The English Translation Series

The Strengths and Weaknesses of the King James Version


Introduction

Because for almost four centuries, the King James Version / Authorized Version has been the most prominent and endearing English translation, it makes sense to take a lesson to focus on its unique characteristics.  In the first lesson of this series, I began by pointing out just how fortunate English speaking people are to be able to choose from a multiplicity of translations of the scriptures; most languages only have one or possibly two versions from which to choose.  So let me begin with a disclaimer here:  this study’s identification of “strengths and weaknesses” of various translations is not a personal attack on any particular translation or on the Word of God – I believe that the original autographs of scripture were completely inspired by God but recognize that the work or translators is the work of men and women.  Furthermore, through hours of comparisons of various translations, I believe that any of the major translations in print today – with the possible exception of the Contemporary English Version
 and excluding all paraphrases – can be used to teach all major and important doctrines of scripture and can well serve a believer in their quest to get to heaven.  This is no accident, because God designed His Word so that doctrines and principles are “here a little and there a little.
”  The purpose of this study is to disperse many misconceptions of the English translations and show why they are different and how.  

Because the KJV has been so popular and so dear to so many believers, and because so many misconceptions have arisen about it, any attempt to point out the inevitable weaknesses of the translation are often met as if the teacher is trying to tear down the Word of God.  So let my point be clear here:  the KJV is a translation and the weaknesses and strengths of it are of the translation, not of the Word of God, itself.  Furthermore, let me also say that I am a product of spiritual experiences and events that happened as I stepped out on the promises of God that I read from a KJV.  For the first twenty years of my life, the KJV was the only Bible in my life.  The first two times that I read the Bible through was from the KJV and the first time was in my pre-teen years.  From a personal standpoint I am very attached to the KJV.  I have hundreds of scriptures and chapters memorized and I automatically think from the KJV.  Recently I have memorized other translations, but inevitably when a scripture comes to mind, it is first recalled in the rendering of the KJV – an engrained habit that is not likely to change.  Furthermore, for my entire ministry, I have most often read my text from the KJV and then used other translations to support it and clarify it.  Most of the people of our church have been ministered to through my ministry which had a text from the KJV, so they are a testament that people can still encounter God from this dated translation.  Moreover, even after this series, I will not discard the KJV, because as my first Bible and translation, it will forever be a part of my walk with God.  No matter what scripture text that I choose to read from in future sermons and even if I were to choose another text from the KJV, you will still hear me often quote the KJV in sermons.  Through hours of study and a multitude of sermons that I have heard,  it has become a part of me.  

Strengths of the KJV

Now that the disclaimers have been made, we now turn to an objective look at the strengths and weaknesses of King James I of England’s Authorized Version.  Here is a quick summary of the strengths of the KJV:

1. It was the first English translation rendered by committee and not just one or two individuals.  All major, important, and accurate translations since have followed this lead because such an approach hinders personal bias and personal agendas of the translators sliding into the text.  Such a unbiased translation was the primary reason that King James commissioned the translation and in that goal, the translators largely succeeded.  Though a revision of a Catholic Bible that leaned heavily on the Protestant Tyndale’s work, the KJV is largely free from doctrinal glosses. 

2. The majority of the rendering of the language is memorable and sticks with the reader.  Some of this is lost to the modern reader because of the age of the language, but the vast majority of the KJV is written in such a way that it seems to spring into the mind and heart and memory of those who hear it.  I still find the KJV easier to memorize than many modern translations simply because of the uniqueness of many of the phrases.  

3. It was an essentially literal translation that for the most part did not make poor translation choices in key doctrinal passages.  This more than the others is the reason why the KJV has lasted as long as it has.  With only a few exceptions, the issues of the KJV occur in passages that are not addressing major doctrinal teachings
.

The impact of the KJV on religion, Bible study, people’s lives, and the English language in general is immeasurable.  It was a great translation that reached much further in impact and influence than even the original translators could imagine.  

Weaknesses of the KJV

And yet the KJV is a translation, so it does have faults and weaknesses.  I will not attempt to try to document every weakness in this lesson, but I will simply give you an example of the sort of issues that the KJV has within the text
.        

