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676 LUTHER AND THE WAR AGAINST THE TURKS 

of most just judgment which shall be pronounced upon' im
penitent sinners, 'when it shall be said unto them. "Depart 
.from Me, ye cursed, into everlasting fire, prepared for the 
devil and his angels"'; has taught us week by week to pray, 
'From Thy wrath and from everlasting damnation, Good Lord, 
deliver us'; and, in the sight of death, put into our mouths 
the piercing cry, 'O holy and most merciful Savior, deliver 
us not into the bitter pains of eternal death.' " (E. B. Pusey, 
op. cit., p. IX.) Luther: "Let us take this sincere warning and 
kind admonition of our gracious God and dear Father to 
heart and say: I know, dear God, that Thou art concemed 
about my salvation; I will, then, tum to Thee in true re
pentance, never forget about the last trumpet, and daily look 
for Thy coming to judgment. . . . Our dear Lord and Savior, 
Jesus Christ, grant us His Holy Spirit, that we may, in true 
faith and in a godly life, look for and hasten to the coming 
of His day, when we shall be caught up in the resurrection 
of the dead with the elect and blessed, to meet the Lord in 
the air; and so shall we ever be with the Lord." (VIII: 
1333, 1335.) 

Luther and the War Against tl1e Turks 
By GEORGE W. FORELL, * New York City 

Modern psychoanalysis tells us that disease is the touch
stone of the healthy mind. What is true in the realm of 
psychology is not less true in the r ealm of ethics. The most 
terrible disease in the realm of human relations is war, and 
so we can say that war is the touchstone of a healthy ethical 
system. In its attitude toward war the weakness of an ethical 
system is revealed. In the war situation an ethical system 
is revealed as basically unrealistic if it proves unwilling to 
face the actual situation and therefore uses the escape of ab
solute pacifism. It is revealed as basically immoral if it con
dones any war to such an extent that it loses sight of sin and 
injustice and makes of that war a holy war or a crusade. 

Because the attitude toward war growing out of an ethical 
system has a peculiar significance, it is of considerable value 

• This article originally appeared in ChuTch Hfnorr,. It Ill here 
reprinted by permiaion. - ED. Norr.:. 
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LlJTBER AND THE WAR AGAJNST THE TURKS 677 

to study Luther's attitude toward the war against the Turks. 
Hia attitude as expressed here will throw some light upon 
his theological presuppositions and will serve to illustrate his 
ethical system. 

However, little has been written in regard to Luther's 
position in the war against the Turks. There are few studies 
of the subject and not one in English.1 Yet the war against 
the Turks formed the colorful background of the Reformation. 

In the early years of the Reformation, the Turkish danger 
had constantly increased. Large parts of southeastern Europe 
were under Turkish rule. After the sudden death of Selim I, 
in 1520, Suleiman II became his successor. Some had hoped 
that he would rest on the laurels of his predecessor, but such 
hopes failed to materialize. On the contrary, while Selim I 
had fought his major battles against Egypt in Africa, Suleiman 
had his hands free to attack Hungary, the southeastern bul
wark of Christendom. In 1521 he captured Belgrade, and in 
the battle of Mohacz in 1526 he routed the Hungarian army. 
King Louis II was killed, and all Europe lay open to the vic
torious armies of the Moslems. 

Fe1·dinand of Austria suddenly realized that his country 
was the next objective of the advancing enemy. He tried to 
appease the Sultan with diplomacy. Sending ambassadors to 
the Tu1·ks, he offered peace and a "good neighbor policy." 
But the ambassadors returned with the disquieting message 
that Suleiman expected to discuss the matter personally with 
Archduke of Austria - and in Vienna. 

Small wonder that not only Austria but Christian Europe 
in general was terror-stricken. It was at that time that Lu
ther published his first major statement in regard to the 
Turkish danger. It appeared in 1529 under the title On WAT 

Against the TuTk, and was written to counteract the prevalent 
opinion that Luther considered the war against the Turks a war 
against God. This impression of Luther's position had been 
fostered by the notorious papal bull E:rau.Tge Domine, in which 
Pope Leo X had condemned Luther's theses as heretical. In 
his fifth thesis Luther had said that the Pope cannot remit 
any other punishments than those which he or canon law 

1 During the recent war a Gennan, Helmut Lamparter, hu exam
ined Luther's position ln the war ngalnst the Turks. He is espec1a1ly 
interested to prove Luther's absolute disavowal of military crusades. 
Cf. H. ~parter, Luellen SeeUung zum 2'uer1cenbug (Muenchen, lNO). 
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678 LUTHER AND THE WAR AGAINST THE TURKS 

had imposed.2 He had claimed that the Pope cannot remit 
God's punishments. And in his defense of the N"mety-five 
Theses, of 1518, he had tried to make his point even moze 
emphatic and had added that if the Pope was as well able to 
remit divine punishment as he claimed, he should stop the 
advance of the Turk. Luther said that he must indeed be 
a poor Christian who does not know that the Turks are a 
punishment from God, and invited the Pope to stop that 
punishment. 3 

The Pope had countered by condemning as heretical the 
following sentence of Luther: "To fight against the Turks is to 
fight against God's visitation upon our iniquities." 4 In this 
misleading form Luther's attitude toward the war against the 
Turks had been widely publicized. This had given the gen
eral impression that Luther considered a war against the 
Turks sinful and preferred the rule of the Turks to the rule 
of the Emperor. 

