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Many historians who study this 
period refer to it as the era of 
“European Reformations.” While 
we celebrate Martin Luther as 
the instigator of the Protestant 
Reformation, his writings and 
actions followed those of many 
others who sought to redirect 
the Church toward its earlier, 
more humble, pre-Constantinian 
habits. Englishman John Wycliffe 
and Czech priest Jan Hus’s 
earlier reform efforts led to their 
martyrdom and inspired later 
reformers. Many of the religious 
orders of the Catholic Church 
began as efforts at reform. The 
schisms of the 14th century, 

when multiple rivals simultaneously 
claimed the papal throne, led to 
efforts by religious leaders to 
institute order and unity in the 
Church in the 15th century with 
the Conciliar movement. Similarly, 
the successes of the Protestant 
reformed movements of Luther, 
Huldrych Zwingli, John Calvin 
and others led the Roman Catholic 
Church to institute its own series 
of reforms. 

Nevertheless, the reformation 
that Luther inspired had amazing 
repercussions. Aided by the 
printing press, which enabled 
reformers to quickly print and 

FIVE HUNDRED YEARS AGO, on All Saints’ Eve in 1517, 
Martin Luther inadvertently sparked what became a major 
religious and political revolution that changed the course 
of European history and that of the world. His publication 
of his Ninety-Five Theses arguing the theological errors of 
the practice of indulgences and declaring that remission 
of sin came only as a gift of God’s grace through faith in 
Jesus Christ fed a hunger in the hearts and minds of other 
priests, academics, and laity. His later arguments against the 
celibacy of the priesthood and the material accretions of the 
Church, and in favor of worship services to be celebrated 
in the vernacular and other reforms resonated with pleas 
others had been making to the Roman Catholic Church.

by Dr. Beth Hessell

the i n t r o d u c t i o n
The Protestant Reformation



www.history.pcusa.org • 5

broadly distribute sermons, 
disputations, vernacular-language 
Bibles, and other religious tracts, 
the ideas of the Protestant 
reformers spread across much of 
Europe. These new theological 
understandings and efforts to 
institute them in cities and states 
created religious and political 
upheaval and violence. They also 
led to rich spiritual renewal among 
both the new reformed followers 
and among Roman Catholics.  
The heart of the early Protestant 
Reformation was in Germany 
and the Swiss Confederation. 
Reformers like Luther, Philipp 
Melanchthon, Zwingli, and Calvin 
emphasized a return to Scripture, 
and ideas like justification, grace, 
election, and the sovereignty of 
God. These theological foci grew 
out of their deep study of the Bible 
in its original languages (instead 
of the Church-sanctified Latin 
vulgate version). These theological 
convictions also served as pastoral 
responses to people who lived in 
economically precarious, war-and-
violence shadowed, plague and 
disease haunted circumstances. 
As the tumultuousness of the 
political response to the Protestant 
Reformation led to the mass 

displacement of reformed believers 
from their homes throughout 
Europe, ideas like election and a 
sovereign God offered solace and 
hope to refugees. 

Our tour takes us to the cradle of 
the Protestant Reformation. We will 
have the opportunity to walk in the 
paths taken by visionary leaders 
like Luther and Calvin. We will have 
the opportunity to freely pray in the 
Reformed churches where faithful 
women, men, and children have 
practiced their faith for the past 
500 years. We will come, we hope, 
to a deeper understanding of the 
impact the words and beliefs of 
those men and women 500 years 
ago had on all aspects of life in the 
places they lived and served and 
where we do today.   

REFORMATION 
TOURGUIDE
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1378-1417
Great Schism
between rival popes

1384
Death of John Wycliffe,  
English reformer

1415
Jan Hus of Prague burned at 
stake, sparks Hussite Revolt

1453
Fall of Constantinople

1456
Printing of first Gutenberg Bible

1478
Spanish Inquisition is founded

1483
Birth of Martin Luther

1484
Birth of Huldrych Zwingli

1497
Birth of Philip Melanchthon

1504
Birth of Heinrich Bullinger

1505
Luther becomes friar at Erfurt

1509
Birth of John Calvin 
Henry VIII becomes king  
of England

1517 

Luther posts 95 Theses  
in Wittenberg

1519
Charles V becomes Holy 
Roman Emperor

1520
Luther excommunicated

1521
Diet of Worms

1522
Luther publishes translation  
of the New Testament 
Zwingli hosts Lenten  
sausage meal in Zurich

1523-1526
Reformation of Zurich

REFORMATION 
TOURGUIDE
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1524
First Protestant hymnal 
produced by Luther  
and Johan Walter

1524-1525
Peasants’ War in Germany

1525
Luther marries Katharina 
von Bora

1526
William Tyndale publishes New 
Testament in English

1529
First religious war in 
Switzerland

1530
Augsburg Confession 
published

1531
Zwingli killed in battle,  
Bullinger succeeds him  
as minister of Zurich

1532-1535
Henry VIII breaks with  
Rome and becomes head  
of Church of England

1534
Calvin flees France, settles in 
Geneva

1536
Publication of Calvin’s
Institutes, Bullinger’s 
First Helvetic Confession

1538-1541
Calvin serves as minister
 in Strasbourg

1541
Calvin returns to Geneva

1547
Death of Luther
Death of Henry VIII

1553
Burning of Servetus in Geneva

1556
Abdication of Charles V

1559-1560
Religious revolution in Scotland

 1560
Death of Melanchthon
Publication of Geneva Bible
Publication of Scots Confession

1563
Publication of Heidelberg 
Catechism

reformation t i m e l i n e
The Protestant Reformation
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1564
Death of Calvin

1566
Second Helvetic 
Confession published

1572
St. Bartholomew’s Day 
Massacre in Paris

1575
Death of Heinrich Bullinger

1582
Gregory XIII reforms
the calendar

1589
Huguenot Henry of 
Navarre becomes king 
Henry IV of France

1593
Henry IV converts to 
Catholicism

1598
Edict of Nantes declares 
limited tolerance for 
Huguenots in France

1618
Thirty Years War begins

1619
Synod of Dort develops 
Canons of Dort

1641
Catholic rebellion in Ireland

1642
Civil War in England

1643-1649
Westminster Assembly 
develops Westminster 
Standards

1648
Treaty of Westphalia 
ends Thirty Years War

1649
Execution of Charles I 
of England

1660
Restoration of Charles II 
and Church of England

1685
Edict of Nantes revoked
by Louis XIV

1688-1689
“Glorious Revolution” deposes 
James II in Britain and Ireland,  
Establishes toleration for 
Protestant non-Anglicans

REFORMATION 
TOURGUIDE
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MARTIN 
LUTHER 
(1483-1546), started what we 
consider the Protestant Reformation 
with the publication of his Ninety-
Five Theses on October 31, 1517.

Much apocrypha swirls around 
Luther’s life. He himself told 
the story of his conversion: as 
a young law student caught in 
a thunderstorm in 1505, Luther 

promised St. Anne, the mother 
of the Virgin Mary, that he would 
become a monk if she spared his 
life. Two weeks later, he entered 
the reformed Augustinian order in 
Erfurt, Germany. Whether or not his 
conversion happened in this way, 
the details mattered to Luther and 
his followers. Divine Providence 
intervened in his life.

Ordained in 1507, in 1508 Luther’s 
order sent him to teach theology at 
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the new University of Wittenberg 
(est. 1502). He received his Doctor of 
Theology in 1512. Luther studied and 
lectured on New Testament books, 
which led him to realize that humans 
could not obtain salvation through 
obedience to the law, or through 
works, because of the intractable 
nature of sin. Salvation comes only 
through justification by faith in Jesus 
Christ through God’s grace. Luther’s 
realizations led him to write a series 
of disputations, or theses.

While scholars disagree if Luther 
actually nailed a copy of his 
theses to the doors of the Castle 
Church in Wittenberg, he shared 
this argument against the sale 
of indulgences as a means of 
forgiveness of sins with fellow 
priests and professors. Posting his 
theses would have been the way 
to provide advance notice of the 
desire to initiate academic debate. 
He did not intend for his theses, 
which made no radical statements 
about the Church or the pope, to 
turn the world upside down and 
start a movement. Pope Leo X 
first dismissed the Theses when 

he heard about them. However, 
at a 1519 debate in Leipzig, 
Luther declared that Czech 
reformer Jan Hus (c. 1372-1415) 
had been wrongly condemned 
by the Council of Constance. In 
1520, Pope Leo X responded by 
excommunicating Luther. 

In response, Luther burned the 
papal bull of excommunication in 
Wittenberg, published a series 
of scathing pamphlets about 
the “Babylonian captivity” of the 
Church, and called for the emperor 
and German nobility to reform the 
Church. Luther’s territorial prince, 
Elector Frederick ‘the Wise’ of 
Saxony, protected Luther by hiding 
him in his castle at Wartburg for a 
year. While there, Luther translated 
the New Testament into German. 
Through the power of the printing 
press, Luther became a national 
celebrity in Germany in the 1520s 
and developed a following that 
would develop theological order 
over the course of Luther’s life  
with the help of his collaborator, 
Philip Melanchthon.

meet the r e f o r m e r s
The Protestant Reformation
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PHILIP 
MELANCHTHON
(1497-1560), known as the 
Praeceptor Germaniae, or “Teacher 
of Germany,” was Martin Luther’s 
colleague and partner in developing 
their theological movement. 

Never ordained, Melanchthon 
received his Master of Arts at age 
17. In 1518, he became Professor 
of Greek at the University of 
Wittenberg. Melanchthon and 
Luther quickly became deep 
respecters of one another’s 
work and thought at the 
University; Melanchthon’s 1521 
Loci Communes, or handbook of 

REFORMATION 
TOURGUIDE
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common theological topics,  
quickly became a standard 
textbook among theological 
students. 

After Luther’s excommunication 
and exile to Wartburg Castle, 
Melanchthon became the primary 
voice for the new Lutheran 
theology. While Luther wrote 
prolifically and passionately, but 
not systematically, Melanchthon 
carefully created a framework 
and order around which to build 
the theology. Melanchthon wrote 
the Augsburg Confession in 1530, 
intended as a defense of Lutheran 
beliefs, which he presented to 
the Diet of Augsburg. In 1531 he 
published the Apology for the 
Augsburg Confession which  
further clarified the ideas of  
the confession, particularly  
around justification. 

