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While the Aztecs were founding what is now Mexico City 

and Moscow was being declared the capital of Russian.  As 

Louis IV was being crowned emperor of Rome followed by 

one of his first official acts; the deposing of Pope John XXII 

for heresy John Wycliffe was born in Hipswell, United King-

dom.  It was 1328 A.D., the same year the first fallen tree was 

pushed through the newly invented sawmill.  

When discussing events like The Reformation we often 

think of them as little individual islands of world history.  We 

tear them out of the pages of world history as if they were the 

only events of importance.  To offer a little time perspective it 

might be of some interest to note a few of the other notable 

historical points of interest during the first twenty-five years 

or so of John Wycliffe’s life.   

In those early years Wycliffe would have seen the beginning of the 100 year war as well as the 

founding of many colleges and universities such as Oxford, Cambridge, and others.  An interesting 

side point of church history is that Wycliffe was born about the time that the Pope banned the use of 

counterpoint in church music (look it up), and the first scientific weather forecast was given by a guy 

named William Merlee.  The attempt to forecast the weather has been a continuing challenge even to 

our age.   

When Wycliffe was 19 years old The Black Death devastated Europe and takes the lives of a third 

of England two years later.  As if that wasn’t bad enough, the Shogan of Japan forbids the drinking of 

tea.  Could it get much worse?  Yes it could; in1354 the Turks take Galipoli as part of their systematic 

move toward Europe.  Nothing happens in a historical vacuum.   

As previously mentioned, John Wycliffe was a pre-reformation reformer. He holds the record for 

one of the earliest, if not the earliest, proponents of translating the Bible into the language of the peo-

ple.  Until his day access to the biblical text was limited primarily to those with the ability to read Lat-

in.  Latin was the language of the educated, and the educated were, for the most part, the priests.  It is 

Wycliffe who receives the credit for the push to translate the Bible into the language of the people on 

the street.  And for a professor, scholar, and theologian at Oxford that meant English. 

However, Johann Gutenberg had yet to be born, so the idea of a method to revolutionize the produc-

tion of books wouldn’t be realized for another 100 years.  Copies of written works were still being 

produced by means of scribes and the long drawn out task of hand writing a text as it was read.  One 

person would read a text and a scribe or group of scribes would write down the words being read.  

When finished you would have one new copy of text for each scribe involved.  This was not what we 

would call mass production. Thus it was when John Wycliffe’s translated the scriptures into Middle 

English.  

Wycliffe’s hand written translation into the language of the people began in 1382 and was likely 

completed with the help of his personal assistant in 1384. This historic task of translating Scripture into 

the language of the people earned Wycliffe the title “Morning Star of the Reformation”.  There’s no 

way we could leave a man holding that title out of a discussion of The Reformation. 

There were men attracted to Wycliffe and his vision of the people hearing, if not reading, the Bible 

in their own language.  These men were called the Lollards, and are oft credited with helping Wycliffe 

in the push for the Bible to its first English translation.  The Lollards were primarily un-ordained men 
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who, as followers of Wycliffe believed Scripture was the singular authority for faith and life.  They 

believed scripture superseded church councils and/or the pope in its authority, and thus believed the 

people needed the option of hearing and reading the Bible in their own language. 

The Lollards would travel the countryside with a copy of Wycliffe’s translation and read the scrip-

tures to the people.  It would be the first time the common man would have heard the Word in English.  

However, because of the mammoth manual task of producing even one copy of a Bible there were only 

a few produced, and these were in the hands of the Lollards.   

Even with the Wycliffe Bible, the first English translation, the common man would be unable swing 

by the local Bible Book Store to pick up a copy for himself even if he could afford one.  There weren’t 

cases of Bibles waiting for purchase.  In most estimates fewer than 30 Bibles were originally produced.  

Secondly, the average man was still illiterate and therefore would not have been able read the Bible 

text even if it were and English translation. 

In 1382 Wycliffe was stripped of his position at Oxford and the doctrines he promoted were con-

demned. He died two years later, December 30, 1384 of a stroke.  The Pope was so infuriated by his 

teachings and particularly his translation of the Bible into English that 44 years after Wycliffe died the 

Pope ordered Wycliffe’s bones to be dug up, crushed, and scattered in the river!  

 

 


