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Introduction
The purpose of this work is not to be a historical documentary or an academic treatise,



Hopefully this material will be food for thought and stimulate an interest in many to dig
deeper and do more serious research into these matters.

Even more important than knowing biblical history, understanding how we got the Bible
or the spiritual heritage of America, is knowing God through a personal relationship with
the Lord Jesus Christ. Certainly the Bible, God*‘s Word written, is the primary source of
anyone coming to know who He is and how to enter into a relationship with Him. The
same Holy Spirit, who is the ultimate author through inspiring those who wrote the Bible,
is still working in the world today to assist believers in understanding the Scriptures and
to draw others to Himself.

Uniqueness of the Bible

The Bible is the most fascinating book ever written. Even though it was written
thousands of years ago, it continues to have great relevance in an ever-changing world. It
encompasses the whole of history, from the account of creation in Genesis one to the
destruction of the world and the creation of the new heaven and new earth in Revelation
twenty-one and twenty-two. The Bible answers all of the most important questions we
face in life: Where did we come from? Where are we going? Why are we here? In
addition, it addresses every problem we face in human experience.

Over a period of more than 1500 years, the Bible was written by more than 40 different
writers, on 3 different continents, in 3 different languages. Most of the writers of the
Bible never met each other in their lifetimes, yet, there is consistency throughout the
Bible--from Genesis to Revelation of the central message and truth that is relevant and
vital to all humanity throughout the entire world.

The Bible has had greater impact than anything ever written throughout all of history and
has been translated into more languages than any other written document -- portions have
been translated into more than 2200 different languages. It remains the most popular and
widely read book in the world. John Haynes of Emory University, Candler School of
Theology, says:

The influence of the Bible permeates almost every aspect of life in the

twentieth century Western world — laws, literature, art, music, architecture,

morals and, of course, religion. Many of the Bible‘s words and phrases

are a part of our current speech, and allusions to its stories are widely

understood. It is a vital part of our total cultural heritage; indeed, many

people would claim that it is, for a variety of reasons, the most important

and influential collection of writings ever brought together and bound in a

single volume.?

In his book The Bible in America, published in 1936, P. Marion Simms had this to say
about the influence of the Bible on national life and institutions:
A material civilization is built on the sand, as history has demonstrated.
America has made a marvelous material progress, but if the settlement of
America results only in the development of material forces, then it will












wrong. All things most desireable for man‘s welfare, here and hereafter, are to be found
portrayed in it.I"*

Theodore Roosevelt, twenty-sixth U. S. president said, —If we read the Bible aright, we
read a book which teaches us to go forth and do the work of the Lord, to do the work of
the Lord in the world as we find it; to try to make things better in this world, even if only
a little better because we have lived in it...we plead for a closer and wider and deeper
study of the Bible, so that our people may be in fact as well as in theory, _doers of the
Word and not hearers only.II**

Herbert Hoover, thirty-first president of the United States said, -The whole inspiration of our
civilization springs from the teachings of Christ and the lessons of the prophets. To read the
Bible for these fundamentals is a necessity of American life.lI®

Former Chief Justice Earl Warren, addressing the annual prayer breakfast of the
International Council of Christian Leadership in 1954 said, —I believe no one can read the
history of our country without realizing that the Good Book and the spirit of the Savior
have from the beginning been our guiding geniuses.... Whether we look to the first
charter of Virginia...or to the Charter of New England...or to the Charter of
Massachusetts Bay...or to the Fundamental Orders of Connecticut...the some objective is
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The earliest English Bibles

The story of the Bible in America would not be complete without recognizing the price
that was paid, the labor and sacrifice of so many over the centuries. Consider just a few
of those the Lord has used to make it possible to have the Bible available in the form we
have it today.

The person who was first responsible for the Bible being translated into English was John
Woycliffe, an Oxford scholar. This hand-written manuscript Bible was produced in the
1380°s, more than 70 years before the printing press was invented. Wycliffe and those
who worked with him produced the first English Bible translated from the Latin Vulgate.
His teachings so infuriated the Pope of the Roman Catholic Church that, 44 years after
Wycliffe‘s death, Wycliffe ws officially declared a heretic and his bones were dug up,
burned, and scattered in the river.

Yet, the work of John Wycliffe made a major impact on the reform of England. His
passion was to make the Word of God available to the common people. He is referred to
as —the Morningstar of the Reformation.ll

It was in the 1450°s that Johann Gutenberg invented the movable metal-type printing
press. The first book Gutenberg printed was the Latin Vulgate Bible. The printing press
greatly increased the availability of the Bible and religious texts throughout Europe,
aiding the Reformation.

