Wycliffe Brings England Back to the Bible
KV 2 Tim 3:16-17
John Wycliffe was born in Yorkshire, England between 1320 and 1330 AD. He attended Oxford University and was an excellent student of biology, math, history and law. He was Master of Balliol College until he went back to Oxford to continue his education. In Oxford, he attended the seminary and obtained his Doctor of Divinity from Oxford. He became a professor there, and was a parish priest. We can say that he was an early Ph.D. shepherd. Because he wanted the Catholic church to turn away from greed and saint worship and reestablish the Bible as the absolute authority in the church, he was called the “morning star of the Reformation”. Most importantly, Wycliffe’s contribution to the work of God was the translation of the Bible into English. To understand Wycliffe’s importance and the importance of his English translation of the Bible, it is necessary to understand the times he lived in. 
First, peasants lived a suffering life, while the church was rich and powerful. During Wycliffe’s lifetime the Black Plague hit England killing one out of four people- the poor more than the rich. One wheat cake the size of a man’s hand fed a family for a day or more. Yet the monks were fat and broke their vows of poverty. The church instilled fear in people of going to purgatory so that even poor peasants paid the priests money for the forgiveness of their sins. 

Second, only priests could study the Bible. When the Norman French conquered England in 1066, they took over the English church, and required the use of the Latin Bible. But the common people only spoke English. Only the educated people could understand the Bible. In addition to this, the Bible was not fully translated into English. They had Psalms, John’s Gospel, and parts of the Pentateuch in English. Finally, the Bible was only allowed to be studied and read by the priests. So there was an insurmountable obstacle for common people to read and study the Bible. 

Third, even priests did not study or teach the Bible. If a person dared to ask a question about the Bible, he would be rebuked because the priest would not know the answer. Although many priests went to Oxford University seminary, the only real qualification to be a priest was the ability to memorize a few Latin sentences and to read and sing the Mass in Latin. Priests only read parts of the Bible that were important for their habitual worship service. They typically had never read the whole Bible. Furthermore, the sermon did not concentrate on the Scripture. Preachers took a very small detail of the Bible and made a moral lesson of it using fun tales and rhyme. The effect was that the preacher got the credit and attention instead of God. 
Wycliffe blamed the lack of God’s Word in England on the spiritual deadness and wickedness of his generation. He wanted preachers to go back to the Bible and teach the life-giving Word of God. He said, “But we believe there is a better way- to avoid what pleases and, instead, to trust in God and tell surely His law and specially His Gospel. And, since these words are God's words, they should be taken as believed, and God's words will give men new life more than the other words that are for pleasure.” 
When we look at Wycliffe’s faith and his works, we can see how Wycliffe came to translate the Bible into English. Let’s learn from Wycliffe how to study the Bible and honor God’s Word as God-breathed. Wycliffe was not like others of his day. He had deep Bible study. He said that as a beginner he was desperate to comprehend the passages of the divine Word of God, until by the grace of God he was able to understand the deep meaning of the Scripture. Wycliffe used all of his abilities to learn the truth of God’s Word for himself. He studied the Bible according to logic and asserted that ignorance of logic was the reason why men misunderstood Scripture. In fact, Wycliffe was called Doctor Evangelicus because of his deep love for the Word of God and his constant reference to the Bible.
After intense Bible study, Wycliffe learned the truth of God’s Word and how it differed from what the Catholic church believed and practiced. About the time he began to translate the Bible, there was an event in the Catholic church called the Great Schism. Two rival Popes fought to be the real Pope and excommunicated each other. This made the spiritual bankruptcy of the church clear. 
At that time, Wycliffe made a clear decision that the priests and the people had to go back to the Bible. They should stop worshiping the saints. The pope and priests should give away their great riches and become poor and humble, following the example of Jesus and the apostles. They should be shepherds of God’s flock instead of taking their money to forgive their sins. 
The church had accumulated many traditions and become like the Pharisees, not distinguishing between the importance of obeying tradition and obeying God’s Word. Wycliffe believed the Bible alone was authoritative and there was no need for the church’s additional rules. Of all the reformers who preceded Martin Luther, Wycliffe put the most emphasis on Scripture. Therefore, it was Wycliffe who recognized and formulated one pillar of the Reformation-- the unique authority of the Bible for the belief and life of the Christian.
To prove the authority of the Bible, Wycliffe wrote a book called On the Truth of Holy Scripture in which he showed that:  1. The Bible is free from error and, being from God, is the only authority. 2. Holy Scripture contains all truth and must be the measuring stick by which the ideas and rules of Popes, Bible teachers and all people should be judged. Wycliffe said, "Even though there were a hundred popes and though every mendicant monk were a cardinal, they would be entitled to confidence only in so far as they accorded with the Bible." 3. Since the Bible contains all truth, it must be available to all people. Wycliffe argued that in Acts 1, Jesus gave the apostles the ability to speak in tongues so that the Gospel would be understood in the people’s native languages, so why shouldn’t modern disciples of Jesus do the same?
Wycliffe believed in each individual's right to experience God through Biblical evidence, to understand Christ through personal familiarity with the Scriptures. He also believed that each man was directly accountable to God. But if each person was directly accountable to God, then they needed to have the Bible translated into their own language. This was his most deeply felt and personal belief. For these reasons, Wycliffe made the Bible the basis of all his thought and he determined to give the Bible to every person.
Wycliffe organized a band of “poor priests” in order to send the Gospel into all of England. The priests were to be poor without money or property, with constant ministering to the poor. He sent them out, as St. Francis had, to live simply and to give the message of Christ to the ordinary people in English in a simple way that the people could understand. The poor priests traveled all over England preaching in homes, at crossroads, and in fields, and ministering to the spiritual needs of the people. But they had no English Scripture from which to teach the Gospel and study the Bible with their sheep. Wycliffe soon came to realize that people needed a Bible in English, and set out to translate the Latin Bible into English.
It is not certain how much of the Bible Wycliffe actually translated himself. It is thought that he wrote the Gospels and maybe all of the New Testament. Nevertheless, it was his idea and his friends and colleagues that translated the Bible. The New Testament may have been completed about 1380, the Old Testament in 1383. In this first translation, we can see that Wycliffe and his friends greatly honored the Bible as God-breathed. They did not debate interpretations of the Bible or change the Bible in any way. They very literally interpreted the English from the Latin—even to the point of retaining the Latin word order when it made no sense in English. However, they soon realized the importance of a translation which could be understood by the people. So in the following year, immediately after Wycliffe’s death in 1384, a complete revision was made, one which made sense according to English grammar and speaking.
Wycliffe translated the Bible before Gutenberg invented the printing press. Every copy had to be written by hand. Wycliffe employed a large number of scribes, but they were unable to supply the growing demands for the Bible. Even though just reading the Bible in English was against the law and was severely punished, many people were desperate to read God’s Word for themselves. The English people were very thirsty for the Word of God, having been deprived of it for so long. 

