
Reformation Church History 
(Part 1:  Introduction and Review) 

 
 
 

I.  Introduction.   
A.  What is Church History?   

1.  It is the history of God’s work of redemptive.     
a.  It begins with the redemption of Adam and Eve.   
b.  It is fulfilled at the Second Coming of Christ.   
c.  It continues on in the eternal state to time without end.   
 

2.  It is also the account of the continuation of the progress of the kingdom of God throughout 
successive centuries from the close of the canon to the present.   
a.  Church History is His-story.   
b.  The kingdom continues to advance from the time of the apostles until now.   
 

B.  Why Study Church History?   
1.  Because of what we can learn:  doctrinally, practically.   

a.  We can learn through the church’s mistakes.   
(i)  The value of them is that we learn through them.   
(ii)  If we ignore then, we may make the same mistakes – in many ways, hindsight is 

better than foresight.   
 
b.  We can learn through her triumphs.   

(i)  The Council of Nicea gave us a true understanding of the Trinity.   
(ii)  The Council of Chalcedon gave us a correct view of the two natures of Christ.   
(iii)  Calvin’s Institutes of the Christian Religion gave us a systematic overview of what 

the church had learned up to his day.   
(iv)  The Westminster Confession of Faith and Larger and Shorter Catechisms, built on 

the shoulders of Calvin’s work, give us a summary of the Reformed understanding of 
doctrine and life.   

(v)  These are the fruits of centuries of study.   
(vi)  To ignore them would be foolish.   

 
2.  Also, because we are a part of Church History.   

a.  Church History is still being written.   
b.  What we do makes a difference.   
c.  Church History can help us make more of a difference.   
 

II.  Review.   
A.  Church History is commonly divided into four periods.   

1.  Ancient Church (A.D. 100 – 590):  includes the apostolic fathers, apologists, polemicists, 
martyrs, Trinitarian and Christological controversies, Ecumenical Councils, etc.   

2.  Medieval Church (A.D. 590-1517):  includes the rise of Romanism, Anselm, Aquinas; and 
the pre-reformation figures:  the Waldenses, John Wycliffe, John Hus, and Savonarola.   
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3.  Reformation Church (16th and 17th Centuries):  includes Luther, Zwingli, Melancthon, 
Calvin, Calvinistic Creeds, Anabaptists, Counter-Reformation (Trent), and the Reformation 
in England.   

4.  Modern Church (17th Century to the present):  includes Puritanism in England and New 
England, Westminster Standards, rise of Arminianism, Enlightenment, Missionary 
Movement, 20th Century, etc.   

 
B.  Review of Medieval Church.   

1.  The time frame:  Medieval comes from the Latin words medius “middle” + aevum “age;” 
together it means the Middle Ages – the time between Ancient and Modern.  They began 
around 590 with the work of Gregory I, and ended with the posting of the Ninety-Five 
Theses by Martin Luther.   

2.  What the Middle Ages were like.   
a.  Some call it the Dark Ages, believing it to be a time when the classical influence and 

learning had disappeared.   
b.  But it should be looked at as a time of slower growth as society moved from the city-state 

to the nation-state.   
c.  The Roman Church saw it as the Golden Age of human history.   
d.  Protestant historians see it as a time of corruption that needed later purification during the 

Reformation.   
e.  In short, the Middle Ages was a time when the church sought to Christianize culture.   
 

3.  It was the time when the papacy began.   
a.  Between 313 and 450, the Roman bishop came to be the first among equals, but with Leo 

I (440), the Roman bishop began to claim supremacy.   
b.  “The need for efficiency and coordination led naturally to centralization of power.  The 

bishop was also considered the guarantor of orthodox doctrine.  In addition, some of the 
Roman bishops of this period were strong men who missed no opportunity to increase 
their power” (Carnes 157).   

c.  The work of missionaries loyal to Rome enhanced the bishop’s power.   
d.  The first Medieval pope was Gregory I (540-604).   

