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1. Introduction

The classic question “‘What (humanly speaking) caused the Reformation?’
is not easy to answer. It must be recognised that there were several streams
that fed into the break of many European believers from the Catholic
Church. It is, therefore, proper to speak of the causes (in the plural) of
this seminal event as a way of recognising its multi-faceted nature." Not
all the streams were equally significant in their impact on the burgeoning
movement for reform. While it would probably be impossible to assign
exact percentages to different factors, most scholars would agree that the
rediscovery of Scripture that flowed from the development of printing
technology and the resultant proliferation of easily obtainable copies
of the Bible must rank very near the top of the list of possible causative
factors.” Within this particular causative stream, it would be possible to
differentiate even further by enquiring into the specific parts of the Bible
that had the most significant impact on the Reformation.’

The purpose of this article is to briefly showcase the role of the Apostle

For a general overview of factors that are commonly cited as possibly contributing to the start
of the Reformation, see: Earle E. Cairns, Christianity through the Centuries: A History of the
Christian Church (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1996). 272

For an excellent overview, based on the latest scholarship, of the ways in which the Bible
shaped and directed the course of the Reformation, see: Jennifer Powell McNutt, People’s
Book: The Reformation and the Bible (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 2017).

> Some would go further and state that the Reformation was the result of the Reformers reading
their ideas back into a narrow part of Scripture, namely the letters of Paul. This contention
is often motivated by a strong ideological agenda and cannot withstand critical scrutiny. For
a statement of the question (i.e. ‘Did the Reformers hijack Paul’) and an extended refutation
based on the careful Pauline exegesis of the major Reformers, see: Jonathan A. Linebaugh, R.
Michael Allen, and Press InterVarsity, Reformation Readings of Paul: Explorations in History
and Exegesis (Downers Grove: IVP Academic, 2015).
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Paul's Letter to the Romans in guiding and shaping Reformation
certainties. In the process it will be argued that this letter was right at
the heart of the push for reform and the resultant break with Rome.* As
such the theological formulations explaining and justifying this break,
can hardly be understood apart from it.

In order to discuss the role played by Romans in the Reformation it will
be necessary to move beyond merely quoting some of the many instances
where this letter was used by the reformers to bolster their arguments.’
Such quotations will make much more sense if placed against the backdrop
of medieval notions of salvation and the diminished role that the writings
of Paul played in the shaping of pre-Reformation popular piety. After
discussing these areas, the focus will move to the ways in which Martin
Luther drew upon Romans and how this represented both continuity
and discontinuity with earlier interpretive traditions. The next port of
call will be an analysis of the impact that Romans had in undergirding
Reformation certainties and popular piety. It can, lastly, be argued that
John Calvin’s body of work represent the final systematization of early
Reformation thought. Analysing Calvin’s treatment of Romans would,
therefore, be a fitting way to end this discussion of the ways in which this
letter impacted and informed the Reformation.

2. The ‘Road to Heaven’ in Late Medieval Piety

Accurately summarising medieval notions of salvation in a few paragraphs
is a fraught exercise given the complexity of the issues involved and the
regional and national differences that existed across Europe. It is, however,

Although it has to be remembered that not all critical voices who proposed a rethinking of the
way in which the Catholic church read Romans ended up breaking with the church. A prime
example of this would be Desiderius Erasmus who wrote extensively on Romans. He would
end up locking horns with Luther on the way key passages of the letter should be interpreted.
See: John B. Payne, “Erasmus: Interpreter of Romans,” Sixteenth Century Essays and Studies 2
(Kirksville: Sixteenth Century Journal: 1971), 1-35.

> An excellent overview of the ways in which the Reformers interacted with the text of Romans
(and the works of Paul more generally) can be found in the ‘Reformation Commentary on
Scripture’ series. Unfortunately as yet, only the volume covering Romans 9-16 is available.
See: Philip D. Krey, The Reformation Commentary on Scripture: Romans 9-16 (Grand Rapids:
IVP Academic, 2016).
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something that will have to be attempted if we are to get a handle on
how Romans interacted with and challenged medieval soteriology. The
following should, in light of the above, not be seen as the last word on
this subject but rather as an attempt to set the scene in terms of how
many medieval Christians thought about the road to heaven, especially
in the parts of northern Europe where the Reformation had its earliest
successes.®

In broad terms it would be possible to characterise late-medieval
northern European soteriology as Semi-Pelagian.” In other words, many
people believed that grace was only necessary to ‘fill up’ what was lacking
after a person did everything possible to gain salvation through his or
her own efforts. In a famous phrase Christians were called to ‘Do what
is in you’ (Latin: Facere quod in se est)® to earn God’s favour. If that was
not enough, grace was required to ‘make up the difference’® This leads
logically to the next question: If ‘what is in you’ is not enough, how can
you make sure that the required grace would indeed be forthcoming? A
multitude of answers were given to this question. Many of these answers
took the existence of purgatory as a middle-state between hell and heaven

There were significant regional variations in how enthusiastically people embraced different
elements of the putative ‘Road to Salvation’ that Luther reacted so strongly against. This can
be seen, for example, in the fact that people were much more likely to leave money in their
wills for the endowment of posthumous Masses for their souls in northern Europe than was
the case in southern Europe. Diarmaid MacCulloch, Reformation: Europe’s House Divided
1490-1700 (2013). 15

See: M. Davie et al., New Dictionary of Theology: Historical and Systematic (Second Edition)
(Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 2016), 636.

