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to the conclusion that almost always this old man is dominant and

that there is very little strength and power in the new man. But

any such conclusions on his part would be erroneous. The Scriptures

are quite emphatic on this point. The believer is after all, Itdead

to sin. iT (Rom. 6: 11). Sin has no more dominion over him. (Rom.

6: 14). We are no longer the servants of sin, but are freed from

sin and have become servants of righteousness. (Rom. 6: 17, 18).

We are more than conquerors through Him ~~o loved us. (Rom. 8: 37).

And these passages could be mUltiplied.

The point is that even on the battlefield there is victory

and triumph. And we must not lose sight of this. The new man al­

ways has the victory. The new man always conquers over the old man.

This is because the new man is the creation of God Almighty worked

powerfully through grace and by the Holy Spirit. And that grace of

God is greater than all our sin.

But the question is: How can we explain that?

The following considerations will make that clear.

1) By the work of grace whereby the new Juan is created, the

power and dominion of sin is broken so that we are no longer the

slaves of sin. This is formerly what we were. We were sin's

slaves--completely. We were so completely slaves of sin that

every activity of our nature was totally in the service of sin.

Sin ruled in us. Sin ruled even over our wills so that our wills

were SUbject to the slavery of sin and so that we were incapable of

even willing good. We, willingly, eagerly~ desperately, totally,

sought the service of sin. This is all ended. Sin's dominion over

us is completely broken. We are, in the words of Scripture, dead

to sin. We are freed from sin's tyranny. And this is complete and

final. We are now the servants of God and the power of grace rules

ln our lives through the Holy Spirit.

2) This comes to concrete manifestation 1n the life of the

child of God. He wills the good. He desires earnestly and some­

times passionately to do the will of God. He loves that which is

good and hates that which is evil. He does this even when he sins.

He hates what he does and disapproves of that which still he com­

mits. There is conflict here too, of course; he still loves also
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evil and approves of it. But fundamentally and principally he

hates all thiso So much does he hate the evil that he abhors and

despises himself for committing evil. He cries out: 110 wretched

man that I am. fi This is the power of grace and the domination of

the Spirit of Christ. Without the power of that new man he would

never be able even to see that he is a sinner; he would be blind

to his own depravity; he would be totally oblivious to his own

utter wretchedness, for pride blinds his eyes and leads him to

false cohclusions about himself. Apart from grace he would love

sin. But now he loves it no longer--even when he commits it.

Not only that, but far more important even, he confesses his

sin. This is a tremendous victory of grace in his life which is

too often taken for granted and sh~ugged aside as unimportant. But

there is perhaps no more powerfUl manifestation of the new man in

him than this. The Scriptures reiterate repeatedly the import­

ance of confession of sin. So important is this considered to be

that Scripture even makes it the one distinguishing mark of the

Christian. No one who is not sorry for sin can enter heaven. Only

those who confess their sins and flee to the cross shall find for­

giveness and pardon. But all those who come shall be saved.

You can understand why this is so important. The two hardest

words in the English language to say are: tTl f m sorry. It Sin means

exactly excusing sin, justifying one's self, blaming others for

sin. But the power of grace is so great that it changes all this

in the lives of the people of God. It creates a hatred against

sin that arises out of the conviction that we have offended the

most high God with our offenses. The new man is so hateful of sin

and so disgusted with its horror that he confesses. He humbles

limself before God in dust and ashes. He comes with a broken and

a contrite spirit before the most High solemnly to plead God's

mercy. He sees with stark clarity his own worthlessness and power­

lessness. He sees he is wholly a sinner, wholly in need of grace

and mercy, dependent utterly upon the God of his salvation. And

in the agony of his sin, he flees for a refuge to the cross there

to find forgiveness and pardon and to drink deeply of the cup of

mercy.
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This is a complete and total victory over sin. It is the

tremendous power of the work of grace which overcomes utterly the

old man and crushes him. It is so great a victory that it brings

peace and joy, happiness and thanksgiving in the midst of suffer­

ing and distress. Let no one underevaluate the tremendous power

of this victory of the new man in the life of the child of God.

3) Finally, it leads to growth in sanctification. The

victory is so complete that the new man more and more dominates

in the life of the child of God.

We must be careful that we understand this correctly. I

recall when I was a young man that our Young Men's Society insti­

tuted a program in the church where I was a member of bringing

the recorded sermons to the shut-ins of the congregation. This

is a common program now in many churches, but we were walking on

new ground in the days when the only recorders available were wire.

Especially the older people loved to have us stay with them for

awhile to talk to them and keep them company in ~heir lonliness.

Many of them would very soon turn the discussion to spiritual

things. In my young eyes, these people were as near to sainthood

as it was possible to get. They seemed to have all but attained

perfection as their whole lives were testimonies of the power of

grace. But when we would talk about these things~ they would sol­

emnly assure me that the older they became, the greater sinners

they were. I was very much taken aback by this, and if it had not

been their unanimous testimony (for there was no exception), I

would have passed it off as being a too-modest evaluation of their

spiritual life.

However, the older I myself become, the more I can appreciate

the truth of what these people said.

Is it true then that there is no progress in sanctification?

that, on the contrary, one may only, as these people testified,

get worse? ~fuat is the solution to this problem?

To understand this, we must understand the paradox of the

Christian's life. I am afraid that only a child of God is able to

understand this; it probably seems nonsense to the unbeliever.

Yet every child of God knows how true it is.
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For one thing, of course, the older one becomes the more of

a lifetime of sin he has to look back on. He does not carry with

him twenty or thirty years of sinning, but seventy or eighty. And

while it is true that when we confess our sins, we find forgive­

ness and pardon, nevertheless, in a certain sense we carry our

sins with us all our life long. David must have been a relatively

older man already when he prayed: "Forgive the sins of my youth. Ii

They are forgiven, but they are there, for they have had their

effect upon our lives which nothing on this side of the grave can

erase. And the older we become, the more of these sins have piled

up and the greater the mountain of their guilt. The accumulated

effects of them are very great.

In the second place, the older we become the wiser we be­

come in the ways of sin. A child, though a sinner, is openly and

blatantly sinful. With the passing of the years comes a certain

skill in sin, a certain carefulness and slyness which makes sin

more terrible and more hypocritical. \4e learn to fake holiness,

to sin in undetected ways, to fool others. And this opens up more

possibilities for sin not only, but also increases their gravity.

And we know this.

In the third place, with age comes greater opportunities for

sin. We learn to sin with our earthly possessions, something we

did not have as a child. We sin in our positions of responsibility

in the home, in the Church of Christ, in the places God puts us in

relation to others in society. But all these things make sin

greater and more heinous. Along with this comes an increasing

knowledge of sin as sin. We do not sin in the ignorance of child­

hood, but in the full awareness of the truth of the Scriptures and

the commands of God's law. This increases our responsibility and

the gravity of sin.

In the fourth place, SUbjectively, we learn all these things

more deeply and profoundly. We learn how horrible sin really is.

We learn what a terrible monster it is in our lives. We learn how

serious sin is because it is committed against the most high majes­

ty of God. We learn how evil we are, the deep capacity for sin we

have, the possibility of committing every sin, no matter how vile.
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We learn how powerful our natures really are dead in sin and tres­

passes. And we come more and more to hate these sins.

All these things leave the impression with us as if, the

older we become the greater sinners we really are. And in a cer­

tain sense this is true.

But at the same time, these very things are all the fruit of

grace. The Heidelberg Catechism says that the ten commandments

must be preached to us because then we may learn more and more to

know our sinful nature and thus become the more earnest in seeking

the remission of sins and righteousness in Christ. And so we have

the paradox of the Christian. The greater understanding of our

sinful natures leads us to an increasing awareness of ourselves

as sinners. We understand, the older we become, that we are utterly

wretched. But this is, at the same time, the victory of grace and

of the new man in Christ. We cannot see our sins apart from grace.

