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Publisher’s Preface 
 

It is out of loving concern for the young people of 
our nation and throughout the world that we send 
forth this new study of the English Reformation. 
 
Almost every school textbook we have seen on 
the subject deals with it in merely social, political 
and economic terms. The spiritual dimension is 
mentioned only sparingly, if at all.  
 
Yet both the facts and our Christian faith 
constrain us to recognize God as its Author. Any 
social, political and economic factors involved are 
only the fruits of this mighty work of the Spirit of 
God. 
 
We trust that the study will commend itself to all 
in charge of our children’s education, whether at 
home or in state- and church-controlled schools.  
 
And may God’s blessing rest on it and on all who 
read it. 
 

The Committee of the Sovereign Grace Union 2011 
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 Introduction 
 
The history you are about to read concerns a work of God 
that took place in England almost five hundred years ago.   
 
It is worthwhile to study it because it made us the nation 
we are. 
 
It is also worthwhile because we are in danger of 
forgetting who we are. There are people in our society 
who do not want us to be English. But God has given us 
‘this blessed plot,’ and at root we are a very patriotic 
people. 
 
It is also worthwhile, because many people today do not 
believe in God. Yet the God who did wonders five 
hundred years ago is still God. What He did then was 
amazing, and we should thank Him for doing it. The big 
difference between now and then is that as a nation we 
have forgotten Him. 
 
But I hope you do not wish to study England’s past only to 
feed your mind. When you read this account you must be 
spurred into action. For we are badly in need of another 
Reformation, and we need God to stir up our spirits to 
pray and protest against the evils of our day till, if He 
pleases, He sends one. 
 
Then we shall be like King David the Psalmist, who cried: 
“O God, we have heard with our ears, our fathers have 
told us, what deeds you performed in their days, in the 
days of old: . . . you set them free; for not by their own 



sword did they win the land . . . but [by] your right hand  . 
. . and the light of your face; for you delighted in them.” 
(Psalm 44.1-3) This is our prayer for you as you grow up 
in our Godless society. 
 
Before setting out on our journey through the English 
Reformation, we shall make clear our viewpoint. We do 
this for three reasons.  
 
1. First, because the way we look at the past determines 
what we say and write about it.  
 
Those of us who believe that the world exists because God 
made it, and that it steers a certain course because He 
directs it, will try to see God at work in history, either in 
mercy or in judgment. This is what the Bible commentator 
Matthew Henry meant when he wrote that God’s dealings 
with His people are commonly mixed: mercy and 
judgment. God has set the one over against another . . . 
like showers and sunshine.” Mrs. Anne Ross Cousin did 
the same in her beautiful poem based on the sayings of the 
Scottish Christian, Samuel Rutherford: 
 ‘With mercy and with judgment 
 My web of time He wove.’ 
Seeing our nation’s history in this light, we will not survey 
the past from our point of view, but from God’s. We will 
try to see people, events and changes as God sees them.  
 
2. Second, we adopt God’s view of history because we 
believe in truth. He is the God of truth, and in His Word 
He has shown that truth is made up of facts plus a right 
understanding of those facts. 
 



For example, just before Christ was born, God sent an 
angel to tell Joseph, Mary’s husband-to-be, that she was to 
be His mother. The message was this: “She will bear a 
son, and you shall call his name Jesus, for he will save his 
people from their sins.” (Matthew 1.21)  
 
Notice: “She will bear a son, and you shall call his name 
Jesus.” These are the facts. Then God gives us His 
understanding of the facts: “For he will save his people 
from their sins.” The name “Jesus” means “Jehovah is 
salvation.” As Jehovah is one of God’s names, the text 
tells us that the son of Mary is no less than God, and that 
as God He will save a certain number, called “His people”, 
from their sins.  
 
Here is another example:  “Christ died:” that is a fact. He 
did not faint. His disciples did not steal and hide His body, 
then falsely claim that He had risen from the dead. He 
really died. Then we read: “Christ died for our sins:” that 
is God’s understanding of the fact. (See 1 Corinthians 
15.3) The little word “for” explains to us that He took our 
place and suffered the punishment we deserve for our sins.  
 
Now if we are to read history as God has interpreted it for 
us in the Bible, we must seek out the facts; then we must 
understand the facts aright. In this way we will arrive at 
the truth, and the truth will keep us on the right lines. It 
will keep us from personal bias or wrong thinking.  
 
3. Third, we adopt the Bible’s view of history because 
God’s dealings with His chosen people and their enemies 
in the Bible show us how He deals with every nation. 
 



As He dealt with the Jews, so He deals with other nations. 
As a holy God, He loves holiness and freely rewards it. 
And as a holy God He hates sin and justly punishes it. 
When we study history we are to observe this work of God 
in action. We are to ask God to show us who are the 
righteous and who are the wicked. We must also learn 
how He rewards His people and punishes His enemies. 
The more light we get from the Bible about these matters, 
the more we will see God at work in both individuals and 
nations. 
 
Our viewpoint, then, is the one that seeks to see God at 
work in history, and to understand characters, events and 
changes through His eyes. He Himself expects us to take 
our stand here, because He says: “Trust in the Lord with 
all your heart, and do not lean to your own understanding. 
In all your ways acknowledge Him, and He shall direct 
your paths.” (Proverbs 3.5-6)  
 
In our study we have omitted many details about England 
in the 16th century. This is because we wish to concentrate 
on the people God used in the swirl of events that formed 
the Reformation.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter One 
What Was the English 

Reformation? 
 

When we try to see the English Reformation through 
God’s eyes, we find a marked difference between it and 
the viewpoint of many writers of history. 
 
Some of them do not believe the Bible. As a result they do 
not see God at work in history. So when they come to 
write history they fail to mention Him. Instead, they twist 
the facts and put their own understanding on people, 
events and changes. They revise history according to their 
own false ideas. Their history is warped. Undeniable facts 
are mingled with lies.  
 
You may identify them by the terms they use in their 
writing. They refer to the Reformation as a ‘Revolution’ or 
a ‘Revolt,’ to Bible truth as ‘heresy,’ and to Christian 
believers as ‘heretics.’ They speak about Reformers 
‘dividing Europe,’ ‘splitting the Church,’ and ‘opposing 
the law,’ to make you think that they were bad people, 
rebels or troublemakers. As you read, therefore, beware of 
their tactics. They are trying to poison your mind. 
 
Let us look at some examples of their ‘history,’ and see 
how wrong they are. 
 
1. One of them claims that when reforms began to take 
place the Roman Catholic Church was well respected. 
 



This claim does not fit the facts. People were always 
complaining of churchmen’s bad behaviour: their greed, 
deceit, sexual immorality, ignorance, superstition and 
cruelty. 
  
Besides, their ‘priests’ never told them the Good News 
that “Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners,” 
and that they must trust in Him alone for salvation. 
 
Also, people were no longer content to be told by their 
priests what to believe and how to live. They wanted to 
read the Bible for themselves. Yet the Church of Rome 
would not let them have a Bible in English. 
 
Not only that, the people began to ask disturbing 
questions: Why should bishops and priests have such 
power and wealth? Why did they not live like Jesus? 
Rather than respect the Roman Church, then, people were 
thoroughly dissatisfied with it. 
 
2. Another false notion is that reforming ideas were not 
popular in the 1520s. 
 
This idea also does not fit the facts. John Wycliffe and his 
‘Lollard’ preachers had made reforming ideas very 
popular right throughout the 15th century. These travelling 
messengers of the Gospel could be found in market places 
and at village crosses telling merchants, shoppers, farm 
labourers and housewives of the wonderful Saviour who 
died to take away our sins, and who calls us to live holy 
lives. They also added that we must believe in Him in 
order to be saved from our sins, and not to try to curry 
God’s favour by giving money to the Church. And just as 



“the common people received” Jesus “gladly,” so too they 
received His messengers gladly.  
 
Why? Because if they could be saved by faith alone, they 
would not have to do all the works that priests imposed on 
them in order to be freed from their sins! This Good News 
that they welcomed lived on in the hearts of many country 
folk till the time of Henry VIII. By the early 16th century 
there was a real hunger for reform in England. 
 
Besides, a book shipped over from the continent opened 
people’s eyes to a new kind of Church. Erasmus of 
Rotterdam published his Handbook to the Christian 
Soldier in 1503. It not only criticized the existing Church, 
it also set out an attractive vision of the Church of the 
future.  
 
In this new Church ordinary people would play a full part, 
instead of leaving power in the hands of priests. Erasmus 
said that even the most humble ploughman as he worked 
his fields, and the weaver as he plied his shuttle, and the 
traveller as he rode on his journey, would soon be able to 
read his New Testament.  
 
The value that Erasmus’ book placed on ordinary people 
made it very popular. It became a best seller in England.  
 
3. A third wrong idea is that Henry VIII’s divorce was the 
main cause of reform. Countless ‘histories’ of the 
Reformation foster this lie. One of them writes: “The 
Reformation in England began with the marital problems 
of King Henry VIII.” 
 



But Henry’s divorce had nothing to do with the massive 
changes in faith and life that ushered England into a new 
and better era. The truth is: Henry wanted a male heir to 
the throne, and his first wife could not produce one. So he 
wished to divorce her and find someone who could! Not 
only so, Henry had a bad conscience. He already had a son 
born from a lustful relationship with another woman. This 
son would never have been accepted as king.  
 
What has this to do with God changing people’s hearts, 
making them new characters and enabling them to live 
upright lives? The outward events surrounding Henry’s 
divorce case were used by God to change the king’s 
relationship to the pope of Rome, but they were not the 
cause of the Reformation. 
 
4. Another wrong idea is that the Reformation was merely 
an act of state. That is, Henry VIII and his courtiers used 
the Reformers’ teachings to increase their wealth and 
power. “The causes [of the Reformation] began with 
politics,” says one book on the period. Another goes even 
further. It says that before the reign of Queen Elizabeth I 
“the English revolt” [note the term] did not show any signs 
of “spiritual awakening among the people. Its impulses 
were political and social.” 
 
Now, it is true that Henry and his officers of state turned 
the wealth of the Roman Church to their own advantage. 
They plundered the monasteries (where monks lived) and 
convents (where nuns lived) of their treasures. But this 
does not make a mighty work of God an act of state. Their 
greed was not the cause of the Reformation, but an evil 
side effect of it. The Reformers, by contrast, wanted to 



spend the Church’s money on schools and colleges and 
hospitals, not on themselves. 
 
5. Other historians claim that reforms on the continent of 
Europe barely influenced changes in England. 
 
This is untrue. Reforming ideas from Europe poured into 
London and the southeast in the 1520s. As early as 1520-
21, a group of young Cambridge Bible students were 
meeting in the White Horse Tavern to discuss the German 
Reformer Martin Luther’s teachings. These had been 
smuggled into England by merchants.  
 
Also, from an Antwerp base (now in Belgium), William 
Tyndale’s English New Testament and other Reformation 
writings were carried as far north as the Midlands after 
1526. The more Bibles and good books were shipped in, 
and the more people read them with enlightened eyes, the 
more demands for reform were made.  
 
Conclusion 
Clearly, when God’s truth shone into people’s hearts, a 
longing for reform naturally followed. This is because 
God’s standards are always higher than ours. When people 
compared the standard of Christian living in the New 
Testament Church with the low moral standards of their 
own day, they longed to be like the early Christians.  
In fact, before long, so popular were Christian ideas in 
England that no European nation was more deeply 
influenced by the Bible than the English. 
 
 
 



In short, the Reformation was a spiritual work of God. 
And it brought with it the most beneficial changes 
England had ever seen.  
 
As the Christian historian Merle d’Aubigné notes, the seed 
God had sown lay long underground; but in His good time 
it sprang up and bore good fruit.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter Two 
Some Bible Reformations 

 
As we compare the English Reformation with certain 
Reformations in the Bible, we notice a striking 
resemblance. This should not surprise us, because God 
was the Author of both. 
 
We must never forget that God is in control of all the 
people, events and movements that influence the course of 
history. Everywhere in the Bible we may see evidence that 
“the Lord reigns” (Psalms 93.1; 97.1) and that “He does 
according to His will . . . among the inhabitants of the 
earth.” (Daniel 4.35) 
 
It was He who moved Nebuchadnezzar, king of Babylon, 
to invade Israel, as a punishment for her sins. (2 Kings 
24.10ff) It was He who stirred up Cyrus, King of Persia, to 
let her people return to their country and rebuild the 
temple (Isaiah 45.1,13). After all, “the king’s heart is like 
a stream of water in the hand of the Lord; He turns it 
wherever He will.” (Proverbs 21.1) 
 
So too in the English Reformation God used the Tudor 
monarchs, their courtiers and churchmen to fulfil His 
sovereign will. 
 
But we also discover that the national reformations God 
brought to Israel had the same features as the English  
Reformation.  
 



We will mention three of these: 
King Hezekiah found his kingdom full of idolatry and 
superstition. So he ordered the temple to be repaired and 
purified from abuse, caused the people to keep the 
Passover Feast again, broke down the idolatrous altars and 
images, fortified Jerusalem against invasion, and placed 
both himself and the nation in God’s hands. He even 
composed a hymn of thanksgiving after his recovery from 
illness, and ordered his scribes to copy Solomon’s 
proverbs for his use as king. (2 Chronicles 29-32; Isaiah 
36-39; Proverbs 25.1; Deuteronomy 17.18-20) 
 
(ii) When the eight-year old King Josiah came to the 
throne, “he did what was right in the eyes of the Lord . . . 
and he did not turn aside to the right or to the left.” 
Finding in the scroll of God’s law that the worship of God 
had been shamefully neglected, he ordered his subjects to 
celebrate the Passover (see Exodus 12). Then he gathered 
together the elders of Judah, his officers of state, and made 
them renew their covenant with God: that is, to take Him 
again for their God, and to promise to be His people. He 
gave orders to destroy all fortune-tellers, magicians and 
sexual perverts, and to pull down every altar of 
superstition and statue to idols in the land. For the rest of 
his short life he continued to fear God and promote 
reformation. (2 Kings 22-23) 
 
(iii) Nehemiah, the Governor of the Jews after their return 
from Babylon, was given the task of rebuilding ruined 
Jerusalem. Despite persistent opposition, his workmen 
rebuilt the city walls with a sword in one hand and a 
trowel in the other! He then curbed the cruelty of the rich 
nobles, restored the ancient feasts, had God’s law read and 



explained to the people, forced Jewish Sabbath-breakers to 
stop trading on that holy day, made the men who had 
married heathen wives put them away, decreed that the 
year for releasing slaves be punctually observed, and 
ensured that the priests were properly paid. And he did all 
this without demanding a salary, but maintained his family 
on the produce of his own fields. (Nehemiah and Ezra) 
 
As we read about these Biblical reformations, we observe 
that they all had some things in common: 
(1) They were set in motion by the reading of the Word of 
God. 
(2) They were supervised by rulers who sought to obey 
Him.  
(3) They abolished the worship of idols and restored the 
pure worship of God. 
(4) They  employed the willing help of the people. 
(5) They entailed personal sacrifice, of time, energy, 
property and status. 
(6) They could not have taken place without the grace, 
wisdom and power of God. 
 
This was true also of the sixteenth century English 
Reformation. It brought in Biblical reforms. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter Three 
Why England Needed the 

Reformation 
 

At the time of Henry VIII’s coronation (1509) the Church 
of Christ in England was thoroughly corrupt. 
 
1. First, its teaching was not that of the Lord Jesus Christ 
and His apostles. 
 
a. In the Early Church its members “gladly received the 
Word” and “continued steadfastly in the apostles’ 
doctrine.” (Acts 2.41-42) 
  
But in 1509 people were forbidden to read the Word and 
knew nothing of the apostles’ teaching.  
 
That teaching is to be found in their Letters to the New 
Testament churches. It shows us that the Bible alone is 
able to make us wise to salvation through faith in Jesus 
Christ (2 Timothy 3.15), and that we are saved by grace 
through faith, not by any works of ours. (Ephesians 2.8-9) 
 
By Henry’s day the Church taught that the Word was not 
enough to save us, but that we need the Church itself to 
explain it to us, and that we are saved by God’s grace plus 
our own works. 
 
b. The Scriptures teaches that God alone is to be 
worshipped. (John 4.24; Revelation 19.10) 



But in Henry’s day the Church said that the bones, items 
of clothing and body hair of saints (called relics) were to 
be worshipped, and that the communion wafer lifted up by 
the priest is to be adored. 
 
c. The Bible says that ministers (who are not priests) may 
marry. (1 Timothy 3.2; 1 Corinthians 9.5) 
But the Church said that priests were not allowed to 
marry.  
 
d. The Word of God promises that we are redeemed from 
our sins not by money but by the precious blood of Christ 
(1 Peter 1.18-19) 
But the Church taught that Indulgences (paper promises of 
pardon) might be bought with money to shorten time in 
purgatory (a man-made invention anyway).  
 
e. Holy Scripture informs us that the human nature of 
Christ is now in heaven. (Luke 24.51; Acts 1.9-10) 
But the Church taught that the communion bread and wine 
become the real physical body and blood of Christ when 
the priest pronounces the words Hoc est corpus meum = 
This is my body (Latin). 
 
f. The Bible teaches us to confess our sins to God only. 
(Psalm 32.5; 1 John 1.9) 
But the Church taught that sins must be confessed to a 
Roman priest before they could be forgiven.  
 
g. The Word of God tells us that Mary was highly 
favoured as the mother of our Lord Jesus Christ. 



But the Church taught that she is a joint Saviour with 
Jesus, and that the prayer Ave Maria = Hail Mary is to be 
prayed by all the faithful.  
 
Not one of these lies held by the Roman Church before the 
Reformation is found in Scripture. 
 
2. Second, the entire structure of the Church of Rome 
had lost all likeness to the structure of the Early Church. 
 
In the Early Church all the ministers (also called elders or 
bishops or presbyters) were equal. (Acts 14.23; 20.17; 1 
Timothy 3.1-7; Titus 3.5-9) 
 
But by the time of Henry VIII the Church was like a 
human pyramid, with the pope at the summit, then beneath 
him the cardinals, then the archbishops, then the bishops, 
then the priests, down to the altar boy. 
 
3. Third, the morals of the ‘clergy’ were so bad that 
anyone could see that they were not at all followers of “the 
holy child Jesus.” 
 
a. In the New Testament Church, the ministers of Christ 
were sincerely holy, set apart for their work and morally 
upright, though they were far from perfect. (1 Timothy 
1.2; Titus 1.4; Acts 2.4; 6.3; 13.9) 
 
But the popes, cardinals, archbishops, bishops, priests and 
monks lived appallingly sinful lives.  
 
They fathered children when none of them were married.  
 



They were in the habit of giving plum positions in the 
church to their sons and nephews.  
 
They were guilty of bribing others to obtain favours (this 
is called simony, after Simon Magus, who offered money 
to the apostles in exchange for supernatural gifts, Acts 
8.18-19).  
 
The lives of the ‘lower clergy’ or priests, monks and nuns 
were scandalous. They disgusted the people by their 
gluttony, gambling, drunkenness and sensuality. Too often 
they were persons taken from the lowest of the people – 
loiterers on the ale-house bench; hardly able to say their 
Paternoster (i.e. the Lord’s Prayer); often unable to repeat 
the Ten Commandments – Mass priests, who could just 
read their service books and no more – men often dubbed 
by the names Sir John Lack-Latin, Sir John Mumble-
Mattins, or Babbling and Blind St. John! In short, the lives 
of ministers of religion were a scandal! 
 
The Report of Henry VIII’s Commissioners later recorded: 
“Manifest sin, vicious, carnal, and abominable living, is 
daily used and committed in abbeys, priories and other 
religious houses of monks, canons and nuns . . . by the 
space of 200 years or more!” This Report gave the lie once 
and for all to the idea that men and women become more 
holy by retiring into ‘holy retreats’ from the world, the 
flesh and the devil.  
 
The trouble was, they took their sinful natures with them. 
And those natures were bound to assert themselves in 
immoral living. 
 



The Word of God warns us that “fullness of bread, and 
abundance of idleness” always gives rise to sexual 
immorality. (Ezekiel 16.49) 
 
b. Secondly, in the New Testament Church both ministers 
and people knew the Word of God and strove to build up 
each other in the Christian Faith. (2 Timothy 3.14-17; 
Ephesians 4.11-16) 
 
But in the Church of Henry VIII both priests and people 
were very ignorant. Although the Church abounded in 
wealth, its army of bishops, priests, abbots, friars, canons, 
monks and nuns was ignorant of God, the Lord Jesus, and 
the way of salvation. It was a Church without a Bible, and 
a Church without the Spirit of God. Such a Church is as 
useless as a light-house without a light. 
 
As for the poor people, they had no true religion at all. 
They had no one to tell them of the love of God, the 
sacrifice of Christ, the work of the Holy Spirit, how to be 
right with God or how to prepare for heaven. In times of 
trouble or sickness, they could only send for the priest, 
who knew nothing himself of the comforts of the Gospel, 
and could tell nothing to others. At their deathbed, he 
pretended to give them a full pardon (called ‘absolution’), 
anoint them with oil (called ‘extreme unction’) and then 
send them on their journey into a dark eternity. 
 
c. In the Early Christian Church any superstition or “will-
worship,” as the apostle Paul calls it (Colossians 2.23), 
was quickly dealt with and put away. 
 



But in the Roman Church in the early 16th century it was 
let loose on the people as part of their religion. 
 
In Worcester, for example, there stood a huge statue of the 
Virgin Mary that thousands went to visit every year. They 
did this because they were taught that while Jesus is very 
severe, His mother Mary is gentle and kind, and would 
receive them and introduce them to her Son. So they came 
to venerate her as a co-Saviour. They were never taught 
that Mary herself expressed her need of salvation when 
she said: “My soul magnifies the Lord, and my spirit 
rejoices in God my Saviour.” (Luke 1.46-47) 
 
Another superstitious practice was for pilgrims to visit 
Repton Priory, in Derbyshire, where St. Guthlac’s bell was 
held in special honour. Why? Because the Church told 
them that all who placed their heads inside it would be 
cured of headache! Of course, the resident monks were 
paid for their wonder-working bell! 
At Reading Abbey, in Berkshire, a one-winged angel was 
put on display by the monks on festive occasions, and was 
given religious honour by the poor people. 
 
The nuns of St. Mary’s, Derby, claimed to have a piece of 
doubting Thomas’s shirt. (John 20.24-29) This was taken 
out of a large wooden chest and worshipped by pregnant 
women to give them hope of a healthy baby! 
 
These are some of the ‘lying wonders’ to which poor 
people were sent by their religious leaders for their 
spiritual benefit. The truth is, their ‘spiritual directors’ 
could not direct them to God through the Lord Jesus Christ 
because they did not know Him themselves! 



d. In the Early Church its leaders were poor, and the richer 
people shared their wealth with those in need. (2 
Corinthians 6.10; 2 Corinthians 9; Acts 2.44-45) 
 
Indeed, no-one was to be chosen as a minister of the 
Church if he was seen to be “greedy of filthy lucre” (i.e. 
money) (1 Timothy 3.3; Titus 1.7; 1 Peter 5.2) They all 
tried by the grace of God to bring their life style as near as 
they could to that of the Lord Jesus Christ. 
 
