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TWENTIETH-CENTURY ENGLISH BIBLE
TRANSLATIONS
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ABSTRACT

The twentieth century has emerged as a major period of Bible translations and pu-
blications. The article explores both the cultural and social circumstances under which
the English Bible translations of the twentieth century were produced and aspects
relating to the translation process and reception. It offers insights into the underlying
objectives and qualities of translations as well as the tradition from which they stem.
The primary concern for meaning and readability has influenced the nature of Bible
translation of this period, breaking down the socio-cultural distance between modern
readers and the original contexts of the Bible.

1. INTRODUCTION
From 1526, when Tyndale printed his first complete English New Tes-
tament in Worms, to 1900, approximately 1 500 new translations from
Hebrew and Greek into English were generated. According to David
Daniell (2003:769), an equal number of new translations were pro-
duced in the twentieth century, over 1 200 of which between 1945
and 1990. Thirty-five of these were original translations of the entire
Bible, and eighty of the New Testament alone. The twentieth century
experienced a proliferation in the number and variety of new Bible
translations not only in English, but also in numerous European lan-
guages and in hundreds of languages and dialects throughout the world
(over 1 200).

This article explores both the cultural and social circumstances under
which the English Bible translations were produced and aspects rela-
ting to the translation process and reception. It offers insights into
the subjacent objectives and qualities of such translations as well as
the tradition from which they stem. The article is restricted to trans-
lations from the Hebrew and Greek source texts, excluding Bibles with
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2.2 The Jewish Publication Society (JPS) version/Bible
The JPS was essentially a very modest revision based on the RV pu-
blished by the British in 1885 (Kubo & Specht 1983:117-118). The JPS
translation claims to take into account “the existing English versions”
and to reflect ancient versions as well as the observations of traditional
rabbinic commentators. In its making the JPS was checked against every
line of the KJV and the RV. The project was completed in 1917. The
JPS adhered to the word-for-word philosophy of translation and to the
old-fashioned vocabulary and style. What made it essentially Jewish
was its de-Christianisation of the Christianised passages of the Hebrew.
No attempt was made to produce an original translation directly from
the Hebrew text.

2.3 Independent modern speech versions of the first half of
the twentieth century

Besides the attempt to produce a revision of the KJV in the United
States, a number of unofficial versions mostly in modern speech were
produced either by individuals or committees unfettered by doctrinal
considerations and institutional interests. They set the pace for future
official translations. The sudden spurt in the availability of older ma-
nuscripts, for example the discovery of the Greek papyri, and an in-
creased knowledge of classical languages stimulated the production of
such translations. It became clear that the New Testament documents
were written in a plain, simple style to meet the needs of ordinary people.
In order to communicate the message they had to be translated into
the kind of English, i.e. non-literary contemporary speech, that would
meet the needs of those who were not conversant with the language of
the traditional English versions.

The main features of a selection of the British translations from this
period will now be discussed. The Twentieth-century New Testament was
issued as a single volume in 1901 (Bruce 1978:153-156; Kubo & Specht
1983:27-31) after fourteen years’ work by a group of thirty-five men
and women of various ages, religious affiliations and educational qua-
lifications, none of whom belonged to the school of linguistic and
textual experts who produced the RV or ASV. The translation, which
was a pioneer in modern speech versions, aimed to exclude all words
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appreciate more traditional translations such as the KJV. It became a
bestseller. It is highly colloquial, with deliberate, vivid and idiomatic
language including the abundant use of paraphrase to reveal the mean-
ing of complicated passages. Compare for example Romans 12:19:
“Never take vengeance into your own hands, my dear friends; stand
back and let God punish if he will” to the KJV: “Dearly beloved, avenge
not yourselves, but rather give place unto wrath.” Unfortunately, it
appears that in numerous passages he used the Textus Receptus as source
text rather than a critically established text. It became one of the most
widely read translations of the New Testament in the latter half of the
twentieth century.

Other translations in a popular, contemporary style include: the
Chicago Press publication The Bible: An American Translation of the
Bible by J.M. Powis Smith and Edgar J. Goodspeed (1931) (Bruce
1978:172-173); The New Testament in Plain English by Charles Kingsley
Williams, published in 1949, an excellent version of approximately
2000 basic English words suitable for children or foreigners learning
English (Bruce 1978:177-179), and The New Testament in the Language
of Today by William F. Beck which attempts to render the words in
their nearest single-word English equivalent. For example, in the KJV
“behold” is rendered as “look”; “serpent” as “snake”, and “blessed” in the
beatitudes (Mt. 5:3-12) as “happy”.

