
 
Introduction 
 
Watch a portion of the 2017 PBS documentary “Martin Luther: The Idea that Changed the World.”  What 
is your reaction to this section? 

 
 
 

Historical Background to Luther’s Last Years (1536-1546)1 
 
Shortly after the Diet of Augsburg, in February 1531, Philip of Hesse and John Frederick of Saxony led 
the formation of the Smalcald League, a political-military alliance formed in response to the alliances 
taken by the Catholic territories against the Lutherans.  The threat of military action against the 
Lutherans after Augsburg would be finally carried out when Charles V invaded the Lutheran 
territories in the Smalcald War of 1547, the year after Luther’s death.  In the final years of Luther’s 
life, concern and worry grew of what would happen once Luther was gone. 
 
The last decade of Luther’s life was marked by persistent health issues, compounded by the press of 
all his responsibilities as a professor, pastor, father, and theological figurehead.  In hope for a church 
council that never happened, Luther prepared the Smalcald Articles in December 1536, which is 
sometimes called his last will and testament.  He was initially slow in carrying out this responsibility 
due to his health, but the Elector of Saxony pressed him to complete a confession of faith for when 
he would stand before God.  It quickly spread and gained acceptance.  Its form was similar to the 
Augsburg Confession and is also included in the Book of Concord, the historic confessional 
documents of the Lutheran Church, to which Lutheran pastors subscribe today.    
 
As Luther’s health began to fail, people began to expect he might die a number of times.  At a 
meeting at Smalcald in 1537, when the Elector of Saxony wanted the Smalcald League to adopt the 
Smalcald Articles, Luther had extreme pain and illness due to kidney stones and thought he would 
die.  By the summer of 1545, he was blind in one eye as a result of a stroke in 1544 and almost retired 
to his wife Kate’s farm due to his declining health.  In these last years, Luther grew ill, impatient, and 
frustrated.  This led him to write the most infamous of his writings against the Jews.   

 
1 Some content taken from “Introduction” in Luther’s Works, Vol. 47: The Christian in Society IV, ed. Jaroslav Jan 
Pelikan, Hilton C. Oswald, and Helmut T. Lehmann (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1999), 123-136. 



In 1543 Luther wrote On the Jews and Their Lies.  It has four parts: (1) Jewish pride in their genealogy 
and land, which Luther considers to be works-righteousness, (2) analysis of key passages regarding 
the Jews’ role in salvation history, (3) Jewish slanders against Mary and Jesus, and (4) a plan for how 
to deal with the Jews.  In part four, Luther sets forth his plan to get rid of the Jews by either religious 
conversion or expelling them from the land.  (The details we will read below.)  This plan was not 
carried out, although some places did revoke safe conduct for the Jews.  Even Luther’s supporters, 
like Melanchthon and Osiander, were concerned about its severity.  Many have long accused Luther 
of anti-Semitism, the most notable example being William Shirer, who claimed a direct link between 
Luther and the Nazis in his 1960 book The Rise and the Fall of the Third Reich.  In fact, in the 
Nuremburg Trial Proceedings, the Nazi leader Julius Streicher appealed to Martin Luther in his 
defense before the Allies.  Still today, Luther’s words are quoted in the Holocaust Museum in 
Washington DC.  The editors of Luther’s Works explain that On the Jews and Their Lies “will no doubt 
prove dismaying to many readers, not only because it shows Luther at his least attractive, but also 
because of the potential misuse of this material” (LW 47:123). 
 
Although Luther’s words are shocking to modern ears, particularly after World War II, they need to 
be understood in context.  When Hebrew books were banned in Europe in the 1510s, Luther sided 
with Philip Melanchthon’s uncle, John Reuchlin, a Hebrew scholar.  Luther previously penned That 
Jesus Christ was Born a Jew in 1523, which Jews in Europe welcomed with joy.  In it, Luther took a 
charitable stance toward the Jews.  He condemned their poor treatment and urged Christians to 
treat them kindly, which was quite counter-cultural for his day.  Numerous European countries and 
territories such as England, France, and Spain had already banished the Jews from their territory.  
Strong polemical language was common on all sides during the Reformation period.  Luther 
earnestly desired the Jews to be brought to faith in Christ once they would hear the gospel he 
treasured so much.  When that did not happen as quickly or easily as he thought, his tone 
dramatically changed by the 1540s. 
 
