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INTRODUCTION 

     In the May, 1994 edition of the periodical First Things, the feature article which was titled, 

Evangelicals & Catholics Together: The Christian Mission in the Third Millennium, spoke to the 

issue of a renewed effort in the realm of social/political interests and in areas of faith and 

practice amongst Protestants and Roman Catholics. Signed by the likes of such prominent 

evangelicals such as Charles Colson, Pat Robertson, Richard Mouw and J.I. Packer, this 

document has worked as a springboard for a renewal of cooperation among those who claim the 

name of Christ. Hence, the theologically adversarial talking points of the Reformational period 

are ever decreasing, with newly found social agreements blurring the lines between the 

“Protestors” and traditional Roman Catholics. This theological blurring is in large part due to the 

formulations that were decreed at Vatican II. In this council, it is believed that those of the 

Roman rite reversed their course concerning those outside of the Romanist Church. Hence, the 

dividing line of hostility has been removed between the opposing camps, allowing for a 

combined effort in the ever declining moral decay of modern society.     

     In noting this, the goal of this essay is multifold. First, this work will briefly review issues 

regarding the Protestant Reformation, with a broad focus on Rome’s rebuttal to the Reformers in 

the three sessions of the Council of Trent. Next, this essay will narrowly address specific 

doctrines that were central to Trent’s theology; doctrines which were deemed “irreformable” by 

the collective sessions. Moving on, Vatican II theology will be evaluated in comparison to that of 

Trent, with the attempt to establish consistency between to two councils (or inconsistency if 

apparent). Finally, this study will culminate with the argument that, while there are 

inconsistencies regarding Vatican II theology when compared to historical Romanism, there is 

nonetheless a commonality between the two councils and therefore, the classical Protestant 

attitude towards Romanism should not shift.   
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HISTORICAL INTRODUCTION 

     When the German theologian Martin Luther penned the words of his 95 Theses in 1517, he 

set off the fire storm that would come to be known as the Protestant Reformation. Protestant or 

“protestor” theology, which was begun by Luther in its infancy,
1
 and later expanded by the likes 

of Zwingli and Calvin, posited as its major tenets the notions of justification by faith alone in 

Christ alone; better known during this period as sola fide and solus Christus. Also emerging in 

this period of reformation was a call back to the original sources. Hence, the catch-cry of sola 

Scriptura was bellowed loud and often towards the Romanists. As Europe segmented into 

different Reformational camps, the Catholic west was persistent in attempting to squelch the new 

found, liberating theology. This led to that which is commonly known as the Council of Trent 

(Dec. 1545-Dec. 1563), which was initially presided over by Pope Paul III. 

     This council, which addressed a wide variety of topics which were problematic concerning 

the Reformers, included prolonged discussion regarding the Canonical Scriptures (session IV), 

justification (session VI) and the Mass (session XVII). In addition, the council forthrightly 

declared as its “chief care . . . the darkness of heresies, which for so many years has covered the 

earth.”
2
 Or, as Johann Peter Kirsch states, Trent’s “main object was the definitive determination 

of the doctrines of the Church in answer to the Protestant Reformation.”
3
 A distinction here is 

noted between classical Catholicism and Romanism. The former, which is broadly based and 

inclusive, is not representative of the latter, as Philip Schaff noted when he proclaimed;  

                                                           
1
 Luther and the German reformers proclaimed “fret general concilium teutscher nación — ‘a free  

general council of the German nation.’" Theodore W Casteel, "Calvin and Trent: Calvin's Reaction to The Council 

of Trent in the Context of His Conciliar Thought," Harvard Theological Review 63 (1970), 91. 

 
2
 "Documents of the Council of Trent: Session II." Catholic Forum . www.catholic-

forum.com/saints/trent02.htm  (accessed 06 27, 2013), all citations.  

