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John Wycliffe was born into a “dry and thirsty land, where no water is” (Ps. 63:1). 

England, as well as all of Europe, was very much in the “Dark Ages” in the early fourteenth 

century of Wycliffe’s childhood. During his lifetime, he watched as one-third of Europe’s 
population died of the Black Death. He saw the Peasants’ War devastate England. He 

witnessed almost perpetual conflict between England and France, later known as the Hundred 

Years’ War. 

Far worse, however, was that the Roman Catholic Church dominated all ecclesiastical 

affairs and would bear no rival. To maintain their grasp over the continent, they put the Bible 

under lock and key, only to be doled out through church officials. Yet what was given was not 

even spoonfuls of the living water of Scripture, but the poisonous teachings of semi-Pelagianism 

and other heresies. God certainly preserved a remnant to himself, but they were a parched 

people. 

In this historical context, Wycliffe was born and raised in northern England, likely to 

parents of minor nobility. An intelligent boy, he was sent to study at Oxford University, where his 

privileged position afforded him the access and ability to read the Bible. By that reading, a seed 

of faith was nourished, and Wycliffe grew into the man we know today: a man in love with the 

word. But this love for God’s word made conflict with Rome inevitable. 

As with Luther over a hundred years later, it was the issue of money that first opened 

Wycliffe’s eyes to Rome’s abuses. If “ye cannot serve God and mammon” (Matt. 6:24), then 

Rome was certainly not serving God. Ecclesiastical office went to the highest bidder, and the 

clergy fleeced the people for every spare coin. Wycliffe saw the church’s lust for money 
especially when he was called to meet with papal representatives to deliver England from a 

burdensome papal tax. But the more Wycliffe studied, the more his focus changed from practice 

to doctrine. Then he saw that the very foundation of Rome was corrupt, and that only a return to 

the authority of Scripture could bring life back to the people of God. 

Rome hated this doctrine, and so Rome hated Wycliffe. But although they sought to 

condemn him all the way to the end of his life, his popularity with the people and friendship with 

the Duke of Gaunt (a royal prince) protected him from reprisals. Even when they did manage to 

expel him from Oxford, he only retired to a village parish to finish his great work: the translation 

and distribution of an English Bible. Having completed this work and having sent out the 

“Lollards” to bring it to the people, Wycliffe died peacefully in 1384. 

The “Morning Star of the Reformation” was gone, but dawn was approaching. What 
began as a trickle became a torrent as the living waters of God’s word spread throughout the 

world during the Protestant Reformation. In 1414, a man named John Hus was burned at the 

stake for heresy. Realizing that the doctrines of Hus had been taught by Wycliffe, Rome 

exhumed his bones and burned them in a heretic’s fire. Over a hundred years later, Martin 
Luther declared “I am a Hussite!” and thus completed the line from Wycliffe to Hus to Luther. 



More than any historical connections, it was the doctrines of John Wycliffe that 

connected him to the later Reformation. Remarkably for his time, he became convinced of the 

errors of such doctrines as transubstantiation, the authority of the pope, the power of the church 

to forgive sins, and many other of Rome’s errors. He taught such doctrines as the spiritual 

presence of Christ in the Lord’s supper and sovereign election and reprobation. But most 

importantly of all, he “was the first in centuries to teach the absolute authority of the Scriptures.”1 

The heritage left by Wycliffe is our heritage as Protestant Reformed Churches. When we 

trace God’s plan through history, we come to the present day and realize what a blessing it is to 
have such access to the Scriptures. “Therfor we that han so greet a cloude of witnessis 

[Wherefore seeing we also are compassed about with so great a cloud of witnesses]” (Heb. 
12:1)2 find in our forefathers an example to fire our own love for the word. We can especially 

learn two lessons from Wycliffe concerning the Scriptures: first to trust, and then to tell. 

First, we must learn from Wycliffe to trust in the word of God. He lived at a time when 

general human misery seemed to be at a peak in history. The Black Death ravaged the 

continent. Perpetual fighting devastated nations. The official church, called to be a light in the 

world, only added to the suffering and strife. In all of this, Wycliffe turned to the word, because 

he knew that the great problem of humanity was and is sin, and the only cure for that problem is 

to be found in the gospel of Jesus Christ. 

In our time, we too must trust in the word. We have experienced a worldwide pandemic. 

We can read of conflicts the world over. Many of us live in a nation nominally Christian, which 

yet perpetuates the greatest evils. And we have even seen strife in the church. Where can we 

turn? Whom can we trust? Like Wycliffe, we must trust in the inspired and infallible word of God 

that “endureth for ever” (1 Pet. 1:25). 

Second, we must learn from Wycliffe’s desire to tell others of the word. Wycliffe was not 

content with reading the Bible in his Oxford study, but he felt compelled to proclaim it to the 

world. We can hardly imagine the painstaking effort it took to translate and copy the Bible in a 

world with no printing press, or the difficulty of bringing that word to an illiterate and uneducated 

people. Defying Rome, Wycliffe wrote, taught, and translated to ensure the word could once 

again regain its rightful place as the supreme authority in the Christian life.  

Today, we have clean water in abundance. We take a drink from the faucet without a 

second thought. Likewise, we have access to the word of God in abundance. Bibles are easy to 

find, and we can even read or listen on our smartphone. But the questions come to us from 

Wycliffe: Do we thirst? Do we drink? And do we share those living waters? 

 

 

1 Herman Hanko, Portraits of Faithful Saints (Jenison: Reformed Free Publishing Association, 1999), 107. 
2 John Wycliffe Bible 1382, Textus Receptus Bibles, http://textusreceptusbibles.com/Wycliffe/58/12. The 

text in the King James Version reads, “Wherefore seeing we also are compassed about with so 

great a cloud of witnesses.” 
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