
Preparing the Way for the English Bible 
 
 
Without a Bible of Its Own: Pre-Wycliffe England 
 
For centuries the people who occupied the British isle had no Bible in their own tongue. 
Christianity came to England by the early 4th century; and though it was threatened with 
extinction in the 5th century, it rebounded late in the 6th.1  But the Bible, available only in Latin, 
was out of reach for the common person and even for some of the clergy.2  A short supply of 
individuals qualified to translate the Vulgate into English, plus the fear of corrupting the Bible by 
putting it into the language of commoners, successfully stifled English translation until 1380.  
 
That is not to suggest that no efforts were undertaken before 1380. Between AD 650 and 1000, 
several individuals sought to make portions of Scripture available in Old English.3  However, most 
such efforts were made on behalf of church officials who could not read Latin; a translation for the 
common people was still far off.4   
 
In the 7th century, Caedmon—a former herdsman—set parts of Genesis, Exodus and Daniel to 
song. Aldhelm, an early bishop, translated the Psalter (a liturgical collection of psalms) into Old 
English. The monk Bede claimed to have translated parts of the New Testament into Old English 
for those who could not read Latin. During an age when most English kings could not even read, 
King Alfred the Great (849–901) sought to increase literacy among the people, calling for various 
books to be translated into English, himself contributing to the work of translation from time to 
time. The code of law enacted by Alfred included an English rendering of the Ten 
Commandments. Finally, some interlinear glosses of the Vulgate, made by clergymen, were 
made around the 10th century.5   
 
Two facts need to be noted about these early translation efforts. First, none led to the translation 
of the entire Bible into English. Rather, bits and pieces of the Bible—particularly those intended 
for liturgical use in worship—were made accessible primarily to the clergy and monastic orders. 
Second, none of these efforts seriously challenged the revered status of the Latin Vulgate. The 
Church’s decision in AD 782 to standardize the Vulgate confirmed its commitment to the Latin 
translation, temporarily stifling hopes for an English Bible. The first serious challenge to the 
supremacy of the Vulgate would not be made until the 16th century.  
 
Events in 1066 put the prospects for an English Bible further out of reach, when the Normans 
invaded England, bringing with them their own language. Old English was gradually replaced by a 
hybrid dialect, Middle English. As a result, few people after the Norman Invasion could read 
Scriptures translated in earlier centuries. Further, Norman religious practice was dependent upon 
Latin; thus impetus for English translations of Scripture all but disappeared.6   
 

                                                      
1 Ibid., p. 272. The bishopric of Canterbury was established after Pope Gregory the Great sent a missionary to re-
evangelize England in the late 6th century.  
2 Wegner (p. 271) notes that many the English clergy were poorly trained in Latin, and some never saw a complete 
Latin Bible.  
3 Old English is noticeably different from later forms of English. Old English is also referred to as Anglo-Saxon. 
4 Jack P. Lewis, The English Bible from KJV to NIV: A History and Evaluation, 2nd ed. (Grand Rapids: Baker Book 
House, 1991), p. 17. 
5 See F.F. Bruce, History of the Bible in English, pp. 5–10. Also Wegner, pp. 272–276.  
6 Wegner, pp. 276–277. 
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Morning Star of the English Bible: Wycliffe and His Followers 
 
During the 14th century, a window of opportunity opened for an English translation of the Bible. 
On the European continent, the hierarchy of the established church was in disarray, as competing 
interest groups fought for control of the papacy. England and France, while remaining Catholic, 
left the Holy Roman Empire, setting out to establish their own sovereignty. Then, in 1347, 
England was hit by a crisis that sparked renewed interest in religion. Black Death decimated the 
English population throughout the middle of the 14th century; life expectancy plummeted below 
twenty. Traumatically confronted with their mortality, the English people were increasingly 
receptive to a religious message.7  A man named John Wycliffe, having survived the horrible 
plague, brought just such a message—one that challenged the authority of the established 
church.  
 
