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Sunday, November 28, 2021— Grace Life School of Theology—From This Generation For Ever  

Lesson 158 The Rules to Be Observed in Translation 

 

Introduction 

 

• Since resuming this class on Sunday, September 12 with Lesson 151 we have been focused on 

understanding the people and events that led to the decision to translate the King James Bible at 

Hampton Court in 1604.  Thus far we conserved the following: 

 

o Establishing the Pre-Jamesian Historical Context (Lesson 151) 

 

o Majestie: The King Behind the King James Bible (Lesson 152) 

 

o Assessing the Contents & Impact of the Millenary Petition (Lesson 153) 

 

o The Hampton Court Conference: Historical Significance, Dates, & Accounts (Lesson 

154) 

 

o The Hampton Court Conference: Attendees (Lesson 155) 

 

o The Hampton Court Conference: The Decision to Translate (Lesson 156) 

 

o Pre-Jamesian Calls for a New Translation & The State of the English Bible in 1604 

(Lesson 157) 

 

• Today, in Lesson 158 we want to begin looking at preparatory steps that were taken before work 

on the new translation commenced.  To that end, the next couple of Lessons will be devoted to 

looking at the following topics. 

 

o The Rules to Be Observed in Translation 

 

o To What Extent Were the Rules Followed 

 

o Establishment of the Translation Companies & Their Assignments 

 

The Rules to Be Observed In Translation 

 

• Two weeks ago, in Lesson 156, we saw that Richard Bancroft the Bishop of London immediately 

objected to John Reynolds’ request for a new translation of the Bible at Hampton Court.  William 

Barlow’s Sum and Substances records Bancroft as having quipped the following: 

 

o “if every man’s humour should be followed, there would be no end of translating.” 

(Barlow) 

 

https://gracelifebiblechurch.com/sermon/lesson-151-establishing-the-pre-jamesian-historical-context/
https://gracelifebiblechurch.com/sermon/lesson-152-majestie-the-king-behind-the-king-james-bible/
https://gracelifebiblechurch.com/sermon/lesson-153-assessing-the-contents-impact-of-the-millenary-petition/
https://gracelifebiblechurch.com/sermon/lesson-154-the-hampton-court-conference-historical-significance-dates-accounts/
https://gracelifebiblechurch.com/sermon/lesson-154-the-hampton-court-conference-historical-significance-dates-accounts/
https://gracelifebiblechurch.com/sermon/lesson-155-the-hampton-court-conference-attendees/
https://gracelifebiblechurch.com/sermon/lesson-156-the-hampton-court-conference-the-decision-to-translate/
https://gracelifebiblechurch.com/sermon/lesson-157-pre-jamesian-calls-for-a-new-translation/
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• Ever the political strategist, despite being overruled by King James, Bancroft positioned himself 

to influence the process by laying the ground rules for the new Bible.  Gordon Campbell 

comments on this in his 2011 book Bible: The Story of the King James Version, 1611-2011: 

 

o “Bishop Bancroft’s objections to a new Bible had been overruled, but he was wily 

enough to ensure that, if the project was to proceed, he would have a controlling hand in 

the selection of translators and in the formulation of the terms of reference that would 

guide their work.” (Campbell, 35) 

 

• In addition to providing primary source images from the British Museum, Manifold Greatness: 

The Making of the King James Bible edited by Helen More and Julian Reid states the following 

regarding the rules of translation. 

 

o “The translators’ work was governed by a set of Rules specifying how they should go 

about their task.  These Rules were drawn up by Bishop Richard Bancroft, ostensibly 

with input from the King, and they survive in several manuscripts, for example MS. 

Harley 750 in the British Library.  The Rules address three main issues: the use of earlier 

translations of the Bible; the appearance and language of the new translation; and the 

organization of the companies’ work.” (More & Reid, 91) 

 

• Bible historian and collector Dr. Donald L. Brake also weighs in on the role of Richard Bancroft 

in setting up the project in his A Visual History of the King James Bible. 

