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Current Divisions and Trends
Today, the most important division in Christianity is between liberals (or 
progressives) and evangelicals (or conservatives)—more so than denominational 
differences. For example, the differences between liberal Methodists and 
evangelical Methodists are much more significant than those between Methodists 
and Baptists. 

 › Liberals view Scripture as fallible and may question whether events such as 
the virgin birth or the resurrection were literal historical events. Progressives 
typically go further, questioning the concept of God as the personal Creator 
and Ruler of all, and they reject traditional Christian teachings about sexuality 
and gender. 

 › Evangelicals generally view Scripture as infallible or inerrant, accepting all of 
its historical narratives as factual, and they typically hold traditional Christian 
views about sexuality and gender. 

Some Protestant denominations that originated in the US, mostly in the late 18th 
and early 19th centuries, became increasingly liberal in theology and practice. 
Conservative churches often separated from them to form new denominations. 
The more liberal denominations are known today as mainline Protestants. These 
groups generally support progressive views on sexuality and gender, or at least 
allow their churches and ministers to do so. They include: 

 ✤ United Methodist Church 
 ✤ Episcopal Church 
 ✤ Presbyterian Church USA (PCUSA) 
 ✤ American Baptist Churches USA 
 ✤ Evangelical Lutheran Church in America 
 ✤ United Church of Christ
 ✤ Reformed Church in America 
 ✤ Christian Church (Disciples of Christ)

Many historically Black denominations originated as Methodist or Baptist 
churches, founded by African Americans prior to the Civil War and during 
Reconstruction. As with mainline churches, these denominations have trended 
liberal today. These include:

 ✤ African Methodist Episcopal 
 ✤ African Methodist Episcopal Zion
 ✤ Christian Methodist Episcopal
 ✤ National Baptist Convention, USA, Inc.

In the 20th century, the Progressive National Baptist Convention, which broke 
from the National Baptists, was founded in 1961 to advance the work of Martin 
Luther King Jr. and the civil rights movement. Conservative historically Black 
denominations today include the National Baptist Convention of America, the 
National Missionary Baptist Convention, and the Church of God in Christ, the 
largest Pentecostal denomination in the US. 

CHRISTIANS IN THE US

Pew Research Center, Religious Landscape Study 

While mainline churches in the US have lost roughly a third of their 
membership, including thousands of congregations, in the 21st century, the fastest 
growing segment of Christianity is that of nondenominational churches. It is 
estimated that nondenominational churches are home to more than 21 million 
people in the US. Churches with no formal ties to any denomination have existed 
for at least a couple centuries, but the number of such congregations has grown 
dramatically over the past 50 years. There are now more nondenominational 
church members in the US than Southern Baptists (the largest Protestant 
denomination). 

Many nondenominational churches broke off from mainline or evangelical 
denominations, but others were founded as nondenominational from the start. 
Some of the largest “megachurches” in the US are nondenominational, frequently 
forming multisite churches with campuses in different locations in the same city 
or in nearby towns. 

 Helpful Words to Know 
Apocrypha: Books included in the Old Testament by Catholics and Orthodox but not 
Protestants (for example, 1 and 2 Maccabees, Wisdom of Solomon). Called deuterocanonical 
by those who include them.
apostolic succession: The teaching that church bishops represent an uninterrupted line 
which traces back to the New Testament apostles. Accepted by Catholic, Orthodox, and 
Anglican. 
Arminian: In the theological tradition of Dutch theologian Jacob Arminius (1560–1609) 
who broke with Calvinists over their beliefs about predestination. Protestants who reject 
Calvinist doctrines can be considered Arminian, especially most Anglicans, Methodists, 
Churches of Christ, and Pentecostals.
baptism: A sacrament (or ordinance) of the church in which water is used to sprinkle, 
pour, or immerse a child or adult. Some denominations only baptize older children 
or adults who profess a personal faith in Christ (believer’s baptism), while others also 
baptize babies (infant baptism), either for their salvation (Catholics, Orthodox, Anglicans, 
Lutherans) or to represent their participation in the covenant community (Calvinists/
Reformed). 
Calvinist: In the theological tradition of John Calvin (1509–1564), particularly in 
Reformed and Presbyterian church bodies, but also some Baptists. Five points of 
Calvinism: humans are so sinful they cannot initiate return to God; God chooses who 
will be saved; Christ died to save those whom God chose; God infallibly draws to Christ 
those whom he chooses; and they will never fall away.
canon: Authoritative list of books belonging in the Bible. The Protestant canon has  
39 Old Testament books and 27 New Testament books.
catholic: Literally, “universal.” (1) The faithful church in all its expressions worldwide. 
(2) Capitalized. Having to do with the church body headed by the pope—the (Roman) 
Catholic Church.
charismatic: (1) A generic term for spiritual enabling, as in charismatic gifts (tongues, 
healings, prophecies, etc.). (2) Church bodies or Christians who practice speaking in 
tongues and other charismatic gifts but do not view tongues as the initial evidence of 
having received the baptism in the Holy Spirit. 
confession: (1) A document stating what a particular church body or other group 
of Christians believe in common, such as the Augsburg Confession (Lutheran) and 
Westminster Confession of Faith (Presbyterian). (2) The act of privately telling a priest 
about one’s sins. (See penance.)
creeds: (1) The historic statements of Christian teaching about God (Trinity), Christ,  
and salvation, including: Nicene Creed (325), Chalcedonian Creed (451), and others.  
(2) More generally, statements of doctrine affirmed by a church or group of churches. 
congregational: (1) A form of church government in which each local church is self-
governing; practiced by many denominational groups. (2) Capitalized. A church tradition 
originating in Puritan England that was congregational in church government but (unlike 
most others) also accepted infant baptism.

dogma: In Catholic teaching, a truth that has been infallibly defined by the church 
bishops to be divinely revealed; doctrines all members must believe. 
Eucharist: Literally, “thanksgiving.” Term of choice in liturgical churches for 
Communion or the Lord’s Supper.
icons: Artworks depicting Jesus, saints, and religious events that are used in worship, 
mainly in Catholic and Orthodox traditions. 
Incarnation: The doctrine that Jesus, God the Son, “became flesh” ( John 1:14), that is, he 
became a fully human being while still being also fully God.
inerrant: Without error; used by evangelicals to describe the complete trustworthiness of 
the Bible in all matters on which it speaks.
infallible: Without error; sometimes understood comprehensively (as in inerrant) 
and sometimes as limited to certain subjects (especially faith and morals). Applied in 
Catholicism to the pope to certain pronouncements, and in conservative Catholic and 
Protestant theology to the Bible.
liturgical: A form of corporate worship in which the priest or minister leads the 
congregation in readings and prayers from a prescribed text called the liturgy.
ordinance: Term of choice in non-liturgical churches for baptism and the Lord’s Supper. 
Regarded as a symbol of God’s grace already present in the believer. (See sacrament.)
pacifism: Opposition to war, violence, and non-peaceful resistance, especially taught in 
the Friends, Mennonite, and other “peace church” traditions. 
orthodox: (1) Adhering to the essentials of the Christian faith, especially as articulated 
in the early creeds; in this sense, conservative Catholics, Protestants, and Orthodox are all 
“orthodox.” (2) Capitalized. The association of church bodies of Eastern Europe and the 
Middle East (Orthodox Church) that are separate from the Catholic Church.
purgatory: In Catholic teaching, a place of temporal punishment in the afterlife for those 
who die in God’s grace but require further purification before entering heaven. 
Penance: Catholic sacrament in which a person confesses his or her sins to a priest and is 
given assurance of forgiveness.
sacrament: Term of choice in liturgical churches for baptism and the Lord’s Supper, and 
for Catholics, five other rites. Regarded in some way as a means for receiving God’s grace. 
(See ordinance.)
sanctification: Can refer to an act of God in which a person is declared holy upon 
belief in Christ and/or the process by which a believer grows spiritually mature in love, 
righteousness, and holiness. Stressed especially in Methodist and other Holiness traditions.
tongues: Gift of the Spirit in which a person miraculously speaks in a language he or 
she did not learn or in a “divine” language in prayer. In Pentecostal tradition, speaking in 
tongues is the sign of the filling or baptism in the Holy Spirit. 
Trinity: The doctrine that the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit are distinct persons yet by 
nature fully and equally God.

