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   Martin Luther’s ill received challenge to the authority of the Pope, 

during the era we now reference as The Reformation, gives us a 

peek into one of the most controlling influences of the Roman 

Church and one of the most powerful things secured by the Refor-

mation; the validating of the individual conscience before God.  

Through the centuries the individual was not given the freedom to 

follow the dictates of their own conscience in accordance with sa-

cred Scripture.  But now things were a-change’n!   The individual 

conscience would no longer be forced to submit to church tradition 

or Papal decrees against its will.  This freedom of conscience also 

found its way into the individual’s relationship with the state.  Yes!  

We can thank The Reformation for our right to religious, political, 

and individual freedom.   

    The pre-reformation reformers like Wycliffe and Huss and now Martin Luther studied the Scriptures and be-

lieved them to be the only rule of faith and life.  As such they believed Scripture held authority over popes, church 

councils, and church traditions all of which were considered to share authority with God’s Word.    

   In a few years Luther would be summoned to the Diet of Worms and demanded to recant his writings, Luther’s 

response continues to echo through the centuries:  “Unless I am convinced by the testimony of the Scriptures or by 

clear reason (for I do not trust either in the pope or in councils alone, since it is well-known that they have often 

erred and contradicted themselves), I am bound by the Scriptures and my conscience is captive to the Word of 

God. I cannot and will not recant anything, since it is neither safe nor right to go against conscience. May God 

help me. Amen.” 

   The central issue burning in the hearts of the reformers was “Is God’s Word the final authority in matters of faith 

and life?”  Their collective response was a resounding “Yes!”  Their answer echoed in the hearts of men and con-

tinues to do so by way of the historic cry of the Reformation; “Sola Scriptura”, Scripture Alone!  When there is a 

disagreement, a differing opinion, the reformers insisted we should not first turn to a council or a church hierarchy 

for an authoritative answer; we must first look to the Scriptures.  The claim that Scripture held authority in issues 

of faith and life challenged not only the church but the state as well, and it continues unto our time.  This belief in 

the freedom of the conscience was deeply imbedded in the hearts and minds of men and women who found them-

selves setting sail for strange parts of the world to escape the conscience bidding dictates of both church and state.  

Not the least of which found themselves some 100 years later standing on Plymouth Rock in hopes of finding free-

dom of religion, freedom from the state, and so much more. 

    In the first few decades following my earlier mention of Gutenberg’s invention of the movable type printing 

press it was primarily used to produce academic works.  As previously mentioned, the 1400’s saw a growth in the 

establishment of academic institutions and as such the need for mass produced academic works exploded.  Or, it 

may have been the other way around: the ability to produce volumes of academic works may have made it possible 

for the number of academic institutions to explode.  Either way, with the interest generated by the nailing of the 95 

Theses to the Church Door, it was now the perfect time for the publication of works for general distribution.   

   Early in 1518 friends of Luther translated the 95 Theses into German, printed it, copied it, and made it available 

to the general public.  This made the 95 Theses one of the earliest documents printed by Gutenberg’s press to have 

as its intended reader the common man.  In a matter of weeks copies could be found throughout Germany.  In a 



matter of months copies of the 95 Theses could be found across Europe and then into England by the following 

year.   

   The mass publishing and distribution of the Theses created a protest against the Roman Church like never before 

as well as a demand for copies of other writings of Luther to be made readily available.  The Gutenberg Press and 

professional printers were ready at just the right time to make it happen. 

 

 

 