Melanchthon focused much of 
his work on attempting to seek 
unity not only with the Roman 
Catholic Church but with other 
Reformed church leaders. His 
hope was that Christians could 
agree theologically. While the 

Catholic Church at the Council of 
Trent agreed on the theology of 
justification, and John Calvin was 
able to agree with Melanchthon’s 
Confessio Augustana Variata 
(1540), ultimately understandings 
of the sacraments, among other 
issues, continued to divide. Facing 
critique among other followers of 
Luther that he focused too much 
time on reaching out to other 
groups, Melanchthon spent the 
final years of his life building unity 
within the Lutheran movement. 

HULDRYCH 
ZWINGLI
(1484-1531), fathered the Protestant 
Reformation in Switzerland. A 
Roman Catholic priest deeply 
influenced by the work of northern 
Renaissance Christian humanist 
Desiderius Erasmus (c.1467 – 1536).

Zwingli began to question Roman 
Catholic practices and doctrines 
like the adoration of saints and 
indulgences while a priest in 
Glarus. Installed as the priest at the 
Grossmunster (“Great Cathedral”) 
in Zurich, Zwingli ignored the 
expected practice of preaching 

meet the r e f o r m e r s
The Protestant Reformation
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the lectionary texts. He started 
preaching through the Gospel of 
Matthew and based his sermons on 
the Greek New Testament instead of 
the Church-authorized Latin Vulgate. 

Zwingli began to read Luther and 
agreed with much of Luther’s 
positions on scripture 
as the sole source of 

truth and the false powers of the 
church councils and magistrates. 
During Lent 1522, Zwingli famously 
ate sausages with parishioners 
and declared Christian liberty to 
eat according to conscience. In 
response, Zurich’s town council 

REFORMATION 
TOURGUIDE
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held a rigged debate of Zwingli’s 
Sixty-Seven Theses on January 29, 
1523, after which it withdrew from 
the jurisdiction of the Bishop of 
Constance and became a reformed 
town. 

Zwingli supported the removal 
of icons from churches, the 
replacement of the Latin mass 
with worship services in the local 
vernacular, and the abolishment 
of clerical celibacy. Starting with 
Basel and their pastor, Johann 
Oecolampadius (1482-1531), the 
Protestant Reformation made its 
way swiftly to other Swiss towns. 

Zwingli admired Luther and sought 
ways to reconcile differences 
between their movements. 
Ultimately, at the Colloquy of 
Marburg (1529), while the two 
men agreed on fourteen of 
fifteen points, their conversations 
faltered over understandings 
of the presence of Christ in the 
Lord’s Supper. While Luther and 
his followers believed in the 
real presence of Christ in the 
elements, Zwingli and his followers 
understood the Lord’s Supper as 
a memorial of Christ’s salvific work 
and an opportunity for believers to 
reaffirm their faith.

Zwingli ultimately died in the 
Second Battle of Kappel against 
the Roman Catholics, who had his 
body drawn and quartered and 
burned.

HEINRICH 
BULLINGER
 (1504-1575), a Swiss-German 
reformer, succeeded Zwingli as the 
head pastor at the Zurich church. 

Educated at the University of 
Cologne, Bullinger studied the 
writings of Luther and Melanchthon 
and converted to Reformed 
Christianity by 1522. As head 
teacher at a Cistercian monastery, 
he wrote and taught from many 
New Testament commentaries 
which he used to convert the 
monastery. Bullinger met Zwingli 
in 1523. In 1529, Bullinger became 
pastor at Bremgarten, where 
his father had previously been 
pastor. After Zurich lost the Battle 
of Kappel, Bullinger was invited 
to become the lead pastor of the 
Zurich church. 

Bullinger strengthened the Swiss 
reformation begun under Zwingli 

meet the r e f o r m e r s
The Protestant Reformation
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while furthering several theological 
matters through his copious 
writings. Among his important 
writings that laid out Protestant 
reformed understandings of 
important Christian doctrines were 
his De Testament (The One and 
Eternal Testament or Covenant, 
1534), Decades (1549), and the First 
Helvetic Confession (1536) and the 
Second Helvetic Confession (1566). 

Just as Zwingli sought agreements 
with Luther, Bullinger looked to 

forge consensus with John Calvin. 
They corresponded prolifically 
and committed to the Zurich 
Agreement in 1549. However, as 
with other reformers’ efforts at 
unity, understandings of the Lord’s 
Supper continued to be a stumbling 
block. Bullinger understood the 
sacrament as a testimony of God’s 
grace while Calvin viewed it as a 
means and sign of God’s grace.
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JOHN 
CALVIN
 (1509-1564), is remembered as 
the father of what might be called 
the “second Reformation,” or the 
“Protestant Reformation.” 

Born in Noyon, France, Calvin 
began to study theology as a 
teenager until his father declared 
that he needed to study the law. 
Calvin entered the study of law at 

the University of Orleans, where 
he became part of the Christian 
humanist circle. 

Unlike Luther, Calvin chronicled no 
dramatic conversion experience. 
He likely converted to reformed 
faith through the study of Luther’s 
writings around 1533. Calvin fled 
Paris in 1534 during a wave of 
persecution against Protestant 
followers. Intending to settle in 
Basel, he sojourned in Geneva in 
1536. While there, William Farel, the 
lead pastor of the new Reformed 
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church in Geneva, enjoined upon 
Calvin to remain and help him 
solidify the reform.

Calvin had recently published the 
first version in French and Latin of 
his The Institutes of the Christian 
Religion which suggested to Farel 
that Calvin would provide the 
proper methodical and pastoral 
counterpart to Farel’s tempestuous 
personality. Together, the two 
attempted to lead the Genevan 
saints away from sin toward 
sanctified lives. 

Banished from Geneva in 1538, 
Calvin traveled to Strasbourg where 
he came under the mentorship 
of that city’s lead pastor, Martin 
Bucer. As pastor to French refugees 
and student of Bucer, Calvin grew 
in pastoral understanding and 
wisdom. 

The Genevan city government 
invited Calvin back in 1541, partially 
out of fears that the city would be 
retaken by the Roman Catholic 
Church. Calvin agreed to return 
only if the city agreed to give him 
full authority and freedom over the 
Church and would cooperate with 
him in his work. Calvin remained in 
the city for the rest of his life.

Geneva became an international 
center for the Protestant 
Reformation and home to many 
refugees from France, England, 
and other countries, and the center 
of a successful printing trade 
that exported Calvinist reformed 
literature across Europe. The level 
of Calvin’s theological emphases 
on the sovereignty of God and 
predestination (election) distinguish 
his thought from other reformed 
thought. His introduction of psalm-
singing in the Genevan church, 
focus on education, poor relief, 
and care for the refugee also made 
Geneva distinctive.

REFORMATION 
TOURGUIDE
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JOHN 
KNOX 
(c.1513-1572), was born in 
Haddington in Scotland and 
ordained as a priest in the Roman 
Catholic Church. Knox joined the 
growing movement to reform the 
Roman Catholic Church. 

As a result of political events that 
led to his becoming a French 
prisoner, he was exiled to England 
in 1549 where he was invited to 
serve as a royal chaplain to King 
Edward VI of England. It was in this 
position that he helped reform the 
Book of Common Prayer. 

When Mary Tudor ascended the 
throne and reestablished Roman 
Catholicism as the only legal 
religion, Knox was forced to resign 
and flee the country to Geneva, 
where he met John Calvin. Under 
Calvin’s mentorship, John Knox 
was convinced of the truth of the 
Reformed Faith and Presbyterian 

polity. He claimed that Geneva 
represented the “most perfect 
school of Christ,” where church and 
magistrates cooperated together to 
develop a model Christian citizenry.

On his return to Scotland he led the 
Protestant Reformation in Scotland 
in partnership with the Protestant 
nobility. Together they created the 
Scots Confession of Faith in 1560 
and introduced new ecclesiastical 
order, which was received and 
adopted by the Scottish Reformation 
Parliament of 1560. 

Knox’s final years were embroiled 
in theological controversy and a 
Scottish civil war. He continued to 
teach and preach until his death. 
Knox’s ideas and revolutionary 
philosophy are his greatest legacy, 
especially concerning their impact on 
the English Puritans and the resulting 
impact on American culture.

meet the r e f o r m e r s
The Protestant Reformation



www.history.pcusa.org • 21



Luther’s 9 5  t h e s e s 
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1. When our Lord and Master Jesus Christ 
said, ``Repent’’ (Mt 4:17), he willed the 
entire life of believers to be one of 
repentance. 

2. This word cannot be understood as 
referring to the sacrament of penance, 
that is, confession and satisfaction, as 
administered by the clergy. 

3. Yet it does not mean solely inner 
repentance; such inner repentance is 
worthless unless it produces various 
outward mortification of the flesh. 

4. The penalty of sin remains as long as 
the hatred of self (that is, true inner 
repentance), namely till our entrance 

            into the kingdom of heaven. 

5. The pope neither desires nor is able 
to remit any penalties except those 
imposed by his own authority or that of 
the canons. 

6. The pope cannot remit any guilt, except 
by declaring and showing that it has 
been remitted by God; or, to be sure, by 
remitting guilt in cases reserved to his 
judgment. If his right to grant remission in 
these cases were disregarded, the guilt 
would certainly remain unforgiven. 

7. God remits guilt to no one unless at the 
same time he humbles him in all things 
and makes him submissive to the vicar, 
the priest. 

8. The penitential canons are imposed 
only on the living, and, according to the 
canons themselves, nothing should be 
imposed on the dying. 

9. Therefore the Holy Spirit through the 
pope is kind to us insofar as the pope in 
his decrees always makes exception of 
the article of death and of necessity. 

10. Those priests act ignorantly and 
wickedly who, in the case of the 
dying, reserve canonical penalties for 
purgatory. 

11. Those tares of changing the canonical 
penalty to the penalty of purgatory were 
evidently sown while the bishops slept 
(Mt 13:25). 

12. In former times canonical penalties were 
imposed, not after, but before absolution, 
as tests of true contrition. 

13. The dying are freed by death from all 
penalties, are already dead as far as the 
canon laws are concerned, and have a 
right to be released from them. 

14. Imperfect piety or love on the part of the 
dying person necessarily brings with it 
great fear; and the smaller the love, the 
greater the fear. 

15. This fear or horror is sufficient in itself, to 
say nothing of other things, to constitute 
the penalty of purgatory, since it is very 
near to the horror of despair. 

