
WILLIAM TYNDALE
GOD’S OUTLAW, OR, THE MOST 

DANGEROUS MAN IN ENGLAND



William Tyndale was born around the 
year 1494 in Melksham 
Court, Stinchcomb, a village 
near Dursley, Gloucestershire. Tyndale’s 
family had some aristocratic 
connections. Tyndale's family was 
descended from Baron Adam de 
Tyndale, a tenant-in-chief of Henry I. 
Tyndale began a Bachelor of Arts 

degree at Magdalen Hall of Oxford University in 1506.



Tyndale was a true scholar and a genius, so fluent 

in eight languages that it was said one would think 
any one of them to be his native tongue. 

He is frequently referred to as the 

"Architect of the English Language", 

(even more so than William Shakes-

peare) as so many of the phrases 

Tyndale coined are still used today.



Tyndale received his B.A. in 1512, and in the same year 

he became a subdeacon in the church. He received his 

Master of Arts in July 1515 and was held to be a man of 

virtuous disposition, leading an unblemished life. The 

M.A. allowed him to start studying theology, but the 

official course did not include the systematic study of 

Scripture.



Tyndale complained of the lack of systematic Scripture 

study:

“They have ordained that no man shall look on 

the Scripture, until he be noselled in heathen learning 

eight or nine years and armed with false principles, 

with which he is clean shut out of the understanding of 

the Scripture.”



Scholars believe that Tyndale was influenced by the Lollards, 

who were active in Gloucestershire. Tyndale was also 

influenced by the work of Martin Luther in Germany. He 

said:

“Christ desires his mysteries to be published abroad as 

widely as possible. I would that [the Gospels and the epistles 

of Paul] were translated into all languages, of all Christian 

people, and that they might be read and known.”



•John Wycliffe had used the Latin Vulgate Bible as the 
basis for his English translation. 

•William Tyndale was able to obtain the New Testament 
in Greek, due to the work of Desiderius Erasmus and 
other scholars in Europe. 

•Erasmus compiled and edited the Greek Scriptures 
following the Fall of Constantinople in 1453. 



IMPORTANT HISTORICAL 
DEVELOPMENTS IN EUROPE 

THE BEGINNING OF THE RENAISSANCE 

AND REFORMATION



•For some time Greek scholars had gone to the Italian 
city-states, especially Venice.

•A cultural exchange was begun in 1396 by the 
chancellor of Florence, Italy, who invited Byzantine 
scholars to lecture at the University of Florence. 

•In May 29,1453 the capital city of the Byzantine 
Empire, Constantinople, was invaded and taken by the 
Ottoman Turks. 



•After the conquest of Constantinople by the Ottoman 
Turks, many Greeks fled the city and other Byzantine 
territories. 

•They found refuge in the Latin West, bringing with 
them knowledge and documents from the Greco-
Roman tradition to Italy and other regions that further 
propelled the Renaissance.

•Many Greek refugees began to move further west and 
north throughout Europe.



•Tyndale worked in an age in which Greek learning 
was available to the European scholarly community 
for the first time in centuries. 

•In addition to Greek manuscripts, European scholars 
had begun to explore Hebrew manuscripts. 

•Johann Reuchlin (January 29, 1455 – June 30, 1522) 
was a German-born Catholic humanist and a scholar 
of Greek and Hebrew. Most of Reuchlin's career 
centered on advancing German knowledge of Greek 
and Hebrew.



•Reuchlin’s Hebrew Grammar 
was published in 1506.

•The Wycliffe Bible was a 
translation of a translation.

•The Bible that Tyndale produced 
was a translation from the original 
languages, Hebrew and Greek, 
directly into English.

ERASMUS OF 

ROTTERDAM



A VERY IMPORTANT TECHNOLOGICAL
DEVELOPMENT!



•In Germany, around 1440, goldsmith Johannes 
Gutenberg invented the movable-type printing press, 
which started a printing revolution.

