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INTRODUCTION
T O  T H E  E S V  C H U R C H  H I S T O R Y  S T U D Y  B I B L E

Martyn Lloyd-Jones once commented on the perspective that we gain as 
disciples today from those who have gone before us, noting,

We begin to study the history of the church throughout the ages and 
we remember what we read years ago something in the lives of some 
of the saints. And we begin to understand that some of the greatest 
saints that have ever adorned the life of the church have experienced 
trials and troubles and tribulations which cause our little problem to 
pale into insignificance.

Not only do the past figures of church history, these “saints,” give us 
perspective during times of trial, but they also give us perspective as we 
read and study the Bible. The ESV Church History Study Bible is grounded 
upon the basic point that we have much to learn from those who have 
gone before us. Charles Spurgeon once encouraged his students to read 
commentaries, noting that the Holy Spirit is not an exclusive or individual 
gift to any one believer. Since we know that the Holy Spirit teaches us, we 
can know that the Holy Spirit teaches others. And the Holy Spirit has been 
teaching the church throughout the corridors of time. We stand down-
stream from two millennia of gifted teachers and teaching. This study Bible 
aims to introduce readers today to these teachers from the past.

Unlike in other study Bibles, the notes in the ESV Church History Study 
Bible have not been written by the editors. Instead, the notes have been 
compiled by a team of biblical scholars and church historians. The actual 
contributors of the notes are a varied group, stretching back from the first 
and second centuries and reaching forward to the twentieth century. These 
are theologians, pastors, poets, and laity, all offering their perspective on 
God’s Word. In the ESV Church History Study Bible we escape the tyranny of 
the present to see wisdom from the past. An Author Index, pages 2015–
2029, offers a list and brief description of each of these contributors to 
the notes.

The ESV Church History Study Bible also includes introductory material for 
each biblical book that reflects the history of interpretation or historical 
issues and emphases regarding each book. At moments in the past, spe-
cific biblical passages played a key role in the unfolding of church history. 
The ESV Church History Study Bible includes brief treatments of these moments 
as sidebars that could be dubbed “This Passage in Church History.” Finally, 
twelve articles are included in the back of this Bible to provide an overview 
of church history and to consider particular themes.

The ESV Church History Study Bible is intended to serve pastors and stu-
dents, placing a wealth of teaching, insight, and encouragement from 
church history alongside the biblical text and within the covers of a single 
volume. The ESV Church History Study Bible is also intended to serve laity by 
introducing them to the vast riches of church history that can encourage 
and edify. The ESV Church History Study Bible stands as a reminder to all of us 
that we are part of one body, proclaiming one gospel, reading and study-
ing one Bible, in obedience and service to one Lord and Savior.
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The Puritan John Owen offers us this encouragement:

If you have any regard to the constancy of your faith, to the comfort 
of your life, the honor of God, or the salvation of your own soul, labor 
immediately to get your belief of the Word better founded. Read 
the Scripture constantly, study it seriously, search it diligently, hear it 
explained and applied by others, meditate on it yourself, and beg of 
God an understanding of it and a right faith in it.

Stephen J. Nichols
General Editor
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PREFACE
T O  T H E  E N G L I S H  S T A N D A R D  V E R S I O N

The Bible

“This Book [is] the most valuable thing that this world affords. Here is 
Wisdom; this is the royal Law; these are the lively Oracles of God.” With 
these words the Moderator of the Church of Scotland hands a Bible to the 
new monarch in Britain’s coronation service. These words echo the King 
James Bible translators, who wrote in 1611, “God’s sacred Word . . . is that 
inestimable treasure that excelleth all the riches of the earth.” This assess-
ment of the Bible is the motivating force behind the publication of the 
English Standard Version.

