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At this season of the year it is customary to commemorate the great Protestant 

Reformation when we celebrate Reformation Day. 

At such a time as this our thoughts naturally turn first of all to such great reformers as 

Luther and Calvin.  We must remember, however, that the Reformation was not a sudden, 

violent uprising against papal abuses, against the pope and his authority, against the darkened 

and immoral lives and teachings of the priests and bishops.  Rather it must be viewed as a 

process, rather long continued, of retrogression on the part of the Roman Catholic Church—

going from bad to worse—while at the same time God’s faithful servants were gradually coming 

to more and more light.  I know, we usually think of the period of the Reformation as being one 

of darkness, error, heresy, without any light whatsoever, until suddenly it was kindled by that 

man of God, Martin Luther.  Rather, we must conceive of it as taking place in a church, officially 

corrupt, yet in which was much light and real Christianity present, especially in the smaller 

towns and cities.  There were many faithful children of God, good priests who instructed and 

taught the people.  If this were not so, the rapid process of the Reformation could never be 

explained.  Nor must we consider Luther to have been an isolated torchbearer, even though it is 

true that through him the holocaust engulfed the Roman church.  Rather is he the culmination 

and the focal point upon which the open split took place, but his position was due to the work of 

many before him.  Thus it is no doubt true that the reformation in Bohemia under John Huss had 

its influence also upon Luther, and Huss received his incentive as well as much of his spiritual 

foundation from the Englishman, John de Wycliffe. 

John de Wycliffe is thought to have been born in England sometime about the year 1324.  

The exact date of his birth is not known.  He grew up and attended Oxford University where he 

studied for and was later ordained as a priest.  Rather interesting is the account given of his 

theological training in this university.  “The usual course of study allotted two years to the study 

of grammar, logic and rhetoric, two years to the study of arithmetic, geometry, astronomy and 

music and seven years to theology.  But theology as then understood was not the same study as 

now.  Lectures on the Bible itself were entrusted to the lowest class of tutors, and were regarded 

as mere preparation for the more important subjects which were to follow…and the doctors of 

the University regarded it as completely beneath their dignity to occupy themselves with what 

they considered such mere elementary work.  When a man had passed through this primary 

course at the hands of the lower rank of theological tutors who lectured on the Scriptures, he was 

transferred to the classes of the higher rank of the lecturers on scholastic theology.  He now 

studied the writings of the Fathers, the canon law of the Church and more especially the 

‘Sentences’ of Peter Lombard, who was considered the supreme authority in this science.” 

Throughout Wycliffe was a sincere and earnest student of the Bible and this served to 

open his eyes later to the abuses and evils present in the Roman Catholic Church of his day. 

The further student and early ecclesiastical life of Wycliffe we have not the space to 

trace.  We turn therefore immediately to his reformatory work.  His attack on the Church began 

with the custom, then strongly entrenched, according to which the clergy, priests and bishops as 

well as monastic orders held civil as well as religious positions.  This, together with the resultant 

wealth and luxury of the clergy was strenuously opposed by Wycliffe who advocated a return to 

the simplicity and poverty of the apostolic church.  In close connection with this was his 



opposition to the levying of ecclesiastical tribute upon England by the Pope.  In this he was 

supported by the entire English Parliament.  In this connection also he developed his doctrine of 

the Church in which he distinguishes the two different spheres of power, the civil and the 

ecclesiastical and maintained that the church has no secular power and is even under the 

jurisdiction of the civil magistrates in so far as it occupies a place within the limits of the state.  

“The king must apply his power with wisdom; his laws are to be in unison with those of God.  

From God, laws derive their authority, including those which royalty have over against the 

clergy.  If one of the clergy neglects his office, he is a traitor to the king who calls him to answer 

for it.  It follows from this that the king has ‘evangelical’ control.”  Even though we see this 

relation more clearly today and insist that the government does not have this “evangelical” 

control it must be admitted that this is a step in the right direction when contrasted to the Roman 

Catholic conception of the absolute dominion both civil and ecclesiastical of the pope. 

More important for the work of the Reformation was his conception and his teaching with 

regard to the Holy Scriptures.  The more the strife between Wycliffe and the Roman Catholics 

developed the more did he have recourse to Scripture as the basis of all Christian doctrinal 

opinion and insisted more and more that it be the only standard of truth and faith.  In refutation 

of his opponents he published a book in which he showed that the Holy Scriptures contain all 

truth and being from God are the only authority.  Directly connected with this teaching 

concerning the Scriptures was his attempt to bring the Bible directly to the people.  This he did in 

his translation of the Scriptures, with the help of others, which translation bears his name.  While 

this because of its source (as the original manuscripts were unavailable it was based on the Latin 

or Vulgate translation) is not the best of translation, yet it was the first attempt to return the 

Scriptures to the common members of the church, from whom it had been hidden for years. 

In this connection must also be mentioned the attempt of Wycliffe to have the Word 

preached.  This had become well-nigh a lost art under the Roman Catholic domination of the 

Island.  But Wycliffe sent out ministers two by two who preached and taught the people.  And, 

although this work, carried on after his death by his followers the “Lollards”, was largely undone 

through persecution, nevertheless, there in England was laid the foundation for the Great 

Reformation.  On the continent this was to take place through Huss and thus to Luther, and in 

England, these seeds sown by Wycliffe continued to grow until also there after several centuries 

it sprang into full life and activity. 
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