In 1516 Desiderius Erasmus produced his Greek/Latin Parallel New Testament. The
Latin was not the Vulgate translation of Jerome, but a new translation taken from the
Greek New Testament text that Erasmus had collated from six or seven partial New
Testament manuscripts into a complete Greek New Testament. Erasmus* work would
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strangled and burned at the stake. His dying words were, —Lord, open the King of
England‘s eyes.ll

Myles Coverdale and John Rogers were loyal coworkers with William Tyndale the last
six years of his life. They continued and even accelerated the translation work.
Coverdale finished translating the Old Testament into English from the Latin and German
(he knew no Hebrew), and in 1535 he printed the first complete Bible in the English
language. John Rogers went on to print the second complete English Bible in 1537,



Bible brought by Christopher Columbus. Columbus had read the Bible extensively, and
even compiled a list of Scriptures and other quotes about the spread of Christianity
throughout the world which he called his Book of Prophecies. Columbus explained how
the Bible influenced his thinking and motives for exploration:

It was the Lord who put into my mind (I could feel his hand upon me) the
fact that it would be possible to sail from here to the Indies. All who
heard of my project rejected it with laughter, ridiculing me.



of bold adventure, sterling character, and daring enterprise, it established
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In 1633, John Eliot suggested the need for and proposed the establishment of an
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A printer in Boston by the name of John Fleming sought three hundred subscribers to
underwrite what he proposed to be -as correct and beautiful an Edition of the Sacred
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As the official printer of the Continental Congress, Aitken was very familiar with the
members and the problems they were facing. The scarcity of Bibles in the Colonies was a fa
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printed and that such states regulate their printers by law so as to secure
effectually the said books from being misprinted.?°

Its been said that Revolutionary America without Bibles presented an impossible
situation. In no country in the world was the Bible then so important and relied upon.
Faith in Divine Providence and the consolation and guidance of the Scriptures was
necessary to all patriots in the struggle of Liberty.

Robert Aitken recognized the plight of the new Nation without the Bible in the English
language. The early editions of Aitken‘s New Testaments, printed between 1777 and
1781, were well received, but he had a desire to produce an entire English Bible.

Aitken‘s place of business on Market Street in Philadelphia was near the Coffee House
where patriots from the Thirteen States often gathered and knowing many of the Signers
of the Declaration of Independence personally, there he would talk of his desire to print
the entire Bible in English.

In January of 1781, Robert Aitken presented a petition to Congress announcing his
determination to print an entire Bible in English. The petition was referred to a
committee of which the Rev. John Witherspoon and Thomas McKean, both Signers of
the Declaration of Independence, were members. Aitken not only asked for the
Congress* approval, but also requested support for the project. When Congress passed a
resolution supporting Aitken‘s printing of the Bible, Aitken printed the resolution at the
front of his Bible (see Appendix).

A dominant force in American publishing and the largest producer of Bibles in the early
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After the Revolutionary War

Another prominent figure in the Bible industry in America at the time was Isaiah
Thomas. Thomas was a well-known printer of Bibles during the Second Great
Awakening. He identified with a political faction who wanted to change the name of the
country to the United States of Columbia, even after the country became known as the
United States of America, so he continued to print Bibles even into the 1800s and
included on the title page that they were printed in the —United States of Columbia.ll

Thomas was an enterprising Bible printer who devised an unusual scheme of financing
and marketing his Bibles. He set the price of his Bibles and allowed purchasers to pay
half in advance of printing. For advance payment he accepted rye, wheat, corn, butter or
pork delivered to his stores in Boston or Worcester. The remaining balance was to be
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translate the Hebrew Scriptures in Greek (The SXeptuagint is the earliest record of a
book being translated into another language.).

Thomson had observed that when the New Testament writers quoted from the Old
Testament, they almost always used the Septuagint. He discovered that no English
translation had ever been done from the Septuagint. Thomson had the conviction that an
accurate translation from this Greek version would vindicate the authority and
genuineness of the Bible and its teachings. He also wanted to determine if Jesus actually
fulfilled the Old Testament prophecies relating to His messianic claims.

