
 
 

Introduction 
 
Watch a short National Geographic video on The Black Death, or bubonic plague.  Though the main 
pandemic occurred in Europe during the mid-fourteenth century, other outbreaks continued to occur 
during the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries.  Compare the historical background below with the 
current COVID-19 pandemic.  How is this period of church history relevant to current times?   
 
 
 
 
 
 

Historical Background of Martin Luther’s “Whether One May Flee from a Deadly Plague” 
(1527)1 
 
On August 2, 1527, an epidemic of the bubonic plague struck Luther’s hometown of Wittenberg, 
where Luther served as professor of theology at the university.  The Elector of Saxony, John the 
Steadfast, ordered the students and professors to leave for the nearby city of Jena.  Against the 
wishes of the elector and his friends, Luther stayed in Wittenberg, along with his pastor John 
Bugenhagen, in order to minister to the sick and frightened.  By August 19 eighteen people had died, 
including the wife of the mayor.  Then it struck close to home.  Luther’s wife, Katharina, was 
pregnant at the time, and two women, who were staying at his house, got sick.  His little son Hans 
would not eat for a few days.  The chaplain George Rörer’s wife, who was also pregnant, died along 
with her child.  To encourage each other, Bugenhagen’s family also moved in with Luther.  Shortly 
thereafter the plague surfaced to the east in Breslau in Silesia, where the question was asked 
whether it was proper for a Christian to flee from an infected city.  During this period some were 
mocking the people in Wittenberg for running away from the plague.  Rev. Dr. John Hess, a 
Reformation leader and pastor in Breslau, wrote to Luther to ask his advice.  Luther finally answered 
in the form of this open letter. 
 

 
1 Summary taken from the “Introduction” in Martin Luther, Luther’s Works, Vol. 43: Devotional Writings II, ed. 
Jaroslav Jan Pelikan, Hilton C. Oswald, and Helmut T. Lehmann, vol. 43 (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1999), 115-
118. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MYnMXEcHI7U
https://ref.ly/logosres/lw43?ref=VolumePage.V+43%2c+p+115&off=14&ctx=INTRODUCTION%0a~The+Black+Death%2c+which+from


Current Events Debate 
 
What about COVID-19?  Are people overreacting and unnecessarily panicking?  Or are people not 
taking the pandemic seriously enough?  Argue for one side or the other: 
 

People are overreacting People are underreacting 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 

Discussion of Luther’s Letter 
Read the quotations for each question below.  Then discuss. 
 
In the opening, how does Luther strike the balance between giving advice and not binding 
consciences? 
 

Therefore we here give you our opinion as far as God grants us to understand and perceive. This 
we would humbly submit to your judgment and to that of all devout Christians for them, as is 
proper, to come to their own decision and conclusion. Since the rumor of death is to be heard in 
these and many other parts also, we have permitted these instructions of ours to be printed 
because others might also want to make use of them. 

To begin with, some people are of the firm opinion that one need not and should not 
run away from a deadly plague. Rather, since death is God’s punishment, which he sends upon 
us for our sins, we must submit to God and with a true and firm faith patiently await our 
punishment. They look upon running away as an outright wrong and as lack of belief in God. 
Others take the position that one may properly flee, particularly if one holds no public office.  
(LW 43:119-120) 

 
Agree/disagree: “By not leaving and instead staying in Wittenberg, Luther was disobeying the Fourth 
Commandment and putting God to the test.” 
 

Those who are engaged in a spiritual ministry such as preachers and pastors must likewise 
remain steadfast before the peril of death. We have a plain command from Christ, “A good 
shepherd lays down his life for the sheep but the hireling sees the wolf coming and flees” [John 
10:11]. For when people are dying, they most need a spiritual ministry which strengthens and 
comforts their consciences by word and sacrament and in faith overcomes death. However, 
where enough preachers are available in one locality and they agree to encourage the other 
clergy to leave in order not to expose themselves needlessly to danger, I do not consider such 
conduct sinful because spiritual services are provided for and because they would have been 
ready and willing to stay if it had been necessary.  (LW 43:121) 



How do you apply the command to love your neighbor as yourself in time of a pandemic?  Is it love to 
stay and care for your neighbor, or is it love to avoid your neighbor to risk the spread of disease? 
 

