
Istarted to pen these words as I was sitting in a hotel restaurant just after
the speeches of a wedding reception had finished. As I watched a group
of Christian guests laughing and dancing to the music of a non-

Christian band, with seemingly not a care in the world, I started to contrast
in my own mind the Christianity of the twenty-first century, with its
emphases on personal health and prosperity, with the Christianity that
would have surrounded John Rogers in prison at Newgate or on his final
march to the stake in Smithfield. Maybe such a contrast is not possible as
the two generations are nearly 500 years apart and today’s society is so very
different to how it was in the sixteenth century; but, on the other hand, the
gospel is the same in every generation and our faith in the unshakeable and
immutable truth of Christ should be as strong now as it has ever been.

But as I sat watching the guests enjoying themselves, I wondered how
many of us believe in Jesus Christ deeply enough to be ready to die for him
if the hour called for it. Could we take off our dancing shoes and put away
our lives of merriment to take that long and lonely walk to the scaffold or
be willing to lay our head on the guillotine block?

Sometimes in the western world, as we consume so much of our time and
energy in trying to find new ways of enjoying ourselves and in living a life of
pleasure and ease, we forget that there are men and women and children in
many different countries at this very moment who are facing that
ultimatum of preparing themselves for death because of their faith in Jesus
Christ.

As the dancers joked and pushed each other in fun, taking the odd respite
to sip their beer or wine, I felt compelled to ask myself some serious
questions. How deeply and firmly do I believe in Christ? Am I so embedded
in him that nothing and no one will be able to uproot me? Is Jesus Christ so
important to me that if, like John Rogers, I was threatened with
imprisonment or death, I would be ready to take those steps down to the
dungeon and to hold out my hands to the chains of my enemies? I suppose I
shall never know until that dreaded day arrives when I am faced with the
devilish cry: deny your Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ or face
imprisonment or the firing squad.

John Rogers was not so much burnt at the stake because of his ‘general’
faith in Christ, but because of two particular doctrines he held that he
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thought were essential to that faith. He was prepared to die, not only for
his Saviour, but for the truth about his Saviour. He held those doctrines so
firmly that even when a host of enemies lined up against him he was
unwilling to compromise or adapt his views to make them more palatable.
Jesus once told his disciples that they must deny themselves, take up their
cross daily and follow him, all the way to death if required. Are we ready to
follow Jesus Christ in that way and to walk in the footsteps of a man like
Rogers?

In our land today there is an ever-increasing likelihood that persecution
of Christians is not far around the corner. While I am not wanting to be
alarmist or scare-mongering, I do think the time is ripe for us to examine
our faith, not just on a superficial level and according to our own thoughts
and feelings, but in the light of God’s word and the illumination of the
Holy Spirit, to see first and foremost whether or not we have a saving faith.
How terrible it would be if we were deluding ourselves into thinking that
we were on the narrow road that leads to eternal life when in fact we were
on the broad road to destruction  Secondly, we must ask ourselves: Is my
faith built on the foundation of Christ and his apostles, a foundation that
will not rock when shaken by the strong winds of persecution?

There is no one but Jesus Christ who is worth following and dying for.
He is the Lord of heaven and earth, waiting with open arms to welcome his
saints into eternal glory, just as he waited for Stephen, the first New
Testament martyr, and for John Rogers, the first martyr in the reign of
Queen Mary I. My prayer is that as you read about John Rogers, your faith
might be strengthened to such a point that never again will it quiver as the
storms rage around it.��
I am indebted to Joseph Lemuel Chester and his book John Rogers: the
compiler of the first authorized English Bible, the pioneer of the English
Reformation, and its first martyr. His work is thorough and well
investigated and his conclusions are mostly sound, although his repeated
and often unjustified criticism of the martyrologist John Foxe is more than
a little tiresome.
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Inevitably many of the works I have studied for this book have been
written in the sixteenth century. As far as possible I have tried to modernize
the text; however, even after alteration some words and sentence
constructions appear awkward by today’s standards. In such cases my aim
has been to clarify the meaning without changing too drastically the actual
words spoken. I have worked from the premiss that it is more important to
quote accurately than to interpret loosely. I have also consulted a number
of modern works on the Tudor period.

I have deliberately avoided lengthy discussions about some aspects of
Rogers’s life and the somewhat tedious detail about his writings and
translation work, for my aim has been to reach, inspire and inform readers
rather than impress them with pretended scholarship.

Tim Shenton
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Chapter 1
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