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This subject implies a relationship between the Reformation of 1517 and the vast number 

of denominations within the scope of Protestantism.  Though this has been and is assailed as a 
mark of failure on the part of the Protestant Reformation, I will attempt to show that the opposite 

is true, namely that the possibility of denominations within Protestantism was and is the only 
hope for the true church to maintain her identity. 

Prior to the famed Reformation that we commemorate this month, the church was one 
large institution.  During the 15th and 16th Centuries there was one great Catholic church 
distinguished only as Roman (West) and Greek (East).  Because this church was politically a 

hierarchy, she swayed a domineering rod over her membership.  From the Pope and Arch-Bishop 
on down to the country Priest, the officers in the church held a tight grasp on the lives of her 

members.  The church determined doctrine and morals for the people.  When the Pope would 
speak ex officio he spoke as Christ and his words were as infallible as the Bible.  Because 
sacerdotalism was commonly accepted, the priests could intercede for the sins of the people.  

This resulted in a belief in the church.  All one had to do was trust in the church and the church 
would gain salvation for anyone.  If one did what the church said, he had little doubt as to his 

salvation.  In place of a personal, living faith with God in Christ, the members of the church 
looked to the church to save them.  Instead of studying the Word of God, the common people 
busied themselves with doing what the church insisted e.g. penance, confessions and the like. 

This was changed in the Reformation.  Against this commonly accepted tradition, Luther 
struggled in his soul to harbor the courage to nail the 95 theses on the door of Wittenberg 

Cathedral on October 31, 1517.  For a man to resist the dictates of the church, even though they 
troubled his conscience, was virtually unheard of in his day.  Besides, if the views were radically 
different from the teaching of the church, one could very well suffer excommunication 

tantamount to being cast into hell.  Luther under the saving Spirit of God possessed such 
courage.  

Principally, the whole Reformation movement emphasized the one all-important truth 
that Scripture must be the ultimate authority for the discernment of truth and error.  One must 
needs know the Bible if he is to know the will of God.  The church must study the Bible if she is 

to communicate the Word of God.  It follows then that the Holy Spirit of God leads and guides 
His church into the truth as they study the Bible.  With that truth taught and preached in the 

church of Christ, the hearts of believers are slain by its message and are sacrificed unto God as a 
people well pleasing in His sight.  This latter thought was especially emphasized by John Calvin 
in his Institutes.  Book II, Chapter 15.  Yes, the child of God is a prophet who hearing the Word 

of God, rejoices in Its word and speaks of Its glorious message.  He is a priest, who under the 
preaching of the Word sacrifices his life in holy consecration to God.  He is king in that he rules 

under God in every sphere of life and brings the whole of life unto the glory of God.  As prophet, 
priest, and king he is united with God in the office of friend-servant dedicating his whole head, 
heart, and hand to God’s glory. 

The contrast is very apparent.  Before the Reformation, a personal study of the Bible was 
condemned.  Personal copies of the Bible were almost unknown.  The church took care of the 

salvation of a man’s soul and all a man had to do was blindly follow the church.  In the 
Reformation, believers were given true Christian liberty.  Common people studied the Bible and 



wrestled with the true meaning of Scripture.  A man is justified by faith and not by the works of 
the law.  Faith lived in their souls, a faith that was rooted in a lively knowledge of Scripture and 

confidence in the God of their salvation.  By that faith one learns to know that in Christ he is a 
new creature, called to live to the glory of his Maker. 

Such freedom resulted in various conceptions as to what the Word of God really meant to 
teach in particular points.  Different views arose concerning the interpretation of Scripture in 
regard to doctrine and life.  Some of the earliest differences arose around the sacrament of the 

Lord’s Supper, the doctrine of predestination, and the exercise of Christian discipline.  
Throughout the subsequent years to the very present, the Protestant world is characterized by 

denominations, different churches who believe differently concerning some doctrinal or practical 
truth of Scripture.  Today we have the one large Roman Catholic church over against a divided 
and varied Protestant church. 

The question we ask is this, is that in itself so terrible?  The majority of Protestantism 
seems to draw that conclusion and enviously looks at Rome.  Because this idea, viz. that 

denominations in themselves are wrong and therefore per se a proof of weakness, plagues the 
minds of the church leaders today, we have the present merger complex bringing churches 
together under the banner of “Ecumenic Unity.”  Many churches are caught in a gasping death 

struggle, because their leaders are driven by the craze that denominations are wrong in 
themselves.  They cry for union which possess no unity.  Attempting to satiate their thirst for the 

bigness of the Roman Catholic church, they are willing to sacrifice the very priesthood of the 
Gospel which liberated them from Rome. 

