast conquests of Alexander 
the Great in the last part of the fourth century B.C.E. These included terri-
tory from Macedonia and the Balkan Peninsula in the north, the north coast 
of Africa in the south, right across to the margins of India in the east.

A second factor at work here, related in part to Alexander’s conquests, 
but with various other causes as well, was the dispersion of the Jewish peo-
ple through much of the known world.

The consequence of these two circumstances was that by early in the 
third century B.C.E. many Jews were living outside their traditional home-
land of Canaan (Palestine) and were to be found in the territories conquered 
by Alexander and subsequently ruled by his successors. In these territories 
the prevailing language was Koine Greek.

One of the largest concentrations of Jews was in Alexandria, situated on 
the island of Pharos off the Nile delta in Egypt. It was in response to their 
need for their own Scriptures in the language they now used every day that 
the Septuagint translation came into being. An ancient account of its origins 
is found in the second/first century B.C.E. Letter of Aristeas, but modern 
scholarship does not regard this as reliable, so that the precise circumstances 
of the Septuagint’s production are not known.

Further, the issue of origins is complicated by the fact that our earliest 
extensive copies of the Septuagint were produced by Christian, not Jewish, 
copyists.

However the translations of Old Testament books which ultimately came 
to make up the Septuagint were organized, another feature is that in a few 
cases the books have come down to us in several different forms. In modern 
critical texts of the Septuagint, the several versions are printed alongside 
each other. The fact our earliest extensive copies are Christian copies also 
complicates the issue of which books were to be included. In fact the con-
tent of the early Christian copies of the Septuagint varies slightly.
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We must remember that the original language of our New Testament 
writings was also Greek. In many places where these documents contain 
quotations from the Old Testament, the form used is that of the Septuagint—
the only form of the Bible known to the very earliest Christians living in the 
Jewish Diaspora, where all twenty-one New Testament letters are directed.

K. H. Jobes and Moisés Silva have summed up the significance of the 
Septuagint (LXX) like this: “The LXX appears to have been the first 
translation of the Old Testament or of any literary work of comparable 
size into another language, and it thus marks a milestone in human cul-
ture” (2009, 401a).

2. The three major epochs of Bible translation 
in the Christian era

2.1 The patristic period (to c. 500 C.E.)

Metzger (1977) has described in some detail seventeen major translation 
projects during the patristic era, involving languages on the three continents 
of Asia, Europe, and Africa.

However, while applauding this spate of Bible translation activity in the 
early centuries, we need to appreciate that as a result of one of these transla-
tions, the Vulgate (a revision of the Old Latin versions undertaken by Jerome 
in the late fourth and early fifth centuries), further translation activity became 
frozen in the West. Indeed, in the medieval Western church, vernacular Bible 
translations either did not feature at all or played an insignificant role for over 
1100 years. During this lengthy period the vast majority of people had no 
direct access to the Bible. The situation was particularly acute in England. 
Derek Wilson (2010, 8-21) has provided a graphic sketch of conditions there.

While the church had achieved a dominant role in society, all services 
were in Latin rather than in the vernacular. Similarly, the Bible, which was 
supposed to undergird the Christian faith, was also available only in Latin. 
Even in church services, any Scripture portions read aloud were from the 
Vulgate. The English language played very little role in communicating the 
faith either to the clergy or the population as a whole. Its use was limited to 
religious poetry, interlinear glosses in some manuscripts of the Bible or por-
tions of the Bible (such as the Gospels), and to limited portions of the Bible, 
particularly Genesis, the Psalms, and the Gospels.

The standard of clergy education was very low indeed. It seems that the 
vast majority of clergy owned no books at all, while those who did owned 
mainly service books and/or books of sermon illustrations (containing anec-
dotes of the “morality” type). Very few had a copy of the Bible, that is, the 
Latin Vulgate. Evidently, “the vast majority of clergy were concerned only 
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with the mechanical performance of their pastoral, ritual, and sacramental 
duties” (Wilson 2010, 16).

