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The King James Bible 

The King James Bible was the mainstay of English-speaking Christianity for nearly 400 years. 

It was published in 1611, the same time in history when Shakespeare was writing his plays. 

Still today it remains a popular and often-quoted version of the Bible. 

What led to this translation? 

Here’s a brief account of English religious history leading up to King James: 

 Henry VIII, a contemporary of Martin Luther, broke from the Roman Catholic Church over a 

marriage dispute. He wanted the Pope’s approval for a divorce from Catherine of Spain, who 

only bore one surviving heir, a daughter (Mary). Rome refused to grant his request and 

excommunicated him. Henry VIII responded by having Parliament declare him to be the supreme 

head of the church. This was the beginning of the Church of England, which became a mixture of 

Roman Catholicism and Protestantism. 

 Edward VI, son of Henry VIII and Jane Seymour, became king and moved England closer to 

Protestantism. A Book of Common Prayer was required to be used by all clergy. 

 Mary, daughter of Henry VIII and Catherine, became queen and tried to push England back 

toward Roman Catholicism. Leaders of rebellions and heretics were put to death, and Mary 

became known as “Bloody Mary.” 

 Elizabeth, daughter of Henry VIII and Anne Boleyn, became queen and ruled for a long time (1558 

to 1603). She wanted unity in England and wanted the church arranged to satisfy as many people 

as possible. She was officially called supreme governor, including over a national church. A 

government act of uniformity determined the worship life of the church, and articles of faith 

were issued which all priests and ministers were supposed to subscribe to. 

 In spite of the development of the Church of England, there remained some Roman Catholics 

who resisted the Church of England. On the other hand, Puritanism grew as others wanted to 

“purify” the Church of England from any trace of Roman Catholicism. In addition, there were 

independent separatists who wanted to establish churches and worship completely outside of 

the Church of England. 

 James I became king in 1604 and ruled until 1625. He continued with the Church of England as it 

had developed under Elizabeth. At the beginning of James’ reign, the Puritans requested 

changes in the Church of England. They also requested a fresh translation of the Bible. 

Here’s a summary of English Bibles leading up to the King James Version: 

 William Tyndale published his New Testament from Greek in 1526. He translated some of the Old 

Testament from the Hebrew and would probably have published a whole Bible if he had not been 

arrested and executed in the mid 1530’s. 

 Myles Coverdale used Latin and German translations as well as Tyndale’s English translation to 

publish a complete English Bible in 1535. 
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 A Bible called Matthew’ Bible was published in 1537. It too contained much of the work of 

Tyndale in both the Old and New Testaments. 

 The Geneva Bible was published in 1560. The New Testament was translated by William 

Whittingam, who was a Protestant exile in Geneva during the reign of Mary. This Bible 

contributed two features to the later King James Bible: verse divisions and the use of italics for 

explanatory words and phrases. The notes in this Bible had a strong Puritan edge to them. 

 The Bishops’ Bible was a translating project begun in the 1560’s. It was based on an earlier Bible 

called the Great Bible from the late 1530’s. Anglican bishops did the revising, and the Bible was 

intended to be used in publish worship. 

 So by 1600 England had a Bible which was primarily used in the home (Geneva Bible) and 

another which was used primarily in worship (Bishops’ Bible). The two did not always agree. A 

fresh translation was called for from the original Greek and Hebrew which would use the best 

of the existing translations and which could be used both at church and in the home. 

Here’s how the King James Version came together: 

 In response to the Puritans’ request, King James assembled a team of 54 scholars. They were 

divided into teams who worked separately and then came together again. At least 15 rules were 

written up for the translators to observe. A committee of 12 then reviewed the whole translation, 

and 2 men did final preparations for the printing. 

 The work started in 1607 and finished in 1611. 

 It was later called the “Authorized Version,” but there is no record that says the king officially 

approved it. 

 It was printed in a Roman font which was conveniently readable by the public. 

 It had a fine English style of words and phrases as well as a pleasing rhythm and cadence. 

 It contains the books called the Apocrypha, just as Luther’s Bible did in 1534. 

 There were printings in 1611, 1613, 1617, with as many as 5,000 copies printed in each run. (How 

many have been printed since?!) 

 The translators’ notes to the reader, which preface the work, are interesting to read. They give a 

history of translations going back to the Septuagint; a history of the background to the 1611 Bible; 

reasons why the translators did what they did in their work; and an answer to any potential 

critics, including supporters of the Pope as well as Puritans. 

Let’s look at three sections from the original 1611 King James Bible.* 

What do you observe in them? 

 
* Sources for this Bible study include: 

A History of Christianity by Kenneth Scott Latourette. Fourth printing in September 2000 by Prince Press. 

The Holy Bible, 1611 Edition by Hendrickson Publishers, Inc. 2003. 

The Holy Bible printed and published by Cambridge University Press. 
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The Holy Bible, 1611 Edition by Hendrickson Publishers, Inc. 2003. 
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The Holy Bible, 1611 Edition by Hendrickson Publishers, Inc. 2003. 