Family Tree of Denominations

United Methodist (1784/1968)
African Methodist Episcopal (1816) 
Wesleyan (1843)  
Free Methodist (1860)  
Salvation Army (1885)  
Nazarene (1895)  
Global Methodist (2022)

Church of God (Cleveland TN) (1907)  
Church of God in Christ (1907)  
Assemblies of God (1914)  
Foursquare (1923)  
Int. Pentecostal Holiness Church (1911) 

American Baptist Churches USA (1814/1907) 
Southern Baptist Convention (1845)  
Baptist General Convention of TX (1848)  
National Baptists (1895)  
General Assoc. of Regular Baptists (1932) 
Baptist Bible Fellowship (1950)  
Progressive National Baptist Conv. (1961) 
Cooperative Baptist Fellowship (1991)

Christian Church (1849/1968) 
Churches of Christ (1906)  
Christian Churches and Churches   
   of Christ (1927)

Conservative Congregational (1948)  
United Church of Christ (1957) 
Evangelical Free (1884/1950)*  
Evangelical Covenant (1885)* 

Anglican Communion (1534)  
Episcopal Church (1789)  
Anglican Church in North America (2009)

Greek, Coptic, Russian, Armenian, and others

Headed by the pope in Rome/Vatican

Evangelical Lutheran (ELCA) (1818/1988)  
Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod (1847)  
Wisconsin Evang. Lutheran Synod (1850) 

Mennonites (1537)  
Friends/Quakers (1650)^  
Amish (1693)  
Brethren (1708)

Protestant 
Reformation 

1517

Great Schism 
1054

* Historically from Lutheranism; Congregational in polity  
^ Historically from Anglicanism; Anabaptist in practice  
° Arose from various Protestant denominations
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East

West

1534

1738

1607

1901

1609

1801
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1525

1536

Presbyterian Church USA (1789/1983)  
Reformed Church in America (1792)  
Christian Reformed Church (1857)  
Presbyterian Church in America (1973)

Catholic

Baptist

Orthodox

Congregational

Anglican

Lutheran

Methodist

Anabaptist

Pentecostal

Reformed

Churches of Christ°

Evangelical 
Protestant 36%

Mainline 
Protestant 21%

Historically Black 
Protestant 9%

Catholic 29%

Orthodox 1% Other 4%
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Catholics consider the apostle Peter (died c. ad 66)  
the first bishop of Rome, the pope. Gregory the Great 
(ad 540–604) was arguably the first such bishop 
viewed as ruling over the whole church.

1.3 billion worldwide  
62 million US 

Small “Old Catholic” groups deny infallibility of the 
pope, which the Catholic Church declared as dogma  
at Vatican I (1870).

The Scriptures, which teach without error the truth 
needed for salvation, must be interpreted within 
Church Tradition. The canon includes 46 Old Testament 
books (7 are Apocrypha/deuterocanonical) and 27  
New Testament books.

The doctrines of the Trinity and the Incarnation as 
taught in the creeds.

Christ died as a sacrifice for people’s sins. By grace, 
God infuses a gift of faith in Christ in those who are 
baptized, which they maintain as they mature by doing 
works of love and receiving the sacraments.

Souls of the faithful go to heaven either immediately 
or, if imperfectly purified in this life, after purgatory. 
The wicked immediately go to eternal punishment  
in hell.

The church is the Mystical Body of Christ, established 
by Christ and led by its earthly head, the pope, who 
may infallibly pronounce dogma. It is united (one) in a 
sacred (holy) worldwide (catholic) community through 
the succession of bishops whose ordination goes back 
to the apostles. Christians not in the Catholic Church 
are “separated brethren.”

Baptism removes original sin in infants and converts. 
In the Eucharist, the substances (not the properties) 
of bread and wine are changed into Jesus’s body 
and blood (transubstantiation). Other sacraments: 
Confession, Confirmation, Holy Matrimony, Holy  
Orders (ordinations), Anointing the Sick (last rites).

Mary was conceived by her mother immaculately (free 
of original sin), remained a virgin perpetually, assumed 
bodily into heaven without dying. She is the Mother 
of the Church and an object of veneration (honor 
that stops short of worship). Priests must be celibate 
(unmarried) men. 

Orthodox churches formed in the Greek-speaking 
cultures in the East (Constantinople), rather than the 
Latin-speaking West (Rome). 1054: East and West 
officially split in the Great Schism.

220 million worldwide  
1.2 million US

Organized by nations (Greek, Coptic, Russian, 
Armenian, etc.), each with churches also in other 
countries. Roughly a third of Orthodox in the US are 
Greek Orthodox.

Scripture, without error in matters of faith, is to be 
interpreted by Sacred Tradition, especially the seven 
Ecumenical Councils (ad 325–787). The canon includes 
49 Old Testament books (3 more than Catholic Bible) 
and 27 New Testament books.

The doctrines of the Trinity and the Incarnation as 
taught in the creeds.

In Christ, God became human so that humans might 
be deified (theosis), having the energy of God’s life. 
Through baptism and church participation, people 
receive the benefits of Christ’s death and resurrection 
as they persevere.

Souls of the faithful are purified (process of growth, 
not punishment), then get a foretaste of eternal 
blessing in heaven. The wicked get a foretaste of 
eternal torment in hell.

The church is the Body of Christ in unbroken historical 
connection to the apostles, changelessly maintaining 
the faith of the undivided church as expressed in the 
Creeds. It is one, holy, catholic, and apostolic. Each 
national church has bishops under the leadership of 
Patriarchs; the Patriarch of Constantinople has primacy 
of honor.

Baptism initiates God’s life in infants and converts. 
In the Eucharist, bread and wine are changed into 
Jesus’s body and blood (a Mystery left unexplained). 
Other sacraments: Chrismation, Confession, Marriage, 
Holy Orders, Anointing the Sick.

Mary was cleansed of sin when Gabriel appeared to 
her, remained a virgin perpetually, and (in tradition, 
not dogma) was assumed bodily into heaven. Icons 
are objects of veneration through which Christ is to be 
worshiped. 

1525: Protestants in Zürich, Switzerland, began 
practicing believer’s baptism (not infant baptism); 
anabaptist means “baptizing again.” 

2 million or more worldwide  
800,000 US

Mennonites founded by pacifist Menno Simons (1537); 
Friends (“Quakers”) by George Fox (c. 1650); Amish 
by a Mennonite group led by Jakob Ammann (1693); 
Brethren (German Baptists) by Alexander Mack (1708). 
Today, Mennonite Church and Church of the Brethren 
are the largest bodies.

Most view Scripture as the inspired means for 
following Jesus, but not as infallible. Scripture is the 
written Word pointing to Jesus the living Word. The 
Protestant canon is accepted. 

Most affirm the Trinity but are noncreedal. Jesus is 
viewed as a man in whom God’s will was revealed 
by his life. His deity, virgin birth, and resurrection are 
traditionally affirmed.

Through faith in Jesus, believers experience peace 
with God, moving them to follow Jesus’s example by 
living as peacemakers in the world. How believers live 
is emphasized over having correct doctrine.

No official view of what happens immediately after 
death. Traditional view: at Christ’s return, God’s people 
will be raised to eternal life and the unrepentant will 
be forever separated from God.

The church is the body of Christ, the society of Christ’s 
followers, marked by holiness, love, service, a simple 
lifestyle, and peacemaking. No one system of church 
government is recognized. Leaders (who function 
mostly locally) are to be characterized by humble 
service.

Baptism is for believers only, a sign of commitment  
to follow Jesus. The Lord’s Supper is a memorial of 
his death. 

Emphasize equality of believers. Some practice foot 
washing. Most groups are “peace churches,” teaching 
nonresistance and pacifism. Friends (Quakers) are not 
Anabaptists but have historically been included among 
the peace churches. 

1536: Protestant Reformer John Calvin wrote Institutes 
of the Christian Religion, a classic of Reformed 
theology.  
1643–1649: Westminster Standards defined Reformed 
doctrine for many Presbyterian churches. 

70–80 million worldwide  
2 million US

Presbyterian Church (USA), or PCUSA, organized in 
1789, took its present form through a merger in 1983. 
Presbyterian Church in America formed in 1973 to 
avoid PCUSA merger. Christian Reformed Church 
(1857) split from Reformed Church in America.

Scripture is inspired and infallible, the sole final rule of 
faith. The Protestant canon is accepted.

The doctrines of the Trinity and the Incarnation as 
taught in the creeds.

People are saved by grace alone when God imputes his 
gift of righteousness through faith alone in Christ, who 
died for their sins. Good works are the inevitable result 
of true faith but in no way the basis of right standing 
before God.

Souls of believers go immediately to be with Christ; 
at Christ’s return, their bodies are raised to immortal 
eternal life. The wicked begin suffering immediately 
in hell.

The church is the body of Christ, including all whom 
God has chosen as his people, represented by the 
visible church, composed of churches that vary in 
purity and corruption. Christ alone is the head of the 
church. Congregations choose elders (presbyters) to 
govern them. Regional groups of elders (presbyteries) 
meet in denomination-wide assemblies.

Baptism is not necessary for salvation but is a sign 
of the new covenant of grace for adults and infants. 
In the Lord’s Supper, Christ’s body and blood are 
spiritually present to believers.

Calvinists and others in Reformed tradition emphasize 
the five solas: on the authority of Scripture alone, by 
grace alone, through faith alone, in Christ alone, to the 
glory of God alone.

