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Introduction  

The King James Bible is not merely another translation. Its 
heritage and the manner in which it was created are unique.  

The early record of the English Bible is one of the most 
fascinating chapters of church history and reads almost like a 
novel.  

The following overview traces this glorious heritage, 
beginning with the Wycliffe Bible of the late 14th century.  

Every English-speaking believer should know this history; 
yet, sadly, even in the staunchest Bible-believing churches it 
is rare to find someone who is well informed about the great 
price that was paid to provide him with an excellent Bible in 
his own language.  

I have studied this history for many years, and it has greatly 
strengthened my faith in God and in the authenticity and 
preservation of His Word. I trust that it will do the same for 
each reader of this book. 
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THE WYCLIFFE BIBLE (1380, 1382)  

The history of the English Bible properly begins with John 
Wycliffe (1324 -1384).  

The Scriptures most commonly found among English people 
before Wycliffe were Anglo Saxon and French, and the few 
English translations were only of portions of Scripture. (For 
an examination of the history of the Bible in England prior to 
Wycliffe see Faith vs. the Modern Bible Versions, available 
from Way of Life Literature.)  

Some modern scholars have tried to make the case that 
Wycliffe did not do any of the actual translation himself, but 
older historians did not question Wycliffeõs role in the work 
and we believe the evidence supports their view. That 
Wycliffe had helpers and that the original translation went 
through revisions no one doubts, but I do not accept the 
position that John Wycliffe was not involved in the actual 
translation.  

Wycliffeõs Times 

In John Wycliffeõs day Rome ruled England and Europe with 
an iron fist. By the 7th century, Rome had brought England 
under almost complete dominion, and it was under 
subjugation to the popes from then until the 16th century, 
roughly 900 years, a period that is called Britainõs Dark Ages. 

King John (who ruled from 1199 -1216) tried to resist Pope 
Innocent IIIõs authority in the early 13th century, but he was 
not successful.  

The pope excommunicated John and issued a decree 
declaring that he was no longer the king and releasing the 
people of England from their obligation to him.  The pope 
ordered King Philip of France to organize an army and navy 
to overthrow John, which he began to do with great zeal, 
eager to conquer England for himself. The pope also called 
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for a crusade against John, promising the participants 
remission of sins and a share of the spoils of war. Bowing to 
this pressure, John submitted to the pope, pledging complete 
allegiance to him in all things and resigning England and 
Ireland into the popeõs hands. The following is a quote from 
the oath that John signed on May 15, 1213:  

ñI John, by the grace of God King of England and Lord of Ireland, 
in order to expiate my sins, from my own free will and the advice of 
my barons, give to the Church of Rome, to Pope Innocent and his 
successors, the kingdom of England and all other prerogatives of 
my crown. I will hereafter hold them as the popeôs vassal. I will be 
faithful to God, to the Church of Rome, to the Pope my master, 
and to his successors legitimately elected.ò  

The Roman Catholic authorities severely repressed the 
people and did not allow any form of religion other than 
Romanism. There was intense censorship of thought. Those 
who refused to follow Catholicism were persecuted, 
banished, and even killed. 

The popeõs representatives had great authority and held 
many of the highest secular offices in the land.  

ñThe higher dignitaries in both these classes of the clergy, by 
virtue of their great temporalities held in feudal tenure from the 
crown, were barons of the realm, and sat in parliament under the 
title of ólords spiritual,ô taking precedence in rank for a parliament, 
archbishops, bishops, and abbots already headed the list. é By 
prescriptive right, derived from times when the superior 
intelligence of the clergy gave them some claim to the distinction, 
all the high offices of state, all paces of trust and honor about the 
court, were in the hands of the clergy. In 1371, the offices of Lord 
Chancellor, Lord Treasurer, Keeper and Clerk of the Privy Seal, 
Master of the Rolls, Master in Chancery, Chancellor and 
Chamberlain of the Exchequer, and a multitude of inferior offices, 
were all held by churchmenò (H.C. Conant, The Popular History of 
the Translation of the Holy Scriptures, revised edition, 1881, p. 
11).  

The bishops, parish priests, and even the monks in the 
monasteries lived in great opulence through the 
accumulation of property, the ingathering of tithes and 
offerings, the saying of masses for the dead, and the sale of 
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indulgences.  

ñTo the office of the prelates were attached immense landed 
estates, princely revenues and high civil, as well as ecclesiastical 
powers; the lower clergy, residing on livings among the people, 
were supported chiefly by tithes levied on their respective 
parishes. é The wealth of the English monks at this period almost 
passes belief. During the eleventh and twelfth centuries, the 
endowment of monasteries was a mania in Christendom. Lands, 
buildings, precious stones, gold and silver, were lavished upon 
them with unsparing prodigality. Rich men, disgusted with the 
world, or conscience-striken for their sins, not unfrequently entered 
the cloister and made over to it their whole property. During the 
crusading epidemic, many mortgaged their estates to the religious 
houses for ready money, who never returned, or were too much 
impoverished to redeem them. In this way vast riches accrued to 
their establishments. They understood, to perfection, all of the 
traditional machinery of the Church for extracting money from high 
and low. The exhibition of relics, the performance of miracles, and 
above all the sale of indulgences, and of masses for the dead, 
formed an open sluice through which a steady golden stream 
poured into the monastic treasuryò (Conant, Popular History of the 
Translation, pp. 5, 8).  

All orders of Roman Catholic clergy were exempt from civil 
jurisdiction and could provide a safe haven for criminals.  

ñA clergyman, of whatever offence against the laws of the land he 
might be guilty, could not be tried by any civil court of the realm. All 
such offenders were claimed by the Church whose tribunals, 
subject only to appeals to Rome, dealt so tenderly with her 
beloved sons, that the land groaned under the crimes of its 
religious teachers. It was publicly stated to Henry II by his judges, 
that during the first ten years of his reign, more than a hundred 
murders had been committed by clergymen, besides thefts, 
robberies, and other crimes, for which they could not punish them. 
é they maintained in full force the ancient right of sanctuary, that 
is, of harboring fugitives from justice. Once within the sacred 
precincts of church or abbey, they could defy the law and all its 
ministers. This usage, first intended as a shield to the 
oppressed, had now become the refuge of the vilest 
criminals.  Debtors, able but unwilling to pay, thieves, assassins, 
felons of every sort, looked out securely from under the wing of the 
Church and laughed at justice. Thus protected through the day, 
they often issued from the holy portals under cover of night to 
pursue their trade of burglary, arson, or highway robbery, not 
always unattended by such as had a more permanent residence in 
the secure abodeò (Conant, pp. 6, 12).  
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The clergy lived in debauchery. By the early 12th century, 
celibacy was enforced upon all of the clergy.  

ñThe name of Anselm é should be forever infamous to the friend 
of humanity, for the pitiless rigor with which he enforced this 
measure. In 1102, he held an ecclesiastical council at London, 
where no fewer than ten canons were made for this single object. 
All priests, even the very lowest, were commanded to put away 
their wives immediately, not to suffer them to live on any lands 
belonging to the Church, never to see or speak to them, except in 
cases of the greatest necessity and in the presence of two or three 
witnesses. óThose unhallowed wretches who refused, were 
instantly to be deposed and excommunicated, and all their goods, 
as well as the goods and persons of their wives, as in the case of 
adulteresses, were to be forfeited to the bishop of the 
dioceseô [Henryôs History of Great Britain, 4th ed., 1805, vol. v. p. 
307]. Succeeding prelates followed the lead of Anselm, and 
episcopal and legantine councils urged the measure, till the long 
struggle ended in the final establishment of celibacy, and the 
secular clergy were sealed to utter and irreclaimable 
profligacyò (Conant, pp. 6-7).  

The monasteries, which were supposed to be places of strict 
holiness, were more like brothels. òTheir profligacy was 
equal to their luxury. Those hells of vice, uncovered in the 
monasteries by the commissioners of Henry VIII, in the 
sixteenth century, were not the growth of that age alone. 
Such as they were then they were two centuries before, and 
the cry that went up from them to the ear of heaven was like 
that of Sodom and Gomorrahó (Conant, p. 10). 

The Augustinian begging friars carried this debauchery to 
every strata of society. They were responsible only to the 
pope and could travel at will to every parish.  

ñWhen the barefoot Friar, clad in his serge gown, and weary with 
toiling over the rough and miry ways, announced in some 
neglected hamlet that he had come to offer pardons, indulgences, 
the redemption of their deceased friends from purgatory, and all 
the precious wares of the Church, at a price within the reach of the 
poorest laborer or beggar, it seemed to the deluded people like 
good tidings of great joy. He could, moreover, by certain old rags, 
pigsô bones, rusty nails, bits of rotten wood, and similar rubbish 
which he carried about with him under the name of relics, ensure 
them good crops, and fruitful herds, and faithful wives, all for a 
very reasonable consideration. His animated harangues, 
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seasoned with marvellous stories, all to the honor and glory of his 
Order, took their ears captive. Then he was so affable, so 
condescending! He was not too proud to sit down under the 
thatched roof and eat with his rustic hosts, washing down the plain 
fare with draughts from the pewter tankard, while his merry joke 
and tale were the best sauce of the feast. é This was the most 
successful blow which had ever yet been struck for the Papacy. 
Hitherto, the relation between the clergy and people had been 
such as to allow of a wholesome dislike of the priesthood. é But 
under this new form, it wormed itself into the very heart of the 
people. It fell in with all their prejudices, flattered their vanity, 
vulgarized religion to their tastes, cheapened it to their means, and 
bound them, heart and soul, to their spiritual teachers. Their 
special commission, held directly from the Pope, rendering them 
amenable to himself alone, gave the Friars a great advantage. 
Under this all-powerful sanction they ranged from parish to parish, 
from diocese to diocese, regardless of all prescriptive rights, 
literally underselling all competitors, and crowding them out of 
market. Crime of every sort, secure of absolution in the most 
private manner and at the cheapest rate, increased with 
fearful rapidity. One bishop complained that he had in his 
diocese some two thousand malefactors, of whom not 
fourteen had received absolution from parish priests, who yet 
defied punishment, and claimed their right to the sacraments 
on the pretence of having been absolved by the 

Frairsò (Conant, pp. 14-16). 

Under these conditions, the people were steeped in 
ignorance and immorality and lawlessness was rampant.  

ñViolence and bribery everywhere overawed or corrupted justice. 
óThere was not,ô we are told, óso much as one of the kingôs 
ministers and judges who did not receive bribes, and very few who 
did not extort themô [Henry, vol. viii, p. 384]. Perjury was a vice so 
universal, that the words of scripture might have found an almost 
literal application to the English people, from the king to the serf -- 
óAll men are liars.ô Life and property were kept in perpetual 
insecurity, by the numerous and ferocious bands of robbers which 
roamed over the country, under the protection of powerful barons, 
who sheltered them in their castles, and shared with them their 
booty. Englishmen and Englishwomen were still sold like cattle at 
the great fairs. Grossness of manners characterized all ranks, and 
exhibited itself in the most revolting forms of licentiousness among 
the leading classes. óLike priest, like people,ô was never more 
fully verified than in this portion of English history ò (Conant, 
pp. 22, 23).  
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The Roman Catholic Church was not interested in granting 
the people access to the Bible.  

The Council of Toulouse (1229) and the Council of 
Tarragona (1234) had forbidden the laity to possess or read 
the vernacular translations of the Bible. The Council of 
Toulouse used these words: òWe prohibit the permission of 
the books of the Old and New Testament to laymen, except 
perhaps they might desire to have the Psalter, or some 
Breviary for the divine service, or the Hours of the blessed 
Virgin Mary, for devotion; expressly forbidding their having 
the other parts of the Bible translated into the vulgar 
tongueó (Allix, Ecclesiastical History, II, p. 213).  

The declarations of these Councils were in effect during 
Wycliffeõs day.  

What Rome allowed were only small portions of Scripture, 
usually from the Gospels but never from Paulõs Epistles. The 
Scripture portions allowed by Rome were published together 
with apocryphal and legendary stories and Mary was 
commonly exalted higher than Jesus Christ. Consider, for 
example, the rightly named GOLDEN LEGEND. This was 
published widely in Europe and England prior to the 
Reformation, but while it was alleged to be excerpts from the 
Bible it was actually filled with legends about the òsaints.ó 
The Bible scraps were òlost in a sea of fictionó (David Daniell, 
The Bible in English, p. 108). Consider also the 13th century 
MIRROR OF THE BLESSED LIFE OF OUR LORD JESUS 
CHRIST. This Latin work was translated into English by 
Nicholas Love and went through eight editions from 1484 to 
1530. Alleged to be an òexpanded gospel harmony,ó it was 
actually filled with legend and had little to do with the Bible. 
òThe book is not long, but it is padded out with long 
meditations by and about the Blessed Virgin Mary, who has 
the overwhelming presence. Although half the book is on the 
Crucifixion, the Gospelsõ narrative is only just visible, 
overtaken by the Virgin Maryõs long accounts of her own 
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suffering at that eventó (Daniell, p. 161). It sounds like the 
original for Mel Gibsonõs movie The Passion of the Christ!  

This was the type of òBibleó that Rome allowed the people to 
have. It is telling that with the publication of Tyndaleõs New 
Testament in 1526, printing of Loveõs Mirror  suddenly 
ceased.  

Theological studies of that day ignored the Bible and were 
devoted instead to foolish questions. òThe Universities could 
boast their subtle, sublime, profound, angelic, and seraphic 
doctors of theology, who could discuss through endless folios 
the questions: ôDoes the glorified body of Christ stand or sit 
in Heaven? Is the body of Christ, which is eaten in the 
sacrament, dressed or undressed? Were the clothes in which 
Christ appeared to his disciples after his resurrection, real or 
only apparent? éõ é Even a copy of the Latin Vulgate was 
scarcely to be found at the Universities. In 1353, three or 
four young Irish priests came over to England to study 
divinity; but were obliged to return home ôbecause not a 
copy of the Bible was to be found at Oxfordõó (Conant, pp. 
21, 22). 

One of the enemies of Wycliffeõs doctrine, Knyghton, a canon 
of Leicester, complained that by translating the Scriptures 
into English and thus laying it òopen to the laity and to 
women who could readó Wycliffe was casting the gospel 
pearl under the feet of swine. This was the attitude that was 
typical of Roman Catholic leaders in that day. 

An Overview of Wycliffeõs Life 

Wycliffe was born in Yorkshire in 1324 and educated at 
Oxford. He was a fellow of Merton College, and from 1361 
to about 1366 was Master of Balliol College. In 1372 he 
received a doctorate in theology.  

In the early part of his ministry, when he began preaching 
against the Friars who swarmed across the land and against 
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the pope, Wycliffe was popular both with the king and with 
the authorities at Oxford. The king shared a dislike for the 
popeõs interference in Englandõs affairs, and the leaders at 
Oxford shared Wycliffeõs animosity toward the Friars.  

In 1374 Wycliffe became chaplain to 
King Edward III and was appointed to 
the rectory of Lutterworth in 
Leicestershire. Some parts of the 
ancient church remain from Wycliffeõs 
times. There is a chair still there that 
he allegedly used and the òWycliffe 
Dooró on the side of the church away 
from the river was the door that he 
used. The existing pulpit is a copy of 
the one that he preached from. On a 
visit there in 2003 we found the 

famous portrait of Wycliffe hanging in a back storage room.  

Beginning in 1377 Wycliffe was fiercely persecuted by the 
Roman Catholic authorities in England at the instigation of 
the pope in Rome because of his Bible doctrine. 

In 1381 he was put out of Oxford for denying the Roman 
dogma of transubstantiation and he retired to Lutterworth. 
The next year a sermon was preached from St. Mary the 
Virgin Church, the Oxford university church, denouncing 
Wycliffeõs followers as Lollards.  

Wycliffe produced a voluminous amount of writing between 
then and his death. òSome 57 Latin works were written 
between 1380 and December 1384ó (Daniell, The Bible in 
English, p. 73).  

It was during this time that the first English Bible was 
completed.  

Wycliffe died on the last day of December 1384.  
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Wycliffeõs Doctrine 

Wycliffe was a Catholic priest but began to preach against 
Romeõs errors in his mid-30s. He did not reject Romeõs 
dogmas all at once but gradually grew in his understanding 
of Scripture. There is a lot we do not know about his 
doctrine, as some of his writings have perished, but we do 
know that Wycliffe exposed many of Romeõs errors. 

Wycliffeõs foundational doctrine was that the Bible is the sole 
authority for faith and practice and that men have the right 
to interpret Scripture for themselves before the Lord (and 
not be dependent upon Rome). He said, òBelievers should 
ascertain for themselves what are the true matters of their 
faith, by having the Scriptures in a language which all may 
understand.ó  

Wycliffe believed the Bible to be the Word of God without 
error from beginning to end. One of Wycliffeõs major works 
was òOn the Truth of Sacred Scripture,ó which was òa 
defence of the authority and inerrancy of the Bible.ó He 
testified, òIt is impossible for any part of the Holy Scriptures 
to be wrong. In Holy Scripture is all the truth; one part of 
Scripture explains anotheró (David Fountain, John Wycliffe, 
p. 48).  

Wycliffe believed that the Scripture was òa divine exemplar 
conceived in the mind of God before creation, and before the 
material Scriptures were written downó (Malcolm Lambert, 
Medieval Heresy: Popular Movements from the Gregorian 
Reform to the Reformation, 1998, p. 230). This is the 
testimony of Psalm 119:89: òFor ever, O LORD, thy word is 
settled in heaven.ó 

He taught that the apostolic churches had only elders and 
deacons òand declared his conviction that all orders above 
these had been introduced by Caesarean prideó (Henry 
Shelton, History of the Christian Church, II, 1895, p. 415).  

Wycliffe was very bold against the pope, contending that òit 
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is blasphemy to call any head of the church, save Christ 
aloneó (Thomas Crosby, History of the English Baptists, I, 
1740, p. 7).  

