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Sunday, April 25, 2021— Grace Life School of Theology—From This Generation For Ever 

Lesson 145 The Rheims New Testament: Understanding Its Origin & Aims 

 

Introduction 

 

• Last week in Lesson 144 we concluded our study of the Bishops’ Bible.  Currently, there is only 

one pre-1611 English Bible left to discuss before we begin looking at the King James Bible this 

Fall, the 1582 Rheims New Testament. 

 

• Despite the claims of the prevailing two streams of Bibles orthodoxy in the King James Only 

movement, the Rheims New Testament did contribute to the King James Bible.  Consequently, 

we need to understand its origin, aims, and contribution to the King James. 

 

• In Lessons 87 through 92 we studied the veracity of the popular two streams of Bibles model of 

transmission.  In doing so we noted the placement of the Latin Vulgate and the Rheims New 

Testament in the corrupt stream/tree of transmission while the Old Latin and Wycliffe versions 

were placed in the pure stream/tree (see images in Appendix A on page 8).  There are many 

factual problems with doing this. 

 

• Moreover, in Lesson 89 we noted that the Catholic Rheims New Testament of 1582 is always 

placed in the stream of corrupt Bibles along with Modern Versions such as the NIV, NASV, 

ESV, and NKJV.  The following portion of a meme is very popular on Facebook and other social 

media websites. 

 

 

https://gracelifebiblechurch.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/Lesson-144-The-Bishops-Bible-Latter-History-The-Impact-of-Miles-Coverdale.pdf
https://gracelifebiblechurch.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/The-Two-Streams-of-Bibles-Model-of-Transmission-Complete-Notes.pdf
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• I downloaded a PDF copy of the original Rheims New Testament and checked to see if the 

sixteen verses listed on the meme above were omitted.  My investigation revealed that all sixteen 

verses that are missing from modern versions were present in the Rheims New Testament of 

1582.  Textually, one would be better off reading a Rheims New Testament than they would be 

using a Modern Version.  Yet the Rheims and Modern Versions are listed in the same stream of 

transmission. 

 

• The influence of the Rheims New Testament upon the King James Bible is a textual and historical 

reality.  Recently, Dr. Lawrence M. Vance released Chapter 4 The Rheims New Testament and 

the Authorized Version from his forthcoming book The Text of the King James Bible.  The 

documentation provided therein as well as in the notes of John Bois make it abundantly clear that 

Rheims New Testament influenced the King James translators. 

 

• Suffice it to say that there are many misconceptions among King James advocates when it comes 

to the Rheims New Testament.  Therefore, the matter is deserving of careful study and 

consideration.  We will begin our study of this controversial Bible with a consideration of the 

following points: 

 

o Queen Elizabeth, Catholicism, & The Bible 

 

o Rheims New Testament: What Saith the Preface? 

 

Queen Elizabeth, Catholicism, & The Bible 

 

• In Lesson 138 we considered the Elizabethan Context that gave rise to the Bishops’ Bible.  That 

same context impacted English Catholics and eventually gave rise to Catholic Rheims New 

Testament in 1582.  Charles C. Butterworth reminds us of this context in his 1941 book The 

Literary Lineage of the King James Bible, 1340-1611: 

 

o “The great word in her [Elizabeth’s] religious policy was Uniformity, which meant, of 

course, conformity with the established worship of the Church of England.  As her reign 

went on, there was more and more opposition to this conformity . . . By adopting a 

middle position between the demands of the Catholics and those of the Puritans, the 

Queen found that her religious policy was being opposed by both parties: the Puritans 

thought that the Church had not gone far enough along the pathway of reform, and the 

Catholics felt that it had gone entirely too far.  It was with the latter group that Elizabeth 

had her bitterest struggle, inasmuch as the religious conflict was intensified by what she 

regarded as a dangerous and threatening alliance between the Pope and the King of 

Spain.” (Butterworth, 192) 

 

• Following the Council of Trent and the establishment of the Jesuit Order, the activities of the 

Catholic Counter-Reformation were impacting Protestant enclaves in continental Europe.  These 

trends along with those being excommunicated by the Pope in 1570 prompted Queen Elizabeth to 

strengthen her stand against Catholicism in England. 

https://gracelifebiblechurch.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/Lesson-138-The-Bishops-Bible-Understanding-the-Elizabethan-Context-2.pdf


3 
 

Pastor Bryan Ross  GRACELIFEBIBLECHURCH.COM 

 

o “In 1570 the Pope had excommunicated her [Elizabeth], and in the decade that followed 

there was a definite resurgence of Catholic faith and influence over a large part of 

Europe, fomented by the zeal of the Jesuits.  As this counter-reformation spread into 

