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Abstract

This article provides an overview of the origins, history,
beliefs, and major denominations of Protestantism. The
Protestant Reformation was a 16th-century movement that
emerged in Europe as a response to persistent irregularities
and corruption by certain responsible people in the Catholic
Church. Key figures in the movement, such as Martin Luther
and John Calvin, rejected some of the teachings and practices
of the Catholic Church and sought to reform Christianity
based on their interpretation of the Bible. The Protestant
movement led to the establishment of various denominations,
including Lutheranism, Calvinism, Anglicanism, Methodism,
and many others. This article also discusses the major
historical events that shaped Protestantism, including the
Peace of Augsburg, the Council of Trent, and the Scottish
Reformation. Finally, the article provides an overview of the
core beliefs of Protestants, such as the primacy of scripture,
justification by faith, and the priesthood of all believers.
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Introduction

Protestantism is one of the major branches of
Christianity, with millions of followers around the
world. It emerged in the 16th century in response
to persistent irregularities and corruption by
certain responsible people in the Catholic
Church. The founding figures of Protestantism
sought to reform Christianity based on their
interpretation of the Bible. Since then,
Protestantism has grown and evolved into a
diverse movement with various denominations,
each with its own distinctive beliefs and practices.
In this article, we will provide an overview of the
origins, history, beliefs, and major denominations
of Protestantism. We will explore the historical
events that shaped Protestantism, the core
beliefs that unite Protestants, and the diverse
expressions of Protestantism found around the
world.

The origins of Protestantism can be traced back
to the 16th century movement known as the
Reformation. At that time, the Catholic Church
was the dominant religious institution in Europe,
and there were widespread concerns about
corruption by responsible people within the
Church.

One of the key figures in the Reformation was
Martin Luther (1483-1546), a German priest,
theologian, author, hymnwriter, professor, and
Augustinian friar (member of a religious
mendicant order). He was made priest in 1507.
His beliefs form the basis of Lutheranism. In
1517, he posted his 95 Theses on the door of the
Castle Church in Wittenberg, Germany. These
theses were a list of grievances against the
Catholic Church, particularly its practice of selling
indulgences (absolutions), which were seen to
buy forgiveness for sins.

Luther's ideas gained footing among other
reform-oriented individuals in Germany and
beyond. In 1521, he was expelled from the
Catholic Church by Pope Leo X. However, Luther
continued to preach and write, and his ideas
spread rapidly throughout Europe.

Other figures who played a significant role in the
Reformation include John Calvin (1509-1564), a
French theologian, pastor and reformer in
Geneva. His teaching formed the basis of
Calvinism, a sect within Christianity.

Huldrych Zwingli (1484-1531) was a leader of the
Reformation in Switzerland. He was a pastor in
Glarus and later in Einsiedeln, where he was
influenced by the writings of Erasmus (1466-
1536) a Dutch philosopher and Catholic
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theologian. In 1519, Zwingli became people's
priest (Leutpriester) of the Grossmunster in
Zurich where he began to preach ideas on reform
of the Catholic Church.

These figures and others helped in establishing
new Protestant denominations that rejected the
authority of the Catholic Church and emphasized
the importance of individual interpretation of the
Bible.

In addition to theological differences, the
Reformation was also fuelled by political and
social factors. Many European rulers saw an
opportunity to break away from the Catholic
Church and establish their own national
churches, which would give them greater control
over religious affairs. This led to a complex web
of religious and political conflicts throughout
Europe.

An overview of irregularites and
corruption in Roman Catholic Church in
the 16™ century

In the 16" century, the Roman Catholic Church
held a strong influence over the Christian
Kingdoms of Europe. This centralization of power
of the Catholic clergy led to many forms of
corruption.

The corruption of the Roman Catholic Church at
that time, both factual and alleged, are reported
to be many, some important and widespread
among them are given below.

1. Sale of indulgences: The Catholic Church
offered indulgences, which were essentially
certificates that granted forgiveness for sins.
The practice of selling indulgences became
widespread in the late medieval period, and
many people felt that it was a corrupt and
immoral practice.

One of the most famous examples of the sale
of indulgences occurred in the early 16th
century, when the Dominican friar Johann
Tetzel was dispatched to Germany to raise
funds for the construction of St. Peter's
Basilica in Rome. Tetzel was known for his
aggressive sales tactics, and he famously
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declared that ‘As soon as the coin in the
coffer rings, the soul from purgatory (torment)
springs.” Many people saw this as a gross
and immoral way to raise funds.

Simony: This was the buying and selling of
church offices and positions. It was seen as
a way for wealthy and influential individuals
to gain power within the Church, regardless
of their qualifications or religious beliefs.

