
On October 31, 1517, Dr. Martin Luther, a professor at the University of Wittenburg, published 

the Ninety-Five Theses and lit a fire that burns to this day.  In the Middle Ages, there were 

many versions of parts of the Bible in the vernaculars and a few complete translations late in 

that period. The absence of printing and the smaller number of people who could read limited 

the demand and the use. Portions were put into the Slavonian dialects in the ninth to eleventh 

centuries; into Spanish in the twelfth century. There was a complete French Bible in the 

thirteenth century, and a complete Italian translation probably in the thirteenth century by 

Jacapo da Voragine, and certainly in the fifteenth century, by Nicholas de Nordo. The 

Scandinavian countries had Bibles in their own languages in the fifteenth century. There were 

very early translations of portions into German dialects before Luther’s New Testament in 

1522, and his complete Bible in 1534.  

 

The first complete Bible in a language that can be called English was John Wycliffe’s in 1380, 

revised in 1388. The Protestant Reformation gave a real impulse to Bible translation. Johan 

Gutenberg, called the inventor of printing, was born in Mainz, Germany, about 1397. In the 

autumn of 1439, with partners, he founded a company that practiced a secret art invented by 

Gutenberg. This appears to have been the beginning of typography. From 1450 onward, 

Gutenberg worked at perfecting the type apparatus of his 42-line Latin Bible, the printing of 

which he finished in 1455. It was printed on a mechanism adapted from a winepress, and used 

movable type. His 42-line Bible is usually found in two volumes on 1,282 pages of folio size. 

There still exist forty-seven known copies, of which twelve are printed on vellum and thirty-

five on paper. The three-volume copy in the Library of Congress, Washington, DC, has been 

called the most beautiful copy on vellum.  

The American People’s Encyclopedia, Grolier, Inc.  

 

With the advent of the printing press, the Word of God and Luther’s writings were distributed 

at a pace not possible a century before. Prior to this time, it was as though the Word of God 

remained in a sheath. It was through Luther’s dedication that the Bible was unsheathed, and 

its life-giving effect was felt throughout many lands. 
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