
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Protestant Reformation 
Renaissance to Reformation 
 
During the Middle Ages in Europe, the 
Roman Catholic Church was the most 
important and powerful institution. For 
this reason, historians have called it the 
“Age of Faith.” However, in the 1500s, 
the Renaissance led to humanist ideas 
such as a return to classical education 
and an emphasis on social reform. As 
people became more concerned with 
worldly affairs, a religious upheaval 
began that affected Christians at all levels 
of society. Northern Europeans used 
humanist ideas to call for reform in the 
Church, which would eventually 
unleashed forces that shattered Christian 
unity. This movement is known as the 
Protestant Reformation.  

Church Abuses 
 
Beginning in the late Middle Ages, the Church 
had become increasing caught up in worldly 
affairs. Popes controlled their own army and 
competed with Italian princes for political 
power. Like other renaissance rulers, the 
popes were very interested in wealth and 
power. They supported the arts and hired 
artists like Michelangelo to beautify churches, 
which was expensive. To pay for these 
projects the Church increased fees for services 
such as marriages and baptism. They also 
began to charge money for an indulgence, or 
the forgiveness of a sin. Many Christians 
protested such practices, especially in 
northern Europe. They believed the Church 
and its leaders were corrupt and needed to be 
reformed.   

Martin Luther 
 
In 1517, protests against Church abuses erupted 
into an actual revolt. The man who triggered this 
revolt was Martin Luther, a German monk. In 
Wittenberg, Germany, a priest began selling 
indulgences that he said would assure entry to 
heaven. Angry at this, Luther wrote 95 Theses, or 
arguments, against the sale of indulgences and 
nailed them to the door of the Wittenberg Church. 
He believed indulgences had no basis in the Bible, 
the pope had no authority to save peoples souls, 
and that Christians could only achieve salvation 
through faith in God alone. The Church demanded 
Luther give up his views, but instead he urged 
Christians to reject the authority of Rome. As a 
result, Pope Leo X excommunicated Luther. At the 
diet of Worms, Germany in 1521, the Holy Roman 
Emperor Charles V asked Martin Luther to give up 
his views. Luther refused and Charles V declared 
him an outlaw. 

Martin Luther nailing his 95 Theses to the 
Church of Wittenberg door on October 31, 
1517, igniting the Protestant Reformation. 



 

Martin Luther’s Teachings Spread 
Martin Luther’s Teachings 

Although Martin Luther was excommunicated and declared an outlaw, many powerful 
German princes and ordinary people began following his lead and rejected the authority 
of the Pope. In addition, Luther taught that all Christians should have equal access to 
God through faith and the Bible. He translated some of the Bible into the German 
language so everyone could read it. He banned indulgences, confession, pilgrimages, 
and prayers to saints. He also allowed clergy to marry. The printing press spread 
Luther’s writings throughout northern Europe. By 1530, people had latched on to his 
ideas and became known as Protestants, because they “protested” papal authority.  
 

Violence Erupts 
German Princes supported Protestantism because they saw an opportunity to throw off 
the rule of both the Catholic Church and the Holy Roman Emperor. Meanwhile peasants 
hoped to gain social and economic change, and in 1524 a Peasant’s Revolt erupted 
across Germany. With Luther’s support, nobles put down this revolt, leading to the 
death of tens of thousands of people. During the 1530s and 1540s, Charles V tried to 
force Lutheran princes back into the Catholic Church, but with little success. Finally, 
after a number of wars, Charles and the princes reached a settlement called the Peace 
of Augsburg. It allowed each prince to decide which religion – Catholic or Lutheran- 
would be followed in his lands.  

