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Johann Esch
Heinrich Voes
“Do you believe the decrees of the councils and of the fathers?” “Those
that are agreeing to the Scripture, Yes!” “Do you consider it to be a deadly
sin to transgress the decrees of the fathers and of the Bishop of Rome?”
“That is to be a ributed only to the precepts of God, to bind the conscience
of man, or to loose it.” “Will you retract?” “No, we will not retract anything.
We will not deny the Word of God. We will rather die for the truth of our
faith.”
Was that perhaps Mar n Luther? No, it was two Augus nian monks in
Antwerp, the Netherlands named Johann Esch and Heinrich Voes.
Previously, some fellow monks had returned from the University in
Wi enberg and shared the gospel message of salva on by grace alone with
their fellow monks. The gospel was received with joy and now was being
preached in the Netherlands for the salva on of many.
Just three years later, the convent was stormed and the monks were cast
in prison and the convent was destroyed as having been deﬁled by this
“heresy.” Some of the monks escaped and ﬂed to Wi enberg and joined the
reformers there. Others recanted their confessions, but three men—Johann
Esch, Heinrich Voes, and Lambert Thorn—were cast into prison and tried for
heresy. Lambert Thorn asked for four days to restudy the Scriptures. Johann
Esch and Heinrich Voes refused to retract anything and were condemned.
On July 1, 1523, Esch and Voes were taken to the public market place in Brussels and were ed to the stake to be
burned. They were asked again if they would recant and return to the Catholic Church. They replied, “We believe in
the Chris an Church but not in your church.” They were le for a half hour to think about their death and given one
more chance to recant. They boldly cried out again and again, “We are willing to die for the name of Jesus Christ.”
Then they gave thanks to God their heavenly Father for delivering them from the false priesthood and making them
true priests of His holy order and for receiving them to Himself as a sweet-smelling sacriﬁce. As the ﬁres were lit, they
prayed loudly, “Lord Jesus, the Son of David, have mercy on us!” They joyfully sang hymns of praise to God un l the
smoke suppressed their voices.
These were the ﬁrst Lutheran martyrs in the cause of the Reforma on. Lambert Thorn remained in prison un l
1528, when he also was put to death.
Where did these men get such courage and strength? Was it the courage that comes from many years of following
Christ, knowing their me on earth was limited anyway? No, Heinrich Voes was only 24 years old, and Johann Esch
was also described as a youth. No! Theirs was the strength and courage of knowing the truth of Psalm 46:
“God is our refuge and strength,
A very present help in trouble.
Therefore we will not fear,

Even though the earth be removed,
And though the mountains be carried into the midst of the sea;
Though its waters roar and be troubled,
Though the mountains shake with its swelling.
There is a river whose streams shall make glad the city of God,
The holy place of the tabernacle of the Most High.
God is in the midst of her, she shall not be moved;
God shall help her, just at the break of dawn.
The na ons raged, the kingdoms were moved;
He u ered His voice, the earth melted.
The L
of hosts is with us;
The God of Jacob is our refuge.” (Psalm 46:1-7)
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“God is our refuge and strength, a very present help in trouble.” What a powerful truth! God was a very present
help to Mar n Luther and the other Wi enberg theologians. He was present with them to give them the courage to
stand up against the false teachings of the Catholic Church and proclaim the truth without wavering. He was also
present with them to protect them from death so that they could con nue proclaiming the true Word of God.
God was also present with Esch and Voes and Thorn. He gave them incredible strength and courage to hold onto
and proclaim the truth in the face of grave danger, and God was a very present help to protect them in death as He
ushered them into Paradise.
We should also know that God had a purpose for those who lived and those who died. God was not more favorable
or a greater refuge to Luther than He was to Esch and Voes; He just had diﬀerent roles for each in the same ba le. All
were very important to the spread of the gospel.
God spared Luther and others from death and used them to keep teaching the glorious truth of the gospel. God
chose not to spare Esch, Voes, and Thorn; nevertheless, He used their deaths also for the spread of the gospel because
their deaths did much to bring the gospel home to the hearts of people.
