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Week 1: Who is Jesus? The Preincarnate Christ 

“Unless I am convinced by the testimony of the Scriptures or by clear reason (for I do not trust 
either in the pope or in councils alone, since it is well known that they have often erred and 
contradicted themselves), I am bound by the Scriptures I have quoted and my conscience is 
captive to the Word of God. I cannot and will not recant anything, since it is neither safe nor right 
to go against conscience. May God help me.” - Martin Luther  
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Opening Discussion: From what you know of Catholicism, what are the key issues of 
disagreement between Catholics and Protestants? Why are these issues important?  
 

Why the Reformation Matters 
Major Issues of the Reformation  
Scripture: The Roman Catholic Church taught that the she is the authoritative interpreter of 
Scripture and that the Bible derives its authority from the Church because it is a product of the 
Church. The Reformers taught that Scripture has authority over the church because the church 
is birthed from Scripture and the Holy Spirit aids and helps us to understand and apply it. 
 
Sin and Salvation: The Reformers affirmed original sin and total depravity (the doctrine that, 
because of sin, humans are helpless to save themselves). They protested against the Church’s 
teaching that works and the sacraments helped to achieve salvation.  
 
Priesthood of the Believer: The Reformers taught that Christ alone is the mediator between 
God and humans and rejected Roman practices of praying to Mary and the saints and the 
mediatorial roles of Mary, the saints, and the Church.  
 
The Five Solas: The Protestant Reformation is often summarized by the Five Solas. Sola (or 
Solo) in Latin means “only.” The “only” is the operative word in each of these statements. Both 
Catholics and Protestants affirmed the importance of Christ, Faith, Grace, and Scripture, but 
while Catholics taught that salvation was achieved by faith and works, Protestants insisted that 
salvation was received by faith alone.  



 Sola scriptura ("Scripture alone"): Scripture alone has authority for faith and practice. 
The Church derives her authority from Scripture and is subject to it.  

 Sola fide ("faith alone"): Salvation is received by faith alone and not by works.   
 Sola gratia ("grace alone"): Salvation is achieved by God’s grace alone and not by 

human effort or achievement. 
 Solo Christo ("Christ alone"): Salvation is through Christ alone, not through the Church. 

He is the sole mediator between God and humans 
 Soli Deo Gloria ("glory to God alone"): Salvation is for the purpose of achieving God’s 

glory and this should be the aim of all that we do.  
 
Questions to ask as we study the Reformation and its doctrine 

 Unity and Doctrinal Purity: When do we divide? 
 Relationship between Catholics and Evangelicals today 
 Relevance of the issues raised in the Reformation to us today 
 Understanding of the role of history, culture, and context in our own reading (and 

misreading) of Scripture. 
 

Setting the Stage for the Reformation: How did we get to this point? 

Major Theological Developments of Medieval Theology 

Mary and the Saints: Mary began to play a larger role in Christian worship throughout the 
medieval period. This began largely at the popular level but eventually found its way into official 
Church doctrine. Some theologians found it necessary to argue that Mary was sinless on the 
basis that were she not, Jesus would have inherited a sin nature. The doctrine of the 
immaculate conception, that Mary was made sinless in the womb) developed and was debated 
during this period, but it was opposed by Thomas Aquinas and others. Although this would 
eventually become official church dogma of the Roman Catholic Church, this did not become 
official until 1854.1  

Over time, Mary and the Saints began to be seen as intermediaries between the sinner and 
Christ. They were prayed to with the hope that they would intercede on the sinner’s behalf. 
Although the official teaching of the church were that Mary and the saints were to be “venerated” 
and not worshipped, the line between these concepts was blurred at best.2 

The Sacraments and Salvation: The sacraments, visible signs of God’s grace, grew in the 
Medieval period from two (Communion and Baptism) to seven (Confirmation, Penance, Extreme 
Unction, Holy Orders, and Matrimony). Salvation gradually came to be seen as achieved 
through works and grace received through the sacraments rather than by God’s grace through 
faith. The church grew to see initial salvation as only possible through God’s grace, but 
sanctifying grace as involving a cooperation between God and humans. In Catholicism this is 
achieved through the sacraments.3 The issue of whether salvation was achieved by God’s grace 
alone or by a cooperation between God’s grace and human works would become the central 
issue of the Reformation. 

