
Why we are Protestant:  
The Reformation’s History and Theology  

Sunset Bible Church, Adult Sunday School 2020 
 

Week 8: Changes in Catholic and Protestant Relations; Theology of the Reformation 
“It is faith—without good works and prior to good works—that takes us to heaven. We come to 
God through faith alone.” – Martin Luther 
 
“Let our chief goal, O God, be your glory and to enjoy you forever.” – John Calvin 
 
“The Scriptures of God are my only foundation and substance in all matters of weight and 
importance.” – John Knox 
 

 Week 1: Introduction: Why the Reformation Matters; Background to the Reformation 
 Week 2: Martin Luther and the Beginning of the Reformation 
 Week 3: Ulrich Zwingli and the Radical Reformation 
 Week 4: John Calvin and “Calvinism” 
 Week 5: The English Reformation  
 Week 6: The Puritans and Separatists 
 Week 7: The Council of Trent; Theology of the Reformation: Authority, Scripture and the 

Church; Saints and Sacraments 
 Week 8: Changes in Catholic and Protestant Relations; Theology of the 

Reformation 
 Week 9: Is the Reformation Over? Why the Reformation still matters today 

 
How Protestant and Catholic Relations Have Changed: 

Recent History: In 1945, Carl McIntyre, an influential Presbyterian fundamentalist, represented 
the typical attitude towards Catholics in his circles when he said, 

As we enter the post-war world, without any doubt the greatest enemy of freedom and 
liberty that the world has to face today is the Roman Catholic system. Yes, we have 
Communism in Russia and all that is involved there, but if one had to choose between 
the two . . . one would be much better off in a communistic society than in a Roman 
Catholic Fascist set-tp. . . . America has to face the Roman Catholic terror. The sooner 
the Christian people of America wake up to the danger the safer will be our land.1 

 
Regardless of your current attitude towards Roman Catholicism, it is safe to say that things have 
changed today! In the decades following WWII, it was rare to see Protestants and Catholics 
regard each other as anything less than enemies, but today there are many attempts by both 
Protestants and Catholics to bridge the divide, work on common goals and concerns, and to 
regard one another as allies and, often, as fellow believers. What changed?  
 
Why things changed:2  

 
1 Quoted in: Mark A. Noll and Carolyn Nystrom, Is the Reformation Over?: An Evangelical Assessment of 
Contemporary Roman Catholicism, 1st edition. (Grand Rapids, Mich. : Bletchley, Milton Keynes, Uk: Baker 
Academic, 2005). Pg. 38 
2 This section is an abridged summary of Noll and Nystrom chapter 5. The headings are Noll’s the text is my 
summary of their contents. Ibid. 59-74. 



 Vatican II: First, and perhaps most importantly, the Catholic Church changed. The 
Second Vatican Council of 1962-65 saw a real shift in how the Church regarded 
Protestant churches. Vatican II acknowledged blame on both sides for the rift between 
Protestants and Catholics, stressed the unique role of Christ as mediator, and called 
Protestant Christians “brothers.”  

 Changes in World Christianity: As Christianity’s “center of gravity” has shifted from 
North America and Europe to Asia, Africa, and South America, the relationship between 
Protestants and Catholics have changed with it. Much of the conflict between 
Protestants and Catholics in Europe’s history was the vying for political power that led to 
divisions between “Catholic Europe” and “Protestant Europe.” These divisions are less 
relevant and impactful outside of Europe. 

 Changes in American Politics and Society: American Protestants were, in the not so 
distant past, genuinely fearful that a Catholic President would erode the separation of 
church and state and give the Vatican power over the United States government. The 
campaign and election of John F. Kennedy, did a lot to change and assuage these fears. 
Billy Graham (who opposed JFK’s election) called Kennedy a “Baptist President” 
because of his strong record on Church-State relations. Today, however, the fears of 
Evangelicals (and Catholics) have changed rather drastically. We no longer fear the 
encroachment of the Church on the State, but State on the Church. We have also found 
Catholics to be allies in the struggle against an increasingly secular culture. 

