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Abstract 
The foundation for the reformation, and Great Schism of the West in Roman 

Catholicism appeared in from the 11th century. The religious situation and abuses 

in the church led to several attempts to reform the church. The Reformation is a 

culmination and climax of series of events both in the church and in the society of 

that era. It was followed with the development of printing press and printing of 

the first Bible by Johann Guttenberg in 1454. On October 31, 1517, Martin Luther 

posted his 95 thesis at Wittenberg University Chapel sparked off the greatest 

century reformation of the Western Church, and ushered the Reformation 

churches. The unwillingness of Roman Catholic Church to give listening ear to the 

call for internal reforms of the church, attempt to suppress the movement, courage 

of Luther, and the finger of God sustained the movement. The question then is, 

what are the implication of the greatest century Reformation to the church in 

Nigeria? To sustain the Reformation which is a call for renewal, the church in 

Nigeria is to give priority to the Scripture in all facets of the church life, investment 

in clerical character and education, meaningful worship, promotion of 

ecumenism, and building the flock of God.  

 

Key Words:  Clerical character and education, Courage, Reformation, Schism, and 

Scripture. 

 

Introduction 

Reformation is a movement for theological and moral reform in the Western Christian 

Church during the 16th and 17th centuries, triggered by Martin Luther’s 95 thesis at 

Wittenberg on October 31, 1517 (Hinnels, 1995, p. 413).  It is described by Ernst Troeltsch 

as a “modification of Catholicism” in which Catholic problems remain, but different 

solutions are given (Shelley, 1995, p.238). From its ecclesiastical connotation, it indicates 

the removal of abuses and the re-ordering of affairs within the church according to the 

word of God (Wycliffe Dictionary of Theology, 2000). According to Trueman (2011, p.17), it 

“represents a move to place God as He has revealed Himself in Christ at the centre of the 

church’s life and thought”. Mike O’Donovan, in his foreword to Peter Hammond’s Greatest 

century of Reformation wrote, “The great Reformation of the sixteenth century was a 
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historical watershed that involved an astonishing return to Biblical faith, that reset the 

foundations for an ascendant Western civilisation, that demonstrated the power of godly 

order in society” (2006, p. vii).  It is the greatest religious movement for Christ since the 

early church, a revival of Biblical and New Testament theology that directly or indirectly 

gave a mighty impulse to every forward movement, and made Protestantism the chief 

propelling force in the history of modern civilization (Arnold, 2012). Theologically, 

Reformation was an attempt to recover what was considered to be the teaching of the Bible 

and early Christianity. It can be considered as an attempt to renew and reform the Roman 

Catholic Church of the middle Ages by returning to the ideas expressed in the New 

Testament. The movement officially began in 1517 when Martin Luther, a German Monk, 

questioned certain practices of the Roman Catholic Church. Within a period of 40 years, 

the reformation was established in Europe. In this paper, we examined the general 

overview of the Reformation. Discussion was focused on the forerunners, causes, and 

gains of the movement. It concluded with lessons for the church in Nigeria and by 

extension Africa.  

 

Prelude and Forerunners of the Reformation  

The religious situation and abuses in the church led to several attempts to reform the 

Roman Catholic Church before the 11th century, but they had always been quelled by 

inquisitional. Long before Martin Luther fired the verbal salvo against indulgences which 

began the Reformation, others had sniped at the theological position of the Roman Catholic 

Church. In fact, there had always been those within the Roman Church who did not agree 

with its teachings, and many had even broken away into separate religious communities. 

These forerunners or precursors of the Reformation include the following.   

 

Pope Leo IX (1049-1054) encouraged Archbishops and Bishops to concentrate on pastoral 

care. He improved discipline in the church, reinvigorated the church, and appointed 

cardinals and advisers from lands beyond Italy. 

 

Pope Nicholas II (1058-1061) presided at the Lateran Council of 1059 that freed the papacy 

from its political connection with the city of Rome and its disorders. It decided that neither 

the people of Rome, nor the local nobility, would in future be allowed any part in the choice 

of a pope, the choice was to be made by cardinals. Again, the pope need not be a Roman, 

nor need he come to Rome to be enthroned before exercising his authority. Thus, the pope 

was made more representative of the whole church of the west; the council forbade lay 

investiture (placing in office by a secular ruler of one who is to be Bishop or Abbot). 

 



Port Harcourt Journal Of History & Diplomatic Studies    | www.phjhds.com Vol.8 N0. 2 June, 2021 

 

The Reformation and Its Implication For The Church in Nigeria     297 

Pope Gregory VIII (1073-1198) known in history as Hildebrand, upheld the order and 

reforms of Nicholas II that lay control of church appointment was wrong and included 

such practice under the sin of “Simony”. He was among the extreme reformers, who did 

not believe that there should be two powers in God’s scheme of things, a spiritual power 

and a worldly power. For him, there was only one, the spiritual power was all that 

mattered. 

 

Peter Waldo (c.1140-1218) a merchant of Lyons, France was one of the most effective of the 

pre-Lutheran reforms. Putting great emphasis on scripture and scriptural methods, he 

translated portions of the Bible into the vernacular, stressed on lay ministry, and taught 

that the Roman church was not infallible. At first, Waldo had no intention of breaking with 

Rome, but in latter part of the 20th century the Archbishop of Lyon excommunicated him 

(Shelley, 1995). After that, he became more hostile to the church. Waldeneses, 

Waldenesians or Vaudois was founded in 1173 for the promotion of true poverty, public 

preaching, and the literal interpretation of the scriptures. Taking a clue from the practice 

of Jesus, Waldo sent out seventy disciples to preach in twos, barefoot, in woollen garments, 

owing nothing, holding all things in common like the apostles of old (Vox, 1960). The 

movement was declared heretical and brutally persecuted during the 12th and 13th 

centuries (Hunt, 2008). The survivors operate today as an independent denomination.   

