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Preface
This book surveys the history of Christian doctrine

from approximately A.D. 1500 to 1900. It generally fol-
lows chronological order and identifies the most signifi-
cant events in church history, but the emphasis is on
tracing doctrinal developments. To further this purpose,
it discusses some events thematically rather than in strict
chronological sequence.

We will use the words church and Christian in the
most general sense, recognizing that the visible church
structure is not necessarily the New Testament church as
defined by message and experience. We will discuss the
major groups of people who have identified themselves as
Christian.

Occasionally material in this book may seem complex
and foreign, but some treatment of details is necessary to
provide background and to impart a feel for significant
issues and problems. The main objective is to introduce
the leading historical figures and movements in Christen-
dom and to convey a basic understanding of their doc-
trines.

This information will provide various perspectives on
biblical issues and will aid in dialogue with people of dif-
ferent backgrounds. The reader will see when, how, and
why certain biblical doctrines were abandoned and cer-
tain unbiblical doctrines embraced, and will see how God
has worked to restore and revive fundamental truths that
were largely forgotten.

This book arose out of teaching two semesters of
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church history for five years at Jackson College of Min-
istries in Jackson, Mississippi. The rough draft was tran-
scribed from lectures taped for the extension program of
Kent Christian College in Dover, Delaware. Special thanks
goes to Claire Borne for transcribing this material. It was
an immense project! After considerable additions, dele-
tions, and revisions, this book is the result.

It is important to remember that only the Bible is our
authority for doctrine. History cannot alter or replace
biblical truth. Nor can history prove the validity of doc-
trine, but it can provide insight into how key doctrines
were handled over the centuries. It can help to dispel the
myth that our fundamental doctrines are of recent origin.
The clear teaching of Scripture is enough to tear away the
shrouds of nonbiblical tradition, but a historical survey
can aid in the process.
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In the sixteenth century, the Protestant Reformation
brought dramatic changes to Christianity and instituted
the modern era. Beginning with Martin Luther in 1517,
significant numbers of people in Western Europe chal-
lenged and soon rejected many important features of
medieval theology. In addition to Roman Catholicism and
Eastern Orthodoxy, there emerged a third branch of
Christendom, called Protestantism.

The Road to the Reformation
A number of individuals and groups had already

repudiated some Roman Catholic practices and beliefs,
but they had not successfully threatened the entire sys-
tem. In the twelfth century, two strong groups had arisen
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as alternatives to the institutional church of the Middle
Ages. The Waldenses, or Waldensians, sought to return to
a more biblical theology and a more holy lifestyle. The
Albigenses, or Albigensians, also desired a purer, more
simple life but brought elements of Persian dualism into
their thinking.

In response, the Roman Catholics established the
Inquisition to root out “heretical” beliefs and people.
Although no one knows how many people were impris-
oned, tortured, or executed, a crusade called by Pope
Innocent III in the early thirteenth century slaughtered
twenty thousand men, women, and children in the town of
Béziers, France, because it refused to surrender its
heretics. Under its first grand inquisitor, the Dominican
monk Tomás de Torquemada, the Spanish Inquisition
burned at the stake about two thousand people.1 The
Inquisition was successful in exterminating the Albigens-
es, and it severely curtailed the Waldenses.

By the early sixteenth century, the times were ripe for
the Reformation. Undeniably the hand of God was at
work. In addition, volume 1 of A History of Christian
Doctrine discusses several important reasons for the
beginning of widespread skepticism and the greater will-
ingness to question traditional doctrines:2

• The Crusades raised questions by bringing new
influence from the Muslim world and from ancient
Greek philosophy preserved by the Arabs.

• The corruption of the clergy and the papacy
caused great disillusionment and questioning.

• The Catholic Church was guilty of many economic
abuses, including ecclesiastical taxation, absenteeism,
simony, and the sale of indulgences.
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• The rise of nationalism made people less willing
to submit to the Roman pontiff, especially in political mat-
ters.

• Mysticism, an emphasis on subjective religious
experience, helped undermine the authority of the
church.

• Nominalism, the philosophical view that universal
concepts and ideas have no objective reality, also helped
undercut the church’s authority.

• The Catholic humanists, led by Desiderius Eras-
mus (1466-1536) of Rotterdam, questioned and reinter-
preted many traditional doctrines, proposed ethical
reforms, and proved as forgeries some supposedly
ancient documents that the church and pope used to sup-
port their claims of political power.

• Theological and spiritual conviction was
undoubtedly the most important factor.

• The invention of the printing press in 1456 by
Johann Gutenberg facilitated the spread of dissent. For
the first time, the Bible and other literature could be pub-
lished cheaply and made available to the masses. The
common people were able to compare the teachings of
the church with Scripture in a way that few had been able
to do before. Now, dissenters could present their views to
thousands via simple tracts, and it was almost impossible
to destroy all the literature. Without the printing press, it
is doubtful that the Reformation could have succeeded to
the extent that it did.

Despite earlier dissenters such as Peter Waldo, John
Wyclif, and John Hus (or Huss), the Reformation did not
take place with them but with Martin Luther. Although
Luther initially sought only to reform the doctrines and
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practices of the Roman Catholic Church from within, the
intransigent response of the pope and the logic of
Luther’s own views rapidly moved him to break away
totally and found the Protestant movement.

Historically, he is unique as the man who successfully
precipitated the break with Rome. Theologically, he is
unique in that he clearly enunciated the doctrine of justi-
fication by faith and made it the basis of his entire theolo-
gy. Other groups and individuals before him had attacked
many of the same elements of Roman Catholicism as he
did, and some of them operated to a great extent on the
basis of justification by faith, but they did not clearly
express their opposition to the Catholic Church in those
terms. It was left to Luther to proclaim the central princi-
ple by which the entire Catholic system was attacked and
upon which the entire Reformation was built.

Martin Luther and His Ninety-five Theses
Martin Luther was born in 1483 in Eisleben, Ger-

many, to a family of peasant background, but by the time
he was eighteen they apparently had some money, for he
enrolled at the University of Erfurt, the best in Germany
at the time. As a young man, Luther enjoyed life and lived
exuberantly, but he was a pious Catholic. He first saw a
complete copy of the Bible at the university at age twenty.

In 1505 Luther earned the master’s of arts degree
and, following his father’s wishes, began to study law.
That summer, however, his life changed drastically. Short-
ly after a close friend was unexpectedly killed, Luther was
caught in a sudden thunderstorm and almost struck by
lightning. In his fright he made a vow to St. Anne that if
she would deliver him he would become a monk.
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After surviving the storm, he entered the Augustinian
monastery at Erfurt over the opposition of his father.
There he began a systematic study of theology and
became a priest. In a few years his superior transferred
him to the monastery in Wittenberg, where he lectured on
philosophy at the University of Wittenberg and earned a
doctorate of divinity. Eventually he became a noted pro-
fessor of theology there, as well as a preacher and pastor.

In 1510 Luther took a pilgrimage to Rome and per-
formed various acts of devotion in sacred places. For
instance, at a staircase supposedly taken from Pilate’s
judgment hall, he walked up the steps on his knees in
order to obtain an indulgence promised by Pope Leo IV in
850. He wished his parents were already dead so that he
might release their souls from purgatory by saying mass-
es in the holy city.

Luther expected Rome to be the epitome of the high-
est ideals of the Roman Catholic Church. Instead he
found a corrupt, cynical system dominated by secular and
ecclesiastical politics, pleasure, and materialism. He saw
first-hand the worldliness of the Renaissance papacy and
heard about the shocking crimes and immorality of
Alexander VI, pope from 1492 to 1503, who had numer-
ous mistresses and illegitimate children. Luther returned
to Germany disillusioned.

The pope at the time, Julius II, was a warrior who
used military force to extend papal power. He amassed a
great fortune through his office, lived in splendor and
luxury, wore priceless jewels, and lavishly patronized the
arts, including the work of Michaelangelo and Raphael.
His successor, Leo X, who reigned at the time of the
Reformation itself, was made an abbot at eight and a
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cardinal at fourteen. A member of the powerful de’ Medici
family, he pursued pleasure, lived extravagantly, and pro-
moted numerous relatives to high and lucrative ecclesias-
tical positions despite their immorality.

As a monk, Luther was conscious of his sinfulness and
greatly concerned about his personal salvation. Living
under fear and guilt, he sought assurance of salvation
through strict personal disciplines, including frequent
confession to a priest, fasting, prayer, and even whipping
himself. He never found peace or security in these prac-
tices, however.

As he studied the Scriptures, he came across Romans
1:17, which seemed to leap out at him: “The just shall live
by faith.” The statement burst upon his consciousness
like a light as he realized that he could never be saved by
his works but needed to trust in God’s grace for the for-
giveness of sins. He concluded that justification by faith is
an act of God that makes the sinner righteous apart from
his own works.

In the words of the noted church historian Philip
Schaff, “This experience acted like a new revelation on
Luther.” Schaff explained its significance for Protes-
tantism:

The Pauline doctrine of justification as set forth in the
Epistles to the Romans and Galatians, had never
before been clearly and fully understood, not even by
Augustine and Bernard, who confound justification
with sanctification. Herein lies the difference between
the Catholic and the Protestant conception. In the
Catholic system justification is a gradual process con-
ditioned by faith and good works; in the Protestant
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system it is a single act of God, followed by sanctifica-
tion. It is based upon the merits of Christ, conditioned
by faith, and manifested by good works.3

Luther’s doctrine of justification by faith was the key
insight that sparked the Reformation. Although for a time
he remained a Roman Catholic priest and monk, his life
took a radically different direction. He began to teach and
preach in accordance with his new understanding of the
Book of Romans. He gradually began to realize that some-
thing was seriously wrong with the Catholic system,
which emphasized meritorious works, penance, prayer to
the saints, relics, indulgences, and so on, rather than sim-
ple faith in Jesus Christ.

The catalyst that brought Luther’s thinking to a culmi-
nation was Pope Leo’s program to sell indulgences to
complete the construction of St. Peter’s Basilica in Rome,
which was to become the greatest cathedral in the world.
To raise the enormous sums required, the pope sent
agents throughout Christendom for an aggressive sales
campaign. Actually, in Germany, half the proceeds went to
retire the debt that the archbishop of Mainz, Germany’s
highest ecclesiastical official, had incurred in purchasing
his post.

The sale of indulgences was a major source of rev-
enue for the popes of this time. According to medieval
Catholic theology, every person faced both temporal and
eternal punishment for his sins. The remedy was the
sacrament of penance, in which the sinner confessed his
sins to a priest, received absolution (forgiveness) for the
eternal punishment, and performed satisfaction (works
of penance prescribed by the priest) for the temporal
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punishment. Most people expected to suffer for a time in
purgatory as well.

There was an alternative, however. Drawing upon the
heavenly treasury of the superabundant merits of Christ
and the saints, the pope could grant an indulgence to
cover the temporal penalty. Typically he prescribed a cer-
tain pious act or payment of a certain fee. By purchasing
an indulgence in this way, a person could render immedi-
ate and complete satisfaction for his sins, or he could
help deliver a dead relative from purgatory.

In 1517, the papal sales agent in Germany, Johann
Tetzel, was particularly crass in his methods. He played
upon the emotions of people, appealing to them to deliv-
er their loved ones from the tormenting flames of purga-
tory so they could enter heaven. He promised that when
they heard the coins clink in the iron collection chest,
their loved one’s soul would be released from purgatory.
He also assured those who purchased indulgences that
upon death they would enter directly into heaven without
having to suffer for years in purgatory. As one might
imagine, Tetzel was enormously successful in raising
funds for the pope.

Many theologians looked askance at these tactics, and
Martin Luther began to preach against trusting in indul-
gences. Finally Luther decided it was time for further
action. On October 31, 1517, he posted on the door of
the castle church in Wittenberg ninety-five theses oppos-
ing the sale of indulgences. This was the accepted method
for inviting academic debate.

This event is traditionally seen as the beginning of the
Reformation, although at the time Luther did not envision
a split from the Roman Catholic Church. His purpose in
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posting the theses was to conduct an academic inquiry
that would curtail the sale of indulgences and reform the
thinking of the church. He did not engage in a frontal
attack on the fundamental doctrines of Catholicism; the
ninety-five theses dealt primarily with indulgences and
the theory underlying them. Luther expected that mem-
bers of the hierarchy would look favorably upon his
points and halt excessive tactics like those Tetzel
employed.

This first step was actually quite mild. What Luther
did not fully appreciate at the time, however, was that he
struck at the heart of the pope’s financial system. Instead
of getting a sympathetic hearing from the hierarchy as he
had hoped, he was denounced as a deadly threat. Luther
was ordered to stop speaking on the subject.

Luther refused to be silenced. Many of his colleagues
and students at the university had already embraced his
ideas. He engaged in public debates and began writing
treatises to support his views. The ninety-five theses were
widely distributed in tract form. Many people began to
rally to his cause, for many already had similar reserva-
tions about the sale of indulgences and the worldliness of
the church.

One thing quickly led to another. If the sale of indul-
gences was wrong, the entire system of merits was ques-
tionable. If the system of merits was wrong, then the
sacramental theology of medieval Catholicism was funda-
mentally flawed.

It soon became clear that the problem was not merely
one of excessive practices but erroneous theology. To
establish the proper theological foundation, Luther began
to develop further his central insight: justification by
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faith. We are counted as righteous in God’s sight not by
our good works, but by our faith in Jesus Christ. This doc-
trine shook Roman Catholicism to the core.

It is probable that some sort of break was eventually
inevitable under any circumstances, but the Catholic hier-
archy grossly mismanaged the entire dispute. They issued
ultimatums to Luther to stop spreading his views. Finally,
in 1520, when it was evident that Luther would not
retract his statements, Pope Leo X issued a papal bull
(official pronouncement) threatening excommunication,
or expulsion of Martin Luther from the church for heresy.
His books were to be burned, and if he did not repent in
sixty days, he was to be burned as well.

The pope next began to pressure Luther’s ruler, Elector
Frederick the Wise of Saxony, one of the princes who elect-
ed the Holy Roman emperor. He was supposed to punish
Luther or send him to Rome for punishment. Frederick
was sympathetic to Luther, however, and deferred action.

Luther responded defiantly to the pope, denouncing
him as a heretic and the Antichrist. He even said that no
one who abided by the bull could be saved.4 On December
10, 1520, he gathered in Wittenberg with a large group of
colleagues and students, built a bonfire, and burned the
papal bull. The break with the Roman Catholic Church
was a reality.

In June 1520, Charles V, the twenty-year-old king of
Spain, was selected as the new Holy Roman emperor. The
pope urged him also to enforce the bull of excommunica-
tion. The German princes were not enthusiastic about
upholding papal authority, however. They had long felt
that the Italian popes were meddling in their internal
affairs, and they sensed an opportunity to curtail intrusive
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papal power. Some also sympathized with Luther for the-
ological reasons.

Charles summoned Luther to appear at his first diet
(meeting of the German princes), held in 1521 in Worms,
and promised him safe conduct. Of course, in the previ-
ous century John Hus had been burned at the stake
despite a similar promise regarding a similar summons,
on the ground that a promise made to a heretic was not
binding.

At the diet, representatives of the pope denounced
Luther as a heretic and demanded that he recant. After
requesting a day’s delay, Luther responded that he did not
accept the supreme authority of popes or councils but
would recant only if someone could prove to him from
Scripture that he was in error. His exact words are not
known for certain, but it is traditionally reported that he
said, “Here I stand. I cannot do otherwise. God help me.
Amen.” He knew his life was at stake.

The next day, Charles V decided against Luther. True
to his word, Charles gave him safe conduct for twenty-
one days but said that afterwards he would treat Luther as
a heretic. On the way back home, Luther was suddenly
“kidnapped” by armed horsemen under the direction of
Elector Frederick and secretly detained almost one year
at Wartburg Castle for his own safety. During this time he
translated the New Testament into German, which helped
make the Bible available to everyone and also aided great-
ly in the standardization of the German language.

When Luther finally emerged out of hiding, he had
such support from the German people and many of the
German princes that he was able to preach and teach
openly. Even though for the rest of his life he was still
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under the sentence of death, he was able to give crucial
leadership for many years to the movement he started,
until his death in 1546.

The Spread of the Reformation
At this time the major powers of Western Europe were

Spain, France, England, and the Holy Roman Empire.
The empire was a conglomeration of semi-independent
German states that included modern Germany, the
Netherlands, Switzerland, Bohemia, Austria, and parts of
Italy. Russia was beginning to emerge as a power in East-
ern Europe, and there were a number of smaller states.

As we have seen, the Protestant movement began in
Germany, where it initially had the greatest impact. Soon
the Germans began choosing between Lutheranism and
Catholicism. Each state became characterized by the reli-
gious choice of its ruler. The Holy Roman Empire was
riven by controversy, political infighting, and eventually
religious warfare, with Lutherans and Catholics each try-
ing to gain control over the other.

In 1529 the princes of the Holy Roman Empire gath-
ered for a diet in the city of Speier. The Catholics under
Emperor Charles V dominated the Diet of Speier, which
forbade Lutheran teaching in the Catholic states of Ger-
many but proclaimed tolerance for Catholicism in the
Lutheran states. The Lutheran princes protested against
this decision, but they were in the minority and lost. The
princes who protested became known as Protestants.
The rivalry and fighting continued.

Finally, the Peace of Augsburg in 1555 settled the
matter. Charles V granted each state the right to choose
and maintain its own religion. The northern and eastern
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German states were Lutheran, while the southern portion
of the empire, such as Bavaria (southern Germany) and
Austria, remained Catholic. Lutheranism also became
dominant in Scandinavia.

In Switzerland, the second major branch of Protes-
tantism arose, called the Reformed. It began in 1523 in
Zurich with Ulrich Zwingli, a noted preacher and pastor
who, like Luther, had previously entertained doubts about
the Catholic system. He differed with Luther in regarding
the Lord’s Supper as symbolic only, with no real presence
of Christ in the elements.

Zwingli died in 1531 and was soon eclipsed in signifi-
cance by John Calvin in Geneva, whose theology was
quite similar. Calvin’s comprehensive theological writings
laid the foundation for the Reformed wing as it exists
today. It gained ascendancy in Switzerland and the
Netherlands (as the Reformed), in Scotland (as the Pres-
byterians), and for a time in England (as the Puritans).

The Reformed also gained a significant following in
other European countries, including France, the native
country of Calvin. The king and nobles upheld Catholi-
cism and severely persecuted the Protestants there,
known as the Huguenots. The most notorious example
was the St. Bartholomew’s Day Massacre in 1572, in
which thousands of Huguenots were brutally killed, to the
immense satisfaction of the pope. Many of France’s
Protestants fled the country. Eventually the remaining
Huguenots were protected by the Edict of Nantes in
1598.

Spain remained solidly Catholic; the Reformation
never gained a significant foothold. The most severe
persecutions under the Inquisition took place there
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before and during the Reformation. Italy, home of the
papacy, also remained Catholic, although there were size-
able pockets of dissent, especially in the north.

The third major wing of Protestantism in the sixteenth
century was the Anabaptist, which had its beginning with
some followers of Zwingli in 1525. They renounced infant
baptism and sought to restore the doctrine, practice, gov-
ernment, and lifestyle of the early church, before its
merger with the state under Emperor Constantine. The
Anabaptists never became a majority in any country but
were scattered across Europe, particularly in areas where
the Reformed were strong. Unlike Catholicism, Ortho-
doxy, and the rest of Protestantism, they held it wrong to
become a state church.

The fourth major branch of Protestantism was the
Anglican, or Church of England, which began with King
Henry VIII in 1534. Initially Henry denounced Martin
Luther as a heretic, but he soon came into conflict with
the pope over divorcing his first wife. He broke with
Rome for personal and political reasons, naming himself
rather than the pope as the head of the Church of Eng-
land. Although he resisted theological change, eventually
the leading Anglican theologians embraced the essential
tenets of Protestantism. His daughter, Queen Mary I
(“Bloody Mary”), tried to turn the country back to
Catholicism and severely persecuted the Protestants.
Under Queen Elizabeth I, however, England was perma-
nently established as a Protestant state.

By about 1600 the Protestant Reformation had
reached its greatest extent in Europe. Northern Europe
had become mostly Protestant, particularly Lutheran.
Central Europe was a mixture of Lutheran, Reformed,
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Anabaptist, and Catholic. England was Anglican. South-
ern (Latin) Europe remained Catholic.

In 1618 the Thirty Years’ War began. It was the last
serious attempt to make all of Germany Catholic. The
Peace of Westphalia in 1648 ended the war, finally settling
Europe’s religious conflicts and curtailing much of the
pope’s political power.

Looking at the major countries of modern Europe,
Roman Catholicism continued to dominate the areas of
France, Italy, Spain, Portugal, Ireland, southern Germany
(Bavaria), Belgium, Austria, Poland, and Lithuania. Great
Britain, most of Germany, Switzerland, the Netherlands,
Norway, Denmark, Sweden, Iceland, and Finland were
predominantly Protestant.

In Eastern Europe, Eastern Orthodoxy continued to
hold sway in its traditional domain, including modern
Russia, Ukraine, Belarus, Greece, Romania, Bulgaria, and
Serbia. These lands were not affected significantly by the
Reformation. The areas of modern Hungary, Czech
Republic, Slovakia, Slovenia, and Croatia were predomi-
nantly Catholic, but most had significant Protestant
minorities. Albania and Bosnia-Hercegovina were pre-
dominantly Muslim. These Eastern European lands,
except the areas of the former Soviet Union and Czecho-
slovakia, were part of the Ottoman Empire at this time
and thus under Muslim control.

In less than twenty years from Luther’s ninety-five
theses, then, four major wings of Protestantism emerged:
the Lutherans, Reformed, Anabaptists, and Anglicans.
Clearly, the stage had been set for theological revolution.
Many people everywhere had begun to doubt traditional
medieval doctrine. Luther was the one who struck the
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decisive blow, but in a short time the movement devel-
oped momentum that took it far beyond the original ideas
of Luther himself. We turn to a discussion of these devel-
opments in chapters 2-7.

Postscript
It is ironic that some Protestants today denounce the

Oneness Pentecostal movement for the “revelation” of
Jesus Name baptism and the oneness of God and for
departing from “historic orthodoxy.” Actually, however,
Oneness Pentecostals explain that their teaching does not
derive from extrabiblical revelation but from a rediscov-
ery of biblical truth as illuminated by the Holy Spirit.
They also affirm that traditional majority beliefs can
never be the arbiter of orthodoxy, but Scripture alone.

This defense is precisely the one that Protestants
employ for Martin Luther and his “new revelation,” to
quote Philip Schaff. As Schaff’s further comments exem-
plify, they typically say that no one since apostolic times
accurately taught the doctrine of justification by faith
until Martin Luther, and they further maintain that this
formulation is the essential core of the doctrine of salva-
tion. In his own defense, Luther rejected appeals to coun-
cils and popes—the “historic orthodoxy” of his day—and
insisted that he be judged by Scripture alone.

Protestants who wish to be consistent with their own
history and theology cannot label Oneness Pentecostals
as heretics or cultists simply because they do not follow
historical tradition but claim to embrace biblical truth
largely forgotten and abandoned. Instead, they should
engage them in a respectful scriptural discussion with the
goal of ascertaining the truth.
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As we have seen, Martin Luther based his theology
on the doctrine of justification by faith, which led him to
reject the Roman Catholic system. A few months before
the posting of his famous ninety-five theses, he had actu-
ally prepared ninety-seven theses that were more compre-
hensive and more explanatory of his early theology. But it
was the ninety-five theses that precipitated the break with
Rome.

When Luther’s goal of stopping the sale of indul-
gences and reforming the thinking of the church was
thwarted by unyielding opposition from the hierarchy, he
was led step by step to consider the entire scope of
Catholic theology. In a few years he was attacking the
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sacramental system and the papacy itself in the strongest
of terms. To him, the Roman Catholic Church was the
Babylonian harlot in the Book of Revelation.

Justification by Faith
The fundamental insight of justification by faith is the

basis not only of Lutheranism but also of the entire
Protestant movement. In opposition to the Roman
Catholic doctrine of justification by faith and works,
Luther emphatically stated that justification is by faith
alone. In his German translation of the Bible Luther
insisted on adding the word “alone” to Romans 3:28, so
that it said, “A man is justified by faith [alone].”

Justification means to be counted as righteous by
God. When a person believes on Jesus Christ, God
imputes the righteousness of Christ to him. Instead of
looking at his sins, God sees only Christ’s righteousness
and rewards him accordingly.

The watchwords of the Reformation are grace alone,
faith alone, Scripture alone, and Christ alone (sola gra-
tia, sola fide, sola Scriptura, sola Christus). In other
words, salvation is solely by the grace of God, not by
human action. It is solely by faith in God, not by works of
man but by trusting in God. Scripture alone is the author-
ity for doctrine, the sole authority for our salvation.
Christ is the only atonement for our sins; we can find sal-
vation only in him.

Theology of the Cross
Martin Luther characterized his theology as the “theol-

ogy of the Cross.” From start to finish salvation is a work
of God’s grace purchased by Calvary. Jesus Christ’s atone-

28

A History of Christian Doctrine



ment on the cross is what makes salvation available to us.
Luther contrasted his theology of the Cross with other

concepts, which he called the theology of glory. Only if we
teach that salvation is strictly by God’s grace on the basis
of the Cross, do we have the theology of the Cross. If we
add anything by making human works part of the salva-
tion process, then we detract from what Jesus did for us
and instead we glorify man. Man becomes a co-redeemer,
resulting in a theology of glory that exalts human accom-
plishments. Luther’s entire theology revolved around jus-
tification by faith alone and the theology of the Cross.

Supreme Authority of Scripture
Luther rejected tradition as our authority and said

Scripture is our sole authority for doctrine. Consequently,
the Protestant Reformation reemphasized the study of the
Bible, seeking answers from it instead of the church hier-
archy.

The renewed emphasis on Scripture was a significant
departure from both Catholic theology and practice. In
1229 the Catholic Church had forbidden the laity to read
the Bible, because they were not theological experts.
They would not understand it but would only become con-
fused. Instead they were to accept the interpretations and
pronouncements of the church as authoritative.

Indeed, the Bible was generally available only in
Latin, the dead language of church ritual and scholarship,
not in the language of the people. Likewise, the entire
liturgy was in Latin and therefore generally incomprehen-
sible to the average person who attended mass.

Luther declared that the Bible, the liturgy, and the
preaching should be in the language of the people. He
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believed that the average person could understand the
basic message of Scripture (the doctrine of the perspicu-
ity of Scripture), and he translated the Bible into German
to make it available to them.

Although he elevated Scripture above tradition, Luther
was quite conservative in implementing this principle. He
said believers should only reject views and practices that
clearly contradict the Scriptures, but they are free to
retain all others. Unlike many later Protestants, such as
the Anabaptists, he did not favor discarding all traditions,
liturgy, and practices not found in the Bible. If a tradition
is clearly erroneous in light of Scripture, then Christians
must throw it out, but if the Bible does not specifically
address the matter then they are free to retain it.

Luther indicated that the authority of Scripture does
not rest in the canon, the list of books that have been his-
torically accepted, but in the gospel message. What
makes Scripture authoritative is its presentation of the
gospel of justification by faith. Portions of Scripture have
greater or lesser value depending on how much they pre-
sent the gospel.

The Old Testament is not as relevant as the New Tes-
tament because the New Testament presents the message
of justification by faith more clearly. Even within the New
Testament, some books are more important than others.
For example, Luther called the Book of James “an epistle
of straw” because he believed it did not fully harmonize
with the doctrine of justification by faith alone.1 He con-
sidered James problematic because it emphasizes that
faith can only be shown by works, and his Catholic oppo-
nents were fond of quoting James 2:20: “Faith without
works is dead.”
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The Book of James reveals that faith is not merely
mental assent but a living relationship with God that can-
not help but produce works. If there are no works of faith
in a person’s life, that is evidence his faith is not genuine.

Luther’s rejection of the correlation between works
and faith in James reveals his willingness to interpret
Scripture by his doctrine of justification by faith. He thus
compromised his teaching that Scripture is the sole
authority for doctrine.

Luther acknowledged that we must interpret Scrip-
ture by the illumination of the Holy Spirit but said the
Spirit would not teach anything other than the gospel.
When some Protestants began to emphasize the move of
the Spirit, prophecy, and the need for a spiritual under-
standing of Scripture, he rejected them as “enthusiasts”
(or “fanatics”), saying they did not adhere to the gospel.
They in turn criticized him as a man of letter and not of
the Spirit. In theory he was open to an anointing of the
Spirit, but in practice he restricted the possibilities of the
work of the Spirit to what would conform to his under-
standing of justification by faith.

Law and Gospel
Luther looked at the law (the Old Testament, particu-

larly the law of Moses) and the gospel as radically differ-
ent. He said that the gospel replaces the law, so he saw a
sharp discontinuity between the way God dealt with peo-
ple in the Old Testament and the way God deals with peo-
ple today.

He identified the purposes of the law as civil and the-
ological. God gave the law of Moses to establish civil reg-
ulations and to lead people to the truth of justification by
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faith in Christ. Now that we have come to this truth, we
no longer need the law.

He acknowledged that the moral law contained in
both testaments shows a justified person how he is sup-
posed to live in order to please God. But he did not put
great emphasis on law, whether Old Testament law or the
moral law of both testaments. To him, the moral guidance
of the law is helpful, but it is not of the essence of salva-
tion or the gospel.

Doctrine of Humanity
Luther taught that all humans are sinners from birth

(original sin). They are born in sin, bound by sin, and des-
tined for eternal damnation. They can only will to do evil.
No one can choose good of his own accord, much less
actually do good.

Not only are we sinners by our actions, but we are sin-
ners by our nature. The sinful nature means that we are
inclined to do evil and in fact bound to do evil, and it fur-
ther means that we cannot even desire to do good or to
seek after God. The only way for someone to desire God
is for God’s grace to work in him first.

In short, we have only a passive capacity to let God
turn our will toward Him. We cannot exercise our will to
choose God, but when God comes with His grace, He can
change our will.

Doctrine of Salvation
Luther’s doctrine of humanity logically leads to the

doctrine of individual predestination (unconditional elec-
tion), and that is exactly what he taught. Like Augustine
in the fifth century (after all, he had been an Augustinian
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monk), he said a person is saved only by God’s prior,
unconditional choice.

Luther was driven to this position by his desire to
secure his doctrine of justification by faith against any
possibility of compromise. He concluded that if a person
could use his will to choose God, then he would be coop-
erating with God in salvation, and that would mean justifi-
cation by works. Even though a person acknowledges
that God’s grace must work first, if he has a responsibili-
ty to accept or reject the message of salvation, in Luther’s
thinking it would dilute or destroy salvation by grace
alone. He considered that any decision to accept God’s
grace, or any agreement with God, would be a work and
therefore contrary to faith.

Consequently, he taught that God predestines who
will be saved and who will be lost. God sends grace to the
individuals he has chosen, changes their will, and gives
them faith. Then they are justified by the faith that God
has given them. They cannot resist this choice; it is pure-
ly by the grace of God with no human input whatsoever.

From a Wesleyan, Holiness, or Pentecostal perspec-
tive, Luther’s views on predestination, grace, and faith
are erroneous. By scriptural definition, faith is man’s pos-
itive, active response to God. Accepting God’s grace is
not only possible but necessary. Doing so is not a merito-
rious human work that brings salvation, but it is the
essence of saving faith. In the Bible, it is impossible to
separate saving faith from the obedience of faith.2

In Luther’s attempt to avoid a theology of glory (sal-
vation by works), then, he defined faith itself as a gift of
God that operates apart from an individual’s will. He
thought this definition was necessary to avoid the
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works-righteousness system of the Roman Catholic
Church. While his definition of faith certainly eliminates
meritorious works, it does so at the unscriptural expense
of eliminating the human will itself. Thus one’s percep-
tion of choosing to repent becomes merely an illusion.

Luther defined justification as the decree of absolu-
tion that God pronounces upon sinners. He viewed the
sinner as coming before God, unholy, unrighteous, and
undeserving, and God as pronouncing him to be right-
eous. In other words, Luther taught that God washes
away sins strictly on the basis of the Cross and through
the faith God imparts to those He has chosen to save.
Thus justification has nothing to do with the individual
himself. It does not change the person internally. It is
merely an objective act of God, purchased by Calvary, and
applied by God according to His predetermined choices.

In summary, Luther taught that a person’s salvation is
not primarily something that happens inside him, but out-
side him. It was historically purchased by Calvary and it
was decreed for him through the mechanism of predesti-
nation. There is no experience of salvation by the person
himself at the moment of justification. The person contin-
ues to commit sin as before, but now as a justified sinner.

In an exaggerated phrase to emphasize this point,
Luther wrote to his junior colleague Philip Melanchthon,
“Sin boldly!”3 He was not actually promoting a sinful
lifestyle, but he sought to underscore his belief that no
matter how much a Christian sins, God’s grace covers
him and he should not allow guilt to assail him. Luther
was an advocate of morality, but his theology did not
emphasize holiness of life. He focused on justification to
the neglect of sanctification. His central theme was that
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we cannot do anything to save ourselves; we must believe
that God has elected and justified us. What we are, what
we have done, or even what we are going to do is irrele-
vant to our salvation; God’s choice alone is the determin-
ing factor.

The goal of Luther’s doctrine of salvation was to help
people overcome the doubt, fear, and pharisaism associ-
ated with the medieval system of works righteousness,
but it went too far by taking away human responsibility
altogether. Luther did not intend to lead people into a sin-
ful lifestyle, but he regarded it as inevitable that people
will continue to sin habitually after they become Chris-
tians. Since salvation rests solely in God’s choice, there is
nothing they can do about it, so they simply need to
renounce any guilt feelings over sinning.

Luther did speak of a continuing work of God that
leads into actual righteousness. Yet this progressive right-
eousness has no bearing on a person’s standing in the
sight of God, but merely with the ongoing Christian life.
Thus he taught that salvation progressively transforms
us, a process some later Protestant writers called sanctifi-
cation. As a Christian grows in grace, he will become
actually righteous in his actions. In this connection, the
law—the moral law of both testaments, the natural law of
God as revealed to conscience, and the principle of love—
is helpful in showing Christians the path to follow in order
to please God.

Doctrine of the Church
Luther’s view of the church was positive—he called it

“mother church”—but it was different from Roman
Catholicism. While he felt it necessary for people to be
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linked to the church, he rejected the authority of the pope
and the Roman Catholic hierarchy. The supreme authority
is the Word of God, not the pope or the priesthood. More-
over, every believer is a priest in the sight of God (the uni-
versal priesthood of believers). Jesus Christ has become
our high priest; therefore we need no other earthly medi-
ator. Each Christian can go to God directly for himself.

Luther did not, however, totally abandon the idea of
confession to a priest. He still considered confession of
sins to a minister to be appropriate and helpful in many
cases, but a person’s relationship with God is not based
on the minister. Each person has his own relationship
with God as a priest. No one has to go through another
person to be justified in the sight of God or receive for-
giveness of sins.

Not only is every Christian his own priest to God
through Christ, but every Christian is a priest to others.
There is no radical distinction between clergy and laity, for
everyone can intercede and minister on behalf of others.

Not every Christian fills the role of publicly preaching
the gospel, however. A person must be called to the
preaching ministry. This call is typically approved by the
prince, the magistrate, or the congregation. The secular
government and the church government need to recog-
nize a person’s calling to preach and then ordain him.

Turning to public worship, the central focus of the
medieval service was the mass (Eucharist). Only the
priest and perhaps a choir sang in Latin, and often there
was no preaching unless the bishop came to speak.
Luther placed renewed emphasis on congregational
singing and wrote hymns in German for that purpose,
including “A Mighty Fortress Is Our God.” He also made

36

A History of Christian Doctrine



the preaching of the Word the most important element of
the service.

Church and State
To a great extent, Luther accepted a strong relation-

ship between the church and the state. Of course, he
rejected the supremacy of the pope over both church and
state, but he retained the strong connection between
church and state that had characterized Christianity since
the time of Emperor Constantine in the fourth century.

Luther saw a parallel between law and gospel and
state and church. As sinners we are subject to the law of
the state, but as Christians we look to the church for the
message of salvation through the gospel. Christians
should not use the state to promote the church’s goals,
and the state should not use the church to promote the
state’s goals. Nevertheless, the state has an obligation to
support the church, and secular rulers have a right to par-
ticipate in the government of the church. In practice,
Luther cooperated closely with the German princes in the
operation of the church.

As a result, in lands where it gained political control,
the Lutheran Church became the official state church. It
was supported, at least in part, by taxes the government
collected for this purpose. Even today, in some European
countries, this practice prevails.

Doctrine of God
Luther retained the traditional medieval doctrine of

God, including trinitarianism. He disliked the philo-
sophical language used to define the trinity, however,
particularly the word homoousios (“same substance”),
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which in the Nicene Creed describes the relation
between the Father and the Son.4 When exposed to the
work of Michael Servetus, who denied the trinity but
upheld the deity of Jesus Christ, Luther confessed hav-
ing had doubts of his own but rejected the book as
“wicked”:

Visionaries like the writer do not seem to fancy
that other folks as well as they may have had tempta-
tions on this subject. But the sting did not hold; I set
the word of God and the Holy Ghost against my
thoughts and got free.

5

The Sacraments
Luther abandoned the Catholic interpretation of the

sacraments, with its emphasis on merit. He defined a
sacrament as a physical act chosen by God to be a sign of
His promise. In order for a ceremony to be a valid sacra-
ment there are two requirements: it had to be instituted
by Christ and it must be bound up with the promise of the
gospel. In other words, it has to be related to justification
by faith.

Using these criteria, he reduced the seven sacraments
of medieval Catholicism to only two: baptism and the
Eucharist. He did not oppose the others but did not
regard them as sacraments.

The Lutherans continued to practice confirmation
and, of course, marriage and ordination. Luther strongly
objected to penance with its requirement of works, but he
was willing to allow confession to a priest (minister) as
helpful but not essential. The Lutherans abandoned the
administration of last rites (extreme unction).
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Water Baptism
Luther held that baptism confers the remission of sins

and is necessary to salvation. In this regard he adhered
not only to the position of the Roman Catholic Church but
to the teaching of the first five centuries of Christianity.

Luther’s Small Catechism (1529) explains the signifi-
cance of water baptism, citing Mark 16:16 and Titus 3:5-7:

It works forgiveness of sins, delivers from death
and the devil, and gives everlasting salvation to all
who believe, as the Word and promise of God
declare. . . . It is not water, indeed, that does it, but
the Word of God which is with and in the water, and
faith, which trusts in the Word of God in the water.6

The Augsburg Confession (1530), an early statement
of orthodox Lutheranism, says that original sin brings
“eternal death now also upon all that are not born again
by baptism and the Holy Spirit. . . . Of baptism they [the
churches] teach that it is necessary to salvation, and that
by baptism the grace of God is offered.”7

How did Luther reconcile the necessity of water bap-
tism with justification by faith? While many Protestant
teachers today denounce the belief that baptism is neces-
sary to salvation on the ground that it contradicts justifi-
cation by faith, Luther did not see a contradiction
between these two doctrines. He affirmed that God has
ordained baptism for the washing away of sins, and faith
is the means by which we receive this divine work at bap-
tism. Faith makes baptism effective.

Like the Catholics, Luther continued to insist upon
baptism for infants, but he had some difficulty explaining
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how this practice is consistent with justification by faith.
At first he said that baptism operates by the faith of the
parents when they bring their child to baptism.

Eventually, though, he appealed to his doctrine of pre-
destination for the answer. A person is saved because God
has elected him and imparted saving faith to him. There is
no difference between an infant and an adult in this
regard. Neither one exercises his own will, but he only
exercises what God has given him. Thus denying baptism
to infants because they cannot consciously believe is a
form of justification by works.

When we turn to the baptismal mode and formula, we
see how Luther and his followers failed to implement fully
the authority of Scripture over tradition. He expressed a
preference for baptism by immersion based on Romans
6:4 and the meaning of the Greek word baptizo (“dip”),
but he said immersion was not necessary, and Lutherans
typically sprinkle instead.8

In The Babylonian Captivity of the Church (1520),
Luther described some people in his day who insisted on
using “the words, ‘I baptize you in the name of Jesus
Christ.’” He defended the validity of their baptism since
“it is certain the apostles used this formula in baptizing,
as we read in the Acts of the Apostles.”9 Once again, how-
ever, he deemed the formula nonessential. He did not
regard the mode or formula as connected with justifica-
tion; therefore they were relatively unimportant.

The Eucharist
The other sacrament that Luther acknowledged was the

Eucharist, or Lord’s Supper. On several points, however,
he opposed Roman Catholic Church practices of the time.
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First, he insisted that the laity receive both the bread
and the cup in order to benefit fully from the sacrament.
The Catholic practice at the time was to withhold the cup
from the laity. Since Catholics believed that the wine liter-
ally changed into the physical blood of Christ, they did
not want to risk spilling His blood by passing it around.
Only the officiating priest drank from the cup, and he had
to drink all the contents so that they would not be dis-
posed of improperly.

Second, Luther denied that the Eucharist was a new
sacrifice of Christ for the remission of the sins of the par-
ticipants and denied that partaking of it counted as a
good work that helped render satisfaction for sins. Such
beliefs detracted from the Cross and from justification by
faith.

Finally, Luther opposed transubstantiation, the doc-
trine that the elements actually turn into the blood and
body of Christ. His alternative view was so close, how-
ever, that most Protestants since his time have had diffi-
culty in seeing the difference.

Under the Catholic view the elements completely turn
into the historical blood and body of Christ even though
they still look like bread and wine. Luther ridiculed this
notion, for the bread and wine were obviously still bread
and wine. But since Jesus said, “This is my blood” and
“This is my body,” the blood and body of Christ must join
with the bread and wine. The elements still are bread and
wine, but they also invisibly contain the real blood and
body of Christ. Later writers termed this view as consub-
stantiation, meaning the substances are joined together
rather than being completely transformed into something
different.
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To maintain this doctrine, Luther developed an unusu-
al view of Christ’s body. Christ physically ascended to
heaven, but because He was both human and divine his
physical body took on some attributes of the divine. One
attribute of deity is omnipresence (being everywhere pre-
sent). Christ’s physical body shares in this attribute to the
extent that it can be ubiquitous, or many places at one
time. While it is in heaven, it can also be everywhere peo-
ple celebrate the Eucharist. It is not confined to one loca-
tion or one celebration at a time.

Luther bitterly attacked other Protestants, such as
Ulrich Zwingli, who held that the elements in the Lord’s
Supper are symbolic only. He denounced Zwingli as a
heretic, a heathen, and of the devil. He said he would
rather celebrate the Eucharist with the Catholics than
with Protestants who held to a symbolic or spiritual view.

Summary and Evaluation
Five central tenets characterize the theology of Martin

Luther, and to this day they distinguish Protestants from
Roman Catholics:

1. Justification by faith instead of faith and works.
2. Sole authority of Scripture instead of equal

authority of tradition and Scripture.
3. Rejection of papal authority instead of papal

supremacy over the church as well as the state when pos-
sible.

4. Universal priesthood of believers instead of a
professional priesthood who alone can administer the
sacraments and therefore serve as the mediators of salva-
tion.

5. Two sacraments of baptism and the Eucharist
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instead of seven sacraments as means of grace.
People in prior centuries had challenged the medieval

church in one or more of these areas, but the one who
caused the formal break and who clearly proclaimed each
of these distinguishing points, notably justification by
faith, is Martin Luther. He is truly the founder of the
Protestant Reformation.

Nevertheless, several points of Luther’s theology are
troublesome to Evangelicals and Pentecostals. For exam-
ple, Luther’s explanation of faith means something far
different from what most Evangelicals and Pentecostals
think today. In Lutheran theology, saving faith is not a
conscious decision or a freewill response to the gospel
message. Rather, it is something God grants to a person
apart from his personal choice. The person is a passive
recipient of irresistible grace; he cannot help but exercise
the faith that God has given him.

When some proposed delaying baptism until a person
could exhibit conscious faith, Luther denounced this idea
as salvation by works. If a person has to respond of his
own will, then it would be a work.

Evangelical Protestants today face a hard choice
when they object to the teaching that baptism is neces-
sary to salvation. If they use the doctrine of justification
by faith alone as their means of doing so, they reject the
meaning of this doctrine as taught by Luther. On the other
hand, if they use Luther’s notion that conscious accep-
tance of baptism is a meritorious work and therefore nei-
ther necessary nor effective, then they must also affirm
that any act of choice—such as repeating the “sinner’s
prayer”—is also a meritorious work and therefore neither
necessary nor effective.
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In short, Luther’s radical definition of justification by
faith alone can only be maintained logically if a person
also embraces his doctrine of individual predestination.
In his system, connecting salvation to any human choice
would mean salvation by works.

