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This dissertation establishes that the Evangelical Anabaptists lived a noticeably distinctive Christian life when
compared with their peers, accounts for their committed pursuit of holiness, and describes the outcome of that commitment.

The sources used include the arranged archival source

material in the Tauferakten, confessions, tracts, letters,
debates, martyrologies, miscellaneous writings of the Anabaptists, and subsequent scholarship on the subject.

The

first two chapters describe the character of the Anabaptists
and their contemporaries.

The Anabaptists emerge as charac-

terized by living by a distinctive purity of life ethic.

Ap-

proval of this kind of life was not unanimous, for Anabaptists
drew responses ranging from admiration, respect, and imitation
to disparagement, persecution, and capital punishment.

Ana-

baptists cited their critics' way of life as an indictment
against them, arguing that their ungodly conduct proved the
inadequacy of their faith.

The next three chapters discuss

the bases upon which Anabaptists established their pursuit
of holiness.
the Bible.

Anabaptists began with strong statements about
Scripture was their supreme authority, and it was

inerrant and thereby trustworthy•

Since the Bible could be

interpreted by the believer, there was no excuse for failing

to live by its directives.

Although Anabaptists taught that

mankind was totally depraved, that did not prevent their
quest for a godly life, because Christ's work on the cross
renewed the believer's spiritual life and the subsequent indwelling of the Holy Spirit enabled the believer to imitate
Christ's life.

These supernatural provisions, Anabaptists

believed, were to be facilitated within the context of the
church which they described as being a voluntary entity composed of believers only.

Believers joined that assembly by

demonstrating by adult baptism that they were leaving the
old life for a new one which would necessitate the support
and aid of the entire assembly.

This church life could only

be pursued in an environment in which the state did not interfere.

The last two chapters describe the life that Ana-

baptists achieved.

Anabaptists taught that the human race

was obliged to determine which of the two powers vying for
their allegiance they would embrace--God or Satan.

Those

who chose to be a child of God were aliens whose conduct was
offensive to the world.

Armed with a distinctly Christian

way of life and an apocalyptic message, Anabaptists voluntarily aided their brothers and sought to evangelize their
world while enduring severe persecution and hoping for ultimate justice in Christ's return to Earth to set up His
kingdom.

The Anabaptists' interpretation of life suggests

an answer to the ultimate questions that have been investigated over the centuries.
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INTRODUCTION
One of the recurrent questions that historians, philosophers, and theologians have debated is the multi-faceted
controversy concerning the relationship of Christianity
and society.

This debate has focused on so many aspects

of the relationship that confusion and frustration are
as much a part of this controversy as is its persistence.
Currently the perplexity continues in the form of such
complex questions as should the government grant tuition
tax credits to parents sending their children to private
schools?

Should voluntary prayer be allowed back in public

schools?

Should the Christian community challenge the

Supreme Court decisions on abortion, birth control for
teenagers, the teaching of evolution, and the like?

Yet

whether this struggle is examined in its contemporary dilemmas, or whether it is studied at any increment of the
previous centuries in which Christianity has existed, one
thing emerges as a common denominator of all the developments through which this controversy has evolved: there
has been no definitive Christian answer for or conclusion
reached on the controversy surrounding the relationship
of Christianity and civilization.
1

2

While there has been no definitive answer for or conclusion reached in this debate, there are a number of trends
that thought on this subject has taken.1

However, the

results of most attempts to reduce the extensive quantities of data to a manageable number of trends often evoke
accusations of oversimplification or of missing the point
entirely.

Even so, in order to reach the focal point of

this project expeditiously, only the perimeters of the
issue are to be noted.
Throughout Christian history, efforts have been made
to accommodate Christianity to society in order to synthesize them or to establish a compatibility between the two.
These attempts have frequently been the subjects of attacks
as persistent as the efforts to harmonize have been.

The

protests against the integration of Christianity and society
have generally focused on the extent to which the synthesizers compromised the essence of Christianity in order
to effect the accommodation; i.e., the standard protest
has not been a tangential anti-society solution in which
Christianity and society are described as being fundamentally antithetical entities, but it has been a reaction
against the extent to which Christianity has been compromised in order to accommodate it to society.

Thus, there

appeared, on the one hand, synthesizers who sought to
^Medievalist Etienne Gilson has provided a fine analysis in Reason and Revelation in the Middle Ages (New York:
Charles Scribner's Sons, 1 9 3 8 ) , as has theologian and philosopher H. Richard Niebuhr in Christ and Culture (New York:
Harper S. Row, Publishers, 1 9 5 1 ) .
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harmonize Christianity and society and, on the other hand,
protesters who viewed the two as essentially irreconcilable.
Both extremes frequent the pages of the history of the
church to the extent that a third approach is often not
given careful consideration.
The "middle ground" between the two extremes recognizes that there are great differences between Christianity and society as the protesters suggest, but like the synthesizers, it attempts to preserve a relationship between
Christianity and society without creating conflict or causing either to lose its distinctiveness from or relevance
to the other.

Roland H. Bainton, summarizing this position,

succinctly argues that "if there is no accommodation [to
society], Christianity is unintelligible and cannot spread.
If there is too much accommodation it will spread, but
it will no longer be Christianity."2

The struggle to

establish this kind of delicate balance is precisely what
contributed significantly to the wide diversity among the
reforming groups of the sixteenth century Reformation
movement.
It is not the purpose of this work to restate or even
revise the various schools of interpretation concerning
the "middle ground" position of the Reformation.

Rather,

the task here is to focus on one small segment of this
central, mediating group, to isolate it, and to analyze
2

Roland H. Bainton, "The Enduring Witness: The Mennonites," Mennonite Life 9(1954):89.

its reasoning in the light of one of its distinctives,
i.e., its purity of life ethic.

The time frame for this

investigation is the mid-sixteenth century—ca.1525-ca.1575.
The issue, as already implied, is the extent to which the
Christian way of life can accommodate to society without
losing its distinctiveness or relevance to society.

The

individuals to be considered are the Evangelical Anabaptists . 3
The appellation "Anabaptist11 was a pejorative term
which occasioned considerable misunderstanding about the
group during most of its history.^

Much of the misunder-

standing today stems from the tendency of sixteenth century
Roman Catholic, Lutheran, and Reformed Protestants to view
3The name "Anabaptist," or "rebaptizer," is one nickname among many that was applied to this group by their
opponents. A list and description of the various derogatory labels used to identify them can be found in Leonard
Verduin, The Reformers and Their Stepchildren (Grand Rapids,
Mich.: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1964); see
also Mennonite Encyclopedia, 2:752. (Hereafter cited as
M.E. )
4Some of the more important historiographic summaries
are Donovan E. Smucker, "Anabaptist Historiography in the
Scholarship of Today," Mennonite Quarterly Review 22(1948):
116-27. (Hereafter cited as M.Q.R.); Harold S. Bender, "The
Historiography of the Anabaptists," M.Q.R. 31(1957):88-104;
John S. Oyer, Lutheran Reformers Against Anabaptism: Luther,
Melanchthon, and Menius and the Anabaptists of Central
Germany (The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1964). (Hereafter
cited as Reformers Against Anabaptism.); Kenneth R. Davis,
Anabaptism and Asceticism: A Study in Intellectual Origins
(Scottdale, Penn.: Herald Press, 1973), pp- 19—31. (Here
after cited as Anabaptism and Asceticism.); M.E., 2:751-67;
4:565-69,597-99; and Edmond Wilson, "The Historiography of
the Anabaptist Movement: A Determination of Historiographic a l Principles Applicable to Twentieth Century Writings on
the Anabaptists" (M.A. thesis, Trinity Evangelical Divinity
School, 1969).
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indistinctly all independent, reform-oriented individuals as
part of a vast, ill-defined movement.

Thus, the excesses

of some in this "movement" injustly stigmatized others and
generally resulted in accusations of fanaticism, sedition,
heresy, anarchism, and the like for the independents.

This,

of course, has contributed to the confusion in both the definition and classification of the Anabaptists.5

Recently,

however, the collection and publication of a series of volumes of archival source material have compelled historians
to acknowledge that the early centuries of Anabaptist historiography inadequately describe and improperly classify this
element in the Reformation.6

Thus, revisionists of Anabap-

tist history theorize that there are distinct groups within
the corpus of independent, reform-oriented dissenters.
5

For example, the name "Anabaptist" focuses on what
was actually just one teaching of the group, i.e., adult
believer baptism, which clearly was not their central concept. They strongly disliked the designation, preferring
to be called "brothers in Christ." The name "Anabaptist,"
however, has been used so commonly that, although it is
an inaccurate label, it cannot be avoided in consulting
their historiography; therefore, this study shall employ
the term throughout.
6

Note especially the work of the Verein fur Reformationsgeschichte (V.R.G.). In the 1930's they published
three volumes of archival sources, Quellen zur Geschichte
der Taufer, as a subseries of Quellen und Forschungen zur
Reformationsgeschichte. Work on the series was halted by
World War II, but in 1948 the V.R.G. appointed a committee, the Tauferakten-Kommission, whose task was to plan
and promote the publication of further Anabaptist sources.
Through the leadership of Harold S. Bender, Heinrich
Bornkamm, Ernst Crous, and Eberhard Teufel not only was
archival work resumed, but also the appearance of new volumes was expedited. These volumes are organized geographically and biographically and are generally referred to
as the Tauferakten.

For many years the reality of this diversity among
the independent reformers has caused historians to search
for a cohesion within the various elements of dissent.
Roland H. Bainton attempts to prove cohesion by labeling
these dissenters "The Left Wing" of the Reformation, and
he divides them into three major subdivisions (Anabaptists,
Spiritualists, and Socinians) having several broad characteristics representative of the whole.7

George Huntston

Williams, in his extensive survey of sixteenth century
Protestant dissent, refines and reinforces this threefold
designation by assigning the whole movement the label
"Radical

Reformation."8

Following Bainton, Williams also

distinguishes three major subdivisions in the Radical
Reformation: Anabaptists, Spiritualists, and Evangelical
Rationalists.9

Mennonite scholars, by contrast, have

not concerned themselves with organizing the various
independent dissenters into one group, as Bainton or
Williams.

Rather, they narrow their focus to only the

^Roland H. Bainton, "The Left Wing of the Reformation,"
Journal of Religion 10(1941): 124-34; see also Studies on
the Reformation (New York: Hodder and Stoughton, 1963),
pp. 122-26.
8

George Huntston Williams and Angel M. Mergal, eds.,
Spiritual and Anabaptist Writers (Philadelphia: The Westminster Press, 1957), pp. 19-35. (Hereafter cited as S.A.W.)
See also George Huntston Williams, The Radical Reformation
(Philadelphia: The Westminster Press, 1962), pp. xxiii-xxxi.
Williams uses the term "Magisterial Reformation" to refer
to Lutheran and Reformed churches on the continent, while
"Radical Reformation" loosely encompasses the balance of
Protestant dissenters. Again, because of the general acceptance and usage of these terms, this study will, with reservation, use them for convenience.
9

Ibid.
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Anabaptists in Bainton's Left Wing and in Williams' Radical
Reformation.10

Leonard Verduin rejects both Bainton's and

Williams' designations and in their place suggests "Stepchildren of the Reformation" or "The Second Front."11

He main-

tains that the terms Left Wing and Radical Reformation are
not only inadequate but often do not even apply to the Anabaptists at all because, as he reveals, they are often more
right wing than Luther and often "differed more from the
Reformers in kind [essence], not simply in degree [of radicalness]."1^

These proposals among the revisionists have

prompted one historian to conclude:

"It is apparent that as

yet there is no satisfactory precise generic term or single
set of criteria that can succesfully unite the independent
dissenters—except in the negative sense of being independent. . . .1,13

This conclusion is not surprising when it is

recalled that Anabaptism lacked a comprehensive organizational unity and a single principal leader (until Menno Simons)
throughout its formative years.

While the early revision-

ists of Anabaptist historiography, for example, John Horsch
or Harold S. Bender, attempted to establish a consensus
10

See, for example, John Christian Wenger, Even Unto
Death; The Heroic Witness of the Sixteenth-Century Anabaptists (Richmond, VA.: John Knox Press, 1961). (Hereafter
cited as Even Unto Death.)
11
1

Verduin, The Reformers and Their Stepchildren.

2ibid., p. 13, but for context see pp. 11-20.

13

Davis, Anabaptism and Asceticism, p. 22, and he
adds, "Rather, independent dissent is recognized increasingly as including several quite distinct movements."

concerning the founding center for Anabaptism, i.e., Zurich,
later revisionism has conclusively demonstrated that Anabaptism had a number of independent points of origin.14

The

Bender school claimed that the model established at Zurich
was delineated in the sources to the extent that common characteristics and theological perspectives can be said to
typify Anabaptism.

However, later revisionism maintains

that Bender's definition of Anabaptism as characterized
by discipleship, voluntary church membership, and pacificism is too narrow and limited.15

Thus, since Anabap-

tist historiography generally maintains that Anabaptism is
at the very least not only distinct from the Magisterial
Reformation but also from its counterparts in the Radical
Reformation, this study likewise limits itself strictly to
the Anabaptist element within the Radical Reformation.

In

addition, since Anabaptism has been further subdivided into
Evangelicals (Swiss Brethren and Mennonites), Contemplatives
l^See, for example, James M. Stayer, Werner 0. Packull,
and Klaus Deppermann, "From Monogenesis to Polygenesis: The
Historical Discussion of Anabaptist Origins," M.Q.R. 49(1975)
: 8 3-121. (Hereafter cited as "From Monogenesis to Polygenesis."); James M. Stayer, "The Swiss Brethren: An Exercise
in Historical Definition," Church History 47(1978 ):174-95.
(Hereafter cited as "The Swiss Brethren."); Werner 0. Packull,
"Denck's Alleged Baptism by Hubmaier: Its Significance for
the Origin of South German-Austrian Anabaptism," M.Q.R. 47
(1973): 327-38; and Hans-Jurgen Goertz, ed., Umstrittenes
Taufertum, 1525-1975: Neue Forschungen (Gottingen: Vandenhoeck und Ruprecht, 1975). (Hereafter cited as Umstrittenes
Taufertum.)
15

See Stayer, "The Swiss Brethren," and J.A. Oosterbaan, "The Reformation of the Reformation Fundamentals of
Anabaptist Theology," trans. Elizabeth Bender and Nel Kopp,
M.Q.R. 51(1977):171-82. (Hereafter cited as "Reformation
of Anabaptist Theology.")
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(South Germans), and Revolutionaries (Miinster), this study
limits itself primarily to "Evangelical Anabaptism" with
only occasional references to Moravian Hutterites and the
South German Anabaptists.16
Further, since scholarly debate continues over what
constitutes the essence of Anabaptism and where the source
of Anabaptist intellectual origins lies, this study superficially addresses these matters as well.

Most historians

have maintained that Anabaptism originated from the general
Reformation melange in Europe.1?

Others have looked to the

Middle Ages for its origins in such movements as the Waldensians, Hussites, or Franciscan Tertiaries.1®

Recently,

Kenneth R. Davis has made a strong case for the relationship
l^unless it is stated otherwise, whenever the terms
"Anabaptist11 or "Anabaptism" are used in this study, they
refer to Evangelical Anabaptism and its leaders.
l^Fritz Blanke and Harold S. Bender, for example, maintain that it was the Zwinglian Reformation which spawned Anabaptism. Fritz Blanke, Brothers in Christ; The History of
the Oldest Anabaptist Congregation, Zollikon, near Zurich,
Switzerland, trans. Joseph Nordenhaug (Scottdale, Penn.:
Herald Press, 1961), pp. 10-39. (Hereafter cited as Brothers in Christ.); Harold S. Bender, Conrad Grebel, c.14981526: The Founder of the Swiss Brethren Sometimes Called Anabaptists (Scottdale, Penn. : Herald Press, 1950 ), p~! 214 .
l8Pietist historian Albrecht Ritschl suggests that Anabaptism is closely related to the late medieval, Catholic,
ascetic reform tradition as expressed by Francis of Assisi,
the Franciscan Spirituals, and the Franciscan Tertiaries:
Geschichte der Pietismus, 2 vols. (Bonn: Adolph Marcus,
1880), 1:1-37. Ludwig Keller, an archivist at Miinster, sees
its roots in the Waldensian movement: Ein Apostel der Wiedertaufer (Leipzig: S. Hirzel Verlag, 1882), pp. 1-30. More
recently, see Claus-Peter Clasen, "Medieval Heresies in the
Reformation," Church History 32(1963 ):392-414, and Jarold
Knox Zeman, "Anabaptism: A Replay of Medievel Themes or a
Prelude to the Modern Age?" M.Q.R. 50(1976):259-71. (Hereafter cited as "Medieval Themes or Modern Age?")

10

of Anabaptism to certain "aspects of Christian Erasmianism
which mediated specifically the basic, lay, ascetic reform
principles of Devotio Moderna" and "to a lesser degree, a
moderate, practical, activistic, ascetic tradition . . .
through the influence of the Theologica Germanica. . . ."19
Davis concludes that the ascetic pursuit of holiness is
the "fundamental principle in the formulation and structuring of Anabaptism's distinctive theology."20

it is for

this reason that his study is one of four influences which
inspired this present study.

Davis1 monograph, however,

together with Ethelbert Stauffer's "Theology of Martyrdom,"
Harold S. Bender's "Theology of Discipleship," and Robert
Friedmann's "The Doctrine of the Two Worlds," reveals a
need to account for the Anabaptists' indefatigable pursuit
of holiness based upon their own verbal and written explanations for it.21
l^Davis, Anabaptism and Asceticism, p. 296. This
work was first presented as a Ph.D. dissertation at the
University of Michigan under the title "Evangelical Anabaptism and the Medieval Ascetic Tradition," 1971.
20lbid.
21

Ethelbert Stauffer, "The Anabaptist Theology of Martyrdom," M.Q.R. 19(1945) :179-214 . (Hereafter cited as "Theology of Martyrdom."); Harold S. Bender, "The Anabaptist Theology of Discipleship," M.Q.R. 24(1950):25-32. (Hereafter
cited as "Theology of Discipleship."); Robert Friedmann, "The
Doctrine of the Two Worlds," in The Recovery of the Anabaptist Vision: A Sixtieth Anniversary Tribute to Harold S.
Bender, ed. Guy F. Hershberger (Scottdale, Penn.: Herald
Press, 1957), pp. 105-18. (Hereafter cited as Recovery of
the Anabaptist Vision.) In addition, see Friedmann's posthumous work: The Theology of Anabaptism: An Interpretation
(Scottdale, Penn.: Herald Press, 1973), pp. 36-48. (Hereafter cited as Theology of Anabaptism.) The impact of these
studies has been extensive in Anabaptist historiography.
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This study, then, is not primarily concerned with connections between Anabaptism and other movements or with
analyzing lines of intellectual continuity.

It is, rather,

primarily concerned with ascertaining from the life and
witness of the Anabaptists themselves what they believed
accounted for their purity of life

ethic.22

Thus, the

initial section of this study involves a general examination of how their contemporaries reacted to their way
of living a Christian life and how the Anabaptists reacted
to their contemporaries' seemingly less Christian way of
living.

The Anabaptists' distinctively pure life drew

responses that ranged from admiration, respect, and imitation to disparagement, persecution, imprisonment, and even
death.

Regardless of the response, Anabaptists interpreted

their peers' reaction as a confirmation that their faith
was the correct one since it produced a life most closely
resembling the behavior characteristic of the New Testament church.

Anabaptists used their opponents' way of

life as an indictment against them, arguing that their
22

Indispensable to the gathering of that data are
Hans J. Hillerbrand, ed., A Bibliography of Anabaptism:
1520-1630 (Neustadt: Ph. C.W. Schmidt, 1962); updated
in 1975 as A Bibliography of Anabaptism, 1520-1630; A
Sequel, 1962-1975 (St. Louis: Center for Reformation
Research, 1975). See also Roland H. Bainton and Eric W.
Gritsch, Bibliography of the Continental Reformation:
Materials Available in English. 2nd. ed. (Hamden, Conn.:
The Shoestring Press, 1972), pp. 124-55; George Huntston
Williams, "Studies in the Radical Reformation: A Bibliographic Survey of Research Since 1939," Church History 27
(1958 ): 46-69,124-60 . Also helpful are notes in M.Q.R.
and Mennonite Life which present annual lists of dissertations and research in Anabaptism and the Radical Reformation bibliographies.
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ungodly conduct proved the inadequacy of their faith.

Mere-

ly to note that the Anabaptists and their contemporaries had
different beliefs about the proper way for Christians to conduct themselves and that these differences produced a variety
of responses from both is to treat superficially an important
issue.

This study accounts not only for the distinctiveness

of conduct among the Anabaptists but also determines the outcome of their commitment to holiness.
Of these two tasks, the former is more elusive and will
take longer to resolve.

The later forms the basis for con-

clusions not only on the distinctive purity of life ethic of
the Anabaptists, but also on the broader issue raised earlier,
what is the relationship of Christianity to society?

This

broader issue is not the primary concern here, but it is
important to the extent that the Anabaptists are not to be
understood as representing the extremes in relating Christianity and society—neither synthetic nor antithetic.
Rather, the Anabaptists are a part of the "middle ground,"
which believes a dualism exists between Christianity and
society in which Christianity is not viewed as coextensive
with nor as irreconciliable to society.

How the Anabaptists

understood that dualism and how they lived their lives in
accord with that understanding is delineated throughout
this study.
The preliminary considerations of "Part One" make it necessary to analyze, by means of a methodical, categorical
examination, the various strategic biblical doctrines that

13
profoundly shaped Anabaptist thought relating to Christ and
society and that determined the nature of their purity of
life ethic—the task of "Part Two."

These investigations

proceed in a way that may appear to be a study of Anabaptism's systematic theology; however, the chapter titles—
"Bibliology," "Christology," and "Ecclesiology"—do not
reflect the compilation or creation of a systematic theology but simply a broad heading under which an examination
may be made of various relevant teachings foundational to
the bases of the Anabaptist's purity of life and

c o n d u c t . 2 3

Thus their deep conviction that the Bible must be interpreted primarily literally and not allegorically (reinforced as
it was by their contention that the New Testament be the
locus of their study and final authority for their belief)
combined with their Christocentric interpretation of the
Bible to provide a solid basis for exegesis from which they
derived certainty for their faith and steadfastness in persecution . 24
23

A S seen in Lutheran and Reformed scholarship of the
day, early Anabaptists suggest essentially nothing in the
area of systematic theology. Few Anabaptists had the training to organize a systematic theology, and the few who did
were uniformly killed before they could complete the project. Furthermore, the Anabaptist mind tended not to emphasize that kind of theological energy. It was more important
to live one's faith. See, for example, Jesse Yoder's analysis in "A Critical Study of the Debate Between the Reformed
and the Anabaptists at Frankenthal, Germany in 1571" (Ph.D.
diss., Northwestern [111.] University, 1962), pp. 225-69.
(Hereafter cited as "Study of the Debate at Frankenthal.")
24

See Thielman Janz van Braght, ed., The Bloody Theater
or Martyrs' Mirror of defenseless Christians who suffered and
were put to death for the testimony of Jesus, the savior,

14
On the foundation of secure exegesis, Anabaptists
asserted that the person and work of Christ creates the
potential for a new way of living which the Holy Spirit
empowers as the individual yields to His influence and
control.

The potential for living a godly life was made

a responsibility of the disciple of Christ by the Anabaptists' redefinition of faith as both assent and obedience.
This redefinition necessitated a new life after conversion—
a life of discipleship to Christ.

The life of a disciple,

as signified by baptism, was composed of a twin bond: one
to Christ requiring complete obedience to Him, and the
other to the church providing the support of believers
only through fellowship and discipline.
"Part Three" describes the implications of the Anabaptists' theological conclusions.

Their life of separation

from the world, their obedience to Christ, and their attitude
of benevolence (incomprehensible without the theological
explanations of "Part Two") have frequently earned them the
label "lunatic fringe," which was used by their detractors
to persecute and martyr them.

Thus, in their attempts

to procure stability in the extensive persecution that
came, the Anabaptists developed a vast martyrology from
which they determined that the true believers have, from
the days of the pristine Church onward, never escaped
from the time of Christ until the year A.D. 1660, trans.
Joseph F. Sohm from the Dutch edition of 1660 (Scottdale,
Penn.: Mennonite Publishing House, 1950). Hereafter cited
as Martyrs' Mirror.) This 1,157 page martyrology contains
a wealth of illustrations of this point.
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suffering.

Suffering, then, became the validation of belong-

ing to God's righteous remnant, and it presupposed that there
will be a consummation of history at which a Divine Judge
will dispense justice and reward those who remain faithful
during their life on Earth.

In this matter, and in their

emphasis upon seeing life as a pilgrimage, Anabaptism made
numerous contributions to the modern phenomenon of philosophy
of history.

And by stressing diastasis rather than synthesis

in their relations with the world, by calling for a qualitative purity of life ethic rather than a quantitative one,
and by emphasizing the prophetic spirit of Christianity
rather than that of order, Anabaptism played a role in ending the medieval corpus christianum.25
In conclusion, this study demonstrates that during
the Reformation, Evangelical Anabaptism was characterized
by a pursuit of holiness which Anabaptists grounded in
their reinterpretation of certain strategic biblical doctrines and in their theological interpretation of history.
Wherever possible, the best critical texts have been used
in this study, including translations in English when original texts were unavailable.

The sixteenth century sources

25jeffrey Burton Russell's interpretative monograph,
A History of Medieval Christianity: Prophecy and Order
(New York: Thomas Y. Crowell Company, 1968) hereafter
cited as A History of Medieval Christianity—presents an
interesting thesis concerning the issues and ideas of the
corpus christianum. This work is helpful in providing
an understanding of Anabaptism in a broader historical
context. Neither Russell nor the writer claim that Anabaptism plays anything more than a role in contributing
to the collapse of the corpus christianum.
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that are translated by the writer retain the punctuation
of the editor or the author recorded in the source.

Unless

otherwise noted, the writer accepts responsibility for
all these translations.

The past tense is used throughout

the text when the point of view is that of the pre-twentieth
century authors.

The present tense is used when expressing

twentieth-century critical opinion.

PART I
DEFINING THE ISSUE
CHAPTER 1
SOCIETY'S ASSESSMENT OF ANABAPTISM1S MORALITY
The suggestion that Anabaptism was characterized by a
distinctive purity of life ethic which required a constant
pursuit of holiness, requires, for attestation, that that
way of life be recognized as such by both the Anabaptists
themselves, and, more importantly, by their contemporary
detractors.

Such a requirement is more than an esoteric

venture, for, if the conduct of the Anabaptists was more
than spiritual flagellation by some bizarre fanatics, then
an examination of their ideology and its implications becomes
meaningful.

It is possible to demonstrate from the testimony

of contemporaries and from the Anabaptists themselves that
their conduct was not only perceived as distinctive but also
that the Anabaptists consciously worked at being distinctive.
Only after such a background is established can an analysis
of their theological ideology be defended as both necessary
and purposeful.
As suggested earlier, Anabaptist historiography was
sketchy until after World War I, and only during the last
17
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twenty-five to thirty years have the publications of great
amounts of archival material become sufficiently available
to enable more sophisticated analyses.

Traditional assess-

ments of Anabaptism, largely the opinions formulated by
the sixteenth century Magisterial Reformers (especially
Lutheran writers), began to be seriously challenged in
the 1920's.l

In brief, the traditional interpretation

viewed Anabaptists as dangerous fanatics who, as a part
of the "lunatic fringe" of the Reformation, threatened
to undo the conservative progress of the movement.2

This

interpretation has dominated Anabaptist historiography for
much of its approximately 450 years of existence.

Because

of that dominance, these opponents were able to propagate
dubious assertions regarding the life and doctrine of the
Anabaptists without having to face rebuttal, for, beginning
in 1528 and continuing thereafter for many decades, German
Isee, for example, the work of John Horsch.
^Luther writes in his commentary on Psalm 82:4 that
Anabaptist preachers are "in no case to be tolerated"
because they are "thieves and murderers of whom Christ
spoke." After describing them as "sneaks and rascals"
who enter the parish of another to steal the "flock," he
concludes that the rulers should "hand the knave over to
the right master—the police" (literally, Meister Hans,
which was a euphemism for the hangman). See Jaroslav
Pelikan and Helmut T. Lehmann, eds., Luther's Works, 55
vols. (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1955),
13:61-66. (Hereafter cited as Luther's Works.) In his
1535 lectures on Galatians, Luther indicates in his commentary on chapter three that "in a short time they [Anabaptists] subvert everything that we [Lutherans] had been
building for such a long time and with so much sweat. They
also make us so odious to those who used to love us dearly
and who accepted our doctrine with thanks that now nothing
is more offensive to them than our name. But the devil
is the author of this wickedness. . . . " Ibid., 26:221.

19
imperial and national laws threatened death to any defender
of the movement.^

This, quite naturally, made it difficult

for Anabaptists to vindicate themselves or their beliefs;
thus they suffered extensive persecution and martyrdom at
the hands of fellow Christians who either misunderstood
them, had preconceptions about them, or blindly did the
bidding of their own prejudiced leaders.
One indication of the significant persecution they
have suffered throughout their history has been the persistently inaccurate labels or nicknames that have tenaciously
stuck with them; however, Anabaptism was not unique in
this plight since, as Gordon Rupp points out, the entire
Reformation was a crisis in Christian vocabulary.4

Anabap-

tist historiography is in itself evidence for Rupp's assertion, for not only were the terms used to describe the character and beliefs of Anabaptists often inaccurate, but also
they were often used in such sweeping ways that little care
was exercised to note the wide diversity that existed within
the category termed "Radicals."

When the names used to

describe Anabaptism are examined carefully, it is clear
that none of the opprobrious labels was original to the
sixteenth century, and, for that matter, neither were
the ideas characteristic of Anabaptists.^

The label

3

Bender, "Historiography of the Anabaptists," M.Q.R.
31(1957):88.
^Gordon Rupp, "Word and Spirit in the First Years
of the Reformation," Archiv fur Reformationsgeschichte
49(1958):13. (Hereafter cited as A.R.G.)
5

Leonard Verduin's study demonstrates the lack of
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"Anabaptist" is the English rendering of the German word
Wiedertaufer, or "rebaptizer," which simply describes the
Anabaptists' practice of adult, believer baptism.

But

that practice is not unique to this group of reformers;
it is fairly widespread in the sixteenth century and
can be traced to the fourth century Donatists, whose
teachings were prohibited and severely punished beginning
with the "Theodosian Code" of 438 A.D. and extending into
the sixth century collection of Justinian, the Corpus Iuris
Civilis.6
The Magisterial Reformers were quick to perceive that
there seemed to be a parallel between the Anabaptists and
the Donatists; thus, they frequently referred to them as
"Donatisten."7

And when they found practices or beliefs

in Anabaptism that appeared similar to the teaching of
the Donatists, they did not hesitate to pursue rigorous
counter-measures, even to the point of calling for the
maximum punishment allowed by the Justinian Code—
originality of the labels for and the ideas of Anabaptism.
See The Reformers and Their Stepchildren; and Williams, The
Radical Reformation.
6see "Compelle Intrare: The Coercion of Heretics in
the 'Theodosian Code,' 438," in Edward Peters, ed., Heresy
and Authority in Medieval Europe: Documents in Translation
(London: Scolar Press, 1980), pp. 42-47. See also Robert
Friedmann, "Conception of the Anabaptists," Church History
9(1940):341.
7

See, for example, Giinther Franz, ed., Urkundliche
Quellen zur hessischen Reformationsgeschichte, Vierter
Band, Wiedertauferakten, 1527-1626 (Marburg: Veroffentl.
der Hist. Komm. fur Hessen und Waldeck, 1951), pp. 112-13.
(Hereafter cited as Quellen Hesse.) See also Luther's
Works, 27:60; 23:201-05.
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death.®

These threats did not deter the Anabaptists, for,

since they believed that pedobaptism was biblically untenable, thereby making adult, believer baptism the only bona
fide baptism, they rejected the term "Anabaptist," preferring to be called simply "Brethren."9

This preference

was seldom, if ever, respected, and consequently derogatory
terms for them proliferated:

Kommunisten, Catherer (common

word for heretic), Rottenqeister (agitator or faction-maker),
and Schwarmer (enthusiast).

The latter designation was one

of Luther's favorites since he was convinced that their enthusiasm about their faith was merely an emotionalism that jeopardized sober judgment.10

If the Anabaptists' judgment was

called into question, it was only a small step to believe
next that they were a confused and dangerous people.

Unfor-

tunately for the Anabaptists, there was considerable "evidence" in the early days of their movement to give their
opponents every opportunity to become convinced that they
were Rottenqeisters and dangerous.

Many of their unique

doctrinal ideas, the activities of Thomas Muntzer and the
°See Luther's remark about "Meister Hans" in note
2 above.
^See Blanke, Brothers in Christ.
l^In his lectures on the book of Genesis, Luther
wrote in his commentary on chapter twenty-one: "In Acts
20:29 Paul says: 'From among yourselves fierce wolves will
arise.' Thus in our day the Sacramentarians and the Anabaptists have arisen. At first they accepted our doctrine,
but later they turned their madness and rage against us;
for the wiles of Satan are the same at all times." Luther's
Works, 4:71. This characterization as diabolical and irrationally vicious is also demonstrated in Ibid., 7:200.
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Zwickau Prophets (1520-25), the Peasants' Revolt (1524-25),
and the debacle of Munster (1533-35) convinced most observers
of the danger these radicals posed.
that Luther concluded:

It is little wonder

"therefore, I do fix my attention

as much upon them as upon him who speaks through them--the
devil I mean. . . ."H
Tragically, the excesses of Munster came to be considered normative for all elements in the Radical Reformation.
Since these excesses were so blatantly dangerous to the
stability of the status quo, to be aligned as synonymous
with Munster could only be detrimental to the Anabaptist
movement.

It was believed that all radicals, Anabaptists

included, would develop the debauchery and the violence
of the Munsterites if they were allowed the opportunity
to flourish unimpaired by the civil authorities.^2

in

reality, however, the Anabaptists, along with their other
"radical" contemporaries, were singled out for opposition
because they represented a more drastic departure from
the status quo than either the Catholic or Magisterial
Reformers were willing to allow.

Even the Anabaptists'

more radical departure was not unique in the sixteenth
century, for as George Huntston Williams observes, the
defection of the Radical Reformers was one of principle
and was carried along by more than two generations of
Hlbid., 37:23.
1 2 o y e r , Reformers Against Anabaptism, p. 248.
See
also Verduin, The Reformers and Their Stepchildren.
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people "already deeply alienated from medieval Christendom.
Indeed, dissent against the medieval order had been
perennial and was widespread by the sixteenth century,
but because it had been systematically repressed by the
Church and forced underground, dissenters became a diverse
lot.14

By the early sixteenth century, however, the decay

of class status for the clergy, persistent unrest among the
peasants, the growing role for lay intellectuals, the conservativism of the nobility, the emerging political strength
of the bourgeoisie, and doubtless other factors coincided to
facilitate the rise of Anabaptism.15

However, while the

rise of Anabaptism assisted the Reformers' in sharpening
l^williams, The Radical Reformation, p. 848.
l^See the extensive study by Gordon Leff, Heresy in
the Later Middle Ages, 2 vols. (New York: Barnes & Noble,
Inc., 1967), his article by the same title in Journal of
Theological Studies 17(1967):58-82, and his The Dissolution of the Medieval Outlook: An Essay on the Intellectual and Spiritual Change in the Fourteenth Century (New
York: Harper & Row, Publishers, 1976), pp. 118-47. Leff's
bibliographies are good starting points for work in this
area.
l^An insightful sociological analysis of background
factors to the rise of Anabaptism has been done by Paul
Peachey, "Social Background and Social Philosophy of the
Swiss Anabaptists: 1525-40," M.Q.R. 28(1954):102-27.
(Hereafter cited as "Background and Philosophy of the Anabaptists.") This article is an abstract of his doctoral
dissertation at the University of Zurich entitled "Die
Soziale Herkunft der Schweizerischen Taufer: 1525-40,"
1953. More recently, see the work of Claus-Peter Clasen
in Anabaptism: A Social History, 1525-1618; Switzerland,
Austria, Moravia, South and Central Germany (Ithaca, N.Y.:
Cornell University Press, 1972). (Hereafter cited as Anabaptism. ); "Anabaptist Sects in the Sixteenth Century: A
Research Report," M.Q.R. 46(1972):256-79; and "The Anabaptist Leaders: Their Number and Background in Switzerland,
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their focus on many, long-attacked evils in the Church, this
study considers only one of the areas which the Reformers
vigorously addressed, namely, the nature of proper Christian conduct.
The conduct of the "Christian community" had been the
point of ridicule and an object of reform for centuries.
The message of the medieval monks, ascetics, mystics, and
reformers usually contained passionate pleas for the reawakening of zealous, exemplary, Christian living.

The

impure lives of the masses were a constant concern to many
church leaders and spiritually minded l a i t y . H o w e v e r ,
as if by definition, it was precisely this virtuous objective of purifying the conduct of Christendom that was inhibited by the very meaning of the word "Catholic."

Synonymous

with that word is the concept of an inclusive church.

If

the Church is to be an inclusive institution, then only
with great difficulty could it demand, let alone maintain,
Austria, South and Central Germany, 1525-1618," M.Q.R. 49
(1975) : 122-64.
l^Hugh r. Trevor-Roper, The European Witch-Craze of
the Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries and Other Essays
(New York: Harper & Row, Publishers, 1956) and "Four Faces
of Heresy," in Perspectives in Western Civilization, ed.
William L. Langer (New York: Harper & Row, Publishers,
1972), pp. 193-209.
17

Albert Hyma, The Brethren of the Common Life (Grand
Rapids, Mich.: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company,
1950), pp. 109-15,140-44. H. Daniel-Rops summarized the
spiritual essence of the Devotio Moderna movement as "a
warm, pulsating and profoundly human way of seeking perfection; a spiritual technique based entirely on the makeup of the individual; a modest kind of mysticism . . .
which subjected the whole soul to the imitation of Christ,
the One Model." The Protestant Reformation, 2 vols. (New
York: Image Books, 1963), 1:200. And, Lewis Spitz refers
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a distinctive Christian way of life among its members.

If

the Church is defined without the establishment of parameters
for membership, i.e., when it is not defined as an exclusive
society, it is virtually inevitable that the conduct of its
members will level-out at some lowest common denominator
similar to or identical with the conduct typifying the
"world."
It is this very lack of a distinctively Christian
modus vivendi that contributed to the Anabaptists' desire
to chart a new course and establish an approach to Christian
living that few were willing to try.

Anabaptists earnestly

contend that the burden of the Christian life is the way
that life is lived, not the systematization of religious
ideas or doctrines.-'-®

Thus it is not accurate to conclude

that Anabaptists were indifferent to doctrine or lacked
lucid doctrinal standards just because they failed to produce a systematic theology.

Their theology teaches that

belief and practice (or faith and life) are inseparable-a concept which forms the basis for their philosophy of
to an "upsurge of religious feeling and seeking . . . characteristic of great masses of people" in that era. The
Religious Renaissance of German Humanism (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1963), p. 268.
l ^ M y r o n
s. Augsburger's study of the theology of
Michael Sattler makes it clear that Sattler, and the Evangelical Anabaptists in general, believed that the entire
Christian life was a pursuit of holiness. "Michael Sattler,
d.1527: Theologian of the Swiss Brethren Movement" (Th.D.
diss., Union Theological Seminary [Richmond, VA.], 1964),
pp. 140-48. (Hereafter cited as "Michael Sattler.") See
also Michael Sattler, The Legacy of Michael Sattler, ed.
and trans. John H. Yoder (Scottdale, Penn.: Herald Press,
1973). (Hereafter cited as Legacy of Sattler.)
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life.19

In other words, Anabaptism is more interested

in applying Christianity to life than to doctrinal formulations.

Luther's popular Reformation tenet, sola fide, or

faith unaccompanied, is odious to Anabaptists, who thought
such a doctrine contributed to moral laxity.

This thoroughly

ethical way of reasoning is a constant frustration to the
Magisterial Reformers and precipitates a number of reactions
among the other Reformers of the Reformation that might
not have otherwise occurred.20

For one, many Reformers

moved in a direction to which they previously had not been
willing to go.

Some swung to the right into a conservativism

uncharacteristic of their earlier stance.

And still others

went underground, not to emerge until much later.
This matter of conduct placed the Reformers in a dilemma,
torn between two loyalties.

On the one hand, they were

committed to the principle of sola scriptura, and from
their considerations of the New Testament, they concluded
that it taught an exclusive church which was composed of
believers only.

On the other hand, they found it difficult

to give up tradition, which taught an inclusive church
encompassing the entire locality.

When stated this simply,

it appears that the only way the Reformers could escape
l^Abram J. Klassen, "Discipleship in Anabaptism and
Bonhoeffer" (Ph.D. diss., Claremont [CA.] Graduate School
and University Center, 1971), p. 72.
20a. Orley Swartzentruber, "The Piety and Theology of
the Anabaptist Martyrs in van Braght1s Martyrs' Mirror,"
M.Q.R. 28(1954):19. (Hereafter cited as "Theology of Martyrs.") See also Luther's Works, 17:50-53, where Luther
criticizes Anabaptists for their emphasis on "mortification."
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the dilemma was to deny either the teaching of the New Testament or the previous centuries of church history.21

When

faced with the same dilemma, the Anabaptists took the step
which the Magisterial Reformers were unwilling to take:
refute tradition and with it the corpus christianum and its
indistinct approach to Christian living.
Because of the clear difference in their way of life, the
Anabaptists exerienced two radically different responses.

One

response was admiration or imitation of their pursuit of holiness.

In fact, their exemplary conduct became an effective

tool for evangelism contributing significantly to the rapid
spread of their movement.

Sebastian Franck wrote in 1531:

The Anabaptists spread so rapidly that their teaching
soon covered the land as it were. They soon gained a
large following, and baptized thousands, drawing to
themselves many sincere souls who had a zeal for God.
. . . They increased so rapidly that the world
feared an uprising by them though I have learned
that this fear had no justification w h a t s o e v e r . 2 2
This impact by the Anabaptists is also evident in a letter
to Eberhard, landgrave of Konigstein, written by the mayor
and city council of Bukback on August 18, 1528.

It stated

that their village was vulnerable to the spread of Anabaptism
because many people in their village were "dissatisfied with
the sermons of our

preachers."23

21see Verduin, The Reformers and Their Stepchildren,
p. 19.
22&s cited in Harold S. Bender, "The Anabaptist Vision,"
M.Q.R. 18(1944):69. (Hereafter cited as "Anabaptist Vision.")
See also M.E., s.v. "Chronica, Zeybuch und Geschychtbibel,"
by Robert Friedmann.
23Quellen Hesse, p. 3.
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The other, quite opposite, response to the pure conduct
of the Anabaptists was suspicion of or condemnation for being
a heretic.

There were occasions when an individual was held

for questioning about his alleged Anabaptist leanings and
was told that suspicion was justified because his behavior
betrayed him.24

j n Spite of attempts to regulate and con-

trol the Anabaptists through an array of edicts and injunctions, the Anabaptists continued to resist attempts to coerce
them to conform to behavior they believed was unbiblical.
This stoutheartedness created considerable interest among
onlookers and caused much uneasiness for governmental leadership, as was illustrated in an announcement against the
Anabaptists in 1536 to town clerks, priests, and pastors.
These leaders were ordered to "keep an eye on those people
whose real character has been dramatically changed. . . . 1,25
Furthermore, they were ordered to "keep an eye on those who
give these people lodging and board. . . . " 2 6

If there

were reason for suspicion, arrest was to be followed by
efforts to exact a recantation.

If the individual refused

to recant, his possessions were to be sold, and he was to
be banished.27
24

Manfred Krebs, ed., Quellen zur Geschichte der
Taufer, IV Band, Baden und Pfaltz (Gutersloh: Gerd Mohn,
1951), p. 379. (Hereafter cited as Quellen IV.) In this
particular context the accusation was that there was a
conspicuous absence of cursing and swearing among their
sect, and their children were raised distinctively: "carefully and devotedly."
2

^Quellen Hesse, p. 100.

2

7ibid.

2

^Ibid.

There is also evidence that laws were passed
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Unusually good conduct came to be identified with the
lives of the Anabaptists to the extent that those whose conduct was similar to the Anabaptists' were accused of belonging to the group:
So far has their idea of Christian liberty
carried them that any person who talks about
God and the Christian way of life or who is
seriously exercised concerning his own moral
improvement passes with them for an archAnabaptist . 28
Clearly, then, if opposite conduct could be verified, a
person was cleared of the suspicion that he was an Anabaptist, as revealed in the court testimony concerning Casper
Zachers:
He is not commonly by the rank and file
thought to be an Anabaptist, because he is
a churlish fellow who cannot get along with
others, starts fights and discord, swears and
curses, disturbs the peace and carries weapons
on his person.29

From the foregoing it is clear that the Anabaptist purity of
life ethic was distinctive enough to attract considerable
attention.

Furthermore, the specifics of that life ethic

are discernible from other data within the sources.

This

material falls into two large categories of positive and
negative statements on their behavior.
which imposed a fine on those who were convicted of being
Anabaptists. See Leonard von Muralt and Walter Schmidt,
eds., Quellen zur Geschichte der Taufer in der Schweiz,
I Band, Zurich (Zurich: S. Hirzel Verlag, 1952), pp. 98,
108. (Hereafter cited as Quellen VI.)
28as cited in Verduin, The Reformers and Their Stepchildren , p. 109.
29ibid.
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Because of the controversial and even dangerous nature
of Anabaptism, it could be concluded that the negative
statements would far outnumber the positive, but that is
not the case.

The quantity of affirmations is unexpectedly

numerous, diverse in source, and insightful.

Illustrative

of this is a comment made by Philip (1504-67), landgrave
of Hesse, concerning the Anabaptists in a letter to his
sister Elizabeth of Saxony:

"I verily see more of moral

improvement among them than with those who are Lutheran30
Wolfgang Capito (1478-1541), the Zwinglian Reformer of
Strasbourg, stated that the Anabaptists "guard themselves
against the offensive vices which are very common among
our people."31

Since they meticulously guarded their

behavior, Heinrich Bullinger (1504-75), Zwinglian Reformer
in Zurich, remarked that "the people [of Zurich] ran after
the Anabaptists as if they were living saints."32

Even

non-churchmen clearly saw the distinctiveness of the Anabaptists' way of life.

For example, in a letter to their

landgrave dated September 1538, Jorg Leinhardt and Peter
Losse stated that an examination of the documents and
letters of the Anabaptists would demonstrate that they
were not, nor did they wish to be, committed to sedition
or the destruction of property.
30
32

Ibid., p. 108.

Just the opposite was
31 I b i d >

As cited in John Horsch, "An Inquiry into the Truth
of Accusations of Fanaticism and Crime Against the Early
Swiss Brethren," M.Q.R. 8(1934) :78.
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true, namely, their conduct proved that they acted according
to the commands of the Bible.33

In fact, they had the

temerity to continue to suggest that the landgrave's pastors
not only did not live as godly as the Anabaptists but also
misused God's Word. 34
This type of conduct brought both praise and admiration
from their observers.

Capito wrote in 1527 concerning

the Swiss Brethren:
I frankly confess that in most Anabaptists
there is in evidence piety and consecration and
indeed a zeal which is beyond a suspicion of
insincerity. For what earthly advantage could
they hope to win by enduring exile, torture, and
unspeakable punishment of the flesh? . . . I
cannot notice in them any passion or excitement, and they meet death as confessors of the
name of Christ, not carelessly or wrathfully
but with due consideration and the greatest
endurance.35
This moral earnestness attracted an assessment from the
contemporary independent thinker and writer Sebastian
Franck.
33

35

He commented that their "zeal for piety and fear

Quellen Hesse, p. 201.

34

Ibid.

A S cited in John Horsch, Mennonites in Europe (Scottdale, Penn.: Herald Press, 1942), p. 295. In like manner,
Capito informed the authorities at Strasbourg that Michael
Sattler and his followers should not be accused of blasphemy
even though they "erred" in their teaching concerning baptism because of the way they excelled in their conduct. See
Manfred Krebs and Jean Rott, eds., Quellen zur Geschichte
der Taufer, VII Band, Elsas; I Teil, Stadt Strassburg, 152232 (Gutersloh: Gerd Mohn, 1959), p. 83. (Hereafter cited
as Quellen VII.) In his sermons on the Gospel of John,
Luther indicated in his comments on chapter eight: "We
are unable to muster such obedience, to demonstrate such
zeal, to persuade people to such liberality, to be so loyally attached to our pastors and to have such faith in them,
as the Anabaptists do. They forsake wife and child, house
and home; they surrender everything; they act as though they
were senseless and mad." Luther's Works, 23:356.
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of God I greatly cherish in everyone [of them], because
God desires a people that is zealous for good works."36
Franck further stated that he greatly admired the Anabaptists' zeal for piety, their radical discipleship or imitation of Christ.
The Anabaptists' radical discipleship to Christ was
also described by other contemporaries.

Capito, for example,

indicated that they were "determined to shun the evil life
of the world, and the sins of gambling, drunkenness, gluttony, adultery, warring, killing, speaking evil of one's
neighbor and living in the fleshly lusts, and to flee from
that which is conformity with the flesh and the

world."37

The Roman Catholic theologian Franz Agricola wrote in his
158 2 book, Against the Terrible Errors of the Anabaptists;
Among the existing heretical sects there is none
which in appearance leads a more modest, better, or
more pious life than the Anabaptists. As concerns
their outward public life they are irreproachable.
No lying, deception, swearing, strife, harsh language, no intemperate eating and drinking, no outward personal display is found or discernible among
them, but humility, patience, uprightness, meekness,
honesty, temperance, straightforwardness in such
measure that one would suppose that they have the
Holy Spirit of God.3^
cited in John Aron Toews, "Sebastian Franck:
Friend and Critic of Early Anabaptism" (Ph.D. diss., University of Minnesota, 1964), p. 178. (Hereafter cited as
"Sebastian Franck.")
3 6

AS

3

^AS cited in John Horsch, "The Character of the Evangelical Anabaptists as Reported by Contemporary Reformation
Writers," M.Q.R. 8(1934): 132. (Hereafter cited as "Character
of Anabaptists.")
3 8 A s cited in Horsch, Mennonites in Europe, pp. 295-

96.
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Johannes Kessler, a contemporary Zwinglian writer who
was very knowledgeable about the Swiss Anabaptists especially in St. Gall, wrote in 1531:
Their life and conversation was distinguished
for its piety, holiness and irreproachableness.
They avoided costly attire and despised costly
eating and drinking. Their appearance and
walk was quite humble. . . . They strongly
stressed the need for righteous l i v i n g . 3 9
He described them further concerning their pacificism
and their attitudes about oaths:
They carried no weapons, neither sword nor
dagger, only a broken bread knife. . . . They
did not swear, not even the civil oath of the
magistracy. If a person transgressed in one
of these matters he was banned from among them,
for there was daily excommunication among them.
In speech and disputation they were so grim,
sullen, and unyielding, that they would much
rather die [than give in].40
This commitment and refusal to compromise in the area
of Christian conduct are recorded frequently in the lengthy
Anabaptist martyrology commonly referred to as the Martyrs'
Mirror.

One account, for example, relates the extensive in-

terrogation of Hans van Overdam and Hansken Keeskooper in
1550 in a Ghent prison.

These two Anabaptists were captured

outside Antwerp, along with a number of other Anabaptists, at
a conventicle in a forest.

They and their fellow believers

were betrayed to the authorities by a spy who had been
39&s cited in Horsch, "Character of Anabaptists,"
p. 130.
4C>As cited in Ervin A. Schlabach, "The Rule of Christ
Among the Early Swiss Anabaptists" (Th.D. diss., Chicago
Theological Seminary for Reformation and Free Church Studies,
1977), p. 144. (Hereafter cited as "Rule of Christ.")
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planted in their midst.

In this excerpt from the extensive

interrogation it is clear that even the persecutors knew
from direct observation that the Anabaptists lived distinctively :
They then asked me [Hans] still more, and
adjured me by my baptism, that I should tell
them; 'For,' said they, 'we know that you
people do not lie; hence tell us.'
I said: 'That you know that we do not lie
is to us a testimony of salvation, but to you
of perdition (Philippians 1:28), because you
put such to death; but your adjuration has no
power against the truth.' I then said to the
lords: 'My lords, I ask you, in what house are
we, in a house of justice, or violence?'
Answer: 'In a house of justice.'
Hansken: 'God grant that it be so; but my
lords, of what do you accuse us that you keep
us imprisoned and confined like thieves and
murderers? Have we wronged anyone, or do you
charge us with violence, murder, or roguery?'
Answer: 'No; we know no such thing of you.' 41
At the martyrdom of an Anabaptist named Fije, at Leeuwarden
in 1549, a typical assessment was made of the martyr by the
observing masses:
The executioner then went up to Fije, tore open
his shirt, took the cap from his head, and filled
it with gunpowder. Standing at the stake at
which he was to be strangled, Fije exclaimed:
'0 Lord, receive thy servant.'
He was then strangled and burned, and thus
he fell asleep in the Lord. The common people
cried out saying: 'This was a pious Christian;
if he is not a Christian, there is not one in
the whole

w o r l d .

4

2

More than one hundred years after the first generation
of Anabaptists had died, the exemplary conduct of later
generations of Anabaptists still commanded the respect of
4^-Martyrs' Mirror, pp. 488-89.
42ibid., p. 485.
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those who observed them.

In 1693 George Thormann, a high-

ranking minister in the Swiss Reformed church, wrote a
lengthy book on the life and character of the Swiss Anabaptists entitled Probierstein des Tauferthum (Touchstone of
Anabaptism) that was published by the Bernese magistracy.
What is remarkable about this book is that it is uncharacteristic of standard Anabaptist historiography at that time,
for it attempted to be more objective by avoiding the pitfalls of totally denouncing the Anabaptists or solely showing them in a negative way.

It is clear that although

Thormann feared the great enlargement of their movement,
he was deeply impressed with their piety:
Among our country people the opinion prevails
in general that whoever sees an Anabaptist,
sees a saint, a person who is dead to the world,
having experienced true conversion, and that
there are no more earnest and consecrated people
than they. . . . If among all Christian communions there is one which seems to be upright and
give assurance of personal salvation to the
soul, it is certainly that of the Anabaptists.
. . . their religion appears . . . the surest way
of salvation. . . . many believe a good Christian
and an Anabaptist to be one and the same thing.
. . . Observe how they are continually mistreated, insulted, sought, and persecuted, and
how cheerfully and steadfastly they endure it
all. . . . How is it that, not withstanding all
that has been attempted against them, it was
found impossible to suppress their church, and
their religion is on the contrary, increasing
more and more? . . . God . . . has changed the
hearts of a number of men who formerly were
willing to be used by the magistrates in the
persecution of the Anabaptists so that now,
. . . they . . . have steadfastly held to that
doctrine to the end of their lives.43
43narold S. Bender, "A Notable Testimony to the Life
of the Anabaptists in Switzerland," M.Q.R. 15(1941):276-77 .
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In summary, then, when the contemporary reports about Anabaptists are examined, it is clear that there was a sizeable
element of socially significant people who formed a consensus that the Anabaptists1 way of life was exemplary and
worthy of praise and emulation.

This consensus was com-

posed of Lutheran and Zwinglian Reformers, Roman Catholic
leaders, civic leaders, independent thinkers and writers,
and a large element of the masses of society.

However,

there were others, equally as significant, who saw the Anabaptists' way of life as distinctive, but who interpreted
it as ungodly and deceptive, a ploy by the Devil to entice
the ignorant masses away from what God wanted to do in the
Lutheran, Reformed, or Catholic Reformation movements.
Whereas the positive assessment is relatively new to Anabaptist historiography, this latter assessment has typified
it since its inception over 450 years ago.

The sharp criti-

cism this group leveled against Anabaptism is what fueled
the frightful persecution of Anabaptists in the sixteenth
century.

As might be expected, the leadership of this

reactionary movement came primarily from the Magisterial
Reformers.
During the days that his movement was gaining momentum,
Luther welcomed those already estranged from the medieval
church.

But when defection began to affect his ranks and

the defectors took his teaching to its logical conclusion,
he quite forcefully repudiated them.

In his commentary

on the book of Genesis (41:45), Luther expressed his deep
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conviction in a general way about the defectors from his
reforming movement (which, of course, included the Anabaptists ) :
Today the purified doctrine of the Gospel
has enlightened many who were oppressed by the
tyranny of the Antichrist; but at the same
time also there have gone out from us the
Anabaptists [Wiedertaufer], Sacramentarians
[Sacramentschwarmer], and other fanatics
[Rottengeister], who have openly handed
down godless teachings about the Trinity and
the incarnation of Christ. They have not
arisen from our midst. Yet for a time they
were with us. But they have not sought
purity of doctrine. No, they have sought
their own glory and f a m e . 4 4
Luther's conviction that the Anabaptists "have not arisen
from our midst," i.e., they were not a part of the true
Lutheran reforming movement, betrays his desire to
44

Luther's Works, 7:200. Luther amplifies this point
in his lectures on Galatians 4:12 in 1535: "When the evangelical cause was just beginning, they [Anabaptists] enjoyed
listening to us or at least reading our writings; they recognized the gift of the Holy Spirit in us, and they revered us
on account of it. Some of them even lived as a part of our
family and behaved very modestly in our midst. But when
they left us and were subverted by the fanatical spirits,
no one was more hostile to our doctrine and to our name
than they. They hate the papists too, but not as viciously
as they hate us. Therefore I often wonder greatly how such
a bitter and vicious hatred could have come so suddenly into
the hearts of those who had embraced us with such love. For
we did not offend them even in the slightest way; nor did
we give them a reason for persecuting us with such hatred.
In fact, they are obliged to admit that our principal aim
was to illumine the blessing and the glory of God. . . .
Then why do they hate us so bitterly? There is no other
reason than that they have been listening to new teachers.
Infected by their poison, they are so inflamed against us
that they fume and rage with an implacable hatred." Ibid.,
26:413-14. Earlier (1532) in a pamphlet entitled "Infiltrating and Clandestine Preachers," Luther indicated that
the Anabaptists were doing the Devil's work by "worming"
their way into his churches. Ibid., 40:393. The reasons
why Anabaptists abandoned the mainline Reformation is
developed below in chapter two.
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dissociate himself and his cause from all the independent
reformers because of their "excesses" which he saw to be
normatively illustrated in the events of Miinster.

This

phenomenon, more than anything else, branded the Anabaptists as diabolical and extremely dangerous.45

For exam-

ple, Justus Menius, probably the most prolific polemicist
of the early Lutheran writers against Anabaptism, tried
to challenge Philip of Hesse to take more strenuous measures
against the radicals.

In a 1530 work against them, Menius

wrote:
Nothing makes it plainer than that the false
teachings whereby he [Satan] causes many factions
and sects [e.g., Anabaptism] to appear in Christendom. . . . For although Miintzer is thrown
down, yet his spirit is not, it lives even yet,
indeed rules in many corners—especially in the
Anabaptist sect which was planted by Miintzer in
this part of the land—and it has been impossible
up to now to root it o u t . 4 6
45

Luther frequently identified Anabaptism with Satan,
e.g., "Nowadays he [Satan] is showing his ability to do
this in the . . . Anabaptists. . . . With his tricks he
has so bewitched their minds that they are embracing lies,
errors, and horrible darkness. . . . " Ibid., 26:192. "Who
does not see here that the Anabaptists are not men possessed
but are themselves demons possessed by even worse demons?"
Ibid., 27:149. And, " . . . they [Anabaptists] were misled
by Satan. . . . They imitate their father Satan. . . . "
Ibid., 1:156.
4^AS cited in Franklin H. Littell, The Anabaptist
View of the Church (Berne, Ind.: American Society of
Church History, 1952), p. 6. Writing to the Council of
Zurich about Anabaptists in the village of Griiningen in
1525, Jorg Berger, a provincial governor, declared that he
believed the Anabaptists lived in violation of the law and
contrary to God's will. Quellen VI, p. 109. Sebastian
Hofmeister accused Felix Manz of teaching against the authorities. Ibid., p. 214. Balthasar Hiibmaier denounced Berger's
accusations that he taught disobedience to the authorities.
The falsity, he said, could be "proven in many documents."
Ibid., p. 148.
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Several things are plain from this assessment by Menius.
First, he concluded that the Anabaptists were revolutionaries
and social incendiaries used by Satan to endanger proper
reformation.

Second, he was sure that Thomas Miintzer was

the fountainhead of all radical sects.

This betrayed the

typical reaction of the Magisterial Reformers not to differentiate between the various elements of the radicals; instead,
Menius classified all radicals in the same category with
the same characteristics as this charismatic leader.

And

finally, Menius noted the common conviction that their
diabolical nature made them extremely difficult to "root
out."

