Lutheran, Reformed & Presbyterian Churches

In the beginning

[image: image1.jpg]


On October 31, 1517 Martin Luther (1483-1546) posted his famed “95 Theses” on the door of the Wittenburg Castle Church, which was intended to initiate public discussion (pictured at left).  It did far more than that.   The Roman Catholic Church resisted the reforms proposed by Luther with great energy, but Luther’s 95 theses found sympathies among many others, including those in the European continent’s political and military system.  But the explosion of thought that hit Europe did not appear out of a vacuum.  The invention of the printing press about a half century before allowed the mass printing of study resources in biblical Greek and Hebrew, and thus a direct reading of the New Testament epistles.  This aspect of these movements was a tremendous step ahead, and called attention to salvation by faith and the authority of Scripture.  For these widely proclaimed insights we can indeed be thankful.

John Calvin (1509-1564) began propagating his Protestant
 views about 1525.  The broadest platform for Calvin’s views came in 1540, when the Swiss city of Geneva established a municipal government founded upon the ideas and personal involvement of John Calvin.  Geneva became a refuge from religious persecution, for those who were likeminded, as well as a magnet for protestant thought.  Geneva’s new character drew those of like mind, including John Knox (1513 or 1514-1572) of Scotland, who returned to Scotland, fostering a civil war, and establishing the Presbyterian Church in Scotland.  

While one can certainly identify a number of differences between each of these movements, they also have a number of points in common, including:

· Whatever aspects of the Romans Catholic belief system that were not rejected were substantially retained or adapted by these movements

· Alliance with or establishment of a sympathetic political and military system

· The church replaces Israel, taking the benefits promised to Israel

· Retention of allegorical interpretation regarding eschatological passages

· Amillennialism (and a later variant: Postmillennialism)

· Sanctification by rule of law such that “the law is your life”, a message initially conveyed alongside political and military enforcement of the law 

· Retention of infant baptism and viewing the Eucharist as more than purely symbolic

· Persecution of Anabaptists (those who hold to baptism of only believers), such that between 4 and 5 thousand Anabaptists were martyred in the 1500s under these groups and Roman Catholicism, also carrying out various other enforcement actions

On the European continent, the political and military conflict became severe, even substantially reducing the population of Europe, until the peace of Westphalia in 1648.  Thereafter, conflict and persecution internal to some countries continued for a time.

So where are we now?
The Lutheran, Calvinist and Presbyterian churches have each fostered complicated “family trees” of church denominations and denominational spin-offs.  Development of the denominational family trees and spin-offs is continuing today, of course.   These denominational family trees have expanded into worldwide influence, though they now have substantially diminished influence in Europe and Scotland, where the movements began.  Political and military connections, once central to each of the denominational movements, have now been dropped altogether.  Most of these movements have redirected their efforts toward earthly impact in the direction of social action.  

Each of these denominational movements has also developed a spectrum of belief and practice, from the relatively conservative to the more liberal.  Though some portions of these movements have drifted so far as to have lost an understanding of the basic gospel necessary for salvation (as found in 1 Corinthians 15:1-11), many in these movements have retained at least that much.  Some elements of the these denominations have softened on “the law is your life” as a foundational teaching, but many in these denominational movements still look upon the ministry of the Holy Spirit as empowering the believer to live out the moral law.

How shall we then live?

Since the notion that the Church replaces Israel requires that a person interpret at least some parts of Scripture allegorically, these denominational movements have substantially embraced a method of interpreting Scripture, and viewing Israel and the Church, that remain from long-standing Roman Catholic tradition.  While some would view these issues as insignificant and/or unknowable theological trifling, this perspective has a number of life-impacting consequences.  Citing passages such as Romans 8:4 as their basis, many in these movements propagate the notion that Christ’s work for us, and the Holy Spirit’s work in us is to the end that we are empowered to fulfill and live out the requirements of the moral aspects of the Law of Moses.

Romans 8:1-4
Therefore there is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus. 2 For the law of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus has set you free from the law of sin and of death. 3 For what the Law could not do, weak as it was through the flesh, God did: sending His own Son in the likeness of sinful flesh and as an offering for sin, He condemned sin in the flesh, 4 so that the requirement of the Law might be fulfilled in us, who do not walk according to the flesh but according to the Spirit. (NASU).   

This verse is not saying that we are fulfilling the Law with the Holy Spirit’s help and empowerment, but rather that what was accomplished in our identification with Christ is to place us “in Christ” so as to have and live out His very life and righteousness, which the Law could never bring about or address.  Paul makes clear that our faith in Christ is not even for the purpose of implementing the moral aspects of the Law when he writes in Ephesians 2:14-16, “For He Himself [Christ] is our peace, who made both groups [Jew and Gentile] into one and broke down the barrier of the dividing wall, 15 by abolishing (katargeō: putting out of commission) in His flesh the enmity, which is the Law of commandments contained in ordinances, so that in Himself He might make the two into one new man, thus establishing peace, 16 and might reconcile them both in one body to God through the cross, by it having put to death the enmity.”  