(i)  He laid the foundation for the sacramental and hierarchical system that others built on 
in the Middle Ages.   

(ii)  He also systematized doctrine and made the church a political power (Carnes, 169).   
(iii)  His greatest contribution was to expand the power of the pope through his 

administrative abilities and missionary work.   
 

4.  It saw the beginning of Islam.   
a.  The Muslims were motivated by a new faith, desire for plunder in the name of religion, 

and zeal to convert unbelievers to their faith.   
b.  They moved rapidly from Arabia into North Africa, Asia and Europe by way of Spain, 

claiming to be a religion for all people.   
c.  It destroyed the church of North Africa, weakened the church in other parts of Africa, and 

eventually brought the downfall of the Eastern Empire in 1453, putting the Eastern 
Church under Muslim political control.   

d.  The weakening of the Eastern churches strengthened the bishop of Rome.   
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5.  It saw the expansion of the church.   

a.  In the British Isles:   
(i)  The Irish church, planted by Patrick, was the brightest cultural spot in northern 

Europe between 590 and 800.  It sent Columbanus to the Swiss and Columba to the 
Scots.   

(ii)  The church in England also sent missionaries to Europe who won their Teutonic 
kinsmen to the Roman church.  “Because the English had a filial loyalty to the Roman 
see that persisted until the time of the Reformation, the church in England became a 
bolster to the papacy as did the Franks in Europe” (179).   

 
b.  In Germany.   

(i)  Boniface (680-754), also called Winfrid, brought the Teutonic tribes under the 
influence of the Gospel, making them faithful subjects to the pope.   

(ii)  One problem that arose was mass conversion and baptism without real faith.  This 
was a perennial problem whenever an influential leader turned to Christianity.   

 
c.  In the Low Countries.   

(i)  “Wilfrid (634-709), and English churchman, landed in Friesland in 678 and preached 
the gospel to the people of that area.”   

(ii)  “Willibrord (658-79) later succeeded in planting Christianity on sounder foundations 
and won Friesland to allegiance to the papacy about 690” (179).   

 
d.   Summary:  “By 800 the authority of the papacy was firmly established in the British 

Isles and in much of the area of modern Germany.  The threat to the papacy from 
Arianism in Italy and Spain was nullified.  But in the Eastern church little missionary 
work was done except for the conversion of the Bulgarians and Moravians by Cyril and 
Methodius about the middle of the ninth century.  The Moravians later came under papal 
jurisdiction.  Most of the energies of the Eastern church were thrown into the struggle to 
prevent the Muslims from capturing Constantinople” (180).   

 
6.  Important political developments.   

a.  Church leaders accepted submission to the emperor in the East.   
b.  In the West, they challenged the Emperor.   

(i)  The Donation of Constantine:  Contains an account of Constantine’s miraculous 
healing from leprosy and conversion and baptism by the bishop of Rome (Sylvester).  
Constantine was so grateful, he made generous grants of rights and lands to the 
bishop:  the church of Rome would have precedence over all other churches and its 
bishop supremacy over the other bishops; it would have territories throughout his 
empire, the Lateran Palace; and the clothing and insignia of the imperial rank would 
be given to the pope.  This document was used by the popes to strengthen their claims 
to their possessions and to power in both temporal and spiritual realms.  Lorenzo Valla 
in 1440, in the first documented effort of historical criticism, showed that the 
Donation was a forgery made several centuries after the events it supposedly records.   
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(ii)  Charlemagne (742-814):  Because the pope crowned Charlemagne, his position was 
enhanced since rulers owned their crowns to him, and since the emperor was bound to 
help him when in trouble.   