Translation Legacy

The English Standard Version (ESV) stands in the classic mainstream of 
English Bible translations over the past half-millennium. The fountainhead 
of that stream was William Tyndale’s New Testament of 1526; marking its 
course were the King James Version of 1611 (KJV), the English Revised 
Version of 1885 (RV), the American Standard Version of 1901 (ASV), and 
the Revised Standard Version of 1952 and 1971 (RSV). In that stream, 
faithfulness to the text and vigorous pursuit of precision were combined 
with simplicity, beauty, and dignity of expression. Our goal has been to 
carry forward this legacy for this generation and generations to come.

To this end each word and phrase in the ESV has been carefully weighed 
against the original Hebrew, Aramaic, and Greek, to ensure the fullest 
accuracy and clarity and to avoid under-translating or overlooking any 
nuance of the original text. The words and phrases themselves grow out of 
the Tyndale–King James legacy, and most recently out of the RSV, with the 
1971 RSV text providing the starting point for our work. Archaic language 
has been brought into line with current usage and significant corrections 
have been made in the translation of key texts. But throughout, our goal 
has been to retain the depth of meaning and enduring quality of language 
that have made their indelible mark on the English-speaking world and 
have defined the life and doctrine of its church over the last five centuries.

Translation Philosophy

The ESV is an “essentially literal” translation that seeks as far as possible to 
reproduce the precise wording of the original text and the personal style of 
each Bible writer. As such, its emphasis is on “word-for-word” correspon-
dence, at the same time taking full account of differences in grammar, syn-
tax, and idiom between current literary English and the original languages. 
Thus it seeks to be transparent to the original text, letting the reader see as 
directly as possible the structure and exact force of the original.

In contrast to the ESV, some Bible versions have followed a “thought-for-
thought” rather than “word-for-word” translation philosophy, emphasizing 
“dynamic equivalence” rather than the “essentially literal” meaning of the 
original. A “thought-for-thought” translation is of necessity more inclined 
to reflect the interpretive views of the translator and the influences of con-
temporary culture.
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Every translation is at many points a trade-off between literal precision 
and readability, between “formal equivalence” in expression and “functional 
equivalence” in communication, and the ESV is no exception. Within this 
framework we have sought to be “as literal as possible” while maintaining 
clarity of expression and literary excellence. Therefore, to the extent that 
plain English permits and the meaning in each case allows, we have sought 
to use the same English word for important recurring words in the original; 
and, as far as grammar and syntax allow, we have rendered Old Testament 
passages cited in the New in ways that show their correspondence. Thus 
in each of these areas, as well as throughout the Bible as a whole, we have 
sought to capture all the echoes and overtones of meaning that are so 
abundantly present in the original texts.

As an essentially literal translation, taking into account grammar and 
syntax, the ESV thus seeks to carry over every possible nuance of meaning 
in the original words of Scripture into our own language. As such, the ESV 
is ideally suited for in-depth study of the Bible. Indeed, with its commit-
ment to literary excellence, the ESV is equally well suited for public reading 
and preaching, for private reading and reflection, for both academic and 
devotional study, and for Scripture memorization.

Translation Principles and Style

The ESV also carries forward classic translation principles in its literary 
style. Accordingly it retains theological terminology—words such as grace, 
faith, justification, sanctification, redemption, regeneration, reconciliation, 
propitiation—because of their central importance for Christian doctrine 
and also because the underlying Greek words were already becoming key 
words and technical terms among Christians in New Testament times.

The ESV lets the stylistic variety of the biblical writers fully express 
itself—from the exalted prose that opens Genesis, to the flowing narratives 
of the historical books, to the rich metaphors and dramatic imagery of the 
poetic books, to the ringing rhetoric in the prophetic books, to the smooth 
elegance of Luke, to the profound simplicities of John, and the closely 
reasoned logic of Paul.

