
THE IMPACT OF THE PROTESTANT REFORMATION: 
AN INTRODUCTION

Since 1994 and the beginning of the Evangelicals and Catholics Together (ECT)
movement, some advocates have stated that the Reformation is over. This is the view of historian
Mark Noll who wrote (with Carolyn Nystrom) that since “many Catholics and evangelicals now
believe the same thing” (Is the Reformation Over? [2005], p. 231) and that their doctrinal
differences are “infinitesimal” (p. 230), they need to move forward in a renewed ecumenical
effort to solve the social and moral problems of the world. While this movement has receded, its
sentiment persists. And it is a wrong and dangerous sentiment for at least two reasons: 1) it is not
the mission of the Church to reform society but to proclaim the gospel of redemption; 2) it
minimizes major doctrinal differences. What we need is a stronger, not a weaker, focus of
Reformation theology (Reeves and Chester, p. 20). Indeed, we need a renewed protest of any
attempt to compromise essential Bible doctrine under the guise of Christian unity.     

The purpose of these lessons is to challenge us to a re-commitment to our Reformation
heritage in the face of an increasingly “selfie” “snowflake” secularized culture. Our study of the
Protestant Reformation on this five hundredth anniversary of its inauguration is two-fold. We
will first concentrate on the leading reformers’ doctrinal contributions that have impacted the
Church (both negatively and positively). Then we will note how the Reformation shaped western
society’s values, particularly in America. Before we pursue these two strands of study, we need
to consider some preliminary factors.

I.  The Significance of the Reformation.

     A.  It is was a momentous historical movement.

The Reformation from Popery in the sixteenth century was the greatest event, or series of events,
that has occurred since the close of the canon of Scripture (William Cunningham, The Reformers
and the Theology of the Reformation [1862], p. 1).

The Reformation of the sixteenth century is, next to the introduction of Christianity, the greatest
event in history.... Starting from religion, it gave, directly or indirectly, a mighty impulse to every
forward movement, and made Protestantism the chief propelling force in the history of modern
civilization (Philip Schaff, History of the Christian Church, vol 7, The German Reformation,
[1888], p. 1).

The Protestant Reformation was 

one of the greatest revolutions that has ever been accomplished in human affairs—of a mighty
impulse communicated to the world...and whose influence is still visible on every side.... it was
the re-establishment of the principles of primitive Christianity.... Primitive Christianity and the
Reformation are the two greatest revolutions in history (J. H. Merle d’Aubigné, History of the
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Reformation of the Sixteenth Century [1846], Baker one volume ed., p. 1).

     B.  It was the divine means of re-establishing the gospel as the sole means of access to
God.

What was the fundamental characteristic of this revolution? Before, a vast institution had been
interposed between the individual and the objects of religious faith and hope. The Reformation
changed all this; it opened to the individual a direct access to the heavenly good proffered him in
the Gospel (George Park Fisher, The Reformation [1873], p. 7).

     C.  It was an anticipated movement of various providential causes.

The Protestant Reformation was

a wide-ranging movement of religious renewal in Europe concentrated in the sixteenth century
but anticipated by earlier reform initiatives—e.g., by Waldensians in the Alpine regions,
Wycliffe and Lollardy in England, and Hussites in Bohemia.... it was fundamentally religious in
motivation and objective (D. F. Wright, “Reformation, Protestant,” Evangelical Dictionary of
Theology, 2nd ed., p. 995).

The method of Providence in history is never magical.... Events, because they are unexpected and
startling, are not to be ascribed merely to some proximate antecedent. The causes, like the
consequences, are apt to be protracted.... In truth, never was a historical crisis more elaborately
prepared, and this through a train of causes which reach back into the remote past (Fisher, p. 2).

     D.  It contributed to the shaping of western culture. 

           1.  In every category of society—family, economy, industry, government, religion,
education, and recreation. It gave the world a new order of civilization derived from biblical
principles.

           2.  By application of moral qualities—liberty under law, ethical responsibility, frugality,
charity, creativity, and sanctity of human life. 