 
7.  The Middle Ages saw the birth of the Holy Roman Empire.   

a.  There was a desire for a universal political empire.   
b.  Otto (912-973) was its first emperor.  He went to Italy to defend the pope against a 

powerful ruler, and the pope – John XII – crowned him as emperor of the Holy Roman 
Empire in 962, giving Otto the political footing to claim jurisdiction over the people of 
Europe.   

c.  Otto III in 996 entered Rome, put down a faction of Roman nobles, then forced the 
election of his own cousin Bruno as Pope Gregory V.   

d.  “This constant interference by the German rulers in the affairs of the papacy in Italy led 
to a struggle between the emperor and the pope until Innocent III humiliated and defeated 
the emperor and ended German interference in Italy” (197).   

e.  This political empire lasted until Napoleon brought about its dissolution in 1806.   
 

8.  It saw the formulation of the doctrine of the Mass.   
a.  Any acceptance of the idea of the Lord’s Supper being a sacrifice strengthened the pope – 

he headed the clergy who alone had power to perform the miracle of the Mass.   
b.  About 831, Paschasius Radbertus, abbot of the monastery of Corbie near Amiens, began 

to teach that the bread and wine were actually changed into the body and blood of Christ.  
He presented his views in Of the Body and Blood of the Lord in 831.   

c.  This view strengthened the pope, though the church didn’t officially accept the doctrine 
until 1215, nor fully define it until the Council of Trent (1545).   

 
9.  It saw the beginning of the Greek Orthodox Church.   

a.  East and West differed on the issue of celibacy.  Marriage of all parish clergy below 
bishop was allowed in the East, but in the West the clergy were not allowed to marry.   

b.  They disputed over whether the priests should have beards – the East said yes, the West, 
not necessarily.   

c.  The differed on the addition of the filioque clause in the Nicene Creed.  The West 
accepted, but East rejected it.  Filioque is Latin for “and the Son,” indicating the belief of 
the Western Church that the Spirit proceeds from the Father and the Son, and not the 
Father alone.   

d.  They differed on when to celebrate Easter and on the use of images.   
e.  A final disagreement over the use of unleavened bread in the Eucharist brought about the 

Schism of 1054, which essentially shut the East off from the influences that would later 
strengthen the West.   

 
10.  The papacy reached its zenith during this time frame (1054-1305):  “Hildebrand was able 

to humble the emperor of the Holy Roman Empire; Innocent III was powerful enough to 
force rulers of rising nation-states to do his will; and the papacy inspired the early Crusades.  
The rise of universities and Scholasticism strengthened the intellectual foundations of papal 
power.  Monastic reform added to papal power by giving the pope many zealous monks, 
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who were his obedient servants.  It is doubtful whether the papacy has ever exercised such 
absolute power over all phases of life as it did in medieval Europe during this era” (209).   

11.  It saw the rise of Scholasticism (developing from 1050 to 1350).   
a.  The words Scholasticism and Scholastic both come from the Greek word schole, which 

means “a place where learning takes place” (Carnes, 231).   
b.  After 1050, the Scholastics replaced the fathers of the church as the main guardians of the 

truth.  The title doctor, which means teacher, “became as great a term of honor as father 
had been earlier in the history of the church” (Carnes, 231).   

c.  They worked on how to make all truth – the truths of philosophy and the truths of 
theology – harmonize together.   

d.  They took the philosophy that was in fashion at that time – Aristotelianism, or 
Aristotelian logic, the method of learning and categorizing things that Aristotle, the pupil 
of Plato, had developed  – and wed it to theology – or to the teaching of Scripture – to 
make them harmonize, to prove that the Christian faith was reasonable, that it didn’t 
contradict the things that philosophy taught.   

e.  Important figures and developments:   
(i)  Anselm, who wrote Cur Deus Homo, or Why Did God Become Man?, a classic work 

on the incarnation.   
(ii)  Peter Lombard, whose book called The Sentences became required reading in the 

universities, was studied carefully by Martin Luther (The Sentences was really a 
collection of the teachings of the church fathers and later scholars [Concise, 232]).   

