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From God to Man: How We Got Our English Bibles – Part 1  
Philippians 4.18–20  

Don Ruhl • Savage Street, Grants Pass, Oregon • December 8, In the year of our Lord Christ, 2019  
Scripture Reader and Reading: Billy Henshall – Psalm 23.1–3  

Song Leader and Song Suggestions: Phil Joseph – Anything on the word of God  

Prelude:  

I. Have you watched the translators for world leaders  

A. who can listen, translate in their minds, and  

1. speak the translation to their client,  

2. in what seems to be simultaneous action,  

B. while the two world leaders continue their discussion  

1. without pausing to give the translators time  

2. to do the translating and then speak it?  

II. Translating the Bible into English was not and is not like that.  

III. I once told a Christian man  

A. that the Bible was not written originally in English, and  

B. much to my surprise,  

1. that surprised and shocked him.  

2. If you have been a member here for any length of time,  

a) you have heard me say numerous times  

b) that koine Greek was the original language of the New Testament, and  

(1) that Hebrew, with a few places in Aramaic,  

(2) was the original language of the Old Testament.  

(a) That means in order for us to have English Bibles,  

(b) someone, actually many people,  

i) had to become experts in the English language, and  

(1) the dialect of English that is native to their country, and  

ii) they had to become experts in the original language.  
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IV. Did you know that brother Hugo McCord was an expert in both.  

A. You may know that he put out his own English New Testament, and  

1. he later added Genesis, Psalms, and Proverbs,  

2. intending on doing the whole Old Testament  

a) before he died in 2004 here in the Pacific Northwest.  

b) Brother Paul Hannan can show you his Bible,  

(1) which is McCord’s translation, The Everlasting Gospel,  

(2) which he called The Freed-Hardeman version.  

(a) I believe that he had all proceeds from the sale of his version  

(b) go to that university.  

B. What you may not know about Hugo  

1. is that when he preached,  

2. he did not have an English Bible in the pulpit, but  

a) he had a Bible that had both the Hebrew and the Greek, and  

b) I do not mean an interlinear  

(1) that has the original language with a translation underneath,  

(2) no, it was nothing but Hebrew and Greek, and  

(a) as he preached,  

(b) if he read the Scriptures,  

i) he was actually translating it as he read publicly!  

ii) He did not learn to do that in just a short time, but  

(1) he devoted his life to it, and  

(2) had numerous degrees related to Bible and languages.  

V. My point about Hugo McCord  

A. is that those who have translated the Bible for us  

B. that we might read it in our language,  
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1. have performed a priceless service for us, and  

2. for the most part we do not even know who they were,  

a) while McCord spent huge amounts of money, effort, and time, and  

b) others sacrificed not only parts of their lives, but their lives.  

(1) None of them,  

(2) including McCord,  

(a) sought any attention.  

(b) They just wanted to make God’s word available in English.  

VI. Six centuries ago,  

A. you could have been burned alive at the stake  

B. for producing or possessing a Bible in English!  

1. Would you think about that the next time you open God’s word?  

2. How many people in the Scriptures died  

a) that we might enjoy the riches of Christ  

b) as revealed in the Scriptures, and  

(1) how many people outside of the Scriptures died  

(2) that we might be able to read the Bible in English?  

VII.What was the reason for such persecution?  

A. What is amazing about it  

1. is that it was the church or a specific  

2. that carried out this persecution!  

B. The church then in power  

C. wanted to keep the Bible in Latin, for then  

1. the people had to depend upon the church  

2. for teaching and for explaining the Bible.  

a) That is power.  
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b) That is intoxicating and  

(1) when you have that kind of power,  

(2) you do not give it up without a fight.  

Persuasion:  

I. Singing the Scriptures in English  

A. Caedmon, a cow-herder,  

1. is the first one to put Scripture into English and  

2. he did it in song.  

a) He lived around 657 to 684 and  

b) by his songs he influenced many people.  

B. Here are the lyrics of his sole surviving song in Modern English:  
 
Now [we] must honour the Guardian of heaven,  
the might of the architect, and his purpose,  
the work of the Father of glory  
as he, the eternal Lord, established the beginning of wonders;  
he first created for the children of men  
heaven as a roof, the holy creator  
Then the Guardian of mankind,  
the eternal Lord, afterwards appointed the middle earth,  
the lands for men, the Lord almighty.  

II. A Monk Who Continued Translating Even While Dying  

A. A monk named Bede, who lived from 673 to 735, found  

1. that preachers did not know Latin well enough  

a) to understand the Bible and  

b) to teach the Bible!  

2. Can you imagine having such a man in front of you?  

B. He began translating the Latin into English,  

1. a translation from a translation, nevertheless,  
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2. he was getting the Bible into English.  

C. As he was on his deathbed,  

1. he continued this all-important work, and  

2. his last words were his translation of John 6.9:  
 
9 “There is a lad here who has five barley loaves and two small fish, but 
what are they among so many?”  
 
– John 6.9  

D. None of his translation work has survived to this day.  

III. A King Who Translated the Bible  

A. In the ninth century,  

1. King Alfred of the West Saxons,  

2. had part of the Old Testament translated, and  

a) the Law of Moses impressed him with how it treated the common man  

b) that Alfred had parts of the Law of Moses made into law for his people.  

B. He himself translated Psalms 1–50  

1. from Latin into Old English and  

2. he formulated a policy for translation work:  
 
“Sometimes I translated word for word, sometimes sense for sense.”  

a) That is significant because  

b) translators struggle with which to do.  

