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Was the Reformation Necessary?
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by
Graham Bidston

“The Bondage of the Will is the greatest piece of theological writing 
that ever came from Luther’s pen.” (J.I.Packer and O.R.Johnston) 
As a matter of fact Luther himself believed that this was his greatest 
work. For us to understand this greatness and see its significance for 
the Reformation we must consider why Luther ever wrote the book 
and what was his purpose in so doing. To do this we must first consider 
another famous name, that of Erasmus.

Desiderius Erasmus (born in Rotterdam c.1467) came early under 
the influence of the mystical Brethren of the Common Life in 
Deventer, Holland, then under that of the English humanists John 
Colet and Thomas More. The latter taught him the great value of 
studying the original Greek of the New Testament. This led eventually 
to Erasmus producing his greatest work, the critical text of the New 
Testament in Greek (1516). In his Praise of Folly he had already 
criticized clerics in the Papal Church for their pride, greed, laziness 
and vice. With his New Testament he laid the foundation of positive 
reform. However, it is important to remember that Erasmus’s way 
was that of peaceful and un-doctrinal humanistic reform. Like Luther, 
he saw clearly the abuses in the church, but the note of his reform 
was simplicity. He wanted to return, he said, to the simplicity of the 
Christian life. He was a man of peace, and at one point actually wanted 
concessions from the hierarchy that would unite the extreme parties. 
Gresham Machen said of him: “Erasmus will always be known to 
history as the man who would not take sides.” Merle D’Aubigne 
described him as “the squeamish and timid Dutchman, with refined 
manners and mild and polished language, fearing nothing in the world 
so much as a dispute.” For reform Erasmus was content with a process 
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of stripping off abuses till the true Christianity that lay underneath 
would be revealed. This led B.B.Warfield to say: “When he came to 
do the stripping Erasmus found no stopping place. He stripped not 
only to the bone, but through the bone, and nothing was left in his 
hand but a philosophy of Christ which was a mere moralism.” This, 
then, was Desiderius Erasmus.

We turn now to the main character in the proceedings, Martin 
Luther. Luther was born in Saxony in 1483 of a peasant family. His 
desire to reform was the result of the spiritual struggles he had, finding 
no peace with God till he came to know His sovereign grace in 
salvation. He did not know precisely when this happened. When he 
began his first lectures on the Psalms in 1513 he was still not clear 
how a sinner can be accepted by a holy God. But when he finished 
this series in 1515 his heart and mind were assured on this vital issue. 
By the time of his lectures on Paul’s Epistle to the Romans (1515-16) 
his clarity was there for all to see. He now knew for himself the truth 
of Romans 1.17 - ‘For therein is the righteousness of God revealed 
from faith to faith: as it is written, The just shall live by faith.’ Before 
the Lord enlightened him, Luther had hated these words. “The 
righteousness of God blocked the way,” he said. But afterwards he 
could say: “I felt as if I was born again, and it seemed to me as though 
heaven’s gates stood full open before me, and I was joyfully entering 
therein.” He had been reborn, reformed! Hence his desire for reform 
in the church.

Luther was a theologian par excellence! His way of reform was, 
therefore, theological. It was the way of revolutionary Augustinian 
evangelicalism. This was, of course, totally incompatible with 
Erasmus’ way of peaceful un-doctrinal humanism! Nevertheless for 
a long time it was thought (and hoped by many of Luther’s followers) 
that the two men would join forces in this great task, but as we shall 
see it was not to be. Mind you, it has been said that ‘Luther only 
opened the door after Erasmus had nicked the lock’ and ‘Erasmus 
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laid the egg. Luther hatched it!’ Certainly Erasmus did prepare the 
way for reformation by (a) exposing the abuses in the church and 
writing against the moral corruption of his day, denouncing the 
ignorance and idleness of the monks; and (b) through his Greek New 
Testament. As S.M.Houghton put it in his Sketches from Church 
History: “with Erasmus dawn set in.”