But in the Church of Henry’s day the ‘churchmen’ lived in 
great luxury. A manuscript of the day portrays a swarm of 
Roman priests in the house of a nobleman. They were 
attending a banquet he was hosting. This is just one proof 
of many that they thrust themselves into every corner of 
people’s lives, and had a finger in every business. From 
the cradle to the grave they tried to control the people. 
 
In their lust for “filthy lucre” they persuaded mourning 
relatives to pay them money to sing ‘requiems’ or ‘masses 
for the dead.’ Or they advised the pious people to go on 
pilgrimage to the shrine of Thomas à Becket at 
Canterbury, where their gifts would be credited to their 
names in heaven.  
 
Sometimes they induced sinners to donate large tracts of 
land to the Church, in order to atone for their sins. For 
instance, one of the four murderers of Thomas à Becket 
was persuaded to build Beauchief Abbey, near Sheffield, 
for this purpose. 
 
 
 



By the time of Henry’s coronation, the Church had 
transferred a third of the nation’s wealth into its own 
coffers!  
 
e. In the Early Church, our Lord’s apostles told the people 
that they were not lords over their faith, but helpers of 
their joy. (2 Corinthians 1.24) Instead of exalting 
themselves above others, they humbled themselves, 
putting themselves on the same level as the elders. (1 Peter 
5.1; 2 John 1) 
 
But in the late Medieval Church the priests did all they 
could to keep power in their own hands. For instance, they 
claimed to hold the very keys of heaven and hell; that is, 
to pardon or condemn people. They forced people to 
confess their sins to them alone.  
 
Let us look at a few of the frauds that these greedy priests 
practised on the gullible people of England.  
 
At Boxley, in Kent, a great crucifix (statue of Christ on the 
cross) was set up. It was greatly honoured and received 
vast offerings. Why? Because the priests had told the 
people of a particular miracle it could perform. What was 
this? When its visitors offered copper coins, its face 
frowned. When they offered silver, its frown disappeared. 
But when they offered gold, it actually smiled! This was to 
signify that the Saviour was displeased with small gifts, 
but was very pleased with great ones!  
 
And yet His death on the cross has already paid for our 
salvation, as Mrs. Alexander’s hymn reminds us: 
 



 ‘He died that we might be forgiven, 
 He died to make us good, 
 That we might go at last to heaven, 
 Saved by His precious blood. 
 
 There was no other good enough  

To pay the price of sin; 
He only could unlock the gate 
Of heaven and let us in.’ 
 

When Henry VIII’s commissioners examined the crucifix 
they found wires inside it. The attendant priests moved the 
face of the image according to the amount of money 
offered! 
 
Another disgraceful fraud existed at Hales Abbey, in 
Gloucestershire. Here a vial claiming to contain the blood 
of Jesus was shown to visitors. But it could be shown only 
to those who offered money to the abbey! When it was 
examined, the vial was found to contain the blood of a 
duck, which was replenished every week! 
 
The very carvings still to be seen in some old buildings 
tell us in wood and stone of the ‘clergy’s’ (priests, monks, 
nuns, etc) greed. Friars are shown as foxes preaching, with 
a stolen goose peeping out of their hood; or as wolves 
granting a pardon, with a sheep stuffed in their cloak; or as 
apes sitting on a sick man’s bed, with one hand holding a 
crucifix and the other in the sick man’s pocket! Priestly 
greed must have reached shameful depths for it to be held 
up to such scorn! 
 
 



In England, all this moral corruption, ignorance, 
superstition, greed and love of power was evident 
everywhere. It affected every town and village and hamlet, 
and almost every person in the land.  
 
4. Fourth, they tried to cover their spiritual nakedness with 
ornate rituals and splendid shows of wealth. 
 
Once the Old Testament law had been fulfilled in the 
atoning work of Jesus, all its ornate rituals and ceremonies 
and holy days were done away with. We do not find one 
passage in the New Testament where special religious 
clothing is to be worn. Nor do we find Christians told to 
go on pilgrimages or to join in processions. Nor do we 
find believers sacrificing at altars, or bowing and crossing 
themselves, or carrying incense, or setting apart special 
holy days, or building chapels to dead saints, or erecting 
rood screens (partitions in a church building separating 
priests and people), or carving out crucifixes, or moulding 
statues of Mary, angels and saints. 
 
But in the late Medieval Church the Gospel was 
smothered with rituals, ceremonies, images, ‘holy places’ 
and ‘holy days.’ There were pilgrimages to Walsingham, 
pilgrimages to Canterbury, pilgrimages to Boxley, 
pilgrimages to Glastonbury, pilgrimages to Tintern, 
pilgrimages to Battle. There were copes, and mitres, and 
fish-tail hats, and cassocks, and surplices, and penance 
stools, and confessional boxes, and all kinds of priestly 
paraphernalia! The list is endless. 
 



These things, and many more like them, were designed to 
glorify ‘Holy Mother Church’ and overawe the people. 
And by cunning priest-craft they largely succeeded. 
 
5. Fifth, the Roman Church was dreaded for persecuting 
those who disagreed with it.  
 
On the continent, the Albigenses (a ‘way out’ cult) were 
ruthlessly crushed by the Inquisition and monastic orders 
(monks claiming to follow ‘St.’ Francis of Assisi, or ‘St.’ 
Benedict, or ‘St.’ Augustine).  
 
The Waldensians (disciples of Peter Waldo) were 
slaughtered in the mountains and valleys of Savoy for 
denying that Rome was the only true church.  
 
Thousands were tortured by the Spanish Inquisition 
(religious men appointed to ‘inquire’ into people’s beliefs) 
and burnt to death at the autos-da-fé = acts of faith (!) For 
the two centuries before 1517, about thirteen thousand 
persons were burned alive.  
 
We do not know how many English men and women 
suffered in this way. But one thing is certain: English 
courtiers and merchants knew of the atrocities in Europe, 
and they feared that England might suffer in the same 
way.  
 
Conclusion 
In sum, the religion of early Tudor England was just like 
the religion described by Jesus when he spoke of the 
Jewish leaders and their people as “the blind leading the 
blind.” Both, he added, would fall into the ditch!  



 
It was a religion without God, without Christ, without 
faith, without hope, without love and without good works 
pleasing to God. It was a religion of fear, of superstition, 
of ignorance, of ‘good works.’ At best it was a 
meaningless round of pilgrimages, penances, masses and 
frightened obedience to the priests.  
 
When poor sinners felt the need to be right with God and 
draw near to Him, the very Church that called itself the 
door into God’s presence barred the way.  At every point it 
stood sentry, arrogantly claiming that sinners could only 
get near Him through the door it guarded, and by paying 
toll money for the privilege. 
 
For these reasons, England badly needed the Reformation. 
And in His loving kindness, God gave it to us. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter Four 
What Caused the Reformation? 

 
There are five causes of the 16th century European 
Reformation. They all apply to the English Reformation. 
They are the following: 
 
1. People of all classes were deeply dissatisfied with the 
appalling corruptions in the Papacy and the Church of 
Rome.  
 
This is not surprising. Even non-churchgoers can tell 
whether church people behave as Christians or not. 
 
In 1517 the German monk Martin Luther began to 
challenge these evils. Soon he condemned the entire 
system. When he saw the wealth that the Church had 
amassed, he said: “the true treasure of the Church is the 
most holy Gospel of the glory and grace of God.”  
 
Luther’s bold challenge came to the notice of many 
English people, who began to read his writings and see 
that the original Church could not be recognized in the 
Church of Rome. It had become horribly deformed.  
 
2. The turning of scholars to the original sources of the 
Christian Church, namely, the Hebrew Old Testament and 
the Greek New Testament.  
 



This movement, a part of the Renaissance (or ‘re-birth’ of 
Greek and Roman ideals) was led on the continent by  
‘humanists.’  
 
The most prominent of these was Erasmus. He is famous 
for ridiculing the Roman priests and monks, as well as for 
recommending peaceful reform within the Church. 
 
This Erasmus spent some time in England and became the 
close friend of John Colet, Dean of St. Paul’s, in London. 
Colet explained the Letters of the apostle Paul in clear, 
simple and practical language, besides preaching 
passionately against the faults of churchmen. Through his 
ministry the Londoners’ longing for reform increased. 
 
Colet made both Oxford and Cambridge centres of what 
was termed the ‘New Learning.’ It was in fact the ‘Old 
Learning’ of the Bible brought freshly to light. 
 
This rebirth of ancient learning was greatly helped by the 
Sack of Constantinople (now Istanbul) in 1453. This last 
remnant of the Byzantine Empire and ‘mother’ of eastern 
Christianity fell to the Muslim Ottoman Turks. But its 
Greek scholars managed to escape, and many fled to such 
European centres as Vienna, Budapest and Prague. Here 
their copies of the Bible were studied by western scholars, 
including Englishmen, who brought their knowledge of 
Holy Scripture back to England. 
 
3. The invention of printing, especially the printing of 
the Gutenberg Bible (1451).  
 



Johannes Gutenberg of Mainz in Germany invented a 
new way of producing books quickly and cheaply. This 
was by transferring ink to paper through a printing press 
with movable type, that is, letters that could be re-used 
after printing one book. This new technology did away 
with the laborious process of producing handwritten 
copies on vellum or parchment.  
 
a. How the invention of printing influenced the English 
Reformation is a long story, but the central fact is clear. 
Once God had made printing available, He next raised up 
someone to translate His Word into English.  
 
This was William Tyndale. Years before his translation 
of the New Testament, in his patron’s manor at Little 
Sodbury in Gloucestershire, Tyndale had argued with 
ignorant priests, telling them that before long he would 
cause ploughmen to know more of the Scriptures than they 
did. The invention of the printing press made him keener 
than ever to go to Europe, find a printer who would work 
for him, and so bring the pure Gospel to his fellow 
countrymen. 
  
Despite much opposition and several setbacks, Tyndale 
printed his New Testament in English in 1526 at 
Worms, Germany (the very city where Luther had made 
his noble stand against the corrupt, unreformed Church of 
Rome). Copies were quickly smuggled into England and 
widely read.  
 
It was not only its “proper English” that made Tyndale’s 
New Testament popular. It also accurately revealed the 
meaning of the original Greek. As it did so, it laid bare 



some of the frauds that the Church of Rome had 
committed on the text. This produced great changes in 
people’s thinking about what the Church should be like. 
 
For example, Roman Catholics had understood the Greek 
word presbyteros to mean ‘priest.’  
But in the Bible ‘priest’ is hiereus, and refers only to 
Jewish or pagan priests. Presbyteros refers to a Christian 
office bearer in the Church, and Tyndale made this clear. 
He translated the word as senior, and later changed it to 
elder.  
 
Then again, the Greek term ekklesia, traditionally 
translated as church, now became congregation. As they 
read Tyndale’s work people began to see that instead of a 
massive institution calling itself ‘the Church’ the Bible 
refers to a gathering of believers and their families in any 
particular place. 
 
Once Tyndale’s translation was widely available, there 
was no turning back. It had to be authorized. To 
everyone’s amazement, no less a person that Henry VIII 
himself ordered one of its revisions to be placed in every 
parish church throughout the land! This event was a 
central feature of the Reformation. For it gave the English 
people a treasure that would have been unthinkable only a 
few years earlier – an officially sanctioned English Bible. 
 
b. It was through the printing of good books based on the 
Bible that people’s hearts were weaned away from popish 
tyranny. A law made by Henry IV had decreed that 
anyone who did not believe what the pope said was to be 
burned to death. He was regarded as the head of the 



Christian Church, and his word was law. But after printing 
was discovered and books became cheaper to buy, people 
began to read and to think much more than before. And 
the more they read, the harder they found it to believe 
what the pope said.  
 
4. The pope’s interference in affairs of state.  
 
Claiming to be Christ’s Vicar (or representative on earth) 
and head of both the Church and the world, the pope for 
years had humbled kings, extorted money from them and 
crushed all opposition.  
 
A famous English example from a time long before the 
Reformation shows the pope’s power over kings. When 
Richard the Lionheart died (1199) his brother John 
became king. A dispute arose between him and the monks 
of Canterbury as to who should be the next archbishop. 
Both parties appealed to the pope. For refusing to obey the 
pope’s ruling, the pope told the people that John was no 
longer king and that they need not serve or obey him. He 
lost all rights, as a man, as king and as a churchman. He 
also told the King of France to invade England and defeat 
John: this would be a ‘good work.’ The French king 
welcomed an excuse to invade England, and he began to 
prepare for war. This forced John to give in.  
 
He then did the most abject thing. He submitted to the 
pope, who sent a messenger to England to humble him. 
Kneeling before this servant of antichrist, John took the 
crown from his head and handed it to him. Five days later 
the messenger returned the crown, but only on condition 
that in future he would not be the free King of England, 



but the servant of the pope, and that he must promise to 
obey the pope at all times.  
 
This famous incident opens a window into the enormous 
power of the Bishop of Rome in those days. Can we 
wonder that the people of England cried out for reform? 
 
5. Operating through all these human factors was a mighty 
outpouring of the Spirit of God.  
 
When Zerubbabel was called to build the second temple in 
Jerusalem and restore the worship of God (see Ezra 1-6, 
Haggai 1-2) the Lord told His prophet Zechariah that it 
would be built “not by might, nor by power, but by my 
Spirit.” (Zechariah 4.6) That is, he would not have to 
oppress the people or start a war to do God’s work, but 
God’s Spirit within him and his fellow Jews would enable 
them to do it peacefully. 
 
So it was with the English Reformation. No one but the 
Holy Spirit could have opened the eyes of thousands of 
English men and women to the rottenness of that 
institution which called itself ‘the Church.’ 
 
No one but He could have freed their hearts from its 
slavish tyranny and brought them into the freedom of the 
kingdom of Christ.  
 
No one but He could have made them men and women of 
God, who knew their Bibles so well that their ‘learned’ 
accusers could not overthrow the reasons for their faith.  
 



And no one but He could make ordinary Christian people 
willing to give their bodies to the flames and their souls to 
God for the Saviour who had given His body and soul for 
them. 
  
Truly, as Philip E. Hughes observes: “The Holy Spirit was 
moving upon the face of England.” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter Five 
What the Reformers Taught 

 
You might think that national reform has nothing to do 
with religion; but you would be mistaken. In England, as 
in other countries, the Reformation flowed from the 
rediscovery of the Gospel. This Gospel is the Good News 
that “Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners [or 
those who have broken God’s law]” (1 Timothy 1.15) and 
that we are “saved by grace [or unmerited favour] through 
faith [or trusting in Jesus].” (Ephesians 2.8)  
 
This is the message of the whole Bible. It may be summed 
up in this way: 
(i) God has graciously revealed Himself in the Bible, His 
written Word.  
(ii) In His grace to mankind, He chose a people for 
Himself before He made the universe. 
(iii) In grace He sent His Son Jesus Christ to atone for 
their sins by His death.  
(iv) In further grace He sends His Holy Spirit to give them 
new life and to create faith in them.  
(v) We are made right with God by faith alone.  
(vi) God Himself makes us holy us through the reading 
and preaching of His Word.  
(vii) Christian ministers are God-fearing servants who call 
people to repent of their sins and believe the Gospel.  
(viii) Worship is a heartfelt service of prayer and praise by 
the people, aided by their ministers, who preach, baptize 
and administer the Lord’s Supper.   
(ix) The Church is the body of true believers, along with 
their spiritual teachers and pastoral guides. 



In short, by His grace God does all that is needed to unite 
His people to Himself for ever. 
These are the teachings that the Saviour and His apostles 
lay down as a foundation for faith and life.  
 
As we read the writings of the English Reformers, we find 
that they follow the same teachings. Here is a sample from 
them: 
 
1. Of the Bible, Thomas Cranmer wrote: “this book, which 
is the Word of God, [is] the most precious jewel    . . . on 
earth.”  
Edwin Sandys wrote: “The foundation of our religion is 
the written Word, the Scriptures of God.” 
 
This is precisely what God Himself tells us: “The law of 
the Lord is perfect, converting the soul . . . The commands 
of the Lord are right, rejoicing the heart . . . More to be 
desired are they than gold, even much fine gold.” (Psalm 
19.7,8,10) 
Again He says: “Now therefore you are . . . built on the 
foundation of the apostles and prophets, Christ Jesus 
Himself being the corner stone.” (Ephesians 2.19-20) 
 
2. On Election, or God’s choosing some to be His own 
people, the Reformers taught that because we are dead in 
sin, we cannot save ourselves, but that God has “an 
everlasting purpose . . . to deliver from . . . damnation 
those whom He has chosen in Christ . . . and to bring them 
by Christ to everlasting salvation.” (Article 17 of the 
Thirty-nine Articles of Religion of the Church of England) 
 
 



The Bible says the same: “Blessed be the God and Father 
of our Lord Jesus Christ . . . even as He chose us in Him 
before the foundation of the world.” (Ephesians 1.3-4) 
It also says: “For God hath not appointed us to wrath, but 
to obtain salvation by our Lord Jesus Christ.” (1 
Thessalonians 5.9) 
 
3. On Justification, or being right with God through faith 
alone, William Tyndale wrote: “That we say faith only 
justifies ought to offend no man. For if . . . Christ only 
redeemed us . . . bore our sins . . . then . . . trust only in 
Christ’s deserving . . . alone quietens the conscience and 
certifies [to] it that [our] sins are forgiven.” 
 
So too the Scriptures say: “Therefore, since we have been 
justified by faith, we have peace with God through our 
Lord Jesus Christ.” (Romans 5.1) 
They also tell us: “a person is not justified by works of the 
law, but through faith in Jesus Christ.” (Galatians 2.16) 
 
4. On Sanctification, or being made holy, John Jewel 
urges: “When we know God, let us glorify Him as our 
God; let us so live that our words, our deeds, and our 
whole life may testify that the kingdom of God is among 
us.” 
 
So too the Word of God says: “You shall be holy, for I am 
holy.” (1 Peter 1.16) 
It also says: “You were bought with a price. So glorify 
God in your body, and in your spirit, which are God’s.” (1 
Corinthians 6.20) 
 



5. On the Ministry, John Hooper wrote: “it is every 
minister’s office . . . to call on the people” to amend their 
lives, “to . . . believe the forgiveness of sins for Christ’s 
sake, . . . to honour God, and to show . . . obedience to 
God’s law.” 
Thomas Becon wrote: “the first . . . point of a . . . spiritual 
minister’s office [is] to teach and preach the Word of 
God.” 
 
The Lord Jesus Christ taught the same: “Jesus came into 
Galilee, . . . saying . . . Repent ye, and believe the Gospel.” 
(Mark 1.14-15) 
His apostle Paul also urges Timothy: “Preach the Word; 
be ready in season and out of season; reprove, rebuke and 
exhort.” (2 Timothy 4.2) 
 
6. On Worship, Thomas Cranmer wrote: “It is not lawful 
for the Church to ordain anything that is contrary to God’s 
Word written.”  
 
So too the Bible teaches: “You shall not add to the Word 
that I command you, nor take from it.” (Deuteronomy 4.2) 
Jesus also told the Pharisees: “For the sake of your 
tradition you have made void the Word of God.” (Matthew 
15.6) 
 
7. On Baptism and the Lord’s Supper, the Reformers 
wrote that they are “outward and visible signs of inward 
and spiritual grace.” 
 
This too is what the New Testament teaches. (Matthew 
3.1-12; 1 Corinthians 11.23-26; Luke 24.50-51) 
 



8. On the Church, Thomas Rogers wrote that it is both 
Visible and Invisible, “the invisible are all the elect [God’s 
chosen ones],” for “the Lord, and He only knows who are 
His,” and “the members of the visible Church are some of 
them for God, and some against God.”  
 
The apostles teach the same. (Acts 20.28; 2 Timothy 2.19; 
Jude 3-4) 
 
“The rule of this Church,” wrote Nicholas Ridley, “is the 
Word of God . . . The Guide of this Church is the Holy 
Spirit.”  
 
So says the apostle Paul (2 Timothy 3.14-17) and the 
Saviour. (John 16.13) 
 
The marks of the true Church are the preaching of the 
Word and the faithful ministry of the sacraments. 
 
So too say the Scriptures. (Acts 2.42; Matthew 28.18-20) 
By comparing these few extracts from the Scriptures with 
the teachings of the Reformers, we may easily see that 
they agree. Both teach that the Bible is the Word of God; 
that we are chosen, called, put right with God, made holy 
in Jesus Christ; that the Church is His, and is to be ordered 
according to His instructions; and that in every aspect of 
the Christian’s life, God is to be glorified, for He alone is 
the Author and Applier of our salvation. 
 
Read especially the New Testament Letters for yourself, 
and you will discover that doctrine, “clear, ringing 
doctrine” (J. C. Ryle) that shows us the sheer unmerited 
grace of God, lies beneath all Christian behaviour and 



worship. We love Him, because He first loved us. We 
obey Him, because He is our Lord. We worship Him, 
because He is God. We praise Him, because He is the 
Lamb of God who took away our sins. We tell others 
about Him, because He is the only Saviour of sinners. 
 
This is the Gospel of grace that the Reformers discovered 
in the Bible, and sought to practice in their lives and 
worship. When God the Holy Spirit applied it to all classes 
of English society, people saw for the first time that not 
only were some of Rome’s practices wrong, but also that 
most of her teaching was wrong, and that the building 
erected on it was rotten.  
 
In short, people began to realize that they could not find 
salvation while they stayed in the Church of Rome, so 
they must come out of her. When Luther and other 
continental Reformers showed them God’s way of 
salvation, the English Reformers greedily grasped it. The 
result was national reformation. For this we should always 
thank God. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter Six 
The Reformation Under Henry VIII 
 
Introduction 
Once the Holy Spirit of God begins to settle His subjects 
in the teachings of His Word, He then proceeds to give 
them experience of its power. The result is changed hearts 
and reformed lives. When these hearts and lives belong to 
rulers of Church and State, the effect on others spreads. 
Whole families, communities and even nations are 
changed. Not every single person is converted to Christ, 
but every one is affected. 
 
In this chapter we will study how the Holy Spirit wrought 
such a change during the reign of Henry VIII.  

 
One historian wrote that the split between the English 
people and the corrupt Papal Church under Henry VIII 
“had little or nothing in common with the Reformation.” 
Rather, “the work done in that reign was simply to 
demolish the Medieval Church in England. The real 
Reformation began in the reign of Edward VI, and was 
carried out into successful issue under Elizabeth.”  
 