8 This phrase is widely attributed to the nominalist philosopher William of Ockham (1287-
1347) and was popularised in the German context by Gabriel Biel (1425-1495). Biel was
a sophisticated and subtle thinker and there is considerable debate among scholars about
whether he was, in fact, guilty of Semi-Pelagianism. There can be little doubt, however, that
the phrase ‘Do what is in you” without further explanation would seem to indicate works-
based salvation. See: Denis Janz, “A Reinterpretation of Gabriel Biel on Nature and Grace,”
The Sixteenth Century Journal 8, no. 1 (1977), 104-108.

® A favourite way to speak about the effort required to gain deliverance from sin was the so-
called ‘Ladder of Salvation’ The idea being that you climb as far as possible through your own
effort and then receive grace to complete the journey. A particularly fine surviving artistic
representation of this idea can be found in Chaldon, Surrey, England. See: Peter Dinzelbacher,
“The Way to the Other World in Medieval Literature and Art,” Folklore 97, no. 1 (Abingdon:
Taylor & Francis Ltd.: 1986), 72.
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for granted.!® Purgatory was conceived of as a place of cleansing where
sins accumulated during one’s earthly life could be atoned for through
severe, albeit time limited, punishment." The church taught that everyone
in purgatory supposedly made it into heaven eventually, even if it took
thousands of years.

It was obviously thought to be in the interest of those contemplating their
own mortality, to attempt to limit the amount of time experiencing the
horrors of purgatory as much as possible. Thus, grace was needed to fill
up what was lacking in one’s own efforts to atone for sin. However, in a
rather oxymoronic fashion, it was widely believed that such ‘grace’ could
be earned.'? Several methods of counteracting the effects of sin and thus
assuring the avoidance of punishment in the hereafter were supposedly
available to the faithful.

At the most basic level participation in the range of sacraments offered by
the church were viewed as meritorious acts. It was particularly thought
that being present at the precise moment when the uplifted host was
supposedly miraculously transformed into the body of Christ was a
signally potent way of gaining merit."* However, given the vigour with
which alternatives were pursued, it is quite likely that many people had
the sneaking suspicion that more would be required than their personal
participation in the regular rounds of worship offered by their local
church.

One of the most common ways in which people attempted to secure a
more comfortable afterlife was through so-called ‘endowed Masses’'* This
is where the faithful gave money, or left some in their wills after death, for

1 WJJ. Collinge, Historical Dictionary of Catholicism (Lanham: Scarecrow Press, 2012). 212

For examples of late-medieval purgatory related preaching, see: Larissa Juliet Taylor, “God
of Judgment, God of Love: Catholic Preaching in France, 1460-1560,” Historical Reflections /
Reflexions Historiques 26, no. 2 (2000), 254-261.

2 Alister E. McGrath, Reformation Thought: An Introduction (Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, 2012),
66.

3 D. Stone, A History of the Doctrine of the Holy Eucharist (Eugene: Wipf & Stock Publishers,
2007). 265

4 R.N. Swanson, Religion and Devotion in Europe, C.1215- C.1515 (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1995). 228

Vox Reformata, 2018 PAGE 55



Masses to be said on their behalf. The merit resulting from these sacrifices
(for it was indeed believed that the Mass was a sacrifice) would then be
credited to the benefactor (or another nominated person, e.g. a departed
relative). The side-chapels (also known as ‘chantry chapels’) in many
churches from this era bear eloquent testimony to the pervasiveness of
this practice.”” In their heyday they would have been filled with priests
(often hired specifically for this purpose) saying Mass after Mass for
the benefit of what were essentially paying customers. So pervasive was
this practice that it has sometimes been referred to as the ‘Soul Prayer
Industry’'¢

For those believers casting their eyes wider than the purely local there
were several alternative paths that some believed would greatly benefit
them in the hereafter. It was believed that contact with objects or places
associated with the great saints of the church would somehow benefit
ordinary believers through a transference of merit.”” Thus, pilgrimages
and attendant visits to the relics (often a piece of clothing or body part)
associated with saints formed an integral part of medieval piety."®

While all the options outlined above (personal piety, endowed Masses,
pilgrimages and the veneration of relics) were believed to be efficacious
in speeding one’s way through purgatory, they all carried an element of
uncertainty with them. In other words: How can I ever be sure that I've
done enough? It was the anxiety bound up in this question that made
the buying of indulgences such a powerfully appealing option for many
medieval believers.

> D.E. Bornstein, Medieval Christianity (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2005), 365.
¢ MacCulloch, Reformation: Europe’s House Divided 1490-1700, 14.

For a comprehensive discussion of the role that relics played in medieval Christianity, see:
Charles Freeman and Press Yale University, Holy Bones, Holy Dust: How Relics Shaped the
History of Medieval Europe (New Haven; London: Yale University Press, 2012).

