
 
Introduction 
 
Watch the YouTube video by a Reformed professor from Westminster Seminary California that introduces 
the figure Ulrich Zwingli.  What were some similarities and differences between Zwingli and Luther? 
 

 

Historical Background to the Marburg Colloquy (1529)1 
 
A contemporary of Martin Luther, Ulrich Zwingli is usually regarded as the father of the Swiss 
Reformation, much in the same way as Luther was the father of the German Reformation.  Zwingli 
was born in 1484 in what is now Switzerland, which, like Luther’s area of Saxony, was also part of the 
Holy Roman Empire.  He was educated at various universities in Switzerland – Basel, Bern, and 
Vienna – but unlike Luther, who mainly served as a professor, Zwingli served as a parish pastor first in 
Glarus and then Zurich.  Early on, like Luther, Zwingli opposed indulgences, ecclesiastical abuses, and 
forced celibacy.  Although some suggested Zwingli was simply influenced by Luther, he claimed 
independence from him.  It is best view them as two distinct Reformers. 
 
In 1526, the First Diet of Speyer in 1526 set aside the ramifications of the Edict of Wörms for the time 
being and allowed each territory to conduct religious affairs as they saw fit.  Here Wolfgang Capito, a 
Swiss Reformer, came into contact with Phillip of Hesse, a German prince.  Capito arranged 
correspondence between Philip of Hesse and Zwingli, who both favored an alliance of all Protestant 
states to counteract the Catholic side.  Zwingli viewed the differences on the Lord’s Supper as not 
serious enough to prevent fellowship between the two sides.  Luther, however, rejected the idea of 
a colloquy since he had already written clearly enough about the Lord’s Supper.  In 1527 Luther wrote 
That These Words “This is My Body” Still Stand Firm Against the Fanatics and in 1528 wrote Confession 
concerning Christ’s Supper.  In 1527 Zwingli wrote Friendly Exposition of the Eucharistic Affair, to Martin 
Luther.  Though Zwingli downplayed the doctrinal differences, Luther viewed the gospel at stake.  
The central theological dispute centers around the words of institution.  Zwingli taught that Christ 
meant the words of institution figuratively and that Christ’s body is present at God’s right hand in 
heaven.  Luther took the simple words of institution at face value and maintained that Christ’s body 
and blood are present with the bread and wine. 

 
1 Some content taken from “Introduction” in Luther’s Works, Vol. 37: Word & Sacrament III, ed. Jaroslav Jan 
Pelikan, Hilton C. Oswald, and Helmut T. Lehmann (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1999), 153-159; Vol. 38: Word 
and Sacrament IV, 5-14. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SUcGSUbzMFE


 
Although Luther did not really want to get involved anymore, the Second Diet of Speyer complicated 
matters in 1529.  It revoked the implications of the First Diet of Speyer and reinstated the 
enforcement of the Edict of Wörms.  Protestants feared that the Catholic authorities might take 
religious and military action.  Philip of Hesse believed that now was the time to form an alliance 
between the Swiss and German Reformation and thus renewed his efforts for a colloquy between 
Luther and his associates and Zwingli and his associates.  Though Luther warned the Elector of 
Saxony against this alliance with the Swiss, Philip of Hesse was able to persuade the Elector of 
Saxony.  So Philip of Hesse arranged for the two sides to meet in the city of Marburg, where his new 
university was located.  Luther was skeptical of the fruitfulness of such a colloquy but ended up 
going.  Prior to going, the Lutheran side developed a confession of faith, the Schwabach Articles, and 
came prepared with them.  The Lutheran delegation included Luther, Melanchthon, Jonas, Brenz, 
Agricola, and Osiander, and the Swiss delegation included Zwingli, Oecolampadius, Bucer, and Capito 
– esteemed representatives on both sides. 
 
