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Sunday, May 9, 2021— Grace Life School of Theology—From This Generation For Ever 

Lesson 147 The Rheims New Testament: Assessing The Text 

 

Introduction/Review 

 

• In Lessons 145 and 146 we considered the origin and aims of the 1582 Rheims New Testament.  

Today in this Lesson we want begin assessing the nature of the text itself.  We will do so by 

considering the following relevant points: 

 

o Wycliffe-Rheims Connection 

 

o Latinisms 

 

o Dark Phrases 

 

o Fashionable Words 

 

o Catholic Renderings 

 

• I have also included three different Appendices at the end of the lesson containing interesting 

information that I want folks to have access to even though we will not be specifically covering it 

in this Lesson. 

 

o Appendix A—Latin/Rheims Interlinear for Matthew 3:1-12 

 

o Appendix B—List of Translational Characteristics 

 

o Appendix C—Rheims Rendering of Famous Passages 

 

Assessing The Text 

 

• Generally, the Rheims New Testament presented the Biblical text in the following manner: 

 

o “It was printed in the modern roman type, but the printer’s equipment must have 

contained very few w’s, being suited to the French rather than the English alphabet; so 

instead of w the double-v [vv] was used. The chapters of the New Testament were 

divided in to paragraphs instead of verses, but the customary verse-divisions were 

marked with a dagger [†] and the verse-numbers were given in the margin.  There were 

elaborate notes at the end of each chapter.” (Butterworth, 193) 

 

Wycliffe-Rheims Connection 

 

• The fact that Wycliffe and Rheims both utilized the Latin Vulgate as their base text is clearly 

observed by a parallel comparison.  J.I. Mombert seems to suggest a “dependence” of the Rheims 
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upon the Wycliffe Bible as an explanation of the similarities between the two Bibles. (Mombert, 

302) In my view, the similarities are due to the Vulgate serving as the base text for each and 

Modern English being derived from Middle English.  Consider the following comparison 

between Mark 14:17-26 in the Wycliffe and Rheims translations. 

 

Wycliffe 1380s Rheims 1582 

17) And whanne the euentid was come, he cam 

with the twelue. 

18) And whanne thei saten `at the mete, and eeten, 

Jhesus seide, Treuli Y seie to you, that oon of you 

that etith with me, schal bitray me. 

19) And thei bigunnen to be sori, and to seie to 

hym, ech bi hem silf, Whether Y? 

20) Which seide to hem, Oon of twelue that 

puttith the hoond with me in the platere. 

21) And sotheli mannus sone goith, as it is writun 

of hym; but wo to that man, by whom mannus 

sone schal be bitrayed. It were good to hym, yf 

thilke man hadde not be borun. 

22) And while thei eeten, Jhesus took breed, and 

blessid, and brak, and yaf to hem, and seide, Take 

ye; this is my bodi. 

23) And whanne he hadde take the cuppe, he dide 

thankyngis, and yaf to hem, and alle dronken 

therof. 

24) And he seide to hem, This is my blood of the 

newe testament, which schal be sched for many. 

25) Treuli Y seye to you, for now Y schal not 

drynke of this fruyt of vyne, in to that dai whane 

Y schal drynke it newe in the rewme of God. 

26) And whanne the ympne was seid, thei wenten 

out in to the hil of Olyues. 

17) And when evening was come, he cometh with 

the twelve. 

18) And when they were at table and eating, Jesus 

saith: Amen I say to you, one of you that eateth 

with me shall betray me. 

19) But they began to be sorrowful and to say to 

him, one by one: Is it I? 

20) Who saith to them: One of the twelve, who 

dippeth with me his hand in the dish. 

21) And the Son of man indeed goeth, as it is 

written of him: but woe to that man by whom the 

Son of man shall be betrayed. It were better for 

him, if that man had not been born. 

22) And whilst they were eating, Jesus took bread; 

and blessing, broke and gave to them and said: 

Take ye. This is my body. 

23) And having taken the chalice, giving thanks, 

he gave it to them. And they all drank of it. 

 

24) And he said to them: This is my blood of the 

new testament, which shall be shed for many. 

25) Amen I say to you that I will drink no more of 

the fruit of the vine until that day when I shall 

drink it new in the kingdom of God. 