 

Pope Innocent III (1198- 1216) used the traditional title “Vicar of Peter” and later changed 

it to “Vicar of Christ”. He was a scholar and statesman, and recognised the spiritual value 

of people far different from himself (foster 1991). When groups of humble laymen, 

believing themselves to be called to a life of poverty, began to call themselves 

“Friars’’(brothers), and went about preaching among the poor, hearing their confessions, 

and tending lepers, he encouraged them. Thus, he welcomed “Revival”. Both Franciscan 

and Dominican Orders of Friars were established in his time. 

 

Marsigho of Padua (1275-1342) tried to defend the Bible as supreme in matters of faith. 

William of Ockham (1285-1347), was a leading Franciscan who was later excommunicated 

by the pope (Hanks, 1998).  Pope Boniface VIII (1329-1384) had love for learning and was 

associated with the founding of more than one of the early universities which became a 

formation ground for the great reformers and the reformation. 

 

Arnold of Brescia argued that the practice of clerical vice was an attempt by the pope to 

control the world. Through series of famous sermons, he urged the church to surrender all 

its property, sell all its goods, and give the money to the poor. He was banished from Italy; 

later arrested in 1155, and was executed by Emperor Frederick Barbaross. Another group, 
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The Unity of the Brethren, a church in Bohemia demanded that each person in a worship 

service be allowed to partake of both the bread and the cup, rather than having the priest 

take it on their behalf (Macgregor and Prys, 2002).    

 

John Wycliffe (1329-1384) was a Roman Catholic priest, a philosopher, and an erudite 

theologian at Oxford University, described as “the morning star of the Reformation”. In 

his attack on the abuses of the church and the central doctrine of transubstantiation, he 

declared that the body and blood of Jesus Christ at the Eucharist was not the actual but 

spiritual, and Christ was received by faith. He believed on the absolute authority of the 

Bible, God’s law; and that every man had the right to examine the Bible for himself, so the 

Scripture had to be translated into the common language. He was the first man to give the 

English people the whole Bible during the reign of King James III translated from Jerome’s 

Latin Vulgate in partnership with Nicolas of Hereford in 1380 (Hanks, 1998). Since the 

printing press had not been invented then, Wycliffe and his group copied the whole Bible 

with their hands. Then, the church in England was very corrupt, bishops and clergy and 

monks lived in luxury and did little for the people. Even the friars of the Franciscan order, 

founded by St. Francis of Assisi who had at first been earnest and self-denying missionaries 

were now no better than the rest. He spoke and wrote strongly against these disorders, 

abuses and the pope of Rome who took it upon himself to direct the affairs of the English 

church. He and his followers (Lollards) were greatly persecuted by the Archbishop of York 

and others. Some of them were bound to the stake with copies of the Bible tied round their 

necks but Wycliffe died peacefully at Lutherworth. 

 

The Brethren of the Common Life was formed about 1350 for the specific purpose of 

bringing reforms in the Roman Catholic Church. Some famous men who belonged to this 

group were, John of Wessel, Erasmus and Thomas a’ Kepis.  

 

John Huss (1374-1415) was a professor of philosophy and Rector of “Bethlehem chapel” of 

Prague University in the present Czech Republic. Then, Prague was second in importance 

to Paris and Oxford in Europe. Though born of poor peasant, he was a well-known 

Bohemian preacher. He proclaimed the gospel with fiery zeal on the importance of 

Scripture in matters of faith, condemned fearlessly the common vices in the church such 

as use of images and sale of indulgence. At first, he was encouraged by Archbishop of 

Prague, but his violent sermons on the clergy provoked hostility and he was forbidden to 

preach. In 1411, Pope John XXIII excommunicated Huss, and he was removed as rector of 

university of Prague by the King. He wrote a book, De Ecclesia, and appeal to the General 

Council in Constance (1414-1418) through the papal curia against his excommunication 

but was charged with heresy and imprisoned with hard labour. When urged to, “Recant” 
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for his release, he declared, “I would retract nothing unless it was contrary to God’s word”, 

“I will defend till death the truth God has vouchsafed me, especially the truth of the Holy 

Scriptures” (Hanks, 1998, p.104).  In 1415, he was burnt at stake outside Constance. This 

was the fear the Germans had when Martin Luther rose to initiate reforms century later. 

The death of John Huss gave the Roman Church much support. It is ironical that Pope John 

XXIII who presided over the council that killed John Huss was himself steeped in 

wickedness, he was called “a clerical brigand” (highway robber), and before the same 

council of Constance was over, he was forced to resign, accused of strange and enormous 

crimes.  

 

Cardinal Nicholas of Cusa (1451-145), St. John Capistrano, the Franciscan preacher, and 

crusader. He preached mainly on the independence of the church from secular rulers and 

ecclesiastical discipline.  Gerolano Savonarola (1452-1498) spoke against the papacy, 

auricular confession, purgatory, pilgrimages, worship of saints, and relics among others. 

Huss and Savonarola were burned at the stake as heretic.  

 

Joan Standonck of the University of Paris played a major role in his pre-reorientation and 

spiritual vitality in his college. The result of his teaching inspired men like John Calvin, 

Erasmus and Ignatius Loyola. There were also some groups outside the Church like the 

Albigenses that opposed the church and were persecuted, and many killed.  In the 16th 

century Erasmus of Rotterdam, a great humanist scholar, was the chief proponent of liberal 

Catholic reform that attacked popular superstitions in the church and urged the imitation 

of Christ as the supreme moral teacher (Encyclopædia Britannica, 2015). 

 

These attempts at reform were less successful in their immediate results; but they added 

impetus and power to the reform movement in general. In the 14th century also, several 

writers, including Chaser, Patriarch, and Boccaccio, expressed in literature their contempt 

for the monks and nuns who lived scandalously in orders corrupted by great wealth. 