 
3
 Johann Peter Kirsch, Council of Trent, (New York, NY: Encyclopedia Press, 1913), 8, Kindle. 

. 

http://www.catholic-forum.com/saints/trent02.htm
http://www.catholic-forum.com/saints/trent02.htm
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We must distinguish between Catholicism and Romanism. The former embraces the 

ancient Oriental church, the mediaeval church, and we may say, in a wider sense, all the 

modern evangelical churches. Romanism is the Latin church turned against the 

Reformation, consolidated by the Council of Trent and completed by the Vatican Council 

of 1870 with its dogma of papal absolutism and papal infallibility.
4
  

With this noted, this study will now briefly evaluate Tridentine theology in light of its historical 

formulations.  

THE THEOLOGY OF TRENT 

     It is impossible to give a detailed overview of Trent’s theology in an essay of this size. Hence, 

this study will focus on three areas of interest in Tridentine theology: (1) Romanist exclusivism, 

(2) justification and (3) the anathema. To begin, Trent upheld the traditional Catholic 

understanding of extra ecclesiam nulla salus, or, “outside the church there is no salvation.” This 

is noted in session 7, canon 4 regarding the topic of Sacraments, where Trent proclaims, “If 

anyone says that the sacraments of the New Law are not necessary for salvation but are 

superfluous, and that without them or without the desire of them men obtain from God through 

faith alone the grace of justification, though all are not necessary for each one, let him be 

anathema.” This is followed by the section on Baptism, canon 5, which proclaims, “If anyone 

says that baptism is optional, that is, not necessary for salvation, let him be anathema.” In both of 

these canons, baptism is required for the remission of original sin, justification and divine favor. 

Moreover, it is only in the Romanist church that one can receive sanctioned, true baptism. 

Hence, Trent cut off any and all outside of the Roman Church and in this sense, ratified extra 

ecclesiam nulla salus. 

     Trent’s view of justification, as seen in session 7, canon 21 precludes anyone being justified 

without acceptance of the Lordship of Christ when it states, “If anyone says that Christ Jesus was 

                                                           
4
 Philip Schaff, History of the Christian Church. Vol. VIII, (Grand Rapids, MI: Christian Classics Ethereal 

Library, 1882), 7. 
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given by God to men as a redeemer in whom to trust, and not also as a legislator whom to obey, 

let him be anathema.” Likewise, justification according to Trent is not even possible if one 

descents from the formulations provided by the council, as noted in session 7, canon 33. This 

becomes vital when one considers the modern day formulation of post-Vatican II theology, and 

its apparent inclusivism regarding those outside of the Romanist rite. Moreover, Trent’s theology 

became the standard of Romanistic thought, as noted by Michael and Rusten when they proclaim 

that “The decrees issued by the council provided the foundation for a revitalization of 

Catholicism and set the boundaries of the Catholic faith.
5
 

     These boundaries become more prevalent when one considers the anathemas which were 

issued following each canon. This anathematis speaks to the “curse; cursed thing; 

excommunication”
6
 according to the DLF, and carries with it one of two meanings. First, the 

anathema could be speaking to the issue of disfellowship, where the individual is 

excommunicatio from the Catholic rite. Alternatively, this anathema, as known to both Hus and 

Tyndale, was that of death and hence, Trent’s formulations may have been calling for the 

systematic killing of those who were provably caught in what it deemed to be rank heresy. In 

either case, the future, spiritual condition of the individual would be one of eternal torment, 

given the belief that the Romanist rite held the keys to the kingdom, and in noting that a person 

was unable to be saved apart from the Romanist sacraments.  

     Hence, what was issued at the Council of Trent “was the definitive Catholic response to 

Protestantism.”
7
 And, while it dealt mainly with counter-reformation issues which were pressing 

                                                           
5
 E. Michael Rusten, Sharon Rusten, The Complete Book of When & Where in the Bible and Throughout 

History, (Wheaton, IL: Tyndale House Publishers, 2005), 231. 

