LESSON #18

TRIUMPHS AND DEFEATS OF THE CHRISTIAN CHURCH
Reformation #2: Zwingli and the Swiss

Introduction

While Luther was guiding the opposition to the papacy in Germany, another movement in the same direction was growing in strength and importance daily.  This was led by Ulrich Zwingli in Switzerland. At this time, Switzerland enjoyed a freedom unmatched elsewhere in Europe though it was nominally a part of the Holy Roman Empire. The Swiss confederacy consisted of 13 independent cantons (districts/ states), each left free to develop a self-governing republic.  Each canton was free to accept the form of religion that it would follow as determined by its democratically elected local government. The cities were centers of culture and humanism with Basel hosting a famous university.  It was in this city that Erasmus published his Greek New Testament in 1516.  As we will see, the German speaking cantons in the north were led by Zwingli and followed his view of the Reformation.  In the south were the French speaking cantons which followed the views of Calvin in Geneva.  In addition, the Anabaptists developed as an “extreme” wing of those who first worked with Zwingli and spread throughout Switzerland, Germany, and Holland.  Under Menno Simons it had a steady development in Holland and northern Germany. Like the reform in Germany, the reform in Switzerland was occasioned by the sale of indulgences, though the causes lay much deeper than simply indulgences.  The movement was bound up in the zeal and wisdom of a great leader, Ulrich Zwingli. 
I. Early Life

Zwingli (1484-1531) was born in Wildhaus, an obscure alpine town in the mountains of the canton of St. Gall. He was the 3rd child of nine siblings in a family of farmers.  His father, also named Ulrich, served as the chief local magistrate. Zwingli grew up with a strong sense of political independence and a deep-seated patriotism.  
II. Zwingli’s Development

A. Humanism

Zwingli seems to have gone through several shifts in perspectives during his early development.  He began as an ardent admirer of Erasmus, humanism, and the classics.  He studied 2 years in Bern (1496-98) under the humanist Henry Woelfflin and then went on to the universities of Vienna and Basel.  He received his M.A. from Basel in 1506 and took a church in the Swiss town of Glarus. He remained here for 10 years during which he studied New Testament Greek and the early church fathers.  He maintained a correspondence with Erasmus also. During this time he developed a growing sense of the primacy of Scripture. 
B. Swiss Mercenaries and Departure to Einsiedeln
He served as chaplain to the Swiss mercenaries.  After witnessing first-hand their defeat and slaughter at the Battle of Marignano in 1515, he began publicly criticizing the Swiss mercenary trade. (The Swiss pikemen were notorious for their military prowess, so much so that Pope Julius II in 1506 made the Swiss guards his personal body guards at the Vatican—a policy continuing to today) His political opposition to this trade led him to depart Glarus for the parish church of Einsiedeln in 1516. Here he left teaching according to the lectionary, and began preaching and expounding the Biblical text in sequence, verse by verse, chapter by chapter.  His activist brand of Erasmian humanism led him to denounce publicly the exploitive Franciscan indulgence-seller Bernard Sampson and run him out of town (Woodbridge). 
III. Removal to Zurich and Reformation
A. Appointment to Zuerich
Zwingli’s Biblical fervor and reputation for excellent preaching led to his selection as “people’s priest” at the “Grossmuenster” (Great Church) in Zuerich in 1518.  His preaching was expository and in German, an unusual practice at the time but wholly in keeping with Erasmus’ recommendations. 

B. The Plague

A quarter of the population of Zuerich perished during an outbreak of the plague in August 1519-February 1520.  As pastor Zwingli determined not to shirk his responsibility to console the sick and dying.  By Autumn, he too had contracted the disease.  Bedridden and expecting to die, he committed himself to the will of God.  This may have been the point at which his real conversion to Christ occurred.  He wrote a prayer-poem entitled “Plague Song” in which he solemnly declared to God, “Do as you will for I lack nothing.  I am your vessel to be restored or destroyed.”  Here he expresses an absolute resignation to the divine will.  Against the odds, Zwingli recovered and pursued reform with ever more vigor. 
C. The Reformation of Zuerich

1. Zwingli’s spiritual life deepened in grief over the loss of his beloved brother in 1520. This same year marked the point of his rejection of his papal pension. 