We cannot understand their power in our lives except we be re­

generated. We cannot confess them and flee for forgiveness to our

Christ but by the power of the new man. So that very thing which

convinces us that we become increasingly greater sinners is itself

the growth of sanctification and progress on the way to holiness.

And so, finally, we more and more earnestly desire to live,

Il not according to only some, but all the commandments of God."

And that earnest desire grows greater and greater. And as it grows,

so by the power of that same grace which makes it grow, we put

away, one by one the sins which continuously rise up in our lives.

Grace conquers sin. The new man is victorious. Dh, indeed, not

here in this life. We pray for the grace of the Holy Spirit, "that

we may become more and more conformable to the image of God, till

we arrive at the perfection proposed to us, in a life to come."

And this is the note of triumph which rings throughout the

Scriptures. It sounds as a victory shout on every page. It arises

in every part of God's Word as the victory shout of the child of

God in the midst of the world because he is more than a conqueror

through Christ Who loved him.

The old man and the new man; yes, indeed. Both are there.

But victory is a present reality and a certain hope.
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OECOLAMPADIUS, REFORMER OF BASEL

His Life and Work

-- Mark Hoeksema --

INTRODUCTION

Basel in the 16th century was the wealthiest and most liter­

ary city in all of Switzerland. It had been an episcopal see since
the 8th century, the meeting place of the reformatory council of

1430-1448, and the seat of a university since 1460. Located on the

banks of the Rhine in extreme northwest Switzerland, it bordered

on both France and Germany, and consequently its history was influ­

enced by that of both countries. It was the center of the Swiss

book trade, and a meeting-place for scholars from allover the
world. Enriched by trade and commerce, the city was a leading in­

fluence among the thirteen Swiss cantons. The spiritual climate

in the 1500's was one of unrest, for the winds of change were blow­

ing strongly among the stolid Swiss. The first gusts were sent

swirling into the city by the scholars Wyttenbach and Erasmus, and

soon the populace, under the influence of the preachers Capito and

Hedio, was demanding reform. l

Into this situation Oecolampadius, stepped. The Reformer of

Basel established the Reformation firmly, consolidated it and fur­

thered it. Called by some a secondary reformer,2 he is such only

in the sense that he belongs to the second generation of reformers.
But in his learning, views, and work he was by no means secondary,

but a servant of God of the first class and a great reformer of the
church. How Oecolampadius came to be a reformer, what he accomp­

lished in Basel, his views and teachings, and his lasting mark

upon the history of the church are the subjects that occupy our

1philip Schaff, History of the Christian Church (Grand Rapids,

1958), Vol. VIII, pp. 107-108.

2Gordon Rupp, Paterns of Reformation (London, 1969), p. ix.
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attention in the paper. Though somewhat artificial~ for the sake
of clarity three distinctions should be made. We consider first

the life and character of Oecolampadius; second, his major views;

and third, his place in the history of the Reformation.

************************
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OECOLAMPADIUS: HIS LIFE AND CHARACTER
Oecolampadius was born Johann Hausschein in the small town of

Weinsberg in WUrttemburg in the year 1482. His mother, a native

of Basel, and his father, a merchant, educated their son for the

legal profession~ He seemed to have a penchant for learning, for

after attending the Latin school at Heilbronn he entered the Uni­

versity of Bologna, and then the University of Heidelberg, where

he earned his B.A. in 1502 and his M.A. in 1503. 4 Having decided

he did not like jurisprUdence, young Hausschein instead chose theo­

logy, which he studied at Heidelberg. He received a traditional

Roman Catholic education, studying Aquinas) the mystics, and the

classics. 5 Yet these were times of turmoil in education, for tra­

ditional views and values were being questioned. Thus Oecolam­

padius stood temporally between the old humanists such as Wimp­

feling and Reuchlin and the van of the new rebellion, which in­

cluded such figures as Melanchthon, Brenz, and Bucer. 6

The turmoil of the age was reflected in the life of the young

Hausschein. He seemingly was unable to find his calling in life,

wandering from place to place and finding various temporary oc­

cupations during the next several years of his life. In 1506 he

became tutor to the son of the Elector Philip of Heidelberg, but it

seemed that court life did not agree with him,7 and he soon returned

to Heidelberg. In 1510 he was appointed town preacher through a

benefice of his family, At the same time he began to use the Gre­
cized form of his name, Oecolampadius, though Rupp informs us that

his enemies later called him "Caeco-lampadius il ("dark-lamptl); the

3McClinton-Strong, Cyclopedia of Biblical, Theological, and Eccle­

siastical Literature, (New York, 1877), Vol. VII, p. 303.

4 Rupp, p. 5.

5Schaff-Herzog, Encyclopedia of Religious Knowledge (London, 1910)
p. 222.

6 Rupp, p. 4.

7Ibid., p. 5.
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inhabitants of Basel, his later home, unable to pronounce such a

moniker, called him "Claus Bader'; (Nick-out-of-the-bath~").8 His

preaching at this time was thoroughly Roman Catholic and scholasti­

cally medieval in character;9 yet there were elements of mysticism

and stresses similar to those of Staupitz and Karlstadt. 10 How­

ever, whether it was due to a feeling of incompetence, or whether

it was because he was convinced that the doct~ines he preached

were only superstition, as Wylie holds, he soon resigned his posi­

tion to resume his studies. Perhaps there is truth in the as­

sertion that Oecolampadius was discontented with Roman Catholic doc­

trine and therefore decided to study the Scriptures in the origi­

nal languages, although this cannot be proved.

At any rate, study the sacred languages he did at TUbingen.

Here he met Philip Melanchthon, and through him Melanchthon's

great-uncle, the famous linguist Reuchlin. ll From R~uchlin he

learned Greek and Hebrew, as well as Latin. Such a wide knowledge

of languages was rare in his day and consequently his learning

brought him renown as a linguistic scholar. Soon Oecolampadius

put his knowledge to practical use, returning to Heidelberg and

teaching Greek with a grammar which he wrote himself. 12

It was at this time that he met Capito, who had an immediate

influence on him. Capito had gone to Basel and secured from

Bishop Uttenheim of Basel an appointment for Oecolampadius to

preach in Basel, which Oecolampadius accepted in 1515.
13

In addi­

tion to preaching there, he assisted Erasmus in the preparation of

the latter's Commentary of the New Testarnent,14 a labor for which

8 Ibid .. , p. 7.

9McClintock-Strong, p. 303.

llIbid., p. 8.

12 Ibid .

13J.A.t·Jylie, The History of Protestantism (London, n.d.), p. 428.

14McClintock-Strong, p. 303.
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he was well qualified in the original languages and because of

which he was greatly appreciated by Erasmus. (Oecolampadius did not

neglect his preaching, however, speaking in favor of the purity of

the Christian life and against abuses in the Roman Catholic Church,

though his intention was not in any way a break with Rome; it was

rather his intention to reform it from within.) But whether be­

cause of poor health or because his preaching was not popular, as

Rupp suggests, he returned to his home town of Weinsberg and went

into partial retirement.

In Weinsberg he pursued his private studies, preached oc­

casionally, and corresponded with Luther and Melanchtbon, whose

thinking was influencing him. 15 About this time he preached a

sermon, De Risu paschali, later pUblished as a pamphlet, in which

Oecolampadius attacked the levity and frivolity associated with

the celebration of Easter. 16 (Also during this time he began a

study of the church fathers of the early period, a study which he

pursued through the rest of his life; the knowledge of the fathers

proved to be of much help to him in later conflicts, and he indeed

possessed a good knowledge of them, for he translated the works of

several.)

The year 1518 found him again in Basel at Erasmus' request.

He once again gave his aid to Erasmus, was appointed cathedral

preacher, and received his D.D. in Basel, as well as translating

the fathers, especially Gregory of Naziazen. l7 Yet Oecolampadius

was still unsettled; Adelmann called him iiHome inconstans, I: and

Oecolampadius himself complained about his work as being like a

treadmill. 18

Soon he removed to Augsburg, where he met Luther and was

Ii instructed in the way of the Lord more perfectly,;' to use his

own words. 19 He evidently adopted Luther's doctrine of justifica-

15McClintock-Strong, p. 304.