Luther became more and more unhappy with the state of things, and 
more outspoken in his comments. On October 31, 1517 (the year 
after Erasmus’ Greek New Testament) Luther nailed his 95 theses to 
the door of the castle church at Wittenberg. For him Salvation by 
God’s free and sovereign grace was everything. God is sovereign - in 
all things. Luther preached against the church’s teaching on 
indulgences, both before and in his Ninety-five theses. (Indulgences 
were certificates given by the Pope’s authority in order to shorten 
the punishment for sin in this world and in purgatory.) The monk 
Tetzel sold them to the people saying that souls leaped from the flames 
of purgatory as the florins rattled into his coffer. (Even if a man had 
committed a sexual assault upon the Virgin Mary Tetzel declared 
that he could get an indulgence if he paid the appropriate fee!)

Now the die was cast, and for this action in preaching against 
indulgences the Pope called Luther ‘the child of the devil’. On June 
15, 1520, Luther was excommunicated from the church, a papal bull 
being issued against him, and his writings were ordered to be burned. 
The bull of excommunication actually condemned 41 propositions 
from Luther’s writings, one of which was the sole sufficiency of 
grace in salvation. Six months later, on December 10, by way of 
reply Luther burned publicly, before a large group of people, a copy 
of the papal bull! There was to be no retreat. The following year, 
1521, the Diet of Worms was held at which Luther was called on to 
recant. This he refused to do, and on April 18, 1521, came his classic 
statement: “My conscience is captive to the Word of God Here I stand, 
I can do no other.”
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During these events Erasmus would not commit himself. Again and 
again he was urged by his friends to write against Luther, but he 
would not. S.M. Houghton has said: “He loved peace so well that he 
would sacrifice a part of truth rather than cause dissension.” To 
begin with, Erasmus declared that Luther had said and done much 
that was good, but in a rough manner. About particular doctrines 
Erasmus was discreetly vague. Above all he counselled coolness, 
courtesy and moderation. Again, he declared when pressed: “I am 
neither his (Luther) patron nor his accuser.”

Eventually, after Luther had broken with Rome, Erasmus began to 
see the yawning chasm there was between his position and Luther’s. 
Yet when the pope wrote personally asking him to write against 
Luther, and offering him a bishopric if he did so, Erasmus still 
declined. The pope declared: “no work can be more acceptable to 
God, and worthier of yourself and of your genius.” Again Erasmus 
declined!

In December 1521 the pope died. The new pope, Adrian VI, was an 
old school friend of Erasmus, and in December 1522 he invited him 
to come to Rome where he would have leisure to write against Luther. 
Courteously Erasmus refused both requests! By 1523 however it was 
obvious that Erasmus would soon have to take sides.  In July the first 
martyrs of the Reformation  had died at Brussels and events were 
turning ugly. Erasmus never approved of the method of repression 
because, he said, it made more Lutherans! In actual fact he deplored 
what was happening and knew that when Luther wrote about the 
tyranny, avarice and iniquity of the church he was right. Yet writing 
to Zwingli at the end of August, Erasmus complained of Luther’s 
‘Riddles and Paradoxes’, listing among them the view that ‘free-will 
is an empty word.’

No less a person than the King of England - Henry VIII - had urged 
Erasmus to write against Luther. Henry had no reason to like Luther. 
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In a letter to the King Luther had referred to himself as: “Martin 
Luther, Minister at Wittenberg by the grace of God” while describing 
Henry as: “Henry, King of England, by the disgrace of God!” Henry 
continued to urge Erasmus on, even suggesting a subject for him 
to write on. And so, at last on September 4

, 
1523, writing to Henry, 

Erasmus said: “I intend to write something against the new teaching 
but (he added with a certain grim humour) I daren‘t publish it before 
I’ve left Germany.” In another letter of November 21 we first hear 
what it was he was working on: “The little book on free-will.”

