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Martin Luther's Views on the State 
of the Dead 

In 176S the Anglican theologian F.rnncis 
Blackburne asserted that Blessed Mar

tin Luther 

espoused the doctrine of the sleep of the 
soul, upon a scriptural foundation, and 
Ihm he made use of it as a confutation of 
purgatory and s:aint worship, and con
tinued in that belief to the last moment 
of his life.1 

Two hundred years later, in 196S, an-

1 Praocis Blackburne, A Sharl Hi1torict1l 
v;.111 of lb• ContrOfllWl1 ,onct1min.g "" lnttJr
fllHillt• Stt11• """ th• Scpt1rt1lt1 Exh1t1nct1 of th• 
So•l 6t1IWH1J Dt1t1th """ th• Gt1nt1rt1l Rt1111rrt1t:• 
lio" Dt1tl•c•tl from th• Bt1ginning of 1bt1 Prat• 
•"""' Rt1foN11t1lion to 

thtJ 
Prt11onl Tim• (Lon

don: princed for P. Field, 1765), p. 14. As 
ciced in LeRoy Proom, Tbt1 Contlitiont1/h1 Pt1ith 
of Osr Pt11bt1r1, II (Wuhingu,n: Review and 
Herald Publishing Association, 1965), 74. It 
was not possible in the present study to inves
dpce 

the influence 
of Luther's rejc:aion of pur

gatory and "saint worship"' on his teaching about 
the state of the dead between death and the Luc 
Day. Por some of Luther's statements on pur
ptory, see: uthns Wt1r.it1, Kritische Gesamt• 
auspbe (Weimar: Herman Bohlaus Nachfol
ger, 1883-), I, 55' ff.; 7, 348 f., 454, 18-19; 
12, 596, 33-39; 20, 162 f.; 30 u, 367-90; 
31, 125 ff., 141, BO; 50, 204 ff. Hereafter this 
work will be ciced u WA followed by the vol
ume, page, and line number. See also L,,1hd1 
W'orh, ediced by Jaroslav Pelikan and Helmut 
Lehmann (Sc. Louis: Concordia Publishing 
House, 

and 
Philadelphia: Muhlenberg/Fortress 

Prea, 1955-), 31, 125 ff. BO. 141; 32, 31. 
518; 

35, 98, 
note 33. Hereafter this work will 

be ciced u AB plus wlume and page number. 

Tin Rn. Philif, ]. S•dw snws ,u lln t,,ulor 
of SI. Pol's Llllhffllfl Ch,,rdJ, GJ.,,t:H, Mo. 
l• M., of llns ,-- Ca.eorJit, s ... nur, "'11-

fffnll a. - ,,,. u,rn of ,,,.,,., of stU:ntl 
llnolon. 

PHILIP J. SECKD 

other book was published that makes a 
very similar statement about the Reformer: 

He stated many times that the Christian 
dead arc unaware of anything, for they see 

nor, feel not, understand not. They are 
asleep, oblivious of all p:issing events. 
More than one hundred times, scattered 
over the years, Luther declared death to be 
a sleep, and repeatedly asserted that in death 
there is total unconsciousness, and conse
quent unawareness of the p:issage of time. 
He presses the point that death is a sound, 
sweet sleep. And furthermore, the dead 
will remain asleep until the day of resur
rection, which resurrection embraces both 
body and soul, when both will be brought 
together again.=! 

In the intervening years statements at 
least partially in line with the above asser
tions have been made by Lutherans. For 

2 Froom, pp. 76-77. Cf. also Proom's ar
tide, "The Mystery of Life," s;gn1 of th• Ti"'•'• 
XCIII (February 1965), 18-20. The unpub
lished master or ans thesis that Froom cites in 
support of his assertions draws a condusion 
which is quite different from Froom's: "Al
though Luther sometimes expressed opinions in 
favor of the unconscious siate of the dead and 
placed their punishment or reward after the 
lut 

judgment, 
th• mtlin /J•ll• of hi1 lt1t1chi11g ;,.. 

Jict1t'1 1btll h• 6t1/in,tJtl ;,, th• cor11cio•1 1tt1I• of 
th• J•"" and in attendant immediate punishment 
or reward. As a rule, he considered the righteOUI 
dead u being in a place of reward and the un
godly dead u being in a place of punishment 
although be plainly taught that it can be neither 
real bell or [sic] purgatory" (Toivo Nikolai Ke
tola, A S1.J, of M•rt;,, Llllhds T-'1i,,1 Ca.
Cfffl;,,I IN SIM• of lh• D• [A muter of arts 
thesis presenced to the faculty of the Seventh
Day 

Adventist Theological 
Seminary, Takoma 

Park, Wuhiogcon, D. C., January 1956], p. 25; 
emphasis DOt original). 
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example. Francis Pieper wrote in his 
Cbrislliche Dogmt11ik: "A sleep of the soul 
which includes enjoyment of God ( thus 
Luther) cannot be called a f:ilse doctrine." 1 

Another Lutheran, Taite Almar Kantonen, 
asserted in his book The Ch,isli11n HofJ• 
that "in Luther's view, so far as the dead 
person himself is concerned, the interme
diate state is reduced to an unconscious 
moment."' Other Lutherans, while pre
senting a more balanced assessment of 
Luther's position, still fail to do justice to 

the diversity of Luther's thought on the 
smte of the dead.11 

Did Luther teach that the dead sleep 
until the Last Day? This study seeks to 

answer that question on the basis of Lu
ther's own smtements made between 1517 

3 '"Ein Scclcnschlaf, dcr ein Gcniesscn Gones 
einschlicsst (so Luther), ist nicht als irrige Lehre 
zu bczcichncn." Franz Pieper, Christlieb• D01-
m•til:, III (Sr. louis: Concordia Publishins 
House, 1920), 575. In the foornore Pieper cires 
L,,1h,rs lii'orl: o (Sr. louis: Concordia Publishing 
House, 1881-1910), I, 1758 ff.; II, 215 ff. 
Here:afrcr this work will be cited u W 2 plus 
volume and page number. An invesriprion of 
these passages (WA 43, 359 ff./AE 4, 311-13; 
WA 43, 480 f.) indicates that Pieper is drawins 
a conclusion from Luther's sr:ucments rather 
than quoting or paraphrasing them. 

' Tairo Almar Kanronen, Th• Christia Hop. 
(Philadelphia: Board of Publication of the 
United Lutheran Church in America, 1954), 
p.38. 

II Paul Althaus, Di• Th.alo1i• Af•rli• r.,,. 
1h•rs (Giirersloh: Gerd Mohn, 1962), pp. 346 
to 347. Howard Tep)cer, "Problems in Escbatol
Ollf: The NaNre of Death and the Intermediate 
State," Th• St,ri•,li.llln, XXIX (1965), 25. 
John Gerhard listed seven arguments or quo
tations from Luther against the charge that 

Luther bad tauaht IOUl sleep; Lod Thnlo,;d, 
locus de Morre, pan. 305, ed Eduard Preua, 
VIII (Berlin: Gustav Scblawitz, 1869), 241 1D 
242. See alJO Heinrich Quistorp, c.,,;.•, Dt» 
mu of lh• lJul Tlnt,11 (London: Luaenronb 
Press, 1955), pp. 98-101. 

and the year of his death. An attempt is 
made to present representative statements 

of Luther throughout those years, with ad
ditional references in the footnOteS, so that 
the reader can evaluate for himself the 
conclusion of this study that Luther was 
not wholly consistent in his teachings about 
the state of the dead. 

I 

There can be no denying that Luther 
frequently and throughout the course of 
his life as a Reformer referred to death u 
sleep. Indeed this may well have been the 
characteristic way in which he referred to 

death.0 

e Luther also says repeatedly that the dead 
are '"alive." Cf. WA 17 II, 236, 1-2; 31. 
151-57/AE 14, 86-88; WA 36, 259, 19/AB 
51,246; WA 38, 505,29--34; 42,633, 10/AE 
3, 

119; 
WA 42, 634, 3/ AE 3, 120; WA 43. 

221, 30-34/ AE 4, 119 f.; WA 43, 222, 17-
18/AE 4, 120; WA 43, 359, 37-38/AE 4, 
312; WA 43, 362, 25-26 /AE 4, 316; WA 
43, 480 f.; WA 47, 435, 13-15; WA Bll V, 
273, 24/Mardn Luther, Z..ll•rJ of St,iril,ul 
Co•11sol, edited and translated by Theodore G. 
Tappert (Philadelphia: The Westminster Press. 
1955), 

"Library 
of Christian Classics," XVIII. 

