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Church Under Construction 
 

A Short History of the Church  
by a partial, prejudiced and ignorant observer 

(with apologies to Jane Austen). 
 
 

The history of the Christian church over the past 2000 years is by far too rich and 
complex a subject for a short booklet such as this. Each chapter does no more than 

sketch a brief outline of some significant events in God’s great construction project. In 
selecting the story to tell and the individual stories which contribute to that, I have 

focussed on the original audience for the lectures on which this book is based: Castle 
Church in Stafford, an evangelical, Anglican parish church in England. My goal was to 

help members of the church better understand their place within the broad sweep  
of the church’s history. 

 
 

Each month a group of church members gathered to hear the story of the church unfold. 
We watched video clips, sang hymns, and looked at primary sources in order to help us 

get a sense of how God has built his church over the ages. I hope that this little book will 
be useful not only to those people who first heard the lectures but to anyone else who has 

an interest in finding out how the church has come to be what it is. 
 
 

Many thanks must go to my Church History lecturers, Garry Williams and David Field. 
Much of what is good and true in these pages I learned from them. All the errors are 

absolutely my own. 
 
 

Thanks also to Philip Sowerbutts for giving me the opportunity to teach this series, for his 
never-failing enthusiasm for it, and for coming up with the brilliant title. 

 
 
 
 

(c) Ros Clarke, 2013 
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1. Martyrdom and Mayhem 
 

The early church: 70-451 
 

The church at the end of the NT era 
At the end of the NT era, the church was geographically restricted (to parts of Asia Minor, 
Greece, Italy and north Africa), numerically limited, and politically protected (since it was 
still considered to be a Jewish sect). However, it was spreading to new places, growing in 
numbers and beginning to come under attack. The church existed in separate 
congregations, linked by the missionaries who founded them and other itinerant workers. 
There was some central authority, shown in the Council of Jerusalem (Acts 15) but 
nothing like our modern-day denominations. 
 
The fall of Jerusalem - the end of an era 
In AD70, everything changed. The Roman army occupied Jerusalem and destroyed the 
Temple. Jews were no longer protected in the Roman Empire and they fled their 
homeland. Christians were likewise forced to leave Judea and as they went they took the 
gospel with them. From this time onwards, it was clear that Christianity was a separate 
religion from Judaism. The church spread and grew dramatically in the following 
centuries. This pattern of persecution leading to growth has characterised the church 
throughout its first 2000 years. 
 
The Roman Empire and the spread of the gospel 
Under Roman rule, it was relatively easy for people to travel. Roads, bridges, aqueducts, 
ships... the Romans’ legendary building programme made it much easier for Christians to 
go to new places and share the gospel. There was also a standardised language across the 
Empire – you could find people who understood Latin everywhere, so it was easy to 
communicate. 
 
Persecution 
Persecution of Christians began for a 
number of reasons. The Jews felt 
threatened by Christians and tried to get the 
Roman authorities on their side. The 
official religion of the Empire was the cult 
of Emperor worship and Christians were 
called ‘atheists’ because they refused to 
acknowledge the emperor as God. Some 
Christian practices were misinterpreted – communion was called ‘cannibalism’, for 
instance, and Christians were accused of incest, magic, and all kinds of depravity. This 
made them easy targets. Often, it was ordinary people who would report Christians to the 
authorities.   

In AD64, Emperor Nero famously set 
fire to Rome (according to Roman 
historians Pliny the Elder, Suetonius 
and Dio Cassius). But he knew that 
the Christians were an unpopular 
group so he chose to blame them for 
the destruction of the city. 
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Primary reading: Caecilius and Octavian 
Read a 2nd century debate between a Christian and a pagan believer that shows how Christians were often 
misunderstood online at: 
http://www.christianity.com/church/church-history/timeline/1-300/why-early-christians-were-despised-
11629610.html 
 
Martyrdom 

 
 
During the first few centuries, Christians could be persecuted and killed for their faith. 
Some of these martyrs became great heroes of the church and there were even some 
Christians who longed for martyrdom because they wrongly thought it would atone for 
their sins and grant them the power to forgive others. However, while the Christians were 
persecuted and sometimes martyred, their numbers continued to grow.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
Also during this time, many of the greatest theological works of the church’s history were 
written, as the fundamental truths of the faith were discussed and established. Councils of 
the church, involving all the most important bishops and theologians were held to 
establish the creeds which we still adhere to today. 

 
 
 

“The blood of the martyrs is 
the seed of the church” 

Tertullian, 197AD 

Blandina’s story 
In 177AD, in Lyons and Vienne in France, the Christians became increasingly 
unpopular with the rest of the population. They were stoned, robbed and their 
servants were tortured into making accusations of cannibalism and incest. The 
authorities arrested some of the Christians, including a slave woman called 
Blandina. Her endurance was remarkable, even to those trying to force her to 
deny Christ. She underwent multiple forms of torture but she continued to 
declare, “I am a Christian, and there is nothing vile done by us...” She was left on a 
stake for the wild animals to consume her, but none went near her so she was 
then thrown into prison. She was scourged, and made to sit on a red-hot iron seat. 
She was put in a net and thrown to a bull, who finally killed her. Her body, with 
the rest who were martyred, was burned and the ashes thrown into the river, in 
an attempt to prevent her resurrection. 
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A very incomplete timeline of the early church 
 
 
 

Fall of Jerusalem 70 

Martyrdom of Polycarp 155 

Martyrdom of Blandina 177 

Irenaeus ‘Against Heresies’  c.180 

First British martyr: Alban  209 

Origen ‘On First Principles’ c.210 

Conversion of Constantine  312 

Council of Nicaea  325 

Athanasius’s Easter Letter  367 

Conversion of Augustine  387 

Fall of Rome  410 

Patrick goes to Ireland as missionary  428 

Council of Ephesus  431 

Council of Chalcedon  451 

End of Roman Empire 476 

 

8 

Primary reading: conversion of Constantine 
 
Constantine was the first Christian emperor of Rome and under his rule, Christianity 
became legal for the first time in the Roman Empire. He was in England when he became 
emperor following his father’s death. On his journey back to Rome, to claim his crown, he 
underwent an extraordinary experience which he later recounted to Eusebius, the author 
of the first book of church history in around 330 AD. 
 
Constantine was praying to his father's god, beseeching him to tell him who he was and imploring him to 
stretch out his right hand to help him in his present difficulties. While he was fervently praying, an 
incredible sign appeared to him from heaven. (It would be hard to believe his account if it had been told by 
anyone else. But the victorious emperor long afterwards declared it to the writer of this history -- when I 
was honored to meet and talk with him and he even confirmed his statement by an oath. Thus, who could 
doubt him, especially since time has established its truth?) He said that about noon, when the day was 
already beginning to decline, he saw with his own eyes the trophy of a cross of light in the heavens, above 
the sun, and an inscription that said 'Conquer by This' attached to it. Seeing this, he and his army, which 
followed him on an expedition and witnessed the miracle, were struck with amazement. 
He said that he doubted within himself what importance the vision might hold. He continued to ponder its 
meaning through until he fell asleep. While sleeping, the Christ of God appeared to him with the same sign 
he had seen earlier in the heavens. God commanded him to make a likeness of that sign which he had seen 
in the heavens and to use it as a safeguard in all encounters with his enemies. 
                

 

 

Fourth century marble head of Constantine the Great 
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The Church at the end of the early era 
Constantine’s conversion had a dramatic effect on the position of the church. In 313, the 
Edict of Milan declared that Christians should be free to worship without opposition and 
returned church property which had been confiscated. Constantine summoned the first 
ecumenical council and enforced its decisions across the Empire. 
 
By the end of the fourth century, the church had spread well beyond its early roots, to 
encompass most of Europe, north Africa, Ethiopia, Persia, India and many other places. 
It had grown to a significant size numerically and had even become the official religion of 
the Roman Empire with all the protections and privileges that brought. It had become 
more organised with a system of bishops overseeing groups of churches and central 
councils to determine church policy and theology. There were two main centres of the 
church, in the East at Alexandria, and in the West at Rome. 

Fourth century image of Christ as the Good Shepherd. 
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QUESTIONS OF THE EARLY CHURCH 

1. Who is Christ? 
One of the biggest theological questions of the early church concerned the person and 
nature of Christ himself. We are used to thinking of Christ as both fully human and fully 
divine, but for the first Christians this was a new and complex concept to grasp. Several 
theories were suggested to explain how he could be both human and divine: 

 Adoptionism: Jesus was a perfect man, later adopted as the Son of God. 
 Apollinarism: Jesus had a human body but a divine soul. 
 Arianism: Jesus was a created person, less divine than God the Father. 
 Docetism: Jesus was the divine Son of God who only appeared to be human. 
 Monophysitism: Jesus’ humanity was wholly consumed by his divine nature. 
 Nestorianism: Jesus had two, wholly separate, human and divine natures 

None of these theories was found to be an adequate explanation of Christ.  

At the Council of Nicaea (325) it was agreed that: 

 
 
 
This creed states that:  
 
Christ was ALWAYS divine (not adopted later); 
 
Christ was eternally begotten (i.e. he was not created); 
 
Christ was truly God, of one being with the Father (not ‘less divine’). 

 

 

We believe in one Lord, Jesus Christ, 
the only Son of God, 
eternally begotten of the Father, 
God from God, Light from Light, 
true God from true God, 
begotten, not made, 
of one Being with the Father. 

From the Nicean Creed. 
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At the Council of Chalcedon (451) it was agreed that: 

 

This creed states that: 
 
Christ was fully human and fully divine (he did not simply appear to be human, nor had 
his humanity been swallowed up by his divinity); 
 
Christ was fully human (not just his body) and fully divine (not just his soul); 
 
Christ’s humanity and divinity can’t be separated. 
 
It is still hard to say exactly what it means that Christ is both fully human and fully 
divine, because we don’t have anyone or anything else to compare him to.  These 
creeds help us to avoid some of the potential errors for understanding who and 
what Christ is.  
 
 

 
We, then, following the holy Fathers, all with one consent, teach 
people to confess one and the same Son, our Lord Jesus Christ, the 
same perfect in Godhead and also perfect in manhood; 
truly God and truly man, of a reasonable soul and body; 
consubstantial with the Father according to the Godhead, and 
consubstantial with us according to the Manhood; 
in all things like unto us, without sin; 
begotten before all ages of the Father according to the Godhead, and 
in these latter days, for us and for our salvation, born of the Virgin 
Mary, the Mother of God, according to the Manhood; 

 
one and the same Christ, Son, Lord, only begotten, to be 
acknowledged in two natures, unconfusedly, unchangeably, 
indivisibly, inseparably; the distinction of natures being by no means 
taken away by the union, but rather the property of each nature 
being preserved, and concurring in one Person and one Subsistence, 
not parted or divided into two persons, but one and the same Son, 
and only begotten God the Word, the Lord Jesus Christ; 

From the Chalcedonian Creed 
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This diagram expresses the way that Christ shares the divine nature with the Father and 
the Son, but they do not share his human nature:  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
2. What is the nature of the Trinity? 
Another difficult question that the early Christians had to grapple with was the nature of 
one God as three persons. The Bible never uses the word ‘trinity’ – this was developed by 
Christians as a way of talking about ‘tri-unity’, or three persons united as one God. 
 
Two of the theories that attempted to explain this were: 

 Pneumatomachianism – the Spirit is created by the Father and not divine 
 Modalism – Father, Son and Spirit are ‘modes of being’ not separate persons 

One particular problem with some theories of the trinity was the idea that the Father died 
on the cross. It was necessary to find a way to explain the unity of God that did not 
logically lead to the death of God, when Christ died on the cross. A 5th century creed 
expresses the conclusions that the church came to: 

 
And the catholic faith is this: That we worship one God in Trinity, and Trinity in 
Unity; neither confounding the persons nor dividing the substance.  For there is 
one person of the Father, another of the Son, and another of the Holy Spirit. But 
the Godhead of the Father, of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit is all one, the glory 
equal, the majesty coeternal.  

Such as the Father is, such is the Son, and such is the Holy Spirit.. 
 
 So the Father is God, the Son is God, and the Holy Spirit is God; And yet they 
are not three Gods, but one God. 

From the Athanasian Creed 
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This diagram expresses what the creed says: The Son is God, the Father is God and the 
Spirit is God, but the Son is not the Father or the Spirit and the Father is not the Son or 
the Spirit. 

 

3. What’s in the Bible? 
The earliest Christians had only the Jewish scriptures – what we now call the Old 
Testament. Very soon, however, new writings began to circulate between the churches 
and some of these were recognised as having the same status as the Jewish books.  It took 
a while, however, before there was final agreement on which books should be included in 
the new Christian scriptures. 

There were some Christians who felt that the New Testament books had superseded the 
Jewish scriptures altogether. Marcion led a movement which discounted all of the OT and 
much of the NT.  

Still others felt that there was ongoing revelation of the Holy Spirit which superseded the 
NT. The Montanists were one such group. 

 In 367 Athanasius included a full list of the 27 NT books in a letter to the churches. 
However, prior to this, there is a lot of evidence to suggest that these books had already 
been accepted as having authority. Other books, such as the infancy gospels, were never 
accorded the same status. 
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In 397, the Council of Carthage agreed that the following books should be 
included: 
  
Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, Deuteronomy,  
 

Joshua son of Nun, Judges, Ruth, 4 books of Kingdoms, 2 books of Chronicles,  
 

Job, the Davidic Psalter, 5 books of Solomon, 12 books of Prophets,  
 

Isaiah, Jeremiah, Daniel, Ezekiel,  
 

Tobias, Judith, Esther, 2 books of Ezra, 2 books of Maccabees,  
 

and in the New Testament: 4 books of Gospels, 1 book of Acts of the Apostles,  
 

13 letters of the Apostle Paul, 1 letter of his to the Hebrews,  
 

2 of Peter, 3 of John, 1 of James, 1 of Jude,  
 

and one book of the Apocalypse of John. 

 

Compare this with the list of books in your Bible. 
Which books are missing and which are added? 

 
What do you think the 4 books of Kingdoms might be?  

What about the 5 books of Solomon and the 12 books of Prophets?  
 

The two books of Ezra are the books we call Ezra and Nehemiah. 
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A HYMN OF THE EARLY CHURCH 

The original version of this hymn was written by Aurelius Prudentius in the early 4th 
century. You can see how it focusses on the themes of Christ’s nature and the Trinity. 

Of the Father’s love begotten, ere the worlds began to be, 
He is Alpha and Omega, He the source, the ending He, 
Of the things that are, that have been, 
And that future years shall see, evermore and evermore! 

