
 

 

The Reformation 
1517 – 1648 

 
 
Causes of the Reformation: 
The Reformation had many causes, including: 
 

 The increase in the king’s authority and the decrease in the power of the Pope. 
 Discontent with the rituals of the Church. 
 The money crisis within the Church.  
 Corruption and abuses of power by church officials. 

 

Abuses of the Church: 
 

 Simony  The sale of church positions, which led to less pious and more economically-
motivated officials. 

 Indulgences  Sins are excused in exchange for a payment to the Church. 
 Pluralism  To have multiple church positions at one time. 
 Nepotism  One family has control. 

 
The Beginning of the Reformation: 
 

 The Reformation began after Martin Luther began to protest popish abuses, including the sale of 
indulgences (a practice that had originated during the Babylonian Captivity (1309-1377)) by 
Johann Tetzel.  

 Luther then nailed his Ninety-Five Theses to the Wittenburg church. 
 Due to Gutenberg’s printing press, Luther’s ideas spread. 
 Pope Leo X excommunicated Luther for his beliefs. 
 In 1521, Luther came to Worms before the Diet and Charles V. 
 Frederick III of Saxony, while not agreeing totally with Luther, protected his subject. 
 Luther also translated the bible into vernacular language (German) so everyday people could 

read it. 
 German peasants began to revolt in 1524, due to the idea that Christians were subject to no one, 

even kings. 
 The Augsburg Confession of 1530 was created as a summary of Lutheran beliefs. 
 Luther also advocated educational reform, especially for girls. 
 To protect themselves from the Holy Roman Emperor Charles V, Lutheran princes created the 

Schmalkaldic League. 
 Soon after the Schmalkaldic War (1546-1547) ended, the Peace of Augsburg (1555) was 

signed and allowed for the German prince to decide the religion in his area; for political reasons 
along with religious, men chose to adopt Lutheranism. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

Appeals of Protestantism: 
Peasants: 

 Message of Equality 
 Simple Religion 
 Inspired Notion That Christians Were Subject To No One 

 

Middle Class: 
 No Tithe 
 Access To Bible and Interpretations 
 Individualism 

 

Nobility: 
 No Tithe Means More Money In the Country 
 Political Reasons Against HRE 
 Church Didn’t Own Land 
 Ability To Tax Peasants More 

 

Other Reformers: 
While Luther is perhaps the most noted reformer, others during this period were speaking out, 
including: 
 

 Ulrich Zwingli (1484-1531)  Influenced by Calvinism (aside from predestination), he brought 
Protestantism to Zurich, Switzerland. 

 John Calvin (1452-1519)  Arriving at Geneva, Calvin advocated the idea of predestination and 
also believed that church and state should be together. 

 John Knox (1505-1572)  Leader of the Protestant Reformation in Scotland.  
 

 
Reform in England: 
 

 Henry VIII, married to Catherine of Aragon, decided that he wished to have a different wife (Anne 
Boleyn) that could produce a male heir. 

 Pope Clement VII refused to annul their marriage, so Henry used Parliament to break away from 
the Catholic Church. 

 Under the Act of Supremacy (1534), Henry VIII became the leader of the English church. 
 Under Elizabeth I (1558-1603), the English church adopted Anglicanism, but the Elizabethan 

Settlement allowed for people to inwardly believe whatever they wanted as long as they 
outwardly conformed to the Church of England. 

 
The Counter-Reformation: 
In an attempt to regain followers after the success of the Protestant Reformation, the Catholic 
Church promoted the Counter-Reformation. As sects such as Ignatius of Loyola and the 
Jesuits were created and art and literature flourished, Catholicism was re-established in as 
much as two-fifths of the lands that had converted to Protestantism. 

 
 
 


