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Sunday, November 1, 2020—Grace Life School of Theology—From This Generation For Ever 

Lesson 123 The Great Bible: Editions & the Taverner Bible 

 

Introduction 

 

• Thus far we have had two studies looking at the Great Bible.  In Lesson 121 we considered the 

following points: 

 

o The Death of John Rodgers 

 

o The Great Bible: Assessing Its Origin, Impetus, & Production 

 

o The Great Bible: What’s in a Name? 

 

• Last week in Lesson 122 looked at the following regarding the Great Bible: 

 

o Title Page 

 

o Text 

 

• Today, in Lesson 123, we want to conclude our discussion of the Great Bible by considering the 

differences between the 1539 and 1540 editions as well as consider a lesser known Bible 

published in 1539, the Taverner Bible. 

 

Great Bible: Editions 

 

• Recall from Lesson 121 that there were two different editions of the Great Bible, one from 1539 

and a second printed in 1540.  Historians distinguish between the two by calling the 1539 printing 

“Cromwell’s Bible” and the 1540 “Cranmer’s Bible.” J.I. Mombert covers this point in his book 

English Versions of the Bible from 1883.  Consider the following screen shot from page 210 of 

Mombert’s book on this point: 

 

https://gracelifebiblechurch.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/Lesson-121The-Great-Bible-Assessing-Its-Origin-Impetus-Production.pdf
https://gracelifebiblechurch.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/Lesson-122-The-Great-Bible-Title-Page-Text.pdf
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• According to Mombert, Coverdale was also “the editor of the Great Bible of 1540 (Cranmer’s).” 

(Mombert, 220) On pages 220 through 222 Mombert includes the following analysis of the 

Prologue to the 1540 Cranmer edition. 
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• In reference to the textual variants exhibited between the 1539 and 1540 editions of the Great 

Bible, Mombert provides the following textual examples on pages 216 through 219. 
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• Mombert reiterates what we saw from the pen of Drs Donald L. Brake and David Daniell in 

Lesson 121; the Great Bible was the only English Bible to be officially authorized by the English 

Crown.  Consider the following extract from page 222. 

 

 
 

• Mombert asserts that the Great Bible is inferior to the Matthew’s Bible in many ways.  This 

assessment is largely due to Coverdale’s reliance upon the Latin Vulgate. 
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Final Thoughts on the Great Bible 

 

• Recall from Lesson 121 that Vice-Regent Cromwell was executed in July 1540.  This action 

required some alterations to the Great Bible’s Title Page. We touched upon this point in Lesson 

122 when I showed you that the Title Page of the 1540 edition of the Great Bible was changed by 

the removal of Cromwell’s coat of arms. 
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• Edited by Miles Coverdale, the Great Bible was a revision of the Matthew’s Bible of 1537.  

Given that the Matthew’s Bible was two-thirds the work of Tyndale, in an ironic turn of events, 

King Henry VIII licensed the work of William Tyndale via the Matthew’s Bible and authorized it 

through the Great Bible. 

 

• After the Great Bible, the English-speaking world would wait twenty years before the publication 

of a new English translation.  The Geneva New Testament was published in Geneva Switzerland 

in 1557 by English exiles of the reign of Bloody Mary.  In 1560 the complete Geneva Bible was 

published.  Like the Matthew’s and Great Bibles before it, the Geneva Bible continued in the line 

and tradition of William Tyndale. 

 

• In a couple of weeks, we will study and consider the Geneva Bible.  Next week we will consider 

the history of the English Bible between 1540 and 1560 when the Geneva Bible was published. 

 

The Taverner Bible 

 

• In 1539, the same year that the Great Bible was published, a lesser known English Bible appeared 

in print.  This Bible was published by Richard Taverner and is known to history simply as the 

Taverner Bible. 
 

• Dr. Donald L. Brake, author of A Visual History of the English Bible, presents this standard view 

of the Taverner Bible: 
 

o “Just before the Great Bible appeared, however, a revision of Matthew’s Bible surfaced 

and competed for official recognition.  A scholar in both Greek and Hebrew with a 

master’s degree from Cambridge, Richard Taverner (1505-75) set his mind to the task of 

translation.  His version, also published in 1539, would become popularly known as the 

Taverner Bible, but its official title was 

 

“The Most Sacred Bible which is the holy scripture, containing the old and new 

testament, translated into English, and newly recognized with great diligence 

after most faithful exemplar by Richard Taverner.” 

 

Taverner had been in the employment of Cromwell as a clerk.  Did Cromwell encourage 

work or did Taverner know of Cromwell’s admonition to Coverdale to do a revision? We 

do not know.  Whatever the case, even though Taverner knew Greek and probably had 

some readings more accurate than his predecessor, his text had almost no influence on 

subsequent translations.  F.F. Bruce points out one rendering that did survive: in Hebrews 

1:3 the Son of God is called the “express image” of his person. Taverner also introduced 

“parable” for Tyndale’s “similitude.” 
 

Most differences between Taverner’s version and Matthew’s version are limited to style 

and idiomatic renderings.  For example, I John 2:5 in Matthew’s reads: “We have an 

advocate with the Father.” Taverner’s reads, “We have a spokesman with the Father.”  

While both are acceptable translations, Taverner’s use of “spokesman” reflects an attempt 

to be more idiomatic.” (Brake, 132-133) 
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• Regarding the Taverner Bible, Dr. David Daniell offers a more positive spin in The Bible In 

English: Its History and Influence: 
 

o “In 1539 there appeared a complete new English translation of the whole Bible by 

Richard Taverner, a scholar of Greek and Hebrew who held high office in the land.  His 

name does not appear in the list of acceptable earlier translators given to King James’s 

scholars, and that may be why his has so readily been brushed aside, following 

Westcott’s sniffy dismissal of him as one who ‘exercised no influence,’ and who was 

‘alien.’  Both judgments, though they appear to have been massively influential, are odd, 

making one wonder whether Wescott’s dislike had some hidden basis.  Fortunately, he is 

being brought back into view. (A problem of access remains, in that there is not a 

published facsimile.) Taverner’s aims were compression and vividness, in which he 

succeeded.  He has been misrepresented even by Darlow, Moule, and Herbert, as merely 

revising Tyndale and Coverdale in ‘Matthew’s’ Bible, where he was effectively starting 

again. Why Westcott found ‘alien’ and of ‘no influence’ the translator who restored to us 

the word ‘parable,’ (for Tyndale’s ‘similitude’) and others one cannot imagine.  

Taverner’s Bible went though eight further editions up to 1551.” (Daniell, 219) 
 

• These comments from Professor Daniell reveal that he feels that Taverner’s contribution to the 

historical development of the English Bible has been greatly underappreciated and overlooked.  

Daniell’s argument for this phenomenon is largely related to the fact that Taverner’s Bible was 

left off the list of Bibles to be consulted by the King James translators, according to Rule 14: 
 

o “These translations to be used when they agree better with the Text than the Bishops 

Bible: Tyndale’s, Matthew’s, Coverdale’s, Whitchurch’s [Great Bible], Geneva.” 

 

•  This may in fact be the correct explanation by Dr. Daniell.  Moreover, the fact that no modern 

facsimile has been produced has not helped historian’s awareness of this edition.  That it went 

through eight editions between 1539 and 1551 demonstrates that this Bible was well received by 

a portion of the English speaking world. If this were not the case, Taverner’s Bible publishers 

would not have kept the volume in print. 
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