1609: John Smythe and other English Puritans  
formed the first Baptist church. 1638: The first Baptist 
church in America was established in Providence, 
Rhode Island.

100 million worldwide (including families)  
25–30 million US

The conservative Southern Baptist Convention is 
the largest US Protestant denomination (13 million). 
Cooperative Baptist Fellowship emerged from the SBC 
in 1991 over such issues as women’s roles. Other 
groups: Baptist General Conv. of Texas, National 
Baptists (various groups), American Baptist Churches 
USA, General Assoc. of Regular Baptist Churches, 
Baptist Bible Fellowship.  

Scripture is inspired and without error, the sole 
final totally trustworthy rule of faith. The standard 
Protestant canon is accepted. (Mainline churches vary 
in the extent to which they continue to view Scripture 
as without error.)

The doctrines of the Trinity and the Incarnation; 
historically, most Baptists have not affirmed or made 
use of the early creeds.

People are saved by grace alone when God imputes to 
them his gift of righteousness through faith alone (sola 
fide) in Christ, who died for their sins. Good works are 
the inevitable result of true faith but in no way the 
basis of right standing before God.

Souls of believers go to be with Christ; at Christ’s 
return, their bodies are raised to immortal eternal life. 
The wicked will suffer eternal punishment in hell.

The church (universal) is the body of Christ, which 
consists of the redeemed throughout history. Local 
churches are autonomous congregations. Members are 
to be baptized believers. Church officers are pastors 
and deacons.

Baptism is immersion of believers only as a symbol of 
their faith in Christ. The Lord’s Supper is a symbolic 
memorial of Christ’s death and anticipation of 
his return. Both are called ordinances rather than 
sacraments.

Most Baptists emphasize evangelism, missions, and 
education. Separation of church and state is a historic 
Baptist emphasis. Baptists include both Calvinists and 
Arminians.

1801: Barton Stone’s Cane Ridge Revival encouraged 
churches to eschew denominations and simply be 
called Christians. 1815: Thomas Campbell and his son 
Alexander led a Baptist restoration movement.  
1832: Stone’s “Christians” united with Campbells’ 
“Disciples of Christ.” 

5–6 million worldwide (especially in Africa and India)  
3 million US

Churches of Christ, a conservative group; Disciples of 
Christ (Christian Church), a mainline church; Christian 
Churches and Churches of Christ, a conservative 
fellowship of independent congregations.

“Where the Scriptures speak, we speak; where the 
Scriptures are silent, we are silent.” Scripture is 
the inerrant word of God. The Protestant canon is 
accepted.

The creeds are rejected (“no creed but Christ”), but 
most conservatives accept the ideas of the Trinity and 
Incarnation.

A person must hear the gospel, believe in Christ, 
repent, confess Christ, be baptized, and persevere in 
holiness to be saved. Some imply that only people who 
do this in the Churches of Christ are saved. 

Believers immediately go to be with Christ, and at his 
return are raised to immortality. The wicked suffer 
eternally in hell. 

The church is the assembly of those who have 
responded rightly to the gospel; it must be called only 
by the name of Christ. The most conservative groups 
maintain that only such churches are part of the 
restoration of true Christianity. Each local church is 
autonomous and calls its own pastors.

Baptism is immersion of believers only as the initial 
act of obedience to the gospel. Many groups recognize 
only their baptism as valid and believe that baptism 
is necessary for salvation. The Lord’s Supper is a 
symbolic memorial.

Often reject denominational labels and centralized 
church authority. Most conservative Churches of Christ 
forbid the use of instrumental music in worship. 

1517: Martin Luther’s 95 Theses usually mark the 
beginning of the Protestant Reformation.  
1530: Augsburg Confession was the first formal 
Lutheran confession.

80 million worldwide (half are in central and  
   northern Europe) 
6.5 million US

Main US bodies: Evangelical Lutheran Church in 
America (ELCA), Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod, 
Wisconsin Evangelical Lutheran Synod, plus a dozen  
or more smaller denominations.

Scripture alone is the authoritative witness to the 
gospel (some parts more directly or fully than others). 
The Protestant canon of 39 Old Testament books and 
27 New Testament books is accepted.

The doctrines of the Trinity and the Incarnation as 
taught in the creeds.

People are saved by grace alone when God justifies 
them (imputes his gift of righteousness) through faith 
alone in Christ who died for their sins. Justification by 
faith alone is the heart of the gospel. Good works are 
the inevitable result of true faith but not the basis of 
right standing before God.

Souls of believers go immediately to be with Christ; 
at Christ’s return, their bodies are raised to immortal 
eternal life. The wicked begin suffering immediately 
in hell.

The church is the congregation of believers in which 
the gospel is preached and sacraments are rightly 
administered. Believers are “priests” in that they have 
direct access to God (“priesthood of all believers”). 
Ministers are pastors; some serve as bishops. 
Historically, Lutherans reject apostolic succession. 

Baptism is necessary for salvation; in it, both infants 
and adult converts are given God’s grace. The Lord’s 
Supper remains truly bread and wine but also becomes 
truly Jesus’s body and blood (consubstantiation).

Lutheran liturgy revised Catholic liturgy to put 
more emphasis on preaching of the Word. 
Lutherans emphasize local church governance, with 
congregations electing representatives who together 
form a synod.

1534: King Henry VIII declared as head of the Church 
of England (Anglican Church) making it independent 
of the Catholic Church. 1789: Episcopal Church formed 
by American Anglicans seeking to distance themselves 
from England after the Revolutionary War.  

85 million worldwide (half live in Africa) 
1.75 million US

Anglican Communion is a worldwide union of 
national and provincial churches. Largest US body is 
the Episcopal Church. US conservatives formed the 
Anglican Church in North America and several smaller 
denominations. 

Scripture contains the truth necessary for salvation 
and is the primary norm for faith but must be 
interpreted in light of tradition and reason. The 
standard Protestant canon is accepted. Apocrypha is 
respected but not viewed as Scripture. 

The doctrines of the Trinity and the Incarnation as 
taught in the creeds.

Christ suffered and died as an offering for sin, freeing 
people from sin and reconciling them to God. People 
share in Christ’s victory when in baptism they become 
living members of the church, believing in him, 
keeping his commandments.

Souls of the faithful are purified to enjoy full 
communion with God; at Christ’s return, they are 
raised to fullness of eternal life in heaven. Those who 
reject God face eternal death.

The church is the Body of Christ. Its unity is based 
on apostolic succession of bishops. It is one, holy, 
catholic, and apostolic. The Anglican Communion 
is traditionally led by the archbishop of Canterbury, 
a tradition now in question as a more conservative 
Anglicanism has grown outside of England.

Sacraments are outward visible signs of inward 
spiritual grace. Infants and converts are made part 
of the church in baptism. Christ’s body and blood are 
really present in Communion. The other five Catholic 
sacraments are accepted but with lesser authority  
and status.

Members are free to accept or reject Catholic doctrines 
of Mary. The Book of Common Prayer is the norm for 
liturgy, which is a modified version of Catholic liturgy. 

1607: English Separatist Puritans said each 
church congregation should govern itself 
(“congregationalism”); in 1620 they sailed on the 
Mayflower to Plymouth.  
1880s: Similar “free churches” who had separated from 
Lutheran Church in Sweden immigrated to the US.

500,000 worldwide  
400,000 US

Main traditional body of Puritan origins today is the 
(quite small) Conservative Congregational Christian 
Conference. Evangelical Free Church of America and 
Evangelical Covenant Church are conservative groups 
from the Swedish free church movement. The liberal 
United Church of Christ traces its origins in part to 
Congregationalism.

The conservative bodies view Scripture as the inerrant 
word of God. The Protestant canon is accepted.

The doctrines of the Trinity and the Incarnation, 
generally in line with the creeds.

People are saved by grace alone when God makes 
them right with him through faith alone in Christ,  
who died for their sins. Good works are the result of 
true faith but in no way the basis of right standing 
before God.

Souls of believers go immediately to be with Christ; at 
Christ’s return, their bodies are raised to immortality. 
The wicked will suffer eternal punishment in hell.

The church is the people of God gathered in Christ’s 
name. Each local church is self-governing and chooses 
its own ministers. 

Congregations may practice infant baptism or 
believer’s baptism, or both. Sacraments are symbols of 
spiritual realities.

Over time, most Congregational churches became 
liberal (denying the reliability of Scripture) and 
Unitarian (denying the Trinity); these churches 
generally do not call themselves Congregational. 

1738: Conversion of John and Charles Wesley, 
devout Anglican ministers and leaders in the Great 
Awakening.  
1784: US Methodists formed a separate church body.

