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ON THE NECESSITY OF REFORMING THE CHURCH  
By John Calvin (1509-1564) 

In 1543, John Calvin wrote a tract entitled On the Necessity 

of Reforming the Church, in which he laid out for Emperor 

Charles V the central reasons why Protestants were demanding 

reform. It is well worth reading in full. This excerpt gives a 

summary of why the Protestant Reformation had to occur. 

 “We maintain, then, that at the commencement – when 

God raised up Luther and others, who held forth a 

torch to light us into the way of salvation, and who, by 

their ministry, founded and reared our churches – those 

heads of doctrine in which the truth of our religion, 

those in which the pure and legitimate worship of God, 

and those in which the salvation of men are 

comprehended, were in a great measure obsolete. We 

maintain that the use of the sacraments was in many 

ways vitiated and polluted. And we maintain that the 

government of the church was converted into a species 

of foul and insufferable tyranny… 

If it be inquired, then, by what things chiefly the 

Christian religion has a standing existence amongst us, 

and maintains its truth, it will be found that the 

following two not only occupy the principal place, but 

comprehend under them all the other parts, and 

consequently the whole substance of Christianity: that 

is, a knowledge, first, of the mode in which God is duly 

worshipped; and, secondly, of the source from which 

salvation is to be obtained. When these are kept  out of 

view, though we may glory in the name of Christians, 

our profession is empty and vain. After these comes the 

sacrament and the government of the church, which, as 

they were instituted for the preservation of these 

branches of doctrine, ought not to be employed for any 

other purpose; and, indeed, the only means of 

ascertaining whether they are administered purely and 

in due form, or otherwise, is to bring them to this test. 

If any one is desirous of a clearer and more familiar 

illustration, I would say, that rule in the church, the 

pastoral office, and all other matters of order, resemble 

the body, whereas the doctrine which regulates the due 
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worship of God, and points out the ground on which 

the consciences of men must rest their hope of 

salvation, is the soul which animates the body, renders 

it lively and active, and, in short, makes it not to be a 

dead and useless carcass.” 

 

REMEMBERING THE FIVE SOLAS OF THE REFORMATION  
By Mr. Caleb Cangelosi 

It’s easy to be what C. S. Lewis called a “chronological 

snob,” only caring about our own time period and ignoring 

the wisdom of those who lived before us. This particular 

illness probably afflicts us more than it did Lewis’ 

contemporaries in the middle of the twentieth century, 

because we live in the digital age, in which new versions of 

software and hardware come out nearly every year and 

render the older versions obsolete. Would anyone want to 

buy an Apple 2E from the eighties? Of course not. But is it 

the case that God’s truth needs to be updated as frequently 

as we update our technologies? On the contrary. The truth 

of God’s word remains the same yesterday, today, and 

forever. And yet it can be lost or forgotten.  

Such was the case in the centuries leading up to what 

became known as the Protestant Reformation. During the 

Middle Ages, the freeness of God’s grace and salvation 

through faith in Christ alone increasingly became shrouded 

by an emphasis upon human merit and penitential works; 

the Scriptures were lost to the people of God and trumped 

by the authority of the bureaucratic church hierarchy; 

worship lost its biblical simplicity and became filled with 

idolatry and superstition; and the truth of the priesthood of 

all believers and divine blessing upon every lawful calling 

was swallowed up by a secular-sacred distinction of 

unbiblical proportions. 

Into such a world the Lord sent godly shepherds to set 

things right; a few here and there in the 1300s and 1400s 

(John Wycliffe, John Hus, Savanorola), and a whole slew of 

them in the 1500s. Martin Luther was the primary catalyst, 

and it is his actions that “Reformation Day” recalls – nailing 

the 95 Theses to the church door in Wittenberg on October 

31, 1517, was not an act of vandalism, but a call for an 

academic debate over the matter of indulgences (Luther’s 

theses were written in Latin, the language of scholars, and 

church doors served as bulletin boards in his day). Luther’s 

carpentry work turned out to be an act of revolution as well, 

because it was a catalyst for a great movement of God’s 

Spirit among the church. His labors, along with those of 

men like John Calvin, Martin Bucer, Ulrich Zwingli, Henry 

Bullinger, and John Knox (plus many more lesser known 

figures all over Europe), set the church on an entirely new 

course, recovering to the people of God both the word of 

God and the gospel of God. 

