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The article presents a diachronic review of the prominent English translations of the
Bible, outlines the approaches applied in the process of translating and highlights the
influence of Biblical translations on language development and language studies.
Keywords: the Bible, translation, language standardization, functional translation,
formal translation, direct translation, indirect translation.

The problem under investigation. The
Bible has proven itself over millennia to be
the most valuable book that humanity
possesses. It is the world’s most translated
and most widely distributed book. English
translations of the Bible shaped the language
and have had a dramatic impact on the
developments in the field of linguistics,
which makes them a matter of great
importance in various areas of language
studies. Previous research on the subject
include an extensive body of diachronic
studies of the Bible translations by F. Bruce,

B. Condit, D. Daniell, J. Jeffcoat, E. Hayes,
B. Metzger, R. Morton and others. A
comprehensive study of the influence of
Biblical translations on the development of
the English language is represented by works
by T. McArthur, G. Sampson, C. M.
Millward, M. Hayes, D. Crystal, O. Currie,
C. Hallen, T. Spackman. The impact of the
Scriptures translations on translation studies
has been treated in the works by K. Smith,
D. Moo, G. Scorgie, M. Strauss, S. Voth, E.
Nida and other researchers.

BICHUK 2023 38 Nel (42)
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The purpose of the article is to trace the
advance made in the attempts to render the
texts of Holy Scriptures into English and to
explore the ways in which Biblical
translations contributed to the development
of linguistics. The tasks of the research
include to provide a diachronic review of the
most influential English Biblical translations
and to emphasize the key linguistic issues
influenced by these translations.

Main part. The term “Bible” dates from
the 14™ century and originates from French
Bible, Latin Biblia, a feminine singular
adaptation of Greek neuter plural Biblia —
little papyrus rolls, a description of the
Hebrew scriptures. The Bible is a collection
of sacred texts usually regarded as a unified
whole and published as a book consisting of
a number of books. The 66 books that
constitute the Bible were written by about 40
authors and cover a period of approximately
1,600 years. For Christians these books are
grouped into an OIld Testament, whose
original texts are Hebrew (and some
Aramaic), and a New Testament, whose
original texts are Greek [1, p. 116].

Being translated in whole or in part into
more than 1,500 languages, the Bible is
considered the most translated and
disseminated text in the world, available for
reading, discovering and investigating by
everyone. Among the characteristics that
induce people to make constant efforts in the
labor-intensive and long-lasting process of
the Bible translation G. Sampson lists the
following:

- universality of interest;

- the correctness and picturesqueness of its
language;

- the simplicity of its structure;

BICHHK 2023

-a rhythm largely independent of the
features, prosodical or other, of any
individual language [2, p. 150].

Bible translation involves navigating a
complex spectrum of linguistic, textual,
literary, historical, rhetorical, traditional,
semantic, and other tensions. At its widest,
the process of restatement from one language
into another can include both transliteration
(transfer from one writing system to another)
and the range of options from strict word-for-
word literalism to free adaptation. The
spectrum of translation thus includes the
source; transliteration; word-for-word
literalism; a close blank-verse translation; a
close translation in prose; a freer translation
in prose; a free “biblical” prose translation; a
free colloquial version [1, p. 1052].

The earliest attempts to render the Holy
Scripture into the English language were
undertaken during Old English period (circa
449-1066). Among the Biblical translations
of the OId English period are the
“Heptateuch” (the first seven books of the
Old Testament), portions of the Psalms, and
the late Anglo-Saxon Gospels. Caedmon is
credited with making the first paraphrases of
the Scriptures into Old English sometime
around 670 A.D. One example of his work
that has survived is called “Caedmon’s
Hymn”.  During Middle English period
(1066-1475) an Oxford professor, scholar,
and theologian John Wycliffe and his
associates were the first to translate the entire
Bible from Latin into English (1380s). This
translation is credited with more than a
thousand Latin words not previously found in
English. The language of the Woycliffe
version is simple and forceful and laid the
foundation for other Bibles in English. Many
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phrases from the King James Bible of 1611
can be traced back to Wycliffe, e.g. an eye
for an eye, woe is me, etc.

Early Modern period (1475 — circa 1750)
was the flourishing period for English
Biblical translations. William Tyndale
became perhaps the greatest single individual
translator of the English Bible. He was a
superb linguist, possessing knowledge of at
least seven languages besides English. He
completed the first edition of his English
language New Testament in 1526. This
translation was the first translation of the
New Testament from Greek. Many of the
phrases Tyndale introduces in his translation
are still used today: give up the ghost, the
powers that be, my brother’s keeper, the salt
of the earth, fight the good fight, a law unto
themselves, and many more.