At His Word the worlds were framèd; He commanded; it was done: 
Heaven and earth and depths of ocean in their threefold order one; 
All that grows beneath the shining 
Of the moon and burning sun, evermore and evermore! 

He is found in human fashion, death and sorrow here to know, 
That the race of Adam’s children doomed by law to endless woe, 
May not henceforth die and perish 
In the dreadful gulf below, evermore and evermore! 

O that birth forever blessèd, when the virgin, full of grace, 
By the Holy Ghost conceiving, bare the Savior of our race; 
And the Babe, the world’s Redeemer, 
First revealed His sacred face, evermore and evermore! 

Christ, to Thee with God the Father, and, O Holy Ghost, to Thee, 
Hymn and chant with high thanksgiving, and unwearied praises be: 
Honor, glory, and dominion, 
And eternal victory, evermore and evermore! 
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2. Power and Glory 
 

The mediaeval church: 451-1517 
 

Christendom 
In the latter stages of the Roman Empire, Christianity had become the official religion, 
but it was still a church that existed within a political structure. During the mediaeval 
period, the church gained political power in its own right. 
 
The fall of the Roman Empire took with it some of the structures which had supported 
Western Christianity. In the East, the churches were developing strongly and so for a time 
the Western church became merely one see (or diocese) of the Constantinople church.  
But this changed when, on Christmas Day 800, the Emperor Charlemagne was invested 
by the Pope Leo III. From then on, the church had political power in Europe. All heads 
of state had to be invested by the church. Along with this power came wealth, influence 
and status.  The church came to govern the actions of nations and individuals. Priests, 
bishops, monks and other church officials were powerful people in the affairs of both 
church and state.  

 
Extent of the Holy Roman Empire in the 12th century 

 
 
 
WATCH: Animated map showing the rise and fall of the Holy Roman empire. 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:HRR.gif 



17 

The Great Schism (also known as the East-West Schism) 
In 1050, the Eastern and Western churches formally divided, to become what we now 
know as the Eastern Orthodox and Roman Catholic churches. 
 
There were a number of issues that led to the split including: 

 whether leavened or unleavened bread should be used at communion 
 whether the Pope had universal authority over the church 
 the origin of the Holy Spirit 

 
The last of these is called the filioque controversy because it hung on the inclusion of that 
word in the creed. Those in Rome argued that the Holy Spirit proceeded from the Father 
and the Son (filioque), whereas those in Constantinople wanted it to say that the Holy Spirit 
only proceeded from the Father. 
 
The Western Schism (also known as the Great Schism!) 
This arose within the Roman Catholic church in 1378. The Popes had moved their centre 
of authority to Avignon in France. When Pope Gregory XI died, a faction in Rome 
wanted to re-establish the papacy there, so they appointed Pope Urban VI. He proved to 
be a bad choice and many of the cardinals who had elected him regretted it, so they 
appointed another pope, Clement VII, who set up his court back in Avignon.  Because 
the church was such a significant political power in Europe, this caused huge confusion 
and divisions. Kings and other secular rulers had to choose which pope to pledge their 
allegiance to. Attempts were made to solve the problem, including the appointment of a 
third pope! Forty years, and multiple popes, later, a council finally resolved the matter and 
the papacy of Rome was acknowledged. 
 
 

Palace of the Popes, Avignon 
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Crusades 
One of the most striking outworkings of Christendom was the phenomenon of the 
crusades. These were Christian expeditions undertaken to end Muslim rule in the city of 
Jerusalem.  
 
In 638, Jerusalem was seized by Muslim forces. It was initially the holiest Islamic city 
(before the conquest of Mecca), and a mosque was built there. Later, the Dome of the 
Rock was constructed as the centre of Muslim worship in the city. At first, Christian 
worship continued peacefully alongside the Islamic worship. 
 
In the 11th century, Christian pilgrims to Jerusalem began to be persecuted, and the 
Church of the holy Sepulchre was destroyed. It was later rebuilt and pilgrims allowed 
back, but Christians began to question whether it was right for this place to be under 
Muslim rule. In 1095, Pope Urban II called for Christians to band together into an army 
to march to the Holy Land. The idea swiftly caught hold and even before the official 
crusade was launched, 40,000 men, women and children went on the People’s Crusade in 
1096. From then until 1291 there were nine crusades and many more minor expeditions, 
including the Children’s Crusade. 
 
Why did Christians engage in these wars? 
 
i)  to save the holy land from the infidel 
Some people genuinely believed in the cause and went to fight because they thought it was 
their Christian duty to protect the Holy Land from unbelievers. 
  
ii) to protect national interests 
Political alliances with the Byzantine empire made it an astute move for some Europeans 
to send troops to support them against the invaders. 
 
iii) to earn favour with the church  
At a time when the church itself was so politically powerful, fighting in the crusades could 
confer wealth and status on those who returned. 
 
iv) to do penance for sin 
The church taught that Christians must do penance for the sins which they confessed. 
Such penance could involve the recital of prayers, pilgrimage, and even fighting in the 
crusades.  
 
WATCH: The Crusades: Holy War (BBC documentary, available on youtube) 
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A very incomplete timeline of the mediaeval church 
 

First Benedictine monastery c.529 

Muslims capture Jerusalem 638 

Synod of Whitby 664 

Bede’s Ecclesiastical History of the English 731 

Coronation of Charlemagne by Pope Leo III 800 

East/West schism in the church 1050 

First Crusade 1096 

Non-authorised translations of the Bible banned 1199 

Children’s Crusade 1212 

Fourth Lateran Council 1215 

Jerusalem permanently regained by the Muslims 1291 

Papal Schism 1378-
1417 

Wycliffe’s English Bible 1384 

Jan Hus burned at the stake for heresy 1415 

Gutenberg prints first Bible 1457 
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QUESTIONS OF THE MEDIAEVAL CHURCH 
 
1. How do we know God? 
The question of how Christians could know come to know God was answered in several 
different ways during the mediaeval period. In this pre-printing era, Bibles were scarce and 
education was limited to an elite few, so it was not always possible to rely on the kind of 
preaching and teaching we have access to today. 

 
(i) Mystics 
Mysticism is the notion that we can know God’s mind directly, without mediation through 
the Scriptures or through another person.  
  
Hermits and anchorites  
These were mystics who escaped from the world (sometimes literally, into deserts and 
caves) in order to find direct access to God.  
 
Meditation 
This involved lengthy, silent contemplation of the natural world, or possibly a text from 
Scripture, until it revealed something from God. 
  
Direct revelation 
This could take the form of visions or dreams. Sometimes the revelation was thought to 
come from God himself, but often it would be a vision of a saint or of the virgin Mary. 
   
 
 
 

Catherine of Siena had a vision of Christ coming to her in spiritual 
marriage and placing his ring on her finger, after which she devoted her 
life to service of others. 
 
Julian of Norwich had a series of 16 revelations, or visions, of God’s 
love.  These, and her meditations on them, were later written down 
and have become popular reading in the last century, especially among 
feminist theologians, since Julian often used maternal images and 
spoke of God as Mother. 
 
Francis of Assisi had several visions, which led him to devote himself to 
a life of poverty in service of Christ. 
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(ii) Monasteries 
These provided a way to know God better through community. Monasteries were centres 
of Christian life, charity and learning. They fulfilled many important functions in the wider 
society as hospitals, schools, places for travellers to stay and so on. They often also 
became centres of wealth, attracting support from rich people who wanted to ensure that 
they had the favour of the church. 
 
 
  
 
  
 

Hilda of Whitby 
Born in 614 and great-niece to King Edwin, she was raised as a Christian 
at the royal court.  Hilda never married and at the age of 33 she started 
a small monastery in Northumberland. She later established a 
monastery at Whitby, which included both male and female houses. 
The monks and nuns lived separately but were both ruled by the 
Abbess, Hilda. The monastery was a centre of Christian education and 
study of the Scriptures. Some of the monks were ordained and several 
became bishops. In 664, Whitby hosted the Synod which decided 
whether the church in Britain would follow the Celtic or the Roman 
tradition.  Hilda’s own wisdom was renowned. The Venerable Bede 
wrote about her, saying, “So great was her prudence that not only 
ordinary folk, but kings and princes used to come and ask her avice in 
their difficulties and take it.” 
 

 
Bernard of Clairvaux 

In 1115, Bernard founded an Abbey at Clairvaux, in France, which 
became very influential on the rest of the monastic movement, leading 
to the establishment of 163 further monasteries. He emphasised the 
importance of Lectio Divina, the practice of prayerful meditation on the 
Scriptures, guided by the Holy Spirit. He distinguished this from 
academic study of the Scriptures.  Instead of ‘dissecting peace’, the 
reader ‘enters peace’ by this method. Christ is seen as the key to 
understanding and contemplation.  The practice of Lectio Divina is still 
commended by the Roman Catholic church.  Bernard was also a strong 
proponent of the worship of Mary, the mother of Christ. 
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(iii) Scholasticism 
Scholasticism was a mediaeval approach to theology which depended heavily on notions 
of Aristotelian logic. It sought to use reason to understand faith, though it was clear that 
scholastics thought faith needed to come before reason.  
 

 
  
 
 
 
 

 
  
 
 
 
 
One of the tasks that the scholastics undertook was that of finding a proof for the 
existence of God. 
 
Anselm proposed an ontological argument for God, that is, one which depends on the 
nature of God himself: 
 

Anselm’s Ontological Argument 
 

God is a thing ‘than which nothing greater can be conceived.’ 
We can imagine a thing ‘than which nothing greater can be conceived.’ 
That thing is greater if it exists in reality than if it only exists in our imagination. 

So God must exist in reality, not only in our imagination. 
 
Later, Thomas Aquinas gave several proofs, including the argument from first causes. 
 

Aquinas’ Prima Causa Argument 
 

Everything has its existence caused by something else. 
But there must have been a first cause for anything to come into existence. 

Things exist, so there must have been a first cause. 
The first cause is God. 

“I do not seek to understand that I may 
believe, but I believe that I may understand. 
For this, too, I believe, that, unless I first 
believe, I shall not understand.” 

 Anselm, Archbishop of Canterbury, 
 1033-1109. 

“For the knowledge of any truth 
whatsoever, man needs divine help, 
that the intellect may be moved by 
God to its act.” 

Thomas Aquinas, 1225-1274. 
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(iv) The Bible 
During this period, Bibles were rare and extremely expensive. They had to be hand-copied 
by scribes and took many hours to produce. A copy of part of the Bible such as the book 
of Psalms, or the four gospels, would be a gift suitable for a king. Most Christians, 
therefore, would never have access to a Bible, and since literacy rates were low, would not 
have been able to read one if they had. In addition to these problems, the main translation 
of the Bible used in the mediaeval period was the Latin translation made by Jerome in the 
late 4th century, even though Latin was no longer commonly spoken. 
 

Small sections of the Bible were translated into English by various monks and other 
scholars. In the 7th century, Bede began a full translation. In the 10th century, the gospels 
were translated into Old English in the beautiful edition known as the Lindisfarne 
Gospels, and in the 11th century an Old English translation of most of the Old Testament 
was produced. During this time, translations in other European languages were also made. 
 

However, in 1199 Pope Innocent III banned all unauthorized versions of the Bible in an 
attempt to prevent heresies from spreading. In some parts of Europe this ban was 
overlooked, but in other places it was rigorously enforced. John Wycliffe’s translation of 
the Bible into English in 1383 was later banned. Wycliffe died of natural causes but was 
later declared a heretic, and his remains were exhumed and burned. All his works were 
banned and burned and a Synod declared that any lay person’s attempt to translate 
Scripture was heresy.  
 
 

  
 

The Gutenberg Bible was a lavish 
volume, designed to look like the 
hand-copied Bibles of the mediaeval 
period. it was embellished and 
decorated by hand, and gaps were 
left in the text as well as around the 
margins tor this purpose.   
 
The invention of printing in the 15th 
century meant the Bibles could now 
be produced in greater numbers and 
at a more affordable price (though 
still far beyond the reach of most 
ordinary people). 
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2. How are Christians saved? 
A second major question of the mediaeval church concerned the means by which 
Christians were saved.  
 
By Christ, of course.  
 
But what had Christ actually done to achieve our salvation, and what, if anything, must we 
contribute to it? 
 
(i) What did Christ do? 
 
 Ransom 
 In this view, Christ’s death pays a ransom price to extract sinners from  bondage to 
 Satan. In the Eastern Orthodox church, it was believed that the price was paid to Satan, 
 since he was thought of as the slave-owner who needed paying off. 
  
 Satisfaction  
 In the West, Anselm suggested that  
 the price which Christ paid went to 
 God in satisfaction of his own honour. 
  
 Christus Victor 
 According to this view, Christ’s 
 death defeated the powers of sin, 
 death and the devil so that 
 humanity, and all  creation, could be 
 liberated from them. 
  
 Moral influence 
 Christ’s death is an example and an 
 inspiration to Christians so that they can now live accordingly. 
 
 Substitution 
 Christ died in the place of  Christians, so that they will no longer face death. 
  
 Punishment 
 This is a more specific version of the substitution model, which states that  Christ was 
 punished by God, in the place of Christians, so that they will no longer face 
 punishment. 
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These different ways of understanding what Christ did are not all mutually exclusive. In 
fact, the Bible is clear that Christ accomplished many things through his death, which 
work together to achieve the salvation of Christians. There is no indication of any ransom 
being paid to the devil, but all the other theories have some biblical support: 
 
Christ did triumph over the powers of evil: 
“And having disarmed the powers and authorities, he made a public spectacle of them, triumphing over 
them by the cross.” (Colossians 2:15) 
 
Christ did satisfy God’s honour: 
“God presented him as a sacrifice of atonement, through faith in his blood. He did this to demonstrate his 
justice, because in his forbearance he had left the sins committed beforehand unpunished--  26 he did it to 
demonstrate his justice at the present time, so as to be just and the one who justifies those who have faith in 
Jesus.” (Romans 3:25-26 ) 
 
Christ’s death is an example to Christians: 
“Christ suffered for you, leaving you an example, that you should follow in his steps.” (1 Peter 2:21) 
 
Christ did stand in the place of Christians: 
“For Christ died for sins once for all, the righteous for the unrighteous, to bring you to God.” (1 Peter 
3:17-18) 
 
Christ did bear the punishment for Christians: 
“He was pierced for our transgressions, he was crushed for our iniquities; the punishment that brought us 
peace was upon him, and by his wounds we are healed.” (Isaiah 53:5-6) 
 
Today, some theologians and church leaders have tried to deny that Christ was a 
substitute for us, or that he bore God’s punishment for us. They don’t like the idea that 
God would punish or that his wrath has to be satisfied. 
 
