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ABSTRACT
This article offers some statistics from Heinrich Bullinger’s The Decades 

with a brief analysis as evidence that Bullinger must be understood as the fore-
runner, not the father, of federal theology, since his discussion of the covenant 
doctrine is limited, inconsistent, exploratory, and slightly integrated with the 
rest of his theological thought.
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INTRODUCTION
In Heinrich Bullinger and the Covenant: The Other Reformed Tradition, 

J. Wayne Baker argues that the covenant is unquestionably the pervasive motif 
and guiding theological principle in the theology of sixteenth-century reformer 
Heinrich Bullinger (1504-1575). Baker considers that such a motif is reflected 
throughout most of Bullinger’s published works between 1534-1575.1 The claim 
that Bullinger employs the covenant as a central theological principle in most 

* PhD Candidate in Philosophical Theology at Calvin Theological Seminary. He received his 
Master of Theology degree at Calvin Seminary (2017) and his Master of Divinity at Western Theological 
Seminary (2015).

1 Wayne J. Baker, Bullinger and the Covenant: The Other Reformed Tradition (Athens, OH: Ohio 
University Press, 1980), 9-10. Cf. Charles McCoy and J. Wayne Baker, Fountainhead of Federalism: 
Heinrich Bullinger and the Covenantal Tradition (Louisville: Westminster: John Knox, 1991), 19-20; 
Geerhardus Vos, Redemptive History and Biblical Thought, ed. Richard B. Gaffin (Phillipsburg, NJ:  
P & R, 1980), 36.
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of his published works is not new. German theologians E.G. von Korff and G. 
Schrenk, at the beginning of the twentieth century, believed that “Bullinger 
was the first to employ the covenant idea as a constitutive dogmatic principle.”1 
As noted, Baker seems to follow Von Korff and Schrenk’s thesis regarding the 
identification of the constitutive principle in Bullinger’s theological thought. 
In a second book cowritten with Charles McCoy in 1991, Fountainhead of 
Federalism: Heinrich Bullinger and the Covenantal Tradition, Baker argues 
that Bullinger is in fact the father of covenant theology and that his treatise De 
testamento2 is the fountainhead of federal theology.3 In that regard, by paying 
attention to the reformer’s social-political background, Baker and McCoy’s 
Fountainhead of Federalism tried to advance Bullinger’s studies, which had 
been traditionally overlooked in comparison with the abundant studies of other 
Reformed theologians such as Calvin.

With the purpose of studying Bullinger as a theologian and over against 
Baker’s thesis that the covenant motif permeates Bullinger’s theology, Edward 
Dowey published in 1990 the article titled “Heinrich Bullinger as Theologian: 
Thematic, Comprehensive, Schematic.” Dowey argues that although Baker 
might be correct when he affirms the covenant is the central interpretative and 
organizational principle in Bullinger’s theological thought, his “judgment is 
premature” because perhaps “Bullinger in his entire theological lifework never 
had a single ‘principal formative and organizing factor.’”4 In this respect Dowey 
believes that the covenant is one of the “pervasive convictions” or themati-
cal schemes of Bullinger’s theological thought alongside the antiquity of the 
Christian faith and Catholic orthodoxy.5 

Similar to Dowey, historian Aurelio A. García-Archilla published, in 1992, 
a historical study titled, The Theology of History and Apologetic Historiography 

1 Quoted in English by Lyle D. Bierma, German Calvinism in the Confessional Age: The Cov-
enant Theology of Caspar Olevianus (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 1996), 142. Original text: “… Er den 
Bundesbegriff zum bestimmenden Ausgangspunkt und zum beherrschenden Gedanken seines ganzen 
Lehrystems.” Emanuel von Korff, Die Anfange der Föderaltheologie und ihre erste Ausgestaltung in 
Zürich und Holland (Bonn, 1908), 16.

2 Bullinger’s treatise was published in 1534 and is called A Brief Exposition of the One and 
Eternal Testament or De testamento (Lat. De testamento seu foedere dei unico et aeterno). Hereafter, 
De testamento.

3 Charles McCoy and Wayne J. Baker, Fountainhead of Federalism, 12. See also pp. 19, 21.
4 Edward Dowey, “Heinrich Bullinger as Theologian: Thematic, Comprehensive, Schematic.” 

Calvin Studies V. Presented at a Colloquium on Calvin Studies at Davidson College and Davidson 
College Presbyterian Church, ed. John Leith (January 19-20, 1990), 45-46. 

5 Dowey, “Heinrich Bullinger as Theologian: Thematic, Comprehensive, Schematic,” 57, 59. 
Dowey writes: “We also find ourselves among what I have begun to call his pervasive convictions. Each 
of these is a cluster of teachings that turn up often throughout his thought, or a body of unquestioned 
assumptions, or a systematic principle, as the theological atmosphere within which he worked.”
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in Heinrich Bullinger, in which he claims that Baker was misreading Bullinger 
through the lens of later Reformed covenant theology,6 besides mistakenly pro-
moting the idea that the covenant was a central concept in Bullinger’s thought.7 
As appreciated from the statements above, both Dowey and García-Archilla 
not only were pioneers in their notable engagement with Baker’s interpretation 
of Bullinger but also tended to dominate the scholarly conversation during the 
first part of the decade of the 1990s around Baker’s thesis.

