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Why look at early Anabaptist leaders?  How can this be good news for us today?  Every one of the 
people we are meeting in this series are ordinary people like you and me.  Ordinary people, called by 
God to be faithful.  They didn’t set out to be gamechangers in the Reformation, and none of them knew 
they were.  Most of them died in obscurity, known only by a few people.  
 
What was important was that they were true to their faith in God, which they held onto in spite of 
persecution and difficulties.  They knew what the pearl of great price was, and they were willing to give 
away everything to get it. 
 
Today we are meeting Michael Sattler.  We don’t know when or where Michael was born, but we do 
know that he was a monk in the Catholic church at St. Peter’s Monastery, in the Black Forest, near 
Freiburg.  We don’t know when he went to the monastery, as a boy or a man.  We know about the 
monastery though…it was a Benedictine Monastery.  Some of you may remember a sermon I preached a 
few years ago about the Genessee Abbey, a Benedictine monastery I visited in upstate New York.  
Founded by St. Benedict in the 500s, this order emphasized that monks should work and pray, they 
should devote their lives to drawing closer to Christ, imitating Christ. 
 
Praying was a very important job, and by the time the 1500’s rolled around, monks were seen as prayer 
specialists in their society.  In fact, if an ordinary person didn’t have time to pray, they took comfort in 
the fact that at least someone was praying. In fact, rich people would pay the monks to pray for them, or 
those they loved.  While Benedict had originally probably envisioned that the monks would work from 
the fruit of their own labours, by the time the 1500s rolled around monasteries were very very wealthy.  
People died and left land and riches to monasteries, with the condition that monks would pray for them 
and their families.  Over the centuries monasteries became large landholders, and they rented out their 
land to poor tenant farmers.   Monasteries, because they were part of the church, were supported by 
tithes or church taxes that the people had to pay.  But monasteries were also landlords, collecting rent 
from the people. 
  
Michael Sattler showed enough leadership qualities at St. Peter’s that he became the prior (which is the 
second in charge) of this larger monastery in Germany.  There are no records that he went to university, 
but he could speak Latin, perhaps he was educated in the monastery. 
 
Michael lived in a very unsettled time; there was a lot of reform happening in church and society.  His 
own monastery had gone through a period of reform, where there was an emphasis on spiritual 
renewal.   Too often people joined the monastery for a safe and secure place to live, and they had no 
desire to live a holy life; this caused problems in the monastery.  The reforms tried to encourage people 
to focus on why they were there.  The reforms focussed on spiritual renewal. 
 



There was unrest and change among the people who lived around the monastery too.   There had been 
a number of crop failures in the countryside, and the plague had come through.  The rulers of Austria 
still wanted their taxes, even though the people had no money.   Anyone who owned land had to pay 
up.  The monastery owned land, and so they needed to pay these taxes.  They passed the taxes along to 
the peasants, and told them they had to pay.  This was hard for the peasants to hear, because while they 
were in financially rough times, the monks in the monastery were pretty wealthy, and not suffering at 
all.  In fact, it became too much for the peasants around St. Peter’s to bear. They appealed to the local 
margrave, or governor, who decided to take the part of the poor peasants.  With a band of mercenary 
soldiers, he invaded the monastery, to try to negotiate relief from all the taxation.  Michael Sattler was 
probably part of the monastery during this difficult time.  We don’t know whether he listened to the 
complaints of the peasants personally, we don’t know whether the people’s ideas about reform of the 
church came to his ears in this way.   
 
We don’t know why or when, but we do know that Michael Sattler decided to leave the monastery, to 
give up his vows to be a monk, somewhere in the mid-1520s.  Within two years of the invasion of the 
monastery, the peasants in that area and others had risen up against their landlords and government 
leaders in what is not known as the Peasants War. 
 
What did Michael do when he left?  Like many reformers who found the climate very threatening near 
Freiburg, he moved to Switzerland, near Zurich, where there was more openness to new ideas.  Do you 
remember who lived near Zurich?  If you were listening to my sermon about Conrad Grebel, that city 
sounds familiar! 
  
