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 Erasmus of Rotterdam was one of the most brilliant thinkers of his time. Although in our 

day his books lie on bookshelves collecting dust, in his time he was internationally famous. It is 

questionable, says his biographer, Stefan Zweig, whether Erasmus was a man of first-class 

intelligence, but what we can be sure of is that he was a man of unbelievable wide knowledge 

who published books in almost every field of human thought. 

 Erasmus was probably born in the mid 1460’s. His biographers do not have much 

material to go on about his earlier years. This is perhaps because Erasmus did not look back with 

fond memories on his younger years. He had a very difficult childhood. Erasmus began life as 

the illegitimate son of a Catholic priest. Tragically, both his father and mother died when he was 

at a young age. Some relation then took the young orphan into their household. But they 

probably did not care for the boy very much, and their sending him away to school at the young 

age of nine probably shows that they did not care particularly about him. At the least his adopted 

family probably wanted to raise him as cheaply as possible. The priests were always looking for 

bright young minds to educate, and apparently they thought that Erasmus had possibilities. 

About the only place where one could get educated in the fifteenth century was in schools that 

the Roman Catholic Church operated, and that was where Erasmus’ young and eager mind began 

to explore the world of literature. 

 The schooling and ascetic life that was forced on the students in the medieval ages goes 

beyond anything that we experience in P.R. schools. The students had to endure fasts, eat bad 

food, sleep in cold quarters, get beat by teachers, and wear uncomfortable monkish habits. In 

1487 Erasmus went to the Augustinian monastery at Steyn, probably not for religious reasons, 

but because it had the best classical literature library in the country. Erasmus endured the ascetic 

life that was lived in the monastery until he was 26 years old, and then he managed to escape 

from his monastery, never to return. 

 The young man began to devote his life to learning. He read and read and traveled all 

over Europe gathering knowledge. He became the most famous of the group of intellectual 

leaders in Europe who became called humanists. The humanists were rediscovering knowledge 

that had been hid during the middle ages. They all wrote in Latin, which at that time became the 

universal language of all scientists throughout Europe. Thinkers all over Europe could put their 

minds together to solve problems in the various disciplines. The humanists would have looked a 

little peculiar to us since most of them dressed up in black robes and only spoke in cultured 

Latin. They felt it beneath them to speak in the vernacular. Their separateness from the general 

population probably was the reason why they were not as influential as they might have been. 

 Erasmus began publishing books, which during his lifetime would turn into hundreds of 

volumes, but his first step into the international scene did not come with a scholarly writing; 

rather, it came from a “fun” book that he published. He first became famous when he edited a 

book of famous quotes from the original Latin. This book became popular because the cultured 

people all needed to have neat Latin quotes in their letters to each other. Remember, this was a 

time before telephones, and letter writing was truly an art in this time. 

 The book that really made him famous was the only one that is still widely read in the 

20th century, called In Praise of Folly.  This book was written as a satirical attack on the Roman 

Catholic Church, and more specifically on the priests and the pope. Erasmus had visited Rome 



and seen the terrible state of the church there. Erasmus saw the spiritual weakness of the leaders 

in the church, realizing that the pope was more interested in warfare and gaining of territory than 

in spiritual things. The bishops and priests were immoral and more interested in their financial 

welfare than in the spiritual aspect of religion.  

 In this book he used a woman named “Folly” who brags about how she is the reason why 

human cultures can function. She claims that it is because of the evil traits in humans that society 

can continue to function. Without these traits all governments would fall, the poor would rebel 

against their rich abusers, and among other things the priests would go hungry. By using a 

woman named “Folly” to satirically attack the Church, Erasmus got the book by the censors, 

who in his time were very strict about what got published and what did not. He could always say 

that the positions of “Folly” were not his own, and that they were ridiculous and that no one 

would hold them. 

