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This issue contains several articles relating to the 
Reformation. Five hundred years ago an event 
occurred which is reckoned to have launched 

this great movement, namely the publication by Martin 
Luther of his ‘Ninety-Five Theses’ on October 31st 1517. 
Luther was an Augustinian friar lecturing in theology 
at the university in the small town of Wittenberg in 
eastern Germany, and the Theses were a series of 
brief arguments against abuses in the Roman Catholic 
Church, particularly in relation to ‘indulgences’. Luther 
was so bold as to fix a copy of his Theses to the door of 
the All Saints’ Church there, hoping to see reformation 
in Rome. While Luther was by no means the first to call 
for reform, coming as he did after Wycliffe in England 
and Hus in Bohemia, in a real sense Luther and his 
followers were the original ‘Protestants’.

What happened after Luther’s brave action is 
well-known, as regards the history, but is not so well 
understood. That is perhaps to be expected, for we 
firmly believe that the Reformation was a work of the 
Holy Spirit, and, in the words of Scripture, “the natural 
man receiveth not the things of the Spirit of God: for 
they are foolishness unto him” (1 Cor. 2:14). There are 
those in the academic world who try to reinterpret 
the Reformation, regarding it as a social or political 
phenomenon, and there are those in the ecclesiastical 
world who attempt to undo it, believing it to have been 
an unfortunate misunderstanding resulting in a division 
in the Church which needs to be healed; these efforts 
must be strongly resisted.

While too much is made of some anniversaries, 
this is surely a significant one for us. The Reformation 
was and is of huge importance for Scotland and for 
the United Kingdom. The Psalmist exhorts the Lord’s 
people, “Remember his marvellous works that he hath 
done” (Ps. 105:5). What, in broad terms, should we be 
remembering the Reformation for? While Luther was 
far from perfect in his understanding of the truth, there 
are events in his life which highlight some vital issues 
for us.

BIBLICAL AUTHORITY
The main thrust of the Reformation was the return of 
the Bible to its proper place in the Church. According 

to Roman Catholicism, divine revelation has a second 
form, called ‘Tradition’, which has equal honour with 
Scripture. The inevitable result of this error was seen 
in Luther’s day: the Church was a breeding-ground 
for superstitious beliefs and vain practices, the most 
prominent among them being ‘indulgences’ – papal 
grants which were supposed to reduce the temporal 
punishment for sins undergone by souls in purgatory. 
These were being traded for money, the chief pedlar 
being Johann Tetzel, to whom is attributed the saying: 
“As soon as the coin in the coffer rings, the soul from 
purgatory springs.” The real question was, Did the pope 
and the Church have the right to issue ‘indulgences’ at 
all?

Luther’s spirit was stirred by this scandal, and 
he went back “to the sources”; he returned to the 
Scriptures as the fount of the Church’s beliefs. In their 
light he came to see that indulgences did not remove 
guilt as was claimed. In 1521, appearing before the Holy 
Roman Emperor Charles V at the Diet of Worms, where 
he was called upon to recant his Theses, Luther declared 
boldly: “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.” That 
surely is the essence of Protestantism.

Luther’s greatest legacy to his countrymen was the 
German Bible, translated from the original languages 
and published in 1534. Like our English Bible, it not only 
shaped a language but moulded a nation. The Lutheran 
reformation left many areas of Roman belief and 
practice untouched however, and it was left to Calvin 
and those who came after him, including our Scottish 
reformers, to take the movement further, applying the 
Bible to every aspect of the church’s doctrine, worship, 
discipline and government.

GOSPEL DOCTRINE
The Reformation also saw the doctrine of justification, 
which is the heart of the gospel, restored to the Church. 
Rome taught then, and maintains as strongly now, that 
in justification God both takes away our sins and makes 
us holy. Justification is said to be a grace granted to us 
in baptism which purifies our natures through our faith 

Editorial

REMEMBERING THE REFORMATION
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and our works. But this is to mix up justification with 
sanctification, such that a sinner cannot know whether 
he is accepted by God. Because Rome holds that a 
believer may fall from grace by reason of a stubborn and 
rebellious will, assurance of salvation is not possible in 
any case.

In 1545, shortly before his death, Luther wrote an 
account of his conversion. He records his profound 
personal struggle for peace with God, which he sought 
in church rituals and works of penance. Although his life 
as a monk was “without reproach”, he had no confidence 
that God was “placated by his satisfaction”. He wrestled 
with what Paul says about “the righteousness of God” 
(Rom. 1:17), which he had been taught to regard as 
God’s ‘active’ righteousness whereby He punishes the 
unrighteous sinner. When he viewed the words in their 
context however, the correct understanding dawned 
upon him. “And this is the meaning: the righteousness 
of God is revealed by the gospel, namely, the passive 
righteousness with which a merciful God justifies us by 
faith, as it is written, ‘He who through faith is righteous 
shall live.’ ” Luther testified that he felt “altogether born 
again” and had “entered paradise”.

Luther had experienced in a personal way the 
liberating power of the truth of justification by faith 
alone. This truth is fully worked out in the reformed 
confessions and catechisms, which teach us that God 
reckons sinners righteous solely through the merit of 
Jesus Christ, reckoning the Saviour’s righteousness to 
them only through faith and wholly apart from their 
personal worth or works.

CHRISTIAN LIFE
Finally, the Reformation recovered to the Church a right 
view of the Christian’s calling in the world. The Roman 
Church sharply divided earthly callings into ‘sacred’ 
and ‘secular’. The former were confined to the various 
religious orders, the members of which possessed an 
outward humility but little real piety, often manifesting 
gross immorality because of enforced celibacy; the latter 
belonged to everyone else, providing little incentive for 
the ordinary people to lead a devout life in the service 
of God.

In 1525, Luther shocked many by marrying Katharina 
von Bora, a former nun whom he had helped to escape 
from a convent two years earlier. Although initially 
unsure of this step, because of the ammunition it might 

give to the enemies of the Reformation, Luther enjoyed 
a fruitful marriage to his ‘Katie’, who bore six children 
and also engaged in farming and caring for the sick. The 
marriage became a model of Protestant family life, the 
two spouses fulfilling the distinct roles God had given 
them, in the knowledge that as believers they were 
both the Lord’s servants. In his works Luther wrote: 
“What you do in your house is worth as much as if you 
did it up in heaven for our Lord God. We should accustom 
ourselves to think of our position and work as sacred and 
well-pleasing to God, not on account of the position and 
work, but on account of the word and faith from which 
the obedience and the work flow.”

The reformers insisted rightly that the whole of life is 
sacred, whoever the individual and whatever his calling, 
and is to be lived under the Lordship of Christ. In this 
they were but following the apostle Paul, who exhorted 
the Christians at Corinth: “Whether therefore ye eat, or 
drink, or whatsoever ye do, do all to the glory of God.” (1 
Cor. 10:31)

PRESENT DUTY
The Reformation has benefited us all because by giving 
us an open Bible it gave us the liberties we value as a 
society and made us what we are as a country. Christians 
are especially thankful for the freedom to worship God 
according to His word and to speak and act according to 
their conscience. Yet through a determined effort by the 
ungodly, these liberties are being steadily taken away. 
The majority of the people are asleep, and much of the 
church has no message for them, having abandoned 
the gospel in the pursuit of ecumenism and common 
cause with the world. There has also been a lack of 
watchfulness by the faithful church. Words from the 
song of Moses speak to us: “Of the Rock that begat thee 
thou art unmindful, and hast forgotten God that formed 
thee.” (Deut. 32:18) Our nation needs to awake, but who 
is sounding the alarm?