Death in this context does not mean that the Law is eliminated, but instead it means separation.  The word katargeō in Ephesians 2:15 is the very same word, used in the same way as Paul used it in Romans 6:6, in which Christ’s death on the cross made the sin nature in the believer to be put out of commission.  We are not empowered to fulfill the Law at all, but are spiritually separated from it, as we are the sin nature, and joined to Christ and made to be in Christ.  So saying that the Law is an essential part of the believer’s living out the life of Christ is very much like saying that the sin nature is an essential part of the believer’s living out the life of Christ!

Now about that allegorical interpretation

The allegorical interpretation referred to earlier is applied in varying degrees to passages about Israel, making them apply to the Church.  This is a method of interpretation that was adopted by the Church in the 3rd century AD, taking their approach from the pagan Greeks who viewed their own culture’s myths as allegories.  Examples of how the allegorical method is applied to Scripture would include:

Luke 1:26-31 (NASU)

Now in the sixth month the angel Gabriel was sent from God to a city in Galilee called Nazareth, 27 to a virgin engaged to a man whose name was Joseph, of the descendants of David; and the virgin's name was Mary. 28 And coming in, he said to her, "Greetings, favored one! The Lord is with you." 29 But she was very perplexed at this statement, and kept pondering what kind of salutation this was. 30 The angel said to her, " Do not be afraid, Mary; for you have found favor with God. 31 "And behold, you will conceive in your womb and bear a son, and you shall name Him Jesus."
The above verses are generally taken literally by those of Lutheran, Reformed and Presbyterian background.  But when Gabriel spoke these next words, the message is suddenly taken allegorically:

Luke 1:32-33 (NASU)

"He will be great and will be called the Son of the Most High; and the Lord God will give Him the throne of His father David; 33 and He will reign over the house of Jacob forever, and His kingdom will have no end."

The words are typically seen with regard to the Church, and not at all with regard to Israel.  David’s throne is seen as in heaven, from where Christ is viewed as reigning over the Church, which is the kingdom that will have no end.  The Church is left not seated with Christ in the heavenlies, but busy working on earth, from earth, in some ongoing relationship to the Law, establishing His kingdom on this earth.  Since this viewpoint has an arbitrary dividing line regarding application of literal and allegorical interpretation, the differences between the various denominational groups within the Lutheran, Reformed and Presbyterian churches can often be identified in how much of Scripture is arbitrarily allegorized.  Some in these groups have taken the allegorical interpretation of Scripture to the degree that they would say that:

· We Christians are supposed to take over the government through the political process and enforce God’s laws upon all (as was done by these groups in the 1500s and 1600s).

· Christ is not coming back again, or the scope of His return is diminished, since He already came in judgment upon Israel in the 70 AD assault of the Romans upon Jerusalem.

· Satan is now bound, Christ is now reigning, and we are right now living in the New Heavens and New Earth described in Revelation chapters 20-22.  It doesn’t get any better than the way things are right now, except as we make it happen under Law and/or our own best efforts.

· There will be no Rapture of the Church.  It’s a false hope which needs to be set aside.

· Modern Israel has no place in the fulfillment of biblical prophecy.

· God hates the Jews, and good Christians should, too.
A move toward Christian liberalism

Additionally, some in each of these groups have gone to or in the direction of what was presented in the lesson on Christian liberalism (Lesson 43, November 8, 2015).  
So what should we do in this situation?

Believers who see the distinction between what is right and what is wrong with what is taught among these groups should start by exercising biblical discernment in their own hearts, lives and local churches.  This starts by having a consistent literal understanding of Scripture.  Since Scripture makes it clear that we are to walk with the Lord by faith, we should shun any attempts to place ourselves or any other believers under law.

As God makes the opportunity, we can gracefully share the truth with those who are under these mistaken persuasions, praying for them to come to an understanding of the truth.  James describes for us how biblical wisdom such as Scripture conveys is to be passed along to others, such as those of Lutheran, Reformed and Presbyterian persuasion:

James 3:13-18 (NASU)

Who among you is wise and understanding? Let him show by his good behavior his deeds in the gentleness of wisdom. 14 But if you have bitter jealousy and selfish ambition in your heart, do not be arrogant and so lie against the truth. 15 This wisdom is not that which comes down from above, but is earthly, natural, demonic. 16 For where jealousy and selfish ambition exist, there is disorder and every evil thing. 17 But the wisdom from above is first pure, then peaceable, gentle, reasonable, full of mercy and good fruits, unwavering, without hypocrisy. 18 And the seed whose fruit is righteousness is sown in peace by those who make peace.

We have wonderful news to pass along to those of Lutheran, Reformed and Presbyterian persuasion about God’s most amazing grace, but our passing that along to them or anyone else is not to be a point of arrogance on our part, nor angry contention, but is to be done as James writes about in verse 17.

� “Protestant” meaning those who sought initially to reform the Roman Catholic Church, but as the efforts toward reformation were rejected, these formed churches, such as Lutheran, Reformed (from Calvin), Presbyterian, etc.  These Protestant churches typically also formed military/political alliances. 
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