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Christian Theology and History Adult Sunday School Courses 
Robert Jones 

www.sundayschoolcourses.com 
 

IΩǾŜ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ōŜŜƴ ŀ ǎǘǊƻƴƎ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜǊ ƛƴ ŀŘǳƭǘ {ǳƴŘŀȅ {ŎƘƻƻƭ ŎƭŀǎǎŜǎ ŀƴŘ .ƛōƭŜ ǎǘǳŘƛŜǎ ƛƴ ƻǳǊ ŎƘǳǊŎƘŜǎΦ  !ƴŘ Ƴŀƴȅ 
churches have quality, Biblically-based adult-focused programs.  Unfortunately, just as many churches tend to 
downplay adult education, focusing oƴ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ όƴƻǘ ŀ ōŀŘ ǘƘƛƴƎ ƛƴ ƛǘǎŜƭŦύΣ ƻǊ ŦƻŎǳǎƛƴƎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƴŜŜŘǎ ƻŦ 
ǘƘŜ άǳƴŎƘǳǊŎƘŜŘέΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƻǇƛŎǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ŎƘǳǊŎƘ Ƙƛǎǘory and theology are often purposely ignored. 
 
Yet there is a strong need for adult education focused on both the Bible and the basic tenets and history of the 
Faith.  Among the reasons: 
 

¶ Not all adults come from a strong childhood background in the church ς adult Sunday School classes/Bible 
studies may be their first serious introduction to what Christianity is all about 

¶ Christianity (and especially Evangelical Christianity) is under constant attack from the media and popular 
culture (movies, music, etc.).   We need to give fellow Christians the tools to defend the Faith against 
ŀǘǘŀŎƪ όƻǊ ǘƻ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ŀ άǊŜŀŘȅ ŘeŦŜƴǎŜέ ŀǎ tŜǘŜǊ ǎŀys in 1 Peter 3:15) 

¶ Even adult Christians that have a strong Biblical background often know little about the origins and history 
of their Faith 

 
To better meet the needs of adult Christians (both those mature in their Faith, and those just starting out in the 
ά{ŎƘƻƻƭ ƻŦ /ƘǊƛǎǘέύΣ LΩǾŜ ǿǊƛǘǘŜƴ ŀ ǎŜǊƛŜǎ ƻŦ ŎƻǳǊǎŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ /ƘǊƛǎǘƛŀƴ /ƘǳǊŎƘ όƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ 
Jewish roots), as well as the development of doctrine in the Church.  The topics represented in these courses are 
intended to both fuǊǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘΩǎ ǿŀƭƪ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ CŀƛǘƘΣ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ ǎŜǊǾŜ ŀǎ ŀ ǎǘŀǊǘƛƴƎ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ŦƻǊ /ƘǊƛǎǘƛŀƴ 
apologetics. 
 
While the primary purpose of these courses is for use in churches, they also may be useful for High School and 
College projects, especially the courses focused primarily on historical aspects.   
 
One note: these courses are primarily written from an Evangelical Protestant viewpoint (I come from a Reformed 
Church background), but I hope I've given ample time to other points of view throughout the various courses. 
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Introduction 
This book grew out of a six-month course I wrote and taught at Mars Hill Presbyterian Church, Acworth, 
Georgia, in 1996.  The original idea for the course came out of the fact that many of the members of the 
class, although lifelong Protestants, freely admitted that they had only a somewhat cursory knowledge 
of the theology of the founding fathers of the Reformation.  I suspect that there are many other 
Protestants in the same situation! 
 
To many modern Protestants, the Reformation theology seems quite harsh.  Secularism teaches us that 
"I'm OK, you're OK", and that "everything one needs to succeed is within".  The Protestant Reformers 
had a very different view (see section "The Essential Reformation Theology"), which is not necessarily 
comfortable to many modern, middle of the road Protestants.  However, comfortable theology doesn't 
necessarily equate to correct theology. 
 

"A common reformation should be undertaken by the spiritual and 
temporal estates." 
 

- Martin Luther, in a letter to the Duke of Saxony 

 
As one reads through the excerpts of the various denominational creeds contained herein, one is struck 
by the commonality of the creeds - the differences, hard fought at the time, and magnified through the 
ensuing years, are confined to fairly defined areas.  Overall, the Reformers showed a remarkable 
similarity in their basic message. 
 
