
REFORMATION BEGINS 

The Reformation initially revolved around the three centers of Wittenberg (Luther and 
Melanchthon), Zurich (Zwingli and Bullinger), and Geneva (Calvin and Beza).  

 

MARTIN LUTHER 

The Reformation itself was dominated by the figure of the Catholic Monk, Martin Luther (1483-
1546) who sparked the Reformation and literally changed the course of Western civilization. 
Luther was a determined and fiery character with a tremendous mind and a gift of passionate 
oratory. He had striven to enter heaven by his own merits as later testified, “Verily I was a devout 
monk, and followed the rules of my order so strictly that I cannot tell you all. If ever a monk 
entered into heaven by his monkish merits, certainly I should have obtained an entrance there.”  

After failing to finding peace in Germany as a monk, Luther was even more disillusioned 
with the sheer corruption of the Vatican on a visit to Rome which he exclaimed, “It is an ordinary 
saying that if there is a hell, Rome is built upon it. It is an abyss from whence all sins proceed.” 
Finally, he turned to the Scriptures when he saw a Bible for the first time in a library at Erfurt in 
1505.and by studying the Word of God he declared “But when, by the Spirit of God, I 
comprehended these words; when I learned how the sinner’s justification proceeds from the pure 
mercy of the Lord by means of faith, then I felt myself revived like a new man, and entered at 
open doors into the very paradise of God. From that time, also, I beheld the precious sacred 
volume with new eyes. I went over all the Bible, and collected a great number of passages which 
taught me what the work of God was.” 

The passage that finally enlightened Luther was “the just shall live by faith.” This passage 
which was first used by God in the Old Testament to straighten out the erroneous theology of 
Habbakuk also transformed in conversion the German monk. This foundational doctrine has been 
under attack in the Church within 20 years of the Ascension as it was one of the first doctrinal 
heresies that arose in the Church in A.D. 50 in Acts 15:1. As Spurgeon commented, 

 
“Luther had carefully studied the Epistle to the Romans, and yet, though justification by 
faith is there taught, he had never seen it so clearly. Now he comprehended the 
righteousness which alone can stand in the presence of God; now he received from God 
himself, by the hand of Christ, that obedience which He freely imputes to the sinner as 
soon as he humbly turns his eye to the God-Man who was crucified. This is the decisive 
period in the internal life of Luther. The faith which saved him from the terrors of death 
became the soul of his theology, his fortress in all dangers, the stamina of his discourse, 
the stimulant of his love, the foundation of his peace, the spur of his labours, his 



consolation in life and in death…. Luther stood up in Rome, all moved, and thrilling with 
the words which Paul had addressed fifteen centuries before to the inhabitants of this 
metropolis, truth, till then a fettered captive within the church, rose up also, never again 
to fall.” 

 
Now with the light burning of the Holy Spirit, Luther took on the might of Rome. He seized the 
opportunity in 1517 by nailing his Ninety-Five Theses to the door of the Castle Church in Wittenberg 
against inter alia the false doctrine of papal indulgences. This is the moment that is regarded as 
sparking the Protestant Reformation and celebrated every October 31 as Reformation Day. Basil 
Atkinson describes it as “the most momentous day, as yet, in the history of Europe. In Luther’s 
words,  
 

“It was in the year 1517, when the profligate monk Tetzel, a worthy servant of the Pope 
and the Devil – for I am satisfied that the Pope is the agent of the Devil on earth – came 
among us selling indulgences, maintaining their efficacy, and impudently practising on the 
credulity of the people. When I beheld this unholy and detestable traffic taking place in 
open day, and thereby sanctioning and encouraging the most villainous crimes, I could 
not, although I was then a young Doctor in Divinity, refrain from protesting against it in 
the strongest manner.” 

 

 
  
In 1520 Luther burned publicly the papal bull which ex-communicated him from the Church and 
became a public and uncompromising antagonist of this corrupted system. Threatened by the 
might of Rome to recant Luther declared at the Diet of Worms in 1521, “It is neither safe nor 
prudent to do aught against conscience. Here I stand; I cannot do otherwise. God help me! Amen!” 