 

Causes of the Reformation  

Culturally, in the 1300s onwards, a great revival in learning and Arts called the 

Renaissance, known in history as the Age of Renaissance or the period of Renaissance 

developed in Italy, and to some extent, elsewhere in Europe. The Italian author, Petrarch 

taught literature, history, and philosophy of the ancient Greece and Rome, and thereby 

pioneered the revival of classical studies of ancient time. There was the rise of humanism 

as an anti-clerical ideology (Kurian, 2005). The humanist believed that by returning to the 

classics, men will begin a new Golden Age of Culture. The greatest achievement of 
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Christian humanist was Erasmus’ publication of his Greek New Testament (Encyclopedia 

International, 1977).  

 

The interest in ancient civilizations encouraged by the renaissance had great influence and 

effect on religion. The study of Hebrew and Greek enabled scholars to read the Holy 

Scriptures in the original languages in which they originally had been written (World Book 

Encyclopedia, 1977). Through the study of early Christian life and activities, scholars also 

saw how the church had changed overtime and through the centuries. The impetus for 

learning increased with the invention of printing machine, and from the mid-1400s, 

learning spread through printed books. This made a lot of people outside the clergy to gain 

education during the renaissance and Reformation, and aided its success.  

 

Politically, during the period of the middle ages, the holy Roman Emperor claimed to be 

the secular head of Christianity. Kings ranked beneath the emperor, followed by princes, 

dukes and counts. But in truth, the broad authority of the emperor never existed, and by 

the end of the middle ages, the empire consisted mainly of the German territories of central 

Europe. Even in the German territories, princes of a large number of areas were 

independent. An imperial council (Diet) which consisted of representatives of the nobility 

and of the cities helped the emperor to govern. In Western Europe then, there was increase 

in the power of kings over their own people and against the pope and the emperor. The 

monarchies in England, France and Spain were growing stronger, organising their finances 

and building their armies. Following the rise in nationalism in late medieval Europe, each 

nation reappraised its relations with the Papacy (Encyclopedia International, 1977).  Some 

even regarded the Pope as a political leader of a foreign state who opposed their control 

and influence in their own countries. They passed laws to limit papal control over churches 

in their land. Hence, it would be said that anticlericalism often allied to nationalism, and 

grew steadily (Encyclopedia of World Religions, 2006).  When the Reformation began, the 

kings were quick to assert their authority, and broke completely away from the Pope.  

 

Economically, Europe was an economy that was solely founded on Agriculture. Most 

people lived as peasants in villages and tilled the soil with simple tools. From the 1100s, 

the cities grew wealthy and independent, they throw off the control of local lords and 

prince-bishops, and many turned to the king or emperor for protection. Papal taxation and 

interference with churchly appointments were generally deemed oppressive (World Book 

Encyclopaedia, 1977). The expedition of clerical business by the papal curia was deemed 

expensive and corrupt. The large landed possessions of the church through monasteries 

and the accruing revenue were no longer acceptable to the people especially outside Rome. 

The “church was a corporation which constantly acquired property and never lost it, 



Port Harcourt Journal Of History & Diplomatic Studies    | www.phjhds.com Vol.8 N0. 2 June, 2021 

 

The Reformation and Its Implication For The Church in Nigeria     301 

except by fraudulent dilapidation and waste, so that in most countries it secured the larger 

part of the national wealth; and this was in itself an evil of the first magnitude” 

(Encyclopaedia of Religions and Ethics,1980, p.611). The teaching that good works are 

expiation (in practice often a payment) for sin made charity more indiscriminate than it 

might otherwise have been. The church festival which was enforced and multiplied 

beyond all reason, rendered the most part of the year useless for agricultural work and 

trade as no work was allowed for the days of the festival. It did not only encourage 

drinking, quarrelling and vices of every sort, but were hindrance to steady work and an 

economic sabotage in itself.  These among other economic grievances, was serious in the 

13th century onwards, and was made more urgent by the growth of trade and exhaustion 

of the lands of the I5th century.  

 

Morally, there was immorality and disregard of the law of clerical celibacy, appointment 

of unsuitable and unworthy Bishops often due to the control of such appointments by the 

princely rulers. There was widespread absenteeism, among the higher clergy, holders of 

profitable offices and benefices at once by the same man. They drew the revenue and left 

performance of official religious duties to lower clergy who were poorly paid. There was 

also ignorance of many of the parish clergy.  Discipline was nearly ruined as whole 

monastic establishments and orders had become nurseries of ignorance and superstition, 

idleness and dissipation. 

 

Religiously, the church witnessed secularisation and selfish tyranny of the papacy. 

Missionaries had converted the people of Europe to Christianity during the late Roman 

Empire and the early middle ages. The Pope gradually assumed greater importance and 

authority in relation to the secular rulers. In early 1200s, this position of authority led Pope 

Innocent III to claim that, “Ecclesiastical liberty is nowhere better preserved than where 

the Roman Church has full power over temporal as well as spiritual matters”. Alexander 

VI was a monster of iniquity; Julius II was a politician and warrior rather than a chief 

shepherd of souls; and Leo X was more interested in the revival of heathen literature and 

art than in religion, he even doubted the truth of the gospel history. In 1203, King Philip 

IV of France humiliated Pope Boniface VIII by having him arrested. The secular rulers were 

growing in power and the reverence and spiritual nature associated with the papacy 

waned as can be seen from this action.   

 

The church was affected by several serious setbacks and schism in the 14th and 15th 

centuries. In 1309, a French Pope-Clement V moved the papacy from Rome to Avignon, 

France where it remained for 70 years, referred to in history as the “Babylonian captivity” 

in remembrance of the 70 years of Biblical captivity that prophet Jeremiah predicted the 
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Jews would spend as captives in ancient Babylon.   In 1378, Pope Gregory XI moved the 

papacy back to Rome. However, a group of cardinals elected another Pope called anti-

pope. So, there were two or three Popes at a time for a period of 40 years. This split or 

schism caused great confusion in the Church. In addition, there was the demand for the 

church to be governed by councils rather a Pope. Such councils met at Pisa, Italy (1409); 

Constantine (1414-1418), Germany; and in Basel, Switzerland (1431-1449). Their call for a 

“reform in heads and members” of the church, was to no avail. 