 

o “King James had appointed Richard Bancroft, then bishop of London, to the archbishop 

of Canterbury upon the death of Archbishop Whitgift in 1604.  Bancroft was a staunch 

defender of the faith and an especially tenacious supporter of the Anglican Church.  His 

long-standing feud with the Puritans made him a natural choice to lead the translation 

process and suited him well to devise the overarching principles of translation. His fifteen 

rules for translation [originally only fourteen] clearly revealed bias against the Puritans 

and inevitably led to a translation that favored the Church of England.  It is noteworthy 

that none of his principles suggest seeking an inerrant translation or even one dependent 

upon the work of the Holy Spirit. Translators were simply charged with making a good 

English translation better by applying a machinal and logical approach to their work.” 

(Brake, 116) 

 

• David Norton, the leading historian/expert on the printed history of the King James Bible offers 

the following perspective in his The King James Bible: A Short History From Tyndale to Today: 

 

o “The first steps were to choose the translators and to draw up rules for the work—and to 

try to find money for the work since James did not provide any.  Bancroft, on James’s 

behalf, did most of this, but with little or no success on the financial side.  Fifty-four 

translators had been appointed and approved by James by the end of June 1604, . . 

Fourteen rules were given to the translators, with a fifteenth added later, and a number of 
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supplementary rules were reported to the Synod of Dort in 1618, presumably by Samuel 

Ward.” (Norton, 85-86) 

 

• We will have more to say about these extra rules and Samuel Ward’s report to the Synod of Dort 

in due time.  Many presentations of the Rules in academic books group them together and 

comment upon them in chunks.  Before we analyze and break them down, prudence dictates that 

we set forth all fourteen Rules in order as they appear in the extant manuscript witnesses such as 

MS. Harley 750 in the British Library.  Please note that I have updated the spelling for ease of 

reading: 

 

o 1—The ordinary Bible read in the Church, commonly called the Bishops’ Bible, to be 

followed, and as little altered as the truth of the original will permit. 

 

2—The names of the prophets, and the holy writers, with the other names in the text, to 

be retained, as near as may be, accordingly as they are vulgarly used. 

 

3—The old ecclesiastical words to be kept, viz.: the word ‘Church’ not to be translated 

‘Congregation’ etc. 

 

4—When a word hath diverse significations, that to be kept which hath been most 

commonly used by the most of the Ancient Fathers, being agreeable to the propriety of 

the place, and the Analogy of the Faith. 

 

5—The division of the chapters to be altered either not at all, or as little as may be, if 

necessity so require. 

 

6—No marginal notes at all to be affixed, but only for the explanation of the Hebrew or 

Greek words, which cannot without some circumlocution so briefly and fitly be 

expressed in the text. 

 

7—Such quotations of places to be marginally set down as shall serve for the fit reference 

of one scripture to another. 

 

8—Every particular man of each company to take the same chapter or chapters, and 

having translated or amended them severally by himself, where he think good, all to meet 

together, confer what they have done, and agree for their parts what shall stand. 

 

9—As any one company has dispatched any one book in this manner, they shall send it to 

the rest, to be considered seriously and judiciously, for His Majesty is very careful in this 

point. 

 

10—If any company, upon the review of the book so sent, doubt or differ upon any place, 

to send them word thereof, note the place, and withal send the reasons, to which if they 
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consent not, the difference to be compounded at the general meeting, which is to be of the 

chief persons of each company, at the end of the work. 

 

11—When any place of especial obscurity is doubted of, letters to be directed by 

authority, to send to any learned man in the land, for his judgment of such a place. 

 

12—Letters to be sent from every Bishop to the rest of his clergy, admonishing them of 

this translation in hand, and to move and charge as many skillful in the tongues; and 

having taken pains in that kind, to send his particular observations to the company, either 

at Westminster, Cambridge, or Oxford. 

 

13—The directors in each company, to be the Deans of Westminster and Chester for that 

Place; and the King’s Professors in the Hebrew or Greek in either University. 

 

14—These translations to be used when they agree better with the text than the Bishops’ 

Bible, viz: Tyndale’s, Matthew’s, Coverdale’s, Whitchurch’s, Geneva. 

 

• David Norton notes that the following 15th rule was added following uncertainty about  

rules 3 and 4. 