6
 William Whitaker, Dictionary of Latin Forms, (Bellingham, WA: Logos Bible Software, 2012), np. 

7
 J. P. Eckman, Exploring Church History, (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2002), 61. 
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in Europe at the time, its formulations on the nature of justification and the necessity of the 

sacraments were clearly applicable to all outside of the Roman rite. Hence, Roman Catholic 

exclusivism was reaffirmed and any who were found to be outside of these formulations suffered 

the fate of eternal condemnation.  

VATICAN  II THEOLOGY 

     There is an amazing amount of disagreement regarding Vatican II and its rejection of certain 

key elements of Tridentine theology. For instance, Robert M. Zins, in his lecture, From Trent to 

Vatican II: The Packaging of Romanism,
8
 denies that any essential changes have been made in 

Roman Catholic theology with the advent of the Second Vatican Council. Yet, former 

Presbyterian Church in America pastor turned Roman convert Gerry Matatics denies that any 

legitimate heir to the throne of Peter has been placed in the papal seat since Vatican II. This led 

Matatics, along with other devout and traditional Catholics to leave the Romanist rite for the not 

well advertized view of Sedevacantism, which in part believe that “the Second Vatican Council 

is to be rejected as a false council because it has erred in its teachings on faith and morals.”
9
 

With this in mind, the question becomes, did the advent of Vatican II bring about true change in 

Romanist theology, or, does Vatican II uphold Trent and previous councils regarding the 

exclusiveness of the Roman rite? This question will now be pondered.  

Trent Upheld 

     In addressing this question, it is first noted by John W. O’Malley that “The points of 

continuity and discontinuity between the Council of Trent and Vatican II are so numerous as 

                                                           
8
For more information or to access this study, see the following link; 

http://www.sermonaudio.com/search.asp?SpeakerOnly=true&currSection=sermonsspeaker&Keyword=Robert^M.^

Zins 
 
9
 "CMRI's Theological Position." CMRI. www.cmri.org (accessed 06 27, 2013). 

 

http://www.sermonaudio.com/search.asp?SpeakerOnly=true&currSection=sermonsspeaker&Keyword=Robert%5eM.%5eZins
http://www.sermonaudio.com/search.asp?SpeakerOnly=true&currSection=sermonsspeaker&Keyword=Robert%5eM.%5eZins
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almost to defy counting.”
10

 This “continuity and discontinuity” can be explained in part by the 

differing intents of the Councils, as Joseph A. Komonchak explains when he states, “One of the 

main differences between Vatican II and Trent was that while Trent sought to identify and clarify 

the respects the doctrines of the Reformers departed from those of the Catholic Church, Vatican 

II sought to identify and to express those elements of faith that Catholics and non-Catholics had 

in common.”
11

 Hence, the expressed intent of each respective Council and the differing historical 

settings in which the Councils were encompassed, apparently led to differing styles in both 

formulating and decreeing their dogmas. But, is there theological consistency between the 

differing Councils?  

     This question can be answered in a number of differing ways. First, Vatican II affirms the 

Council of Trent in regards to its formulations and decrees, as noted in the document known as 

Lumen Gentium, which was published in 1964. This document reads in part, “This Sacred 

Council accepts with great devotion this venerable faith of our ancestors . . . and it proposes 

again the decrees of the Second Council of Nicea, the Council of Florence and the Council of 

Trent.”
12

 This affirmation is reaffirmed in the Vatican II document, Dei Verbum, when it 

proclaims in its preface, “Therefore, following in the footsteps of the Council of Trent and of the 

First Vatican Council, this present council wishes to set forth authentic doctrine on divine 

revelation.”
13

 This recognition of Trent is noted by Lamb and Levering when they proclaim, 

“While the Council of Trent does not play a leading role, its teachings are upheld and 

                                                           
10

 Raymond F. Bulman; Frederick J. Parrella, From Trent to Vatican II: Historical and Theological 

Investigations, (Oxford; Oxford Scholarship Online, 2006), 301. 

 
11

 Ibid., 61.  

 
12

 Lumen Gentium: Dogmatic Constitution on the Church, (Vatican, 1964), 6:51. 