16. Hell, purgatory, and heaven seem to 
differ the same as despair, fear, and 
assurance of salvation. 

17. It seems as though for the souls in 
purgatory fear should necessarily 
decrease and love increase. 

OUT OF LOVE FOR THE TRUTH and from desire to 
elucidate it, the Reverend Father Martin Luther, Master of 
Arts and Sacred Theology, and ordinary lecturer therein at 
Wittenberg, intends to defend the following statements and 
to dispute on them in that place. Therefore he asks that 
those who cannot be present and dispute with him orally 
shall do so in their absence by letter. In the name of our 
Lord Jesus Christ, Amen. 
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18. Furthermore, it does not seem proved, 
either by reason or by Scripture, that 
souls in purgatory are outside the state 
of merit, that is, unable to grow in love. 

19. Nor does it seem proved that souls 
in purgatory, at least not all of them, 
are certain and assured of their own 
salvation, even if we ourselves may be 
entirely certain of it. 

20. Therefore the pope, when he uses 
the words ``plenary remission of all 
penalties,’’ does not actually mean ``all 
penalties,’’ but only those imposed by 
himself. 

21. Thus those indulgence preachers are 
in error who say that a man is absolved 
from every penalty and saved by papal 
indulgences. 

22. As a matter of fact, the pope remits to 
souls in purgatory no penalty which, 
according to canon law, they should have 
paid in this life. 

23. If remission of all penalties whatsoever 
could be granted to anyone at all, 
certainly it would be granted only to the 
most perfect, that is, to very few. 

24. For this reason most people are 
necessarily deceived by that 
indiscriminate and high-sounding 
promise of release from penalty. 

25. That power which the pope has in 
general over purgatory corresponds to 
the power which any bishop or curate 
has in a particular way in his own diocese 
and parish. 

26. The pope does very well when he grants 
remission to souls in purgatory, not by 
the power of the keys, which he does not 
have, but by way of intercession for them. 

27. They preach only human doctrines who 
say that as soon as the money clinks into 
the money chest, the soul flies out of 
purgatory. 

28. It is certain that when money clinks in 
the money chest, greed and avarice 
can be increased; but when the church 
intercedes, the result is in the hands of 
God alone. 

29. Who knows whether all souls in 
purgatory wish to be redeemed, since 
we have exceptions in St. Severinus and 
St. Paschal, as related in a legend. 

30. No one is sure of the integrity of his own 
contrition, much less of having received 
plenary remission. 

31. The man who actually buys indulgences 
is as rare as he who is really penitent; 
indeed, he is exceedingly rare. 

32. Those who believe that they can be 
certain of their salvation because they 
have indulgence letters will be eternally 
damned, together with their teachers. 

33. Men must especially be on guard against 
those who say that the pope’s pardons 
are that inestimable gift of God by which 
man is reconciled to him. 

34. For the graces of indulgences are 
concerned only with the penalties of 
sacramental satisfaction established by 
man. 

35. They who teach that contrition is not 
necessary on the part of those who 
intend to buy souls out of purgatory or 
to buy confessional privileges preach 
unchristian doctrine. 

36. Any truly repentant Christian has a right 
to full remission of penalty and guilt, 
even without indulgence letters. 

37. Any true Christian, whether living or 
dead, participates in all the blessings of 
Christ and the church; and this is granted 
him by God, even without indulgence 
letters. 

38. Nevertheless, papal remission and 
blessing are by no means to be 
disregarded, for they are, as I have said 
(Thesis 6), the proclamation of the divine 
remission. 

39. It is very difficult, even for the most 
learned theologians, at one and the 
same time to commend to the people the 
bounty of indulgences and the need of 
true contrition. 

Luther’s 9 5  t h e s e s
The Protestant Reformation
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40. A Christian who is truly contrite seeks 
and loves to pay penalties for his sins; 
the bounty of indulgences, however, 
relaxes penalties and causes men to 
hate them -- at least it furnishes occasion 
for hating them. 

41. Papal indulgences must be preached 
with caution, lest people erroneously 
think that they are preferable to other 
good works of love. 

42. Christians are to be taught that the 
pope does not intend that the buying 
of indulgences should in any way be 
compared with works of mercy. 

43. Christians are to be taught that he who 
gives to the poor or lends to the needy 
does a better deed than he who buys 
indulgences. 

44. Because love grows by works of love, 
man thereby becomes better. Man does 
not, however, become better by means 
of indulgences but is merely freed from 
penalties. 

45. Christians are to be taught that he who 
sees a needy man and passes him by, yet 
gives his money for indulgences, does 
not buy papal indulgences but God’s 
wrath. 

46. Christians are to be taught that, unless 
they have more than they need, they 
must reserve enough for their family 
needs and by no means squander it on 
indulgences. 

47. Christians are to be taught that they 
buying of indulgences is a matter of free 
choice, not commanded. 

48. Christians are to be taught that the pope, 
in granting indulgences, needs and thus 
desires their devout prayer more than 
their money. 

49. Christians are to be taught that papal 
indulgences are useful only if they do not 
put their trust in them, but very harmful 
if they lose their fear of God because of 
them. 

50. Christians are to be taught that if 
the pope knew the exactions of the 
indulgence preachers, he would rather 
that the basilica of St. Peter were burned 
to ashes than built up with the skin, flesh, 
and bones of his sheep. 

51. Christians are to be taught that the 
pope would and should wish to give of 
his own money, even though he had to 
sell the basilica of St. Peter, to many of 
those from whom certain hawkers of 
indulgences cajole money. 

52. It is vain to trust in salvation by 
indulgence letters, even though the 
indulgence commissary, or even the 
pope, were to offer his soul as security. 

53. They are the enemies of Christ and 
the pope who forbid altogether the 
preaching of the Word of God in some 
churches in order that indulgences may 
be preached in others. 

54. Injury is done to the Word of God when, 
in the same sermon, an equal or larger 
amount of time is devoted to indulgences 
than to the Word. 

55. It is certainly the pope’s sentiment 
that if indulgences, which are a very 
insignificant thing, are celebrated with 
one bell, one procession, and one 
ceremony, then the gospel, which is the 
very greatest thing, should be preached 
with a hundred bells, a hundred 
processions, a hundred ceremonies. 

56. The true treasures of the church, out of 
which the pope distributes indulgences, 
are not sufficiently discussed or known 
among the people of Christ. 

57. That indulgences are not temporal 
treasures is certainly clear, for many 
indulgence sellers do not distribute them 
freely but only gather them. 

58. Nor are they the merits of Christ and the 
saints, for, even without the pope, the 
latter always work grace for the inner 
man, and the cross, death, and hell for 
the outer man. 

59. St. Lawrence said that the poor of the 
church were the treasures of the church, 
but he spoke according to the usage of 
the word in his own time. 

60. Without want of consideration we say 
that the keys of the church, given by the 
merits of Christ, are that treasure. 

61. For it is clear that the pope’s power is 
of itself sufficient for the remission of 
penalties and cases reserved by himself. 

REFORMATION 
TOURGUIDE



26 • www.presbyterianfoundation.org

62. The true treasure of the church is the 
most holy gospel of the glory and grace 
of God. 

63. But this treasure is naturally most odious, 
for it makes the first to be last (Mt. 20:16). 

64. On the other hand, the treasure of 
indulgences is naturally most acceptable, 
for it makes the last to be first. 

65. Therefore the treasures of the gospel are 
nets with which one formerly fished for 
men of wealth. 

66. The treasures of indulgences are nets 
with which one now fishes for the wealth 
of men. 

67. The indulgences which the demagogues 
acclaim as the greatest graces are 
actually understood to be such only 
insofar as they promote gain. 

68. They are nevertheless in truth the most 
insignificant graces when compared with 
the grace of God and the piety of the 
cross. 

69. Bishops and curates are bound to admit 
the commissaries of papal indulgences 
with all reverence. 

70. But they are much more bound to strain 
their eyes and ears lest these men 
preach their own dreams instead of what 
the pope has commissioned. 

71. Let him who speaks against the truth 
concerning papal indulgences be 
anathema and accursed. 

72. But let him who guards against the lust 
and license of the indulgence preachers 
be blessed. 

73. Just as the pope justly thunders against 
those who by any means whatever 
contrive harm to the sale of indulgences. 

74. Much more does he intend to thunder 
against those who use indulgences as a 
pretext to contrive harm to holy love and 
truth. 

75. To consider papal indulgences so great 
that they could absolve a man even if 
he had done the impossible and had 
violated the mother of God is madness. 

76. We say on the contrary that papal 
indulgences cannot remove the very 
least of venial sins as far as guilt is 
concerned. 

77. To say that even St. Peter if he were now 
pope, could not grant greater graces 
is blasphemy against St. Peter and the 
pope. 

78. We say on the contrary that even the 
present pope, or any pope whatsoever, 
has greater graces at his disposal, that 
is, the gospel, spiritual powers, gifts of 
healing, etc., as it is written. (1 Co 12[:28]) 

79. To say that the cross emblazoned with 
the papal coat of arms, and set up by the 
indulgence preachers is equal in worth to 
the cross of Christ is blasphemy. 

80. The bishops, curates, and theologians 
who permit such talk to be spread among 
the people will have to answer for this. 

81. This unbridled preaching of indulgences 
makes it difficult even for learned men 
to rescue the reverence which is due the 
pope from slander or from the shrewd 
questions of the laity. 

82. Such as: ``Why does not the pope empty 
purgatory for the sake of holy love and 
the dire need of the souls that are there 
if he redeems an infinite number of souls 
for the sake of miserable money with 
which to build a church?’’ The former 
reason would be most just; the latter is 
most trivial. 

83. Again, ``Why are funeral and anniversary 
masses for the dead continued and 
why does he not return or permit the 
withdrawal of the endowments founded 
for them, since it is wrong to pray for the 
redeemed?’’ 

Luther’s 9 5  t h e s e s
The Protestant Reformation
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84. Again, ``What is this new piety of God 
and the pope that for a consideration of 
money they permit a man who is impious 
and their enemy to buy out of purgatory 
the pious soul of a friend of God and do 
not rather, beca use of the need of that 
pious and beloved soul, free it for pure 
love’s sake?’’ 

85. Again, ``Why are the penitential canons, 
long since abrogated and dead in actual 
fact and through disuse, now satisfied by 
the granting of indulgences as though 
they were still alive and in force?’’ 

86. Again, ``Why does not the pope, whose 
wealth is today greater than the wealth 
of the richest Crassus, build this one 
basilica of St. Peter with his own money 
rather than with the money of poor 
believers?’’ 

87. Again, ``What does the pope remit or 
grant to those who by perfect contrition 
already have a right to full remission and 
blessings?’’ 

88. Again, ``What greater blessing could 
come to the church than if the pope 
were to bestow these remissions and 
blessings on every believer a hundred 
times a day, as he now does but once?’’ 