 

Why do we need Christ to be our substitute  
and bear our punishment in order to be saved? 

 
Why does God’s wrath have to be satisfied? 

 
 

How does the Bible show us that Christ is  
our substitute and bore our punishment? 
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(ii) What do Christians do? 
While Christ’s work was recognised as the grounds for our salvation, there was also a 
debate about what Christians needed to do to take hold of salvation.  Salvation can be 
thought of in two stages: justification and sanctification. Justification describes the initial 
act of becoming a Christian, while sanctification describes the ongoing process of 
becoming holy.  
  
Make an independent choice (Pelagianism) 
In this view, a person decides by their own free choice, to become a Christian.  
Then, they work hard to live a Christian life, by their own efforts. 
This results in their salvation. 
 

JUSTIFICATION SANCTIFICATION SALVATION 
by effort by effort by effort 

  
Work together with God (Synergism) 
In this view, a person decides by their own free choice, to become a Christian and, at the 
same time, God gives them the grace to do so. Then, they work hard to live a Christian 
life, by their own efforts and, at the same time, God gives them the grace to do so. This 
results in their salvation. 
 

JUSTIFICATION SANCTIFICATION SALVATION 
By grace and effort by grace and effort by grace and effort 

 
Faith first (Semi-pelagianism) 
In this view, a person decides by their own free choice to have faith in God. God then 
continues the work of making the Christian grow in faith to merit their salvation.  

JUSTIFICATION SANCTIFICATION SALVATION 
by effort and grace by grace and effort By grace and effort 

 
Nothing at all (Augustinianism) 
In this view, God takes the initiative and graciously calls someone to become a Christian. 
Then he graciously works in their lives to make them holy. This results in their salvation. 
 

JUSTIFICATION SANCTIFICATION SALVATION 
by grace by grace by grace 

 
 
 

If some effort, is required for our eventual salvation, 
can it also be by grace? 
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In practice, the question of how to be saved involved a never-ending list of duties. 
Mediaeval Christians went on pilgrimages to holy places, did penance for their sins, and 
purchased relics, all in the hope that God would count these things in their favour. 
 
The idea of Purgatory became important in the mediaeval church. They believed that 
Christians would have to pay for their sins after death, before they could go to heaven. 
Time in Purgatory could be reduced by purchasing indulgences signed by the Pope. 
Indulgences were some of the earliest things to be produced in large numbers after the 
invention of printing. The church used the income from indulgences to fund the building 
of St Peter’s Basilica in Rome, amongst other things. Today, the Roman Catholic church 
does not sell indulgences for money, but indulgences are still granted for various pious 
activities.  
 
 
 
 
 

 
Indulgence printed in 1498
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A HYMN OF THE MEDIAEVAL CHURCH 

The hymn is based on a long mediaeval Latin poem, Salve mundi salutare, with stanzas 
addressing the various parts of Christ's body hanging on the Cross. The last part of the 
poem, from which the hymn is taken, is addressed to Christ's head, and begins Salve caput 
cruentatum. 

The poem is often attributed to Bernard of Clairvaux (1091-1153), but is now thought to 
be more likely the work of Arnulf of Louvain (d. 1250). 

 
O sacred head, once wounded  
With grief and pain weighed down  
How scornfully surrounded  
With thorns, Thine only crown!  
How pale art Thou with anguish  
With sore abuse and scorn!  
How does that visage languish  
Which once was bright as morn!  
  
O Lord of life and glory  
What bliss till now was Thine!  
I read the wondrous story  
I joy to call Thee mine  
Thy grief and Thy compassion  
Were all for sinners' gain  
Mine, mine was the transgression  
But Thine the deadly pain  
  

What language shall I borrow  
To praise Thee, heavenly Friend  
For this, Thy dying sorrow  
Thy pity without end?  
Lord, make me Thine for ever  
Nor let me faithless prove  
O let me never, never  
Abuse such dying love! 
 
Be near me, Lord, when dying  
O show Thyself to me  
And for my succour flying  
Come, Lord, to set me free  
These eyes, new faith receiving  
From Jesus shall not move  
For he who dies believing  
Dies safely through Thy love 
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3. Theses and Theology 
 

The beginning of the Reformation: 1517 to 1546 
 

Ready for Reform 
By the end of the mediaeval period, the church was desperately in need of reform. There 
was widespread corruption among the church hierarchy, coupled with deep ignorance 
about the Christian faith, even within the clergy. The balance of power in Europe had 
begun to shift away from the church, with the declining influence of the Holy Roman 
Empire. Individual states and nations were beginning to emerge. 
 

There had been localised attempts at reform since the fourteenth century, notably under 
the leadership of men such as John Wycliffe in England, Jan Hus in Prague, and Girolamo 
Savonarola in Florence. These efforts were resisted by the church. Hus and Savonarola 
were both tortured and executed. 
 

When reform finally came, in the early part of the sixteenth century, the surprise was that 
it wasn’t a moral crusade, driven by the need to improve the church’s structures and 
ethics. It was a doctrinal reform, driven by the gospel itself. But as with the previous 
attempts at reform, it did begin with the work of one individual.  
 
Martin Luther 
Luther was born on the 10th November, 1483 in Eisleben (in modern Germany), to 
working parents who were ambitious for their children. He went to grammar school and 
then university, where they woke at 4am for “a day of rote learning and often wearying 
spiritual exercises.” 
 
The lightning conversion:  
In 1505, Luther was riding back to university after a trip home during a storm.  A 
lightning bolt struck very near to him. He was terrified by the notion that he could have 
died and would immediately have faced divine judgment. He cried out “Help, St Anna! I 
will become a monk,” in the hope that by devoting his life to God in that way, he would 
find salvation. Against his family’s wishes, he did just that. 
 
However, he did not find the comfort he sought in the monastery, later writing, “If 
anyone could have gained heaven as a monk, then I would certainly have done so.” He 
was zealous and obedient, studying hard and committing himself fervently to the monastic 
life – fasting, praying, undertaking pilgrimage and doing penance. But it did not help him. 
Speaking of this time of his life, he said, “I lost touch with Christ the Savior and 
Comforter, and made of him the jailer and hangman of my poor soul.” 
 
Nevertheless, he was ordained to the priesthood, gained a doctorate in theology, and 
became a lecturer at the University of Wittenberg.  
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Martin Luther 

 
 
The conversion to the light: 
Some years later (we don’t know exactly when), Luther was meditating on some verses 
from the book of Romans when he had the spiritual breakthrough he had long been 
searching for. 
 
Primary reading: Luther describes his conversion 
 
At first I clearly saw that the free grace of God is absolutely necessary to attain to light and eternal life; 
and I anxiously and busily worked to understand the word of Paul in Romans 1:17, ‘The righteousness of 
God is revealed in the Gospel.’ I questioned this passage for a long time and labored over it, for the 
expression ‘righteousness of God’ barred my way.  
 
This phrase was customarily explained to mean that the righteousness of God is a virtue by which He is 
Himself righteous and condemns sinners. In this way all the teachers of the church except Augustine had 
interpreted the passage. They had said: The righteousness of God, that is, the wrath of God.  
 
But as often as I read this passage, I wished that God had never revealed the Gospel; for who could love a 
God who was angry, who judged and condemned people? This misunderstanding continued until, 
enlightened by the Holy Spirit, I finally examined more carefully the word of Habakkuk 2:4, ‘The just 
shall live by his faith.’ From this passage I concluded that life must be derived from faith….  
 
Then the entire Holy Scripture became clear to me, and heaven itself was opened to me. Now we see this 
brilliant light very clearly, and we are privileged to enjoy it abundantly. 
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The key to Luther’s new understanding of the gospel came from the phrase ‘righteousness 
of God’. The Greek word for righteousness is also the word for justice, and so ‘the 
righteousness of God’ was commonly understood to be ‘the justice of God’, by which he 
would condemn sinners. But since that same word is used again to say that ‘the righteous 
shall live by faith’, Luther realised that it could not mean God’s justice and condemnation, 
because it was associated with life and faith. Instead, the good news of the gospel is that 
God’s righteousness is granted to sinners, through faith, so that they can have life.  
 
Christ’s righteousness is imputed to Christians through faith. That is, they are counted as 
having Christ’s righteousness, despite their own sin. There is no longer any judgment to 
fear. For Luther, this new understanding of the gospel brought immediate relief from his 
burden of guilt and fear. As he said, ‘heaven itself was opened’ to him. 
 
Luther’s conversion epitomises what later came to be recognised as the five fundamental 
principles of the reformation: 
 
Sola scriptura: by Scripture alone 
 It was Luther’s attention to the Bible itself, rather than its interpretation by the 
 church which enabled him to come to a new, better understanding of the gospel. 
 
Sola fide: by faith alone  
 He recognised that faith was what allowed Christians to be counted righteousness, 
 not their efforts to be found worthy.  
 
Sola gratia: by grace alone  
 God counts Christians righteous because of what he has done for them, not because 
 of anything they have deserved. 
 
Solus Christus: Christ alone  
 Christ alone can save sinners, not the church. 
 
Soli Deo gloria: glory to God alone 
 Because this salvation is all from God, he alone should be praised for it. 
 
Personal revelation to public reformation 
At the same time as Luther was undergoing these revelations in his own spiritual life, he 
was becoming increasingly angry at some of the practices of the mediaeval church. In 
particular, he felt that the sale of indulgences to people who were terrified about the 
prospect of punishment after death was grossly immoral. 
 
On October 31st, 1517, Luther published 95 theses against indulgences. He pinned these 
up to the door of the church in Wittenberg, which acted as a local noticeboard, and 
invited a debate on the subject. 
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Primary Reading: Extracts from Luther’s 95 Theses 
 
Disputation on the Power and Efficacy of Indulgences 
27. There is no divine authority for preaching that the soul flies out of the purgatory immediately the 
money clinks in the bottom of the chest. 
 
36. Any Christian whatsoever, who is truly repentant, enjoys plenary remission from penalty and guilt, 
and this is given him without letters of indulgence. 
 
37. Any true Christian whatsoever, living or dead, participates in all the benefits of Christ and the 
Church; and this participation is granted to him by God without letters of indulgence. 
 
39. It is very difficult, even for the most learned theologians, to extol to the people the great bounty 
contained in the indulgences, while, at the same time, praising contrition as a virtue. 
 
40. A truly contrite sinner seeks out, and loves to pay, the penalties of his sins; whereas the very multitude 
of indulgences dulls men's consciences, and tends to make them hate the penalties. 
 
48. Christians should be taught that, in granting indulgences, the pope has more need, and more desire, for 
devout prayer on his own behalf than for ready money. 
 
50. Christians should be taught that, if the pope knew the exactions of the indulgence-preachers, he would 
rather the church of St. Peter were reduced to ashes than be built with the skin, flesh, and bones of the 
sheep. 
 
62. The true treasure of the church is the Holy gospel of the glory and the grace of God. 
 
63. It is right to regard this treasure as most odious, for it makes the first to be the last. 
 
64. On the other hand, the treasure of indulgences is most acceptable, for it makes the last to be the first. 
 
65. Therefore the treasures of the gospel are nets which, in former times, they used to fish for men of 
wealth. 
 
66. The treasures of the indulgences are the nets which to-day they use to fish for the wealth of men. 
 
In January 1518, the theses were translated into German and printed copies were made 
which quickly circulated throughout Germany and then into the rest of Europe. As a 
result, they could not be ignored by the church. 
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A brief timeline of Luther’s life 
 

Born in Eisleben 1483 

Lightning conversion, became a monk 1505 

Conversion to the light 1515 

Published the 95 theses against indulgences  1517 

Summoned to the Imperial Diet (assembly) at Augsberg, at which 
Luther claimed that the pope was the AntiChrist.  

Escaped before he could be arrested. 
 

1518 

Attempts at reconciliation failed because Luther refused to draw 
back from his view of the Pope 

 
1519 

Luther warned to recant or face excommunication.  
Luther set fire to the Pope’s demands. 1520 

 
In January, the Pope officially excommunicated Luther.  

Summoned to the Diet of Worms and once again put on trial as a 
heretic. Refused to recant unless persuaded to do so by Scripture: 

1521 

 
Officially an outlaw, Luther was sheltered by the Elector of 

Saxony in Wartburg Castle, where he had time to write and study. 
1521-22 

Secretly returned to Wittenberg 1522 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

“We should preach the Word, but the results must be left solely to God’s good 
pleasure... I opposed indulgences and all the papists, but never with force. I 
simply taught, preached, and wrote God’s Word; otherwise I did nothing. And 
while I slept, or drank Wittenberg beer with my friends Philip and Amsdorf, the 
Word so greatly weakened the papacy that no prince or emperor ever inflicted 
such losses upon it. I did nothing; the Word did everything.” 

Martin Luther
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Distinctives of the early Lutheran church 
In 1526 the first Lutheran churches were established with the permission of the secular 
authorities. Luther believed that the church ought to act within the law of the land. It was 
formed of local congregations, each having a certain amount of autonomy. Initially, 
Luther wanted the congregations to be able to appoint their own ministers, but quickly 
found that this did not work as he had intended. 
 
The new church had its own, simplified liturgy, in the language that the people spoke and 
understood. This included congregational singing of hymns in German, rather than simply 
listening to choirs singing beautiful music in Latin that no one understood. Luther wrote 
catechisms for the churches to help educate the lay people about the Christian faith and 
he produced a German translation of the Bible. 
 
Local bishops were appointed to oversee groups of congregations. Previously, bishops 
were often absent from their diocese and the posts were merely nominal. Lutheran priests 
were permitted to marry. Luther himself married a former nun, Katherine von Bora. He 
had previously thought that he would never marry because his life as an outlawed heretic 
was too precarious, but his marriage became his most treasured blessing. 
 
 

 
  

“Next to God's word, there is no more precious treasure than holy matrimony. 
God's highest gift on earth is a pious, cheerful, God-fearing, home-keeping wife, 
with whom you may live peacefully, to whom you may entrust your goods, body 
and life.” 

Martin Luther 

“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. Amen.” 

Martin Luther 
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The Protestant Churches 
By the middle of the sixteenth century, the church had divided once again. The church in 
the West was now split between the Roman Catholic church and the new Protestant 
denominations. While there are significant differences between these denominations, they 
share a common heritage in the work of Martin Luther and the five fundamental 
principles of the reformation he sparked. 
 
