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Abstract
Throughout 2017, Protestants around the world will celebrate five hundred years 
of history. Although for several centuries the Protestant movement was based in 
Europe, then North America, from its Western homelands it eventually spread all 
over the world. In 2017 there are 560 million Protestants found in nearly all the 
world’s 234 countries. Of these 560 million, only 16 percent are in Europe, with 41 
percent in Africa, a figure projected to reach 53 percent by 2050. The article also 
presents the latest statistics related to global Christianity and its mission.

Keywords
Protestantism, Africa, Global South, globalization, Evangelicalism, Pentecostalism, 
statistics, distribution, mission, evangelism

This article is the thirty-third in an annual series in the IBMR. The series began in 
1985, three years after the publication of the first edition of David Barrett’s World 
Christian Encyclopedia (Oxford University Press). Its purpose is to lay out, in sum-
mary form, an annual update of the most significant global and regional statistics rel-
evant to understanding the current status of global Christianity. While the present 
article focuses on Protestants (table 1), tables 2–6 continue the tradition of the series, 
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presenting an overview of statistics related to global Christianity and mission. The 
information appears in comparative perspective, offering estimates for 1900, 1970, 
2000, 2017, 2025, and 2050. In addition, an average annual growth rate for each cat-
egory is calculated for 2000–2017.

Protestants after five hundred years
Throughout 2017, Protestants around the world will celebrate five hundred years of 
their history, symbolically springing from Martin Luther nailing his ninety-five theses 
to the door of the Wittenberg Church in October 1517. Although for several centuries 
the Protestant movement was based in Europe, then North America, it eventually 
expanded out of its Western homelands until it had spread all over the world. Today, 
different types of churches exist within Protestantism, including Anglican,1 Baptist, 
Brethren, Churches of Christ, Congregational, Disciples, Evangelical, Friends 
(Quakers), Lutheran, Mennonite, Methodist, Moravian, Pentecostal, and Reformed/
Presbyterian. The World Christian Database reports that in 2017 there are 560 million 
Protestants found in nearly all the world’s 234 countries (see table 4).

Table 1 shows the continental distribution of Protestants, including Anglicans, from 
1600 to 2050. Nearly all Protestants were European in 1600, but by 2017 the European 
share had dropped to 16 percent. By 2050 it is expected that less than 10 percent of 
Protestants will be European. In 1900 almost 93 percent of all Protestants lived in 
Europe and Northern America, but this percentage has fallen to 27.2 in 2017, and by 
2050 is expected to fall further, to 17.5 percent. African Protestants were only 1.7 
percent of all Protestants in 1900—and these mostly Europeans in South Africa—but 
in 2017 they represent 40.8 percent of the global total and are projected to reach 53.1 
percent by 2050. That is, sometime around 2040 half of all Protestants will live in 
Africa.

In 1600 Protestants represented more than 10 percent of all Christians worldwide. 
Their share of global Christians reached its high point around 1900, when it was about 
24 percent; in 2017 it stands at 22.6 percent. Protestants will surpass their previous 
high point by 2050, however, when they are projected to be more than 25 percent of 
all Christians, due in part to continued significant growth in Africa. If Independent 
churches are considered as offshoots of Protestantism, then the “wider” Protestants’ 
share of global Christians is even higher. For example, Protestants and Independents 
together represent more than 40 percent of all Christians in 2017.

Protestants over one hundred years
Table 4 includes more detail related to the past one hundred years of Protestant history. 
Protestants numbered 133 million in 1900, nearly doubled to 252 million by 1970, and 
then more than doubled again in size by the early twenty-first century, reaching 559 
million in 2017. Protestants will likely number 626 million by 2025 and surpass 870 
million by 2050. By 1900 Protestants had spread to nearly 80 percent of the world’s 
countries. Also in 1900, Europe was home to more than 60 percent of all reported 
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Table 1. Distribution of Protestants (Millions) by Continent, 1600–2050.