In the same way we must and we owe it to our neighbor to accord him the same treatment in 
other troubles and perils, also. If his house is on fire, love compels me to run to help him 
extinguish the flames. If there are enough other people around to put the fire out, I may either 
go home or remain to help. If he falls into the water or into a pit I dare not turn away but must 
hurry to help him as best I can. If there are others to do it, I am released. If I see that he is hungry 
or thirsty, I cannot ignore him but must offer food and drink, not considering whether I would 
risk impoverishing myself by doing so. A man who will not help or support others unless he can 
do so without affecting his safety or his property will never help his neighbor. He will always 
reckon with the possibility that doing so will bring some disadvantage and damage, danger and 
loss. No neighbor can live alongside another without risk to his safety, property, wife, or child. 
He must run the risk that fire or some other accident will start in the neighbor’s house and 
destroy him bodily or deprive him of his goods, wife, children, and all he has. (LW 43:125-126) 
 
I am of the opinion that all the epidemics, like any plague, are spread among the people by evil 
spirits who poison the air or exhale a pestilential breath which puts a deadly poison into the 
flesh. Nevertheless, this is God’s decree and punishment to which we must patiently submit and 
serve our neighbor, risking our lives in this manner as St. John teaches, “If Christ laid down his 
life for us, we ought to lay down our lives for the brethren” [1 John 3:16]. 

When anyone is overcome by horror and repugnance in the presence of a sick person he 
should take courage and strength in the firm assurance that it is the devil who stirs up such 
abhorrence, fear, and loathing in his heart. He is such a bitter, knavish devil that he not only 
unceasingly tries to slay and kill, but also takes delight in making us deathly afraid, worried, and 
apprehensive so that we should regard dying as horrible and have no rest or peace all through 
our life. And so the devil would excrete us out of this life as he tries to make us despair of God, 
become unwilling and unprepared to die, and, under the stormy and dark sky of fear and 
anxiety, make us forget and lose Christ, our light and life, and desert our neighbor in his 
troubles. We would sin thereby against God and man; that would be the devil’s glory and 
delight. (LW 43:127) 
 
This I well know, that if it were Christ or his mother who were laid low by illness, everybody 
would be so solicitous and would gladly become a servant or helper. Everyone would want to be 
bold and fearless; nobody would flee but everyone would come running. And yet they don’t 
hear what Christ himself says, “As you did to one of the least, you did it to me” [Matt. 25:40]. 
When he speaks of the greatest commandment he says, “The other commandment is like unto 
it, you shall love your neighbor as yourself” [Matt. 22:39]. There you hear that the command to 
love your neighbor is equal to the greatest commandment to love God, and that what you do or 
fail to do for your neighbor means doing the same to God. If you wish to serve Christ and to wait 
on him, very well, you have your sick neighbor close at hand. Go to him and serve him, and you 
will surely find Christ in him, not outwardly but in his word.  (LW 43:130) 

 
If in the Old Testament God himself ordered lepers to be banished from the community and 
compelled to live outside the city to prevent contamination [Leviticus 13–14], we must do the 
same with this dangerous pestilence so that anyone who becomes infected will stay away from 
other persons, or allow himself to be taken away and given speedy help with medicine. Under 
such circumstances it is our duty to assist such a person and not forsake him in his plight, as I 



have repeatedly pointed out before. Then the poison is stopped in time, which benefits not only 
the individual but also the whole community, which might be contaminated if one person is 
permitted to infect others. Our plague here in Wittenberg has been caused by nothing but filth. 
The air, thank God, is still clean and pure, but some few have been contaminated because of the 
laziness or recklessness of some. So the devil enjoys himself at the terror and flight which he 
causes among us. May God thwart him! Amen.  (LW 43:133-134) 

 
How does Luther strike the perennial middle ground between ungodly panic and ungodly 
carelessness? 
 