The Marburg Colloquy met from October 1-4, 1529.  Of the Fifteen Articles, the crux of the matter was 
Article 15 on the bodily presence of Christ in the Lord’s Supper.  They both denied the sacrifice of the 
mass and agreed that both the bread and the wine are to be given, but they differed at the point of 
how Christ is present.  While to Zwingli Christ is only present spiritually, to Luther Christ’s body and 
blood are truly present, although illocally present (namely, it does not take up space that you can 
detect).   Luther is said to have written the words, “This is my body,” on the table as he emphasized 
the word “is,” not merely “symbolizes.”  Despite this lack of doctrinal agreement, Philip of Hesse 
tried to press on some sort of agreement.  The Lutherans saw fellowship as impossible, but 
surprisingly Zwingli agreed to sign the Marburg Articles, not because he was in complete agreement 
with them, but because they were necessary for political alliance.  However, Zwingli’s writings after 
the fact reveal his differences with Luther, who said, “We have a different spirit.”  The Marburg 
Colloquy remains a significant event in Reformation history.  The Swiss and German Reformations 
began to go their separate ways, and the Lord’s Supper still remains a difference in Reformed and 
Lutheran theology today.  After Marburg, Ulrich Zwingli remained committed to using political 
means to spread the faith.  He was wounded in the Second Battle of Kappel on October 11, 1531, and 
killed by the Catholic forces.  After Zwingli, the Swiss Reformation would eventually fall more under 
the influence of John Calvin in the city of Geneva. 
 
 

Discussion of Luther on the Lord’s Supper (1528-29) 
 
Confession Concerning Christ’s Supper (1528) 
 

Three things, however, I propose to do in this little book. First, to warn our people by showing 
that this fanatical spirit has completely failed to answer my arguments. Secondly, to analyze the 
scriptural passages which teach of the holy sacrament. Thirdly, to confess all the articles of my faith 
in opposition to this and every other new heresy, so that neither during my lifetime nor after my 
death will they be able to claim that Luther agreed with them—as they have already done in certain 
instances. …  

My grounds, on which I rest in this matter, are as follows: The first is this article of our faith, that 
Jesus Christ is essential, natural, true, complete God and man in one person, undivided and 
inseparable. The second, that the right hand of God is everywhere. The third, that the Word of God 
is not false or deceitful. The fourth, that God has and knows various ways to be present at a certain 



place, not only the single one of which the fanatics prattle, which the philosophers call “local.” Of 
this the sophists properly say: There are three modes of being present in a given place: locally or 
circumscriptively, definitively, repletively. 

Let me translate this for the sake of clearer understanding. In the first place, an object is 
circumscriptively or locally in a place, i.e. in a circumscribed manner, if the space and the object 
occupying it exactly correspond and fit into the same measurements, such as wine or water in a 
cask, where the wine occupies no more space and the cask yields no more space than the volume of 
the wine. … 

In the second place, an object is in a place definitively, i.e. in an uncircumscribed manner, if the 
object or body is not palpably in one place and is not measurable according to the dimensions of the 
place where it is, but can occupy either more room or less. Thus it is said that angels and spirits are 
in certain places. .... This I call an uncircumscribed presence in a given place, since we cannot 
circumscribe or measure it as we measure a body, and yet it is obviously present in the place. 

This was the mode in which the body of Christ was present when he came out of the closed 
grave, and came to the disciples through a closed door, as the gospels show. There was no 
measuring or defining of the space his head or foot occupied when he passed through the stone, yet 
he certainly had to pass through it. He took up no space, and the stone yielded him no space, but the 
stone remained stone, as entire and firm as before, and his body remained as large and thick as it 
was before. But he also was able, when he wished, to let himself be seen circumscribed in given 
places where he occupied space and his size could be measured. Just so, Christ can be and is in the 
bread, even though he can also show himself in circumscribed and visible form wherever he wills. 
For as the sealed stone and the closed door remained unaltered and unchanged, though his body at 
the same time was in the space entirely occupied by stone and wood, so he is also at the same time 
in the sacrament and where the bread and wine are, though the bread and wine in themselves 
remain unaltered and unchanged. 

