
CHAPTER 24 : HISTORY OF PROTESTANTISM FROM THE DIET 
OF WORMS, 1521, TO THE AUGSBURG CONFESSION, 1530 

 
 

The history of the Reformation in Germany once more claims our consideration. The 
great movement of the human soul from bondage, which so grandly characterized the 
sixteenth century, we have already traced in its triumphant march from the cell of the 
Augustine monk to the foot of the throne of Charles V, from the door of the Schlosskirk 
at Wittenberg to the gorgeous hall of Worms, crowded with the powers and principalities 
of Western Europe.  The moment is one of intense interest, for it has landed us, we feel, 
on the threshold of a new development of the grand drama. On both sides a position has 
been taken up from which there is no retreat; and a collision, in which one or other of the 
parties must perish, now appears inevitable. The new forces of light and liberty, speaking 
through the mouth of their chosen champion, have said, "Here we stand, we cannot go 
back." The old forces of superstition and despotism, interpreting themselves through their 
representatives, the Pope and the emperor, have said with equal emphasis, "You shall not 
advance." 
 
The hour is come, and the decisive battle which is to determine whether liberty and truth 
or bondage and falsehood awaits the world cannot be postponed. The lists have been set, 
the combatants have taken their places, the signal has been given; another moment and 
we shall hear the sound of the terrible blows, as they echo and re-echo over the field on 
which the champions close in deadly strife. But instead of the shock of battle, suddenly a 
deep stillness descends upon the scene, and the combatants on both sides stand 
motionless.  
 
But why this pause? If the battle had been joined that moment, the victory, according to 
every reckoning of human probabilities, would have remained with the old powers. The 
adherents of the new were not yet ready to go forth to war. They were as yet immensely 
inferior in numbers. Their main unfitness, however, did not lie there, but in this, that they 
lacked their weapons. The arms of the other were always ready. They leaned upon the 
sword, which they had already unsheathed. The weapon of the other was knowledge—the 
Sword of the Spirit, which is the Word of God. That sword had to be prepared for them: 
the Bible had to be translated; and when finally equipped with this armor, then would the 
soldiers of the Reformation go forth to defend themselves and their Protestant territories, 
prepared to withstand all the hardships of the campaign, and finally to come victorious 
out of the "great fight of afflictions" which they were to be called, though not just yet, to 
wage. 
 
Let us first cast a glance around on the political world. It was the age of great monarchs. 
Master of Spain, and of many other realms in both the Eastern and the Western world, 
and now also possessor of the imperial diadem, was the taciturn, ambitious, plodding, and 
politic Charles V. Francis I, the most polished, chivalrous, and war-like knight of his 
time, governed France. The self-willed, strong-minded, and cold-hearted Henry VIII was 
swaying the scepter in England, and dealing alternate blows, as humor and policy moved 



him, to Rome and to the Reformation. The wise Frederick was exercising kingly power in 
Saxony, and by his virtues earning a lasting fame for himself, and laying the foundation 
of lasting power for his house. The elegant, self-indulgent, and skeptical Leo X was 
master of the ceremonies at Rome. Asia owned the scepter of Soliman the Magnificent. 
Often were his hordes seen hovering, like a cloud charged with lightning, on the frontier 
of Christendom. When a crisis arose in the affairs of the Reformation, and the kings 
obedient to the Roman See had united their swords to strike, and with blow so decisive 
that they should not need to strike a second time, the Turk, obeying One Whom he knew 
not, would straightway present himself on the eastern limits of Europe, and in so 
menacing an attitude, that the swords unsheathed against the poor Protestants had to be 
turned in another quarter. The Turk was the lightning-rod that drew off the tempest. Thus 
did Christ cover His little flock with the shield of the Moslem. 
 
The material resources at the command of these potentates were immense. They were the 
lords of the nations and the leaders of the armies of Christendom. It was in the midst of 
these ambitions and policies, that it seemed good to the Great Disposer that the tender 
plant of Protestantism should grow up. One wonders that in such a position it was able to 
exist a single day. The Truth took root and flourished, so to speak, in the midst of a 
hurricane.  
 
Luther never wore sword in his life, except when he figured as Knight George in the 
Wartburg, and yet he never lacked sword to defend him when he was in danger. He was 
dismissed from the Diet at Worms with two powerful weapons unsheathed above his 
head — the excommunication of the Pope and the ban of the emperor. One is enough 
surely; with both swords bared against him, how is it possible that he can escape 
destruction? Yet amid the hosts of his enemies, when they are pressing round him on 
every side, and are ready to swallow him up, he suddenly becomes invisible; he passes 
through the midst of them, and enters unseen the doors of his hiding-place. 
 
While Luther retires from view in the Wartburg, let us consider what is passing in the 
world. All its movements revolve around the one great central movement, which is 
Protestantism. The moment Luther entered within the gates of the Wartburg the political 
sky became overcast, and dark clouds rolled up in every quarter. First Soliman, "whom 
thirteen battles had rendered the terror of Germany, made a sudden eruption into Europe. 
He gained many towns and castles, and took Belgrade, the bulwark of Hungary, situated 
at the confluence of the Danube and the Save. The States of the Empire, stricken with 
fear, hastily assembled at Nuremberg to concert measures for the defense of 
Christendom, and for the arresting of the victorious march of its terrible invader. This 
was work enough for the princes. The execution of the emperor's edict against Luther, 
with which they had been charged, must lie over till they had found means of compelling 
Soliman and his hordes to return to their own land. Their swords were about to be 
unsheathed above Luther's head, when lo, some hundred thousand Turkish scimitars are 
unsheathed above theirs! 
 
While this danger threatened in the East, another suddenly appeared in the South. News 
came from Spain that seditions had broken out in that country in the emperor's absence; 



and Charles V, leaving Luther for the time in peace, was compelled to hurry home by sea 
in order to compose the dissensions that distracted his hereditary dominions. He left 
Germany not a little disgusted at finding its princes so little obsequious to his will, and so 
much disposed to fetter him in the exercise of his imperial prerogative. 
 
Matters were still more embroiled by the war that next broke out between Charles and 
Francis I. The opening scenes of the conflict lay in the Pyrenees, but the campaign soon 
passed into Italy, and the Pope joining his arms with those of the emperor, the French lost 
the Duchies of Parma, Piacenza, and Milan, which they had held for six years, and the 
misfortune was crowned by their being driven out of Lombardy. And now came sorrow 
to the Pope! Great was the joy of Leo X at the expulsion of the French. But shortly 
thereafter Leo X himself died, and was replaced as Pope by Adrian VI. 
 
Adrian VI proposed to suppress one Reformation by originating another within 
Catholicism. He began with a startling confession: "It is certain that the Pope may err in 
matters of faith in defending heresy by his opinions or decretals." This admission, meant 
to be the starting-point of a moderate reform, is perhaps even more inconvenient at this 
day than when first made. The world long afterwards received the "Encyclical and 
Syllabus" of Pius IX, and the "Infallibility Decree" of July 18, 1870, which teach the 
exactly opposite doctrine, that the Pope cannot err in matters of faith and morals. If 
Adrian spoke true, it follows that the Pope may err; if he spoke false, it equally follows 
that the Pope may err; and what then are we to make of the decree of the Vatican Council 
of 1870, which, looking backwards as well as forwards, declares that error is impossible 
on the part of the Pope? 
 
Adrian wished to reform the Court of Rome as well as the system of the Papacy.  He set 
about purging the city of certain notorious classes, expelling the vices and filling it with 
the virtues. Alas! he soon found that he would leave few in Rome save himself. His 
reforms of the system fared just as badly, as the sequel will show us. If he touched an 
abuse, all who were interested in its maintenance—and they were legion—rose in arms to 
defend it. If he sought to loosen but one stone, the whole edifice began to totter. Whether 
these reforms would save Germany was extremely problematical: one thing was certain, 
they would lose Italy. Adrian, sighing over the impossibilities that surrounded him on 
every side, had to confess that this middle path was impracticable, and that his only 
choice lay between Luther's Reform on the one hand, and Charles V's policy on the other. 
He cast himself into the arms of Charles. 
 
Our attention must again be directed to the Wartburg. While the Turk is thundering on the 
eastern border of Christendom, and Charles and Francis are fighting with one another in 
Italy, and Adrian is attempting impossible reforms at Rome, Luther is steadily working in 
his solitude.  

He scattered from his mountain-top, far and wide over the Fatherland, epistles, 
commentaries, and treatises, counsels and rebukes. It is a proof how alive he had become 
to the necessities of the times, that almost all his books in the Wartburg were written in 
German.  But a greater work than all these did Luther by-and-by set himself to do in his 



seclusion. There was one Book—the Book of books—specially needed at that particular 
stage of the movement, and that Book Luther wished his countrymen to possess in their 
mother tongue. He set about translating the New Testament from the original Greek into 
German; and despite his other vast labors, he prosecuted with almost superhuman energy 
this task, and finished it before he left the Wartburg.  

While Luther was yet in the Wartburg, Gabriel Zwilling, an Augustine friar, put his 
humble hand to the work which the great monk had begun. He began to preach against 
the mass in the convent church the same in which Luther's voice had often been heard. 
The doctrine he proclaimed was substantially the same with that which Zurich was 
teaching in Switzerland, that the Supper is not a sacrifice, but a memorial. He condemned 
private masses, the adoration of the elements, and required that the Sacrament should be 
administered in both kinds. The friar gained converts both within and outside the 
monastery. The monks were in a state of great excitement. Wittenberg was disturbed. The 
court of the elector was troubled, and Frederick appointed a deputation consisting of 
Justus Jonas, Philip Melanchthon, and Nicholas Amsdorf, to visit the Augustine convent 
and restore peace. The issue was the conversion of the members of the deputation to the 
opinions of Friar Gabriel. It was no longer obscure monks only who were calling for the 
abolition of the mass; the same cry was raised by the University, the great school of 
Saxony. Many who had listened calmly to Luther so long as his teaching remained 
simply a doctrine, stood aghast when they saw the practical shape it was about to take. 
They saw that it would change the world of a thousand years past, that it would sweep 
away all the ancient usages, and establish an order of things which neither they nor their 
fathers had known. They feared as they entered into this new world. 
 
The friar, emboldened by the success that attended his first efforts, attacked next the 
monastic order itself. He denounced the "vow" as without warrant in the Bible, and the 
"cloak" as covering only idleness and lewdness. "No one," said he, "can be saved under a 
cowl." Thirteen friars left the convent, and soon the prior was the only person within its 
walls. 
 
Laying aside their habit, the emancipated monks betook them, some to handicrafts, and 
others to study, in the hope of serving the cause of Protestantism. The ferment at 
Wittenberg was renewed. At this time it was that Luther's treatise on "Monastic Vows" 
appeared. He expressed himself in it with some doubtfulness, but the practical conclusion 
was that all might be at liberty to quit the convent, but that no one should be obliged to do 
so. 
 
At this point, Andrew Bodenstein of Carlstadt, commonly called Carlstadt, Archdeacon 
of Wittenberg, came forward to take a prominent part in these discussions. Carlstadt was 
bold, zealous, honest, but not without a touch of vanity. So long as Luther was present on 
the scene, his colossal figure dwarfed that of the archdeacon; but the greater light being 
withdrawn for the time, the lesser luminary aspired to mount into its place. He objected to 
clerical and monastic celibacy, he openly declared against private masses, against the 
celebration of the Sacrament in one kind, and against the adoration of the Host. 
 



Carlstadt took an early opportunity of carrying his views into practice. On Christmas 
Day, 1521, he dispensed the Sacrament in public in all the simplicity of its Divine 
institution. He wore neither cope nor chasuble. With the dresses he discarded also the 
genuflections, the crossings, kissings, and other attitudinisings of Rome; and inviting all 
who professed to hunger and thirst for the grace of God, to come and partake, he gave the 
bread and the wine to the communicants, saying, "This is the body and blood of our 
Lord." He repeated the act on New Year's Day, 1522, and continued ever afterwards to 
dispense the Supper with the same simplicity.   Popular opinion was on his side, and in 
January, the Town Council, in concurrence with the University, issued their order, that 
henceforward the Supper should be dispensed in accordance with the primitive model. 
The mass had fallen. 
 
With the mass fell many things which grew out of it, or leaned upon it. No little glory and 
power departed from the priesthood. The Church festivals were no longer celebrated. In 
the place of incense and banners, of music and processions, came the simple and sublime 
worship of the heart. 
 
Clerical celibacy was exchanged for virtuous wedlock. Confessions were carried to that 
Throne from which alone comes pardon. Purgatory was first doubted, then denied, and 
with its removal much of the bitterness was taken out of death. The saints and the Virgin 
were discarded, and lo! as when a veil is withdrawn, men found themselves in the 
presence of the Divine Majesty. The images stood neglected on their pedestals, or were 
torn down, ground to powder, or cast into the fire. The latter piece of reform was not 
accomplished without violent tumults. 
 
The echoes of these tumults reverberated in the Wartburg. Luther began to fear that the 
work of Reformation was being converted into a work of demolition. His maxim was that 
these practical reforms, however justifiable in themselves, should not outrun the public 
intelligence; that, to the extent to which they did so, the reform was not real, but 
fictitious: that the error in the heart must first be dethroned, and then the idol in the 
sanctuary would be cast out.  

At this juncture there appeared at Wittenberg a new set of reformers, who seemed bent on 
restoring human traditions, and the tyranny of man from a point opposite to that of the 
Pope. These men are known as the "Zwickau Prophets," from the little town of Zwickau, 
in which they took their rise.  The founder of the new sect was Nicholas Stork, a weaver. 
Luther had restored the authority of the Bible; this was the corner-stone of his 
Reformation. Stork sought to displace this cornerstone. "The Bible," said he, "is of no 
use." And what did he put in the room of it? A new revelation which he pretended had 
been made to himself. The angel Gabriel, he affirmed, had appeared to him in a vision, 
and said to him, "Thou shalt sit on my throne." Stork was joined by Mark Thomas, 
another weaver of Zwickau; by Mark Stubner, formerly a student at Wittenberg; and by 
Thomas Munzer, who was the preacher of the "new gospel." That gospel comprehended 
whatever Stork was pleased to say had been revealed to him by the angel Gabriel. He 
especially denounced infant baptism as an invention of the devil, and called on all 



disciples to be re-baptised, hence their name "Anabaptists." The spread of their tenets was 
followed by tumults in Zwickau.  

The magistrates rightly intervened to address these Protestant imposters: the new 
prophets were banished: Munzer went to Prague; Stork, Thomas, and Stubner took the 
road to Wittenberg.  Stork unfolded gradually the whole of that revelation which he had 
received from the angel, but which he had deemed it imprudent to divulge all at once. 
The "new gospel," when fully put before men, was found to involve the overthrow of all 
established authority and order in Church and State; men were to be guided by an inward 
light, of which the new prophets were the medium. They foretold that in a few years the 
present order of things would be brought to an end, and the reign of the saints would 
begin.  Stork was to be the monarch of the new kingdom. Attacking Protestantism from 
apparently opposite poles, there was nevertheless a point in which the Romanists and the 
Zwickau fanatics met—namely, the rejection of Divine revelation, and the subjection of 
the conscience to human reason—the reason of Adrian VI, the son of the Utrecht 
mechanic, on the one side, and the reason of Nicholas Stork, the Zwickau weaver, on the 
other. 
 
These men found disciples in Wittenberg.   Many of the youth of the University forsook 
their studies, deeming them useless in presence of an internal illumination which 
promised to teach them all they needed to know without the toil of learning. The Elector 
was dismayed at this new outbreak: Melanchthon was staggered, and felt himself 
powerless to stem the torrent. The enemies of the Reformation were exultant, believing 
that they were about to witness its speedy disorganization and ruin. Tidings reached the 
Wartburg of what was going on at Wittenberg. Dismay and grief seized Luther to see his 
work on the point of being wrecked. He was distracted between his wish to finish his 
translation of the New Testament, and his desire to return to Wittenberg, and combat on 
the spot the new-sprung fanaticism. 
 
When he entered Wittenberg, the town, the University, the council, were electrified by 
the news of his arrival. "Luther is come," said the citizens, as with radiant faces they 
exchanged salutations with one another in the streets. A tremendous load had been lifted 
off the minds of all. The vessel of the German Reformation was drifting upon the rocks; 
some waited in terror, others in expectation for the crash, when suddenly the pilot 
appeared and grasped the helm. 
 
At Worms was the crisis of the Reformer: at Wittenberg was the crisis of the 
Reformation. The disorganization reigning at Wittenberg was a greater danger than the 
sword of Charles V. The crisis was a serious one. On the Sunday morning after his 
arrival, Luther entered the parish church, and presented himself with calm dignity and 
quiet self-composure in the old pulpit. Only ten short months had elapsed since he last 
stood there; but what events had been crowded into that short period! The Diet at Worms; 
the Wartburg; the funeral of a Pope; the eruption of the Turk; the war between France and 
Spain; and, last and worst of all, this outbreak at Wittenberg, which threatened ruin to 
that cause which was the one hope of a world menaced by so many dangers. 
 



Never had Luther appeared grander, and never was he more truly great. He put a noble 
restraint upon himself. He who had been as an "iron wall" to the emperor, was tender as a 
mother to his erring flock. He began by stating, in simple and unpretending style, what he 
said were the two cardinal doctrines of revelation—the ruin of man, and the redemption 
in Christ. "He who believes on the Savior," he remarked, "is freed from sin." 
 
Thus he returned with them to his first starting-point, salvation by free grace in 
opposition to salvation by human merit, and in doing so he reminded them of what it was 
that had emancipated them from the bondage of penances, absolutions, and so many rites 
enslaving to the conscience, and had brought them into liberty and peace. Coming next to 
the consideration of the abuse of that liberty into which they were at that moment in some 
danger of falling, he said faith was not enough, it became them also to have charity. Faith 
would enable each freely to advance in knowledge, according to the gift of the Spirit and 
his own capacity; charity would knit them together, and harmonize their individual 
progress with their corporate unity. He willingly acknowledged the advance they had 
made in his absence; nay, some of them there were who excelled himself in the 
knowledge of Divine things; but it was the duty of the strong to bear with the weak. Were 
there those among them who desired the abolition of the mass, the removal of images, 
and the instant and entire abrogation of all the old rites? He was with them in principle. 
He would rejoice if this day there was not one mass in all Christendom, nor an image in 
any of its churches; and he hoped this state of things would speedily be realized. But 
there were many who were not able to receive this, who were still edified by these things, 
and who would be injured by their removal. They must proceed according to order, and 
have regard to weak brethren. "My friend," said the preacher, addressing himself to the 
more advanced, "have you been long enough at the breast? It is well. But permit your 
brother to drink as long as yourself." 
 
He strongly insisted that the "Word" which he had preached to them, and which he was 
about to give them in its written form in their mother tongue, must be their great leader. 
By the Word, and not the sword, was the Reformation to be propagated. "Were I to 
employ force," he said, "what should I gain? Grimace, formality, apings, human 
ordinances, and hypocrisy, but sincerity of heart, faith, charity, not at all. Where these 
three are wanting, all is wanting, and I would not give a pear-stalk for such a result."  
 
This series of discourses was continued all the week through. All the institutions and 
ordinances of the Church of Rome, the preacher passed in review, and applied the same 
principle to them all. After the consideration of the question of the mass, he went on to 
discuss the subject of images, of monasticism, of the confessional, of forbidden meats, 
showing that these things were already abrogated in principle, and all that was needed to 
abolish them in practice, without tumult, and without offense to any one, was just the 
diffusion of the doctrine which he preached. Every day the great church was crowded, 
and many flocked from the surrounding towns and villages to these discourses. 
 
The triumph of the Reformer was complete. He had routed the Zwickau fanatics without 
even naming them. His wisdom, his moderation, his tenderness of heart, and superiority 
of intellect carried the day, and the new prophets appeared in comparison small indeed. 



Their "revelations" were exploded, and the Word of God was restored to its supremacy. It 
was a great battle—greater in some respects than that which Luther had fought at Worms. 
The whole of Christendom was interested in the result. 
 
At Worms the vessel of Protestantism was in danger of being dashed upon the Scylla of 
Papal tyranny: at Wittenberg it was in jeopardy of being engulfed in the Charybdis of 
fanaticism.  

The storm was quickly succeeded by a calm. All things resumed their wonted course at 
Wittenberg. The fanatics had shaken the dust from their feet and departed, predicting woe 
against a place which had forsaken the "revelations" of Nicholas Stork to follow the 
guidance of the Word of God.  The youth resumed their studies, the citizens returned to 
their occupations; Luther went in and out of his convent, busied with writing, preaching, 
and lecturing, besides that which came upon him daily, "the care of all the churches." 
One main business that occupied him, besides the revision of his German New 
Testament, and the passing of it through the press, was the translation, now undertaken, 
of the Old Testament. This was a greater work, and some years passed away before it was 
finished.  When at last, by dint of Herculean labor, it was given to the world, it was found 
that the idiomatic simplicity and purity of the translation permitted the beauty and 
splendor of Divine truth to shine through, and its power to be felt. Luther had now the 
satisfaction of thinking that he had raised an effectual barrier against such fanaticism as 
that of Zwickau, and had kindled a light which no power on earth would Be able to put 
out, and which would continue to wax brighter and shine ever wider till it had dispelled 
the darkness of Christendom. 
 
In 1521 came another work, the Common-places of Melanchthon, which, next after the 
German translation Of the Bible, contributed powerfully to the establishment of 
Protestantism. Scattered through a hundred pamphlets and writings were the doctrines of 
the Reformation—in other words, the recovered truths of scripture. Melanchthon set 
about the task of gathering them together, and presenting them in the form of a system. It 
was the first attempt of the kind.  
 
A powerful influence was acting on the minds of men, which carried them onward in the 
path of the Reformed faith, despite threats and dangers and bitter persecutions. Whole 
cities renounced the Roman faith and confessed the gospel. The German Bible and the 
writings of Luther were read at all hearths and by all classes, while preachers 
perambulated Germany proclaiming the new doctrines to immense crowds, in the market-
place, in burial-grounds, on mountains, and in meadows.  The German nation, emerging 
from torpor and ignorance, stood up, quickened with a new life, and endowed with a 
marvelous power.  

The printing-press, like a battering-ram of tremendous force, thundered night and day 
against the walls of the old fortress. "The impulse which the Reformation gave to popular 
literature in Germany," says D'Aubigne, "was immense. Whilst in the year 1513 only 
thirty-five publications had appeared, and thirty-seven in 1517, the number of books 
increased with astonishing rapidity after the appearance of Luther's 'Theses.' In 1518, we 



find seventy-one different works; in 1519, one hundred and eleven; in 1520, two hundred 
and eight; in 1521, two hundred and eleven; in 1522, three hundred and forty-seven; and 
in 1523, four hundred and ninety-eight. These publications were nearly all on the 
Protestant side, and were published at Wittenberg. In the last-named year (1523) only 
twenty Roman Catholic publications appeared." It was Protestantism that called the 
literature of Germany into existence. 
 
An army of book-hawkers was extemporized. These men seconded the efforts of 
publishers in the spread of Luther's writings, which, clear and terse, glowing with the fire 
of enthusiasm, and rich with the gold of truth, brought with them an invigoration of the 
intellect as well as a renewal of the heart. They were translated into French, English, 
Italian, and Spanish, and circulated in all these countries. Occupying a middle point 
between the first and second cradles of the Reformation, the Wittenberg movement 
covered the space between, touching the Hussites of Bohemia on the one side, and the 
Lollards of England on the other. 
 
We must now turn our eyes on those political events which were marching alongside of 
the Protestant movement. The Diet of Regency which the emperor had appointed to 
administer affairs during his absence in Spain was now sitting at Nuremberg. The main 
business which had brought it together was the inroads of the Turk. The progress of 
Soliman's arms was fitted to strike the European nations with terror. Rhodes had been 
captured; Belgrade had fallen; and the victorious leader threatened to make good his 
devastating march into the very heart of Hungary. Louis, the king of that country, sent his 
ambassador to the Diet to entreat help against the Asiatic conqueror. At the Diet 
appeared, too, Chieregato, the nuncio of the Pope. 
 
Adrian VI, when he cast his eyes on the Tartar hordes on the eastern frontier, was not 
without fears for Rome and Italy; but he was still more alarmed when he turned to 
Germany, and contemplated the appalling spread of Lutheranism. Accordingly, he 
instructed his ambassador to demand two things—first, that the Diet should concert 
measures for stopping the progress of the Sultan of Constantinople; but, whatever they 
might do in this affair, he emphatically demanded that they should cut short the career of 
the monk of Wittenberg.  In the brief which, on the 25th of November, 1522, Adrian 
addressed to the "Estates of the sacred Roman Empire, assembled at Nuremberg," he 
urged his latter and more important request, "to cut down this pestilential plant that was 
spreading its boughs so widely... to remove this gangrened member from the body," by 
reminding them that "the omnipotent God had caused the earth to open and swallow up 
alive the two schismatics, Dathan and Abiram; that Peter, the prince of apostles, had 
struck Ananias and Sapphira with sudden death for lying against God... that their own 
ancestors had put John Huss and Jerome of Prague to death, who now seemed risen from 
the dead in Martin Luther."  
 
But the Papal nuncio, on entering Germany, found that this document, dictated in the hot 
air of Italy, did not suit the cooler latitude of Bavaria. As Chieregato passed along the 
highway on his mule, and raised his two fingers, after the usual manner, to bless the 
wayfarer, the populace would mimic his action by raising theirs, to show how little they 



cared either for himself or his benediction. This was very mortifying, but still greater 
mortifications awaited him. When he arrived at Nuremberg, he found, to his dismay, the 
pulpits occupied by Protestant preachers, and the cathedrals crowded with most attentive 
audiences. When he complained of this, and demanded the suppression of the sermons, 
the Diet replied that Nuremberg was a free city, and that the magistrates mostly were 
Lutheran. 
 
He next intimated his intention of apprehending the preachers by his own authority, in the 
Pontiff's name; but the Archbishop of Mainz, and others, in consternation at the idea of a 
popular tumult, warned the nuncio against a project so fraught with danger, and told him 
that if he attempted such a thing, they would quit the city without a moment's delay, and 
leave him to deal with the indignant burghers as best he could. 
 
Baffled in these attempts, and not a little mortified that his own office and his master's 
power should meet with so little reverence in Germany, the nuncio began, but in less 
arrogant tone, to unfold to the Diet the other instructions of the Pope; and more especially 
to put before its members the promised reforms which Adrian had projected when 
elevated to the Popedom. The Popes have often pursued a similar line of conduct when 
they really meant nothing; but Adrian was sincere. To convince the Diet that he was so, 
he made a very ample confession of the need of a reform.  "We know," so ran the 
instructions put into the hands of his nuncio on setting out for the Diet, "that for a 
considerable time many abominable things have found a place beside the Holy Chair — 
abuses in spiritual things—exorbitant straining at prerogatives—evil everywhere. From 
the head the malady has proceeded to the limbs; from the Pope it has extended to the 
prelates; we are all gone astray, there is none that hath done rightly, no, not one."  
 
At the hearing of these words the champions of the Papacy hung their heads; its 
opponents held up theirs. "We need hesitate no longer," said the Lutheran princes of the 
Diet; "it is not Luther only, but the Pope, that denounces the corruptions of the Church: 
reform is the order of the day, not merely at Wittenberg, but at Rome also." 
 
There was all the while an essential difference between these two men, and their reforms: 
Adrian would have lopped off a few of the more rotten of the branches; Luther was for 
uprooting the evil tree, and planting a good one in its stead. This was a reform little to the 
taste of Adrian, and so, before beginning his own reform, he demanded that Luther's 
should be put down. It was needful, Adrian doubtless thought, to apply the pruning-knife 
to the vine of the Church, but still more needful was it to apply the axe to the tree of 
Lutheranism. For those who would push reform with too great haste, and to too great a 
length, he had nothing but the stake, and accordingly he called on the Diet to execute the 
imperial edict of death upon Luther, whose heresy he described as having the same 
infernal origin, as disgraced by the same abominable acts, and tending to the same 
tremendous issue, as that of Mahomet. 

The Pope had communicated to the Diet, somewhat vaguely, his projected measure of 
reformation, and the Diet felt the more justified in favoring Adrian with their own ideas 
of what that measure ought to be. First of all they told Adrian that to think of executing 



the Edict of Worms against Luther would be madness. To put the Reformer to death for 
denouncing the abuses Adrian himself had acknowledged would not be more unjust than 
it would be dangerous. It would be sure to provoke all insurrection that would deluge 
Germany with blood. Luther must be refuted from scripture, for his writings were in the 
hands and his opinions were in the hearts of many of the population. They knew of but 
one way of settling the controversy—a General Council, namely; and they demanded that 
such a Council should be summoned, to meet in some neutral German town, within the 
year, and that the laity as well as the clergy should have a seat and voice in it. To this not 
very palatable request the princes appended another still more unpalatable—the 
"Hundred Grievances," as it was termed, and which was a terrible catalogue of the 
exactions, frauds, oppressions, and wrongs that Germany had endured at the hands of the 
Popes, and which it had long silently groaned under, but the redress of which the Diet 
now demanded, with certification that if within a reasonable time a remedy was not 
forthcoming, the princes would take the matter into their own hands.  
 
The Papal nuncio had seen and heard sufficient to convince him that he had stayed long 
enough at Nuremberg. He hastily quitted the city, leaving it to some other to be the bearer 
of this ungracious message to the Pontiff. Till the Diet should arrange its affairs with the 
Pontiff, it resolved that the gospel should continue to be preached. What a triumph for 
Protestantism! But a year before, at Worms, the German princes had concurred with 
Charles V in the edict of death passed on Luther. Now, not only do they refuse to execute 
that edict, but they decree that the pure gospel shall be preached.   This indicates rapid 
progress. Luther hailed it as a triumph, and the echoes of his shout came back from the 
Swiss hills in the joy it awakened among the Reformers of Helvetia. 
 
