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The Life of John Wiclif. 

Great movements do not as a rule rise in history sud­

denly and unheralded. Long before the storm breaks in upon 

us in all its fury the fierce and hurried march of the clouds, 

the heavy roll of thunder, and the blinding flash give us 

notice and warning of the approaching tempest. 

Great movements are usually preceded by movements of 

feebler energy, but in the same direction. Neither did the 

great event which stands almost at the beginning of the modern 

era, the Reformation of the sixteenth century, break upon 

Europe and Christendom like a thunder-clap out of an unclouded 

sky. "There was many a premonition, many a roll of thunder, 

many a big raindrop falling and sheet of wildfire flashing 

before the first crash of the storm fell upon Europe". 

Before Luther arose in Germany to expose abuses and 

denounce doctrines of the Papacy, there were men on the Con­

tinent and in England who in thought were precursors of Luther • 

. Perhaps the whole truth lay not 1n their vision, but still 

they caught glimpses sufficient and firm enough to s~ke their 

confidence in the existing Roman hier~rc~y and to drive them 

from tradition deeper into Scriptures. 

- Among these precur_sors of Luther John Wiclif is preeminent. 

In point of time he is anterior to Huss of Prague, 1369-1415, 

of whom Luther learned many things. These two, Wiclif and 

Huss, no doubt are the two reformers whose influence on Luther 

is beyond calculation. And since Wiclif pre~eded even Huss, 

we may easily recognize the position of influence which the 

former occupied 1n relation to the Great Reformation. 



2. 

Nor may we believe that Wiclif was father to all his 

doctrines. He also claimed an inheritance from his -prede­

cessors. We shall mention only the -moat important of these. 

Maraiglio of Padua and William of Ockham.. Marsiglio "defined 

the Shurch as the whole body of Christian men. laymen. and 

clerks alike. the whole community of the Faithful. The su­

preme power of the Church is in the Church itself. and the 

Pope has not power of supreme judgment in either spiritual 

or temporal things. Excommunication is the right of the com­

munity of Christians alone. not of t~e Pope". William of 
~ Ockham, "Frnciscan, born in England, but who spent most of 
~ 

his life on the Continent. was the other speculative intellect 

who united with Marsiglio in the Reforming work. He denied that 

the Pope was a spiritual autocrat. Popes are fallible and so 

are general councils, and the assembly of the faithful shou1d 

be constituted both of clergy and laity. men and women" (1). 

From these men Wiclif traces his intellectual descent. 

I. Wiclif's Youth and Early Education. 

There are but few medieval writers about whose early 

life we are satisfactority informed. The contemporary data 

are as a rule fragmentary, and the most tangible facts based 

on later tradition. To no ~iography is this more applicable 

than to that of John Wiclif. In his early history we must be 

content with much fragmentary information. 

Though Wiclif wrote a great deal, _h~ makes no reference 

to his earliest home or to his parentage. Our oldest au­

thority in regard to his birthplace is one John Leland, who 

travelled 1n search for historical materials in the latter 

------------(1) Carrick, J. c. Wycliffe and the Lollarda, pg • . 24. 



-,:-.-------------------
part of the reign of Henry VIII. Upwards of two centuries after 

the event of which he speaks, he mentions the fact that Wiclif 

was born at Spreswell, a good mile from Richmond in Yorkshire (l). 

Leland seems to contradict this statement in a different writing 

when he says that Wiclif was born in Yorkshire in the village of 

Wiclif. According to Lechler, Leland in the first instance 

is speaking of the birth place of Wiclif, and in the second 

of the place from which his family came, (2). 

Wiclif sprang from the lower nobility of Saxon stock, 

which retained many of the German traits for a long time. To 

this day Yorkshire speaks an ancient dialect, which bears an 

unmistakable German impress (3). This Saxon stock is a hardy, 

honest, and capable stock1and therefore a highly deairable 

element in the fiber of any nation. 

The date of Wiclif 1 s birth is entirely unknown. Since 

he died of paralysis in 1384, historians have argued that he 

must have been advanced in years, so that it is unlikely that 

he was born mu.ch after 1320 (4). His biographers, following 

the lead of John Lewis, have usually accepted the year 1324 

as the date of his birth. 

Wiclif undoubtedly received his first instruction from 

the village preacher of Wycliffe and learned Lat·in grammar 

from him. Without doubt he spent his boyhood at home until 

he entered Oxfor~ Universi~y. 
---------------(1) Lewis; History of the Life and Sufferings of John Wiclif, 

page l quotes Leland: "11They · sey that John Wiclif Haereticua 
was born at Spreswell, a poore village a good myle from 
Richemont". 