Superstition was pervasive in Christianity as practised in medieval 
England. Religious centres competed in the bid to offer pilgrims the largest 
and most effective range of relics. These operated on the premise of “holy 
materialism” (Wilson 2010, 13), the belief that one or another form of per-
sonal contact with a relic would confer holiness or other spiritual benefits, 
or physical healing.

In an age of widespread illiteracy, where the educational medium was 
heavily dependent on providing visual imagery in the form of pictures, 
stained glass images, or statues, the imagery provided was frequently syn-
cretistic, combining biblical narrative and motifs with imagery drawn from 
legends, heraldic devices, everyday life, flowers, and birds.

This syncretism extended to belief and practice:

Popular Christian belief was liberally mixed with pagan survivals, folk religion, 
and magic. Those in poor health or other distress were as likely to resort to 
witches, wizards, healers, fortune-tellers, astrologers, and other practitioners of 
the occult as they were to their parish clergy. (Wilson 2010, 15)

In the last two decades of the fourteenth century, the first full translation 
of the Bible, based on the Vulgate, was published in two editions (1382, 
1395). The inspirer of this project was the Oxford scholar and reformer, 
John Wycliffe, although it seems that he did not undertake any of the work 
himself. His followers, nicknamed Lollards, were field preachers who  
carried the reformer’s message throughout England, reading from the new 
version, which we now normally refer to as the Lollard Bible.

By its very nature any reform movement antagonizes the existing author-
ities. Wycliffe died in 1384, soon after the early Lollard Bible appeared, but 
in 1407–1408 the church authorities enacted the Constitutions of Oxford. 
These rules prohibited translation of the Bible into the vernacular, outlawed 
the Lollard Bible, and decreed that the use of English versions required 
authorization by a bishop. In 1428 Wycliffe’s remains were dug up and 
burned, and his ashes scattered over the River Swift.

2.2 The Reformation

The policy of the Reformers to provide translations of the Bible in the vari-
ous European vernaculars (including English) is significant not only in its 
own right, but also because this policy assumed that such translations would 
be made from the original biblical languages, Hebrew (with some Aramaic) 
in the case of the Old Testament, Greek in the case of the New. As far as the 
Western church was concerned, this policy was entirely new.
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This kind of translation required, in effect, printed editions of Testaments 
in the original languages. In the case of the Old Testament one became 
available in 1488 (printed in Soncino, Italy). In the case of the New, it was 
provided by Desiderus Erasmus in his Novum Instrumentum of 1516.

The Novum Instrumentum was a diglot, consisting of the Greek text with 
Erasmus’s Latin translation alongside. In his “Paraclesis ad lectorum pium” 
(“Encouragement to the Devout Reader”), one of three preliminary essays, 
Erasmus expressed his conviction concerning vernacular translations:

I totally disagree with those who are unwilling that the Sacred Scriptures, 
translated into the vulgar tongue, should be read by private individuals. . . .  
I wish that they were translated into all languages of all people, that they might 
be read and known not merely by the Scots and Irish, but even by the Turks 
and Saracens. . . . I wish that the ploughman might sing parts of them at his 
plough and the weaver at his shuttle, and that the traveller might beguile with 
their narration the weariness of the way. (Erasmus [1516] 1986, aaa 4 verso, cited 
in Wood 1969, 97)

In this and other respects Erasmus’s Greek New Testament was subver-
sive. For example, the Latin translation he provided, based on the original 
Greek rather than the Latin Vulgate, challenged the theology and practice of 
the Catholic Church at a number of points—including the authority of the 
Vulgate.

Yet for all this, there was a world of difference between Erasmus’s aspi-
rations and those of Martin Luther, the undoubted pioneer of the sixteenth-
century Reformation. Luther posted his ninety-five theses on the door of the 
Castle Church in Wittenberg on October 31, 1517, as his first public act, 
expressing deeply felt convictions which had been developing in his world-
view over quite a period of time. From that point on he would find himself 
increasingly at odds with the church establishment. In the years that fol-
lowed he wrote prolifically, addressing the wide range of issues implied in 
the stance he had taken.