16Rupp, p. 12.

17 Ibid ., p. 15.

18Ibid ., p. 16.

19McClintock-Strong, p. 304

- 29 -



F
!

r
(""1
I
:

r

r

r
r
r
\

r.
rm
I
I

r'
I

r

1
!

r

~
i
I

tion~ and defended the basic Reformation doctrines in his Canonici

Indocti, which he published anonymously with his friend Adelmann. 20

Oecolampadius was being led step by step by God through this period

of personal restlessness and wandering to the truths of the Refor­

mation. However, he was by no means a Reformer at this time; he

was still a loyal son of the Roman Catholic Church, as is evidenc­

ed by his next move.

Suddenly in 1520 or 1521 (there is disagreement over the date)

without consulting or informing even his best friends, he entered
"the monastery of Altenmunster near Augsburg, hoping to find peace

of soul and an opportunity to study in solitude. But if Oecolarn-
"padius sought peace of soul and quietude at Altenmunster, he was

soon sorely disillusioned, for he ca~ried with him into seclusion

the doctrines of Martin Luther and their inevitable consequences.

These consequences soon became plain to him. Though he was treat­

ed with respect and given extraordinary liberty by the monks, he

soon got himself into trouble. He spoke out against the practice

of the adoration of the Virgin, which he himself had vigorously

proclaimed in his early ministry at Weinsberg; he attacked the

I'Rule of the Savior fl governing the monastery; he criticized confes­

sion, saying that it was unnecessary because God alone and not the

priest had the power to absolve from sin; he even denied transub­

stantiation. 2l All of this, of course, did not make him exactly

the favorite of the other monks, who began to make trouble for

him. When rumors of his arrest began floating through the air,

Oecolampadius reminded the monks of their right to expel a member

of the convent to avoid the contagion of heresy and asked them to

regard him as highly contagious, which they obligingly did. 22 He

left the monastery and went to the castle of Franz von Sickingen

in Ebernburg in 1522.

20 Ibid .

2lMcClintock-Strong, p. 304.

22 Rupp., P .17 .
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During his short stay at Ebernburg he introduced the vernacu­

lar into the Mass and into Scripture readings,23 as well as preach­

ing on weekdays and affirming that the church must be reformed on

the basis of the Word of God. 24 By reading Luther's writing he

became more convinced of this need for reform, and attacked tran~·

SUbstantiation, Mariolatry, and confession, which endeared him to

Luther. 25 But life in the castle was not conducive to quiet study,

and after only about six months he accepted an invitation to work

for Cratander the printer in Basel, where he came into contact

with Zwingli in 1522 and began his real work of reform in Basel,

his home for the rest of his days.

Strictly speaking, Oecolampadius did not begin the Reforma­

tion in Basel, though in a broader sense he did. Before he came

there his friend Capito had been instrumental in the overthrow

of the government of the nobility and the instigation of democratic

reforms whereby the people freed themselves from the secular power
"of the bishop. After Capito had come Roubli, who attacked many

Roman Catholic abuses, such as the mass,purgatory, and the worship

of saints. Though the people supported him the clergy took care

that he was banished from the city in 1522, just before Oecolampa­

dius came there. 26 Thus the Reformation had already begun in Basel

in the sense that the mood and climate for the Reformation were

present; but the city was still definitely Roman Catholic and there

had been no real reform. The way had been prepared and it was the

work of Oecolampadius, though he did not know it at the time, to

bring true reformation and a break with the Roman Catholic Church to

Basel.

23McClintock-Strong, p. 304.

24Schaff-Herzog, p. 222.

25philip Schaff, History of the Christian Church (Grand Rapids,

1958), Vol. VIII, p. 110.

26 Schaff-Herzog, p. 223.
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The reformer did not get off to a particularly auspicious

start, however; for although the people generally welcomed him, the

priests and professors looked askance at this monk who had renounc­

ed his vows. 27 He received no professorship, and for more than a

year was without a job. Then he began to teach in the university

(which he as doctor had a right to do), though outside of the walls

of the school.

Soon he was appointed to a vacant professorship in the uni­

versity and began lecturing on Isaiah. He often spoke in German,

and the people flocked to hear his expositions of the prophet. 28

Perhaps buoyed by this evidence of popular support, Oecolampadius

began to attack the Romish Church violently in the course of these

lectures. When speaking on Isaiah 5: 11, for instance, he said:

In our time the church has preferred the tradi­
tions of men to the Word of God and has fallen back
beneath the yoke of the law ..... Nothing so Olinds
us to the grace of Jesus Christ as these satis­
factions (of Catholic observances). Our works are
not acts of expiation but the fruits of regenera­
tion, and we perform them not so much because t29
law commands us as because the Spirit moves us.

By the time he reached Chapter 10 his attack had become yet
more scathing:

These words (vss. 13,ff.) apply perfectly to the
Antichrist. He, too, boasts of possessing the two
keys, of power and of knowledge. He lays claim to
unlimited power and believes himself wise to the
point of being infallible and incapable of sin.
He makes arbitrary changes in the boundaries be­
tween peoples and distributes as he pleases king­
doms, patriarchates, bishoprics and parishes. To
gain control of this world's goods, he has devised all
manner of expedients: prohibitions relating to mar­
r~age and food~ di~pen3fftions, indUlgences, reserved
s1ns, excommun1cat1on.

27McClintock-Strong, p. 304.

28 Rupp, p. 19.

29Emile Leonard, A History of Protestantism (London, 1965),

Vol. I, p. 149.

30 Ibid .
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Besides his academic position he was appointed curate of St. Mart­

in's in Basel, from which pulpit he continued to denounce Roman

Catholic abuses, telling the people he had to be allowed freedom

to preach the Word without being bound by Tiuseless and pernicious

ceremonies. Ii He spoke out against the celibacy of the clergy, and

h d h .. 31soon ate c~ty ~n an uproar.

It is not difficult to perceive that Oecolampadius was al­

ready heading for a complete break with the Catholic 'Church. He

had at this point broken with the church in his own mind and soul,

as is evident from his teachings, and was fast approaching an open

break with Rome. He had placed himself on the side of the Reform­

ers and was now ready to take a pUblic stand and issue a challenge

to the church.

The challenge took the form of an academic disputation on

four theses prepared by Oecolampadius. This method of public dis­

putation was being used successfully by Zwingli for the establish­

ment of the Reformation in Zurich, and Oecolampadius followed his

example in Basel. He had by this time come, through correspondence,

under the influence of Zwingli and moved away from his earlier as­

sociation with Luther, to the latter's disgust. The theses were

approved by the town council for debate, and in 1623 the proposi­

tions were disputed. Oecolampadius held: 1) The prime authority

of Christ, in comparison with which the teachings of the philoso­

phers and doctors are contemptible; 2) Justification by faith;

3) Rejection of the invocation of saints; 4) All Christians are

olbrothers, priests, and kings.,,32 This disputation, which Oeco­

lampadius won over the Roman Catholics, resulted in a decree of the

council which proclaimed the free preaching of the gospel, but did

not express support for the Reformation. 33 Emboldened,Oecolampa­

dius continued his work at St. Martin's, introducing the German

language in baptism, abolishing useless ceremonies, and beginning

31McClintock-Strong, p. 304.

