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Chapter 1

William Tyndale (c.1494-1536)

The Reformation of the 16th century was a watershed period of human history, just as the 4th century had been, when Constantine the Great, the first Christian emperor, was baptised and when Christianity became the official religion of Rome, in 380. Reformation meant change for the better: a period of spiritual and intellectual contesting, redefinition and the discarding of error and outdated ways. Rome responded at that time with its own attempts at reform: called the Counter- Reformation or Catholic Reformation and has gradually, very gradually, come to agree with the Reformers in many ways, for example Rome no longer burns heretics, the Mass is said in local languages and the laity may read the Bible for themselves. 

This book hopefully encourages others as we are entering another watershed period of human history in which the same courage, earnest study of the Scriptures and reliance upon God that the Reformers exhibited will be needed. Shining lights will continue to be important guides and leaders in the Church.

This book is a useful brief summary of the Reformation Era for students. It picks up Western Christian history at a point where the faith had spread in the Western World and had penetrated successfully. In order to achieve this, however, and to ensure ongoing compliance, the Latin speaking Church had resorted to persecuting and suppressing all other forms of Christian faith and all dissent, and resorted to harsh and unchristian methods, the most notorious of which were the numerous Inquisitions. At the same time Roman Catholic leadership was permeated by such evils as financial extortion of the poor, political infighting, manipulation, intrigues, brutality, poor leadership, nepotism, fornication and even murder. Some Popes were evil men who were generally old (and they virtually always died in office) so that even the best of them were in their dotage during much of their reigns. This enabled unscrupulous underlings to literally ‘get away with murder’, and other evils.  

Martin Luther said that the church “is spoiled and robbed by the princes and prelates, they give nothing but take and steal..... the church is more torn and tattered than a beggar’s cloak”.​[1]

Therefore many of the shining lights discussed below were dedicated to challenging the Church by comparing it with the Christianity of the New Testament. But in order to do this they had to know what the Bible said, which was a considerable challenge when only academics and some monastics could read the Koine Greek of the New Testament or St Jerome’s Latin Vulgate text. Many people were not even literate in their mother tongue and the Bible was only really available in Latin anyway. Add to this was the fact that lay people were forbidden to read it, and certainly were not permitted to interpret it for themselves. All of this is why most of the bright lights of the Reformation were either monks and priest, or academics, or a combination all three. It fell to a monk who taught in a university to lead the charge against the errors into which the Church had fallen and to reveal those closed secrets to Europe. His story is in the first chapter. His name was Martin Luther.

There had been Protestants before the Protestant reformation. The Inquisitions would not have been nearly so busy if this had not been the case: people like Johann Huss, who dared to translate the Bible and was burned as a heretic. 

Because Scripture is the basis of the Christian faith and because it was important that it was available in the language people used daily, the chapter on the Bible translator William Tyndale (previously published in my Bright Shining Lights of a Previous Era, 2020/2024) is reshaped for this chapter. Tyndale was described by Peter Hammond as ‘the Morning Star of the Reformation’​[2] so Tyndale’s biography is a good place to start. Translations of Scripture into English (by Tyndale) and into German (by Luther) and their ready reproduction using the printing press enabled reformist ideas to be spread. 

Like John Wycliffe, but about a century and a half later, William Tyndale translated the Bible into English. He had a distinct advantage compared with earlier translators:  technological progress. William Caxton had invented a printing press in 1477, so that Tyndale’s Bible could be reproduced in unlimited numbers and distributed widely, whereas John Wycliffe’s Bible (for example) had to be hand written.

William Tyndale was born in about 1495 to a Welsh family in Gloucestershire, England, making him a decade younger than Martin Luther. He attended Oxford University and was awarded an M.A. at the young age of 21. He then went to Cambridge University, studying Greek under the great Renaissance scholar, Erasmus of Rottersdam (c.1466-1536), who, in 1516, himself had translated the Greek New Testament into Classical Latin, which only well educated people could read.​[3]  
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In 1524, when the Bishop of London refused to support Tyndale’s plan to translate the whole Bible into English, he went to Hamburg, in Germany, where he consulted with Martin Luther, who had translated the Bible into German.​[4] Tyndale, a brilliant linguist, spoke eight languages. Thesse included Hebrew and Greek,  which enabled him to translate directly from the original languages into every-day English. He completed the translation of the New Testament in a year and made constant revisions until 1535. He had translated from the original languages, whereas John Wycliffe had translated from St Jerome’s 4th century Latin translation, which was based upon the original but was less accurate.

