Baptist History
Lesson 3

I) Anabaptists

By the 16th century, Anabaptists were all over Europe. They regarded Catholics, Lutherans and Calvinists as unbaptized. They were advocates of believer baptism and a regenerate church membership. Dorner wrote, “This malady of Anabaptism and fanaticism had, in the third and fourth decades – 1520-1540 – spread like a hot fever through all Germany; from Suabia and Switzerland along the Rhine to Holland and Friesland, from Bavaria, Middle Germany, Westphalia and Saxony, as far as Holstein.” (Dorner, Geschichte der protestantischen Theologie, 132. Munich, 1867).

Many Baptist writers feel that if such persecution would not have been on the Baptists, the Reformation would have been primarily a Baptist movement.
John Christian, in Volume I of his “A History of the Baptists,” writes “The wholesale slaughter of the Peasants, in 1525, caused the spread of Anabaptism, in the next twenty-five years, all over Europe. Cities and districts which had been friendly to Luther went over to the Anabaptists, and thousands of trades-men were to be counted as their adherents. (Guy de Bres, Racine, Source et Fondement des Anabaptistes, 5. Ed. 1555). The Archbishop of Lund, Imperial Ambassador with the King of Rome wrote July 9, 1535, that while thousands of them had been killed "there is a great quantity of this sect in several parts of Germany" (State Papers of Venice, V.29). Albertus Hortensius writing, in 1548, affirms: "The Anabaptists have increased with marvelous rapidity in all places" (Hortensius, Tumultum Anabaptistarum).

Pierre Bayle (1648-1706), a professor of philosophy at Rotterdam, says the Anabaptists were peaceable people. He wrote: “Could it only produce those who were put to death for attempts against the government, its bulky martyrology would make a ridiculous figure. But it is certain that several Anabaptists, who suffered death courageously for opinions, had never any intention of rebelling. Give me leave to cite an evidence, which cannot be suspected; it is that writer (Guy de Bres) who has exerted his whole force in refuting this sect. He observes that its great progress was owing to three things: The first was, ‘That its teaching deafened its hearers with numberless passages of Scriptures. The second, That they affected a great appearance of sanctity. The third, That their followers discovered great constancy in their sufferings and death. But he does not the least hint that the Anabaptist martyrs suffered death for taking up arms against the state, or stirring up rebellion” (Bayle, Historical and Critical Dictionary, I 287 note).
John Christian says that the Anabaptists read little other religious literature outside of the Bible. They used the Waldensian Bible and Luther’s translation once it was written, as well as translations done by their own leaders, Hatzer and Denck. The Anabpatists would have Bible readings in which they’d read Scripture and then expound on what they read. This was a common practice. (Belfort Bax, Rise and Fall of the Anabaptists, 163-165. London, 1903)
“To realize regeneration among men was the Anabaptist aim, and if they failed, the noble and exalted thought which animated them, and for which they strove, must not be depreciated. They have deserved in this particular the respect of an unprejudiced later age, before a thousand others; and they seem in the choice of means to attain this end, to have been generally worthy of respect. It was not so much the advocacy of’. the doctrine of regeneration that was so noticeable and characteristic of them, but the that they held on so hard for its realization. They stood in their conscience much higher than the world about them, and, therefore, was not comprehended by it.” (Hast, Geschichte der Wiedertaufer. 144. Munster, 1836).

A pure church of believers and the baptism of believers only were the main doctrines the Baptists held to. These beliefs brought much persecution. 

These churches operated as we do today. They elected pastors, had deacons and sent out missionaries. The pastor had the same duties pastors do today. They were to preach, warn, teach, lead in the Lord’s Supper and pray.

II) Reformers and Baptists 

Reformers mulled doing away with infant baptism.
"The Elector, wishing to quell the controversy, dissuaded the Wittenberg theologians from discussing the subject of infant baptism, saying he could not see what benefit could arise from it, as it was not of much importance, and the rejection of it would create great excitement, since it had been so long hallowed in the Church by the influence of Augustine, its defender. Melanchthon agreed with the Elector. Whether it were right in him to be so quickly convinced, we leave it for theology to determine." (Planck, Geschichte der Entstehung, der Veranderungen und der Bildung unseres protestantisehen Lehrbegriffs. Leipsic, 1781-1800. 6 vols).

Immersion wasn’t a big deal. Sprinkling didn’t become the norm until 12-15th centuries depending on the location, even in the Catholic church.

Sprinkling done in special cases.

Sleiden’s “general History of the Reformation” XXI, Page 481: “The archbishop of Metz, in 1549, called a provincial council, which published decrees that were not only applicable to that province, but also to Treves and Cologne. The Synod made no provision for sprinkling, it required the priest to dip the child three times in water.”

In North and East Germany, Baptists were like others in dipping, but in the South and West, they stood out because sprinkling was practiced there.

Reformers either held to immersion, like Luthern or were indifferent about it, like Calvin. 

Robinson’s Ecclesiastical researches talk about how Luther originally immersed. 

1518 Luther sermon on Baptism – “First baptism is called in Greek baptismos, in Latin mersio, that is, when we dip anything wholly in water, that it is completely covered over.”

Luther goes on to say the custom of immersion was growing less popular, but that the idea of baptism signifies salvation and washing away or burying of the sin nature. (Opera Lutheri, I, 319. Folio edition)


Baptists were called Anabaptists and Catabaptists. Cata is a prefix which means “under.” Baptists didn’t mind the label Catabaptists but were against being labeled Anabaptsist as they didn’t believe they were rebaptizing. 
Gieseler, who wrote “A Compendium of Ecclesiastical History,” writes in Volume V, Pages 255-256, “They naturally disowned the name Anabaptist, as they declared infant baptism invalid and called themselves Catabaptists.”

