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Luther:  a man who, in his time, polarised the world. Was he – as Cochlaeus his first biographer put it – 
“the seven-headed dragon, the Devil’s spawn”1  the destroyer of the faith; a poisonous serpent and 
infernal wolf (as Henry VIII called him); a “degenerate” (as the 19th century Catholic scholar Denifle 
claimed2); a congenital rebel (the Jesuit scholar  Grisar3); or the “wild boar in the vineyard” that some of 
his opponents claimed? 4 Was he the great reformer that his champions saw him to be – moving one to 
claim that Luther alone was right?   
 
More recent assessments reflecting Catholic ecumenical concern have found positive connections 
between Luther and Thomas Aquinas. Luther studies have been extensive, and have held multiple 
perspectives.5  There is a range of materials available for scholarly research – over 2600 letters written 
by Luther, together with his published books and pamphlets, become primary sources.  Even so, there 
are many points of controversy, and often differences of opinion among scholars.6 
 
Certainly he was polarising – even among his followers.  A man of passionate  convictions, and a man of 
perplexing contradictions.  A theologian who remains probably one of the greatest since Augustine, yet, 
a man who was racked with guilt for years and suffered with depression through much of his life. A gifted 
writer who helped shape the German language, and much of German church life. A man capable of great 
humour, yet possessing a vicious tongue in attacking opponents. Foul-mouthed and violent, yet a loving 
husband and father. A man capable of anti-Semitic attack, and sometimes considered to have 
contributed towards the rise of Nazism, yet a brilliant and engaging personal correspondent, as evident 
in his letter-writing . The continuing controversy surrounding Luther primarily relates to his vehement 
polemical attacks – as indicated by the titles of some of his works.7  
 
Martinus Luder was born in Eisleben or Mansfield on November 10, 1483 – give or take a year! The 
uncertainty is only one of several assumptions that have been made about his early life. His father was a 
business man who was responsible for overseeing mines in the country during the regional mining boom.  
Some scholars (eg Erikson, Roper) contend that the Luder family was dysfunctional; although it seems 
difficult to apply such modern labels to the 16th century. Martin’s schooling was ordinary; but it was an 
indication of Hans Luder’s desires for his son’s success that eventually he was sent to Eisenach. For four 
years, he stayed in the Schalbe household – related to his mother; and it is possible that his mother (and 
her family) were as shaping as his father’s ambition. 
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In 1501, Luther8 left to enrol at the university in Erfurt. After being awarded his MA (1505), he decided – 
perhaps under his father’s influence – to study law. That all changed with his first “epiphany” at 
Stotternheim, which supposedly came in a thunderstorm: terrified, he cried out to St Anne to save him, 
and he therefore entered the monastery to keep his promise to her. Whether this was just another piece 
of Luther lore; and whether he came to this position over time, becoming a monk was the height of 
spirituality – effectively Luther was trying to bribe God.  So he became an Augustinian monk.   
 
It’s important to note the connections that Luther had with other key individuals during these early years 
– Spalatin, Lang, Staupitz, Karlstadt, the Elector Frederick and others  – because we need to avoid thinking 
of Luther as an isolated hero who single-handedly started the reformation.9 By 1508, he was a temporary 
lecturer in philosophy at the new Wittenberg university.  Eventually, the vicar-general George Spalatin 
summoned Luther and Lang to transfer to Wittenberg. The nine years in Erfurt and the year in Wittenberg 
turned him into a skilful and well-known scholar. 
 
Perhaps the most important thing about his career as a monk was the internal struggle with guilt that he 
faced.  When has ordained, he was terrified by the majesty and holiness of God when he had to say his 
first mass.  (Although some have claimed it was because Luther’s father was present!)10  At the words 
“We offer unto Thee, the living, the true, the eternal God,” Luther was  

utterly stupefied and terror-stricken. I thought to myself, ‘with what tongue shall I 
address such Majesty, seeing that all men ought to tremble in the presence of even 
an earthly prince? Who am I, that I should life up mine eyes or raise my hands to the 
divine Majesty? … For I am dust and ashes and full of sin and I am speaking to the 
living, eternal and true God.11  

 
With that, he lost any sense of peace as a monk and became increasingly obsessed with finding God’s 
grace and forgiveness. 
 
 According to RC Sproul12, his thought went thus: if the greatest commandment is to love the Lord with 
all your heart, soul, mind and strength, then the greatest sin was not loving God with heart, soul, mind 
and strength. Luther was plagued with how much he did not love God the way he should, and became 
increasingly frantic about his guilt. “During his time as a monk, Luther was subject to what he termed 
Anfechtungen, which we might translate as temptations, or spiritual attacks … which became a source of 
great fear and anxiety.”13 He engaged in increasingly extreme penitential acts; and visited his confessor, 
Johann von Staupitz, so often that he almost drove him to distraction.14  Staupitz’ answer was always to 
cling to Jesus Christ and understand God through Christ as recorded in Scripture. It’s likely that this may 
have influenced Luther’s eventual emphasis on sola Scriptura and solus Christus.15      
 
Eventually Luther was persuaded to engage a pilgrimage to Rome to appeal to the pope about the 
running of the Augustinian order.  The negotiations in Rome were a failure, but what Luther saw of Rome 
deeply concerned him:  he saw the worldly state of the church in Rome, and it’s likely that this influenced 
some of his later controversy with the church.  
 