Consider some other statements by Wycliffe on the subject of 
the papacy:  

ñIt is supposed, and with much probability, that the Roman pontiff 
is the great Antichrist.ò  

ñHow then shall any sinful wretch, who knows not whether he be 
damned or saved, constrain men to believe that he is head of holy 
Church?ò (Shelton, II, p. 415).  

ñAntichrist puts many thousand lives in danger for his own 
wretched life. Why, is he not a fiend stained foul with homicide 
who, though a priest, fights in such a cause?ò (John Eadie, History 
of the English Bible, I, pp. 46, 47).  

Wycliffe taught that men have the right to have the Bible in 
their own languages and was willing to endure the wrath of 
the Catholic authorities by translating the Scriptures into 
English. When Wycliffe began the translation work, the pope 
in Rome issued òbullsó against him. Wycliffeõs reply was as 
follows:  

ñYou say it is heresy to speak of the Holy Scriptures in English. 
You call me a heretic because I have translated the Bible into the 
common tongue of the people. Do you know whom you 
blaspheme? Did not the Holy Ghost give the Word of God at first in 
the mother-tongue of the nations to whom it was addressed? Why 
do you speak against the Holy Ghost? You say that the Church of 
God is in danger from this book. How can that be? Is it not from 
the Bible only that we learn that God has set up such a society as 
a Church on the earth? Is it not the Bible that gives all her authority 
to the Church? Is it not from the Bible that we learn who is the 
Builder and Sovereign of the Church, what are the laws by which 
she is to be governed, and the rights and privileges of her 
members? Without the Bible, what charter has the Church to show 
for all these? It is you who place the Church in jeopardy by hiding 
the Divine warrant, the missive royal of her King, for the authority 
she wields and the faith she enjoinsò (Fountain, John Wycliffe, pp. 
45-47). 

Wycliffe eventually rejected Romeõs key dogma of 
transubstantiation. He wrote: òMay the thing made turn 
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again and make him that made it? Thou then that art an 
earthly man, by what reason mayst thou say that thou 
makest thy Maker? Were this doctrine true, it would follow 
that the thing which is not God today shall be God 
tomorrow; yea, the thing that is without spirit of life, but 
groweth in the field by nature, shall another time be God. 
And yet we ought to believe that God is without beginning or 
endingó (Wycliffe, Wyckett).  

There is some evidence that Wycliffe rejected infant baptism, 
at least toward the end of his life.  

There is evidence of this from his own writings. Wycliffe 
taught that òbaptism doth not confer, but only signify grace, 
which was given before.ó This principle undermines the 
doctrine of infant baptism, as the baptism of a baby cannot 
signify grace that was previously given as it does in believerõs 
baptism. The Martyrs Mirror , first published in Dutch in 
1660, states that in 1370 Wycliffe issued an article òdeclared 
to militate against infant baptismó (p. 322).  

There is also evidence of this from the Catholic authorities. 
Thomas Walden and Joseph Vicecomes claimed that Wycliffe 
rejected infant baptism and they charged him with 
Anabaptist views. Walden, who wrote against the Wycliffites 
or Hussites in the early part of the 1400s, called Wycliffe 
òone of the seven heads that came out of the bottomless pit, 
for denying infant baptism, that heresie of the Lollards, of 
whom he was so great a ringleaderó (Danverõs Treatise; cited 
by Joseph Ivimey, History of the English Baptists, 1811, I, p. 
72).  

Even if Wycliffe did not entirely deny infant baptism, it is 
certain that many of his Lollard followers did. The term 
òLollard,ó like that of òWaldensian,ó was a general term that 
encompassed a wide variety of doctrine and practice. While 
many of the Lollards retained infant baptism, it is certain 
that others did not. (For more about the Lollards, see the 
Advanced Bible Studies Series on Church History, available 
from Way of Life Literature.)  



16 

Other Quotes from Wycliffeõs Writings  

John Wycliffeõs writings are truly amazing, not only in their 
number and breadth, but in their simplicity. His was a day of 
affectatious writing, a day when the educated wrote in Latin 
or French rather than in English, to tickle the ears of the 
scholarly rather than to edify the humble. Though Wycliffe 
was one of the greatest scholars of that day, though he was 
intimate with kings and princes and nobles, he wrote for the 
common man. The simplicity of his writing is testified by the 
fact that we can understand him today, more than 600 years 
later, merely by modernizing his words to a small degree.  

Wycliffe typically wrote short tracts. By this means his 
writings were multiplied widely even in that day before 
printing. Religious tracts are powerful things, and Wycliffe 
understood this. They are more read than books.  

ñI should be worse than an infidel were I not to defend unto the 
death the law of Christ; and certain I am, that it is not in the power 
of the heretics, and disciples of antichrist, to impugn this 
evangelical doctrine. On the contrary, I trust through our Lordôs 
mercy to be superabundantly rewarded, after this short and 
miserable life, for the lawful contention which I wage. I know from 
the Gospel, that antichrist, with all his devices, can only kill the 
body; but Christ, in whose cause I contend, can cast both body 
and soul into hell-fire. Sure I am, that he will not suffer his servants 
to want what is needful for them, since he freely exposed himself 
to a dreadful death for their sakes, and has ordained that all his 
most beloved disciples should pass through severe suffering with 
a view to their goodò (quoted from Conant, Popular History of 
English Bible Translation, pp. 49, 50). 

ñTo any degree of true love to Jesus, no soul can attain unless he 
be truly meek. For a proud soul seeks to have his own will, a d so 
he shall never come to any degree of Godôs love. Even the lower 
that a soul sitteth in the valley of meekness, so many the more 
streams of grace and love come thereto. And if the soul be high in 
the hills of pride, the wind of the fiend bloweth away all manner of 
goodness therefromò (Wycliffe, The Poor Caitiff). [Caitiff was a 
name for a common person. The Poor Caitiff is a collection of 
Wycliffeôs tracts.] 

ñSingular love is, when all solace and comfort is closed out of the 
heart but the love of Jesus alone. Other delight or other joy 
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pleases not; for the sweetness of him is so comforting and 
lasting, his love is so burning and gladdening, that he who is in 
this degree may well feel the fire of love burning in his soul. That 
fire is so pleasant that no man can tell but he that feeleth it, and 
not fully he. Then the soul is Jesus loving, on Jesus thinking, and 
Jesus desiring, only burning in coveting of him; singing in him, 
resting on him. Then the thought turns to song and 
melodyò (Ibid.). 

ñGod playeth with his child when he suffereth him to be tempted; 
as a mother rises from her much beloved child, and hides herself 
and leaves him alone, and suffers him to cry, Mother, Mother, so 
that he looks about, cries and weeps for a time; and at last when 
the child is ready to be overset with troubles and weeping, she 
comes again, clasps him in her arms, kisses him and wipes away 
the tears. So our Lord suffereth his loved child to be tempted and 
troubled for a time, and withdraweth some of his solace and full 
protection, to see what his child will do; and when he is about to 
be overcome by temptations, then he defendeth him and 
comforteth him by his graceò (Ibid.). 

ñFor, no doubt, as our Lord Jesus Christ and his apostles profess 
plainly, Antichrist and his cursed disciples should come, and 
deceive many men by hypocrisy and tyranny; and the best armor 
of Christian men against this cursed chieftain with his host, is the 
text of holy writò (Wycliffe, prologue to Lukeôs Gospel).  

ñAs the faith of the Church is contained in the Scriptures, the 
more these are known in their true meaning the better; and 
inasmuch as secular men should assuredly understand the faith 
they profess, that faith should be taught them in whatever 
language may be best known to them. Forasmuch, also, as the 
doctrines of our faith are more clearly and exactly expressed in 
the Scriptures, than they may probably be by priests--seeing, if I 
may so speak, that many prelates are but too ignorant of Holy 
Scripture, while others conceal many parts of it; and as the verbal 
instructions of priests have many other defects--the conclusion is 
abundantly manifest, that believers should ascertain for 
themselves what are the true matters of their faith, by having the 
Scriptures in a language which they fully understand. For the 
laws made by prelates are not to be received as matters of faith, 
nor are we to confide in their public instructions, nor in any of 
their words, but as they are founded on Holy Writ--since the 
Scriptures contain the whole truth. And this translation of them 
into English should therefore do at least this good, viz.: placing 
bishops and priests above suspicion as to the parts of it which 
they profess to explain. Other means, such as the friars, prelates, 
the pope, may all prove defective; and to provide against this, 
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Christ and his Apostles evangelized to the people in their own 
language. To this end, indeed, did the Holy Spirit endow them with 
the knowledge of tongues. Why, then, should not the living 
disciples of Christ do in this respect as they did?ò (Wycliffe, written 
after his retirement to Lutterworth after being evicted from Oxford, 
quoted by Conant, pp. 53, 54). 

Wycliffeõs Battles with the Catholic Church 

For his translation efforts and his biblical views, Wycliffe was 
hounded by the Roman Catholic authorities.  

He was required to appear before the Catholic bishops in 
February 1377 to give an account of his doctrine. This 
occurred at St. Paulõs Cathedral in London, where the Bishop 
of London, named Courtney, was the chief priest. It was just 
behind St. Paulõs that English Bibles were burned from the 
days just following those of Wycliffe to those of William 
Tyndale.  

John of Gaunt (Duke of Lancaster, fourth son of King Edward 
III), Percy, Earl Marshal of England, and other nobles 
accompanied Wycliffe to defend him, and the trial was 
broken up by a riot before a decision could be reached. 
òForgetting all produce and propriety, he [Courtney, the 
Bishop of London] started angrily from his seat, and 
addressed the two noblemen in a tone of insolent rebuke, 
such as peers and soldiers are not wont to endure patiently. 
Their reply was in a spirit no less haughty; and the fierce 
colloquy ended in a tumult which broke up the meeting, and 
the innocent occasion of the uproar quietly withdrew, 
without having been asked a question, or having uttered a 
wordó (Conant, Popular History, p. 34).  

The bishops then appealed to Pope Gregory XI, who issued 
five papal bulls against Wycliffe in May 1377. At that time 
the popeõs headquarters was in Avignon, France. The bulls 
were addressed to the Archbishop of Canterbury, the Bishop 
of London, and to the University of Oxford. The pope raged 
against Wycliffe, calling him òMaster in Error.ó The 
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authorities were ordered to put Wycliffe into prison and keep 
him there until òjudgment be received from the Holy See,ó 
but the death of King Edward III forced a brief delay in the 
clergyõs attempt to enact the papal bulls, because Wycliffeõs 
friend John of Gaunt assumed practical control of the throne 
since Edwardõs son Richard II was so young.  

In April 1378 Wycliffe was again required to appear before 
the bishops to be investigated for his alleged heresies. This 
was held at Lambeth Palace in London, which would later 
become the home of the infamous Lollardõs Tower where so 
many dissenters were imprisoned. Before Wycliffe could be 
charged, Joan of Kent, widow of the Black Prince and mother 
of King Richard II, intervened, demanding that the trial stop 
and that no judgment be made against the Reformer.  

The Catholic authorities in England continued to hate 
Wycliffe but they were thwarted in their efforts to imprison 
and kill him. Their attitude toward him and toward his 
vernacular translation is evident from what Thomas Arundel, 
Archbishop of Canterbury, wrote to Pope John XXIII in 1411. 
òThis pestilent and wretched John Wyclif, of cursed memory, 
that son of the old serpent ... endeavoured by every means to 
attack the very faith and sacred doctrine of Holy Church, 
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devising -- to fill up the measure of his malice -- the 
expedient of a new translation of the Scriptures into the 
mother tongueó (David Daniel, The Bible in English, p. 67).  

In 1381 Wycliffe was condemned even by his own Oxford 
University because of his rejection of transubstantiation. 
Wycliffe preached against Romeõs doctrine of the Mass with 
the same boldness he had preached against the Friars and 
against the Papacy itself.  

ñIt is as if the Devil had been scheming to this effect, saying--óIf I 
can, by my vicar Antichrist, so far seduce believers as to 
bring them to deny that this sacrament is bread, and to 
believe in it as a contemptible quality without a substance, I 
may after that, and in the same manner, lead them to believe 
whatever I may wish; inasmuch as the opposite is plainly 
taught, both by the language of Scripture, and by the very 
senses of mankind .ô Doubtless, after a while, these simple-
hearted believers may be brought to say, that however a prelate 
may live--be he effeminate, a homicide, a simonist, or stained with 
any other vice--this must never be believed concerning him by a 
people who would be regarded as duly obedient. But by the 
grace of Christ, I will keep clear of the heresy which teaches 
that if the Pope and Cardinals assert a certain thing to be the 
sense of Scripture, therefore so it is; for that were to set them 

above the Apostles ò (Wycliffe, Trialogus).  

In the spring of 1381 Wycliffe published 12 theses on this 
issue. He declared, ò... the bread we see on the altar is not 
Christ, nor any part of him, but simply an effectual sign of 
him; and that the doctrines of transubstantiation, 
identification, and impanation, have no basis in Scripture.ó  

He challenged the University to a debate on the subject, but 
the Chancellor of the Oxford assembled a secret council and 
condemned Wycliffeõs doctrine and issued this decree: òIf any 
person, of whatever degree, state, or condition, shall in 
future publicly teach such doctrine in the University, or shall 
listen to one so teaching, he shall be suspended from all 
scholastic exercises, shall be liable to the greater 
excommunication, and shall be committed to prison.ó  

Representatives were sent to announce this decree to 
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Wycliffe while he was teaching a class, and he was forced to 
retire to Lutterworth.  

In the summer of 1382, Wycliffe was condemned in a 
sermon preached at the Oxford University church, St. Mary 
the Virgin. It was in this sermon that his followers were 
denounced as Lollards for the first time.  

The Protecting Hand of God upon Wycliffe  

Wycliffe would have been cut off by the Roman Catholic 
authorities had he not, by 
divine intervention, been 
protected by certain powerful 
individuals and unusual 
events.  

One of these was JOHN OF 
GAUNT, the Duke of 
Lancaster and the father of 
King Henry VI. He was the 
effective ruler of England for 
some time because King 
Edward III was very old and 
his son Richard II was only a 
child. John was a large man 
and a bold knight. His armor, 
which is displayed today in the Tower of London, is 6 foot 9 
inches. He protected Wycliffe for many years until Wycliffe 
rejected Romeõs doctrine of transubstantiation.  

Another protector was JOAN THE PRINCESS OF WALES 
(1328-85). She was the wife of Edward (1330-76), also 
known as the Black Prince (so named because of his black 
armor). He was the eldest son of King Edward III. In 1378, 
the enemies of Wycliffe called him to stand before a tribunal 
of bishops in Lambeth Palace. Wycliffe was accused of 
spreading heresies, but the bishops were frustrated in 
carrying out any sentence. òéSir Richard Clifford entered 
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with a message from [Joan, the widow of the Black Prince], 
forbidding them to pass sentence upon Wycliffeó (Fountain, 
John Wycliffe, p. 33). The trial ceased. 

QUEEN ANNE, the wife of Richard II  (1367-1400), also 
assisted Wycliffe. She was daughter to the emperor Charles 
IV and sister of Wenceslaus, king of Bohemia, and thus held 
the position of Elizabeth of Prague. Anne was only a 
teenager when she was brought to England to wed Richard. 
She brought versions of Scriptures in German, Bohemian, 
and Latin with her into England. She loved Wycliffeõs 
doctrine and sent copies of his books into Bohemia by her 
attendants (Joseph Ivimey, History of the English Baptists, 
1811, I, p. 69). Many of Wycliffeõs works that were 
completely destroyed in England survived in copies in 
Bohemia. Anne died in June 1394, at the age of twenty-
seven.  

Further, in 1378 Pope Gregory XI died, and THE GREAT 
PAPAL SCHISM began, during which there were two 
(Gregory XII and Benedict III) and eventually three popes, 
and these were too busy hurling curses at one another to 
worry much about Wycliffe in England!  

Wycliffeõs Missionary Endeavors 

Wycliffe not only translated the Bible but he also carried out 
missionary endeavors.  

He had a powerful influence through his extensive writings, 
which were widely distributed in England and even helped 
create a separatist revival movement in Europe. 

Wycliffe had a missionary heart and he trained and sent out 
preachers to proclaim the gospel of the grace of Jesus Christ. 
These were called òBible menó and Lollards and they were 
hounded and bitterly persecuted by the Catholic authorities. 
(The term òLollardó predated Wycliffe. It might have been 
derived from a Waldensian preacher named Walter 
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Lollardus, an Englishman who was burnt for heresy in 
Cologne. See William Canton, The Bible and the Anglo-Saxon 
People, 1914, p. 42, and Joseph Ivimey, The History of the 
English Baptists, 1811, I, p. 64.)  

ñLike the seventy sent out by our Lord, they were sent on foot, 
clad in coarse garments, the pilgrimôs staff in their hands--and é 
with a Latin Bible hid in the bosom of their gowns. Wherever they 
found an audience--whether in a church or a church-yard, in the 
busy market-place, amid the noisy chaffering and boisterous 
amusements of the fair--there they proclaimed to the people óall 
the words of this life.ô To the venal sale of indulgences and 
priestly absolution, they opposed the unbought grace of the 
gospel; to the invocation of saints, the one Mediator between 
God and man; to the worship of pictures and images, the worship 
of the one living and true God; to the traditions of men and the 
authority of priests, the pure revelation of Godôs will in the Holy 
Scriptures. Their own blameless lives enforced their teachings. 
Asking nothing, they received thankfully what was required for 
their simple wants; and even from this were ever ready to spare 
something for the needy. é Many country baronets of wealth 
and influence likewise espoused their cause; and sometimes, 
when danger was apprehended, a body-guard of gentlemen was 
seen around the pulpit, ready, if necessary, to defend with their 
good swords the right of Englishmen to speak and to hear, 
according to the dictates of their own consciences. The 
intimidated sheriff, having served on the preacher a citation to 
appear before the bishop, would retire; and before adequate 
forces could be raised to execute the writ, the evangelist was 
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proclaiming in some far-off hamlet the glad tidings of salvation to 
its neglected poorò (Conant, Popular History, pp. 42, 43).  

