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1. Introduction

The subject given to me for the address tonight is, The Reformation: A Work of the Holy Spirit. The implication is that we are to think think of the Reformation movement of the 16th Century in Europe as a product of the work of the Holy Spirit. It may be stated as axiomatic that a genuine Reformation will be found only where there is a real work of the Holy Spirit in a Church or Community – or Continent. And where there is a genuine work of the Holy Spirit there will also be a clear understanding or theology of the work of the Spirit Himself. 

What do we consider a real Reformation to be? Any true Reformation in the Church will relate principally to these three things: 

1. A rediscovery of the authority and sufficiency of the Scriptures of the Old and New Testaments as the Word of God and normative for all matters of faith and life

2.  A rediscovery of the doctrines of sovereign grace and a renewed experience of the grace of God and power of the Holy Spirit in the lives of men and women

3. A renewed determination that all doctrines and practices and worship forms inconsistent with or contrary to the Word of God be rejected in the interests of conforming all doctrine, worship and practice and church government to God speaking through His Word, properly and reverently understood

It will be appreciated that where such factors are at work there will be evidence of the work of the Holy Spirit in a Church. For it is in, through, and by the Word that He works in bringing people and therefore Churches into conformity with the word and will of God in Christ, rather than simply pursuing the will and whims of mere men, or giving new revelations. 

One strong presumption in seeing the Reformation as a genuine work of the Spirit and not a result of mere social developments or unaided human reason it is a rediscovery of the work of the Holy Spirit Himself. In relation to the Reformation in Europe in the 16th Century, as one writer has put it, with reference to the moving lights of the Reformation movement and thought, Martin Luther, Ulrich Zwingli and John Calvin: “…through the work of the Holy Spirit these theologians found God immediately present to them in the reading of the word of God and in the reception of the sacraments. Without the Spirit’s work directly in their hearts, they believed there would be no faith that could hear the word or receive the grace of the sacraments.”
 As Martin Luther put it in his The Large Catechism: “The Holy Spirit reveals and preaches that Word, and by it he illumines and kindles hearts so that they grasp and accept it, cling to it, and persevere in it.”
 John Calvin agreed: “For as God alone is a fit witness of himself in his Word, so also the Word will not find acceptance in [human] hearts before it is sealed by the inward testimony of the Spirit. The same Spirit, therefore, who has spoken through the mouths of the prophets must penetrate into our hearts to persuade us that they faithfully proclaimed what had been divinely commanded.”
 

A common factor in such theological thinking is that theology must touch the experience, and the extent to which it does so depends upon the work of the Holy Spirit, bringing the truths of the Word to bear upon heart and life. The ‘mainstream’ Reformers understood the Holy Spirit as being ‘bound’ to Scripture, enlivening it to make its message effective, and not giving new revelations. In the lives and thought of these Reformers, under God, there was a rediscovery of the importance of the work of the Holy Spirit in the lives of men and women, and that a Church would not be ‘alive’ where such a work was not evident in its experience, doctrine, or worship.

2. The state of the Church in Europe before the Reformation

It is important to consider what the situation was in the Churches in general in Europe before the Reformation? For many centuries before the Reformation, despite attempts at reform there was widespread deformation and corruption in the Churches of Europe. What was true in England was quite widespread, as described by J C Ryle: “The immense majority of the clergy did little more than say masses and offer up pretended sacrifices, repeat Latin prayers and chant Latin hymns (which of course the people could not understand), hear confessions, grant absolutions, give extreme unction, and take money to get dead people out of purgatory.” There was widespread veneration of relics, dead saints, and the virgin Mary. The clergy/priests had power. Without absolution
 and extreme unction
 no one could be right with God. Sins were dealt with through indulgences,
 sold for a monetary consideration! One indulgence claimed “to absolve people from usury, theft, manslaughter, fornication and all crime whatsoever, except smiting the clergy and conspiring against the Pope” (1498).  Ryle again: “He who desired to obtain forgiveness had to seek it through a jungle of priests, saints, Mary worship, masses, penances, confession, absolution and the like, so that there might have been no throne of grace at all.” The rise of the Papacy to a position of authority, claiming to be vicar of Christ, was another corrupting and binding influence upon the Church in the West. In all this confusion in man‘s approach to God Christ as the only Mediator between God and man was out of sight, the Bible was a closed book, and the preaching of the Word was all but unknown. As Hugh Latimer put it tersely: “When the devil gets influence in a church, up go candles and down goes preaching.” Superstition, corruption and immorality largely prevailed. The tree was corrupt and so therefore was the fruit, by and large, in the Church before the Reformation. Not that there weren’t, or hadn’t been, bright spots of faithful gospel belief and witness. There had been in England John Wycliffe (1320-1384) and the Lollards, and on the Continent the followers of Peter Waldo (c1140-1218), the Waldensians, and John Huss in Bohemia [Czechoslovakia] (1369-1415). However, before the Reformation, ignorance and superstition and corruption largely prevailed in religion. It needed a work of the Holy Spirit to clear away the dross of a largely corrupt church in which ignorance, error and practical abuses had proliferated. God had His instruments, but only the Holy Spirit could effect any transformation in that late 15th and early 16th century situation in the religious life of Europe.