From a biblical perspective, the principle of justifica-
tion by faith is truly the heart of the gospel, but Luther’s
definition of faith is seriously deficient. Making a con-
scious choice is inherent in any meaningful, scriptural
definition of faith. Once a person accepts this biblical
truth, then he will understand that responding to the com-
mands of the gospel is not a meritorious human work that
earns salvation, but an act of faith. God is the one who
performs the work of salvation in a person as he exhibits
his trust in Him by meeting the conditions of His Word.

Although Luther’s theology often attacked the teach-
ings of Catholicism, in many ways he still remained as
close to the Catholic Church as possible. On baptism, for
example, he still held that it was for the remission of sins,
including original sin. The Lutherans still practiced infant
baptism by sprinkling in the name of the Father, Son, and
Holy Spirit. Luther still affirmed the real presence of
Christ in the Eucharist, although in a slightly different
way. The Lutheran Church still maintained a close rela-
tionship with the state. In worship and liturgy it retained
everything possible, rejecting only what the Bible
absolutely forbids, such as the veneration of statues.

Luther retained so many Catholic traditions because
of his intense, almost exclusive focus on justification by
faith. According to his definition of the doctrine, other
things were not of primary importance. Instead of letting
Scripture have authority over all tradition, as his own doc-
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trine called for, he let tradition override much of Scripture
because he reduced the essential message of Scripture to
the skeleton of justification.

As a result, the doctrines of the inspiration, the
inerrancy, and the canon of Scripture suffered. Faith itself
became a shadow of its biblical essence due to its link
with predestination. Repentance was devalued, believer’s
baptism rejected, and holiness of life relegated to sec-
ondary importance.

Luther’s conservatism caused him to reject in the
strongest of terms the innovations of later Protestants, as
shown by his harsh treatment of Zwingli. He himself took
a dramatic leap, but once he had done so, he acted as if
he were set in concrete. When others tried to develop his
principles further, Luther refused to budge. He was vehe-
ment in his condemnation and unwilling or unable to cap-
italize fully on his own insights.

He especially opposed the Anabaptists because of
their stand against infant baptism, and he advocated vio-
lent persecution and execution of them. When the theo-
logical and political ferment he had instigated eventually
produced peasant revolts against the German princes,
Luther supported the princes completely. He failed to see
that just as he had broken with the authoritarian structure
of the church, so many people wanted to throw off the
authoritarian political structure. He wrote an infamous
treatise entitled Against the Murderous and Thieving
Hordes of Peasants, in which he said, “Let everyone who
can smite, stab, and slay” them.10 The rulers did exactly
that in quelling the revolts.

In his later years Luther regrettably exhibited anti-
Semitism, which contributed to this deadly poison in
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German culture to such an extent that even the Nazis
sometimes quoted his more intemperate remarks to justi-
fy their position. Initially Luther had high hopes that
when the church was reformed, Jews would convert to
Christianity in large numbers. When they did not, he
turned against them, advocating that their books be
burned and they be expelled from the country.

Luther’s views on holiness fell short of the scriptural
ideal. His medieval German peasant heritage influenced
him more than Scripture in some ways, including his use
of coarse language, his violent reaction to opposition, and
his love of beer.

On the other hand, he did much to dispel faulty con-
cepts of holiness that were prevalent from ancient times,
such as the equation of sexuality with sinfulness and the
identification of holiness with legalism, monasticism, and
asceticism. For example, he left his monastery, rejected
celibacy, married a former nun, and established a loving
marriage and a happy home.

A notorious example of how Luther’s theology
adversely affected practical Christian living is found in
his dealings with Philip of Hesse, a German prince.
Philip had entered into an arranged marriage for political
purposes, but over the years he engaged in many adul-
terous affairs. After he became a Lutheran, he felt con-
demned but did not have the power to change his ways.
He fell in love with a seventeen-year-old girl and con-
cluded that marrying her would cure him of adultery.
However, divorce was also considered a grave sin. What
was he to do?

Luther advised him to marry the girl without divorc-
ing his wife. Although acknowledging both divorce and
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bigamy to be sinful, Luther felt that bigamy in this case
would be the lesser of two evils, citing Old Testament
examples of polygamy.

Luther further advised keeping the second marriage a
secret, since it was against the law. When the truth
became widely rumored, Luther recommended telling “a
good, strong lie.”11

In this instance, his views on the inescapable sinful-
ness of Christians and the church’s duty to support the
state left him blind to the true solution: calling the prince
to repentance (after the manner of John the Baptist) and
encouraging him to overcome sin by the power of the
Holy Spirit.

Luther’s thinking is inevitable, however, if one
believes that Christians are habitual, helpless sinners yet
remain justified by an external faith that God grants them
unconditionally, regardless of their personal attitude
towards God, sin, and righteousness. Even though Luther
wanted people to live a holy life, in the final analysis his
doctrine allowed them to disobey God’s will flagrantly
and with impunity.

Despite Luther’s unquestioned greatness, from an
Apostolic Pentecostal perspective his theology is serious-
ly flawed on a number of points.

Luther is somewhat of a contradictory figure, being
so farsighted and progressive in some ways yet so limited
and reactionary in others. Some historians have
described him as the first modern man but also the last
medieval man. Theologically, it was important for the
Protestant Reformation not to stop with Luther but to
pursue further reformation and rediscovery of the truths
of Scripture.
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Having noted Luther’s many limitations, we must
credit him for his insight, determination, and dedication
to the doctrine of justification by faith. Others rejected
various unbiblical aspects of the medieval church, but he
went to the heart of the matter. He laid the axe to the root
of the medieval system by denouncing righteousness by
works and merits. Even Catholic theologians today typi-
cally acknowledge that Luther offered much-needed cor-
rectives. Modern society as a whole, and Bible-believing
Christians in particular, are deeply indebted to the life and
teaching of Martin Luther.
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The second major branch of Protestantism, the
Reformed, began with Ulrich Zwingli in Zurich, Switzer-
land, around 1523. Zurich was a prominent city located in
the German-speaking region.

Zwingli was born in 1484 in Wildhaus, Switzerland,
and in the local dialect his first name was Huldreich. He
studied in Bern, Vienna, and Basel, earned a master’s
degree, and entered the Roman Catholic priesthood at
age twenty-two. He became pastor in Glarus after paying
over one hundred guilders to buy off a rival candidate,
and later he became chaplain of a monastery at Ein-
siedeln.

A patriot, Zwingli placed the interests of his country
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above those of the Roman Catholic Church hierarchy
and its Italian leadership. In his day the Swiss were
renowned warriors and often served as mercenaries in
foreign wars and at the behest of the pope. Zwingli
preached against participation in these wars as ultimate-
ly harmful to Switzerland. Despite the opposition that
this view aroused, he became a prominent preacher and
public figure.

Zwingli was influenced by the teachings of the
Catholic humanist Erasmus, who questioned or reinter-
preted some medieval doctrines without leaving the
church. As early as 1516 while at Einsiedeln, before
Luther’s break with Rome in 1517, Zwingli had begun to
turn from Catholic theology to the doctrine of salvation
by grace through faith. He did not undergo a dramatic
conversion like Luther, but through a study of Scripture
and the exercise of reason he gradually came to change
his views. By 1518 he was attacking the sale of indul-
gences and other abuses, and he read with excitement the
early writings of Luther.

At this time, the office of people’s priest (pastor and
pulpit preacher) came open at Grossmünster Cathedral,
the leading church in Zurich, and Zwingli was considered
for the position. He admitted that he had been unfaithful
to his vow of celibacy while at Einsiedeln (as well as at
Glarus), but he promised to reform. His sin was hardly
unique: his chief rival for the position had fathered six
sons! The bishop of Constance, whose diocese included
Zurich, raised seventy-five hundred guilders in one year
(1522) by charging priests four guilders each time they
wanted absolution for the sin of fornication.1

Zwingli was chosen as pastor of Grossmünster and
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began serving in 1519. He immediately started preaching
on Protestant themes. By 1522 his opposition to Rome
was obvious, and he was challenged to defend his views in
public disputations. In 1523, in preparation for three
major debates with Catholic apologists, he framed sixty-
seven articles, or conclusions. Although not as famous or
as significant historically as Luther’s earlier ninety-five
theses, these conclusions were much more thorough and
comprehensive in setting forth the essential Protestant
doctrines. They challenged the entire system of Roman
Catholicism, including the papacy, the mass, priestly
celibacy, indulgences, confession, and penance.

Perhaps 1523, then, is the best year to identify the
formation of Reformed theology. It was distinct from
Lutheranism yet closely aligned with it in opposition to
Roman Catholicism.

Zwingli became the religious leader of Zurich and the
unofficial political leader as well. He set up a presbyterian
system of representative church government and institut-
ed numerous ecclesiastical and political reforms. Under
his leadership, the hiring of Swiss as mercenaries was
banned, Lenten fasting was eliminated, and priests were
given permission to marry. Zwingli himself married
secretly in 1522 and openly in 1524, and in so doing was
finally able to overcome his besetting sin of fornication.

Zwingli’s influence and the Reformed movement
spread rapidly in Switzerland and nearby lands. Some
early Reformed leaders were Johann Oecolampadius
(1482-1531) in Basel, Berthold Haller in Bern, Pierpaolo
Vergerio in Italian-speaking Switzerland, Martin Bucer
(1491-1551) in Strassburg (then Germany, now France),
Guillaume Farel (1489-1565) in Geneva (French-speaking
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Switzerland), followed there by John Calvin and then
Theodore Beza (1519-1605), Pierre Viret in Lausanne,
and Peter Martyr Vermigli (1500-62), an Italian who
taught theology in Strassburg and England. Heinrich
Bullinger (1504-75) was Zwingli’s successor in Zurich.

Zwingli was influenced by Luther, but he was not sim-
ply a disciple of his. While indebted to Luther, he devel-
oped much of his thought independently, and in some
instances his theology owes more to the ideas of the
Catholic humanists.

In 1529, Zwingli and other Swiss Reformers met with
Luther and some German Reformers in the town of Mar-
burg to discuss doctrinal differences and to explore the
possibility of joining forces ecclesiastically and politically.
The discussion, known as the Colloquy of Marburg,
foundered on their differing views of the Lord’s Supper.
Zwingli did not regard the difference as a barrier to fel-
lowship, but Luther was not even willing to concede that
Zwingli was a Christian.

Like Luther, however, Zwingli had little use for
Reformers more radical than himself. When the Anabap-
tists emerged around 1525 from among his followers in
Zurich, he opposed them despite initially sympathizing
with many of their views. He allowed and approved of the
execution of early Anabaptist leaders by the city council
of Zurich.

The Reformed movement did not succeed in convert-
ing all of Switzerland; the country was divided between
Protestants and Catholics. Each side vied for total
supremacy and, in the territory under its control, denied
religious liberty to the other.

At Zwingli’s urging, the Protestants advanced militari-
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ly against the Catholics, seeking to extend their domain.
He accompanied the troops as chaplain and strategist.
Although armed, he did not actually fight. At Cappel in
1531 he was wounded on the battlefield while attending
to a dying soldier. Captured by the victorious enemy that
day, he was killed by a captain who recognized him. His
body was burned and the ashes mixed with those of a pig
and scattered.

On hearing of Zwingli’s death, Luther, who had
already called him a “gross heathen,” dismissed him as
“the devil’s martyr.” He remarked that Zwingli perished
“in great and many sins and blasphemy” and expressed
regret that the Catholics were not successful in totally
suppressing his followers.2

We now turn to Zwingli’s theology. It is characteristi-
cally Protestant, but we will particularly examine its
unique features or areas of strong emphasis.

The Scriptures
First of all, Zwingli believed that the Bible is our sole

authority for doctrine. Like Luther he rejected the Catholic
idea that Scripture and church tradition are equal in
authority. Moreover, he taught that Scripture is infallible.

More than Luther, Zwingli emphasized the role of
reason, yet he made it subject to the Scriptures. Human
reason teaches us that God exists, but we can only learn
about God through Scripture. Thus the natural mind
cannot develop theology on its own. The best it can do is
to realize that there is a God, but to understand who
God is, what He requires of us, and what the truth is
about Him, we must look to divine revelation (the
Bible), not reason.
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Predestination and Salvation
Like Luther, Zwingli taught that salvation is by grace

through faith, not works, and believed strongly in the
doctrine of predestination. For the leading Protestant
Reformers, faith is not a freewill response to God’s grace,
but a foreordained, irresistible choice on God’s part. God
unconditionally decides who will be saved and then grants
saving faith to those He has selected. Faith becomes an
abstract philosophical concept that exists and operates
apart from the individual.

Thus salvation comes by predestination, which rests
on the providence of God. Like Luther, Zwingli champi-
oned this view because it refuted every form of salvation
by works. To him, it was the only way to avoid the works
righteousness of the Catholic system. He explained his
belief as follows:

We are saved by faith, not by works. Faith is not by
human power, but God’s. He therefore gives it to those
whom he has called, but he has called those whom he
has destined for salvation, and he has destined this for
those whom he has elected, but he has elected whom
he willed, for this is free to him and open.3

Zwingli taught that a person is either part of the elect or
part of the reprobate. The elect are those God has chosen
to be saved, and His act of choice is called election. Those
God has allowed to be damned are called reprobate, and
God’s decision not to choose them is called reprobation.

How does someone know whether he is one of the
elect or not? Zwingli’s response was that, humanly speak-
ing, we can only look at the outward signs of election. A
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desire for the things of God is evidence of God’s grace at
work in a person’s life. If a person is baptized, comes to
church, prays, partakes of the Lord’s Supper, and endeav-
ors to live a godly life, he is manifesting signs that God’s
saving grace is present. Otherwise, there would seem to
be no reason why he would want to do these things.

In theory, then, election occurs without reference to
human action, but in practice there is a strong incentive
for people to perform works that give them assurance of
election. While some may conclude that the doctrine of
predestination provides a license to sin, the early
Reformed Protestants were motivated to follow many
godly disciplines as signs of election. Of course, they
interpreted their actions as being prompted by God’s
electing grace, not by their own human desires.

Unlike Luther, Zwingli believed that some noble
pagans could be among the elect, such as the Greek
philosophers whom ancient theologians admired so
much. All the elect are saved by Christ’s atonement, but
some of the elect may not be part of the visible church.
Pagans will be judged on a different basis from Christians,
so it is possible that in pagan lands some people could be
part of the elect without their understanding it and with-
out the visible church knowing it.

Zwingli taught the doctrine of original sin—that all
people are born in sin and therefore can only be saved by
the unconditional grace of God. He believed, however,
that infants who die unbaptized are part of the elect.

Law and Gospel
Zwingli had a somewhat different approach from Mar-

tin Luther to the relationship of the law and the gospel.
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Luther emphasized the discontinuity between the two,
stressing that the gospel has replaced the law. For Zwingli
there was much greater continuity. The law naturally
developed into the gospel. The gospel is the same as the
moral law, or the law of love, or the natural law as
revealed to the conscience; it just comes under a different
name.

According to Zwingli, God has revealed His basic will
throughout the Scriptures. We know it now in its fullest
extent as the gospel, but actually we can find the ele-
ments of the gospel in the Old Testament and its moral
teachings. Instead of saying the law has been replaced by
the gospel, it is better to say that the law flows into the
gospel. The gospel is the most complete expression of
God’s eternal moral law.

Zwingli classified the Old Testament law under three
categories. First, we have the moral law. Some teachings
of the law are moral in nature and they are eternal. They
are part of the gospel. Second, there is the ceremonial
law, which consists of types and shadows pointing to
Christ. Now that Christ has fulfilled them, we need not
observe them literally. Finally, there is the civil law. God
gave some components of the law of Moses to regulate
the civil affairs of the nation of Israel, and they do not
have direct bearing on the church. They are instructive,
however, and in some cases they provide guidance for the
Christian state.

The purpose of the gospel is to make us whole and
enable us to obey the moral law. It is not as if the law has
simply been abolished and rendered irrelevant under a
totally different system, but the gospel saves us and
enables us to fulfill what has always been God’s moral
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law. It liberates us from the consequences of having bro-
ken the law and then gives us power to obey the moral
law.

We see in Zwingli a greater emphasis on sanctification
and holiness of life. In Luther’s theology, the law for all
practical purposes is irrelevant, even though he said it
shows us how to please God. But here we have a charac-
teristic of the Reformed movement: a greater emphasis
on the need to obey God’s moral law, to follow the teach-
ings of Old and New Testament, to be holy in daily life. As
a practical example, Zwingli’s wife ceased wearing jewel-
ry after their marriage.4

The Church
Zwingli taught that the true church is the company of

the elect, those whom God has chosen. It is invisible
because we do not really know who the elect are. We can
observe the signs of election, but only God knows the
heart.

The visible church consists of those who confess
Christ, obey His commandments, and show the reason-
able signs of election. When we see people who have been
baptized, confess Christ, go to church, partake of the
Eucharist, and live a Christian life, as far as we know they
are elect, but only God knows for certain.

Zwingli used this distinction between the visible and
the invisible church to explain backsliding. If someone
backslides from the church and stays away permanently,
then he was part of the visible church but never part of
the invisible church. If he were truly elected by God he
would have persevered to the end. A person’s perma-
nent departure from the church is conclusive evidence
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that he was never truly elect.
Zwingli taught that the local congregation has the

authority and the obligation to discipline members. If
someone professes to belong to the church, he needs to
live up to the standards of the church. If he does not, the
church has the right and responsibility to discipline him
and, if need be, to expel him. As much as possible, the
visible church and the invisible church should be harmo-
nized so that those who profess to be Christians actually
try to live up to what they profess.

Zwingli also said the church must be subject to the
civil law. Like the Lutherans and Catholics, but not quite
to the same extent as either, Zwingli advocated a close
relationship between church and state. As we have seen,
he was able to gain ascendancy in Zurich, converting the
city to the Reformed movement and establishing what
almost amounted to a theocracy. The civil government of
Zurich operated according to the teachings of the church
and enforced them, regulating the conduct of its residents
whether or not they were professing Christians.

With respect to church services, Zwingli abandoned
the Roman Catholic liturgy and many traditional features
of public worship such as the use of candles and incense.
Instead he sought to devise a liturgy based on the specific
teachings of Scripture. By contrast, Luther retained most
of these traditional elements.

Although an accomplished musician, singer, and com-
poser, Zwingli banned music in church, including congre-
gational singing. He was displeased with the poor quality,
hypocrisy, and monetary compensation associated with
church music in his day, and he found no express scrip-
tural mandate for music in the church. He further
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believed that true worship was private and should be
inaudible.5

The Sacraments
Like all Protestants, including Luther before him,

Zwingli reduced the seven medieval sacraments to two:
baptism and the Eucharist. He took a different approach
from both Catholics and Lutherans by saying the sacra-
ments are acts of initiation or pledge but do not convey
real power in themselves.

For the Catholics, the sacraments are actually the
means of grace, the means of salvation. The Lutherans
similarly held that something truly occurs in the adminis-
tration of the sacraments: in baptism God’s grace brings
the forgiveness of sin, and in the Eucharist God’s grace
brings the physical presence of Christ. In contrast to both
positions, Zwingli made clear that the sacraments are
simply symbols that identify people with the church. They
do not confer inward spiritual grace.

To protect his flank against the Anabaptists, who
regarded the sacraments as purely symbolic, Zwingli tried
to make a distinction as follows: the sacraments are not
merely signs of events that have already taken place, but
of events that occur at the time of the sacraments. They
do not merely look back to the past but function as a
pledge in the present.

For instance, baptism signifies that a person is joining
the church at that time, although baptism itself does not
cause him to become part of the church. It is an act of
identification. Similarly, in the Eucharist, a person contin-
ues to identify with the church through an ongoing pledge.

Thus the sacraments are signs or ceremonies that
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inform the whole church of the participant’s faith. The
real significance is not an inward work in the individual
but a corporate effect.

When the Anabaptists began to teach against infant
baptism, at first Zwingli was inclined to agree, since he
did not believe infants had to be baptized to be saved, but
soon he became a strong advocate of infant baptism. He
justified this traditional practice by an analogy to circum-
cision. In the Old Testament, male babies were circum-
cised to enter into the old covenant along with their
parents, and Colossians 2:11-12 describes baptism as
part of our spiritual circumcision.

What Zwingli missed in the analogy, said the Anabap-
tists, was that baptism is part of the new birth, not physi-
cal birth. Thus it should be part of a person’s spiritual
birth, linked with repentance and the baptism of the Holy
Spirit. It should be administered to people who come to
birth spiritually, not naturally.

Zwingli agreed with Luther that the apostles baptized
in the name of Jesus Christ, and he argued that Matthew
28:19 does not give us the actual formula to use. Never-
theless, like Luther and contrary to his own principle of
discarding tradition, he retained the trinitarian formula.
He explained:

The disciples baptized in the name of Jesus
Christ. . . . Nowhere do we read that the disciples
baptized in the name of the Father, the Son and the
Holy Ghost. Therefore it is evident that the words in
Matthew 28 were not instituted as a form, and the
theologians have made the biggest mistake of their
lives in their exposition of this text. Not that I forbid
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baptism according to that form. Not at all. I am simply
pointing out that according to their true and natural
sense these words of God do not impose a strict bap-
tismal form. If they did, the disciples would not have
used a different form when they baptized.6

Like Luther, Zwingli carried his reformation to a point
and then stopped. He went much further than Luther, but
like him, he refused to embrace additional logical devel-
opments based on his own principles. After a certain
level, he remained with tradition instead of continuing to
follow the Scriptures. He was almost as adamant in
opposing those who carried some of his ideas further,
namely the Anabaptists, as the Catholics and Lutherans
were in fighting him.

Regarding the Lord’s Supper, or Eucharist, Zwingli
taught that it is a time of thanksgiving and rejoicing.
Christ is not bodily present in the bread and the wine, but
He is spiritually present in the ceremony. By faith Christ
meets invisibly with His people.

In opposition to Luther, Zwingli said Christ’s physical
body is not ubiquitous: it cannot be in many different
places at the same time. His glorified body is in heaven
and remains in one physical location as all physical bod-
ies must. Therefore, it cannot also be in the bread and the
wine; the presence of Christ in the Eucharist cannot be
physical but is purely spiritual.

Speaking in Tongues
While teaching that baptism is only a nonessential, out-

ward “ceremonial sign,” Zwingli held that the “inward bap-
tism of the Spirit” is necessary to salvation. He admitted
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that speaking in tongues sometimes accompanies this
baptism as a sign but argued that this outward sign is not
essential. His discussion indicates that he knew about
instances of tongues speaking in his day and had no
objection to it: “The outward baptism of the Spirit is an
external sign, the gift of tongues. . . . This sign is not
necessary to salvation, for it is given infrequently and
only to a few.”7

Summary and Evaluation
In summary, Ulrich Zwingli agreed with Martin Luther

on the fundamental doctrine of justification by faith,
including predestination and the strange twist it gives to
the definition of faith. He went much further than Luther
in almost every other area, particularly in rejecting tradi-
tional practices.

Zwingli’s principle regarding tradition was to reject
everything that the Scriptures do not clearly teach.
Whereas Luther was content to retain everything that
Scripture does not explicitly condemn, Zwingli wanted to
discard everything that Scripture does not explicitly com-
mand, even if it had been traditional for hundreds of
years. We see these contrasting principles at work in their
differing approaches to liturgy.

The sacraments are another prime example of the
contrast. While Luther continued to view baptism and the
Lord’s Supper much as the Catholics did, Zwingli made a
radical change by teaching that they were simply symbol-
ic. On the doctrine of water baptism, however, he went
too far in one respect and not far enough in another. He
dropped the scriptural significance of baptism as being
for the remission of sins, yet he retained the nonbiblical
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traditions of infant baptism, sprinkling, and the trinitarian
formula. Nevertheless, the trend of his theology was to be
much more radical than Luther and much more willing to
throw away unbiblical tradition.

In one sense, however, we see a regression, at least
from the Lutheran point of view: Zwingli downplayed the
sharp distinction between law and gospel that Luther
insisted upon. Zwingli tried to show that the gospel is the
culmination of the law, which the Lutherans saw as a dan-
gerous trend that could lead people back into an overem-
phasis on works. But from the Reformed point of view, it
was a corrective in leading people to place more empha-
sis on holiness of life.

The comparison of Luther and Zwingli underscores
our earlier assessment of Luther: Luther was fundamen-
tally conservative on every issue except justification by
faith. On that point he was the most radical of the major
Reformers in proclaiming assurance of salvation despite
the continuing presence of sin in a person’s life.

In chapter 6 we will discuss another Reformed leader
who was to have an even greater impact than Zwingli,
namely, John Calvin. Followers of Reformed Protes-
tantism are often known as Calvinists because of Calvin’s
monumental work in developing and systematizing
Reformed theology. Nevertheless, we should not neglect
the earlier contributions of Ulrich Zwingli. He is the
founder of the Reformed movement, and his work fore-
shadowed most of Calvin’s theology. Calvin enunciated,
expanded, and refined Reformed theology in his volumi-
nous writings, but the basic tenets were quite similar to
what Zwingli had previously espoused and outlined.
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The third major branch of Protestantism in the
1500s was the Anabaptist movement. The Anabaptists are
not as widespread today as the other three branches, but
historically they were quite significant. Although they
never attained the stature of the Lutherans, Reformed, or
Anglicans, they offered a distinct theological alternative.

The movement began among followers and support-
ers of Zwingli in Zurich, Switzerland. We can trace early
Anabaptist thought back to 1523—the same year Zwingli
articulated his Reformed theology by his sixty-seven con-
clusions—but the Anabaptists became a separate move-
ment two years later, in 1525, when they began to baptize
adults who had previously been baptized as infants.

Everyone saw this action as a clear break from the
Reformed Church as well as the Catholic Church. In the
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words of Philip Schaff, “The demand of rebaptism virtual-
ly unbaptized and unchristianized the entire Christian
world, and completed the rupture with the historic
church. It cut the last cord of union of the present with
the past.”1

Early leaders were Conrad Grebel (c. 1498-1526),
Felix Manz (d. 1527), George Blaurock, Ludwig Hätzer
(1500-29), and Balthasar Hubmaier (d. 1528), the move-
ment’s earliest theologian. After a public debate with
Zwingli in early 1525, the first rebaptism took place on
January 21 when Grebel baptized Blaurock.

The movement spread rapidly in Switzerland, Ger-
many, and Austria, in some cases arising spontaneously.
Soon Anabaptists were also in Belgium, Holland, Eng-
land, and Eastern Europe. Among the Czechs, some of
the Hussites became Anabaptists.

Many other leaders also emerged, including Hans
Denck, Pilgram Marpeck, John Hut, Melchior Hofmann,
Obbe and Dietrich Philips, Jacob Hutter, Michael Sattler,
and Menno Simons. The earliest Anabaptist statement of
faith was the Schleitheim Confession of 1527.

At first, Anabaptist leaders thought Zwingli favored
their views. Hubmaier said Zwingli agreed that infants
should not be baptized. Zwingli also indicated support for
their desire to separate church and state. They urged him
to institute rapid reforms such as eliminating the tradi-
tional liturgy of the mass and the use of images in wor-
ship. Zwingli decided to wait for governmental approval,
however. Consequently, he drew back from these more
radical reformers and soon took a stand against them.

The Catholics, Lutherans, and Reformed all classified
the Anabaptists as heretics and tried to paint them as
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political revolutionaries and religious extremists. The pri-
mary reason was their break with the historic church and
their advocacy of separation of church and state.

The other religious groups, beginning with the
Reformed, persecuted the Anabaptists severely. There
was little thought of toleration, and since the other
groups did believe in the union, or at least the close coop-
eration, of church and state, they used the power of the
state in an attempt to exterminate their theological oppo-
nents.

At the beginning of the movement, the government of
Zurich arrested the leaders and pronounced the sentence
of death by drowning upon all who insisted on rebap-
tism—a punishment deemed particularly appropriate.
Conrad Grebel was imprisoned but escaped and died of
the plague in 1526. The first execution for heresy of a
Protestant by Protestants was that of Felix Manz, who was
drowned in the Limmat River in 1527.

Other Reformed Swiss cities, such as Basel and Bern,
adopted the same policy. Many Anabaptists were killed
and many others fled. When they entered Catholic and
Lutheran lands, however, they faced similar persecution.

The Diet of Speier in 1529—a meeting of German
Catholic and Lutheran princes—decreed that all Anabap-
tists be put to death by sword, fire, or other means as
soon as they were captured, without judge or jury. The
most severe persecutions took place under the Catholics.
Since they did not want to “shed blood,” they did not
behead the Anabaptists but instead burned them at the
stake.

Zwingli had Hubmaier tortured on the rack and there-
by obtained a recantation, but it was only temporary.
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Soon Hubmaier and Blaurock were both burned at the
stake in Austria, and the former’s wife was drowned in the
Danube. Hätzer, who allegedly had fallen into adultery,
was beheaded in Constance, Germany. By 1530, two
thousand Anabaptists had been executed, often with
severe torture.2 So many Anabaptists were killed or scat-
tered that they did not have an opportunity to gain ascen-
dancy in any area.

For the most part, the Anabaptists lived simple, pious,
modest, and productive lives. Typically they were hard-
working farmers, trying to support themselves and be left
alone. After persecution drove most of them out of
Switzerland and adjoining areas, many of them eventually
established rural communities in places where they were
tolerated, especially northern Germany, the Netherlands,
Russia, and America.

Revolutionary Anabaptists
The intense persecution of Anabaptists by both

Catholics and Protestants caused the Anabaptists to scat-
ter and hindered their ability to organize, develop a con-
sistent theology, and maintain unity. It also created a
dilemma as to how they should respond. Most Anabap-
tists were pacifists who believed there was nothing they
could do except endure persecution or flee. A few, howev-
er, were radicalized by the persecution and decided to
resist violently.

The most notable example was in the German city of
Münster, capital of the state of Westphalia, where a group
of radical Anabaptists won political power in 1533-34 and
immediately found themselves besieged by a Catholic
army. They decided to defend themselves and made Jan
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Beukels of Leiden their king.
The new government began to regulate morals strict-

ly. However, since there were many unattached women
due to the flight of many men, it started allowing
polygamy, appealing to Old Testament examples. Jan of
Leiden acquired a harem and exercised dictatorial author-
ity. The government also imposed some communistic
rules, such as the confiscation of wealth for the war
effort, the redistribution of necessities for the poor, and
the reassignment of arable land according to the size of
households.

Many Anabaptists in Germany and Holland tried to
come to the aid of the besieged city, and for a brief time it
seemed that the revolutionary element might dominate
the movement. Both Catholic and Lutheran cities united
against the Münster kingdom, however, fearing a wide-
spread revolt. Ultimately the Catholic army captured the
city in 1535 and massacred the inhabitants. The victors
tortured Jan of Leiden and two other leaders until they
died, clawing their bodies with red-hot pincers, pulling
out their tongues, and finally driving daggers into their
hearts.3

The rise and fall of the Münster kingdom forever dis-
credited revolutionary violence among the Anabaptists.
The movement repudiated all use of force and reaffirmed
its original commitment to pacifism. It also abandoned
any effort to establish a theocracy or communism. This
tragic event had the positive effect of returning the
Anabaptists to their theological roots and to moderate
leadership.

Unfortunately, opponents used this violent interlude
in an attempt to discredit the entire movement with the
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excesses of the Münster kingdom. Persecution escalated,
and many pacifists were executed in the name of sup-
pressing revolution. The movement suffered a severe
decline.

Menno Simons (1496-1561), a Dutch Catholic priest
who formally converted to Anabaptism in 1536, became
the most prominent leader of the movement after the deba-
cle at Münster. He rallied the disheartened Anabaptists and
reemphasized the original commitment to nonviolence.

Restorationism
Anabaptism was not monolithic; there were many

doctrinal variations, particularly in the early years. Never-
theless, we can identify key themes and characteristic
views.

The impetus for the Anabaptists was the search for
purely scriptural Christianity. They took an approach sim-
ilar to that of Zwingli but went much further, attempting
to establish all doctrine and practice from Scripture
alone. They decided to discard everything not found in
the Bible. Instead of holding onto as much tradition as
possible as the Lutherans did, they wanted to eliminate as
much tradition as possible, keeping only what Scripture
clearly teaches.

The Anabaptists searched for the original form of
Christianity. More than a reformation, they wanted a
restoration. They tried to leapfrog over the intervening
centuries and go back to the beginning of the church.

For them, the turning point in church history was the
conversion of Emperor Constantine to Christianity and
the resulting merger of church and state. From that time
forward, the doctrine and practices of the church were
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unduly influenced by the state and thereby polluted. The
establishment of Christianity as the state religion caused
millions of pagans to enter into the church without gen-
uine conversion, fatally corrupting its doctrines and prac-
tices. The church as a whole became apostate.

Consequently, they said, we cannot simply try to
adjust Catholicism, or even Lutheran or Reformed theolo-
gy. Instead, we must go back to the early church. We must
restore the original, apostolic Christianity.

Even before the Reformation, this restoration impulse
had surfaced periodically. The Waldenses of the twelfth
century had the same goal of returning to original, pure
Christianity. The Franciscans, the mendicant order of
monks established by Francis of Assisi, sought to go back
to a simple, pristine Christian lifestyle characteristic of
the apostles. At the beginning of the Reformation, the
development of a prophetic movement among the Luther-
ans as well as the peasant revolts in Germany were moti-
vated to some extent by restorationism.

The Anabaptists desired the restoration of New Testa-
ment Christianity not only in theology but also in liturgy,
church government, and lifestyle. They sought to purify
and rectify all aspects of the church according to the
apostolic pattern.

Separation of Church and State
As part of their desire for original Christianity, they

advocated the total separation of church and state. This
idea distinguished them from all other forms of Christian-
ity in their day. The other branches favored the concept of
a state church and established one whenever possible.
Notable examples are the Orthodox in Greece and Russia,
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the Catholics in France, Italy, and Spain, the Lutherans in
Germany and Scandinavia, and the Reformed in Switzer-
land. When they had the opportunity, these groups tried
to gain control of the government and use the state’s
power to promote their religion. While everyone else
seemed to be stuck in this medieval mode of thinking, the
Anabaptists harked back to the earliest Christian thought
and at the same time prefigured the modern era by advo-
cating freedom of religion and conscience.

A cynic might conclude that the Anabaptists held this
position because they were the only group who never had
an opportunity to gain political power, except for the dis-
astrous and short-lived experiment at Münster. But there
was a sincere theological reason for the Anabaptists’ posi-
tion: they found no precedent in the New Testament for
merging church and state, for the church to use the
state’s power for its purposes, or vice versa. They under-
stood Jesus to teach a strict separation between the two.
(See Matthew 22:21; John 18:36.) The church should not
seek support from the state, nor should the state coerce
people to join the church or obey its religious rules.

Believers’ Baptism
The Anabaptists received their name, meaning

“rebaptizers,” because they rejected infant baptism and
advocated baptism of believers only. This view was not
their main tenet, but it was their most visible one. Their
opponents gave them this label because they baptized
believers who had previously been baptized as infants,
but the Anabaptists did not choose this designation for
themselves. They did not consider that they were rebap-
tizing anyone; rather, they believed they were baptizing
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people for the first time. To them, infant baptism is not
scriptural; therefore it is invalid and no baptism at all.

As we shall see, the Anabaptists placed supreme
emphasis on faith, repentance, and holiness. According to
their understanding of these doctrines, infants cannot
have faith or repent, both of which are scriptural prereq-
uisites for water baptism. Consequently the Anabaptists
only baptized those who repented and confessed faith in
Jesus Christ.

As long as people simply discussed and advocated
these positions they did not incur strong opposition, but
when they actually began rebaptizing people, persecution
began. The other churches invoked the Justinian Code of
529, which pronounced the death penalty for rebaptism,
as justification for executing the Anabaptists. Justinian
was a Byzantine (Eastern Roman) emperor who for a time
was able to reunite most of the territory of the old Roman
Empire under his rule. His code became a basis for sub-
sequent legal systems in the West, and his prohibition on
rebaptism was designed to deter splinter groups who
sought converts from the Roman Catholic Church.

It is amazing to realize that the first rebaptisms
occurred in 1525, only eight years after the beginning of
the Reformation. While Luther and Zwingli were still
examining how far they were willing to buck tradition, the
Anabaptists were making literal application of the princi-
ple of sola Scriptura across the spectrum of Christian
belief and practice.

The Church
The Anabaptists taught that the church is composed

of believers who have separated themselves from the
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world and who embrace a godly lifestyle. The church is a
congregation of holy believers. To join the church a per-
son must repent of sin, place his faith in Jesus Christ, and
begin living a new life. Contrary to the practice of the
other branches of Christendom, they did not consider
anyone to be a church member simply because his family
was Christian, he was born in a Christian state, or he was
baptized as an infant. Instead they taught that becoming a
Christian is an individual, personal decision and experi-
ence.

Carrying the doctrine of the universal priesthood of
believers to its ultimate conclusion, they held that the
basic form of church government should be congrega-
tional, not hierarchical. In this type of structure, each
local congregation makes its own decisions rather than
having its affairs controlled by the state or officials of a
general church organization.

By contrast, the Roman Catholic Church was strictly
hierarchical and to a great extent so were the Lutherans
and Anglicans. The Reformed developed a modified form
of government, called presbyterian, which was a hybrid
that provided for some involvement of the laity. The
Anabaptists were unique in holding that the local congre-
gation should control its own affairs, determine its mem-
bership, enforce its discipline, and choose its leadership.
In their understanding, the body of Christ is composed of
self-governing congregations that have fellowship with
one another.

Freedom of the Will
Consistent with their view that saving faith involves

conscious, personal repentance from sin and commit-
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ment to Christ, the Anabaptists emphatically rejected the
concept of individual predestination (unconditional elec-
tion). Here again, they departed radically from the other
Protestants of their day, particularly Luther and Zwingli.

They considered predestination—including its corol-
lary, unconditional eternal security—to be an evil doc-
trine that actually encourages people to live in sin. If a
person believes God has predestined him for salvation no
matter what he does, they argued, then he will tend to live
a sinful lifestyle.

They believed in the doctrine of original sin. Instead
of teaching that infants are guilty before God or that peo-
ple require irresistible grace (predestination) to be saved,
however, they taught that all are born with the sinful
nature, or the inclination to sin. But the sacrifice of Christ
has delivered infants from the guilt of original sin.

Conversion Experience
More than any other sixteenth-century Christian

group, the Anabaptists emphasized a conversion experi-
ence. The Catholics and most Protestants believed they
were Christians from birth and could not identify any spe-
cific time or experience when they consciously became
Christians. Even the devout among them typically
described a gradual growth of faith and a gradual awak-
ening. From their earliest consciousness they felt that
they were Christians and had faith in God.

The Anabaptists, however, insisted on a definite expe-
rience of conversion. They could identify a time when
they turned away from sin and yielded themselves to
God—a specific point of repentance and exercising faith
in God.
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In general, they did not see water baptism or the bap-
tism of the Holy Spirit (in the sense that Pentecostals
know it) as part of conversion. Their theology of the new
birth stopped at repentance.

Nevertheless, the experience of many Anabaptists
went further than their theology of conversion. As one
might expect of a group that emphasized the restoration
of the apostolic pattern, repentance, a genuine conver-
sion experience, and holiness of life, many Anabaptists
received the Holy Spirit with the sign of tongues. Speak-
ing in tongues occurred among them in both Switzerland
and Germany at various times.4

In Holland, Menno Simons apparently was familiar
with tongues, for he described the experience of Cor-
nelius without noting anything unusual about it: “You see,
kind reader, here you are plainly taught that Peter com-
manded that those only should be baptized who had
received the Holy Ghost, who spoke with tongues and
glorified God, which only pertains to the believing, and
not to minor children.”

5

While we cannot say that speaking in tongues or the
baptism of the Holy Ghost was characteristic of the move-
ment as a whole, or a tenet of its theology, we know that
many Anabaptists did speak in tongues.

Holiness of Life
The Anabaptists also stressed sanctification, although

they did not typically use that term. They considered the
Lutheran and Reformed doctrine of justification by faith
alone to be inadequate in that it did not emphasize the
reality of regeneration, or new birth. They held that when
a person is born again, he receives power to resist sin. He
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is not forced to live in sin any longer; he does not have to
sin every day. In fact, he should not sin.

Moreover, if he continues to sin habitually, living a
hypocritical, unrepentant life, the church should remove
him from its fellowship. The church should consist only of
those people who sincerely seek to live for God and to
display holiness in their lives.

In other words, salvation must purify the actual
lives of Christians as well as modify their thinking. Gen-
uine conversion, and the Reformation itself, should not
only change people’s theology but also transform their
lives. The focus is not primarily on profession but on
lifestyle.

The unregenerate live sinful lives, but the regenerate
(believers) are to live holy, godly, overcoming lives. For
specific guidance on holy living, Christians should study
the New Testament and apply its teachings literally. In
particular, Christ’s Sermon on the Mount provides impor-
tant instructions for the church.

For example, Jesus said, “Swear not at all” (Matthew
5:34), so the Anabaptists refused to take oaths, whether
in conversation or in legal proceedings. The other Christ-
ian groups developed rationales for taking oaths, but the
Anabaptists decided they should simply follow Christ’s
words literally, without qualification. Since they were
committed to telling the truth always, there was no need
to swear in order to convince others of their truthfulness
in certain situations. To them swearing by oath promotes
two levels of honesty and suggests that a Christian cannot
be trusted in ordinary conversation.

In like manner, they adopted pacifism based on a liter-
al, unqualified understanding of the words of Jesus: “Ye
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have heard that it hath been said, An eye for an eye, and a
tooth for a tooth: but I say unto you, That ye resist not
evil: but whosoever shall smite thee on thy right cheek,
turn to him the other also. . . . Ye have heard that it hath
been said, Thou shalt love thy neighbour, and hate thine
enemy. But I say unto you, Love your enemies, bless them
that curse you, do good to them that hate you, and pray
for them which despitefully use you, and persecute you”
(Matthew 5:38-39, 43-44).

Consequently, the Anabaptists refused to take human
life. They considered warfare to be part of the worldly
system and wanted nothing to do with it. God has not
called us to shed blood, they said, but He has called us to
peace. Some resisted being drafted into the military, while
others served in noncombatant roles. Hubmaier was an
exception: he defended the government’s right to use the
sword.

Some Anabaptists promoted communal living and
sharing of goods, based on early examples in Acts, but in
general the movement held this to be an acceptable
choice but not compulsory. They did cite the examples in
Acts to teach that Christians should assist one another
voluntarily.

The Anabaptists promoted modesty of lifestyle and
dress. They opposed the wearing of jewelry and gaudy dec-
orations. Hubmaier said Christians should be “respectably
dressed” at the Lord’s Supper, citing I Peter 3:3, which pro-
hibits adornment.6 Simons denounced professing Chris-
tians who wore jewelry and extravagant dress: “They never
regard that the exalted apostles Peter and Paul have in
plain and express words forbidden this all to Christian
women. And if forbidden to women, how much more to
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men who are the leaders and heads of their wives!”7

The Anabaptists advocated moderation, tried to avoid
extremes, and sought to live a quiet and simple life. They
opposed various worldly practices such as gambling, wild
parties, drunkenness, and the debauchery characteristic
of many professing Christians of their time. Many of them
abstained totally from alcoholic beverages, despite the
prevalence of beer and wine at European dinner tables.

They did not establish a new form of works righteous-
ness, however. They were quite clear in teaching that holi-
ness is not a means of obtaining salvation but a vital
expression of the new life in Christ that results from sal-
vation. The emphasis was on holiness but not legalism. Of
course, there is always the danger of legalism when peo-
ple emphasize holiness, and some Anabaptists did devel-
op a legalistic orientation that persists even today.

Historically, the Anabaptists affirmed salvation by
grace through faith but insisted that when a person is
saved he does not remain in his former condition. A
regenerated person has been changed, transformed, and
empowered. The true convert is different from what he
was before; if there is no difference, then something is
lacking in his salvation experience.

In sum, works of holiness are not necessary to obtain
salvation, for we receive salvation as sinners saved by
grace. Once we are saved, however, God empowers us to
lead a transformed life, and holiness is a necessary
expression of that new life.

The Anabaptists looked for the soon coming of the
Lord. They believed the events of Revelation were draw-
ing near: Christ would return to earth, destroy the
ungodly by His judgment, and establish His kingdom on
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earth. The hope of the Second Coming sustained them in
persecution and motivated them to holiness.

Worship
In the attempt to restore New Testament liturgy, the

Anabaptists conducted their worship services simply,
without many rituals or traditional forms. They decided to
adhere strictly to the New Testament in their services.

Taking a cue from Zwingli, at first they did not have
congregational singing because they were not sure they
could justify it by the New Testament. As time went on,
they concluded, like Luther, that congregational singing is
a vital and scriptural part of public worship.