Luther was a fearless debater in his day, exposing 
corruption and error, and made good use of his pen in 
advancing the truth; in that he shows us our present 
duty. While secularism and Islam are threats to 
Christianity, the Reformation reminds us that ultimately 
Romanism is the greatest threat, because of its subtlety. 
Luther wrote: “What is the whole papacy but a beautiful 
false front and a deceptively glittering holiness under 
which the wretched devil lies in hiding?” The reformers 
believed as one that the papacy is the Antichrist 
predicted in Scripture, and would be shocked at how 
the churches of the Reformation have compromised 
on this. While we must pray that Satan’s kingdom as a 
whole may be destroyed, we have a special duty to pray 
for the downfall of the “man of sin” and his wretched 
empire. We may do so in the certainty that the Lord will 
accomplish it, through the mighty power of the gospel 
of Christ (2 Thess. 2:3,8).

Is it not time for another reformation?

Editorial

“Luther had experienced 
in a personal way the 
liberating power of the 
truth of justification by 
faith alone.”
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“Thou art fairer than the children of men: grace is 
poured into thy lips: therefore God hath blessed thee for 
ever.”  (Psalm 45:2)

This is “a good matter” (v.1), indeed the very best. 
In David’s day the Messiah was not yet “manifest 
in the flesh”, but He was manifest in the Word. 

The words in this verse evidence that it is the Father’s 
purpose to reveal His Son’s beauty, “full of grace and 
truth”. He sees His beauty and commends Him to 
us, as at the baptism of Christ (Matt. 3:16,17) and at 
His Transfiguration (Matt. 17:5), when there was a 
foretaste of Christ’s revealed glory. Christ is majestic, 
and “separate from sinners”, yet He is attractive to the 
enlightened, in whose eyes He is “Wonderful” (Isa. 
9:6). It is the Father’s purpose, and the Holy Spirit’s 
here, to declare Him to us, for our reception, adoration 
and glorification. They see Christ’s beauty: do you?

This glorious beauty of Christ is not appreciated by 
sinners (Isa. 53:2). We are accustomed to measuring 
beauty by the outward appearance, but not all that 
glitters is real gold. Our senses are dulled by sin, such 
that we cannot appreciate inward, spiritual beauty, and 
men crucified Christ because they were repelled by Him. 
As sinners we seek idols, literally “that which is seen”, 
a clear sign of our unbelief. If we are ever to behold 
the beauty of Christ, the Holy Spirit must enlighten the 
eyes of our understanding, that by faith we may know 
Him (Eph. 1:17,18). Out of the abundance of Christ’s 
heart come words from His lips, and we respond, “Let 
him kiss me with the kisses of his mouth: for thy love is 
better than wine.” (Song of Sol. 1:2)

As the Mediator, grace is “poured into” Jesus Christ 
for the instruction, guidance and encouragement of 
His people, unto eternal life (John 6:68). They hear His 
gracious speech in the way He commends His Father 
and the Holy Spirit, in how He prays for His people, and 
also in how He contradicts those who oppose His infinite 
wisdom. “Never man spake like this man” (John 7:46) 
is a true confession appearing out of “the contradiction 
of sinners” against Christ (Heb. 12:3). His beauty is 
appreciated by contrasts. Christ’s beauty transcends that 
of all created excellencies, for He is “altogether lovely” 
(Song of Sol. 5:16). Other beauties are flawed and fade 
over time (Job 4:21), but Christ is the same yesterday, 
today and forever in the eternal harmony of the 

perfections of His divine and human natures (Heb. 13:8).
Christ’s beauty is also internal, something which 

is unseen except by faith (Heb. 11:1). To appreciate 
this beauty we need both eyes and light, which are the 
result of the Spirit’s operations. There are times in the 
Christian life when we do not perceive so much of this 
beauty, and we say with William Cowper, “Where is the 
blessedness I knew, when first I saw the Lord?” This 
experience must have a cause, and we must first look 
to ourselves.
1. It may be due to a neglect of the Scriptures, and 
reading about Christ. The Word supplies and guides our 
thoughts regarding Christ, and a neglect of one will lead 
to a lack in the other. The spiritual thoughts we have of 
Christ are responses to His thoughts towards us, and if 
we thought more of Christ we would act more like Him.
2. It may be because we are grieving the Spirit, the One 
who takes the things of Christ and reveals them to us 
(John 16:14,15); this can be due to a lack of conformity 
to Christ, or being “hearers only”, making no effort to 
practise what is set before us (James 1:22). The Spirit, 
if grieved, will withhold His gracious influences.
3. It may be that we are tolerating or excusing sin in 
our lives. This is to darken the light by which we see, 
and to bring clouds upon our horizon which obscure 
the “Sun of righteousness” (Mal. 4:2).
4. Have we left our first love, like backsliding Ephesus 
(Rev. 2:4)? The whole chapter should be read carefully. 
You cannot see much in Christ if you have begun 
walking at a distance from Him in your heart.
5. There is a sovereign trial whereby the Lord takes 
away the tokens of His love (while His unchangeable 
love remains), and for a while we do not experience 
what we had before. This happened to Job, who looked 
for the Lord but could not find Him (Job 23:3,8,9). But 
there is the test: do we actually look for Him?

It is only in heaven that, as Samuel Rutherford 
says, “The King there in His beauty, without a veil is 
seen”. Then the veil of time, distance and imperfect 
sanctification shall be removed and we shall see Him 
perfectly, as He is, and we shall be like Him (1 John 3:2,3). 
Likeness to Christ comes from looking to Christ (2 Cor. 
3:18), something which must begin here. To those who 
believe, “he is precious” (1 Pet. 2:7). As the Lord said to 
His disciples, “Blessed are your eyes, for they see” (Matt. 
13:16).

DEVOTIONAL
The King in His Beauty

Rev. James Clark
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Martin Luther is reputed to have said that 
justification is an article upon which the church 
stands or falls. Calvin said that justification 

was the main hinge upon which religion turns. In the 
light of these statements, getting justification wrong 
is something that matters a great deal. Yet many have 
got it wrong historically, and are getting it wrong now. 
Who are they?

ROME’S DENIAL
The Roman Catholic Church famously denounced 
justification by faith alone at the Council of Trent 
(1545-63), in these words: “If any one saith, that by faith 
alone the impious is justified; in such wise as to mean, 
that nothing else is required to co-operate in order to 
the obtaining the grace of Justification, and that it is not 
in any way necessary, that he be prepared and disposed 
by the movement of his own will; let him be anathema.” 
(Canon 9) Prior to that Rome claimed that Luther had 
falsified Scripture by adding the word ‘alone’ to the 
word ‘faith’ in his translation of Roman 3:28. (In our 
Authorised Version the verse reads: “Therefore we 
conclude that a man is justified by faith without the 
deeds of the law.”) The word ‘alone’ does not appear 
in the Greek original, but does that necessarily mean 
that Luther was wrong? He believed that the word 
was demanded by the context. Important support for 
Luther comes from a ninth century text produced by 
Irish scribes and known as the Würzburg Manuscript, 
which was written out in Latin with explanatory 
notes in Irish Gaelic and Latin. The note on Romans 
3:24 states unequivocally: “that is, by faith alone, i.e. 
the faith of belief in Jesus Christ”. This is a remarkable 
testimony to the correctness of Luther’s translation 
from centuries before he lived.

BAXTER’S ERROR
Richard Baxter (1615-91), an English Puritan and 
author of The Reformed Pastor and many other helpful 
works, was not wholly sound on the doctrine of 
justification. He stated that Christ’s work of redemption 
is the beginning of our justification, but for justification 
in its entirety God requires of us the continuance of 
faith and actual sincere obedience, these being the 
conditions for not forfeiting our salvation. Baxter was 
reacting to ‘antinomianism’, the belief that Christians 
are delivered from any obligation to keep the moral law, 
but he went too far and distorted the precious truth of 
justification by faith alone. He changed it from an act 
of free grace into a process where faith and obedience 
were continuing elements in a justification which 
could finally be lost. Tragically the Baxterian scheme 

gained adherents in many quarters; in Scotland those 
who followed Baxter became known as ‘neonomians’, 
the gospel being regarded by them as a ‘new law’. 
Baxterian justification resurfaced in the teaching of 
John Wesley.

