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 Many scholars consider Jacques LeFèvre (Jacob Faber) a pre-reformer. In fact, he was 

not, as will become plain. 

 

Who was he? 

 LeFèvre was a Frenchman, born in Etaples, in the province of Picardy, about 1455. So, 

he was in fact born before the Reformation began. 

 Significant is that he was a humanist. Humanists were Renaissance men, committed to 

learning and to studying the original sources of Greek and Roman culture. Learning the 

classics, humanists believed, would help address corruption in the Roman Catholic Cchurch 

and in society. This approach to education was relatively new; before the Renaissance, scholars 

in Europe were content to know only the Latin language and study the works of those who wrote 

in that language. 

 Italy, France, Germany, and England were all hotspots of humanist thinking. LeFèvre 

studied in several major universities in France and Germany, living also in Italy for a time. He 

knew Greek and Hebrew as well as Latin and studied both philosophical writings (including the 

ancient Greek philosopher Aristotle) and theological writings (including those of the medieval 

theologian Peter Lombard). 

 From 1509 on, he published major theological works and took positions that led people 

to think of him as a pre-reformer. Later, he wrote works which that would help the rReformers. 

He also met John Calvin in 1534, two years before LeFèvre died. 

 

Why some think he was a pre-reformer 

 LeFèvre’s work clearly paved the way for the Reformation in several different ways. The 

rReformers needed to know Greek and Hebrew, and to study the Bible in those languages. As a 

humanist, LeFèvre promoted that knowledge as his first contribution to the Reformation. 

 Second, LeFèvre adopted a different method of Bible interpretation than had been 

customary. Since the time of Augustine, Roman Catholic Bible interpreters looked for four things 

in every passage: the literal meaning (what the text says; the historical meaning), the allegorical 

meaning (what we must believe; the doctrinal meaning), the tropological meaning (what we 

must do; the moral meaning), and the anagogical meaning (for what we must hope; the 

eschatological meaning). Following this method involved more than an explanation and 

application of the text; it led to many fanciful and even absurd interpretations, and to reading 

into a text what isn’t there. 

 LeFèvre dismissed this thousand-year-old and wrong method, insisting that the proper 

sense was the literal sense. By “literal sense” he meant the meaning that the Holy Spirit 

intended in the passage, which always in some way pointed to Christ. This would, in sum, be 

the principle of interpretation that the rReformers used. The goal of the rReformers, and of 

sound Bible expositors today, is to explain what the passage clearly means, how it reveals the 

gospel, and what application it must have on our life. But the gospel and application must both 

be found in the literal meaning of the text, not by imposing other ideas on the text. 



 

 

 Third, LeFèvre wrote expositions on the Psalms, on the gospels, and on Paul’s 
epistles, in which he demonstrated his method of Bible interpretation. Because of comments he 

made in his exposition on the gospels, that work was placed on Rome’s forbidden reading list, 

and he had to flee to Switzerland. 

 Fourth, LeFèvre translated the Bible into French, in a day when Rome considered the 

Latin Vulgate to be the only proper translation and did not want the common people to read the 

Bible. Although others would revise his translation (including Calvin), it remained the basis for all 

other French translations for the next three centuries. 

 Finally, LeFèvre taught that man is not justified by his works, and that God alone justifies 

mankind. This view was emphatically not Rome’s view of justification by faith and works. Other 

teachings of Rome with which he disagreed included the prohibition of priests marrying and the 

established view that Mary Magdalene, Mary from Bethany (sister of Martha and Lazarus), and 

the Mary out of whom Jesus cast seven demons were all the same person. 

 

Why he was not a pre-reformer 

 One must have a clear idea of what makes a man a “pre-reformer” in order to say if a 

particular man was, or was not, a pre-reformer. The following are reasons why I argue that 

LeFèvre was not a pre-reformer in the strict sense of the word. 

 First, although he was born long before the Reformation, LeFèvre lived during the time 

of the Reformation. Did he join the Reformation? No. He had some sympathy for it, but he died 

within the folds of the Roman Catholic Church, and in his native France, a hotbed of Roman 

Catholicism. 

 Second, although he taught that we are not justified by faith and works, he nevertheless 

said that our works help preserve the grace of justification in us and help increase it. This was 

not the reformers’ view of justification by faith alone. 

 Third, he did not speak against many other of Rome’s wrong doctrines, and 

significantly, unlike the other pre-reformers, he did not oppose the papacy as being an institution 

without a biblical foundation. 

 Finally, he was sympathetic to, and joined forces with, the mystics. Mystics emphasized 

the need for a pious life, but one that included visions of God or personal experiences of God’s 
presence, apart from his word found in the Scriptures. Basically, this means that LeFèvre saw 

the need for reform in the church but sought to implement it by education of the mind and reform 

of the spirit, not by doctrinal reform and a life of godliness that is based on the Scriptures. 

 

Abiding lessons from his life 

 LeFèvre’s work served the purpose of helping the reformers, but when LeFèvre had 

the opportunity to join with them, he did not. From this we can glean some object lessons. 

 To begin aright is not enough; one must finish the course. May God give you young 

people, who are growing in your knowledge of truth, to confess your faith and live it until you die. 

 To identify error correctly, or to be against something that is bad, is not enough; one 

must correct it in the right manner and to the fullest degree, standing for that which is right and 

good. May God give you young people to know not only what is wrong, but also what is 

right, and why. 



 

 

 Although not a pre-reformer in the strict sense of the word, LeFèvre is a notable instance 

of one whom God, in his providence, raised up with natural gifts to aid in the cause of truth, 

even though he did not wholly embrace that cause.  
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