In due course the recess, or decree, of the Diet of Nuremberg reached the Seven-hilled 
City, and was handed in at the Vatican.  Adrian was beside himself with rage. Luther was 
not to be burned! a General Council was demanded! a hundred grievances, all duly 
catalogued, must be redressed! and there was, moreover, a quiet hint that if the Pope did 
not look to this matter in time, others would attend to it. Adrian sat down, and poured out 
a torrent of invectives and threatenings, than which nothing more fierce and bitter had 
ever emanated from the Vatican. Frederick of Saxony, against whom this fulmination was 
thundered, put his hand upon his sword's hilt when he read it. "No," said Luther, the only 
one of the three who was able to command his temper, "we must have no war. No one 
shall fight for the gospel." Peace was preserved. 
 
The rage of the Papal party was embittered by the checks it was meeting with. War had 
been averted, but persecution broke out. At every step the Reformation gathered new 
glory. The courage of the Reformer and the learning of the scholar had already illustrated 
it, but now it was to be glorified by the devotion of the martyr. It was not in Wittenberg 
that the first stake was planted. Charles V would have dragged Luther to the pile, nay, he 
would have burned the entire Wittenberg school in one fire, had he had the power; but he 
could act in Germany only so far as the princes went with him. It was otherwise in his 
hereditary dominions of the Low Countries; there he could do as he pleased; and there it 
was that the storm, after muttering awhile, at last burst out. At Antwerp the gospel had 
found entrance into the Augustine convent, and the inmates not only embraced the truth, 



but in some instances began to preach it with power. This drew upon the convent the eyes 
of the inquisitors who had been sent into Flanders. The friars were apprehended, 
imprisoned, and condemned to death. One recanted; others managed to escape; but 
three—Henry Voes, John Esch, and Lambert Thorn—braved the fire.  
 
Three confessors of the gospel had the stake consumed; in their place it had created 
hundreds.  Adrian of Rome, too, lived to hear of the death of these youths. The 
persecutions had begun, but Adrian's reforms had not yet commenced. The world had 
seen the last of these reforms in the lurid light that streamed from the stake in the great 
square of Brussels. Adrian died on the 14th of September of the same year. 

Adrian was dead. His scheme for the reform of the Papacy, with all the hopes and fears it 
had excited, descended with him to the grave. Cardinal Guilio de Medici, an unsuccessful 
candidate at the last election, had better fortune this time, and now mounted the Pontifical 
throne. The new Pope, who took the title of Clement VII, made haste to reverse the 
policy of his predecessor. Pallavicino was of opinion that the greatest evils and dangers 
of the Papacy had arisen from the choice of a "saint" to fill the Papal chair. 
 
Clement VII took care to let the world know that its present occupant was a "man of 
affairs"—no austere man, with neither singing nor dancing in his palace; no senile 
dreamer of reforms; but one who knew both to please the Romans and to manage foreign 
courts. There a storm was brewing which would try his seamanship to the utmost. Leo X 
had trifled with this affair. Adrian VI had imagined that he had only to utter the magic 
word "reform," and the billows would subside and the winds sink to rest. Clement would 
prove himself an abler pilot; he would act as a statesman, as a Pope. 
 
Early in the spring of 1524, the city of Nuremberg was honored a second time with the 
presence of the Imperial Diet within its walls. The Pope's first care was to send a right 
man as legate to this assembly. He selected Cardinal Campeggio, a man of known ability, 
of great experience, and of weight of character — the fittest, in short, his court could 
furnish. His journey to the Italian frontier was like a triumphal march. But when he 
entered upon German soil all these tokens of public enthusiasm forsook him, and when 
he arrived at the gates of Nuremberg he looked in vain for the usual procession of 
magistrates and clergy, marshaled under cross and banner, to bid him welcome. Alas! 
how the times had changed! The proud ambassador of Clement passed quietly through 
the streets, and entered his hotel, as if he had been an ordinary traveler.  
 
The instructions Campeggio had received from his master directed him to soothe the 
Elector Frederick, who was still smarting from Adrian's furious letter; and to withhold no 
promise and neglect no art which might prevail with the Diet, and make it subservient. 
This done, he was to strike at Luther. If they only had the monk at the stake, all would be 
well. 
 
The able and astute envoy of Clement acted his part well. He touched modestly on his 
devotion to Germany, which had induced him to accept this painful mission when all 
others had declined it. He described the tender solicitude and sleepless care of his master, 



the Pope, whom he likened now to a pilot, sitting aloft, and watching anxiously, while all 
on board slept; and now to a shepherd, driving away the wolf, and leading his flock into 
good pastures. He could not refrain from expressing "his wonder that so many great and 
honorable princes should suffer the religion, rites, and ceremonies wherein they were 
born and bred, and in which their fathers and progenitors had died, to be abolished and 
trampled upon." He begged them to think where all this would end, namely, in a 
universal uprising of peoples against their rulers, and the destruction of Germany. As for 
the Turk, it was unnecessary for him to say much. The mischief he threatened 
Christendom with was plain to all men.  
 
The princes heard him with respect, and thanked him for his good will and his friendly 
counsels; but to come to the matter in hand, the German nation, said they, sent a list of 
grievances in writing to Rome; they would like to know if the Pope had returned any 
answer, and what it was. Campeggio, though he assumed an air of surprise, had expected 
this interrogatory to be put to him, and was not unprepared for the part he was to act. "As 
to their demands," he said, "there had been only three copies of them brought privately to 
Rome, whereof one had fallen into his hands; but the Pope and college of cardinals could 
not believe that they had been framed by the princes; they thought that some private 
persons had published them in hatred to the court of Rome; and thus he had no 
instructions as to that particular."  
 
The surprise the legate's answer gave the Diet, and the indignation it kindled among its 
members, may be imagined. 
 
The Emperor Charles, whom the war with Francis kept in Spain, had sent his 
ambassador, John Hunnaart, to the Diet to complain that the decree of Worms, which had 
been enacted with their unanimous consent, was not observed, and to demand that it be 
put in execution — in other words, that Luther be put to death, and that the gospel be 
proscribed in all the States of the Empire.  Campeggio had made the same request in his 
master's name. 
 
"Impossible!" cried many of the deputies; "to attempt such a thing would be to plunge 
Germany into war and bloodshed." 
 
Campeggio and Hunnaart insisted, nevertheless, that the princes should put in force the 
edict against Luther and his doctrines, to which they had been consenting parties. What 
was the Diet to do? 
 
It could not repeal the edict, and it dared not enforce it. The princes hit upon a clever 
device for silencing the Pope who was pushing them on, and appeasing the people who 
were holding them back. They passed a decree saying that the Edict of Worms should be 
vigorously enforced, as far as possible.  Practically it was the repeal of the edict; for the 
majority of the States had declared that to enforce it was not possible. 
 
Campeggio and Hunnaart, the Spanish envoy from Charles V, had gained what was a 
seeming victory, but a real defeat. Other defeats awaited them. 



 
The majority of the princes convened at Nuremberg urged a General Council, to be held 
on German soil.  The Papal legate and the envoy of Charles V offered a stout resistance 
to the proposed resolution of the princes. They represented to them what an affront that 
resolve would be to the Papal chair, what an attack upon the prerogatives of the Pontiff. 
The princes, however, were not to be turned from their purpose. They decreed that a Diet 
should assemble at Spires, in November, and that meanwhile the States and free towns of 
Germany should express their mind as regarded the abuses to be corrected and the 
reforms to be instituted, so that, when the Council met, the Diet might be able to speak in 
the name of the Fatherland, and demand such Reformation of the Church as the nation 
wished. 
 
Meanwhile the Protestant preachers redoubled their zeal; morning and night they 
proclaimed the gospel in the churches. The two great cathedrals of Nuremberg were filled 
to overflowing with an attentive audience. The Lord's Supper was dispensed according to 
the Apostolic mode, and 4,000 persons, including the emperor's sister, the Queen of 
Denmark, and others of rank, joined in the celebration of the ordinance. The mass was 
forsaken; the images were turned out of doors; the scriptures were explained according to 
the early Fathers; and scarce could the Papal legate go or return from the imperial hall, 
where the Diet held its meetings, without being jostled in the street by the crowds 
hurrying to the Protestant sermon. The tolling of the bells for worship, the psalm pealed 
forth by thousands of voices, and wafted across the valley of the Pegnitz to the imperial 
chateau on the opposite height, sorely tried the equanimity of the servants of the Pope and 
the emperor. Campeggio saw Nuremberg plunging every day deeper into heresy; he saw 
the authority of his master set at nought, and the excommunicated doctrines every hour 
enlisting new adherents, who feared neither the ecclesiastical anathema nor the imperial 
ban. He saw all this with indignation and disgust, and yet he was entirely without power 
to prevent it. 
 
Germany seemed nearer than it had been at any previous moment to a national 
Reformation. It promised to reach the goal by a single bound. A few months, and the 
Alps will do more than divide between two countries; they will divide between two 
Churches. No longer will the bulls and palls of the Pope cross their snows, and no longer 
will the gold of Germany flow back to swell the wealth and maintain the pride of the city 
whence they come. The Germans will find for themselves a church and a creed, without 
asking humbly the permission of the Italians. They will choose their own pastors, and 
exercise their own government; and leave the Shepherd of the Tiber to care for his flock 
on the south of the mountains, without stretching his crosier to the north of them. This 
was the import of what the Diet had agreed to do. 
 
We do not wonder that Campeggio and Hunnaart viewed the resolution of the princes 
with dismay. In truth, the envoy of the emperor had about as much cause to be alarmed as 
the nuncio of the Pope. Charles's authority in Germany was tottering as well as 
Clement's; for if the States should break away from the Roman faith, the emperor's sway 
would be weakened—in fact, all but annihilated; the imperial dignity would be shorn of 
its splendor; and those great schemes, in the execution of which the emperor had counted 



confidently on the aid of the Germans, would have to be abandoned as impracticable. 
 
But it was in the Vatican that the resolution of the princes excited the greatest terror and 
rage. Clement comprehended at a glance the full extent of the disaster that threatened his 
throne. All Germany was becoming Lutheran; the half of his kingdom was about to be 
torn from him. Not a stone must be left unturned, not an art known in the Vatican must be 
neglected, if by any means the meeting of the Diet at Spires may be prevented. 
 
We should note how the Reformation was affecting life in Germany.  In Nuremberg 
alone, where the Diet had taken place, we find great Protestant preachers, artists, and 
artisans, using their gifts to the glory of God.  The luminary preacher of that fair city was 
Osiander.  Hanging on the lips of Osiander and other preachers, was Albert Durer, the 
great painter, sculptor, and mathematician. This man of genius embraced the faith of 
Protestantism, and became a friend of Luther. In Nuremberg, too, lived Hans Sachs, the 
poet, also a disciple of the gospel and a friend of Luther.  Here, too, and about the same 
period, lived Peter Vischer, the sculptor and caster in bronze; Adam Craft, the sculptor; 
Veit Stoss, the carver in wood; and many besides, quick of eye and cunning of hand, 
whose names have perished, now live in their works alone, which not only served as 
models to the men of their own age, but have stimulated the ingenuity and improved the 
taste of many in ours. 

But to Spires all eyes are now turned, where the fate of the Popedom is to be decided. On 
both sides there is the bustle of anxious preparation. The princes invite the cities and 
States to speak boldly out, and declare their grievances, and say what reforms they wish 
to have enacted. In the opposite camp there is, if possible, still greater activity and 
preparation.  So the princes, on their return to their States after the Diet in Nuremburg, 
began to collect the suffrages of their people on the question of church reform; and the 
legate, on his part, without a day's delay, began his intrigues to prevent the meeting of an 
assembly which threatened to deliver the heaviest blow his master's authority had yet 
received. 
 
The success of the princes friendly to the Reformed faith exceeded their expectations. 
The all but unanimous declaration of the provinces was, "We will serve Rome no longer." 
Franconia, Brandenburg, Henneburg, Windsheim, Wertheim, and Nuremberg declared 
against the abuses of the mass, against the seven Popish Sacraments, against the 
adoration of images, and, reserving the unkindliest cut for the last, against the Papal 
supremacy.  These dogmatic changes would draw after them a host of administrative 
reforms. The pretext for the innumerable Romish exactions, of which the Germans so 
loudly complained, would be swept away. No longer would come functions and graces 
from Rome, and the gold of Germany would cease to flow thither in return. The 
Protestant theologians were overjoyed. A few months, and the national voice, through its 
constituted organ the Diet, will have pronounced in favor of Reform. The movement will 
be safely piloted into the harbor. 
 
The consternation of the Romish party was in proportion. They saw the gates of the North 
opening a second time, and the German hosts in full march upon the Eternal City. What 



was to be done? Campeggio was on the spot; and it was fortunate for Rome that he was 
so, otherwise the subsequent intervention of the Pope and the emperor might have come 
too late. The legate adopted the old policy of "divide and conquer." 
 
Withdrawing from a Diet which contemplated usurping the most august functions of his 
master, Campeggio retired to Ratisbon, and there set to work to form a party among the 
princes of Germany. He succeeded in drawing around him Ferdinand, Archduke of 
Austria, the Dukes of Bavaria, the Archbishop of Salzburg, and the Bishops of Trent and 
Ratisbon. These were afterwards joined by most of the bishops of Southern Germany. 
Campeggio represented to this convention that the triumph of Wittenberg was imminent, 
and that with the fall of the Papacy was bound up the destruction of their own power, and 
the dissolution of the existing order of things. To avert these terrible evils, they resolved 
to forbid the printing of Luther's books; to permit no married priests to live in their 
territories; to recall the youth of their dominions who were studying at Wittenberg; to 
tolerate no change in the mass or public worship; and, in fine, to put into execution the 
Edict of Worms against Luther. They concluded, in short, to wage a war of extermination 
against the new faith. 
 
As a set-off against these stern measures, they promised a few very mild reforms. The 
ecclesiastical imposts were to be lightened, and the Church festivals made somewhat less 
numerous. And, not able apparently to see that they were falling into the error which they 
condemned in the proposed Diet at Spires, they proceeded to enact a standard of 
orthodoxy, consisting of the first four Latin Fathers—Ambrose, Jerome, Augustine, and 
Gregory—whose opinions were to be the rule according to which all preachers were to 
interpret scripture. Such was the Ratisbon Reformation, as it came afterwards to be 
called. 
 
The publication of the legate's project was viewed as an insult by the princes of the 
opposite party. "What right," they asked, "have a few princes and bishops to constitute 
themselves the representatives of the nation, and to make a law for the whole of 
Germany? Who gave them this authority? Besides, what good will a Reformation do us 
that removes only the smaller abuses, and leaves the great altogether untouched? It is not 
the humbler clergy, but the prelates and abbots who oppress us, and these the Ratisbon 
Convention leaves flourishing in their wealth and power. Nor does this Reform give us 
the smallest hope that we shall be protected in future from the manifold exactions of the 
Roman court. In condemning the lesser evils, does not the League sanction the greater?"  
 
The legate had done well, and now the Pope, who saw that he must grasp the keys more 
firmly, or surrender them altogether, followed up with vigor the measures of Campeggio. 
Clement VII wrote in urgent terms to Charles V, telling him that the Empire was in even 
greater danger from these audacious Germans than the tiara. Charles did not need this 
spur. He was sufficiently alive to what was due to him as emperor. This proposal of the 
princes to hold a Diet irrespective of the emperor's authority stung him to the quick. 
 
The Pope's letter found the emperor at Burgos, the capital of Old Castile. The air of the 
place was not favorable to concessions to Lutheranism. Everything around Charles—a 



cathedral of un-rivaled magnificence, the lordly priests by which it was served, the 
devotion of the Castilians, with other tokens of the pomp and power of Catholicism—
must have inspired him with even more than his usual reverence for the old religion, and 
made the project of the princes appear in his eyes doubly a crime. He wrote in sharp 
terms to them, saying that it belonged to him as emperor to demand of the Pope that a 
Council should be convoked; that he and the Pope alone were the judges when it was a 
fitting time to convoke such an assembly, and that when he saw that a Council could be 
held with profit to Christendom he would ask the Pope to summon one; that, meanwhile, 
till a General Council should meet, it was their duty to acquiesce in the ecclesiastical 
settlement which had been made at Worms; that at that Diet all the matters which they 
proposed to bring again into discussion at Spires had been determined, and that to meet to 
discuss them over again was to unsettle them. In fine, he reminded them of the Edict of 
Worms against Luther, and called on them to put it in execution. He forbade the meeting 
of the Diet at Spires, under penalty of high treason and ban of the Empire. The princes 
eventually submitted, and thus the projected Diet, which had excited so great hopes on 
the one side and so great alarm on the other, never met. 
 
The issue of the affair was that the unity of Germany was broken. From this hour, there 
were a Catholic Diet and a Protestant Diet in the Empire— a Catholic Germany and a 
Protestant Germany.  The rent was made by Campeggio, and what he did was endorsed 
and completed by Charles V. The Reformation was developing peacefully in the Empire; 
the majority of the Diet was on its side; the several States and cities were rallying to it; 
there was the promise that soon it would be seen advancing under the aegis of a united 
Fatherland: but this fair prospect was suddenly and fatally blighted by the formation of an 
Anti-Protestant League. 
 
The conferences at Ratisbon lasted a fortnight, and when at length they came to an end, 
the Archduke Ferdinand and the Papal legate journeyed together to Vienna. On the road 
thither, they came to an understanding as to the practical steps for carrying out the league. 
The sword must be unsheathed. Gaspard Tauber, of Vienna, whose crime was the 
circulating of Luther's books, was among the first to suffer. An idea got abroad that he 
would recant. Two pulpits were erected in the churchyard of St. Stephen's. From the one 
Tauber was to read his recantation, and from the other a priest was to magnify the act as a 
new trophy of the power of the Roman Church. Tauber rose in presence of the vast 
multitude assembled in the graveyard, who awaited in deep silence the first words of 
recantation.  To their amazement he made a bolder confession of his faith than ever. He 
was immediately dragged to execution, decapitated, and his body thrown into the fire and 
consumed. His Christian intrepidity on the scaffold made a deep impression on his 
townsmen. At Buda, in Hungary, a Protestant bookseller was burned with his books piled 
up around him. He was heard amid the flames proclaiming the joy with which he suffered 
for the sake of Christ. An inquisitor, named Reichler, traversed Wurtemberg, hanging 
Lutherans on the trees, and nailing the Reformed preachers to posts by the tongue, and 
leaving them to die on the spot, or set themselves free at the expense of self-mutilation, 
and the loss of that gift by which they had served Christ in the ministry of the gospel. In 
the territories of the Archbishop of Salzburg, a Protestant who was being conducted to 
prison was released by two peasants, while his guards were carousing in an alehouse. The 



peasants were beheaded outside the walls of the city without form of trial. There was a 
Reign of Terror in Bavaria. It was not on those in humble life only that the storm fell; the 
magistrate on the bench, the baron in his castle found no protection from the persecutor. 
The country swarmed with spies, and friend dared not confide in friend. 
 
This fanatical rage extended to some parts of Northern Germany. The tragical fate of 
Henry van Zutphen deserves a short notice. Escaping from the monastery at Antwerp in 
1523, when the converts Esch and Voes were seized and burned, he preached the gospel 
for two years in Bremen. His fame as a preacher extending, he was invited to proclaim 
the reformed doctrine to the uninstructed people of the Ditmarches country. He repaired 
thither, and had appeared only once in the pulpit, when the house in which he slept was 
surrounded at midnight by a mob, heated by the harangues of the prior of the Dominicans 
and the fumes of Hamburg beer. He was pulled out of bed, beaten with clubs, dragged on 
foot over many miles of a road covered with ice and snow, and finally thrown on a slow 
fire and burned.  Such were the means which the "Ratisbon Reformers" adopted for 
repressing Protestantism, and upholding the old order of things.  

While its enemies were forming leagues and un-sheathing their swords against the 
Reformation, new friends were hastening to place themselves on its side. It was at this 
hour that some of the more powerful princes of Germany stepped out from the ranks of 
the Romanists, and inscribed the "evangel" on their banners, declaring that henceforward 
under this "sign" only would they fight. Over against the camp formed by Austria and 
Bavaria was pitched that of the Landgrave of Hesse and the free cities.  About the same 
time, other princes transferred the homage of their hearts and the services of their lives to 
the same cause. Among these were Duke Ernest of Luneburg, who now began to promote 
the reformation of his States; the Elector of the Palatinate; and Frederick I of Denmark.   
These accessions were followed by another, on which time has since set the print of vast 
importance. Its consequences continue to be felt down to our own days. The knight who 
now transferred his homage to the cause of Protestantism was the head of the house of 
Prussia, then Margrave of Brandenburg. 
 
The chiefs of the now imperial house of Prussia were originally Burgraves of Nuremberg. 
They sold, as we have already said, this dignity, and the price they received for it enabled 
them to purchase the Margraveship of Brandenburg. In 1511, Albert, the then head of the 
house of Brandenburg, became Grand Master of the Teutonic Order. This was perhaps 
the most illustrious of all those numerous orders of religious knights, or monks, which 
were founded during the frenzy of the Crusades, in defense of the Christian faith against 
heathens and infidels. They wore a white cross as their badge. Albert, the present Grand 
Master, while attending the Diet at Nuremberg, had listened to the sermons of Osiander, 
and had begun to doubt the soundness of the Roman creed, and, along with that, the 
lawfulness of his vow as Grand Master of the Teutonic monks. He obtained an interview 
with Luther, and asked his advice. "Renounce your Grand-Mastership; dissolve the 
order," said the Reformer; "take a wife; and erect your quasi-religious domain into a 
secular and hereditary duchy." 
 
Albert, adopting the counsel of Luther, opened to himself and his family the road that at a 



future day was to conduct to the imperial crown. He renounced his order of monk-hood, 
professed the reformed faith, married a princess of Denmark, and declared Prussia an 
hereditary duchy, doing homage for it to the crown of Poland. He was put under the ban 
of the Empire; but retained, nevertheless, possession of his dominions. In process of time 
this rich inheritance fell to the possession of the electoral branch of his family; all 
dependence on the crown of Poland was cast off; the duchy was converted into a 
kingdom, and the title of duke exchanged for the loftier one of king. The fortunes of the 
house continued to grow till at last its head took his place among the great sovereigns of 
Europe.  Another and higher step awaited him. In 1870, at the close of the Franco-
German war, the King of Prussia became Emperor of Germany. 
 
In the rear of the princes, and in some instances in advance of them, came the free cities. 
They eminently prepared the soil for the reception of Protestantism. They were nurseries 
of art, cultivators of knowledge, and guardians of liberty. We have already seen that at 
Nuremberg, during the sittings of the Diet, and despite the presence of the legate of the 
Pope and the ambassador of the emperor, Protestant sermons were daily preached in the 
two cathedral churches; and when Campeggio threatened to apprehend and punish the 
preachers in the name of his master, the municipality spiritedly forbade him to touch a 
hair of their heads. Other towns followed the example of Nuremberg. The Municipal 
Diets of Ulm and Spires (1524) resolved that the clergy should be sustained in preaching 
the pure gospel, and bound themselves by mutual promise to defend each other against 
any attempt to execute the Edict of Worms. 
 
At the very moment that Protestantism was receiving these powerful accessions from 
without, a principle of weakness was being developed within. The Reformers, hitherto a 
united phalanx, began to be parted into two camps—the Lutheran and the Reformed. It is 
now that we trace the incipient rise of the two powerful parties which have continued. 
 
The difference was at first confined to two men. Luther and Carlstadt had combated by 
the side of each other at Leipsic against Dr. Eck; unhappily they differed in their views 
on the Sacrament of the Supper, and began to do battle against each other. Few there are 
who can follow with equal steps the march of Truth, as she advances from the material 
and the symbolical to the position of a pure principle. Some lag behind, laying fully as 
much stress upon the symbol as upon the verity it contains; others outstrip Truth, as it 
were, by seeking to dissociate her from that organization which God has seen to be 
necessary for her action upon the world. The fanatics, who arose at this stage of the 
Reformation, depreciated the Word and the Sacraments, and, in short, all outward 
ordinances, maintaining that religion was a thing exclusively of spiritual communion, and 
that men were to be guided by an inward light. Luther saw clearly that this theory would 
speedily be the destruction not of what was outward only in religion, but also of what was 
inward and spiritual. A recoil ensued in his sentiments. He not only paused in his career, 
he went back; and the retrogression which we henceforth trace in him was not merely a 
retrogression from the new mystics, but from his former self. The clearness and boldness 
which up till this time had characterized his judgment on theological questions now 
forsook him, and something of the old haze began to gather round him and cloud his 
mind. 



 
At an earlier period of his career (1520), in his work entitled the Babylonian Captivity, he 
had expressed himself in terms which implied that the spiritual presence of Christ in the 
Sacrament was the only presence he recognized there, and that faith in Christ thus present 
was the only thing necessary to enable one to participate in all the benefits of the Lord's 
Supper. This doctrine is in nowise different from that which was afterwards taught on this 
head by Calvin, and which Luther so zealously opposed in the case of Zwingli and the 
theologians of the Swiss Reformation. Unhappily, Luther having grasped the true idea of 
the Lord's Supper, again lost it. He was unable to retain permanent possession of the 
ground which he had occupied for a moment, as it were; he fell back to the old semi-
materialistic position, to the arrestment of his own career, and the dividing of the 
Protestant army. 
 
It is a grand principle in Protestantism that the ordinances of the Church become to us 
"effectual means" of salvation, not from "any virtue in them," or "in him that administers 
them," but solely by the "blessing of God," and the "working of His Spirit in them that by 
faith receive them." 
 
This draws a clear line of distinction between the institutions of the Reformed Church 
and the rites of Paganism and Romanism. It was a doctrine of Paganism that there was a 
magical or necromantic influence in all its observances, in virtue of which a purifying 
change was effected upon the soul of the worshipper. This idea was the essence of 
Paganism. In the sacrifice, in the lustral water, in every ceremony of its ritual, there 
resided an invisible but potent power, which of itself renewed or transformed the man 
who did the rite, or in whose behalf it was done. This doctrine descended to Romanism. 
In all its priests, and in all its rites, there was lodged a secret, mysterious, superhuman 
virtue, which regenerated and sanctified men. It was called the "opus operatum," because, 
according to this theory, salvation came simply by the performance of the rite—the 
"doing of the work." It was not the Spirit that regenerated man, nor was faith on his part 
necessary in order to his profiting; the work was accomplished by the sole and inherent 
potency of the rite. This doctrine converts the ordinances of the gospel into spells, and 
makes their working simply magical. 
 
Luther was on the point of fully emancipating himself from this belief. As regards the 
doctrines of Christianity, he did fully emancipate himself from it. His doctrine of 
justification by faith alone implied the total renunciation of this idea; but, as regards the 
Sacraments, he did not so fully vindicate his freedom from the old beliefs. With reference 
to the Supper, he lost sight of the grand master-truth which led to the emancipation of 
himself and Christendom from monkish bondage. He could see that faith alone in Christ's 
obedience and death could avail for the justification, the pardon, and the eternal salvation 
of the sinner; and yet he could not see that faith alone in Christ, as spiritually present in 
the Supper, could avail for the nourishment of the believer. Yet the latter is but another 
application of Luther's great cardinal doctrine of justification by faith. 
 
The shock Luther received from the extremes to which the Anabaptists proceeded in 
good part accounts for this result. He saw, as he thought, the whole of Christianity about 



to be spiritualized, and to lose itself a second time in the mazes of mysticism. He 
retreated, therefore, into the doctrine of consubstantiation, which the Dominican, John of 
Paris, broached in the end of the thirteenth century. According to this tenet, the body and 
blood of Christ are really and corporeally present in the elements, but the substance of the 
bread and wine also remains. 
 
Luther held that in, under, or along with the elements was Christ's very body; so that, 
after consecration, the bread was both bread and the flesh of Christ, and the wine both 
wine and the blood of Christ. He defended his belief by a literal interpretation of the 
words of institution, "This is my body." "I have undergone many hard struggles," we find 
him saying, "and would fain have forced myself into believing a doctrine whereby I could 
have struck a mighty blow at the Papacy. But the text of scripture is too potent for me; I 
am a captive to it, and cannot get away." 
 
Carlstadt refused to bow to the authority of the great doctor on this point. He agreed with 
the Luther of 1520, not with the Luther of 1524. Carlstadt held that there was no 
corporeal presence of Christ in the elements; that the consecration effects no change upon 
the bread and wine; that the Supper is simply commemorative of the death of Christ, and 
nourishes the communicant by vividly representing that transaction to his faith. 
 
Carlstadt's views differed widely from those of Luther, but they fell short of the doctrine 
of the Supper, as it came afterwards to be settled in the controversies that ensued, and 
finally held by Zwingli and Calvin. 
 
Carlstadt finding himself fettered, as may well be conceived, in the declaration of his 
opinions at Wittenberg, sought a freer stage on which to ventilate them. Early in 1524 he 
removed to Orlamunde and there began to propagate his views. We do not at this stage 
enter on the controversy. It will come before us afterwards, when we can review, with 
much greater profit and advantage, the successive stages of this great war, waged 
unhappily within the camp of the Reformation. 
 
One passage at arms we must however record. No longer awed by Luther's presence, 
Carlstadt's boldness and zeal waxed greater every day. Not content with opposing the 
Wittenberg doctrine of the Supper, he attacked Luther on the subject of images. The old 
leaven of monkhood—the strength of which was shown in the awful struggles he had to 
undergo before he found his way to the Cross—was not wholly purged out of the 
Reformer. Luther not only tolerated the presence of images in the churches, like Zwingli; 
for the sake of the weak; he feared to displace them even when the worshippers desired 
their removal. He believed they might be helpful. Carlstadt properly denounced these 
tendencies and weaknesses as Popery. The minds of the men of Orlamunde were aroused 
by the preaching of Carlstadt.  The Elector sent Luther to Orlamunde to smooth the 
troubled waters. A little reflection might have taught Frederick that his presence was 
more likely to bring on a tempest; for the Reformer was beginning to halt in that 
equanimity and calm strength which, up till this time, he had been able to exercise in the 
face of opposition. 
 



Luther on his way to Orlamunde traveled by Jena, where he arrived on the 21st August, 
1524. From this city he wrote to the Elector and Duke John, exhorting them to employ 
their power in curbing that fanatical spirit, which was beginning to give birth to acts of 
violence.  

