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Sunday, October 13, 2019— Grace Life School of Theology—From This Generation For Ever 

Lesson 97 John Wycliffe & the First Complete English Bible, Part 3 

 

Introduction 

 

• Last week in Lesson 96 we continued our study of John Wycliffe and the Bible that bears his 

name by looking at the following points: 

 

o Characteristics of Its Appearance 

 

• Appeared in complete Bibles or in complete New Testaments 

 

• Appeared in a large number of manuscripts 

 

• Manuscripts bore the names of their owners 

 

• Was met with immediate opposition 

 

o Translation: An Extension of Wycliffe’s Core Beliefs 

 

• Translating the Bible into the vernacular language was an extension of 

Wycliffe’s core theological beliefs (See Lesson 95). 

 

o Reception & Response 

 

o Was Wycliffe the Translator? 

 

• Questions abound about how much of the translation was conducted by Wycliffe. 

 

o Early and Late Editions 

 

• There are two versions of the text bearing different linguistic components.  This 

reality has led some to theorize that there was an earlier and a later version of the 

Wycliffe Bible. 

 

• This week in Lesson 97 we will continue and conclude our investigation into the historical and 

textual impact of the Wycliffe Bible.  In order to accomplish this purpose, we will be considering 

the following points: 

 

o Circulation 

 

o Impact on the English Language 

 

o Variants 

 

o Impact on Later Translations 
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Circulation 

 

• Blackford Condit states the following regarding the circulation of the Wycliffe Bible in his The 

History of the English Bible: Extending from the Earliest Saxon Translations to the Present 

Anglo-American Revision: 

 

o “From the large number of the Wycliffite MSS still preserved in the public and private 

libraries of Great Britain, it is evident that the later manuscripts soon displaced the earlier 

ones.  It is likewise evident that this manuscript English Bible of Wycliffe enjoyed a wide 

circulation, notwithstanding the fiery persecution waged against its friends.  A dark page 

in the history of these times was recorded by Foxe when he published extracts from the 

Bishop’s Registers, which were filled with the names of the accused, with an account of 

the cruel penalties inflicted upon them.  Margery Backster was accused on the ground of 

inviting Joan Cliffeland, her maid, to come to her chamber “to hear her husbande reade 

the lawe of Christ unto them, which law is written in a booke that her husbande was wont 

to reade to her by night, and that her husbande is well learned in Christian verity.”  The 

accusation against Richard Fletcher reads: “A most perfect doctour in that sect, and can 

very well and perfectly expounde the Holy Scriptures, and hath a booke of the new law in 

English.  Those thus accused were forced to abjure their opinions, or suffer imprisonment 

or some humiliating penance.  Notwithstanding all this, the people during these evil 

times, eagerly sought and read the Scriptures.  To meet this demand manuscripts were 

transcribed containing separate books, particularly those of the New Testament. “These, 

because writing was dear and expensive,” says Lewis, “and copies therefore of the whole 

New Testament not easy to be purchased by the generality of Dr. Wiclif’s followers, were 

often written in small Volumes. . . By reference to the Bishop’s Registers it will appear 

that these little books were numerous, as they are often specified as being found upon the 

persons of the 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 tradesmen.  And it is not an unfair inference to 

suppose that there were those who were both able and willing to bear the expense of 

copying the manuscripts for distribution among the people.” (Condit, 75-76) 

 

 

Impact on the English Language 

 

• Blackford Condit does an excellent job of summarizing the impact that the Bible translated into a 

given language has upon that language. 

 

o “There is an important relation existing between Vernacular versions of the Scriptures 

and the languages into which they 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 a people.  “The translation of the Bible into Latin,” says Schlegel, “created an epoch 

altogether new in that language, constituting a late and, in some instances, a rich after-

crop of Latin literature.”  When Jerome in the fourth century translated the Bible into 

Latin, he little knew the religious authority, power, and dignity he thereby was bestowing 

upon the Latin tongue, He endowed it not only with a religious but literary influence that 

is felt to this day. 

 

o What is true of the Latin is likewise true of the German language.  Luther’s translation of 

the Bible lies at the foundation of German literature as well as the Reformation of the 
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sixteenth century.  Schlegel speaks with authority when he says: “It is remarkable that no 

other modern tongue has adopted so many Biblical terms and phrases, and introduced 

them into common language.  My opinion quite coincides with that of the critics who 

hold this circumstance to be most felicitous, to which I think I am justified in ascribing 

some portion of the continuous intellectual energy, life and simplicity, which 

preeminently characterize the diction of our most distinguished German writers.” 

(Condit, 79) 

 

• Condit then discusses the impact of Wycliffe’s translation upon the English language. 