Germany, France, and Netherlands, Elizabeth stiffened her stand.  Soon every active 

emissary of Catholicism in England was suspected of plotting against the welfare of her 

realm.  Conspiracies were unearthed, and religious persecution started up again.  The 

more prominent Catholics were compelled to depart from England, and over a period of 

years a large number of them were put to death.” (Butterworth, 192) 

 

• At the same time, it was becoming increasingly clear to English Catholics that they needed their 

own English translation to compete with the deluge of Protestant Bibles being printed during 

Elizabeth’s reign.  Dr. Donald L Brake summarized this piece of the puzzle as follows in A Visual 

History of the English Bible: 

 

o “The uneducated Roman Catholics saw no need for an English Bible, since it was not 

self-explanatory.  Yet the barrage of Protestant translations in the period of free 

expression of thought under Edward’s reign began to have an effect on the Catholic 

Church.  The production of the Geneva Bible in 1560 with sectarian theological notes set 

the stage for a Catholic translation with its own doctrines explained in extensive 

footnotes and marginal notes. 

 

Finally, a justification for a vernacular Bible had surfaced.  While a translation of the 

Bible alone was a threat to the church’s authority, a Bible with a full interpretation, 

expressing Catholic doctrines with full church authority behind it, proved to be the 

impetus necessary for its approval. 

 

The Roman Catholic Church had to act—in self-defense really.  The Reformers’ 

emphasis on Greek and Hebrew as the source for the English Bible, with some distain for 

the Catholic-sanctioned Latin Vulgate, also helped make the decision to commence a 

Catholic translation.  As with the Protestant Bible under Henry VIII, the Douay-Rhemes 

was a product of exiles fleeing persecution—this time from Protestant Elizabeth. 

 

Of course the Latin Vulgate would be used, but if it was to be sanctioned, which Vulgate 

would be officially recognized?  In 1547, at the Council of Trent, the Louvain edition of 

the Vulgate became the official authorized Bible of the Roman Catholic Church.  It soon 

became imperative that an English translation be made with church-sanctioned notes 

based on the recently approved Louvain text.” (Brake, 171-172) 

 

• These English Catholic exiles found refuge in Douai, France.  It was during their sojourn in 

France that this group of Catholic exiles elected to produce an English Bible based upon the Latin 

text authorized by the Council of Trent. 
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o “The exiles found a refuge in France, especially in the town of Douai where Phillip II of 

Spain had founded a university.  Here William Allen, an Englishman, later elected as 

cardinal, was instrumental in establishing a college for the training of English priests, and 

thither quite a few of the Catholic exiles gathered.  In 1578, on account of disturbances 

with the local authorities, the college was obliged to transfer its activity to the city of 

Rheims, and it was here that a few of the most learned scholars of the college undertook 

the translation of the Bible into English for the use of Catholic readers.” (Butterworth, 

192) 

 

Rheims New Testament: What Saith the Preface? 

 

• Four men are generally credited for the creation of the Rheims New Testament: William Allen, 

Richard Bristow, William Reynolds, and Gregory Martin.  That Gregory Martin was the primary 

mover and shaker of the project is agreed upon by all historians. 

 

o “The bulk of the work was performed by Gregory Martin, a former scholar at Oxford and 

a skillful controversialist.  For nearly four years he worked regularly at his task, with the 

assistance of Allen and one or two others, and in 1582 the New Testament was ready for 

publication.” (Butterworth, 192) 

 

• The plan and purpose of the Rheims New Testament is clearly set forth via its lengthy title on the 

Title Page (Please note that I have updated the spelling for ease of reading.).   

 

o “The New Testament of Jesus Christ, Translated faithfully into English, out of the 

authentical Latin, according to the best corrected copies of the same, diligently conferred 

with the Greek and other editions in diverse languages: With Arguments of books and 

chapters, Annotations, and other necessary helps, for better understanding of the text, and 

specially for the discovery of the Corruption of divers late translations, and for clearing 

the Controversies in religion, of these days: In the English College of Rheims. . . Printed 

at Rheims, by John Fogny. 1582 Cum Privilegio.” (See title page.) 

 

• Regarding this lengthy title Butterworth states the following: 

 

o “From this [Title] we learn that the Douay Bible (as it is now known), of which the 

Rheims New Testament was the portion first published, was designed to counteract the 

influence of the Geneva and Bishops’ Bibles, and to give English Catholics a version 

approved by their own Church.  After the custom of this Church, the translation was 

based on the Latin of the Vulgate Bible instead of on the Greek and Hebrew; yet it was a 

scholarly work and was as the title said, “diligently conferred” with the original texts.” 