32 Rupp, p. 20.

33Schaff-Herzog, p. 223.
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34the use of German songs. The Reformation was beginning to make

progress in Basel!
But controversy was brewing in the Reformation internally,

and the issue in 1524 was the doctrine of the Eucharist. Exactly

what Oecdampadius' position had been previous to this we do not

know with certainty, but alreadym_l524 he leaned toward holding

to the spiritual presence of Christ in the Lord's Supper. He read

a letter of the Dutch Reformer Hoen intended for Zwingli, which

held to the spiritual character of the symbols, and guardedly took

this position himself. 3S Though we do not know for certain, it is

possible that he met with Zwingli to discuss the question. 36

Whether this is true or not, Oecolampadius did adopt Zwingli's po­

sition for a time and defended it against the Roman catholics and

Lutherans. In defense of his stance he published in 1525 the

treatise, De genuina verborum Domini: "Hoc est corpus meum" juxta

vetustissimos authores expositione liber. 37 This treatise did not

produce the hoped for agreement, and the verbal battle between the

Lutherans and Zwinglians became sharp and bitter. 38 Thus Oecolam­

padius' first attempt at mediating the dispute failed.

About this same time the Romanists began to reassert them­

selves. John Eck, who, as Rupp puts it (p. 28), "seems to have

felt himself the holder of the European title for verbal prize­

fighting,'1 challenged the Reformers to a debate which was set to

occur in Baden in 1526. The setting was overwhelmingly Catholic,

and the city fathers of Zurich refused to allow Zwingli to en­

danger himself by participating. The lot thus fell upon Oecolam­

padius. vllien he and the Basel pastors arrived, they were outman­

ned, outraged, and outgunned by the Catholics. 39 But Oecolampadius

34Ibid .

3SRupp, p. 23.

36 Ibid ., p. 24.

37 Ibid ., p. 25

38Schaff-Herzog, p. 224.

39Rupp , p. 29
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in his quiet way debated the theatrical and boisterous Eck; he

lost formally, but this did not hurt the Reformation cause very

much, because the debate was obviously rigged in favor of the Roman

Catholics.

If the Romish hoped to end the Heformation they were sadly

mistaken. In 1527 the council of Basel decreed that participation

in the mass was a matter of individual choice. But even this was

not good enough for the populace. The Reformation had been formal­

ly introduced in Bern, mainly through the Bern Colloquy of 1528,

in which Oecolampadius took part, helping to rout the Romish thor­

oughly. Now the people of Basel wanted the same thing. They took

matters into their own hands and destroyed pictures in the Catholic

churches. Though the uprising was quickly squashed by the authori­

ties, discontent continued and insurrection broke out with the

threat of war between the Reformed and Romish. The Protestants de­

manded removal of the Roman Catholics from the clergy and the coun­

cil and backed up their demands by rioting. The council had no

real choice in the matter; they gave in to the large Protestant

majority and in February of 1529 decided in favor of the Reforma­

tion. On April 1, 1529, the formal establishment of the Reforma­

tion took place in the form of a city oninance which established

the Reformation and its doctrines as the policy of the town.

Oecolampadius was instrumental in the formulation of the consti­

tution, a matter which will be treated later more in detail.

During these same busy years of 1528-29 Oecolampadius ac­

complished much. He continued his patristical studies, translating

the fathers. In 1528 he married Wibrandis Rosenblatt, which prompt­

ed Erasmus to remark that it was time to stop talking about the
Lutheran tragedy, for it was much more a comedy, always ending in

a wedding I 40 Oecolampadius and his wife had three children, whom

he characteristically named Eusebius, Aletheia, and Irene--Godli­

ness, Truth, and Peace.
In 1529 Oecolampadius attended the famous conference of Mar­

burg with Zwingli, meeting with Luther and Melanchthon to try to

40Rupp, p. 33.
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elimate the doctrinal differences between the Lutherans and the

Zwinglians concerning the Lord's Supper. Luther and Zwingli were

vehement personalities, while Oecolampadius and Helanchthon were

mild and quiet. Thus in the private conference preceding the

public debate Luther was paired with Oecolampadius and Zwingli

with Melanchthon. 4l The pUblic colloquy produced agreement on all

points except the question of the presence of Christ in the Lord's

Supper. The Swiss conceded Christ's real presence in the elements,

but they could not agree to his corporeal presence. Luther re­

mained adamant, having at the start of the talks written on the

table in front of him, I!This is my body; 11 from the literal interpre­

tation of these words he could not be budged. ~~en the conference

failed, he grumbled to the Swis, il Ihr liabt einen andern Geist denn

wir" ("You have a different Spirit than we t·) .42

In the last two years of his life, 1530-31, Oecolampadius

occupied himself with the reform of church government, trying to

systematize it and free it from state control. Of this we will

say more later, but it should be noted from a historical viewpoint

that although he accomplished some order in church polity, he was

largely unsuccessful in separating church and state because of the

opposition of the council. 43 He also vigorously opposed the grow­

ing menace of the Anabaptist movement, and succeeded in keeping

Basel relatively free of it.

In 1531 his friend Zwingli was killed in battle at Cappel,

and a few weeks later Oecolampadius himself died, a worn-out man,

old before his time. He fell sick with a violent inflammation and

breathed his last soon after. D'Aubinge describes for us his pass­

ing:

On the 23rd of November, he called his children
around him, the eldest of whom was barely three years
old. lIEusebius, Irene) Aletheia, \; he said to them,
as he took their little hands, "love God Who is your
Father. ,. Their mother having promised for them, the

41J.H. Kurtz) Church History (Philadelphia, 1878), Vol. III, p.72.

42 Ibid., p. 73.

43Rupp, pp. 41-42.
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children retired with the blessing of the dying
servant of the Lord. The night that followed this
scene Wq 3 his last. All the pastors were around
his bed: "What is the news? ff asked Oecolampadius
of a friend who came in. IlNothing,t1 was the reply.
IIWell, tI said the faithful disciple of Jesus, IiI
will tell you something new. II His friends awaited
in astonishment. Ii In a short time I will be with
the Lord Jesus. II One of his friends now asking him
if he was incommoded by the light, he replied, put­
ting his hand on his heart, "There is light enough
here. l~ The day began to break; he repeated in a
feeble voice the 51st Psalm: "Have mercy upon me,
o Lord, according to thy lovingkindness. H Then re­
maining silent, as if he wished to recover strength,
he said, liLord Jesus, help me. n The ten pastors fell
on their knees around his bed with uplifted hands;
at this moment the sun rose, and darted his earliest
rays on a scene of sorrow so great and s04~fflicting

with which the church was again stricken.

Oecolarnpadius was by all accounts a quiet and retiring person­

ality. His preference was always for his books and a quiet study

in which to work. He far preferred to devote himself to his pa­

tristical studies and linguistic endeavors than to the bustle of

public life. But he was not destined for such a life, for it was

God's purpose that he become a leader. He was thrust into the pub­

lic eye and into a position of leadership in Basel, and proved

himself equal to the task, though he would have preferred otherwise.

As Rupp puts it: "Beginning as an amiable, shy dilettant, with

evident elements of instability, he was not embittered or broken

by misadventures and disappointments, but came to a more and more

fruitful employment of his gifts for the service of his Church. 45

Thus the man who seemed to be the least qualified to be a leader

of men and the champion of a cause was used by God to accomplish

the Reformation of Basel. He became not only a courageous leader

and an attempted mediator within the Reformation~ but also God's

instrument to develop further the truths of the Reformation.

r

r
\,

44. J.H.M. D;Aubinge, History

Vol. IV, pp. 504 - 505 •

45 Rupp, p. 45.

If the Reformation (New York, n.d.)
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God directed Oecolampadius throughout his life and prepared

him for his work, as even a cursory survey of his life will indi­

cate. God prepared him for some 40 long years for his mere 10

years i work as a Reformer. He was led from his early humanism and

strong Roman Catholic views at Weinsberg to begin to question some

of the things he had been taught. His studies under Reuchlin and

his assistance to Erasmus enabled him in later days to exegete the

Scriptures in the original languages. His association with Capito

and contacts with other Reformers first planted strong seeds of

doubt in his mind, until he was finally convinced of the errors of
iT

Roman Catholicism. His stay in the convent of Altenmunster tipped

the scales, showing him clea~ly the folly of the Church, and soon

he was committed to the Reformation. Through his friendships

gained at various universities he not only came into contact with

many illustrious Reformers, but also was enabled to go many places,

e.g., Basel in 1522, at the invitation of friends. Thus although

at first glance Oecolampadius' life for the first 40 years seems

confused and purposeless, God used all of his experiences to pre­

pare him for his later work as Reformer, and his knowledge and

depth stood him in good stead in his battle for the truth. All

we can say when we survey the life and character of this man whom

God shaped and molded to fit His purpose is, 'IWeakest means fulfill

thy will! Ii

******************

OECOLAMPADIUS: HIS MAJOR VIEWS

To determine and condense the major views of OecolampadiuG en­

tails some difficulty. He did write a considerable amount on vari­

ous subjects, and these writings have been collected by Hess,

Herzog, and Hagenbach. But the writings themselves are unavail­

able to me, and from this arises the difficulty. However, Oecolam­

padius is quoted and his views summarized by several authors, and

from these sources it is possible to determine his views.

