


Martin Luther and John Calvin on Religious Imagery 

Martin Luther (1483–1546)  

From Against the Heavenly Prophets in the Matter of Images and 

Sacraments, 1525  

Luther inaugurated the Protestant Reformation movement in 1517 with a public critique 

of certain Church practices, including the sale of indulgences. His actions soon inspired 

a number of similar reformers in Northern Europe, some of whom were more extreme in 

their denunciations of the conventional artistic and musical trappings of the Church. The 

ideas of one of these, Andreas Bodenstein von Karlstadt, inspired this writing of 1525.  

I approached the task of destroying images by first tearing them out of the heart through 

God’s Word and making them worthless and despised.! For when they are no longer in 

the heart, they can do no harm when seen with the eyes. But Dr. Karlstadt, who pays no 

attention to matters of the heart, has reversed the order by removing them from sight and 

leaving them in the heart.!  

I have allowed and not forbidden the outward removal of images, so long as this takes 

place without rioting and uproar and is done by the proper authorities.! And I say at the 

outset that according to the law of Moses no other images are forbidden than an image of 

God which one worships. A crucifix, on the other hand, or any other holy image is not 

forbidden. Heigh now! you breakers of images, I defy you to prove the opposite!!  

Thus we read that Moses’ Brazen Serpent remained (Num. 21:8) until Hezekiah 

destroyed it solely because it had been worshiped (II Kings 18:4).!  

However, to speak evangelically of images, I say and declare that no one is obligated to 

break violently images even of God, but everything is free, and one does not sin if he 

does not break them with violence.!  

Nor would I condemn those who have destroyed them, especially those who destroy 

divine and idolatrous images. But images for memorial and witness, such as crucifixes 

and images of saints, are to be tolerated. This is shown above to be the case even in the 

Mosaic law. And they are not only to be tolerated, but for the sake of the memorial and 

the witness they are praiseworthy and honorable, as the witness stones of Joshua (Josh. 

24:26) and of Samuel (I Sam. 7:12).  

Source: Martin Luther, Luther's Works, vol. 40, trans. Bernhard Erling, (Minneapolis: 

Augsburg Fortress Publishers, 1958), 129-30.  

 

 

 



John Calvin (1509-1564) 
 

From Institutes of the Christian Religion, 1536 

 
I am not ignorant, indeed, of the assertion, which is now more than threadbare, “that 

images are the books of the unlearned.” So said Gregory [Catholic Pope b. 540-d. 604]: 

but the Holy Spirit goes a very different decision; and had Gregory got his lesson in this 

matter in the Spirit’s school, he never would have spoken as he did. For when 

…Habakkuk, “that the molten image” is “a teacher of lies,” the general doctrine to be 

inferred certainly is, that every thing respecting God which is learned from images is 

futile and false. If it is objected that the censure of the prophets is directed against those 

who perverted images to purposes of impious superstition, I admit it to be so; but I add 

(what must be obvious to all), that the prophets utterly condemn what the Papists 

[followers of the Pope, i.e. Catholics] hold to be an undoubted axiom—viz. that images 

are substitutes for books. For they contrast images with the true God, as if the two were 

of an opposite nature, and never could be made to agree. In the passages which I lately 

quoted, the conclusion drawn is, that seeing there is one true God whom the Jews 

worshipped, visible shapes made for the purpose of representing him are false and wicked 

fictions; and all, therefore, who have recourse to them for knowledge are miserably 

deceived. In short, were it not true that all such knowledge is fallacious and spurious, the 

prophets would not condemn it in such general terms. This at least I maintain, that when 

we teach that all human attempts to give a visible shape to God are vanity and lies, we do 

nothing more than state verbatim what the prophets taught. 

 

6.Moreover, let Lactantius and Eusebius [early Christian bishops] be read on this subject. 

These writers assume it as an indisputable fact, that all the beings whose images were 

erected were originally men. In like manner, Augustine [early Christian bishop, b. 354-d. 

430] distinctly declares, that it is unlawful not only to worship images, but to dedicate 

them. And in this he says no more than had been long before decreed by the Libertine 

Council, the thirty-sixth Canon of which is, “There must be no pictures used in churches: 

Let nothing which is adored or worshipped be painted on walls.” But the most 

memorable passage of all is that which Augustine quotes…“Those who first introduced 

images of the gods both took away fear and brought in error.”…At the outset, indeed, he 

declares that the first errors into which men fell concerning God did not originate with 

images, but increased with them, as if new fuel had been added. Afterwards, he explains 

how the fear of God was thereby extinguished or impaired, his presence being brought 

into contempt by foolish, and childish, and absurd representations. The truth of this latter 

remark I wish we did not so thoroughly experience. Whosoever, therefore, is desirous of 

being instructed in the true knowledge of God must apply to some other teacher than 

images. 

 

7. Let Papists, then, if they have any sense of shame, henceforth desist from the futile 

plea, that images are the books of the unlearned—a plea so plainly refuted by 

innumerable passages of Scripture. And yet were I to admit the plea, it would not be a 

valid defense of their peculiar idols. It is well known what kind of monsters they obtrude 

upon us as divine. For what are the pictures or statues to which they append the names of 



saints, but exhibitions of the most shameless luxury or obscenity? Were any one to dress 

himself after their model, he would deserve the pillory. Indeed, brothels exhibit their 

inmates more chastely and modestly dressed than churches do images intended to 

represent virgins. The dress of the martyrs is in no respect more becoming. Let Papists 

then have some little regard to decency in decking their idols, if they would give the least 

plausibility to the false allegation, that they are books of some kind of sanctity. But even 

then we shall answer, that this is not the method in which the Christian people should be 

taught in sacred places. Very different from these follies is the doctrine in which God 

would have them to be there instructed. His injunction is, that the doctrine common to all 

should there be set forth by the preaching of the Word, and the administration of the 

sacraments,—a doctrine to which little heed can be given by those whose eyes are carried 

too and fro gazing at idols. And who are the unlearned, whose rudeness admits of being 

taught by images only? Just those whom the Lord acknowledges for his disciples; those 

whom he honors with a revelation of his celestial philosophy, and desires to be trained in 

the saving mysteries of his kingdom. I confess, indeed, as matters now are, there are not a 

few in the present day who cannot want such books. But, I ask, whence this stupidity, but 

just because they are defrauded of the only doctrine which was fit to instruct them? The 

simple reason why those who had the charge of churches resigned the office of teaching 

to idols was, because they themselves were dumb. Paul declares, that by the true 

preaching of the gospel Christ is portrayed and in a manner crucified before our eyes 

(Gal. 3:1). Of what use, then, were the erection in churches of so many crosses of wood 

and stone, silver and gold, if this doctrine were faithfully and honestly preached—viz. 

Christ died that he might bear our curse upon the tree, that he might expiate our sins by 

the sacrifice of his body, wash them in his blood, and, in short, reconcile us to God the 

Father? From this one doctrine the people would learn more than from a thousand crosses 

of wood and stone. As for crosses of gold and silver, it may be true that the avaricious 

give their eyes and minds to them more eagerly than to any heavenly instructor. 

 

John Calvin, “Chapter 11,” from Institutes of the Christian Religion, Book 1, trans. Henry 

Beveridge (England, 1845), accessed October 21, 2016, 

http://www.ccel.org/ccel/calvin/institutes.iii.xii.html. 

 




