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 Reference: ROMANS 1:16-17 
 

 Church: GRACE Date: 10/12/03 

The Conversion of Martin Luther 
 
Purpose: To review the circumstances surrounding Martin Luther's 
conversion and the results of it in his life 

1. Introduction 
Fifth Reformation lecture series 

q 5 points of Calvinism 
q Reformed worship 
q 5 “solas” of the Reformation 
q Reformation Forerunners 

All available on the church web site. 
This year, life of Martin Luther 
Last week we looked at the background 

q Teachings of the Roman Church 
q Reformation Forerunners 
q Luther’s early years leading to the 95 theses 

This week, zoom in on Luther’s conversion 
Instructive for us to see how he was shaped for his work 
Also to understand the way of salvation ourselves. 

2. Birth and childhood 
Son of John Luther and Margaret Lindemann 
He - woodcutter – great reader.  Later a miner 
She – model of piety both very poor 
“I am a peasant’s son; my father, my grandfather, all my 
ancestors were genuine peasants” 
11pm, 10 November 1483 Luther was born, St Martin’s eve.   
Baptized the next day 
Moved to Mansfeld within 6 months 
Poverty, improvement, smelting furnaces 
John became Counselor of Mansfeld 
Luther taught to pray to God & saints, revere the church & Pope 
Very strict upbringing –whipped for taking a hazelnut 
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Schooling – corporal punishments and fear. 
Christ represented as angry Judge 
1497 – Martin sent to school of Franciscans at Magdeburg 
Far from family - begged food between lectures to survive 
Within 12 months sent to Eisenach – relatives there might help 
They didn’t. Martin sang for sustenance – education in jeopardy 
Finally Christian family took pity on him  
Took him into their home to supply his needs.   
This incident helped to shape his later trust in God. 
Luther always thankful for his poverty 
Learned flute and lute, sang beautifully – later wrote hymns 
Out-performed fellow students 

3. University 
Age 18, university at Erfurt.  Father wanted him to study law 
Instructed in scholasticism but later came to detest it  
“If Aristotle was not a man, I would take him for the Devil.” 
Shone in studies; Melancthon: whole university admired genius 
Very religious in his studies – began each day with prayer  
Asked God’s blessings on his studies  
“To pray well is more than the half of my study” 
After 2 years, stumbled across a Bible in the university library 
Had thought God’s word restricted to fragments read in church 
Read it avidly.  This was where the Reformation began. 
Fatigue from Bachelors exams brought dangerous illness.   
Death seemed imminent 
Priest told him he wouldn’t die; live to do great things for God 
He recovered but was changed from the experience 
1505 Master of Arts, or Doctor in Philosophy 
Began to question the state of his soul and grow concerned 
He must be holy to face a holy God in judgment – but how?  
Then came in short succession: 

q Rumored assassination of a close friend  
q Fearful storm: vowed himself fully to God if he lived  

Decided to enter the monastery to gain the holiness he needed. 
Some compared to Paul –life changed by a light from heaven! 
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4. Monastery 
17 August 1505 entered Augustinian convent.  Father furious 
Put to menial tasks by the other monks because of his doctorate 
Begged alms in the town as did the other monks. 
Saw himself full of sin 
Suffered temptations to anger, envy, hatred and pride 
Trembled before the God of justice and anger 
Vigils, abstinences, self-flagellation, study to gain holiness 
Wasted away – 2 weeks without eating on one occasion 
“If ever a monk got to heaven by monkery, I would have gotten there” 
But all his efforts produced no change in his heart 
All prescribed remedies of church left him under burden of sin. 
“In vain do I make promises to God; sin always has the mastery” 
Most of his fellow monks did not understand Luther’s problem 
But God provided a valuable friend for him 
John Staupitz – Vicar-General and a pious man 
Had been through the same struggles himself. 
“O my friend, more than a thousand times have I sworn to our 
holy God to live piously, and I have never done so.  Now I no 
longer swear; for I know I should not perform.  Unless God be 
pleased to be gracious to me for the love of Christ, and to grant 
me a happy departure when I leave this world, I shall not be 
able with all my vows and all my good works to stand before 
him.  I must perish” 
Luther pondered Romans 1:17: 

Romans 1:16 For I am not ashamed of the gospel, for it is the power 
of God for salvation to everyone who believes, to the Jew first and 
also to the Greek. 17 For in it the righteousness of God is revealed 
from faith to faith; as it is written, “BUT THE RIGHTEOUS man SHALL LIVE 
BY FAITH.”  