61 (hereafter this work will be cited I.CC fol
lowed by the volume and page number); WA 
TR 1, No. 987, 500, 5; 2, No. 2491, 486, 14; 
5, No. 5534, 219, 9--17; WI 8, 421; etc. Qui
storp argues on the basis of WA TR 5, No. 
5534, that Luther "does nor mean that the mul 
lives while the body is dead" (pp. 100-101). 
Luther also frequendy asserts that the dead ue 
"resdns" or in a state of "rest": WA 5, 309, 
28-30; WA 17 I, 203, 17; WA 12, 456. 27-
30; WA 36, 216, 37/AE 51, 248; WA 42, 67. 
38-40/AB 1, 89; WA 42, 576, 17-18/AE 3. 

39; WA 43, 277, 36-37/AB 4, 197; WA 43, 
278, 7-13/ AB 4. 197; WA 43, 359, 1-4/ 
AB 

4, 311; 
WA 43, 359, 42-360, 1/AE 4. 

329; WA 44, ,i1, 23-25; 51s, 9--11; au. 
23; WA BB. 5, No. 1529, 240, 28-70; eu:. 
A. John Gerhard suggested (at,. di., p.241). 
Luther'• frequent reference to death u "lleep" 
may be .largely due to the frequeD.CJ with wbicb 
this metaphor for death oa:un in the Saaed 
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424 MARTIN LUIHER'S VIEWS ON THE STATE OF THE DEAD 

Many of these references contain indi
cations that Luther may be using the word 
sleep in a euphemistic or metaphorical 
sensc.7 Sometimes Luther as much as says 
that the description is euphemistic, as for 
example in his comment on Gen.15:15: 

Above all one should note the very pleas
ing description of death this passage con
tains. God does not use the term "death." 
No, He tones down this name, so to speak, 
with pleasing words. "You will be gath
ered to 1•our fathers," He says, "and will 
sleep with Noah and other heroes." 8 

In a great many cases Luther uses the 
description of death as sleep in combina
tion '\\•ith other words which are clearly 
metaphorical. Perhaps the most famous 
illustration of this is his statement: "We 
shall sleep, until He comes and knocks on 
the little grave and says, Doctor Martin, 

Scriptures: Deur. 31:16; 1 Kings 1:21; 2:10; 
11:21, 43; 14:20, 31; 15:8, 24; 16:6, 28; 
22:40, 50; 2 Kings 8:24; 10:35 ; 13 :9, 14; 
14:16, 22, 29; 15:7, 22, 38; 16:20; 20:21; 
21:18; 24:6; 2 Chrnn. 9:31; 12:16; 14:1; 16: 
13; 21:1; 26:2, 23; 27:9; 28:27; 32:33; 33:20; 
Job 3:13; 14:12; Ps. 13:3; Jer. 51:39, 57; Dan. 
12:2; Matt. 9:24, cf. 25:5; 27:52; Mark 5:39; 
Luke8:52; John 11:11; Aas 7:60, 13:36; 1 Cor. 
15:6, 18, 20, 51; Epb. 5:14; 1 Thess. 4:13, 14, 
15; 5:10; 2 Peter 3:4. 

T Ir is of interest to note that Luther could 
also use sleep as a merapbor for life: "Vere 
iraque somnus er somnium est vita nosrra." 
B-.rMD Pultni XC, 1534/ 35, WA 40 III, 528, 
25/ AE 13, 102. "Quid enim sunr duo aur tres 
anni, quos dormiendo pene fallimus, collati ad 
ae1erniratem?" G•n•sis Y orl•n,n1, on 3: 19, 
1536, VIA 42, 160, 5-6 /AE 1, 214. 

• "Ac aotanda in primis hoc in loco est de
scriptio mortis suavissima: Non appellar mortem, 
sed suavibus verbis nm quasi extenuar: 'CoW
aeris, inquir, ad Parres ruos', er dormies cum 
Noah atque aliis bernibus." Gn•sis Yorl,nn11, 
on 15:13-16, 1536/39? VIA 42,576, 19-21. 

Translation from AB 3, 39. Cf. VI A BR. 6, 
No.1930, 301, 20-21/LCC 18, 65, 

get up! Then I shall rise in a moment 
and be bappy with Him forever." 0 Other 
passages containing words that are clearly 
metaphorical include those in which Lu
ther says that the dead sleep in their beds,10 

in their sleeping chambers,11 in their dor
mitories,12 in their sepulchers,11 in their 
graves,H in a cradle,111 in God's hand,11 

0 "Wir sollen Khlaffcn, donec veniar und 
klopff an das s rcblin e t d[icar]: D. :Mart[ine], 
surse. lbi in momento surgam und werde 
ewis mir ihm frnlich sein." Pred igt, Rorer'• 
N•ehs chri/1, 1533, WA 37, 151, 8-10. 

10 C11bilc, let: tNlus, str•t1u, Kc 111c rlt1in , P•11l, 
R11gcbcttt1 , Sa11Otb c11/i11. Op eratio11es ; ,,, Ps•lmos, 
1519-21, WA 5, 89 , 30-32 ; Pred igt (Cruci
ger's Sonimcrposti/l c of 1544) , 15 35, WA 22, 
102, 1-2; A,111o tati o11es ;,, , •li qNol t•Pit• Al•I· 
th11

ci, 
1538, WA 38, 498, 15; An ton Laurer

b:i
ch's 

T•gcbNt:h at1/s J•l1re z,39, TR '1, No. 
'149, 318, 6-1'1; recorder unknown, 1540, TR 

5, No. 5356:a, 84, 12; 85, 14; No. 5356b, 86, 
4, 9; Die Vorrede ZN der S•111mlt111 .g der Begri b• 
ni

s
lied • r, 1542, WA 35, '1 78, 12-18/AE 53, 

326; Gt111 csis V orles t1n. g, on '12:38, 1544, WA 
44, 517, 20-22, 28-30/ AE 7, 293- 94. 

11 Ct1bic11/Nm,. Genesis Vorl es1111 g, on 25:7-
10, 1540?, WA 43, 360, 1, 14-15, 21-23/ 
AE 4, 312, 313; on 42:38, 1544, WA 44, 517, 
20-23/ AE 7, 293. 

12 Ka.m;1eri• , xo11,111:,iol0v, tlormitori11m,, 
Scbl11D

bens,
,, R11 gestet• . An no1111ion•s in 11/i

q1101 c11
p;1" 

llf•tth••i, 1538, WA 38, 498, 12-
16; Die Yorred, Z# der S11mml11n1 tlcr B•gr ib
•isli«l•r, 1542, WA 35, 478, 28-30/ AB 53, 
326. 

11 Sep11lcb,11m. Pndigl, Rorer's N.cbscbri/1, 
1545, WA 49, 732, 6-733, 1. 

H Grt1b. Pr•digl, printed edition, 1523, VIA 
12,456, 27-30; Di• Yo",u ZII ,le, S••""-, 
tln S.1ri bnisli•tln, 1542, VI A 35, 482, 8-10, 

111 Wi1in, Wiegi n. Anron Lauterbach, date 
unknown, WA B5 5, No. 6445, 666, 6; Pmigl 
(Cruci,;:er"s So•mff'/Jostill• of 1544), 1535, 
VIA 22, 102, 1-2. 

11 Anton Lauterbach'• T11g•b11t:b afs JJ,,. 
1'39, TR. 4, No. 4449, 318, 6-14; Anton Lau
terbach, date unknown, TR. 5, No. 6445, 666. 6. 

Compare Tiscbntl11 (recorder nor known), 1540, 
TR. 

5, 
No. 5356a, 85, 14. 
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MAR.TIN LUTHER'S VIEWS ON THE STATE OP THE DEAD 425 

in Abraham's bosom, 11 or in Christ's 
bosom.18 

In a great number of cases Luther does 
not say that death "is" sleep but, rather, 
that death "is called" sleep. In some of 
these passages he gives no further expla
nation.10 In others Luther goes on to ex
plain that death is called sleep for believers 
because believers do not experience the 
terrors of death when they die 00 or be
cause death has been overcome for them 

17 Pred i11, printed edition, 1522, WA 10 
III, 192, 19 (cf. 191, 26- 29) /Th e Pr11c iaNs 
1111,l S11

cr
11" IIY ·riti11,1s a/ lof11,1i11 LN1h11r, edited 

by John N. Lenker (Minneapolis: Lurhera ns in 
All L:mds, Comp:i ny, 1904) , 13, 27 (hereafter 
this work will be cited "Lenker'" followed by the 
volume ond p:agc number); Anton Lauterbuh's 
T11g11b11ch 1111/s /11hr 11 1'39, TR. 4, No. 4449, :US, 
6-14; G111111sis V a,/111N11g, on 2 :8, 1535, WA 
42, 67, 38-4 0/ AE 1, 89; on 42 :38, 1544, WA 
44, 517, 31-36 . 