John Wycliffe was a popular Oxford lecturer in the 14th century. When he began lecturing on 
perceived corruption within the established Church, he incurred the wrath of ecclesiastical 
authorities, eventually losing his teaching position. Still, Wycliffe maintained a following—a band 
of individuals derisively dubbed “Lollards.”8  Among Wycliffe’s more controversial beliefs, spread 
throughout England by his followers, was his claim that a translation of Scripture in the vernacular 
(common tongue) was needed. Until this time and for nearly a century following, English was 
generally deemed an unfit medium for communicating Scripture.9   
 
Historians believe that it was Wycliffe’s students—not Wycliffe himself—who fulfilled the dream of 
a Bible in the vernacular. Without doubt, Wycliffe provided the inspiration and perhaps even 
supervised the translation. In any case, the English language received its first New Testament in 
1380.  
 
Though Wycliffe died four years after the New Testament was finished, his commitment to the 
English Bible did not. John Purvey, a friend of Wycliffe, issued a revision of the New Testament in 
1388. Eventually, the Old Testament was translated as well.  
 
The Wycliffe Bible stands at the crossroads of history. In one sense, it is a product of the 
medieval era—a pre-modern version that falls outside the lineage of later English Bibles. The 
Wycliffe Bible was translated from the Latin Vulgate, not the original languages. Greek and 
Hebrew manuscripts were not readily available, and they were not considered very important, 
given the presumed inspired nature of the Vulgate. While the Renaissance would bring a 
renewed appreciation for original sources, it was still nearly 200 years away.  
 
The printing press did not yet exist, so Wycliffe’s Bible had to be copied by hand, like other pre-
modern Bibles. Further, the Wycliffe Bible used Middle English; by the time Tyndale began 
working on a new translation, Modern English had emerged. Finally, the release of Wycliffe’s 
Bible was followed by more than a century of silence. Once the era of English Bible translation 
began in earnest—kindled by the flames of Renaissance and Reformation—new English versions 
were published virtually on the one another’s heels.  
 
Still, the Wycliffe Bible—specifically the second edition—foreshadowed the work of future 
translators. The first edition was a literal representation of Latin syntax and word order; its English 
was awkward and confusing. In contrast, Purvey’s 1388 revision showed greater sensitivity to 
English idiom, embracing a dynamic approach to translation to be followed by many later 
translators. Purvey sought to adequately capture the sense of each sentence:  
 

First, it is to be known that the best translating… is to translate 
after the sentence and not only after the words, so that the 

                                                      
7 Ibid., pp. 278–279. 
8 Lollard is derived from a Middle English word meaning “to mutter.” 
9 Lewis, p. 18. 
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sentence be open… and if the letter may not be followed in the 
translating, let the sentence ever be whole and open, for the 
words ought to serve the intent and sentence, or else the words 
be superfluous and false.10  

 
Purvey’s methodology foreshadowed the work of modern translators in other ways as well. He 
adopted an early form of the committee approach, employing “divers fellows and helpers… and 
other doctors.”11  Those preparing the KJV two centuries later would refine the committee 
process, securing its place as the preferred approach to translation.12  Before revising the English 
text, Purvey engaged in a form of textual criticism, faced with the need to sort through conflicting 
Vulgate texts. Purvey “gathered many old Bibles,” comparing them to one another in order “to 
make one Latin Bible some deal true.”13   
 
Wycliffe was nicknamed the “Morning Star of the Reformation.”  Clearly, the Bible that bears his 
name—though it predated the next translation by more than 100 years—was the morning star of 
the English Bible. Decades after the appearance of the Wycliffe Bible, two major historical 
developments transpired, forever changing the course of Bible translation. 
 
 
The Printing Press: Weapon for a New Reformation 
 
In the late 1440s, almost 70 years after the initial release of the Wycliffe New Testament, 
Johannes Gutenberg perfected his moveable type printing press. Initially, his press was used for 
printing poetry, indulgences and a calendar. His crowning achievement—though he profited little 
from it—was the Forty-two Line Bible (also known as the Gutenberg Bible), a three-volume 
production of the Latin Vulgate.  
 
The impact of Gutenberg’s invention is unmistakable: Before 1450, book ownership was rare. By 
1500, over nine million copies of various books circulated throughout Europe.14  More than one 
hundred editions of the Vulgate were published; and the Bible was translated into numerous 
languages, including German, Italian and French. In 1488, the first printed edition of the Hebrew 
Old Testament was published.15  Eventually, the printing press proved to be a catalyst for the 
translation and transmission of the English Bible. 
 
