


Reformation Church History
An Introduction to the Reformation 

and the Renaissance of the Bible



Opening Questions

• Why study church history?

• What is the Protestant Reformation?



C. S. Lewis on the Reformation

C. S. Lewis, English Literature in the Sixteenth Century (Clarendon 
Press, 1954), 37.
“. . . questions were raised at a moment when they immediately 
attracted the fatal attention both of government and the mob. When 
this happened, Europe’s chance to come through unscathed was 
lost. It was as if men were set to conduct a metaphysical argument 
at a fair, in competition or (worse still) forced collaboration with the 
cheapjacks and the round-abouts, under the eyes of an armed and 
vigilant police force who frequently changed sides."



Nick Needham on the Reformation

Nick Needham, Renaissance and Reformation, vol. 3 of 2,000 Years 
of Christ's Power (Christian Focus, 2017), 12.
“As an heir of the Reformation and a Church historian, I often find 
myself telling people that the great spiritual and theological 
movement set rolling by Luther and Zwingli was in fact the best 
elements of Western medieval Christianity trying to correct the worst 
elements.”



Five Steps Toward the Reformation

1. Roman Catholic Corruption

2. Early Reformers

3. The Renaissance

4. Gutenberg’s Printing Press

5. Erasmus’ Greek New Testament



Roman Catholic Doctrinal Development & Corruption

• Hierarchy replaces plurality of elders
• Purgatory becomes official dogma under Gregory the Great
• Pope Innocent III (1198-1216) asserts papal authority over all kings.
• Pope Boniface VIII’s Unam Sanctum

“Therefore we declare, state, define and pronounce that it is 
altogether necessary to salvation for every human creature to be 
subject to the Roman pontiff.”

• Western Schism (1-2-3 popes) resolved in Constance (1414-1419)
• Corruption displayed in literature of the day:
  Dante’s Divine Comedy, Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales



Roman Catholic Doctrinal Shifts

Multiple interpretations of the Lord’s Table 
(symbolic, spiritual presence, transubstantiation)

Transubstantiation becomes official dogma 
(Fourth Lateran Council, 1215)

Bible translation commissioned for the common 
people (Pope Damasus I, 382)

Bible translations other than Latin are illegal 
(Council of Toulouse, 1229)

There is “no universal bishop” 
(Pope Gregory I, 595)

Salvation only for those under the pope.
(Boniface VIII, Unam Sanctum,1302)

Apocrypha not part of the Old Testament
(Jerome, 391-406)

Apocrypha is part of the Old Testament Canon 
(Council of Trent, 1546)
  

More recent dogmas: • Immaculate Conception (1848)
• Papal Infallibility (1870)
• Assumption of Mary (1950)



Relics (Authenticity Doubtful)

Relic Location(s)

Cross Fragments Church of the Holy Sepulchre, Notre-Dame Cathedral, + 700 fragments?

Crown of Thorns Notre-Dame Cathedral

Holy Nails Basilica of the Holy Cross in Jerusalem (Rome); Notre-Dame Cathedral, Monza Cathedral (Italy) 
+ 30 other churches

Holy Grail(s) Valencia Cathedral, San Lorenzo Cathedral (Genoa)

Holy Lance(s) Hofburg Palace (Vienna), St. Peter’s Basilica (Rome),Etchmiadzin (Armenia)

Holy Coat(s) Trier Cathedral, Parish Church of Argenteuil (France)

Holy Sponge(s) Santa Croce in Gerusalemme (Rome), etc.

John the Baptist’s Head(s) Amiens Cathedral (France), San Silvestro in Capite (Rome),Umayyad Mosque 
(Damascus), Topkapi Palace (Istanbul), Monastery of Saint Macarius (Egypt)



Early Reformers

• Peter Waldo (c.1140–1205) and the Waldensians | Alps of France, 
Italy, and Switzerland

• John Wycliffe (c. 1327–1384) and the Lollards | England
• John Huss (1371–1415) and the Hussites | Bohemia



The Renaissance

• Islam’s conquest of the East and the Fall of Constantinople (1453) 
brings an infusion of Greek Literature into Western Europe which 
fuels the Renaissance.

• A return to the sources  with Greek and Latin literature
• Gutenberg’s Printing Press (c. 1440)







Desiderius Erasmus (1466-1536)

• Humanist scholarship
• University of Paris for theology
• Taught at Cambridge, worked on 

Greek New Testament
• Ratio verae theologiae (1518) 

argued for study of Greek for 
theological education

• Retranslated the New 
Testament into Latin in imitation 
of Jerome





Erasmus’ Greek New Testament

• Became known as Textus Receptus (the “Received Text”) in 1633
• Erasmus based the NT on eight MSS in Basel, Switzerland.
• These were brought by John of Ragusa (c. 1393-1443) to Basel before 

Constantinople fell.
• These MSS are from the 10th-15th century.
• Today six remain in Basel, one at the University of Augsburg, and one 

at Oxford.