Do you know what the word martyr means? We think of a martyr as someone who is put to death for their faith,
and that of course is true, but the word itself means “witness.” These men gave the strongest possible witness to their
faith by willingly giving their lives for it and showing their trust in God’s promise of eternal life. They were showing all
the people of Brussels and all the world that it is even worth dying for Christ because He gives eternal life. Think of the
witness they gave to the crowds gathered at their death when they sang hymns of praise to God as the ﬁres were
draining their life from them.
We see the eﬀect of the martyrs’ powerful witness in two amazing ways.
Many believers were strengthened in their own ba le. How did news of these men’s death eﬀect Luther and the
other reformers in Germany? Luther did not respond in sorrow and dismay saying, “Oh, what a tragedy! What a tragic
end for those poor souls.” He did not respond in fear and trembling realizing the same could happen to him at any
me. He also did not respond with indigna on saying, “Lord, why did You let that happen?” No, he is reported to have
said, “At last Jesus Christ has gathered some fruit from our work, and He again creates happy martyrs.” Instead of
frightening people into submission as the Catholic Church had hoped, it made them even more bold to stand ﬁrm and
to trust the Lord and proclaim His Word.
The other amazing eﬀect of their witness is that many more people came to faith. A rich harvest followed the
shedding of these martyrs’ blood. The more the church breathed threats against the believers, the more the gospel
spread in the hearts of people. Brussels was turned in favor of the gospel, and later so was all of the Netherlands.

God was a refuge and strength and a very present help in trouble for these ﬁrst Lutheran martyrs and thousands of
others like them. Even though the earth was removed from them, God remained with them. He did not forsake them.
He did deliver them from their enemies through the ﬁre. They received the salva on of their souls in Paradise. Their
persecutors were able to kill the body, but they were not able to harm their souls (Ma hew 10:28). Not even death
was able to separate them from the love of God in Christ Jesus (Romans 8:37ﬀ). Jesus died for them and took the s ng
out of their deaths by removing their sin from them forever.
Mar n Luther wrote in “A Mighty Fortress Is Our God,” “The old evil Foe / Now means deadly woe.” Satan proves
this true me a er me, but we also know,
A mighty Fortress is our God,
A trusty Shield and Weapon;
He helps us free from ev’ry need
That hath us now o’ertaken. (The Lutheran Hymnal, 262:1)
We can be inspired by these two young men and know that the God who was a mighty fortress for them and who
made them bold and strong is the same God whom we serve.
In this age of doctrinal indiﬀerence, when the truths of the gospel are being eroded by a mul tude of false teachers
and when there are even more who simply don’t care enough to no ce, we need the example of the sixteenth-century
reformers and especially the martyrs. They remind us what a treasure we have in the Word of God, especially the
gospel of salva on by grace alone through faith in Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of our sins.
May we be inspired by them to hold onto the gospel and defend it from all error. Not a single, precious word of the
Bible is a ma er of indiﬀerence or unimportance, and there is nothing in the universe more precious than our salva on
by grace alone.
Our lives are not being threatened, but the gospel is under a ack today as much as ever. The souls of many are
being lost because of it. Let us not cower in the corner, but stand up and proclaim the Word. Let us not fear the
repercussions, but proclaim the message of God’s law and gospel to all whom we meet.
Do you s ll wonder if you could face such danger with such joyful conﬁdence? These men were able to face death
with joy because they had drunk from the “river whose streams shall make glad the city of God”—that is the refreshing
water of life in the gospel. The gospel itself gives the joy and strength. There is tremendous strength in the gospel.
When we know that our sins are completely forgiven and forgo en, that God is not angry with us and will not punish
us, then why should we fear what men may do to us. “If God is for us, who can be against us?” (Romans 8:31).
The very ﬁrst hymn that Mar n Luther wrote was a ballad in honor of Johann Esch and Heinrich Voes. That hymn
began:
By help of God I fain would tell A new and wondrous story
And sing a marvel that befell To His great praise and glory.
At Brussels, in the Netherlands, He hath His banner li ed,
To show His wonders by the hands Of two youths highly gi ed
With rich and heavenly graces.
One of these youths was called John, And Henry was the other.
Rich in the grace of God was one, A Chris an true his brother.
For God’s dear Word they shed their blood And from the world departed
Like bold and pious sons of God; Faithful and lion-hearted,
They won the crown of martyrs.