Staupitz – although a brilliant lecturer – was finding it difficult to find time for lecturing. He saw Luther 
as his successor and persuaded him to obtain his doctorate, which Luther did in 1512, and became 
Professor of Biblical Studies (and like people to refer to him as Herr Dr Luther thereafter). Staupitz was 
“a brilliant preacher, [whose] sermons were laced with the anti-Semitism which was common currency 
at that time, and which Luther could also share, exploiting feeling against the Jews as persecutors”16 
 

By 1517, Luther was a provincial vicar over a large area, and a respected professor.  “Luther’s student 
Franz Günter defended a set of theses Luther had written against scholasticism, which are in many ways 
more radical and shocking than the Ninety-Five Theses.”17 But such sets of theses were designed to 
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stimulate academic debate. Luther could hardly have expected the furore that would erupt later that 
year over his challenge of the indulgence system.18  
 
The commencement of building St Peter’s Basilica in Rome (1506) had prompted Pope Julius II to 
authorise an indulgence to help pay for it (that is, to finance the loan from the Fugger bank based in 
Augsburg.) In 1515, Pope Leo X offered this indulgence in Germany, and Archbishop Albrecht of Mainz 
was authorised in 1516 to promote it. In fact, some of the funds from the sale of these indulgences never 
went to Rome – Albrecht was also indebted to the Fugger bank, since he had obtained a loan to buy his 
status as archbishop.19 The task was assigned to John Tetzel, a Dominican friar. Tetzel was a master of the 
“hard sell”.  Because the financial situation was becoming more urgent, he and his assistants made 
increasingly outrageous claims – even if someone had violated the Virgin Mary herself, an indulgence 
was all you needed!   

“Recipients did not have to be contrite or confess their sins … the cross and papal coat 
of arms, displayed when indulgences were offered had power equal to the cross of 
Christ … ‘when the coin in the coffer rang, the soul from purgatory sprang’”20 

 

Luther prepared ninety-five theses against the system of indulgences and sent them to Archbishop 
Albrecht.21 It is part of Luther lore that he nailed them to the church door in Wittenberg; but that of itself 
is unlikely to have prompted the Reformation. Rather, Luther’s action in posting the theses publicly was 
more to prompt an academic debate. However, Albrecht realized he would be affected personally, and 
his counsellors advised that the theses challenged the pope’s authority to issue indulgences. To forestall 
it, Albrecht forwarded the ninety-five theses to Pope Leo – who initially did not respond. Meanwhile, the 
ninety-five theses had started circulating throughout Germany – including being translated into German 
from the original Latin.22  
 
In April 1518, Luther went to Heidelberg to debate further; but it was now clear that his emerging 
theology was going beyond the matter of criticism of the system of indulgences.  Rome eventually 
decided that the Ninety-Five Thesis were heretical, and summoned him to Rome in August. Luther 
contacted Spalatin, who persuaded the Elector Frederick to have the hearing in Germany. The Emperor 
Maximilian wanted the German princes to choose his grandson Charles V as his successor. To gain the 
pope’s support, he promised to enforce Luther’s conviction for heresy; and the pope felt it was expedient 
for Cardinal Cajetan to deal with the matter in Germany.  

“Luther was forced to defend himself against heresy in the very house where the loan 
to Albrecht originated. Politics, money, patronage and power had created a vortex 
that threatened to sink the outspoken friar and professor.”23                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                

 

Cajetan argued for the treasury of merits, and maintained that papal authority was superior to that of 
Scripture and church councils. It was clear that Luther was being required to recant and submit to papal 
authority or eventually be excommunicated as a heretic. He returned to Wittenberg in fear of his future. 
Staupitz had invited him to join him in Salzburg, and Luther was actively considering it; but Spalatin 
informed Luther that Elector Frederick wanted him to remain in Wittenberg. This was fortunate, as during 
his stay Luther met Philip Melanchthon, the young man who would become his most important ally.   
 
In 1519, Luther’s third epiphany probably took place. Known as his Tower experience, there is some 
controversy about when it actually occurred.  Luther himself – in his customarily earthy way -maintained 
that the Holy Spirit unveiled the Scriptures to him in the tower/cloaca/toilet.24  Many scholars have dated 
his “Tower experience” to 1515 when he started lecturing on Romans, rather than 1519 when Luther 
claims it took place. They argue that his chronology is suspect – that he must have had his experience 
before posting the Ninety-Five Theses. Some (such as Roper) would suggest that it was a gradual process, 
and must have included the time when he called himself Eleutherius, and seemed to have renewed 
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energy as he developed his theology.25 Whatever the case, 1519 was important in shaping Luther’s future 
direction.      
 
