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If we would ask anyone to name the key Reformers of the Reformation, it is doubtful that 

Martin Bucer would be named. Unlike Luther, Calvin, and Zwingli, Martin Bucer has no Protestant 

group which directly claims him as their spiritual father. As a result, he has never received very much 

attention by historians. However, interest has increased in recent years for two reasons: 1) many are 

now seeing his importance to Protestantism and 2) the modern ecumenical movement sees him as an 

“example” (We shall examine this ecumenicity of Bucer in a future article, D.V.). These two stimulants 

explain in a nutshell Bucer’s influence on the Protestant world. Although he was a Reformer who at 

times compromised the truth in order to achieve “unity”, we must view him as Calvin did, namely, as 

“... a man of revered memory, and an eminent teacher of the Church of God”... (Calvin, 2). 

Who was Martin Bucer and what was he like? First of all, Bucer (or Butzer) was an extremely 

busy man. While racing all over Europe for most of his life in efforts to establish concord between rival 

groups of Protestants and laboring tirelessly with the quill in his hand, he still had time to head a large 

family which often hosted many guests. For this much credit is due to his faithful wife, Elizabeth, who 

in many ways resembled Katherine Luther. Thus, she is the eminent example of a faithful wife because 

she guided the house even while her husband was off arranging and attending numerous conferences 

(not to mention his busy pastoral duties). 

At these colloquies, Bucer was often the man who did much of the talking. In fact, Luther once 

called him a “Klappermaul” (“Chatterbox”) and Charles V called him a “windbag.” Nevertheless, we 

must view Bucer as a man who was skilled in debate. Everybody knew that he was a persuasive man: 

some even feared to debate him! Therefore, we can understand why Bucer often desired to speak to 

people in person rather than by letter. Yet, Bucer was also a man who composed countless polemics, 

commentaries, and expositions. However, his works, written in terrible penmanship, were often thrown 

together because he was so busy (Eells, 66). And to top it all, Bucer suffered from many physical 

ailments (Hall, 146). Truly, this was an age of great men of God. 

 * * * * * * * * * * 

Martin Bucer was born in the Alsatian city of Selestat on November 11, 1491. At ten years old, 

his parents left him to his grandfather apparently because they were too poor or because they thought 

that he could get a better education in Selestat than in Strasbourg, the city to which Bucer’s parents 

were heading (Eells, 2). However, his grandfather later desired that he stop his studies and become a 

shoemaker. Because Martin wanted an education, he received his grandfather’s permission to enter the 

Dominican monastery of Selestat. But, after he became a Dominican friar in 1507, he found that he 

hated the life because he was forced to study “sophistical legends” and the writings of Thomas 

Aquinas.
1
 Therefore, through the help of a patron, he was obtained a transfer to the Dominican 

monastery of Heidelberg in 1517. While in Selestat and Heidelberg, Bucer studied medieval 

scholasticism
2
 and, more importantly, humanism.

3 
Thus, Bucer was a well educated man with a desire 

to become a second Erasmus (Eells, 3-4). 

The event which changed his life was the Heidelberg Disputation of 1518. Luther, the Reformer 

who was well-known already because of his ninety-five theses, so captivated Bucer that he became 

Luther’s disciple. Because Bucer advocated humanism and the teachings of Luther, he was finally 

forced out of the monastery in 1520. Forthwith, he came under the influence of the humanists 

Sickingen and Hutten, who arranged a priestly post for him in Wissembourg. At Wissembourg, Bucer 

boldly advanced the Reformation by debating with the local monks. In that debate he stood for the 

truth, challenging the monks by saying that they could stone him if he could not prove his doctrines 

from Scripture. Thus, Bucer became a marked man by the Roman Catholic Church. However, it was 

only after he married Elizabeth Silbereisen that he was excommunicated in 1523. Although he was 



protected in Wissembourg for a while, he was forced to flee to Strasbourg in 1523 when Hutten and 

Sickingen were defeated (Eells, 4-18).
4
 

There he was elected to the post of St. Aurelia’s in 1524, the first of many posts in Strasbourg, a 

place where he would stay for twenty-four years. While at St. Aurelia’s, Bucer began the work of 

reformation immediately. Already in 1524, he ordered that the bones of St. Aurelia be removed because 

it was a pilgrimage shrine. Naturally, the Roman Catholics of Strasbourg were not pleased. Therefore, 

Bucer and the other Strasbourg reformers had to do spiritual battle with men like Conrad Treger, an 

Augustinian provincial. By the strength of God’s grace, these men were able to defeat Treger by 

standing on the truth of sola scriptura over against Treger’s position of the authority of church 

councils. In the following years they continued the Reformation of Strasbourg by setting up an 

education system in the city, commencing public lectures on Scripture, and starting poor relief. By 

1526, Strasbourg was clearly a Protestant city that boasted a foursome of gifted Reformers, namely, 

Capito, Hedio, Bucer, and Zell. Nevertheless, it took until 1529 for the pastors of the city to persuade 

the magistrates to abolish the mass (Eells, 32-53). 