•Woodblock printing in East Asia had been prevalent 
since China’s Tang Dynasty in the 8th century.

•In Europe, woodblock printing based on existing screw 
presses was common by the 14th century. 

•Gutenberg’s printing press led to a printing revolution 
throughout Europe.



The Gutenberg Bible is an edition of the Latin    
Vulgate printed in the 1450s in Mainz, Germany.

It is valued for its 
high aesthetic and 
artistic qualities as 
well as its historic 
significance. 



◦William Tyndale studied at Oxford and Cambridge, 
where he was able to use the updated Greek text of 
the New Testament that Erasmus had published.

◦After leaving Cambridge, Tyndale became the tutor of 
the children of Sir John Walsh, the knight of 
Gloucestershire.

◦In Sir John’s household, Tyndale met many Church 
leaders. He argued theology with all of them and 
many considered him a heretic.



•One clergyman with whom Tyndale argued said: 

“ We had better be without God's laws than the  
Pope’s.”

•Tyndale replied: “I defy the Pope, and all his laws; and 
if God spares my life, ere many years, I will cause the 
boy that driveth the plow to know more of the 
Scriptures than thou dost!”

•Tyndale became convinced that English Christians 
needed a translation of the Bible from the original 
languages.



•Tyndale moved to London, where he hoped to enter 
the service of Bishop Tunstall.

•Tunstall turned Tyndale away, saying that he had no 
room in his household for Tyndale.

•Tyndale was helped by Humphrey Monmouth, a 
textile merchant. Monmouth had heard Tyndale 
preaching in London and took him into his house.

•Tyndale stayed in London for a year, then left for 
Hamburg, Germany, to translate the Bible into 
English. He felt he could not do this work in England.



•He began translating the New Testament in 1524, and 
moved from Hamburg to Wittenberg. 

•Tyndale completed the translation in 1525 with 
assistance from Franciscan Friar William Roy.

•In 1525, publication of the work by Peter Quentell 
in Cologne was interrupted by the impact of anti-
Lutheranism. 

•A full edition of the New Testament in English was 
produced in 1526 by printer Peter Schoffer in Worms.



•More copies were soon printed in Antwerp, Belgium.

•The book was smuggled into England and Scotland.

•Tyndale’s English New Testament was condemned in 
October 1526 by Bishop Tunstall, who issued 
warnings to booksellers and had copies burned in 
public.

•An observer of the book-burning noted that the 
"spectacle of the scriptures being put to the torch... 
provoked controversy even amongst the faithful.”



•Bishop Tunstall of London bitterly opposed Tyndale’s 
New Testament.

•He charged that certain ”children of iniquity belonging 
to Luther’s sect had, with crafty trickery, translated 
into English the holy gospel of God.”

•Tunstall ordered that all copies be collected and 
burned.

•Cardinal Wolsey ordered the English ambassador to 
have all the presses and New Testaments burned.



•Cardinal Thomas Wolsey, one of 
the most powerful men in England 
at the time, condemned Tyndale 
as a heretic.

•Following the hostile reception of 
his work by Tunstall, Wolsey 
and Sir Thomas Moore in England, 
Tyndale retreated into hiding in 
Hamburg and continued working.



•In 1530, Tyndale wrote The Practyse
of Prelates, opposing Henry VIII's 
planned annulment of his marriage 
to Catherine of Aragon. 

•Henry VIII wanted to marry Anne 
Boleyn after Catherine of Aragon 
failed to produce a male heir.

•Tyndale’s treatise argued that this 
divorce was unscriptural.



• Sir Thomas Moore, another 
important figure in England, began 
a literary debate against Tyndale.

• Moore was an English lawyer, social 
philosopher, author, statesman and 
noted Renaissance humanist.

• Moore was opposed to the 
movement in Europe and England 
that later became known as the 
Reformation.