On this 500th anniversary of the Protestant Reformation, we 

celebrate the fact that the Reformers restored the word of 

God to the people of God. The Scriptures had been lost 

under heaps of unbiblical traditions, and only the priests had 

access to them. It wouldn’t have mattered if the common 

man had gotten his hands on a Bible anyway, as it was 

written in Latin, which only a few could read. So the 

Reformers set about to translate the Bible into the language 

of the people, and (thanks to Mr. Johann Gutenberg’s 

invention of the movable-type printing press in 1450) to get 

the Bibles into the homes of the people. Now Christians 

were free to be Bereans, comparing what they heard 

preached and taught to what was actually written (see Acts 

17:11). The rallying cry of “Scripture alone!” (sola Scriptura) 

declared that the Bible was the only inherently authoritative 

norm for doctrine and practice. The Reformers discarded 

the accretions of manmade religion, and brought the church 

back to its Scriptural roots. 

Second, the Reformers restored the gospel of God to the 

people of God. Obviously, as the church had lost the Bible, 

she had lost the message of salvation that the Bible taught. 

Grace had been replaced by merit, faith had been replaced 

by works, the finished work of Christ on the cross had been 
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replaced by the continuing sacrifice of the Mass, dying and 

being with Jesus had been replaced by dying and going to 

purgatory for continued punishment from sin.  

These matters came to a head when Johann Tetzel came to 

Luther’s town selling “indulgences.” An indulgence was 

essentially salvation for sale – by buying an indulgence, you 

could lessen the time you spent in purgatory suffering for 

your sins, or even help get your deceased relatives out of 

purgatory. As Tetzel cried out, “When a coin in the coffer 

rings, a soul from purgatory springs!” Luther’s 95 Theses 

denounced the evil of these indulgences, which were being 

sold to raise money for St. Peter’s Cathedral in Rome. The 

Roman Catholic Church’s false gospel was explained fully 

in its Council of Trent (1545-1563): God declared men 

righteous (He justified them) only if they were actually 

righteous in and of themselves; salvation was on the basis 

of works such as confession, penance, rote prayers, and the 

sacraments. Throughout Europe the Reformers began to 

write against these errors. They exclaimed, “No! Salvation is 

sola gratia (by grace alone), sola fide (through faith alone), and 

solus Christus (in Christ alone)! God declares sinners 

righteous through faith alone, on the basis of what Jesus has 

done in His sinless life and death as a substitute for His 

people. Do not steal glory from the Lord Jesus Christ, the 

only Priest men need to make them acceptable before 

God!”  

As the Reformers restored to the people of God both the 

Word of God and the gospel of God, they were bringing 

back the glorious truth of the priesthood of all believers. All 

believers can read and interpret the Word of God, for the 

Holy Spirit dwells within them and enlightens their minds 

to understand the Word. All believers in Jesus Christ have 

direct access to the Father through the Son, without need 

of a human intermediary. And all believers serve the Lord 

God in whatever lawful calling God has given them; it’s not 

just the priests and monks and nuns who are doing 

“spiritual” work.  

These truths are worth remembering and worth preserving, 

because they are at the heart of the gospel of our God and 

Savior. Christians of all people must never succumb to the 

worldview of Henry Ford, who declared, “History is bunk.” 

Rather, we know that there are a great cloud of witnesses 

cheering us on as we run the race of faith, men and women 

who have gone before us, who have much to teach us, and 

who suffered so that we might be free. I pray it will never 

be said of the saints at Pear Orchard Presbyterian Church 

that we neglected or forgot history, for it is His story; 

indeed, He is still writing it through us. May He continue to 

reform His church, and keep us firm in His truth. 

 

 

THE 500TH
 ANNIVERSARY OF THE REFORMATION : A CELEBRATION OF 

GOD’S GRACE 
By Mrs. Margaret Sprow

Can you imagine not knowing about the gospel, God’s free 

offer of salvation to all who believe in Jesus Christ? Can you 

imagine not owning a Bible? Going to church and not 

understanding a word that was being said?  Never singing in 

church, but only listening to the choir sing? This was the 

case in the Western world in the era of history known as the 

Middle Ages.  The church’s true treasure, the gospel was 

covered up with all kinds of traditions and practices 

dreamed up by men.  

In 1984, the Statue of Liberty underwent a two-year 

restoration.  During this time, the statue was completely 

covered by scaffolding. The object designed to be seen was 

hidden. So in the church, the gospel had become obscured 

by layer upon layer of extra-biblical tradition and practice. 

Here are a few examples.  