Luther, knowing that Erasmus was writing against him, wrote 
suggesting a truce, an agreement that neither of them should write 
against the other. D’Aubigne comments on Luther’s letter: “Thus did 
Luther, the man of strife, ask for peace; it was Erasmus, the man of 
peace, who began the conflict.” Erasmus refused the truce but it is 
very interesting to read Luther’s letter to him. It must have made him 
furious: “You have not yet received from the Lord the courage 
necessary to walk with us against the Papists. We put up with your 
weakness. If learning flourishes, if by its means the treasures of 
scripture are open to all, this is a gift which God has bestowed on us 
through you; a noble gift, and for which our thanksgivings ascend 
to heaven! But do not forsake the task that has been imposed upon 
you, and pass over to our camp. No doubt your eloquence and genius 
might be very useful to us; but since you are wanting in courage, 
remain where you are. I could wish that our people would allow you 
old age to fall asleep peacefully in the Lord. The greatness of our 
cause has long since gone beyond your strength. But on the other 
hand, my dear Erasmus, refrain from scattering over us with such 
profusion that pungent salt which you know so well how to conceal 
under the flowers of rhetoric; for it is more dangerous to be slightly 
wounded by Erasmus than to be ground to powder by all the Papists 
put together. Be satisfied to remain a spectator of our tragedy and 
publish no books against me; and for my part I will write none against 
you.”
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Erasmus, of course, saw this letter as a bitter insult, and so he pressed 
on with his writing. On September l, 1524, his booklet entitled 
Discussion (or Dissertation) on Free Will was published. “The die 
is cast,” he wrote to Henry VIII, “The book on free will has seen 
the light of day. Trust me, this is a daring act. I expect to be stoned 
for it.” Having published it, he quickly seems to have regretted it. 
Writing to the Bishop of Rochester he said: “You congratulate me 
on my triumphs! Ah, I know not that I triumph. The faction (i.e. The 
Reformation) is spreading daily. Was I then fated that at my time of 
life I should be transformed from a friend of the muses into a wretched 
gladiator!”

The book was, at any rate, well received by the pope and the emperor, 
and praised by King Henry. It was elegant and gracefully written. 
Warfield says that it was Erasmus’ greatest book; yet for all that, it 
was brief and superficial. Doctrinal matters, for Erasmus, were all 
comparatively unimportant, and the issue as to whether man’s will 
was or was not free was more unimportant than most. The question, 
Erasmus said, can be ignored with perfect safety. When pressed, 
Erasmus declared that man’s will had a part in his salvation. He would 
not have it that salvation was all of grace. True, Erasmus minimised 
man’s action, yet there it was, however small, somewhere in the 
middle, the action of man. In other words Erasmus was hitting at the 
biblical doctrines of grace, election, predestination and God’s real 
and true sovereignty.

Yet Luther found the book so weak that at first he hesitated to reply 
to it. “What! So much eloquence in so bad a cause!” he said. “It is 
as if a man were to serve up mud and dung on dishes of silver and 
gold.” He appreciated the beauty of the book, and said that the voice 
of Erasmus in it sounded to him like the song of a nightingale. 
However, Luther was in search of substance, not form, and he felt 
bound to confess that his experience in reading the book was much 
that of the wolf in the fable who, ravished by the song of a nightingale, 
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could not rest till he had caught and greedily devoured it, only to 
remark disgustedly afterward: “vox, et praeterea nihil” (nothing there 
but a voice!) Again, Luther said of Erasmus: “You desire to walk 
upon eggs without crushing them, and among glasses without 
breaking them.” Although Luther delayed, he knew that he must 
answer Erasmus. Philip Melancthon informed Erasmus that Luther 
would be moderate in his reply, but this greatly alarmed Erasmus! 
“If I have written with moderation,” he said, “it is my disposition; 
but Luther possesses the wrath of Achilles. If therefore he replies to 
me in a manner not in accordance with his character, these sycophants 
will cry out that we are in collusion.”

Erasmus need not have worried about Luther being moderate in his 
reply! In December 1525 Luther’s answer finally appeared. He 
matched his title to that of Erasmus, calling his book On the Enslaved 
Will [better known as The Bondage of the Will.] It was written in 
good, plain, strong Latin. It was not, however, easy for Luther to 
write it at this particular time. 1525 was the year of the peasants’ 
revolt, and he had many extra responsibilities, and great anguish of 
heart because of this. It was also the year of his marriage, in June, to 
Katherine, a liberated nun. He referred often in later years to his first 
year of married life and how his beloved Katie always sat by his side 
in his study as he worked, trying to think up questions to ask him! 
All this and still the book was written!

What was Luther doing and saying in The Bondage of the Will? He 
wrote as Dr Luther the systematic theologian; yes, but he wrote also   as 
Luther the preacher! Luther was preaching the gospel in The Bondage 
of the Will! Warfield said: “It is the spirit of ‘woe is unto me I preach not 
the gospel.’” It is the gospel he has in his hands, the gospel for the 
world’s salvation, and necessity is laid on him to preach it.

