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Sunday, October 6, 2019— Grace Life School of Theology—From This Generation For Ever 

Lesson 96 John Wycliffe & the First Complete English Bible, Part 2 

 

Introduction 

 

• Two weeks ago, in Lesson 95 we studied the life, career, and beliefs of John Wycliffe.  Given the 

fact that Wycliffe’s translation marks the first complete Bible in any form of English we need to 

make sure we consider this work with some detail. 

 

• Today in Lesson 96 we will consider the following points regarding the Wycliffe Bible: 

 

o Characteristics of Its Appearance 

 

o Translation: An Extension of Wycliffe’s Core Beliefs 

 

o Reception & Response 

 

o Was Wycliffe the Translator? 

 

o Early and Late Editions 

 

Wycliffe Translates the Bible 

 

• As far historians can tell, Wycliffe was the first to translate the entire Bible into English.  His 

translation was made from the Latin Vulgate rather than from Greek and Hebrew.  “Wycliffe’s 

work created a hunger for a Bible in the tongue of the common man.” (Brake, 46-47, 49) 

 

• According to Bible historian and collector Donald L. Brake, in the late 1300s when Wycliffe’s 

translation was made: 

 

o “The aristocracy spoke French, Anglo-Norman, and Latin.  The laity spoke Middle 

English, the common language of Chaucer, and the dialect used in the Wycliffe Bible.  

The thirst created by this Middle English version led to an insatiable desire for Bible 

translations that came to fruition in the sixteenth century, just two centuries later.” 

(Brake, 49-50) 

 

• David Daniell, author of The Bible in English: Its History and Influence tells the story of the 

appearance of the Wycliffe Bible on the stage of history as follows: 

 

o “Something new, with a mysterious element to it, began to appear in England, in English, 

in the 1380s.  Much-copied manuscripts appeared of the same large and demanding 

text—the Bible, even the whole Bible, and only that—translated into English form the 

Latin Vulgate, and said to be linked with, though not mentioning, the name of the Oxford 

scholar John Wyclif.” (Daniell, 67) 

 

 

 

 

http://gracelifebiblechurch.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/Lesson-95-John-Wycliffe-and-the-First-Complete-English-Bible.pdf
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Characteristics of Its Appearance 

 

• Daniell further states that the appearance of these Middle English Bibles were marked by the 

following four characteristic phenomenon: 

 

o “First, the content: the manuscripts were not of romantic or philosophical expansion of 

some Bible stories mixed with legends, saint’s lives, tall tales from the East and a bit of 

fanciful British history.  They were the Bible itself, and could be of the complete Bible, 

or the complete New Testament; but even if less than complete, always only the Bible 

text, usually in canonical order, translat3ed into English form the Latin with obvious care, 

written on vellum to last.  They were generally freed from additional matter; if there were 

glosses, they were attempt at elucidation rather than aggression. They were the earlies 

complete Bibles, or New Testaments in English.  From their arrival, people in Britain 

could have had access for the fist time to the whole of Scripture in their own language.  

That the manuscripts were so often copied shows the great interest.  They were used 

extensively for 150 years, until the arrival of Tyndale’s first printed New Testament in 

1526, and Coverdale’s first printed complete Bible in 1535—and even after. 

 

Second, these manuscripts appear in large numbers.  The whole Bible with the 

Apocrypha is a text of great size, disguised by modern techniques of paper making and 

printing.  About twenty surviving manuscripts of the 1380s are of the whole Bible, almost 

ninety of the whole New Testament.  Over 250 manuscripts survive, a larger number of 

copies than for any other medieval English text.  It is impossible to calculate how many 

perished but persecution of the Lollards, and the burning of books, was systematic and 

fairly thorough.  The nearest rival, the famous essay on the Prick of Conscience, survives 

in 117 copies, less than half that number.  Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales survive ion sixty-

four copies.  In spite of their destruction, Wyclif manuscripts of the New Testament were 

being read int eh sixteenth century. . . 