This is mainly true. Henry VIII destroyed the pope’s 
headship over England; he pulled down the rotten church 
framework that united the Church of England to the 
Bishop of Rome, but he put nothing lasting in its place. 
His aim was to be a kingly pope, as powerful and worldly 
as the one he was replacing. [A swaggering old poem 
shows this: it begins: “I’m ’enry the eighth I am, I am; I’m 
’enry the eighth I am!”] The Church he tried to form did 



not last longer than his own lifetime; but his work 
prepared the way for the later Reformation of the Church 
in England. All reformation of teaching, worship and 
morals was as hateful to Henry as to the Bishop of Rome. 
 
Early Persecutions 
The early years of Henry’s reign (1509-17) were marked 
by the persecution in London of many true Christians. As 
believers came to be known by their Roman Catholic 
neighbours, who then told the authorities about them, their 
proud enemies taunted them with the question: “Where 
was your church fifty years ago?” Of course, their Church 
was the Church of the apostles and first New Testament 
believers. It flourished long before the deformed Church 
of Rome existed. 
 
Between 1510 and 1527 the records of the City of London 
note forty citizens accused of ‘heresy.’ What were their 
crimes? Not bowing to a crucifix, criticizing pilgrimages, 
refusing to pray to dead ‘saints’, calling the priests’ 
prostitutes their gods, rejecting the authority of the pope, 
condemning the wealth of the Roman Church, keeping 
company with those suspected of ‘heresy’, speaking 
against carrying the communion wafer around the streets 
to be adored, reading ‘certain heretical English books’, 
and denying that Christ’s body and blood were in the 
communion bread and wine. Do you think they should 
have been burned to death or put in the Tower of London 
and left to die for these things? Surely not! 
 
These believers were like the early Christians, who were 
martyred for the sake of the Lord Jesus. Their sufferings 



are recorded in heaven. God will avenge them on the Day 
of Judgment. 
 
Lincolnshire and the Eastern counties were especially 
noted for condemning believers. Men and women in these 
districts had begun to profess the Gospel, but it was 
condemned as “a novelty.” Says John Foxe, they had 
learned it “partly out of Wickliff’s Wicket, partly out of the 
Shepherd’s Calendar.” In these two popular tracts they 
discovered that the Lord’s Supper was made in 
remembrance of Christ, not as a repeated sacrifice of His 
body and blood, and that Christ our Saviour sits on the 
right hand of the Father in heaven, and was not hidden in 
the communion wafer. 
 
King Henry protected the Bishop of Lincoln when he 
began to execute “the said heretics, according to the laws 
of holy church.” This was the attitude towards Christian 
believers that Henry found when he ascended the throne, 
and that he encouraged. 
 
The chief persecutor at this time was Cardinal Wolsey. 
This lowborn lover of pomp and power was Papal Legate 
(or Ambassador) to Henry’s court in England. Wolsey 
showed himself to be “the express image of the proud, 
vainglorious Church of Rome, how far it differs from the 
true Church of Christ Jesus.” (Foxe) He set up a court of 
his own in which he ‘proved’ wills and heard charges 
against people. He dressed in velvet and silk. He filled his 
coffers with all kinds of treasure, and even stored silver 
and gold in barrels! He sent out (in the king’s name but 
without his knowledge) orders for every man to part with a 



sixth of his goods. He even set about reforming the king’s 
household!  
 
As a result, “every man complained, but no redress 
(compensation) was had.” (Foxe) Yet God caused 
Wolsey’s greed to stir up widespread discontent among 
the people, and so prepare the way for reform. 
 
But his worst offence was to persecute God’s people. We 
will mention just one notable case. Seated in his pontifical 
robes (robes signifying that he and his pope were ‘bridge 
builders’ between God and sinners) beneath a cloth of 
gold in St. Paul’s cathedral, London, Wolsey caused 
Robert Barnes, the head of the Augustinian priory in 
Cambridge, to ‘bear his faggot’ [a bundle of sticks used to 
burn so-called ‘heretics’] for some points that he called 
‘heresy’ or false teaching. But Barnes’ beliefs were not 
heresy. They were the truths of the Gospel he had found in 
“the most glorious and heavenly Word of God” (his own 
words).  
 
But Barnes had also taken a risky poke at the cardinal’s 
love of pomp and ceremony in one of his sermons. This 
touched the vainglorious cardinal to the quick! So he 
resolved to humble Barnes without expressly charging him 
with heresy. But Barnes refused to apologize, and so was 
forced to make ‘public penance’ by carrying his faggot to 
St. Paul’s. Bishop John Fisher of Rochester ‘absolved’ or 
pardoned him, and Barnes returned to Cambridge a free 
but wiser man. 
 
About the same time, Fisher preached a sermon against 
Martin Luther that was full of the pope’s glory and 



dignity, so much so that “he forgot to speak of the Gospel 
which he took in hand to declare.” (Foxe) This was 
because he had no Gospel to preach. 
 
The second main persecutor was the under-sheriff of 
London, Sir Thomas More. In 1514 the body of Richard 
Hunne was found hanging in the Lollards’ Tower, the 
Bishop of London’s prison for ‘heretics.’ More pled that 
Hunne was both a heretic and a suicide, and so deserved to 
die. But the evidence pointed to murder. 
 
In 1515 More penned a book entitled Utopia. It dreamed 
of a world of unselfish people who would prove to others 
the truth of Christianity by their virtue. This was the only 
reform he wanted to see. 
 
After 1517, More became a king’s councillor and wielded 
much influence over affairs. He gained even more royal 
favour by editing Henry’s blast against the Reformer 
Martin Luther (1521), and by 1525 he was found taking 
harsh measures against the spread of Reformed teachings 
in Cambridge. 
 
By 1527 his attitude to Gospel-believing ‘heretics’ became 
clear to all. He embarked on a bitter and cruel campaign 
against Thomas Bilney, who was later martyred, and he 
published a Dialogue Concerning Heresies that indicated 
his final choice: to become a public defender of the false 
Roman faith. 
 
In 1529 More intensified his “bloody crusade” against 
believers. He wrote scathingly against William Tyndale, 
the Bible translator, and urged more severe measures 



against all Protestants. The burning of Bilney, Bayfield 
and Tewksbury drew from him the remark: “there should 
have been more burned by a great many than have been 
within this seven year last passed.”  Sir Thomas More was 
the kind of man from whom the friends of Reform could 
expect no mercy.  
 
Notice how deceitful More was in getting the State rather 
than the Church to burn believers. He used the legal term 
‘relaxed.’ A prisoner was ‘relaxed’ after the Church had 
found him guilty of ‘heresy.’ This did not involve a period 
of relaxation; far from it. It meant that the Church 
authorities ‘relaxed’ their hold on him by handing him 
over to the State authorities for execution! More defended 
this ritual handing over on the pretext that the Church does 
not shed blood. How like the Pharisees after their mock 
trial of Jesus! They handed Him to Pilate, the Roman 
Governor for sentencing, and the Roman soldiers nailed 
him to the cross. But it was they, not the Romans, whom 
God blamed for murdering Him. 
 
The historian Jasper Ridley summed up More’s part in the 
English Reformation when he wrote: “No one was more 
active in persecuting the Protestants who distributed the 
English Bible than Sir Thomas More . . . a particularly 
nasty sadomasochistic pervert. He enjoyed being flogged 
by his favourite daughter as much as flogging heretics, 
beggars and lunatics in his garden . . . When he was 
writing as a propagandist for the Catholic Church, he was 
a shameless liar. On one occasion he wrote a very 
favourable review of his own book, pretending that it had 
been written by a(n) . . . eminent foreign theologian, when 
in fact he had written it himself.” 



The King’s Matter 
This brings us to ‘the king’s Matter.’ When Henry became 
king in 1509, he married his brother’s Spanish widow, 
Catherine of Aragon. But Catherine failed to produce a 
male heir to the English throne; so Henry threatened to 
divorce her. He did not want a ‘succession crisis’ after his 
death. He had a daughter Mary, who was 9 years old in 
1525, but England had not had a female queen before.  
Mere politics were not Henry’s deepest fears. He believed 
that God was angry with him; for in fact he did have a son, 
Henry, who was born to his mistress Bessie Blount in 
1519. The king thought that if he could have a son by her 
but not by his queen, then God was punishing him. By 
having this son, Henry had broken God’s law, as spelt out 
in Exodus 20.14, which forbids all sexual relations outside 
marriage. 
 
Henry also thought he had sinned by marrying his elder 
brother’s widow. For the Word of God in Leviticus 18.16 
says: “You shall not uncover the nakedness of your 
brother’s wife.” But Henry had married the wife of a 
brother who had already died; yet he did not grasp the 
significance of this at the time, so he sought a solution that 
would salve his conscience and provide him with a male 
heir. 
 
Sometime in the 1520s Henry felt convicted by both these 
texts. Indeed, he came to believe that God was angry with 
both himself and Catherine. Henry petitioned the pope for 
a divorce, but to no effect. Even the high-ranking 
churchman Cardinal Wolsey failed to secure his wish.  
 
 



To complicate matters, those who disagreed with the 
divorce found a text in Deuteronomy that allowed Henry 
to marry his dead brother’s widow. (Deuteronomy 25.7) 
Boaz had done this after Ruth’s husband had died. (Ruth 
4.10)  
 
There seemed to be a contradiction somewhere. The 
Leviticus text forbade him to marry Catherine; the 
Deuteronomy text encouraged him to marry her. How 
could the (apparent) contradiction be resolved? 
 
There was a further complication. Henry was ‘flirting’ 
with Anne Boleyn, though she refused to sleep with him 
till 1532, when she was sure of becoming queen. As it 
was, she fell pregnant in December of that year; they 
married in the following year (without Papal approval) 
when her daughter, the future Queen Elizabeth, was born. 
This meant that in the eyes of the Roman Church Henry 
was both an adulterer (one who breaks his marriage vows) 
or a bigamist (a man with two wives), but no one dared to 
say so in his presence! 
 
The Sack of Rome in 1527 by mutinous troops of the 
emperor Charles V seemed to Henry to be another token 
that God was displeased with the Church of Rome. Could 
it be mistaken in claiming to be the only lawful Church of 
Christ on earth? And did he really need its approval for his 
divorce? 
 
As he continued to quarrel with the pope over the divorce, 
Henry enlisted the services of Thomas Cromwell and 
Thomas Cranmer. 
 



Cromwell could do nothing towards a solution. But 
Cranmer could. At Cromwell’s suggestion, in 1529 he 
went on a tour of several European universities to consult 
their Bible scholars about the King’s ‘Great Matter.’ On 
his return he persuaded Henry that a divorce would be 
lawful.  
 
What has all this to do with the English Reformation? 
Well, Thomas Cranmer’s promotion made him the 
principal guide of the English Church through the changes 
it needed to become a Reformed Church. He was chief 
adviser on religious affairs to both Henry VIII and Edward 
VI, and so was able to put into practice some important 
Biblical reforms. But because Henry was an ‘absolute 
monarch’ who always wanted his own way, Cranmer had 
to move very cautiously. So he waited his time, and hoped 
in God that the reforms he had so deeply thought about 
would one day be put in place. 
 
God employs Henry to further Reform 
In the secret purpose of God, the king became entangled in 
controversies about faith. These helped to further reform 
in unexpected ways. 
 
As a committed Roman Catholic, Henry was willing to 
condemn the German Reformer Martin Luther, and was 
actively hostile towards the Bible translator William 
Tyndale when he heard that Tyndale was ‘an early 
English Lutheran.’  
 
Under God, Henry’s opposition to both Luther and 
Tyndale helped on the Reformation. 
 



1. Martin Luther 
During the ‘teen’ years of the new century the pope had 
claimed that by paying a few coins to the Roman Church 
people could release their dead relatives from the pains of 
purgatory. This was a man-made fiction anyway, invented 
to meet the costs of building St. Peter’s, Rome. It was 
supposed to be a place where the souls of the ‘faithful 
dead’ were purged by fire of their remaining sins. One 
story describes the angels gently letting a ‘Catholic soul’ 
down into the flames! How grotesque!   
 
Over in Germany, Luther was bold enough to speak up 
against this evil. It was called an Indulgence, because the 
pope, its inventor, and Johannes Tetzel, the peddler of this 
worthless piece of paper, promised to ‘indulge’ or relax 
the punishment due to offenders for their sins on payment 
of a sum of money. A popular ‘jingle’ of the day mocked 
the whole ‘scam’: 
 ‘As soon as the coin in the coffer rings 
 The soul from purgatory springs.’ 
 
Luther condemned this practice. He said it was “the pious 
defrauding of the faithful.” When the pope banished him 
from Church communion for refusing to withdraw his 
protests, the German Reformer burned the ‘bull’ (or 
parchment containing his ‘excommunication’) and began 
to re-organize the Church along more Biblical lines. In this 
move Luther was supported by the German princes and 
people, who protected him.   
 
When Henry heard what Luther had done, he wrote a book 
against him. He then had the book bound most attractively 
and sent it to the pope. With much pomp and ceremony, 



seated on his throne, dressed in his best robes and 
surrounded by priests, the pope received Henry’s 
messenger. The messenger knelt humbly before him, 
kissed his toe, then his cheek, and presented him with the 
book. After both had made a long speech, the ceremony 
ended.  
 
When he had read the book, the pope gave Henry a new 
title: Fidei Defensor, which means Defender of the Faith. 
He wrote Henry a letter of thanks, calling him “Our most 
dear son Henry, the illustrious King of England and 
Defender of the Faith.” This title remains on our coins to 
this day, but it no longer refers to the Roman Faith. 
 
Henry was as proud of his new title as he was of his 
learning, especially about religion; so he held a solemn 
service in Westminster Abbey, had the pope’s letter read 
to all present, and his new title proclaimed.  
 
All this shows just how much the kings of Europe feared 
and flattered the pope. Yet God’s Word tells us: “The fear 
of man brings a snare,” and “The Lord will cut off all 
flattering lips.” (Proverbs 29.25; Psalm 12.3) 
 
These events, along with Luther’s Biblical teachings, soon 
became known in England, and people wondered if they 
should leave the communion of Rome and worship God 
according to His Word and their own conscience, even 
though they had no official church buildings to worship in.  
 
This movement in the hearts of the people marks the 
beginning of the spiritual Reformation of the nation, and 
despite slow progress, under the guidance of God currents 



were swirling beneath the surface towards massive 
changes for the better in England. 
 
(2) William Tyndale 
Henry’s opposition to Tyndale likewise became a tool in 
God’s hand to further reform. On reading Tyndale’s 
Obedience of a Christian Man he saw that the Bible itself 
encouraged him to oversee the life of the Church in 
England, and that churchmen were not outside the law of 
the land. (Romans 13.1-7) Now Henry thought he might 
rid himself of troublesome greedy churchmen, and rule the 
Church himself! Yet he was slow to take action, because 
he had a natural dislike of reform. Changes for the better 
therefore came very slowly.  
 
But unknown to all but God, a clean break with Rome was 
about to take place.  
 
Early in 1531 several ‘clergymen’ were accused of serving 
the pope before Henry. Henry was clearly determined to 
intimidate the ‘clergy’ and make them submit to him! 
 
Later the same year the king suddenly accused Cardinal 
Wolsey of breaking a certain law by being the pope’s 
ambassador. The charge included all the ‘clergy’ who had 
accepted him! As a punishment for their crime, Wolsey 
and the churchmen forfeited all Church property [which 
according to Scripture should never have been theirs in the 
first place!]  
 
In the autumn of that year Henry was shown some 
historical documents that made it lawful for him to 
become head of the Church in England. If he was head of 



State and Church, he could both disannul his own 
marriage and regulate the affairs of the Church to his own 
liking! 
 
Bishop Fisher of Rochester only managed to secure the 
words “so far as the law of Christ allows” in relation to the 
king’s claim to absolute supremacy. Clearly, Henry’s push 
towards complete control was gaining ground. 
   
By early 1532 he had succeeded in browbeating the 
churchmen into complete submission. With the approval 
of the so-called ‘Reformation Parliament’ Henry severed 
the national Church from the pope, and began to govern its 
affairs through a law guaranteeing his royal supremacy.  
 
Then Archbishop Cranmer, speaking in the name of the 
Church in England and by Act of Parliament, declared the 
marriage to Catherine of Aragon null and void. To make 
his defiance of the pope clear to all, Henry married Anne 
Boleyn. 
 
This rapid succession of moves separated England from 
the centuries-old empire of the Middle Ages. It was the 
most momentous change in modern English history. 
 
Other significant events followed in quick succession. 
In the secret purpose of God Sir Thomas More’s 
opposition to Henry brought about his own downfall. By 
disapproving of Henry’s divorce of Catherine of Aragon, 
refusing to attend the marriage and coronation of Anne 
Boleyn, and refusing to swear obedience to the Statutes of 
Succession and Supremacy (which made Henry head of 
both State and Church), More was condemned, 



imprisoned and beheaded. John Fisher, Bishop of 
Rochester, was also beheaded for refusing to acknowledge 
Henry as head of the Church. 
 
Then in 1536 Henry ordered the suppression of the 
monastic orders and the confiscation of Church lands. This 
proved to be a tremendous blow to the Roman Church. 
Within four years it forfeited a third of the property in 
England to the crown! While the king himself used much 
of the Church’s money to finance his war with France, and 
the nobles grabbed what land they could for themselves, 
nevertheless God was undermining the power of Rome in 
the country, and was paving the way for more constructive 
reform later. 
 
Comments one historian: “No portion of the clergy were 
more justly attacked than the monks . . . Their laziness, 
their wealth, their greed, and their bad living were 
notorious all over Europe.” 
 
The same year (1536) saw the introduction of the Ten 
Articles. These articles of faith asserted the authority of 
Scripture, of the three ancient creeds (Apostles’, 
Athanasian and Nicene), and the first four ecumenical 
councils (Nicene, 325 A.D., Constantinople, 384, Ephesus, 
434, and Chalcedon, 454). These creeds and councils are 
ecumenical or Catholic (common to the universal Church) 
but not Roman Catholic. 
 
But the Ten Articles were still Roman Catholic. They 
were, as one writer says: “Romish, with the pope left out 
in the cold.”  
 



In no way did they remotely approach the Protestant Faith. 
For they distinctly taught the errors that baptism is 
necessary to salvation; that penance, or paying for some of 
our sins, was necessary; that Christ’s body and blood were 
physically present in the wafer and wine; that we are 
justified by faith, joined by obedience and love; that 
images might be used in churches; that the help of the 
virgin Mary and saints was to be called on in prayer; that 
the various rituals and ‘holy days’ of the Medieval 
Church, with their vestments, crucifixes and ‘holy water’, 
were to be kept; that there is a place called purgatory; and 
that prayers might be offered for the dead. 
 
Henry was now showing all Europe who ruled the Church 
in England! And that he was still a loyal Roman Catholic! 
 
While these events had been taking place, Catherine of 
Aragon died, Anne Boleyn was beheaded on a charge of 
unfaithfulness [note the king’s hypocrisy, in view of his 
repeated unfaithfulness!] and Henry married Jane 
Seymour. 
 
Reaction and Rebellion 
Although these massive changes did not make a 
Reformation, they nevertheless provoked a Roman 
Catholic reaction. In 1536 a ‘Pilgrimage of Grace’ (more 
accurately, a well organized popular armed revolt against 
the king for breaking England’s links with the pope and 
for Cromwell’s and Cranmer’s reforms of the corrupt 
Church) threatened to stop any further changes.  
 
The rebellion was sparked off by the execution of Sir 
Thomas More and Bishop John Fisher. The large numbers 



of the king’s subjects who were still devoted to Rome 
were embittered by their deaths, and in retaliation hoped to 
overthrow the king altogether. Government sources 
reported that the rebellion was co-ordinated with an 
invasion of England from the Continent by the pope’s and 
emperor’s forces. Clearly, neither pope nor emperor could 
tolerate the idea of Henry making himself the Head of the 
Catholic or Universal Church in England.  
 
Yet the rebellion failed. The king and Cromwell pretended 
to agree to the rebels’ demands, and invited their leaders 
to London under the promise of a free pardon and a 
parliament in the north. Henry taught them a sharp lesson. 
Without more ado, he destroyed them, then sent in the 
troops to execute as many rebels as they could capture. 
This too was the Lord’s doing, for all rebellion against 
lawful authority is sin. 
 
In their efforts to promote further reform, Cromwell and 
Cranmer drew up The Bishops’ Book, or The Institution of 
a Christian Man. This contained a much more Protestant 
(or Biblical) form of teaching than the Ten Articles. 
 
The next year Cranmer devised another creed called the 
Thirteen Articles. These were based on the Lutheran 
Confession of Augsburg. But the king refused to sanction 
them.  
 
Furthermore, the king showed his determination to cling to 
Rome (though not to the pope) by publishing The King’s 
Book. This was a Romanist revision of The Bishops’ Book.  
 



Then in 1539 he issued the Six Articles. These were 
intended “for the abolishing of diversity of opinion.” They 
required all Englishmen, on pain of death, to believe the 
falsehood that the communion bread and wine become the 
body and blood of Jesus after being consecrated by a 
priest, to deny that drinking communion wine was 
necessary for the people (though it was drunk by the 
priest), to accept the celibacy (single, unmarried state) of 
the clergy, the binding nature of vows of chastity, and the 
necessity of the Mass (the Roman perversion of the Lord’s 
Supper) and Auricular Confession (confessing our sins in 
the ear of a priest). 
 
People called these six articles The Bloody Statute and The 
Whip with Six Strings. They began a reign of terror that 
ended only with the king’s death. 
 
The Case of John Lambert 
This period of Henry’s reign witnessed the condemnation 
of the Protestant Christian John Lambert. It proved (if 
anyone needed proof) that Henry was determined to block 
further reform, and was anxious to kill off all sound Bible 
teaching in his realm.  
 
The king commanded Cranmer to refute Lambert’s claim 
that the body of Christ was not present in the wafer on the 
altar. But Lambert answered so well that the king was 
deeply moved, Cranmer was entangled and the audience 
amazed. Nevertheless, the faithful servant of Christ was 
condemned and burned alive.  
 
John Foxe describes Lambert’s martyrdom in the 
following words: 



“As to the terrible manner of burning of this blessed 
martyr . . . there was yet none so cruelly and piteously 
handled as he. For after his legs were consumed and burnt 
up to the stumps, and the wretched tormentors and 
enemies of God had withdrawn the fire from him, so that 
but a small fire was left under him, then two that stood on 
each side of him with their halberds pitched him upon 
their pikes, as far as the chain would reach. Then he, 
lifting up such hands as he had, and his fingers’ ends 
flaming with fire, cried to the people in these words: 
‘None but Christ! None but Christ!’ and so being set down 
again from their halberds, fell into the fire, and there 
ended his life.” 
 
Reforms but no Reformation 
The latter years of Henry’s reign seemed to bring out the 
worst in the king’s cruel, selfish and domineering nature. 
Satan used him to create havoc in the realm. He ordered 
the execution of both Romanists and Protestants, albeit for 
different reasons. Romanists were condemned for treason, 
Protestants for ‘heresy.’ 
 
The power struggle between the Roman faction and those 
Protestants who wanted further reform continued. 
Cranmer’s placing of the Bible in parish churches and the 
Ten Articles of 1536 had swayed the nation gently in a 
Lutheran direction. But the publication of the anti-
Protestant Six Articles of 1539 signalled a strong pro-
Roman reaction.  
 