In punctuating, paragraphing, dividing long sentences, and rendering 
connectives, the ESV follows the path that seems to make the ongoing 
flow of thought clearest in English. The biblical languages regularly connect 
sentences by frequent repetition of words such as “and,” “but,” and “for,” 
in a way that goes beyond the conventions of current literary English. 
Effective translation, however, requires that these links in the original be 
reproduced so that the flow of the argument will be transparent to the 
reader. We have therefore normally translated these connectives, though 
occasionally we have varied the rendering by using alternatives (such as 
“also,” “however,” “now,” “so,” “then,” or “thus”) when they better express 
the linkage in specific instances.

In the area of gender language, the goal of the ESV is to render literally 
what is in the original. For example, “anyone” replaces “any man” where 
there is no word corresponding to “man” in the original languages, and 
“people” rather than “men” is regularly used where the original languages 
refer to both men and women. But the words “man” and “men” are 
retained where a male meaning component is part of the original Greek 
or Hebrew. Likewise, the word “man” has been retained where the original 
text intends to convey a clear contrast between “God” on the one hand 
and “man” on the other hand, with “man” being used in the collective 
sense of the whole human race (see Luke 2:52). Similarly, the English word 
“brothers” (translating the Greek word adelphoi) is retained as an important 
familial form of address between fellow-Jews and fellow-Christians in the 
first century. A recurring note is included to indicate that the term “broth-
ers” (adelphoi) was often used in Greek to refer to both men and women, 
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and to indicate the specific instances in the text where this is the case. 
In addition, the English word “sons” (translating the Greek word huioi) is 
retained in specific instances because the underlying Greek term usually 
includes a male meaning component and it was used as a legal term in 
the adoption and inheritance laws of first-century Rome. As used by the 
apostle Paul, this term refers to the status of all Christians, both men and 
women, who, having been adopted into God’s family, now enjoy all the 
privileges, obligations, and inheritance rights of God’s children.

The inclusive use of the generic “he” has also regularly been retained, 
because this is consistent with similar usage in the original languages and 
because an essentially literal translation would be impossible without it.

In each case the objective has been transparency to the original text, 
allowing the reader to understand the original on its own terms rather than 
in the terms of our present-day Western culture.

The Translation of Specialized Terms

In the translation of biblical terms referring to God, the ESV takes great 
care to convey the specific nuances of meaning of the original Hebrew 
and Greek words. First, concerning terms that refer to God in the Old 
Testament: God, the Maker of heaven and earth, introduced himself to the 
people of Israel with a special personal name, the consonants for which are 
YHWH (see Exodus 3:14–15). Scholars call this the “Tetragrammaton,” a 
Greek term referring to the four Hebrew letters YHWH. The exact pronun-
ciation of YHWH is uncertain, because the Jewish people considered the 
personal name of God to be so holy that it should never be spoken aloud. 
Instead of reading the word YHWH, therefore, they would normally read 
the Hebrew word ʾadonay (“Lord”), and the ancient translations into Greek, 
Syriac, and Aramaic also followed this practice. When the vowels of the 
word ʾadonay are placed with the consonants of YHWH, this results in the 
familiar word Jehovah that was used in some earlier English Bible transla-
tions. As is common among English translations today, the ESV usually 
renders the personal name of God (YHWH) by the word Lord (printed 
in small capitals). An exception to this is when the Hebrew word ʾadonay 
appears together with YHWH, in which case the two words are rendered 
together as “the Lord [in lowercase] God [in small capitals].” In contrast to 
the personal name for God (YHWH), the more general name for God in Old 
Testament Hebrew is ʾelohim and its related forms of ʾel or ʾeloah, all of which 
are normally translated “God” (in lowercase letters). The use of these differ-
ent ways to translate the Hebrew words for God is especially beneficial to 
English readers, enabling them to see and understand the different ways 
that the personal name and the general name for God are both used to refer 
to the One True God of the Old Testament.

