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ODDITIES OF THE KING JAMES BIBLE 

I. TNTRODUCTON: THE KING 

Charles C . Ryrie 
Dallas, TX 

There are a number of odd things about the King James translation. First 
of all, it bears the name of an eccentric king who was strange, different 
and unique. Also before becoming king of England, he ruled as the king 
of Scotland and was baptized with a Roman Catholic baptism. Of course, 
the baptism of infants is not the Scriptural pattern, but that is the way he 
was baptized. Likewise when he became king of England, it had become 
a country whose official religion was another paedobaptist tradition , 
namely Anglicanism. 

Regarding his upbringing, he was highly educated in his early years. 
By the time he was eight, he could translate any chapter in the Bible from 
Latin to French and to English . He also knew Italian, Greek, Hebrew and 
some of the classics. At fifteen , he was writing sonnets and publishing 
them in a book. llis major works were collected in 1616, tilling a large 
volume with the various essays he had written up to that time. It has 559 
pages and it includes a paraphrase of the book of Revelation, ti fly-three 
pages on demonology, nine pages titled "A Counterblast Against 
Tobacco," and ninety-two pages on the divine right of kings. 

When Queen Elizabeth I died, amidst a great deal of political turmoil, 
James was asked to be king of England and Scotland. So on his way to 
London to assume the throne, he knighted many people who were then 
expected to make donations. Since he was poor, that is how he financed 
his trip to London. When James took the throne, the plague was 
devastating London at the time, so much so that at one point, eight 
hundred people were dying daily. In time, James proved to have a short 
stay in London by eventually moving to Hampton Court, which was just 
outside of London . And it was here where the King James translation 
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was born. He had married and had two children by this time. When he 
decided to marry Anna of Denmark, she, of course, had to move to 
Scotland. It took five hundred sailors in twelve ships to transport her and 
all the things she needed from Denmark to Scotland. Also Anna was 
aggressive and feisty. An example of this can be seen in her desire to be 
an actress. While James did not approve, he could not stop her because 
periodically she did participate in some roles . At Hampton Court they had 
numerous plays and some drunken parties, especially during the holidays. 
At Christmas time in 1603, they were living luxuriously in Hampton 
Court and Queen Anna was starring in the Shakespeare play that was 
being given at that time. 

II. HAMPTON COURT CONFERENCE 

In 1604, the Puritans came to Hampton Court because they thought 
that with a new regime they would have some of their concerns 
addressed. They had many complaints. For instance, they did not approve 
of having the Apocrypha read in church services. While most Bibles 
contained the Apocrypha at that time, the Puritans wanted James to forbid 
its public reading. The Anglicans, on the other hand, disagreed with their 
approach and debated the issue with the Puritans. James later gave a 
speech to address the complaint on January 16, 1604, an hour-long and 
boring, according to the reports. He was not interested in reaching out to 
the Puritans. At the Hampton Court meeting, there were fourteen 
Anglicans, four Puritans, and one king. The king had the majority and 
was not inclined to favor the Puritan request. 

At one point in the debate, a Puritan said "What we need is a new 
translation." An Anglican countered and said, "We do not need a new 
translation. We have our own translation. It is the Bishops' Translation," 
which was the approved English Bible used by the Anglican church. The 
term "Bishops" refers to the Anglican bishops who were involved in 
translating it. In the meantime, the Geneva Bible came into existence and 
was widely accepted. The Geneva translation was published fifteen years 
before the Bishops' translation. The Bishops' Bible was the answer to the 
Geneva Bible because the Geneva was Puritanical in background. 
Translated in Geneva and written as a study Bible with notes in the 
margins, it was very popular. Yet the Anglicans said, "We do not need 
another translation." The king then countered and said, " We need another 
translation to diminish the popularity of the Geneva. lfwe can do that by 
another translation, let ' s have it." That approach, oddly enough, gave 
birth to the King James translation, a protest against the Geneva Bible. 
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III. THE TRANSLATORS 