'8 It would be hard to overstate the importance of pilgrimages as a means of obtaining grace.
Many pilgrims obviously headed to the major destinations of Jerusalem and Rome but there
were also many examples of local pilgrimages. In fact, perhaps the first novel in English,
The Canterbury Tales by Geoffrey Chaucer, has the well-trodden pilgrim route to the shrine
of St Thomas A Beckett in Canterbury as its backdrop. For a wonderful primary source
based compilation of pilgrimage accounts from across Europe, see: Brett Edward Whalen,
Pilgrimage in the Middle Ages: A Reader (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2011).
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Indulgences were first sold during the Crusades as a way to help motivate
possibly reluctant knights to ‘take the cross.’ The promise associated
with these earliest indulgences was that complete remission of sins will
be made available to those who successfully completed the (armed)
pilgrimage to Jerusalem. Since it would be almost impossible for a soldier
to do all the required penances for the taking of human life (part of their
daily reality of course) during one lifetime, the idea of receiving complete
forgiveness at a stroke must have been a powerful motivating factor.
Over time indulgences lost their intimate connection with the Crusades
as a succession of Popes began to realise that they could also be sold to
those who financed Crusades, instead of going themselves, and later
to the general Christian public as a way of raising funds for the papal
coffers.”

The sale of indulgences relied on the belief that the virtuous lives of
members of previous generations could powerfully benefit believers in the
here-and-now. The church taught that the saints, Mary and Jesus himself
lived such good lives that they accumulated ‘excess merit. Such merit,
officially known as ‘Superegatory Merit' accumulated in the so-called
‘Treasury of Merit.*! This was conceived of as a kind of heavenly bank
account from which the church (specifically the Pope, through Letters of
Indulgence) could make withdrawals to apply excess merit to the lives of
those who were lacking in it. If this transaction was large enough it was
believed that a person could escape time in purgatory altogether. This was
known as a ‘Plenary Indulgence’*> Those who could not afford plenary
indulgences could purchase indulgences for shorter periods.

It was, of course, the selling of indulgences that directly motivated Luther
to take action on 31 October 1517 but even the very basic introduction
to some key planks of medieval soteriology presented above should be

Y H.J. Nicholson, The Crusades (Santa Barbara: Greenwood Press, 2004). xliii

2 For a Catholic perspective on the development of indulgences as a key part of medieval piety,

see: Robert W. Shaffern, “Indulgences and Saintly Devotionalisms in the Middle Ages,” The
Catholic Historical Review 84, no. 4 (1998), 643-661.

2 Mark Dever, Preaching the Cross (Wheaton: Crossway Books, 2007). 93
2 N. Paulus, E.C. Barker, and J.E. Ross, Indulgences as a Social Factor in the Middle Ages
(Honolulu: University Press of the Pacific, 2001), 24.
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enough to make the point that there was much more at stake than Luther’s
personal opposition to Johan Tetzel’s activities. For Luther, what Tetzel
was doing was merely a particularly pernicious example of a much wider
problem,* namely, that by clinging to and promoting unbiblical ideas the
church stood in mortal danger of forgetting the Gospel of God’s free grace
in Christ.

3. The Strange Silencing of Paul

The soteriological beliefs outlined above should immediately raise
serious questions in the mind of anyone who is even vaguely familiar
with the teachings of the apostle Paul. How could a church that was, on
the surface at least, devoted to the Bible arrive at a place where it was
essentially taught that God’s grace could be earned (or bought). There
is, after all, an unbridgeable chasm between ‘Doing what is in you’ and
Paul’s insistence that: “...I do not do the good I want, but the evil that I
do not want is what I keep doing” (Romans 7:19) In fact, the very notion
that you can contribute to your own salvation is obviously an idea that is
completely at odds with the teachings of Paul. The tension between the
official teaching of the church and Scripture on this point is evident in the
way that many medieval commentaries on Romans* attempt to skirt the
fine line between expounding the text and ‘correcting’ Paul’s insistence
on salvation by grace through faith (cf. Ephesians 2:1-10). This trend is
far more pronounced in the immediate pre-Reformation period during
which there developed what we might call “The Scholastic Interpretive
Grid’ through which the key texts of Paul’s writings were pushed.?® This
allowed those who read Scripture in this way to essentially ignore the
plain meaning of the text and replace it with teachings that reinforced the
value of the ‘Soul Prayer Industry, the cult of the saints and indulgences.

In practice the official interpretive approach pushed Paul’s teaching on
‘Justification by Faith’ further and further into the background. Yet the

# ] Hill, The History of Christian Thought (Oxford: Lion Hudson PLC, 2013), 179.

# For a comprehensive overview of medieval writings on Romans, see: William S. Campbell,

Medieval Readings of Romans (New York: T & T Clark International, 2007).

»  U.G. Leinsle, Introduction to Scholastic Theology (Washington: Catholic University of America
Press, 2010), 49.
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problem remained. It is very difficult to reconcile an essentially works-
based soteriology with the key theological concepts contained in, for
example, the Letter to the Romans. This meant that there was what we
could call a silencing of Paul’s influence within the medieval church. Of
course, Paul could not be ignored altogether. He was the author of a major
portion of the Bible after all, but his theological legacy could be effectively
muted through a process of wilful neglect.

The late-medieval silencing of Paul can be observed in a variety of areas.
For example, new Popes would routinely take on a new name, known
as their ‘regnal name’ when they ascended to the papal throne. Such
names would often be a signal of the personal and spiritual priorities
that the new Pope hoped would characterise his reign.*® Thus, there were
plenty of Popes named ‘Innocent’ or Pius’ Yet, only two popes before the
Reformation were called Paul.”” Surely a sign, if one was needed, that those
at the top of the ecclesiastical hierarchy felt at least a little uncomfortable
with the teachings of the ‘Apostle to the Gentiles.