2. He began vigorous reformatory work in 1522. He came to conclude that the Bible alone was binding on Christians. He secured through the Zuerich burgomaster the rule that the pure Word of God was alone to be preached. 
3. Only what the Bible commands or for which distinct authorization can be found in its pages is binding or allowable. This is more radical than Luther’s reform.
4. Zwingli’s 67 Articles was the backbone of his reform

a. The Gospel derives no authority from the Church; the Bible alone has ultimate authority. 
b. Salvation is by faith alone

c. Sacrificial character of the Mass is to be denied.

e. Saving character of good works is denied

f. Intercession by the saints is denied

g. Monastic vows are not binding

h. Purgatory’s existence is denied

i. Clerical marriage is permitted

5. Changes rapidly occurred

a. Priests and nuns married

b. Fees for baptisms and burials were abolished

c. Use of mages was rejected; relics and organs were done away

d. Sacrificial character of the Mass was rejected

e.  Monasteries were confiscated; their buildings used for schools

f. Episcopacy was abolished and services were put into German 

g. The sermon was made central in worship services

h. This was all secured by collaboration with the city magistrates—hence a “magisterial reformation.”  Zuerich now has become a Protestant city. 
6. Zwingli marries Anna Reinhard, a widow, whom he and his friends, not without considerable unfriendly gossip, had treated as in some sense his wife since 1522 (Walker). 
IV. The Spread of Zwingli’s Views

A. Reform First in Zuerich

1. In 1522, Zwingli expounded the Scriptures to the people and was listened to with intense interest by the populace. 
2. In 1523 he engaged in two disputations, successfully attacking the external polity and worship of the Roman Church. 

3. In 1525 he published his Commentary on True and False Religion. This work defined his position and gave the keynote to the Swiss reformation. 

B. The Spread to Other Cities

1. Zwingli’s views spread to Basel through the efforts of Johann Oecolampadius (House-lamp) (1482-1531). Zwingli aided this to the utmost of his ability. The 2 men were warm friends. 
2. Schaffhausen, St. Gall, and Berne also adopted Zwingli’s views and the reform movement seemed well started. Bern adopted reform in 1528. Other cities followed suit. 

3. Strassburg was more inclined to the Zwinglian rather than the Lutheran point of view.  The evangelical reform began there in 1521 by Matthew Zell  (1477-1548) and was carried forward vigorously from 1523 by Wolfgang Capito (1478-1541) and by the able and peace-loving Martin Butzer [Bucer] (1491-1551).  Reform was not completed until 1529 (Walker). 
V. Zwingli and the Radicals

One of the pressing questions of the time was how extensive should the “reformation” be?  Some of Zwingli’s followers believed that Zwingli was not going far enough in his reform of the Church.  He seemed inconsistent with his own pronouncement, “I came at length to trust in no words so much as those which  proceeded from the Bible.  If I saw a teaching could bear the test, I accepted it; if not, I rejected it.”  Zwingli’s friend Conrad Grebel (1448-1526) and others took these words to heart and raised the question of infant baptism. They could find no Biblical support for this practice and concluded that only those professing faith should be baptized.  They formed a circle of like-minded believers and called themselves the Swiss Brethren (they later were given the name Anabaptists—re-baptizers). 
A. Zwingli’s Debate with Grebel

1. Zwingli debated this issue with Grebel on January 17, 1525 and was officially declared the winner. 

2. Grebel and the Swiss Brethren were admonished and ordered to cease pressing the matter.  In defiance, Grebel responded by baptizing George Blaurock in the home of Felix Manz.  

3. This is generally regarded as the beginning of Anabaptism.

4. Failing to silence the 3 Anabaptists, the city council finally jailed them on March 7, 1526 with the maxim that they remain there “until they die or decay.” The 3 managed to escape but knew death awaited them if they returned to the city. 

B. Execution of Balthasar Hubmaier and Felix Manz

1. Balthasar Hubmaier (?1485-1528) an early follower of Zwingli turned Anabaptist claimed he and Zwingli, in 1523, had discussed infant baptism and had agreed that “children should not be baptized before they were of age.” By 1524, however, Zwingli had changed his mind and had Hubmaier arrested and tortured, forcing him to recant and expelling him from Zurich. Hubmaier was later captured by Austrian authorities and burned at the stake. He may have been the author of the Peasants’ Twelve Articles. 
2. In December 1526, Felix Manz was rearrested and on January 5, 1527, was pushed, hands and feet tied, from a boat into the Limmat River, thereby becoming Zurich’s first Anabaptist martyr.
C. Presumed Reasons for Anabaptist Persecutions

1. In defense of such horrific actions, it is argued that politics was inseparably bound up with religion in this age. Zwingli thought that the reform movement depended on the political support of the Zurich city council.  

2. Defenders also say Zwingli saw Grebel and friends as social revolutionaries in league with Thomas Muentzer and the Peasants’ Revolt.  Indeed, Grebel did have communications in 1524 with Muentzer, the leader of the Peasants Revolt.
3. Infant baptism was viewed as not only a religious rite of entrance into the church but also a civic rite of entrance into citizenship of the canton.  There was no separation of church and state. Zwingli could not abandon infant baptism without undermining his view that the church and state are coextensive.
4. Rejection of infant baptism was not just a religious heresy, it was also a political act of treason.  It was not just a doctrinal dispute.

5. From 1525-1625 it is estimated that between 1000 and 5000 Anabaptists were executed. 

VI. The Marburg Conference: Luther and Zwingli
The question how far the Zwinglian and Lutheran reforms were in agreement could not long be ignored.  It was evident that Zwingli had arrived at his conclusions independently of Luther. The standpoints of the 2 reformers were slightly different however. 
A. Principles of Reform

1. Luther took the Bible as a corrective of abuse and would therefore leave untouched all that was not positively contrary to its teachings.