One example of simony occurred in the late
15th century, when Rodrigo Borgia was
elected Pope Alexander VI. Borgia was
known for his corrupt practices, including the
sale of Church offices and the appointment of
his own relatives to positions of power within
the Church. Many people saw Borgia's
actions as a clear example of simony.

Nepotism: This was the practice of appointing
family members to positions of power within
the Church. Many bishops and other Church
officials appointed their relatives to high-
ranking positions, regardless of their
qualifications or abilities.

One well-known example of nepotism
occurred in the early 16th century, when
Pope Julius Il appointed his nephew Giuliano
della Rovere as a cardinal. This was one of
many instances in which popes and other
Church officials appointed their own family
members to high-ranking positions within the
Church.

Absenteeism: This was the practice of
bishops and other Church officials neglecting
their duties and responsibilities in their
dioceses, often in order to pursue other
interests or activities.

One example of absenteeism occurred in the
late 15th century, when Cardinal Francesco
Gonzaga neglected his duties as bishop of
Mantua. Gonzaga spent much of his time at
the papal court in Rome, leaving his diocese
in a state of neglect and disrepair.

Clerical celibacy: This was the requirement
that priests and other members of the clergy
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remain celibate and abstain from sexual
activity. Many people felt that this was an
unrealistic and unnatural requirement that led
to a number of social and psychological
problems among the clergy.

There were many examples of violations of
clerical celibacy during the late medieval and
early modern periods. Some priests and
other members of the clergy maintained
secret relationships with women, while others
engaged in open affairs or live-in
relationships. These violations of celibacy
were often seen as a clear example of the
moral decay within the Church.

Pope Alexander VI: Rodrigo Borgia, who
became Pope Alexander VI in 1492, was
infamous for his numerous affairs and
illegitimate children. He is said to have
had relationships  with multiple
mistresses, including Vanozza dei
Cattanei, who bore him four children. His
behaviour was seen as a clear violation
of clerical celibacy and contributed to the
growing sense of moral decay within the
Church.

Cesare Borgia: The son of Pope
Alexander VI, Cesare Borgia was a
powerful and influential figure in
Renaissance Italy. However, he was also
known for his many affairs and
illegitimate children, despite his status as
a member of the clergy.

The Protestant Reformation

The Protestant Reformation was a religious and
cultural movement that began in Europe in the
early 16th century. It was a response to what
many saw as corruption within the Catholic
Church.

Reformation was a long process with many
complexities that lasted several hundreds of
years. Some key events during the time of
reformation are as follows.

1.

The Ninety-Five Theses of Martin Luther
published in 1517

Vi.

Vii.
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The Ninety-Five Theses were a list of
propositions written by the German monk and
theologian Martin Luther in 1517. They were
posted on the door of the Castle Church in
Wittenberg, Germany, which was a common
practice at the time to invite academic
discussion and debate. The theses criticized
certain practices of the Catholic Church,
particularly the sale of indulgences, and laid
out Luther's theological arguments for reform.
Some key points in the Ninety-Five theses
are as follows.

The first thesis cantered around a deeper
spiritual renewal within the Church.

Theses 5-8 critique the practice of selling
indulgences, which were essentially
certificates that supposedly granted
forgiveness for sins. Luther argued that
the sale of indulgences created a false
sense of security among Christians.

Thesis 27 argues that the Catholic
Church had distorted the true meaning of
forgiveness and has become a source of
making money.

Theses 32-36 critique the practice of
selling indulgences for the dead, which
was also contested by the reformers.

Thesis 45 emphasize the importance of
charity to the poor rather than purchasing
indulgences.

Theses 62-69 argue that the Church
should not be focused on accumulating
wealth and power, rather than serving the
needs of its members.
Theses 86-94 rejected the human
authority within the church.

The Ninety-Five Theses were initially
intended as an invitation to scholarly debate,
but they quickly became a rallying cry for
those who were dissatisfied with the
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practices of the Catholic Church. They
sparked a movement that would eventually
lead to the Protestant Reformation, and they
remain an important historical document in
the history of Christianity.

Pope Leo X’s excommunication of Martin
Luther in 1520

Pope Leo X's excommunication (expelling
from the Catholic Church) of Martin Luther by
Pope Leo X in 1520 was the result of a long
and contentious series of events that began
with Luther's publication of the Ninety-Five
Theses in 1517.

The excommunication effectively severed
Luther's ties with the Church and made him a
target of persecution by both religious and
secular authorities. However, these resulted
in galvanizing the Protestant movement and
deepen the divide among Christians. In the
years that followed, Luther continued to
spread his ideas through his writings

Protestation at Speyer in 1529

The Protestation at Speyer, also known as
the Protest of the Princes or the Protestation
of 1529, was a significant event in the early
years of the Protestant Reformation.