Second, in the New Testament, the Greek word Christos has been trans-
lated consistently as “Christ.” Although the term originally meant simply 
“anointed,” among Jews in New Testament times it had specifically come 
to designate the Messiah, the great Savior that God had promised to raise 
up. In other New Testament contexts, however, especially among Gentiles, 
Christos (“Christ”) was on its way to becoming a proper name. It is import-
ant, therefore, to keep the context in mind in understanding the various 
ways that Christos (“Christ”) is used in the New Testament. At the same 
time, in accord with its “essentially literal” translation philosophy, the ESV 
has retained consistency and concordance in the translation of Christos 
(“Christ”) throughout the New Testament.

Third, a particular difficulty is presented when words in biblical Hebrew 
and Greek refer to ancient practices and institutions that do not cor-
respond directly to those in the modern world. Such is the case in 
the translation of ʿebed (Hebrew) and doulos (Greek), terms which are 
often rendered “slave.” These terms, however, actually cover a range of 
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relationships that requires a range of renderings—“slave,” “bondservant,” or 
“servant”—depending on the context. Further, the word “slave” currently 
carries associations with the often brutal and dehumanizing institution of 
slavery particularly in nineteenth-century America. For this reason, the 
ESV translation of the words ʿebed and doulos has been undertaken with 
particular attention to their meaning in each specific context. Thus in Old 
Testament times, one might enter slavery either voluntarily (e.g., to escape 
poverty or to pay off a debt) or involuntarily (e.g., by birth, by being 
captured in battle, or by judicial sentence). Protection for all in servitude in 
ancient Israel was provided by the Mosaic Law, including specific provi-
sions for release from slavery. In New Testament times, a doulos is often 
best described as a “bondservant”—that is, someone in the Roman Empire 
officially bound under contract to serve his master for seven years (except 
for those in Caesar’s household in Rome who were contracted for fourteen 
years). When the contract expired, the person was freed, given his wage 
that had been saved by the master, and officially declared a freedman. 
The ESV usage thus seeks to express the most fitting nuance of meaning 
in each context. Where absolute ownership by a master is envisaged (as 
in Romans 6), “slave” is used; where a more limited form of servitude is 
in view, “bondservant” is used (as in 1 Corinthians 7:21–24); where the 
context indicates a wide range of freedom (as in John 4:51), “servant” 
is preferred. Footnotes are generally provided to identify the Hebrew or 
Greek and the range of meaning that these terms may carry in each case. 
The issues involved in translating the Greek word doulos apply also to the 
Greek word sundoulos, translated in the text as “fellow servant.”

Fourth, it is sometimes suggested that Bible translations should capital-
ize pronouns referring to deity. It has seemed best not to capitalize deity 
pronouns in the ESV, however, for the following reasons: first, there is 
nothing in the original Hebrew and Greek manuscripts that corresponds to 
such capitalization; second, the practice of capitalizing deity pronouns in 
English Bible translations is a recent innovation, which began only in the 
mid-twentieth century; and, third, such capitalization is absent from the 
KJV Bible and the whole stream of Bible translations that the ESV carries 
forward.

A fifth specialized term, the word “behold,” usually has been retained as 
the most common translation for the Hebrew word hinneh and the Greek 
word idou. Both of these words mean something like “Pay careful attention 
to what follows! This is important!” Other than the word “behold,” there is 
no single word in English that fits well in most contexts. Although “Look!” 
and “See!” and “Listen!” would be workable in some contexts, in many 
others these words lack sufficient weight and dignity. Given the principles 
of “essentially literal” translation, it is important not to leave hinneh and idou 
completely untranslated and so to lose the intended emphasis in the origi-
nal languages. The older and more formal word “behold” has usually been 
retained, therefore, as the best available option for conveying the original 
weight of meaning.

