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Abstract 
Between 1517 and 1600, Western Christianity ceased to function as a single Latin ecclesiastical system and became a 

permanently plural confessional landscape. This chapter reconstructs that rupture from late medieval reform pressures 

through Luther's indulgence controversy, his conflict with papal and imperial authority, the consolidation of Lutheran 

churches, the Swiss and Reformed movements, the Radical Reformation, the English Reformation, and the Catholic 

renewal centered on the Council of Trent. It argues that the Reformation was neither a simple liberation from a 

uniformly corrupt medieval church nor one unified Protestant replacement for Rome. Lutheran, Reformed, Anglican, 

and Anabaptist trajectories developed distinct accounts of Scripture, justification, baptism, the Lord's Supper, ministry, 

discipline, and relations with civil power, while Roman Catholicism underwent substantial moral, educational, 

institutional, and confessional reform. The chapter also examines attempted reunion at Regensburg, the Roman 

Inquisition and Index, confessional violence, vernacular Scripture, printing, education, women, everyday religious life, 

and the extension of Western confessional change into Africa and the wider world. Primary confessional sources are 

read alongside modern scholarship so that each tradition is represented on its own terms before theological evaluation. 

Genealogically, the century produced durable Lutheran, Reformed and Presbyterian, Anglican, and Anabaptist families 

while consolidating a distinctly Tridentine Roman Catholic trajectory. A Sola Scriptura assessment affirms the recovery 

of Scripture's final normativity and justification grounded in Christ while testing every Catholic and Protestant 

development, including sacramental systems, baptismal practice, papal claims, coercive church-state arrangements, 

predestinarian formulations, and confessional persecution, by the apostolic Word. 

Keywords: Protestant Reformation; Martin Luther; Lutheranism; Reformed Christianity; Anabaptism; Anglicanism; Council of Trent; Sola 

Scriptura 

1. Introduction: When Reform Became Rupture 
The Reformation began inside a church, not outside Christianity. On the eve of 1517, Western Europe remained 

formally united within the Latin Church under the Roman papacy, even though that unity had long contained regional 

diversity, institutional criticism, theological debate, and recurring movements for reform. The preceding centuries had 

produced an elaborate sacramental system, a powerful papal monarchy, universities and canon law, monastic and 

mendicant orders, mature doctrines of penance and purgatory, Eucharistic devotion, and wide-ranging popular piety. 

They had also produced the Waldensians, Wycliffe and the Lollards, Jan Hus and the Hussite tradition, conciliar 

challenges to papal absolutism, humanist textual scholarship, and the new technology of movable-type printing. 

Erasmus's 1516 edition of the Greek New Testament symbolized a world in which the sources of Christian faith could 

be examined with new philological tools just as the old ecclesiastical order faced unresolved demands for moral and 

institutional reform. The preceding chapter traced those medieval developments and reform pressures in detail 

(Cameron, 2012; Eire, 2016; MacCulloch, 2004; Sangwa, 2026). 

The year 1517 is therefore a useful conventional beginning, not an absolute birth date of Protestant Christianity. Martin 

Luther did not compose the Ninety-Five Theses as the charter of a new denomination. Their immediate subject was the 

theology and pastoral practice of indulgences within the existing penitential system. Yet the controversy forced 

increasingly fundamental questions. Who possessed authority to define doctrine? Could a pope err? Could a council err? 

What was the relation between Scripture and ecclesiastical tradition? How is a sinner justified before God? What makes 

a rite a sacrament? What authority belongs to ordained clergy? Can the civil ruler reform the church? Once those 

questions were joined to print, political protection, urban reform, territorial government, and international conflict, a 

dispute over indulgences became a reordering of Western Christianity (Hendrix, 2015; Pettegree, 2015). 

The resulting genealogy is not adequately described as Catholicism splitting into one Protestant branch. By the middle 

of the century, Lutherans and Reformed Christians could not agree on the manner of Christ's presence in the Lord's 

Supper. Anabaptists rejected the infant baptism practiced by both magisterial Protestant families and Rome and 

questioned the legitimacy of the territorial church itself. The English Reformation began primarily as a jurisdictional 

break initiated by the crown, then moved through sharply different doctrinal settlements under Henry VIII, Edward VI, 

Mary I, and Elizabeth I. Reformed Christianity diversified into Swiss, French, Dutch, Scottish, German, Hungarian, and 

other confessional forms. Meanwhile, the Roman Church convened the Council of Trent, clarified doctrines disputed by 

Protestants, disciplined abuses, expanded clerical education, and energized new religious orders and global missions 

(Benedict, 2002; Hsia, 2005; Marshall, 2017; O'Malley, 2013). 
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This chapter therefore uses the plural language of reformations where analytically useful. The term does not deny that 

there was a coherent Protestant challenge to late medieval Catholic authority, nor does it dissolve real theological 

differences into sociology. It recognizes that multiple reforming projects emerged from a common Western Christian 

inheritance and interacted with one another in conflict, borrowing, adaptation, and reaction. Some reforms genuinely 

recovered neglected biblical truths. Some retained inherited practices for which the New Testament evidence is less 

clear. Some introduced new systems or political arrangements that themselves require scriptural scrutiny. The history 

must first be reconstructed fairly. Biblical evaluation follows that reconstruction. 

The chronological endpoint at 1600 is similarly conventional. By then the principal sixteenth-century families were 

recognizable, the Council of Trent had concluded, the Book of Concord had consolidated Lutheran confession, 

Reformed churches possessed major confessional standards, the Elizabethan religious settlement had stabilized the 

Church of England, and Anabaptist communities had survived severe persecution. Yet the process of Protestant 

multiplication was only beginning. Puritanism, Separatism, the Baptist movements, Quakerism, Pietism, Moravian 

renewal, and Methodism belong mainly to the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries and form the subject of the next 

chapter. 

2. Sources, Chronology, and Method 
The Reformation is unusually well documented, but the abundance of evidence creates its own dangers. Reformers 

wrote polemically and prolifically. Governments preserved edicts, trial records, parliamentary statutes, visitation 

records, and diplomatic correspondence. Cities produced council minutes. Printers left identifiable editions and 

networks. Confessions and catechisms articulated official positions. Catholic bishops and theologians generated 

conciliar decrees, reform legislation, and apologetic works. Martyr narratives preserved the voices of persecuted 

communities while also shaping confessional memory. The historian must therefore distinguish between a reformer's 

rhetorical attack, a church's formal confession, a ruler's legal command, and ordinary religious practice (Cameron, 2012; 

Eire, 2016; MacCulloch, 2004). 

Primary confessional documents are especially important because later labels can conceal major differences. The 

Augsburg Confession of 1530 is more conciliatory in tone than many later Protestant polemics and repeatedly claims 

continuity with the historic catholic faith while identifying specific abuses. The Schleitheim Confession of 1527 

represents one influential Swiss Brethren formulation but not every group later called Anabaptist. The Thirty-Nine 

Articles emerged from the distinctive English settlement and cannot simply be read as a copy of either Lutheran or 

Reformed continental systems. The Council of Trent must be judged by its own decrees rather than by Protestant 

summaries of Catholic doctrine. Likewise, Calvin's mature Institutes of 1559 should not be projected unchanged back 

onto every early Swiss reformer (Kolb & Wengert, 2000; O'Malley, 2013; Snyder, 1995). 

Terminology also requires care. The label Protestant derives historically from the Protestation at the Second Diet of 

Speyer in 1529, where evangelical princes and cities objected to an imperial policy that threatened earlier concessions. It 

later became an umbrella term for diverse churches that rejected papal jurisdiction and embraced varying forms of 

Reformation theology. Evangelical in the sixteenth-century German context often meant adherents of reform centered 

on the gospel, not a modern transdenominational movement. Anabaptist, meaning "rebaptizer," was generally a hostile 

description, since those so labeled did not regard believer's baptism as a second valid baptism. Catholic Reformation and 

Counter-Reformation overlap but are not identical. The first highlights internal Catholic renewal that had roots 

independent of Protestant criticism; the second emphasizes Catholic responses directed against Protestant expansion 

(Hsia, 2005). 

Chronology is essential because positions changed. Luther in 1517 was not Luther in 1521, still less the author of his 

harsh later writings. English religion under Henry VIII was not the same as under Edward VI or Elizabeth I. Swiss 

reform before the first adult baptisms of 1525 did not yet contain a settled Anabaptist movement. Reformed confessional 

identity developed through several centers rather than appearing fully formed in Geneva. The chapter therefore follows 

the sequence of controversy and institution before comparing mature confessional outcomes. Biblical references in the 

theological assessment are linked to the Christian Standard Bible (CSB), and direct biblical wording follows the CSB 

unless otherwise indicated. 
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Table 1. Selected chronology of the Protestant and Catholic Reformations, 1517-1598 

Date Development Genealogical significance 

1517 Luther circulates the Ninety-Five Theses Indulgence controversy becomes an international reform crisis through 
print. 

1519 Leipzig Debate Luther publicly questions papal and conciliar infallibility and confronts the 

Hus legacy. 

1520-1521 Major reform treatises; papal condemnation; Diet of 

Worms 
Dispute shifts from reform of abuses to authority, justification, sacraments, 

and institutional rupture. 

1522-1524 German New Testament; territorial reforms expand Vernacular Scripture, preaching, schools, and civic or princely protection 
institutionalize evangelical reform. 

1524-1525 German Peasants' War Religious language intersects with social and economic grievances; Luther 
supports coercive suppression. 

1525 Believer's baptisms in Zurich Swiss Brethren launch a voluntary-church trajectory distinct from both 

Rome and magisterial reform. 

1527 Schleitheim Confession Influential Swiss Brethren statement joins believer's baptism to discipline, 

separation, nonviolence, and rejection of oaths. 

1529 Protestation at Speyer; Marburg Colloquy The name Protestant emerges; Lutheran-Reformed Eucharistic disagreement 
blocks full evangelical unity. 

1530 Augsburg Confession Lutheran doctrine receives durable public confessional expression. 

1534-1535 English royal supremacy; Münster kingdom English break begins primarily as jurisdictional; violent apocalyptic 
radicalism gives Anabaptism a lasting stereotype. 

1536 Calvin publishes first Institutes; Lutheran settlement 

in Denmark-Norway Reformed systematization and northern territorial Lutheranism expand. 

1540 Society of Jesus receives papal approval Catholic reform gains a major educational, missionary, and apologetic 

order. 

1545-1563 Council of Trent Catholic doctrine is clarified and major clerical, educational, and 
disciplinary reforms are enacted. 

1549 Consensus Tigurinus Calvin and Bullinger help consolidate a shared Reformed Eucharistic 

position. 

1555 Peace of Augsburg Legal coexistence of Catholic and Augsburg Confession estates in the 

empire; Reformed and Anabaptist groups excluded. 

1559-1571 Elizabethan settlement and Thirty-Nine Articles A durable Protestant episcopal Church of England emerges. 

1560-1566 Scots, Belgic, and Second Helvetic confessions; 

Heidelberg Catechism 
Reformed Christianity diversifies through national and regional confessional 

standards. 

1568 Edict of Torda; Dutch Revolt A limited toleration experiment contrasts with wider confessional coercion; 
Dutch Reformed identity strengthens amid revolt. 

1572 St. Bartholomew's Day massacre French religious conflict demonstrates the deadly interaction of confession 

and political faction. 

1577-1580 Formula of Concord and Book of Concord Post-Luther Lutheran disputes are consolidated into a mature confessional 

identity. 

1598 Edict of Nantes French crown grants Huguenots limited security and worship rights, ending 
a major phase of the Wars of Religion. 

 



THE GENEALOGY OF CHRISTIAN DIVISION  |  CHAPTER 7 

 

Open Christian Press Chapter DOI: 10.65655/ocp.m26.c88 
Page 5 

 

Figure 1. From indulgence controversy to confessional Europe: selected milestones, 1517-1598. 

Note. The timeline marks turning points rather than instantaneous transformations. Dates and labels are a synthetic aid based on the historical 

narrative. 

3. What Existed Immediately Before 1517 
The Western church Luther inherited combined religious vitality with structural tensions. The seven-sacrament system 

had been systematized in medieval theology and given conciliar expression. Baptism usually occurred in infancy. The 

Eucharist was understood through the doctrine of transubstantiation, and the Mass functioned as the central sacramental 
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act of Christian life. Penance included contrition, confession, absolution, and satisfaction. Indulgences concerned the 

remission of temporal punishment associated with forgiven sin, not the purchase of divine forgiveness in the crude sense 

often attributed to medieval doctrine. Purgatory, prayers for the dead, invocation of saints, relics, pilgrimages, 

confraternities, and Marian devotion were deeply embedded in Western religious culture (Cameron, 2012; Eire, 2016). 

The papacy possessed extensive legal and spiritual claims, yet its actual effectiveness varied by place. Bishops could be 

political magnates. Benefices could be accumulated, offices held in plurality, and pastoral residence neglected. Some 

clergy were poorly educated; others were highly trained. Reforming bishops, observant monastic houses, humanists, 

mendicant preachers, lay confraternities, and devout parish communities coexisted with corruption and administrative 

abuse. The late medieval church cannot be described responsibly as spiritually dead, but neither can the evidence of 

abuses be dismissed as Protestant invention (Duffy, 2005; MacCulloch, 2004). 

The intellectual world was also changing. Humanists called for ad fontes, a return to the sources. Hebrew and Greek 

study challenged dependence on later scholastic summaries. Lorenzo Valla's philological work had exposed the 

Donation of Constantine as a forgery. Erasmus used manuscript comparison and linguistic analysis in his 1516 Greek 

New Testament. Printing allowed controversial texts to move far more rapidly than the handwritten networks available 

to Wycliffe or Hus. Urban literacy, universities, trade routes, and vernacular publication created a communications 

environment in which a local dispute could become international before authorities could contain it (Pettegree, 2015). 