In 1994, historian Richard Muller wrote a brief critical review of Baker 
and McCoy’s book about their assertions regarding the centrality of the cov-
enant theme in Bullinger’s theology. In that regard, Muller writes:

Although it is surely correct to identify Bullinger as a source of what eventually 
became federal theology, it is a great overstatement to argue that “[Bullinger’s] 
entire theological system was organized around the idea of a bilateral, condi-
tional covenant”… Covenant is hardly the organizing principle of Bullinger’s 
theology in general.8

As seen, Muller expounds, in a succinct and concise way, the major issue 
he finds with Baker and McCoy’s work and confirms some of the criticism 
raised by García-Archilla and Dowey. 

In 1996, on a similar note to Muller, Lyle D. Bierma published German 
Calvinism in the Confessional Age: The Covenant Theology of Caspar Ole-
vianus, in which he recognizes, among other things, the contributions made by 
Baker to federal theology, but questions some of his assertions regarding the 
centrality of the covenant motif in Bullinger’s theology. Of special interest to 
this paper is Bierma’s claim that it cannot be granted that Bullinger used the 
covenant as an organizing principle in this theology.9 Bierma states: “Bullinger 
was indeed the first in the Reformed tradition to devote an entire treatise to the 
subject of covenant … But it never penetrated his theology to the extent that it 
became an organizing principle – at least explicitly.”10 It should be noted that 
although Bierma’s work focuses mainly on Olevianus’s understanding of the 
covenant, he offers a series of brief yet noteworthy assertions for the study 

6 Aurelio A. Garcia-Archilla, The Theology of History and Apologetic Historiography in Heinrich 
Bullinger: Truth in History (San Francisco: Mellen Research University Press, 1992), 314. García-Archilla 
writes: “Baker’s work surveys in an understandable and lucid manner Bullinger’s federal thought, but 
reads it from the perspective of later developments in covenant theology.”

7 Cf. García-Archilla, The Theology of History, 17, 42-43, 50-51, 67.
8 Richard A. Muller, “Review of Fountainhead of Federalism: Heinrich Bullinger and the Cov-

enantal Tradition. With a translation of De testamento seu foedere Dei unico et aeterno (1534) by Charles 
S. McCoy, J. Wayne Baker, Heinrich Bullinger,” Anglican and Episcopal History 63, n. 1 (1994): 89-91.

9 Bierma, German Calvinism in the Confessional Age,145.
10 Bierma, German Calvinism in the Confessional Age, 142-43.
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of Bullinger’s theology – assertions which should come into dialogue with 
scholarship on Bullinger.

As a response to Dowey and other opponents of his thesis, Baker wrote 
a journal article in 1998 titled “Heinrich Bullinger, the Covenant, and the Re-
formed Tradition in Retrospect,” in which he addresses four major criticisms 
of his particular understanding on Bullinger: the centrality of the covenant in 
Bullinger’s theology, Bullinger’s defense of a bilateral and conditional cov-
enant, Bullinger’s disagreement with Calvin on predestination, and the notion 
of two streams in the Reformed tradition.11 Central to this paper’s objective is 
the discussion of whether the covenant motif is central to Bullinger’s theologi-
cal thought. In this respect, Baker writes: 

Bullinger was not a covenant theologian in the same way that later thinkers were. 
His understanding of the covenant was historical rather than philosophical or 
logical. Again, I have no problem with referring to the covenant in Bullinger’s 
thought as the leading “pervasive conviction” in his thought, along with “the 
antiquity of the Christian faith” and “catholic orthodoxy.”12

As observed, Baker claims that his previous conclusions on Bullinger have 
remained unchanged and he reiterates the covenant is a pervasive motif in 
Bullinger’s theology.

More recently, in 2004, Swiss theologian Emidio Campi wrote his article 
“Heinrich Bullinger und seine Zeit” from a church-historical perspective to make 
researchers more aware of the need to pay increased attention to Bullinger’s 
social-cultural and ecclesiastical context and his contribution to the development 
of what it became covenant theology.13 One of the aspects Campi highlights 
is the role of Bullinger as a preacher and pastor. Campi argues that because of 
Bullinger’s pastoral emphasis, it is not a coincidence that he used the sermon 
structure – and not a systematic presentation – for writing The Decades.14

11 J. Wayne Baker, “Heinrich Bullinger, the Covenant, and the Reformed Tradition in Retrospect,” 
The Sixteenth Century Journal, v. XXIX, n. 2 (Summer, 1998), 359-76. Cf. Bierma, “The Role of Covenant 
Theology in Early Reformed Orthodoxy,” 455. In regard to Baker’s argument that there are two streams 
in the Reformed tradition, Bierma states, “The differences between these two traditions were rooted in 
different understandings of the covenant. Calvin regarded the covenant as a divine pledge or promise, 
a unilateral testament. Bullinger understood it as a mutual pact, a bilateral agreement that included not 
only God’s promises but also certain conditions which the human partner was obligated to fulfill. These 
two views of covenant were closely related to different doctrines of predestination: Calvin’s unilateral 
testament was linked theologically to absolute double predestination, Bullinger’s bilateral covenant 
to election only.” Although there is no space for discussing this issue here, I must clarify that I reject 
Baker’s position in favor of one single general Reformed tradition.