Wycliffe also had copies of the hand-written Scriptures made 
and distributed not only in England but also abroad in 
Europe. That these multiplied widely is evident from the 
record that still exists of the many copies that were 
confiscated by the authorities: òBy reference to the Bishopõs 
Registers it will appear that these little books were 
numerous, as they are often specified as being found upon 
the persons of those accused. Sometimes the Gospels are 
spoken of either separately, or together; or it is the book of 
Acts, or the Epistle of James, or the Apocalypse that is 
specified. It appears also from these Registers, that many of 
those who possessed these little volumes were either servants 
or tradesmenó (Blackford Condit, The History of the English 
Bible, 1886, p. 75). 

The End of Wycliffeõs Life 

John Wycliffe continued to take a stand for the truth and to 
progress in spiritual strength and wisdom even in his old age. 
In 1381, just three years before his death, Wycliffe boldly 
proclaimed that the Roman doctrine of transubstantiation 
was false. He taught that the bread and wine of the Lordõs 
Supper do not change substance and are merely symbolic of 
the body and blood of the Lord Jesus Christ.  

Wycliffeõs protector, John Gaunt, refused to accept Wycliffeõs 
denial of Romeõs foundational doctrine. He warned Wycliffe 
to be silent about this, but Wycliffe refused, though he knew 
by his stand he would probably lose his protection from an 
earthly perspective. Gaunt did withdraw his guardianship, 
but Wycliffe put his trust in One who is a more dependable 
and effective protector than a 6 foot 9 inch knight!  

Wycliffe was expelled from his teaching position at Oxford 
and withdrew to his parish of Lutterworth where he lived 
until his death.  
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In May 1382 Wycliffe 
was called before yet 
another synod of 
e c c l e s i a s t i c a l 
authorities. This is 
called the Blackfriarsõ 
Synod, because it was 
held in the monastery 
of Blackfriars in 
London (so named 
because of the black 
robes worn by the Dominican friars). The Dominicans had 
been at the forefront of the Inquisition since their 
appointment by Pope Gregory IX (1227-1241) in the early 
13th century. Charles V, emperor of the Holy Roman Empire 
and a great persecutor, stayed at the monastery on his visit 
to London in 1522.  

When the 47 bishops and monks and religious doctors took 
their seats, a powerful earthquake shook the city. Huge 
stones fell out of castle walls and pinnacles toppled. 
òWycliffe called it a judgment of God and afterwards 
described the gathering as the ôEarthquake 
Councilõó (Fountain, John Wycliffe, p. 39).  

The synod condemned Wycliffe, charging him specifically 
with 10 heresies and 16 errors. His writings were forbidden 
and the king gave authority to imprison anyone who believed 
the condemned doctrines.  

The monastery, which originally stretched from Shoe Lane 
off Fleet Street right down to the Thames at Puddle Dock, 
ceased to function as a religious order during the days of 
King Henry VIII. Later it was used as one of Shakespeareõs 
playhouses. Though the monastery no longer exists and even 
the buildings are gone, with only a part of a wall left that can 
be seen from St. Anneõs churchyard, that area of London is 
still called Blackfriars and the Blackfriars Bridge over the 
Thames originates there.  
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Wycliffe died on December 31, 
1384. He was seized with 
paralysis on December 29 while 
performing his reinterpreted 
òmassó at Lutterworth Church 
and was carried out the small 
side door that still bears his 
n a m e .  H e  r e m a i n e d 
unconscious for two days before 
his soul was given up to God.  

It was not only a year that 
ended, it was an era. The new 
year, 1385, marked the first 
entire year that the English 
people had their own Bible.  

The Wycliffe Bible  

Wycliffeõs greatest influence was through the Bible that he 
translated. W.R. Cooper, in his introduction to The Tyndaleõs 
Societyõs modernized edition of the Wycliffe New Testament 
(London: The British Library, 2002), wisely observes: òJohn 
Wycliffe, who gave his name to the English Bible that 
followed him, is considered by many to have been a morning 
star of the later Reformation, and in many ways he was. Yet 
it is the English Bible that bears his name that is the real 
morning star. We must remember that it was no Oxford 
theologian whose words people memorised and bore in their 
hearts through persecution, torture and the stake. Wycliffe 
was certainly the greatest teacher of his age, but even he was 
quite unable to convert sinners and transform lives. Only the 
word of God can do that, and it was the appearance of the 
English Bible from Wycliffeõs school that truly heralded the 
dawning of the great English Reformation that was to 
follow.ó 

Wycliffe began by translating portions of the New Testament 
and publishing individual books of the Bible. We know that 
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he did this with the Gospels (Conant, pp. 52, 53). 

The New Testament was completed in 1380 and the Old 
Testament in 1382, just two years before Wycliffe died.  

How much of the entire Bible was translated by Wycliffe 
himself and how much was accomplished by helpers, we 
cannot know. It is popular among contemporary historians to 
deny that Wycliffe had any part in the actual translation, but 
we do not accept this position. The ancient historians such as 
William Caxton (1482), John Foxe (1554), and Thomas 
Fuller (1662) were united in their opinion that Wycliffe did 
at least part of the translation; and in my estimation 
contemporary historians have not refuted this historical view.  

Wycliffeõs friend Nicholas Hereford was probably involved in 
the translation and possibly the revision. Hereford is named 
in some manuscripts. 

The order of books in the New Testament followed the 
standard Latin arrangement, as follows: Matthew, Mark, 
Luke, John, Romans, 1 and 2 Corinthians, Galatians, 
Ephesians, Philippians, Colossians, 1 and 2 Thessalonians, 1 
and 2 Timothy, Titus, Hebrews, Acts (the Deeds of the 
Apostles), James, 1 and 2 Peter, 1, 2 and 3 John, Jude, 
Revelation.  

Many copies of the Wycliffe New Testament included the 
Epistle to Laodiceans (between Colossians and 1 
Thessalonians). This epistle, a little longer than 3 John, 
claims to be a letter written by Paul to the church of 
Laodicea. Such a letter is mentioned in Col. 4:16, but it does 
not exist in Greek and was never counted as part of the 
Canon of Scripture. Cooper observes, òThe Lollards 
commonly regarded the Epistle as genuine, even though fully 
aware that it was omitted from the canon and certainly from 
some of the Latin manuscripts of their day.ó 

The Wycliffe Bible had some fascinating 

renderings.  Following are a couple of examples: 
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Psalm 91:5 said the child of God would not be afraid òof an 
arrow flying in the day, of a goblin going in darknesses.ó 
There are goblins in the sense of evil spirits and demonic 
powers that are aligned against the child of God, so this 
translation of the Hebrew word òpachadó is interesting. In 
the King James Bible, this word is translated dread, dreadful, 
fear, fearful, great fear, terror, and great terror.  

Matthew 3:4 says of John the Baptist òand his meat was 
honeysuckers and honey of the wood.ó While honey of the 
wood referred to wild honey, we arenõt sure where 
honeysuckers comes from! 

Luke 2:13 has an interesting description of the Lordõs 
heavenly hosts: òAnd suddenly there was made with the 
angel a multitude of heavenly knighthood, herying [praising] 
God and saying.ó Wycliffe lived in a day when armies were 
led by bold knights in their impressive armor with their 
colorful standards flying, and this makes for an effectual 
translation of òhosts.ó 

The Wycliffe Bible was not printed until the 19th century. 
Tyndaleõs was the first printed English New Testament.  
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The Wycliffe Scriptures were often distributed in portions 
rather than as a complete Bible or even a complete New 
Testament, because these were easier to copy and transport 
and conceal.  

A copy of an entire handwritten Wycliffe Bible was very 
expensive. òNicholas Belward suffered from popish cruelty in 
1429, for having in his possession a copy of Wiclifõs New 
Testament. That copy cost him four marks and forty pence. 
This sum, so much greater was the value of money then than 
it is now, was considered as a sufficient annual salary for a 
curate. The same value at the present time would pay for 
many hundreds of copies of the Testament, well printed and 
boundó (Alexander McClure, The Translators Revived, 1855). 

Surely many believers would be motivated to make their 
own copies of the Scripture, and doubtless this would have 
been the case with preachers. I have not seen this important 
point emphasized in other histories of the Bible, but it is only 
reasonable. I donõt believe it was only a matter purchasing a 
copy from a professional scribe. Though time consuming, it is 
not that difficult to make a copy of the New Testament. In 
the first few years of my Christian life, which was B.C. or 
Before Computers (I was converted in 1973 at age 23), I 
wrote out copious portions of Scripture in my zeal for 
memorization and in the process of my studies. Had I lived in 
an earlier time when the Scriptures were not available in 
printed form, I have no doubt that I would have made my 
own copy from Genesis to Revelation, no matter how long it 
took, and I would also have made copies of portions to give 
away to other brethren and even to unbelievers. During the 
early months after I was saved I tediously made copies of my 
testimony by typing it repeatedly, using carbon paper to 
multiply my efforts, because I was too poor then to afford to 
have it printed. I handed these out in my evangelistic work. I 
am confident that multitudes of early believers shared this 
zeal to make copies both of Godõs Word and of evangelistic 
pamphlets. It is only natural, for the believer is born of the 
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Word (Jam. 1:18; 1 Pet. 1:23), lives by the Word (Mat. 4:4), 
continues in the truth by the Word (John 8:31 -32), is to be a 
doer of the Word (Jam. 1:22), grows by the Word (1 Pet. 
2:2), operates by the faith that comes from the Word (Rom. 
10:17), is cleansed by the Word (Eph. 5:26), and defends 
himself by the Word (Eph. 6:17).  

The original Wycliffe Bible was revised and it is the revision 
that was widely distributed for more than a century. Today 
the original is called the Early Version (EV) and the revision 
the Later Version (LV). The Later Version first appeared in 
1388, shortly after Wycliffeõs death, but it continued to be 
modified somewhat throughout the 15th century.  

The reviser knew that the fear of God and great care are 
necessary for an accurate translation. The following is from 
the introduction to the revision: òA translator hath great 
need to study well the sense both before and after, and then 
also he hath need to live a clean life and be full devout in 
prayers, and have not his wit occupied about worldly things, 
that the Holy Spirit, Author of all wisdom and cunning and 
truth, dress him for his work and suffer him not to err. God 
grant to us all grace to know well and to keep well Holy 
Writ, and to suffer joyfully some pain for it at the last.ó 

Wycliffeõs translation was based on the Latin 

Vulgate, and it contained most of the errors 

common to that version . Following are some examples: 

MATTHEW 5:44 ñ òbless them that curse youó is omitted 
in the Wycliffe  

------ 6:13 ð òfor thine is the kingdom, and the power, and 
the glory, for everó is omitted in the Wycliffe 

------ 9:13 ð òto repentanceó is omitted in the Wycliffe 

------ 15:8 ð òdraweth nigh unto me with their mouthó is 
omitted in the Wycliffe  

------ 16:3 ð òO ye hypocritesó is omitted in the Wycliffe 

MARK 2:17 ð òto repentanceó is omitted in the Wycliffe 

------ 6:11 ð òmore tolerable for Sodom and Gomorrhaó is 
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omitted in the Wycliffe  

------ 10:21 ð òtake up the crossó is omitted in the Wycliffe 

------ 13:14 ð òspoken by Daniel the prophetó is omitted in 
the Wycliffe 

LUKE 2:33 ð òJosephó is changed to òfatheró in the 
Wycliffe 

------ 2:43 ð òJoseph and his motheró is changed to òhis 
parentsó in the Wycliffe 

------ 4:8 ð òget thee behind me Satanó is omitted in the 
Wycliffe 

------ 11:2-4 ð òOur é which art in heaven é Thy will be 
done, as in heaven, so in earth é but deliver us from 
eviló is omitted in the Wycliffe 

JOHN 4:42 ð òthe Christó is omitted in the Wycliffe 

ACTS 2:30 ð òaccording to the flesh, he would raise up 
Christó is omitted in the Wycliffe 

------ 7:30 ð òof the Lordó is omitted in the Wycliffe 

------ 16:7 ð òSpirit of Jesusó is added in the Wycliffe 

------ 17:26 ð òbloodó is omitted in the Wycliffe 

ROMANS 1:16 ð òof Christó is omitted in the Wycliffe 

1 CORINTHIANS 5:7 ð òfor usó is omitted in the Wycliffe 

------ 7:5 ð òfastingó is omitted in the Wycliffe 

------ 15:47 ð òthe Lordó is omitted in the Wycliffe 

EPHESIANS 3:9 ð òby Jesus Christó is omitted in the 
Wycliffe 

COLOSSIANS 1:14 ð òthrough his bloodó is missing in the 
Wycliffe 

1 THESSALONIANS 1:1 ð òfrom God our Father, and the 
Lord Jesus Christó is omitted in the Wycliffe 

1 TIMOTHY 1:17 ð òwiseó God is omitted in the Wycliffe 

------ 3:16 ð òGod was manifest in the fleshó is changed to 
òwhich was manifest in the fleshó in the Wycliffe 

------ 6:5 ð òfrom such withdraw thyselfó is omitted in the 
Wycliffe 

HEBREWS 1:3 ð òby himselfó is omitted in the Wycliffe 

JAMES 5:16 ð òfaultsó is changed to òsinsó in the Wycliffe 
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1 PETER 1:22 ð òthrough the Spiritó is omitted in the 
Wycliffe 

------ 4:1 ð òfor usó is omitted in the Wycliffe 

REVELATION 1:11 ð òI am Alpha and Omega, the first 
and the lastó is omitted in the Wycliffe 

------ 8:13 ð òangeló is changed to òeagleó in the Wycliffe 

------ 9:11 ð òAnd by Latin he has the name Exterminans, 
that is, a destroyer,ó is added in the Wycliffe from the 
Latin Vulgate. 

The language of the Wycliffe version is simple and 

forceful and laid the foundation for other Bibles in 

English . In the following examples, only the spelling has 
been modernized. 

Wycliffe Bible, John 11:8-12: òThe disciples said to him, 
Master now the Jews soughten for to stone thee, and goest 
thou thither? Jesus answered whether there be not twelve 
hours of the day? If any man wander in the night he 
stomlish, for light is not in him. He saith these things and 
after these things he saith to him Lazarus our friend sleepeth 
but I go to raise him from sleep; therefore his disciples 
saiden: Lord, if he sleepeth, he shall be safe.ó  

Wycliffe Bible, Luke 2:8-14: òAnd shepherds were in the 
same country, waking and keeping the watches of the night 
on their flock. And lo, the angel of the Lord stood beside 
them, and the clearness of God shined about them, and they 
dreaded with great dread. And the angel said to them, Nil ye 
dread, for lo, I preach to you a great joy that shall be to all 
people. For a Saviour is born today to you that is Christ the 
Lord in the city of David. And this is a token to you, ye shall 
find a young child lapped in cloths and laid in a creche. And 
suddenly there was made with the angel a multitude of 
heavenly knighthood, herying [praising] God and saying, 
Glory be in the highest things to God, and in earth peace to 
men of good will.ó  

Many phrases from our English Bible of 1611 can 
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be traced back to Wycliffe  with only the slightest 
modification, including the following:  

òenter thou into the joy of the Lordó; òfor many be called, 
but few be chosenó; òa prophet is not without honour, but 
in his own countryó; òhe that is not against us, is for usó; 
òsuffer ye little children to come to me, and forbid ye them 
not, for of such is the kingdom of Godó; òhow hard it is for 
men that trust in riches to enter into the kingdom of Godó; 
òMy God, my God, why hast thou forsaken me?ó; òGo ye 
into all the world and preach the gospel to each creatureó; 
òand Mary said, Lo! the handmaid of the Lordó; òask ye, and 
it shall be given to you; seek ye, and ye shall find; knock ye, 
and it shall be opened to youó; òFather, forgive them, for 
they know not what they doó; òIn the beginning was the 
wordó; òhe was in the world, and the world was made by 
him, and the world knew him notó; òfor God loved so the 
world, that he gave his one begotten Sonó; òI am bread of 
lifeó; òI am the light of the worldó; òye shall know the truth, 
and the truth shall make you freeó; òI and the Father be 
oneó; òand Jesus weptó; òstraight is the gate and narrow the 
wayó; òand no man ascendeth [up] into heaven, but he that 
came down from heavenó; òI have overcome the worldó; 
òmy kingdom is not of this worldó; òwhat is truth?ó; òborn 
againó;  òa living sacrificeó; òthe deep things of Godó; 
òupbraideth notó; òwhited sepulchresó; òfor the wages of sin 
is deathó; òye be the temple of God, and the Spirit of God 
dwelleth in youó; òwhen I was a little child, I spake as a 
little child, I understood as a little child, I thought as a little 
childó; òI have kept the faithó; òwhat fellowship hath light 
with darknessó; òwe make known to you the grace of Godó; 
òthe world and all that dwell therein is the Lordõsó; òbe ye 
doers of the word, and not hearers onlyó; òfor your 
adversary, the devil, as a roaring lion goeth about, seeking 
whom he shall devouró; òLo! I stand at the door, and 
knockó; òand he said to me, It is done; I am alpha and 
omega, the beginning and the end.ó 
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In fact, some entire verses appear to be brought 

into the KJV from the Wycliffe  (via William Tyndale) 
almost intact. Following are three examples: 

MATTHEW 11:29 òTake ye my yoke upon you, and learn ye 
of me, for I am mild and meek of heart; and ye shall find rest 
to your souls.ó 

MATTHEW 18:20 òFor where two or three shall be gathered 
in my name, there I am in the midst of them.ó 

MATTHEW 22:21 òé Therefore yield ye to Caesar those 
things that be Caesarõs, and to God those things that be of 
God.ó 

The Wycliffe Bible had a strong impact on the 

English language itself . òThere is an important relation 
existing between Vernacular versions of the Scriptures and 
the languages into which they are translated. So marked is 
this influence where such translation is made, that it 
constitutes an epoch in the literary and in the religious 
history of the people. é It was a bold stroke on the part of 
Wycliffe to set forth the Scriptures in the language of the 
people, but the results far exceeded his fondest expectations. 
In all simplicity he thought to give the word of God to his 
own age, but in fact he laid the foundation for the 
Reformation in England, and for the permanence and 
excellence of the English languageó (Blackford Condit, History 
of the English Bible, 1896, pp. 79, 80). 