Luther shared this fear that Anabaptists would be

difficult to deal with, for while encouraging Menius to
continue his writings against Anabaptists, he wrote:
I am very pleased with the outline of your
projected work against the Anabaptists, which
I hope will be published as soon as possible.
As they are not only blasphemous, but highly
seditious, urge the use of the sword against
them by right of law. For it is in accordance
with the will of God that he should incur
punishment who resists the civil power as the
minister of God (Romans 13:1-3).^'
Not only was Luther convinced that the Anabaptists were
diabolical, blasphemous, and seditious, but he was also
4?AS cited in James Mackinnon, Luther and the Reformation , 4 vols. (London: Longmans, Green & Co., 1930), 4:64.
In his lectures on I Timothy, Luther wrote in his commentary
on chapter six that " . . . all Anabaptists therefore are
seditious, because they abandon wives and family. This is
an offense to peace." Luther's Works, 28:362. Again, in
his pamphlet "Infiltrating and Clandestine Preachers,"
Luther indicated that Anabaptists were dangerous because
they disturbed the order of society. Ibid., 40:390.

40
sure that the teaching of holy living was a form of neoCatholicism intent on undoing his major premise of sola
fide.

So convinced was he that mankind was totally depraved,

and consequently totally dependent on God and His grace,
that any talk of moralism or ethical living made him highly
suspicious of a new approach at works-rightousness (Werkgerechtiqkeit).48

This threat to his teaching contributed

to his call to a virtually blind persecution of anyone
teaching werkerei:
. . . you always put forward first a long
abusive section so that a simple person will
be induced by your authority or name, in which
he has much faith, to hate your opponents, and,
as a result of such a temptation, he will not
examine your unfounded opinion very carefully,
rather he will be taken in by your abuse . . .
and will rage and scream with y o u . 4 9
48

Hans Georg Fischer provides further data on Luther's
accusation of Werkgerechtigkeit in "Lutheranism and the Vindication of the Anabaptist Way," M.Q.R. 28(1954):27-38; and
Henry H. Bagger, "The Anabaptists—Extinction or Extension
of the Reformation?" Lutheran Quarterly 4(1952):243-60.
Capito informed the authorities of Strasbourg that he could
not agree with Michael Sattler's articles of faith because
if they were adopted they would create a "new form of monkery." Quellen VII, p. 82. Similarly, Luther accused: "In
regarding the works of the old monks, they [Anabaptists]
bring forth new monks." And, "Anabaptists . . . are nothing
but shorn monks." Luther's Works, 12:274,280. Early in his
lectures on Galatians he wrote: "These new monks invent a
new cross and new works, and they imagine that by performing
these they will please God." Ibid., 26:28.
49As cited in Mark U. Edwards, Jr., Luther and the
False Brethren (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1975),
p. 101. In a pamphlet entitled "Concerning Rebaptism,"
Luther wrote that "the Anabaptists are urging on to a work
[i.e., rebaptism] so that when the people are baptized they
may have confidence that everything is right and complete.
In reality they pay little attention to faith, but only
seem to praise it. . . .If they did not rely on works
but earnestly sought for faith, they would not dare to
rebaptize." Luther's Works, 40:249.
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Since they accounted for Anabaptism's rapid spread
differently than the positive respondents, these negative
assessors believed Anabaptisin was potentially disruptive
and

dangerous.50

Joachim von Watt (commonly known as

Vadian), Zwinglian Reformer in St. Gall and brother-in-law
of Anabaptist pioneer, Conrad Grebel, blamed the gullibility
of sincere, moralistic people for Anabaptism's rapid spread:
"None were more favorably inclined toward Anabaptism and
more easily entangled with it than those who were of pious
and candid disposition.51

Martin Bucer (1491-1551),

Zwinglian Reformer in Switzerland, expressed the more common explanation:

"This has always been Satan's nature and

practice to introduce false religion with strictness as to
conduct. . . ."52

Heinrich Bullinger essentially agreed

with this explanation, for, after admitting that Anabaptist
leader Pilgram Marpeck and his wife were "people of devout
and blameless lives," he concluded:

"But this is an old

S^In a letter to the Council of Zurich, Jorg Berger
wrote to inform them of the rapid spread of Anabaptism in
Griiningen. He indicated that when he came to the village
after being away for awhile he found that two Anabaptists,
whom he had dealt with as prisoners, had baptized eighteen
others in the village into Anabaptism. Since a significant
percentage of the village were Anabaptists, the Council
feared taking a strong stand on the matter Berger presented.
The Anabaptists warned the Council that they would be "alert
to everything you [the Council] will require" so as to
insure that they would not be expected to violate any of
God's directives for them. Quellen VI, p. 108.
SlAs cited in Horsch, Mennonites in Europe, p. 295.
S^As cited in Verduin, The Reformers and their Stepchildren , p. 113.
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trick of the devil, with which he has in all churches,
from the days of the Apostle Paul, sought to catch his
fish."53

He expanded this point when he wrote:

They [Anabaptists] had an appearance of spiritual life; they were excellent in character,
they sighed much, they uttered no falsehoods,
they were austere, they spoke nobly and with
excellence, so that they acquired admiration
and authority or respect with simple pious
folk. . . . Thus they deceived many people in
the land.54
What made the Anabaptists' conduct so insiduously
deceptive was, for John Calvin, its apparent, not inherent
or real, morality.

He wrote near the end of his Institutes:

For there always have been persons who,
imbued with a false persuasion of absolute
holiness, as if they had already become a
kind of aerial spirits, spurn society. . . .
Such of old were the Cathari and the Donatists.
. . . Such in the present day are some of the
Anabaptists, who would be thought to have made
superior progress.55
In order to deal with the subtleties of Anabaptism,
the observer had to be equipped with keen perceptivity in
order to discern whether the observed behavior was inherent or merely apparent.

Simplification of that task, then,

became the order of the day.

Telltale signs were enumerated,

and suspicious individuals were questioned and/or arrested.
One such Anabaptist was Hans Denck.

A graduate of the

53jbid., p. 110.
5 4 As cited in Rufus M. Jones, Studies in Mystical
Religions (London: Macmillan & Co., Ltd., 1909), p. 378.
55

John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion,
2 vols., trans. Henry Beveridge (London: James Clarke &
Co., Limited, 1953), 2:292. (Hereafter cited as Institutes.)
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University of Ingolstadt, he was proficient in Latin, Greek,
and Hebrew, and he taught Latin and Greek at Augsburg in
1525.

It was there that he became an Anabaptist and was

baptized by Dr. Balthasar Hubmaier.

Denck quickly rose to

an influential role among the South German Anabaptists and
became their outspoken, controversial representative.
As a result of the controversy he stirred up in Niirnberg,
Denck was requested to present his confession of faith for
critical evaluation by the pastors of Niirnberg.

The chief

spokesman for the pastors, A. Osiander, presented their
findings to the city council.

First of all, Denck was

accused of not giving a straightforward answer to the council's questions regarding specific points in his teaching.56
Then, paradoxically, he was accused of speaking so pointedly
that anyone could see how conspicuously unchristian his
communication was.

"For this very reason his arguments

should be suspect to every true Christian; it is so plainly
evident that his language is not of the kind which the Holy
Spirit uses everywhere in the Scripture. . . ."57

Their

final accusation was that Denck did grave injustice to the
Scripture.

He cunningly set the Bible aside, they claimed,

because he asserted that not everyone understood it.
conclusion was:

Their

"You can see at once that an evil spirit

56

Hans Denck, Selected Writings of Hans Denck, ed.
and trans. Edward J. Furcha and Ford Lewis Battles from
the text established by Walter Fellmann (Pittsburgh: The
Pickwick Press, 1975), p. 25. (Hereafter cited as Writings
of Denck.)
S^Ibid., p. 26.
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works in these people who by such tricks as these attempt
to push the Holy Scripture—an instrument by which God
effects faith within us—under the chair."58
Dealing with Anabaptism was a very familiar matter to
Huldreich Zwingli.

Like Calvin, he was gravely concerned

with the apparent sanctity of Anabaptist conduct.

Zwingli

was very sensitive about Anabaptism because it had sprung
up in his city, Zurich, among his former students and disciples—Conrad Grebel and Felix Manz.

The issue which un-

leashed Zwingli1s vicious pen against them was "pedobaptism."
Shortly after 1527 when the Anabaptist statement of faith,
the Schleitheim Confession, was published, Zwingli wrote a
Latin treatise against it which he intended to be the final
word on Anabaptism: In Catabaptistarum strophas elenchus
(1527).59

i n this work he stated his belief that Anabap-

tists were charlatans:
If also you investigate their life and conduct it seems at the first contact innocent,
pious, humble, attractive, nay, superior
to this earth; you would almost think it to
be superhuman. But when you have penetrated
into the interior, you find such a pest it is
a shame even to mention.*^
58

Ibid., p. 29.

59This work is often referred to simply as Elenchus.
The translation of the entire title is rather revealing
concerning Zwingli's attitude toward them: "A Refutation
of the Tricks of the Drowners."
60

Huldreich Zwingli, Selected Works of Huldreich
Zwingli (1484-1531): The Reformer of German Switzerland,
ed. and trans. Samuel Macauley Jackson (Philadelphia:
University of Pennsylvania Press, 1901), p. 127. (Hereafter cited as Works of Zwingli.)
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Zwingli continued this tirade by stating that the Anabaptists were impervious to argument, they were emissaries
of Satan to sow tares in the Christian field, and they were
a perpetual menace to government, law, and order.

In short,

he insists that "these apostles of the devil seek nothing
but disturbance and confusion of affairs both human and
divine."61

He was convinced that their teachings on bap-

tism was only a "pretext for sedition, confusion, and disturbance.

j n fact, he accused the Anabaptists of not be-

ing a part of the true Church, but rather, they were a "conspiracy."^

And he did not stop with these vituperations

but proceeded to hurl the most appalling accusations:
"They are steeped in abominable crimes. . . ."64

"They

excel all mortals in lewdness, adultery, murder, hatred,
envy, arrogance, hypocrisy."65

And, he claimed that he

could produce abundant proof for his accusations against
the Swiss Brethren though neither he nor his followers
ever produced any. 66

Despite that, Zwingli maintained un-

til his death that the Anabaptists were outside the Church
and therefore should be called pseudo- or anti-baptists.

In

a confesion of faith to Francis I, Fidei expositio, Zwingli
concluded:
61

Ibid., p. 137.

62

Ibid., p. 128.

63

Ibid., p. 186.

64

Ibid., p. 195.

65

Ibid., p. 187.

66

In this Zwingli seems to follow Luther's advice
cited in note 49 above.
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This plague of Anabaptism intrudes itself above
all mostly where the pure teaching of Christ has
started to grow [Zurich]. So much the more
easily, King, can you perceive that it was sent
by the devil to spoil the good seed [I have
sown] by sowing weeds.67
From these selections it is clear that the Anabaptists
had a purity of life ethic which was recognized as distinctive from that of most of society.

Because of their reputa-

tion for purity, however, the Anabaptists had numerous critics, expecially when that piety began to attract significant
numbers from the Magisterial Reform Movement.

Reaction

to this "proselytizing" was both swift and severe.

Arrests

of Anabaptists were abundant, persecution was intense, and
public denunciations were vicious.

This, and more, was

done in an attempt to stem the tide of demand for radical
change in the status quo.

In the counter-attack, churchmen

found civic leaders willing to aid them, as illustrated by
various edicts passed against Anabaptism, for example, the
June 10, 1535, Edict of Charles V:
In order to guard against and remedy the error
which many sectarians . . . have dared for some
time to sow and spread in our territories, against
our holy Christian faith . . . we have at different times . . . proclaimed many decrees containing . . . penalties to be incurred by transgressors,
so that by means thereof the common people . . .
may beware of said errors and abuses. . . . And
since it has come to our knowledge, that . . .
Anabaptists, have proceeded . . . to spread, sow,
and secretly preach their aforesaid abuses and
errors, . . . therefore we, intending to guard
against and remedy this, summon and command you,
. . . that all those . . . found polluted by the
6^AS cited in G.R. Potter, Zwingli (Cambridge:
bridge University Press, 1978), p. 206.
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accused sect of the Anabaptists, . . . shall incur
loss of life and property . . . without delay;
. . . these shall be punished with fire.68
The remainder of this study accounts for the reputation the
Anabaptists had for high ethical living.

Clues are found

first in their reaction to the way of life they observed in
the people about them, but the majority of the answer is
found in the position they took relative to various biblical
doctrines affecting the mechanics of Christian living.

It

should be emphasized, however, that all these data are relevant because the Anabaptists had a clearly defined ethic
that regulated their conduct to such a degree that admirer
and critic alike recognized it as pure regardless of whatever
reason they gave to account for it.

^Martyrs' Mirror, p. 442. Compare this with the
1536 announcement against the Anabaptists which states:
"We order you to keep an eye on anyone whose real character
is dramatically changed and arrest them or imprison them.
If you do not obey this order, we will punish you harshly."
Quellen Hesse, p. 100.

CHAPTER 2
ANABAPTISM1S ASSESSMENT OF SOCIETY'S MORALITY
It has been established thus far that one of the areas
in which the Reformers waged war was the debate over the
relationship of Christianity and society.

In an attempt to

avoid the extreme of seeing the two as irreconcilable or as
coextensive, many of the Reformers suggested that a dualism
existed between the two entities.

The complication that

arose with that position was how to establish a balance
between the two authorities in the dualism.

The answer

the Anabaptists proposed in this debate was also a dualism,
but their priorities were clearly placed on one side of
that dualism.1

Anabaptists taught that a Christian was

obliged to obey God's demands concerning how one should
live and that if society made no demands that contradicted
or jeopardized the biblical injunctions concerning the
Christian way of life, then these demands must be obeyed
in addition to God's directives.

If, however, society

required Christians to do what they believed would compromise their complete obedience to the Bible, threats of
death did not prevent them from persisting in what they
1

Anabaptism's dualism is developed more fully below
in chapter six in a discussion of kingdom theology.
48
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believed the Scriptures commanded them to do.2
The lack of similar commitment to purity in conduct in
the lives of those in the Magisterial Reformation brought
two strong reactions from the Anabaptists.

One response

viewed the Reformers' teachings as basically correct but
decried the inconsistent practice or application of that
instruction.3

The other response was dismay and frustra-

tion over their peers' conduct which resulted from their
exposure to the Reformers' teaching of sola gratia and
sola fide.

Anabaptists believed that those two tenets

opened people to antinomian license.4

These two reactions

^When charged with disobeying the constituted authorities, for example, Claus Felbinger, a Hutterite blacksmith,
informed the Council of Landshut in 1560: "The government
should be a shield to the just. For this reason the Lord
has placed a sword in its hand, . . . that it may be able
to execute its office and protect the just. . . . Therefore,
we gladly and willingly subject to the government for the
Lord's sake, and in all just matters we will in no way
oppose it. When, however, the government requires of us
what is contrary to our faith and conscience—as swearing
oaths and paying hangman's dues or taxes for war—then we
do not obey its command. This we do not out of obstinancy
or pride, but only out of pure fear of God. For it is our
duty to obey God rather than men (Acts 5:29)." Robert
Friedmann, ed. and trans., "Claus Felbinger's Confession
of Faith Addressed to the Council of Landshut, 1560," M.Q.R.
29(1955):145-46. (Hereafter cited as "Felbinger's Confession . " )
^Leupold Scharnschlager indicated in the defense of
his faith to the Strasbourg Council, written in June 1534,
that "we [Anabaptists] would surely rejoice if Luther and
his associates even today might do and desire to do what
they themselves preached and taught. Either they must confess that they are disobedient to the truth of their own
teaching, or else that they were false teachers or prophets."
William Klassen, ed. and trans., "Leupold Scharnschlager's
Farewell to the Strasbourg Council," M.Q.R. 42(1968) : 214.
(Hereafter cited as "Scharnschlager's Defense.")
%enno Simons wrote in his treatise Why I Do Not Cease
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are not the only assessments the Anabaptists had of the
lack of contemporary morality, but they were the most common and most frequently used bases for challenging their
peers' way of life.

Neither of these two evaluations is

more strategic than the other, but for ease of explanation,
inconsistent practice of what was taught is considered
first.
The Anabaptists were virtually unanimous in their
evaluation of the impact of the Magisterial Reformation:
they believed that it had not gone far enough in its reform
of established Christianity.

The Anabaptists' frustration

with the Reformers was intensified by the belief that they
had compromised their teaching and had stopped short of
their objectives in order not to disrupt the status quo
too drastically.5

Hans J. Hillerbrand suggests that

Teaching and Writing (1539): "When I think to find an
irreproachable church without spot and without wrinkle
. . . then verily I find such an ungodly, awful, corrupted
and confused people, so carnal, idolatrous, . . . and so
devilish." Later, in his Brief and Clear Confession (1544)
he stated simply that the Reformed Church was "blamable
both in doctrine and life." The Complete Writings of Menno
Simons, trans. Leonard Verduin and ed. John C. Wenger and a
biography by Harold S. Bender (Scottdale, Penn.: Mennonite
Publishing House, 1956), pp. 299,445. (Hereafter cited as
C.W.M.S.)
Speter Riedemann, the Moravian Hutterite missionary,
indicated in 1542 that "not we but all baptizers of children
have forsaken the church and community of Christ and separated themselves from the same. They have fallen away, and
are become so corrupt that they neither know nor recognize
what the Church of Christ is and in what way she proveth
herself the Church of Christ." Confession of Faith: Account
of our Religion, Doctrine and Faith, Given by Peter Rideman
of the brothers whom men call Hutterites, trans. Kathleen
Hasenberg (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1950), p. 91.
(Hereafter cited as Account of our Religion.) Similarly,
Menno Simons told the Reformed leaders of Friesland:
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the Anabaptists "wanted to do no more and no less than what
Luther had himself claimed, namely to hold a religious conviction until convinced otherwise by reason and Scripture.
. .

Anabaptist leaders recognized and readily admitted

the great personal gifts and significant spiritual stature
of the major Reformers like Luther and Zwingli.

Indeed,

they were dependent upon them for the "recovery" of the Bible
and the rejection of the medieval synthesis of Scripture,
tradition, and papal authority.

In fact, the founders of

the Swiss Brethren in Zurich were, during their formative
years, disciples of Zwingli.

Most Anabaptist leaders were

not only willing to acknowledge the benefit Magisterial
Reformers had been to them, but also some even cited them
in their writings.

Menno Simons, for example, in his Reply

to Gellius Faber (1554), who was a Lutheran antagonist,
wrote that he had been helped by Luther's teaching of the
sola scriptura principle when wrestling with the issue of
transubstantiation.7

In that same work, as is true of other

" . . . your office and service are not of God and His Word
but issue from the bottomless pit." C.W.M.S., p. 207. It
should also be noted that Riedemann is often spelled "Rideman"
in various sources, but the former is becoming the standard
spelling and is used throughout this work.
6

Hans J. Hillerbrand, ed., The Reformation: A Narrative
History Related by Contemporary Observers and Participants
(Grand Rapids, Mich.: Baker Book House, 1978), p. 215.
(Hereafter cited as The Reformation.) The Anabaptists' view
of Scripture (faith) and reason is discussed below in chapter
three.
7

Simons wrote: "I was in so far helped by Luther
however: that human injunction cannot bind unto eternal
life." C.W.M.S., p. 668. Luther, by contrast, did not
see any respect from the Anabaptists. See Luther's Works,
7:20 0;26:413-14;51:22 4.
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instances as well, Simons used Luther as an ad_ vericundium
defense of his position where the two Reformers were in
agreement.®
The influence of the Reformers on Anabaptism was not
solely a direct one, nor was their's even the major influence
on

Anabaptism.^

The masses in Anabaptism did, however sub-

tle it may have been, experience a "trickling down" of many
principles taught by the Magisterial Reformers.

For example,

the influence of sola scriptura on the Anabaptists is fairly
conspicuous as can be seen in a comment by Hans Keeskooper
in a letter written from his prison cell in Ghent in 1530:
We have told the lords, that they should bring
forth their learned men, and we would prove to
them with the truth, that they are all false
prophets, and that they have deceived the world
for almost thirteen hundred years with their
deceitfulness, and that we would rather dispute
with them publicly upon a scaffold, in the midst
of the marketplace, than secretly; but this the
priests will not do, and will spare no pains to
escape it.
Therefore, search the Scriptures, which the
Lord commands you to do, and to act according
8

C.W.M.S., pp. 711,764,780. Note phrases like "Luther
writes" or direct Luther quotations.
^Kenneth R. Davis reasons that "the whole essential and
distinctive core of the Anabaptist synthesis is contained in
Erasmus' pre-1525 religious writings to a much greater degree
than in Luther, Zwingli, Carlstadt, or even Thomas Miintzer.
Furthermore, Erasmus had copious direct and indirect contact
with many of the founding leaders of Anabaptism. All of which
strongly supports the thesis that the Anabaptists can best be
understood as . . . a radicalization and Protestantization
not of the Magisterial Reformation but of the lay-oriented,
ascetic reformation of which Erasmus is the principle mediator." Anabaptism and Asceticism, p. 292. See also "Erasmus
as a Progenitor of Anabaptist Theology and Piety," M.Q.R. 47
(1973):163-78. (Hereafter cited as "Erasmus as a Progenitor
of Anabaptism.")
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to them on pains of damnation of your souls,
and of being cast into everlasting fire, . . .
which Scriptures the priests forbid you to
read, on pain of being hated by all men all
the days of your life, and of having your
body burned at the stake; . . . therefore,
search the Scriptures with an upright
heart towards God, and the Lord will give
you understanding.10
This plea is representative of what can be found with consistent regularity in the sources with regard to the extent
to which the sola scriptura principle of the major Reformers
was adopted by the Anabaptists.

So completely was this

tenet endorsed by the Anabaptists that nothing, save their
commitment to obedience to scriptural injunctions, was more
important to them.

This must be realized in order to under-

stand clearly the modus operandi and the modus vivendi of
Anabaptism.H
Since the Bible was authoritative to the Anabaptists,
they were convinced that biblical commands required immediate
action, not the ponderous approach pursued by the followers
of Luther and Zwingli.l2

They believed that faith was

lOMartyrs' Mirror, pp. 493-94.
ULeupold Scharnschlager explained in his defense of
1534 that Luther and his associates had become embittered
against Anabaptists because they had taken "those things
which they [the Lutherans] represented and taught as good
in the beginning, . . . [and have sought] to practice them
unto the salvation of our souls. . . . " Klassen, "Scharnschlager' s Defense," p. 214.
l2Menno Simons' appraisal was that the "Papists, Lutherans, [and] Zwinglians . . . walk the broad road of sin" and
"lead a carnal vain life" because they did not aggressively
seek to implement "the pure, salutary, perfect doctrine, sacrament, and unblamable, pure example of Christ." C.W.M.S.,
p. 399. See also Walter Klaassen, "Anabaptism and the Reformation," Canadian Journal of Theology 8(1962):34-42.
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not truly faith unless it resulted in obedience to God's
Word; i.e., belief and conduct were so inextricably linked
that if one or the other were absent, the veracity of a professing Christian's conversion was questioned.!3

If faith

and obedience are intertwined in this manner, then those
whose life did not demonstrate a change after conversion,
were accused of having a pseudo-experience.14

In the Ana-

baptists' estimation, the state churches of the Reformers
were guilty of exactly that offense.

The lack of a changed

life irritated Anabaptists for several reasons.

For one,

they taught many of the same doctrines as the Reformers, yet,
to the Anabaptists, the Reformers seemed unwilling to carry
their teaching out to its logical conclusion.15

Anabaptists

were fond of quoting Luther as saying that his desire was to
assemble only true believers "behind closed doors," but he
feared doing so because it would look as though he were in
the "faction-fomenting business"; i.e., he would be a Rottengeister like the very ones he accused of being so.1®
^Chapter four develops this point below under the
topic of the nature of faith. When attempting to establish
that one's faith always betrays its existence in its works
or fruit, Menno Simons challenged his opponents: "Where
are the greedy whom you have made liberal, the drunkard you
have made temperate, the impure you have made chaste, the
proud whom you have humbled?" C.W.M.S., p. 2 09.
14

Michael Sattler taught that those who believe that
the evidence of faith in works was unneccessary were false
brethren. Legacy of Sattler, pp. 35-36.
^ H E N R Y H. Bagger, "The Anabaptists--Extinction or
Extension of the Reformation?" Lutheran Quarterly 4(1952):
243-60.

-l^Quellen Hesse, p. 178.
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A further reason why the Anabaptists were irritated by
the lack of a changed life in their peers who professed to
be Christians was the position the Reformers took concerning the relative importance of the creed itself over against
living in obedience to the creed.

The Reformers seemed to

be teaching, according to the Anabaptists, that theological
correctness was more important than the issue of Christian
conduct.

Luther seemed to verify that accusation in his

statement:
Doctrine and life must be distinguished [the
one from the other]. Life [conduct] is bad
among us, as it is among the papists, but we
do not fight about life and condemn the papists
on that account. Wycliffe and Hus did not know
this and attacked [the papacy] for its life.
. . . but I fight over the Word and whether
our adversaries teach it in its purity. Others
have censured only life, but to treat doctrine
is to strike at the most sensitive point. . . .
Once we have asserted this, it is easy to say
and declare that the life [in our church] is
also bad.
Because the Reformers seemed to be unwilling to launch a
full-scale attack on the mediocrity (or worse) of Christian
conduct, but rather preoccupied themselves with doctrinal
precision, the Anabaptists not only took them to task, but
also sought to distinguish themselves from the Magisterial
Reformation's behavioral mediocrity by aggressively pursuing
distinctiveness in the way in which they lived the Christian
life.

In conjunction with his comments on the danger of

emphasizing the accuracy of the creed without coordinately
making adjustments to one's life, Erasmus wrote his life-long
l^Luther's Works, 54:110.
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friend Johann Faber at Basel about 1516:

"My chief fear

is that with the revival of Greek literature there may be
a revival of paganism.

There are Christians who are Chris-

tians but in name, and are Gentiles at heart."-'-^

If this

observation is trustworthy and if the Erasmian influence on
Anabaptism was what Davis claims, then there apparently was
reason for the Swiss Brethren to stress obedience to Christ
and earnest piety to an extent far greater than the Magisterial Reformers were committed to encouraging in the lives
of their followers and to implementing in their own lives.19
Whether or not there really was sufficient need for
the kind of stress they placed on conduct, the Anabaptists
clearly believed there was.

Numerous accounts described

the ethical and moral laxness among their peers, and some
accounts attempted to offer explanations for this deficiency.
One Anabaptist wrote in 1538:
While we were still in the national church
we obtained much instruction from the writings
of Luther, Zwingli, and others. . . . Yet we
were aware of a great lack in regard to repentance, conversion, and the true Christian life.
!8AS cited in The New Schaff-Herzog Encyclopedia of
Religious Knowledge, s.v. "Humanism," by E.G. Sihler.
l^Davis1 claims regarding Erasmus1 influence on Anabaptism' s pursuit of holiness are summarized in Anabaptism and
Asceticism, pp. 270-92. See also "Erasmus as a Progenitor
of Anabaptism," pp. 163-64. In the Enchiridion, Erasmus
suggests that Christianity was holiness in Christ, not a
mere moralism: "There are only two paths open to you. The
one, through qualification of the passions, leads to perdition; the other, through mortification of the flesh leads
to life. . . . the coat of arms of this [God's] family is
the cross [life], which should be the insignia of all Christians." Handbook of the Militant Christian, 1503, trans.
John P. Dolan (Notre Dame: Fides Publishers, Inc., 1962),
pp. 94-95; cp. pp. 105,124,143.
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It was on these things that my heart was set.
I waited and hoped for a year or two, since the
minister had much to say about amendment of
life. . . . But I could not close my eyes to the
fact that the doctrine which was preached . . .
was not carried out; no beginning was made
toward true Christian conduct. . . . Then God
sent His messenger, Conrad Grebel and others.
. . . With their assistance a congregation
was formed in which repentance was in evidence
by newness of life in Christ.2^
The explanation for moral laxness offered above was the lack
of doing what had been taught.

There was scarcely anything

more blasphemous to an Anabaptist than to have competent,
accurate teaching and understanding of the Word of God, but
yet implement those truths and injunctions insufficiently
in one's life. 21

In chapter seven of his work Divine Or-

der , entitled "Of the Abomination and Idolatry of Ecclesiastical Pomp without the Worship of God in Spirit and in
Truth," Hans Denck expressed his view that worship was not
doctrinal accuracy or liturgical finesse; these were abominable to God.

What God really wanted was conviction to lay

everything aside that would hinder or prevent the total
sacrifice of mind, will, and emotion to him and obedience
to do what He wished to be done. 22

The Magisterial Reforma-

tion, he believed, failed to produce that kind of Christian.
cited in Verduin, The Reformers and Their Stepchildren , pp. 106-07.
2

0 A S

21

Peter Riedemann believed that failure to live the
life that was taught was largely the responsibility of the
reforming leadership; therefore, he spared no words in his
attack on them, calling them "scribes," "prophets of Baal,"
and "a rabble and gathering of whores and adulterers and
of all unclean spirits whom God hateth." Account of our
Religion, p. 94.
22

Writinqs of Denck, pp. 94-95.
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From the very beginning of Anabaptism, however, that
was not only the emphasis but also largely the outcome.

The

Hutterite Chronicle describes this emphasis as being fundamental to the progress of the founders of Swiss Anabaptism
in Zurich:
[Conrad Grebel, Felix Manz, and George Blaurock]
came to one mind . . . that a person must learn
from the divine Word and preaching a true faith
which manifests itself in love, and receive the
true Christian baptism . . . [and be prepared]
henceforth to serve God in a holy Christian life
with all godliness. . . .23
If this was generally the emphasis and outcome of Anabaptism,
and, if the opposite was largely true of Protestant Christianity, then the contrast between the two could hardly have
been greater.

Even a cursory examination of the kind of

life fostered by the Magisterial Reformation seems to bear
that contrast out.

In his last remarks to his followers

before his martyrdom in 1526, Felix Manz identified lack
of Christian love as the major feature distinguishing the
fledgling movement he helped start from Zwinglian Christianity.

Manz stated that true love for God does not destroy

one's enemy but rather is merciful toward him.

He wrote

that the Zwinglians unfortunately did not model that kind
of godly conduct; rather, they were "hateful and envious,"
and would "wildly betray, accuse, smite, and quarrel."
Under false pretense, they even "shed innocent blood."
Thus, Manz concluded, it was "evident that they do not have
23

p. 43.

"An Excerpt from the Hutterite Chronicle," in S.A.W.,
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the love of Christ, nor understand His Word . . . "; nor
did he even consider them Christians.24
This commitment to combine faith and practice was a
conviction of Menno Simons as well.

He challenged his

fellow Reformers whenever he saw inconsistency in their
teaching or practice.25

Pedobaptism was an issue that

caused much frustration to Menno when he examined the Magisterial Reformers, especially Luther.

In his 1552 treatise

Confession of the Distressed Christians, Simons remarked:
"Here [i.e., regarding pedobaptism] Luther and Melanchthon
have correctly expressed themselves according to the Scripture, although alas, they did not follow their own advice."26
That Luther and Melanchthon had both observed that there was
no biblical basis for baptizing infants and yet practiced it
anyway not only undermined their credibility for Simons but
also provided him with ammunition to retort his Lutheran
antagonist Gellius Faber.
In 1552, Gellius Faber, a Lutheran pastor at Emden, East
Friesland, came upon an Anabaptist letter which irritated
^Martyrs' Mirror, p. 415.
25

Menno Simons indicated that he found "all over the
world and among most of the sects, nothing but . . . deceivers, blind watchmen, dumb dogs, . . . who are carnally minded,
. . . enemies of the cross of Christ, serving their bellies
instead of God. . . . If any person does not believe my words,
let him test their walk by the Word of the Lord." C.W.M.S.,
p. 299.
26

Ibid., p. 514. Simons and other Anabaptist leaders
never attacked Erasmus the way they did Luther, Zwingli, or
Calvin, probably because they identified more with his emphasis on the pursuit of holiness as the objective of the Christian life.
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him to the extent that he published a reply bitterly attacking the Anabaptists.

Although he knew nothing of what pre-

cipitated Faber's bitter reply, Simons still took it upon
himself to respond to Faber's book.

In his reply Menno

frequently pointed out the inconsistency he saw in Luther's
application of his own teaching:
Luther.

"Afterwards I consulted

For I sought for the basis of baptism.

He taught

me that children were to be baptized on account of their
faith.

I perceived that this was not in accordance with

the Word of God."27

Building on the point that Scripture

does not endorse pedobaptism, Simons struck hard at Luther's
teaching and practice when he wrote:

" . . . we find nowhere

a word of Scripture commanding infant baptism, as Luther
himself admits in his Contra Anabaptistas. . . ."28
menting on this treatise by Luther, Simons said:

com-

"Luther

admits also in his Contra Anabaptistas (if I mistake not)
that they [the Lutherans] have no express [biblical] command
to baptize children."29

So, then, inconsistent application

of teaching significantly detracted from the Reformers'
credibility, so far as Anabaptists were concerned, and it
became an issue the Anabaptists attacked in their struggle
to establish an apologetic for their faith.
Even though Anabaptist leaders often had quality academic preparation, they seldom enjoyed credibility among
their peers because their teaching frequently deviated (often
27

Ibid., p. 669.

29

Ibid., p. 695.

28

Ibid., p. 692.
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sharply) from the Reformers' norms.

Anabaptist leaders

were keenly aware of the lack of credibility, and some,
like Simons, even commented on it in their writings.

In

his 1539 treatise, Christian Baptism, Simons penned:
I know there are a great many who will ask
why I, an unlearned man, am not satisfied in
regard to this matter [i.e., that faith lies
dormant in a sleeping believer] with the doctrine of Martin Luther and other renowned
doctors, who are versed in the Scriptures
and many languages and sciences. . . .30
Even though there were others better trained in Scripture
than he, Simons was not intimidated to keep silent in the
face of theological debate.

He was convinced that when

he arrived at an understanding on a doctrinal matter, his
opinion was as valid as a better trained scholar unless
Scripture itself could refute his position.31

This con-

viction was, consequently, only reinforced either by the
inconsistent practice or the inaccurate doctrine of an individual Reformer.
Anabaptists were not satisfied with simply challenging
the Reformers to "practice what they preached."

When they

found instances where they believed that an error had been
made, they were as prepared to expose error as they were
to expose inconsistent practice.

In his best known, and

perhaps best loved, work, Foundation of Christian Doctrine
(1539), Simons attacked Luther's teaching on faith:
30ibid., pp. 241-42.
31-Anabaptist hermeneutics is discussed below in chapter
three.
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Luther says that faith is dormant and lies hidden in children, even as in a believing person
who is asleep, until they come to years of
understanding. If Luther writes this as his
sincere opinion, then he proves that he has
written in vain a great deal concerning faith
and its power. But if he writes this to please
men, may God have mercy on him for I know of a
truth that it is only human reason and invention of men. It shall not make the word and
ordinance of God to fall. 3 2

Likewise, Hans Denck, writing twelve years earlier, reacted
to the various writings that abounded concerning the relative
freedom or bondage of the will in his treatise Divine Order,
chapter seven:
. . . the two contradictory views arise with
some saying that they have free will. Yet
they do not even do an iota of that which
pleases God. Some say that they have no free
will because they can not do anything right.
Yet they would freely suffer the work which is
done by the Word.
. . . both these statements in themselves
are right. But they are both lies men make for
no other reason than either to boast of their
freedom or else talk themselves out of responsiblity and excuse themselves. . . .
The first claim regarding free will is plain
boasting and foolish security which allows no
room for the fear of God, but assumes for itself
the right to do as it pleases. The second
claim is false humility and false wisdom. It
pretends to honor God and to be nothing by
itself. Yet, it cannot deny itself but seeks
its own more and more. This is utter foolishness and arrogance in the sight of God. . . .
Whoever is unable to weigh these contradictory
statements cannot learn anything thoroughly in
the school of the Spirit.33
32

C.W.M.S., p. 126.

33

Writings of Denck, pp. 88-89. In his remarks concerning freedom of the will, Denck was not attacking Erasmus
per se. Erasmus taught that the will was not free in an
absolute sense but morally responsible, once liberated by
God's grace, to pursue holiness. See Discourse on Free Will,
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This speaking out against inconsistency or error was
not confined to the Anabaptist leaders but was typical of
the Anabaptist laity as well.

It was the laity in Anabap-

tism that wrestled with the paradoxes of their faith in
painful reality.

One paradox they faced was the irony of

living shamefully and sinfully much of their lives and
never being rebuked for it, but then after converting to
Anabaptism, they were persecuted for leading the opposite
way of life.

Michael Wideman expressed this frustration

for many Anabaptists when he responded in 1538 to a demand
that he renounce his faith:
When I was living with the world in all
unrighteousness, in sins and wickedness,
no one admonished me to renounce, but I was
considered a good Christian before the world.
But now that I have become converted and
amended my life, I am told to renounce. . . . 3 4
The Anabaptist laity was clearly pressured by this and other
paradoxes, but an examination of the martyr accounts indicates that they were sustained in the disillusion of these
paradoxes, in the agony of arrest, in interrogation, and
even in the face of death by their knowledge of the Bible
and their consistent obedience to it.
It was not just the men, however, who spoke out and
ed. and trans. C.F. Winters (New York: Frederick Ungar Co.,
1961), pp. 20,53,93. In this Denck and Balthasar Hubmaier
consistently follow Erasmus, even to the point of using the
same scriptural passages Erasmus used for support. For an
example of Hubmaier's position see: Quellen zur Geschichte
der Taufer, IX Band, Balthasar Hubmaier Schriften, eds.
Gunnar Westin and Torsten Bergsten (Giitersloh: Gerd Mohn,
1962), p. 400. (Hereafter cited as Quellen IX.)
•^Martyrs' Mirror, p. 4 49.
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addressed the anomalies they perceived in society, for
Anabaptist women were arrested, interrogated, and killed
with surprising frequency.

Their knowledge of the Bible

and zeal in both practicing what it taught and in citing
it are extraordinary in an age wherein women customarily
went unnoticed in aggressive Christian activities.

Agatha

Kampner of Breitenberg, during a questioning of her faith
after her arrest, responded with this reply to the question
of what she believed about holidays:
holier than another."35

"One day is not any

She believed that Sunday was

ordained for the purpose of public assembly, preaching the
Gospel, and teaching the Bible; however, her "Christian"
peers were abusing Sunday "through drunkenness and other
forms of wickedness. "36

was her desire that with God's

help and grace she would adhere steadfastly to her faith.
In other words, this desire to be committed to error-free,
consistently practiced doctrine pervaded the ranks of the
laity and was not confined to one gender or another.

So

deep was this commitment that the prospects of death did
not deter them.

On his way to be burned in Ghent in 1551,

a layman named Wouter exclaimed to those he passed by:
"Citizens of Ghent, we suffer not as heretics or Lutherans,
who hold in one hand a beer mug, and a testament in the
other, thus dishonoring the Word of God, and dealing in
drunkenness; but we die for the genuine Truth. 37
35
3

Ibid., p. 436.

^ibid., p. 503.

36

Ibid.
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Inconsistent application of one's beliefs was a primary
issue with the Anabaptists but so was erroneous teachings.
The latter have already been touched on briefly, but they
need to be more fully developed.

As was the case in the

matter of inconsistent practice, overt error as discussed
here was a grave concern to the Anabaptists because it was
usually rooted in Truth or at least contained some element of
Truth.

While sola gratia and sola fide were two Reformation

principles all Anabaptists endorsed, they were disturbed by
what they believed was an extreme emphasis on grace and
faith in salvation.

They interpreted this emphasis as being

made at the expense of the Gospel, especially in the area of
social ethics which they believed were neglected, at best,
or totally ignored, at worst.38

Anabaptists accused their

counterparts of magnifying the pre-eminence of grace and
faith to the extent that the idea of sanctification of life
was grossly impaired.39

This impairment, they were

38Menno Simons, for example, indicated that Reformed
ministers "preach nothing but grace, the favor, the mercy,
and the love of God before their covetous, proud, showy,
impure, drunken, and impenitent church. . . . "
C.W.M.S.,
p. 167. It was for this reason he employed a number of
demeaning descriptions concerning his colleagues:
the
dark smoke of ear-pleasing preachers," "the easygoing gos
pel and barren bread—breaking,
peace preachers,^pi
placers," and "comforters of the impenitent." Ibid.,
pp. 405,559,659,662.
39

Helpful on this topic are articles by Hans Georg
Fischer, "Lutheranism and the Vindication of the Anabap
tist Wav," M.Q.R. 28(1954):27-38; David Kingdon^ "Church
Discipline Among the Anabaptists," Reformation Today 20
(1974):24-40; Jan J. Kiwiet, "The Life of Hans Denck (ca.
1500-1527)," M.Q.R. 31(1957):227-59; and John S. Oyer,
"Anabaptism in Central Germany, II: Faith and Life," M.Q.R.
35(1961):5-37. Luther disagreed with this assessment m a
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convinced, was a major cause of the lax morality and religious indifference they observed among their peers.

Anabap-

tists taught that salvation must not be disassociated from
ethics because if it were, faith would become sterile, justification would be merely a mechanical act, and grace would
be a trifle.40
Anabaptists expected to see evidence that grace and
faith had been properly experienced in order to determine
whether the Holy Spirit was manifested in the life of the
sermon delivered in 1531: "Therefore if I am a good preacher
who does some good, it is not necessary for me to boast. It
is not my mind, my wisdom, my ability. Otherwise at this
hour all of you would be converted and the godless would
be damned and all the wiseacres . . . and Anabaptists who
say, 'The Gospel in Wittenburg is nothing because it does
not make people holy,1 would be checked." Luther's Works,
51:224-25.
40

Hiibmaier observed that the Reformed Christians had
learned only two of three important doctrines, namely, "we
are saved by faith and we cannot do any good of ourselves"
but had not improved their way of life. "Under the cover
of these two half-truths are all [kinds of] evil unfaithfulness, and unrighteousness has gained the upper hand so that
brotherly love has cooled down among many. The longer the
world exists the more evil is to be found. We all want to
pass for Christians and good evangelicals as far as taking
a wife is concerned, eating flesh [during Lent], making no
further sacrifice, not fasting, saying no more prayers, but
otherwise one sees nothing but drinking, gourmandizing,
blasphemy, practicing usury, lying, loafing, committing
adultery, tyrannizing, slaying, etc. There are no Christian works among the people; carelessness and impudence
have triumphed over brotherly love and extinguished it. If
you tell these 'evangelical' people: 'let's leave evil and
do good deeds,' they will answer: 'it is not written that
we must do good deeds. Everything happens from the will of
God.' They almost believe that their sins are allowed. If
you tell them further that those who do evil will go to
purgatory, they will find something to cover their sins
and will tell you that faith alone makes us blessed and
not our deeds. If we establish church discipline we will
end all those sins and corruptions." Quellen IX, pp. 33940; cf. pp. 341,381.
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individual believer, for, it was their contention that if
the Holy Spirit resided within the convert, "fruit" should
be evident in the life of the believer in the form of holy
life and conduct.

Since their contemporaries did not display

a godly way of life, the Anabaptists were sure that their
peers had not experienced God's grace in justification;
hence, those who did not demonstrate a changed life were
not truly converted.

Faith without "newness of life" was

unthinkable to an Anabaptist.
it was hypocritical also.

Such faith was not only dead;

Although Luther and Zwingli made

it abundantly clear that their goal was "an earnest Christianity," it can hardly be disputed that their results fell
far short of their objective.41

They found it a most diffi-

cult task to produce a laity that could consistently lead the
life they confessed verbally.

Hence, Anabaptists, who were

much more successful in accomplishing that task, drew considerable attention to this shortcoming.42
The basis for Anabaptists drawing attention to the
weakness in sola gratia and sola fide was their assumption
that faith and ethics were inseparable.

Kohler and Scheffer,

captured in Eisenach in 1537, bear this out in their comment
4

lMuch of the reason for this is discussed below in
chapter five.
42

Scharnschlager, for example, asked the Strasbourg
Council, in his defense in 1534, "to consider the changes of
faith in Lutheranism and Zwinglianism up till now. These
[changes] can be found in the writings of their preachers,
what they used to write and now say and write. See what has
happened with Zwingli and his followers, what a terrible end
[they have come to]." Klassen, "Scharnschlager's Defense,"
p. 215.
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that a Christian should not listen to sermons from a preacher
whose life was sinful.

In fact, they stated that Christ's

death was not efficacious for the one who did not imitate
Christ's pure life.43

Hans Hut, warning about those who

separate faith and works, said:

"Whoever leans on them will

be misled, for their doctrine is nothing but faith and goes
no farther. . . . O h , how lamentably do they in our times
mislead the whole world . . . with their false trumped-up
faith, a faith from which no moral improvement follows."44
The lack of moral improvement following conversion, then,
was a conspicuous, telltale sign to Anabaptists.

It not

only identified the individual as a non—Anabaptist, but it
also pointed out both a weakness and an error in the theology of the Magisterial Reformers.
As indicated earlier, Balthasar Hiibmaier refused to
accept anyone's faith as authentic unless he saw their faith
impacting their way of life.45

Similarly, authentic faith to

Hans Denck was that which would produce a Christ-like love.
In his pamphlet The Law of God (1526), in which he attacked
Luther's view of the Law and his doctrine of justification,
Denck indicated that he believed that those views were inadequate because Luther's preaching had not effectively addressed
43

Paul Wappler, Die Stellung Kursachsens und des Landqrafen Philipp von Hessen zur Tauferbewegung (Miinster: i.W.
Druck und Verlag der Aschendorffschen Buchhandlung, 1910),
p. 197. (Hereafter cited as Die Stellung.)
44

AS

45

See note 4 0 above.

cited in Verduin, The Reformers and Their Stepchildren, p. 105.
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the moral and ethical problems of the countless masses who
embraced his teaching.

Accusing them of being sacred bibli-

ophiles, Denck wrote:
He who honors Scripture but lacks divine love must
take heed not to turn Scripture into an idol as do
all scribes who are not "learned" for the kingdom
of God.
You say: since all laws have been directly commanded by God, it follows that customs must also
be kept, even though there is no truth which states
that one ought to be bound by outward things.
Answer:
All commandments, customs, and laws which are
laid down in writing in either the Old Testament
or the New are abrogated for a true student of
Christ (I Timothy 1:9). In other words, he [God]
has written upon his [disciple's] heart the one
word, which is that he loves God alone. He knows
how to govern his every deed by this, even though
he may have nothing written in front of him.
He who acts against love, cannot excuse himself either with divine or human law, for all
exist for the sake of love, and not vice versa.
Since they [laws] cannot give love, they should
not hinder it either.46
In a 1527 treatise entitled Concerning Genuine Love,
Denck spelled out more specifically what he meant by the
term "love" and what the Bible meant by it, and he concluded
that God had given most people genuine love to some extent.
He was troubled, however, that he saw so little of it in
his generation.

In fact, he was sure that genuine love

was being threatened with extinction during his lifetime.
Denck was not bothered by the absence of genuine love in
the lives of heathens or Jews as much as he was by its
absence in the lives of those who claimed to have converted to Reformation-style Christianity.47
^Writings of Denck, pp. 63,65-67.
47

Ibid., p. 102.

What was even more
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appalling than the absence of genuine love in professing
Christians was the opposite state of resistance to and contention with others who also claimed to be Christian.

In

other words, Denck's dilemma was how could Christians treat
their fellow Christians so violently?4**

This mood of futil-

ity is readily observed in his Recantation (1528), which
really does not revoke anything but is only a reflection of
Denck's mood of frustration.

In article two entitled "On

the Recompense of Christ," Denck dolefully penned:
He who depends on the merits of Christ, but
continues, nonetheless in a carnal, animallike existence, holds Christ in utter disregard, not unlike the heathen in by-gone
days who disregarded their gods in such a
way. This is blasphemy of which the world
is full.49
This frustration with the lack of transformation of life
did not cause the Anabaptists to brood, nor did it immobilize
them.

Rather, by maintaining their aggressive pursuit of dis-

tinctiveness in conduct they were able to win many to their
movement.

Pilgram Marpeck, influential leader of South Ger-

man Anabaptists, typified many who joined the Anabaptists
because libertinism among Lutheran Christians so totally disappointed him. 50

Adam Angersbach, a blacksmith in Melchior

Rink's congregation, accounted for his conversion to Anabaptism similarly when interrogated in 1531.
4

8ibid., p. 105.

49

He said that he

Ibid., pp. 124-25.

SOwilliam Klassen, Covenant and Community: The Life,
Writings, and Hermeneutics of Pilgram Marpeck (Grand Rapids,
Mich.: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1968), p. 21.
(Hereafter cited as Covenant and Community.)
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had observed so many bad things in the lives of Lutheran
preachers that he was induced by their lives not to accept
their teaching.

He continued, almost vituperatively, to

accuse Lutheranism of doing very little good for society,
stating that by their sinful, indecent lives, Lutheran pastors had so facilitated the growth of anger, license, and
villainy that these "had grown more under them than under
the papacy."51

Angersbach stated that he had been attract-

ed to Rink and his followers because they made a concerted
effort to abstain from sin, and it was possible to see purity
of life in

them.52

This was evidence to him that they had

the Holy Spirit, so he sought to be rebaptized and to join
the group.5 3
In accepting the Reformation tenet sola scriptura. Anabaptists believed they were obliged to do more than establish
a systematic theology or create a creed to be recited.

They

were convinced that each new piece of information they gleaned
from the Bible made it incumbent for them to adjust their life
to the most recent insight.

The result, as was established

in chapter one, was a distinctive moral code of

e t h i c s .

5 4

51-Quellen Hesse, p. 43.
52

Paul Wappler, Die Tauferbewegung in Thuringen von
1526-1584 (Jena: Gustav Fischer, 1913), pp. 328-29. (Hereafter cited as Thuringen.)
53

This purity of life and conduct has been called "discipleship" by Harold S. Bender, "Anabaptist Vision," pp. 6788. The topic of discipleship is discussed below in chapter
six.
54

Hubmaier summarized: "Only those deeds which God has
ordered us to do are good and only those which He forbids us
are evil." Quellen IX, p. 173.
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They simply believed that if the Bible said something, then
they must do it.55

They expected no more than that from

their fellow Reformers, but when they saw no evidence of distinctive morality in them, they unsympathetically criticized
Protestantism.

All they wanted was an inerrant faith consist-

ently lived out in daily life.

When they did not see that

in the life of one of their members, they exercised church
discipline to maintain the purity of the group and restore
the erring one to the fellowship.56

And, when they did not

see godly living in the conduct of those outside their group
who claimed to be justified by faith, they spared no words to
expose the evidence that faith had not taken root.57
One of the most articulate, though lengthy, Anabaptist
descriptions of the danger of sola gratia and sola fide
resulting in careless living is Menno Simons' comments in
his treatise The True Christian Faith (1541).

Menno Simons

55ciaus Felbinger, in his Confession of 1560, stated
that "we believe the Word of God utterly: the Word that
stands and that cannot lie. It does not conform to the
world. Men have only to act in accordance with the Word."
Friedmann, "Felbinger's Confession," p. 150.
5^The matter of church discipline is discussed below
in chapter five.
5^Menno Simons, for example, wrote: "Because they
love their cross-fleeing belly more than they do their
God, they preach and teach only as much as and as far as
the mandates and decrees of the princes permit and allow,
so that they may not incur the displeasure of the world
and be rejected out of their worldly honor and their easy
life." C.W.M.S., p. 331. Consequently, in the 1580 Waterland Confession, article thirty-six taught Mennonites to
withdraw from those whose life did not match their words
because they would pollute and contaminate the Church and
cause the name of God to be blasphemed. See William L.
Lumpkin, Baptist Confessions of Faith (Philadelphia: The
Judson Press, 1959), p. 63.
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wrote this book to clear Anabaptism of the charge of legalism
and to show that they did indeed hold the evangelical view
of faith and justification.

Early in the work he attacked

sola fideism:
The Lutherans teach and believe that faith
alone saves, without any assistance by works.
They emphasize this doctrine so as to make it
appear as though works were not even necessary;
yes, that faith is of such a nature that it
cannot tolerate any work along side of it.
. . . For with this same doctrine they have led
the reckless and ignorant people, great and
small, city-dweller and cottager alike, into
such a fruitless, unregenerate life, and have
given them such free rein, that one would
scarcely find such an ungodly and abominable
life among Turks and Tartars as among these
people. Their open deeds bear testimony, for
the abundant eating and drinking; the excessive
pomp and splendor; the fornicating, lying,
cheating, cursing; the swearing by the wounds
of the Lord; the shedding of blood, the fightings, etc., which are found among many of them
have neither measure nor bounds. Preacher and
disciple are as alike as two peas in a pod in
regard to many carnal acts.
They say further, 'How miserably the [Catholic]
priests have had us poor people by the nose,
robbing us of the blood of the Lord, and directing us to their peddling and superstitious
transactions. God be praised, we caught on that
all our works avail nothing, but that the blood
and death of Christ alone must cancel and pay for
our sins.' They strike up a Psalm (124:7),
'Snapped is the cord, now we are free, praise
the Lord' while beer and wine verily run from
their drunken mouths and noses. Anyone who can
but recite this on his thumb, no matter how
carnally he lives, is a good evangelical man
and a precious brother. If someone steps up in
true and sincere love and admonish or reprove
them for this, and point them to Christ Jesus
rightly, to His doctrine, sacraments, and
unblamable example, and to show that it is not
right for a Christian so to boast and drink,
revile and curse; then he must hear from that
hour that he is one who believes in salvation
by good works, is a heaven-stormer, a sectarian
agitator, a rabble rouser, a make believe
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Christian, a disdainer of the sacraments, or
an Anabaptist.58
Having defined the issue of this study as being an
investigation into the answer Anabaptists gave to the question of what is the relationship of Christianity and society,
i.e., by maintaining a distinctive purity of life ethic
despite the teaching and conduct of their counterparts, the
next task is to account for the distinctiveness of the Anabaptists' conduct and to determine the validity of the accusations that were made against them, such as the ones which
concluded the last quotation above.59

Thus,

Part Two

accounts for the Anabaptist purity of life ethic by examining the bases upon which they said their ethic was founded.
Three broad areas are considered: their marked difference
in handling the Bible, without which Anabaptism would not
have come into existence; their new interpretation of salvation and conversion, without which their unique way of life
would have been impossible; and their innovations in the
realm of the church, without which there would have been no
stability to maintain distinctive conduct.

58
59

C.W.M.S., pp. 333-34.

Sebastian Hofmeister, for example, accused Grebel
of committing adultery and "poisoning" people with incorrect
doctrine. Quellen VI, pp. 124-25.

PART 2
ESTABLISHING THE BASES
CHAPTER 3
BIBLIOLOGY: THE BASIS FOR ANABAPTISM
Having established that Anabaptism was recognized as
producing a noticeably purer and more consistent godly way
of life than its peers, it is necessary now to analyze the
testimony of the Anabaptists themselves in order to discover
an explanation for their distinctive conduct.

Since the

only explanation they ever gave for their pursuit of holiness was theological, Part Two will, necessarily, summarize
under three broad doctrinal categories their assertions as
to what constituted the bases for their purity of life ethicbibliology, soteriology, and ecclesiology.

Within these

categories will be gathered data relevant to that category's
contribution to the Anabaptist purity of life ethic.

Thus,

their use here is not as systematic theologians might employ
them.
It is unlikely that any activity or belief which is
continued despite opposition or hostility is performed on
the whim of the individual involved.

Such actions are

generally rooted in conviction(s) or presupposition(s).
75
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This study of the Anabaptists' ethics of conduct is proof
of that assertion.

In the face of intense persecution and

imminent death, Anabaptists did not back down from their
elevated view of a distinctively pure way of life.

Whether

imprisoned, interrogated, or about to die, they consistently
revealed that their tenacity depended first and foremost on
their views about the Bible.

They believed that Scripture

alone was God's authoritative message; i.e., not only does
God exist, but He is not silent--He has somehing to say to
mankind in every age of human history.

These urgent Divine

imperatives were inerrant and completely trustworthy.

They

could be induced and perceived by any true Christian.

These

messages, because of their importance, were not only binding
but also obliged men to obedience.^

It was the Word of God,

then, that provided both the raison d' etre and the modus
operandi for Anabaptism.

Without their teachings about Holy

Writ, Anabaptists believed they had nothing upon which to
establish their faith nor to stabilize it when difficulties
came.
Even a cursory assessment of the Anabaptists shows
them to be strict

biblicists.2

The Word of God was all

^During an interrogation in the winter of 1525-26,
Felix Manz indicated that "everything that is needful for
the Christian life is written down in the Bible and therefore we must not neglect or reject it." Quellen VI, p. 127.
^Harold S. Bender, "The Anabaptists and Religious Liberty," A.R.G. 44(1953):32-50. (Hereafter cited as "Anabaptists and Religious Liberty.") This article has subsequently been reprinted in booklet form by Fortress Press in 197 0
under the same title. Here the term "biblicist" is not
meant to denote that the Anabaptists believed the Bible
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they used as a norm and standard for living.3

in matters of

conduct, it was sufficient to know what Christ had taught and
exemplified.^

Since He was the incarnate Word, Christ was

was self-explanatory or merely needed to be rotely memorized
and mechanically repeated in order to be effective. That
would do the Anabaptists a great disservice. Rather, "biblicism" is used here to indicate bibliocentricity or a biblically-oriented approach to life. Friedmann correctly indicates
that this kind of biblicism is evident in Anabaptism's confessions of faith and defenses and in letters by Anabaptists
which are often "not much more than an accumulation of Biblical quotations, cleverly selected and arranged, the purpose
being to demonstrate to their opponents that their faith was
rooted on solid scriptural ground." Robert Friedmann, "The
Essence of Anabaptist Faith: An Essay in Interpretation,"
M.Q.R. 41(1967):21. (Hereafter cited as "The Essence of Anabaptism.") Illustrative of this point is Conrad Grebel's
comment to Thomas Miintzer that he had arrived at his new
convictions by carefully studying the Scriptures. Quellen
VI, p. 14. Further, Swiss Brethren meetings often consisted
largely of Bible reading. Ibid., pp. 40,127.
^Menno Simons, for example, stated that "if they [the
Reformed preachers] teach anything not in accordance with
the Scriptures and the true faith, we are to avoid it.
. . . this is that to which [the Apostle] John exhorts
his disciples: 'Beloved, believe not every spirit, but
try the spirits, whether they are of God.' [I John 4:1]."
C.W.M.S., p. 179; cp. pp. 216,310.
^Anabaptists were committed to a careful study and
mastery of Christ's teachings as is illustrated by Claus
Felbinger, who indicated at his interrogation in 1560 that
he merely wished to think and live "in the simplicity of
Christ." To that his inquisitor replied: "I do not think
you are so simple [unsophisticated], I think there would
not be one in a hundred who could give account of himself
as well as you do. Neither do I consider you an enthusiast
such as run around everywhere and have no good foundation
for their teaching." Friedmann, "Felbinger's Confession,"
p. 141. This reference to "enthusiasm" or "fanaticism"
(Schwarmerei) is a common one. Luther frequently made
this accusation because he believed the Anabaptists had
deviated from strict biblicism and relied heavily upon
subjective illumination by the Holy Spirit. While that
did exist in certain pockets of Anabaptism, mastery of the
Bible through diligent study was predominant. Another
inquisitor corroborated the assessment of Felbinger's
interrogator when he exclaimed after questioning an Anabaptist: "You . . . certainly have the Scriptures at your
fingerends!" Martyrs' Mirror, p. 780.
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the unique and special Word from God the Father to mankind.5
From its inception, this was the Anabaptist position.

George

Blaurock, one of the pioneers in Swiss Anabaptism, indicated
the priority that Bible teaching had in his life when from
the pulpit of the church in Hinvil, he said:
place?

"Whose is this

If it is the house of God where God's Word is to be

preached, I am here as an emissary of the Father to proclaim
God's Word."®

The first Anabaptist statement of faith, the

Schleitheim Confession of 1527, also states the pre-eminence
of Bible

i n s t r u c t i o n . ^

However, Bible teaching was not the

only thing important to Anabaptists; that teaching had to be
accurate as well.
S p i l g r a m
Marpeck, a mining engineer, magistrate, and
Anabaptist lay theologian from Rattenberg, in an attempt to
assert the supremacy of Christ in the Scripture, indicated
that he did not wish to deprecate the apostles, prophets, or
teachers of the Church, nor did he wish to imply that divine
miracles or signs could not occur. Rather, he simply wished
to convey that "no prophet is of any avail if he is sent to
institute something different from that which Christ [has
already] instituted." The Writings of Pilgram Marpeck, ed.
and trans. William Klassen and Walter Klaassen (Scottdale,
Penn.: Herald Press, 1978), pp. 49,96. (Hereafter cited as
Writings of Marpeck.) See also Harold S. Bender, "Pilgram
Marpeck, Anabaptist Theologian and Civil Engineer," M.Q.R.
38(1964):230-65.

^Quellen VI, p. 110.
7Article five states: "We are agreed as follows on pastors in the church: The pastor in the church of God shall, as
Paul has prescribed, be the one who out-in-out has a good report of those who are outside the faith. This office shall
be to read, to admonish and teach, to warn, to discipline, to
ban in the church, to lead out in prayer for the advancement
of all the brethren and sisters, to lift up the bread when it
is broken, and in all things to see to the care of the body
of Christ, in order that it may be built up and developed,
and the mouth of the slanderer be stopped." John C. Wenger,
ed. and trans., "The Schleitheim Confession of Faith," M.Q.R.
19(1945):250. (Hereafter cited as "Schleithiem.")
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In his work Foundation of Christian Doctrine (1539),
Menno Simons sought to show the world that Anabaptism was
built on a solid biblical foundation.