 
Compilation and Transmission of the Printed Greek New Testament  
 
Despite the invention of the printing press in the mid–15th century, not one edition of the Greek 
New Testament was printed for more than 50 years. Beside the technical challenges of such an 
undertaking, printing a Greek text might have been regarded as an attack on the Vulgate’s 
authority. Such an undertaking required one to compile and compare various manuscripts first, 
but study of Greek had long since been displaced by Latin in the West. Few were qualified for 
such a task.  
 
With the Renaissance came a renewed interest in original languages. In the Greek-speaking 
East, the city of Constantinople fell to the Turks (1453). Scholars fled to Europe, taking their 
knowledge of Greek and their valuable New Testament manuscripts with them. By 1500, the 
stage was set for a printed edition of the Greek New Testament. 
                                                      
10 Quoted in Bruce, pp. 19–20.  
11 Ibid., p. 17. 
12 Almost all modern translations and revisions were made by committee. Examples include the RV, ASV, RSV, 
NASB, GNT, NIV and NRSV.  
13 Bruce, p. 17. 
14 “Book Publishing,” Encyclopædia Britannica, 
http://www.britannica.com/eb/article?eu=117358&hook=397985#397985.hook. 
15 Metzger, p. 95. 
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The Complutensian Polyglot Bible, 1502–1522  
 
In 1502, Spanish Cardinal Francisco Ximenes de Cisneros, supervising a committee of scholars, 
initiated work on what was to be the first Greek New Testament. Actually, his goal was to publish 
the whole Bible—the Old Testament in parallel columns of Hebrew, Septuagint Greek, and Latin; 
and the New Testament in Greek and Latin. His work was known as the Complutensian Polyglot 
Bible.  
 
Ximenes and his team of scholars (including a Greek-speaking native of Crete) took great care to 
compile the best Greek manuscripts available at the time. The New Testament was printed in 
1514, followed by the Old Testament in 1517. However, to publish the Polyglot, Ximenes needed 
to secure the official sanction of Rome. Approval was not granted until 1520—six years after the 
New Testament was completed. The Complutensian Polyglot was finally published in 1522.16 
 
 
Erasmus’ Greek New Testament, 1515–1516 
 
Thirteen years after Ximenes’ team started compiling the Complutensian Polyglot, Dutch scholar 
Desiderius Erasmus (1469–1536) began preparations for a Greek New Testament of his own.  
Erasmus was a former monk who, like the Reformers, believed that the study of the original 
languages was essential to sound Biblical theology. Erasmus never joined the Protestant 
Reformation, but his Greek New Testament laid the foundation for early post-Reformation Bibles.  
 
No later than 1514 a well-known printer from Basel, Johan Froben, tried to recruit Erasmus to 
prepare an edition of the Greek New Testament. With the impending release of the 
Complutensian Polyglot, Froben knew time was of the essence. In July 1515, Erasmus agreed to 
Froben’s request and, leaving his studies in Oxford, he traveled to Basel to begin work.  
 
In Basel, Erasmus rushed to compile the Greek New Testament, complete with his own Latin 
translation. He hoped to find Greek manuscripts readily available; however, he was able to obtain 
only a half dozen for use. He worked primarily from two 12th century Byzantine manuscripts 
housed in Basel, occasionally consulting a handful of others.  
 
Several problems affected the quality of Erasmus’ work. None of the available manuscripts 
predated the 10th century. Together, they did not even represent the entire New Testament; a 
page containing the final six verses of Revelation 22 was missing. To account for the missing 
verses, Erasmus back-translated the Latin Vulgate into Greek, creating his own text not based on 
any New Testament manuscript. The 12th-century manuscript containing Revelation (which he 
borrowed from a friend) occasionally provided commentary to the Greek text in such a way that it 
was almost impossible to tell what was Scriptural text and what was commentary. Consequently, 
Erasmus added text to his Greek New Testament not attested in any prior manuscript.17   
 
Perhaps the most significant factor that undermined the quality of Erasmus’ Greek New 
Testament was its hasty completion; the full text was printed just ten months after Erasmus 
began work. Though the start of his work followed the Complutensian Polyglot by more than a 
decade, Erasmus’ text beat the Polyglot to market by six years, making his the first published 
edition of the Greek New Testament.  
 