Oecolampadius' ~A]ritings include commentaries, notably that on

Isaiah, sermons, exegetical and polemical tracts, especially on the

subject of the Lord's Supper, letters to various people) especially

other Reformers, and translations of several early church fathers,

- 38 -
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including Chrysostom, Theodoret, and Cyril of Alexandria. 46

First, Oecolampadiu8 held and defended the basic Christian and

Reformation doctrines. He recognized nO other rule of jUdgment

than the Word of God, taking this position concretely against Eck

in the Baden disputation. 47 However, Leonard points to Oecolam­

padius' mystical tendencies, whereby he gave greater importance to

the ~: inner vJord ii than to the external f,,\7ord" of Scripture. 4 8 This

assertion wants proof~ but in light of his view of the importance

of the Lord's Supper (which we shall treat presently) Leonard could

be correct. However this may be, Oecolampadius in his disputes

and teachings undoubtedly did stand upon the authority of Scripture

alone.

The Reformer also held the cardinal doctrines of the Trinity

and predestination. He emphatically defended the Trinity and the

divinity of Christ against the heretic Servetus in 1530. 49 On the

doctrine of predestination he expressed himself no less emphatical­

ly, though his doctrine on this subject is certainly no advance in

the development of the concept, for he left the truth of reproba­

tion alone. His views may be summed up concisely in his own words:

"Salus nostra ex Deo, perditio nostra ex nobis" (Our salvation is

of God, our perdition is of ourselves).50

But Oecolampadius did not completely shake off his Roman Cath­

olic thinking. The Ordinance of the City of Basel (1529), for

which he was largely: responsible and which to a great degree ref1eci

his thinking attacks those who "despise and insult the eternal queer

elect and pure, the Blessed Virgin Mary, 1\ and "allege that the

Mother of God was a woman like any other, that she bore other

46 Schaff, p. 116

47 Ibid., p. 100

48 Leonard, p. 155.

49Schaff, p. 715.

50 Ibid ., p. 94.
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children and did not remain a virgin. uSl Oecolampadius' exegesis

was obviously lacking at this point. Nor did he have a correct

understanding of sin, which is somewhat surprising in the light

of his knowledge of Luther's teachings, but perhaps understandable

in the light of his Semi-Pelagian background in the Church of Rome.

He held the Roman Catholic view of sin whereby "the excellent dis­

position to act aright has been weakened in us.u S2 But when his

views on the major doctrines of Christianity are considered in

toto, there can be no doubt that he believed and assumed in his

work and teaching the great Reformation doctrines, especially the

authority of Scripture and justification by faith.

Second; Oecolampadius had a definite interest in matters of

liturgy. Although he did not accomplish a great deal in this field~

probably because of the many other things that demanded his at­

tention, one gets the distinct impression from his biographers that

he would have liked to devote more time and effort to the liturgi­

cal aspects of the Christian life. He had an early interest in

the field, for already at Altenmtinster he had composed a litany for

the sick and dying, a simplified form of which was later publish-

ed in Basel. 53 1526 was the year in which he did most of his litur­

gical work. The preface to some of his writings stressed the need

for experiment and diversity as a branch of Christian liberty.54

The work included a Formulary for Baptism, The Lord's Supper, and
Th V·· . f h S . 5 5 I . . G he ~s~tat~on 0 t e ~ck. twas wr1tten ~n erman so t at

the common people could understand it, but still retained some

Romish aspects, such as priestly absolution and the use of lights

on the altar. 56 He also introduced in Basel the singing of Psalms

in German, a practice very popular with the people. 57 Oecolampadi­

us' ideas, as set forth in a letter in 1525, demonstrate a profound
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51Leonard, p. 155

52 1 bid., p. 156.

53Rupp, p. 28

54Ibid .

55Leonard, p. 155

56Schaff, p. III

57McClintock-Strong,
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insight into proper worship and anticipate future liturgical devel­

opments:

After the confession, gospelling, hymns and
prayers and after the Trisagion, I would have a peri-
od of silence appointed in which each might fervently
meditate within himself on the Passion of the Lord.
Then the words of the Lordis Supper appointed for the
rite should be read pUblicly and intelligibly, and
when these have been read, again a great silence for
meditation and the giving of thanks. Afterwards
should come the Lord's Prayer and, when this is over,
the communicants should be summoned to the Lord's
Supper, having first been admonished by the minister
that each shall examine and judge himself. And if
anybody is present who has been admonished by the Church
the second or third time according to the Lord's command
he should be repelled from the table until there is
sure proof of his penitence, and he is reconciled. Then
when they have received communion with the exhortation
to char~ty and c~Be of the poor, the congregation might
depart ~n peace.

Third, the SUbject of church polity occupied the attention of

Oecolampadius in Basel. He developed and set forth and attempted

to put into practice not only his ideas of the internal government

of the church, but also its relation to the state. Thus he was led

to develop the idea of the church and its proper membership, and

because of the peCUliar political situation in Basel (indeed, in

all of Switzerland), the idea of the distinction of church and

state.

As far as the idea of the church is concerned, Oecolampadius

expressed himself this way:

The Church is the Vineyard of the Lord, His Heri­
tage, His Temple and His Bride; even more she is His
Body, for which He has shed His precious blood and
outside which there is no salvation. If one is not
concerned for the Church then martyrdom has no crown,
charity is no longer a good work and religious knowledge
brings no wisdom. The man ~~o does not love the Church
does not love Jesus Christ.

Further, the church is composed of "those who truly confess

Jesus Christ and Who, from brotherly love, do not separate themselves

from other men, and who profess this same faith in its pure form

58Rupp ~ p. 26.

59 Leonard, p. 160.
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f h h · .. . u 60 Thand do not separate themselves rom the c ure ~n sp2rlt. us

Oecolampadius clearly implies the organic unity of the invisible

body of Christ which was further developed by Calvin and others.

The questions of church government and membership also drew

Oecolampadius' attention and immediately involved him in the

question of the relation of church and state, which was the basic

issue. The question was, \1\&1110 is responsible for the government of

the church--the church or the state? II The occasion which involved

Oecolampadius in this question was the issue of excommunication;

his views are set forth mainly in an address to the Synod of Basel

2n 1530, De reducenda excommunicatione, summarized by Rupp.61

In the first part of the oration~ Oecolampadius declares that,

having pondered the correct way of dealing with sinners, he was

convinced that they should not simply be turned over to the civil

powers. Rather, the discipline of the church is part of the

pastoral office of the church 7 for the church is not concerned with

outward actions, as is the state, but with the motives of the

heart. Sinners can be convinced of their errors if they are pub­

licly cut off from the body of Christ as apostate.

In the second part, Oecolampadius assigns the power of excom­

munication to the church, not to individuals, as did the Roman

Catholic Church. "He are ministers in the church of Christ, I, said

he, "and we must remember that He are indeed ministers and seek

not our own authority, but that of the church. i'S 2 This power can­

not be given to the congregation, flfor the multitude is not capa­

ble of sound judgment. n63 Rather, the true representatives of the

60 Ibid .

61Rupp, pp. 39-40.

