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Rebel in the Ranks
Martin Luther, the Reformation,  
and the Conflicts That Continue  

to Shape Our World

by 
Brad S. Gregory 

INTRODUCTION:  
WHY THE REFORMATION MATTERS 

 1. According to Gregory, why should people who are  
not religious care about the Reformation and what  
happened five centuries ago? How might you try to 
persuade an atheist that he or she should know about 
Martin Luther, the Protestant Reformation, and what 
happened in sixteenth-century Europe? 
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 2. How might one’s experience of Christianity, or other 
religious traditions, differ under the basic conditions of 
life that Gregory describes in “A Hard Life” (pp. 2–4) in 
contrast to the conditions of modern material affluence? 

 3. How might a society in which religion is “more-than-
religion,” as Gregory puts it (pp. 4–6), differ from a soci-
ety in which religion is a separate part of life, distinct 
from politics, economics, education, and nonreligious 
social relationships? 

CHAPTER 1:  
A RELUCTANT REBEL 

 1. According to Gregory, why is it a mistake to regard 
Martin Luther as having deliberately sought to under-
mine the Catholic Church? 

 2. How does our view of Luther’s criticisms of the late 
medieval Church change once we know that it was 
characterized not only by abuses and problems, but 
also by thriving piety and efforts at reform that were 
already underway? 

 3. Based on Gregory’s account, in what ways was Luther  
a thoroughly medieval person influenced by the Church 
institutions, religious practices, and intellectual trends 
that preceded him? Which positions that he came to 
adopt by 1520 represented a rejection of medieval 
Christianity? 
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 4. Is Luther’s experience of the inability for spiritual and 
moral self-improvement a discovery of something true 
about the human condition or a mistaken projection 
that his personal idiosyncrasies applied universally to 
everyone? 

 5. How would you weigh the combination of factors that 
contributed to the events in Luther’s life—personal 
experience, the widespread use of the printing press, 
opposition from other theologians, political protection 
from Frederick of Saxony, and popular support—
between the time he published the Ninety-Five Theses 
and gave the Diet of Worms speech in 1521? Which 
was the most important? Can you imagine Luther 
becoming Luther without any of them? 

CHAPTER 2:  
A FRACTIOUS MOVEMENT

 1. Why did so many learned Christians and ordinary 
members of the laity who were inspired by Luther and 
read the Bible themselves disagree with him? What 
does this imply about early evangelical claims about 
the clarity of scripture? Did Erasmus get the better of 
Luther by insisting that the Bible was unclear on mat-
ters related to human effort, God’s grace, and salvation  
(pp. 122–127)? 

 2. In what ways did Luther’s principle of “scripture alone” 
(sola scriptura) become a major problem for Christians 
who rejected the Roman Catholic Church? Did early 
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Protestants in the 1520s overlook means or methods  
to overcome their differences, or did “scripture alone” 
make that possibility irrevocable? 

 3. Were the participants in the German Peasants’ War 
correct that genuine Christianity necessarily involves 
what we might call “social justice” (pp. 110–116)? Can 
one be a Christian without being actively concerned for 
others’ concrete material, socioeconomic, and political 
well-being? 

 4. How did early Reformed Protestantism differ from 
Luther’s version of the Reformation (pp. 97–103,  
128–133)? Why was the Eucharist such a point of  
divisiveness between Luther and Zwingli and their 
respective adherents? 

 5. How do the German Peasants’ War and the Anabaptist 
Kingdom of Münster illustrate the phenomenon of reli-
gion as “more-than-religion” in the early years of the 
German Reformation (pp. 110–116, 133–137)? How 
does the Reformation in Wittenberg, Zürich, and the 
cities of the Holy Roman Empire also illustrate it, 
though in different ways (pp. 90–109)? 

CHAPTER 3:  
A TROUBLED ERA

 1. Gregory organizes chapter 3 around ways in which the 
Christian traditions that emerged (Protestantism) or 
continued (Catholicism) in the sixteenth century were 
creative and constructive as well as antagonistic and 
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destructive. How are both dimensions important for 
understanding what occurred during the Reformation 
and the legacies it bequeathed to the modern period? 

 2. Does it make a difference in understanding Protestant-
ism as a whole during the Reformation era if Lutheran-
ism and Reformed Protestantism are regarded as “the 
Reformation’s great exceptions” (p. 160) rather than as 
some sort of standard or norm? How does the variety 
of radical Protestants illustrate the actual outcome of 
Luther’s principle of “scripture alone” better than 
Lutheranism (pp. 160–166)? 

 3. What sorts of institutional, cultural, and intellectual 
advantages did the Roman Catholic Church have over 
Protestant churches in their programs and practices of 
renewal? What were the disadvantages (pp. 166–175)? 

 4. Most Western Christians today look back on the  
violent conflicts of their predecessors with some com-
bination of dismay, incomprehension, regret, and 
condemnation. What made so many sixteenth- and 
seventeenth-century Protestant and Catholic rulers 
and church leaders often regard their own violent 
actions so very differently, as not only legitimate but 
also a matter of divinely sanctioned duty? 

 5. How did basic, widely shared assumptions about reli-
gion as “more-than-religion” end up being “precisely 
what made Christianity such a profound problem in 
the Reformation era” (p. 210)? 
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CHAPTER 4:  
A NEW WORLD 

 1. In a certain sense, Gregory’s entire book is an analysis 
of the first sentence of chapter 4: “The Reformation is  
a paradox: a religious revolution that led to the secular-
ization of society” (p. 213). What does he mean? How 
did a movement that started with the spiritual anxieties 
of an Augustinian friar who sought to make society 
more Christian end up making society less so? 

 2. In what ways is the modern redefinition of religion 
related to modern individual freedom of religion? How 
are both important to the way Gregory analyzes the 
long-term secularization of Western society? In his 
account, what roles are played by the Golden-Age 
Dutch Republic, imperial England, and the fledgling 
United States? 

 3. The relationship between Christianity and economic 
practices is central to chapter 4 and its analysis of 
modernity as an attempt to deal with the problems 
inherited from the Reformation era. Is Gregory right 
that modern commerce, capitalism, and consumption 
have functioned as replacements for religion, and as 
something to which nearly everyone, regardless of their 
religious beliefs and practices, can and largely does 
devote themselves? 

 4. Gregory writes, “It is not only misleading but also dis-
ingenuous to see the freedom espoused by the Reforma-
tion as leading in any direct or substantive way to 
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present-day freedom” (p. 262). What does he mean? 
How did Luther’s freedom as a Christian differ from 
what most people understand and appreciate about free-
dom today? If different, why are many people so invested 
in crediting Luther and the Reformation with the birth 
of modern individual autonomy and freedom? 

 5. Near the end of chapter 4, Gregory suggests that  
modern freedom of religion and the restriction of 
religion’s scope both solved important problems 
inherited from the Reformation era and also contrib-
uted to new problems with which we are still grap-
pling today (pp. 263–269). What did both solve? What 
new problems did both facilitate? How are today’s 
deep divisions and antagonisms in the United States 
related to the conflicts of the Reformation era? 


