
HEADLINES 

(from Roger Head, Interim Pastor, KMBC) 

 Before I leave the subject of Christian persecution, I’m going to share one more story, the 
life and death of Thomas Bilney of England. 

Thomas Bilney – the Forgotten Reformer (1495-1531) 

 Thomas Bilney was born in 1495. He went to Cambridge University at an early age. 
In September 1519 he was ordained as a priest.  

 In 1516 Bilney purchased a copy of a new translation of the New Testament. God really 
spoke to him through 1 Timothy 1:15 "It is a true saying, and worthy of all men to be embraced, 
that Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners, of whom I am the chief and principal.” 
Bilney later recalled: "This one sentence, did so exhilarate my heart, that immediately I felt a 
marvelous comfort and quietness.” Once liberated, he fed feverishly upon the Scriptures. With 
unusual boldness, he began to preach in the colleges. 

 Bilney became a well-known preacher against idolatry. Twice he was pulled from his pulpit 
by members of his congregation for denouncing pilgrimages to popular shrines, and warned of 
the worthlessness of prayers to the saints. Bilney called on Henry VIII to destroy images of 
worship. Henry was catholic. When the catholic church wouldn’t allow Henry to divorce and 
remarry, he rejected Catholicism and started the Church of England, which, of course, allowed 
divorce. The church of England was very opposed to Reformation Christianity, the belief system 
of Thomas Bilney. 

 In 1527 Bilney attacked "the insolence, pomp, and pride of the clergy.” On 28 May 1527, he 
was arrested and just sat in jail for months. On the 29th of November, Bilney was brought before 
a group of bishops, priests, and lawyers at Westminster. Bilney was given a choice: recant what 
he had been preaching, or die at the stake. 

 For two days, under intense pressure Bilney stood resolute in his convictions. Finally, 
confused and in a weary state of mind, he recanted on 7 December 1527. He was sentenced to 
prison and forced to do penance by going before the procession at St. Paul's bareheaded and 

carrying a fagot on his shoulder, and then standing before the preacher during the sermon, in 
which he ridiculed and berated Bilney.  

 Languishing in prison, Bilney was filled with remorse for recanting. Agonizing with guilt in the 
dungeons of St Paul’s Cross, more a prisoner of his own conscience than of the church, he was 
released from prison in January of 1529. 

 Thomas Bilney experienced great guilt for recanting. Bilney resolved to redeem the wasted 
years. In early 1531 Bilney began to preach in the open air. He preached with great unction 
proclaiming, ‘That doctrine which I once recanted is the truth. Let my example be a lesson to all 
who hear me.’ Fearing nothing, he preached the gospel, distributed New Testaments and 
exposed the errors of Rome. It was not long before Bilney was arrested and sent to London for 
execution. 

 On the eve of his execution, before his friends, who were having one last visit, Bilney 
placed his finger over the flame of a candle. ’I am only trying my flesh; tomorrow God’s rods 
shall burn my whole body in the fire’. He only withdrew his finger when the first joint had been 
burnt and the bone exposed. He then quietly recited the words of Isaiah 43:2: ‘When thou 
walkest through the fire, thou shalt not be burned, neither shall the flame kindle upon thee’  

 The following day Bilney was led to the ‘Lollards Pit’, where hundreds of Reformers 
were burned at the stake for their faith. One couple was burned because they taught their 
children the Ten Commandments in English rather than Latin, the sacred language of the 
Catholic Church. He was so eager to die for the Lord that he virtually ran to the Lollard’s Pit. He 
became the first Reformer to be burnt on English soil. His conscience clear, his mind 
anticipating the joy of heaven, he repeatedly cried out ‘Jesus I believe’, before finally expiring in 
the flames. 

 His execution occurred in August 1531. 

 