In looking at the Reformation in 16th Century Europe we cannot fail to see a sharp contrast between the character of social and religious life before the Reformation with the fruit of that movement. The situation varied from place to place. There were some places and nations more thoroughly affected by the Reformation thought than others. Thus the Reformation affected Germany and Switzerland more deeply than France, and Scotland more radically than England. There were differences, too, among the Reformers in their thinking and in their emphases in Church Reform. Thus the Calvinian and Zwinglian reforms tended to be more thorough than the Lutheran or Anglican. However, wherever the movement or thought of the Reformation was felt there were significant changes in the Church and consequently in society. It is in such changes that we recognise the Reformation movement as a revival of authentic Christian faith and life.

3. The Reformation as a Revival

So far as considering the Reformation in Europe in the 16th Century as a work of the Holy Spirit, this has been well recognised by historians. T.M. Lindsay, for example, in the Preface to his work on The Reformation, states that “I have adopted Dr. Merle D’Aubigné’s view, that the Reformation was a revival of religion, and cannot be described successfully unless this its essential character is kept distinctly in view.”
 Outstanding ‘theologian of the Holy Spirit,’ George Smeaton, wrote that “The period of the REFORMATION…gave testimony to the Holy Spirit more full and explicit than had ever been uttered since the apostolic age. Considered in its origin, the Reformation was itself a great work of the Spirit of God, and the men who bore a leading part in it were fully conscious of this fact.”
 More recently Professor Heiko Oberman, of Harvard University, wrote that “The genius of the Reformation is best described as the rediscovery of the Holy Spirit…The Reformation returned to an understanding of the Holy Spirit as the dynamic presence of God in Jesus Christ…under the veil of the preached word.”

4. The main features of the Reformation indicating marks of the Holy Spirit’s work
As far as the main features of the work of Reformation were concerned we can only be selective tonight, but we can broadly identify three main areas that conclusively indicate that the Reformation was a reviving work of the Holy Spirit:

(1) There was a rediscovery of the Authority and proclamation of the Word of God. 

Historically we take the Reformation movement to stem from the day “when Martin Luther nailed his 95 Theses against indulgences on the door of the Castle Church in the small town of Wittenberg in Saxony.”
 That was October 31, 1517. This essentially arose because Luther (1483-1546) had rediscovered the Bible. He became persuaded of the primacy and authority of the Bible, a crucial factor in his influence, under God. “Those things which have been delivered by God in the Sacred Scriptures” he says in one place, “must be sharply distinguished from those that have been invented by men in the Church, it matters not how eminent they be for saintliness and scholarship.”
 This was a crux in the whole Reformation movement: “The teachings of the fathers are useful only to lead us to the Scriptures, as they were led, and then we must hold to the Scriptures alone.”
 It is quite clear that Luther saw the Scriptures as arising from the work of the Holy Spirit: “The Holy Spirit is the plainest writer and speaker in heaven and earth, and therefore His words cannot have more than one, and that the very simplest, sense, which we call the literal, ordinary, natural sense…”
 

One cannot over-estimate the advent of the printing press in connection with the work of Reformation. In 1456 Johan Gutenberg printed the first book by such means. It was a Bible. Luther’s 95 Theses for example were an instant ‘best-seller’ in Europe. 5,000 were distributed far and wide in the first three months after their publication!
 Even more influential was Luther’s translation of the Bible into German. The New Testament he completed in two and a half months in early 1522, completing the whole Bible by 1534. The impact of this work, and also other Bible translations into the various European languages at that time, cannot be over-emphasised in assessing the work of Reformation. This brought the Word into people’s hands and homes. Through the quickening and awakening of the Holy Spirit accompanying the Word, there was a transformation in the Church in understanding the truth of the gospel of Christ. This as much as anything cut away the overgrowth of tradition, corruption, perversion, superstition and ignorance of Biblical religion among the people, and among many priests and monks and nuns too. One former nun, Margaret Watteville, wrote to Zwingli (1484-1531) praising God for “enlightening us anew, and sending us by His Holy Spirit so many heralds of His blessed Word.”