In the Roman Catholic Church, corporate worship
was a spectator sport: the people who attended mass sim-
ply observed what took place and followed directions.
Beginning with Luther, the Protestants sought greater
congregational involvement, and eventually the Anabap-
tists did so more than anyone else. Instead of elaborate
ritual, they emphasized praying, singing, and preaching.
In the words of one secular historian, “The congregation
sometimes shouted and danced, and always sang hymns
with great fervor. Preaching was even more important
than in more conservative forms of Protestantism, and
more emotionally charged with hopes of heaven and fears
of hell.”8

All the Protestants placed more emphasis on preach-
ing than the Catholics had. For Catholics, the central fea-
ture of the worship service was the Eucharist—the
offering of Christ’s blood and body as a sacrifice. The
Lutherans still adhered to much ritual and placed empha-
sis on the real presence of Christ in the Eucharist. The
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Reformed made preaching the clear focus of the service.
Even more so, the Anabaptists placed emphasis on
preaching, and later Protestants followed this tendency.

The Sacraments
The Anabaptists acknowledged the two Protestant

sacraments—the Lord’s Supper and baptism—and
regarded both as symbolic only. They said Christ is not
bodily present in the Lord’s Supper; it is simply a com-
memoration of what Jesus did for us by dying on the
cross.

In connection with the Lord’s Supper, they instituted
the practice of washing one another’s feet, based on the
command of Jesus in John 13:14-15: “If I then, your Lord
and Master, have washed your feet; ye also ought to wash
one another’s feet. For I have given you an example, that ye
should do as I have done to you.” In this instance, as was
typical of them, they interpreted the New Testament, and
particularly the teachings of Jesus, as literally as possible.

As we have already seen, water baptism was the
immediate cause of the Anabaptists becoming a separate
movement, but it was not the central feature of their the-
ology. They did not regard it as part of the new birth or a
means of grace but as a symbol of God’s cleansing, a pub-
lic confession of faith, and an act of joining the church.
Typically they distinguished inner baptism from outer
baptism, holding that only the former is the new birth and
that it must occur in order to receive the latter. Thus for-
giveness (remission) of sins comes before water baptism.

Nevertheless, they taught that baptism of believers
is still necessary; it is a command for everyone to obey.
Citing Acts 2:38, Hubmaier said, “It is not enough that a
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person confesses his sins and amends his life, but beyond
that it is necessary that he let himself be baptized in the
name of Jesus Christ. . . . Those who believe are obliged by
the authority of this passage to let themselves be baptized.”
Against Zwingli, he quoted Mark 16:16 and Acts 2:38, con-
cluding, “If now faith alone would be enough, then Christ
and Peter would have added baptism in vain. . . . It follows
that every Christian is obligated to let himself be marked
with the outward water of baptism.”9 The Waldecki Cat-
echism (1778) of the Mennonites, says, “Is baptism
essential to salvation? Yes. He that believeth and is bap-
tized shall be saved. Mark 16:16.”10

Initially, the Anabaptists baptized by immersion or
pouring. Ultimately, they came to see immersion as the
scriptural norm.

The Doctrine of God and
the Baptismal Formula

Most of the Anabaptists accepted the traditional doc-
trine of the trinity, but some did not.11 For instance, Lud-
wig Hätzer wrote a hymn affirming that God is one
person, not three persons.12 He was accused of denying
Christ’s full deity, however.

It is difficult to identify precisely what some of these
nontrinitarians believed—whether they affirmed, dimin-
ished, or completely denied the full deity of Jesus Christ.
It appears that all three positions were represented. In
sixteenth-century England, some Anabaptists fell in each
category:

Contemporary documents show how very many of
the Anabaptists had lost all faith in the doctrine of the
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Holy Trinity. Some were reviving the Sabellian heresy
[affirming the full deity of Jesus Christ], and denying
that there was more than one Person in the Godhead;
others were teaching a form of Arianism, denying the
Divinity of the Second Person, while others again
maintained that Christ was “a mere man.”13

As we might expect, there is also evidence that some
Anabaptists baptized in the name of Jesus Christ instead
of with the trinitarian titles. Although Hubmaier was a
trinitarian and used the trinitarian formula, one of his
statements about water baptism implies that the Jesus
Name formula was also in use and was acceptable: “It
rather takes place in the name of God, the Father, and the
Son, and the Holy Spirit, or in the name of our Lord Jesus
Christ.”14

He cited Acts 2:38 frequently to show that repentance
must precede water baptism, but he interpreted “in the
name of Jesus Christ” to mean by the authority of Jesus
Christ. Simons similarly explained that the phrase simply
refers to Christian baptism.

In Poland, the Minor Church, a split from the
Reformed, embraced both Anabaptism and antitrinitari-
anism and became known as the Polish Brethren. Ulti-
mately, as described in chapter 5, this movement denied
the full deity of Jesus Christ, but at first it appears that
some nontrinitarians affirmed His deity.15

Some of the Polish ministers taught that baptism is
necessary to salvation, and some insisted on baptizing
in the name of Jesus Christ. Against them, Peter Morz-
kowski, a Polish Brethren pastor, defended the three-
fold formula:
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Now, concerning the words that the baptizer uses,
of what importance is it to say those words, which
until recently the whole Christian world has believed
to derive from Christ as the form for the administra-
tion of baptism? To them, however, whom this dis-
pleases, because the Apostles are perceived to have
opposed this precept, who are said to have baptized
not by these words but only in the name of Christ, it is
appropriate to adduce here those words of Irenaeus
[d. c. 200]: “In the name of Christ there is understood
he who has anointed and he himself who is anointed,
and the unction itself wherein he is anointed.”16

A Polish Brethren Catechism and Declaration of
Faith, compiled by George Schomann in 1574, defines
baptism as “the immersion in water and the emersion of a
person who believes the gospel and exercises repentance
in the name of the Father and Son and Holy Spirit, or in
the name of Jesus Christ. . . .”17

Anabaptists Today
Most Anabaptists today are Mennonites, followers of

Menno Simons. They are most numerous in Germany, the
Netherlands, and the United States. They are character-
ized by pacifism, separation from the world, and simplici-
ty of lifestyle.

Traditionally the Mennonites have emphasized mod-
esty in their mannerisms, dress, and appearance. Typical-
ly, the women wear dresses and not pants, do not wear
jewelry or makeup, do not cut their hair, and wear a head
covering (following their understanding of I Corinthians
11:1-16). Today, some have relaxed these stands. A doc-
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trinal book published by the Mennonites in 1952 explains
their position:

In recent years the Mennonite Church has had to
resist the unnatural and unscriptural practice of
women cutting their hair. . . . Mennonites have for
centuries placed much stress on simplicity of life.
Considerable emphasis fell on the external appear-
ance of the Christian; the wearing of jewelry, for
example, is proscribed. . . . In the liberation of the
present era this Mennonite “Biblicism” with its ordi-
nances and restrictions may seem like a neo-legalism.
It is not so intended. The obedience of love is never
legalism; it is loveless conformity to a code which is
legalism. A joyful awareness of the centrality and
foundation of Christ’s redemption and of God’s grace
will prevent this simple and earnest obedience to
Christ’s Word from degenerating into a formalistic
legalism. Furthermore, the “danger” of taking the
Bible too seriously is far less grave than the peril of
secularism and worldliness.18

In recent years a significant number of Mennonites
have been baptized with the Holy Spirit, especially in
Third World countries. It has been estimated that as many
as twenty-five percent have spoken in tongues.

The Hutterites are a smaller branch of Anabaptism in
existence today. Followers of Jacob Hutter, they began in
Moravia (part of the Czech Republic), and they live com-
munally. Quite conservative in lifestyle, they wear plain
clothing and refuse to own televisions, considering them
to be an excessively worldly influence.
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Some people known as Brethren also have an Anabap-
tist heritage, particularly the Swiss Brethren. Some have
both Anabaptist and Pietist roots, such as the Church of
the Brethren, also known as the Dunkers because they
baptize by triple immersion.

The Amish, originally led by Jacob Ammann, are a
conservative split from the Mennonites. Believing that the
main body was becoming too worldly, they determined to
maintain the lifestyle of the preindustrial world. They
reject modern mechanical inventions such as automobiles
and farm machinery but are known as successful farmers.
In dress, they are exceedingly plain, typically avoiding
colored clothing, ribbons, and other decorations. The
men do not shave, and the women have long hair. In some
cases, they seem to have focused on legalistic details,
such as disputes over whether it is acceptable to wear
buttons or to allow chrome on their buggies.

The break with the Mennonites came over the shun-
ning of backsliders—refusing to have fellowship with
them in order to bring them to repentance. All Anabap-
tists historically practiced the ban (excommunication of
sinful members), but some, particularly the Mennonites,
further practiced shunning. The Amish chose to be much
stricter in having no dealings with someone who has
departed from the faith.

Summary and Evaluation
In many ways, the Anabaptists took the original prin-

ciples of the Protestant Reformation—such as justifica-
tion by faith, the sole authority of Scripture, and the
priesthood of all believers—and carried them to their log-
ical conclusions. They were able to do so because they
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were motivated by a thoroughgoing restorationism rather
than simply a desire to reform the existing church. On a
number of issues, including the sacraments, holiness of
life, and rejection of tradition, they took their cue from
Zwingli, but they advanced far beyond him.

Of the major branches of sixteenth-century Protes-
tantism, the Anabaptists were by far the closest to the
later Wesleyan, Holiness, and Pentecostal way of think-
ing. To a notable extent, they foreshadowed these later
movements. The Baptists in seventeenth-century England
also adopted many of the same concepts, although there
was no direct historical succession. Even the mainline
churches in America today, Protestant and Catholic, have
adopted important principles first embraced by the
Anabaptists, such as separation of church and state and
toleration for people of different religious views. In many
ways Anabaptists seem to have been several centuries
ahead of their time.

On the other hand, there were numerous excesses and
false teachings. That was probably unavoidable given the
unprecedented mass availability of theological writings
via the printing press, the sudden emergence from a
thousand years of ecclesiastical apostasy, and the chaos
resulting from intense persecution.

Time and again, Apostolic Pentecostals find them-
selves in accord with Anabaptist views, including the fol-
lowing: the need to restore apostolic doctrine and
practice, apostasy of the church under Constantine and
afterwards, separation of church and state, freedom of
conscience, importance of personal faith, genuine repen-
tance and conversion, rejection of unconditional election
and unconditional eternal security, communion as a
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memorial, foot washing, believers’ baptism, baptism by
immersion, demonstrative worship, centrality of preach-
ing, congregational church government, pacifism, avoid-
ance of swearing, practical holiness in lifestyle and dress,
and anticipation of the Lord’s soon return.

Oneness Pentecostals today would argue that the
Anabaptists needed to add only three key elements to
attain their goal of restoring the apostolic church: the
oneness of God, water baptism in the name of Jesus
Christ for the remission of sins, and the baptism of the
Holy Spirit with the initial sign of speaking in tongues.
Even so, there is evidence that Oneness views of God, the
practice of water baptism in Jesus’ name, and the recep-
tion of the Holy Spirit all surfaced in the early Anabaptist
movement.

With regard to the role of water baptism as part of
conversion, it seems that the Anabaptists were pointed in
the wrong direction by Zwingli’s symbolic view. The other
choice offered them—the mystical view of the Catholics
and Lutherans, which divorced baptism from genuine
faith—was so foreign to their scriptural emphasis on con-
version that it apparently blocked them from considering
that baptism could indeed play a vital role in conjunction
with faith. Nevertheless, they did stress the necessity of
baptism for the convert.

The restorationism of the Anabaptists was imperfect,
but it is remarkable for the rapidity and scope of its devel-
opment, especially in contrast to the rest of Protes-
tantism. The advances were sufficiently great that, within
a few short years from the beginning of the Reformation,
it seems there were genuine Apostolic believers as
defined by the experience of Acts 2:38.
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Historians typically use the term “Radical Reforma-
tion” to speak of the Anabaptists and others who went
even further in rejecting Catholic and Protestant tradi-
tion. Since we have already discussed the Anabaptists in
chapter 4, we will now turn our attention to other individ-
uals and groups. As used here, the adjective “radical” is
not pejorative but simply describes those who carried the
Protestant Reformation to its limits, in some cases closer
to Scripture but in others away from Scripture.

When discussing the Radical Reformation, many his-
torians use a threefold classification: Anabaptists, Spiritu-
alists, and Rationalists. In this context, the Spiritualists
are not people who tried to contact spirits of the dead but
those who emphasized spiritual experience or the inner
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spiritual life. Mainline Protestants regarded them as mys-
tical and believed they did not place enough emphasis on
doctrine.

The Rationalists are so labeled because they rejected
various aspects of traditional theology as being incompat-
ible with reason. From the viewpoint of mainline Protes-
tantism, they elevated human reason above divine
revelation.

From an Apostolic Pentecostal perspective, some of
these people brought needed correctives. Some did not
elevate experience above doctrine but sought a balance of
worship “in spirit and in truth” (John 4:24). Some did not
elevate reason above revelation but concluded that, when
examined logically, some traditional doctrines are not
supported by Scripture.

All three segments of the Radical Reformation gener-
ally agreed on the following doctrinal points: separation
of church and state, rejection of infant baptism, regenera-
tion or life in the Spirit instead of merely confessing justi-
fication by faith alone, rejection of predestination,
restorationism, importance of discipleship (practical holi-
ness), and congregational church government. They typi-
cally concluded that in practice the Lutheran and
Reformed doctrine of justification operated as a new sys-
tem of indulgences that encouraged its adherents to con-
tinue in sin.

In addition, many in the Radical Reformation deviated
from traditional Catholic and Protestant orthodoxy by
teaching soul sleep (sleep or death of the soul prior to the
resurrection), the harrowing of hell (descent of Christ
into hades to deliver the righteous souls of the Old Testa-
ment), or the divine humanity of Christ (Christ’s flesh
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was celestial, unlike ours, or not inherited from Mary).
For instance, among the Anabaptists, Melchior Hofmann
and Menno Simons taught that Christ’s flesh was celes-
tial, as did several of the Spiritualists we will discuss.

Early German Spiritualists
Shortly after the Reformation began in Germany,

some people attempted to take it far beyond the inten-
tions of Luther himself. Many of them sought a greater
experience with God and a more biblical, spiritual way of
life.

One of these men was Luther’s colleague Andreas
Bodenstein von Carlstadt, professor and dean of theology
at Wittenberg. On Christmas Day in 1521, while Luther
was hiding in Wartburg Castle, Carlstadt celebrated what
is generally considered to be the first Protestant commu-
nion. At the urging of many of Luther’s followers, he
deleted the Catholic references to the Eucharist as a sac-
rifice, refused to elevate the host for adoration, and
offered both elements to the laity. It appeared that the
Lutherans were poised for sweeping and rapid changes in
theology, practice, and lifestyle.

Upon hearing about the volatile situation, Luther
returned to Wittenberg despite the personal risk and
regained control of the movement. He reinstituted the tra-
ditional mass with its Latin liturgy (for a time), slowed the
pace of reform, and blocked many proposals for radical
change.

Carlstadt continued to move forward in his thinking,
however, and soon split with Luther. He rejected infant
baptism as unscriptural, taught that the Eucharist was
symbolic only, and espoused pacifism. He advocated the
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priesthood of all believers so strongly that he ceased
wearing his priestly and academic garb. Carlstadt soon
lost his influence in mainstream Lutheranism, but the
Anabaptists drew inspiration from some of his teachings.

About the same time, the Protestant movement in
Zwickau, a large and prosperous German town, took a
radical turn under the leadership of Nicholas Storch,
Thomas Dreschsel, and Marcus Thomas Stübner, whom
Luther derisively termed “the Zwickau prophets.”
Inspired by the Hussite and Waldensian movements of the
Middle Ages, they “preach[ed] a radical Biblicism charac-
terized by direct revelation in visions and dreams, Spirit-
possession, the abandonment of infant baptism, [and]
belief in the millennium.”1

The Zwickau prophets sought to follow the Bible liter-
ally, but they also insisted upon the illumination of the
Spirit as necessary to understand Scripture. Luther
denounced them as fanatics who minimized the written
Word; they, in turn, rebuked him as a man of letter only
and not the Spirit. Some of the followers of the Zwickau
prophets joined the Anabaptist movement when it
emerged shortly afterward.

Thomas Müntzer, a pastor who served in Zwickau for
a time, was greatly influenced by the Zwickau prophets,
and he in turn inspired some Anabaptists. Like the Zwick-
au prophets, he renounced infant baptism, followed a
spiritual hermeneutic (interpretation of the Bible), and
embraced the gifts of the Spirit. He believed in “direct
instruction from the Holy Spirit in the form of vision,
dream, ecstatic utterance, or inspired exegesis.”2

Müntzer claimed that he and others received the out-
pouring of the Holy Spirit as promised in Joel 2, and he
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integrated it into his theology by teaching a threefold
experience of salvation. First, a person must undergo
spiritual despair; next he must take up the cross of Christ
personally; and then he can and must receive the Holy
Spirit. He made a distinction between inner and outer
baptism, saying only the former is essential to salvation.

In opposition to Luther, he stressed that faith must be
experiential. It is not a work of God apart from the recip-
ient’s active involvement, nor is it merely an intellectual
comprehension of the historic event of the Atonement. He
gave a “vigorous and systematic defense of Spirit-pos-
sessed faith as opposed to the merely historic faith of the
Wittenbergers [early Lutherans], which he proceed[ed]
to expose as false.”3

Müntzer preached against social injustice and advo-
cated radical reform of society for the benefit of the com-
mon people, most of whom lived in poverty. He justified
the use of force to deliver people from oppression, and he
hoped his preaching would help ignite a social revolution
that would usher in the Millennium.

The preaching of Müntzer helped instigate the Great
Peasants’ War of 1524-25 in Germany and Austria. He
supported the revolt and tried to channel it in a theologi-
cal direction but failed. The insurrection was crushed,
and he was captured and executed.

Carlstadt was sympathetic to the aims of the revolt,
but he sought to moderate it and was sidelined. Balthasar
Hubmaier and others who were soon to become Anabap-
tists also encouraged the rebellion.

Luther sided with the rulers in opposition to the peas-
ants, and the Lutherans and Reformed denounced Münt-
zer, Carlstadt, other Spiritualists, and the Anabaptists for

93

The Radical Reformation



revolutionary violence. The Anabaptists as a movement
were not guilty, for the revolt predated them. Early Spiri-
tualists, particularly Müntzer, bore some responsibility,
but the peasant wars were caused by historical forces far
greater than a few individuals, and they were not primari-
ly religious in nature. Moreover, if we must criticize the
Spiritualists for condoning force in an attempt to liberate
the poor and oppressed in a dictatorial, inequitable soci-
ety, we must even more severely criticize the Lutherans
and Reformed for their harsh, violent repression of all
opposition, both civil and theological, and their attempts
to extend their own religious views by conquest.

It seems clear that at least some of the followers of
the Zwickau prophets and Thomas Müntzer received
the Holy Spirit with the sign of tongues, for they sought
and experienced the miraculous gifts of the Spirit as
recorded in the New Testament, including what his-
torians call ecstatic speech (tongues, interpretation of
tongues, prophecy). It is also probable that when
Luther wrote in 1520 about people who baptized in the
name of Jesus Christ, he referred to some Spiritualists,
for the only active Protestants at that time were
Luther’s own followers and Spiritualists who had been
inspired by him.

If this supposition is correct, then not long after the
Reformation began, some people both baptized in the
name of Jesus and received the Holy Spirit. Moreover,
since some of these Spiritualists were inspired by the
Hussites and Waldensians, who had come into existence
in the Middle Ages, it may be that they obtained these
teachings from people in those movements who had
already embraced them.
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Caspar Schwenckfeld
Another Spiritualist was Caspar Schwenckfeld (c.

1487-1561), a German nobleman and knight of the Teu-
tonic Order who converted to Lutheranism. He attempted
to reconcile Catholicism and Lutheranism by finding a
middle way between them. Later, he saw his teaching as
providing middle ground between the Lutherans and
Anabaptists.

Schwenckfeld placed emphasis on prayer and personal
devotion. Like other Spiritualists and like the Anabaptists,
he was dismayed by Lutheranism’s seeming lack of power
to instill morality in its followers. Consequently, he promot-
ed both justification by faith and progressive sanctification.

Schwenckfeld was a trinitarian, but he had an unusual
view of the Incarnation. He confessed that Christ had two
natures but called His human nature “uncreaturely.” He
also believed that when Christ died He descended into
hades and delivered the souls of the patriarchs.

Much of the early conflict between Catholics and
Protestants, as well as among Protestants, centered on
the sacraments, particularly the Eucharist. Schwenckfeld
proposed that everyone focus on the spiritual reality
instead of the physical elements. Christ is truly present in
the Eucharist, but in a spiritual rather than a physical
way. Moreover, He is present only for those who believe.
The Eucharist is spiritually nutritious but does not con-
tain the physical body of Christ.

Not finding ready acceptance of these views, Schwenck-
feld and his followers, the Schwenckfelders, eventually
decided to suspend the Eucharist altogether until a con-
sensus emerged in Christianity on its meaning. Instead
they focused on spiritual communion with the Lord.
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As one might suppose, Schwenckfeld took a similar
approach to water baptism, regarding the outward cere-
mony as unimportant but seeking a baptism of the Spirit.
He opposed infant baptism.

Schwenckfeld was unsuccessful in his attempt to rec-
oncile various branches of Christianity. Luther rejected
Schwenckfeld’s view as inadequate, expressing his con-
tempt by consistently calling him “Stenkefeld,” meaning
“Stinkfield.”

Sebastian Franck
Another Spiritualist who held some views like those of

Schwenckfeld was Sebastian Franck (1499-c. 1542) of
Strassburg. He was a pacifist, held Christ’s flesh to be of
heavenly origin, and under the influence of Michael
Servetus, moved away from trinitarianism while uphold-
ing the deity of Jesus Christ. He believed that the outward
church broke up in the early centuries, so that no group
in his day fully replicated the apostolic church, but the
spiritual church was present among the outward church-
es and even among pagans. His writings have preserved
the views of many contemporary Anabaptists and Spiritu-
alists.

Michael Servetus
One of the most amazing men the Reformation pro-

duced was Michael Servetus. His theology is unique; he
could be considered both a Spiritualist and a Rationalist.
Only fourteen years after the beginning of the Reforma-
tion, he applied a thorough restorationism to the doctrine
of God, denying the trinity while upholding the full deity
and humanity of Jesus Christ. Because of his special
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interest to Oneness Pentecostals, we will discuss him in
some detail.

Life. Michael Servetus is the Latin name of Miguel
Serveto alias Reves, a Spaniard who was born in 1511 (or
possibly 1509) to a noble, devoutly Catholic family. At age
fourteen he entered the service of Juan de Quintana, a
Franciscan friar and doctor at the University of Paris who
became the confessor of Emperor Charles V. As a teenag-
er, Servetus spent two years studying law at the Universi-
ty of Toulouse in France. There he saw the complete Bible
for the first time and participated in a student Bible study
group. The Scriptures led him to a life-transforming expe-
rience.

In 1530 Servetus accompanied Quintana to Italy for
the coronation of Charles V in Bologna. Then he appar-
ently traveled to Germany with the imperial party for the
Diet of Augsburg, where leading Protestants presented
their views to the emperor. Soon afterward, Servetus left
the service of Quintana and appeared in Basel, Switzer-
land, debating doctrine with Protestant leaders there. He
also spent time in another city along the Rhine River, the
German city of Strassburg (now Strasbourg, France).

Servetus’s study of the Bible in Toulouse convinced
him that the Roman Catholic Church was in serious error.
His trip to Italy, which exposed him to elaborate religious
ceremony, worldliness in high church circles, and adula-
tion of the pope, further confirmed his opinions. While
sympathetic to the Protestants’ criticism of Catholicism,
he concluded that they were wrong on some important
points as well, particularly the trinity, predestination, and
infant baptism.

In 1531, at age twenty, Servetus published On the
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Errors of the Trinity in Strassburg, which challenged
the traditional doctrine of the trinity. It is remarkable for
its originality and scholarship. The next year, he pub-
lished Two Dialogues on the Trinity.

Forced to flee for his life because of his unorthodox
views, Servetus went to France, where, under the name of
Michel de Villanueve (after his home town), he became a
prominent medical doctor, author, and editor. He was a
colleague of the famous anatomist Vesalius, and he was
the first in the West to discover and record the pulmonary
circulation of the blood (through the lungs from the right
to the left side of the heart). He began an extended corre-
spondence with John Calvin, the Reformed leader in
Geneva. He sent Calvin a manuscript copy of his major
work, The Restitution of Christianity, which he secretly
and anonymously published in early 1553.

As the title of the book indicates, Servetus wanted
not merely to reform but to restore Christianity. He con-
cluded that the church fell into apostasy in the fourth
century with the adoption of trinitarianism at the Council
of Nicea, the merger of church and state under Constan-
tine, and the consolidation of ecclesiastical power under
the pope. Like the Reformers, he viewed the Roman
Church as the system of the Antichrist, and he listed
sixty signs of the reign of the Antichrist, including the
doctrine of the trinity, the baptism of infants, the mass,
and transubstantiation. He further considered the
Protestants essentially as offshoots of the same system,
with no organized group accurately representing the true
church. He believed that this system would soon fall and
the present age would end in the 1500s. He saw his role
as heralding the restoration of true Christianity, although
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he felt he would probably die in the attempt.
Tipped off by one of Calvin’s friends in Geneva, who

probably acted at the behest of Calvin himself, the author-
ities in France arrested Servetus on charges of heresy.
While under arrest he managed to escape, apparently
with the help of influential friends. The Catholic tribunal
condemned him to die and burned him in effigy along
with his books.

Servetus hid for several months and eventually decid-
ed to flee to Italy. On the way, he made the fatal mistake of
passing through Geneva and remaining there for a time.
While in church one Sunday, he was recognized and
reported to Calvin, who immediately had him arrested
and tried for heresy. With the approval of Calvin, the
Protestant city council of Geneva condemned him to die
on two counts: denying infant baptism and denying the
trinity. On October 27, 1553, at age forty-two, he was
burned at the stake. Amid the smoke and flames he cried
out his last words: “O Jesus, Son of the eternal God, have
pity on me!”4 He died after one-half hour.

Calvin’s colleague Farel noted that a shift of one
word—moving the adjective “eternal” from before “God”
to before “Son”—would have saved him. Thus, the dying
cry of Servetus was “one last gesture of defiance to man
and confession to God.”5

Doctrines of God and Christ. In his first book,
Servetus began his discussion of the Godhead by identify-
ing Jesus Christ as a true man. The Son is not an eternal
person but a man. The Son is a human like us in every
way except sin, although He had a spiritual body and soul
from heaven. The Son of God came into actual existence
at the Incarnation, but we can speak of His preexistence
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in the mind of God. In this sense, in his last book, Serve-
tus was willing to speak of the generation of the Word or
Son before creation.

Servetus explained that the titles of Father, Word, and
Holy Spirit refer to the one God in three manners of act-
ing—essentially, modes or manifestations. The Word is
God’s self-expression, which began at creation. The Word
is not the same as the Son because the Son refers to the
Incarnation. The Holy Spirit is God in activity, God exer-
cising His power.

There is only one hypostasis of God, not three.6 (The
Greek hypostasis originally meant “substance or being,”
but trinitarians used it to mean “person.”) Servetus was
willing to use the Latin word for “persons,” but only in the
original sense of “manifestations” or “dispositions” (to
him, the equivalent of the Greek oikonomia).

As a consequence of his doctrine, Servetus believed
that Jesus Christ is not only the Son of God but also God.
He is the revelation of the Father, the total deity, in flesh:

[Christ] “is really the Father now. . . . He himself is
the face of the Father, nor is there any other Person of
God but CHRIST; there is no other hypostasis of God
but him. . . . They [trinitarians] say that one portion, I
say that the whole Nature, of God is in him. In him is
the whole Deity of the Father. . . . He is God and the
Lord of the world. . . . The Father is in the Son.”7

From Colossians 1:19 and 2:9 Servetus taught that
“the whole fulness of God, the whole of God the Father
together with all the fulness of his properties, whatever
God has, this dwells fully in this man.”8
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Because of some of Servetus’s later statements, Calvin
and others accused him of being a pantheist. Roland Bain-
ton, his foremost modern biographer, concluded, however:
“He is rather an emanationist. God confers being, essence,
particularity upon all that is and God sustains all things.”9

Doctrine of Salvation. Servetus taught salvation by
grace through faith. Grace “makes us free from sin, justi-
fies us freely, pours out the Holy Spirit upon us, bestows
the kingdom of heaven on us.” In opposition to Luther
and Calvin, he strongly rejected “the servitude of the will”
and the associated doctrine of predestination (uncondi-
tional election). He criticized Luther’s doctrine of justifi-
cation by faith for minimizing the value of good works
and the supremacy of love. He denied that anyone could
be saved by works, but he sought a middle ground
between Catholicism and Lutheranism that would uphold
salvation by faith yet give due regard to sanctification and
love. The truth, he said, is that we receive eternal life
through grace and faith, and “the reward of glory is
increased by works of love.” We begin with faith and are
made perfect in love.10

Servetus affirmed the necessity of being born again of
water and Spirit. For Servetus, like the Catholics and
Lutherans but unlike the Reformed and Anabaptists,
water baptism is essential to regeneration. He did not
believe that unbaptized infants would die lost, however.
The age of accountability for sins is about twenty, and
baptism is only for those who repent and believe. It
should be administered by immersion, and preferably at
age thirty in imitation of Christ.

Servetus did not give specific attention to the bap-
tismal formula, but he believed the full name of God was
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invested in Christ. He explained that Matthew 28:19 does
not teach three beings, but one: 

In the name of the Father because he is the prime,
true, and original source of every gift. In the name of
JESUS CHRIST, because through him we have the recon-
ciliation of this gift, “neither is there any other name
under heaven wherein we must be saved.” And in the
name of the Holy Spirit, because all that are baptized
in that name receive the gift of the Holy Spirit.11

Here he identified “Jesus Christ” as the only saving
name of Acts 4:12, and like Justin and Irenaeus in the sec-
ond century he cited that name instead of the title of “Son.”

In a letter to Calvin, Servetus referred to John 3:5 and
Acts 2:38 to establish the necessity of repentance and
baptism, and he urged Calvin to be baptized and receive
the Spirit:

Regeneration, I maintain, comes through bap-
tism. . . . Is it not written that we are born anew by
water? . . . As a prelude to baptism Peter required
repentance. Let your infants repent, then; and do you
yourself repent and come to baptism, having true
faith in Jesus Christ to the end that you may receive
the gift of the Holy Spirit promised therein.12

While Servetus taught the necessity of receiving the Holy
Spirit, some of his statements indicate an automatic recep-
tion of the Holy Spirit at baptism. Elsewhere, however, he
linked receiving the Spirit with faith. He further described
a tangible, emotional experience of receiving the Spirit.
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Servetus did not identify speaking in tongues as the
initial evidence of the Holy Spirit, but he did indicate that
the true church would have miraculous gifts of the Spirit.13

In one intriguing reference, Calvin indicated that Servetus
claimed to speak in tongues, but in the context Calvin
probably meant a naturally acquired linguistic ability.14

It is interesting to note that, much like Calvin, Serve-
tus rejected transubstantiation but taught that we receive
spiritual nourishment through the Eucharist.

As a sample of Servetus’s views as well as his strong
language, here is an excerpt from a letter to Abel Poupin,
a minister in Geneva, which was read at his trial:

Your gospel is without the one God, without true
faith, without good works. For the one God you have a
three-headed Cerberus [in Greek mythology, the
three-headed dog that guards the entrance to Hades];
for faith a fatal [deterministic] dream, and good
works you say are vain shows. Faith in Christ is to you
mere sham, effecting nothing; man a mere log, and
your God a chimera of subject [enslaved] will. You do
not acknowledge celestial regeneration by the wash-
ing with water, but treat it as an idle tale, and close the
kingdom of heaven against mankind as a thing of
imagination. Woe to you, woe, woe!15

Sympathizers. At first, Servetus seemed close to con-
vincing many people of his view. In Strassburg, some peo-
ple “lauded it to the stars.” The Reformed leaders there,
Martin Bucer and Wolfgang Capito, were initially friendly,
and “Capito was thought to favor his views.” Oecolampa-
dius, the Reformed leader in Basel, wrote to Ulrich
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Zwingli that some of the Strassburgers had accepted
Servetus’s views. Sebastian Franck wrote to a friend,
“The Spaniard, Servetus, contends in his tract that there
is but one person in God. The Roman Church holds that
there are three persons in one essence. I agree rather
with the Spaniard.”16 Servetus himself claimed that Capito
assented to his views in private and that Oecolampadius
first seemed to accept them but later withdrew approval.17

James Ropes and Kirsopp Lake of Harvard University
summarized the situation in early Protestantism as fol-
lows:

Until now it had not been quite clear what attitude
the newly reformed part of Christendom would finally
take toward the traditional trinitarian dogma. It had
indeed been, as one may say, provisionally retained in
the Augsburg Confession in 1530, but the leaders of
Protestant thought were plainly wavering about it, in
view of its lack of clear scriptural support. . . . Luther
disliked the terms in which the doctrine was stated,
and left them out of his catechisms; Calvin had disap-
proved of the Athanasian Creed and spoken slighting-
ly even of the Nicene, and had only lightly touched
upon the doctrine in his Catechism; Melanchthon in
his Loci Theologici in 1521 had hardly mentioned the
doctrine except to pronounce it not essential to salva-
tion; while Zwingli and Farel, Bucer and Oecolampa-
dius, were far from being sound upon it.18

Later, when Servetus was tried in Geneva, some indi-
viduals were sympathetic to his doctrine. Vergerio, a min-
ister from Italy, wrote:
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It is to be regretted that the scamp has supporters
among the doctors and among those who are not just
nominally for the Gospel, but wish to be considered as
pillars. I say what I know not what I suspect. I have
heard it from themselves, not from others, recently
and not a long time ago. . . . A friend has written me
from Basel that Servetus has supporters there.19

Paul Gaddi of Cremona similarly wrote to Calvin, “The
heresy that flourishes the most of all, is the doctrine of
the proud and Satanic Servetus. . . . How much rather
ought you to come forward against this diabolical spirit,
who is looked on by so many as having the highest
authority in matters of doctrine.”20

A number of prominent people opposed the execution
of Servetus, both before and afterwards, some because of
sympathy with his views, others on humanitarian and reli-
gious grounds, and others out of opposition to Calvin.
Historians identify followers of Servetus in Italy, Poland,
Lithuania, and Germany.21 In most cases, however, they
are so called simply because they rejected trinitarianism;
apparently most did not also uphold the full deity of Jesus
Christ as Servetus did.

Three professors of the University of Basel—Borr-
haus (Cellarius), Curio, and Castellio—were suspected of
embracing Servetus’s views.22 Under a pseudonym, an
Italian wrote a work entitled Apology for Michael Serve-
tus that championed his teachings. Some Waldenses in
northern Italy became Anabaptists, and some of them
were favorable to the views of Servetus.

Matthew Gribaldi, a professor of law at Padua, and
John Valentine Gentile, who was beheaded in Bern,
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espoused many of Servetus’s views, but the former
veered into tritheism and the latter into subordinationism.
Another antitrinitarian, John Campanus, developed a
binitarian theology. Ultimately, most antitrinitarians of the
time became Arian or unitarian. No permanent group fol-
lowed the specific teachings of Servetus.

Summary and Conclusions. The theology of Michael
Servetus was original and unique. His writings contain
inconsistencies, errors, ambiguities, and repetition, but
considering that he practically invented his theology from
scratch by age twenty, the results are still amazing. He was
the equal of the foremost Reformers in intellect, scholar-
ship, and spirituality, although his chief opponent, John
Calvin, was more controlled in temperament and more
systematic and lucid in writing. It took extraordinary bril-
liance and strength of personality to stand alone against
“orthodoxy” and develop a biblical theology far more
advanced than that of any contemporary.

On the doctrine of God, Servetus was essentially bibli-
cal. Despite some questionable ideas, faulty expressions,
and doubtful analysis of certain historical views, the two
key features necessary to a genuine Oneness theology
clearly emerge: (1) There is one God with no distinctions
in His essence. (2) Jesus Christ is the true God, the
Father, the fullness of the Godhead incarnate. Apostolic
Pentecostals today are not followers of Servetus, but the
sixteenth-century Reformers would have gladly burned
them alive along with him.

On the doctrine of salvation, Servetus was sound the-
oretically on grace, faith, repentance, the necessity of
water baptism, and the necessity of the Holy Spirit, but it
is not clear what he actually experienced. His theology of
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the name and identity of Jesus Christ and his discussion
of Matthew 28:19 lead us to expect that he was baptized
with the invocation of the name of Jesus Christ. He testi-
fied to a definite experience in the Holy Spirit and valued
the miraculous gifts of the Spirit; it would not be surpris-
ing if he spoke in tongues.

He exhibited human failings by dabbling with astrolo-
gy, deceit under pressure, insolent remarks, and arro-
gance. He seemed to delight in objecting to everyone
else’s doctrines, even those closest to his own, and in ridi-
culing opponents. In the end, however, he died humbly
and bravely, with conviction and faith. His martyrdom
stands as an eloquent plea for religious tolerance and
freedom of conscience, and above all as a testimony of
faith in Jesus Christ.

When Servetus first challenged the doctrine of the
trinity, the Reformation was quite young, and there were
indications that the Reformers were somewhat uncom-
fortable with the doctrine. It seems that God was trying
to restore biblical patterns of thought in this area as well
as others. The Reformers faced a crucial decision: retain
traditional orthodoxy as much as possible or follow the
logical implications of their own emphasis on Scripture
alone and reconstruct the doctrine of God from the Bible
instead of the creeds. Unfortunately, they chose to follow
tradition, not wanting to give the Catholics additional
ammunition against them. Indeed, “Oecolampadius, at a
conference in Zurich with Zwingli and Henry Bullinger,
Capito and Bucer, expressed his alarm at the effect
Servetus might have upon their relations with the
Catholic cantons.”23 Instead of taking a further step of
reformation or restoration, the Reformers completely
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rejected Servetus and thereby consolidated the power of
trinitarianism.

Faustus Socinus and Unitarianism
Some historians identify Servetus as the father of uni-

tarianism, but as the term is typically used, it refers to the
denial of both the trinity and the deity of Jesus Christ. By
contrast, Servetus affirmed the full deity of Jesus Christ.
He helped bring about a critical discussion of the trinity,
but he was not responsible for the movement we will now
discuss.

Unitarianism began in Italy and developed further in
Poland. In Italy, many of the Protestants began as
Reformed, progressed to Anabaptist views while retaining
belief in predestination, and then eventually became
Rationalists. Many began questioning the doctrines of the
trinity, the deity of Christ, and the Atonement.

At first, the antitrinitarians subordinated Jesus to the
Father, but soon they concluded that Jesus is not God at
all but only a prophet. They viewed His death not as a
substitutionary sacrifice but merely an expression of
God’s forgiving love.

Camillo Renato (c. 1500-72) was an early leader dur-
ing this development, and Laelius Socinus (Sozini) (1525-
62) was the key exponent of unitarian thought. Faustus
Socinus (1539-1604) of Siena, Italy, nephew of Laelius,
gave clear, specific formulation to these emerging views
on the Godhead and the Atonement, and he became the
most prominent antitrinitarian leader in Italy and later
Poland. The views of Laelius and Faustus Socinus gave
rise to what is known as Socinianism, a form of unitarian
thought.
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Faustus Socinus emphasized that the Bible is not con-
trary to reason, hence the term Rationalist. He denied the
true deity of Jesus Christ, identifying Him as a man only.
He retained language of devotion to Christ and adoration
of Him on the ground that God allowed Him to share in
divinity by an adoptive act.

Socinus rejected the explanation that Christ’s death
was the satisfaction required by the justice of God to
redeem us. He argued that God could forgive us without
any sacrifice, so that Christ’s death was not strictly neces-
sary. Moreover, His resurrection and ascension were
more important than His death, for they proclaimed the
eventual triumph of God’s love. He is our Savior because
He has shown us the way to salvation, which we can
attain by imitating Him.

Socinus believed baptism to be irrelevant to salvation
and discipleship. He taught the death of the soul with the
body, and he was a pacifist.

For the last twenty-five years of his life, Socinus
moved to Poland, where there was much antitrinitarian
thought among the Reformed and Anabaptists as well as
in neighboring Lithuania. It appears that initially some
antitrinitarians affirmed the deity of Jesus Christ, but
under the influence of Socinus and others, the Polish
antitrinitarians as a whole eventually denied the deity of
Christ. Due to their earlier Anabaptist convictions, how-
ever, for a long time they continued to place importance
on water baptism, unlike Socinus himself. The Anabap-
tists of Poland were the strongest of all in their insistence
on immersion as the only proper mode, and the antitrini-
tarians continued the practice of baptizing or rebaptizing
believers by immersion.
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In Poland, antitrinitarianism began with a range of
views, including affirmation of the deity of Christ, subor-
dinationism (subordination of Christ to the Father), and
tritheism (belief in three gods). It gradually evolved into
the direction of ditheism (belief in two gods), then adop-
tionism (teaching that Christ is a man who shares in
divinity by God’s adoptive act), and finally complete uni-
tarianism (denial of the deity of Christ). There was a sim-
ilar evolution of views from an early rejection of infant
baptism, to the practice of rebaptism, and ultimately to a
renunciation of baptism altogether.

Unitarianism eventually captured much of the Protes-
tant movement in Poland, which was initially Reformed
and then Anabaptist. It also spread and intensified in
Transylvania (Hungary and Romania). Ultimately, howev-
er, Catholicism overcame most of the Protestantism in
this region through political power and the work of the
Jesuits.

The Unitarian Church of Romania is a remnant of the
sixteenth-century antitrinitarianism that developed in
Italy and Poland. The modern Unitarian-Universalist
Church did not stem directly from these roots but
emerged in the late eighteenth century out of Congrega-
tionalism in New England. Nevertheless, its founders
owed much to the ideas of the earlier unitarianism and
embraced essentially the same view of God and the Atone-
ment.

The modern denomination affirms the salvation of all
people and is tolerant of all beliefs. It has renounced all
distinctively Christian and supernatural teachings, even
to the extent of regarding the existence of God as an
optional belief. It aspires only to be an ethical humanism.
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Summary and Evaluation
The Radical Reformation encompassed an exceeding-

ly diverse array of beliefs and practices. Many of them
were serious deviations from Scripture, but many were
important restorations of biblical truth. Some people in
the Radical Reformation had a Oneness view of God,
some baptized in the name of Jesus Christ, and some
received the Holy Spirit with the initial sign of tongues.

It is not difficult to suppose that some individuals or
groups experienced both baptism in Jesus’ name and
speaking in tongues and so had a genuinely apostolic con-
version. We can also assume that the evidence available
represents only the tip of the iceberg, for the majority of
such information was undoubtedly suppressed by the
intense persecutions, the fragmented and diverse charac-
ter of the various movements, and the failure to fully
understand, appreciate, or record religious practices and
spiritual experiences among the common people.

Most of the Radical Reformers emphasized both the
Bible and the Spirit and sought to incorporate both into
their lives. This approach received widespread accep-
tance among the common people and bears great affinity
to the modern Pentecostal movement. As George
Huntston Williams has stated, the Radical Reformation
was “the reflection and the interpretation of the wide-
spread pentecostal or revivalistic and charismatic experi-
ence of the new, largely popular, conventicular
[characterized by religious meetings, often illegal or
secret] forms of Christianity.”24
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As we have seen, the Reformed branch of Protes-
tantism began with Ulrich Zwingli in Zurich, Switzerland.
Zwingli died early in the history of the movement, howev-
er, and the man who did more than anyone else to formu-
late, systematize, and propagate Reformed theology was
John Calvin. Born in Noyon, France, in 1509—his French
name was Jean Cauvin—he emigrated to Geneva, Switzer-
land, becoming leader of the Protestants and de facto
head of government in that French-speaking city. His
voluminous writings—both systematic theology and Bible
commentaries—made him the foremost leader of the
Reformed movement as a whole and the epitome of
Reformed theology.

Raised as a Roman Catholic, Calvin converted to
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Protestantism in 1532. His thinking was initially influ-
enced by the Catholic humanists and then even more so
by Martin Bucer, German leader of the Reformed move-
ment in Strassburg. Bucer unsuccessfully attempted to
reconcile Lutheranism and Zwinglianism and aligned him-
self with the latter.

Calvin published his major work, Institutes of the
Christian Religion, in 1536, when he was twenty-six
years old. Throughout his life he continued to revise and
expand this book, issuing the final edition in 1559. The
first edition relied somewhat upon Luther and was much
smaller than the later editions, but it presented the essen-
tial features of Calvin’s theology, which remained virtual-
ly unchanged throughout his life.

The publication of the Institutes drew the attention of
many people, some of whom hailed it as the most defini-
tive theological work of the Protestant Reformation. Guil-
laume Farel, the Reformed leader in Geneva, was so
impressed that when Calvin paid a visit there in 1536, he
prevailed upon him to stay. He was promptly elected as
pastor and assumed the role of religious and political
leader of the city-state.