This booklet is meant to be a handbook, not a complete study of Reformation theology, and certainly 
not a complete history.  Rather, it attempts to capture the key events, and key theological views of the 
key 16th-century reformers, in a (hopefully) easy to read and easily accessible format.  The booklet does 
not examine later (post-16th century) Protestant movements, such as the Methodists or Baptists (see 
my A Brief History of Christian Baptism for the history of the latter). 
 
Also, where feasible, I have let the reformers speak for themselves, quoting excerpts directly from the 
key Creeds and works associated with them. 
 
One final word for the introduction.  Many people assume that the root of the word "Protestant" is 
negative, as we use the word "protest" today to describe a negative reaction against something.  
However, the root of the word "protestant" actually comes from the concept of "to take a stand".  In 
1529, at the Second Diet of Spires, a (pro-Catholic) resolution was passed calling for a restoration of the 
authority of the Catholic church.  On April 19, 1529, a small Lutheran group issued a formal 
"Protestation", stating that everyone must "stand and give account before God for himself." 
 
I hope this booklet serves as a useful handbook on the theology of the Protestant Reformation. 
 

Note: The opinions expressed in this book are those of the author. 
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Part I:  Excesses of the Roman Catholic Church 
 

"...the five Vicars of Christ who ruled the Holy See during Magellan's lifetime [1480-1521] were 
the least Christian of men; the least devout, least scrupulous, least compassionate, and among 
the least chaste - lechers, almost without exception.  Ruthless in their pursuit of political power 
and personal gain, they were medieval despots who used their holy office for blackmail and 
extortion." - William Manchester (Manchester, p. 37) 

Moral/ethical laxity 

The Roman Catholic Church perhaps reached its low point in terms of moral example in the years 
surrounding the Reformation.  As, such, the ground was fertile for a backlash.   
 
The poor moral example started at the very top.  For example, Pope Alexander VI (1431-1503) was 
known for throwing orgies in the Vatican.  Alexander VI is most well known for fathering a child by his 
illegitimate daughter, Lucrezia Borgia. 
 
The papacy was also well known for nepotism during the 15th and early 16th century.  Sixtus IV (r. 1471-
1484), for example, appointed 6 nephews/grandnephews to College of Cardinals, and appointed an 8 
year old boy as Archbishop of Lisbon.  Leo X (the pope that excommunicated Martin Luther), appointed 
6 cousins/nephews as cardinals.  The aforementioned Alexander VI (r. 1492-1503) actually appointed his 
illegitimate son (Cesare Borgia) to the College of Cardinals! 
 
The poor moral example extended downward to the clergy.  By the 16th century, the lax discipline in 
many monasteries and nunneries in Europe had reached almost epidemic proportions.  Gluttony, sexual 
excess, avarice and other vices were common in many religious houses, to the point where monks and 
nuns in many areas became targets of either hatred or derision from local townspeople.  It is no wonder 
that, when the Reformation came to countries such as Scotland and England, the local populace often 
joined in with the looting and destruction of the monasteries. 

Excessive wealth 

The Roman Church was also known for its excessive wealth during this period.  In 1502, the Catholic 
Church owned 75% of the money in France, and in 1522, the Catholic Church owned 50% of the wealth 
in Germany.  In early 1500s Scotland, the Catholic church owned more than 50% of the real estate .  The 
control of such massive wealth excited the envy of secular rulers and merchants alike, and led to the 
strong support of the Reformation by many secular rulers in Germany and Switzerland.  (Statistics from 

Manchester, p. 132 & Christian History, Issue 46, p. 2) 

Indulgences 

Of course, the most famous excess of the Roman Catholic Church during the period of the Reformation 
was the sale of indulgences.  An indulgence in of itself is nothing sinister - in the Catholic Church, an 
indulgence is used to signify a remission of worldly punishment due to sin, the guilt of which has already 
been absolved (during Confession).  Common means of gaining indulgences include prayer, fasting, 
giving alms, going on pilgrimages.   
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However, in the 15th-16th centuries, indulgences were also granted for money.  Typically, the Church 
sold indulgences to either finance wars, or (a bit more noble reason), to finish the Sistine Chapel.  
Matthew 16:19 was often used as the somewhat dubious theological basis for the sale of indulgences: 

 
"And I will give unto thee the keys of the kingdom of heaven: and whatsoever thou shalt bind on earth 
shall be bound in heaven: and whatsoever thou shalt loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven."  (KJV) 

 
Of course, the idea of selling "a remission of worldly punishment due to sin" is a concept ripe for abuse.  
In 1476, Sixtus IV declared that indulgences could be applied to people in purgatory, so peasants began 
buying indulgences to get their Uncle Almaric out of purgatory (a place which, of course, the Reformers 
later stated didn't exist).   
 
