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Studies in Church History 

Reformation in Europe  

The Anabaptists 

 Preface  

It is into the context of the Reformation in Europe we turn to examine a somewhat strange and 
yet most remarkable group within this period of the Reformation. Known as the 'radicals of the 
reformation', the Anabaptists, for us independent Christians, present a most significant group 
of believers. We perhaps owe more to the Anabaptists than we care to admit. The main 
significance of the Anabaptists is their desire to be totally independent of the State.  

The main Reformers - Luther, Zwingli and Calvin were all of the belief that there could never 
be a Church independent of the State. They had been brought up in the context of the Catholic 
Church, which, from the days of Constantine in the 4th century, was totally at one with the 
State. In fact, the Catholic Church sought to dominate the State and exercise control in all 
matters of government.  

From around the 9th century the Popes had begun to interfere with the State and take on a 
distinctive political role. The Reformers, therefore, having been nurtured in this context, 
accepted the point that the Church had to work alongside the State. Calvin even wanted 
Geneva to be a model Christian city with the evangelicals involved within the political scene. 
Both Luther and Calvin had made an appeal to the "Christian Magistrate" or the governing 
power as an instrument for the reformation of the Church. It has been called "The Magisterial 
Reformation", because its principle is reformation through the State. Basic to this thought is 
that the reform of the Church must be by means of the power of the State. Thus, the 
Reformers embraced the concept of a "territorial Church" in which all the citizens of an area or 
country were included by virtue of their infant baptism. Infant baptism was regarded as your 
"birth certificate" to both the Church and the State.  

Now, the Anabaptists, having studied their bibles concluded that it was unscriptural to have a 
State - Church. They openly rejected the concept of the "Territorial Church". They protested 
that the Reformers had not gone far enough in their Reformation. Had not Jesus said, "Give to 
Caesar the things that are Caesar's and to God the things that are God's"? They asked this 
question, "Did the early apostles seek to join forces with the State or were they independent of 
the State?"  

The answer to them was simple; the NT Church knew of no State Church. The State must 
have nothing to do with the Church and the Church should have nothing to do with the State. 
You can see from this how important the Anabaptists are to our heritage of independent 
Churches. It is a point of dispute just how much the origin of the Baptist movement in the 17th 
century owes to the Anabaptists.  

A.C. Underwood in his "A History of the English Baptists", deals with the Anabaptist movement 
at some length under the heading, “Forerunners". In his view, as the Anabaptist movement 
never became an organised group in England (although there were Anabaptists in London) it 
cannot be seen to be the seed bed from which the early Baptists grew. Others, however, are 
of the opinion that the early Baptists developed from a particular evangelical group of 
Anabaptists known as the Mennonites. The founder of the Baptists, John Smyth came to 
Amsterdam and met with the Mennonites and through their influence, Smyth changed many of 
his doctrines. Whether Smyth obtained his view of believers’ baptism from the Anabaptists is 
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not clear, but he certainly came to the same conclusion as them in seeking to establish a 
Church separate from the State and practising only the baptism of believers.  

 1. Who were the Anabaptists?  

 1:1 The Anabaptists must not be considered as one single group. They consisted of mixed 
groups of enthusiastic Christians seeking to take the Reformation much further than the 
Reformers. They covered a multitude of doctrinal opinions and practices. Some of these 
groups were extremely fanatical; others were mystical and contemplative, whilst others were 
soundly evangelical. Their enemies as a term of reproach gave "Anabaptist" the title to them. It 
means "re-baptisers". The Anabaptists objected to the implication that the ceremonial 
sprinkling of water that they had received as infants had in fact been valid baptism. For them, 
baptism could only be given on profession of their faith and therefore could not be given to 
infants. For them, baptism followed faith, it could not precede it.  

1:2 The Anabaptists have been called the "Radicals of the Reformation". This is something the 
Reformers had created (perhaps unconsciously) by bringing Christianity within reach of the 
ordinary man and woman in the street, and showing them that they too had a right to read and 
study the bible for themselves without depending upon the Church for either permission or 
interpretation. The cobbler took his bible home, read it, and found truth for himself. He found 
there the word of life and realised that he did not need academic qualifications or education in 
order to understand what God has caused to be written. These simple people believed that 
every man had an equal right to search doctrine for himself from his Bible. Consequently, this 
led to some Christians challenging the Reformers and demanding a much more thorough 
going Reformation to the extent that they wanted a complete break from the control and 
involvement of the State. This latter issue brought them into contempt and serious trouble both 
from the Catholics and the Protestants. The Anabaptists were seen to be a threat to the 
stability of the nation if they were to be allowed to continue.  