Another interesting indication of the decline of the importance of Paul in
medieval catholic theology can be found in the physical architecture of the
city of Rome. Popes were, among other things, builders and the changes
they made to the city that was the seat of their power surely reflected some
of their theological priorities. It is instructive, in light of this, to compare
the churches in Rome dedicated to Peter and Paul respectively. One of the
claims that was repeatedly made to bolster the authority of the Pope was
that, as the Bishop of Rome, he uniquely ruled over a city where two of
Christ’s apostles were buried.”® This does not mean, however, that these
two burial places were lavished with equal care and attention. St Peter’s,
right near the heart of the city, was (and remains) the greatest church in
Christendom. Staggering amounts were spent to extend and beautify it. It
was, in fact, the selling of indulgences for the rebuilding of St Peter’s that

% A. Guruge, Popes and the Tale of Their Names (Bloomington: AuthorHouse, 2008), 15.

¥ They were Popes Paul I (reigned 757-767) and Paul II (reigned 1464-1471).

#  T.J. Herron, Clement and the Early Church of Rome: On the Dating of Clements First Epistle to
the Corinthians (Steubenville: Emmaus Road Publishing, 2010), 87.
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had such an explosive impact in directly sparking the Reformation.” In
contrast, the church dedicated to Paul ironically confirms the sidelining
of his theology within the medieval church. It is called ‘St Paul's Outside
the Walls’ It is, as the name indicates, some way from the hustle and
bustle of central Rome and the Vatican. It is, furthermore, a rather modest
building that would not look out of place as the cathedral of a provincial
city.”® In this way the physical landscape confirms a reality that should
be immediately obvious to any student of the medieval church. While he
was still ostensibly honoured as a biblical author, Paul’s theological legacy
could hardly be said to be at the centre of the life of the Roman church.

4. Romans and Luther

The actions of Martin Luther in defying the power of the Catholic
Church of his day are well known, to the point that even those with only
the sketchiest understanding of the Reformation would be aware that he
nailed something to a door! There is a danger, however, of reducing this
event to merely the flaring of a monkish temper and not much more. The
fact is that Luther’s act of defiance was the result of years of frustration
with what people were taught about the road to salvation. When he chose
to act it was on the eve of the two days of the year (All Saints Day and
All Souls Day)’! when people would be most likely to think deeply about
the fate of departed souls. Luther’s strong reaction can also hardly be
understood unless it is viewed against the backdrop of his own personal
dissatisfaction with the soteriology that he was taught as a monk. The
Letter to the Romans played a crucial role in helping Luther to not only
see why the path of works righteousness leads only to a dead-end, but also
that the alternative is the Gospel of God’s grace in Christ.**

¥ ]. Van Herwaarden, Between Saint James and Erasmus: Studies in Late-Medieval Religious Life:
Devotions and Pilgrimages in the Netherlands (Leiden: Brill Publishers, 2003), 107.

For a description of St Paul’s ‘Outside the Walls’ as it would have been encountered by
medieval pilgrims, see: H.L. Kessler and J. Zacharias, Rome 1300: On the Path of the Pilgrim
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 2000), 165.

1 November and 2 November respectively.

30

31

2 T. George, Reading Scripture with the Reformers (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 2011).
152

PAGE 60 Vox Reformata, 2018



It must be understood that Luther truly believed that he could please God
through being the best monk that he could be. As he later wrote:

I was made a monk by my own power against the will of my
father and mother, of God and the devil, for in my monastic
life I honoured the pope with such reverence that I would defy
all papists who have lived or still live [to outdo me]. I took
the vow not for the sake of my belly but for the sake of my
salvation, and I observed all the statues very strictly.”

Despite years of living a life of what could be termed extreme devotion
as a highly disciplined member of the Augustinian Order* Luther still
had no assurance that his efforts were enough to please God. This led
him to a severe crisis of faith as he increasingly came to realise that it
is impossible to gain righteousness through living as a pious monk.*
Luther spoke of this crisis in the starkest possible terms:

Though I lived as a monk without reproach, I felt that I was a
sinner before God with an extremely disturbed conscience....
I did not love, yes, I hated the righteous God who punishes
sinners, and secretly, if not blasphemously, certainly
murmuring greatly, I was angry with God.... Thus I raged
with a fierce and troubled conscience.’

The main catalyst for change in Luther’s life was, of course, the Bible. This
partially came about through the fact that he was appointed as ‘Professor
of the Bible’ at Wittenberg University.*” This revolutionised his life as he

33

34

35

36

37

M. Luther, Luther’s Works: Table Talk (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1986), 338.

There is considerable scholarly debate about the extent to which Luther’s membership of this
order influenced his thought and, thus, the course of the Reformation. See, for example: A.
Fitzgerald and J.C. Cavadini, Augustine through the Ages: An Encyclopedia (Grand Rapids:
William B. Eerdmans Pub., 1999), 718.

E. Metaxas, Martin Luther: The Man Who Rediscovered God and Changed the World (New
York: Penguin Publishing Group, 2017), 69.

M.E. Osterhaven, The Faith of the Church: A Reformed Perspective on Its Historical Development
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1982), 107.