It must be remembered that Wycliffe lived in an era when 
the English language was new and despised even in its own 
homeland. Wycliffe literally molded the English language to 
the Bible and forever changed the character of the language 
thereby.  

ñThe noble Saxon of our forefathers, displaced at the Conquest, by 
Latin as the language of books, and by Norman-French as that of 
polite life, became the badge of degradation and servitude. The 
English into which it gradually changed, by a mixture with Latin 
and French, had, in process of time, so far regained the ancient 
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rights of the vernacular, as to be, at this period, the spoken 
language of the great body of the people. Yet in such contempt 
was it still held, that scarcely an attempt had been made to use it 
in composition, till Wickliffe, with his great heart of love for the 
people, laid hold of it as the vehicle of religious instruction. He took 
the rude elements [of the emerging English language as it grew 
from Saxon, French, and Latin] directly from the lips of the 
despised ploughmen, mechanics, a nd tradesmen. He gave it back 
to them in all its unadorned, picturesque simplicity, but fused by 
the action of his powerful mind into a fitting instrument of thought, 
and enriched with the noblest literature which the world had 
produced; the utterances of inspired poets, prophets, and 
apostles, the inimitable histories, narratives, and portraitures, 
through which divine wisdom has told the sublime story of 
providence and redemptionò (Conant, Popular History of the 
Translation of the Holy Scriptures into the English Tongue, 1881, 
p. 56). 

The Wycliffe Bible had a profound effect upon the 

English nation and laid the foundation for the 

Reformation . òWhat seeds were those then sown in the 
virgin soil of the common English mind! What must have 
been the quickening of intellectual life, in a community 
where the Book of books furnished almost the only aliment 
of the hungry soul! Were not the children eager to read for 
themselves those wondrous stories? Did not the ear of age 
forget its deafness, to hear the glad tidings of a Saviour and a 
future rest? Would not a new consciousness of worth steal 
into the soul of the rude clown, when he learned what God 
had done to redeem him? The more deeply we enter into the 
circumstances and spirit of the times, the stronger will grow 
the conviction that this first English Bible must have been 
like an awakening breath from heaven, the beginning of days 
to the common people of England. é The light which 
Wycliffe had kindled, often smothered, then hidden from 
public view, but never for a moment extinguished, at length 
mingled its beams with the full day of the 
Reformationó (Conant, pp. 56, 57, 60). 
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The Strange Tale of Wycliffeõs Bones 

At the Roman Catholic Council of Constance, which met 
between 1415 and 1418, John Wycliffe was condemned and 
his bones were ordered dug up and burned. This is the same 
Catholic council that burned John Huss and Jerome of 
Prague, ignoring their promise of safe conduct. òAs his Bible 
aroused the English conscience, the pope felt a chill; he 
heard unearthly sounds rattle through the empty caverns of 
his soul, and he mistook Wickliffõs bones for his Bible. The 
moldering skeleton of the sleeping translator polluted the 
consecrated ground where it slept. The Council of Constance 
condemned his Bible and his bones to be burnt 
togetheró (Thomas Armitage, A History of the Baptists, 1890, 
I, p. 315).  

For some reason, another 13 years passed before the strange 
deed was actually performed. It occurred during the reign of 
Pope Martin V (1417-1431).  

In 1428, nearly 44 years after his death, Wycliffeõs bones 
were exhumed and burned and the ashes scattered. The 
strange ceremony was led by Archbishop Chichely, head of 
the Church of England. What sight could be more 
unscriptural, more pagan, more wicked, than these Catholic 
leaders disinterring old bones from their resting place under 
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the chancel* so they can publicly desecrate the long-dead 
Bible translator and preacher of the Gospel of Grace? What 
other evidence do we need that the Roman Catholic Church 
is apostate?  

After the remains of Wycliffe were burned, the ashes were 
cast into the little river Swift, which flows near the 
Lutterworth church. The interesting old British historian 
Thomas Fuller saw in this a far grander vision than the one 
enjoyed that day by the Catholic authorities that carried out 
the dastardly deed: òTo Lutterworth they come, Sumner, 
Commissarie, Official, Chancellour, Proctors, Doctors, and 
the Servants é take, what was left, out of the grave, and 
burnt them to ashes, and cast them into Swift a 
Neighbouring Brook running hard by. Thus this Brook hath 
conveyed his ashes into Avon; Avon into Severn; Severn into 
the narrow Seas; they, into the main Ocean. And thus the 
Ashes of Wickliff are the Emblem of his Doctrine, which now, 
is dispersed all the World over.ó [* H.C. Conant said Wycliffe 
was buried under the chancel. Popular History, p. 64.]  

The Influence of Wycliffe and the Lollards 

and their Persecutions  

The Word of God was preached in England in a dark day and 
many came to the light and were saved. The record of this is 
largely unwritten and that which was written was largely 
destroyed, but it can be found in Heavenõs libraries and God 
has left enough for our present edification. Some recent 
histories downplay the influence of the Lollard movement in 
England, but this is revisionism. In fact, the movement was 
large and influential. Henry Hargreaves observes: òReading 
them [Wycliffe Scriptures] together in small groups, as the 
evidence at trials shows that they did, they were in danger of 
prosecution and even death, but read them they did, and the 
small and secret Bible-readings and meetings that they 
conducted proved a fertile breeding-ground for that 
Puritanism or nonconformity that has never since died 
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outó (Hargreaves, òThe Wycliffite Versions,ó in The 
Cambridge History of the Bible, edited by G.H. Lampe, vol. II, 
òThe West from the Fathers to the Reformation,ó 1969, pp. 
414-15).  

David Daniell adds: òThe heart of Lollardy was its English 
Bible, only now at the start of the twenty -first century, 
beginning to be understood in some quarters as the massive, 
careful, complex, always developing achievement that it 
wasó (Daniell, The Bible in English, 2003, p. 90).  

After Wycliffeõs death the Lollards and other dissident 
believers continued to preach the Word of God and 
congregate together in fellowships to the extent possible 
under the circumstances of those times. 

The term òLollard,ó like the terms òWaldensianó and 
òAlbigensianó and òPaulician,ó was a catchall word that 
encompassed a wide variety of Christians who were opposed 
to Roman Catholic doctrine. 

While there were Lollards who were pedobaptists and still 
held to some of Romeõs errors, others progressed farther in 
their spiritual understanding and were immersionists. This 
fact is commonly overlooked or denied by Protestant (and 
even some Baptist) historians today, but the evidence is 
clear. Following are three witnesses to the baptistic Lollards: 

Historian John Foxe says one of the articles of faith among 
the Lollards was òthat faith ought to precede baptism.ó It is 
impossible to fit infant baptism into this principle, as an 
infant is incapable of exercising faith. 

In his history of the Puritans, Daniel Neal says, òThat the 
denial of the right of infants to baptism was a principle 
generally maintained among Lollards, is abundantly 
confirmed by the historians of those timesó (Neal, The 
History of the Puritans, II, 1837, p. 354).  

In a letter dated October 10, 1519, Erasmus gave this 
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description of the Lollards in Bohemia: òé they own no 
other authority than the Scriptures of the Old and New 
Testament; they believe or own little or nothing of the 
sacraments of the church; such as come over to their sect, 
must every one be baptized anew in mere wateréó (Thomas 
Crosby, History of the English Baptists, 1738, I, pp. 14, 15). 
Thus Erasmus described the Lollards as Anabaptists.  

The authorities in England persecuted the readers of the 
Wycliffe Scriptures. òThis Bible provoked bitter opposition, 
and it became necessary for the people to meet in secret to 
read it, as they often did. Persecution did not begin at once, 
but it finally became widespread and bitter. Many suffered 
and it has been said that some, for daring to read the Bible, 
WERE BURNED WITH COPIES OF IT ABOUT THEIR 
NECKSó (Paris Marion Simms, The Bible from the Beginning, 
p. 161).  

Many laws were passed against Bible believers, such as the 
following:  

In 1401 the statue De Heretico comburendo was passed. This 
was the first English statute for burning heretics alive 
(though Bible-believing Christians had been burned before 
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this), and it was not repealed until 1677, or 276 years later.  

Thomas Arundel, Archbishop of Canterbury and a great hater 
of Wycliffe and his English Bible, called a Council at Oxford 
in 1407 òaiming to control preachers, books and the 
universitiesó (Daniell, The Bible in English, p. 75) 

In 1408 the Council passed a number of laws toward this 
end. Called the  Constitutions of Arundel , they were 
ratified later at St. Paulõs Cathedral in London.  

Article 7 made it illegal to translate or read the Scriptures in 
the English language without express permission of the 
Catholic authorities. The Constitutions of Arundel made this 
brash demand:  

ñWE THEREFORE DECREE AND ORDAIN THAT NO MAN 
SHALL, HEREAFTER, BY HIS OWN AUTHORITY, TRANSLATE 
ANY TEXT OF HOLY SCRIPTURE INTO THE ENGLISH OR 
OTHER LANGUAGE by way of a book, pamphlet or tract, and that 
no book, pamphlet or tract of this kind be read, either recently 
composed at the time of the said John Wyclif, or since then, or that 
in future may be composed, in part or in whole, publicly or privily, 
under pain of the greater excommunication, until the said 
translation be allowed by the ordinary of the place, or, if the case 
so require, by the council provincialò (Alfred Pollard, Records of 
the English Bible, 1911, pp. 80-81)).  

In effect this was a complete ban against the translation of 
the Scripture or the reading thereof on the part of all English 
citizens, because no approval by a bishop or council was ever 
known to have been given for this activity.  

Articles 6, 9, 10, and 11 further (1) required that the views 
of theological students be examined on a monthly basis; (2) 
forbade any preaching without a license (which was granted 
only after finding that the preacher was orthodox in his 
Catholic doctrine); (3) forbade preachers or schoolmasters to 
discuss the sins of the clergy or the sacraments; (4) forbade 
all arguments over matters of faith outside of the 
universities.  

Arundelõs Constitutions remained in force for one hundred 
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and twenty-one years, until 1529.  

Under this law diligent search was made by the authorities 
for copies of forbidden literature and much of it was 
destroyed.  

At another Convocation of bishops at Oxford in March 1411, 
a list was presented of 267 heresies and errors extracted 
from Wycliffeõs books (Daniell, The Bible in English, p. 76). 
His books were burned at that time at Oxford in the presence 
of the University Chancellor and again in January 1413 at St. 
Paulõs in London. 

In 1414 the legislature under King Henry V (1413-22) joined 
in asking for harder measures against the Lollards.  

ñAfter a suspected rising of the Lollards, a law was passed, 
declaring that ALL WHO READ THE SCRIPTURES IN THE 
MOTHER TONGUE SHOULD óFORFEIT LAND, CATEL, LIF, AND 
GOODS, FROM THEYR HEYRES [THEIR HEIRS] FOR 
EVERôò (John Eadie, History of the English Bible, I, p. 89).  

The òEnglish sheriffs were forced to take an oath to persecute 
the Lollards, and the justices must deliver a relapsed heretic 
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to be burned within ten days of his accusation. ... No mercy 
was shown under any circumstancesó (Thomas Armitage, A 
History of the Baptists, 1890, I, pp. 323, 325).  

Many of the Lollards were burned alive for their faith in the 
1400s. Following are a few examples. In our Advanced Bible 
Studies course on Church History we list about 40 that were 
burned in the 15th century, but there were probably many 
more. Much of the record has not survived. Following are 
some examples: 

The first religious dissident burned after Wycliffeõs death was 
William Sawtree  (Sautre), who was martyred in 1400. He 
was condemned as a heretic by Archbishop Thomas Arundel 
and ordered to be burned by King Henry IV. Two of his 
òheresiesó were these: òThat every priest and deacon is more 
bound to preach the word of GOD, than to say the canonical 
hoursó and òthat after the pronouncing of the sacramental 
words, the bread remaineth of the same nature that it was 
before.ó 

In 1409 a tailor 
named John Badbe  
was burned alive in a 
barrel (John Eadie, 
The English Bible, 
1876, I, p. 87; 
Cushing Hassell , 
History of the Church 
of God, pp. 465, 66). 
Badbe was convicted 
as a heretic for 
believing that the 
sacrament of the 
mass, consecrated by 

the priest upon the altar, òis not the true body of Christ, by 
virtue of the words of the sacrament; but that after the 
sacramental words spoken by the priests, the material bread 
does remain upon the altar.ó When questioned about his 
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faith, Badbe replied, òThat if every host, consecrated at the 
altar, were the Lordõs body, then there were 20,000 gods in 
England; but he believed in one God Omnipotent.ó Badbe 
was taken to Smithfield in London and òthere, being put into 
an empty barrel, was bound with iron chains fastened to a 
stake, having dry wood put about him. As he was standing 
thus, it happened that the prince, the kingõs eldest son, was 
there present; who, to save his life, counseled him, that he 
should speedily renounce these dangerous opinions. Also 
Courtney, at that time chancellor of Oxford, informed him of 
the faith of holy church. In the mean season the prior of St. 
Bartholomew's, in Smithfield, with all solemnity, brought the 
sacrament, with twelve torches borne before it, and so 
showed it to the poor man at the stake. Then demanding of 
him, how he believed in it? He answered, ôThat he knew well 
it was hallowed bread, and not Godõs body.õ Hereupon the 
fire was put to him. When he felt the fire, he cried, 
ôMercy!õ (calling upon the Lord,) and so the prince 
immediately commanded to quench the fire. The prince (his 
commandment being done,) asked him, if he would forsake 
heresy, and turn to the faith of holy church? Which thing if 
he would do, he should have goods enough; promising him 
also a yearly stipend out of the kingõs treasury. But this 
valiant champion of Christ, neglecting the princeõs fair 
words, refused the offer of worldly promises, being more 
vehemently inflamed with the Spirit of God, than with any 
earthly desire. Whereupon the prince commanded him 
straight to be put again into the fire, and that he should not 
afterward look for any grace or favor. But as he could be 
allured by no rewards, so was he affrighted at no torments, 
but persevered invincible to the endó (Foxe). 

Thomas Bagley  was burned at Smithfield in 1430. He had 
stated that if a priest made the consecrated wafer into God, 
he made a God that can be eaten by rats and mice. For 
expressing such biblical common sense, he was put to death. 

At Christmas time in 1417, Sir John Oldcastle  was 
roasted alive for his faith in the Word of God and his 
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rejection of Romeõs authority (under the false charge of 
treason). Oldcastle was the Lord of Cobham, a famous and 
fearless knight, and a favorite of King Henry IV. He loved 
John Wycliffe and the Wycliffe doctrine and often stood by 
Wycliffe or other Lollard preachers in his armor to protect 
them. Oldcastle used his position to shield Lollard preachers, 
and he used his wealth to have copies of the Wycliffe 
Scriptures made for distribution. In spite of his open 
rejection of Roman Catholicism, Oldcastle was shielded by 
King Henry IV until his death in 1413, at which time 
Oldcastleõs Romanist enemies contrived to destroy him. They 
falsely charged Oldcastle with plotting a rebellion against the 
new king and had him arrested and condemned to die as a 
traitor and a heretic. Brought to the place of punishment a 
few days before Christmas 1417, òhaving a cheerful 
countenance,ó it was evident that the old warrior still carried 
a burden for the souls of the people. Prior to his brutal 
execution, he warned the people to obey the Holy Bible and 
to beware of false teachers, whose lives are contrary to 
Christ. He refused to allow a Catholic priest to minister to 
him, boldly declaring, instead, that he would confess his sins 
òto God only.ó Falling down on his knees, he prayed that God 
would forgive his persecutors. This man, who had loved the 
Word of God and had caused it to be distributed among the 
people, was hung in chains and suspended over the fire to be 
roasted alive. As this barbarous execution proceeded, the 
hateful priests and monks reviled and cursed the poor man 
and did their best to prevent the people from praying for 
him. It was to no avail. The people loved the godly knight 
and they wept and prayed with him and for him. The last 
words which were heard before his voice was drowned by 
the roaring flames were òPraise God!ó John Oldcastle has 
been depicted in many church histories as a traitor because 
that was what he was charged with, but from what we read 
in the ancient records, including John Foxe, we salute him as 
a victorious soldier of Jesus Christ and look forward to 
meeting him in Glory.  
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John Goose  was burned at Tower Hill in 1474. He had 
been arrested ten years earlier and had abjured, but he 
repented of his abjuration and continued in the truth, sealing 
his confession with his lifeõs blood. After Gooseõs final arrest, 
a sheriff in London, Robert Billesdon, took the condemned 
man to his home to plead with him to repent of his òerrors.ó 
The steadfast believer refused and requested something to 
eat, saying òI eat now a good and competent dinner, for I 
shall pass a little sharp shower ere I go to supper.ó Thus, he 
was planning to eat his supper in Heaven, but before that, he 
had to go through the fire, which he described as òa little 
sharp shower.ó After he finished his meal, John Goose asked 
to be taken to the execution.  

In 1494, 80 -year -old Joan Boughton  was burned to 
death at Smithfield. She was charged with holding eight 
heretical opinions derived from Wycliffe. Joanõs daughter, 
Lady Young , widow of Sir John Young, a mayor of London, 
was also burned at the stake. She had accepted Christ and 
apostolic doctrine, but her husband remained a Catholic. 

Many others suffered imprisonment and torture in the 

Lollardõs Tower and other places.  

The Tower was located in Lambeth Palace, the London 
headquarters of the Archbishop of Canterbury. It faces the 
River Thames, across from the Parliament and Westminster 
Abby.  

It was made into a prison in the early 15th century by 
Archbishop Henry Chichele.  

Those imprisoned in the Tower were shackled in chains. The 
rings for the shackles could still be seen in the early 20th 
century.  

In one three-year period (1428-31) 120 persons were 
imprisoned for Lollardy.  