Continent 1600 1700 1800 1900 2000 mid-2017 2050

Prot. % Prot. % Prot. % Prot. % Prot. % Prot. % Prot. %

Africa 0.00 0.0% 0.01 0.0% 0.10 0.2% 2.21 1.7% 142.22 33.5% 228.30 40.8% 462.73 53.1%
Asia 0.10 0.8% 0.29 1.3% 0.47 1.1% 2.63 2.0% 68.56 16.2% 99.04 17.7% 143.57 16.5%
Europe 12.57 99.2% 22.09 96.9% 36.63 85.4% 84.06 63.1% 93.08 21.9% 90.88 16.3% 86.51 9.9%
Latin America 0.00 0.0% 0.03 0.1% 0.39 0.9% 1.66 1.2% 45.11 10.6% 66.84 12.0% 95.83 11.0%
Northern America 0.00 0.0% 0.38 1.7% 5.22 12.2% 39.47 29.6% 63.52 15.0% 61.02 10.9% 66.36 7.6%
Oceania 0.00 0.0% 0.00 0.0% 0.08 0.2% 3.24 2.4% 11.77 2.8% 13.17 2.4% 16.64 1.9%
Total 12.67 100.0% 22.80 100.0% 42.89 100.0% 133.28 100.0% 424.26 100.0% 559.26 100.0% 871.63 100.0%

Note: Protestants include Anglicans; % is percentage of all Protestants in given year.
Source: Todd M. Johnson and Gina A. Zurlo, eds., World Christian Database (Leiden: Brill, accessed July 2016).
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Protestants, mostly in Western and Northern Europe. Most of the rest lived in Northern 
America. The United States had more reported Protestants (over 42 million) than 
Germany (28 million), the birthplace of Protestantism.2

Today Africa is home to four out of every ten Protestants. Asia and Europe are each 
home to about one-sixth of all Protestants worldwide; one-eighth live in Latin America, 
and one-ninth in Northern America. These figures reflect the shift of the Protestant 
center of gravity from the North Atlantic Ocean in 1910 to western Africa in 2010. The 
United States still has by far the most Protestants (60 million), but Nigeria (45 million) 
and Brazil (31 million) have passed Britain (down to 30 million) and Germany (down 
to 26 million) as second and third on the list. The other countries in the top ten are in 
Africa (two) or Asia (three).

Protestant growth exploded in much of Africa during the twentieth century. 
Namibia, for example, was home to only 10,000 Protestants (5.7 percent of the popu-
lation) in 1910, but by 2010 this number had surged to more than 1.2 million (59.4 
percent). Primarily before 1970, most African countries embraced Christianity, espe-
cially Protestantism, initially because of missionary efforts.

Despite the globalization of Protestantism, the five countries with the greatest pro-
portions of reported Protestants in their populations have changed little.3 For both 
1910 and today they are the Nordic countries, where Lutheranism is or was the state 
religion. However, while four countries were 99–100 percent Protestant in 1910, none 
is today. Although Protestants globally continue to grow faster than the general popu-
lation, the most profound changes continue to occur in Latin America and Africa.

Evangelicals as Protestants
The historical origins of modern Evangelicalism4 lie in the search for a “true religion 
of the heart,” beginning in the first half of the eighteenth century in Europe.5 English-
speaking Protestantism was renewed by a series of religious revivals, flamed by 
prominent evangelists like George Whitefield and John Wesley but supported by the 
lives of “ordinary men and women.”6 Initially, “Evangelical” was simply synonymous 
with “Protestant,” especially in Germany, where even today German evangelisch is 
better translated as “Protestant” than “Evangelical” (for which, German prefers 
evangelikal).7 Among English speakers, many Lutherans in particular still use the 
term in this sense, as in the “Evangelical Lutheran Church.” Over time, the term 
“Evangelical” largely came to describe the network of Protestant Christian move-
ments in the eighteenth century in Britain and its colonies, the individuals who were 
associated with those movements, and a larger pattern of theological convictions and 
religious attitudes.8

The Protestant Reformation, originating in sixteenth-century Germany, was highly 
instrumental in the fragmentation of Christianity. Its emphasis on individual reading 
and interpretation of Scripture, combined with renewed religious freedom, resulted in 
the development of a multitude of new Christian groups, each an attempt to capture a 
“purer” version of the faith. As the Reformation expanded in Germany, similar move-
ments began to occur elsewhere in Europe, the beginning of what is known today as 
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denominationalism. Reformed Christianity, based on the teachings of John Calvin and 
Ulrich Zwingli, developed in Switzerland. Presbyterianism, influenced by John Knox, 
grew out of Reformed Christianity in the Scottish context. In 1534 England’s King 
Henry VIII split from Roman Catholicism and brought the Church of England into the 
Reformation. The Church of England would be the root of the Episcopal Church in the 
United States, as well as of Methodism, based on the teachings of John Wesley.