62 Ibid , p. 39.

63 Leonard, p. 158.
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church should be, as in the early church) the elders, "whose judg­

ment, as of the more prudent, expresses the mind of the church. n

64 There should also be representatives of the magistracy in­

volved. Thus the four town pastors, four elders, and four coun­

cil members would together deal with the offenses affecting purity

of doctrine and life. 65 But the church must not simply relinquish

its discipline to the civil powers.

In the third part of the speech Oecolampadius deals with the

carrying out of this discipline. One of the 12 censors should

deliver a brotherly admonition to the sinner, followed by a second

from two or three. Then the whole body of 12 is to admonish, and

if all these admonitions fail, excommunication ends the matter.

From all of this it is evident that Oecolampadius had a basic­

ally correct idea of church government. We will further evaluate

his position later, but one thing is certainly clear: He insisted

upon the spiritual government of the spiritual church as the body

of Christ. Though there were problems in the implementation of

his system, especially concerning the Lutheran minority in Basel,

it was generally workable without compromising the place and au­

thority of the church.

Finally, the matter of the Lord's Supper was the SUbject of

Oecolampadius' studies and labors. He is perhaps best known for

his views on the Lordis Supper, probably because of his major role

at the Colloquy of Marburg in 1529. Also, this subject occupied

much of his time and energy, for it was the issue of the day be­

tween Lutherans and Zwinglians. Therefore we consider his views

on this burning issue of dissension-causing strife within the

Reformation.

As might be expected, Oecolampadius' views on the Lord's Sup­

per are most detailedly expressed in the records of the conference

of Marburg. There are many accounts of this incident, but perhaps

Wylie in his History of Protestantism66has the most interesting

64Rupp., p. 39.

65 Ibid .

66Wylie, pp. 555, ff.
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and comprehensive account, even rendering part of the conversations

of the participants. It seems that Oecolampadius and Luther be­

gan the discussion, and that later Zwingli attempted to convince

Luther of his error after Oecolampadius failed. (It must be re­

membered that the purpose of the Marburg Colloquy was to resolve

differences between Lutherans and Zwinglians, and that the Zwing­

lians went to the conference with conciliatory attitudes in the

hope of a settlement of the problems). Luther had made up his

mind right from the start that he would not be moved from his po­

sition that the body of Christ was literally present in the Supper,

and it was precisely this position which Oecolampadius attempted

to and actually did refute, though not to Luther's satisfaction.

Oecolampadius began by proving to Luther that there were figures

of speech in the Bible~ he admitted this, but said that the words)

"This is my body 1i did not fall into this category. When Oecolampa­

dius showed that Christ's words in John 6 involved him in a con­

tradiction, Luther attempted to make a distinction between a spiri­

tual and a material eating of Christ's body, thus implicitly ad­

mitting he was wrong. When Oecolampadius pointed this out, Luther

simply reiterated his earlier literal interpretation of the words.

When Zwingli argued along the same lines he was met with the same

obstinate and unexplainable (by Luther) reply. Zwingli also quoted

to Luther words from the church fathers Augustine and Fulgentius

supporting his position and involved Luther in further contradic­

tions. When Oecolampadius again took over and hammered again at

his original argument, Luther responded" 'I I will not move a single

step. Only Augustine and Fulgentius are with you: all the rest of

the fathers are with us. Ii flAs, for instance? n quietly inquired

Oecolampadius. :; Oh, we Hill not name them," exclaimed Luther;

'iChrist ~ s words suffice for us.;' 67 It is plainly evident that

Oecolampadius stood on firm ground; he insisted upon and proved

three main points: 1) That the words, ltThis is my body" are a fi­

gure of speech; 2) That the eating in the Lord's Supper is a spiri­

tual eating; 3) That the fathers support his position. Here again

his patristical learning stood him in good stead.

61W l'Y J..e, p. 561.
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This position which Oecolampadius took at Marburg was not new

for him. Already in 1525 he had set forth his views, which differ­

ed somewhat from Zwingli'so Zwingli found the trope in tlThis is

my bodyh in th'e word i:is 'T , which he rendered significat. But

iiOecolampadius characteristically fastened upon a patristic phrase

in which Tertullian took 'body' to be figura corporis. Here, then,

was Oecolampadius' contribution to the controversy, to bring his

patristic learning to bear, and to appeal to a spiritual interpre­

tation of the presence which could be found in the writings of the

Fathers. ji68 Schaff points out that I'He agreed in substance with

Zwingli., but differed from him by placing the metaphor in the

predicate rather than in the verb, which simply denotes a connec­

tion of the SUbject with the predicate whether real or figurative,

and which was not even used by our Lord. 1.
69

In 1527 he stressed the true spiritual presence of Christ in

setting forth his teachings:

I believe the natural body of Christ to be
in one place, namely heaven: otherwise there
would be no true body.

I freely confess the Body of Christ to be
present in the bread in that mode in which it is
present in the Word itself, through which the
bread becomes a sacrament and a visible word.

Through faith the Body of Christ which is
as absent as it can be is as present as it can
be to the soul.

This presence of the flesh of Christ is
profitable indeed~ but profitless and far from
the manner of faith it is, if we say that bread
is the substantive body or that the Body of Christ
may be in many places at once.

Those who reject a trope in the words of the
Lord's Supper declare themselves to be contentious,
and interpret the Scriptures otherwise than by the
analogy of faith.

They speak well and religiously, who say that
they come to the Body of the Lord, or eat his Body;
profanely and contemptibly, who declare that they
only receive the bread and a sign; for they declare
their unbelief ... if they say they have eaten the
sign only and not also the thing signified, which
the sign means 10the one with the mouth, the other
with the mind.

I~

~

I

68Rupp, p. 25.

69 Schaff, p. Ill ..

70 Rupp, p. 27. - 45 -
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This is supported by Herzog, who says that he held "that our souls

are truly nourished by the true body and blood of Christ, and that

Christ is present to the believers in the Eucharist, although not

in a manner essentially differing from his general presence in the
church. It 71

Again in 1530 Oecolampadius reiterated his position, supporting

it with quotations ranging from Irenaeus, Athanasius) and Chrysos­

tom to Theophylact and Hesychius, once more basing his viev7s on the

teaChings of the leaders of the early church. 72

Yet, in spite of his insistence on the correct doctrine of the

Lord's Supper, Oecolampadius placed relatively little emphasis on

the sacrament itself, probably because the whole SUbject had through

controversy been blown far out of proper proportion. HcClintock

and Strong say that I!he regarded the ordinance of the Supper as

per ~ a hindrance, rather than a means of grace; as a form, from

which the Christian should seek to be freed, rising above it to

immediate fellowship with God. i. 73 \t-lhile this is too harsh a judg­

ment, it is true that Oecolampadius de-emphasized the benefit of

the Lord's Supper for the believer personally, it is plain from his

own words: I. Believers should use the sacrament more for their

neighbors' sake than their own. For themselves they are already

under the influence of the Holy Spirit, they are free, they are

purified) they are justified, and, being one with Christ, the king­

dom of God is already within them. 1,7 4 Again:

The believer is continually feeding upon the body
of Jesus Christ, even when he is not present at this
external and visible table. Why, then, should he not
similarly feed upon it while he is actually receiving the
Lord!s Supper? .. The man who only feels his soul to
be truly restored when he eats at this table is to be
pitied ... lf only he were able, so far as his own soul
is concerned, to dispense with all these practices and

7lQuoted by McClintock-Strong, p. 305.

72 Rupp, pp. 42-43.

73McClintock-Strong, p. 305.