89. ``Since the pope seeks the salvation 
of souls rather than money by his 
indulgences, why does he suspend the 
indulgences and pardons previously 
granted when they have equal efficacy?’’ 

90. To repress these very sharp arguments 
of the laity by force alone, and not to 
resolve them by giving reasons, is to 
expose the church and the pope to the 
ridicule of their enemies and to make 
Christians unhappy. 

91. If, therefore, indulgences were preached 
according to the spirit and intention of 
the pope, all these doubts would be 
readily resolved. Indeed, they would not 
exist. 

92. Away, then, with all those prophets who 
say to the people of Christ, ``Peace, 
peace,’’ and there is no peace! (Jer 6:14) 

93. Blessed be all those prophets who say to 
the people of Christ, ``Cross, cross,’’ and 
there is no cross! 

94. Christians should be exhorted to be 
diligent in following Christ, their Head, 
through penalties, death and hell. 

95. And thus be confident of entering into 
heaven through many tribulations rather 
than through the false security of peace 
(Acts 14:22).
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FIVE LATIN PHRASES are still used to summarize the 
theological beliefs that the Reformers held in opposition 
to the teachings of the Roman Catholic Church. They are 
known as The Five Solas. 

1. Sola Scriptura - Scripture Alone 
The Bible is the only inspired and authoritative word of God. It alone is 
the source for Christian doctrine. It is not just for the clergy, but must be 
accessible to all. Luther wrote, “God’s Word shall establish articles of faith, 
and no one else, not even angels can do so.” 

2. Sola Fide - Faith Alone 
Justification is received by faith alone. God declares people righteous, not 
by good works, but only by faith. Good works are then evidence of that faith.

3. Sola Gratia - Grace Alone 
Salvation comes by God’s grace (unmerited favor). Salvation cannot 
be earned, but it is a gift from God alone.

4. Solus Christus - Christ Alone 
Christ is the only mediator between God and humanity. There is salvation 
through no other. 

5. Soli Deo Gloria - Glory to God Alone 
Glory and worship is to God alone, since salvation is solely through God’s 
will and action. God not only offered Jesus as our all-sufficient atonement 
on the cross, God offers the gift of faith through the work of the Holy Spirit 
in our hearts that allows us the ability to accept that atonement. 
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Luther’s post, “Disputation 
on the Power and Efficacy 
of Indulgences,” challenged 
papal grants for remission of 
sins, offered for purchase as a 
“good work.” Luther’s attack on 
indulgences began by turning to 
the gospel: “When our Lord and 
Master Jesus Christ said, ‘Repent,’ 
he willed the entire life of believers 
to be one of repentance” (thesis 
1). The theses proceeded to deny 
that priests have power to forgive 
sins, and to attack the practice of 
selling certificates of forgiveness: 
“It is vain to trust in salvation by 
indulgence letters” (thesis 52).  
Instead, “The true treasure of the 
church is the most holy gospel of 
the glory and grace of God” 
(thesis 62).
 
 

Luther’s harsh critique of 
indulgences could not be 
dismissed as abstract theological 
quibbles, for it assaulted the 
ecclesiastical apparatus, 
denying the church’s power to 
grant remission of sins for the 
purchase of a piece of paper.  
This was a critique anyone could 
understand; pope and bishops 
understood it all too well. The 
church responded to Luther by 
demanding his silence. Luther 
refused, the conflict escalated, 
and soon reached the point of 
no return. It was not anyone’s 
intent to divide the church, but 
Luther’s combativeness and 
Catholic intransigence combined 
to produce a schism that has led 
to five hundred years of continuing 
church divisions. 

IN LATE OCTOBER 1517, an obscure Augustinian monk 
teaching in a minor German university offered a set of 
propositions, inviting an academic debate. We picture 
Martin Luther posting “Ninety-Five Theses” on the door of 
the Castle Church in Wittenberg, but we are hard-pressed 
to say what the theses were about, and why they sparked 
a movement that both reformed and divided the church.

by Dr. Joe Small
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2017 does not mark the 500th 
anniversary of the Reformation, and 
Luther was not the first reformer.  
Popes Leo I, Gregory the Great, and 
Gregory VII accomplished major 
church reforms. Benedict, Francis, 
Jan Hus, John Wycliffe, and many 
more sought church reform, some 
successfully, some not.  Beyond 
Luther, distinctive church reforms 
were initiated by Zwingli, Calvin, 
Cranmer, Wesley, and others.  
Catholic reforms undertaken in the 
Council of Trent have continued 
through the twentieth century’s 
Second Vatican Council.  

The enduring accomplishment of 
the sixteenth century Protestant 
Reformation is the continual 
recalling of the church to its true 
treasure, “the most holy gospel 
of the glory and grace of God.” Its 
enduring heartbreak is the continual 
fragmentation of the church. The 
Reformed motto, ecclesia reformata 
semper reformanda secundum 
verbum Dei – the church reformed 
always to be reformed in accord 
with the word of God – is testimony 
to the continuing necessity of 
reformation, including reform 
of Protestantism’s tendency to 
persistent division. 

Our tour will only dip a toe into the 
events of sixteenth century reform, 
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but it may help us to appreciate 
what was done then and help us 
engage the need and possibility 
of reforming the church now. At 
each stop along the tour’s route, 
we will listen to sixteenth century 
voices and more contemporary 
voices as a prod to our discussion 
of reformations, then and now. 

The study schedule outlines the 
way we will use the brief readings 
that follow.  Because of our travel 
schedule, readings and locations 
do not always correspond.  
But, necessity is the mother of 
invention … or in this case fitness.  
The reformers should not be seen 
in isolation from one another.  
They knew of one another’s work, 

learning from and developing 
central initiatives in tandem. They 
also argued with one another, 
even though they understood that 
what was happening in the church 
was a movement larger than any 
one of them. Disagreements 
soon overshadowed common 
cause. Our understanding of the 
sixteenth century is deepened 
when we avoid packaging 
leading figures in separate 
boxes, recapitulating the process 
of distinction, disagreement, 
and division. This may aid our 
understanding of the church’s 
contemporary problems and 
challenges. 
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This other thing also is to be ranked among the chief evils of our time, 
viz., that the Churches are so divided, that human fellowship is scarcely 
now in any repute among us, far less that Christian intercourse which 
all make a profession of, but few practice. If men of learning conduct 
themselves with more reserve than is seemly, the very heaviest blame 
attaches to the leaders themselves, who, either engrossed in their 
own sinful pursuits, are indifferent to the safety and entire piety of the 
Church, or who, individually satisfied with their own private peace, have 
no regard for others. Thus it is that the members of the Church being 
severed, the body lies bleeding.  So much does this concern me, that, 
if I could be of any service, I would not grudge to cross even ten seas, if 
need be, on account of it.

JOHN CALVIN TO THOMAS CRANMER, Archbishop of Canterbury, April, 
1522 
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DAY 1 — MONDAY, OCT 2: DEPART 
U.S. FOR LEIPZIG, GERMANY

Tour members meet for the flight 
to Germany. We are served meals 
according to flight schedule, so sit 
back, relax, and enjoy the on-board 
entertainment and prepare for 
this inspiring journey through the 
Reformation, past and future.  
We will be meeting with special 
guests throughout the trip to  
study together the future of the 
Reformed movement.

 

DAY 2 — TUESDAY, OCT 3: 
ARRIVAL IN LEIPZIG

Upon arrival at Leipzig airport, 
we meet our tour guide who will 
accompany us throughout the 
tour. We start our journey with a 
sightseeing tour of Leipzig, the city 
of music and Johann Sebastian 
Bach. It is also the cradle of the 
German peaceful revolution in 1989, 
which ended up in the reunification 
of Eastern and Western Germany. 
We visit St. Thomas’ Church where 
Johann Sebastian Bach worked 
as choir master and music director 
and greatly influenced the music of 
his time, and St. Nicholas Church, 
one of Leipzig’s oldest churches 
and starting point of the peaceful 
revolution. On our walking tour,  
we explore the old city before  
we check into our hotel for dinner 
and overnight.
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DAY 3 — WEDNESDAY, OCT 4: 
WITTENBERG

Following breakfast, we board a 
motor coach and drive to Wittenberg, 
the main workplace of Martin Luther 
from 1508. We visit Luther Hall, the 
Augustinian monastery where Luther 
lived as a monk and later, in 1525, 
as owner with his wife and family. 
Luther Hall is the largest museum 
of Reformation history in the world. 
We also see the Market Square and 
Town Hall, view All Saints’ Church 
(Schlosskirche), the famous site 
where Luther in 1517 posted his 
95 Theses on the Castle Church 
door sparking the beginning of the 
Reformation. It is here that Luther is 
buried alongside his fellow reformer, 
Philipp Melanchthon. We then tour 
St. Mary’s Church, where Luther did 
the majority of his preaching.  
The afternoon is leisure time,  
and we return to Leipzig for  
dinner and overnight.

DAY 4 — THURSDAY, OCT 5: 
LEIPZIG, ERFURT

This morning, we continue to Erfurt, 
the spiritual home of Martin Luther. 
It was here that Luther obtained 
a degree in 1502 and a doctorate 
in the faculty of philosophy in 
1505. It is also where he took the 
decisive step to turn to theology 
and the monastic life when he was 
caught in a violent thunderstorm 
nearby and took a vow to become 
a monk. Our walking tour begins 
in the historical section of the city 
including St. Mary’s Cathedral, 
where Luther was ordained as a 
priest, the Church of St. Severus, 
the Augustinian Monastery with a 
permanent exhibit depicting 
Luther’s life as a monk in Erfurt. The 
city tour also includes a walk over 
the Merchant’s Bridge. Dinner and 
overnight are in Erfurt.
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DAY 5 — FRIDAY, OCT 6: 
ROTHENBURG, AUGSBURG

Early this morning, we enjoy an 
enchanting drive through the 
Thuringian Forest to Rothenburg 
o.d. Tauber. Here we take a 
glimpse into the Middle Ages, at 
perhaps the most famous town 
on the Romantic Road, a nearly 
intact medieval walled-city without 
a single modern building within. 
We tour the city highlighting 
St. Jacob’s Church with the 
famous altar carving by Tilman 
Riemenschneider. We enjoy leisure 
time to stroll the cobblestone lanes 
with their wonderful variety of 
shops, or walk along the medieval 
walls that encircle the town. In the 
afternoon, we travel the Romantic 
Road past quaint towns and villages 
before arriving in Augsburg. Its 
magnificent Renaissance buildings 
dating from the 15th and 16th 

centuries give the city its unique 
character. Martin Luther stayed at 
the monastery of St. Anna Church 
in 1518 during his confrontation 
with Cardinal Cajetan. We also 
view the plaques at the Fugger 
House and at Augsburg Cathedral 
which commemorate the Augsburg 
Confession. Then we see the oldest 
social settlement in the world, The 
Fuggerei, founded by Jacob Fugger 
in 1521 as a residential settlement 
for Augsburg citizens in need. The 
annual (net) rent for an apartment 
in the Fuggerei still consists of 
the nominal value of the Rhenish 
Guilder (at present 0.88 Euro) along 
with prayers three times a day for 
the founder and his family. The 
Master Mason Franz Mozart, the 
great-grandfather of the composer 
W. A. Mozart, remains probably  
the most famous resident of  
the Fuggerei. Dinner and  
overnight are in Augsburg.
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DAY 6 — SATURDAY, OCT 7: 
AUGSBURG, UPPER BAVARIA, 
LINDAU

This morning we continue with our 
city tour of Augsburg. Afterward we 
drive south to Upper Bavaria. On 
the way, we stop at the Wieskirche 
(Church in the Meadow) where 
Rococo art reached a unique 
perfection. Another enchanting 
drive through Bavaria’s forests 
takes us to the elaborate 
Neuschwanstein Castle, surely the 
crown jewel of Bavarian castles. 
Dinner and overnight are at Lake 
Constance, Lindau.