He reflects the

Zeitgeist of the Reformation, namely, the return to the
pristine teachings of the Church, when he penned:
. . . our doctrine is the infallible doctrine and
position of the Scriptures. . . . Ours is no new
doctrine, as the preachers without truth assert
and would have you believe. It is the old doctrine
which was preached and practiced in the church for
more than 1,500 years, the doctrine by which the
church was begotten. . . .8
This conviction that Scripture alone, as the New Testament
Church believed and practiced it, was authoritative in true
Christians' lives was something Anabaptists had learned from
the Magisterial R e f o r m e r s . 9

They acknowledged their depend-

ence upon the Reformers for the recovery of the Word of God
and the rejection of the medieval synthesis of the Bible, tradition, and papal authority.10

So extensively did Anabaptists

adopt sola scriptura that anyone gathering for Bible study
and exhortation was suspected of having joined Anabaptism.
8

C.W.M.S., p. 192.

9This point was developed on pp. 49ff. above. An example of the significance of sola scriptura for Anabaptists was
offered by Luther in his second Invocavit sermon in Wittenberg in March 1522: "I simply taught, preached, and wrote
God's Word; otherwise I did nothing. And while I slept, or
drank Wittenberg beer with my friends Philipp [Melanchthon]
and [Nicholaus von] Amsdorf, the Word so greatly weakened the
papacy that no prince or emperor ever inflicted such losses
upon it. I did nothing; the Word did everything." As cited
in Hans J. Hillerbrand, ed. The Protestant Reformation (New
York: Harper & Row, Publishers, 1968), p. 36.
l^See Heinold Fast, "The Dependence of the First Anabaptists on Luther, Erasmus, and Zwingli," M.Q.R. 30(1956):
104-19.
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The Anabaptists' aggressive study of Scripture grounded
them in the fundamentals of their faith to the extent that
they both impressed and frustrated their opponents.11

Their

complete reliance upon the Bible as the sole authority for
their lives is readily seen in the records of debates Anabaptists had with Reformed theologians or in the interrogations of Anabaptists who had been arrested and imprisoned.12
11

Luther expressed his frustration with Anabaptism in
a 1539 work entitled Against Antinomians: "Recently the Anabaptists reminded us forcefully enough how mighty and how
close to us the lovely devil is. . . ." Luther's Works,
47:19. In a debate with Hiibmaier, Zwingli had his own teachings used on him: "When the vicar asks you [Zwingli] if
infant baptism is clearly taught by God's Word, will you
answer 'yes, here is the proof,' or will you say, 'no' so
he cannot bind us just like you do not want to be held to
that which is not clearly taught by God's Word. You wrote
in your final remark that every Christian is not bound to
works that God has not commanded; therefore, we stay with
your word and ask that you not speak of things not commanded
by God." Later in the debate Hiibmaier retorted: "You mock
and chatter—that does not add anything to the truth. . . .
God forgive us all for the fruitless words [we speak]."
Quellen IX, pp. 179,186. For an excellent treatment of his
life, see Torsten Bergsten, Balthasar Hiibmaier: Anabaptist
Theologian and Martyr, trans. Irwin J. Barnes and William R.
Estep, Jr. (Valley Forge, Penn.: Judson Press, 1978) and
Williams, The Radical Reformation, pp. 64-68,89-100,134-37,
218-29.
12

in a debate with Oecolampadius, Hiibmaier blurted:
"You tell me much of Tertullian, Origen, Cyprian, Augustine,
councils, histories, and old customs. I am compelled to conclude that you are in want of Scriptures [to validate your
claims]. They will not come out of the quiver [for you]."
Quellen IX, p. 267. Earlier, he indicated: "I grant as
much credence as they [extra-biblical authorities] agree
with the Scriptures, and not more." Ibid., p. 261. He even
compared Oecolampadius to a night owl since it appears to
dislike the light and refuses to come out into it. Ibid.,
p. 265. In their refusal to appeal to the Church Fathers
in order to prove the intention of the New Testament writers,
Anabaptists revealed a different hermeneutical approach to
the Bible from both the Catholic and Protestant (Magisterial)
Reformers.
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Joos Kindt, imprisoned in 1533, is typical of the Anabaptists'
response to the practice of using other authorities, like tradition, Church Fathers, or the Pope, in addition to or coordinately with Scripture.

His interrogators, Ronse and

Polet, in the course of attempting to convince him to recant, sought to persuade Joos with the reasoning of the
Church Fathers:
Polet: Does not Augustine say-Joos: Do not speak of Augustine, for I do not
know him; I hold no doctrine save that of the
apostles and prophets, and of the words which
our Savior brought. . . but Augustine, Gregory,
Ambrose, these I know not.-*-3
The emphasis of his comment here was not on his lack of
knowledge of the Church Fathers or papal instruction; the
thrust of his statement was on that which he did know and
held to be both credible and authoritative.

In the balance

of his hearing, Kindt ably verified what he did know—the
New Te s tament.

4

Similarly, Claes de Praet, imprisoned in Ghent in
1556, refused to accept any authority but the Bible.

The

priest questioning him confronted him about the few years
that the Anabaptist church had existed.

Pointing out that

the Protestants' church had existed roughly thirty years,
he challenged de Praet to cite one book the Anabaptists
accepted as authoritative that antedated their movement.
-^Martyrs' Mirror, pp. 541-42.
14

Ibid., pp. 542-46.

l^The priest's argument on this point apparently is
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The answer de Praet gave was unexpected and humorous to the
priest: "The Bible," was his quick reply.

Sure that he had

trapped him with his query, de Praet's answer brought the
priest quizzically to ask if the Bible alone was sufficient
for their church.

When de Praet assured him it was, the

priest laughingly retorted:
What becomes then of all the books written
from the time of the apostles by learned
men, who also received the Spirit of God,
as well as the apostles? Have they all
written in vain; [such] as Jerome, Gregory,
Augustine and Ambrose; those were certainly
good and virtuous men, were they not?
Claes: Were these the four pillars upon which
your church is founded?
Priest: Yes.
Claes: I did not know them, only by hearsay;
they were pious scallions, if they founded your
church as it yet is as may be seen.16

During a discussion about the ordinances of the church,
Jacques D'Auchy, imprisoned in Leeuwarden in 1558, affirmed
that he too believed the Bible was the sole authority for
life.

After being lectured on the teachings of various

Church Fathers concerning infant baptism, D'Auchy replied:
". . . prove to me that the apostles baptized little infants,
based upon the implication that the older the institution,
the more credible and authentic it is. It is not clear
whether or not de Praet understood that, but he was not
distracted from his certainty about the Bible.
l^Martyrs' Mirror, p. 560. Hubmaier corroborated
de Praet1s conclusion when he stated: "Thomas, Scotus,
Gabriel [Biel], Occam, decrees, decretals, and legends of
the saints and other pretentious wits, these have until
now been our hellish Scriptures." Quellen IX, pp. 308-09.
He continued by stating that one of the causes of the current theological situation was that when missionaries came
to Germany from Italy, Britain, and Scotland, the people
did not carefully check their teaching against the Bible.
Ibid., p. 309.
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and I shall believe it." 17

In like manner, Hans Vermeersch,

imprisoned in Flanders in 1559, summarized the sentiments of
many Anabaptists on this point.

He too had been lectured

on how Peter had founded the Church, on the significance
of apostolic succession, and on the importance of the four
doctors of the Holy Church—Jerome, Augustine, Ambrose,
and Bernard.

To this Vermeersch succinctly replied:

believe only the Word of God."18

"I

This reply was not orig-

inal with Vermeersch nor the Anabaptists, for that matter,
but it was used in a conspicuously consistent manner in
Anabaptism.

This consistency should be seen as operating

17

Martyrs' Mirror, p. 596. In his effort to distinguish between the commands and the prohibitions of the Bible
in his debate with Zwingli, Hubmaier said: "You [Zwingli]
write that we should not believe in purgatory, and you try
to prove it from Mark 16:16. . . . The Scriptures do not
know purgatory—only heaven and hell. Zwingli, we desire
a prohibition not to believe in purgatory from you. Either
you will show us a prohibiting word in your doctrine, or you
will have to set up purgatory again, install the papacy, and
stick to the speech of the vicar." Quellen IX, p. 179.
Felix Manz also illustrated this principle when he expressed
his willingness to engage in debate concerning baptism only
so long as the Bible was used as the sole authority for the
discussion. Quellen VI, p. 28. Similarly, in Zollikon in
August 1525, Jacob Hottinger was asked to stop causing
rebellion and to return to his former church, listen to
the teaching there, and if he determined it was incorrect,
he was to speak up about it. Hottinger agreed that if he
was in error concerning re-baptism he would gladly receive
instruction so long as it was solely from the Bible. After
considerable discussion of the biblical teachings on baptism, Hottinger was convinced by their reasonings from the
Bible, and he revoked Anabaptism and received reinstruction
from his former church. Ibid., pp. 102-04.
^Martyrs' Mirror, p. 632. Similarly, Hubmaier stated
that "all doctrines which are not established by God Himself
should be abolished and wiped out." This included tradition,
papal instructions, and the writings of "Aristotle, preachers
like Thomas, Scotus, Bonaventura, and Occam." Quellen IX,
p. 73.
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simultaneously in two areas.

On the one hand the Anabaptists

rejected everything and everyone used as a supplement to or
augmentation of Scripture, and on the other hand they accepted
only the Bible as authoritative.-*-^
It is difficult to overstate how deeply committed the
Anabaptists were to sola scriptura because whether an examination is made of their interrogations, testimonies, writings, or sermons, this same theme reappears regularly and
frequently.

Menno Simons did as much to explain Anabaptist

reasoning here as any other Anabaptist writers.

Anabaptists

were not being naive or obnoxious by tenaciously adhering
to the principle of sola scriptura.

Simons indicated the

reason the teaching of others was rejected was because they
had "deceitfully mingled the precious fine gold of the
divine Word with the dross of human doctrine. . . ."20
l^Hiibmaier, as representative of Anabaptism in general,
stated that in dealing with error or disagreement regarding
the faith, the matter "should be examined and corrected by
the sole rule of the Word of God. Moreover, whatever shall
be founded on this will endure forever; for the Word of God
is eternal and immortal." In other words, "Scripture is
the only standard." As cited in Henry C. Vedder, Balthasar
Hiibmaier; The Leader of the Anabaptists (New York: G.P. Putnam's Sons, 1905), pp. 60,90. (Hereafter cited as Hiibmaier. )
Menno Simons' succinct conclusion was: "Everything contrary
to Scripture, whether it be in doctrines, beliefs, sacraments,
worship, or life, should be measured by this infallible rule
and demolished by this just and divine scepter, and destroyed
without any respect of persons." C.W.M.S., p. 160.
20c.W.M.S. , p. 159. Hiibmaier concurred with Simons'
assessment when he stated that the truth of God's Word had
become so mingled with the "chaff" of human additions and
traditions that the "wheat" of the Word was hard to find.
Quellen IX, p. 131. Therefore, he described biblically
approved preachers as "only those who spread God's Word.
. . ." And, those "who spread God's Word clear and pure
should be fed and clothed." Quellen IX, pp. 7 3,74. Conrad
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amplified that point in his book Christian Baptism (1539):
. . . they cry and snarl with rage against us, saying that we write against all the doctors and against
the teaching of the holy Christian church. That we
write against the greater part of the doctors or
learned men, I sweetly and gladly acknowledge. For
whenever they write, admonish, and teach contrary
to the Word . . . of Jesus Christ, we do not consider their illustrious names, and have nothing to
do with their human p h i l o s o p h y . 2 1
Simons and the Anabaptists took this bold stand because they
were convinced that only the Bible could ultimately provide
profitable "instruction, admonition, and correction. . . . " 2 2
Grebel indicated that he had always taught that one should
never add anything to God's Word. Quellen VI, p. 124.
2-LC.W.M.S. , p. 233. Hiibmaier concurred with Simons in
this belief when he stated that additions to the Bible and
human traditions were necesssary for practices that lacked
scriptural authorization. Quellen IX, p. 120. Furthermore,
one of the reasons he rejected the Church Fathers and tradition was because they often contradicted the Bible. See
Ibid., p. 171, for example, where he accused Augustine of
being partly to blame for the error of infant baptism.
Conrad Grebel, in an extensive discourse on this point in
his letter to Thomas Muntzer, September 4, 1524, stated in
part: "Just as our forefathers apostatized from the true
. . . divine Word . . . and lived without God's Word . . .
[so] there is a greater, more dangerous error today. . . .
We also lingered in this same error as long as we listened
to and read only the evangelical pastors. . . . But after
we took the Scriptures in hand and consulted it . . . we
. . . have discovered the great and harmful error of the
pastors. . . . The cause of all this is the false forbearance, the hiding of the divine Word, and the co-mingling of
it with the human." Quellen VI, pp. 13-14.
22

C.W.M.S., p. 159. Again, in the middle of the debate
over baptism with Zwingli, Hiibmaier told Zwingli that he
ought to be ashamed of himself for tricking the simple-minded
about baptism, for, he concluded, "we must reject all human
rules not given [directly] by God; therefore, human rules are
worthless. Christ taught that all that God has not planted
by Himself should be abolished. . . . If you want infant
baptism, and you cannot prove it from God's Word, then you
are adding something to His Word and not us." Quellen IX,
p. 178. Felix Manz indicated at his hearing in 1525 that
"the clear and genuine Scripture" was responsible for drawing him from error to Anabaptism. Quellen VI, p. 127.
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This conviction was the source of considerable misunderstanding and, ultimately, persecution of the Anabaptists,
for their contemporaries were not prepared to take the principle of sola scriptura so far.

In a subsequent interroga-

tion, Jacques D'Auchy reasoned with his inquisitor from his
German New Testament, but the inquisitor's reply was that he
should not live his life by his personal understanding of
the Scriptures.
teachers.

He needed the exposition of various holy

When D'Auchy claimed he was satisfied with St.

Paul's exposition, the inquisitor complained of the pervasive influence of Zwingli and Calvin in that comment.
D'Auchy protested that his faith had not been established
on the teaching of Zwingli or Calvin but solely "upon the
Word of God."23

Twice in later proceedings the inquisitor

stated that he felt D'Auchy had fallen into error because
he had rejected the teaching of the Church Fathers and overestimated his interpretative skills.

This claim D'Auchy

flatly denied by quoting Jeremiah 17:5—"Cursed by the man
that trusteth in man."24

The exclusive use of Scripture as the sole authority
for living differed among individual Anabaptists.

While

they all held to the same principle, they often implemented
it differently in the various circumstances in which they
^Martyrs' Mirror, p. 600.
24ifc>id. Because of what they understood the doctrines
of Original Sin and Total Depravity to teach, Anabaptists
mistrusted not only those who taught the Bible but also mankind in general. These subjects are discussed below in chapter four under the topic of the nature of man.
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found themselves.

For example, when concluding his comments

on what he believed were incorrect claims about salvation,
Menno Simons simply stated:
and never do we read

it

"I tell you the truth, nowhere

in the

S c r i p t u r e 2 5

However,

when his interrogation got somewhat frenzied, Joos Kindt
made his point much more tersely:
[Polet] produced a sophism.
I [Joos] said: You cannot satisfy me with
arguments, show it to me in the book [Bible].
Then Ronse said: We know it by heart, and so
do you; hear us repeat it from memory.
I said: Read it.
They replied: Is it not the same whether we
read it or speak it? . . .
I said: Telling me will not satisfy

me.26

Whether they were moderate in their assertion like Simons
or terse like Kindt, the Anabaptists all agreed that if someone could prove to them that they were wrong by using the
Bible alone, they would change their position

accordingly.2V

Their willingness to adjust only to scripturally verifiable
insights was founded on the belief that failure to obey
only those kinds of data would result in neutralizing the
effectiveness of their

testimony.28

2^c .W.M. S. , p. 89.

so the Anabaptists

26jy[artyrs • Mirror, p. 545.

27see the example of Menno Simons in his preface to
his Meditation on the Twenty-Fifth Psalm in C.W.M.S., p. 65.
The Anabaptists of Griiningen told the Council of Zurich
that whatever was proven to them from the Bible they would
accept and mend their errors accordingly. See Quellen VI,
p. 108. The Anabaptists in Zollikon asked the Council of
Zurich not to judge on spiritual matters because that was
God's task. Thus, they begged for a public meeting to discuss the Bible openly and in order to be shown where they
were erring. Ibid., p. 116. At his trial, Michael Sattler
indicated that he would accept only those things which
they could prove from the Bible. Quellen VII, p. 83.
28 C.W.M.S., p. 310.
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persisted in their understanding of the Bible until shown
from Scripture that they needed to change, they attempted
to point out and reprove falsehood with Scripture whenever
they saw it, and they sought to convert to the Scriptures
all who would give them a hearing.29

Since, as they taught,

one's actions verify belief in God's Word, Simons concluded:
"We must believe Christ and His Word and abide constantly
in His Spirit, ordinance, and example, or eternal misery
will be our position.

This is incontrovertible."30

That Anabaptists were unyielding in their commitment to
the exclusive authority of the Bible is plain, but they also
believed the Bible was without error and thereby completely
trustworthy.

While commitment to the authority of Scripture

can be considered the general principle to which the Anabaptists were committed, inerrancy and trustworthiness may be
considered the bases for embracing the former.

After all,

it is difficult to imagine anyone insistently believing or
doing something that is based upon dubious or tenuous evidence, especially when undergoing intense persecution and
pending martyrdom.

It is much more believable if one is

convinced that his faith and actions are securely founded
upon a totally reliable source.

In his Meditation on the

Twenty-Fifth Psalm (1536), Menno Simons asserted this very
29See Simons' comments to Gellius Faber in C.W.M.S.,
pp. 716-17. On at least one occasion, Felix Manz attempted
to but was prevented from giving an apology of his faith
regarding baptism from the Bible. Quellen VI, pp. 23-24.
Manz's experience can be duplicated many times over with
examples from the Martyrs' Mirror.
30C.W.M.S., p. 95.

89
conviction in his comments on verse nineteen:
Since then I urge my doctrine by the evidence
of Thy plain ineffable Word . . . who can
reprove and show with the argument of truth
that I am a seducing teacher? Does not the
whole Scripture teach that Christ is the
truth and shall remain forever? . . . Let
them boast and rave, twist and wrangle,
extirpate, persecute, and kill as they
please. Thy Word will triumph. . . .31
The settled judgment that his faith was secure because it
was anchored in what he believed to be plain and true in
Scripture enabled not only Simons but also the Anabaptists
in general to be stabilized in the face of

o p p o s i t i o n . 3 2

The Anabaptists' unshakable confidence that their faith
was secure and would ultimately triumph is understandable
when seen in the light of their teaching that the authoritative Word of God was also without error.

Phrases like

"believe God's infallible Word" or "as the infallible Word
of our beloved Lord Jesus Christ has taught and commanded"
frequent the pages of Anabaptist writings.33

if the idea

of inerrancy is linked with that of authority, the implication for Christian conduct is obvious, i.e., that which the
3 1 l b i d . ,

32 Po

p.

8 1 .

ise in the face of opposition was possible because
they believed the Bible was God's "powerful word," His "most
holy and invincible" Word, and His "eternal" and "imperishable" Word. Ibid., pp. 157,260,305. Also, Simons frequently
asserted that the Bible stands forever and its precepts cannot be broken. See Ibid., pp. 79,81,298,348,403. Hiibmaier
has been ascribed a hymn entitled, "God's Word Stands Sure
Forever," which also bears this out. See William R. Estep,
Jr., ed. Anabaptist Beginnings (1523-1533): A Source Book
(Nieuwkoop: B. de Graaf, 1976), pp. 169-72. (Hereafter
cited as Anabaptist Beginnings.) Hiibmaier's favorite phrase
was "Die warheit ist untodlich."
33c.W.M.S., p. 102; cp. p. 240
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Bible says to do must be

done.34

Authority and inerrancy,

then, brought total and absolute credibility to every word
of Scripture, especially to those words of Christ's.
Evidence of the extent to which the Anabaptists deemed
the Word of God to be supremely credible is so conspicuous
that it is virtually impossible to conclude from their writings that they so much as questioned the absolute veracity of
Holy

Writ.35

x n his polemic The Blasphemy of John Leiden

(1535), Menno Simons very clearly revealed his disposition
on the matter of the veracity of the Bible.

In differentia-

ting himself from the teachings of the leaders of the group
at Munster regarding Christ's Second Coming to Earth and His
punishment of His enemies, Simons wrote:

"And do not suppose

it will be so before His return, for you will find yourself
mistaken unless God's Word be false, a thing that is impossible. "36

Simons expressed his presupposition that the Bible

is true (or Truth) in many different ways throughout his writings, but most frequent are expressions like "His sure Word,"
"the Word of God is true," or "the sure and true doctrine of
Scripture."37
Teaching on the inerrancy of Scripture was not only
reinforced by the corollary of veracity but also by the
34pelix Manz indicated that since the Bible is the
only complete authority, it must be obeyed in exact detail.
Quellen VI, p. 27.
35jyienno Simons repeatedly stated that every word in
the Bible was true. C.W.M.S., pp. 140,241,329,346,648,671.

36ibid., p. 47.

37Ibid., pp. 62,96,272,427.
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further corollary of inviolability.

The belief that it was

inconsistent with God's character to forget, to go back on,
or somehow to break His Word emboldened Anabaptists.

In

his protest against the persecution of Anabaptists, Why I
Do Not Cease Teaching and Writing (1539), Simons stated that
the reason he spoke "frankly with a certain and sure conviction" was because he was confident that "the Word of God
shall remain unbroken until the judgment day." 38

This

statement provides insight into his earlier bold assertion
in The New Birth (1537), namely:
. . . hear God's irrevocable sentence and
judgment as pronounced upon all . . .
whether emperor or king, duke or earl,
baron, knight or squire, noble or commoner,
priest or monk, learned or unlearned,
rich or poor, man or woman, bond or
free. All who live after the flesh must
forever remain under the just sentence
and eternal wrath of God; otherwise
the whole Scriptures are untrue.
The Word stands unshaken. . . .29
The inviolability of Scripture also served to engender
hope in the Anabaptists when the pressures of life seemed
overwhelming.

In fact, belief in the durability of Script-

ure appears to have provided Anabaptists with a durability
which in turn became a characteristic they used to identify
other true Christians.

Again, Simons provided evidence of

this in his apology of Anabaptism, The True Christian Faith
(1541).

He stated that Christians "cling to the Word of the

Lord with all the heart. . . . For God is a God who cannot
forget or break His Word."40
38ifc>id., p. 308.
40lbid., p. 348 .

Later in his Brief and Clear
^Ibid., p_ 99. cp. p. 286.
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Confession (1544) , which was an attempt to explain the incarnation of Christ, Menno Simons indicated that he spoke with
boldness and confidence in matters of theological debate
because he was "assured by the infallibly sure testimony of
the Scriptures."41

And still later, when responding to

Gellius Faber in 1554, a hostile Lutheran pastor in Emden,
East Friesland, Simons revealed his confident hope in the
Bible's qualities to arbitrate the differences between Faber
and himself.

He stated that if they would be reasonable and

impartial, the Word of God could readily judge the matters
between them, because it was "the infallible and true Word
of

the

Lord."42

In summation then, the belief that Scripture alone was
the guidebook for Christian living and that Scripture alone
was authoritative had disseminated so widely among Anabaptists that even the lowliest of adherents understood this
teaching and lived his life by that precept.43

Corollar-

ies to the authority of Scripture, like inerrancy, trustworthiness, inviolability, etc., were likely taught and understood by most Anabaptists, but they did not articulate them
clearly.

These latter concepts are more prominent in the

writings of the major leaders among the Anabaptists.

With

this brief description of their position on the Bible as
background, two tasks remain to fulfil the objective of this
41
43

Ibid., p. 427.

42

Ibid., p. 716.

Pilgram Marpeck stated it simply: " . . . one should
believe the Scriptures with or without [miraculous] signs [of
confirmation]." Writings of Marpeck, p. 58.
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chapter.

The hermeneutics of the Anabaptists and the manner

in which they sought to practice what the Bible taught them
must be explored in order to establish that bibliology was
the primary basis for the existence of the Anabaptists.
What is intended in the phrase "hermeneutics of the Anabaptists" is an overview of some of the principles that guided
them in their interpretation of the Bible.

Since, as has

been already suggested, they believed that the Bible was the
only objective authority available to Christians to provide
a rule for life, it is important to determine whether they had
an exact, accurate, and reliable method of interpretation of
Scripture or were reckless or foolhardy and thereby justly
named "Schwarmer."

In George Huntston Williams' categoriza-

tion of the Radical Reformation, he describes the "Spiritualists" as those who internalized the Word of God into an "inner
light" or inner Spirit subjectivism while the "Evangelical
Rationalists" externalized the Word of God into a sterile,
mechanical, rational study in a "school of ethics."44

If

these two are viewed as the extremes in the Radical Reformation, the Anabaptists could be viewed as the via media.

Ana-

baptists believed that since the Bible was the authoritative
Word of God and since it addressed every aspect of life and
behavior, not only must careful attention be given to the
words in which it was written, but it must also be obeyed.45
44

Williams, The Radical Reformation, p. 828.

45

While interpretation and application of Scripture
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The Anabaptists' emphasis on pursuing a careful study
of the very words of Scripture frequently resulted in their
being charged with "literalism. "46

j-f-

true that they

were often guilty of that charge as were many in the Magisterial Reformation, but it would not be correct to suggest
that literalism was their characteristic hermeneutic when
approaching the Bible.

Menno Simons, while attempting to

clear the Anabaptists of the stigma of literalism that came
to haunt them because of the Munster incident, declared in
his polemic The Blasphemy of John Leiden (1535) that the
Miinsterites' error of attempting to erect by force the New
Jerusalem stemmed from their accepting biblical texts in a
are being considered separately here, it must be understood
that, for the Anabaptists, they were inextricably intertwined.
The Anabaptists' insistance on taking careful account of the
very words of Scripture brought them to see the absolute necessity of obeying those Words while their concern for obedience to Christ motivated them to exact thoroughly His directions to them. See Walter Klaassen, "Word, Spirit, and
Scripture in Early Anabaptist Thought" (Ph.D. diss., Oxford,
1960), pp. 345-46. (Hereafter cited as "Word, Spirit, and
Scriptures.")
46

The charge of literalism was laid at the Anabaptists'
door most frequently by the Spiritualists. In this debate,
which usually focused on the issue of whether to live by the
"letter or spirit" of God's Word, the Anabaptists were often
accused of being a heresy of the letter. While it is true
that some Anabaptists became legalistic biblicists (in the
negative sense of the word), William Klassen is correct in
pointing out that others, like Pilgram Marpeck, saw the
"letter" as important "but not as a dead standard by which
to live; rather, it was a vehicle used by the [Holy] Spirit
to communicate its [the Bible's] message to him. . . . "
"Anabaptist Hermeneutics: The Letter and the Spirit," M.Q.R.
40(1966 ):83-96, esp. p. 96. (Hereafter cited as "Anabaptist
Hermeneutics.") Walter Klaassen reiterates this same conclusion in his description of the Bern debate of 1538 between
the Reformed clergy and the Anabaptists. See "The Bern
Debate of 1538: Christ the Center of Scripture," M.Q.R. 40
(1966 ): 148-56. (Hereafter cited as "Bern Debate.")
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literal sense only. 47

Furthermore, Simons charged the

Calvinists with literalism after an analysis of their writings about circumcision and God's promises to Abraham in
his Reply to Gellius Faber.48

However, these counter-

charges only serve to detract attention from the important
issue.

If literalism is not the key unlocking Anabaptist

hermeneutics, what is?

The key interpretative principle

Anabaptists used in handling the Bible was to approach it
Christocentrically.
In order to understand their Christocentric hermeneutic,
however, it is necessary to examine the major problem of
interpretation facing the Anabaptists and how they handled
it: the establishment of harmony between the teachings of
the Old Testament and those of the New. 49

The reconcili-

ation they worked out was not one of equality between the
Testaments, for the Anabaptists refused to place the Old
Testament on par with the New. 50

Rather, the New Testament

47

C.W.M.S., pp. 39-44. In Foundation of Christian
Doctrine, Simons called the Miinsterites a corrupt sect
which spiritualized Old Testament phenomena. Ibid., p. 217.
48

Ibid., pp. 684ff.

49

0ne of the six hermeneutical principles which Klaassen
suggests that the Reformed clergy used in the sixteenth century was that the "Old and New Testaments are of equal authority." "Bern Debate," p. 150.
50

At the 15 38 Bern Debate, the Anabaptist leaders
stated: "We believe in and consider ourselves under the
authority of the Old Testament, in so far as it is a testimony of Christ; in so far as Jesus did not abolish it; and
in so far as it serves the purpose of Christian living.
We believe in and consider ourselves under the authority
of the Law in so far as it does not contradict the new law
which is the Gospel of Jesus Christ. We believe in and
consider ourselves under the authority of the prophets in
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was considered to surpass the Old because of the life and
teachings of Christ which required the Christian to live
on a higher plane.51

These new teachings could not be

understood if considered solely in the light of the Law
and Prophets.52

Since, they believed, Christ's message

superceded the Law and the Prophets, the Anabaptists refused
to accept the Old Testament as it was interpreted by their
contemporaries, namely, as equally valid and authoritative
so far as they proclaim Christ." Jan P. Matthijssen, "The
Bern Disputation of 1538," M.Q.R. 22(1948): 30. This subordination of the Old Testament to the New is believed by some
to be a major feature of Anabaptism's distinctiveness, e.g.,
Bender, "Theology of Discipleship," p. 25. See also William
Klassen, "The Relation of the Old and New Covenants in Pilgram
Marpeck's Theology," M.Q.R. 40(1966 ):97-111. (Hereafter cited
as "Relation of Old and New Covenants.")
51

Claus Felbinger recognized this issue when he stated:
"To the men of [the] old [Testament] it was indeed said,
'Thou shalt hate thine enemy and love thy friend.' 'But I
say unto you,' said Christ, 'love your enemies, do good to
them that hate you, pray for them that despitefully use you,
that ye may be children of your Father in heaven.' Therefore
one must distinguish between the Old and New Testaments."
Friedmann, "Felbinger's Confession," p. 147.
52

This was so because, as Menno Simons wrote:
". . . the true Christian faith . . . recognizes . . . that
all the promises to the fathers, the expectation of the
patriarchs, the whole figurative law, and all the prophecies of the prophets are fulfilled in Christ, with Christ,
and through Christ." C.W.M.S., p. 339. Belief in the superiority of Christ's teachings is revealed in a petition to
the Council of Zurich by the Anabaptists of Griiningen:
"Christ said that the Law and the Prophets had spread wisdom
until John [the Baptist] (Matthew 11:13). From then on the
Gospel had to be preached. Christ is the Gospel, so the Law
has been the Truth until Christ, as Paul says: 'Christ is
the end of the Law' (Romans 10:4) and 'Christ cancelled the
First to establish the Second Law' (Hebrews 10:9). In Christ
the Old Testament is fulfilled and we should live the new
life described in the New Testament (John 14:6;10:7-8)."
Quellen VI, pp. 237-38. The implications of Anabaptism's
teachings regarding the new ethic Christ proposed and the
new nature the Christian receives at the point of salvation
are discussed more fully below in chapter four.
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as the New Testament, without radical adjustments to its
meaning.53
Anabaptism's realignment of Old Testament teachings was
formed into a rather clearly defined admixture of dispensational schemes and covenant theology.54

Like the dispen-

sationalists, the Anabaptists taught that God dealt with
mankind differently in the various epochs of human history,
and in those distinct periods, He had a very specific way
in which mankind would be related to Himself.55

When

describing how mankind was related to God in the various
epochs, they gave tacit endorsement to the idea of progressive revelation.5®

That which God revealed earlier, the Old

Testament, Anabaptists call the "Old Covenant" or "yesterday,"
and that which He revealed in Christ, they called the "New
53

Menno Simons illustrated this commitment when he
penned: "Even though Elijah himself were to come, he would
not have anything to teach contrary to the foundation and
doctrine of Christ and the apostles. But he must teach and
preach in harmony with them if he would execute the office
of the true preacher, for by the Spirit, Word, actions and
example of Christ, all must be judged. . . . " C.W.M.S.,
p. 220. That Christ was the center of Scripture for Simons
is clear when he expressed his desire to "write and speak
nothing but that which . . . [can be] explained in the true
sense, Spirit, and intent of Christ." Ibid., p. 310.
54

Helpful in these matters are the studies of William
Klassen. See Covenant and Community and "The Hermeneutics
of Pilgram Marpeck" (Th.D. diss., Princeton Theological Seminary, 1960). (Hereafter cited as "Hermeneutics of Marpeck.")
55

Felbinger's comment cited in note 51 above illustrates
this point.
5

^This is demonstrated in their emphasis upon "prophecyfulfillment." Menno Simons taught that the Old Testament was
preparation for God's final revelation in Christ in the New
Testament. C.W.M.S., pp. 603,927. Klassen reveals the
same tendency in Marpeck. See "Hermeneutics of Marpeck,"
pp. 126-35.
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Covenant" or "today."57

The Old Covenant had been made

with Abraham and applied subsequently to his descendants
by means of the Mosaic Law; whereas the New Covenant was
established by Christ when He fulfilled the old arrangement
and was applicable thereafter to anyone who was a true
follower of His. 58

The former was considered a "covenant

of servitude"; whereas the latter was seen as a "covenant
of sonship."59

The former was not to be taken literally

unless its plain sense harmonized with the clear teachings
of the latter.60
57

John C. Wenger, "The Theology of Pilgram Marpeck,"
M.Q.R. 12(1938):208. (Hereafter cited as "Theology of
Marpeck.")
58

It was for this reason that Menno Simons indicated
that the Old Testament should not be uniformly taken literally, but often figuratively. C.W.M.S., p. 42. Marpeck
believed that the Old Testament was secondary to the New
because Christ brought the complete revelation from God
which superceded the Law. See Klassen, Covenant and Community, p. 181. Henry Poettcker observes that the Anabaptists'
"strong emphasis on the commands of Christ" and their "strict
adherence to them" caused them "to go from the very spiritual
interpretation of the Old Testament to a very literal interpretation of the New Testament." "Menno Simons' Encounter
with the Bible," M.Q.R. 40(1960) : 124. While the Reformed
position taught that there was only one covenant between
God and man, beginning with Abraham and fulfilled in Christ,
Anabaptists introduced the idea of varying covenants with
Adam, Noah, Abraham, and Moses. In addressing this matter,
Klassen summarizes: "The Reformers read the New Testament
back into the Old while the Anabaptists themselves were
always in danger of dragging the Law back in through the
back door." "Relation of Old and New Covenant," p. 107.
59

Williams, The Radical Reformation, p. 832.

60ln other words, it was only within the "perfection
of Christ," the new dispensation, that fulfillment replaced
foreshadowing. By implication, this means that Anabaptists
believed that the Bible was not equally authoritative in
all its parts, i.e., some of it did not apply to Christians
in the sixteenth (or subsequent) centuries.
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This differentiation between the Old and New Testaments
brought the Anabaptists into numerous confrontations with
their contemporaries.

Debates at Zolfinger in 1532, Bern

in 1538, Frankenthal in 1571, et.al., focused extensively
on the various approaches to understanding the two Testaments.61

Since they saw themselves as living under Christ's

arrangement, the Anabaptists made Christ's teaching the
hermeneutic by which they interpreted the Bible.

Their

Christocentric method of exegesis led them to mistrust
man's reason as a means to discover Truth in the Bible.62
61

Heinold Fast and John H. Yoder, in their article,
"How to Deal with Anabaptists: An Unpublished Letter of
Heinrich Bullinger," M.Q.R. 33(1959): 83-95, provide insight into the Reformed position, while Jesse Yoder provides a comparison and contrast of the Reformed and Anabaptist hermeneutical approach to the Scriptures. See his
"Study of the Debate at Frankenthal," esp. pp. 265-69. See
also Klaassen, "Bern Debate," pp. 148-56. These studies
clearly reveal that the Reformed clergy readily used devices of deductive logic, e.g., the Aristotelian laws governing syllogistic validity and existential import. In
other words, if a syllogism was found to be valid, the Reformed clergy willingly pressed it into service to enhance
the credibility of their theological reasoning. The Anabaptists were unimpressed with the validity of syllogistically supported reasoning. They insisted the New Testament be followed regardless of what the syllogisms indicated, i.e., Scripture cannot be broken with syllogisms.
See, for example, C.W.M.S., pp. 437,495. William Klassen
confirms this notion that Anabaptists tended to utilize
the New Testament more frequently than the Old. In his
examination of Marpeck's Confession, addressed to the Council of Strasbourg, he discovered that Marpeck referred to
six times as many New Testament passages as Old. "Relation
of Old and New Covenant," p. 100. Marpeck's Confession is
located in Quellen VII, pp. 416-528.
62jy[enno Simons believed that only God could grant the
wisdom to understand and interpret Scripture correctly.
C.W.M.S., pp. 201,305,425. It was for that reason that he
begged all Christians "for Jesus' sake to submit their reason to the Word of the Lord, to think and believe concerning
God as the Scriptures command and teach." Ibid., p. 863.
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They believed that the use of reason could only result in
erroneous interpretations or a weakening of the forcefulness
of Christ s commands.

Balthasar Hiibmaier, in an oft-quoted

barb, said that by using various linguistic techniques the
language experts could make a new Christ out of a

pumpkin.®3

Since reason was to be mistrusted, Anabaptists suggested
what they considered the most reliable, and in reality the
absolute, means of interpreting the Bible Christocentrically.
They believed that one of the functions of the Holy Spirit
of God was to lead the believer to understand and obey the
Word of

God.64

Hans Hut, a Lutheran book peddler turned

63

Quellen IX, p. 132. This quote should not be understood to imply that Hiibmaier was an anti-intellectualist.
He readily believed that linguistic skills were very helpful
in clarifying difficult passages. Ibid., p. 120. He indicated that he was prepared to debate Zwingli on the basis of
the Bible from his study of it in Greek, Latin, and German.
Ibid., p. 169. He used his scholarly abilities to expose
Zwingli's and Oecolampadius' logical fallacies and inconsistencies. Ibid., p. 205. And in his refutation of pedobaptism, he made numerous references to Church Fathers and
contemporary theologians. Ibid., pp. 224-55. In a related
matter, Anabaptist Jacob Hottinger indicated, before he
recanted, that neither worldly authorities nor preachers
who did not understand it should handle God's Word. Further, it was precisely because they did not understand the
Bible that many preachers' words were irrelevant. Clearly
then, he concluded, if they did not properly understand
Scripture, they should not seek to force anyone to believe
as they did. Quellen VI, p. 103.
64

Menno Simons believed that the Word of God could not
be understood apart from the Holy Spirit's assistance in the
interpretation. C.W.M.S., pp. 496,964. Similarly, Pilgram
Marpeck stated: "Only that which Christ spoke before and
taught and nc other word does the Spirit recall. . . . God's
Word and Spirit are, and work with and alongside each other.'
As cited in Klassen, Covenant and Community, pp. 71-72. It
is based upon comments like these that Claus-Peter Clasen
concludes that among the Swiss Anabaptists, Spirit unction
"did not go beyond Scripture; a revelation was recognized
by the congregation only if it agreed with the [teachings of
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Anabaptist evangelist and misionary, said, for example:
"Therefore ought and must the teachings of Christ be guided
only by the Holy Spirit, without any mixture of human understanding and

desire."65

This subjective dependence on the Holy Spirit was not
the only tool the Anabaptists utilized to interpret the
Bible correctly, i.e., Christocentrically.

They believed

that another significant principle of interpretation was
to use Scripture to interpret Scripture; i.e., proper sense
of Scripture is rendered only when the total meaning and
sense of Scripture is considered.66

Pilgram Marpeck, an

the] New Testament." Anabaptism, p. 121. The Magisterial
clergy seldom understood the point Clasen makes. They understood the Anabaptists' insistence on personal appropriation
of Scripture via the Spirit's assistance as opening the door
to "enthusiasm" (Schwarmertum). In this regard, see also
Richard C. Detweiler, "The Concept of the Law and Gospel in
the Writings of Menno Simons, Viewed Against the Background
of Martin Luther's Thought," M.Q.R. 43(1969):200-12.
65

As cited in Klaassen, "Word, Spirit, and Scripture,"

p. 233.
66

Balthasar Hiibmaier was quite articulate on this point.
He urged his hearers to "examine the Scriptures, for they witness to the Truth. . . . Judge in your consciences according
to the simple Word of God. Allow it alone to be the mediator
and judge, and you will not go astray." Quellen IX, p. 120.
Hiibmaier believed that to pull a passage out of its context
would allow most any interpretation; while placing a passage
back into its context would clarify it. Ibid., p. 133. And,
he suggested to those struggling with difficult passages:
"Where certain sayings of Scripture are obscure or presented in very brief form, . . . one ought . . . [to] place the
other passages [of Scripture] that are clearer and plainer,
but related to the same matter, beside the brief, obscure sayings. . . . Thus the bright clear light of the Scriptures will
break forth. . . . If this is done inconsistently, only confusion results." Ibid., p. 292. Similarly, Simons believed
the only way to confirm the veracity of an interpretation of
Scripture was to evaluate it by means of "the Spirit, Word,
and ordinance of the Lord." C.W.M.S., p. 158.
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Austrian convert to Anabaptism, wrote that "it is not legitimate to take . . . a saying out of the middle of a chapter
and to interpret it wrongly as one pleases without regard
for what goes before or what follows."67

This same point

was made by Jacques D'Auchy while being interrogated in
prison in Leeuwarden in January 1558.

After reading from a

German New Testament and explaining passages to his accusers,
D'Auchy was told he was wrong to interpret Scripture according to his own understanding but instead should subject his
views to those of the great teachers of the Church.
he replied:

To this

"I am well satisfied with St. Paul's exposition,

without seeking for many other expositions."68

And when

they were called upon to defend their belief in believers'
baptism, the Anabaptists often did so from the broader context of their teaching concerning the Church.

Such method-

ology seems to reinforce the suggestion that their interpretation of Scripture was guided and determined by their utilization of the revelation of the entire Word of God. 69
The implementation of those hermeneutical techniques
was not considered complicated and beyond the average Christian's ability to

use.70

Rather, as Menno Simons wrote

67

As cited in Klaassen, "Word, Spirit, and Scripture,"
p. 355.
68
70

Martyrs' Mirror, p. 597.

69

Quellen VI, pp. 234-38.

Thus, Hiibmaier taught that since Scripture is basically clear and simple, Christians must evaluate the teaching of
their preachers by the Bible to see if it was true or not.
Quellen IX, p. 103. This does not mean that Hubmaier was
naive or overly optimistic about a Christian's ability to
interpret Scripture. He confessed that some passages were
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i n Foundation of Christian Doctrine:

"You say, we are

inexpert, unlearned, and know not the Scriptures.

I reply:

The Word is plain and needs no interpretation. . . ."71
Simons was not intending to suggest "no interpretation"
in the literal, absolute sense; rather, his point was that
when considered uncomplicatedly, unlike his contemporaries,
the Bible speaks for itself.72

Thus, by means of their

Christocentric approach, the Anabaptists came to view the
Bible as more than an esoteric theological textbook.

For

them it was a guide for their pursuit of holiness—first in
the life of the individual believer and then in the life of
inscrutable: "I openly confess my ignorance, and I am not
ashamed not to know what God has not desired to reveal with
a clear luminous word. He has said to me as to [the Apostle]
Peter: what concern is it of yours what I intend to do with
the little children? You follow me and look to my word and
will." Ibid., p. 155.
71

C.W.M.S., p. 214.

^Anabaptists strenuously objected to the Magisterial
clergy's claim that it was impossible to understand the Word
of God or interpret it accurately without a knowledge of
Greek, Hebrew, or Latin. They disagreed that only language
experts were equipped or able to interpret the Scriptures
correctly. Hiibmaier concluded that things were no better
in the sixteenth century than before the Reformation began
because, instead of relying on an infallible Pope or church
councils to interpret the Bible, the people now had to wait
for language experts who knew three or four languages to
interpret Scripture for them. Quellen IX, p. 157. The question then arises: If both the Reformers and the Anabaptists
desired to apply the principle of sola scriptura faithfully,
why did they differ in interpretation as they did? John H.
Yoder suggests that it was because the "Reformers abandoned
their initial vision of the visible church . . . and were
obliged to shift the locus of infallibility to the inspired
text and the technically qualified theological experts";
whereas the Anabaptists centered their interpretative efforts
on "the integrity and obedience of the listening congregation, the committed and listening believer." "The Hermeneutics of the Anabaptists," M.Q.R. 41(1967):308.
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the Church.73

They believed that God speaks to man through

the Bible, and they believed that their ethics were determined by a complete and total obedience to the Scriptures.74
Obedience to the Scriptures, however, was not a mechanical,
perfunctory act performed in a parsimonious manner; rather,
it was to be tempered by love.75

Hans Denck, in his book-

let The Law of God, suggested that "he who honors Scripture
but lacks divine love must take heed not to turn Scripture
into an idol as do all the scribes who are not 'learned'
73

See Walter Klaassen, "The Early Anabaptist Thought
on Word, Spirit and Scripture," Mennonite Life 15(1960):
182-85.
74

There was considerable discussion between various
Anabaptists and the Reformers on the issue of the nature of
obedience to the Bible. Whereas the Reformed clergy taught
that logical deductions drawn from the Bible carried equal
authority with the Bible, Menno Simons, for example, insisted
that whatever was not specifically commanded in the Bible
was thereby forbidden. C.W.M.S., p. 125. Similarly, while
Luther maintained that everything not directly forbidden in
the Bible was permissible, Hubmaier taught that if Luther's
position were correct, any error could be defended; therefore, he stated that "every planting that God . . . has not
planted . . . must be uprooted." Quellen IX, p. 152; cp.
pp. 178-79,243. Hiibmaier's guiding principle in the "gray
areas" was: "What is not commanded in Scripture is prohibited in those areas that concern God's honor and the salvation of [lost] souls." Ibid., p. 261. In other words, absolute obedience was required to the Word of God in matters
essential to the Christian's faith, while freedom was to
be exercised in peripheral issues.
75

When the Reformed clergy asserted that faith and love
reveal the real intent of Scripture and may even overrule
the letter of Scripture, the Anabaptist leadership agreed
by responding that loving God resulted in obeying His commands. Menno Simons stated that faith "observes God's Word
aright, hears His voice, and faithfully follows His example
and counsel, and departs from ungodliness." And, "the true
evangelical faith sees and considers only the doctrine, ceremonies, commands, prohibitions, and the perfect example of
Christ, and strives to conform thereto with all its power."
C.W.M.S., pp. 339,343.
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for the kingdom of God."76

He elaborated on this point

later in the treatise by saying:
All commandments, customs, and laws which
are laid down in writing in either the Old
Testament or New are abrogated for a true
student of Christ (I Timothy 1:9). In other
words, he has written upon his heart the one
word, which is that he loves God alone. He
knows how to govern his every deed by this,
even though he may have nothing written in
front of him.
He who acts against love, cannot excuse himself either with divine or human law, for all
laws exist for the sake of love. . . . 7 7
From their differentiation between the Old and New Testaments based upon the centrality of Christ, the Anabaptists
fashioned the basic elements that made them distinctive in
the Reformation.

Their hermeneutics established the two

most recognized ethical emphases among them—pacificism and
refusal to swear an oath.7®

While those two emphases have

received considerable scholarly attention over the years,
there is another that is equally as distinctive but less
studied, namely, the belief that God's authoritative, inerrant Word could and must be applied obediently, because of
the new nature Christ provided for mankind.

Not only their

actions but also their motives and intentions must submit
to that authority.

What is remarkable is that these Ana-

baptists, who were largely peasants, not only grasped but
also maintained and even propagated these convictions essentially without the support of anyone beyond their assembly.
76
7

Writings of Denck, p. 63.

77

Ibid., p. 66-67.

®John C. Wenger, "The Biblicism of the Anabaptists,"
in Herschberger, Recovery of the Anabaptist Vision, p. 177.
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It would seem that Paul Peachey's assessment of the Anabaptists is correct—the Scriptures did succeed in the hands
of the people.79
The aggressive way peasants and the poorer people of
society pursued knowledge of the Bible was noticed by those
of higher social standing.

Lauwerens van der Leyen recorded

in his second letter from prison in Antwerp in May 1559 that
the margrave had said to him:
read?

"Do you think we cannot also

We, too, daily read the Scriptures; but these cobblers

and tailors want to be wiser than we are [concerning the
Bible]."80

As they began to examine the Bible more care-

fully, the Anabaptists discovered some disquieting things
about themselves and mankind in general.81

Menno Simons

stated in his comments on verse seven in Meditation on the
Twenty-Fifth Psalm that he had thought he was a Christian
until he "looked carefully" in God's Word.

Only then did

he see his life as darkness, his truth as lies, his righteousness as sin, and his religion as open idolatry.
exposed, he said:

Thus

"I confessed my nakedness and blindness,

my sickness, my native depravity. . . ."82
79

Peachey, "Background and Philosophy of the Anabaptists," pp. 102-27.
^Martyrs' Mirror, p. 635.
81

Menno Simons said that after observing human nature,
he found "all over the world . . . masters of sects who
are . . . enemies of the cross of Christ. . . . If any
person does not believe my words, let him test their walk
by the Word of the Lord." C.W.M.S., p. 299.
82

Ibid., p. 70.
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A similar assessment was made by Jorian Simons in a
testament to his son Simon while imprisoned in Haarlem in
1557.

He began with a vivid and lurid description of his

profligate life as a young man, but indicated that there
came a point when he carefully searched the Scriptures.
His findings were exactly like those of Menno Simons.

This

discovery so "greatly alarmed and frightened" him that he
abandoned his old way of life and voluntarily "entered
upon the narrow way, to follow Christ . . . ," under the
guidance of God's Word. 83

He explained that his current

imprisonment was for living a godly, pious life; yet, he
solemnly charged his son "to read diligently, to meditate
well upon it [his testimony], and to compare it to the
Scriptures, in order to govern your steps in accordance
with it." 84

Clearly, the Bible was both illuminator and

sole rule of faith to these humble folk.

It was understood

to be the only thing which could effect change and renew
the entire person.

Menno Simons described the Bible in The

Spiritual Resurrection (1536), his first booklet after
his renunciation of Roman Catholicism, as "spiritual food
83

Martyrs' Mirror, p. 565.

84

Ibid. Hubmaier reflected similar sentiments when
he wrote: "Since many errors have arisen recently concerning our Christian faith I beg you Sirs and Brothers, out
of the necessity of preserving the unity and joy of our
flock concerning God's Word, to study these speeches and
inform yourselves on all the questions and directions from
me so that at our next meeting we can discuss them. Bring
your Bibles and mass books with you so that everyone can
share his opinion on a Christian lesson." Quellen IX,
p. 12.

108

whereby the entire man is nourished inwardly lest he perish
and faint in the wild desert of this waste world. . . ."85
Later in that same booklet he stated that only God's Word
could keep one in his "new godly walk."86
While the Bible was viewed as being able to transact a
dramatic change in lives and to sustain that transformation,
the perpetuation of the changed life was primarily the individual believer's responsibility.

This responsibility was

not considered an unreasonable or impossible burden, but
rather it was one which when assumed voluntarily would naturally result in obedience to Christ and His Word because
exposure to God's Word had numerous build-in profitabilities. 87

Menno Simons put it this way in his Why I Do Not

Cease Teaching and Writing:

"All Scripture both Old and

New Testament rightly explained according to the intent of
Christ Jesus . . . is profitable for doctrine, for reproof,
85

C.W.M.S., p. 57.

86

Ibid., p. 59. Luther, by contrast, clearly did
not correctly see Anabaptism as teaching this point. In
his lecture on Genesis 47:26 he wrote: "For today both
the Anabaptists and the Sacramentarians despise the Word
and neglect the doctrine of faith. Meanwhile they manifest
the greatest show of devotion and respectability. I hear
that there is very strict discipline among the Swiss. They
do not play, do not gormandize, and do not give themselves
up to luxury in clothing, in feasts, etc. This is their
religion, and they are proud of it. They boast that they
excel us by far. But where is the Word?" Luther's Works,
8:133.
T O those who charged that their way of life was
impossible, Claus Felbinger stated succinctly: "Men have
only to act in accordance with the Word." Friedmann,
"Felbinger's Confession," p. 150.
8 7
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for correction, for instruction in righteousness."88

in

other words, if a true Christian would simply study the
Bible, that exposure would result in the desired effects.
The desired effects included more than just conversion
and stabilization or perpetuation of that new faith.

The

Bible offered a method to secure forgiveness of sins.89

It

could provide discernment to distinguish Truth from error
and safety from the devil's power.9®

It also provided the

basis for their practice of separation from sin, sinners,
and "erring brothers."91

Whatever action the Bible called

for was first of all voluntary.92

Further, that action, if

taken, needed to be immediately obeyed.

This the Anabap-

tists did even though they knew that their actions and loyalty

to

the Bible would bring them into persecution and

martyrdom.93

When the arrest and persecution came, they

88 C.W.M.S., p. 312; cp. p. 749.
90

89

Ibid., p. 131.

Ibid., p. 138.

91

Anabaptist church discipline is discussed below in
chapter five.
92
93

C.W.M.S., p. 343.

Quellen VI, pp. 16,20,24,30. Jacob Hottinger indicated at his interrogation that he always obeyed the authorities unless they required him to violate God's Word. If
they required that, he would not obey regardless of the consequences. Ibid., p. 103. George Blaurock exclaimed in his
interrogation that he would rather die than do anything contrary to Scripture. Ibid., p. 127. The Anabaptists of
Griiningen, in a petition to the Council of Zurich, stated
that the Council's "orders and messages are contrary to God's
Word and Christ's command. For this reason we obey God's
Word more than man's. . . . Only liars struggle against the
Word of God and the apostles—[true] Christians do not."
Ibid., pp. 234,236.
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wanted to be prepared to defend their faith.

However, as

Joos Kindt warned his fellow believers from his prison cell
in 1553, it was more important to live the life they knew
the Bible had called them to than to engage in disputations,
as he had at length, because it was possible that "they [the
interrogators] would draw us away from the truth" with their
sophistry.94
Living the life the Bible demanded was the highest
calling an Anabaptist assumed.

In summarizing the signs

by which the true Church of Christ could be recognized,
Menno Simons indicated that "obedience to the holy Word,
or the pious Christian life which is of God" was a major
proof.95

But belief or practice could hardly be expected

without the conviction that the Bible was itself authoritative and therefore binding in every believer's life.

A dis-

tinctive life could scarcely be conceived if that authoritative, binding Word was not inerrant and therefore trustworthy.

Nor would Christian conduct be possible if those

authoritative, inerrant Scriptures were not also inviolable
and immutable and thereby durable and dependable.

And

finally, all of these forceful beliefs concerning the Bible
would have been of no avail if it were impossible to interpret those Words intelligently, thereby providing relevant,
practical applications to both the individual believer and
the assembly of believers.96
94

But because all these elements

Martyrs' Mirror, p. 546.

96

95

C.W.M.S., p. 7 40.

This was why Hubmaier emphasized the importance
of the vernacular in spiritual matters. He believed that

Ill
were integrated into their bibliology, it is far easier to
conceive of a group like the Anabaptists coming into existence and persisting in various forms up to the present time
despite vigorous persecution and martyrdom.

It is their

Christocentric hermeneutic, though, which is the most sig—
nificant element in their entire bibliology, and it is that
element which needs to be developed in another direction
in the next chapter in order to move beyond the Christocentric bibliologic basis for Anabaptism into the basis
for the new way of life among the Anabaptists: soteriology.

the death of Christ and all its implications needed to be
told in the language of the people. In fact, he indicated
that it was better to translate one single verse of a Psalm
into the languages of the people of the world than to sing
five whole Psalms in one foreign language (Latin?). See
Quellen IX, p. 73.

CHAPTER 4
SOTERIOLOGY: BASIS FOR A NEW WAY OF LIFE
If it is valid to conclude that the teachings concerning bibliology largely account for both the raison d' etre
and the modus operandi of Anabaptism, then soteriology
would likely be the doctrine responsible for its developing
and promoting the distinctive life that it did among its
adherents.^

From their presuppositions about the Bible,

Anabaptists proceeded to forge out the implications in
terms of everyday, practical living.

Anabaptists did not

see themselves as restitutionists, seeking to restore the
pristine life of the New Testament Church.2

They viewed

that church as an organism, not an organization, and as an
organism, the Church was related to its head, Jesus Christ.
Therefore, the Anabaptists refused to define their movement
1-Hans J. Hillerbrand asserts that it was the "probity
of the people within the church, [which] stands in the center
of the controversy between the Anabaptists and the Zurich Reformer [Zwingli]." "Anabaptists and the Reformation: Another Look," Church History 29(1960):411.
^Davis suggests that holiness, as the Anabaptists conceived of it, "functions as the single, overarching, interpretative principle which dominates the whole ecclesiastical
perspective and theological formulation of Evangelical Anabaptism." Anabaptism and Asceticism, p. 202. In other
words, the Anabaptist doctrine of soteriology was significantly conditioned by its being associated with this dominant theme in Anabaptism—holiness of life.
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any other way than to describe it as an intimate relationship
between Christ and those who chose to follow Him.3

Fellow

followers, they believed, shared in that relationship with
Christ in an exclusive fellowship with one another (the
Church), but that fellowship was contingent upon each individual first of all entering into and maintaining a personal
relationship with Jesus Christ.4

The author's task in this

chapter is to determine how Anabaptists thought an individual
entered into that relationship with Christ and what happened
if one followed that procedure and established the relationship.

First, then, must come a consideration of how the

relationship was to begin.
It is important to note at the onset that Anabaptists
believed that man was originally in a relationship with God
from the point of creation until the moment that Adam and
Eve fell into sin in Eden.

In his work The Incarnation of

Our Lord (1554), Menno Simons described the nature of man
as being "created pure and good."5

And again in Confession

of the Distressed Christians (1552), which was an attempt
to help alleviate the ongoing persecution of Anabaptists,
Simons emphasized the purity of man's original state, but
^Bender, "Theology of Discipleship," p. 27.
4

A description of the Anabaptists' teaching concerning
the nature of the Church follows below in chapter five.
5

C.W.M.S., p. 804. Earlier, in 1552, Simons wrote:
"It is plain and manifest from Scripture that Adam and Eve,
our common parents, were in the beginning created after the
image of God: pure, good, sinless, righteous, and immortal,
as the Scriptures teach. They remained pure and righteous
as long as they did not sin against their Creator's word and
commandments." Ibid., p. 50 3.
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he added the word "sonship" to the description indicating
that, at least for Menno Simons, there had been a relationship between God and man. 6

This pristine state was seldom

discussed by the practical-minded Anabaptists since they
lived in a world antithetical to the Edenic one; thus, they
were preoccupied with describing, analyzing, and coping with
the world in which they lived.
The description of and accounting for the loss of paradise is, like everything else Anabaptists examined, wholly
biblical in its explanation.

Adam was understood to have rep-

resented the entire human race in Eden

the success or fail

ure of his relationship with God was to be imputed to all mankind. 7

Thus, because of his disobedience to God's directive,

mankind was then obliged to live with the reality and consequences of that primordial decision.8

Anabaptists labeled

the ramifications of Adam's disobedience
6

Total Depravity.

Ibid., p. 503.

^Menno Simons taught that the severed relationship
between God and man was Adam's responsibility. Ibid.,
pp. 113,293,563. He expressed it variously: ". . . a l l
men by nature, tendency, and spirit are according to their
first birth [physical birth] and origin after the flesh
[depraved]." Ibid., p. 55. Or, ". . . because of his
[Adam's] disobedience [he] fell into death and condemnation . . . together with all his seed." Ibid., p. 795.
^Menno Simons taught that the implications of that
original sin were "inherited at birth by all the descendants and children of corrupt, sinful Adam." Ibid., p. 563.
It was for this reason that Hiibmaier indicated that mankind
was doomed to Hell by Adam's disobedience if in this life
the individual did not accept Christ's work for him.
Quellen IX, p. 341.
9see M.E., s.v. "Original Sin," by N. van der Zijpp,
and Robert Friedmann, "The Doctrine of Original Sin as
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In Foundation of Christian Doctrine, Menno Simons wrote:
"We also believe and confess that we are all born of unclean
seed, that we through the first and earthly Adam became
wholly depraved and children of death and hell. . . ." 10
Later he described how this depravity came to be when he
said that "by their disobedience they [Adam and Eve] lost
their sonship and the purity in which they were created."1!
This plight was not a condition of a certain element in the
human race, but all of Adam's descendants were guilty and
rendered impotent toward God. 12

The characteristics of

Held by the Anabaptists of the Sixteenth Century," M.Q.R.
33(1959):206-15. Menno Simons described man's predicament
as "a native tendency prone and inclined to all manner of
evil. . . . "
C.W.M.S., p. 60. Therefore, it was understandable why everywhere and among all people there was
"nothing but vain obstinancy, perversity, blindness, avarice, pride and pomp, wantonness, strife, envy, and ungodliness." Ibid., p. 84. Balthasar Hiibmaier agreed with
this assessment, for he claimed that all of man's efforts
to gain the approbation of God in the flesh were "worth
nothing and not at all righteous before the face of God."
Quellen IX, p. 454. Simons differentiated between two different kinds of sin in the Scripture. "The first kind is
the corrupt, sinful nature, . . . which is inherited at
birth by all the descendants and children of corrupt, sinful Adam, and is not inaptly called original sin. . . .
The second kind of sins are the fruits of this first sin
and are not inaptly called actual sin. . . .11 C.W.M. S. ,
p. 563.
10

C.W.M. S. , p. 130. Hiibmaier described the human
race as being "poor and miserable sinners.
Quellen IX,
p. 120.
He.W.M.S., p. 503; cp. p. 804. Peter Riedemann's
account is similar: "Sin is the forsaking of obedience to
God. . . . all sin and unrighteousness [come] from disobedience to and the forsaking of God's commands." Account
of our Religion, p. 56.
12Simons wrote: "Just as Adam and Eve . . . [became
sinful by] nature, and subject to eternal death if God had
not again accepted them in grace through Christ Jesus, so
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this universal plight are variously described as being
carnally-minded, unbelieving, disobedient, blind to divine
things, deaf, foolish, self-willed, and whose end is damnation and eternal death.13

The essential issue was that

depravity alienates man from God thereby rendering any
relationship impossible.
Most Magisterial Reformers agreed this far with the
Anabaptists' description of the condition of mankind.