Only three years after writing On the Jews and Their Lies, Luther traveled to Mansfeld to help resolve 
a dispute in his childhood hometown.  He never made it and died in Eisleben, the town of his birth, 
on February 18, 1546.  He was asked, “Do you wish to die steadfastly in Jesus Christ and in the faith as 
you preached it?”  Luther answered, “Yes.”  His last writing was a note from his pocket, “This is true: 
we are all beggars.”  Luther’s body was brought back to Wittenberg and buried underneath the 
pulpit in the Castle Church.  John Bugenhagen, Luther’s pastor at St. Mary’s, preached the sermon on 
the basis of 1 Thessalonians 4:13-14, “Brothers and sisters, we do not want you to be uninformed 
about those who sleep in death, so that you do not grieve like the rest of mankind, who have no 
hope. For we believe that Jesus died and rose again, and so we believe that God will bring with Jesus 
those who have fallen asleep in him.”  

 
Discussion of Luther & the Jews  
 
That Jesus Christ Was Born a Jew (1523) 
 

I hope that if one deals in a kindly way with the Jews and instructs them carefully from Holy 
Scripture, many of them will become genuine Christians and turn again to the faith of their fathers, 
the prophets and patriarchs. They will only be frightened further away from it if their Judaism is so 
utterly rejected that nothing is allowed to remain, and they are treated only with arrogance and 
scorn. If the apostles, who also were Jews, had dealt with us Gentiles as we Gentiles deal with the 
Jews, there would never have been a Christian among the Gentiles. Since they dealt with us Gentiles 



in such brotherly fashion, we in our turn ought to treat the Jews in a brotherly manner in order that   
we might convert some of them. For even we ourselves are not yet all very far along, not to speak of 
having arrived. 

When we are inclined to boast of our position we should remember that we are but Gentiles, 
while the Jews are of the lineage of Christ. We are aliens and in-laws; they are blood relatives, 
cousins, and brothers of our Lord. Therefore, if one is to boast of flesh and blood, the Jews are 
actually nearer to Christ than we are, as St. Paul says in Romans 9[:5]. God has also demonstrated 
this by his acts, for to no nation among the Gentiles has he granted so high an honor as he has to the 
Jews. For from among the Gentiles there have been raised up no patriarchs, no apostles, no 
prophets, indeed, very few genuine Christians either. And although the gospel has been proclaimed 
to all the world, yet He committed the Holy Scriptures, that is, the law and the prophets, to no 
nation except the Jews, as Paul says in Romans 3[:2] and Psalm 147[:19–20], “He declares his word to 
Jacob, his statutes and ordinances to Israel. He has not dealt thus with any other nation; nor 
revealed his ordinances to them.” … 

If the Jews should take offense because we confess our Jesus to be a man, and yet true God, we 
will deal forcefully with that from Scripture in due time. But this is too harsh for a beginning. Let 
them first be suckled with milk, and begin by recognizing this man Jesus as the true Messiah; after 
that they may drink wine, and learn also that he is true God. For they have been led astray so long 
and so far that one must deal gently with them, as people who have been all too strongly 
indoctrinated to believe that God cannot be man. 

Therefore, I would request and advise that one deal gently with them and instruct them from 
Scripture; then some of them may come along. Instead of this we are trying only to drive them by 
force, slandering them, accusing them of having Christian blood if they don’t stink, and I know not 
what other foolishness. So long as we thus treat them like dogs, how can we expect to work any 
good among them? Again, when we forbid them to labor and do business and have any human 
fellowship with us, thereby forcing them into usury, how is that supposed to do them any good? 

If we really want to help them, we must be guided in our dealings with them not by papal law 
but by the law of Christian love. We must receive them cordially, and permit them to trade and 
work with us, that they may have occasion and opportunity to associate with us, hear our Christian 
teaching, and witness our Christian life. If some of them should prove stiff-necked, what of it? After 
all, we ourselves are not all good Christians either. 

