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Your word is a lamp to my feet and a light to my path. 
Psalm 119:105 

 
 In 1917 a missionary named William Cameron Townsend went to 

Guatemala to sell Spanish Bibles. But he was shocked when many people 

couldn’t understand the books. They spoke Cakchiquel, a language 

without a Bible. Cam believed everyone should understand the Bible, so 

he started a linguistics school that trained people to do Bible translation. 

The work continued to grow, and in 1942 Cam officially founded Wycliffe 

Bible Translators. 

 Over the following decades, Wycliffe celebrated many milestones — 

from the first translation completed in 1951, all the way to the 500th 

translation completed in 2000. 

 David and Heidi Coombs are translators and consultants helping a 

team of Peruvian pastors translate the whole Bible into E. Apurimac 

Quechua for a large group of people in southern Peru. They have 

completed and published the New Testament, and AIDIA members are 

teaching many Quechua people to use it. The team is making very good 

progress in translating the Old Testament. 
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 For more than 70 years, Wycliffe has helped people around the world 

translate the Bible into their own languages. Today, more than 1,600 

languages are still waiting for a Bible translation to begin. Wycliffe is hard 

at work on their goal of seeing a Bible translation project started in every 

language still needing one by 2025. 

 Something tells me that if Martin Luther were alive today, he would 

be serving in some distant land as a Wycliffe Bible Translator. It was a 

particular passion of his that the men and women in his Wittenberg parish 

might read God’s word in German. How else can God’s word be a lamp to 

our feet and a light to our path, as it states in Psalm 119? Wycliffe believes 

as Martin Luther did that it is when people can read the good news in their 

own heart language that lives are changed. 

 Five hundred years after a rebellious act by a single German monk 

divided the Christian world, religious leaders on both sides of the split 

have finally agreed their churches share responsibility for the historic 

rupture. 

“Catholics should do penance for setting the stage for the division,” says 

Bishop Denis Madden of Baltimore, who heads the Committee on 

Ecumenical and Interreligious Affairs at the U.S. Conference of Catholic 

Bishops. “It was not out of the blue that Luther’s protest happened. The 

society, the church, the way things were being done at that time, called for 

reform and there were very few courts of appeal where that reform could 

begin.” 
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 What about the Lutheran point of view? Rev. Elizabeth Eaton, 

presiding bishop of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America (the 

largest of the Lutheran denominations) states, “We’ve had to say that 

breaking up the western church was not a gift to the church.” 

 It is a fact that many of the issues that Martin Luther highlighted have 

since been addressed by Roman Catholic leaders. The sale of indulgence 

letters proved especially indefensible. 

 Here’s what Time magazine reports on the 500th anniversary of the 

Reformation: 

Religiously speaking, the Reformation led to the translation of the Bible 
into languages other than Latin, allowing many people to engage with 
scripture for the first time. It also brought an end to the controversial sale 
of “indulgences”—payments the Church said reduced punishment for sins 
after death.  
 More generally, the Reformation contributed to the expansion of 
literacy, with people no longer needing to rely on priests to read and 
interpret the Bible. Luther promoted universal education for girls and 
boys at a time when education was reserved for the wealthy, and believed 
in the connection between literacy and empowerment, both spiritually and 
socially. 
 Luther’s act is taught as one of the cornerstones of world history, 
even though most historians now agree that it was a relatively 
unremarkable event which was canonized at a later date for political ends. 
Nevertheless, it remains a lasting symbol of resistance 500 years later. 
 
 One way for Christians today to reflect on the teaching of the 

Reformation is to consider five lessons of faith, known (in Latin) as the 

five solae: 
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Sola Scriptura—that Scripture alone and not tradition has authority as 
God’s word to us 
Sola Christus—Christ alone makes our salvation possible 
Sola Gratia—sinners are made right by grace alone, in no way can we 
earn our salvation 
Sola fide—we receive God’s grace through faith 
Sola Deo Gloria—to God be the glory 
 
 If we put it all together into one sentence, the five solae sound like 

this: 

We believe in the authority of scripture, we are saved by grace through 
faith in Jesus Christ, to God be the glory. 
 
 Of course! That sounds completely obvious to us this morning 

because most of us grew up in churches that preached reformed theology. 

That makes it difficult for us to fully grasp the revolution that began 500 

years ago. Just listen to this timeline of the perfect storm that spread across 

Europe: 

• 1517  Martin Luther challenges Rome’s corrupt practice of selling 
indulgences 

• In 1523, Christians in Zurich following reformer Huldrych Zwingli 
break with Rome over the authority of scripture. 

• In 1534 King Henry VIII breaks with Rome and makes himself the 
head of the Church of England which he insists will continue to teach 
Catholic theology but without Roman authority. Meanwhile, Henry’s 
archbishop Thomas Cranmer produces The Book of Common Prayer 
which injects Reformation theology into the weekly liturgy of parish 
churches across England. 