 

Abuses in the church increased in search of means of financing the large administrative 

structure. Diverse approaches were applied especially selling important positions that 

hurtled its spirituality. In Italy for instance, the pope and senior clergy built lavish palaces, 

lived like secular princes, and indulged in corrupt financial practices. Again, the 

sacraments were celebrated without meaning. The church’s spiritual messages about 

God’s mercy were weakened by emphasis on a person’s good works such as giving money 

to charity to earn salvation (World Book Encyclopedia, 1977). The situation led to loss of 

spiritual zeal and fervour, and consequent worldliness among the clergy and some kind 

of trafficking in spiritual benefit. 

 

Theology was a “maze of scholastic subtleties”, Aristolelian dialects and idle speculations, 

but ignored the great doctrines of the gospel. One of the older colleagues of Luther, 

Carlstadt confessed that he had been doctor of divinity (DD) before he saw a copy of the 

Bible. Education was confined to priests and nobles. Majority of the lay could neither read 

nor write, and had no access to the word of God, except the Scripture lessons read from 

the pulpit.  

 

Ritualistic ministry of the priests evidenced with their major concern with magic words, to 

perform the miracle of transubstantiation. They offered sacrifices of the mass for the living 

and the dead in foreign language. It was more of a mechanical or sceptical reservation 

especially in Italy. They neglected preaching, and made reference to indulgences, alms, 

pilgrimages and possessions. The churches were overloaded with good and bad pictures, 

real and fictitious relics.  The worship of God in spirit and in truth was obstructed with 

saint-worship, image-worship, superstitious rites, and ceremonies. 

 

Primarily, the abuse, called ‘indulgence’ aroused or fuelled the fire of the reformation.  

When Pope Leo X came to power shortly after Luther had visited Rome in 1510; he found 

the treasury of the church empty. He wanted to complete the work on the magnificent St. 

Peter’s Basilica (Cathedral) and to gratify his own extravagant taste. He needed money and 

so summoned the cardinals who advised him to prepare indulgences and sell them to the 
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Germans, through that means money would come. The pope rejoiced, bought the idea, 

immediately executed the plan, and prepared necessary documents. The practice of 

granting indulgences was based on the doctrine of Works of Supererogation that claimed 

that works done beyond the demands of God’s Law earned a reward (Hammond, 2006). It 

was popular with people who preferred to pay a sum of money to saying many prayers 

and partaking in many masses to shorten the suffering in Purgatory of either themselves, 

or a loved one.  It will be recalled that in 1476, the pope claimed that his “letters of 

Indulgence” could reduce people’s time in purgatory or even free them and send them 

directly to heaven. Again, Albert, an ambitious young prince of the House of 

Hohenzollern, had at a price secured appointment to two archbishoprics and a bishopric. 

He had borrowed money from the financial House of Fugger with which he paid a huge 

sum to the Pope, and used same for the three inauguration ceremonies (Houghton, 2006). 

Thus, he made an arrangement with Pope Leo X to raise money by the sale of indulgences, 

half of which would pay the debts of Albert and the other half to help rebuild St. Peter’s 

Basilica (Cathedral) in Rome. 

 

To this effect, the Dominican monk and indulgence salesman extraordinaire, Johann Tetzel 

arrived Saxony in 1517. He hawked the sales in a shameless and scandalous manner with 

a great chest full of Pope’s pardons. He got commission in cash on every paper (pardon) 

he sold. He travelled in the states with carriages, horsemen and banners. When he drew 

near the gate of a city, a herald mounted on a beautiful horseback would precede the party 

with jingles such as “open the gates of the city, that the ambassador of the most mighty 

and holy Pope Leo X may enter. The Kingdom of God is come nigh unto you today open, 

open and you will receive salvation.  When gates were opened, he and his party would go 

in a procession right into the centre of the market. He displayed the certificate of authority 

given to him by the pope for the exercise. They would then make a platform decorated 

with a chair and velvet on which Tetzel would sit. The indulgence was a beautifully 

decorated paper very attractive.  

 

In front of Tetzel was a big oak chest with a small opening on the top through which money 

was slipped into it. He would say, “As soon as the coin clinks in the chest, a soul [from 

purgatory] flies up to Heavenly rest” (Hammond, 2006, p.47; Hunt, 2008, p.282). He added 

that the possession of the paper shortened one’s stay in the purgatory. If one’s father was 

dead or a close relative, he had to buy one for him/her and that he/she would be free from 

purgatory. In the sales exercise, every sin had its own price; there were different prices for 

the pardons; a rich man would pay more for the same pardon than the peasant, even for 

the same sin and people could even buy pardon for the sin they have not committed so 

that when they commit it in future, they were already forgiven by the pope. In fact, the 
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church was able to make even more money by selling “indulgences” for future sins that 

had yet to be committed. The coffers of the church grew fat, and people grew lazy in their 

adherence to the word of God. 

 

The act re-bounced on the pope when a group of masked young men ambushed Tetzel and 

robbed him of the chest. They were later caught and taken to the magistrate court. They 

declared that the pope who owned the chest had already pardoned them. They produced 

their indulgence paper that clearly stated that it covered even the sin not yet committed. 

They were set free immediately, though without their loot (Robinson, n.d). In response to 

this practical abuse, sale of “indulgences”, “holy trade” by the Dominican Johann Tetzel, 

a commissioned agent of Pope Leo X to raise funds for the building of St. Peter’s Cathedral 

at Rome; Martin Luther, an Augustinian monk and a theologian posted his 95 thesis. He 

took a hammer and stuck a blow on October 31, 1517, being All Saints’ Eve, and he nailed 

95 thesis to the door of the Castle church at Wittenberg, questioning the sale of indulgences. 