74McClintock, Strong, p. 305.
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not to feel the lack of them. 75

And again: lIThe believer should make use of the sacraments more

for his neighbor than for himself ... The profession of faith which

occurs in the Lord's Supper is a means of demonstrating his faith

and of promoting the salvation of his neighbor.! 76

Even in the face of such statements as these, we must not

lose sight of the main point. That point is that Oecolampadius

did indeed staunchly defend the Scriptural idea of the Lord's Sup­

per and could not be moved from his stand. Nor are the above

statements in conflict with his doctrinal position on the sacra­

ment. Thus, although he did not give the Lord's Supper its prop­

er significance and place in the life of the church (though it

must be noted that he implied, also in the above statements, that

it is a means of grace), Oecolampadius did not let that idea ob­

scure his clear understanding of its meaning, to his credit.

******************
OECOLAMPADIUS: HIS PLACE IN HISTORY

What remains for us to do is to evaluate both Oecolampadius'

views and his place and influence in the Reformation. When we do

this, we must from the beginning be careful of our approach. If

we ask) iiHas Oecolampadius i Reformed r? Did he set forth and main­

tain the Reformed truths as we know them today? Did he develop

an organic view of Scripture and of redemption? Did he maintain

a correct conception of God's covenant vIi th His people?" then the

answer must be, "no. It But if we ask such questions, then we ask

the wrong questions and Badly misjudge the man, for we will surely

obtain the wrong answers. It is not correct to evaluate a 16th

century figure in terms of today and then necessarily condemn him

on many points. We must, of course, have a yardstick by which to

measure Oecolampadius (and all figures of church history), and that

yardstick is the truth of the Reformed faith. But we must be care­

ful how we apply such a standard; we must not apply it in an abso­

lute way, for then we misrepresent and misjudge the man. So also

75
Leonard~ p. 156.

76 Ibid .
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with Oecolampadius; we must apply the objective standard of the

truth, but we must do so in the light of his own times and accord­

ing to his place in the history of the church. Only in this way

will we obtain a fair and balanced view of him and his views.

Concerning Oecolampadius' views on the major doctrines of the

Reformation little need be said. He stood solidly on the founda­

tion of the church of the past, and stood shoulder to shoulder with

the other Reformers in upholding the supremacy and authority of

Scripture as the only rule of faith and life. In respect to the

fundamentals Oecolampadius was generally correct and orthodox,

though, as has been noted, he did not completely shake off Roman

Catholic Semi-Pelagianism. However, since his theology and work

did not directly concern this doctrine, his erroneous position con­

cerning it did not greatly affect or color his general teachings.

It is striking that we do not encounter this Semi-Pelagianism in

any of his known writings or teachings.

Oecolampadius' views with respect to the liturgy of the church,

though not detailed, have several interesting aspects which show a

good understanding of the worship in the church and also anticipate

later Reformed liturgical ideas. He had most of the basic elements

in his liturgy, as can be seen from his proposals quoted earlier.

Particularly good is his concept of self-examination before partak­

ing of the Lord's Supper. Also interesting is'the place he gives

to silent meditation, which certainly seems to have its merits. In

summary we may say that Oecolampadius' liturgy was far from complete

but that in light of the fact that he was striking out into a new

and undeveloped area it is surprisingly advanca aand perceptive.

As far as the Reformer's' views on the church and its govern­

ment are concerned, it is evident on the surface from what has al­

ready been said that he was basically correct. He had a concept

of the organic unity of the church, which he characterized as the

body of Christ. The church was important for him, too, for outside

of it there could be no salvation; again, though not detailed, his

conception was basically correct. But what is most amazing is his

concept, be it in theory, of the distinction between church and

state. Oecolampadius was blazing a trail into the uncharted wilder­

ness of the proper relation between church and state. He was going

- 48 -
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where none had gone before, which is all the more noteworthy be­

cause of his background in the Catholic Church and its perverted

idea of church control of the state in a temporal and earthly way.

Zwingli had capitulated in Zurich and allowed the civil government

to rule the church; Luther was having his problems in Germany.

But Oecolampadius saw that the current situation was hardly Scrip­

tural and maintained that the spiritual church had to be governed

by spiritual means. Though he succeeded in applying this princi­

ple only in part in Basel, he was certainly correct in his think­

ing. What makes all of this even more astonishing is the historicaJ

situation in which he developed and partially applied his view.

The history of the church since the beginning of the Reformation

had been the history of the state; they were inseparable and often

confused and intermingled. This is abundantly clear from the

Lutheran Reformation in Germany, and is perhaps even more true of

the various Swiss cantons. In the face of the existing practice

of the day and contrary to the thinking of the previous Reformers

Oecolampadius wanted a separation of the realms of authority, and

he wanted it on solid Scriptural grounds. While he did not oppose

the idea of a state church per se, for he was yet a child of his

times) he was ahead of his time in that he anticipated both Calvin'~

Geneva and later Reformed views on the relation of church and state.

With Oecolampadius we have the seeds of later thought, a truly

noteworthy tribute to the Reformer.

Oecolampadius' position on the Lord's Supper is perhaps the

easiest to evaluate because it was on this subject that he express­

ed himself most clearly and definitely. He had a thoroughly Re­

formed conception (though the term is anachronistic, it is certain­

ly applicable) of the essence of the sacrament, as is evident from

the later Second Helvetic Confession, which embodied the views of

the church of Basel, and thus of Oecolampadius. 77 He properly dis­

tinguished between the sign and the thing signified, and set forth

clearly the spiritual presence of Christ and the spiritual eating

of the believer through faith. And he succeeded in his differing

with the Lutherans in avoiding the pitfall of the l'memorial fl con­

cept of the Lord's Supper which many assert that Zwingli held, and

r
I

77McClintock-Strong, p. 305.
49 -



r
i
I

r
r
·r
I

r
r
I

i'
. !

r
rm>
I
I

~

I

r
r
l

r
r
I

i'

pm

I

r

which assertion in the light of the disagreement between him and

Oecolampadius has some credibility. Even Calvin, who at first

refused to read Oecolampadius' writings because Luther had said all

Oecolampadius left were bare and empty figures,78 later found his

refutation of Luther's corporeal presence concept correct, though

Calvin says that Oecolampadius did not define the spiritual pres­

ence of Christ in the Lord's Supper?9 Calvin is wrong in this last

assertion, for Oecolampadius certainly did define this idea, cf.

pg. 45 above. But the ma~n point is that he, the father of Re­

formed thought, agreed with Oecolampadius on the doctrine of the

Lord's Supper. We may, in summary, unqualifiedly accept Oecolam­

padius v teachings on the nature of the sacrament.

The aspect of the importance of the Lord's Supper poses more

of a problem, however. Oecolampadius certainly did not attach

enough importance to the sacrament and did not give it its proper

place as a means of strengthening faith in connection with the

preaching of the Word. Nor did he see clearly on the question of

the importance of the Lord's Supper for the individual believer;

he placed much more <and too much) emphasis on the idea of com­

munion in the sacrament, thus creating a false disjunction between

it and the partaking of the individual.

While it is obvious that he was mistaken on these two aspects

of the importance and place of the Lord's Supper, we must not be

overly condemnatory of Oecolampadius. These erroneous views were

undoubtedly a reaction~ the first was a reaction against all of

the turmoil and strife concerning the Lord~s Supper of which Oecol­

ampadius was a part and which his quiet and peace-loving nature

detested; the second was perhaps a reaction against the Lutheran

emphasis on the individual's partaking of the literal body of

Christ. Thus in reacting against the strife and misconceptions of

his day Oecolampadius lapsed into the mistake of being too radical

and going to the other extreme. Remembering this and remembering

that Oecolampadius was ahead of his time in his conception of the

78John Calvin, Tracts and Treatises (Edinburgh, 1849), Vol. II,

p. 252.

79 Ibid ., pp. 195-196, 307.
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nature of the sacrament (which, after all, is the main point), we

may be charitable toward him and not condemn his mistakes too harsh­

ly.

Considering Oecolampadius' life and work in general, we may

mention several things which distinguish him from the other Reform­

ers and for which he may be specially noted.