 
1 Paul Enns, The Moody Handbook of Theology (Chicago: Moody, 1989). 437 
2 Michael Reeves and Mark Dever, The Unquenchable Flame: Discovering the Heart of the Reformation, Illustrated 
Edition. (B&H Academic, 2010). 23 
3 Enns, The Moody Handbook of Theology. 438-439 



In the thirteenth century, the church adopted transubstantiation, the view that the bread and 
wine in the Lord’s Supper actually became the body and blood of Jesus. This was based on an 
Aristotelian distinction between the “accidents” (physical characteristics) of an object with its 
“incidents” (its actual identity). It also became customary for the cup to only be taken by the 
priests, a custom that drew the ire of Martin Luther hundreds of years later.  

 

The Church and the Papacy: During the Medieval period, the papacy began to claim supreme 
spiritual authority based upon the statement made to Peter that Christ would build his church 
upon him.4 The Popes claimed apostolic succession through Peter maintained this authority in 
the person of the Pope. Pope Innocent the III declared that the pope is the vicar of Christ, had 
the keys to the kingdom, and that anyone who did not submit to the pope was a heretic. Outside 
of the Catholic Church there could be no salvation.5  A strong distinction developed between the 
clergy and the laity. Priests were mediators of God’s grace and necessary go-betweens for the 
laity to commune with God. The medieval social order was comprised of those who fought (the 
nobility); those who prayed (the clergy); and those who worked (everyone else). The priests 
prayed on behalf of everyone else and a strong divide between what was sacred and what was 
secular developed. Later, the reformers, insisting on the universal priesthood of believers would 
insist on the sacredness of all work and the right of all believers to approach God with Christ as 
his or her sole mediator.  

Discuss: 

 Do you see the changes being made (Mary’s role, the sacraments, transubstantiation, 
the role of the pope) in the church as consequential or inconsequential? Why? 

 There is sometimes a tension in theology between a conservative impulse to return back 
to the early church as much as possible and a more progressive impulse to adapt to new 
challenges and ideas. Which impulse are you more likely to follow? Why?   

Enns: Factors that led to the Reformation:6 

1. Islam had conquered most of the Eastern Church and North Africa. It had moved into 
Europe through Spain and Eastern Europe. This sparked a spirit of nationalism that helped 
facilitate the Reformation. 

2. The Renaissance, largely sparked by interaction with Islam, was another significant factor. 
The Renaissance’s cry of “ad fontes" (back to the source) resulted in scholars returning to 
the Greek New Testament (as produced by Erasmus) and returning to Scripture rather than 
church dogma. The invention of the printing press would further enable the spread of ideas 
and dramatically increase access to Scripture.  

3. There was an increased emphasis on humanism and individualism which helped set the 
stage for the individual priesthood of the believer, the emphasis upon individual choice in 
salvation, and ultimately freedom of conscience and the will. 

 
4 Ibid. 439 
5 Ibid. 440 
6 Ibid. 443-444 



4. There was an increased corruption in the Catholic Church. The selling of indulgences 
allowed someone to basically “buy” sin. By paying with money they could be assured of 
forgiveness for the sin they were about to commit or planning to commit. Simony, the selling 
of church offices, had become common. Relics (pieces of the true cross, the head of the 
John the Baptist, the bodies of the Magi, etc.) toured Europe and were installed in churches. 
Often for a fee one could view them and touch them. It was though that this would help 
shorten your time in purgatory and contributed to your sanctification. 