In July 1519 at Leipzig, Luther would face “his shrewdest and most tenacious opponent … John Eck”26 
Luther’s arguments were initially represented by Karlstadt – partly to show that Luther’s ideas were not 
his alone but had been adopted by the rest of the faculty at Wittenberg. Karlstadt was a better speaker 
than Luther, but Eck was a brilliant debater, and Karlstadt was soon pulled out and replaced by Luther 
himself.  The two traded insults, cheap shots and innuendo – a normal part of academic debates at the 
time.  Luther referred to Dr Eck as Dreck – the German word for “dirt” (as in animal manure); and Eck 
referred to Luther as Herr Lügner (= liar). Eck quickly shifted the balance of the debate: indulgences were 
no longer the key point – it was papal authority. Luther declared that a layperson armed with Scripture 
was superior to pope or councils without them. Luther was blindsided by Eck when he accused Luther of 
being a Hussite – something that might well have prompted the crowd to turn against Luther.27  
 
Hardly surprisingly, Luther was eventually threatened with excommunication. Perhaps this was one of 
the catalysts that turned Luther into a reformer, for after the papal bull of excommunication (Exsurge 
Domine) was published in January 1520, Luther published five books for reforming Christendom. 
Shrewdly, he published in German rather than Latin to guarantee a wider audience for his views. His use 
of pithy (and witty) German helped to popularise some deep theological concepts. 
 
In Good works Luther defines the basis of the actions expected of believers. In it “Luther horizontalized 
Christian ethics: he transferred its goal from Heaven to earth. Good works are not required for salvation, 
but crucial for surviving in a threatened world.”28  
 
In The Papacy at Rome, Luther asserted that Christendom did not need a pope at all, since the church is 
a spiritual communion – an “invisible church” that is evidenced through local gatherings.29 The pope was 
the Antichrist, and the German nobility should stop the exploitation of Germany by Rome.30  
 
In Address to the Christian Nobility of the German Nation, Luther called the nobility to protect German 
Christendom against Rome. He declared all “Christians were priests and belonged to the spiritual class 
by virtue of their baptism, the gospel and their faith.”31 He also challenged the view that only the pope 
could correctly interpret Scripture and that the pope’s authority was above that of Scripture or the 
church councils. He attacked the wealth of the pope and cardinals, and called for a separation of Germany 
from the papacy. He also challenged “clerical celibacy; private masses for the dead; proliferation of holy 
days; superstitious veneration of relics at pilgrimage sites; … and unwarranted excommunication.”32    
 
In The Babylonian Captivity of the Church, Luther argued that the gospel had been held captive to the 
institutional church – imprisoned within a system of priests and sacraments.  Luther reduced the seven 
sacraments to two - baptism and the Lord's Supper. The practical outcome of this reduction is that the 
claims of priests and bishops to special privileges were challenged – the Mass was not a sacrifice offered 
by a priest (often in private) but a sacrament in which all God’s people should be able to share fully.  
 
In On the Freedom of a Christian, we discover Luther’s manifesto. He announced “A Christian is a 
perfectly free sovereign over all, subject to none; a Christian is a perfectly dutiful servant of all, subject 
to everyone.”33 Thus, a truly Christian life involves freedom from (especially church) laws, but is a life in 
which faith is shown actively in love because Christians are bound in love to their neighbours.  
 
In 1521, Luther was summoned to the Imperial Diet at Worms, and given safe conduct there by Emperor 
Charles V. Luther thought it was to have provided him with an opportunity to put forward his views, but 
it turned out to be a trial during which he was asked whether a pile of books were his, and ordered to 
recant his views. His defence counsel demanded that the titles of the books be read out. The list was 
extraordinary – and it reminded everyone present of the issues. “It demonstrated as nothing else could 
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the depth and range of Luther’s attack on the papacy and the established church.”34 Some of the books 
were explanations of Christian faith and life that should not attract censure from his critics. Some were 
censuring the papacy. Some were replies to opponents, and Luther admitted these “contained abrasive 
language that did not become a monk; but he did not claim to be a saint and his deportment was not at 
issue.”35   
 
Luther’s reply to the charges was compelling:  

"Unless I am convinced by the testimony of the Holy Scriptures or by evident reason 
– for I can believe neither pope nor councils alone, as it is clear that they have erred 
repeatedly and contradicted themselves – I consider myself convicted by the 
testimony of Holy Scripture, which is my basis; my conscience is captive to the Word 
of God. Thus I cannot and will not recant, because acting against one’s conscience is 
neither safe nor sound. God help me. Amen."36  
 

That was all the transcript recorded; although subsequently his supporters published the speech with 
the famous concluding words: “I cannot do otherwise, Here I stand. I can do no other. God help me! 
Amen."37 
 