A copy was posted to his archbishop and bishop, whom he thought with the pope would 

correct Tetzel. The act quickly fuelled a conflagration that engulfed all of Europe and 

eventually the world. The sensation was such that within 2 weeks, the theses had been 

printed and read throughout Germany; and within one month, translations were printed 

and sold all over Europe. The paper aroused the greatest controversy with impactful effect 

on the Western Church and society.  

 

Martin Luther, son of a successful mine-owner, was born November 10, 1483 at Eisleben 

in Thuringia.  The parents, Hans (John) and Gertha (Margaret) belonged to the peasant 

family in Saxony, Germany. He was well acquainted with poverty but lived in a day when 

men were able to better their fortunes, and his father managed to provide for him an early 

education. At age 14, while leaving for Magdeburg school, Margaret looked at him and 

said, “Remember, Martin, if the world smiles not on you and me, it is our fault” (Robinson, 

n.d, p.10).  The next year, he move down to Eisenach. He entered the ancient University of 

Erfurt in 1501 at age 18, and greatly distinguished himself in his studies. At the University 

he came across a copy of the Bible for the first time, and read the story of Hannah and 

Samuel. He was deeply impressed with Samuel’s calling (Houghton, 2006). According to 

Preus (1998, p.2), “someday, he said, I would like to have my own Bible”. Through his own 

efforts and help of friends, he obtained his Bachelor of Arts; and in 1505 completed his 

Master of Arts degree. On July 17, 1505, he entered the monastery of the Augustinian 

Hermits at Erfurt. The act made his father very angry. He had hoped that, "Martin, as his 

eldest son, would obtain a high legal position, whereas a monk he would achieve no fame 

or worldly wealth” (Houghton, 2006, p. 80). In 1507, he was ordained a Roman Catholic 

priest.  
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When Johann Von Staupitz who introduced Luther to the love of God, became dean and 

professor of theology at the University of Wittenberg, he arranged for Luther to join the 

faculty of the University in 1508. He became professor of moral philosophy at the 

university. In 1511, he received his Doctor of Theology degree and succeeded Staupitz as 

Professor of biblical exegesis in 1512. He was commissioned to go to Rome on pilgrimage 

in 1510 in the interest of the Augustinian Order. Till then, Luther held the conviction that 

the Roman Catholic Church was the Church that the Pope was the holy Vicar of Christ 

upon earth, and that Rome, ‘the eternal city’, was the supreme seat of holiness, but he was 

miserably disappointed. The closer he approached the ‘holy city’ the more wickedness he 

observed on every hand, and while in Rome he heard about the wicked actions of popes 

and other high dignitaries (Houghton, 2006, p. 82). In addition, he discovered that the 

priests were ignorant, superstitious, many being unbelievers and blasphemers. Luther had 

his “Tower Experience” between 1514 and 1515. He was elected district vicar in May 1515 

in charge of 11 monasteries. His great delight was the study of the Bible which he also 

thought at Wittenberg.  In his quest for peace with God, he religiously obeyed the monastic 

rules, performed the most menial services, sacrificed everything, and observed every detail 

acts of discipline (Houghton, 2006). He spent days in fasts and bodily mortification, 

seeking release for his sinful soul.  

 

He was led to challenge Roman Church doctrine through his study of the writings of 

Augustine, and the Scripture in the original Greek and Hebrew. He got great revelation 

from Romans, chapter 1:17, “For therein is the righteousness of God revealed from faith to 

faith: as it is written, The just shall live by faith”. He desired to preach justification by faith 

far and wide. He challenged the doctrine that salvation was through sacraments and 

mediation of priests. For him, salvation was “by grace through faith”; papal supremacy 

was challenged on biblical and historical basis; and priestly celibacy. He demanded the 

abolition of papal power in Germany; and radical reform of monastic orders (Encyclopedia 

of World Religions, 2006). The 95 propositions was intended for theological debate following 

university custom.  

 

He defended himself in 1518 at the Heildelberg Disputation, where he won over a number 

of Dominicans. He attacked the ‘theology of glory’ of the medieval church by insisting on 

the ‘theology of the Cross’ (Edwards and Stott, 1988, p.112). In the same year, he was tried 

at Rome for heresy before Cardinal Cajetan. In 1519, Luther confronted Roman Catholic 

apologist, Johann Eck, at the famous Disputation of Leipzig. Denying the infallibility of the 

church councils and the primacy of the Rome, he declared before the emperor that unless 

convinced by Scripture and sound reason he would not recant. He emphasised on sola 

scriptura. The basic principles upon which he based his attack upon the Roman Catholic 
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church were: (a) that the Bible alone is the authority and not the councils or leaders of the 

church and Christ is the head of the church; (b) that salvation is by the Grace of God alone, 

accomplished by the atonement of Christ alone, received by faith and Grace comes before 

sacraments; (c) Justification is received by faith alone and true church is composed of the 

elect, those regenerated by God’s Holy Spirit; and (d) the priest consists of all true 

believers. The priesthood of all believers: And everything must be done to the glory of God 

(Hammond, 2006). 

 

Pope Leo X commissioned Prierias to respond to Luther’s theses, the dialogue was sent to 

Luther who replied in a Responsio.  On June 15, 1520, the Papal bull Exsurge Domine was 

released that gave Luther 60 days to recant his thesis or be excommunicated.  In reaction, 

Luther wrote 3 seminal documents, and on December 10, 1520, he publicly burned what 

he called “the execrable bull of anti-Christ” of the pope and canon law at the gate of 

Wittenberg.  The act publicly demonstrated his final repudiation of Roman authorities. 