Political structures were equally important. The Holy Roman Empire was not a centralized nation-state but a complex 

federation of principalities, ecclesiastical territories, free cities, and dynastic interests under an elected emperor. Charles 

V, elected in 1519, ruled or inherited vast territories and simultaneously faced France, the Ottoman Empire, and internal 

German tensions. That political complexity created spaces in which reform could survive. Luther's theology alone did 

not cause the Reformation, but without political protection his career would probably have ended very differently. The 

same interaction between conviction and political structure would recur in Zurich, Geneva, England, Scotland, France, 

the Netherlands, and the Catholic territories. 

The Bohemian lands also caution against treating 1517 as the beginning of reform everywhere. Utraquist Christianity 

and the Unitas Fratrum or Unity of the Brethren had emerged from the Hussite upheavals long before Luther. Luther's 

Leipzig confrontation with Johann Eck later forced him to reassess the condemnation of Hus, and contacts between 

German evangelicals and Bohemian reform traditions followed. These communities should not be made children of 

Lutheranism: they possessed their own pre-1517 genealogies, even though they later interacted with Lutheran and 

Reformed currents (Cameron, 2012; MacCulloch, 2004; Sangwa, 2026). 

A concise way to describe the eve of Reformation is therefore this: Western Christianity possessed a strong but 

contested papal-sacramental system; reform was widely desired but lacked one agreed program; biblical humanism had 

improved access to primary texts; printing had transformed communication; and political fragmentation made uniform 

suppression increasingly difficult. Into that setting came the indulgence controversy. 

4. The Indulgence Controversy and the Shock of 1517 

4.1 Indulgences within the penitential system 

An indulgence made sense only inside the medieval theology of penance. Catholic teaching distinguished the eternal 

guilt of sin, forgiven through sacramental absolution in the penitent restored by grace, from temporal penalties or 

satisfactions associated with sin. The church claimed authority to remit these temporal penalties by applying the treasury 

of merits of Christ and the saints. By the late Middle Ages, indulgences could be attached to pilgrimages, crusades, 

prayers, contributions, and other prescribed acts. Their pastoral purpose could be framed as comfort and assurance of 

ecclesial remission, but their financial administration created obvious opportunities for exaggeration and abuse 

(Cameron, 2012; Eire, 2016). 

The indulgence that triggered Luther's protest was connected to Archbishop Albert of Mainz, who had accumulated 

ecclesiastical offices and incurred major financial obligations in securing papal approval. A preaching campaign 

authorized in his territories helped finance both obligations associated with Albert's position and the rebuilding of St. 

Peter's Basilica in Rome. Johann Tetzel, a Dominican preacher experienced in indulgence campaigns, became the most 

famous public agent of the sale. Tetzel did not operate in Wittenberg itself because Luther's prince, Frederick the Wise, 

restricted the campaign in Electoral Saxony, but residents could travel into nearby territories to obtain indulgence 

certificates (Hendrix, 2015; Pettegree, 2015). 
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Popular preaching could communicate theological distinctions less carefully than scholastic manuals. Luther's pastoral 

concern was sharpened when parishioners appeared to treat indulgence certificates as minimizing the need for genuine 

repentance. The controversy was therefore not initially an abstract debate about the existence of the papacy. It was a 

dispute over repentance, pastoral assurance, ecclesiastical authority, and the spiritual effects claimed for an indulgence. 

4.2 The Ninety-Five Theses 

On 31 October 1517 Luther sent his Disputation on the Power and Efficacy of Indulgences, later known as the Ninety-

Five Theses, into ecclesiastical discussion. The traditional story that he dramatically nailed the theses to the Castle 

Church door at Wittenberg has a long history but is not attested by a surviving contemporary eyewitness account. What 

is historically secure is that Luther circulated the propositions for debate and that printers rapidly reproduced them in 

Latin and German, carrying the controversy far beyond the local academic setting (Pettegree, 2015). 

The theses were not yet a mature Protestant manifesto. Luther still worked within many inherited assumptions. Yet their 

opening claim that the whole life of believers should be repentance challenged the reduction of penitence to a 

transaction. He questioned exaggerated claims about papal power over purgatory, insisted that Christians should be 

taught to give to the poor rather than imagine that purchasing indulgences had superior spiritual value, and argued that 

the true treasure of the church is the gospel of the glory and grace of God (Luther, 1517/2012). The theses therefore 

contained a tension that would soon widen: pastoral reform was beginning to expose a deeper conflict over where 

authoritative promises of forgiveness are grounded. 

4.3 Printing, controversy, and the failure of containment 

Printing did not cause Luther's theology, but it changed the speed and social range of the dispute. Short pamphlets could 

be produced cheaply, reprinted in multiple cities, translated, illustrated, preached from pulpits, discussed in taverns and 

universities, and carried along trade networks. Luther proved unusually effective in this new public sphere. His prose 

could be learned, pastoral, sarcastic, devotional, and polemical. The Wittenberg print industry grew with the movement, 

and the visual work of Lucas Cranach and others helped translate theological conflict into popular imagery (Pettegree, 

2015). 

The medium also made compromise harder. Earlier theological disputes might be handled through universities, bishops, 

religious orders, or papal commissions before reaching a mass audience. Luther's controversy became public before 

ecclesiastical authorities had achieved a negotiated resolution. Each attempt at discipline could itself become material 

for further publication. The dispute was no longer simply between a monk and his superiors. It became a question of 

German grievance, academic freedom, biblical authority, papal power, and the credibility of Rome. 

5. From Reform Petition to Theological Break, 1518-1521 

5.1 Heidelberg, Augsburg, and the deepening doctrine of grace 

In 1518 Luther defended theological theses at Heidelberg before members of the Augustinian order. His "theology of the 

cross" contrasted human pretensions to spiritual achievement with God's self-revelation in the crucified Christ. The 

language did not yet contain every later Lutheran formula, but the underlying direction was clear: fallen humanity 

cannot ascend to God through spiritual accomplishment; salvation is God's work received by faith. This intensified a 

doctrinal trajectory formed through Luther's study of Psalms, Romans, and Galatians (Hendrix, 2015). 

Later that year Luther was examined at Augsburg by Cardinal Cajetan. The encounter clarified that the dispute had 

moved beyond the behavior of indulgence preachers. Cajetan pressed the authority of papal teaching; Luther demanded 

scriptural demonstration. The conflict was therefore becoming epistemological as well as pastoral. What happens when a 

theologian believes that an ecclesiastical decree conflicts with the Word of God? 

5.2 Leipzig in 1519: Scripture, councils, and Hus 

The Leipzig Debate of 1519 with Johann Eck was a decisive turning point. Eck pressed Luther on papal primacy and on 

the condemnation of Jan Hus at the Council of Constance. Luther was forced to confront whether an ecumenical council 

could err. Once he admitted that some propositions condemned in Hus could be Christian and evangelical, the 

controversy could no longer be contained within a request to correct indulgence abuse. He was challenging the authority 

mechanisms by which the late medieval church identified heresy (Cameron, 2012; Hendrix, 2015). 

This did not mean Luther rejected every council or tradition. He continued to value the ancient creeds and patristic 

theology. His emerging principle was hierarchical: Scripture possesses final authority, while councils, popes, fathers, 
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and theologians have real but subordinate authority. The decisive question is whether their teaching accords with the 

prophetic and apostolic Word. 

5.3 The three great writings of 1520 

In 1520 Luther's challenge expanded dramatically. To the Christian Nobility of the German Nation attacked the barriers 

by which, in his view, Roman ecclesiastical authority shielded itself from reform. He appealed to secular rulers to 

intervene where ecclesiastical structures refused correction. The Babylonian Captivity of the Church challenged the 

medieval sacramental system and reexamined the sacraments according to Christ's institution and promise. The Freedom 

of a Christian set out the paradox that the Christian is, through faith, free in relation to works as a basis of justification 

and, through love, servant of all (Luther, 1520/2012). 

These writings contained both reforming insight and future tensions. The recovery of the believer's direct access to God 

through Christ challenged sacerdotal mediation as a separate saving caste. Yet Luther's appeal to princes helped create 

the model later called the magisterial Reformation, in which civil rulers assumed substantial responsibility for 

reorganizing church life. The rejection of one form of ecclesiastical centralization could therefore produce a new 

dependence on territorial government. 

5.4 Exsurge Domine, excommunication, and Worms 

Pope Leo X's bull Exsurge Domine in 1520 condemned propositions associated with Luther and threatened 

excommunication unless he recanted. Luther publicly burned the bull and volumes of canon law in Wittenberg. In 

January 1521 Decet Romanum Pontificem formally excommunicated him. The theological rupture was now juridical. 

Luther nevertheless remained subject to the Holy Roman Empire. At the Diet of Worms in April 1521, before Emperor 

Charles V and the imperial estates, he was asked whether he would retract his writings. The famous sentence "Here I 

stand" became an iconic summary of the moment, but its exact wording is not securely attested in the earliest records. 

What is well attested is the substance of Luther's answer: unless convinced by Scripture and sound reason, he could not 

safely retract against conscience bound by the Word of God (Hendrix, 2015). 

The Edict of Worms declared Luther an outlaw and prohibited his writings. Yet Frederick the Wise arranged his 

protective concealment at the Wartburg Castle. Political protection thus became indispensable to the survival of the 

reform. A theologian condemned by pope and emperor remained alive because a territorial prince refused to surrender 

him. 

5.5 The Bible in German 

At the Wartburg, Luther translated the New Testament into German, published in 1522. A complete German Bible 

followed in 1534 through collaborative work. Luther was not the first to produce a German Bible. Vernacular German 

biblical texts existed before him. His translation was nevertheless extraordinarily influential because it combined 

humanist attention to Greek and Hebrew, vigorous vernacular style, printing, repeated revision, and the expanding 

educational institutions of evangelical territories (Pettegree, 2015). 

The translation embodied a central Reformation conviction: ordinary Christians should hear and read the Word of God 

in their own language. Yet vernacular access did not automatically produce individualistic interpretation without 

teachers. Lutheran territories also developed catechisms, schools, sermons, church orders, and confessional standards. 

The Reformation simultaneously decentralized final authority from the papal magisterium and built new institutions for 

interpreting Scripture publicly. The same pattern appeared beyond Germany. William Tyndale's English New Testament 

of 1526, translated from Greek and printed on the Continent for clandestine circulation in England, profoundly 

influenced later English Bibles even though Tyndale himself was executed in 1536. French, Dutch, Scandinavian, 

Czech, Polish, Hungarian, and other vernacular projects likewise joined textual scholarship to preaching and catechesis. 

The decisive innovation was therefore not the first existence of vernacular Scripture, which predated the Reformation, 

but the unprecedented scale at which print, linguistic scholarship, church policy, and popular instruction placed biblical 

texts into ordinary religious life (Cameron, 2012; Eire, 2016; Marshall, 2017). 

6. From Luther's Protest to Lutheran Churches 

6.1 Wittenberg reform and the problem of pace 

While Luther was at the Wartburg, reform accelerated in Wittenberg. Andreas Karlstadt and others introduced changes 

to worship and religious life more rapidly than Luther considered pastorally wise. Images were attacked, monastic vows 
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challenged, and the Mass altered. Luther returned in 1522 and preached a series of sermons urging that reform proceed 

through the Word rather than coercive upheaval. This episode reveals that "the Reformation" immediately contained 

disputes about method. Agreement that abuses existed did not determine how quickly institutions should be changed or 

how much inherited practice should be retained. 

The pattern that emerged in Lutheran territories was selective rather than iconoclastic in the radical Swiss sense. Latin 

gave way increasingly to the vernacular, preaching became central, clerical marriage was accepted, monastic vows lost 

their obligatory character, and the sacrificial understanding of the Mass was rejected. Yet much visual, musical, 

liturgical, and ceremonial continuity remained where reformers judged it not contrary to the gospel. Lutheranism was 

therefore neither medieval Catholicism with a few corrections nor a complete stripping away of inherited Christian 

culture. 

6.2 Justification, law and gospel, and the center of Luther's theology 

The doctrine of justification became the central soteriological fault line. The Augsburg Confession later stated that 

human beings cannot be justified before God by their own strength, merits, or works but are justified freely for Christ's 

sake through faith when they believe they are received into favor and their sins forgiven (Melanchthon, 1530/2000, art. 

IV). This formulation did not deny sanctification or good works. It denied that works constitute the ground or 

meritorious cause by which the sinner becomes acceptable to God. 

Luther's distinction between law and gospel served this soteriology. God's law reveals His will, exposes sin, restrains 

evil, and guides life, but it cannot create the righteousness it commands. The gospel announces what God has 

accomplished in Christ and gives the promise received by faith. The distinction was not intended to oppose the Old and 

New Testaments or to make Christian obedience optional. It was a distinction between command and promise, 

accusation and gift. Misused, it could be caricatured as antinomianism. Properly understood within Lutheran confession, 

faith is living and active in love, while good works are the fruit rather than the basis of justification (Kolb & Wengert, 

2000). 

6.3 The priesthood of all believers and ordained ministry 

Luther's teaching on the common priesthood challenged the idea that ordained clergy constitute a spiritually superior 

class with exclusive access to God. Drawing especially on 1 Peter 2:5, 9 and the one mediation of Christ, he emphasized 

that all baptized Christians belong to a priestly people. Yet he did not abolish pastoral office. Public preaching and 

sacramental administration still required orderly calling. The reform therefore distinguished spiritual status before God 

from ministerial vocation within the church. 

This distinction became genealogically important. Later Protestants would develop episcopal, presbyterian, and 

congregational forms of polity while appealing to the same New Testament language of the church as a holy priesthood. 