1:3 Some writers have referred to the Anabaptists as the "left wing" of the Reformation 
movement. It was a complex movement of diverse elements. It included not only Anabaptists 
of various types, but also groups which exalted alleged revelations of the Spirit above the 
written word of Scripture, spiritualisers of varying tendencies, indeed, they were "Evangelical 
Rationalists". Grouped under the title "The Radical Reformation" one may find both political 
revolutionaries like Thomas Munster and pacifists like Jacob Hutter. One may find rigorous 
legalists and antinomians, wild fanatics and sober pietists. The Radical Reformation was a 
veritable pot purée of ideas, teachings and practices. Amongst them were the Anabaptists.  

1:4 Whilst being diverse, the "Radical Reformation" was united under this one concern - the 
Reformers had not been nearly radical enough. They wanted not just a "Reformed Church" but 
a "Restored Church". To the Anabaptists the established Church could not be Re-formed, 
therefore Christians had to come away from the Church and begin again. They called for a 
return to the days of the New Testament Church. The Church must be formed on the basis of 
those who were willing to give themselves voluntarily to Christ by personal faith. Faith cannot 
be forced upon a person through some ceremony in infancy.  

1:5 The Anabaptists must not be construed as merely "protesters" for they were also great 
evangelists and missionaries. They took seriously Jesus' commission in Matt 28:19-20 to "go 
into all the world and make disciples". This emphasis was lacking from both Lutheranism and 
Calvinism.  
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2 A Short History of the Anabaptist  

2:1 Late in 1523 an intense debate occurred in the Church in Zurich over the issue of the 
Church's relation to the State. It soon became clear that the city authorities were not keen to 
bring about the religious changes that the some theologians believed were called for in 
scripture. The Zurich Reformer, Zwingli, believed that patience was needed to remain within 
the Church and that one should seek to make the changes through preaching. The more 
radical reformers, however, argued that it was better to be led by the Spirit and initiate 
Scripture backed reforms regardless of the views of the city council. Gradually the gap 
between the two parties increased.  

2:2 Finally, on January 20 1525 came a complete split occurred. On that day the council 
ordered that the radicals were no longer allowed to preach and discuss their views in public. 
That evening, however, the radicals met in a small village outside Zurich, prayed and secretly 
baptised each other. George Glaurock, a priest, was baptised by Conrad Grebel. Blaurock 
then proceeded to baptise the rest of the group. Thus Anabaptism was born and the first Free 
Church of modern times came into being!  

2:3 In spite of the fact that it was illegal from the outset, the Anabaptist movement spread 
rapidly throughout German speaking Europe. Unlike the other Reformers, the Anabaptists 
were not committed to the notion that "Christendom" was Christian. From the beginning, they 
saw themselves as missionaries to people of lukewarm piety and who were only partly 
committed to the Gospel. They divided Europe into sectors for evangelistic outreach and sent 
missionaries out in twos and threes. Many folk to whom they preached felt that the demands of 
Anabaptist discipleship was too great and refused to join them whilst others heard them gladly.  

2:4 Various Anabaptist type groups sprang up spontaneously in various parts of Europe. By 
the late 1520s Anabaptism had spread to Holland, Switzerland and Germany.   

3 Three distinct types of Anabaptists   

3:1 For many years the Anabaptists were given a poor image by historians and the tendency 
was to combine all the Anabaptists together with, what has been called, "the lunatic fringe", 
and thus give them a disreputable name. Apart from this revolutionary group there were at 
least four different types of Anabaptists of which two are still in existence to this day. It is 
important for us to separate off the more revolutionary type of Anabaptist from the evangelical 
and contemplative Anabaptists.  

3:2 The Revolutionary Anabaptists.  

At the end of 1533 an Anabaptist group in the city of Munster, Germany, gained control of the 
city under the inspired and somewhat charismatic leadership of Bernard Rothermann. Early in 
1534 a Dutch prophet and ex-innkeeper named John of Leyden came to Munster and 
proclaimed that he was called to make the city the 'New Jerusalem' and all the remainder of 
the earth would be destroyed. He ran through the streets screaming that everyone had to 
repent. The Anabaptists took to arms and captured the Town Hall. Many of the Lutherans fled 
the city and the Anabaptists appealed to all other Anabaptists in other towns to come and join 
them in Munster.  

