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How many of you have ever participated in a protest movement? Do you
consider yourself a radical… a protester? Well, maybe you haven’t even
thought about it. But if you lived 500 years ago in nearly any European
city… what you are doing right now would be an offense that could lead to
you being burned at the stake or beheaded… just for being here, just for
believing what you believe. This day marks the 500th anniversary of the
Protestant Reformation. A protest movement that began when Martin
Luther nailed his 95 theses onto the door of his church in Wittenburg,
Germany. Luther never intended to create such a fuss, but as a biblical
scholar he had issues with the way the church was interpreting and
applying scripture. His 95 theses were a scholarly challenge, intended to
start a discussion about teaching that Luther felt had strayed from Biblical
truth. Luther may have wanted a conversation, but instead God used this
simple act to light the fire of renewal, revival and reformation in the church
worldwide and this world has never been the same.

This morning I want us to celebrate what God has done for us through the
Protestant Reformation. We are going to do that by looking back and
learning about some of key figures of the Reformation, many of whom
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were martyred for their faith. We are also going to look at the central
doctrine that lit the torch of reformation, justification by faith alone. It was
this doctrine that fueled Martin Luther’s opposition to the Roman Catholic
Church. To understand the Reformation, it is necessary that we
understand the state of the church in the years prior to Luther. The church
in Rome, this is the same one Paul wrote to in the book of Romans, had
become dominant and corrupt. Church doctrine had strayed away from
the teaching of the scripture… particularly in the most important area of
justification, how man, sinful and rebellious, can come into a relationship
with a holy, perfect God.

The Roman Church, now called the Roman Catholic (universal) Church, had
adopted a belief system that said that justification was by faith, and
through subsequent works of appeasement. Martin Luther, through the
careful study of scripture and the leading of the Holy Spirit, would come to
the conclusion that justification was by faith alone… sola fide. The Roman
church’s view of justification led to many perversions in the church’s
teaching and particularly in the area of purgatory and indulgences. If you
are not familiar, indulgences are the granting of relief from the penalty of
forgiven sin, as the person works off their debt to God in purgatory. It is
basically like a “get out of jail free card” in Monopoly. It is a complicated
belief system that I am not going to try and explain this morning, but
suffice it to say that it is a doctrine of faith plus works that had its roots in a
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corrupted view of justification. While the sale of indulgences is no longer
practiced (to the best of my knowledge) in the Roman church, it still holds
to a view of justification that includes both faith and works.

Additionally, the church in the medieval period did not allow its members
to have the scripture. Services were in Latin, the scripture was in Latin…
and the people did not know or speak Latin. It was illegal to translate the
Bible into the common languages of the people. The priests were the only
ones who knew Latin and so were the sole conduit to God. The people
were totally dependent on them to teach them… which many of them did
not or could not do! During this period, the job of a priest was considered
to be an amazing career path. It was stable, and had the potential to make
the priest very wealthy in a time when jobs were almost non‐existent and
most people were barely surviving. Priestly appointments were bought
and sold by wealthy families and the popes were elected through political
campaigns that revolved around money and influence. In short, the
Roman church had become corrupt to the core. Yet, it held enormous
spiritual and political power. There were no options. This was the church,
this was the only source of spiritual teaching. Rome had a grip on most of
the Western world.

It was in that environment that God began to act to restore his true
church. Just like in the Old Testament, the prophets of the Reformation
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began to arise. At first slowly, one by one. They took a stand against the
Roman Church’s teaching. One by one, they were ostracized, arrested and
murdered. It would be a protracted battle, but one in which the sovereign
God of the universe would ultimately prevail. I will build my church, and
the gates of hell will not prevail against it!
This morning I want us to see why we are still Protest..ants and why the
Reformation is one of the most important events in all of history. Not just
for those who believe but for all mankind. You see, when God used Martin
Luther to light the fire of revival and reformation in Germany, He was
changing the way the world would respond to the gospel. He was changing
the order of society forever. So let’s look at just a few of the faces of the
reformation.