Another powerful instrument raised up by the Lord in the work of Reformation was John Calvin (1509-1564). To Calvin perhaps more than any other Reformer we are indebted for this rediscovery of the Word, under the influence of the Holy Spirit. Wrote Calvin: “This, then, must be considered as a fixed principle, that…no man can have the least knowledge of true and sound doctrine, without being a disciple of the Scripture…”
 There is of course a need for the inward work of the Holy Spirit to persuade us of the truth: “For as God alone is a sufficient witness of himself in his own word, so also the word will never gain credit in the hearts of men, till it be confirmed by the internal testimony of the Spirit. It is necessary, therefore, that the same Spirit, who spake by the mouths of the prophets, should penetrate into our hearts, to convince us that they faithfully delivered the oracles which were divinely entrusted to them.”

Such a rediscovery of Scripture, properly and widely read and expounded was always going to have a profound influence under the blessing of the Holy Spirit. And it did. Together with the contemporary development of the printing press, and the rendering of Scripture into the ‘common tongue’ from the previous ‘closed book’ of Greek and Latin texts, the distribution of Scripture, the recovery of the preaching/exposition of the Scripture and spread of sound literature, overturned in many places the ignorance and superstition that had prevailed. This rediscovery of the authority of Scripture was inevitably accompanied by a renewed concern and zeal for true worship including congregational psalmody (at least in the Churches particularly touched by the Calvinian/Zwinglian reformed practice), a right administration of the sacraments, and, not least, a revival of doctrinal and expository biblical preaching. “In Zurich (wrote one historian), as everywhere, the Reformation proceeded by means of a preaching closely drawn from the Bible.”
 The rediscovery of the authority and teaching of Scripture was an evidence of the quickening of the Holy Spirit. The fruit of it in changed churches and lives and culture, in those Reformation times.

(2) There was a rediscovery of the doctrine of Grace
If the first great mark of the Reformation movement, as a work of the Holy Spirit, was the rediscovery of the authority of Scripture as the Word of God, the second principle, was the rediscovery of the doctrines of grace. That is to say, it involved a rediscovery of the truth of salvation by free, unmerited, undeserved sovereign grace in Christ. It may be summed up in these four slogans: Sola Christo – Sola Gratia –Sola Fide– Soli Deo Gloria. In Christ alone – By Grace alone –Through Faith alone – To the Glory of God alone.
 

This addressed the most serious question for mankind: How shall a man be right with God? Is it by his own works-righteousness? Is it by the purchase if an ‘indulgence’ from the Church? Is it by receiving the sacrament of baptism, or the Lord’s Supper? Who saves? God or the sinner? It seems unthinkable that there could be any confusion about this, but there was. Because Christ had effectively been displaced as the sole Mediator between God and man (1 Timothy 2:5). One had to go through the Pope, or the priest, or the saints, or the blessed Virgin. There was no direct route to Christ. As someone has put it: “The Reformers hacked their way through this huge jungle of papal obstruction and cleared the way for every heavy-laden sinner to go straight to Christ for remission of sins” (Peter Hammond). 

In coming to grips with Paul’s Epistles, Martin Luther understood this well and preached it and expounded it faithfully: “Because an eternal, unchangeable sentence of condemnation has passed upon sin – for God cannot and will not regard sin with favour, but his wrath abides upon it eternally and irrevocable – redemption was not possible without a ransom of such precious worth as to atone for sin, to assume the guilt, pay the price of wrath and thus abolish sin.” But who can do this? “This no creature is able to do. There is no remedy except for God’s only Son to step into our distress and himself become man, to take upon himself the load of awful and eternal wrath and make his own body and blood a sacrifice for the sin. And so he did, out of the immeasurably great mercy and love towards us, giving himself up and bearing the sentence of unending wrath and death. So infinitely precious to God is this sacrifice and atonement of his only begotten Son who is one with him in divinity and majesty, that God is reconciled thereby and receives into grace and forgiveness of sins all who believe in his Son.”
 Calvin, too, saw salvation’s accomplishment only through Christ. He put this in a series of rhetorical questions: “If Christ has satisfied for our sins; if he has sustained the punishment due to us; if he has appeased God by his obedience; in a word, if he has suffered, the just for the unjust, - then salvation has been obtained for us by his righteousness…”
 Sola Christo.