 “The righteousness of God”: righteous punishment of sinners 
Luther remained terrified at the thought of the Divine justice –  
Who shall stand when he appears in His ineffable holiness? 
Staupitz pointed him to Christ’s wounds, away from himself 
Luther knew he must be changed before God could receive him; 
But was looking to works as the way to change himself. 
Staupitz: “No repentance is true, save that which begins and 
ends with the love of God and of righteousness.  What others 
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imagine to be the end and completion of repentance is, on the 
contrary, only the commencement of it.  To have a thorough 
love of goodness, thou must, before all, have a thorough love of 
God.  If thou wouldest be converted, dwell not upon these 
macerations and tortures; ‘Love Him who first loved thee’” 
These words struck home with Luther 
Began to study Scripture in a new light  
No longer saw repentance as a bitter thing. 
Still subject to times of depression “O my sin! my sin! my sin!” 
Bible precepts frightened him; some doctrines increased terror. 
Election caused him to struggle; 
He wanted to go beyond what God had revealed in His word –  
To know God’s secret decree. 
Staupitz  gave Luther his own Bible: 
“Let the study of Scriptures be your favorite occupation”  
Increasing zeal in his studies – Paul and Augustine 
Still his conscience was not at rest 
At length, deprivations led to an illness which threatened his life 
His agonies and terrors were aroused once more. 
His own pollution in contrast with the holiness of God 
An old monk entered his room and hears his burden.  
The weight of his sins pressing him down before God 
Repeats words from the credo: 
“I believe in the forgiveness of sins” 
Seems to be then that he gave up seeking salvation by merit 
Trusted only in Christ; health restored 
Came to see that Rom 1:17  

Romans 1:16 For I am not ashamed of the gospel, for it is the power 
of God for salvation to everyone who believes, to the Jew first and 
also to the Greek. 17 For in it the righteousness of God is revealed 
from faith to faith; as it is written, “BUT THE RIGHTEOUS man SHALL LIVE 
BY FAITH.”  

refers to Christ’s righteousness imputed to sinners through faith. 
The just shall live by faith becomes key verse in his experience 
Yet still not alert to the failings of the church 
Consecrated priest after 2 years in the monastery. 
Didn’t realize his understanding so contrary to church doctrine 
Remained devout catholic; new principle & knowledge within. 
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Moved to University of Wittenburg a year later 
Asked to teach philosophy, which he didn’t want to do. 
Commenced studying Greek and Hebrew 
Obtained Bachelor of Divinity degree 
Lectured every day at 1pm on theology 
Began with Psalms, then Romans 
New life and power cf. other speakers – drew crowds 
Recoiled from the idea of preaching 
Found pretexts, arguments and excuses not to do so. 
Ultimately yielded; preaching that begins the Reformation starts 
Later visited Rome.  Many pious works.   
“Oh, how much I regret that my father and mother are still 
alive.  What delight I should have had in delivering them from 
the fire of purgatory, by my masses, my prayers, and many 
other admirable works.” 
But also shocked by abuses 
Climbing stairs on his knees, “the just shall live by faith” 

comes again and again; runs from scene of such folly. 
He entered Rome saying, “Hail, holy Rome, thrice holy for the 
blood of the martyrs shed there” 
He left saying, “If there is a hell, Rome is built over it” 
Removed any doubt in his mind about errors of church & Pope. 
 
So we see how wonderfully God prepared Luther for his work 
How providentially He allowed him to pursue his education 
How providentially He caused him to find a Bible 
How He used thunderstorms, death of friends and illness to 

change his direction 
How He troubled Luther in his soul over sin 
How He supplied the counsel of Staupitz to point him to Christ 
How at last He revealed His salvation to Him through the credo: 
Words Luther had known from childhood that now came to life 
I believe in the forgiveness of sin 
How Luther came to see his works could not earn salvation 
Rather, God imparts the needed righteousness through faith 
Answer 2 questions as we apply the lessons of this account: 
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5. When was Luther Converted? 
This is a very difficult matter to decide 
Philip Schaff sees it as the incident during the thunderstorm 
D’Aubigne and Houghton put it during his time in monastery 
Others sometime after 95 theses nailed to the church door 
How can we reconcile these differences? 
1) Realize that conversion and understanding separate. 
None of us has thorough understanding of Gospel at conversion  
We grow in that knowledge over time through the Spirit 
Luther was deeply affected by times and upbringing 
The only church was Rome 
Everyone gave unquestioning allegiance to it  
His parents, his teachers, all taught him the same thing 
So when He trusted Christ, did not instantly see errors of Rome 
He grew in that understanding as he studied the Word 
Saw the abuses that Rome tolerated and even generated 
In some areas, never entirely separated himself from Rome  
Never came to a fully reformed view of the Lord’s Table 
But we have to consider a man in his own time.   
Don’t bring him into the 21st century & judge him in our time. 
2) Can be distinct stages in the new birth, as with natural birth:  
Can be stirrings before full appearance of life – gestation.   
Clear Luther had some of these as God worked salvation in him 
Out of a trust in himself and the church to believe on Christ. 
Remember Christ healing the blind man: 