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This ballad con nues for another 10 verses describing what God accomplished through these two brave, young
Chris ans. The ballad is paraphrased in the hymn, “Flung to the Heedless Winds.”
Flung to the heedless winds Or on the waters cast,
The martyrs’ ashes, watched, Shall gathered be at last.
And from that sca ered dust, Around us and abroad,
Shall spring a plenteous seed Of witnesses for God.
The Father hath received Their latest living breath,
And vain is Satan’s boast Of vict’ry in their death.
S ll, s ll, though dead, they speak, And, trumpet-tongued, proclaim
To many a wak’ning land The one availing Name. (The Lutheran Hymnal, 259)
Let us remember that “God is our refuge and strength, a very present help in trouble”—A Mighty Fortress! Then
we, too, will follow in the footsteps of those brave reformers and proclaim the Word of God to all.

Christian Beyer
Tension was high! Every day for 40 days, the armies of Israel and the
armies of the Philis nes had been facing oﬀ in the Valley of Elah. Every
morning and evening a giant warrior would emerge to taunt the
Israelites. “Choose a man for yourselves, and let him come down to me.
If he is able to ﬁght with me and kill me, then we will be your servants.
But if I prevail against him and kill him, then you shall be our servants
and serve us. . . . I defy the ranks of Israel this day; give me a man, that
we may ﬁght together” (1 Samuel 17:8ﬀ).
What a fearful sight. Standing over nine feet tall, Goliath was a
massive warrior, armed to the teeth, and well trained for ba le.
All the men of Israel trembled in their boots. All except one. There
was a young man who had never served in the army who was not afraid.
He was not afraid because he knew a very simple, yet powerful, truth. That young man was David, the shepherd boy,
and the truth that he knew was the truth that Luther confessed in A Mighty Fortress Is Our God, “But for us ﬁghts the
Valiant One” (The Lutheran Hymnal, 262:2). Listen to what David had to say to this giant.
Then David said to the Philis ne, “You come to me with a sword, with a spear, and with a javelin. But I come to
you in the name of the L
of hosts, the God of the armies of Israel, whom you have deﬁed. This day the L
will deliver you into my hand, and I will strike you and take your head from you. And this day I will give the
carcasses of the camp of the Philis nes to the birds of the air and the wild beasts of the earth, that all the earth
may know that there is a God in Israel. Then all this assembly shall know that the L
does not save with sword
and spear; for the ba le is the L
’s, and He will give you into our hands (1 Samuel 17:45-47).
“The ba le is the Lord’s!” What a glorious truth! It is an everlas ng truth. God will ﬁght His enemies and deliver His
people. The men of the Reforma on knew and trusted that truth.
Tension was moun ng again. Mar n Luther stood up to the giants—the church leaders and the Holy Roman
Emperor, Charles V. He boldly declared, “Unless I am convinced by the tes mony of the Scriptures or by clear reason. .
. I cannot and will not recant anything, since it is neither safe nor right to go against conscience. So help me God.
Amen.” As a result, Luther was declared a here c and an outlaw which meant that he could be hunted down and
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killed or brought in to be burned at the stake.
The declara on against Luther also meant that anyone who gave him assistance was ac ng in deﬁance of the
emperor and could also be condemned. Yet, several German princes and theologians and many other people put their
careers and their lives on the line to support Luther and to follow his teaching. That put them all in opposi on to the
most powerful emperor on earth and the even more powerful Catholic Church. Three young men had already been
burned at the stake in Brussels for following Mar n Luther and believing the teachings of the Bible over the Pope. The
old evil Foe certainly meant deadly woe.
Mar n Luther, his supporters, and all the other reformers stood up to these giants because they knew the same
truth that David knew, “the ba le is the L
’s.” They all knew well that “With might of ours can naught be done, /
Soon were our loss eﬀected.” They were no match for the Catholic Church or the Holy Roman Empire, but they also
knew “[F]or us ﬁghts the Valiant One.” So they did not back down from that ba le that was against them.
The reformers didn’t know when the giant would rise up against them, but they were pre y sure he would. In 1530,
Emperor Charles V called on the princes in Germany to explain their religious convic ons at a special diet to be held in
Augsburg. Many of the Lutherans were very suspicious of the emperor’s inten ons and feared what retalia on he
might make against the Lutherans. But this was an opportunity to set forth the teachings of the Bible clearly. So,
trus ng that the Valiant One would ﬁght for them, they were ready to face the giants of the Catholic Church and the
Holy Roman Empire.