If someone is sufficiently bold and strong in his faith, let him stay in God’s name; that is certainly 
no sin. If someone is weak and fearful, let him flee in God’s name as long as he does not neglect 
his duty toward his neighbor but has made adequate provision for others to provide nursing 
care. To flee from death and to save one’s life is a natural tendency, implanted by God and not 
forbidden unless it be against God and neighbor, as St. Paul says in Ephesians 4 [5:29], “No man 
ever hates his own flesh, but nourishes and cherishes it.” It is even commanded that every man 
should as much as possible preserve body and life and not neglect them, as St. Paul says in 1 
Corinthians 12 [:21–26] that God has so ordered the members of the body that each one cares 
and works for the other.  (LW 43:123) 

 
From what has been said we derive this guidance: We must pray against every form of evil and 
guard against it to the best of our ability in order not to act contrary to God, as was previously 
explained. If it be God’s will that evil come upon us and destroy us, none of our precautions will 
help us. Everybody must take this to heart: first of all, if he feels bound to remain where death 
rages in order to serve his neighbor, let him commend himself to God and say, “Lord, I am in thy 
hands; thou hast kept me here; thy will be done. I am thy lowly creature. Thou canst kill me or 
preserve me in this pestilence in the same way as if I were in fire, water, drought, or any other 
danger.” If a man is free, however, and can escape, let him commend himself and say, “Lord 
God, I am weak and fearful. Therefore I am running away from evil and am doing what I can to 
protect myself against it. I am nevertheless in thy hands in this danger as in any other which 
might overtake me. Thy will be done. My flight alone will not succeed of itself because calamity 
and harm are everywhere.” (LW 43:125)  
 

It would be well, where there is such an efficient government in cities and states, to maintain 
municipal homes and hospitals staffed with people to take care of the sick so that patients from 
private homes can be sent there—as was the intent and purpose of our forefathers with so 
many pious bequests, hospices, hospitals, and infirmaries so that it should not be necessary for 
every citizen to maintain a hospital in his own home.2 That would indeed be a fine, 
commendable, and Christian arrangement to which everyone should offer generous help and 
contributions, particularly the government. Where there are no such institutions—and they 
exist in only a few places—we must give hospital care and be nurses for one another in any 
extremity or risk the loss of salvation and the grace of God. Thus it is written in God’s word and 
command, “Love your neighbor as yourself,” and in Matthew 7 [:12], “So whatever you wish 
that men would do to you, do so to them.” (LW 43:126-127) 

 

 
2 Note: Public hospitals were extremely rare in Luther’s day.  This would have constituted quite unusual adv ice. 



This is said as an admonition and encouragement against fear and a disgraceful flight to which 
the devil would tempt us so that we would disregard God’s command in our dealings with our 
neighbor and so we would fall into sin on the left hand. 

Others sin on the right hand. They are much too rash and reckless, tempting God and 
disregarding everything which might counteract death and the plague. They disdain the use of 
medicines; they do not avoid places and persons infected by the plague, but lightheartedly make 
sport of it and wish to prove how independent they are. They say that it is God’s punishment; if 
he wants to protect them he can do so without medicines or our carefulness. This is not trusting 
God but tempting him. God has created medicines and provided us with intelligence to guard 
and take good care of the body so that we can live in good health. 

If one makes no use of intelligence or medicine when he could do so without detriment 
to his neighbor, such a person injures his body and must beware lest he become a suicide in 
God’s eyes. By the same reasoning a person might forego eating and drinking, clothing and 
shelter, and boldly proclaim his faith that if God wanted to preserve him from starvation and 
cold, he could do so without food and clothing. Actually that would be suicide. It is even more 
shameful for a person to pay no heed to his own body and to fail to protect it against the plague 
the best he is able, and then to infect and poison others who might have remained alive if he 
had taken care of his body as he should have. He is thus responsible before God for his 
neighbor’s death and is a murderer many times over. Indeed, such people behave as though a 
house were burning in the city and nobody were trying to put the fire out. Instead they give 
leeway to the flames so that the whole city is consumed, saying that if God so willed, he could 
save the city without water to quench the fire. 