18 Gtm11s is Vo rl1111111 g, on 25:7-10, 1540?, 
WA

43
,359, 24-25 /AE4,311; 361, 4ff.1/AE 

4, 
313; Lener 

ro Justus Jonas, 1542, BR 10, 
No. 3829, 228, 43/LCC 18, 76; Rorcr's H11IIS• 

t,ostill•, date unce nain, Wl! 13, 1741. Compare 
WA 35, 478, 12-18. 

10 P·rtJtligl, Spalatin's printed edidon of 1525, 
1525, WA 17 I, 218, 1-2 (sec rhe Witten• 
berg edition of 1539: WA 17 I, 209, 32; 220, 
29-30); sec Pretligl (Rorcr's N11chschri/1), 

1526, WA 20, 255, 9-11; 256, 1-4. 
:io "Es sibt auch die episrel nit allein solch 

Starcic Jere und exempel des glawbens und der 
liebe, sondern auch rrost und ermanung, leret 
nit allein, sondern reirzt und trcibt auch, inn 
dem du [sie} den todt cinen schlaff ncnnet, da 
sich alle welt fur entserzL Aber hie spricht Lu
cas: Er ist cntsehlaffen, du ist: mit eincm sanff
ren todt, den er nit gefulet hart, von danncn se
scheiden, gleich als ein mensch, wenn es ein

schleffr, weiss es nit, wie ihm geschicht, kompt 
inn den schlaff unemp6ndlich." Pntligl ( on 
Aas6:8-14) (printed edition), 1522, WA 10 
I, 1, 266, 10-16. "Srerben mussen wir und 
den rod laiden, aber du ist ein wunder, du, 

wer aich an Gemes wort belt, 101 den todt nit 
fulen, sondem gleich wie in ainem schlaffe 

dahin faren, und nit mehr haiaen: Ich sterbe, 
sonder: Ich mua schlaffen. Aber wer aich ausser 
dem wort finden Jest, der mua tnit enasren ~ 

and has no power 21 or because they will 
rise from the dead.22 

In many cases it is simply impossible 
to say whether Luther is using the term 

ben." Di• S11mm/1111g Kh11111mn, 1543, TR. 4, 
No. 4835, 539, 9-14. Sec also: Op,r111w1111 s 
in Psalmos, 1519- 21, WA 5, 463, 22-25; 
Pred igl ( Atlvant s/J ostil/ 11) (printed edition) , 
1522, WA 10 1-2, 43, 3-1 8; Pr, di 11 (P1111•11• 
t,ostil/11), 1525, WA 17 II, 234, 36-235, 20· 
Pradigl (F11st f1ostil/ 11), 1527, WA 17 II, 433: 
9-19

; 
Pr1J tli1t (Wi11111 rpo stil/11) (Roth), 1528, 

WA 21, 142, 32-34; 144, 1-4 ; p,.,1;,1 
(Rorcr's N 11,hseh ri/1) , 1533, WA 37, 20, 17-
23 (sec Dietrich's fl•11spastil/ 11 , 1544, WA 52, 
202, 14-18); Prt1di11 (Crucigcr's S0111m• rflos

tilla), 1535, WA 22, 99, 34-101, 21/Lenker 
9, 149- 51; Ganasis Vorl1Js11111, on 5:21-24, 
1536?, WA 42, 256, 27-28, 35-37 / AE 1, 
349; Annat111io11as ;,. •liq11 01 c11p i111 AflllthMi, 
1538, WA 38, 649, 5-9, 27-29; Letter to 
Nicholas von Amsdorf, Oct. 29, 1542, WA BR 
10, No. 3805, 169, 4- 12. Sec "Myt frid und 
freud ich far do hyn" (Hymn), 1524?, WA 

35, 438, 14-439, 2/ AE 53, 248; Pratli11 (Rorcr's 
N11chsch ri/l ), 1526, WA 20, 255, 9-11; 256, 
1-4; G, 11,sis Vorl• s1111g , on 22:11, 1539?, 
WA 

43, 
218, 8-11/ AE 4, 115; Bi6,l- *"' 

B11ch11in-z ai, h11111111111, on John 8:51, 1542, WA 
48, No. 203, 156, 3- 7. 

21 "Nisi [corporalis morris} viarice gratia 
dei superemr, prorsus nihil differt ab aerema 
mone, immo esr vere initium aerernae morris. 
Alioquin vix dormitio voc■Nr ct somnus RU 

rcquics uncrorum." Opn111ia11,s ;,. Pu/,,,os, 
1519-21, WA 5, 309, 28-30. See also T•s-
111r••c11s co11sollllori11 

t,ro 
J.6o,11111il,111 •• 011n11-

1is, 1520, WA 6, 123, 24-26 ; and A•1101111w11•s 
;,. ,,Jiq11a1 cllf1il11 /i!lllthwi, 1538, WA 38, 649, 
5-9, 27-29. 

22 "Er ist versamlet zu seinem wick • • • ist 
ein Ebreische weise zu reden und IO'Viel sesaat, 
nicht wo er bin gefaren sei, sondem er isr Im
men zu den todren, da sie bearaben sind, wie 
wir auff unsere weise sagen: Er isr auff den 
kirchoff komen, Aber da ist heimlich die auffer
srehuna von todren angezeisht, du sie Gott 
widderiimb wolle aufferwecken, Daher die 
schrifft den tod auch einen schlaff heisset, Dea 
die da schWfen, haben die hoffnuna, du sie 

widder IOllen aufferstehen, Also auch ■ind die 
veter venamlet zu ihrem wide ab auff die Gott 
ein auge hat und wil lie zu seiner zeit auffer
wecken." Pntli11 (1527 printed edition), 
1523/24, WA 24, 706, 14-22. See also PnJ;,, 

4
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426 MAB.TIN LUTHER'S VIEWS ON nm STATE OP nm DEAD 

"sleep" as a euphemism for death or 
whether he means that the dead a.re lit
erally "asleep" until the resurrection. For 
example, Luther frequently referred to the 
death of a Christian by saying that the 
person in question had "fallen asleep" or 
"is asleep." 23 

II 

There are passages, however, in which 
Luther does seem to be saying that Chris
tians who have died really and literally 
sleep until the Last Day. In a sermon 
preached in 1525 at the funeral of Elector 
Frederick of Saxony, Luther stated: 

(Spalatin's printed edition of 1525) , 1525, 
WA 17 I, 205, 2--4; 206, 7-10 ( see the Wit• 
renbcrg edition of 1539, WA 17 I, 205, 20-
23); Prttdigl (Rorer's N•chs,hri/1), 1532, WA 
:56, 547, 7-10 (see Cruciger"s 1534 edition, 
lines 25-3:5); Prt1digl (Crucigcr's Sommn
tHJstilltt), 1544, WA 22, 402, 28-31/Lcnker 
14, :559; Prttdigl (Dietrich's edition of the 1544 
H•IIJilostilltt), W2 13A, 1328. See Opt1rt1liont1s 
;. Ps11lmos, 1519-21, WA 5, 89, 29-35. 
Sec also Quistorp's comment: "Because the 
resurrection • • • occupies the central place in 
Luther's hope, the state of souls after death is 
for him of no imponance. Hence he affirms 
with scriprure that death h■s become a mere 
sleep." Op. cil., pp. 98-99. 

21 Prttdi11 (printed edition), 152:5, WA 12, 
457, 7-U; Prttdigl (printed edition), 1525, 
WA 17 I, 207, :56; 209; 211, :50, :56; 212, 
6, 11; Letter, 1530, BR 5, No. 1584, :551, 24 to 
25; Prttdigt (Rorer's N•ehsehri/1), 15:52, WA 
:56, 248, 10-11/ AE 51, 2:59; Letter to Philip 
Gliienspies, 1538, WA BR 8, No. :5255, 280, 
6-7; Tisehrttdtt, 15:59, W2 22, Cap. 48, No. 11, 
1:507; Letter to Philip Melaachthon, 1541, WA 
BR 9, No. :5592, :558, 20-21; Tisehrttdtt, no 
dare, WA TR 6, No. 6541, :51, 12-B; Tiseh
nu, after Sepr. 20, 1542, w:i 22, Cap. 48, 
No. 9, 1:504; Letter to Jacob Propst, 1542, WA 
BR 10, No. :5797, 156, 17-18; Letter m Anton 
L■urerb■ch, 

1542, 
WA BR 10, No. :5807, 176. 

7; Prttdigl (Crudger's So••ffl>OstilJ.), 1544, 
WA 22, 402, 25/Lenker 14, :559; Gnttsis Vor
ltts.1, oa 48:21; 1545, WA 44, 719, 15 to 

16/AB 8, 192; Letter to Catharine Metzler, 
15:59, Wll BR 8, No. :5:554, 485, 26-27 /LCC 

18, 73; Letter to Justus Jona, 1542, WA BR 
10, No. 3829, 227, 24/LCC 18, 76. 

It is a comfort, d1at those who have 
acknowledged Christ here [on earth] are 
now sleeping. It is a sleep. Do not worry 
then, whedter he [Frederick] also suffers 
pains or grieves as you do, for he resa 
and is quiet.:!" 