(Butterworth, 193) 

 

• Blackford Condit notes the “shrewd” nature of the Preface of the Rheims New Testament. 
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o “The preface of the Rheims New Testament is a shrewd document.  Its design was to 

vindicate “the wisdome and moderation of holy Church,” both in withholding and 

permitting the Vernacular Scriptures.” (Condit, 298) 

 

• J.I. Mombert states the following regarding the aims and purpose of the Rheims preface in his 

1883 work English Versions of the Bible: 

 

o “This Preface, which is a quite lengthy, is a document of consummate skill and ingenious 

special pleading.  It makes no reference to the use of the earlier English translations, and 

contemporary versions, to which the translators of this version were under very great 

obligations, as will be shown hereafter. 

 

The preface treats of three points: 1. Of the translation of Holy Scriptures into the vulgar 

tongues, and namely into English. 2. Of the causes why this New Testament is translated 

according to the ancient vulgar Latin text. 3. Of the manner of translating the same.” 

(Mombert, 295) 

 

• The preface opens with a statement about why only the New Testament was presented in the 1582 

printing. 

 

o “The holy Bible long since translated by us into English, and the old Testament lying by 

vs for lack of good means to publish the whole in such part as a work of so great charge 

and importance required: we have vet through Gods goodness at length fully finished for 

thee (most Christian reader) all the New Testament, which is the principal, most 

profitable & comfortable piece of holy Writ, and, as well for all other institutions of life 

and doctrine, as specially for deciding the doubts of these days, more propre and pregnant 

then the other part not yet printed.” 

 

• From this we can deduce the following, according to Condit. 

 

o “From the preface we learn, that when the New Testament was published, the whole 

Bible had been “long since translated.”  The Old Testament has been set aside for lack of 

means to publish it, and the preference given to the New Testament as “the principall, 

most profitable, and comfortable piece of holy Writ.” (Condit, 297) 

 

• As we have seen in prior Lessons, since the time of Wycliffe in the late 14th century the Roman 

Catholic Church had opposed the English Bible with all its might.  So then why after nearly 200 

years of opposition and oppression would the Catholic Church suddenly support an English 

translation in the late 16th century? 

 

o “For two hundred years the papacy has manifested an unchangeable spirit of hatred 

toward the English Bible.  What therefore could have been the motive, at this time, of 

these translators in putting forth the Scriptures in English?  The answer to this otherwise 
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difficult question is found in the preface to the Rheims New Testament, in which they 

frankly say: that it is not from an 

 

‘. . . erroneous opinion of necessity, that the holy Scriptures should alwayes be in 

our mother tongue, or that they ought, or were ordained by God, to be read 

indifferently  of all, or could be early understood of every one that readeth or 

heareth them in a knowne language; or that they were not often through mans 

malice or infirmitie, pernicious and much hurtfull to many; or that we generally 

or absolutely deemed it more convenient in itselfe and more agreeable to God’s 

word and honor, or edification of the faith, to have them turned into vulgar 

tongues, then to be kept and studied only in the Ecclesiastical learned languages; 

Not for thee or any such like causes doe we translate this sacred booke, but upon 

speciall consideration of the present time, state, and condition of our Countrey 

unto which, diverse things are either necessarie, or profitable and medicinable, 

now, that otherwise in the peace of the Church were neither much requisite, nor 

perchance wholly tolerable.’ 

 

From this open confession, it seems that this version grew out of the necessity of the 

times.  That it was a war measure, resolved upon in self-defense.  By episcopal authority 

of the Church of England, the Bible is now placed in the churches; and by the desire of 

the people it is welcomed in the family circle and individual closet.  Yea the word of God 

is entrenched in the hearts of the people; and to drive it out old methods must be laid 

aside and new methods adopted.  Having learned by observation at least, the power of the 

English Bible, the papists would resort to the same weapon to defend themselves, and if 

possible to inflict a deadly blow upon their foes.  English Catholics were reading 

heretical Bibles, which the hierarchy denounced and “prophane translations.” To remedy 

this the Rheims version was published with the expressed hope that it would prove the 

occasion of these Catholics putting away the “impure versions as hitherto you have been 

forced to occupie.” Besides Rome was hopeful, and indefatigable in her efforts to win 

back England to the papal fold. And prominent means to be used were; the founding of 

the English Seminary at Douay for educating English priests, and the publishing this 

Romish Bible with its obscure text and papistical notes.” (Condit, 295-296) 

 

• So, the Rheims New Testament is best viewed as a Roman Catholic countermeasure to the 

popularity of the Protestant English Bible. 
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Appendix A 

 

The Two Trees Illustration of J.J. Ray & Peter S. Ruckman 

 

The purpose of this Appendix is to offer visual proof that Ruckman’s illustration of the “two trees” of 

transmission from his 1964 book The Bible “Babble” is a nearly exact reproduction of J.J. Ray’s charts 

from 1955. 

 

 
1955—God Wrote Only One Bible by J.J. Ray, page 59 
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1964—The Bible “Babble” by Peter S. Ruckman 
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1955—God Wrote Only One Bible by J.J. Ray, page 59 
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1964—The Bible “Babble” by Peter S. Ruckman 

 