Under the direc on of Elector John of Saxony, Mar n Luther, Justus Jonas, Johannes Bugenhagen, and Philip
Melanchthon wrote a summary of the Lutheran faith which was to be presented to the Holy Roman Emperor at the
diet. The Augsburg Confession, as it is known, is s ll one of the primary confessions of faith in the Lutheran Church,
sta ng what the Bible teaches on twenty-eight key topics.
We are inspired by these great men, but we also need to remember that the Chris an Church has always been
made up of many diﬀerent people in diﬀerent walks of life with diﬀerent talents and gi s to use in the building up of
the Church. Paul said, “For as we have many members in one body, but all the members do not have the same
func on, so we, being many, are one body in Christ, and individually members of one another. Having then gi s
diﬀering according to the grace that is given to us, let us use them” (Romans 12:4-6).
So also in the Reforma on, there were many other people who played important suppor ng roles. Many of the
German princes, such as the Elector John of Saxony, the Landgrave Philip of Hesse, the Margrave George of
Brandenburg, the Dukes Ernest and Francis of Lüneburg, the representa ves of Nuremberg and Reutlingen—all stood
beside twelve theologians with their poli cal careers on the line. They all signed the Augsburg Confession in
agreement.
Another man who played an important suppor ng role was Chris an Beyer. Chris an Beyer was a professor of law
at the University of Wi enberg. He also served as the legal councillor of Frederich III of Saxony and was elected several
mes as the mayor of Wi enberg. He assisted the reformers in many ways and was ac vely involved in many of the
oﬃcial proceedings.
Chris an Beyer also played an important role in the presenta on of the Augsburg Confession. He assisted in the
ﬁnal edi ng of the confession, using his exper se in law to make the confession concise and unambiguous. Then he
was chosen to read the German version of the Augsburg Confession before the emperor at the Diet of Augsburg on
June 25, 1530.
That might not seem very important or impressive un l you understand the situa on. The Lutheran princes wanted
the confession read in public, but the Emperor and the Catholics opposed a public reading. When the Lutheran princes
insisted on it being read, the Emperor chose the li le chapel of the episcopal palace, which didn’t have room for any
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spectators. Chris an Beyer, against the wishes of the emperor, stood up to the threatening giants and stepped into
the middle of the assembly and read the German version so loudly and clearly that every word could be heard by the
large crowd who had gathered in the courtyard outside. The reading lasted for two hours. With faith in Christ, these
men all ran to meet the giant head on as David did. As a result, the truth of the gospel was heard at Augsburg and
con nued to grow.
Chris an Beyer wasn’t a theologian or pastor. He was a layman who used his gi s to help in the cause of the
Reforma on. Today also, it is not just the leaders of our synod and the pastors and teachers who carry on the work
of our church body. It is also laymen using the gi s that God has given for carrying on the work of our church body
and the proclama on of the gospel.
Just like Chris an Beyer, every child of God loves the Lord and is able to be a part of carrying on the work of the
Lord. Each can use his God-given gi s and talents to serve the Lord, helping and leading in homes, congrega ons,
and our church body.
There will be some giants to face. There always seem to be giant ﬁnancial challenges. There are tempta ons and
snares that would weaken our hold on the truth of Scripture or lead us to so en our stance on some part of God’s
Word because it doesn’t seem prac cal.
The real great giants that we face are the devil and his two great allies: the world and our own ﬂesh. They are
trying to stop us from proclaiming the truth of the gospel. Our society is constantly undermining and contradic ng
the Word of God. The devil is trying to stop the spread of the gospel in the world. But the Valiant One has already
overcome the devil and the world. Our Valiant One tells us, “In the world you will have tribula on, but be of good
cheer, I have overcome the world” (John 16:33).
Perhaps the giant who does the most to stop us from proclaiming the life-saving Word and from carrying on the
work of the Church is our own ﬂesh, which shows itself in weak resigna on, in fear and midity. We just don’t want
to get involved. We have excuses. “I’m too busy.” “I wouldn’t know what to say.” Remember, Christ has not only
crushed the head of Satan and overcome the world, He has also cruciﬁed our ﬂesh and conquered our sin.
