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Historic Spotlight

It began with a bonfire. When Mary Tudor seized the 
English throne in 1553, she resolved to drag England 
back to Rome. Protestant bishops were 
burned at the stake. English Bibles 
were confiscated from churches and 
destroyed. Men and women who had 
built their faith on Scripture in their 
own language suddenly found that 
faith a capital offense. More than 300 
protestants were burned, well earning 
Mary the name history would give her: 
Bloody Mary.

To understand the Geneva Bible, you have to begin 
not in Geneva but in Wittenberg, in 1517, when 
Martin Luther nailed his Ninety-Five Theses to the 
door of the “Castle” Church and asked a question that 
shattered the medieval world. By what authority does 
any institution stand between a human soul and the 
Word of God? Luther’s answer, worked out at the 
Diet of Worms in 1521 before the assembled powers
of church and state, was Scripture alone. When 
ordered to recant, he refused, saying,  “Unless I am 
convinced by Scripture and sound reason, I cannot 
and will not recant. Here I stand. God help me.” 
The printing press carried those words across Europe 
in weeks. The dam had broken.

Luther’s conviction that every believer had direct 
access to God through Scripture (the priesthood of 
all believers) was not only a theological claim. It was a 
revolutionary one. If ordinary men and women could 
read the Bible for themselves and stand directly before 
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God without priestly mediation, then no institution, 
ecclesiastical or civil, could claim absolute authority 
over the human conscience. The seed of religious, and 
eventually, political liberty had been planted.

Luther’s conviction demanded a 
practical answer: the Bible must be 
in the people’s hands. In England, 
that task fell to William Tyndale, an 
Oxford scholar who told a dismissive 
clergyman that if God spared his 
life, before many years had passed he 
would cause the boy who drives the 

plow to know more of Scripture than that clergyman 
did. The Bishop of London refused him patronage for 
an English translation. Tyndale left England in 1524, 
never to return, and began his work in exile on the 
European Continent.

His New Testament, translated directly from the 
Greek, was printed in Worms in 1526 and smuggled 
into England in bales of cloth and sacks of grain. 
Church authorities bought copies to burn them. 
Tyndale used the proceeds to fund better editions. 
For ten years he lived under assumed names, one step 
ahead of the king’s agents, translating the Old 
Testament passage by passage. In 1535 he was 
betrayed near Brussels, imprisoned at Vilvoorde, and 
on October 6, 1536, strangled and burned at the stake. 
His last words, spoken with fierce urgency, were: 
“Lord, open the King of England’s eyes.” Within a 
year, Henry VIII had licensed an English Bible for 
every church in the land, built almost entirely on 
Tydale’s translation.
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Tyndale died believing he had failed. He had not. 
Roughly ninety percent of his words passed into the 
King James Bible. His translation became the direct 
foundation of the Geneva Bible that the Pilgrims 
would carry to Plymouth eighty-four years later. As 
Dr. Marshall Foster, founder of the World History 
Institute, wrote in his introduction to 
the republished 1599 Geneva Bible, 
this book was “destined to be the 
major component of the English 
speaking people’s rise from the 
backwaters of history to the center of 
civilization.” Tyndale’s blood was in 
its ink.

When the Marian exiles arrived in Geneva in the 
mid-1550s, they came to a city already transformed 
by John Calvin into what John Knox would call “the 
most perfect school of Christ that ever was in the 
earth since the days of the Apostles.” Calvin had 
spent two decades building institutions of church 
governance, public education, and civic accountability 
that embodied a single conviction: no human 
authority is absolute, because all human authority is 
accountable to God.  

Under Calvin’s shelter, William Whittingham, an 
Oxford scholar fluent in Greek and Hebrew, led a 
team of exiles in the most rigorous Bible translation 
project the English-speaking world had ever seen. 
They worked from the original languages. They 
consulted Calvin and Theodore Beza. They labored, 
as their own preface records, day and night for more 
than two years. The preface was signed on April 10, 
1560. By May 1560, before Whittingham left Geneva 
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to return to England, printer Rowland Hall 
completed the first full edition. The Geneva Bible had 
arrived.

