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Having looked at Martin Bucer’s history in our first article, how should we remember Martin 

Bucer? First, we should remember that he was a reformer who diligently, and at times stubbornly, 

fought for unity in the church. This was a worthy goal. Members of the church should seek to unite, but 

that unity must be on the basis of the truth. The problem was that Bucer was so desirous of concord that 

he would do almost anything, even compromise the truth. He manifested this ecumenical spirit 

especially during the Lord’s Supper strife and the attempted reunion of the Roman Catholic Church and 

the Protestant Church. Second, we should remember Bucer as a great reformer who developed the 

truths of the Reformed faith, especially the Reformed doctrine of the Lord’s Supper. Therefore, 

although Bucer should be considered a great reformer, his ecumenical activities are very disturbing to 

Reformed Christians who desire to have church unity based on the truth alone. 

To analyze Bucer’s ecumenism we will first examine Bucer’s place in the Lord’s Supper strife, 

a schism over Christ’s presence in the supper which, you will remember, was between the Lutherans 

based in Wittenberg and the Zwinglians based in Zurich. The Lord’s Supper strife began in 1522 when 

Carlstadt, an Anabaptist who was originally a fellow reformer with Luther at Wittenberg, began to 

teach the radical doctrine that the Lord’s Supper is merely a passionate recollection of Christ’s death, 

that is, he taught that Christ’s body is not present in the sacrament. Therefore, in Carlstadt’s view, the 

sacrament is not a means of grace. This radical move so infuriated Luther that he never budged from 

his view of consubstantiation, the view which claims that the substance of Christ’s body is present with, 

around, and underlie elements of the Lord’s Supper. As a result, Luther also stated that unbelievers who 

take the sacrament actually eat the Body of Christ, albeit to their condemnation. In contrast to Luther 

stood Zwingli’s teaching that the Supper was a mere memorial. He based his view on his interpretation 

of Luke 22:19, namely, that when Christ says, “This is my body,” He is really saying, “This signifies 

my body” (Engelsma, “Lord’s Supper,” 8-10). 

During this strife, Bucer desperately looked for opportunities to forge a compromise that would 

preserve the unity of Protestantism. Mainly, he tried to do this in two ways. First, he constantly stated 

in numerous conferences (which he usually set up to hammer out the problem) and in correspondence 

that the quibble was merely over words. Therefore, to get both sides to agree to a common confession, 

Bucer chose to explain the sacrament in ambiguous words. For example, witness these words of the 

Tetrapolitan Confession of 1530: “In this sacrament his true body and true blood are truly given to eat 

and drink, as food for their souls and to eternal life” (Eells, 100). Second, to convince both sides that 

they were really in agreement, Bucer made erroneous distinctions concerning the presence of Christ in 

the Lord’s Supper. For example, Bucer made a distinction which “saved the day” at the conference 

which resulted in the Wittenberg Concord of 1536, a concord between the Lutherans and most of the 

southern German cities (the Swiss cities did not subscribe). Bucer’s distinction “solved” the dispute 

over whether the unbeliever receives the body of Christ in the Lord’s Supper. According to Engelsma, 

Bucer accomplished the compromise with Luther through making a “dubious distinction,” namely, that 

there are “... two kinds of unworthy partakers, those who are merely weak, and therefore, do receive 

Christ, and those who are ungodly, and therefore do not receive Christ” (Engelsma, “Lord’s Supper,” 

20). The Wittenberg Concord, therefore, did not truly solve the problem. Soon, Bucer found this out. 

Although he labored ceaselessly to achieve a compromise, both sides hated him. Thus, Bucer finally 

decided to not talk to anyone about the issue (Eells, 224). In retrospect, it is sad that this strife occurred. 

Although we do not condone the underhanded tactics
1
 that Bucer used at times, we can only commend 

Bucer for his work to achieve a concord. Our forefathers should have labored diligently to truly 

hammer this problem out. 



Although Bucer should be commended for his work as mediator in the Lord’s Supper Strife, we 

cannot accept his desire to achieve a reunion with the church of Rome. Here is where we see that Bucer 

was a “Fanatic of Unity.” Although there are many details to this attempted reunion which we can talk 

about including the fact that the Turks were threatening Germany, we shall only speak of the climax of 

Bucer’s efforts in the years 1540-1541. During this period Rome and the Protestants came very close to 

unity. First, while the official Colloquy of Worms of 1540 was deadlocked, Bucer and Capita met 

secretly with a moderate Roman Catholic group including Veltwyck and Gropper to write up a 

document that would serve as the basis for concord at the upcoming Diet of Regensburg.
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 In this 

document, which became known as the Regensburg Book, Bucer and Capita compromised with the 

Roman Catholics on different issues including the doctrine of justification by faith alone. However, by 

God’s grace, the subsequent Diet of Regensburg of 1541 failed especially because of disagreement on 

the doctrine of the Lord’s Supper. Naturally and justly, Bucer incurred a flood of severe criticism 

because of his concessions. Luther said, “Bucer, the rascal, has absolutely lost all my confidence” 

(Eells, 296). Calvin, Bucer’s colleague at Strasbourg, condemned Bucer for his “ambiguous and 

dissimulating formulae concerning transubstantiation” (Quoted in Engelsma, “Fanatic,” 27; Eells, 278-

301). This also should be our reaction to Bucer’s ecumenism. We must not follow Bucer’s example as 

the modern ecumenists do who see Bucer as their stimulus. Instead, we must vigorously defend the 

truths of sovereign grace with sharp statements of belief. Specifically, we need to defend the truth of 

justification by faith alone over against the ambiguous confessions of Evangelicals and Catholics 

