
“Reformation in Switzerland:  From Luther to Calvin” 
(Reformation Series 2004:  Lecture One) 

 
 
 

I.  Introduction:  Review.   
A.  Why study Church History?   

1.  Because it is “His story.”   
a.  The book of Acts is the beginning of His work of building the NT church.   
b.  History is the continuation of that story.   
c.  There are those unique times when God pours out His Spirit and moves 

things forward, such as at the Reformation.   
 

2.  The Reformation represents a tremendous leap forward.   
a.  Out of the darkness of superstition and idolatry, into the truth of God’s Word, 

since the way of salvation had become hidden.   
b.  While the Roman church was looking for salvation through the priesthood 

and sacraments, and seeking to shorten their time in purgatory through 
burning candles and incense to the saints, venerating their remains, praying 
through their Rosary, paying for masses for the dead, and seeking help 
through prayers to the saints and to Mary; God gave the Reformers His grace 
to look to Christ in faith and receive His salvation through no work of their 
own.   

 
B.  Background.   

1.  Now let’s not forget how the Lord did this.  It didn’t happen all at once.   
a.  Glimpses of truth broke through in the history of the church, through 

Augustine, Anselm, Aquinas and many others.   
b.  But there were also movements and individuals the Lord used in particular to 

prepare the way.   
c.  Two years ago, we looked at some of the people God used:  the Waldeses, 

Wycliffe and Hus.   
(i)  The Waldenses were thought to be followers of Peter Waldo, a merchant 

of Lyons, who established this sect about A. D. 1170, although there is 
evidence that they were around before him.   
(a)  They rejected the teaching of the Roman church and embraced the 

teaching of the NT, which is precisely what the Protestants did.   
(b)  They saw the pope as an Antichrist; objected to relics, images of the 

saints, the Mass (transubstantiation), special rites, burial in holy 
ground, and indulgences.   

(c)  They rejected purgatory, absolution by the priest, justification by 
works, and regeneration through baptism.   

(d)  And they objected to immorality and gluttony among the clergy.   
(e)  Some of the things they taught were:  poverty and obedience, 

translating the Bible and preaching in the language of the people to 
whom they went, and evangelizing two by two.   
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(f)  And they also advocated obedience to the Gospel, especially the 
Sermon on the Mount; and most importantly, justification by the merits 
of Christ alone.   

 
(ii)  John Wycliffe, a professor at Oxford University, 1328 to 1384, also 

sought to reform the church.   
(a)  He wanted the Scriptures again to be the church’s standard for her 

doctrine and conduct.   
(b)  This meant a translation of the Bible into English, preaching in 

English and a higher moral standard for church leadership.   
(c)  This also meant the removal of a pope, the end of the mass, and the 

questioning of the rest of the church’s teaching, including purgatory.   
(d)  He also established the Lollards – preachers not ordained in the 

Roman church – sent to preach and teach in the common language.   
 

(iii)  And there was the disciple of Wycliffe, John Hus, 1372-1415.   
(a)  A Bohemian priest, who lectured at the University of Prague.   
(b)  Wycliffe’s disciples from Prague, copied his writings and took them 

back to Bohemia, where Hus later read them.   
(c)  He also began to seek reform in the church by preaching in the 

language of the people, instead of Latin, accepted the Bible as the 
ultimate authority in the church, said Christ was the head of the church, 
not the pope, that remission of sins comes through repentance alone, 
that Christ alone could forgive sins, and he rejected the idea that the 
pope and cardinals were the church, rather it the elect of Christ made 
up the church.   

 
d.  Then there were two movements that helped to shape Luther’s mind and 

spirituality:  Scholasticism and Mysticism.   
(i)  The Scholastics used philosophy to better understand the Scriptures, the 

fathers, and the canons and creeds of the church.   
(a)  This science later influenced the education of the Reformers.   
(b)  And our own Protestant Theologians in their understanding of 

Scripture.   
 

(ii)  Mysticism was a reaction to Scholasticism.   
(a)  It sought for a direct experience of God.   
(b)  Emphasized the importance of the heart in religion.   
(c)  And it produced a book called Theologia Germanica (German 

Theology) that later would influence Luther.   
(d)  Scholasticism instructed Luther’s mind, Mysticism, his heart.   

