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THE BIRTH OF LUTHER
Martin Luther was born on 10th november 
1483 into a humble cottage in Eisleben, a 
small German village. He was named after 
the roman catholic Saint St Martin, and 
the day following his birth he was baptised 
in St Peter’s church by the local roman 
catholic Priest.

His father Hans Luther was a 
woodcutter who had a great 
interest in education and 
desired his family to 
share his passion. 
He was a devout 
roman catholic who 
was influenced by 
the culture of fear 
the roman catholic 
church imposed 
upon its members. 
Often he would pray 
at the bedside of his 
children, but sadly his 
prayers were directed 
to St anne or St Mary 
and not to the Lord. 
Luther said of his 

upbringing: “from childhood on I knew I 
had to turn pale when I heard the name of 
christ, for I was taught only to see him as 
a strict and fearful judge”.

THE EARLY EDUCATION OF LUTHER
Luther was educated from a young 

age in Latin, law, travel, education, 
government, and the church. 

He learnt the catechism, Ten 
commandments, apostles’ 
creed, Lord’s Prayer, formal 

prayers of the church, and 
various portions of scripture 

in Latin. He also 
sang in the choir 
of the church 
on the Sabbath 

Day and was 
noted for being 
a gifted singer.

In 1497, When 
Luther was 

fourteen, his 
father decided he 

should attend 

Rev. Craig Dennison
Gardenstown

 LutherMartin

HIS EARLY LIFE AND HIS DISCOVERY OF 
THE DOCTRINE OF JUSTIFICATION
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a great career in law ahead of him, there 
was an inner struggle within the soul of 
Luther. He lived in constant fear of God. 
He was acutely aware of his sins which 
hindered him from fellowship with God and 
from obtaining everlasting life. The more he 
read of scripture, the more he feared the 
holiness of God and wept over his sins. 

as fears gripped him, Luther began to 
consider a career away from law and with 
the church instead, hoping this would ease 
his troubled conscience. On the occasion 
of the death of one of his closest friends, 
Luther asked himself: “what would become 
of me if I were to die suddenly?”

Luther decided to return home during the 
university vacation in July 1505. However, 
on his return to Erfurt, he encountered 
a terrible storm. as he witnessed the 
lightening and thunder, his thoughts were 

the Franciscan School at Magdeburg. 
although the education was free, living 
expenses were not. Martin could not survive 
on the small amount of money his father 
sent him so he was forced to beg. This was 
not an unusual practice as it was considered 
at the time an ‘honourable occupation’.

When Hans Luther heard of the poverty 
endured by his son, he transferred him to 
Eisenach, where some members of his 
family lived, hoping they would care for 
Martin. Sadly, Luther found the conditions 
the same, and still had to beg for food.

Martin Luther struggled in Eisenach, and 
even considered returning home to work 
for his father when God in His gracious 
providence touched the heart of a woman 
called Ursula cotta, the wife of a wealthy 
businessman. She had been impressed 
by Martin’s singing in the church choir and 
his academic ability. She and her husband 
insisted Martin come to live with them to 
complete his education. In return for their 
kind hospitality Luther spent many hours 
tutoring their children. 

HIS TIME AT ERFURT
When Luther turned seventeen, his 
father decided he should attend the 
well-respected University of Erfurt to study 
law. Luther excelled at university. He spent 
many hours in the library devouring books. 
His long-time friend Philip Melanchthon 
said “Luther shone in his early years. The 
whole university admired his genius”.

For Luther, each day commenced with 
prayer and attendance at the university 
church. although trapped in the darkness 
of roman catholicism, Luther was aware 
of his dependence upon God for everything 
in life.

full of death, judgment and eternity. He 
said he felt as though he were about to be 
consumed by the very fires of hell. He felt 
he was surrounded with the anguish and 
terror of death and he was conscious of the 
anger of God in that storm. He feared God 
was about to snatch him from the earth to 
face the judgment seat of christ the King. 

When a flash of lightening struck the earth 
nearby, Luther was thrown to the ground. 
He was fearful  Satan was about to grab 
him and throw him into the fires of hell. 
Looking up to the sky he prayed “St anne, 
help me and I will become a monk”. Luther 
had made a vow to God, and it was a vow 
he would keep if God spared his life.

ENTERING THE MONASTERY 
On the 17th august 1505 aged twenty-
one, Luther entered the augustinian 
monastery as he believed it was the most 

It was in the year 1502, in the university 
library that Martin Luther first saw a Bible. It 
was a copy of the Latin Vulgate translated by 
Jerome. as Luther read through the Bible, 
his heart was beating with excitement and 
come the close of his session in the library 
Luther prayed: “oh that God would give 
me such a book for myself!” On various 
occasions Luther returned to the university 
library to read God’s Word again. It was 
during his time at Erfurt as he studied the 
Bible intensely, Luther became convinced 
God’s revealed will was to be found in the 
scriptures.

In this same year Luther obtained his 
first university degree, a Bachelor of Arts. 
However, the extensive study for his course, 
and the devotion to reading the Bible in his 
spare time led Luther to a state of physical 
exhaustion. His friends feared for his life, and 
Luther himself confessed to a priest: “I shall 
be called away from this world”. 
 
In 1503 Luther decided to return home for 
the Easter festival. as he was journeying, 
the small sword he carried pierced an 
artery in his leg, causing a deep would and 
massive blood loss. as a friend ran for help, 
Luther prayed: “O Mary, help me”. a doctor 
arrived to bandage the wound. That night 
the wound opened up again, and Luther 
once more prayed to Mary for help. as he 
reflected on this incident later in life, Luther 
said “at that time I should have died relying 
upon Mary”.

His academic success was recognised in 
1507 when he was admitted to the degree 
of Master of arts.

HIS SPIRITUAL STATE   
although Martin Luther seemed to have 
an enviable life as a brilliant student with 

Over door way: “I once burnt the Pope’s Decree in Wittenberg and I would be pleased to 
burn it again.”  Below and to the right: “May no one let go the faith (perhaps it might be 
better ‘the belief’) that God will do a great deed in him.”              
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spiritual in the city. Luther had great desires 
for his time in the monastery. He hoped to 
find deliverance from his conviction of sin 
through his good works of monasticism. 

Upon entering the monastery, Luther took 
the new name of ‘augustine’. His ordinary 
clothes were replaced with the robes of a 
novice monk. These were a white robe over 
which he wore a black cape and held them 
together with a black belt. His curly hair 
was cut and the crown of his head shaved 
to mark him out as a monk. 

as a monk, his duty was to maintain silence, 
pray, weep over sins, and quietly wait upon 
God. He was expected to walk through 
the monastery without talking to others, 
keeping his hands in his sleeves, and his 
eyes pointed down. Even during mealtimes 
the monks had to obey strict silence.

Luther would later recall of his experience 
in the monastery: “I was a monk for twenty 
years. I tortured myself with prayers, fasting, 
vigils and freezing. The frost alone might 
have killed me. It caused me pain such as 
I will never inflict on myself again, even if I 
could. What else did I seek by doing this 
but monastic order and my hard life? I did 
all this for the sake of God, not for money 
or goods...I wore myself out with fasts and 
prayers beyond what was common”.

Luther took all his duties as a monk 
seriously. Stammering during prayer 
or leaving out a word of a hymn were 
considered sins, which Luther considered 
to be hindering his relationship with God 
and hope of heaven. Luther stood apart 
from the other monks. They could not 
understand his deep concern of soul or his 
spiritual distress. He found no comfort or 
solace from those within the monastery. 
Luther did, however, always find comfort 
in books. The writings of augustine were a 
particular challenge to him. 

Then one day Luther found a Bible chained 
to the pulpit in the chapel. Luther spent 
hours reading scripture and committing it to 
memory. as he read the epistles of Paul, he 
was able to identify where augustine found 
his theology. as the Bible he was reading 
was a Latin one, he became convinced 
that to truly read the word of God, he would 
have to learn Hebrew and Greek, which he 
commenced to study. 