• In 1536 John Calvin visits Geneva and is persuaded to stay and teach 
scripture. Under his leadership, Geneva would become the training 
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ground for Reformation pastors who would be sent across Europe to 
plant reformed churches. 

• In England William Tyndale begins work on an English translation of 
the Bible. He is opposed by the Bishop of London who doesn’t want 
Lutheran ideas spreading in England. Tyndale would complete his 
translation of the New Testament and much of the Old Testament 
before he was executed in 1536. 

• And don’t forget the invention of the printing press which made it 
possible for the writing of Luther and all the reformers to spread like 
wildfire. 

 
 There is so much to consider but let’s zero in on the Reformation 

teaching about the authority of scripture. Throughout the Middle Ages 

most theologians and church leaders looked to the Bible as the only 

reliable source of Christian truth. But something changed in the 14th and 

15th centuries. That’s when the Church in Rome began to consider an 

unwritten tradition going back to the original apostles. On issues where the 

Bible was silent, this unwritten tradition would be the primary authority. 

And over the years Tradition began to eclipse Scripture as the guiding 

light for the church. 

 Luther and other reformers called on the church to return to God’s 

Word as the only authority—sola scriptura.  

 In their book Why the Reformation Still Matters, Michael Reeves and 

Tim Chester add this insight concerning the reformers: 

Sola scriptura does not mean that other things cannot inform our 
theology. The Reformers quoted past theologians freely as 
authoritative guides. They also reflected on experience and used their 
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reason. What sola Scriptura does mean is that when we have to 
choose, there is only one choice we can make: Scripture alone is our 
ultimate authority. And in particular it is the supreme authority, in 
contrast to the authority of the church and its traditions. 

 
 Christianity Today published an amazing interview with Mark Noll 

who recently retired from the faculty at the University of Notre Dame. 

Noll is the author of In the Beginning Was the Word: The Bible in 

American Public Life, 1492-1783. Noll has also contributed an essay in 

Protestantism after 500 Years. 

 A reporter from Christianity Today asked Noll to summarize the 

impact of reformed teaching on our understanding of the Bible as our 

ultimate authority. Here’s what he said: 

“My own sense of sola scriptura then and now has been a liberating teach 

for the appropriation of the scriptural message at the individual level. Sola 

scriptura is the other side of the coin of the priesthood of all believers. It 

doesn’t mean I can understand Zechariah and Isaiah and Ezekiel in detail, 

but only that I can understand the Bible divine standard for righteousness, 

my falling short of that standard, and redemption in Christ. In this sense 

sola scriptura means that the Bible is an open book, that any person of 

even minimal intelligence can understand the big story of Creation, sin, 

the Fall, redemption, spiritual growth, and grace in Christ. That conception 

of sola scriptura transforms lives. 

 You also talk about sola scriptura as being a fountain of chaos. 
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 “We’ve been talking about the level of personal appropriation. The 

next level is, “How am I going to live as a believer in this message of 

salvation?” 

 “At the third level, the Bible provides insight as to how to organize 

society—in economics, medicine, education and so forth. 

 “At the time of the Reformation there was a fourth level: the Bible 

for Christendom, when the Bible was taken to provide organizing social 

principles that a regime enforced on everybody. Puritan New England is 

an example of a society organized around Christian principles that its 

leaders defended by quoting chapter and verse. The chaos of sola scriptura 

comes as you ask, “What are the Bible’s teaching for organizing law, 

military conflict, and so on?” And even more when there’s coercive power 

employed, when you instruct a whole society how to be biblical. When 

people differed as to what the Bible taught, it wasn’t just something to 

discuss in church; it was something that could lead to serious 

disagreements, deadly persecution and sometimes even warfare.” 

 Another common critique of sola scriptura is the some 40,000 

Protestant denominations that have divided the church in the past 500 

years. Is that inherently a problem to you? 

 “It’s a theological problem if people say, ‘I think my denomination is 

the only right way and every other denomination is deficient to the point 

of infidelity.’ If, however, you think that the incarnation of God in a 

particular time and place means that the Christian faith is meant to be 
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particularized for different people in different cultures, if you think God is 

the origin of this differentiation, and if you do not regard all 

denominations except your own as sub-Christian—well, we just might 

expect Christianity on the ground to display a lot of diversity. Should a 

South Sea island church look like a Fifth Avenue New York church? 

Probably not. Should they be organized in one organization? Perhaps 

ideally, but it’s not so bad if different Protestant organizations don’t regard 

each other as hopelessly in error.” 

 

 Today as we mark 500 years of reforming the church, it is interesting 

to consider that the Reformers were not trying to forge something new. 

They were not setting out to change the world. All they wanted to do was 

go back to the Bible. It was going back to the Bible that changed the 

world. What reforms are needed for the church today? We worship a God 

who is always out in front of us, calling us into a world that needs to hear 

the good news of Jesus Christ. May our efforts at reform in the years to 

come draw us closer to God and to his transformation, world-changing 

Word. 