In his well-researched and documented book An American Bible, A History of the Good

Book in the United, 1777-1880, Paul C. Gutjahr points out that
Thomson‘s achievement is remarkable for its depth of scholarship and its
anticipation of two concerns that would mark American biblical
translation for the next seventy years. First, Thomson was interested in
the first texts. To strengthen further his argument concerning the Bible‘s
reliability and authenticity. Thomson made it clear that not only had the
New Testament writers used the Septuagint in their references to Old
Testament law and prophecy, but also that the Septuagint offered an older
version of the Old Testament than many of the Hebrew signatures used to
translate various English versions of the Bible. Because of the
Septuagint‘s age, Thomson argued that its closer proximity to biblical
events made it less subject to historical errors and allowed it to claim
primacy as the least corrupt text from which to make a translation.ll

Second, Thomson was interested in first meanings. He was firmly
convinced that he needed more than a translation of the oldest available
texts to accomplish a sound revision of the Bible. He also sought the
historical meanings of biblical words and phrases. He characterized his
translation as an endeavor _to give a just and true representation of the
sense and meaning of the Sacred Scriptures; and in doing this, | have
further endeavored to convey into the translation, as far as | could, the
spirit and manner of the authors, and thereby give it the quality of an
original.* In capturing this _spirit and manner,‘ he hoped to render more
clearly the original meaning of the authors and avoid making the meaning
of the Holy Scriptures _obscure® or their translation _harsh.“**

At the age of fifty three, Charles Thomson had served eight years as Secretary of the
Continental Congress, where he had acquired a reputation for fairness, truth and integrity.
Although not a well known founder, Thomson was very influential and instrumental in
the beginnings of the United States. Incidentally, Charles Thomson was given the task of
creating the final design for the Great Seal of the United States in June, 1782.

21 paul Gutjahr. An American Bible: A History of the Good Book in the United States, 1777-1880.
Stanford, California: Stanford University Press, 1999, 94.
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The John Brown Self Interpreting Bible of 1792 was the earliest version of the Bible
printed in New York. A subscription Bible, it was printed in 40 parts over two years.
This Bible contains marginal references, explanatory notes and evangelical reflections by
the late Reverend John Brown, a Scottish weaver who became a Presbyterian Minister.
Many Bibles produced during this time period were subscriber Bibles. They were sold in
advance, or partial payment was made, and the names of all those purchasing that edition
were listed in the front of the Bible. The first name listed in this Bible is George
Washington. Other prominent Americans who are listed as subscribers include John Jay,
Frances Bailey and Isaiah Thomas.

The Bible Society Movement in America

The very first Bible Society was formed in Halle, Germany, in 1710 as an outgrowth of
the missionary movement of the Moravians. Bible Societies as a worldwide movement
began during the Second Great Awakening with the establishment of the British and
Foreign Bible Society 1804. The first Bible Society established in America was the
Philadelphia Bible Society in 1808. The second was the New York Bible Society,
founded in 1809. It later changed its name to the International Bible Society and is now
located in Colorado Springs. %

Bible societies played a very important role in the advancement of the gospel around the
world. In the early nineteenth century Bible societies were organized in most of Europe
and in various locations in North America. Bible societies made the Scriptures available
and more affordable than ever before. In addition to adding momentum to the
worldwide mission movement, the societies became increasingly involved in translating
Scriptures into the languages of places where pioneer mission work was taking place.
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Boudinot was fearful that he might see America collapse in his lifetime. He had a deep
concern that the country was drifting away from its biblical roots. In response to Thomas
Paine‘s The Age of Reason, Boudinot wrote a book entitled The Age of Revelation. When
the book was not a great success, he turned his attention and energy toward the
production and distribution of the Bible. He believed the mass distribution of the
Scriptures would stem the tide of infidelity in the nation. One of the early goals of the
American Bible Society was to place a Bible in every home in America.

Dr. Paul Gutjahr puts it this way, -Serving as the ideological cornerstone to Boudinot*s
plan for national redemption was the notion that simply exposing Americans to biblical
truth would lead to their spiritual, and thus moral, regeneration. The presumably clear
and truthful teachings of the Bible would prevail. At the root of this notion stood the
belief that truth was both self-evident and virtually self-enforcing.I**

Boudinot held the conviction that the Scriptures spoke for themselves and the Society
adopted the policy of producing Bibles without note or commentary, a policy still
maintained by the American Bible Society today.