How-

ever, when the discussion turned to how to resolve the problem of man's alienation from God, differences appeared
between them and the Anabaptists.

Luther, for example,

was convinced that any attempt to deal with the sinful
nature was doomed to failure.

Those who promoted ethical

we . . . are [also] born of sinful nature, . . . inclined to
evil, and by nature children of . . . everlasting death."
C.W.M.S., p. 504; cp. p. 805. Jacob Kautz, writing in 1527,
indicated that "the external eating of the prohibited fruit
by Adam would not have hurt him nor his descendants if it
had not been accompanied by an inner acceptance in the heart."
Quellen IV, p. 114. The critical matter for the Anabaptists,
then, was the intention of the heart. See also John C.
Wenger, ed. and trans., "Concerning the Satisfaction of
Christ: An Anabaptist Tract on True Christianity," M.Q.R.
20(1946):247-48. (Hereafter cited as "Satisfaction of
Christ.") George Huntston Williams also suggests that the
Anabaptists believed all men were guilty before God, but
he arrives at this point differently. See his comments on
the Anabaptists' views concerning the unity or solidarity
of the human race in: "Sectarian Ecumenicity: Reflections
on a Little Noticed Aspect of the Radical Reformation,"
Review and Expositor 44(1967 ) :153. (Hereafter cited as
"Sectarian Ecumenicity.") See also The Radical Reformation,
pp. 832-45.
13

C.W.M.S., pp. 92-96.

I4Simons taught that Adam and his posterity are subject to eternal, spiritual death from which only Christ
could deliver a believer. See Ibid., pp. 69,96,438,804.
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living or a high morality, like the Anabaptists, he accused
of defying God's grace and the principle of sola fide, and
he maintained that they sought to reestablish a new works
righteousness (Werkerei).15

This accusation was largely

based upon his belief that the human will was gravely damaged (bound) because of Adam's disobedience.

The Anabap-

tists not only repudiated the accusation of Werkerei but
also challenged Luther's "bound will" teaching.16
Hans Denck, for example, was among the first Anabaptists to challenge contemporary teachings concerning man's
will.

In chapter seven of his treatise Divine Order,

entitled "Man's Free Will and His Captive Will," he assessed
15in his lectures on the book of Galatians (1535),
Luther indicated in his comments on 4:8-9 that "when an
Anabaptist imagines that he is pleasing to God if he is
rebaptized; if he forsakes his house, wife and children,
if he mortifies his flesh; and if he endures many discomforts or even death itself, there is not even a tiny bit
of the knowledge of Christ in him. . . . he is the captive
of his own dreams about works, about forsaking everything,
and about self-mortification. In spirit or in heart he
is no different from a Turk, a Jew, or a papist, except
so far as the outward appearance, ritual, or work that
he chooses for himself is concerned. Thus all the monks
have the same trust in works, even though they differ so
far as their garb and other externals are concerned."
Luther's Works, 26:397-98. See also Hans Georg Fischer,
"Lutheranism and the Vindication of the Anabaptist Way,"
M.Q.R. 28(1954):27-38. Peter Riedemann's response to the
charge of Werkerei was: "But we confess Christ to be our
righteousness and goodness (John 15:1-10) because he himself works in us the righteousness and goodness through
which we become loved of God. . . . For we have no goodness apart from that which he alone works in us (Philippians 3:8-14), although many say that we seek to be good
through our own works. To this we say: 'No,' for we know
that our work, insofar as it is our own work, is naught
but sin and unrighteousness." Account of our Religion,
pp. 35-36.
l^See M.E., s.v. "Free Will," by Frank J. Wray.
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the implications stemming from the Erasmus-Luther controversy
regarding man's will.

Denck did not endorse either side of

the debate, but rather he accused both of error.

Those who

believed in free will, he said, had not spent enough time
to discover or do that which pleased God, while those who
believed in a bound will used that belief to excuse themselves of responsibility.

The former claim was "plain boast-

ing and foolish security" which allowed the individual to
do as he pleased, while the latter claim was "false humility" which merely pretended "to honor God and to be nothing
by itself" while, in reality, seeking "its own more and
more.Denck

concluded:

"Of course we cannot do any

good of our own making, except for the Word that has come
unto His [Christ's] own, setting us free and making God's
children of us, if we believe Him."l®
Balthasar Hiibmaier basically agreed with Denck's reasoning, and he developed it more fully in his treatise On
Free Will

(1527).19

He described free will as an ability

of the soul to distinguish good from evil and to choose one
over against the other.

While this discernment was lost by

Adam in Eden for all mankind, free choice could be restored
by embracing the work God did for mankind via Christ's life
and

d e a t h .

20

what both Denck and Hiibmaier were concerned

about was that when it became known that they believed in
the doctrines of Original Sin, Total Depravity, free will,
1^Writings of Denck, pp. 88-89.
19

S.A.W., pp. 114-35.

20

l^Ibid., p. g9.
Ibid., pp. 126-29.
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individual responsibility, and voluntarism they would be
accused of holding an anthropocentric, independent or inherent morality that made righteousness through works possible.
This, they denied, was not the logical implication of their
beliefs; rather, they claimed their beliefs about man's
nature were all the more dependent upon God's grace and
were in fact Christocentric because they were based on a
Christocentric bibliology.21
From their Christocentric bibliology the Anabaptists
established that man's depravity alienated him from God,
and this alienation was a permanent, hopeless condition
for all mankind.

This condition was further complicated

by man's inability to do anything to satisfy God's justice
2lHiibmaier indicated that "the fall of the soul is
remediable through the Word of God." Quellen IX, p. 387.
Also, he suggested, the flesh "is worthless and good for
nothing, but the spirit is happy and willing, and ready for
all good. The soul, sad and anxious, standing between the
spirit and the flesh, does not know what to do, [and it] is
blind and uncomprehending as to heavenly things in its natural power. But because it has been awakened by the Word
of God . . . [and] made whole again through His dear Son,
[it] now comes to know what is good and evil, and has recovered its lost freedom." Ibid., p. 390. When compared
(out of context) with remarks like "the image of God is not
altogether erased in us," or the spirit of man "has remained utterly upright and intact before, during, and after the
Fall," Hiibmaier's position can appear to be confused. Ibid.,
pp. 322,386. Other significant sections revealing Hiibmaier's
teaching on free will are found in Ibid., pp. 380-97,400-35,
468. In all of their efforts to preserve God's sovereignty
and grace in man's salvation, the Anabaptists nevertheless
retained a place for man's will in the matter. Note the
place Menno Simons gave to free will in conversion: "Thy
[God's] fatherly grace, led me by the right hand, and taught
me by the Holy Spirit until of my own choice I declared war
upon the world . . . and willingly submitted to the heavy
cross of my Lord Jesus Christ that I might inherit the promised kingdom. . . . " C.W.M.S., p. 69.
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which demanded perfect obedience to His will. 22

In this

distress, God designed a plan whereby man could have an
option once again.

This plan centered on the personal work

of Jesus Christ because He was the only one whose work perfectly satisfied God's justice.23

Christ satisfied God's

justice because, like Adam and his posterity, He was a "visible, tangible, and mortal man" with the crucial exception,
of course, that He did not have a sinful nature or commit any
personal sins.2^

Unlike Adam and his posterity, however,

"the man Christ was [also] the Son of God." 25

This unique

22

Hiibmaier taught that if one did not possess Christ's
nature, which was appropriated as a result of personal salvation from sin, he lacked the capacity to live and conduct
himself as Christ had. Quellen IX, pp. 453-54.
23

The Swiss Brethren taught that Christ came to Earth
to bring about the remission of sin. Quellen VI, p. 24; cp.
p. 49. Hiibmaier simply stated that Christ came "to make men
righteous." Quellen IX, p. 438. Menno Simons also contributed to this discussion in an explanation which was based on
the Pauline teachings in Romans 5: "The pure Word of God,
Jesus Christ, the Creator, who Himself issued commandments
to Adam [in the Garden] and condemned him [after his disobedience] . . . instituted Himself in Adam's stead [on man's
behalf] . . . [and] became [the second] Adam in the flesh."
C.W.M.S., p. 428.
2

^C.W.M.S., pp. 80-81. Elsewhere, Menno stated that
Christ "went forth from His father, became flesh in Mary,
the Lord Himself from heaven. . . . " Ibid., p. 4 38; cp.
pp. 492,763,805,884,918.
25

Ibid., p. 800. Contrary to what George Huntston
Williams suggests (The Radical Reformation, p. 853), Menno
Simons consistently described Christ in Chalcedonian terms;
i.e., two natures were present in His person. See Ibid.,
pp. 428,437,794,845,900-03. He also taught the doctrine
of the "Trinity" of whom Christ was identified as a member.
Ibid., p. 496. Similarly, Ambrosius Spittelmaier indicated
in 1527 that Christ was "true God and true man, the head
of all His members [the Church]. . . . "
Karl Schornbaum,
ed., Quellen zur Geschichte der Wiedertaufer, II Band,
Markgraftum Brandenberg, Bayern I (Leipzig: M. Heinsius
Nachfolger, 1934), p. 57. (Hereafter cited as Quellen II.)
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union of perfect man with holy God, Anabaptists taught, enabled Christ to satisfy not only God's just outrage against
sin by living a perfect life but also in so doing to become
a pontifex (or literally a "bridge") by which man could
choose to reestablish relations with God by means of faith
in Christ's work for man on the cross.26

Anabaptists were

convinced that apart from the redeeming value of Christ's
death, burial, resurrection, ascension, and His current advocacy and mediator-intecessor role, man's circumstance was
"helpless because of the weakness of their flesh" and "guilty
above measure" with "not a penny wherewith to pay."27
Man's hopeless condition plus Christ's perfect provision,
then, combined in Anabaptist thinking to establish a Christocentric soteriology.

Christ's exclusive role as the savior

of mankind played the largest role in Anabaptism's pursuit
of holiness.

If man was beholden to Christ for deliverance

from his condition, then subsequent to that deliverance a
special bond developed between Christ and the individual
believer.

The recipient of this grace was said to be Christ's

disciple, and the disciple's life was to correspond directly
to and reflect Christ's nature.28

The procedure by which

26c.W.M.S., pp. 92-93. Again, Spittelmaier testified:
"Christ . . . has erased with his suffering [on the cross]
the eternal wrath of God against us. He has reconciled us
and restored us to peace with God. His suffering and death
have opened for us the kingdom from which we had fallen
because of Adam." Quellen II, p. 57.
27

C.W.M.S., p. 805.

28

The Anabaptists' teachings regarding discipleship
is developed below in chapter six.

122

one became a recipient of God's grace and became a disciple
was not a mystical, ill-defined matter.

Because they had

been accused of establishing a works righteousness, Anabaptists were quite articulate in describing just how they
believed this transformation occurred in an individual.
As in so many other areas, Anabaptists were dependent in
this matter upon Luther's pioneering work in the area of
sola gratia and sola fide.29

However, they deliberately

endeavored to avoid the dangers and excesses they believed
those two principles had precipitated in the conduct of
Lutherans and others who held those ideas.30
Like the Lutherans, the Anabaptists believed that one
was saved from his hopeless, sinful condition by God's
grace through faith in Jesus Christ.31

in Foundation of

29in the Preface to his first volume of Latin writings
(1545), Luther autobiographically described his initial
encounter with what Anabaptists later came to embrace: "As
a monk I led an irreproachable life. Nevertheless I felt
that I was a sinner before God. . . . Thus a furious battle
raged within my perplexed conscience, but meanwhile I was
knocking at the door of this particular Pauline passage,
earnestly seeking to know the great Apostle. Day and night
I tried to meditate upon the significance of these words
. . . 'The righteous shall live by faith.' Then, finally,
God had mercy on me, and I began to understand that the
righteousness of God is that gift of God by which a righteous man lives, namely faith. . . . Now I felt as though I
had been reborn altogether and had entered Paradise. In the
same moment the face of the whole Scripture became apparent
to me. This passage from Paul became to me the very gate
to Paradise." Hillerbrand, The Reformation, p. 27.
30see chapter two, especially pp. 64-74, for a description of the Anabaptists' reaction to the dangers and excesses
they believed existed in the conduct of their contemporaries
because of the way they taught sola gratia and sola fide.
^^Menno Simons taught that "there is but one good
work which saves us, namely, faith." C.W.M.S., p. 399.
Also, "there is none that can glory in himself touching
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Christian Doctrine, Menno Simons summarized this issue as
follows:

"Even as we fell and became sinners in Adam, so

. . . through Christ, the second and heavenly Adam, we
are graciously helped to our feet again and justified."32
Expanding on Christ's role as a "second and heavenly Adam,"
Simons stated that "Jesus Christ through His obedience [to
this faith, for it is the gift of God." Ibid., p. 116.
Likewise, Hiibmaier agreed that faith was not something an
individual conjured up; rather, "in faith the power is
given us to become children of God. . . . " Quellen IX,
p. 454. Since even faith was a gift from God, Luther indicated that faith must not come by "compulsion." Hillerbrand, The Protestant Reformation, p. 36. Menno Simons
agreed, saying: "Faith, says Paul, is not every man's
possession, but it is a gift of God. Now if it is a gift
of God, it may not be thrust upon a man by external force
or by a sword." C.W.M.S., p. 92. It was for this reason
that Hiibmaier complained about Zwingli, who "by capture,
imprisonment, suffering and the hangman, tried to teach
me the faith." Thus he concluded: "But faith is a work
of God and not of the heretic's tower. . . . " As cited
in Vedder, Hiibmaier, p. 141.
32

C.W.M.S., p. 130. He elaborated later: "Since it
is plain from all these Scriptures that we must all confess
ourselves to be sinners, . . . and since no one under heaven
has perfectly fulfilled the righteousness required of God
but Christ Jesus alone; therefore none can . . . be saved,
except by the . . . atonement . . .
of Jesus Christ, however godly, righteous, holy, and unblamable he may be."
Ibid., p. 1053. Felix Manz, in an address to the Council
of Zurich indicated that "Christ was sent as God's son to
help mankind leave their evil, sinful lives and to show
those who desired to improve their lives that as the Lamb
of God He could help them overcome their sinfulness. Christ
baptized these and told them that their sins would be paid
for in His death on the cross; therefore, they could lead
a fruitful life and be good." Quellen VI, p. 24. Michael
Sattler stated succinctly that Christ died "not only for
ours, but also for the sins of the whole world, insofar as
they believe on Him and follow Him according to the demands
of faith. . . . "
Wenger, "Satisfaction of Christ," p. 251.
Similarly, Peter Riedemann wrote: "For as through [Christ's]
obedience [to God the Father] all the righteousness of God
cometh [to those who believe] through Christ. . . . " Account
of our Religion, p. 56.
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God the Father] undid the disobedience of Adam and all his
seed and by His painful death restored life."33

Restora-

tion of life was called many things by Anabaptists (e.g.,
spiritual resurrection, rising from death or sleep of sin,
new birth, quickening, regeneration, putting on Christ, and
receiving the Holy Spirit), but each label referred to "one
and the same thing," namely, that it occurred by faith
"through the Word of God and a change of heart" and resulted in being "transplanted [out of Adam and] into Christ,"
and in being taught, assured, and influenced "by the Holy
Spirit of God." 34
There were, of course, several conditions necessary
for all of this to occur.

One of these was simple belief

that Christ was the one who was promised to overcome and
forgive sins.35
33

Not only was it necessary to believe that

C.W.M.S., p. 145.

34

Menno Simons described salvation as consisting "not
in water nor in words; but it is the heavenly, living, and
quickening power of God in our hearts which flows forth from
God. . . . " Ibid., p. 256. For Menno, the experience of salvation always began with a concrete encounter with Scripture.
Ibid., p. 411. After this encounter, the next activity,
which was God's initiative, was described as being a "heavenly power, a vital moving of the Holy Ghost which ignites
the hearts and minds of believers. . . . "
Ibid., p. 149.
Simons blends these two ingredients in this remark: "We
cannot be led to this godly gift of faith and of regeneration otherwise than by the Word of God through His Spirit."
Ibid., p. 271; cp. pp. 69,650. Hubmaier summarized it like
this: "But because it [the soul] has been awakened by the
Word of God . . . made whole again through His [God's] dear
Son, it now comes to know what is good and evil, and has
recovered its lost freedom." Quellen IX, p. 390. Regeneration, then, was the decisive turning point in a man's life.
See C.W.M.S., p. 93.
35

C.W.M.S., pp. 503-04.

Simons wrote:

"Unless we
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Christ was the Savior, but a prospective convert also had
to confess that He was the only Savior—despite works or
merit.36

The Anabaptists were seldom understood on this

point, so in 1552 Menno Simons wrote Reply to False Accusations to attempt to clarify the position that the Anabaptists took on the place of works in salvation.

The accusa-

tion which they often heard was that they were "new monks
and hypocrites" who "boast of being without sin" and who
are "heaven-stormers and merit-men who want to be saved by
our own merits and works."37

To this Simons responded:

accept Christ Jesus [as] the only and eternal means of grace
by true and unfeigned faith, . . . there is no help for our
souls. . . . "
Ibid. Felix Manz stated that an individual
is "saved by the one body of Christ and by His one blood."
Furthermore, he stated that Christ purchased "eternal joy
for us by grace, by the shedding of His innocent blood."
Quellen VI, pp. 50,219. In like manner, the Anabaptists
of Griiningen, in their petition to the State Parliament
in Zurich, wrote that "everyone understands that there is
no other way to God but through Christ. Whoever looks for
another door is a thief and a murderer. Now look at those
who do not heed Christ's words [and baptize children],
. . . they however are all looking for another way and
another door, so they are thieves and murderers. We write
this to you so that you will turn away from the darkness
to the light of Christ and will recognize the tree by its
fruit as Christ teaches us." Ibid., p. 236. It was for
this reason that George Blaurock accused Zwingli, Luther,
the Pope, and their followers of being "thieves and murderers. " Ibid., p. 126.
36

Menno Simons taught that salvation does not come
by "merit and works," but "solely by grace through Christ
Jesus." C.W.M.S., p. 506; cp. pp. 79,89,
37

Ibid., p. 566. Concerning their being monkish and
hypocrites, Luther indicated in his sermons on the Gospel
of John (6:38-39): "This is what the Anabaptists say: 'You
must surely do this or that. You must castigate yourself
and disdain created things. Take no interest in money or
goods, or in wife and child, but make a long face, forsake
house and home, and mortify the flesh.' And people say
approvingly: 'These are truly pious and holy people. They
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Because we teach . . . that if we would
enter into [eternal] life, we must keep
the commandments; . . . therefore the
preachers have to call us heaven-stormers
and merit-men, saying that we want to be
saved by our own merits even though we
have always confessed . . . that we cannot be saved by means of anything . . .
other than by the merits, intercessions,
death, and blood of Christ. . . .38
Clearly, the Anabaptists taught that salvation was based on
faith in Christ's work alone, but this faith necessitated
another manifestation in order for regeneration to occur in
the believer.
forsake house and home, wife and child. Their life glitters
and glistens.1 Thus the Anabaptists duped the people, and
thus they also blinded us with their prating, so that we
regarded anyone with a grey coat and a long face more pious
than others, or anyone who left child and wife as holier
and better than one who remained in the state of matrimony.
That is what happens when a man forsakes this light of the
Divine Word and of faith and resorts to hypocrisy. He
tries to make Christians through good works." Luther's
Works, 23:66-67. Concerning Anabaptism and sinless perfection, Luther indicated in his lectures on Genesis 6:5-6
that "this the Anabaptists do today when they get the idea
into their heads that they can live without sin, and when
they are intent on attaining what appears to be outstanding
virtues." Ibid., 2:43. And concerning Anabaptism and works
righteousness, Luther pointed out in his sermon on Matthew
11:25-30 at Eisleben on February 15, 1546, that " . . . the
Anabaptists . . . are not satisfied with what Christ has
done and instituted, they cannot let things be as they
were ordained to be. They think they have to do something
too, in order that they may be a bit better than other
people and be able to boast: This is what I have done,
what God has done is too poor and insignificant, even
childish and foolish; I must add something to it. This
is the nature of the shameful wisdom of the world. . . . "
Ibid., 51:384.
38q.w.M.S., p. 569. Confusion over the role of works
in salvation seems to have come from the Anabaptists' emphasis on works subsequent to faith in Christ, rather than anything they said about works being responsible for the salvation of an individual believer. See my discussion below in
the latter part of this chapter.
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Repentance was the manifestation which confirmed regeneration, according to the Anabaptists' teaching.

Repentance

was not something God did; it was something the believer was
to do.

The believer was to change his mind about his former

state and "believe the joyful news of divine grace through
Jesus Christ.

Cease from sin; manifest repentance for your

past lives; submit obediently to the Word and will of the
Lord/" and then he would be assured of his heirship in everything Christ provided.39

In his book The New Birth (1537),

Menno Simons defined repentance as crucifying "the flesh
with all its affections and lusts," refusing "to conform to
this world," putting off "the old Adam with his whole nature
and deceitful lusts," and putting on "the new man, which
after God is created in righteousness and true holiness."40
It was this activity, defined as repentance, that prompted
their observers to accuse Anabaptism of works righteousness.
If "putting off" the old way of life and "putting on" the new
way of life was something individuals manufactured in order
to become Anabaptists, then they justly deserve the label
Werkerei.

But if the Anabaptists had discovered a way to

reconcile the first condition, salvation by faith in Christ
alone apart from works, with the second condition, faith in
Christ must be active, without weakening the strength of
39

Ibid., p. 116.

40ibid. » p. 113; cp. pp. 91-92. Hiibmaier elaborated:
"And although faith alone makes one God-fearing, it alone
does not save man." Quellen IX, p. 316,. Sattler explained:
" . . . repentance is not apart from works, yea not apart
from love. . . . " Wenger, "Satisfaction of Christ," p. 251.
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the sola gratia-sola fide principle in any way, then they
do not deserve the label Werkerei.
In order to see "works," as the Anabaptists taught, as
not a pre-requisite for but rather an outcome of salvation,
it is necessary to examine more closely their teaching on
what occurred to the believer the moment he fulfilled the
first condition and believed in Jesus Christ as his personal
Savior from sin and death.41

Dietrich Philips, an Anabap-

tist theologian from Leeuwarden, offerred an explanation concerning the relation of works to salvation in his book The
Church of God (1560) when he wrote that all who "with penitent heart believe the gospel and accept Jesus Christ as their
Savior are born anew of God by his eternal Word in the power
of his Holy Spirit."

That individual thereby became "an

entirely new man" with a "new heart, mind, and feeling . . .
strengthened by his [God's] power."42

Clearly, Philips taught

that anyone who was regenerated in this manner became a new
and different human being with new capabilities and potential
heretofore impossible.4^

Philips' compatriot, Menno Simons,

41

In general, Anabaptists taught salvation resulted in
release from the "poor unsatisfactory evil flesh [depraved
sinful nature]. . . . " C.W.M.S., p. 95. Menno also wrote:
"If now the power of original sin is to be broken, and actual sin forgiven, then we must believe the Word of the Lord,
be born again by faith and by virtue of the new birth, and
by true repentance resist original sin and die unto actual
sin if we are to be pious." Ibid., p. 563.
42S.A.W., p. 237,
4

3Simons taught that in the new birth, the sinner was
cleansed of sin, given a new nature, clothed in Christ's
righteousness, and restored in the image of God. C.W.M.S.,
p. 265.
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corroborated that conclusion when he wrote that the regenerated new life in Christ so completely transformed his heart
and spirit that, whereas he had been evil and unrighteous,
he was now good and righteous, and whereas he had been carnal and earthly-minded, he was now spiritual and heavenlyminded. 4 4
This new kind of man, the disciple, that Anabaptists
spoke of was often misconstrued as an attempt at "saintliness" or sinless perfection.

Menno Simons flatly denied

that Anabaptists believed a Christian could "die unto sin
to such an extent as to sense it no longer.
means.

Not by any

But they die unto sin so as to be no longer sub-

jects to their impure lusts."45

Not only did Anabaptists

not teach perfection, but Simons exclaimed that he personally did not believe or experience it:
Think not, beloved reader, that we boast
of being perfect and without sin. Not at
all. As for me, I confess that often my
prayer is mixed with sin and my righteousness with unrighteousness. . . . all saints
from the beginning have lamented the corruption of their flesh. . . .46
44q.w.M.S., p. 93. In assessing the subject, Jarold
Knox Zeman suggests that "among the Brethren [Anabaptists]
the new birth made all equal. Man's worth no longer depended on the size of his house or fields nor on his university
degrees. It was derived from his new status before God and
in the brotherhood. A new social identity emerged which
gave the members of the brotherhood a sense of importance
and destiny." "Medieval Themes or Modern Age?," p. 269.
45c.W.M.S., p. 122. Menno Simons frequently denied the
accusation of sinless perfection. See Ibid., pp. 67,189,311,
447,673,73 9,986,1011,1054.
46ibid., p. 506. In another work he wrote that "in
baptism we receive . . . [the ability to] desire to die
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Rather, Anabaptists believed that God was able to transform
their life so completely that a reformed life would result,
and the way that Anabaptists lived their lives demonstrates
that they were convinced that Christ was victorious over sin,
the flesh, and the Devil.4 7

Anabaptists viewed Christ's

strategic victory at the cross as the veritable center of
history, for it marked the point at which the sin question
was permanently settled.48

In preaching that Christ's

work on the cross provided atonement for the sins of the
world, the Anabaptists reintroduced the notion of the solidarity or unity of mankind in a way that had been long
neglected.

Anyone, therefore, who came to the cross would

not only experience a change of status or position by means
of justification, but he would also experience a change
of nature enabling him to live in accord with God's will.
unto our inherent sinful nature, and destroy it, so that it
will no longer be master in our mortal bodies, even though
such true believers are often overcome by sin." Ibid.,
p. 245. Similarly, Hiibmaier, in his revocation of Jorg
Berger's accusations to the Council of Zurich, declared:
"I constantly commit sins, and I have never taught that I
was sinless. I will stay a sinner until the end of my
life." Quellen IX, p. 149.
47

William Richard Wohlers provides excellent illustrations of transformed lives among Anabaptists in his study of
their view of the family. "The Anabaptist View of the Family
in Its Relationship to the Church" (Ph.D. diss., University
of Nebraska, 1976). (Hereafter cited as "Anabaptist View of
Family.") Donovan E. Smucker provides several theological
analyses of their transformed living in: "The Theological
Triumph of the Early Anabaptist-Mennonites: The Re-discovery of Biblical Theology in Paradox," M.Q.R. 19(1945):5-26.
48

Conrad Grebel reflected that conviction when he explained that he had always taught that because of Christ's
work on the cross there was no longer a need for a mediator
between God and man. Quellen VI, p. 124.
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This change of nature was as fundamental to the experience of salvation as the vicarious death of Christ.

In

fact, Christ's life and death were taken as the pattern
for the disciple to emulate.49

This emphasis on the proof

or verification of faith is a touchstone in Anabaptist literature, for Anabaptists did not conceive of a Christianity
that merely restored purity to doctrine.50

Regeneration,

justification, and faith were not doctrines but experiences
that transformed their lives.51

The implications of their

personal, religious experience was summarized by Hans Denck
when he said that "he who really believes that Christ has
saved him can no longer be a servant of sin, for no one
believes rightly until he leaves his old life."52

The

evidence of this newness of life was expected on two levels:
the individual or personal level in the form of qualitatively
high integrity and discipleship and the corporate or church
49

Menno Simons challenged his readers to "let Christ
Jesus with His Holy Spirit and Word be your teacher and
example, your way and your mirror. . . . In your life you
must be so converted and changed that you become new men
in Christ, so that Christ is in you and you are in Christ."
C.W.M.S., p. 96.
50

It was this tendency which prompted Conrad Grebel to
write in his 1524 letter to Thomas Miintzer that the masses
sought salvation by means of the hypocritical faith (faith
"without fruit") which the pastors made convenient to their
people by preaching a "sinfully sweet Christ." Quellen VI,
pp. 13,16.
51

Menno Simons consistently taught that the faith
which justifies is also active in love. See C.W.M.S.,
pp. 80,96,116,410.
52

A S cited in Frederick Lewis Weis, The Life and Teachings of Johannes Denck, 1495-1527 (Pawtucket, R.I.: Commercial Printing Company, 1925), p. 73.
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level in the form of exclusive voluntarism.53

Their expec-

tation of a new, pure life emerging in the believer was
based on their understanding of God's power which, they
believed, could completely convert a man's character.54
In other words, the focus of the Christian life was to be
the "outward application of grace to all conduct."55
This reaction to faith devoid of fruits is a vital
key to an understanding of Anabaptism.56

The Anabaptists

viewed their insistence on the necessity of fruits of faith
as a significant element in the biblical definition of
faith.57

They believed that to define faith as merely

53

Chapter six develops the evidence of a changed life
on the personal level, while chapter five develops it on
the church level.
54

Felix Manz taught that "believers in Christ bring forth
God pleasing works out of a changed heart." Quellen VI, p. 25.
The most visible fruit of this changed heart was to be Christian love. Ibid., p. 202. Similarly, Menno Simons earnestly
believed that "the natural result of the ardent love of God
urges and constrains, moves and operates in their [true Christian's] hearts so effectively that they are prepared with body,
soul, possessions, and blood, to do what he commanded and to
leave undone that which He has forbidden." C.W.M.S., p. 338.
55

Bender, "Anabaptist Vision," p. 79. See also Frank
C. Peters, "The Ban in the Writings and Life of Menno Simons"
(Th.M. thesis, Toronto Graduate School of Theological Studies,
1953), p. 42.
56

Hiibmaier summarized this key when he explained that
"faith should not be silent but break out into thankfulness
to God and good deeds to mankind in brotherly love." Quellen
IX, p. 72.
57

Menno Simons wrote in True Christian Faith: "For
all the truly regenerated and spiritually-minded conform
in all things to the Word . . . of the Lord. Not because
they think to merit the atonement of their sins and eternal
life. By no means. In this matter they depend upon nothing except the true promise of the merciful Father, given
in grace to all believers through the blood and merits of
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assent to or comprehension of the facts of salvation history
was a deficient definition of faith.

Faith was more than

assent; it was also obedience, and the ability of that obedience to manifest itself was considered the most important
aspect of faith.58

Anabaptists refused to settle for a

conversion that changed the individual from unbelief to
faith only.59

They believed the Bible taught that con-

version went beyond that to change the life as well; thus,
for the Anabaptists, doctrine and life merged into one
Christ, . . . and not works, baptism, or the Lord's Supper.
. . . For if our reconciliation depended on works and ceremonies, then grace would . . . end. . . . reconciliation
takes place because men hear the voice of the Lord, believe
His Word, and therefore obediently observe and perform [what
God requires]. . . . " C.W.M.S., pp. 396-97.
58

Menno Simons stated that faith "is true knowledge
of the difference between good and evil, the fear of God,
the love of God also of neighbor, and the obedience to God,
and the desire after righteousness." Also, he indicated
that the kind of faith "which makes the heart upright and
pious before God, moves, changes, urges, and constrains
man so that he will always hate the evil and gladly do the
things which are right and good." C.W.M.S., pp. 240,337.
Obedience was deemed fundamental to the Anabaptists' definition of faith because a conduct-oriented holiness was
the primary criterion by which they distinguished godliness, true Christianity, and the true Church from that
which was merely counterfeit. For example, an unidentified Anabaptist in Zurich described a Christian as one
who "desists from sins to experience a reformation or an
improving of life and conduct." Quellen VI, p. 3 82. In
like manner, Martin Weninger stated simply that a Christian was one who "does right." John C. Wenger, ed. and
trans., "Martin Weninger's Vindication of Anabaptism, 1535,"
M.Q.R. 22(1948) : 186. (Hereafter cited as "Weninger's Vindication. " )
59

Menno Simons indicated that renewing faith produces
obedience. C.W.M.S., p. 13 9. This obedience was neither
arbitrary nor forced, but rather it was prompted by love
because it comes from the new life granted in salvation.
Ibid., p. 505.
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entity.60

By stating that the biblical definition of faith

included obedience, Anabaptists taught that as obedience,
faith implied a mode of existence, a modus operandi for the
believer . . . a new life.61

It was, then, impossible

for Anabaptists to disassociate ethics from soteriology.
Menno Simons wrote:
. . . true faith or true knowledge begets
love, and love begets obedience to the
commandments of God. . . . For true evangelical faith is of such a nature that it cannot lie dormant, but manifests itself in all
righteousness and works of love . . , 6 ^
The constant emphasis upon a manifest faith caused many
of their contemporaries to accuse Anabaptists of legalism
because they lived their lives in strict obedience to Jesus
Christ.

Seeking to clear Anabaptism of that charge by show-

ing that they believed and taught the evangelical views of
faith and justification, Menno Simons composed The True
60

For example, Simons stated that "active faith constrains him [the true believer] to all obedience and to
every good work." Ibid., p. 141.
61

Jarold Knox Zeman suggests that the Anabaptists
believed that faith meant "a life-long process of growth
in Christlikeness." "Obedience to Christ: The Heart of
Evangelical Anabaptism," Southwestern Journal of Theology
21(1979):47. (Hereafter cited as "Obedience to Christ.")
See also Maynard Kaufman, "Anabaptism as an Existentialist
Philosophy of Religion, III: Ontological Dimensions of
Anabaptism," Mennonite Life 13(1958):79-82. (Hereafter
cited as "Ontological Anabaptism.") Hans J. Hillerbrand,
"Menno Simons: Sixteenth Century Reformer," Church History
31(1962):387-99. And Jarold Knox Zeman, The Anabaptists
and the Czech Brethren in Moravia 1525-1628: A Study of
Origins and Contacts (The Hague: Mouton & Co., 1969),
pp. 30-47. (Hereafter cited as Anabaptists and the Czech
Brethren.)
62

C.W.M.S., p. 307.
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Christian Faith (1541) in which he said that if God in His
mercy had graciously poured His love on mankind without any
merit on man's part, then it was only proper to return that
love by being obedient to Him.

He continued:

. . . the entire substance of Christianity-such as the new birth or creature, true repentance, the dying unto sin, a new life, true
righteousness, obedience, salvation, and
eternal life—depend upon sincere, active
faith. . . . And God's Word knows of no other
faith than that which has power and fruit,
that which regenerates the heart, converts
and renews. . . .63
Simons spent considerable time seeking to clarify his
position on faith, and a sampling of his comments bears this
out.

In The New Birth (1537) he said that those who "con-

form their weak life to the Gospel," who "follow the example
of Christ," and who obey His "plain words" commanded in the
Bible were "the true children of

God."64

True Christians

proved they possessed Christ "in power" by their

actions.65

Conversely, if self-will characterized the individual instead
of obedience and purity, it was clear that that person was
not a true Christian, for "faith and its fruits are inseparable. "66

The true Christian had genuine faith which, in

turn, produced fruit because he utilized the indwelling
power of Christ to sanctify his body and heart by conforming everything in his life to that which the Scriptures
required.67

This genuine faith is "so active" and

63

64

Ibid., p. 328.

65Ibid. , p. 95.
67ibid., p. 396.

Ibid., p. 93.

^^Ib±c3.- , p. 96; cp. pp. 240,337,342.
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"powerful" that it could withstand abandonment by family,
material loss, persecution, or even martyrdom.68

Those

who were transformed from Adam unto Christ and who walked in
newness of life did not find that a godly life came easily,
but rather they had to
. . . fight daily with their weak flesh
in the spirit and in faith. . . . They
exercised themselves in a constant and
unending battle; they crucify their
lusts as long as they live; they watch
and pray incessantly. . . .69
Menno Simons was not the only Anabaptist leader who
endorsed and taught faith as being both assent and obedience.
From its inception Anabaptism held that faith must be active
and demonstrate itself.

Conrad Grebel taught that those

who were truly converted abandoned their old life and began
a new one which would fight sin.
ered the "fruit of faith."70

This new life was consid-

Michael Sattler, also a first

generation Anabaptist leader, wrote the assembly at Horb
that since they had been justified by faith, it was mandatory that they demonstrate, by their obedient way of life,
that they were the kind of disciple of Christ that they
claimed to be.7^

In his tract, "Concerning the Satisfac-

tion of Christ," Sattler stated that faith and life were
68ibid., p. 397.

69

Ibid., p. 564.

70

See Harold S. Bender, "The Theology of Conrad Grebel,"
M.Q.R. 12(1938 ): 131-32. This article was part of a series
which pioneered research on Grebel.
7

^-Legacy of Sattler, pp. 55-63. See also Martyrs'
Mirror, pp. 418-20; and Augsburger, "Michael Sattler,"
pp. 135-48.
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never to be separated, but the former must always be demonstrated in the latter.72

He concluded the tract with,

. . . therefore, blessed is he who goes out from Babylon,
that is who believes neither the works-saints [Roman Catholics] nor the scribes [Protestants], but subjects himself
with fear to the discipline of Christ. . . ."73

And

in

another early tract addressing the topic of marital problems,
Sattler argued that their church must not compromise in this
most delicate matter, but it must strictly adhere to the New
Testament standards of holy living.74

H a n s D e n c k be ii e ved

that the believer was reborn unto a new life that required
death to sin and complete surrender of self to God.75
Pilgram Marpeck defined faith as fruitful, powerful, and
living, and when entered into by personal commitment to
Christ, faith resulted in a holy life and a willingness
by the believer to pay the cost of that

discipleship.76

It is obvious from the sources that Anabaptists were
unanimous in their definition of faith.

Based upon their

understanding of the biblical explanation of sola gratia
and sola fide, they called men to a radical repentance,
72wenger, "Satisfaction of Christ," pp. 250-52.
also Legacy of Sattler, pp. 108-20.
73

See

Legacy of Sattler, p. 118.

7 4John C. Wenger, ed. and trans., "Concerning Divorce:
A Swiss Brethren Tract on the Primacy of Loyalty to Christ
and the Right to Divorce and Remarriage," M.Q.R. 21(1947):
117-19. See also Legacy of Sattler, pp. 100-07.
75writings of Denck, pp. 110-11.

See also Jan J.

Kiwiet, "The Theology of Hans Denck," M.Q.R. 32(1958):10-12.
76

Writings of Marpeck, pp. 199-202,207-08.

138
one which would completely change a life and provide an entirely new direction to it.

This repentance was not consid-

ered a human work but simply a response to God's grace in
forgiving sin via Christ's work.

Having experienced conver-

sion, obedient, ethical living was the new way of life that
was considered normative for the believer, and this ethical
conduct was to be distinguished from perfunctorily-produced,
pious morality.

Anabaptists viewed this new way of life as

a genuine, authentic manifestation of the reality they experienced at conversion.

It was all very concrete and abso-

lute, not emotional or psychological.

Consequently, Anabap-

tist scholar Fritz Blanke concluded that the "center of Anabaptist piety" was in their teachings on repentance and conv e r s i o n . ^

whether or not Anabaptists' teachings were accu-

rate, it seems justifiable to conclude with Blanke that their
teachings on soteriology were the center of their piety.78
Anabaptist soteriology taught that through faith in
Christ's work on the cross God's grace could deliver a
believer from the bondage of sin and guilt and create in
him a joyful relationship with God in his new life.

Yet,

no matter how cooperative the human will after conversion,
77

Blanke, Brothers in Christ, pp. 33ff. See also
Heinold Fast, "The Dependence of the First Anabaptists
on Luther, Erasmus, and Zwingli," M.Q.R. 30(1956):104-19.
7

®In his lectures on Isaiah (49:4), Luther sarcastically remarked that the Anabaptists' teachings were
inaccurate even though they accused him of such: "Away
with the papists and Anabaptists, who boast of their own
glory! In their word, evangelists teach nothing but grace.
Therefore it follows that there is nothing but confusion
and sin in us." Luther's Works, 17:173.
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Anabaptists believed a consistent holy life was impossible
even as a new person in Christ.

Other ingredients were nec-

essary to enable the individual to harness his cooperative
will and to empower it consistently to actualize the potential for holy living acquired at the point of faith.

One of

these ingredients, they taught, was the person and work of
the Holy Spirit.79

w h e n piaced

alongside their teachings

concerning the transforming power of regeneration, Anabaptist
pneumatology gave them a hope, even a confidence, of growth
in becoming like Christ.80

The Holy Spirit was the source

of the Anabaptists' enablement, their dynamic which empowered
holy living and the life of a disciple.

Hans Denck summa-

rized the matter by observing that the Holy Spirit indwelt
the believer in order to complete "the work of Christ."81
Along with the other major Reformers, the Anabaptists
maintained a significant role for the Holy Spirit in their
theology.

However, they censured those who did not teach

the unity of faith and works or belief and life, because
that separation denied the possibility, and in the case
79

Felix Manz stated that at the point of salvation,
Christ "imparts to us the power of His Spirit." Ouellen
VI, p. 219
—
80

Menno Simons explained this matter further when he
indicated that it was clear from the Scriptures that the
Holy Spirit is "the true, essential Holy Spirit of God, who
adorns us with His heavenly and divine gifts, and through
His influence, . . . frees us from sin, gives us boldness,
and makes us cheerful, peaceful, pious, and holy." C.W.M.S.,
p. 496.
81

As cited in Walter Klaassen, "Some Anabaptist Views
on the Doctrine of the Holy Spirit," M.Q.R. 35(1961) : 135.
(Hereafter cited as "Anabaptist Doctrine of the Spirit.")
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of most Anabaptists, the reality, of a Spirit-transformed
and a Spirit-empowered life.82

They

rejected the notion

that the evidence of being a Christian was participation
in a sacramental, liturgical, or ecclesiastical activity
of some sort.

Rather, a true Christian was to be identi-

fied by his walk "in the will of the Spirit."83

Walking

in the will of the Spirit was seen as the badge of Christianity because, they believed, a godly life was impossible
without the Spirit's control of the believer's life and motivation for all his actions.

Peter Riedemann, Hutterite mis-

sionary, wrote:
So long therefore as man liveth and
walketh in truth and in obedience to
God, suffering the Spirit to rule, lead
and control him, so long hath he and so
long doth he bear God's likeness. As
soon, however, as he forsaketh the
same and suffereth the flesh to control
and drive him, he casteth from him God's
likeness.84
The Christian's power to live a life pleasing to God, then,
came from the Holy Spirit who indwelt every believer and
renewed his nature.

The Holy Spirit was the ruler within

the Christian prompting and motivating what he said and
did. 85

It was axiomatic for Anabaptists that if a believer

was truly converted and was indwelt by the Holy Spirit,
82

See Peter J. Klassen, "The Anabaptist View of the
Holy Spirit," Mennonite Life 23(1968):27-31.
83

Quellen VI, p. 236.

^Account of our Religion, p. 53.
85

See Klaassen, "Anabaptist Doctrine of the Spirit,"
p. 136.
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"then, certainly the new spiritual life and its new spiritual fruits would also be manifest. . . . [for] those who
have the Spirit of the Lord bring forth the fruits of the
Spirit." 8 6

From his study of the Scriptures, Menno Simons

concluded it was evident that in conversion the believer
was "renewed, regenerated, sanctified and saved" to the
extent that he literally "becomes the partaker of the divine
nature and is made conformable to the image of His Son
[Christ]. . . ."87

This "partaking" and "conforming" work

was the work of the indwelling Holy Spirit, Simons stated,
and the convert thus indwelt "is led by the Spirit in his
spirit [indwelling], from whose spiritual body the [Holy
Spirit's] spiritual fruits are brought forth. . . ."88
In a subsequent work Simons explained that partaking of
the divine nature referred to partaking of the Spirit's
"gifts and power, to be taught, assured and influenced by
Him. . . ."89

Nowhere in all of these soteriologically

related issues is doctrinal orthodoxy given higher priority or considered more important than evidence of the Holy
Spirit's presence in the life.

The fruit of the Spirit was

supremely significant to the Anabaptists, and this significance was emphasized in two broad categories—illumination
and sanctification.
Illumination (Erleuchtung) was the term Anabaptists
used to describe the Holy Spirit's function of revealing
86c.W.M.S., p. 97.
88

ibid.

87!bid., p. 58.
8

9jbid., p. 134.
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Truth to the believer.

This revelation was most often in

the context of providing understanding of or insight into
God's

Word.90

Anabaptists.

However, this notion was not unique to the
Martin Luther, in his address to the German

nobility in 1520, articulated this very point when he said
that scholars in every field, including theology, could be
created by human institutions like the Pope, the Emperor,
or a university, but true mastery of Scripture could only
come from the Holy Spirit as "even Christ said in John 6
[:45] that all Christians shall be taught by God [the Holy
Spirit]."91

Five years later, Anabaptists said essentially

the same thing but for different reasons.

Because their

preachers taught without being called or authorized by the
established churches, they defended their legitimacy by
claiming that anyone who had the indwelling Holy Spirit,
and every true believer did, was directly illuminated in
the Truth by the Spirit.92
90see Quellen IV, p. 139. Pilgram Marpeck taught that
the Holy Spirit operates only in accordance with Christ and
the Scriptures. For example, see Klassen, Covenant and Community, pp. 73-76.
9lMartin Luther, "To the Christian Nobility of the
German Nation," in Three Treatises, ed. Helmut T. Lehmann,
trans. Charles M. Jacobs, and revised by James Atkinson
(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1970), pp. 19-20. The
larger context of this comment is Luther's attack on the
exclusive claims regarding the Scripture by the hierarchy
of the Roman Catholic Church. It is interesting to note
that Luther later rejected any autonomy for the "inner
Word" except in and through the "external Word." Thus, he
concluded that the Holy Spirit "always employs externals."
Luther's Works, 39:310-11.
92See Quellen VI, pp. 23-24,3 9-43,98.
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From the very beginning, Anabaptists clung tenaciously
to this tenet of the Spirit's illumination.

In his statement

of faith addressed to the city council of Niirnberg in 1525,
Hans Denck undercut the credibility of individual or institutional interpretations of the Scriptures when he penned:
. . therefore Peter [II Peter l:20ff.] states correctly
that Scripture is not given to one's own interpretation, but
that it belongs to the Holy Spirit to expound it correctly
who has also given it in the beginning."93

jf only a mind

directed by the Holy Spirit could be guided to Truth, then
it was crucial that each believer assiduously study God's
Word for himself, as John Claess wrote his fellow believers
from prison in Amsterdam in 1544:
Search the Word of the Lord, and ask Him for
His Holy Spirit, and the same shall instruct
you in everything which is needful for you.
This will come to pass, if you deny yourselves and forego your own will. . . . But
ask God for His Holy Spirit, who will so
change your minds, that you will hate evil
and shun it.94
Michael Sattler confirmed this Claess conviction by asserting that insight, discernment, and guidance from the Scriptures comes only from the Holy Spirit's

illumination.95

in

Confession of the Triune God (1550), Menno Simons further
summarized the Holy Spirit's role as being not only a guide
to Truth, but also a comforter who reproves, cheers, assures,
93yjritings of Denck, pp. 16-17.
94

Martyrs' Mirror, p. 470.

95ibid., pp. 416-20.
pp. 34-36.

See also Legacy of Sattler,
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and sanctifies the Christian.96

The evidence of these fur-

ther functions of the Holy Spirit, when combined with the
former, were, for Simons and the Anabaptists, the surest
mark of the true Church of Christ:

"by the operation of

the Holy Spirit through the hearing of the divine Word,
. . ." by entering "into obedience to Him, . . . " and by
living blamelessly "according to His holy will all their
days . .

that was the true Church.97

In addition to illumination, the Anabaptists also
spoke frequently of the Spirit's sanctifying role in the
believer's life.

Anabaptists were knowledgeable and real-

istic enough to understand that the new life the Bible
called them to was beyond their ability to perform even
though they considered themselves to be new individuals
as a result of conversion.

The new life they received

at conversion needed enablement, and that, they believed,
came from the Holy Spirit first through His illuminating
the believer in Truths of the Scriptures and second by the
taking of biblical Truths and then applying them in such
a way as to conform him to the character of Christ.

This

enablement was available to every true believer because
"this Spirit all they receive who believe on

Christ."98

All that was necessary to implement this Divine enablement
was an obedient response to the inner guidance of the Holy
Spirit.
96

C.W.M.S., p. 496.

98ibid., p. 496.

97

Ibid., p. 300.

145
The awareness that the Holy Spirit indwelt every true
believer was the first step, Anabaptists believed, to His
empowering those who desired "to walk in the resurrection
of Jesus Christ" to do a variety of things ranging from living the godly life of the disciple to enduring the "cross"
of persecution or martyrdom.99

Felix Manz remarked that

only by accepting and obeying the Spirit's authority could
the believer "become perfect in God." 100

As has already

been clarified, Anabaptists did not want "becoming perfect"
to be construed as sinless perfection—that they emphatically
denied. 101

Rather, they believed that the moment the Spirit

came to indwell a life, the work of sanctification began in
such a way that the depraved sinful nature no longer ruled
the life, but rather the Spirit did.

Peter Riedemann in sum-

marizing this point when he wrote:
In God we have absolute certainty that He hath
drawn our heart to Him and made it His dwelling
place, and removed and cut out from our heart
evil, sin, and the lust to sin, so that he hath
made our heart hang upon His Word, to seek, love,
and with diligence to follow the same. But all
this doeth and worketh in us, we believe, the one
Holy Spirit.102
""Walking in the resurrection of Jesus Christ" is
a common phrase among Anabaptists who used it to express
their aspiration to actualize a changed life in keeping
with their new status of being made children of God by
accepting by faith Christ's work of salvation for them.
See article one of the Schleitheim Confession in Wenger,
"Schleitheim," p. 248. Also Legacy of Sattler, p. 36.
100

Quellen VI, p. 219.

101

See pp. 128-31 above.

l°2Account of our Religion, p. 38.
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Elaborating on the sanctifying work of the Holy Spirit,
Dietrich Philips said that the cleansing of the "inner man"
was a work that only God could perform.

Those who have been

cleansed from their sins by Christ's blood need nothing further except to have "the evil lusts and desires of the flesh,
. . . mortified and overcome through the Spirit. . . ."103
This mortification was not a once-and-for-all matter, nor
was it a speedy process.

Rather, this was considered a

daily process for the rest of one's life.

In his Medita-

tion on the Twenty-Fifth Psalm, Menno Simons stated that
he had been led and taught (implying the lapse of time)
by the Holy Spirit "until of my own choice I declared war
upon the world, the flesh and the devil."1°4

Mortifica-

tion and sanctification, then, were not something that came
naturally to a believer; they had to be learned and obeyed.
There had to be cooperation with the Holy Spirit who alone
was sufficient to handle the "warfare" between the old and
new natures.

Simons concluded that true Christians "have

humbled their own wisdom and are ready to obey the Word of
the Lord, for they are driven by His Spirit, and through
faith with willing, obedient hearts, they begin to do all
things commanded them of the Lord."105
103s.A.W., p. 245.
1Q4C.W.M.S., p. 69. Note the implied reluctance and
process of growth in learning in the word "until" and the
voluntarism in "of my own choice."
l°5ibid., p. 139. Again, note the growth and the
learning process implied by the phrase "they began to do."
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Doing what the Scriptures commanded, then, was crucial
to Anabaptism, for that was considered proof positive that
the Spirit was residing within an individual and was producing His fruit in the form of holiness of life and conduct.
Conversely, the absence of such fruit in a person indicated
that he was either not a true Christian or else was a carnal
Christian.

Menno Simons stated it concisely:

. -if

true faith and obedience are separated from each other (as
they sometimes are, for instance, in the case of those who
grieve the Holy Ghost and sin against Him), then such faith
does not profit us. . . . " 1 0 6

Thus, a person's purity of

life and earnest effort to abstain from sin were evidence
that he possessed the Holy Spirit.

Adam Angersbach, a

blacksmith in Melchior Rink's congregation in Sorga (Central Germany), explained to his interrogators that he had
been attracted to Rink's assembly because they were so distinctive in their conduct by comparison to the Lutherans he
observed in the area. 107

Roman Catholic theologian Franz

Agricola reinforced Angersbach's observation that pure living was evidence of the Spirit's indwelling the individual.
He wrote in his book Against the Terrible Errors of the Anabaptists (1582) concerning the conspicuous piety of the character among Anabaptists:

" . . . one would suppose that they

have the Holy Spirit of God." 108

Anabaptists did not "sup-

pose"; they "knew" they had the Holy Spirit within.
106

1 0 8

Ibid., p. 266.
AS

107

Quellen Hesse, p. 43.

cited in Horsch, Mennonites in Europe, p. 2 9 6 .
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The distinctive way of life so characteristic of the
Anabaptists was made possible by their soteriology.

If

Christ had not come to rescue fallen man from his hopeless
predicament, there would be no salvation, no eternal life,
and no hope in the present life.

But because of His accom-

plishments, Anabaptists taught, the believer who accepts
Christ's work experiences a series of major transformations.
First, he is taken "from Adam" and placed "into Christ"
making him a child of God, an entirely new kind of person.
This new person was expected to live a new life distinct
from his past.

This new life was possible only by obedi-

ently submitting to the indwelling Spirit's direction in
the life.

However, this enablement to live the new life

was a spiritual dimension available to the believer.

Ana-

baptists taught that there was also a human dimension provided by God which encouraged the Christian to lead a godly
life, and that was the Church.

CHAPTER 5
ECCLESIOLOGY: BASIS FOR STABILITY
In promoting their biblicism and sola fideism to new,
innovative, and even radical extremes by sixteenth century
standards, the Anabaptists distinguished themselves from
their contemporaries.

Their teaching about the Bible and

their beliefs about its interpretation gave them deep conviction, purpose, and confidence in obeying its directives.
From their study of the Bible, they concluded that Christ's
life on Earth had accomplished a feat that mankind had been
unable and would never be able to accomplish, namely, to
provide a way to secure eternal life in Heaven with God.
By accepting Christ's accomplishment, Anabaptists believed
they not only became new creatures but also acquired a
supernatural means to live that life—the indwelling Holy
Spirit.

In other words, Anabaptism's ethics were based

on a personal, volitional decision to accept the Bible's
teaching about Christ's work and the Holy Spirit's enablement to live a godly life.

Anabaptist ethics were not formu-

lated upon a compulsory or coercive foundation.

They taught

that every individual must decide for himself whether he
would accept biblical soteriology and live with the implications of making that choice, e.g., holy living, persecution,
149
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martyrdom, etc.
Michael Sattler, one of the most significant of the
first generation Anabaptist writers, explained the volitional aspects of Anabaptist teachings on holy living in
his tract "On Two Kinds of Obedience."

He distinguished

between the obedience of a servant, which he described as
not free but emerging from a love of reward, and the obedience of a child, which he defined as free and emerging from
love for the father.

He concluded that the believer's obe-

dience was not an external or legal one but the result of
his new relation to God, i.e., it was freedom and strictness
in one.l

The freedom in obedience was the Anabaptist belief

that the will was free to commit the believer to obey voluntarily what God's Word prescribed.

Strictness referred to

their lofty concept of an authoritative, inerrant Bible
which required total compliance.

This curious and even

paradoxical blend of freedom and strictness posed no problem to Anabaptists whose faith in God's Word brought them
to the simple, straightforward conclusion that, as a child
of God, if God said something, they were obliged to obey
lovingly.^

Their church, then, was formed on the basis

^Legacy of Sattler, pp. 121-25. See also John C.
Wenger, ed. and trans., "Two Kinds of Obedience: An Anabaptist Tract on Christian Freedom," M.Q.R. 21(1947): 1822. (Hereafter cited as "Two Kinds of Obedience.") And
see Robert Friedmann, "The Schleitheim Confession (1527)
and other Doctrinal Writings of the Swiss Brethren in a
Hitherto Unknown Edition," M.Q.R. 16(1942):89-90.
^This kind of response is evident in an anonymous Anabaptist sermon: ". . . Christ teaches us, 'Desist from sin.'
For sin has no place in this house. . . . if we desist from
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of a free, voluntary commitment to the teachings of the
Bible, but with discipline.3
Not only did the Anabaptists emphasize voluntary imitation of Christ's life and teachings, but they also stressed
it to the point that their contemporaries were convinced
they were engaged in a futile presumption. This reaction
did not hinder their commitment to pursue godliness, but
it did necessitate their rethinking the prevailing ecclesiology.

Their study concerning baptism and the nature of

the church convinced them that they were really citizens
of Heaven whose citizenship transcended all earthly authorities and powers and authorized them to establish a church
which would extend beyond any national or territorial boundary. 4

This expansive church, however, was not conceived

sin we will not blaspheme the name of God but praise, extol
and honor it, and begin to love Him from our hearts. . . . "
John C. Wenger, ed. and trans., "Two Early Anabaptist Tracts,"
M.Q.R. 22(1948) :37. If they were to obey Christ completely,
then, the Anabaptists taught, the civil authorities must encourage and promote religious toleration. For example, see
Conrad Grebel's remarks in his letter to Thomas Miintzer in
Quellen VI, pp. 17-18; Hiibmaier's treatise, Concerning Heretics and Those Who Burn Them, in Estep, Anabaptist Beginnings , pp. 47-54; cp. Quellen IX, pp. 95-100; and Simons'
A Pathetic Supplication to All Magistrates, in C.W.M.S.,
pp. 525-31. See also Bender, "Anabaptists and Religious
Liberty," pp. 32-50.
^Anabaptist Kilian Aurbacher wrote Martin Bucer in
1534: "It is never right to compel one in matters of faith,
whatever he may believe, be he Jew or Turk. . . . We conduct ourselves according to the example of Christ and the
Apostles. . . . we compel no one. . . . Christ's people
are a free, unforced, and uncompelled people, who receive
Christ with desire and a willing heart, of this the Scriptures testify." As cited in Bender, "Anabaptists and Religious Liberty," pp. 40-41.
4

See Williams, "Sectarian Ecumenicity," pp. 141-60.
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of as being inclusive, as contemporary ecclesiology was
taught, but rather it was an exclusive church, a pilgrim
church (ecclesia viatorum), not an institutional one.
believers were members.

Only

From the historical vantage point

of more than four hundred years removed, consideration of
Anabaptist teachings regarding the nature of the Church
and the purpose of church discipline seems to reveal that
the doctrines of baptism and the Church served, on the
human level, to stabilize and consolidate the Anabaptist
movement even in the face of persecution and martyrdom.
Anabaptist ecclesiology, though radical by the standards
of the day, appears to be the single greatest factor helping Anabaptists to maintain an equilibrium and enabling
them, from that position, to impact society by their individual lives and, collectively, by their church.
Accounting for the Anabaptists' stability under pressure
and their consequent impact on society must begin with several
definitions.

Anabaptists considered their church the greatest

source of strength for the living of a godly life, that is,
on the human side of the matter, while the Bible, Christ's
work, and the indwelling Holy Spirit were divine provisions.
The benefits the church provided them, however, began with
their teachings regarding the nature of baptism.

The essence

and function that Anabaptists determined belonged to baptism
was essential in making their ecclesiology a stabilizing
force in their lives.

Anabaptism taught numerous specific

distinctives concerning the doctrine of baptism.

Baptism,
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for example, did not convert or regenerate the human heart
from sin.5

In his Foundation of Christian Doctrine, Menno

Simons asserted that "through Him [Jesus Christ] alone we
boast to have obtained grace favor, and the forgiveness of
sins with God our Father, and not by baptism, . . ."as
they were often accused.®

An imprisoned Anabaptist woman,

known only as Elizabeth, told her interrogator in January
of 1549, who accused her of seeking salvation in baptism,
that "all the waters in the sea could not save" her, "but
salvation is in C h r i s t . A f t e r his numerous debates and
battles with Anabaptists over baptism, Zwingli came to the
same conclusion as the Anabaptists did; he stated in his
work On Baptism, in May of 1525, that "one of the good
results of the controversy [concerning baptism] has been
to teach us that baptism cannot save or purify [permanently]."^

Of far greater significance than what was

rejected by their definition of baptism, however, was what
^Menno Simons made numerous references to this concept
in his writings. See, for example, C.W.M.S., pp. 124,135,
139,238,266,570.
®Ibid., p. 130. Later, Simons stated: "It is not the
sacraments nor signs, such as baptism and the Lord's Supper,
but a sincere, Christian faith, with its unblamable, pious
fruits, represented by the sacraments, that makes a true
Christian and has the promise of life [eternal]." Ibid.,
p. 382. Likewise, Ulrich Zingg confessed that "there is no
salvation in baptism." Quellen VI, p. 186.
7Martyrs' Mirror, p. 482.
8

Geoffrey W. Bromiley, ed., Zwingli and Bullinger
(Philadelphia: The Westminster Press, 1953), p. 157. It
was for this reason that Felix Manz indicated that baptism
was an outward sign that sins had been forgiven. Quellen
VI, p. 49. This rejection of baptismal regeneration was
an affirmation of sola fide and sola gratia.
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it affirmed.
Inherent in that which they affirmed was a Zwinglian
influence to describe baptism as essentially a sign.9

For

the Anabaptists, though, baptism involved more than a testimony of grace as with Zwingli; rather, it formed a vital
link between the individual believer and his fellows and
was viewed as the "door" which would aid success in the
pursuit of holiness.