 

Third, though many of the manuscripts give the names of their owners after late Tudor 

times, there is nothing to identify the translator, the place of origin or date.  Though it 

could be argued that this was not unusual, as at the time even original works were not 

always credited to their author, yet for texts of such importance ‘the execution of such a 

novel and gigantic task,’ the silence is noteworthy.  The names of both Rolle and Trevisa 

appear on their translons of the Bible material . . . The translators name of such a widely 

copied text might be expected, especially if he was such a prominent scholar as Wyclif. 

 

Fourth, the manuscripts produced violent opposition, excessively expressed, directed at 

the supposed source.  That was also new.  Since the earliest Anglo-Saxon times, in 

England as in Europe generally, there had been no objection to Bible versions.  The 

reasons for the closing down of work on the Bible in English had been linguistic and 

cultural, as form 1066, and not ecclesiastical. The pleasing later Middle English 

novelistic expression of Joseph and his brother or of Susannah bathing could raise only 

an object of slight more unease at unseriousness or titillation.  In 1411, however the 

English Archbishop of Canterbury, Thomas Arundel, wrote Pope John XXIII: 

 

The pestilent and wretched John Wyclif, of cursed memory, that son of the old 

serpent . . . endeavored by means to attack the very faith and sacred doctrine of 

Holy Church, devising—to fill up the measure of his malice—the expedient of a 

new translation of the Scriptures into the mother tongue. 

 



3 
 

Pastor Bryan Ross  GRACELIFEBIBLECHURCH.COM 

The continuator of Henry Knighton’s Chronicle, writing probably a little later, is more 

direct: 

 

The Master John Wyclif translated from Latin into English—the Angel not the 

angel speech—the Gospel of Christ gave to the doctors and the clergy of the 

Church . . . so that by his means it has become vulgar and more open to lay men 

and women who can read that it usually is to quite learned clergy of good 

intelligence. And so, the pearl of the Gospel is scattered and trodden underfoot 

by swine. 

 

The latter quotation could hardly make more explicit the Church’s determination to keep 

form the people what it maintained that ‘Christ gave to the doctors and clergy of the 

Church’.  It should not need saying that any open reading of the New Testament at all 

shows that Christ did no such thing.  He taught, and died for, all humanity.  We are here 

within the Church’s comfortable doctrine that hearing the Latin services without 

understanding had sacramental value.  Saints’ lives were more orthodox than Scripture.  

The Bible was only good when it was not understood. A certain Father Caxton, a doctor 

of divinity no less, wrote that ‘Holy Scriptures was a false heresy.’” (Daniell, 66-68) 

 

• Before moving off this point, it seems prudent to consider the comments of J.I. Mombert in his 

Hand-Book of the English Versions of the Bible regarding the “publication” of Wycliffe’s 

translation: 

 

o “Wycliffe’s translation of the Bile is the first English translation that was published.  

What we understand by the term “published” is altogether different from the sense it bore 

before the introduction of printing.  Publication before that period meant one or all of 

several things.  An author would either employ copyists to multiply transcripts of his 

work, which were offered for sale, or he would deposit his work in some convent or 

college library, where it might be consulted or copied by learned men; or he might do 

both; or he might in some way make publicly known the content of his work, and enable 

those desire of securing copies of it to have their wishes gratified. . . Applying this to 

Wycliffe’s version, his diligence is the direction of publication must have been very 

great, for, in spite of the prohibit of 1408, numerous copies [“At least one hundred and 

seventy copies, all written before A.D. 1430.] of it have come to us, and the testimony of 

his enemies is decisive on this point.” (Mombert, 42-43) 

 

Translation: An Extension of Wycliffe’s Core Beliefs 

 

• Blackford Condit, author of The History of the English Bible: Extending from the Earliest Saxon 

Translations to the Present Anglo-American Revision explains how Wycliffe’s desire to translate 

the Bible into the language of the people was an extension of his teaching regarding the corrupt 

nature of the Catholic Church: 

 

o “The translation of the Bible into the language of the people was a Protestant idea.  Not 

that the Roman Catholic Church had disregarded the Bible, but rather had consecrate it as 

a thing of the Church, consequently a thing too sacred for the people to handle.  They 

very language of the bible, which for a thousand years had been Latin, was sacred 

because it was the language of the Church service; to handle it, therefore by way of 

translating into a vulgar tongue, was sacrilege in the eyes of the Church.  There had 

always grown up a fixed relation between the Latin language and the Romish Church.  So 

mutual had become this relation that they must stand or fall together.  Moreover, if 
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Romanism is one with the Latin, equally true is it that Protestantism is one with the 