80 million worldwide  
12 million US

African Methodist Episcopal Church, first African 
American Methodist denomination in the US; 
Wesleyan Church founded by abolitionists; Free 
Methodist Church; Salvation Army founded by former 
Methodist William Booth; Church of the Nazarene;  
the mainline United Methodist Church; Global 
Methodist Church formed in 2022 for conservatives 
leaving the UMC.

Scripture is inspired and infallible, the sole final rule of 
faith. The Protestant canon is accepted.

The doctrines of the Trinity and the Incarnation as 
taught in the creeds.

People are saved by grace alone when God regenerates 
and forgives them through faith in Christ, who died for 
their sins. Good works are the necessary result of true 
faith but do not obtain forgiveness or salvation.

Souls of believers go immediately to be with Christ; at 
Christ’s return, their bodies are raised to immortal eternal 
life. The wicked suffer eternal punishment in hell.

The church is the body of Christ, represented by 
visible church institutions. Bishops oversee regions 
and appoint pastors. No strict apostolic succession 
of bishops, but view bishops as elders consecrated to 
their office.

Baptism is a sign of regeneration and of the new 
covenant, for adults and children. In the Lord’s Supper, 
Christ is really present, and his body and blood 
spiritually present, to believers.

Called “Methodists” after the Wesleys’ methodical 
way of doing spiritual practices. “Entire sanctification” 
is a work of the Spirit by which fully consecrated 
believers are purified of all sin and fit for service, a 
state maintained by faith and obedience. Methodists 
are Arminian.

1901: Kansas Bible school students led by Charles 
Parham spoke in tongues. 1906: Azusa Street revival 
(Los Angeles) led by William Seymour launched 
the Pentecostal movement. Called “Pentecostal” 
in reference to the Holy Spirit filling believers on 
Pentecost.

100 million or more worldwide  
Roughly 10 million US

Church of God in Christ (3 million US) and Assemblies 
of God (2.5 million US) are the largest church 
bodies. Other groups: Church of God (Cleveland, TN), 
Foursquare Church, International Pentecostal Holiness 
Church. 

Scripture is inspired and without error, the final totally 
trustworthy rule of faith. The Protestant canon is 
accepted.

The doctrines of the Trinity and the Incarnation; 
historically Pentecostals have not affirmed or made 
use of the early creeds. “Oneness” Pentecostals reject 
the Trinity.

People are saved by God’s grace, by Christ’s death 
for their sins, through repentance and faith in Christ 
alone, resulting in being born again to new life in the 
Spirit, evidenced by a life of holiness.

Souls of believers go immediately to be with Christ; 
at Christ’s return, their bodies are raised to immortal 
eternal life. The wicked suffer eternal punishment  
in hell.

The church is the body of Christ, in which the Holy 
Spirit dwells, which meets to worship God and is the 
agency for bringing the gospel of salvation to the 
whole world. Most practice church government similar 
to Baptists.

Baptism is immersion of believers only as an 
expression of their faith. The Lord’s Supper is a 
symbolic memorial of Christ’s death and anticipation 
of his return. Sacraments are called ordinances.

Typically view speaking in tongues as the initial 
evidence of baptism in the Spirit (second work of 
grace). Some view certain leaders as prophets with 
authoritative messages that are to be confirmed from 
Scripture. Charismatics accept some Pentecostal 
practices.

When and how were  
they founded?

How many adherents?

What are their major 
divisions or groups?

How do they  
view Scripture?

How do they view God  
and Jesus Christ?

What do they believe  
about salvation?

What do they believe 
happens after death?

How do they view  
the church?

What about the 
sacraments?

What other things  
should we know? O
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Catholics consider the apostle Peter (died c. ad 66)  
the first bishop of Rome, the pope. Gregory the Great 
(ad 540–604) was arguably the first such bishop 
viewed as ruling over the whole church.

1.3 billion worldwide  
62 million US 

Small “Old Catholic” groups deny infallibility of the 
pope, which the Catholic Church declared as dogma  
at Vatican I (1870).

The Scriptures, which teach without error the truth 
needed for salvation, must be interpreted within 
Church Tradition. The canon includes 46 Old Testament 
books (7 are Apocrypha/deuterocanonical) and 27  
New Testament books.

The doctrines of the Trinity and the Incarnation as 
taught in the creeds.

Christ died as a sacrifice for people’s sins. By grace, 
God infuses a gift of faith in Christ in those who are 
baptized, which they maintain as they mature by doing 
works of love and receiving the sacraments.

Souls of the faithful go to heaven either immediately 
or, if imperfectly purified in this life, after purgatory. 
The wicked immediately go to eternal punishment  
in hell.

The church is the Mystical Body of Christ, established 
by Christ and led by its earthly head, the pope, who 
may infallibly pronounce dogma. It is united (one) in a 
sacred (holy) worldwide (catholic) community through 
the succession of bishops whose ordination goes back 
to the apostles. Christians not in the Catholic Church 
are “separated brethren.”

Baptism removes original sin in infants and converts. 
In the Eucharist, the substances (not the properties) 
of bread and wine are changed into Jesus’s body 
and blood (transubstantiation). Other sacraments: 
Confession, Confirmation, Holy Matrimony, Holy  
Orders (ordinations), Anointing the Sick (last rites).

Mary was conceived by her mother immaculately (free 
of original sin), remained a virgin perpetually, assumed 
bodily into heaven without dying. She is the Mother 
of the Church and an object of veneration (honor 
that stops short of worship). Priests must be celibate 
(unmarried) men. 

Orthodox churches formed in the Greek-speaking 
cultures in the East (Constantinople), rather than the 
Latin-speaking West (Rome). 1054: East and West 
officially split in the Great Schism.

220 million worldwide  
1.2 million US

Organized by nations (Greek, Coptic, Russian, 
Armenian, etc.), each with churches also in other 
countries. Roughly a third of Orthodox in the US are 
Greek Orthodox.

Scripture, without error in matters of faith, is to be 
interpreted by Sacred Tradition, especially the seven 
Ecumenical Councils (ad 325–787). The canon includes 
49 Old Testament books (3 more than Catholic Bible) 
and 27 New Testament books.

The doctrines of the Trinity and the Incarnation as 
taught in the creeds.

In Christ, God became human so that humans might 
be deified (theosis), having the energy of God’s life. 
Through baptism and church participation, people 
receive the benefits of Christ’s death and resurrection 
as they persevere.

Souls of the faithful are purified (process of growth, 
not punishment), then get a foretaste of eternal 
blessing in heaven. The wicked get a foretaste of 
eternal torment in hell.

The church is the Body of Christ in unbroken historical 
connection to the apostles, changelessly maintaining 
the faith of the undivided church as expressed in the 
Creeds. It is one, holy, catholic, and apostolic. Each 
national church has bishops under the leadership of 
Patriarchs; the Patriarch of Constantinople has primacy 
of honor.

Baptism initiates God’s life in infants and converts. 
In the Eucharist, bread and wine are changed into 
Jesus’s body and blood (a Mystery left unexplained). 
Other sacraments: Chrismation, Confession, Marriage, 
Holy Orders, Anointing the Sick.

Mary was cleansed of sin when Gabriel appeared to 
her, remained a virgin perpetually, and (in tradition, 
not dogma) was assumed bodily into heaven. Icons 
are objects of veneration through which Christ is to be 
worshiped. 

1525: Protestants in Zürich, Switzerland, began 
practicing believer’s baptism (not infant baptism); 
anabaptist means “baptizing again.” 

2 million or more worldwide  
800,000 US

Mennonites founded by pacifist Menno Simons (1537); 
Friends (“Quakers”) by George Fox (c. 1650); Amish 
by a Mennonite group led by Jakob Ammann (1693); 
Brethren (German Baptists) by Alexander Mack (1708). 
Today, Mennonite Church and Church of the Brethren 
are the largest bodies.

Most view Scripture as the inspired means for 
following Jesus, but not as infallible. Scripture is the 
written Word pointing to Jesus the living Word. The 
Protestant canon is accepted. 

Most affirm the Trinity but are noncreedal. Jesus is 
viewed as a man in whom God’s will was revealed 
by his life. His deity, virgin birth, and resurrection are 
traditionally affirmed.

Through faith in Jesus, believers experience peace 
with God, moving them to follow Jesus’s example by 
living as peacemakers in the world. How believers live 
is emphasized over having correct doctrine.

No official view of what happens immediately after 
death. Traditional view: at Christ’s return, God’s people 
will be raised to eternal life and the unrepentant will 
be forever separated from God.

The church is the body of Christ, the society of Christ’s 
followers, marked by holiness, love, service, a simple 
lifestyle, and peacemaking. No one system of church 
government is recognized. Leaders (who function 
mostly locally) are to be characterized by humble 
service.

Baptism is for believers only, a sign of commitment  
to follow Jesus. The Lord’s Supper is a memorial of 
his death. 