May we be inspired by Chris an Beyer, who didn’t look at the power of Charles V to condemn him to death.
Instead he looked to the far greater power of our Valiant One who ﬁghts for us. Like Chris an Beyer, may we stand
up and loudly proclaim the message of Christ our Savior and do His work in the world.
We too know the truth,
With might of ours can naught be done,
Soon were our loss eﬀected;
But for us ﬁghts the Valiant One,
Whom God Himself elected.
Ask ye, Who is this? Jesus Christ it is,
Of Sabaoth Lord, And there’s none other God;
He holds the ﬁeld forever. (The Lutheran Hymnal, 262:2)
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Jakob Andreae
The year 1546 was dark and dismal for Lutheranism. On February 18, 1546,
Mar n Luther died. That is not what made it so dismal. The great reformer
received the goal of his faith, the crown of life. That was a reason to rejoice. But
when Luther died, all Hell broke loose, quite literally. With Mar n Luther out of
the way, all the enemies of the true Word of God mounted their a acks against
Lutheranism both from within and without.
This a ack was led by Satan, “the god of this age” (2 Corinthians 4:4). As
Luther said, “The old evil Foe / Now means deadly woe; / Deep guile and great
might / Are his dread arms in ﬁght” (The Lutheran Hymnal, 262:1). Deep guile and
great might are Satan’s two great weapons. He used the might and power of the
Holy Roman Empire to try to squash the Lutheran movement by force, and he
used his guile and decep on to try to destroy the Lutheran church from within.
October 31, 1517, is considered the beginning of the Reforma on, but many
consider the presenta on of the Augsburg Confession to be the oﬃcial beginning
of the Lutheran Church. The Augsburg Confession was presented to Charles V on June 25, 1530. It was the ﬁrst me
Lutheran teachings were clearly laid out and presented to the world.
As one can imagine, the Catholic Church did not accept this confession of the Lutherans but gave their response in
the Pon ﬁcal Confuta on of the Augsburg Confession. There was no discussion, no opportunity for debate or study.
Emperor Charles simply demanded that all the German princes agree to the terms of the Confuta on and return to
Catholicism.
A er receiving the Confuta on and the demands of the emperor, the Lutheran princes in Germany knew trouble
was coming, and they formed the Schmalcaldic League with the promise to defend each other.
The emperor was unable to enforce his demands on the German princes because the Valiant One kept him engaged
in ba le with France and with the O oman Empire. As a result, Charles le the Lutheran princes alone. That gave the
Lutherans ﬁ een years of rela ve peace when the gospel spread throughout Germany. However, when Luther died,
those other conﬂicts were resolved, and Charles V saw his opportunity to crush the Lutheran Reforma on once and for
all. He marched his imperial forces against the Lutheran princes. The Schmalcaldic League banded together to fend oﬀ
the a acks, but they were no match for the imperial forces. The Holy Roman Empire soundly defeated the Lutherans
within a year.
However, Charles found that he could not stop the spread of God’s true Word by force of arms. The preaching of
the gospel con nued, and more and more people came to believe the gospel. Finally, by 1552, six years a er Luther’s
death, Charles V was compelled to sign the Peace of Passau, which granted some freedoms to Protestants. Three years
later, the Peace of Augsburg granted Lutheranism oﬃcial status within the Holy Roman Empire and let princes choose
the oﬃcial religion within the domains they controlled.
“The Word they s ll shall let remain” (The Lutheran Hymnal 262:4). What a powerful and wonderful truth! All the
enemies of God may mount their forces to a ack the Church and try to stop the spread of the gospel, but they shall not
succeed! “The Word they s ll shall let remain, / Nor any thanks have for it.” We do not have to thank them for le ng
the Word remain because it was not their choice to graciously let us have the Word of God. The enemies of Christ
simply could not stop the spread of the Word. They could kill the body, and they could conquer the ci es, but they
could not kill the soul or stop people from believing the Word of God and being faithful to it. Charles had no choice but

to let the Word remain.
That is by Jesus’ own promise. When Peter confessed that Jesus is “the Christ, the Son of the living God,” Jesus
responded, “On this rock I will build My church, and the gates of Hades shall not prevail against it” (Ma hew 16:16ﬀ).