As Luther intensified his study, he began 
to neglect his prayer times. In order to 
make up his prayer times, he started going 
for long periods without sleep and fasting 
intensely. On one occasion, he went seven 
weeks without sleep. This was having a 
negative impact upon his health. He was 
described as looking like a walking corpse. 
One morning Luther did not appear for 
prayers, and the other monks found him 
semi conscious in his cell, struggling to 
breath, on the verge of death. 

Luther would later say of his time in the 
monastery: “I was indeed a pious monk 
and followed the rule of my order more 
strictly than I can express: if ever a monk 
could obtain heaven by his monkish works, 
I should certainly have been entitled to it”.

HIS ORDINATION AS A PRIEST
as a devout monk, Luther progressed 
through the ranks to become a priest. He 
was ordained as a priest on 2nd May 1507. 
This enabled him to perform the roman 
catholic sacrament of the mass. 

Performing the roman catholic sacrament 
of the mass was a terrifying experience 
for Luther. Believing he had the power 
to perform transubstantiation (that is the 
power to physically change the bread 
and wine into the literal body and blood of 
christ) was overwhelming to the mind of 
Luther and he was almost overcome by his 
own unworthiness to perform such a task.

JOHANN VON STAUPITZ
Johann Von Staupitz, was the Vicar-general 
of the augustinians in Germany. He was 
a God-fearing man who appears to have 
been enlightened by the Holy Spirit to see 
salvation was to be found in christ alone, 
and not through good works. 

When Staupitz first saw Luther, he saw a 
wasted man, downcast and dejected. He 
realised Luther was following the same path 
he himself had travelled many years before. 
He went out of his way to befriend Luther 
and Luther found a kindred spirit in whom he 
could confide and unburden his heart. One 
day Staupitz asked: “why do you torture 
yourself with these thoughts? Look at the 
wounds of christ, look at the blood of christ 
shed for you, it is there the grace of God 
will appear to you”. However Luther was still 
depending on his own efforts and replied: 
“I cannot and dare not come to God until 
I am a better man. I have not yet repented 
sufficiently”. Staupitz responded “Christ 
came to saved not good men, but sinners. 
Love God and you will have repented, there 
is no real repentance that does not begin in 
the love of God, and and there is no love 
to God that does not take its rise in an 
understanding of that mercy which offers to 
sinners freedom from sin through the blood 
of christ”. Before he left the monastery, 
Staupitz presented Luther with his most 
valuable possession - his own Bible. 

Luther now had a little more light in his soul, 
but his fears returned and he was soon ill 
again. an old monk visited him in his sick 
bed and repeated the apostles’ creed. 
When Luther heard the old man say the 
words “I believe in the forgiveness of sins”, 
he repeated them. The old monk realised 
that Luther did not grasp the meaning of 
the words and said: “you are to believe not 
merely in the forgiveness of David’s sins, 
and of Peter’s sins, you must believe in the 
forgiveness of your own sins”. These words 
were a flash of light to the soul of Luther. 
He now saw that forgiveness could not 
be earned by good works, but is an act of 
grace towards sinners through the finished 
work of christ on the cross.

Luther’s house
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HIS TRANSFER TO WITTENBERG 
It was during his visit to the Erfurt monastery 
that Staupitz decided Martin Luther should 
be involved in a spiritual work that would 
exercise his academic ability. In 1508, one 
year after his ordination as a priest, Luther 
was transferred to the town of Wittenberg, 
to teach at the newly created university.    

Wittenberg was different from Erfurt. It was 
a small town with a population of 2,000 
inhabitants situated on the banks of the 
river Elbe. The university was inspired and 
established by Elector Frederick of Saxony. 
at its commencement, the university had 
200 students from the ages of twelve to 
fifteen, and 22 professors, mainly from the 
augustinian Order.

Luther’s first stay at Wittenberg was short 
lived. While the university records state 
Luther had not satisfied the university 
requirements, Luther records he could not 
afford to support himself in Wittenberg, 
as his father would not provide him with 
expenses, nor would the augustinian 
Monastery in Erfurt. Luther was left with no 
option but to return to Erfurt.

HIS TRIP TO ROME
In the year 1510 Luther set out on the long 
journey for rome as part of a delegation to 
resolve a conflict in the Augustinian Order. 
as a devout roman catholic, he had 
always desired a pilgrimage to the city of 
the Pope. To Luther at this time, rome was 
comparable to the ‘holy of holies’ in the 
Old Testament Temple in Jerusalem. On 
approaching the city Luther fell to his knees 
and shouted: “Holy rome, I salute you”.

One of the greatest attractions at rome 
was the ‘Scalia Sancta’. These were the 
twenty-eight steps which led up to the 

Lateran chapel. It is popish folklore which 
claims these are the steps christ climbed 
when he was taken to Pilate’s palace. as a 
devout catholic, Luther climbed up these 
stairs, but God was speaking to him. The 
words ‘the just shall live by faith’ continued 
to trouble his soul. as he climbed up and 
down the supposed stairs of Pontius Pilate, 
reciting the Lord’s Prayer on each step, his 
disillusionment only increased. By the time 
he reached the top, he exclaimed, “Who 
knows if this is true?” He left the ‘Holy 
Stairs’ with less faith in them than when he 
first saw them.

When In Rome, Luther was horrified at how 
money could buy favourable decisions in the 
church. While he was there he witnessed 
marriages annulled, illegitimate children 
declared legitimate, positions in the church 
bought, all by the exchange of money. He 
would later comment, “no one can imagine 
the knavery, the horrible sinfulness and 
debauchery that are rampant in rome.” 
Despite witnessing further terrible scenes 
such as widespread crime, violence, and 
the immorality of the priesthood, Luther 
was pleased he had visited the city where 
his Pope lived.

HIS SECOND SPELL IN WITTENBERG
When Luther returned to Erfurt, Dr Staupitz 
sent him once again to Wittenberg to lecture 
and preach to the local augustinian monks, 
know as the ‘Black cloister’ because of 
the black clothing they wore. During his 
time here he also studied and received 
his Doctor of Divinity, later becoming the 
Professor of Divinity at Wittenberg. 

In his second spell at Wittenberg, Luther 
was more than a professor. He had began 
lecturing his students from Bible, beginning 
with Genesis in October 1512, continuing 

with Psalms, romans and then Galatians. 
Many of his sermons were topical, preaching 
against drunkenness, slandering, and the 
immorality, greed and blasphemy in the 
church of rome, which he still loved dearly. 
Luther even ventured to criticise Pope Julius 
II for his war against Venice, despite being a 
supporter of the Pope.

as Luther taught from the Bible, and was 
openly critical of the sin in his land, he gained 
prominence as a preacher and was invited to 
numerous meetings throughout Germany.

HIS DISCOVERY OF THE DOCTRINE OF 
JUSTIFICATION
at Wittenberg God began dealing with 
Luther with greater intensity. The conviction 
of his sin increased and Luther could not 
find peace for his soul. He spent hours in 
the confessional box, some days even as 
long as six hours, confessing his sin.

He continued to struggle to understand the 
‘righteousness of God’. When he read Psalm 
71:2 “deliver me in thy righteousness”, he 
was perplexed; how could the sinner be 
saved in God’s righteousness? 

He knew he had been trying to obtain God’s 
mercy through his own righteousness of 
good works. The words of romans 1:17 

continued to trouble him; “for therein is the 
righteousness of God revealed from faith to 
faith: as it is written, The just shall live by faith.”

While there is dispute over the exact date 
of his discovery and understanding of the 
Doctrine of Justification, many biographers 
and scholars suggests that it was in 
autumn 1515. 

