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                                                                      Felonious Monk 
My advice is: First, that their synagogues 
be burned down, and that all who are able 
toss sulphur and pitch. It would be good if 
someone could also throw in some hellfire.

Martin Luther on the Jews, 1543

tHOUGH ONE WOULD NEVER KNOW 
it from his voluminous writings about them, 
Martin Luther didn’t always loathe Jews.
    Early in his life—still believing he could 
persuade them to convert to Christianity—
he considered Jews to be “blood relatives, 
cousins, and brothers of our Lord.”
In fact, by virtue of Jesus himself being 
born a Jew, he suggested that perhaps Jews 
were ‘nearer to Christ’ than Gentles were. 
    By the end of his life, however, Luther 
regarded Jews somewhat less charitably, 
calling them “a base, whoring people… 
full of the devil’s feces, which they wallow 
in like swine”—even openly advocating for 
their wholesale slaughter by Christians.

      Martin Luther’s 95 Theses, Ferdinand Pauwels, 1872

   Nor was Luther any great friend to the 
common people—whether they be Jews or 
Christians: In the bloody Peasant’s Revolt 
of 1525, Luther unexpectedly supported the 
nobility against the rebellious commoners.       
    Luther’s own family had risen from the 

the peasantry, and the leaders of the 
insurrection justified their cause by quoting 
extensively from his writings. But when the 
actual revolt came, he urged the authorities 
to “drive out the common people; whip, 
choke, hang, behead, and torture them, that 
they may learn to fear the powers that be.” 
    The title of Luther’s 1525 polemic 
Against the Murderous, Thieving Hordes of 
Peasants summarized his attitude toward the 

peasantry, whose initial limited grievances 
toward the Church and State had gradually 
expanded into a general revolt against the 
entire feudal order, potentially threatening 
Luther’s own claim to divine authority.



In his scathing rebuke, the celebrated 
religious rebel reminded the nobility that 
“there is nothing more poisonous, noxious 
and utterly devilish than a rebel.” 
    Armed only with farming tools, kitchen 
knives, and the seething anger of the 
oppressed, the peasants were no match for 
the heavily-armed militia and were 
slaughtered indiscriminately—many after 
surrendering—their bodies hung from trees 
throughout the German countryside.
   Luther personally took credit for the 
massacre, in which more than 100, 000 
(mostly Christian) peasants died, writing, 
“I, Martin Luther, have during the rebellion 
slain all the peasants, for it was I who 
ordered them to be struck dead. All their 
blood is on my head, but I cast it on … God, 
who commanded me to speak in this way.” 

Ironically, Luther’s last written words, 
written on his deathbed, would be “We are 
all beggars [i.e, peasants]—this is true.”
   But apart from his justified enmity toward 
the Roman Church and the papacy—at the 
time arguably in the most corrupt period in 
its entire history—Luther reserved his most 
vitriolic condemnation for the Jews.
    Like many Christians, Luther considered 
Jews as a ‘rejected’ people, responsible for 
the death of Jesus, a crime for which every 
Jew in history should forever carry blame. 
Throughout his later writings, Luther 
frequently quoted Matthew 12:34, in which 
Jesus (himself a Jew) calls the Pharisees “a 
brood of vipers and children of the devil.” 
    No mere academic discourse, Luther’s 
1543 treatise On the Jews and Their Lies 
advocated burning Jewish synagogues, 
schools, and houses to the ground, destroy-
ing their scriptures, and confiscating their 
money and property. At the time of its 
publication, Luther had already succeeded 
in getting Jews expelled from Saxony and 
driven out of many towns in Germany.

    Luther’s final sermon—delivered in his 
birthplace just three days before his death in 
1546—was devoted entirely to ‘the 
obdurate Jews,’ and concluded with a fiery 
summons to drive them all out of the country.
    Regarded as a prophet throughout 
Germany and the most widely read author 
of his generation, it’s difficult to over-
estimate Luther’s influence on subsequent 
European history. His writings acquired the 
status of scripture within Germany and count-
less reprints were published in support of 
persecution of Jews in following centuries.
    Luther’s writings were extensively 
quoted not only by Hitler, but in virtually 
every anti-Semitic book published before 
and during the Third Reich. (Four centuries 
after it was written, a first edition of On the 
Jews and their Lies was publicly exhibited 
in a glass case at the Nuremberg rallies.)  
    Regarding the treatise, the German 
philosopher Karl Jaspers wrote, “There you 
already have the whole Nazi program.”
Many historians consider it no coincidence 
that Kristallnacht, the orgy of anti-Semitic 
violence which ushered in the Nazi period 
in 1938, happened on Luther’s birthday. 
    It’s quite possible, of course, that the 
Holocaust would have occurred without 
Luther, but his contribution to laying the 
groundwork for it is undeniable. A passionate 
anti-Semite and a strong believer in absolute 
obedience to political authority, Luther 
provided the Nazis with an ideal foundation 
for both the Party and its attacks on Jews.   
    At the post-war Nuremberg Trials,  many 
Nazi defendants quoted Luther in seeking to 
justify their ‘Final Solution’ to ‘the Jewish 
problem.’ One leading perpetrator— the 
notorious Nazi propagandist Julius Streicher
—bluntly stated that had his works been 
taken into account by the prosecution, 
“Martin Luther would very probably sit in 
my place in the defendant’s dock today.” ◾