Then, Cromwell aroused Henry’s anger by encouraging a 
scheme of Protestant Union, and by suggesting that he 



marry Anne of Cleves in order to cement such a union. 
Like More and Fisher, he too perished on the scaffold! 
 
The fall of Cromwell seemed ominous for Crammer. 
Indeed, his enemies tried to topple him, but Henry, who 
trusted and respected him, protected him. In view of later 
developments under Cranmer, Henry’s protection was a 
key factor in preparing for later reform. Clearly, the Lord 
was a ‘wall of fire’ around Cranmer. No enemy could 
come near him. 
 
Still, danger lurked round every corner. In 1542 Pope Paul 
III officially approved the Inquisition, extending its reach 
to every country. This was not a body of men appointed 
merely to inquire about people’s faith. They mercilessly 
imprisoned, tortured and killed those they called 
‘heretics,’ whether they were Protestants, Jews or even 
Catholics. Cardinal Caraffa (later Pope Paul IV) actually 
said: “If our own father were a heretic, we would carry the 
wood to burn him!” Under such a threat no believer was 
safe. 
 
Conclusion 
When he died in 1547, Henry was regarded by all as a 
cruel tyrant. Yet God had used him to bring in some very 
important reforms. 
 
1. In the first place, the Bible could now be heard read in 
many parish churches in England. This was God’s answer 
to William Tyndale’s prayer at the stake: “Lord, open the 
King of England’s eyes.”  
 



A print exists showing a man named Porter reading it in 
the crypt of St. Paul’s cathedral around 1540. Among his 
hearers were both enemies and friends of the Reformation 
- cruel Bishop Bonner, who is speaking to a monk; 
Humphrey Monmouth, who greatly helped William 
Tyndale; Anne Askew, a lady whose faith was firmer than 
that of many men; Bishop Gardiner, enemy to all reform; 
Thomas Cromwell, who had done much to promote the 
public reading of Scripture, and Miles Coverdale, the 
Bible translator. In the shadow of the pillar are three 
martyrs, who were burned with Anne Askew in the fires of 
Smithfield.  
 
This was the doing of the Lord, and it is marvellous in our 
eyes, especially in view of Henry’s hatred of Martin 
Luther, William Tyndale and the Protestant faith. With the 
Bible in their hands, people became better taught in the 
things of God than the priests ever were. Furthermore, the 
open Bible taught them that all the members of Christ’s 
Congregation are equal in God’s eyes. It also taught them 
that the poorest house servant and farm labourer could be 
saved through faith as well as great monarchs and 
noblemen. The ‘priesthood of all believers’ too gave every 
believer the freedom to minister to his fellow believer’s 
needs, instead of leaving him under the power of the 
priest.  
 
2. Then again, Henry had ordered the monasteries, 
convents, priories and abbeys, where the monks and nuns 
lived, to be closed, and had sent their inmates out into the 
fields and streets, to earn a proper living and contribute 
something to the common good. Some of these 



monasteries had been very rich, laden with jewels, wood 
carvings and paintings, and possessing much land.  
 
Besides, many monks and nuns had lived scandalous lives. 
Though they made vows to remain chaste, they were 
sexually ‘free.’ When Henry’s commissioners searched 
the tunnels between men’s and women’s ‘religious 
houses,’ they found numerous infant skeletons. All these 
evils were recorded in black books, a practice that gave 
rise to the saying: “Better not get into his black books!”  
 
3. Thirdly, in his desire to rid himself of the Papacy Henry 
was not alone. Other kings in Europe also wanted to be rid 
of him. Charles VIII (ruled 1483-98) of France, for 
example, had presented a challenge to the pope as his 
country grew stronger. By 1516 his successor Francis I 
was virtually the head of the Church in France. Henry 
knew of Francis’s position, and wished to copy his 
example. This was a further factor in God’s plan to rid 
England of Papal tyranny, and make His Church in 
England independent. Do not forget: “The king’s heart is 
in the hand of the Lord, and He turns it wherever He 
wills.” (Proverbs 21.1) 
 
Before we leave Henry, let us remind ourselves that 
although he had broken with the pope, he never became a 
true Christian, nor did he wish the religion of England to 
change. The king would never have burned Protestants nor 
left £600 for Masses to be said for his soul if he had 
become a true Christian. He remained a Roman Catholic 
to the end. 
 
 



Key Persons 
 

Henry VIII (1491-1547) King. 
Thomas Wolsey (1474-1530) Roman Catholic Cardinal. 
Thomas More (1478-1535) Lord Chancellor of England 
and persecutor of the true Church of God. 
Thomas Cromwell (1485-1540) Chief adviser to Henry 
VIII and the one who steered the king towards 
involvement in the Reformation. 
Thomas Cranmer (1489-1556) The first Protestant 
Archbishop of Canterbury. 
 

Key Events 
 

1509 Henry VIII becomes King of England. 
         Monks contended with each other. 
         Persecution of Protestants continues. 
1503 Julius II is Pope until 1513. 
1511 Earliest martyrs in Henry’s reign. 
1513 Leo X is chosen Pope. 
1515 Thomas Wolsey becomes Lord Chancellor and 
         a Roman Cardinal. 
1517 Martin Luther challenges Rome over Indulgences. 
1519 Martyrs burned to death at Coventry. 
1520 The Pope excommunicates Luther. 
1521 Henry supports the Pope against Luther, and is  
         made ‘Defender of the (Roman) Faith.’ 
1522 Adrian VI chosen Pope. 
1523 Clement VII is chosen Pope. 
1529 Sir Thomas More becomes Lord Chancellor. 
1529 The ‘Reformation Parliament’ supports Henry’s 
         ‘reforms’ (1529-36). 
1531 Fall of Wolsey. 



1532 The breach with Rome in full swing. 
1533 Catherine prevented from appealing to Rome 
         against the annulment of her marriage. 
         Henry marries Anne Boleyn. 
1534 Henry severs England from Papal authority, and  
         becomes Head of the Church of England. 
         The Act of Succession makes people take an 
         oath agreeing to the annulment of the marriage 
         and to the king’s supremacy. 
         Sir Thomas More and Bishop Fisher of Rochester 
         refuse to take the oath. 
         The Act of Supremacy makes Henry head of the  
         Church in England. 
         The Treason Act makes denial of the king’s  
          supremacy treason. 
          Paul III chosen Pope. 
1535 Martyrdom of William Tyndale in Vilvorde, 
         the Netherlands (now Belgium). 
         Execution of Sir Thomas More and Bishop Fisher 
         for treason. 
1536 Dissolution of the Monasteries (1536-40) begins. 
         Five hundred religious ‘houses’ closed. 
         Execution of Anne Boleyn; Henry marries Jane  
         Seymour. 
         The ‘Pilgrimage of Grace,’ a Popish uprising in the 
         north of England, is suppressed. 
         The Ten Articles imposed on the Church. 
1537 Jane Seymour dies after giving birth to the future 
         Edward VI. 
1538 The Bible in English placed in parish churches. 
1540 Henry marries Anne of Cleves, then Catherine 
         Howard. 
         Thomas Cromwell is executed on a charge of  



         treason. 
1542 Catherine Howard is executed. 
1543 Henry marries Catherine Parr. 
1545 Pope Paul III opens the Council of Trent. 
1547 Death of Henry VIII; Edward VI crowned king. 
        

Key Terms  
 
Evangelical – This term comes from the Greek 
‘evangelion’ = ‘Good News.’ It signifes the Gospel that 
Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners. 
Mass – Derived from the Latin ‘missio’ = ‘I send,’ this 
term was used by the priest to dismiss the congregation. 
Gradually it came to refer to the central service in the 
Roman Church. “Without the Mass  . . . the Pope . . . and 
the clergy of the Western Church would have had no 
power for the Protestant reformers to challenge, for the 
Mass was the centrepiece around which all the complex 
devotional life of the Church revolved.” (Diarmaid 
MacCulloch) 
Diocese – the territorial unit of the Church administered 
by a bishop. The word was adopted from the territorial 
divisions of the Roman Empire. In Greek, the term is 
‘diokēsis’ = ‘administrative unit.’ There was no such unit 
in the early Christian Church. Each church or group of 
churches was ruled by a presbytery of elders. (Acts 
20.17,28; Philippians 1.1; 1 Timothy 4.14) 
Celibacy – the state of remaining unmarried in order to 
devote oneself to religion. Since the 4th century celibacy 
was imposed on the Roman Church, even though Peter, its 
supposed pope, was married. (see Mark 1.30; 1 
Corinthians 9.5) 



Auricular Confession – the Roman Catholic practice of 
confessing one’s sins to a priest. It is called ‘auricular’ 
because the confession is made through a grilled partition 
into his ear (from the Latin ‘auris’ = ‘ear). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter Seven 
The Reformation Under Edward VI 

 
Introduction 
Henry VIII had three children: Mary, Elizabeth and 
Edward. Although he was the youngest of the three, 
Edward was made king, because he was a boy, and in 
those days a female heir to the throne was unthinkable.  
 
His mother was Lady Jane Seymour, who was a 
Protestant, and so was her brother Lord Somerset, who 
now became Protector. So Edward was brought up in the 
true faith; and although he had no real power in the land, 
he wanted the nation to become Protestant. 
 
If his father had broken the power of the pope in England, 
Edward was to exalt the power of Christ and His Word. 
Even at the tender age of nine, when he ascended the 
throne, he showed a love for the truth worthy of a mature 
Christian man. At his coronation the three swords of state 
were carried before him. “But where is the fourth sword?” 
asked the young king. “What sword, your majesty?” asked   
a councillor.   “The sword of the Spirit, which is the Word 
of God,” Edward replied. For the first time in the nation’s 
history, the sword of the Word was acknowledged to be 
above the swords of state. 
 
[To this day, the new monarch is presented with a copy of 
the Holy Bible at his or her coronation. It is spoken of as 
the Word of God and the royal law.] 
 
 



Because he so much resembled an Old Testament king in 
his youth, personal godliness and efforts towards reform, 
Edward was referred to as ‘the English Josiah.’ (See 2 
Kings 21-23; 2 Chronicles 33-35) 
 
True Biblical Reforms 
Edward’s reign brought together politicians and 
churchmen in a united attempt to remove all remaining 
‘rags of popery’ and promote further Biblical reform. 
Edward’s uncle, Edward Seymour, Duke of Somerset 
and Lord Protector of the boy king, headed affairs.  
 
The veteran Evangelical Thomas Cranmer, with the 
consent of the young king and his counsellors, was now 
able to put in place some of his long matured plans for 
reform.  
 
In the first year of the reign, a royal Visitation ordered all 
remaining images to be destroyed, the old ‘heresy’ laws 
were abolished and all chantries (buildings where priests 
used to sing Masses for the dead) were dissolved.  
 
Next, Cranmer sought to provide the Church with a godly, 
well-educated ministry, because so few priests ever 
preached a sermon from the Word of God and so few 
people heard one. But his plans for a thorough ministerial 
training never materialized.  
 
Nevertheless, he did oversee the publication of the Book 
of Homilies (or Sermons) published in 1547. These set 
forth true Gospel teaching, and were to be read to the 
people wherever a proper ministry was lacking.  
 



Cranmer’s next reform was to fix the Church’s order of 
service and worship. From the many Latin manuals of 
prayer and devotion, he masterminded two successive 
versions of the Book of Common Prayer in English. Now 
the Church had one book that contained services for the 
entire year, as well as the Book of Psalms and Bible 
readings.  
 
Apart from some questionable phrases, the Prayer Book is 
thoroughly Biblical in doctrine or teaching. Those glorious 
Gospel truths that had been lost for centuries were now 
restored to the Church in England. The teaching of the 
Prayer Book stretches right back to the earliest days of 
Christianity, and is far older than the corrupt teaching of 
the Church of Rome. 
 
Cranmer’s service for Holy Communion especially reveals 
his gifts as a Christian theologian and prose writer. It 
contains the true Biblical understanding of both the Lord’s 
Supper and Justification by Faith.  
 
The Collects or Prayers of the Prayer Book too are penned 
in beautiful English prose and designed to serve every 
believers’ need.  
 
The Prayer Book was immensely important in settling 
worship in the Church of England. Sadly, it is now 
replaced in many areas by alternative service books. Yet it 
remains the official service book of the Church of 
England. 
 
Besides providing a manual of worship in English, 
Cranmer also had altars (places of sacrifice) changed to 



communion tables (from which the Lord’s Supper was 
administered); images, candles and incense banned; 
stained glass windows replaced with plain glass, both to 
let in more light and to signify the light of the Gospel that 
was now shining into the Church; and church music 
simplified, so that instead of the confusing word-settings 
of the Roman Mass sung only by a choir, the people could 
sing one note to each word as a congregation. 
 
In introducing these reforms, Cranmer proceeded 
cautiously but firmly. He was anxious to retain what was 
good from the past, and so his reforms took hold by 
stages. In the kindness of God, many of them were 
welcomed by the nation. 
 
Edward’s government also invited some continental 
Reformers to England to aid the work of reform here. 
Among those who accepted the invitation were John à 
Lasco, Peter Martyr Vermigli and Martin Bucer, for 
they shared Cranmer’s new view of the Lord’s Supper. 
  
Instead of seeing the body and blood of Christ ‘in, with 
and under’ the bread and wine, as Martin Luther taught, 
Cranmer now believed Christ to be in the hearts of 
believers when they received communion. This teaching is 
called ‘Receptionism,’ because believers receive the 
Saviour into their hearts by faith as they remember His 
broken body and shed blood. The Supper gives them an 
extra opportunity to get a firmer grip of Him, and to 
become more assured that He is theirs and they are His. 
 
Vermigli (an Italian Reformer) and Bucer (from 
Strasbourg) were given leading teaching posts in Oxford 



and Cambridge. John à Lasco (a Polishman) pastored the 
foreign congregation in London (1550). Thousands of 
Europeans and Protestant refugees followed them into 
England, where they proved to be a great asset to the 
nation, especially as skilful printers, weavers, farmers and 
merchants.  
 
Edward also appointed six royal preachers to tour the 
country, declaring the true Gospel to all and sundry. 
Among these was John Knox, the Scottish Reformer. 
Knox had returned with other exiles from Calvin’s 
Geneva. He was a man on fire for God. In Lancashire and 
Cheshire, the royal preacher was John Bradford, a most 
holy man of God who later suffered martyrdom. 
 
By 1553 Cranmer had fixed the doctrinal basis for a 
Reformed Church in England in the Forty-two Articles 
(shortened to Thirty-nine Articles in 1571). These Articles 
anchor the Church in England to the Word of God, and 
link it to the early Creeds and Reformed churches 
everywhere. On the one hand they reject popish heresies 
and errors; on the other the fanatical extremes of ‘ultra-
spiritual’ sects that had swarmed all over Europe in the 
wake of true reform.  
 
Finally, Cranmer did his utmost to promote unity with 
other Reformed leaders throughout Europe. He longed 
for greater co-operation between the reformed churches, 
and for greater effort by their leaders to find a common 
way forward. To this end he corresponded with many 
continental Reformers; but had little success in this area. 
Yet his far-seeing spirit embraced the whole Church of 
Christ on earth. 



As a result of these changes, England began to emerge as a 
new potential centre of the Reformation, possibly to 
succeed Zurich or Geneva.  
 
Reformed Preachers in England 
To obtain a glimpse of how reform affected the people of 
England during Edward’s reign, we will recall some of the 
preachers under whose ministry the Word of God “had 
free course, and was glorified.” (2 Thessalonians 3.1) 
 
John Knox was one of several heaven-sent messengers 
God gave to England at this time. First as pastor of the 
English congregation in Geneva, then as court preacher to 
Edward VI, he had an influence on the English Church 
that few realize. He preached constantly before the king, at 
Hampton, Windsor and Westminster, and was a favourite 
of his. 
 
Knox was offered the Bishopric of Rochester, but refused 
the offer because he believed that all bishops are equal, 
and that their office is the same as that of presbyter, or 
elder, as the Bible teaches. 
 
Knox’s preaching was electric. When he mounted the 
pulpit, he explained the meaning of the Bible text in only a 
few minutes; but when he began to apply it he grew so 
animated that he was likely to knock the pulpit to pieces! 
The Lord blessed this kind of preaching. The result was 
hundreds of converted men and women, changed for the 
better by the power and grace of God. 
 
He was also filled with the Spirit of Christ. When Mary 
succeeded her brother Edward, he prayed publicly for the 



new popish queen, yet added the request: “Repress Thou 
the pride of those that would rebel . . . But O Lord let us 
never revolt or turn back to idolatry again.” 
 
His Admonition to England, written soon after Mary’s 
accession, is one of the most moving calls to the nation it 
is possible to read. Here is a fragment of it: “O England! 
Now is God’s wrath kindled against you. Now has He 
begun to punish . . . He has taken from you the crown of 
your glory, and has left you without honour . . . For I 
perceive that the heart, the tongue and the hand of one 
Englishman is bent against another, and division to be in 
the whole realm . . . O England, England! Do you not 
consider that your commonwealth is like a ship sailing on 
the sea; if your mariners and governors shall consume one 
another, shall you not suffer shipwreck? . . . O England, 
England!” 
 
Though he willingly took part in Edward’s attempts to 
reform the Church of England, Knox regarded it as ‘a 
bastard (or mongrel) religion,’ (like a dog with no distinct 
breed) and ‘a mingle mangle’ for retaining ‘external 
monuments of idolatry’ and saints’ days, and Collects ‘not 
used by the prophets, nor commanded by Christ, nor found 
in the prayers of the apostles’. From the same viewpoint 
he rejected ‘that day which men call Good Friday.’ “In 
God’s service,” he thundered, “we are to admit nothing 
without God’s Word.” Indeed, he adds vehemently, “I 
could wish my name to perish so that God’s Book and his 
glory might only be sought among us.” 
 
One of the most popular preachers in England during 
Edward’s reign was Hugh Latimer. His lively, practical 



style was greatly blessed to the scholars and townspeople 
of Cambridge.  
 
It was a saying of the day: 
 ‘When Stafford read, and Latimer preached, 
 Then was Cambridge blessed.’ 
 
Let us hear a sample of the kind of preaching God used to 
stir England to the very depths: “And now I would ask a 
strange question,” says Latimer. “Who is the most diligent 
bishop and prelate in all England? I can tell, for I know 
him who it is. I know him well . . . And will ye know who 
it is? I will tell you – it is the devil. He is the most diligent 
preacher of all other; he is never out of his diocese; he is 
never from his cure; . . . ye shall never find him idle, I 
warrant you. And his office is to hinder religion, to 
maintain superstition, to set up idolatry, to teach all kind 
of popery. Where the devil is resident . . . away with 
books, and up with candles; away with Bibles, and up with 
beads; away with the light of the Gospel, and up with the 
light of candles, yea, at noon-days!” 
 
Another moving preacher was John Bradford. He was 
greatly used by the Lord in his native Lancashire and its 
adjoining county, Cheshire. He was renowned for ripping 
open people’s steel-hard consciences, and for bringing 
them to repent of their sins. 
 
Here is part of the opening of his printed sermon on 
repentance: “The life we have at this present is the gift of 
God . . . For the which life we should be thankful, so we 
may not use it after our own fantasy, but to the end for 
which it is given . . . that is, to the setting forth of God’s 



praise and glory, by repentance, conversion, and 
obedience to His good will and holy laws.” 
 
Bradford was renowned too for his deep sense of sin and 
prayerfulness. Here is an extract from one of his printed 
prayers: “O Almighty God and most merciful Father . . . 
be gracious and tender towards me; lighten my mind that I 
may with pleasure look upon good things only: inflame 
my heart with the love thereof, that I may carefully covet 
them; and at the last, by Thy gracious conducting, may 
happily attain them through Jesus Christ our Lord.” 
 
John Hooper too was in great demand as a preacher. On 
his return from Zurich to England in 1548 Hooper 
preached in London, often twice, and never less than once 
a day. In his sermons he sharply reproved worldly 
people’s sins and the corrupt abuses of the church. The 
people flocked daily to hear him. Often when he was 
preaching, the church building would be so full that none 
could enter further than the doors.  
 
A glimpse into Hooper’s life as a bishop shows a marked 
contrast with that of the popish bishops of his day. Writes 
Foxe: “he left no pains untaken, nor ways unsought, how 
to train up the flock of Christ in the true word of salvation 
. . . No father in his household, no gardener in his garden, 
no husbandman in his vineyard, was more or better 
occupied than he in his diocese among his flock, going 
about his towns and villages, in teaching and preaching to 
the people there.”  
 
On entering his home, the visitor would have thought he 
had entered some church. “In every corner,” noted Foxe, 



“there was some savour of virtue, good example, honest 
conversation and reading of holy Scriptures.” There was 
no lewd or riotous behaviour or idleness, no pomp, no 
lying, no swearing. 
 
In addition, Hooper spent his bishop’s salary on 
hospitality. “Twice I was at his house in Worcester,” says 
Foxe, “where in his common hall I saw a table spread with 
good store of meat, and set full of beggars and poor folk; 
and I asking the servants what this meant, they told me 
that every day their lord and master’s custom was to have 
to dinner a certain number of the poor folk of the city by 
course, who were served with wholesome meats; and 
when they were served, after having been examined by 
him or his deputies in the Lord’s Prayer, the Articles of 
their faith and Ten Commandments, he himself sat down 
to dinner, and not before.” 
 
Such was just one scene of many from the rapidly 
reforming nation under godly King Edward. 
 
The End of Reform 
By the Spring of 1553, however, ‘the English Josiah’ was 
showing symptoms of increasing weakness. He had never 
been a healthy boy, and the Duke of Northumberland 
suspected that he would not live long.  
 
The next heir to the throne was Mary, Edward’s older 
sister. She was the daughter of Catherine of Aragon, 
Henry VIII’s first wife. Mary was a fanatical Roman 
Catholic. She hated the Protestant faith as much as Edward 
loved it.  
 



Edward was saddened to think that when he was dead, 
Mary would undo all the work of reform that he had 
encouraged. Northumberland knew this, and so he 
persuaded Edward to make a will leaving the throne to his 
cousin, Lady Jane Grey.  
 
Lady Jane was only sixteen, and had a tender heart 
towards the Lord Jesus Christ. If she would accept the 
throne, then the ambitious Duke could rule as he liked. He 
tried to keep his plan secret, for he knew that many people 
in England wished Mary to be queen. He succeeded so 
well that even Jane herself did not know his intentions. 
 
In 1553, soon after making his will, Edward died. One of 
his deathbed prayers was: “O Lord God, defend this realm 
from Papistry, and maintain Thy true religion.”  
 
The martyr John Bradford deeply bewailed the young 
king’s death, saying that the Lord had taken him away 
because of England’s sins, especially the noblemen’s 
greed for land and power, and the people’s fondness for 
the superstitions of popery.  
 