Faces of the Reformation1
John Wycliffe 1330‐1384
John Wycliffe has been called “The Morning Star of the Reformation.” The
morning star is not actually a star, but the planet Venus, which appears on
the horizon, before the sun rises and while darkness still dominates the
sky. This was Wycliffe. It was still dark, but the morning was now visible.
Wycliffe was an Englishman who was born in 1330 and died in 1384,
almost exactly one hundred years before Luther was born. By his teenage
years, Wycliffe was at Oxford where he soon took his own place among the
faculty. Wycliffe lectured and wrote in the field of philosophy. But the tug
of biblical studies pulled on him. He applied himself rigorously to the study
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of theology and Scripture. As he did, he realized how much the church had
veered off in so many wrong directions. His writings were the foundation
of the Reformation… especially in the life of Jon Hus, who would be heavily
influenced by Wycliffe’s writings.
But Wycliffe’s most important contribution to the reform of the church
was his burning desire to see the Bible translated into English. Roman
Catholic law decreed this to be heresy, as English was considered a
common and vulgar language. Wycliffe lived prior to the invention of the
printing press, so he and a band of colleagues translated the Latin Vulgate
into English, then hand copied and distributed Bibles across England. The
church was not happy. Wycliffe died of a stroke in December 1384. He
was so hated by the fathers of the Catholic Church that 21 years after his
death, at the Council of Constance, the church declared Wycliffe a heretic,
dug up his bones, burned them and threw the ashes in the river. The
Morning Star shone brightly against the horizon, signaling the soon coming
of daylight.
Jan Hus 1369‐1415
Jan Hus was a Bohemian, a resident of Prague. His name in the Czech
language means “goose”. He entered the priesthood as a young man
seeking a better living and prestige, like so many before him. Immorality
was rampant among priests and Hus began preaching violent sermons
against the practices of the priesthood and ultimately against the church
itself. His opposition to ultimate papal authority earned him extreme
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disfavor with the pope. He became heavily influenced by the writings of
John Wycliff and argued against the sale of indulgences and for preaching
in the common language. Hus was excommunicated and ultimately
condemned to death by the same church council that had burned
Wycliffe’s bones. In response, Hus said, “You may roast the goose, but a
hundred years from now a swan will arise whose singing you will not be
able to silence.” Nearly to the day, 102 years later, Martin Luther nailed
his 95 theses on the church door in Wittenberg.
As Hus’ executioner led him past a burning pile of his books and chained
him to the stake he said, “My Lord Jesus Christ was bound with a harder
chain than this one for my sake, so why should I be ashamed of this rusty
chain?” They demanded once more that he recant, but refusing he
proclaimed, “What I taught with my lips I will now seal with my blood.”
And that he did. The Goosefather was the second “morning star”. The
dawn of reformation was now beginning to break.
Martin Luther 1483‐1546
Luther is a legend. He was rough around the edges, opinionated and a
genius. He never intended to be a priest, in fact he was studying to be an
attorney. But something kept drawing him to the study of theology and
philosophy. So, he dropped out of law school and began studying
philosophy… he found it unsatisfying. He desperately wanted to find peace
with God, his heart was in turmoil. Upon receiving a summons from his
father, Luther was headed home when he encountered a tremendous
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thunderstorm. It was so violent that it forced him to dismount his horse
and walk. Luther had been contemplating death, the after‐life and the
nature of God. The storm intensified his fears into a near terror. Suddenly,
a crack of lightening stuck very near to Martin, knocking him to his knees.
Martin screamed out, “Help me Saint Anne!” Then he shouted the words
that would forever change his life and ultimately the world, as he pledged
to God, “I will become a monk!” He was a man of his word and over the
strong objections of his father he entered the priesthood in July of 1505.