 

DAY 7 — SUNDAY, OCT 8: LINDAU, 
WILDHAUS, ZURICH

This morning we spend some 
leisure time in Lindau, one of 
the most beautiful cities on Lake 
Constance. You can explore the old 
town on your own, enjoy a coffee 
break at the harbor or do some 
souvenir shopping. Next, we cross 
the German-Swiss border to visit 
Wildhaus, Ulrich Zwingli’s birthplace 
and learn how he became a leader 
of the Reformation in Switzerland. 
Dinner and overnight are in Zurich.
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DAY 8 — MONDAY, OCT 9: 
ZWINGLI’S ZURICH

Zurich is definitely a combination 
of the old and the new. It is divided 
(as are many European cities) into 
the modern cosmopolitan district 
and the Auld Stadt (old city). We 
view the sights connected with 
Ulrich Zwingli. It was in Zurich 
where the Reformed branch of 
the Reformation began under his 
leadership in 1520. We see his 
monument, the church where he 
was pastor (the Grossmunster), 
and the Guild Hall and Museum 
which exhibits artifacts and 
works of art associated with 
the Reformation. Zurich is also 
the origin of the Swiss Brethren 
Anabaptist Movement. It started 
in 1525 in the home of Felix Manz, 
only a few blocks from Zwingli’s 
church. We enjoy leisure, dinner 
and overnight in Zurich. 
 

DAY 9 — TUESDAY, OCT 10: 
BERNE, GENEVA

On the way to Geneva, we visit 
the Swiss capital of Berne. Here 
John Calvin was involved in many 
conflicts. We walk through the 
medieval streets of the Old Town 
to the impressive Münster. Dating 
back to the 15th century, it is the 
tallest cathedral in Switzerland 
and most important example of 
Late Gothic architecture in the 
country. Its stained-glass windows 
are some of the finest in the world. 
We also visit the Heiliggeist-Kirche 
(Holy Spirit Church). Constructed 
between 1726 and 1729, it is one of 
the most beautiful Baroque Reform
Protestant Churches in Switzerland. 
Afterward, we continue to Lake 
Geneva for dinner and overnight.
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DAY 10 — WEDNESDAY, OCT 11: 
GENEVA 

Today we tour the stronghold of 
the Swiss Reformation associated 
most closely with John Calvin. We 
visit St. Pierre Cathedral, Temple 
de l’Auditoire, Collège Calvin, 
Reformation Monument, and the 
University. We have some time at 
leisure here, before we end the day 
at Calvin’s grave, remembering the 
saints that taught us grace. Dinner 
and overnight are in Geneva.

 

DAY 11 — THURSDAY, OCT 12: 
GENEVA

Today we continue with our 
sightseeing tour of Geneva and 
visit the International Museum of 
the Reformation, the town hall and 
several medieval “Bürgerhäuser.” 
On our way back to our hotel, we 
stop by the International Quarter 
with the UNESCO, Red Cross, 
and World Council of Churches 
headquarters. Dinner and  
overnight are in Geneva.
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DAY 12 — FRIDAY, OCT 13: 
DEPARTURE

We transfer this morning to  
the airport for our flights home. 
We arrive home the same day.
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Tuesday, October 3 

WILLKOMMEN!

Wednesday, October 4:  Martin Luther
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DISPUTATION AGAINST SCHOLASTIC  
THEOLOGY (1517) 

5.     It is false to state that man’s 
inclination is free to choose 
between either of two opposites.  
Indeed, the inclination is not free, 
but captive.

6.      It is false to state that the will 
can by nature conform to correct 
precept.  

7.       As a matter of fact, without the 
grace of God the will produces an 
act that is perverse and evil.

17.     Man is by nature unable to want 
God to be God.  Indeed, he 
himself wants to be God, and 
does not want God to be God.

21.    No act is done according to nature 
that is not an act of concupiscence 
against God.

25.   Hope does not grow out of merits, 
but out of suffering which destroys 
merits.

29.  The best and infallible preparation 
for grace and the sole disposition 
toward grace is the eternal 
election and predestination of 
God.

40.  We do not become righteous by 
doing righteous deeds, but having 
been made righteous, we do 
righteous deeds.

45.   To state that a theologian who 
is not a logician is a monstrous 
heretic – this is a monstrous and 
heretical statement. 

55.  The grace of God is never present 
in such a way that it is inactive, but 
it is a living, active, and operative 
spirit.

68.   Therefore it is impossible to fulfill 
the law in any way without the 
grace of God.

76.   Every deed of the law without 
the grace of God appears good 
outwardly, but inwardly it is sin.

84.  The good law and that in which 
one lives is the love of God, 
spread abroad in our hearts by the 
Holy Spirit.

90.  The grace of God is given for the 
purpose of directing the will, lest it 
err even in loving God.

91.    It is not given so that good deeds 
might be induced more frequently 
and readily, but because without it 
no act of love is performed.

DISPUTATION ON THE POWER AND EFFICACY OF 
INDULGENCES (1517)  “THE NINETY-FIVE THESES”

(All 95 theses appear earlier in this book, beginning on page 20. Our 
discussion will focus on numbers 1-3, 5-6, 8, 20-21, 27, 32, 36-37, 42-43, 50, 
62-66, 80, 94 and 95.)



Cheap grace is the mortal enemy of our church.  

Our struggle today is for costly grace.

Cheap grace means grace as bargain-basement goods, cut-

rate forgiveness, cut-rate comfort, cut-rate sacrament; grace 

as the church’s inexhaustible pantry, from which it is doled 

out by careless hands without hesitation or limit. It is grace 

without a price, without costs  …   

Cheap grace means grace as doctrine, as principle, as 

system.  It means forgiveness of sins as a general truth; it 

means God’s love as merely a Christian idea of God .… The 

church that teaches this doctrine of grace thereby confers 

such grace upon itself. The world finds this church a cheap 

cover-up for its sins, for which it shows no remorse and from 

which it has even less desire to be set free. Cheap grace is, 

thus, denial of God’s living word, denial of the incarnation of 

the word of God.

                       

Dietrich Bonhoeffer,  
Discipleship
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HEIDELBERG DISPUTATION (1518)

1.       The law of God, the most salutary 
doctrine of life, cannot advance 
man on his way to righteousness, 
but rather hinders him.

2.      Much less can human works, 
which are done over and over 
again with the aid of natural 
precepts, so to speak, lead to that 
end.

16.    The person who believes that he 
can obtain grace by doing what 
is in him adds sin to sin so that he 
becomes doubly guilty.

18.    It is certain that man must utterly 
despair of his own ability before 
he is prepared to receive the 
grace of Christ.

21.    A theologian of glory calls evil 
good and good evil. A theologian 
of the cross calls the thing what it 
actually is.

26.   The law says, “do this,” and it is 
never done. Grace says, “believe 
in this,” and everything is already 
done.

28.   The love of God does not find, 
but creates, that which is pleasing 
to it. The love of man comes 
into being through that which is 
pleasing to it. 
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An indigenous theology of the cross would call into being a community 
whose most conspicuous mark would be the frustration of its every attempt 
to have a theology of glory.

The church lives only as it is given over daily to participation in the death of 
the cross. Only as it is itself denied the glory that it craves can it become the 
friend of those who can no longer pretend to glory. Only as it is itself denied 
the expansiveness and power and authority it covets can it be equipped 
to accompany men and nations into the depths of humiliation. Only as it is 
brought again and again to the experience of its own limits will it be able to 
participate in the life of a whole age which has been brought face to face 
with the limits of human endeavor and the human species. Only as it looks 
for light in the darkness, hope in the midst of despair, possibilities at the 
edge of the Red Sea, a way beyond failure, will it be a fit counselor to those 
who sit in darkness and in the shadow of death … A Christian community 
that has undergone the cross and the night has the right to announce the 
dawn. But that is neither a description of our society nor of the church in it.

                 DOUGLAS JOHN HALL, Lighten Our Darkness
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Thursday, October 5: Luther and Melanchthon

MARTIN LUTHER: A Brief Instruction on What to Look for and 
Expect in the Gospels (1520)

It is a common practice to number 
the gospels and to name them  
by books and say there are  
four gospels. From this practice 
stems the fact that no one 
knows what St. Paul and St. Peter 
are saying in their epistles, and 
their teaching is regarded as an 
addition to the teaching of the 
gospels. There is, besides, the 
still worse practice of regarding 
the gospels and epistles as law 
books in which is supposed to 
be taught what we are to do and 
in which the works of Christ are 
pictured to us as nothing but 
examples. Now where these two 
erroneous notions remain in the 
heart, there neither the gospels 
nor the epistles may be read in a 
profitable Christian manner, and 
people remain as pagan as ever.

One should thus realize that  
there is only one gospel, but that 
it is described by many apostles.  
Every single epistle of Paul and 
Peter, as well as the Acts of the 
Apostles by Luke, is a gospel, 
even though they do not record 
all the words and works of Christ; 
nor is this necessary … For at its 

briefest, the gospel is a discourse 
about Christ, that he is the Son of 
God and became man for us, that 
he died and was raised, that he 
has been established as Lord over  
all things. 