Emphasize equality of believers. Some practice foot 
washing. Most groups are “peace churches,” teaching 
nonresistance and pacifism. Friends (Quakers) are not 
Anabaptists but have historically been included among 
the peace churches. 

1536: Protestant Reformer John Calvin wrote Institutes 
of the Christian Religion, a classic of Reformed 
theology.  
1643–1649: Westminster Standards defined Reformed 
doctrine for many Presbyterian churches. 

70–80 million worldwide  
2 million US

Presbyterian Church (USA), or PCUSA, organized in 
1789, took its present form through a merger in 1983. 
Presbyterian Church in America formed in 1973 to 
avoid PCUSA merger. Christian Reformed Church 
(1857) split from Reformed Church in America.

Scripture is inspired and infallible, the sole final rule of 
faith. The Protestant canon is accepted.

The doctrines of the Trinity and the Incarnation as 
taught in the creeds.

People are saved by grace alone when God imputes his 
gift of righteousness through faith alone in Christ, who 
died for their sins. Good works are the inevitable result 
of true faith but in no way the basis of right standing 
before God.

Souls of believers go immediately to be with Christ; 
at Christ’s return, their bodies are raised to immortal 
eternal life. The wicked begin suffering immediately 
in hell.

The church is the body of Christ, including all whom 
God has chosen as his people, represented by the 
visible church, composed of churches that vary in 
purity and corruption. Christ alone is the head of the 
church. Congregations choose elders (presbyters) to 
govern them. Regional groups of elders (presbyteries) 
meet in denomination-wide assemblies.

Baptism is not necessary for salvation but is a sign 
of the new covenant of grace for adults and infants. 
In the Lord’s Supper, Christ’s body and blood are 
spiritually present to believers.

Calvinists and others in Reformed tradition emphasize 
the five solas: on the authority of Scripture alone, by 
grace alone, through faith alone, in Christ alone, to the 
glory of God alone.

1609: John Smythe and other English Puritans  
formed the first Baptist church. 1638: The first Baptist 
church in America was established in Providence, 
Rhode Island.

100 million worldwide (including families)  
25–30 million US

The conservative Southern Baptist Convention is 
the largest US Protestant denomination (13 million). 
Cooperative Baptist Fellowship emerged from the SBC 
in 1991 over such issues as women’s roles. Other 
groups: Baptist General Conv. of Texas, National 
Baptists (various groups), American Baptist Churches 
USA, General Assoc. of Regular Baptist Churches, 
Baptist Bible Fellowship.  

Scripture is inspired and without error, the sole 
final totally trustworthy rule of faith. The standard 
Protestant canon is accepted. (Mainline churches vary 
in the extent to which they continue to view Scripture 
as without error.)

The doctrines of the Trinity and the Incarnation; 
historically, most Baptists have not affirmed or made 
use of the early creeds.

People are saved by grace alone when God imputes to 
them his gift of righteousness through faith alone (sola 
fide) in Christ, who died for their sins. Good works are 
the inevitable result of true faith but in no way the 
basis of right standing before God.

Souls of believers go to be with Christ; at Christ’s 
return, their bodies are raised to immortal eternal life. 
The wicked will suffer eternal punishment in hell.

The church (universal) is the body of Christ, which 
consists of the redeemed throughout history. Local 
churches are autonomous congregations. Members are 
to be baptized believers. Church officers are pastors 
and deacons.

Baptism is immersion of believers only as a symbol of 
their faith in Christ. The Lord’s Supper is a symbolic 
memorial of Christ’s death and anticipation of 
his return. Both are called ordinances rather than 
sacraments.

Most Baptists emphasize evangelism, missions, and 
education. Separation of church and state is a historic 
Baptist emphasis. Baptists include both Calvinists and 
Arminians.

1801: Barton Stone’s Cane Ridge Revival encouraged 
churches to eschew denominations and simply be 
called Christians. 1815: Thomas Campbell and his son 
Alexander led a Baptist restoration movement.  
1832: Stone’s “Christians” united with Campbells’ 
“Disciples of Christ.” 

5–6 million worldwide (especially in Africa and India)  
3 million US

Churches of Christ, a conservative group; Disciples of 
Christ (Christian Church), a mainline church; Christian 
Churches and Churches of Christ, a conservative 
fellowship of independent congregations.

“Where the Scriptures speak, we speak; where the 
Scriptures are silent, we are silent.” Scripture is 
the inerrant word of God. The Protestant canon is 
accepted.

The creeds are rejected (“no creed but Christ”), but 
most conservatives accept the ideas of the Trinity and 
Incarnation.

A person must hear the gospel, believe in Christ, 
repent, confess Christ, be baptized, and persevere in 
holiness to be saved. Some imply that only people who 
do this in the Churches of Christ are saved. 

Believers immediately go to be with Christ, and at his 
return are raised to immortality. The wicked suffer 
eternally in hell. 

The church is the assembly of those who have 
responded rightly to the gospel; it must be called only 
by the name of Christ. The most conservative groups 
maintain that only such churches are part of the 
restoration of true Christianity. Each local church is 
autonomous and calls its own pastors.

Baptism is immersion of believers only as the initial 
act of obedience to the gospel. Many groups recognize 
only their baptism as valid and believe that baptism 
is necessary for salvation. The Lord’s Supper is a 
symbolic memorial.

Often reject denominational labels and centralized 
church authority. Most conservative Churches of Christ 
forbid the use of instrumental music in worship. 

1517: Martin Luther’s 95 Theses usually mark the 
beginning of the Protestant Reformation.  
1530: Augsburg Confession was the first formal 
Lutheran confession.

80 million worldwide (half are in central and  
   northern Europe) 
6.5 million US

Main US bodies: Evangelical Lutheran Church in 
America (ELCA), Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod, 
Wisconsin Evangelical Lutheran Synod, plus a dozen  
or more smaller denominations.

Scripture alone is the authoritative witness to the 
gospel (some parts more directly or fully than others). 
The Protestant canon of 39 Old Testament books and 
27 New Testament books is accepted.

The doctrines of the Trinity and the Incarnation as 
taught in the creeds.

People are saved by grace alone when God justifies 
them (imputes his gift of righteousness) through faith 
alone in Christ who died for their sins. Justification by 
faith alone is the heart of the gospel. Good works are 
the inevitable result of true faith but not the basis of 
right standing before God.

Souls of believers go immediately to be with Christ; 
at Christ’s return, their bodies are raised to immortal 
eternal life. The wicked begin suffering immediately 
in hell.

The church is the congregation of believers in which 
the gospel is preached and sacraments are rightly 
administered. Believers are “priests” in that they have 
direct access to God (“priesthood of all believers”). 
Ministers are pastors; some serve as bishops. 
Historically, Lutherans reject apostolic succession. 

Baptism is necessary for salvation; in it, both infants 
and adult converts are given God’s grace. The Lord’s 
Supper remains truly bread and wine but also becomes 
truly Jesus’s body and blood (consubstantiation).

Lutheran liturgy revised Catholic liturgy to put 
more emphasis on preaching of the Word. 
Lutherans emphasize local church governance, with 
congregations electing representatives who together 
form a synod.

1534: King Henry VIII declared as head of the Church 
of England (Anglican Church) making it independent 
of the Catholic Church. 1789: Episcopal Church formed 
by American Anglicans seeking to distance themselves 
from England after the Revolutionary War.  

85 million worldwide (half live in Africa) 
1.75 million US

Anglican Communion is a worldwide union of 
national and provincial churches. Largest US body is 
the Episcopal Church. US conservatives formed the 
Anglican Church in North America and several smaller 
denominations. 

Scripture contains the truth necessary for salvation 
and is the primary norm for faith but must be 
interpreted in light of tradition and reason. The 
standard Protestant canon is accepted. Apocrypha is 
respected but not viewed as Scripture. 

The doctrines of the Trinity and the Incarnation as 
taught in the creeds.

Christ suffered and died as an offering for sin, freeing 
people from sin and reconciling them to God. People 
share in Christ’s victory when in baptism they become 
living members of the church, believing in him, 
keeping his commandments.

Souls of the faithful are purified to enjoy full 
communion with God; at Christ’s return, they are 
raised to fullness of eternal life in heaven. Those who 
reject God face eternal death.

The church is the Body of Christ. Its unity is based 
on apostolic succession of bishops. It is one, holy, 
catholic, and apostolic. The Anglican Communion 
is traditionally led by the archbishop of Canterbury, 
a tradition now in question as a more conservative 
Anglicanism has grown outside of England.

Sacraments are outward visible signs of inward 
spiritual grace. Infants and converts are made part 
of the church in baptism. Christ’s body and blood are 
really present in Communion. The other five Catholic 
sacraments are accepted but with lesser authority  
and status.

Members are free to accept or reject Catholic doctrines 
of Mary. The Book of Common Prayer is the norm for 
liturgy, which is a modified version of Catholic liturgy. 