In 1521, Roman Emperor Charles V issued
the Edict of Worms, which declared Martin
Luther as an outlaw and heretic and
prohibited his teachings throughout the
Empire. Despite this ban, Luther's ideas
continued to spread, and by 1529, a
significant number of German princes and
city-states embraced Protestantism.

That year, the Imperial Diet (a legislative
assembly) was convened in the city of
Speyer to address pressing political and
religious issues. The Protestant princes and
representatives attended the Diet with the
expectation that they would be allowed to
present their case and advocate for greater
religious freedom within the Empire.
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However, they were disappointed when the
Diet voted to uphold the Edict of Worms and
restrict the spread of Protestantism. In
response, the Protestant representatives
lodged a formal protest against the decision,
arguing that it violated their religious and
political rights as members of the Empire.

The Protestation at Speyer was significant for
several reasons. Firstly, it represented a
clear assertion of the Protestant princes'
independence from the Catholic Church and
their willingness to stand up for their beliefs.
It also marked a turning point in the struggle
for religious freedom within the Roman
Empire, as the Protestant movement gained
momentum and began to challenge the
power of the Catholic Church and the
Emperor.

The Protestation at Speyer served as a
precursor to the formalization  of
Protestantism as a distinct religious
movement, with its own doctrines, practices,
and institutions.

The Augsburg Confession in 1530

The Augsburg Confession is a foundational
document of the Lutheran Church and
statements of the Protestant Reformation. It
was composed by Philipp Melanchthon and
presented to the Roman Emperor Charles V
at the Diet of Augsburg in 1530.

The Augsburg Confession consists of 28
articles that outline the key beliefs and
practices of the Lutheran Church.

Another important aspect of the Augsburg
Confession is its emphasis on the authority of
the scripture rather than the officials of the
Church or the Pope.

The Augsburg Confession also affirms the
importance of the sacraments, rather than
the Catholic doctrine of transubstantiation,
which holds that the bread and wine used in
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the sacrament of communion is transformed
into the actual blood and body of the Christ.

The Augsburg Confession also served as a
political document, asserting the rights of
Lutheran princes and cities to practice their
faith without interference from the Catholic
Church or the Roman Emperor. It was a key
factor in the establishment of Protestantism.

King Henry VIII's decision to break with the
Roman Catholic Church in 1534

King Henry VllI's decision to break with the
Roman Catholic Church and declare himself
the head of the Church of England was a
complex and multifaceted event that had both
religious and political motivations.

At the heart of the matter was Henry's desire
to annul his marriage to Catherine of Aragon,
his first wife, in order to marry Anne Boleyn,
his mistress. Henry had grown dissatisfied
with Catherine and was convinced that their
marriage was cursed due to the fact that she
had previously been married to his deceased
brother. He sought an annulment from the
Pope, but his request was denied due to
political pressure from Catherine's nephew,
the Holy Roman Emperor Charles V.

Frustrated by the Pope's refusal to grant the
annulment, Henry began to look for other
options. He turned to Thomas Cranmer, a
Protestant sympathizer who had been
appointed Archbishop of Canterbury, and
asked him to find a way to dissolve the
marriage. Cranmer suggested that the matter
could be resolved by declaring the Pope's
authority over the Church of England to be
illegitimate and vesting that authority in the
king himself.

In 1534, Henry passed the Act of Supremacy,
which declared him to be the "Supreme
Head" of the Church of England, effectively
breaking with Rome and establishing the
Church of England as a separate entity. This
move had both religious and political
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implications. On the one hand, it allowed
Henry to dissolve his marriage to Catherine
and marry Anne Boleyn, as the Church of
England was no longer bound by the Pope's
refusal to grant the annulment. On the other
hand, it also gave Henry greater control over
the Church and its resources, allowing him to
use it to further his political objectives and
suppress dissent.

The role of Protestantism in this decision was
complex. While Henry's break with Rome
was not motivated by a desire to embrace
Protestantism per se, it did create a space for
Protestant ideas to flourish in England. Many
of Henry's advisors, including Cranmer, were
sympathetic to Protestantism and used their
positions in the Church to promote its ideas.
As a result, the Church of England began to
adopt some Protestant practices, such as the
use of vernacular language in worship and
the emphasis on scripture.

The Council of Trent held by the Roman
Catholic Church between 1545 — 1563

The Council of Trent was an ecumenical
council of the Roman Catholic Church held in
Trento, Italy, between 1545 and 1563. It was
convened in response to the Protestant
Reformation and aimed to clarify Catholic
doctrine, reform church practices, and
address the challenges posed by the
Protestant movement.