A crucial question at the time of the Reformation was: Is the sinner ‘justified’ – made right in God’s sight – by his own works of righteousness and performance of religious duties, or by faith in the One who has provided a perfect righteousness by His works for the sinner, put down to his/her account and received by faith alone? The latter is the biblical and Reformation doctrine of ‘Justification by faith’- faith that is to say as the instrument or the hands by which Christ and His benefits are received. This doctrine has otherwise been denoted ‘Justification by Grace alone,’ it being recognised that the faith that saves is itself a gift of God’s grace: “For by grace you have been saved through faith, and that not of yourselves; it is the gift of God, not of works, lest anyone should boast” (Ephesians 2:8-9). 

Martin Luther, not least through his studies in the letter to the Galatians, was clear: “All heretics have continually failed in this one point, that they do not rightly understand or know the article of justification. If we had not this article certain and clear, it were impossible we could criticize the Pope’s false doctrine of indulgences and other abominable errors, much less be able to overcome greater spiritual errors and vexations. If we only permit Christ to be our Saviour, then we have won, for he is the only girdle which clasps the whole body together, as St. Paul excellently teaches. If we look to the spiritual birth and substance of a true Christian, we shall soon extinguish all deserts of good works; for they serve us to no use, neither to purchase sanctification, nor to deliver us from sin, death, devil or hell. Little children are saved only by faith without any good works; therefore faith alone justifies.” Luther called this the articulus stantis et cadentis ecclesiae, the article of a standing or falling Church. Calvin agreed: the sinner, he wrote, “will be justified by faith, who, being excluded from the righteousness of works, apprehends by faith the righteousness of Christ, invested in which, he appears, in the sight of God, not as a sinner, but as a righteous man. Thus we simply explain justification to be an acceptance, by which God receives us into his favour, and esteems us as righteous persons; and say that it consists in the remission of sins and the imputation of the righteousness of Christ.”
 It is by grace through faith. Justification by faith was therefore at the heart of the Reformation gospel. It is not of works but is received by faith. Christ’s work/righteousness is at the heart of it: how a soul becomes right with God. The source of the rediscovery of this truth was the Holy Spirit speaking through the Word of God.
 

(3) There was an affirmation of the priesthood of all believers.
This was the third great principle reasserted and affirmed at the Reformation: the priesthood of all believers. The Reformers consistently argued that there were no grounds in Scripture for a priestly office acting as mediator between God and man. Without denying the reality of office in the Church, they nevertheless, following 1 Peter 2:9-10, asserted that every believer could go directly to God. They did not require to go through the priests for access to God and remission of sins. No-one could be excluded from God’s presence by any priesthood or Church. Historian of the Reformation, Thomas Lindsay, went as far as to say that “It was this thought – that God’s presence is free to the faithful seeker, that God will not refuse to hear the prayer of any penitent, that God makes His promises speak direct to the hearts of all His people – that lay at the basis of the whole round of Reformation theology, and was the source whence sprang in particular the doctrines of Scripture and of justification by faith.”
 It’s not that people ignore the Church or its ministry, decidedly not. But the individual with Scripture in his or her hands goes to God through Christ directly and is, indeed, responsible for heeding the Word of the Lord speaking through Scripture and exercising personal faith in the Saviour on whose work alone they are to rest for eternity. Consequently, they had a responsibility in every sphere of life, whatever sphere of life they were in, in dependence upon the Holy Spirit, to consider it as service to God. Calvin is clear on this: “…we, who are polluted in ourselves, being ‘made priests’ in him, offer ourselves and all our services to God, and enter boldly into the heavenly sanctuary, so that the sacrifices of prayers and praise, which proceed from us, are ‘acceptable,’ and ‘a sweet-smelling savour’ …”
 It was, to the Reformers, axiomatic that a mark of the work of the Spirit in a person was a life of holiness and conformity to the law of God. Wrote Luther: “Christian holiness, or the holiness of universal Christendom is that which comes when the Holy Spirit gives people faith in Christ, according to Acts xv, that is, He makes heart, soul, body, works and manner of life new and writes God’s commandments, not on tables of stone, but on hearts of flesh according to 2 Corinthians iii.”