Teutonic tongue.  The conflict, therefore, between these two world-wide forces became 

largely one of language.  Hence Wycliffe’s desire to give the Holy Scriptures to the 

people in their own language, and to deprive the Church of Rome of one of its chief 

sources of superstitious reverence.  Hence also the violent opposition of the Romish 

Church to English versions of the Bible.  The Gospel, said the papists, is the peculiar 

property of the Church “which Christ had entrusted with the Clergy and Doctors of the 

Church, that they might minister it to the Laity and weaker sort according to the exigency 

of the times.”  But now they bewailed the fact that through Wycliffe’s translations, the 

Church was robbed of its “Evangelical Pearl,” which was now cast out “and trodden 

under foot of swine,” and that by this means “the Gospel was made vulgar, and laid more 

open to the Laity and even to women could read, that it used to be the most learned of the 

Clergy.”” (Condit, 61-62) 

 

• Every believer should strive to understand the Bible for themselves, according to Wycliffe.  

That’s why Wycliffe and his followers translated portions of the Bible into English.  Christ, 

Wycliffe said, “taught people in the language that was best known to them.  Why should people 

today not do the same?” (Jones, 97) 

 

• Shelley reports that Wycliffe’s mission called for the Bible in the language of craftsmen and 

peasants, so he led a handful of scholar at Oxford in the translation of the Latin Bible (Vulgate) 

into the English language. (Shelley, 230) 

 

• Latourette reports the following regarding Wycliffe’s translation work, “in furtherance of his 

convictions Wycliffe had the Bible translated from the Vulgate. . . To make the Bible more 

accessible to the rank and file he had it put into the English vernacular of his day.  Before 

Wycliffe undertook the translation, the Psalms had been given an English form by Richard Rolle 

or someone inspired by him.  There had been other translations of parts of the Bible.  But it was 

due to Wycliffe and those kindled by him that the entire Bible was made available in the English 

of the fourteenth century.” (Latourette, 664) 

 

Reception & Response 

 

• Condit goes on to comment about how Wycliffe’s translation was received: 

 

o “The English version of the Bible by Wycliffe was such an offense, that a bill was 

introduced into the House of Lords in 1390, to suppress it.  In the course of the debate the 

Duke of Lancaster is reported to have said: “We will not be the dregs of all: seeing other 

Nations have the Law of God, which is the Law of Faith, written in their own Language. . 

. That he would maintain our having the Law in our own tongue against those, whoever 

they should be, who first brought in the Bill.” He was sustained by other, and finally the 

“Bill was thrown out of the House.” (Condit, 62-63) 

 

• The Wycliffe translation also gave rise to the established church’s intense hatred for a vernacular 

Bible.  First, the De heretico comburendo of 1401 promised death to heretics by means of burning 

the offender alive.  In 1408 the infamous Constitutions were formulated in direct response to the 

overwhelming reception of Wycliffe’s ideas that every man should have a Bible in his own 

language.  The Consitutions forbade the Sacred Latin Vulgate Bible to be translated into a 

common tongue without express supervision of the church.  It soon followed that translating 

Scriptures into English or reading the Bible in English were heretical acts.” (Brake, 47) 
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• “The Oxford Council summoned in 1407-8 by Thomas Arundel, archbishop of Canterbury, 

restated the restriction of English translations.  The church historian John Foxe quotes the seventh 

enactment: 

 

o “We therefore decree and ordain, that no man, hereafter, by his own authority translate 

any text of the Scripture into English or any other tongue, by way of a book, libel, or 

treatise, now lately set forth in the time of John Wycliffe, or since, or hereafter to be set 

forth, in part or in whole, privily or apertly, upon pain of greater excommunication, until 

said translation be allowed by the ordinary of the place, or, if the case so require, by the 

council of provincial.  He that shall do contrary to this, shall likewise be punished as a 

favourer of error and heresy.” (Brake, 66) 