The common rejection of a sacrificial priesthood did not produce one Protestant model of ministry. 

6.4 Baptism and the Lord's Supper 

Luther retained infant baptism and taught that baptism is a divine means of grace grounded in God's promise rather than 

in the recipient's intellectual maturity. This became one of the first major points at which radical reformers argued that 

the magisterial Reformation had not gone far enough. For Luther, however, rejecting infant baptism appeared to make 

the sacrament depend on human decision rather than divine promise. 

The Lord's Supper produced an even more consequential division. Luther rejected transubstantiation as a required 

philosophical explanation and rejected the Mass as a propitiatory sacrifice offered by a priest. Yet he fiercely maintained 

the real bodily presence of Christ's body and blood in the sacramental eating and drinking. The common label 

consubstantiation is misleading because Lutheran confessions do not define the mystery as two substances occupying 

the same space according to a scholastic theory. They speak instead of Christ's true body and blood being truly present 

and distributed with the bread and wine in the sacramental union (Kolb & Wengert, 2000). 

6.5 Peasants, social revolution, and the limits of evangelical politics 

The German Peasants' War of 1524-1525 exposed the explosive overlap of religious, economic, seigneurial, and 

political grievances. Some peasants used evangelical language to demand the reduction of burdens and reform of local 

conditions. Thomas Müntzer fused apocalyptic, spiritual, and revolutionary themes in ways sharply different from 

Luther's program. Luther initially rebuked both oppressive rulers and rebellious peasants, but as violence intensified he 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=1%20Peter%202%3A5%2C%209&version=CSB
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published the notorious Against the Robbing and Murdering Hordes of Peasants, urging rulers to suppress revolt with 

extraordinary severity (Cameron, 2012; MacCulloch, 2004). 

This episode should not be simplified into either a purely class conflict or a direct consequence of Luther's gospel. It 

reveals how quickly biblical language could enter struggles over land, authority, taxation, and justice. It also reveals a 

serious moral weakness in Luther's political response. The reformer who had appealed to Christian freedom could 

defend a coercive social order with language that contributed to brutality. Biblical reform did not make its advocates 

immune to grave failures of judgment. 

6.6 From Speyer to Augsburg: confession becomes institution 

The Diet of Speyer in 1526 allowed territorial authorities significant practical latitude in religious policy. A second Diet 

of Speyer in 1529 attempted to restrict that freedom, prompting the formal Protestation from evangelical princes and 

cities from which the term Protestant developed. By 1530, Charles V sought religious settlement at the Diet of 

Augsburg. Philip Melanchthon presented the Augsburg Confession, a document that combined evangelical doctrine with 

repeated claims that the reformers had not departed from the catholic faith except where abuses contradicted the gospel 

(Kolb & Wengert, 2000). 

The confession addressed God, original sin, the Son of God, justification, ministry, the church, baptism, the Lord's 

Supper, confession, civil government, free will, good works, and disputed ecclesiastical practices. Its structure 

demonstrates that Lutheranism was becoming more than a protest movement centered on one personality. It was 

acquiring a public doctrinal identity capable of ordering churches, negotiating with rulers, educating clergy, and 

disciplining communities. Melanchthon was indispensable to that institutional maturation. His Loci communes had 

already offered an early systematic presentation of evangelical theology, and his humanist training made him a principal 

architect of Lutheran education, confessional diplomacy, and doctrinal formulation. The Lutheran Reformation was 

therefore never simply "Luther alone." Its durability depended on coworkers who translated a reforming proclamation 

into schools, catechisms, visitation systems, university curricula, and formal confessions (Cameron, 2012; Kolb & 

Wengert, 2000). 

6.7 Territorial churches, visitations, and the political price of protection 

Lutheran church formation depended heavily on territorial rulers. Ecclesiastical visitations inspected parishes, ministers, 

schools, finances, and doctrine. Church orders regulated worship and administration. Princes often assumed functions 

once exercised through episcopal structures aligned with Rome. The arrangement protected reform from imperial 

suppression and enabled widespread education. It also entrenched a close church-state relationship that would later be 

criticized by Anabaptists, Separatists, Baptists, and other free-church traditions. 

The survival of Lutheranism cannot therefore be attributed to theology alone. Theology persuaded people, but 

institutions stabilized belief. Electoral Saxony, Hesse, and other territories supplied legal protection, property, schools, 

and public structures. Where rulers remained Catholic, evangelical reform faced very different possibilities. The 

Reformation map became partly a political map because confessional identity was increasingly tied to territorial 

sovereignty. 

6.8 Regensburg, 1541: a serious but failed attempt at reunion 

The permanent division of Western Christianity was not inevitable from the first moment of Luther's protest. The 

Colloquy of Regensburg in 1541 brought Catholic and evangelical negotiators, including Cardinal Gasparo Contarini, 

Philip Melanchthon, and Martin Bucer, into unusually serious discussion. They achieved a carefully worded agreement 

on justification that used both imputation and renewal language. Yet agreement collapsed when the parties reached 

questions of Eucharistic doctrine, ecclesiastical authority, and the nature of the church. Rome and leading Protestants 

also questioned how far their negotiators had gone (Cameron, 2012; Eire, 2016; O'Malley, 2013). 

Regensburg is historically important because it shows that the confessional boundaries of the 1540s were still being 

negotiated. It also clarifies why the break hardened. The dispute was not sustained by one isolated doctrine. Even when 

language on justification could be brought closer, disagreements over the authoritative structure of the church and 

sacramental system remained. The opening of the Council of Trent four years later moved Roman Catholic reform 

toward a formal doctrinal settlement that would define those differences more sharply. 
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6.9 War, the Peace of Augsburg, and confessional consolidation 

Evangelical princes formed the Schmalkaldic League in 1531 for mutual defense. After Luther's death in 1546, Charles 

V defeated the league in the Schmalkaldic War, but imperial victory did not restore religious unity. The Augsburg 

Interim of 1548 provoked resistance, and political developments prevented the emperor from imposing a durable 

settlement. The Peace of Augsburg in 1555 recognized legal coexistence between Roman Catholic estates and estates 

adhering to the Augsburg Confession. Reformed and Anabaptist Christians were not included in the settlement (Peace of 

Augsburg, 1555). 

The familiar formula cuius regio, eius religio, "whose realm, his religion," summarizes the territorial logic but is later 

shorthand rather than the treaty's own wording. The settlement was a political achievement because it ended one phase 

of imperial religious warfare. Theologically, however, it institutionalized a troubling principle: the ruler's confession 

largely determined the legal religious framework of the territory. It protected some consciences by preventing universal 

coercion from one center while still leaving dissenters vulnerable within particular territories. 

After 1555, Lutheranism also faced internal disputes over adiaphora, free will, the law, Christology, and the Lord's 

Supper. The Formula of Concord in 1577 and its incorporation into the Book of Concord in 1580 consolidated a mature 

Lutheran confessional identity. By the end of the century, Lutheran Christianity was a transregional church family rather 

than merely a reform party within medieval Catholicism. 

7. Zwingli and the Swiss Reformation 

7.1 Zurich's different path 

Huldrych Zwingli came to reform from a path distinct from Luther's. Educated in humanism and influenced by the 

return to biblical sources, he began systematic preaching through biblical books after becoming people's priest at 

Zurich's Grossmünster in 1519. His reform was closely tied to the city council. Public disputations in 1523 allowed the 

council to judge whether contested teachings could be sustained from Scripture, and the victories of the reform party 

gave civic authority to major changes in worship and discipline (Gordon, 2009; MacCulloch, 2004). 

Zwingli opposed practices he regarded as lacking scriptural warrant, including compulsory fasting rules, clerical 

celibacy, invocation of saints, and the sacrificial Mass. Images were removed from churches in an ordered civic process, 

and the Mass was replaced in 1525 by a reformed communion service. The Swiss approach thus often applied the 

regulative impulse more sharply than Lutheran reform, although even Zurich retained institutions and assumptions 

inherited from Christendom. 

7.2 Scripture, covenant, and the Supper 

Zwingli's theology of the Lord's Supper became his most famous disagreement with Luther. He rejected both 

transubstantiation and Luther's insistence on Christ's bodily presence in the elements. Zwingli emphasized 

remembrance, public confession, covenantal fellowship, and the symbolic function of bread and wine. It is inaccurate, 

however, to reduce his mature Eucharistic theology to the claim that the Supper is an empty mental memorial. The rite 

visibly binds the community in confession of Christ and obedience, even though Christ's body is not locally or 

corporeally present in the elements in the Lutheran sense. 

Zwingli also retained infant baptism. When more radical disciples argued that the New Testament required baptism upon 

confession of faith, Zurich's appeal to Scripture generated a crisis inside the reform movement itself. The question was 

no longer whether Rome could be corrected by Scripture, but whether the magisterial reformers were willing to submit 

every inherited practice to the same test. 

7.3 From Zwingli to Bullinger: consolidation beyond one reformer 

Zwingli died in 1531 during the Second War of Kappel, but Swiss Reformed Christianity did not die with him. Heinrich 

Bullinger succeeded him in Zurich and became one of the most important pastors, correspondents, and confessional 

theologians of the sixteenth century. Basel, Bern, Strasbourg, and other centers also contributed to a network that cannot 

be reduced to one city or personality. Bullinger's covenantal emphasis, his role in the Consensus Tigurinus of 1549 with 

Calvin, and his authorship of the Second Helvetic Confession of 1566 helped move the Swiss churches toward a more 

mature international Reformed identity (Benedict, 2002; Gordon, 2009). 

This development matters genealogically because "Reformed" is broader than "Calvinist." Calvin became the most 

influential systematizer of the tradition, but Reformed Christianity emerged from interacting Swiss, South German, 
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French, Dutch, Scottish, and other trajectories. The family tree must therefore represent convergence and influence 

rather than pretending that every Reformed church descends institutionally from Geneva. 

8. Marburg, 1529: A Major Magisterial Protestant Fracture 
Philip of Hesse convened Luther and Zwingli at Marburg Castle in 1529 in hopes of strengthening evangelical political 

unity. The participants reached agreement on fourteen articles and on much of the fifteenth. They confessed the Trinity, 

Christ's person, justification by faith, baptism, good works as fruits of faith, and the legitimacy of civil authority. Yet 

they could not agree on the mode of Christ's presence in the Lord's Supper. The Marburg Articles acknowledged that 

both sides should show Christian love toward one another while awaiting further illumination, but the Eucharistic 

disagreement prevented full doctrinal and political unity (Marburg Articles, 1529). 

The significance of Marburg is difficult to overstate. Protestantism fractured over the interpretation of Scripture almost 

as soon as it achieved institutional visibility. This fact became a standard Catholic argument against Sola Scriptura: if 

Scripture is clear and sufficient, why do those who reject the magisterium disagree? The Protestant response was that 

disagreement does not eliminate the norm. Human interpreters can err under any authority system, including councils 

and popes. Yet Marburg also exposed a genuine problem that Protestants would continue to face: rejecting a universal 

teaching office required new ways to define confessional boundaries, recognize legitimate diversity, and decide when 

disagreement justifies ecclesial separation. 

The fracture did not remain only between Luther and Zwingli. Later Reformed theology, especially under Calvin and 

Bullinger, developed a more robust account of real spiritual participation in Christ than a caricature of Zwinglian 

memorialism. Lutheran theology, in turn, sharpened its confession of sacramental presence. The two principal 

magisterial Protestant families therefore emerged not only through common opposition to Roman doctrine but through 

controversy with each other. 

9. The Radical Reformation and the Anabaptist Challenge 

9.1 Why "Radical Reformation" must remain plural 

The expression Radical Reformation gathers movements that did not form one denomination. Spiritualists, apocalyptic 

groups, anti-Trinitarians, communal movements, and Anabaptists differed substantially. Even within Anabaptism, Swiss 

Brethren, South German-Austrian groups, Hutterites, and Dutch-North German communities followed different leaders 

and developed different patterns. The unifying label is useful only if it does not erase that diversity (Snyder, 1995). 

The movement usually called Anabaptism emerged from the conviction that the magisterial Reformers had 

compromised biblical reform by retaining infant baptism and territorial church structures. If the church is a community 

of those who hear the gospel, repent, confess faith, and follow Christ, then baptism should mark conscious discipleship 

rather than automatic civic membership. This principle had enormous consequences for the relation between church and 

society. 

9.2 Zurich, 1525, and believer's baptism 

Chronologically, this Zurich breach of 1525 predates the Marburg Colloquy discussed above; it is treated here as a 

distinct genealogical stream because its ecclesiology diverged more radically from both Roman and magisterial 

territorial models. The decisive Swiss break came in January 1525. Conrad Grebel, George Blaurock, Felix Manz, and 

others rejected the Zurich council's command to baptize infants and began baptizing professing believers. Because 

participants had usually been baptized as infants, authorities called them Anabaptists, rebaptizers. They understood the 

act differently: infant baptism was not valid baptism because it lacked the faith and discipleship required by the 

apostolic pattern. 

The disagreement concerned more than the age of baptismal candidates. In a society where baptism entered infants into 

both parish and civic religious order, believer's baptism implied a voluntary church whose membership could not simply 

coincide with the territorial population. The practice threatened the inherited unity of church and society. That helps 

explain why Catholic and Protestant governments alike treated Anabaptism as politically destabilizing even when 

particular communities were pacifist. 
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9.3 Schleitheim and a visible alternative ecclesiology 

In February 1527 representatives of the Swiss Brethren adopted the Schleitheim Confession, associated especially with 

Michael Sattler. It addressed seven subjects: baptism, the ban or church discipline, the breaking of bread, separation 

from evil, shepherds, the sword, and the oath. Baptism was reserved for those who had learned repentance and 

amendment of life and who desired to walk in Christ's resurrection. The community was to exercise discipline among 

members, maintain a distinct fellowship, and refuse use of the sword in the church's life (Schleitheim Confession, 1527; 

Snyder, 1995). 