Huldreich Zwingli (Swiss reformer) used the term Catabaptists as a derogatory term. 

There is a Dutch book called, “Sum of the Holy Scripture” translated by Simon Fish in 1529 that was used as an English Baptist handbook for years. It says, “The water of baptism taketh not away our sin for then it were a precious water. And then it behooved us to daily wash therein. Neither hath the water of the fountain more virtue in itself than the water that runneth in the River Rhine. For may as well be baptized in the Rhine as in the font … We be plunged in the water.” (4401 b. 2)

Subject – Believer, Place – River, Method – Immersion

Zwingli (Switzerland) was the opposite of Luther as far as reformers go.

Sept. 9, 1527 Council of St. Gall edict

“In order that the dangerous, wicked, turbulent and seditious sect of Baptists be eradicated, we have this decreed: If anyone is suspected of rebaptism, he is to be warned by the magistracy to leave the territory under penalty of the designated punishment…Teachers of rebaptism, baptizing preachers and leaders of hedge meetings, are to be drowned. Those previously released from prison who have sworn to desist from such things, shall incur the same penalty. Foreign Baptists are to be driven out; if they return they shall be drowned. (Simler, Sammlung I ii page 449)

By March 1530, another edict came out saying all Baptist protectors followers and leader should be drowned. Punishment for those who fail to report them. (Bullinger, Reformationgeschichte, II Page 287)

Zurich was worse.
Zwingli and the Council of Zurich knew no mercy toward Baptists. Zwingli wrote on Page 477 Opera VII, “It has been decreed this day by the Council of the Two Hundred (of Zurich) that the leaders of the Catabaptists shall be cast into the Tower, in which they formerly lay, and allured by bread and water diet until either they give up the ghost or surrender. It is also added that he who after this is dipped shall be submerged permanently.”
An edict from Zurich in Nov. 1526 said Baptists would be drowned. The first recorded of these was on Jan. 5, 1527, when Felix Manz was drowned. Bullinger said the man was praising God all the way until he was pushed into the water. 

At Vienna, Baptists were tied together in chains. (Featley, “The Dippers Dipped” Page 73.

Italian Baptists and Reformers were not as prevalent, but Catholic records show they were in action.

A Baptist church was founded in 1525 in Augsburg, where Hans Denck was pastor. He was really popular and the church grew to 1100 members in a couple of years. Augsburg became a Baptist center.

Clemens Sender was an eyewitness and spoke of baptisteries. They were built in houses because it was too dangerous to go to rivers or lakes.

Wagenseil, a historian from Augsburg, wrote in his book in 1820, “In the year 1527, the Anabaptists baptized none who did not believe with them; and the candidates were not merely sprinkled, but they were dipped under.”

III) Blemishes in Baptist History

A) Peasant Wars

Feudal lords oppressed peasants in Central Europe. For 100 years, the peasants revolted. This came to a head under Thomas Munzer, a follower of Luther who then turned against him. He was known for his plain and easy way of preaching.

The peasants wrote 12 articles of what they believed to be their rights.

Thousands of peasants followed Munzer. Five to eight thousand died in the May 15, 1525 Battle of Frankenhausen. Baptists historians say Munzer was Lutheran and was a Pedo-baptist, while other historians claim he was an Anabaptist. 
Baptist leaders Munz and Grebel met with Munzer (Bullinger, Reformationgeschichte, I, Page 368.)


Burrage writes in “The Anabaptists of Switzerland,” pg. 89, “As Grebel’s letter shows, he and his associates were not agreed with Munzer in reference to baptism. They did not believe in the use of the sword as he did. Doubtless they found that they and the Saxon reformer widely differed. Munzer’s aims were social and political chiefly.”


John Christian says Munzer was a Lutheran that practiced infant baptism. He was a violent leader. 


Marxists tend to hold Munzer in high regard. Munzer was beheaded in 1525 after he lost the Peasant’s War. Many think that Munzer would be seen today as a great liberator had he been successful.

B) The Munster Incident

No one wants the blame for this incident. Catholics blame Lutherans who blame Anabaptists. Even more powerful insurrection the previous one.
In the early 1530s a kingdom of wayward Anabaptists and Lutherans established a kingdom in the German town of Munster. Many people were drawn in. 

Menno and other Anabaptists denounced the Munster kingdom.

The kingdom (1534-1535) was a mix of Lutherans and Anabaptists.

Christian wrote, “The men of Munster dreamed of establishing a secular kingdom; the Baptists looked alone to the spiritual reign of Christ.”

Berhardt Rothman, a ringleader at Munster, was a Lutheran preacher in Munster. He led the movement at Munster before Anabaptists were involved. (Fessenden, Encyclopedia of Religious Knowledge, p. 77) 

Munster was supposed to be a communal theocracy. They called Munster “The New Jerusalem.”

The leaders were tortured and killed and their bodies were hung in cages outside a church in the town.

We need to draw a line between these Anabaptists and the true church. These people had their minds on political power more than anything godly. 

Gottfried Arnold, professor of history at Giessen, in his church history (Page 479 Vol. II) said, “It is true that these good testimonies do not refer to those who in the Munster sedition showed themselves so impious and seditious. Nevertheless it is manifestly evident from many public acknowledgments that the remaining Catabaptists were not only different from these but also very greatly abhorred and always in the highest degree condemned and rejected these; just as their adversaries themselves from their writings confess and testify that they, especially the Mennonites, never agreed with the Munsterites.”

These Anabaptists were obviously only similar to others by name.

