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Christianity has been one of the most influential religions in the world throughout the
centuries. However, its history has not always been one of unity. One of the most significant
moments in this history of divisions was the Protestant Reformation in the 16th century,
which led to the separation of millions of Christians from the Catholic Church and the rise of
numerous Protestant denominations. This fracture remains today, and many wonder why
there are such profound differences between Catholics and Protestants.

From the Catholic perspective, Protestantism is considered erroneous in several fundamental
aspects of Christian faith. This article will explore why Catholic doctrine views Protestantism
as deviating from the truth revealed by Christ and entrusted to the Church. At the same time,
it will offer a clear and accessible understanding for those who, without being experts in
theology, want to grasp the reasons for this divergence and how they can apply this
knowledge to their spiritual lives.

1. The Unity of the Church: An Unbreakable Foundation

One of the central points that separates Catholicism from Protestantism is the concept of
ecclesial unity. According to Catholic doctrine, the Church was founded by Jesus Christ upon
the apostle Peter, to whom He entrusted the leadership and guidance of the Christian
community (Matthew 16:18-19). The Catholic Church sees itself as the one true Church, the
depository of the full faith and the Gospel that Christ proclaimed.

Protestant movements, by breaking away from the Catholic Church, fractured this unity.
Since the Second Vatican Council, the Catholic Church recognizes Protestants as brothers and
sisters in Christ, but maintains that full communion is found only within the Church that
remains faithful to apostolic succession and the authority of the Pope. This rupture of unity,
which at the time seemed necessary to some reformers, is seen as a serious error, as it
contradicts Jesus’ prayer in the Gospel of John: “That all may be one, as you, Father, are in
me, and | in you” (John 17:21).

2. The Authority of the Church and Tradition

A key pillar of the Catholic faith is the authority of the Church to interpret Scripture and
guide the faithful in the truth. For Catholics, Sacred Tradition and Sacred Scripture are
two complementary sources of Divine Revelation. This means that while the Bible is the Word
of God, it cannot be understood in isolation from the living teaching of the Church.

Protestantism, however, adopted the doctrine of Sola Scriptura, which asserts that
Scripture alone is the sole source of authority for Christian faith and practice. This doctrine
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was formulated by Martin Luther and other reformers in response to perceived abuses within
the Catholic Church, but from the Catholic perspective, this approach is problematic.

For Catholics, the Church has the authority to interpret Scripture because it was founded by
Christ and is guided by the Holy Spirit. Catholic doctrine teaches that the Bible cannot be
fully understood without the living Tradition of the Church, which has safeguarded and
explained it throughout the centuries. Rejecting Tradition and the magisterial authority of the
Church, according to Catholicism, leads to erroneous interpretations and divisions within the
Christian community.

3. The Sacraments: Channels of Divine Grace

Another fundamental aspect where Protestantism differs from Catholic doctrine is in its
understanding of the sacraments. For the Catholic Church, sacraments are visible and
effective means of grace instituted by Christ, through which the faithful receive the
sanctifying grace necessary for their salvation. The sacraments are not mere symbols; they
are divine actions through which God acts in the human soul.

Protestantism, however, has reduced the number of sacraments and their meaning. For
instance, many Protestant denominations recognize only baptism and the Eucharist (although
with a different understanding). Martin Luther and other reformers rejected the Catholic
teaching of the Real Presence of Christ in the Eucharist. For Catholics, the Eucharist is not
just a symbol; it is truly the Body and Blood of Christ, offered sacramentally in the Mass for
the salvation of the faithful (John 6:51-58).

The Catholic understanding of the sacraments is closely tied to the belief that God’s grace is
communicated through concrete means instituted by Christ Himself. Rejecting sacramental
doctrine, from the Catholic perspective, is to reject the ordinary means of saving grace.

4. Salvation: Faith and Works

One of the most debated doctrines between Catholics and Protestants is the relationship
between faith and works in the process of salvation. Protestantism, especially through
Luther and John Calvin, taught that human beings are justified by faith alone, a doctrine
known as Sola Fide. According to this teaching, works do not contribute to the believer’s
justification; salvation is a free gift from God, received only through faith in Christ.

The Catholic Church, however, teaches that salvation is a process involving both faith and
good works. Catholic doctrine holds that faith is the beginning of salvation, but acts of love
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and charity are also necessary as a response to God’s grace. The apostle James clearly
expresses this: “As the body without the spirit is dead, so faith without works is dead” (James
2:26).

This difference is not merely theoretical, but has deep practical implications. For Catholics,
the Christian life is an ongoing cooperation with God’s grace, through faith, the sacraments,
and works of charity. The Protestant view of salvation by faith alone, according to the
Catholic Church, risks leading to a superficial understanding of the Christian life, in which the
call to holiness and the commitment to good works could be neglected.

5. The Role of the Virgin Mary and the Saints

Another important point of disagreement between Catholics and Protestants is the role of the
Virgin Mary and the saints in the life of the Church. Catholics venerate Mary as the Mother
of God (Theotokos) and consider her a perfect model of faith and obedience. The Church
teaches that the saints, who are already in God’s presence, intercede for the faithful and
serve as examples of how to live a fully Christian life.

Protestantism, for the most part, has rejected the veneration of Mary and the saints, seeing it
as a form of idolatry or a distraction from the direct relationship between the believer and
God. However, Catholic doctrine clarifies that veneration of the saints is not worship (which is
reserved for God alone), but a sign of respect and love for those who have lived holy lives.
The intercession of the saints, according to Catholic teaching, is an expression of the
communion of saints, a spiritual bond that unites all believers, both on earth and in heaven.

Practical Applications: Living the Catholic Faith Today

Understanding why Protestantism is considered erroneous according to Catholic doctrine is
not simply an intellectual exercise, but has implications for daily spiritual life. Here are some
points Catholics can apply to their lives:

e Live in communion with the Church: The unity of the Church is a gift from Christ,
and living in communion with the Church means not only accepting its authority but
also actively participating in the sacramental life and the mission of evangelization.

» Strengthen the sacramental life: The sacraments are the ordinary channels of God’s
grace. Participating in the Eucharist, confession, and other sacraments is not a
secondary option but the core of the Christian life.

» The importance of good works: Catholic faith teaches that it is not enough to
believe; faith must be lived out through concrete acts of charity, justice, and love for
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others.
» Foster devotion to Mary and the saints: Far from being a distraction, devotion to
the Virgin and the saints brings us closer to Christ, who is the center of our faith.

Conclusion

From the Catholic perspective, Protestantism has made significant doctrinal errors by
rejecting essential aspects of the Christian faith, such as the authority of the Church, the
sacraments, and the role of Tradition. However, dialogue between Catholics and Protestants
has advanced significantly in recent times, and both can learn from one another. Despite the
differences, what unites all Christians is the love of Christ and the desire to follow His
teachings.

For Catholics, it is essential to deepen their understanding of their faith, know why they
believe what they believe, and how to live that faith in today’s world. Living in fidelity to the
Church’s doctrine is a path to holiness and, at the same time, a way to witness to the unity,
truth, and love of Christ in a fragmented world.
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