The Lollardõs Tower was bombed on May 10, 1941, during 
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World War II, and was òcompletely gutted.ó It has been 
rebuilt and today it houses apartments. When we had a 
private tour of Lambeth Palace in March 2003, our guide 
told us that she did not know what, if anything, still remains 
of the prison room. There is a photo in the official Lambeth 
Palace guide book that appears possibly to have been taken 
after World War II and that shows a corner of the prison 
room with the rings in the walls ( Lambeth Palace, Warners 
Midlands PLC: 1998, p. 11). 

Many Lollards were marked for life as òhereticsó by branding 
on the cheeks. òTheir necks were tied fast to a post with 
towels, and their hands holden, that they might not stir; and 
so the hot iron was put to their cheeks. It is not certain 
whether branded with L for Lollard, or H for heretic, or 
whether it was only a formless print of ironó (Thomas Fuller, 
Church History, I, p. 164).  

Others were forced to wear special clothes. Some were 
forced to wear a depiction of a fiery torch on their clothes 
during the rest of their lives as a reminder òthat they 
deserved burningó and as a continual warning to others of 
the potential price of standing upon the Bible and rejecting 
Roman Catholic authority. To go into the public without this 
garment or with it covered meant death. òAnd, indeed, to 
poor people it was true,--put it off, and be burned; keep it 
on, and be starved: seeing none generally would set them on 
work that carried that badge about themó (Benjamin Evans, 
Early English Baptists, 1862, I, p. 23, f1).  

The Scriptures were confiscated and burned. In 
1410 about 200 copies of Wycliffeõs writings were publicly 
burned at Oxford, and that was only one occasion.  

So many of the Wycliffe Bibles were destroyed that only 
about 250 Wycliffe manuscripts have survived altogether, in 
spite of the fact that they were reproduced widely over a 
period of more than 140 years prior to the printing of the 
Tyndale New Testament. 
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The Forbidden Book -- òThe Bible was worth more than 
life itself to many of these ancient Christians, and so it is 
today to those who understand its true value. The forbidden 
book was often read by night, and those who had not been 
themselves educated listened with eagerness to the reading 
of others; but to read it, and to hear it read, were alike 
forbidden. Copies of the New Testament were also borrowed 
from hand to hand through a wide circle, and poor people 
gathered their pennies and formed copartneries for the 
purchase of the sacred volume. Those who could afford it 
gave five marks for the coveted manuscript (a very large 
amount of money in that day), and others in their penury 
gave gladly for a few leaves of St. Peter and St. Paul a load of 
hay. é Some committed portions to memory, that they 
might recite them to relatives and friends. Thus Alice Colins 
was commonly sent for to the meetings, ôto recite unto them 
the Ten Commandments and the Epistles of Peter and 
James.õ é In 1429 Margery Backster was indicted because 
she asked her maid Joan to ôcome and hear her husband read 
the law of Christ out of 
a book he was wont to 
read by night.õ é The 
means employed to 
discover the readers 
and possessors of 
Scripture were truly 
execrable in character. 
Friends and relations 
were put on oath, and 
bound to say what 
they knew of their own 
kindred. The privacy of 
the household was 
violated through this 
e s p i o n a g e ;  a n d 
husband and wife, 
parent and child, were 
sworn against one 



48 

another. The ties of blood were wronged, and the confidence 
of friendship was turned into a snare in this secret service. 
Universal suspicion must have been created; no one could 
tell who his accuser might be, for the friend to whom he had 
read of Christõs betrayal might soon be tempted to act the 
part of Judas towards himself, and for some paltry 
consideration sell his life to the ecclesiastical powersó (John 
Eadie, History of the English Bible, I, pp. 91, 92, 93).  

The story of the Scots Bible  is an example of how the 
Wycliffe Bible had to be read in secret and in fear. 

Murdoch Nisbet was a farmer of Hardhill in Ayrshire, which 
was a center of Lollardy. He possessed a Wycliffe Bible and 
in 1520 determined to make his own translation into Scots. 
He dug a vault below his farmhouse so that he could 
accomplish this work in secret away from the prying eyes of 
the persecuting authorities. His manuscript was carefully 
preserved by his descendants through vicious persecution by 
the Scottish government that lasted well into the 17th 
century. In 1893 this Scots Bible was purchased by the 
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British Museum and it resides today in the British Library. 
òScots, the language of Robert Burns, did not survive ... but 
the story of Nisbetõs making his New Testament is a 
demonstration of the passionate dedication of communities 
to Wycliffite Bible translationsó (Daniell, The Bible in English, 
p. 106). 

 The Lollard believers continued to be imprisoned, 
persecuted, and burned right up to William Tyndaleõs day in 
the 16th century. In the Way of Life Advanced Bible Studies 
course on Church History we list 99 Christians who were 
burned for their faith in England between 1500 and 1532, 
and many others were imprisoned, beaten, and otherwise 
tormented.  

Because of the bitter persecution in England following 
Wycliffeõs death, multitudes of Christians were forced into 
exile, fleeing to the wilds of Scotland, Wales, and Ireland, to 
Germany, France, Spain, Portugal, and Bohemia. As they 
moved from place to place, they carried with them the 
precious words of eternal life and in this manner the 
outlawed Scriptures spread even in the face of bitter 
persecution.  

The preaching of the Word of God prepared the way for the 
Reformation in England and elsewhere. The groups of 
Christians who established their faith and practice upon the 
Wycliffe Bible continued to exist until the formation of the 
Church of England. The doctrine of the Lollards was still 
being proclaimed in England in 1529. The royal 
proclamation called upon the authorities to òdestroy all 
heresies and errors commonly called Lollardies.ó As late as 
1546 another proclamation by the English authorities 
forbidding the possession of Scriptures also mentioned the 
writings of Wycliffe.  

John Wycliffe has been called the òMORNINGSTAR OF THE 
REFORMATION,ó but it was actually his Bible that fulfilled 
that role.  
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THE TYNDALE NEW TESTAMENT  

The Tyndale New Testament of 1525 was the first English 
translation based on Greek and the first to be printed. The 
Wycliffe Bible was based on Latin and published only in 
hand-written manuscripts. The King James Bible is basically 
an edition of Tyndaleõs masterly translation.  

William Tyndale (c. 1494 -1536) is therefore the most 
important name in the history of the English Bible and one of 
the most important names in the history of the English 
people. And yet when I have asked people in England who 
he was, not one has given a correct answer, and the situation 
is the same in America. 

Tyndaleõs Times 

Tyndale was born to a time of great change and 

turmoil . It was a time of international travel and discovery. 
When Tyndale was a boy Columbus discovered America and 
Vasco da Gama sailed around the Cape of Good Hope to 
India, and the great era of world exploration had begun.  

Tyndaleõs day was also a time of great persecution. 

Shortly before Tyndale was born the Spanish Inquisition was 
established, and by the time Tyndale was a teenager, 8,800 
had been burned to death and 90,000 imprisoned under the 
popeõs Inquisitor General in Spain, Thomas de Torquemada.  

As Tyndale grew to manhood, terrible persecutions were 
being poured out upon the separatist Christians in Bohemia 
and Moravia and against the Waldensians in Italy and 
France. For instance, when Tyndale was four, an army of 
18,000 Catholics made war against the Waldensian 
Christians of Piedmont in Northern Italy, destroying entire 
towns and villages.  

Tyndaleõs day was also a time for printing. In 1453, 
a mere four decades before Tyndale was born, 
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Constantinople was overrun by the Muslims and the Greek 
scholars had fled to Western Europe with their valuable 
manuscripts, including copies of the Byzantine Greek New 
Testament, which had been preserved for one thousand years 
through the Dark Ages.  

The first book on movable type, a Latin Bible, had been 
printed in 1456.  

By Tyndaleõs birth, printing presses had been set up in 
London and in more than 120 cities of Europe. 

Scriptures in the common languages of the people had begun 
to be printed in 1488 with the publication of the Bohemian 
Bible, just a few years before Tyndale was born. 

Tyndaleõs day was a time when England was still 

greatly bowed down by Roman Catholicism. 

Catholicism was the state religion and England was heavily 
taxed by Rome. In 1376 the English Parliament noted that 
the taxes paid in England to Rome amounted to five times as 
much as those levied by the king (Cushing Hassell, History of 
the Church of God, 1886, p. 457). 

The citizens of England were largely given over to idolatry, 
honoring the mass wafer as god and worshipping Catholic 
images that were set up at famous pilgrimage sites such as 
Our Lady of Walsingham and St. Anne of Buxton. Another 
image, the Rood of Grace at Boxley in Kent, was cleverly 
rigged to impress the worshippers by bowing its head, rolling 
its eyes, smiling and frowning! The people journeyed to 
these sites, kissed the feet of the idols, burned candles before 
them, and made offerings of money. 

The Catholic priests controlled the peopleõs lives from cradle 
to grave, claiming the power to save infants through their 
baptism, to authenticate marriage, to give the Holy Spirit 
through confirmation, to keep the soul saved by the mass, to 
prepare souls for death through extreme unction, and to 
redeem souls from purgatory through their masses.  
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Salvation was a commodity to be bought and sold. òThe 
people relied ôon the merit of their own worksõ toward their 
justification, such as pilgrimages to images, kneeling, kissing, 
and cursing of them, as well as many other hypocritical 
works in their store of religion; there being marts or markets 
of merits, full of holy relics, images, shrines, and works of 
superstition, ready to be sold; and all things they had were 
called holy: holy cowls, holy girdles, holy pardons, holy 
beads, holy shoes, holy rulesó (Benjamin Evans, Early English 
Baptists, I, 1862, p. 28).  

The hypocrisy of the ecclesiastical leaders was great. 
òDecency was thrown aside, and morality unknown. Brothels 
were kept in London for the especial use of the priesthood. 
The confessional was abused, and profligacy was all but 
universaló (Evans, pp. 28, 29). 

The intellectual and moral state of the people under such 
conditions was almost beyond conception. òIgnorance, vice, 
and immorality of the worst kind, reigned all but 
universallyó (Evans, p. 33).  

In Tyndaleõs day, it was still a crime to translate or read the 
Bible in oneõs mother tongue. This dated from Arundelõs 
Constitution which was passed in 1408. A Catholic authority, 
Knyghton, a canon of Leicester, complained that to translate 
the Scriptures into English and thus lay it òopen to the laity 
and to women who could readó was òcasting the Gospel pearl 
under the feet of swine.ó This was what Rome thought of 
providing the common man with the Word of God. The 
priests declared it to be heresy to speak of the Holy 
Scriptures in English (John Eadie, History of the English Bible, 
I, 1876, p. 81).  

Ordinary people could not read Latin and therefore had no 
access to the Latin Vulgate, which Rome did allow.  

Even the priests were largely ignorant. During one test of a 
group of priests in the early 1500s, nine did not know how 
many commandments were written on stone at Sinai; 33 did 
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not know where these commandments were located in the 
Bible; and 34 did not know the author of the Lordõs Prayer!   

What Rome did allow to be translated into English was filled 
with heresy. The òMirror of the Life of Christó by Nicholas 
Love, which was supposed to contain excerpts from the New 
Testament, actually contained Catholic mythology and 
exalted Mary above Christ! 

The popes of Tyndaleõs day were very powerful and 

very wicked.  

Sixtus IV  (1471-1484) established houses of prostitution in 
Rome.  

Innocent VIII  (1484-1492) had seven illegitimate children, 
whom he enriched from the church treasures.  

Alexander VI  (1492-1503) lived with a Spanish lady and 
her daughter, and reveled in the grossest forms of 
debauchery. òThe accounts of some of the indecent orgies 
that took place in the presence of the pope and [his 
daughter] Lucrezia are too bestial for repetitionó (William 
Kerr, A Handbook on the Papacy, pp. 228, 29). This pope had 
five children, and his favorite son, Caesar Borgia, murdered 
his brother and his brother-in-law.  

Just a few years before Tyndaleõs birth, work had begun on 
the fabulous St. Peterõs Basilica and parts of the 1,000-
room Vatican palace under the reign of Pope Nicholas V. The 
pope was selling indulgences to pay for the extravagant 
project. An indulgence was a promise of the òremission 
before God of the temporal punishment due to sinsó and it is 
imparted by the pope from òthe treasure of Christ and the 
saints.ó  

In spite of Romeõs dominion over England, there 

were Bible -believers. There were Waldenses, Lollards, 
and other dissident believers in England prior to and during 
the days of John Wycliffe (1324-1384), the man who gave 
England her first Bible.  



54 

This Bible movement in England stemming from before the 
days of Wycliffe lasted until the time of Tyndale and laid the 
groundwork for the Reformation of the 16th and 17th 
centuries. òIn spite of the opposition, however, Lollardy 
made the Bible familiar to the people of England in their 
mother tongueó (Hassell, History of the Church of God, p. 
466). 

(For more about the Lollards and the Waldenses see the Way 
of Life Advanced Bible Studies course on Church History, 
which is available from Way of Life Literature, http://
www.wayoflife.org, 866 -295-4143, fbns@wayoflife.org.) 

Tyndaleõs Early Life 

William Tyndale was born sometime between 1484 to 1494, 
the exact date not being known. Many older histories have c. 

1484, while most newer ones 
have c. 1494.  

His family was well to do 
and was involved in the cloth 
or wool business. Some of 
the branches of the Tyndale 
family had adopted the name 
Hitchens or Hutchens or 
Hychyns, and William 
Tyndale was also known by 
this name. His Oxford 
records have Wil l iam 
Hychyns.  

William had three brothers, 
two older (Richard and Edward) and one younger (John). 
Edward was òa considerable figure in the countryó and was 
the Crown Steward for the Berkeley estate (David Daniell, 
The Bible in English, pp. 140, 141).  

Many Tyndale women were daughters and heirs of knights. 
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Another William Tyndale married a niece to the king of 
Bohemia, and their son, also named William, was invited to 
become the king of Bohemia, though he declined.  

Tyndale was born in the Cotswold area of Gloucestershire in 
western England toward Wales, òprobably in one of the 
villages near Dursley (possibly Stinchcombe)ó (Daniell, The 
Bible in English, p. 140).  

This is a lovely area of rolling hills covered with sheep 
pastures and forests, with bubbling streams and gentle 
flowing rivers. Even today the area is rural and quaint and 
many of the houses are ancient, and it is not difficult to 
imagine what it was like in Tyndaleõs day. 

This was a place filled with Lollard and Waldensian teaching, 
and it is probable that the Tyndales were influenced. We 
know that by the time William Tyndale arrived at college, or 
soon thereafter, he had biblical faith in Christ.  

The Severn River which runs through this area is the 
depository of the River Avon, which in turn is the depository 
of the little River Swift. The latter is the river that runs near 
the Lutterworth church into which the ashes of John 
Wycliffeõs bones were thrown in 1431 after they were 
disinterred and burned by the Roman Catholic authorities.   

Tyndaleõs Education and Lifeõs Goal 

Tyndale had a good education. He attended Magdalen 
College in 1506. Magdalen was one of the dozen colleges 
that made up Oxford University at that time.  

Tyndale was a brilliant student and obtained a BA in July 
1512 and an MA in July 1515. He mastered eight languages -
- Hebrew, Greek, Latin, Italian, Spanish, English and French, 
and German (and had partial knowledge of others, including 
Welsh). He was so skilled in these eight languages òthat 
whichever he might be speaking, you would think it to be his 
native tongue.ó He was later praised by the German scholar 
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Hermann Buschius for his mastery of these languages 
(Daniell, The Bible in English, p. 142). 

Oxford University was then steeped in paganism and 
Romanism. No theology was studied until after the MA. 
Tyndale later testified that òin the universities they have 
ordained that no man shall look in the Scripture until he be 
nursed in heathen learning eight or nine years and armed 
with false principles with which he is clean shut out of the 
understanding of scripture.ó 

After Oxford, Tyndale went to Cambridge for a short time 
(according to John Foxe). It is possible that Tyndale studied 
under Richard Croke, who returned to Cambridge from 
Germany to lecture on Greek in 1518. Erasmus had been in 
England from 1509-14 and had taught Greek at Cambridge 
part of that time.  

Tyndale was probably ordained to the priesthood at St. 
Bartholomew the Great Church which is entered from 
Smithfield in London. The arched west entrance into the 
church, called the Smithfield Gate (c. 1300) can be seen in 
drawings of ancient martyrdoms. The church was built in the 
12th century and became Anglican under Queen Elizabeth I. 

It is not known when Tyndale was converted to Christ, but it 
might have been during his student years. Foxe tells us that 
while there òhe read privately to some of the students and 
fellows of Magdalen college, in divinity; instructing them in 
the knowledge and truth of the scriptures; and all that knew 
him reputed him to be a man of most virtuous disposition, 
and of unspotted lifeó (Foxe, abridged, 1830, p. 252). 

At Cambridge Tyndale enjoyed fellowship with certain 
student friends who shared his faith in Christ, chiefly 
Thomas Bilney and John Fryth. At Cambridge òthese three 
young men associated themselves together, and strengthened 
each otherõs hands in the work of reading the New 
Testament and preaching the Gospel of repentance to their 
fellow studentsó (Condit, History of the English Bible, 1881, p. 
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96). Bilney came to Christ through reading the Erasmus 
Greek New Testament. 

The historian John Foxe tells us that Tyndale was òsingularly 
addicted to the study of the Scriptures,ó and he was not 

content to have the Scriptures for himself in Hebrew and 
Greek; he was burdened to have the Bible translated into 
English directly from the original biblical languages and 
printed so that it would be available to the common man. He 
understood that this was the only spiritual hope for England.  

The Greek New Testament had been printed in 1516 soon 
after Tyndale graduated from Oxford, and it was translated 
and published in German by Martin Luther in 1522.  

Upon leaving Cambridge in about 1521, Tyndale got a job as 
a tutor to the children of Sir John Walsh and family chaplain 
at LITTLE SODBURY MANOR  in the lovely Cotswoldõs 
region of western England. He resided there for almost two 
years.   

The wealthy, well-connected Walshes (John and Anne) were 
friends with Tyndaleõs influential brothers Edward and John. 

Little Sodbury Manor 
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John Walsh was twice High Sheriff and had spent time at the 
kingõs court. King Henry VIII spent a night at Little Sodbury 
with his second wife, Anne Boleyn.  