12 Baker, “Heinrich Bullinger, the Covenant, and the Reformed Tradition in Retrospect,” 376.
13 See Emidio Campi, “Heinrich Bullinger und seine Zeit.” Zwingliana XXXI (2004): 7-35.
14 Campi, “Heinrich Bullinger und seine Zeit,” 19.
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A closer study of Bullinger’s De testamento and The Decades15 raises the 
question of whether the covenant motif indeed constitutes a central principle 
in Bullinger’s theology since the aforementioned works show that Baker and 
McCoy perhaps overgeneralized their case. This assessment allows me to de-
fend the thesis of this paper that the covenant motif does not really seem to 
be a guiding and unifying principle – at least explicitly and consistently – in 
Bullinger’s theology. Although Bullinger discusses the doctrine of the covenant 
in De testamento and The Decades, such discussion is limited insofar that 
outside of his treatise De testamento, Bullinger’s discussion of the covenant 
seems not to be emphasized. This suggests that probably Baker and McCoy’s 
thesis that the covenant is a pervasive and organizing principle in Bullinger’s 
theology must be discarded, or at least, significantly modified. Even so, while 
it is true that Bullinger started the discussion of the doctrine of the covenant in 
a very particular sense, he does not seem to develop it under covenantal terms 
as did Johannes Cocceius (1603-1669) or in a consistent manner.16 Taking this 
into consideration, I offer a brief analysis of The Decades and some statistics 
regarding covenant terminology in order to provide further evidence against 
the Baker and McCoy’s thesis.

In this respect, to demonstrate the thesis of this paper, I will briefly explore 
Bullinger’s notion of the covenant in light of his treatises De testamento and 
The Decades. In Part II, against the Baker and McCoy’s thesis, I will expound 
a series of arguments of why the covenant motif cannot be an organizing/
principal principle in Bullinger’s theology. Finally, I will make a concluding 
remark summarizing the findings of this study.

1. THE COVENANT MOTIF IN BULLINGER’S THEOLOGY
It is worth noting that Bullinger did not develop his doctrine of the cov-

enant from scratch. First, Bullinger embraced, continued, and developed further 
the study of the covenant done by his mentor Ulrich Zwingli (1484-1531).17 

15 Henry Bullinger, The Decades, ed. Thomas Harding (Cambridge: University Press, 1849-52).
16 Muller, “Review of Fountainhead of Federalism, 90. In this respect Muller writes: “Cocceius’ 

theology is, certainly, the first fully federal system inasmuch as its structure focuses on the historical 
paths of the covenant of works and the covenant of grace – and it is certainly the result of Cocceius’s 
work that much subsequent Reformed theology … evidences a profound interest in covenant as central 
to theological system.” 

17 See Bierma, German Calvinism in the Confessional Age, 15, 35-37. Bierma writes: “It is our 
judgment, then, that there were no fundamental differences in the conception of the covenant in the major 
first-generation (Zwingli) and second-generation (Musculus, Bullinger, Calvin) Reformed theologians 
who dealt with the doctrine. All of these figures were contending with a common opponent – the rival 
covenant theology of the Anabaptists.” (61). Cf. Baker, Bullinger and the Covenant, 15-18. See also 
Dowey, “Heinrich Bullinger as Theologian: Thematic, Comprehensive, Schematic,” 42; Peter A. Lillback, 
“The Binding of God: Calvin’s Role in the Development of Covenant Theology” (PhD diss., Westminster 
Theological Seminary, 1985), 113.
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Second, the covenant was also a known theme in the early Church Fathers.18 
Therefore, the covenant terminology was not new for the reformers since such 
terminology is also “found in various formulations of the medieval scholastic 
doctrine of grace.”19 Taking into account these two preliminary reasons, one 
should not forget that the covenant motif was not a new approach or theme 
introduced by sixteenth-century Reformed theologians, but it has always be-
longed to the Christian faith. 

In his 1998 article, Baker claims that Bullinger in his early years of life-
work – during the first fifteen years from 1525-1540 – gave importance to the 
covenant discussion: five manuscripts, three letters, and four published texts. 
By the time De testamento was published in 1534, Baker argues that many 
of Bullinger’s central ideas of the covenant had previously been written.20 For 
Baker, it seems that Bullinger’s in-depth exploration of the covenant not only 
started before De testamento but continued after its publication. For instance, 
Baker openly suggests that the exploration of the covenant doctrine continued 
in De scripturae sanctae authoritate, finitate et absoluta perfectione (1538), De 
omnibus sanctae scripturae libris, eorumque praestantia et dignitate (1539), 
De origine erroris libri duo (1539), The Evangelical Churches Are Neither 
Heretical nor Schismatic but Clearly the Orthodox Churches of Jesus Christ 
(1552), and Summa of the Christian Religion (1556).21 As one observes, the 
references to the covenant seem to be, for Baker, clear proofs of the centrality 
of the covenant motif in Bullinger’s theology. Although such proofs are useful 
to discover the role that the covenant plays in Bullinger’s theological thought, 
a closer view of Bullinger’s approach to the doctrine of the covenant becomes 
necessary to avoid overstatements.