3:3 Into this volatile situation Jan Matthys entered, a tall gaunt figure with an imposing physical 
presence. He quickly gained power and preached a sermon stating that God had chosen 
Munster as His dwelling place. He appealed to his followers to purify the city advocating the 
execution of all Lutherans and Catholics, but this was later withdrawn and instead, all non-
Anabaptists were dispelled from Munster. Those who remained were forced into baptism. 
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Many citizens of Munster, in the midst of a severe winter, were driven from their homes and 
businesses and became instant exiles. The outside world, in the mean time was being 
enraged and an army was formed which eventually set a siege against the city.  

3:4 Matthys ordered a variety of demanding practices. All goods were to be shared in a 
'communism' style. Anyone who dared challenge Matthys was instantly executed. All books 
were burned except the bible. This then left Matthys having a complete monopoly on the 
interpretation of scripture.  

3:5 Following the death of Matthys, his disciple John of Leyden (Jan Bockelszoon van Leiden) 
assumed leadership. He began his leadership by running naked through the streets of Munster 
in a wild religious frenzy. His twelve self appointed leaders were called "Israelites" and they 
formed a new moral code that was enforced on everyone. Certain sins were punishable by 
death - blasphemy, seditious language, scolding one's parents, adultery, and backbiting, 
spreading scandal and even complaining. Leyden also enforced polygamy based on the OT 
practice. Any woman who resisted the first man was in danger of execution. Leyden 
accumulated fifteen wives.  

3:6 Leyden soon grew in power and eventually proclaimed himself the new Messiah. He told 
everyone that God had appointed him king over the whole world. He maintained his hold over 
people through prophetic outbursts, appeals to scripture and the use of terror and brute force. 
Meanwhile, outside the walls the army, which involved both Catholics and Protestants, was 
increasing. By April 1535, the siege was having success with a slow trickle of people leaving 
the city, but these were instantly seized and executed by the army. On June 24th, the army 
broke into the city. No mercy was shown except to pregnant women and priests. The killing 
lasted for two day. John of Leyden finally recanted but was tortured to death.  

3:7 For at least one hundred years following the Munster catastrophe the mere mention of the 
name "Munster" was sufficient to destroy any arguments in favour of religious tolerance. 
"God", wrote Henry Bullinger ( friend of Zwingli), "Opened the eyes of governments by the 
revolution at Munster, and no one there after would trust Anabaptists who claimed to be 
innocent".   

3:8 Owen Chadwick divides the Anabaptists into four separate groups distinct from the 
Munster Anabaptists. There were the Swiss Anabaptists founded by Conrad Grebel, one of the 
original founders: then there was the group of contemplative Anabaptists, more akin to 
Quakers (the furtherest away from the revolutionary group) in south German led by Hubmaier 
and Hans Denck; the Hutterite brethren in Moravia, and finally the Mennonites of the 
Netherlands and north Germany. It is to the last two groups that we now turn.  

3:9 The Hutterites.  

From 1529 a little group established itself in Moravia and maintained itself as a peaceful 
community of Hutterite Brothers under their leader Jacob Hutter who was eventually executed 
in 1536. They sought to share all their common goods, no one made any financial profit for 
themselves except for the community as a whole and there was no private property for 
anyone. They made themselves as self-supporting as possible and only bought from the 
outside world in order to benefit the entire group. Like many Anabaptists, they were pacifists in 
principle. Hard work, careful manufacture, an austere life, and restrained consumption meant 
wealth. In the time of peace (1564-1619) the Hutterites of Moravia were well known for the 
high quality of their manufactured good. They were famous as doctors, clock-makers, copyists, 
cutlers and designers of furniture.  
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3:10 The Hutterites were the evangelicals of the Anabaptists. For them, the New Testament 
only was normative for doctrine, ethics and policy. The Old Testament, on the other hand, 
received an allegorical interpretation. Thus the ban (excommunication) replaced the sword 
used by the Israelites. They sought to cleave to the historic Christ. For them His instructions, 
His life, His crucifixion were normative. The imitation of Christ was, for them, the normal 
expression of the Christian life. They took seriously the commission to evangelise the world 
calling upon people to repent.  