Textual Basis and Resources

The ESV is based on the Masoretic text of the Hebrew Bible as found in 
Biblia Hebraica Stuttgartensia (5th ed., 1997), and on the Greek text in the 
2014 editions of the Greek New Testament (5th corrected ed.), published by 
the United Bible Societies (UBS), and Novum Testamentum Graece (28th ed., 
2012), edited by Nestle and Aland. The currently renewed respect among 
Old Testament scholars for the Masoretic text is reflected in the ESV’s 
attempt, wherever possible, to translate difficult Hebrew passages as they 
stand in the Masoretic text rather than resorting to emendations or to find-
ing an alternative reading in the ancient versions. In exceptional, difficult 
cases, the Dead Sea Scrolls, the Septuagint, the Samaritan Pentateuch, 
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the Syriac Peshitta, the Latin Vulgate, and other sources were consulted 
to shed possible light on the text, or, if necessary, to support a diver-
gence from the Masoretic text. Similarly, in a few difficult cases in the New 
Testament, the ESV has followed a Greek text different from the text given 
preference in the UBS/Nestle-Aland 28th edition. Throughout, the trans-
lation team has benefited greatly from the massive textual resources that 
have become readily available recently, from new insights into biblical laws 
and culture, and from current advances in Hebrew and Greek lexicography 
and grammatical understanding.

Textual Footnotes

The footnotes that are included in most editions of the ESV are therefore 
an integral part of the ESV translation, informing the reader of textual vari-
ations and difficulties and showing how these have been resolved by the 
ESV translation team. In addition to this, the footnotes indicate significant 
alternative readings and occasionally provide an explanation for technical 
terms or for a difficult reading in the text.

Publishing Team

The ESV publishing team has included more than a hundred people. The 
fourteen-member Translation Oversight Committee benefited from the 
work of more than fifty biblical experts serving as Translation Review 
Scholars and from the comments of the more than fifty members of 
the Advisory Council, all of which was carried out under the auspices 
of the Crossway Board of Directors. This hundred-plus-member team 
shares a common commitment to the truth of God’s Word and to historic 
Christian orthodoxy and is international in scope, including leaders in many 
denominations.

To God’s Honor and Praise

We know that no Bible translation is perfect; but we also know that God 
uses imperfect and inadequate things to his honor and praise. So to our 
triune God and to his people we offer what we have done, with our prayers 
that it may prove useful, with gratitude for much help given, and with 
ongoing wonder that our God should ever have entrusted to us so momen-
tous a task.

Soli Deo Gloria!—To God alone be the glory!
The Translation Oversight Committee
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APOSTLES’ CREED

I believe in God the Father Almighty; Maker of heaven and earth.

And in Jesus Christ, his only Son, our Lord; who was conceived by the Holy Ghost, born 
of the Virgin Mary; suffered under Pontius Pilate, was crucified, dead, and buried; he 
descended into hell; the third day he rose from the dead; he ascended into heaven; and 
sitteth at the right hand of God the Father Almighty; from thence he shall come to judge 
the quick and the dead. 

I believe in the Holy Ghost; the holy catholic church; the communion of saints; the for-
giveness of sins; the resurrection of the body; and the life everlasting. Amen.

The Apostles’ Creed reflects various creeds from bishops in the early church. The Creed 
was used as a teaching tool, as well as an element of liturgy. It has been recited in Christian 
communions and churches through the centuries.
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NICENE CREED

I believe in one God the Father Almighty; Maker of heaven and earth, and 
of all things visible and invisible.

And in one Lord Jesus Christ, the only-begotten Son of God, begotten of the Father 
before all worlds; [God of God], Light of Light, very God of very God, begotten, not made, 
being of one substance [essence] with the Father; by whom all things were made; who, 
for us men and for our salvation, came down from heaven, and was incarnate by the 
Holy Ghost of the Virgin Mary, and was made man; and was crucified also for us under 
Pontius Pilate; he suffered and was buried; and the third day he rose again, according to 
the Scriptures; and ascended into heaven, and sitteth on the right hand of the Father; and 
he shall come again, with glory, to judge both the quick and the dead; whose kingdom 
shall have no end.