The modern speech versions are typical of the era prior to the Re-
vised Standard Version (RSV). Their origins are independent of the KJV
and its revisions (RV and ASV) and are mostly based on a critical edition
of the source text. Each has its intrinsic merit and is still in use. Metzger
(2001:116) mentions that their contribution to the RSV makes them
noteworthy. Two of the translators, Goodspeed and Moffatt, served on the
New Testament committee for the RSV, while Leroy Waterman of the
University of Michigan, Smith’s colleague, occupied a similar position
in respect of the Old Testament. James Moffatt served as secretary for
both committees until his demise in 1944. Their efforts made the English
public accustomed to reading Scripture in the modern English vernacular.
This made them unsympathetic towards the revisers’ continued use of
archaic speech. The KJV outlasted its usefulness. In addition, with de-
cline of the British monarchic tradition, the status of the KJV as its
ordained Bible concomitantly dwindled (Orlinsky & Bratcher 1991:38-39). 
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the ASV required a two-thirds majority of the entire committee. The
language of the RSV was intended to be “in the direction of the simple,
classic English style of the King James Version.” This approach distin-
guished the proposed translation from modern speech translations and
paraphrases, and abolished the requirement of using Elizabethan English,
a restriction scrupulously honoured by the translators of the English
RV and the ASV. In this text the name “Jehovah” is replaced by the
title “Lord”. Archaic forms of pronouns are discarded. Similar English
is used for parallel passages in identical Greek. In the Old Testament,
the RSV introduces Hebrew poetry as English poetry. Separate commit-
tees produced the New Testament, the complete Bible, and the Apocrypha
in 1946, 1952 and 1957, respectively. 

Despite the unfounded criticism of some American Protestant fun-
damentalists, the outcome was a resounding success (Lewis 1981:109).
This was a truly American Bible for the American readers. The first
printing of the completed Bible produced a million copies. By 1990
55 million copies of the RSV had been sold. In Britain, the RSV was
accepted and deemed to be sufficiently similar to the KJV to be used
comfortably in formal services; it was commissioned by an ecumenical
body and was based on sound source texts. Although the RSV intro-
duced the large numbers of Bible versions available on the contem-
porary market of American Bible versions, it is now regarded as a
somewhat traditional translation in terms of translation theory. This
view is confirmed by its retention of archaic language (Lewis 1981:
115-117).

A Catholic edition of the RSV was published in 1966 and an ecu-
menical edition from Collins in Glasgow was issued in 1973 (Kubo
& Specht 1983:54-57). This volume comprises four sections: (a) the
39 books of the Old Testament; (b) the 12 deuterocanonical books or
parts of books; (c) three books forming part of the traditional Apocrypha
but not included among the deuterocanonical books, and (d) the 27
books of the New Testament. For the first time since the Reformation,
one edition of the Bible was acceptable to Protestant, Roman Catholic
and Eastern Orthodox churches.

Unlike other translation committees, which dissolved upon the com-
pletion of their work, the RSV committee with changes in personnel
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The Jerusalem Bible (JB) was a Catholic project, the New Jewish Version
(NJV) Jewish, and the New English Bible (NEB), the New International
Version (NIV), and Today’s English Version (TEV) Protestant. Only the New
American Bible (NAB) resulted from active collaboration between Catholic
and Protestant scholars. The style and vocabulary of the JB and NEB are
more British, whereas those of the others are more American. NEB pu-
blished the Old Testament Apocrypha as a separate volume, but incorpo-
rated it into some editions of the entire Bible, as RSV had done earlier.
In NAB and JB the deutero-canonical books appear as usual among
the books of the Old Testament. A short exposition of some of these
translations will now be provided.