Next day he preached against insurrectionary tumults, iconoclast violence, and the denial 
of the real presence in the Eucharist. From Jena, Luther continued his journey, and 
arrived at Orlamunde in the end of August. The Reformer himself has given us no 
account of his disputation with Carlstadt. The account which historians commonly follow 
is that of Reinhard, a pastor of Jena, and an eye-witness. Its accuracy has been challenged 
by Luther, and, seeing Reinhard was a friend of Carlstadt, it is not improbably colored. 
But making every allowance, Luther appears to have been too much in haste to open this 
breach in the Protestant army, and he took the responsibility too lightly, forgetful of the 
truth which Melchior Adam has enunciated, and which experience has a thousand times 
verified, "that a single spark will often suffice to wrap in flames a whole forest." As 
regards the argument Luther won no victory; he found the waters ruffled, and he lashed 
them into tempest. 
 
Assembling the town council and the citizens of Orlamunde, Luther was addressing them 
when Carlstadt entered. Walking up to Luther, Carlstadt saluted him: "Dear doctor, if you 
please, I will induct you." "You are my antagonist," Luther replied, "I have pledged you 
with a florin." "I shall ever be your antagonist," rejoined the other, "so long as you are an 
antagonist to God and His Word." Luther on this insisted that Carlstadt should withdraw, 
seeing that he could not transact the business on which he had come at the Elector's 
command, in his presence. Cartstadt refused, on the ground that it was a free meeting, 
and if he was in fault why should his presence be feared? On this Luther turned to his 
attendant, and ordered him to put-to the horses at once, for he should immediately leave 
the town, whereupon Carlstadt withdrew. 
 
Being now alone with the men of Orlamunde, Luther proceeded with the business the 
Elector had sent him to transact, which was to remove their iconoclast prejudices, and 
quiet the agitation of their city. "Prove to me," said Luther, opening the discussion, 
"prove to me by scripture that images ought to be destroyed." 
 
"Mr. Doctor," rejoined a councilor, "do you grant me thus much—that Moses knew God's 
commandments?" Then opening a Bible he read these words: "Thou shalt not make to 
thyself any graven image, or the likeness of anything." This was as much as to say, Prove 
to me from scripture that images ought to be worshipped. 
 
"That passage refers to images of idols only," responded Luther. "If I have hung up in my 
room a crucifix which I do not worship, what harm can it do me? " 
 
This was Zwingli's ground; but Luther was not yet able fully to occupy it. "I have often," 
said a shoemaker, "taken off my hat to an image in a room or on the road; to do so is an 
act of idolatry, which takes from God the glory that is due to Him alone." 
 



"Because of their being abused, then," replied Luther, "we ought to destroy women, and 
pour out wine into the streets." 
 
"No," was the reply; "these are God's creatures, which we are not commanded to 
destroy." 
 
It is easy to see that images were not things of mere indifference to Luther. He could not 
divest himself of a certain veneration for them. He feared to put forth his hand and pull 
them down, nor would he permit those that would. Immediately on the close of the 
discussion he left Orlamunde, amid very emphatic marks of popular disfavor. It was the 
one field, of the many on which he contended, from which he was fated to retire with 
dishonor. 
 
Carlstadt did not stop here. He began to declaim bitterly against Luther and the 
Lutherans. This was more than the Elector Frederick could endure. He ordered Carlstadt 
to quit his dominions; and the latter, obeying, wandered southward, in the direction of 
Switzerland, propagating wherever he came his views on the Supper. The aged Elector, at 
whose orders he had quitted Saxony, was beginning to fear that the Reformation was 
advancing too far. His faith in the Reformed doctrine continued to grow, and was only 
the stronger the nearer he came to his latter end, which was now not far off; but the 
political signs dismayed him. The unsettling of men's minds, and the many new and wild 
notions that were vented, and which were the necessary concomitants of the great 
revolution in progress, caused him alarm. The horizon was darkening all round, but the 
good Frederick went to his grave in peace, and saw not those tempests which were 
destined to shake the world. 
 
All was peace in the chamber where Frederick the Wise breathed his last. On the 4th of 
May (1525) he dictated to an amanuensis his last instructions to his brother John, who 
was to succeed him, and 'who was then absent with the army in Thuringia. He charged 
him to deal kindly and tenderly with the peasantry, and to remit the duties on wine and 
beer. "Be not afraid," he said, "Our Lord God will richly and graciously compensate us in 
other ways."   In the evening Spalatin entered the prince's apartment. As the Elector 
neared his end, his chaplain recited some promises from the Word of God, of which the 
Elector, in his latter years, had been a diligent and devout student. A serenity and 
refreshment of soul came along with the words; and at five of the afternoon he departed 
so peacefully, that it was only by bending over him that his physician saw he had ceased 
to breathe. 

But the sun of the Reformation was mounting into the sky, and promising to fill the world 
with light. In a moment a cloud gathered, overspread the firmament, and threatened to 
quench the young day in the darkness of a horrible night. 
 
The troubles that now arose had not been foreseen by Luther. That the Pope, whom the 
Reformation would despoil of the triple crown, with all the spiritual glory and temporal 
power attendant thereon, should anathematize it; that the emperor, whose scheme of 
policy and ambition it thwarted, should make war against it; and that the numerous orders 



of the mitre and the cowl should swell the opposition; was to be expected; but that the 
people, from whose eyes it was to tear the bandage of spiritual darkness, and from whose 
arms it was to rend the fetters of temporal bondage, should seek to destroy it, had not 
entered into Luther's calculations. Yet now a terrible blow—the greatest the Reformation 
had as yet sustained—came upon it, not from the Pope, nor from the emperor, but from 
the people. 
 
The oppressions of the German peasantry had been growing for centuries. They had long 
since been stripped of the rude privileges their fathers enjoyed. They could no longer 
roam their forests at will, kill what game they pleased, and build their hut on whatever 
spot taste or convenience dictated. Not only were they robbed of their ancient rights, they 
were compelled to submit to new and galling restrictions. Tied to their native acres, in 
many instances, they were compelled to expend their sweat in tilling the fields, and spin 
their blood in maintaining the quarrels of their masters. To temporal oppression was 
added ecclesiastical bondage. The small portion of earthly goods which the baron had left 
them, the priest wrung from them by spiritual threats, thus filling their cup of suffering to 
the brim. The power of contrast came to embitter their lot. While one part of Germany 
was sinking into drudgery and destitution, another part was rising into affluence and 
power. The free towns were making rapid strides in the acquisition of liberty, and their 
example taught the peasants the way to achieve a like independence—by combination. 
Letters and arts were awakening thought and prompting to effort. Last of all came the 
Reformation, and that great power vastly widened the range of human vision. 
 
It was now evident to many that the hour had fully come when these wrongs, which dated 
from ancient times, but which had been greatly aggravated by recent events, must be 
redressed. The patience of the sufferers was exhausted; they had begun to feel their 
power; and if their fetters were not loosed by their masters, they would be broken by 
themselves, and with a blind rage and a destructive fury proportioned to the ignorance in 
which they had been kept, and the degradation into which they had been sunk. In the 
words of an eloquent writer and philosopher who flourished in an after-age, "they would 
break their chains on the heads of their oppressors. 
 
Mutterings of the gathering storm had already been heard. Premonitory insurrections and 
tumults had broken out in several of the German countries. The close of the preceding 
century had been marked by the revolt of the Boers in Holland, who paraded the country 
under a flag, on which was blazoned a gigantic cheese. The sixteenth century opened 
amid similar disturbances. Every two or three years there came a "new league," followed 
by a "popular insurrection." These admonished the princes, civil and spiritual, that they 
had no alternative, as regarded the future, but reformation or revolution. Spires, 
Wurtemberg, Carinthia, and Hungary were the successive theaters of these revolts, which 
all sprang from a variety of causes.  Some of these causes were the fault of the leaders—
oppressive labor, burdens which were growing ever the heavier, privileges which were 
waxing ever the narrower; while yet others were the fault of the peasants- lack of 
patience and Biblical submission to authority, combined with scriptural ignorance.  



It was at this hour that the Reformation stepped upon the stage. It came with its healing 
virtue to change the hearts and tame the passions of men, and so to charm into repose the 
insurrectionary spirit which threatened to devastate the world. It accomplished its end so 
far; it would have accomplished it completely, it would have turned the hearts of the 
princes to their subjects, and the hearts of the people to their rulers, had it been suffered 
to diffuse itself freely among both classes. Even as it was, it brought with it a pause in 
insurrectionary violence, which had begun to be common. But soon its progress was 
arrested by force, and then it was accused as the author of those evils which it was not 
permitted to cure. "See," said Duke George of Saxony, "what an abyss Luther has 
opened. He has reviled the Pope; he has spoken evil of dignities; he has filled the minds 
of the people with lofty notions of their own importance; and by his doctrines he has 
sown the seeds of universal disorder and anarchy. Luther and his Reformation are the 
cause of the Peasant-war." 
 
Many besides Duke George found it convenient to shut their eyes to their own misdeeds, 
and to make the gospel the scapegoat of calamities of which they themselves were the 
contributors. Even Erasmus upbraided Luther thus—"We are now reaping the fruits that 
you have sown." 
 
Some show of reason was given to these accusations by Thomas Munzer, who imported a 
religious element into this deplorable outbreak. Munzer was a professed disciple of the 
Reformation, but he held it to be unworthy of a Christian to be guided by any objective 
authority, even the Word of God. He was called to "liberty," and the law or limit of that 
"liberty" was his own inward light. Luther, he affirmed, by instituting ordinances and 
forms, had established another Popedom; and Munzer disliked the Popedom of 
Wittenberg even more than he did the Popedom of Rome. The political opinions of 
Munzer partook of a like freedom with his religious ones. To submit to princes was to 
serve Belials. We have no superior but God. The gospel taught that all men were equal; 
and this he interpreted, or rather misinterpreted, into the democratic doctrine of equality 
of rank, and community of goods. "We must mortify the body," said he, "by fasting and 
simple clothing, look gravely, speak little, and wear a long beard." 
 
"These and such-like things, says Sleidan, "he called the cross."  Such was the man who, 
girding on "the sword of Gideon," put himself at the head of the revolted peasantry. He 
inoculated them with his own visionary spirit, and taught them to aim at a liberty of 
which their own judgments or passions were the rule. 
 
The peasants put their demands (January, 1525) into twelve articles. The insurgents 
craved restitution of certain free domains which had belonged to their ancestors, and 
certain rights of hunting and fishing which they themselves had enjoyed, but which had 
been taken from them. They demanded, further, a considerable mitigation of taxes, which 
burdened them heavily, and which were of comparatively recent imposition. They headed 
their claim of rights with the free choice of their ministers; and it was a further peculiarity 
of this document, that each article in it was supported by a text from Scripture.  But the 
manner in which these demands were delivered is nevertheless unbecoming to 
Christianity. 



 
Those on whom these claims were pressed said, "No," with their hands upon their 
swords.  A wiser course would instead have reflected upon areas needing reform, and not 
offered such a blanket negative response. 
 
The vessel of the Reformation was now passing between the Scylla of established 
despotism and the Charybdis of popular lawlessness. It required rare skill to steer it 
aright. Shall Luther ally his movement with that of the peasantry? We can imagine him 
under some temptation to essay ruling the tempest, in the hope of directing its fury to the 
overthrow of a system which he regarded as the parent of all the oppressions and miseries 
that filled Christendom, and had brought on at last this mighty convulsion. One less 
spiritual in mind, and with less faith in the inherent vitalities of the Reformation might 
have been seduced into linking his cause with this tempest. Luther shrank from such a 
course. He knew that to ally so holy a cause as the Reformation with a movement at best 
but political, would be to profane it; and that to borrow the sword of men in its behalf 
was the sure way to forfeit the help of that mightier sword which alone could will such a 
battle. The Reformation had its own path and its own weapons, to which if it adhered, it 
would assuredly triumph in the end. Luther, therefore, stood apart. 
 
But this enabled him all the more, at the right moment, to come in between the ruler and 
the ruled, and to tell a little of the truth to both.  Turning to the princes he reminded them 
of the long course of tyranny which they and their fathers had exercised over the poor 
people. To the bishops he spoke yet more plainly. They had hidden the light of the gospel 
from the people; they had substituted cheats and fables for the doctrines of Biblical 
revelation; they had lettered men by unholy vows, and fleeced them by unrighteous 
impositions, and now they were reaping as they had sowed. To be angry at the peasants, 
he told them, was to be guilty of the folly of the man who vents his passion against the 
rod with which he is struck instead of the hand that wields it. The peasantry was but the 
instrument in the hand of God for their chastisement. 
 
Luther next addressed himself to the insurgents. He acknowledged that their complaints 
were not without cause, and thus he showed that he had a heart which could sympathize 
with them in their miseries, but he faithfully told them that they had taken the wrong 
course to remedy them. They would never mitigate their lot by rebellion; they must 
exercise Christian submission, and wait the gradual but certain rectification of their 
individual wrongs, and those of society at large, by the Divine, healing power of the 
gospel. He sought to enforce his admonition by his own example. He had not taken the 
sword; he had relied on the sole instrumentality of the gospel, and they themselves knew 
how much it had done in a very few years to shake the power of an oppressive hierarchy, 
with the political despotism that upheld it, and to ameliorate the condition of 
Christendom. No army could have accomplished half the work in double the time. He 
implored them to permit this process to go on. It is preachers, not soldiers—the gospel, 
not rebellion, that is to benefit the world. And he warned them that if they should oppose 
the gospel in the name of the gospel, they would only rivet the yoke of their enemies 
upon their neck. 
 



The courage of the Reformer is not less conspicuous than his wisdom, in speaking thus 
plainly to two such parties at such an hour. But Luther had but small thanks for his 
fidelity to the word of God in this matter. The princes accused him of throwing his shield 
over rebellion, because he refused to pronounce an unqualified condemnation of the 
peasantry; and the peasants blamed him as truckling to the princes, because he was not 
wholly with the insurrection.  

The first insurrectionary cloud rolled up in Suabia, from beside the sources of the 
Danube. It made its appearance in the summer of 1524. The insurrectionary spirit ran like 
wildfire along the Danube, kindling the peasantry into revolt, and fining the towns with 
tumults, seditions, and terrors. By the end of the year Thuringia, Franconia, and part of 
Saxony were in a blaze. When the spring of 1525 opened, the conflagration spread wider 
still. It was now that the "twelve articles," to which we have referred above, were 
published, and became the standard for the insurgents to rally round. John Muller, of 
Bulbenbach, traversed the region of the Black Forest, attired in a red gown and a red cap, 
preceded by the tricolor—red, black, and white—and followed by a herald, who read 
aloud the "twelve articles," and demanded the adherence of the inhabitants of the districts 
through which he passed. The peasant army that followed him was continually reinforced 
by new accessions. Towns too feeble to resist these formidable bands, opened their gates 
at their approach, and not a few knights and barons, impelled by terror, joined their ranks. 
 
The excitement of the insurgents soon grew into fury. Their march was no longer 
tumultuous simply, it had now become destructive and desolating. The country in their 
rear resembled the track over which all invading and plundering host had passed. Fields 
were trampled down, barns and storehouses were rifled, the castles of the nobility were 
demolished, and the convents were burned to the ground. 
 
More cruel violence than this did this army of insurgents inflict. They now began to dye 
their path with the blood of unhappy victims. They slaughtered mercilessly those who fell 
into their power.  
 
The conflagration spread. It extended on the west to the Rhine, where it stirred into 
tumult the towns of Spires, Worms, and Cologne, and infected the Palatinate with its 
fever of sanguinary vengeance. It invaded Alsace and Lorraine. It convulsed Bavaria, and 
Wurtemberg as far as the Tyrol. Its area extended from Saxony to the Alps. Bishops and 
nobles fled before it. The princes, taken, by surprise, were without combination and 
without spirit. 
 
But soon the princes recovered from their stupor, and got together their forces. Albert, 
Count of Mansfeld, was the first to take the field. He was joined, with characteristic spirit 
and gallantry, by Philip, Landgrave of Hesse, who was soon followed by John, Elector of 
Saxony, and Henry, Duke of Brunswick, who all joined their forces to oppose the rebel 
boors. Had the matter rested with the Popish princes, the rebellion would have raged 
without resistance. On the 15th May, 1525, the confederate army came upon the rebel 
camp at Frankenhausen, where Munzer presided. Finding the rebels poorly armed, and 
posted behind a miserable barricade of a few wagons, they sent a messenger with an offer 



of pardon, on condition of laying down their arms. On Munzer's advice, the messenger 
was put to death. Both sides now prepared for battle. The leader of the peasant army, 
Munzer, addressed them in an enthusiastic and inflammatory harangue, bidding them not 
fear the army of tyrants they were about to engage. 
 
Despite this assurance of victory, the rebel host, at the first onset, fled in the utmost 
confusion. Munzer was among the first to make his escape. He took refuge in a house 
near the gate, where he was discovered after the battle, hid in the garret. He was 
committed to the custody of Duke George. 
 
In this encounter 5,000 of the peasantry were slain, and thus the confederates were at 
liberty to move their forces into Franconia, where the insurrection still raged with great 
fury. The insurgents here burned above 200 castles, besides noblemen's houses and 
monasteries. They took the town of Wirtzburg, and besieged the castle; but Trusches 
coming upon them charged, discomfited, and put them to flight. 
 
Luther raised his voice again, but this time to pronounce an unqualified condemnation on 
a movement which, from a demand for just rights, had become a war of pillage and 
murder. He called on all to gird on the sword and resist it. The confederate princes made 
George von Trusches general of their army. Advancing by the side of the Lake of 
Constance, and dividing his soldiers into three bodies, Trussches attacked the insurgents 
with vigor. 
 
Several battles were fought, towns and fortresses were besieged; the peasantry contended 
with a furious bravery, knowing that they must conquer or endure a terrible revenge; but 
the arms of the princes triumphed. The campaign of this summer sufficed to suppress this 
formidable insurrection; but a terrible retaliation did the victors inflict upon the 
fanaticized hordes. They slaughtered them by tens of thousands on the battle-field; they 
cut them down as they fled; and not infrequently did they dispatch in cold blood those 
who had surrendered on promise of pardon. The lowest estimate of the number that 
perished is 50,000, other accounts raise it to 100,000.  
 
The outbreak taught great lessons to the world, worth a hundredfold all the sufferings 
endured, if only they had been laid to heart. The peasant-war illustrated the Protestant 
movement by showing how widely it differed from Romanism, in both its origin and its 
issues. The insurrection did not manifest itself, or in but the mildest type, at Wittenberg 
and in the places permeated by the Wittenberg movement. When it touched ground which 
the Reformation had occupied, it became that instant powerless. It lacked air to fan it; it 
found no longer inflammable materials to kindle into a blaze. The gospel said to this 
wasting conflagration, "Thus far, but no farther." Could any man doubt that if Bavaria 
and the neighboring provinces had been in the same condition with Saxony, there would 
have been no peasant-war? 
 
This outbreak taught the age, moreover, that Protestantism could no more be advanced by 
popular violence than it could be suppressed by aristocratic tyranny. It was independent 
of both; it must advance by its own inherent might along its own path. In fine, this 



terrible outbreak gave timely warning to the world of what the consequences would be of 
suppressing the Reformation. It showed that underneath the surface of Christendom there 
was an abyss of evil principles and fiendish passions, which would one day break through 
and rend society in pieces, unless they were extinguished by a Divine influence. Munzer 
and his "inward light" was but the precursor of Voltaire and the "illuminati" of his school. 
The peasants' war of 1525 was the first opening of "the fountains of the great deep." The 
"Terror" was first seen stalking through Germany. It slumbered for two centuries while 
the religious and political power of Europe was undergoing a process of slow 
emasculation. Then the "Terror" again awoke, and the blasphemies, massacres, and wars 
of the French Revolution overwhelmed Europe. 

Having held up against the insurrectionist onslaught, the Reformation still faced hostile 
enemies in high places.  The Emperor, the King of France, and the Pope—in whatever 
else they differed, were the enemies of the Reformation; and had they united their arms 
they would have been strong enough, in all reckoning of human chances, to put down the 
Protestant movement. But their dynastic ambitions, fomented largely by the personal 
piques and crafty and ambitious projects of the men around them, kept them at almost 
perpetual feud. Each aspired to be the first man of his time. The Pope was still dreaming 
of restoring to the Papal See the supremacy which it possessed in the days of Gregory VII 
and Innocent III, and of dictating to both Charles and Francis. These sovereigns, on the 
other hand, were determined not to let go the superiority which they had at last achieved 
over the tiara. 
 
The struggle of monarchy to keep what it had got, of the tiara to regain what it had lost, 
and of all three to be uppermost, filled their lives with disquiet, their kingdoms with 
misery, and their age with war. But these rivalries were a wall of defense around that 
Divine principle which was growing up into majestic stature in a world shaken by the 
many furious storms that were raging on it. 
 
Scarce had the young emperor Charles V thrown down the gage of battle to 
Protestantism, when these tempests broke in from many quarters. He had just fulminated 
the edict which consigned Luther to destruction, and was drawing his sword to execute it, 
when a quarrel broke out between himself and Francis I. The French army, crossing the 
Pyrenees, overran Navarre and entered Castile. The emperor hastened back to Spain to 
take measures for the defense of his kingdom. The war, thus begun, lasted till 1524, and 
ended in the expulsion of the French from Milan and Genoa, where they had been 
powerful ever since the days of Charles VIII. Nor did hostilities end here. The emperor, 
indignant at the invasion of his kingdom, and wishing to chastise his rival on his own 
soil, sent his army into France. 
 
The chivalry of Francis I, and the patriotic valor of his subjects, drove back the invaders. 
But the French king, not content with having rid himself of the soldiers of Spain, would 
chastise the emperor in his turn. He followed the Spanish army into Italy, and sought to 
recover the cities and provinces whereof he had recently been despoiled, and which were 
all the dearer to him that they were situated in a land to which he was ever exceedingly 
desirous of stretching his scepter, but from which he was so often compelled, to his 



humiliation, again to draw it back. 
 
The winter of 1525 beheld the Spanish and French armies face to face under the walls of 
Pavia. The place was strongly fortified, and had held out against the French for now two 
months, although Francis I had employed in its reduction all the engineering expedients 
known to the age.  And at Pavia the French were finally defeated, and Francis I was taken 
captive.  He was later carried to Madrid as a trophy of the conqueror. In Spain, Francis I 
dragged out a wretched year in captivity. The emperor, elated by his good fortune, and 
desirous not only of humiliating his royal prisoner, but of depriving him of the power of 
injuring him in time to come, imposed very hard conditions of ransom.  Among these 
conditions, upon which Francis agreed to abide, was the extirpation of the Protestant 
heretics. 
 
Having won this war, the hour was now come, so Charles V thought, when he could deal 
his long-meditated blow against the Wittenberg heresy. Never since he ascended the 
throne had he been so much at liberty to pursue the policy to which his wishes prompted. 
The battle of Pavia had brought the war in Italy to a more prosperous issue than he had 
dared to hope. France was no longer a thorn in his side. Its monarch, formerly his rival, 
he had now converted into his ally, or rather, as Charles doubtless believed, into his 
lieutenant, bound to aid him in his enterprises, and specially in that one that lay nearer his 
heart than any other. Moreover, the emperor was on excellent terms with the King of 
England, and it was the interest of the English minister, Cardinal Wolsey, who cherished 
hopes of the tiara through the powerful influence of Charles, that that good understanding 
should continue. As regarded Pope Clement, the emperor was on the point of visiting 
Rome to receive the imperial crown from the Pontiff's hands, and in addition, doubtless, 
the apostolic benediction on the enterprise which Charles had in view against an enemy 
that Clement abhorred more than he did the Turk. 
 
If at no previous period had the emperor been stronger, or his sword so free to execute his 
purpose, at no time had Luther been so defenseless as now. His protector, the Elector 
Frederick, whose circumspection approached timidity, but whose purpose was ever 
resolute and steady, was now dead. The three princes who stood up in his room—the 
Elector John, Philip, Landgrave of Hesse, and Albert of Prussia—were new to the cause; 
they lacked the influence which Frederick possessed; they were discouraged, almost 
dismayed, by the thickening dangers—Germany divided, the Ratisbon League rampant, 
and the author of the Edict of Worms placed by the unlooked-for victory of Pavia at the 
head of Europe. 
 
The only man who did not tremble was Luther. While dreadful fulminations were coming 
from the other side of the Alps, and while angry and mortal menaces were being hourly 
uttered in Germany, what did Luther do? Run to his cell, and do penance in sackcloth and 
ashes to turn away the ire of emperor and Pontiff? No. Taking Catherine von Bora by the 
hand he led her to the altar, and made her his wife. 
 
Catherine von Bora was the daughter of one of the minor nobles of the Saxon Palatinate. 
Her father's fortune was not equal to his rank, and this circumstance disabling him from 



giving Catherine a dowry, he placed her in the convent of Nimptsch, near Grimma, in 
Saxony. Along with the eight nuns who were the companions of her seclusion, she 
studied the scriptures, and from them the sisters came to see that their vow was not 
binding. The Word of God had unbarred the door of their cell. The nine nuns, leaving the 
convent in a body, repaired to Wittenberg, and were there maintained by the bounty of 
the elector, administered through Luther. In process of time all the nuns found husbands, 
and Kate alone of the nine remained unmarried. The Reformer thus had opportunity of 
knowing her character and virtues, and he took her in marriage. 

The storm had been coming onward for some time. The emperor and the Pope, at the 
head of the confederate kings and subservient princes of the Empire, were advancing 
against the Reformation, to strike once and for all. Events fell out in the Divine 
appointment that seemed to pave the way of the assailing host, and make their victory 
sure.  

Of the potentates with whom Charles had contracted alliance, or with whom he was on 
terms of friendship, the one he could most thoroughly depend on, one would have 
thought, was the Pope. In the affair the emperor had now in hand, the interest and policy 
of Charles and of Clement were undoubtedly identical. On what could the Pope rely for 
deliverance from that host of heretics that Germany was sending forth, but on the sword 
of Charles V? Yet at this moment the Pope suddenly turned against the emperor, and, as 
if smitten with infatuation, wrecked the expedition that Charles meditated for the triumph 
of Rome and the humiliation of Wittenberg just as the emperor was on the point of 
beginning it. This was passing strange. What motive led the Pope to adopt a policy so 
suicidal? That which misled Clement was his dream of restoring the lost glories of the 
Popedom, and making it what it had been under Gregory VII. We have already pointed 
out the changes in the political circumstances in Europe since the early 13th century. The 
Papacy was progressively lowered and monarchy was lifted up; but the Popes long 
cherished the hope that the change was only temporary, that Christendom would return to 
its former state—the true one they deemed it—and that all the crowns of Europe would 
be once more under the tiara. Therefore, though Clement was pleased to see the 
advancement of Charles V so far as it enabled him to serve the Roman See, he had no 
wish to see him at the summit. The Pope was especially jealous of the Spanish power in 
Italy. 
 
Charles already possessed Naples; the victory of Pavia had given him a firm footing in 
Lombardy. Thus, both in the north and in the south of the Italian peninsula, the Spanish 
power hemmed in the Pontiff. Clement aspired to erect Italy into an independent 
kingdom, and from Rome, its old capital, govern it as its temporal monarch, while he 
swayed his scepter over all Christendom as its spiritual chief. The hour was favorable, he 
thought, for the realization of this fine project. There was a party of literary men in 
Florence and Rome who were full of the idea of restoring Italy to her old place among the 
kingdoms. This idea was the result of the literary and artistic progress of the Italians 
during the half-century which had just elapsed. 
 
Knowing this feeling on the part of his countrymen, Pope Clement, thinking the hour was 



come for restoring to the Papacy its mediaeval glories, opened negotiations with Louisa 
of Savoy, who administered the government of France during the captivity of her son, 
and afterwards with Francis I himself when he had recovered his liberty. He 
corresponded with the King of England, who favored the project; with Venice, with 
Milan, with the Republic of Florence. And all these parties, moved by fear of the 
overgrown power of the emperor, were willing to enter into a league with the Pope 
against Charles V. This, known as the "Holy League," was subscribed at Cognac, and the 
King of England was put at the head of it. 
 
Thus suddenly did the change come. Blind to everything beyond his immediate object—
to the risks of war, to the power of his opponent, and to the diversion he was creating in 
favor of Wittenberg—the Pope, without loss of time, sent his army into the Duchy of 
Milan, to begin operations against the Spaniards. 
 
While hostilities are pending in the north of Italy, let us turn our eyes to Germany. The 
Diet, which, as we have already said, had been summoned by Charles to meet at 
Augsburg, was at this moment assembled at Spires.  It had met at Augsburg, agreeably to 
the imperial command, in November, 1525, but it was so thinly attended that it adjourned 
to midsummer next year, to be held at Spires, where we now find it. It had been convoked 
in order to lay the train for the execution of the Edict of Worms, and the suppression of 
Protestantism. But between the issuing of the summons and meeting of the assembly the 
politics of Europe had entirely changed. When the emperor's edict was passed out, the 
Pope was the emperor's staunchest ally, and was preparing to place the imperial crown on 
his head; but since then the wind had suddenly veered round toward the opposite quarter, 
and Charles must turn with it—he must play off Luther against Clement. This complete 
reversal of the political situation was as yet unknown in Germany, or but vaguely 
surmised. 
 
The Diet assembled at Spires in 1526, and all the electoral princes were present, except 
the Prince of Brandenburg.  The Reformed princes were in strong muster, and in high 
spirits. The fulminations from Spain had not terrified them.  

Ferdinand of Austria it was suspected had very precise instructions from his brother, the 
emperor, touching the measures he wished the Diet to adopt. But Ferdinand, before 
delivering them, waited to see how the Diet would incline. If it should hold the straight 
road, so unmistakably traced out; in the Edict of Worms, he would be spared the 
necessity of delivering the harsh message with which he had been charged; but if the Diet 
should stray in the direction of Wittenberg, then he would make known the emperor's 
commands. 
 
The Diet had not gone far till it was evident that it had left the road in which Ferdinand 
and the emperor desired that it should walk. Not only did it not execute the Edict of 
Worms—declaring this to be impossible, and that if the emperor were on the spot he too 
would be of this mind—but it threw on Charles the blame of the civil strife which had 
lately raged in Germany, by so despotically forbidding in the Decree of Burgos the 
assembling of the Diet at Spires, as agreed on at Nuremberg, and so leaving the wounds 



of Germany to fester, till they issued in "seditions and a bloody civil war." It demanded, 
moreover, the speedy convocation of a general or national council to redress the public 
grievances. In these demands we trace the rising influence of the free towns in the Diet. 
The lay element was asserting itself, and challenging the sole right of the priests to settle 
ecclesiastical affairs. The Popish members, perceiving how the tide was setting, became 
discouraged. 
 