How do denominations begin?  What motivated men like Luther and Calvin and all their 

spiritual children to lead a crusade against the existing doctrines or practices and call out for 
reform?  There was really one thing, the desire for the truth to be preserved confessionally as 

well as dogmatically.  The reformers of every age jealously guarded the marks of the true church 
viz. the pure preaching of the gospel, the correct administration of the sacraments, and the 
faithful exercise of Christian discipline.  They desired the church to exercise them as organism 

and maintain them as institution.  In the main stream of Protestantism one always finds 
reformers, men leading believers to seek the truth over against a prevailing heresy or corruption 

that had crept into the church.  They would plead with the church for correction, and if the 
church would not heed, were forced to lead the faithful out of such a church. 

Hence, in the history of the Protestant Church, one finds new groups or denominations 

constantly being formed.  Always there were those who sought to keep the church pure and 
maintain her distinctive marks.  Always there was the large organization that decayed from 

within and thus occasioned the need for reform.  Look into church history and discover that new 
churches were occasioned by and large, because the “mother church” grew lethargic and corrupt. 

In this light we can look at the denominations that exist within Protestantism from two 

points of view.  First, their existence tells us the story of decay.  There was corruption, a falling 
away, a neglect or indifference, concerning the Word of God.  This necessitated a break and the 

formation of a new group.  From this point of view it is sad.  It is the evidence of sin in the 
church.  It graphically portrays broken homes, strained relationships, hard words and even 
bloodshed.  Yet, secondly, the outcome gives occasion for consolation.  Even though trouble was 

present, splits and separate groups formed, yet these very things give evidence of the living 
church.  The church that repeatedly contended for the faith in spite of hardships and even new 

beginnings, persistently led on in the progress and maintenance of the truth of the Word of God. 



This is exactly the blessed fruit of the Reformation.  Look at the Romish church, a large 
institution which is so tightly drawn together by her hierarchy, so plagued with blind submission 

by her members that she is invulnerable to splits and division.  Of necessity she retains all the 
corruption that is bound to develop within.  The church in the world is sinful and her institution 

is not free from decay.  If that church slavishly binds her membership she is bound to rot from 
within.  That is the situation in the Roman Catholic Church today. 

In Protestantism this is different.  Because our Reformed heritage which is rooted in the 

16th Century, gives to the membership the cardinal freedom to read the Word and as prophets, 
priests, and kings, to live in personal dedication to God and bring all to His glory, we may find a 

church within Protestantism that maintains the marks of the true church in contrast to Rome.  In 
this freedom the church is kept alive.  Even though some may misuse this freedom and equate it 
to license, and corrupt doctrine and life, yet the true child of God rejoices in this liberty, and 

jealously guards the truth of God’s Word.  This is then the correct relationship between the 
institute and organic church.  The one influences the other in the preservation of the true marks 

of the Church.  To the degree that a church maintains these marks, to that degree she stands in 
the tradition of the Reformation. 

Church mergers are good as long as such mergers are to the advantage of the church that 

is concerned, as long as they further her cause in maintaining the pure preaching, proper 
administration of sacraments and faithful exercise of Christian discipline.  If a merger hinders in 

any way the exercise of these marks, such a merger is not to the greater glory of God.  If a 
church has to sacrifice the truth of God’s Word for the sake of becoming greater in number, that 
church does not understand real unity.  She is bound to sacrifice her Biblical-Reformed position. 

Today, we as Protestant Reformed young people belong to the denomination known as 
the Protestant Reformed Churches of America.  We are a church that stands in the tradition of the 

Protestant Reformation.  We believe that by God’s grace we exercise the marks of the true 
church most purely.  We preach the whole counsel of God, we administer the sacraments 
properly, and exercise discipline faithfully in the name of Christ.  We are not a sect as some 

would ignorantly imply, but we are members of the church of Jesus Christ, expressing ourselves 
institutionally and organically. 

Do we boast?  No, we thank God in this Reformation season that we have been freed 
from the dictates of a hierarchy and through the efforts of reformers of all ages have the privilege 
to maintain the marks of the true church and stand in living communion with our God. 
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