
INTRODUCTION TO THE NEW TESTAMENT

THIS TRANSLATION of the New Testament was undertaken with the object of 
providing English readers, whether familiar with the Bible or not, with a faithful
rendering of the best available Greek text into the current speech of our own 
time, and a rendering which should harvest the gains of recent biblical 
scholarship.

It is now some three centuries and a half since King James's men put out what
we have come to know as the Authorized Version. Two hundred and seventy 
years later the New Testament was revised. The Revised Version of the New 
Testament, which appeared in 1881, marked a new departure especially in that
it abandoned the so-called Received Text, which had reigned ever since printed
editions of the New Testament began, but which the advance of textual 
criticism had antiquated. The Revisers no longer followed (as their 
predecessors had done) the text of the majority of manuscripts, which, being 
for the most part of late date, had been exposed not only to the accidental 
corruptions of long-continued copying, but also in part to deliberate correction 
and 'improvement'. Instead, they followed a very small group of manuscripts, 
the earliest, and In their judgement the best, of those which had survived. 
During the years which have passed since their time, textual criticism has not 
stood still. Manuscripts have been discovered of substantially earlier date than 
any which the Revisers knew. Other important sources of evidence have been 
either freshly discovered or made more fully available. Meanwhile the methods 
of textual criticism have themselves been refined and estimates of the value of
particular manuscripts have sometimes been reconsidered. The problem of 
restoring a form of text as near as possible to the vanished autographs now 
appears less simple than it did to our predecessors. There is not at the present
time any critical text which would command the same degree of general 
acceptance as the Revisers' text did in its day. Nor has the time come, in the 
judgement of most scholars, to construct such a text, since new material 
constantly comes to light, and the debate continues. The present translators 
therefore could do no other than consider variant readings on their merits, 
and, having weighed the evidence for themselves, select for translation in each
passage the reading which to the best of their Judgement seemed most likely 
to represent what the author wrote. Where other readings seemed to deserve 
serious consideration they have been recorded in footnotes. In assessing the 
evidence, the translators have taken into account (a) ancient manuscripts of 
the New Testament in Greek, (b) manuscripts of early translations into other 
languages, and (c) quotations from the New Testament by early Christian 
writers. These three sources of evidence are collectively referred to as 
'witnesses'. A large number of variants, however, are such as could make no 
appreciable difference to the meaning so far as it could be represented in 
translation, and these have been passed over in silence. The translators are 
well aware that their judgement is at best provisional, but they believe the text
they have followed to be an improvement on that underlying the earlier 
translations. This text can now be read in The Greek New Testament, edited by
R. V. G. Tasker (Oxford and Cambridge University Presses, 1964). 



So much for the text. The next step was the effort to understand the original 
as accurately as possible, as a preliminary to turning it into English. The 
Revisers of 1881 believed that a better knowledge of the Greek? language 
made it possible to correct a number of mistranslations in the older version, 
though in doing so they were somewhat limited by the instruction 'to introduce
as few alterations as possible ... consistently with faithfulness'. Since their time
the study of the Greek language has no more stood still than has textual 
criticism. In particular, our knowledge of the kind of Greek used by most of the
New Testament writers has been greatly enriched since 1881 by the discovery 
of many thousands of papyrus documents in popular or non-literary Greek of 
about the same period as the New Testament. It would be wrong to suggest 
that they lead to any far reaching change in our understanding of the Greek of 
the New Testament period, but they have often made possible a better 
appreciation of the finer shades of idiom, which sometimes clarifies the 
meaning of passages in the New Testament. Its language is indeed in many 
respects more flexible and easy-going than the Revisers were ready to allow, 
and invites the translator to use a larger freedom. 

Our task, however, differed in an important respect from that of the Revisers of
1881. They were instructed not only to introduce as few alterations as 
possible, but also 'to limit, as far as possible, the expression of such alterations
to the language of the Authorised and earlier English Versions', The present 
translators were subject to no such limitation. In accordance with the original 
decision of the Joint Committee they were to make the attempt to use 
consistently the idiom of contemporary English to convey the meaning of the 
Greek. 

The older translators, on the whole, considered that fidelity to the original 
demanded that they should reproduce, as far as possible, characteristic 
features of the language in which it was written, such as the syntactical order 
of words, the structure and division of sentences, and even such irregularities 
of grammar as were indeed natural enough to I authors writing in the easy 
idiom of popular Hellenistic Greek, but less natural when turned into English. 
The present translators were enjoined to replace Greek constructions and 
idioms by those of contemporary English. 