We are not precisely sure when Michael joined the Anabaptists, he wasn’t with Conrad Grebel and 
George Blaurock in that room when they first re-baptized each other in 1525.  We also don’t know when 
Michael got married, but we know that he did have a wife.    All we know about her is from a letter 
where someone refers to her, saying that she was a Beguine (a Catholic order or nuns), she was refined 
and beautiful, and her name was Margarethe. 
 
What we do know is that Michael became a leader in the Anabaptist church in Switzerland.  Do you 
remember when I talked about Conrad Grebel, I told you there were two public debates in Zurich about 
infant baptism?   Shortly after that debate, many of the Anabaptists were arrested by the city of Zurich. 
Conrad Grebel was one of those arrested.  The court records also say that on November 18th 1525, 
Michael Sattler was also arrested in the city of Zurich.   The court records say…  “to be released upon 
swearing an oath of loyalty and the payment of costs.”  (p. 79, Snyder)   Had Michael Sattler attended 
that debate?   Lots of people attended the debate. Was he an Anabaptist at this point?  We don’t know 
if he had been rebaptized.  But we do know that he swore an oath of allegiance and left the city, while 
Conrad Grebel and his friends went to the Tower and imprisonment. 
 
We know that Michael Sattler went to Strasbourg after Zurich.  He wrote a letter, that has been 
preserved,  to two important reformers named Bucer and Capito, who were in Strasbourg.  He wrote 
about his concern for Anabaptists who were in prison in Strasbourg.    These reformers had power in the 
city, and they had wanted the  Aanbaptists arrested as heretics.   Sattler defends the prisoners’ position 
on baptism, the Lord’s Supper, taking the oath and other theological points.  In this letter he makes it 
clear that he believes the church should be composed of believers who choose their faith, and who hold 
themselves separate from unbelievers.   
 



We know from another letter source, that Michael  was baptizing and encouraging people not to baptize 
their children in the countryside around Strasbourg.  He wasn’t working in the city itself, where he 
would likely have been arrested like the other Anabaptists. 
 
Michael Sattler might have been one of the many hundreds of Anabaptists leaders who preached and 
spread the gospel, and have been forgotten to history, except for the fact that on February 24, 1527 a 
group of Anabaptists met in a town called Schleitheim.  Who was there?  Of those first Anabaptists, 
Conrad Grebel had died in 1526 of the plague, Feliz Manz had been executed by drowning in Zurich at 
the beginning of the year.  George Blaurock may have been there,  we don’t know.  We know there was 
a conference of Anabaptists that day at Schleitheim, but we don’t know who was there.  Likely they 
didn’t want to keep lists, because Anabaptists were being arrested and executed, no one wanted to 
carry a list that could incriminate their brothers and sisters.   
 
The group of Anabaptists that met that day decided to write up the basic ideas that they believed in.    
Why would they do that?  Maybe it was because they were worried that soon they would all be killed, 
they believed that their reforms to the church were so important, they needed to be preserved. 
Documents were much harder to silence than a human voice.  Michael Sattler was likely the author of 
this document; it resembles very much the letter that he wrote to the reformers in Strasbourg the year 
before.  It was an important document written in dangerous times. 
 
The Schleitheim Confession is only a few pages long, it’s not a systematic theology covering every aspect 
of faith; but it lays out how the Anabaptists were different from the existing Catholic church and the 
other reformers that were active at that time.  I included its’ postscript about Congregational Order in 
the bulletin today, I hope you get a chance to read it.  This Schleitheim Confession was immediately 
recognized as a very important statement of faith for the Anabaptists.  It spread quickly in handwritten 
copies. 
 
We don’t know exactly when Michael Sattler was arrested, but it was likely a few days after this meeting 
in Schleitheim.  It was in the town of Horb.  Over a dozen Anabaptists were arrested.  Margaretha 
Sattler, wife of Michael Sattler was one of them.  The Anabaptists were very popular with the people, 
and there was a fear that the prisoners might be not be able to be kept secure in Horb; so Michael, his 
wife and two others were taken away from the other prisoners, and escorted by 14 horsemen to a more 
remote place called Binsdorf to be placed in the tower prison.   
 