In 1517, Pope Leo X took things a bit further by announcing a blue light special ("feste dies" - jubilee 
bargain) on indulgences.  Indulgences bought during this period were not just for already committed 
sins, but for sins not yet committed!  So, for example, if you wanted to steal a chicken, you could buy 
your indulgence beforehand, steal the chicken, and be comforted by the fact that you were already 
absolved of your sin!  It should be pointed out, though, that the proceeds of the sale of these 
indulgences went to the building of St. Peter's in Rome. 
 
A gentleman named Johann Tetzel, who has been described as a 
"medieval P.T. Barnum", sold indulgences for Pope Leo in Germany from 
a push cart, in a somewhat huckster-ish manner.  It was Tetzel's 
irreverent sale of indulgences which eventually led Martin Luther to tack 
his 95 theses on the door of Wittenberg Castle in 1517. 

Part II:  The Essential Reformation Theology 
While there were serious areas of disagreement among the reformers, there was a core set of beliefs 
that united them.  The essential reformation theology is capsulized below. 
 

¶ All mankind are unregenerate sinners - there is nothing that man can do on his own to achieve 
salvation 

¶ Sin is a massive gulf between God and humans - God sent his Son, Jesus, to redeem the sins of 
mankind 

¶ Through faith in Jesus, humans can become reconciled (justified) with God 

¶ Salvation for humans beings is through the Grace (unmerited favor) of God only - No one is worthy 
of salvation 

¶ Mankind is not saved through works - works are a result of justification, not a cause 
 
We will now examine the basic characteristics of Reformation theology in more detail. 

Justification by Faith - Salvation by Grace 

The reformers believed that man is reconciled with God solely through faith, and saved by the Grace 
(unmerited favor) of God, not through anything that mankind does on his/her own. This view was a  
direct challenge to the Roman Catholic hierarchy of the day, which preached that salvation was a 
combination of works (which could include giving alms, going to confession/mass, celebrating feast 
days, etc.),  and faith. 
 



 

 

8 

The Reformers often pointed to the Apostle Paul for their support for the doctrine of salvation by Grace 
alone: 

 
"For by grace are ye saved through faith; and that not of yourselves: it is the gift of God: Not of works, lest 
any man should boast."  - Apostle Paul, Ephesians 2:8-9 (KJV) 

 
Some additional Biblical passages that discuss these themes are listed below: 

 
Reference Notes 

Genesis 15:6 Abraham's belief 

Romans 1:17 Righteousness by faith 

Romans 3:10-31 No one is worthy of salvation 

Romans 4 Paul discussing Abraham 

Romans 5:1-2 Gaining access to Grace by faith 

Romans 5: 8-21 Reconciliation through Christ 

Romans 11:1-6 Remnant chosen by Grace 

2 Corinthians 5: 16-21 Ministry of reconciliation 

Galatians 3:6-9 Children of Abraham 

Ephesians 2: 1-10 Salvation through Grace alone 

Titus 3: 4-7 Justification by Grace 

1 Peter 1: 3-12 Goal of your faith 

Predestination 

Perhaps the single most controversial tenant of the Protestant reformation (especially in modern times) 
is the doctrine of  Predestination.  Predestination is the belief that God has preordained all things, 
including the salvation or damnation of individual human beings.  In the words of John Calvin, perhaps 
the most visible (but not sole) proponent of predestination: 

 
"...the eternal decree of God, by which he determined with himself whatever he wished to happen with 
regard to every man.  All are not created on equal terms, but some are preordained to eternal life, others 
to eternal damnation..."  ("Institutes of the Christian Religion", Calvin, p. 203) 

 
From a theological standpoint, predestination can be viewed as the opposite of the doctrine of "free 
will" (and, in fact, there was a notable debate between Dutch Calvinist proponents of predestination, 
and Arminian proponents of free will in the 17th century).  However, the reformers were not the first 
theologians to put forth the doctrine - St. Augustine, in the 5th century had a well developed theology 
involving predestination.  Biblically, the most obvious proponent of the doctrine seems to be the Apostle 
Paul. 
 