Weaknesses because of limited access to the original languages

One of the greatest weaknesses of the KJV is the limited access to Greek and Hebrew manuscripts that the translators had in England in the early 1600s.  Specifically, the KJV translators had access to only one of the five primary uncial manuscripts that are considered today to be the most accurate Greek texts for the New Testament, and there is no evidence that the translators even used the one to which they had access
.  The KJV translators also had access to less than twenty-five late manuscripts of the New Testament and these were not consistently used.  By comparison, today we have 5,358 known New Testament manuscripts and fragments and similar statistics apply to the Old Testament text.  The King James Version was translated using a few copies of later
 manuscripts, one copy of the Septuagint, one copy of a Latin translation, and the revised texts of Erasmus (1551) and Beza (1589 and 1598).  Discoveries of ancient texts on papyrus would not come until three hundred years after the King James Version was finished.

This reliance of only a few, older Greek and Hebrew manuscripts leads to a few translation issues.  For example, here are sixteen verses that are in the KJV that are not found in any of the many earlier manuscripts:  

Matthew 17:21
Matthew 18:11
Matthew 23:14
Mark 7:16
Mark 9:44
Mark 9:46
Mark 11:26

Mark 15:28
Luke 17:36
Luke 23:17 
John 5:4
Acts 8:37 
Acts 15:34
Acts 24:7

Acts 28:29
Romans 16:24

It is very possible that these verses were added by later scribes but that cannot be conclusively proven.  Modern translations deal with these verses in different ways.  The NKJV includes them with a footnote stating that they do not appear in earlier manuscripts.  The NASBU includes them but places them in brackets to show their indeterminate status.  The ESV, NIV, and most other translations, do not include these verses in the text, but do so in a footnote.  Thankfully, none of these verses are dealing with any major doctrinal issue. 

Furthermore, the reliance of the KJV translators on English translations and a Greek text that had so heavily leaned upon the Latin Vulgate caused some phrases to be added that have no solid Greek text support or are only found in a few later manuscripts.  Some of these added phrases have become engrained in the mind of believers and to remove them makes some of us uncomfortable because of tradition.  For example, in the conclusion of the Lord’s prayer:

Matt 6:13 And lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil: For thine is the kingdom, and the power, and the glory, for ever. Amen. KJV   

The phrase “for thine is the kingdom, and the power, and the glory, for ever. Amen.” Only occurs in a couple of later Greek manuscripts.  It was likely added by scribes, which is why most modern translations leave it out or render it as a footnote:

Matt 6:13 And lead us not into temptation,  but deliver us from the evil one.' NIV

Sometimes such an addition creates a difference in meaning that is somewhat troublesome.  For example, in 2 Corinthians 5:14, the KJV reads:

2 Cor 5:14 For the love of Christ constraineth us; because we thus judge, that if one died for all, then were all dead: KJV

The word “if” is not found in the Greek manuscripts, and it questions something that is not debatable.  It is not a question that “one” – meaning Jesus Christ – “died for all.”  There is no “if” to it!  All major English translations except the NKJV leave the “if” out.  

A more astonishing example is found in the phrase of "and he trembling and astonished said, Lord, what wilt thou have me to do?  And the Lord said unto him" in Acts 9:6.  This phrase occurs in no known Greek manuscript!  It came into the Textus Receptus from the Vulgate, the Catholic Latin Version of 1516.

There are also instances in the KJV where some words were not added that are in the original Greek and Hebrew text.  For example during Paul’s missionary journey we find this verse:

Acts 16:7 After they were come to Mysia, they assayed to go into Bithynia: but the Spirit suffered them not. KJV

More modern translations – again except the NKJV, which has it in a footnote – have “the Spirit of Jesus.”  Another example in a prominent and famous verse is:

Rom 8:28 And we know that all things work together for good to them that love God, to them who are the called according to his purpose KJV 

Most of the early Greek manuscripts have “God” as the subject of this verse as the following illustrates:

Rom 8:28 And we know that God causes all things to work together for good to those who love God, to those who are called according to His purpose. NASU 

The difference there will preach a good sermon!  It’s not that things just magically work out for people who love God and who are called according to His purpose, but rather “God causes” it to be that way!  

Weaknesses because of British cultural influence.