MODERN CONFUSION
In 1982 Norman Shepherd was dismissed as Associate 
Professor of Systematic Theology at Westminster 
Seminary for his views on justification. Shepherd was 
teaching that justification was on the basis of faith and 
works, whereby works were an actual element of faith. 
The central question was the role of the believer’s 
obedience: was it the ground, instrument or evidence 
of his justification? Shepherd made obedience 
instrumental in our justification.

In 1995 Soli Deo Gloria published a compilation of 
essays with the title Justification by Faith Alone. One of 
the contributors was R C Sproul, founder of Ligonier 
Ministries. While normally careful in his definition and 
descriptions, it was singularly unhelpful for Sproul 
to state: “Justification, technically considered, may 
not mean the change of human nature but it certainly 
involves a change in nature.” He goes on to say: 
“Justification in the narrow sense refers strictly to God’s 
forensic declaration. But the complex of justification 
in the wider sense involves other elements.” (p.44) 
His concern is the same as Baxter’s was, namely 
antinomianism, and the need to stress that sinners 
who are justified do not remain unchanged in their 
lives, but such forms of expression are wide open to 
misunderstanding.

What is wrong with keeping precisely to our 
Reformed Standards? If those who are lecturing and 
writing cannot get it exactly right, what hope is there 
for those who are influenced by them? Justification 
has neither a narrow nor a wider sense, nor does it 
include sanctification, obedience or anything else. The 
answer to antinomianism is to have a firm grasp of the 
distinction between justification and sanctification: 
the former is an act and the latter is a work; the former 
deals with our status while the latter deals with our 
state; out of the grace of God alone, the believer is 
blessed with both.

The Shorter Catechism states the whole matter with 
the care required: “Justification is an act of God’s free 
grace, wherein he pardoneth all our sins, and accepteth 
us as righteous in his sight, only for the righteousness of 
Christ imputed to us, and received by faith alone.” (Q.33) 
It is when theologians drift from that clear statement 
that confusion, error and ultimately denial arise.

DOCTRINEJUSTIFICATION BY FAITH 
ALONE: A VITAL DOCTRINE

Rev. Trevor Kirkland
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(Excerpts from a sermon entitled ‘A Church in the House’, 
preached in London on 16th April 1704)

(3) Family Discipline

Keep up family discipline, that so you may have a 
complete church in your house, though in little. 
Reason teaches us that every man should bear 

rule in his own house, Esth. i. 22. And since that as well 
as other power is of God, it ought to be employed for 
God; and they who so rule must be just, ruling in his 
fear. Joshua looked further than the acts of religious 
worship, when he made that pious resolution, As for 
me and my house we will serve the Lord, Josh. xxiv. 
15. For we do not serve him in sincerity and truth, 
(which is the service he there speaks of, v. 14.) if we 
and ours serve him only on our knees, and do not take 
care to serve him in all the instances of a religious 
conversation. Those only who have clean hands, and a 
pure heart, are accounted the generation of them that 
seek God, Ps. xxiv. 4, 6. And without this those who 
pretend to seek God daily, do but mock him, Isa. lviii. 2.

The authority God has given you over your children 
and servants is principally designed for this end, that 
you may thereby engage them for God and godliness. 
If you use it only to oblige them to do your will, and so 
to serve your pride; and to do your business, and so to 

serve your worldliness; you do not answer the great 
end of your being invested with it; you must use it for 
God’s honour, by it to engage them, as far as you can, 
to do the will of God, and mind the business of religion. 
Holy David not only blessed his household, but took 
care to keep good order in it, as appears by that plan 
of his family discipline, which we have in the 101st 
Psalm, a psalm which Mr. Fox tells us that blessed 
martyr Bishop Ridley often read to his family, as the 
rule by which he resolved to govern it.

You are made keepers of the vineyard, be faithful 
to your trust, and carefully watch over those who are 
under your charge, knowing you must give account.

[1.] Countenance every thing that is good and praise-
worthy in your children and servants. It is as much 
your duty to commend and encourage those in your 
family who do well, as to reprove and admonish those 
who do amiss; and if you take delight only in blaming 
that which is culpable, and are backward to praise 
that which is laudable, you give occasion to suspect 
something of an ill nature, not becoming a good man, 
much less a good Christian. It should be a trouble to us 
when we have a reproof to give, but a pleasure to us 
to say, with the apostle, (1 Cor. xi. 2.) Now I praise you.

Most people will be easier led than driven, and we 
all love to be spoken fair to: when you see anything that 
is hopeful and promising in your inferiors, anything 
of a towardly and tractable disposition, much more 
any thing of a pious affection to the things of God, you 
should contrive to encourage it. Smile upon them when 
you see them set their faces heavenwards, and take 
the first opportunity to let them know you observe it, 
and are well pleased with it, and do not despise the 
day of small things. This will quicken them to continue 
and abound in that which is good, it will hearten them 
against the difficulties they see in their way; and, 
perhaps, may turn the wavering, trembling scale the 
right way, and effectually determine their resolutions 
to cleave to the Lord. When you see them forward to 
come to family worship, attentive to the word, devout 

PRACTICAL RELIGION

Family Religion
Matthew Henry

“...call on the name of the Lord, the 
everlasting God.” (Gen. 21:33)

“You are made keepers 
of the vineyard, be 
faithful to your trust, 
and carefully watch over 
those who are under 
your charge, knowing 
you must give account.”
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in prayer, industrious to get knowledge, afraid of sin, 
and careful to do their duty, let them have the praise 
of it, for you have the comfort of it, and God must have 
all the glory. Draw them with the cords of a man, hold 
them with the bands of love; so shall your rebukes, 
when they are necessary, be the more acceptable and 
effectual. The great Shepherd gathers the lambs in his 
arms, and carries them in his bosom, and gently leads 
them; and so should you.

[2.] Discountenance every thing that is evil in your 
children and servants. Use your authority for the 
preventing of sin, and the suppressing of every root 
of bitterness, lest it spring up, and trouble you, and 
thereby many be defiled. Frown upon everything that 
brings sin into your families, and introduces any ill 
words, or ill practices. Pride and passion, strife and 
contention, idleness and intemperance, lying and 
slandering, these are sins which you must not connive 
at, nor suffer to go without a rebuke. If you return to 
the Almighty, this among other things is required of 

Practical Religion

“Frown upon everything 
that brings sin into your 
families, and introduces 
any ill words, or ill 
practices.”

you, that you put away iniquity, all iniquity, these and 
other the like iniquities, far from your tabernacles, Job 
xxii. 23. Make it to appear, that in the government of 
your families you are more jealous for God’s honour, 
than for your own authority and interest; and show 
yourselves more displeased at that which is an offence 
to God, than at that which is only an affront or damage 
to yourselves.

You must indeed be careful not to provoke your 
children to wrath, lest they be discouraged; and as to 
your servants, it is your duty to “forbear, or moderate, 
threatening:” yet you must also, with holy zeal and 
resolution, and the meekness of wisdom, keep good 
order in your families, and set no wicked thing before 
their eyes, but witness against it. A little leaven 
leaveneth the whole lump. Be afraid of having wicked 
servants in your houses, lest your children learn their 
way, and get a snare to their souls. Drive away with an 
angry countenance all that evil communication which 
corrupts good manners, that your houses may be 
habitations of righteousness, and sin may never find 
shelter in them.

“You must indeed be 
careful not to provoke your 
children to wrath, lest they 
be discouraged.”
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Luther’s Ninety-Five Theses are just as relevant 
now as when the reformer published them on 
the door of the Wittenberg church in 1517. 

