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The Establishment of 
the Reformed 
Churches 

Historical and Cultural Context 



Political divisions of the 16th-century 
Holy Roman Empire 



Independent 
cities of the 
Holy Roman 
Empire 



City States of the 16th-century Swiss 
Confederation 



1. Self-government 

The religion of a territory was 
determined by its government. 

A choice for Protestantism was easier 
where territories were smaller and 
more accountable to public opinion. 

 
 

Three reasons the imperial free 
cities and Swiss cantons were fertile 
ground for the Reformed churches 



2. Education and social class 
An emerging, literate merchant class was 

concentrated in the cities. 
The merchant class was influenced by 

Renaissance humanist thought. 
The ideas of the Reformation were 

transmitted primarily by printed texts. 
The merchant class was more likely to 

travel to areas where Reformation ideas 
were being debated. 

 

Three reasons the imperial free 
cities and Swiss cantons were fertile 
ground for the Reformed churches 



3. Civic aspirations 
 Secular elites’ desire to limit clerical wealth, 

power, and privileges 
 E.g., church accumulation of tax- exempt 

property 

 Desire to align church’s political agenda with 
local aims rather than serving distant 
bishops and popes’ ambitions 

 Accountability of the church to the 
community’s religious and moral standards 

 

Three reasons the imperial free 
cities and Swiss cantons were fertile 
ground for the Reformed churches 



 Humanist scholars sought to restore the original 
source texts of Christian Scripture and theology, 
calling into question the corrupt texts upon which 
traditional Catholic dogmas had been based. 

 Humanist morality focused on individual moral 
purity rather than communal ritual. 

 Humanists satirized both the obscurity and 
practical irrelevance of the Roman Catholic 
Church’s scholastic theology, and the credulous 
superstition of its popular piety. 
 

 

Contributions of the Northern 
Renaissance to the emergence of the 
Reformed churches 



City/state Date of 
Reformation 

Major theologians 

Zurich 1523 Ulrich Zwingli 

Strasbourg 1523 Martin Bucer 
Wolfgang Capito 

Geneva 1536 John Calvin 

Poitiers 1557 

Heidelberg 1560 Zacharias Ursinus 
Kaspar Olevianus 

Scotland 1560 John Knox 

Lille 1560 Guy de Brès 

Influential Reformed cities and 
theologians 



The Reformation in Zurich 

Ulrich Zwingli (1484-1531) 

• 1523 – Zwingli won a debate 
arguing for preaching based on 
Word of God alone. 
• German order of baptism 

• 1524 – Council approved 
removing images from churches. 
• Monastic houses closed 

• 1525 – Council approved German 
mass. 

• 1527 – Alliance with other 
Protestant cantons 

• 1529-31 – Zwingli advocates war 
against neighboring Catholic 
cantons, dies in fighting. 



The Reformation in Strasbourg 
• 1523 – Edict on scriptural 

preaching 
• 1524 – Communion in 2 kinds 

• German mass and baptism 
• Bucer publishes treatise on the 

origin of Scripture. 
• 1527 – Capito publishes catechism. 
• 1529 – Monasteries closed 
• 1529 – Joined with Lutherans in 

Protestation against Edict of Speyer 
• 1530 – Strasbourg theologians 

submit the Tetrapolitan Confession at 
the Diet of Augsburg, a moderate 
position between Zwingli and 
Luther. 

Martin Bucer (1491-1551) 



The Reformation in Geneva 

John Calvin (1509-1564) 

• 1536 – Calvin invited 
• Protestant church orders 
• First edition of Institutes 

• 1538 – Farel and Calvin expelled 
• 1540 – Calvin invited back 
• 1541 – Consistory, four orders of 

ministry established 
• 1542 – Protestant service book, 

catechism 
• 1553 – Trial of Michael Servertus 
• 1555 Calvin’s opponents 

executed or expelled 
• 1559 Academy founded for 

training Reformed theologians 
• 1560 Fourth edition of Institutes 



The Reformation in Heidelberg 

• 1542 –Frederick II converts 
Palatinate to Lutheranism 

• 1561 –Frederick III converts 
Palatinate to Reformed 
Protestantism 
• Ursinus invited to 

Heidelberg 
• Images banned, mass 

simplified, monasteries 
closed 

• 1562 – Heidelberg Catechism 
1564-70 – Order for church 
council, church discipline 

• 1576 – Ludwig VI returns 
Palatinate to Lutheranism 

Zacharias Ursinus 
(1534-1583) 



Luther and Other Reformers 

Luther only wanted to abandon only what was 
necessary.  Many reformers took it much further. 
 
Icons: 

Luther did not see icons and art as a necessary removal, while 
many reformers saw icons as idolatry.  Not making graven 
images.  

Property: 

Reformers also took over Catholic Church property such as 
monasteries.  
Luther did not take this step, but monasteries and convents 
emptied for marriage.   

 
 


