Reformation & Modern Church History Lesson 2, page 1

The Mousethat Roared: the Context of the Refor mation

Our prayer comes from Martin Luther, from Bmall CatechismLuther has said a number of things
about prayer. One thing he said was make the “ameally loud. Give a good and hearty “amen” and
never doubt that God hears you and says yes toprayer. So as we pray this prayer, let us add some
hearty amens. Luther also said, “Always bear inchtivat you are not standing or kneeling alone, but
the whole of Christendom is standing or kneelinthwbu.” As we pray the Lord’s Prayer, let us
remember that God’s people in all times and allpaf the world have prayed these very words theat w
will pray. Luther also said, “It is the Word of Gahd His promise which makes good your prayer, not
your own devotion.” It is what God says about prays Word and His promise, not our devotion or
the urgency that we feel when we pray that makagepreffective. Let us join together now in prayer.

“O give thanks to the Lord for he is good; for Bigadfast love endures forever. He gives to thetbea
their food, and to the young ravens which cry. ¢itight is not in the strength of the horse, na hi
pleasure in the legs of a man; but the Lord takeagure in those who fear him, in those who hope in
his steadfast love.”

Our Father, who art in heaven;

Hallowed be thy name.

Thy kingdom come.

Thy will be done; on earth as it is in heaven.

Give us this day our daily bread.

And forgive us our debts; as we forgive our debtors

And lead us not into temptation;

But deliver us from evil;

For thine is the kingdom, and the power, and tlogyglfor ever.
Amen.

We give Thee thanks, Lord God, our Father, foTaly benefits, through Jesus Christ our Lord, who
lives and reigns forever. Amen.

In the little town of Wittenberg, Germany, somethimppened on October 31, 1517. An Augustinian
monk, who was also professor of Bible at the urgigin Wittenberg, nailed 95 theses, which were
short sentences for debate and discussion, todihread the Castle Church. Castle Church servetias t
main building of the university, and the door of Bastle Church was something like the university
bulletin board. So Martin Luther put his theseséhat least according to one tradition. Some pedpl
not believe he actually nailed them to the doot,Heumay have, and | think he probably did. By some
means, he put 95 theses on the door of the chlihgy. were short statements about God, salvatien, th
pope, and the church.

B. B. Warfield said that was the first public attlee Reformation. It is certainly one of the most
famous dates in history. To set that event inig#ohy, let us look at the context, beginning vittle
political context. Wittenberg was a small town lve iand we now call Germany, and it was in the part
of Germany called Saxony. That was a small but mamb kingdom in Germany. In those days
Germany was made up of many different cities, mpaldies, and kingdoms. It was not as united a
country as it is today. Saxony was an importantlisknagdom in Germany ruled over by the “elector”
of Saxony, whose name was Frederick. His peoplecthim Frederick the Wise. He was a man who
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took great concern for them, for the church, ancettucation. He was the one who had recently
founded the new university of Wittenberg.

Saxony was part of a larger political unit, whichsanot Germany, but rather the Holy Roman Empire.
The ruler of the Holy Roman Empire was electedamathan born into the role. The election tended to
be controlled, however, by one German house, thesélof Hapsburg. That house was centered in the
land that we now call Austria.

In 1519 not only did the ruler of the Holy Roman [iire, who was Charles V, control the territory of
the empire, but he also controlled the hereditamtory of the Hapsburgs, the Netherlands, andrSpa
That was because Charles V was a descendent obttgp®utch, and Spanish rulers. Thus when
Charles V became the Holy Roman Emperor, he cdatrohuch of Europe. He was a cosmopolitan
man who moved easily from one part of his domaiartother. It was said of him that he spoke Ital@an
women, French to men, German to his horse, andiSpenGod.

