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It was Aristotle who said “wicked men obey out of fear;
but good men out of love”.
Love is what motivated John Wycliffe. His love for God,
his love for the Latin Bible (the only one there was when he
was growing up) and the love he had for his brethren, the
English and Irish people. It is difficult for you and I in
the 21st century to grasp the fact that before what we
know today as the United Kingdom, the only Kingdom
in these Isles that existed was the Kingdom of England
and Ireland.
What grieved John Wycliffe so much was that the
people lived in ignorance both of God and the
Scripture. If there was a verse that described the spiritual environment at the time of
John Wycliffe it was Isaiah chapter 59 verse 9 “…we wait for light, but behold obscurity;
for brightness, but we walk in darkness”. It is no coincidence that historians call this
period the “Dark Ages”; for when there was no light, men only had darkness to walk in.
In the midst of this darkness there were two powers who were competing for supremacy,
they were the Pope and the King.
The Pope claimed to be the Vicar of Christ and Universal Bishop; he also claimed
dominion over all the kings of the earth, making himself the “King of Kings”. This led to
centuries of bloodletting throughout Europe.
As for the Kingdom of England and Ireland, it had become subject to the Pope. This
occurred during the early years of the thirteenth century through the ‘humiliation’ of King
John. In 1213 the Monarch was left barefoot in the snow until he surrendered the
Kingdom of England and Ireland to “God, St. Peter, St. Paul and the Pope”. When this
event took place in May 1213 the people were outraged and the English Barons along
with the Nobles were determined to keep the Kingdom and their people from being sold
as slaves to the Pope and they compelled King John not to pay the tax to the Pope. This
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tax was referred to as “Peter’s Pence" and it was financially crippling to the people.
People power also forced the King two years later to sign the Magna Carta on June 15th
1215 and through this action, the Kingdom that had been laid at the feet of the Pope was
snatched back from him.
Needless to say the Pope was furious
and he issued a Bull which made null
and void any guarantee of liberty for
the English and Irish people. He also
left the situation that they could not
use the church office to baptize babies,
perform marriages or bury the dead.
As a consequence of these actions, the
Kingdom was in a sorry state with a
dark cloud hanging over it.
This struggle for liberty lasted into the
fourteenth century and by the time
John Wycliffe was born it had reached
fever pitch. It was with this backdrop that God raised up the man who was to become
known as the “Morning Star of the Reformation”.
In 1320 John Wycliffe was born being raised in Richmond in Yorkshire. Oxford’s Merton
College was where he studied and this was at that time the most distinguished college in
England. He went on to reside in Oxford where he became a notable and distinguished
lecturer. It was here that he came under the influence of a man called Thomas
Bradwardine, who was not just a great mathematician in his day, but was also very well
versed in Scripture. John Wycliffe himself loved the Bible and actually was to become
known throughout Oxford as the ‘Gospel Doctor’.
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It is as a theologian however that merits John Wycliffe the gratitude of succeeding
generations; even his bitter enemy Walden, in a letter to Pope Martin II stated that
Wycliffe “put up the strongest of arguments and left him astonished”. John Wycliffe was
a wonderful debater and his debates drew crowds into all the major halls in Oxford and
on more than one occasion there was ‘standing room only’. Attending these debates was
a group of Wycliffe’s students who would later form the core of his Lollards who became
responsible for preaching the Word of God in towns and villages throughout the realm.
By 1370, Wycliffe’s love of the Bible and his views on the church put him on a collision
course with the Pope. So far we have only seen John Wycliffe in the setting of Oxford;
now we are going to see how Lord puts him into a National setting. As the King and the
Pope battled for supremacy, John Wycliffe was to play his part in momentous public
affairs:- God was to use John Wycliffe to lay the foundation for one of the most
monumental changes in British history. When we consider that he had such a great mind
and that God had granted him a great personality to go with it, enabling him to on one
hand speak so gently yet on the other while in debate, to do so with great presence and
power. John Wycliffe the scholar was to also become John Wycliffe the great patriot of
England and Ireland.

