
Church History – Lesson 6 – The Protestant Reformation (c. 1500 – 1600 AD) 
 
Key Questions: 
1. What were they thinking? 
2. What is a “Diet of Worms”? 
 
3 Prominent Theologians of the Reformation: 
Martin Luther (1483 – 1546) 

• Born to a wealthy Germany family who wanted him to continue the family business 

• He felt driven to the priesthood out of a fear of God c 1511 - 1512 

• In his early years as a priest, he continued to live in fear of God’s wrath and strove to please 
Him by living a Spartan life and praying, meditating and fasting for long periods of time. 

• Eventually, through studying the New Testament and especially Romans, he came to 
understand that salvation came through faith and not works. 

• Extensive study of the Word also led him to reject many of the basic tenants of the Catholic 
Church. Believed in 2: Baptism & the Lord’s Supper 

• The granting of indulgences (ability to “buy” forgiveness) was the trigger for posting the 95 
“Theses” or “Arguments” on the church door. 

• Pope Leo and the Emperor of the Holy Roman Empire put Luther on trial. 
o Luther strongly defended his views and his faith. 
o He left town “kidnapped” by friends and stayed in exile for about a year before 

returning. 

• He continued to write (including music) & preach for the rest of his life. 
 
Ulrich Zwingli (1484 – 1531) 

• Zwingli was a contemporary of Luther based in Zurich, Switzerland.   

• He came to the same conclusion about salvation as Luther did on his own. 1516 

• Unlike Luther, Zwingli was very political; Reformation becomes Political as well as Religious 
o persuaded the city government to outlaw all public vestiges of Catholicism. 
o persecuted Protestant rivals by having the government fine, jail & even execute them. 
o largely responsible for open warfare between Protestant and Catholic cantons 

(states) of Switzerland and was killed in the last battle of that conflict. 

• Zwingli’s main contribution to theology was the “memorial” view of communion, that the 
bread and wine are simply symbolic of the body and blood of Jesus.  This was in contrast to 
Luther’s co-substantiation theory which held that Jesus’ spirit was with the bread and wine 
vs. Transubstantiation, go over these beliefs in next lesson  

 
John Calvin (1509 – 1564) 

• Calvin succeeded Zwingli as the leader of the Protestant movement in Geneva. 

• Geneva was a crossroads of the Protestant movement:  that large numbers of people came 
to him, and he didn’t have to travel to have an impact across all of Europe, and ultimately; 
America. 

• completely non-political. 

• very prolific writer, teacher and preacher. 

• warm, likable, and somewhat charismatic person, so his personality amplified his impact on 
the Protestant movement. 

• major contribution to Protestant theology: the concept of predestination (holds that God 
chooses those who will be saved, and that they are chosen even before birth).  According to 
this view those who are not chosen will not be saved.  People have been debating, 
questioning and discussing this position since it was first enunciated. 



• Supporting Bible passages: 
o Romans 9:10-16 
o John 6:43,44 
o Ephesians 1:3-6 
o 2 Timothy 2:10 

 

• Calvin stimulated the spread of the reformation to England. 
o English reformation gave rise to the Tyndale and Coverdale Bibles. 
o Henry VIII split the English church from the Roman Catholic Church, giving the 

Protestant movement tremendous impetus but also stimulated extensive conflict 
between Protestants and Catholics 

o Elizabeth brought religious peace by creating a compromise between the warring 
factions - the Anglican Church would primarily follow Protestant theology and 
Catholic liturgy 

o Puritans were dissatisfied with the compromise and wanted to “purify” the Anglican 
Church.  They held strong Calvinist beliefs. 
 

• Calvin taught and inspired John Knox who brought the Protestant movement to Scotland. 
o Protestant movement in Scotland provoked a violent Catholic response, and the 

Scottish Catholics enlisted France as an ally. 
o The result of the ensuing war between Protestants and Catholics was that 

Presbyterianism became the official religion of Scotland. 
o John Knox wrote the first Scottish Confession which articulated the church’s theology 

 
The diagram below illustrates the pattern of influence among the major early Protestant thinkers.  
Remember that the double bond between Zwingli and Calvin is there because they were both in 
Zurich. 
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Edmund Burke (12 January 1729 – 9 July 1797) was an Irish statesman, author, 
orator, political theorist, and philosopher who, after relocating to England, served for 
many years in the House of Commons of the United Kingdom as a member of the 
Whig party.  He is generally viewed as the philosophical founder of modern 
conservatism. 
 
There is “a marked difference between change and reformation. [Change] alters the 
substance of the objects themselves, and gets rid of all their essential good 
…Change is novelty; and whether it is to operate any one of the effects of 
reformation at all…cannot be known beforehand.  Reformation is not change in the 
substance or in the primary modification of the object, but a direct application of a 
remedy to the grievance complained of.” 
 
Levin – “Change as reform [is] intended to preserve and improve the basic 
institution…prudence must be exercised in assessing change…is drawn on wisdom.” 
 
Liberty & Tyranny, Mark Levin, pg 13 - 14 
 