He was expelled by political enemies in 1538 but
returned in triumph in 1541. Despite further political
intrigue and struggle, he remained as leader in Geneva
until his death in 1564.

Institutes of the Christian Religion became one of
the best known books in Christian theology, and its close-
ly reasoned, logical presentation was instrumental in con-
verting many people to Reformed Protestant belief. The
standard text for the Reformed tradition, it clearly distin-
guishes this branch of Protestantism from the Lutherans
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and Anabaptists as well as the Catholics.
Largely as a result of Calvin’s influence, to this day

the Reformed churches are characterized by an emphasis
on systematic theology. Historically, most of the major
Protestant works of systematic theology have been writ-
ten by Calvinists and most leading theologians in the
modern Evangelical movement are Calvinists of one sort
or another.

The Existence and Nature of God
Calvin stated that, through nature and conscience,

everyone can know there is a God. The existence of God
is evident even to those who do not have the Bible. Since
all humans are sinners, however, we cannot truly know
God in His essence and purity, and since we are finite we
cannot truly comprehend His infinite nature. The only
way we can know God personally and understand His
character is through His self-revelation.

God’s revelation consists in accommodating Himself
to the limitations of the human mind. We find in Scripture
many descriptions of God that do not exhaust His full-
ness; they are partial revelations because of the limits of
our vocabulary and thinking. For example, the Bible
speaks of God’s ears, eyes, hands, and heart, but we are
not to think of Him as a giant human being. Rather God
uses these analogies to express Himself on our level of
thinking and in terms that we can understand. Even when
God reveals Himself to us, we cannot fully know Him
because of our sinfulness and finiteness.

Calvin condemned all forms of idolatry. He specifical-
ly rejected the Catholic use of statues as idolatrous.

He emphatically taught that God is a trinity. Perhaps
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early on he had some doubts about this doctrine, for he
conceded that the terminology used to define the trinity is
not scriptural and he disapproved of the Athanasian
Creed, the most definitive trinitarian statement from
ancient Christendom. As we have seen, however, he
engaged in a heated controversy with Michael Servetus
over the trinity and successfully prosecuted him for
heresy, securing the death penalty. As a result, Servetus
was burned at the stake outside Geneva, although Calvin
wanted him to be beheaded instead.

Calvin asserted the sovereignty and providence of
God. He rules the universe and intervenes in all its affairs.

The Bible
Like all Protestants, Calvin affirmed the sole authority

of Scripture. He relied considerably on the ecumenical
councils and the writings of early theologians, however.
He did not regard them as strictly authoritative in the
same sense as Scripture, yet he often appealed to them as
a source of early Christian understanding about God and
thus very important to the development of theology.

Turning to the value of traditional practices, Calvin’s
opinion was closer to that of Zwingli than Luther. Like the
former, he said we should discard all nonbiblical tradi-
tion, retaining only what the Bible clearly teaches.

Angels and Demons
Calvin systematically progressed through the various

doctrines of the Bible. He affirmed the existence of
angels, describing them as servants of God. He likewise
taught that demons existed and defined them as fallen
angels.
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Humanity
According to Calvin, humans are two-part creatures

composed of body and soul. The soul, also called the spir-
it, is invisible, immaterial, and immortal. This view of the
soul is the standard Western and Christian concept,
expressed in Greek philosophy and first clearly enunciat-
ed in Christian theology by Tertullian.

Calvin denied that the soul goes to sleep or dies when
the body dies, doctrines that were current in the Radical
Reformation. Rather, after a person dies physically, his
soul lives on in consciousness, awaiting his resurrection,
judgment, and eternal destiny. Unlike Tertullian, who
believed that a person’s soul comes into being through
the procreative process (the doctrine of traducianism),
Calvin taught that God creates a new soul each time a
new human being comes into the world.

He also taught that all human beings are born under
sin. They are completely bound by sin. They are totally
depraved, which means sin has corrupted every aspect of
the human life. It does not mean, however, that people
have no good qualities or that they are as evil as they can
possibly be.

We inherit the sinful nature from our forefathers, and
we particularly inherit the guilt of Adam. Thus the infant
is destined for eternal damnation unless he is a recipient
of God’s grace. Here Calvin differed from Zwingli, who
denied that an infant was born with actual guilt and con-
demnation.

Total depravity does not mean the human intellect has
been destroyed, but it has been marred by sin. Likewise
the human will has been so corrupted by sin that a person
never chooses to serve God of his own accord.
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Predestination
The logical corollary of total depravity is predestina-

tion (unconditional election). If total depravity as defined
by Calvin is correct, then salvation could never depend in
any way on human choice. If God ever gave humans a
choice in regard to salvation, they would always choose
wrong and so would never be saved. The only way God
can save us in view of our sinfulness is by unconditional
election.

Predestination is often regarded as the center of
Calvin’s theology, but he did not present it as such
although he did teach it and emphasize it. Controversies
between Calvinists and others often focused on the doc-
trine of predestination, and followers of Calvin elaborated
upon it, expanded it, and drew out its logical conse-
quences. Thus later Calvinists actually made more of this
doctrine and discussed it in greater detail than Calvin
himself did.

Calvin defined predestination as God’s eternal decree
by which He determined with Himself what He willed to
become of each person. A person is not saved because he
makes a choice; God has determined his eternal destiny
before he is ever born.

Calvin clearly taught the concept of double predesti-
nation. That is, God has foreordained all human beings to
one of two alternatives. Some are predestined to election:
God has chosen them to be saved. All others are predes-
tined to reprobation: God has not elected them to salva-
tion, so they are consigned to damnation. Human choice
plays no role in either case.

A common way to explain the scriptural statements
about predestination is to say that election to salvation is
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based on God’s foreknowledge of human choice. (See
Romans 8:29.) Calvin emphatically rejected this idea.
God does not merely know the future and act accordingly;
He actually predetermines the eternal destiny of each
individual apart from that person’s will.

Opponents of Calvin accused this doctrine of making
God unjust. He responded that we cannot judge God as
unjust, for He determines what justice is. By definition,
whatever God does is right, because He is God. We can-
not criticize the doctrine of predestination by our concept
of what is fair. If it seems to contradict our notions of jus-
tice, then our ideas are faulty.

Calvin’s detractors could hardly disagree that God is
the determiner of right and wrong. He is just and holy,
and we cannot stand in judgment of Him. Our concepts
are faulty in comparison to His. (See Romans 9:14, 20-
21.) They had a counterargument, however: God is the
one who has given us our concept of justice through cre-
ation, conscience, and the revelation of His Word. If the
doctrine of predestination seems to contradict our most
fundamental ideas of justice and fairness, we should reex-
amine our theology. Perhaps the doctrine of uncondition-
al election violates our God-given sense of fairness
because it is based on a misinterpretation of Scripture.

Calvin struggled with this problem and concluded that
predestination is a mystery. He even went so far as to call
the decree of reprobation “an awful decree” (decretum
horribile).1 He could not explain predestination to his
own satisfaction, or reconcile it with our perception of
human freedom, but said we must affirm it because the
Bible teaches it. That was his final answer to the various
objections raised to his doctrine.

119

John Calvin



Law and Gospel
Calvin built on Zwingli’s concept of the gospel as the

continuation of the law of Moses. Instead of adopting
Luther’s emphasis on the radical disparity between the
law and the gospel, Calvin emphasized continuity
between the two and the logical progression from Old to
New Testament.

He identified portions of the law as either ceremonial
or moral. The ceremonial law, such as the animal sacri-
fices, is void. It has been fulfilled by Christ and abolished.
There is no purpose in the ceremonial law today. The
moral law of the Old Testament is still in effect, however.
It was never abolished but is fully in force.

The first purpose of the moral law is to show us our
sinfulness. Second, it restrains the wicked, helping to
keep order in society. A third purpose for the law is to
reveal the will of God to those who believe. In sum, the
law shows the sinner that he is a sinner, acts as a restraint
upon those who want to sin, and serves as a guide for
those who want to live for God.

Christ has abolished the curse of the law, meaning the
penalty of the law. He has abolished the ceremonial law,
but not the moral law. The Old and New Testaments form
a whole, with no conflict or contradiction between them.
The Old Testament contains the promise, while the New
Testament contains the fulfillment, but they are substan-
tially the same. The moral law is continuous from the old
covenant to the new.

As a result of this teaching, the Reformed movement
placed more emphasis on ethics than the Lutherans did.
In theory, both Luther and Calvin said that Christians
should follow the moral law, but Luther focused on the
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replacement of the law by faith while Calvin focused on
the preservation of the moral law.

A characteristic of Calvinism, especially in the early
stages, was to underscore the importance of morality,
ethics, holiness of life, and strict discipline. Indeed,
Calvin said the fundamental rule for Christian living is
self-denial. In our relationship to God, we should submit
to the will of God, seeking to do His will and not our own.
In relationship to others, we should not seek to please
ourselves but to serve them.

Jesus Christ
Calvin affirmed the deity and humanity of Jesus Christ

in the context of trinitarianism. Against Servetus he
championed the doctrine of Jesus Christ as the eternal
Son. He spoke of Jesus as prophet, priest, and king, using
these titles to identify and describe the ministry of Jesus.

Like the Council of Chalcedon, Calvin affirmed that
Jesus has two natures, human and divine, but is one per-
son. He stressed the importance of not confusing the two.
The two natures are not blended together in a way that
would eliminate their distinct attributes. For example, the
humanity of Christ does not prevent His Spirit from being
omnipresent. Even though Christ is God the Son incar-
nate, God the Son is omnipresent. The humanity is not
omnipresent, but the deity is omnipresent. The humanity
does not limit the deity, and neither does the deity change
the humanity. The divine nature does not transfer its
attributes to the humanity; thus the physical body of
Christ is not omnipresent.

In this way, Calvin opposed Luther’s teaching of the
physical presence of Christ in the Eucharist. Luther held
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that, by virtue of His divine nature, Christ’s physical body
can be many places at the same time. The humanity of
Christ so partakes of the deity that, although His body is
not actually omnipresent (everywhere present) like His
Spirit, the physical body can be distributed to many
places at once. Calvin rejected this doctrine as a confu-
sion of the two natures in Christ with their distinctive
properties.

Salvation
Calvin embraced the fundamental Protestant tenet of

justification by faith. He defined justification to mean that
God declares the sinner to be righteous. From that point
on, the justified Christian should show fruits of his justifi-
cation.

Justification and regeneration occur simultaneously.
When God justifies a person, He also regenerates him,
causing him to be born again and giving him a new
nature. Now he has the power to do good works, and the
existence of good works is a test of whether a person
truly has been justified and regenerated.

The death of Jesus Christ makes salvation available.
Christ’s death is a satisfaction, a sacrifice to satisfy the
demands of God’s holy law, and it has purchased the sal-
vation of the elect. Salvation is applied to each individual
believer by the work of the Holy Spirit.

Salvation is imparted through faith. Faith includes
knowledge of God, agreement with God’s truth, and trust
in God. In line with Calvin’s doctrine of predestination, he
said faith is a gift God grants to the elect. It is not some-
thing that humans choose to exercise, but it is something
that God chooses for us.
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In sum, God first elected those He wanted to save.
Then Christ purchased their salvation by His death. Next
God imparts faith to those He has chosen. Finally,
through their faith, God declares them justified and the
Holy Spirit regenerates them.

From the Apostolic Pentecostal perspective, Calvin
was correct in teaching that the death of Christ, faith, and
the work of the Holy Spirit are all necessary to our salva-
tion. Since Calvin divorced these elements from the will
of the individual, he viewed them as operating only on a
theoretical level. Therefore, Calvin’s view of faith is not
what it appears to be in Scripture or in personal experi-
ence, namely, our positive response to God’s grace.
Rather it is merely something that God demands and pro-
vides at the same time. He imparts it automatically to
those He has elected to save.

The result is almost a mechanical system. God estab-
lishes a plan whereby these various elements are neces-
sary and then He provides each of them. Humans are idle
spectators who cannot affect matters one way or another.
In Calvinism, the essential events of salvation occur out-
side humans and without their involvement.

The Church
Calvin’s doctrine of predestination greatly influenced

his doctrine of the church. He said there is the visible
church, or those who profess Christ, and the invisible
church, those who are truly elect. Not everyone who
makes a profession is elect, but the visible church gives
birth to the elect. The elect are in the visible church.
Calvin did not explicitly espouse the salvation of some
people outside the visible church, as Zwingli did,
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although it is easy to take the doctrine of predestination
in that direction.

How can we know if someone is truly one of the elect
or not? We cannot know with absolute certainty, but we
can look at the fruit in people’s lives and see evidence of
the saving grace of God at work in them.

We can identify marks of a true church. A true church
will have the preaching of the Word of God and the
administration of the sacraments, namely, water baptism
and the Lord’s Supper.

The personal holiness of the members is not necessar-
ily a mark of the true church, however. The reason is that
not everyone who is a member of the visible church is
really one of the elect. If we observe sinners in the
church, we may actually be looking at some who are
reprobate. Moreover, even the elect are still sinners; they
still commit sinful acts from time to time.

In short, we cannot judge a church by the actions of
individuals, but we can judge it by whether it proclaims
the gospel and administers the sacraments. If it does,
then it is a true church. While not every member is one of
the elect, we can expect that many people within that
church are elect.

One might assume that the doctrines of justification
and predestination as taught by Luther, Zwingli, and
Calvin would result in great assurance of salvation, and
for some this was undoubtedly so. They had confidence
that they were saved no matter what happened and no
matter what they did or did not do.

In practice, however, many wrestled with a dreadful
doubt: How can I be sure that I am one of the elect? The
only answer was to examine their actions and the motives
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behind them. If a person attended church faithfully, par-
ticipated in the sacraments, and sought to live according
to God’s will, then surely God’s grace was working in His
life. If he rejected these Christian disciplines, however,
apparently he did not desire the things of God, which
would indicate that God’s saving grace was not at work in
his life.

The result was a powerful motivation for people to
live according to the teachings of the church, for only
then could they convince themselves and others that they
were part of the elect. Ironically, a doctrine that in theory
completely eliminated any human response as part of sal-
vation, actually resulted in great emphasis on the need for
godly living.

Unlike Luther, Calvin believed it was important to
return to a more biblical pattern of church government
and organization as well as doctrine. He concluded that
the ideal structure as exemplified by the New Testament
church was somewhere in between the hierarchical
church government of the Catholics and the Lutherans on
the one hand and the congregational church government
found among the Anabaptists on the other hand. That is,
there should be both ministerial and lay participation in
the government of the church.

This concept led to the presbyterian form of church
government, named from the Greek word presbuteros,
meaning “elder.” The Presbyterians, as the Reformed in
Scotland became known, ordained ministers who served
as pastors and preachers, and they also ordained lay
members as elders. These lay elders had a permanent
position not only in the local church but in the church at
large.
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Under the presbyterian system, the governing bodies
of the organization are composed of ministers and elders
from various churches. Decisions such as the placement
of pastors and the discipline of members are not made
exclusively by a clerical hierarchy or by a local congrega-
tion, but by representatives of both clergy and laity in the
regional organization.

The Sacraments
Calvin recognized the two sacraments of Protes-

tantism and again took a middle position between the
Catholics and Lutherans on the one hand and the
Zwinglians and Anabaptists on the other. In departing
from the earlier teaching of Zwingli he made an original
contribution to the Reformed movement, which largely
adopted his views. Many Lutherans were also attracted to
his position on the sacraments because it seemed more in
line with Protestant thought, whereas Luther’s under-
standing of the sacraments was almost Catholic.

Calvin defined the sacraments as outward signs. They
are not the actual channels by which God bestows His
saving grace, as the Catholics and Lutherans held. On the
other hand, they are not merely symbols either, which is
what Zwingli and the Anabaptists believed.

Instead, the sacraments are efficacious: they produce
results. Strictly speaking, they are not the means of salva-
tion; they do not justify or bestow grace. Nevertheless,
they are effective by the operation of the Holy Spirit.

Water Baptism and Spirit Baptism
Water baptism is for the remission of original sin

(guilt from Adam), past sin, and future sin. God uses this
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means, but He is not limited to it. The blood of Christ
washes away sins at baptism, but even without baptism
the blood of Christ can still wash away someone’s sins. In
short, Calvin held that baptism is necessary but not
essential:

We, too, acknowledge that the use of baptism is
necessary—that no one may omit it from either
neglect or contempt. In this way we by no means
make it free (optional). And not only do we strictly
bind the faithful to the observance of it, but we also
maintain that it is the ordinary instrument of God in
washing and renewing us: in short, in communicating
to us salvation. The only exception we make is that
the hand of God must not be tied down to the instru-
ment. He may of himself accomplish salvation. For
when an opportunity of baptism is wanting, the
promise of God alone is amply sufficient.2

This position acknowledges the importance of water
baptism far more than most Evangelicals do today. Calvin
did not reduce it to a mere symbol, but he was careful to
uphold the priority of faith and the sovereignty of God:

At whatever time we are baptized, we are washed
and purified once for the whole of life. . . . [Forgive-
ness] at our first regeneration we receive by baptism
alone. . . . In baptism, the Lord promises forgiveness
of sins: receive it, and be secure. I have no intention,
however, to detract from the power of baptism. I
would only add to the sign the substance and reality
inasmuch as God works by external means. But from
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this sacrament, as from all others, we gain nothing,
unless in so far as we receive in faith.3

Baptism is an “initiatory sign.” It gives assurance of
forgiveness and the “knowledge and certainty” of regen-
eration by the blood of Jesus. Baptism itself does not con-
fer grace, but the Lord “effectually performs what he
figures.”4

Calvin strongly affirmed infant baptism, which fit well
with his beliefs in original sin and salvation by predesti-
nation. He also said the validity of baptism does not
depend on the personal holiness of the baptizer.

Either immersion or sprinkling is acceptable. Calvin
recognized that immersion was the original form in the
New Testament, but he deferred to tradition, and Calvin-
ists typically sprinkle.

Calvin also retained the traditional trinitarian formu-
la. Unlike Luther and Zwingli, who acknowledged that the
apostles baptized in the name of Jesus Christ, Calvin
argued that “in the name of Jesus” merely refers to Chris-
tian baptism without specifying the formula. He denied
that the disciples of John the Baptist at Ephesus were
baptized in water a second time, saying the account in
Acts 19 means only that they were baptized with the Holy
Spirit.5

In discussing Acts 19, Calvin described the baptism of
the Spirit as an experience accompanied by a miraculous
sign: “The baptism of the Holy Spirit, in other words, the
visible gifts of the Holy Spirit, were given by the laying on
of hands.”6 He believed, however, that the miraculous
gifts of the Spirit ceased in ancient times and were no
longer available:
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It is notorious that the gifts of the Spirit, which
were then given by the laying on of hands, some time
after ceased to be conferred. . . . We therefore deny
not that it [laying on of hands for confirmation] was a
sacrament to the apostles, but we hold it to be one
which was abrogated when the reality was taken
away.7

The Lord’s Supper
In Calvin’s theology, the Lord’s Supper is a visible

sign of the union with Christ that comes through the Spir-
it. Even as baptism is the outward sign of the remission of
sins, so the Lord’s Supper is the outward sign of union
with Christ. The actual union with Christ comes through
faith by the work of the Holy Spirit, not through some
mystical transformation of the elements of the Lord’s
Supper. Just as the blood of Christ washes away sins in
baptism, so the Holy Spirit effects a union between Christ
and the believer in the Eucharist.

This union is spiritual and not physical. The Lord’s
Supper is not merely a symbol or a remembrance, as the
Zwinglians and the Anabaptists taught, for it is a visible
sign of a spiritual reality that is actually taking place at
that time. On the other hand, Christ is not bodily present
as the Catholics and the Lutherans taught, but the Spirit
raises us up to the body of Christ. The Spirit joins us to
Christ in the spiritual realm.

Church and State
In Calvin’s view, God’s divine authority is the basis of

all law, including civil law. Ideally, then, the civil law
should be patterned after divine concepts. Since the New
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Testament does not have much to say about civil law, for
the most part Calvin drew upon Old Testament patterns
and principles.

In Geneva, Calvin instituted what almost amounted to
a theocracy in which the church ruled through the state.
As shown by the execution of Servetus, he was willing to
use the power of the state to promote religious laws and
doctrines, based on Old Testament precedent.

Calvin urged Christians to participate in government
and if possible to mold society according to Christian
principles. If they are not in control, they still must sub-
mit to the authority of the state. There is an exception,
however: in the case of tyranny, Christians have a moral
right to overthrow the government.

Christian Discipline
Calvin stressed the importance of godly living, includ-

ing self-discipline, the work ethic, moderation, self-
denial, and the avoidance of ornaments and luxuries. His
own personal life was simple. He wrote in the Institutes:

He who makes it his rule to use this world as if he
used it not, not only cuts off all gluttony in regard to
meat and drink, and all effeminacy, ambition, pride,
excessive show, and austerity, in regard to his table,
his house, and his clothes, but removes every care
and affection which might withdraw or hinder him
from aspiring to the heavenly life, and decks the soul
with its true ornaments. . . . Let us remember by whom
the account [of our stewardship] is to be taken—viz.
by Him who while He so highly commends abstinence,
sobriety, frugality, and moderation, abominates luxury,
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pride, ostentation, and vanity; who approves of no
administration but that which is combined with chari-
ty, who with His own lips has already condemned all
those pleasures which withdraw the heart from chasti-
ty and purity, or darken the intellect.8

Under Calvin, the government of Geneva passed and
enforced strict laws to regulate the lifestyle of all inhabi-
tants in accordance with his teachings. The following
quotes from historians cite specific examples:

Dancing, gambling, drunkenness, the frequenta-
tion of taverns, profanity, luxury, excesses at public
entertainments, extravagance and immodesty in
dress, licentious or irreligious songs were forbid-
den, and punished by censure or fine or imprison-
ment. Even the number of dishes at meals was
regulated. . . . Reading of bad books and immoral
novels was also prohibited.9

Any manifestation of Catholicism—such as carry-
ing a rosary, cherishing a sacred relic, or observing a
saint’s day as holy—was subject to punishment. Women
were imprisoned for wearing improper hats. . . . Consis-
tory [governing body of the church, composed of minis-
ters and lay leaders] and Council joined in the
prohibition of gambling, card-playing, profanity, drunk-
enness, the frequenting of taverns, dancing, . . . inde-
cent or irreligious songs, excess in entertainment,
extravagance in living, immodesty in dress. The allow-
able color and quantity of clothing, and the number of
dishes permissible at a meal, were specified by law.
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Jewelry and lace were frowned upon. A woman was
jailed for arranging her hair to an immoral height.
Theatrical performances were limited to religious
plays, and then these too were forbidden.10

The renowned Swiss watchmaking industry got its
start in Geneva when jewelers had to find new ways of
making money after the Calvinists disapproved of the
wearing of ornaments. Bernardino Ochino, leader of a
Catholic monastic order who became a Protestant,
resided in Geneva for three years and described in glow-
ing terms what he saw:

The Holy Scriptures are constantly read and open-
ly discussed. . . . Every day there is a public service of
devotion. . . . Cursing and swearing, unchastity, sacri-
lege, adultery, and impure living, such as prevail in
many places where I have lived, are unknown here.
There are no pimps and harlots. The people do not
know what rouge is, and they are all clad in a seemly
fashion. Games of chance are not customary. Benevo-
lence is so great that the poor need not beg. The peo-
ple admonish each other in brotherly fashion.11

The Calvinists did not merely rely upon the power of
persuasion and the Holy Spirit to instill holiness. Nor did
they advocate freedom of religion. They employed torture,
execution, and banishment to enforce their discipline. For
example, from 1542 to 1546 in Geneva, there were fifty-
eight judgments of death and seventy-six decrees of ban-
ishment. In 1558 and 1559, there were 414 cases of
punishment meted out in a population of 20,000.12
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Summary and Evaluation
The theology of John Calvin took the Reformation fur-

ther than the positions of Martin Luther, but not as far as
the Anabaptists sought to go. On several important
issues, such as the sacraments and church government,
Calvin stood between the Lutherans and the Anabaptists.
He embraced the school of thought established by Ulrich
Zwingli but differed from him on a number of points. In
these areas Calvin’s views generally prevailed in the
Reformed movement and nudged it a little closer to
Lutheranism.

In contrast to Luther, Calvin placed greater emphasis
on the kind of life a Christian should lead. As a result,
there were significant differences between the Lutherans
and the Reformed in lifestyle, with the early Calvinists
insisting to greater degree on certain principles of holi-
ness.

There was also a contrast regarding church govern-
ment. Luther felt that church government is irrelevant or
of minor consideration as long as the gospel is preached.
The church is free to follow tradition or to use whatever
structure is best under the circumstances. Calvin said it is
important to restore biblical church organization as much
as we can ascertain it from the Scriptures.

In some ways, Calvin did not go as far as later Calvin-
ists. Calvinism today is commonly associated with two
doctrines that Calvin taught but did not emphasize or
develop as much as his followers did. Those doctrines are
predestination, which he held in common with Luther and
Zwingli, and the presbyterian form of government. In his
treatment of these subjects, Calvin stood between Luther
and the later Calvinists.
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It is difficult to overestimate the importance of John
Calvin for the Protestant Reformation. He is just a step
behind Martin Luther in historical significance. He, more
than anyone else, defined and systematized Reformed
theology, which is a major branch of Protestantism to this
day, and he influenced the entire Protestant Reformation.
The Reformed churches (originating in continental
Europe), the Presbyterians (originating in Scotland), the
Puritans and their successors in the Church of England,
and many Evangelicals today trace their theological roots
to John Calvin.

Calvin’s influence on Western civilization is likewise
great. Historians credit much of the political, economic,
and technological success of Western Europe and North
America to Protestant virtues, especially those champi-
oned by Calvin such as the work ethic, self-discipline,
moderation, thrift, and honesty.

Despite the many admirable qualities of Calvin’s doc-
trine and lifestyle, from an Apostolic Pentecostal perspec-
tive one cannot help but view his grand theological
system with some sense of loss. The strict logic and rigid
structure seem to close off avenues of the Spirit and alter-
native understandings of Scripture. Calvin appears to
have been less open than Luther or Zwingli to the simple
yet nontraditional message of Scripture (e.g., his failure
to see that the apostles baptized in the name of Jesus),
and he rejected important insights from the Radical
Reformation.

He did much to solidify and perpetuate the doctrine of
predestination, which undermines true biblical faith.
Most significant from the Apostolic point of view, Calvin
slammed the door shut to further restoration of scriptural
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truths such as the oneness of God, baptism in the name of
Jesus Christ, the baptism of the Holy Spirit, and the gifts
of the Spirit.
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The fourth major branch of Protestantism to emerge
in the sixteenth century was the Church of England.
Adherents are known as Anglicans; in America they are
called Episcopalians. The latter term refers to the hierar-
chical form of church government, in which bishops
(Greek, episkopos) lead the church.

In fourteenth-century England, John Wyclif (1330-
84) was an important forerunner of the Reformation,
preaching many doctrines later associated with the
Protestants. He opposed the papacy, transubstantiation,
penance, and the sale of indulgences. He and his associ-
ates were the first to translate the complete Bible into
English. His followers, known as the Lollards, were
severely persecuted and suppressed.
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Shortly after Martin Luther took his stand against
Rome, a number of Englishmen began to embrace the
Reformation. One of them, William Tyndale (1494-1536),
was the first to translate the New Testament directly from
Greek to English and the first to print a portion of the
Bible in English. He also translated much of the Old Tes-
tament, but before he could complete his work he was
martyred by strangulation. Most of the King James Ver-
sion is based on his efforts.

Henry VIII and the Church of England
No single great theologian like Luther or Zwingli

served as a catalyst for the English Reformation. The per-
son who precipitated the break with Rome was King
Henry VIII, a most unlikely figure, for he had vigorously
denounced Luther as a heretic and in return had received
from the pope the title of “Defender of the Faith.” The fac-
tors behind the breach were personal and political.

For economic and diplomatic reasons, as a teenager
and heir to the throne Henry VIII was espoused to Cather-
ine of Aragon, daughter of the Spanish monarchs Ferdi-
nand and Isabella. Because Catherine was the widow of
Henry’s older brother, Catholic law prohibited such a
union with Henry, based on an interpretation of the Old
Testament teaching against incest. In order to overcome
this obstacle, Henry VIII’s father, Henry VII, obtained
from Pope Julius II a papal dispensation, which was a spe-
cial exception granted by virtue of the pope’s authority as
head of the church and vicar of Christ.

Unfortunately, Catherine never produced the male
heir that Henry VIII desired. He eventually tired of her,
became enamored of Anne Boleyn, and decided to end his
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marriage with Catherine so that he could marry Anne.
Since Catholic law did not allow divorce, Henry asked
Pope Clement VII for an annulment, a statement that the
marriage was invalid from the start. His reason was that
the marriage violated the laws against incest and that
even the pope did not have the authority to set aside such
a grave impediment.

It was an audacious maneuver to disavow the dispen-
sation he had previously sought and acted upon, but as
the powerful king of an influential nation, Henry expected
the pope to accommodate his desires as well as help
ensure the future stability of the English throne.

The wishes of an even more influential monarch were
also involved, however: Catherine was the aunt of
Charles V, the Holy Roman emperor. Charles was both a
defender of Catholicism against the Protestants and a
serious political rival to the pope. At the time of Henry’s
request, Pope Clement was actually a military captive of
Charles, who sacked Rome. Clement desperately needed
his support and could not afford to displease him. More-
over, granting Henry’s request would undermine the
institution of marriage as well as the validity of papal dis-
pensations.

When the pope refused to annul the marriage, Henry
took a series of steps that overturned Rome’s authority in
his realm. In 1531, he had the English clergy to declare
him the head of the church in England. In 1532, with
papal approval he appointed Thomas Cranmer as arch-
bishop of Canterbury, England’s highest ecclesiastical
office. Cranmer served as chaplain to the Boleyn house-
hold and was sympathetic to Henry’s wishes.

In 1533, Henry secretly married Anne Boleyn, and
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under his direction Parliament declared that the English
church could decide its own marital cases without need of
papal dispensations or rulings. Henry’s case was referred
to the archbishop of Canterbury. Cranmer annulled
Henry’s union with Catherine and pronounced his mar-
riage to Anne to be valid.

In 1534 Parliament declared the king to be the
supreme head of the Church of England, formally sepa-
rating from Rome. Prominent Catholics who opposed this
move, including former chancellor of the realm Thomas
More, were executed. Soon Henry dissolved the monas-
teries, which were important centers of wealth and power
and whose monks took orders directly from Rome. He
transferred the bulk of the assets of the monasteries to
the crown and royal favorites.

Henry’s goal was the consolidation of political and
ecclesiastical power under himself; he was not interested
in reforming the practices and doctrines of the church.
He sought to operate the church as always, substituting
his authority for that of the pope.

At first, then, England was Protestant in name but
essentially Catholic in practice and doctrine. Even after
the Church of England became definitely Protestant in
theology, some members, called Anglo-Catholics,
remained close to Catholicism with regard to liturgy, tra-
dition, and the role of the sacraments. Typically they
regarded the Roman Catholic Church as a true church but
believed the Church of England to be more pure or at
least the rightful authority in England. Over the years, a
number of prominent persons from this camp rejoined
the Roman Catholic Church, but many remain in the
Church of England today.
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Developments after Henry VIII
As long as Henry VIII ruled, the Church of England

did not undergo much theological change. Gradually,
however, Protestant doctrines gained ascendancy, partic-
ularly under Henry’s successor, Edward VI, his son by the
third of his six wives (Jane Seymour). During the reign of
this young king, the Book of Common Prayer was pub-
lished, drafted by Cranmer in 1549. It became the stan-
dard for English liturgy and is still used in one form or
another by many English-speaking Protestants. One
example of its use is in the traditional wedding ceremony.
Another is the Lord’s Prayer, which is usually recited
according to the Book of Common Prayer (“Forgive us
our trespasses”) instead of the King James Version (“For-
give us our debts”).

Also during Edward’s reign and under his authority,
the Forty-two Articles of Religion were issued (1553).
Largely the work of Cranmer, they set forth the doctrines
of the Church of England, charting a Protestant course.

When Edward died as a teenager, Mary, the daughter
of Henry VIII and Catherine, ascended the throne. A
devout Catholic who resented the ecclesiastical maneu-
vering that cast aside her mother, she attempted to recon-
vert England to Roman Catholicism. Much persecution
ensued, and the queen became known as Bloody Mary
because of her use of torture and execution against
Protestants. Among those burned at the stake was
Thomas Cranmer. By this time, however, nationalistic sen-
timent and Protestant theology were entrenched too
strongly for Mary to succeed.

Mary was followed by Elizabeth I, daughter of Henry
VIII and Anne Boleyn, and a Protestant. In her day, the
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Church of England was firmly established as Protestant.
In 1571 Elizabeth promulgated the Thirty-nine Articles
of Religion, a modification of the earlier Forty-two Arti-
cles.

Anglican Doctrine
The Thirty-nine Articles of Religion, still largely

based on the work of Cranmer, became the fundamental
position of the Church of England. While retaining some
Catholic elements, overall these articles embraced a mod-
erate form of Calvinism. They crystallized Anglican theol-
ogy and defined the Church of England as a Protestant
body.

The Thirty-nine Articles emphasized the supreme
authority of Scripture, as did the rest of the Protestant
movement. The Anglicans maintained a close tie to their
Catholic heritage, however, by affirming the value of tra-
dition. They did not go so far as to say tradition and Scrip-
ture are equal in authority, which is what the Catholic
Church held, but they adhered to tradition as much as
possible. Like Luther, they sought to retain all tradition
unless it conflicted directly with Scripture. Moreover, they
held that where Scripture is silent the church has authori-
ty to establish a binding tradition.

For example, they said the church has the authority to
develop liturgy (traditional forms of worship), and no one
has the right to change them on his own. Since the Scrip-
tures do not prescribe a certain order for service, the
authority to do so rests with the church.

Once the church has exercised its authority in this
way, each individual believer and each local church must
conform. If change is to come, it must come by the
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church as a whole. The emphasis is on corporate tradition
more than the conscience and freedom of the individual.

For the most part, the Church of England remained
quite liturgical, like the Catholics and Lutherans. Those
who emphasized traditional rituals became known as
“high church,” while those who adopted a more evangeli-
cal style of worship became known as “low church.”

The Anglicans adopted the central tenet of Protes-
tantism, namely, justification by faith alone. Despite the
strong Anglo-Catholic element, this fact clearly identified
them as Protestants, as did their rejection of papal
supremacy and their retention of only two sacraments
(baptism and the Lord’s Supper).

In the process of establishing their Protestant identity,
the Anglicans adopted much of the theology of John
Calvin. For example, they embraced his spiritualistic con-
ception of the sacraments. They also adopted his distinc-
tion between the visible and the invisible church, using it
to explain how sin could exist in the church. That is, noto-
rious sinners may be part of the visible church but not the
invisible church (those who are saved).

The Anglicans tended to identify the Church of Eng-
land as the one, true, visible church of God in England. As
dissenting groups arose to advance the English Reforma-
tion further than the Anglicans were willing to go, the
Anglicans tried to destroy them.

John Knox and the Presbyterians
In Scotland, John Knox became the outstanding

Protestant leader. He fled to Geneva to avoid Catholic
persecution, and there he became a devoted disciple of
Calvin. He returned to Scotland in 1559, whereupon his
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preaching became an important factor in swaying the
nation to Protestantism. In 1560, the Scottish Parliament
officially adopted Protestant articles of faith written by
Knox and others, and banned the Catholic mass.

Under Knox’s influence, the Church of Scotland
became strongly Calvinistic in doctrine and presbyterian
in government; its adherents became known as Presbyte-
rians. Many Scots emigrated to Northern Ireland and later
to the United States, establishing strong Presbyterian
churches in these nations.

The Puritans
From the beginning of the English Reformation, a

number of people believed that the Reformation was not
going far enough within the Church of England. They
regarded the Roman Catholic Church as apostate and
wanted to divest the Church of England of all Catholic
elements. Over the years the ranks of dissenters grew, and
most of them embraced strict Calvinism. Instead of the
episcopal government of the Church of England, they
favored the presbyterian form. Because of their demand
that the church purify itself in accordance with New Tes-
tament practices and doctrines, they became known as
Puritans.

When King James VI of Scotland also became King
James I of England, the Puritans believed their time had
come, for James had been reared as a Presbyterian and
shared their Calvinistic theology. They presented him
with a petition asking for changes within the church.
James favored episcopal church government, however,
because he believed it supported the authority of the king
while other forms would undermine that authority. He
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granted only one of the Puritans’ requests: the production
of a new English translation of the Bible in 1611, which
became known as the Authorized, or King James, Version.

Under James’s son and successor, Charles I, an
intense political struggle ensued between king and Parlia-
ment. The nobles and traditional, episcopalian Anglicans
supported the king, while the urban middle class, some of
the rural gentry, the Puritans, and the more radical
Protestants supported Parliament. Soon the conflict
erupted into open warfare.

During this time, Parliament convened the Westmin-
ster Assembly, composed mostly of Puritans, to advise it
on religious matters. In 1646, the assembly adopted the
Westminster Confession of Faith along with longer and
shorter catechisms. These documents were formally
adopted by the Church of Scotland and became defining
statements of Presbyterianism. Solidly Calvinistic, the
Westminster Confession features some elements, such
as covenant theology, that are more characteristic of later
Calvinism than the teachings of John Calvin himself. (See
chapter 10.)

After a long civil war, King Charles was defeated and
executed in 1649. The victorious Parliamentary army
established a commonwealth with Oliver Cromwell, its
general, as lord protector. He became a virtual dictator.
Following Puritan principles, Cromwell sought to reform
the morals of the country, purify the Church of England,
and dismantle the episcopal form of government in favor
of the presbyterian and congregational forms. At the
same time, he allowed greater religious freedom for vari-
ous dissenting groups than ever before.

A prominent Puritan pastor and author during this
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time was Richard Baxter. Another famous Puritan was
John Milton (1608-74), poet and author of Paradise
Lost, Paradise Regained, and other well-known works.

The Puritans stressed personal faith, repentance, and
conversion. Like the Calvinists in Geneva, the Puritans
sought to live a godly life both inwardly and outwardly:

Their clothing was modest, somber, and
unadorned; their speech was grave and slow. They
were expected to abstain from all profane amuse-
ments and sensual pleasure. The theaters, which had
been closed in 1642 because of war, remained closed
till 1656 because of Puritan condemnation. Horse
races, cockfights, wrestling matches, bear or bull
baiting, were forbidden.1

They even rejected wedding rings, saying they were a
Catholic custom.2

The intentions of the Puritans were good, and their
emphasis upon holiness of life was commendable, but
they went too far in attempting to enforce personal
morality upon secular society. Like earlier Calvinists but
unlike the Anabaptists, they used the state’s power to
impose their views and way of life upon unbelievers.

Ultimately this experiment in legislated morality
ended in failure, for holiness can never be established by
the dictates of the law but only by personal regeneration.
The English people as a whole rejected Puritanism, and
after the death of Cromwell the monarchy was restored
under Charles II.

Even after they lost power over church and state,
some Puritans still remained in the Church of England.
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Their successors constitute an evangelical wing that
exists today.

Separatists and Congregationalists
Early on, some Puritans concluded that it would be

impossible to purify the Church of England and began to
separate themselves from the organized church. They
became known as Separatists or Independents. Like the
Anabaptists, the Separatists believed that the church con-
sists only of believers and that each local assembly should
govern itself. Unlike the Anabaptists, however, they
retained infant baptism.

Among such people there arose a “prophecy move-
ment” in the 1500s. This group emphasized the moving of
God’s Spirit, and many spoke in tongues.3

The earliest attempt to establish an independent con-
gregational church in England occurred under the leader-
ship of Robert Browne in Norwich in 1580. It ultimately
ended in failure, with Browne returning to the Church of
England. Nevertheless, similarly minded people eventual-
ly gave rise to the movement known as Congregational-
ism after its advocacy of the congregational form of
church government. The most influential of the Puritan
Independents was John Owen (1616-83), an advisor to
Cromwell.

Fleeing persecution, many Separatists emigrated to
Holland, and from there some went to North America.
The Pilgrims who founded Plymouth, Massachusetts, in
1620 were Separatists. Soon many Puritans from England
settled in the area also, and Separatists and Puritans
joined to form New England Congregationalism. In the
twentieth century these Congregationalists merged with
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several other groups to form the United Church of Christ.

The Baptists
Among the Separatists, some people began to reex-

amine the doctrine of baptism and to conclude that bap-
tism is for believers only. This was particularly true of an
independent group led by John Smyth that met in the
London area but relocated to the Netherlands. They con-
cluded that they had not been baptized properly and that,
due to erroneous beliefs on the subject, no one else was
qualified to baptize them. Thus, in late 1608 or early
1609, Smyth baptized himself and about forty adults,
beginning the Baptist movement.

Soon Smyth became better acquainted with the Men-
nonites in Holland, decided that their baptism was legiti-
mate, and sought to join forces with them. (He died
before his group actually did so.) Some of his followers,
however, rejected this move, and in 1611 their leader,
Thomas Helwys, published the first English Baptist con-
fession of faith. This group soon returned to England and
founded the Baptist movement there.

In many ways the Baptists held beliefs similar to
those of the Anabaptists, but there was no direct histori-
cal succession. It appears that the early Baptists were
influenced by Anabaptists in both England and Holland,
but for the most part they arrived at their beliefs by an
independent study of Scripture. They were not converted
to organized Anabaptism but emerged from an Anglican,
Puritan, Separatist background to form their own dis-
tinct movement.

The central tenet of the Baptists was that the church
is a community of believers. It is joined by personal
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choice, and it should only accept those who show evi-
dence of regeneration.

To them, water baptism is a public confession of faith
and the means of visibly joining the local church. Thus
they rejected infant baptism and practiced baptism for
believers only. They further insisted that only immersion,
not sprinkling (aspersion) or pouring (effusion), is the
scriptural mode.

To some extent, however, the name Baptist is a mis-
nomer, for they did not believe that baptism is necessary
for salvation. According to them, it is not part of, but sub-
sequent to, conversion. John Smyth’s Short Confession
of Faith in XX Articles (1609) states that baptism is
merely “the external sign of the remission of sins.”4 Nev-
ertheless, if someone from another church wished to join
them, he had to be baptized by them. And indeed, some
Baptists did teach the necessity of baptism; according to
one seventeenth-century report, “Daniel Roberts, teacher
to the Baptists at Reading, in Berkshire, did affirm, ‘That
baptism of water, that is to say elementary water, doth
wash away sin.’”5

Other important beliefs of the Baptists were the
necessity of basing all doctrine and practice on Scripture
alone, the congregational form of church government,
separation of church and state, and freedom of con-
science. They held that the local church has the right to
call out and ordain its own ministers. Soon they began to
emphasize the responsibility of the church to send out
missionaries.

The earliest Baptists, including Smyth and Helwys,
did not accept the Calvinistic system of predestination
that generally characterized the Puritans and Separatists
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from which they developed. For instance, John Smyth and
his followers taught that people do not inherit guilt from
Adam and that infants who die are saved.6 From about
1630 to 1640, however, other Baptists emerged who did
adhere to Calvinism.

The non-Calvinistic (Arminian) Baptists became
known as General Baptists because they held that Christ
died for everyone, while the Calvinists were called Partic-
ular Baptists because they restricted the Atonement to the
predestined elect. These groups remained separated until
the nineteenth century.

Today, both views are represented within the ranks of
Baptists. The vast majority agree on one aspect of
Calvin’s system, however: the perseverance of the saints,
or unconditional eternal security, popularly known as
“once saved always saved.” A minority who think that a
believer can lose his salvation through unbelief and dis-
obedience are called Freewill Baptists. (See chapter 10
for further discussion of Calvinism versus Arminianism.)