The following table gives some idea of scriptural references to predestination (there are, of course, 
references that back the free will side of the question, also!): 

 

 
Reference Notes 

Matthew  20:23 Places prepared by the Father 

Matthew  25:34 Inheritance prepared since creation 

Luke 10:20 Names written in Heaven 

Luke 18:7 Justice for the chosen ones 
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Acts 13:48 Appointed for eternal life 

Romans 8:28-33 Those he predestined 

Romans 9:10-21 God's purpose in election 

Romans 11:5-8 Remnant chosen by Grace 

1 Corinthians 1:26-29 Chosen by God to... 

Ephesians 1:4-12 Chosen before creation of the world 

1 Peter 1:1-2 God's elect 

Jude 1:4 Condemnation pre-ordained 

Revelation 13:8 Book of Life 

Priesthood of believers 

The term "priesthood of believers" was coined by Luther, but it was a doctrine preached by all of the 
primary reformers.  It is the view that each individual can interpret the Bible on their own, without 
external authority, and that individuals did not need intermediaries between themselves and God 
(priests, bishops etc.)  This doctrine was a direct threat to the European hegemony of the Roman 
Catholic Church, which based much of its authority on its self-proclaimed right to interpret and act as an 
intermediary to the word of God. 
 
Once one accepts the doctrine of a "priesthood of believers", an easy next step is the rejection of papal 
authority, a stand taken by all of the Reformers, imperiling the lives of some such as Martin Luther. 

Bible as the sole authority of the Word of God 

The reformers believed the Bible was the sole authority of the word of God.  The Roman Catholic view 
(then and now) is/was that church tradition/councils/teachings were on equal authoritative footing with 
the holy Scriptures.   
 
A corollary to the view of the Bible as the sole authority of the Word of God is that the Bible should be 
available in the vernacular, or the common language of the people.  Prior to the Reformation, the Bible 
was translated solely into Latin, which was understood by a very small segment of the population 
(clergy, some merchants, etc.)  Reformers such as Wycliffe, Luther, Hus and Tyndale all translated the 
Bible to the vernacular (English, German, Czech, and English, respectively). 

The Universal Church 

Prior to the Reformation, the "Church" was generally defined as the Roman Church, with its papal head.  
With the coming of the Reformation, the "Church" began to be defined as the total of the saved, living, 
dead, or to be born. 

Areas of disagreement among the Reformers 

While the Reformers generally agreed on key theological issues, there were areas of strong 
disagreement that led to the proliferation of Protestant denominations that we know today.  Among the 
areas of disagreement: 

¶ Infant vs. adult baptism 

¶ Relationship between church and state 

¶ The meaning of the Eucharist (Communion).  Essentially, there were 4 views in the 16th century: 

¶ Transubstantiation - Roman Catholic Church 

¶ Consubstantiation - Martin Luther 

¶ Symbolic - Ulrich Zwingli 
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¶ Spiritual - Caspar Schwenckfeld 

Part III:  Laying the Foundation - Forerunners of the Reformation 

John Wycliffe (1330?-1384) 

Place of Birth: Yorkshire, England 

Key Events 

Date Event 

 1361 Ordained priest (See of Lincoln) 

 1372 Doctorate of Theology 

1374/76 Publishes "Tractatus de civili dominio" 

 1377 Brought to trial before Archbishop of Canterbury as a heretic; 
saved by the crowds 

 1377 Pope condemns 18 propositions of Wycliffe (in 5 separate bulls) 

1381/84 Begins first full English translation of the Bible (from Jerome's 
Latin Vulgate).  Published in 1388. 