In regard to Bullinger’s notion of the covenant, studying De testamento 
plays an important role. De testamento is a brief theological treatise in which 
Bullinger discusses his understanding of God’s covenant with humanity, in 
particular the seed of Abraham, and how such a covenant is connected to the 
Christian faith since throughout the covenant God lets His people know the true 
religion. The treatise’s outline can be divided into five parts: (1) the introduc-
tion – where Bullinger adopts the translation of “foedus” as covenant based on 
Genesis 17:1-14; (2) the conditions of the covenant – where Bullinger speaks 
of God as both offering His promises and establishing the conditions humanity 

18 Cf. Bierma, Olevianus’s Covenant Theology, 168. Among the Church Fathers Bierma mentions 
are Irenaeus, Tertullian, and Augustine. All of them “appealed to the covenant idea to support, for various 
reasons, the basic unity of the Old and New Testament.”

19 Bierma, German Calvinism in the Confessional Age, 169.
20 Baker, “Heinrich Bullinger, the Covenant, and the Reformed Tradition in Retrospect,” 360-61.
21 Cf. see footnotes 13 and 16 in Baker, “Heinrich Bullinger, the Covenant, and the Reformed 

Tradition in Retrospect,” 362-63.
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must fulfill: faith and obedience; (3) the duration of the covenant; (4) the signs 
of the covenant; and (5) the connection between the covenant and Christian 
faith – where Bullinger proceeds to argue that the true worship of God and the 
covenant are interconnected.22 

One may conclude that throughout Bullinger’s De testamento the cov-
enant seems to be a key motif. In this sense, Bullinger discusses five major 
theological assertions regarding his understanding of the covenant: (a) there 
is one single and eternal covenant;23 (b) there is a bilateral dimension of the 
covenant: in its broader sense the covenant is unilateral, but it also has a bi-
lateral dimension. God has established “conditions” – i.e. God’s demands and 
human responsibilities – that humanity must accept;24 (c) the covenant per-
meates all Scripture since this is the record of the covenant;25 (d) sacraments 
play a role in the covenant: the old sacraments of the covenant (circumcision 
and the Passover) were replaced by Christ with baptism and the Eucharist;26 and 
(e) the covenant exists since creation: the Christian faith is the essence of the 
covenant that was first made with Adam.27

In some sense, after observing the development of the covenant doctrine 
in De testamento, one might observe certain innovation compared to earlier 
proposals. Such an innovation in Bullinger’s theological thought would lead 
Baker and McCoy to establish Bullinger as the father of federal theology and 
thus arguing that the covenant is a central principle in his theology.28 In this 
respect Baker appropriates von Korff’s position:

Following a brief reconstruction of Zwingli’s idea of the covenant, Korff states 
that although Bullinger appropriated and developed Zwingli’s ideas, Bullinger 
was nevertheless the first true covenant theologian and the pervasive influence 
on the origins and development of Dutch theology.29

Now, it seems to me that such an innovation appears to be limited in the 
sense that although Bullinger showed a development from Zwingli’s understand-
ing of the covenant (e.g. the bilateral dimension of the covenant), he did not 
depart from Zwingli’s notion of the covenant in a broad sense (e.g. the unity and 

22 Bullinger, De testamento, in McCoy and Baker, Fountainhead of Federalism, 137.
23 Bullinger, De testamento, in McCoy and Baker, Fountainhead of Federalism, 101, 104. For 

Bullinger, the different covenants celebrated in Scripture do not represent a different covenant, but dif-
ferent administrations of the single and eternal covenant. Cf. 120, 123, 128.

24 Bullinger, De testamento, in McCoy and Baker, Fountainhead of Federalism, 108-11.
25 Bullinger, De testamento, in McCoy and Baker, Fountainhead of Federalism, 112-13.
26 Bullinger, De testamento, in McCoy and Baker, Fountainhead of Federalism, 130-32.
27 Bullinger, De testamento, in McCoy and Baker, Fountainhead of Federalism, 134-37.
28 Cf. McCoy and Baker, Fountainhead of Federalism, 12.
29 Baker, Bullinger and the Covenant, xxiv-xxv.
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continuity of the covenant).30 It would be a serious mistake to strongly contrast 
Zwingli’s and Bullinger’s views of the covenant as two opposite perspectives.

Baker makes stronger claims when he argues that during the second 
period of 1540-1560, Bullinger heavily employed the covenant motif. In this 
respect, he writes:

In the middle two decades of his ministry, Bullinger continued to make heavy 
use of the covenant idea. He briefly deals with the covenant doctrine in two 
of his commentaries on the gospels, on Matthew in 1542, where he affirmed 
the eternal covenant and referred his reader to De testamento, and on Luke in 
1546. In the 1550s, Bullinger used the covenant theme liberally. Three major 
works of the 1550s in which the notion of the covenant is quite prominent are 
his Decades of 1549-1551, his Summa of 1556, and his Catechism of 1559.31

