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THE AcoNy OF THE CoNFESSOR - HISTORICALLY CONSIDERED

by
N.S. Tjernagel, PH.D.

Part I. The Agony: 1517-1546

Introduction

Men of God have long known the agonies that Christ-
ians must endure for the sake of the truth. John the
Baptist, preacher of repentance, was beheaded. Stephen
was stoned to death. There is little reason to doubt
that all the apostles, except St. John, were honored
wearers of the martyr's crown. From these beginnings
the number of Christian martyrs in the era of the New
Testament is legion. They made a choice between life
and death, -life everlasting or eternal death.

One of them, Dr. Robert Barnes, was burned at the
stake at Smithfield, London, on July 30, 1540. His
confession of faith, made at the stake, was published
in Germany with a preface by Martin Luther in which
Barnes was referred to by the Reformer as his English
friend, "This holy martyr, St. Robert." Luther added:
"This Doctor, I say, we knew very well and it is an
especial joy to us to hear, that our good pious table
companion and guest of our home, has been so graciously
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called upon by God to shed his blood, for llis Son's
sake, and to become a holy martyr. Thanks, praise

and glory be to the Father of our dear Lord Jesus
Christ, that He has permitted us to see again, as in
the beginning, the times wherein Christians who have
eaten and drunk with us are taken before our eyes, and
from our eyes and sides, to become martyrs, that is, to
go to heaven and become saints.'

A Christian who could speak thus of the death of
one of his friends could scarcely have been overwhelmed
and desolated by the prospect of his own martyrdom.
When Martin Luther made his courageous affirmation at
the Diet of Worms in 1521 he was sure that his own
martyrdom was at hand. It didn't matter. He had his
faith and he had his calling. No personal danger could
persuade him to be unfaithful to His God or to his
vocation.

But it was one thing for his enemies to consider
him a heretic. IHow did he respond to the heresies of
others? The answer to that question is to review his
entire career as a reformer. But how did he react to
the false teachings of his fellow teachers at the Uni-
versity of Wittenberg? How did he deal with his friends
when they erred? We take his activity as the Reformer
of the Medieval Church for granted. How did he react
to faithlessness to the Word of God when it occurred
within the Church reformed, within the circle of his
friends and colleagues at the University, with the Saxon
court? We who find ourselves in the turmoil of the
deteriorating orthodoxy of a Lutheranism that is losing
its footing on the paths of revealed truth may well
look to Martin Luther for instruction and assistance.
He and his spiritual followers who remained steadfast
and rebuilt the temple of truth in the Formula of Concord

may well assist us as we face the same kinds of error
that then threatened the very future of the Lutheran
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Church. We are still the possessors of the Book of
Concord, the enduring monument to their integrity,
their adherence to the truths of Holy Scripture, and
their determination to pass the truths of the apostolic
faith on to succeeding generations.

It has often been said that no religious structure,
decayed and degenerating, has ever returned to its
pristine health and vigor. But surely the collapse
and the regeneration of Lutheran orthodoxy between
the years 1546 and 1580 is an exception to that rule.
What happened in those years is one of the unique
wonders of the history of the Christian Church. If
we, today, find our own Lutheran Church deteriorating
in the same miasma that infected it in the generation
after Luther's death we should by no means be discon-
solate. We have in hand the same remedies as they.

We are certain that the means employed by honest theo-
logians to restore the Lutheran faith in the 16th
century are available and effective for us today. We
may not be able to bring all of 20th century Lutheran-
ism to its original purity and strength. We can assure
that a remnant of Christians will contend effectively
for the faith, and we can make certain that the old
foundations remain firm and strong. God has given us
His Holy Word. The Holy Spirit will continue to en-
lighten us in our effort to find and to keep the truths
revealed to mankind in the Bible. We stand on the
shoulders of giants, the heroic men who produced the
enormously valuable documents that comprise the Lutheran
Confessions.

We shall deal first with the agonies of the confes-
sors in Luther's lifetime from 1517-1546, then with the
agonies of the confessors from 1546-1580, the generation
after Luther's death, and finally apply the lessons
learned to the agonies of the confessors in the Luth-
eran Church in the 20th century.











































































