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LESSON TWO - Luther & the Birth of the Protestant Reformation

Church History
Martin Luther & the Birth of

the Protestant Reformation
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Young Luther (1483-1546)

Martin Luther was the son of a copper miner from Eisleben in Saxony.

Soon after his birth the family moved to Mansfield, the center of Germany’s mining
industry, where Luther’s father, Hans, eventually became joint-owner of six mining
shafts and two smelting furnaces, which raised the family’s quality of life to new
heights of prosperity.

It was a large family by Western standards today, by 1505, Hans had four sons and
four daughters, Martin being the second son.

The future Reformer grew up in a peasant society where the everyday reality of the
supernatural was taken very seriously.

Events that educated people today think of as natural were then routinely ascribed
to evil spirits such as thunder and lightning. Certain places were also felt to be the
home of dark powers, Luther never outgrew this outlook; in his maturity he said:

“Many regions are inhabited by devils. Prussia is full of them, and Lapland is full of
witches. In my native country, on the top of a high mountain called Pubelsberg, is a
lake into which, if you throw a stone, a tempest will arise over the whole region
because the waters are the abode of captive demons.”1

Luther was educated at the town school in Mansfield and was then sent at the age of
twelve to a boarding school in Magdeburg, where he spent a year before moving to a
different school in Eisenach.

In 1501, age 18, he went to the University of Erfurt (central Germany), intending to
become a lawyer in obedience to his father’s wishes. Here he studied the trivium
(grammar, rhetoric and logic), then the quadrivium (arithmetic, geometry, music and
astronomy): the traditional form of medieval education.

The plan was that he should then study for a further two year at Erfurt in order to
qualify as a lawyer.

However, after only a month of legal studies, young Luther suddenly forsook
university life, renounced the world and joined the Augustinian order of friars in
Erfurt.
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This was in the face of angry opposition from his father. But something infinitely
more crucial than obeying his father had taken possession of the young law student:
the death of a school friend, and a narrow escape from a bolt of lightning during a
storm, had awakened in Luther an overwhelming passion for religion and the
salvation of his own soul.

It seems likely that he had for some time been disturbed by a growing sense of his
own sinfulness and a corresponding fear of divine judgement.

At the age of 22, Martin Luther shook the world’s dust from his feet, took his

religious vows, became an Augustinian friar and 8 | uther
plunged himself into the study of theology at Erfurt 1546 + ald
University. (A

The teaching that reigned there was the via
moderna of the later schoolmen, William of
Ockham and Gabriel Biel, with their neo-Pelagian
emphasis on natural free will, effort and merit in
obtaining divine grace.

Although this young friar was very holy in the eyes of others, in his own guilt-
wrecked conscience he could never find any assurance that he had made himself
worthy enough to deserve God’s mercy.

Still, Luther learned from Ockham and Biel that the believer could not trust human
philosophy in matters of faith; only God would reveal the heavenly truths which
humanity needed to know for salvation - and He had treasured up these truths
supremely in the Scriptures, to which even the pope was subject.

The Augustinian order soon recognized young Luther as an outstanding scholar and
preacher. He was ordained to the priesthood in 1507 and in 1508 became a junior
lecturer at the new University of Wittenberg, founded in 1502 by Prince Frederick
the Wise of Saxony (1486-1525).

Here Luther gave lectures on the Sentences of Peter Lombard and the moral teaching
of Aristotle.

At this stage, Luther’s spiritual guide was Johannes von

Staupitz (1460-1524), vicar-general of the Augustinian
friars in Saxony.

Staupitz was professor of Biblical studies at Wittenberg
University and a fervent disciple of Augustine of Hippo
and his theology of God’s sovereign, unconditional
grace.

A sensitive and spiritually minded man with a clear, deep insight into other people’s
souls, Staupitz took Luther under his wing.

He was Luther’s confessor; Luther spent so long confessing, sometimes up to six
hours that Staupitz frequently became exasperated.
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Staupitz tried to lead the tormented young friar to a self-abandoning trust in God'’s
free and undeserved mercy, a mercy made visible and tangible in the wounds of the
suffering Jesus.