 1415 Condemned by Council of Constance for 267 heresies 

 1428 Remains dug up and burned on papal order 

Key beliefs 

Wycliffe, although he died 100 years before the birth of Martin Luther, had 
most of the later-Reformation beliefs contained in his theology.  Because of 
this, he is sometimes referred to as the "Morningstar of the Reformation".  
Some of Wycliffe's theological views that were later adopted by the Reformers 
include: 

 

¶ Good works do not guarantee salvation - rather, good works are a sign of 
the saved 

¶ Predestination - Wycliffe believed that only Adam & Eve had free will 

¶ All Christians are "priests" - no earthly intermediaries are needed between 
man and God (including priests in the confessional) 

¶ The Bible as the preeminent authority for every Christian 

¶ Rejection of the sale of indulgences 

¶ Criticism of the excesses of clergy - Wycliffe believed they should be tried by secular courts when 
they broke the law.  Generally, members of the clergy in Medieval Europe were tried by 
ecclesiastical courts, not by secular courts. 

¶ Denial of Transubstantiation.  Similar to Luther's later Consubstantiation view, Wycliffe believed in 
the "Real Presence" of Christ during the Eucharist - "spiritually, truly, really, effectively". 

 
There were several areas of Wycliffe's beliefs which were not picked up on by the later reformers.  
These views were more typical of religious figures from the Middle Ages such as St. Francis of Assisi: 
 

¶ Communal ownership by the righteous (see Acts 2:44-2:47, and 4:32-4:37) 

¶ Church/clergy should own no earthly goods (a view that would make Wycliffe a not-very-popular 
figure to the Roman Catholic hierarchy of the time!) 
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Legacy 

Wycliffe's greatest legacy is probably his influence on later reformers such as Martin Luther and William 
Tyndale.  Wycliffe was the first medieval theologian to publish a Bible in the vernacular, a concept that 
would later (with the advent of the printing press) prove as revolutionary as any of the actions or 
theologies of the Reformation.   
 
A small group of Wycliffe's followers, named the Lollards (poor priests), struggled on after his death. 

Jan (John) Hus (1369?-1415) 

Place of Birth: Husinec, Bohemia 

Key Events 

Date Events 

 1401 Ordained priest 

 1402 Rector, University of Prague 

 1411 Protested sale of indulgences to finance a war by antipope 
John XXIII (Hus referred to John XXIII as the Antichrist) 

 1411 Pope lays interdict against any city that shields Hus 

 1414 Imprisoned.  Offers to refute beliefs only if they could be 
disapproved Biblically  (an eerie precursor of  Luther at Council 
of Worms!) 

 July 6, 1415 Burned at the stake 

Key beliefs 

Hus was a strong follower of John Wycliffe, and he adopted many of his ideas, such as: 
 

¶ Christ, not the pope as head of church - Hus defined the church as the total 
of the saved on heaven and in earth (similar to Calvin) 

¶ Bible as the ultimate spiritual authority 

¶ Protested lax practices of clergy 

¶ Church should have no worldly goods 

¶ Questioned transubstantiation 

¶ Wrote in the vernacular (Bohemian, Czech) 
 
Hus also held other views that would later be adopted by Reformers such as John 
Knox, Martin Luther, and Ulrich Zwingli: 
 

¶ Questioned existence of purgatory 

¶ Rejection of confession, worship of images, and ornate religious rites 

¶ Condemnation of the taking of fees by priests for baptism, marriage, burials, masses, confirmation 

Legacy 

Like Wycliffe, Hus's greatest legacy was probably his influence on later reformers.  However, Hus also 
started a church that still exists today - the Moravian Church.  Some people would argue that the 
Moravian Church, not the Lutheran or Reformed Church, is the first Protestant denomination - 100 years 
before Luther tacked his 95 theses on the door of Wittenburg Castle! 
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Erasmus (1466-1536) 

Place of Birth:  Rotterdam (?), Netherlands 

Key Events 

Date Events 

1492  Augustinian Priest 

1494/1536  Traveling Scholar 

 1509 Publishes "The Praise of Folly" 

 1516 Published Greek New Testament 

 1544 Excommunicated (after death) 

 
Erasmus wasn't a Protestant reformer in the sense that Calvin and Luther were - 
he remained a Catholic until the day he died.  However, Erasmus was an 
important influence on the Reformation because he was an early and vociferous 
critic of the excesses of the Roman Church in the Middle Ages.  He wrote a 
number of extremely satirical tracts, including a play ("Julius Exclusus") depicting 
a noted pope (Julius II) being denied entrance to heaven by St. Peter.  The fact 
that he wasn't excommunicated until after his death is a credit to a key factor - 
Erasmus kept his criticisms within the clerical community (quite unlike Calvin, 
Luther, Knox, etc.)   