The council was attended by hundreds of
bishops, cardinals, and other church officials
from across Europe, and was presided over
by several different popes over the course of
its eighteen-year duration. Its sessions were
divided into three distinct periods, each
focusing on different aspects of Catholic
doctrine and practice.

One of the main goals of the Council of Trent
was to clarify Catholic doctrine in response to
the challenges posed by Protestantism. To
this end, the council issued numerous
decrees and canons that reaffirmed Catholic
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teachings on a wide range of theological
topics, including the nature of the
sacraments, the authority of the Church, and
the doctrine of justification.

The council also sought to reform certain
practices within the Church that had become
sources of controversy and criticism. For
example, it reaffirmed the requirement of
clerical celibacy, sought to address the issue
of simony (the buying and selling of church
offices), and established stricter
requirements for the education and training of
priests and bishops.

Another important aspect of the Council of
Trent was its emphasis on the importance of
art and music in the Catholic liturgy. It sought
to encourage the use of high-quality art and
music in churches, both to enhance the
spiritual experience and to counter the
criticism of Protestants, who had accused the
Catholic Church of being overly concerned
with material wealth and luxury.

The Peace of Augsburg signed in Germany
in 1555

The Peace of Augsburg was a treaty signed
in 1555 that ended the religious conflicts
between the Catholic and Protestant states of
the Roman Empire. It was signed in
Augsburg, Germany, and is considered a key
moment in the history of the Reformation.

At the time, the Roman Empire was made up
of a patchwork of independent territories,
some of which were Catholic and others
Protestant. These territories had been in
conflict for decades over religious matters,
with each side seeking to impose their beliefs
on the other.

The Peace of Augsburg was intended to put
an end to this conflict by allowing each
territory to determine its own religion. This
principle, known as cuius regio, eius religio
("whose realm, his religion"), meant that the
ruler of each territory would have the right to
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decide whether their territory would be
Catholic or Protestant.

While this solution did not please everyone, it
was seen as a necessary compromise in
order to bring an end to the violence and
instability that had plagued the Roman
Empire for so long. The treaty also included
a provision that allowed subjects to emigrate
if they did not agree with the religion of their
ruler, further cementing the principle of
religious freedom.

The Peace of Augsburg was not perfect, and
tensions between Catholics and Protestants
continued to simmer for many years.
Nevertheless, it provided a framework for
peaceful coexistence between the two
religions, and served as a model for future
treaties and agreements that sought to
address religious conflicts in Europe.

The Scottish Reformation in 1560

The Scottish Reformation was a religious and
political movement that took place in
Scotland during the 16th century. It was
influenced by the wider European
Reformation, particularly the ideas of John
Calvin and other reformers, but it also had
unique Scottish characteristics.

The Scottish Reformation began in the
1520s, when a group of Scottish intellectuals
and humanists began to question the
doctrines and practices of the Catholic
Church. By the 1540s, the ideas of the
Protestant  Reformation had  gained
significant support among the Scottish
nobility and the growing urban middle class.

The Scottish Reformation was also closely
tied to politics. The Scottish monarchy,
particularly during the reign of Mary, Queen
of Scots, was closely allied with the Catholic
Church, which meant that many Scottish
Protestants saw their religious beliefs as part
of a wider struggle for political and national
independence.
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In 1560, the Scottish Parliament passed the
Reformation Parliament, which established
Protestantism as the official religion of
Scotland and abolished the authority of the
Pope. The Parliament also passed a series of
laws that abolished many Catholic practices,
including the celebration of Mass and the
veneration of saints.

The Scottish Reformation was led by a group
of influential figures, including John Knox, a
Scottish preacher who had been influenced
by the ideas of Calvin. Knox was a powerful
and charismatic speaker, and his sermons
played a key role in spreading the ideas of
the Reformation among the Scottish people.
One of the most significant legacies of the
Scottish Reformation was the establishment
of the Presbyterian Church of Scotland,
which remains the largest Protestant
denomination in the country to this day. The
Presbyterian Church was based on a system
of church government in which ministers and
elders were elected by the congregation,
rather than appointed by bishops or other
church authorities.

The Thirty Year’'s War fought between 1618
—1648

The Thirty Years' War was a complex conflict
that involved many different actors and
motivations, but the role of Protestants was a
significant factor in its origins and outcomes.

The war began in 1618 when the Protestant
nobility of Bohemia rebelled against their
Catholic Habsburg rulers, leading to a wider
conflict that engulfed much of Europe. The
war lasted until 1648 and had a profound
impact on the political and religious
landscape of Europe.