From these assertions, one concludes that Baker seems to suggest the 
centrality of the covenant motif in The Decades, Summa of Christian Religion, 
and the Catechism. In that regard, Baker’s claim that “The Decades do evidence 
considerable interest in the covenant”32 becomes a controversial statement. 
Unlike De testamento, arguing The Decades has the covenant as its central 
motif can be disputed. Baker claims that the covenant motif is the principle 
“that ties The Decades together.”33 Like Baker, Geerhardus Vos also believed 
that The Decades was structured completely by the covenant motif.34 Muller 
and Bierma, nevertheless, would not agree with such an assertion. I concur 
with them. In fact, Baker’s position is clearly contradictory when he writes 
that in The Decades “it should be clear that the covenant is the sub-structure or 
substratum of the entire fifty sermons,” although “there is no sermon devoted 
entirely to the covenant.”35

Finally, the 1561-1575 period of Bullinger’s lifework is significant for 
this paper’s thesis because it was during this period that the Second Helvetic 
Confession (1561) was composed – a text where the covenant is rarely dis-
cussed. The reason for this situation, Baker argues, is that Bullinger wanted 
to promote church unity during that time and establishing the covenant motif 
as an organizing principle in this Confession would be problematic.36 Even if 

30 For those who are interested in the nuanced differences between Bullinger and Zwingli, please 
see Andrew A. Woolsey, Unity and Continuity in Covenantal Thought: A Study in the Reformed Tradi-
tion to the Westminster Assembly (Grand Rapids: Reformation Heritage, 2012); Emidio Campi and Peter 
Opitz, eds., Heinrich Bullinger: Life, Thought, Influence (Zurich: Theologischer Verlag, 2009).

31 Baker, “Heinrich Bullinger, the Covenant, and the Reformed Tradition in Retrospect,” 362.
32 Baker, “Heinrich Bullinger, the Covenant, and the Reformed Tradition in Retrospect,” 364.
33 Baker, “Heinrich Bullinger, the Covenant, and the Reformed Tradition in Retrospect,” 364.
34 Vos, Redemptive History and Biblical Thought, 36.
35 Baker, “Heinrich Bullinger, the Covenant, and the Reformed Tradition in Retrospect,” 366.
36 Baker, “Heinrich Bullinger, the Covenant, and the Reformed Tradition in Retrospect,” 368. 
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Baker were right with his suggestion, this does not justify the lack of emphasis 
on the covenant motif in the Helvetic Confession.37 Instead, the de-emphasis of 
the covenant theme in such an important document is not an isolated situation. 
It probably reflects that, for Bullinger, the covenant motif, as Dowey believes, 
was simply one of the three major themes in which he was interested.

2. THE COVENANT MOTIF AS A CENTRAL/GUIDING/
ORGANIZING PRINCIPLE 

Based on the corpus selected in this essay, De testamento and The De-
cades, I believe Baker and McCoy’s thesis that the covenant constitutes a 
pervasive and central motif in Bullinger’s theology must be modified. In fact, 
it seems that out of the discussions found in De testamento, the covenant does 
not serve as the unifying, and even less, the central/guiding/organizing prin-
ciple in the rest of Bullinger’s theology. In this respect, the position defended 
by García-Archilla, Muller, Bierma, and Dowey regarding this issue seems 
to be correct. Let me explain why I oppose Baker and McCoy’s position and 
develop further some of the arguments previously given. 

2.1 Limited Discussion of the Covenant Theme
If Baker and McCoy’s thesis is right, one would expect that the discussion 

of the doctrine of the covenant would be extensive enough to allow readers 
to appreciate Bullinger’s emphasis on the theme. Nonetheless, Bullinger’s 
discussion of the covenant is rather scarce. With the exception of his treatise 
De testamento, in-depth discussions of Bullinger’s doctrine of the covenant 
are limited, at least explicitly, and hard to find. Since Bullinger’s The Decades 
can be considered his theological masterpiece,38 it is important to take this 
into account for the purpose of this essay. It is difficult to affirm, without any 
doubt, that the covenant constitutes a central motif in The Decades. Most of 
the evidence suggests otherwise.

As a point of departure, I mention the preliminary results Bierma offers 
when he cites around twenty references to the covenant in The Decades. One 
must note that almost all such references occur in the context of sermons 3.6, 
“Of the Sacraments of the Jews,” 3.8, “Of the Use or Effect of the Law of 
God,” and 5.7, “Of Sacraments.”39 On the one hand, taking into account the 

37 Readers might compare this situation with Ursinus’ Large Catechism and the Heidelberg 
Catechism. 

38 Cf. Dowey, “Heinrich Bullinger as Theologian: Thematic, Comprehensive, Schematic,” 52. He 
writes, “Bullinger’s Decades, a major Reformation classic, is unchallengeable as his most full bodied and 
comprehensive theological work, containing the richness of his scholarship, gathering together themes 
of all his major writings up to that time, and exhibiting the churchly purpose of being a theological book 
source for pastors to aid them in the preparation of sermons.”

39 See Bierma, German Calvinism in the Confessional Age, 35-40.
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length of the sermons themselves and the book itself, Bullinger’s references 
to the covenant are limited in number, although there could be implicit refer-
ences to the covenant as well. On the other hand, the limitation of the discus-
sion is also reflected in the scope of the theme. In that regard, Bierma argues 
that such references to the covenant were related basically to two major areas 
of discussion: the sacraments or redemptive history.40 Therefore, Bullinger’s 
scope of the covenant discussion seems to be rather narrow.