1607: English Separatist Puritans said each 
church congregation should govern itself 
(“congregationalism”); in 1620 they sailed on the 
Mayflower to Plymouth.  
1880s: Similar “free churches” who had separated from 
Lutheran Church in Sweden immigrated to the US.

500,000 worldwide  
400,000 US

Main traditional body of Puritan origins today is the 
(quite small) Conservative Congregational Christian 
Conference. Evangelical Free Church of America and 
Evangelical Covenant Church are conservative groups 
from the Swedish free church movement. The liberal 
United Church of Christ traces its origins in part to 
Congregationalism.

The conservative bodies view Scripture as the inerrant 
word of God. The Protestant canon is accepted.

The doctrines of the Trinity and the Incarnation, 
generally in line with the creeds.

People are saved by grace alone when God makes 
them right with him through faith alone in Christ,  
who died for their sins. Good works are the result of 
true faith but in no way the basis of right standing 
before God.

Souls of believers go immediately to be with Christ; at 
Christ’s return, their bodies are raised to immortality. 
The wicked will suffer eternal punishment in hell.

The church is the people of God gathered in Christ’s 
name. Each local church is self-governing and chooses 
its own ministers. 

Congregations may practice infant baptism or 
believer’s baptism, or both. Sacraments are symbols of 
spiritual realities.

Over time, most Congregational churches became 
liberal (denying the reliability of Scripture) and 
Unitarian (denying the Trinity); these churches 
generally do not call themselves Congregational. 

1738: Conversion of John and Charles Wesley, 
devout Anglican ministers and leaders in the Great 
Awakening.  
1784: US Methodists formed a separate church body.

80 million worldwide  
12 million US

African Methodist Episcopal Church, first African 
American Methodist denomination in the US; 
Wesleyan Church founded by abolitionists; Free 
Methodist Church; Salvation Army founded by former 
Methodist William Booth; Church of the Nazarene;  
the mainline United Methodist Church; Global 
Methodist Church formed in 2022 for conservatives 
leaving the UMC.

Scripture is inspired and infallible, the sole final rule of 
faith. The Protestant canon is accepted.

The doctrines of the Trinity and the Incarnation as 
taught in the creeds.

People are saved by grace alone when God regenerates 
and forgives them through faith in Christ, who died for 
their sins. Good works are the necessary result of true 
faith but do not obtain forgiveness or salvation.

Souls of believers go immediately to be with Christ; at 
Christ’s return, their bodies are raised to immortal eternal 
life. The wicked suffer eternal punishment in hell.

The church is the body of Christ, represented by 
visible church institutions. Bishops oversee regions 
and appoint pastors. No strict apostolic succession 
of bishops, but view bishops as elders consecrated to 
their office.

Baptism is a sign of regeneration and of the new 
covenant, for adults and children. In the Lord’s Supper, 
Christ is really present, and his body and blood 
spiritually present, to believers.

Called “Methodists” after the Wesleys’ methodical 
way of doing spiritual practices. “Entire sanctification” 
is a work of the Spirit by which fully consecrated 
believers are purified of all sin and fit for service, a 
state maintained by faith and obedience. Methodists 
are Arminian.

1901: Kansas Bible school students led by Charles 
Parham spoke in tongues. 1906: Azusa Street revival 
(Los Angeles) led by William Seymour launched 
the Pentecostal movement. Called “Pentecostal” 
in reference to the Holy Spirit filling believers on 
Pentecost.

100 million or more worldwide  
Roughly 10 million US

Church of God in Christ (3 million US) and Assemblies 
of God (2.5 million US) are the largest church 
bodies. Other groups: Church of God (Cleveland, TN), 
Foursquare Church, International Pentecostal Holiness 
Church. 

Scripture is inspired and without error, the final totally 
trustworthy rule of faith. The Protestant canon is 
accepted.

The doctrines of the Trinity and the Incarnation; 
historically Pentecostals have not affirmed or made 
use of the early creeds. “Oneness” Pentecostals reject 
the Trinity.

People are saved by God’s grace, by Christ’s death 
for their sins, through repentance and faith in Christ 
alone, resulting in being born again to new life in the 
Spirit, evidenced by a life of holiness.

Souls of believers go immediately to be with Christ; 
at Christ’s return, their bodies are raised to immortal 
eternal life. The wicked suffer eternal punishment  
in hell.

The church is the body of Christ, in which the Holy 
Spirit dwells, which meets to worship God and is the 
agency for bringing the gospel of salvation to the 
whole world. Most practice church government similar 
to Baptists.

Baptism is immersion of believers only as an 
expression of their faith. The Lord’s Supper is a 
symbolic memorial of Christ’s death and anticipation 
of his return. Sacraments are called ordinances.

Typically view speaking in tongues as the initial 
evidence of baptism in the Spirit (second work of 
grace). Some view certain leaders as prophets with 
authoritative messages that are to be confirmed from 
Scripture. Charismatics accept some Pentecostal 
practices.

When and how were  
they founded?

How many adherents?

What are their major 
divisions or groups?

How do they  
view Scripture?

How do they view God  
and Jesus Christ?

What do they believe  
about salvation?

What do they believe 
happens after death?

How do they view  
the church?

What about the 
sacraments?
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well as from professional resources on multiple religions. Descriptions are 
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What Are Christian Denominations?
In a strict sense, a denomination is a group of congregations that associate 
together and have a formal name by which the group is known. In a looser 
sense, a denomination may be churches that share a similar heritage, as in “the 
Baptists.” They can also be a limited administrative organization with affiliated 
congregations, as in “the Southern Baptist Convention.” 

Working together as a denomination, churches can pool resources to establish 
hospitals, universities, mission agencies, seminaries, publishing houses, and 
provide disaster relief. Denominations are not as divided as they may first seem. 
Many are administratively distinct groups (often in different nations or states) 
that share beliefs and objectives. 

It can be difficult nowadays to identify denominations. Many churches no 
longer include their denomination within their name, while still remaining part 
of the denomination (like “Community Church” instead 
of “First Baptist”). You may need to check their website or 
ask someone at the church to find out its denomination. 
Also, many unrelated denominations have similar names. 
For example, the United Church of Christ is not related to 
the Churches of Christ and differs from it in doctrine and 
practice. 

Some denomination names started as disparaging nicknames. 
For example, “Lutherans,” called so after their founder 
Martin Luther, eventually accepted the name. For that 
matter, “Christians” was itself a nickname given to believers 
in Christ by pagans in Antioch (Acts 11:26).
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Catholics consider the apostle Peter (died c. ad 66)  
the first bishop of Rome, the pope. Gregory the Great 
(ad 540–604) was arguably the first such bishop 
viewed as ruling over the whole church.

1.3 billion worldwide  
62 million US 

Small “Old Catholic” groups deny infallibility of the 
pope, which the Catholic Church declared as dogma  
at Vatican I (1870).

The Scriptures, which teach without error the truth 
needed for salvation, must be interpreted within 
Church Tradition. The canon includes 46 Old Testament 
books (7 are Apocrypha/deuterocanonical) and 27  
New Testament books.

The doctrines of the Trinity and the Incarnation as 
taught in the creeds.

Christ died as a sacrifice for people’s sins. By grace, 
God infuses a gift of faith in Christ in those who are 
baptized, which they maintain as they mature by doing 
works of love and receiving the sacraments.

Souls of the faithful go to heaven either immediately 
or, if imperfectly purified in this life, after purgatory. 
The wicked immediately go to eternal punishment  
in hell.

The church is the Mystical Body of Christ, established 
by Christ and led by its earthly head, the pope, who 
may infallibly pronounce dogma. It is united (one) in a 
sacred (holy) worldwide (catholic) community through 
the succession of bishops whose ordination goes back 
to the apostles. Christians not in the Catholic Church 
are “separated brethren.”

Baptism removes original sin in infants and converts. 
In the Eucharist, the substances (not the properties) 
of bread and wine are changed into Jesus’s body 
and blood (transubstantiation). Other sacraments: 
Confession, Confirmation, Holy Matrimony, Holy  
Orders (ordinations), Anointing the Sick (last rites).

Mary was conceived by her mother immaculately (free 
of original sin), remained a virgin perpetually, assumed 
bodily into heaven without dying. She is the Mother 
of the Church and an object of veneration (honor 
that stops short of worship). Priests must be celibate 
(unmarried) men. 

Orthodox churches formed in the Greek-speaking 
cultures in the East (Constantinople), rather than the 
Latin-speaking West (Rome). 1054: East and West 
officially split in the Great Schism.

220 million worldwide  
1.2 million US

Organized by nations (Greek, Coptic, Russian, 
Armenian, etc.), each with churches also in other 
countries. Roughly a third of Orthodox in the US are 
Greek Orthodox.