John Quincy Adams, sixth president of the United States, was Chairman of the American
Bible Society in 1844, at the age of 77, while serving as a U. S. Congressman. In
addressing that organization, he said, -I deem myself fortunate in having the opportunity,
at a stage of a long life drawing rapidly to its close, to bear at this place, the capital of our
National Union, in the Hall of representatives of the North American people, in the chair
of the presiding officer of the assembly representing the whole people, the personification
of the great and mighty nation — to bear my solemn testimonial of reverence and gratitude
to that book of books, the Holy Bible.... The Bible carries with it the history of the
creation, the fall and redemption of man, and discloses to him, in the infant born at
Bethlehem, the Legislator and Saviour of the world.I1?®

In a letter to his son in 1811, John Quincy Adams wrote, -1 have myself for many years,
made it a practice to read through the Bible every year... It is essential, my son, in order
that you may go through life with comfort to yourself, and usefulness to your fellow

creatures, that you should form and adopt certain rules or principles, for the government
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token of affection for you, during my absence... From your affectionate Father, John
Quincy Adams.II*®

Well-known American statesman John Jay was the second president of the American
Bible Society. Jay served in the Continental Congress, served as Secretary of Foreign
Affairs under the Articles of Confederation and also as U. S. Minister to Spain. In 1794,
he authored the Jay Treaty, which prevented the United States from becoming involved in
the war between France and England. He was one of the authors of the Federalist Papers
in support of the Constitution, and was the first Chief Justice of the United States
Supreme Court under that Constitution.

The Bible and American Education

The person credited with founding the first Bible society in America was Dr. Benjamin
Rush. Dr. Rush was an outspoken Christian, a prominent statesman and is also known as
the father of American medicine. He founded five colleges and universities, including
the first college for women in America. Among his many accomplishments, Benjamin
Rush was a prolific author, writing the first American Chemistry textbook and was
appointed by President John Adams as Treasurer of the U. S. Mint. At the time of his
death in 1813, he was heralded as one of the three most notable figures of America, the
other two being George Washington and Benjamin Franklin.
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Bible is the only book which is capable of affording this support to old
age; and it is for this reason that we find it resorted to with so much
diligence and pleasure by such old people as have read it in early life. |
can recollect many instances of this kind in persons who discovered no
special attachment to the Bible in the meridian of their days, who have,
notwithstanding, spent the evening of life in reading no other book. The
late Sir John Pringle, physician to the queen of Great Britain, after passing
a long life in camps and at court, closed it by studying the Scriptures. So
anxious was he to increase his knowledge in them that he wrote to Dr.
Michaelis, a learned professor of divinity in Germany, for an explanation
of a difficult text of Scripture a short time before his death.

In the same essay Dr. Rush says,
We err, not only in human affairs but in religion likewise, only because we
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Another Founding Father who had strong beliefs about the Bible and education was
Fisher Ames, a Congressman from Massachusetts in the First Session of the Congress
when the Bill of Rights were formulated. In fact, Fisher Ames worked on the wording of
the First Amendment to the Constitution. In sharing his beliefs concerning education he
said:

Should not the Bible regain the place it once held as a schoolbook? Its

morals are pure, its examples are captivating and noble....The reverence

for the sacred book that is thus early impressed lasts long; and, probably,
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Notice that every phrase is a Bible verse. Children learned the Bible as they learned the
alphabet. The following are some questions found in the back of the New England
Primer: (Keep in mind this a first grade textbook.)
-What*s the fifth commandment?ll ~-What‘s forbidden in the fifth
commandment?ll -What‘s required in the sixth commandment?ll ~What‘s
forbidden in the sixth commandment?ll -Who made iron to swim?ll
-What cities were destroyed be fire and brimstone?ll -Who betrayed His
Lord and Master?ll -Who entered the promise land?ll -~Who was the most
patient man?ll -Who saves men?ll -Who in Jesus Christ?ll

Also in the back of this school textbook is what is entitled:

A short Prayer to be used every Morning.
O Lord, our heavenly Father, almighty and everlasting God. | most humbly
thank thee for thy great mercy and goodness in preserving and keeping me
from all perils and dangers of this night past, and bringing me safely in the
beginning of this day; defend me, O Lord, in the same, with thy mighty
power; and grant, that this day | may fall into no sin, neither run into
danger, but that all my doings may be ordered by thy governance, to do
always that which is righteous in thy sight, through Jesus Christ our Lord.
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what he call an -indissolublell bond. This is a very different perspective than many of
our public officials adhere to in our contemporary times.