 

o 15—Besides the said directors before mentioned, three or four of the most ancient and 

grave divines, in either of the universities, not employed in the translating, to be assigned 

by the Vice-Chancellor, upon conference with the rest of the heads, to be overseers of the 

translations as well Hebrew as Greek for the better observation of the 4th rule above 

specified. 

 

• Regarding this 15th rule, Bancroft wrote to the Vice-Chancellor of Cambridge to explain: 

 

o “To be sure, if he had not signified unto them already, it was his majesty’s pleasure, that, 

besides the learned persons employed with them for the Hebrew and Greek, there should 

be three or four of the most eminent and grave divines of their university, assigned by the 

vice-chancellor upon conference with the rest of the heads, to be overseers of the 

translations, as well Hebrew as Greek, for the better observation of the rules appointed by 

his Highness, and especially concerning the third and forth rule: and that when they had 

agreed upon the persons for that purpose, he prayed them to send him word thereof.” 

(Mombert, 348 & Norton, 89) 

 

• According to Norton, “the only evidence that this rule was followed is Thomas Bilson’s referring 

to Ryves as ‘one of the overseers of that part of the New Testament being translated out of 

Greek.’” (Norton, 90) 

 

• A report from the Synod of Dort from 1618 adds three more Rules to the original list. 
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o “. . . that words with no exact equivalent in the original were to be marked by the use of 

small roman type, that new argument or summaries to each book and chapter summaries 

were to be supplied, and that a genealogy and a map of the Holy Land were to be 

included.” (Norton, 90) 

 

The Rules Explained 

 

• Over the years, historians have offered varying degrees of summative and/or explanatory 

commentary upon the Rules set forth by Bishop Bancroft.  For our purposes in this Lesson, we 

will look at the comments offered by three of the more recent scholarly works on this topic:  

1) Manifold Greatness: The Making of the King James Bible edited by Helen More and Julian 

Reid, 2) Bible: The Story of the King James Version 1611-2011 by Gordon Campbell, and 3) The 

King James Bible: A Short History from Tyndale to Today by David Norton.  All three of these 

books were written in 2011 in commemoration of the 400th anniversary of the King James Bible. 

 

• Writing on behalf of the Bodleian Library, Helen More and Julian Reid offer the following 

general commentary on Bancroft’s Rules in Manifold Greatness: The Making of the King James 

Bible.  These authors break their comments up into three different categories. 

 

o “The Rules address three main issues: the use of earlier translations of the Bible; the 

appearance and language of the new translation; and the organization of the companies’ 

work.  In the first category, it was laid down that the translators should follow the text of 

the Bishops’ Bible of 1568 whenever possible [This statement is somewhat confused.  It 

was the 1602 edition of the Bishops Bible that served as the base text not the original 

1568.], substituting the words of another translation, such as Coverdale or Geneva, where 

it was deemed ‘to agree better with the text’ (i.e., the original Hebrew and Greek) than 

the Bishops’ Bible.  The established chapter divisions, as employed in English from the 

Wycliffite Bible onwards, were also to be retained, but there were to be none of the 

contentions and discursive marginal notes typical of the Geneva Bible that were so 

disliked by the King.  So far as the langue was concerned, the Rules specified that the 

new translation should retain the familiar English forms of biblical names and ‘the old 

ecclesiastical words,’ such as ‘Church’ rather than ‘Congregation;’ this rule was intended 

to remove the new translation, as far as possible, from the arena of Puritan controversy.  

In terms of organization, the Rules laid down that individual members of the companies 

should work on the allotted text, and then confer and reach collective agreement.  The 

Rules stipulated that the agreed text was then to have been circulated for comment to the 

other companies, who were to send any comment and alteration, with reason, back to the 

originating committee. (Experts differ, however, on whether such cross-company 

consultation actually took place.) In addition, for particular points of contention the 

judgment of any learned man in the land could be sought, and the opinion of clearly 

deemed sufficiently learned were to be canvassed by the bishops.  The final state of the 

translation was the ‘General Meeting,’ at which any outstanding differences of opinion 

were to be resolved.  The demands of the undertaking at a logistical and administrative 

level, let alone an intellectual one, were astonishing for an age in which Oxford and 
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Cambridge were even separated from London by two days’ riding on horseback.” (More 

& Reid, 91-92) 

 

• Gordon Campbell, author of Bible: The Story of the King James Version 1611-2011 utilizes a 

different format by commenting on each Rule individually, immediately after quoting it.  Rather 

than retyping each Rule, I have noted in brackets which Rule a given comment is related to. 