A year later Luther asserted about the 
dead: "I think that they are in such a 
sleep that they neither feel nor see any
thing." :ii; 

In 1532 Luther dec lared that death is 
a sleep so deep that the dead do not even 
dream.20 Tiuee years later he said: "In 
the cas e of the godly a sweet sleep follows 
this disintegration of the body until we 
awake in a new and eternal life." :?T 

In 1537 Luther wrote: "It belongs to 

24 "D:is isr cin rrost, d:i s die iheni gen, die cla 
Chrisrum erk:int h:iben .•• schl:ifl'en irzr. Es ist 
ein schlalfen, d:irffest nicht sorgen, d:is er auch 
schmcrrzcn trai;c odder sich bekiimere wic du, 
sondern ruget und schweigr." Prcdi gl (Sp:datin's 
printed edition), 1525, WA 17 I, 20:5, 13--17 , 
(See the Wittenberg edition of 15:59, WA 17 
I, 204, 21-26.) 

211 "Jch aber wil hie lassen Lasarum und 
ander todten faren und bei der schrift blcibca, 
die do s:agt, sic schlaffen. Denn mich diinckt, 
das solcher schlaff babe sic so gar innen, das 1ie 
nichrs fiilen noch schcn, vicl wcnigcr denn man 
im n:itiirlichen schl:iffe fulct; Und wean sie au.If• 
erweckt werden, geschche ihn, d:i sie aicht wis
scn, wo sie ge\\'CSt sind.'' Dttr Prophttl ]o'IIII 

•11sg•l11g 1, 1526, WA 19, 221, 24-28. 
20 "Sic cum omnibus, qui m:inent in filio: 

resurgent ct vivenr. Idco non sollea heissen 
morrui, sed tanNm obdormientes, uad so tieff, 
ut 

non 
traum, das ein rechter schl■ff.'' Prttdigl 

(Rorer's aores), 1532, WA :56, 252, 8-9 
(printed edition, lines :51-:52) / AB 51, 241 

to 242. See Letter to Luther's father, 1530, WA 
Bil 5, No. 1529, 240, 64-70/LCC 18, :52; 
Letter to Mr. and Mn. Matdtiu Knudsen, 15:51, 
WA BR 6, No. 1876, 21:5, 14-16/LCC 18, 61; 
A.•nolllliontts ia BeeJ.silu,.,,, 15:52, WA 20, 162, 
27-163, 3, 

2T "Nunc morrem p■tiNr corrupra h■ec: na
aira. E■m corporis dissolutionem sequitur in 
piis suaviuimus mmnus, doaec evigilabimu1 in 
novam er ■ereraam 

viram." 
Gtlfltlsil Vorltts.1, 

oa 2:21, 1535, WA 42, 98, 1-3/AB 1, 130. 

5

Secker: Martin Luther's Views on the State of the Dead

Published by Scholarly Resources from Concordia Seminary, 1967



MAR.TIN LUTHEll'S VIEWS ON nm STATE OF nm DEAD 427 

Christ's office to m:ike light of death." 
Therefore He "lulls death to sleep" and 
"calls it sleep" and "wants us to know that 
for all who believe in Him death has 
really been changed and transformed into 

sleep."28 

The year before his own death, the 
account of Jacob's death in Genesis 49 
elicited this comment: 

I have often uicd to observe the moment 
of time at which I either fall asleep or 
awaken, but I have never been able to de
tea it or to prevent sleep from coming 
upon me unexpectedly and before I 
thought it would. Our death and resur
rection will also be like this. We depart, 
and we return on the Last Day, before we 
are aware of it. Nor do we know how long 
we have been away.:?O 

In regard to the statement of Gen.49:33 
that "Jacob ... was gathered to his people," 
Luther said that "the people of God is 
without the suffering caused by longing, 

28 "Hoc proprie pertinet ad oflicium Christi, 
sciliccr mortem cxrenuare • • . • Ira Christus 

sopir mortem. Jlle vocar cam mortem, hie 
mmnum •••• Er vulr nos scire omnibus cre
dentibus in cum mortem esse sublaram er mu
raram vere in somnum." Co11d•11e,,l11• f/MMIUm 
D. Af11,1. L#th•ri 11mico fl•••"' t,r11•1'rit,11111, 

1537, WA 45, 458, 9-16. See Tisehr.JM aus 
Clemen, 1540? WA TR 5, No. 6518, 278, 
16-18; G•11•sis Vo,l•s•"I, on 25:17, 1540? 
WA 

43, 373, 
27-31/AE 4, 329. 

20 "Saepe esc> conatu1 sum observare mo
mentum illud remporis quo aur obclormio, aur 
runus evisilo, sed nunquam porui id depre
hendre aut praevenire, quin mmnus me occu
pam praerer opinionem er coairationem. Talis 
eriam erir mars er resurrecrio n01ua. Wir faren 
dahin, und kummen am jiinptm tq herwider, 
ebe wi.rs ae,rar werden, wissen aucb nichr, wie 
Jana 

wir auss 
a,ewesen sind." G•••su Vorus••K, 

on 
49:33, 1545, 

WA 44, 813, 42-814, 
5frranslation fiom AE 8, 318. See G.,,,,,;, 
VorJ.111111, on 25:7-10, 1540?, WA 43, 362, 
32-36/AB 4, 

316; 
and noce 25 above. 

and sleeps in most peaceful sleep and 
rest." 30 

According to the 1539 Wittenberg edi
tion of a sermon that Luther had preached 

in 
1525, 

Luther asscned that the damned 
"fall asleep not through, but against Je
sus." 31 A 1525 edition of the same ser
mon, however, does not contain that 
phrase. Otherwise Luther does not appear 
to have taught that the damned fall asleep 
when they die nor to have assened, with
out qualification, that they sleep until the 
Day of Judgment. 

A number of Luther's other statements 
about the saue of the dead harmonize with 
the teaching that the dead sleep until the 
Last Day. Thus he repeatedly said that the 

dead do not experience time, hours, days, 
or years.II!! He frequently asserted that the 
time between a person's death and resur-

80 "Sed populus ille Dei esr sine passione 
desiderii, ct dormit placidissimo somno et quiere, 
sicut Christus inquir: 'Non esr monua puella 
ist:11 vivir, quiescit, etc."" GH•sis Vorl•s••I, 
Oil 49:33, 1545, WA 44, 814, 10-12frram
lation from AE 8, 319. Cf. WA 44, 811, 
23-26/ AE 8, 315. Cf. also Luther's use of the 
phrase "Sr. Michael's sleep" to refer to the sleep 

experienced by the dead prior to rbe moment 
when Sr. Michael blows his rrumper on the Last 

Day: P,.J;,, (R.orer's N111;hsehri/1), 1533, WA 
37,200, 3 (and the footnote); Dietrich's printed 
edition of the same sermon, Haspostilu, 1544, 
WA 

52, 541, 38. 11 Unbelievers "enuchlaffen nicht durdl, 
modern, wider Jhesus und sind verdampr.'' 
Pndi11 (Wittenberg edition of 1539), 1525, 
WA 17 I, 211, 36. (Spalatin'1 1525 printed 
edition is printed above the Winenber& edition.) 

II 
Pndi11 (Luther'• edition), 

1523, WA 10 
W, 194, 17/Lenker 13, 29; Pndi11 (lirer'1 
NMhsehri/1), 1523, WA 11, 130, 25-29 (see 
rbe printed edition, WA 12, 596, 26-31); 
ll.111101111iorl•s ;,, l!"l•situtn, 

1532, 
WA 20, 162, 

27-163, 3; A•JIOllllioHS ;,, ,Jipo1 ut,ill, 
M.uht#i, 1538, WA 38, 653, 38-653, 2; 
PnJi11 (Dieuich'1 HOS,OsliU.), 1544, WA 52, 

372, 3-7. Cf. WA 42, 370, 23-24/AB 2, 
155; WA 45, 499, 3-4/ AB 24, 42. 
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.rcction would appea.r to p:iss as quickly as 
a moment, a half hour, an hour, or a night 
of sleep.13 On at least one occasion L.uther 
said that the dead "know nothing." H On 
several occasions he said that the dead do 
not pmise God.:su 