Before we look further into this let us be clear on something else: 
Zwingli, Bucer, Calvin and all the reformers taught the same truth 
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as Luther. So did Augustine a millenium earlier. Luther thus 
brought no new teaching in  The Bondage of the Will; he was in 
good company. Luther’s gospel was that of salvation through the 
grace of God alone. Two points were vital to this: (1) The absolute 
helplessness of man in sin, and (2) the sole sufficiency of God’s 
grace in salvation.

For Luther the great issues at stake were the nature of God and 
the nature of man. Luther gave the teaching still needed by our 
world today — teaching that humbles man, strengthens faith and, 
above all, glorifies God. When Luther denied free will he was 
saying that man was totally unable to save himself The free will 
in question was free will in relation to God and to the things of 
God. When he spoke of the enslaved will, Luther meant that sinful 
man was unable to do good, that is to do good that had merit in 
God’s eyes. Erasmus believed that man could do good, and that 
salvation, although initiated by the grace of God, depended on 
man doing such good. For Luther man had no power to please 
God; he was unable to do anything but continue in sin. Erasmus 
believed that sin had weakened man spiritually and morally, but 
had not made him utterly impotent.

Luther gave an illustration (he actually took it from Augustine): 
“Man’s will is like a beast standing between two riders. If God rides, 
it wills and goes where God wills; if Satan rides, it wills and goes 
where Satan goes. Nor may it choose to which rider it will run, or 
which it will seek, but the riders themselves fight to decide who shall 
have and hold it.” Luther was determined to deal seriously with sin: 
with original sin, with the fall, with the corruption of the heart which 
comes from the fall, and with the inability to do good which is the 
result of the corruption of the heart! Erasmus said that the new teachers 
(Luther and his fellow reformers) immensely exaggerate original sin. 
This, said Erasmus, does despite to that human nature which God 
created in his own image.
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So Luther pointed out over and over again that he was not talking 
about human nature and its powers, but about sin and grace. “We 
have not had to wait for Erasmus to tell us,” said Luther, “that a man 
has eyes and nose and ears and bones and hands, and a mind, and a 
will and a reason. And that it is because he has these things that he is 
a man; he would not be a man without them.” The point of importance, 
said Luther, is that man is now a sinner! For Luther the point in 
dispute was whether sinful man could be, in his will, not sinful. i.e. 
Can a man do by nature what it requires grace to do? The teaching 
that man could save himself, or do anything to help in his salvation, 
Luther branded as a hideous lie, and he said that he was launching 
point blank his dart at the head of this lie when he taught original sin, 
the corruption of man’s heart.

For Erasmus man needed his will (which he claimed had already 
done well) strengthening to do better. This was for him internal grace. 
But for Luther man’s corrupt nature needed to be totally renewed by 
the Holy Spirit, as God called a man to faith in Christ; and so man 
would be made capable of good works for the first time in his life. 
God changes man’s nature, and then works in him according to his 
new nature, and so good works are the result. Isn’t this exactly what 
Ephesians 2 verses 8-10 teach?

For Luther the grace of God was everything — God’s grace does 
everything. Luther called on men to leave alone all speculation and 
inquiry as to the hidden purpose of God (he had every sympathy 
with those who grappled with the problem - had he not himself done 
so for many years?) and to confine their attention to what God has 
revealed and affirmed in his Word: “We have to do with him as clothed 
and displayed in his word. God does many things which he does not 
show us in his word, and he wills many things which he does not in 
his word show us what he wills. We must keep in view his word and 
leave alone his inscrutable will, for it is by his word and not by his 
inscrutable will that we must be guided” For Luther then, being 
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guided by the Word of God — that is, taking God’s Word always as 
his guide — meant the denial of ‘free-will’ and building on the 
foundation of the true Biblical doctrine of grace. To make that denial 
is the first step for anyone who would understand the gospel and 
come to faith in God. Luther said that the man who has not practically 
and experimentally learned the bondage of his will in sin has not yet 
comprehended any part of the gospel, for this is the hinge on which 
all turns.