One such thing is his interest and work in the field of patris­

tics. Perhaps more than any other Reformer of his era Oecolampadi­

us was acquainted with the early church fathers. And his knowledge

was not simply a matter of theory or intellectualism; not only did

he know the fathers thoroughly and translate some of them, but he

also put this acumen to practical use, e.g., in his work on the

doctrine of the Lord's Supper. It is clearly evident, especially

in connection with the Marburg Colloquy, that Oeco~ampadius under­

stood the fathers and stood firmly on the side of the historical

faith of the church from the earliest times. But more important

still is this aspect of Oecolampadius' work in light of the Roman

Catholic accusation that the Reformers were guilty of schism and

revolution in the church. Often the Romanists told the Reformers

that they were breaking with the church of the past, denying his­

toric doctrines, and creating doubt and disruption in the church,

thus making themselves guilty of the sin of schism. But by the

very fact that Oecolampadius could and did substantiate his teach­

ings from the writings of the church fathers he proved that the

accusation was false and that the reformed church was the true

church which stood in unity with the church of antiquity. Though

such Romish accusations have continued since his time, Oecolampadi­

us took the sting out of them by showing that they had no truth.

To show that the Reformed churches and not the Roman Catholic

stood in organic connection with the post-apostolic church was,

therefore, a very important contribution to the position which the

true church has held ever since its inception.

Also, Oecolampadius saw himself as a possible mediator between

the factions of the Reformation, more particularly, the Lutheran

and Zwinglian branches. In this he Has unique among those of his

day, for they tended each one to hold his own views regardless of

anything. This is not to say that Oecolampadius was a compromiser,
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for he absolutely was not. But his attitude was one of moderation

and conciliation. In this respect Oecolampadius blows like a cool

wind across the hot desert of heated polemics and reciprocal in­

sults, for in all that he did he urged gentleness, in keeping with

his mild character. For example, he wrote to the violent and ico­

noclastic Farel, I'Your mission is to evangelize, not to curse.

Prove yourself to be an evangelist, not a tyrannical legislator.

Men want to be led, not driven. I,8D The most obvious and well-known

instance of his attempted mediation was at Marburg; he went there

with the express purpose of uniting the Lutherans and Zwinglians

on the question of the Lord's Supper, and he strove mightily to at­

tain that end. But he failed. From the viewpoint of God's coun­

sel it was certainly God's purpose that he fail. But from a human

viewpoint it is plain that only Luther's stubborn and unreasonable

obstinacy prevented a settlement from being reached. Though Oecol­

ampadius failed in every attempt, he is noteworthy for his sincere

and dedicated efforts to restore unity to the church of Christ.

This position of mediator which he assumed also explains his

relationship with Zwingli and Luther. We know little concerning

his personal relation with either, and little concerning his ec­

clesiastical and doctrinal relation to Zwingli. But it is safe to

say that Oecolampadius was superior to him. Zwingli spent much

of his time embroiled in political difficulties because of the

Swiss Reformation. This was certainly necessary under the circum­

stances and we cannot condemn him on this ground. But he did not

devote as much time and effort to doctrinal reform and to the

building up and establishment of the church as did Oecolampadius.

Thus from the viewpoint of doctrinal development and from the

viewpoint of the strengthening of the churches Oecolampadius was

more influential than Zwingli. Especially noteworthy in this con­

nection is the doctrine of the Lord's Supper, concerning which

Oecolampadius was certainly much more clear and specific than

Zwingli, as evidenced from the confusion about the latter's views,

a confusion wnich prevails until the present. As far as Luther is

concerned, Oecolampadius opposed mm, especially on the question

of the Lord's Supper. Though he certainly adopted and agreed with

80 Schaff, p. 238.
- 52 -



r
r
r
r
I

F
I

i'

rm
I

~

I

f""l!'l
I

.i'
l

r'
I

'r""

Luther's teachings on the nature of Scripture and on justification

by faith, he sharpened the division between the Lutheran and Swiss

(and consequently the Reformed) branches of the Reformation in spite

of himself. Though Oecolampadius' intentions were the opposite,

God used him to preserve in an antithetical way the truth of Scrip­

ture regarding the sacrament of the Lord's Supper by means of his

controversy with Luther. Thus when we compare him with Luther and

Zwingli we find that he stands above them from the aspect of his

broader view of the Reformation and his place within it. He was

not so limited in his perspective of the future of the Reformation

as was especially Luther; because he developed and understood the

idea of the organic unity of the church at least ln principle, and

because he understood the formidable enemy they faced~in the Roman

Catholic Church, he wanted unity. But his perspective was also

far-reaching enough that he saw that the truth must be maintained

when unity could not be achieved; he did not sacrifice the truth

of Scripture on the altar of outward unity. The fact that he was

able to look beyond his immediate time and circumstances is certain-·

ly a tribute to him. This idea is substantiated by the last point

which must be made concerning Oecolampadius.

Finally, it is important to note also that Oecolampadius prepar­

ed the way for later aspects of the Reformation. The reforms which

he instituted in Basel and the attitudes which he established influ­

enced others and stood as models even after his passing. Perhaps

the most striking example of this concerns John Calvin. We have

already noted that Calvin read and essentially agreed with Oecolam­

padius on the doctrine of the Lord's Supper. Rut Oecolampadius'

influence on the greatest of the Reformers went further still.

Though it is not our purpose to write here concerning Calvin him­

self, it is certainly proper to point out the relation in which

Oecolampadius stood to him. Leonard, in speaking of Calvin's prep­

aration for his work in Geneva, sums it all up:

Here, in Basel itself, he pondered Oecolam­
padius' ideas, as reflected in his books, in the
conversation of his disciples and in the working
of his community, and they taught him four things
which he had not learnt from the works of Luther
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or from the modest experiments in France:
the importance of the Church, visible and
organized as well as invisible; the need for
ecclesiastical discipline; a repugnance for
State intervention in this field; the advant­
ages of the Basel type of8Ionsistory, compos­
ed of pastors and laymen.

This certainly speaks highly of Oecolampadius!

We quote in conclusion the words of J.H.Worman, who powerfully

and correctly summarizes the man, his work, and his place in his­

tory:

As has been truly said, Oecolampadius was
the Lord's chosen instrument of leading on to
victory these noble souls who had gathered under
the banner of reform at Basel, and though cut
down in the prime of manhood, he lived long enough
to earn the glorious appellation of the Reformer
of Basel. But his labors entitle him to an appel­
lation more indicative of the wide sphere in which
he worked. In his intellectual and moral qualities
--his modesty, gentleness, love of peace, eagerness
for union~ academic tastes, fondness for a medita­
tive rather than an active life, tendency to melan­
choly, relish for letters, and exquisite scholar­
ship--he bore a striking resemblance to Luther's
great friend and ally. Of all positions, that of
a revolutionary leader, whether in Church or State,
was the last one that Oecolampadius would have
chosen to assume. If he had dared to follow his
own inClinations, his life would have been spent
in the quietude of the academy rather than amid
the turbulence of the arena, in converse with books
instead of contests with men. He was inclined to
look with profound veneration upon everything that
bore the marks of hoary antiquity, and hence the re­
luctance--we may almost call it--with which he a­
bandoned the Romish Church, and severed one by one
the ties which bound him to her communion. Among
all the continental Reformers, none were less dis­
posed to cast aside old forms, simply because they
were old, or to introduce novelties merely for the
purpose of making the Protestant worship as unlike
the Popish as possible. In short, his tendencies and
tastes,if yielded to, would have repelled him from
the rude ways and rough work of the reformer; and his
life supplies one of the many illustrations of the
fact that the Lord chooses instruments which in hum­
an view are most unsuitable for the accomplishment

81Leonard, p. 315.
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As we look at Oecolampadius and understand him, then we love him

and admire him for what he was, for that for which he stood, and

for what he accomplished. And then our conclusion is, iiPraise

God for Oecolampadius, the Reformer of Basel!fi

********************

82McClintock-Strong, po 306.
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