The JB (1966) is a Roman Catholic version produced in England by
a team of the British Catholic Biblical Association under the direction
of Alexander Jones of Christ’s College, Liverpool. JB bears a compli-
cated relationship to its French counterpart. The introductions and co-
pious footnotes represent a direct translation from the French, while
the text itself is mostly a direct translation from the original languages
with a simultaneous comparison with the French where questions of
variant reading or interpretation arose. Some portions, however, were
originally translated from the French, and the resultant translation was
then compared with the original Greek or Hebrew texts. The English
translators adhered to the textual basis, established by the French, and
in most instances this also applied to the interpretation in the French
version, although there are occasional deviations. The desire was to
translate the Bible into “contemporary” English. In the Old Testament,
JB departs frequently from the Massoretic Text and relies in many
instances on the Septuagint. Ecclesiasticus was translated from the Greek
text; Hebrew variants are relegated to the footnotes. The translation
represents a sober, modern and critical study as well as a distinctively
Christian position, as indicated in the notes to Genesis 3:15 and Isaiah
7:14. Isaiah 7:14 is rendered as “The maiden is with child and will
soon give birth to a son”, to which the following comment is attached:

The Greek version reads “the virgin”, being more explicit than the
Hebrew which uses almah, meaning either a young girl or a young
newly married woman.

Proper names are written according to the RSV tradition and not in
the traditional Catholic manner. The divine name is given as “Yahweh”.
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typed and passed to the literary panel for scrutiny to determine whether
the tone and level of the language were appropriate to that particular
type of biblical writing. Reinterpretation of Hebrew words occurs in
terms of derivation from roots preserved in other Semitic languages.
Some of these derivations are based on Ugaritic, but many traced back
to their Arabic roots. Contrary to the findings of modern linguistics,
the NEB translators assumed that cognate words retain identical seman-
tic components in separate languages, when in fact they are found often
in totally different semantic domains. The NEB as a whole reflects the
main stream of British biblical scholarship in the first quarter of post-
World War II century. The result of this effort was the NEB, pu-
blished in 1970 and revised in 1989 (REB).

In 1943 the encyclical Divino Afflante Spiritu enabled translators to
turn directly to the original languages. The decisions of the Second
Vatican Council in the early 1960s enabled Protestant scholars to join
the committee, making this a truly ecumenical work. The NAB was
published in 1970 being the first American Catholic Bible translated
from the original languages (Barr 1974:381-405; Bruce 1978:204-
205; Lewis 1981:215-228; Kubo & Specht 1983:213-221). The trans-
lation, accomplished by a team of more than 60 scholars (including
five Protestant scholars), relied heavily on the Masoretic Text for the
Old Testament translation and on the Nestle-Aland 25th edition of the
New Testament with some use of the United Bible Societies’ Greek
version of the New Testament. The duration of the work, however, caused
inconsistent style and interpretation. Some books were thoroughly re-
vised. Individual scholars prepared the draft of the book or books
assigned to them, causing some distinctive features of style or inter-
pretation despite the final editing. The OT translators used their best
critical judgement in evaluating the textual data, and in many in-
stances preferred the evidence of the ancient versions, in particular the
Septuagint and Masoretic Text. The Dead Sea Scrolls were used ex-
tensively including some scroll material not yet published. The style
is modern but formal, with an occasional archaism, although archaic
pronouns and verb forms have been eliminated. As far as style is con-
cerned, it was a basic principle of the translators to employ the same
level of usage found in the Hebrew or Greek texts of each part of the
Bible, and not smooth out features objectionable to modern taste.
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blished by Zondervan Bible Publishers in 1978 (Lewis 1981:293-328;
Kubo & Specht 1983:243-272). Conservative Protestants were dis-
satisfied with existing modern language translations. Originating in
the initiatives of committees from the Christian Reformed Church and
the National Association of Evangelicals, the New York Bible Society
(now the International Bible Society) assumed responsibility for the
proposed translation and appointed a committee of fifteen scholars to
oversee it (Barker 1999:17-21). They organised the translation and gave
their final approval. The purpose of the version was “to do for our time
what the King James Version did for its day.” The translation was to
be faithful to the original languages and avoid paraphrasing; to be
acceptable to both British and American readers, and to be as effec-
tive for public worship as for private study. This 1978 translation was
the work of over one hundred scholars. The translation was done in
a more decentralised fashion than that of any other recent project,
but supervision was tightly controlled. Twenty teams of five each were
organised: two co-translators, two translation consultants, and one
English stylist. Each team was assigned a specific section of Scripture,
and their work went to the intermediate editorial committee for Old
Testament or New Testament, respectively. After review, the material
was scrutinised by a general editorial committee, and then by the
committee of fifteen who belonged to over a dozen evangelical Christian
denominations. The publishers stress the transdenominational and
international character of the NIV. There are few remnants from the
KJV-RSV tradition of language. The style is dignified and somewhat
stilted reflecting literary rather than spoken English. The NIV is a
kind of hybrid as far as the theory of translation is concerned. In a
number of passages it endeavours towards clarity of statement, and
consequently uses present-day language, but in passages which are well
known by a conservative constituency there is a tendency to revert to
traditional terminology, even when it is misleading. For example, in
Psalm 1:1 “the counsel of the wicked” is likely to be heard as “the
council of the wicked” and “stand in the way of sinners” means in
present-day English “to prevent sinners from doing or going some place,”
while in fact the Hebrew refers to “close association with sinners.”
The response to the NIV’s readability and format policies has been
favourable.
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the American RSV and the British NEB. The better understanding of the
original textual bases was less of a consideration. The drive for change
stems from monetary considerations, personal interests, as well as social
and linguistic trends (Daniell 2003:735). They were grand American
productions, the salaried work of large, well-funded comfortable com-
mittees with adequate secretarial support, massive publicity and mar-
keting organisations and claims of gigantic print-runs and sales. Some
of these seek to serve the needs of specific population groups: children,
youth, women, Christian converts and speakers of dialects. The Bible
should not be disturbing for these large groups of consumers. There have
been attempts to produce paraphrase translations, translations concerned
primarily with translation meaning, translations reflecting contempo-
rary Biblical scholarship, and translations using inclusive language to
reduce the sexist language of the Biblical text. 