Luther testified of Staupitz, “He was my first father in this teaching, and he gave birth
to me in Christ. If Staupitz had not helped me, I would have been swallowed up in hell
and left there.”2

[t was Staupitz who sent Luther off to Rome in 1511 with another friar, on important
business for the Augustinian order, a decision which shows the trust Staupitz placed
in Luther.

[t was also Staupitz which encouraged Luther to study for a doctorate in theology. He
received his degree in 1512 and then took over from Staupitz as professor of Biblical
studies in Wittenberg - Staupitz felt that in teaching others, Luther would find the
answers to his own problems.

Lecturing on the Psalms, Romans, Galatians and Hebrews, Luther used the “new
learning” of Renaissance humanism to interpret the Bible by the grammatical-
historical method, breaking free from the methods and concerns of traditional
scholastic theology.

Like most Christian humanists, Luther had come to detest scholasticism as a
betrayal of the Biblical message. He violently opposed the way that the schoolmen
had blended Christianity with the philosophy of Aristotle.

He had also, by this time, rejected the neo-Pelagian teachings of William of Ockham
and Gabriel Biel about salvation and followed Staupitz in becoming a disciple of
Augustine of Hippo; from now to the end of his life, Luther was to be a wholehearted
believer in Augustine’s doctrine of the sovereign grace of God who chooses helpless
sinners for salvation by His unmerited mercy.

This was the first of Luther’s two great theological and spiritual breakthroughs, and
it occurred around 1513. He came to understand that the apostle Paul’s phrase “the
righteousness of God” (Romans 1:17) does not mean the righteousness by which
God punishes sinners, but the righteousness which He graciously gives to sinners as
a free gift of salvation.

At this early stage, however, Luther still understood God’s gift of righteousness as
the inner righteousness that the Holy Spirit produces in the heart.

Luther’s second great breakthrough was when he came to understand faith as
essentially personal trust in Christ rather than assent to the Church’s teachings and
“the righteousness of God” as God’s imputation of Christ’s righteousness to the
believer’s account, changing the believer’s legal status before God.

Luther was the outstanding lecturer at Wittenberg University, but he was not alone;
he had valuable co-workers in his program of Augustinian theological renewal. Chief
among them were:
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Andreas Bodenstein von Carlstadt (1477-1541). Carlstadt was Wittenberg University’s
senior lecturer. A high-minded idealist singularly lacking in common sense, he soon went
far beyond Luther, and became a leading “Radical” Reformer. At this early stage though,
Carlstadt was completely in harmony with Luther.

Nicholas von Amsdorf (1483-1565). Amsdorf was a famous scholastic theologian whom
Luther won over to more Augustinian views. In the wake of Luther’s break with Rome,
Amsdorf became a vigorous, fearless, narrow-minded Protestant Reformer, more zealously
Lutheran than Luther himself.

George Spalatin (1482-1545). Spalatin was not a university lecturer, but chaplain to
Luther’s prince, Frederick the Wise, and a warm supporter of Luther. All Luther’s dealings
with Frederick were through Spalatin as intermediary. Spalatin’s influence over Frederick
was instrumental in persuading the Saxon prince to back Luther in his coming conflict with
the papacy.

Philip Melanchthon (1497-1560). Melanchthon, who arrived at Wittenberg in 1518 at the
age of twenty-one, was the nephew of Johannes Reuchlin. He was a brilliant young Christian
humanist in his own right; he had already published some thirty books by the time he went
to Wittenberg. Inspired by Erasmus’s ideals for the renewal of society Melanchthon was
praised to the skies by Erasmus himself:

“Great God! What expectations arise within us when we consider the young Philip
Melanchthon! He is only a youngster, yet he has already achieved such eminence in
both the Greek and Latin languages! What ability he displays in argument! How pure
and stylish his words! What rare learning! How many books the lad has read! What
tenderness and refinement in his extraordinary genius!”3

- Gentle, thoughtful, timid, and peace-loving, the young Melanchthon swiftly became
Luther’s most beloved friend and most trusted colleague. The two men were a
perfect union of opposites in personality.