Tyndale did some translation work at Little Sodbury and it is 
probable that he started work on the translation of the 
English Bible here. 

Tyndaleõs students were very young and he doubtless had 
much time for study. It is thought that he lived in the attic 
room, which would have been a quiet retreat. I saw this 
room on a visit to Little Sodbury Manor in March 2003. 
Some parts of the ancient manor are still in much the same 
condition as they were in Tyndaleõs day a half millennium 
earlier. The Great Room, for example, has the same ceiling 
and fireplace and the large wooden table might be the same 
one that was in the house when Tyndale lived there. The 
current owner of Little Sodbury Manor graciously allowed us 
to take photos of the Great Room. It is here that Tyndale had 
discussions over dinner with visiting Catholic priests and 
prelates. It is perhaps in this room that the famous discussion 
was carried on, in which Tyndale said that he defied the 
pope and all his laws. 

While at Little Sodbury Manor Tyndale translated one of the 
works of Erasmus, the Christian Soldierõs Manual (Enchiridion 
Militis Christiani) . (òHis writings Tyndale admired, but saw 
through the defects in his characteró --Christopher Anderson, 
Annals of the English Bible, I, p. 38).  

While at the Little Sodbury Manor, Tyndale preached the 
Word of God, and we know of two of the places where he 
preached. 

He preached in a common place òcalled Saint Austenõs 
Green,ó which was in front of the Abbey of St. Augustine in 
Bristol. In 1542 Henry VIII converted the 400 -year-old Abbey 
into the Cathedral Church of the Holy and Undivided Trinity, 
and it remains an Anglican cathedral today. The place where 
Tyndale preached is called College Green today. 
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He also preached 
i n  t h e  S t . 
Adelineõs Church, 
w h i c h  w a s 
originally located 
on the ridge 
abo ve  L i t t l e 
Sodbury Manor, 
with an excellent 
view of the land 
for miles around. 
T h e  c h u r c h 
building was moved a couple of miles away in the 1800s to 
its current location. On a visit there in 2003 a church 
member showed us around the building. When I asked him if 
he was born again, he replied in the negative and said that 
the church does not preach that message today. 

Tyndale also debated Catholic priests who visited Little 
Sodbury.  

One thing that he debated was the translation of the 
Scriptures into English. Many years later Tyndale described 
the way the Roman Catholic authorities looked upon this 
work: òSome of the papists say it is impossible to translate 
the Scriptures into English, some that it is not lawful for the 
layfolk to have it in the mother -tongue, some that it would 
make them all hereticsó (William Tyndale, preface to The Five 
Books of Moses, cited from Schaff, Church History, VI, p. 
726). 

One day a priest replied to Tyndale, òWe are better without 
Godõs laws than the popeõs.ó Hearing that, Tyndale 

exclaimed:  òI defy the pope and all his laws. If God 
spare my life, ere many years I will cause a boy 

that driveth a plough shall know more of the 

Scriptures than thou doest.ó  

Because of his preaching and his conflicts with the 
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Romanists, Tyndale was called before a local tribunal in 
1522 and threatened for preaching òheresy.ó  

Tyndale later described this scene as follows: òAll the priests 
of the country were present the same day. ... When I came 
before the Chancellor, he threatened me grievously, and 
reviled me, and rated me as though I had been a dog; and 
laid to my charge whereof there could be none accuser 
brought forth, as their manner is not to bring forth the 
accuser; and yet, all the Priests of the country were there the 
same dayó (Tyndaleõs Prologue to Genesis, 1530). 

The Chancellor who persecuted Tyndale was Thomas Parker, 
who later displayed his unreasonable fury against the truth 
by digging up the bones of William Tracy and burning them 
to ashes. This was done in 1531. Tracy had been condemned 
after his decease òbecause in his last will he had committed 
his departing Spirit to God, through Jesus Christ alone, and 
left no part of his property to the priests, to pray for his 
souló (Christopher Anderson, Annals of the English Bible, 
1845, I, pp. 296, 297).  

The cardinal who had appointed Parker was Thomas Wolsey, 
who himself had been appointed cardinal by Pope Leo X, the 
pope who persecuted Martin Luther. Thomas Wolsey would 
continue to persecute Godõs people in England throughout 
his life. Later Wolsey lamented to the pope that the printing 
press had made it possible for òordinary men to read the 
Scriptures.ó  

The Bishop of Worcester, who oversaw the area in which 
Tyndale was persecuted, was Julio di Medici, who later 
became Pope Clement VII (1523-1534). As pope he issued a 
proclamation condemning the writings of Erasmus.  

Because of these experiences, Tyndale came to understand 
that the people would never make progress in the truth 
unless they had the Bible in their language:  

ñA thousand books had they rather to be put forth against their 
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abominable doings and doctrine, than that the Scripture should 
come to light. For as long as they may keep that down, they will so 
darken the right way with the mist of their sophistry, and so tangle 
them that either rebuke or despise their abominations, with 
arguments of philosophy, and with worldly similitudes, and 
apparent reasons of natural wisdom; and with wresting the 
Scriptures unto their own purpose, clean contrary unto the 
process, order, and meaning of the text; and so delude them in 
descanting upon it with allegories . . . that though thou feel in thine 
heart, and art sure, how that all is false that they say, yet couldst 
thou not solve their subtile riddles. WHICH THING ONLY MOVED 
ME TO TRANSLATE THE NEW TESTAMENT, BECAUSE I HAD 
PERCEIVED BY EXPERIENCE, HOW THAT IT WAS 
IMPOSSIBLE TO ESTABLISH THE LAY PEOPLE IN ANY 
TRUTH, EXCEPT THE SCRIPTURE WERE PLAINLY LAID 
BEFORE THEIR EYES IN THEIR MOTHER TONGUE, THAT 
THEY MIGHT SEE THE PROCESS, ORDER, AND MEANING OF 
THE TEXT: for else, whatsoever truth is taught them, these 
enemies of all truth quench it again . . . that is with apparent 
reasons of sophistry, and traditions of their own making; and partly 
in juggling with the text, expounding it in such a sense as is 
impossible to gather of the text itselfò (Tyndale, preface to The 
Five Books of Moses). (We see that Tyndaleôs first rule of Bible 
interpretation was context.) 

Thus as a young man Tyndale dedicated his life to the 
fulfillment of the noble goal of producing an English Bible 
based on the Hebrew and Greek. To this end he suffered 
great privations, surrendered up to God the blessing of 
marriage and a settled family life, wandered about from 
place to place in Europe to avoid the persecuting Roman 
authorities, all for the objective of endowing the English -
speaking people with the eternal Word of God.  

Tyndaleõs Doctrine  

Though there is no evidence that William Tyndale was a 
Baptist at any point in his life, he was Protestant in doctrine 
and went even beyond this in some areas. (Baptist historian 
John Christian summarizes Tyndaleõs views in his History of 
the Baptists, 1922.) 

Consider, for example, what Tyndale believed about the 
church and its ordinances 
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He always translated the word ecclesia by the word 
congregation and held to a local conception of the church 
(Tyndale, Works, London, 1831, II, p. 13).  

He taught that there are only two offices in the church, 
pastor and deacon.  

He taught that elders should be married men (Tyndale, 
Works, 1831, I, p. 265).  

He taught that true churches consist of believers.  

He taught that there are no popes or priests in the church but 
a priesthood of believers. òPeter in the Greek signifieth a 
stone in English. This confession is the rock. Now is Simon é 
called Peter, because of his confession. Whosoever then 
thiswise confesseth of Christ, the same is called Peter. Now is 
this confession come to all that are true Christians. Then is 
every Christian man and woman Peteró (Tyndaleõs note on 
Matt. 16:18 in the first printed edition of Matthew).  

Tyndale denied that baptism washes away sin. òIt is 
impossible that the waters of the river should wash our 
heartsó (Tyndale, Works, London, 1831, I, p. 30). 

He taught that baptism is òa plunging into the 
wateró (Tyndale, Works, I, p. 25), and that to avail, baptism 
must be preceded by repentance, faith and confession 
(Tyndale, Works, III, p. 179). We donõt know if Tyndale ever 
followed through consistently with this doctrine, but this is a 
denial of infant baptism, since it is impossible for a baby to 
repent and exercise faith and confession.  

Tyndale taught that baptism is a memorial signifying the 
death, burial, and resurrection of Christ. òThe plunging into 
the water SIGNIFIETH that we die and are buried with Christ 
as concerning the old life of sin which is dead. And the 
pulling out again SIGNIFIETH that we rise again with Christ 
in a new life full of the Holy Ghost which shall teach us, and 
guide us, and work the will of God in us; as thou seest Rom. 
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6ó (Tyndale, òThe Obedience of All Degrees Proved by Godõs 
Worde,ó imprinted by Wyllyam Copland at London 1561; 
cited from Joseph Ivimey, History of the English Baptists, I).  

Tyndale further taught that the bread and wine of the Lordõs 
Supper are memorials only.  

Tyndaleõs Life and Character 

We have only one description of Tyndaleõs daily habits, and 
that is what John Foxe wrote about his last years in Antwerp.  

ñFirst, he was a man very frugal, and spare of body, a great 
student, and earnest labourer in the setting forth of the Scriptures 
of God. He reserved or hallowed to himself two days in the week, 
which he named his pastime, Monday and Saturday. On Monday 
he visited all such poor men and women as were fled out of 
England, by reason of persecution, into Antwerp, and these, once 
well understanding their good exercises and qualities, he did very 
liberally comfort and relieve; and in like manner provided for the 
sick and diseased persons. On the Saturday, he walked round 
about the town, seeking every corner and hole, where he 
suspected any poor person to dwell; and where he found any to be 
well occupied, and yet over-burdened with children, or else were 
aged and weak, those also he plentifully relieved. And thus he 
spent his two days of pastime, as he called them. And truly his 
alms were very large, and so they might well be; for his exhibition 
that he had yearly, of the English merchants at Antwerp, when 
living there, was considerable, and that for the most part he 
bestowed upon the poor. The rest of the days of the week, he 
gave wholly to his book, wherein he most diligently travailed. 
When the Sunday came, then went he to some one merchantôs 
chamber, or other, whither came many other merchants, and unto 
them would he read some one parcel of Scripture; the which 
proceeded so fruitfully, sweetly and gently from him, much like to 
the writing of John the Evangelist, that it was a heavenly comfort 
and joy to the audience, to hear him read the Scriptures: likewise, 
after dinner, he spent an hour in the same mannerò (Foxe). 

As a further testimony to Tyndaleõs life and character we will 
quote from a letter by his friend John Frith, which he wrote 
in 1534 to Sir Thomas More:  

ñAnd Tyndale, I trust, liveth, well content with such a poor 
Apostleôs life, as God gave His Son Christ, and His faithful 
ministers in this world, which is not sure of so many mites as ye be 
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yearly of pounds; although I am sure that, for his learning and 
judgment in Scripture, he were more worthy to be promoted than 
all the Bishops in England. ... And as for his behaviour, it is such, 
that I am sure no man can reprove him of any sin; howbeit, no 
man is innocent before God, which beholdeth the 
heartò (Christopher Anderson, Annals of the English Bible, I, 
1845). 

As to his fear of God and zeal for the Scriptures and his fear 
of corrupting them in translation, Tyndale testified in his 
communication with Sir Thomas More: òFor I call God to 
record against the day we shall appear before our 

Lord Jesus, to give a reckoning of our doings, that 

I never altered one syllable of Godõs Word against 

my conscience; nor would this day, if all that is in 

the earth, whether it be pleasure, honor, or riches, 

might be given me.ó 

Tyndaleõs Translation Work 

Tyndale first attempted to translate the Bible in England. He 
left Gloucestershire in 1523 and traveled to London to seek 
the help of Cuthbert Tunstall, bishop of the city. He had a 
letter of introduction from Sir John Walsh to Sir Henry 
Guildford, Controller and Master of the Horse for King Henry 
VIII (Daniell, The Bible in English, p. 142).  

As we have seen, the Constitutions of 1408 forbade 
translation of the Scriptures into English. Tyndale was 
hoping to find protection for the work under the wing of the 
highest authorities.  

As Tunstall had helped Erasmus with the first edition of 
Greek New Testament, having consulted manuscripts for 
him, it appears that Tyndale was under the impression that 
the man might be receptive to the translation of the Bible 
into English.  

Tyndale would have met Tunstall in Fulham Palace, the 
residence of the bishop of London in those days. Today 
Fulham Palace is a museum located in Bishopõs Park by the 
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River Thames. I took photos of it on a research trip in April 
2005. 

Tyndale quickly learned that it was not possible to complete 
the translation work in England.  

The authorities were not supportive. Tyndale said, òI 
understood that not only was there no room in my lord of 
Londonõs palace to translate the New Testament, but also 
there was no place to do it in all England.ó  

Further, no English printer would dare print a forbidden 
vernacular Bible.  

King Henry VIII , who sat on the 
throne, had been awarded the title Fidei 
Defensor (òDefender of the Faithó) by 
Pope Leo X in 1521 for his rigorous 
defense of the papacy against Luther and 
others. (This title is still held by British 
monarchs, with òF.D.ó on all British 
coins.) Though Henry later broke from 
the pope and founded the Church of 
England in 1534, he held to Catholic 
doctrine all his life. òHenry continued to 
defend the principal teachings of the 
Roman Catholic Church, required all 
people in England and Wales to adhere 
to the Roman creed, and was quite willing to put to death 
men and women who opposed his will by embracing 
Protestant doctrineó (Sidney Houghton, Sketches from Church 
History, p. 113).  

In London, a wealthy businessman, HUMPHRIE 

MUNMOUTH , a dealer in cloth draperies, befriended 
Tyndale. He invited Tyndale to live with him, and Tyndale 
stayed there for about a year preaching and studying and 
translating, supported by Munmouth.  

Munmouth helped pay Tyndaleõs way to Europe in about 
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January 1524 and continued to support Tyndale in Europe as 
he worked on the translation.  

During the few months that Tyndale was in London before 
going to Europe, he preached at St. Dunstanõs in the West on 
Fleet Street. òSt. Dunstanõs apparently had connections with 
the growing reform movement, with the Poyntz family and 
with merchants in the cloth trade, particularly Humphrey 
Monmouth...ó (Daniell, The Bible in English, p. 142). This is 
where John Milton printed Paradise Lost in 1667.  

Today St. Dunstanõs is radically ecumenical. Their web site 
has this information: òHere, alone in the whole of the 
country, the traditions of the seven major churches of 
Christendom -- that is the Old Catholics, the Assyrian Church 
of the East, the Romanian Orthodox Church, the Anglican 
Church, the Oriental churches, the Lutheran and Reformed 
Churches and the Holy Roman and Catholic Church -- are 
honoured in four chapels and three shrines set around the 
octagonal walls. Designated as a centre of prayer for 
Christian Unity in 1960, it now plays a major role in 
fostering good relations with churches outside the Anglican 
communion.ó 

In early 1524 Tyndale left England, not knowing that he 
would never see his beloved homeland again. He settled in 
Hamburg, Germany, to complete the translation.  

In May 1525 Tyndale traveled to Cologne to oversee the 
printing of his New Testament, but a Catholic spy named 
Cochlaeus learned about the project. Cochlaeus had heard 
certain whisperings that led him to believe that such a 
printing in English was ongoing, but he did not know the 
details until he overheard some printers boast about a 
revolution that might shortly be coming to England. 
Cocklaeus invited them to his lodging and loosened their 
tongues with liquor, learning where the 3,000 copies of 
Tyndaleõs first edition were being typeset and printed in 
preparation for smuggling into England.  
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He quickly reported this information to the authorities, who 
forbade the printers to proceed with the work; but Tyndale, 
having been forewarned of this matter, was able to recover 
most of the completed sheets of Matthew and escape by boat 
up the Rhine to the city of Worms, where the printing was 
completed. òA single set of printed sheets to Matthew 22, 
bound in the nineteenth century, is in the British 
Libraryó (Daniell, p. 143). 

The first edition of the Tyndale New Testament was printed 
in late 1525 or early 1526 and began to be distributed in 
England in early 1526. It is probable that 6,000 copies of the 
first edition were printed in Worms. Martin Lutherõs friend 
Spalatin says in his diary: òBuschius told me, that, at Worms, 
six thousand copies of the New Testament had been printed 
in English. The work was translated by an Englishman.ó  

The Tyndale New Testament was small, fitting easily into the 
hand of a grown man, so that it could be concealed. I have 
examined several copies of the Tyndale New Testament at 
various libraries. All of the small Scriptures that were copied 
or printed in the centuries when Rome ruled Europe are 
readily identifiable as missionary Bibles. The Waldensian and 
Anabaptist Bibles were also small, allowing preachers to 
transport them more clandestinely in those dark days when 
Rome sought to destroy all dissident missionary work. I 
examined a fascinating little 14th century Waldensian New 
Testament at Cambridge University Library in April 2005. It 
was deposited there in the 17th century by Samuel Morland, 
Oliver Cromwellõs ambassador to the Waldenses.   

From the first, the Tyndale New Testament contained cross-
references and was intended for study.  

Immediately after coming off the press copies of Tyndaleõs 
small treasure began to be smuggled into England from the 
European continent, hidden in bales of merchandise, and 
then distributed clandestinely.  

The first copies arrived in England in January 1526. It was 
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the dead of winter but 
this volume was destined 
to warm many hearts. 
Condit tells us that the 
way  hav ing  been 
prepared by the Wycliffe 
Scriptures, òthe people 
received these newly 
pr inted Testaments 
joyfully, but, from 
n e c e s s i t y , 
secretlyó (Condit, The 
History of the English 
Bible, p. 104). 

The New Testaments 
were smuggled inside of 

bales of cloth, in barrels or 
casks of wine or oil, in containers of grain, in flour sacks, in 
the false sides or bottoms of chests, and in other ingenious 
ways. 

The Catholic authorities were quick to label Tyndaleõs 
translation heretical and ordered all copies confiscated and 
burned.  

Cardinal Wolsey demanded that a diligent search be made 
for copies in London, Cambridge, and Oxford. Those who 
were found with copies were arrested.  