Luther’s story has been told many times and in various ways. But the
defining moment for Martin came when he became totally disillusioned
with the teaching of the Roman Catholic Church on the doctrine of
justification. Martin had lectured on the Psalms, the book of Hebrews, and
the books of Romans and Galatians. His studies had led him to understand
that God declared men righteous, or justified, by faith alone through His
grace alone. It had nothing to do with the penance of man. Luther, the
Roman Catholic priest, began to teach his congregation that salvation is a
gift of God’s grace, attainable only through faith in Jesus, the Messiah. He
wrote a book titled, “On the Bondage of the Will.” In that book, he wrote
that righteousness did not come from our cooperation with God, but that
righteousness is received entirely from outside ourselves from God, who
imputes the righteousness of Christ to us. This led Luther to repudiate all
acts of human effort that were in support of “becoming righteous”, such as
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acts of penance and indulgences. Luther was now in direct conflict with
the pope, and the outcome was predictable. Rome was not happy.
Luther received a command from the pope, in the form of a papal bull, on
June 15, 1520. It demanded that he recant the core of his teaching, or be
ex‐communicated. Luther publicly burned the bull in response. He was
excommunicated in December of 1520. Now the ban on Luther’s teaching
fell on the secular authorities to enforce. We have little understanding of
such a thing, but Martin was now ordered to appear before the general
assembly of the Holy Roman Empire in the city of Worms, with Emperor
Charles V presiding. Johann Eck, a theologian and representative of the
church, was the prosecutor for the Empire. Eck demanded that Luther
recant his teachings. Luther asked for time to consider. He knew his denial
could mean death. The next day, Luther returned and was once again
asked to recant. Here is his response,
“Unless I am convinced by the testimony of the Scriptures or by clear
reason (for I do not trust either in the pope or in councils alone, since
it is well known that they have often erred and contradicted
themselves), I am bound by the Scriptures I have quoted and my
conscience is captive to the Word of God. I cannot and will not recant
anything, since it is neither safe nor right to go against conscience.
Here I stand. I can do no other. May God help me. Amen.”
After five days of consideration, the decision of the Roman Empire was
that Martin was guilty of heresy and deserving of death. The order given
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made it a capital offense for anyone to give Luther food or shelter.
However, Luther’s friend, Frederick III staged a kidnapping on his way
home to Wittenberg and took Martin to his castle in Wartberg. Here,
Luther would spend the next year writing books and translating the Greek
New Testament into German. The fire of the reformation had been lit and
it began to spread across Germany and the whole of Europe.
Luther was never executed. God willed that Martin live and continue to
write and teach. He married a former nun in April of 1523, she was 26,
Martin was 41. A priest and a nun… only God could do that! The couple
had six children, four survived to be adults. After many years of
deteriorating health, Martin died and went to be with his beloved Jesus on
February 18, 1546. He was 62 years old. He was buried beneath the pulpit
of his church in Wittenburg. Luther had written a final statement which
was discovered after his death. That paper concluded by saying, “We are
beggars: this is true.” The scholarly priest had set the world on fire.
Luther’s death was not the end, but simply marked the dawn of the
reformation of the Christian church. It’s corruption and heresy had been
exposed. The genie was out of the bottle. The fires of the reformation
were like the fires of last summer in the Columbia Gorge. They simply
could not be contained. Those who followed Luther, those who built on his
teaching and continued to rescue the church from the grip of calloused
corruption, would find it just as hard as Luther. But God was fanning the
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flames, not man, and reformer after reformer now rose up to grab the
reigns of the protest movement. Men like:
Menno Simons 1496‐1561: The priest who confessed that he had never
read the Bible for fear that it would mislead him! His doubt over teachings
of the church caused him to reluctantly pick up his Bible and begin to
study. He discovered the truth of salvation by grace and became the
leader of the Anabaptist movement… and particularly the Menno‐nites.