- Melanchthon’s main subject at Wittenberg was Greek. He did more than anyone,
even Erasmus, to spread the knowledge of the Greek language in German schools
and universities. He also lectured on logic, ethics, and exegesis. Later generations
hailed him as the “Teacher of Germany.”

- Under the guidance of Luther, Carlstadt, Amsdorf and Melanchthon, and with Salatin
and Frederick as patrons, Wittenberg University became a flourishing center of
Augustinian theology and preaching.

- The Protestant Reformation, the greatest religious movement since the rise of Islam,
was led by a group of university professors.
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The 95 Theses and their background

In April 1517, Luther decided to declare open war on the scholastic theology
through an academic “disputation,” with his 97 theses (not to be confused with the
more famous 95 theses of October 1517).

The 97 theses, entitled Disputation against Scholastic Theology, attacked the neo-
Pelagianism of the latter schoolmen and called for a return to the theology of
Augustine.

To Luther’s disappointment, the 97 theses awakened no public interest and sank
without a trace. However, when he resolved five months later in his 95 theses to
protest against the sale of indulgences (the theses were entitled Disputation on the
Power and Efficacy of Indulgences), the response was amazingly different.

An indulgence was a certificate of pardon issued by the papacy, by which the merits
of the saints in heaven were transferred to a sinner, releasing him from the
“temporal penalties” of sin; the pope could even extend these pardons to souls in
purgatory, hastening their passage to heaven.

In 1515, Pope Leo X (1513-1521) authorized the sale of a special set of indulgences
in Germany. Their purpose was to bring in cash to finance the building of Saint
Peter’s basilica in Rome, and the papal agent selling the indulgences was a
Dominican friar named Johann Tetzel (1470-1519).

Tetzel’s indulgence preaching was an overpowering act of emotional manipulation.
Tetzel used a little rhyme: “As soon as the coin in the money-box rings, the soul from
purgatory springs!”

If a person bought an indulgence for himself, Tetzel claimed, it would automatically
wash away the foulest of sins.

By April 1517, Tetzel was preaching the indulgences in the area around Wittenberg.
In 1512, Staupitz had made Luther “sub-prior” of the Augustinian convent in
Wittenberg, in charge of the studies of all the new friars; in 1514 he had been
appointed pastor of Wittenberg’s parish church, the “castle church,” where he
preached every Sunday; and around the same time, he had become a “provincial
superior” in the Augustinian order, with eleven convents under his supervision
which brought legal and financial as well as spiritual burdens.

As Wittenberg's parish priest, he was deeply horrified that people in his own
congregation were buying Tetzel’s indulgences, thinking that salvation could be
purchased for cash, without showing repentance for their sins.

Frederick the Wise had banned Tetzel from his own lands, but people were crossing
the river Elbe into the territory of Frederick’s brother Duke John, where Tetzel was
active.
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Despite the abject failure of his 97 theses in April, Luther arranged another
academic disputation, this time on the topic of indulgences, wrote his 95 Theses and
on October 31, 1517 announced that he was going to debate the subject in public in
Wittenberg University on the following day.
This was the occasion when Luther nailed up
the 95 Theses on the door of Wittenberg’s
castle church; not a dramatic gesture, but the
normal way of posting a public announcement.
The 95 Theses offered penetrating criticisms
of the practice of indulgences, colored with a
display of humanist learning.

To his astonishment, Luther found that he had kicked a hornet’s nest of controversy
that would grow steadily more furious and rip apart the very fabric of Western
Europe.

Luther was not even criticizing the official theology of indulgences, but Tetzel’s
perversion of it.