There were forty-seven translators divided into different groups who 
were assigned sections to translate. But it was an odd group of translators. 
No Roman Catholics were included, not surprisingly, nor were Jews or 
any women. However, two Arminians were divided into these companies 
who did the translating. Ironically, one of the translators " . .. was drunk 
every night yet his head was clear the next morning to translate." Another 
one of the translators who was involved in the process of translating 
inadvertently killed a man in an unfortunate hunting accident. This 
initially disqualified him and he was removed from the group of 
translators. But eventually he was granted a pardon by King James and 
was restored to his place on the translation committee. 

IV. THE FINANCING 

James was a Scot, with the well-known Scottish penchant for thrift. 
He did not contribute one farthing to the translation. Instead the printer, 
Robert Barker, funded the translation and while it was never authorized 
by a council, parliament, or church, the Authorized Version name has 
endured. The right to print was like a copyright today. It was granted by 
the monarch to a particular printer, or in some cases, to two printers 
working together. Barker got the right to print the Bible, which meant that 
he had to fund the printing of the King James translation. After he put out 
the first edition, which was very large and costly, in the following years 
he printed many smaller copies of the King James translation, which was 
financially profitable. This proved to be ideal because he had to recoup 
his investment in the translation by selling as many copies as he could. 

V. SOME Ml ST AKES 

Of course, if that many copies are going to be printed quickly, the 
possibility of errors creeps into the equation . Such possibility of errors in 
translation and printing is not a denial of the doctrine of inerrancy. The 
errors being referred to were in the copies. Copies have misprints and 
errors in them as well as printer and proofreader mistakes. Yet that does 
not affect the doctrine of total inerrancy in the original documents. The 
field of textual criticism is helpful in determining what the original 
documents were. The possibility of errors and mistakes edging into copies 
is bound to happen, and it did. 

Here are some of those interesting things about the other early 
editions of the King James Version. In the first edition , there was a 
controversy over whether a verse in Ruth 3: 16 should be translated "he 
went into the city'' or "she went into the city." The Hebrew will sustain 
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either one. Both are correct. It is a translator's choice whether to express 
the subject of the verb with a ''he" or a "she." Thus, in the first editions, 
there is the "he" Bible and the "she" Bible. The majority opinion now is 
that the ''he" is the first printing and the "she" is the second. When Barker 
printed this edition, he printed twenty thousand copies. There are some 
King James Bibles that will have a 16 I 1 title page in the Old Testament 
and a 1613 title page in the New Testament. Some will have "he" and 
some will have "she." Even today, there are some King James Bibles that 
use "he" and some "she." Others will cover all the bases by putting "he" 
in the text and "she" in the footnote or vice versa. It is still undecided and 
probably will continue to be. That is one difference in the very first King 
James Bible. 

Also even today, several strange phrases from the King James Bible 
still remain. For instance, "strain at a gnat" ought to be corrected to 
"straining out a gnat." Here is another one: "You will find the babe 
wrapped in swaddling clothes." It should be swaddling cloths but the Old 
English used "es" for the plural and so the text reads "swaddling clothes:" 
Another one in the first edition states that "on the cross Jesus was 
crucified with two other malefactors." This implies that Jesus was also a 
third malefactor. The error was later corrected with a comma; "Jesus was 
crucified, with two other, malefactors," so as to exclude our Lord. 

Other peculiar glitches in the first edition include the fact that 
paragraph marks appear until Acts 20 and then suddenly disappear for the 
rest of the New Testament. It is possible that Barker ran out of them and 
did not have time to insert more because he was trying to print the 
translation so quickly. A few other mistakes include misprints such as-

• In the Psalms, "princes have persecuted me" was printed as "printers 
have persecuted me." 

