
 
Introduction 
 
What has been your reaction to the protests regarding the events in Minneapolis?  What do you 
empathize with?  What concerns you? 
 

 
Historical Background to The Peasants’ Revolt (1524-1525)1 
 
Within the medieval feudal system, the relationship between a lord and a peasant comprised an 
integral part of society.  Although the relationship in the twelfth century was quite good, the 
relationship began to worsen by the fifteen century as labor became more specialized.  Peasants 
became the laughingstock of society and possessed little to no rights.  To further complicate the 
matters, some of the largest landowners were church bishops.  Thus once the Reformation began to 
question ecclesiastical hierarchy, the situation was ripe for societal revolt. 
 
Unrest among the peasantry occurred for about a century before the Reformation as the feudal 
system began to crumble.  However, the unrest flared up in the Peasants’ Revolt, the first uprising of 
the era that misused Luther’s 1520 manifestos for a political or social cause.   In To the German 
Nobility, the peasantry viewed Luther’s doctrine of the “priesthood of all believers” as especially 
applying to them.  In On the Freedom of a Christian, they viewed the freedom Luther espoused as 
applying to freedom from economic bondage, not the spiritual freedom of the renewed Christian.  
What is more, Thomas Müntzer and Balthsar Hübmaier, part of the so-called “radical Reformation,” 
spurred on the peasants by viewing the Reformation as an abolition of social order and a re-
establishment of society as a theocracy, a form of government where God is viewed as the ultimate 
authority who speaks to chosen prophets.   
 
The first stage of the uprising took place in the Black Forest, an area in what is now southwestern 
Germany, in 1524.  Not all peasants resorted to violence right away.  Some articulated their demands 
in manifestoes such as The Twelve Articles, which began to be widely circulated in early 1525.  Among 
other things, they wanted the right to elect and remove pastors.  Once Luther received a copy and 
realized he was being quoted in support, he penned Admonition to Peace: A Reply to the Twelve 
Article of the Peasants in Swabia.  Luther’s purpose was three-fold: (1) he wanted to avert bloodshed, 

 
1 Some content taken from “Introduction” in Luther’s Works, Vol. 46: The Christian in Society III, ed. Jaroslav Jan 
Pelikan, Hilton C. Oswald, and Helmut T. Lehmann (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1999), 5-8, 47-48, 59-62. 



(2) he took seriously the peasants’ admission that they would submit to the Word of God, and (3) the 
peasants appealed to him for counsel.  Luther agrees that many of the concerns of the peasants are 
just and appeals to the nobility to lessen the demands on the peasants, yet he also critiques the 
peasants for using force to address injustice and for appealing to the gospel to do so.  In this first 
writing, he states that both sides have not acted in a Christian way. 
 
That tone dramatically changes once the Peasants’ Revolt spreads throughout 1525 to Thuringia in 
the heart of what is now Germany.  Castles were destroyed and plundered, including one from Hans 
von Berlepsch (the warden of the Wartburg, a close friend of Luther’s).  Thomas Müntzer’s battle cry 
was “All things are common!” and he believed the Second Coming of Christ was at hand.  The Elector 
of Saxony did nothing to stop the violence.  When Luther traveled to the town of Eisleben in April to 
establish a new school, he saw the excess of the violence.  In the town of Nordhausen, hecklers 
interrupted his sermon, which had never happened before.  Once he returned home, he wrote 
Against the Murdering and Robbing Horde of Peasants.  Luther used strong language to denounce the 
peasants and accused them of three charges: (1) they violated their oaths to their rulers and were 
subject to punishment, (2) they had robbed, plundered, and murdered, and (3) they blasphemed God 
by using Christ’s name as a cover for their actions. 
 