And [I believe] in the Holy Ghost, the Lord and Giver of Life; who proceedeth from the 
Father [and the Son]; who with the Father and the Son together is worshiped and glorified; 
who spake by the Prophets. And [I believe] in one holy catholic and apostolic church. I 
acknowledge one baptism for the remission of sins; and I look for the resurrection of the 
dead, and the life of the world to come. Amen.
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CHALCEDONIAN DEFINITION

We, then, following the holy Fathers, all with one consent, teach men to 
confess one and the same Son, our Lord Jesus Christ, the same perfect 
in Godhead and also perfect in manhood; truly God and truly man, of a 
reasonable [rational] soul and body; consubstantial [coessential] with the 
Father according to the Godhead, and consubstantial with us according 
to the Manhood; in all things like unto us, without sin; begotten before all 
ages of the Father according to the Godhead, and in these latter days, 
for us and for our salvation, born of the Virgin Mary, the Mother of God, 
according to the Manhood; one and the same Christ, Son, Lord, Only-
begotten, to be acknowledged in two natures, inconfusedly, unchangeably, 
indivisibly, inseparably; the distinction of natures being by no means taken 
away by the union, but rather the property of each nature being preserved, 
and concurring in one Person and one Subsistence, not parted or divided 
into two persons, but one and the same Son, and only begotten, God the 
Word, the Lord Jesus Christ, as the prophets from the beginning [have 
declared] concerning him, and the Lord Jesus Christ himself has taught us, 
and the Creed of the holy Fathers has handed down to us.

The Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed (381) and the Creed or Definition of Chalcedon 
(451) reflect the conclusions of early church councils (Nicaea, 325; Constantinople, 381; 
Chalcedon, 451) regarding Christological controversies and heresies in the early church. 
Together they affirm the biblical and orthodox view of the person of Christ as truly God 
and truly man and as two natures in one person (the hypostatic union). This is central to 
the proclamation of the gospel, as the Nicene Creed declares Christ to be the God-Man 
“for us and for our salvation.”

All creeds taken from Philip Schaff, ed., The Creeds of Christendom, 1877.
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HISTORY OF BIBLICAL  
INTERPRETATION AND EXEGESIS

G E R A L D  B R A Y

Origins
Almost from the beginning, biblical texts were 
being expounded and interpreted. Even the book 
of Deuteronomy can be seen as a second giving 
of the law that reinforced and applied what had 
already been revealed. Israel’s prophets carried on 
this tradition, and the New Testament is often a 
commentary on the Old, explaining how its prom-
ises have been fulfilled in Christ. In books such as 
Matthew, Romans, and Hebrews the OT Scriptures 
are cited as prophecies that the Son of God came 
to earth to accomplish. Readers of the Hebrew 
Bible were expected to interpret it in that light. 
The Old Testament spoke of the Christ who was to 
come, while the New Testament reveals how that 
has happened.

A sincere desire to find Christ in all the Scriptures 
led Christians to look beyond the letter of the text for 
hidden meanings behind it. This was because some 
books and verses did not speak about Christ very 
clearly, but if they were read in a metaphorical way, 
he could be found in them. The Song of Solomon 
is a classical example of this. What appears on the 
surface to be a series of human love poems was read 
as a mystical revelation of the relationship between 
Christ (the bridegroom) and the church (his bride). 
This form of interpretation, known as allegory, was 
very popular for many centuries and was extended 
to cover many other texts as well. For example, 
Augustine of Hippo (354–430) interpreted the par-
able of the good Samaritan as an allegory of Christ. 
He was the Samaritan who rescued the man who had 
been robbed (an allegory of the sinner), put him on 
his donkey (the cross), and led him to the inn (the 
church), where he would be healed.

The great strength of allegory was that it gave a 
pastoral application to every part of Scripture, but its 
weakness was that its conclusions were not derived 
from the texts it was supposed to be expounding. 
Allegory was rather like astrology. Just as astrolo-
gers looked to the movement of the stars as if they 
determined the meaning of their lives, so allegorical 
interpreters of Scripture searched the Bible for fan-
ciful interpretations it does not contain.