The first modern English Bible printed in America was the Noah Webster Bible of 1833.
Noah Webster, the great statesman and linguist, is well known for his contributions in the
educational arena. He produced many readers, spellers, textbooks and dictionaries.
However, not many know that he produced the first modern English Bible in America.
Webster thought the English language had changed so much since the King James Bible
was printed in 1611 that there was a need for a more contemporary version. So he
revised the King James Version into modern English. (At least it was modern in 1833.)
The Noah Webster Bible was not a great success, by the world‘s standards, and Webster
was deeply hurt by the public*s indifference to what he considered —the most important
enterprise of his life.ll

Other Noah Webster items in the Dunham Bible Museum include the first dictionary
printed in English in America in 1806 and his famous 1828 dictionary, which was
entitled An American Dictionary of the English Language. It is said that Noah Webster
learned twenty-six languages in the process of this project so that he could understand
and explain the development of the English language. The 1828 dictionary has a section
in the introduction in which Webster explains the origin of language, beginning with
Adam in Genesis chapter one of the Bible. His dictionaries, textbooks and other
materials were filled with Scripture and biblical principles.

Webster played a major role in changing the American educational system. and
promoted the idea of standardizing spelling. Webster introduced his own spellers in
1780. Joseph T. Buckingham articulated this change when he wrote —~There was not, to
my knowledge, any reading book proper, except the Bible, till Webster‘s Third Book, so
called, came out.lI*® Webster‘s speller, commonly referred to at the blue-back speller
because of the color of the binding, dominated the market for over forty years.

With the increase in production of textbooks in the early 1800°s, there was a decrease in
the use of the Bible and religious materials. By the 1820s, the Bible had almost lost its
central role as a text for teaching reading. The practice continued to some extent only in
the rural areas. A major turning point in the reduction of the use of the Bible in schools
was a 1827 law passed in Massachusetts prohibiting sectarian books in the classroom.
Up until this time schools managed locally. After the 1827 law, a Board of Education
was formed and there became more centralized control of the schools. Horace Mann
became the president of the Board of Education and worked hard to enforce the textbook
law. There was a revised version of the law passed in 1835, which banned a great deal of
religious reading material from the school curricula in the name of keeping sectarianism
out of the classrooms. What happened in Massachusetts became an example to other
states and by the time of the Civil War, there was a definite lack of doctrinal materials in
the schools.

% American Bible

23



While Horace Mann wanted to keep all religious doctrine out of the schools, he was
firmly committed to keeping the Bible in the classroom. According to Paul Gutjahr,
Mann believed —religion, just not sectarian religion, was absolutely necessary to any
education that hoped to be useful in sustaining the republic, Mann argued that the Bible
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In relation to knowledge of the Bible, someone has said, -the main things are the plain
things, and the plain things are the main things.ll It is really humanly impossible for any
one person to know all there is about the Bible or to understand all that is in it. However,
it is a great comfort to understand that God desires to communicate the most important
truths of the Bible to everyone. He has made the primary truths of Scripture so clear that
a child can understand and respond to its message.

The more one learns about the uniqueness, the history and the influence of the Bible, the
greater his interest will be to know the content of the Bible. We should certainly guard
against making the Bible an icon or an object of worship. It is important to recognize the
real purpose for which God has given us His written Word -- to reveal His plan and
purpose in the world and His redemptive activity throughout history. Speaking of the
Scriptures, the Lord Jesus said, -they testify of mell (John 5:39). In other words, the
Written Word points us to the Living Word, the Lord Jesus Christ.

More important than just having an intellectual knowledge of the written Word, is having
an experiential knowledge and a spiritual relationship with God through the Lord Jesus
Christ, the Living Word. In the Bible we can learn the way of salvation and eternal life
through Christ.

The Dunham Bible Museum is a great treasure, not only from an educational, historical
and literary standpoint, but also from a biblical and spiritual perspective. It is wonderful
to know about our past, but it is better to know that we have a present relationship with
the Living Christ of the Bible and that our future is secure in Him.

As available as the Bible is to the average American today, we are living in a time of
biblical illiteracy. According to recent studies, most professing Christians have never
read through the Bible even once. However, one can read through the entire Bible in one
year by reading just fifteen minutes a day.

Anyone who desires to have a well-rounded education should make every effort to get to
know the one book that claims to be the very Word of God. The Bible is the most
important book, the greatest work of literature, the most accurate record of ancient
history and the most profound book ever written.

God has promised to honor those who honor His Word. He will bless all those who
commit to knowing and experiencing His Word and sharing it with others.

Appendix

In response to Robert Aitken‘s petition to print an entire Bible in English and receive
support from Congress, the Congressional Committee issued this report dated September
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Scripture, report, That Mr. Aitken has, at a great expense, now finished an
American edition of the Holy Scriptures in English; that the Committee
have from time to time attended to his progress in the work; that they also
recommended it to the two chaplains of Congress to examine and give their
opinion of the execution, who have accordingly reported thereon; the
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