   The NT Church 
 
 
 
 Eastern     Western 
 Orthodox    Catholic 
 
 
 
      
    Roman   Protestant 
    Catholic    
 
 
 
 Greek Orthodox     Lutheran 
 Russian Orthodox     Anglican 
 etc.      Baptist 
       etc. 
 
Luther’s anti-semitism 
Anti-semitism was virulent and widespread in sixteenth century Europe. Luther was 
initially sympathetic toward Jews, wanting them to hear the good news of Christ and be 
saved. In his later years he lost all tolerance for them and advised the ruler of Saxony to be 
ruthless in his treatment of Jewish people. He advocated setting synagogues on fire, 
seizing Jews' property and money, and smashing up their homes. He even went so far as 
to say that “We are at fault in not slaying them.” Luther was by no means alone in 
expressing such sentiments, but he was guilty of finding apparent biblical support for his 
views, giving them greater credence. Hundreds of years later, his writings about the Jews 
were used to provide support for the policies of the Nazi party in Germany. The Lutheran 
church today has repudiated all such writings of Luther. 
 
While it is shocking to read what he wrote about the Jews, and all the more so in the light 
of the events of the last century, it is important to remember that Luther’s view was 
extremely common at the time. It is also a good reminder that even the greatest Christian 
leaders can be mistaken, since they too are fallible sinners. 
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A HYMN OF THE EARLY REFORMATION 
 

 
 
 
 
A mighty fortress is our God, 
A stronghold never failing; 
Our helper He amid the flood 
Of mortal ills prevaling. 
For still our ancient foe 
Conspires to work us woe; 
His craft and power are great, 
And armed with bitter hate, 
On earth is not his equal. 
 
If we in our own strength confide, 
Our striving would be losing, 
Unless God's man is on our side, 
The man of God's own choosing. 
You ask who that may be? 
Christ Jesus, it is He; 
The Lord of Hosts, His name, 
From age to age the same, 
And He must win the battle. 
 

And though this world, with devils filled, 
Should threaten to undo us, 
We will not fear, for God has willed 
His truth to triumph through us. 
The Prince of Darkness grim, 
We tremble not for him; 
His rage we can endure, 
For lo, his doom is sure; 
God's word shall overthrow him. 
 
That word above all earthly powers, 
Is evermore abiding; 
The Spirit and the gifts are ours, 
Through Jesus with us siding. 
Let goods and kindred go, 
This mortal life also; 
The body they may kill; 
God's truth is with us still; 
His kingdom is forever. 
 
Words and music written by Martin Luther. 
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4. Kings and the Kingdom 
 

The English Reformation: 1525 to 1603 
 
HENRY VIII: Separation from Rome 
 
The Tudor dynasty was established when Henry’s father, Henry VII gained the throne 
following the Battle of Bosworth in 1485. His eldest son, Arthur, was betrothed to a 
Spanish princess, Katherine of Aragon. When Arthur died, Katherine was then betrothed 
to the second son, Henry.  
 
Henry was a staunch opponent of the Lutheran reformation and was granted the title 
Defender of the Faith by the Pope for a refutation of Luther’s teaching. 
 
However, when it became clear that Katherine was unlikely to provide Henry with a male 
heir, and when the Pope refused to grant him an annulment, Henry was persuaded that it 
would be possible for the church in England to separate itself from the Roman Catholic 
church and grant the divorce he wanted. A series of acts of Parliament effected the legal 
separation from Rome and required the submission of the clergy to the new hierarchy.  
The Act of Supremacy in 1534 declared that the King was “the only Supreme Head in 
Earth of the Church of England”. 
 
Following the establishment of the new church, Henry was able to claim the property 
which had previously belonged to the Roman Catholic church as his own. This largely 
consisted of monastic land, buildings and property. Around a fifth of all England’s landed 
wealth was redistributed by this scheme, allowing Henry to create a class of nobles who 
were all indebted to him. The monasteries had been vital sources of welfare in local 
communities, often acting as hospitals, inns, and sources of alms for the poor. When they 
were seized, it wasn’t only the religious inhabitants who suffered but everyone who had 
benefitted from their care. As a result, the reforms faced opposition, most notably in the 
Pilgrimage of Grace in 1536. 
 
The appointment of Thomas Cranmer as Archbishop of Canterbury put a reformer, 
sympathetic to Luther’s teachings, in a position to make the new Church of England a 
reformed church.  Although Henry initially allowed Cranmer to make some theological 
and liturgical changes in the reform of the Church of England, he later changed his mind.  
 
By the time of Henry's death in 1547, there was effectively a non-papal  Catholic 
church in England.  

 

38 

EDWARD VI: Real reformation of the church 
 
Edward VI was nine years old when he became king, after the death of his father. He was 
appointed Protectors who led the council that ruled on his behalf, first the Duke of 
Somerset and then the Duke of Northumberland. Edward and his protectors were 
thoroughly Protestant and it was during the six years of Edward’s reign that the Church of 
England was established as a Protestant church. 
 
Thomas Cranmer remained as Archbishop of Canterbury throughout Edward VI’s reign 
and was responsible for the original forms of the Book of Common Prayer, for the books 
of homilies (sermons) which were used across the country, and for writing the Articles of 
Faith which form the basis of doctrine in the Church of England. 
 

Cranmer's prayer books (1549, then revised again in 
1552) established that: 

 communion should be received in both kinds 
(bread and wine), for the whole congregation, 
weekly. Previously only priests received the 
wine, and communion only happened once or 
twice a year.; 

 all Latin and all non-biblical readings were 
prohibited;   

 all sacrificial language was removed from the 
communion liturgy; 

 no priestly garments such as stoles were to be 
worn; 

 Morning and Evening Prayer should be said 
daily by clergy. 

 
There was a debate about whether people should be required to kneel while receiving 
communion. Some argued that this indicated worship of the bread and wine. Cranmer 
kept the order to kneel but inserted the ‘Black Rubric’ in the 1552 edition, explaining why 
kneeling was appropriate and why it did not signify worship of the elements. 
 
He also made provision for the legalisation of clergy marriage. Cranmer himself had 
secretly married during a visit to Luther’s Germany some years earlier but hadn’t been able 
to bring his wife to England under Henry’s reign. 
 
In 1553, right at the end of Edward’s reign, Cranmer’s summary of Christian doctrine was 
published. Known as the Forty-Two Articles, this was later revised to become the Thirty-
Nine Articles, which Anglican clergy are still required to uphold. 
 
As a result of Cranmer’s work, when Edward died in 1553, the church of England 
was more thoroughly reformed than at any other time before or since. 
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MARY I: Return to Catholicism 
 
Following Edward’s death, there was a failed attempt to prolong the reformation by 
establishing his cousin, Lady Jane Grey as Queen. But after just a few days, Edward’s 
sister and the daughter of Henry VIII’s first wife, Mary Tudor was established as queen. 
Her goal was to restore the Catholic church in England, partly because of her own faith 
and partly in honour of her mother.  
 
She did not seek to bring the church under Roman rule, but she re-established Catholic 
doctrine and practice in the Church of England, as it had been during her father’s reign. 
Clergy were once again required to be celibate, the old forms of liturgy were used, the old 
doctrines of communion were taught. Clergy were required to recant their Protestant 
beliefs, on pain of death. This led to 283 executions in five years, most by burning at the 
stake. Several former bishops, including Thomas Cranmer, were burned in Oxford. 
 

Engraving of the bishops’ execution from Foxe’s Book of Martyrs 

 
 
 
By the end of Mary's reign the country was in religious confusion. Many clergy 
had been compelled to change from Catholicism, to a Protestant faith, and back to 
a Catholic confession. Mary was unpopular for many reasons, but there was still a 
strong Catholic presence in the country when she died in 1558. 

“Be of good cheer, Master Ridley, and play the man, for we shall this day light 
such a candle in England as I trust by God’s grace shall never be put out.”  
 
Bishop Hugh Latimer, spoken to Nicholas Ridley before their execution. 
 

40 

“There is only one Christ, Jesus, 
one faith, all else is a dispute 
over trifles.”  
  
“I have no desire to make 
windows into men's souls.” 

Elizabeth I 

ELIZABETH I: a moderately reformed church 
 

Elizabeth was Anne Boleyn’s daughter, and thus sympathetic to the Protestant cause, 
unlike Mary. However, her own faith is uncertain and the development of the church 
during her reign is characterised by political expediency and pragmatism, rather than 
reforming zeal. 
 
In 1558, Elizabeth was declared the Supreme Governor of the Church of England (it was 
not thought appropriate for a woman to be named Head of the Church). The Act of 
Uniformity required attendance at church and use of Cranmer’s prayer book.  In 1570, 
Elizabeth was formally excommunicated by the 
Pope. 
 
Elizabeth did not want religion to be the source of 
trouble in her country that it had been for her 
predecessors. She insisted on a degree of 
toleration for religious differences. 
 
 
 
Elizabeth reigned for 45 years. By the end of this time, the majority of the country 
and the clergy were Protestant and the turbulence of the mid-century reformation 
was at an end. 
 
Two major groups were emerging: those pressing for even greater reform, who would 
later become known as Puritans, and those who represented moderation, who became 
known as Anglicans. 
 
Primary Reading: The Thirty-Nine Articles 
The Thirty-Nine Articles can be found in the Book of Common Prayer or online at: 
http://anglicansonline.org/basics/thirty-nine_articles.html 
 
 
The making of the Church of England 
 
The ancient Christian principle of lex orandi, lex credendi (the law of prayer is the law of 
faith') describes the way that Christian practice and worship determine what people 
actually believe. As Cranmer set about the project of making a reformed church in 
England, he began by changing the liturgy so that people’s experience of church was 
different. Other changes were made to the fabric of church buildings to reinforce this.  
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This diagram of a pre-
reformation church shows 
how the congregation 
were separated from the 
main altar. They were able 
to look at the paintings on 
the walls and the gilded 
carvings. They were an 
audience to the main 
action of the mass, which 
took place behind the rood 
screen. 

This diagram of a church 
building after the 
reformation shows the 
prominent position of the 
pulpit, now that sermons 
were an important part of 
every service. The rood 
screen has gone, so that 
everyone can see the altar 
and come up to the rail to 
receive communion. Walls 
were whitewashed and 
sometimes pictures were 
replaced with texts from 
Scripture. 
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In this new church, clergy were expected to be preachers, requiring some theological 
education. They were not priests, offering sacrifices on behalf of the people on the altar. 
 
In the Catholic church, seven sacraments had been practised: baptism, confirmation, 
eucharist (Mass), marriage, holy orders (ordination), penance, last unction (anointing 
before death). Sacraments are a means of grace and sanctification, commanded in the 
Bible, requiring living faith and worthy reception for them to be effective. In the new 
Protestant churches, only two sacraments were recognised: baptism and the Lord's Supper 
(communion).  
 
 
 

QUESTIONS OF THE REFORMATION 
 

1. What happens at communion? 
One of the biggest disputes during the Reformation centred on the Lord’s Supper. The 
different views of the sacrament include:  
 
Transubstantiation (Roman Catholic) 
Substance (fundamental reality) changes into Christ's body and blood.  
Accidents (bread and wine) remain unchanged. 
 
Consubstantiation (Lutheran) 
Christ's body and blood enter into the bread and wine and exist alongside them. This is 
sometimes called sacramental union. 
 
Parallel eating (Calvinist) 
As we consume bread and wine physically, so we feast on Christ's body and blood 
spiritually. 
 
Memorialism (Zwinglian) 
Bread and wine are merely symbols of the body and blood, commemorating his sacrifice. 
 
These Bible passages talk about this sacrament and help us to understand what it involves: 
Luke 22:14-20; 1 Corinthians 10: 15-21, 11: 20-34 
 

Does it matter if we don't have the Lord's Supper at church?  
 

Should you take the bread and wine at a Catholic Mass? 
 

Does an unbeliever who eats the bread and wine  
also feed on Christ's body and blood? 

 



43 

 
 
 

A very incomplete timeline of the English Reformation 
 
 
 

Henry VIII named Defender of the Faith for his work against Luther 1521 

Henry asks the Pope for an annulment of his marriage 1527 

Thomas Cranmer appointed Archbishop of Canterbury and grants the 
annulment. Henry VIII marries Anne Boleyn.  1533 

Act of Supremacy 1534 

Dissolution of the Monasteries begins; Pilgrimage of Grace 1536 

Six Articles were passed, reinstating Catholic beliefs 1539 

Edward VI becomes King 1547 

Cranmer’s first Book of Common Prayer  1549 

Stone altars were replaced with wooden communion tables 1550 

Cranmer’s revised Book of Common Prayer 1552 

Mary I becomes Queen 1553 

Lady Jane Grey executed, refusing to recant her Protestant faith 1554 

Thomas Cranmer burnt at the stake 1556 

Elizabeth I becomes Queen; Act of Uniformity requires use of Cranmer’s 
Prayer Book, signalling a return to the Protestant church 1558 

Elizabeth formally excommunicated by the Roman Catholic church 1570 
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5. Calvin, Christ and the City 
 

The Continental Reformers: 1536-1564 
 
Europe reforming 
 
The spark of reformation that began with Luther in 1517 spread across Europe during the 
16th century. In Switzerland, Huldrich Zwingli began a similar reforming movement in 
1518. Luther and Zwingli agreed on many things, but differed on their view of 
communion. Zwingli insisted that it was no more than a memorial prompting faith 
through remembrance, while Luther cited Christ’s words of institution, “This is my body” 
and maintained that Christ is really present in the blood and wine. 
 
Southern European countries such as Italy, Spain and Portugal remained mostly Catholic. 
The Roman Catholic church underwent some changes in the 16th century, known as the 
Counter-Reformation. While these changes dealt with some of the problems of corruption 
and lack of theological training, they did not accept any of the Protestant teaching about 
salvation or the sacraments. 
 
Lutheranism spread north into the Scandanavian countries. In Scotland, John Knox 
established a reformed church, though this sparked a counter-revival in Catholicism. In 
France, Protestants were called Huguenots, and were initially tolerated. However, when 
the Huguenots began to campaign against the Mass, toleration ended and they were 
subjected to serious persecution, causing many to leave the country, including John 
Calvin. 
 