Jesus was going to build His Church upon the solid founda on that “[Jesus is] the Christ, the Son of the living God,” and
nothing could stop Him.
Satan wants desperately to keep his own. He puts up his defenses, but the walls and gates that Satan builds around
his domain are no match for the Son of God and His mighty Word. Christ with His mighty Word spoken by the apostles
and other believers came crashing through the gates of Hell and built His Church in Jerusalem and then in the Roman
Empire, right in the strongholds of Satan. Both the Jews and the Romans tried to stop the spread of the gospel through
severe persecu on, but they could not stop it. Christ’s Church grew.
We see the same thing in the me of the Reforma on. The true way of salva on was being spread by the reformers,
and Satan and his allies were ge ng nervous. That wayward monk, Mar n Luther, was gathering more and more
followers. This new movement was ge ng out of hand. The Catholic Church was losing its power and its dominion. So
Satan pulled out all the stops to try pu ng an end to the spread of the gospel, but the gates of Hell could not stop the
Reforma on. Christ was building His Church where Satan once had his domain.
However, Satan did not give up. The Peace of Augsburg did not mean that there was peace within the Lutheran
Church. If Satan could not stomp out the Church by force, he would try to corrupt it with his guile and decep on.
Luther had been a strong, stabilizing force in the church, but with him gone, it seemed that everyone had his own ideas
and his own varia ons on the Word. This was a me of unending controversy that arose within the Lutheran Church.
But this would not stop the truth of God’s Word either. God raised up other great men and reformers, including
Jakob Andreae. We also want to follow in his footsteps.
Jakob Andreae was a professor of theology in the University of Tübingen (1562), and provost of the church of St.
George. Andreae was greatly disturbed by the lack of unity within Lutheranism. He made it his goal to reunite the
quarreling groups within Lutheranism. But he did not do it by compromise of doctrine. Rather, he set out to restore
orthodoxy in the Lutheran Church.
Andreae began his eﬀorts by pa ently trying to teach those who held to false teachings. Sadly, even the faculty at
Wi enberg had ceased to be orthodox by this me. He soon saw a need for another confession to which the churches
could subscribe, because groups were ci ng the Augsburg Confession against each other.
Andreae joined forces with Mar n Chemnitz and others to develop what we know as the Solid Declara on of the
Formula of Concord. These men also compiled the Book of Concord, which was ﬁnally published on June 25, 1580—
exactly 50 years a er the Augsburg Confession had been presented to Charles V. This succeeded in bringing about the
Lutheran unity for which Andreae had been searching so long.
We want to follow in the footsteps of Jakob Andreae and the other reformers. God’s Word is being undermined and
challenged by the deep guile of the devil, who con nues to spread false teaching more than ever in Chris an churches
today.
We are reminded by Jakob Andreae and Mar n Chemnitz that our purpose as Christ’s servants is to proclaim the
truth of God’s Word, and to use God’s Word to refute error wherever it arises. Compromising the Word of God never
helps build the Church or strengthen faith. Compromise is another way Satan seeks to silence the truth. Like Andreae
and Chemnitz, we need to hold onto the truth alone and proclaim it to the world.
When we stand ﬁrm on the truth, and unity cannot be reached through teaching the Word, then separa on from

false teachers is necessary and such separa on is God pleasing. By separa ng from false teachers, we are giving an
expression of God’s love and protec on for the souls under our care. Likewise, it is an expression of love to those
who are s ll caught in the error to give a strong tes mony concerning the seriousness of error. Furthermore, it is our
expression of love for God and His Word. But it is always a sad thing when doctrinal disagreement divides the visible
church on earth. It is sad because that means many people are s ll being deceived.
May we learn from Andreae and Chemnitz to treasure the unity that God has given us in our church body and to
desire restora on of true unity where it has been lost. May we use the unchangeable and unbreakable Word to work
toward true unity in the Word. We can rejoice and thank God for the progress that has been made, but we also want
to be sure we are truly speaking the same thing so that any unity is not gained at the cost of any point of Scripture.
There are two dangers we always face: on the one hand, a desire for unity may cause us to overlook some point of
diﬀerence; and on the other hand, fear and distrust can lead us to overlook or deny a unity that may be there. We
seek the Spirit of wisdom to help us see and understand clearly so that God’s Word may prevail.
