LESSON #19
TRIUMPHS AND DEFEATS OF THE CHRISTIAN CHURCH
Reformation #3, The Anabaptists

Introduction

It was thought by some that Luther’s reforms did not go far enough (Carlstadt and others). He was regarded as a “half-way reformer.”  Similarly, the Zwinglian reforms were thought to be too conservative.  There thus arose groups seeking to carry the reforms further and return to what was believed to be the NT primitive Christianity. For the times, this was regarded as radical and earned for the proponents the label “radical revolutionists.”  Their concern to limit baptism to adult believers led their opponents to call them Anabaptists or “re-baptizers” (Greek: ana-“again” and baptizo-“baptize”). The word “radical” can be misleading.  To be sure, there were some who claimed to be prophets and miracle workers, who believed that the end of the world was near, and some who became armed revolutionaries utilizing force to achieve their goals.  But this was not true of the majority of those classed as “Anabaptists.”  There were initially some university trained leaders who guided the movement but as these were killed off by their Protestant (Lutheran and Reformed) and Catholic opponents, some were led into extreme fanatical views.  The majority turned away from these excesses, however. The genius of Anabaptism is its central idea of the “gathered” church as opposed to the state-church or territorial church idea—i.e., they advocated a church limited to those who made a personal and conscious commitment to Christ.  Most of their specific doctrinal beliefs arose out of this central idea.
I. The Swiss Brethren (Mainline Anabaptists)
These Anabaptists, like the so-called “magisterial reformers” (Lutherans and Reformed), believed in the Bible as their final authority.  They also sought to return to the doctrines and practices of the early church.  Their leading theological beliefs were adult believer’s baptism and the separation of church and state.  This group called themselves the Swiss Brethren and had their beginnings in Zwingli’s Zurich.  They were generally evangelical in orientation. Two key representatives were Conrad Grebel and Michael Sattler. 
A. Conrad Grebel (1498-1526)
1. Grebel came from an influential patrician family in Zurich and received a good education at the universities of Vienna and Paris. After his conversion, he worked closely with Zwingli until he broke with him in 1525.

2. Grebel could find no explicit warrant for infant baptism in the Bible.  He and others thus rejected it as unbiblical and adopted adult baptism based on one’s profession of faith. They were convinced one is not born into Christianity with no decision on one’s part.  Zwingli at first agreed with baptism only of believing adults, but gave it up when he saw it would disenfranchise the reformers from the city.  Zwingli needed the support of the city fathers. 

3. A public debate was held in Zurich on January 17, 1525.  After hearing arguments on both sides of the issue, city representatives declared Zwingli and his disciples the winners. As a result the council warned all parents who had neglected to have their children baptized to do so within a week or face banishment from Zurich.   
4. The Zurich council ordered Grebel and Felix Manz (ca. 1498-1527), another well educated Anabaptist, to stop holding Bible study meetings. They resisted. George Blaurock, a former priest, asked Conrad Grebel to baptize him, which was done at the fountain in the city square of Zurich.  Blaurock then did the same for several others.  This was first by sprinkling; a few weeks later by immersion. The rite was received only after one had made a public profession of faith. 
5. In the face of persecution, Grebel, Manz, and their followers withdrew from Zurich to the nearby village of Zollikon.  Here they formed the first Anabaptist congregation, a church free of state ties (a “free church”). The movement spread and many were then arrested. When freed they continued to make converts in neighboring towns.
6. Grebel, Manz were arrested, tried by the civil authorities in Zurich and condemned to life imprisonment for not abiding by the city council’s commands. After some months, they escaped.  Manz was recaptured and executed by drowning in the Limmat river which flows through the city (Jan. 25, 1527).  Grebel had died a few months earlier. These were young men.
7. The Zurich government, in March, 1526, lost all patience and ordered Anabaptists drowned in hideous parody of their belief. Within 4 years the Anabaptists were eradicated in and around Zurich. 

B. Michael Sattler (d. 1527)
A former Benedictine monk, Sattler is a good representative of mainstream Anabaptism.
1. He had been prior of the Black Forest monastery of St. Peter at Freiburg im Breisgau.  It seems the peasant revolts in Germany triggered his transition to Anabaptism.