Luther began this radical shift from the Roman Church by turning the Church back to 
establishing preaching as the central act of worship. This return to the primacy of preaching was 
simply a return to the days of the early church. Martin Luther in 1533 explained, “The Word of 
God is the greatest most necessary, most important thing in Christendom.” Between 1510 and 
1546 Luther preached more than 3,000 sermons. He emphasized the need to go back to the 
original languages and do exegesis and produced commentaries on Romans, Galatians, and the 
Epistles of Peter. 

Providentially, the advent of the printing press in 1450 by the invention of facilitated the 
widespread dissemination of Luther’s doctrines and his translation of the Bible into the German 
tongue. Indeed, by the year 1500 the names of more than one thousand printers are known, and 
the titles of about 30,000 printed works. The devout Catholic Emperor, Charles V., was also 
providentially hindered by his wars with the pope, with the King of France, and with the Turks, 



from undertaking a war with the Protestant princes of Germany, until Protestantism had become 
deeply rooted, and Luther had died. 

The Reformation was now placed on the solid foundation of the Word of God. This led 
to the glorious growth of the Protestant Reformation, when much of northern Europe threw off 
the shackles of Roman bondage and embraced the liberty of the gospel set forth in Biblical 
Protestantism. The Protestant zeal for translating the Bible and getting it into the hands of the laity 
was empowered by the invention of movable type which advanced the culture of Biblical literacy. 
When the Reformation hit, it maintained that the source of all epistemology was the Word of God. 
If it cannot be established by the Word of God, then it should not be believed. In 1570, at the 
height of the Protestant tide, probably 70 per cent of Germans, including Austrians, were 
Protestant.  

So, this provided a climate for man to pull away from the dominance, philosophy and 
reasoning of the Roman Catholic Church. By this separation, there was a suppression of the mighty 
powers of the apostate tares, which remained in the Roman church. The Reformation resulted in 
Church tradition being set aside as Luther and the other reformers adopted the standard of Sola 
Scriptura, making the Bible the sole measure of theology and practice. For instance, when John 
Knox and others published the Scots Confession of 1560, they pleaded that any deviation therein 
from Scriptural principles might be pointed out to them, so that their Reformation would be yet 
more complete. Perhaps they did not see everything clearly, but they were faithful to what they 
saw. 

During the next four hundred years the nations that embraced the Reformation doctrines 
rose to a position of freedom, culture and enlightenment, as the most influential nations in the 
world. 

 
 
ULRICH ZWINGLI (1484-1531)  
 
While the Reformation was commencing in Germany under the guidance of Luther, Switzerland 
was beginning an extensive Reformation as well under Ulrich Zwingli (1484-1531) independently. 
Zwingli explains why he was not led by Luther of whom he says, 
 

“When they had branded him a heretic, they first exclaimed that I was a Lutheran, although 
Luther’s name was entirely unknown to me during these two years that I kept to the Bible 
alone. But it is part of their cunning policy to load me and others with this name. Do they 
say, You must be a Lutheran, for you preach as Luther; I answer, I preach too as Paul 
writes; why not call me a Paulian? Nay, I preach the word of Christ; why not much rather 
call me a Christian? In my opinion, Luther is one of God s chosen heralds and combatants, 
who searches the Scriptures with greater zeal than has been done by any man on earth for 
the last thousand years….I have purposely abstained from all correspondence with him; 
not that I feared any man on this account, but because I would have it appear how uniform 
the Spirit of God is, in so far that we who are far distant from each other, and have held 
no communication, are yet of the same mind, and this without the slighest concert.” 



 
Zwingli was drawn away from Rome by the light of studying the Scriptures in the original languages 
of the Greek Received Text. He says,  
 

“I gave my labour to the Greek language, so that I might be able to draw the doctrines of 
Christ from the fountain of truth. I am resolved that no one shall turn me from it, except 
God; I do it not for glory, but for the love of sacred learning…I must neglect all these 
matters [of mere human reason], and look for God s will in his word alone. I began 
earnestly to entreat the Lord to give me his light; and although I read the Scriptures only, 
they became clearer to me than if I had read all the commentators.” 