On February 11, 1526, the first pile of Scriptures was burned 
in London, under the approving eye of Cardinal Wolsey. A 
description of this scene reminds us of the seventeenth 
chapter of Revelation: òThe Cardinal had a scaffold made on 
the top of the stairs for himself, with six and thirty Abbots, 
mitred Priors, and Bishops, and he, in his whole pomp, 
mitred, which [Robert] Barnes [in a sermon] had 
denounced, sat there enthroned! His Chaplains and Spiritual 
Doctors, in gowns of damask [SCARLET-colored silk or 

Tyndale New Testament 
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linen] and satin, and he 
himself in PURPLE [See 
Rev. 17:4]! And there 
was a new pulpit erected 
on the top of the stairs, 
for Fisher, the Bishop of 
Rochester, to preach 
against Luther and Dr. 
Barnes; and great 
baskets full of books, 
standing before them 
within the rails, which 
were commanded, after 
the great fire was made 
before the Rood of 
Northern, (or large 
crucifix at the north gate 
of St. Paulõs), there to be 
burned; and these 
heretics after the 
sermon, to go three times round the fire, and cast in their 
faggotsó (Christopher Anderson, Annals of the English Bible, 
1845, I, p. 106).  

The Bishop of London, Cuthbert Tunstall, was very zealous 
against Tyndale and his English New Testament. In a 
proclamation issued on October 24, 1526, he said that this 
New Testament was created by òmany children of iniquityó 
who were òblinded through extreme wickedness,ó and he 
predicted that if the spread of the New Testament among the 
people were not stopped it would òcontaminate and infect 
the flock committed unto us, with most deadly poison and 
heresy.ó Tunstall oversaw the burning of Tyndaleõs New 
Testaments on October 27, 1526, at St. Paulõs Cathedral.  

Diligent search was made from house to house for copies of 
the source of this òdeadly poison and heresy.ó Writing in 
January 1527, the ambassador of King Henry VIII to the 
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Netherlands said that copies of the Tyndale New Testament 
were being burned òdailyó in England (Anderson, Annals of 
the English Bible, I, p. 122). Tunstallõs chaplain wrote of 
òmany hundreth burned both here and beyond the 
seaó (Daniell, p. 144). 

In fact, thousands of copies of Tyndaleõs work were 
destroyed. So thorough and fierce were these persecutions, 
that only two complete copies of the first edition of the 
Tyndale New Testament exist today of the three to six 
thousand that were printed. One is at the British Library 
(lacking only the title page) and one is in the Stuttgart 
Landesbibliothek (the latter, discovered in 1996, is the only 
surviving copy containing the title page). Another copy at the 
St. Paulõs Cathedral Library lacks the title page and 70 
leaves.  

By 1528 the prisons were filled with citizens whose only 
òcrimeó was that of reading the New Testament in English.  

One of those who were arrested was Humphrie Munmouth , 
the man who had assisted Tyndale. He was imprisoned in the 
London Tower òon suspicion of heresyó and charged with 
assisting òthose who are translating the Scriptures into 
English,ó of òsubscribing to the said New Testament,ó and of 
òhaving said that faith alone is sufficient to save a 
manó (DõAubigne, History of the Reformation, V, p. 386). 
From this it appears that Munmouth was still assisting 
Tyndale financially.  

Munmouth was later released, and when he died in 
November 1537, he left a large gift for three gospel 
preachers, refused to leave any of his inheritance for the 
saying of Catholic masses, and commended his soul unto 
Christ Jesus, òmy Maker and Redeemer, in whom, and by the 
merits of whose blessed passion, is all my whole trust of 
clean remission and forgiveness of my sins.ó  

Another of those arrested was Tyndaleõs own brother, John. 
He was charged with distributing Tyndaleõs Testaments and 
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books in London and was fined heavily and forced to ride 
through the city sitting backwards on a horse, with pages 
from the New Testament pinned to his clothes.  

In February 1529 the first religious dissident was 

burned in England for importing a copy of 

Tyndaleõs New Testament. Thomas Hitton was captured 
in Kent and charged with preaching contrary to the state 
religion and with importing a copy of the Tyndale New 
Testament. He was burned at the stake at Smithfield.  

In those days, as the name suggests, Smithfield was a large 
field that was a popular gathering place for commerce and 
amusement. Many believers were burned here up unto the 
days of King James I.  

Today a small park marks the place where the English 
government burned nonconformists. There is a plaque on a 
wall that mentions this. Smithfield was (and still is) 
bordered on one side by St. Bartholomew the Great church, 
where Tyndale was probably ordained. The arched entrance 
(c. 1300) called the Smithfield Gate, which still exists today, 
can be seen in ancient martyrologies in the background of 
some of the old drawings of the Smithfield burnings. In 
Tyndaleõs day St. Bartholomew was Catholic but since Queen 
Elizabeth Iõs day it has been Anglican.  

Not being satisfied with the destruction of Tyndaleõs New 
Testaments in England itself, Thomas Wolsey and others 
resolved to search for his books in Europe.  

In February 1526 King Henry VIII and Wolsey addressed 
letters to various authorities in Antwerp, urging them to 
pursue and destroy all copies of Tyndaleõs New Testament.  

Princess Margaret of Antwerp òpointedly commanded her 
officers to search the country for these books, intending to 
proceed in all rigour against those whom they found 
culpableó (Anderson, Annals of the English Bible, I, p. 124).  
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John Hackett, an agent of the English crown, was instructed 
to seek out these Scriptures in various cities, and we are told 
that in this capacity he visited Antwerp, Barrow, Zealand, 
Ghent, Bruges, Brussels, Louvaine, and elsewhere, all in 
obedience to Cardinal Wolseyõs instructions.  

Printers were threatened, and at least one, Christopher 
Endhoven, was arrested in Antwerp. He died in a prison in 
London for his crime of printing and shipping English Bibles. 

Richard Harman and his wife were imprisoned on July 12, 
1528. One of the charges was that he had òreceived books 
from a German merchant (viz., New Testaments in English 
without a gloss*), and sold them to an English merchant who 
has had them conveyed to England.ó They languished in 
prison for seven months and suffered great harm to their 
business. (* The term òglossó refers to explanatory notes 
appended to words or phrases. The glosses commonly added 
to the Latin Vulgate by the Catholic Church, which claimed 
to be the only authentic interpreter of Scripture, were for the 
purpose of instructing òthe faithfuló to read Roman doctrine 
into the text through the process of isogesis. The Catholic 
glosses included myths and quotations from the writings of 
Augustine, Jerome, and òpopeó Gregory òthe great.ó) 

About this time an attempt by the Catholic authorities in 
England to destroy Tyndale New Testaments backfired and 
resulted in the publication of even more copies. A plan was 
devised to purchase great quantities of the Tyndale New 
Testament in Europe and destroy them before they entered 
circulation in England. Bishop Cuthbert Tunstall, already 
mentioned, played a key role in this. Knowing how eagerly 
Tunstall yearned to destroy Tyndaleõs work, an enterprising 
merchant named Augustine Packington conceived of a plan 
that would allow Tyndale to pay off his debts while 
increasing the publication of more New Testaments. After 
gaining Tyndaleõs approval of the plan, Packington 
approached Bishop Tunstall when he was on a visit to 
Antwerp and offered to sell him an entire printing of 
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Tyndaleõs New Testaments for a large sum of money. 
Tunstall fell right into the little òtrap.ó Though that batch of 
unbound New Testament leaves was destroyed, the money 
paid by Tunstall ended up in Tyndaleõs hands so that he was 
able to pay off his debts and have enough left over to print 
even more copies than those that were burned! It was one 
step backwards, but two steps forward. When Tunstall later 
inquired as to where Tyndale got the money to print so many 
more New Testaments so quickly, he was told that it was 
from him!  

Tyndale settled in Antwerp by 1528 and began work on the 
Old Testament. He was assisted now by his Cambridge friend 
John Frith. Frith had been forced to flee England in about 
1527 because of the persecution.  

In late 1528 Tyndale sailed to Hamburg and suffered 
shipwreck on the way. Since the only record for this is the 
second edition of Foxe (1570), it has been doubted by some 
historians and biographers, but I see no reason to doubt it. 
Foxe was writing only a short time after the events, and 
unless there is clear evidence that he was wrong in some 
point we see no reason to doubt him. Foxe says Tyndale lost 
all of his books and writings in the shipwreck. Tyndale lived 
in Hamburg through most of 1529 in the house of a widow 
and completed the five books of Moses.  

After this Tyndale returned to Antwerp, where he lived until 
his arrest.  

Tyndaleõs other Writings 

Tyndale wrote many profitable books, including òThe 
Revelation of Antichrist,ó òThe Supplication of Beggars,ó 
òThe Obedience of a Christian Man,ó òand òHow Christian 
Rulers Ought to Govern.ó  

In May 1528 Tyndale published his masterly defense of 
justification by faith without works entitled A Treatise of 
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Justification by Faith Only, otherwise called, The Parable of 
the Wicked Mammon. This was a direct assault upon Romeõs 
false gospel. Tyndale taught that good works, though 
important, must flow from true faith, as fruit comes from a 
vine. He showed how that an unscriptural Romanist 
emphasis upon works leads only to superstition. 

In October 1528 Tyndale published The Obedience of a 
Christian Man. òEnemies were asserting that the reformers 
throughout Europe were encouraging sedition and teaching 
treason. Tyndale wrote to declare for the first time the two 
fundamental principles of the English reformers: the supreme 
authority of Scripture in the Church, and the supreme 
authority of the king in the state. ... Tyndale makes many 
pages of his book out of Scripture, and he is scalding about 
the corruptions and superstitions in the [Catholic] Church. ... 
Contrasted with the New Testament Church and faith, he 
describes the sufferings of the people at the hands, 
especially, of monks and friars, though the whole hierarchy, 
as he sees it, from the pope down, is guilty of ôselling for 
money what God in Christ promiseth freelyõó (Daniell, The 
Bible in English, p. 147).  

In 1530 Tyndale published The Practice of Prelates: Whether 
the Kingõs grace may be separated from his queen because 
she was his brotherõs wife, in which he boldly described the 
pope as ivy, which climbs up a tree and gradually saps the 
strength of the tree and kills it. The tree was the English 
nation. òPracticeó here refers to its older meaning of 
scheming and trickery. This tract shows Tyndaleõs excellent 
understanding of church history. Consider an excerpt:  

ñEven so the Bishop of Rome, at the beginning, crope along upon 
the earth, and every man trod upon him in this world. But as soon 
as there came a Christian Emperor, he joined himself unto his feet, 
and kissed them, and crope up a little with begging,ðnow this 
privilege, now that,ðnow this city, now that é St. Peterôs 
patrimony,ðSt. Peterôs rents,ðSt. Peterôs lands,ðSt. Peterôs 
right; to cast a vain fear and superstitiousness into the hearts of 
men é And thus, with flattering and feigning, and vain 
superstition, under the name of St. Peter, he crept up and fastened 
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his roots in the heart of the Emperor; and with his sword climbed 
up above all his fellows; and brought them under his feet. And as 
he subdued them with the Emperorôs sword, even so, by subtility 
and help of them, after that they were sworn faithful, he climbed 
above the Emperor and subdued him also; and made him stoop 
unto his feet, and kiss them another while. Yea, Celestinus 
crowned the Emperor Henry the Fifth, holding the crown between 
his feet. And when he had put the crown on, he smote it off with 
his feet again, sayingðthat he had might to make emperors and 
put them down again. é And as the pope played with the 
Emperor, so did his branches and his members, the bishops, play 
in every kingdom, dukedom, and lordship é And thus,ðthe Ivy 
tree hath under his roots, throughout all christendom, in every 
village, holes for foxes, and nests for unclean birds, in all his 
branches,ðand promiseth unto his disciples all the promotions of 
the worldò (Tyndale, The Practice of Prelates).  

In light of the boldness and plainness by which William 
Tyndale exposed Romeõs error, it is no wonder that he was a 
special target of the same. 

In this tract Tyndale argued against Henry VIIIõs divorce from 
his first wife, Catherine. It is thus no surprise that Henry 
hated Tyndale for his writings, which respectfully but plainly 
reproved his wicked life and rule. When Henry published an 
English edition of his treatise against Martin Luther in 1526, 
he mentioned William Tyndale as one of the òlewd persons 
born in this our realm.ó They were lewd, in the kingõs eyes, 
òfor the translating of the New Testament into 
Englishó (Daniell, The Bible in English, p. 163). Henry said he 
planned to burn the book and sharply punish its readers. 
Pope Leo X in Rome was so tickled with Henryõs original 
Latin treatise in 1521 that he named him Fidei Defensor 
(òDefender of the Faithó). Though Pope Paul III revoked 
Henryõs title after he broke with Rome, the English 
parliament restored the title in 1544 at a time when the 
newly formed Church of England was staunchly Romanist in 
everything but submission to the pope. British monarchs still 
hold this title and FD still appears on British coins, even 
though the òfaithó Henry was defending was Romeõs and the 
enthusiasm that earned him this title was his zeal to burn 
Bibles and persecute believers. Though Henryõs successors 
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didnõt burn Bibles, they did burn believers, and that goes for 
Edward VI, Elizabeth I, and James I. Those who dissented 
from the Church of England continued to be persecuted 
under British monarchs until the 18th century.  

Interestingly, even though Tyndale had opposed Henryõs 
marriage to ANNE BOLEYN , she loved the Tyndale New 
Testament and had a keen interest in Tyndaleõs writings.  

Cardinal Wolsey testified that Anne Boleyn was òtainted by 
the Lutheran heresyó (DõAubigne, History of the Reformation, 
V, p. 317). Blackford Condit, in his History of the English 
Bible, says that Anne headed up òthe New Testament partyó 
in the royal house in England (p. 133).  

After Tyndaleõs New Testament began to be smuggled into 
England in January 1526, Anne obtained a copy. òAnne 
Boleyn, notwithstanding her smiling face, often withdrew to 
her closet at Greenwich or at Hampton Court, to study the 
gospel. Frank, courageous, and proud, she did not conceal 
the pleasure she found in such reading; her boldness 
astonished the courtiers, and exasperated the 
clergyó (DõAubigne, V, p. 324). 

In 1529, before becoming queen, Anne possessed a copy of 
Tyndaleõs Obedience of a Christian Man, and a very 
interesting thing happened in this connection.  

We must remember that to own such a book in England at 
that time was illegal and very dangerous. Consider one of the 
òhereticaló statements made in the book: òIf thou believe the 
promises, then Godõs truth justifieth thee; that is, forgiveth 
thy sins and sealeth thee with his Holy Spirit.ó It was illegal 
to hold this priceless Bible doctrine of justification by grace 
alone through faith alone.  

Cardinal Wolsey had ordered the members of the royal court 
to be on the lookout for òhereticaló books. Ignoring these 
instructions, Anne had lent the book to one of her female 
attendants, who was found reading it by her suitor, George 
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Zouch, one of the men in the royal household. He playfully 
snatched the book away and refused to give it back. After he 
began to read it, he became fascinated by it and soon 
thereafter was reading it during a sermon at the royal 
chapel. The dean of the chapel confiscated the book and 
delivered it to Cardinal Wolsey.  

In the meantime, Lady Anne, learning of the loss, 
approached the king, desiring his help in retrieving the book. 
A short while after Anne left the royal apartment Wolsey 
approached the king about the matter, hoping perhaps to 
bring charges against Anne. Henry, though, had determined 
that Anne was to get her book back and the matter was 
closed! Noting the state of the kingõs mind on the subject, 
Wolsey quickly excused himself from the royal quarters.  

Upon regaining possession of the book, Lady Anne brought it 
to the king and requested that he read it, and he did so, and 
even commented to her that it was a good book, saying, 
òThis book is for me, and all kings, to read.ó Thus, we see the 
hand of God in providing a witness to the haughty king. He 
was maneuvered into reading a sermon written by the very 
man he was persecuting. That the fickle Henry soon changed 
his mind about Tyndaleõs òObedience of a Christian Manó is 
to his discredit. 

Anne helped many of the persecuted Bible believers. Thomas 
Crosby describes her as òbeing a special favourer of the 
gospeló (Crosby, History of the English Baptists, I, p. 32). The 
English historian John Foxe, who was seventeen years old 
when Anne was beheaded and later interviewed many of her 
acquaintances, testified that Anne òwithout all controversy 
was a special comforter and aider of all the professors of 
Christõs Gospeló (Foxe, unabridged, 1641, II, p. 332). 

In 1534, a year after her coronation, Anne Boleyn helped 
Richard Harman to regain his liberty and the possession of 
his house and business privileges in Antwerp, which had 
been taken from him five years earlier for his efforts in 
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smuggling New Testaments. Anne Boleynõs letter to Thomas 
Crumwell in behalf of this Christian man is still in existence 
and is evidence of her love for the Word of God. Signed 
òAnne the Queen,ó the letter said: 

ñTrusty and right well beloved, we greet you well. And whereas we 
be credibly informed that the bearer hereof, RICHARD HERMAN, 
merchant and citizen of ANTWERP, in Brabant, was, in the time of 
the late Lord Cardinal, put and expelled from his freedom and 
fellowship, of and in the English house there, for nothing else (as 
he affirmeth,) but only for that he, still like a good Christian man, 
did both with his goods and policy, to his great hurt and hindrance 
in this world, HELP TO THE SETTING FORTH OF THE NEW 
TESTAMENT IN ENGLISH: We therefore desire and instantly pray 
you, that, WITH ALL SPEED AND FAVOUR CONVENIENT, YE 
WILL CAUSE THIS GOOD AND HONEST MERCHANT, BEING 
MY LORD'S TRUE, FAITHFUL, AND LOVING SUBJECT, TO BE 
RESTORED TO HIS PRISTINE FREEDOM, LIBERTY, AND 
FELLOWSHIP, aforesaid, and the sooner at this our request, and 
at your good leisure to hear him in such things, as he hath to make 
further relation unto you in this behalf. Given under our signet, at 
my Lordôs manor of Greenwich, the xiiii day of May. To our trust 
and right well beloved, Thomas Crumwell, Squire, Chief Secretary 
unto my Lord the Kingôs Highness.ò  

Though we are not attempting to make a òsaintó of Anne 
Boleyn, we do agree with Christopher Andersonõs potent 
observation on this letter:  

ñWhatever may be said, whether to the praise or disparagement of 
Anne Boleyn, it should not now pass unnoticed that NO MAN, 
either of influence or office in all England, EVER SO EXPRESSED 
HIMSELF WHILE TYNDALE LIVEDò (Anderson, Annals of the 
English Bible, I, p. 411). 