The land that Charles V claimed as home was Sgaain had been united only recently before his
reign by his grandparents, Ferdinand and IsabBEfiase two rulers brought together two parts of Spai
and united it. Under Ferdinand and Isabella theliviigs or Moors, as they were called in Spain, were
finally driven out. Spain once again became strp@gtholic, as it had been only in part. Not onlgrev
the Muslims defeated, but also the Jews were exgheBpain introduced the Inquisition to be suré tha
Spain remained strongly Catholic. It was probahlhe in those days that Ferdinand, Isabella, and the
descendants were more Catholic than the pope. 8 anhe most Catholic country in Europe. It was
also a vigorous country in terms of developmentexmloration. It was Spain and the grandparents of
Charles V who sent Columbus out to discover the Méovid.

Between Spain and the Holy Roman Empire was anatif@srtant kingdom that was already
centralized and unified, the country of FrancenEeawas ruled by Francis I, who became king in 1515
Even though he was also a Catholic ruler, he wasm in the side to both the Holy Roman Emperor
and the pope.

By the time Luther was affixing his theses to tharch door, England was recovering from a hundred-
Years War with France. That was followed by 30 mggars of civil war, which is called the War of the
Roses in English history. England was finally udiby Henry VII, who began the reign of the House of
Tudor. In 1509 the son of Henry VII, who was Hetirg VIII, became king of England. Henry VIII
played a large role in the history of the Engligkfdmation.

Italy was a mess at that time. It was not unitdteré were five different major regions in unending
conflict with each other. They suffered repeatedsions by France, Spain, and the Holy Roman
Empire. Those five major regions were Venice, Milalorence, the Papal States, and Naples. Across
the center of Italy was territory owned and com¢ablby the pope. The pope had spiritual jurisdictio
everywhere, and he also had temporal control ogdrgs central Italy.

In 1517 the pope was Leo X. He was one of the Heec&Renaissance Six.” Those six popes, from
Sixtus IV to Clement VII, according to Barbara Ton in her booKhe March of Folly“Possessed

no sense of spiritual mission, provided no meanihigdfligious guidance, performed no moral service
for the Christian world.” That is rather strongdamage, but it is not too strong. Catholic histosian
Protestant historians, and everybody else adntititthaas a low point in the history of the papacy.
Those popes were far more concerned about thefrat@md their power than they were about spiritual
ministry. The Fifth Lateran Council ended duringplsepontificate. It was the last of the reforming
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councils that took place in the history of the diubefore the Reformation broke asunder the urity o
the church. The Fifth Lateran Council proposed sgow things, but since the pope himself was
engaged in all of the practices that the councidemned, not too much came of its work.

Something was taking place politically during dlklis. A new phenomenon was arising that played an
important role in the history of the church foload time. The new phenomenon was what we call
nationalism. Until that time people tended to thaikhemselves in western Europe as inhabitants of
Christendom. The country in which they lived did naake much difference. Around that time,
however, people began thinking of themselves asiSpaFrench, German, English, or whatever
country happened to be their place of origin. Lutgpealed in his writings to “the Christian nalyilof

the German nation.” People were beginning to tlaibé&ut what it meant to be part of a nation. They
began to develop a sense of loyalty to those iddadi nations.

Those were the factors of the political contexthaf Reformation. Now we will consider the social
context. One factor was the growth of towns anéitWittenberg was not a very large place, being a
town of only 2500 people. Cities were beginninglévelop, however, and Europe was beginning to
recover from the great population losses of thegbnth century due to the loss of people by plague
Population was increasing and cities and towns @eyeing. Those growing cities became centers for
ferment, social change, and new ideas. Cities wbeldery important places for Protestant ideas to
circulate.

Another factor was a new money economy. Capitatsmrged. Some people have said that capitalism
came with Protestantism, and particularly with @akm. Calvinism was already a reality, however,
dating back to the Renaissance and the Lombaesk @filtaly. During that time capitalism developed
further so that there were new ways of making moNeylonger did prestige depend entirely upon
one’s name and ancestors. One’s income now playel@ & status. That change produced new centers
of influence, namely banks and bankers. They geeplay an important role in the history of Europe.