William Tyndale 1494‐1536: He defied the Roman Catholic church and
lived in exile most of his adult life. He was a marked man in England. His
crime? Translating the Greek New Testament in English, for the first time
in all of history. Ironically, Tyndale did his work in the Germany city of
Worms, the very city where Martin Luther had been on trial for his life.
Guttenburg’s printing press was now in full operation and Tyndale was
mass producing New Testaments and smuggling them into England in bales
of cloth. His translation became the basis for the Geneva Bible, which sold
over a million copies between 1560‐1640. English speaking people had the
word of God, in their own heart language. Reforms in the church were
only a matter of time! Tyndale was martyred in 1536, at age 42. He was
tied to a stake, strangled and burned. His voice may have been silenced
but the Word of God sang loud in a British chorus of chambermaids,
cobblers and plowboys! The word of God had come out of the mass and
into the masses.
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Latimer and Ridley
Hugh Latimer and Nicolas Ridley are two priests who became symbols of
the reformation in England; joined together in history because they were
joined together at the stake. Both men came to proclaim the teachings of
Martin Luther and both were condemned to death. After spending 18
months together in a cell, their day of execution finally came. Lashed to a
stake, back to back, Ridley called to his friend saying, “Be of good heart
brother, for God will either assuage the fury of the flame, or else
strengthen us to abide it.” As the wood caught fire beneath them, Latimer
replied, “Be of good comfort, Master Ridley, and play the man; we shall
this day light such a candle, by God’s grace, in England, as I trust shall never
be put out.” It may have dimmed some, but it still burns to this day.
I don’t have time to go on. I could for hours. I would so like to tell you
about the giants of the reformation, John Calvin and Ulrich Zwingli. Calvin
in Geneva and Zwingli in Zurich. Amazing men of giant faith. Controversial
men. Strong men. Opinionated men. God’s men for a time we cannot
truly understand. These two men changed the world and we are the
beneficiaries of their obedience to the call of the gospel.
Or how about Lady Jane Grey, the teenager who was trained up to marry
into the royal court of England. She denied her destiny and instead put her
faith in the Jesus of scripture, justified by faith alone. She was beheaded
on order of her cousin, Queen Mary, also known as “bloody Mary.” Her
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final words as she laid her head in the groove of the execution block were,
“Lord, into thy hands I commend my spirit.”
There are many, many more. Their stories are dramatic and amazing. But
they all have one thing in common. They put their lives on the line for one
thing… the truth of God. And that brings me to my final point this morning.
It would be an injustice today, if we did not look at the reason for the
reformation… the teaching of scripture that cost so many their lives and
still today is at the center of controversy in the church. Justification by
faith alone. Sola fide, Solus Christus. Faith alone, through Christ alone.
The Doctrine of Justification
Why is Justification so important? You might be thinking, “Hey, it’s been
500 years… this thing has to be in the past by now. Why are we talking
about it?” Amazingly, after 500 years this issue is just as alive today as it
was in Luther’s day. In fact, the very day I wrote this sermon, German
Cardinal Gerhard Muller, Prefect Emeritus of the Catholic Church’s highest
authority on doctrinal purity, said this in a published article anticipating the
500th anniversary of the Reformation:
“There is great confusion today when we talk about Luther, and it needs to
be said clearly that from the point of view of dogmatic theology, from the
point of view of the doctrine of the Church, it wasn’t a reform at all but
rather a revolution, that is, a total change of the foundations of the
Catholic Faith.
