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John Wycliffe c. 

1330-1384 

Wycliffe was an Englishman.  

He earned a doctor-of-divinity degree from 
Oxford in 1372.  

Oxford under Wycliffe becomes  the spiritual 
center of England. University begins to look to 
the Scriptures for authority and truth.  

Powerful and frequent preacher 

1376 writes Civil Dominion calling for reforms 
in the Church 

1382 is expelled from Oxford University because 
of his opposition to traditional Church doctrines. 

 

 

Oxford University 



Wycliffe’s “Truth of Scripture”  
Scriptures are the authority for every Catholic tenet. They are the Law of 
Christ, the Law of God, the Word of God, the Book of Life—liber vitae.  

They are the immaculate law of the Lord, most true, most complete and 
most wholesome.   

All things necessary to belief for salvation are found in them.  

They are the Catholic faith, the Christian faith,—fides christiana,—the 
primal rule of human perfection, the primal foundation of the Christian 
proclamation. 

This book is the whole truth which every Christian should study.  It is the 
measure and standard of all logic. Logic, as in Oxford, changes very 
frequently, yea, every twenty years, but the Scriptures are yea, yea and nay, 
nay. They never change. They stand to eternity.  All logic, all law, all 
philosophy and all ethic are in them. As for the philosophy of the pagan 
world, only whatever it offers that is in accord with the Scriptures is true.  

Summarized by Philip Schaff,  History of the Church 



Wycliffe on the 

Church 

Criticized clergy abuses  

Taught Christians need not 
unquestioningly obey the 
pronouncements of the church 
hierarchy. 

Church itself was sinful and should 
relinquish its possessions and return to 
poverty 

Denied Apostolic Succession 

Said the true church is that of the elect, 
not the visible organization on earth.  

Called the RCC/Pope the Antichrist. 



Wycliffe on the Clergy 
“Instead of weeping and 

prayers, the penitents 

are advised to give 

money to the friar.” “They are more busy about worldly goods than 
virtues and good keeping of men’s souls. …  

They run fast, by land and by water, in great peril 
of body and soul, to get rich benefices; but they 
will not knowingly go a mile to preach the gospel, 
though christened men are running to hell for want 
of knowing and keeping of God’s law;  

They are angels of Satan to lead men to hell; for, 
instead of truly teaching Christ’s gospel, they are 
dumb, or else tell men’s traditions.   

They waste poor men’s goods on rich furs and 
costly clothes, and worldly array, feasts of rich 
men, and in gluttony, drunkenness, and lechery.   

They haunt lords’ courts, and are occupied in 
worldly offices, and do not take care of their 
parishes,”  

From How the Office of Curates is Ordained of 
God  



Wycliffe Calls Pope 

Antichrist and Devil 

 

From The Trialogus  

 

This doctrine is a manifold blasphemy 

against Christ, inasmuch as the pope is 

extolled above his humanity and deity, and 

so above all that is called God – 

pretensions which, according to the 

declarations of the apostle, agree with the 

character of Antichrist; for he possesses 

Caesarean power above Christ, who had 

not where to lay his head…. The Pope is 

the most cursed of dippers and purse 

heavers who vilified, nullified and utterly 

defaced the commandments of God.  The 

Pope is the potissimus Antichristi…. a 

terrible devil—horrendus diabolus.  



Wycliffe Condemns  

Indulgences/Treasury of Merit 

“They suppose, in the first place, that there is an 
infinite number of supererogatory merits, 
belonging to the saints, laid up in heaven, and 
above all, the merit of our Lord Jesus Christ, 
which would be sufficient to save an infinite 
number of other worlds, and that, over all this 
treasure, Christ hath set the pope.  Secondly, 
that it is his pleasure to distribute it, and, 
accordingly, he may distribute therefrom to an 
infinite extent, since the remainder will still be 
infinite.  Against this rude blasphemy I have 
elsewhere inveighed.  Neither the pope, nor the 
Lord Jesus Christ, can grant dispensations, or 
give indulgences to any man, except as the 
Deity has eternally determined by his just 
counsel.. . . “ 

From The Trialogus 



Wycliffe on the 

Eucharist 

 

Wycliffe Denied the doctrine of 
transubstantiation: Christ was “spiritually 
present” and was “apprehended by faith.”  