(2) Lechler, I, 262. 
(3) Lechler, I, 265. 
(4) Poole, 62. 
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We have no accurate information regarding the time ot ~ 

entering Oxford University. But it was the practice in those 

days to come up to Oxford quite young. It is uncertain into 

which college Wiclif was taken up when he arrived at Oxford, 

but the most probable assumption is that he entered Balliol 

College. This assumption is based on the tact that near Wiclit•s 

home on the Tees was· Barnard Castle, the home of John Ballioi, 

the founder of Balliol College, and on the tact that Wiclif 

himself subsequently became Master of Balliol, an office which 

by statute could only be given to a Fellow of the house (1). 

Student bodies in those days were divided into "nations". 

In Oxford we find Northern 11Boreales11 and Southern "Australes" 

nations. Coming from the north he joined the "northern nation", 

which upheld Saxondom over against the Normans, the rights of 

the people over against the king, the rights of England over 

against the Pope. 

The curriculum of Oxford included the seven liberal arts, 

the Trivium- Grammar, Rhetoric, and Logic- and the Quadrivium­

Arithrnetic, Music, Geometry, and Astronomy. It is almost 

unnecessary to add that at Wiclif 1s time Greek was unknown as 

a subject of study at Oxford, (2). "After about tour years 

the scholar would determine, at the age of perhaps 17 o~ 18; 

three years of further study wouid enable him to incept, 1n 

other words to become a Master of Arts" (3). 

we may add here that Balliol College was founded exclusively 

as a college of libePal _arts, and it was not until 1340 that 

theological fellowships, six in number, were established. 

-----------(1) Poole, 63; Lechler I, 274. 
(2) and (3) Poole, 64. 



II. Continued Education and Quiet Activitz, 1345-1366. 

We do not know exactly how long Wiclif studied at Balliol. 

But it is true that students gave many years to study in those>"". .... _, 

days. It was not at all unusual to spend ten years in stua;';,,,;~ ·· { ' 

at the universities. We have no official notice of Wiclif in 

these years until 1356, when he is listed as seneschal of Merton 

College, or, according to others who discredit this identifica­

tion of Wic1it- with the seneschal of Merton, until 1361, at 

which time he was elected Master of Balliol. Undoubtedly 

Wiclif received the degrees of bachelor of arts, and two or 

three years later that of master of arts, and then again after 

several years that of bachelor of divinity. 

The records of Merton College, January 1356, mention a 

John Wiclif who held the office of seneschal or "Rentmeister". 

This man has been identified with our Wicl;f by many and es­

pecially by Lechler. Against the identification historians have 

noted that Balliol College would not be apt to elect a member 

of another college to its head master. But we shall hear 

Lech~er. In an apostolic writing to the Pope, Balliol College 

had asked the Pope for the right of uniting the Church of 

Abbotesly with Balliol Hall for purposes of charity. The 

reply of the Pope mentions the fact that the students received 

only a few pence a week and that as soon as ~hey had completed 

their time of study they were dismissed because they could 

not continue their studies on account of poverty. Thi.a writing 

mentions the fact that the col~ege had a new benefactor in Sir 

William Felton and that he would supply necessary clothing and 

·12 pence per week, so that the students could peacef'ully remain 

in the hall, even if they did not take their :master's or 

doctor's degree (1). If Wiclif then entered Balliol College, 
-----------(1) Lewis, 4; Lechler I, 290. 
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the conditions of the school forced him to leave after com­

pleting his master•s degree. It is easy to believe that He 

then spent several years in Merton College, before he returned 

to Balliol as Master of that college. 

At any rate this fact is firmly established that in 1361 

Wiclif was Master of Balliol. He must have been elected to 

this post several years after 1356, since in that year a certain 

Robert Derby held the position and it is certain that Wiclit 

was not his immediate successor, (1). 

So soon as 1361 he accepted a college living, that of 

Fillingham in Lincolnshire, a small village ten English miles 

north_ west of Lincoln. Accordingly he was compelled to release 

t he headship of Balliol, perhaps he even left Oxford for several 

years. In 1363, however, he was back again, this time •resident 

in Queen's College, a fact which is explained by the practice 

of l etting rooms not required by the college to other members 

of the University. At Queens Wiclif appears to have lived 

for part of the year~ 1363-1365 (2). 

· In order to train good men to reform the abuses in the 

Church, Archbishop Simon Islip in 1361 founded Canterbury 

Hall for twelve students. Islip appointed Wiclif head of 

Canterbury Hall, Dec. 9, 1365. In the letter of institution 

•wiclif is styled a person 11 in whose fidelity, circumspection, 

and industry, his Grace very much confided, and one on whom he 

had fixed his eyes for that place, on account of the honesty 

of his life, his laudable conversation, and knowledge of letters" 

(3). 

