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L essons from the Refor mation for Biblical
Fundamentalists

Fundamentalists today face the challenge of wanting to reach more people but still guard the purity of
their churches. In this article Dr. Ken Rathbun, a graduate of Faith Baptist Bible College and
Theological Seminary and the academic dean of Fairview Baptist Bible College in Jamaica, gives us
insights on this matter from the Reformation period. In his second article he applies the lessons from
the Reformation to contemporary fundamentalism.

One of theironies of the Reformation is that though the Reformers had separated from the Roman
Catholic Church, the Reformers attacked other groups of the time for separating from them. The
Reformers had solid reasons to justify breaking the unity of Christendom in sixteenth-century Europe,
mainly their proclamation of salvation by grace through faith and not of works as opposed to the
works-righteousness system of the Roman Church. However, the Reformers were not willing to allow
that right of separation to athird group in the Reformation, agroup | call the Sectarians.

| define the Sectarians as a conglomeration of various movements of the time. Some took the Bible
(especially the New Testament) as their authority while others used the Bible but considered the
leading of the Holy Spirit as revealed to them as the final authority. The groups were known as
Anabaptists, Spiritualists, or by the name of their founder or leader. Some practiced believer baptism
while others refused to practice any church ordinance. They do not easily fit into our predefined
categories.” Essentially, Sectarians were those who did not identify with the Roman Church or the
Reformers (Luther, Zwingli, or Calvin). The Sectarians were not a unified movement but rather a
mixture of dissenting subgroups active both before and during the Reformation. The Sectarians and
their contributions to the Reformation are often the most misunderstood aspect of the entire era
because people frequently do not take time to look closely at each individual subgroup to analyze what
it believed. In any case, it is certainly not correct to group them all together under one particular name,



such as Anabaptist, like some writers are prone to do.

Contrasting Views

The Reformers and Sectarians held contrasting views in two areas. First, the magisterial Reformers like
Luther, Zwingli, and Calvin defined churches as made up of those born in a given geographic location
who were members by virtue of their infant baptisms. Many Sectarians considered the local church as
comprised of professing baptized believers who voluntarily joined together for worship and
admonition. Second, because of the differing views on the definition of a church, the Reformers joined
their church reform efforts with local civil governments to varying degrees. The Sectarians resisted
state control of churches and believed in church-controlled discipline (Matt. 18).

The Reformers' churches were marked by the preaching of the Word and the practice of the sacraments
! but the churches manifested a noticeable lack of personal purity. The Sectarians believed church
discipline was an essential part of atrue church because it protected its purity.§ Reformers were
concerned about this lack of personal purity though they did not always accept responsibility. Martin
Luther said:

Doctrine and life must be distinguished. Life is bad among us, asit is among the papists, but we don’t
fight about life and condemn the papists on that account. . . . When the Word remains pure, then the
life (even if there is something lacking in it) can be molded properly. . . . With this| have won, and |
have won nothing else than that | teach aright.”

Calvin expressed similar discouragement when assessing the lives of his people.” The Reformation in
England evidenced comparable concerns.”

The Roleof Martin Bucer

Though Martin Bucer (1491-1551) was not one of the three major Reformers, he dealt head-on with
many of these concerns because of the numerous Sectarian subgroupsin his city of Strasbourg. He did
so to agreater degree than most Reformers because of his firsthand observations and his envy of the
holy lives of the Sectarian church members. He wanted that personal purity for his state church. He
repeatedly petitioned the city government for permission to implement the “ban” (as church discipline
was called)’ on unholy living and for control of discipline by the city churches.

However, like al civil governments in Europe, the Strasbourg city council was unwilling to grant
control to the churches or even to pursue discipline of church members with any vigor.” This
unwillingness eventually led Bucer to rebel against the laws of the city council concerning the
operation of the state church (which Bucer himself had helped to establish some years before). In the
time just before his exile from the city, after two decades of ministry there, Bucer attempted to
establish voluntary assemblies within the state church of Strasbourg. These gatherings met for mutual



encouragement, accountability, and the practice of church discipline.” This practice wasillegal in the
eyes of the council and no doubt was a contributing factor in their allowing Bucer to be exiled from the
city in 1549.°

Aside from the legalities of the city council, there are several reasons why Bucer’s scheme to purify his
church in Strasbourg failed. Essentially he was trying to pursue two different views of the church at the
same time. The Sectarian churches were voluntary. Professing believers chose to join them, having

first submitted to believer baptism. Believer baptism demonstrated to others not only the individual’s
profession of salvation but also his’/her desire to live as adisciple of Christ. In contrast, the state church
model mandated everyone born in a given location be presented as infants for baptism, thus extending
church membership to those infants. Infant baptism destroyed the vital element of personal decision in
both salvation and church membership. Such a situation did not provide for a pure church.

Additionally, upon joining a Sectarian church, an individual was agreeing to the accountability of other
members to guard the purity of hig/her life. This mutual accountability followed examples of church
discipline in the New Testament (1 Cor. 5) and was for the purpose of restoring the erring brother and
protecting the body. Again in comparison, the Reformers themselves complained that in their churches
known drunkards and fornicators could partake of the Lord’s Supper™ because of the continual
reluctance of the local governments to prohibit them. Church discipline was in the hands of the civil
governments. This state of affairs made purity of the churchesimpossible to maintain.

Bucer was unable to free church discipline from the control of the local government, and neither could
any of the other magisterial Reformers in sixteenth-century Europe. But he tried more than most to
reproduce elements of the Sectarian church model into his state church to try to maintain purity.
Another Bucer scholar concluded: “ The attempt to pursue two ecclesiologies at the same time, one
comprehensive and the other selective, was probably self-defeating. The requirements of the former
must undermine the latter.”*

Unity Versus Purity

The guestion must be asked: Why did the Reformersin general, or Bucer in particular, not opt for a
Sectarian model? This question is especially pertinent since those churches evidenced the fruit in
believers' livesthat the Reformers sought so much to obtain.

The answer istied into the issue of unity versus purity that will be applied in the next article. The
Reformers wanted to reach as many people as possible with their understanding of the true gospel of
Jesus Christ. However, they also tried to accomplish alot more. They wanted to create a better
Christendom” within a cooperating church/state context than the Roman Church had done. The
Reformers looked to accomplish this goal by using the civil government to implement their reforms.
Within a Christendom context, the Reformers hoped that all the peoplein agiven locality could be



brought into the church through infant baptism, and (their hope was) they could be reached with the
gospel at some later point in time.

The Reformers could ensure a presentation of the gospel to the masses by having the civil governments
enforce their ecclesiastical regulations, such as mandatory church attendance like many of them
required. They rejected the Sectarian model of the church because they would lose a great majority of
their congregations if people only came if they wanted to. Thus the Reformers prioritized unity.

The problem many Sectarians saw in such a strategy was the decrease of the purity in the lives of the
church members. If everyone in the area was a church member, what distinguished them from the
world? In many instances, the Sectarians prioritized the purity of lives and doctrine in their churches as
they looked to the New Testament, rather than to an idealized Christendom, as their model for the
church. So the Sectarians prioritized purity.

The Reformers asserted that the church had two marks: the Word and the sacraments. While
proclaiming the gospel, they allowed worldly elementsinto their churches by the way they practiced
their sacraments. Infant baptism allowed unsaved people to be members of their churches, and they
admitted to the Lord’ s Supper people known to be living in gross sin. Church discipline would have
helped purify their churches, but they could not implement it. Pure churches remained a distant dream
for them.
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