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Sunday, September 27, 2020—Grace Life School of Theology—From This Generation For Ever 

Lesson 120 The Matthew’s Bible: Assessing the Scholarship of John Rogers 

 

Introduction 

 

• Last week in Lesson 119 we looked at how the Matthew’s Bible became the first Bible to be 

sanctioned by the English crown as it was “set forth with the King’s most gracious license.” 

 

• In addition, we considered the impact that the Crown’s “license” had upon the English Bible. 

 

• Today, in Lesson 120 we are going to cover the following points: 

 

o John Rogers: Editor, Compiler, & Scholar 

 

o Contents & Features of the Matthew’s Bible 

 

John Rogers: Editor, Compiler, & Scholar 

 

• Recall from Lesson 118 that the Matthew’s Bible comprises the complete work of William 

Tyndale (two-thirds of the entire Bible) and that included the following English renderings in 

print: 

 

o Genesis—Deuteronomy (Pentateuch) 

 

o Joshua—II Chronicles (Historical Books) 

 

o Jonah 

 

o New Testament 

 

• The remaining section (one-third) was edited material originally provided by Miles Coverdale: 

 

o Ezra—Esther 

 

o Job—Song of Solomon 

 

o Isaiah—Malachi 

 

o Apocrypha 

 

• When looking at the facts on the whole, it is probably better to view John Rogers as more of an 

editor and compiler of other people’s work than an original translator.  Dr. David Daniell, author 

of The Bible in English: Its History and Influence, has much to say about the scholarly aspects of 

Rogers’ work. 
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o “He was careful to keep Tyndale’s text, following the ‘GH’ printing of his 1534 New 

Testament.  Coverdale, in translating the Apocrypha, had omitted the short Prayer of 

Manasseh, so Rogers supplied his own translation.  In the sections wholly taken over 

from Coverdale, Rogers felt himself free to make many and considerable changes.  He 

used for Job and Isaiah the commentaries of Oecolampadius.  For Job, he even translated 

afresh the opening chapters, which Coverdale had not done well.  Hebrew poetry, though 

often beautiful, is also often difficult to render.  Increased knowledge down the centuries 

changes the readings drastically.  John Rogers’ Hebrew restored some coherence to the 

opening of Job.” (Daniel, 196) 

 

• While Rogers was not the original translator of much of the Biblical text found in the Matthew’s 

Bible, his volume was innovative in other ways. 

 

o “Coverdale ignored French sources.  Rogers took as a basis for his twenty leaves of 

preliminary matter the French Bibles of Lefever (1530, 1534; both printed in Antwerp by 

Martin de Keyer) and Olivetan (1535).  From these texts, and from his own knowledge he 

really expanded the marginal notes in both the Old and New Testament.  In reproducing 

Tyndale’s Pentateuch he omitted three or four of the original marginal comments against 

the pope, and inserted his own notes from Pellican’s Latin commentary.  Tyndale’s 

historical books lacked marginal notes, so Rogers supplied them from the French Bible, 

from which source he added to Tyndale’s New Testament notes, so that the whole 

volume has over two thousand marginal notes, not including cross-references. 

 

This was pioneer work in Protestant glossing in English.  The Latin Bible had been 

glossed for centuries. . . Tyndale offered King Henry a ‘bare text’, like that of his 1525 

Worms New Testament.  His Pentateuch has few marginal notes.  The first idea of 

clearing away the scholastic encroachments gave way quickly to recognition that 

ordinary people needed a great deal of help. Marginal notes—as seen in Tyndale’s own 

1534 New Testament—were not for promoting scholastic arguments for readers who 

were patristic specialists, but for helping the ploughboy.  Aristotle did not belong in the 

margins of Scripture, as Tyndale noted at Deuteronomy 4:2.  John Rogers needs more 

recognition for his contribution to marginal elucidation.  Like Tyndale, his scholarship 

was at the ploughboy’s disposal.  He was able to refer the reader to the ‘Chaldee’, the 

Aramic version of the Old Testament, commonly called the Targum, and to the Greek 

Septuagint version, to elucidate Hebrew obscurities.  He also took from the French 

versions chapter summaries throughout the whole Bible.  Remembered by few now, 

sometimes only for his reading of the Hebrew ‘hallelujah’ as ‘Praise the Everlasting’, 

John Rogers, though neglected today, was a modern biblical scholar.” (Daniell, 196-197) 
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• To these comments made by Dr. Daniell regarding the scholarship of John Rogers, we should add 

the following sentiments from the pen of Bible collector and historian Donald L. Brake: 

 

o “The Matthew’s Bible clearly reflects a style of English superior even to Coverdale.  

Hebrew parallelism is better preserved, its wording is more natural, and its accuracy is 

apparent.  Even, Miles Coverdale, when translating the Great Bible (1539), used 

Matthew’s as his primary source rather than his own 1535 edition. 

