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Abstract

The rise of the Reformation in the sixteenth century was shaped not only by
ecclesiastical crises and theological controversies, but also by the intellectual and spiritual
influence of Renaissance humanism. Among the representatives of Northern Humanism,
Desiderius Erasmus played a significant role in promoting biblical scholarship, moral
renewal, and Christian piety, all of which contributed significantly to the religious and
theological climate of the early Reformation. Although Erasmus never formally joined the
Protestant movement and later came into theological conflict with Martin Luther, his
emphasis on ad fontes (back to the sources), Christ-centered learning, and reform within the
church provided an important intellectual foundation for the Reformation.

This thesis explores the central characteristics of Erasmus’s Northern Humanism and
examines its influence on the theological orientation and ecclesiastical renewal of the early
Reformation. The study first examines the historical background and development of
Northern Humanism, distinguishing it from Italian Renaissance humanism, particularly in
its stronger emphasis on biblical studies, ethical reform, and practical Christian piety. It
then investigates Erasmus’s theological thought and reform ideals through an examination
of selected major writings and his biblical scholarship.

Furthermore, this thesis compares Erasmus with the Reformers, especially Martin
Luther, on several key theological issues. Although Erasmus remained within the Roman
Catholic Church and did not advocate separation from the Roman Catholic Church, his
scholarly methods, educational ideals, and emphasis on inward faith significantly
influenced the development of early Reformation theology and church reform.

This study argues that Erasmus’s Northern Humanism functioned as an important
bridge toward the Reformation. His integration of scholarship, piety, and ecclesiastical
renewal not only shaped the religious transformation of sixteenth-century Europe, but also

continues to provide valuable insights for contemporary theological reflection, Christian



education, and pastoral ministry. The thesis therefore highlights Erasmus as both a critical
humanist scholar and a transitional figure whose influence extended beyond the boundaries

of Renaissance humanism into the broader history of Christian reform.

Keywords: Desiderius Erasmus, Northern Humanism, Reformation, Renaissance

Humanism, Martin Luther, Church Reform, Christian Piety
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“May the Lord grant that we may engage in contemplation of the

heavenly mysteries of His wisdom, with true progress in godliness, to the

glory of His name and for our edification.”

— John Calvin
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