Luther’s strong language, however, inspired the nobles to take immediate action to teach the 
peasants a lesson.  At the end of April 1525 the peasants were at the height of their power.  The 
battle of Frankenhausen, on May 15, 1525 occurred the closest to Wittenberg.  Phillip of Hesse, a 
noble, used his professional forces to route the inexperienced peasantry.  Other nobles united to put 
down the revolt in other areas.  Thomas Müntzer fled and was eventually tried and executed.  It is 
estimated that 100,000 peasants died in the revolt.  As the nobles used their power to execute 
violence against the nobles, Luther’s Catholic opponents accused Luther of first encouraging the 
peasants and then going to the side of the nobles.  The peasants felt betrayed and abandoned by 
Luther.  Even Luther’s friends could not understand his harsh tone in his second writing.  His friends 
urged him to made a retraction, and he finally clarified his position in his Open Letter on the Harsh 
Book against the Peasants.  It was damage control; Luther, however, essentially defended his position 
in his first two writings.  He reaffirms Romans 13.  On the one hand, the peasants should not have 
rebelled and force is the only language they understand.  On the other hand, the nobles should not 
have flagrantly misused their office, and Luther considers their cruelty just as sinful as insurrection 
and does not take responsibility for their actions.  At the end of the day, both sides blamed Luther, 
and the Peasants’ Revolt goes down as a sore spot in Reformation history. 
 

Discussion of Luther’s Writings During the Peasants’ Revolt 
 
Admonition to Peace (1525) 
 

Admonition to Both Rulers and Peasants 
Now, dear sirs, there is nothing Christian on either side and nothing Christian is at issue between 

you; both lords and peasants are discussing questions of justice and injustice in heathen, or worldly, 
terms. Furthermore, both parties are acting against God and are under his wrath, as you have heard. For 
God’s sake, then, take my advice! Take a hold of these matters properly, with justice and not with force 
or violence and do not start endless bloodshed in Germany. For because both of you are wrong, and 
both of you want to avenge and defend yourselves, both of you will destroy yourselves and God will use 
one rascal to flog another. … 



As I see it, the worst thing about this completely miserable affair is that both sides will sustain 
irreparable damage; and I would gladly risk my life and even die if I could prevent that from happening. 
Since neither side fights with a good conscience, but both fight to uphold injustice, it must follow, in the 
first place, that those who are slain are lost eternally, body and soul, as men who die in their sins, 
without penitence and without grace, under the wrath of God. Nothing can be done for them. The lords 
would be fighting to strengthen and maintain their tyranny, their persecution of the gospel, and their 
unjust oppression of the poor, or else to help that kind of ruler. That is a terrible injustice and is against 
God. He who commits such a sin must be lost eternally. The peasants, on the other hand, would fight to 
defend their rebellion and their abuse of the name Christian. Both these things are great sins against 
God, and he who dies in them or for them must also be lost eternally, and nothing can prevent it. … 

I, therefore, sincerely advise you to choose certain counts and lords from among the nobility and 
certain councilmen from the cities and ask them to arbitrate and settle this dispute amicably.   You 
lords, stop being so stubborn! You will finally have to stop being such oppressive tyrants—whether you 
want to or not. Give these poor people room in which to live and air to breath. You peasants, let 
yourselves be instructed and give up the excessive demands of some of your articles. In this way it may 
be possible to reach a solution of this dispute through human laws and agreements, if not through 
Christian means. 

If you do not follow this advice—God forbid!—I must let you come to blows. But I am innocent 
of your souls, your blood, or your property. The guilt is yours alone. I have told you that you are both 
wrong and that what you are fighting for is wrong. … Would to God that you might fear his wrath and 
amend your ways that this disaster might be delayed and postponed a while! In any case, my conscience 
assures me that I have faithfully given you my Christian and fraternal advice. God grant that it helps! 
Amen. (LW 46:40-43) 
 
Describe Luther’s tone in this first article.  What was his ultimate goal? 
 