 

o “Now what Latin and German versions did for their respective languages, English 

versions of the Bible have done for the English tongue.  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 language.  To understand the influence of 

the Wycliffite manuscript versions upon the religion of those times, as well as years 

afterwards, we have but to trace the history of the Lollards from the age of Wycliffe to 

that of Tyndale.  For in this history of almost a century and a half, we shall find that the 

religious life of the persecuted Lollards was based upon these Wycliffite versions of the 

Holy Scriptures.  Even in the closing years of this period, in the reign of Henry VIII, it 

was adjudged a crime to read or possess the Scriptures in the English tongue.  One of the 

charges against Richard Huun, who suffered martyrdom in 1514, was “the kepyng divers 

Englishe bookes, prohibited and dampned by the law; as the Apocalips in Englishe, 

Epistles and Gospels in Englishe, Wickleffe’s dampnable workes, and other bookes 

conteyning infinite errours, in the whiche hee hath bene long tyme accustomed to read, 

teach, and study dayly” . . . These Wycliffe versions are the visible links which connect 

the Reformation of the sixteenth with that of the fourteenth century.  “Wickliffe is the 

greatest English reformer,” says D’Aubigne, “he was in truth the first reformer of 

Christendom, and to him, under God, Britain is indebted for the honor of being the 

foremost in the attack upon the theocratic system of Gregory VII.  The work of the 

Waldenses, excellent as it was, cannot be compared to his.  If Luther and Calvin are the 

fathers of the Reformation, Wickliffe is its grandfather.”  Yea, so long as Protestantism 

means, separation between Church and State, hatred of spiritual hierarchies, the love of 

Jesus Christ in the heart, and the love of his word in the language of the people, the name 

of John Wycliffe will stand the first among its founders, and the chief among its 

supporters.” (Condit, 79-81) 

 

• The Wycliffe Bible was translated during a transitional period for the English language as the 

French language was starting to fall out of favor in some quarters and English was on the rise. 

 

o “The reign of Edward III was a transition period, to which may be traced a new 

beginning of intellectual life and activity.  It was this Edward who enacted, about the year 

1362, that the English language should be restored to the courts, that is, “that all pleas . . . 

in any courts whatsoever, shall be pleaded, showed, defended, answered, debated, and 

judged in the English tongue.”  The reason for this action was assigned in the preamble 

that, “the French tongue was too much unknown.”  This was a grand step in advance, 

favoring the people’s rights, for as yet the French was the polite language, but not 

understood by the mass of the people.” (Condit, 81) 
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• Translating during the period of linguistic transition positioned Wycliffe to have a greater impact 

on the development of English language than Chaucer. 
 

o “Though Wycliffe’s language was no purer than that of these contemporary poets 

[Chaucer & Langland]; and though he did no more than they to fix the language in its 

then English mould, yet we must attribute to him the greater influence, since, in addition 

to his writings he translated the Holy Scriptures, which became the book of the 

household.  A book most sacredly kept and religiously read; a book whose teachings 

were treasured up in the hearts of parents and taught to their children. And all this not for 

a single generation, but for generations even to the beginning of the sixteenth century.” 

(Condit, 83) 
 

Variant Readings 
 

• Since it was translated from the Latin Vulgate, the Wycliffe Version is emblematic of a mixed 

text.  In other words, it contains elements of both purity and corruption depending on the reading 

one is considering. 
 

• In terms of major variants, the Wycliffe version contains the long ending of Mark (16:9-20) and 

the Woman Taken in Adultery (John 7:53-8:11).  In this way it agrees with its precursor the 

Anglo-Saxon Gospels.  It also contains the major textual variant at I John 5:7 on the three 

heavenly witnesses. 
 

o “For thre ben, that yyuen witnessing in heuene, the Fadir, the Sone, and the Hooli Goost; 

and these thre ben oon.” 
 

• It does, however, contain instances of corruption as in the case of “Ysaie, the prophete” in Mark 

1:2 instead “prophets.”  Likewise, in Luke 2:33, 34, the Wycliffe version reads “fadir and modir” 

as opposed to “Joseph and his mother” in the Traditional Text and the King James Bible.  

Moreover, Colossians 1:14 reads as follows in the Wycliffe Bible, “lin whom we han ayenbiyng 

and remyssioun of synnes” thereby leaving out the blood of Christ.  Lastly, Wycliffe’s version 

does not read that “God was manifest in the flesh” in I Timothy 3:16. 
 

o “And opynli it is a greet sacrament of pitee, that thing that was schewid in fleisch, it is 

iustified in spirit, it apperid to aungels, it is prechid to hethene men, it is bileuyd in the 

world, it is takun vp in glorie.” 
 