 
2.  Last year, we considered the life and ministry of Martin Luther.   

a.  Born in Eisleben on November 10, 1483, of a copper miner.   
b.  Received his BA in 1505, but went into a monastery after making a vow to 

St. Anne during a thunderstorm.   
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c.  Was ordained a priest in 1507, became a professor of theology in 1511 at 
Wittenberg.   

d.  On October 31, 1517, nailed his Ninety-Five Theses on the church door in 
response to Tetzel’s abuse of indulgences, calling for a public debate.   

e.  Some believe that Luther was still unconverted at this time, but this event 
was what the Lord used to begin the Reformation.   

f.  No one accepted his challenge until two years later when he debated John Eck 
at Leipzig on July 4, 1519.  Though he was forced to identify himself with 
some of Hus’ beliefs which were earlier branded heretical – in this way 
committing himself to a position that would clearly set him at odds with the 
church – he strengthened his cause among his followers and won new 
followers, including Martin Bucer, who later would shape the views of John 
Calvin.  It also made it clear that reconciliation between Luther and the 
Roman Church was impossible.   

g.  On June 15, 1520, pope Leo issued the bull that excommunicated Luther.  
But Luther burned a copy of the bull and continued to write.   

h.  On April 17, 1521, he appeared before the Diet of Worms to answer for his 
writings.   
(i)  They didn’t give him the opportunity to defend his writings as he hoped, 

but merely called on him to recant.   
(ii)  After being given 24 hours to think it over, he was again addressed:  

“‘You have not answered the question put to you.  You were not 
summoned hither to call in question the decisions of councils.  You are 
required to give a clear and precise answer.  Will you, or will you not, 
retract?’  Upon this Luther replied without much hesitation:  ‘Since your 
most serene majesty and your high mightinesses require from me a clear, 
simple, and precise answer, I will give you one, and it is this:  I cannot 
submit my faith either to the pope or to the councils, because it is clear as 
the day that they have frequently erred and contradicted each other.  
Unless therefore I am convinced by the testimony of Scripture, or by the 
clearest reasoning, — unless I am persuaded by means of the passages I 
have quoted, — and unless they thus render my conscience bound by the 
Word of God, I cannot and I will not retract, for it is unsafe for a Christian 
to speak against his conscience.’  And then, looking round on this 
assembly before which he stood, and which held his life in its hands, he 
said:  ‘Here I stand, I can do not other; may God help me!  Amen!’”   

 
i.  After this, Luther was declared an outlaw.  He could have been killed by 

anyone finding him on the road, but Frederick the elector of Saxony had him 
taken to his castle at Wartburg, where he continued to write and translate the 
Scriptures into German.   

j.  And after he returned to Wittenburg, he continued to write and preach the 
truth as he understood it, until his death in February 18, 1546, in Eisleben, at 
the age of 63.   

k.  Luther had done a great deal to spark the Reformation.   
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(i)  Like those who preceded him, he did not intend to form a new church, but 
to reform what the church had become into what she was supposed to be 
in the Lord.   

(ii)  He of course affirmed salvation by grace – that a man is justified by 
God’s grace alone, which therefore must be by faith alone.   

(iii)  He rejected the papacy, the priesthood, the distinction between the 
clergy and laity.   

(iv)  He accepted only two sacraments (baptism and the Lord’s Supper), 
instead of Rome’s seven, and rejected Rome’s sacrificial view of the 
Supper, as well as transubstantiation, though he believed the body and 
blood of the Lord were really present in the elements.   

(v)  He rejected prayers to the saints and to Mary, the worship of images, 
veneration of relics, pilgrimages, religious processions, holy water, 
outward asceticism, monasticism, prayers for the dead, and belief in 
purgatory.   

(vi)  He believed things not forbidden in the Bible were allowable, and so left 
the main altar in the church with candles along with a picture of Christ.   

(vii)  He adopted a view of church government that allowed the state to be 
above the church, most likely because of the help he received from 
Frederick.   

(viii)  He founded many schools, wrote his famous Shorter Catechism, and 
several hymns, his most famous being “A Mighty Fortress Is Our God.”   

 
C.  From here we’ll be moving on in the next couple of weeks to the life and 

thought of John Calvin.   
1.  Calvin was the leader of the second generation of Reformers.   

a.  He began his work in Geneva in 1536, 19 years after the posting of the 
Ninety-Five Theses and 10 years before the death of Luther.   

b.  When he began, virtually all the people of northern Europe were either 
Lutheran or Catholic.   

c.  The Lutheran movement in Germany from this time didn’t gain much 
more ground.   

 
2.  Calvin would become the systematizer of Reformed Theology.   

a.  His thought would become known as Calvinism, sometimes represented as 
TULIP, but which goes far beyond that.   

b.  He would also become the originator of Presbyterianism.   
 

3.  There were other events that took place between the time of Luther’s 
Reformation in Germany and the Reformation in Switzerland.   
a.  For instance, the Reformation in Zurich lead by Zwingli.   
b.  William Farel’s bringing the Reformation to Geneva.   
c.  And the events of what is called the Radical Reformation:   

(i)  Including the Anabaptists:  Conrad Grebel, Balthasar Hubmaier, and 
Menno Simons.   
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(ii)  The mystical or spiritual radicals:  including Kaspar Schwenkfeld and 
Sebastian Frank.   