Pre-Reformation Biblical Interpretation
Allegory was very influential, but even in ancient 
times some objected to it because of its subjective 
nature. Great scholars like Jerome (337–420) rejected 
it and said that the plain meaning of the text was 
the revelation God intended for his people. This 
approach was put into practice by preachers such 
as John Chrysostom (349–407) and the unknown 
Ambrosiaster (c. 366–384), whose sermons and 
commentaries remain models of careful exegesis 
and responsible application. Around the same time, 
other scholars were systematizing their reading of 
the Bible, making sure that every book and verse was 
given an interpretation. The result was a collection of 
extracts from great Christian writers that appeared in 
Greek as a series of catenae (“chains”) and in Latin 
as the Glosa ordinaria, a running commentary written 
in the margins of biblical manuscripts. The quality 
of the catenae/Glosa is variable. It can be very 
good, but it is often wrongheaded and inadequate. 
The compilers should not be judged too harshly, 
though—they almost never knew Hebrew, and most 
of the Latin speakers did not know Greek, either. 
They had little understanding of the historical context 
in which the Bible was written, and their only interest 
was in finding good pastoral application of the texts, 
not in examining their background or real meaning.

The Reformation
The sixteenth-century Reformation ushered in a 
new era of biblical interpretation. Martin Luther 
(1483–1546) was a professor of New Testament, 
and his lectures on Galatians and Romans changed 
the way Scripture was read. Luther understood that 
the Bible is a message from God that proclaims 
salvation to the human race. It is a law that outlines 
the standards God requires of us and we inevitably 
fail to achieve, but it is also the good news (gospel) 
that he has done what we cannot do for ourselves. 
The Bible tells us not only who Christ is but also what 
he accomplished by his life, death, and resurrection. 
It is an entire history of salvation, beginning with 
the creation of Adam and Eve, continuing through 
the history of ancient Israel, and culminating in the 
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revelation of Jesus Christ and the preaching of his 
good news.

This new approach led to an explosion of com-
mentary writing and preaching, much of which has 
been preserved for us. John Calvin (1509–1564) 
developed a program of systematic Bible study, 
consisting of scientifically based exegesis of the 
text, contained in his commentaries, and practical 
application of their message, which we discover in 
his sermons. Calvin did not live long enough to cover 
the entire Bible, but his successors filled in the gaps 
and bequeathed a priceless theological treasure to 
the church.

Modern Interpretation
During the eighteenth century biblical scholars 
developed an interest in the background in which 
the sacred texts were written. Knowledge of the 
original languages, already sponsored by Luther and 

Calvin, was developed further, and the discipline of 
archaeology also emerged. Unfortunately, modern 
scholars are divided into those who believe the 
Bible to be the Word of God and those who think 
of it only as a work of human beings. Both groups 
use the methods developed by modern science 
and literary criticism but come to very different 
conclusions. The result is that for the past two 
hundred years believing scholars have brought great 
knowledge and blessing to the church, whereas the 
skeptics have sown unbelief and confusion. Even so, 
God still raises up faithful preachers and exegetes, 
whose sermons and commentaries continue to 
minister the Word of Life to believers. The voice of 
prophecy has not been silenced but continues to 
speak loudly and clearly to those who have ears to 
hear and whose hearts have been warmed by the 
indwelling Spirit of God, who makes his Word bear 
fruit in our lives today.
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HISTORY OF BIBLE TRANSLATION
P E T E R  J . W I L L I A M S

Translation of the Bible began in the early third cen-
tury BC, when Ptolemy II Philadelphus determined 
he wanted to collect every book in the world for his 
library in Alexandria and therefore commissioned a 
translation of the Jewish Torah from Hebrew into 
Greek. This was the largest translation project the 
world had yet seen. Jewish translations of other parts 
of the Old Testament into Greek are often grouped 
today with the remains of the translation Ptolemy 
commissioned under the label “the Septuagint.” 
From at least the first century BC until the second 
century AD, various attempts were made by Jews to 
revise their earliest translations, usually to ensure that 
the Greek followed the Hebrew more closely. Aquila 
made an ultra-literal translation and Symmachus a 
fairly idiomatic one, while Theodotion achieved the 
most successful balance. However, by today’s stan-
dards these would probably all be classed as literal 
translations, since they usually sought to ensure that 
each substantial Hebrew word was represented by a 
single word in Greek.