Mark 8:22 And they came to Bethsaida. And they brought a blind man 
to Jesus and implored Him to touch him. 23 Taking the blind man by 
the hand, He brought him out of the village; and after spitting on his 
eyes and laying His hands on him, He asked him, “Do you see 
anything?” 24 And he looked up and said, “I see men, for I see them 
like trees, walking around.” 25 Then again He laid His hands on his 
eyes; and he looked intently and was restored, and began to see 
everything clearly.  

So we probably cannot say with certainty when he was saved –  
But we can say with certainty and gratitude that he was! 
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6. How was Luther Converted? 

6.1. Luther was right about some things 
Have seen how Luther struggled under a sense of his own sin  
Also fear of falling into the judgment of an angry God 
We have seen him, like Pilgrim, struggle under the load 
We have seen him seek peace with God and relief, 
Multiplying his efforts to conquer sin and be holy 
Many may put it down to a superstitious attitude on his part 
Others may say he had a wrong conception of God 
We certainly do not see this kind of agony much today 
Do not hear this often in testimonies of conversion today 
So what are we to make of it? 
That we have portrayed God too much as a God of love 
Not the Terrible, Holy and Righteous, Angry God Luther feared 
“He won’t condemn anyone for sin” 
“He is a God of love and all He exists for is our wellbeing” 
When such a God is proclaimed, why would anyone fear Him? 
His holiness is not majored on –  
Why would we sense our sin as Luther did 
God will wink at it and lets us off, after all! 
So our Gospel has been diluted.   
Luther, though, had it right.   
His God was the God of Scripture in some senses 
He is angry with sin and will condemn guilty sinners to Hell 
He is infinitely pure; least failing merits eternal condemnation 
We are by nature slaves to sin and it always masters us 
That we do not see it this way is because of sin blinding us 
If you do not know Christ tonight, learn this from Luther –  
You should fear the God of the Bible; You have offended Him  
Without Christ you will be defenseless in the Day of judgment 

6.2. Luther was wrong about key things 
But Luther was also wrong about some crucial matters 
He thought God intended us to earn salvation through our deeds 
To overcome our sins and do good works to deserve heaven 
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He fasted, kept vigils, prayed, whipped himself  
All to master sin, gain holiness, please God, win heaven 
But he found such things don’t please God, don’t earn holiness  
Such things don’t bring peace to the troubled conscience 
Nothing we can do apart from Christ has any merit with God 
Luther found no peace that way and neither will we 
God not a slot machine  
We don’t put in our goods deeds and have salvation pop out. 
But we are often taught today that He is exactly that 
We are taught that God owes us a living 
We are doing Him a favor if we do good things 
And He ought to reward us with heaven 
Such thoughts stem from the pride and contempt in our hearts 
As though God quantifies the price for salvation 
If we do certain number of soiled, pathetic deeds, that will do it. 
Atone for sins of infinite magnitude against a Holy God! 
What are we thinking?  What kind of god is this?  
How can we so minimize sin? 
How can we think so highly of ourselves? 
How can we so despise Christ?   
Why did He die on the cross if we could save ourselves by our 

own merits? 
Don’t follow Luther in working for salvation – you too will fail. 
 
Luther had to give up his own efforts and so do we 
God does not intend us to work for our salvation 
Because we cannot do any works that merit salvation 
Luther had to trust not in himself but in Christ 
Christ earned perfect righteousness by His obedience to God 
Christ took God’s punishment for sins of His people on cross 
When we look to Him, away from ourselves & our works 
He takes the punishment for our sins 
He gives us His perfect righteousness 
We are justified – made just and holy before God 
Then there is peace, righteousness and freedom 
All by faith 
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7. Conclusions 
Cannot close without asking you if you know this God 
As Luther came to know Him 
Not as angry any longer but as Father 
Still holy and righteous, still perfectly just 
But known through Christ’s holiness and righteousness 
Are you bearing your sin still?  Tremble! 
He is angry with you; condemned already as you stand 
Are you working to try to earn heaven?  Stop! 
Turn from your sins 
Turn from the sin of trying to merit salvation 
Trust Christ and find salvation in Him alone! 
The just shall live by faith! 