In his small room in his monastery tower 
in autumn 1515, Luther read the words of 
Psalm 22:1 “My God, my God, why hast 
thou forsaken me?” at that moment the 
enlightenment of the Holy Spirit brought 
Martin Luther to realise that these words 
spoke of christ who had been divinely 
abandoned by the Father in order to 
become sin for his own elect people. The 
eyes of Luther were opened to see that 
christ had paid the penalty for the sins 
of his sheep, and it is the righteousness 
of christ he needed to receive, which is 
received by faith alone. 

regardless of the exact date, we can 
say that finally, Martin Luther had peace 
with God as he came to understand that 
Justification was an act of God’s free grace 
whereby the sinner is accepted by the 
imputed righteousness of christ, and lives 
by faith alone.

Wittenberg
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One passage of scripture which has 
sometimes puzzled students of the Bible 
is the following: “ye see then how that by 
works a man is justified and not by faith only” 
(James 2:24). The difficulty which orthodox 
writers have felt concerning this statement 
by James is that it seems to run counter to 
the teaching of the apostle Paul in many 
places of his writings. We might quote a few 
of Paul’s statements concerning Justification 
to clarify this point. He writes in this way. “For 
by grace are ye saved through faith; and 
that not of yourselves; it is the gift of God” 
(Ephesians 2:8).  again he writes: “Therefore 
we conclude that a man is justified by faith 
without the deeds of the law” (romans 
3:28).  Once more, Paul emphasizes the 
point that our works have no place in our 
Justification in these words: “Not by works 
of righteousness which we have done, but 
according to his mercy he saved us, by the 
washing of regeneration and renewing of the 
Holy Ghost” (Titus 3:5). It is very clear that 
in the teaching of the apostle Paul we are 
justified by faith and not by works.

The question then which we face is this: 
How are we to reconcile what Paul teaches 
in several places of his writings with what 
James teaches in his Epistle? We do not 
and must not say that these two biblical 
writers are inconsistent with one another. 
They are both equally inspired and both 
equally are moved by God in their writings 
to give us infallible truth.  consequently we 
may not attempt to correct James by Paul 
or to alter Paul to conform to James.  Both 
these writers, being moved by the Holy 
Spirit, are teaching us what is divine truth 
and revelation.  Had these apostolic men 
taught different methods of Justification the 
early church would have required to hold a 
special meeting to resolve the issues as we 
read of in acts 15.  This however they never 
did. The question we are faced with is a 
very important one: How are we to reconcile 
these apparently conflicting teachings in 
Paul and James?

Justification is a wonderful and a many-
sided gift of God.  It brings us into a right 

relationship with the Moral Law and 
removes all guilt from us in that it puts us in 
possession of the righteousness of the Lord 
Jesus Christ. However, Justification has 
more than one aspect to it.   In other words, 
the biblical writers look at the subject of 
Justification from various points of view and 
from various aspects.  This is clear when we 
read in Paul: “Much more then, being now 
justified by his blood, we shall be saved from 
wrath through him” (romans 5:9).

THREE ASPECTS OF JUSTIFICATION
When we bring all these teachings together 
and look at them, we have the following 
picture.  We are justified meritoriously 
by the blood of christ.  That is to say, we 
are cleansed from our sin and bright into a 
right relationship with God by the merits of 
christ’s death for us on the cross. at the 
same time the instrument, or the means, 
whereby we enjoy this blessed privilege is 
that of faith only.  neither our works nor our 
piety nor our Sanctification has any place in 
our Justification before God. 

James must not be interpreted as if he 
were contradicting Paul on the matter of 
the means whereby we are justified. Rather, 
he is referring in what he says to a different 
aspect of Justification.  We may refer to 
this as Declarative Justification.  By this 
term we mean, the way in which it is clear 
to other people that we are justified.  Before 
God we are justified only by faith in the Lord 
Jesus christ.  But before our fellow men we 
are justified by our good works.  

Why do we say that our good works have 
no place in our Justification before God?  
It is because there is no room for them to 
enter into consideration as the meritorious of 
procuring cause of Justification.  Our good 
works cannot purchase God’s pardon; but 

christ’s blood can.  Our good works are at 
best only our duty.   There is no such thing 
as works of “supererogation”.  That is to 
say, we can never be thought to give God 
more by way of good works than we strictly 
owe to Him.  Besides this, our best works 
themselves are always defiled and unworthy.  
consequently they cannot be any part of the 
price which procures our Justification. Only 
the blood of Jesus can procure this for us.

However, James in his Epistle tells us 
something which is of great importance.  
The fact is that although our good works 
have no place in our Justification they are 
in their own place necessary.  although the 
place of good works is not in the procuring 
cause of our Justification yet they are vital 
evidence that our Justification has really 
taken place and is not a mere empty 
profession of false piety.

Where people profess to be justified and yet 
have no godly life their profession of being 
justified must be regarded as suspect or 
even as worthless.  Saving faith, in other 
words, is never alone in a true believer but 
is always found accompanied by good 
works and by a God-honouring life-style. 

James uses two illustrations from the 
Old Testament to clarify his argument.  
abraham, he argues, is shown to us 
to be a man of faith, and therefore by 
implication to be justified. This we know by 
his obedience to God’s command to offer 
up Isaac on the altar (Genesis 22).  rahab 
too is recognised as a justified person by 
her works, which give clear evidence of 
her faith.  She received the spies and sent 
them another way.  Where people have no 
such good works we conclude that they 
have no genuine faith.  “Faith without works 
is dead” (James 2:26). 

Rev. Maurice Roberts
Inverness

Justification
A WONDERFUL GIFT

Rev. Maurice Roberts
Inverness
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THE PROBLEM OF ANTINOMIANISM
One of the charges which have frequently 
been brought against the teaching of 
Paul is that to teach that we are justified 
by faith alone without works will lead to 
antinomianism.  This term refers to loose 
living. The argument is obvious.  If we do 
not admit a place in Justification for human 
works people will profess to believe in 
christ but their life will be unchanged from 
what it was before. In other words, they will 
be emboldened to pretend that they believe 
but be nothing better than hypocrites.

When we take the teaching of Paul and 
James together we have this picture.  
The meritorious procuring cause of our 
Justification is the blood of Christ shed on 
the cross. The only means whereby we 
receive this gift of being justified is faith 
alone.  The evidence which proves to other 
people that we are genuinely justified is that 
our lives are altered.  We begin to do works 
of righteousness. Though these works 
have no place as a basis of merit before 
God they nevertheless are important in that 
they prove to ourselves and to others the 
reality of our profession of faith.  “He that 
doeth righteousness is righteous, even as 
he is righteous” (1 John 3:7).

antinomianism is a real problem in this world.  
There are many who are ready to say that 
they believe in christ as Lord yet who have 
no real part in christ or in his salvation. Our 
Lord himself puts it like this: “Why call ye 
me Lord, Lord, and do not the things which 
I say?” (Luke 6:46).  There is undoubtedly a 
close connection between faith and works 
in our Justification.  The danger however is 
that we define this connection incorrectly.  
If we allow any place whatever to faith in 
the procuring cause of our Justification we 
lose the gospel altogether.  

The christian church did this for centuries 
till the great Martin Luther by God’s grace 
recovered the true biblical doctrine of 
Justification by faith alone. Luther, as his 
writings show, was at first perplexed by the 
passage which we have been looking at 
here from James.  But James’ emphasis is 
essential and must be kept clearly in view, 
provided we never make the fatal mistake of 
elevating works into a part of the merit of our 
Justification.  This, sadly, is what the Church 
of Rome still does in her official teaching.  

But to do so is to alter the gospel and to 
incur the displeasure of God, as Paul’s 
“anathema” warns us (Galatians 1:8-9).