Key beliefs 

¶ Mocked Virgin Birth, original sin, transubstantiation 

¶ Called shrines, miracles "bugbears of superstition" 

¶ Openly criticized the wealth and nepotism of the papacy 

¶ Attacked lechery in the monastery 

Part IV:  The Revolution Begins 

Martin Luther (1483-1546) 

Place of Birth: Eisleben, Saxony 

Key Events 

Date Events 

1505/07 Becomes Augustinian monk; ordained as a priest 

 1512 Doctorate in Theology; Professor of Biblical Literature at 
Wittenburg University 

 1517 Protests sale of indulgences by Pope Leo X 

October 31, 1517 Tacks 95 theses to door of Wittenburg Castle 

 1520 Bull of Excommunication #1 

Dec, 10/11, 1520 Luther burns the Bull; announces that to be saved, one 
must renounce the Pope 

 1521 Bull of Excommunication #2 - Luther excommunicated 

April 17/18, 1521 Council (Diet) of Worm, convened by Charles V, Emperor 
of the Holy Roman Empire.  Luther ordered to recant.  
[ǳǘƘŜǊ ǊŜǇƭƛŜŘΣ άIŜǊŜ L ǎǘŀƴŘΦ L Ŏŀƴ Řƻ ƴƻ ƻǘƘŜǊΦέ  

1521-1522 Luther in hiding at Wartburg Castle; translates New 
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Date Events 

Testament into German, and battles with the Devil 

March 9, 1522 Luther begins a series of sermons asking for calm as 
followers of Carlstadt destroy relics, paintings and 
statuary in churches  

 1525 Marries former nun Katherine von Bora; criticizes the 
tŜŀǎŀƴǘΩǎ wŜǾƻƭǘ 

 1527 Writes "A Mighty Fortress is Our God"  (Luther wrote a 
total of 41 hymns) 

 1528 Publishes "Large Catechism", "Small Catechism" 

 1530 Luther is the doctrinal inspiration for the Augsburg 
Confession 

 1534 Publishes German Bible - 100,000 copies of New 
Testament printed in Wittenberg during his lifetime 
(Durant, p. 369) 

1999 Arts & Entertainment network votes Luther the 3
rd

 most 
influential person of the millennium 

October 31, 1999 ά¢ƘŜ Wƻƛƴǘ 5ŜŎƭŀǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ 5ƻŎǘǊƛƴŜ ƻŦ WǳǎǘƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴέ ƛǎ 
signed by the Catholic Church and the Lutheran Church, 
ǎŜŜƳƛƴƎƭȅ ōǊƛƴƎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ /ŀǘƘƻƭƛŎ /ƘǳǊŎƘ ŎƭƻǎŜǊ ǘƻ [ǳǘƘŜǊΩǎ 
view ƻŦ ǎŀƭǾŀǘƛƻƴ ōȅ άŦŀƛǘƘ ŀƭƻƴŜέ 

Key Beliefs 

Luther had struggled his whole clerical life with the idea that God was a 
wrathful, judgmental God, and that no mortal man could possibly live a life pure 
enough to please God.  One day, while sitting on the privy in Wittenburg Castle, 
Luther had what he later described as a "thunderbolt to my conscience" - the 
realization that the righteousness of God is not a negative characteristic (i.e. 
judgmental), but rather a merciful one (justification of sinners through faith).   
Romans 1:17 was the spark for this revelation: 

 
"For therein is the righteousness of God revealed from faith to faith: as it is written, 
The just shall live by faith."" (KJV) 

 
Later, Romans 1:17 would become the centerpiece of Luther's theology, 
capsulizing his views on justification by faith, and salvation by grace, and grace alone: 

   
"The righteousness of God is the cause of our salvation.  This righteousness, however, is not that 
according to which God Himself is righteous as God, but that by which we are justified by Him through 
faith in the Gospel.  It is called the righteousness of God in contradistinction to man's righteousness which 
comes from works...righteousness (justification) precedes works and good works grow out of it."  
(Luther's Commentary on Romans, p. 41) 

 
Luther was also a strong proponent of viewing the Bible as the sole source of Christian belief.  He 
vociferously rejected non-Biblical tenants such as purgatory, worship of Mary and the Saints, and 
indulgences (although not infant baptism).  He generally viewed the Bible as literally true (what would 
be called fundamentalism today), but at the same time, he cast some doubt on the authority of several 
books in the Bible, including James, Hebrews, and Revelation. 
 



