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Sermon Notes  
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King James Version 

Bible Sunday – 17 July 2011 

Preacher 

Dr Douglas Golding 

Readings:  Isaiah 55.1-13;  Psalm 119. 97-112; James 1.22-27;  Luke 4.14-21  
   

400th Anniversary of the King James Version of the Bible 
  
On the Queen’s Birthday holiday last month, when many places were closed, St Andrew’s cathedral 
in Sydney was open for business.   For a day of special services and talks to commemorate the 400th 
anniversary of the KJV version of the Bible in 1611.  But you had pay $30 to get in, $25 if you were 
a student or a senior.   Ten days ago, there was a full-day commemoration at Moore College. That 
was $5 cheaper, so that was the one I went to.   But, thanks to our EFM group, we are having a 
King James experience here, at no extra charge.    
 
Today we honour a book which has taught the faith and underlain the English language and culture 
for at least 300 years – from when it came into general use around the year 1650 until it was 
generally replaced by more contemporary, translations from about 1950.  This is a facsimile of the 
first edition of 1611 – in a reduced page size. 
 
The King James Version was a product of a reconciliation conference, at Hampton Court Palace, in 
1604.  The newly-crowned King James I brought together moderate bishops and archbishops and 
moderate puritans in an effort to heal the divisions of more than a century of religious conflict.  The 
conflict had cost more than  
84 000 lives in direct combat, and over 100 000 more from war-related diseases.  It had also 
produced political and religious martyrs, on all three sides – Catholic, Anglican and Puritan.  Many 
of them, including King Charles I, are still commemorated in our lectionary. 
 
So the decision to produce a new translation of the Bible was as much a political decision as a 
religious one.  The translators had to be guided by 15 rules laid down by the King.   There was to be 
no massive commentary in the margins as there were in the Geneva Bible of 1560, the Bible of the 
Puritans.  These marginal notes offended the king, by railing against both kings and bishops.   The 
translators were to follow the wording of the Bishops’ Bible of 1568, as revised in 1572.   A third 
rule was that the old ecclesiastical words were to be kept in the new version, not replaced by Puritan 
alternatives.  So ekklesia was translated as church, not as congregation or gathering;  and episkopos 
as bishop, not as elder or superintendent;  and  hiereus  as priest not as minister.  All these 
alternatives are perfectly valid translations of the Greek and are used in many Calvinist and 
Reformed churches. 
 
These rules are a reminder that politics is endemic in any institution, even in the church, at every 
level.   Both personalities and principles play a part in the manoeuvring, but after a lifetime in the 
church and seven years in Canberra, working in and around the Parliament, I am convinced of one 
significant difference -- political disputes are often more about personal power and prestige than 
about principles;  in the church, disputes are more often about matters of principle.  Church politics 
can be bitter and divisive and destructive, at any level.  But good can come out of them, as the King 
James Version bears witness. 
 
The first edition of the King James Bible contained many printing errors, and archaic spellings, and 
mistranslations, and these were gradually corrected in following editions;  the old Gothic type was 
abandoned,  and the King James version we are familiar with was determined by the King’s Printer 
in 1769, more than a century later.    
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But these later editions often left out three key parts of the early editions -- the Apocrypha, the 
translators’ effusive dedication to the King’s Most Excellent Majesty, and the preface, the 
translators’ message to the reader, which was written by Miles Smith, a canon of Hereford 
Cathedral.  The dedication and the preface confirm the politics behind the translation – but they also 
reveal two other things we should understand as we honour this book. 
 
Firstly, the translators knew that if the Word of God was to reveal the nature of God and the mighty 
works of God, it must speak to the people in their own language.  In their day this meant in English, 
not in Latin, the language of the church.   As the translators said, in a series of powerful analogies:   
 Happy is the man that delighteth in the Scripture, and thrice happy he that 
 meditateth in it day and night.  ... But how shall men meditate in that which  they 
cannot understand?  ... 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 ... 
 
The King James Bible was written in the language of the time --not the language of the ploughboy, 
as William Tyndale had striven for 80 years earlier, but in the language of the new middle class of 
wealthy, literate merchants which was beginning to restructure English society as it had done in 
Europe.   This was a conservative revision, not a new translation – as the preface says    
 Truly, good Christian reader, we never thought from the beginning, that we  should 
need to make a new translation, nor yet to make of a bad one a good  one ... but to make a 
good one better, or out of many good ones, one  principal  good one ... 
 