 This book was one of the precursors of the Reformation. Erasmus wrote other books 

which were also critical of the established Church. He thought that the Catholic Church had lost 

the focus of what true Christianity should be like. There was a love/hate relationship between 

Martin Luther, another staunch critic of the Church, and Erasmus, because they both wanted 

reform in the church, but they wanted to do different things and in different ways. 

 Luther was radical and wanted to split up the church. Erasmus on the other hand wanted 

the church to stay together because he knew that it would be for the peace of Europe for them to 

stay together – it would avoid religious wars. But Erasmus also had a vision of a Europe where 

disagreements were put aside and where all the different countries and ethnic groups truly 

understood the nature of Christianity and the wrong of them fighting against each other. He was 

a pacifist before pacifism was popular. He was anti-war while Europe disrupted into terrible 

religious conflicts. 

 The question comes up, what can we learn from Erasmus? One of the most important 

things that we can learn from him is that rational argumentation and disputation must take place 

in a Christian manner. Erasmus was a steady and rational mind in a time of brute force and 

radical disputation. One example of this is the dispute that took place between him and Martin 

Luther about the nature of human freedom. 

 As the Lutheran Reformation began, Erasmus tried to keep both sides from becoming too 

radical. He had enough respect and eminence that both sides of the Reformation wanted and tried 

to get his support for their side. In fact, at various points in his life he could have greatly 

impeded the Reformation. The first time would have been when the elector Frederick, the 

protector of Martin Luther, asked Erasmus’ position on Luther’s doctrine. This was before the 

diet of Worms and Frederick was not yet convinced of Luther’s doctrines. Erasmus carried 

enough weight that if he had gone against Luther as a heretic (and he might have sensed by this 

time that Luther was teaching doctrines heretical to the orthodox faith) then Frederick might not 

have been moved to protect Luther, and this would have probably been Luther’s downfall. But 

Erasmus would not respond in a straightforward way to Frederick. 

 He also did not show up at the diet of Worms where his viewpoint could have possibly 

shifted the way that things happened. The problem was that Erasmus was a chicken. He simply 

was afraid of his influence. He felt that the issues were so important and dangerous that he did 

not want to get involved. 

 Later at the Augsberg disputations, when Melanchton, as leader of the Lutheran 

delegation, was discussing reunification with the Roman Catholic Church, Erasmus again did not 

show his face. The Augsberg conference was very important in that it made the separation 



between the Lutherans and Catholics permanent. Both sides were very civil towards each other 

and were trying to play down the differences in order to possibly work towards compromise. 

Once again, if Erasmus might have been there, his influence might have changed matters. 

 In his most famous disputation with Luther, Erasmus as always tried to argue in a fair and 

unemotional way. But Luther reacted against Erasmus in strong words and terrible language, as 

only Luther could do. He called Erasmus every bad word. In fact, a large portion of Erasmus’ 

reply has to do with hurt feelings and his unhappiness with Luther’s vehement attack on him. 

Erasmus spent his life trying to get people to be rational and not to use ad hominem attacks 

(attacks on the person, rather than on his ideas) or bigotism in their argumentation. Remember 

that he grew up in the Roman Catholic Church around priests who each thought that they knew 

truth and were bigoted, unscholarly, and loud-mouthed in their critique of anybody who 

disagreed with them. Erasmus wanted people to think things through clearly. And he correctly 

realized that people did not rationally resolve issues when they argued in these evil ways. 

 Erasmus emphasized that as Christians we should argue respectfully with each other. We 

must respect the persons with whom we disagree. This is not only Christian, but it is also an 

important apologetical tool. It is self-evident that a person who is level-headed and argues fairly 

is going to bring about people’s respect of him. On the other hand, if someone is loud-noised, 

obnoxious, and irrational, then they will probably turn off the audience. Christ Jesus calls us to 

be as wise as serpents and harmless as doves. And this is the example that Erasmus has left not 

only for scholars, but for all Christians who disagree with each other. Christians must argue in 

love.  

 Erasmus is famous for his defense of the Arminian or libertarian view of freedom. Of 

course, he lived before Jacobus Arminius ever came along, but he was defending the theology of 

free will over against orthodox Augustinian (later called Calvinism) thought. 