2. He turned up in Zurich where he seems to have embraced the Anabaptist views of the Swiss Brethren.  

3. Forced to flee Zurich, he made his way to Strasbourg where he met and enjoyed cordial relations with Martin Bucer.  
4. He became the primary author of the Schleitheim Articles and pastored a flock in the little town of Horb in Wurrtemberg.  

5. He was soon thereafter (March 1527) arrested by the Catholic authorities along with his wife, Margaret. He was given a trial but the outcome was already determined. The official sentence read:

“...Michael Sattler shall be delivered to the executioner, who shall lead him to the place of execution and cut out his tongue, then forge him fast to a wagon and there with red-hot tongs twice tear pieces from his body; and after he has been brought outside the gate, he shall be plied five times more in the same manner...”

6. After gruesome torture, Sattler was then burned at the stake on May 20, 1527, at Rottenberg am Neckar. Martin Bucer said of him, “I do not doubt that Michael Sattler, who was burned at Rottenburg, was a dear friend of God, although he was a leader of the Anabaptists...”
7. When Margaret (Margartha) his wife refused to renounce the views of her husband, she too was put to death by drowning in the Neckar River.  Even in death the Anabaptists were mocked.  
8. The Schleitheim Articles consist of the following seven articles: 

a. Baptism is dependent on repentance, belief in Christ, and a moral life.

b. Brethren who fail to live in accordance with the Christian code of ethics (failure to amend life after 2 private admonitions and one public) will be banned from the community.

c. The Lord’s Supper is a memorial meal (Zwinglian view) and limited to those only who have been baptized as adults for in communion all true believers are made into one bread.
d. There must be a radical separation of Christians from secular society and all that is not united with God and Christ.

e. Pastors must practice high moral standards in life and ministry
f. True Christians must not serve the civil government. All forms of war or violence must be rejected.
g. All oaths to the state are to be prohibited. 

9. Underlying these articles are two basic theses: (a) separation from the world; and (b) moral purity within the Christian community. Sattler and the Swiss Brethren generally, were disturbed by what seemed to them to be a latent antinomianism in Luther’s doctrine of justification by faith. Yet they opposed also the Catholics who stressed works while neglecting faith.  True faith must be accompanied by good deeds.  
10. Nevertheless, Stattler’s Articles were perceived as a sinister challenge to the stability of society. To separate the church from the state was the same as sedition. The Articles were interpreted by many as an effort to continue the Peasants Revolt under a different guise—they saw the Articles through the prism of Thomas Muentzer’s violent apocalypticism. Neither Catholics nor mainstream Protestants could countenance such ideas. 

C. Balthasar Hubmaier (1480?-1528)

1. Hubmaier was a university graduate, a priest, a former pupil of John Eck of Leipzig fame, and a distinguished preacher.  

2. He became a convert to the Reformation by 1523 and carried with him many of his parish in Waldshut.  For him, the Bible was the sole law of the church. This meant preaching the Word, hearing, belief, baptism, works—the latter indicating a life lived with the Bible as law. 
3. Though at first friendly with Zwingli and his colleagues, he came by 1525 to reject infant baptism. In that year, Hubmaier was baptized by immersion in Waldshut and set about baptizing 300 others at Easter. 
4. He followed this with further baptisms, the Lord’s Supper, and foot-washing. 

5. In Zurich he was arrested, imprisoned, and tortured. He bitterly remarked that Zwingli advocated theological education by torture. Upon release he went to Nikolsburg, Moravia in 1526 where he preached so effectively that thousands were baptized. He made effective use also of his pen. 
6. He garnered the support of Count Leonhard von Lichtenstein whom he rebaptized as an adult. 

7. He was arrested by order of Archduke Ferdinand of Austria, taken to Vienna, tried, condemned, and burned (March 10, 1528). 

8. The Anabaptists of Nikolsburg became a beacon for Anabaptists throughout the region, especially for those of Tyrol in Austria. 
9. The diversity of these groups led to a split with one group known and “Gemeinschafters” practicing community of goods. 

10. These “Gemeinschafters,” forced to leave Nikolsburg, resettled in Auspitz where they were encountered by Jacob Hutter in 1533. 