There is a letter from Archduke Ferdinand suggesting that “the monk who dared to baptize people 
again” be given a third baptism in the Neckar river (he should be drowned).   Some authorities didn’t 
want to hold a trial, because it would allow people to hear their ideas; they thought it would be better 
just to kill them.  But other authorities insisted that they be given a fair trial. 
 
Arranging the trial took many weeks, they wanted a panel of competent judges from various 
universities; there were 24 judges in all.  There was a large number of appeals for mercy for the 
prisoners from the people.  But after just over 11 weeks in prison, the trial was held on  May 17 and 18, 
1527.  The authorities had some fear that the people would rise up and take the prisoners away, so the 
prisoners were escorted to Rottenberg, the place of the trial, with 24 horsemen.  Fifty-six additional 
soldiers were drawn from various towns to add security to the trial. There are official court records of 
this event, as well as four eyewitness accounts that have been preserved.   
 



The prisoners were given the choice of an attorney.   Sattler addressed the court on behalf of all the 
prisoners, calling the judges “servants of God”, and reminding them of their responsibility before God.    
He told the court that they did not need an attorney because this was not a legal matter. 
 
The trial began with charges against the fourteen prisoners being read out:  there were nine charges, 7 
against all of them, and two against Michael Sattler specifically.   Almost every charge had to do with 
Catholic doctrine…that these people did not believe in Baptism, eucharist, veneration of Mary and the 
saints, etc..  Michael Sattler personally was charged with leaving the monastery and getting married (he 
broke an oath, a very serious charge), and saying that if the Turks came into the country, you should not 
resist them. All of the charges were about heresy, although the last charge about not fighting could be 
seen as a civil disobedience.   
 
The prosecutor called for the death sentence for this group of people, and then Sattler was called to 
make a defence on behalf of all the prisoners.    Sattler used Scripture as their defence, and he asked 
that the judges show them in Scripture where they were wrong.  He went through the charges one by 
one, explaining why they believed what they did.  After defending the group, he turned to the charges 
laid against him personally. 
 
He said that he made his decision to leave the monastery after reading the Pauline epistles.  His 
experience of the life and conduct of the monks and priests, including their lending money at interest 
and their sexual immorality, led him to leave the monastery. 
 
In conclusion he said that the court should punish the wicked and protect the good.   He and his friends 
had done nothing contrary to God and the gospel.  He said that if you look closely, we have never 
opposed the government in act or word, or preached revolt or sedition.  Sattler called for experts in the 
Bible to be brought, so that they could debate what the Bible teaches.  If they were shown to be wrong, 
they would gladly bear the punishment.  He concluded by saying, "But if we are not shown to be in 
error, I hope to God that you will accept teaching and be converted."  
 
The judges burst out laughing at this point and the prosecutor replied, "Yes, you rascal of a monk, 
should we dispute with you? Yes, the hangman shall and will dispute with you."  
 
Sattler said, "What God wills, will happen."  
 
The city secretary burst out, "Indeed, it would be good if you had never been born, you arch-heretic; you 
have seduced pious people. If they would only acknowledge their error and commit themselves to 
mercy!"  
 
Sattler replied, "Mercy is with God."  
 
At this point the person questioning Sattler switched into Latin from German, so that the common 
people would not understand what they were saying.  And neither could the person recording the 
proceedings, as he didn’t know Latin.  Finally the court secretary said, "He will not cease this chatter 
today anyway. Therefore you may proceed with the sentence; I call for the decision of the court."  
 
Sattler said,  "You servants of God, I am not sent to judge the Word of God; we are sent to testify; but 
we are not for that reason removed from being judged, and we are ready to suffer and to await what 



God is planning to do with us. We will continue in our faith in Christ as long as we have breath until we 
are shown from the Scripture to be wrong." 
 
