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As many of you know, the Presbytery of St. Andrew granted me a sabbatical 
back in the summer of 2009, part of which I spent in Geneva, Switzerland – 
because that summer the Protestant world was celebrating the 500th anniversary of 
the birth of John Calvin, who was born in Noyon, France, on July 10th, 1509. 

Today, just a little over eight years later, we are celebrating another “500th 
Anniversary,” this time in commemoration of what many consider to have been the 
commencement of the Reformation proper – when on October 31st, 1517, Martin 
Luther posted his ninety-five theses for debate. 

So first of all, just to get that timeline in your heads, the persons we often 
consider the “founders” of our particular Reformed / Presbyterian faith tradition – 
John Calvin (a Frenchman) and John Knox (a Scot) who both ended up in Geneva 
Switzerland where they worked together for some years, were just little boys when 
the Reformation broke out. Martin Luther’s Swiss contemporary, and the person 
with whom he debated vigorously leading eventually to a parting of ways between 
the “Lutherans” and the “Reformed” branches of the Protestant Church was 
Huldrich Zwingli. Calvin and Knox came later. 

But another important point is that Luther's action – bold and dramatic as it 
was – didn’t actually begin the Reformation. As early as the late 1300's, people 
like John Wycliffe and John Huss were translating the Scriptures into the language 
of the people (over-against the decrees of the Pope), and being persecuted for their 
beliefs and teachings. When John Huss was executed in the year 1415, the result 
was the “Hussite Wars” in Germany and Bohemia, which lasted 20 years. 

And then there were people like Erasmus of Rotterdam – a Dutch priest and 
theologian whose latter years were spent in Basel, Switzerland. Erasmus was a 
contemporary of Luther’s, and like all the Reformers, was part of the “humanist” 
movement of the day. He is credited, among other things, with adding the chapter 
and verse numbers to the Scriptures, and held at least some of Luther’s positions. 
But not all of them. He supported a “middle way,” and remained a faithful Roman 
Catholic until the end of his life. And yet, much of his work really helped to “pave 
the way” for both the German and Swiss Reformation movements.  
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And regarding Scotland, where the “Reformed” church eventually became 
known specifically as “Presbyterian” because of its unique approach of church 
government by councils, listen to these words from a book entitled History of the 
Reformation in Scotland by none other than John Knox himself. Knox writes: 

In the scrolls of Glasgow is found mention of one whose name is not 
expressed that, in the year of God 1422, was burnt for heresy; but what were 
his opinions, or by what order he was condemned, it appears not evidently. 
But our Chronicles make mention that, in the days of King James the First, 
about the year of God, 1431, was apprehended in the University of Saint 
Andrews one named Paul Craw, a Bohemian, who was accused of heresy 
before such as then were called Doctors of Theology. His accusation 
consisted principally that he followed John Huss and Wycliffe in the opinion 
of the sacrament, who denied that the substance of bread and wine was 
changed by virtue of any words; or that confession should be made to 
priests; or yet prayers to saints departed. While that God gave unto him 
grace to resist them, and not to consent to their impiety, he was committed to 
the secular judge (for our bishops follow Pilate, who both did condemn and 
also wash his hands), who condemned him to the fire; in the which he was 
consumed in the said city of Saint Andrews about the time afore written. 

And so it didn't all just “begin” with Martin Luther, by any means. Which is 
not to downplay that Reformer's importance, but only to note that what was 
happening in the Western world in those days was not simply the result of one 
man’s actions, in one city or one country. It was, rather, a very extraordinary time 
in human history that played out over several centuries and in many lands – a time 
of an explosion of new knowledge, learning, and discovery – in which time what it 
meant to be “faithful;” that is, to be a person of faith, greatly evolved. 