Schleitheim must not be treated as the confession of all Anabaptists. Balthasar Hubmaier, for example, defended 

believer's baptism while disagreeing with radical nonresistance and the Schleitheim position on civil office. The 

document nevertheless reveals the ecclesiological revolution involved. The church is not simply a territorial corporation 

containing an entire population. It is a disciplined body of professing disciples whose identity may require social 

nonconformity. 

9.4 Persecution and martyr memory 

Authorities responded harshly. Felix Manz was drowned at Zurich in 1527. Michael Sattler was tortured and executed 

later that year under Catholic authority. Thousands of Anabaptists were imprisoned, expelled, or killed across Europe in 

subsequent decades. Both Catholic and magisterial Protestant jurisdictions participated in persecution. Their reasons 

included concern about heresy, public order, refusal of oaths, resistance to civic religious conformity, and memories of 

social revolt. Yet peaceful disciples were often punished for beliefs rather than violent acts (Gregory, 1999; Snyder, 

1995). 

Theologically, this is one of the clearest points at which every major sixteenth-century tradition requires moral scrutiny. 

Christians who had themselves appealed to conscience and Scripture could deny religious dissenters the freedom they 

sought from Rome. The coercive habits of medieval Christendom survived the Reformation far more successfully than 

any one confession later liked to admit. 

9.5 Münster: real history, misleading stereotype 

The Anabaptist kingdom at Münster in 1534-1535 became the most notorious episode associated with the Radical 

Reformation. Apocalyptic leaders took control of the city, practiced coercive communal policies, introduced polygamy, 

and expected divine deliverance. The regime ended violently after siege and military reconquest. Catholic and Protestant 

polemic thereafter used Münster as proof that Anabaptism naturally produced sedition and fanaticism (MacCulloch, 

2004; Snyder, 1995). 

Münster was not imaginary and should not be minimized. It demonstrates the danger of apocalyptic certainty joined to 

political power and claimed revelation. Yet it was not representative of the Swiss Brethren, Hutterite, or emerging 

Mennonite traditions. Using Münster to define all Anabaptists would be as misleading as using one violent Catholic or 

Lutheran episode to define an entire communion. 

9.6 Menno Simons, Hutterites, and durable Anabaptist traditions 

After Münster, Menno Simons, a former Catholic priest in the Netherlands, became a major organizer and theologian of 

nonviolent Anabaptism. He emphasized new birth, disciplined discipleship, believer's baptism, separation from coercive 

violence, and a visible holy church. Communities associated with his influence became known as Mennonites. In 

Central Europe, Hutterite communities developed a disciplined communal life that included common property and 

strong mutual care, drawing partly on interpretations of Acts 2 and 4 (Packull, 1995; Snyder, 1995). 

The later Amish emerged only in 1693 from a split within Swiss-South German Mennonite circles associated with Jakob 

Ammann, so they should not be projected directly into the sixteenth century. Genealogically, however, their roots lie in 

the Anabaptist family formed during the Reformation. The survival of these communities despite intense persecution 

ensured that the Reformation would leave not only state-supported Protestant churches but also a durable free-church 

alternative. 

10. The English Reformation: Jurisdiction, Crown, and Confession 

10.1 Henry VIII: a break with Rome before a fully Protestant settlement 

The English Reformation cannot be narrated as Luther's theology simply crossing the Channel. Henry VIII had defended 

traditional sacramental doctrine against Luther and received the papal title Defender of the Faith. His conflict with 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Acts%202&version=CSB
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Rome arose primarily from the dynastic and jurisdictional crisis surrounding his marriage to Catherine of Aragon and 

his desire for an annulment that Pope Clement VII, constrained by law and politics, did not grant. The result was a 

sequence of parliamentary statutes that severed papal jurisdiction in England and culminated in the Act of Supremacy of 

1534, recognizing the king as supreme head of the Church of England (Marshall, 2017). Yet evangelical reform in 

England had additional roots that should not be reduced to the royal marriage. Humanist study, Lollard survivals, 

continental evangelical books, merchant networks, and vernacular Scripture had already created channels of reform. 

Tyndale's 1526 New Testament and later Pentateuch translated the biblical text directly from Greek and Hebrew, and 

much of his language passed into the later English Bible tradition. The crown's jurisdictional revolution and the 

evangelical movement therefore intersected without being identical (Marshall, 2017). 

The break nevertheless created opportunities for evangelical reformers. Thomas Cranmer, archbishop of Canterbury 

from 1533, gradually moved toward Protestant convictions. The crown authorized an English Bible. Royal supremacy 

enabled the dissolution of monasteries between 1536 and 1540, transferring enormous ecclesiastical wealth and land into 

royal and lay hands. Yet Henry's own doctrinal policy remained conservative in important respects. The Six Articles of 

1539 reaffirmed transubstantiation, clerical celibacy, and other traditional positions. England had become institutionally 

independent of Rome before it became confessionally Protestant in the later Edwardian sense. 

This distinction is crucial. Genealogy must not treat every break from Roman jurisdiction as the same kind of 

theological reform. Henry's settlement replaced papal supremacy with royal supremacy while retaining much inherited 

doctrine. A Sola Scriptura critique of papal monarchy does not automatically validate caesaropapism under a national 

crown. 

10.2 Edward VI and accelerated Protestant reform 

The accession of the young Edward VI in 1547 allowed reformers to move much more rapidly. The Book of Common 

Prayer of 1549 provided vernacular worship but retained deliberate ambiguities and continuities. The revision of 1552 

moved more clearly toward Reformed Protestant theology, especially in its Eucharistic language. Images and altars were 

removed more aggressively, clerical marriage became normal, and doctrinal teaching was reshaped through homilies 

and catechesis. The Forty-Two Articles of 1553, largely associated with Cranmer, expressed a Protestant doctrinal 

identity shortly before Edward's death (MacCulloch, 2017; Marshall, 2017). 

The English case shows the power of the state to change public religion rapidly. Parish worship, authorized books, 

church property, clerical requirements, and doctrine could be altered through royal and parliamentary authority. Yet 

political enactment did not ensure uniform personal conviction. Traditionalist resistance, evangelical enthusiasm, local 

variation, and social unrest all accompanied the reforms. 

10.3 Mary I and the restoration of Roman communion 

Mary I, daughter of Catherine of Aragon, reversed Edwardian policy after 1553 and restored communion with Rome. 

Parliament repealed much of the schismatic legislation. Heresy laws were revived, and nearly three hundred Protestants 

were executed, including Cranmer, Nicholas Ridley, and Hugh Latimer. Protestant exile communities on the Continent 

absorbed stronger Reformed influences and later returned to England with memories of persecution (Marshall, 2017). 

The Marian persecutions became central to English Protestant identity through John Foxe's Acts and Monuments. Yet a 

balanced account must place them within a wider sixteenth-century pattern: Catholics, Protestants, and Anabaptists all 

used coercive power when they possessed it. The number and method varied, but the underlying Christendom 

assumption that civil authority should punish religious heresy crossed confessional lines. 

10.4 Elizabeth I and the settlement of 1559 

Elizabeth I's accession in 1558 produced another reversal. The 1559 religious settlement restored royal supremacy in a 

modified form, authorized a revised Book of Common Prayer, and re-established a Protestant ecclesiastical direction. 

The Thirty-Nine Articles, formulated in 1563 and given legal authority in 1571, affirmed the sufficiency of Holy 

Scripture for salvation, rejected purgatory and the invocation of saints, recognized two sacraments ordained by Christ in 

the gospel, and rejected transubstantiation as repugnant to the plain words of Scripture while retaining a strong doctrine 

of worthy reception of Christ in the Supper (Church of England, 1571/2026). 

The expression via media, "middle way," is often used for Anglicanism, but it must be handled historically. The 

Elizabethan settlement certainly combined continuity and reform, retaining bishops, cathedrals, liturgical forms, and 

much inherited ceremonial structure while teaching Protestant doctrines. Yet the later idea of Anglicanism as a self-
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conscious middle path between equal Roman and Reformed alternatives can easily be projected backward. Sixteenth-

century architects of the settlement generally understood themselves as part of the Reformed Protestant world, even 

when English ecclesiastical order remained distinctive (MacCulloch, 2017; Trueman, 2006). 

10.5 The unresolved Puritan question 

By the end of Elizabeth's reign, some Protestants believed the English church remained insufficiently reformed. They 

objected to vestments, ceremonies, episcopal structures, and other survivals they regarded as unscriptural. These Puritan 

pressures would become a major source of seventeenth-century diversification. Thus the English Reformation did not 

settle the relation between national church, episcopacy, liturgy, and further reform. It created the institutional parent 

from which both Anglican continuity and later Puritan and Separatist movements would develop. 

11. Calvin, Geneva, and the Maturing Reformed Tradition 

11.1 Calvin did not invent the Reformed Reformation 

John Calvin became the most internationally influential systematizer of the Reformed tradition, but he did not create it 

from nothing. Zwingli, Oecolampadius, Martin Bucer, Heinrich Bullinger, Guillaume Farel, and other reformers had 

already established major Swiss and South German trajectories. Calvin entered a movement in progress and helped give 

it theological coherence, educational infrastructure, pastoral discipline, and international reach (Benedict, 2002; Gordon, 

2009). 

Born in 1509 in Noyon, France, Calvin was trained in the humanities and law. By the mid-1530s he had identified with 

evangelical reform. The first edition of his Institutes of the Christian Religion appeared in 1536, partly as an exposition 

of Protestant faith and a defense of persecuted French evangelicals. The work expanded across successive editions, 

culminating in the massive 1559 Latin edition. It became one of the most important theological syntheses of the 

Reformation (Calvin, 1559/1960; Gordon, 2009). 

11.2 Geneva, exile, and return 

Farel persuaded Calvin to remain in Geneva in 1536, but conflict over discipline and ecclesiastical authority led to the 

expulsion of both men in 1538. Calvin spent productive years in Strasbourg, where he pastored a French refugee 

congregation, interacted with Bucer, married Idelette de Bure, and refined his understanding of worship and church 

order. Invited back to Geneva in 1541, he returned under the Ecclesiastical Ordinances, which organized ministers, 

teachers, elders, and deacons and established the Consistory for moral and ecclesiastical discipline (Gordon, 2009). 

Geneva was not a Calvinist theocracy in the simplistic sense of one minister personally ruling the city. Civil councils 

retained decisive political and coercive power, and Calvin often struggled with magistrates. Yet neither was church and 

state separation modern. The Consistory and civic government cooperated in regulating belief and conduct, and civil 

penalties could reinforce religious discipline. The Reformed project remained part of the wider magisterial assumption 

that a Christian polity should publicly uphold true religion. 

11.3 Scripture, sovereignty, and predestination 

Calvin located the knowledge of God within creation but insisted that fallen humanity requires the "spectacles" of 

Scripture to perceive God rightly. Scripture possesses authority from God rather than receiving authority from the 

church, though the inward testimony of the Holy Spirit gives believers settled conviction of its divine character (Calvin, 

1559/1960). This account strengthened the Reformed doctrine of Scripture while avoiding the claim that private 

interpretation alone is sufficient for ecclesial order. 

Predestination became a major feature of Calvin's theology, but it should not be treated as its sole organizing center. 

Calvin's Institutes ranges across knowledge of God, creation, providence, Christ, justification, sanctification, prayer, 

church, sacraments, and civil government. His doctrine of election sought to safeguard the priority of divine grace and 

the security of salvation in God's mercy rather than human merit. Yet the doctrine also generated disputes over how 

divine sovereignty relates to human responsibility and the sincere universal proclamation of the gospel. Later Reformed 

orthodoxy would develop these debates beyond Calvin's own formulations (Muller, 2006). 

11.4 Justification and union with Christ 

Calvin agreed with Luther that justification is God's gracious declaration of righteousness received by faith apart from 

meritorious works. At the same time, he stressed the believer's union with Christ as the source of both justification and 
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sanctification. The two graces are distinct but inseparable. A faith that receives Christ for righteousness also receives 

Him for renewal. This enabled Calvin to reject both works-righteousness and antinomianism. 

The Reformed tradition therefore should not be caricatured as teaching that holiness is irrelevant because election is 

fixed. Geneva's intense discipline demonstrates the opposite. The danger lay rather in how ecclesiastical and civil 

authorities sought to enforce a godly social order and how theological confidence could harden into coercion. 

11.5 The Lord's Supper: beyond a bare memorial 

Calvin's Eucharistic doctrine occupied an intermediate position between Luther and a purely memorial reading often 

attributed to Zwingli. He denied that Christ's human body becomes locally present in or with the bread and wine. Yet he 

taught that believers truly participate in Christ by the Holy Spirit and are spiritually nourished by Him in the sacrament. 

The signs remain bread and wine, but the Spirit makes the promised reality effective to faith (Calvin, 1559/1960). 

This position helped facilitate greater unity among Swiss Reformed churches. The Consensus Tigurinus of 1549, 

associated with Calvin and Bullinger, expressed a shared sacramental theology that distinguished the Reformed tradition 

from both Roman transubstantiation and Lutheran bodily presence. 

11.6 Servetus and the failure of religious coercion 

The execution of Michael Servetus in Geneva in 1553 remains one of the clearest moral failures associated with Calvin's 

reforming context. Servetus denied orthodox Trinitarian doctrine and had already been condemned by Catholic 

authorities. Arrested in Geneva, he was tried for heresy and executed by burning under civic authority. Calvin supported 

his condemnation and argued for the legitimacy of punishing obstinate heresy, though he preferred a less cruel method 

of execution (Gordon, 2009). 