 
Zwingli attended the universities of Vienna and Basel. He began a new style of preaching in 
Switzerland in clear expository fashion in the German vernacular of his people. Zwingli was 
appointed pastor at Grossmunster, (the Great Cathedral) in Zurich. On New Year’s day, 1519, on 
his thirty-fifth birthday, Zwingli went into the Zurich cathedral pulpit before a great crowd and 
declared “It is to Christ that I desire to lead you, to Christ the true source of salvation. His divine 
word is the only food that I wish to set before your souls.” On every Sabbath, “the people heard 
what they knew not before, as the preacher went on explaining Matthew, with a Greek Testament 
before him.”  
 

 
 
It was said more than two thousand people were soon “hungering for the strong meat of the 
Scriptures.” This light soon proved victorious that by 1520 the town-council issued a decree to all 
parish priests, curates and exhorters, in town and country, “that they should freely and everywhere 
preach the holy gospels and the apostolic epistles, and all speak the same language as the Spirit of 
God should direct them, and only teach what they could prove by the word of God. As for the 
doctrines and commandments that were of man’s institution, they should let them alone.”  

Zwingli spent six years preaching straight through the New Testament. This resulted in 
thousands of Swiss people embracing the gospel. The town councils of both Zurich and the nearby 
canton of Bern voted to adopt Protestantism. Sadly, Zwingli died on a battlefield in 1531 at the 
age of 47. He was serving as an unarmed chaplain to Swiss Protestant troops, carrying only a flag 
and a Bible. Zwingli began a seminary in Zurich for pastors. He was succeeded as pastor of Gross 
Münster church and principal of the seminary by Heinrich Bullinger. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



John Calvin 

CALVIN’S EARLY LIFE AND EDUCATION 
 
Of all of the great thinkers in Protestantism of the sixteenth century, John Calvin (1509-1564) has 
had the most profound influence, as he provided the most systematic theological understanding 
of Christian truth. Calvin was born on July 10, 1509 in Noyon, France, seventy miles northeast of 
Paris. He is often referred to as a second generation Reformer, as when Calvin was only eight years 
old in 1517, Martin Luther would post his Ninety-Five Theses on the door of the Castle Church 
in Wittenberg.  

When Calvin was around fourteen, his father sent him to train for the priesthood at the 
University of Paris. Later he went to study law at the University of Orléans in 1526 and continuing 
his studies at the University of Bourges. It was here that Calvin learned the classical languages, and 
developed his powers of analysis and rhetoric. He was an exceptional law student and often 
deputized for his professors when they were away.  

 
 
CALVIN’S CONVERSION 
 
At some time between 1528 and 1532, John Calvin was converted and became part of the 
Protestant Reformation. Initially, Calvin resisted the Reformation doctrines because of his loyalty 
to the Roman Church. Throughout his life, he spoke and wrote very little about himself. Calvin 
does not detail the exact date of his conversion but simply stated in his Commentary on the Psalms 
concerning his legal studies,  
 

To this pursuit I endeavored faithfully to apply myself, in obedience to the will of my father. 
But God, by the secret guidance of His providence, at length gave a different direction to my 
course. And first, since I was too obstinately devoted to the superstitions of popery to be easily 
extricated from so profound an abyss of mire, God by a sudden conversion subdued and 
brought my mind to a teachable frame, though I was more hardened in such matters than 
might have been expected from one at my early period of life. Having thus received some taste 
and knowledge of true godliness, I was immediately inflamed with so intense a desire to make 
progress therein, that although I did not altogether leave off other studies, I yet pursued them 
with less ardor. 

 
CALVIN THE WRITER 
 
Calvin was a reluctant reformer and sought to avoid controversy initially. However, by 1533, Calvin 
was thrown into a more public role when he was forced to flee Paris after siding with the Rector 
of the University of Paris, Nicholas Cop in attacking Romanist doctrines. In 1535 he was forced 



to flee France completely to Basel in Switzerland where he spent some time in research of the 
Bible and the theology of the Church Fathers. He eventually published at the tender young age of 
26 in 1536 Protestantism’s magnum opus in the first edition of The Institutes of the Christian Religion.  

