
Reformation Church History 
(Part 7:  The Counter Reformation) 

(Taken mainly from B. K. Kuiper’s The Church in History) 
 
 
 

I.  Introduction:  Reform in the Catholic Church is Universally Desired.   
A.  The Church faced several disgraces:   

1.  The Babylonian Captivity (1309-1376):  when the popes resided in Avignon, France 
and not Rome.   

2.  The Great Schism (1378-1417):  when there were multiple popes.   
3.  There were many other abuses that had been a source of grief to all true Christians.   
4.  All of these added up to a cry for reform.   
 

B.  The Church answered these problems with three general councils:   
1.  Pisa, Constance, and Basel (1409-1449), which were a disappointment, because not 

only did they not bring reform, they made matters worse.   
2.  All the evil and abuses centered in the curia (papal government).   
3.  The Renaissance made matters worse.  Popes became worldly princes, patrons of art 

and literature.  Leo X, though not an immoral man, had no interest in religion, but 
wanted to embrace the world.  After ordination, he said, “Now let us enjoy the 
papacy” (231).  His desire to build St. Peters in Rome required money.  This led to 
the sale of indulgences, which led to the beginning of Luther’s work.  The desire for 
reform led the people to immediately receive Luther’s message.   

4.  “For more than two hundred years the desire for reform had been rising like the 
waters of a flood.  For all that long time Rome had been successful in casting up a 
dam to hold that flood in check.  The higher the popes built the dam, the higher the 
waters rose.  At last Luther broke the dike and the mighty waters of the Reformation 
flooded western Europe” (231).   

 
II.  The Counter Reformation.   

A.  Ximenes (1436-1517).   
1.  A generation before Luther started the Reformation, Ximenes had accomplished 

reform in Spain.  For seven hundred years Christians fought to drive the Moors 
(Muslim Arabs) out of Spain, finally succeeding in 1492.  This bred in the 
Christians a fanatical religious and patriotic spirit.   

2.  This was particularly strong in Ferdinand and Isabella, whose marriage had united 
Spain into one kingdom.  Isabella desired reform in Spain, so she appointed three 
leading churchmen, one of whom was Ximenes, a Franciscan monk who later 
became archbishop of Toledo.   

3.  Ximenes enforced strict discipline in all the monasteries.  Priests were required to 
live up to high moral standards.  He removed from office those with no ability and 
who were hopelessly ignorant.  He established schools to train church officers in 
theology.  All who opposed him were moved out of the way by Isabella.  She also 
protected him from the pope.  As a result, Spain received a devoted and capable 
clergy.   
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4.  As far as other matters, everything else remained the same.  The pope was still seen 
as the head of the church; the hierarchy, priesthood, sacraments, monasteries and 
church doctrine were maintained.  Ximenes brought reform, not reformation.   

 
B.  Charles V Appoints Aleander (1480-1542).   

1.  The three main characters at the Diet of Worms in 1521 were Charles V, Luther and 
Aleander.  Charles was the grandson of Ferdinand and Isabella, a strict catholic, the 
king of Spain and emperor of Germany.  Aleander was the representative of the 
pope.   

2.  For a short time Charles had hoped to use Luther, as Isabella had used Ximenes, to 
reform the entire church.  He was hoping Luther would relent of his extreme 
positions on the papacy, priests and sacraments.  But when Luther maintained 
church councils had erred and that he could prove that they had erred, Charles 
closed the session of the Diet, realizing that Luther’s break with Rome was beyond 
repair.   

3.  From that time, Charles strongly opposed Luther and the Reformation.  He allied 
himself with Aleander, hoping to use him to stop the Reformation.  Once it was 
crushed, he would turn against the papacy and impose the Spanish Reform on the 
entire church.   

4.  Aleander instituted strong action against the supporters of the Reformation in 
Brussels and was a leading advocate for the Council of Trent (Concise, 16).   

 
C.  Pope Adrian VI (1459-1523).   

1.  Soon after the Diet ended, Charles had opportunity to work out his plan.  When 
Pope Leo X died, he suggested Adrian VI, whom the cardinals, after a deadlock, 
adopted.  Adrian was a Dutchman from Utrecht and had been Charles’ tutor.  He 
was a pious and strict Catholic, completely in agreement with Ximenes.  He was 
later known as the Dutch Ximenes.   