Here I will let the matter rest for the present, until I see what I have accomplished. God grant us 
all his mercy. Amen. (LW 45:200-201,229) 

 
Read Genesis 12:2-3 and Romans 1:16, 3:2, 9:1-5.  Trace the role of the Jews in God’s plan of salvation. 
 
 
What was Luther’s ultimate goal with the Jews? 
 
 
 
On the Jews and Their Lies (1543) 

 
What shall we Christians do with this rejected and condemned people, the Jews? Since they live 

among us, we dare not tolerate their conduct, now that we are aware of their lying and reviling and 
blaspheming. If we do, we become sharers in their lies, cursing, and blasphemy. Thus we cannot 
extinguish the unquenchable fire of divine wrath, of which the prophets speak, nor can we convert 
the Jews. With prayer and the fear of God we must practice a sharp mercy to see whether we might 



save at least a few from the glowing flames. We dare not avenge ourselves. Vengeance a thousand 
times worse than we could wish them already has them by the throat. I shall give you my sincere 
advice. 

First, to set fire to their synagogues or schools and to bury and cover with dirt whatever will not 
burn, so that no man will ever again see a stone or cinder of them. This is to be done in honor of our 
Lord and of Christendom, so that God might see that we are Christians, and do not condone or 
knowingly tolerate such public lying, cursing, and blaspheming of his Son and of his Christians. For 
whatever we tolerated in the past unknowingly—and I myself was unaware of it—will be pardoned 
by God. But if we, now that we are informed, were to protect and shield such a house for the Jews, 
existing right before our very nose, in which they lie about, blaspheme, curse, vilify, and defame 
Christ and us (as was heard above), it would be the same as if we were doing all this and even worse 
ourselves, as we very well know. 

In Deuteronomy 13 [:12ff] Moses writes that any city that is given to idolatry shall be totally 
destroyed by fire, and nothing of it shall be preserved.  If he were alive today, he would be the first 
to set fire to the synagogues and houses of the Jews. . . . 

Second, I advise that their houses also be razed and destroyed. For they pursue in them the 
same aims as in their synagogues. Instead they might be lodged under a roof or in a barn, like the 
gypsies. This will bring home to them the fact that they are not masters in our country, as they 
boast, but that they are living in exile and in captivity, as they incessantly wail and lament about us 
before God. 

Third, I advise that all their prayer books and Talmudic writings, in which such idolatry, lies, 
cursing, and blasphemy are taught, be taken from them. 

Fourth, I advise that their rabbis be forbidden to teach henceforth on pain of loss of life and 
limb. For they have justly forfeited the right to such an office by holding the poor Jews captive with 
the saying of Moses (Deuteronomy 17 [:10 ff.]) in which he commands them to obey their teachers 
on penalty of death, although Moses clearly adds: “what they teach you in accord with the law of 
the Lord.” Those villains ignore that. They wantonly employ the poor people’s obedience contrary 
to the law of the Lord and infuse them with this poison, cursing, and blasphemy. ... 

Fifth, I advise that safe-conduct on the highways be abolished completely for the Jews. For they 
have no business in the countryside, since they are not lords, officials, tradesmen, or the like. Let 
them stay at home. I have heard it said that a rich Jew is now traveling across the country with 
twelve horses—his ambition is to become a Kokhba—devouring princes, lords, lands, and people 
with his usury, so that the great lords view it with jealous eyes. If you great lords and princes will not 
forbid such usurers the highway legally, some day a troop may gather against them, having learned 
from this booklet the true nature of the Jews and how one should deal with them and not protect 
their activities. For you, too, must not and cannot protect them unless you wish to become 
participants in all their abominations in the sight of God. Consider carefully what good could come 
from this, and prevent it. 