---------------(1) Lechler I, 291 
(2) Poole 65. 
(3) Lewis, 13. 
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any of them that Christ speaks to? Certainly this pope knows 

not himself, and hath little matter to hope it; for 1n good 

\Yorks and suitable to Christ should this pope ground his hope" 

(1). Again, he calls the Church the spouse of Christ. "Christ's 

Church is his Spouse" ( 2). 

Wiclif held that the Church comprises those who have been 

el ected by God in eternity. If then men trace their conversion 

and t hei r membership in the Church to God's act of election 

in Christ, it follows that men are not dependent upon the 

mediation of priests and bishops andtheirconnection with the 

local church organization. Man has a free and immediate 

access t o God t hru Christ. In other words every Christian 

is a pri est of God. Wiclif supports the doctrine of the 

universal priesthood of the believers. 

When Wicl i f speaks of the totality of the elect, he 

ther eby indica~es a contrast, the non-elect. The decree of 

el ect ion is to him a twofold disposition of God. The elect 

God has ordained to everlasting life; the rest will receive 

punishment according to his foreknowledge. The elect Wiclif 

calls "praedestinati", the unbelievers "praesciti". He does 

not speak of a decree of damnation. Only once, says Lechler, 

did he find the expression "reprobi" in \Viclif 1s writings for 

those who are lost, (3). 

Some students of Wiclif are of the opinion that he 

identified the "totality of the Elect" with the Church 

on earth, the visible church. Only the elect are in the 

Church; the ungodly are not members of the Church, not even 

of the outward organization. They point to such passages as _____________ (!:1 J ,li.c..f..:.=, 1 I. S" -vt: 

(1) The Church and her Members, c. 7, pg. 355 in T. Arnold. 
(2) The Church and her Members, c. l, pg. 339, in Arnold. 

'-l T �~� �~� 
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these : "And here we take as belief that ea_ch member of the holy 

Church shall be saved with Christ" ••• "and containeth no member 

but only men that shal be saved" (1). "But nevertheless all 

that shall be saved in bliss of heaven are members of the holy 

Church., and no more" (2). He seems to uphold the view that 

only the elect are members of' the Church. He frequently con­

trasts the members of' the holy Church with the members of the 

fiend and disciples of Antichrist. "Each member of Christ is 

saved; and each member of the fiend is damned" (3). "And so 

men say connnonly that there are here two manners of churches, 

holy Church or Church of God, that in no manner may be q.amned, 

and the church of the fiend, that for a time is good and lasteth 

not; and t h is was never holy Church, not part thereof" (4). 

But Wiclif also expressed the opinion that the term 

"the sum of' the elect" in the sense of' the Church does not 

include the hypocrites within the Church. He makes the 

distinction that within the Church we find both real believers 

and hypocrites. This corresponds to our distinction of "visible" . . 

and "invisible" church. In a sermon of the Gospel on the 

royal wedding and the guest without a wedding garment he says 

"And so here in this Church are some ordained to bliss and some 

to pain, although they live justly for a time (5). 

------------------
(1) The Church and her Members, Arnold, III, 339. 
(2) Octo in Quibus Seducuntur Simplices Christiani, Arnold 

III, 447. 
(4) Arnold, I, Sermons of Wiclif, pg. 50. 
(3) The Church, etc. Arnold, III, pg. 339. 
(5) Arnold, I, Sermons of Wiclif, pg. 50. 
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Again he speaks of enemies without the Church of Christ and· 

of those within the Church. "But they be wolves within that 

say that they have cure of souls. and ravish God of his sheep; 

and feed them not justly, but rather move them to sin" •• "some 

are wolves without the fold, and some are wolves within, and 

these are more perilous, for homely enemies are the worst" (1). 

In both of these quotations Wiclif takes note of the fact 

that also in the Church of Christ on earth not all are real 

sheep, but that some are enemies of the Church, some are 

sheep of the Antichrist. The hYJ?ocrites also seem to belong 
. 

to the Church; they are members or. the "visible" Church 

or God. The Church proper is composed only or those who really 

believe in Christ, of the elect. ~he hypocrites may be in 

the Church but they are not of the Church, they do not belong 

to it. Lechler remarks in his biography that as a matter of 

fact Wiclif remained in uncertainty in regard to these two 

views. He finds no evidence for attributing one view to the 

early part of his life and the other to his maturer stage, 

(2). The view that within the Church on earth many unbelievers 

are mixed in, so to say, is biblical, and the view that 

all who are members of the Church on earth shall be saved 

is not. The hypocrites are not members of the true Church; 

faith in Christ, not outward membership in the organization 

of the Church, is the criterion of a true follower of Christ. 