In the third place, an object occupies places repletively, i.e. supernaturally, if it is simultaneously 
present in all places whole and entire, and fills all places, yet without being measured or 
circumscribed by any place, in terms of the space which it occupies. This mode of existence belongs 
to God alone, as he says in the prophet Jeremiah [23:23 f.], “I am a God at hand and not afar off. I fill 
heaven and earth.” This mode is altogether incomprehensible, beyond our reason, and can be 
maintained only with faith, in the Word. 

All this I have related in order to show that there are more modes whereby an object may exist 
in a place than the one circumscribed, physical mode on which the fanatics insist. … 

Because we prove from Scripture, however, that Christ’s body can exist in a given place in other 
modes than this corporeal one, we have by the same token sufficiently argued that the words, “This 
is my body,” ought to be believed as they read. … And now to come to my own position: Our faith 
maintains that Christ is God and man, and the two natures are one person, so that this person may 
not be divided in two; therefore, he can surely show himself in a corporeal, circumscribed manner at 
whatever place he will, as he did after the resurrection and will do on the Last Day. But above and 
beyond this mode he can also use the second, uncircumscribed mode, as we have proved from the 
gospel that he did at the grave and the closed door. … And if you could show me one place where 
God is and not the man, then the person is already divided and I could at once say truthfully, “Here is 
God who is not man and has never become man.” But no God like that for me! For it would follow 
from this that space and place had separated the two natures from one another and thus had 
divided the person, even though death and all the devils had been unable to separate and tear them 
apart. This would leave me a poor sort of Christ, if he were present only at one single place, as a 
divine and human person, and if at all other places he had to be nothing more than a mere isolated 
God and a divine person without the humanity. No, comrade, wherever you place God for me, you 



must also place the humanity for me. They simply will not let themselves be separated and divided 
from each other.  (LW 37:163,214-219) 

 

 
Simplified Summary of the Modes of Presence: 
 

1. Local presence: something that is in a place and takes up space (for example, a rock) 
2. Illocal presence: something that is in a place but does not take up space (for example, an 

angel) 
3. Repletive presence: something that is not bound by place or space (for example, God’s 

omnipresence) 
 
The Real Presence of Christ’s body and blood is best called a “sacramental presence.”  It is illocal in 
the sense that Christ’s body and blood do not take up space you can detect.  However, it is not the 
exact same as God’s general omnipresence.  Christ’s body and blood are present when the 
elements are celebrated, although the Lord’s Supper can be celebrated in many places at the same 
time.  In other words, you should not go around trying to find Christ’s body and blood under a rock  
like you would expect to find his body and blood in the Lord’s Supper.   
 

 
 
One of Zwingli’s famous phrases was “the finite is not capable of the infinite.”  Look up 1 John 1:7b.  
If Zwingli is correct, how does that dramatically harm who Christ is and what he has done? 
 
 
 
 
Selections from the Transcript of the Marburg Colloquy (1529) 
 

Zwingli insisted that there must be a trope2 in the words of the Lord’s Supper; what it is can be 
demonstrated at any time. It is like the article of the Creed which also demands [a trope]: “He 
ascended into heaven and sitteth on the right hand of God the Father.” Otherwise it would be a 
great incongruity if, when Christ says he is in heaven, we should seek him in the Supper. For one and 
the same body can in no way be in several places at the same time. 

Luther replied by inquiring: And why should one not rather assume a trope to be in this 
sentence, “He ascended into heaven,” and leave the text of the Supper as it is? For the figure of 
speech could much more conveniently be found in the word “heaven,” which indeed continues to be 
used in Scripture in various meanings. 

Zwingli replied that this sentence does not require a figurative understanding. 
Luther retorted that the other one did not either. … 
When with all these arguments Oecolampadius could not prove anything, he brought forward 

some more Scripture passages.  First, [he cited] the one in John 16: “I came from the Father and 
have come into the world; again, I am leaving the world and going to the Father” [John 16:28]. This 
passage, he said, excludes the presence of Christ’s body from the Supper and compels us to admit a 
trope in the Lord’s words. 