Within months though, the whole of Germany was in an uproar. Humanists
translated the 95 Theses from Luther’s original Latin into German and printed and
distributed thousands of copies throughout Germany - without Luther’s approval.
Luther found himself under attack by bishops, universities, monks and all the
upholders of scholastic theology. His assault on indulgences however, won
widespread support among three crucial groups:

. Humanists like Erasmus, who despised indulgences as a corruption of the
spiritual religion of the New Testament. Erasmus never gave total support to
Luther, but in these early days of the Reformation he sympathized strongly
with much of what Luther was saying. On indulgences, Erasmus said, “I do not
condemn them, but I think it is nonsense to suppose that a person can buy his
way into heaven. What a filthy trade this is, designed to fill up money-boxes,
rather than to enrich people’s spirituality.”

. German nationalists, especially the German knights like Ulrich von Hutten,
who saw indulgences as one of the papacy’s instruments for draining away
German cash to Rome.

. Many ordinary German Christians, who longed for the Church to be purified
from its abuses and needed only a leader to give a voice to their grievances and
aspirations.*
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The Pope and the Scriptures

The Dominicans and Archbishop Albert of Mainz (who was profiting handsomely
from the sale of indulgences), lodged official charges against Luther in Rome.

Pope Leo X, however, did not take the controversy seriously, he felt it was just
another quarrel between the Dominicans and the Augustinians.

Still, Leo instructed the head of Luther’s order, Gabriel della Volta, to end the
dispute; and della Volta summoned Luther to appear before the governing body of
Augustinians which met in Heidelberg (south-western Germany) in April 1518.

Here, Luther presented his “Heidelberg disputation,” 40 theses in Wthh he defended
Augustine’s doctrines of sin and grace, and $
attacked the way that the schoolmen had
subjected Christian theology to Aristotle’s
philosophy.

The Heidelberg disputation also set out Luther’s f
important contrast between a “theology of The Heidelberg Disputation
glory” and a “theology of the cross.”
By a theology of glory, he meant a theology that glorifies human achievement,
whether the intellectual achievement of human philosophy in seeking to understand
God, or the moral achievement of human goodness in seeking to earn its own
salvation.

By a theology of the cross, he meant God’s rejection of human achievement, a
rejection revealed in the cross of Jesus Christ; the true knowledge of God and true
salvation, are found not in the strivings of human philosophy or ethics, but only in
Christ crucified.

The sinner must die to his own achievements, Luther said, and despair of his own
intellectual and moral ability to find God, if he is ever to receive the grace of Christ.
Luther as yet had no thought of breaking with the papacy. Nevertheless, with the
benefit of hindsight, we can see that his theology was becoming slowly and gradually
more in opposition with Roman Catholicism.

In a popular pamphlet written to explain the 95 theses, he cast doubt on the divine
right of the pope to be head of the Church; in the days of Pope Gregory the Great,
Luther said the Church of Rome was not superior to the Eastern Church.

He was soon criticizing even the official theology of indulgences, denying the pope
had any power to release souls from purgatory.

He also started teaching that excommunication from the Catholic Church did not
affect a soul’s eternal salvation; no earthly power could separate a true believer from
Christ’s love.

In August, Pope Leo summoned Luther to appear in Rome within 60 days to answer
for his errors; he also ordered Luther’s prince, Frederick the Wise of Saxony to hand
Luther over to the papal legate, Thomas de Vio, otherwise known as Cardinal
Cajetan (1469-1534), a distinguished Italian theologian and disciple of Thomas
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Aquinas. Frederick, however, took Luther’s side and arranged a peaceful meeting
between Luther and Cajetan at Augsburg in October.

Cajetan was not an extremist or a diehard defender of the old order.

After the Roman-Protestant split became entrenched in the 1520s, Cajetan
recommended a policy of reconciliation, advocating that the Church should accept
the marriage of priests and grant wine to the laity in holy communion.

At this earlier stage, in 1518, Cajetan agreed with some of Luther’s criticisms of
indulgences and referred to points of disagreement as “errors” and not “heresies” on
Luther’s part.

Despite this, the three meetings between the two men achieved nothing. Cajetan
found that he disliked Luther personally.