The famous Institutes were initially written to defend fellow Protestants who were under 
persecution for their faith in France. It has been fairly described as “the masterpiece of Protestant 
theology.” Calvin continued his revisions to the Institutes all his life through five enlargements 
before the final revision and expansion of them in 1559. The original six chapters eventually 
became a much larger seventy-nine, divided into four ‘books’ dealing respectively with “The 
Knowledge of God the Creator,’ “The Knowledge of God the Redeemer,” “The Way in which 
we receive the grace of Christ,” and “The external means or aids by which God invites us into the 
Society of Christ and holds us therein.”  

Calvin would have an enormous literary output and his works would total some 55 volumes 
of commentaries, lectures, tracts, treatises, sermons, and letters. He wrote exegetical commentaries 
on all the books of the Bible (save for Revelation, the Pentateuch, Psalms, Isaiah, Jeremiah, and 
Joshua). 
 
CALVIN THE THEOLOGIAN 
 
John Calvin disliked immensely speculation by theologians and preacher beyond the text of 
Scripture. He sought nothing more than a return to biblical and apostolic teaching and practice. 
His careful and precise approach spawned a whole system of theology named after him. Indeed, 
no theologian has sparked such ardent acclaim or animosity as Calvin. International wars have 
been fought both to defend and destroy it. Philip Melanchthon at the Conference at Worms in 
1541, overwhelmed by Calvin’s theological acumen, called him “The Theologian.”  

Calvin himself made clear that his theology was centred in the desire to display the glory of 
God in Christ. He said, “The thing [O God] at which I chiefly aimed, and for which I most 
diligently labored, was, that the glory of thy goodness and justice . . . might shine forth 
conspicuous, that the virtue and blessings of thy Christ . . .might be fully displayed.” The system 
of doctrine that he espoused has been popularized in the acronym: T.U.L.I.P.  

Total Depravity  
Unconditional Election  
Limited Atonement  
Irresistible Grace 
Perseverance of the Saints  

CALVIN THE PASTOR 

In July 1536, three months after the publication of the Institutes, Calvin detoured through Geneva 
on his way to Strasbourg after returning from a visit to France. He full intended to spend the night 
there and then return on to Strasbourg to work as a scholar. However, William Farel, a leader of 
the French and Swiss Reformations learned of Calvin’s presence, visited him and strongly pleaded 
that Calvin assist in the work of reforming the Genevan Church.  

Farel said, “You are simply following your own wishes; and I declare in the Name of 
Almighty God that if you refuse to take part in the Lord’s work in this Church, God will curse the 
quiet life that you want for your studies.” Calvin records, “I felt as if God from heaven had laid 
His mighty hand upon me to stop me in my course, . . . and I was so stricken with terror that I did 
not continue my journey.”  

He became the Pastor of St. Peter’s church—one of the three parishes in the 10,000-person 
town of Geneva. Calvin sought to bring the whole city into conformity to Scripture. Although, he 
would leave for a short period in Strasbourg (1537-1541), Calvin would be a pastor to the people 



of Geneva until his death. During the four years he was away in Strasbourg, he wrote his 
commentary on the Epistle to the Romans and married Idelette von Bure, a widow. They had 
three children—all died at or soon after birth.  

Although he had many health problems and was constantly threatened with violence and 
death by his libertine enemies, who hated Calvin’s strict discipline in Geneva, he remained faithful. 
This period has been divided by some in terms of years of struggle (1541-1555) and years of 
triumph (1555-1564). Calvin admitted, “Although Geneva was a troublesome province to me, the 
thought of deserting it never entered my mind. For I considered myself placed in the position by 
God, a sentry, at his post from which it would be impiety on my part were I to move a single step.” 
He was known for his expository sermons and Calvin preached through almost the entire Bible 
by careful exegesis. He preached ten sermons every two weeks. These sermons became the basis 
for his famous commentary set.  