The doctrinal error of Servetus does not justify his execution. The New Testament commands the church to refute false 

teaching, discipline members, and if necessary exclude the unrepentant. It does not grant ministers authority to kill 

heretics. The episode demonstrates again that recovery of biblical doctrine in one area can coexist with inherited 

unbiblical assumptions in another. 

11.7 Covenant, church, and the limits of "Calvinism" as a label 

Reformed covenant theology did not arise from Calvin alone. Bullinger and other Swiss theologians gave sustained 

attention to the unity of God's covenantal dealings across the two Testaments, and later Reformed writers developed this 

material into more elaborate federal theology. Covenant reasoning became especially important for baptism, church 

membership, law and gospel, and the continuity and discontinuity between Israel and the church. These developments 

help explain why Reformed churches could share basic doctrines while differing in emphasis and polity (Benedict, 2002; 

Muller, 2006). 

The broader historical point is methodological. "Calvinism" can be useful when referring to Calvin's particular theology 

or to later traditions shaped strongly by him, but it becomes misleading when used as a synonym for the entire Reformed 

Reformation. Zurich, Bern, Basel, Strasbourg, the Rhineland, France, the Netherlands, Scotland, and Central Europe 

contributed interacting strands whose convergence produced an international Reformed family. 

12. Reformed Diversification: France, Scotland, the Netherlands, and 
Beyond 
Reformed Christianity spread through networks of refugees, printers, academies, pastors, merchants, students, and 

political patrons. Geneva became a training center for ministers who returned to France and other regions. French 

Reformed churches, known as Huguenots, adopted a national confession in 1559 and developed synodical structures. 

Their rapid growth intersected with noble politics and royal weakness, contributing to the French Wars of Religion from 

1562. The St. Bartholomew's Day massacre of 1572 killed thousands of Huguenots in Paris and the provinces. The Edict 

of Nantes in 1598 later granted a limited framework of toleration and civil security, ending one phase of the conflict 

without creating modern religious liberty (Benedict, 2002; MacCulloch, 2004). 

In Scotland, reform developed through preaching, aristocratic politics, English and continental connections, and the 

leadership of John Knox among others. The Scottish Parliament in 1560 repudiated papal authority and approved a 

Reformed confession. The Scots Confession of 1560 presented the Reformed Church of Scotland as continuous with the 

one true church where the Word is rightly preached, sacraments rightly administered, and discipline maintained. 
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Presbyterian structures matured over subsequent decades; the 1592 settlement gave important parliamentary recognition 

to presbyterian polity, although tensions with monarchy would continue (Church of Scotland, 1560/2026). 

In the Netherlands, Reformed religion became entangled with resistance to Habsburg rule, taxation, political privileges, 

and repression. The Dutch Revolt, beginning in the later 1560s, cannot be reduced to a war of religion, but confessional 

identity became increasingly important in the emerging northern polity. The Belgic Confession of 1561 and Heidelberg 

Catechism of 1563 became influential beyond their immediate origins. 

The Second Helvetic Confession of 1566, written by Bullinger and adopted widely, further shows that Reformed 

identity was not simply "Calvinism." It opened with a strong doctrine of Scripture as the true Word of God and treated 

preaching, sacraments, ministry, worship, providence, predestination, law, gospel, and civil government within a broader 

catholic framework. By 1600 Reformed Christianity had become an international family with shared theological patterns 

but significant local differences (Benedict, 2002). 

 

Figure 2. Reformation family tree: principal sixteenth-century branches and later trajectories. 

Note. The diagram distinguishes direct institutional formation from later descendants. It does not imply that every later denomination is a direct 

institutional continuation of a sixteenth-century body. 

13. Reformation Beyond the Best-Known Centers: Scandinavia, Central 
Europe, and Global Expansion 

13.1 Lutheran Scandinavia 

The Reformation was not confined to the German lands. In Denmark-Norway, King Christian III consolidated Lutheran 

reform after the civil conflict known as the Count's Feud and the victory of 1536. Bishops who remained loyal to Rome 

were removed, church property came under stronger royal control, and Johannes Bugenhagen helped shape Lutheran 

church order. Denmark and Norway therefore illustrate the close relationship between theological reform and monarchy: 
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royal authority protected evangelical preaching and confessional restructuring, but the price was a national church 

tightly integrated with the crown (Cameron, 2012; Lindberg, 2010). 

Sweden followed a different but related trajectory under Gustav Vasa. Reforming preaching associated with Olaus and 

Laurentius Petri gained influence, while the crown challenged papal jurisdiction and appropriated substantial 

ecclesiastical resources. The Diet of Vasteras in 1527 became a major political turning point, though Swedish doctrinal 

and liturgical change proceeded gradually rather than through one instant conversion to Lutheranism. By the later 

sixteenth century Lutheran confession had become dominant, but disputes over liturgy and royal policy continued. 

Scandinavia thus demonstrates again that confessional genealogy cannot be reduced to a reformer's ideas alone. 

Dynastic state-building, church property, language, education, and political sovereignty interacted with theology. 

These northern churches later became important parents of global Lutheranism through migration and mission. Their 

sixteenth-century origin as territorial churches also preserved a church-state pattern that would survive for centuries in 

varying forms. 

13.2 Poland-Lithuania, Hungary, Transylvania, and the diversity of Central and Eastern Europe 

Central and Eastern Europe produced an even more complex confessional map. Lutheran teaching spread among 

German-speaking towns and other communities in the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth and the Hungarian lands. 

Reformed theology later gained significant support among portions of the Hungarian nobility and population. Catholic 

renewal remained strong, and political authorities often had to negotiate coexistence among several confessions rather 

than impose one simple territorial settlement (Eire, 2016; MacCulloch, 2004). 

Bohemia and Moravia require particular genealogical care. Utraquist churches and the Unity of the Brethren were 

products of the fifteenth-century Hussite world, not offshoots created by Luther. During the sixteenth century they 

interacted with Lutheran and Reformed theology, and the Brethren increasingly adopted Protestant confessional 

language while preserving a distinct institutional memory. Their history is a clear example of influence and partial 

convergence without simple parent-child descent (Cameron, 2012; MacCulloch, 2004). 

The region also became a center of anti-Trinitarian radicalism. Italian and Polish intellectual currents contributed to 

communities later associated with the Polish Brethren or Socinians, whose rejection of Nicene Trinitarian doctrine 

places them outside the doctrinal boundaries of historic catholic Christianity despite their emergence from the 

Reformation environment. This genealogy must therefore distinguish Anabaptist free-church Christianity, which 

generally remained Trinitarian, from anti-Trinitarian movements that also criticized magisterial Protestantism. Shared 

opposition to Rome did not imply shared Christian doctrine. 

Transylvania is particularly significant for the history of toleration. The Edict of Torda in 1568, issued within a 

politically complex principality, granted an unusually broad measure of freedom for recognized preaching and religious 

communities compared with most contemporary European regimes. It did not establish modern universal religious 

liberty, and its protections were structured within the political categories of the principality, but it demonstrates that the 

sixteenth century contained experiments in coexistence alongside persecution. Such cases complicate any claim that 

coercive confessional uniformity was historically inevitable. 

13.3 Catholic reform and the globalization of Western Christianity 

While Protestant divisions transformed Europe, Catholic reform unfolded within a rapidly globalizing Iberian imperial 

world. Spanish and Portuguese expansion carried Roman Catholic institutions, missionaries, religious orders, and 

sacramental practice into the Americas, coastal Africa, South and East Asia, and the Pacific. These missions were 

inseparable from the political and economic realities of empire, yet they cannot be reduced to imperial administration. 

Missionaries learned languages, produced grammars and catechisms, founded schools, defended indigenous peoples in 

some contexts, participated in colonial domination in others, and debated how Christian teaching should relate to local 

cultures (Hsia, 2005). 

Francis Xavier, one of the first Jesuits, traveled through Portuguese Asia and preached in India, Southeast Asia, and 

Japan before his death in 1552. By the end of the century Matteo Ricci had entered the Chinese cultural world and 

developed an accommodation strategy built around language, classical learning, and elite engagement. In Africa, the 

picture was more complex than a simple story of European missionary expansion. The Kingdom of Kongo had adopted 

Christianity before Luther's protest, beginning with royal conversion in the late fifteenth century, and under Afonso I (r. 

1509-1543) developed an African Catholic church with its own local agency, court institutions, schools, correspondence 
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with Portugal and Rome, and sustained disputes over clergy and the slave trade. John Thornton's classic study argues 

that Kongo Christianity should not be dismissed as merely superficial or imposed from abroad; it developed an African 

form while being recognized by contemporaries as Christian (Thornton, 1984). In Ethiopia, an ancient Christian 

kingdom outside Roman jurisdiction encountered Portuguese Catholic diplomacy and missionaries within the wider Red 

Sea and Ottoman-Portuguese struggle. These cases show that sixteenth-century confessional expansion entered already 

existing African Christian and political worlds rather than a religious vacuum. Detailed African trajectories belong to 

later chapters, but the point is essential here: the Reformation age was global, and African Christians were actors rather 

than mere recipients (Hsia, 2005; Thornton, 1984). 

Protestant global expansion remained much more limited before 1600, partly because the major oceanic empires were 

Iberian and Catholic. Dutch and English overseas expansion accelerated near the century's end and would later carry 

Reformed and Anglican traditions far beyond Europe. The confessional fragmentation of the sixteenth century was 

therefore already becoming a global genealogy, not merely a European denominational map. 

 

Figure 3. Principal Reformation centers and confessional crossroads, c. 1517-1600. 

Note. Modern coastlines and national boundaries are used only for orientation. Markers identify approximate centers of activity rather than 

sixteenth-century political or confessional borders. 

14. The Catholic Reformation: Renewal Before, During, and After Trent 

14.1 Reform within Catholicism was not merely reaction 

Roman Catholic reform cannot be reduced to a defensive response that began after Luther. Calls for clerical discipline, 

monastic renewal, preaching, education, and spiritual reform already existed. New and reformed religious communities 

emerged during the early sixteenth century. The Theatines were founded in 1524, Capuchin reform began in the late 

1520s, and Angela Merici founded the Company of Saint Ursula in 1535. These movements sought holiness and pastoral 

renewal from within the Catholic framework (Hsia, 2005). 

The Protestant challenge nevertheless changed the urgency and direction of reform. Rome could no longer treat abuses 

and doctrinal ambiguities as purely internal problems. Protestant churches were becoming durable competitors with their 
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own universities, confessions, catechisms, liturgies, and political protection. Catholic renewal therefore developed both 

positive reform and explicit confessional opposition. 

14.2 Catholic humanists, spirituali, and the possibility of reform without rupture 

Catholic renewal also included humanists, bishops, lay networks, and theologians who sought deeper reform without 

abandoning communion with Rome. Circles sometimes described by historians as spirituali emphasized grace, Christ, 

Scripture, and interior renewal while remaining within a Catholic sacramental and ecclesial framework. Gasparo 

Contarini's role at Regensburg illustrates both the possibilities and limits of this current. Such figures complicate the 

assumption that every serious critic of late medieval religion inevitably became Protestant. Catholic reform had multiple 

centers and theological emphases before Trent standardized many boundaries (Eire, 2016; Hsia, 2005; O'Malley, 2013). 

14.3 Ignatius Loyola and the Society of Jesus 

Ignatius Loyola's religious conversion after military injury eventually produced a disciplined movement centered on 

spiritual formation, education, mission, and obedience. The Society of Jesus received papal approval in 1540. Jesuits 

established schools and colleges, advised rulers, served in missions, preached, heard confessions, and became major 

agents of Catholic renewal in Europe and overseas (Hsia, 2005). 

It would be misleading to describe the Jesuits simply as an anti-Protestant police force. Their spirituality, educational 

program, and missionary work possessed their own internal aims. Yet they also became formidable defenders of 

Catholic doctrine and important participants in the recovery of territories contested by Protestant movements. 

14.4 Why Trent took so long to convene 

A general council was widely demanded, including by some reformers, but papal caution, imperial-papal rivalry, French 

resistance, war, and disputes over location delayed effective action. The Council of Trent finally opened in 1545 under 

Pope Paul III. It met in three main periods, 1545-1547, 1551-1552, and 1562-1563, under changing popes and political 

circumstances. Its history was not a single uninterrupted session and cannot be understood apart from European war and 

diplomacy (O'Malley, 2013). 

Trent did two things simultaneously. It defined Catholic doctrine against Protestant positions, and it legislated 

significant internal reform. Its importance lies precisely in that combination. The Roman Church did not respond to the 

Reformation merely by restating the status quo. It clarified contested doctrines while reforming clerical education, 

episcopal residence, preaching, pastoral oversight, and discipline. 

Table 2. Selected doctrinal and reform decisions of the Council of Trent 

Session / date Principal subject Historical significance 

Session IV, 1546 Scripture and tradition; canon; Vulgate Defines the Catholic rule of faith against Protestant Sola Scriptura and solemnly 

confirms the Catholic canonical list. 

Session VI, 1547 Justification 
Affirms prevenient grace and Christ's merit while defining justification as 

forgiveness plus inward renewal and rejecting the Protestant faith-alone 

formulation. 

Session VII, 1547 Sacraments Reaffirms seven sacraments and sacramental efficacy against Protestant 

reductions. 

Session XIII, 1551 Eucharist Reaffirms real presence and transubstantiation. 

Session XXII, 1562 Mass Defines the Mass as a true propitiatory sacrifice in an unbloody sacramental 

manner. 

Session XXIII, 1563 Holy orders and seminaries Reforms clerical training and mandates seminaries. 