In the 1550’s a number of prominent French nobles converted to the Protestant faith. 
Various political events, including the deaths of Henry II and Francis II in 1559 and 1560, 
led to a period of instability which eventually sparked the religious wars which lasted for 
the rest of the century. These included several massacres of Huguenots and their 
supporters, most notably the St Bartholomew's Day Massacre of 1572. Around 2000 men, 
women and children were killed and their houses looted in the initial uprising, with as 
many as 10,000 killed in all.  In 1598 a truce was signed, called the Edict of Nantes, which 
gave Protestants the right to practice their religion, subject to certain restraints. However 
in 1685, the Edict of Fontainebleau revoked this and ordered the destruction of Huguenot 
churches. 
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John Calvin, 1509-1564 
 

 
 
Primary reading: Calvin’s conversion (1533) 
 
God by a sudden conversion subdued and brought my mind to a teachable frame, which was more 
hardened in such matters than might have been expected from one at my early period of life. Having thus 
received some taste and knowledge of true godliness, I was immediately inflamed with so intense a desire to 
make progress therein, that although I did not altogether leave off other studies, yet I pursued them with 
less ardour. 
 
Being exceedingly alarmed at the misery into which I had fallen, and much more at that which threatened 
me in view of eternal death, I, duty bound, made it my first business to betake myself to your way, 
condemning my past life, not without groans and tears. And now, O Lord, what remains to a wretch like 
me, but instead of defence, earnestly to supplicate you not to judge that fearful abandonment of your Word 
according to its deserts, from which in your wondrous goodness you have at last delivered me. 
 
 
Shortly after his conversion, Calvin became convinced of the need for the church to 
reform. His involvement in the reform movement meant that in 1534 he was forced to 
flee from France. In 1535 he came to Basel, a Swiss city with a reformed church, where he 
wrote the first edition of his Institutes of the Christian Religion. After a few months in 
Italy and then back in France, Calvin set off for Strasbourg, but was forced to make a 
detour to Geneva. He planned to spend one night, but ended up staying there for nearly 
two years. 
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Then Farel, who was working 
with incredible zeal to promote 
the gospel, bent all his efforts to 
keep me in the city. And when he 
realized that I was determined to 
study in privacy in some obscure 
place, and saw that he gained 
nothing by entreaty, he 
descended to cursing, and said 
that God would surely curse my 
peace if I held back from giving 
help at a time of such great need. 
Terrified by his words, and 
conscious of my own timidity and 
cowardice, I gave up my journey 
and attempted to apply whatever 
gift I had in defense of my faith.  
 

Calvin in Geneva 
He was persuaded to stay by William Farel, 
another Frenchman, who was the minister of the 
church.  
 

Together they wrote the Articles on the 
Organization of the Church and its Worship at 
Geneva. These included proposals for 
communion, excommunication, confession of 
faith,  congregational singing,  liturgy, and 
marriage laws. The articles were accepted by the 
city council and implemented in the church. 
 

However, the council later began to dispute Calvin 
and Farel’s proposals. When the church in Bern 
called for uniformity in the celebration of 
communion with unleavened bread, the council 
ordered the church in Geneva to conform. Calvin 
and Farel disagreed and in the end, communion 
was not celebrated at all for Easter in 1538. 
Mediation failed and in the end the two men left 
Geneva. Calvin went on to Strasbourg where he 
preached 8 times a week, worked on the second edition of his Institutes and married 
Idelette du Bure, a widow who had two children. 
 

In 1540, the council in Geneva invited Calvin to return. He refused, but the council 
persisted and eventually the Strasbourg church offered to let him go for six months and in 
1541, he returned with his new family. He remained there until his death in 1564. 
 
 

St Pierre Church, Geneva 
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Calvin's Geneva 
A new working relationship had to be established between the church and the city council 
in Geneva. The council agreed to Calvin’s proposals for an ecclesiastical court (called a 
consistory) which would hear trials on chuch matters, although the council would carry 
out the sentences.  
 
In the church, he established four orders of ministry: 
 
Pastor: respomsible for the ministry of the word (preaching) and sacraments 
 
Doctor: responsible for instruction in the Christian faith 
 
Elder: responsible for church discipline 
 
Deacon: responsible for practical ministries of social care and justice 
 
He introduced new liturgy, a translation of the psalms designed for congregational singing, 
and a catechism to help teach the congregation the fundamentals of the Christian faith. 
He preached twice on Sundays and three times during the week, for a total of more than 
two thousand sermons in Geneva. Each sermon lasted at least an hour. 
 
There was significant opposition to Calvin’s programme of reform in Geneva., especially 
from a group called the Libertines, who resisted the authority of both the church and the 
council, ostensibly on the grounds that grace had freed them from the law.  The 
opposition came to a head when a man called Michael Sevetus arrived in the city. He had 
corresponded with Calvin and disagreed violently with Calvin’s theology. In Geneva he 
was arrested and tried as a heretic, having previously been condemned as a heretic by a 
Catholic court.  The court in Geneva likewise found him a heretic and condemned him to 
be burnt at the stake. Calvin and others pleaded for him to be beheaded as a more 
merciful sentence, but the council went ahead with the burning. 
 
Following the Servetus case, the Libertines’ influence waned and Calvin’s authority in the 
city was virtually unchallenged. His international reputation as a theologian was significant 
and many other reformers were influenced directly or indirectly by Calvin’s work. Geneva 
was a haven for English Protestants during the troubled period of Mary I’s rule. John 
Knox, who led the Scottish reformation, also spent time in Geneva. Calvin’s Institutes of 
Religion became the foundational work of Protestant theology and his many sermons 
formed commentaries on the Bible that are still in regular use today. 

 
Should the church be involved in government matters? 

 
Should the government have any control over the church? 
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QUESTIONS OF THE LATER REFORMATION 
 

1. What are the foundational beliefs of the Christian faith? 
The reformers knew that they could no longer trust the things that the church had always 
taught. They still upheld the creeds formed by the early church, but realised that new 
statements of faith were needed to deal with the disputed questions of their day. So they 
returned to the Scriptures to establish the fundamental truths of Christianity. Many 
reformation churches produced statements of belief, such as the Thirty-Nine Articles of 
the Church of England, the Heidelberg Catechism, and later the Westminster Confession 
of Faith. 
 
Calvin’s first edition of the Institutes of the Christian Religion was intended to provide 
this sort of basic teaching about Christian doctrine as an introduction to the Protestant 
faith. Later editions substantially expanded this and the final form is a comprehensive, 
systematic treatment of Christian doctrine. 
 
Primary Reading: Calvin’s Institutes of the Christian Religion, section headings: 
 
1. Of the Knowledge of God the Creator.  
2. Of the Knowledge of God the Redeemer, in Christ, as first  manifested to the fathers, under the law, 
and thereafter to us under the Gospel. 
3. The Mode of Obtaining the Grace of Christ, the benefits it confers, and the effects resulting from it. 
4. Of the Holy Catholic Church. 
 
 
Calvin’s systematic approach to theology led to the development of a doctrinal system 
named after him. Calvin’s followers developed Calvinism in a particular way and not 
everything which is called Calvinism was believed by Calvin himself. The main distinctives 
of Calvinist doctrine include:  
 

 Scripture as the infallible word of God and the source of all doctrine 
 The threefold use of the law: to show us sin, to point us to Christ, and to show us 
 how to live as Christians 
 Covenant theology: that God saves people by making covenant with them, that 
 Christ is the federal head of his people, and thus we receive the blessings of the 
 gospel by virtue of our union with Christ. 
 Regulative principle of worship: that everything done in church services must be 
 explicitly commanded in scripture 
 Sacraments: that only baptism and the Lord’s Supper are sacraments as commanded 
 in scripture; that the sacraments are effective means of God’s grace 
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Calvinism is most closely associated with a particular view of salvation, formulated at the 
Synod of Dort in 1619. Its teaching can be summarised using the TULIP acronym: 
 

otal depravity 
That is, that all people are sinners in every respect – in thoughts, words, actions, 

feelings. NOT that we are all as sinful as we could possibly be. 
 

nconditional election 
That is, that God chooses who he will save, but that his choice is not based on any 

merit in us. For example, he doesn’t choose people on the basis that they have chosen to 
believe in him. 
 

imited atonement (also known as particular redemption) 
That is, that Christ’s death only pays for the sins of those who will be saved by it. He 

redeems particular sinners, not for all sinners. It does NOT mean that Christ’s death is of 
limited worth or limited effectiveness. It means that Christ’s death achieves precisely what 
it set out to do. 
 

rresistible grace 
That is, God’s grace is more powerful than our sinful will. Everyone he chooses to 

save will be saved. 
 

erseverance of the saints 
That is, all those God chooses, will persevere in their faith to the end. We can’t lose 

our salvation by our sinfulness. 
 

Calvinism is often articulated by contrast with Arminianism, the teaching of Jacobus 
Arminius. The Arminians (not to be confused with Armenians!) held that while God’s 
grace was necessary in order for a person to have faith, faith is an act of free will on the 
part of the believer. 

 
 

Compare this Calvinist teaching with the five solas of the reformation (p30) and 
the mediaeval discussions of salvation (p25).  

 
How would you summarise the work of salvation?  

 
What does God do? What do we do? 

 

T 
U 

L 

I 
P 
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Calvinism and evangelism 
If God does all the work of salvation, why do Christians need to bother with evangelism? 

• Because the Bible tells us to. 
• Because we don’t know who is elect so we can’t just limit our efforts to those 

who will be saved. 
• Because, although God does all the work of salvation, he often chooses to use 

Christians as part of the process. Our evangelism won’t save anyone on its own, 
but it will often be the means by which God saves people. 

2. What is the best way of teaching Christians about the faith? 
An important feature of the reformation was the instinct to educate all Christians about 
their faith. This was the reason for making sure that services were held in a language 
people could understand. It was also the reason for using catechisms. Since many people 
could not read, and books were still very expensive, memorization was a necessary tool 
for learning. Catechisms were written in the forms of questions and answers to be learned. 
 
Primary reading: First question and answer of the Heidelburg Catechism  
 
Q. What is your only comfort in life and in death?  
A. That I am not my own, but belong—body and soul, in life and in death—to my faithful Savior, Jesus 
Christ. He has fully paid for all my sins with his precious blood, and has set me free from the tyranny of 
the devil. He also watches over me in such a way that not a hair can fall from my head 
without the will of my Father in heaven; in fact, all things must work together for my salvation. 
Because I belong to him, Christ, by his Holy Spirit, assures me of eternal life and makes me 
wholeheartedly willing and ready from now on to live for him. 
 
 
Sermons became a much more important part of Christian worship during the 
reformation. In cities, people would gather to hear sermons several times a week, as well 
as twice on Sundays. 

Calvin established the practice of systematic exposition of the Scriptures in Geneva. On 
Sunday mornings, he preached through the NT in order, on Sunday afternoons, through 
the NT and the Psalms, and on weekdays through the OT. His style was direct, 
passionate, accessible, pastoral, polemical and doxological. He wanted everyone to 
understand him, to know that what he was teaching was important, to show how it related 
to everyday life, and above all, to give glory to God. 
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  TWO PSALMS FROM THE GENEVAN PSALTER 
 
The Genevan Psalter included metrical versions of all the psalms, intended for 
congregational singing. These English translations follow the same metrical pattern. 

 
 

Psalm 23 
The LORD's my shepherd, near to me abiding. 
I nothing lack, for he has been providing. 
In pastures green he lets me lie at leisure, 
by quiet waters leads me at his pleasure; 
there in his love he graciously revives me. 
For his name's sake in righteous ways he guides me. 
 
Though I be stalked by shadows fast approaching, 
or valleys walk while darkness is encroaching, 
I will not fear, for evil cannot touch me; 
with you beside me foes may never crush me. 
Your rod and staff are there for my protection, 
they comfort me and offer sure direction. 
 
Richly you spread your table to receive me 
before my foes, who vainly would deceive me. 
Your precious oil anoints my head with kindness; 
my cup flows over with a heart of gladness. 
Goodness and mercy shall forsake me never, 
and in the LORD's house I will dwell for ever. 
 
 
Psalm 134 from the Genevan Psalter 
 
You faithful servants of the Lord, 
sing out his praise with one accord, 
while serving him with all your might 
and keeping vigil through the night. 
 
Unto his house lift up your hand 
and to the Lord your praises send. 
May God who made the earth and sky 
bestow his blessings from on high. 
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6. War and Worship 
 

The Puritans, (1603 to 1700) 
 

Harry was a Catholic 
and Eddy was a Prot 
Mary turned the clock around 
but Lizzie stopped the rot. 
Jimmy persecuted both 
and Charlie lost his head. 
Then Olly brought the Prots a rest 
and said, 'No kings, instead!' 
 

The people got fed up with this 
and called back Charlie's son. 
The Pope was more than satisfied 
when Jimmy followed on. 
Then Willy sailed across the sea 
and settled things for good. 
A Bill of Rights said, 'Prots are in!' 
and that's how things now stood.

 
James I and Charles I: the road to war 
Following the death of Elizabeth I in 1603, the English throne was taken by the Scottish 
king, James VI of Scotland and I of England. Since Scotland had a more reformed church 
than England at the time, there was hope that he would bring the English church further 
in the direction of reformation. 
 
Catholics had also hoped for greater freedom under 
James, and when they too were disappointed, some 
attempted to take matters into their own hands with 
the Gunpowder Plot of 1605.  They hoped to blow 
up the House of Lords during the State Opening of 
Parliament, thus killing the King and many of his 
supporters, and in the confusion, to establish his 
young daughter as Queen with a council of Catholic 
sympathisers to rule for her. 
 
The plot failed and the church continued to be 
Anglican as under Elizabeth – not Catholic, but not 
too reformed. In 1611, the new translation of the 
Bible commissioned by James was published.  James 
preferred the episcopal church of England to the 
presbyterian Scottish church and made some failed 
attempts to bring the Scottish church into 
conformity. Perhaps his most deeply held belief was 
that of the divine right of kings. He believed that 
kings were appointed by God to rule, and thus had 
the right to do as they saw fit. 
 
 



53 

In 1625, James was succeeded by his son Charles I. Charles was married to a Catholic 
princess, Henrietta Maria from France, which made him unpopular with some people, 
especially with the prospect that his future heir might be Catholic.  His attitude to 
Parliament further increased this unpopularity. Because he held to the divine right of 
kings, he did not believe that Parliament had the right to restrict his actions. He dissolved 
Parliament in 1629 but was eventually forced to recall them in 1640 because he 
desperately needed them to raise money.  
 
During Charles’s reign, the Church of England under the leadership of Archbishop Laud 
moved towards a 'high' Anglicanism which reinstated various practices and doctrines of 
the Catholic church. Many Puritans who could not go along with these changes left 
England for America. This Great Migration had begun some years earlier, with the 
departure of ships like the Mayflower which took 102 people to America in 1620. 
 