 Changes in the Exercise of Personal Agency: There have been individuals, such as 
Billy Graham, Charles Colson, and Richard Neuhaus on both side of the Protestant and 
Catholic aisle, who have made it a point to work together and dialogue. Although much 
of the change has been brought about by cultural shifts, there have also been some 
individual efforts that have made a difference in Protestant and Catholic relations.  

 Changes Within Evangelicalism: Within Evangelicalism, there has been a growing 
appreciation for the importance of historical theology, ecclesiology, aesthetics, cultural 
influence, and moral theology. These shifts have led to more of an openness and 
appreciation for Catholic worship and theology and has even led to many evangelicals 
converting to Catholicism. Perhaps the rapid change experienced in American culture 
has given some a desire for the permanence and certainty offered by the Catholic 
Church.  
 

Catholic and Protestant Differences (continued):3 
Differing views on Biblical authority: 

 Catholic view: The church has authority over the interpretation of Scripture and is an 
extension of the Church’s authority because the Bible came from the church. The 
difficulty with the Roman Catholic view, is that, although it has an authoritative 
interpretation, it places an institution, known to err, in authority over a divinely inspired 
Word. Our confidence in the Scriptures in then based in our confidence in the church.  

 Protestant view: Scripture has ultimate authority over the church. The church was 
birthed from Scripture and recognizes it as from God. The difficulty with the Protestant 
view is how to resolve different interpretations of Scripture. This is one of the reasons 
that, since the Protestant Reformation, we have continued to have new church 
movements and denominations. If the Bible is God’s Word and you believe that your 
church is teaching it in error, you might leave and starting a more “genuine” church.  

 On Scripture: (pgs 31-35 of the Catechism of the Catholic Church) 
 

 
3 Catholic perspectives taken from Catechism of the Catholic Church-Complete and Updated. 



Discussion:  
 Where do we differ? 
 What do we have in common? 
 What challenges do we have as Protestants? 

 
 
Differing Views on Baptism: 

 Catholic View: Baptism is the means by which God removes the guilt of original sin and 
is, thus, necessary for salvation. In the Catholic view, baptism confers grace 
automatically by the act itself, regardless of the faith of the one being baptized.  

 Our View: Baptism is a token or outward symbol of the change in the believer’s life. It is 
a public testimony of our faith in Christ and our initiation into his body. Since Christ 
commanded baptism, we should be baptized in obedience to him, but it does not confer 
any salvific or spiritual blessing in and of itself. Baptism is a means of proclaiming the 
gospel and symbolizes the death and resurrection of Christ.  

 On Baptism: (pgs. 342- 358of the Catechism of the Catholic Church) 
 
Discussion:  

 Where do we differ? 
 What do we have in common? 
 What challenges do we have as Protestants? 

 
 
Differing Views on Communion/Eucharist: 

 Catholic View: Catholics believe in the doctrine of Transubstantiation, that the bread 
literally becomes the body of Christ and the wine become the blood of Christ. The mass 
is a real sacrifice of Christ that pays for our sins and satisfies God’s commands. 
Additionally, only a priest can officiate the rite and change the elements into the body 
and blood of Christ. 

 Our View: The Lord’s Supper is a symbol that brings the death of Christ to mind. The 
value of the Lord’s supper is similar to that of a sermon and the practice of it is a 
continuous proclamation of the gospel. The Lord’s Supper can be administered by any 
believer. 

 On the Eucharist: (pgs. 368-396) 
 
Discussion:  

 Where do we differ? 
 What do we have in common? 
 What challenges do we have as Protestants? 

 
 

Differing Views on Mary: 
 Catholic View: Mary is rightly prayed to and shown devotion as the Blessed Virgin and 

mediator on our behalf (see page 275). 
 Protestant View: Only God (Father, Son, Spirit) is to be prayed to and Christ alone is 

our mediator.  
 
Discussion:  

 Where do we differ? 
 What do we have in common (is there room for dialogue here)? 



 What challenges do we have as Protestants? 
 