 

Would anyone dare insert notes in a Bible?  John Rogers was just the man.  He greatly 

expanded marginal notes that were developed from his own scholarly pursuits and from 

contemporary continental commentaries.  He included comments from Ambrose, 

Augustine, and Josephus.  The Matthew’s Bible notes were expositional in nature, 

theological in perspective, and practical in orientation. He attempted to explain obscure 

and difficult passages . . . Unlike Tyndale’s notes, Rogers tended to tone down the 

inflammatory comments relating to church doctrine.  However, it should be concluded 

that he avoided attacking certain customs and beliefs that would anger the Roman 

Catholic Church.” (Brake, 126-127) 

 

• J.I. Mombert author of English Versions of the Bible adds the following about the scholarship of 

John Rogers: 

 

o “It must not be imagined, however, that although the translation of almost the whole of 

the Matthew’s Bible is the work of Tyndale and Coverdale, the labors of Rogers were 

light or unnecessary.  They were neither and, from beginning to end, the judicial hand of 

that accomplished scholar is clearly perceptible.  The Prayer of Manassas in the 

Apocrypha has been ascribed to Rogers, although he did not translate it from the Greek 

(not accessible to him), but from the French Bible of Olivetan (1535), and from the same 

source likewise is taken the Preface to the Apocrypha, the Table of Principal matters 

contained in the Bible, and for the most part, the Preface to Solomon’s Song, the division 

of the Psalter into five treaties, and a number of notes . . .” (Mombert, 181) 

 

Contents & Features of the Matthew’s Bible 

 

• Given that Matthew’s Bible was the second English Bible ever printed we want to make sure that 

we spend a bit of time looking at its contents and features. 

 

• The Title Page comprises a “whole-page frontispiece . . . taken from a woodcut used in a Dutch 

Bible of 1533.” (Daniell, 196) The title in the center of the page reads, “The Bible, which is all 

the holy Scripture: in which are contained the Old and New Testament truly and purely translated 

into English by Thomas Matthew.” 

 

• The red text at the bottom of the Title Page announces that this Bible has been “set forth with the 

kings most gracious license.” 
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• The next four pages of the Matthew’s Bible contain a Calendar & Almanac compromising 

eighteen years beginning in 1538.  At this time, I cannot discern what the significance was in 

including this information. 
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• The next page contains an “exhortation to study the scriptures” with John Rogers’ initials at the 

bottom of the page. 
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• Following the exhortation, the reader encounters are two pages outlining “The Sum and Contents 

of all the Holy Scriptures.” 

 

 
 

• Next, readers of the Matthew’s Bible encounter the three-page epistle dedicatory to King Henry 

VIII, with whose “most gracious license” the volume was printed. 

 

 
 

• After the dedication, Rogers included an address to the Christian Reader along with a Table of 

Principle Matters in the Bible spanning twenty-six pages. 
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• Regarding the contents of the “Table of Principle Matters in the Bible”, J.I. Mombert states the 

following: 

 

o “. . . furnished in alphabetical order a vast amount of valuable matter, taken for the most 

part from Olivetan’s French Bible.  The chapters are not broken up into verses, the letters 

of the alphabet are used to mark annotated passages, and the italics following the chapters 

in the subjoined examples refer to those passages. [The following image from Mombert 

provides a sampling of the information contained in the “Table” in the Matthew’s Bible.] 

 

 
(Mombert, 190) 
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• The front material ends with a one page listing of “the names of the books in the Bible” and “a 

brief rehearsal of the years passed since the beginning of the world unto the year of our Lord 

MDXXXVII.” 

 

 
 

 
 

• The text of Matthew’s Bible is divided into the following four parts: 

 

o Genesis—Solomon’s Ballet (Song of Solomon) 

 

o The Prophets in English, Esay (Isaiah) to Malachy (Malachi) 

 

o The Volume of the Books Called Apocrypha 

 

o The New Testament of our Savior Jesus Christ 

 

• Following the precedent set by Coverdale, Rogers grouped the Apocryphal books together in a 

separate section between the Testaments with a title page that read: 

 

o “The volume of the books called Apocrypha: Contained in the common Translation in 

Latin which are not found in the Hebrew nor in the Chaldee.” 

 

• Underneath this title the names of the Apocryphal books are listed.  Please see the image on the 

next page. 
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• After the Apocryphal books there is a title page for the beginning of the New Testament before 

the book of Matthew.  The insertion of the title page serves to visually differentiate the contents 

of the New Testament from the Apocrypha.  Rogers stated the following on his title page to the 

New Testament: 

 

o “The New Testament of our savior Jesus Christ, newly and diligently translated into 

English with Annotations in the Margin to help the reader to the understanding of the 

text.” 
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• In addition to these features, the Matthew’s Bible also included other artistic touches such as 

wood cut illustrations and drop caps. 

 

• As noted above, one of the distinguishing features of the Matthew’s Bible is its marginal notes.  

J.I. Mombert provides the following commentary and examples: 

 

o “It remains to notice the distinguishing feature of Matthew’s Bible, namely the marginal 

notes, a few of which . . . are subjoined; some of them have been traced to Pellican and 

Luther. 

 

  
(Mombert, 189) 
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• Lastly, Mombert notes that many of the marginal notes were viewed with distain by Bishops 

sympathetic to Rome on account of their “strongly anti-papal” content.  The following are cited 

as examples: 

 

  
(Mombert, 191) 

 

• As noted in Lesson 118, copies of the Matthew’s Bible exist in which the chapter prologues and 

marginal notes have been scratched out.  A.S. Herbert states the following regarding the matter in 

his Historical Catalogue of Printed Editions of The English Bible 1525-1961: 

 

o “Copies exist, one in BH, in which prologues and notes throughout the volume have been 

obliterated.  This was done to escape penalties that were threatened in 1543 ‘when 

Parliament proscribed all translations bearing the name of Tyndale, and required that the 

notes in all other copies should be removed or obliterated.’” (Herbert, 19) 
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