 
2 That is, a figure of speech. 



Luther, however, in opposition to that passage quoted the words of Christ in Luke 24 [:44]: 
“These are my words which I spoke to you while I was still with you.” From this sentence it can be 
readily understood what Christ meant when he spoke of “leaving the world.” 

Oecolampadius brought forward another passage: “It is to your advantage that I go away; for if 
I do not go away, the Counselor will not come to you,” etc. [John 16:7]. From this he concludes the 
following: Since Christ says that it is expedient that he go away, there is no doubt that, if he did not 
go away, his presence would not only be useless to us but even a hindrance as he himself says: “If I 
do not go away, the Counselor will not come to you,” etc. Similarly he said much more about our 
hope [for life] after the resurrection on the basis of this passage in Romans 8 [:11]: “He who raised 
Christ Jesus from the dead will give life to your mortal bodies also.” He said that this hope is 
completely taken from us and destroyed if we say that the bread is the body of Christ. 

Luther replied to the contrary that this hope is not at all taken away and destroyed for us by the 
presence of Christ’s body; but much rather is it supported and confirmed, since his gracious word of 
promise is connected with it. He began to formulate a conclusion in this manner: Most certainly we 
hold strongly to the flesh of Christ as being indeed altogether useful; no Scripture passage, no 
exposition, no human reason can wrest this from us by force. If you hold the flesh to be useless, you 
have my permission for that; we rely on the word of God. The word says, first, that Christ has a 
body. This I believe. Furthermore, it says that this body ascended into heaven and sits at the right 
hand of the Father. This I also believe. The word likewise says that this same body is in the Supper 
and is given to us to be eaten. This I also believe because my Lord Jesus Christ can easily do this if he 
desires to, and in his words he testifies that he does desire to do it. On these words I rely steadfastly 
until he himself by another word of his says something different. 

But when with all these [passages] nothing was accomplished (nor could they cite any passages 
from Scripture which testified that a trope was contained in the words of the Supper), arguments 
from reason were finally admitted, and Oecolampadius began a discussion about the 
circumscription and finitude of human bodies, saying: A body must necessarily be in one place only. 
And so he dealt with this subject at great length. 

Then Luther replied that he does not want to hear about mathematical distinctions in this 
connection. God, as the Aristotelian3 philosophers also concede, can cause one body to be only in 
one place or in several places at the same time, or outside of every place; [he is even able to bring it 
about that] several bodies are simultaneously in one place. For this reason he does not want to 
discuss anxiously the manner of his presence, whether the body of Christ is in one place or outside of 
one place, because such views are of no consequence in the discussion. Therefore, he does not 
demand rational arguments of this kind but clear and sure words from Scripture. Nevertheless, if it 
is generally desired, he is willing at an appointed hour to discuss mathematics with them to their 
heart’s content. Still, he predicts here and now that nothing will be accomplished in this matter by 
such discussions; here we need the testimonies of Scripture. … 

At this point Oecolampadius began to admonish Luther not to cling to the humanity and flesh of 
Christ but to lift up his mind to his divinity. Thus he detracted from Christ’s humanity more than was 
proper. 

Luther answered that he could hardly put up with such remarks. For he did not know or worship 
any God except him who was made man; nor did he want to have another God besides him. And 
besides him there was no other God who could save us. Therefore, we cannot suffer his humanity to 
be thus curtailed and minimized. (LW 38:43-46) 

 
 

 
3 That is, those who follow Aristotle 



The Marburg Articles (1529) 
Note: I have skipped the first fourteen articles on which there were agreement.   