(iii)  And what are called the rationalistic radicals, led by Lelio Sozzini, or 
the name we are more familiar with:  Socinus.   

 
d.  We’ll be looking at Calvin’s life and work the next two weeks.   
e.  In three weeks, Greg Hodson will give us an overview of the life and work 

of Zwingli.   
f.  And in our concluding week, we’ll consider those movements that went 

too far in their break with Christian tradition in what is called the Radical 
Reformation.   

 
D.  Let’s finish our time this evening considering for a few moments some of the 

similarities and differences between Luther and Calvin to see that the Lord uses 
different people, from different walks of life, even with different beliefs, to do 
His will, as long as they hold to the basics and have a heart for Him.   
1.  Background and character.   

a.  Luther and Calvin came from entirely different backgrounds:  Luther was 
born of a peasant, though not unsuccessful copper miner; Calvin’s father 
was a secretary to the bishop of Noyon, and a man of some means 
(professional class).   

b.  Luther studied philosophy and theology at the university, while Calvin 
studied humanism (liberal arts:  language, rhetoric, poetry, and the ancient 
classics) and law.   

c.  Luther was the prophetic voice of the Reformation, thundering God’s truth 
with conviction and power; while Calvin’s strong point was his ability to 
construct a systematic theology of the Reformation.   

d.  Luther, for the most part was a strong and healthy man, while Calvin 
constantly fought illness in Geneva.   

e.  Luther loved his home and family, Calvin was essentially a lonely student.   
 
2.  Doctrine.   

a.  Luther, living in monarchial Germany, sought aristocratic and princely 
support for his cause; Calvin, living in republican Switzerland, developed 
representative government in the church.  Luther allowed the State power 
over the church, while Calvin allowed none, but gave the church power 
over the state.  Calvin stressed church discipline more than Luther.  Both 
provided for the poor through the deaconate.   

b.  Luther emphasized preaching, Calvin systematic theology.   
c.  Both accepted the authority of Scripture.    
d.  Both believed the people should read the Bible in their language, both 

translated the Scriptures into the language of the people:  Luther into 
German, Calvin into French.   

e.  Both emphasized education:  Luther was a professor at Wittenberg 
University and a preacher, Calvin a minister and preacher at Geneva and 
later in life a professor in the University of Geneva, which he founded.   
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f.  Both believed deeply that members of the church should be grounded in 
doctrine, both wrote catechisms.   

g.  Luther held to consubstantiation, Calvin the spiritual presence of Christ in 
the Lord’s Supper, but not His physical presence.   

h.  Luther rejected only what the Bible did not approve in worship, Calvin 
accepted only what the Bible approved.  Luther retained as much of the 
form of Roman Catholic worship as he could, rejecting only what was 
forbidden.  Calvin departed from it as far as possible, allowing only what 
was commanded in Scripture.  Both emphasized sermons as the main part 
of worship, both congregational singing, Luther stressed hymns, Calvin 
psalms.   

i.  Both believed in salvation by grace through faith alone; Luther stressed 
justification by faith, Calvin the sovereignty of God.  For Luther, salvation 
by faith was the doctrine on which the church stands or falls, for Calvin, it 
was predestination.  Luther taught the predestination of the elect, Calvin 
emphasized double predestination.   

j.  Luther emphasized the salvation of man, Calvin the glory of God.   
k.  In short, Luther stands out for his bold and courageous leadership in 

beginning the Reformation.  He said, “The die was cast; and so I did not 
want to do anything else than what I did.  I began to put all my trust upon 
the Spirit who does not carry on a lazy business” (Kuiper 201).   

l.  Calvin was a second generation reformer, a master at explaining the 
Scripture.   

m.  Zwingli, as we’ll see, was also important, but his short life didn’t allow 
him the influence of the other two.   

n.  Though it’s true their influence split the church, they didn’t intend this.  
They only wanted reform in life and doctrine, a return to the apostolic 
teachings and away from the teachings of man.   

o.  In the end, they believed it was far more important that the church be 
Scriptural than under one organization.   

 
3.  Conclusion.   

a.  Both of these men had different backgrounds.   
b.  Both had different gifts and abilities.   
c.  Both had different views of what Scripture taught.   
d.  But both trusted in Christ, held to the fundamentals of salvation, loved the 

Lord and were willing to give all for His service, and the Lord used them.   
e.  We should think about this before we too quickly write anyone out of the 

kingdom because they don’t believe precisely what we do.  Calvin 
considered Luther to be a prophetic voice raised up by God.   

f.  The Lord has His people in every place, the temples of His Spirit.   
g.  This doesn’t mean we shouldn’t strive to believe and practice the truth, 

but it does mean we should be more patient with one another.   