Pope Urban V

John Wycliffe was the champion of our modern liberty. His actions
were at the forefront of a campaign to deliver his fellow countrymen
from the Pope’s demand for his damnable “Peter’s Pence” (This was the
Pope’s tax on England and Ireland). Pope Urban V in 1365 demanded a
thousand marks a year to be paid into the Papal treasury as a tax from
the people of England and Ireland. This Papal tax demand was an
insult to the inhabitants of England and Ireland. On the throne of
England at that time was Edward III. The Lord had softened his heart
towards John Wycliffe and King Edward was to later use his power to
protect Wycliffe. “…them that honour me I will honour…” I Samuel 2 verse 30
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In 1374 a Royal Commission was issued and John Wycliffe became the King’s
Commissioner; the purpose of this Commission was to rid the Papal yoke from off the
neck of the English and Irish people. These negotiations lasted for two full years and
eventually led to a truce between the Pope and the
King; the truce however was hollow and it was very
short-lived. During this time John Wycliffe
continued his studies, going on to become Doctor
of Theology at his beloved Oxford. Now that God
had given him favour in the eyes of the King, John
Wycliffe was determined that the Truth should be
made freely available to the common people. He
knew that once the ordinary people were made
aware of the Truth of God, they would no longer
Merton College, Oxford
put their trust in a Pope of Rome.
In one of his writings, John Wycliffe penned the following words: - “As faith of the church
is contained in the Scripture, the more Scripture is known by the common man the
better”.
With this in mind he set about the work
that the Lord had throughout his life been
preparing him for and that was translating
the Bible from the Latin Vulgate into the
English tongue.
The thought of English and some of the
Irish having a copy of the Scripture in their
own mother tongue became a task which
was singularly important to him. In
explaining why translating the Scripture
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into English was so important, John Wycliffe is reported to have said:- “If there were a
hundred Popes and every Papist Priest was to become a Cardinal, and every Nun turned
into a Mother Superior, there would still be more that we could learn from just one verse
of Scripture than taken from that whole sorry multitude”.
While his remarks had set the Papal world into a state of commotion, John Wycliffe
himself sat in his quiet Rectory in Lutterworth, opened his copy of the Latin Vulgate and
began to write. He took the Book that he
had loved for all of his life and began his
task, to verse by verse translate the Bible
into the English tongue. It is not
surprising to learn that at the time that
he set out on this grand work, the clergy
considered themselves and were largely
considered by their flocks to be the
performers of religious rituals and not
the teachers of Christian Truth. Out of
Traditional Latin Mass
three hundred and eleven clergy who
were questioned by the Bishop, one hundred and sixty eight did not know the Ten
Commandments or where they could be found in the Bible and thirty four knew nothing
about the Lord’s Prayer. Many of the clergy questioned did not even know what the Latin
words were that they muttered as they performed a Mass.
This dreadful state of affairs was quite understandable when you take into account that
there was no spiritual teaching in English.
On March 27th 1378 Pope Gregory XI died and his successor was elected amidst threats
and tumult among the Roman populace who were demanding a Roman for their Pope.
The Cardinals elected the Archbishop of Barri who was an Italian and he assumed the
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name of Pope Urban VI. This election did not go down well
with half of the Cardinals declaring his election null and
void. Thus was created the famous “Schism” in the Papacy
which for at least fifty years divided and caused scorn to be
poured on the Papal world.
The Lord was to use this upheaval and chaos in the Papacy
to give Wycliffe a degree of shelter while he performed his
patriotic labour of furnishing the English and Irish people
Pope Urban VI
with the Truth of God and the means to obtain their liberty
from Popery.
He had determined that giving the common people the Bible to read for themselves
would throw off the Pope’s yoke from the neck of the people of England and Ireland
forever, and the people would at last be free. John Wycliffe knew that to obey God is
perfect liberty.
The Schism with all the strife and corruption which it caused, prepared the ground for
the Reformation. It had opened the eyes of the people and enabled them to see the
darkness of the Papacy in a clearer light.
A tract that John Wycliffe wrote at that time called upon people to consider:“Whether these two Popes were not both speaking the truth when they called each other
Anti-christ”?
While all this turmoil continued to rage around him, John Wycliffe was able to get on with
his great work of translating the Scripture into the English language. Like his Master the
Lord Jesus Christ before him, John Wycliffe preached the Gospel to the poor and not
being satisfied with only reaching the humble homes in his local vicinity of Lutterworth
with the Truth of God’s Word, he purposed that the Scripture should be carried to every
part of England. Speaking about his intentions in regard to the task of translating he
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boldly stated:- “He was called by God for this work and that by God’s grace, every man in
the Kingdom of England would be able to read in the language in which they were born
with, the wonderful works of God”. But suddenly his labours stopped. Wycliffe although
only in his late fifties, due to the assaults of his enemies, his intense study and the sheer
gravity of the work in a hostile environment had caused him to age prematurely and he
was taken aside by a dangerous illness. The news of this brought great joy to the enemies
of the Faith and the Friars rushed to his bedside to hear him recant. They approached him
and said:- “You have death on your lips, be touched by your faults and confess”. As the
ill Reformer lay and listened in silence he instructed his attendant to raise him up in his
bed and in a strong firm voice that caused them to tremble he said:- “I shall not die but
live again to declare the evil deeds of you Friars”.