With these and other developments, denominational affiliation became the founda-
tion of Protestant Christian group identity. This is particularly true in Europe and 
Northern America, but with the spread and continued growth of Christianity world-
wide—notably through the vast denominationally oriented enterprises of Western mis-
sionaries—it also characterizes the Global South.

Today, because Evangelicalism is a movement without a magisterium (a teaching 
authority like in the Catholic Church), it is generally described in terms of adherents’ 
denominational affiliations, self-identification on surveys and polls, or theological 
leanings: that is, defining the movement from the bottom up rather than from a prescrip-
tive set of criteria. Additionally, significant overlap exists between Evangelicalism and 
the Pentecostal/Charismatic movement. It is important to note that Classical Pentecostals 
are normally considered Evangelicals, whereas Charismatics in mainline churches and 
Independent Charismatics are usually not. This is because the Evangelical minorities 
within mainline churches generally are not identical to the Charismatic minorities in 
terms of self-identification. For their part, Independent Charismatics often see 
Evangelicalism as part of the denomination from which they are breaking away.

In 1900 fully 45 percent of all Protestants were Evangelical. This figure rose to 46 
percent by 2010 and is expected to rise further to over 50 percent by 2050 as 
Evangelicalism shifts to the South. In 1900 approximately 82 percent of all Evangelicals 
were Protestants, and most of the rest were Independents and unaffiliated. Today it 
remains at 82 percent. Table 4 shows that the global population of Evangelicals num-
bers 342 million today, with projected growth to 581 million by 2050.9

Pentecostals as Protestants
Pentecostal Christians are members of Protestant denominations whose major char-
acteristic is a new experience of the energizing ministry of the Holy Spirit that most 
other Christians have considered to be somewhat unusual.10 This experience is inter-
preted as a rediscovery of the spiritual gifts of New Testament times and their restora-
tion to ordinary Christian life and ministry. Classical Pentecostalism is usually held 
to have begun in the United States in 1901.11 For a brief period Pentecostalism 
expected to remain an interdenominational movement within the existing churches, 
but from 1909 onward its members increasingly were ejected from mainline bodies 
and so were forced to begin new organized denominations.12 Pentecostal denomina-
tions that are part of Protestantism include the Assemblies of God, the International 
Church of the Foursquare Gospel, and the Church of God of Prophecy. There are also 
many subcategories of Pentecostal denominations, such as Oneness, Baptistic, 
Holiness, Perfectionist, and Apostolic.



6 International Bulletin of Mission Research 

Pentecostal denominations hold the distinctive teachings that all Christians 
should seek a postconversion religious experience called baptism in the Holy 
Spirit and that a Spirit-baptized believer may receive one or more of the super-
natural gifts known in the early church: the ability to prophesy, to practice divine 
healing through prayer, to speak in tongues (glossolalia) and interpret them, to 
speak words of wisdom and words of knowledge, to discern spirits, and to perform 
miracles. In addition, Pentecostals value receiving dreams and visions, singing 
and dancing in the Spirit, praying with upraised hands, and experiencing power 
encounters, exorcisms (casting out demons), resuscitations, deliverances, and 
other signs and wonders.

