
Freedom Stories

Historical Spotlight

In July 1415, Jan Hus stood before the most 
powerful church council in Europe with 
a simple choice: renounce his conviction 
that Scripture stands above every human
authority - or burn. Hus chose the 
flames. His judges believed they were 
ending a rebellion. Instead, they 
preserved a witness that would help 
ignite the Protestant Reformation a 
century later.

This wasn’t the first time the church 
of Rome had to deal with this kind of 
upstart. Years earlier, the writings of 
English reformer John Wycliffe had enraged church 
leaders. Those writings had made their way into 
Bohemia. And there, Hus found in those pages what 
he had already begun to discover in the Scriptures 
themselves: Christ alone is the Head of His Church, 
and God’s Word should stand above every council, 
king, and pope. Years after his death, church 
authorities ordered Wycliffe’s body exhumed and his 
bones burned. Now, a beloved Czech preacher and 
scholar, Jan Hus, was proclaiming these same radical 
ideas from the pulpit in Prague.

What alarmed Rome was not simply Hus himself, but 
the growing conviction among ordinary people that 
Scripture, not the institutional church, was the 
highest authority. 

In 1414, Hus traveled to the Council of Constance 
under the protection of a written promise of safe 

conduct from the Holy Roman Emperor. The promise
was broken. He was imprisoned, condemned as a 
heretic, and repeatedly urged to recant.

His answer never changed. He declared 
that unless someone could show him 
from the Scriptures that he was wrong, 
he would not deny what he believed 
God had spoken.  And so, on July 6, 
1415, Jan Hus was led beyond the city 
walls and burned at the stake. 

Stripped of his priestly robes and 
mocked with a paper crown painted 
with demons, Hus walked calmly to the 
stake. “My Lord wore a crown of thorns 

for me,” he said. His ashes were cast into the Rhine 
River, but his witness ignited a movement that could 
not be silenced. The fire consumed the preacher, but it 
fanned the flames of truth.

Why it Matters Today

Just over one hundred years later, an Augustinian 
monk named Martin Luther began reading the 
writings of the condemned Bohemian preacher. To 
his astonishment, he discovered that the truths he was 
finding in Scripture had already been proclaimed by 
Jan Hus. Luther later confessed, “We are all Hussites 
without knowing it.” The same Bible that awakened 
Wycliffe strengthened Hus and transformed Luther. 
Neither prisons, councils, nor flames can silence the 
living Word of God.
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