2. Zwingli took the Bible as a source and measure of construction anew, and would allow nothing to stand that was not directly derived from it.  

3. Luther was focused on the religious aspect of the reformation alone and would not permit its association with political issues. 

4. Zwingli aimed at the political as well as the spiritual regeneration of his country. 

B. Differences over the Lord’s Supper

1. Luther had concluded that the body and blood of Christ were present in the sacrament –not that the bread and wine changed into them but that the real body and blood of Christ are present in them so that the bread and wine are permeated by them just as red hot iron is permeated by fire. 

2. Zwingli claimed that the sacrament was nothing more than a commemorative service of the death of Christ. 

3. The Marburg Conference (1529) was intended to bring about an understanding between the reformers.  Luther was attended by Melancthon and Zwingli by Oecolampadius.  Agreement was reached on 14 out of 15 articles of belief but foundered on the 15th dealing with the Lord’s Supper.
4. Luther insisted on a literal understanding of “This is my body.”  The conference broke up without having effected the union desired. The meeting had been sponsored by Philip of Hesse at his castle since he wanted to capitalize politically on the expansion of Protestantism to form a defensive alliance between the Lutherans and the Zwinglians against the Catholic forces. 

VII. Death in Battle

By 1529 religious hostilities between the Protestant and Catholic cantons heated up.  In October of 1531, the five Catholic cantons joined in a surprise attack on Zuerich.  The defenders were caught unprepared not knowing they were at war until they saw the enemy banners.  Zwingli marched out with the first soldiers, hoping to delay the advance long enough to allow the rest of the army to mobilize in defense of the city.  In Kappel, Zwingli’s force was defeated and Zwingli killed—he was found among the wounded and killed with a pike between the shoulder blades.  His body was then quartered, burned, and mixed with dung amidst much rejoicing by the victors.  A month later the First Peace of Kappel was signed resulting in the Protestants paying the cost of the military engagement and, in return, each canton would be free to make its own decision in matters of religion. The cantons now became either Protestant or Catholic with populations moving accordingly to the relevant cantons. In Zuerich Zwingli’s mantle fell upon Heinrich Bullinger (1504-75), a friend and colleague.  Bullinger was called to succeed Zwingli in December 1531. He would offer sound leadership to the Protestant cause in Zuerich for another half century. 
VIII. Zwingli’s Theology 
Zwingli’s theological works formed the germ of the evangelical Reformed branch of Christianity in distinction from the Roman and Lutheran.  Yet even here he advocated several original features setting his views off from the general Reformed beliefs. 
A. He accepted the ecumenical creeds on the Trinity and Person of Christ.
B. He rejected the scholastic additions of the middle ages bearing on the sacraments and the real presence.

C. His theology is a system of rational supernaturalism—devoid of mysticism, simple, sober, and practical. 

D. It centered on the doctrine of salvation:

1. The Bible is the only sure guide to salvation—human traditions are either excluded or subordinated to it. The Bible contains the Word of God and only it (especially the NT) is the only rule of Christian faith and practice. This is the objective principle of Protestantism which controls his whole theology. Luther’s doctrine of justification by faith was the subjective principle.
2. God’s sovereign election is the primary source of salvation and God’s providence guides all. The approach is somewhat paradoxical and immoderate. He also extended revelation and the Spirit’s working beyond the boundaries of the visible church and the ordinary means of grace.

3. Original sin is a disease, a calamity, a natural defect which involves no personal guilt.  It is not punishable until it manifests itself in actual sin of which it is the germ.  This is a departure from the Augustinian and Catholic view and prepared the way for the later Arminian and Socinian opinions. 
4 Christ is the only Savior and Mediator between God and men (no mediating saints)

5 Christ is the only head of the church visible and invisible (against the pope)

6 The Holy Spirit and saving grace are not confined to the visible church (Rome cannot claim exclusiveness)
7. The sacraments, especially the Lord’s Supper, were signs and seals of a grace already received rather than as a means of a grace to be received.  They confirm but do not create the thing signified.  Baptismal regeneration and the corporal presence were both rejected.  As noted above, Luther and Zwingli agreed on 14 out of 15 articles at their Marburg meeting and even in the 15th article they agreed on the spiritual presence and blessing of Christ’s body and blood.  They differed only on the corporal presence and the oral eating of the body of Christ. 
8. On eschatology Zwingli held opinions further removed from Augustine and medieval theology than any of the other Reformers and anticipated modern opinions.  Infants dying in infancy are saved, whether baptized or not.  Heathen who loved truth and righteousness in this life were reckoned “unconscious Christians” or “pre-Christian Christians.” (E.g., Socrates, Plato, Seneca, etc.). The God of sovereign grace can save whom, where, and how he pleases, and is not bound to any visible means. But these would be saved only on the basis of Christ’s atonement. 
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