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VII. The Reformation and Religious Wars (1517-1648) 

A.  Martin Luther’s Challenge to the Pope 

1. Having survived their conflicts with the German kings and the controversy of 
relocating temporarily to France, the popes returned to Italy in a time known as the 
“Renaissance,” in which the rebirth of Greco-Roman ideas and artistic styles was in 
full swing in Italy. 

2. Pope Leo X, influenced by Renaissance art all around him wished to construct a huge 
church in Rome, called St. Peter's, that would serve as the symbol of the greatness of 
the Catholic Church in this time. He assigned the design of the church to the 
Renaissance architect Bramante. 

3. In order to pay for this project, Leo authorized the sale of special “indulgences” to 
Christians throughout Europe. 

a) In Christianity, people hold the belief that when you die a part of you, called 
the “soul,” continues to exist, and this soul may be allowed into a kind of 
paradise in the afterlife called “heaven.” 

b) In the Dark Ages, it was also commonly believed that people who had 
committed certain sins (bad acts) could not get to heaven directly – that they 
would have to wait for some extended period in a place called “purgatory.” 

c) By obtaining an indulgence, it was believed that one's time, or the time of a 
loved one, in purgatory could be shortened.  (In simple terms, an indulgence 
was a way of getting to heaven more quickly after death.) 

d) To obtain an indulgence, one had to confess one's sins to a priest and 
demonstrate that one was truly sorry, and one had to pay a fee to the Church. 

4. A monk named Martin Luther, who lived in Wittemberg, Germany and who had 
dedicated his life to earning his way into heaven by being as perfectly religious as he 
could, was furious when he heard of the sale of indulgences.  To Luther, it appeared 
that people were being told they could buy their way into heaven. 

5. Luther wrote down his objections to the sale of indulgences in an essay that became 
known as the “Ninety-Five Theses”.  (He had ninety-five separate objections!)  He 
posted these objections to the Church door in Wittemberg to make them public on 
October 31st, 1517. 

6. When Pope Leo X heard of the Ninety-Five Theses, he first chose to ignore them, but 
as word continued to spread, he decided to answer Luther.  He sent him an essay 
explaining that he had detected forty-one mistakes in Luther's Ninety-Five Theses! 

7. Luther burned the pope's essay in public, and the pope excommunicated him. 

B. Intervention of the Holy Roman Emperor  

1. In 1519, a new Holy Roman 
Emperor had been elected, named 
Charles V.  Charles was the 
grandson of the joint rulers of 
Spain, Ferdinand of Aragon and 
Isabella of Castile.  He was also 
the son of the Hapsburg family of 
Austria, which had gradually 
become the most powerful family 
in the Holy Roman Empire after 
1273.  Charles’s control over both 
Spain and much of central Europe 
made him the most powerful ruler 
of his time. 
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The marriage of the Austrian Hapsburg family, to the 
ruling family of Spain created a new empire.  By 
marriage, this family was also joined to England (pink), 
thereby “sandwiching” France in the middle of a 
potentially new European union.
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2. Charles ordered Martin Luther to an imperial court, called a “diet,” to answer for his 
defiance of the pope.  

3. At this diet in the city of Worms in Germany in 1521, Martin Luther refused to 
apologize or take back any of his views, so the Emperor placed him under a “ban of 
empire.” 

C. Lutheranism becomes an accepted form of Christianity in Europe (1555) 

1. Luther obtained the support of different German lords who allied to defend their new 
belief against the pope and the emperor by creating the Schmalkaldic League (so 
named because it was formed in the town of Schmalkalden.) 

2. After a long campaign to destroy Lutheranism, the emperor relented and he agreed to 
the Peace of Augsburg in 1555, which applied the rule “cuius regio, eius religio” (the 
ruler chooses the religion.)  From this point on, within the Holy Roman Empire, any 
lord could choose to be Catholic or Lutheran.  Whatever his choice, the people on his 
land would have to follow him. 
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