Nor was this all. A paper was given to the princes by the representatives of several of the 
cities of Germany, proposing other changes in opposition to the known will and policy of 
the emperor. In this paper the cities complained that poor men were saddled with 
Mendicant friars, who "wheedled them, and ate the bread out of their mouths; nor was 
that all—many times they hooked in inheritances and most ample legacies." The cities 
demanded that a stop should be put to the multiplication of these fraternities; that when 
any of the friars died their places should not be filled by new members; that those among 
them who were willing to embrace another calling should have a small annual pension 
allowed them; and that the rest of their revenues should be brought into the public 
treasury. It was not reasonable, they further maintained, that the clergy should be exempt 
from all public burdens. That privilege had been granted them of old by the bounty of 
kings; but then they were "few in number" and "low in fortune;" now they were both 
numerous and rich. 
 
The exemption was the more invidious that the clergy shared equally with others in the 
advantages for which money and taxes were levied. They complained, moreover, of the 
great number of holidays. The severe penalties which forbade useful labor on these days 
did not shut out temptations to vice and crime, and these periods of compulsory idleness 
were as unfavorable to the practice of virtue as to the habit of industry. They prayed, 
moreover, that the law touching forbidden meats should be abolished, and that all men 
should be left at liberty on the head of ceremonies till such time as a General Council 
should assemble, and that meanwhile no obstruction should be offered to the preaching of 
the gospel.  
 
It was now that the storm really burst. Seeing the Diet treading the road that led to 
Wittenberg, and fearing that, should he longer delay, it would arrive there, Ferdinand 
drew forth from its repose in the recesses of his cabinet the emperor's letter, and read it to 
the deputies. Charles had snatched a moment's leisure in the midst of his marriage 
festivities to make known his will on the religious question, in prospect of the meeting of 
the Diet. The emperor informed the princes that he was about to proceed to Rome to be 
crowned; that he would consult with the Pope touching the calling of a General Council; 
that meanwhile he "willed and commanded that they should decree nothing contrary to 
the ancient customs, canons, and ceremonies of the Church, and that all things should be 
ordered within his dominions according to the form and tenor of the Edict of Worms." 
This was the Edict of Worms over again. It meted out to the disciples of Protestantism 
chains, prisons, and stakes. 
 
The first moments were those of consternation. The check was the more severe that it 
came at a time when the hopes of the Protestants were high. Landgrave Philip was 



triumphing in the debate; the free towns were raising their voices; the Popish section of 
the Diet was maintaining a languid fight; all Germany seemed on the point of being 
carried over to the Lutheran side; when, all at once, the Protestants were brought up 
before the powerful man who, as the conqueror of Pavia, had humbled the King of 
France, and placed himself at the summit of Europe. In his letter they heard the first 
tramp of his legions advancing to overwhelm them.  

It was at that hour that a strange rumor reached their ears. The emperor and the Pope 
were, it was whispered, at strife! The news was hardly credible. At length came detailed 
accounts of the league that Clement VII had formed against the emperor, with the King of 
England at its head. The Protestants, when these tidings reached them, thought they saw a 
pathway beginning to open through the midst of tremendous dangers. But a little before, 
they had felt as the Israelites did on the shore of the Red Sea.   Behind them was the 
Ratisbon League; in front were the emperor and Pope, one in interest and policy, as the 
Protestant princes believed.  

It was even whispered in the Diet that conciliatory instructions of later date had arrived 
from the emperor. Ferdinand, it was said, was bidden in these later letters to draw toward 
Duke John and the other Lutheran princes, to cancel the penal clauses in the Edict of 
Worms, and to propose that the whole religious controversy should be referred to a 
General Council; but he feared, it was said, to make these instructions known, lest he 
should alienate the Popish members of the Diet. 
 
Nor was it necessary he should divulge the new orders. The astounding news of the 
"League of Cognac," that "most holy confederation" of which Clement VII was the 
patron and promoter, had alone sufficed to sow distrust and dismay among the Popish 
members of the Diet. They knew that this strange league had "broken the bow" of the 
emperor, had weakened the hands of his friends in the Council; and that to press for the 
execution of the Edict of Worms would result only in damage to the man and the party in 
whose interests it had been framed. 
 
In the altered relations of the emperor to the Papacy, the Popish section of the Diet—
among the more prominent of whom were the Dukes of Brunswick and Pomerania, 
Prince George of Saxony, and the Dukes of Bavaria— dared not come to an open rupture 
with the Reformers. The peasant-war had just swept over Germany, leaving many parts 
of the Fatherland covered with ruins and corpses, and to begin a new conflict with the 
Lutheran princes, and the free and powerful cities which had espoused the cause of the 
Reformation, would be madness. Thus the storm passed away. Nay, the crisis resulted in 
great good to the Reformation. "A decree was made at length to this purpose," says 
Sleidan, "that for establishing religion, and maintaining peace and quietness, it was 
necessary there should be a lawful General or Provincial Council of Germany held within 
a year; and, that no delay or impediment might intervene, that ambassadors should be 
sent to the emperor, to pray him that he would look upon the miserable and tumultuous 
state of the Empire, and come into Germany as soon as he could, and procure a Council. 
As to religion and the Edict of Worms," continued the Diet—conferring by a simple 
expedient one of the greatest of blessings—" As to religion and the Edict of Worms, in 



the meanwhile till a General or National Council can be had, all shall so behave 
themselves in their several provinces as that they may be able to render an account of 
their doings both to God and the emperor" — that is, every State was to be free to act in 
religion upon its own judgment. 
 
Most historians have spoken of this as a great epoch. "The legal existence of the 
Protestant party in the Empire," says Ranke, "is based on the Decree of Spires of 1526." 

The emperor had requested his brother Ferdinand to take command of the army destined 
to act against the Pope. Ferdinand, however, could not, at this crisis, be absent from 
Germany without great inconvenience, and accordingly he commissioned Freundsberg, 
the same valorous knight who, as we have related, addressed the words of encouragement 
to Luther when he entered the imperial hall at Worms, to raise troops for the emperor's 
assistance, and lead them across the Alps. Freundsberg was a geunine lover of the gospel, 
but the work he had now in hand was no evangelical service, and he set about it with the 
coolness, the business air, and the resolution of the old soldier.  

On effecting a junction, the combined German and Spanish army, which now amounted 
to 20,000, set out on their march on Rome. The German general carried with him a great 
iron chain, wherewith, as he told his soldiers, he intended to hang the Pope. Rome, 
however, he was never to see, a circumstance more to be regretted by the Romans than by 
the Germans; for the kindly though rough soldier would, had he lived, have restrained the 
wild licence of his army, which wrought such woes to all in the in fated city. Freundsberg 
fell sick and died by the way, but his soldiers pressed forward.  The soldiers approached 
the walls of Rome, the scaling-ladders were fixed, and in a few hours the troops were 
masters of Rome. The Pope and the cardinals fled to the Castle of St. Angelo. A little 
while did the soldiers rest on their arms, till the Pope should come to terms. Clement, 
however, scouted the idea of surrender. He expected deliverance every moment from the 
arms of the Holy League. The patience of the troops was soon exhausted, and the sack 
began. 
 
We cannot, even at this distance of time, relate the awful tragedy without a shudder. The 
Constable Bourbon had perished in the first assault, and the army was left without any 
leader powerful enough to restrain the indulgence of its passions and appetites. What a 
city to spoil! It was full to overflowing with the riches of all Christendom, which for 
centuries had been flowing into it through a hundred avenues—dispensations, pardons, 
jubilees, pilgrimages, annats, palls, and contrivances innumerable. But the hour had now 
come to her "that spoiled and was not spoiled." The hungry soldiers flung themselves 
upon the prey. In a twinkling there burst over the sacerdotal city a mingled tempest of 
greed and rage, of lust and bloodthirsty vengeance. 
 
The pillage was unsparing as pitiless. The most secret places were broken open and 
ransacked. Even the torture was employed, in some cases upon prelates and princes of the 
Church, to make them disgorge their wealth. Not only were the stores of the merchant, 
the bullion of the banker, and the hoards of the usurer plundered, the altars were robbed 
of their vessels, and the churches of their tapestry and votive offerings. The tombs were 



rifled, the relics of the canonized were spoiled, and the very corpses of the Popes were 
stripped of their rings and ornaments.  
 
The Spanish soldiers were more embittered against the ecclesiastics than the Germans 
were, and their animosity, instead of evaporating in grim humor and drollery,  took a 
practical and deadly turn. Not content with rifling their victims of their wealth, they made 
them in many cases pay the forfeit of their lives. Some Church dignitaries expired in their 
hands in the midst of cruel tortures. They spared no age, no rank, no sex.  

The sack of Rome lasted ten days. "It was reported," says Guiciardini, "that the booty 
taken might be estimated at a million of ducats; but the ransoms of the prisoners 
amounted to a far larger sum." The number of victims is estimated at from 5,000 to 
10,000. The population on whom this terrible calamity fell were, upon the testimony of 
their own historians, beyond measure emasculated by effeminacy and vice.  God poured 
out His judgment on the wicked city. 

This stroke fell hard on Rome, and the magnificence then so suddenly and terribly 
smitten has never yet fully revived. A few days sufficed to well nigh annihilate a splendor 
which centuries were needed to bring to accumulate. 

After the storm there came a three years' calm: not indeed to that world over which the 
Pope and the emperor presided. The Christendom that owned the sway of these two 
potentates continued still to be torn by intrigues and shaken by battles. It was a sea on 
which the stormy winds of ambition and war strove together. But the troubles of the 
political world brought peace to Christ’s true church. The gospel had rest only so long as 
the arms of its enemies were turned against each other. The calm of three years from 
1526 to 1529—now vouchsafed to that new world which was rising in the midst of the 
old, was diligently occupied in the important work of organizing and building.  
 
Luther was quick to perceive the opportunity that had at length arrived. The edict of 1526 
sounded to him as a call to arise and build. When the Reformer came down from the 
Wartburg, where doubtless he had often meditated on these things, there was a 
reformation in Germany, but no reformed church; there were Christians, but no visible 
Christian society. His next work must be to restore such.  
 
The first necessity in the organization of the Church—the work to which Luther now put 
his hand—was an order of men, by whatever names called—priests, presbyters, or 
bishops—to preach and to dispense the sacraments. Cut off from Rome—the sole 
fountain, as she held herself to be, of sacred offices and graces—how did the Reformer 
proceed in the re-constitution of the ministry? He assumed that functions are lodged 
inalienably in the church, or company of believing men, or brotherhood of priests; for he 
steadfastly held to the priesthood of all believers. The express object for which the church 
existed, he reasoned, was to spread salvation over the earth. How does she do this? She 
does it by the preaching of the gospel and the dispensation of sacraments. But duty, 
Luther reasoned, implies right and function. That function is the common possession of 
the church—of all believers. But it is not to be exercised, in point of fact, by all the 



church's members; it is to be exercised by some only. How are these some, then, to be 
chosen? Are they to enter upon the exercise of this function at their own pleasure—
simply self-appointed? No; for what is the function of all cannot be specially exercised by 
any, save with the consent and election of the rest. The call or invitation of these others—
the congregation, that is—constituted the right of the individual to discharge the office of 
"minister of the Word;" for so did the reformer prefer to style those who were set apart in 
the church to preach the gospel and dispense the sacraments. "In cases of necessity," says 
he, "all Christians may exercise all the functions of the clergy, but order requires the 
devolving of the office upon particular persons." An immediate Divine call was not 
required to give one a right to exercise office in the Church: the call of God came through 
the instrumentality of man. Thus did Luther constitute the ministry. Till this had been 
done, the ministry could not have that legitimate part which belongs to it in the 
appointing of those who are to bear office in the Church.  
 
Luther called the princes to his aid as his fellow-laborers in this matter. In 1526 Luther 
moved the Elector John of Saxony to issue a commission of visitation of his dominions, 
in order to the reinstitution of the church, that of Rome being now abolished. Authorized 
by the elector, four commissioners began the work of church visitation. Two were 
empowered to inquire into the temporalities of the church, and two into her ecclesiastical 
condition, touching schools, doctrine, pastors. The paper of instructions, or plan 
according to which the Church in the Electorate of Saxony was to be reinstituted, was 
drawn up by Melancthon. Luther, Melancthon, Spalatin, and Thuring were the four chief 
commissioners, to each of whom colleagues, lay and clerical, were attached. To Luther 
was assigned the electorate; the others visited the provinces of Altenburg, Thuringia, and 
Franconia. 
 
Much ignorance, many errors and mistakes, innumerable abuses and anomalies did the 
visitation bring to light. The Augean stable into which the Papacy had converted 
Germany, not less than the rest of Christendom, was not to be cleansed in a day. All that 
could be done was to make a beginning, and even that required infinite tact and firmness, 
great wisdom and faith.  
 
Ministers were chosen, consistories were appointed, ignorant and immoral pastors were 
removed, but provided for. In some cases priests were met with who were trying to serve 
both Rome and the Reformation. In one church they had a pulpit from which they 
preached the doctrines of free grace, in another an altar at which they used to say mass. 
The visitors put an end to such dualisms. The doctrine of the universal priesthood of 
believers did not comport, Luther thought, with a difference of grade among the ministers 
of the gospel, but the pastors of the greater cities were appointed, under the title of 
superintendents, to supervise the others, and to watch over both congregations and 
schools. 
 
The one great want everywhere, Luther found to be want of knowledge. He set himself to 
remedy the deficiency by compiling popular manuals of the reformed doctrine, and by 
issuing plain instructions to the preachers to qualify them more fully for teaching their 
frocks. He was at pains, especially, to show them the indissoluble link between the 



doctrine of a free justification and holiness of life. His "Larger and Smaller Catechisms," 
which he published at this time, were among the most valuable fruits of the church 
visitation. By spreading widely the truth they did much to root the Reformation among 
the people, and to rear a bulwark against the return of Popery. 
 
Armed with the authority of the elector, the visitors suppressed the convents; the inmates 
were restored to society, the buildings were converted into schools and hospitals, and the 
property was divided between the maintenance of public worship and national uses. 
Ministers were encouraged to marry, and their families became centers of moral and 
intellectual life throughout the Fatherland. 
 
The plan of church reform, as drawn by Melancthon, sadly was a retrogression. As he 
wrote, he saw on the one hand the fanatics, on the other a possible re-approachment, at a 
future day, to Rome, and he framed his instructions in a conservative spirit. The 
antagonistic points in the Reformation doctrine he discreetly veiled; and as regarded the 
worship of the church, he aimed at conserving as much and altering as little as possible. 
The Romanists thought that the Reformation troops had begun their march back; the 
Wittenbergers were not without a suspicion of treachery. Luther would have gone further; 
for he grasped too thoroughly the radical difference between Rome and Wittenberg to 
believe that these two would ever again be one; but regrettably he acquiesced. 
 
So far as the forms of worship and the aspect of the churches were concerned, the change 
resulting from this visitation was not of a marked kind. The Latin liturgy was retained, 
with a mixture of Lutheran hymns. The altar still stood, though now termed the table; the 
same toleration was vouchsafed the images, which continued to occupy their niches; 
vestments and lighted tapers were still made use of, especially in the rural churches. The 
great towns, such as Nuremberg, Ulm, Strasburg, and others, purged their temples of a 
machinery more necessary in the histrionic worship of Rome than in that of the 
Reformation.  The failure to purge all of the churches of the marks of idolatry would 
serve as a plague for many years to come. 

Nevertheless, the organization – while in need of greater reform – was an important and 
necessary step. She could henceforth more effectually resist the attacks of Rome. 
Besides, at the center of this organization was placed the preaching of the Word as the 
main instrumentality. That great light shone apace across Germany. 
 
On the model of the church of Saxony were the churches of the other German States re-
constituted. Franconia, Luneburg, East Friesland, Schleswig and Holstein, Silesia, and 
Prussia received Reformed constitutions by the joint action of the civil and ecclesiastical 
authorities. The same course was pursued in many of the principal cities of the German 
Empire. Their inhabitants had received the Reformation with open arms, and were eager 
to abolish all the traces of Romish domination. The more intelligent and free the city, the 
more thoroughly was this Reformation carried out. Nuremberg, Augsburg, Ulm, 
Strasburg, Brunswick, Hamburg, Bremen, Magdeburg, and others placed themselves in 
the list of the Reformed cities, without even availing themselves of the permission given 



them by Melancthon of halting at a middle stage in this Reformation. We have the torch 
of the Bible, said they, in our churches, and have no need of the light of a taper. 

Hesse was an exception, not in lagging behind, but in going before the others. This 
principality enjoyed the labors of a remarkable man. Francis Lambert had read the 
writings of Luther in his cell at Avignon. His eyes opened to the light, and he fled. 
Mounted on an ass, his feet almost touching the ground, for he was tall as well as thin, 
wearing the grey gown of the Franciscans, gathered round his waist with the cord of the 
order, he traversed in this fashion the countries of Switzerland and Germany, preaching 
by the way, till at last he reached Wittenberg, and presented himself before Luther. 
 
Charmed with the decision of his character and the clearness of his knowledge, the 
Reformer brought the Franciscan under the notice of Philip of Hesse. Between the 
thorough-going ex-monk and the chivalrous and resolute landgrave, there were not a few 
points of similarity fitted to cement them in a common action for the good of the Church. 
Francis was invited by the landgrave to frame a constitution for the Churches of Hesse. 
Nothing loath, Lambert set to work, and in one hundred and fifty-eight "Paradoxes" set 
forth principles for church reformation. 
 
"All that is deformed ought to be reformed." So ran the first Paradox. "The Word of God 
is the rule of all true Reformation," says Paradox second. Paradox the third reads: "It 
belongs to the Church to judge on matters of faith." "The Church is the congregation of 
those who are united by the same spirit, the same faith, the same God, the same Mediator, 
the same Word, by which alone they are governed." So runs Paradox the fourth. The 
priest proceeds to Paradox fifth. "The Word is the true key. The kingdom of heaven is 
open to him who believes the Word, and shut against him who believes it not. Whoever, 
therefore, truly possesses the power of the Word of God, has the power of the keys." 
"Since the priesthood of the law has been abolished," says the sixth proposition, "Christ is 
the only immortal and eternal Priest; and he does not, like men, need a successor." "All 
Christians, since the commencement of the Church, have been and are participators in 
Christ's priesthood."  
 
The church’s charter includes two powers, said Lambert, the power of spiritual 
government and the power of holy service. These are lodged in the whole body of 
believers, but the exercise of them is not the right of all, but the right only of the fittest, 
whom the rest are to call to preside over them in the exercise of powers which are not 
theirs, but the property of the whole body. Such were the conclusions of Luther and the 
ex-Franciscan of Avignon; and the latter now proceeded to give effect to these general 
principles in the organization of the Church of Hesse. 
 
But first he must submit his propositions to the authorities ecclesiastical and civil of 
Hesse, and if possible obtain their acceptance of them. The Landgrave Philip issued his 
summons, and knights and counts, prelates and pastors, with deputies from the towns, 
assembled in the Church of Hamburg, to discuss the propositions of Lambert. The 
Romish party vehemently assailed the Paradoxes; with equal vigor Lambert defended 
them. His eloquence silenced every opponent, and after three days' discussion his 



propositions were carried, and the Churches of Hesse constituted in accordance 
therewith. 
 
The church constitution of Hesse is the first to which the Reformation gave birth; it was 
framed in the hope that it might be a model to others, and it differs in some important 
points from all of subsequent enactment in Germany. It took its origin exclusively from 
the church; its authority was derived from the same quarter; for in its enactment mention 
was made neither of State nor of landgrave, and it was worked by a church agency. Every 
member of the church, of competent learning and piety, was eligible to the ministerial 
office; each congregation was to choose its own pastor. The pastors were all equal; they 
were to be ordained by the laying on of the hands of three others; they were to meet with 
their congregations every Sabbath for the exercise of discipline; and an annual synod was 
to supervise the whole body. The constitution of the Hessian Church very closely 
resembled that which was afterwards adopted in Switzerland and Scotland. But it was 
hardly to be expected that it should retain its popular vigor in the midst of churches 
constituted on the Institutions of Melancthon; the State gradually encroached upon its 
liberties, and in 1528 it was remodeled upon the principles of the church constitutions of 
Saxony.  
 
Such were the labors that occupied the three years during which the winds were held that 
they should not blow on the young vine which was now beginning to stretch its boughs 
over Christendom. 
 
This visitation marks a new epoch in the history of German Protestantism. Hitherto, the 
Reformation there had been simply a principle, standing disembodied before its 
opponents, and fighting at great disadvantage against an established and organized 
system. It was no longer so. It was not less a spiritual principle than before, but it had 
now found a body in which to dwell, and through which to act. It could now wield all the 
appliances that organization gives for combining and directing its efforts, and making its 
presence seen and its power felt by men. This organization it did not borrow from 
tradition, or from the existing hierarchy, which bore a too close resemblance to that of the 
pagan temples, but from the pages of the New Testament, finding its models whence it 
had drawn its doctrines. It was the purity of Apostolic doctrine, equipped in the simplicity 
of Apostolic organization. Thus it disposed of the claims of the Romish Church to 
antiquity by attesting itself as more ancient than it. But though ancient, it was not like 
Rome borne down by so many corruptions. 

Besides the main object of this visitation, which was the planting of churches, a number 
of subsidiary but still important ends were gained. We are struck, first of all, by the new 
light in which this visitation presents the character of the Reformer. Luther as a 
controversialist and Luther as an administrator seem two different men. In debate the 
Reformer sweeps the field with an impetuosity that clears his path of every obstruction, 
and with an indignation that scathes and burns up every sophist and every sophism which 
his logic has overturned. But when he goes forth on this tour of visitation we hardly know 
him. He clothes himself with considerateness, with tenderness, and even with pity. He is 
afraid of going too far, and in some cases he leaves it open to question whether he has 



gone far enough. He is calm—nay, cautious —treading softly lest unwittingly he should 
trample on a prejudice that is honestly entertained, or hurt the feelings of any weak 
brother, or do an act of injustice or severity to any one. The revenues of the abbeys and 
cathedrals he touches no further than to order that they shall contribute a yearly sum for 
the salaries of the parish ministers, and the support of the schools. Vacant benefices, of 
course, he appropriates; here no personal plea appeals to his commiseration. Obstinate 
Romanists find forbearance at his hands. There was a clause in the Visitation Act which, 
had he chosen to enforce it, would have enabled him to banish such from Saxony; but in 
several instances he pleads for them with the elector, representing that it would be wiser 
policy to let them alone, than to drive them into other countries, where their opportunities 
of mischief would be greater.   If indulgent to this class, he could not be other than 
beneficent to nuns and monks. He remembered that he had been a monk himself. Nuns, in 
many instances, were left in their convents, and old monks in their chimney- corners, 
with a sufficient maintenance for the rest of their lives. "Commended to God" was the 
phrase by which he designated this class, and which showed that he left to time and the 
teaching of the Spirit the dissolution of the conventual vow, and the casting-off of the 
monastic cowl. To expel the nun from her cell, and strip the monk of his frock, while the 
fetter remained on the soul, was to leave them captives still. It was a Higher who had 
been anointed to "proclaim liberty to the captive and the opening of the prison to them 
that are bound." 
 
Not less considerate were his instructions to preachers. He counseled a moderate and 
wise course in the pulpit, befitting the exigencies of the age. They were to go forth into 
the wilderness that Christendom had become with the doctrine of the Baptist, "Repent." 
But in their preaching they were never to disjoin Repentance from Faith. These were two 
graces which worked together in a golden yoke; in vain would the former pour out her 
tears, unless the latter was near with her pardon. There was forgiveness, not in the 
confessor's box, but in the throne of Christ, but it was only faith that could mount into the 
skies and bring it down. 
 
In the pulpit they were to occupy themselves with the same truths which the Apostles and 
early evangelists had preached; they were not to fear that the gospel would lose its power. 
 
In his tour, the Reformer was careful to examine the peasantry personally, to ascertain the 
exact state of their knowledge, and how to shape his instructions. One day, as Mathesius 
relates, he asked a peasant to repeat the Creed. "I believe in God Almighty—" began the 
peasant. "Stop," said Luther. "What do you mean by 'Almighty? '" "I cannot tell," replied 
the man. "Neither can I," said Luther, "nor all the learned men in the world. Only believe 
that God is thy dear and true Father, and knows, as the All-wise Lord, how to help thee, 
thy wife, and children, in time of need. That is enough." 
 
Two things this visitation brought to light. First, it showed how very general was the 
abandonment of the Romish doctrines and ceremonies throughout Saxony; and, secondly, 
how deplorable the ignorance into which the church of Rome, despite her rich 
endowments, her numerous fraternities, and her array of clergy, had permitted the body 
of the common people to descend. Schools, preachers, the Bible, all withheld. She had 



made them "naked to their shame." In some respects this made the work of Luther the 
easier. There was little that was solid to displace. There were no strong convictions to 
root up: crass ignorance had cleared the ground to his hand. In other respects, this made 
his work the more difficult; for all had to be built up from the foundations; the very first 
elements of Divine knowledge had to be instilled into the lower orders. With the higher 
ranks things were not so bad; with them Lutheranism was more a reality—a distinctly 
apprehended system of truth—than it had yet come to be with the classes below them. In 
the Altenburg district of the Saxon Electorate, only one nobleman now adhered to the 
Church of Rome. In the city the gospel had been preached seven years, and now there 
were hardly ten men to be found in it who adhered to the Roman Church. Of one hundred 
parishes, only four continued to celebrate mass. The priests, abandoning the concubinage 
in which the Pope had allowed them to live, contracted marriage, in the majority of 
instances, with those with whom they had previously maintained relations of a less 
honorable kind. Over against these gratifying proofs of the progress of the movement, 
others of a less satisfactory character had to be placed. The Lutheranism which had 
superseded the Romanian was, in many instances, interpreted to mean simply a release 
from the obligation to pay ecclesiastical dues, and to give attendance on church 
ceremonies. Nor does one wonder that the peasants should so have regarded it, when one 
recalls the spectacles of oppression which met the eyes of the visitors in their progress: 
fields abandoned and houses deserted from the pressure of the religious imposts. From a 
people so completely fleeced, and whose ignorance was as great as their penury, the 
Protestant pastor could expect only inadequate and precarious support. The ministers 
eked out the miserable contributions of their flocks by cultivating each his little patch of 
land. While serving their Master in straits, if not in poverty, they saw without a murmur 
the bulk of the wealthy Popish foundations grasped by the barons, or used by the canons 
and other ecclesiastics who chose still to remain within the pale of the Roman Church. 
These hardships they knew were the inevitable attendants of the great transition now 
being effected from one order of things to another. Piety alone could open the fountains 
of liberality among the people, and piety must be the offspring of knowledge, of true 
knowledge of the Word of God. Pastors and schools were the want. 
 
While within the inner circle formed by that holy society which we have seen rising there 
was peace, outside of it, on the open stage of the world, there raged furious storms. Henry 
of England, who till now had been on the most friendly terms with the emperor Charles 
V, having moved in the matter of his divorce from his queen, Catherine, the emperor's 
aunt, was also sending hostile messages to the Spanish monarch. Also, the Turk was 
thundering at the gates of Austria, and threatening to march right into the heart of 
Christendom. Passing Vienna, Suleiman was pouring his hordes into Hungary; he had 
slain Louis, the king of that country, in the terrible battle of Mohacz; and the Arch-Duke 
Ferdinand of Austria, leaving the Reformers at liberty to prosecute their work of building, 
had suddenly quitted the Diet of Spires and gone to contest on many a bloody field his 
claim to the now vacant throne of Hungary. On every side the sword was busy. Armies 
were continually on the march; cities were being besieged; Europe was a sea on whose 
bosom the great winds from the four quarters of the heavens were contending in all their 
fury. 
 



Continual perplexity was the lot of the monarchs of that age. But all their Perplexities 
grew out of that mysterious movement which was springing up in the midst of them, and 
which possessed the strange, and to them terrible, faculty of converting everything that 
was meant for its harm into the means of its advancement. The uneasiness of the 
monarchs was shown in their continual shiftings. Scarcely had one combination been 
formed, when it was broken in pieces, and another and a different one put in its place. We 
have just seen the Pope and the emperor at feud. We again behold them becoming 
confederates, and joining their swords, so recently pointed at each other, for the 
extinction of the heresy of Wittenberg. The train of political events by which this came 
about may be told in a few words. 
 
The expedition of the French king into Italy, in violation, as we have seen, of the Treaty 
of Madrid, was at first successful. His general, Lautrec, sweeping down from the Alps, 
took the cities of Alessandria and Pavia. At the latter place Francis I had been defeated 
and made captive, and his soldiers, with a cruelty that disgraced themselves more than it 
avenged their master, plundered it, having first put its inhabitants to the sword. 
 
Lautrec crossed the Apennines, intending to continue his march to Rome, and open the 
doors of the Castle of St. Angelo, where Clement VII still remained shut up. The Pope 
meanwhile, having paid the first installment of a ransom of 400,000 crowns, and having 
but little hope of being able to pay the remainder, wearied with his imprisonment, 
disguised himself as a merchant, and escaped, with a single attendant, to Orvieto. The 
French general pressed on to Naples, only to find that victory had forsaken his banners. 
Smitten by the plague rather than the Spanish sword, his army melted away, his 
conquests came to nothing, and the emperor finally recovered his power both in Naples 
and Lombardy, and again became unchallenged master of Italy, to the terror of the Pope 
and the chagrin of the Italians. Thus the war which Italy had commenced under the 
auspices of Clement VII, and the vague aspirations of the Renaissance, for the purpose of 
raising itself to the rank of an independent sovereignty, ended in its thorough subjection 
to the foreigner, not again to know independence until 1848, which was consummated in 
1870, when the Italian troops, under the broad aegis of the new German Empire, entered 
Rome, and Victor Emmanuel was installed as monarch from the Alps to Sicily. 
 
Thus the League of Cognac had utterly failed; the last hopes of the Renaissance expired; 
and Charles once more was master. 
 