 

 

14 

Luther strongly rejected monasticism, which he viewed as the epitome of the "salvation through works" 
viewpoint.  (The Augsburg Confession had liberal references rejecting monasticism.)  He also rejected 
clerical celibacy, and he eventually married a former nun, and had 6 children!  However, because he 
only accepted two of seven Roman sacraments - Baptism and Communion, he viewed that divorce was 
possible, since he did not accept marriage as a sacrament. 
 
Luther also strongly believed in the Pauline/Augustinian doctrine of predestination, although the 
doctrine is surprisingly under-represented in the Augsburg Confession, upon which the Lutheran faith is 
based.  
 
Luther on Predestination 

 
"He [Paul] here takes up the doctrine of predestination or election.  This doctrine is not so 
incomprehensible as many think, but is rather full of sweet comfort for the elect and for all who have the 
Holy Spirit.  But it is most bitter and hard for (those who adhere to) the wisdom of the flesh." 
 
"God absolutely recognizes no chance; it is only men who speak of chance.  Not a single leaf falls from the 
tree without the will of the Father.  All things are essentially in His hands, and so are also our times." 
 
"The first and most flimsy objection against divine election is this, that man has been given free will by 
which he can earn for himself either merit or demerit.  To this I reply:  Man's free will without divine grace 
has not the least ability to secure righteousness, but is totally corrupt." 
 
"The third thought (that we could consider in connection with God's eternal election) is that this doctrine 
is indeed most bitter to the wisdom of the flesh, which revolts against it and even becomes guilty of 
blasphemy on this point.  But it is fully defeated when we learn to know that our salvation rest no wise 
upon ourselves and our conduct, but is founded solely upon what is outside us, namely, on God's 
election." 
 
"It is not the characteristic of reprobates to tremble at the secret counsel of God; but that is a 
characteristic of the elect." 

 
(From Luther's "Commentary on Romans") 

 
Luther was also a strong proponent of the doctrine of a "priesthood of believers", a view which says that 
each Christian can make their own interpretation of the Scriptures, and that no intermediaries (such as 
clerics) are needed for a Christian to communicate with God.  Coming out of this viewpoint was Luther's 
total rejection of papal authority.  He noted that, in the first several centuries of the Church, the Bishop 
of Rome had no special authority. 
 
One area where Luther's views strongly disagreed with that of other Reformers (Zwingli, Schwenckfeld, 
the Anabaptists) was in the area of the nature of the Eucharist (Communion).  While Luther rejected the 
Roman Catholic doctrine of Transubstantiation (defined by the Fourth Lateran Council in 1215) which 
said that the elements actually turned into the body and blood of Christ during the Eucharist, Luther's 
Consubstantiation view still promulgated the presence of Christ's body and blood during communion:  

 
"It is the true body and blood of our Lord Jesus Christ, under the bread and wine, given unto us Christians 
to eat and to drink, as it was instituted by Christ himself."  (Luther's "Small Catechism", Schaff, Vol. III, p. 90) 
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Augsburg Confession (1530) - excerpts 
 
Note:  It is generally viewed that Martin Luther produced the doctrinal background for the Augsburg 
Confession, and that it was put to paper by his follower, Philip Melanchthon. 

 
Of Original Sin: "...after Adam's fall, all men begotten after the common course of nature are born with 
sin...bringing eternal death now also upon all that are not born again by baptism and the Holy Spirit." 
 
Of Justification: "...men can not be justified [obtain forgiveness of sins and righteousness] before God by 
their own powers, merits, or works; but are justified freely [of grace] for Christ's sake through faith." 
 
Of New Obedience: "...this faith should bring forth good fruits, and that men ought to do the good works 
commanded of God, because it is God's will, and not on any confidence of meriting justification before 
God by their works." 
 
Of the Church: "But the Church is the Congregation of saints [the assembly of all believers]..." 
 
