
Is the Reformation Over? 
A Statement of Evangelical 

Convictions 

On the eve of the 500th anniversary of the Protestant Reformation, Evangelical Christians around the 
world have the opportunity to reflect afresh on the legacy of the Reformation, both for the worldwide 
church of Jesus Christ and for the development of gospel work. After centuries of controversies and 
strained relationships between Evangelicals and Catholics, the ecumenical friendliness of recent times 
has created ripe conditions for some leaders in both camps to claim that the Reformation is all but 
over – that the primary theological disagreements that led to the rupture in Western Christianity in the 
sixteenth century have been resolved. 

 
Why Some Argue that the Reformation is Over 

 

Two main reasons are generally cited in support of the claim that the Reformation is over: 
 

1) The challenges for Christians worldwide (e.g., secularism and Islam) are so daunting that 
Protestants and Catholics can no longer afford to remain divided. A unified witness (with 
perhaps the Pope as the leading spokesman?) would greatly benefit global Christianity. 

 
2) The historical theological divisions (e.g., salvation through faith alone, the ultimate authority 

of the Bible, the primacy of the bishop of Rome) are considered matters of legitimate 
difference in emphasis, but not sharp points of division and contrast that prevent unity. 

 
The cumulative force of these arguments has softened the way some Evangelicals understand and 
evaluate the Roman Catholic Church. 

 
It is also important to note that in the last century, global Evangelicalism has grown at an explosive 
rate while Roman Catholicism has not. The fact that millions of Catholics have become 
Evangelicals in recent years has not gone unnoticed by Roman Catholic leaders. They are seeking 
to respond strategically to this loss of their faithful by adopting traditional Evangelical language (e.g. 
conversion, gospel, mission, and mercy) and establishing ecumenical dialogues with churches they 
once condemned. There are now more friendly relationships and dialogue between Catholics and 
Protestants where once there was persecution and animosity. But the question still remains: have 
the fundamental differences between Catholics and Protestants/ Evangelicals disappeared? 

 
Is the Reformation Over? 

 

In all its varieties and at times conflicting tendencies, the Protestant Reformation was ultimately a 
call to (1) recover the authority of the Bible over the church and (2) appreciate afresh the fact that 
salvation comes to us through faith alone. 

 
As was the case five centuries ago, Roman Catholicism is a religious system that is not based on 
Scripture alone. From the Catholic perspective, the Bible is only one source of authority, but it does 
not stand alone, nor is it the highest source. According to this view, tradition precedes the Bible, is 
bigger than the Bible, and is not revealed through Scripture alone but 
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through the ongoing teaching of the Church and its current agenda, whatever that may be. 
Because Scripture does not have the final say, Catholic doctrine and practice remains open- 
ended, and therefore confused at its very core. 

 
The Roman Catholic theological method is powerfully illustrated by Rome’s promulgation of three 
dogmas (i.e., binding beliefs) with no biblical support whatsoever. They are the 1854 dogma of Mary’s 
immaculate conception, the 1870 dogma of papal infallibility, and the 1950 dogma of Mary’s bodily 
assumption. These dogmas do not represent biblical teaching, and in fact clearly contradict it. Within 
the Catholic system, this does not matter because it does not rely on the authority of Scripture alone. 
It may take two millennia to formulate a new dogma, but because Scripture does not have the final 
say, the Catholic Church can eventually embrace such novelties. 

 
On the doctrine of salvation, many are under the impression that there is a growing convergence 
regarding justification by faith and that tensions between Catholics and Evangelicals have eased 
considerably since the sixteenth century. At the Council of Trent (1545-1563), the Roman Catholic 
Church reacted strongly against the Protestant Reformation by declaring “anathema” (cursed) those 
who upheld justification by faith alone, as well as affirmed the teaching that salvation is a process of 
cooperating with infused grace rather than an act grounded in grace alone through faith alone. 

 
Some argue that the Joint Declaration on the Doctrine of Justification signed by the Roman Catholic 
Church and the Lutheran World Federation in 1999 has bridged the divide. While the document is at 
times friendly towards a more biblical understanding of justification, it explicitly affirms the Council of 
Trent’s view of justification. All of its condemnations of historic Protestant/Evangelical convictions 
still stand; they just do not apply to those who affirm the blurred position of the Joint Declaration. 

