


Part I. The Agony: 1517-1546 

Introduction 

Men of God have long known t h e  agonies t h a t  Chr is t -  
ians  must endure for t h e  sake of  t h e  t r u t h .  John t h e  
Bapt is t ,  preacher of repentance, was beheaded. Stephen 
was stoned t o  death. There is  l i t t l e  reason t o  doubt 
t h a t  a l l  t h e  apos t l e s ,  except S t .  John, were honored 
wearers of the  martyr 's  crown. From these  beginnings 
t h e  nmber  of Chr is t ian  martyrs i n  t h e  e r a  of t h e  New 
Testament i s  legion. They made a choice between l i f e  
and death,  - l i f e  ever las t ing  o r  e t e r n a l  death.  

One of them, D r .  Robert Barnes, was burned a t  t h e  
s t ake  a t  Smithfield,  London, on J u l y  30, 1540. H i s  
confession of f a i t h ,  made a t  the  s take ,  was published 
i n  Germany with a preface  by Martin Luther i n  which 
Barnes was re fe r red  t o  by the  Reformer as h i s  English 
f r i end ,  "This holy martyr, S t .  Robert. '' Luther added : 
"This Doctor, I say, w e  knew very well and it is an 
especia l  joy t o  u s  t o  hear ,  t h a t  our good pious t a b l e  
companion and guest  of our home, has been so  graciously  
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c a l l e d  upon by Cod t o  shed h i s  blood,  f o r  IIis S O F I ~ S  
sake ,  and t o  become a ho ly  mar tyr .  Thanks ,  p ra i se  
and g l o r y  be t o  t h e  Fa the r  of  our dear Lord Jesus  
C h r i s t ,  t h a t  Ife has  permitted u s  t o  see again, as i n  
t h e  beginning,  t h e  times tvherein C h r i s t i a n s  who have 
eaten and drunk with  u s  a r e  t a k e n  b e f o r e  our  eyes, and 
from our  eyes  and s i d e s ,  t o  become mar ty r s ,  t h a t  i s ,  ts 
go t o  heaven and become s a i n t s , "  

A C h r i s t i a n  who could speak t h u s  of t h e  dea th  of 
one of h i s  F r i ends  could scarcely have been overwhelmed 
and deso l a t ed  by t h e  p rospec t  of  h i s  o m  martpdom.  
\fien Mart in  Luther made h i s  courageous af f i rmat ion  a t  
t h e  Die t  of  Worms i n  1521 h e  was s u r e  t h a t  h i s  a m  
martyrdom was a t  hand. I t  d i d n ' t  ma t t e r .  He had h i s  
f a i t h  and he  had h i s  c a l l i n g .  No personal danger couHd 
persuade him t o  be u n f a i t l ~ f u l  t o  11i.s God o r  t o  h i s  
voca t i on .  

But i t  was one t h i n g  f o r  lais enemies t o  cons ide r  
him a h e r e t i c .  Ilow d i d  lae r e s p n d  t o  t h e  heresies of 
o t h e r s ?  The answer t o  t h a t  ques t i on  i s  t o  review h i s  
e n t i r e  career as a r e f a m e r ,  But how d i d  h e  r e a c t  t o  
t h e  f a l s e  t e ach ings  of  h i s  f e l l ow  t eaehes s  a t  the Uni- 
v e r s i t y  o f  Wittenberg? How d i d  he d e a l  wi th  h i s  f r i e n d s  
when they  e r r e d ?  We t a k e  h i s  a c t i v i t y  a s  t h e  Reformer 
of t h e  hledieval Ciiturck f o r  gran t ed .  Ilow d i d  he react 
t o  f a i t h l e s s n e s s  t o  t h e  Word of  God when i t  occur red  
w i th in  t h e  Church r e f o m e d ,  w i t h i n  t h e  c i r c l e  of  h i s  
f r i e n d s  and co l l eagues  a t  t h e  Un ive r s i t y ,  wi th  t h e  Saxon 
c o u r t ?  We who f i n d  ou r se lve s  i n  t h e  tu rmoi l  of  t h e  
d e t e r i o r a t i n g  orthodoxy of  a  Lutheranism t h a t  i s  l o s i n g  
i t s  f o o t i n g  on t h e  p a t h s  o f  r evea l ed  t r u t h  may we l l  
look t o  Mart in  Luther f o r  i n s t r u c t i o n  and a s s i s t a n c e .  
He and h i s  s p i r i t u a l  f o l l ower s  who remained s t e a d f a s t  
and r e b u i l t  i h e  temple of  t r u t h  i n  t h e  Formula o f  Concord 
may we l l  assist  u s  a s  we f a c e  t h e  same k inds  o f  e r r o r  
t h a t  t hen  t h r ea t ened  t h e  ve ry  f u t u r e  o f  t h e  Lutheran 

Church, We a r e  s t i l l  t h e  possessors of t h e  Book of 
Concord, t h e  enduring monument t o  t h e i r  i n t e g r i t y  , 

herence t o  t h e  trmths of Holy S c r i p t m e ,  and 
t h e i r  determination t o  pass the  t r u t h s  of t h e  apos to l i c  
f a i t h  on t o  succeeding generat ions.  

It  has o f t en  been s a i d  t h a t  no r e l i g i o u s  s t r u c t u r e ,  
decayed and degenerating, has ever returned t o  i ts  
p r i s t i n e  heal th  and vigor.  But su re ly  t h e  col lapse  
and the  regenerat ion of  Lutheran orthodoxy between 
the  years 1546 and 1580 i s  an exception t o  t h a t  r u l e .  
What happened i n  those years is one of  t h e  unique 
wonders of t h e  h i s t o r y  o f  t h e  Chr is t ian  Church. I f  
we, today, f ind  our own Lutheran Church d e t e r i o r a t i n g  
i n  the  same miasma t h a t  infected  it i n  t h e  generat ion 
a f t e r  Luther's death w e  should by no means be discon- 
so la te .  We have i n  hand t h e  same remedies a s  they. 
We a r e  c e r t a i n  t h a t  t h e  means employed by honest theo- 
logians t o  r e s t o r e  t h e  Lutheran f a i t h  i n  t h e  16th 
century a r e  ava i l ab le  and e f f e c t i v e  f o r  u s  today. We 
may not be ab le  t o  bring a l l  of 20th century Lutheran- 
i s m  t o  i ts  o r i g i n a l  p u r i t y  and s t rength .  We can assure  
t h a t  a remnant of Chr i s t i ans  w i l l  contend e f f e c t i v e l y  
f o r  the f a i t h ,  and we can make c e r t a i n  t h a t  t h e  o ld  
foundations remain f i rm and strong.  God has given u s  
H i s  Holy Word. The Holy S p i r i t  w i l l  continue t o  en- 
l ighten  us  i n  our e f f o r t  t o  f i n d  to keep t h e  t r u t h s  
revealed t o  mankind i n  t h e  Bible. We stand on t h e  
shoulders of  g i a n t s ,  t h e  he ro ic  men who produced t h e  
enomously valuable documents t h a t  comprise t h e  Lutheran 
Confessions. 

We s h a l l  dea l  first with t h e  agonies of t h e  confes- 
s o r s  i n  Luther's l i f e t i m e  from 1517-1546, then with t h e  
agonies of the  confessors from 1546-1580, t h e  generat ion 
a f t e r  Luther's death,  and f i n a l l y  apply t h e  lessons 
learned t o  t h e  agonies o f  t h e  confessors i n  the  Luth- 
eran Church i n  t h e  20th century. 


















