HOW FAITH AND WORKS ARE RELATED 
IN OUR JUSTIFICATION
The faith by which we are justified is said in 
scripture to be “the gift of God” (Ephesians 
2:8).  How and by whom is this gift given 
to us? It is given to us by the Holy Spirit in 
our new Birth.  The Holy Spirit of God alone 
can give us the new Birth which we need 
to “enter the kingdom of God” (John 3:5).  
This is an instantaneous act of God’s infinite 
power by which He regenerates our soul 
and brings us into union with the Lord Jesus 
christ.  We do not know the exact time 
when we are born again because the action 
is done at a subconscious level. But we do 
know sooner or later that it has taken place 
because we become aware that a great 
spiritual change has taken place in our life.  

as soon as we are born again we become 
alive to God and we know God.  The soul 
now knows God and begins to believe in 
God and to trust in christ as Saviour.  The 
first act of faith, following the New Birth, 
brings us this great blessing of Justification.  
The power which gives us new Birth is 
entirely that of God.  We do not cooperate 

in the new Birth.  But we do cooperate in 
Justification in that the faith by which we are 
justified is our faith.  Those who are born of 
God’s Spirit cannot but believe in God.  as 
soon as we believe we are justified in His 
sight. Our Justification commences in that 
same moment in which, after being born 
again, we believe in christ for salvation.

When we are born again our Sanctification 
also begins.  Sanctification is a work of 
God and not an act of God.  Sanctification 
is a life-long process in the believer by 
which he is more and more made holy and 
conformable to the image of Jesus christ.  
In this respect it differs from the New Birth 
and also from Justification, which are 
perfected in a moment in the believer and 
do not require to be developed or improved 
during the life-time of the believer. 

However since Sanctification begins at 
the same moment as Justification we 
must expect that the believer will from this 
moment onwards of his life begin to do 
good works.  It could not be otherwise.  The 
newly born soul now loves God and wishes 
to please God, which it did not before.  It 
is for this reason that the genuineness of a 
believer’s Justification can be assessed by 
his good works.  Good works prove that 
we are in christ.  To be in christ is to be 
justified.  Hence James can give us this as 
a sure test: Works prove the existence of 
faith. This in turn proves the point which 
Paul makes: faith brings us Justification.

Where there is no evidence of a godly life 
there is no Sanctification.  Where there is no 
Sanctification there is no New Birth.  Where 
the new Birth has not taken place there is no 
faith and therefore no Justification either. It is 
in this way that we are to understand James 
argument that “faith without works is dead”.

WHAT ABOUT ADOPTION?
Salvation is a wonderful complex of related 
blessings which God gives to us.  as a 
doctor God heals us.  This He does by 
means of the New Birth and Sanctification.  
As a judge God justifies us ands so puts is 
right in the sight of His Moral Law so that 
we are accounted blameless. also, as a 
Father God places us in His own family and 
adopts us as His own children.  This is a 
sweet complex of blessings all related to 
our eternal as well as our temporal good. 

We are not God’s spiritual children till we are 
adopted into His family in this way.  Those 
whom God adopts He first regenerates ands 
makes holy.  He justifies them through faith 
and sanctifies them by the New Birth.  The 
outcome is that all His children are genuinely 
holy and they love Him.  Whilst the child of 
God is never perfect in this life he is truly godly.  
Weaknesses he still has and sins he will still 
commit through the infirmity of his flesh and 
the imperfection of his Sanctification.  But 
he is already a spiritual person and one who 
longs to please God in all things, though he 
readily confesses his own shortcomings and 
laments the way in which he so often fails to 
keep God’s Moral Law, written on his heart. 
This is what we see in the apostle Paul as 
he tells us of his real spiritual condition. He 
approves of the law of God with his mind 
but fails to keep it because of the principle of 
indwelling sin in his members.  

This is the normative experience of the true 
believer.  as Paul puts it, speaking for all 
christians: “The good that I would I do not: but 
the evil which I would not that I do” (romans 
7:19).  This experience does not mean that 
Paul gave way to outward sins but that he 
was conscious of sin within his thoughts, 
his emotions and reactions – and of course 
occasionally in his outward actions also.  
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Paul hated these things in himself.  Every 
believer should similarly hate in himself 
this inward tendency to do what is evil.  
Indwelling sin is a source of grief to the true 
believer.  With Paul he cried out: “O wretched 
man that I am! Who shall deliver me from the 
body of this death?” (romans 7:24).   The 
fact is that indwelling sin will be with us all 
our lives as believers.  But our blessed hope 
is that of Paul: “I think God through Jesus 
christ our Lord” (romans 7:25). as soon 
as the believer leaves this world he will be 
eternally free from all indwelling sin.

THE BLESSING OF RECONCILIATION
To be justified in Christ by faith is to be in 
the happy condition of being reconciled 
with God. This reconciliation means that 
God is reconciled to us and that we are 
reconciled to God.  It operates both ways.  
The means whereby God is reconciled to 
us is by the blood of christ; the way we 
are reconciled to God is through the new 
Birth by which we now naturally love God, 
have His Moral Law written on our heart 
and have a new wish to please God and to 
serve Him in this life.

reconciliation is a many-sided thing in 
itself.  We are reconciled to God and also 
to our fellow-believers everywhere.  We no 
longer make too much of our nationality but 
look upon all who profess christ with us as 
our true brothers and sisters.   We look 
on this present world as our wilderness 
experience.  By faith we “look for a city 
which has foundations whose builder and 
maker is God” (Hebrews 11:10). We look 
upon our true citizenship as “in heaven 
from whence also we look for the Saviour 
the Lord Jesus christ” (Philippians 3: 20).

A COVENANT-KEEPING GOD
all these great and wonderful blessings are 

given to us by God who is now and will 
forever be in covenant with us through the 
mediation of the Lord Jesus christ. It is in 
this way that all christians are children of 
abraham.  We are the spiritual seed of this 
man of God who long years ago received 
from God the precious promise that God 
would be to him and to His seed a God 
forever. Now this promise is being fulfilled 
as men and women are coming to faith in 
the Lord Jesus all over the world.

To have God as our God is the ultimate 
blessing.  nothing could be more desirable 
than this.  In having God we have all else that 
is necessary for life and godliness. In christ 
through the gospel we are more blessed 
than Adam was at the first.  Adam had a 
righteousness of his own at first but it was 
a righteousness which he could lose.  and 
he did lose it.  But believers in christ have a 
divine righteousness which we cannot lose. 
“If  God be for us who can be against us?”  
“Who shall lay anything to the charge of 
God’s elect?” “Who shall separate us from 
the love of christ?”(romans 8: 31, 33, 35).

Justification is the foundational blessing 
of all these others.  It puts us right with 
God’s righteousness. It cannot be reversed 
or abolished.  It is God Himself who has 
pronounced us to be righteous for the sake 
of what our Lord Jesus christ has done 
for us on the Cross. The effect is that now 
we cast all our own righteousnesses from 
us as “filthy rags” and we glory in nothing 
“save in the cross of christ by which we are 
crucified to the world and the world to us” 
(Galatians 6:14). 

Surely it is an unspeakable privilege to be 
a true christian!  O that God would bless 
the whole world with this great blessing of 
saving faith!
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When Martin Luther was a young man 
he had an experience that would change 
his life. While traveling through a terrible 
thunderstorm, a lightning bolt narrowly 
missed him. Martin cried out very afraid, 
he promised that if he lived he would 
become a monk. And he had to keep that 
promise. Monks gave up everything they 
had so they could pray all the time in a 
monastery.  They thought that if they 
lived a life of hardship it would make 
them more holy. 

Martin was afraid of God punishing his 
sin in hell. He was told that if he did 
enough good works, confessed his sin 
and punished himself through penance, 
he would have salvation. But Martin 
never felt that he had confessed all of his 
sin and no matter what he did it never 
seemed to be good enough. He almost 
killed himself by treating his body very 
harshly indeed. 

When he visited Rome, he was shocked 
to find that what he thought must be 
the holiest place on earth was full of 
terrible sin. He began to study more of 
the Bible and to give lectures on it. As 
he studied the Scriptures he came to 
see that salvation couldn’t be earned or 
bought. He saw how greedy and corrupt 
the Roman Catholic Church had become 
and how far away from the teaching of 
the Bible it had gone. 