 There had always been various traditions within the Roman Catholic Church that differed 

on the doctrines of grace. There was on the one hand the Augustinian tradition that was furthered 

and defended by the greatest mind that Roman Catholicism produced – Thomas Aquinas. The 

Dominican order which was started by Aquinas defended and promoted this view at Erasmus’ 

time. But there was another tradition that followed some sort of semi-Pelagianism and claimed 

that God was not sovereign in such a way that He determined the free choices of humans. 

Erasmus accepted this viewpoint, albeit rather cautiously. Erasmus was convinced by the 

argument that Augustinian determinism could only mean that there was no human responsibility 

and that everything happened by fate. This objection to Augustinian theology has never been 

answered sufficiently by any theologian to stop this perennial objection from always being 

brought up in discussions between Calvinists and Arminians.  

 The controversy between Luther and Erasmus about human freedom was slow in coming. 

This was precisely because Erasmus wanted to stay out of controversy. He did not want to come 

down strongly on either side of the Reformation. He was at heart a chicken and even openly 

admitted this. He realized that if he came out on either side of the Reformation he would be 

persecuted. If he lived in a Protestant city, then he would be kicked out if he argued against 

Lutheranism, and he wanted a retirement that was quiet and peaceful where he could work on 

publishing books. He was now coming to the end of publishing his volumes on the ancient 

church fathers, and this was the quiet work that delighted him. 

 But Luther forced his hand by attacking him and drawing a response out of him. Erasmus 

replied to Luther in On the Freedom of the Will.  In this discourse he argues extensively for the 

biblical support of his position. The argument is convincing only if the reader is convinced that 



necessity and human freedom (whatever that might involve) cannot co-exist. Erasmus quotes 

passages which talk about the need for believers to choose to turn from sin or others that speak of 

the need to choose righteousness. His argument is that these passages must imply that the will is 

free in the libertarian sense because if the choices were not free in this sense, then the choices 

were deterministically caused and there can be no real freedom or responsibility. 

 Luther maintained that the will of a reprobate person is under bondage to sin and 

necessarily can only choose sin. Luther taught that man was like a beast that either Satan or God 

rode. If Satan rode the beast then the person could only choose evil. But if God rode the person, 

then he could choose good. Luther believed that God predestines everything that occurs and that 

humans are not the first cause of their choices. He also used the argument that if God has perfect 

foreknowledge of what free creatures will choose in the future, then those choices will 

necessarily occur, because otherwise God’s foreknowledge would have been false. 

 Erasmus thought that there could be no responsibility if humans were really 

deterministically caused by God to make choices. He thought that if there was necessity attached 

to free choices, then they cannot really be free choices, instead they are determined choices, and 

choices that the agent cannot be responsible for. Therefore, one way to refute Erasmus’ 

argumentation is to come up with a plausible explanation of how determinism is compatible with 

human responsibility. And this is what Calvinism apologists have tried to do throughout the 

centuries. 

 Luther replied to Erasmus in On the Bondage of the Will. This book caused a triumph in 

the Protestant camp of Augustinian thought over against Erasmian free-will. This book has 

remained a classic critique of Pelagian/Arminian theology. Erasmus’ fame slowly declined after 

his controversy with Luther. He no longer had the respect of the intelligentsia and spent some 

few unhappy years until his death at the age of 70. He saw his world going crazy as terrible 

persecutions and wars took place all over Europe. He who had argued for pacifism, peace, and 

brotherhood, saw his theories and hopes give way before the madness and bigotry of the Roman 

Catholic countries against the Protestant and the Protestants against the Anabaptists. He who had 

so delighted in learning and complex argumentation saw that humanism had failed to be 

successful. For there was no time for the pleasantries of the study of literature and the sciences in 

the face of the terrible struggles for existence that were going on in Europe. So Erasmus died in 

his old age, unhappy, not having achieved his most important goals. 
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