R. Kolb, I. Dingel, and L. Batka, The Oxford Handbook of Martin Luther’s Theology (Oxford:
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taught systematically through the Psalms, Galatians and Romans in the
early 1510%.” In doing so he encountered, and parsed the text without
the medieval cladding and it was, therefore, only a matter of time before
he was gripped by a fierce new conviction about justification by faith.
Romans 1:17 played a key role in this as it convinced him that justification
is a gift from God and not something that we should seek to attain by our

own efforts. Luther’s own account of his conversion is worth quoting in
full:

Nevertheless, I beat importunately upon Paul at that place
[Rom. 1:17], most ardently desiring to know what St. Paul
wanted. At last, by the mercy of God, meditating day and
night, I gave heed to the context of the words, namely, “In
it the righteousness of God is revealed, as it is written, ‘He
who through faith is righteous shall live.” There I began to
understand that the righteousness of God is that by which the
righteous lives by a gift of God, namely by faith. And this is the
meaning: the righteousness of God is revealed by the gospel,
namely, the passive righteousness with which merciful God
justifies us by faith, as it is written, and “He who through faith
is righteous shall live” Here I felt that I was altogether born
again and had entered paradise itself through open gates.
There a totally other face of the entire Scripture showed itself
to me.”

Luther would regard his new insight as both instantaneously received and
hard won. Hard won in the sense that it took him years of suffering to
realise the futility of his own efforts or of relying on the merits of the saints.
Hence his volcanic reaction when he learned that some of his parishioners
were spending their hard-earned money to buy Tetzel's indulgences.*’

OUP, 2014), 450.

J.P. Greenman and T. Larsen, Reading Romans through the Centuries: From the Early Church
to Karl Barth (Ada: Baker Publishing Group, 2005), 103.

¥ M. Gerhart and F. Udoh, The Christianity Reader (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
2007), 87.

4 L.D. Mansch and C. Peters, Martin Luther: The Life and Lessons (Jefferson: McFarland
Incorporated Publishers, 2016), 69.

38
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Throughout the tumultuous years that followed he kept coming back to
the key truths of the Gospel, including how they are articulated in Romans,
as the bedrock of what a truly biblical understanding of the doctrine of
salvation should be.*!

Because of the crucial role that Romans played in his conversion this
letter remained very dear to him right up to the end of his life. This is, for
example, how he describes it in his ‘Preface to Romans’ in his German
translation of the Bible:

This epistle is in truth the chief part of the New Testament and
the purest Gospel. It would be quite proper for a Christian,
not only to know it by heart word for word, but also to study
it daily, for it is the soul’s daily bread. It can never be read
or meditated too much and too well. The more thoroughly
it is treated, the more precious it becomes, and the better it
tastes.*

Luther would continue to preach and teach from Romans throughout the
rest of his career and it is, therefore, no surprise to find this letter front
and centre in the ‘Articles of Schmalkald’ (1537)*, which can in some
ways be viewed as Luther’s distillation of his own theological thought.
Here, for example, is the first article:

The first and chief article is this: Jesus Christ, our God
and Lord, died for our sins and was raised again for our
justification (Romans 3:24-25). He alone is the Lamb of God
who takes away the sins of the world (John 1:29), and God has
laid on Him the iniquity of us all (Isaiah 53:6). All have sinned

# For a thorough and deeply devotional treatment of how Romans shaped and influenced

Luther, see: R.J. Grunewald, Reading Romans with Luther (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing
House, 2017).
M. Luther, Commentary on Romans (Grand Rapids: Kregel Publications, 2003), xiii.

42

4 These articles were drawn up by Luther to form the confessional basis for a Protestant

defensive alliance that took its name from the town of Schmalkald. See: M.A. Lamport, B.
Gordon, and M.E. Marty, Encyclopedia of Martin Luther and the Reformation (Lanham:
Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2017), 687.
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and are justified freely, without their own works and merits,
by His grace, through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus,
in His blood (Romans 3:23-25). This is necessary to believe.
This cannot be otherwise acquired or grasped by any work,
law or merit. Therefore, it is clear and certain that this faith
alone justifies us ... Nothing of this article can be yielded or
surrendered, even though heaven and earth and everything
else falls (Mark 13:31).#

5. Continuity and Discontinuity

While it is important to reference the crucial role that Romans played in
bringing Luther to his convictions regarding the Gospel, one must not
go further than that to state that Luther ‘invented’ a new message. This
is the charge that is often levelled by those who for, whatever reason,
object to the message of justification by faith.* They claim that Romans
was ‘taken captive’ by the Reformation in the sense that Luther promoted
an entirely new reading of it. To this we can respond by saying that
while Luther’s message was certainly in a position of discontinuity with
much of Medieval Scholastic theology (that emphasised ‘Doing what is
in you’ to gain salvation)*; it is equally in a position of continuity with
the message of Paul and early Christian writers.”” The following is, for
example, a quotation from “The Letter to Diognetus’ (AD 130) that clearly
speaks the language of both Paul and Luther when it comes to the issue of
Justification by Faith:

“ Paul Timothy McCain, W. H. T. Dau, and E Bente, Concordia: The Lutheran Confessions: A
Reader’s Edition of the Book of Concord (St. Louis: Concordia Pub. House, 2006). 289, Part
Two, Article 1.

For an overview of this debate, see: S. Westerholm, Perspectives Old and New on Paul: The
“Lutheran” Paul and His Critics (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2004), 178-
225.

In fact, Luther made no secret of this disdain for scholastic theology and even wrote a
disputation against is. See: E.L. Saak, Luther and the Reformation of the Later Middle Ages
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2017), 214.

4 For a comprehensive treatment of the history of the doctrine of Justification by Faith
(including its role in shaping the very earliest expressions of Christianity), see: A.E. McGrath,
Iustitia Dei: A History of the Christian Doctrine of Justification (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2005).