This much is established definitely that the elect, the 

true believers, alone are the real members of the Church. or 

of the body of Chr~st. Since we cannot penetrate the heart 

-----------· (1) Arnold, S~rmons o£ Wiclif, I, pg. 140. 
(2) Lech19r, I, 551. 
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of man, we cannot know who is 1n tact a member of the Church. 

Whether our neighbor is among the elect or not is one of the 

secrets of God. And to this doctrine Wiclif joins the error 

that a Christian cannot be sure of his o,m membership 1n the 

true Church, cannot be sure that he will be saved. "For no 

pope that now liveth knows whether he be of the Church, or 

whether he be a limb of the fiend, to be damned with Lucifer ••• 

And we take this as belief, or truth that is next to belief, 

that no man that liveth here knows whether he shall be saved 

or damned, although he hopes beneath belief that he shall be 

saved" (1). 

We add a few quotations from Luther and our Confessions 

for the sake of testing and comparing Wiclif's doctrine of the 

Church with that which the Reformation set forth on the basis 

of Scripture. Luther held that faith alone is the criterion 

that decides membership in the Church of Christ. He says: 

11 Denn das heiszt nicht ins H1.11llllelreich kommen, dasz ich 

unter die Christen ko:rmne und das Evangelium hoere, welches 

auch die Heiden tun koennen und ohne Taufe geschieht •••• Sondern 

das heiszt im Himmelreich sein, wenn ich ein lebendig G1ied 

der Christenheit bin, und das Evangelium nicht allein hoere, 

sondern auch glaube. Sonat waere ein Mensch eben 1m Himmel­

reich ala wenn ich einen Klotz und Block unter die Christen 

wuerfe, oder wie der Teufel under ihnen 1st". (2). The 

Ap9logy of the Augsburg Confession says :"Die Menschen sind 

die rechte Kirche, welche hin und wieder in der Welt vom Aufgang 

der Sonne bis zum Niedergang an Ohristum wahrlich glauben", (3). 

------------------(1) The Church ·and her Membem;·Arnold, III, 339. 
(2) Luther, St. Louis, XI, 490. · · 
(3).Apology of Aug. Conf. in Triglotta, pg. 228, Art. VII. 
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Luther writes : 11Chr1stus 1st wohl ein Herr aller .Dinge, 

der Fromm.en und der Boesen, der Engel und der Teufel., aber 

er 1st nicht ein Haupt denn allein der fromm.en, glaeubigen 

Christen, in dem Geist versammelt. Denn ein Haupt musz ein­

geleibt sein seinem Koerper, wie ich aus St. Paulo, Eph. 4, 

15.16 bewaehret, und muessen die G11edermaszen aus dem Haupt 

hangen, ihr Werk und Leben von 1hm haben", (l). 

Conclusion. 

We note that Wiclif broke entirely from the Roman doctrine 

of the Church.He rejected the definition that the priestly 

order and the hierarchy comprise the Church, that the Pope 

is the visible head of the Church, that only those men are 

t r ue members of the Church who accept the supremacy of the 

Pope and of his doctrines and commandments. Against this 

definition Wiclif asserted that the believers constitute the 

Church . The Church embraces the elect, the communion of 

saint s. 

When he divides the Church into three parts and 

mentions the saints in purgatory as one division, he is follow-- . 

1ng the Catholic division. That is an error, for the Bible 

does not grant existence to the doctrine of purgatory which 

the Catholic Church holds. That the visible Church on earth 

contains also hypocrites and that these, tho in the Church, are 

not of the Church, is in accord with the Apology of the Augsburg 

Confession. Against the claim that no man can be sure of his 

salvation we quote Romans 8, 38: "For I am persuaded, that 

neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor pr1nc1pa+ities, nor 

powers, nor things present, nor things to come, nor height, nor 

depth, nor any other creature, shall be able so separate us 

---------~-----(1) Luther, St. Louis, XVIII, 1025. 



f'rom the love of God, which is in Christ Je·sus our Lord". 

Of ttiief' importance is that Wiclif broke away f'rom the 

Roman definition of' the Church and defined it as the whole 

number of' those who believe, who shall be saved, the com­

munion of' saints. Faith in Christ makes of' a man a believer. 

In this doctrine he pointed the way for his successors John / 
/ Huss and Martin Luther. ./ 

- 0 -
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