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 When one thinks of the Reformation, many great names come to mind: Luther, Calvin, 

Knox, Cranmer, and, hopefully, Zwingli. Ulrich Zwingli, born on New Years day in 1484, was 

the leader of the Protestant Reformation in Switzerland. With influences of Erasmian Humanism, 

strong Swiss nationalism, and an unwavering commitment to Scripture, Zwingli successfully 

started a political, ecclesiastical, and theological movement in the Swiss town of Zurich. Ulrich 

Gabler divides his biographical work on the Swiss reformer in two categories: pre and post-

Zurich. 

 Gabler admits the scarcity of biographical information concerning Zwingli’s life during 

the pre-Zurich period. The bulk of Zwinglian information is found in the post-Zurich period after 

he began his criticism of the Roman Catholic’s practices of the day. Zwingli was born in the 

Toggenburg Valley. The young Zwingli studied at the universities of Vienna and Basel where he 

was awakened to the thoughts, ideas, and works of Erasmus. The author describes Reformer as a 

man deeply devoted to education that studied scholastic works, read Church Fathers, and learned 

Greek to read the New Testament. Zwingli held the pastorate in Glarus and Einsiedeln until the 

position opened for the people’s priest in Great Minister in Zurich in 1519.  

 Early information on Zwingli’s preaching in Zurich are sparse. Gabler devotes time in his 

work on trying to figure out how Zwingli came to his understanding of Reformation Christianity 

out of the Erasmian Christianity he had studied under in Basel and Vienna. The author rejects the 

idea that Luther’s works were the direct basis for Zwingli’s theological ideas and instead 

believes the Reformer came to the ideas under the influence of the writings of John and 

Augustine’s works. By 1522, Zwingli began his theological assault on the corrupt Roman 
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Catholicism of the day in his preaching, literary works, and public disputations. Gabler devotes 

significant space in his work explaining the political, social, and governmental circumstances 

surrounding Zurich as Zwingli began his reformatory work. Zwingli, amidst ecclesiastical duties, 

also devoted his time to political work in the city of Zurich.  

 Zwingli, a man not shy of theological controversies, not only attacked the moral and 

doctrinal corruption of the Catholic church but the Anabaptist movement as well. The 

Anabaptists were convinced that Zwingli had not taken his reformation far enough. Like other 

reformers of the day, Zwingli supported the persecution of the Anabaptists who took his ideas 

well beyond its intended goals. Zwingli also found himself battling it out with Martin Luther 

concerning the Eucharist. The Marburg Colloquy divided Lutheranism and Zwinglianism and led 

to further protestant confessions. Amidst political alliances and wars between different 

confederations and states, Zwingli died in battle at the Second Kappel War.  

 After Zwingli’s death, Zwingli’s successor, Heinrich Bullinger, sought to unify the 

warring states and protect Zwingli’s reputation as a martyr or prophet. He had to remove the 

doubts concerning Zwingli’s orthodoxy. In musing upon Zwingli’s significance on Christianity, 

the reformer’s works, ideas, and theological beliefs may have had a considerable and direct 

affects on Heinrich Bullinger and John Calvin. Zwingli also had a lasting influence on the 

Reformed Churches in the Confederation. The author admits though that Zwinglianism did not 

have near the influence as Calvin’s thought or other great reformers of the day and did not 

widely catch on in the protestant movements. The legacy of Zwingli lives on thought in the 

Reformed Churches.  

 One of Zwingli’s strengths was his passionate devotion to Scripture in all areas of 

theological studies and disputations. His reformation ideas like those of Luther and Calvin are 
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derived from exegetical truths of the Bible instead of the traditions of the Church. He was also a 

pious man who believed that Christianity resulted in a changed moral and ethical lifestyle. I do 

admit a disdain for Zwingli’s notion of a state Church. I do not think the state-ran institution is 

the most biblical form of ecclesiastical government or the smartest. It leads to way too many 

controversies. Zwingli also probably should have stayed in the pulpit and not run to the 

battlefield. Another weakness of both Luther and Zwingli was their unfailing devotion to their 

own way of viewing and interpreting Christ’s presence in the Eucharist. Who knows what 

Protestantism would look like if they had agreed on that one point in the debate and not fought 

against each other?  

 