The church door was the equivalent of the public 
noticeboard, and the Theses still call for the church’s 
attention. The Theses were entitled ‘Disputation on 
the Power and Efficacy of Indulgences’, and on the 
authority of the Bible Luther called for an examination 
of the practice. The Church of Rome, then as now, 
opposed the teaching of the Scriptures. Unfortunately 
it is not the only church to do so, for there is always 
the danger of placing the decisions of synods above the 
declarations of the Word of God. What is the Theses’ 
central message for us?

Thesis 1 asserts: “Our Lord and Master Jesus 
Christ, when He said ‘Repent’, willed that the whole 
life of believers should be repentance.” Repentance 
is not a one-off decision followed by a life of proud 
self-will. Repentance is not ‘penitence’, which is self-
punishment; rather the sinner turns from his sin to 
Christ, believing that He has borne the punishment 
deserved by us (Ps. 103:12). The believer must pray 
daily for pardon: “forgive us our debts” is a petition 
Christ taught His disciples. There are still many 
believers who believe that repentance is something 
they did long ago and which they do not need to 
continue, as if they were now sinless. As Augustine 
well said, “God be merciful to me a sinner” is the 
first and last prayer of the Christian. Repentance is a 
change in the mind, and the mind of the believer has 
to be course-corrected every day, like a ship voyaging 
through the waves and currents.

Thesis 6 states: “The pope cannot remit any guilt, 
except by declaring that it has been remitted by 
God...”. If a person says to you, “I forgive you”, when 
you tell him you are sorry for the wrong you have done 
to him, that does not take away your guilt before God. 
Our repentance must be “toward God” (Acts 20:21), 
and we can only declare a person forgiven if he or 
she has received forgiveness from God. Luther goes 
on to insist, “God remits guilt to no one whom He 
does not, at the same time, humble in all things...” 
(Thesis 7). Thus those who parade a proud spirit give 
no evidence that they are forgiven, for this blessedness 
belongs to “the poor in spirit”, and “they that mourn” 
(Matt. 5:3,4). Luther says: “They will be condemned 
eternally, together with their teachers, who believe 
themselves sure of their salvation because they 
have letters of pardon.” (Thesis 32) Indulgences gave 

the Roman Church great power over people, but the 
church cannot infallibly pronounce an individual to be 
saved; only the Lord knows “them that are his” (2 Tim. 
2:19). Those who trust in the church for salvation will 
receive a due reward for their folly.

Thesis 36 proclaims: “Every truly repentant 
Christian has a right to full remission of penalty 
and guilt, even without letters of pardon.” In 
other words, the believer has a right to it from God, 
whether the church (Rome in this instance) agrees 
with the doctrine or not. Luther emphasises the “truly 
repentant”, because there is a pseudo-repentance 
mentioned in Scripture, as seen in Esau, Simon Magus 
and Judas Iscariot. Their walk was not according to 
their talk; they did not bring forth “fruits meet for 
repentance” (Matt. 3:8) in their lives. Daily repentance 
requires daily self-examination – another doctrine 
which is frowned upon by the modern church.

Thesis 37 affirms: “Every true Christian, whether 
living or dead, has part in all the blessings of Christ 
and the Church...”. The believer has the whole Christ 
and forever, and there is no ‘purgatory’. In heaven the 
saints are, as Toplady said, “more happy, but not more 
secure” than they are on earth. Their justification 
cannot increase, as there is no condemnation to them 
here (Rom. 8:1); their justification is as unchangeable 
as Christ Himself.

Thesis 62 states: “The true treasure of the 
Church is the Most Holy Gospel of the glory and 
grace of God.” God gives grace to elect sinners, a free 
and sovereign action. To view salvation as due to man’s 
merits, works or efforts is to detract from God’s glory 
as manifested in the finished work of Christ, declared 
in the gospel (Rom. 9:15,16; 10:4). Peace with God 
comes through Christ’s blood, shed on the cross and 
applied to the soul by the Spirit (Col. 1:20; Gal. 5:22). 
So Luther declares, referring to Jeremiah 6:14: “Away, 
then, with all those prophets who say to the people 
of Christ, ‘Peace, peace,’ where there is no peace!” 
(Thesis 92) The terms of discipleship are, “no cross, no 
crown”, and Luther says that to reject these terms is to 
choose a false peace and a false security: “Christians 
are to be exhorted that they be diligent in following 
Christ, their Head, through penalties, deaths, and 
hell; And thus be confident of entering into heaven 
rather through many tribulations, than through 
the assurance of peace.” (Theses 94 & 95) “The Lord 
redeems his servants’ souls; none perish that him 
trust.” (Metrical Psalm 34.22)

PRACTICAL RELIGION

Luther’s 95 Theses
Rev. James Clark
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Opening of Aberdeen Church  (Rev. Timothy McGlynn)

At 2.00pm on Saturday 2nd September a 
congregation of around eighty gathered to give 
thanks for the provision of the church building 

in Aberdeen. The weather was lovely and those who 
gathered came from near and far. The previous weeks 
had been busy ones for the congregation as we sought 
to get ready for the “big day”, while still fulfilling all our 
regular duties. During the final week some last-minute 
painting had been completed and cleaners were 
brought in to help with the preparations. However, as 
the day arrived it became apparent that everything 
was coming together beautifully.

The service began with praise and two of the local 
precentors (Alex Watt and Kevin Macdonald) led the 
singing. One of the guests commented that she had 
never heard such heartfelt singing in her life (she sings 
regularly in a choir) and was delighted to be present. 
The joy and thankfulness of the occasion was apparent 
from the first singing (Psalm 122) to the concluding 
notes of Psalm 133 before the benediction.

Rev. Harry Woods (Moderator of the Inverness 
Presbytery) then opened in prayer for the proceedings 
and the work of the congregation from the new building 
in the days and years ahead. He along with many others 
from neighbouring congregations in the Presbytery 
had come to rejoice with the folk in Aberdeen. Later on 

Mr Woods guided some of the visiting guests around 
the new premises.

The minister of the Aberdeen congregation led 
proceedings and gave a short account of the events 
surrounding the purchase of the building in Mastrick. 
He noted the appropriate nature of the new address 
(the church being on “Long Walk Road”), in the light of 
seventeen years of wandering, from the days of those 
who stood for truth at the beginning (Tony and Sandra 
Horne, Duncan Macdonald and others), through the 
days of Rev. David Blunt, (who sent his warm good 
wishes as sadly he could not be present) until the 
purchase of the church building earlier this year.

CHURCH NEWS
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The Aberdeen congregation and friends celebrate the opening of their new building

Visitors at the opening
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Church News

Rev. Maurice Roberts preached from Titus 2:11-12 
with clarity and sincerity, challenging the congregation 
to ensure that the true religion of the Bible is always 
at the heart of all they do, and that their lives exhibit 
the holiness expected of those who profess godliness. 
In an age of infidelity and a day of uncertainty it was 
a delight to hear such a faithful and clear exposition 
of God’s Word, which resonated in the hearts of young 
and old alike.

Following the benediction everyone gathered for a 
group photograph [see rear cover] to give a pictorial 
record of the day and then a buffet was provided 
for all those who had gathered. As the ladies of the 
congregation set to work, ensuring all went smoothly, 
the guests enjoyed the good things provided. Seating 
was moved, tables appeared, and as the people 
returned from getting their food they found things 
ready for them. As the ladies laboured away the guests 
looked round the new premises and shared a most 
enjoyable time of friendly conversation and spiritual 
fellowship.

As people drifted away one by one the folk from 
the congregation and some friends tidied and cleaned 
to make sure everything was ready for the following 
day. Rev. Murdo Macleod (Snizort) and Mr McGlynn 
(Aberdeen) preached to the congregation from 
Numbers Chapter 2 and Hebrews 13:13 respectively 
on the Lord’s Day. When all but a few remained, as we 
were about to leave there was a time for a final singing 
and a prayer. The singing, Psalm 23, was marked by 
such a wonderful mix of melodious sweetness and 
profound spiritual depth, that it will linger long in the 
memories of those present. The Lord had been in the 
midst throughout all that was done and to Him be all 
the glory and the praise.