Sixth, I advise that usury be prohibited to them, and that all cash and treasure of silver and gold 
be taken from them and put aside for safekeeping. The reason for such a measure is that, as said 
above, they have no other means of earning a livelihood than usury, and by it they have stolen and 
robbed from us all they possess. Such money should now be used in no other way than the 
following: Whenever a Jew is sincerely converted, he should be handed one hundred, two hundred, 
or three hundred florins, as personal circumstances may suggest. With this he could set himself up 
in some occupation for the support of his poor wife and children, and the maintenance of the old or 
feeble. For such evil gains are cursed if they are not put to use with God’s blessing in a good and 
worthy cause. … 



Seventh, I recommend putting a flail, an ax, a hoe, a spade, a distaff, or a spindle into the hands 
of young, strong Jews and Jewesses and letting them earn their bread in the sweat of their brow, as 
was imposed on the children of Adam (Gen. 3 [:19]).  For it is not fitting that they should let us 
accursed Goyim [= Hebrew term for Gentiles] toil in the sweat of our faces while they, the holy 
people, idle away their time behind the stove, feasting and farting, and on top of all, boasting 
blasphemously of their lordship over the Christians by means of our sweat.  No, one should toss out 
these lazy rogues by the seat of their pants.  (LW 47:268-272) 

 
Develop examples for how it was easy for the Nazis to misuse Luther’s words during World War II. 
 
 
 
Assess the quotes below by various historians in how they view Luther and the Jews:   
 

1. Criticizing Luther: “[Luther’s] pamphlet Von den Juden und ihren Lügen (‘On the Jews and 
their Lies’), published in Wittenberg, may be termed the first work of modern anti-Semitism, 
and a giant step forward on the road to the Holocaust.”2  “For these works by Luther . . . are 
among the most anti-Semitic documents ever composed, rivaling in many instances the 
worst of the literature which came out of Nazi Germany.”3   

2. Defending Luther: “[Luther] did object to their false teachings and to their slanderous and 
blasphemous characterizations of Jesus and his mother Mary.  When Hitler’s Storm Troopers 
rounded up Jews in the ghettos of Germany, no questions were asked about what they 
believed.  They were victimized only because they had Jewish blood in their veins.  Luther, on 
the contrary, had a special regard for people who were Jewish. … We have seen that Luther 
was not anti-Semitic.  We may add that he could not have been infected by the evil of racism, 
nor could he have had racial motivations in his essays about the Jews.  Luther had been dead 
for over two hundred years before ‘racism’ reared its ugly head.”4 

3. Middle Position: “True; the crackpot version of social Darwinism that gave rise to ‘racial’ anti-
Semitism was a creation of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.  Luther hated the Jews 
because they rejected Christ.  But his fury was no less cruel and vicious because its underlying 
motives were different or because his suggestions for carrying his cruelty to some final 
solution were less comprehensive and efficient. . . . But the fact that Luther’s hostility to 
Jews was not the same as modern anti-Semitism does not excuse it.  It was as bad as Luther 
could make it, and that was bad enough to leave a legacy that had hateful consequences for 
centuries.”5 

 
 
Place Luther in his historical context.  What is to be defended?  What cannot be defended? 
 
 

 
2 Paul Johnson, A History of the Jews (New York: Harper & Row, 1987), 242. 
3 John T Pawlikowski, “Martin Luther and Judaism: Paths Towards Theological Reconciliation,” Journal of the 
American Academy of Religion 43:4 (1975): 681. 
4 Neelak S Tjernagel, Martin Luther and the Jewish People (Milwaukee: Northwestern Publishing House, 1985), 
46, 77. 
5 Richard Marius, Martin Luther: The Christian Between God and Death (Cambridge: Belknap Press of Harvard 
University Press, 1999), 377,380. 



Applying Luther and the Jews Today 
 
Discuss any or all of these in small groups: 
 

1. Luther earnestly desired to evangelize the Jews and wanted them to be brought to faith in 
Jesus.  Do Christians today simply give up on trying to evangelize Jews?  Why or why not? 
 

2. By being part of a Lutheran church, we all bear the name of Luther (even though he did not 
want that to happen).  Do the readings today cause you to reconsider anything?  What does 
it mean to be a “Lutheran” in the twenty-first century? 
 

3. Luther’s last years highlight the best and worst of him.  What would have happened if he 
would have focused more on his final writing, “This is true: we are all beggars”?    

 
 

Conclusion 
 
Craft a response to the objection, “Martin Luther was an anti-Semite.  His writings are one example 
in a long line of Christian xenophobia that contributed to the atrocities of the Holocaust.”  
 