D. Jacob Hutter (d.1536)

1. Hutter had become a disciple of the Swiss Anabaptists under the influence of George Blaurock in Tyrol.  After the latter’s execution by burning in Tyrol in 1529, Hutter assumed the leadership of the Tyrol Anabaptists.  

2. In 1533 persecution in Tyrol forced Hutter to resettle in Moravia among the Anabaptists of the “Gemeinschafter” group.  
3. He reordered the dispirited community into a well-organized community practicing the complete sharing of wealth. This practice continued for several generations.
4. Followers were called Hutterites or Hutterian Brethren. 

5. These Brethren enjoyed peace for only about 2 years.  In the wake of the Muenster Debacle (1533-34), persecution again was initiated. 

6. Archduke Ferdinand pressured the lords of Liechtenstein to expel these Hutterites, exposing them to great misery.
7. Hutter was arrested in late 1535 and tortured and burned to death in 1536. His followers persevered in the face of intense harassment.  When persecution abated they again found refuge in Moravia. Their form of Christian communalism has continued to the present day. 
8. Hutterites of Moravia suffered much in the Thirty Years War (1618-1648).  Remnants settled in Hungary and later in So. Russia where they were welcomed because of their industry and thrift. 
E. Martyrs

1. The number were many—probably more than those who died during the 3 centuries of persecution prior to Constantine. During the Reformation years between four and five thousand Anabaptists were executed
2. The manner of martyrdom varied from region to region, case to case—many were drowned; others burned to death; some tortured to death, or drawn and quartered (fire, water, sword).

3. Stories of their heroism in the face of death would fill several volumes.

4. The more the Anabaptists were persecuted, the more the movement grew. 

II. The Spiritualists
A. Hans Hut (d. 1527)
1. He was a radical preacher very influential in spreading Anabaptist views among the working classes of south Germany and Austria. 

2. He declared himself a prophet and claimed that the persecution of the saints would be immediately followed by the destruction of the empire by the Turks.

3. The saints would then be gathered who then would destroy all priests and unworthy rulers, after which Christ would visibly return to earth to rule.

4. Hut died in 1527 from burns he received in an attempt to escape from prison by setting it on fire. 

B. Hans Denck (1495-1527)
1. He was a humanist scholar, a graduate of the University of Ingolstadt, a participant in the Erasmian circle in Basel, and proficient in Hebrew, Greek and Latin. At some point he entered the ranks of the Anabaptists. 
2. He was influenced by the mystic John Tauler and sought an inner reformation by heeding the voice of the Spirit within one, the indwelling Christ and the Scripture. An inner light was higher than Scripture; Christ was only the highest human example of love; and the Christian may live without sin. He questioned any outward form religious forms that were thought to mediate God’s grace. 
3. Rejection of Luther’s “faith alone” (sola fide) and outward religious forms became the hallmarks of southern German and Austrian Anabaptism. Denck inaugurated there a distinctive Spiritualist form of Anabaptism. 

4. He repudiated violence; he sought refuge in Basel with Oecolampadius and died there of the plague in his early 30s. 

III. Revolutionary Anabaptists

A. Melchior Hoffman (ca. 1495-1543)
1. An earnest Lutheran turned equally earnest Anabaptist. He claimed to be a prophet under inspiration, the Elijah of the last days.  He enjoyed great success in the Netherlands.

2. He absorbed the Spiritualism of Hans Denck and the divinization Christology of Kasper von Schwenckfeld. 

3. He declared Strassburg as divinely designated to be the New Jerusalem, where he, as the prophet of the new dispensation, should suffer imprisonment for six months.
4. He prophesied that in 1533 the end of the world would come and all who opposed the “saints” would be destroyed. Christ will establish his millennial kingdom in Strassburg. He did not advocate violence.
5. He went to Strassburg, was imprisoned and remained there until his death in 1543.

B. Jan Mathys 
1. Muenster in northwest Germany near the border of Holland was won for Anabaptism in March, 1533. 
2. The leaders were influenced by Hoffman’s prophecy that Christ would return by the end of 1533 to bring an end to world history. 

