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 This is the first in a series of articles which will deal with the Protestant Reformation and 

its influence on the Christian Church in Luther’s time and in our own. 

Five hundred years ago an Augustinian Monk named Martin Luther (1478-1563) nailed 

95 theses to a church door on October 31, 1517, in Wittenberg, Germany.  His actions started a 

Reformation that is still going on to this day.  Whether he started what is known as the Protestant 

Reformation or not is debatable, but he is given credit for starting it.  With a Christian or quasi-

Christian church on every corner in America today, how did that happen? 

Certainly Christians before him had raised questions about the validity of various 

teachings and practices of the organized church of their day.  Savonarola (1452-1498) raised 

questions about the morality of the leaders of the Church, insisted on a strict moral life for the 

citizens of Florence, Italy, and was condemned, tortured, hanged, and burned with two other 

reformers.  Before Savonarola was Jan Hus (1359-1415), a theologian who challenged the 

Church’s teachings on a variety of theological issues.  The issue that helped spark the Protestant 

Reformation under Luther was Hus’s opposition to the sale of indulgences.  About 200 years 

after Hus, Luther shared his view that the sale of indulgences was incompatible with the 

teachings of Scripture.  Hus’s followers were known as Hussites, and they lasted long after his 

condemnation and burning at the stake in 1415.  His companion and fellow reformer, John 

Wycliffe, carried on his work.  By the early 1500’s, the Czech Republic, known at the time as the 

kingdom of Bohemia, was 90% composed of Hussites.   

With the exception of the kingdom of Bohemia, Europe at the time of Luther was ruled 

by the Holy Roman Empire—a union of the Roman Catholic Church and the Roman Empire--

which had its beginnings under the Roman Emperor Constantine (272-335).  From 325 and the 

Council of Nicaea (from which came the Nicene Creed, a statement of faith agreed on by that 

council) until 1517, Popes and Emperors had many ups and downs over the power and authority 

of the Pope versus the power and authority of the emperor in matters both secular and sacred.  

The only religious choices to citizens were Roman Catholic, Jewish and Muslim.  Muslims were 

primarily in Eastern Europe and those who followed the Jewish faith were spread throughout 

Europe.  So, why 95 theses?  Wouldn’t nine have been enough?   

Continued in two weeks.   

This article is available on the coglutheran.com website.  The author, Clifford Smith is a 

retired Lutheran pastor who is currently a member of Cross of Grace Lutheran Church, 30 Grace 

Drive, Hurricane, WV, at the bottom of the Walmart hill. 