This denial took Wycliffe's teaching outside 
of the usual criticism of the Church.  

it lost him a lot of support, especially at the 
higher levels of society.  

Criticism of the Church and its practices was 
one thing, but this belief also brought 
Lollardy into the realms of heresy.  

 

•“The consecrated Host which we see 

on the altar is neither Christ nor a part 

of Him, but the efficacious sign of 

Him.  The substance of the material 

bread and wine remains in the 

sacrament of the altar after 

consecration.” 

If a mouse finds and eats 
crumbs from the Host, 
does he thereby eat 

Christ’s body? 



Wycliffe on Church 

and State 

1374 Named by Edward III to a 
deputation to discuss English 
differences with the papacy, he 
represented the government in its 
attempts to limit the church's 
power in England.  

Wycliffe taught rulers hold their 
dominion from God and when 
they are in sin, they forfeit their 
right to rulership. 

Big emphasis on Predestination: 
the church was the invisible 
collection of God’s elect, not the 
visible hiearchy. 

“The dignities and privileges 
that Rome bestows are not 
worth a fly’s foot.  Men should 
shake away the laws the Pope 
has made and return to the 
laws of God.” 

 



Wycliffe On 

Predestination 

The Church was defined in the Civil 
Lordship to be the body of the elect,—
living, dead and not yet born,—whose 
head is Christ. Scarcely a writing has 
come down to us from Wyclif’s pen in 
which he does not treat the subject, 
and in his special treatise on the 
Church, written probably in 1378, it is 
defined more briefly as the body of all 
the elect—congregatio omnium 
predestinatorum. Of this body, Christ 
alone is the head. The pope is the 
head of a local church. Stress is laid 
upon the divine decree as determining 
who are the predestinate and who the 
reprobate. …all popes cardinals and 
priests are not among the saved. On 
the contrary, not even a pope can tell 
assuredly that he is predestinate. This 
knows no one on earth. The pope may 
be a prescitus, a reprobate.  
Philip Schaff, History of the Church 



1377 Trial of Wycliffe for Heresy 

 

Teachings declared erroneous and the pope called for his arrest. 



Indictments of 

Wycliffe  

London (1382) 

Wycliffe Accused of 
Teaching: 
– That the material 

substance of bread and 
the material substance of 
wine remain in the 
Sacrament of the altar.  

– That Christ is not in the 
Sacrament essentially 
and really, in his own 
corporeal presence.  

– That if a bishop or priest 
be in mortal sin he does 
not ordain, consecrate or 
baptize.  

– That it is not laid down in 
the Gospel that Christ 
ordained the Mass.  

– That any deacon or 
priest may preach the 
word of God apart from 
the authority of the 
Apostolic See or a 
Catholic bishop.  



1380, Pope Condemns Wycliffe’s 

Teachings 

 

1980 Pope Gregory XI 
issued bulls 
condemning various 
teachings of Wycliffe. 
He was the last major 
pope to reign before the 
Avignon captivity of 
the papacy.  

The faculty of Oxford 
supported Wycliffe in 
this particular 
controversy.  

Still, he left Oxford in 

1380.  

 

 



1380-1384 Begins Translating Bible 

Into English 

Wycliffe translated Bible into English 

sent out preachers to take the message of the Bible to the 
people. 

 



John Wycliffe’s Bible 

This is a 
page from 
Wycliffe's 
Bible - the 
first time the 
Bible had 
been 
translated 
into English 
for the 
common 
people to 
read.  



Vernacular Poet and  

Wycliffe Sympathizer: Chaucer 

(ca. 1343-1400) 
1387 Poet Geoffrey Chaucer begins work on his 
masterpiece The Canterbury Tales. 

new emphasis on vernacular literature, or 
literature composed in local languages rather 
than in Latin,  

The Canterbury Tales Consists of stories told by 
a group of 30 pilgrims who left the London 
suburbs on a pilgrimage to the shrine of Saint 
Thomas Becket at Canterbury Cathedral.  