 

o “[Rule 1] This rule specified the version of the Bible was to be a revision of the Bishops’ 

Bible (for which the 1602 edition was used) rather than a fresh translation from the 

ancient languages. As the revisers say in the preface to the King James Version, ‘The 

Translators to the Reader,’ their purpose ‘was not to make a new translation. . . but to 

make a good one better.’ 

 

[Rule 2] The term ‘vulgarly’ does not have its modern sense of ‘coarsely,’ but specified a 

preference for the English form of names over the Hebrew and Greek forms.  This, as 

will be seen below, is the rule that was most often transgressed. 

 

[Rule 3] The implementation of this rule was to be a persistent source of puritan 

objections to the KJV, as puritans, appropriating Tyndale’s argument preferred 

‘congregation’ to ‘church’, ‘wash’ to ‘baptize,’ ‘elder’ or ‘senior’ to bishop,’ and 

‘minster’ to ‘priest.’ 

 

[Rule 4] ‘Diverse signification’ means ‘more than one meaning,’ and ‘propriety of the 

place’ means ‘the context in which the word is used.’  The assertion of the authority of 

the church fathers (‘ancient fathers’) and the need to conform to the doctrine of the 

church (‘the analogy of the faith’) were anti-puritan rules, because puritans tended to 

believe that the church fathers had no authority and that doctrine should spring from the 

Bible, not the other way round. 

 

[Rule 5] By this time division of chapter into verses had become embedded, because 

verse refences were an aid to memory.  Hebrew and Greek manuscripts had been divided 

in various ways since late antiquity, but the system adopted by the KJV revisers had been 

introduced by the French publisher Robert Estienne, who divided chapters into verses in a 

series of Bibles (in Greek and Latin) published in Geneva.  These divisions had first 

appeared in an English Bible in the Geneva Bible of 1560, and had since become 

established. 

 

[Rule 6] The interdiction against expository marginal notes may have originated in King 

James’s dislike of anti-monarchial notes in the Geneva Bible, but also reflected unease 

about the prospect that marginal notes might reflect a particular theological perspective. 

 

[Rule 7] ‘Places’ are verses; this rule gave the authority for the revisers to produce a 

system of cross-references. 
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[Rules 8, 9, 10, & 11] The phrase ‘by authority’ probably means ‘by authority of the 

synod of bishops’ rather than ‘by the king’s authority,’ but in either case would have the 

force of law, which meant that those in receipt of enquiries were commanded (rather than 

asked) to give an opinion. 

 

[Rules 12 & 13] ‘King’s professors,’ more commonly known as regius professors, are 

nominated by the Crown; they had originated as acts of royal beneficence at the time of 

the Reformation, when Henry VIII had funded the original regius professorships, but by 

the early seventeenth century had become an important mechanism by which the Crown 

exercised authority in the universities.  The dean of Westminster was the dauntingly 

learned Lancelot Andrew, and the dean of Chester was William Barlow, the official 

historian of the Hampton Court Conference. The regius professors of Hebrew (Edward 

Livey at Cambridge, John Harding at Oxford) and Greek (Andrew Downes at Cambridge, 

John Perrinee at Oxford), all of whom are discussed in the next chapter, did not all go on 

to play an important role in the translation (indeed, Lively died before it began), but they 

were not appointed simply for their personal qualities; they had all been appointed to 

their chairs by the monarch, and so were expected to keep the king’s wishes in mind as 

they directed the translators. 