3. Jan Mathys, a disciple of Hoffman, prophesied a new date of Christ’s return when Hoffman’s prediction of 1533 did not materialize.  He set the date as Easter, 1534. 
4. Mathys declared Muenster to be the New Jerusalem and initiated a communist state with all property held in common, allegedly following the example of the early Christians. 

5. His reforms were mandatory on pain of death or banishment. All the “godless” (those who refused to be rebaptized) were to be slain—an order changed to banishment. 

6. When the Messiah did not arrive at Easter, Mathys claimed a divine vision that told him he was invulnerable to the weapons of the “godless.”  He then launched a suicide attack upon a much larger army outside the city and was slain. The prophetic mantle was then taken up by his lieutenant John of Leiden.

C. John of Leiden 

1. In May 1534, Leiden ran naked through the city and fell into a trance for 3 days. 
2. He then insisted on absolute obedience upon penalty of death. He instituted the community of goods and expected the soon coming of the heavenly kingdom.
3. He introduced polygamy citing OT examples.  He accumulated a harem of 16 wives including Mathys’ beautiful young widow.  He claimed the resultant population growth would hasten the second coming. 

4. When one of his new wives resisted his authority, he himself beheaded her in the public square. 

5. In August, having successfully resisted the Catholic army, he declared himself the “king of righteousness” and absolute ruler of the New Jerusalem. 

6. Philip of Hesse and his Protestant troops now joined the Catholic army in a siege of the city.  Famine and cannibalism developed in the besieged city. 

7. In June 1535, two starving Muenster deserters revealed the vulnerable points in the city’s defenses.  The city was taken after furious battle.

8. “King John” was captured, put on public display, and then executed in January, 1536).  He died from red-hot irons being applied to him; his body was then thrown into an iron cage and hung from the tower of St. Lambert’s Church in Muenster as a deterrence to further rebellion and violence by radicals.

IV. Mennonites
A. Menno Simons (1496-1561) and the Mennonites
1. Menno Simons wanted nothing to do with the Muenster “kingdom.” Though arising from the same Melchiorite wing as they, he completely rejected the use of violence. The original Melchiorites were nonviolent.
2. Menno Simons theological and ecclesiological views resemble the Swiss Brethren. Around 1525 he, as a village priest in the Netherlands, came into contact with Protestant writings leading to doubts about transubstantiation. 
3. In 1531, he began to question infant baptism but kept his opinions to himself.

4. In 1534, followers of Melchior Hoffman appeared in his parish teaching Anabaptist ideas.  He began seriously studying the Bible and wrestling with its implications. 

5. His brother, Pieter Simons, had thrown in his lot with the revolutionary Muensterites who stormed the Cloister at Bolsward in Friesland and lost his life at the hand of the authorities. 

6. In response an angry Menno wrote a tract condemning the leadership of the Muenster revolt (“The Blasphemy of Jan van Leyden”)
7. By January 1536, Menno had fully embraced Anabaptism and dedicated himself to rescuing the scattered remnants from the Muenster fiasco and giving it a nonviolent focus. 

8. Menno’s magnum opus, The Fundamentals of Christianity, summarizes his basic beliefs. 

a. This work appears to reflect an Erasmian view of salvation in which repentance must precede divine grace. 

b. Infant baptism is rejected based on his literal Biblical hermeneutic.

c. His emphasis was on a pastoral concern for discipline. 

d. Following the Apostolic model, he sought a Christian community which supports one another on the path of sanctification.

e. Communalism and pacifism was practiced.

9. Menno’s followers were first known as simply “brethren” (to escape the stigma of “Anabaptist”) but after his death they were known as “Mennonites.” They were finally granted religious freedom in 1676.  Persecution drove them to Prussia, then to Russia at the invitation of Catherine the Great.  Many later migrated to North and South America (cf. Pennsylvania, Ohio, Indiana, and even Fair Play!). 