Scripture, without error in matters of faith, is to be 
interpreted by Sacred Tradition, especially the seven 
Ecumenical Councils (ad 325–787). The canon includes 
49 Old Testament books (3 more than Catholic Bible) 
and 27 New Testament books.

The doctrines of the Trinity and the Incarnation as 
taught in the creeds.

In Christ, God became human so that humans might 
be deified (theosis), having the energy of God’s life. 
Through baptism and church participation, people 
receive the benefits of Christ’s death and resurrection 
as they persevere.

Souls of the faithful are purified (process of growth, 
not punishment), then get a foretaste of eternal 
blessing in heaven. The wicked get a foretaste of 
eternal torment in hell.

The church is the Body of Christ in unbroken historical 
connection to the apostles, changelessly maintaining 
the faith of the undivided church as expressed in the 
Creeds. It is one, holy, catholic, and apostolic. Each 
national church has bishops under the leadership of 
Patriarchs; the Patriarch of Constantinople has primacy 
of honor.

Baptism initiates God’s life in infants and converts. 
In the Eucharist, bread and wine are changed into 
Jesus’s body and blood (a Mystery left unexplained). 
Other sacraments: Chrismation, Confession, Marriage, 
Holy Orders, Anointing the Sick.

Mary was cleansed of sin when Gabriel appeared to 
her, remained a virgin perpetually, and (in tradition, 
not dogma) was assumed bodily into heaven. Icons 
are objects of veneration through which Christ is to be 
worshiped. 

1525: Protestants in Zürich, Switzerland, began 
practicing believer’s baptism (not infant baptism); 
anabaptist means “baptizing again.” 

2 million or more worldwide  
800,000 US

Mennonites founded by pacifist Menno Simons (1537); 
Friends (“Quakers”) by George Fox (c. 1650); Amish 
by a Mennonite group led by Jakob Ammann (1693); 
Brethren (German Baptists) by Alexander Mack (1708). 
Today, Mennonite Church and Church of the Brethren 
are the largest bodies.

Most view Scripture as the inspired means for 
following Jesus, but not as infallible. Scripture is the 
written Word pointing to Jesus the living Word. The 
Protestant canon is accepted. 

Most affirm the Trinity but are noncreedal. Jesus is 
viewed as a man in whom God’s will was revealed 
by his life. His deity, virgin birth, and resurrection are 
traditionally affirmed.

Through faith in Jesus, believers experience peace 
with God, moving them to follow Jesus’s example by 
living as peacemakers in the world. How believers live 
is emphasized over having correct doctrine.

No official view of what happens immediately after 
death. Traditional view: at Christ’s return, God’s people 
will be raised to eternal life and the unrepentant will 
be forever separated from God.

The church is the body of Christ, the society of Christ’s 
followers, marked by holiness, love, service, a simple 
lifestyle, and peacemaking. No one system of church 
government is recognized. Leaders (who function 
mostly locally) are to be characterized by humble 
service.

Baptism is for believers only, a sign of commitment  
to follow Jesus. The Lord’s Supper is a memorial of 
his death. 

Emphasize equality of believers. Some practice foot 
washing. Most groups are “peace churches,” teaching 
nonresistance and pacifism. Friends (Quakers) are not 
Anabaptists but have historically been included among 
the peace churches. 

1536: Protestant Reformer John Calvin wrote Institutes 
of the Christian Religion, a classic of Reformed 
theology.  
1643–1649: Westminster Standards defined Reformed 
doctrine for many Presbyterian churches. 

70–80 million worldwide  
2 million US

Presbyterian Church (USA), or PCUSA, organized in 
1789, took its present form through a merger in 1983. 
Presbyterian Church in America formed in 1973 to 
avoid PCUSA merger. Christian Reformed Church 
(1857) split from Reformed Church in America.

Scripture is inspired and infallible, the sole final rule of 
faith. The Protestant canon is accepted.

The doctrines of the Trinity and the Incarnation as 
taught in the creeds.

People are saved by grace alone when God imputes his 
gift of righteousness through faith alone in Christ, who 
died for their sins. Good works are the inevitable result 
of true faith but in no way the basis of right standing 
before God.

Souls of believers go immediately to be with Christ; 
at Christ’s return, their bodies are raised to immortal 
eternal life. The wicked begin suffering immediately 
in hell.

The church is the body of Christ, including all whom 
God has chosen as his people, represented by the 
visible church, composed of churches that vary in 
purity and corruption. Christ alone is the head of the 
church. Congregations choose elders (presbyters) to 
govern them. Regional groups of elders (presbyteries) 
meet in denomination-wide assemblies.

Baptism is not necessary for salvation but is a sign 
of the new covenant of grace for adults and infants. 
In the Lord’s Supper, Christ’s body and blood are 
spiritually present to believers.

Calvinists and others in Reformed tradition emphasize 
the five solas: on the authority of Scripture alone, by 
grace alone, through faith alone, in Christ alone, to the 
glory of God alone.

1609: John Smythe and other English Puritans  
formed the first Baptist church. 1638: The first Baptist 
church in America was established in Providence, 
Rhode Island.

100 million worldwide (including families)  
25–30 million US

The conservative Southern Baptist Convention is 
the largest US Protestant denomination (13 million). 
Cooperative Baptist Fellowship emerged from the SBC 
in 1991 over such issues as women’s roles. Other 
groups: Baptist General Conv. of Texas, National 
Baptists (various groups), American Baptist Churches 
USA, General Assoc. of Regular Baptist Churches, 
Baptist Bible Fellowship.  

Scripture is inspired and without error, the sole 
final totally trustworthy rule of faith. The standard 
Protestant canon is accepted. (Mainline churches vary 
in the extent to which they continue to view Scripture 
as without error.)

The doctrines of the Trinity and the Incarnation; 
historically, most Baptists have not affirmed or made 
use of the early creeds.

People are saved by grace alone when God imputes to 
them his gift of righteousness through faith alone (sola 
fide) in Christ, who died for their sins. Good works are 
the inevitable result of true faith but in no way the 
basis of right standing before God.

Souls of believers go to be with Christ; at Christ’s 
return, their bodies are raised to immortal eternal life. 
The wicked will suffer eternal punishment in hell.

The church (universal) is the body of Christ, which 
consists of the redeemed throughout history. Local 
churches are autonomous congregations. Members are 
to be baptized believers. Church officers are pastors 
and deacons.

Baptism is immersion of believers only as a symbol of 
their faith in Christ. The Lord’s Supper is a symbolic 
memorial of Christ’s death and anticipation of 
his return. Both are called ordinances rather than 
sacraments.

Most Baptists emphasize evangelism, missions, and 
education. Separation of church and state is a historic 
Baptist emphasis. Baptists include both Calvinists and 
Arminians.

1801: Barton Stone’s Cane Ridge Revival encouraged 
churches to eschew denominations and simply be 
called Christians. 1815: Thomas Campbell and his son 
Alexander led a Baptist restoration movement.  
1832: Stone’s “Christians” united with Campbells’ 
“Disciples of Christ.” 

5–6 million worldwide (especially in Africa and India)  
3 million US

Churches of Christ, a conservative group; Disciples of 
Christ (Christian Church), a mainline church; Christian 
Churches and Churches of Christ, a conservative 
fellowship of independent congregations.

“Where the Scriptures speak, we speak; where the 
Scriptures are silent, we are silent.” Scripture is 
the inerrant word of God. The Protestant canon is 
accepted.

The creeds are rejected (“no creed but Christ”), but 
most conservatives accept the ideas of the Trinity and 
Incarnation.

A person must hear the gospel, believe in Christ, 
repent, confess Christ, be baptized, and persevere in 
holiness to be saved. Some imply that only people who 
do this in the Churches of Christ are saved. 

Believers immediately go to be with Christ, and at his 
return are raised to immortality. The wicked suffer 
eternally in hell. 

The church is the assembly of those who have 
responded rightly to the gospel; it must be called only 
by the name of Christ. The most conservative groups 
maintain that only such churches are part of the 
restoration of true Christianity. Each local church is 
autonomous and calls its own pastors.

Baptism is immersion of believers only as the initial 
act of obedience to the gospel. Many groups recognize 
only their baptism as valid and believe that baptism 
is necessary for salvation. The Lord’s Supper is a 
symbolic memorial.

Often reject denominational labels and centralized 
church authority. Most conservative Churches of Christ 
forbid the use of instrumental music in worship. 

1517: Martin Luther’s 95 Theses usually mark the 
beginning of the Protestant Reformation.  
1530: Augsburg Confession was the first formal 
Lutheran confession.

80 million worldwide (half are in central and  
   northern Europe) 
6.5 million US

Main US bodies: Evangelical Lutheran Church in 
America (ELCA), Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod, 
Wisconsin Evangelical Lutheran Synod, plus a dozen  
or more smaller denominations.

Scripture alone is the authoritative witness to the 
gospel (some parts more directly or fully than others). 
The Protestant canon of 39 Old Testament books and 
27 New Testament books is accepted.