CALVIN THE LEADER OF THE REFORMATION 

The Reformation initially revolved around the three centers of Wittenberg (Luther and 
Melanchthon), Zurich (Zwingli and Bullinger), and Geneva (Calvin and Beza). Calvin’s influence 
quickly expanded beyond the city of Geneva. He strongly sought the unity of the Protestant 
Church and tirelessly strove to work at uniting these three strands of the Reformation. He strove 
to bring unity with Luther who he termed his “much respected father in the Lord” and Zwingli to 
whom he wrote, “how much I honour you, how much, to sum up the whole in a word, from the 
heart I love you.” Calvin penned a Short Treatise on the Supper of our Lord from Strasbourg in French 
in 1541 to try an unite them over their differences.  

By 1553, Calvin had managed to stabilize and unite Geneva with his tireless preaching and 
writing. Geneva became a haven for Protestants fleeing persecution in other lands, particularly 
Britain. Providentially, the Puritan movement stemmed from the period of 1553 and 1558 when 
Protestant exiles fled to centres like Geneva, hoping to escape the persecution in England under 
Bloody Mary. Calvin founded the Geneva Academy in 1559, which later became the University of 
Geneva. The first Rector of the Geneva Academy was Théodore de Bèza, who eventually became 
the overall successor to Calvin. Bèza would be used providentially to compile the edition of the 
Textus Receptus that substantially underlies the Authorised King James Bible. The Geneva Academy 
drew students from all over Europe and by the time of Calvin’s death in 1564 there were 1,200 
students. It was there that John Knox was inspired to reform Scotland at the teachings of the 
younger Calvin in what Knox said was, “the most perfect school of Christ that ever was on earth”. 
Calvin taught all his life - in Paris, Strasbourg and Geneva. 

Calvin also sent more than 100 Reformed missionaries to France, and he corresponded 
extensively with both political leaders and second generation Reformers such as William Tyndale 
throughout Europe. England particularly enjoyed extensive contact with many of the Continental 
reformers, and evidence of their leadership there is clear as early as 1546. Letters from Calvin, 
Beza, and disciples of Luther were widely available, informing the English about the latest 
developments in the Reformation. Geneva became the nucleus of missionary activity in Europe. 
Missionaries went to England, northern Italy, the Netherlands, Poland, and two even went to 
Brazil in 1556. 

Through the influence of Calvin, the Protestant Huguenot movement in France grew rapidly 
and before the close of the decade, there were more than 70 churches, which met for their first 
synod in 1559. Calvin’s followers eventually became so numerous in France (estimated up to 20% 
of the population) that the French king, encouraged by the Vatican, massacred 50,000 Protestants 
in the St. Bartholomew’s Massacre in August 1572 (on account of which the pope sung a Te Deum 
and issued a medal). 
 
CALVIN’S DEATH  



Once when Calvin was gravely ill, a friend found him sitting up in bed and writing a letter. 

“You need to rest. Put away your work.” 

“What!” Calvin protested. “Would you have the Lord find me idle when He comes?” 

In early 1564, John Calvin became ill and he preached his last sermon on February 6 of that 
same year. His health which had not been good for many years, rapidly deteriorated in the spring, 
and he died on May 27, being 54 years old. Bèza described Calvin on his death as, “the greatest 
light in the Church.” Huge crowds flocked to view his body, which forced the City Council in 
Geneva to bury him in an unmarked grave at the common cemetery. In accordance with his wishes, 
he was buried in a simple coffin on Sunday 28 May. His grave is unknown to this day. One writer 
summarised Calvin, 
 

He was small in stature, mighty in spirit; delicate of body, stalwart of soul; a refined and 
gentlemanly scholar, yet piercing in his speeches; a man naturally inclined withdraw from 
society, yet millions have sought his company and his counsel since his death; he is hated by 
many and loved by others; maligned, calumniated and despised by the ignorant, highly 
esteemed and honoured by the wise. 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 



 
 

 
 
 