Luther had to answer this accusation. He did that in a 
detailed reassertion of all the articles condemned by Leo x.i1 

In regard to the Turks he said that unless the Pope were put 
in his place, all attempts to defeat the Turks would prove 
futile. The wrath of the Lord would continue to be upon all 
Christendom as long as Christian nations continued to honor 
those most Turkish of all Turks, even the Romanists.• 

2 Lutl&er• We,·ke, \Vcimar ed., I, 233, 18: "5. Papa noit vult 11cc: 
pote1t ullu penas Temittere nfsi eas, quas arbitrio vel suo vel m11onum 

impon&it." All quotations from Luther's works are from the Weimar 
edition. 

:J Lutl1ers Werke, I, 535, 30: "Alioqui si sacerdos ecclcliae live nm
mus live infim11s potest 110.nc poenam potestate clavium ,olvere: pellat 
ffflO 

pe1tes, 
bella, acditioncs, terremotua, incendfa, caede1, latrocinia, item 

Turco, et TaTtaTOs aliosque infideles, quos esse flagella et vlrgam cfei 
nemo 11isi paru,,, cl1ri1tant1JJ ignomt. Dicit enbn. Isa. X Ve A1nr! vlrga 
/uroris 

1nei 
et baculus ipsc est. In ma.nu eius indignatlo mea. Lieet 

plurimi 
nm1c 

et elden, magni in .ecc:lesia nil1il aliud somnienc quam belfa 
adversu1 TuTca,n, seilicet non, contni iniquitates, sed contra viTgam int
quitatis bellaturi deoque 

Tepugnaturl, 
qui peT eam vlrgam 1e1e villtare 

dicft iniqulta.te1 1101tT11S, eo quad no, non vlsitnmus eas.u 
4 Bulla. E:rsurge Domine, June 15, 1520: "Proelia.ri 11dvern• Turm, 

est Tepugnare Dei visitanti iniqutta.tes nostTaS." 
II 

Lutl&er• 
Werke, VII, 94ff.: As1ertio omnium artic:ulorum M. L•

theTl peT Bullam Leonia X novis1imam damnatorum. 
0 Ibid., VII, 141, 24: "Qui 11abet a.urea cmdfendt, 11udf11& et Bello 

Turcldco ab1tineat, don.ee Papae nomen 1u.b caelo valet." 
Also VII, 141, 7: "Et iis omnibus non est aversus furor dominl, fltc 

dum 
intelliglmus 

manum dei, percutientf1 na& in corpore et anima per hos 
Romanos Turciafmos Tu.rcas." 
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LUTHER AND THE WAR AGAINST THE TURKS 670 

But this answer merely showed that Luther's pronounce
ments in regard to the Turks were not a defense of the Turks 
but. an attack against the Pope. It had not clarified his own 
attitude toward the increasing Turkish danger. Luther did not 
want the Pope to lead Christendom in a war against the Sul
tan, but did that mean that he felt that such a war in itself 
should not be waged? Such an attitude was not uncommon." 
Was it also Luther's attitude? 

Realizing the importance of Luther's position in this 
matter, friends had urged him for years to write somewhat 
extensively on the subject. Finally, in January of 1529, he 
published the above-mentioned book On. War Against the 
Turk.8 It could not have appeared at a more opportune 
moment. On October 9, 1528, Luther had written the in
troduction to the book and dedicated it to Philip, Landgrave 
of Hesse. Here he wrote the almost prophetic words 11and 
now that the Turk is actually approaching." It was not half 
a year later, in May, 1529, that Suleiman actually left Con
stantinople. In the autumn of the same year the Turkish 
army reached the outski.l'ts of Vienna and encircled the city. 
It seemed that Vienna was doomed. Luther heard of the 
siege of Vienna on his way home from the Marburg Col
loquy. It was in Marburg that his attention had been called 
by Myconius to certain sayings of a Franciscan monk. This 
man, Johannes Hilten, had predicted the Turkish danger on 
the basis of certain prophecies in the book of Daniel.• Lu
ther was impressed and worried. He now began to believe 
that the book of Daniel might throw some light on the con
temporary trials of Christendom. It was under the impact 
of this information and of the siege of Vienna that he de
cided to write another book dealing with the Turkish danger. 
Before this plan could be executed, Luther heard with relief 
that Suleiman and his army had retreated from Vienna. Yet 
he felt that the repetition of a Moslem advance had to be 
avoided. In order to do his part in calling the attention of 

T Ibid., Briefc, V, 175. 7; No. 1492. Luther to Probst: "Genr14nla 
plen4 eat prodltoribua

, 
qui TuFCU f4vent." 

I Ibid., XXX, 2, 107. "Vom Kriege wielder die Tuercken"; cf . "On 
War Against the Turk," Philadelphia eclltlon, V. 

• lbtcl., Briefe, V, 191; No.1501. Friedrich Myconius to Luther. 
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680 LUTHER AND Tm WAR AGAINST TBI: TUBKS 

all people to the Turkish danger, he wrote his Call to Wllf' 
Agaiut the Turlc.10 

Besides these three major works, there are numerous 
references to the war against the Turks all throuah Luther's 
writings.11 He was so concerned with the Turkish problem 
that in 1530 he wrote a preface to a little book by a Dorniaiean 
monk who had spent more than twenty years in a Turkiah 
prison. This book dealt with the religion and customs of 
the Moslems and was Luther's main source of information 
on the subject.1:i 

All these writings of Luther indicate quite clearly bis 
grave concern with the danger that threatened Christianity 
from the Moslem world. More than most of his contem
poraries Luther 1-ealized what was involved in a war or in 
pacifistic nonresistance against the Turks. 