45

46
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By what other one was it possible that we, the wicked and
ungodly, could be justified, than by the only Son of God?
O sweet exchange! O unsearchable operation! O benefits
surpassing all expectation! That the wickedness of many
should be hid in a single righteous One, and that the
righteousness of One should justify many transgressors!
Having therefore convinced us in the former time that our
nature was unable to attain to life, and having now revealed
the Saviour who is able to save even those things which it
was [formerly] impossible to save, by both these facts He
desired to lead us to trust in His kindness, to esteem Him our
Nourisher, Father, Teacher, Counsellor, Healer, our Wisdom,
Light, Honour, Glory, Power, and Life, so that we should not
be anxious concerning clothing and food.*

Perhaps the most significant non-biblical influence on Luther was the
writings of Augustine. Luther, as a member of the Augustinian Order,
would have been very familiar with Augustine’s work, and Augustine’s
insights into the Bible clearly resonated with him. Insights like the
following:

No man can say that it is by merit of his own works, or by
merit of his own prayers, or by merit of his own faith, that
God’s grace has been conferred upon him; nor suppose that
the doctrine is true which those heretics hold, that the grace
of God is given in proportion to our own merit.*

It would be logical, in light of this, to assert that a clear line can be traced
from Paul, through the early church and Augustine, to the insights
of Luther and the other Reformers. In fact, as B.B. Warfield famously
remarked:

4% A. Roberts, The Ante-Nicene Fathers: The Writings of the Fathers Down to A. D. 325 Volume
I - the Apostolic Fathers with Justin Martyr and Irenaeus (New York: Cosimo Incorporated,
2007), 28.

4 P. Schaft, Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers: First Series, Volume V St. Augustine: Anti-Pelagian
Writings (New York: Cosimo Classics, 2007), 438.
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...the Reformation, inwardly considered, was just the ultimate
triumph of Augustine’s doctrine of grace over Augustine’s
doctrine of the Church.®

Thus, Luther’s emphasis on justification by faith as found in the Letter

to the Romans was not ‘lightning from a clear blue sky’ (i.e. a totally
unexpected event). Rather it was a thoroughgoing rediscovery of truths
about the Gospel, long held by many but latterly obscured by church
teaching.”

6. Romans Undergirding ‘Reformation Certainties’

An obvious question to ask at this stage is why the Letter to the Romans
played such an outsized role in shaping the theological emphases of the
Reformation? Part of the answer must lie in the fact that it contains what
a church caught up in man-made religion desperately needed. We could,
therefore, say: ‘Cometh the Hour, Cometh the Book. For this reason,
Romans loomed large in the thinking and work of just about every
key figure of the Reformation.” It was discussed at length by Martin
Luther (Wittenberg) and Huldrych Zwingli (Zurich)* as they expressed
their growing convictions about the way to salvation. It was, however,
not only the two major early figures of the Reformation that paid very
close attention to the message of Romans. Just about every Reformer of
note spent significant amounts of time immersed in Paul’s theological
masterwork. This can be seen in the fact that Romans was the subject of
major commentaries by:

% Benjamin Breckinridge Warfield, Studies in Tertullian and Augustine (Whitefish: Kessinger,
2009), 121.

This theme is further explored in: N. Busenitz and J. MacArthur, Long before Luther: Tracing
the Heart of the Gospel from Christ to the Reformation (Chicago: Moody Publishers, 2017).

It is also true that, although they differed somewhat in their methodology and emphases,
they all kept coming back to the key doctrine of Justification by Faith in their discussions
of Romans. See, for example: K. Ehrensperger and R.W. Holder, Reformation Readings of
Romans (New York: Bloomsbury Academic, 2008), 125.

Some of Zwingli’s insights into the text of Romans are featured in: Krey, The Reformation
Commentary on Scripture: Romans 9-16, 85, 197-198, 204, 209, 242, 248 and 257.
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e Philip Melanchton, Wittenberg (published in 1527)>*

e Martin Bucer, Strasbourg, Cambridge (published in
1536)

e Heinrich Bullinger, Zurich (published in 1537)>*

e John Calvin, Strasbourg, Geneva (published in
1539)7

e Peter Martyr Vermigli, Florence, Geneva, Oxford (published
in 1558)%

The date range and the geographical spread outlined above should be
enough to convince us that the Letter to the Romans played a crucial role
in the development of the Reformation. It simply was the one biblical
book that was constantly commented and preached on and thus came to
profoundly shape Protestantism.

7. Romans and ‘Gospel Certainty’ for Ordinary Believers

So far much of our focus had been on the leaders and high-profile
theologians of the Reformation. This was, however, obviously far from the
only layer of society to be impacted by the message of Romans.” In fact,
it can be stated that wherever this book was preached it fundamentally
challenged the ‘certainties’ about salvation of many within the medieval
church.

Here is an example of how this happened in the Italian context:

>t Ehrensperger and Holder, Reformation Readings of Romans, 122.

*  C. Hopf, Martin Bucer and the English Reformation (Eugene: Wipf & Stock Publishers, 2012),
17.

% R.W. Holder, A Companion to Paul in the Reformation (Leiden: Brill, 2009), 243.

7 Calvin’s commentary on Romans will be discussed in more detail below.

58

E. Campi, EA. James, and PJ. Opitz, Peter Martyr Vermigli: Humanism, Republicanism,
Reformation (Genéve: Droz, 2002), 277.