However, one copy of the English Bible was very expensive. It cost 2000 days’ wages for a common laborer. That’s about 7 years’ income! So people could only afford a few pages of the Bible. Yet people were very eager to get even a few precious pages of God’s Word. One man gave a whole load of hay, most of a year’s income, for the few pages containing the Epistle of James. We take the Bible for granted, but we must learn from these thirsty people that God’s Word is so precious. We must value God’s Word like these people and really seek to learn and obey the deep meaning of the Word of God.

Wycliffe used the newly translated English Bible very effectively. Wycliffe gave the “poor priests” shepherd training to teach the Bible according to his English translation. He also organized them to go out into all of England and preach the Gospel. The “poor priests” joined with the Lollards, other Wycliffe followers who preached as well as copied and distributed Wycliffe’s translation of the Bible. 
Through the Lollards, the revival of Bible study began in England. They based their Bible study on the authority and absolute sufficiency of the Word of God. If they didn’t have a written copy of the Scripture they were studying with their sheep, they memorized the passage perfectly until they could teach the passage.  
Armed only with portions of Wycliffe's translation of the Bible in their hand, the Lollards and “poor preachers” preached to the people in English all over the country. Because they were being persecuted by the church, they preached in peasants' huts, saw pits, ditches and graveyards, wherever they could meet with people. They preached personal faith in Christ, Biblical authority, and a Christian devotional life. They also preached a clear Gospel message. Whoever was moved by the Gospel, they talked with privately and helped them to receive salvation. The Lollards had a huge impact on the common people, because they counted their own lives as nothing for the sake of Christ. In the two decades after Wycliffe’s death, many Lollards were burned at the stake, some even with their Bibles hanging from their necks to be burned with them. But the fruit of their martyrdom is that through the English Bible, they led a great number of people, even up to half of the population of England to meet Jesus personally and study the Bible as the absolute Word of God.
John Wycliffe died in 1384, about 2 years after the completion of the translation of the Bible into English. His written works were banned, as was the English Bible. But through the shepherds he raised up and through his clear stand on the Word of God, God made England a holy nation full of the Gospel. His spiritual influence produced fertile soil for William Tyndale, Thomas Cranmer and later English Reformers to further the work of God in England.