Conclusion 
Edward was a good, gentle and God-fearing boy. During 
his reign many reforms took place, and many fine schools 
were founded. Some of them still flourish, and are known 
as King Edward Schools. 
 
As we try to sum up the progress of the Reformation to 
date, we may say that while the seed had been sown 
during Henry’s reign, when Cranmer could only think 
through the reforms he desired without seeing them come 



to fruition, Edward VI enabled him to do much to place 
the English Church on a sound Biblical basis.  
 

Key Persons 
 

Edward VI (1537-53) King. 
Thomas Cranmer (1489-1556) Archbishop of 
Canterbury. Architect of the Anglican Reformation under 
Edward. 
 

Key Events 
 

1547 Death of Henry VIII and accession of Edward VI. 
         Edward Seymour becomes Lord Protector, then 
         Duke of Somerset. 
         Act for Dissolving the Chantries passed. 
         The Book of Homilies published. 
1548 Orders for images to be removed from churches   
         and superstitious ceremonies disused. 
1549 Parliament passes Act of Uniformity authorizing 
         the First Prayer Book of Edward VI. 
         Act passed permitting priests to marry. 
         Two Popish rebellions: Western and Kett’s. 
         Bonner, bishop of London, deprived of his office  
         for opposing the Prayer Book. 
1550 Princess Mary refuses to use the new Prayer Book. 
1551 Bishop Gardiner of Winchester deprived of his  
         office. 
         Duke of Somerset tried for treason. 
         Duke of Northumberland replaces him as Protector. 
1552 Execution of Somerset. 
         Edward’s Second Prayer Book published. 
1553 The Forty-two Articles of Religion framed. 



         Death of Edward VI. 
 
 

Key Terms  
        
Visitation – The act of Church authorities in going to 
check up on the various places of worship in their 
jurisdiction. 
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Chapter Eight 
Satan Strikes Back 

 
Introduction 
Martin Luther once said: “Where the Lord God builds a 
church, Satan builds a chapel.” By this he meant that 
wherever a work of God takes place, Satan is sure to 
oppose it.  
 
We have already noticed Satan trying to suppress the 
Reformation during Henry’s reign. Following the death of 
Edward VI he fostered even more cruel measures.  
 
Lady Jane Grey 
No sooner was the young king out of his way than the 
ambitious Duke of Northumberland and some other nobles 
offered the crown to Lady Jane Grey. They knelt before 
her, gave her hand the kiss of allegiance and greeted her as 
their queen.  
 
But Lady Jane was both sad and frightened. Like her late 
cousin Edward, she loved learning, trusted the Lord Jesus 
Christ alone for salvation, and could even speak and write 
Greek and Latin, and read a little Hebrew. But she insisted 
that she was not yet ready to be queen. “It is your duty,” 
said the Duke. “You cannot put away the duty God gives 
you.” Weeping, Lady Jane fell on her knees and cried: 
“Then if it must be so, God give me strength to bear this 
heavy burden. God give me grace to rule for his glory and 
the good of the people.” Clearly, she would have been a 
worthy successor to her cousin. But it was not to be. After 
only eight days, Lady Jane was cruelly arrested, 



imprisoned, and a few months later beheaded. In history 
she is known as ‘the eight day queen.’ 
 
Here is part of a prayer by Lady Jane Grey, composed 
shortly before her execution: “O Lord, Thou God and 
Father of my life, hear me, a poor and desolate woman . . 
and be Thou now unto me a strong tower of defence, I 
humbly require Thee. Suffer me not to be tempted above 
my power; but either be Thou a deliverer unto me out of 
this great misery, or else give me grace patiently to bear 
Thy heavy hand and sharp correction . . . Let it seem good 
to Thy Fatherly goodness to deliver me . . . for whom Thy 
Son Christ shed His precious blood on the cross . . . Hear 
me, O merciful Father, for His sake, whom Thou wouldst 
should be a sacrifice for my sins. To whom with Thee, and 
the Holy Ghost, be all honour and glory. Amen.” 
 
Mary’s Rapid Response to Edward’s Reforms 
Satan raised an even greater tumult during the reign of 
Mary Tudor, the half sister of Edward VI who ascended 
the English throne in July 1553. The execution of Lady 
Jane Grey “was a sombre warning of what was in store for 
others.” (Marcus Loane) As you read the following facts, 
bear in mind that in the Bible God calls Satan a false 
accuser and a murderer. 
 
Mary had been brought up from her infancy as a rigid 
believer in the Romish Church. She was, in fact, extremely 
bigoted and narrow-minded. 
 
Though she was a fanatical Romanist, Mary at first took 
the advice of her cousin, the emperor Charles V, to tread 
cautiously in trying to re-establish the Roman religion.   



As a result, some improvements were left untouched. For 
instance, she did not forbid the reading the English Bible. 
Only a few monasteries were re-opened, and only a few 
ruined shrines were rebuilt. Preachers found it difficult to 
speak about purgatory, now that it had been thoroughly 
exposed, and the pope was not as honoured as he had 
been. Neither did she invite the Jesuits to come to 
England.  
 
Nevertheless, Mary believed, ‘the old faith’ might be 
restored with proper teaching. So she appointed Edmund 
Bonner as Bishop of London. Bonner produced a Roman 
catechism and a collection of sermons. Because they were 
not very controversial, these were widely read.  
 
But after ratifying her mother Catherine of Aragon’s 
marriage to Henry VIII and the execution of the Duke of 
Northumberland, Mary began to reverse Edward’s 
reforms. The church laws passed during his reign were 
repealed, and the official worship of the nation took the 
form it had at the close of Henry’s reign.  
 
Reformed ministers were removed from office and 
imprisoned, or fled to Protestant cities of refuge in Europe, 
such as Strasbourg, Zurich, Emden or Geneva. 
 
The Roman Mass was restored, the English service was 
taken away, people were forbidden to read the works of 
both English and continental Reformers, and foreign 
Protestants living in England were banished. 
  
By marrying Philip of Spain (soon to become Philip II) 
Mary brought to the nation a real threat of foreign and 



popish domination. Many Englishmen trembled. News of 
the atrocities of the Spanish Inquisition had not reached 
English ears in vain. 
 
The same year Parliament voted in Papal authority. 
Cardinal Reginald Pole, the newly appointed Papal 
Legate (or ambassador) officially pardoned the nation for 
its ‘heresy.’ In a ceremony in Westminster Hall on 30 
November 1554 Pole received the ‘submission’ of Philip 
and Mary and the realm to the pope. In return he granted 
‘absolution’ for the ‘sin’ of 21 years of separation from 
Rome, and proclaimed that the anniversary of the 
ceremony should be celebrated as a great religious festival 
for ever!  
 
By January 1555 the lords and members of parliament had 
restored the Acts for the Burning of Heretics of 1382, 
1401 and 1414. Their ‘punishment’ could now begin. 
 
Mary’s Reign of Terror 
The next forty-five months, between 4 February 1555 and 
10 November 1558, proved to be Mary’s reign of terror. 
England became a police state, and no less than 283 
Protestant martyrs – 227 men and 56 women – were 
burned alive. The queen responsible for their terrible 
deaths has gone down in history as ‘Bloody Mary.’  
 
But the souls of the martyrs are now before the throne of 
God, crying: “O Sovereign Lord, holy and true, how long 
before you will judge and avenge our blood?” because 
they were “slain for the Word of God, and for the 
testimony which they held.” (Revelation 6.9-10) They 



should be remembered today, though public memory of 
them is rapidly fading.  
 
The Procedure of the Persecutors 
The procedure of the persecutors makes chilling reading.  
 
When a person was accused of ‘heresy,’ he or she was 
arrested and taken to the court of the bishop in whose 
diocese he lived. Here he was tried by the bishop himself 
or a judicial officer trained in the canon law of the church. 
The accused was put under great psychological pressure to 
‘recant.’ His inquisitors even promised to spare his life 
and remit his sins if he recanted! 
 
If he refused to ‘recant’ or repent of his beliefs, the death 
sentence by burning was passed, and the poor victim was 
handed over to the sheriff of the county to execute the 
sentence.  
 
These burnings were carried out in public, usually before 
crowds of spectators. Many people came to enjoy the 
spectacle of others burning; they often brought their 
families with them, and fathers lifted the smaller children 
on their shoulders to enable them to see.  
 
Some of the spectators were Protestants, who tried to give 
moral support to the sufferers. These were allowed to pay 
the executioner to hang a bag of gunpowder round the 
victim’s neck or at his feet, so that when the flames 
reached it the explosion would kill him immediately.  
 
If the victim recanted, the sentence was one of lengthy 
imprisonment, either in a gaol or monastery. The 



‘penitent’ was forced to wear a ‘heretic’s badge’ and to 
‘carry his faggot’ of wood to the place of execution. On 
arrival he or she threw the faggot onto the fire, so that only 
the wood, and not the ‘heretic,’ would be burned! 
  
If the condemned ‘penitent’ was a minister, he was 
required to preach a sermon confessing his ‘heresy’ and 
begging the Church’s forgiveness! If he ‘relapsed’ only 
once more he was not spared again, but was sent to the 
stake without mercy! Does not the Bible warn us: “the 
tender mercies of the wicked are cruel” (Proverbs 12.10)? 
 
A Bouquet of Martyrs 
Lack of space forbids us to re-tell the stories of all who 
died under ‘Bloody Mary.’ You may read about them in 
modern editions of John Foxe’s Book of Martyrs.  
 
Roman sympathisers tell you that Foxe’s accounts are 
‘partisan.’ But in 1940 the scholar J. F. Mozley proved 
once and for all that, apart from a few minor factual errors 
(which can easily creep into any narrative) Foxe is wholly 
reliable.  
 
Among the many heart-breaking accounts of their 
sufferings, we will re-tell only a few of them. 
 
(a) Rowland Taylor 
Dr. Rowland Taylor, rector of Hadleigh in Suffolk, was a 
fine Christian minister. He faithfully studied Holy 
Scripture, frequently preached to his congregation, fed and 
clothed the poor, readily forgave his enemies, and 
willingly suffered for Jesus’ sake.  
 



Yet he was thrust into prison and kept there for two years. 
In January 1555 he was subjected to a lengthy 
examination of his beliefs. He was declared a ‘heretic’ for 
denying that the bread and wine became the body and 
blood of Christ, and for stating that priests should be free 
to marry!  
 
Later in the month he was tried again, along with John 
Bradford and Lawrence Saunders, and was condemned 
to death for refusing to submit to the Bishop of Rome. In 
prison he was ‘degraded’ of his office of minister.  
 
Early in February he set out on horseback to Hadleigh, to 
be burned before his parishioners. As he left London, he 
bade farewell to his wife and two of his children. 
“Farewell, my dear wife,” he said, “be of good comfort, 
for I am quiet in my conscience. God shall raise up a 
father for my children,” adding: “God bless thee. I pray 
you all stand strong and steadfast to Christ and His Word, 
and keep you from idolatry.” His brave wife replied: God 
be with thee, dear Rowland: I will, with God’s grace, meet 
thee at Hadleigh.” 
 
All the way on his journey to Hadleigh, Dr. Taylor was 
“joyful and merry, as one who accounted himself going to 
a most pleasant banquet or bridal.” (Foxe) Coming within 
two miles of the place, he alighted from his horse, and 
when asked by the sheriff how he was, replied: “Well, 
God be praised, good master sheriff, never better; for now 
I know I am almost at home. I lack not past two stiles to 
go over, and I am even at my Father’s house.”  
 



On arriving there, he found the streets full of weeping 
people. He gave away some money, then continued to 
Aldham Common, where he was to suffer. When the 
crowds there saw his familiar venerable face and long 
white beard they burst into tears. Having prepared himself 
for burning, he went to the stake, kissed it, and stood in 
the pitch-barrel. After some delay and a few insults from 
‘Popish helpers,’ he called on God: “Merciful Father, for 
Jesus Christ’s sake, receive my soul into Thy hands.” 
There he stood without moving, until some-one struck him 
on the head with a halberd (a combination of spear and 
battle-axe), and his body fell down into the fire. “Thus,” 
concludes J. C. Ryle, “died one of the best and bravest of 
the English martyrs.” 
 
(b) Joan Waste 
In August 1556 a young woman was burnt to death in 
Derby: her judicial murder aroused great sympathy and 
anger among the people of England. Joan Waste was born 
blind. After the death of her parents, her younger brother 
Roger looked after her. During Edward’s reign they both 
attended Protestant services, and she longed to learn the 
Bible. But being blind, she could not read, and so she 
saved up money from rope-making, bought a copy of 
Tyndale’s New Testament, and paid an old man who was 
in Derby gaol for debt to read it to her.  
 
When Mary became queen, Joan was denounced to the 
Bishop of Coventry and Litchfield, and was examined by 
him and other officials. She told them that the bread in the 
Lord’s Supper was not the body of Christ. They replied 
that because Jesus could change water into wine, He could 
also change the bread and wine into His body and blood. 



She answered: “I am a poor, uneducated blind woman, and 
cannot argue with you; but as Dr. Rowland Taylor was 
prepared to die for his beliefs, I am ready to do the same.”  
 
After being scorned as an obstinate heretic, Joan was 
condemned to be burnt. In the execution sermon, the 
Chancellor said that she was not only blind in her body but 
also in her soul, and would burn not only at the stake but 
also eternally in hell! With her brother holding her hand, 
she was led to the stake at Windmill Pit outside the town, 
and there, her lips being seen to repeatedly utter the name 
‘Jesus,’ her spirit went to glory.  
While she was being burnt, the Chancellor went to a local 
inn, got drunk, and slept soundly on the lawn in front of 
the inn for some time! 
 
(c) Hugh Latimer and Nicholas Ridley 
With the coming of summer 1555 the number of 
persecutions increased, and some very prominent 
members of the nation were condemned. Among these 
were Hugh Latimer and Nicholas Ridley.  
 
These two bishops were captured and imprisoned in the 
Tower of London, where they were questioned, 
threatened, tormented and mocked. When every effort to 
get them to recant failed, they were moved to Oxford, 
along with Thomas Cranmer, to be tried and sentenced. 
Their death was a foregone conclusion.  
 
Ridley was questioned first. He was reproved because he 
did not remove his hat when the pope was mentioned! He 
admitted that he had helped Lady Jane Grey become 
queen rather than Mary.  



Latimer was next questioned. His response to his 
inquisitors was a noble one: “I thank God most heartily 
that He has prolonged my life to this end, that I may in this 
case glorify God with this kind of death.” He was not in 
the least afraid to condemn the errors of Rome, nor to state 
his faith in the Lord Jesus.  
 
On 16 October 1555 Ridley and Latimer were both led to 
a site just opposite Balliol College, Oxford (where the pre-
Reformation Reformer John Wycliffe had been Master). 
There they were burned to death, standing back to back at 
the stake. When a lighted torch was laid to the wood, the 
aged Latimer first prayed: “Heavenly Father, I give Thee 
most hearty thanks that Thou hast called me to a 
profession of Thee even unto death. I beseech Thee, Lord 
God, have mercy on this realm of England, and deliver the 
same from all her enemies. Into Thine hands, O Lord, I 
commend my spirit; Lord, receive my spirit.” Then he 
called to his Christian “brother and companion in 
tribulation in the kingdom and patience of Jesus Christ” 
(Revelation 1.9): “Be of good comfort, Master Ridley, and 
play the man. We shall this day light such a candle, by 
God’s grace, in England, as I trust shall never be put out.”  
 
At the time of their martyrdoms, Latimer was about 70 
years old and Ridley was 55. Their lives and deaths were 
heroic. Latimer’s words of encouragement to Ridley have 
proved to be true. The candle of the Gospel has not yet 
been put out. By God’s grace and power, it never shall. 
“Instead of crushing out God’s light and truth, Mary was 
making it shine as a light which everyone might see.” (H. 
E. Marshall) When will God’s enemies see that despite all 



Mary’s persecutions, God’s elect shall still be converted, 
and no tool of Satan can stop Him working? 
 
(d) Thomas Cranmer 
On their way to the stake, Ridley and Latimer passed the 
prison where the timid Thomas Cranmer was kept, but 
they never saw him. He was still alive, but was broken by 
ill health and the fear of death.  
 
Because he had sworn allegiance to both Henry VIII and 
Edward VI as heads of the English Church, Cranmer had 
been forced to face a terrible dilemma. Now that Mary 
was sovereign, he must declare himself a Romanist or a 
Protestant. At first, he compromised by avowing Mary as 
the lawful sovereign and head of the church in England, 
yet kept his personal beliefs to himself. But under pressure 
from Mary, who sought both his recantation and his death, 
he renounced his former beliefs and promised submission 
to Rome. 
 
But there were two further factors in his case.  
(i) First, Mary hated Cranmer because he had helped 
Henry VIII divorce her mother, Catherine of Aragon. 
(ii) Then again, he had played a leading role in helping 
Mary’s rival, Lady Jane Grey, to the throne.  
Mary therefore condemned Cranmer for treason. 
 
As one of the nation’s spiritual leaders, Cranmer was 
bound to suffer like his fellow Reformers. Traitor’s Gate, 
leading to the Tower of London, was opened to receive 
him. In prison he shared a cell with Latimer, Ridley and 
Bradford. They studied the New Testament together, and 
grew more convinced than ever that the Mass was a 



‘blasphemous fable and dangerous deceit’ (as the later 
Prayer Book describes it). Latimer himself testified: “We 
were imprisoned in the Tower of London for Christ’s 
Gospel preaching, and because we would not go a-
massing.” 
 
When the day of his execution (21 March 1556) arrived, 
Cranmer was brought before a great court of accusers and 
a large congregation in the cathedral church of St. Mary, 
Oxford. When everyone expected to hear his recantation, 
he shocked them all by renouncing it, professing his 
Protestant faith, and denouncing the pope as antichrist! 
This confession enraged his enemies, and he was instantly 
ushered to the stake. But rather than waver again, he thrust 
the offending hand that had signed his recantation into the 
fire, crying out: “This unworthy right hand! This unworthy 
right hand!”  
 
At Cranmer’s death God triumphed over both His enemies 
and His servant’s fear. This reminds us of a resolution and 
a confession that King David made: “What time I am 
afraid, I will trust in Thee.” “In God have I put my trust: I 
will not be afraid what man can do unto me.” (Psalm 
56.3,11) Some have said that the day of Cranmer’s death 
was the best day in his life.  
 
Perhaps the saying of John Philpot, another martyr, shows 
us the spirit in which these disciples of Christ gave their 
lives for Himt: “Shall I disdain to suffer at this stake, 
seeing my Redeemer did not refuse to suffer a most vile 
death on the cross for me?” 
 
 



Mary’s Last Days 
Despite all these burnings, Mary remained unsatisfied. 
The closing years of her reign (1556-58) were marked by a 
personal desolation that few pitied.  
 
Her husband Philip had grown tired of England, where he 
was not allowed to rule, and returned to Spain, never to 
see these shores again. 
She had lost Calais, in France, which had been part of 
English territory for 200 years. She is known to have said: 
“When I am dead, you will find ‘Calais’ graven on my 
heart.” What a tragic state of mind to approach death in: 
longing for a piece of earth on the far side of the English 
Channel! 
 
Her fantasy pregnancy, by which she imagined she was 
bearing a child, and hoped to produce a Roman Catholic 
successor to the throne, had deceived her.  
 
Yet she felt that the only way to satisfy God’s justice for 
her sins was to burn more Protestants!  
 
In the autumn and winter of 1557 the authorities, under the 
direction of Bishop Bonner of London, were searching 
for Protestants and burning them all over southeast 
England and the Midlands. Surely she must have known, 
unless her conscience was “seared as with a hot iron” (1 
Timothy 4.2), that her cruelty did more harm than good to 
her own religion. Yet she carried on killing as fiercely as 
ever.  
 
But after fretting away her life, in November 1558 Mary 
died on the same day as Cardinal Pole, wretched and 



unloved, unwanted by both husband and nation. They have 
both now given in their account to the Judge of all the 
earth. 
 
With the accession of Elizabeth I, the Satanic persecutions 
of ‘Bloody Mary’ ended. 
 
The Martyrs’ Bravery 
It is difficult for us to grasp how brave, by the grace of 
God, these early Reformers and Protestants were. Today 
we are more or less free to believe what we like, but then 
those who disagreed with the pope were cruelly put to 
death. Burning at the stake is one of the most Satanic 
forms of cruelty.  
 
So, we have two vital questions to ask: 
 
1. Why did the pope not order Mary to stop the burnings? 
Surely it is because, as a servant of Satan, he approved of 
them.  
 
2. What kind of ‘Church’ is it that brands people who 
disagree with it ‘heretics’ and orders them to be burned to 
death for so doing? It is certainly not the Church of our 
Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ.  
 
During Mary’s reign England’s finest men and women 
were condemned as ‘heretics’ by heathens posing as 
Christians; the religion of the Bible was overturned in 
favour of idolatry; and anyone who resisted was 
mercilessly slaughtered. Nevertheless, as Jonathan 
Edwards said: “The martyrs would not undergo cruel 



sufferings from their persecutors . . . did they not expect to 
be with Christ, and to enjoy God there.” 
 
Four Important Points 
As we leave this sad account, let us remember four 
important points: 
1. These Protestant Reformers were burnt for their faith, 
whereas Roman Catholic traitors during Elizabeth I’s 
reign were hanged, drawn and quartered for treason.  
The Reformers were tried in church courts, whereas the 
Romanists were tried in civil courts.  
The Reformers died, not for committing any crime, but for 
believing the Gospel; the Romanists (and most of them 
were treacherous, abominable priests) died for plotting 
against the monarch or the realm.  
 
Some historians have placed the Reformers and the 
Romanists on the same level, yet they were not so. The 
one died for the Lord Jesus Christ, the other for their ‘lord 
god the pope’ (a term used by cardinals and bishops at the 
pope’s ‘coronation’).  
 
2. The burning of the English martyrs brought to a close 
centuries of persecution in this country by the unreformed 
Church of Rome. They take their honoured place near the 
end of a long line of Hussites, Lollards and Waldensians 
who were slaughtered in such large numbers that their 
groups were almost exterminated. The Church that had 
dominated Europe for almost a millennium was an 
intolerant and persecuting church. The extermination of 
the Biblical faith and of true believers was unquestionably 
Mary’s aim. 
 



 
3. It is strange that a church that had ‘absolved’ the whole 
nation of its ‘heresy’ should now burn the nation’s most 
faithful and loyal subjects to death! When God absolves 
from sin, He does not punish the culprits, because His own 
dear Son has died for them. He embraces and receives 
them into fellowship. When Rome absolved, she burned 
the absolved! Yet all the time she used the language of 
piety, such as ‘Holy Mother Church’ and ‘The Spouse of 
Jesus Christ.’ Has she not been rightly called ‘Satan’s 
Masterpiece’? 
 
4. To both Protestant and Romanist, these terrible events 
took place according to the will of God. Romanists 
believed that if the victim took a long time to die, this was 
because God wished to increase his torments because his 
sins were greater than those of others. On the other hand, 
Protestants were sure that if God prolonged their 
sufferings, it was to show everyone His power in keeping 
His people faithful to the end, and to expose the cruelty of 
the persecutors. 
 

