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Modern Church History 
1700-Present Day 

Lesson Thirty-Two 

Vatican II & The Church Today 

The Second Vatican Council (1962–1965) 

Background to Vatican II 

- The Second Vatican Council, commonly known as Vatican II, was the twenty-first 

ecumenical council of the Roman Catholic Church.  

- It was convened by Pope John XXIII and met in four sessions between 1962 and 

1965.  

- Its purpose was not to condemn errors but to renew the Church’s 

life and mission in the modern world. 

- The background to Vatican II lies in the profound cultural, political, 

and intellectual changes that had transformed the world since the 

19th century.  

- The Church had lived through the Enlightenment, the French 

Revolution, the rise of modern science, industrialization, world 

wars, and the spread of secularism.  

- In response to these developments, the Catholic Church had often adopted a 

defensive posture.  

- The First Vatican Council (1869–1870), for example, emphasized papal 

authority and infallibility, reflecting a Church under siege by modernity. 

- By the mid-20th century, however, many Catholic thinkers believed that this 

defensive stance was no longer adequate.  

- The Church faced declining influence in Europe, growing alienation from modern 

culture, and increasing separation from other Christian traditions.  

- At the same time, movements of renewal were already underway within Catholic 

theology, biblical studies, liturgy, and ecumenism.  

- Vatican II emerged as the moment when these currents were brought together and 

officially embraced by the Church. 

Pope John XXIII and the Vision of Renewal 

- Pope John XXIII, elected in 1958, was widely expected to be a transitional pope 

due to his age.  

- Instead, he surprised the Catholic world by announcing in 1959 his intention to call 

an ecumenical council.  
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- John XXIII described the purpose of the council with the Italian 

word aggiornamento, meaning “bringing up to date.”  

- By this he did not mean altering the substance of Catholic doctrine, but presenting it 

in a way that could speak meaningfully to the modern world. 

- John XXIII believed that the Church should approach the contemporary world not 

primarily with condemnation, but with dialogue, confidence, and hope.  

- In his opening address to the Council, he criticized what he called the “prophets of 

doom” who saw only decay and disaster in modern society.  

- Instead, he urged the Church to discern the signs of the times and to trust that the 

Holy Spirit was still at work in history. 

- This optimistic and pastoral vision set the tone for the Council and distinguished 

Vatican II sharply from many earlier councils in Church history. 

The Nature of the Church: Lumen Gentium 

- One of the most important documents produced by Vatican II was Lumen 

Gentium (“Light of the Nations”), the Dogmatic Constitution on the Church.  

- Rather than defining the Church primarily as a hierarchical institution governed 

from the top down, Lumen Gentium emphasized the Church as the People of God.  

- All baptized believers, not only clergy, share in the life and mission of the Church. 

While maintaining the distinct roles of bishops, priests, and laity, the document 

stressed their fundamental unity in Christ. 

- Lumen Gentium also taught that holiness is the vocation of every Christian, not only 

monks, nuns, and clergy.  

- This “universal call to holiness” marked a significant shift in emphasis, encouraging 

lay people to see their ordinary lives—family, work, and civic responsibility—as 

arenas of genuine Christian discipleship. 

The Church and the Modern World: Gaudium et Spes 

- Another landmark document of Vatican II was Gaudium et Spes (“Joy and Hope”), the 

Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modern World.  

- This text addressed the Church’s relationship with contemporary society more 

directly than any previous magisterial document. 

- Gaudium et Spes began with the striking assertion that the joys and hopes, griefs and 

anxieties of the people of the modern world are also those of the followers of Christ. 

- This statement signaled a new posture of solidarity rather than opposition.  

- While affirming the goodness of human progress, Gaudium et Spes also warned 

against forms of materialism and secularism that ignore humanity’s spiritual 

destiny.  

- The Church presented itself not as a political power or cultural ruler, but as a moral 

and spiritual guide seeking the authentic good of the human person. 

Scripture, Liturgy, and Renewal 

- Vatican II also brought about major reforms in the Church’s use of Scripture and 

liturgy. 
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- The Constitution on Divine Revelation, Dei Verbum, affirmed that Scripture 

and Tradition together form the single deposit of God’s Word.  

- It encouraged Catholics to read the Bible more widely and approved the use of 

modern historical methods in biblical scholarship, provided they were 

employed within the context of faith. 