This deviation from the Magisterial

definitions of baptism is the heart of the Anabaptists'
doctrine, for they described baptism as an outward manifestation of what had already occurred inwardly.10

By

that they meant "water baptism" was symbolic of "Spirit
baptism."11

They taught that just as the Holy Spirit's

9

Hiibmaier wrote Oecolampadius: "Baptism is a sign and
a symbol signifying a pledge by which one pledges himself to
God in faith even unto death in the hope of resurrection to
the life to come. This meaning ought to receive more consideration than the sign itself." As cited in Rollin Stely
Armour, Anabaptist Baptism: A Representative Study (Scottdale, Penn.: Herald Press, 1966), p. 26. (Hereafter cited
as Anabaptist Baptism.) When interrogated, the Anabaptists
frequently indicated they received the "sign," not "baptism."
See Quellen II, pp. 83,85,88,91-93,124. Ulrich Zingg, in
his discussion on baptism, also defined it as a "sign." See
Quellen VI, p. 186. And the Anabaptists of Griiningen, in
their petition to the Council of Zurich, used the same
vocabulary. Ibid., p. 235.
10

Menno Simons indicated that baptism was a sign by
which new disciples "profess their faith [in Christ] and
declare that they will henceforth live not according to
their own will, but according to the will of God." C.W.M.S.,
p. 121; cp. pp. 123,125,237,244,257,302,686.
11

Conrad Grebel, in a letter to Thomas Miintzer, indicated that the ritual of baptism signified that the individual was already saved "through inner baptism." Quellen VI,
p. 18. Hiibmaier described baptism as a "testimony of inner
spiritual faith." Quellen IX, p. 136. Hans Hut stated that
"God gave water [baptism] for a sign of this preceding
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indwelling (or baptism) evidenced His transferring the individual believer from Adam into Christ thus identifying the
individual as a child of God, so water baptism was an identification with other children of God and a commitment to
live according to those things which the Bible said characterized that body—the Church.12

Because they saw bap-

tism as a strategically significant symbol identifying an
covenant [Spirit baptism]. . . . " Quellen II, p. 43. Pilgram Marpeck agreed with these explanations; see Quellen
VII, p. 478. Luther, on the other hand, rejected this definition. For example, in his lectures on Isaiah 41:22,
he stated: "Thus the Anabaptists do not know the words
nor the matter when they declare that baptism is a matter
and a sign of imitating Christ. Here they lose both word
and content. The prophet challenges all these idolaters
and self-righteous people and taunts them to fix words
and content, but this they are unable to do. And though
they do not keep silent, their talk is unsure and without
significance." Luther's Works, 17:53. Later in his comments on Isaiah 44:17, he said: "In addition, I admonish
you not to be deceived by the fallacies of the Anabaptists,
who say that baptism is external water and nothing but
water, since they omit the words of God connected with
water." Ibid., 17:113.
12

Hiibmaier indicated that baptism was "an external
confession whereby the brethren and sisters can know one
another in a open way, for faith is in the heart alone.
. . . In receiving water baptism, the individual being
baptized confesses publicly that he has yielded himself
to live henceforth according to the rule of Christ. In
the power of this confession he has submitted himself to
the sisters, the brethren, and the church so that they
now have the authority to admonish him if he errs, to discipline, to ban, and to readmit him." Quellen IX, p. 145.
Hans Hut concurred when he stated that "God gave water [baptism] for a sign of the preceeding covenant [Spirit baptism]
whereby one declares and confesses that he wants to live in
true obedience toward God and all Christians, and that he
wants to lead such a life as to be without blame. Whoever
trespasses, living unrightly, . . . should be punished
. . . for this is the ban which God announced. Such [baptism] is to be a witness before the whole church. .
One who desires rebaptism . . . [indicates that] he will
live as the Word of the Lord shows him and will expect
the cross daily." Quellen II, p. 43.

156
individual as a true Christian, Anabaptists called for certain prerequisites to precede the ritual of water baptism.
The first requirement the Anabaptists established was
to assure that careful, foundational teaching preceded all
b a p t i s m s . T e a c h i n g was considered vital because of the
gravity the Anabaptists assigned to the implications and
significance of baptism.

Since its symbolism was so pro-

found, thorough teaching about baptism was considered necessary for not only the unbeliever, so he would know what
he was getting into by converting to Anabaptism, but also
for the Christian candidate for baptism and those who were
already baptized.

Pre-conversion teaching about baptism

was evangelistic because Anabaptists believed only adult
believers should be baptized.

Thus, statements concerning

"believers-only baptism" abound in Anabaptist literature to
such an extent that it has become one of the key distinctives of the movement.

The first article of the Schleitheim

Confession (1527) indicates that "baptism shall be given to
all those who have learned repentance and amendment of life,
and who believe truly that their sins are taken away by
l^in a revocation of Jorg Berger's accusations to the
Council of Zurich on December 22, 1525, Hiibmaier indicated
he did not know that the biblical procedure was to preach
first, believe next, and baptize last. Quellen IX, p. 148.
Later in his Baptismal Order, he stated that the instruction
be, at the very least, "in the articles of the Law, Gospel,
and faith, and in the doctrines which pertain to the Christian life. Also the individual being baptized must give
evidence that he can pray, and that he can intelligently
explain the articles of the Christian faith. This must all
be ascertained about the candidate before he can be permitted
to be incorporated into the Church of Christ through external
baptism unto the forgiveness of his sins." Ibid., p. 349.
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Christ. . . ."14

The "learning" referred to in this confes-

sion clearly presupposed evangelism, as Hans Denck lucidly
expressed in his confession of faith to the Council of Niirnberg in 1523:

"Thus St. Paul says that he had not been sent

to baptize (which was not essential) but rather to preach
the Gospel (which was essential).

Inward baptism [by the

Holy Spirit] of which I have spoken above is essential."15
The imprisoned Hans Schlaeffer also understood this when he
wrote:

"The Word of God must be first taught, and then only

to those who hear, understand, believe, and receive it, are
to be baptized.
anabaptism.1,16

This is the true Christian baptism, and no
And, John Claess confirmed from his prison

cell in Amsterdam in 1544 that "there is but one baptism
given, and that upon faith; before faith God has not commanded baptism."17
The declaration of "baptism upon faith only" was a
bold step for the Anabaptists to take, for the Magisterial
Reformers were predominantly pedobaptists.

Anabaptists,

though, did not hesitate to lay siege quickly to that doctrine. 18

Menno Simons wrote that, contrary to what the

l4Wenger, "Schleitheim,11 p. 248.
l^Writinqs of Denck, p. 20.
l^Martvrs' Mirror, p. 425.
l^ibid., p. 470. Likewise, Menno Simons stated that
"where there is no new birth there can be no baptism administered." C.W.M.S., p. 266.
l^Felix Manz told the Council of Zurich that "neither
Christ nor the apostles taught infant baptism. . . .
Therefore, he would not teach or practice it either. Quellen VI,
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Reformers taught, "faith does not follow from baptism,
but baptism follows from faith."19

Thus, he concluded,

"we must first hear the Word of God, believe it, and then
upon our faith be baptized."20

Hans Denck amplified the

conviction that infant baptism was wrong when he accusingly remarked in his treatise Concerning Genuine Love, that
p. 24. Conrad Grebel described pedobaptism as "of the devil."
Ibid., p. 124. George Blaurock defined it as "a human invention," and he concluded that "anything that comes from man is
from the devil." Thus, Zwingli was a "false prophet" for
teaching it. Ibid., p. 126. Pilgram Marpeck wrote that
pedobaptism "is an introduction to the realm of the antichrist, . . . an instigation to all evil and idolatry which
is maintained through his deceptive guise of Christ." Writings of Marpeck, p. 259. Later, during an interrogation,
Manz indicated that "in rejecting infant baptism" he was
simply "abiding by the truth of God's Word." Quellen VI,
p. 127. Hiibmaier declared that it was the Bible which
changed his mind concerning infant baptism. Ibid., p. 148.
The Anabaptists of Griiningen explained in their petition to
the State Parliament of Zurich that they disobeyed the Council's orders regarding pedobaptism and were rebaptizing
because the Bible did not indicate to baptize infants; thus,
the Council was acting contrary to the Bible rather than
they to the Council. Ibid., p. 234. Later in the petition
they attacked Zwingli by asserting that he could not defend
pedobaptism from the New Testament so he had resorted to
establishing it analogously to circumcision in the Old Testament. This analogy, they concluded, did not work and
"should be abolished." Ibid., pp. 237-38.
19c.w.M.S., p. 120. Hiibmaier agreed when he indicated that "baptism does not cleanse the soul, rather it
has to be preceeded by a 'good conscience' toward God in
his [the believer's] inner faith." Quellen IX, p. 137.
20

C.W.M.S., p. 129. Hiibmaier reasoned that if the New
Testament indicated that teaching must preceed baptism, then
babies should not be baptized since they can neither receive
teaching nor believe it. Quellen IX, p. 146. Later, with
a bit of sarcasm he asked what an infant would answer in
the baptismal ceremony when asked if he believed in God the
Father Almighty, etc. Answering his own question he stated:
"He either cries or wets his diapers." Ibid., p. 153. Thus,
since infants obviously could not respond in faith to the
Word of God, Anabaptists taught that they should not be baptized.
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"he who baptizes someone before he is a disciple, testifies
by this deed that baptism is more essential than teaching
and knowledge [of the Gospel]; but this is an abomination in
the sight of God."21

In his last work, Recantation, Hans

Denck clarified his rejection of infant baptism further when
he stated that "with children one cannot tell which is a
Jacob [a believer] and which an Esau [an unbeliever].

Yet

a servant of Christ ought to be able to differentiate this
above all, after he has learned to recognize [the differences ] . "22
Rejection of infant baptism, then, was based upon the
idea that baptism does not evoke faith or confer grace of
any kind, but it merely identifies the faith already present
in the individual.23

Thus, since it was quite impossible to

determine whether or not an infant would ever become a believer, Anabaptists concluded, based upon their understanding of Scripture and this deduction, that adult believer
baptism was the only baptism authorized by God's Word. 24
21

Writings of Denck, p. 113.

22

Ibid., p.129.

23

The Griiningen Anabaptists elaborated on this point in
their petition to the State Parliament of Zurich when they
wrote concerning Peter's sermon on the Day of Pentecost:
"'Repent and be baptized' (Acts 2:38). How could children
repent when they do not need to? Or how could they accept
his words? And you say that it is the same now as then.
We have the same baptism they had. If infant baptism is
the right way, the 3,000 [converts on the Day of Pentecost]
would have had to baptize their children also [,but they did
not]. . . • everyone has to believe with his whole heart.
A child cannot believe with his whole heart [; thus, they
should not be baptized]." Quellen VI, p. 235.
24

In fact, Pilgram Marpeck stated that, conversely,
infant baptism was "the mother and root of all other
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Consequently, no small stir was created when Anabaptists
detected what they believed was ambivalence by the Reformers
on this doctrine. 25

Their reaction was graphically illus-

trated in an exchange between Zwingli and Balthasar Hiibmaier.
Early in his reforming work Zwingli stated that it bothered
him to baptize children because he knew that it should not
be

done.

26

Hiibmaier, remembering that statement some time

later, took him to task for changing his position:

"You

used to hold the same ideas [as we do]. . . . But now . . .
you boldly say that no idea like this [ours] has ever entered your mind. . . . " 2 7

This ambivalence, as the Anabaptists

apostacies" in the Church. Quellen VII, p. 458. Therefore,
Marpeck taught, if pedobaptism was not removed from the
Church, the Church would never be truly restored. Writings
of Marpeck, p. 204. He explained that pedobaptism removed
the opportunity for an individual to make a personal, conscious decision concerning Christ since those who had been
baptized in infancy tended to consider themselves Christians
on that basis alone. Ibid., pp. 217-18. Melchior Hofmann
believed that pedobaptism destroyed the voluntary nature of
the Church. See S.A.W., pp. 192-93. Felix Manz believed
that infant baptism brought coercion via the sword to the
Church; thus, removal of infant baptism would facilitate
removal of coercion in the Church. Quellen VI, pp. 123,214.
See also a story Jorg Berger recounted concerning a reaction
George Blaurock received in Hinvil to the teaching of adult
believer baptism. See Ibid., p. 109.
25

This conviction was clearly understood by Anabaptists
at virtually every level of their movement, and thus it was
frequently attacked by their antagonists. A humorous account
of such a clash was recorded by Jerome Segers in a letter to
his wife from his prison cell in Antwerp in 1551. He wrote
that "the priests said that when children are baptized, they
then have faith." Laughingly he retorted: "Why then do you
not go into Turkey and baptize the Turks; if thereby men become believers, as you say, they would all become believers."
The priest's reply to Segers' remark was: "Though the Turks
should be baptized, they would still remain Turks." Martyrs'
Mirror, p. 505.
26

0uellen VI, p. 184.

27

Quellen IX, p. 186.
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interpreted it, was responsible, in part, for their mass exodus from the ranks of the Magisterial Reformers.

In leaving,

they said by their actions that they believed that only adult
believer baptism was biblical because only an adult believer
could make the kind of intelligent commitment to the implications of baptism that Anabaptists believed the Bible said
were present in that ordinance.^8
These teachings about baptism, then, were not only vital
for the Anabaptists to use as tools for evangelizing the unbelievers, but they also enabled them to attack the pedobaptists articulately.

Teachings about baptism were also crit-

ical for the instruction of believers both prior and subsequent to baptism.

The instruction of believers was deemed

important because of the role baptism played in the church.
It was not enough that the candidate for baptism was a true
believer in Christ.

Anabaptists believed that the candidate

had to be clear in his understanding of the theology of
baptism, because that theology was bound to the symbolism
of the rite of baptism.

To accomplish this, it was necessary

first of all to distinguish between the various baptisms
that were taught by the Anabaptists.

Thomas van Imbroeck,

28jyienno Simons stated in his work Christian Baptism
that, generally speaking, he found that those "who were all
baptized in infancy, and on account are called Christians,
[were] leading such sinful lives that we can form no idea
thereof." C.W.M.S., p. 252. He then itemized a long list
of representative vices he saw prevalent among those people.
Thus, to be a Christian in name only was an abomination to
Anabaptists. See the Griiningen Anabaptists' petition where
they stated that "baptism belongs to the faithful who submit
to God's son and desist from evil." Quellen VI, p. 236.
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a twenty-five year old Anabaptist who was beheaded in prison
in Cologne in 1558, wrote an important, brief treatise concerning baptism in which he distinguished between two kinds
of baptism.

One he called "internal baptism" because it was

imparted by Christ in the form of the indwelling Holy Spirit
to the penitent believer.

The other he called "external

baptism" because it was "a witness of the spiritual [internal baptism], . . . a sign of faith in Jesus Christ, and is
administered . . . by a true servant of the Lord. . . . 1,29
Anabaptists believed that it was important to distinguish
between internal and external baptism first of all because
they wished to baptize externally, and thereby admit to
their fellowship only those who had experienced the internal baptism.

This distinction, then, helped them preserve

their convictions of a "believers-only

c h u r c h . " 3 0

in the

second place, Anabaptists taught that it was important to
maintain that distinction because they desired the symbol
(external baptism) to duplicate as accurately as possible
what it represented (internal baptism), i.e., ritual baptism had to be as exact a manifestation of real baptism by
the Spirit as possible.31

Hans Denck explained that one

29

Martyrs' Mirror, p. 367. Felix Manz stated that
those who believe in Christ should be "poured over with
water externally to signify the inner cleansing and dying
to sin." Quellen VI, p. 25.
30

Hiibmaier stated: "For through this [adult believer]
baptism one enters and is incorporated into the fellowship
of the universal Christian Church. . . . " Quellen IX, p. 335;
cp. p. 315.
31uitimately the Anabaptists developed a three-baptism
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must be externally or ritually baptized only once because

as

a child is born of its father but once, even though it may run
away and return; it remains nonetheless the father's child and
is in no need to be born once more [into the family]."32
Since baptism was the common denominator which made it
possible for all Anabaptists to enjoy fellowship with one
another it was, therefore, frequently called "the sign of
the Covenant" among Anabaptists.33

By "covenant" they had

in mind a pledge of commitment or a bond.3^

This pledge

was two-fold like the baptisms which served as its sign
doctrine: first the inner, spiritual baptism, then the external ritual and pledge with water, and finally the baptism
of blood or suffering and martyrdom. Thus, ritual baptism,
Anabaptists taught, looked back to the preceeding Spirit baptism and forward to the subsequent renunciation, submission,
and suffering. See Hiibmaier's description of this in Quellen
IX, pp. 209,275 and in Estep, Anabaptist Beginnings, pp. 6598; Hans Hut in Quellen II, p. 43; and Pilgram Marpeck in
Quellen VII, pp. 423,432,480-81. Concerning the interrelatedness of these baptisms, Marpeck wrote: "Those who are
truly and correctly baptized in Christ are baptized with
Christ in patience under tribulation. Committed to suffer
even unto their physical death, every Christian who is baptized with Christ is a participant in his [Christ's] tribulation. He commits himself to hate all temptations and to
resist all evil, and he opposes it in faith and patience,
with the sword of truth [the Bible]. To this tribulation
no young child, unable to speak, can commit itself." Writings of Marpeck, p. 210. This third baptism is discussed
more fully below in chapter seven.
32

Writings of Denck, p. 111.

33

Ibid., p. 109. Pilgram Marpeck defined baptism
similarly. See Quellen VII, pp. 423,433,486 and Writings
of Marpeck, pp. 189-90,230-31. See also Armour, Anabaptist Baptism, pp. 97-112.
3

4Armour, Anabaptist Baptism, pp. 13 8-3 9. Hiibmaier
stated: "Where there is no water baptism there is no church,
no minister, neither brother nor sister [in Christ], no
^
fraternal discipline, excommunication or readmission. . . . "
Quellen IX, p. 145.

164
or symbol.

The first aspect of this commitment

to God

Melchior Hofmann described as the betrothal of the believer
to the heavenly Bridegroom which entailed a public "surrender
to the Lord" and "binding oneself to Christ" through

1

the
O C

true sign of the Covenant, the water bath and baptism."
In other words, baptism was considered to be a pledge of
complete commitment to obey Christ, a promise to imitate
Christ in His holy life and death, if necessary.36
While internal baptism opened the way to have fellowship
with God, external baptism was to open the way to have fellowship with others who were similarly baptized.

Hans Denck in-

advertently touched upon this second important aspect which
Anabaptists believed to be the nature of the baptismal commitment, namely, a bond between fellow believers, when he
established that there was a parallel between being born
into God's family, accomplished by internal baptism, and
a human family.37

Balthasar Hiibmaier described this fur-

ther bond as the incorporation of the believer "into the
fellowship of the universal Christian church."3®

At the

35

Melchior Hofmann, The Ordinance of God in S.A.W.,
p. 186; the entire treatise is located on pp. 184-203.
36see the testimony of Hans Werner concerning what
Melchior Rink taught, November 1531, in Wappler, Thurmgen,
d. 331. The Gruningen Anabaptists wrote:
Let everyone
notice'that baptism belongs to the believers who commit
themselves to the Son of God and separate themselves from
evil." Quellen VI, p. 23 6.
37

See note 32 above.

3 8 Q u e llen IX, p. 335. Likewise, Hans Denck stated:
"Baptism is incorporation into the fellowship of believers.
writings of Denck, p. 12 8. Pilgram Marpeck considered
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outset, baptism was considered a confession of faith which
served to enter one into the brotherhood, but it was more
significant than a mere requirement for membership in the
church.

Since baptism united faith and life into one entity,

it served as a bond between the newly baptized individual
and the assembly, the establishment of which consisted of
a pledge by the baptized to live a godly life and by that
individual and the assembly to reciprocate their spiritual
gifts to the benefit of each other.3 9

in other words, by

means of baptism, the believer put himself under the discipline of the brotherhood where group consciousness became
a major force shaping the lives of the baptized members.40
Baptism, however, involved more than a commitment to
Christ and to the brotherhood; it also served as a sign of
commitment to a new way of life.

From the very beginning,

the Anabaptists viewed baptism as the key to living a life
which fully imitated Christ.41

This ethical commitment

baptism to be the door into the church.
Marpeck, pp. 198-99,214.

See Writings of

39see Armour, Anabaptist Baptism, pp. 136-42.
40

Hubmaier indicated that the Church's authority to
discipline and admonish came "from the baptismal vow."
Quellen IX, p. 145.
4lHiibmaier believed that baptism involved a commitment
to surrender (Gelassenheit) oneself to Christ. Quellen IV,
pp. 338-39,487. Furthermore, he stated that in receiving
baptism the believer indicates that he "has already surrendered himself to live according to the Word, will, and rule
of Christ." Ibid., p. 160. Similar convictions are borne
out in the letters to Thomas Mvintzer by Conrad Grebel and
friends in Quellen VI, pp. 17-18. See also Friedmann, "The
Essence of Anabaptism," p. 12.
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to obedience and discipleship stood as the commencement of
the Christian life, but Anabaptists also realized that that
life would entail a "cross" and could very well end in martyrdom. 42

Thus, here as always, Anabaptists believed that

teaching was vital for the one to be baptized because without it he would not realize that after receiving ritual baptism he "surrenders himself to Christ, and loses his will,
is resigned in all things, without name, without will, but
. . . letting Him [Christ] reign in

him."43

Menno Simons

developed this aspect of baptism when he explained the symbolism of baptism as being "to bury sin, and to rise with
Christ in a new

life."44

Baptism, then, represented sep-

aration from the world and the promise to pursue a godly
life.

Hans Denck, in his treatise Concerning Genuine Love,

explained that in baptism "one declares the old life to be
wicked and desires henceforth to walk in a new

life."45

continued his explanation by asserting that those who are
baptized must totally separate from the world and false
42crebel wrote Miintzer that "true Christians [who
have been baptized] are sheep among wolves, ready for the
slaughter." Quellen VI, p. 17. According to Thomas van
Imbroeck, those who were baptized indicated in that act
their willingness to "offer themselves up to God." Martyrs ' Mirror, p. 3 67. See also Hiibmaier's comments on
this in Quellen IX, pp. 122,310.
43The testimony of Thomas van Imbroeck in Martyrs'
Mirror, p. 367.
44c.W.M.S., p. 123; cf. pp. 93,125,302.
Martyr's Mirror, p. 368.
45w:ritings of Denck, pp. 110-11.

See also

He
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brethren, "and this takes place through baptism."46

Thus,

baptism stood as a witness to the believer's new character,
and it indicated he was determined to live a godly life.47
The determination to live a godly life, however, did not
guarantee the outcome, and the Anabaptists were realistic
enough to understand that.48

They expected a changed life

in the believer because they were convinced that if one had
had the internal baptism, external baptism would provide
46ibid., p. 112. George Blaurock concurred with this
teaching. See "An Excerpt from the Hutterite Chronicle"
in S.A.W., p. 44. Dietrich Philips stated that Christ designed baptism so that it "might admonish us to a godly
walk, to a mortification of the flesh, to a burial of sin,
to a resurrection into the new life. . . . " The Church of
God in S.A.W., p. 243. See also Menno Simons in C.W.M.S.,
p. 1047.
4*7Anabaptists' commitment to the pursuit of holiness
often precipitated the accusation that they were really
on a quest for sinless perfection. Sebastian Hofmeister,
for example, made the accusation several times. Quellen
VI, pp. 123,214. When Zwingli made the same accusation,
Hubmaier was quick to deny forcefully that it was true.
Quellen IX, p. 187. Manz summarized the Anabaptist position on this point when he stated that the implication of
baptism was that those who "have been converted by God's
Word are henceforth willing to live a new life with a new
heart. [In ritual baptism] he has died with Christ to sin
and rises to a new life." Quellen VI, p. 26; cp. pp. 93,
216. Jorg Schad, Rudolf Breitinger, and Conrad Hottinger
all confessed that baptism was a "sign" of a changed life.
Ibid., p. 41. Grebel, in his letter to Miintzer, stated
that baptism "signifies that a man is dead, or ought to be,
to sin and is walking in the newness of life and spirit.
Such a one shall certainly be saved if, according to this
idea, through inner baptism he lives his faith." Ibid.,
p. 18.
4 8nans Hut stated that "baptism is nothing other than
a struggle with sin for the whole life." As cited in Williams, The Radical Reformation, p. 163. Menno Simons explained that the reason Christians have an ongoing warfare
with sin in their lives is because they "are not cleansed
in baptism of [the power of the] inherited sinful nature
which is in our flesh." C.W.M.S., p. 245.
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the power to live a Christian life.49

Thus, from one of

their most frequently quoted passages of Scripture, I John
5:6-8, Anabaptists determined that baptism was a sign of
hope, an indication of potential victory over the power of
sin and the evil world if the believer utilized the power
the Holy Spirit could provide.
The Anabaptists' theology of baptism, then, was a broad
concept.

Rooted in their soteriology, the whole process of

salvation began with the internal work of the Holy Spirit,
Who, having inwardly baptized the believing sinner (which
is the gift of salvation), cleansed the individual believer
from sin and enabled him to live a godly life.

The Anabap-

tists believed that the evidence of this new birth and commitment to Christ was to be expressed in external baptism
^^Menno Simons taught that it was in baptism that the
Christian received the "desire to die unto [the] inherent
sinful nature, . . . so that it will no longer be master
in our mortal bodies, even though such true believers are
often overcome by sin." C.W.M.S., p. 245; cp. Writings
of Marpeck, pp. 188-89. Also, he stated that "it will
not avail us anything to bury our sins in baptism if we
do not arise with Christ Jesus from the power of sin unto
a new life." And later, he continued: "For where there
is no renewing, regenerating faith, leading to obedience,
there is no baptism." C.W.M.S., pp. 122,139. Luther
expressed his convictions on Simons' teachings concerning
no baptism without regeneration (which was representative
of Anabaptism in general) in his lectures on the book of
Galatians in 1535: "The papists and the Anabaptists are
harmoniously agreed on this one proposition, . . . namely,
that the work of God is dependent on the worthiness of
man. For this is what the Anabaptists teach: 'Baptism is
nothing unless a person is a believer.'" Luther's Works,
27:148. Concerning Simons' teachings that baptism was
useless unless a changed life resulted, Luther declared
in his exposition of Psalm 117: "Thus the Anabaptists
claim that baptism is nothing if one is not previously
sanctified. They do not want to acquire holiness through
and from baptism, but by their piety they want to make
baptism holy and wholesome." Ibid., 14:39.
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by water which united the individual to the assembly and
obliged him to live a life consistent with the new life he
claimed to have by being baptized.50

Thus, baptism unified

every aspect of their faith and their life into an integrated Weltanschauung.

But it was not solely conceived of in

ethical terms but institutional as well, for their theology
of baptism also represented their reinterpretation of the
nature of the Church.51
In their reconsideration of the Church, Anabaptists
sought to reestablish the quality and the character of the
pristine, New Testament Church.

Hans Vermeesch confessed

this in his interrogation in prison in Flanders in 1559.
When his inquisitor challenged the validity of his profession of faith because his church was not even forty years
old while the inquisitor's church had begun with Christ's
apostles, Vermeesch replied that his church was fifteen
hundred fifty-nine years old "for Christ is the foundation
stone and it is that long since He was

crucified."52

in

50Anabaptists questioned prospective members seeking
to be baptized in this manner: "If need should require it,
are you prepared to devote all your possessions to the service of the brotherhood and do you agree not to fail any member who is in need and you are able to help?" Quellen II,
p. 254.
51zwingli charged Anabaptists with separation and
schism in On Baptism: "Have we not constantly told you:
Go and live the best possible Christian life, as the grace
of God permits, but leave off rebaptizing: for obviously
by rebaptizing you form a sect. . . . " Bromiley, Zwingli
and Bullinger, p. 152.
52

Martyrs' Mirror, p. 632. Concerning the Anabaptists' teaching on the "restitution of the Church," see
M.E., s.v. "Restitution," by Robert Friedmann; Stayer,
"The Swiss Brethren," pp. 174-95; Cornelius J. Dyck, "The
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their effort to reestablish the qualities and characteristics of the first-century church, Anabaptists built their
church upon the foundation of several major principles all
of which came to characterize their church and the individuals of their church.
The first and one of the most familiar principles the
Anabaptists used was the notion that the true Church needed
to be reconstituted so that it would be a visible, exclusive organism composed of believers only as opposed to the
prevailing concept of the Church as an invisible, inclusive
organization.53

The Anabaptists resented their contempo-

raries' use of Christ's parable of the wheat and the tares
(Matthew 13:24-30) to justify retaining unbelievers in the
church.54

They pointed to Christ's own explanation of

the parable (Matthew 13:36-43) as proof that believers and
unbelievers were together only in the world and not in the
Place of Tradition in Dutch Anabaptism," Church History
43(1974):34-49; and Williams, The Radical Reformation,
pp. 857-58.
S-^See Wenger, "Weninger's Vindication," pp. 184-85;
Quellen VI, pp. 234,236-37; and Friedmann, "The Essence
of Anabaptism," p. 12.
S^Menno Simons taught that "the holy Christian Church
is no assembly of unbelievers." C.W.M.S., p. 234. Later,
he penned: "The entire evangelical Scriptures teach us that
the Church of Christ was and is, in doctrine, life, and worship, a people separated from the world." Ibid., p. 679; cf.
pp. 731,745,926,962. Menno argued that if the true Church
was invisibly hidden within the visible church, then "Luther
and all his learned ones have gone wrong in bringing about
such a disturbance, tribulation, and misery in the world by
their doctrine and change, since they . . . still remain the
church of God." Ibid., p. 757. In other words, the Reformers could have remained content with the church's status quo
since they did not present a radically new ecclesiology.
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Church.55

Thus, they concluded, the true Church of Christ

was visible on Earth precisely because it was exclusive,
i.e., composed of only b e l i e v e r s . T h e r e was virtual
unanimity among Anabaptists on this point; namely, the
true Church was a community of saints who were separate
from and did not conform to the world.57

This dispropor-

tionate emphasis upon the essence of the Church rather
than its form caused the first generation of Anabaptists
to experience an organismic church much more than an organizational-oriented one.

The use of the word "organism"

to describe the Anabaptist church is intended to convey
55see Hubmaier's remarks in Quellen IX, p. 309.
also Quellen Hesse, p. 444.

See

56jy[artin Weninger made it clear that the Church was
not a mixed society. Wenger, "Weninger's Vindication,"
pp. 184-85. Menno Simons stated that only those who are
faithful to Christ's teaching and are obedient to His call
to be "sound in doctrine and unblamable in life" constitute
the true Church. C.W.M.S., p. 724.
5?Hans Kuchenbacher forcefully declared: "We cannot
believe that this present evil society . . . is the Christian Church and the congregation of God." Quellen Hesse,
p. 288. John Claess described the true Church as "an assembly of believers born by the Word of God," as believers who
"separate themselves" from false teaching and ungodly conduct, and as "the community of saints." Martyrs' Mirror,
p. 470. Menno Simons described the true Church as "an assembly of the righteous and a community of saints." Later
he defined it as an entity made up of those who have a "regenerate mind by the operation of the Holy Spirit through
the hearing of the divine Word, and have become the children of God." C.W.M. S., pp. 234,300. Hiibmaier indicated
that the Church was an assembly of true believers who separated themselves from the world. Quellen IX, p. 478.
Peter Riedemann declared that the Church was a "community
of saints" who had become "partakers of His [Christ's]
grace." Account of our Religion, pp. 42-43. The Gruningen
Anabaptists wrote that the true Church was composed of those
who resisted "the desires of the flesh" and walked "in the
will of the Spirit." Quellen VI, p. 236.
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their conspicuous emphasis upon living the life of a Christian as opposed to mechanistic, perfunctory, or administrative activities implied in the word "organization."

That is

not to say the Anabaptists did not have organized churches.
They surely had organization, but the focus of their church
was on the life of the

organism.58

The life of the organ-

ism began with the concept of voluntarism; i.e., those who
were believers voluntarily gathered together under the
authority of Christ and His Word.59

Having chosen to unite,

5^An illustration of the Anabaptists' disgust with
that which established, institutionalized, and organized
Christianity represented is evident in the writings of
Peter Riedemann: "With regard to the buildings of stone
and wood [cathedrals and churches]--these originated, as
the history of several showeth, when this country was forced
by the sword to make a verbal confession of the Christian
faith. . . . Thus, they originated through the instigation
of the devil and are built up through sacrifice to devils.
. . . Therefore, also, hath he [God] commanded in the Old
Testament that they [true believers] should utterly destroy
and break down such places, that they might not share in
that fellowship [with Satan]. Nowhere doth he [God] say,
change it and use it aright; but saith break it down utterly." Account of our Religion, pp. 94-95.
59see Wappler, Thuringen, p. 329, and Verduin, The
Reformers and Their Stepchildren, pp. 74-75. Hiibmaier indicated that all that was necessary to become a member of
their church was a "confession of faith" and acceptance of
baptism. Quellen IX, p. 339. Scharnschlager made a clear
plea for voluntarism in his defense to the Council of Strasbourg in 1534 when he wrote: "For I am convinced that each
one of you [on the Council] who loves the truth desires a
free, voluntary access to God, to serve God voluntarily,
uncoerced, without pressure. . . . I am convinced that you
know that our faith and the knowledge of faith must be without external rule and free from coercion. . . . " Klassen,
"Scharnschlager1s Defense," pp. 214-15. Because they utilized coercive power, Marpeck concluded that the Catholic
and Magisterial Reformers had only a "semblance of Christ."
Writings of Marpeck, pp. 449-50. By contrast, in the true
Church, "there is no coercion, but rather a voluntary spirit.
. . . No external power has the right to rule, benefit, or
govern in Christ's kingdom." Ibid., pp. 112-13.
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these believers expected to give objective proof of their
new nature (within) by their desire and serious attempt to
be faithful to the demands in the Bible for holy living.
To facilitate this godly living, the church was to provide
substantive and accurate teaching of the Scriptures, for
it would be unreasonable to expect obedience to God's Word
without that.60

However, the Anabaptists were quick to

point out that pure doctrine and an accurate confession
were merely introductory items in their ecclesiology.

Their

real concern was that this teaching would become so much a
part of the hearer that he would become a practitioner of
pious Christian living.

Godly living, then, was to be pro-

duced spontaneously from the life of the believer.6!

Godly

living was expected to be the way of life for an Anabaptist
whether he was in church or in the world.

If he was together

with others in the assembly, he was to minister to the others
in a way that was
long-suffering, friendly, peaceable, ever
ready in true Christian love to serve one's
neighbor in all things possible: by exhortation, by reproof, by comforting, by assisting, by counseling, with deed and with
possessions, yes with bitter and hard labor,
with body and life, ready to forgive one
another. . . . 6 ^
60

Menno Simons taught that "in God's Church nothing is
heard . . . but the true doctrine . . . according to the
Holy Scripture." And later he explained that the Church
was to be ruled by "Christ's plain Word and the salutary
doctrine and open practice of the apostles." C.W.M.S.,
pp. 300,631; cp. p. 739.
61
6

Ibid., pp. 93-94,740-41.

2jbid., pp. 145-46; cf. p. 200.
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Whether or not a fellow believer was involved, Anabaptists
were prepared to minister to anyone in

need.63

Thus, in

their churches the laity had a significant role to play.
Their understanding of the Church made every believer a
priest with a function to

fulfill.64

This enabled Anabap-

tists to push this new "priesthood" to the point of making
every believer an evangel, a missionary for their cause.65
63simons stated that true believers "entertain those in
distress. They take the stranger into their houses. They
comfort the afflicted; assist the needy; clothe the naked;
feed the hungry; do not turn their face from the poor; do
not despise their own flesh." Ibid., p. 558. When Zwingli
accused him of promoting a form of "Christian communism,"
Hiibmaier replied: "I have always and at all places spoken
about the community of goods as follows: a man must always
be concerned about his fellow man in order that the hungry
may be fed, the thirsty given drink, the naked clothed, etc.
We are not masters of our own possessions but only administrators and distributers. Believe what I say. . . . there
is no one [among us] who advocates taking another man's
goods and making it common. . . . " Quellen IX, p. 178.
64in questioning several Anabaptists, Zwingli asked
Hujuff if it was possible to be a Christian secretly or
privately. Hujuff replied that Christian love must not
be secretive but manifest to all. Quellen VI, p. 127.
Jarold Knox Zeman sees the more elevated role Anabaptists
gave to the laity as a "democratic trend" in Anabaptism.
He accounts for this by noting that "the Anabaptists had
no ecclesiastical hierarchy. Leaders were elected by local
congregations. The choice did not depend on university
education nor social status. Any person with a charisma
for leadership would qualify. The Anabaptist tended to
eliminate class differences." "Medieval Themes or Modern
Age?," p. 268.
65see also J.D. Graber, "Anabaptism Expressed in Missions and Social Service," in Herschberger, Recovery of the
Anabaptist Vision, pp. 152-66. Peter Riedemann stated that
the "Church of Christ is the basis and ground of truth, a
lantern of righteousness, in which the light of grace is
borne and held before the whole world, that darkness, unbelief, and blindness be thereby seen and made light, and
that men may also learn to see and know the way of life.
Therefore is the Church of Christ in the first place completely filled with the light of Christ as a lantern is
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This they did not only because they elevated the role of
the laity, but also because they believed it was necessary
since the church was not conceived of as being coextensive
with society.
If the church is regarded as merely an element in society and not society per se, then, indeed, the Anabaptists
proposed something radical and revolutionary for sixteenth
century ecclesiology.

What they proposed was that only in

the fellowship of the brotherhood could a truly Christian
social order be formed.66

This proposal implied that they

believed that it was impossible to Christianize the world;
consequently, to avoid compromise with the world, the Anabaptists tended to stress withdrawal from and nonconformity
to the world.67

These actions made their contemporaries

illumined and made bright by the light that his [Christ's]
light might shine through her [the Church] to others."
Account of our Religion, pp. 39-4 0.
66see the testimony of Hans Kuchenbacher, Quellen
Hesse, p. 288. Grebel, Manz, and Stumpf proposed a comprehensive reform of the church to Zwingli and Leo Jud. They
proposed to liberate it from the influence of civic authorities, make it an autonomous body, and revitalize it into
a righteous majority rather than a dissenting minority.
Quellen VI, pp. 120-22,127.
67See Hiibmaier's remarks about "wheat and tares" in
Quellen IX, p. 309. Charles Nienkirchen suggests that Anabaptist "separatist ecclesiology arose out of and was conditioned by local sociopolitical factors . . . and was not unanimously adhered to by the Swiss Brethren prior to Schleitheim
[1527]. The degree to which a separate church was obliged to
withdraw from the world as exhibited in its social behavior
was a matter worked out" over a period of time. "Reviewing
the Case for a Non-Separatist Ecclesiology in Early Swiss
Anabaptism," M.Q.R. 56(1982 ) : 240 ; cp. James M. Stayer, "'The
Separatist Church of the Majority': A Response to Charles
Nienkirchen, 'Reviewing the Case for a Nonseparatist Ecclesiology in Early Swiss Anabaptism,'" M.Q.R. 57(1983): 151-55.
See also Stayer, "The Swiss Brethren," pp. 182-86, and
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suspicious of them and evoked the label "Winckler" which
Landgrave Eberhard officially defined for his subordinates
as anyone who preached without proper authorization and who
preached in unusual or improper

places.68

These activities

were not taken lightly by their contemporaries since they
so radically challenged the status quo.

Therefore, action

was taken
to obstruct diligently all unauthorized conventicles in houses and forests; for regardless
of the soundness of the preaching and reading,
these unauthorized conventicles not only tend
to be schismatic on the ecclesiastical level
but also seditious on the civil level and to
facilitate all kinds of disobedience and vice.
They are under no condition to be tolerated.69
The intolerance of the Anabaptists' Wincklerism was
taken a step further by Philip of Hesse in 1531.

Generally

considered to be progressive and generous, Philip, nonetheless, viewed the Anabaptists' nonconformity and teaching on
separation dangerous and intolerable; therefore, he required
that every unauthorized preacher be permanently banished
Martin Haas, "Per Weg der Taufer in der Absonderung," in
Goertz, Umstrittenes Taufertum, pp. 50-78. While separatist ecclesiology called Anabaptists to an aloofness to
the world, unity was the by-word for the Church itself.
Klassen comments that "no aspect of Marpeck's view of the
church is more pronounced than his emphasis on unity."
"Hermeneutics of Marpeck," p. 84.
SSguellen Hesse, p. 3. Technically speaking, Winckler
is derived from the German word "Winkel" meaning "corner,"
"crooked," "twisted," but it conveys the idea of "illicit,"
"clandestine," or "secretive." Luther taught that the ministry is divinely sanctioned and is the primary instrument
through which God has chosen to accomplish His work. Thus,
he rejected the idea of an inner call from the Holy Spirit
to minister since those preachers were "uncommissioned" because they lacked the "seals and letters of authorization"
from an established church. Luther's Works, 40:384.
69Quellen IV, p. 150.
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"upon pain of capital punishment if he ever returns" because
that person had, by his disobedience, put himself outside the
Christian community and hence was no longer tolerable in the
secular community.70

Clearly, the Anabaptists' teaching re-

garding the relationship of Christianity and culture, of the
church and society, was interpreted as radical, revolutionary,
and extremely dangerous, but it was not new.

Throughout the

history of the church, there has been a perennial tension between those in the church who sought to strengthen believers
such that they could live godly lives and those who sought to
"christianize" society; i.e., the conflict has been between
those who wanted to keep Christianity distinctive from society and those who wanted to accommodate it to society.71
^OQuellen Hesse, pp. 37-38. In his comments on Psalm
82:4, in 1530, Luther expressed his position concerning the
Anabaptist Winckelpredigten when he stated that they were
"in no case to be tolerated. . . . These are the thieves
and murderers of whom Christ spoke in John 10:8. They
enter another's parish and seize another's office which
is not committed to them but forbidden them. It is the
duty of the citizen, if such a sneak [Winckelschleicher]
comes to him, before he listens to him or lets him speak,
to report the matter to the ruler or to the pastor whose
parishioner he is. If he does not do this he should know
that he is breaking his oath and disobeying his ruler;
that he is despising his pastor whom he ought to honor,
and thus acting contrary to God; and that he is himself
guilty and just as much a thief and a rascal as the sneak
[Schleicher] himself. . . . No one should let them in or
listen to them, even if they were to preach the pure Gospel,
nay, even if they were angels from heaven and all Gabriels
at that. . . . Let everyone, then, remember this: If he
wants to preach or teach let him give proof of the call
or command which drives and compels him to it or else let
him be silent. If he does not want to do this, then let
the rulers hand the knave over to the right master, the
police." Luther's Works, 13:61-66.
71Jeffrey Burton Russell has identified these two
trends as the spirit of prophecy and the spirit of order
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This tension between preservation of the distinctives of
Christianity and accommodation of Christianity to society
produced in Christianity a dynamism which enabled it to
spread and to consolidate that which was gained.

However,

the Church has seldom preserved a balance between these two
forces for long.

It has been more common for one to prevail

over the other.7 2

This is true of the Reformation era.

The

Magisterial Reformers were inclined to continue, with some
modification, the notion that Christianity and society were
essentially coextensive; whereas the Anabaptists tended to
see the two as distinct to the extent that, as Christians,
they separated themselves from society.

Like Luther, the

Anabaptists taught a two kingdom concept, but they defined
the kingdom of God and that of the world in terms of a more
radical dualism.7 3

They agreed with Luther that both Christ

and society had authority and that opposition existed between
in A History of Medieval Christianity. Other descriptions
of this conflict are: diastasis vs. synthesis, transformation vs. reformation, community vs. corporation, sacramentarianism vs. sacramentalism, laicism vs. sacerdotalism, and
corpus christi vs. corpus christianum. The "Introduction"
of Leonard Verduin's book, The Reformers and Their Stepchildren (pp. 11-20), is also helpful in distinguishing these
two tendencies. No descriptive label should be taken as an
absolute, for without some blending of terms Christianity
would have either ceased to be Christianity or else it would
not have spread and would have likely died out. These matters are too complex to permit a neatly-packaged identification with a simple, stylized pattern, but for discussion
purposes a label of some sort is helpful.
72

It is the writer's opinion that the "spirit of
order," to borrow Russell's term, has tended to be most
dominant.
73

chapter six below develops Anabaptism's "Two Kingdom Theology" more fully.

179
the two. 74

They also agreed that obedience to God required

obedience to institutions and leaders of society, but they
were more extreme in their refusal to accommodate the directives of Christ in Scripture to those of secular society.75
Unlike Luther, the Anabaptists saw themselves as citizens
of only one kingdom—God's—while being mere "pilgrims" in
the other.7®
74

At the Bern Debate of 1538, the Anabaptists stated:
"We grant that in the non-Christian world state authorities
have a legitimate place. . . . But we as Christians live
according to the Gospel and our only authority and Lord is
Jesus Christ." Matthijssen, "The Bern Disputation of 1538,"
p. 32. However, Anabaptists were seldom optimistic about
the immediate future of this conflict. For example, Scharnschlager indicated that "worldly power thus always attempts
to lord it over faith always using the secular sword under
the guise of the spiritual [sword] thus intruding into the
kingdom and domain of Christ. The result is . . . that the
sword of the [Holy] spirit [, the Bible,] is almost [totally] neglected. . . . " Klassen, "Scharnschlager's Defense,"
p. 216.
75

Menno Simons stated that Christians are to obey the
government's directives only "insofar as they are not contrary to the Word of God." C.W.M.S., p. 200. In calling
for religious liberty to carry out their commitment to God's
Word, the Anabaptists opened themselves up to the charge of
sedition. The civil and ecclesiastical authorities saw Anabaptism as conspiracy against the social order. Thus, when
the Anabaptists called for a pluralistic society and began
to form a new community, their chief offense was a political
one. See John H. Yoder, "The Turning Point in the Zwinglian
Reformation," M.Q.R. 32(1958):128-40. In this matter of
separation of church and state, Walter Klaassen suggests
that the "Anabaptist argument centers not on the external
freedom of the church from the state, but on its internal
liberty. Anabaptists were sure that they would never have
external liberty, but they regarded internal liberty as
being essential to the nature of the church. . . . "
"The
Anabaptist Critique of Constantinian Christendom," M.Q.R.
55(1981):222. (Hereafter cited as "Anabaptists and Constantine.")
7

^Alvin Beachy, "The Concept of Grace in the Radical
Reformation" (D.Th. diss., Harvard Divinity School, 1960).
pp. 223-24,229.

180

Sojourning in the kingdom of the world, Anabaptists
taught, did not relieve them of responsibilities to that
kingdom.

They believed that they owed two debts to soci-

ety—obedience and evangelism.

Contrary to what they were

accused, Anabaptists did not teach sedition.77

Unfortu-

nately for them, the tragedy of Miinster came to be viewed as
normative for their movement and proof that all radicalism
would result in gross perversion and civil

rebellion.78

77

Walter Klaassen is correct in pointing out, however,
that the Anabaptist theology on the state certainly appeared
to be seditious, for it "clearly rejected the absolutist
divine right claims of the state and severely restricted its
area of jurisdiction. No sixteenth century authority could
ignore such a challenge." "The Nature of the Anabaptist Protest," M.Q.R. 45(1971) : 310. (Hereafter cited as "Anabaptist
Protest.") It was for this reason the Council of Zurich
clarified the charge of sedition on March 7 and November 19,
1526. In so doing, it condemned the Anabaptists' activities
as destructive to the administration of government, the common good, and the Christian faith. Quellen VI, pp. 181,210.
78

The Reformed view, for example, as stated in the Belgic Confession (1561), in article thirty-six on magistrates,
was: "Wherefore we detest the error of the Anabaptists and
other seditious people, and in general all those who reject
the higher powers and magistrates, and would subvert justice,
introduce a community of goods, and confound the decency and
good order which God has established among men." Philip
Schaff, ed., Creeds of Christendom, 3 vols. (New York:
Harper & Row, Publishers, 1919), 3:433. Similarly, John
Calvin, in the preface to his commentary on the book of
Psalms, 1557, wrote: " . . . Anabaptists and seditious
persons . . . by their perverse ravings and false opinions,
were overthrowing not only religion but also all civil
order." Commentary of the Book of Psalms, 5 vols., trans.
James Anderson (Grand Rapids, Mich.: William B. Eerdmans
Publishing Company, 1949), I:xli. Zwingli wrote: "You
[Anabaptists] seek to destroy the magistracy and the power
vested in it. Take away the oath and you have dissolved
all order. . . . You see, dear reader, all order is overthrown when the oath is abrogated. . . . Give up the oath
in any State . . . and in keeping with the Anabaptists'
desire, the magistracy is removed and all things follow
as they would have them. Good God, what confusion and
up-turning of everything!" Works of Zwingli, p. 209.
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Because their contemporaries did not (or could not) distinguish between the varieties of radicalism, Anabaptists suffered much unjustly, and because they were outspoken on many
theological issues, their obedience to the prescriptions of
society was easily overlooked.

An examination of accusations

and Anabaptist responses, however, is helpful in focusing on
what was obscure about the Anabaptists' obedience to society.
Among the nine articles brought against Michael Sattler
were those of disobedience to the Emperor, refusal to swear
an oath before the authorities, and pacificism.79

Hans

Schlaeffer was accused of sedition, and John Claess was
arrested not only for having printed 600 sectarian books
with Menno Simons but also for conducting secret meetings
where he had introduced error to the people.80

Rufus von

Osthoffen and Jacob von Eberstatt were imprisoned for refusing to be re-educated in their former faith.81

Melchior

Rink and twelve others were detained for meeting secretly
to teach that belief preceeds baptism.82

some were arrested

for not appearing at the compulsory gatherings Sunday mornings to hear instruction in regard to points on which they
were alleged to be in error.83

others were tried for refus-

ing to listen to any other teaching but their
some were arrested for no stated offense at
79

Martyrs' Mirror, p. 416.

own.84

^nd

all.85

80jbid., pp. 425,471.

8lQuellen Hesse, p. 38.

821)313^ p_ 42.

83ibid. , p. 63.

84i]3i(3. , p. 71.

85jbid., p. 150.
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An examination of the responses Anabaptists gave to
these various accusations reveals that they were both lucid
and consistent.

Michael Sattler stated in his defense dur-

ing his trial at Rottenburg in 1527, that the authorities,
as ministers of God, needed to reorient to that which God
appointed them—"to punish the evil and to defend and protect the pious."

Then he concluded:

"Whereas, then, we

have not acted contrary to God and the gospel, you will
find that neither I nor my brethren and sisters offended
in word or deed against any authority."86

To the claim

that they were seditious, Hans Schlaeffer replied that
it had never entered his heart, to make an
uproar, neither had he ever approved of it
in others. . . . And there is no other design
concealed under it [his church], than to
amend the life, and to forsake the vicious
ways of the world. . . .87
Hans van Overdam agreed with Schlaeffer's explanation and
declared that their defying the Emperor's orders not to
hold meetings in which they taught new doctrines was really
not disobedience because
God has not authorized him [the Emperor] to
make such commandments; in this he transcends
the power which God has given him, and in
this we do not recognize his supremacy; for
the salvation of our souls concerns us more,
so that we show obedience to God.88
86s.A.W., p. 141; c.f. Martyrs' Mirror, pp. 416-18.
87jy[artyrs' Mirror, p. 425.
88jbid., p. 489. Scharnschlager agreed in his defense
to the Council of Strasbourg in 1534: " . . . representatives
of the government . . . are not allowed to rule on matters
of faith, as your leaders and preachers, Luther and Zwingli,
have written." Klassen, "Scharnschlager's Defense," p. 213.
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While he did not recognize the Emperor's supremacy
in spiritual affairs, van Overdam did not want anyone to
conclude that he or other Anabaptists were seditious, so
he hastily clarified his point by stating:

"We have not

offended against his Imperial Majesty according to the
power which he has received from God, and will obey him
in every ordinance, as far as we can do so consistently
with

truth."89

Later in his interrogation, van Overdam

spelled out more particularly what the Anabaptists taught
about the role of government.
Be it known unto you, noble lords, councilors,
burgomasters, and judges, that we recognize
your officers as right and good, as ordained
and instituted of God, that is, the secular
sword for the punishment of evil-doers, and
the protection of the good.90

^Martyrs' Mirror, p. 489. Scharnschlager, in an
impassioned plea to the Council of Strasbourg, clarified
van Overdam's claim to obedience as long as it was consistent with the Truth: "My beloved Lords, you urge us
to depart from our faith and accept yours. That is the
same as if the Emperor were to say to you that you are
to give up your faith and accept his. I leave it to your
consciences. Do you think it right in the sight of God
that you obey the Emperor in such a case? If so, then
you might well say that in our case it would be right for
us to obey you. Then you would also have to agree that
you are obligated to restore all idolatrous and papal
cloisters, also the mass, etc. If, however, you discover
that in the presence of God it is not right that you obey
the Emperor in such matters, then I as a poor Christian
beseech and exhort you for God's sake and for the sake
of your soul's salvation that in this matter you expand
your conscience and have mercy upon us poor people."
Klassen, "Scharnschlager's Defense," p. 215.
^^Martyrs' Mirror, p. 492. Menno Simons agreed that
the magistrate's sword was ordained by God. C.W.M.S.,
p. 922. In his Reply to False Accusations (1552) he developed his position more fully: "You [magistrates] are called
of God and ordained to your offices to punish the transgressors and protect the good, to judge rightly between a man
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Similarly, Menno Simons was irritated by accusations that
Anabaptists disobeyed the magistracy and were power-hungry
seditionists.91

In fact, he stated that he was convinced

that "this will never be found to be true."92

Nevertheless,

and his fellows; to do justice to the widows and orphans, to
the poor, despised strangers and pilgrims; to protect them
against violence and tyranny, to rule cities and countries
justly by a good policy and administration . . . to the benefit and profit of the common people." Ibid., p. 551. Menno
also called upon the magistrates to exercise their authority
in a Christ-like manner. Ibid., pp. 117,191,299,528-29. He
was anxious that they abandon their godless, violent ways.
Ibid., pp. 118-19,194,206. Peter Riedemann also taught that
government's function is to restrain evil when he wrote that
it is the "servant of God's anger and revengeance . . . to
shed the blood of those who have shed blood." Account of
our Religion, pp. 104-05.
9

lMenno Simons spent considerable time defending Anabaptism of these charges in his Reply to False Accusations.
See C.W.M.S., pp. 549-57. When he was accused of sedition,
Hans Hut explained that people came out to him while he
worked in the field and asked him questions about the Bible.
These, he said, he could not turn away, but he had never
encouraged anyone to leave their church to meet with him
secretly. Quellen VI, p. 91. Felix Manz, when similarly
accused, did not deny that he had conducted Bible studies
in his home, but, he quickly added, there had never been
an instance when someone was not "helped by them." Ibid.,
p. 127. Nevertheless, officials were still apprehensive,
and they organized groups of six and armed them to patrol
and search for secret assemblies and for those who held
them in their homes. Ibid., p. 111.
92

C.W.M.S., p. 604. Simons continued: "I mean in
matters pertaining to dikes, roads, waterways, tax, toll,
tribute, etc. But if they wish to rule and lord it above
Christ Jesus, or contrary to Christ Jesus in our consciences,
according to their whim, this we do not grant. We would
rather sacrifice possessions and life than knowingly to
sin against Jesus Christ and His holy Word for the sake
of any man, be he emperor or king." Notice the similarity
in Scharnschlager1s plea to the Council of Strasbourg:
"My beloved Lords, . . . for the love of God have mercy
upon us, who have fled to you from [the] coercive papacy.
Allow us to live in your city . . . and work among you,
earning our bread in honorable work uncoerced in matters
pertaining to the soul or forced in matters of conscience.
After all we have always been willing to submit to you,
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misunderstandings continued to arise concerning their "refusal" to accept worldly authorities.

Some Central German Ana-

baptists took it upon themselves to present an orderly response to this misconception about them.

"We want to apol-

ogize about this . . . but it has never been said or taught
by us.

We know from the Holy Scriptures that power is given

by God and that it is necessary in every aspect of German
life."93

They elaborated their belief in their next article.

Those who are not obedient to the authorities
or were exiled and came back should be punished
with the sword by the imperial edict. We do not
want to be disobedient to worldly authorities.
. . . If we have done evil, then we accept the
adequate judgment.
However, if we are punished because of our
belief and called heretics, liars, or erroneous,
we bear it with patience and humility and try to
find comfort in the Holy Scriptures.94
The phrase "obedient to the magistracy in all things
not contrary to God" may be the best summary of the Anabaptists' position on the relationship of the church and society, or Christianity and culture.95

That phrase suggests a

to give you support, taxes, interest, and the like as government, at all times willingly and obediently just as the ordinary citizen and to live among you without suspicion, evil,
slander, licentiousness, but piously by God's grace. We hope
there have been no grounds for me and my associates having
been suspected of anything different. Klassen, "Scharnschlager's Defense," p. 217. Some Anabaptists were willing
to grant even greater commitments than these to the state.
Marpeck and his group, for example, accepted civic responsibilities in various cities in Moravia. Marpeck himself was a
mining engineer as well as a lay theologian. Hubmaier even
endorsed Christian involvment in defensive war and the payment
of war taxes as the threat of a Turkish invasion increased.
See Zeman, Anabaptists and the Czech Brethren, pp. 47-54.
93

Quellen Hesse, p. 178.

94

95

Denying sedition, Scharnschlager stated:

Ibid., pp. 178-79.
"I and my
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kingdom of God with a visible brotherhood of believers and
a kingdom of the world with unregenerate people.

These

kingdoms were viewed as being separate and essentially unrelated.

The boundary between the two kingdoms was clearly

marked in the minds of Anabaptists as is evidenced in the
phrase "obedient . . . in all things not contrary to God."
That boundary line may be called "hierarchic" in that the
Anabaptists always obeyed the magistrate unless he contradicted what they believed God's Word directed them to do.
Luther's ethics could also be labeled hierarchic, but the
Anabaptists pushed their hierarchism further than Luther
dared.

They enjoyed exposing Luther's inconsistency on

this point when they were interrogated about their gathering secretly after being ordered to desist.

They retorted

with a quote (obviously from Luther's early writings) where
he indicated his desire to gather true believers "behind
closed doors," but he was "not bold enough to start that
lest it be considered faction-making."96
Luther, like the other Magisterial Reformers, was unable to break completely with the preceeding centuries of
church history relative to establishing a believers-only
kind do not attempt to preserve ourselves and our faith by
force or resistance, but with patience and suffering even
unto physical death, by means of the power of God. . . . "
Klassen, "Scharnschlager's Defense," p. 215. See also
C.W.M.S., p. 397.
96Quellen Hesse, p. 63. This inconsistency caused
many Anabaptists to question the reality of Luther's stated
belief in sola scriptura. They were convinced they had to
obey God's Word regardless of the cost, and since Luther
appeared unwilling to pay the price, many abandoned him.
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church.

The Anabaptists of Zurich made their original break

with the Magisterial Reformation when they separated from
Zwingli over whether the church could cooperate with the
state as parts of an indivisible whole, e.g., the matter of
baptism.

Calvin's reaction to the Anabaptists in this mat-

ter was as rigid as the other Reformers.
"there always have been persons who, . . .

He stated that
as if they had

already become a kind of aerial spirits [angelic in sanctity],
spurn society of all in whom they see that something human
remains."97

He accused the Anabaptists of thinking they had

made "superior progress" in Christian conduct and of believing
that "there is no church where there is not complete purity
and integrity of conduct."98

He called them morose and proud

for "refusing to acknowledge any church that is not pure from
the minutest blemish," and he concluded that an arbitrary separation from church or society was inexcusable.99
One and all, the Magisterial Reformers found themselves
in a painful ecclestico-political dilemma.

On the one hand

they fought tenaciously for the principle of sola scriptura,
but on the other hand they maintained the creedal formulae
of earlier, "imperial" Christianity.

They forcefully pro-

claimed the principle of sola fide, yet they held to infant
baptism and various practices they considered as bona fide
Christianity in Catholicism.

And in their desire to rebuild

the exploited and neglected members of Christendom into a
97

Institutes, 2:292.

"ibid., 2:297.

98

Ibid.
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new and revitalized church, they sought the assistance of
the princely pastors (Notbischof).
In the midst of this vacillation by the Reformers, the
Anabaptists made bold claims about Christianity and culture.
Unintimidated by the lengthy history of the Christian church,
they asserted that it was possible to differentiate between
Christianity and culture just as the individual must do regarding his loyalties to the two.