When the Church leaders wanted more 
money they decided to sell as many 
indulgences as possible. An indulgence 
came from the Pope, it was a document 
that said that the person who bought 
it could have their sins forgiven. 
Martin Luther knew this was wrong 
and he must speak against it.
This was when he went to the 

Castle Church in Wittenberg and nailed 
a document to the door.  The document 
gave 95 reasons why selling indulgences 
was against the Bible. It was called the 
95 Theses. The date was 31 October 1517. 
500 years ago this year!

Everyone was amazed that one man 
would stand up to the Church leaders 
and especially the Pope to tell them that 
they were wrong. Luther’s document was 
copied and read all over Germany. The 
Roman Catholic leaders were angry that 
they were being defied and because they 
would lose their money if people believed 
Luther. This was the beginning of what 
we call the Reformation. 

All across Europe, God was going 
to stir up many to seek the 
Reformation of 
the church. 
Fearless men 
proclaimed 
the teachings 
of the Bible 
so that people 
would know the 
true way of eternal 
life.  
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On 31st October 1517, Martin Luther 
sparked the reformation by publishing 
his Ninety-five Theses. As we approach 
the 500th anniversary of that momentous 
event, it is worth considering what he taught 
before then. In 1508, Luther accepted 
an invitation to go to the University of 
Wittenberg to lecture on the philosophy of 
aristotle. It was a new university, founded 
in 1502, and had a very poor reputation 
for teaching. It was felt that Luther would 
enhance the status of the university. 

During his time there, Luther was awarded 
two degrees. He went back to Erfurt 
from 1509 to 1511 and then returned to 

Wittenberg, where he became a Doctor in 
Biblia (teacher in the Bible), and in 1512 he 
became a lecturer. a year later, he began 
preaching in the town church of Wittenberg.

From 1509 onwards, Luther had made 
extensive notes about the teaching of the 
north african “church father”, augustine of 
Hippo (354–430). He began lecturing on 
biblical topics in 1513, and his knowledge 
of augustine’s doctrines – especially on 
the questions of sin and grace – helped 
to prepare him for this work. He saw 
that Augustine differed from mediaeval 
scholastics on the subjects of the will 
of man and sin. This led Luther to study 

What happened 
before the 

theses?
 Luther’s teachings before 1517
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Paul’s epistles in depth. He lectured on the 
Psalms from 1513 to 1515, and then on 
Paul’s Epistles from 1515 to 1518.

The prevailing teaching in the roman 
catholic church at that period was that 
faith simply believed that something was 
true. From his studies, Luther came to say, 
“Faith is to believe in Jesus’ humanity, given 
us in this life as our life and salvation. For 
He Himself … is our life, our righteousness 
and our resurrection”. “We must die to sin 
and rise to new life.”

as well as Luther setting this new direction 
in theology, he went on to criticise various 
trends in mediaeval theology and the church. 
He attacked heathen philosophers and their 
influence on scholastic theology: Aristotle 
was a “chatterbox”; he virtually charged 
Duns Scotus (c. 1266–1308) with heresy, 
and he attacked rationalist teaching that 
was prevalent in the church. (Duns Scotus 
was a highly influential Scottish theologian, 
who was generally considered one of the 
most important philosopher-theologians 
of the High Middle ages). He reproached 
contemporary theology for its superstition, 
and for foolish and idle observances such 
as its teaching on extreme unction. From 
this, we can see that he was influenced by 
augustine and the Bible, and had started 
to abandon mediaeval roman catholic 
theology, especially its concept of sin and 
the relationship between philosophy and 
theology.

Luther also criticised the fanciful 
interpretation of Scripture which prevailed at 
that period. It was believed that there were 
four meanings to the Bible – the literal or 
historical meaning, an allegorical meaning, 
a figurative meaning, and a mystical 
meaning. We can illustrate this by the 

interpretations the mediaeval theologians 
gave of Jerusalem. Literally, Jerusalem was 
the city, allegorically it meant good people, 
figuratively it meant virtues, and mystically it 
signified the rewards for the faithful. Luther 
realised that this way of handling Scripture 
resulted in it being interpreted in many ways. 
Luther concluded, “In the Scriptures, no 
allegory, tropology [figurative interpretation] 
or anagogy [mystical interpretation] is valid 
unless the same truth is expressly stated 
historically elsewhere. Otherwise Scripture 
would become a mockery. … But one 
must take indeed in an allegorical sense 
only what is elsewhere stated historically, 
as mountain in the sense of righteousness 
in Psalm 36:6 –‘Thy righteousness is like 
the great mountains: thy judgments are a 
great deep.’”

FIRST LECTURES ON THE 
PSALMS (1513-1515)
Luther began to lecture on the Psalms in 
1513. In these lectures he emphasised that 
christ is the key to understanding the Psalter. 
This was not a new view, but he carried it 
further. He also developed a scriptural view 
of sin from the Psalms, e.g. Psalm 51: 
“First. all men are in sin before God and 
commit sin, that is, they are sinners in fact. 
Second. To this God Himself bore witness 
through the prophets and established the 
same at last by the suffering of Christ, for 
it is on account of the sin of men that He 
made Him suffer and die. Third. God is not 
justified in Himself, but in His words and in 
us. Fourth. We become sinners then when 
we acknowledge ourselves to be such, for 
such we are before God.”

From his study of the Psalms, Luther 
concluded that sin prevents us warring 
against concupiscence (desire or unbelief) 
– we stand in need of grace to do this. His 

understanding of sin made him conclude, 
“Grace and the righteousness of God are all 
the more rich in us when we judge that we 
have less of righteousness. The more we 
condemn, confound and curse ourselves, 
the more richly the grace of God flows into 
us.” He urged christ alone as the cause 
and ground of the forgiveness of sins. 

LECTURES ON PAUL’S EPISTLES 
(1515–1518)
after lecturing on the Psalms, Luther 
began to teach on Paul’s Epistles in 1515 
– firstly Romans, then Galatians, and lastly 
Hebrews. He discovered that Scripture 
totally contradicted the scholastic view 
of sin as merely the absence of original 
righteousness. He also came to the view that 
we are not able to keep the commandments 
of God by our natural powers. He concluded 
that sin is not merely absence of a quality of 
the will but “a total lack of uprightness and 
the power of all the faculties both of soul 
and body and of the whole inner and outer 
man … besides the inclination to evil.” He 
viewed actual sins as nothing but the fruits 
of original sin – which he called radical sin 
[from Latin radix – the root]. Luther said, “For 
this reason it is plain insanity to say that man 
of his own powers can love God above all 
things and can perform the works of the 
Law.” He described the goal of the epistle 
to the romans as “making sin great”. From 
this he concluded that, apart from a true 
knowledge of the nature of sin, there is no 
knowledge of grace or of the righteousness 
of God. Furthermore, he identified that 
God gives grace on the basis of christ’s 
satisfaction.

although Luther had developed some of 
his teaching from augustine’s De spiritu et 
littera [Concerning the Spirit and the Letter], 
he saw that Augustine at times differed from 

Paul, and so began to make initial, cautious 
criticism of augustine. He based this on 
texts such as romans 4:7, “Blessed are they 
whose iniquities are forgiven and whose sins 
are covered.” From this he concluded, “The 
saints are always sinners in their own sight, 
and therefore always justified outwardly. 
But the hypocrites are always righteous in 
their own sight, and thus always sinners 
outwardly. … Therefore we are righteous 
outwardly when we are righteous solely by 
the imputation of God and not of ourselves 
or our own work.” Luther’s study of Paul’s 
letters made him realise that roman catholic 
teaching on the sacraments was erroneous. 
He began to deal with baptism in romans 
chapters 6 and 7, and the Lord’s Supper in 
connection with the word testament in the 
epistle to the Hebrews.