Christians inherited this respect for the detail 
of Scripture, yet they also placed an emphasis on 
conveying God’s Word to every people group they 
encountered. From no later than the third century 
AD they began translating parts of the Bible into 
Latin, Syriac, and Coptic and by the fifth century 
into Armenian, Christian Palestinian Aramaic, and 
Gothic. By AD 1000 languages with substantial parts 
of the Bible included Anglo-Saxon, Arabic, Ethiopic, 
Georgian, and Old Church Slavonic. In many cases 
the Bible was the earliest literature produced in the 
target language.

In Latin the earliest translations—the Old Latin—
were revised by Jerome (c. AD 347–420) to produce 
the Vulgate translation. This translation dominated 
most of Europe for over a millennium and had pro-
found influence on subsequent translations. Jerome 
explicitly stated that his method for translating 
Scripture was different from the method he used for 
other literature. He says that he translated Esther ver-
bum e verbo (“word for word”) but the apocryphal 
book of Judith sensus e sensu (“sense for sense”). 
He rejected the latter method for Scripture because 
“even the order of the words is a mystery.” With 
the exception of targumim (Jewish translations into 
Aramaic that combined literal translation, paraphrase, 
and exegetical expansions), almost all early Bible 

translation tended to be literal, though translators 
usually felt free to paraphrase when necessary. If 
their target language lacked a word for a key term, 
translators would sometimes borrow a word from the 
original. This is how the Greek word angelos became 
Latin angelus, which in turn became English angel.

Through the Middle Ages the Latin Vulgate was 
almost the only Bible in Catholic countries, while the 
original Greek and Hebrew were rarely accessible. 
However, vernacular languages gradually rose in sta-
tus, and most or all of the Bible had been translated 
from Latin into Catalan, Czech, French, German, and 
Italian even before the Reformation. John Wycliffe 
(c. 1328–1384) and his associates translated the New 
Testament and parts of the Old into Middle English.

At the Reformation Martin Luther pioneered 
translation into the vernacular from the original 
languages, producing a German translation of the 
New Testament in 1522. His example was soon 
followed by William Tyndale, whose 1526 English 
New Testament influenced the Geneva Bible of the 
Puritans (1560) and the King James Version (1611) 
and through these all subsequent English Bible 
translations.

Over the years Bible translators have preferred, 
when possible, to revise an existing translation rather 
than starting afresh. Even in Jerome’s case the task 
of translating the entire Bible proved too much for a 
single translator to achieve in a lifetime. Others, such 
as William Tyndale, were prevented by martyrdom 
from completing their translations. The title page of 
the KJV expresses the balance between producing 
a new translation and revising an old, claiming to 
be “Newly Translated out of the Originall tongues: & 
with the former Translations diligently compared and 
revised.” The KJV itself was subsequently revised, 
and much of its historic wording found its way into 
the Revised Standard Version (RSV) and thus into 
the English Standard Version (ESV).

Until the seventeenth century Bible translation 
was restricted to Europe, North Africa, the Middle 
East, and Central Asia. Matthew’s Gospel was printed 
in Malay in 1629, and the Algonquin Bible was pub-
lished in 1663. But it was William Carey (1761–1834) 
who made Bible translation programmatic to the 
modern Protestant missionary movement. Now over 
seven hundred languages have a full Bible, meaning 
that over four-fifths of the global population has 
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