
Theological Developments 
in the Early Reformed 

Churches 



Major Developments in Reformed 
Theology, 1523-1560 

What distinguished the Reformed theology from the 
Lutheran Reformation theology? 

 
1. Starting point is the First Person of the 

Trinity. 

2. Symbolic understanding of the Eucharist 

3. The Third Use of the Law 

4. Closer relationship between Church and 
State 

5. Role of laity in Church polity 

 

 



1. Starting Point is First Person of 
the Trinity, God the Father 

• The priority of reason in 
Renaissance humanism and its 
influence on Reformed theology’s 
reading of Scripture.  
–Contrast vs. plain sense reading and 

influence of German mysticism on 
Luther (e.g. Jakob Böhme).  
• Luther’s theology of the cross 

emphasizes how God does not act 
according to human expectations. 

 
 



Reform Theology: Emphasis on God’s power, 
majesty, dignity, knowledge, and unknowability. 
In the Westminster Confession: God of the Capital O’s: 

Omnipotent, 
Omniscient, 

Omnipresent, …. 

1. Starting Point is First Person of the 
Trinity, God the Father 



1. Starting Point is First Person of 
the Trinity, God the Father 

• Doctrine of Providence: Whatever 
happens, God wills it and does it. 
– Double Predestination: If you saved, God 

saved you; if you’re damned, God damned 
you.  

– Salvation cannot be lost. 
• Prohibition of Images - tied to concern with 

God’s dignity, not reading Scripture literally 
– Second Commandment 
– Iconoclasm 
 

 



1. LutheranStarting Point is the Second 
Person of the Trinity:  

Jesus the Son 

• By contrast, Luther begins with the Second 
Person of the Trinity, Christ.  
– For Luther the most important question is not 

“Who is God in himself?” but “Who is God for 
us?” 

– Allowing more existential interpretation 
– Who is Jesus (God) for me? 
– God as Servant 

 



2. Understanding of the Eucharist 

• The Reformed Protestant theologians differed with 
Lutheran theologians over the words of institution.  

– What was at issue was what Jesus meant at the 
Last Supper when he said “this is my body” and 
“this is my blood.” 

• Luther: The word “is” must be interpreted in its 
plain sense.  

– Consubstantiation; ubiquity of the risen Christ 

– The finite is capable of bearing the infinite. Only a 
bodily Christ can redeem bodily human beings. 



2. Symbolic Understanding of 
the Eucharist 

• Zwingli: The elements are an outward sign of grace, 
symbols that help us remember Christ’s death and 
resurrection.  (Presbyterian Theology) 

• Bucer: Apart from the sacrament, bread and wine are only 
that. In the sacrament, there is a sacramental union of 
bread and body, wine and blood. 

 



2. Symbolic Understanding of the 
Eucharist 

• 1529 Marburg Colloquy 

– Luther and Zwingli agree on 15 articles apart 
from communion, and on several points on 
communion apart from the nature of Christ’s 
presence. 

• 1536 Wittenberg Accord 

– Luther concedes that Bucer’s formula was close 
enough to his own to be valid. They agreed that 
the body and blood are truly and substantially 
present in Communion. 



2. Symbolic Understanding of 
the Eucharist 

• Calvin  

– Christ’s flesh and blood feed the soul like food and 
drink feed the body. 

– Agreed with Zwingli that “this is my body” is 
figurative. 

– Believers are lifted to Christ, not Christ lowered 
bodily to them. 

 



3. The Third Use of the Law 

 
 

• Theological Use of the Law. The first 
function of the law is to shatter our 
presumption of righteousness and 
reveal our need for grace, to reveal 
how God sees us.  
This is primary for Luther. 

• Civil Use of the Law. The second 
function of the law is to restrain 
outward wickedness through fear of 
the coercive power of the state.  
 

 



3. Use of the Law 

• Pedagogical Use of the Law.  
“The third and principle use . . . finds its 
place among believers in whose hearts 
the Spirit of God already lives and reigns. 
. . .  Here is the best instrument for them 
to learn more thoroughly each day the 
nature of the Lord’s will to which they 
aspire, and to confirm them in the 
understanding of it.”  
   - Calvin, Institutes 2.7.12 
 



3. The Third Use of the Law - 
implications 

 
 

• The moral law in Scripture reflects the natural law 
that is available to the conscience of all. 
– The content is the double love commandment. 
– The moral law is the basis for all civil law. 

• Moral progress is both possible and expected by God 
– for individuals 
– for society 

• Justification is only a starting point. Sanctification is 
the key activity of the Christian life. 

• The mission of the Church is not just conversion but 
Christianizing the culture. 
 



4. Closer relationship between 
Church and state 

 
 

• Calvin: two governments  (vs. Luther: two 
kingdoms) 

– The state should regulate outward worship, sound 
doctrine, and social morality. 

– Civil government prevents idolatry, sacrilege, and 
blasphemy, and provides for the public 
manifestation of religion, piety, and moral 
conduct. 

– In this, the state should be guided by the church. 



4. Closer relationship between 
Church and state 

• Divine right of kings  

– The doctrine of Providence implies that whoever 
rules, rules by God’s will. 

– Likewise, the distribution of rank and wealth in 
society is ordained by God. 

• The revealed law in Scripture and the natural 
law in conscience are the same. These are the 
basis for civil law. 

 



5. Role of laity in church polity 

 
 

Lutheran Reformed 

Offices Bishop 
Pastor 
 

Doctor 
Pastor 
Elder 
Deacon 

Term of office Call dependent Lifetime 

Theology Priesthood of all 
believers 

Priesthood of all believers 
Variety of spiritual gifts 

Implications Enforcing doctrinal 
consistency 
 
Ecumenical 
relationships with 
Catholics, Anglicans, 
Orthodox 

Separation of powers 
 
 
Mutual accountability 



5. Role of Laity in Church Polity 

• Luther was not concerned with polity. 

– Believed he was living in the end times 

– Was more concerned with getting Theology 
correct, to save souls. 

– Therefore, Lutheran Polity mirrored Catholic 
Polity with Bishops and Priests 

– Similarly Anglican Church Polity mirrors this 
structure 



5. Role of Laity in church polity 

• Reformers were very concerned about 
human corruption and tyranny 
– Presbyterian Polity is designed around 

preventing a absolute tyrant from running 
the show. 

– Agreements must be made by committees 
and the congregation, stressing mutual 
accountability.  

 



 


