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Thoughts on
The Martyrs Mirror

One of the most impressive historical accounts of
radical Christianity and Christian persecution
was recorded soon after the Reformation in a

large book entitled The Martyrs Mirror. This stout-
hearted work was compiled by Thieleman J. van Braght
of Holland in the year 1660 AD.

The work is available online in its entirety. The pref-
ace to the online version remarks about this extraordi-
nary work: “The Martyrs Mirror, the classic AD 1660
Dutch religious history, memorializes the godly lives and
glorious deaths of thousands of early Christians, espe-
cially European Anabaptist martyrs between 1524 and
1660. The book shines a mirror on ordinary people who
experienced a spiritual reality that few today can even
imagine. Like the more famous Fox’s Book of Martyrs,
this compilation attempts to trace the history of those
through the centuries, beginning with the martyrdom of
Christ’s apostles, who were willing to stand alone for a
simple, obedient faith.”

Many of these stories are stunning, but perhaps one
of the most poignant testimonies of radical Christianity

and Christ-like faith recorded during these troubling
times was that of Dirk Willems. 

Dirk was a young man who was converted to
Christianity in Holland during a time of great persecu-
tion. The year was 1529. The Spanish had taken over
Holland and, wanting to stabilize the country, commit-
ted themselves to putting an end to Anabaptists and
other radical Christian nonconformists. Apparently
Dirk was no quiet believer, but instead, shared his faith
openly and even allowed others to be baptized in his
home. The king’s palace in present day Asperen was
turned into a prison. Dirk, after being arrested, was
tried and committed to prison for his faith. After being
there some time Dirk figured a way of escape. Taking
bed sheets and tying knots in them, he let himself down
the prison walls. Unfortunately, he was quickly spotted
by the burgomaster and the “thief-catcher” was sent fast
on his pursuit. Dirk swiftly made his escape over a thin
body of ice that surrounded the castle. For a moment I
imagine Dirk must have thought that he might just pull
this off. However, the much heavier thief-catcher also
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attempted to cross the thin ice, but
to his peril the ice split open and he
fell to what he must have thought
was his death. Dirk was well on his
way when he heard his pursuer’s
cry for rescue. Turning around he
realized that the thief-catcher had
fallen into the ice, and was now
pleading for his life. 

I have often wondered what
Dirk Willems must have been
thinking at that moment. In front of
him was his life—his freedom. All
he had to do was keep running.
Who would blame him if he didn’t
turn around to aid the thief-
catcher? He had been falsely im-
prisoned, and to return now would
inevitably cost him his life. But Dirk
had died to himself years before
when he gave his life to Christ. Now,
if any real temptations to keep going had raced through
his mind at this moment, we would never know it from
this account.

Jesus taught that His followers must love their ene-
mies, feed them, and even bless them. He knew that Jesus
had done that very thing for him, and now it was his turn
to do the same for this drowning man. The account goes
on to tell us that he immediately turned around and
pulled his pursuer out of the ice. The thief-catcher was
greatly moved by this unprecedented act of compassion
and wanted to let Dirk go free. However, looking on from
a distance, the burgomaster screamed to the thief-catcher
reminding him that he had sworn an oath of loyalty.
Sadly, the burgomaster persuaded the thief-catcher to
choose loyalty to the state over compassion for his res-
cuer, so the thief-catcher apprehended Dirk and brought
him back into captivity. 

Once back into captivity his persecutors showed no
compassion on him for his act of mercy. Instead, they re-
convicted him for his crime of heresy and rebaptism. The
report says that he was then placed in severe imprison-
ment until the day that he was finally taken to the city
square to be burned at the stake. This was an awful death.
If burning at the stake could be said to be either good or
bad, this one was horrible. The eyewitness reports said
that a strong east wind was blowing and that the upper
part of the fire was being blown away leaving Dirk to suf-
fer horribly because only the lower portion of the fire
was burning him. The eyewitnesses said that they heard
him cry out to God over seventy times, “O my Lord, my

God!“ Finally, a local official traveling by on horseback
was filled with sorrow for the young man and he ordered
that the fire be arranged so that Dirk would be put to
death quickly. 

The Martyrs Mirror finishes its epitaph on Dirk
Willems’ life saying:

“But as he had founded his faith not upon the
drifting sand of human commandments, but
upon the firm foundation stone, Christ Jesus, he,
notwithstanding all evil winds of human doc-
trine, and heavy showers of tyrannical and se-
vere persecution, remained immovable and
steadfast unto the end; wherefore, when the
chief Shepherd shall appear in the clouds of
heaven and gather together His elect from all the
ends of the earth, he shall also through grace
hear the words, ‘Well done, good and faithful
servant; thou hast been faithful over a few
things, I will make thee ruler over many things;
enter thou into the joy of thy Lord’” (I Pet. 5:4;
Matt. 24:31; 25:2).

O, that each of us might have a testimony just like
that! A testimony of a life that is undoubtedly sold out
to God! So that when all is said and done we, too, might
run confidently into the welcoming arms of our blessed
Savior and hear that glorious salutation, “…Enter thou
into the joy of thy Lord!”  �
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