Consequently, on January 3, 1521 Pope Leo X issued the Exsurge Domine thus, 

excommunicated Luther, and declared a heretic. This was followed with the Edict of 

worms issued by Charles V in 1521 that declared Luther an outlaw in the Roman Catholic 

Church. However, on April 18, 1521, Luther was summoned by Emperor Charles V and 

members of the imperial diet before the Diet or supreme council of the German rulers 

meeting at Worms on the Rhine, to retract his position; but he declared that he will not go 

against the word of God and his conscience; he stood firm with the words, “My conscience 

is captive to the word of God”; “Here I stand, I can do naught else. God help me. Amen” 

(Shelley, 1995, p. 242; Houghton, 2006, p.89). In May 1521, the Emperor signed the Diet of 

Worms and declared Luther an outlaw. The Elector Frederick of Saxony was commanded 

to deliver up Luther for trial and punishment. Emperor Charles was urged to kill Luther 

(as was done to John Hus in a similar circumstance at the Council of Constance in 1417) on 

the ground that the church had nothing in common with heretics, but Luther was 

permitted to leave Worms in peace. But Fredrick, Prince of Saxony protected Luther who 

continued to lead the Reformation movement. In the same year, Luther was “kidnapped” 

and taken to Wartburg castle. Pope Leo X called King Henry VIII of England, “Defender 

of the Faith” for his publication of an anti-Luther tract. In 1522, Luther translated the New 

Testament into German, and completed the translation of the entire Bible in 1534. The 

Wittenberg Hymnal appeared in 1523.  

 

Luther discarded his Augustinian habit in 1524; and in in April, 1525 he visited his parents 

who strongly urged him to marry as they wanted grad children. Then, Luther had given 

approval to the marriage of other priests, monks, and nuns. On June 12, he paid a visit to 

Cranach home and proposed to Katherine von Bora, an ex-nun. She replied, “Herr, Doctor, 
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I would be happy to be your maidservant” (Preus, 1998, p.2). The next day, June 13, 1525, 

Martin Luther (42) and Katherine von Bora (26) were joined in holy matrimony at the Black 

Cloister by Pastor Bugenhagen; and they had six children.  

 

In his polemic against Erasmus on the Bondage of the Will in 1525, he argued that human 

reason was incapable, in and of itself, of arriving at the truth. Specifically he said, “The 

difference between you and me, Erasmus, is that you sit above Scripture and judge it, while 

I sit under Scripture and let it judge me” (Edwards and Stott, 1988, p. 105). In the vain hope 

to reconcile the two parties, a Diet at Speyer was held in 1529 in which the Catholic rulers 

in majority condemned Lutheranism but those who supported Luther protested the anti-

Lutheran actions forced on them by the Emperor and the catholic nobility. Five reforming 

princes and 14 cities of the Holy Roman Empire at the Diet of Speyer issued the Protestalio 

statement (Kurian, 2005). Thus, the word “Protestant” was first used in 1529 when 

supporters of Luther formally protested against the imperial efforts to limit the spread of 

Lutheranism and their doctrines as the Protestant religion. The Lutheran church was 

formally founded in 1530, through the Augsburg Confession authored by Philip 

Melanchthon who was Luther’s chief colleague in the Reformation and presented to the 

Diet of Augsburg, Germany. The Conciliatory Augsburg Confession Lutheran church 

doctrinal basis. In 1534, Luther completed the translation of the NT Bible into German 

written language. By the time of his death on February 18, 1546, Luther’s church had 

transformed the landscape of religious life in Germany for ever (Pettegree, 2000, p. 248). In 

the peace of Augsburg signed in 1555, the holy Roman Emperor officially recognized the 

Lutheran churches. 

 

Gains of the Reformation      

Religiously, the leaders of Reformation went back to the Apostolic Church described in 

the NT to discover the spirit and the practice of the Church. There was a stress on the 

priesthood of all believers which meant that men went directly to God (1Peter 2:9). They 

did not gain salvation through the church, but became members of the church when they 

became believers. Reformation brought about certain great doctrinal emphases that have 

had a marked effect on both man’s temporal and spiritual interests. For example; 

justification by faith marked the resurgence of religious individualism, which was lost in 

the corporate control of the Roman Catholic Church. Again, men could now have direct 

access to God. Doctrines not found in the holy Bible were removed. The Reformers did not 

neglect the group’s aspect of life as they also laid emphasis on the church.   

 

The assumption that the Scripture (Bible) was final authority in matters of doctrine and 

faith superseded the Catholic decrees of council, the writings of the fathers and the Bulls 
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of the Popes were changed. The doctrines and principles of the word of God which was 

long covered by the traditions and ceremonies encrustations of the medieval church 

received an elevation (Boice, 1981). Individuals could now study the Bible and interpret 

for themselves, following the rule of grammar, and historical background. The Holy Bible 

should be placed on every pulpit signifying the (centrality of the word of God). It ushered 

in the preaching of the pure gospel. It will be recalled that “The Council of Valencia, 1229 

forbade men who were not priests to read the Bible…The Bible itself was placed on The 

Index of Forbidden Books” (Houghton, 2006, p. 63). The most influential writing of the 

Reformation is the German Bible.   

 

The insistence of Luther on Sola Scriptura and Sola fide was set off, among other things, a 

resolution in the approach to human knowledge that would eventually change the way 

apologetics was approached. He found the teachings of the Church fathers useful but only 

as a secondary guide; Scripture alone was authoritative. The popular allegorical method 

of interpretation was rejected in favour of the simplicity of the text, which always 

presented Jesus Christ to the reader (New Dictionary of Christian Apologetics, 2006). The 

value of scholastic theology was challenged as well as much of Aristoletian methods of 

knowledge, putting in their place the grace of God, His freely give, and “alien 

righteousness” to which faith is the only appropriate response.    

 

Worship was simplified and rendered intelligible. The liturgy was revised and translated 

into German which introduced hymns and worships in indigenous language, thus 

encouraged the use of vernacular in liturgy and worship.  In the Eucharist, the doctrine of 

transubstantiation was replaced with consubstantiation. Holy Communion began to be 

delivered in both kinds-bread and wine as against the Roman practice of giving only bread 

to congregation. The elements are to be placed on the hands of the recipients; lay 

participation in the celebration of the Eucharist was encouraged. It brought the much 

needed Revival preaching and charismatic Christianity. Pictures and side altars were 

destroyed and removed. There was some rioting and some smashing of status and 

pictures. The sacrament was reduced from seven to three/two as necessary for salvation-

via Baptism, Holy Communion and private confession. 