The judges recessed and  debated the case for one and a half hours during which time the prisoners 
stayed in the court, and were subjected to taunts and threats from the soldiers.  Finally the judges 
returned.  This was their verdict. 
 
“In the matter of the prosecutor of the imperial majesty versus Michael Sattler, it had been found that 
Michael Sattler should be given into the hands of the hangman, who shall lead him into the square and 
cut off his tongue, then chain him to a wagon, there tear his body twice with red hot tongs, and again 
when he is brought before the gate, five more times.  When this is done to be burned to powder as a 
heretic.  (p. 104 Snyder) 
 
Klaus von Graveneck an eyewitness wrote, "All this I saw myself. May God grant us also to testify of Him 
so bravely and patiently."   When the sentence was read, Sattler's wife comforted him with great joy in 
the sight of the entire crowd. 
 
This verdict was carried out two days later on May 20, 1527. 
 
When they went to tear out Michael’s tongue, they only took a piece of it, so he was still able to speak.  
In spite of the terrible tortures he received on the 15 minute walk to the place of execution, he prayed 
for his persecutors.  When he was bound to the ladder with ropes in order to be pushed into the fire, he 
called out to the onlookers to be converted, to repent and fear God, and to pray for his judges  Then 
Sattler prayed, "Almighty, eternal God, Thou art the way and the truth; because I have not been shown 
to be in error, I will with Thy help on this day testify to the truth and seal it with my blood." 
 
He was then thrown into the fire on the ladder; even then his voice could be heard bright and clear with 
prayer and praise.  When the ropes on his hands were burned through, he raised the two forefingers of 
his hands in a promised signal to his group, that he was still faithful, and he prayed, "Father, I commend 
my spirit into Thy hands."  That was the death of Michael Sattler. 
 
Three of the other Anabaptist prisoners were executed the same day.  Some of the others recanted, and 
were then released and banished from the area.  Some were executed days or weeks later.  Apparently 
the countess of Hechingen came to the prison to try to persuade Sattler's wife to desist from her faith 
and join the countess in her court.  But Margarethe declared that she would be true to her Lord and to 
her Christian husband.  She was drowned in the Neckar River on the eighth day after her husband's 
death.  
 
Michael’s death, and the death of all the other Anabaptists, had a profound effect on all who saw it, and 
many people who had known him.  Capito, one of the Lutheran reformers wrote to the city council of 
Horb:   
, "This Michael is known to us here in Strasbourg and he was somewhat in error, which we showed him 
through the Scriptures; but since he saw a lack in our preachers and other preachers of the true 
doctrine, especially in the outward life of the congregation, he perhaps paid less attention to our 
admonition. But at the same time he showed such great zeal for the honor of God and the church of 
Christ, which he would have pure and blameless and without reproach to those who are outside. We 
never censured this but praised it highly, but his method and the articles of his faith we always kindly 
rejected…”   



Another reformer,  Bucer, spoke with equal respect when he said, (July 1527): "We do not doubt that 
Michael Sattler, who was burned at Rottenburg, was a dear friend of God, although he was a leader of 
the Anabaptists, but much more skilled and honorable than some." 
 
The accounts of Sattler’s death were circulated along with the Schleitheim Confession.  The fact that 
people died because they believed what this document said, made it a very strong witness.  The 
Schleitheim Confession became an important document in encouraging people in their faith, and in 
spreading the Anabaptist movement. 
 
The story of the early Anabaptist martyrs fills me with questions.   
Michael gave his life to God when he entered the monastery;  what happened in that place that he felt 
he could no longer serve God there? 
Did Michael know Conrad Grebel or George Blaurock?  Had he heard of the death of Felix Manz? 
Michael believed that the Bible gave him the answers he needed to important religious questions; he 
knew his Bible so well.  Do we believe the Bible has answers for us?  Are we as committed to looking for 
answers as Michael was? 
And finally, his death…he had the strength to pray for his persecutors, to be faithful to God, to make the 
ultimate sacrifice rather than lie about what he knew to be true.  What do we know to be true?  Do we 
speak openly about what is in our hearts, about the faith that we have?   Do we believe that God can 
give us love for even a person who is killing us, torturing us?  How powerful is God in our lives? 
 