This is the more remarkable in the light of the actual 
historical situation. Instead of fearing the Turks, Luther had 
every reason to be grateful to them. It was the constant 
danger of a Turkish invasion that had kept the emperor from 
taking severe measures against Luther's reformation. The 
Empire needed the help of the Evangelical princes in the war 
against the Turks and therefore had to postpone its plans to 
destroy Luther. From the point of view of realistic power 
politics, the safety of the Reformation depended upon the 
strength of the Turkish armies. From many points of view 
the Sultan and Luther might have been political allies. 

That Luther was aware of this fact is best illustrated by 
a little episode reported in the Table Talk. At one time Lu
ther was informed by a member of an imperial mission to the 
Turkish Sultan that Suleiman had been very much interested 
in Luther and his movement and had asked the ambassadors 
Luther's age. When they had told him that Luther was forty
eight years old, he had said, "I wish he were even younger; 
he would find in me a gracious protector." But hearing that 
report, Luther, not being a realistic politician, made the sign 
of the cross and said, "May God protect me from such a gra
cious protector." 13 

10 Ibid., XXX, 2, 180. Eine Heerpredl1t widder den Tuercken. 
11 Ibid., LI, 577ff. Vermahnung zum Gebet widder den Tuercken. 
12 Ibid., XXX, 2, 205. Vorwort zu dem Libellua de ricu ec moribu 

Turcorum. 
1• Ibid., T. D, 508, 17: •,:gngt,u qutdam vir nomtne Schmaltz HOIJO• 

nenafa c:lvia, q1d fuiC tn. legation.e ad Tun:am, Luthero retuHt T11n:an1111 
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L'UTRl!:R AND THE WAR AGAINST THE TURKS 681 

Although by all rules of strategy and power politics 
Luther and the Turks should have been allies, Luther urged 
war against the Turks. What was the reason? 

I. THE DANGER 
Luther's position concerning the Turks was determined 

by study of the Bible. It was Luther's intention to instruct 
the consciences of Christians on the basis of a study of Scrip
ture. He wanted them to learn 11what we must know about 
the Turk and who he is according to Scripture." H Accord
ing to Scripture, the Turks were dangerous. Luther's attitude 
was not based upon political speculation in regard to a balance 
of powers. It was not based upon his desire to preserve a 
so-called Christian civilization. He thought very little of the 
Christian civilization of his time. Luther's position in regard 
to the Turks was the result of a thorough study of Scripture 
and especially of those passages that seemed to point to the 
Turkish danger. Before Luther spoke about the Turks, he 
had first obediently listened to the Word of God. 

What was the message of Scripture in regard to fbe 
Turks? First of all, they were the rod of punishment that 
God was sending. In his explanation and defense of the 
Ninety-five Theses, Luther had called the Turk the rod of 
punishment of the wrath of God. He had said that by means 
of the Turks, God was punishing Christendom for its contempt 
of the Gospel. Pope Leo and his courtiers ~d tried to use 
this statement to imply that Luther lacked patriotism and 
claimed divine sanction for the Turkish sword. In spite of 
this misrepresentation, Luther repeated in 1529 what he had 
said before: "Because Germany is so full of evil and blasphemy, 
nothing else can be expected. We must suffer punishment 
if we do not repent and stop the persecution of the Gospel." 111 

nr,em. fpsum interogaaae de Ma.rtino Luthero, et quot a.nnorum e••et; 
qui c:v.m eum a.nnorum 48 aetatis eHe db:iuet, n?apondu•e fertur: ieh 

wolt, du1 er TIOch junoer 10ere, dann er salt eifle11 gnedfgen hem1 an mfr 
10i11en. 

Res
pondit Ma.rtinus Lutherus facto en,ct. •igno: Behut mich 

Gott 11oi die1enL r,nedfgen. 1lerrn." 
H Ibid., XXX, 2, 161, 31: "Da. 9ewilse11 :u untemchten dlenet 10ol 

zur mchen
, 

daa man getail aev, wa• der T11erclce 1e11 uncl taofuer er :uT
halten. •ev flach de,- •chrift." 

II Ibid
, 

XXX, 2, 180, 19: "Denn iclL ha.b clroben r,eaagt, 10eil Deuclach 
land ., vol 

boaheit uncl Leateruflg 
id, du :u hoch uber macht ilt und vn 

hymel ,ch,-evet, ka.n• nic7Lt a.flders 10e1"den, wo taiT una nlcht beHffR Ufld, 
abluHn 11011 11eT/olgun9 uncl leataung de• .Euangelij, ,air mueuen heT
haltcm und elne 1ta11pe lelden." 
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682 LUTHER AND THE WAR AGAINST THE TUllK8 

And he reiterated that as long as the Christian world refuses 
to repent, it will not be successful in its wars, for the Lozd 
fights against it.20 Here Luther stood courageously in the 
prophetic tradition. With the Prophets, he realized that God 
can and does use heathen nations in order to punish the so
called Christian nations for their unfaithfulness. 

But Luther looked at the Turks from still another point 
of view. For him they were not only the rod of punishment 
of the wrath of God, but also the servants and saints of the 
devil.27 What did he mean by that? This combination of the 
rod of punishment of the wrath of God with the servants and 
saints of the devil throws some light upon Luther's peculiar 
conception of tbe devil. Fo1· Luther the devil was always 
God's devil, i. e., in his attempt to counteract God he ultimately 
serves God. The Tu1·ks were the se.rvants and saints of the 
devil. Why did Luthe1· call them saints? 