Romans 10:17 says, “So faith comes from hearing, and 

hearing through the word of Christ.” This implies that 

listeners are able to understand the words that are being 

preached.  Yet in the Middle Ages, the church service was 
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conducted in Latin, which most congregants did not 

understand, rather than in the native language of the people.  

1 John 1:9 says, “If we confess our sins, he is faithful and 

just to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all 

unrighteousness.” But at this time in history, faithful church 

members were required to go to the priest to confess their 

sin.  The priest would impose a penance (a punishment 

inflicted as an outward expression of the repentance) to be 

carried out by the sinner and would then grant absolution 

or forgiveness of the confessed sin.   

The church also taught that the souls of those who die with 

some punishment due them for their sins would enter 

“purgatory,” an intermediate state after death designed for 

suffering and purification to achieve the holiness necessary 

to enter heaven.  Yet Jesus tells the thief on the cross, 

“Truly, I say to you, today you will be with me in paradise” 

(Luke 23:43). 

Because of these practices, Martin Luther, a German monk, 

nailed his 95 Theses to the door of the church in 

Wittenberg, Germany on October 30, 1517 and so began a 

Reformation that eventually swept across the world. 

Reformation comes from the root word reform and means 

to form again or revive; not starting over but reviving what 

had become dead.  In his 95 Theses, Luther enumerated 95 

points of debate mainly regarding the gospel, repentance, 

purgatory and the sale of indulgences. 

God used the actions of a poor monk to bring about a 

revival of Biblical truth that had far-reaching consequences. 

Martin Luther translated the Bible from Latin to German so 

that his countrymen could read the Bible for themselves. He 

is called The Father of Congregational Singing and is 

credited with restoring congregational singing to the church.  

He considered music a gift of God that should be utilized 

in worship and wrote hymns for the church including the 

beloved hymn, “A Mighty Fortress Is Our God.” Luther 

wrote, “next to the Word of God, the noble art of music is 

the greatest treasure in the world. It controls our thoughts, 

minds, hearts, and spirits.... Our dear fathers and prophets 

did not desire without reason that music be always used in 

the churches. Hence, we have so many songs and psalms. 

This precious gift has been given to man alone that he might 

thereby remind himself that God has created man for the 

express purpose of praising and extolling God.”  

Luther greatly influenced J.S. Bach, considered the greatest 

composer of the Lutheran church.  Bach was a passionate 

believer and prolific composer of musical works totaling 

1,120.  450 of those works are chorale settings (hymn 

arrangements), many based on Reformation hymns. 

Although he was born over a century after Martin Luther, 

Bach’s library was dominated by Luther’s writings and 

Luther’s hymns were prominent in many of Bach’s musical 

compositions.  Bach also appears to have embraced 

Luther’s teaching on vocation, that all work can be 

glorifying to God and good for our neighbor and that 

Christian calling is for the mother and the mine worker as 

much as it is for the pastor and the church leader. We know 

this because he signed many of his compositions, both 

sacred and secular with the initials “S. D. G.” which stand 

for Soli Deo Gloria translated glory to God alone.   

As we celebrate the 500th Anniversary of the Reformation 

on October 29, 2017, we stand with the people of God 

around the world who will be singing, “A Mighty Fortress 

is our God, a bulwark never failing.”  May God alone receive 

the glory! 

“The true treasure of the church is the most holy gospel of the glory and 

grace of God.”  Martin Luther, Thesis No. 62 
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THE NAME BELOW ALL NAMES :  DO YOU SEE YOURSELF AS THE 

WORST OF SINNERS? 
By Dr. John Perritt

I have distinct memories of holding each of my five children 

for the first time. My wife and I never found out the sex of 

our children prior to their birth, so holding them and 

naming them in that moment always brought about waves 

of emotion that were too strong to overcome. Although 

each of my children were light and fragile in my adult hands 

— some lighter than others — I knew the weight of this 

new life required strength I did not have. 

In considering the birth of a child, it’s sobering to consider 

the point in history when a man and woman held their child 

for the first time and said, “We will call him Judas.” 

What were their hopes and dreams for him? What were the 

moments of laughter they shared with this young boy, the 

memories they repeatedly shared at the table? Consider the 

moments of pride the Iscariots shared as their boy learned 

to speak and took his first steps. Surely they felt similar 

emotions to most parents as they witnessed the maturation 

process of a boy becoming a man. 