2.  Adrian tried to introduce the Spanish reform in Rome, but failed because he didn’t 
know the ways or the language of the Italians, and because he failed to realize how 
deep and widespread the problem was in Rome – his reform would cut off millions 
of dollars brought in from indulgences, and put thousands out of work who 
depended on their connections with the church.  Adrian also didn’t have an Isabella 
to sweep away his opponents in Rome.   

3.  After twenty months (1523), Adrian died, exhausted from his fruitless struggles.  
On his tombstone was chiseled, “Here lies Adrian VI whose supreme misfortune in 
life was that he was called upon to rule” (233).  He was the last non-Italian pope, 
until Pope John Paul II in 1978.   

4.  His main contribution to reform was to send messengers to Germany to admit that 
the papal government in Rome was the main source of corruption in the church.  His 
admission was ridiculed by the papal court in Rome, but because it was done in his 
official capacity as pope, it affected a few there who were spiritually minded which 
awakened in them a new zeal for reform.   
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D.  The Council of Trent.   
1.  Abuses continued to flourish in the Roman Church and the Reformation continued 

to spread.  Charles arranged a number of conferences to try and unite the Protestants 
and Catholics.  Theologians discussed their differences but couldn’t reach an 
agreement.  Those in the Roman Church continued to cry out for reform.   

2.  Finally Pope Paul III summoned a council that met in Trent from 1545 to 1563.  
This council was a milestone in the triumph of the papacy.  The Protestant churches 
had formulated their faith in creeds.  Now Rome did so.  A catechism was also 
adopted, many of the abuses in the church were corrected, provision was made for 
better educating the clergy, and the supremacy of the papacy was more firmly 
established than ever before.   

3.  It was also at this council that the Gospel was definitively anathematized.  These are 
taken from the section On Justification.   
a.  CANON IX.-If any one saith, that by faith alone the impious is justified; in such 

wise as to mean, that nothing else is required to co-operate in order to the 
obtaining the grace of Justification, and that it is not in any way necessary, that 
he be prepared and disposed by the movement of his own will; let him be 
anathema.  

b.  CANON XI.-If any one saith, that men are justified, either by the sole imputation 
of the justice of Christ, or by the sole remission of sins, to the exclusion of the 
grace and the charity which is poured forth in their hearts by the Holy Ghost, and 
is inherent in them; or even that the grace, whereby we are justified, is only the 
favour of God; let him be anathema.  

c.  CANON XII.-If any one saith, that justifying faith is nothing else but confidence 
in the divine mercy which remits sins for Christ's sake; or, that this confidence 
alone is that whereby we are justified; let him be anathema.  
 

4.  The church was reformed, but this didn’t change its character.  As over against 
Protestantism, the Roman Church upheld and reasserted its system of belief.  The 
Reformation had kept the church in flux for some time, but now it solidified.  The 
Reformation churches now must face a reformed and revived Roman Church.   

 
E.  Charles V Tries to Uproot the Reformation.   

1.  After the Diet of Worms, Charles vowed, “To root out heresy I shall stake my 
crown and my life” (235).  He issued the Edict of Worms, ordering Luther’s arrest 
and death.  Luther would have died at the stake if not for Frederick the Wise.   

2.  However, war with France prevented Charles from uprooting the Reformation in its 
infancy.  After this, war with the Turks continued to hinder him.   

3.  With his enemies finally defeated, Charles turned his attention to the followers of 
Luther in Germany.  In 1546, the year of Luther’s death, he launched an attack on 
the Protestants, but by then the movement had grown strong.  At first, he won some 
victories and it appeared dark for the Reformation.  He even captured Wittenberg, 
the place where the Reformation had begun.  But suddenly Maurice of Saxony, one 
of Charles’ strongest supporters, turned against him.  Maurice might have captured 
Charles, but let him escape.   
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4.  By 1555, things had turned against him to such a degree, he was forced to make the 
Peace of Augsburg, which allowed the prince of each country in the German Empire 
to choose between Lutheranism and Catholicism.   