¥ For a general discussion of the impact of the Reformation on ordinary people, see: W. Pelz,
“The Other Reformation” Martin Luther, Religious Dogma and the Common People,” in A
People’s History of Modern Europe (London: Pluto Press, 2016), 18-29.
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...a certain carpenter named Antonio was an outspoken
advocate of Protestant reform, engaging his neighbours in
discussion about faith. He and his followers— among them
a notary, a tailor, a tutor, a poulterer, an egg-vendor, a knife
grinder, an instrument maker, a weaver, a number of silk
merchants, and a friar”— gave their attention to Saint Paul.
In due time they denied the doctrine of purgatory, sacerdotal
confession, rosaries, and other sacramentals that on the basis
of Scripture they regarded as merely superstitious. They
also denied the role of meritorious works as a basis for one’s
salvation.®

The life-changing encounter between Romans and the beliefs of ordinary
people happened in a variety of ways. Romans was the subject of countless
sermons and teaching texts (e.g. catechisms).®' Key themes from Romans
were also incorporated into art specifically designed to preach justification
by faith. This includes woodcuts® and also more sophisticated pieces. An
excellent example of the latter is Lucas Cranach the Elder’s ‘Law and Grace’
(1529) where the different paths of those who rely on the law and the
Gospel respectively for salvation is graphically illustrated.®® In the process
the key Reformation doctrine of justification by faith would have been
made understandable to anyone who viewed this painting. It is interesting
to note that the Catholic Church struggled to contain this groundswell
of Gospel clarity among ordinary people. This was often done through
its own catechisms® and woodcuts.®> One rather amusing way in which

% Jennifer Powell McNutt; David Lauber. The People’s Book: The Reformation and the Bible
(Wheaton Theology Conference Series) (Downers Grove: IVP Academic), 183.

' Lamport, Gordon, and Marty, Encyclopedia of Martin Luther and the Reformation, 632.

2 For a discussion of the importance and effectiveness of woodcuts in spreading the message of

the Reformation, see: Paul A. Russell, Lay Theology in the Reformation: Popular Pamphleteers
in Southwest Germany, 1521-1525 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002), 46.

For an explanation of this work, see: Mirela Proske and Lucas Cranach, Lucas Cranach the
Elder (Munich; New York: Prestel, 2007), 73.

A. Bamji et al., The Ashgate Research Companion to the Counter-Reformation (Abingdon:
Taylor & Francis, 2016), 190.

% Foralocal example of a Catholic attempt at using woodcuts to woo people back to Catholicism,
see: J. Muller, St. Jacob’s Antwerp Art and Counter Reformation in Rubenss Parish Church
(Leiden: Brill, 2016), 268.
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this was attempted was through what might be termed the attempted
reappropriation of Paul. Two popes, Paul III (1534-1549) and Paul IV
(1555-1559) took on Paul’s name (though not his theology) during the
immediate post-Reformation period.®® This doubled, at a stroke, the
number of pontiffs named after the Apostle to the Gentiles up to this
point. It would be fair to say, however, that most convinced Protestants
probably regarded such moves by the Catholic Church as little more than
window dressing.

8. Calvin and Romans

When analysing the influence of Romans on the Reformation our logical
final port of call must be the person who more than anyone acted as
the great systematiser of the theological emphases of the first phase of
the Reformation®”: John Calvin. Calvins contribution in embedding
Romans in Protestant consciousness was profound.® He took many of
the streams that were discussed above and incorporated it in his major
commentary on Romans. This was published in March 1540 when Calvin
was resident in Strasbourg.”” In the introduction to this commentary
Calvin says the following about Romans:

With regard to the excellency of this Epistle, I know not
whether it would be well for me to dwell long on the subject;
for I fear, lest through my recommendations falling far short
of what they ought to be, I should do nothing but obscure
its merits: besides, the Epistle itself, at its very beginning,

% They were, in fact, very different characters. Paul III (Alessandro Farnese) was the Pope who

finally decided to call a General Council (which convened at Trent 1545) in response to the
Reformation. Paul IV (Gian Pietro Carafa) was the former head of the Roman Inquisition
and an arch-conservative. He was staunchly opposed to the Council of Trent and it did not sit
during his pontificate.

¢ G. van den Brink and H. Hopfl, Calvinism and the Making of the European Mind (Leiden:
Brill, 2014), 9.

M.E. Hirzel, M. Sallmann, and Schweizerischer Evangelischer Kirchenbund, John Calvin’s
Impact on Church and Society, 1509-2009 (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans Publishing Company,
2009), 108.

% W. Greef, The Writings of John Calvin: An Introductory Guide (Louisville: Westminster John
Knox Press, 2008), 75.
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explains itself in a much better way than can be done by any
words which I can use. It will then be better for me to pass
on to the Argument, or the contents of the Epistle; and it
will hence appear beyond all controversy, that besides other
excellencies, and those remarkable, this can with truth be said
of it, and it is what can never be sufficiently appreciated —
that when any one gains a knowledge of this Epistle, he has
an entrance opened to him to all the most hidden treasures of
Scripture.”