Initial reception to Erasmus’ text was mixed. Theologians from Belgium complained that a Greek 
New Testament was unnecessary, contending for the superiority of the Latin Vulgate.18  James 
Lopez de Stunica, who worked on the Polyglot, attacked Erasmus for “deleting” part of 1 John 

                                                      
16 Ibid., pp. 96–97. 
17 For more information on Erasmus’ Greek New Testament, see Metzger, pp. 98–106. 
18 Wegner, p. 266. 
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5:7–8.19  Erasmus replied that in all the Greek manuscripts he had examined—both prior to 
publication of his Greek text and following it—he had never found the allegedly deleted words. 
Erasmus rashly promised to add the words to his Greek New Testament if just one manuscript 
including them could be furnished. Incredibly, after 1500 years of absence, a manuscript 
containing the missing words was “discovered” shortly after Erasmus’ foolish promise. This 
manuscript dates to 1520 and was written by a Franciscan friar who simply added the words, 
translating them from his copy of the Vulgate.20  Despite the suspicious nature of the manuscript, 
Erasmus kept his word, adding the statement (while noting his reservations about its authenticity) 
to the 3rd edition of his Greek text. 
 
Despite early criticism, Erasmus’ text enjoyed wide circulation. Though on the whole it was less 
accurate than the Polyglot, Erasmus’ Greek New Testament was first on the market and less 
expensive. Thus it became the basis for every edition of the Greek New Testament published 
over the next 300 years. It also served as the basis for many Bible translations, including the 
post-Reformation English Bibles. Martin Luther used Erasmus’ 2nd edition of the Greek to 
translate the New Testament into German.  
 
Later publishers perpetuated Erasmus’ work. The Parisian printer Stephanus (1503–1559) 
released four editions of the Greek New Testament. The first two were based on both the Polyglot 
and the Erasmus text. Stephanus’ third edition (1550), which was essentially a reproduction of the 
fourth and fifth editions of Erasmus’ text, came to be widely regarded as the standard Greek text, 
marking the beginning of the “Textus Receptus” tradition. In 1551, Stephanus printed a fourth 
edition, using verse numbers for the first time.  
 
In the late 16th century, John Calvin’s successor Theodore Bèza printed a Greek text almost 
identical to Stephanus’ 4th edition. Later, two relatives, Bonaventure and Abraham Elzevir, began 
printing a Greek New Testament based on Bèza’s text. When the Elzevirs released a second 
edition in 1633, they wrote in the preface that it was “the text which is now received by all, in 
which we give nothing changed or corrupted.”21  By 1633, the Textus Receptus tradition—based 
on Erasmus’ hasty compilation of a handful of late Greek manuscripts—was firmly established not 
because of its scholarship but due to its wide circulation. The Elzevirs simply added this 
marketing copy that resulted in the designation “Textus Receptus.”   
 
While the Textus Receptus has been transmitted through several editions, they all represent 
essentially the same text. Further, they are all generally representative of the Byzantine text 
tradition. In the end, the Textus Receptus proved valuable as the basis for early English Bible 
translations. However, it perpetuated many of the errors found in Erasmus’ original Greek text. 

                                                      
19 Late manuscripts of the Vulgate inserted the Trinitarian statement to 1 John 5:7–8 (inserted words are italicized): 
“For there are three that bear record in heaven, the Father, the Word and the Holy Ghost: and these three are one. And 
there are three that bear witness in earth, the Spirit, and the water, and the blood: and these three agree in one.” (KJV)  
20 Metzger, p. 101. Wegner, p. 266. See also Bruce, p. 141. The added words in 1 John 5:7–8 originated in the writings 
of Priscillian, a Christian from Spain put to death in 385 for heresy. The phrase was eventually added to the Latin 
Bible, though it was not present in the earliest copies of the Vulgate. 
21 As quoted in Metzger (p. 106) and Wegner (p. 268). 
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