The emperor upheld Luther’s safe conduct, but as soon as he left Worms an imperial edict declared him 
an imperial outlaw – it was open season on him. On the journey back to Wittenberg his party was beset 
by armed and marked horsemen who kidnapped Luther. In fact, they were the Elector Frederick’s men – 
he feared for Luther’s life, and had him hidden at Wartburg Castle, where remained for ten months as 
Junker Jörg. During this period he worked on several reform projects, revising the liturgy, and engaging 
in biblical translation into German. He completed the translation of the New Testament in just eleven 
weeks.38 Luther wanted the Bible to speak the language of the people – in this case German. The same 
desire for ordinary people to find worship accessible would lead him later to the translation into German 
of the entire Bible, the revision of the liturgy into German, and the development of the use of music in 
worship – including widespread use of hymns, some of which he would pen himself.39  
 
In early 1522, he was able to return to Wittenberg where he felt the need to slow the pace of reform. 
Karlstadt had been much more radical than Luther, and under the influence of the Zwickau Prophets he 
made developed his own innovations to the Lords’ Supper and its meaning. Zwilling went further and 
incited the people to riots, anti-clerical violence and the smashing of images.  Luther, while in the 
Wartburg, had already written against insurrection and rebellion. Now he returned to Wittenberg as the 
only leader with sufficient stature to bring things under control. After that, he worked closely with 
Melanchthon to battle excesses among reformers.  
 
It is important to understand Luther’s thinking on the matter of reform to understand why he sometimes 
seemed to attack those who appeared to be his allies. Luther’s was an apocalyptic view that involved 
living in the end-times.  Any “reformation” was merely a holding-pattern while waiting for the imminent 
return of Christ.  This was why, over the next few years, Luther would engage in disputes that often 
divided friends (such as Karlstadt) as well as enemies.  
 
Some had decided to use the fledgling reformation for political purposes – such as the Knights’ Revolt in 
1522. Luther was horrified and denounced it – he reminded people of their obligation to obey the powers 
that be.  When the desire for political dimensions of reform resulted in the Peasants’ War (1524-25) 
Luther condemned the peasants and called on the princes to crush the rebellion.40  Using artillery, the 
lords under Philip of Hesse slaughtered almost all the peasant army. Thomas Muntzer (one of the Zwickau 
Prophets who had incited the rebellion) had promised the peasants they would be unharmed and that 
he would catch the cannonballs in the sleeves of his coat. He was now discovered (disguised) in a hut, 
and soon tried and beheaded.  Luther regretted his impulsive words on the peasant revolt; he 
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condemned the carnage with which the revolt was ended, but his involvement had tarnished his 
reputation.   
 
No less damaging were Luther’s anti-Semitic outbursts. They were repulsive when he first said them, and 
in the period since the Holocaust they appear to be completely reprehensible – some have even 
maintained that they contributed to the rise of Nazism.41 Yet Luther’s agenda was not one of nationalism 
or of liberation in this life.  

“Exactly the same reason which later would make him reject the knight’s revolt (1522) 
and the Peasant’s War (1525) made him in 1520 already a critic of the young patriotic 
movement …  - not by force but by the power of the Gospel”42  
 

Despite the fact that many of his comments appear cantankerous and often obnoxious, they remain 
remarkably consistent.  His apocalyptic outlook, and his pre-modern understanding of the devil’s 
activities (which, according to legend, prompted Luther to throw an inkpot at the devil), “shaped Luther’s 
attitude toward the papacy also colored his views of the peasants and of the Jews: the devil was 
behind the rebellion of the peasants and the proselytizing (so Luther was told) of Christians by Jews.”43  
 
Luther’s quarrels with Erasmus (which resulted in a permanent split between Luther and the Catholic 
humanist reformers) and with Huldrych Zwingli (which led to a split between Lutheran and Reformed 
branches of the Protestant church) were part of Luther’s belief that perhaps he alone was right.  
 
The Elector became concerned that a continuing quarrel between those who followed Luther and Zwingli 
would enable the emperor’s Catholic forces to defeat Protestantism. He called them together at Marburg 
(1529) to discuss their differences. Luther was defending the concept of the Real Presence of Christ in 
the Lord’s Supper. Zwingli argued for a metaphoric understanding of “This is my body” (since Christ’s 
body cannot be in Heaven at the right hand of the Father and present in bread and wine in churches.) 
Thus, the elements are representing Christ’s body and blood, and Christ was spiritually present. Luther 
maintained that since Christ was omnipresent there was no problem – to deny this was to deny Christ’s 
divinity. The Marburg Colloquy was not a success, and the two sides have not reached agreement since.44  
 
Luther was  

“shattered by the debate, and the ‘angel of Satan, or whoever the angel of Death is’ 
was attacking him so severely that he worried that he might not reach home alive. 
Luther’s intransigence in dealing with his opponents, and the toll it took on him, had 
settled into a pattern both grim and unrelenting.”45 

 

The following year, the emperor presided over the Diet of Augsburg hoping to re-unite Catholics and 
Protestants. Luther was unable to attend (as he was still under an imperial ban), so Melanchthon 
produced a moderate statement of beliefs which became known as the Augsburg Confession. 
Unfortunately, the papal delegates would not compromise on papal supremacy, the priesthood, the 
Mass, and the importance of merits/good works in securing salvation. Thus, the Augsburg Confession 
reinforced the split between the two churches.   
 