Seminary Opening (Rev. Henry Woods)

The official opening of the Free Church Seminary 
for the 2017-18 session took place on Tuesday 
12th September in Westhill Free Church 

(Continuing), Inverness. There was a good attendance 
of folk from the various congregations within the 
Inverness Presbytery, with some visitors from further 
afield.

The meeting was chaired by the Principal of 
the Seminary, Rev John Keddie, who after worship 
introduced the speaker, Rev. James I. Gracie 
(Edinburgh). Mr Gracie, who was appointed as Lecturer 
in Hebrew & Old Testament by the General Assembly 
in May, spoke from Genesis 1:1 on the doctrine of God 
as revealed in the first chapter of the Bible.

Afterwards Mr Keddie presented the Seminary 
Diploma to Dr David Chin, a private student from 
Singapore who has now completed the course, having 
begun his studies when the Seminary first began in 
2003 – an example of determined perseverance if ever 
there was one!

Following the proceedings the folk enjoyed the 
refreshments which had been kindly provided and a 
time of fellowship with one another.

There are currently two men in the Seminary who 
are preparing for the ministry of our Church, both in 
their second year of studies: Mr Thomas Buchanan 
(Ballyclare & Doagh), and Mr Thomas Budgen 
(Stornoway). Please pray for these men and for the 
lecturers in the Seminary.

Muslim Youths ‘Beat Drums of War’ in Nigeria 
(Elizabeth Kendal, Religious Liberty Prayer Bulletin)
This year marks the 50th anniversary of the Biafra 
War (1967-1970), a war in which Nigeria’s Muslim-
dominated military junta crushed the separatist 
aspirations of the predominantly Christian Igbo. 
Whilst the Igbo are indigenous to the south-east, they 
live and work all over Nigeria, excelling in business 
and administration. On 6 June a coalition of Northern 
Muslim youth groups warned all Igbo in the North 
to leave before 1 October or be evicted forcibly. The 
threat has a precedent – in 1966 an ethnic cleansing 
campaign targeting Igbo in the North left some 30,000 
Igbo dead and more than 1.3 million displaced. 
Tensions are soaring once again. Anti-Igbo hate speech 
is proliferating across the Muslim North. Many fear a 
crisis is imminent. Please pray for peace in Nigeria and 
for its Christians.

Dr David Chin (r) receiving his Seminary Diploma
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EVANGELICAL CELEBRITIES
The Danger of Personality Preachers

In his biography of John Milne of Perth, Horatius 
Bonar says: “The Church’s danger ever has been to 
substitute a ministry of the intellect for a ministry 

of the Spirit; to confide in the human instead of the 
superhuman.” Today this has gone to such an extent 
that certain personalities have become untouchable, 
even when they are blatantly in the wrong; it seems that 
they are too valuable to reprove, rebuke or discipline. 
Initially their popularity may seem innocuous, but 
when the Church takes the glory from Christ, and 
transfers it to men, the inevitable happens, to the 
shock and despair of the Lord’s people. How does this 
come about?

First, while online sermons are a great boon for 
many, it can affect the sacred bond between pastor 
and people. Those who use social media to express 
their adulation for ‘celebrity’ preachers from other 
denominations and other countries, extolling their 
gifts and their ‘great’ sermons, seem unable to do the 
same for their own ministers. Are these men not called 
of God too?

Second, while there are numerous conferences 
arranged across the nation, it seems that only those 
speakers considered to be ‘names’ are deemed worthy 
of being invited to them, in order to ‘draw the crowd’. 
Is not this sort of ministry, with its backslapping and 
carnal praise, a danger even for men we highly esteem 
and respect? And does it not introduce an artificiality 
into the life of the church, when the Lord in His 
wisdom has appointed local congregations, with their 
undershepherds, as the sphere where He is pleased to 
bless His sheep?

What kind of spirituality is this, that ignores the 
many faithful ministers who go about their work 
humbly, and care diligently for their people? Earlier in 
his biography Bonar writes: “it would have been better 
for us had we, as a Church, forborne some subsequent 
boasts, and allowed our doings and success to speak 
for themselves”. If we are to make any boasts, let it 
be in the cross of Christ. When believers are dazzled 
by individuals, we must conclude that idolatry has 
come, and worse, that a kind of apostasy has begun. 
Pride among the Jews, followed by unbelief, was the 
reason for their being broken off from the church, 
and Paul warns Gentile Christians of the same danger 
(Rom. 11:20,21). It applies to us in the Free Church 
(Continuing) today, and to all other churches.

GENDER AGENDA
The Growth of Sexual Confusion

It seems that gender is the main focus at present for 
those who are determined to reshape our moral 
norms. An example is the way in which more and 

more places, including schools, universities and public 
buildings, are introducing ‘gender-neutral’ toilets. This 
move is both repugnant and ridiculous. Our objection 
has nothing to do with us being mere traditionalists, 
or totally resistant to change; it is simply a matter 
of truth. For years Christians have been mocked by 
the liberal establishment as being ‘anti-science’, yet 
those who believe the Bible have been proven correct 
time and again. For instance, it was once insisted that 
homosexuality had a scientific basis, but that claim 
has long since been ditched. With ‘transgenderism’ 
however, any thought of appealing to science has been 
abandoned completely, for in this latest progressive fad, 
feelings trump biology. Reality is now being replaced by 
fantasy.

There has been another twist in the gender saga 
involving the National Trust for England, Wales and 
Northern Ireland, a body founded in 1895 to enable 
landowners to give away land and property to the nation 
in lieu of inheritance tax. Following its attempt in August 
to force some of its volunteers to wear badges showing 
support for the whole LGBT agenda, this year the Trust’s 
annual survey sent to its volunteers contains for the first 
time questions about ‘gender identity’. Respondents are 
asked to indicate whether they are “Female”, “Male”, 
“Trans”, “Non-binary”, “Intersex” or would “Prefer not 
to say”. There are questions on ‘sexual orientation’ too. 
While the survey is not compulsory, the mere existence 
of these questions suggests that the Trust is determined 
to push the revolutionary sexual attitudes of our day. 
Members and supporters of the Trust should demand 
that the organisation cease from social engineering and 
revert to its original aims.

Finally, Dr Helen Webberley, a ‘gender specialist’ 
who runs a private clinic in Abergavenny, Wales, has 
argued that babies should not be assigned the label 
‘boy’ or ‘girl’ at birth. She thinks that setting a gender 
identity may not be necessary at all, and that it should 
not matter where on the ‘gender spectrum’ we choose 
to sit. Yet gender ought to be a matter of scientific fact, 
not personal preference. Webberley is currently under 
investigation by the General Medical Council over 
complaints from other GPs about her giving sex-change 
hormones to children as young as 12.

COMMENT
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LUTHER AND SCOTLAND
A Vital Connection

Rev. Alasdair J. Macleod

The publication by Martin Luther of his Ninety-
Five Theses in 1517 began the Protestant 
Reformation in Europe. Scotland would not 

embrace national reformation until 1560, nearly 
fifteen years after Luther’s death, but we would be 
quite wrong to conclude that Luther had little impact 
on Scotland. Rather, Luther’s challenge to Rome was 
welcomed and embraced by many individual Scots, his 
message of justification by faith alone was preached 
and the doctrine from Wittenberg undoubtedly laid 
the foundation for the Reformation that was to come 
later.