The impact of this theology was far-reaching wherever in Europe the Reformation spread. Its impact was profound in changing lives and transformed, to a considerable degree, society itself. At its heart the Reformed faith is a world-view. It goes without saying that none of it would have happened apart from the work of the Holy Spirit blessing the labours of men who rediscovered the authority of the Scriptures, put them in the hands of the people, and who preached the whole counsel of God with passion, power; indeed, in demonstration of the Spirit and of power. Much of the old corruption and formalism and ritualism and ignorance and confusion were blown away. Yes, the Reformation was a work of the Holy Spirit.

5. Some Lessons from the Reformation movement for us

(1) Knowledge and understanding of the Reformation movement ought to stir the Church of the present day to seek just such a reforming and reviving movement of grace for our own day.

(2) Recognition that the work of the Holy Spirit was at the heart of the Reformation movement ought to stir the Church to seek prayerfully and pleadingly and persistently the pouring of the Spirit upon us in our day.

(3) Acknowledgement ought to be made in the Church today of the need for Reformation and spiritually awakening. It ought to repent of past sins and of deviations from Biblical doctrine and practice and return in humble penitence to the Lord.

(4) Restoration ought to be encouraged in the Church today of the primacy of doctrinal and expository ministry. This appears to be even more important in the present day in which people in their homes are so little exposed to any Bible truth and read very little. The recovery of preaching with passion in the power of the Spirit, and of the hearing of the preached word will be pre-condition, under God, of another Reformation movement.

(5) Serious recovery is needed in attitudes to the place and sufficiency of the Bible in the modern Church. There requires to be a repudiation of liberal and modernist theology, and negative Biblical criticism in Old and New Testaments. Such Biblical Criticism has largely destroyed the credibility of the Church in the West.

(6) Such acceptance of the authority and sufficiency of Holy Scripture should be applied in every aspect of the Church’s faith and life, including worship, discipline and Church government. There is great need, e.g., in the area of worship which in many evangelical and Reformed Churches music and man-made accretions have been increasingly swamping worship services. Recovery of a healthy Biblical regulative principle is needed so that nothing may be admitted to the worship and practice of the Church except what is directly or by good and necessary inference warranted by the teaching of Scripture. 

(7) There is still a serious lesson, too, in relation to the corrupting power of the Roman Catholic dogma. In the Times last Wednesday there was a dramatic front-page headline: “Papal gambit stuns Church.” It was the story of how Rome was opening its door – potentially – to disaffected Anglican ‘priests.’ It speculated that as many as 1,000 might defect to Rome. Like all the mainline and not so mainline Churches, the Anglican Communion is in desperate need of Reformation. But we should be alert to the threat of Romanism. It may be noted that Luther, Calvin and most of the Reformation leaders identified the Pope as the Antichrist [as our Confession of Faith does]. 

6. Concluding remarks

We have to recognise that we live in a day very different from that of the Reformation. There have been several other ‘revolutions’ in Western Society since then: the French Revolution (18thC); the Industrial Revolution (18thC/19thC); a Scientific Revolution (19thC/20thC); and a Technological Revolution (20thC). Since the mid-19th Century there has also been a Theological Revolution in the form of radical Historical Criticism, theological liberalism and modernism. This effectively has undermined the authority of the Bible in the Church and has consequently propelled the Church in Europe largely into an institutionalised state of confusion, unbelief and nominality in Christian things. It has been a tragedy. 

This all presents a very different challenge from that of the Reformation era. Besides this there have also seen considerable advances into the 21st Century in global communications and the rise of Islam [something, however, that also concerned the Reformers]. Our challenges are correspondingly different; our battles are not quite the same, socially or intellectually. However, the glorious truth, of which the Reformation reminds us, is that our Lord is the same, yesterday and today and forever, the need of sinners is the same, the gospel of free grace is the same, and, vitally, the power of the Holy Spirit is the same. Furthermore, the call for Christian service [priesthood of all believers] is the same: being loyal to Jesus; being faithful in prayer; being salt in the earth and light in the world; being devoted utterly to Christ and His Word, and not wilting in the face of all the attacks of the world and the flesh and the devil. The challenge is still the Great Commission (Matthew 28:18-20). We must still put on the whole armour of God “that ye may be able to stand against the assaults of the devil… that ye may be able to resist in the evil day, and having finished all things, stand fast” (Ephesians 6:10-13). As in the 16th Century only a work of the Holy Spirit will make a transformation to the Church situation in our day – a day so much in need of a reformation/revival of true spiritual life. See to it, dear friends, for this is Christ’s call to us today! Pray for the Spirit to come in great power in our day, enabling the Church to turn to Christ and experience the quickening, reforming and reviving work of the Spirit, and to enjoy once again the bright rays of His presence and power!
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