No, my dear friends, that is no good. Use medicine; take potions which can help you; 
fumigate house, yard, and street; shun persons and places wherever your neighbor does not 
need your presence or has recovered, and act like a man who wants to help put out the burning 
city. What else is the epidemic but a fire which instead of consuming wood and straw devours 
life and body? … Moreover, he who has contracted the disease and recovered should keep away 
from others and not admit them into his presence unless it be necessary. Though one should aid 
him in his time of need, as previously pointed out, he in turn should, after his recovery, so act 
toward others that no one becomes unnecessarily endangered on his account and so cause 
another’s death. … If the people in a city were to show themselves bold in their faith when a 
neighbor’s need so demands, and cautious when no emergency exists, and if everyone would 
help ward off contagion as best he can, then the death toll would indeed be moderate. But if 
some are too panicky and desert their neighbors in their plight, and if some are so foolish as not 
to take precautions but aggravate the contagion, then the devil has a heyday and many will die. 
On both counts this is a grievous offense to God and to man—here it is tempting God; there it is 
bringing man into despair. Then the one who flees, the devil will pursue; the one who stays 
behind, the devil will hold captive so that no one escapes him. (LW 43:131-132) 

 
Because we have come upon the subject of death, I cannot refrain from saying something about 
burials. First of all, I leave it to the doctors of medicine and others with greater experience than 
mine in such matters to decide whether it is dangerous to maintain cemeteries within the city 
limits. I do not know and do not claim to understand whether vapors and mists arise out of 
graves to pollute the air. If this were so my previously stated warnings constitute ample reason 
to locate cemeteries outside the city.3 As we have learned, all of us have the responsibility of 

 
3 In Luther’s day most cemeteries were in the city center.  To locate cemeteries outside the city would have 
been unusual advice perceived as overly cautious. 



warding off this poison to the best of our ability because God has commanded us to care for the 
body, to protect and nurse it so that we are not exposed needlessly. In an emergency, however, 
we must be bold enough to risk our health if that is necessary. Thus we should be ready for 
both—to live and to die according to God’s will. For “none of us lives to himself and none of us 
dies to himself,” as St. Paul says, Romans 15 [14:7].  It is very well known that the custom in 
antiquity, both among Jews and pagans, among saints and sinners, was to bury the dead 
outside the city. Those people were just as prudent as we claim to be ourselves. … My advice, 
therefore, is to follow these examples and to bury the dead outside the town. Not only necessity 
but piety and decency should induce us to provide a public burial ground outside the town, that 
is, our town of Wittenberg.” (LW 43:135-136) 

 
Imagine if our churches did not have the technology we enjoy today.  In times of a pandemic, should 
the church still hold services and carry out its ministry?  Advocate for one side or the other. 
 

Because this letter will go out in print for people to read, I regard it useful to add some brief 
instructions on how one should care and provide for the soul in time of death. We have done this 
orally from the pulpit, and still do so every day in fulfilment of the ministry to which we have been 
called as pastors. 

First, one must admonish the people to attend church and listen to the sermon so that they 
learn through God’s word how to live and how to die. … Second, everyone should prepare in time 
and get ready for death by going to confession and taking the sacrament once every week or 
fortnight. … Third, if someone wants the chaplain or pastor to come, let the sick person send word 
in time to call him and let him do so early enough while he is still in his right mind before the illness 
overwhelms the patient. (LW 43:134-135) 

 
 

Conclusion 
 
Apply Luther’s letter to our current situation.  In light of what you read today, give guidance to a 
fellow Christian who wonders, “What is a proper Christian response to the COVID-19 pandemic?” 