While it was a time of social change, it was aldore of intellectual ferment. Universities were
springing up throughout Europe. The universitieieddoack to the ninth century. New universitieghsu
as the one at Wittenberg founded in 1502 by Freki¢hie Wise, were at that time being built. Those
new universities became places for discussion la@@xchange of ideas.

Perhaps even more significant than the new univessivas the development of printing. As we thifk o
the revolution that computers have brought intolveas over the last several years, printing dig th
same thing in the sixteenth century. The printirgsp was developed in Mainz, Germany by Gutenberg
in 1455. The famous Gutenberg Bible was printethftbat press. We should acknowledge that printing
had taken place for a long time before that in @hall the way back to the ninth century. Yet
Gutenberg’s development of the printing press im@y in the fifteenth century was an important aid
to the spreading of ideas. Books and pamphletsidmeiprinted and disseminated quickly. That
replaced the long, tedious, and expensive praoficepying by hand. Martin Luther said, “Printirgya

gift of God.” He also said, “The printing press reakt possible for a little mouse like Wittenbeog t

roar across Europe.” That is exactly what Luther #ie continually produced books, pamphlets, and
treatises that were quickly printed, such asd& hesesnd many other things as well. Then those
things were circulated widely. People in farawagcels were reading what Luther had written in
Wittenberg just a few weeks earlier. In the 152@sira of all of the books printed and sold in Garmy
were by Martin Luther. He wasted no time in usingtthew technology and using it effectively.
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Now that we have looked at the political contextesunding Wittenberg, and something of the social
and intellectual developments, let us consider wiaa happening in the rest of the world. It was the
time of the great movements in Portugal and Sgagend out ships of men to explore and discover
distant places. Just two years after Luther naijetiis95 These# Wittenberg, Magellan set out with
five ships to try to sail around the world. Thresaxs later the Holy Roman Emperor, Charles V, bad t
leave the Council of Worms, where Luther was beiiggl, to return to Spain to receive the last ofsth
five ships. Four of them had been destroyed and ofdee men had died, including Magellan in the
Philippines. One ship did return in 1522.

Those explorations and discoveries also openedwpavenues for the spread of Christianity. We might
say that, humanly speaking, those discoveries Imegapgist in time. In one important part of the wlorl
Christianity was not expanding, but declining. Farious reasons, which | will describe later,
Christianity had disastrously declined in Asia, tvay the Euphrates. There were only two small center
of survival. Nearly all the Christians who remainedisia at the time were found in the northerishil

of eastern Syria and a small area on the MalabasiCy India. That represented the same extent of
Christian presence that had been in Asia a millanrbefore. It was a tragic history that | will sgen
more time talking about in another lesson.

World exploration and the discovery of the Ameripasbably did not mean much to the people of
Wittenberg. Most people in the old Roman Empirevkmething about it. Most of Europe went on as
though such exploration was not happening. Neitreex the decline of Christianity in Asia big news.
People did not know it was happening. Something wks happening on the world scene, however, that
was of great concern to the people of Europe. Tien@n Turks had conquered Constantinople about
75 years before Luther’s theses. They had pusheddmpire into the Balkans and as far as Hungary.
Thus Luther in Wittenberg was not far away from dldeance of Islam into Europe. People like Luther
and others were concerned about that developmbatOtftoman Turks had turned thousand-year-old
churches into Sunnite mosques. Even though thesThall been successful there, they continued their
movement into Eastern Europe about the time tleaMbors were being pushed out of Spain into North
Africa. The threat to Europe from that fierce anititaristic people was quite real.

All of that meant, according to Kenneth Scott Latte, that the prospects for Christianity were not
very encouraging. Most of Asia had been lost. Iskes pushing into the heart of Europe from the East
Latourrette points out that the church was not datyng those external problems, but it was alsinfa
serious internal problems. There was no help froenatuthorities of the church because the popes were
not interested. They were interested in making ma@ma keeping their power. One Italian said, “Now
in God’s church, everything is going wrong.”