Both men lost their tempers with each other and the cardinal steadily pressed
Luther on the absolute authority of the papacy to interpret Scripture, ordered the
German to withdraw his errors and threatened to excommunicate him.

Luther refused to submit and the Cajetan’s arguments forced the Wittenberg
professor for the first time to deny the infallibility of the pope.

At this stage, Luther still accepted the papacy as the visible head of the Church, but
maintained that the pope was subject to correction by Scripture and an ecumenical
council of the whole Church.

Political events gave Luther respite for the next few months. The Holy Roman
Emperor, Maximilian [, was dying and both King Francis I of France and King Charles
[ of Spain (Maximilian’s grandson), were offering themselves to the German princes
as candidates to be elected the new Emperor.

Pope Leo did not want either to be elected, because a German Emperor who also
controlled France or Spain would be a serious threat to the independence of the
papacy in Italy. Leo’s candidate was Frederick the Wise of Saxony - Luther’s prince.
During this period of peace, Luther exhorted people to submit to the holy Roman
Church as (under Christ) the supreme power in heaven and on earth but privately
the thought more and more disturbed him that the pope might be the Antichrist.
Luther was convinced that what he was teaching was the truth of Scripture.

If the pope was hostile to Scripture, then perhaps the Antichrist had already come
and perhaps he was the pope!

In June and July 1519, Luther, Melanchthon, and Carlstadt took part in a disputation
at Leipzig (eastern-central Germany) with Johann Eck (1486-1543).

Eck was professor of theology at Ingolstadt University, a learned scholastic, a great
debater of the day and an arrogant bully.

Eck challenged Carlstadt, who held a more senior position than Luther at
Wittenberg University, to defend the doctrines its lecturers taught; Luther and
Melanchthon accompanied Carlstadt to Leipzig to give him support.

The proceedings opened with a dispute between Carlstadt and Eck about
Augustine’s doctrines of sin and grace. Carlstadt was a boring bumbler in debate and
Eck easily got the better of him.
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Then Luther stepped in. He took up the subject of the papacy, setting out to prove
that neither Scripture nor the early Church fathers supported the absolute
supremacy of the pope.

As the argument swung back and forth, Eck cleverly cornered Luther into admitting
that his views were similar to those of John Huss, whom the Council of Constance
had burnt for heresy in 1415.

This forced Luther to acknowledge that even ecumenical councils were fallible: The
Council of Constance had erred in condemning Huss. Luther now appealed to the
Scriptures as the sole infallible authority.

Melanchthon did not directly dispute with Eck, but suggested arguments to Luther
and Carlstadt; it was Melanchthon who, at Leipzig, set forth the important Protestant
doctrine that Christians should read and judge the early church fathers in light of
Scripture, rather than reading Scripture in the light of the fathers. This position
became known by the Latin tag of “sola Scriptura" (Latin for Scripture alone).

At this point it is crucial to understand what the Protestant Reformers did and did
not mean by “Scripture alone.”

They did mean that only the canonical Scriptures possess infallible authority as a
source of Christian teaching. All other sources, however useful or even indispensable
they may be in helping Christians to understand Scripture, are subordinate to
Scripture.

However, they did not mean that a Christian could ignore or despise all other
sources and authorities.

Most of the Protestant Reformers, most of the time recognized, in one way or
another the “rule of faith” that had circulated in the Church from earliest days, best
known in the West in the form of the Apostle’s Creed.

Although they would not have ascribed divine inspiration or infallibility to the
Creed, they still saw it as a true and indispensable summary of the basic contents of
Scripture, and as the necessary context for all theological interpretation of
Scripture’s teaching.

The Protestant Reformers also granted a subordinate authority to the creeds of the
ecumenical Councils, especially the Nicene Creed and the Creed (or Definition) of
Chalcedon.

Finally, the Protestant Reformers had no intention of rejecting the ongoing teaching
ministry of the Church through its preachers and theologians. They still held that the
lay people needed guidance in the study of the Scriptures from preachers and
teachers.