First Afternote 
 

Those Reformers who had fled persecution to Geneva 
served the cause of reform in a different way. Aided by 
John Calvin and Theodore Beza, some of them, 
including John Knox, William Whittingham and Miles 
Coverdale, produced the Geneva Bible. This became the 
standard version of the Puritans for several generations. It 
was being used long after the Authorized Version of 1611 
had been produced. Even as late as the 1680s, John 
Bunyan used it in his writings. 



Second Afternote 
 

Between 1547 and 1563 the Church of Rome seemed to 
want to reform itself through the ‘canons and decrees’ of 
the Council of Trent, a town in Sǔd Tyrol, N. Italy. 
 
Now, Roman Catholics believed that the Spirit of Truth 
spoke through their council, and so they expected the 
Council of Trent to settle the Reformation controversy for 
good.  
 
[Protestants did not accept the Council as lawful, because 
the early Church councils represented the whole Church, 
whereas Trent represented only Rome.] 
 
There were many able men at Trent. They might have 
been expected to push through some valuable reforms. But 
instead the majority dug in their heels and merely re-
asserted Rome’s unreformed claims. In fact, Roman 
teaching was merely petrified (i.e. converted into stone). 
 
Here is a sample of Trent’s teaching: 
“If any one says that the sinner is justified by faith alone 
(the central Bible and Protestant doctrine) . . . let him be 
anathema (i.e. an object of loathing, or cursed, or devoted 
to evil).” 
 
“If any one says that the grace of justification is shared 
only by those who are predestined to life . . . let him be 
anathema.” 
 



“If any one says that the good works of the one justified  . . 
. are not also the good merits of him justified . . . let him 
be anathema.” 
 
The Scriptures clearly condemn this teaching: 
“One is justified by faith apart from works of the law.” 
(Romans 3.28) 
 
“If Abraham was justified by works, he has something to 
boast about, but not before God. For what does the 
Scripture say? Abraham believed God, and it was counted 
to him as righteousness.” (Romans 4.2) 
 
“For by grace you have been saved through faith. And that 
not of yourselves; it is the gift of God, not of works, lest 
any one should boast.” (Ephesians 2.8-9) 
 
From these verses (and there are many more like them) it 
is plain that Paul teaches that justification is by ‘faith 
alone.’ The moment the penitent sinner casts himself on 
God’s mercies in Christ, God pardons him of all his sins 
(Acts 10.43; Romans 4.6-7) and declares him righteous by 
reckoning the righteousness of Christ to him (Romans 
5.1,19; 2 Corinthians 5.21). 
 
In short, Trent produced no real reforms but plenty of 
anathemas! Was it the Holy Spirit who presided over this 
Council, or some other spirit? 
 
Robert L. Reymond concludes: “Rome continues to this 
day to urge upon the world the teachings of Trent, thus 
evidencing its own apostate condition” (that is, a church 
that has abandoned the true faith). 



Key Persons 
 

Mary (1516-58) Queen. 
Reginald Pole (1500-58) Roman Cardinal and Legate to 
England. 
Edmund Bonner (1500-69) Roman Catholic Bishop of 
London. 
Thomas Cranmer (1489-1556) Archbishop of 
Canterbury and Protestant martyr. 
Hugh Latimer (1485-1555) Bishop of Worcester. Martyr. 
Nicholas Ridley (1500-1555) Bishop of London. Martyr. 
John Hooper (1495-1555) Bishop of Gloucester. Martyr. 
Edward VI King. 
 

Key Events 
 

1553 Eight-day ‘reign’ of Lady Jane Seymour (6-19  
         July) 
         Accession of Mary 
         Execution of the Duke of Northumberland 
         Edward’s religious laws repealed 
1554 Execution of Lady Jane Grey 
         Mary marries Philip, heir to the Spanish throne 
         Cardinal Pole arrives as Papal Legate 
1555 Parliament restores Papal Supremacy 
         ‘Heresy’ laws revived 
         Burning of first Protestant martyrs 
         Bishop Hooper burned at Gloucester (February) 
         Philip leaves England 
         Latimer and Ridley burned at Oxford (October) 
         Cranmer deprived of his office of Archbishop of 
         Canterbury, and replaced by Pole 
         Pole holds Legatine Synod in London 



1556 Philip becomes King of Spain 
         Cranmer burned to death (March) 
1557 Philip returns to England 
         War with France 
         Pole deprived of his legatine powers by Pope Paul  
         IV and investigated for ‘heresy’ in Rome 
1558 The English lose Calais 
         Deaths of Mary and Pole on the same day 
         (November) 
 

Key Terms  
 

Exterminate – To utterly destroy.  
Regime – A prevailing system of government. Purgatory 
– A place and state of spiritual and moral purging, 
invented by the Church of Rome, where souls are purified 
from pardonable sins by suffering. Cardinal Newman, in 
his Dream of Gerontius, grotesquely pictures the holy 
angels letting a soul gently down into its flames!  
Shrines – Places of worship erected both in buildings and 
in fields and forests. They usually contained (and still do 
in such Roman Catholic countries as Italy and Austria) 
figures of ‘Mary’ or ‘Jesus on the cross.’ 
Jesuits – A Roman Catholic order of priests founded in 
1534 by Ignatius Loyola. Its members swore absolute 
obedience to the pope, and agreed to tell any number of 
lies, provided they would serve ‘Holy Mother Church.’ 
Inquisition – The body of Roman cardinals and lawyers 
appointed to investigate or search thoroughly into people’s 
religious beliefs. It was strongest in Spain and Italy, and 
was notorious for its cruel methods of torturing suspects to 
make them confess their ‘heresy’ or betray friends. 



Chapter Nine 

Why Were the Reformers Burned? 
 
Introduction 
Before looking at the closing years of the Reformation, 
during the reign of Queen Elizabeth I, let us ask ourselves 
why the Reformers were burned to death. This is 
important, for various reasons. 
 
1. In the first place, there are certain facts in history that 
some people try hard to forget. These facts get in the way 
of their favourite theories. So they shut their eyes against 
them. One of these facts is the burning to death of the 
English Protestant martyrs. 
 
2. Then again, many people today are so cynical that they 
are not ashamed to say that there are no religious opinions 
worth dying for. Those who die for what they term ‘truth’ 
are seen as nothing but fools. 
 
3. Others find it convenient to leave out the unpleasant 
things of history, and to paint everything in bright colours, 
as if mankind was making steady progress towards 
perfection according to Darwin’s theory of evolution. 
 
4. Still others regard it as very bad taste to say anything 
against popery and the unreformed Church of Rome. They 
coolly set aside Rome’s history of bloodthirsty tortures 
and massacres, seeing in her only the glory of her 
‘spiritual’ figurehead, pomp and power, sensual worship, 
appeal of numbers and survival through the centuries. 
 



So it is with respect to the cruel reign of ‘Bloody’ Mary. 
Some popular histories of the kings and queens of England 
barely mention her cruelties. Yet she was not called 
‘Bloody Mary’ for nothing. And her programme of 
burnings sprang wholly from her fanatical devotion to the 
Church of Rome. 
 
Why They Were Burned 
Why then were the Reformers burned to death? 
 
It was not for refusing to obey the pope, or for wanting to 
make the Church in England independent, or for claiming 
that priests should be allowed to marry, or for demanding 
reforms within the Church. 
 
The principal reason for their burning was because they 
refused to believe ONE of Rome’s favourite false 
teachings! On that teaching hung their earthly life or 
death. If they accepted it, they might possibly live; if they 
denied it, they must die. 
 
(a) The Real Presence 
The teaching in question was the Real Presence of the 
body and blood of Christ in the consecrated elements of 
bread and wine in the Lord’s Supper. Did they, or did they 
not believe that the real body of the Lord Jesus, that had 
been born of the virgin Mary, was present on the altar as 
soon as the words Hoc est corpus meum = This is my body 
had been spoken by the priest?  
 
[Incidentally, the magic term ‘hocus pocus’ is derived 
from the Latin ‘hoc est corpus meum!’] 
 



Did they believe that, when blessed by the priest, the 
communion bread and wine actually turned into the body 
and blood of Christ?  
 
This false teaching had not been introduced into the 
Church until 1215! It does not appear anywhere in the 
Bible. Yet everyone in Europe was expected to believe it!  
 
The question is: What does the Word of God say on the 
matter? 
 
Let Jesus Himself answer. After blessing the bread and 
giving thanks for the wine, He said: “I will not drink 
henceforth of this fruit of the vine” (Matthew 26:19). His 
faithful apostle Paul says the same thing (1 Corinthians 
10:17): “we are all partakers of that one bread,” and (1 
Corinthians 11:26): “as often as ye eat this bread.” 
 
That is, the bread and wine remain bread and wine after 
being set apart for a special use, and do not change their 
substance at the priest’s magic formula. 
 
There was also another closely linked matter for which the 
Reformers were condemned. The Church of Rome 
believed (and still believes) that in the Mass (their name 
for the Lord’s Supper) Christ is re-offered as a sacrifice 
for sins. 
 
But the writer to the Hebrews says that the Lord Jesus 
Christ “offered one sacrifice for sins for ever” (Hebrews 
10.12); that He “once . . . appeared to put away sin by the 
sacrifice of Himself” (Hebrews 9.26); that He “was once 
offered to bear the sins of many” (Hebrews 9.28); and that 



“by His own blood He entered in once into the holy place 
(i.e. heaven) having obtained eternal redemption for us.” 
(Hebrews 9.12) There is no need to repeat His sacrifice. 
His death was enough to pay the price of our sins and so to 
satisfy God.  
 
Besides, it is the plain teaching of Scripture that the 
human body of the Lord Jesus Christ is now in heaven. 
Luke 24.51 and Acts 1.9-11 expressly say this. Neither 
will He be seen on earth again until He comes a second 
time to judge the world and receive His people to Himself. 
(1 Thessalonians 4.16-17; Hebrews 9.28) Indeed, He 
expressly instituted the Lord’s Supper for His people to 
remember His death till He comes again! (Matthew 26.29; 
1 Corinthians 11.26) 
 
One more point needs to be mentioned.  
In relation to the Mass the Church of Rome calls on her 
priests to: “Bring, offer.” 
But at the Lord’s Supper our Lord said: “Take, eat.” 
 
This settles the matter. The Word of God is final. 
Testimonies of Three Reformers 
But let us hear the testimony of three of our Reformers as 
to why they suffered death by burning. 
 
John Rogers says: “I was asked whether I believed in the 
sacrament to be the very body and blood of our Saviour 
Christ . . . really and substantially. I answered: ‘I think it 
to be false . . . Corporally Christ is only in heaven, and so 
Christ cannot be corporally in your sacrament.’” 
 



John Bradford says: “The chief thing which I am 
condemned for as a heretic is because I deny in the 
sacrament of the altar (which is not Christ’s Supper, but a 
plain perversion as the Papists now use it) to be a real, 
natural and corporal presence of Christ’s body and blood 
under the forms and accidents of bread and wine: that is, 
because I deny transubstantiation, which is the darling of 
the devil, and daughter and heir to antichrist’s religion.” 
 
Thomas Cranmer says: “They (the Papists) say that 
Christ is corporally under or in the form of bread and 
wine. We say that Christ is not there, neither corporally 
nor spiritually, but in them that worthily eat and drink the 
bread and wine He is spiritually, and corporally in 
heaven.” 
 
Now, were our English Reformers right or wrong? Did 
they, or does Rome, believe what the Scriptures teach?  
 
Let us be sure about this: it is no mere strife about words. 
“The Romish doctrine of the Real Presence strikes at the 
very root of the Gospel, and is the very citadel and keep of 
Popery.” (J. C. Ryle)  
 
Is it not clear that those who believe the Real Presence 
abolish the truth of the perfection of Christ’s finished 
work when He died on the cross? Either Jesus paid the 
penalty for our sins, or He did not. The Bible teaches that 
He did. And so the Reformers were right. 
 
Do not those who believe in the Real Presence also 
undercut the High Priestly work of Christ? If there are 
priests who can offer acceptable sacrifices to God besides 



Him, then Jesus our Great High Priest is robbed of His 
office and glory. 
 
Further, do they not also pervert the Christian ministry? If 
sinful men can be exalted to the position of mediators 
between God and people, then teaching and preaching are 
rendered unnecessary. 
 
Not only so, do they not make idols of the bread and 
wine, which they carry about in the streets and expect 
people to bow down and worship them?  
 
Moreover, do they not distort our Lord’s human nature, 
making it capable of being in ten thousand places at once, 
when it is located in the presence of God in heaven? To 
put it crudely, is this not cannibalism? 
 
“Rather than admit the doctrine of the Real Presence of 
Christ’s natural body and blood under the forms of bread 
and wine, the Reformers of the Church of England were 
content to be burned.” (J. C. Ryle) Well may they be 
described as “the noble army of martyrs.” Soldiers who 
die in battle are honoured as giving their lives for others. 
Our Protestant Reformers should be honoured for giving 
their lives for truth. 
 
(b) Justification by Faith Alone 
There was, however, a very practical doctrine underlying 
the Reformers’ rejection of the Real Presence of Christ. 
This doctrine is essential to our salvation. It is known as 
Justification by Faith Alone. 
 



Although Rome confessed (and still confesses) Jesus of 
Nazareth to be the Son of God, in whose name is 
salvation, it added (and still adds) that a living faith alone 
in the perfect obedience and finished work of Jesus Christ 
. . . is not sufficient for our right standing before God. In 
addition to trusting in Christ’s saving work we must 
perform good works that are meritorious in order to be 
justified. 
 
Now the Reformers, along with Martin Luther and 
Scripture, believed that this doctrine of Justification by 
Faith Alone is ‘the article of a standing or falling church.’ 
That is, if a church believes it, that church stands; if it 
rejects it, it falls. Furthermore, if a sinner really believes 
that Christ paid for his salvation, and on the basis of that 
belief receives salvation from Him as a free gift, he is 
saved. If he does not, then he is lost. John 3.14-16,18; Acts 
10.43; Romans 4.6-7, 5.1 and 5.19, to name no other Bible 
texts, all teach this.  
 
This was the basic reason why our Reformers were 
burned to death. They rejected Rome’s merit mongering, 
lock, stock and barrel, and embraced a free salvation 
bought with the precious blood of Christ.  
 
J. Packer and O. R. Johnston state this well when they 
write: “To the Reformers the crucial question was not 
simply whether God justifies believers without works of 
law. It was the broader question whether sinners are 
wholly helpless in their sin, and whether God is to be 
thought of as saving them by free, unconditional, 
invincible grace.”  
 



The unreformed Church of Rome rejected (and still 
rejects) this doctrine of Grace Alone through Faith Alone. 
It taught (and still teaches) the error that faith must be 
completed by love, and that man is free to co-operate with 
God in his salvation before he can be justified. It thus 
denies a basic Bible Truth.  
 
That truth was the one God blessed to bring reformation to 
England. It was the true battleground of the Reformation. 
 
Conclusion 
In trying to sum up this whole period, we may say that: 
Henry VIII sought to impose on the Church a kind of 
reform without changing the Roman Church’s teaching 
and worship.  
Edward VI sought to achieve a more Biblical reform.  
Mary did her utmost to exterminate this Biblical reform.  
 
In Biblical terms, we might say that Henry reigned over 
England for thirty-eight years, and did what was evil in the 
sight of the Lord. Yet he put away certain abominations 
and gave his subjects the Word of God in their own 
language. 
Edward reigned for only six years, and did what was right 
in the sight of the Lord. He put away the idols, restored a 
more Biblical worship and gave his subjects freedom to go 
to God at His throne of grace directly. 
Mary reigned for five years, and did what was only evil in 
the sight of the Lord. She restored the ‘Christianized 
paganism’ of Rome in all its outward pomp and merciless 
cruelty. 
 
 



Key Terms  
 

Consecrated – Something or someone that is made 
sacred, or set apart for God. The Christian poetess Frances 
Ridley Havergal showed its true meaning when she wrote:  
 ‘Take my life, and let it be 
 Consecrated, Lord, to Thee.’ 
At the Lord’s Supper, the bread and wine are set apart 
from a common to a sacred use. In Roman Catholic 
worship, the wafer and wine are said to be consecrated 
when the priest utters the words Hoc est corpus meum = 
This is my body. 
Testimonies – These are statements made in a court of 
law under oath, designed to elicit the truth from witnesses. 
The Reformers’ testimonies were statements of their faith. 
Justification – The sentence of God, acting as Judge, in 
which He declares someone to be righteous in the court of 
heaven. It is the opposite of being condemned. (Romans 
5.1 with 8.1; Deuteronomy 25.1) 
 

A Special Note on John Foxe (1517-87) 
 

Born at Boston in Lincolnshire, John Foxe was at first 
deeply attached to popish superstitions. But at Oxford 
University he saw that the doctrines of the Church of 
Rome contradicted each other. This discovery “shook his 
blind obedience to the Church of Rome.” (David C. Relf) 
 
Ordained into the priesthood in 1550, he taught in the 
Duke of Norfolk’s manor in Reigate, Surrey. Here he 
began to proclaim the true Gospel. On Mary’s accession, 
he fled to Basle in Switzerland, where he compiled his 



great work known as the Acts and Monuments or Book of 
Martyrs (begun in 1552). 
 
In 1563 the work was published. Such was the welcome it 
received that the Convocation of the Church of England 
ordered a copy to be placed in each cathedral and other 
public places, so that anyone could come and read it, or 
hear it read. Other editions followed later. For many years, 
Foxe’s Book of Martyrs was the only book to be seen in 
English homes apart from the Bible. It is a book everyone 
should read. 
 
In his Preface to the Acts and Monuments Foxe thanks the 
Lord Jesus for what he had been enabled to do: “I have 
finished my work done for Thee and by Thy grace. I thank 
Thee that Thou hast thus prospered me . . . The writing of 
this book has brought great cares, watchings and troubles; 
and through all Thou hast helped me. The martyrs’ names 
are in Thy Book of Life; nevertheless Thou didst wish thus 
to make them known to the world. The adversaries never 
expected their cruelties to come to light . . . above all we 
thank Thee for bringing to light the innocency of the 
martyrs. They should be an example to us; but alas, we 
their sons are unworthy of them . . . Help us to imitate 
them and to hold fast what they have won. Protest this 
book and make it fruitful. I dedicate it and myself to 
Thee.” 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter Ten 
The Reformation Under Elizabeth I 

 
Introduction 
Mary was succeeded on the English throne by her sister, 
the Princess Elizabeth, who was the daughter of Anne 
Boleyn, the second wife of Henry VIII. On her accession, 
a new age dawned on England, an age celebrated in such 
works as ‘Gloriana’ and such songs as ‘In Good Queen 
Bess’s Golden Days.’ 
 
Elizabeth was sitting under an oak tree in the grounds of 
Hatfield House, where Mary had kept her prisoner, when 
messengers came to tell her of the evil queen’s death. She 
listened, looked up through the branches to the bleak 
November sky, then fell on her knees and exclaimed in 
Latin: “It is the Lord’s doing, and it is marvellous in our 
eyes.” (Psalm 118.23) 
 
As soon as Elizabeth knew that she was to be queen, she 
hurried to London. She entered the Tower (used as a 
palace as well as a prison) not as a prisoner through 
Traitor’s Gate, as she had done under Mary, but as a 
queen, guarded indeed, but guarded with love and honour.  
 
As she passed through the Tower gates, the new queen 
paused. “Some,” she said, “have fallen from being princes 
in this land to be prisoners in this place. I am raised from 
being prisoner in this place to be prince in this land. That 
was the work of God’s justice. This is a work of His 
mercy. So must I be to God thankful, and to man 
merciful.” 



There was great rejoicing at Elizabeth’s coronation. 
Bonfires blazed and church bells rang. A great pageant in 
the streets of London hailed her coronation. Among the 
characters was a man dressed as Old Father Time. He 
presented his daughter, dressed as Truth, to the new queen, 
who received from her a copy of the Bible. In front of the 
huge crowd, Elizabeth kissed the gift and clasped it close 
to her heart. Throughout her long and prosperous reign, 
the Word of God gradually took possession of the heart of 
the nation. Indeed, England became known as ‘the land of 
the Bible.’ 
 
Yet Elizabeth needed all the wisdom God could give her 
to restore peace and happiness to the mournful land. She 
began her reign at a most difficult time. The nation was 
still divided between Romanists and Protestants. Each 
party hoped that the new queen would favour them.  
 
But they need not have been afraid. From the start 
Elizabeth resolved not to put any of her subjects to death 
for what they believed. She kept to her resolve. 
Throughout her long reign, no one was tortured or killed 
for their faith.  
 
Elizabeth and the Reformation 
Of all Henry VIII’s children, Elizabeth was the only one 
who resembled him in ability and popularity. With the 
face of a woman but ‘the stomach of a man,’ and helped 
by one of the most far-sighted statesmen England has ever 
seen (William Cecil, Lord Burghley) she proceeded to 
build on the gains of Edward’s reign that Mary had tried to 
destroy.  
 



In 1559 Parliament passed the new Act of Supremacy. By 
it the authority of the pope and all payments and appeals 
to him were rejected. But a significant change was made 
to her official religious title. Instead of claiming to be 
‘Supreme Head’ of the Church in England, she took the 
title ‘Supreme Governor.’ The tests of heresy were now to 
be the Scriptures, the first four general councils, and 
parliament.  
 
Meanwhile Edward’s Second Prayer Book was revised. 
But the question of Christ’s bodily presence was left 
undetermined. This fact was clearly intended to calm the 
fears of Roman Catholics. 
 
Then came the Act of Uniformity (also 1559). This 
ordered all worship to be conducted according to the 
revised Prayer Book, and left the use of church ornaments 
and ministerial vestments as they had been in the second 
year of Edward VI. 
 
To oversee these changes, Elizabeth ‘ordered the election’ 
(what a contradiction in terms!) of Matthew Parker as 
Archbishop of Canterbury. Soon a new Anglican 
‘episcopate’ or order of bishops was in position. 
 
In 1563 the Forty-two Articles were revised, and became 
the famous Thirty-nine Articles that has professed the 
official faith of the Church of England ever since. 
 
Thus by 1563 the ‘Elizabethan Settlement’ was 
accomplished.  
 
 



Two Opposing Threats 
But it was threatened from two sides: on the one side by 
Papists, on the other by Puritans. 
 
I. Popish Threats 
At the beginning of her reign, Philip II of Spain (‘Bloody’ 
Mary’s widowed husband) had aided Elizabeth for 
political reasons. But he soon became her enemy when he 
saw her as head of a new Protestant nation that he longed 
to conquer for the pope.  
 
Besides, Mary ‘Queen of Scots,’ a devoted Romanist, was 
heir to the throne, and became a constant focus of 
conspiracy to make her Queen of England. In 1569 a 
Popish rebellion broke out in the north of England. This 
was encouraged by Spain. It was soon put down.  
 