To begin with, his views of the church 
were based on traditional ecclesiology [the 
doctrine of the church]. However, as time 
passed, he began to criticise ecclesiology. 
He had made some criticisms in lecturing on 
the Psalms, but gradually these observations 
became more pointed, and he started to 
speak of rome: “But now rome, having 
returned to her former [i.e., bad] morals, 
draws almost the whole world after her in 
keeping with her example, if the rome of 
today does not even exceed ancient rome 
in her outgushing of riotousness.”

He was bold enough even to criticise the 
Curia (Papal Court) in speaking of the “filthy 
corruption of the entire curia” and stating 
that it was full of “all kinds of excesses, 
ostentation, avarice, intrigues, and religious 
mischief”. no doubt this was based not 
only on Scripture but also on what he 
had observed a few years earlier when he 
went to rome on business relating to the 
augustinian Order. He even extended his 
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criticisms to the functioning of ecclesiastical 
authority: “It seems plain to me that in our 
day the secular powers are carrying on 
their duties more successfully and better 
than the ecclesiastical rulers are doing. For 
they are strict in their punishment of thefts 
and murders … But the ecclesiastical 
rulers … actually nourish pride, ambitions, 
prodigality, and contentions rather than 
punish them.” These remarks probably 
reflected what he had seen in the temporal 
rule of his own Elector, Frederick the Wise.

CONTROVERSY ABOUT INDULGENCES
From 1516 on, Luther entered the public 
arena, thanks to students wanting to 
publicise what they had heard in his lectures. 
His first major publication was issued in 
1517 – Disputation against Scholastic 
Theology, which is known as The Ninety-
seven Theses. Theses were statements 
of points for debate and were used at the 
University. In them he again attacked the 
influence of Aristotle on theology. “Man is 
by nature unable to want God to be God. 
Indeed, he himself wants to be God, and 
does not want God to be God. … Virtually 
the entire Ethics of aristotle is the worst 
enemy of grace.” But he also presented a 
number of themes of his own developing 
theology. He concluded this work by writing 
“In all we wanted to say, we believe we 
have said nothing that is not in agreement 
with the catholic church and the teachers 
of the church.” It is therefore likely that he 
was concerned that the theses would be 
construed as opposing church doctrine. 
Interestingly he made no such reservation a 
month later at the end of the famous work 
called The Ninety-five Theses.

On 31st October 1517, Luther published 
Ninety-five Theses, or Disputation on the 
Power and Efficacy of Indulgences. This 

struck at the root of the greed of the roman 
catholic church. The church used the 
income from sale of indulgences to build 
cathedrals, churches, hospitals, roads, 
bridges – and its “dignitaries” siphoned 
off huge sums for their own personal 
use. Luther saw the ruinous financial and 
spiritual effects on people who purchased 
these worthless pieces of paper and 
vellum. Whereas archbishop albrecht of 
Mainz and Magdeburg maintained that 
“the grace of indulgence is so effective 
that there is no sin of such magnitude that 
it cannot be forgiven”, Luther argued that 
“no man can be assured of his salvation 
by any episcopal function … because the 
apostle orders us to work out our salvation 
constantly ‘in fear and trembling.’”

His Ninety-seven Theses against scholastic 
theology had actually been more radical. 
But now in the Ninety-five Theses he wrote 
claiming to speak “in the name of our Lord 
Jesus christ” – the only disputation he 
introduced in this fashion.

albrecht sent the Ninety-five Theses to 
the pope in December 1517, urging a 
reprimand to Luther. Tetzel, who sold the 
indulgences, spoke publicly against Luther 
and charged him with “error” and even 
blasphemy, especially as Luther limited 
papal power and the de facto challenge to 
purgatory. The Dominican Order resolved 
to accuse Luther of heresy at rome. Luther 
responded in Explanations of the Ninety-
five Theses (august 1518), which made 
his views of faith and penance clearer: “We 
are justified by faith, and by faith also we 
receive peace, not by works, penance, or 
confessions.” Because he had said that 
pope has no power over purgatory, his 
enemies concluded he deserved death as 
a heretic.

WHEN DID LUTHER MAKE HIS 
“REFORMATION DISCOVERY”?
as we can see, Luther’s biblical view of 
various doctrines evolved as he became 
more familiar with the teachings of the 
Bible. Theologians and historians have 
considered various dates between 1513 
and 1520 in attempting to fix exactly when 
Luther made his “reformation discovery”. 
From Luther’s own written testimony in 
1545, he appears to give it as late as 1519.

I had indeed been captivated with an 
extraordinary ardour for understanding 
Paul in the Epistle to the romans. 
But up till then it was … a single word 
in chapter 1 … that had stood in 
my way. For I hated that word ‘[the] 
righteousness of God’. Though I lived 
as a monk without reproach, I felt that 
I was a sinner before God, with an 
extremely disturbed conscience. I could 
not believe that he was placated by my 
satisfaction. … I hated the righteous God 
who punishes sinners, and secretly, if 
not blasphemously, certainly murmuring 
greatly, I was angry with God and said, 
“as if, indeed, it is not enough, that 
miserable sinners, eternally lost through 
original sin, are crushed by every kind 
of calamity by the law of the decalogue, 
without having God add pain to pain 
by the gospel and also by the gospel 
threatening us with his righteousness 
and wrath!” Thus I raged with a fierce 
and troubled conscience. nevertheless 
I beat importunately upon Paul at that 
place, most ardently desiring to know 
what Paul wanted.

at last, by the mercy of God, meditating 
day and night, I gave heed to the 
context of the words, namely, “Therein 
is the righteousness of God revealed 

… as it is written, The just shall live by 
faith”. Then I began to understand that 
the righteousness of God is that by 
which the righteous lives by a gift of 
God, namely by faith. and this is the 
meaning: The righteousness of God 
is revealed by the gospel, namely, the 
passive righteousness with which the 
merciful God justifies us by faith. … 
Here I felt that I was altogether born 
again and had entered paradise itself 
through open gates. There a totally 
other face of the entire Scripture 
showed itself to me. Thereupon I ran 
through the Scriptures from memory. I 
also found in other terms an analogy, 
as, the work of God, that is, what God 
does in us, the power of God, with 
which he makes us strong, the wisdom 
of God, with which he makes us wise, 
the strength of God, the salvation of 
God, the glory of God. 

and I extolled my sweetest word with 
a love as great as the hatred with 
which I had before hated the word 
“the righteousness of God”. Thus that 
place in Paul was for me truly the gate 
to Paradise. Later I read augustine’s 
The Spirit and the Letter, where 
contrary to hope I found that he, too, 
interpreted God’s righteousness in a 
similar way, as the righteousness with 
which God clothes us when he justifies 
us. although this was heretofore said 
imperfectly and he did not explain all 
things concerning imputation clearly, it 
nevertheless was pleasing that God’s 
righteousness, with which we are 
justified, was taught.

The author is indebted to a book by Bernhard 
Lohse, Martin Luther’s Theology: Its Historical and 
Systematic Development (Fortress Press, 1999).
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The triuMph of 
faith in defiance 

of death: 
the Glasgow Martyrs of 1539

The list of Protestant martyrs who 
died for their faith in the furtherance of 
Scotland’s reformation in the sixteenth 
century is significant, but relatively small 
when compared to the large numbers 
who suffered and died in other countries. 
However, this was not because the church 
of rome in Scotland at the time was 
a tolerant organisation that eschewed 
persecuting principles. On the contrary, 
from the moment Luther’s teachings first 
arrived in east coast ports on the ships of 
Scottish merchants, until the summer of 
1560 when Scotland’s reformation was 
sealed, the leaders of the church of rome 
in Scotland were as determined as any of 
their continental brethren to resort to bloody 
persecution to crush reform and maintain 
their political and religious hegemony. It is a 
cause of great thankfulness that they were 
graciously and providentially overruled by a 
sovereign God who had decreed that the 
set time to favour Zion had come and that 
no enemy formed against his church would 
prosper. The reform movement in Scotland 
triumphed by the grace of God, but only 

after it had endured a lengthy period in the 
crucible of persecution; the bush burned 
but it was not consumed because the Lord 
sustained it.