Luther had read a numbe1· of books conce1-ning Mo
hammedanism, and he was aware of the fact that in many 
respects the Mohammedans lived a morally upright life. Lu
ther thought that compared with the sincerity of Moslem life 
and Moslem asceticism, the Roman asceticism seemed ridic
ulous. And in this context he 1·eminded his readers that 
" the devil also can make a sou1· face and fast and perform 
false miracles and present his servants with mystical rap
tures." 18 Such practices and experiences are the common 
property of all religions; they do not demonstrate a religion 
as true. Even the devil's own religion can be accompanied 
by such experiences and practices. In this sense the Turks are 
the saints and servants of the devil; their religious exercises 

JO Ibid., XLVI, 609, 2; cf. W. A. LI, 594, 29: " Wollen wil" uu t1u 
laasen hel!Jen ttn d nten , So laa,t un, Buss e thun un d die boenn, Stueck 

,o dTOben el"zelet bcs,em. \Vel"den wir a ber 1olche1 11ic1,t thun und 
wollen un, nicht 111,sen, raten, 10 1st 1m, a.uch nlc1,t ::u. helffen. Und wlnl 

ve117eblic1, sein da, 10il" viel ,chrelen del" TuercJce Ht/ ein grau,a.mn 
TVMn. Denn e, 

Mlfft 
nlcht, , du ein boe,e Kind ,chFelet ubel" die 

scho.rlle Ruten, Wo e, fromn, were, ,o wcl"c die Rutm mcht ,charfl, ja, ,le 
wen lcein Rute.'

' 
n 

For this division cf. H. Lamparter, Luther, Stelluna zum Tuerlcn
Jcrieg; Luther, Werke, LI, 617: "Denn der Tuen:Jcen heer 1st elgimtHcll 
der 

Teuffel 
heer." _l&id., XXX, 2, 187: "Unter a.ndem ergenwm be, cln 

Tuen:ken lat wol du fuememste du 1/Te prie,ter oddll" gelsdlchlfl ,olc1& 
ein em,t, dapfer, ,trenge le&en fuer,m, du man Iii moecht furr B,agel 
mid. nlcht fuer 1nen,chen a.nnlaen, da, ,nit a.lien un,em gei,Cltchea und 
moenchen vm B11p,ttum ein. ,c11eru 1st gegen lil.n 

11 Luther, Werlce, XXX, 2, 187, 10. 
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LUTBJl:R AND THE WAR AGAINST THE TURKS 888 

do not disprove it but rather prove lt. Luther wanted all 
soldiers who had to fight the Turks to know their peculiar 
relationship to the powers of evil. He said: ,.If you go to 
war against the Turks, you can be sure that you are not fight
ing flesh and blood, i. e., against men, for the army of the 
Turks is actually the army of the devil" 10 

The Turk's peculiar relationship to the realm of the 
devil explained for Luther the renewed vigor of the Moslem 
armies at the time of the Reformation. He felt that the devil 
was worried that the rediscovery of the Gospel might en
danger his empire and therefore made these powerful at
tempts to conquer all Europe. 

As saints of the devil the Turks were also destroyers 
of Christian faith and morals. The worth of their religion 
could not be measured by their religious exercises or their 
more or less moral legislation. Luther knew only one cri
terion by which all religion, and therefore also Mohammedan
ism, had to be judged. His all-important criterion for the 
truth of religion was its attitude toward Jesus Christ as the 
Son of God.20 He applied this criterion to Mohammedanism 
and found it wanting. 

Luther realized that measured by a purely moralistic 
standard, the religion of the Turks would come out fairly 
well. However, he considered such a criterion invalid. Only 
the faith e~pressed in the second article of the Apostles' Creed 
is a valid standard for the truth of religion. Luther had 
declared in the Smalcald articles: "From this article one 
cannot depart or give in, even if heaven and earth should fall . 
. . . And upon this article rests everything that we teach and 
live against Pope, devil, and the world. Therefore we must 
be absolutely certain and never doubt; otherwise everything 
is lost and Pope and devil and all our other enemies will be 
victorious." 21 Now he claimed against the Turkish religion: 
"Everything depends upon this second article; because of it 
we are called Christians and through the Gospel we have 

l!I Ibid., LI, 617, 26. 
:!O Ibid., XXX, 2, 186, 15: "Und dureh dieH11 artickel 10in:l unaff 

!Jlaube gesonden von. allen. andena. gllluben a.ufl erden, Denn die Jueden 
ha.bell du tdeht , die 7'uere1cen uftd Sllff'Cleener aueh t1lc:ht, da.zu 1cein 

Po.plat t1oeh falle7,er C1'riat 110eh 1cein ander ungleubiaer, acmdem a.llein 
die reehten C7'riaten." 

:!I Ibid., L, 199, 22. 
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684 LUTHER AND TBB WAR AGAINST THI: TUBD 

been called to it and baptized upon it and have been counted 
as Christians. And through it we receive the Holy Spirit 
and forgiveness of sins, the resurrection of the dead, and 
eternal life. For this article makes ua children of God and 
brothers of Christ, so that we may become eternally like Him 
and be His coheirs." 22 The second article of the Apostles' 
Creed judges all religion. It is the only valid criterion for 
Christians. It must be considered in judging the religion of 
the Tul'lcs and is far more important than any possible re
ligious habits and experiences associated with Turkish religion. 
From this position Luther came to the conclusion that the 
Koran is a "foul book of blasphemy," "merely human reason, 
and without the Word of God and His Spirit." 21 Its teach
ings are collected together from Jewish, Christian, and 
heathen beliefs. :i-1 And since Mohammed denies that Christ 
is the Son of God and the Savior of the world, he must be 
considered an enemy and destroyer of the Lord Jesus and 
His kingdom. "For he who denies these parts of the Chris
tian faith, namely, that Christ is the Son of God and that He 
died fo1· us and lives now and rules at the right hand of the 
Father, what has he to do with Christ? Then Father, Son, 
and Holy Ghost, Baptism, Sacrament, Gospel, faith, and Chris
tian doctrine and life are destroyed." 211 Because of his denial 
of the deity of Jesus Christ the Turk is the destroyer and 
enemy of the Christian faith. 