This position taken by the Protestant Reformers has been described as “Tradition 1”
- critical reverence for the history and traditions of the Church. The Reformers
treated Christian theological traditions with deep care and respect, although they
did not give it a blind or uncritical allegiance.

This has been contrasted with “Tradition 2,” the view held by the hardline defenders
of Rome - authoritarian reverence for the history and traditions of the Church.
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These Roman Catholics elevated the theological tradition - or as the Reformers
claimed, a biased reading of it — into an untouchable status.

Alongside Tradition 1 and Tradition 2, the 16th century also offered a third option,
“Tradition 0,” associated with the Radical Reformation, that had little or no respect
for the Church'’s history or traditions: a Christian must read the Bible with fresh
eyes, as if no one else had ever read it before.

Halfway through the Leipzig disputation, Charles I of Spain was elected Emperor,
becoming Charles V of the Holy Roman Empire.

He was in many ways a just and honorable ruler, but in matters of religion he
remained firmly (though not fiercely) loyal to Rome.

Both sides in the Luther controversy appealed to the new Emperor; Charles
summoned an imperial parliament or "diet" to meet at Worms (western Germany)
in January 1521, where among other things, Luther's case would be heard.

It was probably in 1519 that Melanchthon’s knowledge of Greek brought Luther his
new understanding of what the New
Testament means by "justification."

The doctrine of justification by faith has
become uniquely associated with the
Reformation.

In one way, this association is correct; in
another way, it can be misleading. It is
correct in the sense that justification by faith (or to speak more accurately,
justification by grace alone through faith alone in Christ alone) ultimately became
the doctrinal heart of Reformation theology.

However, it can also be misleading in two respects: 1. It took quite some time for the
centrality of justification to become clear in the storms of Reformation controversy.
It was certainly not the issue for which Luther was excommunicated by the papacy.
2. The Reformers were not only Reformers of doctrinal theology as it related to the
individual’s salvation.

Equally important was the Reformation of worship and Church government. Those
who concentrate their attention too narrowly on the doctrine of justification often
neglect these crucial dimensions of the Reformation.

Melanchthon’s study of New Testament Greek convinced him that what the New
Testament means by “justify” (the Greek word dikaioo) is “declare righteous” in a
legal sense. When a judge pronounces a “not guilty” verdict on an accused person, so
that the law has no more quarrel with that person, this (Melanchthon said) is what is
expressed in the “justification” language of the Greek New Testament. Justification is
therefore a forensic act - the act of a judge declaring a person “right” in the eyes of
the law.

The understanding of justification in the Western Medieval Church relied on the
standard Latin translation of the Bible, the Vulgate, which rendered the apostle
Paul’s key Greek term dikaioo by the Latin iustificare. And from this sprang the

Rediscovering
Justification:b

F
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difficulty. Western theologians understood (or misunderstood according to
Melanchthon) the Latin term iustificare as meaning to make righteous, in the sense
of moral transformation - the process by which a sinner is changed spiritually in his
soul into a just, holy, godly person.

They included a forensic dimension (the forgiveness of sins) as part of this process
but focused far more attention on the inward moral renewal of the believer.

In medieval theology, this moral renewal endowed the forgiven believer with a
grace-given ability to acquire “merit” - qualities of personal goodness which would,
when enough were acquired, entitle the believer to the rewards of heaven.
Melanchthon, Luther and Reformation theology broke decisively with this medieval
concept of merit.

The believer’s acceptance to eternal life, they maintained, was not some far-off goal,
grounded in the storing up of moral or spiritual qualities in the believer’s life.

[t was a present reality, here and now; and as far as the demands of the law were
concerned, it was based on the imputation to the believer of Christ’s righteousness.
Imputation means reckoning or crediting something to someone’s account, and is
used repeatedly in one of the great Biblical passages on justification, Romans 4,
where imputation describes God’s reckoning of righteousness to Abraham through
his faith.