 
As was the case with Trent, in the Joint Declaration, justification is a process enacted by a sacrament 
of the Church (baptism); it is not received by faith alone. It is a journey that requires contribution from 
the faithful and an ongoing participation in the sacramental system. There is no sense of the 
righteousness of God being imputed by Christ to the believer, and thus there can be no assurance of 
salvation. Moreover, the Roman Catholic Church’s view is revealed by its continued use of 
indulgences (i.e., the remission of the temporal punishment for sin allotted by the Church on special 
occasions). It was the theology of indulgences that triggered the Reformation, but this system has 
been invoked most recently by Pope Francis in the 2015-2016 Year of Mercy. This shows that the 
Roman Catholic Church’s basic view of salvation, which is dependent on the mediation of the Church, 
the distribution of grace by means of its sacraments, the intercession of the saints, and purgatory, is 
still firmly in place, even after the Joint Declaration. 

 
Looking Ahead 

 

What is true of the Roman Catholic Church as a doctrinal and institutional reality is not necessarily 
true of individual Catholics. God’s grace is at work in men and women who repent and trust in God 
alone, who respond to God’s gospel by living as Christian disciples seeking to know Christ and 
make him known. 

 
However, because of its unchecked dogmatic claims and complex political and diplomatic structure, 
much more care and prudence should be exercised in dealing with the institutional 
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Catholic Church. Current initiatives to renew aspects of Catholic life and worship (e.g., the 
accessibility of the Bible, liturgical renewal, the growing role of the laity, the Charismatic Movement) 
do not indicate, in themselves, that the Roman Catholic Church is committed to substantive reform 
in accordance with the Word of God. 

 
In our global world, we encourage cooperation between Evangelicals and Catholics in areas of 
common concern, such as the protection of life and the promotion of religious freedom. This 
cooperation extends to people of other religious orientations and ideologies as well. 
Where common values are at stake regarding ethical, social, cultural, and political issues, efforts of 
collaboration are to be encouraged. However, when it comes to fulfilling the missionary task of 
proclaiming and living out the gospel of Jesus Christ to the whole world, Evangelicals must be 
careful to maintain clear gospel standards when forming common platforms and coalitions. 

 
The position we have articulated is a reflection of historic Evangelical convictions with its passion for 

unity among believers in Jesus Christ according to the truth of the gospel.i The issues that gave 
birth to the Reformation five hundred years ago are still very much alive in the twenty-first century 
for the whole church. While we welcome all opportunities to clarify them, Evangelicals affirm, with 
the Reformers, the foundational convictions that our final authority is the Bible and that we are 
saved through faith alone. 

 

 
iThese fundamental convictions are expressed in official papers by the two global Evangelical 
organizations, the World Evangelical Fellowship and the Lausanne Movement. After addressing such 
topics as Mariology, authority in the church, the papacy and infallibility, justification by faith, 
sacraments and the Eucharist, and the mission of the church; the World Evangelical Fellowship’s 
summary comment was, “Cooperation in mission between Evangelicals and Catholics is seriously 
impeded because of "unsurmountable" obstacles.”(World Evangelical Fellowship, Evangelical 
Perspective on Roman Catholicism (1986) in Paul G. Schrotenboer (ed.), Roman Catholicism. A 
Contemporary Evangelical Perspective (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House 1987) p. 93) We see this 
view mirrored in the 1980 Lausanne Occasional Paper on Christian Witness to Nominal Christians 
among Roman Catholics and a comment by the primary author of the Lausanne Covenant John Stott: 
“We are ready to co-operate with them (Roman Catholics, Orthodox or Liberal protestants) in good 
works of Christian compassion and social justice. It is when we are invited to evangelise with them 
that we find ourselves in a painful dilemma for common witness necessitates common faith, and co-
operation in evangelism depends on agreement over the content of the gospel.” (Lausanne 
Committee for World Evangelization. “Lausanne Occasional Paper 10 on Christian Witness to 
Nominal Christians among Roman Catholics” (Pattaya, Thailand, 1980); John Stott, Make the Truth 
Known. Maintaining the Evangelical Faith Today (Leicester, UK: UCCF Booklets, 1983) p. 3-4.). 
 

  To sign the above statement, go to www.isthereformationover.com   
 

http://www.isthereformationover.com/