- The Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy, Sacrosanctum Concilium, initiated reforms 

that would profoundly affect Catholic worship.  

- The most visible change was the permission to celebrate the Mass in the 

vernacular rather than exclusively in Latin. The liturgy was presented as the 

work of the whole people of God, with active participation by the congregation, 

rather than as a ritual performed solely by the priest. 

- These changes aimed to make worship more intelligible and spiritually nourishing 

for ordinary believers, though they would later become a source of controversy and 

division within the Church.  

- Many Catholics were not happy with the change from Latin to vernacular for Mass.  

Ecumenism and Religious Freedom 

- Vatican II marked a historic turning point in the Catholic Church’s relationship 

with other Christians and with non-Christian religions.  

- The Decree on Ecumenism, Unitatis Redintegratio, acknowledged that elements of 

truth and holiness exist outside the visible boundaries of the Catholic Church.  

- It called for dialogue, mutual understanding, and cooperation with other 

Christian communities. 

- The Declaration on Religious Freedom, Dignitatis Humanae, represented one of the 

Council’s most significant developments.  

- It affirmed that religious belief must be free from coercion and that individuals have 

a right to religious liberty based on human dignity.  

- This teaching marked a departure from earlier Catholic support for confessional 

states and aligned the Church more closely with modern concepts of human rights. 

Conclusion: The Significance of Vatican II 

- The Second Vatican Council stands as one of the most important events in modern 

Church history.  

- It did not abandon Catholic doctrine, but it profoundly reshaped the Church’s self-

understanding, pastoral practice, and engagement with the modern world.  

- Vatican II opened doors to dialogue, emphasized the role of the laity, renewed 

worship, and reoriented the Church away from defensiveness toward 

missionary openness. 

- At the same time, the interpretation and implementation of Vatican II have 

remained contested.  

- Some view the Council as a necessary renewal inspired by the Holy Spirit, while 

others see it as the source of confusion and decline. 

- In this sense, Vatican II continues to shape Catholic life and debate to the present 

day. 
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The Christian Church Today 

- The predominant location of Christianity has shifted. Whereas Christianity used to 

be most prevalent in Europe and North America, it is growing rapidly in Africa, 

South America, and in Asia.  

- In 1900, 94.5% of Europe was Christian. 96.6% of North America was Christian. 

9.2% of Africa was Christian, a very low number, and 2.3% of Asia was Christian.  

- By 2000, within just 100 years, look at the difference. 76.8% of Europe was 

Christian. 84.2% of North America was Christian. Africa went from 9.2% to 45.9% 

Christian. Asia jumped from 2.3% to 8.5%.  

- Christianity shifts different locations depending on where it is in church history. It 

starts in the Middle East, shifts to Europe.  

- Now it is shifting to places like Africa, South America, especially with the growth of 

Pentecostalism and the Charismatic Movement.  

- Most of northern Africa is fervently Muslim. Most of southern Africa, though, has had 

some type of Christian missionary inEluence.  

- This doesn't mean all these people are Christians. It just means there is a strong 

Christian inEluence there.  

- How many Christians are there in the world? There are about 2.3 billion people 

who identify as being Christian. Again, this does not mean that they are actually 

Christians. It just means they think that they are Christians. 

- The second largest religion in the US and Europe is atheist, agnostic, or non-

religious. This group is called by sociologists NONES, meaning when they have to 

check what their religion is, they check none.  

- Worldwide, there are about 1.8 billion Muslims and 1.2 billion NONES, those that do 

not consider themselves religiously afEiliated. 

- Islam is the fastest growing religion in the world by far. Over the next 50 years, the 

total human population is expected to increase by 32%, but the Muslim population 

will increase by 70%.  

- By 2050, within the next 30 years, Islam is 

expected to be the largest religion in the 

world, followed by NONES.  

- Christianity will drop to number three, 

with half of those being Catholic.  

- Islam is growing at a rapid pace, not just in 

the Middle East, Africa, and Southeast Asia. 

There is a strong Muslim inEluence 

elsewhere, even in Russia.  

- What are the largest Christian denominations? We just looked worldwide over what 

is going on with Christianity. Let's zoom in to Christianity speciEically and see what 

are some of the largest denominations. 
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- What is the largest and what has always been the largest Christian 

denomination? Roman Catholicism is the dominant branch of Christianity 

worldwide. Half of everyone who identiEies as a Christian in the world, identiEies as 

Roman Catholic.  