Between Tyndale’s Bible and the King
James Bible (1611), six influential
translations were published: Coverdale’s
Bible (1535); Matthew’s Bible (1537); The
Great Bible (1539); The Geneva Bible
(1560); The Bishops’ Bible (1568) — a
revised version of the Great Bible, which
became an authorized version of the Church
in 1571, replacing the Geneva version (which
did, however, continue to be widely used in
homes). It was a primary text for the scholars
working on the King James Bible.

The Reformation and the separation of
Protestants from the Roman Catholic Church
the Protestant belief that people should read
the Bible for themselves led to numerous
translations of the Bible, culminating in the
Authorized Version (the King James Bible)
of 1611, whose language has had a powerful
effect on English. In particular, its plain style
(when compared with the ornate language

BICHHUK 2023

and obscure vocabulary of many Renaissance
texts) has been praised and recommended for
emulation. The translation was made by fifty-
four translators who worked together in small
groups, using older translations as their
guide. They aimed to make the language
sound like poetry when it was read out,
making poetic rhythm one of the
characteristic features of their translation.
The King James Bible was read in churches
and people’s homes and taught at school
everywhere in England, Scotland, and Wales
for the next three hundred years. For many
people it was the only book that they read
again and again. As a result, it had an
important effect on the English language.
Many expressions from it became part of the
language; for example, the apple of
somebody’s eye; by the skin of your teeth; the
salt of the earth; the straight and narrow [3,
p. 221]. The period from 1611 to the middle
of the 20" century may be called the great
“missionary  endeavor”, when pioneer
translators undertook the preparation of
renderings into the hundreds of languages. In
that phase, the King James Bible was the
primary Bible of people speaking English.
Beginning from the mid-20" century to the
present day the King James Bible has been
joined by a very large number of new English
translations and versions, none of which is
dominant. Among the most widespread
modern translations are The Jerusalem Bible
(1966), The New English Bible (1970), The
Living Bible (1971), The New American
Standard Bible (1971), The Good News Bible
(1976), The New International Version
(1978), The Revised English Bible (1989),
The New Revised Standard Version (1989),
The New Living Translation (1996). Most
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modern English translations of the Bible
follow the translating tradition established by
the King James Bible. According to Yu. A.
Moroz, the key features constituting this
tradition include repetitions on various
language levels (repetition of the conjunction
and is especially evident); frame
constructions; inversion; parallelism; the
abundance of idiomatic expression and
morphological archaisms [4, p. 126].

Despite the translators’ attempts to
preserve the sense and the form of the
original text, the translation always alters
them, adding national linguistic and cultural
connotations. On the other hand, the
existence of vernacular Bibles was important
for the growth, enrichment, and even
preservation of many of the languages of
Europe, and the early translations into
English were profoundly important for the
development of the language. The diachronic
view on the evolution of English Biblical
translations shows that such translation
significantly shaped the language and
contributed to the development of certain
fields of language studies.

The most vivid cases of the Bible shaping
language are the use of biblical language in
totally non-biblical contexts. There are
numerous Biblical expressions in daily use;
for example, the phrase Let there be light,
which is an English translation of the Hebrew
*77 7iR found in Genesis 1:3 of the first part of
the Hebrew Bible, is used as the motto of a
Swedish  manufacturer of sliding-doors,
windows and doors. D. Crystal argues that
biblical expressions can also be found in
discourses of nuclear physics, court cases,
TV sitcoms, recipe books, punk rock lyrics,
and video games. The researcher counts 257
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phrases from the King James Bible which are
in daily use in contemporary English and
points out that it’s not so much the number of
phrases that is impressive, but the range of
nonbiblical settings into which they’ve been
introduced [5, p. 10]. Bible translations have
played a central role in language
standardization — a process during which a
variety becomes the standard in a country.
According to the model suggested by E.
Haugen, language standardization comprises
four stages: selection of norm, codification of
norm, elaboration of function, and acceptance
by the community [6, p. 933]. For the English
language, the most significant stage of this
process took place during the Early Modern
period. The language variety of the Bible
translations  achieved  selection  and
codification due to its authoritative status and
unprecedentedly wide diffusion, being among
the first books to be printed after the
introduction of printing in the late 15"
century, and also the most frequently
published book and daily reading of millions
of people. This promoted elaboration, when
besides written channels, the language of the
Bible was diffused verbally in church
services as well as in more informal family
and group worship. Finally, historical and
cultural ~ circumstances  favouring  the
diffusion of the Bible meant that the language
variety of the Bible translations could also
achieve to a large extent the stage of
acceptance [7].