But the Turks are also destroyers of Christian morals. 
In spite of all their ascetic rules and religious practices Lu
ther considered them murderers 20 and whoremongers. :n The 

:!:! Ibid., XXX, 2, 186, 8. 
23 Ibid. XXX, 2, 121, 30: "lch J111be dea Mahomet. Alkonm eclic1' 

s&-uecJc, 111elcl1a auff 
deudacJi 

moch. predfgt - oder lerebuch heiuen, wfl 
dea Bapata Decretal J1efat. Hab fch :elt ao mua fcha fa venleudache11, av.I 

du 
1/(lennan 

aehe welch ein faul acllendHcJi buch .. fat.'' Also XXX. 2, 
168, 15: ••• du fat dca M11J1ometlta Alkoran odder geaetz damit ff nglrt, 
In welchem ae•et: fat kein goettlich auge, aondem eiCel meuchlic1'e 
vemunflt on Gattas wont ,md gelat." 

:it Ibid., XXX, 2, 122, 29: "Alao fats eln glaube zu aamen gelfickt au 
dn- Juden, Christen und Heiden glauben." 

!!G Ibid., XXX, 2, 122, 16. 
:!O Ibid., XXX, 2, 126, 10: "Weil denn. nu. dea Mahomeda AUcoran ao 

ein ffllfflchfeltiger luegen geiat fat, du er achier niche. lea& bleibn der 
Cltriadichen. wahrheit: wie aoHt •• anders folgen und erve~. ua 
du er auch ein gro•aer mecll&iger moenler ,auenie uncl aUe beidu 11•ter 
dem achein. der 1011Tl1eit und Qffeehtigkeit1" 

:n Ibid., XXX, 2, 126, 21: "Du dritte atuecke lat, du du Maallo
metha Alkcmm den Eheatand niche acht, acmdff'II vdermczn zu gibt weifNT 
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LlJTHER AND THE WAR AGAINST THE TURKS 081S 

Turk does not fight wars from necessity or to protect his land. 
Like a highwayman, he seeks to rob and damage other lands 
whose people are doing and have done nothing to him. This 
he does because according to his religion it is a good work 
to attack and murder 0 unbelievers." Held in highest esteem 
are those Turks who are most diligent in increasing the 
Turkish kingdom through murder and robbery. 

Furthermore, the Turk is the enemy of the institution 
of marriage. Luther knew that it was customary among the 
Turks for a man to have any number of wives. He had heard 
that Moslems bought and sold women like cattle. This made 
the Turks whoremongers and was contrary to all true Chris
tian morality. 

Luther saw in the Turks the punishment of God and the 
servants and saints of the devil. He discerned their oad 
combination of purity and depravity. He found them pos
sessed by a spirit of lies and of murder. All this could lead 
Luther to only one conclusion: the Turk is the Antichrist. 

Luthers' identification of the Turk with the Antichrist 
sounds confusing in view of bis frequent claims that it is the 
Pope in Rome who is the real Antichrist. But for Luther 
two Antichrists presented no problem. He said: "The person 
of the Antichrist is at the same time the Pope and the Turk. 
Every person consists of a body and a soul. So the spirit of 
the Antichrist is the Pope, his flesh is the Turk. The one has 
infested the Church spiritually, the other bodily. However, 
both come from the same lord, even the devil." 21 This con
clusion determined Luther's recommendations for the defense 
against this enemy. 

II. THE DEFENSE 
It is not sufficient to state that Luther saw the danger that 

threatened Europe because of the advance of the Turks. 
He also realized that he had to suggest means for the defense 
of Christendom against the approaching danger. It would 
not have been very helpful if Luther bad been satisfied merely 
to point out the evil confronting Christendom without adding 
suggestions for its removal. What could be done in the 

%U nemen taut vicl er 111U. U,ad 10idderumb verle•C u11Cl verkeuflC 10elehe 
• er 10U, du die weiber au der ma.uen 1ffl10enl und venu:hc vnn cler 

Tuerke11 .tnd , 111erden gekauflt und verkauflC tale du vlehe." 
~• 

Ibid., 
T. m, 158, 31. 
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face of such a great peril? What was the duty of the Chriltian 
man in regard to the Turkish danger? 

As usual, Luther separated the duties of a man u a 
Christian from the duties of a man as a citizen. He felt 
that as Christians all people were called to repentance and 
prayer. Luther was aware of the guilt of the so-called 
Christian nations. He knew also that sin and guilt were not 
limited to the German territories under the rule of Rome and 
of Roman Catholic princes. They were guilty of grave sins, 
for they had persecuted the Word of God openly.211 But the 
Evangelicals also had lacked the necessary respect for the 
Word of God. Often they had used it to serve their own 
lusts and desires. 80 Therefore, both Romans and Evangelicals 
had deserved the punishment of God. 