Reeves: Factors that led to the Reformation7 

1. Increased Religious Fervor: Although there was increased corruption in the church, there 
was also a stronger religious fervor in the years leading up to the Reformation than in the 
centuries prior. In other words, people cared more about their faith, not less, which led to a 
hunger to know God and be sure of one’s salvation. There was a significant increase in 
pilgrimages, more churches were built, and more books were being written and read on 
religious subjects. As people grew in their concern for religious matters, their concern grew 
at the state of the church.  

2. The Great Schism: In 1305, the newly elected pope decided to quit Rome for Avignon, in 
southern France and move the seat of power from Italy to France. As France now dominated 
the church as Italy had in the past, subsequent popes were French and the Italians saw their 
power and influence wane considerably. In 1378, the cardinals met in Rome to choose a 
new pope and, surrounded by a mob demanding an Italian pope, gave in and chose an 
Italian pope. However, later, they became dissatisfied with their newly elected father and, 
claiming they had been under duress, elected a new French pope. The first pope refused to 
step down and both popes excommunicated each other and threw the church into chaos. To 
solve the problem, the council reconvened and elected a third pope, but neither of the 
previous popes agreed to step down and, again, they all excommunicated each other 
leading to even greater confusion. Finally, the council of Constance met in 1414-1418 and 
was able to elect another pope and convince two of the three previous popes to resign and 
everyone accepted the new pope. Even though this crisis was resolved, it left people with a 
broken confidence in Rome, the papacy, and the Church. How could someone really know if 
the Church got it right if you weren’t even sure who the real pope was? The Great Schism 
was an important backdrop to the break from the church that occurred in the Reformation.  

3. Papal Corruption: Following the Schism, there was a series of objectively bad popes. Pope 
Alexander the VI in 1492 openly bought the votes needed for the papacy, fathered many 
children, poisoned cardinals, and held orgies in the Vatican. The following pope, Julius the II, 
also fathered children, and following Julian was Leo the X who, in addition to his excessive 
spending and sexual deviancy, was rumored to be an atheist! Again, these scandals served 
to increase skepticism of the spiritual leadership of Rome. 

4. Building Projects: As a response to the decline of the city of Rome, the Church underwent 
grand building projects. Although the results were beautiful (the Sistine chapel, the 
rebuilding of the pope’s apartments, the rebuilding of St. Peter’s basilica) the costs were 
enormous and funds were raised by the selling of indulgences to the largely poor laity 
outside of Italy. The rebuilding of St. Peter’s basilica was an especially sore point for Martin 
Luther and was a significant factor in his break from Rome. 

5. Forerunners to the Reformation: Although Luther’s “revolt” is usually seen as the 
beginning of the Reformation, there were others who set the stage for him. In England, John 
Wycliffe translated the Bible into English and taught that the Bible, not the pope, is the 
supreme authority in religious matters.  His teachings were a strong influence on Jan Hus in 

 
7 Reeves and Dever, The Unquenchable Flame. 



Bohemia. Hus saw the corruption in the church and denied the power of the pope to issue 
indulgences and doubted the doctrine of purgatory (on the basis of its absence in Scripture). 
Hus was burned at the stake and Wycliffe’s bones were posthumously exhumed and 
burned, but both were precursors of what was to come.  

6. Erasmus and the Greek New Testament. Erasmus did not join the Reformation (he 
believed that the Church needed reform, but wanted a slower, gentler Reformation than 
Luther led), but, in 1516, he published a Greek New Testament and his own Latin translation 
of the New Testament. These exposed many inaccuracies in the church’s teaching and their 
influence on Calvin, Luther, and others is impossible to underestimate.  

Some Resources: 

Easy: 

 The Unquenchable Flame: Discovering the Heart of the Reformation by Michael Reeves 
 Rescuing the Gospel: The Story and Significance of the Reformation by Erwin Lutzer 
 Long Before Luther: Tracing the Heart of the Gospel from Christ to the Reformation by 

Nathan Busenitz 

Medium: 

 Is the Reformation Over?: An Evangelical Assessment of Contemporary Roman 
Catholicism by Mark Noll 

 The Theology of the Reformers by Timothy George  

Hard: 

 The Story of Christian Theology by Roger Olson 