In 1639, Charles was concerned about the unrest in the Scottish church and led an army 
in the first Bishops' War. In the end, the war was settled without fighting, but broke out a 
year later when Charles had refortified his army with money raised by Parliament. The 
Scottish army won and Charles was forced to let the Scottish church govern itself. 

 
Civil War(s) (1642-1651) 
In 1642, Charles entered Parliament to arrest five MPs. They had already fled and Charles 
then left London with his family, realising that the situation was at crisis point. Cities and 
noblemen across the country began to declare themselves for King or Parliament. The 
fighting lasted until 1645, when the King was captured by the Scots, and handed over to 
the English Parliament to be imprisoned. 
 

  
       Battle of Hopton Heath 

In 1643, the fighting reached Hopton, just 
outside Stafford. The battle was not a clear 
victory for either side. The Royalist 
commander was killed, but the 
Parliamentarians lost eight artillery  guns.  
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A succession of Royalist uprisings began the second civil war in 1648. Charles himself had 
been able to negotiate a secret pact with the Scots and with various  other supporters. 
Parliament which had previously intended to restore the monarchy now hardened against 
the King and in 1649, after a trial for treason, Charles was executed. The third civil war 
included the suppression of Royalists in Ireland and Scotland, and opposition to the 
troops which rallied around Charles’s son, Charles II. He was defeated in 1651 and 
escaped to France, where he lived in exile until the restoration of the monarchy in 1660. 
 
In place of a monarch, Oliver Cromwell was appointed as Lord Protector and effectively 
governed the country until his death in 1658. He was succeeded by his son Richard but 
the Commonwealth was ended in 1660 with the restoration of Charles II to the throne. 
 
It was almost unthinkable for an army to fight against their king. Theological arguments 
for the opposition to Charles I were presented, most thoroughly by Samuel Rutherford in 
his book Lex, Rex: The Law and the Prince.  
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The Westminster Assembly (1643-49) 
Religious reformation was a major concern for the Parliamentarians and for Cromwell 
personally. The Westminster Assembly, a gathering of clergy, theologians and other 
significant people in the church, was set up by Parliament to establish the faith and 
practice of the Church of England. 
 
Various groups were invited to the Assembly including: 
 
Episcopalians 
These were Anglicans who held to the traditional system of church government including 
bishops and archbishops. Many of them were supporters of Archbishop Laud’s earlier 
movement towards High Anglicanism. A lot of the Episcopalians chose not to attend the 
assembly. 
 
Presbyterians 
The majority of the assembly were presbyterians. This form of church government already 
existed in Scotland. Each congregation had a group of elders responsible for its teaching 
and discipline. These congregations were part of local groups called presbyteries. The 
presbyterians at the Westminster Assembly wanted to achieve consensus. 
 
Independents 
Also known as dissenters, these were mostly congregationalists who believed that 
individual churches should be independently free to govern themselves. 
 
Erastians 
A few members of the assembly believed that civil magistrates ought to have the power to 
order the church. One of these was a theologian from Uttoxeter, John Lightfoot, whose 
diary of the Assembly proceedings is one of the most important records of their debates. 
 
The Westminster Assembly produced several very important documents including the 
Westminster Confession of Faith and the Westminster Catechisms.  These documents still 
provide the foundation of many presbyterian denominations today, although they were 
originally written for the Church of England which never adopted them.  
 
Primary reading: Westminster Standards 
Read the Westminster Confession of Faith online at: 
http://www.reformed.org/documents/wcf_with_proofs/ 
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A very incomplete timeline of the 17th century 
 

James I becomes King of England  
(had been King of Scotland since 1567) 1603 

Gunpowder plot 1605 

Publication of the King James Version of the Bible 1611 

Charles I becomes King 1625 

Charles I dissolves Parliament 1629 

Great Migration to America 1620’s to 
1630’s 

First Bishops’ War against Scotland (no actual fighting) 1639 

Civil War begins 1642 

Westminster Assembly convened 1643-1649 

Charles I captured and imprisoned 1645 

Fighting begins again 1648 

Charles I executed 1649 

Charles II defeated and exiled 1651 

Oliver Cromwell ruled as Lord Protector 1653-1658 

Charles II restored as King 1660 

Act of Uniformity makes a newly revised version of  
Cranmer’s Book of Common Prayer mandatory 1662 

Declaration of Indulgence restored some  
freedoms to non-Anglican churches 1672 

James II becomes King 1685 

Glorious Revolution establishes William and Mary on the 
throne; James II flees to France. 1688 

Bill of Rights barred Roman Catholics from the throne;  
Act of Toleration gave non-conformists freedom to worship 1689 
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QUESTIONS OF THE PURITAN ERA 
 

1. How much religious tolerance should the government allow? 
Throughout the 16th century, religious conformity had been required. In part, the Great 
Migration of the early 17th century happened because England became too tolerant – 
allowing too much leeway to different forms of Anglicanism. In the 17th century, religious 
toleration was extended and retracted several times. Toleration simply meant the freedom 
to worship without being arrested or executed. 
 
Cromwell allowed much greater religious freedom than before. He repealed the Act of 
Uniformity and set up systems that allowed many different kinds of churches to worship, 
subject to basic tests of Christian faith and practice. 
 
When Charles II was restored to the throne, he made promises of tolerance but these 
were not consistently kept. An Act of Uniformity was passed again in 1662, leading to the 
Great Ejection of ministers who could no longer in conscience stay in the Church of 
England. Various other laws prevented Christian gatherings and those who broke these 
laws were punished severely. John Bunyan was one of the first to be imprisoned for 
preaching at a Christian gathering not in a parish church. In 1672, the Declaration of 
Indulgence restored some freedoms. 
 
Charles’s son, James II tested the limits of tolerance with his 1687 and 1688 Declarations 
of Indulgence. He was strongly suspected of being a Roman Catholic and his moves 
towards toleration were seen as attempts to alllow for a Catholic monarchy. 
 
With the Glorious Revolution which settled William of Orange and Mary II on the 
throne, religious toleration was given more certain limits. The 1689 Bill of Rights restored 
some rights to non-conformists (non-Anglican Protestans) and effectively barred Roman 
Catholics from the monarchy. This was reinforced by the 1701 Act of Settlement. 
 
Under the 1689 Act of Toleration, non-Anglicans were free to meet for worship, but this 
freedom did not extend to Catholics, unitarians or atheists. However, non-conformists 
were still not free to attend university or take political office in England.  
 
 

What does it mean to tolerate people of other religions? 
 

What does it mean to have a society which is tolerant? 
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“Puritanism: the haunting fear that 
someone, somewhere may be happy.” 

 H. L. Mencken 
 

“I preached as a dying man to 
dying men.”    Richard Baxter 
 
“The receiving of the Word 
consists of two parts: attention of 
mind and intention of will.”   

William Ames 
 
“It was a very plain sermon – the 
plainer the better.”  

William Perkins  

'Meditation applieth, meditation healeth, meditation instructeth.'  
Ezekiel Culverwell 

 
'The word feedeth meditation and meditation feedeth prayer.' 

Thomas Manton. 
 

2. What does it mean to be 
wholehearted in obedience to Christ? 
In contrast to the common view of 
Puritans, they were not miserable 
spoilsports. Rather, they were simply 
Christians who wanted to see even greater reform in the church; who were earnest in their 
pursuit of holiness; who had a deep knowledge of Scripture; and who embraced a simple 
lifestyle. 
 
Puritans took preaching seriously 

Preachers studied hard, knew Scripture 
intimately, used whole Bible to understand each 
verse, always presented Christ, and applied their 
sermons in many and varied ways. 
 
Sermons were often structured in lists of 
explanations, doctrines, and uses (applications), 
so that they were easy to follow, even when 
they were long. They also took care to apply the 
text to different kinds of hearers: Christians, 
unbelievers, people with doubts etc. 
 
 

 
Puritans understood the principles of Christian counselling 
They recognised that mental illnesses could have a physical, spiritual, temperamental or 
demonic causes, and probably a mix of several elements, all of which required treatment. 
They were realistic about the hardships of the Christian life and recognised that not all 
Christians would be happy. They focussed on root causes and motives, not merely 
external behaviour. They sought to encourage faith, repentance, and self-understanding. 
 
Puritan spirituality was serious and thorough 
Meditation was at the heart of the Christian’s experience of God. 
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'No-one can know with the certainty of faith which cannot be subject 
to error, that he has obtained the grace of God.'  
 

'The being in a state of grace will yield a man heaven hereafter, but 
the seeing of himself in this state will yield him both a heaven here 
and a heaven hereafter.'  Thomas Brooks 

The object of meditation was God and his Word. The subject was the mind, heart and 
will. Meditation could be both occasional and deliberately planned. The source of 
meditation might be a verse of Scripture, an experience from life, or a thought from a 
sermon. Meditation was to be done frequently, regularly and for as long as it took to feel 
the benefits.  
 
In preparation for meditation, the Christian should clear out worldly things, confess their 
sin, be serious in intention, find a quiet place and a reverent posture. 
 
Then they should  ask the Holy Spirit for assistance, read from Scripture and select a 
suitable subject. They should memorize the verse, consider all aspects of it, and apply it to 
themselves being sure to come down to particulars. These applications should be turned 
into resolutions. Finally the meditation should conclude with prayer, thanksgiving and 
psalm singing. 
 
No one was excluded from this obligation! 
 

 Too ignorant? Your lack of ability does not imply God's loss of right. 
 Too busy? True religion is not performed merely in leisure time. 
 Too idle? It is better to take pains than to suffer pains. 
 Too worldly? The sweetness of religion is better than all other pleasures 
 Too guilty? Get your conscience cleansed. 

 
 
3. How do I know if I am saved? 
The question of assurance was a huge problem for many Puritans. Since they believed that 
God saved those people he chose, rather than because of any effort, it became impossible 
to know if you were chosen by God. The question became: 

“If all God's elect are saved, and only God's elect are saved: then how do I know if I am elect?” 
 
The Roman Catholic answer offered no assurance at all. The 16th century Council of 
Trent which established their doctrine as distinct from the reformed churches, said this: 
 

 
 
 
 

 
The Puritans offered several answers to the Christian seeking assurance. Unlike the 
Catholics, they were clear that assurance was possible and a good thing to have: 
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'There may be life in the root, when there is no fruit in the branches 
to be seen; so faith in the heart, when no fruit of assurance.' Thomas 
Watson 
 

They also noted that assurance is distinct from faith: 
  
 
 
 
 

 
The Puritans suggested several kinds of evidence that can help Christians gain assurance: 
 
 The witness of the Holy Spirit 
 Eph 1:12 – the Holy Spirit is a guarantee 
 Rom 8:16 – the Spirit bears witness to our Spirit 
 Observe the witness of the Holy Spirit in your life and take assurance from that. 
 
 Self-examination 
 2 Cor 13:5 – examine yourselves 
 Gal 5:22-23 – the fruits of the Spirit 
 Luke 6:46 – some will call him Lord who do not do the will of the Lord 
 Look for the fruit of the Spirit in your life and take assurance from that. 
 
 The means of grace 
 2 Peter 1:10 – make your calling and election sure 
 Live as a Christian and that will increase your assurance of faith.  
 
 Promises from the Bible:  

Thomas Watson's syllogism of assurance: 
 

Major premise: Scripture says he that fears and loves God is loved of God 
Minor premise: but I fear and love God 

Conclusion: The Holy Spirit assures that therefore thou art loved of God 
 
 The sacraments 
 Be baptised and regularly receive communion to increase your assurance of faith. 
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“Thou questionest whether thou be one that Christ 
died for or no: believe in him and obey him and 
thou puttest the question out of doubt.” 

Richard Sibbes 
 

 Simply trusting Christ 
 Too often, the Puritans sought to find assurance by focussing on themselves and 
 their strength of their faith, rather than on Christ as the object of faith. But 
 assurance doesn't depend on the quality or strength of our faith, only on the 
 object of our faith: Christ.   
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
The Westminster Assembly included some of these evidences of assurance in the 
Confession of Faith they produced. 
 
Primary reading: extracts from the Westminster Confession of Faith 
 
WCF 27:1. Sacraments are holy signs and seals of the covenant of grace, immediately instituted by God, 
to represent Christ and his benefits, and to confirm our interest in him: as also to put a visible 
difference between those that belong unto the Church, and the rest of the world; and solemnly to engage 
them to the service of God in Christ, according to his Word. 
 
WCF 18: 2, 3 ... an infallible assurance of faith, founded upon the divine truth of the promises of 
salvation, the inward evidence of those graces unto which these promises are made, the 
testimony of the Spirit of adoption witnessing with our spirits that we are the children of God; which 
Spirit is the earnest of our inheritance, whereby we are sealed to the day of redemption 
 
This infallible assurance doth not so belong to the essence of faith but that a true believer may wait long 
and conflict with many difficulties before he be partaker of it: yet, being enabled by the Spirit to know the 
things which are freely given him of God, he may, without extraordinary revelation, in the 
right use of ordinary means, attain thereunto. And therefore it is the duty of everyone to give all 
diligence to make his calling and election sure; that thereby his heart may be enlarged in peace and joy in 
the Holy Ghost, in love and thankfulness to God, and in strength and cheerfulness in the duties of 
obedience, the proper fruits of this assurance: so far is it from inclining men to looseness. 
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TWO HYMNS OF THE PURITAN ERA 
 

Isaac Watts was a prolific hymn writer of the late Puritan era. Many of his hymns are still 
sung today. 

 
Come, let us join our cheerful songs 
With angels round the throne. 
Ten thousand thousand are their 
tongues, 
But all their joys are one. 
 
“Worthy the Lamb that died,” they cry, 
“To be exalted thus!” 
“Worthy the Lamb,” our hearts reply, 
“For He was slain for us!” 
 
Jesus is worthy to receive 
Honor and power divine; 
And blessings more than we can give, 
Be, Lord, forever Thine. 
  

Let all that dwell above the sky, 
And air and earth and seas,  
Conspire to lift Thy glories high, 
And speak Thine endless praise! 
 
The whole creation join in one, 
To bless the sacred Name 
Of Him Who sits upon the throne, 
And to adore the Lamb. 
 
Isaac Watts, 1707

 
John Bunyan wrote only one hymn, taken from his most famous work, the Christian 
allegory called Pilgrim’s Progress. 
 
Who would true valour see, 
Let him come hither; 
One here will constant be, 
Come wind, come weather 
There’s no discouragement 
Shall make him once relent 
His first avowed intent 
To be a pilgrim. 
 