The early Baptists were trinitarian and baptized with
the trinitarian formula. As they studied the Scriptures,
however, some of them questioned traditional trinitarian
theology, and some began to baptize in the name of Jesus
Christ. For instance, Propositions and Conclusions con-
cerning True Christian Religion, written by John
Smyth and his followers at Amsterdam in 1612-14, shows
evidence of dissatisfaction with traditional trinitarian
terms and concepts and expresses views that could easily
be understood as modalistic:

God is one in number. . . . These terms, Father,
Son, and Holy Spirit, do not teach God’s substance,
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but only the hinder parts of God: that which may be
known of God. . . . God [is] manifested in Father, Son,
and Holy Ghost.7

The Somerset Confession, printed at London in
1656, was “the earliest important effort at bringing Par-
ticular and General Baptists into agreement and union.” It
does not even attempt to define God as Father, Son, and
Holy Spirit but simply says, “We believe that there is but
one God” and “We believe that Jesus Christ is truly God.”
Moreover, it expresses acceptance of, and perhaps a pref-
erence for, the Jesus Name baptismal formula:

It is the duty of every man and woman, that have
repented from dead works, and have faith towards
God, to be baptized (Acts 2:38; 8:12, 37, 38), that is,
dipped or buried under the water (Rom. 6:3, 4; Col.
2:12), in the name of our Lord Jesus (Acts 8:16), or in
the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit (Matt.
28:19).8

The 1660 Standard Confession of the General Bap-
tists, formally titled A Brief Confession or Declaration of
Faith, discusses the Godhead and water baptism in similar
terms. In separate articles it proclaims faith in “one God
the Father,” “one Lord Jesus Christ,” and “one holy Spirit,
the precious gift of God.” Then it quotes I John 5:7, which
ends, “These three are one.” Significantly, no distinctively
trinitarian language appears:

Early in the history of General Baptists, individual
leaders raised questions concerning the doctrines of
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the Trinity. . . . Their biblicism led some to reject the
term Trinity as noncanonical. . . . The ambiguity of the
Confession of 1660 has been regarded as evidence of
some uncertainty on the subject of the Trinity.9

This confession says that before people can be recog-
nized as ministers they must first “repent of their sins,
believe on the Lord Jesus, and [be] Baptized in his name
for the remission of Sins.” It then provides the following
instruction for baptism:

Baptise (that is in English to Dip) in the name of
the Father, Son, and holy Spirit, or in the name of the
Lord Jesus Christ; such only of them, as profess
repentance towards God, and faith towards our
Lord Jesus Christ, Acts 2:38. Acts 8:12. Acts 18:8.10

Later Baptist confessions omit baptism in the name
of Jesus and begin speaking of the “Trinity,” indicating
that tradition finally won the day. Even near the end of
the eighteenth century, however, we still find Baptists
who baptized in the name of Jesus Christ. Robert Robin-
son (1735-90), a prominent English Baptist, noted that
Acts makes no mention of the Father, Son, and Holy
Ghost in connection with water baptism but only the
name of “Jesus Christ” and further commented sympa-
thetically:

Many Christians taking it for granted, that the
apostles thoroughly understood the words of the Lord
Jesus, and supposing the form of words of local and
temporary use, administer baptism in the name of
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Christ, and think themselves justified by the book of
the Acts of the Apostles.11

Thomas Weisser has documented that in the seven-
teenth century many Baptists, including Francis Cornwell,
baptized only in the name of Jesus Christ and many held a
modalistic concept of God (three manifestations or offices
rather than persons).12 Weisser has also found evidence of
Baptists in America, including Daniel Hibbard, who bap-
tized in Jesus’ name in the late 1700s and early 1800s.13

Interestingly, Francis Cornwell called Acts 2:38 the
“everlasting Gospel” and Christ’s “Gospel-Command-
ment.” He further stated that when the twelve disciples at
Ephesus in Acts 19 spoke in tongues and prophesied,
they received the promise of Acts 2:38, “the gifts of his
holy Spirit, and “gifts meet for the ministery.”14

Baptists typically regarded the miraculous gifts of the
Spirit as having ceased. Propositions and Conclusions
(1612-14) puts the miraculous Spirit baptism in the past
only:

The outward gifts of the spirit which the Holy
Ghost poureth forth, upon the Day of Pentecost upon
the disciples, in tongues and prophecy, and gifts, and
healing, and miracles, which is called the Baptism of
the Holy Ghost and fire (Acts 1:5), were only a figure
of and an hand leading to better things, even the most
proper gifts of the spirit of sanctification, which is the
new creation; which is the one baptism.15

A few confessions indicate, however, that people
should seek a definite experience of the Holy Spirit. The
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True Gospel-Faith (London, 1654) says, “God gives his
Spirit to believers dipped through the prayer of faith and
laying on of hands.”16 It also cites several references in
Acts to Jesus Name baptism but never mentions the trini-
tarian formula. The Standard Confession admonishes
baptized believers to go on to receive the Holy Spirit and
then live a holy life:

It is the duty of all such who are believers Bap-
tized, to draw nigh unto God in submission to that
principle of Christ’s Doctrine, to wit, Prayer and Lay-
ing on of Hands, that they may receive the promise of
the holy Spirit. . . . Unless men so professing, and
practicing the forme and order of Christ’s Doctrine,
shall also beautifie the same with a holy and wise con-
versation, in all godliness and honesty; the profession
of the visible form will be rendered to them of no
effect; for without holiness no man shall see the
Lord.17

Much like the Puritans, Baptists began to emigrate to
the New World in search of freedom of religion. Unfortu-
nately they found that the Puritans in Massachusetts
established freedom for themselves but no one else. To
remedy the situation, Roger Williams, who helped begin
the first Baptist church in America in 1639, founded the
colony of Rhode Island, which granted freedom of con-
science to all.

In 1678 a jailed Baptist preacher in England wrote
the most popular English book of all time aside from the
Bible. It was Pilgrim’s Progress by John Bunyan
(1628-88).
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George Fox and the Quakers
In the seventeenth-century, another important group

arose out of the English Reformation: the Society of
Friends, popularly known as the Quakers. George Fox
(1624-91) founded it in 1652. He taught that each Chris-
tian could have a personal experience with God and
receive an inward direction or guide from Him, which he
called “the Inner Light.” At the same time, he sought to
base all teaching on Scripture alone.

At a typical Quaker meeting, there was no preacher or
leader. The people would all sit down, pray, meditate, and
wait for the leading of God’s Spirit. Anyone who felt
inspired could preach a message, read a passage of Scrip-
ture, or share a testimony.

In the early days, the Spirit of God often moved in
their midst. Many of them literally trembled under the
power of God; hence the nickname Quakers. A number of
them received the Holy Spirit with the sign of speaking in
tongues.18 In his Book of Miracles, Fox recorded miracu-
lous healings among them and even some instances of the
dead being raised.

Much like the Anabaptists, Fox proclaimed the life of
holiness, particularly stressing honesty, simplicity, and
humility. He taught that Christians can live victoriously
over sin. Following him, the Quakers were plain of
speech, refused to wear jewelry or wigs, were pacifists,
and refused to take oaths. They emphasized the equality
of everyone and especially sought to help the downtrod-
den. Fox advocated absolute democracy, proper care of
the mentally handicapped, just treatment of American
Indians, and the equality of men and women.

To express their strong belief that everyone should be
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treated equally, the Quakers always addressed people by
the second person singular pronouns thou and thee. In
the English language of the day, these forms were consid-
ered appropriate only for social equals or inferiors. It was
necessary to address someone of a higher social class by
the plural pronouns you and ye. The Quakers refused to
use these and other formal terms to pay homage to some-
one’s class or position.

William Penn, an important Quaker leader, founded
the colony of Pennsylvania (the name means “Penn’s
Woods”) as a refuge for Quakers and other groups. In The
Rise and Progress of the People Called Quakers, he
identified some of the key characteristics of the Quakers
as loving one another, loving enemies, refusing to fight,
speaking truth with no oaths, refusing to pay tithes to
support the state church, not respecting persons, and
using plain speech. He emphasized the need of conver-
sion, regeneration, and holiness.19

In No Cross, No Crown he wrote against luxuries,
gluttony, fine clothing, worldly pleasures, jewelry, worldly
books, makeup, and worldly plays, and instead he advo-
cated self-denial, temperance, and moderation. He stated,
“No pain, no palm; no thorns, no throne; no gall, no
glory; no cross, no crown.”20

The Quakers considered water baptism and the
Lord’s Supper to be spiritual in nature. They did not
practice either sacrament literally, holding that these cer-
emonies in the Bible simply teach us to receive spiritual
cleansing and to practice spiritual communion among
believers.

Taking their cue from Scripture, the early Quaker
leaders refused to speak of God as a trinity or as three
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persons. Instead, they emphasized that God is one and
that Jesus Christ is God manifested in the flesh. George
Fox taught that the Father, Christ, and the Holy Spirit
were not distinct from eternity but that Christ is in the
Father and the Father in Him. Moreover, the Spirit pro-
ceeds from the Father and Son. He further explained:

As for the word trinity, and three persons, we have
not read it in the Bible, but in the common prayer
book, or mass book, which the pope was the author
of. But as for unity we own it, and Christ being the
brightness of the Father’s glory, and the express
image of his substance (of the Father) we own; that
which agrees with the Scriptures.21

In England, William Penn “found himself a prisoner in
the Tower of London for denying the Trinity. . . . To be
freed from the Tower, Penn had to show that he did not
deny Christ’s divinity but only his distinction from God
the Father.”22 In defense of the Quakers on this issue, Penn
affirmed the deity, humanity, and atoning work of Christ
and explained:

[Quakers] believe in the holy three, or Trinity of
Father, Word, and Spirit, according to Scripture. And
that these three are truly and properly one; of one
nature as well as will. But they are very tender of quit-
ting Scripture terms and phrases, for schoolmen’s
such as distinct and separate persons and subsis-
tences, etc. are; from whence people are apt to enter-
tain gross ideas and notions of the Father, Son, and
Holy Ghost.23
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Thomas Weisser has reproduced statements of early
Quaker leaders, including Penn, Francis Howgill, and
George Whitehead, in which they clearly affirmed that
Jesus is God and that the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit are
simply one God and not three persons.24

In later times, the Quakers became more traditionally
Protestant in doctrine and more formal in experience.
Some today are evangelical, while many have become
quite liberal.

Ann Lee (1736-81), founder of a small group known
as the Shakers, was deeply influenced by the Quakers.
She advocated purity of life, enthusiastic worship, heal-
ing, and tongues, but she went to extremes by teaching
communal living and celibacy and claiming to be the sec-
ond coming of Christ. She emigrated to America in 1774
with a few followers, and they established communes, but
after her death the movement became formal and with-
ered away.

Summary and Evaluation
To a great extent, the English Reformation recapitu-

lated the progress and division of the Continental Refor-
mation, yet with its own unique characteristics. The high-
church Anglicans resembled the Lutherans, the Puritans
were strict Calvinists, and the Baptists and Quakers were
remarkably similar to the Anabaptists. This rich and
diverse theological heritage was in turn transmitted to
America.

Among the groups that emphasized a return to simple
biblicism, particularly the Separatists, Baptists, and
Quakers, we find evidence that God sought to restore the
scriptural truths of the oneness of God, water baptism by
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immersion in Jesus’ name, the baptism of the Holy Spirit
with the sign of tongues, and holiness of life. Many Bap-
tists baptized in the name of Jesus Christ, but relatively
few were baptized with the Holy Spirit. Many Quakers
were filled with the Spirit, but they did not practice water
baptism. Some people in both groups grasped the truths
of the deity of Christ and oneness of God.

Clearly, the hand of God was at work, and probably at
least a few people received the full Acts 2:38 experience.
As far as the Apostolic message is concerned, however,
the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries in Great Britain
were a time of preparation for a greater work of God yet
to come.
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The Roman Catholic Church did not remain static
during the Protestant Reformation; it continued to devel-
op and it formulated a vigorous response. The changes it
underwent in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries are
often called the Catholic Reformation, or sometimes the
Counter Reformation.

While to some extent the Catholic Reformation was a
reaction to the Protestant Reformation, it was more than
that. Not only did the Catholics try to defend and solidify
doctrines that were under attack, but they also sought to
reform morals and practices to conform to stated
Catholic ideals.

As Catholic historians and theologians today acknowl-
edge, there were numerous abuses and moral failures in
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the Roman Catholic Church of the Middle Ages.1 While
asserting that the fundamental Catholic doctrine was cor-
rect, they admit that many leaders committed wrongs and
that the system was often corrupt.

Before the Reformation began, the Catholic human-
ists, the foremost of whom was Erasmus, were already
questioning certain doctrines and practices and propos-
ing ethical reforms. While not directly promoting new
doctrines, they felt free to depart from both tradition and
the literal meaning of Scripture. They promoted the “phi-
losophy of Christ,” and believed that the Logos (Word)
spoke through ancient pagan philosophers. Erasmus even
spoke of “St. Socrates.”

The Reformation made moderation impossible for the
humanists, forcing them to choose sides. They remained
with the Catholic Church and affirmed many doctrines
they had previously questioned or rejected.

In addition, some Catholic leaders sought to reform
the system without altering doctrine. A notable example
was Cardinal Francisco Ximenes de Cisneros in Spain.

When the Protestant Reformation came, the immedi-
ate reaction of the pope and hierarchy was to resist. Sev-
eral theologians assumed the task of refuting Protestant
leaders, both in oral debate and in written rebuttals. John
Eck (1486-1543) was a prominent professor who person-
ally debated Luther and Carlstadt. He later wrote against
Melanchthon (Luther’s younger colleague) as well as the
Reformed leaders Zwingli and Bucer. Nevertheless, the
Protestant Reformation provoked serious thinking about
reform even among many who remained loyal to the
Catholic Church.

The Catholic Reformation was characterized by two
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key elements: theological scholarship and repression of
dissent. Learned men arose to articulate the Catholic
position, develop well-reasoned defenses, and correct
inconsistencies and abuses. People who deviated from
traditional orthodoxy, however, were not allowed to
remain in the church. If they wanted to reform the
church, they had to do so from within, in submission to
its doctrines and leadership.

The Trial of Galileo
A notable example of the repression of dissent

occurred with the trial of Galileo Galilei. Galileo was a
noted scientist and astronomer who made effective use of
a new invention, the telescope, in his research. Following
the theory of Copernicus and based on his own astronom-
ical observations, he concluded that the earth revolved
around the sun rather than vice versa. In 1616 the Roman
Catholic Church labeled this view as heresy because of
passages of Scripture that speak about the rising of the
sun and about the sun standing still in Joshua’s day.

Catholic theologians interpreted these statements as
references to astronomy when, in actuality, they simply
use the language of phenomena. That is, they describe
reality not in scientific terms but in the way it appears to
the human eye. Even today, we typically speak of the sun
rising and setting although we know the sun does not lit-
erally revolve around the earth.

The Catholic hierarchy, however, concluded that
Galileo’s scientific discoveries contradicted Scripture and
therefore were heresy. In 1633 he was forced to recant his
beliefs and cease teaching them, although he still believed
them.
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As Galileo’s case shows, the Catholic hierarchy insist-
ed that everyone conform strictly to official church
dogma and interpretation. They did not allow dissent
even in matters of science, much less theology. No doubt
they felt this stance was necessary to maintain Catholic
identity under the intense pressure of the Protestant
Reformation.

The Dominicans
The Dominicans, an order of teaching and preaching

monks founded in 1220, dominated Catholic theology in
the early sixteenth century. They based their views large-
ly on Thomas Aquinas, the foremost theologian of the
Middle Ages and a Dominican.

An important Dominican theologian was Thomas de
Vio Cajetan (1468-1534). He met with Luther at Augs-
burg in an unsuccessful attempt to resolve his protests.
He wrote a series of influential commentaries on the Bible
and on Thomas Aquinas, and he advocated the literal
method of interpreting Scripture.

Francisco de Vitoria (1492-1546), another significant
Dominican, did theology by commenting on Thomas
Aquinas. He analyzed Spain’s conquest of the New World.
Spain was a leading world power and a stronghold of
Catholicism. Spanish conquistadors overthrew the mighty
Inca and Aztec empires, brutally massacring thousands of
Indians and conquering much of what is now Latin Amer-
ica. They forced many of the native inhabitants to convert
to Christianity on pain of death, and Catholic priests
accompanied them as missionaries.

Many people justified the conquest of the New World
on the basis that the inhabitants were heathens and sav-
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ages. Since they had sinned grossly against God by prac-
tices such as human sacrifice, it was only right that they
be destroyed. Moreover, the Catholics were doing them a
great favor by bringing Christianity to them. While identi-
fying some reasons that could justify conquest in certain
cases, de Vitoria rejected most of the popular rationales
and in the process helped lay foundations for internation-
al law.

The last great Dominican theologian of the age was
Domingo Báñez (1528-1604). He asserted that the
authority of church tradition was superior to that of
Scripture.

The Society of Jesus
Soon the Dominicans had to share their leading role

with a new order of monks called the Society of Jesus, or
the Jesuits, with whom they developed a strong rivalry.
The founder was Ignatius of Loyola (1491-1556), a
Basque priest from Spain who had dreams, visions,
trances, and ecstatic experiences. In one vision he
claimed to see God the Father and God the Son; in others
he perceived the trinity in a symbolic form.

Pope Paul III officially approved the Society of Jesus
in 1540. It had three goals: reform the church, especially
by education; fight heresy, especially Protestantism; and
preach the gospel to pagans. The members took a special
vow of obedience to the pope. They considered them-
selves soldiers of God, and their leader was called a gen-
eral. They were to obey him and “reverence him, as is
befitting, as they would Christ, if He were present in per-
son.”2 Ignatius insisted on such loyalty to the church that
he wrote, “To make quite sure of our orthodoxy, if the
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hierarchical church pronounces to be black that which
appears to be white, we ought to hold it to be black.”3

The Jesuits were not accountable to the church hier-
archy but reported directly to the pope. They became his
personal army for obtaining important information and
for maintaining control outside the regular chain of com-
mand. The Jesuits soon developed into a powerful and
effective tool of the pope for reforming the church and
opposing the Protestants.

The Society of Jesus was extremely well organized
and well disciplined. It attracted and developed many
intellectuals who were skilled at refuting their oppo-
nents, both Protestant and Catholic. They became well
known for close theological reasoning and even hair-
splitting.

The Jesuits became the most significant force in the
Catholic Reformation. They were so successful in com-
batting Protestant ideas that they swayed areas such as
Poland, Bohemia, and Moravia back to the Catholic fold.
Peter Canisius (1521-97) and Robert Bellarmine (1542-
1621) were important Jesuit theologians who wrote
against the Protestants. The latter took part in the tri-
bunal that condemned Galileo.

The Society of Jesus also established strong mission-
ary endeavors in pagan lands, especially India, Vietnam,
China, Japan, Brazil, Ethiopia, and Congo. Francis Xavier
(1498-1552), one of the original companions of Ignatius,
was a noted missionary to India and Japan.

Matteo Ricci (1552-1610) followed Francis Xavier
and established numerous missions in China by allowing
converts to retain their own culture, including Confucian
ideas. His successors even allowed the practice of Confu-
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cian rites. The church condemned this approach in 1742
and lost most of its Chinese constituency.

The most significant Jesuit theologian of the sixteenth
and seventeenth centuries was Francisco Suárez (1548-
1617). Most of his theology is the accepted Jesuit view to
this day.

Because of the Jesuits’ tight organization and political
strength (secular and ecclesiastical), many Catholics as
well as Protestants feared them. In the 1700s France,
Spain, and Naples expelled the Jesuits from their
domains. In 1773 the pope dissolved the Society of Jesus,
but it was fully restored in 1814.

Other New Movements
Teresa of Avila (1515-82), a Spanish mystic, was a

Carmelite nun who spent many hours in prayer and fell
into trances that left her paralyzed for days and some-
times months. In her forties she began to hear inner voic-
es and see visions. She founded the first convent of
Reformed (Discalced) Carmelites, which reinstituted
strict rules, such as the requirement of perpetual solitude,
that the Carmelites had relaxed over the years.

A close friend of Teresa’s and a Spaniard like her,
John of the Cross (Juan de la Cruz) (1542-1605) estab-
lished Reformed Carmelite houses for men. He subjected
himself to severe disciplines and deprivations. Like Tere-
sa, he was a mystic who saw visions and spent hours
seeking communion with God. Both Teresa and John
were canonized (made saints) after their deaths.

In Italy, some Franciscans sought to return to the
strictness of the original rule of Francis of Assisi. They
eventually became a separate order called the Capuchins.
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One of their early leaders, Bernardino Ochino, converted
to Protestantism.

The mystical tendencies in Catholicism developed
into quietism in seventeenth-century France. Adherents
to this view believed that perfection consists of a continu-
ous state of contemplation. They were indifferent to
everything but God and did not worry about salvation or
works. The church condemned them in 1699.

Probabilism
Bartolomé Medina (1528-80), a Dominican from

Spain, advanced a new ethical theory called probabilism.
He taught that just as it is proper to hold a probable opin-
ion in theology, it is also proper to follow a probable
course of action.

Most theologians agreed that some doctrinal issues
are unresolved, and in such cases one may advocate a
view that appears to be correct even though there is not
absolute certainty about it or even though others have
some objections. Medina extended this concept to moral
choices. When faced with a certain decision, it is permis-
sible to act according to what is probably right, even
though there is some uncertainty about it.

Some theologians, particularly among the Jesuits,
took Medina’s theory to an extreme that he himself had
not taught: If there is a reasonable doubt about whether
something is sinful or not, then it is permissible to act as
if it were not sinful. If a person can think of some plausi-
ble justification for a certain action, then he can safely act
upon that justification and ignore contrary reasons, even
if the rationale he adopts is not the most likely one. Rea-
soning such as this gave the Jesuits a reputation for casu-
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istry (subtle but misleading or false application of ethical
principles).

Of course, the Bible teaches a different approach.
“Whatsoever is not of faith is sin” (Romans 14:23). If a
person has doubts about something, he should not do it.
As applied to questionable actions, probabilism is a prime
example of how theology can distort and evade the teach-
ing of Scripture.

Predestination
Just as there was a controversy over predestination in

the Protestant ranks, so there erupted a similar contro-
versy over this doctrine within Catholicism. The Domini-
cans typically emphasized the necessity of God’s grace
and thus were prone to think in terms of predestination,
while the Jesuits usually emphasized human free will.

A Jesuit from Portugal named Luis de Molina (1536-
1600) brought attention to this matter by teaching that
the human will is necessary in the salvation process. He
acknowledged that salvation is by God’s grace and the
process must start with God’s grace. God does not
bestow His grace merely on a select, preordained few,
however, but makes it available to all. The difference
between those who are saved and those who are lost
does not rest in the choice of God but in the choice of
humans. God’s grace comes to everyone, but people
decide whether or not to believe God and therefore to be
saved.

Leading Dominicans such as Báñez opposed this view,
drawing from Augustine, the first theologian to promote
the doctrine of unconditional election, and from Thomas
Aquinas, who similarly affirmed the predestination of the
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elect although he linked it to God’s foreknowledge of
human choice.

Ultimately, in an effort to end this controversy, Pope
Paul V declared in 1606 that neither side taught heresy.
Either view was acceptable within the church.

Nevertheless, a Dutch bishop named Cornelius Janse-
nius (1585-1638) vigorously attacked Molina’s doctrine
in a book published after his death. He advocated a strict
interpretation of the doctrine of Augustine, teaching dou-
ble predestination: God predestines everyone either to be
saved or to be lost. His decision is absolute, and there is
nothing humans can do in regard to it. Grace is irre-
sistible and infallible. If God chooses to save someone, He
bestows grace upon that person.

Because Jansenism, as it became known, was quite
radical in promoting double predestination and denounc-
ing any other view, several popes condemned it.
Jansenism involved more than just this doctrine, however.
It was also a reform movement that issued a call to purity,
holiness, and spirituality. Through Jansenism, a noted
mathematician named Blaise Pascal (1623-62) had a spir-
itual conversion. In the seventeenth and eighteenth cen-
turies a number of Jansenists received the Holy Spirit
with the evidence of speaking in tongues.4

The Council of Trent (1545-63)
In the sixteenth century, the Protestant Reformation

threatened to engulf much of Europe. As a result, the
leaders of the Roman Catholic Church soon felt a need to
affirm traditional doctrines against the Protestants, to
refute what they considered to be the errors of Protes-
tantism, and to eliminate corrupt practices in the Catholic

170

A History of Christian Doctrine



Church that left it vulnerable to Protestant criticisms.
The Renaissance popes immediately before and at the

start of the Reformation had allowed the papacy and hier-
archy to descend to low levels of morality as they pursued
political and military power, wealth, and worldly plea-
sures. Eventually, however, the popes began to realize the
urgent need for major reforms throughout the church at
all levels. Consequently, in 1545 Pope Paul III convened
the Council of Trent in northern Italy. Under the direction
of several popes and guided theologically by the Jesuits, it
met in three major sessions, with the last one ending in
1563. Pope Pius IV confirmed the council’s decrees in
1564.

The Council of Trent was a defining moment in the
history of the Roman Catholic Church as it faced several
crucial issues. Politically, the pope sought to reassert his
authority, particularly over the increasing power of the
Holy Roman emperor. Theologically, the church had to
decide how to respond to the Protestants. Some bishops
felt they could win back many Protestants if the church
would grant some of their demands and make some doc-
trinal compromises with them. Others said the only way
to survive was to condemn the Protestants wholehearted-
ly. Ecclesiastically, there was general agreement that
some reforms of the system were desperately needed.

The Council of Trent had several important results.
First of all, it emphasized and solidified the power of
the pope over the Holy Roman emperor and also within
the church hierarchy. While the doctrine of papal infalli-
bility was not formally adopted until 1870, the council
recognized that the pope had the supreme authority to
interpret and implement its decisions.
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Second, it implemented moral and institutional
reforms from the top down. The impetus did not come
from the grassroots, but the pope and hierarchy realized
the need for reform and instituted changes that filtered
down to all levels of the church. This reformation was
strictly traditional and orthodox, specifically a reforma-
tion of morals, religious life, and church government, not
of doctrine, liturgy, or basic institutions.

Third, the Council of Trent took a strict stand
against the Protestants and in the process clearly
defined Roman Catholic identity. The canons of the
council repeatedly denounce distinctive Protestant posi-
tions, stating of anyone who holds them, “Let him be
anathema [cursed].”

Not long before, Pope Paul III had revived the Inquisi-
tion, and the council strengthened it and set it in motion
against the Protestants. Created in the twelfth century but
lying dormant at the beginning of the Reformation, the
Inquisition was a system of ecclesiastical tribunals that
operated independently of secular law. Its purpose was to
judge and destroy heresy. Although the worst abuses
occurred before the Reformation, the Inquisition banned
and burned books, and it excommunicated, fined, impris-
oned, tortured, and even executed heretics.

The Catholic Church had earlier banned certain books
and even forbidden the Bible to the laity in 1229, but in
1559 the Inquisition promulgated the first official Index
of Forbidden Books. These books were considered
heretical and thus were banned. Moreover, no Catholic
could publish or read a book that did not have the impri-
matur, or stamped approval, of the church. Both the
Inquisition (in milder form) and the Index survived until
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Pope Paul VI transformed the former into the Congrega-
tion for the Doctrine of the Faith in 1965 and suppressed
the latter in 1966.

Let us examine important features of the Council of
Trent.

Moral Reform
The moral reforms instituted by the council were

quite significant. It passed a number of rules designed to
eliminate common abuses of the system. For example, it
sought to eliminate absenteeism, the practice of a bishop
receiving an office and yet not actually living in or serving
his designated area but simply collecting the income.

The council also outlawed simony (the buying and
selling of offices); helped to end nepotism (appointment
of relatives), which even the popes often practiced; and
made efforts to stop irresponsible ordination. In the Mid-
dle Ages it was common to bestow high ecclesiastical
offices upon young boys from prominent families and to
hasten them through the various clerical rankings so that
they could technically qualify for the highest offices. To
curtail such abuses, the council set strict qualifications
for each office and guidelines for ordination to the priest-
hood and advancement through the various levels in the
hierarchy of the church. The purpose was to ensure that
religious appointments would be based on moral and the-
ological criteria rather than political, social, and mone-
tary influences.

Further reforms were designed to equip priests with a
greater understanding of Scripture and doctrine by
increasing their theological education. The hope was that
they would thus be better able to respond to the challenge
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of the Protestants, who appealed to the Bible for their
authority and disseminated translations in the language of
the people.

Trent also introduced the use of the confessional box,
which gave parishioners greater privacy and shielded
priests from temptations during confession. The council
reiterated and enforced the traditional rules against cleri-
cal concubinage and marriage. And the council acknowl-
edged that the sale of indulgences had led to many
“abuses.” As a result, the sale of indulgences from town to
town—the immediate cause of the Reformation—finally
ended. Indulgences were now generally granted for good
works other than donations.

The Scriptures
With respect to theology, the Council of Trent pro-

claimed that Scripture and tradition are equal in authority,
in opposition to the Protestant view that Scripture alone
is authoritative. Just as God inspired the Scriptures to
teach doctrine, so God inspired leaders throughout the
history of the church to introduce additional doctrines
and practices. The collective writings of the early church
“fathers,” the decisions of the ecumenical councils, and
the decisions of the popes constitute this authoritative
church tradition.

The council included as part of the Bible the Apoc-
rypha, books from the intertestamental period that the
Jews and the Protestants excluded. In the early centuries,
some church writers had regarded them as Scripture, but
no official church council had included them. In the Mid-
dle Ages they were commonly considered as scriptural to
some extent. For the first time, the Council of Trent offi-

174

A History of Christian Doctrine



cially pronounced eleven books of the Apocrypha to be
Scripture. The result is that the Roman Catholic Bible
today includes in the Old Testament seven extra books
and four additions to existing books.5

An important reason behind this decision was that
some passages from these books offered support for
Catholic beliefs and practices under attack by the Protes-
tants, such as salvation by works and prayer for the dead.
While Catholics defended these practices by appealing to
tradition, the use of these books gave them an appeal to
“Scripture” as well.

The council also pronounced that the interpretation
of the church was authoritative. An individual did not
have the right to his own interpretation of Scripture;
whenever the church proclaimed a certain interpretation
of a scriptural passage, then all Catholics had to accept it.

A prominent example was Matthew 16:16-18, where
Peter confessed Jesus as the Messiah, the Son of God, and
Jesus responded, “Thou art Peter, and upon this rock I
will build my church.” According to official Catholic
teaching, Jesus identified Peter as the foundation rock of
the church. He made Peter His personal vicar and ruler of
the universal church, and He further conferred the same
unique authority upon Peter’s alleged successors, the
bishops of Rome. Thus no Catholic could deny that the
pope is the undisputed ruler of the church, adopt any
other explanation of Matthew 16:18, or publish or read
anything to the contrary.

The council further declared that the Vulgate, the tra-
ditional Latin translation of the Bible, was the official
Bible of the church. Moreover, the translation process was
inspired like the original writing so that the translation
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itself was infallible. Since that time, other translations
have been endorsed, including the Rheims-Douay Bible in
English.

Sin and Salvation
The crux of the dispute with the Protestants was the

doctrines of sin and salvation. The Council of Trent
affirmed the doctrine of original sin, agreeing with the
leading Reformers on this point. Every human being is
born in sin, inheriting both a sinful nature and guilt from
Adam.

In order to remove the guilt of original sin, a newborn
baby should be baptized as soon as possible. An unbap-
tized infant who dies goes to limbo, a place where there is
neither pleasure nor pain. All who deny that baptism
remits original sin and all who reject infant baptism are
accursed.

The single most important issue dividing Protestants
and Catholics was the doctrine of justification. Trent said
that justification is a process initiated by God’s grace
(“prevenient grace,” the grace that precedes salvation),
which humans can accept or reject. The sacrifice of Jesus
Christ purchased our justification, and we receive it by
God’s grace, not our works. “Justifying faith” is more than
“confidence in the divine mercy which remits sins for
Christ’s sake,” however, and in addition, we are not justi-
fied by “faith alone.”6 Good works also play an important
role in maintaining and increasing our justification:

If any one saith, that the justice received is not
preserved and also increased before God through
good works; but that the said works are merely the
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fruits and signs of justification obtained, but not a
cause of the increase thereof: let him be anathema. . . .
If any one saith, . . . that the said justified, by the good
works which he performs through the grace of God
and the merits of Jesus Christ . . . does not truly merit
increase of grace, eternal life, and the attainment of
that eternal life . . . let him be anathema.7

Trent presented justification as gradual. The Protes-
tants looked at justification as instantaneous: at the
moment of faith God freely counts a person as righteous
on the basis of Christ’s sacrifice. By contrast, the
Catholics at Trent held that the term encompasses both
the remission of sins and progressive sanctification.
Protestants saw sanctification as a separate work, and
those who embraced predestination did not consider that
sanctification has any bearing on one’s standing as a
saved person. Catholics said one’s right standing with
God depends not only on the righteousness of Christ but
also on the person’s own righteousness that he develops
by letting God work in him.

No one can know if he is predestined to salvation.
Consequently, each person must continue to follow the
sacramental system, particularly the sacrament of
penance for sins committed after baptism. Through good
works such as penance, he fulfills the law of God and
merits eternal life.

In short, according to Trent, justification begins by
faith, but it is increased by good works. Both faith and
works are necessary to the process of justification over
the course of one’s life. Trent thus rejected the idea that
salvation is purely unmerited. Rather, each person merits
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salvation by actually becoming good. Of course, it is by
God’s grace that a person becomes good. Nevertheless,
under this view salvation is by faith and works and not by
faith alone.

While the Catholic Church accepted predestination as
an allowable view in the controversies between Domini-
cans and Jesuits, and while Trent cautioned against trying
to delve into the mysteries of predestination, it
denounced various Calvinistic views on the subject,
including the following: humans have totally lost their
free will due to Adam’s sin, they cannot cooperate with
God in receiving His grace, they cannot resist God’s
grace, they cannot fall from grace, and a justified person
must believe that he is predestined to salvation.

The Sacraments
The Council of Trent endorsed the seven sacraments

of the medieval church: baptism, confirmation, the
Eucharist, penance, extreme unction, ordination, and
marriage. God confers grace through these sacraments.
Water baptism is necessary to salvation, for it washes
away sins and effects regeneration. Penance is necessary
for sins committed after baptism.

Interestingly, the council left open a door of reconcili-
ation so that Protestants could easily return to the
Catholic fold as long as they were baptized into the trinity:

If any one saith, that the baptism which is even given
by heretics in the name of the Father, and of the Son,
and of the Holy Ghost, with the intention of doing
what the Church doth, is not true baptism: let him be
anathema.8
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Thus a Protestant could have a valid baptism and so be
regenerated. To be saved he needed to submit to the teach-
ing and authority of the Roman Church, but he would not
need to be rebaptized. Although Trent was harsh in its con-
demnation of Protestantism, this concession made it possi-
ble for Catholics in the twentieth century to speak of
Protestants as “separated brethren” and to conclude that
they may be saved while remaining in their churches. Even
today, however, the Catholics base this broader acceptance
and unity on confession of and baptism into the trinity.9

The council reaffirmed the doctrine of transubstantia-
tion, the belief that at the celebration of the Eucharist the
bread and wine turn into the physical body and blood of
Jesus Christ, and it asserted that each time Christ is
offered afresh as an atoning sacrifice. Moreover, each ele-
ment contains the full humanity and divinity of Christ. By
implication, this view justifies the Catholic practice of
worshiping the consecrated host. It also makes unneces-
sary the partaking of both elements. The laity are to par-
take of the bread only; if anyone says they ought to
receive both, he is anathema.

Other Doctrines
On a number of other contested issues, the Council of

Trent reaffirmed the traditional doctrines and practices of
the medieval church. These include the Latin mass; the
doctrine of purgatory; the invocation and veneration of
the Virgin Mary and the saints; the veneration of relics
and images; and the value of indulgences.

Summary and Evaluation
In doctrine, liturgy, and outlook, the Council of Trent
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maintained continuity with the past yet reinvigorated the
Roman Church and shaped it for the next four hundred
years. For instance, the Tridentine mass promulgated by
this council became the universal Latin liturgy until Vati-
can II instituted a modern liturgy in the vernacular, and
even then some splinter groups and traditionalists insist-
ed on retaining the mass of Trent.

While the Council of Trent did not signal a break with
the past, it did define doctrinal positions that the Catholic
Church had not previously addressed with such explicit
formulations. Many aspects of the church’s philosophy
and practice had evolved over the centuries with little the-
ological opposition, but events now forced a clear enunci-
ation of beliefs. In this way, the council set the direction
for the future. In addition, though it did not eliminate all
abuses, it did curtail a number of evils for which the
church had been justly and severely criticized, and since
that time the church has generally held to the reforms.

As a pivotal point in Roman Catholic history, the
Council of Trent has few rivals. At the end of the sixth
century, Pope Gregory I established the direction of the
Roman Catholic Church for the next five hundred years
by his endorsement and incorporation of many popular
beliefs and practices. After the papacy reached a nadir of
corruption and immorality in the ninth through eleventh
centuries, Pope Gregory VII (Hildebrand) set a new stan-
dard of morals. His reforms greatly enhanced papal
power and authority and influenced the church to the
Renaissance. Then in the sixteenth century, the Council of
Trent set the tone for the Roman Catholic Church all the
way to the twentieth century, particularly defining the
Catholic identity as opposed to Protestantism. Not until
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the Second Vatican Council (1962-65) did the Catholic
Church adopt a significantly new attitude and outlook,
and even then it continued to affirm the doctrines of
Trent.
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As we have seen, by 1534 the Reformation pro-
duced four major wings of Protestantism. Three of
them—the Lutherans, the Reformed, and the Anglicans—
became large state churches in parts of Europe. In the
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, these movements
crystallized their theology into their classic positions.
While they sprang into existence almost overnight, and
certain key doctrines characterized them from the start,
they worked through a number of theological controver-
sies before attaining their final form.

In this chapter we will discuss the development of
Lutheran theology after Martin Luther to the Formula of
Concord in 1577. This document records the resolution
of the important controversies within the Lutheran camp
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in the sixteenth century, and it is the expression of ortho-
dox Lutheranism to this day.

Philip Melanchthon
The first systematic theologian of Lutheranism was

Philip Melanchthon (1497-1560), a younger colleague of
Martin Luther who joined the University of Wittenberg
faculty in 1518, just after the Reformation began. At first,
he was heavily influenced by Luther, and his early writ-
ings echo Luther’s views almost identically.

In 1521 (age twenty-four) he published the Loci com-
munes rerum theologicarum, translated Common-
places or Basic Theological Themes, which was the first
Protestant systematic theology. In 1530 he wrote the first
major Lutheran creed, the Augsburg Confession, which
had the approval of Luther himself. This creed came
about at the Diet of Augsburg, where Emperor Charles V
asked the Protestants to state their beliefs, and specifical-
ly how they differed from Catholicism.

Over time Melanchthon was influenced by Catholic
humanism and Reformed Protestantism and gradually
changed some of his views, particularly after Luther’s
death. In several instances he moved from Luther in the
direction of John Calvin. In addition, his spirit was differ-
ent from Luther in that Luther always emphasized correct
doctrine above unity while Melanchthon sought unity
above complete agreement in doctrinal areas.

Melanchthon was an influential figure because of his
systematic writings and his early association with Luther,
but also because he epitomized an important trend in
Lutheran ranks. Consequently, he was often at the center
of controversy between strict Lutheran traditionalists and

184

A History of Christian Doctrine



those who advocated some change of views.
One example of the evolution of Melanchthon’s views

is the doctrine of unconditional election. Originally he
taught, like Luther, that humans do not have a free will
and that everyone who is saved is predestined without
regard to human choice. Later in life he began to teach
that three causes are at work simultaneously in conver-
sion: the Word of God, the Spirit of God, and the human
will. We cooperate with or assent to the work of the Spir-
it and the Word in our salvation. We have the ability to
perform external righteousness but not to merit salva-
tion, and we have the ability to will for God to draw us.
God draws, but we must desire for Him to do so.

Melanchthon did not explicitly deny predestination,
but traditionalists attacked his teaching as a compromise
of Luther’s doctrine. They charged that it would make
humans co-redeemers. Melanchthon denied that humans
could assist God in salvation but insisted that the human
will does play a role in conversion.

Another example of Melanchthon’s shift was on the
Eucharist. Initially, he adhered to Luther’s view that
Christ is bodily present in the elements. Eventually, how-
ever, he adopted an approach like that of Calvin, rejecting
the physical presence and saying that the purpose of the
sacrament is to fortify our faith spiritually.

Melanchthon also embraced some Calvinistic lan-
guage regarding water baptism. He said baptism is “an
external sign and blessing of divine promises” and it “sig-
nifies repentance and forgiveness of sins through
Christ.”1 Nevertheless, he retained a strong view of bap-
tism’s role: “The Holy Spirit is given when we receive
baptism; John 3 and Titus 3 clearly call baptism a bath of
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new birth through the Holy Spirit.”2 He used the trinitari-
an formula.

Melanchthon’s original Loci said it was unprofitable,
unnecessary, and even dangerous to try to investigate the
doctrine of the trinity and indicated that it was not essen-
tial to salvation.3 Sometime later, Melanchthon confessed
to “reading [Michael] Servetus a great deal,” but he ulti-
mately rejected Servetus’s doctrine of the oneness of God
in vehement terms and approved of his execution. Never-
theless, in several private letters he acknowledged his
own questions and hinted that his private views were not
altogether orthodox:

I have little doubt that great controversies will one
day arise on this subject. . . . On the subject of the
Trinity—you know, I have always feared that serious
difficulties would one day arise. Good God! To what
tragedies will not these questions give occasion in
times to come: Is the Logos an hypostasis [person]?
Is the Holy Ghost an hypostasis? For my own part I
refer me to those passages of Scripture that bid us
call on Christ, which is to ascribe divine honors to
him, and find them full of consolation. . . . I find it
after all of little use to inquire too curiously into that
which properly constitutes the nature of a Person,
and into that wherein and whereby persons are distin-
guished from one another. . . . To me Tertullian seems
to think on this subject as we do in public, and not in
the way Servetus interprets him. But of these things
more hereafter when we meet.4

The final edition of his Loci (1555) gave extended
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treatment to the doctrine. He made it an essential compo-
nent of theology and tried to explain it, but he had diffi-
culty distinguishing a person from a being and came close
to tritheism by comparing the persons of the trinity to
human persons:

Now the first article of faith is that there is one
unified eternal omnipotent Being, and nevertheless
that there are three divine eternal omnipotent per-
sons, eternal Father, eternal Son, and eternal Holy
Spirit. . . . Person is not a part of a detachable thing,
but is instead an essence, a living thing in itself, not
the sum of many parts, but a unified and rational
thing, which is not sustained and supported by any
other being as if it were but an addition to it. You are
a person.5

Despite privately saying it was not very productive to
analyze what makes the persons of the trinity distinct, he
tried to do so, but the result is philosophical abstraction
rather than meaningful biblical truth. He said there are
only two distinctions among the persons—their “essential
nature” and “their activities and functions toward us”:

The Father is the procreator; the Son is begotten
of the Father and out of the Father’s being and
through eternity the Son is the essential and full
Image of the Father. The Holy Spirit proceeds from
the Father and Son and is the love and joy in the
Father and Son. . . . Every activity, be it creation or
anything else, is an activity of all three divine per-
sons. Nevertheless, in accordance with the order of
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the persons, each person has his own distinctive
work.6

Throughout much of Melanchthon’s career, wars
raged between Catholics and Protestants. In 1547, the
Catholic Emperor Charles V defeated and imprisoned two
leading Protestant princes, Philip of Hesse and Elector
John Frederick of Saxony. Charles sought to impose a
compromise creed on the Protestants, called the Augs-
burg Interim. He demanded that all Protestant leaders
sign it.

Many refused as a matter of conscience and were
killed or exiled. Although the creed did not totally
embrace Catholicism, it did renounce some important
tenets of Lutheranism in favor of Catholicism.

Melanchthon and others could not accept the Augs-
burg Interim, but he was willing to make some compro-
mises, so a revision was made, called the Leipzig
Interim. It included both Lutheran and Catholic ele-
ments. Melanchthon and some Lutherans accepted this
compromise.

Ultimately, due to the Lutheran sentiments of the pop-
ulace, these efforts at compromise failed, and in 1555 the
Peace of Augsburg granted the Protestant states in Ger-
many freedom of religion. Understandably, the Lutherans
who had refused to sign and suffered accordingly were
indignant against Melanchthon and others who had
signed. In response, Melanchthon explained that certain
doctrines (such as justification by faith) are essential and
must not be compromised, while other doctrines are not
essential and so can be compromised if necessary.

Let us now turn to a discussion of eight major contro-

188

A History of Christian Doctrine



versies in the Lutheran movement prior to the Formula
of Concord, many of which directly involved Philip
Melanchthon.

The Antinomian Controversy
The first controversy we will discuss was over antino-

mianism, which comes from Greek words meaning
“against law.” It seemed to start innocently enough with
the teachings of John Agricola (1494-1566), an early col-
league of Martin Luther, on the subject of repentance. He
held that, logically speaking, repentance follows faith. A
person is first justified by the faith God gives him, and by
this faith he then receives God’s work of repentance. If
repentance came first then it would seem to mean some-
thing more than faith would be required for justification.

Melanchthon responded that repentance comes
before faith. While justification is by faith alone, repen-
tance prepares the heart to believe, for how could anyone
be saved without repentance?

Since the Lutherans had already excluded any kind of
choice, response, obedience, or action from their defini-
tion of saving faith, the role of repentance was indeed
problematic. Either someone could be saved without
repentance, or something more than mental faith would
be required for salvation.