In his Call to Prayer Against tlte Turk Luther went into 
detail, enumerating the manifold sins and transgressions of the 
so-called Christian nations. It was because of this general 
depravity that one should not be surprised that God had sent 
the Turks to punish Germany. Luther felt that Germany 
received her deserts. In order, therefore, to assure a suc
cessful defense against the Turk it was necessary for all to 

:io Ibid., LI, 585, 13: "Man spric7tt, W cma. 11icl&t .:ii Taten. ist, dem flt 
nic7&t 

:ru helf/en. 
Wir Deudsc7ten haben. nu 1.1il ;ar her das Hebe 1001'I 

Gottes geltoert Da. durc7, una Gott der Vater ,die bannhertzlgklit er
leuchtet und van den grewlic7,en grewel n dcr Bepstllc7ten ;tinsternfl und 
Abgoetterey geruflen. in aeln heilige1 Hecht und Reich. Aber 1Die d411ek
barlich und ehrlicl& wiT das l1abcn 1mge11011m1en und ge7taUen. flt aehreek
lic7& gnug :u aehen 11och 11e utigen tagea. Denn gerade als 10ere11 der 
vorigen Suende zu wenig da. wiT Gott mit Mesaen, Feg/euer, Heillgell
clienat und a.ndere mehT eigen Wercken und gerecltti(lkeit a.uff1 hoehest 
(,oie wot umalaaend) er:uernet und alle winkel mit 1olehe11 gro11en 
Abgoettereien. erfuellet ha.ben, und gemeinet, Gott darin. 1a11clerlieh Zll 
clienen, So /a.ren wir cla.rueber ::u und 1.1er/olgen daa liebe wort ao u111 
zur Buaae van 1ok1&en greweln beruff t, 1md verteidlgen 10ia1rntlieh u!lcl 
muh.oilliglich aolche Abgoetterey mit Fewr, Wauer, Strick, Sch,aert, 
Fluechcn und 

Zestem, 
du nicht wunder were, ob Gott nieht a.llein Tuer

ken, aondern eitel Teuf/el uber Deutsc1&la.nd lie11e oder lengst hette la.llen 
ae1,wemmen." 

30 Ibid., LI, 586, 29: "Uber da.s au.ff dieaelll teil wir, ao clas EVC111-
geHon cingeno,mnen und aic1a. des worts T1memen1 erfuellen auch dell 
apnu:h Rom. 2: 'Gotte1 Na:rrum wird duTc1~ eue11 untl!T den Heiden 
geleatert'. Denn a.uagmommen ga.r wenig, die ea mit ernst meinrn und 
dankbarlieh a.nnemen So iat der andere ha.uff e ao unda.nekbar, ao mut
,aiUig, 10 fret:1&, und ieben nic7't a.ndeTa, denn ala hette Gott m11 Wort 
darumb una gegeben, und vom Bapatum aampt seinem Teuffelilehe11, 

f,
efengnia e,-loeaet, 

daa 1ob· ,noechten frey t1mn und la.saen, 'IDll8 uns (II!• 
ueatet, Und also aein Wort nicht zu aeinen ehnm uncl unaer nHgkdt, 

1011clern zu 
unal!Tffl mth.oiHen 

dienen muesate, So es doeh nines Hebn • 
SOfll Jheau C1&riati unlffl Herrn und HeU1111d1, blut und tad gekoatet hat, 
du una 

aoleha ao 
Teiehlieh gepredigt wuerde.'' 
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repent and to acknowledge their transgressions. Luther said, 
''This struggle has to be started with repentance, and we have 
to change our very being, otherwise we shall fight in vain." 31 

And later: "If we want to receive help and counsel, we must 
rll'St of all repent and change all the evil practices which 
I mentioned above. Princes and lords must preserve law and 
do justice, bring an end to money lending, and stop the greed 
of noblemen, burghers and peasants - but most of all honor 
the Word of God and care for the schools and churches and 
their ministers and teachers." a 

Luther felt that the people needed to learn that only 
through faithful prayer could the Turkish danger be banished. 
He said, "Pray ye, because our hope rests not in weapons but 
in God. If anyone is able to defeat the Turk, it will be the 
poor little children praying the Lord's Prayer." u 

But just as repentance and prayer are the tasks of all 
men as Christians, so these same Christian men have an addi
tional task as citizens. And here again Luther presented the 
task of the Christian from two different aspects.3" The Chris
tian as ruler has the duty to resist the Turks. 

After the amazing victories of the Turkish armies, many 
voices could be heard all over Germany proclaiming that the 
time for fighting the enemy had passed and that the time for 
appeasing him had come. What's the difference? they said, 
Germany is doomed; Mohammedanism is the wave of the 
future. Resistance is hopeless. Many people were resigned 
to become subjects of the Sultan. Some even hoped for an 
improvement of their position once the Turks should take 
over. Against these appeasers Luther said: "We must not 
despair. For just as God does not want us to be blown up 
in our conceited self-confidence, He does not want us to give 
up in despair." :,r, Luther made it quite plain that it would 

31 Ibid., XXX, 2, 117, 21. 
32 Ibid., LI, 594, 12. 
:13 Ibid., T. V., 127, 1. 
:It Cf. Lamparter, Lutl1cra Stell11ng zum Tuer1cenlcrieg, 68ft. 
a;; Luther• 

Wer1cc, 
LI, 5!J3, 20: "Hie apric:hatu: Wu 1ollen. ,air denn 

tl&un? Solien ,air verzweivcln, hcmde und fueue gehen lulen, und dem 
Tuere1cen allea einreumen on alien. wideratand und 11•11en10ehre? Nein, 

ber, leibe, Dea 11abe ir:h 1ceinen. befell& zu n&ten, Sonnlieh niche, du fflAR 
verzagen oder verzweivelen. aolle, denn. gleich ,ale Gou niche Jean. leiden. 

den 
frechen. 

frevel und mut,aillen, dauon ieh dn,ben. gengt, Alao ,ail .,. 
a11ch nic1,c, daa 1nna vcrzaaen. oder verz10civelen 1olle." 
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show utter irresponsibility if the Emperor and the princes 
should give in to the Turk without a fight. It is the tuk of 
the princes and rulers to protect their citizens against all 
enemies. That is the reason that God has given them power. 
If they fail in their task, they sin against God.18 