 
F.  The Reformation Halts:  The Reformation moved rapidly with the efforts of Luther, 

Zwingli, Calvin and a great number of lesser Reformers, and with the carelessness of 
the popes and corruption of the Roman Church.  But suddenly, it was brought to a 
standstill for several reasons.   
1.  The Peasants’ Revolt of 1525.  The peasants, oppressed by the nobles and higher 

clergy, protested in the name of God’s justice.  Luther, at first, supported them, but 
later turned against them and urged the government to suppress them firmly when 
they started killing and destroying.  As a result, the peasants turned their back on 
Luther and the Reformation.  Afterwards, the Reformation was confined to the 
middle and upper classes of Germany.   

2.  The Anabaptists.  The early Anabaptists were fanatics, going much further in their 
opposition to Catholic doctrine and practice than Luther or Calvin.  They were 
threatening to upset not only the old church practices, but also social and political 
order.  Rome capitalized on this opportunity to declare that this was the effect of 
Protestant doctrine, which caused many of the upper class to remain in the Catholic 
Church.   

3.  Division among Protestant belief.  The difficulty of choosing intelligently and 
sincerely between Luther, Calvin and Zwingli required a great deal of prayerful 
study and thinking.  The Romanists persuaded those too lazy and indifferent or 
unable to think through the issues to stay in the Roman Church and let them do the 
thinking for them.   

4.  The misapplication of Luther’s doctrine of justification by grace through faith 
alone.  This led to moral conditions worse than Rome as many turned liberty into 
license.  The Romanists used this as an argument against Luther.  Luther also was 
very disappointed by this outcome as well.  This may be one reason Calvin 
introduced such a strict church discipline in Geneva, so that the Reformation didn’t 
fall into ill repute.   

5.  The division between the Protestants.  The Protestants in France, the Netherlands, 
and Scotland were united by their Calvinistic Creeds, but were geographically 
divided.  The Lutherans were separated doctrinally from the Calvinists, and the 
Peace of Augsburg separated them politically.   

 
G.  A Revitalized Catholicism:  This was the major cause of slowing down the growth of 

the Reformation movement.  It had three new powerful weapons:  the Index, the 
Spanish Inquisition, and the order of the Jesuits, organized by Ignatius Loyola.  Rome 
was united, while the Protestants were divided.   
1.  Trent had drawn up a list of forbidden books, called the Index.  It was meant to 

warn the Catholic reader of books the church considered to be false or harmful.  
Before, Luther and Calvin’s writings circulated freely throughout Europe, but the 
Index seriously curtailed their spread.  Carnes notes that many of Erasmus’ books 
found their way onto this list (348).   
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2.  The Inquisition or “Holy Office” was the court of the Roman Church responsible 
for the detection and punishment of those whose ideas differed from the accepted 
doctrine of the Roman Church.  It quickly stamped out the Reformation in Italy and 
Spain.  Those who had joined the Reformation were either jailed, killed, or forced to 
flee the country.   

3.  The Jesuits were established by Ignatius Loyola.  Loyola was a Spanish soldier, 
who read The Lives of the Saints while recovering from his wounds.  He resolved to 
give up the life of a soldier and become a follower of Christ.  He made a pilgrimage 
to Palestine, and afterwards went to the University of Paris in 1528 to study for the 
priesthood.  Here he met Francis Xavier and in 1534 the two of them established the 
Society of Jesus (the Jesuits) whose purpose it was to win people back to the 
Catholic Church.  They were largely responsible for recovering most of Poland and 
Austria and parts of Southern Germany, and for keeping Bavaria, Belgium and 
Ireland in the Catholic fold.  The Jesuits also did extensive missionary work in 
North and South America.   

4.  The name Counter Reformation is often given to these various factors that halted 
the progress of Protestantism and won back these territories.  The Roman Church 
now set about trying to regain what was lost.  The Peace of Augsburg protected only 
the Lutheran Protestants in Germany, not the Calvinistic Protestants in France and 
the Netherlands.  These now came under attack, at a time when their great leader, 
Calvin, was dead.   

 
H.  The Huguenots Fight for Their Lives (1562-1629).   

1.  France, like Germany, was also divided between Catholics and Protestants.  The 
Huguenots were a strong party – prosperous, intelligent, belonging to the nobility, 
but they were the minority.  Both Catholics and Protestants tried to control the 
government.  Charles IX and his regent mother, Catherine de Medici, favored first 
one side and then the other.   