• "The unrighteous shall inherit the earth" 
• " He who has an ear to hear" as "he who has an ear to ear." They 

dropped the "h." 
• "If you don ' t hate your father and your mother and your own life" 

was printed in one edition as " if you don ' t hate your father and 
mother and your own wife." One letter difference, life and wife. 

• Philip will deny Jesus, not Peter. 
• Judas, not Jesus, went into Gethsemane (Matthew 26 :36) 
• "These are murmurers" in the book of Jude was printed in one Bible 

as "these are murderers." 
• In Revelation, "there was more sea" instead of "no more sea." 

You can see how these errors would happen and it makes for an 
interesting study of printing, printers and proofreaders. There have been 
quite a few strange mistakes. Certainly one of the worst is in what has 
come to be known as the Wicked Bible (1631 ). It was a deliberate 
sabotage of Robert Barker. Somebody planted a worker in Barker' s print 
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shop to do something so that he would be disgraced and ruined. What this 
man did was very smart. He took a passage that was very familiar, one of 
the Ten Commandments, "Thou shalt not commit adultery," and just 
removed one word, "not." A person could read over it and not notice it. 
So it was a smart move in order to sabotage Barker. Well it was not 
discovered right away. It was a year or so before people recognized what 
the Bible said in Exodus 20: 14. Eventually, the whole printing had to be 
withdrawn and Barker was disgraced. This led to his bankruptcy, putting 
him in debtor ' s prison for ten years where he ultimately died. This is one 
of the saddest stories about the King James translation. 

Now fast forwarding to 1976, the evangelical publisher of my study 
Bible for the King James translation inadvertently illustrated that these 
kinds of errors can still occur. In I Corinthians 10:1, it states -
"moreover brothers, these things happened to Israel as an example to 
you." For at least a year nobody caught the fact that one letter was 
different. Instead of saying "moreover brothers" it said "moveover 
brothers." Mistakes are made even today. 

Altogether, while there are some of the odd things in the King James 
translation, these mistakes in no way devalue its contribution to 
preserving God's word. It is a great translation and the fact that it has 
lasted four hundred years attests to its greatness. I think any author would 
be very pleased if his book lasted twenty years these days. Echoes of the 
King James translation are heard in many present day translations. 

VI. A REMINDER 

As we conclude, it is sad and ironic to realize that our current surplus 
of available translations does not always lead to a relative increase in 
biblical knowledge. Many good church members cannot say the books of 
the Bible. They do not find any need to do so because memorization is a 
lost art. Even with all of the exceptional translations, knowledge of the 
Scriptures does not seem to keep pace with the publishing rates. Indeed 
something must be done about it but the answer does not necessarily 
require another translation. People should simply use the translation they 
like. While a multitude of translations is good, perhaps the sheer diversity 
of options creates a negative standoff because nobody can decide which 
version to memorize. 

My plea is for believers to memorize any translation, but just be sure 
to do it. Knowledge of the Scriptures must increase. Learn it, learn it, 
learn it. There is never an end to that. And as you learn it, you will love it 
more and more. Of course, learning and loving it will not do much good 
unless you live it. Learn, love, live. As you learn, love and live the 
written, inerrant Word, you will learn, love and hopefully follow the 
incarnate Word. We do not know anything about our Lord for certain 
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except for what is in the Scriptures. So in closing, here is an appropriate 
quote to encapsulate the importance of the King James Version: 

He who reads the Bible in translation is like a man who kisses his 
bride through a veil. Still, when a veil there must be, the translator ' s 
task is to make it as fine a veil as may be. Indeed, the face of even 
the most beautiful of women may be enhanced by a veil if only the 
veil be worthy of her beauty. What is the purpose of any translation? 
It is to open windows and let in light, to remove the cover of the well 
so that people may drink and not be thirsty. 

The King James Version has certainly done that and still does today. 

"This paper was a part of a series of lectures which were delivered at 
Criswell College in Dallas, TX for a conference celebrating the 400th 

anniversary of the King James Version, Fall 2011." 