I think what I most admire about the Reformers – all of them – was the 
extent to which their faith was not just some great academic exercise or pursuit 
(even though many of them were in fact scholars), but it was instead something 
about which they were deeply passionate. Their faith was heartfelt to the core, and 
it was personal. They wrote about doctrines and systems. They literally developed, 
eventually, an entire new orthodoxy. But it was all grounded in their experiences of 
encountering (and really rediscovering) the Scriptures, and reordering their lives as 
a result of the encounter. 

Listen to how Martin Luther describes what he came to identify as his 
“conversion,” which came as a direct result of his encounter with our Epistle 
lesson this morning from the Apostle Paul’s letter to the Christians in Rome. That 
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was the passage that opened Luther’s eyes, which (no doubt) is the reason it was 
selected as one of the texts for Reformation Sunday. Luther wrote: 

Though I lived as a monk without reproach, I felt that I was a sinner before 
God with an extremely disturbed conscience. I could not believe that he was 
placated by my satisfaction. I did not love, yes, I hated the righteous God 
who punishes sinners, and secretly, if not blasphemously, certainly 
murmuring greatly, I was angry with God, and said, "As if, indeed, it is not 
enough, that miserable sinners, eternally lost through original sin, are 
crushed by every kind of calamity by the law of the decalogue, without 
having God add pain to pain by the gospel and also by the gospel threatening 
us with his righteousness and wrath!" Thus I raged with a fierce and troubled 
conscience. Nevertheless, I beat importunately upon Paul at that place, most 
ardently desiring to know what St. Paul wanted. 

At last, by the mercy of God, meditating day and night, I gave heed to the 
context of the words, namely, "In it the righteousness of God is revealed, as 
it is written, 'He who through faith is righteous shall live.'" There I began to 
understand that the righteousness of God is that by which the righteous lives 
by a gift of God, namely by faith. And this is the meaning: the righteousness 
of God is revealed by the gospel, namely, the passive righteousness with 
which merciful God justifies us by faith, as it is written, "He who through 
faith is righteous shall live." Here I felt that I was altogether born again and 
had entered paradise itself through open gates. 

There a totally other face of the entire Scripture showed itself to me. 
Thereupon I ran through the Scripture from memory. I also found in other 
terms an analogy, as, the work of God, that is what God does in us, the 
power of God, with which he makes us wise, the strength of God, the 
salvation of God, the glory of God. 

Today, we celebrate five hundred years since that bold, new faith experience 
motivated Luther to take action against what he perceived as many Scriptural 
errors that had found their way into the Christian Church’s worship and life over 
the first fifteen hundred (or so) years of its existence. Today, even faithful 
Catholics would agree on at least some of those errors – which the Roman Church 
itself eventually addressed in an era known as the “Counter Reformation.” 

There are many people out there suggesting that our own era has a good deal 
of similarity with the time of the first Reformation – particularly in terms of how it 
was a time of an “explosion” of new knowledge and discovery, generally (and not 
just within the Church) – that resulted in challenges to age-old assumptions and 
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established practices. It was the time of Copernicus and a whole new view of the 
cosmos. It immediately followed the first journeys of Western explorers to the 
“new world.” For many, life was turned upside down, and old, fondly held beliefs 
and systems were thrown into question. 

There may be some truth in the notion. We certainly live a time of incredible 
change. To whatever extent we are in a “new” reformation age, I think we should 
pay close attention to how the Reformers went about their work. The new 
knowledge didn’t lead them to abandon Scripture and Church doctrine, or their 
Christian faith. Quite the opposite. It brought it all back to life. It made it real, and 
made it matter. They fully utilized the “new” – new knowledge, new resources, 
new tools – to rediscover and bring an entirely new depth to the old. 

I hope we do live in a day and time when faith is reawakened and renewed 
by utilizing the amazing new knowledge and technology available today that is 
unlike anything this world has ever seen – and is creating amazing new 
opportunities for enlivening faith, and building up the Body of Christ, and the 
establishing God’s kingdom on earth, as it is in heaven. May that be our prayer, 
and our work. 

To God be the glory. 