There you have it. The gospel is 
a story about Christ, God’s and 
David’s Son, who died and was 
raised and is established as Lord.  
This is the gospel in a nutshell.  
Just as there is no more than  
one Christ, so there is and may  
be no more than one gospel.  
Since Paul and Peter too teach 
nothing but Christ, so their 
epistles can be nothing but 
gospel … Yes even the teaching 
of the prophets, in those places 
where they speak of Christ, is 
nothing but the true, pure, and 
proper gospel.

So you see that the gospel is 
really not a book of laws and 
commandments which requires 
deeds of us, but a book of  
divine promises in which God  
promises, offers, and gives us  
all his possessions and benefits 
in Christ.

study g u i d e
The Protestant Reformation
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PHILIP MELANCHTHON: The Loci Communes  (1521)

Of the whole Scripture there 
are two parts: The law and the 
gospel.  The law indicates the 
sickness, the gospel the remedy. 
To use Paul’s words, the law is 
a minister of death, while the 
gospel is a minister of life and 
peace.  “The strength of sin is the 
law,” I Cor. 25:56; the gospel is 
the power or strength of salvation 
to everyone that believes. Nor has 
the Scripture so narrated the law 
and gospel in such a manner that 
one would regard as gospel what 
Matthew, Mark, Luke and, John 
have written, and as law what 

Moses has recorded.  But the 
plan of the gospel is scattered; 
there are promises in both the Old 
and New Testaments. And again, 
laws are scattered throughout 
all the books of the Old and the 
New Testaments.  Nor are the 
periods of law and gospel to be 
discriminated as is commonly 
thought, although sometimes law, 
sometimes one after the other 
has been revealed. Every period 
that occurs to my mind is a period 
of law and gospel just as men of 
every period are justified in the 
same way: sin being revealed 

REFORMATION 
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That-which-is-preached is not the content of passages of Scripture. It is 
the gospel, the event of Christ through which we are saved. To think that 
what is preached is the Bible and the content of its passages is a quite 
different way of thinking about preaching. How did the church get from 
preaching of the gospel to the preaching of passages of the Bible?

It is clear that to divide the Bible into necessarily true passages is only 
one way among many ways of thinking about the Bible, of being “biblical,” 
of placing oneself under the power and influence of Scripture … To see a 
letter of Paul, a gospel, a prophetic tract as an aggregate of discrete units 
is surely to miss the writing as an argument, a polemic, a set of imageries, 
a theological perspective, a narrative. The very thing that gives the writing 
its power is its unity, its total concrete vision, its total movement.

         EDWARD FARLEY, “Preaching the Bible and Preaching the Gospel”  
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by the law, and grace through a 
promise of the gospel …

Therefore law and gospel ought 
to be declared at the same time 
and both sin and grace ought to 
be shown. Two cherubim have 
been placed in the Ark, law and 
gospel; wherefore it happens 
that you cannot rightly and 
successfully teach the gospel 
without the law or the law without 
the gospel. And as Christ has 
joined the law with the gospel, 
so also the prophets joined the 
gospel with the law.

study g u i d e
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For Christians, then, the gospel brought release from the authority of the 
law. But what did this release really mean? Was the law at an end only as 
a way of salvation, not as an expression of God’s righteous will in Jesus 
Christ (Rom. 10:4)? Was the gospel itself to be understood as the new law 
abrogating the torah, or does it have a very different function, and if so 
where does the righteous will of God find ongoing expression? These 
are questions that have still not been settled in the history of Christian 
theology.                        

 WOLFHART PANNENBERG, Systematic Theology, vol. 3 
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Friday, October 6: Huldrych Zwingli

OF THE CLARITY AND CERTAINTY OR POWER  
OF THE WORD OF GOD  (1522)

The doctrine of God can never 
be learned with greater certainty 
than when it is taught by God 
himself, and he alone is truthful, 
indeed, he is the truth itself. This 
is proved by the words of I John 2: 
“Ye need not that any man should 
teach you.” You hear that? We do 
not need human interpreters, but 
his anointing, which is the Spirit, 
teaches us of all things –  

all things, notice – and therefore 
it is truth and no lie. But at this 
point they say: I have prayed to 
him and I am still of the same 
mind as before. You will not take 
it amiss if I say: You lie. I allow, of 
course, that you prayed, but not 
as you ought. How then should 
I approach him and pray to him?  
In this way: First, put away that 
view of your own which you want 

REFORMATION 
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Seeing the historical consequences of the commitment to sola scriptura 
does not depend on examining all the myriad, biblically based truth 
claims made by those Christian groups and individuals who rejected 
the authority of the Roman church between the early 1520s and the 
mid-seventeenth century. The important point is that every anti-Roman, 
Reformation-era Christian truth claim based on scripture fits into this 
pattern of fissiparous disagreement among those who agreed that 
Christian truth should be based solely on scripture.

This matters today because the most important, distant historical 
source of Western hyperpluralism pertaining to the Life Questions is the 
Reformation insistence on scripture as the sole source for Christian faith 
and life, combined with the vast range of countervailing ways in which the 
Bible was interpreted and applied.

  BRAD GREGORY, The Unintended Reformation 

continued on page 48
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to read into Scripture, for it is 
quite valueless, as I will clearly 
show.  I know that you will reply 
that you have walked through 
the Scriptures and discovered 
texts which support your position.  
Alas! Here we come upon the 
canker at the heart of all human 
systems. And it is this: we want to 
find support in Scripture for  
our own view, and so we take  
that view to Scripture, and if 
we find a text which, however 
artificially, we can relate to it, we 
do so, and in that way we wrest 
Scripture in order to make it say 
what we want it to say.

The doctrine of God is never 
formed more clearly than when it 
is done by God himself and in the 
words of God. 

Indeed, I make bold to say that 
those who make themselves, that 
is, men, the arbiters of Scripture, 
make a mockery of trust in the 
Spirit of God by their design and 
pretension, seeking to wrest and 
force the Scriptures according to 
their own folly … When you say 
then that an arbiter is needed to 
decide the issue and to compel 
those who are defeated, I deny it: 
for even the most learned of men 
are fallible except in so far as they 
are led by God.

Saturday, October 7: Zwingli Continued    

AN EXPOSITION OF THE FAITH  (1529)

A sacrament is the sign of a holy 
thing.  When I say: The sacrament 
of the Lord’s body I am simply 
referring to that bread which is  
he symbol of the body of Christ 
who was put to death for our 
sakes. The papists all know 
perfectly well that the word 
sacrament means a sign and 
nothing more … Yet they still 
allowed the common people 

to be deceived into thinking 
that it is something strange and 
unusual, something they cannot 
understand and which for that 
reason they have come to equate 
with God himself …

Now first we must understand 
that throughout the Bible there 
are to be found figures of speech, 
called in the Greek tropos, that is, 
metaphorical, or to be understood 

study g u i d e
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continued on page 50



www.history.pcusa.org • 51

REFORMATION 
TOURGUIDE

In the eucharist, our whole selves and 
Christ’s whole self meet one another at  
a common table.

By the power of the Holy Spirit, those who come to  

the table with a taste of faith encounter and receive  

not just bread and wine, but the living Christ.  Both  

Calvin and Nevin describe the eucharist in this way, 

emphasizing Christ’s presence in sacrament as well 

as Word, in symbolic objects and actions as well as 

doctrines … both theologians were concerned to  

counter the depiction of the eucharist as either a 

human rite attesting to our belief or an event in  

which God communicates only with human minds  

and memories rather than whole selves.

Martha Moore-Keish, 
Do This in Remembrance of Me
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in another sense. For instance, 
in John 15 Christ says: “I am the 
vine.” This means Christ is like a 
vine when considered in relation 
to us, who are sustained and 
grow in him in the same way as 
branches grow in the vine .…

Similarly, in John 1: “Behold the 
Lamb of God, which taketh away 
the sin of the world,” the first part 
of the verse is a trope, for Christ is 
not literally a lamb …

Therefore, whether we like it or 
not, we are forced to concede 
that the words: “This is my body,” 
cannot be taken naturally or 
literally, but have to be construed 
symbolically, sacramentally, 
metaphorically, or as a metonymy.

study g u i d e
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The Eucharist carries the presence of Christ in a unique way which  
cannot be compared with any other mode of the presence of God…  
The presence of Christ in the Eucharist is a personal presence which  
enters into a personal relationship with those who receive and believe.  
The eucharistic presence is neither a thing nor an object, it is a relationship 
of person to person. 

The presence of Christ in the Eucharist is the presence of his body and 
blood … The Eucharist is the sacrament of Christ’s sacrifice; it is the real 
and living presence of Christ who was crucified for us.

                MAX THURIAN , The Mystery of the Eucharist
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ON THE EDUCATION OF YOUTH (1523)

First and chiefly, it is beyond 
our human capacity to bring 
the hearts of men to faith in the 
one God even though we had 
an eloquence surpassing that of 
Pericles.  For that is something 
which only our heavenly Father 
can do as he draws us unto 
himself. Yet it is still the case, in 
the words of St. Paul, that “faith 
cometh by hearing, and hearing 
by the word of God.” Therefore it 
is necessary not merely to instill 
faith into the young by the pure 
words which proceed from the 
mouth of God, but to pray that 
he who alone can give faith will 
illuminate by his Spirit those 
whom we instruct in his Word … 
We [teachers of the young] 
ought to follow after truth with 
such consistency and single-
heartedness that we weigh not 

only our own speech but that of 
others, lest it contain any deceit 
or falsehood. Christ himself is the 
truth.  Therefore the Christian 
must cleave steadfastly to the 
truth …

The young ought to fix their whole 
attention upon the fullest possible 
absorbing of Christ himself.  When 
that is done, they will be a rule to 
themselves. And acting rightly, 
they will never be lifted up or 
cast down.  They will increase 
daily, but will see to it that they 
themselves decrease. They will 
progress, but will always reckon 
themselves the least of all. They 
will do good to others, but will 
never hold it against them, for that 
was the way of Christ. And to be 
perfect we must set ourselves to 
follow Christ alone.

Sunday, October 8: Bullinger and Bucer

HEINRICH BULLINGER: Of the Holy Catholic Church  (1551)

Here, then, I see a suitable 
place to show by what means 
and to what extent I may 
reckon hypocrites to be of the 
congregation of the Church.  

First, we make a distinction or 
difference between hypocrites.  
For there are certain hypocrites 
who put their confidence in 
their human justice and equity, 

REFORMATION 
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continued on page 52
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doing all their works openly that 
they may be seen of men, firmly 
trusting and stiffly standing to 
the traditions of men. To these 
it is a custom and property not 
only to fly from the Church which 
teaches the righteousness of 
Christ, but also to curse, detest, 
and persecute it with all cruelty.  
Such were the Jews and Jewish 
Pharisees with whom our Lord 
Jesus Christ had much contention, 
and with whom even today the 
Church contends and makes wars.  