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It is not realistic to argue that [Luther’s] intention was only to fight against
abuses of indulgences or the sins of the Renaissance Church… it is
absolutely clear that Luther has left behind all of the principles of the
Catholic Faith, Sacred Scripture, the Apostolic Tradition, the magisterium of
the Pope and the Councils, and of the episcopate. In this sense, he upended
the concept of the homogeneous development of Christian doctrine as
explained in the Middle Ages, even denying that a sacrament is an
efficacious sign of the grace contained therein.”2
This was published last week, not 500 years ago. And guess what, Muller is
absolutely correct. Luther’s arguments totally change the foundation of
Catholic Church’s view on justification because their view is not supported
by scripture. This is a huge issue… not because you are Catholic, but
because your faith depends on understanding how it is that God can
declare you righteous. All kinds of errors flow out of not understanding
justification. So, start by understanding this… and there is no difference
between Catholics and Protestants on this issue… the only way you can go
to heaven, the only way you can be in God’s presence and live with Him for
eternity is to be righteous. That means you must be perfect, sinless,
spotless, white as snow. That is the only way to go to heaven. Did you get
that? That may be a shock to you. This is rarely taught in churches today,
but it is taught here frequently. So, what did Martin Luther see in scripture
that led him to understand how to truly be righteous, how did he redefine
the doctrine of justification? Here it is.
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Romans 1:17.

17 For

in it (the gospel) the righteousness of God is revealed

from faith for faith, as it is written, “The righteous shall live by faith.”
Luther was stunned when the truth of this verse hit him square in the face.
He wrote, “What does this mean, that there is this righteousness that is by
faith, and from faith to faith? What does it mean that the righteous shall
live by faith?” How does this accommodate penance, my acts of
contrition?
The lights came on for Luther. He began to understand that what Paul was
speaking of here was a righteousness that God, in His grace, was making
available to those who would receive it passively, not those who would
achieve it actively, but that would receive it by faith, not by faith plus
works of penance. This is what Luther saw in Romans 1:7. This is how a
person is reconciled to a holy and righteous God, by the imputed
righteousness of Christ.
So, how had the Roman church gone astray on this key point. Remember,
they used the Latin Vulgate and the Latin word for justification is
justificare. It is a word from the Roman judicial system. It literally means to
“make just”. So, the Latin fathers understood the doctrine of justification
as what happens when God, through the sacraments of the church and
elsewhere, makes unrighteous people righteous.
But Luther was looking now at the Greek word that was in the New
Testament, not the Latin word. The word dikaios, dikaiosune, which didn’t
mean to “make righteous”, but rather to “regard as righteous”,
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to “count as righteous, to declare as righteous”. And this was the moment
of awakening for Luther. He said, “You mean, here Paul is not talking
about the righteousness by which God Himself is righteous, but a
righteousness that God gives freely by His grace to people who don’t have
righteousness of their own.”
Luther realized that the righteousness by which he would be saved, is not
his own. He called this imputed righteousness “an alien righteousness;” a
righteousness that belongs properly to somebody else. It’s a righteousness
that is outside of us. Namely, the righteousness of Christ. Luther said,
“When I discovered that, I was born again of the Holy Ghost. And the doors
of paradise swung open, and I walked through.”3
That is the big deal of the Reformation. The gospel was recovered through
the recovery of a proper understanding of justification. Listen. This stuff
matters! On those days when you are here in church and I am going on
about what you may consider fine points of theology that don’t matter,
remember Wycliffe, Hus, Luther, Simons, Tyndale, Latimer, Ridley, Calvin,
Zwingli and Lady Jane Grey… they gave their lives to this truth. It was a big
deal for them, a big enough deal to be willing to die. So, today we stop to
give thanks to God for men and women who gave their lives so we too
could know the truth and live… eternally, securely, joyously in the presence
of our great God, our mighty fortress!
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Endnotes:
1

This sermon is deeply indebted to the series from Desiring God, “Here We Stand”. A series of 31 short biographies of
the bright lights of the Reformation. Most of the details here are taken from that series, either directly or indirectly. I
could not have done this without them and give all the credit to the various authors of this series. Each of these
biographies are available at www.desiringgod.org.
2
https://www.lifesitenews.com/news/cardinal-mueller-luthers-reform-was-against-the-holy-spirit>
3
From <http://www.ligonier.org/blog/justification-faith-alone-martin-luther-and-romans-117/>
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