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The Viking Threat to Europe

After centuries of plague and war, Europe was 
reeling.  The continent longed for peace - but a new 
terror was about to descend from 
the north:  the Vikings.  These 
fierce pagan warriors swept across 
Europe, plundering villages and 
burning monasteries from En-
gland to Ireland, from Scotland 
to Normandy.  Yet, beneath the 
stormy seas and bloody raids, a 
wild revival was stirring.

Interestingly, some historians 
point out that the Scandinavian 
peoples might have embraced 
Christianity centuries earlier had 
it not been for Charlemagne’s 
infamous brutality in 782 when 
he demanded the immediate 
conversion of 4500 Saxon leaders.  
When they refused, he ordered 
their execution by beheading.  
Word of this spread throughout the north, harden-
ing hearts and turning the Viking tribes into some 
of the fiercest enemies of Christendom.  But it 
wasn’t the Viking sword that converted the north.  It 
was, as we shall see, the cross.

By God’s grace, in 871, a king arose that would 
kindle a conversion across the North.  Known to 
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history as Alfred the Great, he sought not revenge 
but redemption.  He not only defeated the Viking 
leader Guthrum at the Battle of Edington in 878, 
but afterwards, extended to him an astonishing offer; 

baptism and land holding.  Alfred 
personally discipled Guthrum 
and his warriors in the Chris-
tian faith sending them back to 
rule as Christian kings.  Harold 
Bluetooth of Denmark and Olaf 
Tryggvason marked a transfor-
mational shift from paganism to 
faith in Christ.

Winston Churchill would later 
describe this moment as one of 
the greatest turning points in all 
of history.  Instead of slaughter, 
Alfred offered Salvation.  As 
chronicled by Asser (Alfred’s 
biographer), Alfred’s vision for 
peace went far beyond victory - it 
reached toward transformation. 

Within a century, under Christian rulers such as 
Olaf of Norway, Viking civilization was transformed.  
Human sacrifice, piracy, and polygamy were outlawed.  
From Scandinavia, Christian explorers pushed as far 
as Greenland and even to the edge of North America 
around A.D. 1000.  Leif Erikson, the son of Erik the 
Red, carried both discovery and the gospel to new 
lands. 
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King Alfred ‘The Great’
Samuel Woodforde, c.1800-1815
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Alfred’s Cultural Mandate

The influence of Alfred cannot be overstated.  Some 
accounts indicate he did not even learn to read un-
til age 35, yet once he did, he translated portions 
of Scripture into Anglo-Saxon, expanded reading 
throughout England, and sought to build a civiliza-
tion rooted in God’s Word. 

For the first twenty years of his reign, Alfred fought 
tirelessly to preserve his people from pagan enemies.  
When peace finally came, he turned to building a 
long-term civilization shaped by the Biblical “Cultural 
Mandate” of Genesis 1:28: “Be fruitful and multiply, 
and fill the earth.”

Alfred and his wife raised six children.  But Alfred 
also understood that dominion meant more than 

survival - it meant building, inventing, discipling, and 
stewarding.  He captured the vision of civilization as 
the outworking of Christian faith - beginning in the 
heart, shaping families, and then transforming societ-
ies. 

Legend tells of Alfred declaring: “Give me men who 
can pray, men who can fight, and men who can build, and 
I can build a lasting civilization.”

Women, Families, and Civilization

One of Alfred’s greatest achievements was his empha-
sis on the Christian family.  By championing monog-
amy and Biblical marriage, he elevated the dignity of 
women and, in turn, the value of children.  Education 
soon followed, leading to the founding of Europe’s 
first universities. 
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In Alfred, we glimpse the origins of chivalry - kings 
who built forts to defend the weak, then led their 
men in battle to protect their people.  Alfred’s vision 
shaped the legends of Robin Hood and King Arthur, 
but it was rooted in Biblical truth: women and men as 
joint heirs in Christ. 

Queen Margaret of Scotland:  A Beauty Who 
Transformed a Nation

Alfred’s legacy lived on 
through his descendants.  His 
great-granddaughter, Margaret 
of Scotland, became one of the 
most revered women in Europe-
an history.  

Shipwrecked on Scottish shores 
after the Norman Invasion of 
1066, she married the rugged 
king of Scotland.  Though he 
was illiterate and constantly at 
war, Margaret’s godly character 
transformed both her husband 
and her kingdom.

She raised eight children, mod-
eled charity by feeding hundreds 
of orphans and poor, and revived 
the Christian faith throughout 
the clans of Scotland.  Her chapel still stands in Edin-
burgh Castle, a thousand years later, as a testimony to 
her influence.