As we continue this series, I  invite you to share what these stories mean to you.  As you meet Conrad 
Grebel or Michael Sattler or others, how do their stories challenge your own life story?  How do you 
early Anbaptist brothers and sisters in faith encourage us? 
 
 
 
This sermon relies heavily on the article on Michael Sattler from the gameo.org website 
and the book 
The life and thought of Michael Sattler by C. Arnold Snyder  (Scottdale: Herald Press, 1984) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Then Jesus told his disciples, ‘If any want to become my followers, let them deny themselves and take 
up their cross and follow me. 
Matthew 16:24 
 
Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me; for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest 
for your souls. 
Matthew 11:29 
 
Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son 
and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything that I have commanded you. And 
remember, I am with you always, to the end of the age.’ 
Matthew 28:19-20 
 
Peter said to them, ‘Repent, and be baptized every one of you in the name of Jesus Christ so that your 
sins may be forgiven; and you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit. 
Acts 2:38 
 
And those who belong to Christ Jesus have crucified the flesh with its passions and desires. 
Galatians 5:24 
 
The cup of blessing that we bless, is it not a sharing in the blood of Christ? The bread that we break, is it 
not a sharing in the body of Christ? 
I Cor. 10:16 
 
But our citizenship is in heaven, and it is from there that we are expecting a Saviour, the Lord Jesus 
Christ. 
Philippians 3:20 
 
But I say to you, Do not resist an evildoer. But if anyone strikes you on the right cheek, turn the other 
also; 
Matthew 5:39 
 
For to this you have been called, because Christ also suffered for you, leaving you an example, so that 
you should follow in his steps. 
I Peter 2:21 
 
15And he said to them, ‘Go into all the world and proclaim the good news to the whole creation. 16The 
one who believes and is baptized will be saved; but the one who does not believe will be condemned.   
Mark 16:15-16 
 
 
 
 
 
  



Postscript to Schleitheim Confession 
Congregational Order 
Since the almighty eternal and merciful God has made His wonderful light break forth in this world and 
[in this] most dangerous time, we recognize the mystery of the divine will, that the Word is preached to 
us according to the proper ordering of the Lord, whereby we have been called into His fellowship. 
Therefore, according to the command of the Lord and the teachings of His apostles, in Christian order, 
we should observe the new commandment, in love one toward another, so that love and unity may be 
maintained, which all brothers and sisters of the entire congregation should agree to hold to as follows: 
 
1. The brothers and sisters should meet at least three or four times a week, to exercise themselves, in 
the teaching of Christ and His apostles and heartily to exhort one another to remain faithful to the Lord 
as they have pledged. 
 
2. When the brothers and sisters are together, they shall take up something to read together. The one 
to whom God has given the best understanding shall explain it, the others should be still and listen, so 
that there are not two or three carrying on a private conversation, bothering the others. The Psalter 
shall be read daily at home. 
 
3. Let none be frivolous in the church of God, neither in words nor in actions. Good conduct shall be 
maintained by them all also before the heathen. 
 
4. When a brother sees his brother erring, he shall warn him according to the command of Christ, and 
shall admonish him in a Christian and brotherly way, as everyone is bound and obliged to do out of love. 
 
5. Of all the brothers and sisters of this congregation none shall have anything of his own, but rather, as 
the Christians in the time of the apostles held all in common, and especially stored up a common fund, 
from which aid can be given to the poor, according as each will have need, and as in the apostles' time 
permit no brother to be in need. 
 
6. All gluttony shall be avoided among the brothers who are gathered in the congregation; serve a soup 
or a minimum of vegetable and meat, for eating and drinking are not the kingdom of heaven. 
 
7. The Lord's Supper shall be held, as often as the brothers are together, thereby proclaiming the death 
of the Lord, and thereby warning each one to commemorate, how Christ gave His life for us, and shed 
His blood for us, that we might also be willing to give our body and life for Christ's sake, which means for 
the sake of all the brothers. 
 