• Please recall from Lesson 89 that we considered a sampling of textual evidence regarding textual 

variants in the Latin Vulgate.  The table below compares the Latin Vulgate with the Wycliffe 

Bible in terms of variant readings. 

 

Passage Vulgate Wycliffe King James 

Mark 1:2 “Isaiah the prophet” “Ysaie, the prophete” “prophets” 

Mark 16:9-20 Contains Passage Contains Passage Contains Passage 

Luke 2:33 “father and mother” “fadir and modir” “Joseph and his mother” 

Acts 8:37 Omits Verse Contains Verse Contains Verse 

Colossians 1:14 Omits “through his 

blood” 

Omits “through his 

blood” 

Contains “through his 

blood” 

I Timothy 3:16 Omits “God” Omits “God” Contains “God” 

I John 5:7 Contains Verse Contains Verse Contains Verse 
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• While the above table contains a limited number of examples, it is enough to demonstrate that the 

Wycliffe Bible has more in common with the Latin Vulgate than it does with the traditional 

Greek text and the King James Bible.  Why would this be the case?  Because Wycliffe translated 

the Latin Vulgate into the Middle English.  This fact is viewed as sufficiently established by 

nearly everyone who has studied the Wycliffe Bible with the sole exception of Gail Riplinger. 

 

• In her works In Awe of Thy Word (2003) and The Hidden History of the English Scriptures 

(2010), Riplinger asserts that Wycliffe and his followers did not use the Latin Vulgate to make 

their translation.  On pages 788 through 796 of In Awe of Thy Word, Riplinger addresses what she 

calls “Myth 3” regarding the Wycliffe Bible, namely that “Wycliffe Used a Corrupt Latin 

Vulgate.”  Regarding the matter she states the following in part: 

 

o “The verse comparison charts in this book [Refers to the charts found on pages 650-671 

& 712-741] dispel the myth that Wycliffe and his followers used a corrupt Bible 

translated from Jerome’s Latin Vulgate. 

 

. . . He did not translate directly from an uncorrected copy of Jerome’s fourth century 

Latin revision, the official Catholic ‘Latin Vulgate’.  The myth that the Wycliffe Bible 

came from this ‘Latin Vulgate’ arose from the misleading statement—“made from the 

Latin Vulgate”—added to the frontice page of an 1850 printed edition of Wycliffe’s 

Bible edited by Federic Madden and Josiah Forshall.” (Riplinger, 788-789) 

 

• In order to justify these conclusions, Riplinger presents a handful of citations from the writings of 

Wycliffe and other writers that I am in the process of fact checking.  In a nutshell, Riplinger is 

arguing that Wycliffe used copies of the Latin Vulgate that had been “corrected” by consulting 

Hebrew and Greek MSS.   These “corrections” served to “reset” the text of the Vulgate to mirror 

the earlier and allegedly purer Old Latin text, according to her argumentation.  No textual data or 

variants other than the one on pages 650-671 and 712-741 are presented to prove these assertions.  

The problem is that none of the examples provided by Riplinger deal with the inconvenient 

variants of doctrinal substance found in Mark 1:2, Luke 2:33, Colossians 1:14, or I Timothy 3:16 

among others.  The charts found on the pages noted above only depict examples where the 

Gothic, Anglo-Saxon, Wycliffe, Tyndale, Geneva, Bishops and King James agree against modern 

versions.  Readers of Riplinger’s work are left with the perception that the Wycliffe Band King 

James Bibles are in complete agreement with each other because Wycliffe used an “adjusted” 

Latin text.  Yet the extant Wycliffe Bible contains “corrupt” readings in the references listed 

above that Riplinger would never tolerate from the Critical Text and modern versions, a point on 

which she is completely silent. 

 

• Later, in her 2010 work The Hidden History of the English Scriptures, Riplinger stated the 

following regarding the Wycliffe Bible: 

 

o “If he [Wycliffe] had translated from the Catholic Latin Vulgate as some pretend, such 

persecution would not have occurred.  The myth that Wycliffe translated from the corrupt 

Vulgate has arisen because, after Wycliffe’s death, his associates, Purvey and Hereford, 

conformed certain places in his Bible to the Vulgate to avoid persecution.” (Riplinger, 

16-17) 

 

• In her 2010 work, Riplinger is forced to admit what she seemed to be unwilling to concede in her 

earlier work, namely that the Wycliffe Bible contains nontraditional or Critical Text readings in 

its extant witnesses.  Instead of viewing these readings in the Wycliffe translation as germane to 
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its source i.e., the Latin Vulgate; Riplinger argues that Wycliffe’s followers conformed some of 

its readings to the Latin Vulgate to escape persecution.  Such a suggestion is laughable given the 

known persecution that was enacted against the Lollards for even possessing the Bible in the 

common tongue.  This line of argumentation on the part of Riplinger reveals how heavily the 

“two streams of Bibles” paradigm of transmission looms in her thinking.  She is unwilling to 

think outside of the “two streams” box even if it means playing fast and loose with the facts. 