Let me read a brief passage fraime New Catholic Encyclopediawant to do this so you will not think

| am exaggerating as a Protestant and making tlsioigisd worse than they really were in order to
glorify the Protestant Reformation. It saysTime New Catholic Encyclopedid here were, on the eve
of the Reformation, grave shortcomings in the peaadf the church, both in preaching the Word otiGo
and in administering the sacraments—especiallfetigharist—that indicated a general tone of fatigue
and apathy. A deplorable manifestation of the secepirit was penetrating every level of ecclesast
life. The great body of bishops had abdicated ttesiching office, not in theory but in practicengo
were incapable of teaching as the least of theadunated clergy.” That puts in more elegant languag
the same truth of the Italian observer that evémgtivas upside down.

By the time of the Reformation the church appe&odthve become a vast money-making machine.
One cardinal in Rome quipped that “God does notedése death of sinners, but that they should pay
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and live.” Practically everything that happenedhe church came at a price. Money went to church
officials and to support the pope’s armies anduitdbSaint Peter’s in Rome and to other projectd th
the Catholic Church was engaged in. Relics werg meportant at that time. Every church collected
relics, such as bones of saints and apostles atglgidhe “true cross.” John Calvin, in one of his
satirical writings, pointed out that there weréeig@n skulls of John the Baptist and enough woodake
a cross so high that nobody could see the top ohat did not seem to disturb the faithful. Theyuid
come to observe the relics, pay the money, andwa@tever spiritual profit they could from the osli
Yet benefit was especially believed to be in treulgences. For the release of oneself from purgator
after death, and eventually for the release ofdamees from purgatory immediately, indulgences that
would give that spiritual freedom could be purclibfe a small amount of money. When Luther nailed
up his theses, the immediate occasion for it wA@srainican who was just across the river from
Wittenberg in the neighboring province who wasisglindulgences. The Dominican was Johann
Tetzel, and he was very good at it. He not onlg $loé indulgences, but he also had a little baatl th
came with him to play music, and he had advertigimges that he wrote. The most famous of his
jingles is “As soon as the coin in the coffer rintlge soul from purgatory springs.” He was doingagr
business not only with the people across the rimarralso with the people from Saxony, who were als
crossing the river to buy the indulgences.

Those activities were too much for Luther, whichvisy he posted hi85 ThesesThe system of the
Roman Catholic Church was a system without reavars A Catholic catechism put it this way,
“There are three things | know to be true thatdiagly make my heart heavy: the first troubles my
spirit because | will have to die; the second tteslimy heart more because | do not know when; the
third troubles me above all; | do not know whewll go.” Catholics were saying that and there was
true peace for the people. An old woman asked thediscan friar, Brother Heinrich, “How can | find
peace of conscience? | suffer so much in my haad,| find no release from my suffering and anxiety
in confession, prayer, the Mass, pilgrimages, oiapee—in no work under the sun.” Martin Luther’s
95 Thesesvas an attempt to provide a better answer to tlestepn, “How can | be right with God?”
Luther himself had tried very sincerely and vergneatly to make the Catholic system work, but he
found no real answers, no true peace, until he caraa understanding of justification by faith.

TheThesesvere Luther’s ideas, the expressed outcome afdusviews, contrasting what he thought
the Bible teaches with what the church requiregiolf have never read thdesedefore, you may be
somewhat disappointed when you do read them. Thgltreound too Catholic to you. His ideas were
not very clear yet. Philip Schaff, the church higto, does view Luther$hesesimply as a complaint
against the abuse of indulgences. | think B. B. Wl has a better understanding of THeeses
however, as he sees them as revolutionary, althonlyhan early step along Luther’s pilgrimage to a
clearer and better understanding of justificatigridith. Luther proclaims the Gospel in 8% Theses
Salvation is the gift of God. It is received bytfaalone. That is what the Bible teaches, andighat
ultimately what we must believe. That convictiomgmnthan anything else | described in this lesson,
what produced the Protestant Reformation.