 
 
 

Against the Robbing and Murdering Horde of Peasants (1525) 
 
In my earlier book on this matter, I did not venture to judge the peasants, since they had offered to 

be corrected and to be instructed; and Christ in Matthew 7 [:1] commands us not to judge. But before I 
could even inspect the situation, they forgot their promise and violently took matters into their own 
hands and are robbing and raging like mad dogs. All this now makes it clear that they were trying to 
deceive us and that the assertions they made in their Twelve Articles were nothing but lies presented 
under the name of the gospel. To put it briefly, they are doing the devil’s work. This is particularly the 
work of that archdevil who rules at Mühlhausen,5 and does nothing except stir up robbery, murder, and 
bloodshed; as Christ describes him in John 8 [:44], “He was a murderer from the beginning.” Since these 
peasants and wretched people have now let themselves be misled and are acting differently than they 
promised, I, too, must write differently of them than I have written, and begin by setting their sin before 
them, as God commands Isaiah [58:1] and Ezekiel [2:7], on the chance that some of them may see 
themselves for what they are. Then I must instruct the rulers how they are to conduct themselves in 
these circumstances. … 

 
5 That is, Thomas Münzer.  



First, I will not oppose a ruler who, even though he does not tolerate the gospel, will smite and 
punish these peasants without first offering to submit the case to judgment.10 He is within his rights, 
since the peasants are not contending any longer for the gospel, but have become faithless, perjured, 
disobedient, rebellious murderers, robbers, and blasphemers, whom even a heathen ruler has the right 
and authority to punish. Indeed, it is his duty to punish such scoundrels, for this is why he bears the 
sword and is “the servant of God to execute his wrath on the wrongdoer,” Romans 13 [:4]. 

But if the ruler is a Christian and tolerates the gospel, so that the peasants have no appearance 
of a case against him, he should proceed with fear. First he must take the matter to God, confessing that 
we have deserved these things, and remembering that God may, perhaps, have thus aroused the devil as 
a punishment upon all Germany. Then he should humbly pray for help against the devil, for we are 
contending not only “against flesh and blood,” but “against the spiritual hosts of wickedness in the air” 
[Eph. 6:12; 2:2], which must be attacked with prayer. Then, when our hearts are so turned to God that 
we are ready to let his divine will be done, whether he will or will not have us to be princes and lords, we 
must go beyond our duty, and offer the mad peasants an opportunity to come to terms, even though 
they are not worthy of it. Finally, if that does not help, then swiftly take to the sword. 

For in this case a prince and lord must remember that according to Romans 13 [:4] he is God’s 
minister and the servant of  his wrath and that the sword has been given him to use against such people. 
If he does not fulfil the duties of his office by punishing some and protecting others, he commits as great 
a sin before God as when someone who has not been given the sword commits murder. If he is able to 
punish and does not do it—even though he would have had to kill someone or shed blood—he becomes 
guilty of all the murder and evil that these people commit. For by deliberately disregarding God’s 
command he permits such rascals to go about their wicked business, even though he was able to 
prevent it and it was his duty to do so. This is not a time to sleep. And there is no place for patience or 
mercy. This is the time of the sword, not the day of grace. … 

Therefore, dear lords, here is a place where you can release, rescue, help. Have mercy on these 
poor people! Let whoever can stab, smite, slay. If you die in doing it, good for you! A more blessed death 
can never be yours, for you die while obeying the divine word and commandment in Romans 13 [:1, 2], 
and in loving service of your neighbor, whom you are rescuing from the bonds of hell and of the devil. 
And so I beg everyone who can to flee from the peasants as from the devil himself; those who do not 
flee, I pray that God will enlighten and convert. As for those who are not to be converted, God grant 
that they may have neither fortune nor success. To this let every pious Christian say, “Amen!” For this 
prayer is right and good, and pleases God; this I know. If anyone thinks this too harsh, let him remember 
that rebellion is intolerable and that the destruction of the world is to be expected every hour. (LW 
46:49,52-55) 
 

Describe Luther’s tone in his second article.  What was his ultimate goal? 
 
 
 
Read Isaiah 58:1, Ezekiel 2:7, and Romans 13:4.  Assess Luther’s interpretation of those verses. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
10 In other words, a ruler need not wait for a judicial verdict against the peasants. 



An Open Letter on the Harsh Book against the Peasants (1525) 

To the honorable and wise Caspar Müller, chancellor of Mansfeld, my good friend. Grace and peace in 
Christ. 