 
Concerning the Sacrament of the Body and Blood of Christ 

 
Fifteenth, we all believe and hold concerning the Supper of our dear Lord Jesus Christ that both 
kinds should be used according to the institution by Christ; [also that the mass is not a work with 
which one can secure grace for someone else, whether he is dead or alive;] also that the Sacrament 
of the Altar is a sacrament of the true body and blood of Jesus Christ and that the spiritual 
partaking of the same body and blood is especially necessary for every Christian. Similarly, that the 
use of the sacrament, like the word, has been given and ordained by God Almighty in order that 
weak consciences may thereby be excited to faith by the Holy Spirit. And although at this time, we 
have not reached an agreement as to whether the true body and blood of Christ are bodily present 
in the bread and wine, nevertheless, each side should show Christian love to the other side insofar as 
conscience will permit, and both sides should diligently pray to Almighty God that through his Spirit 
he might confirm us in the right understanding. Amen.  (LW 38:88-89) 

 
Look up 1 Corinthians 10:16 and 11:23-29 and focus on how the apostle Paul describes the Lord’s 
Supper.  Provide biblical evidence that supports Luther’s view and counters Zwingli’s view. 
 
 
 
 

Applying the Marburg Colloquy Today 
In small groups, discuss one of the activities below.  The first complicates the matter; the second 
simplifies the matter. 
 

1. Respond in your own words to any or all of these objections against the Lutheran teaching of 
the real presence of Christ’s body and blood in the Lord’s Supper: 
 

a. The Bible states that Jesus has a human nature just like ours.  An authentic human 
nature is only present in one place.  Jesus’ body is therefore present at the right hand 
of God and therefore cannot be present in multiple places at once.  Lutheran 
teaching contradicts the authentic humanity of Jesus and mingles his human nature 
and divine nature together. 

b. Jesus said, “I am the gate” (John 10:7) and “I am the vine” (John 15:1).  Jesus is not a 
literal gate or vine.  He is using a figure of speech, and he does so often.  The same 
principle holds true with the Lord’s Supper.  When Jesus said, “This is my body,” the 
word “is” cannot mean a literal presence of Christ’s body. 

c. John 6 should refer to the Lord’s Supper.  After Jesus, the Bread of Life, taught the 
crowd about eating his flesh and drinking his blood (6:53-58), the crowd shuttered at 
the thought of eating Jesus.  To this Jesus said, “The flesh counts for nothing” (6:63).  
So Jesus is obviously not talking about actually eating his body. 

d. At the ascension, the angels promised that Jesus would return “in the same way you 
have seen him go into heaven” (Acts 1:11).  Jesus’ bodily presence on earth in the 
Lord’s Supper does not conform to how he must “return” on the Last Day. 

 



2. Focus on Jesus’ words of institution and the hymn, “Lord Jesus Christ, You Have Prepared” 
(CW 312).  How can you simplify the matter for someone who gets lost in the details of this 
debate between Luther and Zwingli? 

 
Although you did to heaven ascend,  Where angel hosts are dwelling, 
And in your presence they behold Your glory, all excelling, 
And though your people shall not see Your glory and your majesty  
Till dawns the judgment morning. 
 
Yet, Savior, you are not confined To any habitation, 
But you are present ev’rywhere And with your congregation. 
Firm as a rock this truth shall stand, Unmoved by any daring hand 
Or stuble craft and cunning. 
 
We eat this bread and drink this cup, Your precious Word believing 
That your true body and your blood Our lips are here receiving. 
This Word remains forever true, And there is naught you cannot do, 
For you, Lord, are almighty. 
 
Though reason cannot understand Yet faith this truth embraces: 
Your body, Lord, is ev’rywhere At once in many places.  
I leave to you how this can be; Your Word alone suffices me; 
I trust its truth unfailing. 

 
 

Conclusion 
 
Zwingli believed the differences on the Lord’s Supper between him and Luther were not that divisive 
to prevent unity.  Last summer I was discussing the Lord’s Supper over dinner with a few Reformed 
pastors in class and was asked something along the lines of, “You would say the differences 
between us are pretty minor, right?”  How would you respond?   
 