Finding that the emperor was the stronger, the Pope tacked about, cast Francis I 
overboard, and gave his hand to Charles V. The emperor's ambition had alarmed the 
Pontiff aforetime; he was now stronger than ever. The pope consoled himself by 
reflecting that Charles was a devoted son of Catholicism, and that the power which he 
had not the strength to curb he had the craft to use. 
 
Accordingly, on the 29th June, 1528, Clement concluded a peace with the emperor at 
Barcelona, on the promise that Charles would do his utmost to root out that nest of 
heretics which had been formed at Wittenberg, and to exalt the dominion and glory of the 
Roman See.  



 
The moment seemed opportune for finishing with heresy. Italy was now at the feet of the 
emperor; Francis I and his kingdom had been chastised, and were not likely soon again to 
appear in arms on the south of the Alps; the tide of Turkish invasion had been rolled 
back; the Pope was again the friend of the emperor, and all things seemed to invite 
Charles to all enterprise which he had been compelled to postpone, and at times to 
dissemble, but which he had never abandoned. 
 
It was not his intention, however, to draw the sword in the first instance. Charles was 
naturally humane; and though intent on the extinction of the Reformed movement, 
foreseeing that it would infallibly break up his vast Empire, he preferred accomplishing 
his purpose by policy, if that were possible. He would convoke a Diet: he would get the 
Wittenberg heresy condemned, in which case he hoped that the majority of the princes 
would go along with him, and that the leaders of the Protestant movement would defer to 
this display of moral power. If still they should prove intractable, why, then he would 
employ force; but in that case, he argued, the blame would not lie at his door. The 
emperor convoked a Diet to meet at Spires in 1529.  
 
While real danger disturbed the age, a spurious or doubtful one had wellnigh precipitated 
the Reformation upon its ruin. A nobleman of Misnia, Otto Pack by name—a greedy, 
dissipated, and intriguing character, who had been some time vice-chancellor to Duke 
George of Saxony—came one day to Philip, the Landgrave of Hesse, and, looking grave, 
professed to be in possession of a terrible secret, which much concerned him and his 
Lutheran confederate, the Elector of Saxony. On being pressed to explain himself, he 
declared his readiness, on payment of a certain sum, to reveal all. The landgrave's fears 
being thoroughly aroused, he agreed to pay the man the reward demanded. Pack went on 
to say that a diabolical plot had been hatched among the Popish princes, headed by the 
Archduke Ferdinand, to attack by arms the two heretical princes, John of Saxony and 
Philip of Hesse, strip them of their territories, seize upon Luther and all his followers, 
and, having disposed of them by summary means, to re-establish the ancient worship.  
 
Pack was unable to show to the landgrave the original of this atrocious league, but he 
produced what bore to be a copy, and which, having attached to it all the ducal and 
electoral seals, wore every appearance of being authentic, and the document convinced 
the landgrave that Pack's story was true. 
 
Astounded at the danger thus strangely disclosed, and deeming that they had not a 
moment to lose before the mine exploded, the elector and the landgrave hastily raised an 
army to avert from themselves and their subjects what they believed to be impending 
destruction. The two princes entered into a formal compact.  They next looked around for 
allies. They hoped through the Duke of Prussia to incite the King of Poland against 
Ferdinand of Austria, and to keep the Franconian bishops in check by the arms of George 
of Brandenburg. They reckoned on having as auxiliaries the Dukes of Luneburg, 
Pomerania, Mecklenburg, and the city of Magdeburg. For themselves they agreed to 
equip a force of 6,000 cavalry, and 20,000 infantry. They had in view also a league with 
the King of Denmark. They resolved to anticipate their opponents by striking the first 



blow. All Germany was in commotion. It was now the turn of the Popish princes to 
tremble. The Reformers were flying to arms, and before their own preparations could be 
finished, they would be assailed by an overwhelming host, set on by the startling rumors 
of the savage plot, formed to exterminate them. The Reformation was on the point of 
being dragged into the battlefield. Luther shuddered when he saw what was about to 
happen. 
 
He stood up manfully before the two chiefs who were hurrying the movement into this 
fatal path, and though he believed in the reality of the plot, despite the indignant denial of 
Duke George and the Popish princes, he charged the elector and landgrave not to strike 
the first blow, but to wait till they had been attacked. "There is strife enough uninvited," 
said he, "and it cannot be well to paint the devil over the door, or ask him to be godfather. 
Battle never wins much, but always loses much, and hazards all; meekness loses nothing, 
hazards little, and wins all."  Luther's counsels ultimately prevailed, time was given for 
reflection, and thus the Lutheran princes were saved from the tremendous error which 
would have brought after it, not triumph, but destruction.  
 
Meanwhile the Reformation was winning victories a hundred times more glorious than 
any that armed hosts could have achieved for it. One martyr is worth more than a 
thousand soldiers. Such were the champions the Reformation was now sending forth. 
Such were the proofs it now began to give of its prowess—better, surely, than fields 
heaped with the slain, which even the worst of causes can show.  In Bavaria, Leonard 
Caspar at this time sealed his testimony with his blood. He was apprehended at the 
instance of the Bishop of Passau, and condemned for maintaining that man is justified by 
faith alone; that there are but two Sacraments, baptism and the Lord's Supper; that the 
mass is not a sacrifice, and avails not for the quick and the dead; and that Christ alone 
hath made satisfaction for us. In Bavaria, where the Reformed doctrines dared not be 
preached, no better way could the bishop have taken for promulgating them than by 
burning this man for holding them. At Munich, George Carpenter was led to the stake for 
denying that the baptism of water can by its inherent virtue save men. And many others 
were martyred in those German provinces which still owned the jurisdiction of Popish 
princes.  

Such were the times that preceded the meeting of the famous Diet of Spires.  At no 
former Diet had the attendance, especially on the Catholic side, been so numerous. 
The Diet was not long left in suspense as to the precise object of the emperor in 
convoking it, and the legislation which was expected from it. Scarcely had it met when it 
received the intimation from commissioners that it was the emperor's will and command 
that the Diet should repeal the Edict of Spires (1526).   This was all. The members might 
dispatch their business in an hour, and return in peace to their homes. 
 
But let us see how much was included in this short message, and how much the Diet was 
asked to do—what a revolution it was bidden inaugurate, when it was asked to repeal the 
edict of 1526. That edict guaranteed the free exercise of their religion to the several States 
of the Empire till a General Council should meet. It was, as we have already said, the first 
legal establishment of the Reformation. Religious freedom, then, so far as enjoyed in 



Germany, the Diet was now asked to abolish. But this was not all. The edict of 1526 
suspended legally the execution of the Edict of Worms of 1521, which proscribed Luther 
and condemned the Reformation. Abolish the edict of 1526, and the edict of 1521 would 
come into operation; Luther must be put to death; the Reformed opinions must be rooted 
out of all the countries where they had taken root; in short, the floodgates of a 
measureless persecution would be opened in Germany. This was the import of the curt 
and haughty message with which Charles startled the Diet at its opening.  

The struggle now began. Shall the Edict of Spires (1526) be repealed? The Popish 
members of the Diet strenuously insisted that it should at once be repealed. It protected, 
they affirmed, all kinds of abominable opinions; it fostered the growth of heretical and 
disloyal communities, meaning the churches which the three years of peace enjoyed 
under the edict had permitted to be organized. In short, it was the will of the emperor, and 
whoever opposed its repeal was not the friend of Charles. 
 
The Reformed princes, on the other side, maintained that this edict was now the 
constitution of the Empire, that it had been unanimously sworn to by all the members of 
the Diet; that to repeal it would be a public breach of national faith, and that to the 
Lutheran princes would remain the right of resisting such a step by force of arms. 
 
The majority of the Diet, though exceedingly anxious to oblige the emperor, felt the force 
of these strong arguments. They saw that the ground of the oppositionists was a 
constitutional and legal one. Each principality had the right of regulating its own internal 
affairs. The faith and worship of their subjects was one of these. But a majority of the 
Diet now claimed the right to decide that question for each separate State. If they should 
succeed, it was clear that a new order of things would be introduced into Germany. A 
central authority would usurp the rights of the local administrations, and the 
independence of the individual States would be destroyed. To repeal the edict was to 
inaugurate revolution and war. 
 
They hit on a middle path. They would neither abolish nor enforce the edict of 1526. The 
Popish members tabled a proposition in the Diet to the effect that whatever was the law 
and the practice in the several States at this hour, should continue to be the law and the 
practice till a General Council should meet. In some of the States the edict of 1521 was 
the law and the practice; that is, the preaching of the gospel was forbidden, and its 
professors were burned. In other States the edict of 1526 was the law and the practice; 
that is, they acted in the matter of religion as their judgment dictated. The proposition 
now tabled in the Diet practically meant the maintenance of the status quo in each of the 
States, with certain very important modifications in those of them that at present enjoyed 
religious liberty. These modifications were that the Popish hierarchy should be re-
established, that the celebration of the mass should be permitted, and that no one should 
be allowed to abjure Popery and embrace Lutheranism till such time as a Council had met 
and framed a general arrangement.  
 
How crafty! This proposition did not exact from a single Protestant a renunciation of his 
faith. It had no pains and penalties for existing converts. But what of those whom the 



light might reach afterwards? They must stifle their convictions, or abide the penalty, the 
dungeon and the stake. And what of States that might wish to throw off the yoke of 
Rome, and pass over to the side of the Reformation? The proposal, if passed into law, 
made this impossible. The State no more than the individual dare change its religious 
profession. The proposal drew a line around the Reformation, and declared that beyond 
this boundary there must be no advance, and that Lutheranism had reached its utmost 
limits of development. But not to advance was to recede, and to recede was to die. 
 
This proposition, therefore, professedly providing for the maintenance of the 
Reformation, was cunningly contrived to strangle it. Nevertheless, Ferdinand and the 
Popish princes and prelates hurried on the measure, which passed the Diet by a majority 
of votes.  
 
Shall the chiefs of the Reformation submit and accept the edict? How easily might the 
Reformers at this crisis, which was truly a tremendous one, have argued themselves into a 
wrong course! How many plausible, pretexts and fair reasons might they have found for 
submission! The Lutheran princes were guaranteed the free exercise of their religion. The 
same boon was extended to all those of their subjects who, prior to the passing of the 
measure, had embraced the Reformed views. Ought not this to content them? How many 
Perils would submission avoid! On what unknown hazards and conflicts would 
opposition launch them! Who knows what opportunities the future may bring? Let us 
embrace peace; let us seize the olive-branch Rome holds out, and close the wounds of 
Germany. 
 
With arguments like these might the Reformers have justified their adoption of a course 
which would have assuredly issued in no long time in the overthrow of their cause.   
Happily they looked at the principle on which this arrangement was based, and they acted 
in faith.  

The Reformed members of the Diet—the Lutheran princes and many of the deputies of 
the cities—assembled for deliberation.  They resolved not to adopt so dastardly a course. 
 
The Diet met again on the 18th April. King Ferdinand, its president, eager apparently to 
see the matter finished, thanked the Diet for voting the proposition, adding that its 
substance was about to be embodied in an imperial edict, and published throughout the 
Empire. Turning to the Elector of Saxony and his friends, Ferdinand told them that the 
Diet had decided; that the resolution was passed, and that now there remained to them 
nothing but submission to the majority. 
 
The Protestant members, not anticipating so abrupt a termination, retired to an adjoining 
chamber to frame their answer to this haughty summons. Ferdinand would not wait; 
despite the entreaty of the elector he left the Diet, nor did he return on the morrow to hear 
the answer of the Lutheran princes. He had but one word, and he had spoken it—Submit. 
So, too, said Rome, speaking through his mouth—Submit. 
 
On the morrow the Diet held its last and fateful meeting. The Elector of Saxony and his 



friends entered the hall. The chair was empty, Ferdinand being gone; but that took neither 
from the validity nor from the moral grandeur of the transaction. The princes knew that 
they had for audience, not the States now present only, but the emperor, Christendom, 
and the ages to come.   The elector, for himself, the princes, and the whole body of the 
Reformed party, now proceeded to read a Declaration, of which the following are the 
more important passages: — 
 
"We cannot consent to its [the edict of 1526] repeal... Because this would be to deny our 
Lord Jesus Christ, to reject His Holy Word, and thus give Him just reason to deny us 
before His Father, as He has threatened... Moreover, the new edict declaring the ministers 
shall preach the Gospel, explaining it according to the writings accepted by the holy 
Christian Church; we think that, for this regulation to have any value, we should first 
agree on what is meant by the true and holy Church. Now seeing that there is great 
diversity of opinion in this respect; that there is no sure doctrine but such as is 
conformable to the Word of God: that the Lord forbids the teaching of any other doctrine; 
that each text of the Holy Scriptures ought to be explained by other and clearer texts; that 
this holy book is in all things necessary for the Christian, easy of understanding, and 
calculated to scatter the darkness: we are resolved, with the grace of God, to maintain the 
pure and exclusive preaching of His Holy Word, such as it is contained in the Biblical 
books of the Old and New Testament, without adding anything thereto that may be 
contrary to it. This Word is the only truth; it is the sure rule of all doctrine and of all life, 
and can never fail or deceive us. He who builds on this foundation shall stand against all 
the powers of hell, whilst all the human vanities that are set up against it shall fall before 
the face of God. 
 
"For these reasons, most dear lords, uncles, cousins, and friends, we earnestly entreat you 
to weigh carefully our grievances and our motives. If you do not yield to our request, we 
protest by these presents, before God, our only Creator, Preserver, Redeemer, and Savior, 
and who will one day be our Judge, as well as before all men and all creatures, that we, 
for us and for our people, neither consent nor adhere in any manner whatsoever to the 
proposed decree, in anything that is contrary to God, to His Holy Word, to our right 
conscience, to the salvation of our souls, and to the last decree of Spires." 
 
At Worms, Luther stood alone; at Spires, the one man has grown into a host. The "No" so 
courageously uttered by the monk in 1521 is now in 1529 taken up and repeated by 
princes, cities, and nations.  The princes renewed their Protest at the last sitting of the 
Diet, Saturday, 24th April. It was subscribed by John, Elector of Saxony; Philip, 
Landgrave of Hesse; George, Margrave of Brandenburg; Ernest and Francis, Dukes of 
Luneburg, and the Count of Anhalt. Some of the chief cities joined the princes in their 
protestation, as Strasburg, Nuremberg, Ulm, Constance, Reutlingen, Windsheim, Lindau, 
Kempten, Memmingen, Nordlingen, Heilbronn, Isny, St. Gall, and Weissenburg.  From 
that day the Reformers were called Protestants.  
 
Even Luther did not perceive the importance of what had been done. The Diet he thought 
had ended in nothing. It often happens that the greatest events wear the guise of 
insignificance, and that grand eras are ushered in with silence.   The camp had been 



pitched, the Protestant flag displayed, and the campaign was about to open. No one then 
living suspected how long and wasting the conflict would be—the synods that would 
deliberate, the tomes that would be written, the stakes that would blaze, and the fields on 
which, alas! the dead would be piled up in ghastly heaps. 
 
Especially did this necessity appeal to Philip, Landgrave of Hesse. This young prince was 
the most chivalrous of all the knightly adherents of Protestantism. His activity knew no 
pause. Day and night it was his thought how to strengthen the Protestant front. Unite, fall 
into one army, and march as a united phalanx against the foe, was the advice he was 
constantly urging upon the Protestants. And certainly, in the prospect of such 
combinations as were now forming for their destruction, worse advice might have been 
given them. But the zeal of the landgrave was not quite to the taste of Luther; it at times 
alarmed him; his activity took too much a military direction to be altogether wise or safe; 
the Reformer therefore made it a point to curb it; and it must be confessed that Philip 
looked more to leagues and arms for the defense and success of the Reformation than to 
those higher forces that were bearing it onwards, and to that unseen but omnipotent Arm 
whose interpositions were so visible to Luther in the sudden shiftings of the vast and 
complicated drama around him. 
 
But with all his defects the landgrave was of great use to the cause. His rough, fiery, 
impetuous energy was fitted for the times. In truth, the Elector John and Landgrave Philip 
were made for each other. John was prudent and somewhat timid; Philip was impulsive 
and altogether fearless. The same danger that made John hang back, made Philip rush 
forward. We see in the two an equipoise of opposite qualities, which if brought together 
in one man would have made a perfect knight. John and Philip were in the political 
department of the German movement what Luther and Melancthon were in the 
theological and religious. They were the complement of each other. There was one great 
division in the Protestant camp. The eye of Philip had long rested upon it with profound 
regret. Unless speedily healed it would widen with years, and produce, he felt, 
innumerable mischiefs in time to come. One circumstance in connection with this 
division encouraged hope; it existed on only one point—the doctrine of the Lord's 
Supper. On most of  the great truths of revelation the whole body of the Protestants were 
at one—on the origin of salvation, the grace of God; the accomplishment of salvation, the 
atoning death of Christ; the bestowal of salvation, the agency of the Holy Spirit; the 
channels of its conveyance, the Word and Sacraments; and the instrument by which the 
sinner receives it, faith in the righteousness of Christ—on all these points were the 
Reformers of Germany and the Reformers of Switzerland agreed. Along the whole of the 
royal road of truth could they walk side by side. On one point only did they differ, 
namely, the manner in which Christ is present in the bread and wine of the Eucharist—
corporeally or spiritually? That question parted into two the Sacramental host. 
 
Philip had grieved more over the breach than even Luther and Melancthon. The 
landgrave believed that at bottom there were not two really different opinions among the 
disciples of the gospel, but only one opinion differently apprehended, and variously 
stated, and that could he bring the leaders together, a free interchange of sentiments and 
some sifting discussion, would succeed in removing the misapprehension. What a blessed 



thing to close this gulf! What a gain to unite the chivalry of knightly Germany with the 
bravery of republican Helvetia the denizens of the plain with the sons of the mountain! 
And especially now, when they were waiting for the fiercest onset their foes had yet 
made upon them. They had just flung their flag upon the winds; they had unfurled it in 
the face of all Christendom, in the face of Rome; they had said as a body what Luther 
said as an individual at Worms—"Here we stand; we can do no otherwise, so help us 
God."  
 
Ere this, several pamphlets had passed between Luther and Zwingli on the question of the 
Lord's Supper. Those from the pen of Luther were so violent that they left an impression 
of weakness. The perfect calmness of Zwingli's replies, on the other hand, produced a 
conviction of strength. Zwingli's calmness stung Luther to the quick. It humiliated him. 
Popes and emperors had lowered their pretensions in his presence; the men of war whom 
the Papacy had sent forth from the Vatican to do battle with him, had returned 
discomfited. He could not brook the thought of lowering his sword before the pastor of 
Zurich. Must he, the doctor of Christendom, sit at the feet of Zwingli? 
 
A little more humility, a little less dogmatism, a stronger desire for truth than for victory, 
would have saved Luther from these explosions, which but tended to widen a breach 
already too great, and provoke a controversy which planted many a thorn in the future 
path of the Reformation.  It must be said as well that Luther and the Lutherans in general 
misunderstood his and their place in God’s Protestant Reformation.  They were not the 
founders of this Reformation, nor were they its sole leaders.  Wyckliffe and Huss went 
before them, and Zwingli went with them.  A better understanding of their historical 
position might have made them more humble to acknowledge their error. 
 
The Landgrave of Hesse undertook with characteristic ardor the reconcilement of the 
German and Swiss Protestants, who now began to be called respectively the Lutheran and 
the Reformed. Soon after his return from the Diet of Spires, he sent invitations to the 
heads of the two parties to repair to his Castle of Marburg, and discuss their differences 
in his presence. Zwingli's heart leaped for joy when he received the invitation. To end the 
feud, close the gulf, and rally all the scattered forces of the gospel into one phalanx, was 
to him a delightful thought, and a blessed presage of final victory. 
 
The reception given at Wittenberg to the invitation was not so cordial. Luther hung 
back—declined, in short. He did not like that the landgrave should move in this matter; 
he suspected that there was under it the snake of a political alliance; besides, although he 
did not confess it to his friends, nor perhaps to himself, he seemed to have a presentiment 
of defeat. This opinion of Zwingli's, he said, was plausible, and had attractions for minds 
that loved things that they could understand. This mystery, this miracle of Christ's bodily 
presence in the Lord's Supper, had been left, he thought, in the gospel as the test of our 
submission, as an exercise for our faith. This absurdity, which wears the guise of piety, 
had been so often uttered by great doctors that Luther could not help repeating it. 
 
But second thoughts convinced Luther and Melancthon that they could not decline the 
conference. Popish Christendom would say they were afraid, and Reformed Christendom 



would lay at their door the continuance of the breach which so many deplored, should 
they persist in their refusal. They had even suggested to the Elector of Saxony that he 
should interpose his veto upon their journey. The elector, however, disdained so 
discreditable a maneuver. They next proposed that a Papist should be chosen as umpire, 
assigning as the reason of this strange proposition that a Papist only would be an 
impartial judge, forgetting that the party of all others in Christendom pledged to the 
doctrine of the real presence was the Church of Rome. Every device faded; they must go 
to Marburg; they must meet Zwingli. 
 
The pastor of Zurich, with a single attendant, stole away by night. The town council, 
having regard to the perils of the journey, which had to be gone in good part over the 
territories of the emperor, in the midst of foes, into whose hands should the Reformer fall, 
he would see Zurich no more, refused to give him leave to depart. Accordingly Zwingli 
took the matter into his own hand, willing to risk life rather than forego the opportunity 
of uniting the ranks of the Reformation. Leaving a letter behind him to explain his 
departure to the council, he set out, and reached Basle in five days. 
 
Embarking at this point on the Rhine, in company of Ecolampadius, he descended the 
river to Strasburg. Here the travelers lodged a night in the house of Matthew Zell, the 
cathedral preacher. On the morrow they again set out, and taking the most unfrequented 
paths, escorted by a troop of Hessian cavalry, they at length reached Marburg. 
 
The Wittenbergers had not yet arrived; they appeared at Marburg the next day. With 
Luther came Melancthon, Jonas, and Cruciger; Zwingli was accompianied by 
Ecolampadius from Basle, Bucer and Hedio from Strasburg, and Osiander from 
Nuremberg. The landgrave lodged them in his castle, an ancient fortress standing on the 
brow of a hill, and commanding a noble view of the valley of the Lahn. He made them sit 
together at table, and entertained them in right princely fashion. To look each other in the 
face might help, he thought, to melt the ice in the heart. 
 
The affair was much spoken of. The issue was watched intently in the two camps of 
Rome and Protestantism. Will the breach be healed? asked the Romanists in alarm; the 
Protestants hoped that it would, and that from the conference chamber at Marburg; a 
united band would come forth. From many lands came theologians, scholars, and nobles 
to Marburg to witness the discussion, and if need were to take part in it.  Thousands 
followed Luther and Zwingli with their prayers who could not come in person. 
 
The first day, after dinner, Luther and Ecolampadius walked together in the castle yard. 
The converse of these two chiefs was familiar and affectionate. In Ecolampadius, Luther 
had found another Melancthon. The Reformer of Basle united an erudition almost as 
profound as that of the great scholar of Wittenberg, with a disposition nearly as sweet and 
gentle. But when Bucer, who had once been intimate with Luther, and had now gone over 
to Zwingli's side, approached, the Reformer shook his fist in his face, and said half 
jocularly, half in earnest, "As for you, you are a good-for- nothing knave."  
 
It was thought that a private meeting between selected persons from the two sides would 



pave the way for the public conference. But let us beware, said the landgrave, of at once 
engaging Luther and Zwingli in combat; let us take the disputants two by two, mating the 
mildest with the hottest, and leave them alone to debate the matter between themselves. 
Ecolampadius was told off with Luther, Melancthon was paired with Zwingli. They were 
then shown into separate chambers, and left to discuss with each other till dinner-time. 
Although on some points, more especially those of the divinity of Christ, and the 
deference due to the first six Councils, the Swiss Reformers were able to clear themselves 
of some suspicions under which they lay in the eyes of the German Protestants, the 
progress made at these private meetings towards a reconciliation was not by any means 
so great as had been looked for. As the Swiss deputies rejoined each other on their way to 
the dinner-table, they briefly exchanged first impressions. Zwingli, whispering into the 
ear of Ecolampadius, said that Melancthon was a very Proteus, so great was his dexterity 
in evading the point of his opponent's argument; and Ecolampadius, putting his mouth to 
Zwingli's ear, complained that in Luther he had found a second Dr. Eck. 
 
On the day following, the conference was opened in public. The landgrave Philip, in a 
plain dress, and without any show of rank, took his place at the head of a table which had 
been set in one of the rooms of the castle. Seated with him were Luther, Zwingli, 
Melancthon, and Ecolampadius. Their friends sat on benches behind them; the rest of the 
hall was devoted to the accommodation of a few of the distinguished men who had 
flocked to Marburg from so many places to witness the discussion. 
 
The proceeding opened with Luther's taking a piece of chalk, and proceeding to trace 
some characters upon the velvet cover of the table. When he had finished, it was found 
that he had written—"HOC EST MEUM CORPUS." "Yes," said he, laying down the bit 
of chalk, and displaying the writing to those around the table, "these are the words of 
Christ—'This is my body.' From this rock no adversary shall dislodge me." 
 
No one denied that these were the words of Christ, but the question was, what was their 
sense. The whole controversy, on which hung issues to Protestantism so momentous, 
turned on this. The fundamental principle of Protestantism was that the Word of God is 
the supreme authority, and that obscure and doubtful passages are to be interpreted by 
others more clear. If this principle were to be followed on the present occasion, there 
could be no great difficulty in determining the sense of the words of Christ, "This is my 
body." 
 
The argument of the Swiss was wholly in the line of the fundamental principle of 
Protestantism. Luther had but one arrow in his quiver. His contention was little else than 
a constant repetition of the words which he had written with chalk on the table-cover. 
 
Ecolampadius asked Luther whether he did not admit that there are figures of speech in 
the Bible, as "I am the door," "John is Elias," "God is a rock," "The rock was Christ." The 
words, "This is my body," he maintained, were a like figure of speech. 
 
Luther admitted that there were figures in the Bible, but denied that this was one of them. 
 



A figure we must hold them, responded Ecolampadius, otherwise Christ teaches 
contradictory propositions. In his sermon in the sixth chapter of St. John's Gospel, he 
says, "The flesh profiteth nothing;" but in the words of the institution of the Lord's 
Supper, literally interpreted, he says the flesh profiteth everything. The doctrine of the 
Lord's Supper, according to that exegesis, overthrows the doctrine of the sermon. Christ 
has one dogma for the multitude at Capernaum, and another dogma for his disciples in 
the upper chamber. This cannot be; therefore the words "This is my body" must be taken 
figuratively.  
 
Luther attempted to turn aside the force of this argument by making a distinction. There 
was, he said, a material eating of Christ's flesh, and there was a spiritual eating of it. It 
was the former, the material eating, of which Christ declared that it profiteth nothing.  
 
A perilous line of argument for Luther truly! It was to affirm the spirituality of the act, 
while maintaining the materiality of the thing. Ecolampadius hinted that this was in effect 
to surrender the argument. It admitted that we were to eat spiritually, and if so we did not 
eat bodily, the material manducation being in that case useless. 
 
No, quickly retorted Luther, we are to eat bodily also. We are not to ask of what use. God 
has commanded it, and we are to do it. This was to come back to the point from which he 
had started; it was to reiterate, with a little periphrasis, the words "This is my body." 
 
It is worthy of notice that the argument since so often employed in confutation of the 
doctrine of Christ's corporeal presence in the Lord's Supper, namely, that a body cannot 
be in two places at one and the same time, was employed by our Lord himself at 
Capernaum. When he found that his hearers understood him to say that they must "eat his 
flesh and drink his blood," after a corporeal manner, He at once restricted them to the 
spiritual sense, by telling them that his body was to ascend to heaven. 
 
"What" (John 6:62, 63) "and if ye shall see the Son of Man ascend up where he was 
before? It is the spirit that quickeneth; the flesh profiteth nothing; the words that I speak 
unto you, they are spirit, and they are life." 
 
The hour to adjourn had now arrived, and the disputants retired with the prince to dinner. 
At table there came an hour's familiar and friendly talk with their host and with one 
another. In the afternoon they again repaired to the public hall, where the debate was 
resumed by Zwingli. The scriptures, science, the senses, all three repudiate the Lutheran 
and Popish doctrine of the Lord's Supper. Zwingli took his stand first on the ground of 
scripture. Applying the great Protestant rule that scripture is to be interpreted by 
scripture, he pressed Luther with the argument which had been started by Ecolampadius, 
namely, the manifest contradiction between the teaching of our Lord in the sermon at 
Capernaum and his teaching in the Lord's Supper, if the words of institution are to be 
taken literally. "If so taken," said Zwingli, "Christ has given us, in the Lord's Supper, 
what is useless to us." He added the stinging remark, "The oracles of the demons were 
obscure, not so are those of Jesus Christ."  
 



"But," replied Luther, "it is not his own flesh, but ours, of which Christ affirms that it 
profiteth nothing." This, of course, was to maintain that Christ's flesh profited. 
 
Zwingli might have urged that Christ was speaking of "the flesh of the Son of Man;" that 
his hearers so understood him, seeing they asked, "How can this man give us his flesh to 
eat? " and that to refute this view, Christ adduced the future fact of his ascension, and so 
limited them to the figurative or spiritual sense of his words. Waiving this argument, 
Zwingli simply asked how flesh could nourish the soul? With the spirit only can the soul 
be fed. "We eat the flesh of Christ bodily with the mouth," rejoined Luther, "and 
spiritually with the soul." 
 
This appeared to Zwingli to be to maintain contradictions. It was another way of 
returning to the starting-point," This is my body." It was in fact to maintain that the words 
were to be taken neither figuratively nor literally, and yet that they were to be taken in 
both senses. 
 