3:11 In 1874-1879 the Hutterites came to the United States and settled in South Dakota. Both 
here in Dakota and in Canada Hutterite brothers may be found. In a 120 'brother houses' in 
1954, were found 10,000 members of the community practising community of goods, learning 
English at school and speaking German at home, reading at their services the old sermons of 
the seventeenth century and allowing no new sermons, but allowing farm machinery, cars, 
telephones, and electric light.  

3:12 The Mennonites  

Founded by Menno Simons ( 1496-1561) the Mennonites formed their group in Holland. 
Simons was at one time a Catholic priest but in 1536 he joined the Anabaptists. For twenty-
five years he organised and pastured the stricken companies of Anabaptists in Holland. John 
Smyth, the founder of the English Baptist encountered the Mennonites in Holland. The 
Mennonites were significantly amongst the evangelical Anabaptists and practised the same 
customs and beliefs as the Hutterites. This is not to say that they were all fully orthodox. They 
seemed to recognise no strict doctrine of their own and thus some were almost Unitarians. 
Some of the Mennonites adopted Socinian views and were anti- Trinitarian, whilst others were 
docetic in their Christology.  

3:13 In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries the Mennonites became a numerous and 
influential community in Holland. Today there are some 12,000 in Germany, 20.000 in Holland, 
and 250,000 in America. A modern statement by the Mennonites explains, "Small groups of 
Anabaptist lived without the right to own property or to meet publicly for worship. Some fled, 
many to Russia and North America, seeking freedom to live their faith according to their 
conscience. From the 16th to the 19th century the movement grew little. Due to the expanding 
missionary efforts of the last century today nearly half of all the Mennonites live in Africa, Asia 
and Latin America which is also where the Church is experiencing rapid growth." ( Quote from 
paper "About the Mennonite Church").   

4 What do Anabaptists believe?   

4:1 By 1540 there was a body of beliefs which broadly characterised the Anabaptists as a 
whole. Important among their beliefs was the conviction of what the Anabaptists called 
"discipleship". The Christian's relationship with Jesus must go beyond mere experience and 
acceptance of doctrines. It must involve a daily walk with God, in which Christ's teachings and 
example shaped a transformed style of life. As one Anabaptist put it, "No one can truly know 
Christ except he follow Him in life". This meant, "Resolutely obeying the bright and clear words 
of the Son of God whose word is truth and whose commandment is eternal life".  

4:2 The consequence of being a disciple, as far as the Anabaptists were concerned, were far 
reaching. The Anabaptists rejected the swearing of oaths because of Jesus' words in the 
Sermon on the Mount. They were pacifists and would never go to war nor defend themselves 
against the persecutors. They believed firmly in the separation between State and Church. 
They claimed that they were a "free, unforced, uncompelled people". Faith is a gift of God and 
the authorities exceed their competence when they champion the Word of God with a fist. 
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Christ's true followers were a pilgrim people; and Christ's Church was an association of 
perpetual aliens.  

4:3 What the Anabaptists believed about the Church was even more distinctive. They were not 
interested in simply reforming the Church: they were committed to restoring it to the vigour and 
faithfulness of its earliest centuries. In the scriptures, they read of a Church which was not a 
wealthy and powerful institution - but a family of brothers and sisters in Christ. It existed, not 
because it was recognised by some outside ecclesiastical or political organisation, but 
because God was at work among His people. "The Reformers aimed to reform the old Church 
by the Bible; the radicals attempted to build a new Church from the Bible".  

4:4 It is interesting to note Luther, a main-line Reformer had, like the Anabaptists, maintained 
that faith is wrought in the heart by the Holy Spirit and cannot be forced by man. Luther's view 
of faith ought logically to lead to a separation between Church and State, for since faith is a 
matter of the heart, it is impossible to connect citizenship in a State with membership of the 
Church of the redeemed. Luther seemed at first to have been aware of this. In 1520, he 
defined the Church as "an assembly of believers including all who have truth, faith, hope and 
love". Then in 1522 he made an effort to form a nucleus of heart-felt believers who partook of 
communion in both kinds apart from the rest of the professed members of the Church. 
Furthermore, in 1526 Luther recommended that earnest Christians should meet alone in a 
house for prayer, reading, baptism and the Lord's Supper. "Non Christians", he said, "Should 
be excluded". He was not advocating the separatist principle of the Anabaptists because he 
still believed in the nucleus of believers existing within the territorial Church as leaven - a kind 
of "ecclesiola in ecclesia" - i.e. "a little church within a Church". Strangely, it can be seen that 
Luther's views, as early as 1522 formed, perhaps in some ways at least, the source of 
Anabaptist's ideas. Added to this, even Zwingli, on whose doorstep Anabaptism was born, 
showed reluctance towards infant baptism. He confessed, "Nothing grieves me more than that 
at the present I have to baptise children, for I know it ought not to be done".  