From 1906 onward, the hallmark of explicitly Pentecostal denominations, by com-
parison with Holiness/Perfectionist denominations, has been the single addition of 
speaking with other tongues as the “initial evidence” of one’s having received the 
baptism of the Holy Spirit, whether or not one subsequently experiences regularly the 
gift of tongues.13 Most Pentecostal denominations teach that tongues-speaking is man-
datory for all members, but in reality today not all members have practiced this gift, 
either initially or as an ongoing experience.14

Table 4 reports a figure of approximately 669 million Pentecostals/Charismatics 
globally in 2017. This figure includes large numbers of non-Protestants, mostly 
Catholics and Independent Charismatics. Two kinds of Protestant Pentecostals can 
be distinguished. One group, those who belong to Pentecostal denominations like 
the Assemblies of God (denominational Pentecostals), number just under 100 million 
in 2017. The second type, individual Protestants who identify as Pentecostals or 
Charismatics but belong to non-Pentecostal denominations, number just under  
70 million. Together, then, there are approximately 170 million Protestant 
Pentecostals/Charismatics in 2017.

Conclusion
Many studies have highlighted the demographic shift of Christianity from the Global 
North to the Global South. Global Christianity is already a majority-South tradition 
and will be, within a short time, an African-majority tradition. Protestantism has fol-
lowed a similar path. From its localized origins in western Europe it has become a 
global movement with a wide variety of denominations, now well over 11,000.15 In 
addition, Evangelical and Pentecostal movements have deeply impacted Protestant 
churches. Protestantism of all kinds continues to grow around the world, taking it far 
from its Western cultural origins. The five hundredth anniversary of the Protestant 
Reformation provides a fitting opportunity to reflect on demographic changes within 
the movement and how they might impact its future.

Funding
This research received no specific grant from any funding agency in the public, commercial, or 
not-for-profit sectors.
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Notes
 1. While Anglicans—who trace their origins back to the first century—often consider them-

selves distinct from Protestants, we include them in our Protestant demographic figures. 
These and other Protestant traditions (Lutherans, Baptists, etc.) can be accessed at Todd M. 
Johnson and Gina A. Zurlo, eds. World Christian Database (Leiden: Brill, 2017), www.
worldchristiandatabase.org.

 2. Protestant figures for 1910 and 2010 are contrasted in Todd M. Johnson and Kenneth R. 
Ross, eds., Atlas of Global Christianity (Edinburgh: Edinburgh Univ. Press, 2009), 70–73 
and 88–91.

 3. Here we consider countries that, in 2010, had a population greater than 100,000.
 4. Information on Evangelicals is derived from Gina A. Zurlo, “Demographics of Global 

Evangelicalism,” in Evangelicals around the World: A Global Handbook for the Twenty-
First Century, ed. Brian C. Stiller, Todd M. Johnson, Karen Stiller, and Mark Hutchinson 
(Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 2015), 34–47.

 5. Mark A. Noll, American Evangelical Christianity: An Introduction (Oxford: Blackwell, 
2001), 10.

 6. Ibid.
 7. Martin E. Marty, Protestantism: Its Churches and Cultures, Rituals and Doctrines, 

Yesterday and Today (New York: Holt, Rinehart & Winston, 1972), xi.
 8. Ibid., 13.
 9. Note that Jason Mandryk’s Operation World, 7th ed. (Carlisle, UK: Paternoster Press, 

2010), utilizes a broader definition of Evangelical based on theological criteria. He esti-
mated that there were 546 million Evangelicals worldwide in 2010.

10. This section is derived from Todd M. Johnson, “Counting Pentecostals Worldwide,” 
Pneuma 36 (2014): 265–88.

11. Most scholars have moved to a “multiple origins” theory of the birth of modern 
Pentecostalism, emphasizing early activity outside the Western World. See Allan Anderson 
et al., Studying Global Pentecostalism: Theories and Methods (Berkeley: Univ. of 
California Press, 2009), esp. chap. 1, “Varieties, Taxonomies, and Definitions,” 22.

12. Vinson Synan documents this early history and its links to the Holiness tradition in The 
Holiness-Pentecostal Movement in the United States (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1972).

13. See Ron Phillips, An Essential Guide to Speaking in Tongues: Foundations of the Holy 
Spirit (Lake Mary, FL: Charisma House, 2011).

14. The Pew Forum suggests 40 percent of Pentecostals do not speak in tongues. “Spirit and 
Power: A Ten-Country Survey of Pentecostals,” October 5, 2006, http://www.pewforum.
org/2006/10/05/spirit-and-power.

15. See Johnson and Zurlo, World Christian Database, accessed July 2016.
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