But the duty to fight the Turks in defense of Germany 
and Europe does not mean that the war against the Turk is 
a crusade or a holy war. Luther knew the desires of the 
Papacy to promote crusades. But he considered the very 
idea of a crusade utter blasphemy. The champions of cru
sades always implied that they were defending Christ against 
the devil. The spirit of the crusade was therefore a spirit of 
pride. Luther considered such a spirit contrary to Christ's 
spirit of humility and love. The war against the Turks could 
never be called a crusade of Christians against the enemies 
of Christ. Luther said: "Such a view is opposed to Christ's 
teaching and name. It is against His teachings since He said 
that Christians should not resist evil, should not quarrel and 
fight and should never seek revenge. It is against His name 
since in such an army there are hardly five real Christians 
and perhaps many people worse in the sight of God than the 
Turks. Yet they all want to go by the name of Christians. 
This is the worst of all sins, a sin that no Turk commits. For 
here Christ's name is used for sin and unrighteousness." 11 

Luther ridiculed the idea that the Emperor had to fight 
a war againt the Turks as a protector of the Christian faith 
and the Christian Church. Only stupid pride and conceit 
could possibly produce such an idea. Luther said quite 
plainly, "The Emperor is not the head of Christendom or the 
defender of the Gospel and of faith. The Christian Church 
and the Christian faith need a far different protector than 
an emperor or a king. These men are generally the worst 
enemies of Christianity and of faith." 88 

Indeed, Luther said, we would be in a serious predicament 
if the Christian Church had no other protector than some 

80 Ibid., XXX, 2, 129, 17: "Der a'llder man ao widder den 2'1trcken. zu 
nniten 

r,ebuere, 
fat Ke111er Karol (odder wer der Ke11nr fat). Denn der 

Tureke gniflt aeine unterthanen und aeln. Ke111enum. an , weZcher achul
dir, fat die 1einen :m verteldir,en ala ei11e ordentliche Obrir,Jceit van Gott 
geaetzt." 

87 Ibid., XXX, 2, 111, 13. 
38 Ibid., XXX, 2, 130, n. 
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worldl,y prince. No prince ls sure of hls own life for the 
apace of even one hour. Therefore Luther considered the 
Idea of a human defender of the faith an utterly stupid 
pervenion of the truth. He said: 11Here you can see how 
a poor mortal, a future victim of worms, like the Emperor, 
who fa not sure of his life for even one moment, glorifies 
himself as the true protector of the Christian faith. Scrip
ture says that Christian faith is a rock, too solid to be over
thrown by the might of the devil, by death and all powers, 
that this faith is a divine power (Rom. 1: 16). Such a power 
should be protected by a child of death who can be put to 
death by any kind of disease? Help us God, the world is 
crazy. . • . Well, soon we shall have a king or prince who 
will protect Christ and then somebody else will protect the 
Holy Ghost, and then of course, the Holy Trinity and Christ 
and faith will be in a fine shape!" :11 

It is not the task of the princes and of the Emperor to 
play the defender of the Holy Trinity and of the Christian 
faith, but it is their task to see to it that their subjects are 
safe from attack. The Emperor is not the protector of the 
Church and of the faith, but he is the protector of Germany 
and of its freedom. Let Him be satisfied with that and do 
his duty. 

Now what of the duty of the subjects in the war against 
the Turks? 40 First of all, as citizens, they owe obedience 
to their rulers. They must help the ruler in his task of pre
serving law and order. Luther had explained before his 
position in regard to the powers that be. He had spoken of 
the duty of the citizen as soldier and assured his followers 
that the professional soldier could also be saved. But now 
he wamed even the subject against participation in a crusade. 
He said: 11If I were a soldier and should see as the flag of 
my army the colors of a cleric or a cross, even if it were a 
crucifix, I would run away as if the very devil himself were 
after me." 41 Luther felt that what was true for the rulers 
was no less true for the world. Crusades were not only use
less but actually blasphemous. No Christian could possibly 
participate in a crusade. And in thls connection Luther added 

• Ibid., XV, 278, L 
• 0 Cf. Lamparter, Luehff• Sc.Du"" nm Tuer1cen1cries,, 97ft. 
41 Luthen Werke, XXX, 2,115, 1. 

44 
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that no one who serves as a soldier under an emperor or prince 
should ever let himself be used in a war against the Gospe), 
fought under the guise of a crusade but actually penecutlq 
Christians. There is a limit to the obedience which the sub
ject owes to the established order. 

However, the soldier who fights for law and order and 
is a Christian can rest assured of his salvation. 0 The fact that 
he is a soldier does not exclude him from Christ, u some of 
the enthusiasts had held. For this soldier does not fight for 
his own pleasure but in the service of the ordinances of God. 
If he is aware of this fact, no one can harm him. Then the 
fear of death is overcome. If such a soldier dies, believing 
in Christ, then his death on the battlefield is merely the 
beginning of his eternal life. And Luther considered such 
a death on the battlefield preferable to the slow death on 
the sickbed.f3 

If war is fought in defense of law and order and of home 
and family, then a Christian ought to go to war unafraid. 
Luther said that the war against the Turks is not our business 
as Christians but it is very much our business u citizens. 
A Christian citizens we must face all dangers without ftlnch
ing, for as Christians we know, "And who is he that wlll 
harm you if ye be followers of that which is good?" 44 

Luther's attitude toward the war against the Turb is an 
integral part of his entire theology. It is especially important 
because of his persistent denial of the right to proclaim a 