They considered the notion

of a "Christian culture" an impossibility.

Rather, Christ-

ianity was a "light" and was "salt" in society, but it would
never enlighten nor preserve it all. 100

It would only in-

fluence culture to varying degrees, not create a Christian
culture.

The society in which the Anabaptists flourished,

however, would not tolerate an autonomous, voluntary, exclusive church; thus, it persecuted them because they believed
that the Anabaptists represented a real threat to society
and thereby should be regarded as potential criminals.101
Religious pluralism was simply inconceivable to most sixteenth century men, so Anabaptists moved out on their own,
lived their faith as they understood it, and suffered the
100peter Riedemann illustrates this in his remarks in
note 65 above.
lOlpor example, in his work On Baptism (1525), Zwingli
stated: "The root of the trouble is that the Anabaptists
will not recognize any Christians except themselves or any
church except their own. And that is always the way with
sectarians who separate themselves on their own authority.
. . . For if every blockhead who had a novel or strange
opinion were allowed to gather a sect around him, divisions
and sects would become so numerous that the Christian body
which we now build up with such difficulty would be broken
to pieces in every individual congregation." Bromiley,
Zwingli and Bullinqer, p. 158.
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consequences.10^
Correspondence between Central German officials and
their landgrave verifies this crisis in ecclesiology.

Adam

Krafft, associate of Martin Bucer, told his landgrave in
1536, for example, that he was sure the Anabaptists were
possessed by the Devil because they were so strong-willed.
Thus, he was certain the only way to tolerate them in their
"Christian" community safely was to pressure "them into the
churches to hear God's Word." 103

The Anabaptists were ap-

parently viewed as sufficiently threatening to the community
that he requested the landgrave to order the Anabaptists to
return to their former churches if he did not wish to end up
with a territory composed of a "devilish and heathenish mixture." 104

With that ominous prospect, forcing them to hear

the Bible "correctly" would benefit both the landgrave and
the Anabaptists.

But the use of force was controversial, and

much discussion was expended to validate its use.

The usual

reasoning was that God had delegated authority to the state
so that it could keep the people in the "true faith."105
Since the people were vulnerable to the erroneous teaching
of seducers, intervention was necessary so that an infected
"member of the body" would not damage "the whole body."10®
10

2peter Riedemann wrote: "Thus whoever endures and
suffers the working of the Spirit of Christ is a member
of this [the true] church. . . . God gathers together his
church through the Spirit, and it is this Spirit of Christ
and not man that leads the church." Account of our Religion,
pp. 4 0-41.
103
10

Quellen Hesse, p. 101.

^Ibid., p. 106.

104
10

Ibid., p. 102.

®Ibid.
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Those who reasoned this way were realistic enough to see
that it was unlikely that force would make anyone accept
God's Word, but they were convinced that at the very least
there was a need to force people to listen to it.

That ob-

ligation, they asserted, was the responsibility of the
"worldly authorities."107

The Anabaptists' challenge to

that line of reasoning obliged their opposition to establish a more authoritative vindication of the use of force,
and the opposition found the reinforcement it sought in
Augustine's Letter to Donatus (A.D. 416). 108

The point

of the letter that was most appealing to Magisterial Reformers was Augustine's rendering of the Latin phrase "Compelle
intrare" in Luke 14:23 ("Go out into the highways and hedges
and compel them to come in").

Augustine believed that Christ

taught in the parable of the wedding feast (Luke 14:15-24)
that the pre-Constantinian world was characterized by seeking
to fulfill the evangelistic imperatives of the Great Commission given by Christ to reach the world with the Gospel. 109
The conversion of Constantine, in his estimation, marked the
107

Ibid., p. 107.

108phiiip Schaff, ed., A Select Library of the Nicene
and Post-Nicene Fathers of the Christian Church, 14 vols.
(Grand Rapids, Mich.: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1979), 1:544-47. (Hereafter cited as Nicene and
Post-Nicene Fathers.) See also Peter Brown, "St. Augustine's Attitude to Religious Coercion," Journal of Roman
Studies 54(1964):107-16.
109

Earlier in the parable, the master, speaking of the
guests, said: "bring them in." This, Augustine explained,
"signified the incipient condition of the Church, when it
was only growing towards the position in which it would have
strength to compel men to come in." Schaff, ed., Nicene and
Post-Nicene Fathers, 1:547.
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the fulfillment of the prophecy of Psalm 72:11 that "all
kings shall fall down before Him, all nations shall serve
Him. " H O

Thus he

concluded that "it is in proportion to

the more enlarged accomplishment of this prophecy that
the Church wields greater power, so that she may not only
invite, but even compel men to embrace what is good."!!1
Augustine further justified the use of force against heretics in the conclusion of chapter six of his De Correctione
Donatistarum.

He revealed that those whom the church would

compel from the "highways and hedges" were those who were
in "heresies and schisms."112

Thus to defend coercion bib-

lically to Vincentius, Augustine wrote:
110

Thus the master's words, "Compel them to come in,"
represented a second stage in the development of the Church.
He continued: " . . . it was right that when the Church had
been strengthened, both in power and in extent, men should
be compelled to come in to the feast of everlasting salvation. . . . " Ibid.
Hl-Ibid. If that were so, then he could reasonably
conclude: ". . . it is better for us to obey the will of
the Lord, who charges us to compel you [Donatus] to return
to His fold, than to yield consent to the will of the wandering sheep, so as to leave you to perish [eternally]."
Ibid. , 1:545.
112

Augustine wrote: "Wherefore, if the power which
the Church has received by divine appointment in its due
season, through the religious character and the faith of
kings, be the instrument by which those who are found in
the highways and hedges—that is, in heresies and schisms—
are compelled to come in, then let them not find fault
with being compelled. . . . " Ibid., IV:642. In a sermon
on Luke 14:16, he further explained: " . . . let the heretics come from the hedges. . . . For those who make hedges,
their object is to make divisions. Let them be drawn away
from the hedges, let them be plucked up from among the
thorns. They have stuck fast in the hedges, they are unwilling to be compelled. 'Let us say come in,' they say,
'of our own good will.' This is not the Lord's order.
'Compel them,' saith he, 'to come in.'" Ibid., VI:449.
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You also read how . . . Paul was compelled by
the great violence . . . to embrace the truth:
for . . . the light which your eyes enjoy is
more precious to men than money or any other
possession. This light, suddenly lost by him
when he was cast to the ground by the heavenly
voice, he did not recover until he became a
member of the Holy Church. You are also of the
opinion that no coercion is to be used with any
man in order to [effect] his deliverance from
the fatal consequences of error; and yet you
see that . . . this is done by God. . . .^13
The Central German authorities apparently knew these
works and teachings of Augustine well enough to quote from
them in their attempts to build their defense of the use
of force on the Anabaptists.H4

However, what Augustine

considered to be the watershed of church history and what
was commonly understood to be the beginnings of the Church's
"Golden Age," Anabaptists labeled the fall of the Church
and the ruination of Christianity, namely, the fusing of
the imperium to sacerdotium under Constantine.H5

The Ana-

baptists decried the phenomenon of Constantine1s conversion
because, they believed, it marked the end of volition and
voluntarism in Christianity and set in motion the establishment of a coercive organization.
i: 383.

What concerned them so

H^Quellen Hesse, pp. 108-11.

ll^Anakaptists seem to have accepted Luther's association of the biblical Antichrist with the Papacy and its
doctrines. Quellen VI, pp. 14,15,23,34,46. In a letter
to his brother-in-law, Vadian, September 3, 1524, Conrad
Grebel described Zwingli as the "Beast of the Apocalypse."
Ibid., pp. 11-13. Menno Simons' assessment was that only
the church of Antichrist would conform itself to this world.
C.W.M.S., pp. 300,402,745. In his Reply to Gellius Faber
he concluded: "Whoever will, let him read history, and
he will find in great clarity that Antichrist was in full
honor at the time of Augustine and that he rules in the
hearts of men with his doctrine." Ibid., p. 77 5.
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greatly about coercion was that it tended to build an inclusive church that was intolereant of diversity and was anxious
for u n i f o r m i t y . T h e y were confident that such a church
could only compromise Christian distinctives in the area of
conduct rather than promote and require godly living.
H^scharnschlager1s conclusion was that "wherever
those are congregated together in one house who seriously
seek to live in the will of Christ without vices, there
the ban of Christ and the true baptism and other ordinances
of Christ could be instituted and practiced. Since, however,
people gather together openly in one big mass, . . . what
kind of improvement of life has come from [that] . . . ?"
Klassen, "Scharnschlager1s Defense," p. 214. Thus, Walter
Klaassen concludes that Anabaptists believed that "the corruption of Christendom was to be found in the denial of maturity to lay people, as institutionalized in infant baptism
and its necessary acceptance of the lowest common denominator of ethical behavior." "Anabaptists and Constantine,"
p. 230. Similarly, Roland H. Bainton suggests that "when
Christianity takes itself seriously, it must either forsake
or master the world and at different points may try to do
both at once." The Medieval Church (New York: D. Van
Nostrand Co., 1962), p. 42.
117>phe Gruningen Anabaptists, in their petition to
the State Parliament in Zurich, wrote: "Those who live
in this manner [according to the fruit of the Spirit] are
the community of Christ, the love of Christ, and the Christian Church. We hope and are sure that we are in the right
[separated, exclusive] church. And you want to force us
out of the [true] Christian Church to an alien or heterogenous church." Quellen VI, p. 237. Menno Simons was even
more forceful in his reaction to what he saw as deception
by the church: "It is true enough that the papists teach
and believe that Jesus Christ is the Son of God, that He
sacrificed His flesh and shed His blood for us. But they
also say that if we wish to partake thereof and share in
it we must obey the pope and belong to his church, hear
mass, receive holy water, go on pilgrimages, call upon the
mother of the Lord and the deceased saints, go to confessional at least twice a year, receive papistic absolution,
have our children baptized, and keep the holy days and fast
days in Lent. . . . And all of this the poor ignorant people
call the most holy Christian faith and the institution of
the holy Christian Church. Although actually it is nothing
but human invention, self-chosen righteousness, open seduction of souls, [and] manifest deception. . . . In short, [it
is] a false, offensive religion and open idolatry. . . . And

194
Since church discipline for impious conduct was seldom
if ever used in the churches of the day, the Anabaptists
accused their contemporaries of not building true churches
of Christ.

Indeed, for those who conceived of a Christian

culture or society, a corpus christianum, placing a person
out of the church presented a significant difficulty, for
by doing so the individual would also be put out of society
thereby rendering him a veritable "non-being."

Thus, since

so much impurity was tolerated in both the Protestant and
Catholic churches, Anabaptists saw themselves as a righteous remnant in Christendom.

Menno Simons wrote:

"...

their assembly is large and kept in public, while ours is
small. . . . Yes, my reader, if you attentively read the
Scriptures you will find that the number of the elect was
always small and the number of the unrighteous [always] very
great."H8

And, Leonhard Kerper was described as having

"joined himself under the cross to the separated cross-bearing church of the Anabaptist, in the year 1525. . . ."119
Thus, in considering Protestants and Catholics alike to be
infidels, Anabaptists revealed a Weltanschauung distinct
from their contemporaries.
George Huntston Williams summarizes the unique Anabaptist Weltanschauung by suggesting that they were "pilgrims
this is not yet enough. . . . But they proceed also to
despise as vain and useless all the true fruits of faith,
commanded by . . . [Christ]; the genuine, pure love and
fear of God, the love and service of our neighbors, and
the true sacraments and worship." C.W.M.S., pp. 332-33.
H 8 C . W.M. S. , p. 732.

H^Martyrs ' Mirror, p. 420.
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toward, missionaries of, and martyrs for that City which
would momentarily descend from heaven."120

The combination

of these three elements served to motivate them to establish
a visible, exclusive, voluntaristic, pristine church.

As

a cross-bearing, righteous remnant in an evil world, they
believed it was vital for the survival of their distinctiveness and the effectiveness of their witness that discipline
be carefully administered in their

brotherhood.121

Thus,

since individual sins were of vital concern to the assembly,
the assembly took charge of defining and enforcing the
standards of conduct for the

b r o t h e r h o o d . 1 2 2

This respon-

sibility to authorize definition and enforcement of holy
living for the church was not taken lightly, for Anabaptist
leaders saw their "brotherhood as a militant church actively
at war with a sinful

w o r l d . " 1 2 3

They refused to let the

theological dynamism of "justification by faith" be wasted
by a conservative understanding of the Christian's life
and walk in the world, i.e., sanctification.

Thus, Ana-

baptism's teaching on sanctification was as radical as its
teaching on justification.

Just as one could not be justi-

fied apart from faith in Christ's work, so one could not
120tyJiHiams, The Radical Reformation, pp. 859-60.
121zeman indicates that the Anabaptists taught that
submission "to the counsel and correction by other Christians was emphasized as an important complement to the
personal transformation [coming at salvation], and as an
aid in the continuing struggle against the self-centered
old nature." "Obedience to Christ," p. 49.
122Toews, "Sebastian Franck," pp. 183-84.
123^0hlers, "Anabaptist View of Family," p. 56.
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expect to be sanctified or lead a godly life apart from the
mutual aid and corrective help of an assembly voluntarily
committed to God and to one another.124
The Anabaptist aspiration to attain both a justified
and sanctified life reveals their reaction to the coercive
oppression they felt in the churches of their contemporaries,
They strove for self-determination in their assemblies;
they made voluntarism the key to both holy living and discipleship, but they counterbalanced these "liberties" with
a strong sense of accountability.125

This liberty/account-

ability balance or tension in Anabaptist church life is
explained by their teaching on baptism and the ban.

Not

only were these considered two important signs of the true
Church, but they were also viewed as the two keys given by
Christ to the Church to create and preserve a pure body of
b e l i e v e r s

. 126

Hvibmaier wrote that

the recipient of baptism is externally marked,
. . . and incorporated into the fellowship of
the church. . . . Publically and orally he vows
to God . . . that he will henceforth believe
and live according to the divine word, and in
case he should be negligent, that he will receive brotherly admonition, according to the
order of Christ in Matthew chapter 18.127
The ban was related to baptism in Anabaptist theology
because, Anabaptists believed, it could only be used on
124schlabach, "Rule of Christ," pp. 278-84.
125see Verduin, The Reformers and Their Stepchildren,
p. 112, note L.
126see Williams, The Radical Reformation, pp. 220-21.
127&S cited in Vedder, Hubmaier, p. 202.
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those who by baptism had voluntarily committed themselves
to the group and by that commitment had indicated their
willingness to submit to the discipline of the congregation
if it were necessary.128

The Anabaptist church, then, was

a church of order in that it was a disciplined and wellregulated church.

The Anabaptists believed that without

rules and regulations the true Church of God would cease
to exist. 129

In fact, this assertion was made at least

five months before Anabaptism gave an external display of
its presence in Zurich with the first adult rebaptisms in
Janurary 1525.

In a letter dated September 5, 1524, Conrad

Grebel wrote Thomas Muntzer that:
. . . discipline together with the Word creates a
Christian congregation with the help of Christ and
his rule, as we find it established in Matthew 18:
15-18 and practiced in the epistles. . . . If someone does not improve his life . . . and resists the
128

Hiibmaier put it succinctly: "Baptism . . . is
fruitless without church discipline." Quellen IX, p. 339.
This teaching is abundantly clear in Anabaptist confessions
of faith as well. Following article one on baptism, the
Schleitheim Confession (1527) established in article two
that "the ban shall be employed with all those who have
given themselves to the Lord, to walk in His commandments,
and with all those who are baptized into the one body of
Christ and who are called brothers and sisters, and yet
who slip sometimes and fall into error and sin, being inadvertently overtaken." Wenger, "Schleitheim," p. 248. Subsequent confessions say much the same thing. See "Ordnung
der Gemein," articles three and six; "The Waterland Confession," articles thirty-five and thirty-six; and "The Dordrecht Confession," articles sixteen and seventeen in William
Lumpkin, ed., Baptist Confessions of Faith (Philadelphia:
The Judson Press, 1959), pp. 33-34,62-63,76-77.
129

Hubmaier asserted: "If there is no brotherly punishment there is no [true] Church." Quellen IX, p. 338. Similarly, Simons stated that a church without the ban is like
"a city without walls, a field without trenches or fences,
or a home without walls or doors." C.W.M.S., p. 962.
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Word . . . and continues that way, then after Christ
and his Word and his rule have been preached to him
and he is admonished by two or three witnesses and
the church, . . . such a man should not be put to
death but excluded as a heathen and a tax collector
and let alone. -*-30
So from its inception, Anabaptism taught a communal discipline using Scriptural injunctions as their model in their
churches.131
At first the Anabaptists did not delineate the mechanics of how this discipline was to be implemented, nor did
they specify the sin(s) that would precipitate the utilization of discipline.

The simple statement of article two of

the Schleitheim Confession was all they believed was necessary. 132

Questions like who should confront the sinner

first, what criteria should the witnesses use to determine
130

Quellen VI, p. 17.

131The Anabaptists clearly understood that all church
members were committed to the process of mutual discipline.
See the sixth reason in Paul Peachey, ed., "Answer of Some
Who Are Called (Ana)Baptists Why They Do Not Attend the
Churches: A Swiss Brethren Tract," trans. Shem Peachey and
Paul Peachey, M.Q.R. 45(1971):20-23. (Hereafter cited as
"Answer of Anabaptists.") While testifying in court, March
16-25, 1525, Hans Bicher told Jacob Hottinger, a leader in
the Anabaptist church at Zollikon, that anyone who had been
baptized but fell into sin was punished "as is shown in the
Scripture." Quellen VI, p. 66. Grebel repeated his belief
in the ban during his trial in winter of 1525-26. Ibid.,
p. 124. And Balthasar Stolls, himself not an Anabaptist,
reported that anyone who had been rebaptized but was not
living "according to the will of God . . . " was excluded
by the Anabaptists until he had changed his ways. Ibid.,
p. 382. All of these testimonies antedate the Schleitheim
Confession by at least two years.
132-phe individual inadvertently overtaken by sin or
error "shall be admonished twice in secret and the third
time openly disciplined or banned according to the command
of Christ (Matthew 18:15-18)." Wenger, "Schleitheim,"
p. 248.
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the offender's contriteness, who should explain the offense
to the assembly, could the sinner defend himself, what percentage of agreement was necessary to impose the ban, what
circumstances were necessary to readmit the repentant sinner
to the assembly, etc. were left unanswered by the early Anabaptists.

All that seemed to matter was that anyone whose

life did not match the instructions of the Word of God had
broken "the bond of fellowship," as Grebel put it.133

one

of the few things that can be said with certainty about Anabaptist testimonies about the use of the ban is that their
comments usually came in the context of a diatribe against or
debate with their contemporaries.

This tended to make their

catalogs of sins look like they were concerned only with outward

sins.134

Actually, the Anabaptists were not preoccupied

with ennumerating sins but with avoiding them.135

They

cited in Harold S. Bender, "The Theology of Conrad Grebel," M.Q.R. 12(1938):127. That is why the Schleitheim Confession stated that the erring one must be excluded
from participating in the Lord's Supper, i.e., it represented
the unity of the Church in a Spiritual fellowship.
134a typical list of sins not tolerated by Anabaptist
assemblies was given by George Blaurock at his trial in the
winter of 1526-27. His list included "drunkards, fornicators, adulterers, card players, carousers, usurers, and
such. . . . " Quellen VI, p. 217. Peter Fuch1s list, given
in January 1528, was essentially the same. Ibid., p. 271.
^^After establishing that the church should be composed of true believers only ("to become a part of the
Christian community, we must confess Christian faith and
accept baptism") , Hiibmaier indicated that if sin should
arise within that body, it was "advisable to face evil
and sin with a curable medicine." That medicine was:
" . . . cut out the bad flesh so the whole body will not be
afflicted, so that the church can continue in the Christian life which it began, and so the church will not bring
down God's wrath. Therefore, install brotherly punishment
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believed that holiness of life and conduct and persecution
for pursuing those goals were concrete proofs that they were
indeed the true Church of God.136
Discipline in the Anabaptist church clearly helped
maintain their high moral standards, and it significantly
contributed to their distinctive way of life.137

Th e con-

trast in attitudes about disciplined church life is graphic
in the banter between Hans van Overdam and his interrogators
in prison in Ghent in 1550.

When an interrogator told him

that he simply wanted to save his soul by instructing him
in the truth, Hans replied that if they took so much pain
to seek souls, why did they refuse to
. . . go into the city, to every place, to the
drunkards, whoremongers, swearers, railers,
covetous, proud, idolaters, revelers, gluttons,
and murderers, who shed innocent blood; all
these are still your brethren; go, seek their
souls; Christ has found mine.
Answer: We admonish them, and then we have
delivered our souls.
Hans: That is not enough; you must go to them,
and reprove them, and if they will not hear you,
you must bring them before the church, and reprove them openly; if they still refuse to hear,
exclude them from the church, and let them be unto
you as heathen and open sinners, as Christ teaches,
and Paul writes to the Corinthians. Reprove also
your judges, who do violence and injustice, yea,
by means of Christ's order (Matthew 18) because without
it there is no hope for a proper Christian way of life."
Later he concluded: "If we establish church discipline,
we will end all those [previously ennumerated] sins and
corruptions." Quellen IX, pp. 339,340.
136j4enno Simons stated that use of the ban indicated
that they were "intent upon recovering again Christian
doctrine and practice as may be learned from . . . [the]
Scriptures." C.W.M.S., p. 415.
137see chapter one above for examples from their contemporaries who recognized the Anabaptists' purity of life,
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who shed innocent blood.
One of the priests then said: Should we go and
reprove the magistrates?
I asked whether God was a respecter of persons.
Answer: No.
Hans: Would you be a minister of God, and have
respect for persons?
Answer: This would cause an uproar in the city,
and they would kill us.
Hans: Then suffer for righteousness' sake.
But it seemed to me that they had no great desire
to suffer for it.138
What their contemporaries were not prepared to do, the
Anabaptists implemented with full vigor.139
Enforcement of the ban was not conceived as being
punitive or spiteful.

Rather, it was considered a part

of the Christian's responsibility to love.

That love

included the preservation of pure doctrine, of fellowship
within the group, and of witness to the world.l4^

"phe

goal was the restoration of the wayward believer back to
a pure life and the fellowship of the group.141

j n devel-

oping this point, Menno Simons wrote in A Kind Admonition
13^Martyrs' Mirror, p. 491.
139nubmaier indicated that he had observed that the
Magisterial Reformers and their churches had learned only
two of three things vital for the true Church to practice,
namely, "we are saved by faith," "we cannot do any good
for ourselves," but "had not improved their way of life."
He expressed the hope that church discipline would "end
the notion that faith alone justifies and not deeds."
Quellen IX, pp. 339,340.
14^Merino Simons indicated that Christ's true Church
excommunicates to avoid being "deceived by the erroneous
doctrine of the false spirits and contaminated by their
carnal, vain life." C.W.M.S., p. 723.
141in A Clear Account of Excommunication (1550), Menno
Simons stated that "true love always seeks to win the erring
and straying brother back to Christ again." Ibid., p. 458.
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on Church Discipline (1541) that
we do not want to expel any, but rather to
receive; not to amputate, but rather to heal;
not to discard, but rather to win back; not to
grieve, but rather to comfort; not to condemn,
but rather to save. For this is the true nature
of a Christian brother.142
Not only was the ban considered the most loving thing to do
for the wayward brother, but its use was also seen as "a
leading characteristic, an honor, and a means of prosperity
for a true church."143

j U st because the ban was viewed as

an evidence of the true Church, however, did not make its
use an easy matter.

Difficult or not, it had to be done.144

Since the world was observing them, great care was urged on
those who used the ban, and Menno Simons gave more instructions on these matters than most Anabaptist writers. 145

jje

urged in his Instruction on Excommunication (1558) that caution be exercised with the repentant one who had expressed
regret or made promises to improve.

His advice was "to at-

tend closely for a time the fruits of their repentance."146
142ibid., p. 413.

143ibid w p. 962.

144simons grieved over many Anabaptists whose profession of faith in Christ did not harmonize with their way of
life, thus necessitating the ban. He wrote: "0 brethren,
how far some of us, alas, are still distant from the evangelical life which is of God! . . . they stay out of the [state]
churches and are outwardly baptized with water, yet they are
earthly and carnally minded in all things, thinking perhaps
that Christianity consists in external baptisms and in
staying away from the [established] churches." Ibid., 410.
l^Snukmaier also gave instruction on this in his discourse on Matthew 18 and Luke 17 in Quellen IX, p. 341. In
like manner, the Griiningen Anabaptists, in their petition
to the State Parliament in Zurich, indicated their knowledge of these matters in Quellen VI, p. 236.
146C.W.M.S., p. 977
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In the case of private sin, the truly repentant brother was
not to be judged because that matter was strictly "between
a man and his God."147

if, however, the sin was an offense

between brothers in Christ, his advice was to "use three
admonitions before excommunication," while "in the case
of a heretic or sectary use one or two, and in the case
of an open, offensive, sensual sinner who is already condemned by the Word of God use none at all. . . ."148

jn

a word, then, church discipline was to be used to preserve
the purity of life of the individual believer and to aid
the erring one to return to the fellowship of the community
of saints.
The Anabaptist descriptions of the Church were purposely phrased in such a way as to distinguish their definitions
from the institutional or instrumental definitions of their
contemporaries.

They disagreed with those who believed that

the essence of Christianity was the reception of God's grace
through a sacramental, sacerdotal institution, and they
denied that Christianity was merely the enjoyment of God's
grace through faith in Christ.

Christianity was living

the new life, given them by faith in Christ's work, with
the enablement of the Holy Spirit.

It was to be lived

in the context of an assembly of fellow believers who by
147

Ibid., p. 979. Hubmaier, likewise, differentiated
between public (open) and private (secret) sin and how
church discipline should be applied to each. Quellen IX,
p. 341. George Blaurock explained the reason for treating
these different categories of sins uniquely in a manner
similar to Simons'. Quellen VI, pp. 215-17.
148c.W.M.S., p. 982.
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their external baptism gave testimony that they had voluntarily committed themselves to the brotherhood for mutual
aid and d i s c i p l i n e . T h e Anabaptists deliberately chose
to be Christ's disciples, to separate their church from
society, and to suffer as a persecuted minority for doing
so.
For the first few generations, Anabaptists seemed to
have worked out a way to relate to society without becoming a part of it.

Like the Lutherans, they disagreed with

the Catholics and the Calvinists that the world could be
Christianized, believing that to be an impossibility.

How-

ever, they disagreed with the Lutherans over how a Christian should live in a society that would remain sinful.
They believed that as citizens of the Heavenly City, they
should not participate in the evils of society since such
a compromise was not only inconsistent with Christ's teaching but also the practice of the New Testament Church.150
149 An anonymous Anabaptist asserted that the true
Christian brotherhood must manifest "obedience to Christ
. . . not alone with mouth and heart but also with works
and love. . . . " John C. Wenger, ed. and trans., "Three
Swiss Brethren Tracts," M.Q.R. 21(1947 ) :283 . Emphasis
was especially laid on the matter of "brotherly love." See
Quellen Hesse, pp. 288ff. Menno Simons exposed the stark
contrast between his church and the Lutherans in his Reply
to Gellius Faber. "For no matter how drunken, covetous,
showy, vain, and untruthful they may be, they still boast
themselves Christians. They are so consoled with this godless sealing by the idolatrous water [pedobaptism] . . .
that they one and all walk upon the broad way, and remain
without the Word of God." C.W.M.S., p. 687.
ISOgee articles four, six, and seven of the Schleitheim
Confession. Article four states that "separation shall be
made from the evil and from the wickedness which the devil
planted in the world. . . . By this is meant all popish and
antipopish works and church services, meetings and church
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Thus, one of the major distinctives of the Anabaptists was
their nonconformity to the world and their total yieldness
(Gelassenheit) to Christ.

Anabaptists believed that non-

conformity to the world was not only commanded in the Scriptures, but it was also made possible by Christ's earthly work
and the Spirit's internal power.

Therefore, nonconformity

was not only expected but also demanded in their churches.
By withdrawing from society to the fellowship of their brotherhoods, the Anabaptists established a new pattern for life
within the Kingdom of God—discipleship—and for their life
in the Kingdom of the world—persecution, suffering, and
martyrdom.

attendance, drinking houses, civic affairs, the commandments
[made in] unbelief . . . which are highly regarded by the
world and yet are carried on in flat contradiction to the
command of God. . . . there will also unquestionably fall
from us the unchristian, devilish weapons of force. . . . "
Wenger, "Schleitheim," pp. 249-50. Article six addresses
the use of the sword (pp. 250-51), and article seven the
oath (pp. 251-52).

PART 3
DESCRIBING THE LIFE
CHAPTER 6
DISCIPLESHIP: LIFE WITHIN THE CHURCH
The Anabaptists' purity of life ethic was recognized as
distinctive both by those within the movement and by those
contemporary observers outside it—whether they admired it
or not.

The Anabaptists generally accounted for this dis-

tinctiveness by pointing out that their theology was essentially responsible for their purity of life.

They stated

that the basis for their movement, and consequently for
their way of life, was their position on bibliology.

Their

bibliocentricism was derived from their conviction that
the Bible was God's inerrant, authoritative, and complete
Word to mankind, and that it was not only possible for
every true Christian to interpret it for himself but that
it was also his solemn responsibility to do so before God.
From their careful examination of the Scriptures, Anabaptists were convinced that God had called each true believer
to a radically new life, one that was consistent with his
new position in Christ.-*-

They believed that Christ did

^Menno Simons taught that Christians were "to regulate
206
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for mankind what men could not do for themselves—perfectly obey God the Father; consequently, anyone who accepted
Christ's work on his behalf became a new creature in Christ.
However, the Anabaptists went even further in their
reinterpretation of soteriology than their contemporaries
did.

They challenged the prevailing definitions of faith

by claiming that it was more than assent; it was also obedience.

Since faith also demanded obedience, an enabling

power, in the form of the indwelling Holy Spirit, was necessary for the believer to live the life God required because salvation did not eradicate the individual's basic
depravity.

Thus, because of Christ's work and the Spirit's

enablement, it was possible for every Christian to live a
radically different life.2

Divine provisions for godly

living, though, were of no ultimate benefit to the believer
if his new life was not incorporated into the horizontal,
communal fellowship of the local church.

The Anabaptists

described their church as the visible, exclusive, and voluntary association of brothers and sisters in Christ, and,
by means of the ritual of baptism, the believer not only
identified himself with Christ and the assembly, but he
themselves in their weakness to [the Word of God], . . .
for they are in Christ and Christ is in them; and therefore
they live no longer in the old life after the earthly Adam
(weakness excepted)." C.W.M.S., p. 506.
^In this matter, William Klassen warns: "Where discipleship moves to the center there is always the danger
that the imitation-of-Christ ideal supplants the Pauline
emphasis of God working in one and Christ being formed
within one. The one is anthropocentric, the other theocentric." "Anabaptist Hermeneutics," p. 96.
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also committed himself to a life of imitating Christ.^
Membership in the brotherhood conveyed both privileges and
responsibilities.

The member could expect support, encour-

agement, and aid, but he was also expected to reciprocate
these and to represent both Christ and the church with a
life characterized as being above reproach.4

These priv-

ileges and responsibilities came to epitomize the ecclesiology of Anabaptism because of the Anabaptists' meticulous
utilization of voluntary accountability in their churches—
church discipline.
Having considered, then, these bases of and enablements
for the Anabaptists' pure life and conduct, there remains
the task of more carefully describing the life expected
of an Anabaptist within the assembly of fellow believers
and outside the assembly as lived in the world.

In either

case there is a common characteristic; namely, Anabaptists
believed that Scripture taught that a pure life was as
important to God as pure doctrine.5

Thus, whether they

^See, for example, Menno Simons' descriptions in
C.W.M.S., pp. 55,94,187,225.
^Balthasar Hiibmaier stated: "We [true Christians]
are become . . . one body [the Church], and our head is
Christ; thus it is reasonable that we should become like
our Head and follow Him as members, love one another, do
good, being helpful and giving advice, also giving our
flesh and blood for the other." Quellen IX, p. 363.
5in introducing the subject matter of his martyrology,
van Braght warned his readers to be on their guard: "If
Satan gain the mastery over you . . . [he] will soon put an
end to your Christian faith and virtuous life, without which
latter the best of faith is no avail. . . . Faith without
the corresponding life, or the life without faith, can, will,
and may not avail before God." Martyrs' Mirror, pp. 10-11.
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were among their own or interchanging with unbelievers, Anabaptists sought to live a life as consistently holy as they
could.

The Anabaptists not only championed and demanded a

high level of Christian conduct, but they also regularly
succeeded in getting results.

The results that have been

noted throughout this work are to a great extent attributable to the Anabaptists' refusal to separate their faith
from their conduct or belief from practice.

Their refusal

to do so was based upon their teaching that the new birth,
which occurred at the point of salvation, meant that they
were to live a new life.®

During the first few decades

of the movement, Anabaptists were so committed to living
the new kind of life they taught that they scarcely gave
a philosophical explanation for their beliefs or objectified them into a systematic

theology.^

The lack of emphasis on creeds or theological systems,
however, does not mean Anabaptists abandoned the orthodox
fundamentals of Christianity.

What it means is they under-

stood faith and belief differently than their contemporaries.

For example, Protestant Reformers tended to claim

that doctrinal accuracy was of higher priority than godly
conduct.

In his Table Talks, dated Fall of 1533, Martin

Luther asserted:
^Friedmann, Theology of Anabaptism, pp. 7 0-7 4.
^Maynard Kaufman has written a series of three articles
entitled "Anabaptism as an Existentialist Philosophy of Religion," subtitled as: "The Quest for an Anabaptist Theology,"
Mennonite Life 12(1957 ):139-43; "Toward an Anabaptist Epistemology," Mennonite Life 13(1958):35-38; and "Ontological Dimensions of Anabaptism," Mennonite Life 13(1958):79-82.

210

Doctrine and life [conduct] must be distinguished.
Life is bad among us, as it is among the papists,
but we do not fight about life. . . . Wycliffe and
Hus did not know this and attacked [the papacy] for
its life. . . . I fight over the Word and whether
our adversaries teach it in its purity. Others
have censured only life, but to treat doctrine is
to strike at the most sensitive point. . . .8
While their contemporaries tended to objectify and intellectualize the Word of God more, the Anabaptists tended to
become preoccupied with the object of belief, Christ, seeking to live a life pleasing to Him.

Whenever the Anabap-

tists were given the choice of pursuing doctrinal systembuilding or living a Christian life, they immediately and
unquestioningly chose the latter.9
The Anabaptists' unification of belief and practice is
commonly called "discipleship" (Nachfolge Christi), and it
is basic to an understanding of the Anabaptist way of life.10
From the very beginning, Anabaptist leaders believed "that a
person must learn from the divine Word . . . a true faith
which manifests itself in love. . . .

[And he must be pre-

pared] henceforth to serve God in a holy Christian life with
all godliness, also to be steadfast to the end in tribulation. 1 1 M a r t i n Weninger, chief spokesman for Anabaptism
^Luther's Works, 54:110.
^See Albert D. Klassen, Jr., "Did Our Forefathers Have
a Theology?" Mennonite Life 11(1956):189-90.
l^See Friedmann's differentiation between Anabaptism
and Protestantism in Theology of Anabaptism, pp. 17-26.
An Excerpt from the Hutterite Chronicle," in S.A.W.,
p. 43. This excerpt is in the context of reminiscences of
the beginning of Anabaptism, and it is a description of the
teaching of Conrad Grebel, Felix Manz, and George Blaurock.
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at the debate with the Reformed clergy at Zofinger in 1532,
stated in his Rechenschaft, or vindication of Anabaptism,
in 1535, that God's regenerating power is able to transform
the life of the believer so completely that he is enabled
to love and serve God in an acceptable manner.12
Simons explained it even more simply:

Menno

". . . w e must hear

Christ, believe Christ, follow His footsteps, . . . be of
the same mind as Christ, walk as He did, deny ourselves,
take up His cross and follow Him. . . ."13

In other words,

the Anabaptists believed that discipleship was a requirement
for every believer.14

to understand the nature of Anabap-

tist discipleship, though, it is necessary first of all to
examine Anabaptism's two-kingdom theology.
The Anabaptists' two-kingdom theology is basic to a consideration of their teaching on discipleship because from it
their conformity to Christ and nonconformity to the world
was derived.1^

The Anabaptists did not introduce anything

new by teaching that a dualism existed in human history, for
12wenger, "Weninger's Vindication," pp. 180-87. Weninger concluded his treatise with the statement that he "who
does the right from the fear of God is acceptable to God."
13C.W.M.S., p. 101; cf. p. 798.
l^Note the six signs which Simons told Gellius Faber
characterized the true Church: pure doctrine, Scriptural
use of the ordinances of baptism and the Lord's Supper,
obedience to the Word, brotherly love, a bold confession
of Christ before the world, and persecution for the sake
of the Word of God. Ibid., p. 743.
l^Robert Friedmann has provided one of the most concise
summaries of this concept in chapter two of his Theology of
Anabaptism, entitled: "The Heart of the Implicit Theology of
Anabaptism: The Doctrine of the Two Worlds—Kingdom Theology," pp. 36-48.
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medieval and ancient, occidental and oriental cultures
alike had promoted dualism of one sort or another.

But

Anabaptists took the dualism described in the New Testament, most especially in the Synoptic Gospels, and drew
in bold relief a line of demarcation between the values of
Christianity and those of the world.1®

This same, sharp

distinction is visible in Luther as he forged out his theology, but Luther's dependence on Pauline writings caused
him to define his dualism in somewhat different terms than
the Anabaptists.

Luther's dualism is evidenced in his the-

ology when he distinguished grace from

law.17

it is also

manifested in his inner wrestlings with the demands of the
human spirit, motivated by the Holy Spirit, as opposed to
l^Article six of the Schleitheim Confession states:
". . . it is not appropriate for a Christian to serve a
magistrate because of these points: The government magistracy is according to the flesh, but the Christian's is
according to the Spirit; their houses and dwelling remain
in this world, but the Christians' are in heaven; their
citizenship is in this world, but the Christian's citizenship is in heaven; the weapons of their conflict and war
are carnal and against flesh only, but the Christian's
weapons are spiritual, against the fortifications of the
devil. The worldlings are armed with steel and iron, but
the Christians are armed with the armor of God, with truth,
righteousness, peace, faith, salvation, and the Word of
God." See Wenger, "Schleitheim,11 p. 2 51. Compare this
with Pilgram Marpeck's description in Writings of Marpeck,
p. 558. The anonymous writers of a Swiss Brethren tract
indicated that preachers who used the sword instead of
the ban introduced confusion to the proper function of
government and the church. Peachey, "Answer of Anabaptists," pp. 18-19.
l^See Martin Luther, "Preface to the Epistle to the
Romans," in Robert L. Ferm, ed., Readings in the History
of Christian Thought (New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, Inc., 1964), pp. 340-51. (Hereafter cited as Christian Thought.)

213
the flesh, motivated by Satan.18

In other words,

Luther's

dualism was essentially an internalized or personal inner
struggle of soul.
Luther's personal experience of salvation, stemming
from his rediscovery of the principle of justification by
faith, was based upon his presupposition that wisdom about
spiritual matters was given by the Holy Spirit through the
Scriptures.19

Therefore, when he failed to find the Paul-

ine sola fideism in a book of the Bible, such as James, he
not only deprecated its value but also questioned its canonicity.20

He viewed James' emphasis on works of faith as in-

consistent with Paul's writings, and thus anyone who accepted
the teachings of James was suspect of "works righteousness."
Again, because of the Pauline influence, Luther and many of
the other Magisterial Reformers tended to focus on the implications of Original Sin and Total Depravity, and they were
inclined to conclude that all attempts to pursue godliness
18

See Ernest G. Schwiebert, Luther and His Times; The
Reformation from a New Perspective (St. Louis: Concordia
Publishing House, 1950), pp. 145-54.
19

Ferm, Christian Thought, pp. 64-70.

20Robert D. Preus believes that Luther's "derogatory
remarks" about certain books of the Bible were expressed
"either out of frustration because they seemed to conflict
with other biblical statements or because of his propensity
for hyperbole." In either case, Preus does not think Luther
had a low view of authority or inerrancy of Scripture but
just the opposite. See "The View of The Bible Held by the
Church: The Early Church Through Luther," in Inerrancy, ed.
Norman L. Geisler (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Zondervan Publishing House, 1979), p. 481. Luther's now immortalized comment on the book of James, namely, that it was an epistle
of straw, is what is in mind here.
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and purity were futile.

Hence, like Luther, the Magisterial

Reformers tended to emphasize objectifying an accurate system of theology over the existential aspects of faith, i.e.,
assent over obedience, belief over practice, or faith over
life.21
The opposite was true for the

Anabaptists.22

As estab-

lished earlier, Anabaptists were, to a great extent, dependent on Luther for their bibliology and the adoption of the
priniciple of sola scriptura; however, they implemented it
in a way the Reformers had not.

Anabaptists simply accepted

that if Christ said to follow Him and become His disciple,
depravity notwithstanding, that command could be carried
out.23

Furthermore, when they read James1 challenge to

21-Thus, Robert Friedmann suggests that the Medieval
attempt to unite imperium with sacerdotium tended to blur
the differences between the two kingdoms. He concludes
that the Magisterial Reformers only renewed "the PaulineAugustinian theology of salvation (of the individual sinner),
. . . leaving the Constantinian formula [corpus christianum]
unchanged." "The Essence of Anabaptism," p. 9.
22john Tonkin clearly delineates the differences between Luther and Menno Simons, as representative of Anabaptism in general, on this point. Luther, he suggests,
"regards the two kingdoms as interwoven in the present age
and dialectically related in the existence of the Christian, who lives within both. Both are finally under the
one rule of God who will separate them only at the last
day. Menno [Simons] . . . clearly identifies the kingdom
of God with the visible brotherhood of the regenerate and
the kingdom of Satan with the unregenerate world. . . .
the separation between the two kingdoms is entirely clear
and, while they coexist, they are related . . . like two
armies facing each other across a battleline. One cannot
live in both kingdoms. . . . " The Church and the Secular
Order in Reformation Thought (New York: Columbia University Press, 1971), p. 145.
23Menno Simons wrote in his Foundation of Christian
Doctrine that Christ "has taught and left unto His followers
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true Christians to live out their faith (1:22; 2:26), they
took his remarks at face value.

Because their focus was

largely shaped by the Synoptic Gospels rather than the
Pauline writings (although they were very familiar with
the entire New Testament), Anabaptists tended to focus on
Christ's teachings on the Kingdom in which He contrasted
His Kingdom with that of the world and called men to leave
the world, follow Him, and become His disciples.24
These two kingdoms were understood to be antithetic
and to demand absolute

loyalty.25

The struggle between

an example of pure love and perfect life." He amplified
this later when he indicated that "I have not done this
[written this treatise] as though the cross of Christ may
thereby be avoided; in no wise. Whoever boasts that he
is a Christian, the same must walk as Christ walked."
C.W.M.S., pp. 108,225.
24in his Reply to False Accusations, Simons wrote
that the Scriptures "teach that there are two opposing
princes and two opposing kingdoms: the one is the Prince
of peace; the other the prince of strife. Each of these
princes has his particular kingdom, and as the prince is,
so is the kingdom." Ibid., p. 554. Michael Sattler was
also other-worldly-minded. He stated that: "The citizenship of the Christian is in heaven and not on the earth
(Hebrews 10 : 34 ; 13 :14 ) , and Christians are the family of
God and citizens of the saints, not of the world (Ephesians 2:19)." Quellen VII, p. 69. In her instructions
to her young son Isaiah, Anna of Rotterdam, just before
her death, January 24, 1539, wrote: "Therefore, my child,
do not regard the great number, nor walk in their ways.
Remove thy foot far from their paths, for they go to hell,
as sheep unto death. . . . But where you hear of a poor,
simple, cast off little flock (Luke 12:32), which is despised and rejected by the world, join them; for where
you hear of the cross, there is Chist; from them do not
depart. Flee the shadow of the world; become united unto
Christ. . . . " Martyrs' Mirror, p. 454.
25Menno Simons taught that mankind was engaged in
a continual struggle for the commitment of his loyalty.
See, for example, C.W.M.S., pp. 54,95,326,339,564,582,659,
938. In the introduction to his martyrology, van Braght
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the kingdom of God and the kingdom of Satan was not only
perennial in extent but also cosmic in proportion; therefore,
every human being was obliged to determine which side he
would choose.26

In order to facilitate a lucid and accu-

rate discrimination between the two options and to encourage
proper selection, comparing and contrasting characteristics
of the two kingdoms were commonplace among Anabaptists.2^
Ultimately, the point of origination of the two realms was
described as being the Fall in the Garden of Eden, but Cain
and Abel were used most frequently as the progenitors of the
vying kingdoms and stood as representatives of the false
church and the true Church in the sixteenth century.2®
argued that the struggle was between "two different peoples,
two different congregations and churches, the one of God and
from heaven, the other of Satan and the earth." Martyrs'
Mirror, p. 21. See also Ibid., pp. 469,605,628 for examples from the testimony of other Anabaptists.
26

Soetgen van den Houte left an impassioned testament
to her three children from her prison cell in Ghent, where
she died November 27, 1560, in which she implored them to
choose rightly as they grew up. Ibid., pp. 646-49. See
also Ibid., pp. 505,543,881,888,938.
2

?Menno Simons' writings are filled with illustrations
of dualism, e.g., physical-spiritual birth, sin-grace, evilgood, flesh/carnality-spirit/spirituality, unrighteousnessrighteousness, earthly mindedness-heavenly mindedness, etc.
See C.W.M.S., pp. 53,93,122,271,336,416,505,689,949. One of
his better contrastive juxtapositions was his description of
the true and false church: "Here is faith, there unbelief;
here truth, there falsehood; here obedience, there disobedience; here believer's baptism, according to God's Word,
there infant baptism without Scriptural warrant; here brotherly love, there hate, envy; . . . here a delightful service
to others, there much wrangling, legal action. . . . Here we
see instruction, admonition; . . . there we hear only hurt,
accusation. . . . here is Christ and God, and there is AntiChrist and the devil. . . . " Ibid., p. 300.
^Martyrs' Mirror, p. 44.
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Like its ancestor Cain, the false church was a persecuting
church inclined to the use of coercive techniques and punishment for religious nonconformity.29

It also countenanced

war and taught that "one may propagate and defend his religion with the sword."30

By contrast, the true Church, like

its ancestor Abel, was a suffering, peace-loving church that
encouraged voluntarism.31

Even though it would continue to

suffer an exacting toll from its opposition, the Anabaptists
were confident that, as the true Church, Christ's disciples
would continue to exist "through all time" and would ultimately triumph.32

Until that moment of ultimate triumph

arrived, however, there was a life to be lived, and the Anabaptists developed a new set of values, a different social
ethic, and a new posture toward society to guide them through
life until either Christ returned for them or they died. 33
Fundamental to living the life of a true disciple of
Christ successfully according to this kingdom theology was
29
3

Ibid., p. 16.

30

Ibid., p. 17.

llbid., p. 18.

32

Ibid., p. 24. Anabaptist Reytse Aysess summarized
the two opposing realms as follows: "There were from the
beginning of the world two classes of people, a people of
God and a people of the devil. But the children of God have
always been persecuted and dispersed, so that they have always been in a minority, and sometimes very few in number,
so that they had to hide themselves in caves and dens . . .
but the godly have always been powerful, and have prevailed."
Ibid., p. 996. The eschatological hope of ultimate triumph
is developed more fully below in chapter seven.
33

Thus, Friedmann suggests that Anabaptists taught
that the kingdom of God was "both a coming world, ardently
expected, and a world already in the making here and now by
practicing brotherly love and accepting suffering for the
sake of the kingdom." "The Essence of Anabaptism," p. 9.
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Anabaptism's view of the Church.

The rigors of discipleship

in the kingdom of God were such that without substantial
support from a close brotherhood of committed fellow disciples, there was little hope for success in an alien, hostile world; therefore, the Church was viewed as a support
network to assist fellow pilgrims to succeed in their sojourn. 34

The spirit and experience of community or broth-

erhood (Gemeinde) was deemed essential to fulfilling the implications of following Christ in the individual life of a
disciple since, for example, Anabaptists believed that participation in the kingdom of God demanded living by a new
set of

values.35

Anabaptists taught that these new values

were enumerated by Christ Himself in the Sermon on the Mount
(Matthew 5-7), but they also maintained that no one would
ever possess or be able to implement these new values without first of all determining to join the kingdom of

God.36

Prerequisite to being included in that kingdom, Anabaptists
taught, was acceptance by faith of Christ's efficacious work
3^Menno Simons counseled his readers to encourage
each other with only God's Word. He discouraged the use
of pious cliches, unrealistic platitudes, and human reasoning calling these "senseless comfort and uncertain hope."
To be of ultimate benefit, counsel needed to be fresh, realistic, solidly scriptural, and authentic. C.W.M.S., p. 109.
That this kind of advice was heeded is evidenced by the testimony: "We exhort each other with the Word of the Lord,
as much as God gives each to speak, now by words, now by
hymns. . . . " Martyrs' Mirror, p. 566. Also, there is
evidence that encouragement and physical necessities were
brought to those of their number who were imprisoned.
Ibid., pp. 531,852-53,889,941.
35see Friedmann, "The Essence of Anabaptism," pp. 9-10.
36jy[enno Simons urged his readers to "die unto the
world and unto the flesh" and be saved. C.W.M.S., p. 614.
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on the cross as the only means of eternal salvation.

Once

that step was taken, the indwelling Holy Spirit facilitated
a change of mind in the life of the true disciple.

However,

the believer needed to encourage and cooperate with these
changes; i.e., as a citizen of the kingdom of God, the disciple was obliged to separate himself intentionally from the
world and its influential, perverted value system.37
The seriousness which the Anabaptists ascribed to this
deliberate rejection of the "world's values" is clear in the
letter Soetgen van den Houte composed for her children just
before her death in prison in November 1560.

This letter

is valuable for its simple delineation of the contrasts she
saw within the two systems between which she believed her
children would have to choose as they grew up.

Because she

was writing to her children, she was more illustrative in
her pedagogy than most Anabaptist writers discussing the
same concept.

Her opening remarks contrast the temporar-

iness of what the world values and the permanence of what
37Michael Sattler taught that Christ's disciples are
to be united "in the Lord as obedient children of God . . .
who have been and shall be separated from the world in all
we do and leave undone." Legacy of Sattler, p. 35. Menno
Simons explained further: " . . . since it is as clear as
the noonday sun that for many centuries no difference has
been visible between the Church and the world, . . . we
are constrained to gather them [true Christians] under the
cross of misery inspite of all the violence and gates of
hell . . . and to separate them from the world, as the
Scriptures teach." C.W.M.S., p. 679. The reason for separation was explained in the last testament John Claess
wrote to his wife from his Amsterdam prison cell in 1544,
when he penned: "Care not for temporal things; for that
which is visible must perish." Martyrs' Mirror, p. 469.
See also Michael Novak, "Free Churches and the Roman Church:
The Conception of the Church in Anabaptism and Roman Catholicism," Journal of Ecumenical Studies 2(1965):426-47.
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God values:

" . . . since it pleases the Lord to take me

out of this world, I will leave you a memorial, not of
silver or gold; for such jewels are perishable. . . ."38
This initial contrast between that which was durable and
that which was passing was supported with numerous examples over which she surmised her children would be forced
to deliberate.

The list ranged from what to value in speech

to the area of thought life and finally to overt

actions.39

Having built her case for the ultimate blessing of godliness, she concluded her remarks with an encouragement to
"seek instruction, so that you may . . . be taught which
is the true

way."40

she was concerned that unless they

were taught correctly, the world would draw them into its
way of life which she described as "lying and cheating,
gambling, playing, swearing, cursing, backbiting, hatred,
envy, drunkenness, banqueting, excess, idolatry, covetousness, dancing, and so forth. . . ."41

she believed that

this worldly influence was dangerous because it rationalized away as mere amusements the things that God called
sin.

The letter concluded with a special word to her son
^Martyrs' Mirror, p. 646.

^ C o n c e r n i n g speech, she admonished:
" . . . beware of
lying; for liars have no part in the kingdom of God." And:
" . . . guard your tongue, that it speak no evil. . . . " Concerning thought life, she counseled: " . . . let no impure
thoughts remain in your hearts, but engage yourselves with
psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs, and evil thoughts will
have no room." Concerning overt actions, she urged: " . . .
be just in all your dealings. . . . " And: " . . . love not
dainties, nor wine. He that desires costly feasts will not
become rich; but be content with the labor of your hands."
Ibid., p. 647.
40

Ibid., p. 648.

41

Ibid.
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David:

"You are the oldest, learn wisdom, that you may

set your sisters a good example; and beware of bad company,
and of playing in the streets with bad boys; but diligently
learn to read and write that you may get understanding."42
It is clear from the context that by wisdom and understanding she meant that which reflected the values of the kingdom of God.

And if that is so, then from the reasoning of

this Anabaptist woman at least, the disciple of Christ needed to participate as little as possible in the affairs of
the world in order to avoid its negative and detrimental
impact.
Separation from worldly values, however, was not the
exclusive conviction of a concerned mother.

It was funda-

mental to the teaching of virtually every Anabaptist leader.
Their call to separation from the kingdom of the world is
more easily seen in their remarks about the disciples'
social ethic and the disciples' attitude toward society
and

culture.

4

^

Anabaptists taught that in the kingdom

of God the disciple must live by a different social ethic
than the one by which the world lived.44
4

They believed

2ibid., p. 649.

4

3see Friedmann, "The Essence of Anabaptism," p. 10.

44

In assessing the impact of his fellow Reformers
and Christendom in general, Menno Simons wrote: "For
although many of them [clergy and churches] have plenty
of everything, . . . yet they suffer many of their own
poor, afflicted members . . . to ask alms; and . . . to
beg their bread at the doors. . . . Shame on you for the
easy-going gospel . . . you who have in so many years been
unable to effect enough with your gospel and sacraments
so as to remove your needy and distressed members from
the streets." C.W.M.S., p. 559. By contrast, Felix Manz
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that a Christian must not live his life in an autonomous,
independent, self-sufficient manner; rather, they taught
that God desired His disciples to form a visible community
(Gemeinde), a closely-knit brotherhood composed of those
who had responded to His call to come out of the world
(fcKKAncrt*) and enjoy the supporting fellowship ( kocvu> vcV)
of others who had also responded.45

This authentic, car-

ing community was not to exhibit this phenomenon as a mechanical code of conduct; instead, this was to characterize the
brotherhood as a genuine feature of their day-to-day ministry.4®

Anabaptists believed that God desired them to culti-

vate their service to fellow believers carefully, but it was
never to be compromised or sacrificed on the altar of one's
taught that "whoever is a good Christian should give a
share [of his possessions] to his neighbor who is in need."
Quellen VI, p. 216.
H a n s Denck wrote in his treatise Concerning Divine
Love (1527): " . . . man is to stand in the highest degree
of love toward God and as far as possible he should help
his neighbor toward this aim, so that he too may know and
love God." Writings of Denck, p. 104. John Claess wrote
in his last testament to his children: " . . . how you are
to love God the Lord, how you must honor and love your
mother, and love your neighbor, and fulfill all other commandments required of you by the Lord, the New Testament
will teach you. Matthew 22:37,39. Whatever is not contained therein, believe not; but obey everything that is
embraced in it. Associate with those who fear the Lord,
who depart from evil, and who do every good thing through
love. Oh, look not to the multitude or the old custom,
but to the little flock which is persecuted for the word
of the Lord. . . . " Martyrs' Mirror, p. 469.
4 5

^George Blaurock taught that within the community
of faith there should be no need because good Christians
distributed what they had to those in need. Quellen VI,
pp. 216-17; cf. C.W.M.S., pp. 93,307,325,480,548; Quellen
Hesse, pp. 174-75; S.A.W., pp. 277-84; and Account of our
Religion, pp. 88-91,127.
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personal relationship to God; i.e., the vertical relationship with God was important but not so important that it
would jeopardize or endanger the horizontal ones with mankind and vice versa.
Coupled with their teaching of mutual aid and support
was the coordinate concern to reject (not love) the things
of the world (Kultur).47

This point was probably articu-

lated more frequently and more forcefully than any other
separation tenet.48

As was stated earlier, Anabaptists

agreed with Luther that they could not "christianize" the
world; however, their conviction that they were at war with
the world was more radical than his, so it should not be
surprising that their separation from the world was more
radical as well.

Anabaptists came to terms with the New

Testament paradox which indicates, concerning the life of
a disciple in relationship to the world, that the disciple
is in the world but yet not of it.^9

Anabaptists saw an

Orley Swartzentruber calls this "an ethic of
radical detachment from the standards and conventions of
'the world.'" See "Theology of Martyrs," p. 139.
48por example, Menno Simons urged his readers to hate
"all impure carnal works and resist the world with all its
lust." C.W.M.S., p. 56; cp. pp. 158,214,339.
4

^After his departure from Strasbourg in early 1527,
Michael Sattler wrote back to Martin Bucer and Wolfgang
Capito, with whom he had had numerous theological discussions, to explain that the hermeneutical basis upon which
he established his ethical emphases did not detract from
grace but rather were supported by it. His defense was
presented in the form of twenty theses which Yoder suggests focus on "solidarity with Christ whereby the Christian's life [of discipleship] becomes an outworking of the
divine nature; and the polarity Christ/Belial dividing all
mankind, making history the arena of combat between two
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inevitable conflict between Christianity and culture, but
they did not let that tension deter them from endeavoring to
fulfill the requirements of their discipleship to Christ.
Since, as they believed, the true Church of Christ separates
itself from the world, they also had to address the reactions
of the world when they separated from it, and their answer
was that the true Church is also a persecuted minority.51
Anabaptists were fundamentally inflexible toward the world
system when it touched on matters of their faith because
they believed it would distract them from persevering in
camps." Legacy of Sattler, p. 21. For example, thesis 8
indicates: "Christ is despised in the world. So are also
those who are His; He has no kingdom in the world, but that
which is of this world is against His kingdom"; thesis 16:
"The citizenship of Christians is in heaven and not on earth";
thesis 17: "Christians are members of the household of God
and fellow citizens of the saints, and not of the world";
thesis 19: "Flesh and blood, pomp and temporal, earthly
honor and the world cannot comprehend the kingdom of Christ";
thesis 20: "In sum: There is nothing in common between
Christ and Belial." Ibid., pp. 22-23.
50see Walter Klaassen, Anabaptism: Neither Catholic nor
Protestant (Waterloo, Ont.: Conrad Press, 1973); chapter
three, pp. 19-27, entitled: "Radical Discipleship: Anabaptism
and Ethics," is a good introduction to this topic. See also
Menno Simons1 comment to Gellius Faber when he said that the
"Scriptures teach us that the Church of Christ was and is,
in doctrine, life, and worship, a people separated from the
world." C.W.M.S., p. 679. This was the reason Jacob Hottinger questioned -whether worldly authorities or preachers
who did not understand it should handle God's Word and if
it should be accompanied by the use of force. Quellen VI,
p. 103. Further, that was why the Anabaptists of Zollikon
requested the Council of Zurich not to judge spiritual matters which was God's task. Ibid., p. 116. And Felix Manz
and Conrad Grebel were interrogated because their teaching
on separation appeared to be seditious. Ibid., pp. 123-24.
See also Peachey, "Answer of Anabaptists," p. 14.
51

In a letter entitled "Instruction on Discipline to
the the Church at Franeker" (1555), Menno Simons wrote:
"Remember that you are the Lord's people, separated from the
world, and hated unto death." C.W.M.S., p. 1045; cp. p. 595.
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the responsibilities of their discipleship.52

Thus, the in-

evitability of conflicts, their small size numerically, and
impending persecution did not have a deleterious affect on
Anabaptists since these were considered objective evidences
of being true disciples in the true Church of Christ.
The principle was clear, then, to every Anabaptist—
the disciple must separate from the

w o r l d . T h i s

separa-

tion was not only from the world system but also from fellow believers who fell back into their former life—whether
intentionally or accidentally.

Separation, as has been

stated earlier, was considered necessary in order to ensure
holiness.^4

Dietrich Philips stated this principle emphat-

ically in his treatise The Church of God (1560) when he explained that without separation "the congregation of God cannot stand or be maintained.