I have been obliged to answer your letter in a printed book because the little book that I published 
against the peasants has given rise to so many complaints and questions, as though it were un-Christian 
and too hard. Indeed, I had intended to plug my ears and to let those blind, ungrateful creatures who 
seek nothing in me but causes of offense smother in their own vexation until they had to rot in it. It 
seems that reading my other books has not helped men to accept such a plain, simple judgment about 
earthly things. … 

If my first advice, given when the rebellion was just beginning, had been followed, and a peasant or 
a hundred of them had been knocked down so that the rest would have tripped over them, and if they 
had not been allowed to get the upper hand, many thousands of them who now have to die would have 
been saved, for they would have stayed at home. That would have been a necessary act of mercy that 
could have been performed with little wrath; now it is necessary to use so much severity because there 
are so many of them to control. 

But God’s will has been done, in order to teach both sides a lesson. … 
No Christian stayed among them [the peasants], and these men did not get involved innocently, as 

they pretend. Indeed, it seems that they are suffering injustice, but it is not so. Tell me, my dear friend, if 
a man killed your father and mother, abused your wife and children, burned your house, and took your 
money and everything that you had, and then said that he had to do it because he had been forced to do 
it, what kind of an excuse would that be? Who ever heard of anyone being compelled to do good or evil? 
Who can compel a man’s will? This argument does not hold water. Nor does it make sense for a man to 
say, “I have to do wrong; I am forced to do it.” To deny Christ and the word of God is a great sin and 
wrong, and many are forced to do it, but do you think that that excuses them? Likewise, to start an 
insurrection, to become disobedient and faithless to rulers, to perjure oneself, to rob and burn—that is 
a great wrong, and some of the peasants were forced to do it; but how does that help them? Why do 
they let themselves be forced? … 

I earnestly ask you, and everyone, to read my book fairly, and not run through it so hurriedly. Then 
you will see that I was advising only Christian and pious rulers, as befits a Christian preacher. I say it 
again and for the third time. I was writing only for rulers who might wish to deal in a Christian or 
otherwise honest way with their people. … But these furious, raving, senseless tyrants, who even after 
the battle cannot get their fill of blood, and in all their lives ask scarcely a question about Christ—these I 
did not undertake to instruct. It makes no difference to these bloody dogs whether they slay the guilty 
or the innocent, whether they please God or the devil. They have the sword, but they use it to vent their 
lust and self-will, I leave them to the guidance of their master, the devil, who is indeed leading them.  … 
Therefore I wanted to do two things: quiet the peasants, and instruct the pious lords. The peasants 
were unwilling to listen, and now they have their reward; the lords, too, will not hear, and they shall 
have their reward also.  However, it would have been a shame if they had been killed by the peasants; 
that would have been too easy a punishment for them.  Hell-fire, trembling, and gnashing of teeth 
[Matt. 22:13] in hell will be their reward eternally, unless they repent. 

This, dear sir and friend, is my answer to your letter. I hope that I have more than satisfied you. If 
anyone is not satisfied, let him remain, in God’s name, wise and prudent, righteous and holy; and let me 
remain a fool and a sinner. I wish that they would leave me in peace; but they will not win, and what I 
teach and write will still be true, even though the whole world were to burst. If anyone wants to be 
peculiar, I, too, shall be peculiar, and we shall see who is right in the end. (LW 46:63,76,83-85) 
 
 



 
Describe Luther’s tone in his third article.  What is his ultimate goal? 
 
 
 
Agree/disagree: “Luther’s was justified to criticize both sides during the Peasants’ Revolt.” 
 
 
 

Applying The Peasants’ Revolt Today 
 
Luther’s writings during the Peasants’ Revolt illustrate (for better and for worse) how church 
leaders, in particular, need to understand the importance of the tone of their communication.  
Discuss any of these related questions in small groups: 
 

1. When should church leaders point out sin and confront people with direct language? 
2. When should church leaders be tactful and indirect in their language? 
3. When should church leaders simply say nothing in response to complaints? 
4. When should church leaders apologize? 
5. When should church leaders stand their ground? 

 

Conclusion 
 
Numerous thoughts and opinions have been given on social media regarding the events surrounding 
the death of George Floyd.  What lessons did you learn today about how Christians ought to express 
themselves during times of social unrest? 
 