- What are the largest Protestant denominations worldwide? Number one is 

Pentecostalism and the Charismatic Movement. Since Charismaticism is not a 

denomination but more a movement within multiple denominations, the better way 

of saying this would be that next to Roman Catholicism, this is the largest Christian 

“group.” 

- Number two is Anglican. Anglicanism is the largest Protestant denomination 

worldwide.  

- Number three are Baptists. In the United States, the largest Protestant 

denomination, and even the largest seminary is Southern Baptist.  In the United 

States, the largest Protestant denomination is Southern Baptist. Worldwide though, 

it is Anglican, if you don't include Pentecostals and Charismatics.  

 

- In what countries is it most dangerous to be a Christian?  

- According to Open Doors: 

1. North Korea 

2. Somalia 

3. Yemen 

4. Sudan 

5. Eritrea 

6. Syria 

7. Nigeria 

8. Pakistan 

9. Libya 

10. Iran  

- 260 million Christians, that is 1 in 8, live in countries where they are persecuted for 

their faith.  

- From the early church to 1900, there have been about 14 million documented 

Christian martyrs.  

- In the 20th century alone, there were 26 million documented Christian martyrs. 

More Christians died as martyrs in the 1900s than the rest of church history 

combined. 

 

How is the Evangelical Church doing in America? 

- Evangelicalism, is not a denomination, it is more of a collection and ideology of the 

kind of Christians we are, that want to put personal faith in Christ, that trust the 

Bible to be God's Word, that believe that Jesus is God, etc.  

 

Ligonier’s 2025 Survey on the State of the Theology 

- 64% of evangelicals believe that “Everyone is born innocent in the eyes of God,” and 

53% afEirm that “Everyone sins a little, but most people are good by nature.”  

- That is not what Scripture teaches regarding the natural state of man. This is the 

heresy of Pelagianism.  
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- Additionally, generally more than half of evangelicals who have participated in the 

survey over the past eleven years have agreed with the statement “The Holy Spirit is 

a force but is not a personal being.”  

- This reveals the doctrinal confusion and contradictory beliefs that characterize 

many evangelicals’ thinking, since almost all evangelicals (98%) afEirmed that 

“There is one true God in three persons: God the Father, God the Son, and God the 

Holy Spirit”  

- Further, almost half of evangelicals (47%) afEirm that “God accepts the worship of all 

religions, including Christianity, Judaism, and Islam.” Despite the fact that identifying 

as evangelical included afEirming that “The Bible is the highest authority for what I 

believe,” many evangelicals embrace unbiblical beliefs regarding the worship that 

God accepts. 

-  

Ligonier’s 2021 Survey on the State of Theology 

- 30% of professing Evangelicals said that Jesus was a great teacher but not God. This 

means that one-third of the Christians surveyed are not Christians at all, but rather 

Arians.  

- 44% of Christians surveyed said that God did not choose whom He would save 

before He created the world. That one is not as surprising because most Christians 

tend to be Arminian today, but that is still shocking considering everything the Bible 

says about predestination. 

- 10% said that learning about God was for pastors and scholars only, meaning 1 in 10 

Christians thought they didn't need to learn about God.  

- 17% of evangelicals said that science disproves the Bible.  

- 22% of Bible-believing Christians said gender identity was a matter of personal 

choice.  

- According to Pew Research, about half of professing Christians believe that sex 

before marriage is sometimes or always acceptable.  

- Only 64% of Americans identify as being any type of Christian, and 26% of 

Americans explicitly identify as atheist, agnostic, or non-religious.  

- According to a recent Gallup poll, in 1937, 73% of US adults belonged to some type 

of church. In 2020, the number was down to only 47%. In 2025 the number was 

down to 30%. 

- Only about 36% of US millennials belong to any type of traditional church, and 

adults who do not identify with any religion has grown by 21% over the past two 

decades.  

 

How are evangelical pastors doing?  

- 75% of pastors report being stressed or “extremely stressed.”  

- 90% work between Eifty-Eive and seventy-Eive hours a week.  

- 70% say they are grossly underpaid.  

- 40% say they have a major conElict with someone in their church at least once a 

month, a major conElict.  