Although the magistrates worked with reformers on the preceding matter, their unwillingness to 

abolish the mass shows that Strasbourg was relatively tolerant of other beliefs. This was especially the 

case with the Anabaptists, many of whom flocked to Strasbourg.
5
 As a result, Bucer had to struggle to 

save not only the city but also Capito from Anabaptism. The triumph finally came in the Strasbourg 

Synod of 1533. At that Synod, many important events happened. First, the leaders of the Anabaptists 

were stopped. Melchior Hoffman was jailed and Schwenckveld was told to leave the city. Second, 

Capito became firmly opposed to Anabaptism. Third, the Synod adopted a new code of ecclesiastical 

ordinances and a system of church discipline which included a “compulsory observance of infant 

baptism” and “a primitive system of religious instruction for children” (Eells, 154). These ordinances 

show Bucer’s firm belief in church discipline, a belief which we will consider in our next article (Eells, 

146-159). 

Along with his desire that Strasbourg be a Protestant city, Bucer wanted it to be a center of 

theology. Thus, the academy of Strasbourg (which later became Strasbourg University), founded in 

1529, needed to be the best in Europe. To accomplish this, Bucer recruited gifted men from all of 

Europe including a young theologian who had been ousted from Geneva. His name was John Calvin. In 

his stay at Strasbourg (1538-1541), Calvin and Bucer mutually influenced each other. As a result, the 

doctrines of Calvinism which we know today were honed. In fact, Bucer so influenced Calvin in the 

areas of exegesis and church discipline that Pauck can even say that “The type of church which we call 

Calvinistic or Reformed is really a gift of Martin Butzer to the world, through the work of his strong 

and brilliant executive, Calvin” (Quoted in Engelsma, 4). It was Bucer who prodded Calvin to marry 

Idelette de Bure. However, in the same period, Bucer lost his wife, three children, and his friend Capito 

to the plague. Soon after this tragedy, Bucer married Capito’s widow, Wilbrandis Rosenblatt, a woman 

who already had been widowed by two other great reformers, Cellarius and Oeclampadius. 

However, Bucer’s days were limited in Strasbourg because after the defeat of the Protestant 

Smalkald League in 1546-1547, the Diet of Augsburg decreed the Augsburg Interim of 1548. This 

decree was in essence a forced compromise between the Roman Catholics and the Protestants of 

Germany. Because this Interim conceded key doctrines and was imposed by force, Bucer would have 

nothing to do with it.
6
 On account of his rejection, he was told to leave the city (Eells, 393-400). 

Although he was an exile, Bucer was still held in such high esteem all over Europe that many 

groups desired his help. Finally, Bucer decided to go to England and help with the Reformation there. 

In England he died on March 1, 1551. He truly was a giant of the Reformation as can be shown through 

the action of Mary Tudor. In the words of Engelsma: “In her own way, even Mary Tudor, the infamous 

‘Bloody Mary,’ acknowledged the greatness of Bucer when upon her accession to the throne of 

England, not only did she burn Lattimer, Ridley, and Cranmer alive, but also Bucer dead. She had his 



body dug up from the grave, and the remains chained to a post and burned”
7
 (3). During Queen 

Elizabeth’s reign, Bucer’s body was ceremonially rehabilitated. 

 
1
 Aquinas was a thirteenth century medieval scholastic. 

2
 This was a system of philosophy and theology used by medieval theologians. It was based upon the 

logic of Aristotle and the writings of the church fathers. 
3
 This was the intellectual and cultural movement, begun during the Renaissance, that stemmed from 

the study of classical Greek and Latin. 
4
 Hutten and Sickingen were humanists who tried to use the Reformation as a way to advance their 

own desire to construct an independent Germany by physical force. 
5
 Anabaptists were not the only ones that came. Bucer had to refute Servetus in a public lecture in 

order to root out the “poisonous weed,” namely, his false doctrine concerning the Trinity. ❖ 
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