 

Europe was divided into two main Christian bodies, the Roman Catholic and the 

reformation. There appeared denominationalism among the Reformation such as 

Lutheran, Anglican, among others which ushered religious toleration and respect for 

individual conscience among many people. The church had the opportunity to elect their 

own priests. The movement stimulated internal reforms in the Roman Catholic Church, 
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referred to in history as Counter-Reformation which gave the church new purity and 

strength in the late 16th and 17th centuries.  

 

Educationally, literacy was promoted through a curriculum based on ancient Greek and 

Roman literature. High respect was given to teachers and learning. The demand for 

universal literacy was created that helped the common people to learn to read and 

interpret the Bible by themselves. Both the Reformation and Roman Catholics contributed 

to great scientific gains of the 16th and 17th centuries, including the discoveries of Galileo 

and Sir Isaac Newton (World Book Encyclopedia, 1977). Though Reformation lands gave 

more impetus to advanced science in about 1640.  

 

Politically, Reformation meant the end of control by the universal western church. The 

corporate Roman Catholic Church was replaced by series of national reformation state 

churches. The power of the Pope was curtailed and checked. The Diet of Speyer, helped to 

establish the right of princes to determine the faith of their subjects. The establishment of 

state churches contributed to the growth of nationalism as in the case England. Insistence 

on the spiritual equality of men led to an insistence of their political equality. Church 

denominations related with their states based on their teachings. The Lutherans supported 

strong central government, whereas the Calvinists supported democracy and argued for a 

citizen’s right to tranny by monarchs (World Book Encyclopedia, 1977). This led to the rise of 

democracy in both the church and state. Thus, “it led to the recognition of an essential 

equality among all people, a recognition of human rights, and accordingly the creation of 

representative forms of government” (Johnson, 2004, p.1).  

 

Economically, the financial system of selling church offices and sacraments was stopped. 

The endowments diverted to pastoral care or for the poor, and the priests were placed on 

stipends. It stimulated capitalism because the medieval opposition to usury was dropped 

by most of the reformers. The insistence upon thrift, industry and separation from very 

costly worldly amusements resulted in the creation of saving that could be used as capital 

for new economic ventures. According to Terry L. Johnson (2004, p.1), the Reformation 

“promoted free-market economics and gave workers a new sense of dignity in their 

labours”. The modern welfare state was also its creation as the need to provide for the 

impoverished and dispossessed came up. Industriousness, thrifty living, and careful 

management of material things were encouraged in the society as a demonstration of 

holiness by the believer. This became known as Protestant Ethic which contributed to the 

growth of industry and commerce in the 18th and 19th centuries (World Book Encylcopedia, 

1977).  Besides Luther’s idea on freedom, the harsh economic conditions of the early 1520s 
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led to a great peasant rising in many parts of Germany. The people demanded for an end 

to serfdom as well as many religious reforms (Encyclopedia of World Religions, 2006).   

 

Socially, the reformation broke down the wall between the sacred and the secular, which 

led to a fresh appreciation of marriage, family and the ordinary task of life (Johnson, 2004). 

Priests were allowed to marry and Luther also married. The monks and nuns were freed 

from the burdensome vows, allowed to leave their monasteries and abbeys, and took up 

appointment elsewhere. Dowries were to be paid for poor girls and so brothels were 

abolished. The religious changes were accompanied by social and political upheavals 

which led to a permanent spilt in western Christianity. The Peasant’s War of 1525 was most 

damaging effect of Luther’s “social gospel”.   

 

However, the rise of Reformation did not mean a total break from the past. There were still 

areas of common beliefs between the Catholic Church and the Reformation churches such 

as the apostolic creed, the Trinity, the resurrection of Christ, the Bible as the infallible word 

of God, among others. 

 

Implications of the Reformation to the Nigerian Church 

Prior to the Reformation, the ecclesiastical life of the Catholic Church featured poor 

educated clergy, less emphasis on the key elements of the Christian faith, superstition 

regarding the purgatory, mechanical participation in sacrament and liturgy, and low moral 

standards among the religious orders; however, it showed evidence of commitment in 

building projects and bequests. Although the actual drama of the Reformation unfolded 

many centuries ago, yet the effect is still resonating in the Christian Church. There are 

salient lessons for the church in Nigeria and Africa in general to learn from the movement 

in the 21st century.   The church in Nigeria as an offshoot of Western Christianity became 

rooted after the Reformation. It is imperative for the following features to be visible in the 

Nigerian ecclesiastical life.  

1. Centrality of the Scripture: The reformers defended the integrity of God’s word. 

Clergy and Christian leaders in Nigeria are to stand for and preach the undiluted 

and unmutilated truth of God’s word. The Scripture should be the fundamental 

guide in all matters of the church life, doctrines, administration, mission, 

relationship.    

2. Leadership: The administrative structures of the church will need some reforms as 

not to give room for autocracy. The governance of the church should involve 

council, synod, and assembly as the case may be. Leadership and followership are 

to demonstrate transparency, discipline, honesty, and holiness. Religious 

enthusiasm should be encouraged to avoid schism. The church should develop a 
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listening ear to opinions of the people to avoid the mistake of the past. It was 

Christendom’s greater mistake when they rejected the monk of Wittenberg. This 

is a fact admitted today by most Roman Catholic Scholars. 

3. Priesthood: The reformers left indelible foot prints on the sand of time for modern-

day pastors, evangelists, prophets, teachers, church founders and others to follow. 