What emerged was the Bible used by William 
Shakespeare, Oliver Cromwell, John Donne, and 

John Bunyan. Luther’s theology ran 
through every page: Scripture alone, 
grace alone, faith alone. Tyndale’s plain 
English rhythms, ninety percent of 
which passed intact into the New 
Testament, gave the text its cadence. 
Calvin’s annotations gave it its 
political nerve. The marginal notes, 

shaped by the conviction that all authority is subject 
to the Word of God, taught that rulers were 
accountable to a higher law, that the conscience could 
not be surrendered to any crown, and that when a 
king commands what God forbids, the people of God 
must obey God rather than men.

“The New England Pilgrims relied on the Geneva 
Bible for comfort and strength on their 66-day voyage 
aboard the Mayflower, and were even more dependent 
upon it as they wrote the Mayflower Compact, the 
first constitutional government in the western 
hemisphere.”

- Dr. Marshall Foster, Introduction to the 1599 
Geneva Bible, Tolle Lege Press

King James I understood exactly why the Geneva 
Bible was dangerous to the throne. He called its 
annotations “very partial, untrue, seditious, and 
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savoring too much of dangerous and traitorous con-
ceits.”

At the Hampton Court Conference in 1604, he 
seized on a Puritan proposal for a new translation 
and turned it to his own ends. The King James Bible 
of 1611 was produced deliberately without marginal 
notes, stripping from the common reader the 
theological commentary that had made the Geneva 
Bible so formative. 

But the Geneva Bible refused to disappear. Editions 
continued to appear with false dates. Printers stamped 
Geneva notes onto King James covers. The book that 
Luther had made necessary, that Tyndale had died 
to begin, and that Calvin’s Geneva had completed 
refused to be buried by a king who feared it.

The notes that terrified James were precisely what 
formed the political conscience of the Puritan and 
Pilgrim settlers who built New England. These were 
not radical theories imported from Enlightenment 
philosophy. They were marginal notes in a family 
Bible, read by firelight in cottage homes across 
England and Scotland, and carried in the hands of 
men and women who crossed the Atlantic to build 
communities under Scripture.

The conviction that no earthly authority is absolute, 
that government exists under God’s law and not 
above it, that the rights of conscience cannot be 
surrendered to any crown: these ideas did not 
originate with the Declaration of Independence. 
They arose from a German monk’s stand at Worms, 
an English scholar’s dying prayer at Vilvoorde, and 
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the annotations of Genevan exiles written in 1560, 
all flowing together into a single book that a people 
carried across an ocean.

“Wherever the Spirit of the Lord is, there is freedom.”
 - 2 Corinthians 3:17 

What This Means For Us

The Geneva Bible was the product of three 
generations of men who paid for their convictions 
with exile, poverty, and death. Luther was driven 
from Germany. Tyndale was burned in Belgium. The 
Whittingham company fled England under threat of 
execution. None of them chose safety over 
faithfulness. What they built together outlasted every 
king who tried to destroy it.

In 2006, when Dr. Marshall Foster helped bring the 
Geneva Bible back into print after centuries of 
obscurity, he closed his introduction with a prayer that 
reads as a calling for our own generation: “We 
fervently pray that the re-introduction of this 
powerful tool of Godly dominion, the Geneva Bible, 
will, with God’s favor, light the fires of another 
powerful reformation.”

The frontispiece of the original Geneva Bible depicted 
the Israelites crossing the Red Sea, with words from 
Exodus 14:14 flanking the image: “The Lord shall 
fight for you: therefore hold you your peace.” It was 
the motto of people who had lost everything and 
trusted God to build something lasting from their 
faithfulness. Luther stood at Worms. Tyndale burned 
at Vilvoorde. The exiles translated in Geneva. And the 
fire did not go out.
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