Luther’s writings created an immediate sensation 
throughout Europe: his Latin writings are known 
to have reached England as early as March 1518, 
and no doubt began to be circulated in Scotland at 
the same time, or very shortly afterwards. We have 
definite evidence of Luther’s books being circulated 
in Scotland prior to May 1524, as a Frenchman was 
convicted of this “crime”, and later burnt at the stake 
in Paris. In 1525, the Scottish Parliament passed an act 
explicitly banning “ony bukys or verkys of the saide 
Lutheris, his disciplis or seruandis”, and the confession 
of Lutheran opinions. By 1527, Lutheran books 
translated into English were being covertly shipped 
to St Andrews, and no doubt also copies of Tyndale’s 
English translation of the New Testament, which was 
printed at Worms. Furthermore, Luther’s songs were 
translated into English, and proved a potent means of 
reaching the largely illiterate masses with Protestant 
ideas: some Lutheran songs are known to have 
circulated in Scotland, and were later published in The 
Good and Godly Ballads.

We shall take a brief look at some of the leading 
Scottish proponents of Lutheran Protestantism.

1) Patrick Hamilton (1504-1528)
The first major Scottish preacher of Lutheranism was 
Patrick Hamilton, a descendant of the Scottish nobility, 
who was appointed at the age of thirteen as Abbot of 
Fearn in Ross-shire, granting him an income from the 
Abbey – though it is not known if he ever visited it. 
Hamilton studied in Paris from 1517 to 1520, where he 
would have encountered debates on early Lutheranism, 
and then went on to Louvain to study under the 
Greek scholar Erasmus. In 1523 Hamilton returned 
to Scotland, joining the University of St Andrews and 
becoming a Master in the Faculty of Arts. However, in 
1527 he was accused of promoting Lutheran opinions, 

and fled to the continent with three friends. He went 
to Germany, and studied directly under Luther and 
Melanchthon, and wrote a theological work of his own, 
known to later generations as Patrick’s Places. This 
text, which is really a set of doctrinal theses, dealt with 
key Reformation topics, particularly the distinction 
between the law and the gospel, justification by faith 
alone, and the place of good works. It is a Lutheran 
work, but one that exhibits both the ability and 
originality of thought of its accomplished author.

Hamilton returned to Scotland shortly afterwards, 
married and had a daughter, and spent his time 

preaching Protestant doctrine. This work soon brought 
him to the attention of the church authorities, and he 
was summoned to St Andrews. In February 1528 he 
was convicted of heresy, and sentenced to be burnt at 
the stake. Despite great suffering as a result of a slow 
fire, Hamilton cried out, “Lord Jesus, receave my spreit! 
How long shall darknes owerquhelme this realme?” 

CHURCH HISTORY

Portrait of Patrick Hamilton by John Scougal

“Lord Jesus, receave 
my spreit! How 
long shall darknes 
owerquhelme this 
realme?”
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However, Hamilton’s dying testimony gave great force 
to his message, so that, as John Knox later remarked, 
“the reik of Maister Patrick Hammyltoun hes infected 
as many as it blew upoun.”

2) John Gau (c.1495-1553)
John Gau (pronounced “Gow”) was the first Lutheran 
who wrote in the Scots language. He was born in 
Perth around 1495, and educated at St Andrews, 

graduating with an MA in 1511. He may have remained 
at the University as a teacher over the next couple of 
decades, perhaps as part of the evangelical circle there 
that included Patrick Hamilton, though no definite 
information exists. He eventually travelled abroad, 
to Scandinavia, and seems to have settled in the city 
of Malmö, now in Sweden but at that time part of the 
kingdom of Denmark. There he acquired fluency in 
the Danish language. The reason for his emigration 
is not known, but if he was known as a Protestant 
sympathiser in Scotland, then there may have been 
great danger in his continued residence in his native 
land following the martyrdom of Patrick Hamilton at 
St Andrews in 1528. By contrast, there had already 
been a significant reformation along Lutheran lines 
in Malmö, and Gau may have become chaplain to the 
substantial Scots mercantile community there.

In 1533, Gau published his one book, The Right 
Way to the Kingdom of Heaven, a broad translation 
into the Scots language of a Danish work by the early 
Lutheran theologian Christiern Pederson. Gau added 
material by Hamilton and Luther to the original text, 
compressing and expanding the text freely. The whole 
is more a work of compilation than of composition, but 
plainly one that reflected Gau’s own convictions. In the 
book, Gau expounded the Ten Commandments, the 
Apostles’ Creed, the Lord’s Prayer, and the “Ave Maria” 
(the blessing pronounced upon Mary in Luke 1:26-38), 
with an epistle to the Scottish nobility concluding the 
text. The theology of his writing was very distinctly 
Lutheran, both in its strengths and in its defects, 
particularly a very unsatisfactory assertion of the real 
presence in the elements of the Lord’s Supper.

Interestingly, the focus of the work is didactic and 
devotional, rather than controversial, and thus Gau 
plainly anticipated a ready readership for his book in 
Scots, with an appetite for Lutheran theology, even as 

early as 1533. Sadly, it seems that many of the books, 
sent across the sea from Malmö, were intercepted and 
destroyed by customs officials, but doubtless some 
copies circulated and benefited the early Scottish 
Protestants. Gau later married, and ministered in 
Copenhagen, where he died in 1553.

3) Alexander Alane (‘Alesius’) (1500-1565)
The most internationally significant Scots reformer 
before Knox, Alexander Alane was born in Edinburgh 
in 1500. He was educated at St Andrews from 1512, 
and was later ordained, becoming a canon of the 
cathedral. Initially, he used his considerable learning to 
oppose and denounce the early circulation of Lutheran 
teaching, in a course of lectures at St Andrews. When 
Patrick Hamilton was facing charges of heresy in 1528, 
Alane engaged him in a series of debates, believing 
that he could reclaim the younger man for the Church 
of Rome. Instead, Alane found his own eyes opened 
by these discussions, and found that he could not 
condone the execution of Hamilton. Alane’s subsequent 
preaching of a message of moral reform of the Church 
greatly offended his Prior, John Hepburn, and after a 
period of harsh imprisonment, his friends helped him 

to escape to the continent in 1531. Alane spent time 
in Malmö and Cologne, where undoubtedly he would 
have heard more of Lutheran doctrine. Eventually, in 
October 1532, he travelled to Wittenberg and enrolled 
as a student under Melanchthon, subscribing the 
Lutheran Augsburg Confession.

Now known by the nickname ‘Alesius’, he began 
to write in defence of Lutheranism, publishing an 
open letter to James V of Scotland in 1533 defending 
the reading of the Scriptures in translation. In 1535, 
he moved to London, and was appointed a reader at 
Cambridge by Thomas Cromwell, then Chancellor 
of the University. There he lectured on the Hebrew 
Scriptures, but had to resign eventually due to 
the intense opposition of the enemies of reform. 
Thereafter Alesius lived with his friend Thomas 
Cranmer at Lambeth Palace, and supported himself 
by practising medicine, while continuing to dispute 
publicly for Protestantism. In 1539, in response to the 
changing political situation in England, he fled back to 
Germany, where he became Professor of Theology in 
the University of Frankfurt an der Oder early in 1540. 

“...there had already 
been a significant 
reformation along 
Lutheran lines in 
Malmö...”

“Now known 
by the nickname 
‘Alesius’, he began 
to write in defence of 
Lutheranism.”
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Two years later, he moved to a 
similar post in Leipzig, where 
he remained until his death.

Alesius retained a close 
interest in events in Scotland, 
and was disappointed that 
the Arran regency of 1543 
did not lead to more lasting 
reform. He addressed his 
Exhortation to the peace of 
piety to encourage the Scottish 
Protestants in 1544. He also published commentaries 
on First and Second Timothy, Titus, and the Gospel 
of John, along with two works on the Psalms and five 
on Romans. He wrote in defence of Melanchthon’s 
catechism, opposed the heresies of Andreas Osiander 
and Michael Servetus, and wrote on justification, 
the traditions of the apostles, the Lord’s Supper and 
Mass, the divine and human nature of Christ, and the 
Trinity. In total, he wrote over thirty books in Latin 
for the benefit of the Church. He also participated as a 
Lutheran in major conferences, including with Calvin at 
Worms in 1540. He lived to hear of the Reformation in 
Scotland, though he never returned there. He married, 
had at least five children, and died in 1565 at Leipzig.