 
13

 Dei Verbum: Dogmatic Constitution on Divine Revelation, (Vatican, 1965), Preface.  
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deepened.”
14

 Finally, regarding the sacraments, Sacrosanctum Concilium, which was published 

in 1963 under Pope Paul VI, proclaims in chapter 2, section 55 that “The dogmatic principles 

which were laid down by the Council of Trent remaining intact.”
15

   

     The Tridentine formulation of sacramental necessity and the necessity of “Mother Church” 

for salvation is reaffirmed in Vatican II when it states in Lumen Gentium;  

Basing itself upon Sacred Scripture and Tradition, it teaches that the Church, now sojourning 

on earth as an exile, is necessary for salvation. Christ, present to us in His Body, which is the 

Church, is the one Mediator and the unique way of salvation. In explicit terms He Himself 

affirmed the necessity of faith and baptism and thereby affirmed also the necessity of the 

Church, for through baptism as through a door men enter the Church. Whosoever, therefore, 

knowing that the Catholic Church was made necessary by Christ, would refuse to enter or to 

remain in it, could not be saved.16  

Two points are noted in the text. First, the Church in this instance is the Church which is associated 

with the proper administration of the sacraments. Thus, the general term of Church is a referent to the 

Roman Catholic Church, as noted via the internal evidence from the quotation. This is likewise noted 

in the opening of 2:14 where the Council addresses it comments to the “Catholic Faithful.” Hence, 

the Romanist rite in this instance is mirroring Trent in its sacramental formulations. Next, extra 

ecclesiam nulla salus is reaffirmed in this quotation, which is made obvious by the closing of the 

paragraph, “Whosoever, therefore, knowing that the Catholic Church was made necessary by Christ, 

would refuse to enter or to remain in it, could not be saved.” This quotation in essence likewise 

reaffirms the previously noted anathema’s of Trent; thus condemning any and all outside of the 

Romanist rite. Hence, at face value, one might conclude from the outset that The Second Vatican 

Council walks in the firm tradition of its preceding councils. In this regard, Vatican II would by 

                                                           
14

 Matthew L. Lamb, Matthew Levering, Vatican II: Renewal Within Tradition, (Oxford: Oxford University 

Press, 2008), 10.  

 
15

 Sacrosanctum Concilium: Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy, (Vatican, 1963), 2:55.  

 
16

 Lumen Gentium, 2:14.  
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necessity be upholding the previous decrees of Romanist exclusivity. Yet, there are discrepancies 

which are noted when one continues to evaluate Vatican II.  

Tension with Trent 

     While Vatican II went out of its way to reaffirm the Tridentine formulations, there is likewise 

curious internal tension that exists in both Vatican II, and post-Vatican II theology. For instance, 

the same document, Lumen Gentium (LG), which affirmed Trent and the exclusivity of the 

Roman Catholic Church, likewise states the following chapter 2, section 16; 

Finally, those who have not yet received the Gospel are related in various ways to the 

people of God . . . the plan of salvation also includes those who acknowledge the Creator. 

In the first place amongst these there are the Muslims, who, professing to hold the faith of 

Abraham, along with us adore the one and merciful God, who on the last day will judge 

mankind . . . Those also can attain to salvation who through no fault of their own do not 

know the Gospel of Christ or His Church, yet sincerely seek God and moved by grace 

strive by their deeds to do His will as it is known to them through the dictates of 

conscience.
17

 

     What seemed certain in the previous section, namely, Vatican II’s upholding of Trent’s 

dogmatic decrees of exclusivity now seem in doubt. In a simple cursory evaluation of 2:16, 

Vatican II is seemingly opening up the possibility of salvation outside of the Roman rite, and for 

those outside of Christ altogether by some readings. This contradiction of Trent, or at minimum, 

ambiguity in Lumen Gentium, is further complicated by the post-Vatican II Catholic Catechism, 

where in question 841, it reaffirms Vatican II teaching regarding Islam. Then, in its evaluation of 

extra ecclesiam nulla salus, question 846 states the following, “How are we to understand this 

affirmation, often repeated by the Church Fathers? Re-formulated positively, it means that all 

salvation comes from Christ the Head through the Church which is his Body.”
18

 Is Vatican II in 

                                                           
17

 Lumen Gentium, 2:16.  