This meant a different theory and practice of translation, and one which laid a 
heavier burden on the translators. Fidelity in translation was not to mean 
keeping the general framework of the original intact while replacing Greek 
words by English words more or less equivalent. A word, indeed, in one 
language is seldom the exact equivalent of a word in a different language. 
Each word is the centre of a whole cluster of meanings and associations, and in
different languages these Clusters overlap but do not often coincide. The place 
of a word in the clause or sentence, or even in a larger unit of thought, will 
determine what aspect of its total meaning is in the foreground. The translator 
can hardly hope to convey in another language every shade of meaning that 
attaches to the word in the original, but if he is free to exploit a wide range of 
English words covering a similar urea of meaning and association he may hope 
to carry over the meaning of the sentence as a whole. Thus we have not felt 



obliged (as did the Revisers of 1881) to make an effort to render the same 
Greek word everywhere by the same English word. We have in this respect 
returned to the wholesome practice of King James's men, who (as they 
expressly State in their preface) recognized no such obligation. 

We have conceived our task to be that of understanding the original as 
precisely as we could (using all available aids), and then saying again in our 
own native idiom what we believed the author to be saying in his. We have 
found that in practice this frequently compelled us to make decisions where the
older method of translation allowed a comfortable ambiguity. In such places we
have been aware that we take a risk, but we have thought it our duty to take 
the risk rather than remain on the fence. 

In doing our work, we have constantly striven to follow our instructions and 
render the Greek, as we understood it, into the English of the present day, that
is, into the natural vocabulary, constructions, and rhythms of contemporary 
speech. We have sought to avoid archaism, jargon, and all that is either stilted 
or slipshod. 

It should be said that our intention has been to offer a translation in the strict 
sense, and not a paraphrase, and we have not wished to encroach on the field 
of the commentator. But if the best commentary is a good translation, it is also
true that every intelligent translation is in a sense a paraphrase. The line 
between translation and paraphrase is a fine one. But we have had recourse to 
deliberate paraphrase with great caution, and only in a few passages where 
without it we could see no way to attain our aim of making the meaning as 
clear as it could be made. Taken as a whole, our version claims to be a 
translation, free, it may be, rather than literal, but a faithful translation 
nevertheless, so far as we could compass it. 

For this edition, the translation of the New Testament has been given a careful 
revision, in which account has been taken of numerous criticisms and 
suggestions which have come in from various quarters. It is hoped that the 
modifications introduced, mostly in minor details and seldom reflecting any 
substantial change of view about the meaning of a passage, will be found to be
in the direction of improvement. 

In the course of revision, consideration has been given to passages from the 
Old Testament quoted in the New. These have now been harmonized with the 
present version of the Old Testament, where this seemed desirable, and 
practicable. But the quotations are in Greek, and the Greek is by no means 
always an exact equivalent of the Hebrew. Where it is not, we have deemed it 
our duty to render the Greek as it lay before us, and not to attempt to 
reproduce the underlying Hebrew. On this point there has been consultation 
between representatives of the Old and the New Testament panels. 

The translators are as conscious as anyone can be of the limitations and 
imperfections of their work. No one who has not tried it can know how 
impossible an art translation is. Only those who have meditated long upon the 



Greek original are aware of the richness and subtlety of meaning that may lie 
even within the most apparently simple sentence, or know the despair that 
attends all efforts to bring it out through the medium of a different language. 
Yet we may hope that we have been able to convey to our readers something 
at least of what the New Testament has said to us during these years of work, 
and trust that under the providence of Almighty God this translation may open 
the truth of the Scriptures to many who have been hindered in their approach 
to it by barriers of language. 

C.H. D. 

MARGINAL NUMBERS

The conventional verse divisions in the New Testament date only from 1551 
and have no basis in the manuscripts. Any system of division into numbered 
verses is foreign to the spirit of this translation, which is intended to convey 
the meaning in continuous natural English rather than to correspond sentence 
by sentence with the Greek. 

For purposes of reference, and of comparison with other translations, verse 
numbers are placed in the margin opposite the line in which the first word 
belonging to the verse in question appears. Sometimes, however, successive 
verses are combined in a continuous English sentence, so that the precise 
point where a new verse begins cannot be fixed ; occasionally in the interests 
of clarity the order of successive verses is reversed (e.g. at John 4. 7, 8).

katapi note: chapter and verse numbers have been removed from the margin
and a placed within the text.
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