Because of the union between believers and Christ, the sins of believers were
imputed to Christ, who died as their sin-bearer; so securing forgiveness; and Christ’s
righteousness was imputed to believers, which was the basis of their acceptance
with God. John Calvin was later to give a classic definition of this cluster of concepts:

“We explain justification simply as the acceptance with which God receives us into
His favor as righteous people. And we say that it consists in the forgiveness of sins
and the imputation of Christ’s righteousness.” (Institutes 3:11:2)

Here were the two elements in the Protestant doctrine of justification - both the
forgiveness of sins (negatively) and the imputation of Christ’s righteousness
(positively).

Luther had been a fervent Augustinian in his theology from about 1513. He already
believed in salvation by grace alone. What Melanchthon’s new understanding of
justification did was enable Luther in 1519 to construct a more radically Christ-
centered understanding of God'’s grace.

Intimately related to this, just prior to his acceptance of Melanchthon’s
interpretation of justification, Luther’s understanding of faith had also undergone a
decisive shift.

For official medieval theology, faith was essentially a voluntary assent to the dogmas
of the Church; but Luther, based again on Melanchthon’s Greek expertise, was now
convinced that in the New Testament, faith essentially meant trust (in Latin,
“fiducia”) - a lively personal confidence in God, that He is favorably disposed
towards us for Christ’s sake.
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Since Christ was received by this personal trusting faith, Luther contended and since
God justified the believer by imputing Christ’s righteousness to his account, it
followed that complete assurance of acceptance with God was possible.

One of the more serious implications of justification by faith, as Luther and
Melanchthon now understood it, was that it shattered the foundations of the
medieval view of the Church.

According to what had become the traditional Catholic teaching, God channeled or
mediated His grace through the Church’s priesthood and its sacraments of baptism,
holy communion, penance and so on.

For Luther, however, faith itself brought the soul into a direct relationship with
Christ and His grace. Another redefinition was involved: “grace” in medieval
theology was a created substance in the soul, a gift of God which enabled someone to
perform righteous works.

For Luther and Melanchthon, by contrast, grace was God'’s attitude of favor. In effect,
Luther now taught that the “grace” was God Himself - God personally present in
Jesus Christ as a generous, merciful and forgiving Savior, embracing the sinner into a
total acceptance with Himself through the sinner’s reliance of His unmerited
goodness.

The believer could not slip into and out of this acceptance with God, needing each
time to be restored by sacramental grace through an earthly priest; his trust in
Christ kept him always within the sphere of God'’s favor, despite his many sins.

For Luther, the true Christian was, at one and the same time, “always a sinner, always
repenting, always justified.” When Luther came to this understanding of justification
by the imputed righteousness of Christ through faith, he said:

“I felt that I had been born again, and that I had entered paradise itself through open
gates.”>

Perhaps the single greatest theological hallmark of the Reformation was the clear,
systematic distinction it eventually made between justification (God the Father’s
legal declaration that the believing sinner is righteous and acceptable in His sight
through Christ’s imputed righteousness), and sanctification (the Holy Spirit’s
transforming work within the believer by which Christ’s righteousness is gradually
imparted to his soul).

Despite the Reformers belief in justification by faith and their rejection of the
medieval theology of merit, they did not simply consign the Middle Ages to the
garbage dump.

Rather they appealed from official doctrinal formulations of the Church’s theology to
the faith and piety of medieval Christians.

Whatever the scholastics may have said, the best religious consciousness of the
Middle Ages always knew that Christ alone had to be trusted as the fountain of all
spiritual and eternal blessing. The example the Reformers most often appealed to
was Bernard of Clairvaux. When Bernard lay dying in 1125, we are told that he
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seemed to see himself standing before the judgment seat of God, where Satan hurled
damning charges against him. But Bernard had his reply ready:

“I confess myself unworthy of the glory of heaven, to which by my merits I can never
attain. But my Lord possesses it by a double title: He is the only-begotten Son of the
eternal Father, and He has bought it with His precious blood. This second title He has
conferred on me, therefore I trust with assured confidence to obtain it through the
merits of His passion.”®
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