- 80% of pastors do not make it more than ten years in ministry before resigning.  

- The average seminary trained pastor, is only in ministry for Eive years or less.  

- 70% of pastors struggle with constant depression.  
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- 50% of pastors are so discouraged that they say they would leave ministry if they 

could, but they are not conEident that they could Eind another job. 

- 80% believe that ministry has negatively impacted their family, and 33% percent 

said it was a downright hazard.  

- 77% percent have bad marriages.  

- 38% are divorced or divorcing.  

- 50% of pastors admit to using pornography, and 37% percent admit to having 

inappropriate sexual behavior with someone at their church.  

- 65% percent feel like their family lives in a glass house. 

- 72% of pastors only study the Bible to prepare for a sermon.  

- Pastors are in the top three professions with the highest suicide rates. Dentists and 

hedge fund managers are the other two. 

 

- What are some theological trends that you will continue to see develop in the 

next generation of Christianity?  

1. You will see increasing Christian persecution in nations that were formerly 

considered to be bastions of Christianity.  

2. More and more churches will have female pastors. That is going to continue to 

thrive and be very normal.  

3. Homosexuality and transgenderism will continue to make inroads in the 

evangelical church. That is not going anywhere.  

4. Christianity will continue to be further divided along political lines.  

5. You will see less and less pastors having a formal theological education. 

Education will shift to unaccredited institutions or to local training in churches.  

6. Pentecostalism and the charismatic movement will continue to inEluence the 

global view of Christianity.  

7. Churches, in an attempt to be relevant, will downplay the historic moral 

positions and beliefs of the church considered by many to be intolerant. That is 

something that we have already seen that will probably keep happening. 

8. You will see the Internet play a much larger role in church life. Again, this is not 

necessarily good or bad, right? The Internet is a blessing and a curse.  

9. You will see Christians abandon their faith based on advances in science, and 

because the Bible pushes against the sexual immorality that is embraced by the 

culture. 

10. Missions will be done increasingly online rather than in person. Now again, this 

is not necessarily a bad thing.  

11. The next generation will not know how to handle suffering or mortality well.  

12. Postmodernism will cause churches to continue focusing on tone, feelings, 

niceness, and avoiding offense instead of its reformation role of bold 

proclamation of difEicult truths. 

13. Socialism will increasingly threaten the religious freedom of Christians.  

14. The Church will become more reEined and stronger. There will be less of a 

Christian inEluence, but those who identify as Christians will have counted the 

cost.  
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What is the solution to these drifts we are seeing? 

1. Church history. A recovery of orthodox theology and how we got here.  

2. A focus on the central theme of the Bible, the person and saving work of Christ.  

3. A focus on the larger storyline of Scripture which affects all of life, not just 

salvation.  

4. Evangelism done through personal relationships instead of gimmicky 

techniques.  

5. Everyone is stressed, everyone is anxious. This is the solution. The message that 

Jesus will provide more lasting joy than the pleasures of this world, and that He 

is the only one who can provide hope in a rapidly changing world. 

6. A reminder that being a Christian means that the world should hate you.  

7. A return to pre-modern and modern views of truth and an explicit rejection of 

postmodernism. 

8. Male leadership and a focus on the importance of the nuclear family.  

9. Not tolerating false teaching and false teachers, but being quick to remove those 

who don't teach what the church has historically held.  

10. Actually loving people, not the way culture deEines love, and having a hope that 

doesn't shift when culture does. 

 

- What have we learned through our study of church history after the last three 

years? 

1. Church history reminds us that we are part of a larger family of faith. What we 

looked at basically is our spiritual family tree.  

2. Church history helps us rightly interpret the Bible. How do you know that you 

are interpreting the Bible correctly? You can't see your blind spots, you can't see 

your presuppositions, but you can look at what millions of Christians before you, 

who are smarter than you, that speak more languages than you, have thought 

about theology. 

3. Church history gives us bumpers to protect us from falling into theological error.  

4. Church history helps us guard against reading our culture onto the biblical text.  

5. Church history helps us see where we might be defending our traditions instead 

of Scripture. 

6. Church history helps us know how to address situations today.  

7. Church history brings humility.  

8. Church history helps us minister to others when we know their theological 

traditions, their background. 

9. Church history reminds us that those who fail to study history are doomed to 

repeat it.  

 

 

 