Anne also helped Thomas Garret, who was one of the first to 
distribute the smuggled Tyndale New Testaments in 
England. Garret had been imprisoned in a foul dungeon at 
Oxford in 1526. In 1535 Queen Anne attempted to help this 
man obtain a position that was vacant at the time (Anderson, 
I, p. 120). (Garret was martyred for his love for the Word of 
God in 1540, four years after Anne Boleynõs death.) 

Anne also rescued some Englishmen who had been 
consigned by the Inquisition in France to slavery on board 
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the galley ships. This is described by Foxe:  

ñThey were put on board the galleys [oar-powered ships], where 
they were subjected to the absolute control of the most inhuman 
and barbarous wretches who ever disgraced the human form. The 
labor of rowing, as performed in the galleys, is described as being 
the most excessive that can be imagined; and the sufferings of the 
poor slaves were increased many fold by the scourgings inflicted 
on them by their savage taskmasters. The recital of their miseries 
is too horrible to be dwelt upon: we shall therefore pass to that 
period when the Lord, of his infinite mercy, gave ear to the cries of 
his afflicted servants, and GRACIOUSLY RAISED THEM UP A 
DELIVERER IN ANNE, QUEEN OF ENGLAND, who, filled with 
compassion for the unhappy fate of so many of her fellow-
protestants, ordered her ambassador at the court of France, to 
make a spirited remonstrance in their favor, which Louis, whose 
affairs were then in a very critical situation, was under the 
necessity of complying with; and he accordingly dispatched orders 
to all the seaports for the immediate release of every galley slave 
condemned for his religion. é A deputation of those who had been 
released by the interposition of queen Anne, waited upon her 
majesty in London, to return their most grateful thanks, on behalf 
of themselves and their brethren, for her Christian interference in 
their favor. SHE RECEIVED THEM VERY GRACIOUSLY, AND 
ASSURED THEM THAT SHE DERIVED MORE PLEASURE 
FROM THE CONSCIOUSNESS OF HAVING LESSENED THE 
MISERIES OF HER FELLOW-PROTESTANTS, THAN FROM 
THE MOST BRILLIANT EVENTS OF HER REIGNò (Foxe, Book of 
Martyrs, one-volume abridged, 1830, pp. 180, 181). 

It was òin recognition of her protection to the friends of the 
New Testamentó that William Tyndale, in 1534, had a special 
copy of his New Testament printed for the Queen (Condit, 
History of the English Bible, p. 133).  

It was beautifully printed on vellum (made from the skins of 
lambs or young calves), with illustrations, and bound in blue 
morocco. The cover contained, in large red letters, the words 
ANNA REGINA ANGLIAE or ANNE QUEEN OF ENGLAND. The 
title page is done in bright red, blue, and gold, and says, 
òThe New Testament. Printed at Antwerp by Martin 
Emperotive, Anno. MDxxxiiii.ó  

It is very telling that this volume contains no dedication to 
the Queen. Christopher Anderson observes: òTyndale was no 
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sycophant. There is no dedication,--no compliment paid, as 
there never ought to be, to any human being, along with 
Godõs most holy Word.ó 

This invaluable New Testament ended up in the private 
library of Clayton Cracherode and after his death in 1799 it 
became the property of the British Museum. Today it resides 
in the British Library and sometimes is on display in the John 
Ritblat Gallary.   

Anne had a direct role in Henry VIIIõs proclamation in 1535 
that the Bible should be printed and deposited in every 
church. Archbishop Parker, chaplain to the Queen, testified 
of this: òHis royal Majesty was petitioned by the whole 
Synod, to give commandment that the Holy Scriptures might 
be translated into the English tongue; for so it could be more 
easily discerned by all, what was agreeable to the Divine 
Law. To this, Stephen Gardiner--the Kingõs most secret 
counsellor--made resistance as covertly as possible. But 
through the grace and intercession of our most illustrious and 
virtuous mistress the Queen, permission was at length obtained 
from the King, that the Holy Scriptures should be printed and 
deposited in every church, in a place where the people might 
read them; which grant of the King did not go into effect, 
because this most illustrious Queen soon after suffered 
deathó (emphasis added) (John Strype, Life and Acts of 
Parker, p. 7). 

When Anneõs son died shortly after childbirth in January 
1536, the fickle and cruel monarch connived to have his 
young wife put to death. He had wooed her and used her 
and now he would discard her like a piece of trash. She was 
falsely charged with adultery and beheaded on May 19, 
1536, less than five months after miscarrying. At the moment 
of her execution, just before noon, artillery was fired as a 
predetermined signal to Henry, who was out in the fields 
hunting. Those present said he responded thus: òAh! Ah! It is 
done; the business is done! Uncouple the dogs, and let us 
follow the sport!ó The very next morning he married Jane 
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Seymoure, with whom he had become infatuated some 
months earlier (Wylie, History of Protestantism, III, p. 404; 
Fuller, Church History of Britain, II, p. 69).  

Having read extensively about the life of Anne Boleyn, I am 
convinced that Henry disposed of her for two reasons, for his 
lust toward another woman and for his hatred of the favor 
she showed toward the òProtestants.ó  

Anne Boleyn has been much criticized by some historians, 
and it is certain that she had serious faults; but I believe the 
old British historian Thomas Fuller was correct when he 
summarized her life in this way: òIn a word, she was a great 
patroness of the Protestants, protector of the persecuted, 
preferrer of men of merit (among whom Hugh Latimer,) a 
bountiful reliever of the poor, and the happy mother of 
queen Elizabethó (Fuller, Church History of Britain, 1837, II, 
p. 66). 

Tyndaleõs Imprisonment and Death 

Tyndale was hunted the entire time he was in Europe, and 
these efforts were increased in 1531, because King Henry 
VIII was fiercely desirous of capturing and destroying the 
Bible translator. Various individuals were commissioned to 
seize Tyndale or to attempt to entice him back to England. 
òHis anxiety to seize the man, or allure him into the 
kingdom, will be found to harmonise with the growing 
ferocity of his characteró (Christopher Anderson, Annals of 
the English Bible, I, p. 267).  

In spite of these diligent efforts to capture Tyndale, God 
continued to hide him from his persecutors. His work on 
earth was not finished, and nothing can destroy the child of 
God unless and until God allows it. 

An interesting thing occurred in April 1531, four years prior 
to Tyndaleõs arrest. Stephen Vaughan, one of the men hired 
to spy on òhereticsó among the English merchants in Europe, 
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was in Antwerp; and Tyndale, learning of this, decided to 
confront his enemy. He contacted Vaughan by a middleman 
and requested that Vaughan accompany this man to meet òa 
certain friend, unknown to the messenger, who is very 
desirous to speak with you.ó Vaughan inquired as to the 
mystery friendõs name, but he was told that the messenger 
did not have this information. He agreed to accompany the 
man, anyway, to satisfy his curiosity. 

One evening soon thereafter Vaughan was brought outside 
the gates of Antwerp into a field, where he found himself 
face to face with William Tyndale, one of the objects of his 
inquisition. Following is the dialogue as recorded by 
Vaughan himself in a letter to the English authorities: 

Tyndale: òDo you not know me?ó 

Vaughan: òI do not well remember you.ó 

Tyndale: òMy name is Tyndale.ó 

Vaughan: òBut, Tyndale, fortunate be our meeting!ó 

Tyndale: óSir, I have been exceeding desirous to speak with 
you.ó 

Vaughan: òAnd I with you; what is your mind?ó 

Tyndale: òSir, I am informed that the Kingõs Grace taketh 
great displeasure with me, for putting forth of certain books, 
which I lately made in these parts; but specially for the book 
named ôThe Practice of Prelates,õ whereof I have no little 
marvel,ñconsidering that in it, I did but warn his Grace, of 
the subtle demeanour of the Clergy of his realm, towards his 
person; and of the shameful abusions by them practised, not 
a little threatening the displeasure of his Grace, and weal of 
his realm: in which doing, I showed and declared the heart 
of a true subject, which sought the safe-guard of his royal 
person, and weal of his Commons: to the intent, that his 
Grace thereof warned, might in due time, prepare his 
remedies against their subtle dreams. If, for my pains therein 
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taken,ñif for MY POVERTY,ñif for MINE EXILE out of mine 
natural country, and BITTER ABSENCE FROM MY FRIENDS,
ñif FOR MY HUNGER, MY THIRST, MY COLD, THE GREAT 
DANGER WHEREWITH I AM EVERY WHERE COMPASSED;
ñand finally, if for INNUMERABLE OTHER HARD AND 
SHARP FIGHTINGS WHICH I ENDURE, not yet feeling of 
their asperity, by reason (that) I hoped with my labours, to 
do honour to God, true service to my Prince, and pleasure to 
his Commons;ñhow is it that his Grace, this considering, 
may either by himself think, or by the persuasions of others, 
be brought to think, that in this doing, I should not show a 
pure mind, a true and incorrupt zeal, and affection to His 
Grace? é AGAIN, MAY HIS GRACE, BEING A CHRISTIAN 
PRINCE, BE SO UNKIND TO GOD, WHICH HATH 
COMMANDED HIS WORD TO BE SPREAD THROUGHOUT 
THE WORLD, TO GIVE MORE FAITH TO WICKED 
PERSUASIONS OF MEN, WHICH PRESUMING ABOVE 
GODõS WISDOM, AND CONTRARY TO THAT WHICH 
CHRIST EXPRESSLY COMMANDETH IN HIS TESTAMENT, 
DARE SAY, THAT IT IS NOT LAWFUL FOR THE PEOPLE TO 
HAVE THE SAME, IN A TONGUE THAT THEY 
UNDERSTAND; because the purity thereof should open 
menõs eyes to see their wickedness? é As I now am, very 
death were more pleasant to me than life, considering manõs 
nature to be such as can bear no truth.ó 

Vaughan attempted to persuade Tyndale to return to 
England, promising him safety, but the Lord gave the man 
wisdom enough to ignore these entreaties that he might 
remain free for a while longer and continue his work.  

At this point Tyndale drew away from Vaughan and departed 
into the night so as not to be apprehended.  

The king of England ignored Tyndaleõs plea to allow the 
Bible in English to be freely distributed without fear of 
persecution. 

The last thing that Tyndale wrote and published prior to his 
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imprisonment was his second address to the Christian reader 
that was appended to the new edition of his New Testament 
that was published in 1534: 

Moreover, I take God, which alone seeth the heart, to record to my 
conscience, beseeching Him that my part be not in the blood of 
Christ, if I wrote of all that I have written, throughout all my books, 
aught of an evil purpose, of envy or malice to any man, or to stir up 
any false doctrine or opinion in the Church of Christ; or to be 
author of any sect; or to draw disciples after me; or that I would be 
esteemed, or had in price, above the least child that is born; save 
only of pity and compassion I had, and yet have, on the blindness 
of my brethren, and to bring them into the knowledge of Christ; 
and to make every one of them, if it were possible, as perfect as 
an angel of heaven; and to weed out all that is not planted of our 
heavenly Father; and to bring down all that lifteth up itself against 
the knowledge of the salvation that is in the blood of Christ.  

Also, my part be not in Christ, if mine heart be not to follow and 
live according as I teach; and also, if mine heart weep not night 
and day for mine own sin, and other menôs--beseeching God to 
convert us all, and to take His wrath from us, and to be merciful as 
well to all other men, as to mine own soul--caring for the wealth of 
the realm I was born in, for the King, and all that are thereof, as a 
tender-hearted mother would do for her only son.  

As concerning all I have translated, or otherwise written, I beseech 
all men to read it for that purpose I wrote it: even to bring them to 
the knowledge of the Scripture. And as far as the Scripture 
approveth it, so far to allow it; and if in any place the Word of God 
disallow it, then to refuse it, as I do before our Saviour Christ and 
His congregation. And where they find faults, let them shew it me, 
if they be nigh, or write to me, if they be far off; or write openly 
against it and improve it; and I promise them, if I shall perceive 
that their reasons conclude, I will confess mine ignorance openly. 

Tyndale was arrested in May 1535 in Antwerp . By 
that time he had completed a large portion of the Old 
Testament (Genesis to 2 Chronicles and the book of Jonah). 

For about a year prior to May 1535 Tyndale had been staying 
in the home of an English businessman named Thomas 
Poyntz, a friend of the Word of God. He was the son of Sir 
Robert Poyntz of Iron Acton, Gloucestershire, where Tyndale 
had grown up; and the Lady of Sir John Walsh at Little 
Sodbury Manor, where Tyndale had been tutor, was from 
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another side of Poyntz family that resided in Essex.  

A young Catholic man named Henry (also called Harry) 
Phillips was hired, probably by bishops in England, to snare 
Tyndale. Phillips was a scoundrel. Having been entrusted 
with money by his father to give to someone in London, 
Phillips had gambled it away. After this he fled abroad and 
hired himself out to entrap Tyndale.  

He had met and befriended the translator, pretending to be a 
friend of the Reformation and to have an interest in Bible 
translation. A Catholic Cistercian monk named Gabriel 
Donne (or Dunne), of Stratford Abbey near London, was 
posing as Phillipsõ servant and was probably the actual leader 
of the little entrapment party. (Some biographers have 
claimed that Donne did not assume this position of servant to 
Phillips, but John Foxe, contemporary with those events, said 
Donne took this position, and Christopher Andersonõs 
research on this, at least in the mind of this writer, is 
conclusive. Foxe got his information about Tyndaleõs betrayal 
directly from Thomas Poyntz, in whose house Tyndale had 
been staying prior to his arrest. Poyntz was Tyndaleõs true 
friend and got himself into deep trouble for trying to help 
Tyndale after his imprisonment.)  

Tyndaleõs arrest happened after this fashion.  

Just hours before the betrayal, the wicked Phillips borrowed 
forty shillings from Tyndale, knowing he would not have to 
repay it. Phillips lied to Tyndale, claiming that he had lost his 
purse during a journey.  

Phillips invited Tyndale to be his guest for a meal, but the 
gracious and unsuspecting Bible translator protested that he, 
instead, would provide the meal at his expense and that 
Phillips should be his guest. Phillips agreed and at the 
appointed time when he arrived to meet Tyndale, he had 
officers stationed outside the house awaiting his signal to 
arrest the man of God. Phillips met Tyndale at the door and 
pretended that he was ready to go to dinner. When they left 



86 

the house, they had to walk down a little pathway to the 
road. The taller Phillips insisted on walking behind Tyndale, 
and as they reached the road Phillips pointed down to the 
Bible translator. This was the prearranged signal for Tyndale 
to be seized by the officers of Charles V, emperor of the Holy 
Roman Empire and a bitter opponent of the Reformation.   

Tyndale was first held at Antwerp and then 

transported about 24 miles away to Vilvoorde, a 

few miles from Brussels, and imprisoned in the 

castle there . He was convicted of heresy and condemned 
to die under the laws of the inquisition.  

The old castle is no longer in existence. It was torn down 
long ago and some of the stones were used to construct the 
(now abandoned) prison that stands in its place.  

On a visit there in 2003 I saw the site of the old castle. The 
River Seene, into which Tyndaleõs ashes were thrown 
following his execution, is a narrow and polluted body of 
water that flows in front of the prison. That this is the actual 
site of the old castle is witnessed by the fact that Castle 
Street (òKasteel Straató) dead-ends at the river just across 
from the prison. The modern bridge over the river is a short 
distance from this street. There is a small museum in 
Vilvoorde attached to the oldest Protestant church in the 
town dedicated to the memory of Tyndale, and it contains a 
large model of the castle and a near life-size model of a 
prison room (located one floor beneath the museum and 
accessed by a small stairway at the back of the main museum 
room), as well as other treasures such as two old line 
drawings of the castle and portraits of the two chief 
persecutors who examined and tried Tyndale.  

There is also a memorial to Tyndale in Vilvoorde. It is about 
12 feet tall and located in a park named Tyndale Park. 
Carved into the stone monument are the words òTo the 
memory of the Englishman William Tyndale.ó The plaque on 
the monument says in four languages: òWilliam Tyndale who 
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suffered martyrdom 
under Spanish rule 
on Oct. 6th 1536, 
was strangled and 
burnt at Vilvorde; 
among his last words 
were these: ôLord, 
open the eyes of the 
king of England.õ 
This prayer was 
answered within a 
year by the issue 
under royal authority 
of the whole Bible in 
E n g l i s h .  T h i s 
m e m o r i a l  w a s 
erected by friends of 
the Trinitarian Bible 
Society of London 
and of the Belgian Bible Society, Oct. 1913.ó 

Tyndaleõs friend Thomas Poyntz made a diligent effort to 
help him, even though he knew that by these actions he was 
endangering himself. He wrote letters and spoke to the 
authorities on Tyndaleõs behalf. He neglected his own 
business for two months, traveling with letters and even 
crossing over to England to bring the matter before the 
authorities there. Following is a description of Poyntzõs 
efforts, which led eventually to his own arrest. This is from 
dõAubigneõs History of the Reformation: 

When Poyntz saw his friend in prison, he resolved to do everything 
to save him. Poyntzôs elder brother John, who had retired to his 
estate at North Okendon, in Essex, had accompanied the king in 
1520 to the Field of the Cloth of Gold, and although no longer at 
court, he still enjoyed the favor of Henry VIII. Thomas determined 
to write to John ... [who] lost no time: he succeeded in interesting 
Cromwell in the reformerôs cause, and on the 10th of September 
1535, a messenger arrived in Antwerp with two letters from the 
vicar-general -- one for the marquis of Bergen-op-zoom, and the 
other for Carondelet, archbishop of Palermo and president of the 