Closely related to the standardization
process is the impact of Biblical translations
on early lexicography. The publication of
Johnson’s Dictionary in 1755 was certainly
the most important linguistic event of the 18"
century and the entire linguistic history, for
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to a large extent it “fixed” English spelling
and established a standard for the use of
words. Another milestone in the history of
lexicography was Noah Webster’s famous
dictionary, which bore the deliberately
patriotic title “An American Dictionary of the
English Language” (1828). Both
lexicographers used Biblical citations to
exemplify the headwords in their
dictionaries. According to C. Hallenand and
T. Spackman, Johnson used citations from
the King James Bible and focused on the
Bible as a great literary work and a way of
modeling elegant English usage, whereas
Webster’s focus on the Bible was as a tool
for the religious and moral betterment of his
readers [8, p. 49]. Thus, for example,
Johnson’s entry for the headword abase
exemplifies its use by the following citation
from the Bible: Behold every one that is
proud, and abase him (Job, xI. 11). In
Webster’s Dictionary the use of the same
word is illustrated as follows: Those that
walk in pride he is able to abase (Daniel
4:37). Whosoever exalteth himself shall be
abased (Matthew 23:12. Job 40:11. 2
Corinthians 11:7) [9; 10]. Another major
influence of the Bible was in the domain of
translation theory and practice. Both
translators and scientists have always argued
whether the translation should retain all the
peculiarities of the original — the form, the
word order, the parts of speech, plays of
words, unusual grammatical structures, the
form or state of the word, rhythms, rhymes
etc. — or render the text so that the meaning is
the same but the form changes. First in the
line of existing approaches to Biblical
translation come formal and functional
equivalence. To elucidate the formal
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equivalence, the New American Standard
Bible and New King James Version can be
named as they serve as brilliant examples of
such an approach. Formal equivalence
derived its name due to the fact that it focuses
on the form of the original. The translators
that prefer this way say the God himself was
dictating the text, selecting the words and
expressing through them his vision that
serves as the most convincing proof of why
one should apply the formal equivalence. The
translators believe that the order and the form
of the words are sacred, so they should be
preserved because it will provide additional
knowledge and comprehension of the Holy
Script. Unlike formal equivalence, functional
concentrates on the meaning. Its main task is
to communicate the message that is hidden
behind the form without its preservation. To
illustrate the functional equivalence we can
name the Good News Bible (also known as
Today’s English Version), the New Living
Translation, God’s Word, the New Century

Version, and the Contemporary English
Version. As opposed to the formal
equivalence translators, the functional

equivalence translators feel free to use any
language tools to fulfill their task. The form
differs in various languages, the same
thought can be expressed with different
language means, so this is the head thought
of the functional approach. The only criteria
the translators have are the naturalness of
expression and ease of understanding. In
order to produce the relevant and equivalent
translation, they should use as natural
expressions as possible to reach the same
ease of the thought as in the original text.
Among the newer approaches are direct
and indirect translation. Indirect translation
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first of all attempts to remain as close to the
content of its source as possible since the
translators are not communicating their own
message; they are not free to change, add to,
or subtract from the macro-level content of
the original. Secondly, it must convey the
same meaning as the source text. Thirdly, an
indirect translation is based on the principle
of relevance that means it has to make the
text spontaneously clear. Fourthly, an indirect
translation presumes the receptor language
context. It allows for the communicating as
many assumptions from the original text as
possible. In direct translation the attention is
devoted to linguistic properties of the text,
thus in some cases the form of the original
must be changed in order to preserve the
communicative clues it provides. This
approach requires translators to communicate
the meaning from the original correctly, so
before producing any translation, translators
must  identify  correctly the initial
communicative clues. The central aspect of
direct translation requires readers to use the
original contextual assumptions in order to
interpret it correctly. The translator has the
informative intention to communicate to the
receptor language audience all the
assumptions communicated by the original in
the context envisaged for the original. A
healthy balance between literalness and
naturalness should be maintained preserving
these two features in direct translation [11].
All the approaches mentioned contributed,
on the one hand, to the valid and relative
translation of the Bible and, on the other
hand, to the evolution of the translation
studies, teaching both keeping ambiguities
and translating clearly as well as retaining
form of the initial text revealing the meaning,

BICHHK 2023

or using diverse language tools to express the
same thought with different words. Each
approach brought its unique peculiarities to
the translation theory, enabling translators all
over the world to plunge into its studying and
use these methods during any translation
process. Conclusion and further research
perspectives. Having analyzed the impact of
English Biblical translations on various areas
of language development and linguistic
studies we can conclude that their most
profound effect can be seen in the following
domains: enriching the language with
numerous idiomatic expressions which
became an integral part of everyday Modern
English; standardization process, including
advances in lexicography; evolution of
approaches used in theory and practice of
translation.

The modern digital era poses new
challenges for the study of Biblical
translations. In 2005 the project called
“SMSBible” was launched in Australia to
translate the Bible into text message speak.
The idea of the project was to make it
possible to spread the word of God to family
and friends by mobile. The first line of
Genesis is rendered into text message speak
as In da Bginnin God cre8d da heavens & da
earth; the first verse of John 4.19 became We
luv coz God luvd us 1st [12]. As the
emergence of new translations of the Bible
seems to be a never-ceasing process, these
new translations and the approaches used by
their authors will require linguistic analysis
which  provides grounds for further
investigation.
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