After his excommunication (January 3, 1521) and appearance before the 
Diet of Worms (April 18, 1521) his supporters considered his life to be in 
danger. On his return from the Diet his most highly ranked supporter, the 
Elector of Saxony, had him captured and imprisoned in the Wartburg castle 
where he spent eight months, from May 1521 to spring 1522.

Luther’s stay at Wartburg was interrupted by a brief visit to Wittenberg 
in December 1521. While there, his young friend, Philip Melanchthon, per-
suaded him to make a translation of the Bible into German, beginning with 
the New Testament, the less daunting task. Luther commenced this work on 
returning to Wartburg. In the astonishingly short period of eleven weeks he 
completed the first draft. He returned to Wittenberg permanently on May 6, 
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1521. Over the next two months the work was revised with Melanchthon’s 
assistance, and by early May it was in the printer’s hands. It appeared on 
September 21, 1522, hence the name “September Testament.”

Even while his New Testament was in the press, Luther commenced 
work on the more arduous task of translating the Hebrew of the Old 
Testament. It was completed in 1532, enabling publication of the full 
German Bible in 1534.

The historian A. Skevington Wood has assessed Luther’s work as a trans-
lator in the following terms (1969, 95-96):

Nothing that Luther ever did had more significant repercussions than when he 
put the Scriptures into the tongue of the common people in his land. The German 
Bible is his most enduring monument, and it is fitting that what he should be 
remembered by best of all has to do with the Word. Here in this achievement we 
see the apotheosis of the man. . . .

Scholars . . . have enabled us to see the place of Luther’s Bible translation, 
not only in the unfolding of German literature and history, but also in the context 
of the Reformation itself. The rendering of the Scriptures into the speech of 
the ordinary man in the street was the greatest single factor in spreading the 
message of reform. For at heart was none other than the message of the Word, 
and to distribute the Scriptures was to further the Reformation. As Luther again 
and again insisted, it was not what he did which effected the transformation of 
European Christianity; the Word did it all. It was only necessary for it to be let 
loose, and it would do its own work.

Given the impact of vernacular translation, in which Luther took the 
lead, one might expect the prefaces of his translations to contain a rationale 
for putting the Bible into the language of the people. From the outset his 
translations, appearing in stages, were richly furnished with prefaces, intro-
ductions, and notes, but without any such rationale. However, not until his 
tracts, Ein Sendbrieff von Dolmetschen und Fürbit der heiligenn (On 
Translating: An Open Letter) of 1530 and Summarien über die Psalmen und 
Ursachen des Dolmetschens (Defence of the Translation of the Psalms) of 
1531–1533, did he provide defenses of the practice of vernacular translation 
(Pelikan 1996, 42, 132). In providing a vernacular translation for his own 
people, Luther established a pattern for other European countries, notably 
the English and Czech homelands (Pelikan 1996, 42).

The pioneer of English translations for a printed English Bible was 
William Tyndale. Trained at Oxford and Cambridge universities, he was 
deeply influenced by developments in Germany under Luther and later by 
those in the south-west Rhineland. When he concluded there was no place 
in England for him to undertake his work of Englishing the Bible, Tyndale 
spent some time in Germany (including Wittenberg) before making Antwerp 
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his translation centre. A careful examination of his English New Testament 
(1526, revised in 1534 and again in 1534–1535) indicates his debt to Luther, 
a number of whose non-biblical works he also translated into English. To 
acknowledge this indebtedness is simply to reflect a reality, without in any 
way diminishing Tyndale’s outstanding linguistic ability, not least in 
Hebrew and Greek, or denying his independence from the German Reformer 
at those points where he thought it desirable.