The pre-reformation church was notable 
for its ignorance of God’s word; it was not 
required reading. The church’s ceremonies 
and traditions took precedence over 
scripture. That the scriptures were not 
searched explains why that church knew 
not christ. Unlike the children of Issachar, 
Scotland’s “bloody beastis” and “sergeantis 
of Sathan”, as Knox called them, had 
no understanding of the times; had they 
searched the scriptures they would have 
understood the futility of fighting against 
God. They might have taken note of the 
words of Gamaliel who warned a council 
at Jerusalem to beware of any intentions 
to persecute the early church on the 
grounds that if it was of God they would 
find themselves fighting against him and 
would not be able to overthrow it. They 
might also have taken note of the words 
of nebuchadnezzar, who appears to have 

known more of the greatness and glory 
of God than those churchmen when he 
declared that God “doeth according to 
his will in the army of heaven, and among 
the inhabitants of the earth; and none can 
stay his hand, or say unto him, What doest 
thou?” (Dan. 4:35).

PATRICK HAMILTON
“none can stay his hand”, but the attempts 
of the churchmen to do so served to illustrate 
what can be described as “the paradox of 
persecution”. Their actions had the opposite 
effect to their intentions. What was designed 
to crush reform and extinguish the light of 
the gospel only served to promote it and 
help it to grow. Take, for example, the 
execution of “the innocent servand of God”, 
Patrick Hamilton, the first of the Reformation 
martyrs. according to Knox: 

When those cruell wolves had, as thei 
supposed, cleane devored the pray, 
thei fynd thame selfis in warse caise 
then thei war befoir; for then within 
Sanctandrose, yea, almost within the 
hole realme, (who heard of that fact,) 
thair was none found who begane 
not to inquyre, Whairfoir was Maistir 
Patrik Hammyltoun brunt? and when 
his articles war rehersed, questioun 
was holden, yf such articles war 
necessarie to be beloved under the 
pane of damnatioun. and so within 
schort space many begane to call in 
dowbt that which befoir thei held for 
a certane veritie, in so much that the 
Universitie of Sanctandrose, and Sanct 
Leonardis colledge principallie, by the 
labouris of Maistir Gawin Logy, and the 
novises  of the abbay, by the Suppriour, 
begane to smell somwhat of the veritie, 
and to espy the vanitie of the receaved 
superstitioun.

That Patrick Hamilton’s execution had 
not had the desired effect was evident 
from the fact that the bishops were soon 
involved in further discussions in which 
it was proposed that more Protestants 
should suffer the same fate. Aware of their 
intentions, a confidant of Archbishop James 
Beaton warned him that “yf ye burne any 
mo, except ye follow my connsall, ye will 
utterlye destroy your selves. yf ye will burne 
thame, lett thame be brunt in bow sellarris; 
for the reik of Maister Patrik Hammyltoun 
hes infected as many as it blew upoun.” 

WALTER MYLN AND GEORGE WISHART
The same is true of Walter Myln, executed 
in 1558 and the last of the martyrs to suffer 
before the reformation was secured. 
Myln was a priest, described as a “man of 
decrepit age”, and, like Patrick Hamilton, 
he was cruelly and unjustly put to death 
by fire at St Andrews. Once again, if the 
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intention was to deliver a deadly blow to 
the reformers, the effect was the opposite. 
Myln’s death:

did so heighlie offend the hartis of 
all godlye, that immediatelie after his 
death began a new fervencie amongis 
the hole people; yea, evin in the toune 
of Sanctandrois, begane the people 
plainelie to dampne suche injust 
crueltie; and in testificatioun that thei 
wold his death should abide in recent 
memorie, thare was castin together 
a great heape of stones in the place 
whare he was brynt.

George Wishart was surely the most 
notable of all of Scotland’s reformation 
martyrs. Some time before his death he 
informed his colleagues that his time was 
coming to a close: “I will tell yow, that I am 
assured that my travail is neir ane end.” His 
prayer was that he would be able to stand 
firm when the time came. What is important 
to note is that, while Wishart anticipated 
his end, he was confident that though his 

enemies would remove him, they would 
never be able to resist the will of God. The 
cause of God would prevail and the house 
of God would be built in Scotland. Far 
from being crushed, the reform movement 
in Scotland would triumph over the cruel 
persecution that it faced; christ’s church 
would be established in the land.

“God shall send yow conforte after me. 
This realme shalbe illuminated with the 
light of christis Evangell, as clearlie as 
ever was any realme sence the dayis of 
the apostles. The house of God shalbe 
builded in to it. yea, it sall not lack, 
(whatsoever the ennemye imagyne in 
the contrare,) the verray cope stone.” 
Meanyng that it shuld anes be browght 
to the full perfectioun. “neyther”, (said 
he,) “shall this be long to; Thare shall 
nott many suffer after me, till that the 
glorie of God shall evidently appear, 
and shall anes triumphe in dispyte of 
Sathan. Butt, allace! yf the people shall 
after be unthankfull, then fearfull and 
terrible shall the plagues be that after 
shall follow.”

 THE GLASGOW MARTYRS
This spirit of faith, triumphant in the 
face of deadly persecution, and christ’s 
faithfulness in upholding his people 
through persecution by his Spirit, and 
thus enabling them to give a remarkable 
testimony to his grace, was exemplified 
in two young men executed in Glasgow 
in 1539. among Scotland’s martyrs of 
the reformation they are less well known 
but no less remarkable. Jerome russell, 
a Grey Friar was described as being of 
meek nature, quiet spirit and good letters. 
The second is known only by his surname, 
Kennedy, although he has been given the 
name ninian after calderwood referred to 
him as n. Kennedy. Kennedy was eighteen 
years old and described as being “of good 
witt and excelling in Scottish poesie”. In 
February 1538/9, five men were “cruelly 
murthered in one fyre” on the castle Hill in 
Edinburgh, prompting bishops elsewhere 
to demonstrate their zeal for rome by 
increasing their efforts to crush reform. So 
it was that the two young Protestants were 
apprehended on the diocese of Glasgow: 
“an example set for others to follow.”
  
To assist the Bishop of Glasgow, Gavin 
Dunbar, in the prosecution of the two 
men, the church hierarchy dispatched 
John Lawder, andrew Oliphant, and a Friar 
Maltman, “sergeantis of Sathan, apt for 
that purpose”. It seems that his colleagues 
doubted that Bishop Dunbar had the 
stomach to commit russell and Kennedy to 
the flames for it was recorded that the three 
prosecutors were sent, not only to assist in 
the process, but also to stir up the bishop 
in the first place “to dippe his hands in the 
blood of God’s servaunts”. The suspicions 
concerning the bishop’s leniency appear 
to have been well founded because when 
it was apparent that russell and Kennedy 

were to die, the bishop said that he thought 
they should be spared. Offended by the 
bishop’s suggestion, the “idiot Doctouris” 
asked him if he was condemning what they, 
the cardinal, and other bishops, had done 
elsewhere to crush dissent. If he was, they 
argued, he was showing himself to be the 
enemy of both them and the church. The 
threat was sufficient to silence the bishop 
and his qualms.

THEIR STRENGTH AND TESTIMONY
russell and Kennedy were charged and 
condemned. Their fate was sealed: having 
to endure such a horrible death would 
be a daunting prospect for any believer, 
let alone for one so young as Kennedy. 
Understandably, he was greatly troubled 
and fearful, and his resolve began to 
crumble. Momentarily he displayed his 
human frailties and “glaidly wald have 
recanted” had the opportunity to do so been 
offered, but it was denied. However, it was 
at this moment of greatest weakness that 
he was strengthened with strength in his 
soul. as Knox recorded, the Spirit of God, 
the Spirit of all comfort, “begane to wyrk 
into him, yea the inward conforte begane to 
burst furth”. The Spirit of God is not a spirit 
of weakness, fear or timidity, but of power, 
and that power was evident in Kennedy’s 
appearance, “for his countenance begane 
to be chearfull”. It was also evident in his 
response to his persecutors before whom 
he knelt and with a joyful voice, declared:

O eternal God! how wonderouse is that 
luf and mercy that thow bearest unto 
mankynd, and unto me the moist cative 
and miserable wrache above all utheris; 
for, evin now, when I wold have denyed 
thee, and thy Sone, our Lord Jesus 
christ, my onlye Saveour, and so have 
casten my self in everlesting damnatioun; 

Walter Myln George Wishart
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Scottish Reformation Society 

Essay Competition 
2017-2018

MONARCHY PROJECT 
(12 years and under) 
Winner £25, Runner-up £20
Produce an illustrated timeline for the life of the 
Scottish church leader Thomas chalmers.