The English Reformation 
Although English King Henry VIII was originally a defender of the 
Catholic faith, in 1527 he made a decision that would ultimately break 
England away from the Roman Catholic Church. Concerned with 
producing a male heir to the throne and in love with a young 
noblewoman named Anne Boleyn, Henry VIII asked the pope to annul, 
or cancel, his marriage to Catherine of Aragon. The pope refused and 
Henry VIII decided to break away from the Church of Rome. In 1534 
Parliament passed the Act of Supremacy, making Henry VIII the head of 
the Anglican Church. Despite this conflict, England continued to follow 
most of the same Catholic religious practices.  

                                            Henry VIII 

                                                             

                                                            John Calvin 

John Calvin and Calvinism 
Another reformer of the Catholic Church was a Frenchman named John 
Calvin. He preached predestination, the idea that God alone determined 
who would achieve salvation. Calvinists tried to live like saints, believing 
that only those who were saved could live truly Christian lives. Calvin led a 
community of Protestants in Geneva, Switzerland. This community was 
run by a theocracy, or government made up of religious leaders. They 
worked to establish a perfectly moral Christian society. Like Lutheranism, 
as Calvinism spread throughout northern Europe, its challenges to the 
Catholic Church set off religious wars and destroyed Christian unity.  



 

 

The Catholic Reformation 
The Catholic Revolution, also called the Counter Reformation, was a direct reaction to the Protestant Reformation that had destroyed Christian unity 
and called the Catholic Church into question. During the 1530s and 1540s, the pope set out to revive the moral authority of the Church and fight back 
against Protestantism. He even appointed reformers to end corruption within the papacy itself. The pope also called the Council of Trent in 1545 to 
establish the direction that reform should take. The council reaffirmed the traditional Catholic views that Protestants had challenged. The council also 
took steps to end abuses in the Church, providing stiff penalties for worldliness and corruption among the clergy.  

The Power of the Inquisition 
The Inquisition was strengthened during the Catholic Reformation to fight Protestantism. The Inquisition was a church court set up during the Middle 
Ages, but during this time it took on a new and intense role. The Inquisition used secret testimony, torture, and execution to root out heresy. Any people 
or ideas that went against the beliefs of the Catholic Church were eliminated. It also banned certain books, including works by Luther, Calvin, and some 
humanist writers.  

The Spanish Reconquista 
In Spain, King Ferdinand and Queen Isabella first reconquered their lands from Muslim rule, and then used the Inquisition to ensure Catholic religious 
practices were followed. Ferdinand and Isabella declared that Muslims and Jews living within Spain either had to convert to Catholicism, or be expelled 
from the land.  

Religious Persecution 
During this time of heightened religious passion, persecution was widespread. Catholics and Protestants fostered intolerance and persecuted people 
who did not fit within religious and social norms. Between 1450 and 1750 tens of thousands of women and men were kill as a result of witch hunts. 
When religious wars died down, so did accusations against people. For many Jews in Italy, the early Renaissance had been a time of relative prosperity. 
However, during the Catholic Reformation they met a much different fate. In Italy, Jews were first pressured to convert to Catholicism, and then later 
ordered to live in separate ghettos within cities. Martin Luther called for them to be expelled from Christian lands and for their synagogues to be burned 
down. As a result, many Jews migrated to the Mediterranean parts of the Ottoman Empire and other areas in eastern Europe.  

Founding the Jesuits  
In 1540, the pope recognized a new religious 
order, the Society of Jesus, or Jesuits. The order 
was founded by Ignatius of Loyola, a Spanish 
knight. He was determined to become a 
“soldier of God,” and began training men that 
were entirely devoted to the Catholic Church. 
Following Loyola, Jesuits embarked on a 
crusade to defend and spread the Catholic faith.  
 

Legacy of the Catholic Reformation 
By 1600, the majority of Europeans remained Catholic. 
Catholic reformers had greatly reduced church abuses 
that had existed before. However, Protestantism had 
gained a major foothold on the continent. The 
Reformation and Catholic Counter Reformation had 
ignited intense debate that even led to war in much of 
Europe. At the end, Europe remained divided by 
different interpretations of Christianity. 