           II.  Definitions of the Reformation.

     A.  A national, political, economic, social, intellectual, and religious movement, but more
than this, a spiritual movement—a work of the Spirit of God in the lives of men, to free them
from the shackles of Roman Catholic tyranny and the effects of impiety.

The history of the Reformation is the history of one of the greatest outpourings of the life that
cometh from God.... I believe the Reformation to be the work of God: his hand is everywhere
visible in it (Merle d’Aubigné).

     B.  A scriptural movement.  The Renaissance insistence on ad fontes (to the sources)
became critical for the reformers in relation to the church’s absolute authority—the Bible. The
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Reformation was born out of a conviction that the Scriptures, not the institution of the Church
nor tradition, was the primary authority for man. “But always and above all else the one great
objective aid for Luther [and the other reformers] was the Scriptures, because this is the written
record of the revelation of God in Christ” (Roland Bainton).

     C.  A sectarian movement of doctrinal reform in opposition to a thoroughly corrupt Roman
Catholic religious system that resulted in the creation of denominational Protestant churches
between 1517 and 1648 and marked by a revival of biblical preaching and confessional theology. 

          III.  Interpretations of Reformation.

     A.   Partisan views—rebellion, revolution, or revival?

           1.  Roman Catholic — a rebellion from Mother Church.

           2.  Secular — a social revolution.

           3.  Protestant — a revival of divine authority.

     B.  The great divide—Catholicism or Protestantism? 

“At its heart the Reformation was a dispute about how we know God and how we can be
right with him” (Reeves and Chester, p. 18). Is righteousness imparted by faith and works or is it
imputed by faith alone?

“His [Luther’s] followers hailed him as the prophet of the Lord and the deliverer of
Germany. His opponents on the Catholic side called him the son of perdition and the demolisher
of Christendom” (Roland Bainton, Here I Stand [1950], p. 16).

     C.  The question of authority—church tradition and the papacy or the Bible?  

In affirming the latter, the reformers gave mankind an open Bible and the freedom to read it and
heed it.

     D.  The courage of conviction—standing in the gap for Truth!   Ezek 22:30; John 8:31–32

“My conscience is captive to the Word of God. I cannot and I will not recant anything, for
to go against conscience is neither right nor safe. Here I stand, I cannot do otherwise. God help
me. Amen” (Luther before the Diet of Worms, April 18, 1521).

“The most intrepid revolutionary is the one who has a fear greater than anything his
opponents can inflict upon him. Luther, who had so trembled before the face of God, had no fear
before the face of man” (Bainton, p. 104).          
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          IV.  The Character of the Reformation.

     A.  A positive revolution.

It was a revolution that discarded one system for another better and higher one. The Reformation
subverted the old system of beliefs but not, as George Fisher stated, because of a mere passion
for revolt, but because of the expulsive power and deep apprehension of, and conviction for the
truth. The Reformation did not endorse a license to choose, cafeteria style, any belief that ap-
pealed to the religious palate, but a cautious liberty to appropriate and express the gracious and
efficacious doctrines of God’s Word unsullied by scholastic sophistry or papal distortion.

     B.  A subjective factor and an objective factor:  the material principle (sola fides) and the
formal principle (sola scriptura).

It is true that one profound impulse of the Reformation was the subjective question, “What must
I do to be saved?”  “Faith alone!” was the reformers’ resounding answer. But the objective factor,
which indeed provided the answer to that intensely personal question was the infallible abso-
lutely authoritative Word of God. With that focus on allegiance to the Bible, the reformers were
in effect proposing the right of freedom of judgment in individual interpretation.

     C.  A providential cause and effect.

The Reformation was no isolated event, but the momentous product of a complex series of
cultural and religious activities. It in turn caused a dramatic shift in the way men and women
view life. The Reformation taught people that they no longer need to be bound to a legalistic
system that bound souls to fear, but that they can be truly free in Christ and therefore possess true
freedom in this world.

           V.  Branches of the Protestant Reformation (with principal leaders).

     A.  Lutheran (Martin Luther, Philip Melanchthon).

     B.  Reformed (Ulrich Zwingli, John Calvin).

     C.  Anglican (Henry VIII, Thomas Cranmer).

     D.  Anabaptist (Conrad Grebel, Menno Simons).
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