 

[Rule 14] Whitchurch’s Bible was the common name for the Great Bible, so called from 

one of its printers, Edward Whitchurch.” (Campbell, 36-39) 

 

• Campbell also includes a note regarding Rule 15 that was added later at the behest of the vice-

chancellor of Cambridge (See comments above for more information). Regarding the thorough 

nature of these rules Campbell offers the following statement in summation. 

 

o “These rules were quite unprecedented in their rigor.  Whereas previous translations had 

been the work of a small number of individuals or a group of slapdash bishops, the KJV 

was a carefully mediated enterprise in which panels of translators worked 

collaboratively.” (Campbell, 39) 

 

• David Norton’s commentary on the Rules given to the translators by Bancroft is like the one 

followed by Campbell.  Norton groups Rules together and comments on a chunk of three or more 

at time.  His analysis begins by combining Rules 1 and 14 upon which he offers the following 

explication: 

 

o “It was a revision of its official predecessor, and the words were to be minimalist, the 

only criterion for change being ‘the truth of the original’ . . . There is no suggestion that 

the translators should revise for style.  Two significant features of rule 14 are the idea that 

the translators should pick and choose between readings in their predecessors from 

Tyndale through Coverdale, the Great Bible (Edward Whitchurch, with Richard Grafton, 

was the printer of the first Great Bible) to Geneva, and the omission of Rheims: implicitly 

it is forbidden, but not actually.  There is one major omission from the rules here: no 

mention is made of texts to be translated from.  The preface’s reply to the question of 
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texts is simplistic: ‘if you ask what they had before this truly it was the Hebrew text of 

the Old Testament, the Greek of the New.  These are the two golden pipes, or rather 

conduits, wherethrough the olive branches empty themes into gold.’” (Norton, 86-87) 

 

• Next, Norton discusses the three Rules that deal with “translation practice” i.e., Rules 2, 3, and 4. 

 

o “The first of these, to use the commonly known form of names and, implicitly, to use 

them consistently, was poorly adhered to.  The translators paid more attention to the form 

used in the originals and did not establish uniformity either of sound or spelling. Isaiah 

for instance, is also Esai (2 Kings 19:2), Esaias (NT) and Esay (Apocrypha). . . Only 

some of this variety comes from differences between Hebrew and Greek spelling.  The 

concern to keep ‘old ecclesiastical words’ is anti-puritan.  It harks back to More’s attacks 

on the tendentiousness of some of Tyndale’s vocabulary.  Here ‘congregation’ instead of 

‘church,’ or, say ‘elder’ instead of ‘priest,’ would have had strong anti-establishment 

implications. Rule 4 underlines the desire to preserve traditional understanding.  These 

things are in keeping with James’s respect for the established: ‘rather a Church with some 

faults than an innovation,’ he had declared at Hampton Court.” (Norton, 87) 

 

• Regarding Rules 5 through 7 Norton writes, 

 

o “Next come some more general matters, of which the restriction on marginal notes is by 

far the most important, for it places attention almost exclusively on the text itself: [quotes 

Rules 5, 6, & 7] 

 

The Report of the Synod of Dort summarizes rules 6 and 7, then elaborates on the use of 

the margin: 

 

‘Secondly, no notes were to be placed in the margin, but only parallel pages to be 

noted. 

 

Thirdly, where a Hebrew or Greek word admits two meanings of suitable kind, 

the one was to be expressed in the text, the other in the margin.  The same to be 

done where a different reading was found in good copies. 

 

Fourth, the more difficult Hebraism and Graecims were consigned to the 

margin.’” (Norton, 88) 

 

• Lastly, Norton summarizes Rules 8 through 13 as follows: 

 

o “The remainder of the original rules deal mostly with organization.  An elaborate system 

for avoiding individualism, errors or partisan translation is set out.  All in a company 

were to draft a translation, then debate it among themselves; then there were to be what 

would now be called peer review, circulating the draft to all the other companies before 

final review at a general meeting.  Extending the desire to get collective wisdom, there is 
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a particular care to draw on the wisdom of the whole country (though there is no record 

of scholars outside the committees contributing ‘particular observations’):” (Norton, 88) 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

• In the next Lesson we will discuss to what extent these rules were followed as well as look at the 

various translational companies that were established along with their specific assignments. 
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