Faced with this choice, Agricola later became even
more explicit in stating that repentance is not necessary
for salvation. Consequently, it is not necessary to preach
the law or teach morality. The only necessary, sufficient,
and important message is salvation by faith. Christians
need no law, commandments, or moral guidance. They
are saved by faith, and from that moment they are led by
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inner spiritual impulses.
Later advocates of this position went even further

than Agricola, saying that since good works are in no way
necessary for salvation we need not be concerned about
them. Christians are not subject to any form of obedi-
ence. The law is of no use to them.

The Formula of Concord denounced antinomianism.
It affirmed that Christians are saved by faith alone, but
they need God’s moral law to teach them how to live.
Good works are not irrelevant, for the faith that saves will
produce good works. Christians are saved by faith alone
but not by the faith that is alone.

Antinomian ideas are still current within Protes-
tantism, especially among some who believe in uncondi-
tional election, unconditional eternal security, or
“freedom” from holiness teachings. A recent dispute
among evangelicals over “Lordship salvation” is reminis-
cent of Agricola’s views. One side says we are saved sim-
ply by confessing Jesus as Savior. Neither godly sorrow
nor a decision to forsake sin is necessary, although both
are desirable. Repentance is only a synonym for faith,
which in turn is only a mental acknowledgment. The
other side says that genuine repentance is essential; a
person must confess Jesus both as Savior and Lord of his
life if he is to be truly born again.

The answer to the question of whether repentance
precedes or follows faith depends on one’s definition of
faith. If it is merely a mental understanding or process,
then it does not encompass the entire salvation experi-
ence of the New Testament, which includes repentance.
In a scriptural sense, however, saving faith is a relation-
ship with God that includes obedience to the gospel and

190

A History of Christian Doctrine



Christian initiation. In short, if by faith one means simply
an acceptance of the teachings of Scripture, then faith is
the first step, followed by repentance, water baptism, and
the baptism of the Holy Spirit. If by faith one means a
proper and complete response to the gospel, then it
includes all the foregoing elements.

Controversy over Inward Justification
Andrew Osiander (1498-1552) sparked a second con-

troversy in sixteenth-century Lutheranism. Unlike most
Lutherans, he was somewhat mystical or inclined toward
inward spiritual experiences. Although Luther himself
had had a dramatic conversion, his definition of justifica-
tion by faith minimized an inward experience, focusing
rather on Christ’s historic work and God’s predetermined
choice. Moreover, Luther denounced the “enthusiasts” for
placing too much emphasis on spiritual experiences.

Osiander reacted against the Lutheran tendency to
minimize personal spirituality by teaching that justifica-
tion is a work of the indwelling Christ. It is not merely an
abstract theological concept whereby God imputes legal
righteousness to a person without his experiencing some-
thing personally. Instead, it is Christ coming to dwell in
the believer and thereby imparting His own righteousness
to him. Righteousness comes by the Spirit of Christ.

The Formula of Concord rejected the idea that justifi-
cation comes through the indwelling Christ. Rather it is an
objective act of God, based strictly on Calvary. Christ is our
righteousness not just by His Spirit but by His flesh, that is,
according to both His natures. The essence of justification
is a legal recognition by God, not an inward experience.
Although both justification and regeneration occur at the
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same time, the emphasis is not on an inward transforma-
tion but on a change of legal status in the sight of God.

Controversy over Essentials
The next controversy arose over the implications of

signing the Augsburg and Leipzig Interims. The issue
was which doctrines are essential and which are not. The-
ologians call it the adiaphoristic controversy, from a word
meaning “nonessentials.”

As we have seen, Melanchthon argued that some doc-
trines are not essential and therefore can be compro-
mised. In opposition to him, some of the more strict
Lutherans, particularly Matthias Flacius, said everything
is essential when it comes time for a confession of faith.
When faced with signing a statement of what one believes
and taking a stand for truth, nothing can be discarded.

Melanchthon responded that this concept leads back
to the authoritarian approach of the Catholic Church,
with the church forcing everyone to conform on every
iota. There is no room for Christian liberty.

The Formula of Concord said some things are essen-
tial and others are not. Some doctrines are essential to
true Christianity and to salvation. Other doctrines should
be believed but they are not essential to believe. On the
other hand, there are circumstances in which everything
becomes essential.

Controversy over Good Works
The fourth controversy arose over the teachings of

George Major (1502-74), who took the opposite extreme
from the antinomians and asserted that good works are
necessary to salvation. He reasoned that faith is neces-
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sary for salvation and faith necessarily produces good
works; thus good works are necessary for salvation. This
conclusion, however, undercuts the basis of Lutheran the-
ology and the entire Protestant Reformation.

The response of orthodox Lutheranism was that salva-
tion is by faith alone. We cannot say good works are nec-
essary to salvation, but good works are important.

Since Luther questioned the value of the Book of
James, his followers probably neglected its scriptural
insights, but it helps illuminate the proper course to fol-
low between the antinomian error and the Majoristic
error. It teaches that the kind of faith that saves is the
kind of faith that always produces works. We cannot say
that works are necessary to obtain or even to retain salva-
tion, but we can say the kind of faith that saves will
always have works as evidence. If a professed Christian
does not exhibit good works, then either he did not have
genuine faith and regeneration from the start, or else he
has departed from saving faith along the way. Works are
never a means of obtaining salvation, but works are a nec-
essary evidence of salvation.

Controversy over the Human Will
The synergistic controversy—synergy refers to an

interaction or cooperation of two or more elements—
stemmed from Melanchthon’s idea that conversion comes
by the Word, the Spirit, and the human will. The implica-
tion is that a person is not saved strictly because God has
predestined him, but a person is saved as he assents to
God’s work of salvation in him.

Flacius and other strict Lutherans accused Melanch-
thon of betraying Luther’s original views. They asserted

193

Lutheran Orthodoxy



that salvation is solely by predestination and no human
will is involved.

In championing this position, Flacius went to the
extreme of saying that we are sinners by nature and thus
do not bear the image of God in us but the image of the
devil. Originally Adam and Eve were created in the image
of God, but they lost that image when they sinned. Now
we are in the image of the devil, so there is no way we can
even assist in salvation.

The Formula of Concord rejected the notion that
humans bear the devil’s image, but it did reaffirm the
original teaching of Luther with regard to predestination.
It said we are born in sin but sin is not of the essence of
human nature; it was introduced by the devil. We are sin-
ners but not demonic or devilish.

Nevertheless, the human will can never lead people
toward good, so it can play no part in salvation. The Spir-
it and the Word alone cause conversion in the heart of a
person. Humans do not have a choice with regard to sal-
vation, but they have freedom of choice and action in
everything else.

Controversy over the Eucharist
As chapter 2 describes, Martin Luther insisted that

Christ’s blood and body are physically present in the
Eucharist. Zwingli and the Anabaptists considered the
Lord’s Supper to be simply a symbol, while Calvin taught
that Christ’s presence is spiritual rather than physical.

Some Lutherans adopted the spiritualistic view of
Calvin. Melanchthon favored this position but refused to
take an open stand. The Formula of Concord affirmed the
original teaching of Luther, known as consubstantiation.
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Controversy over the Person of Christ
The Eucharistic controversy led to a dispute over the

union of human and divine in Christ. To uphold consub-
stantiation, Luther taught that Christ’s humanity and
deity are so interrelated that His physical body can be
many places at one time, specifically in various Eucharis-
tic celebrations. Some Lutherans followed the thinking of
Calvin on this point and said Christ’s humanity can only
be one place at a time.

The Formula of Concord affirmed the view of Luther.
Christ’s humanity participates in the omnipresence of His
divine nature to the extent that His body can be in many
places at once.

Controversy over Predestination
Finally, some Lutherans departed from the doctrine of

predestination (unconditional election). We have already
seen one aspect of this disagreement with respect to the
role of the human will in salvation.

The Formula of Concord endorsed the doctrine of
predestination with one qualification. It affirmed the doc-
trine of election; namely, God has unconditionally elected
or predestined everyone who will be saved. The Formula
was silent on the subject of reprobation, however. The
Lutherans drew back from stating the idea of double pre-
destination, namely, that God has predestined the
unsaved to go to the lake of fire.

Logically, if single predestination is true then double
predestination must be true as well, for if salvation comes
only by God’s election and God refuses to elect some peo-
ple to salvation, then in effect He has chosen them for
damnation. But it sounded too harsh to say God sends
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some people to hell for no reason other than His choice.

The Book of Concord
The Formula of Concord was a largely successful

attempt to end controversies and to bring together a
divided church. In that sense it followed the spirit of
Melanchthon in seeking unity, but doctrinally it adhered
closely to the original teaching of Luther. It also helped
maintain a clear distinction between Lutheranism and
Calvinism.

In 1580, the Book of Concord was published. It con-
tained the Apostles’ Creed, the Nicene Creed, the
Athanasian Creed, the Augsburg Confession, Luther’s
Small and Large Catechisms, the Formula of Concord,
and three other writings by Luther and Melanchthon.
These are the essential documents of Lutheranism.

George Calixtus and the
Syncretistic Controversy

After the Formula of Concord, another controversy
stemmed from the teaching of George Calixtus (1586-
1656) in Germany. It is called the syncretistic controver-
sy; syncretism refers to drawing doctrines from various
sources and merging them together. The goal of Calixtus
was to reconcile the various branches of Christianity. If
they could not agree on all doctrines, at least he wanted
them to agree that each of the others was a true Christian
church.

To a great extent, his dream has been fulfilled in the
twentieth century. At the time, however, this proposal was
quite radical. Various groups were literally fighting for
their very survival, and many people suffered intense per-
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secution for their beliefs. They were not disposed to view
other groups as brethren but considered them heretics.

The Protestants said the Roman Catholic Church was
the great whore of the Book of Revelation and the pope
was the Antichrist. The Catholic Church excommunicated
the Protestants, saying they were eternally damned,
heretical, and reprobate. Even within the ranks of Protes-
tantism, one group denounced the other, not merely as
wrong in doctrine but as heretical, false, and not a true
church at all. For instance, Martin Luther condemned the
Reformed and the Anabaptists as heretics and no better
than heathen. The Lutherans and Reformed persecuted
the Anabaptists, and the Anglicans persecuted the Bap-
tists and Quakers.

In this environment, Calixtus proposed a distinction
between fundamental doctrines and secondary doctrines.
As long as a group agrees on the fundamental doctrines,
we should recognize it as a true Christian church, a saved
group of people, even though we may disagree with it on
secondary doctrines.

Realizing that an outward organizational union might
not be feasible, Calixtus proposed that all Christians
should at least recognize one another as fellow Christians
and confess an inner spiritual communion. Eventually
outward communion could follow.

The question this proposal raises is, What are the fun-
damental doctrines? Calixtus defined them as the beliefs
required for salvation. He made a distinction between
heresy, the denial of a fundamental doctrine necessary to
salvation, and error, a wrong doctrine that does not affect
salvation. But how do we determine what is necessary to
believe in order to be saved? Calixtus replied that we
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should look to the consensus of the first five centuries.
Whatever the early Christian writers agreed upon must be
fundamental, and that is what we should agree upon.

The implication is that the Bible reveals more than
what is necessary for salvation. But instead of simply
looking at what the Bible itself identifies as essential, this
approach in effect appeals to postbiblical writers as the
supreme arbiters of truth.

From the Protestant perspective, there were problems
with this proposal. First, it seemed to compromise the
sole authority of Scripture by its reliance upon nonbibli-
cal writings. Second, by the test Calixtus proposed, the
doctrine of justification by faith would not be essential
because the postbiblical writers did not clearly teach it. In
fact, in the third through fifth centuries, a number of
prominent writers clearly contradicted the Protestant
understanding of justification by faith, describing good
works as meritorious. Moreover, most Protestants did not
believe water baptism is essential for salvation, while the
consensus of the first five centuries was to emphasize its
essentiality.

Consequently, the Protestants as a whole and the
Lutherans in particular (Calixtus’s primary audience)
did not accept this proposal. Some Lutheran theologians
argued that everything Scripture reveals is fundamental,
which would make almost every deviation a heresy. Oth-
er theologians did not take such a strict view. They
acknowledged that some people in other churches are
saved but said it would be wrong to recognize those
churches as true churches, as true expressions of apos-
tolic Christianity.

In practice, most Protestants of the time seemed to
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adopt the latter view. The Lutherans, for example, refused
to consider the Reformed as a true church but conceded
that some Calvinists were saved.

Today the various branches of Protestantism tend to
follow the basic philosophy of George Calixtus. Moreover,
the mainline Protestants and the Catholics take a similar
approach toward each other.

Doctrine of Scripture
Luther and the early Lutherans assumed the inspira-

tion of Scripture, but later Lutherans realized the need to
develop this doctrine further. They affirmed the divine
origin, inspiration, and authority of Scripture. They said
inspiration is a special act of the Spirit, connected specif-
ically with the writing of the text rather than with the
writer. Moreover, inspiration is full and verbal (extending
to every word). In opposition to rationalism, they stressed
the revealed nature of Christian doctrine.

The Baptism of the Holy Spirit
Traditional Lutheran theology and experience did not

leave much room for the baptism of the Holy Spirit with
the sign of speaking in tongues. This is especially true in
the age of confessional orthodoxy—the mid 1500s
through the 1600s.

As time went on, however, many Lutherans began to
hunger for a deeper, more fervent personal relationship
with God. In the 1700s, this desire gave rise to the Pietist
movement, including the Moravians, and among these
people there are reports of speaking in tongues, particu-
larly in Germany. (See chapter 11.)

In the 1800s there were several recorded outpourings
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of the Holy Spirit upon Lutherans. Speaking in tongues
occurred among the Lutheran followers of Gustav von
Below in Germany in the early part of the century.7 In
1841-43 the Readers (Läsare) of Sweden likewise spoke
in tongues.8 Today, under the influence of the Pentecostal
and Charismatic movements, many Lutherans have
received the Holy Spirit with the initial sign of tongues.

Summary
We will briefly summarize and evaluate Lutheran and

Reformed orthodoxy together at the conclusion of chap-
ter 10.
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Like the Lutherans, the Reformed movement under-
went a period of consolidation, crystallization, and evolu-
tion before it reached its classic expression as held by
Reformed and Presbyterian churches today. This process
lasted from the early sixteenth century to the middle of
the seventeenth century.

The earliest significant Reformed creed was the First
Helvetic [Swiss] Confession, written by Heinrich
Bullinger and others in 1536. (Bullinger was Zwingli’s
successor in Zurich.) All the Reformed cantons of
Switzerland adopted this confession.

In 1566 it was superseded by the Second Helvetic
Confession, a more detailed treatise written by Bullinger
and adopted by almost all of the Reformed churches in
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Europe. Another widely accepted Reformed document
was the Heidelberg Catechism, produced in 1563 in the
Palatinate, a German Reformed state.

Further Development of Predestination
The most notable development of the Reformed the-

ologians of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries was
their elaboration and extension of the doctrine of predes-
tination. Although Augustine, Luther, Zwingli, and Calvin
all taught unconditional election, the Calvinists’ preoccu-
pation with and detailed exposition of this doctrine
caused people to identify it supremely with the Reformed
movement.

Calvin taught predestination as part of the doctrine of
salvation. He did not present it as the centerpiece of his
theology, and he confessed difficulty in understanding
why God used this method, but he felt constrained to
teach it by his perception of Scripture.

In contrast, later Calvinists such as Beza, Vermigli,
Knox, and especially Jerome Zanchi (1516-90) derived
predestination from the very nature of God. Given God’s
foreknowledge, providence, omniscience, and omnipo-
tence, they said predestination is the only possible out-
come. It is a logical necessity; there is no possible
alternative. This approach made the doctrine of predesti-
nation the cornerstone of their theology.

Some theologians, such as Theodore Beza (Calvin’s
successor), further concluded that God’s decrees of elec-
tion and reprobation occurred before Adam sinned. In
other words, before sin ever entered the human race God
had already decided to send some people to the lake of
fire for eternity. This position is called supralapsarianism
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(“before the lapse”), while the contrary view is infralap-
sarianism.

The infralapsarians accused the supralapsarians of
making God unjust. Once human beings sinned, they
argued, God had no obligation to save anyone, so we can-
not object if He chose to save only a certain number. If
predestination occurred before sin, however, God would
become the author of sin and He would eternally punish
the lost for something He caused and they could not
avoid.

We should note, however, that if the nature of God
indeed required predestination, then the supralapsarian
position would appear to be correct. From a non-Calvinist
perspective, the powerful argument against supralapsari-
anism thus not only defeats that position but the entire
doctrine of predestination as well.

Unlike the Lutherans in the Formula of Concord,
Calvinist theologians were quite willing to say that God
has predestined some people to be lost. They emphasized
double predestination: God has predetermined the eter-
nal destiny of every human being, either to be elect or
reprobate.

The later Calvinists also taught the doctrine of the
limited atonement, which Calvin implied but never explic-
itly stated. According to this view, Christ did not die for
the whole world but only for the elect, those God had cho-
sen in advance.

In summary, later theologians pushed the Calvinistic
system to its ultimate conclusions and consequences, and
perhaps beyond. Debates over various aspects of predes-
tination overshadowed other issues that were important
in the original theology of John Calvin.
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The Synod of Dort
A Dutch Calvinist named Jacob (James) Arminius

(1560-1609) challenged the doctrine of predestination. In
1610 his followers published the Remonstrance, which
rejected predestination, and they became known as
Arminians or Remonstrants. The Calvinists debated the
issues heatedly and finally resolved them at the Synod of
Dort (modern Dordrecht, Netherlands) in 1618-19.

The Synod of Dort completely affirmed predestina-
tion, establishing five points that have become the classic
expression of orthodox Calvinism. These points logically
depend upon one another so that if one falls they all fall,
with the possible exception of the last. A simple way to
identify them is by the acronym TULIP (appropriate for a
Dutch synod!).

1. Total depravity. Humans are completely sinful,
totally depraved. Sin affects all their being so that only
the grace of God can save them. Not only do humans have
a sinful nature (which the Arminians taught), but specifi-
cally, they are so sinful and sin so affects every aspect of
their being, including the will, that if they had a choice to
serve God they would always choose not to do so. But
total depravity does not mean they can never imagine,
desire, or do good things. In short, total depravity has a
technical meaning in Calvinism: sin has so corrupted the
human will that only the sole choice of God (uncondition-
al election and irresistible grace) can save people.

2. Unconditional election. God elects certain people
to salvation based on an internal decision within Himself.
There are no conditions to this election. He does not
choose people because of their works, their response, or
His foreknowledge of their choice.
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3. Limited atonement. Jesus Christ died only for
those God previously elected. He did not die to save
everyone in the world, and His sacrifice does not extend
to every individual.

4. Irresistible grace. A person cannot resist God’s
saving grace. Those whom God has elected will inevitably
be saved. Of course, God molds the person’s will so that
he desires salvation and does not wish to resist. If a per-
son could resist God’s grace, due to his total depravity he
would resist it. If God gave a choice, no one would ever
be saved.

5. Perseverance of the saints. Those whom God has
elected will endure to the end and be saved. They cannot
fall from grace. This point is often called unconditional
eternal security or, popularly, “once saved always saved.”
God’s choice alone determines salvation from start to fin-
ish, regardless of an individual’s attitude, choices, or
actions after conversion.

Arminianism
In contrast to these five key points of orthodox

Calvinism, Arminius taught the following:
1. Universal prevenient grace. Humans are sinners,

but God gives grace to all to enable them to make a
choice regarding salvation. “Prevenient” refers to grace
that precedes salvation. Arminius did not deny that sin
has corrupted the human will and every other aspect of
human nature, but he said God has provided a remedy on
the basis of the Cross.

Because of the Lamb slain from the foundation of the
world, God bestows grace upon the whole human race.
“The grace of God that brings salvation has appeared to
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all men” (Titus 2:11, NKJV). (See also Acts 17:30;
Romans 2:4.) This grace does not inevitably save them,
but it draws them, woos them, illuminates their mind and
conscience, and overcomes the effects of the sinful nature
to the extent that they have the ability to accept or reject
God’s plan. Arminius explained:

Those who are obedient to the vocation or call of
God, freely yield their assent to grace; yet they are
previously excited, impelled, drawn and assisted by
grace: And in the very moment in which they actually
assent, they possess the capability of not assenting.1

2. Election based on foreknowledge. God elected to
save those who would accept His plan of salvation. God
knows all things, including the future, but His foreknowl-
edge is not the same as predestination. Although He
knows everything that will happen, He does not foreor-
dain or cause everything to happen. Salvation is by the
grace of God, but humans must accept his plan for their
lives. In the words of Arminius:

All unregenerate persons have freedom of will,
and a capability of resisting the counsel of God
against themselves, of refusing to accept the Gospel
of grace, and of not opening to Him who knocks at
the door of the heart; and these things they can actu-
ally do, without any difference of the Elect and of the
Reprobate.2

Arminius offered an interesting answer to the ques-
tion of how repentance and faith relate to each other,
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which, as we saw with the Lutherans, is a difficult one for
those who believe in unconditional election: “Repentance
is prior to [saving] faith in Christ; but it is posterior to
that faith by which we believe that God is willing to
receive into his favour the penitent sinner.”3

The Arminians pointed out that many passages of
Scripture speak of salvation as something that people
accept or reject. The call to salvation extends to every-
one, to “whosoever will,” not just to the elect. “For God so
loved the world that He gave His only begotten Son, that
whoever believes in Him should not perish but have ever-
lasting life” (John 3:16, NKJV). “Whoever desires, let him
take the water of life freely” (Revelation 22:17, NKJV).

The Bible does speak of predestination in relation to
the plan of God. For example, God predestined the Cross
and the church. He guarantees the destiny of the church,
but people choose whether to be in the church or not. We
can speak of the unconditional election of the church col-
lectively, but when we speak of individuals, we must say
that God’s election is based on His foreknowledge of their
choice. (See Romans 8:29-30.)

3. Universal atonement. Jesus truly died for the
whole human race. The Atonement makes provision for
everyone to be saved, but each person must apply those
benefits personally. “God so loved the world that He gave
His only begotten Son” (John 3:16, NKJV). “And He Him-
self is the propitiation for our sins, and not for ours only
but also for the whole world” (I John 2:2, NKJV). “The
Lord is . . . not willing that any should perish but that all
should come to repentance” (II Peter 3:9).

A Dutch Arminian, Hugo Grotius (1588-1645), devel-
oped the governmental theory of the Atonement, which
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most Arminians did not embrace, however. He said Christ
did not die to pay for our sins but to show that, although
God is ready to forgive us, He considers sin to be so seri-
ous that it always has consequences.

4. Grace can be resisted. People can and do reject
God’s saving grace. Even though God’s grace has
appeared to all humanity, obviously some people are not
saved. Some people will go to the lake of fire at the last
judgment. The reason is that they have resisted the Holy
Spirit. (See Acts 7:51.)

5. No definite position regarding the perseverance
of the saints. Arminius refused to be dogmatic about
whether a saved person could ever lose salvation. He said
either view is orthodox but also pointed out that the
majority of the church has always acknowledged the pos-
sibility of falling from grace.4

Later Arminians generally affirmed that it is possible
to fall from grace. Just as a person must respond to God’s
grace initially, so he must continue to ratify that choice by
faith. If at any point he departs from God in unbelief and
disobedience, then he is no longer walking in God’s
grace, and he will ultimately be lost if he remains in that
position.

Many passages of Scripture emphasize the need to
continue in the faith or warn of the danger of falling away.
(See, for example, Romans 11:17-23; Galatians 5:4;
Hebrews 2:1-4; 10:38-39; 12:14-15; James 5:19-20; II
Peter 2:20-22.)

Some people today reject the doctrine of predestina-
tion yet adhere to the fifth point (perseverance). Many
Baptists fit into this category. They believe that humans
must make a decision to be saved, but once someone has
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made such a choice he can never rescind it.
As a practical matter, predestination, and particularly

unconditional eternal security, encourages the thought
that Christians will inevitably sin on a regular, perhaps
daily, basis but need not be overly concerned about it.
After all, their lifestyle is irrelevant to their salvation.

If someone leaves the church and lives in gross sin,
what is commonly called “backsliding,” the proponents of
unconditional eternal security typically say he was never
truly saved from the start. His faith was deficient—per-
haps a “historic” faith rather than a living faith. If, howev-
er, he truly is one of the elect, eventually he will come
back to God. In the meantime he is still saved; Jesus is
still his Savior although not his Lord at that time.

On the other hand, if a person in the church express-
es doubts about his personal salvation, others typically
assure him to accept it by faith and not to doubt whether
his faith or experience is genuine. In this way persever-
ance becomes a meaningless truism: if someone endures,
he was elect from the start; if someone does not endure,
he was reprobate (or at least not saved) from the start.

As a result of the Synod of Dort, predestination
became the touchstone of Calvinist orthodoxy. If someone
did not accept the five points, he was not an orthodox
Calvinist, even though Calvin himself had not made pre-
destination the central focus of his theology.

Covenant Theology
Another idea that became commonly associated with

Calvinism was covenant (or federal) theology, even
though Calvin himself did not teach it. It arose in the six-
teenth century with Zacharias Ursinus (1534-83) and
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others, and it was developed further in the seventeenth by
Johannes Cocceius (1603-69) and then by the Puritans.
According to this view, we are to interpret Scripture on
the basis of God’s covenant relationships with humanity.
Moreover, God still relates to people on the basis of
covenants. Some Puritans considered that the state
(closely aligned with the church) was also in a covenant
with God.

According to covenant theology, in the beginning God
established the “covenant of works” with Adam and Eve.
If they would keep the garden and obey His command,
they would live perpetually. Since they failed to keep their
side of the covenant, they fell under sin, and God institut-
ed a new covenant: the “covenant of grace.” This
covenant provides salvation by grace alone through faith
alone in Christ alone to those whom God has elected.

In the nineteenth century, a related doctrine arose
among the Plymouth Brethren in England with J. N.
Darby. He taught dispensationalism, which divided God’s
redemptive workings into dispensations, or ages. In each
age, God offered salvation on a different basis. Tradition-
ally, dispensationalists taught that under the law of Moses
God required “works” in the form of obedience to the law
as necessary for salvation, but in the New Testament
church He requires faith apart from any kind of obedi-
ence.5 Today’s dispensationalists have modified their
position to say that in every age salvation is by grace
through faith.

Covenant theologians and dispensationalists oppose
each other’s view, but in many ways their fundamental
premises are the same. Both tend to minimize the “obedi-
ence of faith,” saying that to require an obedient response
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as part of saving faith would be to advocate salvation by
works. A more scriptural approach is to recognize that
God has dealt with humanity in various ways in different
ages and has made different covenants with people, but in
every age salvation is by grace through faith based on
Christ’s atoning sacrifice. And in every age, saving faith
includes obedience to God’s plan for that day.

The Westminster Confession
As we discussed in chapter 8, when the Church of

England broke away from Rome at first it did not have a
strong Protestant theology of its own. As time went on,
the leaders began to adopt most of the tenets of Calvin-
ism, such as Calvin’s teaching on the sacraments.

The Puritans, the element within the Church of Eng-
land that wanted to purge it completely from nonbiblical
beliefs and practices, were strict Calvinists. They adopted
predestination and most embraced the presbyterian form
of church government, although many preferred the inde-
pendent, congregational form.

The Westminster Confession (1646) is a statement
of Calvinism adopted by the English Puritans who favored
presbyterian church government. It is the prime confes-
sion of faith among Presbyterians today. The Reformed
churches that originated in continental Europe look to
earlier confessions in Latin and their national languages,
such as the French Confession of Faith by Calvin and his
student De Chandieu (1559), the Belgic Confession
(1561), and the Second Helvetic Confession (1566).

The Westminster Confession is thoroughly Calvinis-
tic, but it adds some features not prominent in Calvin’s
writings. It teaches the inspiration of the original text of
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Scripture, which Calvin taught, but it goes further than he
did in explicitly stating the inerrancy of Scripture, which
is a logical consequence of inspiration. It also strongly
emphasizes predestination and derives it from the nature
of God Himself.

The Westminster Confession clearly differs from
Calvin on the doctrine of the Sabbath. Calvin taught that
the Sabbath was a shadow of things to come and was ful-
filled and abolished in Christ. He distinguished between
the ceremonial law and the moral law, saying only the lat-
ter is binding on New Testament believers. He identified
the Sabbath as a ceremonial foreshadowing of the rest we
find in Christ, so that Christians are not obligated to keep
it literally.

Later Calvinists decided that the Sabbath is still in
force. They placed great emphasis on the Ten Command-
ments, concluding that all of them are moral in nature
and thus binding on Christians. Therefore they rejected
the idea that the literal Sabbath has been abolished in
Christ. Instead, it has been transformed; under the new
covenant Sunday is the Christian Sabbath. The Sabbath
law of the Old Testament still applies, but to Sunday not
Saturday.

Following the Westminster Confession, later Calvin-
ists imposed Sabbath laws on Sunday. Consequently, they
deemed it a sin to work, play, buy, or sell on Sunday. In
colonial America the Puritans passed “blue laws” to pro-
hibit public buying or selling on Sunday, and remnants of
these laws survived past the middle of the twentieth cen-
tury.

Scripture does not record that God ever changed the
Sabbath from Saturday to Sunday, however. In the mid
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1800s, the Seventh-day Adventists developed in America
in large part by seizing on this flaw in the Presbyterian
position, and they advocated Sabbath observance on Sat-
urday. From a new covenant perspective, both attempts
to impose a literal Sabbath keeping upon the church are
mistaken. (See Acts 15:19-29; Romans 14:5-6; Galatians
4:9-11; Colossians 2:16-17.)

Christians have spiritual rest in the Holy Spirit; in that
sense every day is a Sabbath day. (See Isaiah 28:11-12;
Matthew 11:28-29; Hebrews 4:9-11.) Of course the Bible
does teach that Christians should assemble themselves
together, and they should set aside times for worship and
for rest, but there is no legal requirement as to a certain
day.

The Baptism of the Holy Spirit
Like orthodox Lutheranism, orthodox Calvinism was

not very hospitable to the pouring out of the Holy Spirit.
This was especially true since Calvin taught that the bap-
tism of the Holy Spirit with the sign of tongues was no
longer available.

Nevertheless, a Spirit-filled movement arose among
the Huguenots (French Protestants), who were Calvinis-
tic although they did not totally embrace the strict post-
Calvin orthodoxy. In the 1600s, spiritual revival swept a
group of Huguenot peasants in southern France who
resisted the efforts of King Louis XIV to convert them to
Catholicism. Many were imprisoned, tortured, and mar-
tyred. Observers reported that people spoke in tongues;
uneducated farmers and young children prophesied in
pure, elegant French; there was enthusiastic, demonstra-
tive worship; and people were “seized by the Spirit.”6
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These people became known as the Camisards.
Another name given to them was the “prophets of the
Cevennes,” referring to the mountains in their region.

This movement survived in France into the 1700s. A
number of Camisards fled to England to escape persecu-
tion, and they sparked a revival there in the 1700s. Their
English converts also spoke in tongues.7

In the 1800s, Edward Irving, a Church of Scotland
(Presbyterian) pastor, began to preach in Scotland and
England that the miraculous gifts of the Spirit are avail-
able to the church today. Under his ministry, many people
spoke in tongues. (See chapter 13.)

Summary and Evaluation
From the mid sixteenth century to the mid seven-

teenth century, the major branches of Western Christiani-
ty solidified according to the configuration that exists
today. The Roman Catholics reaffirmed and expounded
their position by the Council of Trent (1563). The Luther-
ans consolidated their position by publication of the Book
of Concord in 1580. The Anglicans formulated the Thir-
ty-nine Articles of Religion (1571). The Reformed
movement in continental Europe adopted the Second
Helvetic Confession (1566), and Presbyterians in Great
Britain adopted the Westminster Confession (1646).
The latter statement is considered orthodox Calvinism
today, but it departed significantly from Calvin’s original
spirit.

The Anabaptists had an early statement of faith in the
Schleitheim Confession (1527), but of all the groups we
have discussed they were the least rigid. For one thing,
they did not place the same emphasis on orthodoxy and
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organizational control as the other groups; for another,
they were so persecuted and splintered that they did not
have the opportunity to develop a monolithic structure
like the others. In smaller groups, of course, they did
develop various confessions of faith.

The latter half of the sixteenth century, then, saw the
official enunciation of the classic denominational posi-
tions, and the seventeenth century was one of confession-
al orthodoxy for Western Christendom. The major
branches of Christendom placed emphasis on correct
doctrinal formulation and precise theological identity.

While attention to theology is vital, an overemphasis
on doctrinal positions to the neglect of spiritual experi-
ence can be stultifying and even deadly. “The letter kill-
eth, but the spirit giveth life” (II Corinthians 3:6). Thus
the need was great, both in continental Europe and in
Great Britain, for a spiritual revival in the eighteenth cen-
tury.
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In the late seventeenth century, a movement called
Pietism arose in Germany in reaction to the cold theolog-
ical orthodoxy of the day. It was not primarily a theologi-
cal response but a refocusing on spirituality and practical
Christian living.

As chapters 9 and 10 have discussed, in the sixteenth
and seventeenth centuries both Lutherans and Calvinists
participated in numerous theological controversies and
placed much emphasis on orthodox confessions. They
expended great energy in formulating detailed doctrinal
statements, identifying and opposing heresy, and exclud-
ing and persecuting people with different views.

To many, it seemed that the theologians were splitting
hairs over abstract doctrines while neglecting the basic
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truths of Scripture and Christian living. Common people
and even pastors began to think Protestantism was drifting
away from personal faith in God and becoming an intellec-
tual, philosophical system with little relevance to biblical
and practical Christianity. For the most part, they accepted
the doctrines considered orthodox, but they wanted to shift
away from academic debate and theological disputes
toward a personal experience and relationship with God.

Spener and the Pietists
Pietism had many roots and contributors, but its

immediate catalyst was Philip Jacob Spener (1635-1705),
a German Lutheran. He wrote an influential book in 1675
called Pia Desideria (Pious Desires or Heartfelt
Desires), from which the movement got its name. (Piety
refers to genuine religious impulses, feelings, or desires.)
In the book he stated six “pious desires,” or “proposals to
correct the condition of the church,” that became the
basis for this movement. These six points are as follows:

1. More extensive use of the Scriptures, including
Bible study in small groups. Instead of relegating theo-
logical discussion to professional theologians, academic
experts, councils, synods, and treatises, believers should
study the Scriptures in small groups and house meetings.
Not only should ministers preach theology from the pul-
pit; people should study the Bible at home.

2. Reemphasis on the spiritual priesthood of all
believers. In theory the Protestant movement taught that
all Christians are priests to God, but in practice most
churches seemed to adopt the Catholic attitude that the-
ology and ministry were only for the professional clergy.
Spener wanted to give the laity positions of spiritual
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responsibility in the church, letting them have an active
part in its life and ministry.

3. Emphasis on spiritual experience and practice
in Christian life rather than mere knowledge. More
than engaging in formal discussions and disputes, people
need to experience God for themselves. They need to
learn how to live as Christians, how to walk in holiness.

4. Conducting controversies in a spirit of charity.
People should not study theology for the primary purpose
of debating doctrinal opponents, and in theological dis-
cussions they should remember and adhere to the over-
riding principle of love.

5. Training of pastors in devotional literature and
practice. The education of ministers focused almost
exclusively on doctrinal formulations to the neglect of
practical instruction relative to their role of leading peo-
ple in the Christian life. Spener wanted preachers and
pastors to study devotional literature as well as theologi-
cal treatises and to receive training on conducting wor-
ship, discipling believers, and leading people into greater
spirituality.

6. Renewed focus on the purpose of the pulpit to
edify the people. The purpose of preaching should be to
instruct, inspire, and feed the believers rather than give
discourses on obscure doctrines. All too often, the typical
sermon was high and lofty in tone, heavy in theology and
academics, and polemical in nature. For instance, the
minister might preach on the doctrine of predestination,
on why the Calvinists (or Lutherans) were in error, on the
limited atonement, or on supralapsarianism. Spener
desired practical preaching that benefited the lives and
hearts of people.
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Spener was careful to affirm his orthodoxy on the
classic Lutheran positions. He upheld justification by
faith, the Lutheran doctrine of sacraments, the essentiali-
ty of baptism, and consubstantiation.1

Spener was concerned about the moral laxity in his
day. He called Christians to a life of personal holiness,
advocating “a self-discipline which included abstinence
from cards [associated with gambling], dancing, and the
theatre and moderation in food, drink, and dress.”2 He
specifically warned against jewelry, finery of dress, and
drunkenness and said the mark of a Pietist was a willing-
ness to “give up freedom in questionable little things.”3

The Pietists generally dressed in plain clothing and
refrained from worldly amusements, oaths, warfare, and
lawsuits.4

While Pietism began among the Lutherans, it soon
spread to the Calvinists. The Pietists generally affirmed
the theology of their mother churches but embraced the
six principles Spener articulated. Moreover, they stressed
repentance and an experience of conversion that changed
people’s lives. In practice, then, there was a significant
difference of attitude and lifestyle from that of their co-
religionists.

Pietism also generated a missionary zeal that hereto-
fore had been lacking among Protestants. While the
Catholics had long sent missionaries to non-Christian
lands, the Protestants had expended most of their energy
on establishing their own doctrinal identities, throwing
off the yoke of Catholicism, and fighting each other’s
alleged heresies. Moreover, the doctrine of predestination
that most of them embraced tended to discourage sacrifi-
cial missionary efforts, for missionary or no missionary,
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God had already predetermined the exact number of
pagans who would be saved.

Church of the Brethren
Although the Pietist movement operated within the

existing denominational structure, it did result in the for-
mation of two significant new groups: the Church of the
Brethren, which arose among the Reformed, and the
Moravians, which arose among the Lutherans. The
Brethren, also known as the Dunkers because of their
practice of triple immersion, originated in Schwarzenau,
Germany, in 1708 and quickly spread to America. They
were influenced by both Anabaptism and Pietism.

The Brethren followed mainstream Protestant theolo-
gy. They taught five practical points of Christian living:
pacifism, temperance (including abstinence from alco-
hol), simplicity of life (avoiding luxuries and unwhole-
some amusements while emphasizing stewardship of
personal and family life), brotherhood of all people, and
obedience to Christ above creeds.

Zinzendorf and the Moravians
The roots of the Moravians go back before the Pietist

movement to the Bohemian Brethren, or Unitas Fratrum
(Unity of the Brethren), who were disciples of John Hus
in Moravia and Bohemia. (Hus was a fifteenth-century
forerunner of the Reformation; Moravia and Bohemia are
part of the Czech Republic today.)

Fleeing persecution, some of the Brethren from
Moravia moved to Germany and settled on the estate
of Nicolas Ludwig, Count von Zinzendorf (1700-60) in
1722, where they founded the village of Herrnhut. A
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fervent Pietist who was devoted to Jesus Christ, Zinzen-
dorf at age twenty-two organized these believers and
infused them with Pietist sentiments. He soon became
their bishop.

On August 13, 1727, a decisive event occurred at
Herrnhut, which Moravian historians have described as a
“signal outpouring of the Holy Spirit,” “a modern Pente-
cost,” and a Moravian “baptism of the Holy Spirit,” com-
paring it to Joel 2, Acts 8, 10, and 19. Zinzendorf called it
“the day of the outpouring of the Holy Spirit upon the
congregation” and “the Pentecost.” In the words of a par-
ticipant, “The Holy Ghost came upon us and in those days
great signs and wonders took place in our midst.”5

Extraordinary prayer preceded and accompanied this
move of God. Children prayed fervently and wept. Many
people prayed all night long, and “great emotion pre-
vailed.” Pastor Rothe reported that on Sunday, August 10,
the whole congregation fell to the dust “overwhelmed by
a wonderful and irresistible power of the Lord” and expe-
rienced an “ecstasy of feeling.” They prayed, sang, and
wept till midnight, and then they instituted a twenty-four-
hour prayer chain.6

This spiritual revival resulted in a flood of new songs.
Nearly all these hymns addressed Jesus, adoring Him as
God.7 Soon afterward, in 1732, the Moravians sent forth
their first foreign missionaries, taking the first significant
step for Protestant missions.

The foregoing accounts do not explicitly mention
speaking in tongues, but historians report that tongues
accompanied the move of God among the Moravians in
the 1700s and 1800s.8

For the most part, the doctrine of the Moravians was
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Lutheran. They stressed, however, the primacy of devo-
tional and moral life over theological formulations.

John Wesley
While spiritual renewal was taking place on the Euro-

pean continent in the eighteenth century, a parallel devel-
opment occurred in Great Britain and extended to
America. The key figure in this revival was John Wesley
(1703-91), a high-church clergyman of the Church of
England.

John and his younger brother Charles (1707-88) had
a strong desire to serve God and discipline their lives for
His will. At Oxford University, Charles and two other stu-
dents founded what came to be known as the Holy Club,
and soon John became its leader. The purpose of the club
was to structure the members’ devotional life and acade-
mic study. They challenged each other to meet goals for
self-discipline, personal devotions, and study. They
received the nickname of Methodists because of their sys-
tematic methods.

During this time Wesley formed much of his theology,
but an important spiritual experience was yet to come. In
1735, George Whitefield (1714-70) became a member of
the club.

Also in 1735, the Wesleys sailed to America to serve
as missionaries in the new colony of Georgia. On the voy-
age, they met a group of Moravians, who impressed John
greatly with their spirituality. He noted their calm assur-
ance and songs of praise during storms, while he himself
was terrified of death and did not have personal assur-
ance of salvation.

In 1736 Charles returned to England ill. John Wesley
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followed him not long afterward, having achieved little
success as a missionary. In his frustration, he recalled
that the Moravians had something he did not. He sought
counsel from a Moravian in London, who instructed him
in repentance, conversion, and the joy of salvation. Short-
ly afterward, he attended an informal Anglican meeting in
the Aldersgate area of the city. While someone read
Luther’s preface to his Commentary on Romans, Wesley
had a dramatic spiritual experience in which he trusted
God for salvation and felt a strong assurance from God.

Wesley continued his association with the Moravians
for a while. For example, on January 1, 1739, John and
Charles Wesley, Whitefield, and other friends met with the
Moravians for all-night prayer. John Wesley reported,
“The power of God came mightily upon us, insomuch that
many cried for exceeding joy, and many fell to the
ground.”9 Wesley also traveled to the Moravians in Ger-
many and met with Zinzendorf.

Wesley continued to be impressed by the spirituality
of the Moravians, and he adopted some of their ideas and
methods. Ultimately, however, he deemed them too mysti-
cal (spiritually subjective), and he disagreed with their
philosophy of quietism, or detachment from everyday life
and uninvolvement with the world. While Wesley certain-
ly advocated separation from worldly influences, he
believed Christians should interact vigorously with the
society around them.

From this point on, Wesley felt his mission was to
bring revival to the Church of England. He did not intend
to form a new organization, nor did he oppose the Angli-
can church structure, but he worked to renew and
strengthen fellow believers. He regarded the Anglicans as
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already saved, but he found something lacking in their
Christian life, and he wanted to lead them into a deeper
Christian experience.

Wesley’s Theology
For the most part, Wesley continued to embrace stan-

dard Anglican theology and church government. He
opposed any attempt to bypass the sacraments or the
preaching of the Word. True to his original high-church
views, he considered water baptism to be a vital part of
Christian conversion and regeneration.10 He also
acknowledged immersion as the biblical mode but was
content with sprinkling.

On one significant point he departed from the majori-
ty Protestant view of the day: he rejected predestination
and embraced the Arminian position. He taught that God
bestows grace upon the whole human race to lead them
to salvation (universal prevenient grace), but only those
who respond in faith will be saved. He also held that
Christians could fall from grace.

The most distinctive aspect of Wesley’s theology is his
doctrine of sanctification and Christian perfection. Up
until this time, most Protestants had emphasized the doc-
trine of justification to the neglect of sanctification (holi-
ness), but Wesley placed the latter on a par with the
former. He taught that just as we are justified by faith, so
we are sanctified by faith.

In Wesley’s theology, sanctification is a process of
Christian growth that begins at justification but is not
complete at that time. The goal of this process is entire
sanctification, or Christian perfection.

Christian perfection means purification from inward
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sin. It does not mean a Christian reaches a point in life
where it is impossible for him to sin or where he no
longer needs God’s grace. But the wholly sanctified per-
son no longer willfully breaks God’s law. He attains a
purity of motives, desires, and thoughts.

The wholly sanctified person is still subject to igno-
rance, mistake, external temptation, and infirmities of the
flesh, and these things can lead him into sin if he allows
them to do so. But God has progressively purged and
transformed his inward nature, the sinful nature inherited
from Adam, until it is no longer a source of temptation.

Wesley taught that Christians should not be content
with the initial experience of justification or conversion
but should live a holy life with the goal of being purified
from inward sin. He taught that Christians can attain such
perfection in this life, but he acknowledged that most
Christians did not.