To support my claim about the limitation in scope of Bullinger’s discus-
sion in The Decades, I offer the following tables which collect data from The 
Decades. The methodology used in these tables consisted of counting the num-
ber of times the word “covenant” appears in each sermon. Despite the usefulness 
of these data, these numbers do not take into account the indirect references 
to the covenant made by Bullinger. The frequency breakdown is as follows:

THE THIRD DECADE

Sermon 
Number Topic of the Sermon Number of Times 

“Covenant” is Used

I Of the Fourth Precept of the Second Table 641

II Of the Lawful Use of Earthly Goods 0

III Of Patience, Calamities, and Miseries 142

IV 5th and 6th Precepts of the Second Table 243

V Of the Ceremonial Law of God 744

VI Of the Sacraments of the Jews 2145

VII Of the Judicial Laws of God 0

VIII Of the Use or Effect of the Law of God 1046

IX Of Christian Liberty, and of Offenses 147

X Of Original and Actual Sin 448

40 Bierma, German Calvinism in the Confessional Age, 36.
41 Bullinger, The Decades, 3.1: 29, 40, 41, 42. Citations from The Decades show the following 

pattern: Decade number. Sermon number: Page number.
42 Bullinger, The Decades, 3.3: 72.
43 Bullinger, The Decades, 3.4: 111, 114.
44 Bullinger, The Decades, 3.5: 126, 145, 153, 154, 155.
45 Bullinger, The Decades, 3.6: 168, 169, 172, 174, 176, 205, 209, 217.
46 Bullinger, The Decades, 3.8: 258, 269, 285, 293, 294, 296, 299.
47 Bullinger, The Decades, 3.9: 341.
48 Bullinger, The Decades, 3.10: 389, 390, 398.
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THE FIFTH DECADE

Sermon 
Number

Topic of the Sermon
Number of Times 

“Covenant” is Used

I Of the Holy Catholic Church 249

II Of the Unity of the Church 550

III Of the Ministry and the Ministers of God’s 
Word 0

IV Of Calling unto the Ministry of Word  
of God 351

V Of Prayer 0

VI Of Sacramental Signs 1352

VII Of Sacraments 1553

VIII Of Baptism 2054

IX Of the Lord’s Holy Supper 355

X Of the Institutions of the Church 156

Although Bierma’s data focus exclusively on the Third and Fifth De-
cades, his thesis seems to be correct. For instance, in the First, Second, and 
Fourth Decades Bullinger shows little explicit interest in the covenant motif 
if one compares Bullinger’s employment of such a motif in the Third and 
Fifth Decades with the way he approaches the sacraments and salvation his-
tory. Besides, as shown in the tables, the term “covenant” appears explicitly 
with the following frequency: three times in the First Decade, ten times in the 
Second Decade, fifty-two times in the Third Decade, five times in the Fourth 
Decade, and sixty-two times in the Fifth Decade. Because of such a scarcity of 
the covenant reference throughout the whole material, one might observe, and 

49 Bullinger, The Decades, 5.1: 18, 37.
50 Bullinger, The Decades, 5.2: 71, 73, 83.
51 Bullinger, The Decades, 5.4: 149, 154.
52 Bullinger, The Decades, 5.6: 231, 238, 245, 253, 280, 289.
53 Bullinger, The Decades, 5.7: 294, 295, 311, 318, 320, 321, 323, 333, 345.
54 Bullinger, The Decades, 5.8: 366, 372, 374, 376, 377, 378, 383, 387, 389, 395, 398, 399.
55 Bullinger, The Decades, 5.9: 427, 441, 477.
56 Bullinger, The Decades, 5.10: 478.
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thus conclude, that the covenant motif does not seem to be the central concept 
which unifies and organizes The Decades. On the contrary, the covenant seems 
to be just one of the significant themes in this collection of sermons. Such a 
fact makes the covenant discussion limited in The Decades. And as The De-
cades is considered Bullinger’s magnum opus, if the covenant in this work is 
not clearly and undoubtedly emphasized, it is difficult to continue supporting 
Baker and McCoy’s thesis in general terms.

2.2 Inconsistency of the Covenant Discussion
Besides the limitation in scope of the covenant theme, Bierma has 

noticed that the covenant motif should have appeared in some places in 
Bullinger’s theological thought, but Bullinger does not develop the covenant 
theme there. Discussing Bullinger’s Summa of the Christian Religion, Bierma 
argues that Bullinger did not develop the covenant motif in areas one should 
expect, such as the law, grace and justification, faith and the gospel, and good 
works. Since Summa is a summary of The Decades, this situation can also be 
applied to this collection of sermons as well.57 This situation clearly raises 
the issue of inconsistency. Why did Bullinger discuss the covenant in some 
parts, such as the sacraments and redemptive history, and not in other places 
as Bierma has suggested? A simple answer could be that arguing that the 
covenant constitutes a guiding principle in Bullinger’s theology is perhaps 
an overstatement. This presupposes certain consistency in the theological 
discussion of the covenant. Dowey suggests that probably Baker overgen-
eralizes his claims. He writes: 

My own suggestion is that it may be Baker’s consuming interest in both theo-
logical and political federalism that leads him to be less concerned with the 
problems of Bullinger’s thought as a whole, and overly concentrated on a single 
theme of subsequent great influence.58 

On a similar note, Muller also thinks Baker and McCoy’s thesis is an over-
statement and suggests that perhaps the reason behind that is their assumption 
of a “federalist vs. predestinarian” framework, which affects their conclusion.59 

57 Bierma, German Calvinism in the Confessional Age, 143. Cf. Dowey, “Heinrich Bullinger as 
Theologian: Thematic, Comprehensive, Schematic,” 54.