Together.
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******** 

Although Bucer compromised the truth at the Colloquy of Worms and Regensburg, we must see 

him as a man who both influenced many streams of Protestantism and developed much of what we 

know today as the “Reformed Faith.” His influence on Calvin and Calvinism was great. First, he 

developed a sound method of exegesis which Calvin saw as his “model” for writing commentaries 

(Engelsma, “Reformed,” 4). Second, Bucer had a high doctrine of predestination which, according to 

Stephens, shaped all of his theology (23). Bucer taught double predestination unconditioned by 

foreseen faith (Bucer, tr. Wright, 96-97, 102). Therefore, he taught predestination not as a cold doctrine, 

but as the doctrine which assures one in the faith (Bucer, tr. Wright, 99-101). Third, Bucer rejected the 

humanistic idea of Erasmus (already in 1524) on free will by teaching, in Engelsma’s words, that, 

“Predestination controls the calling... in this way, that there must be a work of the Spirit in the elect 

before they hear and believe the Gospel, to enable and empower them to believe” (Engelsma, 

“Reformed,” 12). Fourth, Bucer started the practice of confirmation, or confession of faith, probably as 

a response to the Anabaptists (Wright, 31). Fifth, Bucer gave us the Reformed view of the Lord’s 

Supper, the view which is beautifully confessed in the thirty-fifth article of the Belgic Confession. 

Engelsma explains: “In the good providence of God, the pressure of the upper millstone of Wittenberg 

and of the nether millstone of Zurich produced in Martin Bucer the solid meal and the exhilarating 

wine of a unique, Biblical doctrine of the Lord’s Supper”(Engelsma, “Lord’s Supper”, 12). Sixth, Bucer 

stressed the doctrine of Sanctification by the Holy Spirit. Therefore in the seventh place, he taught that 

“there cannot be a Church without Church discipline” (Bucer, tr. Wright, 31). Moreover, he taught that 

discipline was only the duty of the consistory of the church, not the state, albeit they had a 

“supervisory” role (Burnett, 223). Discipline was extremely important for Bucer because he sincerely 

believed the truth of Ephesians 2:10, namely, that the elect are predestined unto good works (Stephens, 

71). However, to Bucer’s dismay, the laity and the magistrates of Strasbourg never completely accepted 

Bucer’s system. Thus we can see that Bucer contributed extensively to Reformed Doctrine, particularly 

by his development of our doctrine of the Lord’s Supper. 

Martin Bucer influenced not only Calvinism but also other branches of Protestantism. He was 

known in all of Europe as an effective reformer, and many sought him “as an organizer and counselor 

in establishing their churches on a reformed basis” (Eells, 119). For example, he accomplished 



reformation in many cities such as Ulm, Augsburg and Constance. This is the reason why Thomas 

Cranmer desired that Bucer come to England after Bucer was exiled from Strasbourg in 1548. There, 

Bucer labored as a Theology professor at Cambridge (when he was not ill) where he wrote one of his 

most important works, De Regno Christi (On the Kingdom of Christ), for King Edward VI. This work 

was Bucer’s program to create a true Christian commonwealth in England. While the work was never 

implemented because of the subsequent reign of Mary Tudor, De Regno Christi illustrates that Bucer 

did not quite understand the truth that the kingdom of Christ is spiritual and is identical with the 

church.
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In conclusion, we can see that Martin Bucer was of great importance to the Reformation 

because of his extensive work of reforming the church in doctrine and life. Nevertheless, we must not 

emulate his drive for unity because he sometimes compromised the truth to achieve a mere outward 

unity. In doing so, Bucer did not make things better; he made them worse. 
1
 For example, in 1526, when he was translating Bugenhagen’s work on the Psalms into Latin, he 

took the liberty to translate the passages that favored Lutheranism into statements that favored 

Zwinglianism. 
2
 It should be noted that Charles V called this Diet for mostly political reasons, namely, the 

ominous threat of a Turk invasion. 
3
 I encourage our readers to study Prof. Engelsma’s recent articles on this subject in the Standard 

Bearer. 
4
 With much regret, we must say that Bucer’s writings concerning divorce and remarriage are, 

according to Engelsma, “licentious” (Marriage, 223). De Regno Christi is one such work because part 

of the book is on the subject of divorce and remarriage. 

 

Works Cited 
Burnett, Amy Nelson. The Yoke of Christ: Martin Bucer and Christian Discipline. Kirksville, Missouri: 

Sixteenth Century Journal Publishers, 1994. 

Common Places of Martin Bucer, D. F. Wright, tr. and ed. Appleford, Abingdon, Berkshire, England: 

Sutton Courtenay Press, 1972. 

Eells, Hastings. Martin Bucer. New Haven: Yale University Press, 1931. 

Engelsma, David J. Marriage, the Mystery of Christ and the Church: The Covenant-Bond in Scripture 

and History. Grandville: Reformed Free Publishing Association, 1998. 

“Martin Bucer’s ‘Calvinistic’ Doctrine of the Lord’s Supper.” Protestant Reformed Theological Journal 

22.1 (1988): 3-29. 

“Martin Bucer—‘Fanatic of Unity.’” Protestant Reformed Theological Journal 22.2 (1989): 18-35. 

“Martin Bucer: Reformed Pastor of Strasbourg.” Protestant Reformed Theological Journal 21.2 (1988): 

3-24. 

Stephens, W. P. The Holy Spirit in the Theology of Martin Bucer. Cambridge University Press: 

Cambridge, 1970. ♦ 

___________________________________________________________________________________ 

Mike is a member of Southwest Protestant Reformed Church in Grandville, Michigan. This article was 

originally written as a research paper for a college history course. 

 

Originally Published in: 

Vol. 58 No. 6 June 1999 