Many later Wesleyans identified Christian perfection
as a specific experience, a second work of grace. Just as
conversion and justification is an identifiable moment and
a definite experience (the first work of grace), so they
said Christians should seek an additional experience in
which God instantaneously purges them of inward sin.

Wesley himself sometimes spoke of Christian perfec-
tion as an instantaneous experience, but he emphasized
the continual growth process beginning with justification
and continuing throughout the Christian life. At some
point, a Christian can attain Christian perfection, but the
process of sanctification, or Christian growth, still contin-
ues afterward.

According to Wesley, the Christian can and should live
a life of victory over sin. That view was radical because
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until then the Protestants—with the exception of the
Anabaptists, who made little impact in England—had
essentially said Christians are justified sinners. That is,
they are still in bondage to sin and will commit sinful acts
habitually. The only difference is that they are now con-
tinually justified.

The Catholics also assumed that Christians still sin
habitually. Their solution was to confess their sins period-
ically and do penance. There was little incentive to over-
come sin.

Wesley’s doctrine of sanctification, by contrast, says
the Christian can overcome the life of sin through period-
ic self-examination, godly discipline, methodical devo-
tions, and avoidance of worldly pleasures. Sanctification
is not an automatic cure for sin; the sanctified person still
bears the responsibility to overcome. He cannot expect to
live a victorious life if he continues to involve himself in
various worldly activities that could overcome him.

Wesley stressed the need to obey the practical teach-
ings of Scripture on matters of lifestyle and dress, and he
established specific guidelines for avoiding worldly influ-
ences and unnecessary temptation. He “forbade the ladies
of his congregation to wear rich dresses or gold orna-
ments. . . . [He] thought it a sin to go to fairs, to wear jew-
elry or fine clothes, to attend the theater or to dance.”11

Members of his United Society pledged to abstain from
(among other things) drinking, suing Christians, wearing
gold and costly clothing, worldly diversions, unwhole-
some music and literature, and borrowing without the
probability of repayment.12 He taught against the use of
tobacco and alcohol.13

In Advice to the People Called Methodist with
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Regard to Dress, he told his followers to dress neatly but
plainly.14 In Thoughts on Dress, he quoted I Timothy 2:9-
10 and I Peter 3:3-4 and then commented:

Nothing can be more express; the wearing of gold,
of precious stones, and of costly apparel, together
with curling of hair, is here forbidden by name. . . .
Whoever, therefore, says, “There is no harm in these
things,” may as well say, “There is no harm in stealing
or adultery.”15

Critics accused Wesley of propagating a new form of
salvation by works. They asked, How godly does someone
have to live before he is saved? Under this system, how
can anyone know he is saved?

In response, Wesley affirmed that we are both justi-
fied and sanctified by grace through faith. God is the one
who enables us to overcome sin as we believe on Him. We
cannot earn salvation by works or by a life of holiness,
but part of God’s work of salvation in us is to empower us
for holiness. If we do not walk in sanctification, we are
not implementing what God has provided for us. Holiness
is a matter of doing the will of God and using the grace
He has given us.

Instead of unconditional election and unconditional
eternal security, Wesley taught the doctrine of assurance.
Namely, the Spirit of God testifies to us that God has for-
given us and that we are His children, and He assures us
that by God’s grace we can endure to the end. (See
Romans 8:16-17, 35-39.) We have an inner witness; we
can know we are saved as long as we continue to walk by
faith.
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George Whitefield remained strongly Calvinistic and
broke with Wesley over the issue. He and most Calvinists
in the movement rejected Wesley’s doctrine of Christian
perfection also. Augustus Toplady, author of “Rock of
Ages,” vigorously attacked Wesley for his Arminianism,
but the hymn promotes his view of sanctification.

The Methodists
Eventually, the Methodists became a separate denom-

ination because the Church of England as a whole did not
embrace John Wesley’s message and because of Wesley’s
organizational ability. He began organizing Methodist
bands or societies patterned after the original club at
Oxford. The people in them made a commitment to live a
holy life, avoid worldly pleasures, engage in various devo-
tions, meet together, and become committed and
accountable to one another.

These Methodist bands sprang up all over the country.
Wesley ordained clergy for them to ensure that the mes-
sage of sanctification would be preached and that his fol-
lowers could receive sacraments. The Church of England
refused to acknowledge these ordinations, so the
Methodists developed their own churches and ministers.

The Methodist revival inspired many new hymns.
Charles Wesley was a prolific hymn writer, and he com-
municated Methodist theology through his songs. Notable
hymns of his are “O for a Thousand Tongues to Sing,”
“Christ the Lord Is Risen Today,” and “Jesus, Lover of My
Soul.” A later hymn with a Wesleyan theme is “Blessed
Assurance” by Fanny J. Crosby. And “Rock of Ages” refers
in Wesleyan terms to both justification and sanctification:
“Let the water and the blood, from thy wounded side
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which flowed, be of sin the double cure, save from wrath
and make me pure.”

George Whitefield became a powerful preacher who
attracted multitudes to open-air meetings in which they
repented publicly in tears. At his urging, Wesley adopted
the same method, also with great success. When a clergy-
man tried to bar him from conducting an outdoor meeting
in his parish, Wesley replied, “The world is my parish,”
which became a Methodist motto. Wesley, Whitefield, and
others conducted great revival meetings in England and
America in which thousands were converted.

Methodist ministers preached with great fervor, and
the audience responded with high emotion and physical
demonstration, much like Pentecostals today. Historical
accounts describe people weeping, crying out, shaking,
jerking, falling, and dancing under the power of God,
resulting in the label of “shouting Methodists.” There was
strong conviction of sin, joy upon repentance, and ecsta-
sy in worship. One unsympathetic historian wrote,
“Extreme emotional disturbances, ecstasies and bodily
seizures of various sorts were common in the Wesleyan
Revival of the eighteenth century in England,” with peo-
ple in Wesley’s meetings exhibiting “violent motor reac-
tions . . . convulsions and shakings” and screaming.16

Over time, the Methodists became a large, influential,
mainline denomination. Perfectionism was their distinc-
tive doctrine, but gradually that emphasis faded. Today
the Methodists are indistinguishable in lifestyle and wor-
ship from the other traditional Protestant denominations.

From the beginning the Methodists were doctrinally
diverse like their parent, the Church of England, although
they were Arminian. Thus, as the perfectionist and
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revivalist fervor dissipated, there was little to keep them
on their original course. Sadly, they fulfilled the fears of
Wesley himself, who said he did not doubt that a people
called Methodist would continue to exist but feared they
would not maintain their original spiritual identity.

Speaking in Tongues among the Methodists
As we might expect of a movement that emphasized

personal conversion, repentance, holiness of life, and
freedom of worship, there are numerous reports of speak-
ing in tongues among the early Methodists. In the 1700s,
many people received the Holy Spirit with the sign of
tongues in both England and America in the revivals of
Wesley and Whitefield.17 For example, Thomas Walsh, one
of Wesley’s foremost preachers, recorded in his diary on
March 8, 1750, that he spoke in tongues.18

There is no record of Wesley personally speaking in
tongues, but it would not be surprising if he did, based on
his early connection with the Moravians and his own
accounts of dramatic spiritual experiences. Perhaps he
did not recount speaking in tongues because he consid-
ered it too private, or too controversial, or of no general
theological import. Significantly, however, he believed the
gifts of the Spirit had practically disappeared but a fully
restored church would have them again.19

When a certain Dr. Middleton wrote that the gift of
tongues was absent from later church history, Wesley
replied that he was mistaken. He noted that many
ancient Christian writings are no longer extant, that
many Christians wrote no books, that the ante-Nicene
writers did not say tongues ceased with the apostles, and
that the lack of a record does not mean a lack of the
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experience. He concluded, “Many may have spoken with
new tongues, of whom this is not recorded; at least, the
records are lost in the course of so many years.” In reply
to the objection that tongues did not exist in his day, he
noted, “It has been heard of more than once, no farther
off than the valleys of Dauphiny” [southern France].20

This discussion indicates that Wesley himself had not
spoken in tongues by this time, for here would have been
a natural place to mention it. On the other hand, Wesley
did not refer to speaking in tongues among his own fol-
lowers, although he surely knew of its occurrence. Proba-
bly he avoided reference to his own group because they
were the ones under question and he sought to defend
them by citing other examples.

Revival in England
The Methodist movement made a profound impact on

Great Britain. Coupled with the continuing influence of
Puritanism, it helped spark a spiritual revival in the country.
Many of those involved were not Methodists but were other
Nonconformists, that is, associated with other churches
that operated independently of the Church of England.

This revival had a positive influence upon personal
devotion, church life, contemporary culture and morals,
and social conditions. We can note only a few examples.

Isaac Watts (1674-1748) a Congregational pastor,
became the founder of the modern hymn with the publi-
cation of Hymns and Spiritual Songs in 1707. Prior to
his time, the English churches had used psalms in public
worship, with limited musical styles. Two of his best-
known hymns are “Joy to the World” and “When I Survey
the Wondrous Cross.”
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Watts firmly upheld the deity of Jesus Christ but had
great difficulty in understanding and accepting the doc-
trine of the trinity. In The Glory of Christ, he stated, “The
Deity itself personally distinguished as the Father, was
united to the man Christ Jesus, in consequence of which
union, or indwelling of the Godhead, he became properly
God,” and he described the Holy Spirit as the active ener-
gy or power of God but not a distinct person.21 Shortly
before his death he wrote A Solemn Address to the Deity
in which he acknowledged Jesus as God manifested in the
flesh but indicated that the idea of three persons in God
was nonbiblical and incomprehensible.

In 1780, Robert Raikes began the first Sunday school.
He started it in Gloucester for poor children who had no
religious or moral instruction. This tool of evangelism
and discipleship proved so effective that it has become
associated with Christianity worldwide.

Many Christians worked fervently for the improve-
ment of social conditions, including the abolition of slav-
ery. John Newton, former captain of a slave ship, wrote
the hymn “Amazing Grace” after his conversion. In 1807,
due in large part to the untiring efforts of an evangelical
Anglican, William Wilberforce, the slave trade was abol-
ished in Great Britain.

The Great Awakening
Revival also came to North America, where it became

known as the Great Awakening. This spiritual movement
was remarkable for its mass evangelism, revival meetings,
and personal conversions, all of which became character-
istic of conservative American Protestantism.

The Great Awakening began in 1734-35 with the
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preaching of Jonathan Edwards (1703-58), a Congrega-
tionalist and a strict Calvinist. Although he believed
strongly in unconditional election, he preached powerful
sermons such as Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God
that called people to make decisions for Christ and result-
ed in numerous conversions. As with the Methodist
revivals, physical demonstrations such as falling, shaking,
crying, and shouting accompanied these meetings.
George Whitefield also held a series of successful revival
campaigns across America in 1740. The universities of
Princeton, Brown, Rutgers, Dartmouth, and Pennsylvania
began as seminaries under the impetus of the Great
Awakening.

The Great Awakening emphasized a personal experi-
ence with God and personal devotion. It greatly affected
the Presbyterians and Congregationalists, although many
traditionalists in both groups opposed it and some church
splits resulted. The Great Awakening also spurred the
growth of the Baptists and Methodists.

Here we see the beginnings of American revivalism,
meaning an emphasis on special revival meetings, altar
calls, decisions for Christ, repentance, and an identifiable
conversion. Whereas European revivalists focused pri-
marily on personal conversion, American revivalism
emphasized right doctrine as the proper framework for
right experience. It was not merely emotionalism, but it
promoted the preaching of conservative doctrine in con-
trast to liberal trends.

Revivalism spread particularly along the frontier, in
places like Kentucky, Tennessee, and Ohio. The
Methodists were at the fore of the frontier revival. They
were well known for circuit-riding preachers, who trav-
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eled on horseback from town to town where there were
no resident pastors.

By and large, the blacks in America—both slave and
free—embraced Christianity, particularly the conserva-
tive, revivalist variety of the Baptists and Methodists. The
first major black denomination was the African Methodist
Episcopal Church, formed by members who began with-
drawing from a Methodist church in 1787 due to racial
discrimination. In 1816 it was formally organized, and a
prominent Methodist bishop, Francis Asbury, consecrated
Richard Allen as its first bishop.

Emmanuel Swedenborg
Before we leave the eighteenth century, we should dis-

cuss a interesting theological figure of that era named
Emmanuel Swedenborg (1688-1772). He was a brilliant,
accomplished scientist and philosopher in Sweden.
Although he was a Lutheran and he never preached or
started a church, he developed his own unique theology
and attracted a following.

Central to Swedenborg’s theology was an affirmation
of the full deity of Jesus Christ coupled with a denial of
the traditional doctrine of the trinity. He explained his
views as follows:

There is a God, and . . . He is one. . . . The one
God is called Jehovah. . . . Jehovah God descended
and assumed human nature, in order to redeem and
save mankind. . . . There is a divine trinity which con-
sists of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. These three,
Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, are three essentials of
one God, which make one, as soul, body, and activity
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make one in man. . . . In the Lord God the Saviour
Jesus Christ there is a divine trinity, consisting of the
creative divinity, which is called the Father, the divine
humanity, which is called the Son, and the proceeding
divinity, which is called the Holy Spirit. . . . In Jesus
Christ dwelleth all the fulness of the Godhead bod-
ily.22

He denied that there were three eternal persons in the
Godhead. He taught that the Son is not an eternal person
but the human manifestation of the one God. Moreover, in
heaven we will see only one God, namely Jesus Christ,
and anyone who expects to see another divine person is
in false doctrine.

Swedenborg taught that Christ’s humanity was divine.
Although He was born of Mary, His humanity was of heav-
enly origin. Instead of teaching that Christ’s death was a
substitutionary sacrifice to meet the requirements of
God’s justice (propitiation), he presented it as the epito-
me of divine love and a spiritual battle with Satan. He fur-
ther held that Christ’s work of redemption was not
complete at Calvary but required that He descend into
hell to defeat the devil.

On the doctrine of salvation, Swedenborg strongly
opposed predestination. He affirmed salvation by grace
through faith in Jesus Christ but criticized the Lutheran
doctrine of justification by faith alone as giving inade-
quate attention to the importance of love. He believed
that baptism is spiritual and not literal.

Although he based his teachings on Scripture, Swe-
denborg claimed to receive numerous visions that con-
firmed his views. He described visits to the place of
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departed souls and discussions there with famous theolo-
gians such as Luther and Calvin. According to his
account, people who have died can still change their ulti-
mate destiny, and some of them, such as Luther, did
change their doctrinal views after hearing the expositions
of Swedenborg and angels.

Followers of Swedenborg became known as the Swe-
denborgians, and they founded three small groups that
exist today: the General Convention of the New
Jerusalem, the General Church of the New Jerusalem, and
the General Conference in England. Helen Keller was a
famous convert.

Summary and Evaluation
The eighteenth century was one of great spiritual

renewal among many Protestants in Europe and America.
It saw a significant restoration of the biblical message of
true repentance and holiness, mighty outpourings of the
Holy Spirit with the sign of tongues, and some attainment
of a more biblical understanding of the oneness of God.

Shortly before the century began, the Pietist move-
ment started with an emphasis on spiritual experience
and devotional life. It brought much-needed correctives
to orthodox Protestantism. Much of Protestantism today,
including Evangelicalism, still needs the same correc-
tives.

The Pietists, particularly the Moravians, exerted great
influence far beyond their own ranks in at least two ways:
they turned the attention of Protestantism to missions,
and they played a significant role in the spiritual develop-
ment of John Wesley.

Wesley ranks as the most significant Protestant
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leader after Luther and Calvin. While they sought to
restore biblical insight on the doctrine of justification,
Wesley was the first Protestant leader to succeed in
restoring proper emphasis to the doctrine of sanctifica-
tion.

The Lutherans taught that Christians should abide by
the moral law but affirmed their continued justification
even if there was little or no evidence of sanctification.
The Calvinists paid more attention to Christian discipline,
but over time their doctrine of predestination and perse-
verance likewise undercut the zeal for holiness. The
Anabaptists sought a balance of justification and sanctifi-
cation, but they were a distinct minority and were not a
significant factor in England. Thus it was Wesley who
restored sanctification to its proper biblical role.

Scripture does not support, however, the concept of
sanctification as a second work of grace that purifies the
sinful nature. In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries,
some spiritual descendants of Wesley would modify this
view while retaining the emphasis on holiness and victory
over sin.

Wesley founded one of the most prominent Protestant
denominations, the Methodist Church, and indirectly
served as the impetus for the Holiness movement of the
nineteenth century. (See chapter 13.) From the Holiness
movement, in turn, came the Pentecostal movement in
the twentieth century.

As both the Pietists and the Methodists exemplify,
speaking in tongues has accompanied every major revival
movement that has stressed a personal experience of con-
version, repentance from sin, holiness of life, and devo-
tion to Jesus Christ. This is true even though most such
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groups in history did not initially have a place in their the-
ology for tongues, nor did they specifically seek tongues.
Nevertheless, in the groups we have discussed, God gra-
ciously poured out His Spirit upon thirsty, seeking souls
and worked to lead them step by step into the fullness of
biblical truth.

The ultimate result of this process is the Pentecostal
movement. Today’s Pentecostals and Charismatics are
pietistic in orientation, and they owe a great historical
debt to John Wesley. In them, the spiritual impulses of the
eighteenth century live today and have extended to their
ultimate biblical conclusions. In particular, the Oneness
Pentecostals have preserved the devotion, worship, and
practical holiness that the original Pietists and Methodists
stressed, while advancing further into the outpouring of
the Holy Spirit and the revelation of Jesus Christ as the
almighty God.
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The nineteenth century saw many significant devel-
opments in Christianity. Fundamental shifts in politics,
science, and philosophy in the seventeenth through nine-
teenth centuries had a dramatic impact upon theology.
People began to change the way they thought about
everything, including God, religion, and life.

The Impact of the Enlightenment
The revolution of Western thought in the eighteenth

century is known as the Enlightenment, or the Age of
Reason. It promoted belief in human progress and per-
fectibility based on the exercise of reason. Let us briefly
identify some of its influences and their impact upon reli-
gion.
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In politics, two important events occurred in 1789. In
Europe, the French Revolution overthrew the monarchy
and separated the church from the state. Indeed the revo-
lutionary government actively worked against religion.

In North America, the United States adopted the Bill
of Rights, which guaranteed many rights vital to the life of
the church including freedom of religion, speech, press,
and assembly. It also prohibited the government from
favoring or supporting a particular denomination or reli-
gion, which set a new standard for tolerance and equality.

Up to the sixteenth century, science in Western
Europe was the handmaiden of theology and philosophy.
Medieval ideas about science came primarily from writ-
ings of the ancient Greeks and Romans and from theoret-
ical reasoning. Science was limited by opinions of
long-dead authorities and the Catholic Church’s interpre-
tation of Scripture.

In the seventeenth century, science entered a new era
with the modern scientific method of experimentation
and empirical investigation. Galileo Galilei (1564-1642)
said the only source of scientific knowledge is our experi-
ence and observation, not theory based on preconcep-
tions. With the telescope, he confirmed Copernicus’s
hypothesis that the earth revolves around the sun rather
than vice versa, and his experiments with pendulums and
falling bodies disproved notions about physics that dated
from before Christ. For instance, medieval scientists
accepted the ancient Greek theory that objects of differ-
ent weights will fall at different speeds, but Galileo
proved by experiments that, given the same air resis-
tance, they fall at the same speed.

Francis Bacon (1561-1621) similarly overthrew tra-
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ditional assumptions regarding philosophy and science,
advocating that knowledge must come by experimenta-
tion. The ideas of Galileo and Bacon were quite disturb-
ing, because people thought of truth as given, absolute,
and revealed, needing only to be systematized and
explained. The approach of Galileo and Bacon said, in
essence, that scientific truth was largely unknown, and
the only way to discover it was by experience.

Some people began to apply this new approach to the-
ology. Before, people believed that God had already
revealed all theological truth. As medieval scientists
appealed to ancient authorities, so theologians appealed
to Scripture and tradition. Now, however, some people
began to think that perhaps not all theological truth had
been revealed and not all accepted ideas were true, but
they needed to explore theology a step at a time and let it
evolve by trial and error.

Similar developments took place in philosophy. René
Descartes (1596-1650) of France began a school of phi-
losophy known as rationalism. He sought to establish
everything by rational deductions. He started by doubting
everything; the only thing he could not doubt was that he
was thinking. From that premise, he concluded that he
must exist. His classic statement was, “I think; therefore I
am.” He then reasoned from his perceptions that his body
existed and the world existed; therefore the Creator must
exist. Eventually, from the existence of God, he affirmed
the basic doctrines of Christianity.

While he continued to support the Roman Catholic
Church, his supreme authority was individual human rea-
son and rational knowledge. Instead of starting with
Scripture as the source of revealed truth, he started with
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himself. He concluded that Christianity is true because it
is reasonable.

Others, however, would use the same method to draw
very different conclusions. For example, another rational-
ist philosopher, Baruch Spinoza (1632-77), embraced
pantheism.

Another philosophical tradition, known as empiri-
cism, began with the Englishman John Locke (1632-
1704). He taught that we derive all knowledge from sense
perception and experience, and he developed his philoso-
phy by experience. When a child is born, he said, its mind
is blank. There are no innate ideas. Everything the child
learns comes from inward and outward experiences.

Locke applied this approach to religion and conclud-
ed that experience shows Christianity to be the most rea-
sonable religion. It teaches the best morality and is the
best way to live; therefore it is correct. While he upheld
Christianity, like Descartes his supreme authority was no
longer Scripture. Instead, he appealed to experience.

Others applied Locke’s method in ways that undercut
Christianity. For David Hume (1711-76), the result was
skepticism about objective truth. For many others, the
ultimate theological result of rationalism was Deism, an
attempt to reduce all religion to its most basic, universal-
ly held, and reasonable elements. Thomas Jefferson once
identified himself as a Deist.

The Deists sought to remove all “myths” from reli-
gion, such as the accounts of miracles, and to affirm only
what makes sense to human reason. They concluded that
the existence of the world requires a Creator—hence the
label Deist—but He is not concerned with present human
affairs and does not involve Himself with the universe. He
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is like a watchmaker who creates a watch, winds it up,
sets it on a table, and lets it tick by itself from that time
forward. So God created the world, established natural
laws by which it operates, and lets it continue on its own.

Under this approach, morality is determined by what
is reasonable, by what is best for humanity. Moreover, rev-
elation becomes unnecessary; the human mind can dis-
cover and comprehend all that is valuable about
Christianity.

Immanuel Kant (1724-1804), a German philoso-
pher, asserted that we derive all knowledge from experi-
ence but that the human mind has certain innate
structures for receiving and organizing data. He defined
morality by a universal principle he called the categorical
imperative, which is a modification of Christ’s Golden
Rule (Matthew 7:12). It says we should do only those acts
that we would be willing to choose as universal rules for
all humanity. Reason is the source of the rule, and religion
is an aid to fulfilling it. Kant reduced Christianity to
moralism and salvation by works, saying that if we do our
best to live a moral life, then God will take care of our
deficiencies and failures and cover us by His grace.

Another German philosopher, Georg Hegel (1770-
1831), spoke of the principle of rationality in the uni-
verse, which he called the “spirit.” He maintained that
truth progressively unfolds through the clash of opposite
ideas, a process called the dialectic. First, we understand
an aspect of truth, called the thesis. Then we see an
opposing viewpoint called the antithesis. When we com-
bine these two seeming contradictions, we attain a higher
level of truth called the synthesis. There is no absolute,
ultimate truth, but we must continually struggle for truth.
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We must realize that there is always more to learn and
that truth is gradually evolving.

In a way Charles Darwin (1809-82) applied Hegel’s
dialectic to biology, introducing the theory of evolution.
While he believed in God, his views made it easier for
people to deny the God of creation and become agnostics
or atheists.

Karl Marx (1818-83), an atheist, applied Hegel’s
approach to sociology and economics. The result was
dialectical materialism: through the clash of economic
and social classes, society gradually progresses toward
the ultimate goal of communism. Followers of Marx sub-
stituted an earthly utopia of communism for salvation,
heaven, and eternal life.

Liberal Theology
The emphasis on reason challenged the Christian

reliance on revelation. In response, some theologians of
the nineteenth century accepted key tenets of rationalism
but tried to defend and retain Christianity in some form.
They sought to modify theology in accordance with the
dictates of human reason and experience. In the attempt
they reduced Christianity to supernatural rationalism or
moralistic philosophy. Much like the Greek Apologists of
the second century, when the liberal theologians of the
nineteenth century adopted the ideas and methods of
their secular opponents, they lost some of the essentials
of biblical Christianity.

Associated with liberal theology was historical criti-
cism, or higher criticism, of the Bible, in which scholars
studied the Bible as they did uninspired literature. While
some of the methods yielded positive, productive results,
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many scholars employed them in a way that undermined
the Bible’s message. They typically denied the miracles of
the Bible and questioned the accuracy of biblical
accounts. Leaders of this type of destructive criticism of
Scripture were F. C. Baur (1792-1860), David Strauss
(1808-74), Julius Wellhausen (1844-1918), and the
Tübingen school, all of Germany. These methods came to
full fruition in the twentieth century.1

For an understanding of the sources and trends of lib-
eral theology, we will briefly examine three key Protestant
theologians of the era: Schleiermacher, Kierkegaard, and
Ritschl.

Friedrich Schleiermacher
The starting point for liberal theology was Friedrich

Schleiermacher (1768-1834) of Germany. Brought up as
a Moravian, he became a Reformed pastor. Like the Mora-
vians, he emphasized religious feeling as prior to knowl-
edge or ethics, and like the Reformed, he developed a
precise theological formulation of his views.

Schleiermacher taught the need for absolute depen-
dence upon God, and he insisted upon the centrality of
Christ in Christianity. He defined salvation as the trans-
formation of the self into total God-consciousness and the
church as the community of the God-conscious.

He emphasized the need to belong to the church and
to do theology in light of church tradition and confessions,
particularly those of the Reformation. The church has six
essential, immutable elements: Scripture, preaching, bap-
tism, the Eucharist (spiritual communion with Christ),
the power of excommunication, and prayer. The goal of
the church is to establish the kingdom of God on earth.
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Schleiermacher built his theology, however, on reason
and experience rather than revelation. Because he could not
explain them rationally within the context of typical human
experience, he rejected the literal doctrines of Christ’s vir-
gin birth, resurrection, ascension, and return in judgment.

While acknowledging Jesus as our redeemer and not
just our teacher, he rejected the substitutionary atone-
ment. Instead, Christ’s death is an example to us of love,
forgiveness, and reconciliation. He suffered persecution
and death, but instead of reacting sinfully He responded
with total God-consciousness.

Schleiermacher taught that Jesus Christ was divine in
that he was sinless and thus totally submitted to and unit-
ed with God. Jesus is the supreme example for us to fol-
low so that we too can unite with God.

While some of his teachings undercut the full deity of
Jesus Christ, Schleiermacher recognized that the tradi-
tional doctrine of the trinity was not biblical: “The origi-
nal faith-constituting impression made upon the disciples,
even as they grasped it in thought and reproduced it, was
not connected with any knowledge of a Trinity.”2

Instead, trinitarianism is a product of pagan influ-
ences and evolution of doctrine. It originated in a time of
“mass-conversion from heathendom,” so it was easy “to
speak of a plurality or distinction in God,” and “uncon-
scious echoes of what is pagan could find their way in.”
Consequently, “we have the less reason to regard this doc-
trine as finally settled since it did not receive any fresh
treatment when the Evangelical (Protestant) Church was
set up; and so there must still be in store for it a transfor-
mation which will go back to its very beginnings.”3

He pointed out the erroneous logic of trinitarianism.
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For example, despite trinitarian protests, the concept of
the eternal generation of the Son from the Father makes
the former dependent upon, and therefore inferior to, the
latter. Moreover, “the idea of Origen [is] that the Father is
God absolutely, while Son and Spirit are God only by par-
ticipation in the Divine Essence—an idea which is posi-
tively rejected by orthodox Christian teachers, but
secretly underlies their whole procedure.” As another
example he asked, Is Christ’s “divine nature” equal to the
whole divine essence? If not, does each member of the
Trinity have his own divine nature outside his participa-
tion in the divine essence?4

He concluded that the traditional doctrine of the trini-
ty is not necessary. What is “essential” about the doctrine
is the “union of the Divine Essence with human nature,
both in the personality of Christ and in the common Spir-
it of the Church.” These stand independently of the doc-
trine of the trinity.5

Schleiermacher proposed the following understanding
of the Godhead: “Son of God” is not a divine title only, but
it refers to whole human-divine person. “Father” and “Holy
Spirit” refer to “God, Supreme Being.” “In Jesus Christ
divine nature and human nature were combined into one
person.” “The existence of God in the Redeemer is posited
as the innermost fundamental power within Him.” While
not fully committing himself, he acknowledged that a
Sabellian (modalistic) interpretation would explain all the
biblical statements of Christ and the apostles.6

Søren Kierkegaard
Another theologian who blended rationalism with rev-

elation was Søren Kierkegaard (1813-55) of Denmark. He
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is also regarded as an important philosopher, the inspira-
tion for existentialism. This philosophical movement
emphasizes the existence and experience of the individ-
ual, saying that only by personal experience do we know
reality.

Kierkegaard tried to combine his existential philoso-
phy with Christianity, teaching that humans are totally
free and responsible for their own acts. The individual
must pursue truth, advancing through three stages of life
by means of “leaps.” The first stage is the aesthetic, in
which people pursue pleasure. The second is the ethical
stage, where they follow universal principles. The third
and highest stage is that of religion. At this point, a per-
son becomes conscious of sin and seeks absolute truth.
Entering this stage requires a leap of faith into the
unknown, irrational, and eternal; only faith (a direct rela-
tionship with absolute truth) can save.

In this way, Kierkegaard advocated a personal rela-
tionship with God, but he gave short shrift to other
aspects of theology. There was little room in his theology
for the doctrine of the church and the doctrine of grace.
He exaggerated individualism, and he rejected doctrinal
formulations in favor of the individual’s inner experience
and relationship with God.

Albrecht Ritschl
Albrecht Ritschl (1822-89) of Germany, son of a

Lutheran bishop, was a third important source of liberal
theology. He taught a subjective theory of the Atonement.
According to him, the death of Jesus was not an objective
payment for our sins but simply a demonstration of God’s
love for us and a motivation for us to love God in return.
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It acts upon us subjectively by making us realize that God
has set us free from sin.

In short, Jesus Christ does not actually take away our
guilt by an atoning sacrifice, but His example shows us
that we do not have to live under guilt any longer. Once
we understand this concept, guilt loses its power to sepa-
rate us from God. We simply get rid of guilt and follow
after God. Salvation takes place within us as we accept
God’s love and reconcile ourselves to Him.

Ritschl thus emphasized the love of God to the point
of completely rejecting divine wrath and judgment. In his
scheme everyone is saved; people simply need to recog-
nize this fact and live accordingly. His theology stripped
the doctrines of sin, grace, atonement, salvation, and
judgment of almost all their biblical meaning and reduced
Christianity to a moral philosophy.

The Social Gospel
In the latter half of the nineteenth century and early

part of the twentieth, liberal theology led to a movement
in the United States called the social gospel. A prime
exponent was Walter Rauschenbusch (1861-1918). Sim-
ply stated, the gospel of Christ calls believers to work for
God’s kingdom in this world, which is the kingdom of jus-
tice. The real mission of the church is not to save souls
for an invisible, eternal kingdom but to establish the king-
dom of God on earth. Its priority should be to work for
justice, freedom, and a better society.

The Roman Catholic Church
Liberal ideas also challenged the Roman Catholic

Church. In response, Pope Pius IX issued the Syllabus of
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Errors in 1864. It defended tradition and it rejected
“modern liberalism,” namely, rationalism and historical
criticism of the Bible. It also denounced the separation of
church and state, freedom for other religions, public
school education, and other principles that threatened the
supremacy of the Roman Catholic Church in Catholic
lands. It specifically identified the following as errors:

It is no longer expedient that the Catholic religion
shall be held as the only religion of the State, to the
exclusion of all other modes of worship. . . . It has
been wisely provided by law, in some countries called
Catholic, that persons coming to reside therein shall
enjoy the public exercise of their own worship.7

Despite official opposition, many Catholic scholars in
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries became mod-
ernists, adopting liberal theology and higher criticism of
the Bible. Their reinterpretations of the Bible were not as
devastating as those of the Protestants, because as
Catholics they affirmed the authority of church tradition
and the continuing work of the Holy Spirit to lead the
church into new doctrinal understandings. Thus, even if
they concluded that the Bible does not support a certain
doctrine, they could uphold it on the basis of postbiblical
tradition and progressive revelation.

The nineteenth century marked the victory of the
pope over centuries of conflict regarding his authority.
Beginning in the seventeenth century, there had been
widespread opposition to excessive ecclesiastical central-
ization, particularly the papacy. Strongest in France, this
movement became known as Gallicanism. (“Gallic” is
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from “Gaul,” the old Roman name for France.) The Sor-
bonne, a prestigious college in the University of Paris,
published six articles in 1663 that said the king is inde-
pendent of the pope in temporal matters, the pope does
not have authority to depose French bishops, he is not
superior to a council, and he is not necessarily infallible.
The French Revolution effectively ended Gallicanism by
radically separating church and state and suppressing the
church’s political influence.

An important step in consolidating the pope’s ecclesi-
astical power was the proclamation of the immaculate
conception of Mary. For centuries the Catholic Church
had elevated Mary, venerating her, praying to her, looking
to her as an intercessor, speaking of her as sinless, teach-
ing her perpetual virginity, and so on. From early
medieval times, many theologians, particularly the Fran-
ciscans (a monastic order), taught that by the special
grace of God Mary was born without original sin and
without a sinful nature. At conception, God sanctified her
and gave her an innocent nature like that of Adam and
Eve in the beginning. The Dominicans, including Thomas
Aquinas, generally opposed this view, however.

In 1854, Pope Pius IX proclaimed the immaculate
conception of Mary as official doctrine. This move was
quite popular, for the doctrine had already won the hearts
of most Catholics. The significance of this pronounce-
ment went beyond the doctrine of Mary, however. For the
first time, a pope defined a major new doctrine on his
own authority, without calling a council or seeking
approval from the rest of the hierarchy. Before this time,
the immaculate conception was technically a matter of
private belief or speculation, but as of 1854 it became the
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official position of the Roman Catholic Church solely on
the pope’s authority. The immediate effect was to estab-
lish this doctrine, but the long-range effect was to
enhance papal power.

The doctrine of papal supremacy reached its apex at
the First Vatican Council (Vatican I) in 1870. This council,
held in the papal city, proclaimed the infallibility of the
pope. Again, what was once private belief or speculation
became the official doctrine of the church.

Technically, infallibility does not mean the pope is
incapable of making a mistake or expressing a wrong
opinion. It applies only when he speaks ex cathedra
(“from the chair”), or in his official capacity as pastor and
teacher of the universal church, and then only when he
speaks on matters of faith and morals. In these limited
circumstances, God preserves him from error so that his
words are the words of Christ on the issue at hand.

Some Catholics rejected this doctrine and split from
the Roman Church, becoming known as Old Catholics.
Even in the twentieth century several prominent Catholic
theologians, including Hans Küng, have challenged it.

Interestingly, this decision applies retroactively:
according to official Catholic theology, papal infallibility
has always been true even though popes of previous cen-
turies did not make this claim. For Catholics, it is difficult
to reconcile this doctrine with theological positions of
some ancient bishops of Rome that run counter to
Catholic orthodoxy today. For example, Zephyrinus and
Callixtus held modalistic views, Liberius signed an Arian
creed to regain his position, Gelasius I denied the real
presence of Christ in the Eucharist, and Honorius I
denied that Christ had two wills—all views later deemed
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gross heresy.8

Vatican I also declared that the pope has the final
authority in church discipline and administration. As an
example, the celibacy of the priesthood is a rule enforced
by the authority of the pope, going back to the time of
Gregory VII.

In essence, Vatican I ceded to the pope the historical
authority of the councils, effectively ending the conciliar
movement. The pope reigned supreme over every aspect
of the church. Not until Vatican II (1962-65) did another
council meet and play a significant role in directing the
church.

Despite the confirmation and consolidation of his
ecclesiastical power, the pope lost most of his temporal
authority. In 1870, Italy annexed the Papal States, territo-
ry in central Italy that the popes had ruled from the Dona-
tion of Pepin in 754. The pope was left only with Vatican
City, which remains an independent country under his
reign.

Roman Catholicism received a boost from a Protes-
tant source during this century. The high-church, Anglo-
Catholic wing of the Church of England reacted against
both liberalism and evangelicalism. Beginning at Oxford
in 1833, the leaders of the Oxford (or Tractarian) move-
ment championed church tradition and ritual through ser-
mons and tracts. They believed the evangelical wing
rejected too much tradition, and they reintroduced
Catholic elements such as elaborate rituals, confession to
a priest, monasticism, and frequent communion. Later
many of them converted to Roman Catholicism, including
the chief spokesman, John Henry Newman, who became
a cardinal.
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Eastern Orthodoxy
Space does not allow a thorough treatment of Eastern

Orthodoxy, but there was much less doctrinal develop-
ment in the East than in the West. The fall of Constan-
tinople (the seat of Orthodoxy) to the Ottoman Turks in
1453 stunted the progress of Orthodox theology. As a
result of the Turkish conquest, Islam ruled over much of
the historic territory of Orthodoxy.

The Protestant Reformation affected the East very lit-
tle. Eventually, however, Eastern Orthodoxy found it neces-
sary to oppose Protestant doctrines. As new ideas in
science, philosophy, and religion came from the West there
was much opposition but gradually some acceptance.

In the Greek church, Cyril Lucaris (1572-1638)
became, in effect, a moderate Calvinist. Patriarch of
Alexandria and then of Constantinople (the highest posi-
tion of leadership in Orthodoxy), he taught justification
by faith, the supreme authority of Scripture, a spiritual
Eucharist, and predestination. After his death, however,
the Greek Orthodox Church condemned Calvinism.

After the fall of Constantinople, the Russian Orthodox
Church considered itself to be the purest representative
of Christianity. It said the center of Orthodoxy shifted
from Rome to Constantinople to Moscow, and it consid-
ered Scripture, the church fathers, and oral tradition to
be equal in authority.

The Russian church went through an anti-Catholic
period and then an anti-Protestant period. The school of
Kiev in the 1600s tended toward Catholicism, but it
rejected papal supremacy and the procession of the Spir-
it from the Son. Meanwhile, Theophanes Prokopovic and
his followers tended toward Protestantism, advocating
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Scripture as the primary authority.
Nikon (1605-81), patriarch of Moscow, reformed the

ancient liturgy. Those who rejected the changes and split
away became known as Old Believers.

In the 1800s the Slavophile movement held that Russ-
ian Orthodoxy is the correct halfway point between
Catholicism and Protestantism, avoiding the errors of
both. The Slavophiles also criticized the stifling control of
the hierarchy.

Overall, from the sixteenth through nineteenth cen-
turies Eastern Orthodoxy was traditional, conservative,
and hierarchical. Where it was the majority faith, it close-
ly aligned itself with the state and, in the case of Russia,
was quite subservient to the state.

New American Religions
In nineteenth-century America, several new religions

arose out of traditional Christianity. We can only briefly
discuss some of the more important ones.

The Seventh-day Adventists grew out of the preach-
ing of a Baptist named William Miller (1782-1849). He
predicted the second coming of Christ in 1843 and again
in 1844, attracting numerous followers. When his
prophecies failed, he renounced his methods and apolo-
gized, but some of his followers rallied under the leader-
ship of Ellen G. White in 1846. She explained that Christ
had entered a heavenly temple on the predicted date to
begin the “investigative judgment.” She taught that Chris-
tians must keep Saturday as the Sabbath, or else they run
the risk of being lost. Today’s Seventh-day Adventists
regard Ellen White as a prophet whose writings are
authoritative, but they seek to be recognized as fully
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Christian by accepting the supreme authority of Scripture
and justification by faith.

The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, bet-
ter known as the Mormons, began in 1830 with Joseph
Smith (1805-44), who claimed he was restoring the true
church. He said an angel revealed to him the location of a
second volume of Scripture, called the Book of Mormon,
written by ancient inhabitants of America who received a
visit from Christ. In the 1830s, before their most serious
doctrinal deviations, a few Mormon leaders claimed to
speak in tongues, but this practice did not continue.

After much persecution in which Smith was killed,
Brigham Young (1801-77) led the majority of the Mor-
mons to Utah in 1847, where they settled and became the
dominant religion. Under Young’s influence, Mormons
came to believe that God was once a man and through
obedience and good works we can become gods ourselves.

The founder of Jehovah’s Witnesses, who also use
the name of Watch Tower Bible and Tract Society, was
Charles Taze Russell (1852-1916). He and subsequent
leaders made a number of failed predictions relative to
the Second Coming and finally concluded that Jesus had
already come invisibly. Jehovah’s Witnesses deny the trin-
ity and hold an Arian view of Jesus, believing that He is
not the supreme God but a subordinate spirit being.

Mary Baker Eddy (1821-1910) founded the Church of
Christ, Scientist, or Christian Science. Blending biblical
terminology with Eastern religious philosophy, she taught
that God is an abstract principle rather than a personal
being. She denied the reality of disease and claimed that
when a sick person fully embraces this truth he will be
healed.
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The Era of Protestant Missions
The nineteenth century is known as the great era of

Protestant missions. As discussed in chapter 11, until the
Pietists in the eighteenth century Protestants traditionally
did not concern themselves greatly about missions in
pagan lands but left that task to the Catholics. In the nine-
teenth century, however, many Protestants developed a
missionary burden and vision.

Most of the early mission societies were formed in
Great Britain by Baptists, but they were not initially asso-
ciated with denominational structures. Methodists and
others soon started to participate in them as well. Early
missions societies also began in the United States and the
Netherlands. Individuals from various churches and
denominations joined together, pooled their money, and
sent missionaries. This process encouraged lay leader-
ship, for the initial impetus came more from the laity than
the ministry. Much later, denominations began to catch
the vision and organized their own missions departments.

One of the earliest efforts slightly predated the centu-
ry. William Carey (1761-1834), a Baptist shoemaker and
pastor, was instrumental in organizing the Baptist Mis-
sionary Society in 1792, and the next year he journeyed
to India as a missionary. Other noted missionaries were
Robert Morrison, the first Protestant missionary to China
(1807); J. Hudson Taylor (1832-1905), founder of the
China Inland Mission, which had the largest number of
missionaries; David Livingstone (1813-73), the most
famous missionary to Africa and a noted explorer; and
Adoniram Judson (1788-1850), an American Baptist mis-
sionary to Burma.

As a result of these labors, in the nineteenth century
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Protestantism truly became a worldwide movement.
Before this time, the stronghold of Christianity was
Europe, and by immigration, conquest, and colonization
Christianity had expanded to North America (mostly
Protestant), South America (mostly Catholic), and Aus-
tralia (mostly Protestant). The continents of Asia and
Africa had been largely untouched by any kind of Chris-
tianity, except for ancient churches in the Middle East,
North Africa, and Ethiopia. To the extent they were
touched, it was primarily by Roman Catholicism, but in
the nineteenth century Protestants established strong
missions on these continents.

The Second Awakening
In America, the nineteenth century ushered in a new

wave of revival. The fervor of the Great Awakening had
subsided years before, but in the 1790s and early 1800s,
a renewed thrust of revival and evangelism, sometimes
called the Second Awakening, began. It was characterized
by great frontier revivals, circuit-riding preachers, and
camp meetings, which originated during this time.

The new revival mostly involved Methodists and Bap-
tists, but some Presbyterians took part, particularly in the
beginning. Leading evangelists of the revival were James
McGready, a Presbyterian, and Peter Cartwright, a
Methodist circuit rider.

A wave of revival began in Logan County, Kentucky,
with the preaching of McGready in 1799. The first camp
meeting was held in July 1800 in the same area near the
Gasper River, and it was noted for weeping and shouts of
ecstasy.9

The most outstanding camp meeting took place near-

260

A History of Christian Doctrine



by, at Cane Ridge in August 1801. It was organized by
Presbyterians and Methodists, and twenty to thirty thou-
sand people attended. Participants engaged in extended
prayer; enthusiastic, emotional worship; and physical
demonstrations as the Spirit of God moved upon them.10

These demonstrations included sobbing, shrieking,
falling (over three thousand fell under the power of God),
exuberant singing, shouting, laughing (“holy laughter”),
dancing, shaking (“jerking”), jumping, leaping, rolling,
and running. People testified that they fell into trances,
saw visions, and exercised various gifts of the Holy
Ghost. There were also accounts of “barking,” but Barton
Stone explained that this report originated because some
people grunted or gasped when they jerked under God’s
power.