2.  In 1562, civil war broke out between the two parties, the Huguenots defending 
themselves with varying success.  In 1570, a brief peace was made.  The Huguenots 
were given certain towns and the right to defend themselves.  For a while, Admiral 
de Coligny, the leader of the Huguenots, acted as a sort of prime minister to Charles 
and his mother.   

3.  Henry of Bourbon, a Protestant, was to marry Charles’ sister, Margaret, making it 
possible for him to become ruler of France.  However, the Catholic extremists 
alarmed Catherine with reports that the Huguenots were planning to take the throne.  
She convinced the young king of this and they planned a wholesale massacre.  All 
the leading Huguenots were invited to Paris for the marriage.  In the early morning 
of August 24, 1572, St. Bartholomew’s Day, bells were rung as a signal.  For three 
days and nights the massacre went on.  No less than two thousand were murdered in 
Paris, and there were over ten thousand throughout the country.  Gaspard de 
Coligny was one of the first victims.  Henry of Bourbon escaped.   

4.  This didn’t end the war, but gave it new impetus.  It continued into the reign of 
Henry III who succeeded his brother Charles.  There were now three Henrys at war:  
Henry of Guise, the Catholic leader; King Henry III, who tried to steer a moderate 
course; and Henry of Bourbon and Navarre, the Protestant leader.  Henry of Guise 
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was assassinated by order of Henry III, who was assassinated in return, leaving only 
Henry of Bourbon with a title to the throne in 1589.  Since most of the people were 
Catholic and wouldn’t accept a Protestant king, Henry declared himself to be 
Catholic and in 1594 entered Paris as King Henry IV.  Though now a Catholic, he 
didn’t forget his former friends, so in 1598 he issued the Edict of Nantes, granting 
the Huguenots freedom of private worship, civil rights, and right to public worship 
in two hundred towns and three thousand castles.   

5.  Henry was assassinated in 1610, and the war began again.  Many of France’s finest 
citizens fled to other countries and to the New World.  With the capture of La 
Rochelle, the last Protestant stronghold, the Huguenot’s political power was 
finished.  They did, however, continue to exist as a religious body in certain regions 
of France.   

 
I.  The Protestants in the Netherlands (1568-1609).   

1.  Protestants were burned as heretics in Italy, Spain, France, England, and Scotland, 
but many more suffered martyrdom for their faith in the Netherlands.   

2.  Charles V, Emperor of Germany, was also king of Spain and lord of the 
Netherlands.  In his reign and the first three years of his son Philip II, King of Spain, 
more than eighteen thousand were killed in the Netherlands by the Spanish 
Inquisition.  Men and women were horribly tortured to force a confession.  Then the 
men were burned, and the women either drowned or buried alive.   

3.  In 1568, under the leadership of William the Silent, Prince of Orange, the people 
revolted against Spain.  They fought for many days.  In 1584, William was 
assassinated.  Queen Elizabeth of England helped the Dutch by lending them aid.  
The Catholics tried to assassinate her many times, but failed.  Finally, Philip built an 
enormous fleet, called “The Spanish Armada” with which to invade England.  But 
together the English with the help of the Dutch defeated them.  Most of what was 
left was wrecked by storms on the coasts of Scotland and Ireland.  The Dutch, under 
Prince Maurice, son of William the Silent, continued to fight until 1609 when Spain 
entered into a Twelve Years’ Truce, practically acknowledging the independence of 
the Dutch Republic.   

 
J.  The Thirty Year’s War in Germany.   

1.  The Peace of Augsburg (1555) held until 1618 when it was finally broken by war.  
The war lasted for thirty years, reducing the population of Germany from fifteen 
million to five million.  The war was going against the Protestants, until at a critical 
moment Gustavus Adolphus, King of Sweden, stepped in to save the day.  It 
concluded with the Peace of Westphalia in 1648, its terms being much like those of 
the Peace of Augsburg, except that religious toleration was now extended to 
Calvinists, as well as Lutherans.   

2.  With the Peace of Westphalia, the geographical boundaries of both Romanism and 
Protestantism became fixed, with no major changes since.   

3.  The Eastern Church, under the oppression of the Turks, didn’t expand much, but in 
Russia it grew until it embraced nearly the whole population.   


