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Abstract
The last thirty years have seen a rem arkable growth in interest in the early history of the reform ed
federal (or covenant) theology. Modern historians of Christian thou ght have acknow ledged the Z winglian
roots of this theology since the mid -nineteenth centu ry, but it is only relatively recently that the
subject has gained the attention of a wider circle of sch olars. What sparked this new interest was in
large part the research of Perry Miller, w hose essay, “ The Marrow of Puritan Divinity”, (1935) and first
volum e of “ The New England Mind” (1939) dem onstrated the sign ificance of the covenant idea for life
and thought of seventeenth -century Puritanism . Since then an increase num ber of scholars have been
in vestigating the origins of covenant thought on the continent and the extent of its influence across the
channel. The subject of th is essay is a hypothesis that over the years has come to dominate much of
the recent scholarsh ip. It w as first proposed on the pages of Church History in March 1951 in an article
by Leonard J. Trinterud entitled “ The Origins of Puritanism .” Trinterud ’s basic thesis w as that at the
heart of Pu ritan political and religious thought lay the notion of covenant; that the origin of the
covenant idea in Puritanism could be traced in its secular form to the natural law , social contract theory
in English m edieval thought, and in its theological form to the early English Reformers Tyndale and
Frith; and that whatever influence continental federal theology exerted on Puritan though t cam e not
from Geneva and John Calvin but from Zurich and the Reformers of the Rhineland. It w as Trinterud’s
contention that the Rhineland, not the Genevan, type of covenant thought “provided the initial impulses
tow ard both the early and the final forms of th e [Puritan] covenant theology”. Trinterud w as certainly
breaking n ew ground here. Perry Miller, of course, had also m ade much of the theological differences
between Calvin and the Puritans, m aintaining that Puritan covenant theology served to nullify the rigid
predestinarianism of Calvin, who “hardly m ade any mention of the covenant.” But Trinterud was now
arguing that C alvin “in deed used the w ord ‘covenant’ very frequently” and th at it w as not so much his
negative influence as the positive influence of the Z urich and Rhineland reform ers that helped to shape
Pu ritan

covenant thought. The theological differences between

Calvin and the Puritans could be

attributed in part to the two view s of covenant Reform ed Sw itzerland. That Trinterud’s essay is now
recognized as a “milestone in Puritan studies ” is due in large m easure to the w ide acceptance of this
“ two tradition s” theory durin g the last twen ty years. One of the first to adopt the thesis (though
without m entioning Trinterud by name) was the Danish scholar Jens Moller in the article, “The
Begin ning of Puritan Covenant Theology” published in 1963. Moller, too, insisted that there were “ two
fundamentally

different

ways

of

understan ding

the

covenant”

in

the

sixteenth

an d

seventeenth

centuries, one origin ating in Zurich, the other in Geneva. The Genevan view stressed the role of God ’s
grace in the covenant; the Zurich view em phasized the hum an responsibility of obedience. For Calvin
the covenan t is God’s promise; for Zwingli, Oecolampadius, and Bullinger it is an agreem ent between
God and m an. For Calvin the covenant s fulfilled in Christ; for Zw ingli it fulfilled in and by us. For
Calvin, finally, the sacram ents bear witness to God’s fulfillment of the covenant in the past; for Zw ingli

they bear w itness to the believer ’s intention to fulfill the covenant from that point on.
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