Similar demonstrations occurred at other revival
meetings throughout the century. Sometimes an entire
congregation would begin breathing in distress, weeping,
and repenting, with hundreds of people falling on the
ground under conviction of sin. In the wake of these
revivals were profound moral reforms.11

There were also numerous reports of speaking in
tongues. As one example, a great revival swept the Uni-
versity of Georgia in 1800-1, and the students “shouted
and talked in unknown tongues.”12 In many cases speak-
ing in tongues probably went unreported because
observers did not recognize it or its significance and did
not distinguish it from other physical phenomena. One
historian summarized: “Throughout the nineteenth cen-
tury speaking in unknown tongues occurred occasionally
in the revivals and camp meetings that dotted the coun-
tryside. Perhaps the phenomenon was considered just

261

The Nineteenth Century



another of the many evidences that one had been saved
or sanctified.”13

Leading revivalists in the nineteenth century were
Charles Finney and Dwight Moody. Their efforts helped
promote the Holiness movement, which became the heir
of the Methodist revivals, the Great Awakening, and the
Second Awakening. We will discuss Finney, Moody, and
the Holiness movement in chapter 13.

The Christian Church and Churches of Christ
A leading participant in the Cane Ridge revival was

Barton W. Stone (1772-1844), a Presbyterian minister
who repudiated predestination and who emancipated his
slaves. Stone described the revival as a genuine move of
God in which God poured out His Spirit.

At first, Stone and his followers formed an indepen-
dent Presbyterian group, but soon they dissolved it and
determined simply to call themselves Christians and to
advocate no creed but the Bible. Their chief goal was the
restoration of primitive Christianity and of unity among
Christians.

While a Presbyterian, Stone had difficulties with the
doctrine of the trinity. One of his theology instructors intro-
duced him to Isaac Watts’s Glory of Christ, which advocat-
ed modalistic concepts. The instructor, Stone, and others
embraced these views, although Stone merely said Watts
taught that Christ had a preexistent human soul (instead of
preexisting the Incarnation as the “eternal Son”).14

Stone also revealed, however, his sympathy for a
modalistic understanding of the Godhead:

Sometimes my mind inclined to consider the three
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persons as three distinctions, appellations, or rela-
tions, in the one God. This opinion rather preponder-
ated in my mind, yet I was unsettled. At the same time
I so far doubted the propriety of the phrase Eternal
Son of God, that I could not receive it as an article of
faith.15

Stone did not make an issue of these ideas, but appar-
ently he continued to hold them, for some trinitarians
opposed him in later years because of them. He always
upheld the deity of Jesus Christ.16

Stone’s study of the Scriptures also led him to water
baptism of believers by immersion in the name of Jesus
Christ for the remission of sins. He wrote, “The subject of
baptism now engaged the attention of the people very
generally, and some, with myself, began to conclude that
it ought to be administered in the name of Jesus to all
believing penitents.” He then quoted Acts 2:38.17

Similarly, Elias Smith (1769-1846), editor of the first
religious newspaper in America, the Herald of Gospel
Liberty, was part of an early group that called themselves
simply Christians. He baptized only in the name of Jesus
Christ and rejected the doctrine of the trinity.18

Before long, Barton Stone met Alexander Campbell
(1788-1866), who with his father, Thomas Campbell,
led another group with views similar to Stone’s. Stone
had not consistently proclaimed his earlier insight that
baptism was for the remission of sins, but Alexander
Campbell emphasized this point, and Stone renewed his
commitment to it. Like Stone, Campbell refused to use
trinitarian terminology because it was not scriptural, but
unlike Stone he seemed to have no problem with the

263

The Nineteenth Century



concept, and he always used the trinitarian baptismal
formula.19

In 1832 the two groups merged, resolving to use the
Bible alone as their creed and to call themselves only
Christians or Churches of Christ. They wanted to bring all
churches under their banner and restore the original
apostolic church.

Since there was no defining creed or articles of faith,
over time this movement separated into two distinct
camps. The more liberal wing became the Christian
Church (Disciples of Christ), which is now a mainline
Protestant denomination.

The conservatives became known as the Churches of
Christ, and these churches remained strictly congrega-
tional and independent. They closely followed the original
ideas of Alexander Campbell. They stress the essentiality
of water baptism, are staunch trinitarians, forbid the use
of musical instruments in church, and oppose any tangi-
ble feeling, anointing, demonstration, or gift of the Spirit
for today.

The Oneness of God and Deity of Jesus Christ
As illustrated by Barton Stone, many people in the

nineteenth century questioned traditional trinitarian
orthodoxy and redefined or rejected it in favor of modal-
istic concepts. They affirmed the absolute oneness of God
and the deity of Jesus Christ but drew away from or aban-
doned the idea of three distinct persons.

Horace Bushnell (1802-76), a Congregationalist,
accepted “trinity,” “three persons,” and trinitarian bap-
tism but denounced the idea that in God there are “three
distinct consciousnesses, wills and understandings.” He
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described the “threefold denomination” of “Father, Son,
and Holy Ghost [as] incidental to, and produced by the
central fact, or mystery of the incarnation, as an imper-
sonation of God developed in time.” When asked whether
he believed in a “modal trinity” and “three modal per-
sons,” he replied, “I must answer obscurely” and pre-
ferred rather to speak of the “Instrumental Trinity” and
“Instrumental Persons.” He concluded, “Through these
living persons, or impersonations, I find the Infinite One
brought down even to my own level of humanity, without
any loss of His greatness.”20

Henry Ward Beecher (1813-87), a famous Congrega-
tional pastor in New York City, identified “Christ as the
Divine Spirit manifested in a human body and under the
limitations of a human life.” Against Unitarianism he
strongly affirmed Christ’s deity:

Could Theodore Parker worship my God?—Christ
Jesus is His name. All that there is of God to me is
bound up in that name. A dim and shadowy effluence
rises from Christ, and that I am taught to call the
Father. A yet more tenuous and invisible film of
thought arises, and that is the Holy Spirit. But neither
are to me tangible, restful, accessible. They are to be
revealed to my knowledge hereafter, but now only to
my faith. But Christ stands my manifest God. All that
I know is of Him and in Him.21

Other American Congregationalists, such as Lyman
Abbott, Joseph Cook, and A. H. Bradford expressed
modalism even more strongly.22

John Miller, an American Presbyterian, wrote an
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intriguing book in 1876 called Is God a Trinity? in which
he explicitly rejected trinitarianism as unbiblical. Except
for a few differences in terminology, he explained the
oneness of God and the deity of Jesus Christ in the same
way as Oneness Pentecostals do today. He also explained
that Matthew 28:19 refers to baptism in the name of
Jesus Christ. The book evidently gained a following, for it
went through at least three editions, with the third one
published in 1922.23

Modern Oneness Pentecostals have discovered similar
works in England, including the following:

• A book written in 1828 by John Clowes, pastor of
St. John’s Church in Manchester. It teaches that Jesus is
the “only God” and that the Father is not “separate” from
Jesus but is Him.24

• A Few Words of Obvious Truth (third edition,
1836) by an anonymous author who described himself as
“a Unitarian Believer in the Divinity of the Son of God”
and an “Apostolical Christian.” He denied the trinity,
upheld the oneness of God and deity of Jesus Christ, and
advocated baptism only in Jesus’ name.25

• The Testimony of Jesus (1884) by David Bailey.
Founder of a school in Bilston, England, he taught that
Jesus is Jehovah and the trinity is in Jesus. “God is One,”
he wrote, “in the Person of the Lord Jesus Christ.”26

The foregoing list is merely illustrative not exhaus-
tive. Additional research will likely uncover others who
expressed Oneness views, and many who held such
beliefs probably left no written record.

Summary
In chapter 13, we will discuss the Holiness movement
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of the 1800s, cite evidence for speaking in tongues
throughout the nineteenth century, and draw conclusions
about the century as a whole.
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The Methodist movement, the Great Awakening, and
the Second Awakening prepared the ground in the United
States and Great Britain for further revival and evangelis-
tic efforts. These, in turn, ultimately led to the Holiness
movement in the latter half of the nineteenth century and
then to the Pentecostal movement at the beginning of the
twentieth.

The Evangelists
In the nineteenth century there arose two conservative

Protestant evangelists in the United States who became
nationally known. They preached revival meetings and
crusades across the country and later in Great Britain,
pioneering modern techniques of mass evangelism. They
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emphasized the need for personal repentance and a per-
sonal decision for Christ, and they were responsible for
thousands of conversions.

Charles G. Finney (1792-1875) became prominent
around the middle of the century. Originally a Presbyter-
ian, he left that denomination because he rejected the
doctrine of predestination. He believed that anyone could
respond to the gospel message and be saved. In 1835 he
published his views in Lectures on Revival.

After leaving the Presbyterian church, Finney became
a Congregational pastor. He also served as a teacher of
theology at Oberlin College in Ohio for many years, and
for fifteen years he was its president. Oberlin was an
innovative, evangelical Christian college that accepted
both male and female students and both blacks and
whites.

Dwight L. Moody (1837-99) was converted in a Con-
gregational church in 1855 and became a successful busi-
nessman in Chicago. Although he was never ordained, he
soon gave up business, founded a nondenominational
church, and served as president of the Young Men’s
Christian Association of Chicago. Throughout the latter
part of the century, Moody toured the United States and
Great Britain, holding evangelistic meetings.

Ira Sankey (1840-1908), a singer and musician, trav-
eled with Moody most of the time. His fervent singing of
“gospel hymns” was a vital part of the evangelistic min-
istry, and he popularized a style of music that became
characteristic of conservative Protestantism.

In 1886 the Student Volunteer Movement for Foreign
Missions was founded under Moody’s leadership. It swept
through colleges, universities, and seminaries across
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America, calling students to a dedicated Christian life.
Many of them later became missionaries in foreign lands.

Although he was primarily a pastor, we should also
mention Charles Spurgeon (1834-92), the most promi-
nent Baptist preacher of the century in Great Britain.
Spurgeon’s powerful preaching attracted great crowds to
his church in London. Calvinistic in theology, he was
quite evangelistic in his ministry.

Holiness Groups
As chapter 11 has discussed, John Wesley and the

early Methodists promoted the life of sanctification with
the goal of Christian perfection. By the mid 1800s, how-
ever, it was evident that the Methodist Church had depart-
ed from the original emphasis on holiness. A number of
people within or associated with Methodism were quite
concerned to preserve this message. Phoebe Palmer
(1807-74) initiated a revival of holiness teaching in
Methodism, particularly with her book The Way of Holi-
ness (1845).

We can date the formal beginning of the modern Holi-
ness movement to a camp meeting in Vineland, New Jer-
sey, in 1867. The organizers issued a call to holiness,
dedicating the camp meeting to preaching and teaching
on this subject. From this camp, the National Holiness
Association was born. Its purpose was to renew and pro-
mote the message of holiness within the Methodist Epis-
copal Church and throughout Protestant ranks.

Toward the end of the century, the Methodist Church
as a whole rejected this renewed emphasis, and Methodist
publications condemned the movement. Consequently,
many holiness-minded people felt they had no choice but
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to form their own denominations. A number of conserva-
tive Wesleyan or Holiness churches were established,
including the Wesleyan Methodist Church (1843), an anti-
slavery split that embraced the later Holiness movement;
the Pilgrim Holiness Church (1897), which merged with
the preceding group in 1968 to form the Wesleyan
Church; the Free Methodist Church (1860), which also
joined the Holiness movement; the Church of God
(Anderson, Indiana) (1880); the Church of God (Cleve-
land, Tennessee) (1896); the Church of the Nazarene
(1895), which became the largest Holiness denomina-
tion; the Fire-Baptized Holiness Church (1895), which in
1911 merged with the Pentecostal Holiness Church
(1900) under the latter name; and the Church of God in
Christ (1897), a black organization. From 1895 to 1905,
over twenty small Holiness denominations were started.

Two other groups that taught sanctification and prac-
tical holiness were the Christian and Missionary Alliance
(1887) and the Salvation Army (1878). The former was
an evangelistic organization founded by A. B. Simpson,
who proclaimed a fourfold gospel of Jesus as Savior,
sanctifier, healer, and coming Lord. The latter originated
with the ministry of William and Catherine Booth in the
slums of London. Highly disciplined and with military-
style organization, this group endeavored to meet both
the physical and spiritual needs of people.

Holiness Theology
The distinctive doctrine of the Holiness movement

was entire sanctification, or Christian perfection. While
the Holiness groups sought to perpetuate the original
Wesleyan doctrine and lifestyle, their emphasis was some-
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what different from Wesley’s in that they focused on sanc-
tification as a crisis experience, an instantaneous second
work of grace. Although Wesley had spoken of sanctifica-
tion as instantaneous, he stressed the process of sanctifi-
cation over a person’s life both before and after the
attainment of Christian perfection.

In short, the Holiness groups taught that everyone
should seek two distinct experiences with God, or works
of grace. First, a person needs to be saved. When he
repents of sin, believes on the Lord, and confesses Jesus
as his personal Savior, he is justified, forgiven of sins, and
born again, and has Christ living within.

At this point he needs a second work of grace, called
Christian perfection or entire sanctification. In this
experience, God “eradicates” the indwelling nature of
sin, thereby enabling the Christian to live a victorious,
holy life.

Holiness people sought this experience with prayer,
weeping, and soul searching, much as they did the initial
experience of conversion. Many began to look for evi-
dence of this second experience, such as a strong assur-
ance, emotional feelings, or physical sensations.

As they studied the Scriptures, particularly the Book
of Acts, they noticed that the disciples were “baptized
with the Holy Ghost,” and they began to equate entire
sanctification with the baptism of the Holy Ghost. They
did not necessarily associate this experience with speak-
ing in tongues, although there were some instances of
speaking in tongues in the Holiness movement.

In using this terminology, they deviated from Wesley,
who thought that receiving the Holy Spirit occurred at
conversion. They followed, however, the language of his
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designated successor, John Fletcher, who described sanc-
tification as receiving, or being baptized with, the Holy
Ghost. Nineteenth-century leaders who employed this ter-
minology included Phoebe Palmer; Asa Mahan, former
president of Oberlin College who wrote The Baptism of
the Holy Ghost; Dwight Moody; and R. A. Torrey.

For the most part, Oberlin College and Charles Finney
taught the Holiness doctrine of sanctification as a second
work of grace. Their view is sometimes called Oberlin
perfectionism.

A number of holiness-minded people began to pro-
claim an alternate view of holiness, however. The practi-
cal effect was much the same, but the approach was
somewhat different. They denied that the inward nature
of sin is eradicated in this life, but they proclaimed that by
His Spirit God gives Christians power to overcome and
suppress the influence of the sinful nature.

They exhorted all Christians to seek a distinct
encounter with God’s Spirit in which they would receive
power for Christian service and power to bear spiritual
fruit. It could happen at conversion or afterward. Subse-
quently, they should live in the “fullness of the Spirit” and
participate in the “higher Christian life.” These teachers
also began to use the scriptural terminology of being
“baptized with the Holy Ghost” for this crisis experience.

This view is sometimes called Keswick holiness, or
Keswick higher life, from the village of Keswick (pro-
nounced “Kessick”), England, which was the location of
the first and most influential meetings to promote this
view. Prominent advocates included William E. Board-
man, F. B. Meyer, Andrew Murray, G. Campbell Morgan,
A. B. Simpson, and A. J. Gordon. Dwight Moody, R. A.
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Torrey (Moody’s successor), and Moody Bible Institute
were also close to this position, although they spoke pri-
marily of power for service rather than power for holi-
ness.

In sum, both Wesleyan and Oberlin perfectionism and
Keswick holiness advocated the life of holiness, but the
former stressed the eradication of the sinful nature while
the latter stressed the endowment of power to subdue the
sinful nature. Both movements used much the same ter-
minology, encouraging people who had repented to seek
for a subsequent baptism of the Holy Ghost to give them
victory over sin and enable them to do the will of God.

There was a strong call to go back to the doctrines
and practices of the apostles in the New Testament
church. In describing this desire, the adjective “Pente-
costal” became common, and a rallying cry was, “Back to
Pentecost.” Some leaders began to press for the restora-
tion of spiritual gifts, including prophecy, healing, and
miracles.

The Holiness movement particularly sought to restore
the New Testament truth of divine healing. Healing
became an important part of the message of Holiness
preachers, and many miraculous healings took place.
Some began to teach that Christ provided physical heal-
ing in the Atonement. Prominent advocates and evange-
lists for divine healing were Ethan O. Allen, Charles
Cullis, William Boardman, A. J. Gordon, A. B. Simpson,
and John Alexander Dowie. Charles Spurgeon also prac-
ticed prayer for divine healing.

The people of the Holiness movement, as well as
other conservative Protestants, dedicated themselves to
strict morality and a separated, holy lifestyle. They
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preached that Christians should be godly in their conduct,
dress, and speech. As part of Christian holiness, they
preached against tobacco, alcohol, gambling, swearing,
immodest dress, jewelry, theaters, dancing, and worldly
amusements.1 When the twentieth century ushered in new
styles and inventions, the Holiness denominations
extended the application of these principles to prohibit
attendance at movies, women cutting their hair, women
wearing pants, and the use of makeup.

Many Holiness preachers, particularly itinerant evan-
gelists, determined to live and conduct their ministries
“by faith,” depending on God to supply their daily needs
as they worked for him. Some established faith homes or
Bible schools, where Christian workers and students
pooled their resources and trusted God to provide what
they lacked.

Preparation for the Pentecostal Movement
In many ways the Holiness movement prepared the

way for the Pentecostal movement, particularly by its
emphasis on repentance, seeking a distinct experience
after repentance called the baptism of the Holy Ghost,
demonstrative worship, the move of the Holy Spirit,
divine healing, faith, and practical holiness standards for
everyday conduct and dress. Although in theology the
Holiness movement was trinitarian, in practice the
hymns, prayers, worship, and faith of its adherents cen-
tered on Jesus Christ, which set the stage for the message
of Oneness Pentecostalism.

Donald Dayton, a non-Pentecostal professor who has
specialized in the links between the Holiness and Pente-
costal movements, concluded:
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One might argue that the whole network of popu-
lar “higher Christian life” institutions and movements
constituted at the turn of the century a sort of pre-
Pentecostal tinderbox awaiting the spark that would
set it off. . . . Indeed, when Pentecostalism emerged in
the next few years, leaders of the Holiness movement
recognized that it was only the gift of tongues that set
it apart from their own teachings.2

The modern Pentecostal movement arose out of the
Holiness movement. It began in the early hours of the
new century, on January 1, 1901, in a small Bible school
in Topeka, Kansas, operated by faith. The founder and
director was Charles Parham, an independent preacher
associated with the Holiness movement.

The Bible school began in the fall of 1900. Parham
studied the Scriptures to find evidence for the baptism of
the Holy Ghost, and he urged his students to do likewise.
Under his guidance, they concluded that the initial bibli-
cal evidence is speaking in tongues, and they began to
seek this experience.

In a prayer meeting on January 1, Agnes Ozman, a
student at the school, asked Charles Parham to lay hands
on her that she might receive the Holy Ghost with the evi-
dence of speaking in tongues. When he did, she began to
speak in tongues. Several other students soon received
the same experience, and on January 3 Parham himself
along with many others also received the Holy Ghost with
the sign of speaking in tongues.

These new Pentecostals concluded that this experi-
ence was something more than what the Holiness move-
ment had taught. At first, they thought of it as a third
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work of grace, leading to the common testimony of early
Pentecostals: “Thank God, I am saved, sanctified, and
filled with the Holy Ghost.”

Many Holiness groups soon embraced the Pentecostal
message en masse, including the Church of God (Cleve-
land, Tennessee), the Church of God in Christ, and the
Pentecostal Holiness Church. These organizations advo-
cated three works of grace, while later other Pentecostals
reduced the number to two or one. For instance, the
Assemblies of God believes in two works of grace: con-
version and the baptism of the Holy Spirit (a postcon-
versional endowment of power), while the United
Pentecostal Church International holds that repentance,
water baptism, and the baptism of the Holy Spirit are all
part of the one experience of regeneration.

As we have already seen, January 1901 in Topeka was
by no means the first time since Bible days that someone
had received the Holy Spirit with the evidence of speak-
ing in tongues. But it was the first recorded time in mod-
ern church history when people sought for and received
the Holy Spirit with the expectation of speaking in
tongues. The biblical knowledge and expectation of the
evidentiary role of tongues is what set this movement
apart from earlier outpourings of the Spirit and led direct-
ly to Pentecostalism as a distinct movement. The Pente-
costals also differed from earlier believers by proclaiming
this experience as the norm and urging everyone to
receive it. Further discussion of this movement must
await a volume on the twentieth century.

Speaking in Tongues in the Nineteenth Century
Before the Pentecostal movement, there were numer-
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ous instances of speaking in tongues in the nineteenth
century. Chapter 12 has already cited evidence that it
occurred in revival and camp meetings in America
throughout the 1800s. In addition, there were notable
occurrences in other parts of the world.

In the late 1820s a prominent Church of Scotland
(Presbyterian) pastor named Edward Irving began to
preach that believers should seek the restoration of all the
miracles and gifts of the Spirit that characterized the New
Testament church. In 1830 the Holy Spirit fell among his
followers, beginning with Mary Campbell and James and
Margaret MacDonald. Although there is no record that
Irving himself ever spoke in tongues, he approved of and
promoted this experience both in Scotland and in his
church in London.

Expelled by his denomination, Irving founded the
Catholic Apostolic Church, which emphasized the gifts of
the Spirit. The Irvingite revival also gave birth to the
Christian Catholic Church and the New Apostolic Church,
and there were Irvingites in the mainline denominations.
These groups tried to institutionalize the revival by creat-
ing a hierarchical church government led by apostles and
prophets. Unfortunately, they gradually lost the gifts of
the Spirit, degenerated into ritualism, suffered a rapid
decline, and are almost nonexistent today. Nevertheless,
observers reported speaking in tongues in Irvingite
churches in the latter quarter of the 1800s both in New
York and London.3

Other outpourings of the Holy Spirit with tongues
took place among the Readers (Läsare) in Sweden from
1841 to 1843 and in Irish revivals of 1859.4 Speaking in
tongues also occurred among the Lutheran followers of
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Gustav von Below in the early 1800s in Germany and
among Congregationalists and “gift people” (“gift adven-
tists”) in New England from 1824 on.5

Some of the Plymouth Brethren also received the
Holy Spirit with the sign of tongues.6 Founded by John
Nelson Darby (1800-82), an Anglican, this group promot-
ed the literal interpretation of Scripture, sought spiritual
renewal, strongly taught holiness and separation from the
world, and gave great attention to the study of Bible
prophecy. Darby was primarily responsible for the doc-
trine of dispensationalism, which spread rapidly across
Fundamentalism in the early twentieth century, and for
the popularization of the associated doctrine of the
secret, pretribulation rapture of the church. Interestingly,
some of the Plymouth Brethren, as well as other English
groups at this time, practiced baptism in the name of
Jesus Christ in obedience to the Book of Acts.7

As the century drew to a close, reports of speaking in
tongues escalated, and in the great Welsh revival of 1904,
which predated the arrival of the Pentecostal movement
there, some people spoke in tongues.8 F. B. Meyer found
Baptists in Estonia who spoke in tongues.9

Finally, speaking in tongues occurred in the Holiness
movement in the latter part of the century well before the
definite beginning of the Pentecostal movement. For
instance, Holiness people in Tennessee and North Caroli-
na spoke in tongues.10 In 1896, about 130 believers in the
Church of God (Cleveland, Tennessee) received the Holy
Spirit with tongues at the Shearer Schoolhouse in Chero-
kee County, North Carolina.11

After the Pentecostal movement began and started
stressing tongues, many people recalled their previous
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experience of speaking in tongues as Methodists, Holi-
ness adherents, or members of other conservative Christ-
ian groups, and they realized its significance. In other
cases they recalled hearing family members or acquain-
tances speak in tongues prior to the arrival of the Pente-
costal message. Testimonies of this nature were common
among the early Pentecostals.

Donald Dayton noted the increasing occurrence of
speaking in tongues in the late 1800s:

This phenomenon of speaking in tongues was not
unknown at the time. Assiduous searches for
antecedents to contemporary Pentecostal practice
have compiled lists of reports of such outbreaks that
occurred at an increasing rate of frequency from
1870. . . . These incidents were widespread and
apparently unrelated. There seems to have been a ten-
dency for the practice to arise spontaneously in many
contexts.12

Summary and Evaluation
Christianity in the nineteenth century underwent

rapid changes and innovations and became increasingly
diverse. In the Roman Catholic Church, the pope attained
greater ecclesiastical power than ever before but lost
most of his secular power. In Protestantism, liberal theol-
ogy came into its own under the impact of the Enlighten-
ment, particularly in Germany, yet conservative revivals
swept America and prepared the way for the Pentecostal
outpouring of the early twentieth century.

As we survey the history of Christian doctrine begin-
ning with the Protestant Reformation, we find an amazing
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process of the restoration of biblical understanding and
practice. It did not take place overnight, although in
every age God provided a witness to the fullness of truth.
In most cases, the leading theologians of the day took
only a few steps at a time instead of making the full leap
of restoration to the apostolic pattern.

Martin Luther restored to widespread understanding
and acceptance the doctrine of justification by faith,
although his explanation of it was flawed by his concept
of predestination. Ulrich Zwingli and John Calvin present-
ed a more scriptural view of the Eucharist as a memorial
and a spiritual communion. The Anabaptists restored the
baptism of believers as well as proper emphasis on repen-
tance and holiness of life. In the English-speaking world,
the Baptists did much the same, while John Wesley
brought much-needed attention and prominence to the
doctrine of sanctification. Finally, by its restorationism
and its focus on the work of the Holy Spirit, the Holiness
movement set the stage for the great revival of New Tes-
tament truth in the Pentecostal movement.

We must not suppose that the vital New Testament
doctrines of the oneness of God, absolute deity of Jesus
Christ, water baptism in the name of Jesus Christ, bap-
tism of the Holy Spirit with the initial sign of tongues, and
holiness of life were entirely absent until the twentieth
century. In each of the four major Protestant traditions—
Lutheran, Reformed, Anabaptist, Anglican—we see God’s
hand at work to reveal these truths.

At the outset of the Reformation, Martin Luther and
Philip Melanchthon had difficulty with the doctrine of the
trinity, and both became acquainted with the modalistic
views of Michael Servetus. Luther recognized that the
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apostles baptized in the name of Jesus Christ for the
remission of sins. In the 1500s, some of Luther’s early
followers or acquaintances baptized in the name of Jesus
Christ, and some received powerful experiences in the
Holy Spirit accompanied by ecstatic utterances. It is like-
ly that some were baptized in Jesus’ name and received
the Holy Spirit. Later there were other outpourings of the
Spirit among Lutherans, particularly among the Mora-
vians (1700s), who were Pietists in the Lutheran tradi-
tion.

In the Reformed movement, Ulrich Zwingli also rec-
ognized that the New Testament teaches baptism in the
name of Jesus Christ. Many of his associates and follow-
ers pursued scriptural truth further in the Anabaptist
movement. The greatest Reformed theologian, John
Calvin, initially had some difficulties with the trinitarian
dogma, and in the person of Michael Servetus he and
many other Reformed believers directly encountered a
clear exposition of the oneness of God and the deity of
Jesus Christ. Later on, some people from the Reformed
tradition were baptized with the Holy Spirit, including the
Camisards in France (1600s and 1700s) and the Irvin-
gites in Great Britain (1800s). Moreover, the early Calvin-
ists were quite strict in their advocacy of practical
holiness.

Among the early Anabaptists of the 1500s, some
questioned the traditional doctrine of the trinity and
offered nontrinitarian alternatives, which included modal-
ism. Some baptized in the name of Jesus Christ, some
received the Holy Spirit with the sign of tongues, and
some probably embraced both experiences. The move-
ment as a whole emphasized holiness of life in conduct
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and dress.
The doctrines we have discussed also arose in groups

who emerged from the Church of England. Some early
Baptists (1600s) expressed Oneness views, and many
baptized in the name of Jesus Christ; it also appears that
some received the Holy Spirit. The early Quakers (1600s)
espoused Oneness views, and many were filled with the
Spirit. Many of the Methodists (1700s) also received the
Holy Spirit. In the 1800s, both Oneness views and the
outpouring of the Spirit reappeared frequently in Great
Britain and America. Both baptism in Jesus’ name and
speaking in tongues occurred among the Plymouth
Brethren, for example. Finally, many groups, including
the Puritans, Quakers, Methodists, Plymouth Brethren,
and Holiness people, advocated strict holiness of life.

God also worked among the Catholics. Many of the
Jansenists, for example, received the Holy Spirit in the
1600s and 1700s.

Undoubtedly many other people not recorded by his-
tory were baptized in Jesus’ name and received the Holy
Spirit. It should not surprise us that evidence for them is
relatively sparse. The following comments of Kenneth
Scott Latourette, church historian and professor at Yale
University Divinity School, help explain why:

Those events, movements, and institutions which
usually attract the attention of men and therefore find
a place in the records of the past which survive are
not nearly as significant as some which are scarcely
noticed and of which either little or no trace remains
or which, if it is there, is normally passed over by the
historian. . . . Then, too, many individuals and institu-
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tions which have borne the Christian name have com-
promised their Christian principles by mingling with
the sub-Christian or anti-Christian world about them
to such an extent that the latter has paid them the
doubtful compliment of so noticing them that
accounts of them have been kept.13

By faith—but a reasonable faith based on tangible evi-
dence—we can affirm that in every age God has had peo-
ple who received the full experience of New Testament
conversion, which the apostle Peter proclaimed in Acts
2:38. Only eternity will reveal the true history of God’s
church.

As the nineteenth century drew to a close, people’s
hearts and minds were finally becoming receptive to a
greater restoration and experience of apostolic truth. The
people of the Holiness movement earnestly sought for an
outpouring of the Holy Spirit, even though they did not
fully understand everything it would entail, and God gra-
ciously responded. The result is that, while liberal theolo-
gy captured mainline Protestantism, the papacy
consolidated its position in Catholicism, and sub- or non-
Christian groups proliferated worldwide, the twentieth
century has seen history’s greatest revival of the name of
Jesus and the baptism of the Holy Spirit.
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Appendix A
Dates in the History of Christianity

1500-1900

A single date for a group or movement identifies the
approximate time it began or first became a significant
force. For people identified by an official title, such as
king, inclusive dates refer to their term of office. For oth-
ers, inclusive dates identify their birth and death. Some
dates are uncertain, and in some cases sources differ on
dates.

Secular History Church History
1300s-1500s  Italian

Renaissance
1453  Fall of Constantinople,

End of Byzantine Empire
1456  Gutenberg Bible 1466-1536  Desiderius Erasmus
1492  Columbus discovers 1483-1546  Martin Luther

America 1484-1531  Ulrich Zwingli
1486-1543  John Eck
1487-1541  Caspar Schwenckfeld
1489-1656  Guillame Farel
1491-1551  Martin Bucer
1491-1556  Ignatius of Loyola
1494-1536  William Tyndale
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Secular History Church History
1494-1566  John Agricola
1496-1561  Menno Simons
1497-1560  Philip Melanchthon
1498-1526  Conrad Grebel
?-1528  Balthasar Hubmaier
1498-1552  Francis Xavier
1499-1542  Sebastian Franck

1509-47  Henry VIII, 1509-64  John Calvin
King of England 1511-53  Michael Servetus

1513-72  John Knox
1515-82  Teresa of Avila
1516  Greek NT of Erasmus
1517  Luther’s 95 theses;

the Reformation begins
1520  Leo X excommunicates 

Luther
1521  Diet of Worms
1523  Zwingli begins Reformed 

movement
1525  Anabaptist movement begins
1529  Colloquy of Marburg
1530  Augsburg Confession
1533-35  Münster kingdom
1534  Church of England

established
1536 Calvin’s Institutes 

(first edition)
1536-1600  Luis de Molina
1539-1604  Faustus Socinus
1540  Society of Jesus founded
1542-1605  John of the Cross
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Secular History Church History
1545-63  Council of Trent
1548-1617  Francisco Suárez
1549  Book of Common Prayer

1553-58  Queen Mary, England 1550-1633  Robert Browne
1555  Peace of Augsburg 1559  Calvin’s Institutes 

(final edition)
1558-1603  Elizabeth I, 1560  Scotland becomes Protestant

Queen of England 1560s  Puritans
1561-1626  Francis Bacon 1560-1609  Jacob Arminius
1564-1642  Galileo Galilei 1572-1638  Cyril Lucaris
1564-1616  William Shakespeare 1580  Book of Concord
1588  Spanish Armada defeated 1580  Congregationalists
1596-1650  René Descartes 1585-1638  Cornelius Jansenius
1598  Edict of Nantes 1609  Baptists

1611  King James Version
1618-48  Thirty Years’ War 1618-19  Synod of Dort
1632-77  Baruch Spinoza 1624-91  George Fox
1632-1704  John Locke 1635-1705  Philip Jacob Spener
1633  Trial of Galileo 1646  Westminster Confession
1648  Peace of Westphalia 1652  Society of Friends (Quakers)
1649  Charles I beheaded 1675  Pietists (Pia Desideria)

1678  John Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s 
Progress

1700-60  Count Nicholas von 
Zinzendorf

1722  Moravians
1703-91  John Wesley

1711-76  David Hume 1703-58  Jonathan Edwards
1707  Isaac Watts’s Hymns
1714-70  George Whitefield

1724-1804  Immanuel Kant 1734-35  Great Awakening begins
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Secular History Church History
1739  Methodists

1775  American Revolution 1761-1834  William Carey
1789  French Revolution; 1768-1834 Friedrich 

U.S. Bill of Rights Schleiermacher
1772-1844  Barton W. Stone

1770-1831  Georg Hegel 1780  Robert Raikes begins 
Sunday school

1807  Abolition of British 1792-1875  Charles Finney
slave trade 1800  Second Awakening

1809-82  Charles Darwin 1813-55  Søren Kierkegaard
1813-73  David Livingstone
1816  African Methodist Episcopal 

Church
1818-83  Karl Marx 1822-89  Albrecht Ritschl

1830  Mormons
1832  Disciples of Christ;

Churches of Christ
1832-1905  Hudson Taylor
1833  Oxford movement
1837-99  Dwight Moody
1845  Phoebe Palmer’s Way of 

Holiness
1846  Seventh-day Adventists
1854  Immaculate conception of 

Mary proclaimed by Pius IX
1861-65  U.S. Civil War 1864  Syllabus of Errors (Pius IX)

1867  Holiness movement
1869-70  First Vatican Council
1870  Papal infallibility declared
1878  Salvation Army
1880  Holiness organizations
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Secular History Church History
1886  Student Volunteer 

Movement
1901  Pentecostal movement

Note:  Sources for the foregoing dates include Christ-
ian History 9, no. 4 (issue 28: “The 100 Most Important
Events in Church History”); William L. Langer, ed., An
Encyclopedia of World History; New Grolier Multime-
dia Encyclopedia; Kenneth Scott Latourette, A History
of Christianity; Justo Gonzalez, A History of Christian
Thought; and Philip Schaff, History of the Christian
Church.
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Appendix B
Oneness Believers in History

This list consists of people for whom we have docu-
mented evidence. It is incomplete, and for some groups
the evidence is indirect or fragmentary. We do not neces-
sarily know about or endorse all the doctrines of the peo-
ple included (after the apostles). It appears that the
people on this list affirmed the absolute oneness of God
and the full deity of Jesus Christ and that they were non-
trinitarian (by orthodox trinitarian standards). For docu-
mentation, see The Oneness of God and Oneness and
Trinity: A.D. 100-300 by David Bernard as well as A His-
tory of Christian Doctrine, volumes 1 and 2.

Century Group or Individual
1 Apostolic church
2 Post-apostolic leaders, including Clement of Rome,

Ignatius, Polycarp; some Montanists; modalists
3 Modalists, including Noetus, Praxeas, Epigonus,

Cleomenes, Sabellius; probably the Roman bish-
ops Victor, Callistus, and Zephyrinus; Commodian,
probably a bishop in North Africa; “the majority of
believers” in Tertullian’s day

4 Marcellus, bishop of Ancyra, and followers; believ-
ers in Antioch, probably including Eustathius, the
bishop there; Priscillian and followers; Sabellians
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Century Group or Individual
5-15 Sabellians, Priscillianists; possibly other heretics

such as Euchites and Bogomils; some theologians
such as Peter Abelard, William of Conches, and
Gilbert de la Porrée

16 Michael Servetus, some antitrinitarians, some
Anabaptists

17 Some English Baptists; George Fox, William Penn,
and other early Quakers

18 Emmanuel Swedenborg, Isaac Watts
19 Barton Stone (Christian), some New England Con-

gregationalists, John Miller (Presbyterian), John
Clowes (Anglican), David Bailey, anonymous Eng-
lish author

20 Oneness (Apostolic) Pentecostals, some Charis-
matics, some Sabbatarians, some Baptists includ-
ing Frank Stagg, some Neo-Orthodox theologians
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Appendix C
Baptism in Jesus’ Name in History

This list includes only people for whom we have docu-
mented evidence. It is incomplete, and for some groups
the evidence is indirect or fragmentary. We do not neces-
sarily know about or endorse all the doctrines of the peo-
ple included (after the apostles). For documentation, see
The New Birth by David K. Bernard as well as A History
of Christian Doctrine, volumes 1 and 2.

Century Group or Individual
1 Apostolic church
2 Early post-apostolic church, Marcionites, some

Montanists, modalists
3 Many in the institutional church; “heretics”; oppo-

nents of Cyprian; Sabellians; endorsement by
Stephen, bishop of Rome

4 Sabellians, Theophranes, Eutychus, endorsement
by Ambrose and Hilary

5-6 Sabellians, other “heretics”
7 Endorsement by Bede
8 Endorsement by Council of Fréjus
9 Endorsement by Pope Nicholas I
12 Support by Peter Lombard and Hugo Victor
13 Mention by Bonaventure, Thomas Aquinas, and
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Century Group or Individual
Albertus Magnus; endorsement by Synod of
Nemours

16 Some antitrinitarians, some Anabaptists, people
known to Martin Luther

17 Some English “heretics”; some Baptists, including
Francis Cornwell

18 Some American Baptists, including Daniel Hibbard
19 Some Christians, including Elias Smith and per-

haps Barton Stone; some Plymouth Brethren; John
Miller (Presbyterian); an anonymous English
author

20 Some trinitarian Pentecostals, Oneness Pente-
costals, some Sabbatarians, some Charismatics
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Appendix D
Speaking in Tongues in History

This list includes only people for whom we have doc-
umented evidence. It is incomplete, and for some groups
the evidence is indirect or fragmentary. We do not neces-
sarily know about or endorse all the doctrines of the peo-
ple included (after the apostles). For documentation, see
The New Birth by David K. Bernard as well as A History
of Christian Doctrine, volumes 1 and 2.

Century Group or Individual
1 Apostolic church
2 Early post-apostolic church, Justin, Irenaeus, Mon-

tanists
3 Tertullian, Novatian, Sabellians
4 Endorsement by Hilary and Ambrose
12 Some Waldenses, some Albigenses, some Francis-

cans, some among other mendicant religious
orders

16 Some Anabaptists, prophecy movement in Eng-
land

17 Camisards; some Quakers; some Jansenists; some
Pietists, including some Moravians

18 Some Methodists, some from the 17th-century
groups mentioned above

299



Century Group or Individual
19 Some in American revivals and camps, Irvingites,

some Plymouth Brethren, some Congregationalists
and the “gift people” in New England, Readers in
Sweden, some German Lutherans, Irish revivals,
some Estonian Baptists, some in the Holiness
movement, other Christians

20 Welsh revival, Pentecostals, Charismatics from
every denomination
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Appendix E
Holiness Teaching in History

1. Groups That Emphasized Practical Holiness.
This list includes only people for whom we have docu-
mented evidence. It is incomplete, and for some groups
the evidence is indirect or fragmentary. We do not neces-
sarily know about or endorse all the doctrines of the peo-
ple included (after the apostles). For documentation, see
Practical Holiness: A Second Look by David K. Bernard
as well as A History of Christian Doctrine, volumes 1
and 2.

Century Group or Individual
1 Apostolic church
2 Post-apostolic church, Montanists, Greek Apolo-

gists
3 Ante-Nicene writers, including Tertullian and

Clement of Alexandria
4 Some post-Nicene writers, such as John Chrysos-

tom
12 Waldenses, Humiliati, Albigenses
14 Hussites
15 Bernardino of Siena and followers, Savonarola and

followers
16 Anabaptists, including Mennonites, Hutterites,
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Century Group or Individual
16 Amish; Calvinists
17 Puritans, Quakers, Baptists
18 Methodists; Pietists, including Moravians and

Brethren
19 Holiness movement, Plymouth Brethren, other

conservative Christians
20 Early trinitarian Pentecostals, early Fundamental-

ists and Evangelicals; Oneness Pentecostals

2. Teachings. Here are examples of various teachers
or groups who have taken a position against the following
worldly practices. These lists are representative and do
not necessarily include everyone who has taken such a
stand. Some of the groups originally held the position but
no longer do, and in other groups only some of the mem-
bers held or hold the position. For documentation, see
Practical Holiness: A Second Look by David K. Bernard.

Worldly theater: Tatian, Theophilus, Clement of
Alexandria, Tertullian, Cyprian, Lactantius, Apostolic
Constitutions, John Chrysostom, Calvinists, Puritans,
Spener and Pietists, Wesley and Methodists, Holiness
movement, Pentecostals.

Movies: H. A. Ironside; R. A. Torrey; Moody Church;
Roman Catholic Archbishop George Mudelein; Holiness
movement; Pentecostals, including Apostolic Faith,
Church of God (Cleveland, Tennessee), Assemblies of
God, United Pentecostal Church International; Baptists,
including Baptist Bible Fellowship, John R. Rice, Liberty
Baptist College.

Television: Holiness movement; Anabaptists, includ-
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ing Amish, Hutterites; some Evangelicals, including Mal-
colm Muggeridge and Joe Bayly; some independent Bap-
tists, including Bill Gothard; some trinitarian
Pentecostals, including David Wilkerson; United Pente-
costals.

Personal ornaments: Clement of Alexandria, Tertul-
lian, Tatian, Commodian, Cyprian, Apostolic Constitu-
tions, John Chrysostom, Waldenses, Humiliati, Hussites,
Bernardino, Savonarola, Anabaptists, Calvinists, Puri-
tans, Quakers, Pietists, Wesley and Methodists, Holiness
movement, Pentecostals.

Makeup: Clement of Alexandria, Tertullian, Com-
modian, Cyprian, Apostolic Constitutions, Savonarola,
Holiness movement, Pentecostals.

Immodest dress: Clement of Alexandria, Tertullian,
Cyprian, Waldenses, Humiliati, Hussites, Bernardino,
Savonarola, Anabaptists, Calvinists, Puritans, Baptists,
Quakers, Pietists, Wesley and Methodists, Holiness move-
ment, some independent Baptists, Pentecostals.

Wearing clothes of the opposite sex: Clement of
Alexandria, Cyprian, Councils of Gangra and Chalcedon,
Holiness movement, some independent Baptists, Pente-
costals.

Short hair on women and long hair on men:
Clement of Alexandria, Tertullian, Apostolic Constitu-
tions, John Chrysostom, Councils of Gangra and Chal-
cedon, Savonarola, Anabaptists, Holiness movement,
some independent Baptists, Pentecostals.

Alcohol: Tatian, Clement of Alexandria, Tertullian,
Apostolic Constitutions, Anabaptists, Puritans, Wesley
and Methodists, Baptists, Holiness movement, Funda-
mentalists, Pentecostals.
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Tobacco: Anabaptists, Wesley and Methodists, Bap-
tists, Holiness movement, Fundamentalists, Pentecostals.

Abortion: Athenagoras, Minucius Felix, Apostolic
Constitutions, Roman Catholic Church, Holiness move-
ment, Evangelicals, Pentecostals.

Warfare: Tertullian, Hippolytus, Origen, Lactantius,
Waldenses, Anabaptists, Quakers, early Pentecostals.

Astrology: Didache, Hippolytus, Tertullian, Lactan-
tius, Apostolic Constitutions, Evangelicals, Pentecostals.

Worldly sports and amusements: Tertullian,
Clement of Alexandria, Hippolytus, Apostolic Constitu-
tions, Minucius Felix, Lactantius, Tatian, Chrysostom,
Bernardino, Savonarola, Puritans, Wesley and
Methodists, Holiness movement, Fundamentalists, Pente-
costals.

Gambling: Clement of Alexandria, Tertullian, Apos-
tolic Constitutions, Bernardino, Savonarola, Hussites,
Calvin, Puritans, Pietists, Quakers, Methodists, Baptists,
Holiness movement, Fundamentalists, Evangelicals, Pen-
tecostals.

Dancing: Clement of Alexandria, Commodian, Apos-
tolic Constitutions, Waldenses, Hussites, Bernardino,
Savonarola, Anabaptists, Calvin, Puritans, Wesley and
Methodists, Baptists, Holiness movement, Fundamental-
ists, Pentecostals.
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