These are the plain and visible 
members of the devil’s church, 
and they are not to be reckoned 
with the outward Church, indeed 
they are not worthy to be named 
in the Church of God. Again 
there are those hypocrites who 
are dissemblers, not putting 
any confidence in their own 
righteousness and justice, nor 
greatly regarding the traditions 
of men. Such people neither 
hate the Church, nor flit from it, 
nor persecute it; but outwardly 

study g u i d e
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Many American teenagers do share a tacit common creed, with or without 
substantial exposure to faith education, that spans all social classes, 
developmental stages, and religious traditions.  It is particularly evident 
in mainline Protestant, Catholic, Jewish, and non-religious youth. Seldom 
discussed, it is commonly practiced; never acknowledged, it functions as a 
powerful moral compass in many adolescents’ daily lives. Moralistic 
Therapeutic Deism has little to do with God or a sense of a divine mission 
in the world. It offers comfort, bolsters self-esteem, helps solve problems, 
and lubricates interpersonal relationships by encouraging people to do 
good, feel good, and keep God at arm’s length. It is a self-emolliating 
spirituality; its thrust is personal happiness and helping people treat each 
other nicely.

Why do teenagers practice Moralistic Therapeutic Deism? Not because 
they have misunderstood what we have taught them in church. They 
practice it because this is what we have taught them in church.

   KENDA CREASY DEAN, Almost Christian 



www.history.pcusa.org • 55

they agree with it, professing the 
same faith, and participating in 
the very same sacraments; but 
inwardly and in mind they neither 
believe unfeignedly and sincerely 
nor do they live holily. Of these, 
some for a season will cleave to 
the fellowship and company of 
the Church; and then, when the 
pretext arises they will fall from 
it as heretics and schismatics do 
and those who instead of friends 
become enemies. There are 
others who never fall from the 
Church, but keep themselves in 
the fellowship of the Church all 

their lives, outwardly pretending 
and feigning religion, but inwardly 
giving themselves up to their own 
errors, faults and wickedness: to 
whom the outward behavior and 
fellowship is undoubtedly not 
of the slightest benefit … Such 
hypocrites and dissemblers, 
hanging on to the ecclesiastical 
body, are called members of the 
body, and are said to be of the 
Church.

REFORMATION 
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We assume that the Christian community or Church is the people which 
as such is unitedly and therefore in all its members summoned to this 
service. Two common distinctions are herewith abolished. The first is 
the recognition, far too readily accepted as self-evident in many of the 
Reformed confessions, that the Christian community comprises many  
dead as well as living members, i.e., Christians only in appearance. The 
truth is that not merely some or many but all members of the Christian 
community stand under the sad possibility that they might not be real 
Christians … It is quite impossible, and we have no authority from the  
New Testament, to admit into the concept of the Christian community  
a distinction between real and unreal, useful and useless members.

   KARL BARTH, Church Dogmatics, III.4
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MARTIN BUCER: Concerning the True Care of Souls  (1538)

Since the pastoral office involves 
such a great and important work, 
and one which so long as we 
live here is unending, that of 
presenting the church of Christ 
in all its members without fault, 
without stain or wrinkle, this office 
requires many sorts of ministry 
and work. And since the Lord has 
also bestowed and distributed 
the gifts necessary for this office 
not to one or two, but in different 
ways to many, it was his will his 
churches, if they were able to 
have meetings and essential  
order, should have elders, 

whether few or many according 
to the requirements of each 
congregation.  These elders are 
necessary for the work we have 
referred to, that of winning and 
building up all those who belong 
to such a congregation …

From this it is evident that there 
are five main tasks required to the 
pastoral office and the true care 
of souls.  First: to lead to Christ 
our Lord and into his communion 
those who are still estranged 
from him, whether through 
carnal excess or false worship.  
Secondly: to restore those who 
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Much of what follows will be distinguished from the dominant pastoral 
theology published during the last fifty or sixty years. The discipline  
has tended to organize around a psychological interpretation of  
human experience and to begin its so-called theological reflection  
from there … There is no doubt that much has been learned from this  
shift, but it has also had two negative consequences. The first is the  
loss of Christology, soteriology, and the Christian doctrine of God in 
the pastoral theology and practice of the church. The second, and a 
consequence of the first, is the tendency for pastoral work, when it lacks 
adequate theological foundation, to be given over to control by secular 
goals and techniques of care. From this the question arises: What makes 
pastoral work Christian?

  ANDREW PURVES, Reconstructing Pastoral Theology
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had once been brought to Christ 
and into his church but have been 
drawn away through the affairs 
of the flesh or false doctrine.  
Thirdly: to assist in the true 
reformation of those who while 
remaining in the church of Christ
have grievously fallen and sinned.  
Fourthly: to re-establish in true 
Christian strength and health 
those who, while persevering 
in the fellowship of Christ and 

not doing anything particularly 
or grossly wrong, have become 
somewhat feeble and sick in the 
Christian life.  Fifthly: to protect 
from all offense and falling away 
and continually encourage in all 
good things those who stay with 
the flock and in Christ’s sheep 
pen without grievously sinning or 
becoming weak and sick in their 
Christian walk.

Monday, October 9: John Calvin

CHURCH OF THE WORD AND SACRAMENT

Wherever we see the Word 
of God purely preached and 
heard, and the sacraments 
administered according to 
Christ’s institution, there, it is 
not to be doubted, a church of 
God exists … The pure ministry 
of the Word and pure mode of 
celebrating the sacraments are, 
as we say, sufficient pledge and 
guarantee that we may safely 
embrace as church any society 
in which both these marks exist.  
The principle extends to the 
point that we must reject it so 
long as it retains them, even if 
it otherwise swarms with many 

faults. What is more, some fault 
may creep into the administration 
of either doctrine or sacraments, 
but this ought not to estrange 
us from communion with the 
church. For not all the articles 
of true doctrine are of the same 
sort. Some are so necessary 
to know that they should be 
certain and unquestioned by all 
men as the proper principles of 
religion. Such are: God is one; 
Christ is God and the Son of 
God; our salvation rests in God’s 
mercy; and the like. … First and 
foremost, we should agree on 
all points.  But since all men 

REFORMATION 
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continued on page 59
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On Sunday morning as the bells  
start to ring, calling the community  
and the pastor to church, the  
moment heaves with anticipation of  
a great, meaningful, even decisive 
event. The anticipation has nothing 
to do with how strongly the people 
feel it, or indeed whether there are 
even people present at all who 
consciously foster this anticipation. 
The anticipation is real; it 
permeates the entire scene …

But what is the meaning of this 
situation? To what kind of event 
does this anticipation point? What 

does “God is present!” mean here? … No, we cannot suppress it any 
longer: The question burns, is it true? Is it true, the vision of unity for 
those who are scattered; the anticipation of a steadfast pole amid  
the flight of phenomena; a righteousness that does not lie somewhere 
behind the stars but within the events that make up our present life? 
Is it true, the speaking of the love and goodness of God who is more 
than some friendly diety of transparent origin and short-lived dominion? 
Is it true? This is what people want to hear, to know, to understand.  
Therefore they grasp, not knowing what they do, at the unheard of 
possibility to pray, to open the Bible, to speak of God, to listen, and 
to sing. Therefore they come to us, placing themselves into the highly 
grotesque situation of Sunday morning, which is indeed only the 
expression raised up toward this possibility.

Indeed, they want to hear, know, understand. They do not want to 
simply receive mere assertions and advice, no matter how heartfelt  
and sincere they may be. In this hearing, knowing, and understanding, 
they want to know if it’s true, and not something else that beats around 
the bush.

         KARL BARTH, “The Need and Promise of Christian Proclamation”
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are somewhat beclouded with 
ignorance, either we must leave 
no church remaining, or we must 
condone delusion in those matters 
which can go unknown without 
harm to the sum of religion and 
without loss of salvation …

For there have always been 
those who, imbued with a false 
conviction of their own perfect 
sanctity, as if they had already 
become a sort of airy spirits, 
spurned association with all  

men in whom they discern any 
remnant of human nature… Indeed, 
because they think no church 
exists where there are not perfect 
purity and integrity of life, they 
depart out of hatred of wickedness 
from the lawful church, while they 
fancy themselves turning aside 
from the faction of the wicked …
They are vainly seeking a church 
besmirched with no blemish.

– Institutes, 1559 Latin edition

REFORMATION 
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Integration into the church’s fellowship by baptism is only a secondary 
consequence of the implanting of individuals into Jesus Christ. In similar 
fashion the fellowship of believers is linked to participation in the Lord’s 
Supper, which assures individuals of their fellowship with Jesus Christ.   
The Lord’s Supper depicts both the common fellowship of all  
communicants in the one Lord Jesus Christ and the fellowship of the  
church on this basis. This feature of descriptive action characterizes  
the administration of the Supper at Christian worship, which as a whole  
we may call a provisional representation of the eschatological people of 
God in its offering of praise to God.

The issue in both baptism and the Lord’s Supper, but primarily in baptism,  
is the fellowship of individuals with Jesus Christ, the unique grounding of  
this fellowship in the case of baptism, the assuring and demonstrating of it 
in the case of participation in the Supper. Partaking of the Supper of Jesus 
thus forms part of the individual history of appropriation of the  
new existence of Christians that is constituted by baptism. 
 

                               WOLFHART PANNENBERG,Systematic Theology, vol. 3

continued from page 52



study g u i d e
The Protestant Reformation
study g u i d e
The Protestant Reformation

Solus Christus is an excellent summary of 
theology’s first principle, and first love.  

The gospel is essentially the announcement – the setting 

forth in speech – of what is in Jesus Christ. In Christ there 

is not only perfect humanity (Heb. 4:15) but also “the whole 

fullness of deity” dwelling bodily (Col. 2:9). In Christ there 

are trinitarian relationships: the filial piety of the Son for the 

Father and the unbreakable love of the Father for the Son in 

the Spirit.  In Christ there is “the last Adam” who recapitulates 

and puts right the botched history of the first. In Christ there 

is the obedient Son that Israel never managed to be. In Christ 

there is salvation and “every spiritual blessing” (Eph. 1:3).  