4) Henry Balnaves (c.1502-1570)
Another early Scottish Protestant, Henry Balnaves 
was born around 1502 in Fife, and travelled as a 
young man on the continent, studying at Cologne, 
where he was likely exposed to Lutheran teaching. He 
returned to Scotland in 1527 and became a Master 
at St Andrews University, where he apparently went 
on to study law, as he was admitted as an Advocate 
at the Court of Session some time before 1537. In 
1538 he became a judge, and a commissioner to the 
Scottish Parliament. He became prominent in political 
circles, serving as Secretary of State under the regent 
Arran in 1543, and showed reforming sympathies in 
that office, supporting a change in the law to permit 
the circulation of the Scriptures in translation. The 
changing political situation saw him lose his position, 
and he was imprisoned in Blackness Castle from 
November 1543 to May 1544. In 1546 he showed his 
Protestant colours by joining the fugitives who had 
taken refuge in the Castle of St Andrews. There he was 
one of those who prevailed on the young John Knox to 
preach for the first time.

After the Castle fell, Balnaves was imprisoned 
at Rouen in France, and there wrote his important 
treatise, Confession of Faith Concerning the Article of 
Justification. When Knox’s galley was briefly at anchor 
near that city, Balnaves managed to get the manuscript 
conveyed to the reformer, who read the work with great 
appreciation. Knox took the manuscript, made certain 
additions, including chapter divisions and summaries 
and marginal notations, and gave it a strongly-worded 

commendation as ‘most 
profitable’. Knox’s secretary 
Richard Bannatyne found the 
manuscript in 1584 amongst 
the reformer’s papers, and 
had it published in Edinburgh. 
The text is an original treatise 
on justification, both able 
and comprehensive, written 
in Scots and intended 
to encourage suffering 

Protestants. It draws on Lutheran literature, though 
without attributed quotations from Luther or any 
other Protestant author. It was later included in the 
six-volume edition of Knox’s Works, and remains in 
print today.

Balnaves was released around 1550, but lived on 
in France for some years, where he formed a close 
friendship with the young James Melville, later a 
prominent Presbyterian minister and brother of 
Andrew, whom he called his ‘adopted son’. He returned 
to Scotland in 1556, where he was reunited with his 
wife and had his confiscated lands returned. After 
the Reformation, he was able to take up his seat on 
the bench once more as a judge in 1563, and that 
December he was named as one of the Commissioners 
appointed to revise the Book of Discipline. He died at 
Leith in February 1570.

Conclusion
The individuals referred to here are only examples: 
other Scottish proponents of Lutheran Protestantism 
included Alexander Seton, who preached evangelical 
doctrine in St Andrews in the mid-1530s, until forced 
to flee to England; and John Johnstone, an eyewitness 
of Hamilton’s execution, who resorted to Malmö, and 
published a Lutheran discourse there in 1536. Others 
paid a heavier price for their Lutheran convictions: a 
young man named Henry Forrest was martyred at St 
Andrews around 1533, and in 1534, David Straitoun of 
Lauriston and Norman Gourlay, priest, were burned at 
Greenside, Edinburgh.

From the late 1530s onwards however, it was 
the Swiss influence that prevailed in Scottish 
Protestantism, and increasingly the theology of Calvin. 
When the Reformation eventually came to Scotland, it 
looked to Geneva for leadership. We are thankful for 
that: Luther was a courageous pioneer of the truth, 
but retained some Romish errors, most notably with 
regard to the Lord’s Supper. The Reformation of 1560 
brought clearer light, but undoubtedly rested on the 
foundation laid by the Scottish disciples of Luther.

(A volume from the Scottish Reformation Society, 
entitled Scotland’s Debt to Martin Luther, is forthcoming, 
and will explore this subject in more detail.)

“From the late 1530s 
onwards however, it 
was the Swiss influence 
that prevailed in 
Scottish Protestantism.”
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LUTHER’S TRANSLATION 
OF THE SCRIPTURES

(Taken from The History of the Reformation of 
the Sixteenth Century by J.H. Merle d’Aubigné)

While Luther was thus struggling against error, 
as if he were still in the midst of the battle, he 
was also labouring in his retirement of the 

Wartburg [a castle overlooking the town of Eisenach 
in the centre of Germany], as if he had no concern in 
what was going on in the world. The hour had come in 
which the Reformation, from being a mere theological 
question, was to become the life of the people; and 
yet the great engine by which this progress was to 
be effected was not yet in being. This powerful and 
mighty instrument, destined to hurl its thunderbolts 
from every side against the proud edifice of Rome, 
throw down its walls, cast off the enormous weight 
of the papacy under which the Church lay stifled, and 
communicate an impulse to the whole human race 
which would not be lost until the end of time, – this 
instrument was to go forth from the old castle of the 
Wartburg, and enter the world on the same day that 
terminated the reformer’s captivity.

The farther the Church was removed from the time 
when Jesus, the true Light of the world, was on the 
earth, the greater was her need of the torch of God’s 
Word, ordained to transmit the brightness of Jesus 

Christ to the men of the latter days. But this Divine 
Word was at that time hidden from the people. Several 
unsuccessful attempts at translation from the Vulgate 
had been made in 1477, 1490, and in 1518; they were 
almost unintelligible, and from their high price beyond 
the reach of the people. It had even been prohibited to 

give the German Church the Bible in the vulgar tongue. 
Besides which, the number of those who were able to 
read did not become considerable until there existed 
in the German language a book of lively and universal 
interest.

Luther was called to present his nation with the 
Scriptures of God. That same God who had conducted 
St. John to Patmos, there to write his revelation, had 

A copy of Luther’s German Bible

“The wants of the 
Church spoke loudly; 
they called for this 
great work; and Luther, 
by his own inward 
experience, was to be 
led to perform it.”

CHURCH HISTORY
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confined Luther in the Wartburg, there to translate 
His Word. This great task, which it would have been 
difficult for him to have undertaken in the midst of the 
cares and occupations of Wittenberg, was to establish 
the new building on the primitive rock, and, after the 
lapse of so many ages, lead Christians back from the 
subtleties of the schoolmen to the pure foundation-
head of redemption and salvation.

The wants of the Church spoke loudly; they called 
for this great work; and Luther, by his own inward 
experience, was to be led to perform it. In truth, he 
discovered in faith that repose of the soul which his 
agitated conscience and his monastic ideas had long 
induced him to seek in his own merits and holiness. The 
doctrine of the Church, the scholastic theology, knew 
nothing of the consolations that proceed from faith; 
but the Scriptures proclaim them with great force, and 
there it was that he had found them. Faith in the Word 
of God had made him free. By it he felt emancipated 
from the dogmatical authority of the Church, from 
its hierarchy and traditions, from the opinions of 
the schoolmen, the power of prejudice, and from 
every human ordinance. Those strong and numerous 
bonds which for centuries had enchained and stifled 
Christendom, were snapped asunder, broken in pieces, 
and scattered round him; and he nobly raised his head 
freed from all authority except that of the Word. This 
independence of man, this submission to God, which he 
had learned in the Holy Scriptures, he desired to impart 

to the Church. But before he could communicate them, 
it was necessary to set before it the revelations of God. 
A powerful hand was wanted to unlock the massive 
gates of that arsenal of God’s Word from which Luther 
had taken his arms, and to open to the people against 
the day of battle those vaults and antique halls which 
for many ages no foot had ever trod.