4:5 For the Anabaptists the restoration of the Church consisted in the recovery of true baptism. 
They were not concerned for outward ceremonies for they held that the visible baptism 
symbolised an inner baptism unto a life of stern ethical endeavour and, most probably of 
suffering and martyrdom. The Christ into whom they were baptised was not a "sweet Christ", 
but a "bitter Christ" who offered His disciples the way of the cross- suffering, rejection and 
death.  

4:6 The Anabaptists came to elaborate upon the 'congregational' view of Church authority, 
towards which Luther and Zwingli had inclined in their earliest reforming years. In their 
congregations all members were to be believers, baptised voluntary as adults upon confession 
of faith. Decision making was to be by the entire membership. They were to assist each other 
to live out the meaning of their baptismal commitments.   

5 Why did the Reformers persecute the Anabaptists?   

5:1 To the established leaders of Protestant and Catholic Europe the beliefs and practices of 
the Anabaptists were alarming. The Reformers were, understandably dismayed when news 
spread of Anabaptists interrupting Protestant sermons or attracting the most earnest of their 
parishioners to their own groups. They were also concerned that the Anabaptist's emphasis on 
life as well as belief seemed to challenge the basic Reformation principle of "by faith alone". In 
vain did the Anabaptists protest that their ethical teachings were not a means of salvation - but 
rather an expression of the new life in Christ that resulted from salvation. 
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5:2 The Reformers were not impressed. By 1527, they had determined to root out Anabaptism. 
They viewed the Anabaptists as dangerous not only to the Church but also to the very fabric of 
society itself. Their separation from the State with a refusal to join in the military was seen as a 
rejection of the magistrate and all higher powers. They viewed the Anabaptists as "agitators". 
They felt it their duty to support the State in persecuting the Anabaptists for their refusal to 
swear oaths of allegiance to the State.  

5:3 Compounding their problem was the doctrinal heresies presented by some groups of 
Anabaptists. It was Melchoir Hofmann seemed to teach a docetic view of Christ's humanity. 
Indeed, even from Menno Simons had propagated this heretical view of Christ.  

5:4 The tragic events of Munster had indeed presented both the Protestants and the Catholics 
with good reason for persecuting the Anabaptists. The very term "Anabaptists" became an all 
embracing by-word for fanaticism and disorder. Thus the Catholics and Protests reacted 
violently against the Anabaptist. The Catholics burned the Anabaptists whilst the Protestants 
drowned them.  

Conclusion  

 1. We are compelled to recognise that the Anabaptists constituted a large group of early 
separatist Christians, of which some were a total disgrace to the Reformation itself (Munster), 
whilst others were of a more moderate mind who merely wanted religious tolerance to live in 
peace according to their consciences. If we dismiss the "lunatic fringe" and the more 
doctrinally unorthodox members, we find that within the Anabaptists lies the seedbed of the 
separatists' movement that was soon to break out in England during the seventeenth century.  

2. The Anabaptists provoke questions about the relationship between Church and State that 
need to be answered as we consider the Church in England. Can there be such an institution 
as the "State Church"? Additionally it raises questions about the Ecumenical Movement. 
Should Christians (or Churches) be a part of the World Counsel of Churches? Is reform 
possible?  

3. Finally, there is the issue of "reformation versus restoration". When a denomination begins 
to deteriorate and lose its biblical foundations, should one remain in the said Church seeking 
to reform from within, or should one separate and seek to restore the true Church according to 
basic biblical principles? It has been the habit of many of the past decades to separate and 
form individual evangelical causes on the basis that reformation is impossible and the only 
way forward is restoration. To separate or not to separate, that is the question!  
  
  
 Richard Lee  

  

  

 