4.3 Simplified versions and paraphrases
Simplified versions and paraphrases are translations with communi-
cation as its primary function, usually a rewriting of an existing trans-
lation in a modern vernacular by a single translator/editor. For example
the Living Bible, Paraphrased (LB) (1967, 1971) by Kenneth Taylor,
used the ASV of 1901 as source. The Reader’s Digest Bible (1982) by
Bruce M. Metzger is a condensation of the RSV (1952). The Contemporary
English Version (1995) by Barclay M. Newman as editor was an ex-
ception. It was translated directly from the original texts, and is not a
paraphrase or modernisation of any existing traditional version. Since more
people hear the Bible read than read it themselves, Newman and his
colleagues aimed to listen carefully for the way in which each word in
their version would be understood when read out aloud.

The vocabulary and language structures of the eminently readable
versions reflect the language usage of the average person. This results
in simplified versions at a reading level of third or fourth grade, in-
tended as a stepping stone to the more formal/traditional versions. For
example The New International Reader’s Version (1996/1998) is a sim-
plified version intended as a stepping stone to the New International
Version. The translators were most sensitive to gender-inclusive wording.
For example, the term “brothers” is rendered as “brothers and sisters”.
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lation and publication. The KJV, a revision in the Tyndale tradition,
was crucial to the official English translation of the Bible during the
first part of the twentieth century. The ASV failed to replace the KJV.
The independent modern speech versions of the first half of the twen-
tieth century accustomed the reading public to Scriptures in the modern
English vernacular. In the second part of the twentieth-century Ame-
rican versions of the Bible played an increasingly important role. A
primary concern for meaning and readability has influenced the trend
to produce translations that reflect dynamic equivalence rather than
formal equivalence, for example the TEV. The strong voices of the
major religious traditions sought to continue the achievements by such
American translations as the RSV, the NAB, and the NJPS. At the same
time, there were attempts both to produce translations supporting
the theological views of particular segments of a religious tradition
(e.g., the NIV) and to find a common Bible translation that surmounts
the differences between religious traditions (e.g., the experiments with
an edition of the RSV acceptable for use by both Catholics and Pro-
testants). The cost involved in producing a major translation weighed
heavily in favour of more versions which are revisions of revisions (e.g.,
the case of the American RSV and the British NEB).

What about the future for English Bible translation? There are three
critical phases in our development: an orality phase before the invention
of printing; a printing/written/reading phase, and a video phase (since
the 1960s) with the emphasis on the visual (Newman et al. 1996:72).
A new territory for English Bible translation will be the creation of
visual Bibles: not merely fixed-video-camera recordings of someone
reading the Bible, but many animated re-creations of Bible stories. On
the one hand, the visual will become increrasingly important in printed
Bibles as well as in Bible translation as stated in the preface of the CEV
(1995). The CEV has been described as a “user-friendly” and “mission-
driven” translation that can be read aloud without stumbling, heard
without misunderstanding, and listened to with enjoyment and appre-
ciation, because the style is lucid and lyrical. These aspects are impor-
tant and omitted in most translations of the twentieth century. How-
ever, a shift can be expected from the language of the New York Times,
which characterised the language usage in many of the English Bible
translations in the second half of the twentieth century, i.e. by sup-
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