Both Luther and Tyndale used Erasmus’s New Testament to translate the 
New Testament and were familiar with Erasmus’s stance on vernacular 
translations (as expressed in the “Paraclesis” of his Novum Instrumentum). 
An anecdote recorded by John Foxe illustrates how the English Reformer 
made use of it on one occasion. While Tyndale was a tutor in the home of 
Sir John Walsh in Gloucestershire, his patron often entertained church dig-
nitaries. On one such occasion a “learned man” made the claim that “we 
were better [to] be without God’s law than the pope’s,” to which Tyndale 
responded, “I defy the pope and all his laws. If God spare my life, ere many 
years I will cause a boy that driveth the plough shall know more of the scrip-
ture than thou dost” (Daniell 1994, 79, citing Foxe, Acts and Monuments 
1563, 514 and IV:117).

Tyndale’s reluctance to set forth his rationale for providing an English 
translation is made explicit in the prologue to the first piece of Scripture he 
attempted to print—the New Testament. The printing was done at a press in 
Cologne, in Germany. However, this first attempt had to be abandoned when 
papal agents interrupted the job in its early stages, when it had progressed 
only as far as Matthew’s Gospel. Tyndale fled, taking some of the printed 
sheets with him. The following year the printing of the New Testament was 
successfully completed at Worms. However, the Worms New Testament, 
unlike the earlier Cologne printing, lacked introductions to each book, notes, 
and the preliminaries, including the prologue. The contents of that prologue 
are known to us only through the sole surviving copy of the “Cologne frag-
ment,” now preserved in the British Library. In it Tyndale states, “The causes 
that moved me to translate, I thought better that other[s] should imagine, than 
that I should rehearse them” (Pollard 1911, 112).

Developments in the English Bible between Tyndale and the King James 
Version (KJV) are tortuous, but what is often missed is the enormous influ-
ence Tyndale’s versions exercised on the KJV. Estimates vary, but are in the 
range of 85–95 percent. Changes were not always improvements, as seen in 
the deeply regrettable decision of the KJV translators to substitute “charity” 
for Tyndale’s “love” in many places where the underlying Greek was agapē.

Although it appeared almost nine decades after Luther’s September­
testament, one of the most eloquent defences of vernacular translations of 
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the Bible is to be found in the preface to the King James Version of 1611, 
“The Translators to the Reader.” The following excerpts convey their 
sentiments:

The Scriptures then being acknowledged to be so full and so perfect, how can we 
excuse our selves of negligence, if we do not study them, of curiosity, if we be 
not content with them?

Happy is the man that delighteth in the Scripture, and thrice happy that 
meditateth in it day and night. But how shall men meditate in that, which they 
cannot understand? How shall they understand that which is kept close in an 
unknown tongue? as it is written “Except I know the power of the voice I shall be 
to him that speaketh, a Barbarian, and he that speaketh, shall be a Barbarian to me”  
[1 Cor 14.11]. The Apostle excepteth no tongue; not Hebrew the ancientest, not 
Greek the most copious, not Latin the finest.

Translation it is that openeth the window, to let in the light;

that breaketh the shell, that we may eat the kernel;

that putteth aside the curtain, that we may look into the most Holy place;

that removeth the cover of the well, that we may come by the water. . . .

. . . blessed be they, and most honoured be their name, that break the ice, and 
giveth onset upon that which helpeth forward to the saving of souls. Now what 
can be more available thereto, than to deliver God’s book unto God’s people in a 
tongue which they understand?

In their defence of Bible translations in the vernacular, the KJV revisers 
appealed to two Scripture passages they regarded as supporting their case:  
1 Cor 14.11 is cited in the quotation above; the second was Isa 29.11, which 
in a modern translation reads, “For you this whole vision is nothing but 
words sealed in a scroll. And if you give the scroll to someone who can read, 
and say, ‘Read this, please,’ they will answer, ‘I can’t; it is sealed’” (NIV11).