Of Baptism: "...it is necessary to salvation, and that by Baptism the grace of God is offered, and that 
children are to be baptized, who by Baptism, being offered to God, are received into God's favor. They 
condemn the Anabaptists who allow not the Baptism of children, and affirm that children are saved 
without Baptism." 
 
Of the Lord's Supper: "...the [true] body and blood of Christ are truly present [under the form of bread 
and wine], and are [there] communicated to those that eat in the Lord's supper [and received]." 
 
Of Ecclesiastical Rites: "...vows and traditions concerning foods and days, and such like, instituted to merit 
grace and make satisfaction for sins, are useless and contrary to the gospel." 
 
Of Christ's Return to Judgment: "..in the consummation of the world [at the last day], Christ shall appear 
to judge, and shall raise up all the dead, and shall dive unto the godly and elect eternal life and everlasting 
joys; but ungodly men and the devils shall he condemn unto endless torments". 
 
Of Good Works: "...our works can not reconcile God, or deserve remission of sins, grace, and justification 
at his hands, but these we obtain by faith only." 
 
Of the Worship of Saints: "But the scripture teacheth not to invocate saints, or to ask help of saints, 
because it propoundeth unto us one Christ the Mediator, Propitiatory, High-Priest, and Intercessor." 
 
Of the Mass: "This is not only commanded by St. Paul, to use a tongue that the people understand (1 Cor. 
xiv. 9), but man's law hath also appointed it." 

 
(From "The Creeds of Christendom: Vol. III", edited by Philip Schaff) 
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Legacy 

 

 
Luther at the Council of ²ƻǊƳǎΦ  IƛǎǘƻǊƛŀƴ ¢ƘƻƳŀǎ /ŀǊƭȅƭŜ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ Ƙƛǎ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ƻŦ άIŜǊŜ L ǎǘŀƴŘΦ L Ŏŀƴ Řƻ ƴƻ ƻǘƘŜǊέ 

"the greatest moment in the modern history of man." (Manchester, p. 173) 

 
So why did the theological views of an obscure Augustinian monk light the match that ignited the 
Protestant Reformation, when earlier reformers such as Wycliffe and Hus had much less impact?  If one 
were to pick a single factor, it would have to be the development of the printing press.  As the Internet 
today has democratized the distribution of information and opinion, the printing press allowed views at 
odds with official Catholicism to receive wide-spread (and International) exposure.   Europe in the 16th 
century was ready for a message of reform, and Luther and the printing press delivered it. 
 
It is hard to put into words the effect of Martin Luther.  By successfully refuting the pope and his bull of 
excommunication, Luther lessened the hegemony of the Roman Church over Europe.  By successfully 
refuting the Emperor of the Holy Roman Empire, Luther helped bring about the rise of nationalism.  And, 
of course, Luther was the spark that ignited the Reformation, which forever changed the face of 
Christianity in the world.   
 
[ǳǘƘŜǊΩǎ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜǎ ƛƴ ƳƻŘŜǊƴ ǘƛƳŜǎΦ  hƴ hŎǘƻōŜǊ омΣ мффф ƛƴ !ǳƎǎburg, a Joint Declaration on 
the Doctrine of Justification was signed by the Lutheran World Federation and the Catholic Church.  
Among the contents: 
 
ά¢ƻƎŜǘƘŜǊ ǿŜ ŎƻƴŦŜǎǎΥ .ȅ ƎǊŀŎŜ ŀƭƻƴŜΣ ƛƴ ŦŀƛǘƘ ƛƴ /ƘǊƛǎǘΩǎ ǎŀǾƛƴƎ ǿƻǊƪ ŀƴŘ ƴƻǘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƻŦ ŀƴȅ ƳŜǊƛǘ ƻƴ ƻǳǊ 
part, we are accepted by God and receive the Holy Spirit, who renews our hearts while equipping and 
ŎŀƭƭƛƴƎ ǳǎ ǘƻ ƎƻƻŘ ǿƻǊƪǎΦέ 

(http://www.lutheranworld.org/Special_Events/EN/jd97e.pdf) 

 
This understanding of justification by faith would seemingly bring tƘŜ /ŀǘƘƻƭƛŎ /ƘǳǊŎƘ ŎƭƻǎŜǊ ǘƻ [ǳǘƘŜǊΩǎ 
interpretation.   

 
Other legacies of Luther include: 
 






































