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Changing World of the Late Middle Ages 

1. Distant emphases: 
a. Primacy of antiquity 
b. Communal identities 
c. Fragility of life & the desire for mastery over it 

2. Economic growth 
a. Emerging middle class 
b. Urbanization 
c. Growing education  
d. Printing: paper from old cloth & moveable type printing press 

3. Political world 
a. Holy Roman Empire  
b. Centralizing nation-states: 

1) England 
2) France 
3) Spain & Portugal 

c. De-centralized states: 
1) Switzerland 
2) Italian city-states 

d. Looming threat of the Ottoman Empire 
 
 
Religious Life in the Early 16th Century 

1. Not a dogmatic world! 
a. White magic & black magic 
b. Enchanted world filled with angels & saints, devil & demons 
c. Divide between clergy & laity  
d. Decided emphasis on God’s (and Jesus’) place as Judge 
e. Salvation anxiety 
f. Growing prominence of purgatory 

2. Sacramental religion 
a. Baptism 
b. Confirmation 
c. Mass  
d. Penance 
e. Holy Orders 
f. Marriage 
g. Last Rites 

3. Devotional practices 
a. Veneration of Mary and the saints 
b. Pilgrimages 
c. Relics 
d. Rosary 
e. Long history of mysticism 
f. Devotio moderna  



4. Scholastic theology 
a. Increasingly elaborate and detailed theology, formulated along the lines of Aristotelian logic 
b. Separation between theologians and the everyday lives of Christians 
c. Problematizing of God’s justice and self-will 
d. Righteousness almost exclusively considered in terms of inherent righteousness in an individual 

(emphasis on cooperation with grace) 
e. Development of transubstantiation theory 

 
 
Church Crises 

1. Rise of papal authority 
a. Unam Sanctum (1302) by Boniface VII 
b. “Babylonian Captivity” of the Papacy in Avignon (1309-77) 
c. Great Western Schism (1378-1417) 
d. Council of Constance (1414-18) & the conciliarist movement 

2. Reform Movements 
a. Mendicant monastic orders (13th century) 
b. Cathars / Albigensians (12th-14th centuries, in southern France & northern Italy) 
c. Waldensians (late 12th century, in northern Italy, southern France, Switzerland) 
d. John Wycliffe (d. 1384) & the Lollards (14th century, in England) 
e. John Hus (1369-1415) & the Hussites (late 14th century, in Bohemia) 

 
 
Renaissance 

1. Art & architecture 
2. Humanism 
3. Erasmus of Rotterdam 

a. Critic of church power 
b. Critic of medieval theology 
c. Published a critical edition of the Greek New Testament (1516) 

 
 
 
 
Martin Luther (1483-1546) 

The meaning of Luther’s entry into the monastery is simply this, that the great revolt against the 
medieval Church arose from a desperate attempt to follow the way by her prescribed.  

Roland H. Bainton, Here I Stand 
1. Early education & entrance into the monastery 
2. Luther, the Monk 

a. Obsessed with confession 
b. Visit to Rome in 1510 
c. Sent to Wittenberg in 1511 as a professor of Old Testament  
d. Lectures on Romans (1515-6) 

3. The crucial years (1517-21) 
a. “Tower experience” 
b. The event that set things in motion: Ninety-Five Theses (October 31, 1517) 
c. Heidelberg Disputation (1518) 
d. Leipzig Disputation (1519) 



e. Clarified lines in 1519-20 
1) Sermons hone the doctrine of justification by passive faith through Christ’s own righteousness 
2) Papal bull, Exsurge Domine, in 1520 condemned Luther for heresy 
3) Luther burned the bull along with the works of Eck & volumes of canon law 
4) Three Treatises of 1520 

a. Address to the Christian Nobility of the German Nation: attack on the legitimacy of the 
papacy and the priesthood in general 

b. The Babylonian Captivity of the Church: rejection of the sacramental system, and defense of 
only 2 sacraments (maybe 3…) 

c. The Freedom of a Christian: expounding justification by faith and the role of good works as 
an expression of love and gratitude: 

f. Diet of Worms (1521) 
“Unless I am convinced by the testimony of the Holy Scriptures or by evident reason – for I can 

believe neither pope nor councils alone, as it is clear that they have erred repeatedly and 
contradicted themselves – I consider myself convicted by the testimony of Holy Scripture, which is 
my basis; my conscience is captive to the Word of God. Thus I cannot and will not recant, because 
acting against one’s conscience is neither safe nor sound. God help me. Amen.” 

4. Re-forming the church 
a. Began his German translation of the Bible (a landmark of German literature) 
b. Peasant Revolt of 1522 
c. Many practicalities of church life 
d. Theological break with Erasmus over free will, leading to The Bondage of the Will (1525) 
e. Married Katharina von Bora in 1525 
f. Peasants War (1524-5) 

 
 
 
 
Ulrich Zwingli (1484-1531) 

1. Important historically, but the theological and pastoral heritage will be set by John Calvin later! 
2. Background and arrival in Zurich 

a. Similarly sparked by Erasmus’ 1516 Greek NT 
b. Became a parish priest, but also a humanist scholar 
c. Preaching lectio continua in Zurich (1519) 
d. Breaking lent (March 9, 1522) 

3. Public disputations (1523) 
a. Rejecting the saints 
b. Rejecting clerical celibacy 
c. Rejecting transubstantiation 

4. Showdown with radical wing (1525-6) 
5. Swiss Confederation taking shape (1526-8) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Colloquy of Marburg (October 1–3, 1529) 
1. Bringing together the two initial branches 

a. Luther and the Germans, including: 
1) Philipp Melanchthon (1497-1560) 
2) Andreas Osiander (1498-1552) from Nuremburg 

b. Zwingli and the Swiss, including: 
1) Martin Bucer (1491-1551) from Strasbourg 
2) Johannes Oecolampadius (1482-1531) from Basel 

3. Attempting to work out differences and perhaps settle on a joint theological document 
4. The aftermath:  

a. Swiss & German Reformations look after their own houses 
b. Bucer continues to attempt to be a mediating voice 
c. After Zwingli’s death on battle field (October 11, 1531), Luther’s responded: “All who take up the 

sword die by the sword.” 
 
 
 
To be continued… 
 
 
 
Initial Reflections 

1. Pastorally-centered movement 
2. Wide-ranging critique of theological issues (salvation, church definition & structure) 
3. Massive social implications 
4. The heritage of the Reformation is a series of essential clarifications and wide array of unintended 

consequences! 
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