Whoso beset him round 
With dismal stories 
Do but themselves confound; 
His strength the more is. 
No lion can him fright, 
He’ll with a giant fight, 
He will have a right 
To be a pilgrim. 
 

Hobgoblin nor foul fiend 
Can daunt his spirit, 
He knows he at the end 
Shall life inherit. 
Then fancies fly away, 
He’ll fear not what men say, 
He’ll labor night and day 
To be a pilgrim. 
 
John Bunyan, 1684 
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7. Mission and Mercy 

The Great Awakening and the Missionary Movement, 1700-1900 

Christianity in 1700 
The early church had taken the gospel into some parts of Asia in the first centuries, but 
since then, Christianity had become almost exclusively European.. With increased global 
travel and communication in the 16th and 17th centuries, the church renewed its interest 
in global missions. 
  
Spain and Portugal had been sending Franciscan and Jesuits missionaries to Africa, Asia, 
and South America since the 16th century.  In 1622, the Pope established the Sacred 
Congregation for the Propagation of the Faith, which co-ordinated Catholic missionary 
endeavours.  
 
The Dutch East India Company took Protestant chaplains with them to establish 
churches in their trading centres, but Protestants were slower to engage in missionary 
work.  
 
By 1700, there were beginnings of a truly worldwide church, but only in tiny numbers and 
limited regions: 
 
Europe: was mostly Christian, divided between Catholic and Protestant countries in 
Western Europe, and orthodox churches in eastern Europe. 
 
Africa: there were traditional Coptic churches in Egypt and Ethiopia, and small numbers 
of Christians following Catholic missions to Zanzibar, Kenya, and other countries. 
 
Asia: there had been some Christians in India since at least the 6th century; Jesuit 
(Catholic missions) had gone to Japan and China; in 1629 the first non-European 
translation of the Bible came with the publication of Matthew's Gospel in Malay. 
 
North America: the founding colonies were Christians, Catholic and Protestant; the 
natives were not. 
  
South America: Jesuit missionaries had travelled with the conquistadors to form Catholic 
churches; there were also some Calvinist missionaries who had gone to Brazil. 
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William Blackstone in the 18th 
century “...had the curiosity to go 
from church to church and hear 
every clergyman of note in 
London.  He says that he did not 
hear a single discourse which had 
more of Christianity in it than the 
writings of Cicero.” 

The Great Awakening 
In the early 18th century, England had 
become a much less religious society, than in 
the previous century, and was characterised 
by immoral behaviour and debauchery at 
every level of society. Churches were empty. 
A sermon was as likely to be a philosophical 
discourse on a classical Greek text as anything 
from the Bible. 
 
Once again, God sent a particular individual 
to bring about reform through the power of the gospel. In 1714, George Whitefield was 
born in Gloucester. He went to Oxford, where he had to act as a servant to other students 
to pay for his tuition. There he met John and Charles Wesley, and experienced Christian 
conversion. After his ordination, he returned to Gloucester and began to preach. He was 
always concerned for those on the edges of society – he preached to prisoners and to coal 
miners in the open air. 
 
Eventually, he was refused permission to preach in Anglican churches, but he continued 
his preaching in public places. He preached to many, many thousands of people from the 
very poorest right through to the aristocracy. He travelled to America several times and 
became a famous preacher there, as well as setting up orphanages. He eventually took on 
responsibility for all the orphans in the state of Georgia. 
 

George Whitefield, preaching in the open air 
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In 1 Corinthians 1:26, Paul says, “Not many of 
you were wise according to worldly standards, 
not many were powerful, not many were of 
noble birth.”  
 
The Countess of Huntingdon said, “Blessed be 
God, it does not say ‘any mighty’, ‘any noble’; 
it says ‘many mighty’, ‘many noble’.  I owe my 
salvation to the letter ‘m’.” 

Wesley’s accounts: 
 
 1731: income £30, expenses £28, giving £2 
 1732: income £60, expenses £28, giving £32 
 1733: income £90, expenses £28, giving £62 
 ... 
 17??: income £1400, expenses £30, giving £1370. 
 
“I cannot help leaving my books behind me whenever God calls me 
hence; but in every other respect, my own hands will be my 
executors.”              John Wesley 
 

Whitefield was chaplain to Selina, 
Countess of Huntingdon, a wealthy 
aristocrat who used her position to 
support gospel ministry. She 
founded 64 chapels and a theological 
college. She also held evangelistic 
parties at which Whitefield had 
opportunity to preach the gospel to 
some of the most influential people 
in English society. 
 
Alongside George Whitefield, John and Charles Wesley were also influential and popular 
gospel preachers in the 18th century. At his death, John Wesley was described as 'the best 
loved man in England'.  The Wesleys and Whitefield had some theological differences 
which led to them falling out, especially regarding God’s role in salvation. Wesley held to 
an Arminian view while Whitefield was a Calvinist (see pp47-48).  However, they 
maintained great respect for each other. Someone once asked John Wesley, “Do you think 
we shall see Mr. Whitefield in Heaven?” He replied, “No, sir, I fear not. Mr. Whitefield 
will be so near the Throne and we at such a distance we shall hardly get sight of him.” 
 
Wesley and his followers became increasingly frustrated by the restrictions of the Anglican 
church. He wanted gospel men to be free to preach anywhere. Although Wesley himself 
remained an Anglican throughout his life, his followers formed a new denomination of  
Methodism. This became particularly associated with a doctrine of perfectionism, that is, 
that Christians can grow in holiness so much in this life as to live perfectly holy lives, 
acceptable to God. 
 
As Wesley became more famous, he also became wealthier. But he believed that  
expenditure need not rise to match income. 
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Missionary Zeal 
As the gospel swept through England 
and America, people became fired up 
with missionary zeal. In America, the 
churches began to consider how to take 
the gospel to the natives. David Brainerd 
was appointed as a missionary to the 
native Americans. His mission was 
largely unsuccessful and he died young, 
but his diary inspired many, many others 
to undertake missionary work across the 
world. 
 
In England, the missionary movement began with a Baptist pastor, William Carey. He 
wrote a booklet called, “An Enquiry into the Obligations of Christians to use  
Means for the Conversion of the Heathens.” This gave a theological justification for 
missionary activity, arguing that the command of Jesus to make disciples of all the world 
remains binding on Christians. It also included a history of missionary activity, statistics of 
area, population, and religion for every country in the world, and answers to potential 
objections. Carey called on the Baptist denomination to form a missionary society and 
described the practical means by which it could be supported.  
 
Carey preached a sermon about missionary work which came to be known as the 
'deathless sermon', in which he told his hearers to, “Expect great things from God, 
attempt great things for God.”  He raised £13 2s. 6d which was enough to pay for him 
and his family to travel to India, where he translated the Bible into Bengali and Sanskrit. 
 
Over 40 missionary societies were established in the UK from 1700 to 1900, including: 
1701: USPG 
1792: Baptist Missionary Society 
1799: Church Missionary Society 
1804: Bible Society 
1865: China Inland Mission (now Overseas Missionary Fellowship) 
 
Some missionary stories 
Ann and Adoniram Judson travelled from America to India and then on to Burma in 
1813. Ann had a miscarriage during the journey. It took over 3 years for Adoniram to 
learn the local language well enough to hold a Christian service. In their first 12 years, they 
saw just 18 Burmese converts. Then the Anglo-Burmese war broke out and Adoniram 
was imprisoned. Ann and their third baby died shortly after his release. But the church 
began to grow. At the time of Adoniram’s death there were 100 churches, 8000 Christians 
and a completed translation of the Bible in Burma. 
 

'[I] could have no freedom in the 
thought of any other circumstances or 
business in life: All my desire was the 
conversion of the heathen, and all my 
hope was in God: God does not suffer 
me to please or comfort myself with 
hopes of seeing friends, returning to my 
dear acquaintance, and enjoying worldly 
comforts.'               David Brainerd 
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Hudson Taylor was a British missionary to 
China in the 19th century. He chose to adopt 
local Chinese dress and grew a pigtail, in order 
to make it easier for Chinese people to accept 
him and the gospel message he brought. He 
established the China Inland Mission, a non-
denominational missionary organisation which 
accepted missionaries on the basis of their 
evangelical faith.  By 1900,  there were around 
2,500 missionaries in China 

 
Africa in the 19th century was beset by the horror 
of the slave trade. David Livingstone was a 
Christian missionary and explorer who sought to 
put an end to the slave trade by forging trade 
routes into central Africa. He preached the gospel 
as he went but, perhaps because he travelled so 
much, was unsuccessful in making many converts. 
Nevertheless he inspired other missionaries with 
his stories of Africa, including Mary Slessor. 
Mary came from a poor family in Dundee. When 
she was accepted as a missionary she sent all the 
salary that the missionary organisation paid her 
back home to her family. She wasn’t a preacher, a 
pastor or a church planter.  She simply lived her 
life as a Christian among the people God had sent 
her to. She showed them Christ’s love by the way 
that she cared for outcasts. In the native religion, 
twins were believed to be demon-possessed, so 
Mary would often adopt abandoned twins. She 
fought against customs that included human 

sacrifice, and offered education to women. She is still commemorated in Nigeria with 
many statues showing her holding twins, one baby in each arm.  
 
Problems with 19th century missionary work 
Many people who went as missionaries saw their task as ‘civilising’ rather than 
‘evangelising’. Western culture was so closely identified with Christianity that adopting 
Western standards of dress and etiquette seemed almost as important as responding to the 
gospel. In many places, missionary work also went alongside colonialism. Just as British 
rule was imposed on other countries, so was British religion.  
 

What sort of missionary work does the church need to engage in today? 
 

“If I had a thousand pounds China 
should have it—if I had a thousand 
lives, China should have them. No! 
Not China, but Christ. Can we do 
too much for Him? Can we do 
enough for such a precious 
Saviour?” 

Hudson Taylor 
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Social reform 
The gospel revival of the eighteenth century led to a generation of gospel believers who 
recognised the injustice in their society and obeyed the call to protect the weak and 
vulnerable in society.   

 
William Wilberforce became a Christian in 1785 
and as a direct result, in 1787 he became involved 
in the campaign for the abolition of slavery. 
Twenty years later, the Slave Trade Act was passed, 
banning the sale and purchase of slaves. In 1833, 
the Slavery Abolition Act was passed shortly 
before his death. During his time in Parliament, 
Wilberforce also campaigned for prison reform, 
improvement of working conditions, restriction of 
capital punishment, increased access to education, 
and founded the RSPCA. 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Another reformer of the same era was Anthony 
Ashley Cooper, 7th Earl of Shaftesbury:.  His 
philanthropy was a result of his Christian faith and 
the misery of his own childhood. He fought for 
reform in lunatic asylums, and better conditions for 
factory workers, miners, and chimney sweeps. He set 
up Ragged Schools for destitute children. He was also 
President of the Bible Society and the Society for 
Promoting Christianity Among the Jews.  
  

The Shaftesbury Memorial in Piccadilly Circus, 
 showing the Angel of Christian Mercy  

(though these days it is more often mistakenly called Eros). 
 
 

Is there a difference between social justice and gospel justice? 
 

How do we ensure that social justice doesn't replace gospel justice? 
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A HYMN OF THE GREAT AWAKENING 
 
Charles Wesley wrote over six thousand hymns, sometimes composing lyrics on the spot, 
or for particular situations. Many hymns written by Wesley are still sung today. 
 
  

O for a thousand tongues to sing 
My great Redeemer’s praise, 
The glories of my God and King, 
The triumphs of His grace! 
 
My gracious Master and my God, 
Assist me to proclaim, 
To spread through all the earth abroad 
The honors of Thy name. 
 
Jesus! the name that charms our fears, 
That bids our sorrows cease; 
’Tis music in the sinner’s ears, 
’Tis life, and health, and peace. 
  
He breaks the power of canceled sin, 
He sets the prisoner free; 
His blood can make the foulest clean, 
His blood availed for me. 
 
He speaks, and, listening to His voice, 
New life the dead receive, 
The mournful, broken hearts rejoice, 
The humble poor believe. 
 
Hear Him, ye deaf; His praise, ye dumb, 
Your loosened tongues employ; 
Ye blind, behold your Savior come, 
And leap, ye lame, for joy. 
 
Charles Wesley, 1739  
(the original version has nineteen verses!)

 

 

  

70 

8. Oppression and Opportunity 
 

The Modern Church, 1900 – 2013 and beyond 
 
Suffering Church 
Of an estimated 70 million Christian 
martyrs to the year 2000, approximately 
45 million died in the 20th century. 
Currently, it is estimated that around 
100,000 Christians are killed because of 
their faith each year. While the church in 
the West has largely been free of 
persecution, Christians in many countries 
have suffered and died for their faith in 
vast numbers. 
 
Communist regimes have frequently 
opposed religion of all forms. Albania 
was an extreme example of this. All 
religious properties were nationalised in 
1946 . Many clergy and believers were 
tortured and executed. All religion was 
banned from 1967 to 1990. Again clergy 
(of all religions) were imprisoned and 
executed. People could be imprisoned for 
“religious propaganda and the 
production, distribution, or storage of 
religious literature.” In 2008 there were 
1119 Christian churches in Albania and 
about 17% of the population are Christian, mostly Catholic or Orthodox. 
 
In China, despite fierce opposition to the gospel, the church has grown dramatically. In 
1949 there were approximately 800,000 Christians in China. By 1992, there were 
approximately 75,000,000 Christians. In the 1960's Wenzhou City was the model city for 
the campaign to renounce religion. By 1990, it had 300,000 Christians and was one of the 
most Christian cities in China.  
 
Many communist countries were closed to Christian missionaries for parts of the 20th 
century. In the 21st century, it is Islamic countries which are the hardest for Christians to 
reach with the gospel. 
 

A journalist’s report from Sudan in 2003. 
 
Their first interview was with a group of 
young boys whose village had been 
attacked by Islamic soldiers. The elderly 
and infants were killed on the spot. 
Twenty-seven children, 14 boys and 13 
girls, were taken to a military camp about 
9 miles from their village. That evening, 
the boys’ hands and feet were tied behind 
their backs and they were ordered to 
deny Christ. Each refused. Burning coals 
were piled on the ground in front of the 
boys. As they refused to deny their faith, 
they were held over the burning embers. 
Still, they refused to deny their faith. The 
older boys escaped that night and were 
placed in a refugee camp. The younger 
boys died. No one knows what happened 
to the girls. 
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Global Church 
At the Edinburgh World Missionary Conference in 1910, 80% of delegates were from the 
West. At the Lausanne Conference on World Evangelisation in 1974 there were delegates 
from 151 countries with at least 50% of delegates from the Two-Thirds World.  
 
