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On the surface, William Tyndale’s 
early years sound privileged and 
comfortable for the 16th century. 
Born in Gloucestershire to a large, 
wealthy family, he left grammar 
school at 12 to train for the priest-
hood at the University of Oxford 
where he earned bachelor’s and 
master’s degrees before attending 
Cambridge. He was ordained as a 
priest, worked as a scholar and was 
fluent in eight languages.

He had every chance to live a long, 
happy life for the time period. His 
theology, however, eventually led to 
his martyrdom. 

At Cambridge he gained a strong 
calling to translate the Bible into Eng-
lish. This was a dangerous conviction 
as the only Bible translation allowed 
by the Church was the Latin Vulgate, 
which had been translated from He-
brew and Greek by Jerome around 
400 A.D. The problem for Tyndale 
wasn’t personal – he had been fluent 
in Latin for most of his young life. The 
largely uneducated masses, however, 
could hardly read a word of their Bi-
bles. This provided an open door for 
corrupt church leaders to take advan-
tage of their parishioners. 

Then, in 1517, Martin Luther nailed 
his 95 Thesis to the Castle Church 
door in Wittenberg, Germany. The 
Reformation began to spread, build-
ing upon the innovation of Renais-
sance thought and the influence of 
the new printing press.

Tyndale was ordained in 1521 despite his opposition to the Church’s poli-
cies. He never actually served as a priest, however. Instead, he went home 
to Gloucestershire to work as a tutor. He also worked on translating, study-
ing Erasmus and preaching outdoors in his spare time to help the people 
understand the Scriptures. He eventually moved to London in an attempt to 
secure the Church’s blessing for an official English translation of the Bible. 

It soon became clear he would never receive such a blessing on English soil 
and would have to complete his Bible on the European Continent if he ever 
hoped to have it published. Tyndale first traveled to Germany, sneaking in 
half of a translated New Testament, and continued to travel around North-
ern Europe being chased by his enemies. He eventually did finish and print 
his New Testament, then began work on the Old Testament. 

The more he advocated for a Bible in the common language, the more Tyn-
dale’s radical ideas offended the wrong people in the Church hierarchy and 
English government. He even insulted King Henry VIII twice: first, by refusing 
to give up his Bible translation work to come home to England, and later by 
rebuking the king for his divorce.

Before Tyndale could complete an entire English Bible, he was betrayed by 
a new “friend” and captured in Antwerp (in what is now Belgium) in 1535. 
He was tried and condemned as a heretic. The Church offered Tyndale the 
opportunity to recant and walk away a free man, but he adamantly refused. 

He was strangled and burnt at the stake.   

Thanks to Tyndale and his fellow Reformers, English-language transla-
tions abound. According to Wycliffe Bible Translators, however, more than 
1,800 languages are still waiting for their own Bible translation. Perhaps 
the greatest way we can honor William Tyndale’s memory and sacrifice is 
to pray for all our brothers and sisters in Christ across the world to have 
translations in their common tongue. 
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