If we are unable to achieve the desired unity, may it not be because of any failure on our part—whether from
fear, or lack of trying, or from concluding that genuine unity is impossible. Jakob Andreae and Mar n Luther spent
countless hours traveling, mee ng, studying, and discussing. God blessed their work with the forma on of the
Formula of Concord, which clariﬁed the truth of Scripture and did work to restore unity to the Lutheran Church and
s ll serves to keep us on the straight path.
God’s Word will remain forever, as God says,
All ﬂesh is as grass,
And all the glory of man as the ﬂower of the grass.
The grass withers,
And its ﬂower falls away,
But the word of the Lord endures forever (1 Peter 1:24f).
Nothing can stop the spread of the gospel or silence it. We pray fervently that we may always con nue
steadfastly in that Word. Therefore we oﬀer the prayer,
Lord, keep us steadfast in Your Word;
Curb those who by deceit and sword
Would wrest the kingdom from Your Son
And bring to naught all He has done.

f

Lord Jesus Christ, Your pow’r make known,
For You are Lord of lords alone;
Defend Your holy Church that we
May sing Your praise eternally.
O Comforter of priceless worth,
Send peace and unity on earth;
Support us in our ﬁnal strife
And lead us out of death to life.

(Lutheran Service Book 655 / cf. The Lutheran Hymnal 261)
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Johann Heermann
How many mes have you sung the last stanza of “A Mighty Fortress Is Our
God”? Undoubtedly, many of us have sung it hundreds of mes,
And take they our life,
Goods, fame, child, and wife,
Let these all be gone,
They yet have nothing won;
The Kingdom ours remaineth.”
(The Lutheran Hymnal, 262:4)

It is easy to sing the words boldly when those things in our lives are not being
threatened. Of course, we can lose any or all of those things that are dear to us at
any me, but this verse is talking about the enemies of the gospel taking them from
us. Have your family and possessions been threatened by the enemies of the
gospel?
So when we sing those words, they seem more hypothe cal. If that were ever to
happen, we would know that we s ll have God’s kingdom which is worth more than everything else combined. This
possibility is so removed from our experience that it almost seems strange to sing about it. Some newer versions of
this hymn have even changed the text to sound less harsh.
But Luther lived in a me and place where these treasured possessions were being threatened. In fact, this verse
is a direct response to a speciﬁc threat from one of the papal representa ves. He apparently threatened the
reformers, “If you keep this up we are going to destroy you. We will take your life, your goods, fame, child, and wife.”
Luther recognized that they very well might do that, but he responded, even if they do take all of that, they yet have
nothing won, “The Kingdom ours remaineth.” Many of the reformers did have those treasures taken from them by
the enemies of the gospel. Yet they s ll sang those words with conﬁdence and trusted in the Lord who has given His
eternal kingdom.
The Peace of Augsburg lasted for several years un l almost exactly one hundred years a er the Reforma on
began.1 At that me (1618), Emperor Ferdinand II wanted to impose religious uniformity in his empire, forcing
everyone back to Catholicism. When the people did not submit, Ferdinand came with his troops to force submission.
Thus began thirty years of sorrow and suﬀering for the people of central Europe.

_________________
1

Following the Augsburg Confession, Charles V ordered Lutherans to reunite with
the Catholic church by April 15, 1531. The reuniﬁca on did not occur and this
emboldened the protestants against Charles. Ongoing turmoil was the result. When
the Diet of Augsburg convened in 1555, it was clear that the Peace of Passau (1552)
would be made permanent. Charles chose not to be present and turned the diet
over to his brother Ferdinand. He did not wish to take responsibility for making
Lutheranism legal in the empire. On September 25, 1555, the Peace of Augsburg
was signed. This gave every prince the authority to determine whether his state
would be Lutheran or Catholic. Anabap sts and Calvinists were not included in the
agreement.
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By all accounts, the Thirty Years’ War was one of the longest, most destruc ve wars in European history and
resulted in millions of civilian casual es. For the reformers, who con nued to teach the gospel of salva on by grace
alone through faith alone, it was especially diﬃcult.