58 Dowey, “Heinrich Bullinger as Theologian: Thematic, Comprehensive, Schematic,” 46. 
59 Muller, “Review of Fountainhead of Federalism, 90. He writes: “The discussion of later fed-

eral theology also partakes artificial separation of federalists from predestinarian Calvinists coupled 
with a view, characteristic of much older scholarship but now subjected to significant criticism, of 
predestinarian as a rationalistic element in Reformed theology somehow in tension with the federal 
perspective. Granting the presence of a covenantal perspective together with a strongly enunciated 
doctrine of double predestination in such thinkers as Ursinus, Olevian, Perkins, Fenner, and Gomarus, 
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Without downplaying the conclusions provided by Dowey and Muller, 
I think Bullinger’s lack of attention to the covenant in some important places 
probably happened because of his lack of consistency when discussing the 
doctrine of covenant in a broader sense. For instance, Bullinger appealed to 
the covenant motif and employed it in order to explain redemptive history 
from the creation until Christ, but his theological discussion was not permeated 
by the covenant.60 Let’s look at these tables again to note this aspect.

THE FIRST DECADE

Sermon 
Number

Topic of the Sermon
Number of Times 

“Covenant” is Used

I Of the Word of God 0

II Of the Word of God: To Whom and to What End 0

III Of the Sense and Right Exposition of the Word 
of God 0

IV Of True Faith 261

V That There Is One Only True Faith 0

VI That Faithful Are Justified by Faith 162

VII First Articles of the Apostles’ Creed 0

VIII Latter Articles of the Apostles’ Creed (I) 0

IX Latter Articles of the Apostles’ Creed (II) 0

X Of the Love of God and Neighbor 0

it becomes virtually impossible to argue a tension or indeed, to claim either with McCoy and Baker 
that covenantal theology “blunted” or softened the rigid predestinarianism of the Reformed or, as 
others have tried to claim, that the doctrine of predestination somehow overcame the less-rigid and 
less-rationalistic impulse of federalism.”

60 Cf. Bierma, German Calvinism in the Confessional Age, 150.
61 Bullinger, The Decades, 1.4:94. 
62 Bullinger, The Decades, 1.6:110. 
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THE SECOND DECADE

Sermon 
Number Topic of the Sermon Number of Times 

“Covenant” is Used

I Of Laws, the Law of Nature and of the Law of Men 0

II Of God’s Law and the First Two Commandments 
of the First Table 663

III Of the Third Precept of the Ten Commandments 164

IV Of the Fourth Precept of the First Table 0

V Of the First Precept of the Second Table 0

VI Of the Second Precept of the Second Table 0

VII Of the Office of the Magistrate 165

VIII Of the Office of the Judge 0

IX Of War 0

X Of the Third Precept of the Second Table 266

THE FOURTH DECADE

Sermon 
Number Topic of the Sermon Number of Times 

“Covenant” is Used

I Of the Gospel 167

II Of Repentance 168

III Of God and The Knowledge of God 0

IV Of God’s Predestination 0

V Of Adoring the Only True God 169

VI Of Christ True and Very God 0

VII Of Christ, King and Priest 0

VIII Of the Holy Ghost 270

IX Of Good and Evil Spirits 0

X Of the Reasonable Soul of Man 0

63 Bullinger, The Decades, 2.2: 211, 212, 215, 222, 226.
64 Bullinger, The Decades, 2.3: 246.
65 Bullinger, The Decades, 2.7: 344.
66 Bullinger, The Decades, 2.10: 415, 419.
67 Bullinger, The Decades, 4.1: 25.
68 Bullinger, The Decades, 4.2: 64.
69 Bullinger, The Decades, 4.5: 232.
70 Bullinger, The Decades, 4.8: 318, 319.
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As noted, sporadic mentions of the covenant in a sermon such as faith 
and the gospel, for example, or in his sermons about the Law are not enough to 
claim that Bullinger’s discussion of the covenant is consistent throughout those 
sermons, even less in The Decades. Baker and McCoy must admit that such 
inconsistency makes their position more difficult to defend. The previous tables 
showed the dissimilarity of the covenant discussion in these three volumes.

2.3 No Covenantal Terms in the Covenant Discussion
Bullinger does not write De testamento or The Decades using covenantal 

terms (e.g. the covenant of grace, the covenant of works, etc.). This argument 
was mentioned briefly by Bierma when claiming that, similar to Olevianus’s 
case, Bullinger organized his theology in creedal not covenantal terms.71 The 
question of the form of Bullinger’s theology is simple yet significant. In that 
regard, there are two noteworthy aspects to highlight in The Decades. 