John Wycliffe may have been aged, feeble and in need of a rest, but the honour of God
along with the thoughts of the welfare of his fellow countrymen were pressing heavily
upon him; so much indeed that he prepared himself not only to complete the task of
translating, but to attack the very core of the Papal doctrinal system.
Norman Priests had brought the doctrine of
“Transubstantiation”. In this dogma, Roman
Catholicism teaches that by special words uttered
by its Priests, the bread and wine are transformed
into the actual, true body and blood of Christ.
In 1381 John Wycliffe protested against this
unscriptural dogma and posted his thesis at Oxford.
Every Papal Priest claims to have the
Its publication caused intense commotion with
power to transform a flour wafer into the
actual body of Christ.
many of the church leaders shouting heresy and on
th
17 May 1382 he was put on trial for what the church called 'heresy'. He was tried in a
court that was held in the main room of the Dominican Monastery in Blackfriars, London.
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Those who heard the case were made up of eight Prelates, fourteen Doctors, six
Bachelors of Divinity, fifteen Friars and four Monks while in the dock stood the “Gospel

Doctor”. This court had no sooner sat to try Wycliffe when an earthquake shook the
proceedings, but after a short pause the trial proceeded.
After three days of deliberation it was agreed that out of twenty four charges of heresy,
ten stood and the findings were sent to the then Bishop of London. His trial made a great
impression on the Commons, with Wycliffe petitioning the King. Forty years had passed
since he had entered Oxford as a scholar and the halls that had witnessed the toils of his
youth and the labours of his manhood now turned against him.
“Blessed are ye, when men shall revile you, and persecute you, and shall say all manner of
evil against you falsely, for my sake.” Matthew chapter 5 verse 11. Here John Wycliffe
becomes part of that number of honoured saints of whom the Lord
himself called “blessed”.
There was a hush that descended as the scholar and patriot stood to
his feet and a solemn silence blanketed the hall as the indictment was
read. The question was asked:- “DID HE AFFIRM OR DENY THE
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CARDINAL DOCTRINE OF THE CHURCH: TRANSUBSTANTIATION?” John Wycliffe in his
reply was calm but firm and he reproached the Priests for selling their Masses and for
robbing the poor.
He then said:- “God is Truth and Truth will prevail”. With that John Wycliffe left the court
and his enemies dared not say a word. He left Oxford and returned to Lutterworth where
his remaining days were passed without any real trouble from his enemies. God had
protected him and his work of translating was nearing completion.
The Schism of the Popes along with political troubles in England kept the enemies of the
Truth busy while John Wycliffe finished his labours for the Master. As his weakness
increased he was assisted in his pastoral duties by one of his fellows named John Horn.
Another man called John Purvey was to become his constant attendant, his fellow
labourer and confidential friend. During the two years that intervened from his
appearance before the Synod at Oxford and his death on 31st December, the last Sunday
of 1384, John Wycliffe continued to work in a zealous fashion. The friends of John
Wycliffe viewed his death as a glorious conclusion to a noble life. C.H. Spurgeon said:“When filled with Holy Truth the mind rests”. John Wycliffe went to his rest content in
the knowledge that the Truth of God was being published among the people. Such was
his inspiration that two years after his death, his good friend John Purvey revised the
English translation of the Bible.
During the life time of John Wycliffe the Reformation was born. It pleased God to make
John Wycliffe the “Morning Star” who lit the way for the other Reformers to follow.
Through the life of this great scholar and patriot the words of Isaiah chapter 9 verse 2
were fulfilled:- “The people that walked in darkness have seen a great light: they that
dwell in the land of the shadow of death, upon them hath the light shined”.
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Lollards, spreading the Gospel message of Salvation in Jesus Christ alone,
made possible by the uncompromising determination of John Wycliffe,
the Morning Star of the Reformation.
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