C. A hundred years after this king,  

1. Aelfric, a writer and scholar,  

2. translated the first seven books of the Old Testament into Old English.  

a) He believed:  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“Happy is he…who reads the Scriptures if he convert the words into 
actions.”  

b) Yet, most people could not read the Bible because it was not in their 
language.  

D. In 1066,  

1. translating the Bible into English stopped  

2. when the French fought the British, and  

a) the British lost.  

b) Then French and English got mixed together and  

(1) became known as Middle English.  

E. It was not until another 300 years  

1. that someone tried to translate the Bible into English!  

2. From the time that English started to become a language  

a) to the fourteenth century,  

b) no translation of the whole Bible,  

(1) not even of the New Testament,  

(2) was available to the people!  

F. When a translation of the whole Bible in English  

1. came to be in the fourteenth century,  

2. the world would never be the same.  

a) The translation of the Bible into English  

b) is one of the most significant events in world history,  

(1) leading to the formation of the United States of America.  

(2) The Bible in English has influenced most of the world.  

IV. John Wycliffe  
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A. John Wycliffe in the 14th century believed that:  
 
“Neither the testimony of Augustine nor Jerome nor any other saint should 
be accepted except insofar as it is based on Scripture…Christ’s law is best 
and enough.”  

1. Such a conviction led him to believe further  

2. that every Christian,  

a) not just clergy,  

b) should know the Scriptures.  

(1) That drove him further  

(2) to make the Bible available in English.  

B. He trained and sent out poor preachers  

1. with sermon outlines and  

2. Scripture paraphrases in English.  

a) He declared that Bible preachers  

b) should use the common language of the people.  

(1) He was right,  

(2) which is the point of First Corinthians 14!  
 
6 But now, brethren, if I come to you speaking with tongues, what 
shall I profit you unless I speak to you either by revelation, by 
knowledge, by prophesying, or by teaching? 7 Even things without 
life, whether flute or harp, when they make a sound, unless they 
make a distinction in the sounds, how will it be known what is 
piped or played? 8 For if the trumpet makes an uncertain sound, 
who will prepare for battle? 9 So likewise you, unless you utter by 
the tongue words easy to understand, how will it be known what 
is spoken? For you will be speaking into the air. 10 There are, it 
may be, so many kinds of languages in the world, and none of 
them is without significance. 11 Therefore, if I do not know the 
meaning of the language, I shall be a foreigner to him who speaks, 
and he who speaks will be a foreigner to me.  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– 1 Corinthians 14.6–11  
 
16 Otherwise, if you bless with the spirit, how will he who occu-
pies the place of the uninformed say “Amen” at your giving of 
thanks, since he does not understand what you say? 17 For you 
indeed give thanks well, but the other is not edified. 18 I thank 
my God I speak with tongues more than you all; 19 yet in the 
church I would rather speak five words with my understanding, 
that I may teach others also, than ten thousand words in a tongue.  
 
– 1 Corinthians 14.16–19  

C. He got others to translate the Bible into English from the Latin.  

1. Starting in 1382,  

2. the whole Bible was finally available in English.  

a) From the 7th century to the 14th century,  

b) English speakers were without a whole Bible that they could read.  

D. These preachers that he sent out became known as Lollards.  

1. They did not hand out Bibles, for  

2. that would have been very expensive.  

a) Since the printing press had not been invented yet,  

b) a hand-written Wycliffe Bible cost about six month’s wages to make.  

(1) To this day  

(a) 176 copies or incomplete copies  

(b) of his New Testament have survived, and  

(2) 20 of those are found in whole Bibles.  

E. Wycliffe’s work did not please church leaders.  

1. One critic said:  
 
“Christ gave his Gospel to the clergy and the learned doctors of the 
Church so that they might give it the laypeople. But this Master John 
Wycliffe, by thus translating the Bible, made it…common to all…even to 



From God to Man: How We Got Our English Bibles; Phi 4.18–20; 04398; Page   of  9 10

women!”  

2. The Archbishop of Canterbury said:  
 
“That pestilent and most wretched John Wycliffe, of damnable memory, 
a child of the old devil, and himself a child or pupil of Antichrist…
crowned his wickedness by translating the Scriptures into the mother 
tongue.”  

F. Wycliffe died from a stroke in 1384.  

1. Twenty-four years after he died,  

a) the Archbishop of Canterbury and some British bishops,  

b) forbade that the Scriptures be translated into English or any language.  

2. So in 1415,  

a) the Council of Constance condemned Wycliffe, and  

b) had his body exhumed and burned, and  

(1) they dumped the ashes into a river.  

(2) Another man they also condemned  

(a) at that same meeting and  

(b) burned alive at the stake  

i) for doing what Wycliffe had been doing.  

G.Truly this other man read the works of Wycliffe, and  

1. was amazed and  

2. himself became a translator.  

a) Next Lord’s Day evening,  

(1) Lord willing,  

b) I will talk about Jan Hus.  

Exhortation:  

I. First, let us be thankful that God has given us His word.  
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A. Where would we be without knowledge of God’s word?  

B. Now that I have come to know God,  

1. I cannot imagine being in a place in my life  

2. where I do not know Him.  

II. Second, let us be thankful  

A. that some men wanted us to be able to read the Scriptures in English.  

B. Where would we be without being able to read the Scriptures?  

III. Third, let us be thankful  

A. that they were willing to pay any price,  

B. even the price of their lives,  

1. that we might read the Scriptures in our Mother tongue.  

IV. Fourth, let us be thankful for those who taught us to read.  

V. Fifth, let us be thankful for those who taught us the Bible.  

VI. Sixth, let us be sure that we read the Bible daily.  

VII.Seventh, let us convert the words of Scripture into our lives. 