David Crystal, who is one of the foremost modern scholars of the English language and its history, 
has identified 257 phrases from the King James Version that have become common English idioms, 
phrases like  
 Let there be light!   and    A man after his own heart  and  The bread of life  and   A thorn in 
the flesh   and ... 
 
No other book has provided the language with so many idiomatic expressions.  But nearly all of 
these phrases come from previous English versions -- the Geneva Bible, the Bishops Bible, the 
Douai-Rheims Bible, the version published in France for English Catholics, the Tyndale version 
and the even earlier Wycliffe version.  Very few came from the six teams of scholars who worked 
on the King James version.  
 
In following centuries, the language of the King James Bible became more and more inaccessible.    
Preachers often had to interpret archaic words and phrases to their congregation; so did Sunday 
school teachers to their classes-- prevent does not mean to stop something happening  -- it means to 
‘be before’, or to ‘go before’ or to ‘come before’;  conversation  does not mean a chat over morning 
tea or on your mobile, it means ‘behaviour’, and so on. Bible paraphrases and new translations 
began to appear, especially as more manuscripts of the Biblical books were discovered and scholars 
learned more about ancient Hebrew and Greek and Aramaic.   
 
After 1950, the majority of Christians, Catholic, Protestant and Orthodox, abandoned the King 
James Bible for these newer translations.  Today the NIV, the blue book in our pews, is the biggest-
selling English translation, in its multiple editions, and the New King James version is second, 
ahead of the King James Bible and dozens of other English versions.   A new revised NIV has just 
been published, to correct what are seen as errors in the original version and to keep pace with 
continuing change in the language.    
So, many of the celebrations of the King James Bible this year are, in a sense, valedictories.   The 
old version is increasingly being read and studied simply as great literature, like the works of 
Shakespeare.  Shakespeare was a contemporary of the translators and one of his later plays, The 
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Tempest, was first performed in the same year as the first edition of the KJV was published. 
 
These new translations are a reminder that when we witness to the faith, as we are called to do, we 
need to speak in a language people can understand. This often means we need to witness by how we 
live as well as by what we say and how we say it. 
 
One last point.  The translators also remind us that the Bible is the word of God and needs to be 
handled with care.  As the preface says  
 But now, what piety without truth?  what truth (what saving truth) without the  word of 
God?  What word of God (whereof we may be sure) without the  Scripture? 
 
But what do we mean by saying ‘the Bible is the Word of God’?   There are many different  
understandings of this phrase, and we have the opportunity to explore some of them in a short study 
and discussion course which the parish council has endorsed for later in the year and which we hope 
many of us will attend and contribute to.  A Bible study with a difference.    
 
Every version of the Bible is a translation, and a translation cannot escape being an interpretation – 
a rendering into another language and another time and another culture of what the translators 
believe the original writer meant.  The preface to the New Revised Standard Version tells us that 
this is a conservative translation, but masculine words in the Hebrew and the Greek have been made 
gender-inclusive, by being paraphrased -- so men has become people and brothers has become 
brothers and sisters.   The preface to the NIV tells us that this is a translation by evangelical 
scholars who regard the Bible as infallible, God’s word in written form.  So the NIV makes no 
attempt to be gender-inclusive and translates ambiguous phrases in accordance with the historic 
teachings of the church.  
 
One of the translators of the revised NIV was at the Moore College seminar last week.  A day or so 
later, he sent me a short list of some of these renderings— one significant one is the translation of 
the Hebrew bethulah in Isaiah chapter 7 verse 14.  Bethulah  can simply mean any young woman; it 
can also have the more limited sense of  ‘virgin’   
 
The KJV says ‘virgin’ –  
 
 Therefore the Lord himself shall give you a sign; Behold, a virgin shall conceive,  and bear 
a son, and shall call his name Immanuel. 
 
The New Revised Standard Version says ‘young woman’; so do many other modern translations.  
The NIV says ‘virgin’, respecting the doctrine of the Virgin Birth.   
 
But most translators agree that some parts of the text, even in their original language, remain 
obscure.  In the end, we must leave our complete understanding to God:  as one of our old hymns 
tells us, God is his own interpreter and he will make it plain.  Or, as the translators of the King 
James Version affirm:   
 He removeth the scales from our eyes, the vail from our hearts, opening our wits  that we 
may understand his word, enlarging our hearts, yea correcting our  affections, that we may 
love it to the end. 
 
Our Gospel reading today reminds us that Jesus is the fulfilment of all Scripture; when properly 
understood, the written word bears witness to the living word, the One perfect Man whose 
sacrificial and saving love we are called to honour, and to emulate.    We are never more alive than 
when we are alive in him. 
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