 
18

 Catechism of the Catholic Church: Revised in Accordance with the Official Latin Text .2nd. (Libreria 

Editrice Vaticana), 846.  
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this section stating that the Romanist Church is the conduit of salvation; whereby even those 

outside of the Roman rite can be saved by a non-direct faith and/or knowledge of Christ? This 

seems to be the case, as noted in 847 when it proclaims; 

This affirmation is not aimed at those who, through no fault of their own, do not know 

Christ and his Church: Those who, through no fault of their own, do not know the Gospel 

of Christ or his Church, but who nevertheless seek God with a sincere heart, and, moved 

by grace, try in their actions to do his will as they know it through the dictates of their 

conscience—those too may achieve eternal salvation.
19

 

 

This shift to a limited inclusivism is further defined in 848 when the Catechism goes on to 

proclaim, “Although in ways known to himself God can lead those who, through no fault of their 

own, are ignorant of the Gospel, to that faith without which it is impossible to please him, the 

Church still has the obligation and also the sacred right to evangelize all men.”
20

 

     What is one to make of these seemingly contradictory statements? Statements such as these, 

which reject previous Catholic teachings in substance, deny the exclusive aspect of the Roman 

Church in salvation that Trent so boldly upheld. At least some clarity can be found on this matter 

in Lumen Gentium 1:8, which states that “This Church constituted and organized in the world as 

a society, subsists in the Catholic Church, which is governed by the successor of Peter and by the 

Bishops in communion with him, although many elements of sanctification and of truth are 

found outside of its visible structure.”
21

  

     It is easy to miss the subtle shift in terminology in 1:8, where it declares that the church 

universal, “subsists in the (Roman) Catholic Church.” This linguistic shift is far from the notion 

of Romanist exclusiveness and seemingly opens the door for other churches outside of the 

                                                           
19

 Ibid., 847.  

 
20

 Ibid., 848.  

 
21

 Lumen Gentium, 1:8, (emphasis added).  
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Roman rite to co-exist. This point is noted by John L. Allen Jr. when he states, “For the past 40 

years, the shift from "is" to "subsists in" (in Latin, from est to subsistit in) has been considered 

one of the signal decisions of the council, a move away from a triumphalist identification of 

Roman Catholicism as the lone embodiment of Christ's church toward a more humble 

ecclesiology that recognized that no existing Christian body perfectly represents Christ's will.”
22

 

If Allen is correct, Rome has indeed shifted its theology in some manner by holding out the 

possibility that salvation can be achieved in other organizations which identify as Christian 

churches.  

     But what of those outside of what would be identified as “the church” (universal)? The 

current Pontiff of Rome, Pope Francis, stated in his May 22, 2013 homilies the following, “The 

Lord has redeemed all of us, all of us, with the Blood of Christ: all of us, not just Catholics. 

Everyone! ‘Father, the atheists?’ Even the atheists. Everyone . . . But I don’t believe, Father, I 

am an atheist!’ But do good: we will meet one another there.”
23

 However, it is not just the atheist 

that is now being embraced by the Roman pontiff. Rather, this paradigm shift in attitude is 

reflective of Lumen Gentium’s comments regarding Islam as well, as noted previously in LG 

2:16. On this point of inclusivism, Jane I. Smith states; 

The Second Vatican Council from 1962 to 1965, subject to great scrutiny in its 

interpretation, signaled the start of new ways of thinking about relating to other religions . 

. . if one starts from the affirmation that God desires salvation for all people, it follows 

that God is actively working in every religion and that grace must be available to all. . . 

Non‐Christian religions such as Islam, therefore, can be the means whereby people (in 

this case Muslims) are included in God's plan of salvation.
24

 

 

                                                           
22

 Allen, John L. Jr. "Reinterpreting Vatican II." National Catholic Reporter 42, no. 9 (Dec 2005)..  