Wycliffe’s Final 

Years 

 

  

 

Wycliff came under 

the protection of, and 

possibly influence of, 

John of Gaunt, the 

younger son of the 

king. For many years 

this relationship would 

protect him when he 

was attacked by 

church authorities. 

1384 dies peacefully 

of a stroke 

  

 

Required Celibacy is not 

approved by God.  The Roman 

Church is a synagogue of Satan.  

Roman rituals are mere magic 

and the craft of the devil. 

Purgatory is an invention. 

Bath, England 



The Lollards 
Pejorative name (from Middle 
Dutch, lollaert: "mumbler" ).  

The first Lollard group centered 
on some of Wycliffe's colleagues 
at Oxford.  

However, the movement soon 
spread and became a strong 
popular force.  

Lollard beliefs popular with some 
members of Royal 

Chaucer was Sympathetic 

In 1382 the archbishop of 
Canterbury forced some of the 
Oxford Lollards to renounce their 
views, but they continued to 
multiply.  

Declared heretics by Parliament, 
1401 

 “We ask God then of his 

supreme goodness to reform our 

church, as being entirely out of 

joint, to the perfection of its first 

beginning.”  

(The Lollard Conclusions) 

 



Practices of the 

Lollards 
“Poor preachers dressed in modest russet 
cloth, were spreading [Wycliffe’s] beliefs 
at impromptu gatherings in churchyards 
and at markets. The bishop of Chichester, 
vexed by this new breed of unlicensed 
sermonizers, dubbed them “Bible men.” 

– The Faith, B. Moynihan, p.295. 

The Bible men disdained  all practices that 
were non-biblical. They ate meat on fast 
days; two Lollard chaplains….so 
disapproved of relics and images that they 
used a wooden statue of St. Katherine as 
fuel to cook a meal. They did not consider 
Sunday to be a special day. They did not 
confess and did not raise their eyes when 
the Host was elevated. Some went even 
further, [one] was accused of putting the 
sacrament in her oven and eating it.” 

– The Faith, B. Moynihan, p. 305 

 



The Lollard Conclusions, 1394  

Numbers 1-3 

1. Church: That when the Church of England began to go mad after 
temporalities, like its great step-mother the Roman Church, and churches 
were authorized by appropriation in divers places, faith, hope, and charity 
began to flee from our Church, because pride, with its doleful progeny of 
moral sins, claimed under this title of truth 

 

2. Priesthood: That our usual priesthood which began in Rome, pretended to 
be of power more lofty than the angels, is not that priesthood which Christ 
ordained for His apostles.  This conclusion is proved because the Roman 
priesthood is bestowed with signs, rites, and pontifical blessings, of small 
virtue, nowhere exemplified in Holy Scripture.  

 

3. Celebacy: That the law of continence enjoined on priests, which was first 
ordained to the prejudice of women, brings sodomy into all the Holy Church .  

 



The Lollard Conclusions, 1394  

Numbers 4-6 

4. Eucharist: That the pretended miracle of the sacrament of bread drives all 
men, but a few, to idolatry, because they think that the Body of Christ which 
is never away from heaven could by the power of the priest’s word be 
enclosed essentially in a little bread which they show the people.  

 

5. Exorcisms: That exorcisms and blessings performed over wine, bread, 
water and oil, salt, wax, and incense, the stones of the altar, and church 
walls, over clothing, mitre, cross, and pilgrims’ staves, are the genuine 
performance of necromancy rather than sacred theology . 

 

6. Church and State   A king and a bishop all in one person, a prelate and a 
justice in temporal cause, a curate and an officer in worldly service, make 
every realm out of good rule. This conclusion is openly showed, for 
temporality and spirituality be two parts of Holy Church and therefore he 
that hath taken him to the one should not meddle him with the other. 

 
 



The Lollard Conclusions, 1394  

Numbers 7-9 

7. Prayers for the Dead: That special prayers for the souls of the dead offered 
in our Church, preferring one before another in name, are a false foundation of 
alms, and for that reason all houses of alms in England have been wrongly 
founded . . .  

 

8. Pilgramages: That pilgrimages, prayers, and offerings made to blind crosses 
or roods, and to deaf images of wood and stone, are pretty well akin to idolatry, 
and far from alms, and although these be forbidden and imaginary, a book of 
error to the lay folk, still the customary image of the Trinity is especially 
abominable . . .  

