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Ulrich Zwingli was the first Swiss Protestant reformer of Switzerland. He was born on 

January 1, 1484 in the township of Wildhaus, St. Gallen Canton, Switzerland. He was the third 

of eight sons of a prosperous farmer, who was also the chief magistrate. 

At 9 years of age, Zwingli lived with his uncle, the Dean of Wesen. Being a precocious (very 

gifted with knowledge) lad, he entered the Latin School of Basel, where he studied Latin, music 

and dialectics when he was 10 years old. From there he went to study philosophy at the 

University of Vienna because it was the center of the humanists. But a whole new world of 

thought, through Erasmus, jolted him and he became involved with the Greek New Testament. 

After graduation, he was appointed parish priest in Glarus (in 1519) for 10 years. Then he 

served as chaplain with the Swiss forces which developed in him a strong opposition to the 

mercenary system. This caused problems in Glarus, so he went to Einsiedeln and was the parish 

priest for 3 years. 

Then he was called to Zurich in 1519 where he remained for the rest of his life. (1) At Zurich 

he became the “people’s priest” in the cathedral, Gross Munster, where he began his program of 

expounding the Scriptures, book by book, chapter by chapter (In 6 years he completed the New 

Testament). (2) 

A near approach to death during the Plague of 1519 seems to have deepened his religion, 

making him more determined than ever to fulfill his vocation. 

As he preached, gradually the Bible began to open up to him. The church had been astray. 

In 1520, he came to the support of the German reformer, Martin Luther. Zwingli much 

admired Luther’s defiance of the Church authority, so he too openly opposed the Pope. 

Throughout his reform, Zwingli paid deference to the ‘godly magistrate’ and was content to let 

them set pace and time for a public reform because he, like Erasmus, hoped to bring about 

improvements gradually through education. 

Under Zwingli’s leadership, Zurich gradually became a second center of Reformation, next 

to Wittenberg. Zwingli secured freedom from the city’s governing council to preach the “true 

divine Scriptures”. His sermons helped stir revolts against fasting and priest celibacy. He also 

formulated the ideas against indulgences. 

In 1522, Zwingli began to abolish Roman Catholic ceremonies and wrote a treatise against 

fasting and the mass. The government issued a call for a disputation (a public discussion by 

theologians and churchmen) to test the truth of Zwingli’s teachings, and in preparation, Zwingli 

wrote 67 Articles which stated that the Bible is the only authority, that Christ is the head of the 

church, that the mass is not a sacrifice because Christ is already the supreme sacrifice, that one 

can earn nothing from good works, and that the civil authority must regulate the church. As was 

seen in 1528, Zwingli even went so far as to leave to the magistrates the power of 

excommunication. 

By 1523, Zwingli had laid the foundation of a new order in the canton of Zurich. Most of 

Switzerland sided with Zwingli, so he broke away from the Roman Catholic Church. He ceased 

to be a Catholic priest and became a Protestant minister. Zwingli introduced a new mode of 

worship and a new form of church government. He instituted the celebration of the Lord’s 

Supper, and taught a godly way of life according to the sacred Scriptures. (3) He abolished 

images and covered “showy” paintings. 

Zwingli’s views represented a far more radical break with past traditions than did the 



Lutheran movement.  (4) Zwingli can be rightfully remembered as the first of the Reformed 

theologians. 

In the following year, he married Anna Meyer and had four children in all. 

From 1525 the work of Zwingli was hampered by unfortunate disagreements between the 

Zwinglians within Switzerland, and with the Lutherans outside. In Zurich, an extremist group 

quickly became dissatisfied with the Zwinglian program. They wanted to abolish tithes, to sever 

relations with the state, to create a pure church of believers, and to end infant baptism. Zwingli 

wrote a special work on “Baptism” which stated that his main emphasis was the significance of 

water baptism as a covenant sign. 

Zwingli and Luther reached deadlock in a debate at Marburg in 1529. This debate dealt with 

the Lord’s Supper. Luther and Zwingli both agreed to reject the Eucharistic sacrifice and the 

medieval notion of a change of substance in the sacrament. Luther believed that “This is my 

body”, meant an actual presence of Christ’s body and blood. Zwingli, on the other hand, taught 

that the word “is” means “signifies”. So the bread and the wine are only symbolic and the Supper 

is only a memorial ceremony. (5) 

After this debate, the Swiss Reformation movement lost the support of the German princes 

and they broke away. The Reformation split up and Zwingli’s group later became part of the 

Calvinist movement. 

Although the people of cities such as Bern and Basel, were on the way to a Reformation, 

Zwingli became more and more concerned about isolating Zurich from the Catholic cantons. So 

he strove to build up a Christian civic league of reforming cities, including Strassburg.(6) This 

involvement in politics brought war in 1531. The battle of Kappel was between Zurich and the 

five Catholic cantons of Switzerland. Zwingli hoped to conquer the opposing cantons and unite 

them with his Protestant confederation, but his forces were defeated. He himself took part in 

the war as a chaplain, but was killed along with 23 other chaplains. This halted the expansion of 

the reformation of German Switzerland. 

As can be seen, Zwingli was a humanist, Bible scholar, protestant, liberal, and a patriot; but 

he lacked the passionate earnestness and driving force of Luther. (7) 

However, Zwingli in Switzerland, along with Luther in Germany, began to develop the 

reformed doctrines of the church and paved the way for the third great reformer, John Calvin. 

 

FOOTNOTES 
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