43 Ibid., XXX, 2, 180, 7: "Denn der Tuen:Jc iat ein feind 11ncl r.,... 
nicht cdlein 10idder Chriatum, aondem aueh ,aidcfer den. lCeiNT ad 
unaer 

aeber1ceit. 
Faddert ale nu die aeber1ceit

1 
aallm ale ziehm 1&ncl dreill 

aehmeiuen. ,aie geharaam unterthanen. Weraen ale darueber eneJ&Ja,n, 
Walan 10 alnd ale niel&t allein Chriaten, aandem aueh gehanc&me tn1N 

unterthanen 
ge,aeaen 1 die Zeib und gut vnn Gattea Gehanc&m &., vl&re 

a'berherm 
zugeaetzt 

Mben. Selig und heilig aind ale eu,iglieh wfe cler 
from.me Uriu." 

fS Ibid., XXX, 2, 175, 28: "Sa ,aeiltu ia 1001, du du denftOCII • 
mal ater'ben muat und 1ceinen tag naeh atunde de• tade1 aieher 'bilt. Wis 
,aenn denn aaleher atreit 10idder den TuereJcen eben dein atuendlei• nit& 
aalt und 11an Gait also 11erardent ,aere? Sallteatu nieht lleber, ia clan 
mit freuden, dieh allda Gott ergeben 11nn einen aalehen ehrliehn heilfgn 

tacit, da du •a lriel Gaettlicher uraaehen_, ge'bat uncl befehl hut 1fflCl 
aieher biat, du du nieht t,nn deinen aunaen, aandern 1111n Gattas ,ellol 

uncl geharaam. atir'beat, 11leUeieht vnn einem augenblie1c aua allem iam'lllir 
1camma& und gen ht,mel zu Chriata auffleugat, cfenn du du auf elem bttte 
mueateat Hggen und cfleh lanll.e mit deinen aunden, mit elem tacl 1l1UI 

teuf/el reiuen, beiuen, 1cemp1fen und Tingen !1ftn aller fahr 1&nd RO~ 
uncl clennaeh aalehe herrHehe Gattea 'befehl und gebat nieht W1117 · 

ff Ibid., XXX, 2, 177, 2. 

15

Forell: Luther and the War Against the Turks

Published by Scholarly Resources from Concordia Seminary, 1946



r 
LtJTHER AND THE WAR AGAJNST TSE TURKS 691 

wm·, even a religious war, or a crusade. But we cannot fully 
understand Luther's position on the war against the Turks 
unless we realize that for Luther there was also an escha
tolosical element involved in this war. 

Luther had tried to understand the Turkish danger in 
the light of the Book of DanieL On the basis of his exegesis 
of Daniel, the Turk was for him an indication of the proximity 
of the pa7'0U8i&. The raging of the Antichrist in Turk and 
Pope made Luther hope that the Day of the Lord was at hand. 
The troubles of his time represented the birthpangs of the 
coming Kingdom. This confident hope was the reason that 
Luther left the ultimate defeat of Turk and Pope to the day 
of Jesus Christ that was soon to dawn. He said: "Our self
confidence will not defeat Gog.•0• • • But thunder and light
ning and the fire of hell will defeat him, as it once happened 
to Sennacherib. That will be his judgment and his end. For 
this judgment Christians must work with humble prayer .. . . 
If they don't do it, no one else will.40 

To encourage Christians in their prayers and devotions, 
the Gospel hod appeared again in its clarity. This Gospel and 
prayer were the weapons in the hands of Christian people. 
The end was at bond. Soon Christ would bring His judg
ment upon both the Pope and the Turk, rid the world of 
the Antichrist, and save us all with His glorious future. 
And Luther added that for this Day of Christ we wait daily.'7 

Luther knew that finally Antichrist, in whatever form he 
might appear, would be judged. But he knew also that this 
judgment would be God's judgment.48 It is our task to do 
what we can to hasten this day of Jesus Christ. We can do 
it only with repentance and prayer and a life according to 
His Word. 

This is the core of Luther's teachings about the Turks. 
He was concerned with the Turkish danger most of his life. 

411 For Luther the Turk is Gog. He developed tlus idea in his 
preface to the 38th and 39th chapter of Ezekiel. Cf. Luthn• WerJce, XXX, 
2. 223&. 

40 Ibid., XXX, 2, 226, 1. 
4T Ibid., XXX, 2, 226, 7. 
t a lbfd., XXX, 2, 172, 9: "Eben. 10enn du nib stuenclHn lcom.men. . 

wird, du er so viel 110ch thun will und trotzig u,ul ollrill mn 10ird, D11 
wird Christua mit sch10efel und feur uber 11h11 Jcomen u ,ul fro.gen 
1011ntemb er seine 

heiHgen., 
die 11hm Jenn Ind geth11n, on alle ursac:he so 

grewHch verfolge& und geplaget hllbe!' 
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The Turka played a part in ma first teachlnp u well u ID 
his last. But with an amazing ccmalateney Luther mnr 
changed his basic attitude. The Turka were God'• punllb
ment of a proud and sinful Germany in 15'1 u In WT. 
Never did the political exigencies of"the time change Luther's 
statements concerning thUfl enemies. 

Because Luther knew that the hope of the Christian Is 
based solely upon the power of the Lord Jesus Christ, he 
concluded his booklet Cm War Agaimt the TuT"b with these 
words: "I know that thus book will not make the Turk a 
gracious lord to me, if it comes before him; nevertheless, 
I have wished to tell my Germans the truth, so far as I know 
it, and give faithful counsel and service to the grateful and 
ungrateful alike. If it helps, it helps; if it helps not, then 
may our dear Lord Jesus Christ help, and come down from 
heaven with the Last Judgment and smite both Turk and Pope 
to the earth, together with all tyrants and all the godless, 
and deliver us from all sins and from all evil." 41 

ti WOTb of Mania Luther (Philadelphia), V, 123. 
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