In later years, Luther spent time attacking friends and allies, but his greatest target was the Pope and the 
superstitious apparatus that supported Catholic understandings of salvation. When, in 1542, he 
discovered that the Archbishop of Mainz was still continuing to collect money by exhibiting relics, 

 “Luther reacted with one of his best literary jokes, titled New Pamphlet from the 
Rhine, advertising sensational relics. The money earned from the exhibit would be 
used to provide wrappings for the old relics to keep them warm and protect them 
from freezing. The new relics would earn a special indulgence granted by the pope. 
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Luther revealed himself as the author only after the pamphlet had been widely 
distributed. The relics included  
• a nice section from Moses’ left horn [Exod 34:9, Vulgate Bible: “his face was 
horned from the conversation with the Lord”]  
• three flames from the burning bush on Mount Sinai [Exod 3:3] • two feathers and 
an egg from the Holy Spirit  
• one half of the archangel Gabriel’s wing  
• a whole pound of the wind that roared by Elijah in the cave on Mount Horeb [1 
Kings 19:11]  
• a large heavy piece of the shout with which the children of Israel tumbled the 
walls of Jericho [Josh 6:20]  
• five nice strings from the harp of David, and three beautiful locks of Absalom’s 
hair, which got caught in the oak and left him hanging [2 Sam 18:9]”46 

   
Luther’s humour was not only a weapon he used to attack his opponents. Because the endtimes were at 
hand, and because how people lived their lives had no effect on whether they would receive God’s 
grace, Luther therefore often engaged in humour that was scatological – often “gallows humour”; and 
language that was surprisingly earthy. He had earlier stated that “I resist the devil, and often it is with a 
fart that I chase him away.” During 1525, Luther married Katharina von Bora, an apostate nun. Luther’s 
colleague, Jerome Schurff, said that  

“if this monk marries, the whole world and the devil will laugh, so that everything 
he has accomplished will come to nought.” When Luther heard of the remark, he 
advanced the wedding date and let it be known that he had used the written 
condemnations of his marriage as toilet paper.”47  

    
Shortly before he made his final journey to Eisleben, “he referred bluntly to his own death, which he felt 
was imminent. “When I get back, I’ll lie down in my coffin and offer a final meal to the maggots.”48 Just 
before his death he told his wife Katharine “I’m like a ripe stool, and the world’s like a gigantic anus, and 
we’re about to let go of each other.”49 That moment came early in 1546.  
 
Having struggled for almost two decades with ill-health, Luther became very ill. After committing his 
spirit into the Lord’s hands, he was asked “Reverend father, will you die steadfast in Christ and the 
doctrines you have preached.” He answered clearly “Yes”, then a short time later died peacefully. 
 

Luther is a difficult hero, nonetheless. His writings can be full of hatred, and his 
predilection for scatological rhetoric and humour is not to modern taste. He could be 
authoritarian, bullying, overconfident … His intransigent capacity to demonise his 
opponents was than a psychological flaw because it meant that Protestantism split 
very early, weakening it permanently and leading to centuries of war. His anti-
Semitism was more visceral than that of many of his contemporaries … His greatest 
intellectual gift was his ability to simplify, to cut to the heart of an issue – but this also 
made it difficult for him to compromise or see nuance. And yet only someone with an 
utter inability to see anyone else’s point of view could have had the courage to take 
on the papacy … And only someone with a sense of humour, a stubborn realism, and 
a remarkable ability to engage the deepest loyalties of others, could have avoided the 
martyrdom that threatened.” 50  

 

Yet for all his vulgarity, his irritability, and his sometimes-regrettable attacks on others, Luther’s legacy is 
immense. Every Protestant Reformer, and every Protestant stream, owes much to Luther’s theology and 
reforms. His popularising of a common German language; his use of Scripture in the common language 
of the people ; his reform of liturgy, and the increasing use of music in worship; his theology of 
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justification by faith; these and other contributions make him one of the greatest figures of history. His 
was a life that changed the world. 
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18 As Hendrix notes (Luther, 57) “In its simplest form an indulgence did not remit sins, rather it set aside part or all of the 
penalty that was required to pay for those sins. That penalty, or penance, consisted of religious acts such as giving alms, 
saying prayers, visiting shrines, viewing relics, and fasting. Performing those actions paid the penalty for sin even though 
the guilt incurred had been removed by the death of Christ. An indulgence, therefore, did not forgive sin or its guilt but 
exempted the sinner from some or all of its penalty… The granting of indulgences derived its power from a treasury filled 
by the endless merits of Christ and the saints who had no need of them. These merits could be transferred to ordinary 
believers in order to cover the penalty owed for their sins.” The pope held the “keys” to this treasury of merit.  
19 Such purchases were not uncommon in those times. Pope Leo X had become an archbishop at the age of 13, thanks to 
his father’s money; and by 27 he had become pope! 
20 Hendrix, Luther, 58. 
21 “Theses 39 and 40 claimed that not even the best-trained theologians could reconcile the benefits of indulgences with 
true contrition … Theses 36 and 37 argued that indulgences served no purpose at all, because “every Christian who is truly 