To travel further on this line was evidently impossible. An absurdity had been reached. 
Zwingli now allowed himself greater scope and range. He dwelt especially upon the 
numerous wider passages in the scriptures in which the sign is put for the thing signified, 
and maintained that we have Christ's authority in the sixth chapter of St. John's Gospel 
for saying that it is so here, that the bread and wine of the Eucharist are not the very body 
and blood, but only the representatives of that body and blood, through which there 
cometh eternal life to men. Not in vain did the Reformer of Zurich thus argue. Minds 
were opening around him. The simplicity of his views, and their harmony with the usual 
method by which the spirit acts upon the soul of man, recommended them to the listeners. 
The light of the Word let fall upon the Lord's Supper, its nature, its design, and its mode 
of operation came clearly out. The anomalous mysteriousness that had shrouded it 
departed, and it took its place beside the other institutions of the Economy of Grace, as 
working like them spiritual effects by spiritual means. They felt that the consistency of 
even Luther's scheme of salvation by faith demanded it, and though Luther himself 
remained as unconvinced as ever, there were not a few conversions in the audience. 
There was a notable one—the ex-Franciscan, Francis Lambert, formerly of Avignon, now 
the head of the Hessian Church. His spare figure and eager eye made him a marked 
object in the throng of listeners; and when the discussion closed, his admiration of 
Luther, whose friendship and respect he enjoyed in return, did not prevent his declaring 
himself to be of the opinion of Zwingli. The Wittenberg doctors bewailed his defection. 
They saw in it not a proof of the soundness of Zwingli's argument, but an evidence of the 
Frenchman's fickleness. Have we not all left the Church of Rome? asked Lambert. Is that, 
too, the fruit of fickleness? This ended the first day's discussion. 
 
The contest was continued on the following day, Sunday. Abandoning the theological 
ground, the doctor of Zurich attempted to carry his point by weapons borrowed from 
science. A body cannot be in more places than one at the same time, urged Zwingli. 
Christ's body is like ours; how can it be at once in heaven and on the earth, at the right 
hand of God and in the bread of the Eucharist? How can it be at the same instant on every 
one of the thousand altars at which the Eucharist is being celebrated? But Luther refused 



to answer at the bar of mathematics. He would hold up the tablecloth and point to the 
words "This is my body." He would permit neither scripture nor science to interpret them 
in any sense but that in which he understood them. He would assert that it was a matter 
not to be understood, but to be believed. It might be against nature, it might be unknown 
to science; that did not concern him. God had said it, Christ's body was in heaven, and it 
was in the Sacrament; it was in the Sacrament substantially as born of the Virgin. There 
was the proof of it, "This is my body." 
 
"If the body of Christ can be in several places at one and the same time," rejoined 
Zwingli, "then our bodies likewise, after the resurrection, must possess the power of 
occupying more places than one at a time, for it is promised that our bodies shall be 
fashioned like unto the glorious body of our Lord." 
 
"That proves nothing," Luther replied. "What the text affirms is, that our bodies in their 
outward fashion are to resemble Christ's body, not that they are to be endowed with a like 
power." 
 
"My dear sirs," Luther continued, "behold the words of our Lord Jesus Christ, 'This is my 
body.' That truth I cannot abandon. I must confess and believe that the body of Jesus 
Christ is there." "Ah, well, my dear doctor," replied Zwingli, "you put the body of Jesus 
Christ locally in the Lord's Supper, for you say, 'It behooves the body of Jesus Christ to 
be there.' There is an adverb of place." 
 
"I repeat simply the words of Jesus Christ," said Luther. "But since you are captious, I 
must again say that I will have nothing to do with mathematical reasons. I throw away the 
adverb there, for Christ says, 'This [not there] is my body.' 
 
Whether that body is confined to a place, or whether it fills all space, I prefer to be 
ignorant rather than to know, since God has not been pleased to reveal it, and no man in 
the world is able to decide the point." 
 
"But Christ's body is finite, and bounded by place," urged Zwingli. "No," responded 
Luther, "away with these mathematical novelties; I take my stand on the almightiness of 
God." 
 
"The power is not the point to be established," replied Zwingli, "but the fact that the body 
is in divers places at the same moment." "That," said Luther, "I have proved by the words 
'This is my body.'" 
 
Zwingli reproached him with always falling into the error of begging the question, and he 
adduced a passage from Fulgentius, a Father of the fifth century, to show that the Fathers 
held that the body of Christ could be in only one place at a time. "Hear his words," said 
Zwingli. 'The Son of God,' says Fulgentius, 'took the attributes of true humanity, and did 
not lose those of true divinity. Born in time according to his mother, he lives in eternity 
according to his divinity that he holds from the Father; coming from man he is man, and 
consequently in a place; proceeding from the Father he is God, and consequently present 



in every place. According to his human nature, he was absent from heaven while he was 
upon the earth, and quitted the earth when he ascended into heaven; but according to his 
divine nature he remained in heaven when he came down from thence, and did not 
abandon the earth when he returned thither.'" 
 
Luther put aside the testimony of Fulgentius, saying that this Father was not speaking of 
the Lord's Supper; and he again betook him to his battle-horse, "This is my body"—"it is 
there in the bread." 
 
"If it is there in the bread," said Zwingli, "it is there as in a place." 
 
"It is there," reiterated Luther, "but it is not there as in a place; it is at the right hand of 
God. He has said, 'This is my body,' that is enough for me." 
 
"But that is not to reason," retorted Zwingli, "that is to wrangle. You might as well 
maintain because Christ, addressing his mother from the cross and pointing to St. John, 
said, 'Woman, behold thy son,' that therefore St. John was the son of Mary." To all 
arguments and proofs to the contrary, an obstinate controversialist might oppose an 
endless iteration of the words, "Woman, behold thy son—Woman, behold thy son." 
Zwingli further enforced his argument by quoting the words of Augustine to Dardanus. 
"Let us not think," says he, "that Christ according to his human form is present in every 
place. Christ is everywhere present as God, and yet by reason of his true body he is 
present in a definite part of heaven. That cannot be called a body of which place cannot 
be predicated." 
 
Luther met the authority of Augustine as he had done that of Fulgentius, by denying that 
he was speaking of the Lord's Supper, and he wound up by saying that "Christ's body was 
present in the bread, but not as in a place." 
 
The dinner-hour again interposed. The ruffled theologians tried to forget at the table of 
their courteous and princely entertainer the earnest tilting in which they had been 
engaged, and the hard blows they had dealt to one another in the morning's conference. 
 
Ecolampadius had been turning over in his mind the words of Luther, that Christ's body 
was present in the Sacrament, but not as in a place. It was possible, he thought, that in 
these words common ground might be found on which the two parties might come 
together. On reassembling in the hall they became the starting-point of the discussion. 
Reminding Luther of his admission, Ecolampadius asked him to define more precisely 
his meaning. If Christ's body is present, but not as a body is present in a place, then let us 
inquire what is the nature of Christ's bodily presence. 
 
"It is in vain you urge me," said Luther, who saw himself about to be dragged out of his 
circle, "I will not move a single step. Only Augustine and Fulgentius are with you; all the 
rest of the Fathers are with us." 
 
"As, for instance—?" quietly inquired Ecolampadius. 



 
"Oh, we will not name them," exclaimed Luther; "Christ's words suffice for us. When 
Augustine wrote on this subject he was a young man, and his statements are confused." 
 
"If we cite the Fathers," replied Ecolampadius, "it is not to shelter our opinion under their 
authority, but solely to shield ourselves from the charge you have hurled against us that 
we are innovators."  
 
The day had worn away in the discussion. It was now evening. On the lawns and woods 
around the castle the shadows of an October twilight were fast falling. Dusk filled the 
hall. Shall they bring in lights? To what purpose? Both sides feel that it is wholly useless 
to prolong the debate. 
 
Two days had worn away in this discussion. The two parties were no nearer each other 
than at the beginning. The Swiss theologians had exhausted every argument from 
scripture and from reason. Luther was proof against them all. He stood immovably on the 
ground he had taken up at the beginning; he would admit no sense of the words but the 
literal one; he would snatch up the cover from the table and, displaying triumphantly 
before the eyes of Zwingli and Ecolampadius the words he had written upon it? "This is 
my body"—he would boast that there he still stood, and that his opponents had not driven 
him from this ground, nor ever should. 
 
Zwingli, who saw the hope so dearly cherished by him of healing the schism fast 
vanishing, burst into tears. He besought Luther to come to terms, to be reconciled, to 
accept them as brothers. Neither prayers nor tears could move the doctor of Wittenberg. 
He demanded of the Helvetian Reformers unconditional surrender. They must accept the 
Lord's Supper in the sense in which he took it; they must subscribe to the tenet of the real 
presence. This the Swiss Protestants declared they could not do. On their refusal, Luther 
declared that he could not regard them as having a standing within the church, nor could 
he receive them as brothers. As a sword these words went to the heart of Zwingli. Again 
he burst into tears. Must the children of the Reformation be divided? must the breach go 
unhealed? It must. 
 
On the 12th October, 1529, Luther writes, in reference to this famous conference: "All 
joined in suing me for peace with the most extraordinary humility. The conference lasted 
two days. I responded to the arguments of Ecolampadius and Zwinglius by citing this 
passage, 'This is my body;' and I refuted all their objections." 
 
And again, "The whole of Zwinglius' argument may be shortly reduced to the following 
summary:—That the body of our Lord cannot exist without occupying space and without 
dimensions [and therefore it was not in the bread]. Ecolampadius maintained that the 
Fathers styled the bread a symbol, and consequently that it was not the real body of 
Christ. They supplicated us to bestow upon them the title of 'brothers.' Zwinglius even 
implored the landgrave with tears to grant this. 'There is no place on earth,' said he, 
'where I so much covet to pass my days as at Wittenberg.' We did not, however, accord to 
them this appellation of brothers. All we granted was that which charity enjoins us to 



bestow even upon our enemies. They, however, behaved in all respects with an incredible 
degree of humility and amiability."  
 
Philip, Landgrave of Hesse, was unspeakably mortified by the issue of the conference. He 
had been at great pains to bring it about; he had built the highest hopes upon it; now all 
these hopes had to be relinquished. Wherever he looked, outside the Protestant camp, he 
beheld union. All, from the Pope downwards, were gathering in one vast confederacy to 
crush both Wittenberg and Zurich, and yet Luther and Zwingli were still standing—the 
former haughtily and obstinately—apart! Every hour the storm lowers more darkly over 
Protestantism, yet its disciples do not unite! His disappointment was great. 
 
All the time this theological battle was going on, a terrible visitant was approaching 
Marburg. The plague, in the form of the sweating sickness, had broken out in Germany, 
and was traversing that country, leaving on its track the dead in thousands. It had now 
reached the city where the conference was being held, and was committing in Marburg 
the same fearful ravages which had marked its presence in other towns. This was an 
additional reason for breaking up the conference. Philip had welcomed the doctors with 
joy; he was about to see them depart in sorrow. A terrible tempest was brewing on the 
south of the Alps, where Charles and Clement were nightly closeted in consultation over 
the extermination of Protestantism. The red flag of the Moslem was again displayed on 
the Danube, soon, it might be, to wave its bloody folds on the banks of the Elbe. In 
Germany thousands of swords were ready to leap from their scabbards to assail the 
gospel in the persons of its adherents. All round the horizon the storm seemed to be 
thickening; but the saddest portent of all, to the eye of Philip, was the division that parted 
into two camps the great Reformed brotherhood, and marshaled in two battles the great 
Protestant army. 

Yet before seeing the doctors depart, never perhaps to meet each other again, the 
landgrave asked himself, can nothing more be done to heal the breach? Must this one 
difference irreconcilably divide the disciples of the gospel? Agreement on the Eucharist 
is, it seems, impossible; but is there not besides enough of common ground to permit of a 
union, of such sort as may lead to united counsels and united action, in the presence of 
those tremendous dangers which lower equally over Germany and over Switzerland? 
 
"Are we not brethren, whether Luther acknowledge it or not?" was the question which 
Philip put to himself. "Does not Rome account both of us her enemies? " Philip 
accordingly made another effort. He made the doctors go with him, one by one, into his 
cabinet. He reasoned, entreated, exhorted; pointed now to the storm that seemed ready to 
burst, and now to the advantages that union might secure. More from the desire to gratify 
the landgrave than from any lively hope of achieving union, the two parties agreed again 
to meet and to confer. 
 
The interview was a most touching one. The circumstances amid which it took place 
were well fitted to humble pride, and to melt the hearts of men. Hundreds were dying of 
the plague around them. Charles and the Pope, Ferdinand and the princes, all were 
whetting their swords, eager to spin the blood alike of Zwinglian and of Lutheran. Only 



let the emperor be master of the position, and he will not spare Luther because he 
believes in the real presence, nor Zwingli because he differs on this point from 
Wittenberg. Both, in the judgment of Charles, are heretics, equally deserving of 
extermination. What did this mean? If they were hated of all men, surely it was for his 
name's sake; and was not this a proof that they were his children? 
 
Zwingli opened the conference by this proposal. "Let us," said he, "proclaim our union in 
all things in which we agree; and as for the rest, let us forbear as brothers," adding that 
never would peace be attained in the Church unless her members were allowed to differ 
on secondary points. 
 
The Landgrave Philip, catching at this new idea, and deeming that now at last union had 
been reached, exclaimed, "Yes, let us unite; let us proclaim our union." 
 
"With none on earth do I more desire to be united than with you," said Zwingli, 
addressing Luther and his companions. Ecolampadius, Bucer, and Hedio made the same 
declaration. 
 
This magnanimous avowal was not without its effect. It had evidently touched the hearts 
of the opposing rank of doctors. Luther's prejudice and obduracy were, it appeared, on the 
point of being vanquished, and his coldness melted. Zwingli's keen eye discovered this: 
he burst into tears— tears of joy—seeing himself, as he believed, on the eve of an event 
that would gladden the hearts of thousands in all the countries of the Reformation, and 
would strike Rome with terror. He approached: he held out his hand to Luther: he begged 
him only to pronounce the word "brother." Alas! what a cruel disappointment awaited 
him. Luther coldly and cuttingly replied, "Your spirit is different from ours."  

The Wittenberg theologians consulted together. They all concurred in Luther's resolution. 
"We," said they to Zwingli and his friends, "hold the belief of Christ's bodily presence in 
the Lord's Supper to be essential to salvation, and we cannot in conscience regard you as 
in the communion of the Church."  
 
"In that case," replied Bucer, "it were folly to ask you to recognize us as brethren. But 
we, though we regard your doctrine as dis-honoring to Christ, now on the right hand of 
the Father, yet, seeing in all things you depend on him, we acknowledge you as belonging 
to Christ. We appeal to posterity." This was magnanimous. 
 
The Zwinglians had won a great victory. They had failed to heal the schism, or to induce 
the Wittenbergers to acknowledge them as brethren; nevertheless, they had reared a noble 
monument.  On the one hand, they acknowledged the essential Protestantism of Luther 
and his party, yet on the other hand they had remained firm to their sound Biblical 
position. 
 
Their meekness was mightier than Luther's haughtiness. Not only was its power felt in 
the conference chamber, where it made some converts, but throughout Germany. From 
this time forward the more spiritual doctrine of the Eucharist began to spread throughout 



the Lutheran Church. Even Luther bowed his head. The tide in his breast began to turn—
to rise. Addressing the Zwinglians, and speaking his last word, he said, "We acknowledge 
you as friends; we do not consider you as brothers. I offer you the hand of peace and 
charity."  
 
Overjoyed that something had been won, the Landgrave Philip proposed that the two 
parties should unite in making a joint profession of their faith, in order that the world 
might see that on one point only did they differ, namely, the manner in which Christ is 
present in the Lord's Supper, and that after all the great characteristic of the Protestant 
Churches was UNITY, though manifested in diversity. The suggestion recommended 
itself to both sides. Luther was appointed to draw up the articles of the Protestant faith. "I 
will draft them," said he, as he retired to his chamber to begin his task, "with a strict 
regard to accuracy, but I don't expect the Zwinglians to sign them." 
 
The articles, fourteen in number, gave the Wittenberg view of the Christian system—the 
Trinity, the person and offices of Christ, the work of the Holy Spirit, justification by 
faith, the authority of the scriptures, rejection of tradition, baptism, holiness, civil order. 
 
The doctor of Wittenberg read his paper article by article. "We cordially say amen," 
exclaimed the Zwinglians, "and are ready to subscribe every one of them." Luther stood 
amazed. Were the men of Helvetia after all of one mind with the men of Wittenberg? 
Were Switzerland and Germany so near to each other? Why should man put asunder 
those whom the Holy Spirit had joined? 
 
Still the gulf was not closed, or rather sectarianism again opened it. Luther had reserved 
the article on the Lord's Supper to the last. 
 
"We all believe," Luther continued, "that the Sacrament of the altar is the Sacrament of 
the very body and very blood of Jesus Christ; and that the spiritual manducation of this 
body and blood is specially necessary to every true Christian."  
 
This brought the two parties once more in presence of the great impassable obstacle. It 
marked the furthest limit on the road to union the Church in that age had reached. Here 
she must halt. Both parties felt that advance beyond was impossible, till God should 
further enlighten them.  
 
The signatures of both parties were appended to this joint confession of Protestant faith. 
This Confession of Marburg was the first well-defined boundary-line drawn around the 
Protestants. It marked them off as a distinct body from the enthusiasts on the one hand 
and the Romanists on the other. Their flag was seen to float on the middle ground 
between the camp of the visionaries and that of the materialists. "There is," said Zwingli, 
in opposition to the former, who saw in the Sacrament only a commemoration, "there is a 
real presence of Christ in the Lord's Supper." "Faith," said Luther, in opposition to the 
opus operatum of the latter, "faith is necessary in order to our benefiting by the 
Sacrament." We thus see that the middle camp has two opposing fronts, corresponding to 
the set of foes on either hand.  



 
We witness in this joint confession the progress that the Christian church had made from 
earlier times.  Yet we also witness in this division (as well as other divisions) that never 
healed throughout the era of the Protestant Reformation, how the church was not yet then 
ready for the millennium.   There were yet lessons to be learned, and those lessons would 
be learned the hard way in the centuries following the Protestant Reformation. 

Now to return to outside enemies, we have traced the steps by which Charles V climbed 
to the summit of his power. It was his ambition to wield the supremacy of Europe without 
being under the necessity of consulting any will but his own, or experiencing impediment 
or restraint in any quarter whatever. The great stumbling-block in his path to this absolute 
and unfettered exercise of his arbitrary will, was the Protestant movement. It divided with 
him the government of Christendom, and this religious empire set limits to his empire of 
the sword. But yet again Charles must pause before attack.  At that moment the gates of 
Asia had opened, and had poured out the fierce Tartar hordes on a new attempt to 
submerge the West. Traversing Hungary, the Ottoman host had sat down before the walls 
of Vienna a week before the Marburg Conference. The hills around that capital were 
white with their tents, and the fertile plains beneath its walls, which the hoof of 
Mussulman horse had never pressed till now, were trodden by their cavalry. The 
besiegers were opening trenches, were digging mines, were thundering with their cannon, 
and already a breach had been made in the walls. A few days and Vienna must succumb 
to the numbers, the impetuosity, and valor of the Ottoman warriors, and a desolate and 
blood-besprinkled heap would alone remain to mark where it had stood. The door of 
Germany burst open, the conquerors would pour along the valley of the Danube, and 
plant the crescent amid the sacked cities and devastated provinces of the Empire. The 
prospect was a terrible one. A common ruin, like avalanche on brow of Alp, hung 
suspended above all parties and ranks in Germany, and might at any moment sweep 
down upon them with resistless fury. "It is you," said the adherents of the old creed 
addressing the Lutherans, "who have brought this scourge upon us. It is you who have 
unloosed these angels of evil; they come to chastise you for your heresy. You have cast 
off the yoke of the Pope, and now you must bear the yoke of the Turk." "Not so," said 
Luther, "it is God who has unloosed this army, whose king is Abaddon the destroyer. 
They have been sent to punish us for our sins, our ingratitude for the gospel, our 
blasphemies, and above all, our shedding of the blood of the righteous." Nevertheless, it 
was his opinion that all Germans ought to unite against the sultan for the common 
defense. It was no question of leagues or offensive war, but of country and of common 
safety: the Turk was at their hearths, and as neighbor assists neighbor whose house is on 
fire, so Protestant ought to aid Papist in repelling a foe that was threatening both with a 
common slaughter. 
 
It was at this time that he preached his "Battle Sermon." Its sound was like the voice of a 
great trumpet. Did ever general address words more energetic to his soldiers when about 
to engage in battle? "Mahomet," said he, "exalts Christ as being without sin, but he denies 
that He is the true God; he is therefore His enemy. Alas! to this hour the world is such 
that it seems everywhere to rain disciples of Mahomet. Two men ought to oppose the 
Turks—the first is Christian, that is to say, prayer; the second is Charles, that is to say, 



the sword... . I know my dear Germans well—fat and well-fed swine as they are; no 
sooner is the danger removed than they think only of eating and sleeping. Wretched man, 
if thou dost not take up arms, the Turk will come; he will carry thee away into his 
Turkey; he will sell thee like a dog; and thou shalt serve him night and day, under the rod 
and the cudgel, for a glass of water and a morsel of bread. Think on this, be converted, 
and implore the Lord not to give thee the Turk for thy schoolmaster."  
 
But the terrible calamity of Ottoman subjugation was not to befall Europe. The Turk had 
reached the furthest limits of his progress westward. From this point his slaughtering 
hordes were to be rolled back. While the cities and provinces of Germany waited in terror 
the tramp of his war-horses and the gleam of his scimitars, there came the welcome 
tidings that the Asiatic warriors had sustained a severe repulse before Vienna, and were 
now in full retreat to the Bosphorus. 

But if the Eastern cloud had rolled away, and was fast vanishing in the distance, the one 
in the West had grown bigger than ever, and was coming rapidly onwards. "The Emperor 
Charles," said Luther, "has determined to show himself more cruel against us than the 
Turk himself, and he has already uttered the most horrible threats. Behold the hour of 
Christ's agony and weakness. Let us pray for all those who will soon have to endure 
captivity and death." But in consummating his grand design Charles must observe the 
constitutional forms to which he had sworn at his coronation as emperor. The cradle of 
the Reformation was placed precisely in that part of his dominions where he was not 
absolute master. Had it been placed in Spain, in Flanders— anywhere, in short, except 
Saxony—how easy would it have been to execute the Edict of Worms! But in Germany 
he had to consult the will of others, and so he proceeded to convoke another Diet at 
Augsburg. Charles must next make sure of the Pope. He could not have the crafty 
Clement tripping him up the moment he turned his back and crossed the Alps on his way 
to Germany. He must go to Italy and have a personal interview with the Pontiff. 
 
The Reformed princes, who gave in the famous protest to the Diet of Spires (1529), 
followed up their act by an appeal to the emperor. The ArchDuke Ferdinand, the 
president of the Diet, stormed and left the assembly, but the protesters appealed to a 
General Council and to posterity. Their ambassadors were now on their way to lay the 
great Protest before Charles.  

Unabashed by the imperial majesty and the brilliant court that waited upon Charles, these 
ambassadors, when the day of audience came, discharged their mission with fidelity. 
They gave a precise narrative of all that had taken place in Germany on the matter of 
religion since the emperor quitted that country, which was in 1521. They specially 
instanced the edict of toleration promulgated by the Diet of 1526; the virtual repeal of 
that edict by the Diet of 1529; the Protest of the Reformed princes against that repeal; 
their challenge of religious freedom for themselves and all who should adhere to them, 
and their resolution, at whatever cost, never to withdraw from that demand, but to 
prosecute their Protest to the utmost of their power. In all matters of the Empire they 
would most willingly obey the emperor unless it was contrary to scripture. So they spoke. 
It was no pleasant thing, verily, for the victor of kings and the ruler of two hemispheres to 



be thus plainly taught that there were men in the world whose wills even he, with all his 
power, could not bend. This thought was the worm at the root of the emperor's glory. 
Charles deigned no reply; he dismissed the ambassadors with the intimation that the 
imperial will would be made known to them in writing.  
 
The emperor's answer was sent to the deputies through his secretary. It was, in brief, that 
the emperor was well acquainted, through his brother Ferdinand and his colleagues, with 
all that had taken place in Germany; that he was resolved to maintain the edict of the last 
Diet of Spires and that he had written to the Duke of Saxony and his associates 
commanding him to obey the decree of the Diet, upon the allegiance which he owed to 
him and to the Empire; and that should he disobey, he would be necessitated for the 
maintenance of his authority, and for example's sake, to punish him.  
 
Guessing too truly what the emperor's answer would be, the ambassadors had prepared an 
appeal from it beforehand. This document they now presented to the secretary. They had 
some difficulty in persuading the official to carry it to his master, but at length he 
consented to do so. The emperor ordered the arrest of the ambassadors. It chanced that 
one of the deputies was not in the hotel when the emperor's orders, confining the deputies 
to their lodgings, arrived. His servant slipped out and told him what had happened in his 
absence. The deputy, sitting down, wrote an account of the affair—their interview with 
the emperor, and his declared resolution to execute the Edict of Worms— to the Senate at 
Nuremberg, and dispatching it by a trusty messenger, whom he charged to proceed with 
all haste on his way, he walked straight to the inn to share the arrest of his colleagues. 
 
The emperor then went on to meet the Pope at Bologna. He carried with him the three 
Protestant deputies as his captives.  

Let us turn now to the Protestants of Germany.  The message of the ambassador reached 
the Senate of Nuremberg. It created a profound sensation among the councilors. Their 
message had been repulsed, and their ambassadors arrested. This appeared to the 
Protestants tantamount to a declaration of hostilities on the part of the powerful and irate 
monarch. The Elector of Saxony and the Landgrave of Hesse consulted together. They 
resolved to call a meeting of the Protestant princes and cities at an early day, to deliberate 
on the crisis that had arisen. The assembly met on November 29, 1529. The sitting of the 
assembly was marked by a striking incident. The emperor having released two of the 
ambassadors, and the third having contrived to make his escape, they arrived just as the 
Protestants had assembled there, and electrifying them by their appearance in the Diet, 
gave a full account of all that had befallen them at the court of the emperor. Their 
statement did not help to abate the fears of the princes. It convinced them that evil was 
determined, that it behooved them to prepare against it; and the first and most effectual 
preparation, one would have thought, was to be united among themselves. 
 
The assembly put the question, which shall we first discuss and arrange, the matter of 
religion or the matter of defense? It was resolved to take the question of religion first; for, 
said they, unless we are of one mind on it we cannot be united in the matter of defense.  
Luther and his friends had recently revised the articles of the Marburg Conference in a 



strictly Lutheran sense. This revised addition is known as the "Schmalkald Articles" 
Under the tenth head a very important change was introduced: it was affirmed, without 
any ambiguity, that the very body and blood of Christ are present in the Sacrament, and 
the notion was condemned that the bread is simply bread. This was hardly keeping faith 
with the Reformed section of Christendom. But the blunder that followed was still 
greater. The articles so revised were presented to the deputies at the assembly, and their 
signatures demanded to them as the basis of a political league. Before combining for their 
common defense, all must be of one mind on the doctrine of the Lord's Supper.  This 
course was contrary to Luther’s Battle Sermon in response to the Muslim threat, yet in 
this case he argued a different course and a different principle. 

The deputies from Strasburg and Ulm resisted this policy. "We cannot sign these 
articles," said they, "but are willing to unite with our brethren in a defensive league." The 
Landgrave of Hesse strongly argued that difference of opinion respecting the manner of 
Christ's presence in the Sacrament did not touch the foundations of Christianity, or 
endanger the salvation of the soul, and ought not to divide the Church of God; much less 
ought that difference to be made a ground of exclusion from such a league as was now 
proposed to be formed. But the Dukes of Saxony and Luneburg, who were strongly under 
Luther's influence, would hear of no confederation but with those who were ready to take 
the religious test. Ulm and Strasburg withdrew. The conference broke up, having first 
resolved that such as held Lutheran views, and only such, should meet at Nuremberg in 
the January following, to concert measures for resisting the apprehended attack of the 
emperor and the Pope.  
 
It was the views of Luther which triumphed at these discussions. He had beforehand 
strongly impressed his sentiments upon the Elector John, and both he and the Margrave 
of Brandenburg had come to be very thoroughly of one mind with regard to the necessity 
of being one in doctrine and creed before they could lawfully unite their arms for mutual 
defense.   On this Luther was correct, although on the issue of the Lord’s Supper 
incorrect.  Political alliances should be based upon agreement in  religious truth, and 
those truths should comprehend what God would have His people defend. 

We return to Bologna, which in the interval has become the scene of dark intrigues and 
splendid fetes. The saloons are crowded with gay courtiers, legates, archbishops, 
ministers, and secretaries. Men in Spanish and Italian uniforms parade the streets; the 
church bells are ceaselessly tolled, and the roll of the drum continually salutes the ear; for 
religious ceremonies and military shows proceed without intermission. The palaces in 
which the Pope and the emperor are lodged are so closely contiguous that a wall only 
separates the one from the other. The barrier has been pierced with a door which allows 
Charles and Clement to meet and confer at all hours of the day and night. The 
opportunity is diligently improved. While others sleep they wake. Protestantism it mainly 
is that occasions so many anxious deliberations and sleepless hours to these two 
potentates. They behold that despised principle exalting its stature strangely and 
ominously from year to year. Can no spell be devised to master it? can no league be 
framed to bind it? It is in the hope of discovering some such expedient or enchantment 
that Clement and Charles so often summon their "wise counselors" by day, or meet in 



secret and consult together alone when deep sleep rests on the eyelids of those around 
them. 
 
But in truth the emperor brought to these meetings a double mind. Despite the oath he 
had taken on the confines of the Ecclesiastical States never to encroach upon the liberties 
of the Papal See, despite the lowly obeisance with which he saluted the Pope when 
Clement came forth to meet him at the gates of Bologna, and despite the edifying 
regularity with which he performed his devotions, Charles thought of the great Spanish 
monarchy of which he was the head in the first place, and the Pope in the second place. 
To tear up the Protestant movement by the roots would suit Clement admirably; but 
would it equally suit Charles? This was the question with the emperor. He was now 
coming to see that to extinguish Luther would be to leave the Pope without a rival. 
Clement would then be independent of the sword of Spain, and would hold his head 
higher than ever. This was not for Charles's interests, or the glory of the vast Empire over 
which his scepter was swayed. The true policy was to tolerate Wittenberg, taking, care 
that it did not become strong, and play it off, when occasion required, against Rome. He 
would muzzle it: he would hold the chain in his hand, and have the unruly thing under his 
own control. Luther and Duke John and Landgrave Philip would dance when he piped, 
and mourn when he lamented; and when the Pope became troublesome, he would 
lengthen the chain in which he held the hydra of Lutheranism, and reduce Clement to 
submission by threatening to let loose the monster on him. By being umpire Charles 
would be master. This was the emperor's innermost thought, as we now can read it by his 
subsequent conduct. In youth Charles was politic: it was not till his later years that he 
became a thorough bigot in defense of religious falsehood. 
 