The fact that the translators were living in 17th century England shows through in quite a few places in the KJV.  For example, the phrase “God save the king
” is a very British paraphrase for what is literally in the Hebrew “let the king live.”  In similar fashion, the phrase “give up the ghost”
 is a very British figure of speech for what is in the Hebrew “to expire.”

Another common mistake of the KJV was to impose 17th century cultural terms on the Biblical text.  For example in 17th century England, it may have been normal to "light a candle" (Matthew 5:15; Luke 15:8) and set it on a "candlestick" but there were no candles in Israel in Biblical days.  They used the "oil lamp" instead.  People "reclined" at the dinner table rather than "sitting at it."  They used "wineskins" instead of "bottles."  They wore "sandals" rather than "shoes."  They had ointment in "flasks" instead of "boxes."  Furthermore "all the world" meant the "Roman world" (Luke 2:1).

The KJV also translates many of the Greek and Hebrew into British coinage.  Pounds, pence, penny, mites, shekels, shillings, and talents are all British terms for money and were not used in Biblical days, except for the Hebrew "penny" and even with that you cannot tell just by reading the text of the KJV whether the Hebrew or British penny is meant because both are used at times.  Similar problems occur in translating weights and measures.  Many times the KJV translated such phrases into common British units which are just as foreign to American readers as it would have been to the Jews in Biblical days.     

Weaknesses because of Translators’ Errors

In some places, the translators simply made mistakes.  For example, “slew and hanged on a tree" in Acts 5:30 should be "slew by hanging on a tree" and that is a major difference because Jesus died upon the tree, not before He was placed upon the cross.  All major modern translations – even the NKJV – corrects the rendering there.  Another prominent example that has doctrinal implications is that "Have ye received the Holy Ghost since ye believed" in Acts 19:2 should be "Did you receive the Holy Ghost when you believed?"  That is a powerful difference because true belief includes receiving the Holy Ghost!  Again, all modern translations correct the rendering of this verse.  

Sometimes, the mistakes were not the translator’s fault.  For example, in 1 Kings 10:28, the KJV translators did not yet know that Que was a place in Cilicia where Solomon got his horses and so translated it as "linen yarn."  It makes a major difference in understanding the passage.  Compare the KJV with the English Standard Version:

1 Kings 10:28  And Solomon's import of horses was from Egypt and Kue, and the king's traders received them from Kue at a price.   ESV

1 Kings 10:28  And Solomon had horses brought out of Egypt, and linen yarn: the king's merchants received the linen yarn at a price. KJV

In another example, the KJV made a poor rendering of Revelation 5:9-10 because they did not have adequate Greek manuscripts for this passage and simply followed the Latin Vulgate.  

Rev 5:9-10  And they sung a new song, saying, Thou art worthy to take the book, and to open the seals thereof: for thou wast slain, and hast redeemed us to God by thy blood out of every kindred, and tongue, and people, and nation;  10 And hast made us unto our God kings and priests: and we shall reign on the earth.  KJV

It should be something like the New American Standard Version:

Rev 5:9-10  And they sang a new song, saying, " Worthy are You to take the book and to break its seals; for You were slain, and purchased for God with Your blood men from every tribe and tongue and people and nation.   10 "You have made them to be a kingdom and priests to our God; and they will reign upon the earth." NASU

Many people have incorrectly taught that the twenty-four elders represented the church, but the twenty-four elders were really saying "you have redeemed men from every tribe . . ."  The twenty-four elders were not the ones redeemed from the earth
.  

The most obvious example of a translator mistake and one that many preachers have preached as truth is the fourth man in the fire in Daniel 3:25 being called "the Son of God" which, of course, in phrase and capitalization implies the human form of Jesus Christ.  Three verses later, in Daniel 3:28 Nebuchadnezzar says that he saw "an angel" and the evil ruler who had no true concept of the one true Israeli god was just saying that he saw "an angelic being" or something "as a son of one of the gods."  To preach that the human form of Jesus Christ was seen in the fiery furnace of Babylon is to definitely misunderstand the Incarnation of God.  