A. Elizabeth’s Excommunication 
The following year the pope declared Elizabeth 
excommunicated from the Church and deposed from her 
throne. It relieved her subjects of all obedience to her 
government, and gave them leave to murder her. This 
arrogant papal decree gave rise to numerous popish plots.  
 
One of the earliest of these was the Ridolfi Plot, which 
aimed to assassinate the queen; but in the kindness of the 
Lord it was uncovered.  
 
One of the latest took place in 1586, when a new scheme 
was hatched against Elizabeth’s life. This was the 
Babington Plot. Mary ‘Queen of Scots’ was held captive 
in Wingfield Manor, Derbyshire. But English spies 
discovered messages between her and her accomplices 



hidden in wine barrels carried in and out of the manor.  
These messages contained plans for a Spanish invasion of 
England. Mary was imprisoned. After a good deal of 
wavering on Elizabeth’s part, she was beheaded in 
Fotheringay Castle. As she walked to the scaffold, she 
held in her hands a Bible and a crucifix. At her death the 
Dean of Peterborough said: “So perish all Elizabeth’s 
enemies.” 
 
B. The Bartholomew Massacre 
The turn of affairs in France soon brought new fears. 
 
In 1572 news reached English shores of a huge massacre 
of Protestant Christians (called Huguenots) in Paris, the 
capital city of France. Because it began on a popish ‘holy 
day,’ St. Bartholomew’s Day, it is known to history as the 
Bartholomew Massacre.  
 
In the early hours of the Lord’s Day, 24 August, the bell of 
one of the Paris churches tolled. This was the pre-arranged 
signal to summon the city’s Romish population to take up 
their weapons and set upon any Protestants they could 
find.  
 
Killings began as a troop of soldiers, led by the Duke of 
Anjou, made for the house of the Huguenot leader, 
Gaspard de Coligny. The soldiers quickly overcame the 
house guards, then seized Coligny. He begged for mercy, 
but a soldier ran him through with a pike. The Admiral 
was then thrown half-dead out of the window down to the 
street below. Here another prominent Romanist, the Duke 
of Guise, finished him off by spearing him in the mouth! 
The next day, Coligny’s headless corpse was dragged by 



little children through the gutters of Paris and then hung 
from a gibbet! 
 
This evil event sparked off an all-out massacre of 
Huguenots. Roadblocks were set up, and travellers who 
were not wearing a popish badge (such as a white cross on 
their caps) were killed on the spot. Over the next few days 
up to ten thousand Protestants were murdered throughout 
France. This was Rome’s brutal ‘solution’ to ‘the 
Protestant Problem’ in France. 
 
In England news of the bloodbath was received with 
horror. While a popish historian hailed its chief 
perpetrators, Catherine de Medici and Charles IX, as 
“chosen by our Lord the Redeemer as the instruments of 
His will,” and the massacre itself as “this splendid deed,” 
and while the pope was celebrating Mass in Rome and 
ordering a medal to be cast for the occasion, English 
Christians trembled. For although the massacre occurred 
across the English Channel, it offered enough of a threat to 
make England very wary.   
 
C. The Revolt of the Netherlands 
The Revolt of the Netherlands against Spanish oppression 
also brought a fresh popish threat to England. 
 
In the same year as the St. Bartholomew Massacre, several 
Dutch leaders gathered in Dordrecht to resist an imminent 
Spanish invasion. These Dutch leaders were decided 
Protestants. They had already subscribed to the Belgic 
Confession of Faith and taught their families from the 
Heidelberg Catechism. Both these documents were 
thoroughly Reformed in character. In the war that 



followed, the brutalities of the Spanish army sickened and 
horrified Protestants both in the Netherlands and in 
England. Clearly Satan was striking back with a 
vengeance! 
 
Again, in the loving-kindness of the Lord, this threat was 
averted. A compromise treaty was drawn up between the 
Spanish and the Dutch. The Netherlands, backed by 
England, eventually asserted their independence and 
became a strong Protestant nation under the House of 
Orange.  
 
As a result of these three events – the pope’s authorizing 
of Elizabeth’s assassination, the horrors of St. 
Bartholomew and the miseries inflicted on the Netherlands 
– the next few years of Elizabeth’s reign were fraught with 
danger. “It would be easy as a Protestant in the 1570s,” 
writes Diarmaid MacCulloch, “to ignore the achievements 
and successes of the Reformation, and feel that God in His 
unfathomable wisdom was allowing the enemies of truth 
to overwhelm His little flock.”  
 
Yet God’s people could never believe that He would 
abandon them altogether. For He had promised them: “I 
will never leave you nor forsake you.” So there was a 
struggle in their hearts between fear of the enemy and 
hope in His protection. 
 
Still, John Foxe, compiler of the famous Book of Martyrs, 
had expressed this mood of fear to the crowd at the open-
air pulpit outside St. Paul’s cathedral in London on Good 
Friday 1570. The remembrance of Christ’s death on the 
cross gave Foxe a good opportunity to remind his 



audience of the sufferings of His Church. He even branded 
the “Bishop of Rome” as “more fierce and bitter against 
us” than “the Turk” or Muslim. For he was busy “stirring 
up his bishops to burn us, his confederates to conspire our 
destruction, setting kings against their subjects, and 
subjects disloyally to rebel against their princes, and all” 
(he tells God) “for thy name. Such dissentions and 
hostility Satan hath sent among us, that Turks be not more 
enemies to Christians than Christians to Christians, Papists 
to Protestants; yea, Protestants with Protestants do not 
agree, but fall out for trifles.” 
 
Foxe knew what he was saying. He had lived to witness 
the whole sweep of the Reformation: England’s break with 
Rome under Henry, the reforms of Edward’s reign, the 
frustration of being a refugee in mainland Europe while 
‘Bloody Mary’ was burning her subjects to death, and the 
promising beginnings of Elizabeth’s reign.  
 
Now he felt only uncertainty. And so, in the turmoil of the 
day he did what all in similar circumstances must do, he 
prayed: “Forasmuch as Thy poor little flock can scarce 
have any place or rest in the world, come, Lord, we 
beseech Thee . . . and make an end, that this world may 
have no more time nor place here, and that Thy Church 
may have rest for ever.” But that was the ultimate prospect 
for Christians. Meanwhile, the war against evil continued. 
 
Deliverance from the Spanish Armada 
The defeat of the Spanish Armada, or naval fleet, in 1588 
is traditionally hailed as a great triumph for British naval 
skill and power. It was, of course, much more than that. 
The 120 huge, well-armed and formidable Spanish 



galleons that anchored off Calais were defeated by a much 
smaller but far more manoeverable English fleet and a few 
old ‘fireboats.’ Six hundred Spaniards were killed, and 
eight hundred more were disabled, while not an English 
ship was put out of action and only a hundred men were 
lost. 
 
Before the Armada had set sail, King Philip II of Spain 
(the same person who had been Mary’s husband) had told 
his admiral, Medina Sidonia: “If you fail, you fail; but the 
cause being the cause of God, you will not fail.” Also, 
many sailors and soldiers on board boasted of what they 
would do to English women, and how luxuriously they 
would live on the loot of the conquered country. The 
Spanish invaders really believed that they were invincible. 
 
The reasons for the invasion were clear. First, Philip hated 
the English people and the Protestant Faith. Then he had 
asked Elizabeth to marry him, but she had refused. This 
made him very angry and determined to punish Elizabeth 
and conquer England for the pope. 
 
But He who stilled the wind and waves on the Sea of 
Galilee now stirred up the wind to blow the Spanish fleet 
off Gravelines near the French coast straight into the old 
English fireboats. In the collision they were charred and 
burned to ashes. Then the wind suddenly changed to force 
the rest of the Armada into the North Sea! 
 
A touching episode occurred when the crippled Spanish 
fleet entered Scottish waters. On reaching the Fifeshire 
coast, Admiral Medina Sidonia came ashore at Anstruther 
begging for mercy for his cold and hungry sailors. The 



minister, James Melville, and the town councillors agreed 
to give them hospitality, and the local gentry put them up 
in their own homes.  
 
Compare this kind treatment by Scottish Reformed 
Christians to the cruelties of the slaves of Popery! This 
came from their obedience to Christ’s command: “If your 
enemy hungers, feed him.” 
 
Many of those on board who managed to round the north 
coast of Scotland were slaughtered by members of their 
own Roman Catholic faith on the Sligo coast of Ireland, or 
hanged by English officers of the crown. Only a few 
shattered ships limped back to Spain. It was a remarkable 
deliverance for England and the Protestant Faith. 
 
The ‘heroes’ of this astonishing victory were Admiral 
Hawkins, Sir Frances Drake (who had read Foxe’s Book of 
Martyrs on his trip round the world) and the old 
Devonshire captain, John Young, who had been in charge 
of the fireboats. But the real Author of the deliverance was 
God. 
 
Both queen and country acknowledged His hand in it. 
Bells rang, bonfires blazed, and Elizabeth ordered a medal 
to be struck in commemoration of the deliverance. On it 
was the motto: “God blew with His breath, and they were 
scattered.” 

 
The defeat of the Spanish Armada swung the balance of 
power in Europe from the Roman Catholic south to the 
Protestant north. Roman Catholic Spain’s days of 
domination in Europe were nearing their end.  



In England, the deliverance secured long-lasting safety 
and stability under the unflinching queen. God had 
delivered the nation from fear of the enemy. 
 
D. The Jesuits 
Meanwhile, Rome was preparing a ‘comeback’ under the 
Jesuits. This order of priests re-kindled Roman zeal in its 
efforts to regain England for its master, the pope. Drilled 
by a ‘spiritual’ manual written by their founder, Ignatius 
Loyola, these men set about their work with intense 
earnestness.  
 
They all swore absolute obedience to the pope, yet they 
were not bound to tell the truth or keep an oath if their 
deception and perjury (oath-breaking) would serve him. 
By educating the sons of kings, nobles and the wealthy, 
they wormed their way into the ‘higher’ ranks of society, 
and through the confessional they came to know many 
political and domestic secrets.  
 
The Jesuits were greatly helped by William Allen, an 
English Roman Catholic exile on the continent who 
established a seminary in Douai, now in Belgium, for the 
training of ‘missionary’ priests for England.  
 
In 1580 they began their mission, led by Robert Parsons 
and Edmund Campion. Campion was soon seized and 
executed, but Parsons escaped to the continent. There he 
intrigued for a Spanish invasion of England (eventually by 
the Armada), the death or dethronement of Elizabeth, and 
a Roman Catholic uprising here.  
 
 



The English authorities, under the watchful eye of Sir 
Francis Walsingham, uncovered their plans, arrested as 
many priests as they could find, and executed them as 
traitors. (Today, Walsingham would be regarded as the 
head of MI5.) The failure of these Satanic schemes saved 
England from another reign of terror. 
 
The work of the Jesuits has been referred to as the strike 
force of the ‘Catholic Counter Reformation.’ Though now 
generally accepted, the term is inaccurate. What Christians 
call the Reformation was that movement that sought to re-
form a Church that was de-formed. “The movement called 
the Counter Reformation did not arise to counter this 
reformation, but . . . to recover the (Roman) Catholic 
Church from the hammer-blows of Protestant criticism,” 
directed specially at her false teaching and corruption. 
(James Atkinson) The Roman Catholic Church remains 
unreformed to this day. 
 
II. Puritan Threats 
The new freedom to discuss Reformation ideas and 
practices that English people had from the opening of 
Elizabeth’s reign gave rise to a new threat to her 
settlement of religion. This threat came from the people 
called Puritans.  
 
Let us be clear, however, that the Puritan threat was not a 
threat to the Reformation, nor a threat to Elizabeth’s life 
or parliament, nor to the lives of the queen’s Roman 
Catholic subjects. It was only a threat to the established 
state of religion. For with the Bible in their hands, the 
Puritans thought that Elizabeth’s reforms had not 
gone far enough! 



 
When they made their demands for further reform known 
in public, their enemies branded them ‘with the odious 
name of Puritans’ (Brook). This was because they wished 
to serve and worship God with greater purity than was 
now established.  
 
Some even feared them as revolutionaries, threats to both 
church and state, turbulent spirits who ‘would exclude 
order, that’ their ‘brain might rule’. This charge was 
grossly unfair. 
 
More friendly (and accurate) contemporaries described 
them as ‘those who square their life by the rule of the 
Word’. 
 
Despite the difficulty in defining them, there is such a 
thing as a recognizably Puritan spirit. Lord Macaulay 
noted their total devotion to God: “To know Him, to serve 
Him, to enjoy Him, was with them the great end of 
existence.” Another historian, John Richard Green, wrote: 
“The temper of the Puritan was eminently a temper of law. 
The diligence with which he searched the Scriptures 
sprang from his earnestness to discover the divine will, 
which in all things, great or small, he might implicitly 
obey.” 
 
During the whole of Elizabeth’s reign the Puritans made 
their demands known. How they saw the situation we shall 
now try to explain. 
 
During Mary’s persecutions English exiles in Frankfurt 
and Geneva came to see that the continental Reformation, 



especially in Germany, Holland and Switzerland, was 
more Biblical than the English one under Edward VI. On 
their return to England at the beginning of Elizabeth’s 
reign, they saw that her reforms did not match the 
European models, so they sought greater agreement with 
the Reformed churches abroad.  
 
For example, in the continental Reformed churches, there 
were no images or saints’ names and days; but in England 
images and saints’ names and days were retained, though 
they were not worshipped.  
 
In the continental Reformed churches, all the ministers 
were equal; but in England a clerical hierarchy 
(archbishop, bishops, priests and deacons) was retained, 
but only for convenience and not because it was Biblical. 
 
In the continental Reformed churches, the only ministerial 
dress was a Geneva gown; but in England full clerical 
dress for both bishops and ministers, and many 
ceremonies were retained, even when not too much 
significance was attached to them.  
 
The Vestarian Controversy 
The first stage of Elizabeth’s controversy with the Puritans 
was about vestments. Through the influence of the 
continental Reformers Peter Martyr and Martin Bucer 
(who worked in England) and John Calvin and Henry 
Bullinger (who corresponded with the English 
Reformers), and through the filling of vacant bishoprics 
with such Reformed men as Matthew Parker, John 
Jewel and Edmund Grindal, the Puritans demanded that 
caps and surplices be discarded as popish. 



Among their other complaints were that the Apocrypha 
(an uninspired collection of books) was retained; the 
Prayer Book contained some ‘popish relics’; cathedral 
services were too pompous; church festivals or ‘holy days’ 
were being preferred to the Lord’s Day; and that such 
ceremonies as crossing in baptism, confirming children, 
kneeling at the communion rail, bowing at the name of 
Jesus, using a ring in marriage and other ‘rags of popery’ 
(as they called these things) should not be seen in a 
Reformed Church. 
 
As long as these ceremonies were retained, the Puritans 
urged, popery had a toehold from which it could push its 
way back into the Church. [As the events of the Stuart 
kings (James I, Charles I, Charles II, James II) later 
showed, they were right.] From the outset, therefore, the 
Puritans regarded the Church of England as only half 
reformed. 
 
But Elizabeth refused all their petitions, and compelled 
every Church minister to wear vestments.  
 
Prelacy and Erastianism 
The second stage of Elizabeth’s controversy with the 
Puritans was over Prelacy and Erastianism. Prelacy is the 
system of operating the Church through archbishops and 
bishops. Erastianism (after Thomas Erastus) is the belief 
that the State has supreme rule over the Church. 
 
Thomas Cartwright, Professor of Divinity at Cambridge, 
aided by Walter Travers and William Ames, claimed 
that the Bible was the only rule, not only of faith, but also 
of church government and discipline. He saw that in the 



New Testament Church officers (such as elders and 
deacons) are distinct from State officers. In addition, he 
saw that these officers were presbyters, not prelates. 
 
Besides, Cartwright added, the things required by 
Elizabeth and her bishops had no warrant in Scripture, 
were not received by the continental churches, and 
smelled of Popery. 
 
Elizabeth saw these claims as a challenge to her own 
authority over both Church and State. Her aim was an all-
inclusive national church that allowed no non-conformity, 
and she refused to budge. She realized that England was 
already Lutheran and Calvinistic in doctrine. She knew too 
that her subjects hated Popery. These two forces would 
prove a safeguard to the realm. To her mind, therefore, 
further reform was unnecessary. 
 
On her behalf John Whitgift, the archbishop, defended 
prelacy as ‘ancient and expedient.’ Richard Bancroft, 
Whitgift’s chaplain, and a ‘good hater of Puritans,’ 
defended it as ‘by divine authority.’ 
 
Although, therefore, the Puritans hoped to influence 
Elizabeth in the direction of further reform, they were 
disappointed of their hopes: Elizabeth insisted on 
uniformity and total compliance with the law.  
 
Elizabeth Clamps Down  
A reaction to their demands was bound to follow. 
Elizabeth ordered her church leaders to clamp down on all 
further attempts at reform. 
 



In the 1570’s persecution, first under Archbishop Parker, 
then under his successor Edmund Grindal, was severe. 
Cambridge University, ‘the very nursery of Puritanism,’ 
and the London, Norfolk and Suffolk Puritans, were 
alienated from the Established Church, despite the 
godliness and learning of their leaders.  
 
When Archbishop Parker was forced to impose the 
queen’s wishes, the Puritans were driven to worship in 
‘conventicles’ or secret meetings. 
 
By 1583 Archbishop Whitgift had suppressed ‘all 
reading, preaching, catechizing and praying in any private 
family’. No man was to preach unless he accepted the 
whole Prayer Book; all preachers were to wear the 
prescribed ‘habits’; no-one could preach unless ordained 
by an Anglican bishop; no-one could be ordained until he 
had subscribed to the supreme authority of the sovereign 
in church and state, to the Prayer Book as containing 
nothing contrary to Scripture and to the Thirty-Nine 
Articles.  
 
These conditions were strictly imposed, leading to the 
suspension of many ministers and university fellows. 
Rigid uniformity was maintained and persecution 
continued.  
 
In 1592, a Puritan named Morrice boldly asked parliament 
to investigate the bishops’ proceedings. Elizabeth’s 
response was to forbid parliament to discuss the matter 
and to have Morrice imprisoned.  
 



The same year an Act against non-church-goers gave them 
three months to conform or be deported from the country. 
Under this legislation the Brownists, or first Separatists, 
suffered most. John Penry was even executed for his non-
conformity.  
 
The Elizabethan Settlement Confirmed 
Towards the close of Elizabeth’s reign, a defender of her 
religious settlement appeared on the scene who was to 
have lasting influence on the Church of England. His 
name was Richard Hooker. 
 
At first Hooker was preoccupied with defending the 
Elizabethan Church of England against the claims of 
Roman Catholics. His later years were devoted to writing 
his masterpiece Of the Laws of Ecclesiastical Polity. 
Hooker’s aim in the book was to defend the Church 
against Puritan criticism.  
 
Hooker claimed that prelacy was apostolic, and that 
bishops were a distinct order above presbyters. Moreover, 
he believed that authority resides in each independent 
national church, and that the reigning monarch is governor 
of the Church.  
 
His own firm attachment to the Church of England as it 
was then settled made him just the right man to codify the 
queen’s ‘middle way’ and guarantee stability. On the one 
hand he viewed Roman devotion to the Papacy and false 
views of justification as most serious errors. On the other 
hand he saw Puritan reliance on Scripture alone and 
austerity in worship as unbalanced. 
 



In the structure of the Church of England, Hooker’s ideas 
retained the Roman hierarchy or pyramid of archbishops, 
bishops, ‘priests’ or ministers, deacons and people, 
excluding the pope and his cardinals. 
 
In its worship and ceremonies, Hooker’s arguments 
against the Puritans extol the value of beauty and order, 
play down the role of preaching, and give a central role to 
Baptism and the Lord’s Supper. 
 
In sum, Hooker upheld the ideal of moderation, 
harmonizing Scripture and tradition, faith and reason, 
grace and nature, church and state. That is, he 
recommended a Christian Republic. “In such a state, the 
head of the State is head of the Church. That is because 
there is one cultural life, one common good and one 
governmental mode of expressing that common way of 
life.” (John S. Marshall) It is for the common good of the 
nation to adopt the Christian way of life. There are not to 
be two societies – Church and State, one Christian and the 
other secular – but one society, ruled and guided by 
Christian principles. Ministers of the Crown and ministers 
of the Church have different functions; but both are 
ministers of the same Christian society. Citizens of the 
State are likewise to be members of the Church, fulfilling 
their respective duties in each sphere.  
 
This is the Church of England (now greatly diluted) that 
our generation has inherited. 
 
Conclusion 
Elizabeth’s ‘middle way’ between Popery and Puritanism, 
prevented the flowering of a fully Biblical 



Reformation. This was a blessing that God gave to 
Scotland between 1638 and 1660. Yet it gave England 
great stability. 
 
Had the queen agreed to the Puritans’ demands, she may 
well have seen the nation at large converted to a more 
robust Reformed faith. But in the providence of God it 
was not to be.  
 
When James I inherited the English throne in 1603, he 
found a Church and Nation reasonably secure. Elizabeth’s 
bishops had frustrated every attempt to reform the country 
further. When Puritan spokesmen pestered the new king 
for further reform, they realized that the bishops were part 
of the remaining problem, and not a solution, as Elizabeth 
had hoped. Their long-desired Reformation never came. 
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1558 Elizabeth becomes queen. 
1560 The first Puritans preach the need to purge the  
         Church of England of all remaining ‘rags of    
         Popery.’ 
         Many refugees return from the continent who had   
         fled to avoid Mary’s persecution. 
       Treaty of Berwick between Elizabeth and the  
         Scottish Parliament. 
         The Scottish Reformation officially acknowledged. 
1562 The Romish Earl of Tyrone in Ireland leads two       
         unsuccessful rebellions against Elizabeth. 
1563 The Thirty-nine Articles adopted as the doctrinal 
         standard of the Church of England. 
1566 Mary Queen of Scots gives birth to the future  
         James VI of Scotland and I of England. 
1568 Mary Queen of Scots is held captive by Elizabeth 
         because of her threat to the English throne. 