Charles’ two counselors then presented two very different schemes of how to deal with 
the Protestants.  One scheme argued that the Protestants should be destroyed by the 
sword; the other scheme argued that a great Council should be called in which the issues 
of difference would be resolved peacefully. 
 
Clement VII was startled as if a gulf had yawned at his feet by the latter proposal. The 
word Council has been a name of terror to Popes in all ages. The mention of it conjured 
up before the Pontifical imagination an equal, or it might be a superior authority to their 
own, and so tended to obscure the glory and circumscribe the dominion of the Papal 
chair.  At the First Vatican Council in the 19th century Pope Pius IX  succeeded at last in 
laying that terrible bugbear by the decree of infallibility, which makes the Pope absolute 
monarch of the Church. But in those ages, when the infallibility was assumed rather than 
decreed to be the personal attribute of the Popes, no threat was more dreadful than the 
proposal, sure to be heard at every crisis, to assemble a Council. But Clement had reasons 
peculiar to himself for regarding the proposition with abhorrence. He was a bastard; he 
had got possession of his chair by means not altogether blameless; and he had squandered 
the revenues of his see upon his family inheritance of Florence; and a reckoning would be 
exceedingly inconvenient. Though Luther himself had suddenly entered the council-
chamber, Clement could not have been more alarmed and irritated than he was by the 
second proposal. He did not see what good a Council would do, unless it were to let loose 
the winds of controversy all over Europe. "It is not." said he, "by the decrees of Councils, 



but by the edge of the sword, that we should decide controversies.  
 
But the second scheme better suited Charles at this time. So he now rose, and indicated 
that his views lay in the direction of those of his minister; and the Pope, concealing his 
disgust, seeing how the wind set, said that he would think further on the matter. He hoped 
to work upon the mind of the emperor in private. 
 
These discussions were prolonged till the end of January. The passes of the Alps were 
locked, avalanches and snow-drifts threatened the man who would scale their precipices 
at that season, and the climate of Bologna being salubrious, Charles was in no haste to 
quit so agreeable an abode. The ecclesiastical potentate continued to advocate the sword, 
and the temporal monarch to call for a Council. It is remarkable that each distrusted the 
weapon with which he was best acquainted. "The sword will avail nought in this affair," 
urged the emperor; "let us vanquish our opponents in argument." "Reason," exclaimed 
the Pope, "will not serve our turn; let us resort to force." But, though all considerations of 
humanity had been put aside, the question of the practicability of bringing all the 
Protestants to the scaffold was a serious one. Was the emperor able to do this? He stood 
at the head of Europe, but it was prudent not too severely to test his superiority. The 
Lutheran princes were by no means despicable, either in spirit or resources. The Kings of 
France and England, though they disrelished the Protestant doctrines, had come to know 
that the Protestant party was an important political element; and it was just possible their 
majesties might prefer that Christendom should remain divided, rather than that its unity 
should be restored by a holocaust. And then there was the Turk, who, although he had 
now retreated into his own domain, might yet, should a void so vast occur as would be 
created by the slaughter of the Protestants, transfer his standards from the shores of the 
Bosphorus to the banks of the Danube. It was clear that the burning of 100,000 
Protestants or so would be only the beginning of the drama. The Pope would most 
probably approve of so kindly a blaze; but might it not end in setting other States besides 
Germany on fire, and the Spanish monarchy among the rest? Charles, therefore, stuck to 
his idea of a Council; and being master, he was able to have the last word in the 
conferences. 
 
Meanwhile, till a General Council could be convened, and as preparatory to it, the 
emperor in 1530 issued a summons for a Diet of the States of Germany to meet at 
Augsburg that year. The summons was couched in terms remarkably gracious, and 
surely, if conciliation was to be attempted, at least as a first measure, it was wise to go 
about it in a way fitted to gain the object the emperor had in view. "Let us put an end to 
all discord," he said; "let us renounce our antipathies; let us all fight under one and the 
same leader—Jesus Christ—and let us strive thus to meet in one communion, one 
Church, and one unity."  
 
What a relief to the Protestants of Germany! The great sword of the emperor which had 
hung over their heads, suspended by a single thread, was withdrawn, and the olive-branch 
was held out to them instead. "The heart of kings is in the hand of God." 
 
One thing only was lacking to complete the grandeur of Charles, namely, that he should 



receive the imperial diadem from the hands of the Pope. He would have preferred to have 
had the ceremony performed in the Eternal City; the act would have borrowed additional 
luster from the place where it was done; but reasons of State compelled him to select 
Bologna.  Charles had already been crowned as Emperor of Germany at Aix-la-Chapelle. 
He now received the iron crown as King of Lombardy, and the golden one as Emperor of 
the Romans.  
 
When Charles thought of the Wittenberg movement, which he was advancing to confront 
at the Diet of Augsburg, he must have had some misgivings. His former experience of it 
must have taught him that instead of being the easiest to settle of the many matters he had 
on hand, it was precisely the one of all others the most difficult. He had won victories 
over Francis, he had won victories over the Pope, but he had won no victory over the 
monk. The dreaded Suleiman had vanished at his approach, but Luther kept his ground 
and refused to flee. Why was this? Nay, not only had the Reformer not fallen before him, 
but every step the emperor had taken against him had only lifted Luther higher in the 
sight of men, and strengthened his influence in Christendom. At the Diet of Worms, 
1521, he had fulminated his ban against the heresiarch. He did not for a moment doubt 
that a few weeks, or a few months at the most, and he would have the satisfaction of 
seeing that ban executed, and the Rhine bearing the ashes of Luther, as a hundred years 
before it had done those of Huss, to the ocean, there to bury him and his cause in an 
eternal sepulcher. Far different had the result been. The emperor's ban had chased the 
Reformer to the Wartburg, and there, exempt from every other distraction, Luther had 
prepared an instrumentality a hundred times more powerful than all his other writings and 
labors for the propagation of his movement. The imperial ban, if it considered Luther to a 
brief captivity, had liberated the Word of God for the Germans, formerly imprisoned in a 
dead language, and now it was traversing the length and breadth of the Fatherland, and 
speaking to prince and peasant, to baron and burgher in their own mother tongue. This, as 
Charles knew to his infinite chagrin, was all that he had reaped as yet from the Edict of 
Worms.  He essayed a second time to extinguish but in reality to strengthen the 
movement. He convoked a Diet of the Empire at Spires in 1526, to take steps for 
executing the edict which had been passed with their concurrence five years before at 
Worms. Now it will be seen whether the bolt does not fall and crush the monk. Again the 
result is exactly the opposite of what the emperor had so confidently anticipated. The 
Diet decreed that, till a General Council should meet, every state would elect its own 
course.  In 1529 he convokes the Diet anew at Spires. He sent a threatening message from 
Spain commanding the princes, by the obedience they owed him as emperor, and under 
peril of ban, to execute the edict against Luther. It was now that the Lutheran princes 
unfurled their great Protest, and took up that position in the Empire and before all 
Christendom which they have ever since, through all variety of fortune, maintained. 
Every time the emperor puts forth his hand, it is not to kill but to infuse new life into the 
movement; it is to remove impediments from its path and help it onward.  Even the 
dullest cannot fail to perceive that these most extraordinary events, in which everything 
meant for the destruction of the Protestant movement turned out for its furtherance, did 
not originate with Luther but with God. 



Meanwhile, the elector also set out for Augsburg, his cavaliers, in their scarlet cloaks, 
were not his only attendants. He invited, as we have seen, Luther, Melanchthon, and 
Jonas to accompany him to the Diet. On these would devolve the chief task of preparing 
the weapons with which the princes were to do battle, and directing the actual combatants 
how to deal the blow. On the journey, however, it occurred to the elector that over Luther 
there still hung the anathema of the Pope and the ban of the Empire. It might not, 
therefore, be safe to carry the Reformer to Augsburg while the Edict of Worms was still 
not repealed. Even granting that the elector should be able to shield him from harm, 
might not Charles construe Luther's appearance at the Diet into a personal affront? It was 
resolved accordingly that Luther should remain at Coburg. Here it was easy to keep him 
informed of all that was passing in the Diet, and to have his advice at any moment. 
Luther would thus be present, although invisible, at Augsburg. 
 
The Reformer at once acquiesced in this arrangement. The Castle of Coburg, on the 
banks of the river Itz, overlooking the town, was assigned him for his residence.  
 
The Elector John, with statesman-like sagacity as well as Christian zeal—a fine union, of 
which that age presents many noble examples—saw the necessity of presenting to the 
Diet a summary of Protestant doctrine. Nothing of the sort as yet existed. The Protestant 
faith was to be learned, first of all in the scriptures, next in the numerous and widely-
diffused writings of Luther and other theologians, and lastly in the general belief and 
confession of the Christian people. But, over and above these, it was desirable to have 
some systematized, accurate, and authoritative statement of the Protestant doctrines to 
present to the Diet now about to convene. It was due to the Reformers themselves, to 
whom it would serve as a bond of union, and whose apology or defense it would be to the 
world; and it was due to their foes, who it was to be supposed in charity were 
condemning what, to a large extent, they were ignorant of. It is worthy of notice that the 
first suggestion of what has since become so famous, under the name of the Augsburg 
Confession, came, not from the clergy of the Protestant Church, but from the laity. When 
political actors appear before us on this great stage, we do them only justice to say that 
they were inspired by Christian motives, and aimed at gaining great spiritual ends. John 
of Saxony and Philip of Hesse did not covet the spoils of Rome: they sought the 
vindication of the truth and the reformation of society. 
 
The Elector of Saxony issued an order in the middle of March (1530) to the theologians 
of Wittenberg to draw up a summary of the Protestant faith. It was meant to set forth 
concisely the main doctrines which the Protestants held, and the points in which they 
differed from Rome. Luther, Melanchthon, Jonas, and Pomeranus jointly undertook the 
task. Their labors were embodied in seventeen articles, and were delivered to the elector 
at Torgau, and hence their name, the "Torgau Articles." These articles, a few weeks 
afterwords, were enlarged and remodeled by Melanchthon, with a view to their being 
read in the Diet as the Confession of the Protestants.  The document when finished was 
sent to Luther and approved by him.   So it was ready for the Diet at Augsburg. 
 
The assembly at Augsburg, comprising the pride and puissance of the great Spanish 
monarchy, were here to be the witnesses of the triumph of Rome—so they imagined. The 



Pope and the emperor had resolved to tolerate the religious schism no longer. Charles 
came to Augburg with the firm purpose of putting forth all the power of the Empire in the 
Diet, in order to make the revolted princes re-enter the obedience of the Roman See.  
 
The emperor's entry into Augsburg took place on Corpus Christi eve. It was so timed in 
order that a pretext might be had for the attempts which were to be made for corrupting 
the Protestants. The program of the imperial and ecclesiastical managers was a short 
one—wiles; but if these did not prosper they were quite prepared to resort to arms. The 
Protestant princes were specially invited to take their place in the solemn procession of 
tomorrow, that of Corpus Christi. It would be hard for the Lutheran chiefs to find an 
excuse for absence. Even on Lutheran principles it was the literal body of Christ that was 
to be carried through the streets; surely they would not refuse this token of homage to 
their Savior, this act of courtesy to their emperor. They declined, however, saying that the 
body of Christ was in the Sacrament not to be worshipped, but fed on by faith. The legate 
professed to be highly displeased at their contumacy; and even the emperor was not a 
little chafed. He had nothing for it, however, but to put up with the slight, for attendance 
on such ceremonies was no part of the duty which they owed him as emperor. 
 
The next assault was directed against the Protestant sermons. The crowds that gathered 
round the preachers which the Protestant princes brought with them were as great as ever. 
The emperor was galled by the sight of these enthusiastic multitudes, and all the more so 
that not more than a hundred of the citizens of Augsburg had joined in the grand 
procession of the day previous, in which he himself had walked bareheaded, carrying a 
lighted taper. That the heresy which he had crossed the Alps to extinguish should be 
proclaimed in a score of churches, and within earshot of him, was more than he could 
endure. He sent for the Lutheran princes, and charged them to enjoin silence on their 
preachers. The princes replied that they could not live without the preaching of the 
gospel, and that the citizens of Augsburg would not willingly consent to have the 
churches closed. When Charles insisted that it should be so, the Margrave George 
exclaimed in animated tones, "Rather than let the Word of God be taken from me, and 
deny my God, I would kneel down and have my head struck off." And suiting the action 
to the words, he struck his neck with his hand. "Not the head off," replied Charles, 
evidently moved by the emotion of the margrave, "dear prince, not the head off." These 
were the only German words Charles was heard to utter. After two days' warm altercation 
it was concluded on the part of the Protestants— who feared to irritate too greatly the 
emperor, lest he should forbid the reading of their Confession in the Diet—that during the 
sitting of the Senate the Protestant sermons should be suspended; and Charles on his part 
agreed to appoint preachers who should impugn neither creed in their sermons, but steer a 
middle course between the old and the new faiths. An edict to this effect was next day 
proclaimed through Augsburg by a herald. The citizens were curious to hear the 
emperor's preachers. Those who went to witness the promised feat of preaching 
something that was neither Popery nor Protestantism, were not a little amused by the 
performances of this new sort of preachers. "Their sermons," said they, "are innocent of 
theology, but equally innocent of sense." 
 
At length the 20th of June arrived. On this day the Diet was to be opened by a grand 



procession and a solemn mass. This furnished another pretext for renewing the attempts 
to corrupt the fidelity, or, as the Papists called it, vanquish the obstinacy of the 
Protestants. The emperor on that day would go in state to mass. It was the right or duty of 
the Elector of Saxony, as Grand Marshal of the Empire, to carry the sword before Charles 
on all occasions of state. "Let your majesty," said Campeggio, "order the elector to 
perform his office."   If John should obey, he would compromise his profession by being 
present at mass; if he should refuse, he would incur a derogation of dignity, for the 
emperor would assign the honor to another. The aged elector was in a strait. 
 
He summoned the divines who were present in Augsburg, that he might have their 
advice. "It is," said they, "in your character of Grand Marshal, and not in your character 
of Protestant, that you are called to bear the sword before his majesty. You assist at a 
ceremony of the Empire, and not at a ceremony of religion. You may obey with a safe 
conscience."  
 
The Zwinglian divines rightly did not concur in the opinion expressed by their Lutheran 
friends. They called to mind the instance of the primitive Christians who submitted to 
martyrdom rather than throw a few grains of incense upon the altar. Any one, they said, 
might be present at any rite of another religion, as if it were a civil ceremony, whenever 
the fear of loss, or the hope of advantage, tempted one to institute this very dangerous 
distinction. The advice of the Lutheran divines, however, swayed the elector, and he 
accordingly took his place in the procession, but remained erect before the altar when the 
host was elevated. 
 
At this mass Vincenzo Pompinello, Archbishop of Rosano, and nuncio of the Pope, made 
an oration in Latin before the offertory.  His eloquence reached its climax only when he 
came to speak of the "new religion" which the Germans had invented. "Why," exclaimed 
he, "the Senate and people of Rome, though Gentries and the worshippers of false gods, 
never failed to avenge the insults offered to their rites by fire and sword; but ye, O 
Germans, who are Christians, and the worshippers of the true and omnipotent God, 
contemn the rites of holy mother Church by leaving unpunished the great audacity and 
unheard-of wickedness of enemies. Why do ye rend in pieces the seamless garment of the 
Savior? why do you abandon the doctrine of Christ, established with the consent of the 
Fathers, and confirmed by the Holy Ghost, for a devilish belief, which leads to every 
buffoonery and obscenity?" But the sting of this address was in its tail. "Sharpen thy 
sword, O magnanimous prince," said he, turning to the emperor, "and smite these 
opposers. Peace there never will be in Germany till this heresy shall have been utterly 
extirpated." Rising higher still he invoked the Apostles Peter and Paul to lend their 
powerful aid at this great crisis of the Church. 
 
The zeal of the Papal nuncio, as was to be expected, was at a white heat. The German 
princes, however, were more cool. This victory with the sword which the orator promised 
them was not altogether to their mind, especially when they reflected that whereas the 
archbishop's share in the enterprise was the easy one of furnishing eloquence, their share 
would be the blood of warriors.  



From the cathedral the princes adjourned to the town-hall, where the sittings of the Diet 
were to take place. The emperor took his seat on a throne covered with cloth of gold. 
Immediately in front of him sat his brother Ferdinand, King of Austria. On either hand of 
him were ranged the electors of the Empire. Crowding all round and filling every part of 
the hall was the rest of this august assembly, including forty-two sovereign princes, the 
deputies of the cities, bishops, ambassadors—in short, the flower not of Germany only, 
but of all Christendom.  
 
The emperor rose and opened the Diet with a speech. We turn with a feeling of relief 
from the fiery harangue of the fanatical nuncio to the calm words of Charles.  The 
emperor having drawn a picture of the menacing Turk, who every year was projecting a 
longer shadow over Christendom, proceeded next to counsel his hearers to trample out 
that spirit which alone was capable of coping with this enemy, by commanding them to 
execute the Edict of Worms.  With this opening concluded, the Diet began. 
 
The Diet was summoned for two causes—first, the defense of Christendom against the 
Turk; secondly, and mainly, the settlement of the religious question. It was resolved to 
take into consideration first the matter of religion. 
 
In order to an intelligent decision on this question, it seemed equitable, and indeed 
indispensable, that the Diet should hear from the Protestants a statement of the doctrine 
which they held. Without this, how could the Diet either approve or condemn? Such a 
manifesto, based on the "Torgau Articles," had been drawn up by Melanchthon, approved 
by Luther, and was now ready to be presented to the Diet, provided the emperor would 
consent to the public reading of it. 
 
The Protestants met in the apartments of the Elector of Saxony to append their signatures 
to this important deed. It was first read in German. The Elector John took the pen, and 
was about to append his name, when Melanchthon interposed. "It was the ministers of the 
Word, and not the princes of the State," he said, "that ought to appear in this matter. This 
was the voice of the Church." "God forbid," replied the elector, "that you should exclude 
me from confessing my Lord. My electoral hat and my ermine are not so precious to me 
as the cross of Jesus Christ." On this Melanchthon suffered him to proceed, and John, 
Duke of Saxony, was the first whose name was appended to this document.  And the 
other political and church leaders followed. 
 
The Protestants agreed to demand that their Confession should be read publicly in the 
Diet. This was a vital point with them. They had not kindled this light to put it under a 
bushel, but to set it in a very conspicuous place; indeed, in the midst even of the 
princedoms, hierarchies, and powers of Christendom now assembled at Augsburg. To 
this, however, obstacles were interposed, as it was foreseen there would be. There were 
long speeches by the Romish envoys. The Protestant princes rose again and craved 
permission to read their paper. "It is too late," was the emperor's reply. 
 
"But," insisted the princes, "we have been publicly accused, and we must be permitted 
publicly to justify ourselves." "Then," said the emperor, who felt it would be well to 



make a show of yielding, "tomorrow at the Palatinate Chapel." The "Palatinate Chapel" 
was not the usual place of the Diet's meeting, but an apartment in the emperor's own 
palace, capable of containing about two hundred persons.  It was seen that the emperor 
wished the audience to be select. 
 
The morrow came. The princes stood up at the foot of the emperor's throne to present 
their Confession—John of Saxony, John Frederick, his son, Philip of Hesse, George of 
Brandenburg, Wolfgang of Anhalt, Ernest and Francis of Luneburg, and the two deputies 
of Nuremberg and Reutlingen. All eyes were fixed upon them. Then, as now, Charles sat 
upon his throne with the princes of his kingdom around him, and a solitary monk stood 
up in his presence to confess his faith. The astounding scene was reproducing itself. The 
monk again stands up to confess his faith; not, indeed, in his own person, but in that of 
confederate princes and cities, inspired with his spirit and filled with his power.  
 
Two chancellors of the elector rose, holding in their hand, the one a German and the other 
a Latin copy of the "Chief Articles of the Faith." "Read the Latin copy," suggested the 
emperor. "No," replied the Elector of Saxony respectfully, "we are Germans and on 
German soil, we crave to speak in German.”  So it was read in German. 
 
The reading of the Confession proceeded in deep silence. 
 
Article I. confessed the TRINITY. "There is one Divine essence who is God, eternal, 
incorporeal, indivisible, infinite in power, wisdom, and goodness; and there are three 
persons of the same essence and power and co-eternity, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit." 
 
Article II. confessed ORIGINAL SIN. "Since the fall of Adam all men descending from 
him by ordinary generation are born in sin, which places under condemnation and 
bringeth eternal death to all who are not born again by baptism and the Holy Ghost."  
 
Article III. confessed the PERSON AND OFFICE OF CHRIST. "The Son of God 
assumed humanity and has thus two natures, the divine and human, in His one person, 
inseparably conjoined: one Christ, very God and very man. He was born of the Virgin, 
He truly suffered, was crucified, died and was buried, that He might reconcile us to the 
Father, and be the sacrifice, not only for the original sin, but also for all the actual 
transgressions of men." 
 
Article IV. confessed the doctrine of JUSTIFICATION. "Men cannot be justified before 
God by their own strength, merits, or works. They are justified freely on Christ's account 
through faith, when they believe in the free pardon of their sins for the sake of Christ, 
Who has made satisfaction for them by His death. This faith God imputes to them for 
righteousness." 
 
Article V. confessed the institution of the MINISTRY. "For by the preaching of the 
Word, and the dispensation of the Sacraments, the Holy Spirit is pleased to work faith in 
the heart." 
 



Article VI. confessed GOOD WORKS. "Faith ought to bear good fruits, not that these 
may justify us before God, but that they may manifest our love to God." 
 
Article VII. confessed the CHURCH, "which is the congregation of the holy, in which the 
Gospel is rightly taught and the Sacraments rightly administered. To the real unity of the 
Church it is sufficient that men agree in the doctrine of the Gospel and the administration 
of the Sacraments; nor is it necessary that the rites and ceremonies instituted by men 
should be everywhere the same." 
 
Article VIII. confessed the CHURCH VISIBLE. "Although the Church is properly the 
assembly of saints and true believers, yet in this life there are mixed up in it many 
hypocrites and manifest sinners." 
 
Article IX. set forth the necessity of BAPTISM to salvation, "for through baptism is 
offered the grace of God," and the lawfulness of infant baptism. 
 
Article X. set forth the doctrine of the LORD'S SUPPER. "We teach that the body and 
blood of Christ are really present, and administered to those who partake of the Lord's 
Supper." 
 
Articles XI. and XII. stated the doctrine of the Lutheran confessors on confession and 
penance. 
 
Article XIII. set forth more explicitly the nature and use of the Sacraments, affirming that 
they were not mere "notes of profession" among men, but "signs and testimonies of the 
good-will of God toward us;" and that therefore to the "use of the Sacrament" faith must 
be added, which takes hold of the promises exhibited and held forth by the sacrament. 
And in the antithesis to this article they condemned those who taught that the Sacrament 
accomplishes its end ex opere operato, and that faith is not required in order to the 
remission of sins. 
 
The articles that follow to the end are occupied with church order and rites, civil 
government, the final judgment, free will, and good works. On the latter the framers of 
the Confession were careful to distinguish between the power which man has to do "good 
or evil," within the sphere of natural and civil justice, and the sphere of holiness. Man can 
do many things, they said. He can love his children, his neighbors, his country; he can 
study an art, practice a profession, or guide the State; he can bless society by his virtues 
and talents, or afflict it by his vices and crimes; but those actions only are righteous in the 
sight of God which spring from a gracious principle, implanted by the Holy Spirit, and 
which are directed to a heavenly end. To love God, and love and labor for man for God's 
sake, is a power, they taught, which fallen man does not possess, and which must be 
given him from above; according to the saying of Ambrose, that "Faith is the mother of 
good desires and holy actions"—words which are but the echo of those of a greater 
Teacher, "Without me ye can do nothing." 
 
In conclusion, the Protestants returned in their Confession to their grand cardinal 



doctrine, salvation by grace. They especially attacked the mass, on which Rome had 
suspended the salvation of the world, making the priest, and not Christ, the savior of men; 
the sacrifice on the altar, and not the sacrifice on the cross, the real propitiation; thus 
compelling men to come to her and not to God for pardon, making merchandise of 
heaven, changing worship into mountebankery, and the Church into a fair. "If the mass," 
said they, "takes away the sins of the living and the dead, ex opere operato, then 
justification hangs on a mere rite," and Christ died in vain. 
 
With the Bible they would know no sacrifice for sin but that made by Christ, once for all, 
on Calvary, everlasting, and never needing to be repeated, inasmuch as its efficacy is 
wide as the populations of the globe, and lasting as eternity. Nor would they put any 
conditions upon the enjoyment of these merits other than had been put upon them by Him 
whose they were. These merits they would not give as the wages of work, nor as the 
equivalent of gold; they would give them on the same terms on which the gospel offered 
them, "without money and without price." Thus they labored to overthrow the mass, with 
that whole system of salvation by works of which it was the pre-eminent symbol, and to 
restore the cross. 
 
There was scarcely an abuse or error of the system that was not passed in review, and 
dismissed with the brand of reprobation upon it. On one and all was the sentence 
pronounced, "Unknown to Scripture and to the Fathers." Priestly absolution, distinction 
of meats, monastic vows, feast-days, the pernicious mixing up of ecclesiastical and civil 
authority, so hurtful to the character of the ministers of the Word, and so prolific of wars 
and bloodshed to the world—all were condemned on many grounds, but on this above all 
others, that they "obscured the doctrine of grace, and of the righteousness of faith, which 
is the cardinal article, the crowning glory of the Gospel." 
 
The Confession—with conspicuous boldness, when we think that it was read before an 
assembly in which so many prince-bishops had a seat— condemned one of the grand 
errors of the Middle Ages, namely, the confusion of Church and State, and the blending 
of things spiritual and secular, which had led to such corruption in the Church and 
inflicted so many calamities upon the world. It explained, with great clearness and at 
considerable length, that Church and State are two distinct societies, and, although co-
related, each has its own boundaries, its own rights and duties, and that the welfare of 
both requires the maintenance of the independence of each. 
 
"The duty of the bishops is therefore to preach the gospel, to forgive sins, and to exclude 
from the Christian Church all who rebel against the Lord, but without human power, and 
solely by the Word of God. If the bishops act thus, the churches ought to be obedient to 
them, according to this declaration of Christ: 'Whoever heareth you heareth Me.' 
 
"But if the bishops teach anything that is contrary to the gospel, then the churches have 
an order from God which forbids them to obey. 

The reading of the Confession occupied two hours. Not a word was spoken all that time. 
This assembly of princes and warriors, statesmen and ecclesiastics, sat silent, held fast in 



the spell, not of novelty merely, but of the simplicity, beauty, and majesty of the truths 
which passed before them in the grand spiritual panorama which Melanchthon's powerful 
hand had summoned up.  
 
In the two hours which the reading of the Confession occupied, what a work had been 
accomplished, what an advance made in the great cause of the Reformation! The 
Confession added not a few influential converts to the ranks of Protestantism. The effect 
on some was surprise; on others, conviction; on most, it was the creation of a more 
conciliatory spirit towards the Lutherans. 
 
Thirteen years before (1517) a solitary monk, bearing a scroll in one hand and a hammer 
in the other, is seen forcing his way through a crowd of pilgrims, and nailing his scroll, 
with its ninety-five theses, to the door of the castle-church of Wittenberg. The scene 
repeats itself, but on a grander scale. Now a phalanx of princes and free cities is beheld 
pressing through the throng of the Diet of Augsburg, and, in presence of the assembled 
princedoms and hierarchies of Christendom, it nails the old scroll—for what is the 
Confession of Augsburg but the monk's scroll enlarged, and more impregnably supported 
by proof?—it nails this scroll to the throne of Charles V. 

We are now arrived at a stage where we can look around and take a survey of this great 
movement of regeneration as it develops itself in other countries. Everywhere, on the 
right and on the left, from the Baltic to the Alps, and from the Atlantic to the gates of 
Vienna, the doctrines of Protestantism are being scattered and are taking vigorous root. 
Nay, even beyond the mountains that wall in Italy and Spain, Protestant movements are 
springing up, and Rome is beginning to be assailed in those countries where she deemed 
her power to be so deeply seated in the traditional beliefs, the blind devotion, and the 
pleasure-loving habits of the people, that no one would be mad enough to attack her. But 
before withdrawing our eyes from Germany, let us briefly note the events immediately 
consequent on the Confession of Augsburg. 
 
The presentation of the Confession to the Diet was the culmination of the movement on 
German soil. It was the proudest hour of the Lutheran Church. To this point the labors of 
Luther and of the forces that operated around him had tended, and now that it was 
reached, the crown was put upon the theological development. The Augsburg Confession 
was not a perfectly accurate statement of scripture truth by any means, but it was a 
marvelous effort, and has not been cast into the shade by even the noblest of those 
Confessions which have since followed it, and for which it so largely helped to prepare 
the way.  

Was the Confession of Augsburg to come in the room of the Bible to the Protestants? Far 
from it. Let us not mistake the end for which it was framed, and the place it was intended 
to occupy. The Confession did not create the faith; it simply confessed it. The doctrines it 
contained were in the Confession because they were first of all in the Bible. A terrestrial 
chart has authority and is to be followed only when for every island and continent marked 
on it there is a corresponding island and continent on the surface of the globe; a manual 
of botany has authority only when for every term on its page there is a living flower or 



tree in the actual landscape; and a map of the heavens is true only when for every star 
named in it there is an actual star shining in the sky. So of the Augsburg Confession, and 
all Confessions, they are true, and of authority, and safe guides only when every 
statement they contain has its corresponding doctrine in the scriptures. Their authority is 
not in themselves, but in the Word of God.  