 

• These actions on the part of the Oxford Council (1407-08) are in response to the actions of the 

Lollards nearly a decade and a half earlier: 

 

o “In the year 1389 the followers of Wycliffe separated themselves form the Romish 

Church, and in the their public services used . . . the Scriptures in English. . .Hence the 

alarm and sever action of this council, which as an instrument of terror was held 

suspended over the heads of all who dared to translate, or even read, the Holy Scriptures 

in English. But instead of intimidating the Lollards and banishing their heretical opinions, 

their numbers were multiplied and their courage increased.” (Condit, 63) 

 

Was Wycliffe the Translator? 

 

• “Most scholars today believe that John Wycliffe did not actually translate the entire Bible that 

bears his name.  Wycliffe’s principles of translation can be extracted from his sermons. The Old 

Testament part of the translation, notorious for its strict literalness, is unlike Wycliffe’s free 

rendering in his sermons.  This lends support to the possibility that someone else translated the 

Old Testament.  By contrast, the Wycliffe New Testament is more in keeping with Wycliffe’s 

style of translation.  Wycliffe also gave more credence to the New Testament than the Old.  

Wycliffe’s ability to translate the Bible is not questioned but his failing health and lack of time 

were factors.  It does seem reasonable to conclude, however, that Wycliffe participated at some 

level in the work itself.” (Brake, 52) 

 

o Manuscript Bodley 959 at Bodleian Library in Oxford (once believed to be the original 

autograph of the Wycliffe OT) follows the order of books found the Latin Vulgate 

wherein the book of Baruch is found amongst the prophets.  The manuscript ends 

abruptly in the middle of Baruch 3:20 with the following statement, “Here end the 

translation of Nicholas.  The suggestion is obvious, Nicholas Hereford not John Wycliffe, 

did the translation of the Old Testament. (Brake, 52) 

 

o Manuscript, Douce 369, ends abruptly at the very same place in the text with the 

following notation, “Here ends the translation of Nicholas of Hereford.” 

 

• Regarding the identity of the translator(s) and the timing of the translation Condit states the 

following: 

 

o “In respect to the English version of the Bible in the time of Wycliffe, friend and foe 

concur in attributing the translation to Wycliffe.  And while its is difficult to determine 
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with certainty his share in the work, there is no question but that its accomplishment must 

be traced to his zeal, encouragement, and devotion.  That there should be obscurity as to 

the exact date of the enterprise, and to the person engage in it, is by no means surprising, 

since it was undertaken in time so danger and persecution.  The principal date, upon 

which to bas an opinion regarding the time of the translation, must be found in the 

writings of Wycliffe, in which he defends the right of the people to the Scriptures in 

English, both indication his interest in the work and the opposition against it.  And 

further, as intimating that the New Testament in whole or in part had already been set 

forth.  Tracts of Wycliffe containing such references are frequent after the year 1378.  

The year 1380 is the accepted date of the Wycliffe versions, and is probably the nearest 

approximation that can be made to the true date.” (Condit, 64-65) 

 

• Timothy Paul Jones agrees with Brake stating, “After he died, Wycliffe’s followers finished his 

translation of the Bible.” (Jones, 97) 

 

• “Despite the controversy surrounding the translators of the Old Testament, Wycliffe’s name 

became synonymous with the work of translation.  The earliest mention of Wycliffe’ association 

with the Bible translation is Henry Kinghton’s reference in his Chronicon.  Writing in the 1390s, 

he refers to 1382 as the time John Wycliffe translated the Gospels. 