The quality of Christian life they lived is worthy of emulation. They were people 

of unquestionable Christian character and integrity, disciplined in morals, deeply 

rooted in the scriptures, resolute and determined, fearless and dogged. They 

challenged the clergy and lay, and fiercely wielded the sword of God’s word 

against the atrocities in the church. The clergy and lay should be courageous to 

challenge the ungodly status quo and prevalent corruption and immorality in the 

Nigerian church and society. Clerical tenacity is very important at all levels as the 

light of the world.  Celibacy is voluntary calling. Clergy should be encouraged to 

marry, build godly families that will serve as a model for the people of God.  

4. Worship: In a developing country like Nigeria, Christian worship should be 

simplified and rendered intelligible. The liturgy should be translated into native 

languages for the understanding of the people of God. Singing and dancing are all 

spirit of freedom which the Reformation directly or indirectly engendered. This 

will make faithful feel at home in the presence of their Father in the land where 

God Himself made them citizens.  The dynamism of Pastor Enoch Adebayo of the 

Redeemed Christian Church of God in preaching the word of God in his native 

Yoruba language sometimes should be emulated by contemporary preachers for 

the preservation of our cultural heritage and rooting of the Gospel.  Oosthuizien 

(1968) rightly remarked that, in matters of religion, however, there is no other 

language that speaks to the human heart as does that learnt at the mother’s knee.  

5. Education: The reformers were generally men of extensive learning in addition to 

godly qualification which prepared then for the task of reforming the church. This 

is a great lesson for the  Nigeria church today. It reminds the church of their 

obligation of acquiring useful knowledge as by so doing, they will become more 

useful and qualified in promoting the cause of God. By implication therefore, 

clerical formation and proper education of the clergy is very important for the true 

propagation of the Christian faith and of defending it in Nigeria.  

6. Structural Projects: The prosperity preaching, unquenchable and insatiable quest 

for material gain has taken over the pulpits of many churches in Nigeria. The sale 

of indulgence as to raise money for the building of St. Peter’s Basilica was one of 

the hydra headed monsters that destroyed godliness in the Roman church. Today, 

the involvement in huge church building projects, purchase of private jets, and 

different capital intensive projects embarked by the church has led to the 



Port Harcourt Journal Of History & Diplomatic Studies    | www.phjhds.com Vol.8 N0. 2 June, 2021 

 

The Reformation and Its Implication For The Church in Nigeria     312 

metaphoric ‘sale of indulgence’. Psychological indulgences are sold today, by 

denying the God’s people the truth of their Father’s word. There are cheap 

prophesies on “smooth things”. The affluent in some of our churches are 

recognised and appointed to key positions, neglecting those who are better 

qualified but are not as financially strong as such elites. These actions tantamount 

to the sale of indulgence. The church in Nigeria should learn from the events of 

the reformation and retrace her steps back to God. Greater strength should be 

invested in building the flock of Christ than on the blocks of men.   

7. Ecumenism: The spirit of the unity of the church which is the spirit of the 

reformation is uniting the church in Nigeria and elsewhere in Christendom. There 

is a rebirth of the spirit of the reformation in ecumenism- a meeting pointing of 

doctrinal and eventual unity of the church of God upon Earth. Denominationalism 

is a major product of the movement, the churches are to demonstrate awareness 

of this heritage and build up brotherly relationship for effective propagation of the 

gospel. These shall be the future of the church in Nigeria and the world.  

 

Conclusion 

The century before the Reformation is argued to have been characterised by a degree of 

engagement in worship and theology, especially on the part of the laity. It was an age of 

church building and religious enthusiasm as about 50 percent of parish churches in 

England for instance, were substantially remodelled. It was an age of great religious art 

with the growth of cult of saints. It was also an age of pilgrimage and ostentatious public 

devotions as more than one Renaissance prince aspired to lead a new Christian expedition 

against the Turks (Pettegree, 2000). The papal authority, the 14th and 15th centuries 

setbacks, abuses as a result of large administrative structure, immorality and ostentatious 

clerical living, political ambitions, corruption, persistent discontent, and conciliar 

movements were among the causative factors.     Many priests and religious scholars 

wanted to reform the Roman Church in several ways as return the church to the poor and 

simple way characteristic of the early Christians; more contact between priests and people; 

more importantly, to translate the Bible into local languages instead of Latin to encourage 

more readership and understanding.   

 

Martin Luther stood as a symbol and more than that, the arrow head and chief proponent 

of the Reformation. He was a leader who, many of the disgruntled and striving forces of 

Europe hoped, would guide them to a new freedom, success, and victory (Vox, 1960). He 

never saw himself as a rebel, rather as a theologian seeking to be faithful to the vow 

required of him to teach and defend Holy Scripture (Hammond, 2006).  
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The Reformation is one of the most momentous turning points in world history. It was led 

by men of strong faith, deep convictions, great intelligence, high moral standards and 

tremendous courage.   It asserted Biblical authority over tradition and the papacy; 

salvation was alleged to be by ‘faith’ rather than ‘works’; sacraments and worship were 

simplified; monasticism and priestly views of ministry were attacked, and lay status 

elevated.  This is summed in the Five Solas, namely; Sola Fide- Faith Alone, Sola Scriptura- 

Scripture Alone, Sola Gratia- Grace Alone, Sola Christus- Christ Alone, and Soli Deo Gloria- 

To the Glory of God Alone.  The massage of the reformation is a clarion call to awake the 

Wycliffe, John Huss, Giralamo Savonarola, and Martin Luther of our generation. Just as 

God sought for a man in the days of Ezekiel to stand in the gap for the land, He still seeks 

for selfless, fearless and committed preachers to hoist the flag of another Reformation in 

Nigeria. The church of the 21st century should be alive, not dead; forgiving, not 

condemning; uphold truth, not tradition; operate freedom, not bondage; offer acceptance, 

not rejection; have desire, not duty; experience transformation, not modification; be 

authentic, not hypocritical; be relevant, not irrelevant; be people oriented, and keep 

relationship, not religion.   
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