Weaknesses because of many translators making different decisions

Because different translators worked on different parts of the Bible, there are many cases where a word was misspelled or rendered differently throughout the translation.  The King James Version uses many variant spellings of what should be in the English only one way to spell a word or name or place.  Here are just some of the many variations of spelling:

Sheth and Seth; Jeremiah, Jeremias, and Jeremie; Enos and Enosh; Henoch and Enoch; Noe and Noah; Jonah, Jona, and Jonas; Elijah and Elias; Kora and Core; Elisha and Eliseus; Hosea and Osee; Isaiah, Esaias, and Esay; Hezekiah and Ezekiah; Zechariah, Zecharias; Judas, Judah, Juda, and Jude.  The most confusing is interchanging Jesus and Joshua for the same Old Testament character
 

There is also a variation present in names of places some of the most confusing being Azza and Gaza; Sina and Sinai; Canaan and Chanaan; Phoenicia and Phenice; Kidron and Cedron.  

Sometimes different translators chose a different English word for the same Greek word.  One example of the many instances of this inconsistency in the KJV is the Greek agape as which is most often rendered "love" but in 26 of it's 312 occurrences, they chose to use the Latin word "charity."  There is no apparent reason for the change.      

The KJV also tends to sometimes use different words for the same Greek word in the same context.  An example as to how this might lead to confusion is logizesthai which is rendered as "counted" (Romans 4:3), "reckoned" (Romans 4:9), or "imputed" (Romans 4:22, 23) "for righteousness" and all are talking about God's treatment of Abraham's faith in the same chapter.  The ESV, for example, uses “counted for righteousness” in all four accounts allowing the English reader to see that it is the same in the Greek.    

Weaknesses because of Archaic and Obsolete Language

By far the greatest weakness of the KJV today was not originally a flaw at all in the beginning of the translation.  The biggest drawback is that the language of the KJV is obsolete, confusing, and hard to understand to the modern English reader.  People who are raised from children in churches that use the KJV exclusively do not realize how “King James- ized” that they have become.  To the new believer, the KJV is very hard to understand.  For example, can you really understand what these verses are saying?

Ex 19:18a  And mount Sinai was altogether on a smoke, 

Eccl 2:25  For who can eat, or who else can hasten hereunto, more than I?

Ps 5:6a  Thou shalt destroy them that speak leasing: 

Job 26:5  Dead things are formed from under the waters, and the inhabitants thereof.

Job 36:33  The noise thereof sheweth concerning it, the cattle also concerning the vapour.

Luke 17:9b  I trow not.

2 Cor 8:1  Moreover, brethren, we do you to wit of the grace of God bestowed on the churches of Macedonia;

2 Cor 6:12  Ye are not straitened in us, but ye are straitened in your own bowels.

Here are some old English words that have completely passed out of the normal usage of modern English.  How many of these can you define without a dictionary?:

almug, algum, chode, charashim, chapt, earing, gat, habergeon, hosen, kab, knob, ligure, leasing, maranatha, nard, neesed, pate, pilled, rabboni, raca, ring-straked, stacte, strake, sycamyne, thyme wood, trode, wimples, ouches, tatches, brigandine, ambassage, occurent, purtenance, bruit, fray, cracknels, nusings, meteyard, collops of fat, mallows, wist, lien with, sottish, noise of the bruit, naughty figs, subscribe evidences, cast clouts, hole's mouth, woe worth the day, sith, tabering, jangling, murrain, mufflers, anathema, corban, aceldama, centurion, quarternion, delectable, sanctum sanctorum, carriage, let, pityful, wot, two, sod, and swaddling clothes.

Even more troubling are Old English words that have radically changed meaning over the centuries.  For example, what do you think of when you read about the "mean man" in Proverbs 22:29; Isaiah 2:9; 5:15; 31:8?  Two hundred years ago, "mean" meant "common" so the phrase means "the common man."  Today the word has changed meanings to indicate cruelty.  

The word "peculiar" in KJV times meant "the property of one person."  Nowadays the meaning has changed to indicate "strangeness and weirdness."  When God says that His people are a "peculiar people" in the KJV (Psalms 135:4; Titus 2:14; 1 Peter 2:9), He means that we should live holy because we belong only to Him and not to this world.  

