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Condemnation of Peasant Revolt
Martin Luther

In 1524 a major peasant revolt broke out in Germany.
Longstanding economic and social conflicts came to a head
as peasants rose against their lovds, the German princes.
The peasants expected to be supported by Luther, who had
so recently turned on the Church in the name of Christian
liberty. Luther’s concerns, however, were primarily spiritual;
he did not intend his challenge to papal authority to be ex-
tended to social and political authority in general. Hesitant
at first, Luther clearly sided with the princes as the peasant
revolt spread and became more serious. Luther lost much
popular support, particularly among peasants, who turned
stead to move radical groups like the Anabaptists. But
Luther gained important political allies among the princes,
who savagely put down the revolt. Lutheranism became cast
as a movement that supported strong secular authority. The
following is an excerpt from Luther’s condemnation of the
peasant revolt.

CONSIDER: Any inconsistency between this document and
Luther's previous actions or what Luther says in the other
documents; how this helps explain the successes and failures
of Lutheranism.

In my preceding pamphlet [on the “Twelve Articles”]
I had no occasion to condemn the peasants, because
they promised to vield to law and better instruction, as
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Christ also demands (Matt. vii. I). But before I can turn
around, they go out and appeal to force, in spite of their
promises, and rob and pillage and act like mad dogs.
From this it is quite apparent what they had in their false
minds, and that what they put forth under the name of
the gospel in the “Twelve Articles” was all vain pretense.
In short, they practice mere devil’s work, and it is the
arch-devil himself who reigns at Miihlhausen, indulging
in nothing but robbery, murder, and bloodshed; as
Christ says of the devil in John viii. 44, “he was a mur-
derer from the beginning.” Since, therefore, those peas-
ants and miserable wretches allow themselves to be led
astray and act differently from what they declared, I
likewise must write differently concerning them; and
first bring their sins before their eyes, as God commands
(Isa. lviii. I; Ezek. ii. 7), whether perchance some of
them may come to their senses; and, further, I would in-
struct those in authority how to conduct themselves in
this matter.

With threefold horrible sins against God and men
have these peasants loaded themselves, for which they
have deserved a manifold death of body and soul.

First, they have sworn to their true and gracious
rulers to be submissive and obedient, in accord with
God’s command (Matt. xxii. 21), “Render therefore
unto Caesar the things which are Caesar’s,” and (Rom.
xiii. 1), “Let every soul be subject untro the higher
powers.” Burt since they have deliberately and sacrile-
giously abandoned their obedience, and in addition
have dared to oppose their lords, they have thereby
forfeited body and soul, as perfidious, perjured, lying,
disobedient wretches and scoundrels are wont to do.
Wherefore St. Paul judges them, saying (Rom. xiii. 2),
“And they that resist shall receive to themselves damna-
tion.” The peasants will incur this sentence, sooner or
later; for God wills that fidelity and allegiance shall be
sacredly kept.

Second, they cause uproar and sacrilegiously rob
and pillage monasteries and castles that do not belong
to them, for which, like public highwaymen and murderers,
they deserve the twofold death of body and soul. It is
right and lawful to slay at the first opportunity a rebel-
lious person, who is known as such, for he is already
under God’s and the emperor’s ban. Every man is at
once judge and executioner of a public rebel; just as,
when a fire starts, he who can extinguish it first is the
best fellow. Rebellion is not simply vile murder, but is
like a great fire that kindles and devastates a country; it
fills the land with murder and bloodshed, makes
widows and orphans, and destroys everything, like the
greatest calamity. Therefore, whosoever can, should
smite, strangle, and stab, secretly or publicly, and
should remember that there is nothing more poison-
ous, pernicious, and devilish than a rebellious man.




Just as one must slay a mad dog, so, if you do not fight
the rebels, they will fight you, and the whole country
with you.

Third, they cloak their frightful and revolting sins
with the gospel, call themselves Christian brethren,
swear allegiance, and compel people to join them in
such abominations. Thereby they become the greatest
blasphemers and violators of God's holy name, and serve
and honor the devil under the semblance of the gospel,
so that they have ten times deserved death of body and
soul, for never have I heard of uglier sins. And [ believe
also that the devil foresees the judgment day, that he un-
dertakes such an unheard-of measure; as if he said, “It is
the last and therefore it shall be the worst; I'll stir up the

" dregs and knock the very bottom out.” May the Lord re-
strain him! Lo, how mighty a prince is the devil, how he
holds the world in his hands and can put it to confusion:
who else could so soon capture so many thousands of
peasants, lead them astray, blind and deceive them, stir
them to revolt, and make them the willing executioners
of his malice. . ..

And should the peasants prevail (which God for-
bid!),—for all things are possible to God, and we know
not but that he is preparing for the judgment day, which
cannot be far distant, and may purpose to destroy, by
means of the devil, all order and authority and throw the
world into wild chaos,—vyet surely they who are found,
sword in hand, shall perish in the wreck with clear con-
sciences, leaving to the devil the kingdom of this world
and receiving instead the eternal kingdom. For we are
come upon such strange times that a prince may more
easily win heaven by the shedding of blood than others
by prayers.
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government there in the 1540s. While agreemg with most of
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