MSS 2814

• This copy of the book of Revelation was a Bible commentary by 
Andrew of Caesarea (c. 563-614). 

• Sometimes it was difficult to discern between Andrew’s 
commentary and the biblical text.

• Jerome mistakenly added one of Andrew’s commentary notes on 
Revelation 21:23-24 into the biblical text.

Biblical Text
“And the city has no need of sun or moon 
to shine upon it, for the glory of God gives 
its light, and its lamp is the Lamb. By its 
light will the nations walk, and the kings of 
the earth will bring their glory into it,”

Biblical Text + Commentary
“And the city has no need of sun or moon 
to shine upon it, for the glory of God gives 
its light, and its lamp is the Lamb. And the 
nations of them which are saved shall 
walk in the light of it, and the kings of the 
earth will bring their glory into it,”



excerpt from Erasmus’ preface to the New Testament

“The sun itself is not more common and open to everyone than the 
teaching of Christ is. I utterly disagree with those who do not want the 
holy Scriptures to be translated into the native tongue and read by 
ordinary people – as if Christ’s teaching were so complicated that only 
a few theologians could understand it! Or as if the strength of the 
Christian faith were found in people’s ignorance of it! It may be wise to 
conceal the mysteries of kingly government from ordinary folk, but 
Christ wanted His mysteries to be proclaimed as openly as possible.” 



excerpt from Erasmus’ preface to the New Testament

“I want even the lowliest woman to read the Gospels and the letters of Saint 
Paul. I want them to be translated into all languages, so that they can be 
read and understood by Scots and Irishmen, by Turks and Muslims. To make 
people understand what Christianity teaches is surely the first step to 
converting them. Perhaps many will mock the Scriptures, but some will take 
them to heart. I greatly desire that the farm-worker should sing parts of 
Scripture to himself as he follows his plough, that the  weaver should hum 
them to the tune of his shuttle, that the traveller should banish the boredom 
of his journey by reading Bible stories. Let the conversations of all  

Christians flow from Scripture. For our everyday conversations 
generally reveal what we are.”







Correcting the Latin Vulgate in Matthew 4:17

Vulgate English Erasmus’ Latin English

exinde coepit 
Iesus praedicare 
et dicere 
paenitentiam

From that time 
Jesus began to 
preach, and to 
say: Do penance

Ex eo tempore 
coepit Iesus 
praedicare, & 
dicere: Resipiscite

From that time 
Jesus began to 
preach, and to 
say: Repent





Luther to Erasmus

"The whole world must bear witness to your successful cultivation of that literature by 
which we arrive at a true understanding of the Scriptures; and this gift of God has been 
magnificently and wonderfully displayed in you, calling for our thanks.”



Erasmus on Luther

“I was sorry that Luther’s books were published; and when some or other of his 
writings first came into view, I made every effort to prevent their publication chiefly 
because I feared a disturbance might result from them.”



Luther on Erasmus:

“The human prevails more than the divine in him.”
 



Erasmus on Theology

“The sum of our religion is peace and unanimity, but these can scarcely stand unless 
we define as little as possible.”



Luther on Erasmus:

“Erasmus is an eel. Only Christ can grab him.”





Erasmus’ Greek 
NT (1519) 

GERMANY
Luther’s 

September Testament 
(1522)

DUTCH
Liesvelt Bible (1526)

DANISH
Christian III Bible (1550)

ENGLAND
Tyndale’s 

New Testament (1526)

Coverdale Bible (1537)

Matthew's Bible (1537)

Great Bible (1539) KJV (1611)

Bishop's Bible (1568)

ZURICH                   
Zwingli & Leo Jud’s 
Zurich Bible (1531)

FRANCE 
Olivetan Bible (1535)

GENEVA
The Geneva Bible (1560)

SCOTLAND 
 The Bassandyne Bible 

(1579)

SPAIN 
Biblia del Oso (1569)



Series Overview

• The Gospel in Germany: Luther and the German Bible
• The Gospel in Switzerland: Zwingli, Calvin, and the Geneva Bible
• The Gospel in France: The Huguenots
• The Gospel in England: Tyndale, the English Bible, and Foxe’s Book of Martyrs
• The Gospel in the Netherlands: The Dutch Revolt and the Dutch Reformed 

Church
• The Gospel in Scotland: John Knox and Scottish Presbyterianism
• The Aftermath of the Protestant Reformation
• Theological Formulations of the Protestant Reformation 



A Prayer by Philip Melancthon

Lord Jesus, it is your holy gospel. It is your cause. Remember all the many troubled 
hearts and consciences, your churches and your little flocks, which suffer terror 
and distress from the devil. Preserve and establish your truth!

Bring to nothing all the hypocrisy and lies, and give peace and unity, so that your 
honor may advance and your kingdom may flourish and increase without ceasing 
against the gates of hell.

O Son of God and Immanuel, who was crucified for us and did rise again! 

We appeal to you: Rule, defend, and preserve your church. Amen.
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