 

o In those days flourished master John Wycliffe, rector of the church of Lutterworth. . . the 

most eminent doctor of theology of those times. . .This mater John Wycliffe translated 

into English, the gospel which Christ gave to the clerks and doctors of the church, in 

order that they might sweetly minister it to laymen and weaker men, according to their 

need. . .(The gospel) is become more common and open to laymen, and women who are 

able to read . . .Thus the pearl of the gospel is scattered abroad and trodden under foot of 

swine, and what is wont to be the treasure both of clerks and laymen is now become the 

jest of both.” (Brake, 56) 

 

• “Archbishop Arundel, an avid opponent of Wycliffe, penned the following to Pope John XXIII in 

1400: 

 

o “This pestilent and wretched John Wycliffe, of cursed memory, that one of the old 

serpant. . . endeavored by Holy Church, devising—to fill up the measure of his malice—

the expedient of a new translation of the Scriptures into the mother tongue.” (Brake, 56) 

 

• “John Huss of Prague also attributed the translation to Wycliffe, saying, “By the English it is said 

that Wycliffe translated the whole bible from Latin into English.” (Brake, 56) 

 

Early and Late Editions 

 

• In 1850, Josiah Forshall and Frederic Madden published the first scholarly printed edition of the 

Wycliffe Bible.  In which they distingue between two editions of the Wycliffe text.  “The 

Wycliffe Version” (Early Version or EV) was especially literal.  Latin word order was maintained 

at the expense of clear meaning and natural English word order. . . In fact, some of the translation 

is so literal that one cannot understand it without knowing Latin. . . The masses more readily 

accepted the second edition called “Purvey’s revision” (Later Version or LV) because it 

abandoned much of the wooden literalness of the Wycliffe version. . . Purvery’s emphasis on 

English idiom and word order enabled the revision to attain remarkable popularity.  The “people 

of the plow” finally had a translation they could understand. (Brake, 57-59) 
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• Regarding the notion that there were two different versions of the Wycliffe Bible, Condit states 

the following: 

 

o “It has long been understood by those who have had to do with the Wycliffe MSS, that 

there were evidences of an earlier and a later version, and that probably one was but the 

revision of the other. And yet great confusion has existed as to which was the earlier and 

what the later version.  The question, however, has been most satisfactorily settled by the 

admirable edition of the Wycliffe version by Forshall and Madden, 1850. . . in the 

examination of a large number of manuscripts, these last editors found one or two 

manuscripts containing a part of one and a part of another text, and that the earlier text 

occupied the first place.  Again they found fewer of the earlier MSS extant; also, that the 

langue of the earlier MSS was somewhat antiquated, and the style more involved.  But 

the chief evidence is found in the General Prologue, where it speaks of “the English bible 

late translated.”  From which we infer not only an earlier version, but aso that the author 

of this Prologue was the author of the later versions. 

 

• While aspects of the Wycliffe remain shrouded in mystery, Brake believes the following 

conclusion can be established with a high degree of confidence: 

 

o “The Wycliffe Bible was written by 1382 by several Lollards under the direction of John 

Wycliffe. 

 

o Nicholas de Herefords clearly participated in the translation of the Old Testament. 

 

o It seems probable that Wycliffe translated parts or most of the New Testament. 

 

o It is possible that John Trevisa also had a hand in some of the work. 

 

o John Purvey took up the mantle of translation after the death of Wycliffe and revised the 

Bible, perhaps with the help of other devotees, completing the task no earlier than 1388 

and not later than 1395.” (Brake, 66) 

 

Conclusion 

 

• “Not everyone embraced the arrival of a Bible in the English tongue.  The English Catholic 

Church’s opposition to a vernacular translation was predictable.  The Authority of the priests 

rested solely in the church.  The church’s powerful hold on the laity depended on biblical 

ignorance.  Any free use of the Bible in worship and though signaled a deep threat to the church’s 

authority.” (Brake, 63) 

 

• Anyone one possessing an English Bible was tried as a heretic.  The first question the inquisitors 

would ask was, “Do you have a Bible in English, or have you memorized any portion of an 

English translation?”  Any answer in the affirmative viewed as confession to an act of treason. 

(Brake, 66) 

 

• “In spite of the bitter opposition, the reading of the English Bible continued.  There are today—

six hundred years later—about 250 recorded copies of the Wycliffe Bible.  The large number in 

spite of intense Bible destructions and confiscations testifies to the widespread distribution of the 

bible during those early years.” (Brake, 66) 
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• Next week in Lesson 97 we will conclude our study of the Wycliffe Bible considering the 

following: 

 

o Circulation 

 

o Impact on the English Language 

 

o Variants 

 

o Impact on Later Translations 
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