                                                           

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0300103131/thegospcoal-20
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contrite has full remission of guilt and punishment without indulgence letters.” Rather than selling indulgences, according 
to theses 53-55, the good news of faith and unmerited redemption should be preached …  [and] thesis 80 … demanded 
that “bishops, curates and theologians” should answer for allowing outrageous claims to be spread among the people… In 
theses 58-66 Luther also rejected the notion of a treasury filled with the merits of Christ and the saints from which 
indulgences received their power. The poor, asserted Luther, were the treasure of the church, not the extra merits earned 
by Christ and the saints… The ninety-five theses were not a battle cry, but neither were they benign suggestions for 
reform.” (Hendrix, Luther, 62-63.) 
22 Around the time of posting the Ninety-Five Theses, he changed his name from Luder to ‘Eleutherius’ (the free one). 
When he stopped signing himself that way, he still retained part of it as Luther.  
23 Hendrix, Luther, 73. 
24 “There is a dignified way out: by cloaca Luther did not mean the toilet but the study up in the tower above it. That, 
however, would be to miss the point of Luther’s provocative statement. The cloaca is not just a privy, it is the most 
degrading place for man and the Devil’s favorite habitat… [and] the Reformer knows even more now: it is right here that 
we have Christ, the mighty helper on our side. No spot is unholy for the Holy Ghost…” (Oberman, Luther, 155).  
25 “Scholars are still not agreed on the nature or the timing of the “discovery”. For some who date it prior to 1517, Luther’s 
protest against the indulgence practice was only a secondary consequence of his new theological insights. Luther had to be 
a theologian before he could become a reformer. For those who date the “discovery” after 1517, however, Luther 
stumbled into conflict with Rome over indulgences and then was pushed to develop a theology in support of his protest. In 
this case, Luther only became a theologian of renown because he tried unprepared to be a reformer.” Scott Hendrix “The 
controversial Luther” Word & World 3 / 4, 1983, 393. 
26 Hendrix, Luther, 77.  
27 Jan Hus had been a reformer in the previous century whose beliefs included administering communion to the laity with 
both bread and wine. Hus was given safe conduct to Constance, to answer for his views, but the safe conduct was revoked 
and he was burned at the stake. 
28 Oberman, Luther, 80. 
29 By implication, claiming membership of the invisible church of God requires membership in a visible expression of it. 
30 “The pope was the Antichrist because his office was the agency through which the devil was attacking faith from inside 

the church. The purpose of rejecting the papacy, then, was not to start a new church or, for that matter, to split the old 
one, but to protect the faithful from the jurisdiction of that office through which, in Luther’s eyes, the devil was most 
insidiously at work.” (Hendrix, “The controversial Luther”, 394.) 
31 Hendrix, Luther, 90. 
32 Hendrix, Luther, 91-92. 
33 Luther’s Works, 7.21 
34 Roper, Luther, 180. 
35 Hendrix, Luther, 105.  
36 Oberman, Luther, 39. 
37 Roper, Luther, 183.  
38 “Luther’s translation [of the New Testament] was memorable and successful because it was far better than previous 
translations from scholarly, linguistic and literary standpoints. From a scholarly standpoint, he translated from the Greek 
and Hebrew, whereas previous translations had translated from the Latin Vulgate…Luther used the skills of his Wittenberg 
colleagues to ensure his translations were linguistically accurate… His creative and memorable use of language also caused 
his German Bible to shape the German language. His Bible translation, standing in the midst of German regional dialects, 
aided the move toward a common German tongue. It also influenced he words and expressions of the German language.” 
(Mary Jane Haemig “Luther on translating the Bible” in Word & World, vol 31/3, 2011, 260-261). 
39 “Luther was a brilliant hymn write, and his introduction of sung hymns into the liturgy, with its engagement 
of the whole congregation … transformed the place of music in religion. Hymn melodies became part of 
German musical culture, and would be intrinsic to the music of Bach.” (Roper, Luther, 413.) 
40  “Luther did not support violent revolution for any cause, but he was far from being a social reactionary. He believed that 

governments as well as subjects could be called to account. The new dignity awarded secular authority by the Reformation 
also meant greater responsibility. Luther’s second objection to the peasants was to the insistence that their demands were 
specifically Christian. Indeed, the peasants in southern Germany had formed Christian associations and had appealed to 
Luther and to other religious leaders in support of their grievances.” (Hendrix “The controversial Luther”, 396). 
41 “Luther’s anti-semitism was … part of the cultural anti-semitism that permeated medieval Europe and erupted in political 
and economic persecution in Luther’s lifetime…. Luther’s opposition to the Jews as theological anti-Judaism rather than 
anti-semitism…Luther’s writings against the Jews will remain the most controversial of his polemical works, and rightly so. 
They remind us how remote and yet how dangerously near the sixteenth century is to our own.”(Hendrix “The 
controversial Luther”, 396-397) 
42 Heiko A Oberman Luther: man between God and the Devil, New Haven: Yale University Press, 2006, 45. 
43 Hendrix “The controversial Luther”, 395. 
44 Lutheran insistence on a view of the Lord’s Supper that differed from all other reformers resulted in the isolation of 