People liked to draw cartoons in the sixteenthugmniOne cartoon pictures the pope sitting at duidet
counting money. Then it shows some of his serveimgaring, slaughtering, and skinning the sheep in
order to make the money to give to the pope. Thehaws kings, princes, emperors, and rulers of
various kinds with their hands in front of theicés so they would not see what the pope was doing.
They did not want to go to war with him or face tisapproval. The caption to the cartoon has thpepo
saying, “Unfortunately there are some people inrn&zary who very sadly have taken up Luther’s
teaching and are vowing never to be sheared again.
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Sometimes people wonder what the purpose of the’p@pmy was. Nobody bothered the Ottomans
except the people who were immediately in contattt thhem. The various kingdoms, including mainly
the pope, the Holy Roman Empire, and France, tetwléght with one another. They would only make
peace with each other when there was a threattiner®ttomans, in order to try to unite against them
Even that was not altogether effective. While theye all-Catholic countries, they were also all in
opposition to one another for various reasons.pidpe’s army was largely mercenary and almost
entirely from Switzerland. The pope paid those igof] as we will see in the lesson on Zwingli, who
was at one time involved in that mercenary armythed later turned against it. That change was one
factor that led Zwingli from Catholicism to Protastism.

Another common question is about the origin ofdbetrine of purgatory. The doctrine of purgatory
precedes the sale of indulgences, but it did na& l@ang for the church to link those two. The dmarof
indulgences is not, strictly speaking, about buyatyation. When a person purchased an indulgence
that person was technically giving alms. It wassidered the good work of almsgiving because the
money was going to the church. Consequently thesearedit to that person for doing a good deed. It
was stated that God forgives sins. The idea waseher, that there are temporal punishments from God
that a person has to do something about. One caimpty accept God’s forgiveness and not make
right the wrong that has been done. The indulgehek®ed to make right of a wrong, as did a
pilgrimage, viewing a relic, or going to Mass. Thdkings helped a person in this lifetime. Yetrees t
doctrine of purgatory became more common, peoptarbe more concerned about that. So the
indulgence was tied very quickly to purgatory. e £nd, the matter was not influenced by a theoc#bgi
history but rather by a financial history. It waseffective means of raising money. People like&ket
who was actually working for one of the banks @& Holy Roman Empire from which the pope had
borrowed a significant amount of money, could wibrék system. There was a particular indulgence
Tetzel sold that was supposed to be a specialgedak, a jubilee indulgence for the remission lof al
sins. If you bought an indulgence from him on aegiday, your whole future could be secure. So & wa
no wonder that Luther became upset.

Some people wonder why Charles V did not deal $haviph Luther. One reason is that Fredrick the
Wise, the elector of Saxony, was an important neaen though we are not sure of Frederick’s religiou
convictions, he was certainly proud of his semirafessor. He did not want anybody meddling with
Luther. So Charles V could not do anything abouthkeuwithout running the risk of infuriating

Frederick. With the Ottomans so close to the emg@harles needed everybody to be united behind him
in order to protect the eastern border from theliMuenslaught.

There were two centers of Christianity that remdimethe East. Those groups did not blend with the
culture. They remained very distinct. After alleyhwere in Muslim and Hindu worlds. The Syrian
Christians were Jacobite Christians, which meaattttiey were monophysites. As monophysites,
according to both Eastern Orthodox and Roman Gattedching, they were heretical. The Malabar
Christians, sometimes called the Mar Toma churatl,ome connection with the Syrian group. It also
may have been monophysite. Apart from that, thesev@rthodox Christian groups that courageously
maintained themselves, but only as small isolagkhds of faith in a vast ocean of other religions.
Those groups are still there today.

“The grass withers, the flower fades, but the Wafrdur God shall stand forever” (Isaiah 40:8).
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