B. Jacob Amman (ca. 1644-1711) and the Amish
1. Jacob Amman was born in Erlenbach, a Canton of Bern, Switzerland.  About 1680 he became an Anabaptist of the Swiss Brethren. He is the founder of the most conservative wing of the Mennonites, the Amish. 
 2. He apparently was a firm disciplinarian, uncompromising in what he believed, and expected others to conform to the teachings of Christ and his apostles. He insisted on the literal observance of the teachings of Menno Simons and the Canons of Dort (Dordrecht
3. Whoever accepted “true saving faith” would be baptized upon that faith. It was expected they would “forsake the world” and practice separation in everyday life. 
4. He opposed long hair on men, shaved beards, and clothing that manifested pride.  Liars were to be excommunicated.  Those excommunicated he taught should be socially “shunned,” I.e., the ban should be applied “to daily life and daily table,” excluding from all social communication, even in the family circle.  This went beyond exclusion simply from the Lord’s Supper.  Footwashing as an added ordinance along with baptism and Lord’s supper was practiced. 
V. The Rationalists

A. Michael Servetus (1511-53)
1. Servetus was a Spanish physician who was famous in his time for challenging the traditional doctrines of the deity of Christ, the Trinity, original sin, and infant baptism.

2. He also had expertise in natural science and philosophy. He published two books, one on the Errors of the Trinity (1531), and another on the Restoration of Christianity (1553). 

3. While living at Vienne he was arrested on the charge of heresy contained in these books. He had especially attacked the doctrine of the Trinity in language deemed blasphemous in those days. 

4. He escaped from Vienne, and was recaptured in Geneva.  Trusting in the power of the Libertine party there, he boldly reasserted his views and defied Calvin. 

5. Charges brought against him were sustained and he was condemned and burned October 27, 1553. 

B. Lelio (1525-1562) and Faustus Sozzini (1539-1604)
1. Lelio, uncle to Faustus, was one of the earliest in the Reformation period to push intellectual objections to the deity of Jesus Christ. 

2. His nephew Faustus, inheriting the papers of his uncle, formulated these views more fully. 

3. He took them to Poland and organized there a Unitarian community from scattered unitarians already there. 

4. These views were incorporated into the Racovian Catechism and the system became known as Socinianism. 

5. The Socinians held to the Bible as absolute authority, but denied that it taught the preexistence or divinity of Jesus Christ or the vicarious atonement.  Jesus is simply a revealer of truth. 
VI. The Some Beliefs of Anabaptism (mainline)
A. Regenerate Church Membership—personal faith and conscious commitment to Christ; rejection of the parish or territorial concept of the church. They did not believe they could get a perfect church, only that they should seek one. They called themselves “brethren” thus claiming to be true believers in contrast to those only born in a Christian country and baptized as infants. 
B. Spiritual Life Not Doctrinal Statements—e.g. “No creed but the Bible.” A literal reading of the Bible. The Bible is literally their law.
C. Adult Baptism—upon profession of faith; no infant baptism.
C. Separation of Church and State. Congregational church government (self-government) with its only weapon excommunication. Church discipline to be by officers chosen by the congregation. No participation in civil government nor any oath-taking. 
D. Complete Freedom of Worship

E. Emphasis on Personal Holiness and Discipleship

F. Pacifism

1. Erasmus had advocated pacifism and influenced the Swiss Brethren

2. Grebel advocated absolute pacifism such that no Christian should take up the sword for any reason.

3. Sattler also affirmed the same pacifism in the Schleitheim Articles.  Yet the sword could be used in defense of the good and punishment of evil.

4. Balthasar Hubmaier broadly agreed with Grebel’s pacifism except in matters of self-defense. He allowed that Christians could serve in the military and that the Christian magistrate could take up the sword for defense or justice.  His followers were known as the “Schwertler” (sword carriers).  
5. Others, following Grebel, were called “Staebler” (staff carriers)

6. Menno Simons, though unconnected with the Swiss Brethren, also held to the pacifism of the Swiss Brethren. 

G. Literal Obedience to the Commands of Christ. Purity of life insisted on. 

Often externals such as matters of dress were insisted on. 
H. Quietism—i.e., withdrawal from active participation in the concerns of this world; culture and Christianity are disjoined.
I. Communalism—the sharing of wealth and goods in common based on Acts 2 and 4 was held up as an ideal but under criticism they began to retreat from this practice. 

J. Anti-creedalism—“No creed but the Bible”
K. Exaltation of the Bible and “Private Interpretation”

L. Fringe Group Beliefs—anti-trinitarianism; millennial excesses; anti-government stances. 
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