Kevin Vanhoozer,  
Biblical Authority After Babel
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SOLUS CHRISTUS

The faithful heart does not make 
for itself just any old kind of God 
by chance, but it looks upon Him 
who is the one true God. It does 
not attribute to Him whatever it 
pleases but is satisfied to have 
Him as he reveals Himself, always 
being carefully on guard not to go 
beyond His will by presumptuous 
insolence …. For God is revealed 

to us by His works; when we feel 
their power in us and receive the 
benefit of it, we must be more 
touched to the quick by such a 
knowledge of God, than if we 
imagined God in the air without 
having had the feeling of that 
knowledge by experience.

– Institutes, 1541 French edition

REFORMATION 
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The economy of redemption was so decisive in early Christian 
reflection that it radically altered the way God was to be thought 
of.  God was no longer simply the Father, the Creator and Master of 
the universe (Pantokrator) … At the heart of the Christian doctrine 
of God were two affirmations: God has given Godself to us in Jesus 
Christ and the Spirit, and this self-revelation or self-communication is 
nothing less than what God is as God.

    CATHERINE LACUGNA, God for Us

CALVIN WAS EXCEPTIONALLY SKILLED at taking 
traditional doctrines and rhetorically reworking them so that 
they became the occasion for setting forth “the principles of 
faith” but also, more importantly, for the shaping of Christian 
character. Calvin’s predilection for attending to the affective 
dimensions of doctrine is particularly clear in passages where 
he discusses theological topics for which he has no use apart 
from their character-forming potential for Christians.
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No man hath ever seen God; the 
only Son, who is in the bosom 
of the Father, he hath made 
him known. Most appropriately 
this is added to confirm the 
previous statement [grace and 
truth came through Jesus Christ]; 
for the knowledge of God is the 
door by which we enter into the 
enjoyment of all blessings; and it 
is by Christ alone that God makes 
himself known to us, hence too it 
follows that we ought to seek all 
things from Christ.

– Commentary on the  
Gospel according to John

study g u i d e
The Protestant Reformation

In the history of the church, the doctrine of election points to the need for 
identity as human beings in the world. Those who are nobody affirm their 
own self-worth as children of God by claiming that God has chosen them 
and enabled them to live faithfully. In this sense, to be chosen of God is to 
be granted full human identity and worth as a gift of God’s love. No wonder 
not only the tribes of Israel, and the nobodies of the early church, but also 
those in every culture who have been considered less than human, or 
outcasts, have found reassurance that God has chosen them as covenant 
partners. In this aspect the idea of election enables communities to resist 
racism and other forms of oppression. 

    LETTY RUSSELL, Church in the Round
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The election of Israel is a matter of divine 
grace, divine initiative.  

It is not dependent on any intrinsic characteristic of 

Israel. Israel exists only because of God’s choice, and 

apart from God it has no existence at all. Israel has 

no profane history, only a sacred history, a history of 

redemption, of backsliding and return, punishment and 

restoration.   

 Willie James Jennings,  
The Christian Imagination

All the natural movements of the soul are 
controlled by laws analogous to those of 
physical gravity. Grace is the only exception.
    

Simone Weil, 
“Gravity “
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SOLA GRATIA

Being justified freely by his grace.
The meaning is that since there is 
nothing left for men in themselves 
but to perish, having been smitten 
by the just judgment of God, they 
are therefore freely justified by 
His mercy, for Christ comes to 
the aid of their wretchedness, 
and communicates himself to 
believers, so that they find in Him 
alone all those things of which 
they are in want. 

– Commentary on Romans

So let us remember that in 
debating about righteousness  
we must always consider 
this goal: that the praise of 

righteousness remains solidly and 
wholly God’s because to show His 
righteousness, the apostle says: 
“He has poured out His grace on 
us so that He may be righteous” 
(Rom, 3:24). That is why in another 
place he says again: “You are 
saved freely and by God’s gift,  
not by your works, in order that  
no one may glory in himself.”  
(Eph. 1:6) … Now if we seek to 
know how the conscience can 
have rest and joy before God, we 
find no other means than that He 
confers righteousness on us of 
His free generosity.

– Institutes, 1541 French edition
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SOLA FIDE

Moreover, because the knowledge of 
God’s goodness cannot have great 
importance unless faith makes us rest 
in this goodness, we must exclude 
all knowledge which is mixed with 
doubt, which is not firm but wavers 
as if arguing over the matter. Now the 
human understanding, blinded and 

darkened as it is, lacks a great deal 
of being able to penetrate and reach 
to the knowledge of God’s will, and 
the heart, which is accustomed to 
waver in doubt and uncertainty, lacks 
a great deal of being reassured to rest 
in this persuasion. That is the reason 
the human understanding must be 
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Faith has a capacity to undergird hope and love and to provide both the 

content and the context in which they flourish most creatively. In such a 

situation, faith in its turn becomes a beneficiary, for fruits of hope and love 

can nourish and deepen the faith from which they spring.  

   ROBERT MCAFEE BROWN , Is Faith Obsolete?

 

Faith is better understood as a verb than as a noun, as a process rather 

than as a possession. It is on-again-off-again rather than once-and-for-all.  

Faith is not being sure where you’re going but going anyway.

           FREDERICK BUECHNER, Wishful Thinkin

Faith is not a human accomplishment or work.  Human trust, or faith, simply 

responds to the faithful work of the God who creates out of nothing, and 

gives life to the dead. Our confidence in God responds to this story of all 

stories, and so can stand the test, during trial, and during times of suffering 

when the end cannot yet be seen; yet that faith is not “blind” nor “mindless,” 

but has a God-given grounding in history, in God’s actions for Israel and 

the world, as well as in a Person, in the character of the creating and 

resurrecting Lord of all. 

                                                         EDITH HUMPHREY, Ecstasy and Intimacy

illumined from outside, before 
God’s word may gain full faith  
in us.

Now we have a full definition 
of faith if we resolve that it is 
a firm and certain knowledge 
of God’s good will toward us, 

being founded on the promise 
freely given us in Jesus Christ, is 
revealed to our understanding 
and sealed in our heart by the 
Holy Spirit.

– Institutes, 1541 French edition



66 • www.presbyterianfoundation.org

study g u i d e
The Protestant Reformation

In the domain of Christ’s rule and revelation, 
Holy Scripture is the embassy of the prophets 
and apostles. Through their service, and quickened 

to intelligent and obedient learning by the Holy Spirit, the 

communion of saints is instructed by the living Christ.

John Webster,  
The Domain of the Word

Of all our slogans, this is perhaps the most  
cited in Protestantism generally. It is also the  

most problematic of our collection; indeed, in my  

judgment it cannot be salvaged for any significant use.   

The possibility – and perhaps inevitability – of abuse is 

provided by the sola.

Robert Jenson,  
Lutheran Slogans
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SOLA SCRIPTURA

Now, in order that true religion 
may shine upon us, we ought 
to hold that it must take its 
beginning from heavenly doctrine 
and that no one can get even 
the slightest taste of right and 
sound doctrine unless he be a 
pupil of Scripture. Hence, there 
also emerges the beginning 
of true understanding when 
we reverently embrace what it 
pleases God to witness  
of himself.

If we turn aside from the Word, 
though we may strive with 
strenuous haste, yet since we 
have got off the track, we shall 
never reach the goal. For we 
should reason that the splendor 
of the divine countenance, 
which even the apostle calls 

“unapproachable,” is for us like 
an inexplicable labyrinth unless 
we are conducted into it by the 
thread of the Word; so that it is 
better to limp along this path  
than to dash off with all speed 
outside it.   

Just as old or bleary-eyed men 
and those with weak vision, if 
you thrust before them a most 
beautiful volume, even if they 
recognize it to be some sort of 
writing, yet can scarcely construe 
two words, but with the aid of 
spectacles will begin to read 
distinctly; so Scripture, gathering 
up the otherwise confused 
knowledge of God in our minds, 
having dispersed our dullness, 
clearly shows us the true God.

– Institutes, 1559 Latin edition  

Sola scriptura is perhaps the most challenging of the solas to retrieve. Even 
many Protestant theologians now urge its abandonment on the grounds 
that, in insisting on Scripture alone, it overlooks or even excludes the 
importance of tradition, the necessity of hermeneutics, and the relationship 
between Word and Spirit.

        KEVIN VANHOOZER, Biblical Authority After Babel

REFORMATION 
TOURGUIDE



68 • www.presbyterianfoundation.org

REFORMATIONS

We are accused of rash and 
impious innovation, for having 
ventured to propose any change 
at all in the former state of the 
Church. What? Even if it has been 
done with good cause and not 
imperfectly? I hear there are 
persons who, even in this case, do 
not hesitate to condemn us; they 
think us right indeed in desiring 
amendment, but not right in 
attempting it …

We maintain to start with that, 
when God raised up Luther 

and others, who held forth a 
torch to light us into the way of 
salvation, and on whose ministry 
our churches are founded and 
built, those heads of doctrine in 
which the truth of our religion, 
those in which the pure and 
legitimate worship of God, and 
those in which the salvation of 
men are comprehended, were in 
a great measure obsolete … the 
Reformers have done no small 
service to the Church in stirring 
up the world as from the deep 
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darkness of ignorance to read the 
Scriptures, in laboring diligently 
to make them better understood, 
and in happily throwing light on 
certain points of doctrine of the 
highest practical importance …

Therefore, let there be an 
examination of our whole 
doctrine, of our form of 
administering the sacraments,  

and our method of governing 
the Church; and in none of these 
three things will it be found that 
we have made any change in the 
old form, without attempting to 
restore it to the exact standard of 
the Word of God.

– THE NECESSITY OF 
REFORMING THE CHURCH  
(1543) 
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Ecclesia reformata semper reformanda secundum verbum Dei [the Church 
reformed always to be reformed in accordance with the word of God] is 
used a great deal in North Atlantic Reformed circles these days, probably 
because of the crisis in which most of these churches find themselves. 
… What I have tried to make clear is that the Church’s crisis is one of 
fundamental vocation, of calling to God’s mission, of being, doing, and 
saying witness in faithfulness to Jesus Christ, the Lord. Our missional 
challenge is a crisis of faith and spirit, and it will be met only through 
conversion, the continuing conversion of the Church.

DARRELL GUDER, The Continuing Conversion of the Church

Are the churches of the Protestant Reformation drawing all the 
consequences of their conviction that they belong to the one Church of  
God instituted by Christ?  The key terms – sola scriptura, sola fide, sola 
gratia – can open no door other than that of the sola ecclesia … The 
Reformation churches cannot forget that the Church has to be constantly 
reformed. Thus they will honour the name by which they are known only if 
they seek still today to undergo a confessional conversion which snatches 
them out of the danger of folding themselves up in their own identity.

GROUPE DES DOMBES, For the Conversion of the Churches
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