26) And when they had sung an hymn, they went 

forth to the mount of Olives. 

 

Latinisms 

 

• In Lesson 146, while commenting on the translational methodology discussed in the Preface, we 

noted how the Rheims slavishly followed the word order and syntax of the Latin even when it 

made for awkward and unintelligible readings in English.  Regarding this phenomenon Condit 

states the following in The History of the Bible in English: 

 

o “A single glance into an early copy of the Rheims version will show that they were not 

squamish in the use of new words and Latinized phrases.  This method of rendering, or 

rather obscuring, the Scriptures in English, was not altogether new, since it had been the 

favorite scheme of Bishop Gardiner in the reign of Henry VIII. . . In the same spirit, 
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Martin and his colaborers introduced a large number of untranslated words from the 

Vulgate, which sadly mar their translation.” (Condit, 300-301) 

 

• Consider the following examples cited by Condit on pages 301 and 302. 

 



4 
 

Pastor Bryan Ross  GRACELIFEBIBLECHURCH.COM 

 

• Regarding the above list, Condit quotes Fuller’s Church History of Britain, IX as follows: 

 

o “The introduction of such words justifies the remark of Fuller that the Rheims version 

was “a Translation, which needeth to be translated, neither good Greek, Latine, or 

English, as every where bespeckled with hard words (pretended not renderable in English 

without abatement of some expressiveness) which transcend common capacities.” 

(Condit, 302) 

Dark Phrases 

• Fuller’s characterization of the Rheims as “a translation, which needed to be translated” is further 

evinced by the following examples of “dark phrases” presented by Condit on pages 302 and 303. 
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Fashionable Words 

• After commenting on Latinate words and “dark phrase” in Rheims New Testament, Condit 

comments on a third class of “fashionable” words found therein. 

 

o “In the choice of words, the pages of the Rheims version bear the impress of the fashion 

of the times, in its rage for fantastic terms and strange words with their hidden meanings.  

In this it differs widely from preceding English versions, which sought to retain words 

that were understood by the people, and thereby gave prominence to the Saxon element 

in Bible English.  But these translators claimed the same right to invent and employ new 

words for the Scriptures, as others who coined and introduced them “in courtly and other 

secular writings.”  In the Rheims version, therefore, we have not only untranslated words, 

Latinized terms, and dark phrases, but a large class of Latin derivatives, which were 

already a substantial addition to the English tongue.  A class of words that were in place 

in the diction of Bacon or even Shakespeare and Spenser, but out of place in the 

phraseology of the Holy Scriptures.  To this class belong such words as: accessible, 

benigne, congratulate, consummate, cogitations, contemn, co-operate, detriment, 

invocate, immaculat, immolated, palpable, participate, pension, replenished, 

reprehension, which are given below in their several connections. 
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(Condit, 304-305) 

Catholic Renderings 

• Condit records the following examples of pro-Roman Catholic readings in the Rheims New 

Testament. 

 

o “The translators themselves disclaim any attempt to falsify for the sake of their own 

cause. . . Notwithstanding this disclaimer, the rendering of Matt. Xi. 21 . . . they had done 

penaunce in hearecloth and ashes long agoe: looks very much like a special wording for 

the advantage of their own cause. . . The word repentance almost always appears as 

penance, with it Romish signification.  The name of Mary, the mother of Jesus, is 

invariably printed in capitals, indicating a papistical exaltation. So the word church is put 

in capitals, indicating by way of eminence, the Roman Catholic Church.” (Condit, 308-

309) 

 

• The rendering of Hebrews 1:3 is also problematic with its clear reference to purgatory. 

 

o “Who being the brightness of his glory and the figure of his substance and upholding all 

things by the word of his power, making purgation of sins, sitteth on the right hand of the 

majesty on high:” 
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Appendix A 

Latin/Rheims Interlinear for Matthew 3:1-12 

 

The following pages are taken from pages 300-302 of J.I. Mombert’s book English Versions of the Bible 
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Appendix B 

List of Translational Characteristics 

 

The following pages are taken from pages 303-304 of J.I. Mombert’s book English Versions of the Bible 
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Appendix C 

Rheims Rendering of Famous Passages 

 

The following pages are taken from Blackford Condit’s book The History of the English Bible 
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