The Popish members were dismayed and confounded when they reflected on what had 
been done. The Diet had been summoned to overthrow the Reformation; instead of this it 
had established it. In the wake of this Confession came other two, the one written by 
Bucer, and signed by four cities which in the matter of the Lord's Supper leaned to the 
Zwinglian rather than to the Lutheran view—Strasbourg, Constance, Memmingen, and 
Lindau; hence its name, the Tetrapolitan Confession; and the other presented in the name 
of Zwingli, and containing a statement of his individual views. Thus the movement, 
instead of shrinking into narrower dimensions, or hiding itself from view, was coming 
boldly out in the presence of its opponents, and the feeble hope which the Romanists 
founded upon the circumstance that there were three representations, or "a schism in the 
schism," as they termed it, vanished when these several documents were examined, and it 
was seen that there was substantial agreement among them; that on one point only did 
they differ, and that all were united in their repudiation and condemnation of Rome. 
 
Moreover, powerful princes were passing from the Romanist to the Protestant side. The 
Archbishop Hermann, Elector of Cologne, the Count Palatine Frederick, Duke Eric of 
Brunswick-Luneburg, Duke Henry of Mecklenburg, and the Dukes of Pomerania were 
gained to the truth, and their accession well nigh doubled the political strength of the 
Reformation. 
 
These trophies of the power of the Confession were viewed as pledges of more numerous 
conversions to be effected in time to come. Nor were these hopes disappointed. The 
Confession was translated into most of the languages of Europe, and circulated in the 
various countries; the misrepresentations and calumnies which had obscured and 
distorted the cause were cleared away; and Protestantism began to be hailed as a 
movement bringing with it renovation to the soul and new life to States. 
 
It was the morning of the day following that on which the Confession had been read. The 
emperor had just awoke. He had slept badly, and was wearied and irritable. The affair of 
yesterday recurred to his mind, and a feeling of melancholy began to weigh upon him. He 
had made a bad beginning of the enterprise arranged between himself and the Pope at 
Bologna. Lutheranism stood better in the eyes of the world, and had more adherents 
around it now than when he entered Augsburg. He must bethink him how he can correct 
his first false move. At that moment the count palatine, looking as much out of sorts as 
his master, entered the imperial apartment. His eye caught the anxious face of the 
emperor, and divining the cause of his uneasiness, "We must," said he, "yield something 
to the Lutheran princes." A feeling of relief to the mind of Charles accompanied these 
words; and the count went on to say that it might not be ungraceful to make the 
concessions which the Emperor Maximilian was willing to grant. "What were they?" 
inquired the monarch. "These three: communion in both kinds, the marriage of priests, 



and freedom with regard to fasts," rejoined the count palatine. The thing pleased Charles. 
It left untouched the mass and the authority of the church. It was a small sacrifice to 
prevent a great evil. 
 
In a little while the Pope’s envoys arrived. They were told the counsel which the count 
palatine had given, and which seemed good in the eyes of the emperor. It was not equally 
good in the eyes of these churchmen. Concession would only lead to greater concessions. 
They persuaded Charles to reject it. 
 
Other arrivals soon followed, mainly ecclesiastics, who reinforced the legate in the 
position he had taken up. "I stay with the mother," exclaimed the Bishop of Wurzburg.  
"It is not the cure, but the physician who prescribes it, that I dislike," said the Archbishop 
of Salzburg, who had been peculiarly bitter against the Reformers. "I would oblige the 
laity with the cup, and the priests with wives, and all with a little more liberty as regards 
meats, nor am I opposed to some reformation of the mass; but that it should be a monk, a 
poor Augustine, who presumes to reform us all, is what I cannot get over." "Nor I," 
responded another bishop, "that a little town should teach all the world; and that the 
ancient and orthodox waters of Rome should be forsaken for the heretical and paltry 
stream that Wittenberg sends forth, is not to be thought of." It was the old objection, "Can 
any good thing come out of Nazareth?" 
 
Of the men now assembling around Charles, some blamed themselves as well as the 
Lutherans. The Bishop of Salzburg, whom we have just mentioned as more than 
ordinarily hostile to the Reformation, was by no means blind to the degeneracy of Rome, 
and made a very frank confession on that head one day to Melanchthon, who was 
insisting on a reformation in the lives of the clergy. The archbishop could not help 
expressing his opinion of the hopelessness of such a thing, not because it was not needed, 
but simply because it was chimerical. "What," he exclaimed abruptly, "reform us?" we 
priests have always been good for nothing." The archbishop was of opinion that there was 
not left enough of backbone in the priesthood to stand the process. The cure would 
certainly kill it. A Greater had pronounced the same judgment on the corrupt priesthood 
of a former age. "If the salt have lost its savor, it is fit neither for the land nor for the 
dunghill, but men cast it out and it is trodden under foot." 
 
Charles had got the Diet which he had summoned in so high hopes, and to which he had 
come in such magnificent state, not doubting that he was advancing to a scene of victory; 
he had got more: he had got the Lutheran Confession—not a confession of trespass 
against their mother the Church, and a cry for the pardon of the Pope and the emperor, 
which he had prepared himself to hear, but a bold justification of all the doctrines the 
princes had professed, and all the steps they had taken—in short, a flag of revolt unfurled 
at the very foot of the imperial throne. Before punishing the offenses of nine years ago by 
executing the Edict of Worms, he must deal with this new development of Lutheranism. 
If he should pass it over in silence, on the pretext that it was an affair of dogmas merely, 
he would be visually tolerating the Protestant faith, and must nevermore mention the 
Worms proscription. If, on the other hand, he should call on the princes to retract, he 
must be prepared with something like reasonable grounds for demanding their 



submission, and, if need were, extorting it. He must steer between the Scylla of coercion 
and the Charybdis of toleration. This was all as yet the Diet had done for him. It had 
brought him new perplexities— more sleepless nights. It was mortifying to have to write 
to Clement VII that the project they had spent a winter together at Bologna in concocting 
was speeding so ill—was, in fact, marching backwards. 
 
Every hour was precious. Before sitting down to breakfast, steps had to be taken. Of the 
two courses open to him—tolerate or coerce? —it was clear that the latter was the one 
that must be taken in the last resort. But the emperor's edicts must be backed by reasons; 
and now it was that Charles painfully felt his unskillfulness in theology. Distracted rather 
than aided by the conflicting opinions and contrary counsels of the men around him, he 
resolved to look a little into this matter for himself, and for this end he ordered his 
secretary to prepare a French translation of the Confession. 
 
Two copies, as we have said, had been handed to Charles, the one in Latin and the other 
in German; but he thought he could better see the theological bearings of Lutheranism 
and the idiomatic beauties of Melanchthon in French than in either of the other two 
languages. He required perfect accuracy of his secretary. "See," said he, "that not a word 
be wanting." 
 
The Lutheran princes who heard these words were pleased with the emperor's wish to be 
well-informed in their cause; and took them as a sign that he leaned to their side—a 
somewhat narrow foundation for so great a conclusion. The courtiers who knew the 
emperor better, shook their heads when they learned that the Lutherans were reckoning 
Charles among the converts of the eloquent document of Melanchthon. It had already 
made some illustrious disciples among the lay princes; and one or two prince-bishops, as 
Cologne and Augsburg, it had almost persuaded to be Lutherans; but the head that wore 
the diadem was not to be numbered among those that were to bow to the force of truth. 
 
While the emperor is seated at the breakfast table, the ante-chamber begins to be filled 
with a crowd of deputies. Who are they, and why are they here at this early hour? They 
are the ambassadors from the imperial cities, and they are here by command of the 
emperor. Before beginning his first lesson in Lutheran divinity, Charles will try what can 
be done with the towns. 
 
Free towns have in all ages been objects of special jealousy and dislike to despots. The 
free cities of Germany were no exception to this rule. Charles viewed them with 
suspicion and abhorrence. They were the great stumbling-blocks in his path to that 
universal monarchy which it was his ambition to erect. But of the free imperial towns 
fourteen had given special cause of displeasure to the emperor. They had refused to 
submit to the Recess of the last Diet of Spires, that of 1529.  Their non-adherence to the 
Recess of the Diet had created a split in the Empire. 
 
An attempt must be made to heal the breach, and bring back the contumacious cities 
before their evil example had been followed by the others. Their deputies were now 
gathered, along with the rest, into the imperial ante-chamber. Frederick, count palatine, 



was sent to them to say, "that in the last Diet of Spires (1529) a decree had been made, 
which had been obeyed by most of the States, much to the emperor's satisfaction, but that 
some of the cities had rejected it, to the weakening of the Empire, and that Charles now 
called on them to submit to the Diet."  
 
Little had they expected, when they assembled that morning in the ante-chamber of the 
monarch, to have a demand like this made upon them. The eloquent words of 
Melanchthon were still ringing in their ears; they felt more convinced than ever, after 
listening to his beautifully perspicuous and powerfully convincing exposition, that their 
faith was founded on the Word of God, and that they could not abandon it without peril to 
their souls; they had witnessed, only the day before, the elation of their brethren at this 
triumphant vindication, and they had shared their feelings. 
 
They had marked, too, the obvious perplexity into which the reading of the Confession 
had thrown the Romanists, how troubled their faces, how uneasy their attitudes, how 
significant the glances they exchanged with one another, and how frankly some of them 
had confessed that Melanchthon's paper contained only the truth! A concession or an 
overture of conciliation would not have surprised them; but that the minister of Charles 
should on the morrow after this great triumph be the bearer of such a demand from the 
emperor did beyond measure astonish them. They had won the field; with them had 
remained the moral victory; but the vanquished suddenly put on the air of a conqueror. 
 
The Protestant cities were asked to submit to the edict of the Diet of 1529. Let us see how 
much was involved in that demand. The Diet of 1529 abolished the toleration of 1526. 
Not only so: it placed all arrest upon the Protestant movement, and enacted that it should 
advance not a foot- breadth beyond the limits it had reached when the Recess of the Diet 
was published. As regarded all who were already Protestants, it graciously permitted 
them to remain so; but from this day forward, while Germany stood, not a prince, not a 
city, not an individual could enroll his name in the Protestant ranks or leave the Church 
of Rome, whatever his convictions or wishes might be. It went further; it provided for the 
re-introduction of the mass, and the whole machinery of Romanism, into Protestant 
provinces and cities. While it stringently forbade all proselytizing on the Protestant side, 
it gave unbounded license to it on the Popish. What could happen, under an arrangement 
of this sort, but that Protestantism should wither and disappear? One could prognosticate 
the year, almost the very day, when it would be extinct. It was at this hour, with the 
Augsburg Confession lying on the emperor's table, that the free cities were asked to assist 
in arranging for the funeral obsequies of Protestantism. 
 
Nor does even this fully bring out the folly which Charles committed in making such a 
demand, and the treason of which the free cities would have been guilty against the truth 
and the world, had they yielded to it. The Recess of 1529 was the act that had led them to 
send forth the great Protest from which they took their name. To adhere to the Recess 
was to abandon their Protest—was to pull down their flag as it floated before the eyes of 
all Christendom, a sign and promise to the nations of a glorious redemption from a great 
slavery. 
 



They had not thought much of the act at the time; but the more they pondered it, the more 
they saw they had been led by a wisdom not their own to take up a position that was one 
of the most comprehensive and sublime in all history.  The Protest of 1529 was thus a 
grand step towards restoration and reconciliation. It restored society to God. Rome had 
divorced the two.  Protestantism came to reinstate the Divine government over the world. 
It did so by placing the authority of scripture above the chair of the Pope, and lifting the 
crown of Christ above the throne of the emperor. 
 
The deputies made answer that in a matter of so great moment time must be given them 
to deliberate. They retired, to return with their answer in writing only on the 7th of July. 
While the cities are preparing their reply, another matter calls for consideration. What is 
to be done with the Confession lying on the emperor's table? and what steps are to be 
taken to bring over the Elector John and the other Protestant princes? 
 
We have seen the emperor dismiss the representatives of the Protestant cities with an 
injunction to take counsel and bring him word how they meant to act in the matter of the 
Decree of Spires, and whether they were prepared to abandon their Protest of 1529. 
Scarcely have they left his presence when he summons a council of the Popish members 
of the Diet. They have been called together to give advice respecting another matter that 
claims urgent attention from the emperor. The Confession of the Protestant princes is 
lying on his table; what is to be done with it? 
 
Lutheranism is not at Wittenberg only: it is here, in the Palatinate Palace of Augsburg, 
protesting with eloquent voice against the tyranny that would suppress it, crying aloud 
before the Diet, as by-and-by, if not silenced, it will cry before all Christendom, that 
Rome has corrupted the faith, and is become apostate. "What shall we do?" asked the 
emperor, of the princes and bishops now gathered round him, "how shall we dispose of 
this document?" 
 
The emperor's interrogatory was the signal for the expression of a number of contrary 
opinions. It was not wise guidance, but distraction and embarrassment, that Charles found 
in the multitude of his counselors. There were three distinct parties in the body around 
him. "We shall not," said one party," chop logic with our opponents; while we are 
entangled in a theological labyrinth, they may escape. We have but one course to pursue, 
namely, to execute the Edict of Worms."  Another party, better acquainted with the secret 
wishes of Charles, said, "Let us refer the matter to the decision of the emperor." There 
came yet a third, formed of those who were somewhat vain of their traditional lore, and 
not unwilling to show it. "Let a few doctors," said they, "be appointed to write a 
Refutation of the Lutheran Confession, which may be read to the princes, and ratified by 
the emperor." 
 
It was not the bishops who urged the emperor to extreme and violent courses. They 
rather, on the whole, employed their influence to check the sanguinary zeal of others. "I 
cannot advise his majesty to employ force," said Albert of Mainz, but the reason he 
assigned for his temperate counsels somewhat detracts from their generosity, "lest when 
the emperor retires the Lutherans retaliate upon the priests, and the Turk come in, in the 



end of the day, and reap with his scimitar what the Lutheran sword may have left." The 
Bishop of Augsburg drew upon himself the suspicion of a heretic in disguise by the 
lengths he was willing to go in conciliating the Protestants. The Sacraments in both kinds, 
and the marriage of the priests, he was prepared to concede; even more, were it 
necessary— pointing evidently to private masses. "Masses!" exclaimed some; "abolish 
masses! why not say at once the kitchens of the cardinals?" All the ecclesiastics, 
however, were not so conciliatory. The Archbishop of Salzburg said tartly, "The 
Lutherans have laid before us a Confession written with black ink on white paper. Well, 
if I were emperor, I would answer them with red ink."  
 
Some of the lay princes were the most fanatical and fiery in the council. George of 
Saxony and Joachim of Brandenburg outdid the most violent of the priests. The former 
hated Luther with a fervor that seemed to increase with his years, and the latter was 
known as a hare-brained fool, whom the mere mention of the word "Lutheran" sufficed to 
kindle into a rage. These two nobles pressed forward and gave their voices for war. 
Argument was tedious and uncertain, they urged, especially with sophists like those of 
Wittenberg; the sword was summary and much more to be relied upon. 
 
It was the fanatical men who carried it in the council. Even the proposal of the middle 
party was rejected, which was to leave the matter to the adjudication of the emperor. That 
implied, the extreme men argued, that there were two parties and two causes. This was to 
misapprehend the matter wholly, said they. There was but one party—the Empire—and 
but one cause; for that of the Lutherans was rebellion, and to be dealt with only by the 
sword. 
 
But before unsheathing the sword, they would first make trial with the pen. They would 
employ violence with all the better grace afterwards. They agreed that a Refutation of the 
Confession should be drawn up.   There was but one man of surpassing talent and 
scholarship outside the Protestant pale, Erasmus, and he was not at Augsburg. He had 
been invited by both proxies, but their solicitations failed to woo him from his retreat at 
Basle. The great scholar sent characteristic excuses of absence to both. To the Protestants 
he wrote, "Ten councils could not unravel the deep plot of your tragedy, much less could 
I. If any one starts a proposition that has common sense on its side, it is at once set down 
as Lutheranism." But, changing his tactics when he addressed himself to the other side, 
he found for the Romanists a few pleasant words at the expense of the Lutherans. What a 
memorable example is Erasmus of the difference between the Renaissance and the 
Reformation—the revival of letters and the revival of principles!  But the Confession 
must be refuted, and for the preparation of such a work Rome can employ only such 
theologians as she possesses. Faber, who has been promoted to the Archbishopric of 
Vienna; Eck, the opponent and vituperator of Luther; Cochlaeus, the Archdeacon of 
Frankfort, with seventeen others, mostly Dominican monks, twenty in all, were told off to 
write an answer to the Confession of the Protestant princes. 
 
These were all extreme Romanists. It was clear what sort of instrument would issue from 
such a workshop. That these men would make any attempt to meet the views of the 



Lutherans, or that they would look candidly at the reasoning of Melanchthon, and grapple 
seriously with them, much less overturn them, was what no one expected.  

The decided character of the committee was a virtual declaration that there was to be no 
concession, and that Rome was meditating no surrender. Those who feared conciliation 
were now able to dismiss their fears, and those who wished for it were compelled to lay 
aside their vain hopes. "Doctor," inquired the Duke of Bavaria, addressing Eck, "can you 
confute that paper out of the Bible?" "No," replied he, "but it may be easily done from the 
Fathers and Councils." "I understand," rejoined the duke, "I understand; the Lutherans are 
in scripture, and we are outside." The worthy Chancellor of Ingolstadt was of the same 
opinion with another of his co-religionists, that nothing is to be made of Protestants so 
long as they remain within the castle of the Bible; but bring them from their stronghold 
down into the level plain of tradition, and nothing is easier than to conquer them. 
 
The clear eye of Luther saw what was coming. He knew that it was not in Dr. Eck, and 
the whole cohort of his coadjutors to boot, to refute the Confession of Melanchthon, and 
that there was but one alternative, namely, that the strong sword of Charles should come 
in to repress what logic could not confute. "You are waiting for your adversaries' 
answer," wrote he to his friends at Augsburg; "it is already written, and here it is: The 
Fathers, the Fathers, the Fathers; the Church, the Church, the Church; usage, custom; but 
of the scriptures—nothing.  Then the emperor, supported by the testimony of these 
arbiters, will pronounce against you; and then will you hear boastings on all sides that 
will ascend up to heaven, and threatenings that will descend even to hell." 
 
We have seen the emperor send away two commissions, with instructions to each to 
deliberate on the matter referred to it, and return on a future day with the answer. They 
are here, in the presence of the emperor, to give in their report. First come the 
representatives of the fourteen cities which had refused adherence to the Edict of Spires, 
1529. Of these cities some were of Zwingli's sentiments on the Sacrament, while others 
agreed with the Augsburg Confession. This difference of opinion had introduced the 
wedge of discord, and had raised the hopes of the emperor. Nevertheless, in the presence 
of the common foe, they were united and firm. They replied to Charles "that they were 
not less desirous than their ancestors had been to testify all loyalty and obedience to his 
imperial majesty, but that they could not adhere to the Recess of Spires without 
disobeying God, and compromising the salvation of their souls."   Thus the hope 
vanished which the emperor had cherished of detaching the cities from the princes, and 
so weakening the Protestant front. 
 
The next body to appear at the foot of the emperor's throne, with an account of their 
labors, were the twenty theologians to whom had been entrusted the important matter of 
preparing an answer to the Protestant Confession. They had gone to work with a will, 
meeting twice a day; and we can do justice to their zeal only when we reflect that it was 
now on the eve of the dog-days. Eck and his company showed themselves experts at 
producing what they understood to be wanted, a condemnation rather than a refutation. 
Eck had declared beforehand that the latter could not be forthcoming if scripture were 
allowed a hearing. This very considerably simplified and lightened the task, and in a 



fortnight Eck and his coadjutors gave in a document of not less than 280 pages. In point 
of bulk this performance might have sufficed to refute not one but a dozen such 
Confessions as that of Augsburg. Charles surveyed the ponderous Refutation with 
dismay. He appeared to divine that it would only fortify that which it was meant to 
overthrow, and overthrow that which it was intended to fortify. It did not improve on 
closer acquaintance. It was vapid as well as bulky. It was pointless as a "Refutation," and 
vigorous only in its abuse. Its call for "blood" was unmistakable.  Charles saw that it 
would never do to give the world an opportunity of contrasting the lumbering periods and 
sanguinary logic of Eck, with the terse and perspicuous style and lofty sentiments of 
Melanchthon. Her worst foe could not do Rome a more unkindly act, or Wittenberg a 
greater service, than to publish such a document. Another Refutation must be prepared; 
yet even this inspired but little hope, for to whom could the emperor commit the task, 
except to the old hands? Letters, too, alas! were going over to the side of Wittenberg; and 
soon nothing would remain with Rome but one thing—the sword. 
 
But only three days after the reading of the Confession two ladies of high rank came to 
Augsburg, whose quiet but powerful influence drew Charles away from the use of 
violence. The one was Maw, the sister of the emperor, and widow of Louis, King of 
Hungary; the other was her sister-in-law, the Queen of Bohemia, and wife of Ferdinand 
of Austria. The study of the scriptures had opened in both the way to peace. Their hearts 
had been won for the gospel, and they used their influence upon Charles for peace.  
 
The emperor had endeavored to introduce the thin end of the wedge, which he hoped 
would split up the Protestant free cities: an attempt, however, which came to nothing. The 
Lutheran princes were to be next essayed. They were taken one by one, in the hope that 
they would be found less firm when single than they were when taken together. Great 
offers—loftier titles, larger territories, more consideration—were made to them, would 
they but return to the Romish Church.  When bribes failed to seduce them, threats were 
had recourse to. They were given to understand that, stripped of title and territory, they 
would be turned adrift upon the world as poor as the meanest of their subjects. They were 
reminded that their religion was a new one; that their adherence to it branded all their 
ancestors as heretics; that they were a minority in the Empire; and that it was madness in 
them to defy the power and provoke the ire of the emperor. Neither were threats able to 
bend them to submission.  
 
After six weeks, Faber, Eck, and Cochlaeus produced, with much hard labor and strain of 
mind, another Refutation of the Confession, or rather the former remodeled and 
abbreviated. Charles could show no less honor to the work of his doctors than had been 
shown to the Confession of Melancthon. On the 3rd September he sat down upon his 
throne, and calling his princes round him, commanded the Refutation to be read in their 
presence. In those doctrines which are common to both creeds, such as the Trinity and the 
Divinity of Christ, the Refutation agreed with the Confession. It also made an admission 
which would, but for the statement that followed, and which largely neutralized it, have 
been a most important one, namely, that faith is necessary in the Sacrament.  
 
But it went on to affirm that man is born with the power of performing good works, and 



that these works co-operate with faith in the justification of the sinner: thus rearing again 
the old fabric of salvation by works, which the former admission respecting the necessity 
of faith appeared to have thrown down. On another vital point the Refutation and the 
Confession were found to be in direct and fatal antagonism. Eck and his colleagues 
maintained the Divine authority of the hierarchy, and of course the correlative duty of 
absolute submission to it; the Protestants acknowledged no infallible rule on earth but the 
scriptures. The two churches, after very laborious effort on both sides, had come as near 
to each other as it appeared possible to come; but neither could conceal from itself the 
fact that there was still a gulf between them—an impassable gulf, for neither could pass 
to the other without ceasing to be what it had hitherto been. Should the Papacy pass over, 
it left ten centuries behind it; the moment it touched the Wittenberg shore it threw off its 
allegiance to Councils and traditions, and became the subject of another power. Should 
Protestantism pass over, it left the Bible behind it, and submitting to the old yoke of the 
Seven Hills, confessed that the Wittenberg movement had been a rebellion. 
 
When the reading was finished the emperor addressed the elector and the other Protestant 
princes to the effect that, seeing their Confession had now been refuted, it was their duty 
to restore peace to the church, and unity to the Empire, by returning to the Roman 
obedience. He demanded, in fine, consent to the articles now read, under pain of the ban 
of the Empire. 
 
The Protestant princes were not a little surprised at the emperor's Peremptoriness. They 
were told that they had been refuted, but unless they should be pleased to take the 
emperor's word for it, they had no proof or evidence that they had been so. Their own 
understandings did not tell them so. The paper now read had assented to some of the 
articles of their Confession, it had dissented from a good many others, but as to confuting 
even one of them, this, to the best of their judgment, it had not done; and as they knew of 
no power possessed by the emperor of changing bad logic into good, or of transforming 
folly into wisdom, the Protestant princes—a copy of the Refutation having been denied 
them intimated to Charles that they still stood by their Confession. 
 
The design for which the Diet had been summoned was manifestly miscarrying. Every 
day the Protestants were displaying fresh courage, and every day their cause was 
acquiring moral strength. In the same proportion did the chagrin, anger, and perplexities 
of the Romanists increase. Every new movement landed them in deeper difficulties. For 
the emperor to fulminate threats which those against whom they were directed openly 
defied, and which the man who uttered them dared not carry into execution, by no means 
tended to enhance the imperial dignity. The unhappy Charles was at his wit's end; he 
knew not how to hide his mortification and discomfiture; and, to complete the imbroglio, 
an edict arrived from a consistory of cardinals held at Rome, 6th July, 1530, disallowing 
and forbidding the ultimatum of the Protestants as "opposed to the religion and 
prejudicial to the discipline and government of the Church."  
 
Ere this an event had taken place which helped to expedite the business. On the night of 
Saturday, the 6th of August, Philip of Hesse made his escape from Augsburg. Amid the 
cajoleries and threatenings of the Diet he was firm as a rock amid the waves, but he saw 



no purpose to be served by longer attendance at the Assembly. Chafed by continual 
delays, indignant at the dissimulations of the Papists, tempted today by brilliant offers 
from the emperor, and assailed tomorrow by as terrible threats; moreover looked askance 
upon by the Lutheran princes, from his known leaning to Zwingli on the question of the 
Lord's Supper—thoroughly wearied out from all these causes, he resolved on quitting the 
city. He had asked leave of the emperor, but was refused it. Donning a disguise, he 
slipped out at the gate at dusk, and, attended by a few horsemen, rode away. Desirous of 
preventing his flight, the emperor gave orders over-night to have the gates watched, but 
before the guards had taken their posts the landgrave was gone, and was now many 
leagues distant from Augsburg. 
 
All was consternation at the court of the emperor when the flight of the landgrave became 
known next morning. The Romanists saw him, in imagination, returning at the head of an 
army. They pictured to themselves the other Protestant princes making their escape and 
sounding the tocsin of war. All was alarm, and terror, and rage in the Popish camp. The 
emperor was not yet prepared for hostilities; he shrunk back from the extremity to which 
he had been forcing matters, and from that day his bearing was less haughty and his 
language less threatening to the Protestants. 
 
In the Diet promises had been tried and failed; threats had been tried and failed; 
negotiations were again opened, and now the cause had well nigh been wrecked. During 
the slow incubation of the Refutation, seven men were chosen (13th August) on each 
side, to meet in conference and essay the work of conciliation.  They made rapid progress 
up to a certain point; but the moment they touched the essentials of either faith, they were 
conclusively stopped. The expedient was tried of reducing the commission to three on 
each side, in the hope that with fewer members there would be fewer differences. The 
chief on the Protestant side was Melancthon, of whom Pallavicino says that "he had a 
disposition not perverse, although perverted, and was by nature as desirous of peace as 
Luther was of contention."  Well did Melancthon merit this compliment from the pen of 
the Catholic historian. For the sake of peace he all but sacrificed himself, his colleagues, 
and the work on which he had spent so many years of labor and prayer. His concessions 
to the Romanists in the Commission were extraordinary indeed. He was willing to agree 
with them in matters of ceremony, rites, and feasts. In other and more important points, 
such as the mass, and justification by faith, findings were come to in which both sides 
acquiesced, being capable of a double interpretation. The Papists saw that they had only 
to bide their time to be able to put their own construction on these articles, when all 
would be right. As regarded the marriage of priests, communion in both kinds, and some 
similar matters, the Romanists agreed to allow these till the meeting of the next General 
Council. Touching the government of the church, Melancthon, and his colleagues in the 
Commission, were willing to submit to the restored jurisdiction of the bishops, and to 
acknowledge the Pope as Head of the Church, by human right. There was not much 
behind to surrender; a concord on this basis would have been the burial of the 
Reformation. 
 
Melancthon, in fact, was building unconsciously a sepulcher in which to entomb it. The 
lay Christians in Augsburg felt as if they were witnessing its obsequies.   Consternation 



and grief took possession of the Swiss Protestants. "They are preparing their return to 
Rome," said Zwingli. Luther was startled and confounded. He read the proposed 
concessions, took his pen and wrote forthwith to Augsburg as follows:— 
 
"I learn that you have begun a marvelous work, namely, to reconcile Luther and the Pope; 
but the Pope will not be reconciled, and Luther begs to be excused. And if in despite of 
them you succeed in this affair, then, after your example, I will bring together Christ and 
Belial."  
 
This, one would think, should have torn the bandage from the eyes of Melancthon, and 
revealed to him the abyss towards which he was advancing. He was not to be counseled 
even by Luther. His patience was fretted, his temper soured, he began to brow-beat his 
colleagues, and was about to consummate his work of conciliation as he termed it, but in 
reality of surrender, when deliverance came from another quarter. 
 
Smitten with madness in their turn the Romanists drew back when on the very point of 
grasping the victory. The matter in dispute between the two parties had been reduced to 
three points nominally, really to one—Does man merit by his good works? The 
Protestants maintained the negative, and the Papists the affirmative, on this point. The 
first briefly sums up the Protestant theology; the last is the corner-stone of the Roman 
faith. 
 
Neither party would yield, and the conferences were broken off.  Thus Rome lost the 
victory, which would in the end have fallen to her, had she made peace on the basis of 
Melancthon's concessions. Her pride saved the German Reformation. 
 
It now remained only for the emperor to draw up the Recess of the Diet. The edict was 
promulgated on the 22nd September, and was to the following effect:—That the 
Protestant princes should be allowed till the 15th April next to reconcile themselves to the 
Pope and to the rest of Christendom, and that meanwhile they should permit in their 
dominions no innovations in religion, no circulation of Protestant books, and no attempts 
at proselytism, and that they should assist the emperor in reducing the Anabaptists and 
Zwinglians.  This edict Charles would have enforced at once with the sword, but the 
spirit displayed by the Protestant princes, the attitude assumed by the Turk, and the state 
of the emperor's relations with the other sovereigns of Europe put war out of his power; 
and the consequence was that the monarch who three months before had made his entry 
into Augsburg with so much pomp, and in so high hopes of making all things and parties 
bend to his will, retired from it full of mortification and chagrin, disappointed in all his 
plans, and obliged to conceal his discomfiture under a show of moderation and leniency. 
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