HAMILTON MEMORIAL ESSAY 
(12 years and under) (300 words)
Winner £25, Runner-up £20
Describe two important events in the life of the 
Scottish church leader Thomas chalmers.

MAGDALEN CHAPEL ESSAY 
(13-15 years) (600-800 words)
Winner £30, Runner-up £25
Write a brief account of robert Bruce, the 
Scottish Presbyterian minister who was exiled to 
Inverness.

KNOX PRIZE ESSAY 
(16-17 years)
(about 1000 words)
Winner £40, Runner-up £35
Explain what the Five articles 
of Perth of 1618 were, and why 
the Scottish Presbyterians were 
so strongly opposed to them.

MELVILLE ESSAY  
(18-25 years) 
Winner £60, Runner-up £50
Explain why Thomas Boston 
reprinted The Marrow of Modern 
Divinity in 1718, and give an 
account of the controversy that 
the book caused in the church 
of Scotland.

Entries should be sent to:  
Rev. Alasdair Macleod, 25c Swordale, Point, Isle of Lewis, HS2 0BP.  

The closing date is 31st March 2018.

thow, by thy awin hand, has pulled me 
frome the verray bottome of hell, and 
mackis me to feall that heavinlie conforte 
which tackis fra me that ungodly fear, 
whairwyth befoir I was oppressed. now 
I defy death; do what ye please: I praise 
my God I am readdy.

russell accused his accusers of having 
wrongfully accused and condemned 
innocent men and declared that the time 
would come when their innocence would 
appear. He comforted Kennedy by urging 
him to be not afraid: 

More potent is He that is in us, then is 
hie that is in the world: The pane that 
we shall suffer is schorte, and shalbe 
lycht; but our joy and consolatioun 

shall never have end: and thairfoir lett 
us contend to enter in unto our Maister 
and Saveour, by the same strait way, 
which he has traidd befoir us. Death 
cane not destroy us; for it is destroyed 
already by him for whose saik we suffer.

The dying testimonies of Kennedy and 
russell were remarkable. Kennedy, who 
was momentarily paralysed by fear of 
death, stepped out of its shadow to declare, 
“I defy death” and to defy his accusers. 
Russell likewise, testified that death 
could not destroy them for it had already 
been destroyed by christ. Their deaths 
demonstrated the paradox of persecution. 
attempts to extinguish the light of christ in 
the soul of these men only served to make 
it burn ever more brightly. russell and 
Kennedy were flesh and blood, dust and 
ashes, who overcame by the grace and 
power of God. Their weakness triumphed 
over wickedness because God’s strength 
was made perfect in their weakness. 

Their death testified to the sufficiency of 
God’s provision. For a picture of weakness 
and helplessness, look no further than 
Kennedy and russell tied to the stake 
awaiting execution by cruel and merciless 
persecutors. Look closer and you can hear 
Paul: “when I am weak, then am I strong.” 
christ’s strength was made perfect in 
their weakness, because his grace was 
sufficient.
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Edinburgh Castle

SCOTTISH 
MARTYRS 
BOOKLET

Drawn from Foxe’s Book of Martyrs, this is the 
courageous account of the faith of men and women 
burned at the stake in Scotland during the reformation 
period. Their faith and devotion to christ could not be 
quenched. an attractive 20-page booklet with colour 
illustrations throughout. Price: £ 1.50 (inc. p&p).
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500TH REFORMATION 
ANNIVERSARY MEETING
The 500th reformation anniversary Meeting 
of the Society will be held on Tuesday 10 
October at the crutherland House Hotel, 
Strathaven road, near East Kilbride, 
Glasgow, G75 0QJ. The speaker is rev Dr 
Joel Beeke, Grand rapids, Michigan, USa. 
The meeting will commence at 7pm, and will 
consist of two addresses by Dr Beeke.  

The subjects are: “Ten Reasons Why the 
Reformation Is Still Important” and “Reformed 
Piety: Covenantal and Experiential”.

all are welcome.

NEW CHAIRMAN
Following the resignation of rev. Dr. James 
Millar, rev. Kenneth Macdonald has been 
elected as chairman of the Society. Mr 
Macdonald has been on the committee 
since 2010.  We are deeply grateful for Dr 
Millar’s devoted service to the Society over 
many years Dr Millar has been chairman 
since 2005. 

Society News
DAY-CONFERENCE ON THE 
ARTICLES OF PERTH OF 1618
The Society is organising a day-
conference in Perth on Saturday 14th 
april 2018, DV, on the subject “The 
articles of Perth of 1618”. The articles 
of Perth were a major step in James VI’s 
project of trying to conform the church 
of Scotland to anglicanism, and the 
resistance to them culminated in the 
signing of the national covenant of 1638.

The conference venue is St John’s 
Parish church in Perth, which is where 
the General assembly was held in 
august 1618 when it adopted the 
notorious articles.

The conference will last from 11.15 
am to 4 pm, and there will be four 
45-minute talks on “The Background 
to the articles of Perth (1618)”, “David 
calderwood and the articles of Perth”, 
“The Sufferings of those who faithfully 
resisted the articles of Perth”, and “The 
articles of Perth overturned in 1638”.

 Aberdeen Branch 

Meetings are on Fridays at the church 
Hall, craigiebuckler Parish church, 
Springfield Road, AB15 8AA,  
starting at 7.30pm (DV).

27th October 2017
“The course of the Scottish reformation 
prior to 1559”, rev. Douglas Somerset

24th November 2017
“The Disruption of 1843 in aberdeen”, 
Dr John Smith

30th March 2018
“a christian Perspective on 
the First World War”, 
rev. John Macleod (Portmahomack)

Branch 
News

Inverness Branch
Meetings are on Mondays in the Free 
Presbyterian church Hall, chapel Street, 
Inverness, starting at 7.30pm (DV).

16th October 2017 
“Luther’s 95 Theses – 
500th anniversary, 1517-2017”, 
Dr n. needham

13th November 2017 
“John Welch of ayr”, 
rev K.D. MacLeod

16th January 2018
“Katharina von Bora die Lutheran, 
Mrs Luther’s participation in the 
reformation”, 
Prof John Macintosh

12th February 2018 
“common Grace”, 
rev David Silversides

12th March 2018 
“The Puritan View of the Moral Law”, 
rev Maurice roberts

Lewis Branch 

Meetings are on Fridays in the nicolson 
Institute, Stornoway at 7.30pm (DV).

24th November 2017 
“Women of the Scottish reformation”, 
rev. Malcolm Maclean 
(Venue tbc as the nicolson Institute 
is not available on this occasion)

26th January 2018 
“The Sufferings of those who faithfully 
resisted the articles of Perth”, 
Mr Matthew Vogan 

The following branch meetings 
have been arranged for the 
2017-18 session.
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MeMbership & bulwark subscriptions
all correspondence regarding Membership and Bulwark subscriptions 
should be sent to the Membership secretary, Mrs Deborah coghill, Free 
church Manse, outend, scalpay, isle of harris, hs4 3YG. the subscription 
is £8 per annum for membership of the society and £12 per annum for the 
Bulwark. Membership forms can be obtained from the Membership secretary 
or downloaded from the website www.scottishreformationsociety.org
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