Itis clear that Calvin regarded Romans as being of supreme importance in
understanding and living the Christian faith. This conviction was further
cemented by the clear links between the text of Romans and Calvin’s
masterwork ‘The Institutes of the Christian Religion’ It is, for example,
very instructive to read the Institutes and Romans side-by-side and to
see how many of Calvin's major themes are drawn directly from this part
of the New Testament.” This is evident all the way from Calvin’s opening
arguments related to the knowledge of God’* and the fact that we are
recipients of his wrath in our unredeemed state” (which bears striking
similarities with Romans 1) to his arguments on predestination,” and
justification by faith.” It can, in fact, be argued that these themes appear
in the Institutes in more-or-less the same order as they do in the Letter to
the Romans.”

When reading Calvin's commentary on Romans it quickly becomes clear
that he was deeply concerned with showing that his reading of Romans
(and the resulting emphasis on justification by faith) was not something

7 John Calvin, Commentary on the Epistle of Paul the Apostle to the Romans. (Edinburgh: Calvin
Translation Society, 1849), xix.

7' For a full analysis of the influence of the Letter to the Romans on the Institutes, see:
Ehrensperger and Holder, Reformation Readings of Romans. 79 ff.

72 7. Calvin, Calvin’s Institutes (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2001), 1.

7 Cf.Ibid, 58.

74 P.Helm, Calvin at the Centre (Oxford: OUP Oxford, 2010), 140.

7 B.L. McCormack, Justification in Perspective: Historical Developments and Contemporary

Challenges (Ada: Baker Publishing Group, 2006), 109.

¢ Ehrensperger and Holder, Reformation Readings of Romans, 79.
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novel but that he was repeating the teaching of the church throughout
the ages.”” Interestingly he does not only interact with ancient sources but
goes into dialogue with other contemporary commentators on the text
like Melanchton, Bucer and Bullinger as well.” It is for this reason that we
can refer to Calvin’s treatment of Romans as an attempt to provide a truly
‘catholic’ (i.e. universal) reading of the text. In quoting and interacting with
both ancient and contemporary believers, Calvin wanted to show how he
believed the teachings of the Catholic church of his day deviated from
how Romans had always been understood by followers of Christ.”

9. Conclusion: Some Areas of Application

The purpose of this article was to showcase some of the profound ways in
which Paul’s Letter to the Romans shaped the course of the Reformation.
It is [not only] to take note of this and then walk away thinking that the
areas highlighted are merely of historical importance. There are, however,
several points of contemporary application that we should pay attention
to as heirs of the Reformation heritage. Here are some of them:

e We should not believe ourselves to be immune from the lure
of works-based religion: By contrasting Paul’s key arguments
in Romans with a religious culture that paid nothing more
than lip service to the idea of grace we are powerfully
reminded of how strongly our human inclinations pull away
from the Gospel (Romans 7:15-20). The excesses of late-
medieval religion and the powerful way in which the Letter
to the Romans acted as a corrective to this should inspire
us to rigorously subject our own lives and beliefs to the
chastening influence of the Word of God (cf. 2 Tim 3:16).

o We should be utterly serious about correctly interpreting
and applying the biblical text. If there is one thing that we

77 Calvin was, therefore, not only a student of the Bible but also of the Church Fathers. As such,
he consistently attempted to show that he was not deviating from the teaching of the church
throughout the ages but instead building on it. This theme is further explored in: A.N.S. Lane,
John Calvin Student of Church Fathers (Bloomsbury Academic, 1999).

78 Bruce Gordon, Calvin (New Haven; London: Yale University Press, 2011). 105
7 Ibid. 106
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can say of all the Reformers who interacted with the text
of Romans it is that they wanted to get to the meaning of
the text without being encumbered by the interpretations
that were ‘prescribed’ by the authorities. This is a salutary
reminder that we should be serious about understanding
and applying the biblical text in ways that do justice
to its meaning. The careful exegesis displayed in many
Reformation-era commentaries on Romans should spur us
on to be no less rigorous in our attempts to understand the
riches of Scripture and to apply its truths to our own times.

e Holding on to the Gospel in a ‘God helps those who help
themselves’ society. Our culture may differ profoundly from
that of medieval Europe but one thing that it has in common
with it is the fact that people still think that they can rely
on themselves (or their wallets) to gain salvation. Ours is
therefore an age wherein the message of Romans is just as
necessary as it was in the 1510’s. Too many people think that
‘God helps those who help themselves’ is a verse in the Bible
that they must pay heed to.** The message of Romans is that
God, in fact, helps those who know that they cannot help
themselves.

o  Worship and gratitude as the proper response to God’s grace
in Christ. A significant part of the Reformation response to
the Gospel was to ask questions about how we can live out
its truths in everyday life. One of the profound answers that
the Reformers gave to such questions was to remind us that
our lives should be lived in gratitude and to the glory of God
(cf. Romans 12:1-2). The truths contained in the Letter to the
Romans are so much more than obscure points of theology.
They should move us from wretchedness to deep gratitude.
It is therefore appropriate that we end this discussion of the
recovery of the Gospel during the Reformation with the
profound words of praise uttered by the Apostle Paul as he
contemplated the truth and immensity of the Gospel:

8 E. Lutzer, Ten Lies About God: And How You Might Already Be Deceived (Nashville: Thomas
Nelson, 2002), 175.
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Oh, the depth of the riches and wisdom and knowledge of God!
How unsearchable are his judgments
and how inscrutable his ways!
“For who has known the mind of the Lord,
or who has been his counselor?”
“Or who has given a gift to him
that he might be repaid?”
For from him and through him and to him are all things. To
him be glory forever. Amen.

(Romans 11:33-36)
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