2.3 The modern missionary movement

The third wave of translation activity with which we are concerned begins 
in the last decade of the eighteenth century. The central figure here is 
William Carey (1761–1834) who has been called “the father of modern 
missions.” The title is appropriate in one sense, as long as we recognize that 
overseas missions had been around for quite some time, long before Carey. 
For example, the Roman Catholic Church engaged in such missions as its 
representatives accompanied the first waves of European colonization from 
around 1500. On the Protestant side, we recall the Moravian missionaries to 
North America who were so influential on John Wesley in his own overseas 
missionary endeavours prior to his “heart-warming” experience of 1738.
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However, the European conquest of the wider world expanded consider-
ably in the eighteenth and especially the nineteenth centuries, and it was 
during this period that modern Protestant missions developed much more 
intentionally.

At the forefront of this development was William Carey, a shoemaker 
turned Baptist pastor. Despite his humble origins, he led the way, through a 
significant piece of writing and above all by his personal example. That 
writing is Carey’s An enquiry into the obligation of Christians to use means 
for the conversion of the heathens, in which the religious state of the differ­
ent nations of the world, the success of former undertakings, and the prac­
ticability of further undertakings, are considered, published in Leicester in 
1792. The issue Carey grappled with in this small book of eighty-seven 
pages was whether or not the commission Jesus gave the apostles still 
applies. He considered it in the light of tables of statistics he compiled and 
included in An enquiry, and, having set out the case for its still being appli-
cable, offered a number of practical suggestions as to how it could best be 
put into practice in his day.

In the view of Dr. Ernest Payne, there are reasons for thinking An enquiry 
did not sell widely (Carey [1792] 1961, i). Yet whether Carey was known 
through this work or through his missionary endeavours, by 1812 he was 
sufficiently well known in North America for the aspiring Independent 
(Congregational) missionary Adoniram Judson to pay him a visit as Judson 
passed through on his way to Burma.

Carey’s second contribution was the personal example he set. Later in 
the year in which his Enquiry was published, he became one of the founders 
of what later became known as the Baptist Missionary Society (BMS; 
1792). By November of the following year, with the support of the BMS, he 
was in Bengal to implement his personal sense of call to that field. From 
then until his death in 1834, in his seventy-third year, he never left his cho-
sen field of mission.

During those forty years, he and his Indian scholar-assistants translated 
the entire Bible into six Indian languages (Bengali, Oriya, Sanskrit, Hindi, 
Marathi, Assamese) and parts of it into another twenty-nine languages 
(Stanley 2004–2011). His Bible translation work was supported by the pub-
lication of grammars and dictionaries and the translation of an extensive 
Hindu epic. They were years of great determination, courage, and dedicated 
activity in the face of significant obstacles and discouragements. Carey’s 
story, though very inspiring, is beyond the scope of this article.

It is clear, however, that in the years following the founding of the BMS 
in 1792, there was a “rising tide of evangelical zeal” seen in the formation 
of such societies as the (interdenominational) London Missionary Society 
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(1795), the (Anglican) Church Missionary Society (1799), the (interdenom-
inational) Religious Tract Society (1799) and the (interdenominational) 
British and Foreign Bible Society (1804).

Carey’s commitment to providing the Bible in the languages of the com-
munities with which he was engaged was simply the globalization of the 
earlier ideal that had seen the Bible put into vernaculars throughout Europe. 
With the establishment of the British and Foreign Bible Society and other 
Bible societies, and, much later, Wycliffe Bible Translators (1934) and the 
Summer Institute of Linguistics (1942), organizations came into being 
whose primary goal was to promote and carry out Bible translation.

Because of the effectiveness of putting the Bible, or portions of it, into 
the language in which a missionary is working, the very activity of transla-
tion can rightly be regarded as part of mission activity. This insight has been 
summarized in the title of William A. Smalley’s 1991 work, Translation as 
Mission: Bible Translation in the Modern Missionary Movement.

In the present writer’s view we can go even further, and argue that Bible 
translation is the most important missional activity in which any missionary 
can engage.
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