The word "prevent" now means "to hinder" but in KJV times it meant "to come before."  Understanding that takes away the confusion of such scriptures as "in the morning shall my prayer prevent thee" (Psalms 88:13) and "The evil shall not overtake nor prevent us" (Amos 9:10)
.    To add to the confusion, the KJV word for "prevent" in some cases is "let" a word that now means the exact opposite (Romans 1:13; 2 Thessalonians 2:7).  “Let” now means “to permit” but the KJV word for “to permit” is “suffer.”
  

The most obvious use of archaic language which are too numerous to cite are the use of "thous" and "thees" and "shalts" and "sayeth" and "heareth" and "ye" and so on.  Such older and hard to read terms are sometimes deemed “holier” by some, but the truth is that Jesus never said “thou” or “thee” or any other English phrase when He preached in Greek and Aramaic!  Most believers would be better served to use a more modern translation that is written using the nomenclature of today.

The “KJV Only” Crowd

There is a group of believers, most – but not all – in the Southern states called “the Bible belt” and most – but not all – Southern Baptists, that claim that the KJV is the only inspired Word of God for the English language and therefore the only English translation that God blesses.  They believe that to use anything besides the King James Version is heresy or blasphemy or some other serious sort of offence.  Part of my preparation for this series was reading the “KJV only” books and websites, and I spent hours going over their charts and material to see if there was any truth to what they said.  Rather than spend an entire lesson refuting such crazy claims,  let me just make the following points:

1. If the KJV English translation is divinely inspired, then which edition or revision do you mean?  To my knowledge none of the “KJV only “ crowd uses a 1611 1st edition KJV but the KJV in print today is the 1769 revision which is at least the fifth revision of the 1611 version
.  Furthermore, the KJV in print today differs slightly in content according to the publisher.  For example, look up Jeremiah 34:16 and see if your KJV says in the middle of the verse “whom ye had set at liberty” or “whom he had set at liberty.”  The first is the Cambridge edition, the second is the Oxford edition, and KJVs in print today are about 50/50 as to which they use.  If the KJV is a divinely inspired translation and perfect in every way then every word should be settled.  Which should it be?

2. If the KJV English translation is a perfect translation, then why all of the issues and discrepancies that we have mentioned in this lesson?

3. If the KJV English translation is perfectly inspired by God as the one and only English translation, then what was the divinely inspired English translation before the KJV?  Was it the Matthew’s Bible?  The Great Bible?  The Bishop’s Bible which was the Catholic Bible used for the basis of the KJV?  Was it Tyndale’s who didn’t get around to translating all of the books before he died?  Furthermore, what about the vast multitudes of people who did not like the KJV and kept using the Geneva Bible after the KJV was published?  Were the Puritans and Pilgrims wrong in bringing the Geneva Bible instead of the KJV?  Will there one day be a “NIV only” movement?  I hope not!      

4. To claim that the KJV translation is a divinely perfect rendering of God’s Word into English– remember it’s really a revision of the Bishop’s Bible – is to claim something that the translators themselves did not claim.  To quote the KJV translators in the preface to the 1611 edition entitled The Translators to the Reader:

“Truly (good Christian Reader) we never thought from the beginning, that we should need to make a new Translation, nor yet to make of a bad one a good one . . . but to make a good one better, or out of many good ones, one principal good one . . . “

A “variety of Translations is profitable for the finding out of the sense of the Scriptures so diversity of signification and sense in the margin, where the text is not so clear, must needs do good, ye, is necessary, as we are persuaded.”  

5. If the KJV translation was the divine work of God perfectly preserved and presented in English, then why so many printer errors over the years
?  There are at least two printer errors that are in all modern printings of the KJV, one of which is in Matthew 23:24 which states "strain at a gnat" whereas the 1611 version correctly had "strain out a gnat."  

6. Can we honestly and with integrity believe that a reading supported by only later (more modern) manuscripts and not found in any of the older manuscripts should not be under textual scrutiny?  The “KJV only” people typically begin by throwing out an impressive looking list of how many words have been left out of the modern translation as opposed to the KJV.  But the differences tend to be related to the few manuscripts used by the translators in the early 1600s as opposed to the many manuscripts that we have now.  The KJV only crowd would have you believe that the modern translations are “in a conspiracy” to steal the deity of Christ from the Bible, and try to prove it by giving a list of times the modern translations say “He” rather than “Jesus” or say “Jesus” and not “Jesus Christ.”  Those changes are to reflect the rendering of the older manuscripts that have been discovered and the “KJV only crowd” never presents the many verses where the modern translations add a “Christ” to Jesus or change a “he” to “Jesus.”  Because I had only believed what people had told me about the modern translations, I began this study that the newer translations were somehow lessening the deity of Christ, but now after having checked myself, I am of the opinion that the newer translations give even more verses from which to prove the deity of Christ, a conclusion that we will get into in a future lesson.  