Using a printing press, copies of Tyndale’s text were made in Worms, in Germany, and smuggled into England where they were in great demand, although the authorities had siezed, confiscated and publicly burned them. At that time only clergy were considered qualified to read the Word of God and translations in English were suppressed because they opened the Bible up to the laity (and even women).​[5]

In May of 1535 Henry Phillips, supposedly a close friend of William Tyndale,  betrayed him to royal officials at Vilvord, near Brussels, and he was tried, and convicted of treason and heresy. Tyndale was held in prison for almost 17 months, during which time he continued his work. Then he was strangled and burnt at the stake. His last words were, “Lord, open the king of England’s eyes” and three years later King Henry VIII sanctioned the printing of the Great Bible in England.​[6]

The Great Bible was the work of the linguist and priest Miles Coverdale (1488-1568) who had worked with William Tyndale in Hamburg (Germany) in 1529, and who was able to complete The Great Bible in 1539. After Tyndale’s martyrdom, Coverdale, whose own life was often in danger, was able to complete those parts of the Old Testament that Tyndale had left incomplete. Their work remains the basis of the English language Authorised Version and the Revised Version.

Alhough Shakespeare receives much of the credit for creating ‘the Queen’s English’ far more credit should go to the linguistic skills of William Tyndale,​[7] but the greatest result of the Tyndale-Coverdale collaboration was that any literate English person could now read and understand the Scriptures and so test Reformation doctrines for themselves.  

Chapter 1

Martin Luther (1483-1546)

The European Reformation is notionally dated from October 31, 1517, when the German Augustinian monk and academic, Martin Luther, apparently attached his ninety-five theses or beliefs upon the door of the Castle Church of Wittenberg.​[8] 

Luther’s father had planned a career in the Law for him and Luther had gained a Master of Arts from the University of Erfurt. Luther’s life was changed by a dramatic event on July 2, 1505. He was caught in a thunderstorm and flung to the ground, vowing that, if he survived, he would become a monk. It was a mere two weeks later that, despite his father’s opposition, he entered the Reformed Congregation of the Eremetical Order of St Augustine in Erfurt.​[9] Perhaps he was deeply anxious about his soul’s salvation and, certainly, at that time a religious vocation was considered the surest way to gain merit for eternity. Luther was first ordained in lower orders in 1506, and ordained a priest in 1507. He was sent to Rome in 1510 and became a Doctor of Theology in 1512 after which he taught Biblical studies at the new University of Wittenberg. Through intense study of the Scriptures, Luther came to the understanding that righteousness and salvation were gifts from God through unmerited mercy.​[10] 

Meanwhile others were coming to similar conclusions because all of this soul-searching did not arise in a religious vacuum. As early as the twelfth century, and much to the annoyance of local parish priests and bishops, friars and other popular preachers​[11] had actively and eloquently preached against such Catholic practices as infant baptism, images and crucifixes, corrupt clergy and the excessive wealth of the church. Erasmus of Rotterdam (c.1469-1536) and other humanists and Renaissance philosophers had also questioned Catholic dogma and clerical power. 

In 1518 the young scholar, Philip Melanchthon (1497-1560) became professor of Greek at Wittenberg University; becoming Luther’s firmest supporter and friend, although they were very different personalities.​[12] Luther was a robust, well-built man with a big personality, bombastic and passionate whereas Melanchthon was small, timid, scholarly, reserved, cautious and conciliatory. 

Luther was particularly upset when the Archbishop of Brandenburg (who actually held three sees)​[13] claimed in a pamphlet that indulgences not only reduced one’s time in purgatory but also had the power to forgive sin; an innovative piece of doctrine. Luther was oppose to any doctrine that could not be supported by Scripture and was certainly opposed to the selling of indulgence,​[14] especially by the eloquent Dominican friar, Johann Tetzel [1470-1519] who was selling them nearby (mainly because Pope Leo X was addicted to lavish spending and building projects). In 1518 Pope Leo sent Karl von Miltitz, a young Saxon nobleman in lower orders, to visit both the pious Elector Frederick of Saxony and Luther on a mission of conciliation. He found Luther humble and ready to make concessions so he went to Leipzig to meet with Tetzel, “reproved him for excesses, accused him of mendacity and embezzlement, and dismissed him.” Tetzel retired to his monastery and died in August, 1519, but Luther had written him a kind letter saying that indulgences were not the cause of his quarrel with Rome: “the child had quite another father”.​[15] 

The Pope supported the Archbishop and, in 1519, Luther had to debate against the professor of theology at the University of Ingolstadt, Johann of Eck (1486-1543) who reminded him of how and why the Bohemian, Johann Huss (1369-1415) had been killed and called Luther’s ideas “Bohemian poison”. From then on, Eck became his relentless adversary.​[16] When Luther had read Johann Huss’s opinions and found that he agreed with them, danger seemed very real as Huss had been burnt as a heretic over a century previously.​[17]

From his reading of the Scriptures, Luther developed teachings that included: justification by faith alone (not at all by good works), the priesthood of all believers, opposition to the cult of saints and the denied of papal primacy. Luther opposed pilgrimages, clerical celibacy, Masses for the dead, monastic vows and communion of only the bread, rather than the two kinds. Luther’s 95 theses circulated widely in German and Latin and a pamphlet war broke out as Tetzel produced his own theses about papal authority​[18] and Johann of Eck joined the fray with his own pamphlet, Obelisci (Obesisks) in March, 1518, which challenged Luther’s theses.
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Plate 1.1.

Martin Luther by Cranach the Elder (1526). Public domain.
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