Lutherans from Protestantism outside the empire and Scandinavia. The differences could be said to have contributed to the 
Thirty Years War in the early 17th century.  Jacob Clayton (“The Supper that Supposedly Split the Reformation: 
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The Eucharist Controversy Between Huldrych Zwingli and Martin Luther,” Tenor of Our Times, vol 5/7, 2016, 70) notes 
“[t]he Protestant movement divided over factors such as differing ontologies, political views, emphases of fellowship and 
unity, and hermeneutical principles. While Luther was traditional and highly emphasized Sola Scriptura, Zwingli was more 
humanistic, realistic and scholarly in in his approach.… Yet, perhaps the greatest divider of the two was their arrogance. 
Luther had established his view of Christ’s presence in the Eucharist because of his literal interpretation and the 
importance of the sacrament itself and refused to change his views despite Scriptures that might have indicated otherwise. 
Although Zwingli was willing to change his understanding toward the Eucharist and establish the symbolic meaning, he 
displayed too much confidence in his ability to sway Luther to his mindset. This aspect was evident in their Colloquy 
arguments since Luther constantly emphasized Hoc est corpus meum while Zwingli constantly emphasized John 6:63… 
[T]he Marburg Colloquy failed to unite the Protestants for these reasons.”  
45 Roper, Luther, 320. 
46 Gritsch, “Martin Luther’s humour”, 138. 
47 Eric Gritsch, “The worldly Luther: wholistic living” in Word & World 3 /4, 1983, 356.  
48 Gritsch “The Worldly Luther”, 357. 
49 Table talk,  5537 (1542-1543) in LW 54:448 
50 Roper, Luther, 422. 

 

 

 

 

Questions: 

To what extent was the world changed by Luther? Or was it changed by Luther and others?  

How would Luther’s problems with guilt be addressed today? 

Charles V believed it was impossible to hold together an empire that was religiously divided. How 

important do you think it is for a country (or The Salvation Army??) to maintain a common set of beliefs 

to remain united? 

How persuaded are you by Luther’s claim that Scripture alone provides the basis for Christian life and 

ethics? 

Where might someone like Luther fit in today? 
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Appendix 1 

Timeline1 

 

1483  10 Nov, Luther born in Eisleben, to Hans and Margaret Luder. 
 

1501  Student of arts – Erfurt University 
 

1505  Master of Arts 

  Law student in Erfurt 

  2 July, thunderstorm and vow (1st “epiphany”) 

  17 July, enters Augustinian monastery at Erfurt 
 

1507  Ordained to priesthood 

  First mass - (2nd “epiphany”) 

  Theological student 

John Staupitz – Vicar-general, but also Luther’s confessor, chief mentor and 

promoter 
 

1508-09 Teaches philosophy at Wittenberg 
 

1510-11 Travel to Rome – appalled at state of church 
 

1511  Moves to Wittenberg 
 

1512  Doctor of Theology 

  Professor of Biblical theology 
 

1513  Pope Julius II dies, succeeded by Pope Leo X. 

  Lectures on Psalms 
 

1515-1518  Served as provincial vicar as well as university professor 
 

1515  Lectures on Romans 

When many historians date the Tower experience (Luther’s third epiphany) 
     

1517  Sept – Dispute against Scholasticism 

John Tetzel promotes indulgences in Brandenburg and Magdeburg regions (half of 

proceeds to Albrecht of Mainz) 

31 October, posted 95 Theses 
 

1518 August, Pope summons Luther to Rome; Elector Frederick rejects demand to 

extradite (or banish) Luther 

Disputations with church representatives, including (October) Thomas Cajetan 

(Dominican, cardinal, papal legate. Cajetan interrogated Luther at Augsburg.) 