Alfred’s Common Law and the Birth of Liberty

Another of Alfred’s monumental contributions was 
the establishment of English common law, rooted in 
the Ten Commandments.  This principle - that law 

is above the king - was revolutionary and shaped the 
development of liberty for centuries.

Out of this heritage came the Magna Carta of 1215, 
drafted under Archbishop Langdon.  It declared the 
perpetual freedom of the church, the protection of 
property, and the right to trial by jury.  The Magna 
Carta became the foundation of English - and later 

American - liberty.

The Bravehearts of Scotland

The same spirit of liberty continued 
north through Scotland.  In the late 
13th century, William Wallace rose in 
defiance of tyranny.  His stirring words, 
“It is not for glory, nor riches, nor honor, 
but for freedom alone...”, ignited courage 
throughout the Scottish people.

Though Wallace was famously captured 
and executed in 1305, his bravery in-
spired Robert the Bruce, who defeated 
the English at Bannockburn in 1315 
and affirmed Scottish independence in 
the Declaration of Arbroath in 1320 
- a clear ancestor of the American 
Declaration of Independence. 

Light Amid the Black Death

Even the Black Death - which claimed nearly one-
third of Europe’s population in the mid-14th centu-
ry - could not extinguish the light of truth.  In those 
troubled years, God raised up John Wycliffe, often 
called the “Morning Star of the Reformation.” 

RENEWAL OF CHRISTENDOM

“Liberty must always rest on law, and law must rest on truth.  When law is cut free from its moral roots, 
freedom itself withers.” 

- Os Guinness, A Free People’s Suicide

Malcom III of Scotland and Margaret at Queensferry 
detail from a mural by William Hole 1899
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133 years before the Reformation, Wycliffe and his 
associates produced one of the first translations of 
Scripture in English, grounding their work in the 
Latin Vulgate.  This translation was viewed as an 
act of defiance by Rome.  Only clergy and educated 
elites could access the Scriptures - and only in Lat-
in.  Wycliffe’s translation was entirely hand-copied, 
not printed as the printing 
press wouldn’t arrive un-
til the 1450’s.  He men-
tored leaders and inspired 
a movement of Lollards 
who secretly disseminated 
reforming ideas across En-
gland - even under pressure 
and persecution. 

“The Laity ought to under-
stand the faith, and since 
the doctrines of our faith are 
in the Scriptures, believers 
should have the Scriptures in 
a language familiar to them.”  
- John Wycliffe, quote from Trialogus

These translations and Wycliffe were condemned 
posthumously as heretical and the Bible outlawed.

The Archbishop of Canterbury, Thomas Arundel, 
declared in 1408, “That no man, hereafter by his own 
authority translate any text of Holy Scripture into En-
glish or any other tongue...and that no man read any such 
book in part or in whole.”

Decades after his death, at the Council of Constance 
in 1415, church authorities exhumed and burned his 
bones, and cast his ashes into the River Swift.  Yet, 
in a dramatic irony, his influenced continued down 
the river across the ocean - his teachings lived on in 
manuscripts, in underground circles, and, eventually, 
across Europe.

Wycliffe’s doctrinal and ecclesial ideas influenced Jan 
Hus in Bohemia, who adopted many of his positions 
on church authority and the primacy of Scripture.  
Meanwhile, Gerard Groote and the Brethren of the 
Common Life in the Low Countries advanced a 
devotional culture emphasizing Scripture reading, 
prayer, and personal holiness - indirectly setting fertile 

soil for later reform.  Those 
three men unknowingly  
set the stage for liberty to 
spread through the lines of 
the one book tyrants fear 
most, the Bible. 

An Unshakable Kingdom

Through Bravehearts like 
Alfred and Beauties like 
Margaret, through Wallace, 
Wycliffe, and the faithful 
lives of countless unnamed 
saints, God built His king-
dom - not as a fragile house 

of cards, but on the Rock of Ages.

The Gospel has endured - not because of flawless peo-
ple or military might, but because it is true.  It spreads 
through men and women who embrace the Cultural 
Mandate and the Great Commission.  The mustard 
seed that was planted has grown into a tree, and its 
branches continue to shelter nations. 

May the Lord open our eyes in this generation to 
rediscover these truths, and to carry the light - as they 
once did - through the darkest of ages.

- Dr. Marshall Foster 1945-2022
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John Wycliffe Reading His Translation of the 
Bible to John of Gaunt 

Ford Madox Brown, c. 1847