Session XXV, 1563 Saints, relics, images, indulgences, reform Retains disputed devotional doctrines while condemning abuses and 

strengthening discipline. 

 

14.5 Scripture, tradition, and the canon 

Trent's fourth session in 1546 addressed revelation and Scripture. It received the books of the Old and New Testaments 

together with apostolic traditions concerning faith and morals and affirmed the Vulgate's authoritative use in public 
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teaching and disputation. It also promulgated a canonical list corresponding to the later Roman Catholic Old Testament, 

including books Protestants generally classified as Apocrypha or Deuterocanon (Tanner, 1990). 

The dispute was therefore not simply Bible versus no Bible. Catholics revered Scripture, read it liturgically, taught it, 

and produced biblical scholarship. The fundamental disagreement concerned the relation between Scripture, apostolic 

tradition, and the church's authoritative interpretive office. Protestants insisted that the church is ministerially subject to 

the written prophetic-apostolic Word. Trent rejected the idea that Christian doctrine is normed by Scripture alone in the 

Protestant sense. 

14.6 Justification at Trent 

The Decree on Justification in January 1547 was more nuanced than the polemical slogan that Catholics teach salvation 

by human works. Trent explicitly denied that people can be justified by their own works performed without divine 

grace. It taught the necessity of prevenient grace, the saving work of Christ, and the divine initiative that enables the 

sinner's response. At the same time, Trent defined justification as not only remission of sins but also sanctification and 

renewal of the inner person and rejected the Protestant claim that justifying faith alone, apart from any required 

cooperation wrought by grace, is the instrument of justification in the Reformation sense (Council of Trent, 1547/1990; 

O'Malley, 2013). 

The doctrinal difference is therefore substantive but must be stated fairly. Lutheran and Reformed confessions 

distinguished justification from sanctification and treated justification as God's forensic declaration grounded in Christ's 

righteousness and received by faith. Trent integrated forgiveness and inward renewal within justification and taught that 

grace-enabled obedience can increase the righteousness received. Both sides insisted that salvation ultimately depends 

on Christ and divine grace, but they disagreed over the nature of justifying righteousness, the role of faith, and the place 

of grace-enabled works. 

14.7 Sacraments, Eucharist, and the Mass 

Trent reaffirmed seven sacraments and rejected Protestant reductions of the sacramental system. It taught baptismal 

regeneration, confirmation, penance, extreme unction, orders, matrimony, and Eucharist within a unified sacramental 

theology. Its thirteenth session in 1551 reaffirmed the real presence of Christ and the term transubstantiation for the 

change of bread and wine. Its twenty-second session in 1562 reaffirmed the Mass as a true propitiatory sacrifice in 

which the same Christ who offered Himself once on the cross is sacramentally offered in an unbloody manner, while 

distinguishing that sacrifice from a new bloody crucifixion (Tanner, 1990). 

This doctrinal clarification hardened a fault line already visible at Marburg. Rome, Lutherans, and Reformed Christians 

all rejected the idea that the Eucharist is insignificant, but they explained Christ's presence and the sacrificial character 

of the rite in different ways. Anabaptists generally emphasized memorial, covenant, and communal discipleship more 

strongly. The Reformation was therefore not a movement from sacramental Christianity to nonsacramental Christianity. 

It was a conflict among rival sacramental theologies. 

14.8 The Roman Inquisition and the Index: reform joined to confessional control 

Catholic reform also developed institutions of doctrinal surveillance and coercion. In 1542 Pope Paul III established the 

Roman Inquisition, formally the Congregation of the Holy Office, to coordinate the investigation and suppression of 

heresy in territories where papal authority could operate. The Index of Prohibited Books, issued in especially restrictive 

form under Paul IV in 1559 and revised after Trent in 1564, sought to regulate the circulation of writings judged 

dangerous to faith or morals. These measures belonged to a broader early modern world in which Protestant 

governments likewise censored books and punished religious dissent (Hsia, 2005; O'Malley, 2013). 

The historical point requires balance. Doctrinal discernment and pastoral protection are legitimate ecclesial 

responsibilities, and printed propaganda could be deceptive or inflammatory. Yet censorship backed by imprisonment, 

confiscation, or capital punishment crossed from teaching and discipline into coercion of conscience. Catholic reform 

therefore combined genuine institutional renewal with mechanisms that reinforced confessional control. The same moral 

test must be applied to Protestant magistracies when they used comparable coercive means. 

14.9 Seminaries, bishops, preaching, and moral discipline 

Trent's reform decrees addressed precisely some abuses Protestants had long publicized. Bishops were pressed toward 

residence and pastoral oversight. The council mandated seminaries for the education of clergy, providing one of the 
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most enduring institutional reforms in Roman Catholic history. Clerical standards, preaching, catechesis, benefices, and 

visitations received renewed regulation (O'Malley, 2013). 

These reforms were genuine and consequential. They improved education and discipline and created a more pastorally 

organized Catholic clergy in many regions. A Sola Scriptura assessment should acknowledge such corrections rather 

than pretend that doctrinal disagreement made every Catholic reform meaningless. The deeper theological question is 

whether moral reform was joined to teachings that remained inconsistent with the apostolic norm. 

15. Wars of Religion and the Formation of Confessional Societies 

15.1 Theology, dynasty, territory, and violence 

Sixteenth-century religious wars were neither purely theological nor merely political. Confession shaped allegiance, 

worship, marriage, education, law, and public symbolism. Dynastic rivalry, territorial sovereignty, noble faction, 

taxation, urban privilege, and foreign intervention simultaneously influenced conflict. France's wars involved Catholic 

and Huguenot confessions but also competition within the nobility and monarchy. The Dutch Revolt joined Reformed 

expansion to resistance against Habsburg centralization. In the empire, Lutheran territorial rights were intertwined with 

constitutional questions. 

The interaction matters because historians can distort the period in opposite directions. One error is to blame "religion" 

as though theology mechanically caused every act of violence. Another is to dissolve confessional conviction into 

political pretext. People genuinely believed doctrinal truth mattered eternally, and those beliefs shaped action. Political 

actors also used confessional language for strategic ends. Both realities can be true at once (Eire, 2016; MacCulloch, 

2004). 

15.2 Confessionalization 

Historians use confessionalization to describe how Catholic, Lutheran, and Reformed authorities increasingly built 

disciplined confessional societies through catechisms, schools, parish visitations, liturgical standardization, marriage 

regulation, preaching, moral oversight, and cooperation with governments. The concept is useful because it draws 

attention to similarities across rival traditions. Each developed institutions that taught people how to believe, worship, 

marry, educate children, and behave as members of a confessional community. 

The model should not be made totalizing. Local practice remained uneven, people negotiated official expectations, and 

confessional boundaries could be porous. Yet by 1600 European Christianity was far more confessionally organized 

than it had been in 1517. The Reformation fractured Western unity, then the rival confessions built new forms of internal 

unity. 

15.3 Persecution across confessional boundaries 

Roman Catholic rulers persecuted Protestants. Lutheran and Reformed governments persecuted Catholics, radicals, and 

dissenters. English regimes executed people under successive confessional settlements. Anabaptists suffered under 

virtually all established confessions. Reformed Geneva executed Servetus. French Catholics massacred Huguenots, 

while Protestant forces also committed violence. The historical asymmetries and scales differed, but no major 

magisterial tradition can claim an uncomplicated sixteenth-century record of religious liberty. 

This recurring coercion is genealogically significant. The Reformation challenged papal authority more successfully 

than it challenged the inherited Christendom assumption that civil power should protect religious truth by force. The 

free-church tradition's insistence on a voluntary church supplied a more radical challenge, though not every radical 

group consistently embodied tolerance. The eventual development of broader religious liberty would require further 

conflict and theological reflection in the seventeenth century. 

16. Reformation in Everyday Life: Marriage, Women, Education, Worship, 
and Social Discipline 
The Reformation changed ordinary Christian life as well as doctrine. One of the most visible transformations concerned 

marriage and clerical vocation. Protestant reformers rejected compulsory clerical celibacy as a universal biblical 

requirement and elevated marriage as a normal Christian calling. Luther's marriage to the former nun Katharina von 

Bora in 1525 became a public symbol of this transformation. Clergy households became important centers of hospitality, 

education, and parish life. At the same time, the closing or reorganization of convents removed institutions that had 
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provided some women with alternatives to marriage, organized religious communities, educational opportunities, and 

forms of leadership. Reform therefore expanded one vision of vocation while narrowing other inherited options (Eire, 

2016; MacCulloch, 2004; Wiesner-Hanks, 2019). 

Women participated actively in the Reformations even though formal ecclesiastical office remained overwhelmingly 

male. Argula von Grumbach defended evangelical ideas in print in the German lands. Katharina Schutz Zell wrote, 

advocated, offered hospitality, and defended reforming ministry in Strasbourg. Marguerite de Navarre supported reform-

minded scholars and writers in France. Women sustained clandestine congregations, transmitted books, taught children, 

hosted exiles, endured imprisonment, and appeared prominently in Catholic and Protestant martyr traditions. Anabaptist 

women often faced execution alongside men because believer's baptism and refusal of established religion were treated 

as public offenses. These lives caution against narrating the Reformation only through male theologians and princes 

(Wiesner-Hanks, 2019). 

Education became another confessional battleground. Protestants needed readers capable of engaging Scripture and 

catechisms; Catholics needed better-formed clergy and laity capable of resisting Protestant teaching. Lutheran reformers 

such as Melanchthon promoted schools and curricular reform. Reformed cities founded academies, with Geneva 

becoming an important center for ministerial education. Jesuits built an extensive educational network that joined 

humanist learning to Catholic formation. Literacy did not become universal, and oral culture remained decisive, but the 

confessional age intensified investment in schooling, catechesis, preaching, and printed instruction. 

Worship also changed the sensory experience of Christianity. Reformed churches often removed images, simplified 

ceremonies, centered preaching, and restricted music or liturgical forms more sharply than Lutherans. Lutheran worship 

retained much older music and visual culture while transforming its theology. Anglican worship preserved a structured 

liturgical book in English. Tridentine Catholicism standardized and disciplined worship while also cultivating art, 

architecture, music, Eucharistic devotion, and saints' cults as powerful forms of confessional identity. The Reformation 

was therefore experienced through sound, space, clothing, calendars, images, gestures, and communal memory, not 

doctrine alone. 

Poor relief and social discipline also shifted as monasteries and confraternities were dissolved or reorganized in 

Protestant territories. City councils and territorial governments assumed greater responsibility for charity, education, and 

moral regulation. Catholic orders likewise expanded hospitals, schools, confraternities, and works of mercy. 

Confessionalization reached the household through marriage law, sexual discipline, Sabbath or Sunday observance, 

catechetical examination, and expectations of church attendance. 

These developments reveal both achievement and danger. Scripture was taught more systematically, clergy were better 

trained in many regions, education expanded, and family vocation received renewed theological dignity. Yet the same 

disciplinary structures could become intrusive and coercive. The ideal of a godly society could encourage rulers and 

consistories to police conscience rather than persuade by the Word. The Reformation of doctrine therefore became a 

Reformation of institutions and daily life, with consequences far beyond church buildings. 

17. Where the Major Traditions Agreed and Where They Divided 
By 1600, the principal Western confessions shared more of the ancient Christian inheritance than their polemics 

sometimes admitted. Roman Catholics, Lutherans, Reformed Christians, and Anglicans confessed the Trinity, Christ's 

true deity and humanity, His atoning death and bodily resurrection, the authority of the Old and New Testaments, 

baptism, the Lord's Supper, the necessity of grace, the final judgment, and the resurrection of the dead. Mainstream 

Anabaptist communities also remained broadly Trinitarian and Christ-centered, although the Radical Reformation 

included anti-Trinitarian movements that must be distinguished from them. 

The differences were nevertheless profound. They concerned not peripheral ceremony alone but authority, salvation, 

sacramental efficacy, church order, baptism, Eucharistic presence, and the relation between church and state. The 

comparative tables below summarize mature trajectories without implying that every local church or individual held 

every position identically. 