1570 The Pope excommunicates Elizabeth I and licences 
         anyone in England to kill her and members of her 
         government. 
1572 The Bartholomew Massacre of 8000 Protestants by                
         Papists in Paris and then throughout other districts        
         of France. 
         Each English parish is allowed to levy a tax for the 
         poor. 
1576 Protestantism is forbidden in France. 
1577 England and the Netherlands form an alliance  
         against Spain. 
1586 Mary Queen of Scots is involved in a plot to  
         overthrow Elizabeth. 
1587 Mary Queen of Scots is executed for treason. 
         England is at war with Spain. 
         Sir Francis Drake destroys the Spanish fleet at 
         Cadiz. 
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After Elizabeth’s Death 
 

1604 James bans the Jesuits from England. 
         England and Spain make peace. 
1605 The Gunpowder Plot. 
1606 New laws are passed against Roman Catholics. 
1611 The Authorized Version of the Bible is published. 
This may be regarded as the summit achievement of the 
English Reformation. Despite many new versions, it is still 
the most accurate translation of the original Hebrew and 
Greek. 
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his tenure of office. 
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the Roman Church took over power in western Europe, it 
refers to days set apart for the remembrance of Saints. 
Today, both the Lord’s Day and ‘saints’ days’ are 
thoroughly secularised or worldly. 
Belgic Confession – A Reformed Confession of Faith 
originating in the Southern Netherlands, now called 
Belgium. It was compiled by Guido de Brès, a Reformed 
minister who was martyred for the faith in 1567. 
Heidelberg Catechism – A Reformed Catechism written 
in Heidelberg by Zacharius Ursinus and Caspar Olevianus. 
It was commissioned by the Elector of Palatine, Frederick 
III, and was widely used in Germany and Holland. 
Divided into 52 sections, it has formed the basis of weekly 
sermons throughout the year in many Reformed churches. 
Vestments – Ritual garments worn by ‘clergy.’ Surplices 
– loose flowing vestments of white linen with full sleeves, 
and worn by the ‘clergy’ at services of worship. 
Ceremonies – Prescribed rituals performed in the name of 
religion. There are no religious ceremonies laid down in 
the New Testament. 
Clerical – Pertaining to ‘clerics’ or the ‘clergy.’ 
Anticlerical means ‘against the clergy.’ 
Presbyterian – Government of the Church by presbyters 
or elders. The Early Church continued the form of Church 



government adopted by the Jews under Moses on God’s 
authority. 
Independent – The idea that each Christian church is 
independent of all others, and can govern itself without 
external influence. In theory Independents ignore other 
local churches and the Universal Body of Christ, but in 
practice they enjoy fellowship with both.  
Apocrypha – Writings that were never recognized as part 
of the Jewish canon of Scripture, and are not recognised 
by Reformed Protestants, but form part of the Roman faith 
and life. 
Zealot – Some one who is extremely fervent for certain 
religious or political ideas.  
Genevan Gown – A black gown worn by the Reformed 
ministers of Geneva, in Switzerland, to distinguish 
themselves from Roman priests. It is more or less the same 
as a university undergraduate’s gown. 
Brownists – Disciples of Robert Brown, an English 
Independent and Separatist. 
Separatists – Professing Christians who keep themselves 
apart from others.  
Ecclesiastical – Pertaining to the Church.  
Polity – A particular form or system of government, in 
Church or State. 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 



Chapter Eleven 
Reformation Blessings 

 
The Protestant Reformation in 16th century England was 
the greatest watershed in the life of the nation. We have 
already seen how it delivered England from appalling 
ignorance, superstition, tyranny, fear, fraud, love of 
money, priest-craft and immorality. Let us now list some 
of the positive blessings God sent with it. 
 
1. First, it gave us the open Bible in our mother tongue, 
with freedom to read, believe and obey it for ourselves.  
 
Of all the means God used to overthrow the Church of 
Rome and its corruptions, the translation of the Word of 
God was the most powerful. It laid the axe to the very root 
of the Roman system of religion and morals. Before the 
open Bible, the vast fabric of Popery crumbled.  
 
Before the open Bible, too, every person in England was 
free to exercise his own private judgment. When people 
read it, they soon saw that the religion of priests, bishops, 
cardinals and popes has no warrant in Holy Scripture. One 
Roman cardinal proved this: one day he came across a 
Bible, not knowing what it was. “I do not know what this 
book is,” he said, “but I perceive it is all against us.” What 
a blessing, then, is an open Bible. 
 
2. Second, the Reformation gave us access to God 
through our Lord Jesus Christ. 
 
 



This glorious privilege had been blocked off for centuries 
by the rubbish of men’s religious inventions. Had we felt 
the need of pardon and acceptance with God before the 
Reformation, we would have been directed to seek it 
through piles of priests, monks, saints, penances, masses 
and confessions, as if there were no such thing as a 
Mediator and a throne of grace.  
 
But when this huge pile of spiritual debris was shovelled 
away by the truth, people found peace with God, and 
access into His holy presence. Every guilty sinner could 
now see that he has the God-given right to go straight to 
the Lord Jesus Christ for the pardon of his sins, without 
waiting on pope or priest. Consequently, people began to 
pray at home, in the fields, on their way to work, even at 
leisure. To have the great distance between God and us 
removed by our Lord Jesus Christ is an untold blessing. 
 
3. Thirdly, the Reformation gave us worship that was 
pure and simple. 
 
When people discovered from His Word that God is a 
spirit, and that those who worship Him must worship Him 
in spirit and in truth (John 4.24), they cleansed their 
houses and churches of idolatrous monuments, images, 
crucifixes, candles, incense, and what not, and began to 
worship God without them.  
 
4. A fourth major blessing God restored to His Church 
through the Reformation is the true Christian minister. 
 
Before God opened people’s eyes, they believed that every 
church minister was a sacrificing priest. The little 



preaching they did hear was that of travelling monks, who 
went around telling bawdy stories and fantastic legends 
and about fake miracles, along with the ‘virtues’ of the 
pope, the hermits or ‘desert fathers,’ the Virgin Mary and 
the saints, but nothing of the true Gospel. 
 
But when they learned that we have a Great High Priest in 
heaven representing them before God, people came to 
appreciate the gift of the true Christian minister, whose 
office is not to offer sacrifices on an altar, but to preach 
Christ crucified.  
 
What a joyful sight it was to see crowds gathered at Paul’s 
Cross in the city of London, where such mighty and 
moving preachers as Hugh Latimer, John Bradford, John 
Jewel and others held forth the Word of eternal life to 
poor, lost souls. 
How thankful too were country people when Edward VI’s 
chaplains visited their towns and villages, standing at their 
market crosses to open to them the ‘Gospel market,’ where 
salvation could be had “without money and without 
price.”  
 
5. A fifth major blessing brought us by the Reformation 
was the sanctity of marriage and the family. 
 
Before the Reformation, almost everyone believed that life 
in a monastery or convent was the only way to overcome 
sin and become holy. Thousands of young men and 
women thought they could be more religious by becoming 
monks or nuns. 
 



The Reformation cut up this terrible delusion by the roots. 
It did so by dissolving the religious houses where they 
lived. But it also brought to light God’s emphasis on the 
family. It set up in English hearts the great Biblical truth 
that true Christianity is not to be sought behind convent 
walls or in monastic cells, but in our families and daily 
callings or employment.  
 
When young people read in the Bible that none of the 
early Christians left their families to live in a monastery or 
convent or abbey or priory, but that whole families lived 
and worshipped and worked together, they stayed at home, 
and served there, helping mother do household chores or 
father dig the garden and do repairs, and learning to look 
after the sick or ailing grandparents. 
 
Not only that: families began to pray together and read the 
Bible together. At the fireside father commended his wife 
and children to God and taught them His ways. He felt 
himself to be a ‘son of Abraham,’ of whom God said: “I 
know him, that he will command his children and his 
household after him, and they shall keep the way of the 
Lord.” (Genesis 18.19) 
 
The Reformers ordered the Ten Commandments to be 
taught to every child, and our duty to God and others to be 
learned from the catechism. Those who could afford it 
employed Reformed ministers as family chaplains, to 
teach their sons the Reformed Faith and expound the 
Scriptures to the whole family (including the servants) in 
their private chapels. 
 



This ‘new’ practice in time had a most uplifting effect on 
English morals. If England had higher moral standards 
than Popish countries, she owed it under God to the 
Reformation. 
 
6. A sixth major blessing brought to us by the Reformation 
was the Protestant work ethic. 
 
This was the rediscovery of God’s original ‘creation 
mandate’ to “replenish the earth and subdue it” for His 
glory and our good. It gave people a new sense of the 
dignity of work and the value of the meanest labour.  
 
The Church of Rome had divided people into two classes: 
‘clergy’ and ‘laity.’ It taught that only the clergy were 
important. 
 
By contrast, the Reformation taught people that God 
places great value on individual people and their lawful 
callings. Martin Luther, a former monk, taught England 
this truth. “The Bible abounds with examples of hard 
work,” he said. “Christ was a carpenter. Mary kept a clean 
house. Even the shepherds returned to their flocks after 
seeing the babe in the manger.” “Surely,” he quipped, 
“that must be wrong. We should correct the passage to 
read: ‘They went and shaved their heads, fasted, told their 
rosaries, and put on cowls.’ Instead we read: ‘The 
shepherds returned.’ Where to? To their sheep. The sheep 
would have been in a sorry way if they had not!” 
 
Abraham Kuyper pointed out that when Dutch peasants in 
the tulip and potato fields began to realize that God had 
chosen them to salvation, they saw their lives as 



important, and their toil in the fields as valued both by 
God and the community.   
 
The American people, heirs of the Puritans, are noted for 
their diligent attitude to their daily jobs. This is the fruit of 
the Protestant work ethic.  
 
What an incalculable blessing, then, is lawful, useful 
work! 
 
7. A seventh blessing brought to us by the Reformation is 
the true way to keep the Lord’s Day. 
 
This day, called the Sabbath by Jews and Sunday by 
heathens, is the day God has appointed to remind us of 
three things: Himself resting after His work of creation, 
the Lord Jesus resting after finishing the work of 
redemption His Father gave Him to do, and the eternal rest 
that remains for the people of God after their work in this 
present life. It is a creation ordinance. But it is also a 
Christian holy day. Like the ordinances of marriage and 
work, it comes directly from God, and is meant to benefit 
everyone. 
 
The Medieval Church of Rome invented so many saints’ 
and feast days that the Lord’s Day had become quite 
neglected, except by the faithful who regularly attended 
church.  
 
But the Reformers rediscovered it, and viewing it in the 
light of Christ’s resurrection, spent it as a day of joy and 
gladness, of rest and praise, in anticipation of their eternal 
rest with God in heaven. 



8. An eighth blessing we have received through the 
Reformation is a true appreciation of God’s handiwork 
in nature. 
 
Again, God used Martin Luther to open our eyes to the 
wonders of creation. “We now look deeper into creation 
than we did under the Papacy,” he said. “They used to 
pass it by, looking at nature with the interest of a cow.”  
 
For example, under Rome’s rule, Medieval artists were 
patronised almost exclusively by the Church. It 
commissioned them to paint religious scenes and religious 
people. The churches of Italy are full of such paintings. 
Madonna of the Meadow (meaning ‘My Lady of the 
Meadow’) is a typical example of how landscapes were 
used merely as a backcloth to a religious figure, such as 
Mary, the mother of Jesus. 
 
The Reformation completely changed this approach. 
People began to delight in God’s creation as a glorious 
expression of His wisdom, power, goodness and beauty. 
The paintings of Gainsborough and Constable are only 
two examples of the many fine English landscapes 
springing from Reformation principles. 
 
It was the unlocking of the secrets of nature that has led to 
countless other blessings, in the sciences of medicine, 
astronomy, and other disciplines.  
 
Under popery, the astronomer Galileo was persecuted by 
the Church for challenging its unscientific dogmas. They 
stopped him inquiring into the physical heavens. Indeed, it 
was not until 1926 that the Church of Rome admitted that 



the earth revolves round the sun! Did they never read: “He 
hangeth the earth upon nothing” (Job 26.7) and “He sitteth 
upon the circle of the earth” (Isaiah 40.22)? 
 
With the coming of the Reformation, a spirit of reverent 
inquiry led men of science into realms where the worship 
of the Creator is the only proper response. “In truly 
religious awe,” said Dr. John Gresham Machen, “the man 
of science stands at length before a curtain that is never 
lifted, a mystery that rebukes all pride.” 
 
Conclusion 
Such are some of the blessings that God has given us 
through the Reformation. He gave us an open Bible, free 
access to Himself, pure and simple forms of worship, a 
true Christian ministry, the sanctity of marriage and the 
family, the Protestant work ethic, the special sanctity of 
the Lord’s Day, a finer appreciation of His handiwork in 
nature, scientific endeavour unhampered by a mole-blind 
church, and Christian principles to live by. 
Though we are familiar with these blessings every day, we 
must never forget that they were not won without much 
prayer, effort, suffering and even bloodshed. 
 
May God give us grace to realize afresh our immense debt 
to Him for visiting England with the Protestant 
Reformation. It is our true and precious heritage. 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter Twelve 
Why England Needs Another 

Reformation 
 

As we look away from the sixteenth century and turn the 
searchlight on today, we discover a crying need for 
another Reformation. How is that? 
 
1. In the first place, there are people in the Church of 
England who are traitors to the Reforming ‘fathers’ of 
their Church. They are called High Church Ritualists. 
They are actually doing the work of Roman Catholics for 
them, by changing the Church of England back into 
Romanism. Even many Evangelicals and 
Nonconformists are beguiled by Rome’s charms, and 
regard loyal Romanists as true Christians, in spite of their 
ignorance of God’s way of salvation. 
 
Visit a parish church anywhere in the land, and with few 
exceptions you will find an altar, a lady chapel, priestly 
vestments, candles and flowers, bowings and crossings, 
stained glass windows of God: Father, Son and Holy 
Spirit, crucifixes and statues of Mary. 
 
One parish church in Hereford I visited expressly denied 
being a Protestant church. It contained a huge statue of 
Mary with candles to be lit as people prayed to her. 
 
Another parish church I know that was once evangelical 
now celebrates Mass, for both the living and the dead.  



Yet another parish church contains a notice by its chancel 
rails, warning people not to tread inside the rails because 
beyond them is holy ground! 
 
When I visited the cathedral in Ripon, it had a 
‘confessional,’ where troubled consciences could apply for 
counsel and pardon.  
 
In the cathedral bookshops in Norwich and Truro I looked 
in vain for a Biblical treatment of the Gospel. Yet there 
were plenty of books on the Medieval Mystics!  
 
 
In York Minster a book was sold that denies the very deity  
and miracles of Christ! 
  
In Derby cathedral leaflets were available recommending 
the priesthood and the value of ‘retreats.’  
 
The priory in Christchurch, Dorset, boasted an ‘angelic 
beam.’ Apparently the original workmen cut the beam too 
short. When they returned to the site the next morning, the 
beam was in place. In fact, it is about a metre too long! Is 
this angels’ work, or a pious fraud? 
 
The superstitious veneration of ‘holy places,’ of Mary 
and the ‘saints’ is going on apace. Niches in church walls 
that were once empty are now being filled with crude 
figures purporting to be parish patron saints. Prayers to St. 
Jude are posted daily to the Times and Telegraph 
newspapers. Do the senders not know that he is the patron 
saint of lost causes? Such meaningless names as St. Cross 



and St. Saviour’s are also given to certain churches or 
colleges. 
 
When some Protestant Christians wrote to the professing 
Evangelical Bishop of Norwich, Maurice Wood, asking 
him to close down the shrine at Walsingham, he merely 
replied that it was just another place of worship in his 
diocese, and could do nothing about it! 
 
Professing ministers of Christ still call themselves bishops 
and priests.  
 
Some of them are even behaving like their Medieval 
ancestors. 
 
When I lived in rural Lincolnshire the ‘vicar’ of Wrawby 
was often seen sitting at his church gate with a begging 
bowl, just like a Medieval monk. 
  
The Bishop of Lincoln, in full regalia and accompanied by 
his acolytes, one bearing a silver cross, visited the village 
of Barnetby-le-Wold in order to bless the fields and the 
villagers’ gates! But he never preached the Gospel there! 
 
All this (and much more) points to a dark, Satanic effort to 
unreform, unprotestantize the Church of the Lord Jesus 
Christ in England.  
 
In his day, Bishop Ryle witnessed a “sapping and mining 
process” going on under churchmen’s feet. He added that 
he expected to see more before too long. Well, the High 
Church movement is still at it! 
 



Even the Queen is dissatisfied with the Church of 
England, and has welcomed the Pope to her home. The 
Archbishop of Canterbury has publicly admitted that he is 
perplexed about the future of the Anglican Communion.  
 
These are only a tiny sample of the symptoms of a return 
to Romanism. They signify a deep dissatisfaction with our 
Reformation heritage and a feverish yearning for a return 
to the benighted religion of the Middle Ages. 
 
It is time we protested against these things. As Bishop 
Ryle says: “Let us not talk only, but act. Let us not act 
only, but pray . . . There is a voice in the blood of the 
martyrs. What does that voice say? It cries from Oxford, 
Smithfield and Gloucester: ‘Resist to the death the Popish 
doctrine of the Real Presence, under the forms of the 
consecrated bread and wine in the Lord’s Supper!’” 
 
2. In the second place, we are under very serious threats 
from sheer worldliness.  
 
One area where people have made sport their religion is in 
football. You may sometimes hear fans referring to the 
ground of their favourite team are as ‘The Church.’ They 
hail some of their footballing heroes as gods. One player 
spoke of another as God Himself, “because he can do 
anything.” This is blasphemy. Three others playing in the 
same European team as each other were described as ‘The 
Holy Trinity.’ This too is blasphemy. When players shoot 
for goal instead of passing the ball to other players, the 
commentators shout: “He’s going for glory.” When a 
player scores after fouling an opponent, the commentators 
say: “He’s now atoned for his sin.” When the whole team 



sweeps into attacking action, the terraces flow with a wave 
of worship. And so on. These are all religious terms. They 
prove without question that if we do not have the pure 
religion of genuine, Reformed Christianity, we shall 
cultivate a false one, making creatures our gods. (Romans 
1) 
 
On church notice boards all kinds of worldly activity are 
advertised: raffles, dances, Victorian markets, Lenten 
lunches, concerts, organ recitals, playgroups, meditation 
sessions, strawberry fairs, bridge days (for playing cards), 
scrabble sessions, tramps’ suppers, Christmas parties, craft 
displays, sleepovers and coffee mornings.  The list could 
be extended for pages. 
 
In Truro Cathedral the antique auction show ‘Flog It’ took 
place.  
 
In Coventry Cathedral silly ‘clergymen’ danced down the 
aisle. 
 
In Lincoln Cathedral Italian opera was performed. When I 
asked a man at the cathedral door what Italian opera was 
doing in a house supposedly set apart for worship, he 
replied: “What’s wrong with Italian opera? It’s no worse 
than German or French or English opera!” How ignorant 
can church people be? 
 
Are churches and cathedrals places for prayer, or are they 
museums, theatres and community halls? 
 



There seems to be no end to the giddy craving for worldly 
entertainment. And the world looks on and is disgusted. 
Meanwhile the people of God are grieved. 
 
In addition to these abominations, marriages and families 
are breaking down; community strife and violence, armed 
robberies and lust-inflamed murders are all on the 
increase. Much of this is related to alcohol, drug abuse and 
gambling, all three the fruit of unrestrained human 
wickedness. 
 
3. In the third place, the spectre of Islam hangs 
threateningly over England, with its aggressive demands 
for Islamic law and its teaching of Jihad, or ‘Holy War.’ 
[Christians prefer John Bunyan’s title of the same name! It 
describes the spiritual war between Diabolus and Prince 
Immanuel over man’s soul!] What may we expect from 
this quarter if the Lord does not intervene? 
 
Conclusion 
Yet we should be thankful that a revival of interest in the 
Reformation is on the increase among Christians. Some 
Christian leaders are not ashamed to speak of it as a 
mighty work of God. They agree with J. C. Ryle, who 
said: “The Reformation was the greatest blessing God ever 
gave to this land.” 
 
Let us never forget that the Reformation brought light out 
of darkness. That light must shine again to dispel the 
darkness of our day. 
 



Let us never forget, too, that the Reformation restored true 
religion to our land. It broke away from a Church that was 
mired in corruption. 
 
For these blessings we should be deeply thankful. 
 
And although the Church of Rome has made some 
changes for the better, it has not changed its belief and 
teaching on the sacrificial nature of the Mass, Justification 
by Faith and Works, the Priestly nature of the minister’s 
office, and the Teaching Function of the Church as the 
final source of authority for both faith and life. It still 
stands by the decrees of the Council of Trent. 
 
For this reason, there can be no compromise with Rome. 
“The need for continued reformation springs from loyalty 
to the Gospel that is the power of God unto salvation.” 
(Gordon Murray) 
 
So then, we need to take the advice of the leading Puritan 
of Elizabeth I’s reign, Thomas Cartwright: “Pray for 
Reformation by the Word preached.” 
 

Key Terms  
 

High Church – That aspect of the Church of England that 
emphasizes ritual and ceremony. Its other parties are 
Broad Church, which is easy-going, and Low Church, 
which is evangelical. 
Ritualists – Those who love humanly prescribed ways of 
performing ‘divine service.’ 
Evangelicals – Those who believe the original Gospel or 
Evangel. 



Nonconformists –Those Protestants who do not conform 
to the Church of England. 
Chancel – The eastern part of a church building. It is 
separated from the nave or main part by a screen or steps. 
Confessional – A box in which priests hear confessions 
and grant pardons.  
Mystics – People who claim to be specially initiated into 
spiritual mysteries. They base their claims on visions and 
ecstasies.  
Retreats – Religious places where people can take a break 
from their busy lifestyles, especially to meditate, either 
alone of with others.  
Priory – A monastic house. 
Shrine – Originally, a chest or casket in which religious 
relics were deposited. Later, any place of worship set up in 
a building or in the countryside. 
Diocese – The district supervised by a bishop, whether 
Greek, Roman or Anglican.  
Vicar – The priest or minister in charge of a parish. From 
the Latin ‘vicarius’ = ‘substitute.’ He is not in fact Christ’s 
substitute. The Lord Jesus has given us the Holy Spirit as 
His substitute on earth. 
Regalia – Emblems worn as signs of royalty. 
Acolytes – Persons assisting priests or bishops in 
processions or services.  
Secularism – The worldview that relates everything only 
to this present age, without any reference to spiritual, 
sacred or eternal things.  
 

Special Afternote 
 

Perhaps some of you who have just read this account of 
the Lord’s work are still strangers to Him and His grace. If 



so, you too need to be converted and re-formed. As the 
only Mediator between God and you, the Lord Jesus 
Christ sends you this gracious invitation: “Come to me, all 
who labour and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest. 
Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me, for I am 
gentle and lowly in heart: and you will find rest for your 
souls.” (Matthew 11.28-29) Believe it, this invitation is for 
you. 
 
Notice, He says: “Come unto me,” not ‘Go to the church, 
or the priest, or the saints, or Mary, or the psychiatrist.” 
Only He can wash away your sin. Only He can set you 
right with God. Only He can give you peace in your heart. 
Only He can bear you through every crisis of life. Only He 
can carry you through the door of death. 
 
And though you have nothing to take with you, take your 
sinful heart, and your sinful life, and give them to Him. 
For when He gave His life as a ransom on the cross, it was 
for sinners just like you. Which would you rather bear, the 
heavy burden of a guilty conscience and the fear of death, 
judgment and hell, or the easy yoke of Christ, a clean 
conscience and the joyful prospect of heaven? Surely the 
latter. Then “believe on the Lord Jesus Christ, and you 
shall be saved.” (Acts 16.31)  
                                                                 John M. Brentnall 

 
 
 
 
 
 



 