83 Prwligl (Rorer's H11r1d-schri/1), 1'23, WA 
11, 130, 25 (see the printed edition, \VA 12, 
596, 27-32); Predigl (Luther's edition), 1522, 
WA 10 Ill, 194, 10-12 /Lcnkcr 13, 29; Predigl 
(printed edition), 1523- 24, WA 14, 70, 14 
ID 19 (note 34, below); Predi gl (P11st1mpo
stille), 1525, WA 17 II, 235, 17 ff.; Lener ID 
Luther•s 

father, 1530, 
WA DR 5, No. 1529, 

241, 82-87/LCC 18, 32; Predi g1 (Cruciger's 
edition of 1534), 1532, WA 36, 548, 23-25; 
554, 32-36; Tiscbrede, Khumer, 1538, WA 
TR 4, No. 4203, 200, 9-201, 1; Pr11digl in 
s11ir,.,,,. H1111se (Rorer's 1559 edition), dare un
cenain, Llttbe,s W erke, edited by Johann Georg 
Walch (Halle: Johann Gebauer, 1743) 13, 2263 
(hereafter this 'tll'Ork will be cited Wl followed 
by the volume and page number). See Ger,esis 
Vo,lu11ng, on 25:7-10, 1540?, WA 43,360, 31 
to 33/ AE 4, 313. Quis1orp comments: "Dea.use 
Luther secs death in such dose conneaion with 
the general resurreaion, the interval separaring 
our end from the end of all things shrinks for 
him: berween the day of our death and the 
Jut 

judgment 
lies only the short interval of our 

sleep, from which we shall be so joyfully 
awakened ar the last char ir will seem as though 
we 

had fallen asleep 
only yesterday. This inter

val stands for Luther wholly in rhe light of iu 
utterly ocher dimension." (P. 101) 

H "So stirbr nu der mensch, der leib wird 
besraben und verweset, liegr inn der erden und 
weis nichu, wenn aber der ersr mensch am 
junssren tag auff sceher, wird er meioen, er sei 
bum 

eine srund da gelegeo, 
da wird er sich 

umbsehen und gewar werden, das so viel leur 
von ihm seporen und nach ihm kommen sind, 
davon er nichrs gewust hat." Prt!digl (printed 
edition), 1523/24, WA 14, 70, 14-19. Cf. 
Tisd,rHe, AnlDn Lauterbachs T11geb11cb ••Is 
I"'-

1538, 
WA TR 3, No. 3904, 697, 3-7. 

II " 'Denn inn dem rod gedenckt man dein 
nichr' [PL 6:5). Du ist, die todten loben dich 
nichr, und preisen deine suere nicht, sondem 
allein die lebendigen, als im 114. psalm: 'Die 
todren werden dich, Herr, nichr loben • • • .'' 
IJi. s;.1,n B#IJfJulmn, 1525, WA 18, 482, 
4-7 / AE 14, 143. See also Die s;.1,.,, B#ls
ilul.,.., 1517, WA 1, 161, 26-29. 

Ill 

In some of the quotations cited above, 
Luther's assertion that the dead are asleep 
appears to be unqualified. On occasion, 
howeve.r, he added some very important 
qualifications to this assertion. In a letter 
written Jan. B, 1522, to Nicholas von 
Amsdorf, Luther w.rote: 

I am inclined to agree with your opinion 
that the souls of the just :ire asleep and 
that rhey do nor know where they arc up 
to the Day of Judgment ..•• But I do not 
dare to affirm that this is true for :ill souls 
in general, because of the t:iking up of 
P:iul, of Elijah, and of Moses (who cer
t:iinly did not appear as phantoms on 
Mount Tabor). \Vho knows how God 
dc:ils with the sep:irated souls? Can He 
just as well make them sleep on :ind off 
or for as Jong as He wished, just as he 
overcomes with sleep those who live in the 
flesh? And that passage in Luke 16 about 
Abr:iham and L:izarus - although it does 
nor attribute sensation to all of the de
parted, yet it does attribute sensation to 
Abraham and L:izarus, and it is hard to 
twist this p:iuage to refer to the Day of 
Judgment. 

I think the same :ibout those condemned; 
some may feel punishments immediately 
after death, but ochers may be spared until 
that Day. For the rich man confesses that 
he is tortured; and the Psalm says, ''Evil 
will catch up with the unjust man when 
he perishes." You perhaps also refer this 
either to the Day of Judgment or to the 
passing anguish of physical death. There
fore, it is my opinion that tbcsc thinp 
arc uncertain. It is most probable, how
ever, that with few exceptions, all of the 
departed sleep without possessing any ca
pacity of feeling. Consider now, who were 
the spirits in prison to whom (as Sr. Peter 
writes) Christ preached? Were they not 

• 
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able to sleep in Him until the [Last] 
Day?H 

In his comment on Geo.25:7-10 io the 
Genesis lectures Luther said that the dead 
sleep in such a way that they are "awake'": 

Nevertheless, there is a difference between 
the sleep or rest of this life and that of 
the future life. For toward night a person 
wbo has become exhausted by his daily 
J:ibor in this life enters into his chamber 
in peace, as it were, to slee p there; and 
during this night he enjoys res t and has no 
knowledge whatever of any evil caused 
either by fire or by murder. Bur the soul 
doe s nor sleep in the same manner. Ir is 
awake. Ir experiences visions and the 
discourses of the angels and of God. There
fore the sleep in the future life is deeper 
than it is in this life. Nevertheless, the 
soul lives before God. With this analogy, 
which I have from the sleep of a living 

30 "Proclive mihi est conccdere tecum in 
eam sent enti:am , iusrorum animas dormire 11c 

usque ad iudicii diem nescire, ubi sinr • • • • 
Seel an universale hoc sit omnibus animabus, 
non audeo asserere, proprer raprum Pauli, Eliae 
er Moysi, qui utique non fia i apparuerunr in 
monre Tabor. Quis enim novir, quomodo Deus 
agar cum animabus separaris? Nonne poresr cas 
aeque sopire alrernis vel quamdiu voluerir, arque 
viventes in carne sopir? lam illud Lucae 16. de 
Abraham er Lauro, ersi non urger universalem, 
ramen sensum rribuir Abrahae er Lau ro, et 

durum est hoc ad iudicii diem rorquere. 
"Idem de damnatis sentio: Posse aliquu sea

tire poenas srarim a morre, aliquas vero separari 
usque in ilium diem. Nam epulo cruciarum 
coafiretur, er Psalmus dicir: 'Virum iniusrum 
Dlllla 

capienr 
in interim', nisi tu et hoc rrahu 

ad diem iudicii, vel ad rraaseunres morris cor
poralis angustiu. lgirur mea senrenria est, in
ccrra hae esse; verisimile aurem, csccpris paucil 
omDCS dormire illlCllsibiles. Tu nunc vide, qui 
illi fuerinr spirirus ia caicere, quibus Pettus 
scribir per Christum esse praedicarum, annon et 
illi dormire ia eum usque diem poruerinr? .. 
Letter ro Nicholas voa Amsdorf, 1522, WA Bil 
2, 422, 4-6, 10-25/Tranlation from AB 48, 
360-61, with a few chaoses-

person, I am satisfied; for in him there is 
peace and quiet. He thinks that he has 
slept barely one or two hours, and yer he 
sees that the soul sleeps in such a manner 
that it also is awake.37 

A number of times in his life Luther 
qualified the assertion that the dead are 
asleep by saying that this is not true of 
all of the dead. In the Genesis lectures he 
said that God is able to awaken the dead 
"whenever it is His good pleasure ro do 
so" 18 and "so to conuol them that they 
live." 30 

On at least three occasions Luther im-

37 "Differeunr wn en somnus sive quies huius 
vitae et futurae. Homo enim ia hac vita defariga
tus diurno labore, sub noaem inrrar in cubiculum 
suum, tanqu am in pace, ur ibi dormiat, et ea 
nocre fruitur quiere, neque quicquam Kit de 
ullo malo sive inccndii, sive caedis. Anima 
aurem non sic dormir, sed vigilare, et parirur 
visiones, loq uelas Angelorum er Dei. Ideo som
nus in futura vita profundior est, quam in hac 
vita, er tamen anima coram Deo vivir. Hae simi
litudine, quam habeo a somno vivenris hominis, 
conrentus sum: ln illo enim pax est er quies, 
pumr se dormivisse vix unam aur a reram horam, 
er r:unen vider animam ira dormire, ur etiam 
vigiler." Gc,r csis Vo,lcsMRg, 011 25:7-10, 1540? 
WA 43, 360

, 24-33/T.ranslation &om 
AB 

4, 313. 
38 "Quia Moses er Heliu cum Christo ia 

monre colloquunrur [Marr. 17:3], uncle apparer 
eum omnes isros aaaos habere in manu er po
resrare sua, er esse Deum ipsorum, Dormiunt 
vero er quiescunr, sicur de omnibus piis constat, 
ira ur possir eos Chrisrus cxcirare, quaadocunque 
ipsi libirum fuerir." G.,,•sis Vo,l •s••I, on 
42:38, 1544, WA 44, 519, 12-15 /AB 7, 296. 

ao "Sic anima p01r mortem inrrar suum 
cubiculum et pacem, et dormieas, non sentit 
suum somnum, et ramen servar Deus viailaarem 
animam. Ira porest Deus excirare Heliam, Mosen 
eu:. er sic regere, ur vivanr. Seel quomodo? 
Nescimus, suflicit simllimdo mmni corporalis. 
et quod Deus aflimw: esse mmnum, quierem er 
pacem." c ... sis Vorl•s••·· on 25:7-10, 1540? 
WA 43, 

360, 
34-38 / AB 4, 313. (This pas

age immediatelf follows the one quored in noce 
37 above.) 
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plied that the saints who rose with Christ 
are still in their resurrected state.40 

IV 

A strong case can also be made for the 
contention that Luther did not teach that 
the 

dead sleep 
until Judgment Day. This 

is particularly true in the case of the un
godly but also in the case of believers. 