Luther had already translated several fragments of 
the Holy Scripture; the seven penitential Psalms had 
been his first task. John the Baptist, Christ himself, 
and the Reformation had begun alike by calling men 
to repentance. It is the principle of every regeneration 
in the individual man, and in the whole human race. 
These essays had been eagerly received; men longed to 
have more; and this voice of the people was considered 
by Luther as the voice of God himself. He resolved 
to reply to the call. He was a prisoner within those 

lofty walls; what of that! He will devote his leisure to 
translating the Word of God into the language of his 
countrymen. Erelong this Word will be seen descending 
from the Wartburg with him; circulating among the 
people of Germany, and putting them in possession 
of those spiritual treasures hitherto shut up within 
the hearts of a few pious men. “Would that this one 
book”, exclaimed Luther, “were in every language, in 
every hand, before the eyes, and in the ears and hearts 
of all men!” Admirable words, which, after a lapse of 
three centuries, an illustrious body, translating the 
Bible into the mother-tongue of every nation upon 
earth, has undertaken to realize. “Scripture without 
any comment”, said he again, “is the sun whence all 
teachers receive their light.”

Such are the principles of Christianity and of the 
Reformation. According to these venerable words, we 
should not consult the Fathers to throw light upon 
Scripture, but Scripture to explain the Fathers. The 
reformers and the apostles set up the Word of God as 
the only light, as they exalt the sacrifice of Christ as 
the only righteousness. By mingling any authority of 
man with this absolute authority of God, or any human 
righteousness with this perfect righteousness of 
Christ, we vitiate both the foundations of Christianity. 
These are the two fundamental heresies of Rome, and 
which, although doubtless in a smaller degree, some 
teachers were desirous of introducing into the bosom 
of the Reformation.

Luther opened the Greek originals of the evangelists 
and apostles, and undertook the difficult task of 
making these divine teachers speak his mother tongue. 
Important crisis in the history of the Reformation! 
From that time the Reformation was no longer in the 
hands of the reformer. The Bible came forward; Luther 
withdrew. God appeared, and man disappeared. 
The reformer placed THE BOOK in the hands of his 
contemporaries. Each one may now hear the voice of 
God for himself; as for Luther, henceforth he mingles 
with the crowd, and takes his station in the ranks of 
those who come to draw from the common fountain of 
light and life.

“John the Baptist, 
Christ himself, and the 
Reformation had begun 
alike by calling men to 
repentance.”

“‘Would that this one 
book’, exclaimed 
Luther, ‘were in every 
language, in every 
hand, before the eyes, 
and in the ears and 
hearts of all men!’”



October 201718

Meet Martin Luther
Anthony T. Selvaggio, 
Reformation Heritage 
Books, pbk, 156pp, 
£6.00

Few human lives 
have had the 
significance of that 

of Martin Luther. His 
own personal spiritual 
experiences were not 
just a preparation for the 
Protestant Reformation, 
they were its beginning. 
In his soul, Luther 
experienced the fearful 
emptiness of the false gospel of Rome, and the joyous 
discovery of grace alone, by faith alone, in Christ alone, 
on the authority of Scripture alone, to the glory of God 
alone.

From the spiritual drama of Luther’s inward 
search for justification, this narrative of his life then 
follows the battle on a far grander scale, as he dared 
to challenge the Pope of Rome himself, in his claims 
of authority and in his false teachings. From his public 
challenge to the sale of indulgences in 1517, Luther’s 
conflict with Rome rapidly escalated, until by the late 
1520s it was apparent that a whole new church had 
formed around Luther in Germany – one teaching a 
wholly different gospel – that of the New Testament. 
From there, the Protestant ‘heresy’ spread rapidly 
throughout Europe, begetting new spiritual life 
wherever it was proclaimed.

This little paperback (just seven inches tall) is sub-
titled “A Sketch of the Reformer’s Life” and fulfils that 
purpose admirably. Selvaggio, a seminary lecturer in 
Canada, is not a Luther specialist, but he has drawn 
from the major scholarly biographies to give a concise 
and readable account of the remarkable life of Luther. 
It does not replace longer works nor does it pretend to, 
but rather provides a valuable introduction.

Selvaggio commends Luther as the valiant hero and 
theological pioneer that he was, while not hesitating to 
admit his faults. Luther’s intransigence on the doctrine 
of the Lord’s Supper shattered the unity of the early 
Protestant Church; his engagement in controversy 
could be gravely inconsistent, and, in his later years, 
he became embittered and unworthy; worst of all, he 
wrote a vile pamphlet against the Jews, cited by the 
Nazis four centuries later as a justification of their 
atrocities. But if Luther’s faults were on a grand scale, 

his virtues were greater still, and his achievements, 
by the grace of God, are almost without parallel. By 
the time of his death, Protestantism had become a 
spiritual force that could not be crushed by military 
force or threat of punishment, however severe.

Christian believers, in this anniversary year, cannot 
afford to be ignorant of Luther: in his life and ministry, 
we see the gospel brought forth in all its richness 
and fullness after centuries of ignorance, declension 
and, worst of all, deliberate concealment. For those 
limited in time or reading capacity, Selvaggio will 
serve well the purpose of acquainting the reader with 
the reformer; let grandparents note, it would be an 
excellent gift for a teenage reader. Those of greater 
appetite could profitably turn to such staples as Roland 
Bainton’s classic biography, Here I Stand, or, best of all, 
Merle d’Aubigné’s masterly History of the Reformation 
in the Sixteenth Century, a book that reads, volume 
after volume, with all the drama of a novel and all the 
fervency of a writer who knew the joy of the Gospel 
he was finding revealed and proclaimed by Luther. 
A short extract is included elsewhere in this issue to 
whet the appetite.
Rev. Alasdair J. Macleod

95 Theses for Today
Reformation 
Scotland, pamphlet, 
34pp, £0.75

In this anniversary 
year, we are 
witnessing many 

c o m m e m o r a t i o n s 
of Luther’s historic 
public exhibition of 
the 95 theses against 
papal indulgences on 
31st October 1517. 
But if imitation is 
the sincerest form 
of flattery, then 
emulation of Luther’s action is highly appropriate, and 
much needed in 2017. This little pamphlet offers 95 
new theses to challenge the religious errors of our day.

The original 95 theses were highly specific, and the 
debate rapidly broadened beyond Luther’s original 
challenge. These twenty-first century theses address 
a much wider field, working logically through the 
theology and practice of the Christian faith. They 
are drawn directly from the Westminster Standards, 
(chiefly the Confession of Faith and the Larger 
Catechism) as the fullest and clearest exposition of 
mature Reformed theology, to issue a clarion call for 
reform in our day.

Carefully ordered, and attractively presented, these 
“Theses for Today” give a compelling presentation of 
the Reformed Faith.
Rev. Alasdair J. Macleod

BOOK
REVIEWS
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COMMUNION DATES
Communions are held on the following Sabbaths. Visitors should contact local ministers for times of the main services and 
the preparatory and thanksgiving services. Contact details may be found on the Church website.
October:       November:     December:
1     Ayr, Snizort      5     Arran, Edinburgh–St Columba’s,    10    Columbia
8    Cross, St Louis                       Kilmorack & Strathglass  
15  Ballyclare & Doagh, Greenville    12  Aberdeen, Tarbat
22  Atlanta, Knock & Point, Poolewe & Aultbea   19  Brora, Glasgow–Shettleston
29  Glasgow–Partick         26  Kiltearn 



“O come, let us sing unto the Lord: let us make a joyful noise to the rock 
of our salvation. Let us come before his presence with thanksgiving, 
and make a joyful noise unto him with psalms. For the Lord is a great 
God, and a great King above all gods.”

Psalm 95:1-3
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Opening of the Aberdeen congregation’s new place of worship (courtesy of Mr Donald Macleod)