Table 3A. Major sixteenth-century confessional differences by c. 1600: authority, justification, sacraments, and 

baptism 

Issue Tradition Position 
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Issue Tradition Position 

Final doctrinal authority Roman Catholic (Trent) Scripture and apostolic tradition as authoritatively interpreted by the Church 

Final doctrinal authority Lutheran Scripture as final norm; creeds/confessions subordinate 

Final doctrinal authority Reformed Scripture as final norm; strong confessional and synodical interpretation 

Final doctrinal authority Anglican Scripture sufficient for salvation; ancient creeds and episcopal order retained 

Final doctrinal authority Anabaptist Scripture as final norm; voluntary discipleship tests church practice 

Justification Roman Catholic (Trent) Grace through Christ; justification includes forgiveness and inward renewal; faith formed 

by love 

Justification Lutheran Forensic justification by grace through faith for Christ's sake; works as fruit 

Justification Reformed Forensic justification by faith; union with Christ joins justification and sanctification 

Justification Anglican Reformation doctrine of justification by faith; good works as fruit 

Justification Anabaptist Grace received in living faith expressed in obedient discipleship; formulations vary 

Sacraments / ordinances Roman Catholic (Trent) Seven 

Sacraments / ordinances Lutheran Baptism and Lord's Supper as chief sacraments; absolution may be discussed sacramentally 

Sacraments / ordinances Reformed Baptism and Lord's Supper 

Sacraments / ordinances Anglican Two sacraments ordained by Christ in the gospel 

Sacraments / ordinances Anabaptist Baptism and breaking of bread as ordinances of discipleship 

Baptism Roman Catholic (Trent) Infant baptism; regenerative sacrament 

Baptism Lutheran Infant baptism retained; means of grace 

Baptism Reformed Infant baptism retained through covenant theology 

Baptism Anglican Infant baptism retained 

Baptism Anabaptist Believer's baptism; infant baptism rejected 

 

Table 3B. Major sixteenth-century confessional differences by c. 1600: Eucharist, polity, church-state relations, and 

predestination 

Issue Tradition Position 

Lord's Supper Roman Catholic (Trent) Transubstantiation; Mass as sacrifice 

Lord's Supper Lutheran True bodily presence in sacramental union; Mass sacrifice rejected 

Lord's Supper Reformed Real spiritual participation by the Spirit; bodily local presence rejected 

Lord's Supper Anglican Real participation in worthy reception; transubstantiation rejected 

Lord's Supper Anabaptist Primarily memorial, covenantal, and communal; forms vary 

Polity Roman Catholic (Trent) Episcopal under papal primacy 

Polity Lutheran Territorial churches with superintendents/pastors; varied episcopal continuities 

Polity Reformed Presbyterial-synodical or Reformed city/national forms 

Polity Anglican Historic episcopacy under crown rather than pope 

Polity Anabaptist Congregational/communal leadership with disciplined membership 

Church and state Roman Catholic (Trent) Confessional state cooperation; papal claims remain transnational 
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Issue Tradition Position 

Church and state Lutheran Magisterial territorial settlement 

Church and state Reformed Magisterial civic or territorial settlement 

Church and state Anglican National established church under monarchy 

Church and state Anabaptist Often voluntary church; many streams reject use of coercive sword in religion 

Predestination / free will Roman Catholic (Trent) Grace necessary; rejects predestinarian systems that deny meaningful cooperation 

Predestination / free will Lutheran Strong divine grace; later Lutheranism rejects double-predestinarian conclusions 

Predestination / free will Reformed Election and predestination strongly emphasized; later developments vary 

Predestination / free will Anglican Articles affirm predestination to life while warning against speculation 

Predestination / free will Anabaptist Diverse; generally emphasizes discipleship and responsible response rather than scholastic 

predestinarian systems 

 

The comparison also clarifies why no simple binary of "Catholic versus Protestant" can explain the Reformation. On 

baptism, Lutherans, Reformed churches, Anglicans, and Catholics remained closer to one another than any was to 

Anabaptists. On the Lord's Supper, Lutherans could be closer to Rome in affirming an objective real presence than to 

some Swiss formulations, while still rejecting transubstantiation and the sacrifice of the Mass. On polity, Anglican 

episcopacy preserved a structure rejected by many Reformed churches but defended without papal jurisdiction. On 

predestination, Reformed confessions developed stronger formulations than either Lutheran or Catholic systems. 

Protestant agreement on Scripture and justification did not erase significant internal divisions. 

18. Why the Reformation Became a Permanent Break 
The break endured because several independent forces reinforced one another. The first was doctrinal. By the early 

1520s the conflict was no longer only about abuses. Luther's claims concerning justification, Scripture, papal authority, 

and sacraments directly contradicted teachings Rome considered binding. Trent later gave those disagreements formal 

confessional definition. Reconciliation would have required one side to abandon claims it believed involved the gospel 

and the authority of Christ. 

The second force was institutional. Reformation territories confiscated or reassigned ecclesiastical property, reorganized 

parishes, established schools, authorized new liturgies, married clergy, altered canon law, and created new systems of 

visitation. Once a generation of ministers had been trained and churches legally reorganized, reunion became far more 

difficult than settling a university dispute. 

The third force was political. Princes, city councils, monarchs, and noble factions discovered that religious settlement 

affected sovereignty, taxation, property, diplomacy, and social order. Political protection allowed reform to survive, but 

it also tied churches to territorial interests. The Augsburg settlement made confessional plurality a constitutional reality 

inside the empire even while limiting legal recognition to Catholics and Lutherans. 

The fourth force was communicative. Printing created confessional publics. Catechisms, Bible translations, hymnals, 

sermons, martyr books, polemics, and visual propaganda taught ordinary people to identify themselves against rivals. 

The Reformation became embedded not only in institutions but in memory and language. 

The fifth force was disciplinary. Catholic, Lutheran, Reformed, Anglican, and Anabaptist communities each developed 

practices that marked insiders and outsiders. Confession was no longer merely a theological proposition. It became a 

social identity reproduced through baptism, worship, education, marriage, burial, and law. 

The sixth force was international. Refugees carried reform across borders. Genevan-trained pastors entered France. 

English exiles returned from Reformed cities. Dutch refugees moved through England and Germany. Catholic orders 

created transnational networks. Rival European powers supported co-confessional allies abroad. Western Christianity 

became a field of interacting confessions rather than one hierarchical system. 
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19. What Each Reformation Genuinely Corrected, and What It Left 
Unresolved 
Luther's reform powerfully recovered the gratuity of justification, the centrality of Christ's finished saving work, the 

primacy of Scripture over ecclesiastical claims, congregational access to the Word in vernacular languages, and the 

common spiritual dignity of believers. Yet Lutheran territorial churches retained infant baptism, close alliance with civil 

power, and coercive assumptions toward dissent. Luther's own later anti-Jewish writings, especially the vicious rhetoric 

of 1543, stand in direct tension with the apostolic commands against ethnic boasting and hatred and must be repudiated 

without qualification (Hendrix, 2015; MacCulloch, 2004). 

The Swiss and Reformed movements recovered systematic biblical preaching, emphasized God's sovereignty, developed 

disciplined pastoral oversight, and refused the sacrificial Mass. Their international networks trained ministers and 

sustained persecuted churches. Yet Reformed establishments also used civil coercion. Geneva's treatment of Servetus 

and persecution in other Reformed jurisdictions show that a strong doctrine of Scripture does not automatically yield a 

biblical doctrine of religious liberty. 

Anabaptists recovered the New Testament emphasis on voluntary discipleship, believer's baptism, accountable 

community, costly obedience, and in many streams nonviolence and separation of church from coercive power. Their 

challenge exposed the inconsistency of reformers who defended conscience against Rome while coercing dissenters at 

home. Yet the Radical Reformation also demonstrated dangers of its own. Münster showed how apocalyptic claims, 

charismatic certainty, and rejection of wider accountability could become destructive. Some radical groups departed 

from historic Trinitarian orthodoxy. Restoration of one biblical practice did not guarantee doctrinal faithfulness in every 

area. 

The English Reformation removed papal jurisdiction, expanded vernacular Scripture and worship, and eventually 

adopted strongly Protestant teachings on authority and justification. Yet the royal supremacy initially substituted one 

centralized headship for another. The church's identity remained tied to the monarchy and national political settlement. 

The unresolved question of how far reform should proceed generated Puritan and Separatist movements in the following 

century. 

Catholic reform corrected grave abuses in clerical education, episcopal residence, pastoral oversight, and discipline. It 

renewed preaching, missions, catechesis, religious life, and theological formation. Yet Trent simultaneously entrenched 

doctrines that Protestants challenged from Scripture, including the binding authority attributed to apostolic traditions 

received and preserved by the church alongside Scripture, the seven-sacrament system, transubstantiation, the sacrificial 

Mass, and a doctrine of justification that refused the Reformation's forensic faith-alone formulation. Institutional reform 

did not itself resolve the authority question that had produced the rupture. 

20. Biblical-Theological Assessment: Testing the Reformations by Scripture 

20.1 The authority question: Sola Scriptura properly understood 

The Reformation's most foundational recovery was not the claim that every individual interpretation is equally valid. 

Sola Scriptura means that the inspired prophetic and apostolic Scriptures are the church's final infallible norm. Teachers, 

creeds, councils, traditions, confessions, and historical theology can possess real ministerial authority, but they must be 

tested by the Word they claim to expound. Scripture is "inspired by God" and equips the servant of God for every good 

work (2 Timothy 3:16-17). The Bereans are commended for testing apostolic preaching by the Scriptures available to 

them (Acts 17:11). Jesus condemns tradition when it nullifies God's command (Mark 7:6-13), and Paul rejects even an 

angelic message if it contradicts the apostolic gospel (Galatians 1:8-9). 

This principle does not make history or the church unnecessary. The New Testament itself commands teaching, 

eldership, doctrinal transmission, corporate discipline, and respect for faithful leaders. The church is "the pillar and 

foundation of the truth" in the sense that it bears and protects the apostolic message (1 Timothy 3:15). But a pillar 

supports truth; it does not manufacture revelation. When ecclesiastical authority claims immunity from correction by the 

apostolic Word, it reverses the biblical order. 

Trent's appeal to Scripture and apostolic tradition must therefore be evaluated by a decisive question: can doctrines 

binding the conscience be shown to derive from the apostolic deposit, and how can alleged unwritten traditions be 

reliably distinguished from later developments? The historical record examined in this book shows genuine doctrinal 
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development across centuries. Antiquity alone cannot convert development into revelation. The Reformers were right to 

insist that the final court of appeal must be Scripture. 

20.2 Justification: grace, faith, works, and the nature of saving righteousness 

The strongest biblical case for the Reformation concerns justification. Paul declares that God's righteousness has been 

revealed apart from works of the law and that a person is justified by faith apart from works of the law (Romans 3:21-

28). Abraham is presented as one whose faith was credited for righteousness apart from a wage earned by works 

(Romans 4:4-8). Paul opposes justification by works of the law to faith in Christ (Galatians 2:16). Salvation is by grace 

through faith, "not from works," yet believers are created in Christ Jesus for good works (Ephesians 2:8-10). Titus 

likewise grounds salvation in God's mercy rather than works done in righteousness while insisting that grace produces 

renewal (Titus 3:4-8). 

James's teaching that a person is justified by works and not by faith alone (James 2:14-26) must be read in its immediate 

argument against a dead claim to faith that produces no obedience. James asks whether such a faith can save and uses 

Abraham's offering of Isaac as the maturation and demonstration of the faith already credited as righteousness in 

Genesis 15. Paul denies works as the basis of justification before God; James denies that barren profession is saving 

faith. The two arguments address different errors. 

The biblical synthesis therefore supports the central Protestant distinction: justification is grounded wholly in Christ and 

received through faith, not earned through human merit; saving faith is never a sterile intellectual assent but bears fruit 

in obedience. Sanctification is necessary as the work of God in the saved life, but it should not be merged with the 

ground of the sinner's acceptance before God. Trent's insistence on grace rightly rejects Pelagian self-salvation, yet its 

incorporation of inward renewal and grace-enabled increase within justification blurs a distinction that Paul's argument 

carefully protects. 

20.3 Christ's one mediation and the common priesthood 

The Reformation also rightly recovered the sufficiency of Christ's mediation. "There is one God and one mediator 

between God and humanity, the man Christ Jesus" (1 Timothy 2:5). Hebrews grounds Christian access to God in Christ's 

once-for-all priesthood and sacrifice, not in a continuing earthly order of propitiatory priests (Hebrews 7:23-28; 9:24-28; 

10:10-14). The entire people of God are described as a holy and royal priesthood offering spiritual sacrifices (1 Peter 

2:5, 9). 

This does not abolish pastors and elders. Christ gives ministers to equip the saints (Ephesians 4:11-12), and local 

churches appoint qualified overseers and deacons (1 Timothy 3:1-13; Titus 1:5-9). The biblical correction is therefore 

not ministry versus no ministry but ministerial service versus a sacerdotal system that places a distinct human priesthood 

between the believer and the sufficient High Priest. 

20.4 Baptism: where the Reformation itself remained divided 

The magisterial Reformers retained infant baptism, though they defended it differently. Luther stressed divine promise 

and sacramental grace. Reformed theologians developed covenantal arguments linking the children of believers to the 

covenant community. Anglicans preserved infant baptism within the national church. Anabaptists appealed to the 

narrative pattern of hearing the gospel, repentance, faith, and baptism. 

The New Testament repeatedly presents baptism following reception of the word and confession of faith (Acts 2:38-41; 

8:12; 8:36-38; 10:44-48; 16:30-34). Baptism portrays union with Christ in His death and resurrection (Romans 6:3-4; 

Colossians 2:12) and functions as a public identification with the name of Christ (Matthew 28:18-20). Household 

baptisms are sometimes invoked for infant baptism, but the texts do not explicitly identify an infant recipient. The 

covenantal analogy to circumcision deserves fair consideration, especially because Scripture presents believers and their 

children within the sphere of covenant privilege, yet the clearest positive New Testament examples join baptism to 

personal discipleship. 

On a strict Sola Scriptura assessment, believer's baptism has the strongest explicit apostolic pattern. That conclusion 

does not justify treating paedobaptist Christians as outside the faith, nor does baptism save by the maturity of the 

candidate's decision. It does mean that the Anabaptist challenge raised a real biblical question that the magisterial 

Reformation did not fully resolve by appealing to inherited Christendom practice. 
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20.5 The Lord's Supper: remembrance, participation, and once-for-all sacrifice 

The New Testament refuses both trivialization and repetition of Christ's atonement. Jesus commands His disciples to 

take bread and cup in remembrance of Him (Luke 22:19-20). Paul says the church proclaims the Lord's death until He 

comes and warns against eating and drinking unworthily (1 Corinthians 11:23-29). He also speaks of the cup as 

participation in the blood of Christ and the bread as participation in the body of Christ (1 Corinthians 10:16-17). The 

Supper is therefore more than a casual mental reminder. It is a covenantal act of remembrance, proclamation, 

communion, self-examination, and corporate participation in Christ. 