(iii)  And Abelard, who was not only known for his tragic relationship with Heloise, but 
who also developed the very strange view of the atonement, called the Moral 
Influence Theory, which taught that God had Jesus crucified merely to show us His 
love, and not because justice demanded it.  Of course, if justice didn’t demand it, it 
wasn’t really an act of love, for why would the Father make His Son suffer for no 
reason?   

(iv)  Other great Scholastics include Albertus Magnus, or Albert the Great, the teacher of 
Thomas Aquinas; William of Ockham, John Duns Scotus, and Roger Bacon (Carnes, 
234-39).   

(v)  But by far the most famous Scholastic was Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274), who is 
best remembered for his Summa Contra Gentiles and his Summa Theologiae or 
Summary of Theology, the latter work becoming the classic exposition of the system of 
theology held by the Roman Catholic Church.   

 
f.  It actually helped to further the education of Luther and the other Reformers – since it 

formed the content of learning at the universities they studied in – as well as contributed 
to the methods and understanding of later Protestant Theologians.   

g.  But it also helped to cement Rome in some of her more serious errors, as well as 
downplay the relational aspects of Christianity.   

 
12.  It saw the rise of Mysticism.   

a.  Mysticism can be defined as “the experience in which the believer arrives at a special 
union of love with God.  It transcends [the] knowledge of God [which is] achieved 
through the normal powers of mind and reason. . . .  God is felt to be extremely near.  It is 
fellowship with God known through the embrace of a unifying love” (Concise, 260).   
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b.  Scholasticism was one of the main causes of mysticism, because of its emphasis on 
reason while downplaying emotion.   

c.   It is believed that it was also from this group that the small book Theologia Germanica 
(or German Theology) originated, which Luther found helpful in his struggle for 
salvation, and which he later published in German, stating, “no book except the Bible and 
St. Augustine has come to my attention from which I have learned more about God, 
Christ, man and all things” (Heinze, 966).   
 

13.  It saw the beginnings of reformation.   
a.  The Scholastics tried to make Christianity more reasonable, and the mystics tried to make 

it more personal.  But there were other attempts that were more biblically oriented, that 
attempted to return the church to the ideal that is found in the New Testament (Carnes 
250).  Both Wycliffe and Hus were used by God to bring about this kind of reform, as 
were the Waldensians.   

b.  “Wycliffe’s accomplishments were influential in paving the way for subsequent 
reformation in England.  He gave the English their first Bible in the vernacular and 
created the Lollard group to proclaim evangelical ideas all over England among the 
common people.  His teachings of equality in the church were applied to economic life by 
the peasants and contributed to the Peasant’s Revolt of 1381.  Bohemian students 
studying in England carried his ideas to Bohemia where they became the foundation for 
the teachings of John Hus” (Carnes, 252).   

c.  Is it any wonder that Wycliffe was called “The Morning Star of the Reformation”?  His 
belief in the Bible as the only authoritative guide for faith and practice, his denial of 
transubstantiation, his attack on the institution of the papacy, his repudiation of 
indulgences, and his desire to see all religious orders abolished all substantiate that claim 
(Clouse 1064).   

 
14.  And it saw the rediscovery of classical learning in the Renaissance.   

a.  “The Renaissance, which took place in the important countries of Europe between 1350 
and 1650, marks the transition from the medieval to the modern world” (259).   

b.  The word means rebirth, referring to the rebirth of culture.   
c.  In a narrower sense, it refers to 14th century Italy, when the classical past was 

rediscovered.   
d.  Northern humanists returned to the Bible in the original languages, while the southern 

humanists emphasized the study of classical literature and the languages of Greece and 
Rome.   

e.  It was this return of interest in the original languages of the Bible that prepared the way 
for Desiderius Erasmus (ca. 1466-1536) to produce the first Greek New Testament that 
highlighted just how inaccurate the Latin Vulgate was, as well as how corrupt the church 
had become in comparison with the church of the NT.   

f.  This in turn would pave the way for Luther’s studies in the Greek NT and the subsequent 
reforms that he would introduce.   


