
Religious Reformation (1500 – 1900)

Introduction

The Religious Reformation, the great religious revolution of  the Catholic  church, ended 

the supremacy of the Pope in Europe and resulted in the establishment of the Protestant church 

and many other Christian religions.

With the Renaissance that came before it, the Reformation completely altered the medieval 

way of life in Western Europe and helped start the era of modern history. Although the 

movement dates from the early 16th century, when Martin Luther first defied the authority of the 

Catholic church, the conditions that led to his revolutionary stand had existed for hundreds of 

years (during the Middle Ages)  and had complex political and cultural changes. 

Roots of Rebellion

During the Middle Ages, Popes and emperors had been engaged in a continuous fight for 

supremacy. This fight had generally resulted in victory for the Popes, but created hatred between 

Rome (where the Pope ruled from) and the Germans. The arguments only got worse as the 

German people became stronger. Resentment against the Pope’s taxes and the behavior of priests 

and officials angered people across Europe, not just Germany (Remember: the Roman Empire 

used to cover all of Europe.  Even after Rome fell, it left powerful Roman Catholic priests 

everywhere). 

This Reformation was initiated in Germany by Luther in 1517, when he published his 95 

Theses challenging the theory and practice of indulgences.

The Reformation Begins

The Pope’s “authorities” ordered Luther to “take it back!” and listen to the Catholic 

Church’s rules.  Instead, Luther became more rebellious, demanding reform, attacking the 

church’s rules, and urging that religion rest on individual faith based on the guidance contained 

in the Bible. When the Pope threatened with excommunication and even sent a court order, 

Luther publicly “burned the bull,” where he literally burned the papers, along with a book of the 

pope’s laws!  This act of defiance symbolized a strong separation with the entire system of the 

Catholic Church. 



For almost a year, Luther went into hiding, writing pamphlets about his principles and 

translating the Bible into German. Although his writings were prohibited by the Pope’s soldiers, 

they were openly sold and were powerful instruments in turning the great German cities into 

centers of Lutheranism, an new faith based on Luther’s beliefs. 

Effects of the Reformation

The reform spread rapidly to the people, and when Luther left hiding he returned to his 

home in Germany as a revolutionary leader. Germany represented a lot of Europe.  Many people 

supported Luther and his new faith, including princes, lesser priests in the Church, the working 

classes, and peasants (who welcomed change, as it could bring freedom in both religion and with 

their jobs).  However, many of these people didn’t want to cause any trouble, knowing it could 

cost them their jobs, freedom, or even their lives.

 Open warfare between the supporters and opponents of Luther broke out in 1524 with the 

beginning of the Peasants' War. The war was basically an attempt by the peasants to earn better 

working and living conditions.  While religion was important to the peasants, it was simply a 

reason to start war and earn their freedom… like a unifying idea. 

While Luther didn’t like people using his hard work as a reason for war, he still continued 

to get people to support his revolution.  He found success as Denmark, Norway, Iceland, 

Sweden, Switzerland, France, the Netherlands, Scotland and England adopted his form of 

Christianity in just 75 years!  Another form of his religion, Calvinism, was also widely popular in 

those countries.  

Despite many new religions, one thing happened everywhere: the Medieval system of 

manors and feudalism ended, and a middle class developed.  More “common” people had power 

and freedom for the first time in centuries as a result of this Reformation.  Various regions of 

Europe gained political, religious, and cultural independence. Even in countries such as France 

and the region now known as Belgium, where Catholics still had power, a new individualism 

and interest in culture and politics developed. Whether or not it changed their religion, the 

Reformation changed everyone’s lives.  

*Difference in Points of View:  In Europe, the Reformation is referred to as the Protestant Revolution.