Sir Thomas Moore was opposed to Tyndale’s New 
Testament, in part, for translations of key words that 
were considered heretical:
▪"senior" and "elder" rather than "priest" for the 
Greek "presbyteros" 
▪"congregation" instead of "church" for the Greek 
"ekklesia"

But in 1528 Tyndale published The Obedience of a 
Christian Man, which contained more revolutionary 
ideas.



THE OBEDIENCE OF A CHRISTIAN MAN:

◦Advocated that the king of a country was the head of 
that country's church, rather than the pope.

◦Advocated the divine right of kings.

◦As Henry was trying to obtain permission from 
the Pope to divorce his first wife, Catherine of Aragon, 
Anne asked Henry to read Obedience. Afterward, 
Henry exclaimed, “This is a book for me and all kings 
to read!”



THE OBEDIENCE OF A CHRISTIAN MAN has five sections:

•Tyndale’s central concept of experiencing God through 
the reading of Scripture. 

•The church’s disobedience (of God) in teaching 
ecclesiastical law rather than Scripture.

•God’s laws of obedience.

•How one should obey and rule in life (addressed to all 
of English society).

•A discussion on the literal interpretation of Scripture.



Tyndale argued: “How can we whet God’s Word (that is 
put into practice, use and exercise) upon our children 
and household, when we are violently kept from it and 
know it not?” 

Tyndale accused the church of keeping the people 
away from, and claiming all authority over, Scripture. 
He believed that the reading of Scripture directly 
reveals the power of God to the individual, without any 
need of an intermediary, like a priest.



•One of the key concerns in The Obedience of a 
Christian Man is the availability of an English-language 
Bible for the common people to read.
•Tyndale criticized the church for allowing the English 
people to be ignorant of the Bible, and replacing the 
teaching of Scripture with ceremonies or ritual 
superstition.
•“On the holy days which were ordained to preach 
God’s word, (ye) set up long ceremonies, long matins, 
long masses and long evensongs, and all in Latin that 
they understand not, and roll them in darkness, that 
ye may lead them whither ye will.”



•Tyndale planned a translation of the Old Testament 
from the original Hebrew.

•He published his translation of the Pentateuch 
(Genesis to Deuteronomy) in 1530.

•He published The Book of Jonah in 1531.

•He published a revised version of the New Testament 
in 1534 with the Old Testament passages translated 
from the original Hebrew.

•From 1534 he worked on more O.T. translation.



◦The translators of the Revised Standard Version in the 
1940s noted that Tyndale's translation, including the 
1537 Matthew Bible, inspired the translations that 
followed: 

◦The Great Bible of 1539

◦The Geneva Bible of 1560 

◦The Bishop’s Bible of 1568 

◦the Douay-Rheims Bible of 1582–1609

◦the King James Version of 1611



The RSV translators noted: "It [the KJV] kept felicitous 
phrases and apt expressions, from whatever source, 
which had stood the test of public usage. It owed most, 
especially in the New Testament, to Tyndale.”

According to scholars, the KJV shows that Tyndale's 
words account for 84% of the New Testament and for 
75.8% of the Old Testament books that he translated.

Many of the English versions since then have drawn 
inspiration from Tyndale, such as the Revised Standard 
Version, the New American Standard Bible, and 
the English Standard Version.



•Last years of William Tyndale’s life:

•Tyndale was betrayed by Henry Phillips, a friend, to 
the imperial authorities in Belgium.

•He was seized in Antwerp in 1535, and held in the 
castle of Vilvoorde (Filford) near Brussels.

•He was tried on a charge of heresy in 1536 and was 
condemned to be burned to death, despite Thomas 
Cromwell’s (an English lord and chief minister of 
Henry VIII) intercession on his behalf.



One of Tyndale’s last requests in prison was for a lamp, 
a Hebrew Bible, a Hebrew grammar, and a Hebrew 
dictionary, “that I may pass the time in that study.”