 
23

 "Culture of Encounter is the Foundation of Peace." Vatican Radio. 05 22, 2013. http://en.radiovaticana.va 

(accessed 06 27, 2013).  

 
24

 Jane I. Smith, Muslims, Christians, and the Challenge of Interfaith Dialogue, (Oxford: Oxford University 

Press, 2007), 115-116.  
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     From this interpretation of the Council, Vatican II did indeed affirm a degree of religious 

pluralism, while denying its historical pedigree in the process and in the same document (LG). 

This seems to be the popular scholarly understanding, as Smith later writes, “Whether or not 

Vatican II (Nostre Aetate) supports the notion that non‐Christian religions really can be vehicles 

of salvation, then, seems to be a question about which not all Roman Catholic theologians are in 

full agreement.”
25

 Hence, Vatican II is at least inconsistent with its assessments regarding other 

world religions, and at best, the formulations are laced with ambiguities that either blur the 

Tridentine formulations, or, outright deny them; despite the affirmation of these authoritative 

documents in the past.  

REFORMED RESPONSE 

     Regardless of the modern day view of Romanism and the apparent retraction of its exclusive 

hold in possessing the keys to the kingdom, there is still little to celebrate regarding Vatican II 

and its formulations. Instead, Roman Catholicism should be rejected, to include any joining with 

the Catholic rite, for at minimum of three reasons. First, despite the ambiguity of the Second 

Vatican Council, it nonetheless affirms in multiple places the formulations of Tridentine 

theology. This includes the Mass as a propitiatory sacrifice, Mariology, justification by faith and 

works, the Treasury of Merit, infused righteousness, the infallibility of the Pope, baptismal 

regeneration, transubstantiation, indulgences, the priest as an alter-Christus, prayers to the dead, 

and an entire host of additional dogmas that are sub or anti-Biblical. Hence, many of the same 

issues that Protestantism’s forefathers fought for are still present or even magnified within the 

Romanist system. Next, if Vatican II has indeed taken a pluralistic route, than for this reason any 

cooperative efforts or joining with Romanism should be avoided. To deny that Jesus Christ is the 

sole means of salvation, through the regenerating work of the Holy Spirit is a blatant rejection of 

                                                           
25

 Ibid., 117.  
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Scriptural authority. This exact issue leads to a third and final reason why all formulations of 

Romanist theology should be rejected. The Roman Catholic Church, with its rejection of sola 

scriptura, in favor of Scripture and Tradition, in essence practices sola ecclesia, whereby the 

Roman tradition becomes the sole interpreter of Holy Scripture and in this sense, becomes the 

supreme authority over Scripture. This dangerous position has led to a perversion of the 

interpretation of God’s revealed word, and in this sense, makes Romanism a sub-Biblical 

organization that, while holding the outward appearance of a true church, is in reality a 

synagogue of Satan.
26

     

CONCLUSION 

     As noted throughout the course of this study, the Romanist Church has throughout history, 

exalted itself as the sole means of salvation, placing anyone who disagrees with its formulations 

under the eternal anathema. And, while Vatican II does seem to back away from this 

exclusivistic type of language, it nonetheless affirms the essentials of Romanist dogma, and 

should therefore be repudiated. Moreover, anyone postulating a change of heart regarding the 

Roman Church based on Vatican II, must contend with the massive amount of confusion that 

exists internally within the sixteen documents of the council, and with the contradictions that it 

has externally with the councils of the past, to include Trent and Vatican I. Hence, any joining 

with those of the Roman rite, whether theologically or even socially, is in essence a denial of the 

massive theological chasm that exists between true Biblical Christianity and those organizations 

who mock the true faith. In short, the dividing line which the Protestant forefathers drew still 

stands, and until Rome repents of its massive theological shortcomings, it should wholeheartedly 

be rejected as an organization that lacks Christian currency.     

      

                                                           
26

 As noted in the Westminster Confession of Faith, chapter 15, section 5.  
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