 

9. Confession: That auricular confession which is said to be so necessary to the 
salvation of a man, with its pretended power of absolution, exalts the arrogance 
of priests and gives them opportunity of other secret colloquies which we will 
not speak of; for both lords and ladies attest that, for fear of their confessors, 
they dare not speak the truth . . . 

 



The Lollard Conclusions, 1394  

Numbers 10-12 
 
10. War and Crusades: That manslaughter in war, or by pretended law of 
justice for a temporal cause, without spiritual revelation, is expressly contrary 
to the New Testament, which indeed is the law of grace and full of mercies . . 
.That the vow of continence made in our Church by women who are frail and 
imperfect in nature, is the cause of bringing the gravest horrible sins possible 
to human nature . . . The corollary is: And knights, that run to heathens to get 
them a name in slaying of men, get much maugré of the King of Peace; for the 
meekness and sufferance our belief was multiplied, and fighters and 
manslayers Jesus Christ hates.  

 

11. Nuns: A vow of continence made in our church of women…,is cause of 
bringing in of most horrible sin possible to man kind.  

 

12. Extravagance in Churches: the multitude of crafts not needful used in our 
church nourishes much sin in waste, curiosity, and disguising. .. For though to 
these crafts named were much more needful in the Old Law, the New 
testament hath voided these and many others. 



William Thorpe’s Lollard Sermon, 1407 

WILLIAM THORPE came unto the town of Shrewsbury, and, through 
leave granted to him to preach, he said openly in St. Chad's Church, in his 
sermon,  

– That the Sacrament of the Altar after the consecration was material 
bread.  

– That images should in no wise be worshipped.  

– That men should not go on any Pilgrimages.  

– That Priests have no title to tithes.  

– That it is not lawful to take oaths..  

"For … though [the Pilgrims] that have fleshly wills, travel for their bodies, 
and spend … money to seek and to visit the bones or images, … of this 
saint and of that: such pilgrimage-going is neither praisable nor thankful to 
GOD, nor to any Saint of GOD; since, in effect, all such pilgrims despise 
GOD and all His commandments and Saints. For the commandments of 
GOD they will neither know nor keep, nor conform them to live virtuously 
by example Of CHRIST and of his Saints.'  



Lollard Thorpe Describes Canterbury’s 

Pilgrim’s 

“Whosoever will, [examine] twenty of these 
pilgrims..shall not find three men or women that 
know surely a Commandment of GOD , nor can 
say their Pater noster and Ave MARIA nor their 
Credo, readily in any manner of language. And 
as I have learned, and also know somewhat by 
experience of these same pilgrims, telling the 
cause why that many men and women go hither 
and thither now on pilgrimages, it is more for 
the health of their bodies, than of their souls! 
more for to have richesse and prosperity of this 
world, than for to be enriched with virtues in 
their souls! more to have here worldly and 
fleshly friendship, than for to have friendship of 
GOD and of His saints in heaven. For 
whatsoever thing a man or woman doth, the 
friendship of GOD, nor of any other Saint, 
cannot be had without keeping of GOD's 
commandments.'  



Lollards Viewed as a Threat, Outlawed 

Lollards believed that  

– Christianity should be soley based on the 
Bible;  

– everyone should have access to a vernacular 
Bible;  

– everyone should be allowed to interpret its 
meaning for themselves.  

This posed a threat at the time because the 
Church was the sole authority on the Bible, 
and it was usually its interpretation of the 
Bible that permeated society.  

Some members of the nobility, including 
some at the King's Court, were attracted to 
Lollard ideas.  

. Between 1384 and 1396, a large Lollardic 
compilation known as the Floretum was 
produced and widely circulated, as well as 
the Bible translation, and this suggests that 
money and organization were available.  

 



William Sawtrey, 

first Lollard 

martyr 

Ordered to appear at St. Paul's on February 12, 
1401 and give an account of his teachings. 
Sawtrey said, "Instead of adoring the cross on 
which Christ suffered, I adore Christ who 
suffered on it." 

Accused of teaching:  

– that the bread of the Eucharist after 
consecration was indeed the bread of life, 
but insisted it was just bread all the same.  