For if the unfruitful branches

52See Roland H. Bainton, "The Enduring Witness: The
Mennonites,11 Mennonite Life 9 (1954 ): 83-90 . Bainton develops
the issue of accommodation in the conflict between Christianity and culture here.
S-^See John Claess' testament to his relatives which
states: "They [true believers] also separate themselves
from all who teach a scandalous doctrine, or live disorderly; they do not destroy their bodies, for this is not taught
in the Word of God. . . . " Martyrs' Mirror, p. 470. George
Huntston Williams believes the Anabaptists have been wrongly
labeled "exclusivistic" because they have been considered
only in terms of being "self-disciplined conventicles." He
states that "they were not opposed to institutions of orderly society" and should be viewed as separatistic only in a
soteriological sense, not in a sociological or psychological sense. See "Sectarian Ecumenicity," p. 159. This
point was developed above in chapter five.
54

Hans Denck defined "holiness" as having "separated
oneself once and for all from the evil world and from all
filth of the flesh to serve God the Lord only." Writings
of Denck, p. 110.
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of the vine are not pruned away they will injure the good
and fruitful branches (John 15:6)."55

Hans Denck pointed

out that a disciple could not be expected to live a perfect
life—both obedience and disobedience could be expected.56
However, if disobedience ever persisted in a disciple's
life, he should be excluded from the assembly "in the name
of genuine Love lest one were to deny the beginning of the
covenant of the children of God [baptism] which is holiness
and separation from the fellowship of the

world."57

Th e

disciple's covenant, established at his baptism, was not
intended to give him an air of superiority but to separate
him to a life committed to the pursuit of emulating Christ's
life and m e s s a g e . 5 8

55oietrich Philips, The Church of God, in S.A.W.,
p. 246. Later he explained that the Church must separate
from the "backslidden" believer in order that he "may be
chastised in the flesh and be made ashamed, and so may repent. . . . Morever, necessity demands that there be a separation from apostate and wicked persons, that the name of
God, the gospel of Jesus Christ, and the congregation of
the Lord be not on their account put to shame (Psalm 50:21;
Ezekiel 36:20-24; Romans 2:24)." Ibid., p. 247.
56writings of Denck, pp. 111-12.
57ifc>id., p. 112. Similarly, Balthasar Hiibmaier recommended removal of the "infected" member so that the assembly
would not incur God's wrath and that the rest of the brotherhood could proceed to live a godly life unencumbered. Quelien
IX, p. 339.
58oenck stated in his Recantation: "Thus I separate
myself from some, not because I consider myself better or
more just than they, but because I find a great deal lacking in them [divisions and sects] in such matters [of faith]
and I prefer to seek the precious stone [Christ] free and
without obstruction and, having found it, I seek to keep
peace with everyone (as far as lies in me)." Writings of
Denck, p. 127. See also the Schleitheim Confession, article four, in Legacy of Sattler, pp. 37-38.
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The Anabaptists' position on separation had a significant impact on society since its social discipline was primarily spiritual in orientation rather than physical, internal rather than external, and voluntary rather than imposed.
Having recognized that fact, George Huntston Williams observes, in the summation of his assessment of the Radical
Reformation, that Anabaptism represented the emergence of
a new kind of Christian, one which became
a composite of the medieval pilgrim . . . the
ancient martyr . . . and the emissary of the
neo-apostolic Jerusalem. This new kind Christian was not a reformer but a converter, not
a parishioner but . . . a sojourner (paroikos)
in this world whose true citizenship was in
heaven. . . .59

With the Anabaptist teaching concerning the two kingdoms as
background, it is possible to move from a consideration of
the broad characteristics of this new kind of Christian to
a more careful examination of what Anabaptists believed was
the nature and the distinctive traits of being Christ's disciple .
Anabaptists did not believe that being a composite of
pilgrim, martyr, emissary, or converter was an impossible
task.

These were simply among the crucial responsibilities

of being a disciple of Christ, and since He had commanded
them to live in this manner, they were convinced that this
kind of life was thereby attainable.60

However, while

59tyJilliams, The Radical Reformation, pp. 844-45.

^Anabaptists believed that it was possible to attain
the rigorous life of a disciple because, as they taught, at
the point at which the question of eternal salvation was
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this new life could not be achieved without a struggle or
considerable difficulty, the disciple did not have to see
himself doomed to yielding to the pressures of life since
there was no temptation "so intense with the elect that
resistance and victory are not much stronger."61

Disciple-

ship, then, was not something for the weak or faint-hearted
since it would be a constant struggle, but, the Anabaptists
taught, there would also be no crown or reward in Heaven if
there were no struggle in this life.62

The certainty of

external opposition convinced Anabaptists that no one should
be coerced to pursue the kind of Christian life they believed
the Bible required of believers (discipleship) unless he had
previously made a commitment to believe and had subsequently failed to make good on that intention.63

Even then, as

settled, believers underwent a transformation whereby "their
minds are like the mind of Christ; they gladly walk as He
walked; they crucify and tame their flesh with all its evil
lusts. . . . They put on Christ and manifest His spirit,
nature, and power in all their conduct. . . . They show the
nature and power of Christ which dwells in them by word and
work." C.W.M.S., pp. 93,99.
61-Writings of Denck, p. 53.
62jan J. Kiwiet, "The Theology of Hans Denck," M.Q.R.
32(1958 ): 17-19.
(Hereafter cited as "Theology of Denck.")
While the emphasis here is on the Anabaptists' struggles
against external foes, chapter four established that they
understood self-conquest in the ongoing conflict with one's
sinful nature to be the heart or center of discipleship.
See Friedmann, "The Essence of Anabaptism," p. 16.
63 D i scipleship and obedience are essentially synonymous terms in Anabaptist writings since both terms were
understood to denote recognition and acceptance of Christ's
leadership in the life of the Christian. Christianity, was
defined, then, as a relationship between Christ and the disciple in which the latter voluntarily engaged in the pursuit of imitating the former in the context of the kingdom
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stated earlier, force or discipline needed to be used judiciously and carefully and was to be carried our discreetly.
Under no circumstances, however, was it justifiable to use
force or to discipline anyone outside the community of believers . 64
The rigorous life of a disciple, then, was considered
attainable.65

But what greatly concerned Anabaptists was

of God. Thus, adaptation to institutions or compromising
the Word of God were flatly rejected.
^^Denck stated that "a man ought to know that in matters
of faith, things should be voluntary and without coercion."
Writings of Denck, p. 127. In like manner, Michael Sattler
stated that in matters of religious conviction people "are
not to be forced." Quellen VII, p. 69. Jacob Hottinger also
challenged the use of force. Quellen VI, p. 103. The reason
coercion in matters of faith was so abhorrent to Anabaptists
was because they taught that the harm which was done to the
will by Original Sin was rectified by Christ when the believer
trusted in the work Christ accomplished for him on the Cross.
The significance of this restorative work on the will was
crucial for Anabaptist doctrine, for they taught that only
a reborn man with free will could choose to follow Christ,
to love and obey Him, to assemble with fellow believers, and
to accept the inevitable suffering which came to those who
were Christ's disciples. Thus, free will or freedom was a
pre-requisite to true discipleship in Anabaptist thinking.
For example, in his confession of faith to the Council of
Landshut in 1560, Claus Felbinger stated that "God wants no
compulsory service. On the contrary, He loves a free, willing heart that serves Him with a joyful soul and does what
is right joyfully." Friedmann, "Felbinger1s Confession,"
p. 149. See also chapter four above for information concerning the Anabaptist's position on free will.
6^The Anabaptists' contemporaries in Strasbourg considered their disciplined pursuit of holiness a new form of
monkery. Quellen VII, p. 82. A far more critical report
was made concerning Michael Sattler by Jacob Ottelin, pastor in Lahr across the Rhine from Strasbourg, in a letter
to Bucer in February 1527: "He [Sattler] makes no concessions . . . even when love demands it. Rather he always
attacks . . . whoever criticizes the monasticism of his position. He crawls all over anyone who brings him Scripture,
calling them disciples of the dead letter. . . . With his
own spirit he distorts according to his opinion the particular things which are to be proved." Ibid., p. 73.
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confusion regarding the true nature of discipleship.

They

believed that the affairs of life and, more importantly,
unbiblical emphases in various churches distracted most of
their contemporaries from true discipleship to Christ.

The

Anabaptist leaders feared that their own people might be
misled by others' ecclesiastical pomp, celebrations, and
sacrifices which were claimed to be what God desired; therefore, Denck exclaimed that these were abominable to God who
desired rather "to have you for a sacrifice" and urged each
believer to give himself in total love "for one another."66
The Anabaptist conception of discipleship was not based on
performance or observation, but it was based upon their soteriology which established a theology of the "new life."67
Thus, the Anabaptists saw discipleship as an expression of
their position as a "new creature in Christ" made possible
solely by God's grace, for there could be no Christian life
unless God Himself created it in the heart and life of the
believer.68

Discipleship, then, was at the core of the Ana-

baptist view of the Christian life because it was deemed a
fundamental implication of the work of Christ in providing
66yjritings of Denck, pp. 9 4-95.
67see Quellen VII, pp. 68-69,81-87. A Thiiringian
Anabaptist went so far as to assert at his trial in 1537:
"The death of Christ has no validity for any person who
does not imitate Christ in purity of life." Wappler, Die
Stellung, p. 197.
68see Michael Sattler's tract "Concerning the Satisfaction of Christ," in Wenger, "Satisfaction of Christ,"
pp. 247-54; Legacy of Sattler, pp. 108-20; and Ferm, Christian Thought, pp. 372-80.
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salvation for mankind and making it possible for mankind to
have a relationship with God.
It appears from Anabaptist literature that discipleship was essential to their definition of Christianity.69
In brief, the Anabaptists taught that the Christian's life,
and the Christian community in general, was to emulate the
pattern Christ's life established.70

Discipleship, as the

Anabaptists understood it, required every believer to live
his life in dependence upon God and His Word to the extent
that that dependence would wean him away from any self-sufficiency.^

With such a definition of the Christian way of

life, it was relatively simple to perceive who was truly committed in the brotherhood to this new way of living and who
was not.

It was merely a matter of observing the differences

^^Helpful in this regard is the study by J. Denny
Weaver, "Discipleship Redefined: Four Sixteenth Century
Anabaptists," M.Q.R. 54(1980):255-79.
^OHiibmaier, for example, taught that the true disciple
must live his life in solidarity with Christ. Quellen IX,
p. 111.
71

In Confession of the Distressed Christians (1552),
Menno Simons wrote: ". . . w e abhor carnal works and desire
to conform ourselves to His [Christ's] Word and commandments.
. . . For whoever does not walk according to His doctrine,
proves in fact that he does not believe on Him or know Him
and that he is not in the communion of the saints.
. . . they [disciples] sincerely fear the Lord, and by
that fear die unto their flesh, crucify their lusts and
desires, and shun and abhor the unclean, ungodly works which
are contrary to the Word of the Lord.
. . . they [disciples] regulate themselves in their weakness to all words, commandments, ordinances, Spirit, rule,
example, and measure of Christ, . . . for they are in Christ
and Christ is in them; and therefore they live no longer in
the old life of sin after the earthly Adam . . . but in the
new life of righteousness which comes by faith, after the
second and heavenly Adam, Christ." C.W.M.S., pp. 505-06.
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that existed between those whose discipleship was simply a
matter of faith or belief alone and those who were intent
on living and practicing what their faith required.72

The

Anabaptists believed that their faith required them to be
committed followers (Nachfolger) of Christ who were totally
yielded (Gelassenheit) to His will.73

Hans Schlaeffer, a

South German Anabaptist, summarizing a description of discipleship, wrote:

". . . a Christian life is no child's

play, but a matter calling for stern discipline and vigorous ethical living."74
Anabaptists believed that the evidence of their new
nature and God's power in their life was manifested in
72Jacob Kautz indicated that Adam's eating the forbidden fruit in Eden would not have hurt him or his descendents
if the eating had not been accompanied by "an inner acceptance at heart." Quellen IV, p. 114. Thus, since "inner acceptance" of temptation was the watershed, Kautz said that
Christ's disciple revealed his true character by a conscious
effort to discipline his "flesh" and to fight temptation.
73walter of Stoelwijk, who was martyred March 24, 1541,
wrote:
"In the first place, we must deny ourselves; that is,
we must forsake our own will, and surrender ourselves to
Jesus Christ. . . .

In the second place, we must take up our cross, namely,
prepare ourselves for suffering, according to the teaching
of Jesus. . . .
Therefore it is an awful blindness, that men boast of the
Gospel and Christianity, and know what belongs to the Christian life, but, alas! they have the least thought of suffering anything for the name of Christ Jesus; . . . and still
they want to be considered good Christians. . . . 0 what
wicked disciples!
. . .we, nevertheless, through the grace of God, intend
to adher to Christ, and are ready to suffer for His sake.
. . . disciples must not bear the cross reluctantly, seeing
our Lord and Master Himself bore it." Martyrs' Mirror,
pp. 4 56-57.
74AS

p. 37.

cited in Wohlers, "Anabaptist View of Family,"
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three broad categories: obedience, godly living, and suffering.

Of all the words used to describe the heart-and-soul of

Anabaptist discipleship, "obedience" is likely the most frequently used.75

So fundamental was obedience to their under-

standing of New Testament discipleship that Peter Riedemann
used its antithesis as a means of defining sin.76

Therefore,

discipleship was seldom considered to be a question of rendering obedience to Christ; rather, the issue for the Anabaptists was what kind of obedience would they give Christ as
children of God.7 7

Since they conceived of themselves as

children of God, Michael Sattler taught that the disciple
should accept all difficulties and hardships in "childlike
obedience."78

Similarly, Peter Riedemann described the

7 5That Anabaptists used "obedience" as a synonym for
"discipleship" is evidenced in Michael Sattler's remarks
in Martyrs' Mirror, p. 419. Friedmann notes that obedience
is used more frequently in Anabaptist sources than Nachfolge.
See "The Essence of Anabaptism," p. 7. See also his article
on "Gelassenheit" where he indicates that Anabaptists taught
that a disciple had to learn how to yield to God, resign himself, and pursue self-abandonment. M.E., 2:448-49.
76"sin is the forsaking of obedience to God. For as
through obedience all the righteousness of God cometh through
Christ, so also cometh all sin and unrighteousness from disobedience to and the forsaking of God's command." Account
of our Religion, p. 56.
77peli x Kienast indicated at his interrogation in
August 1525 that he would prefer to remain in prison rather
than to act contrary in any way to God's directives for his
life. Quellen VI, p. 98. In like manner, Michael Sattler
taught that Christ required self-denial and complete obedience of His disciples. Wenger, "Satisfaction of Christ,"
pp. 247-54.
7 8see Wenger, "Two Kinds of Obedience," pp. 18-22. The
"childlike" or "filial" obedience was described as joyful and
acceptable while the contrast, "servile" obedience, Sattler
described as legalistic and offensive.
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disciple's obedience as a "covenant of childlike

freedom."79

This freedom was not construed to mean unrestricted liberty
but a voluntary obedience which was inherent in and issued
from one's faith in Christ.80

Consequently, the desire to

follow Christ completely was understood to be at the very
root of Anabaptism.81

And since the Anabaptists consider-

ed everything they were or possessed to be subordinate to
the lordship of Christ, obedience was for them an ethical
act to be carried out in

faith.82

obedience, then, was

^ A c c o u n t of our Religion, p. 68.
80jacob Kautz indicated that "Jesus Christ of Nazareth
did not suffer for us and has not satisfied [God the Father
for the sins of the world] in any other way but this: that
we have to stand in His footsteps and have to walk the way
which He had blazed for us first, and that we obey the comandments of the Father and the Son, everyone according to
his measure. He who speaks differently of Christ makes an
idol of Christ. . . . Thus the physical suffering of Jesus
is not the true satisfaction toward the Father and reconciliation with the Father without our inner obedience and our
highest desire to obey the will of God almighty." Quellen
VI, pp. 113-14. In a related matter, see also Abram John
Klassen, "Discipleship in Anabaptism and Bonhoeffer" (Ph.D.
diss., Claremont [Calif.] Graduate School and University
Center, 1971), pp. 54-60.
^Hiibmaier made following Christ the natural consequence of salvation when he stated that the Bible, together with the Holy Spirit, empowers a disciple to obey Christ.
Quellen IX, p. 391. Elsewhere, he indicated that Christ
makes obedience possible. Ibid., p. 425. It was for this
reason that Menno Simons taught that a disciple's life is
characterized by obedience to the Word of God, C.W.M.S.,
pp. 111,141,221,307; and Felix Manz defined a disciple as
one who was willing "to obey the Word of God and to follow Christ." Quellen VI, p. 216. Harold S. Bender saw
in this a similarity to the teaching of Thomas a Kempis.
See "Theology of Discipleship," p. 30.
82

Lienhart Pluwler indicated in early 1525 that as
Christ's servant he would do whatever Christ instructed
him to do in God's Word. Quellen VI, p. 43. The urgency
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both the supreme discipline and the consummate test of one's
faith.83
A second evidence of the true disciple's new nature and
of God's power in his life was godly living.

A pure, godly

life was considered a logical necessity because of the disciple's spiritual rebirth which enabled his

o b e d i e n c e .

Just as that obedience was considered to be inextricably
implicit in these instructions implies that Anabaptists
believed that obedience was the proper use of reason and
religious knowledge. They refused to define theological
knowledge as a mere rational act of comprehension; rather,
it was considered a moral act of response or obedience;
i.e., faith was defined as both assent and obedience, as
suggested previously. Similarly, Soetgen van den Houte
wrote her children from prison in 1560: " . . . I admonish you, my most beloved, always to suffer yourself to be
instructed by those who fear the Lord; then you will please
God, as long as you obey good admonition and instruction,
and fear the Lord." Ibid., p. 646.
83This matter Anabaptists took seriously. In his October 9, 1525, letter to the Council of Zurich, Jorg Berger revealed that the Anabaptists in his village, Griiningen, planned to screen all requirements imposed on them very carefully so as to expose, repudiate, and disobey any order they believed might expect them to compromise or in any way violate
God's directives to them in the Bible. Quellen VI, p. 109.
Hans Denck explained: "Love consists in this, to know God
and love Him and to learn to lose for His sake . . . to accept and bear all things in the love of God which are displeasing to the flesh." Writings of Denck, p. 108. When
told to renounce his faith in 1538, Anabaptist Michael Wideman responded with: " . . . now that I have become converted,
and amended my life, . . . I will persevere unto the end, and
will not be turned from it, for that in which I stand is the
true foundation." Martyrs' Mirror, p. 449. Similarly, Claus
Felbinger stated: ". . . w e have given, surrendered, and
sacrificed ourselves wholly to God. Where He sends us and
will use us, there we go, in obedience to His divine will,
regardless of what we must suffer and endure." Friedmann,
"Felbinger"s Confession," p. 147.
84

See J. Lawrence Burkholder, "The Anabaptist Vision of
Discipleship," in Herschberger, Recovery of the Anabaptist
Vision, pp. 148-51. (Hereafter cited as "Vision of Discipleship. " )
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linked with discipleship, i.e., in order to be a godly disciple, the individual believer was expected to obey God's
command, to separate from the world, and to love the brothers. 85

Holiness required abnegation and began with the dis-

ciple's refusal to encourage or cooperate with his "fleshly"
desires.

Menno Simons stated this principle when he wrote in

Foundation of Christian Doctrine that
the penitence which we teach, [is] to die to
sin, and all ungodly works, and to live no
longer according to the lusts of the flesh.
. . . In short, this matter we teach from the
Word of God . . . in order to restrain those
carnal lusts which war against the soul. We
are to crucify the flesh with the affections
and lusts, not to conform to this world. . . .86
S^Menno Simons challenged his readers with two probing
questions: "If you are truly regenerated, then where are
the fruits? If you are the true disciple of Christ, where
is your love?" C.W.M.S., p. 286. Thus, Dietrich Philips,
in his treatise The Church of God, wrote that "the sixth
ordinance which Christ has instituted for his congregation
is the keeping of all his commandments (Matthew 28:20),
for he demands of all his disciples a godly life, that
they walk according to the gospel, openly confess the truth
before men (I Corinthians 7:19; Philippians 1:27; Matthew
10:32), deny self, and faithfully follow his footsteps.
. . . He also teaches his disciples . . . not [to] glory
in their own works and seek a false righteousness therein.
. . . Also, they are . . . to guard against works of the
flesh. . . . This is the rule of Christianity. . . . "
S.A.W., pp. 250-51.
86c.W.M.S., pp. 111,113. In his treatise, A Pathetic
Supplication to All Magistrates (1552), Simons described
genuine disciples of Christ as those who "fight bravely
against all vain and erring thoughts and every attacking
sin which still spring up out of our inherited Adamic nature. . . . [They] are persons who are prepared to take
up the cross of Christ and for the testimony of His holy
Word to forsake . . . if the honor of God required it. In
a word, they are such as are Christ-minded, are in Christ,
and Christ in them, who are led by His Spirit, and with
a true faith, a firm confidence, and a lively hope in all
trial and tribulation, abide unshaken in the Word of the
Lord." Ibid., p. 527.
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While it began with attempts to counteract the fleshly
desires, holiness was further characterized by

l o v e . 8 7

The

Anabaptists taught that Christ's command to love was absolute, and love was to direct and guide specific areas of
their

lives.88

Because they believed that their conversion

experience divinely transformed their inner being, Anabaptists taught that a disciple must not respond as he had prior
to his new birth, e.g., he was not to succumb to retaliation
or coercion; rather, a disciple must manifest his love for
God by generously forgiving, aiding, defending, or in any
way helping all with whom he came in

contact.89

However,

the Anabaptists taught that holiness was no better than its
duration; consequently, they desired to wage continuous warfare on their sinful nature and to manifest holiness in life
8^See Burkholder, "Vision of Discipleship,11 pp. 142-44.
Burkholder suggests that Anabaptists taught that "love called
for the creation of a new society where there is peace and
brotherhood, sharing and accepting one another." Ibid., p. 145
^ C o m p a r e
Conrad Grebel's comments on the law of love
Christ imposed on His disciples, Quellen VI, pp. 16-17, with
Peter Riedemann's in Account of our Religion, pp. 66-67, and
Dietrich Philips' in S.A.W., p. 248. Each says essentially
the same thing, namely, by fulfilling the Mosaic Law, Christ
freed His disciples from struggling to keep it, but in so
doing He freed them to obey His higher ("new") law of love.

S.^Menno Simons said of Christ's disciples: "Hatred and
vengeance they do not know. . . . Avarice, pride, unchastity,
and pomp they hate and oppose. . . . they rejoice at good,
and are grieved by evil. . . . Their thoughts are pure and
chaste, their words are true and seasoned with salt. . . .
They seek righteousness with all their might." C.W.M.S.,
p. 93. In his Reply to False Accusations he wrote that they
"are prepared by such love [Christ's] to serve their neighbors, not only with money and goods, but also after the example of their Lord and Head, Jesus Christ, in an evangelical
manner, with life and blood." Ibid., p. 558.
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and conduct throughout their whole lives.

It was this prin-

ciple that Michael Sattler referred to when he wrote in a
note concluding the Schleitheim Confession that holiness
was really perseverance in the faith.90
Lastly, the Anabaptists believed that the disciple's
new nature and his divinely empowered life would be so obedient and pure that he would experience persecution and suffering. 91

Suffering was not an occasional incident in the

life of only a few disciples.

It was an essential part of

true discipleship and was an important interpretative element in their philosophy of history.92

Based on their under-

standing of history, Anabaptists taught that the kingdom of
God and the kingdom of this world were locked in a struggle
for supremacy which began in the Garden of Eden and would
conclude only at the end of history.

The central event in

this ongoing warfare was Christ's death on the cross because
90

Sattler's words were: ". . . i t will be necessary
for you to achieve perseveringly, without interruption,
the known will of God." Wenger, "Schleitheim," p. 252.
91

This topic is developed more fully below in chapter
seven. See the study by Alan F. Kreider, "'The Servant Is
not Greater than His Master': The Anabaptists and the Suffering Church," M.Q.R. 58(1984):14-15. (Hereafter cited as
"The Suffering Church.")
92That suffering was understood to be an essential
part of true discipleship is evidenced by the frequent
citing of New Testament phrases like the Lord "counted
me worthy of suffering disgrace for His name" (Acts 5:41),
Martyrs' Mirror, pp. 511,579,674,799; and "rejoice that
you participate in Christ's suffering" (I Peter 4:13),
Ibid., pp. 567,643. The reason true discipleship entailed suffering, Anabaptists explained, was because discipleship required imitating Christ's life, e.g., Christ . . .
had to suffer so much for our sakes, to save us. Therefore, let us suffer for his sake." Ibid., p. 714.
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it indicated that man was unable to save himself from eternal doom apart from divine intervention.

Christ's cross,

then, became a bridge or doorway for the Anabaptists into
the kingdom of God, and anyone who came into that kingdom
as a disciple would, axiomatically, experience the animosity
the world heaped upon Christ.93

Therefore, the suggestion

of discipleship without a cross was a contradiction in terms
for Anabaptists.94

The true Church was recognized by its

willingness to accept the cross.95

Menno Simons believed

that the reason the cross was so pivotal to their theology
was that no other "way leads nor can lead through the door
of life other than this only rocky and thorny way of the
cross. . . . " 9 6

Those who went the "way of the cross" (via

crucis) were taught that the suffering and difficulties God
allowed to come into their lives were ultimately intended to
benefit them negatively, by teaching them to "deny ungodliness
and worldly lusts," and positively, by teaching them to "fear,
love, and obey" God "in all things without exception."97
93

One Anabaptist martyr stated it in this manner: If
Christ had to suffer, "how much more ought we, who are poor,
sinful and frail men, to suffer, . . . for the members [of
Christ's body, the Church] are surely not better than the
head [Christ], nor the servant than his Lord." Ibid.,
p. 717.
94

Menno Simons put it succinctly: _ "But all who repudiate the cross of Christ, as did the Miinsterites, . . .
these we do not know or accept as brethren. . . . " C.W.M.S.,
p. 548.
95

Ibid., p. 741. Earlier in his writing, Simons penned:
"The regenerate ones bear the cross of Christ with gladness
of heart. . . . "
Ibid., p. 411.
96

Ibid., p. 597.

97

Ibid., pp. 615-16.
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Despite the inherent benefits, Anabaptists knew endurance in suffering was quite impossible without durable promises and hope.

It was precisely this that Menno Simons of-

fered his readers when he wrote in The Cross of the Saints:
We know very well, dear brethren, how that the
cross seems to the flesh grievous, harsh, and
severe. . . .
Therefore, dear brethren, you who sigh under
the cross of the Lord, acknowledge your God,
fear and love your God, believe and trust your
God, serve and live unto your God, . . . after
the example of all the saints and of Christ.
And the merciful and faithful Father according
to His great love will not forsake you, but will
care for you. . . . In all faithfulness He will
stand by you in every grief and need, reach you
His hand, and guard and sustain you. . . . 9 8
So, following the "example of all the saints and of Christ,"
Anabaptists, by the score, passively endured much suffering
because they were convinced that Christ's disciple would encounter suffering which could be endured by means of divine
enablement and hope in a glorious life after death.

The ex-

emplary life of the Anabaptists, as they sought to live the
life of a true disciple, was observed and described by one
of their contemporaries, Sebastian Franck:
A Christian is not to live unto the world, nor
desire any worldly things, and be as ready to die
as to live. . . . In all things he is resigned
(qelassen), does not strike back, but denies himself completely. He has renounced all. . . .
Death he considers gain, riches but dung, and the
joys, pleasures, honor, life . . . of the world he
counts as sorrow, unhappiness, reproach and death.
He glories in the cross and in poverty and considers
temporal prosperity a misfortune. . . . He loves his
enemies . . . and in all things stands in voluntary
submission. . . . He is ready to give or to lend
98ibid., pp. 618-20.
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to everyone that asketh, without expecting any
thing in r e t u r n . "
It is likely that the kind of life which Franck described
the Anabaptists as pursuing could not be lived m
from one's fellow believers.

isolation

It was for this reason that the

Anabaptists taught that true discipleship could only be realized in the community of saints (Gemeinde), the brotherhood
of their a s s e m b l y . 1 0 0

Their view of the Church provided the

basis for their conception of discipleship; i.e., discipleship was community l i f e . 1 0 1

Anabaptism's communal defini-

tion of the Church created a new, exclusive Christian commun
ity whose high ethics (discipleship) were demonstrated at the
individual level in pure living, personal integrity, mutual
" A s cited in Toews, "Sebastian Franck," pp. 178-79.
100

R o b e r t Friedmann suggests that Anabaptism's "kingrii
i j Ir
o 1 nrrlpr •
dom theology" lacked concern f or the world's social order;
of a "closerather,
their
social-L ethic was defined in terms
JT
u. L i l v i l . f
LI1C-Li_
||
..
T T
ly-knit fellowship of believers and disciples.
He adds
that individualism was "ruled out," because they believed
that a true disciple could not enter Christ's kingdom ex
^
cept with a brother." See his? "Doctrine of the Two Worlds,
in Herschberger, Recovery of -tjhe Anabaptist Vision, pp.
13.
B
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A n n a of Rotterdam's instructions to her son Isaiah,
upon her death in 1539, were: "Sanctify yourself to the
Lord, my son; sanctify your wl^ole conduct m the fear of
vour God (Leviticus 20:7). Whatever you do, do it all to
the praise of His name. Honoi the Lord m the works of
your hands, and let the light of the Gospel shine through
you. Love your neighbor. De^l with an open, warm heart
thy bread to the hungry, clothe the naked, and suffer not
to have anything twofold; for there are always some who
lack."
Martyrs' Mirror, p. 4^4. Similarly, Balthasar
Hiibmaier taught that a disciple "should always
J ^
cern for his fellows; that th^ hungry be fed, the thirsty
receive drink, and the naked clothed, l o r no one is master
of his own goods but only a steward and a distributor
them." Quellen IX, p. 178.
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aid, and church discipline. 102

Discipleship and isolation

were antithetical terras for Anabaptists who believed that
discipleship was only possible within the fellowship of the
church. 103

Therefore, it was vital that the church teach

and enforce obedience.

By teaching and encouraging obedi-

ence, the church fostered discipleship, and by attempting
to enforce obedience, the church utilized discipline. 104
Life in the Anabaptists' churches was, consequently,
a deliberate attempt to put faith into practice.10^

Their

life of obedience, holiness, and suffering was guided by
brotherly love, and those demonstrations of love were to
102

Thus, John H. Yoder concludes that discipleship
and the Church "are inseparable [in Anabaptist thinking],
precisely because [they taught that] discipleship is not
a Franciscan ethic of imitation [of Christ] for the individual, but a work of the body of Christ [the Church].
Taufertum und Reformation im Gesprache: Dogmengeschicht
1 iche Untersuchung der friihen Gesprache Zwischen Schweizerischen Taufern und Reformatoren (Zurich: EVZ Verlag, 1968),
p. 205; however, p. 204 begins the context for this quote.
103

Balthasar Hiibmaier believed that the disciple's
faith needed a community of fellow disciples to whom it
could give expression of its reality. He wrote: "Such a
faith does not like to stay idle but must break out in
thanksgiving toward God and in all kinds of works of brot
erly love toward man." Later, he indicated that after an
individual had heard God's Word, believed in Christ, and
proven so by taking baptism, he would participate m the
joy and misfortune of his fellows. Quellen IX, pp. 72,338.
104

George Huntston Williams believes that Anabaptist
churches enumerated sins on lists to enable the assembly to
recognize and avoid them and to determine godliness in the
lives of their adherents. The Radical Reformation, p. 183.
10

^Hubmaier indicated that "if someone suffers, others
who have more should share with him. The more someone does
such deeds of mercy, the more Christian he will be.
Quellen
VI p. 148. In other words, the greater the evidence of
mutual aid, the greater the evidence of true discipleship
in a believer.
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be spontaneously sincere, not perfunctorily legalistic, despite their teaching that Christ's fulfillment of the Mosaic
Law put His disciples under a new, higher law
loV e.106

the law of

Hiibmaier explained that "to a godly man the law

[of love] was not a law but a guide on the way." 107

Hans

Denck developed this issue in his treatise Concerning Genuine Love:
Love is a spiritual power by which one is united
or through which one desires to be united with
another person. . . • [an individual who truly
loves] cannot cease loving, but must show his
love in the highest measure, even though no one
may ever appreciate it. Thus where there is gen
uine love, . . . it reaches out and desires to
unite with everyone. . . .
Of such Love a little spark may be detected m
many a man. . . . Unfortunately it has been extinguished in almost everyone in this our generation.
Impelled and guided by this love in their discipleship, the
Anabaptists aspired to help others to live on the level of

genuine love and discipleship along with them. 109

Despite

106^enno Simons taught that a disciple would minister to
his fellows because his unity with them was rooted in love.
C.W.M.S., pp. 145,341,386,558. Similarly, Hubmaier wrote:
". . . it is the case that we are to do as He [ChristJ did
for us, that we should also give our body, life, goods, and
blood for our neighbor and surrender them up for them; for
it is the will of Christ." Quellen IX, p. 114.
107

Ouellen IX, p. 393.

108

Writings of Denck, pp. 101-02.

109

Ibid., p. 104. Dietrich Philips indicated in The
Church of God that Christ ordained footwashing to be practiced by His disciples in order to remind them that only
He could internally cleanse a man and to help them humble
themselves toward one another. S.A.W., pp. 244-45. C°m.
pare this with Menno Simons' comments on the same subject:
"Be not ashamed to do the work of the Lord [footwashingJ,
but humble yourselves with Christ, before your brethren,
so that all humility of godly quality may be found m
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the requirements of their social responsibilities to their
fellow believers and their worldly obligations, Anabaptists
found a way to correlate these two areas of their lives without violating the scriptural principles they used to found
their faith.

They succeeded in translating the personal

ethics of their discipleship into a ministry of evangelism
which affected the society in which they lived and with
which they interacted; i.e., they were able to relate Christianity and society.
Beginning as they did with the presuppositions that
faith and practice were inseparable and that the kingdom of
God and the kingdom of this world were locked in diuturnal
hostility, Anabaptism's theology of discipleship (or life
within the community of believers) provided a modus operandi for those who sought to live with the ramifications of
those presuppositions.

Discipleship required them to rees-

tablish a disciplined, socially separated church of true
believers.

If the disciple were to live successfully a

life which integrated faith and practice as a pilgrim in
a hostile world, Anabaptists believed that he would need
the kind of support which could come solely from a church
of believers who would give him both a social identity and
additional group motivation to live a disciple's life by
way of church discipline.

Discipleship also required a

separation from those aspects of the world which required
vou " C.W.M.S., p. 147. Here, then, is another illustration
of the prevailing attitude of serving one another m community.
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compromise with biblical convictions or which would subtly
grow to blunt the spiritual sensitivity Anabaptists held
to be so critical to the success of their Christian modus
vivendi.

Separation was fundamental to unswerving obedi-

ence to God and His Word, and it was necessary to enable
the creation of a new social order in which holy living
typified those who belonged to it.

Tragically the Anabap-

tists who aggressively pursued this kind of discipleship
also experienced intense persecution and suffering, but
even that was used to reinforce their new way of life.
Opposition was interpreted as proof that they were living
as Christ desired because the Apostle Paul had written that
those who live godly would suffer persecution (II Timothy
3:12).

CHAPTER 7
MARTYRDOM: LIFE OUTSIDE THE CHURCH
The nature of Anabaptism's code of Christian conduct
was such that it evoked a wide diversity of responses—
from admiration to revulsion, from imitation to persecution.1
Regardless of the responses, however, Anabaptists believed
that there was a direct, causal relationship between their
discipleship to Christ and their suffering.

Their willing-

ness to suffer and to sacrifice caused some to stand in
wonder and amazement and others to disdain them as demented,
self-seeking, approbation-hungry fools.2

In an attempt to

account for this phenomenon, Luther asserted that a parallel
existed between the Anabaptists' attitude about martyrdom
1Luther, in his 1535 commentary on Galatians 5:8,
demonstrated both extremes in his assessment of Anabaptism:
"For the Anabaptists have nothing in their teaching
.
impressive than the way they emphasize the example o C ris
and the bearing of the cross, especially because there are
clear passages in which Christ urges his disciples to bear
the cross. Therefore we must learn how to resist this satan
when he transforms himself into the appearance of an angel
[of light] (II Corinthians 11:14). . . ." Luther's Works,
27:34-35.
2Early in his sermons on the Gospel of John, Luther
wrote: " . . . Anabaptists . . . cover up their numerous
vices and wicked deeds. For example, they make immense
boasts and claims about their Christian charity, patience,
and concord, just as they exaggerate the persecution they
are undergoing." Ibid., 22:22.
246
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and that of the Donatists.-^

In the introduction to his lec

tures on John 7, Luther indicated that.
In times past St. Augustine had his troubles
with the Donatists. They, too, were of that
ilk, seducers who invited the bigwigs to kill
them and make them martyrs. And if no one
else laid hands on them, they threw themselves
from bridges, jumped from houses and broke
their necks, appealing to the words: "He who
loves his life more than me is not worthy of
me. ' 4
Van Braght, on the other hand, stated that his objective in
assembling his extensive martyrology was to enable his readers to fix their "eyes upon the martyrs, [to] note the steadfastness of their faith, and [to] follow their example.
Whether the lives of Anabaptist martyrs are viewed as foolishness or exemplary, the records corroborate that they did
indeed express such poise in their suffering that they seemed to place no value on their present life.

This appeared

^Luther stated: "We see many die with a smile on
their lips, facing death without blanching, just as people
possessed have no fear of death. This sort of thing we
had occasion to see previously in the Donatists, and we
see it in our own times in the Anabaptists." As cited
in Verduin, The Reformers and Their Stepchildren, p. 262.
4Luther1s Works, 23:203. Luther continued a little
later in the introduction: "The Anabaptists are reviving
this practice [of the Donatists to kill themselves]. But
you must be on your guard and learn how to deal with them
and perhaps even convert them, for they are actuated by
their own devotion. Or you must learn to silence their
slanderous tongues when they seek to defend their devotion
and holiness with this argument," i.e., "he who loves his
life more. . . . "
Ibid., 23:205. (Compare Luther's observation with an actual event in the life of Donatus when
he threw himself in a well. Schaff, ed., Nicene and—Post—
Nicene Fathers, 1:544-45.) Luther's implication here and^
in note 3 above seems to be that both the Donatists and the
Anabaptists were demented and demon possessed. This, he believed, accounted for their bravery when facing martyrdom.
^Martyrs' Mirror, p. 8.
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so uncharacteristic of normal responses that their antagonists often accused them of being demon possessed.
In a letter to his landgrave written on May 24, 1536,
Adam Krafft indicated he was convinced that the Anabaptists
were demon possessed because of their conspicuously "strong
attitude" about what they believed.6

He suggested that if

the landgrave did not require the Anabaptists return to their
former local churches to hear God's Word taught correctly,
he would end up with a "devilish and heathenish mixture m
his country."7

Krafft concluded this assessment forceful-

ly with an explanation of his understanding of contemporary
teaching on demonology:
Since they are blinded and possessed by the
devil, it is clear why they hate God's Word
and the church. And you can read in the Bible
about the Devil's errors and his ideas, for
example, when they willingly go into death,
into fire, and into water. The Devil is likely
to deal out such things. In the Gospel we read
of him casting a young lad into fire and water
(Matthew 17:15), or how he drove pigs into the
sea (Matthew 8:32), or how he drove Judas into
the noose. It is apparent that in our day he
continues to drive people so that they end their
lives, just like in earlier times the Donatists,
of their own accord, plunged into the sea or
jumped from high rocks or set themselves on fire.
Satan also tried to get Christ to make a martyr
of himself when he suggested that He should leap
from the temple wall (Matthew 4:6).
But what should we do with those whom we
cannot persuade by God's Word who argue against
the church and all of Christendom . . . ?
The demon possession explanation of the Anabaptists
willingness to suffer persecution and martyrdom persisted
^Quellen Hesse, p. 101.
8

Ibid., pp. 102-03.

7

Ibid., p. 102.
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for many years, and long after it went out of vogue, contemporaries remained mystified concerning the Anabaptists'
readiness to make the supreme sacrifice for their faith.
To those who sought to understand this phenomenon, Menno
Simons offered an explanation in his work The True Christian Faith (1541):
Indeed there are such a people . . . who
. . . weep more than they laugh, mourn more
than they rejoice . . . and who are ready
not only to sacrifice possessions and their
all, but also life and death and body for
the praise of the Lord. . . . No matter how
much the poor children are tormented they
are still so much strengthened in God that
they can neither be moved nor affrighted.
They . . . [are] waiting for the joy which
is promised.
Since then faith so firmly acknowledges
that God cannot break His promises, but must
keep it, seeing He is the truth and cannot
lie, therefore does it make His children free,
joyful, and glad in spirit, even if they are
confined in prisons and bonds, and if they
have to suffer by water and fire, in chains,
and at the stake.9
Thus, wherever Anabaptism spread, persecution usually followed immediately, driving the members of that group underground.
However, persecution did not crush the vitality of the move
ment; rather, the Anabaptists believed persecution was objective proof that their faith was correct and that they were
living as God wished them to live. 10
9

In a manner similar to

C.W.M.S., p. 398.

lOHendrick Alwijns indicated that "Christ in his time
assured his servants and disciples of so much sorrow, trib
ulation, reproach, suffering, and of death, for his name s
sake. He did not give it to them as his opinion, not as
something which might eventually, or P e r haps come to pass,
but positively assured them that it should befall them.
Martyrs' Mirror, p. 747.
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New Testament Christianity, Anabaptism's spread was quickened and intensified by their suffering; i.e., without a
theology of martyrdom, Anabaptism very likely would not
have survived those extremely trying early decades of its
existence.11

Anabaptism's development of a theology of mar-

tyrdom and its survival during the years of persecution have
been discussed previously, but further examination is necessary to determine the role suffering and death played in enabling the Anabaptists to earn a reputation for living pure,
holy lives.1^
Article six of the Schleitheim Confession (1527) established very early in Anabaptism's beginning one of the
basic fundamentals of its theology of martyrdom.

Quoting

from I Peter 2:21, the Swiss Brethren stated that the example Christ left behind for His disciples to emulate was suffering, not attempting to rule. 13

Based upon this premise,

Hjeffrey Burton Russell has suggested that "religion
seems to have benefited less from approval than from the
rejection of society." See A History of Medieval Christi
anity, p. 145.
1 2 S e v e r a l of the more significant works on Anabaptism's
theology of martyrdom are Stauffer, "Theology of Martyrdom,
pp 179-214; Swartzentruber, "Theology of Martyrs, pp. 5 26,
128-42; and Kreider, "The Suffering Church," pp. 5-29.
13see Wenger, "Schleitheim," p. 251. An account of
the first months of the movement's existence in Zurich reveals that the Anabaptists believed and practiced this in
teroretation of true Christianity before it was formally
recorded in the Confession: "Finally it reached the point
that over twenty men, widows, pregnant wives, and maidens
were cast miserably into dark towers, sentenced never again
to see either sun or moon as long as they lived, to end
their days on bread and water, and thus in the dark towers
to remain together . . . until none remained alive. . . •
Some among them did not eat a mouthful of bread in three
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Anabaptists described the Christian life in terms of renunciation of the world and bearing the cross of Christ.

In

order to accomplish those two aspects of the Christian life,
Anabaptism required a personal commitment from its members
that often necessitated their yielding up their lives, and
in order to exact such a payment, the Anabaptists turned to
the Bible to find the encouragement, power, and explanation
they needed to fulfill this requirement.

Their study of

the Bible convinced them that it was, from start to finish,
a book of martyrs; thus, as they viewed their circumstances,
they believed that they were the heirs of that martyr tradition and, in a sense, a continuation of biblical history.14
days, just so that others might have to eat.
However, since the work fostered by God cannot be changed
and God's counsel lies in the power of no man, . . . [Anabaptist] men went forth . . . to proclaim and preach the
evangelical word and the ground of truth." "An Excerpt
from the Hutterite Chronicle," in S.A.W., pp. 45-46; cp.
Quellen VI, pp. 178-80.
Braght, in the introduction to his martyrology,
asserted that "all the Holy Scriptures seem to be nothing
else but a book of martyrdom." Martyrs' Mirror, p. 11.
This same belief was expressed by John and Janneken van
Munstdorp who were arrested and imprisoned in Antwerp in
1573. John was burned at the stake directly, but Jannekan
was spared temporarily to give birth to a daughter. When
the child, whom she named Janneken, was one month old, Mrs.
van Munstdorp was also martyred. During the days before
her death, however, she composed a letter to her daughter
explaining their deaths and asking her not to be ashamed
of her executed parents. In concluding her letter, she
penned: " . . . I must also leave you here, my dearest
lamb; the Lord that created and made you now takes me from
you: it is His holy will. I must now pass through this
narrow way which the prophets and martyrs of Christ passed
through and many thousands who put off the mortal clothing,
who died here for Christ, and now they wait under the altar
till their number shall be fulfilled, of which your dear
^
father is one. And I am now on the point of following him.
Ibid., p. 987.
14Van

252
So, to find solace and encouragement they developed martyr
lists, collected martyr stories, and ultimately composed
martyr books.15
In order to facilitate the pursuit of this kind of
Christian life and to make it more understandable to their
observers, the Anabaptists redefined the meaning of the
word "cross" and consequently the meaning of the phrase
"bearing the cross."

Anabaptists disliked the idea that

for most of their contemporaries the cross was merely an
object in the church's liturgy.

Instead, they emphasized

the cross as a witness to man's inability to save himself
from hell.16

Anabaptists resented the demeaning of "cross-

bearing" to the mundane notion that it represented the dif
ficulties and struggles that pertinaciously come to every
individual because he is a mere mortal.

Instead, they de-

scribed cross-bearing as experiencing the disfavor Jesus
Christ received from unbelievers; because they sought to
be His disciples and to obey His commands, they too became
15

The most famous of these martyrologies is Thielman
Janz van Braght's The Bloody Theater or Martyrs' Mirror of
defenseless Christians who suffered and were put to death
for the testimony of Jesus, the savior, from the time of
Christ until the year A.D. 1660 (referred to here and
throughout simply as Martyrs' Mirror). See also Stauffer,
"Theology of Martyrdom," pp. 187-88; and Victor G. Doerksen,
"The Anabaptist Martyr Ballad," M.Q.R. 51(1977):5-21.
16

See Robert Friedmann, "'Concerning the True Soldier
of Christ': A Hitherto Unknown Tract of the Philippite Brethren in Moravia," M.Q.R. 5 (1931)-.93-99 . (Hereafter cited as
"True Soldier of Christ.") This is a discussion of ^section
four of the tract which dealt with the role of "resignation
in the Christian's life. The essence of the section was
that the cross was the criterion for determining who was
a true Christian. Chapter four above developed this Anabaptist teaching.
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cross-bearers. ^
The Anabaptists' formation of a theology of martyrdom,
dependent upon a new meaning of "cross" and

cross-bearing,

helped to lay the foundation for their philosophy of life,
but they believed that a Weltanschauung was no better than
the theology of history from which it would draw answers and
find direction.

Theology of martyrdom, theology of history,

and philosophy of life, then, are very carefully interwoven
in Anabaptist thinking, but in order to understand how these
elements were combined to produce distinctively pure conduct
and holy living among the Anabaptists, each item must be individually and carefully dissected and analyzed.

Their the-

ology of martyrdom will be considered first, followed by a
discussion of their theology of history and their philosophy
of life.
The Anabaptists' formation of a theology of martyrdom
was made possible by their understanding of the two-kingdom
doctrine, namely, that the kingdom of God and the kingdom of
the world were interlocked in an ongoing deadly battle for
supremacy.18

In this conflict, the disciples of Christ, who

17]yienno Simons wrote in Foundation of Christian Doc
trine: "If the Head [of the Church, Christ,] had^to suffer
such torture, anguish, misery, and pain, how shall His ser
vants, children, and members expect peace and freedom as to
the flesh? . . . All that will live godly in Christ Jesus,
says [the Apostle] Paul [in II Timothy 3:12], shall suffer
persecution." C.W.M.S., pp. 109-10.
l^Simons declared: "For I know and am persuaded that
the lamb will never be at peace with the world, the dove
with the eagle, and Christ with Belial. Truth will be hat
ed even if spoken by Christ Himself from heaven. . . .All
those who rebuke . . . this . . . world . . . must suffer
and tread the winepress." Ibid., p. 225.
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compose the true Church, suffered persecution and martyrdom
because Christ was the "archetype of all those who are persecuted for the sake of God."19

Since true Christianity was

understood to be a life of cross-bearing, the Anabaptists
described true Christianity as the "way of the cross" (via
crucis) by which they meant that every believer was expected
to carry his cross (in the sense that they defined it) and
to follow Christ humbly in earnest obedience.20

If, how-

ever, someone claimed to be a disciple of Christ but was not
bearing his cross, Anabaptists questioned the authenticity
of that person's faith.21

Suffering was considered tangible

19

See Stauffer, "Theology of Martyrdom," p. 190. The
Martyrs1 Mirror described Christ as "the head of a.11 the
holy martyrs." p. 67. In his treatise Why I Do Not Cease
Teaching and Writing, Menno Simons wrote that the members
of the kingdom of the world "have so stopped their ears and
so hardened their hearts that they not only refuse to hear
[God's Word] but all together . . . have consciously thirsted after the innocent blood of the true witnesses of God who
by an inextinguishable fire of love fraternally reproached
them for their sins . . . and proclaimed and taught the way
of the Lord in righteousness.
And in this way the mad, blind world has repaid and rewarded the faithful servants of God . . . who have sincerely sought their salvation: by vituperation, arrest, beatings, banishings, and death." C.W.M.S., p. 295.
20

Janneken van Munstdorp described the Christian life
this way in her letter to her infant daughter: " . . . if
we would with Christ seek and inherit salvation we must also
help bear His cross. And this is the cross which He would
have us bear: to follow His footsteps and to help bear His
reproach. . . . " Martyrs' Mirror, pp. 984-85. For other
Anabaptist testimonies concerning the "way of the cross,
see Ibid., pp. 669,678. To go "the way of the cross represented the ultimate in imitating Christ (Nachfolge Christi)
for the Anabaptists, since Christ had been "born under the
cross, brought up under the cross, walked under the cross,
and eventually died on the cross." Ibid., pp. 67-68. See
also Wenger, "Satisfaction of Christ," pp. 248 50.
21jeiis Bernaerts wrote his wife from his prison cell
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evidence that a believer was a true disciple and was living
a godly life because Anabaptists believed the inherent differences that existed between the two kingdoms were not only
irreconcilable but also the source of aggressive hostility.22
The cross, then, was a symbol of this conflict, and it also
represented the key to ultimate victory for the disciple who
by dependence upon Divine provisions persevered in his tribulation . 2 ^
in Antwerp in 1559 that in his death, and the other sufferings she must endure, she should "be of good courage, continue without ceasing in prayer and supplication, and thus show
that you are a child of the New Testament. . . . therefore,
my most beloved, . . . stand firm in the faith, steadfast
unto the end. . . . " Martyrs' Mirror, pp. 626,629. Implicit in Hendrick Alwijns' citing of Matthew 10:16-22 and John
15:20 ("If they have persecuted me, they will persecute you")
is the idea that suffering and persection distinguishes
Christian from non-Christian. Ibid., p. 747.
22

It was axiomatic to Anabaptists that true Christians
suffer persecution. They believed that most of their suffer
ing was not for personal guilt but because sin caused the
world to be hostile to God. Ibid., p. 1128. They interpreted their suffering as a sign of divine election. Ibid.,
p. 5. They believed that voluntary acceptance of suffering
was not only typical of the New Testament Church but also of
the suffering Church which extended from the Apostles to the
sixteenth century. Ibid., pp. 454,558,747,987,996. Menno
Simons summarized this succinctly in his Foundation of Chris
tian Doctrine: "But Christ, and those who are His, bear [the
cross] and suffer. . . . Through much tribulation we [godly
disciples] must enter into the kingdom of God." C.W.M.S.,
pp. 175,188. This is why Leopold Schneider prayed just
before his death: " . . . strengthen my faith [God] (Luke
17:15), now that I must go on this pilgrimage of suffering; remember me in mercy in the severe conflict.
Mar
typs' Mirror, p. 426. See also Wappler, Thiiringen, p. 330 .
2

^Menno Simons reiterated this in The Cross of the
Saints (1554): "As Christ Himself said [John 15:20], 'If
they have persecuted me, they will also persecute you. . . .
According to my understanding of the Word of the Lord,
this tyranny will not cease until the rejected, murdered,
and crucified Christ Jesus with all His saints shall appear
in the clouds as an Almighty Sovereign, a conqueror, and
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Anabaptists maintained that it was not enough for a
believer to accept God's gift of grace (salvation) by faith
alone; rather, he must become a disciple who willingly followed Christ "in the way of suffering" (Leidenderweis).24
The conviction that obedient discipleship entailed suffering
is abundantly clear from Anabaptist literature.2^

Leonhard

Keyser, for example, was described as having "joined himself
under the cross to the separated, cross-bearing church of the
Anabaptists, in the year 1525. . . ."26

In his last letter

to his brother-in-law Joachim von Watt (commonly known as
Vadian), Conrad Grebel wrote to persuade him not to join the
Zwinglians in persecuting Anabaptism but instead to join him
in the movement.

He penned:

If you yield, I will lay down my life for you;
if you do not yield, I will lay it down for
these brethren in the face of all men who
are going to fight against this truth. For
a glorious king before all the tribes and peoples, unto the
last judgment.
For no other way leads nor can lead through the door of
life other than this only rocky and thorny way of the cross.
. . ." C.W.M.S., p. 597.
24g ee Friedmann, "True Soldier of Christ," p. 98.
Walter of Stoelwijk wrote in a letter in 1541 that: " . . .
we, nevertheless, through the grace of God, intend to adhere
to Christ, and are ready to suffer for His sake, even as He
suffered for our sakes." Martyrs' Mirror, p. 457. Melchior
Rink expected to seal his faith with his life. See Quellen
Hesse, p. 6.
2

^Menno Simons told his followers that "the prophecy of
Christ concerning the last day[s], . . . and of the apostles,
are being fulfilled in force. . . . In a word, the persistent
and hard chastisement [that we endure] testifies that . . .
all the gates of hell bestir themselves and rave, so that,
alas, a true Christian can find but little rest upon the
earth, it seems." C.W.M.S., p. 528.
^Martyrs' Mirror, p. 420.
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I will bear testimony to the truth with the
spoiling of my goods, yea, of my home, which
is all I have; I will testify to the truth
with imprisonments, with confiscations, with
death, and with my pen, unless God forbids.27
Earlier, in a letter to Thomas Miintzer, Grebel stated that
true Christians are sheep among wolves, sheep
for the slaughter, baptized in anguish and
distress, tribulation and persecution, suffering and death, and tried in the fire; they
reach the fatherland of eternal peace not by
killing foes of the flesh but their spiritual
enemies.2®
Furthermore, Menno Simons' writings devoted considerable
attention to the kind of discipleship that entailed suffering.
He acknowledged that true Christians could expect nothing
from worldly authorities "but the stake, water, fire, wheel,
and sword as a reward of gratitude" for having sought their
salvation and having attempted to share it with the world.29
Simons described the world's aggressive rejection of Anabaptism's attempts to evangelize it in terms of an analogy.

He

identified worldly authorities with the deceiving serpent,
Satan, in the Garden of Eden and true believers with Eve's
offspring; and, drawing upon Genesis 3:15, he concluded
that Eve's children "will have to endure to the end in all
27

cited in John C. Wenger, Glimpses of Mennonite's
History and Doctrine (Scottdale, Penn.: Herald Press, 1940),
p. 203.
AS

2

8puellen VI, p. 17.

29

C.W.M.S., p. 425. Elsewhere, he wrote concerning the
inevitability of persecution that true Christians should expect "to be plundered, slandered, imprisoned, tortured, racked, stoned, beheaded, drowned, roasted, strangled, slain, and
murdered. . . . The fearful tyranny of this blind world has
always lain upon the neck of the children of God and still
lies there." Ibid., p. 597.
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patience that daily biting and gnawing in the heel" by the
"lying, murderous serpent."30

This "daily biting and gnaw-

ing" was not considered a morose burden but a seal of true
faith.31

Simons taught that Anabaptists endured suffering

patiently because they determined that it was "much better
to obey God and so fall into the hands of men than to obey
men and so fall into the hands of God." 32
Furthermore, Christ's example and the testimony of
Christians throughout the history of the Church affirmed to
the Anabaptists that they were to endure suffering patiently. 33

Janneken van Munstdorp expressed this desire for her

infant daughter when she entreated her not to be ashamed of
her executed parents but instead to seek the same faith that
they possessed, a faith which would also involve bearing
Christ's cross.34

Similarly, Jerome Segers wrote his wife

Lijsken from prison in 1551 to encourage her to "be patient,
therefore in tribulation; for it is the true way, which leads
30

Ibid., p. 587.

31

Adam Angersbach stated that he believed Melchior
Rink's teaching was true because it brought suffering.
Waopler, Thuringen, p. 329. Similarly, Conrad Grebel believed that the ability to endure and withstand persecution without retaliation was incontrovertible proof of the
reality of Christ in the life. Quellen VI, p. 17.
32

C.W.M.S., p. 604.

33

Simons stated: "All pious men and children of God,
all the righteous and the prophets, all apostles and true
witnesses of Christ . . . have pressed into the_true and
promised land and into eternal glory through this lonely
wilderness, through this narrow, shameful and bloody way of
all miseries and crosses and sufferings." Ibid., p. 595.
34

Martyrs' Mirror, pp. 984-85.
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to life eternal, which all the saints of God, the prophets
and apostles, yea Christ Himself went, all having to drink
of this cup.113 5

In following Christ and the saints in per

severing through suffering, the Anabaptists were not trying
to create a stoic church but a durable, disciplined one,
thus, along with the admonitions to imitate Christ and His
saints, Anabaptism offered hope and comfort to its troubleweary m e m b e r s . S e g e r s continued in his letter to remind
his wife that, while she prepared for conflict, she should
never forget that God "will not suffer you to be tempted
above that you are able [to bear]; but will with the temptation also make a way for you to escape.
10:13."^^

I Corinthians

l n like manner, Jelis Bernaerts reminded his

wife to
consider the longsuffering and patience of
Christ, and all the pious witnesses who from
the beginning until now have followed Christ.
James 5:10. He [God] did not leave them without comfort, nor does He leave us, who are
imprisoned here for the same testimony s sake,
without comfort, but wonderfully comforts and
strengthens us through the power of the Holy
Ghost, eternal praise to Him for it.-3**
Reinforcing these challenges to follow Christ's example of enduring suffering and to trust God for comfort and
courage in times of tribulation was the constant reminder
that the true disciple, the true Church, was identified by
35jbid., p. 512.
36por example, Conrad Grebel told Thomas Muntzer that
even though suffering was inevitable, Christ "will strengthen
them [true disciples] and keep them steadfast to the end.

Quellen VI, p. 20.
37Martyrs' Mirror, p. 513.

3 8 Ibid., p. 626.
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his conspicuous endurance in persecution.39

Menno Simons,

in characterizing the true Church to his Lutheran antagonist
Gellius Faber, wrote that in the true Chruch "the name, will,
Word, and ordinance of Christ are confidently confessed in
the face of all cruelty, tyranny, tumult, fire, sword, and
violence of the world, and sustained unto the end"; i.e.,
failure to endure the "pressing cross of Christ" betrayed a
weak believer or an unbeliever.40

This was the reason why

Anabaptists sought to encourage each other not to give up.4l
There were some Hessian Anabaptists who expressed a poignant,
and yet simple summary statement of a theology of martyrdom
when they declared that "if we are punished because of our
belief and are called heretics, liars, or erroneous, we bear
it with patience and humility and try to find comfort in the
Holy Scriptures."42

This uncomplicatedly states that the

true Church is a suffering Church (Martyrergemeinde).43
39

Anabaptists frequently cited Christ's challenge:
". . . h e that taketh not his cross, and followeth after
me, is not worthy of me [Matthew 10:37-38]." Ibid., p. 799.
40

C.W.M.S., p. 741.

41por example, Lenaert Plovier exhorted his wife from
prison: "Dear Maeyken, though sometimes persecution, tribulation and distress arise, yea, bonds and imprisonment, as
is daily seen in us and in others who want to be obedient
to the truth; let us not on this account cease to walk this
way, or to follow the truth." Martyrs' Mirror, p. 641. Hans
Heutrock, in his testimony of January 17, 1538, stated, as
he was about to be executed, that he was glad to be able to
die for Christ because it afforded him the opportunity to
testify concerning his faith. Wappler, Thuringen, p. 456.
4

^0uellen Hesse, p. 179.

43

Anabaptists taught that the kingdom of God would
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Recognition of the Anabaptists' conception of the true
Church as a suffering Church is fundamental to an understanding of their approach to history.

Anabaptists are not unique

in world or church history because of the persecution they
experienced, for evil, pain, and suffering have been common
experiences for all mankind.

However, the intensity and

the persistence of the hardships they experienced resulted
in a quest to find meaning in their suffering, for without
that meaning, endurance of tribulation simply for the sake
of one's faith would not only be meaningless but unnecessary
also.

Anabaptists were not satisfied with just any explana-

tion for the suffering they were undergoing.