While the 19th century church was focussed on taking the gospel to new places, the 20th 
century saw a movement towards the formation of indigenised churches, led by Christians 
in their own country. In South Korea, for example, the first Protestant church was 
established in 1884. Now there are 30,000 Protestant churches, the population of Seoul is 
40% Christian and there are 238 theological colleges in South Korea, training Korean 
pastors for ministry. 
 
How big is the church? 
Although the modern church has seen 
unprecedented persecution and opposition, it has 
also experienced extraordinary growth.   
 
 

 1800 1900 1970 2000 
% of world's 
population who 
are Christians 

25% 34.4% 33% 33.1% 

Total number of 
Christians 250 million 558 million 1236 million 2000 millidon 

 
As the world’s population has grown, so have the numbers of Christians. In fact the 
proportion of the world’s population who are Christians is even higher now than it was 
200 years ago and the actual number of Christians is about 8 times higher. 
 
 
Just 50 years ago, almost two-thirds of the church was in the West. Now less than a third 
live in Western countries. 
 

 1960 1990 2000 
% of Christians 
living in the West 58% 38% 31% 

 
The church is declining in most Western countries, but not in the USA: 
 

 1861 1900 2000 
% of USA population who 
are Christians 37% 50% 70% 

 

“The blood of the martyrs is 
the seed of the church” 

Tertullian, 197AD 
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 A Declining Church? 
 
Church attendance in the UK has dropped dramatically in the past 150 years:  
 - in 1850 about 50% 
 - in 1950 about 10% 
 - in 1980 about 11% 
 - in 2010 about 6% 
 
There are several factors that have contributed to this decline. 
 
1.  Church attendance in the Victorian era was exceptionally high. 

 
  
2. Other religions have seen a rise, largely due to immigration, but still account for less    
 than 10% of the UK population. The rise of science had some effect on the church, 
 causing some people to doubt the need for faith. Cultural shifts such as the sexual 
 revolution and the rise of individualism may also have had some effect. However, all 
 these things are also true of America, which has seen church growth over the same 
 time period. 
 
3. Liberal Protestantism 
 The rise of modernist philosophy and the primacy of reason led to the development of 
 a form of Christianity that denied any supernatural elements. Miracles were explained in 
 scientific terms. In addition, personal experience was given high priority which could  
 not be challenged. The publication of a book called Honest To God, in 1963 by an 
 Anglican bishop epitomised this new movement, denying the existence of a 
 transcendant divine God, and instead embracing a ‘secular’ religion. 
 
 If Christianity could now embrace almost any expression faith, it made itself 
 irrelevant. Why bother with religion at all if it had no definitive truths to distinguish it? 
 Instead, the notion of religious pluralism took hold. All faiths were held to be of equal 
 truth, offering different paths to the same goal. 
 

'What needs to be explained is not the decline of religious observance 
in the twentieth century, but the extraordinarily high level of church 
and chapel attendance in the nineteenth century.'  

 (M. Watts, Why Did The English Stop Going To Church?) 
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The Evangelical Movement 
Against the decline of the church as it moved towards liberal protestantism, the 
evangelical movement grew during the 20th century.  
 
It began in the 19th century as a counter to the Oxford Movement, which saw some 
Anglicans advocating a return to Roman Catholic practices and doctrines. Charles Simeon, 
vicar of a church in Cambridge, began preaching to a congregation mostly formed of 
undergraduate students. That work grew into the first student Christian Union which was 
later imitated across the country and around the world in the Universities and Colleges 
Christian Union, and the International Fellowship of Evangelical Students.  
 
As the movement grew, it attracted students with different kinds of Christian beliefs. 
Matters came to a head at a meeting in 1919. Norman Grubb from the CICCU (the 
Cambridge Christian Union) asked the representatives of the Student Christiam 
Movement, “Does the Student Christian Movement put the atoning blood of Christ 
central in its teaching?” The answer was, “Well, we acknowledge it, but not necessarily as 
central.” At that point, the CICCU separated from the SCM. The centrality of Christ’s 
atoning work on the cross came to be one of the key identifiers in the evangelical 
movement. 
 
The universities were very influential in British society in the early and mid 20th century. 
They produced politicians, military and church leaders, and other key figures. A strong 
evangelical Christian presence at the universities thus had a disproportionate effect on 
society and on the church. Despite this, the evangelical movement often had an anti-
intellectual stance, being suspicious of academic theology. 
 
There were other evangelical movements outside the universities. The Keswick 
Convention had begun in the 19th century with a focus on ‘Higher Life’ teaching, that is, 
an experience of blessing from the Holy Spirit and a call for Christians to live sinless lives. 
However, when John Stott spoke at the convention in 1965, he gave an exposition of 
Romans 6 which challenged this teaching and brought the convention into line with 
mainstream evangelical teaching. Many pastors and missionaries were greatly influenced 
by the teaching they heard at the Keswick Convention.  
 
In 1954, Billy Graham led an evangelistic crusade in London. During the 12 week mission, 
1.75 million people attended and many thousands responded to his gospel message. 
 
The evangelical movement was largely non-denominational. Students from all 
denominations joined together in Christian Unions. Pastors and members of all churches 
could attend the Keswick Convention. The Billy Graham crusades did not have a 
denominational affiliation. Rather, evangelicals united around a set of core beliefs, when 
they were doing evangelism, discipleship, social action, missionary work and so on. 
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Primary reading: the UCCF declaration of faith 
 
The basis of the Fellowship shall be the fundamental truths of Christianity, as revealed in Holy Scripture, 
including: 
a. There is one God in three persons, the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. 
b. God is sovereign in creation, revelation, redemption and final judgement. 
c. The Bible, as originally given, is the inspired and infallible Word of God. It is the supreme authority 
 in all matters of belief and behaviour.  
d. Since the fall, the whole of humankind is sinful and guilty, so that everyone is subject to God's wrath 
 and condemnation. 
e. The Lord Jesus Christ, God's incarnate Son, is fully God; he was born of a virgin; his humanity is 
 real and sinless; he died on the cross, was raised bodily from death and is now reigning over heaven 
 and earth. 
f. Sinful human beings are redeemed from the guilt, penalty and power of sin only through the sacrificial 
 death once and for all time of their representative and substitute, Jesus Christ, the only mediator 
 between them and God. 
g. Those who believe in Christ are pardoned all their sins and accepted in God's sight only because of 
 the righteousness of Christ credited to them; this justification is God's act of undeserved mercy, 
 received solely by trust in him and not by their own efforts. 
h. The Holy Spirit alone makes the work of Christ effective to individual sinners, enabling them to turn 
 to God from their sin and to trust in Jesus Christ. 
i. The Holy Spirit lives in all those he has regenerated. He makes them increasingly Christlike in 
 character and behaviour and gives them power for their witness in the world. 
j. The one holy universal church is the Body of Christ, to which all true believers belong. 
k. The Lord Jesus Christ will return in person, to judge everyone, to execute God's just condemnation 
 on those who have not repented and to receive the redeemed to eternal glory. 
 
 
As well as the doctrinal unity, evangelicals also have a shared practice of faith. There are 
common evangelical worship styles, often very informal with modern music. They have 
shared conferences, work together in parachurch organisations such as missionary 
organisations. They even share training for ministers in some colleges and courses. 
 
In 1966, Martyn Lloyd-Jones called on evangelical Anglicans to leave the Church of 
England and join their fellow evangelicals in non-conformist churches. John Stott 
responded a year later at the National Evangelical Anglican Congress held at Keele 
University. He argued that evangelicals should stay in the Anglican church and seek to 
reform it. 

 

Do we have more in common with other evangelical churches  
or other Anglican churches? 

 

When should evangelicals work together and when is it helpful for Anglicans to 
work together? 
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What’s next for the church? 
 
No council of despair 
While we might think that the church is in decline and being increasingly oppressed in the 
West, this is not the whole picture. The global church is growing and its centres of 
influences are shifting, rather than disappearing. Persecution is once again leading to 
growth. We can be sure that God is building his church and the gates of hell shall not 
prevail against it. 
 
The importance of individuals 
Throughout church history, God has brought about change through the work of specific 
individuals. Councils and committees have a role to play, but the big changes usually come 
about because of the faithful actions of individual people. Where would the church be 
today without people like Emperor Constantine, William Tyndale, Martin Luther, George 
Whitefield, or William Carey? Pray for God to raise up his next faithful revolutionaries. 
 
A rearrangement of denominations 
Maybe. As the Church of England increasingly moves towards a liberal position on issues 
such as homosexuality, it may become impossible for evangelicals to remain within it. 
There are already close cross-denominational links between evangelicals and it may be that 
it is time for a rearrangement of the church, at least here in the UK. 
 
A globalised church 
Just as the missionary activity of the church took advantage of the increased possibilities 
for travel in the 19th century, so the church today can take advantage of huge 
technological advances. The internet makes it possible for churches to support each other 
and share resources without the need for relocation. Theological books and video lectures 
can provide training for pastors in countries where there are no theological colleges, for 
example. We have an unprecedented opportunity to learn from our Christian brothers and 
sisters around the world, to share their burdens and to show Christ’s love. 
 
 
 
  
  

“What is the kingdom of God like? What shall I compare it to? The kingdom of God 
is like a mustard seed, which a man took and planted in his garden. It grew and 
became a tree, and the birds perched in its branches. 
 
Again he asked, “What shall I compare the kingdom of God to? It is like yeast that 
a woman took and mixed into about sixty pounds of flour until it worked all 
through the dough.”      

Luke 13:18-21 
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A HYMN OF THE MODERN CHURCH 
 
As we look back at all that God has done and look forward to what he will do next in 
building his church, we can sing with great thanksgiving and confident faith. 
 

O church, arise and put your armour on; 
Hear the call of Christ our captain; 
For now the weak can say that they are strong 
In the strength that God has given. 
With shield of faith and belt of truth 
We'll stand against the devil's lies; 
An army bold whose battle cry is “Love!” 
Reaching out to those in darkness. 
 

Our call to war, to love the captive soul, 
But to rage against the captor; 
And with the sword that makes the wounded whole 
We will fight with faith and valor. 
When faced with trials on ev'ry side, 
We know the outcome is secure, 
And Christ will have the prize for which He died— 
An inheritance of nations. 
 

Come, see the cross where love and mercy meet, 
As the Son of God is stricken; 
Then see His foes lie crushed beneath His feet, 
For the Conqueror has risen! 
And as the stone is rolled away, 
And Christ emerges from the grave, 
This vict'ry march continues till the day 
Ev'ry eye and heart shall see Him.  
 

So Spirit, come, put strength in ev'ry stride, 
Give grace for ev'ry hurdle, 
That we may run with faith to win the prize 
Of a servant good and faithful. 
As saints of old still line the way, 
Retelling triumphs of His grace, 
We hear their calls and hunger for the day 
When, with Christ, we stand in glory. 

 
“O Church, Arise” 

Words and Music by Keith Getty & Stuart Townend 
Copyright © 2005 Thankyou Music
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Further reading 
Early and Mediaeval Church 
Peril and Peace, Mindy and Brandon Withrow.  
Monks and Mystics, Mindy and Brandon Withrow.  
 History of the early church aimed at 9-13 year olds but excellent for adults! 
Turning Points, Mark Noll 
 A survey of the most important events in church history. Very readable. 
A History of the Early Church, Henry Chadwick 
 More academic, but still readable 
Feminine Threads, Diana Severance 
 Focus on women’s roles in throughout church history, including brief 
 biographies of lots of lesser known women 
 
Reformation 
Five Leading Reformers, Christopher Catherwood 
 Includes Martin Luther, Thomas Cranmer, John Knox, John Calvin and 
 Huldrych Zwingli. 
The Reformation, Owen Chadwick 
 Again, more academic but accessible. 
Thomas Cranmer: A Life, Diarmuid Macculloch 
 Long and very thorough, but well worth the time 
Reformation: Europe's House Divided, Diarmuid Macculloch 
 Also long but excellent. 
Living for God's Glory: an Introduction to Calvinism by Joel Beeke 
 A theological introduction 
Truth for All Time by John Calvin 
 Excerpts from Calvin’s works 
John Calvin and His Passion for the Majesty of God by John Piper 
 Piper’s biographies are always worth reading. 
The Legacy of Sovereign Joy by John Piper 
 
Five Points of Calvinism? by Lee Gatiss 
http://www.churchsociety.org/crossway/documents/Cway_127_GatissCalvinism.pdf 
 
Puritans 
A Quest for Godliness, J. I. Packer 
 Lessons from the Puritans – quite dense, but brilliant. 
Among God’s Giants, J. I. Packer 
 Excerpts from the Puritans 
The Enemy Within, Kris Lundgaard  
 Modern adaptation of John Owen's Puritan classic, The Mortification of Sin 
A Valley of Vision, Arthur Bennett 
 A beautiful collection of Puritan prayers 
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Several books by Puritan writers worth reading:  
The Godly Man's Picture, Thomas Watson 
The Bruised Reed, Richard Sibbes 
The Glory of Christ, John Owen 
The Rare Jewel of Christian Contentment, Jeremiah Burroughs 
Pilgrim’s Progress, John Bunyan 
Grace Abounding to the Chief of Sinners, John Bunyan 
  
18th and 19th centuries 
John Pollock has written excellent, very readable, biographies of George Whitefield, John 
 Wesley, William Wilberforce, Shaftesbury, John Newton, the Cambridge Seven 
 and others. 
John Piper also has a series of Christian biographies, 'Swans are not silent', including 
 volumes on Adoniram Judson, David Brainerd and others. 
Old Wives Tales, Clare Heath Whyte 
 21st century lessons from 18th century women, 
 
Modern church 
Operation World, Patrick Johnstone.  
 This is a brilliant resource full of information about the church across the world.  
Through Gates of Splendour, Elisabeth Elliot 
 Biography of her husband, killed as a missionary in South America 
The Hiding Place, Corrie ten Boom 
 Her autobiography describing her experiences of WWII 
From Cambridge to the World, Oliver Barclay 
 The evangelical student movement in the 20th century 
Evangelicalism in Britain, 1935-95: A Personal Sketch, Oliver Barclay 
 The development of evangelicalism in the 20th century 
Basic Christianity, John Stott 
 Simple explanation of the evangelical Christian faith 
Just as I am, Billy Graham 
 Autobiography of the most famous 20th century preacher 
 
 
Websites 
http://www.christianity.com/church/church-history/  
 Great timelines and articles on the individuals and events of church history. 
 
http://www.ccel.org/  
 Has translations of most of the important documents from church history  
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