– that it was a better use of time to preach to 
the lost than to recite certain prayers.  

– that money spent on pilgrimmages to save 
one's soul would be better spent helping the 
poor.  

condemned as a heretic. Under the new law, this 
meant he would burn. Through seven steps 
called "degradation" he was removed from 
being a priest and handed over to the secular 
authorities to die. His appeal was denied and he 
was burned to death at Smithfield in front of a 
crowd of spectators.  



The Oldcastle 

rebellion 

Sir John Oldcastle, “Lollard” knight 

accused of heresy c. 1410 -- 

condemned to execution; imprisoned in 
tower 

escapes and rallies rebels 

Jan 1414, uprising vs. London with 
support of Lollard communities 

Lollard rising was quickly defeated by 
Henry V; 

He was burned to death over a slow fire, 
the first martyr for Christ among the 
English nobility. (c. 1225-1274) 

marked the end of the Lollards' overt 
political influence.  

 

"It is well, though you 
condemn my body, you 
can do no harm to my 
soul by the grace of my 
eternal God."  

 



Wycliffe’s Teachings and 

English Bibles Banned 

1408 Council of Oxford forbids translations of 

the Scriptures into the vernacular unless and 

until they were fully approved by Church 

authority 

 1409 Pope Alexander V publicly burns 200 of 

John Wycliffe's writings. 

 



The Council of Constance 1414-1418 

1418,Constance 

condemned him 

officially as a 

heretic,  

1428, his bones 

were dug up and 

burned; ashes 

scattered in river 



Lollards Merge Into Reformation 

Lollards movement continued in 

England, and still existed at the 

time Luther's teaching broke into 

England at the Reformation.  

A Lollard revival began c. 1500, 

and by 1530 the old Lollard and 

the new Protestant forces had 

begun to merge.  

The Lollard tradition predisposed 

opinion in favor of Henry VIII's 

anticlerical legislation.  



Wycliffe Anticipated the Reformation 

“In looking over the career and opinions of John Wyclif, it becomes evident that 
in almost every doctrinal particular did this man anticipate the Reformers. The 
more his utterances are studied, the stronger becomes this conviction. He 
exalted preaching; he insisted upon the circulation of the Scriptures among the 
laity; he demanded purity and fidelity of the clergy; he denied infallibility to the 
papal utterances, and went so far as to declare that the papacy is not essential to 
the being of the Church. He defined the Church as the congregation of the elect; 
he showed the unscriptural and unreasonable character of the doctrine of 
transubstantiation; he pronounced priestly absolution a declarative act. He 
dissented from the common notion about pilgrimages; he justified marriage on 
biblical grounds as honorable among all men; he appealed for liberty for the 
monk to renounce his vow, and to betake himself to some useful work. 

The doctrine of justification by faith Wyclif did not state. However, he 
constantly uses such expressions as, that to believe in Christ is life. The doctrine 
of merit is denied, and Christ’s mediation is made all-sufficient. He approached 
close to the Reformers when he pronounced "faith the supreme theology,"—
fides est summa theologia,—and that only by the study of the Scriptures is it 
possible to become a Christian. “ 

Philip Schaff, History of the Church  



Questions to Consider 
If Scriptures alone are to be our guide, what role do the 
Protestant confessions or tradition play? 

Some Presbyterians and other “Reformed” thinkers call those 
who rely exclusively on the Bible as “Biblicists” and argue 
that we should interpret the Bible with the lens of the 
confessions.  Are they right? 

If they are right, how is that any different than the Catholic 
and Orthodox teaching that Scriptures are to be interpreted 
by the Church or supplemented by tradition? 

Should all tradition be cast aside in favor of returning to a 
primitive New Testament church? 

If so, does that make you an “Anabaptist”? 

In all seriousness, could the papacy really have been the anti-
christ, the Harlot of Babylon referred to in Revelation and 
elsewhere? 

Is Christ present in any special way during the Lord’s Supper 
that is different than when 2 or 3 are gathered in his name? 

Is sodomy a natural consequence of requiring celibacy of 
priests? 

Are you a “double predestinationist”? Why not? 

 
 