Protestants played a central role in the early
stages of the war, particularly in Germany
where many of the principalities and city-
states were predominantly Protestant. The
Protestant princes and cities formed an
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alliance called the Protestant Union, which
was opposed by the Catholic League, a
coalition of Catholic states led by the
Habsburgs.

The war saw many brutal battles and sieges,
and both sides committed atrocities against
civiians. However, the war also had
significant political and religious
consequences. One of the key outcomes of
the war was the Peace of Westphalia, a
series of treaties signed in 1648 that ended
the conflict and established new norms of
state sovereignty and religious tolerance in
Europe.

The Thirty Years' War also had a lasting
impact on the religious landscape of Europe.
Prior to the war, the Catholic Church had
been the dominant religious institution in
Europe, but the war weakened its power and
influence. The war also led to the rise of new
Protestant denominations, particularly in
Germany, where Lutheranism and Calvinism
became the dominant forms of
Protestantism.

The core beliefs of Protestant Christianity

Protestants share some common core beliefs,
although there is a great deal of diversity within
Protestantism, with different denominations and
traditions emphasizing certain beliefs more than
others.

1.

Salvation by faith alone: Protestants believe
that salvation comes through faith in Jesus
Christ alone, and not through good works or
other actions.

The authority of scripture: Protestants believe
that the Bible is the ultimate authority for
Christian belief and practice.

The priesthood of all believers: Protestants
believe that all believers have direct access
to God through Christ, and do not need to rely
on priests or other intermediaries to approach
God.
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4. The importance of grace: Protestants believe
that salvation is a gift of God's grace, and that
it cannot be earned through any human effort
or merit.

5. Baptism and the Lord's Supper: Protestants
believe in the importance of baptism and the
Lord's Supper (also known as Communion or
the Eucharist) as symbolic acts that express
faith in Christ and participation in the life of
the church.

6. The importance of personal relationship with
Jesus: Protestants believe in the importance
of a personal relationship with Jesus Christ,
and that individuals can have a direct and
intimate connection with God through prayer
and other spiritual practices.

7. The priesthood of Christ: Protestants believe
that Jesus Christ is the one true mediator
between God and humanity, and that he is
the only one who can offer true forgiveness
and salvation.

These are just some of the main core beliefs of
Protestants, and different denominations and
traditions may emphasize these beliefs differently
or add additional beliefs to their list of core
doctrines.

Major sects of Protestantism

There are numerous Protestant denominations
and sects, and the exact number can vary
depending on how they are categorized and
counted. Here are some of the major sects of
Protestantism:

1. Lutheran: The Lutheran Church traces its
roots back to Martin Luther, and is based on
his teachings and the writings of other early
reformers. It emphasizes the authority of
scripture, justification by faith alone, and the
priesthood of all believers.

2. Reformed/ Calvinist: The Reformed tradition,
also known as Calvinism, emerged from the
teachings of John Calvin in the 16th century.
It emphasizes the sovereignty of God,
predestination, and the total depravity of
humanity.
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3. Anglican / Episcopal: The Anglican Church,
also known as the Episcopal Church in the
United States, traces its roots back to the
Church of England and the teachings of the
English Reformation. It emphasizes the
importance of tradition and the sacraments,
while also affirming the priesthood of all
believers.

4. Methodist: The Methodist Church emerged
from the teachings of John Wesley in the 18th
century, and emphasizes the importance of
personal piety, evangelism, and social
justice.

5. Baptist: The Baptist tradition emerged in the
17th century, and emphasizes the authority
of scripture, baptism by immersion, and the
autonomy of individual churches.

6. Pentecostal / Charismatic: The Pentecostal
movement emerged in the early 20th century,
and emphasizes the importance of the Holy
Spirit, spiritual gifts, and supernatural
experiences such as speaking in tongues.

7. Adventist: The Adventist Church emerged in
the 19th century, and emphasizes the second
coming of Christ, the Sabbath as a day of
worship, and healthful living.

Conclusion

Protestantism has a complex history, with roots
dating back to the 16th century and a diverse
array of denominations and expressions today.
From the writings of Martin Luther to the Peace of
Westphalia, Protestantism has left an mark on the
Christians in the world.

It is observed that Protestant Reformation proved
favourable to the education of the masses,
regardless of gender and social status. It also had
an impact on the day-to-day life of the people in
Europe as it provided social conditions where
individuals were free to develop away from
religious clergy who are often regarded as
corrupt. It also paved the way for widespread
atheism in Europe as it impacted people’s minds
towards aversion for religious clergy.
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