The doctrines of the Trinity and the Incarnation as 
taught in the creeds.

People are saved by grace alone when God justifies 
them (imputes his gift of righteousness) through faith 
alone in Christ who died for their sins. Justification by 
faith alone is the heart of the gospel. Good works are 
the inevitable result of true faith but not the basis of 
right standing before God.

Souls of believers go immediately to be with Christ; 
at Christ’s return, their bodies are raised to immortal 
eternal life. The wicked begin suffering immediately 
in hell.

The church is the congregation of believers in which 
the gospel is preached and sacraments are rightly 
administered. Believers are “priests” in that they have 
direct access to God (“priesthood of all believers”). 
Ministers are pastors; some serve as bishops. 
Historically, Lutherans reject apostolic succession. 

Baptism is necessary for salvation; in it, both infants 
and adult converts are given God’s grace. The Lord’s 
Supper remains truly bread and wine but also becomes 
truly Jesus’s body and blood (consubstantiation).

Lutheran liturgy revised Catholic liturgy to put 
more emphasis on preaching of the Word. 
Lutherans emphasize local church governance, with 
congregations electing representatives who together 
form a synod.

1534: King Henry VIII declared as head of the Church 
of England (Anglican Church) making it independent 
of the Catholic Church. 1789: Episcopal Church formed 
by American Anglicans seeking to distance themselves 
from England after the Revolutionary War.  

85 million worldwide (half live in Africa) 
1.75 million US

Anglican Communion is a worldwide union of 
national and provincial churches. Largest US body is 
the Episcopal Church. US conservatives formed the 
Anglican Church in North America and several smaller 
denominations. 

Scripture contains the truth necessary for salvation 
and is the primary norm for faith but must be 
interpreted in light of tradition and reason. The 
standard Protestant canon is accepted. Apocrypha is 
respected but not viewed as Scripture. 

The doctrines of the Trinity and the Incarnation as 
taught in the creeds.

Christ suffered and died as an offering for sin, freeing 
people from sin and reconciling them to God. People 
share in Christ’s victory when in baptism they become 
living members of the church, believing in him, 
keeping his commandments.

Souls of the faithful are purified to enjoy full 
communion with God; at Christ’s return, they are 
raised to fullness of eternal life in heaven. Those who 
reject God face eternal death.

The church is the Body of Christ. Its unity is based 
on apostolic succession of bishops. It is one, holy, 
catholic, and apostolic. The Anglican Communion 
is traditionally led by the archbishop of Canterbury, 
a tradition now in question as a more conservative 
Anglicanism has grown outside of England.

Sacraments are outward visible signs of inward 
spiritual grace. Infants and converts are made part 
of the church in baptism. Christ’s body and blood are 
really present in Communion. The other five Catholic 
sacraments are accepted but with lesser authority  
and status.

Members are free to accept or reject Catholic doctrines 
of Mary. The Book of Common Prayer is the norm for 
liturgy, which is a modified version of Catholic liturgy. 

1607: English Separatist Puritans said each 
church congregation should govern itself 
(“congregationalism”); in 1620 they sailed on the 
Mayflower to Plymouth.  
1880s: Similar “free churches” who had separated from 
Lutheran Church in Sweden immigrated to the US.

500,000 worldwide  
400,000 US

Main traditional body of Puritan origins today is the 
(quite small) Conservative Congregational Christian 
Conference. Evangelical Free Church of America and 
Evangelical Covenant Church are conservative groups 
from the Swedish free church movement. The liberal 
United Church of Christ traces its origins in part to 
Congregationalism.

The conservative bodies view Scripture as the inerrant 
word of God. The Protestant canon is accepted.

The doctrines of the Trinity and the Incarnation, 
generally in line with the creeds.

People are saved by grace alone when God makes 
them right with him through faith alone in Christ,  
who died for their sins. Good works are the result of 
true faith but in no way the basis of right standing 
before God.

Souls of believers go immediately to be with Christ; at 
Christ’s return, their bodies are raised to immortality. 
The wicked will suffer eternal punishment in hell.

The church is the people of God gathered in Christ’s 
name. Each local church is self-governing and chooses 
its own ministers. 

Congregations may practice infant baptism or 
believer’s baptism, or both. Sacraments are symbols of 
spiritual realities.

Over time, most Congregational churches became 
liberal (denying the reliability of Scripture) and 
Unitarian (denying the Trinity); these churches 
generally do not call themselves Congregational. 

1738: Conversion of John and Charles Wesley, 
devout Anglican ministers and leaders in the Great 
Awakening.  
1784: US Methodists formed a separate church body.

80 million worldwide  
12 million US

African Methodist Episcopal Church, first African 
American Methodist denomination in the US; 
Wesleyan Church founded by abolitionists; Free 
Methodist Church; Salvation Army founded by former 
Methodist William Booth; Church of the Nazarene;  
the mainline United Methodist Church; Global 
Methodist Church formed in 2022 for conservatives 
leaving the UMC.

Scripture is inspired and infallible, the sole final rule of 
faith. The Protestant canon is accepted.

The doctrines of the Trinity and the Incarnation as 
taught in the creeds.

People are saved by grace alone when God regenerates 
and forgives them through faith in Christ, who died for 
their sins. Good works are the necessary result of true 
faith but do not obtain forgiveness or salvation.

Souls of believers go immediately to be with Christ; at 
Christ’s return, their bodies are raised to immortal eternal 
life. The wicked suffer eternal punishment in hell.

The church is the body of Christ, represented by 
visible church institutions. Bishops oversee regions 
and appoint pastors. No strict apostolic succession 
of bishops, but view bishops as elders consecrated to 
their office.

Baptism is a sign of regeneration and of the new 
covenant, for adults and children. In the Lord’s Supper, 
Christ is really present, and his body and blood 
spiritually present, to believers.

Called “Methodists” after the Wesleys’ methodical 
way of doing spiritual practices. “Entire sanctification” 
is a work of the Spirit by which fully consecrated 
believers are purified of all sin and fit for service, a 
state maintained by faith and obedience. Methodists 
are Arminian.

1901: Kansas Bible school students led by Charles 
Parham spoke in tongues. 1906: Azusa Street revival 
(Los Angeles) led by William Seymour launched 
the Pentecostal movement. Called “Pentecostal” 
in reference to the Holy Spirit filling believers on 
Pentecost.

100 million or more worldwide  
Roughly 10 million US

Church of God in Christ (3 million US) and Assemblies 
of God (2.5 million US) are the largest church 
bodies. Other groups: Church of God (Cleveland, TN), 
Foursquare Church, International Pentecostal Holiness 
Church. 

Scripture is inspired and without error, the final totally 
trustworthy rule of faith. The Protestant canon is 
accepted.

The doctrines of the Trinity and the Incarnation; 
historically Pentecostals have not affirmed or made 
use of the early creeds. “Oneness” Pentecostals reject 
the Trinity.

People are saved by God’s grace, by Christ’s death 
for their sins, through repentance and faith in Christ 
alone, resulting in being born again to new life in the 
Spirit, evidenced by a life of holiness.

Souls of believers go immediately to be with Christ; 
at Christ’s return, their bodies are raised to immortal 
eternal life. The wicked suffer eternal punishment  
in hell.

The church is the body of Christ, in which the Holy 
Spirit dwells, which meets to worship God and is the 
agency for bringing the gospel of salvation to the 
whole world. Most practice church government similar 
to Baptists.

Baptism is immersion of believers only as an 
expression of their faith. The Lord’s Supper is a 
symbolic memorial of Christ’s death and anticipation 
of his return. Sacraments are called ordinances.

Typically view speaking in tongues as the initial 
evidence of baptism in the Spirit (second work of 
grace). Some view certain leaders as prophets with 
authoritative messages that are to be confirmed from 
Scripture. Charismatics accept some Pentecostal 
practices.

When and how were  
they founded?

How many adherents?

What are their major 
divisions or groups?

How do they  
view Scripture?

How do they view God  
and Jesus Christ?

What do they believe  
about salvation?

What do they believe 
happens after death?

How do they view  
the church?

What about the 
sacraments?

What other things  
should we know? O
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It can be difficult nowadays to identify denominations. Many churches no 
longer include their denomination within their name, while still remaining part 
of the denomination (like “Community Church” instead 
of “First Baptist”). You may need to check their website or 
ask someone at the church to find out its denomination. 
Also, many unrelated denominations have similar names. 
For example, the United Church of Christ is not related to 
the Churches of Christ and differs from it in doctrine and 
practice. 

Some denomination names started as disparaging nicknames. 
For example, “Lutherans,” called so after their founder 
Martin Luther, eventually accepted the name. For that 
matter, “Christians” was itself a nickname given to believers 
in Christ by pagans in Antioch (Acts 11:26).
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