There are many accounts of soldiers entering homes and plundering at will. Or they would simply take up
residence and expect the owners to provide for them. The Lutheran pastors were forced to ﬂee, o en with no more
than the shirt on their back, when a city was conquered by the Catholic forces. The churches were turned over to the
priests and mass was begun. One of the most devasta ng eﬀects of the war was the pes lence. One witness reported
watching daily funeral processions to the cemetery.
One of the ﬂeeing pastors was Johann Heermann. He already had a diﬃcult life as a child. He was born in Silesia (in
modern day Poland)—the ﬁ h and only surviving child of Johannes Heermann. As a child he became so sick that his
mother vowed that if he would recover she would educate him for the ministry even if she had to beg for the
necessary money.
Johann became a pastor in 1611 and had six peaceful years in Köben. He referred to this me as “the Sabbath of
his life.” Then the war began. No part of Germany suﬀered more in the war than Silesia. It was a constant ba leﬁeld.
While Heermann was pastor in Köben, the town was plundered four mes, and it was devastated by ﬁre and
pes lence. Whenever the district fell into the hands of the Imperialists, Johann and other evangelical pastors were
immediately barred from their churches, mass was celebrated, and the people were forced by great oppression to
accept Jesuit priests. When Gustavus Adolphus and his Swedish army came, the Jesuits were dispossessed and the
evangelical pastors restored, only to be banished again at the next reversal.
Johann Heermann lost his wife at the very beginning. He lost all of his possessions several mes and was
frequently in danger of his life. In the midst of these troubles, Johann found great comfort and consola on in the
cross of Christ and published several volumes of original hymns. He composed four hundred hymns, most of which
show great tenderness of feeling and an intense love for the Savior. Like Paul Gerhardt, who also lived and suﬀered
much during this me, his hymns were joyful and trus ng.
The Lutheran Hymnal contains these ten of Johann Heermann’s hymns:
“O Dearest Jesus, What Law Hast Thou Broken” (143)
“Jesus, Grant that Balm and Healing” (144)
“Thine Honor Save, O Christ Our Lord (265)
“Zion Mourns in Fear and Anguish” (268)
“O Lord, Our Father, Shall We be Confounded” (269)
“If Thy Beloved Son, O God” (375:1-4)
“O God, Thou Faithful God” (395)
“How Can I Thank Thee, Lord” (417:6)
“O Christ, Our True and Only Light” (512)
“Feed Thy Children, God Most Holy” (659)
Here we see the real power and blessing of the gospel. The gospel not only has the power to bring us to faith and
keep us in the faith, it also has the power to sustain us through the most diﬃcult of mes. The gospel of God’s grace
and forgiveness in Christ holds before our eyes the promise of a glorious future in God’s eternal kingdom, where there
will be nothing but perfect joy and peace; where we will be in the presence of God and see His full glory; where there
will be no more tears or sorrow or dying. This is not just a dream, or something for which we wish, hoping that it
might come true. No, this is a sure promise from the faithful God who never lies.
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It was that promise of eternal bliss with God that gave Johann and many others like him the hope and courage to
con nue in the face of horrible condi ons, because they knew nothing could take their eternal life away from them.
They knew that it was secured for them by Christ.
As Paul says,
What then shall we say to these things? If God is for us, who can be against us? He who did not spare His own
Son, but delivered Him up for us all, how shall He not with Him also freely give us all things? Who shall bring a
charge against God’s elect? It is God who jus ﬁes. Who is he who condemns? It is Christ who died, and
furthermore is also risen, who is even at the right hand of God, who also makes intercession for us. Who shall
separate us from the love of Christ? Shall tribula on, or distress, or persecu on, or famine, or nakedness, or
peril, or sword? As it is wri en: “For Your sake we are killed all day long; We are accounted as sheep for the
slaughter.” Yet in all these things we are more than conquerors through Him who loved us. For I am persuaded
that neither death nor life, nor angels nor principali es nor powers, nor things present nor things to come, nor
height nor depth, nor any other created thing, shall be able to separate us from the love of God which is in Christ
Jesus our Lord (Romans 8:31-39).
May we all keep that goal of eternal life, won for us by Christ’s death and resurrec on, ever before our eyes so that
we may joyfully serve our Savior all our lives even when life’s circumstances are diﬃcult.
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