They desired

experience suffering from the beginning of history unto the
apocalyptic end. Thus, Anabaptists concluded that if the
true Church was a suffering Church, and if their contemporaries' churches were not suffering but persecuting churches,
then their contemporaries' churches were not true churches.
This syllogistic reasoning is evident in an interrogation of
an Anabaptist merchant, Jacques D'Auchy, in Leeuwarden in
1559. Martyrs' Mirror, pp. 591-611. D'Auchy, quoting from
Eusebius, contended that the early Christians were "considered seditious persons, accursed villains, and enemies of
God and every creature. . . . "
The inquisitor agreed but
immediately reacted to D'Auchy's implied analogy, namely,
that the Anabaptists were like the early Christians and the
inquisitor and his cohorts were like the early persecutors.
The inquisitor retorted that it was "those who had no knowledge of the gospel," pagans, who persecuted the early Church;
but "after they [Christians] had gained a prince to the
faith [Constantine], they had rest. . . . "
The culmination
of early church history, the inquisitor concluded, was when
Theodosius "caused the proclamation of an edict . . . to put
to death the heretics, namely those who were rebaptized [Donatists], like your sect." D'Auchy objected stating that such
a conclusion was totally inconsistent with the "instruction
of Christ and his apostles" who nowhere in the Scripture advocated persecution. The inquisitor's reply that "that was
because they were not powerful enough, and had neither king,
nor prince, nor magistrate" clearly reflects the Augustinian
"compelle intrare" reasoning described above (pp. 190-94).
Ibid., pp. 602-04. See also, Friedmann, "The Essence of Anabaptism," p. 8.
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to account for their pressures to such an extent that they
could find ultimate purpose and ultimate meaning in them.
In their probing the realm of ultimate meaning, as is true
of all such investigations, they encountered a void which
they concluded only hope and faith in God could fill.44

In

other words, they concluded that life was only meaningful if
purpose could be found which transcended empirical facts.
The more lucid the goal or consummation of history became,
the easier it was for them to account for their pain and difficulty.

Thus, Anabaptism became a future-oriented movement,

and. its eschatology provided a frame of reference which help
ed its adherents to orient themselves to the ultimate goal
and purpose of life, namely, obedience to Christ in the Kingdom of God, in the crises they faced from day to day. 46
Anabaptism1s eschatology was based upon the premise
that only God could reveal the future which He sovereignly
44see Kaufman, "Ontological Anabaptism," p. 81.
45john Tonkin provides some helpful insight into Anabaptism on this point. He suggests that "to be oriented toward
the transcendent, understood in historical terms, does not
mean preoccupation with a world beyond, but rather the continual acknowledgment of a claim upon man in this world, and
a continual openness to judgment and renewal. The acknowledgement of this transcendent claim confers upon man a new
freedom—freedom from the tyranny of all those penultimate
concerns which would exercise their idolatrous sway over him,
and freedom, therefore, for nonidolatrous participation m
the world." The Church and the Secular Order in the Reformation , p. 175.
46

Jerome Segers urged his wife Lijsken, from his prison
cell in 1551, to "look not to death, but through death" to
the glories of the life to come. If she were oriented to
this, he was confident that she could be longsuffering in
her "tribulation, and patient in suffering, and wait for
her deliverance, for God had promised to reward those who
suffered rightly. Martyrs' Mirror, p. 512.
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controlled, and only He could provide ultimate meaning or purpose for the present in the light of that revealed future. 47
Not only did that premise imply that the future was independent of past events, i.e., history was free to turn in a direction totally unprecedented in terms of past events, but
also it presumed that their philosophy of history was completely dependent upon a theological conception of history
as salvation from sin and suffering. 48

Anabaptists found no

satisfactory answer to their queries about the ultimate meaning of their suffering in the suggestions of their contemporaries or in the philosophies of history of the world.

They

47

Jerome Segers opened his letter to his wife with an
entreaty to "constantly have the the Word of the Lord before
your eyes. . . . "
By this he meant, based upon the thrust
of the remainder of the letter, that if she did not orient
to what God taught in the Bible about the future, her fallen reason" would deceive her to draw improper conclusions
about current circumstances and to make decisions which
would cause her "to be moved from" her faith. Ibid. Friedmann points out that because they believed that the kingdom
of God would untimately triumph, Anabaptists drew upon this
eschatological hope to sustain them in their difficulties.
Theology of Anabaptism, p. 112.
48

In a letter to a church in Amsterdam, dated November
14, 1558, Menno Simons described life as ". . . the laborious way of our hard pilgrimage, so full of trouble, which we
must lead through the trackless, cruel waste, so long as we
are in this life." Since this was so, Simons claimed that
the true Christian should not "dread death so" because it
meant that the individual could then "cease from sin and
enter into a better life." In describing this future, better life, Simons indicated that "the old, crooked serpent
[Satan] shall no longer bite them [Christ's disciples] in
their heels. No ache nor ill shall touch them [any] more.
Death, the last enemy, is overcome. Their tears are washed
away, and their souls are in lasting rest and peace in the
Paradise of grace. . . . They are come . . . to enter into
the eternal marriage feast, prepared in heaven for all the
chosen ones by the blood and death of Christ.
From this
theological conception of history, Simons concluded:
Reflect on this [the above] and be consoled in these [difficult] times." C.W.M.S., pp. 1058-59.
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believed that these ideas addressed only the realm of secular
events; consequently, they worked out a theology of history
whereby they systematically interpreted the history of mankind in such a way that they were able to unify it, make it
cohesive and coherent, and direct it toward ultimate meaning.
Anabaptists made their understanding of history a matter of
faith because they believed that ultimate meaning for history could only come from beyond history, and since God was
all that existed beyond history for them, faith in God's
revelation, the Bible, was what gave them the answers they
needed for their present circumstances.49
From their study of God's revelation to mankind, and
especially the person and work of Christ, Anabaptists delineated four elements which they implemented in the establishment of their theology of history: history had a source, a
scope, a course, and a consummation.

Each element was depend-

ent upon scriptural data for its definition and development,
but the first and last elements were especially reliant on
biblical material because, in the case of the former, it
antedated history, and in the case of the latter, it was
yet to occur.

In the delineation of the source of history,

49in his treatise The Cross of the Saints, Simons confidently asserted that "all afflicted and oppressed Christians who now labor under the cross of Christ are comforted
in the firm hope of the life to come; and they leave all
tyrants with their heathenish mandates to God and His judgment
But they continue unmovable with Christ Jesus and His
holy"word. . . . " Ibid., p. 613. Joris Wippe concluded his
third letter to his seven children from prison in 1558 with
an equally confident statement based upon his reliance upon
biblical revelation: "Herewith I take my leave from you ^
forever, my dear children, until at the resurrection . . .
when we are reunited in Heaven. Martyrs' Mirror, p. 587.
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any view of creation is, in the end, clearly a matter of
faith, and Anabaptists did not hesitate to assert that history was the creation of a transcendent God who was both
self-existent and self-sufficient.50

They believed that

the universe and mankind were the result of a special act
of God, and after creation, God assigned man the task of
mastering nature for man's good and God's glory.5^
Since God had created the world and all mankind, Anabaptists believed that the scope of history was both universal and unitary.52

They taught a broad, all-encompassing

approach to history because they understood God's creation
to be broader than a particular class, city, nation, or
culture.

They believed that all mankind was linked with

50

Felix Manz believed that God is the omnipotent creator
"who rules all things absolutely." Quellen VI, p. 49. Similarly, Menno Simons taught that God is "the creator of all
things, who holds heaven and earth in His hand, who rules all
things by the Word of His power. . . . " C.W.M.S., pp. 29596. See also his treatise, Confession of the Triune God,
Ibid., pp. 489-98; and Pilgram Marpeck's Rechenschaft seines
Glaubens (1532) in Writings of Marpeck, p. 113.
5

lciaus Felbinger told the Council of Landshut in 1560
that "heaven and earth are the Lord's and all men are His.
. . ." Friedmann, "Felbinger's Confession," p. 147.
52

See George Huntston Williams' assessment in "Sectarian Ecumenicity," pp. 141-60. Williams asserts that the Anabaptists, "while maintaining the essential unity of mankind
in the first and Second Adam, . . . reasserted the moral accountability of man everywhere and the freedom of his will
to choose . . . whom to serve in perfect freedom. By thus
accenting the potential solidarity of mankind in the Second
Adam, the Anabaptists had won essential ground for a more
universal view of human history, a more responsible view of
Christendom's stewardship of the Gospel, and possibly a more
realistic view of man[kind] and men, of sin and accountability, than more broadly humanistic Zwingli and the more class
bound Luther." Ibid., p. 153.
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Adam, who was its federal head and responsible for its ultimate condition—depraved by

sin.53

when sin entered the

human race by Adam's disobedience, a temporary dualism was
also introduced into human history, namely, the kingdom of
God versus the kingdom of Satan.

The Anabaptists account-

ed for this dualism by teaching that God's creation of man
with free will gave him the option to obey or disobey His
prescriptions.54

By choosing to disobey, Adam placed man-

kind in opposition to the kingdom of God.

Man's fallen na-

ture and his finitude have subsequently combined to cause
him to misuse his will, to become self-serving, and to hold
God in c o n t e m p t . T h u s the battlelines between the kingdom of God and the kingdom of the world were drawn in bold
relief by the Anabaptist doctrine of Original Sin, and the
battlelines of this dualism were amplified all the more by
their emphasis upon Christ's single explicit reference to
the relationship of Christianity to culture, i.e., render
S^Menno Simons indicated that he believed that Adam
stood as representative of the human race: " . . . Adam was
in the beginning created and we in him. . . . " And later,
he revealed that he held Adam responsible for man's depravity: " . . . how entirely sinful, impure, poisoned, powerless, and weak we all have become in Adam. . . . " C.W.M.S.,
p. 817; cp. pp. 52,60,130,134,240,290,311. See also Myron
S. Augsburger, "Conversion in Anabaptist Thought," M.Q.R.
36(1962):243-55, and Richard E. Weingart, "The Meaning of
Sin in the Theology of Menno Simons," M.Q.R. 41(1967):25-39.
5 4piigram Marpeck, for example, stated in his Rechenschaft of 1532: "Here there is no coercion, but rather a
voluntary [freywilliger] spirit in Christ Jesus our Lord.
Whoever does not desire [this spirit] let him remain outside; whoever desires it let him come and drink freely,
without price." Writings of Marpeck, pp. 112-13.
55

See C.W.M.S., pp. 804-05.
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what is due to both God and Caesar.56

The Anabaptists, how-

ever, did not teach that this dualism was a permanent condition.

It would, in God's own time and way, be brought to a

close.57

History, according to the Anabaptists, was God's

time for the "wheat" and the "tares" to grow up together in
the world, so that at the end of history He would separate
the two for eternity.5^
Following essentially the Augustinian model in the City
of God, Anabaptists believed that history was under the sovereign control of God and was being directed linearly toward
a goal.59

Furthermore, they computed time from a central

56

Simons described the battle between the two kingdoms
in his treatise The Cross of the Saints; " . . . the battle
of the cross will have to be fought, this winepress of sorrow
trod. . . . Your life [as Christ's disciple] is but an incessant warfare on earth. Contend valiantly and you will receive
the crown promised." Ibid., p. 621. In Reply to False Accusations , he stated: ". . . w e [Anabaptists] have obeyed them
[the magistrates] when not contrary to the Word of God. We
intend to do so all our lives. For we are not so stupid as
not to know what the Lord's Word commands in this respect.
Taxes and tolls we pay as Christ has taught and Himself practiced. We pray for the imperial majesty, kings, lords,
princes, and all in authority. We honor and obey them.
I Timothy 2:2; Romans 13:1." Ibid., p. 549. See also
Writings of Marpeck, p. 150.
57

The end of the conflict between the kingdoms was understood to be a future event; therefore, Anabaptists drew upon
those passages of Scripture which referred to Christ's return
to Earth to establish the preeminence of His kingdom as evidence of this claim. See, for example, Pilgram Marpeck's
Clare Verantwortung of 1531 in Writings of Marpeck, pp. 45-51.
5

^Marpeck stated: "Also, through Christ, God alone knows
how it stands in the heart of man, whether it is right before
God or not. This inner church will only be revealed by the
coming of the Lord Jesus Christ, at which time He will transfigure and reveal the hearts with Him." Ibid., pp. 421-22.
59

While they often questioned why things happened to
them, Anabaptists knew that history had a goal and was being
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event—the life and work of Christ—from which they moved
forward or backward.60

History, they believed, focused on

Christ whether it was viewed from creation forward, during
which time Christ was promised and foreshadowed, or from the
present backward, during which time the promise was fulfilled and Christ was revealed.61

Both prior and subsequent to

this central event, God took the initiative, and men were
to respond either through the anticipated work of Christ or
through the realized work of Christ, depending upon the era
in which they lived.

Prior to Christ's life on Earth, God

preserved a "remnant" which ultimately narrowed to focus on
Christ.6

2

the Church

The New Testament equivalent of the remnant was
>
f
(£KK.Xn<rt<*)

which expanded to include the world-

wide community of believers.63

Original Sin, standing at

sovereignly directed to that goal even though their current
circumstances seemed to contradict that tenet. For example,
in a letter to his wife from his prison cell in Cologne in
1558, Thomas van Imbroeck wrote: "Therefore let us be resigned and say within ourselves: '0 Lord, Almighty, King, all
things are in Thy power; if it is Thy will to restore unto
me my husband, there is none that can resist Thy will.'"
Martyrs' Mirror, p. 581.
60see Ibid., p. 990; Menno Simons, The Cross of the
Saints in C.W.M.S., pp. 587-602; Wenger, "Theology of Marpeck,"
p. 230; and Stauffer, "Theology of Martyrdom," pp. 189ff.
61van Braght stated: "After the fall, divine service
had respect altogether to Christ. Truly, God promised His
Son to men, represented Him by types, and finally gave Him
to them. In the meantime, the fathers who were before the
advent of Christ, hoped in Him, longed for His coming, and
ordered and founded all their divine services, whatever these,
according to the time and the command of God, might be, on
His only and eternal reconciliation." Martyrs' Mirror, p. 21.
62gee Writings of Marpeck, pp. 131-33,561.
6^This subject was discussed above in chapter five.
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the beginning of history, represented man's greatest need,
salvation; and Christ, as the central event of history, was
God's unique intervention into history to provide the solution for man's dilemma.

Thus, for the Anabaptists, Christ

fundamentally changed the course of history.

His interven-

tion in time by His life and the provision of salvation by
His death secured a strategic victory over the kingdom of
the world; therefore, Anabaptists saw themselves as living
on the "victory side" of history.64

This belief is what

gave the Anabaptists their inner poise and stability to endure difficulties, for they knew by faith that while life
would go on as usual externally, the future would ultimately be different since it was founded upon the empirical
events of Christ's life; i.e., their hope was anchored in
their faith in the accomplished facts of Christ's work. 65
64

Since Christians were not responsible for bringing
history to its consummation, Menno Simons asserted in The
Blasphemy of John Leiden (1535): "Therefore let every person
beware and observe the Scriptures carefully, and he shall see
that the Lord Himself will destroy at His coming and punish
all His enemies who would not submit to Him.
. . . Scripture clearly testifies that . . . Christ will
come again . . . saying, 'For the Son of man shall come in
the glory of His Father, . . . and then he shall reward
every man [believer and unbeliever] according to his works.'"
C.W.M.S., p. 47.
65

Note what is recorded concerning George Wagner of
Emmerich who was apprehended in Munich on account of his
faith. Since he would not recant, "he was severely tormented, . . . but he was steadfast and immovable in that which
God had given him to know. Hence he was finally sentenced
to the fire and death [1527]." Martyrs' Mirror, p. 416.
Jelis Bernaerts concluded his 1559 prison letter to his wife
with: "Therefore, my most beloved, have good courage, and
be of good cheer and patient in all your tribulation, and
stand firm in the faith, steadfast unto the end, so that even
as we are now separated from each other by much tribulation
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The only meaning Anabaptists were able to find in the
course of history was derived from their teaching concerning
the immanence of God in human history.

Anabaptists taught

that if God were only transcendent, man would be in a hopeless situation; however, they experienced great hope and comfort in their correlative teaching that God was also immanent. 66

They believed that the hope and comfort acquired

from God's immanence in history was best illustrated in the
incarnation, death, and resurrection of Christ, but they
also saw His immanence in the human conscience, in prophecy,
and in divine institutions such as marriage and family or
government.

Anabaptists taught that God's immanence was also

evident in His choosing a select people for His special blessings.

In the pre-incarnation era they saw Israel as the

people God chose to bless in a special way, and He frequently
intervened in human affairs on their behalf.

In the post-

ascension era, Anabaptists believed that they represented
the new godly remnant who, because of their commitment to
and suffering, we may meet in the day of resurrection, and
thus rejoice forever with one another, and reign with the
Lord and all the saints, and all the angels of God forever
and ever." Ibid., p. 629. Menno Simons encouraged his
readers to ". . . b e of good cheer and full of consolation.
. . . for all who persecute you shall be as grass. . . .
the desirable day of your release is at hand; the day in
which you shall stand with great constancy against those
who have afflicted you, and have taken away . . . your life.
Then [when Christ returns] . . . they [your enemies] shall
acknowledge too late that emperor, king, . . . power, sword,
and mandate were nothing but earth, dust, wind, and smoke."
C.W.M.S., p. 613.
66simons indicated that only an immanent God could be
"our only hope in need—and will preserve his spirit unbroken
among prisons, fire, and water." C.W.M.S., p. 586.
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Christ, were distinctive and thereby singled out by the
world for persecution.67

What united this new remnant was

not natural status; rather, their solidarity was based upon
their common faith in the work of Jesus Christ.68

Although

faith in Christ was an individual matter, this new remnant
was an international entity.

All those who embraced this

faith belonged to the new remnant which assemblage Anabaptists called the Church.6^

Every believer in the Church

was to be about God's business here on Earth by evangelizing the lost and by serving as a social conscience for the
kingdom of the world by means of his godly life.70
67

That they saw themselves as God's current "remnant"
is revealed in Janneken van Munstdorp's letter to her infant
daughter before her martyrdom. She entreated: " . . . fulfill my request, always uniting with them that fear God; and
do not regard the pomp and boasting of the world, nor the
great multitude whose way leads to the abyss of Hell, but
look at the little flock of Israelites who have no freedom
anywhere and must always flee from one land to the other as
Abraham did. . . . " Martyrs' Mirror, p. 986. There are
numerous references to the Anabaptists' belief that they
often suffered because of their pure conduct. Menno Simons,
for example, stated that the Protestant clergy who stirred
up persecution clung so "to human sophistry that they can
neither be convinced nor taught with the powerful Word of
God, with the unblamable lives, the courageous confessions,
or with the innocent blood of so many godly saints."
C.W.M.S., p. 166.
68

See Williams, The Radical Reformation, pp. 858ff.

6

^Anna of Rotterdam called it God's "poor, simple,
cast-off little flock (Luke 12:32). . . ." Martyrs' Mirror,
p. 454. John Claess called it "the little flock which
is persecuted for the Word of the Lord." Ibid., p. 469.
7

^This is why Hiibmaier urged his hearers to deal with
their sins immediately or suffer the consequences on Judgment
Day. Quellen IX, p. 341. In his Epistle to Martin Micron
(1556), Simons warned: "The truth is set before them [our
opponents] by the grace of God in such power and clearness
that no man can undo it with the Scriptures nor contradict
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Anabaptists, then, viewed their life as one of faith in the
finished work of Christ which enabled them to endure whatever
happened with faithful expectation, and they offered freedom
from the oppressiveness of life to the world about them.71
As has been stated already, history was not only meaningful because God was directly and indirectly involved in
it, but also because He was directing it toward an ultimate
goal.72

Anabaptism's teaching concerning the consummation

it with reason. Therefore it would be well if our opponents
would see [the Truth] more clearly so that they may . . .
stand before the throne of His Majesty in eternal joy."
C.W.M.S., p. 942. Michael Sattler told those at his hearing
that he was responsible to God for witnessing about his faith
in Christ from the Scriptures, and he concluded that "if we
cannot be discharged from the law, we are ready to suffer for
the Word of God . . . for the sake of faith in Christ Jesus
our Savior." Martyrs' Mirror, p. 418. Again, Simons explained to his readers that "because of our teaching and writing
[we] are cursed, loathed, hated, reviled, persecuted, and
eagerly condemned to death by innumerable persons. . . . The
roaring lions gnash their teeth at us. . . . [They] rage
against us in unspeakable tyranny . . . [and] against all
those who accept and fulfill in deed our doctrine with believing, faithful, obedient hearts." C.W.M.S., p. 292.
See also Williams, The Radical Reformation, pp. 844-45.
71

John Claess, in seeking to encourage his family, wrote
them in 1544 from prison in Amsterdam: ". . . if we should
consider suffering, we would never get out of it; but we must
look beyond it to the eternal reward. I joyfully comfort
myself in the Lord; do so also." Martyrs's Mirror, p. 469.
72in his 1527 letter to the church at Horb, Michael
Sattler indicated that although his death was imminent, he
desired to continue his work. However, he was sure that "the
Lord can certainly raise up for Himself another laborer to
complete His work. Pray that reapers may be driven out into
the harvest, for the time of threshing has come near. . . .
The world has arisen against those who are redeemed from its
error. The gospel is testified to before all the world for
a testimony. According to this the day of the Lord must no
longer tarry." Legacy of Sattler, p. 61. Several Hutterites wrote to fellow believers in Hesse in 1538: "We wait
and prepare ourselves in patience, truth, and godliness for
the instant when the King and Bridegroom is to appear from
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of history was logically implied in their kingdom theology;
i.e., the conflict between the two kingdoms was ultimately
to be resolved by Jesus Christ's imminent, personal second
coming (xrtxgoo <rt<a) to Earth. 7 ^

While these eschatological

teachings were carried to tangential extremes by some in
the Radical Reformation, the post-Munster Anabaptists were,
largely, moderate by comparison.74

Anabaptists believed

that history was moving towards its designed objective
because Christ was the supreme Lord of history.75

They

heaven together with the angels of His power, to give vengeance with flaming fire to all those who have not become obedient to His word. And then we will be found saintly and
blameless before Him and may have all confidence that we will
enter together with Him into the glory and joy of eternity."
Quellen Hesse, p. 181.
7

-^Anabaptists believed that "the present time [of conflict] is short." Martyrs' Mirror, p. 798. Though sorely
tested, Christ's kingdom would "not pass away, and His kingdom . . . [would] not be destroyed." C.W.M.S., p. 48. Until
Christ returned, His kingdom was not to be established with
the sword, but . . . through much suffering." Ibid., p. 49.
Because no one knew when Christ would return, everyone was
urged to "watch keenly all the days of your life for the unforseeable coming of our beloved Lord Jesus Christ. . . . "
Ibid., pp. 417-18. Thus the warning: "Watch and pray; the
Day is at hand, and comes speedily when we must all stand
before the impartial judgment seat of our God, who judges
without respect to persons, and will reward every one according to his works, be he emperor or king, doctor or professor, rich or poor, man or woman." Ibid., p. 833. See
also Martyrs' Mirror, pp. 469,491,496,745,755.
74

See Norman Cohn, The Pursuit of the Millennium: Revolutionary Millenarians and Mystical Anarchists of the Middle Ages, rev. ed. (New York: Oxford University Press, 1970),
pp. 234-80. However, there were extremists even after Miinster. A pocket of them were in Thiiringia in the 1530's.
See the story of Hans Romer in Wappler, Thiiringen, pp. 3844. Such extremism was usually shunned and denounced by
the Anabapists. See C.W.M.S., p. 49.
75

when he assessed world events against the eschatological teachings of Scripture, Menno Simons was confident that
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were not disturbed that fifteen hundred years had passed
since Christ's ascension, nor did they, as a general rule,
despair because of their present tribulations and suffering.
Rather, delay and painful conflict with the world enhanced
their trust in Christ's promised return.76

The Anabaptists

believed that the same God who sustained them in persecution
and death was able to bring history to His predetermined
destination, and they taught that the promises of triumph
and joy in Heaven would not be experienced by Christ's
disciples unless they proceeded in this life by way of the
cross.77

Anabaptists expected that God would vindicate

the "last days" of human history were at hand.
pp. 348,597,1047.

C.W.M.S.,

76

Walter of Stoelwijk wrote in 1541: "Behold, all ye
believers, who now suffer tribulation, anguish and persecution for the truth, for a little season, consider these words
and take comfort: do not let it terrify you or grieve you,
and though tribulation is not pleasing to the flesh, remember
that for a little sorrow you shall receive eternal joy. . . ."
Martrys' Mirror, p. 461. A further explanation was offered
by Herman Vleckwijck in 1569 when he was interrogated. He
explained that Christ delayed His return because the number
of martyrs had yet to be fulfilled. When it was, Christ
would return. Ibid., p. 798; cf. pp. 693,772,913,987.
77

In a letter entitled "Encouragement to Christian Believers," dated June 1556, Menno Simons wrote: " . . . fear
not, but be comforted in the Lord. For He is such a faithful, pious King. . . . Not the least of His promises shall
fail you [concerning the future]. He will be our shield and
great reward. Therefore neither doubt nor waver, for it is
but a small matter to endure the heat of the sun, tribulation,
fear, oppression, temptation, plunder, persecution, prison,
and death for a short time. The messenger is already at the
door, who will say to us, 'Come ye blessed, enter into the
glory of the Lord.' Then will our brief mourning be changed
to laughter, our momentary pain into endless joy." C•W.M.S.,
p. 1047. Similarly, Jelis Bernaerts wrote his wife in 1559:
"Hence be of good cheer, my most beloved, even though still
much more tribulation should come upon you; for know that we
through much tribulation and suffering enter into the kingdom of God." Martyrs' Mirror, p. 6 24.
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them at the end of history when He would mete out judgment
upon the world; i.e., all men had a future whether for reward or punishment.78
The Anabaptists' faithful hope in the consummation of
history was not based upon reasonableness or rational considerations; instead, it was unshakeable conviction that history
was determined by God's redemptive purposes and actions in
time.79

Everlasting life was not wishful thinking, nor was

hope a matter of passive resignation to the events of life.
Because Anabaptists did not separate faith and practice,
^ R e g a r d i n g punishment of evildoers, Simons wrote:
" . . . all who persecute . . . shall be as grass, and all
their power and glory as the flower of the field"; and,
"These tyrants with their bloody mandates will have an end
and all our [true Christians'] persecutors, executioners,
and torturers will cease." C.W.M.S., pp. 613,1047. Remarks
from several martyrs almost sound vindictive: " . . . the
Lord will avenge the blood of his saints and witnesses, and
require it at their hands"; "now our life is accounted madness and our end to be without honor; but when the Day of
the Lord comes it will be found quite differently"; and "they
will get their reward for having . . . lorded it over the
little flock." Martyrs' Mirror, pp. 462,613,723. Because
they believed such judgment was certain, Simons warned their
persecutors: "Stand in awe of Him . . . who rules all
things with the Word of His power, before whom every knee
shall bow. . . . When He calls, you must come to court . . .
no matter who you are. . . . In that place there will be no
escaping. . . . When He calls, you have to be there and give
account. . . . It will be a little while and the wicked is
no more. . . . "
C.W.M.S., pp. 612-13. Regarding the rewards
for the righteous, Simons wrote: "We will follow the Lamb,
adorned in white garments with . . . crowns upon our head.
Neither ill nor pain nor pangs of death will touch us [any]
longer, but we will forever exalt, praise, and thank [,] in
inexpressibly great joy and glory [,] the Lamb [Christ] who
sits on the throne." Ibid., p. 1047.

79

For example, Pilgram Marpeck indicated: " . . . Christ
will accomplish what He has promised, the revelation of His
glory by means of His physical return (Luke 21). To prepare
for His coming, the King, Christ, has already begun to send
ahead messengers. . . . " Writings of Marpeck, pp. 46-47.

276
their faith in God's sovereignty and Christ's ultimate return to reward His disciples stabilized them in the most
trying circumstances of life.80

Their confidence that what

God said in His Word about the future was true encouraged
them to persevere in hardship.81

Their conviction that

Christ's work had solved man's spiritual plight caused them
to commit themselves to a life of obedient discipleship.
And their understanding that Christ could return at any time
caused them to assert discipline within the church and in
their individual lives in order that they might assure the
purity of the "body of C h r i s t . T h e y also sought to
share their faith with the world so that the world might
decide about Christ's work for them before it was too late.83
®^After discussing the momentous events surrounding
Christ's return, Menno Simons stated: "With this day in
view, all afflicted and oppressed Christians who now labor
under the Cross of Christ are comforted in the firm hope of
the life to come." C.W.M.S., p. 613. Also note Marpeck's
stability because of his confidence in Christ's return in
Writings of Marpeck, p. 314.
^^Thomas van Imbroeck, who at age twenty-five was beheaded for his faith, wrote his wife in 1558 from Cologne:
"Yea, if the Lord should count me worthy to testify with my
blood to His name, how greatly would I thank Him, for I hope
not only to bear these bonds with patience, but also to die
for Christ's sake, that I may finish my course with joy; for
I would rather be with the Lord, than live again in this
abominable, wicked world; however, His divine will be done.
Amen." Martyrs' Mirror, p. 579.
82in a letter entitled "Exhortation to a Church in
Prussia," dated October 7, 1549, Menno Simons warned: "Wait
for His [Christ's] appearance, for He will come as a thief
in the night, in the hour we do not expect it. Happy that
man who will not be surprised by Him." C.W.M.S., p. 1035.
8 3suffering and death were viewed as a means God used
to bring glory to Himself and to win many to His kingdom,
i.e., the Tertullian idea that the blood of the martyrs was
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Clearly, Anabaptists sought to keep the redemptive events
of history (Heilsqeschichte) distinct from and superior to
the secular events of history (Weltgeschichte).84
From this theologically shaped interpretation of history, Anabaptists formulated an equally theologically influenced philosophy of life to provide teleological meaning for
the one phenomenon of their lives, suffering, which raised
more dilemmas than anything else for them.

At the root of

this antinomy was the issue of theodicy—how does one reconcile God's providence with man's free will, God's justice
with the existence of evil?

Again as before, Anabaptists

drew heavily from their kingdom theology which stated that
the seed of the Church. The Burggrave of Altzey, Dietrich
von Schonberg, stated: "The more [Anabaptists] I cause to
be executed, the more they increase [in number]." Martyrs'
Mirror, p. 437. Menno Simons told Gellius Faber that God
"knows that I seek not wealth, nor possessions, nor luxury,
nor ease, but only . . . the salvation of many souls. Because
of this, I with my poor, weak wife and children have for eighteen years endured excessive anxiety, oppression, affliction,
misery, and persecution. . . . when the preachers repose on
easy beds and soft pillows, we generally have to hide ourselves in out-of-the way corners. . . . When they are greeted
as doctors, lords, and teachers by everyone, we have to hear
that we are Anabaptists, bootleg preachers, deceivers, and
heretics, and be saluted in the devil's name. In short,
while they are gloriously rewarded for their services with
large incomes and good times, our recompense and portion
must be fire, sword, and death." C.W.M.S., p. 67 4. See
also Franklin H. Littell, "The Anabaptist Theology of Missions," M.Q.R. 21(1947):5-17; also Williams, The Radical
Reformation, pp. 844-45,862-65.
84

Helpful in the examination of this matter are studies by Hans J. Hillerbrand, "Anabaptism and History," M.Q.R.
45(1971):107-22; Franklin H. Littell, "In Response to Hans
Hillerbrand," M.Q.R. 45(1971):377-80; Bernard McGinn, "Angel
Pope and Papal Antichrist," Church History 47(1978):155-73:
W. Stanford Reid, "The Kingdom of God: The Key to History,"
Fides et Historia 13(1981):6-15; and Richard Lovelace,
"Response to 'Kingdom of God: The Key to History,'" Fides
et Historia 13(1981):16-22.
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life was "incessant warfare on earth."85

p o r them the

"cross" became an "ensign of those who serve and follow
Jesus, the captain of the faith," and they, as Christ's disciples, were "soldiers under the bloody banner of Christ.
This analogy clearly implied hardship, suffering, and death
for many "Christian soldiers," and it was reinforced by their
teachings on baptism.

Baptism and death were frequently

interrelated in Anabaptist writings, to the extent that
baptism was viewed as the commencement of a way of life
which could very likely end in martyrdom. 87

This was what

Grebel meant when he wrote Miintzer that Christians are baptized into suffering and death.88

So, suffering and death

85c.W.M.S., p. 621. Stauffer points out that the phrase,
"bloody theater," in the title of the Martyrs' Mirror suggests
that Anabaptists' martyrdom was a spectacle to which the world
thronged. "Theology of Martyrdom," p. 201. See also William
Keeney, "Basic Beliefs of the Dutch Anabaptists," in No Other
Foundation: Commemorative Essays on Menno Simons, ed. Walter
Klaassen (North Newton, Kansas: Bethel College, 1962),
pp. 23-26.
8^Martyrs' Mirror, p. 357. Menno Simons described the
courageous faith of Tjaert Reynerdson, who was tortured for
providing Simons with housing, as like that of a "valiant
knight of Christ, after the example of his Lord." C.W.M.S.,
p. 634. He also indicated that one of the signs of the true
Church was its endurance in persecution. Ibid., p. 774.
^Baptism symbolized death to the "old life" and the
embarkation on a new one. But further, it was understood by
each individual to be baptized that by aggressively living a
godly life, he endangered his physical life and would have
to expect persecution and even marytrdom at the hands of the
world. Hans Hut stated that when a person desired to be baptized, no other obligation was required than that he desire
to live according to the teachings of the Word of God, that
he desire to manifest love toward everyone, and that he expect the cross each day. Quellen II, p. 42. See also Martyrs ' Mirror, p. 198; and Klaassen, Anabaptism: Neither
Catholic nor Protestant, pp. 20-25.
SSQuellen vi, pp. 17ff.
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were understood to be inherent consequences of the cosmic
warfare between the two kingdoms.8 9
Suffering and death were also understood to have both
an immediate and an ultimate benefit to the individual believer.

Anabaptists maintained that there were some quali-

ties God could not build into their lives any other way than
through suffering.9 0

Thomas van Imbroeck explained to his

wife that his imprisonment was a beneficent act of God because now that their prior comfortable life had ended, God
could teach them dependence on Him in a way impossible before and could build qualitative virtues into their lives.91
Walter of Stoelwijk suggested that some suffering came from
the disciple's need to have his errors corrected or his sin
89

Algerius, an Anabaptist student at Padua who was
burned to death in Rome in 1557, wrote a letter which expressed a common Anabaptist attitude: "On earth I have no
. . . place of rest; my home and country are in heaven; I
seek the new city of Jerusalem. . . . Behold I am already
on the way; there is my sweet home, my riches, my parents
and my friends, my pleasure and my honor; I have no fear
that I shall miss them.
All these earthly things are but shadows; they are all
transient, and a vanity of vanities to those who miss the
hope and essence of eternal life." Martyrs' Mirror, p. 571.
90

Menno Simons indicated that: " . . . [God's] eternal
wisdom knows very well our poor weaknesses, and since earthly
ease, peace, and prosperity would so much like to overthrow
us before our God and destroy us, make us careless, contrary,
lazy, and drowsy, therefore He has appointed the cross to
serve as a rod that keeps watch over His own, by which He as
a
faithful Father keeps His dear children in discipline and
piety, rouses them, and makes them go forward. . . . it [the
cross, suffering] constantly adds to the piety of the pious,
turns them away from the world and the flesh, makes them revere God and His Word. . . . " C.W.M.S., pp. 614,619. See
also Martyrs' Mirror, pp. 658,905.
9-t-Martyrs' Mirror, p. 581.
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chastened.92

Suffering valiantly and maintaining poise even

unto death edified and encouraged fellow believers to persevere because that was understood to be illustrative of God's
provision in the most extreme circumstances of life.93

In

addition to these objective explanations, there was a more
mystical suggestion offered by Jerome Segers in a letter to
his imprisoned wife.

He explained that her release was de-

layed further because God wished "to reveal His power and
strength in you, against all those who resist the truth."94
In the absence of any explanation of immediate or ultimate good in suffering, some Anabaptists became philosophical about their hardships.

Van Imbroeck confidently assert-

ed that since believers seldom questioned why God graciously
provided abundant blessings, they should likewise not question suffering when it came.95

Lenaert Plovier accounted

for his apprehension and imprisonment simply as an act of
92

He called this suffering "necessary and profitable
chastisement" which proved sonship in the family of God.
Ibid., p. 460. The reference may be to Hebrews 12:5-11.
93

Jerome Segers wrote his wife Lijsken, also in prison
in Antwerp, that he desired to lay down his life because it
would redound "to the praises of the Lord and the edification
of all that fear him." Ibid., p. 514. Poise in the face of
death was also understood to be a means of drawing new converts to their faith. See Ibid., pp. 495,525,557,839,991.
Michael Sattler indicated that he was willing to give up his
life in order to convince people of their sinful living.
Quellen VII, p. 81. See also the impact of the beheading
of Sicke Snijder on Menno Simons prior to his conversion.
C.W.M.S., p. 668.
94

Martyrs' Mirror, p. 514. This obvious reference to
II Corinthians 12:9-10 is a common one among Anabaptist
martyrs.
95

Ibid., p. 580.

This reference may be to Job 2:10.
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God's mysterious, sovereign will.96

Even though he did not

understand his tribulation, Plovier concluded:

"we must love

God above everything else; rather forsake all, than forsake
God." 97

The sovereignty of God in history, then, was surety

(pignus) which provided security for Anabaptists when their
hardships seemed totally senseless as Willem Droogscheerder
summarized:

. . we will not be afraid of their threats

and blows, though they run like mad dogs.

The Lord holds

their hearts in His hand; they cannot hurt a hair of our
head without the will of our Father."98
Anabaptists also taught that persecution often came as a
response by the world to their pure and godly way of life."
This theme was reiterated over and over in Anabaptist writings
many different ways.

Jerome Segers, for example, saw their

rejection as fulfillment of Christ's prophecy that His
96piovier p U t it:
Ibid., p. 642.
97

"the Lord has now so ordered it.

Ibid. Jerome Segers
this point when he stated:
the name of Christ, so long
in word, work, and thought.

indicated that he concurred on
"It is utterly in vain to bear
as we are not conformed to him
..."
Ibid., p. 508.

"ibid., p. 569. Menno Simons reiterated the same
principle when he wrote: "I do not esteem my life more
than the beloved men of God did theirs. Only perishable
and mortal flesh which must sometime die can be taken from
me. . . . Not a hair can fall from my head without the
will of my heavenly Father; and if I lose my life for the
sake of Christ and His testimony, and for sincere love
for my neighbor, I certainly know that I will save it in
the life eternal." C.W.M.S., p. 194.
"Menno Simons believed that a Christian could not live
in obedience to the Word of God without encountering opposition from the world. Thus, he stated that the Scriptures
are "declared with much suffering and sealed with blood."
C.W.M.S., p. 109.

II
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disciples would be "rejected by all men (Matthew 10:18;
24:13)."10°

Though they knew that their faith would be

generally rejected by those about them, Anabaptists taught,
nevertheless, that each believer was responsible to know
what he believed, to confess it boldly before men, and to
be able to defend it when called into account. 101

Before

they expressed their faith, whether by confession or defense,
Anabaptists were expected to demonstrate the reality of that
faith in their manner of life. 102

The usual reasons cited

for practicing beliefs before expressing them were twofold:
first, the imminent return of Christ required such godly
preparation and, second, such preparation could only benefit
100

Martyrs' Mirror, p. 512.

101

Menno Simons illustrated this conviction in his
treatise Christian Baptism: " . . . these miserable men
cruelly cry against us, saying, 'Heretics! heretics!
Drown them, slay them, and burn them!' And this for no
other reason than that we teach the new life, baptism on
confession of faith, and the [Lord's] Supper in both elements in an unblamable church. . . . They do this because
we rebuke all false idolatry, and the damnable carnal life,
and point to the blessed Christ Jesus alone, and to no
other means of salvation. . . . "
For their articulate
expression of their faith, Simons concluded, they were
"miserably abused, slandered, and persecuted by all men."
C.W.M.S., pp. 232,236.
10

2see Thomas van Imbroeck's remarks in Martyrs'
Mirror, p. 580. Harold S. Bender suggests that Anabaptists
chose to live their faith and endure whatever consequences
might follow that courageous stand. "Anabaptist Vision,"
p. 84. This, of course, was consistent with their definition of faith as both assent and obedience, belief and
practice. Illustrative of this belief are the Anabaptists
of Griiningen, who in their petition to the State Parliament
in Zurich, stated: "We hope you will let us continue to
hold on to the Truth, but if that is impossible, we are
prepared to suffer for the sake of the Truth through the
grace and power of God which has been given to us." Quellen
VI, p. 238.
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the believer in conflict.10^

Both doctrine and life were

necessary, then/ if the disciple were to witness effective—
ly about his faith to the world in such a way as to warn it
of "eternal death in hell and the wrath of God." 104
At first glance there seems to be precious little to
motivate any Anabaptist to prepare himself to live a godly
life and to explain and defend his faith.

They knew that

regardless of how well they could give account of their
faith it would be largely rejected, and they knew further
that, since arguments would avail little, martyrdom was
the surest proof of their faith. 105

For those wrestling

with disillusion stemming from this dilemma, Menno Simons
wrote words of encouragement:
If we honor Him, thank Him, serve Him, and
walk in His commandments, possessing our souls
in patience, no matter how lamentably we are
persecuted, oppressed, smitten, robbed, and
murdered . . . yet shall the day of our release
arrive. . . . 1 0 °
The day of release which Simons referred to was a concept he
borrowed from Anabaptism's teaching about the consummation
of history.107

Anabaptists believed that God would draw

103

Van Imbroeck explained: " . . . take heed to yourselves, and be always prepared; for we know not the hour [of
Christ's return]. Watch therefore, and keep your garments
clean. . . . Be always ready for conflict." Martyrs' Mirror,
p. 580.
104

C.W.M.S., p. 348.

105

See the testimony of Joos Kindt, Martyrs' Mirror,

p. 546.
106

C.W.M.S., p. 348.

107

Simons taught that God would redress all wrongs,
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history to a close with a mighty display of His power and
His justice, thereby giving history its ultimate meaning
and resolving the problem of theodicy.-'-®®

The belief that

there was coming a day when God, in the last great redeeming event of history, would vindicate believers emboldened the Anabaptists in their days of persecution.109

God's

judgment was not understood to be vindictive, nor was it
described in vengeful terms, but it was usually described
as a "righteous judgment" which evaluated each man's deeds,
not his faith.HO
The hope of that day of justice was, understandably, a
major theme in Anabaptist literature.

That hope, reinforced

by promises they knew from the Scriptures, was what built
endurance and patience into their l i v e s . m

However, that

reward the righteous, punish the wicked, and end all suffering at the end of history. Ibid., pp. 46,48,109,582,618.
lO^See the letter Jorg Leinhardt and Peter Loss wrote
from prison in 1538 in which they stated that God, the Judge
of the universe, will mete out justice to everyone at the
Last Judgment. Quellen Hesse, p. 202.
l°9Note, for example, the retort of Hans van Overdam and
Hansken Keeskooper to their interrogators in prison: " . . .
you may do with us as you please (Jeremiah 26:14), as far as
God will permit; but take good heed what you do, for there
is a Judge still higher than you. . . . you fight against
God . . . for which it will go hard for you, unless you repent." Martyrs' Mirror, p. 490.
llOpelix Manz taught that Christ was returning to the
Earth to judge "everyone according to his deeds." Quellen
VI, p. 94. See also Leinhardt and Loss' testimony in Quellen
Hesse, p. 203. This was why they urged the landgrave to examine their writings, speech, and conduct in the light of
God's Word.
H l B e c a u s e he was concerned that his imprisoned wife
might not endure in her continued suffering, Jerome Segers
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hope did not necessarily dispel grief and sorrow in suffering.

In fact, expressions of anguish are fairly common in

martyr accounts.

The emotion Lenaert Plovier expressed to

his wife from his prison cell in Antwerp in 1560 is illustrative of what often appears in martyr accounts:
. . . be not discouraged, neither grieve very much,
though I know that you will grieve; but do not
grieve too much lest you have to take to your bed,
or fall sick. . . . Some of the hardest things for
my flesh to bear are, that I must leave you and
the children. . . . I should have liked to see and
converse with you once more, but . . . [it] would
be very hard for you and for me, to part from each
other, although it is very hard for me now, though
we do not talk with each other. . . . H 2
The trauma of his situation did not disorient him from his
hope, however, for interposed in this expression of deep
inner turmoil, was an utterance of his belief in a just
future:

". . . if we never see each other again according

to the flesh, we may find each other in the hereafter."113
exhorted her to "constantly have the Word of the Lord" before
her eyes. Martyrs' Mirror, p. 512.
H2ibid., p. 642. Similarly, Janneken van Munstdorp
before her martyrdom wrote her one-month-old daughter: "Oh,
that it had pleased the Lord that I might have brought you
up! I should so gladly have done my best with respect to
it; but it seems that it is not the Lord's will. . . .
So
I must also leave you here, my dearest lamb; the Lord that
created and made you now takes me from you: it is His holy
will." Ibid., pp. 986,987.
H3ibid., p. 642. The same pattern appeared in Joris
Wippe's third letter to his children in 1558, namely, first
an admission of the presence of grief ("comfort your mother,
and often . . . read to her a chapter or two [from the Bible]")
and then an expression of hope for the future ("herewith I
take leave from you forever, my children, until at the resurrection. . . ."). Ibid., p. 587. Anabaptism's orientation
to the future stabilized its adherents in the pressures of
their lives because it taught that Heaven was their real
home and place of peace. Ibid., pp. 623,665,677. Furthermore, Heaven meant reunion with loved ones and friends
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It was this understanding of what they believed was God's
purpose for their lives that distinguished Anabaptists from
their contemporaries as a people with a clearly delineated
philosophy of life, based as it was on their theology of history.

Their awareness of God's kingdom set them apart from

their peers, and their nonconformity contributed significantly
to their persecution.

But since suffering was understood to

prepare the disciple for the future life with Christ, yieldedness (Gelassenheit), as supremely evidenced in the willingness to suffer, became an important test of faith.1!4
The persecution Anabaptism experienced in the sixteenth
century transformed it into a "remnant church."

To survive,

it developed a theology of martyrdom which defined the Christian life as one of suffering and death—the way of the cross.
In their attempt to understand God's purpose for such a life
for His children, Anabaptists found meaning in their troubled lives in a theology of history which was oriented to
the future.

They determined that God was the source of his-

tory, which included the entire human race.

But since Orig-

inal Sin brought depravity upon mankind, a temporary dualism
subsequently appeared in which every individual determined,
by an act of free choice concerning Christ's death and resurrection, which kingdom he would serve.

For those who accept-

ed Christ's work, a life of the cross awaited them because
already dead or martyred.
114

Ibid., pp. 521,628,671,713,772,942.

Janneken van Munstdorp entreated her infant daughter to "seek when you have attained your understanding this
narrow way though there is sometimes much danger in it to
the flesh. . . . " Ibid., p. 984.
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they were expected to live as pilgrims in a hostile, foreign
land awaiting Christ's return to end the dualism, vindicate
and promote His faithful disciples, and judge and punish the
world for rejecting His work on its behalf.

Thus, kingdom

theology with its emphasis on the future and its goal-oriented approach to life greatly influenced every aspect of the
Anabaptists' lives.
The Anabaptists' Weltanschauung began with the realization that both Christ and the world desired to possess them.
As disciples of Christ, their task was to live life in such
a way that they conformed to Christ's commands and avoided
the snares of the world.

This task, they believed, could

only be accomplished if they maintained the unity of their
faith and practice.

And if faith was being and living, then

the old division of sacred and secular had to be rejected.
All of this life was a preparation for the next, so whether
they considered their life as a citizen of society or their
personal life as a Christian, Anabaptists operated on a
single, biblical ethic; i.e., their Christianity was integrated into (or superimposed upon) every aspect of life.
True, the persecution often became so intense that they
sometimes feared annihilation.^5

yet that same persecu-

tion helped the early Anabaptists separate more completely
l^Menno Simons prayed: "Dear Lord! Grant that the
wrathful dragon may not entirely devour Thy poor little
flock, but that we, by Thy grace, may in patience conquer
by the sword of Thy mouth; and may leave an abiding seed,
which shall keep Thy commandments, preserve Thy testimony,
and eternally praise Thy great and glorious name." C.W.M.S.,
p. 742.
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from the world and shield their children from its corrupting
influences.

Separation and nonconformity, however, opened a

new dilemma for Anabaptism.

In separating completely from

and in being committed to a life of nonconformity to the
world, Anabaptists jeopardized the relevance of their message and the effectiveness of their evangelism.

The temp-

tation to withdraw to protect their way of practicing their
faith was strong, but to remain in the milieu of life and
not compromise the essentials of their faith, that was a
way of life which was worthy of esteem and respect.

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS
From the moment of its inception, it has been necessary
for Christianity to resolve numerous dilemmas that arise
from its inevitable associations with society.

These dilem-

mas, which became to a great extent interminable because of
the course that was established by Jesus Christ, have often
taken one of two forms.

In order to fulfill Christ's com-

mission to evangelize the world, Christianity has had to determine the extent to which it could accommodate itself to
society, thus making its message relevant, without compromising its true esssence.

The other dilemma faced was how

Christianity could consolidate its advances once it spread
without losing its original orientation to the life of the
organism, e.g., losing that orientation by being satisfied
with simply perpetuating the well-being of the organization.
In more than nineteen hundred years of church history, only
one thing can be established conclusively in resolving these
dilemmas

Christianity has not developed a universally ac-

cepted or proven strategy to resolve them.
The history of the Church is replete with a seemingly
infinite variety of proposed and attempted denouements for
these dilemmas, and the sixteenth century is no exception
to the continuing cacophony.

The later years of the Middle
289
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Ages provided both the principles and the impetus that enabled the Reformers to rethink the approach that Christianity should take in order to resolve those two issues.

In

1517 when Luther precipitated widespread reform of the
Church's approach, most reform-minded elements in Christendom initially supported it.

However, when his ideology

began to appear schismatic or revolutionary after a few
years, those concerned about a nonschismatic procedure to
accomplish reform began to drift from the gradually apparent "Protestant" manner of reform.

As this shift away from

Luther was growing, Anabaptism began to emerge—not from
the Catholic element but from the Protestant.
In the early 1520's, the Protestant reform movement was
distinctive enough to be differentiated from the Catholic reform movement, but in many areas it had not yet removed theological ambiguities.

However, as these ambiguities began

to be addressed, for example, Luther's delineation of the
implications of forensic justification, dissenters, among
them the Anabaptists, maintained that the Protestant reform
was moving away from what they understood to be the true
essence of reform.

Even though they supported the break

with Rome and the supremacy of the authority of the Bible,
Anabaptists defined Christianity with a different set of
theological priorities and presuppositions, and by early
1525, their creation of an alternative to the Magisterial
Reformer's suggestions concerning the relationship of Christianity and society was essentially complete.

Perhaps, then,
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Walter Klaassen is correct in proposing that Anabaptism was
neither Protestant nor Catholic.
Few areas provide as great an opportunity to observe
Anabaptism's uniqueness as their attitude about the pursuit
of holiness or godly living.

The Anabaptists' concerns for

truly Christian conduct were founded upon their teachings
of the Bible because they believed that purity of life was
neither possible nor necessary without its direction and
assistance.

Scripture was their supreme authority, and it

was absolutely inerrant and thereby trustworthy.

Since they

believed that it could and must be interpreted by each believer for himself, there was no excuse for failing to apply its precepts and abide by its injunctions.

Even though

mankind was understood to be totally depraved, that did not
prevent the quest for godliness from being actualized because
Christ's work on the Cross provided the possibility of renewed spiritual life.

Furthermore, the Holy Spirit came to in-

dwell the believer in order to enable him to imitate Christ's
life after the point of salvation.

Thus, Anabaptism's sote-

riology taught that both a new nature and divine enablement
awaited the individual who by faith appropriated these provisions .
Once the believer was endowed with these supernatural
provisions, the same faith that made them his was subsequently expected to be evident in his obedience to God's Word and
in works of faith.

This new life was publicly announced by

means of the baptism of the adult believer.

Not only did
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baptism symbolize death to the old life and commencement of
a new life, but it was also understood to be a bond or a
covenant between the assembly of believers and the individual to aid one another mutually in their pursuit of holiness.
In order to assure the constancy of this mutual aid, Anabaptists taught that the true Church was a voluntary entity composed of belivers only.

Such an exclusive definition of the

Church, understandably, shook the very core of the sixteenth
century Weltanschauung.

Thus, it is little wonder that when

they therewith taught the corrollaries of separation of
church and state in areas of faith and general religious
toleration, they experienced extensive persecution.
In the context of external persecution and internal,
church discipline, the Anabaptists described their way of
practicing Christianity as discipleship.

Discipleship pro-

vided not only the technique by which they could accomplish
their objective of imitating Christ in conduct and life, but
it also provided the means by which they could express their
philosophy of history.

Anabaptists taught that history was

being directed linearly towards an objective by God's sovereign omniscience and omnipotence.

Concurrently, the en-

tire human race was obliged to determine which of the two
powers vying for their allegiance—God or Satan—they would
embrace.

If an individual chose to become a part of the

kingdom of God, eternal life in Heaven awaited; whereas commitment to the kingdom of the world condemned one to Hell.
The former meant a life of a pilgrim in an alien, hostile
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land, while the latter meant a life which enjoyed the temporary pleasures of this earthly existence.

Anabaptists,

then, found answers in their theologically shaped philosophy
of history for the persecution, suffering, and martyrdom
they experienced.

They saw themselves as aliens whose con-

duct was offensive to the world; therefore, opposition confirmed the veracity of their message—all who will live godly
must suffer persecution.
The Anabaptists' outlook on life balanced the realism
or negativism of persecution in this earthly life with the
optimism and hope of a glorious future life with Christ in
Heaven.

Persecution for holy living here was more than com-

pensated for there.

Thus, the burden with which Anabaptists

were concerned was evangelizing the world about them.

To

accomplish this task, they employed two tools: a distinctly
Christian way of life and a relevant, poignant message.
That they lived a conspicuously godly life is borne out by
both their admirers and their opponents, and their relevant,
poignant message is well documented in their straightforward
attack on sin and evil wherever they saw it regardless of the
cost to themselves.

Their message was that salvation does

not come from human effort or an accurate creed.

Salvation

was provided once and for all for everyone who would trust in
Christ's work on the Cross.

And having trusted that work,

the believer was obliged to pursue a life under the Cross.
Since it is the nature of quantitative societies to
judge the worth of an individual, a movement, or a nation in
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terms of what it bestowed to history, words like "heritage,"
"legacy," or "contribution" often imply more than relationships, causality, or results.
ing, and worth.

They often imply value, mean-

Thus, the individual or group whose legacy

is deemed larger, more conspicuous, or in some way superior
is frequently not only shown deference but just as frequently deemed exemplary.

If a quantitative standard such as this

is the only legitimate yardstick by which data should be
measured, then most of Anabaptist history could be considered a minor or insignificant episode in the Reformation, as
Claus-Peter Clasen suggests.

If, however, the Anabaptists

are measured by another criterion, they may not only be worthy of study but also of emulation.
While assessments of Anabaptism have noted a broad
spectrum of innovations, contributions, and items making
them significant and worthy of historical inquiry, scholars
agree upon relatively few things that make the Anabaptists
truly noteworthy.

Among the areas upon which most agree

the Anabaptists have exerted historical influence are their
emphases upon a voluntary church, the separation of church
and state, and a pluralistic society.

However, even these

were not transmitted directly to us by the Anabaptists; thus,
Roland H. Bainton is correct in pointing out that these
things come to us more directly by means of the Puritan
revolution and the French Revolution.

Regardless of

whether or not the Anabaptists were able to exert direct
influence on subsequent history, their inherent value for
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historical investigation need not be questioned since one
of the historian's tasks is the investigation of people
without reference to their race, creed, or quantitative
contribution.
As in determining the extent to which church and state
should be separated, there is also a dilemma in determining
the extent to which history and theology should be separated.
Recently, at a symposium sponsored by the Sixteenth Century
Studies Conference, Hans-Jiirgen Goertz stirred debate among
Anabaptist scholars when he suggested that they should utilize only a "methodological atheism" in their research and
subsequent writing.

As desirable and lofty a goal as objec-

tivity is in historiography, the varieties of historical
writing have demonstrated that it is possible to write a
history independent of theology, but the opposite appears
to be virtually impossible.

Those matters to which theol-

ogy draws attention need to be examined in their historical
context on the basis of historical materials before a suprahistorical meaning can be assigned.

Thus, Jeffrey Burton

Russell is correct when he asserts that the least significant theological statement is a historical statement.

Rather

than debate the relationship of history and theology or criticize the extent of Anabaptism's legacy, it seems more important to seek understanding of and meaning in who the Anabaptists were, what they believed, and how they lived.

There-

fore, this examination of various theological statements by
the Anabaptists concerning their pursuit of holiness is not
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only legitimate but also worthwhile historical inquiry,
since the Anabaptists' theological interpretation of life
and of history actually occurred, was to a great extent the
product of past events, and was subsequently perpetuated.
More specifically, however, Anabaptism is significant
because of its challenge to the theological status quo.

Ana-

baptism demonstrated that renewal is not dependent upon the
creation of new organizations, institutions, agencies, or
structures in order to realize the objectives of renewal,
rather, all that seems to be necessary is personal discovery, appropriation, and implementation of biblical direc
tives.

Furthermore, Anabaptism illustrated the possibility

that Christianity can create new forms or expressions to
meet changing conditions in any society in any period of
time without being cajoled, forced, or coerced.

The Taufer

akten documents the remarkable spread of Anabaptism across
Switzerland, down the Rhine valley into Germany and the
Netherlands.

However, even though Anabaptists were well

on their way to becoming an evangelistic church committed
to fulfilling Christ's Great Commission, they ended up becoming a remnant church because of persecution.
The persecution of Anabaptism stemmed largely from
their frontal assault on the corpus christianum.

Philosoph-

ically, Anabaptism differed from both the Magisterial and
Catholic Reformers in the way they related Christianity to
society.

Christianity, they believed, was to be kept as

distinct from society as possible.

It was not only to be
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inflexible to society, but it was also not to compromise on
any point essential to its witness or its obedience to God.
In their attempt to define relevant Christianity, Anabaptists
determined that the true Church was a confessional, exclusive
church which was lay-oriented, sacramentarian, taught in the
vernacular, was committed to "community" (Gemeinde) or organismic life.

And, Anabaptists believed that religious tolera-

tion, not religious uniformity, contributed to the political
and socio-economic tranquility of their various homelands.
Thus, their emphasis was upon diastatic transformation of
individuals in community rather that a corporately-guided,
synthetic reform of society.
The Anabaptists' diastatic philosophy of life and ministry raised numerous problems for them.

One problem they

had to face was the problem of survival.

By teaching that

the state was a secular institution, and that Christianity
did not create culture but rather influenced it, Anabaptism
challenged the sacralist reasoning of their contemporaries.
This challenge was considered to be so dangerous to the status quo that Anabaptists came under a persecution of such
intensity that its very existence was endangered.

Since

few things are more disruptive or injurious to a segregated
church than friendly enemies, this opposition was profitable
to Anabaptism.

It was precisely because they were so perse-

cuted and powerless that they searched the Scriptures to
find an explanation for their difficulties.

It was from

these investigations that they worked out their extensive
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explanation and interpretation of life.

And it was perse-

cution that obliged Anabaptists to determine whether they
should flee the opposition by migrating to the frontier to
live in a segregated community (for example, the Hutterites
or Amish) or stay in the community where they were, forge
out a way to accommodate to society without compromising the
essentials of their faith, and formulate a program whereby
they could retain the next generation without losing it to
the corrupting influences of the world (for example, the
Mennonites).
A second problem posed by their diastatic view of life
was the problem of internal cohesion.

Doctrinally, Anabap-

tism taught many things that would seem to divide and separate members from their fellows.

Anabaptists made salvation

a personal matter of establishing a relationship between a
man and God.

Once converted, the believer was considered a

priest in his own right who, by the Holy Spirit's direction,
could interpret the Bible for himself and arrive at ultimate,
authoritative Truth.

And by de-emphasizing hierarchy and by

encouraging the apostolicity of the laity, Anabaptism, from
strictly a theological point of view, found itself with a
potentially centrifugal situation.

That Anabaptists were

generally centripetal in practice can only be accounted for
by the "beneficial" aspects of persecution and other doctrinal positions which superceded those teachings which encouraged individualism.

Since they believed the Church was a

community of saints, interdependence among members had to
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be axiomatic.

This interdependence was encouraged through

their teachings on mutual aid and church discipline.

But

what is significant from our perspective of four hundred
years later is that Anabaptism demonstrated that diversity
need not be disruptive to harmony.

Rather, cohesion and

cooperation in a setting of diversity should betray a mature commitment to a hierarchical ethic for living.
Anabaptism did not propose a Christianity that had a
spiritualized theology on the one hand and a strictly humanistic ethical system on the other.

Anabaptists fused their

theology and their ethics, their faith and their practice,
their beliefs and their life.

Anabaptism1s theology had im-

mediate relevance to every aspect of life every day of the
week.

It provided answers to the disillusioning problems of

life, it provided comfort in the reverses of life, and it
provided hope when nothing else in life made sense.

Thus,

while Anabaptists may not be studied so much for their contribution to history, they should, at the very least, be
studied for the value of their endeavors.

They took a stand

on their convictions in the light of what they believed
would affect eternity regardless of what their fate might
be in history.

They did not suggest that the way of the

Cross was a strategy for living, or for that matter, a
philosophy of life, but rather it was a relationship between
man and God to be lived as He directed despite circumstances.
Whether or not that approach to life finds contemporary approval is not the issue.

The fact remains: theirs was an
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interpretation of life which provides an answer to the ul
timate questions people ask and historians investigate cen~
tury after century.
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