Notorious Name 

The name Judas is one that’s familiar to most ears. Like 

Hitler, Stalin, or bin Laden, it conjures up many feelings of 

disdain and disgust. It leaves a haunting notion of betrayal, 

that seems more grave than that of Brutus and Benedict 

Arnold. Other traitors pale by comparison. 

When it comes to notorious names, Judas is the name below 

all names, and appropriately so. While the aforementioned 

names deserve to be names that remain despised 

throughout the annals of history, Judas remains in a league 

of its own. Each of the men listed committed atrocities, 

some large-scale, others smaller. But Judas committed the 

most grievous act in the history of the world: the betrayal of 

the second person of the Trinity, the firstborn of all 

creation, the One by whom, and through whom, all things 

were created (Colossians 1:15–16). 

In the words of John MacArthur, “Judas is the most 

colossal failure in all of human history. He committed the 

most horrible, heinous act of any individual, ever. He 

betrayed the perfect, sinless, holy Son of God for a handful 

of money.” 

The name Judas is forever tarnished because of his 

egregious sin. But it’s not the only one. 

Judas and Me 

Whether it’s Judas, John, or Jennifer, all of our names have 

been tarnished by the sin that poisons every human heart. I 

may not have traded for thirty pieces of silver, or earned 

historical notoriety, but I too have betrayed the Son of God. 

There are times I’ve denied knowing him, like Peter. There 

have been moments of adultery, like David. I’ve murdered. 

Gossiped. Lied. Stolen. I’m unable to love God with my 

heart, soul, mind, and strength. 

For Christians to grasp the weight of our sin, we must stop 

looking down on the name Judas as though we are on higher 

ground. The same temptations, cares, lusts, and greeds of 

Judas’s heart are in yours and mine. I get the sense that 

Christians often think of Judas like some character from a 

myth or fable. He’s just a villain, perhaps. In doing so, we 

separate ourselves from him, and when we do that, we are 

in danger of the same mistakes of Judas. 

As J.C. Ryle once said, “A right knowledge of sin lies at the 

root of all saving Christianity.” Or Christ himself, “The tax 

collector, standing far off, would not even lift up his eyes to 

heaven, but beat his breast, saying, ‘God, be merciful to me, 

a sinner!’” (Luke 18:13). Only those who know their sin are 

justified (Luke 18:14). 

https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Col%201.15%E2%80%9316
https://www.amazon.com/Twelve-Ordinary-Men-Disciples-Greatness/dp/0785288244?tag=desigod06-20
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Luke%2018.13
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Luke%2018.14
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As John Piper has preached, “If we are ever to grasp the 

gospel, we must grasp the ugliness of our sin. If we never 

admit that we don’t just do bad things — we are bad — the 

gospel will never land in power. Our sins will always be 

healed lightly. I need to crawl into the cesspool of my heart 

and claw my way to the bottom, believing there’s Jesus’s 

blood down there, not hell. But it’s at the bottom of our sin, 

not only part way down. 

Those who know the saving work of Jesus Christ look at 

the life of Judas and see themselves. Instead of seeing a 

person they scoff at, they look upon Judas with sobriety and 

even a kind of empathy, knowing that the only thing that 

separates them from Judas is grace. 

New Name 

The life of Judas should foster thoughts of humility and 

discernment. We are not above this man in the sense that 

our hearts are just as broken as his at the most basic level. 

Nevertheless, Christians are not Judas. We have been given a 

name that clothes us in righteous robes that will never fade. 

Even now, though broken sinners, we are heirs to an eternal 

throne of riches beyond our comprehension. 

While we find many commonalities shared between the 

world’s greatest traitor, we have the name “child of God” 

placed upon us. Just as our birth name was placed upon us 

apart from our doing, the name given to us at our new birth 

was also given apart from our doing. The name of “enemy” 

was removed, and “child” was bestowed. It has been fixed 

upon our hearts and “no power of hell, no scheme of man” 

can remove it. 

We have been given this name because that one with the 

name above all names, Jesus Christ, left his throne, came to 

earth, lived a perfect life, and died an atoning death in the 

place of his children. He has conquered sin, he has 

conquered death, and he has secured a place for those 

children who still act a bit like Judas at times. 

Christians are sobered by the sin that remains in our hearts. 

We feel sorrow from the price our Savior paid to remove 

our stained garments. But we also rejoice in the finished 

work of Jesus Christ and know that, one day soon, we will 

feel his embrace and thank the God-man who gave us a new 

name. 

This article was first published on DesiringGod.org. 
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