Luther said a number of times that we 
do not know if the ungodly who die sleep 
until the Last Day.41 On several occasions 
he said that the rich man of Luke 16 suf
fered "in his conscience" after death and 
"had no rest." 42 In 1538 Luther wrote 

40 "Aile Vetter fur Cbrisrus gcpurt • • • 
machlaffen, gcfasset unnd bewaret 1111 inn einem 
schoss, und schlaffen auch noch drinnen biu an 
den iunpren US, aussgcnomen die uo mir 
Christo sind schon auffersranden, wie Matthaeus 
IChre.ibt am 27. Captirel, wo sie also blieben 
sind." Pr•di11 (Luther's edition), 1522, WA 
10 W, 191, 24-29 /Lcnker 13, 27. Predi11 
(llorer's Absehri/1), 1525, WA 17 I, 78, 8-9. 
A#Sk&•n& i•s Hos•• (Dieuich's 1545 edition), 
1524, W2 6, 1124. See Gn•sis Yo,J,s,,,.,, on 
7:1, 1536, WA 42, 322, 29--31/AE 2, 85-86. 

41 PnJi11 (Luther's edirion), 1522, WA 
10 m, 194, 17-19/Lenker 13, 29; p,_;,, 

(printed edition), 1523, 
WA 12, 596, 36-38 

(This writer was unable to find a similar 
statement in llorer's H•11tlseb,i/l, WA 11, 
127-131); Gn•sis Yo,l•s•n&, on 25:7-10, 
1540? WA 43, 361, 30-36/AE 4, 314-15; 

362, 39/AE 4, 316; 363, 4-5/AE 4, 316; 
G•n•sis Yorl.i•• ·&, on 42:38, 1544, WA 44, 

517, 31-36/AE 7, 294 (cf. 518, 9--11/AE 7, 
294). See Letter to Nicholas wn Amsdorf, 
1522, WA BR. 2, 422, 10-25/AE 48, 361. 
(Note 36 above) 

a PnJ;,, (Luther's edition), 1522, WA 10 
DI, 192, 12-18, 28-29/Lenker 13, 27; 
Pntli11 (llorer's HnJsebri/1), 1523, WA 11, 
130, 13-17 (cf. WA 12, 596, 10-16). See 
TUS6MUus "'11sol.ltm11 p,o l.l,o,,n,1ib#S •• 
,,,,.,_, 

1520, 
WA 6, 122, 30-32; PnJi11 

(P~), 1525, WA 17 II, 235, 14; 
G ... n, Yorl.sn1, on 10:8-9, 1536/37?, WA 
42, 400, 16-18/ AB 2, 196; A..olildous it, 

that only Christians can say, "My sepulcher 
is my bed, my dormitory; I do not die, but 
sleep." 41 In the 1534 printed edition of 
a sermon preached 2 years earlier, Luther 
is reported to have said that those who lie 
in the earth without the hope of the resur
rection are not called "sleepers," as de
parted Christians are caJJed, but "dead 
bodies."" 

A case can also be made that Luther 
was not consistent in teaching that be
lievers who have departed from this life 
sleep until the Last Day. In his comment 
on Gen. 26:24 in the Genesis lectures, Lu
ther observed: 

These thinss must be carefully noted: be
cause it is divine truth that Abrah:im lives. 
serves, and reigns with God. But what sort 
of life that is, whether he is asleep or 

•liq•ol e•/)it11 /11111thaai, 1538, WA 38, 653, 
34--654, 3; 

Gancsis 
Yo,l c11mg, on 42:38, 1544, 

WA 44, 517, 31-36/AE 7, 294; Pre1li11 
(Dieuich'1 1544 H••s/)ostille), WA 52, 372, 
3-7. But for a difJ'crenr interpretation see 

Tisehr•de (Dietrich's Nawsehri/toR), 1533, WA 
TR. 1, No. 591, 280, 35-36; Tisehr•de (Anton 
Lauterbach's T•1•b•eh a/s J•hr• 1'38), WA 
TR. 3, No. 3904, 696, 21-25. 

41 ".Mors non est mors, scd dormitio apud 
Christiaaos, Imo locus scpulrurae Christianorum 
vocarur xo1µ11Tiio1ov1 id est, dormi10rium. Sic 
non possunt gcntes appcllare sua scpulchna, Soli 
Christiani dicunt: Sepulchrum meum est meus 
leaulus, meum dormi10rium, Non morior, scd 
dormio." Aflnot•tion•s in •liq•ol e•Pil• Aftll• 
lhai, 

1538, 
WA 38, 489, 12-16. 

44 "Dean schlaffen heiuet man die, die cla 
ligea, du sie widder erwachen und auffstebeo 
mllen, nicht die, die so ligca, du kein hoffnuns 
ist, du lie widder auffstehen werden, welcbe 
heisset man nicht schlaffen, modern todte leich
nam. Also du eben ion dem wort 'schlaffen' in 
der schrift die zukiinfftigc auffemehung ansebm 
ist." PnJi11 (Crudger's edition of 1534), 1532, 
WA 36, 

547, 
29--32. (This writer did not 

find a c:orrespondias statement in llorer's NMh
sdwi/1, WA 36, 547.) 
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awake, that is another question. How the 
soul rests, we are not to koow:111 

A number of times between 1523 and the 
closing years of his life Luther stated that 
death is sleep to God but not to us 48 or 
that it is sleep to the eyes of faith." His 
frequent statement that death is "like" 

411 "Et diligenrer ista sunt obseffllnda: quia 
divina veriras est, quod Abraham vivit, servit 
er regnat cum Deo. Qualis vero illa vita sir, 
dormiarne, an vigiler, alia quaesrio est: Quomodo 
est: Quomodo quiescat anima, nos non debemus 
Kire." Gonosis Vo,l osttng, on 26:24-25, 
15

40/ 41? 
WA 43, 480, 11-15 (cf. 25-27). 

For other expressions of caution on the part of 
Luther in regard to making assertions about 
the state of 1he dead see his Lerrer to Nicholas 
von .Amsdorf, 1522, WA BR 2,422, 12-13/ .AE 
48, 313-14 (see no1e 36); P,t1tlig1, ltorer's 
H,mdsehri/1, 1523, WA 11, 130, 30-32 (see 

the prin1ed edition, WA 12, 596, 36-38); 
.Annot11tionos ;,. 11/iq1101 uJ1il• ltf1111h11oi, 1538, 
WA 38, 505, 29- 34; Anion Laurerbach's 
T 11gob11eh 1111/1 J11hrt1 l ,38, WA TR 3, No. 
3695, 540, 2-4; Tiseh,odo (Heidenreich's 
N11ehse/,ri/ton), 1542/43, WA TR 5, No. 5534, 
219, 3-8; Gonosis Vo,lt1sttng, 1540-45, WA 
43, 360, 17-23; 480, 13-15, 38; WA 44, 

518, 12-519, 2; .Additio in loett,n Host111t1 c•P· 
13 (printed edition), 1545, WA 40 Ill, 765, 
14-16. 

40 "In oculis tuis est mortuus , ••• sed coram 
deo est somnus." P,11digt, 1523, WA 11, 206, 
27-28. "Darumb heist der tod fiir unserm 
Herrn Gott nicht tod, Fiir uns heist er und ist 
ein tod, wenn wir srerben. Aber fiir Gott isa 
so ein leiser Khlaff, das er nit lcondt leiser sein." 
Prdigl (Dieuich's 1544 H11111postillt1), WA 52, 

480, 8-10. See also Pntligl (ltorer's N11eb
seh,i/l), 1532, WA 36, 347, 11 ff.; Gt1,iosis 
Vo,lt11.,,g, on 22:11, 1539/ 40?, WA 43, 221, 
25-27, 30-34/.AE 4, 119-20; Dia Vorrt1dt1 
• u, S11mml1111g tin Bt1gril,nisludn, 1542, 
WA 

35, 
478, 12-18/ .AE 53, 326. 

4T 
"Credentibus 

enim mon non est mon, 
sed somnus quidam. Nam cum terror, stimulus 
ct 

vis 
ilia morris abcst, non potest dici mo.rs. 