 

• The following is a portion of a popular meme that we discussed in Lesson 89 when we looked at 

the Old Latin and Latin Vulgate and again in Lesson 94 when studied the Anglo-Saxon Gospels. 

 

 

 
 

• The Wycliffe Version contains all sixteen of these verses that are missing from the Critical Text, 

NIV, and other modern translations. 

 

• Once again, from this we can conclude that the Wycliffe Bible is in far better textual shape than 

are modern versions.  Therefore, it bears repeating how badly the “two streams of Bibles” model 

of transmission skews the textual data and serves to mask how terrible the Critical Text actually 

is.  No member of the body of Christ had ever seen such a text, much less used one, before 1881. 

 

Impact on Later English Translations 

 

• Regarding the impact of Wycliffe’s translation upon later English translations Condit states the 

following: 

 

o “While the Wycliffite versions were translated from the Latin Vulgate, and in many 

instances may be obscure, yet not a few passages might be cited to show the possible 

influence of these versions upon subsequent translations.  Passages also are not wanting 

which show a superiority in rendering over more recent translations.” (Condit, 77) 

 

• The following textual examples were pulled from Condit’s longer treatment: 

 

o Matthew 7:14—How streit is the gate and narewe the weye, that ledith to lif, and there 

ben fewe that fynden it.  This reading is followed by Tyndale and the AV. 
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o Matthew 16:22—And Petre took hym, and bigan to blame him, and scide, Fer be it fro 

thee, Lord; this thing schall not be to thee.  The Genevan version reads Master, look to 

they self; and in Tyndale’s version the reading is Master, faver they selfe.  The AV reads 

after Wycliffe Be it farre from thee Lord. 

 

o John 3:3—. . . treuli, treuli, I seye to thee, no but a man schall be born agen, he may not 

se the kingdom of God.  Tyndale reads: except a man be boren a newe; while the Geneva 

version has begotten againe.  The AV follows Wycliffe. 

 

o John 4:23—But the our cometh, and now it is, whanne trewe worschiperis schulen 

worshipe the fader in spirit and treuthe, forwhi and the fadir sekith suche, that schulen 

worshipe him.  This followed by the AV.  But Tyndale has requyreth such; and is 

followed by the Genevan version. 

 

o Romans 8:15—. . . but ye han taken the spirit of adopcioun of sones. This is followed by 

Tyndale, the Genevan version, and the AV. 

 

o I Corinthians 2:10—. . . the depe thingis of God.  Tyndale translates . . . the bottome of 

God’s secretes.  Wycliffe’s rendering is followed by the AV. 

 

o II Corinthians 6:14—. . . or what felowschip of light to derknessis?  This rendering is 

adopted by the AV.  Tyndale has company; and is followed by the Geenevan version. 

(Condit, 77-78) 

 

• In his book English Versions of the Bible J.I. Mombert includes the following examples of how 

the Wycliffe Bible impacted the Authorized Version.  Please note that some of Mombert’s 

examples are the same as the ones provided by Condit.  Consequently, I have only included the 

examples that are unique to Mombert in the table below. 

 

Passage Wycliffe King James (AV) 

Matt. 16:22 Fer be it fro thee, Lord. Be it far from thee, Lord. 

Rom. 12:2 A lyuynge sacrifice. A living sacrifice. 

 

• In addition to these examples, Mombert provides the following extract of a lengthier passage 

comparing the similarities and differences between the Wycliffe and Authorized Versions. 
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Conclusion 

 

• Regarding the direct impact that Wycliffe’s Bible may have had upon the translation work of  

William Tyndale, Bible historian David Daniell states the following: 

 

o “Whether or not the first translator from the Greek into English, William Tyndale had a 

Wycliffe beside him as he worked is an open question.  Comparing passages in Wycliffe 

and Tyndale from anywhere in the New Testament is to find the same effect: that the 

Wycliffe text again and again has the same words as Tyndale, but preceded and followed 

by words and phrases so different as to be nearly incomprehensible.” (Daniell, 85-86) 

 

• After spilling much ink seeking to answer the above question, Professor Daniell writes: 

 

o “A large amount of research is waiting to be done here.  We may for the moment 

postulate that one effect of solid preaching from Wycliffe’s Bibles, before the 

standardization that came with printed Bibles, was the creation of just such a common 

pool of English Bible phrases and passages in people’s memories.” (Daniell, 89) 

 

• “The greatest achievement of Lollardy was its books . . .The 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 was.” (Daniell, 

90) 
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