First, Bullinger offers significant material – a total of fifty sermons – 
which contain valuable theological assertions, but it seems that his theological 
discussion flows mainly from catechetical preaching. This situation suggests an 
exploratory approach to the topics discussed, including the covenant doctrine. 
In this sense, Campi suggests that Bullinger probably avoided writing The 
Decades in a systematic fashion due to his pastoral interest in preaching, teach-
ing, encouraging, and comforting the Christians of his times.72 This suggestion 
seems to be sound, having in mind Bullinger’s interests and his emphasis on 
the preaching of the gospel.

Second, Bullinger organizes The Decades following a creedal theological 
pattern. Along with the idea that in The Decades Bullinger’s theology flows 
from catechetical preaching, the pattern developed by Bullinger in those ser-
mons is mainly creedal following general catechetical elements. A quick review 
of Bullinger’s sermons and their content will soon reveal that he used a fourfold 
creedal pattern, which it is significant for his preaching-focused discussions: 
The Apostles’ Creed (Vol. I), The Ten Commandments (Vol. II-III), The Lord’s 
Prayer (Vol. IV), and Christian Sacraments (Vol. V). Such a credal framework 
has put some limitations in the way by which we can interpret Bullinger and 
his use of the covenant motif in his theological thought. 

It can be argued, however, that it was not necessary for Bullinger to 
develop his discussion of the covenant under covenantal terms in order to be 

71 Bierma, German Calvinism in the Confessional Age, 146.
72 Campi, “Heinrich Bullinger und seine Zeit,” 19. In this respect, Campi writes: “Schon der 

Sachverhalt, dass Bullinger mit den Dekaden keine streng systematische Darstellungsform, sondern die 
Form von Lehrpredigten gewählt hat, zeigt einen wichtigen Zug seiner Theologie, die im Wesentlichen 
keine anderen Ziele verfolgte als eine Predigt und im Lehren (docere), Ermutigen (hortari) und Trösten 
(consolari) bestand.”
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the father of federal theology. Although this could be true, it is so in a very 
limited sense – that Bullinger could be a precursor of federal theology, but 
never “the father” as we understand the term. For defending Baker’s thesis 
about the covenant as the central motif in Bullinger’s theology, the covenantal 
structure becomes an important issue. Without such a structure, the position 
which defends the centrality of the covenant motif in Bullinger’s theology 
will always be weak. 

2.4 Lack of Full Integration of the Covenant Motif
The last argument I offer against Baker and McCoy’s thesis is that 

Bullinger slightly integrated his doctrine of the covenant into the rest of his 
theological thought. Although Bullinger approached the covenant in some of 
his published works as Baker and McCoy argue, Bullinger’s discussion of this 
doctrine does not permeate, in a significant way, his theology as a whole. “To be 
sure, covenant is a pervasive theme in Bullinger’s social and political thought, 
but it does not dominate or permeate his systematizations of doctrine,” Bierma 
correctly writes.73 The first part of my argument is that the covenant must first 
permeate Bullinger’s theology in order that one can appreciate a full integra-
tion of the covenant motif in his theological thought. If there is a limitation 
of scope and consistency in the discussion of the covenant doctrine, it would 
be hard to find a full integration of such a motif in the discussion. In fact, this 
aspect might confuse some readers in thinking that Bullinger’s employment 
of the covenant motif in Scripture is in some sense a proof that the covenant 
seems to be a guiding principle in Bullinger’s theology, as McCoy and Baker 
claim. Although both areas are closely related, they are nevertheless different. 
What Baker and McCoy interpret as a pervasive repetition of the covenant in 
Bullinger’s theology can be explained as one of Bullinger’s rhetorical strate-
gies (as a humanist) to invite his readers to pay closer attention to the doctrine 
of the covenant. I believe Bullinger never reached a degree of development of 
the covenant doctrine such as Cocceius did.

CONCLUDING REMARKS
Having tested Baker and McCoy’s thesis that Bullinger’s doctrine of the 

covenant is an organizing and central principle in most of his published works 
(especially in The Decades), one arrives at the conclusion that their thesis is 
not totally accurate. One might observe that Bullinger cannot be considered a 
federal or covenant theologian in the narrow sense of the term. Although Baker 
and McCoy locate Bullinger as first in the line of covenantal theology, it is 
indeed too early. Bullinger is clearly an innovative theologian by developing 
Zwingli’s notion of the covenant and paying attention to the doctrine itself in a 

73 Bierma, German Calvinism in the Confessional Age, 147.
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very singular sense. However, his development of the covenant motif is rather 
exploratory, in some places even inconsistent. Without resting on his merits as 
a Reformed theologian, Bullinger’s approach to the covenant required more 
development and integration to his theological thought. Therefore, the quest 
for the true father of federal theology must be located much later during this 
period. It seems that Bullinger, rather than the father of covenant theology, is 
perhaps the forerunner of federal theology. 

RESUMO
Este artigo apresenta estatísticas das Décadas de Heinrich Bullinger com 

uma breve análise como evidência de que Bullinger deve ser entendido como 
o precursor, não o pai, da teologia federal, visto que a sua discussão da dou-
trina do pacto é limitada, inconsistente, exploratória e pouco integrada com o 
restante do seu pensamento teológico.
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