Quanto igitur maior fides esr. tanto mon est 
imbecillior; Quanto aurem fides minor est, tanm 

mon 
est acerbior." 

G•••sis Vorltls•"I, oa 
5:21-24, 1536, WA 42, 256, 27-30/AB 1, 
349. See also Pntligl (1534 printed edition), 
1532, WA 36, 548, 3-6; Pndigl (ltorer'• 
Nel,sehn/1), 1533, WA 37, 200, 4-6 (see 

sleep carries with it the implication that 
there is a difference between the cwo." 
The same can be said of Luther's admoni
tion to Christians to "regard" their death 
as slcep 411 and of the proverbial saying
quoted a number of times by Luther-that 
"sleep is the brother of death." ao 

Dietrich's H11111postilw, 1544 WA 52, 542, 
3 ff.); Bil,c/. w,rd Btt,hllin11ont1it:hr1tt11gn, 1541 

to 42?, WA 48, No. 205, 158, 2-6. See also 
WA 35, 478, 12-18. 

48 "Ein schlafender Mensch ist einem Todren 
sehr i hnlich, darum hat man fein erdacht, der 
Schl:af sci ein Bruder des Todes, und selbst in 
Tag und Nacht ist das Bild des Lebens und 
des Todes abgemalt." Tisr;h,cdo (Cordatus), 
date uncertain, w:i 22, Cap. 48, No. 15, 1308. 
See also P,cdigl (P1111t1n/lostillt1), 1525, WA 17 
II, 235, 17 ff.; Leiter to Luther's father, 1530, 
WA BR 5, No. 1529, 241, 82-87/ LCC 18, 32; 
P,cdigl (Rorer's N11ehseh,i/1 and printed edi, 
tions), 1531, WA 34 II, 277, 5-7, 13-17, 
23-26; P,11dig1 (Cruciger's edition of 1534), 
1532, WA 36, 544, 32-36 (this writer did 
not find a corresponding starement in ltorer'1 
N11,hseh,i/1 

prinred 
on the same page); Tiseh

,1dt1, Bindseil and Khumer, 1538, WA TR 4, 
No. 4203, 200, 9-201, l; Bibt1/. ,,,,,l Btteh1in
t1ff%oi,hn11ngcn, on John 8:51, 1541, WA 48, 
No. 205, 157, 3-7; Prttigl (ltorer's H11111po-
11illt1)1 

date uncertain, 
W2 13B, 1740-41; 

P,odigl (Rorer'• 1559 edition), Wl 13, 2263. 
40 

"Heisser 
[Paulus in I Thessalonichcr 

4:13-14] unsern tod nicht ein tod, sondem ein 
schlaff, und Chrisrus rod heisset er ein rechteo 
tod, Da mit gibt er dem tod Christi solchc 
ueflliche macht, das wir da segcn umem tocl 
sollen fiir einen Schlalf achten." Pruigl (printed 

edition), 1532, WA 36, 240, 32-35 (see 
24-25)/.AE 51, 233-34 . See also in the 
work just cited, WA 36, 252, 30-32/.AE 51, 
242; Pudigl (printed edition of 1534), 1532, 
WA 

36, 547, 
34-39, 548, 13-25 (this writer 

did not find a similar phrase in ltorer's Neb
sehn/1, WA 36, 547--48); Dit1 Vormlt1 Z# ur 
s,,,,,,,,J,,,,g tlt1r Bt1grib•islit!tln, 1542, WA 35, 

478, 12-18/ .AE 53, 326; Pntligl (Nel,m,g 
to Crucigcr's Sotnmt1rpos1illt1), 1545, WA 22, 
440, 9-13. (This writer did not find a similar 
statement in Rorer'• or Stolz'• Nehsehn/ln, 
WA 49, 694-701.) 

IIO "Morre, quac tamen ipsi [Dco] non mon 
csr. sed somnus, qui est quasi Irater ct mn

saosuineus morris. Quando enim homo sepcli-
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In a sermon preached in 1532 Luther 
said that in death it is only the five senses 
which die.111 He affirmed that "God talks 
with the dead"; 112 that the dead "hear," 
"think," and "see"; 113 that they "experience 
visions and the discourses of the angels 
and of God"; 1H that God opens the eyes 
of the dead,1111 and they "see with spiritual 
eyes after death." GO 

rur, Deo non est morruus, scd dormit." Gonosis 
Vorlosttng, on 22:11, 1539/ 40? WA 43, 221, 
25-27/AE 4, 119 (and note 28 on AE4, 119). 
Sec also Prodigl (Nuremberg Codex only), 
1531, WA 34 II, 277, 13-17 (this writer 
did not find this phrase in Rorer's N11,hschri/1, 
WA 

34 
II, 277, 5-7, nor in the printed edition 

of 1593, WA 34 II, 277, 23-26}; Tischrotlo , 
date uncertain, W2 22, Cap. 48, No. 15, 1308 

(note 48 above}. 
111 "lam non alitcr morierur quam in 5 scnsi 

[bus]." Prodigl (Rorcr's N11chschri/l), 1532, 
WA 

36, 
248, 9. (See 30-31 of the printed 

edition.} 
112 " • • • loquirur Deus cum monuis non 

aliter." Gtmosis VorlosNng, on 26:24-25, after 
1540, WA 43, 481, 24-25. Sec also note 38 
above. 

111 "Est ist war: Animac audiunt, sentiunt, 
vidcnt post monem, aber wie cs zugehet, vor
lthen wu nicht." Tiscbrttdo (Heidenreich), 
1542143, WA TR 5, No. 5534, 219, 3-8. And 
see To1111r.do&111 co,110/1110,i,, f,ro l11bor11ntib111 
111 onttrlllis, 1520, WA 6, 122, 38-123, 1; 
Prtttligl (Luther's ediaon), 1522, WA 10 III, 
192, 28-29/Leoker 13, 27; Protligl (Rorer's 
H.,,Jscbri/,), 1523, WA 11, 127, 13-19 (see 
the printed edition, WA 12, 596, 12-17); 
lf••ot111io11111 ;,, 11litJ1101 c11f,it11 l'tflllthai, 1538, 
WA 

38, 653, 
34-654, 3; Gffosu Vorlos•ng, 

OD 4:10, 1536, WA 42, 212, 19-25/AB 1, 
287. (la .resard to the passages on Lazarus and 
the rich man, see the qualification added to note 
42 above.) 

11t "Anima • • • patirur visioaes, loquelu 
Anaelorum et Dei.'' GffoSU Vorlos-g, on 

25:7-10, after 1540, WA 43, 360, 27-28/AB 
4, 313. 

1111 Quando aliquis S.actus mor[itur], deus 
apesit amb[o] oc[ulos].'' Prodigl (Rorer's 
DOtcS), WA 36, 260, 8 (see the printed edition, 
WA 

36, 260, 
30)/AB 51, 247. 

111 ''DilCI! iaitur et crede esse alios oculos 
spirimales, quibas aedeates in CbristwD videaar, 

Luther felt compelled by God's reference 
to the deceased Abraham as "My servant" 
(Gen. 26:24) to affirm that Abraham 
"Jives, serves, and reigns with God" (see 
note 45 above). Several times Luther as
serted on the basis of the First Epistle of 
Peter that Christ preached to the dead.11' 

The great Reformer also taught that on the 
Last Day believers who had died would 
hear the voice of the archangel and of 
Christ.118 

Luther also spoke of the joy and peace 
experienced by departed believers. Accord
ing to him they "enjoy everlasting peace 
and safety," Go embrace death as "the most 
joyous peace," 00 and "take delight in 
Christ's embrace." 111 

cum per morrcm isti corporis oculi clausi, vel 
potius prorsus extincti sunt.'' Go11osis Vor/111••1, 
on 15:1, 1537/ 38? WA 42, 556, 8-10/AB 3, 
11. Cf. Prodigl (printed in 1527), 1523/24, 
WA 24, 705, 21-28; Pro1/ig1 (P1111011po11illo), 
1525, WA 17 II, 236, 1-6. 

117 Letter to Nicholas von Amsdorf, 1522, 
note 36 above; Awslog,,.,,g tics Ho1 011 (Dietrich's 
edition of 1545), 1524, w:i 6, 1124; Go11osu 
Vor/011mg, on 7:1, 1536, WA 42,322, 27-29/ 
AB 2, 85-86; Tischrcdo (recorder not known), 
1540, WA TR 5, No. 5356a, 84, 4---8, 20 (d. 
No. 5356b, 86, 4-5, 14-17). But for a dif
ferent interpretation sec Protligl (printed edi
rion), 1523, WA 12, 367-69. 

118 "Das heissct er [Paulus, in I Thessalo
nicher 4:16-18] hie eia feld gcschrei odder 
stimme des Errzcngcls, das ist: die der Enzeagel 
wird schreien, d:as mans mit ohrcn horen wird." 
Protligl (printed edition), 1532, WA 36, 268, 
31-33/AB 

51, 254. 
And sec Prttdigl (lloier's 

N11chschri/l), 
1533, 

WA 37, 149, 22-26; and 
note 9 above. 