We are left with two things to do:

Firstly, we have said that Luther believed in being guided by the 
Word of God. What does the Word of God have to say on this matter? 
What is the Biblical doctrine concerning man’s free will? In the final 
part of his book Luther presents many Biblical arguments. Let us 
state a few of them:

1. The universal guilt of all mankind disproves free will (Romans 
l:18ff).

2. The universal dominion of sin disproves free will (Romans 3: 9ff 
& 19ff).

3. The doctrine of salvation by faith in Christ alone disproves free 
will (Romans 3:21-26). “Here,” says Luther, “Paul utters very 
thunderbolts against free will.”

Then from Romans 8 he draws attention to the state of man without 
the Spirit and without grace:  “They that are after the flesh do mind 
the things of the flesh.” “To be carnally minded is death.” “The carnal 
mind is enmity against God . . . not subject to the law of God; neither 
indeed can be.” “So then they that are in the flesh cannot please 
God.” (Verses 5-8)

We said earlier that Luther’s way of reform was that of Augustinian 
Evangelicalism, for Augustine before him had declared these things. 
But we must go back even beyond Augustine. B.B.Warfield said that 
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the real Augustine was ‘A post-Pauline Paul, and a Pre-Lutheran 
Luther.” The succession, working backwards, is: Luther-Augustine-
Paul. In other words Luther was resurrecting Paul, and crying with 
Paul, “Grace, grace, grace . . . in spite of the devil!” Luther, in his 
Table Talk (1538), told this story: “There was a certain cardinal in 
the beginning of the gospel plotting many things against me in Rome. 
A court fool, looking on, is said to have remarked: ‘My Lord, take my 
advice and first depose Paul from the company of the apostles; it is 
he who is giving us all trouble’” When we say that Luther was 
resurrecting Paul we mean what the court fool undoubtedly meant: 
that he was turning men back to the Scriptures.

When we ask the question: ‘Was the Reformation necessary?’ let us 
not forget that it was the Protestant Reformation. Of the very essence 
of true and historic Protestantism was always scripture. ‘Sola 
Scriptura’ was the basis of the Reformation. Yes, the Reformation 
was necessary, and we should thank God for it, and for Luther 
especially.

One more thing: What does this say to us today? Does it have any 
message for today?

The doctrines we have considered are the very life-blood of the 
Christian faith and of the church. Perhaps the church is so weak today 
because these doctrines are so rarely heard! Are sinners totally helpless 
in their sin? Do we understand the doctrine of justification by faith 
fully - justification by faith alone? For Luther justification by faith 
alone safeguarded the principle of sovereign grace. This was true for 
all the reformers, and the doctrine of the bondage of the will was a 
vital part of their teaching of justification and sovereign grace. They 
saw God as justifying men for Christ’s sake when they come to faith, 
but also as raising them from the death in sin by the Spirit in order to 
bring them to faith. In other words the issue for today is this: Is God 
the author of justification and also of faith? ‘Sola fide’ (or ‘by faith 
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alone’) is a glorious principle, but it can only be understood when 
seen alongside the broader principle of ‘Sola gracia’ (by grace alone). 
Is faith part of God’s gift of salvation, or is it man’s own contribution 
to salvation? Is our salvation all of God, or does it ultimately depend 
on something that we do for ourselves? Surely to rely on oneself for 
faith is no different in principle from relying on oneself for works! 
The one is as un-Christian and anti-Christian as the other!

Of what sort is our Protestant Christianity? Are we true children of 
the Reformation? Is not Protestantism today (so much of it at least) 
more Erasmian then Lutheran? (i.e. doctrinal differences are so often 
glossed over for the sake of inter-party peace.) Is the appearance of 
unity of more importance than truth? Sadly it is for so many. Does 
God exist for man’s convenience, or does man exist for God’s glory? 
This is the issue.

These things will affect our preaching and our evangelism. We need 
more God-centred thinking today. As early as 1517 Luther said: “I 
am at present reading our Erasmus, but my mind is moving more 
and more away from him. I fear he does not spread Christ and God’s 
grace sufficiently abroad. . . . The human is of more importance to 
him than the divine.” Man must be humbled and God glorified.

Let us stand with Luther, ascribing all might and majesty, dominion 
and power, and all the glory of our salvation to God alone!

Sola fide
Sola gratia

Sola scriptura
Soli deo gloria!

Amen.
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