Yet Hebrews repeatedly emphasizes the finality of Christ's sacrifice. He offered Himself "once for all" and, unlike 

repetitive priestly sacrifices, sat down after completing the work (Hebrews 7:27; 9:12, 26-28; 10:10-14). Any 

Eucharistic theology must protect that finality. The New Testament does not require the metaphysical explanation of 

transubstantiation, nor does it present ordained ministers as re-presenting a propitiatory sacrifice that adds sacrificial 

efficacy to Calvary. At the same time, a reductive memorialism that empties Paul's language of participation and holy 

seriousness is also inadequate. The Reformation debate should therefore be resolved by holding together remembrance, 

genuine spiritual communion with Christ, and the unrepeatable sufficiency of the cross. 

20.6 Papacy, episcopacy, and the headship of Christ 

Roman Catholic arguments for papal primacy appeal especially to Matthew 16:18-19, Luke 22:31-32, and John 21:15-

17. Peter undeniably possesses a prominent apostolic role. He confesses Christ, preaches at Pentecost, opens the gospel 

to Gentiles, and exercises influential leadership. Yet the New Testament does not establish an office of universal 

hereditary jurisdiction located in Rome. In Acts 15, the Jerusalem settlement is conciliar and scriptural, with James 

giving a decisive formulation after testimony and debate. Paul can publicly rebuke Peter when his conduct compromises 

gospel truth (Galatians 2:11-14). Peter describes himself as a fellow elder and directs shepherds not to lord it over those 

entrusted to them (1 Peter 5:1-4). 

The Church's universal head is Christ (Ephesians 1:22-23; Colossians 1:18). Local churches are led by overseers or 

elders, commonly in plurality (Acts 14:23; Philippians 1:1; Titus 1:5-7). Episcopal structures can function as prudential 

forms of order, and historical episcopacy does not in itself contradict Scripture. The biblical difficulty arises when one 

bishop claims universal jurisdiction or doctrinal immunity without clear apostolic warrant. The Reformation was 

therefore justified in rejecting papal supremacy, though Protestant state churches could reproduce their own forms of 

excessive centralized control. 

20.7 Church and civil power: the reform most traditions failed to complete 

The New Testament distinguishes ecclesial discipline from the coercive sword of the state. Jesus commands the church 

to confront sin and, when necessary, treat an unrepentant member as outside the fellowship (Matthew 18:15-20). Paul 

orders the Corinthian church to remove a persistently immoral member, not to execute him (1 Corinthians 5:1-13). 

Christian weapons are not worldly (2 Corinthians 10:3-5), and the Lord's servant must correct opponents with gentleness 

in hope that God may grant repentance (2 Timothy 2:24-26). 

Romans 13 recognizes civil authority and its responsibility to restrain wrongdoing. It does not assign magistrates the 

task of forcing sacramental conformity or killing people for theological error. Jesus' statement that His kingdom is not 

from this world rejects advancement of His reign by the methods of worldly coercion (John 18:36). The magistrate has 

legitimate civil responsibilities; the church has Word, sacrament or ordinance, discipline, prayer, and witness. Confusing 

those jurisdictions repeatedly produced persecution in the sixteenth century. 

On this issue, the Anabaptist free-church critique often stood closer to the apostolic pattern than Catholic, Lutheran, 

Reformed, or Anglican establishments. That does not validate every Anabaptist doctrine. It demonstrates the governing 

principle of this book: a movement can recover one neglected truth while erring elsewhere, and an ancient or politically 

successful institution can preserve core Christian doctrine while violating apostolic practice. 

20.8 Predestination, divine sovereignty, and human responsibility 

Scripture unmistakably teaches God's sovereign initiative in salvation. Believers are chosen in Christ and predestined for 

adoption (Ephesians 1:3-6). Those whom God foreknew He also predestined to conformity to Christ (Romans 8:28-30). 

Jesus speaks of the Father's giving people to the Son (John 6:37-44). Romans 9 strongly asserts divine freedom and 

mercy. Reformed theology was therefore right to resist any account in which salvation ultimately depends on 

autonomous human merit. 
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Scripture also addresses people as responsible hearers who can resist God's command, refuse Christ, and are genuinely 

summoned to repent (Matthew 23:37; Acts 7:51; 17:30; Romans 10:9-17). God is not the author of sin, and His revealed 

invitations are sincere. Theological systems should therefore confess all that Scripture teaches without converting 

mystery into speculative determinism or making human choice an independent cause of grace. The Reformation 

controversies over predestination and free will exposed real biblical tensions that should be held under Scripture rather 

than resolved by forcing one set of texts to silence another. 

20.9 The gospel and the limits of confessional identity 

The sixteenth century repeatedly tempted Christians to identify the kingdom of God with a confessional territory. 

Scripture does not permit that substitution. A person is not reconciled to God by being born in Lutheran Saxony, 

Reformed Zurich, Anglican England, Catholic Spain, or an Anabaptist household. The gospel calls each sinner to 

repentance and faith in the crucified and risen Christ (Mark 1:15; Acts 2:38; Romans 10:9-13). Baptism, catechism, 

church membership, and public confession are important acts within discipleship, but none can replace the new birth or 

Christ Himself. 

This is the Reformation's deepest enduring lesson. Institutions can reform and still become self-protective. Confessions 

can clarify truth and still be used as weapons of political exclusion. A church can preserve apostolic doctrine on the 

Trinity while distorting the gospel of grace, or recover justification while retaining unbiblical coercion. The apostolic 

standard judges every branch, including those that appeal most strongly to reform. 

21. Contemporary Significance 
The sixteenth-century divisions remain visible across global Christianity, but their demographic centers have shifted 

dramatically. Roman Catholicism's early modern confessional form was decisively shaped by Trent and later 

developments, and it remains the largest single Christian communion. The Vatican's latest published statistical yearbook 

reports slightly more than 1.422 billion baptized Catholics in 2024, up from about 1.406 billion in 2023; Africa alone 

accounted for more than 288 million Catholics in 2024 (Vatican News, 2026). Lutheran churches are likewise global: 

the Lutheran World Federation reports more than 78 million Christians in 153 member churches across 99 countries 

(Lutheran World Federation, 2026). 

The Reformed family is both global and institutionally diverse. The World Communion of Reformed Churches reports 

approximately 100 million Christians in more than 230 member churches across 109 countries, including Reformed, 

Presbyterian, Congregational, United, Uniting, Waldensian, and related traditions (World Communion of Reformed 

Churches, 2026). Anglicanism developed from the English Reformation into a worldwide communion that currently 

comprises 42 autonomous member churches and five extra-provincial areas, with tens of millions of Christians in more 

than 165 countries (Anglican Communion Office, 2026). 

Anabaptist descendants, once small persecuted minorities in Europe, have also become decisively global. Mennonite 

World Conference's 2026 world-family statistics identify about 2.03 million baptized believers in Anabaptist-related 

churches in 87 countries, with roughly two-thirds living in Africa, Asia and the Pacific, or Latin America and the 

Caribbean rather than Europe and North America (Mennonite World Conference, 2026). This demographic reversal is 

historically important. Traditions born amid European confessional conflict now possess major centers of Christian life 

in the Global South. 

Modern ecumenical dialogue has also changed how some sixteenth-century condemnations are understood. The 

Lutheran World Federation and the Roman Catholic Church signed the Joint Declaration on the Doctrine of 

Justification in 1999, identifying a consensus on basic truths of justification while acknowledging remaining differences. 

The World Methodist Council associated with the declaration in 2006, the Anglican Consultative Council welcomed and 

affirmed its substance in 2016, and the World Communion of Reformed Churches associated with it in 2017 (Lutheran 

World Federation, 2020). These developments are historically significant because they show that later dialogue can 

clarify whether earlier parties condemned identical propositions. They do not erase continuing disagreements over papal 

authority, sacramental theology, ecclesiology, ministry, or the precise relation of Scripture and tradition. 

The Reformation continues to shape modern political and educational assumptions as well. Vernacular Bible translation, 

mass catechesis, confessional schooling, public literacy, and arguments over conscience all acquired new intensity 

during this period. Yet the century warns against triumphalist narratives. The same movements that defended conscience 

could persecute dissent. The same technology that spread Scripture spread slander. The same rulers who protected 
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reform could subordinate the church. The same confessions that clarified doctrine could harden into political identities 

detached from conversion. 

For contemporary Christians, the Reformation should therefore be neither romanticized nor dismissed. Its recovered 

truths must be received gratefully where they accord with Scripture, its remaining errors corrected, and its divisions 

understood genealogically rather than mythologically. The most faithful commemoration is not partisan nostalgia but 

renewed submission of every inherited tradition to the apostolic Word. 

22. Genealogical Summary 
Table 4. Genealogical summary: The Protestant Reformation and the breaking of Western Christendom 

Field Summary 

Parent tradition 
Medieval Western Latin Christianity in communion with Rome, already shaped by late medieval reform, 

humanism, vernacular piety, and conciliar crises. 

Approximate emergence 1517-1600; 1517 is the conventional beginning of the Reformation, not the instant creation of Protestantism. 

Principal geographical centers 
Wittenberg and German territories; Zurich, Basel, Strasbourg, Geneva; England and Scotland; France and the 

Netherlands; Scandinavia; Central and Eastern Europe; Trent and Rome for Catholic reform. 

Principal actors 
Martin Luther, Philip Melanchthon, Huldrych Zwingli, Heinrich Bullinger, John Calvin, Guillaume Farel, John 

Knox, Thomas Cranmer, Henry VIII, Elizabeth I, Conrad Grebel, Felix Manz, Michael Sattler, Menno Simons, 

Ignatius Loyola; popes and bishops associated with Trent. 

Immediate trigger Indulgence controversy of 1517 and the subsequent conflict over Luther's teaching and authority. 

Deeper causes 
Late medieval reform pressures; papal and conciliar authority disputes; sacramental and penitential theology; 

clerical abuses; biblical humanism; printing; political fragmentation; princely and urban interests; social change. 

Authority structures 
Roman Catholic: Scripture, tradition, magisterium, papal and conciliar authority. Lutheran/Reformed/Anglican: 

Scripture as supreme norm with confessions and church offices subordinate. Anabaptist: Scripture within 

voluntary discipleship communities. 

Principal doctrinal distinctives 
Sola Scriptura; justification by faith; competing sacramental theologies; papal rejection; believer versus infant 

baptism; Eucharistic divergence; predestination/free-will debates; divergent church-state models. 

Immediate branches Roman Catholic/Tridentine; Lutheran; Reformed; Anglican; Anabaptist and other radical streams. 

Later descendants 
Presbyterian, Congregational and later Reformed families; Puritan and Separatist lines; Baptist movements with 

complex relations to English Separatism and Anabaptist influence; Mennonite, Hutterite and later Amish 

communities; worldwide Anglican and Lutheran communions. 

Present-day presence 
Global. Major descendant communions now have substantial memberships across Europe, Africa, the Americas, 

Asia, and Oceania. 

Major biblical questions 
Final authority; nature of justification; relation of faith and works; baptismal candidates and efficacy; Eucharistic 

presence and sacrifice; ministry and priesthood; church-state coercion; predestination and responsibility; 

apostolic unity and legitimate separation. 

 

23. Conclusion: A Broken West and the Beginning of Protestant 
Multiplication 
Between 1517 and 1600, Western Christianity underwent a transformation that no single actor intended at the beginning. 

Luther's challenge to indulgence preaching exposed a deeper crisis of authority and salvation. Papal condemnation and 

imperial enforcement turned theological protest into institutional rupture. Political protection allowed the Lutheran 

reform to survive and become territorial church order. Zwingli's Zurich pursued a distinct scriptural reform, and 

Marburg demonstrated that common opposition to Rome could not create Protestant doctrinal unity. Anabaptists pressed 

the logic of voluntary discipleship beyond the magisterial churches and paid for it with severe persecution. The English 

crown severed Roman jurisdiction for reasons initially more dynastic than Protestant, then produced an enduring 

episcopal Reformation through successive reversals. Calvin and the wider Reformed movement built an international 



THE GENEALOGY OF CHRISTIAN DIVISION  |  CHAPTER 7 

 

Open Christian Press Chapter DOI: 10.65655/ocp.m26.c88 
Page 31 

confessional family. Trent disciplined Catholic abuses while defining doctrines that made confessional reunion more 

difficult. 

By 1600, the genealogy of Western Christianity had changed irreversibly. Medieval Latin Christendom had not simply 

divided into Catholic and Protestant halves. It had produced Roman Catholic, Lutheran, Reformed and Presbyterian, 

Anglican, and Anabaptist families with different structures, confessions, sacramental theologies, and political 

relationships. Each claimed continuity with apostolic Christianity in a different way: Rome through historic communion, 

sacrament, and teaching authority; Lutherans and Reformed through reform according to Scripture and the gospel; 

Anglicans through a reformed national church retaining episcopal continuity; Anabaptists through a voluntary 

community of professing disciples. 

The historical verdict is therefore mixed but clear. The Reformation corrected genuine abuses and recovered central 

biblical truths, especially the supreme normativity of Scripture and justification grounded wholly in Christ. It also 

retained or generated serious problems, including coercive church-state arrangements, confessional violence, disputed 

baptismal practice, and new forms of institutional absolutism. Roman Catholic reform addressed moral and educational 

failures but simultaneously consolidated teachings that remain difficult to reconcile with the apostolic record under a 

Sola Scriptura standard. No branch may therefore claim that successful reform in one area proves complete apostolic 

fidelity. 

The next stage of the genealogy follows from this very plurality. Once the authority of Rome had been broken across 

much of Europe, Protestants had to decide how thoroughly reformation should proceed, how a true church should be 

governed, who should be baptized, how spiritual experience relates to doctrine, and whether established churches had 

themselves become compromised. In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, Puritans, Separatists, Baptists, Quakers, 

Pietists, Moravians, revivalists, and Methodists would answer those questions differently. The Reformation had broken 

Western Christendom. The age that followed would multiply Protestant Christianity. 
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