110 "Prui perperua, pace et securitate.'' G.,,11-
su 

VorlosNng, 
on 25:7-10, after 1540, WA 43, 

361, 20/AB 4, 314. 
00 Paul "illam [mon praemarura] amplec

remur ut laetissimam pacem • • • .'' [Luther ii 
ieferriag to Phil. 1 :23] I• .pi.stol""' S. Pall ,_ 

G"""-s Commfflllri#I, 1535, WA 40 I, 598, 
21/AE 26, 393. 

111 
"Is [Chrisrus] aostcr Abraham 

est, cuius 
complexu fruimur.'' G111111su Vorln,n,8, on 

11

Secker: Martin Luther's Views on the State of the Dead

Published by Scholarly Resources from Concordia Seminary, 1967



MAR.TIN LUTHJ!ll'S VIEWS ON THE STATE OP THE DEAD 433 

In 1544 George Hoessel's son died. Lu
ther consoled the bereaved father with 
these words: 

Inasmuch as Christ • • • indicatcS that "in 
heaven their angels always behold the face 
of My Father which is in heaven" [Matt. 
18: 10}, you must have no doubt that your 
son is rejoicing with our Savior, Christ, 
and with all the saints.02 

In 1542 Luther wrote to Justus Jonas: 
After mourning for a season, we shall 
enter into joy unspeakable, where your 
Cathy and my Magdalene, together with 
many others, have preceded us and daily 
call, admonish, and beckon us to follow.03 

In the same year Luther wrote about the 
deceased Urbanus Rhegius: 

We know tha.t he is blessed and has life 
and eternal joy in fellowship with Christ 
and the heavenly church, in which he now 
persona.lly learns, sees, and hears of those 
things which he proclaimed here in the 
church in accordance with the Word of 
God.°' 

25:7-10, aru:r 1540, WA 43, 358, 13-14/AB 
4, 310. 

a "Dicweil dano Chrisms • • • ast dabei 
eio Z.Cichen, dass ihre Ensel allezeit Goru:s 

Anse,icht sehen, sollet ihr nicht zweifelo, er sei 
bei uoserm Heiland Christo und bei alien Se
ligeo in Freuden." Letter ro Geor,e Hosel, 1544, 
WA BR. 10, 699, 9-13/LCC 18, 79. 

t11 ''Nos modicum conuisuros ezdpiet io
eoari:abili laetitia, ad quam tua Kedia et ma. 
Masdalena cum mulds allis nos praec:esseruot, 
et 

quoddie 
nos, ut sequamur, vocant, horrantur, 

alliciuot." Lener to Juarus Joou, 1542, WA 
BR. 10, No. 3829, 227, 27-30/Trmsladoo 
from I.CC 18, 76. 

M "Sciamus beatum esse et habere vicam et 
laetidam aeu:rnam in socierau: Cbrisd et Ec
deaiae coelesds, in qua ouoc ea c:oi:am discit, 
c:emit et audit, de quibus hie in Ecdeaia iUZ1a 
.erbum Dei diueruit." P.reface to Ur,,_,., 
R6,,;,,,, Pro,hliM nlffll ,.Slllfllnli ti. Clms10, 
1542, WA ,3, 400, 17-19. Paul Alrbaus 
auera that Lucber "dearlr knows of • blaled-

Luther also spoke of God's are and 
preservation of the dead. In the Genesis 
lectures he concluded from Matt. 22: 32 OIi 

that "the dead, too, Jive and have a God 
who cares for them and preserves them in 
a life that is different from this physical 
one in which the saints are afflicted." OIi In 
1532 he asserted that angels wait on a 
Christian after he has died.OT 

Luther also taught tha.t it is permissible 
to pray for the dead.G8 He was willing to 

ness with Christ in heaven which is the posses
sion or one who dies in the faith before the 

Last Day," and cites the above quorarion u 
evidence. But then he adds: "Or was Luther, 
in keeping with his undersmnding of everlasting 
life, here thinking or the Last Day as already 
present?" Paul Althaus, Di. r...w,11 Di•g•; 
uh,b11,h ti•, Bs,61110/ogi,, 5th edition (Giiu:r
sloh: C. Bcrtelsmann, 1949), p. 148, nou: 2. 

as "He is not God or the dead, but of the 
living." 

GI 
"Ergo 

Deus est mortuorum Deus, boc est, 
Ergo etiam mortui vivunt et habent Deum 

curantem et salvantem eos in alia vita, quam 
haec corporalis est, in qua Sanai aflligunrur." 
G•11•sis Vo,l,11111g, on 4 :9, 1536, WA 42, 210, 
27-29/Translation from AB 1, 2s,. 

OT "Muuen alle Ensel da sein uod au& in 
warren, unren, oben und rinss umb in ber.N 
Prdigl (printed edition), 1532, WA 36, 260, 
31-32/AB '1, 247. R.orer's nou:s (WA 36, 
260, 9) contain only this phi:ase: "Ibi omaes 
&08[eli]." Cr. Prnigl (printed edition), 1529, 
WA 29, 395, 27-28; Pntligl (Riirer'1 Hntl-
1,l,,i/1), 1531, WA 34 I, ,30, 15-19 (see also 
the Nuremberg Coder, ,30, 28--31 and ,31, 
19-23). 

08 Bm s-,,. .,,_ ,u,. -• T,s.....,,,, 
tl.s isl .,,_ t/,r hdlig,11 M,ss, (lint printed 
edirion), 1,20, WA 6, 372, 4-10; Pntligl 
(Luther's edidoo), 1,22, WA 10 W, 194, 
2,-195, 14, 21-24/Lenker 13, 29-30: p,,._ 
tlig1 

(Riirer's 
NMhscl,,i/1), 1,22, WA 10 W, 

409, ,--410, 9: Pntlig1 (printed edidon), 1,23, 
WA 11, 130, 30: Letter to Bartholomew wo 

Sraremberg, 1,24, WA 18, 6, 22-23/LCC 18, 
,4: Vo• A.l-'"""11 Cl,ris1i, B,1,-,,,;, (lint 
printed edidoo), 1,2s, WA 26, ,os, 1----4: 
Smalcald Ardcles Part II, II, 14, u printed in 
m. &,,.,,,,,,.,um,,.. • -~ 
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grant that the saints in light pray for us.• 
Although he rejected the ritual invocation 
of the saints as practiced by the medieval 
church ( see note 69 above) , he did not 
reject an evangelical invocation of the 
saints but as late as 1521 practiced such 
an invocation himself.70 

1d,n Kirch,, 4dl edition (Gottingcn: Vanden
hoeck und Ruprecht, 1959), p. 421, lines 
14-18. For qualifications, see Voni Grt!Nl!l tier 
Stillm,m• (prinred edition), 1525, WA 18, 31, 
10-15/AE 

36, 
322; Genesis Vorlas•ng, on 

35:20, after 1540, WA 44, 203, 19-20. 
09 Smalcald Articles Parr II, II, 26, op. eil., 

p. 425, lines 1-3; Tischrede (Anton Laurer
bach's T•g•b11cb •11/1 J•br• 1538), WA TR 3, 
No. 3695, 540, 2-4. 

TO Da Af•gnifiu, Vorlt1111Scb•1 11ntl 111111-
1•1.gl (printed edition), 1521, WA 7, 545, 
27-29

/ AE 
21, 298; 574, 32-575, 3/AE 21, 

329; 601, 10-11/AE 21, 355. See also Pr,tligl 
(prinred edition), 1519, WA 2, 696, 21-27; 
letter ro Johann Lang, 1522, WA BR 2, No. 
501, 547-48; Pr,digl (prinred edition), 1522, 
WA 10 III, 322, 6-10; 325, 13-326, 17; 

The conclusion of this study is that 
Blessed Luther was less than wholly con
sistent in his teaching about the state of 
the dead between death and the Day of 
Resurrection.71 This inconsistency can be 
documented from the early years of his life 
as a Reformer until the closing years of 
his life.72 

Grover, Mo. 

Prcdigl (printed edidon), 1522, WA 10 III, 
391, 36-392, 2. 

Tl See also Quisrorp: "Luther's reaching 
about the sleep of death and the state of the 

dep:med is by no means consistent. How sleep 
is ro be conceived, whether unconscious or in 
some way consciously expectant, remains vague 
in his writings; likewise it is nor clear whether 
the souls of rhe pious sleep in the grave with the 
body or whether carried aloft by angels they 
already rest in the bosom of God in heaven.'' 
(P. 100) 

T!! I am deeply indebted to Dr. Anhur Carl 
Piepkorn who provided me with invaluable 
guidance in the preparation of this paper. 
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