While preparing this study, I talked with some friends that claimed to be “KJV only” and asked them some pointed questions about some of this material.  What I discovered is that the vast majority of “KJV only” people are only repeating what they have been told and not holding an opinion that they have formed through their own study.  I am not trying to discredit the KJV or remove it from use in churches.  I think that a person can be saved and grow in God using only the KJV English translation, but I also believe that they can be just as saved and probably have a better grasp of what God has said if they used a more modern translation.  I have regularly heard preachers preach a “King James ism” -- something that they took from the wording of the KJV that wasn’t supported by the Greek and Hebrew text -- and it only proved that they were having trouble understanding what the archaic and dated language was trying to say.  I am not for the pushing aside of the KJV but I am also not for glorifying it into something that it is not.  It is a wonderful and excellent English translation and it has served the English world well for almost four centuries.  Like all translations, it has its faults and weaknesses.  Knowing its weaknesses can only help a person who is using it and studying from it understand the Word of God more accurately, and that has been the point of this lesson.  In winning new people to God who are not acclimated to the archaic language of the 17th century, I found myself having to translate the KJV English into modern English as I teach so that they can grasp what the scriptures are saying.  I had to stop and ask myself, “is it really necessary for new believers to have to learn an ancient language (Old English) to be able to understand the Word of God?”  When God gave the prophecy of scripture to Habakkuk, He commanded the prophet to:

Hab 2:2 And the LORD answered me, and said, Write the vision, and make it plain upon tables, that he may run that readeth it. KJV

Or as the English Standard Version renders it:

Hab 2:2 And the LORD answered me: "Write the vision; make it plain on tablets, so he may run who reads it. ESV

God said to “make it plain.”  Jesus often spoke in Aramaic, the language of the common Hebrew man.  Paul used “great plainness of speech.
”  The KJV was easily readable in its day, but now the language is often not “plain.”  To obey the command of God to Habakkuk, we must allow modern English translations.  

� The CEV just seems to me to make extremely poor translation choices at key passages in the New Testament.


� See Isaiah 28:10 KJV.


� Notable exceptions are 1 John 5:7, Revelation 5:9-10, and Daniel 3:25.


� I have prepared a more thorough – and longer – lesson with many more examples included.  The examples of this lesson are just a small sample.  For those interested in an even more thorough study of such things, there are many excellent books written from a more scholarly standpoint; see the Bibliography to this series.  


� They had access to the Codex Bezae.


� “Later” meaning “not as old” as many manuscripts that have been found since.


� Found in 1 Samuel 10:24; 2 Samuel 16:16; 1 Kings 1:25; 2 Kings 11:12.


� Found in Genesis 25:8 and Jeremiah 15:9 among others. 


� The KJV’s rendering of the book of Revelation is the weakest part of the translation.  In many cases, the translators did not have complete copies of the verses in Greek and simply followed the handy but very corrupt Latin Vulgate.  


� Acts 7:45 and Hebrews 4:8 are referring to Joshua of the Old Testament and not Jesus the Christ!    


� Other uses of this outdated term are 2 Samuel 22:6, 19; Job 3:12; 41:11; Psalms 18:5; 21:3; 59:10; 79:8; 88:13; 119:147, 148; Isaiah 21:14; Matthew 17:25; 1 Thessalonians 4:15.


� See Genesis 20:6; Matthew 19:14; 23:13; Mark 11:16; Luke 4:41; 1 Corinthians 10:13; 1 Timothy 2:12.


� See the previous lesson in this series for a list of revisions of the KJV.  


� See the previous lesson and the additional study “Is the King James Version Infallible?”  for examples.  


� See 2 Corinthians 3:12 KJV.  
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