   

                                                           
1 Adapted from Peter Vardy Great Christian Thinkers, London: Fount Paperbacks, 1999, 417-418, Hendrix 
Luther, 2015, and Oberman, Luther, 2006.  
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1519  July - Leipzig debate with John Eck 

  When Luther appears to date his Tower experience (3rd “epiphany”) 

  Emperor Charles V elected as King of Germany 
 

1520  On Good Works 

  The Papacy at Rome 

To the Christian nobility of the German nation concerning the reform of the Christian 

estate 

The Babylonian captivity of the church 

October, Luther receives papal bull Exsurge Domine 

The freedom of a Christian 

December 10 – burning of the Bull 
 

1521  Summons to Diet of Worms  

April, Diet of Worms … “Here I stand…” 

  4 May Luther “kidnapped” to Wartburg as Junker Jörg 

  26 May Edict of Worms – Luther - a convicted heretic – is outlawed 

  August – communion given with wine to laity; tumult in Wittenberg 

  Pope Leo X dies 
December A Sincere Admonition to All Christians to Guard Against Insurrection and 

Rebellion 

December – end Feb 1522 Translation of New Testament in 11 weeks 
   

1522  Minister at Castle Church marries 

  Luther returns to Wittenberg (March) 

  Knight’s Revolt 

  Eight sermons against reform measures in Wittenberg 

  September, Luther’s German New Testament published 
 

1524  Erasmus publishes Freedom of the Will  

  Luther abandons monk’s habit 
 

1525  Conflicts with Anabaptists and peasants; peasant war 

  Against the Robbing and Murderous Hordes of Peasants 

  13 June – Luther marries Katherina von Bora  

December – Published The Bondage of the Will (against Erasmus’ The Freedom of 

the Will 

John Eck writes Enchiridion … against Luther  

Frederick “the Wise” – Elector, and Luther’s protector, dies.  
 

1528  Published Confession of the Lord’s Supper (March) 
 

1529  Protest of princes following Reformation at Diet of Speyer 

  Published The Small Catechism; and The Large (German) Catechism 

  Marburg Colloquy with Zwingli 

  John Cochlaeus publishes Seven headed Luther 
 

1530  Diet at Augsburg; Augsburg Confession presented by Melanchthon 
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1531 Foundation of the Schmalkaldic League – alliance of Protestant estates under 

leadership of Electoral Saxony and Hesse 
 

1534  Publication of the German translation of complete Bible 
 

1535 Published A Simple Way to Pray. Originally written for Luther’s barber, it focussed on 

the Commandments, the Creed and the Lord’s Prayer as the preparation for mental 

prayer. 

1536  The Schmalkaldic articles 
 

1537  First volume of Luther’s German works published    

  Serious illness  
 

1543  Published Of the Jews and their lies 
 

1545  First volume of Luther’s Latin works published 
 

1546  Journey back to Eisleben 

  14 February, Luther’s last sermon against the Jews 

  18 February, Luther dies. 
 

1546-47 Schmalkaldic Wars – leads to two different factions within Lutheranism that are not 

reconciled until the Concord of 1580. 
 

1552 Katherina von Bora dies 

1555 Diet of Augsburg – imperial estates agree on religious compromise, allowing for 

peace between Lutherans and Catholics. 

1566  Publication of Tischreden – Luther’s Table Talk – a collection by Luther’s students of 

his dinner conversations, and comments he made during walks in the garden or on 

journeys; it included such topics as politics, theology, astrology and astronomy, 

observations on men's and women's bodies… Table Talk reproduced the rhythms of 

Luther’s speech.  
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Appendix 2 
 

Ninety-five theses 

 

(Opening preface from http://www.luther.de/en/95thesen.html. The theses in modern English from 
http://www.historylearningsite.co.uk/the-reformation/the-95-theses-a-modern-translation) 
 

 
Out of love for the truth and from desire to elucidate it, the Reverend Father Martin Luther, Master 
of Arts and Sacred Theology, and ordinary lecturer therein at Wittenberg, intends to defend the 
following statements and to dispute on them in that place. Therefore he asks that those who cannot 
be present and dispute with him orally shall do so in their absence by letter. In the name of our Lord 
Jesus Christ, Amen. 

 
 
1. When Jesus said “repent” he meant that believers should live a whole life repenting 
2. Only God can give salvation – not a priest. 
3. Inwards penitence must be accompanied with a suitable change in lifestyle. 
4. Sin will always remain until we enter Heaven. 
5. The pope must act according to canon law. 
 6. Only God can forgive -the pope can only reassure people that God will do this. 
7. A sinner must be humbled in front of his priest before God can forgive him. 
8. Canon law applies only to the living not to the dead. 
9. However, the Holy Spirit will make exceptions to this when required to do so. 
10. The priest must not threaten those dying with the penalty of purgatory. 
11. The church through church penalties is producing a ‘human crop of weeds’. 
12. In days gone by, church penalties were imposed before release from guilt to show true 
repentance. 
13. When you die all your debts to the church are wiped out and those debts are free from being 
judged. 
14. When someone is dying they might have bad/incorrect thoughts against the church and they will 
be scared. This fear is enough penalty. 
15. This fear is so bad that it is enough to cleanse the soul. 
16. Purgatory = Hell. Heaven = Assurance. 
17. Souls in Purgatory need to find love – the more love the less their sin. 
18. A sinful soul does not have to be always sinful. It can be cleansed. 
19. There is no proof that a person is free from sin. 
20. Even the pope – who can offer forgiveness – cannot totally forgive sins held within. 
21. An indulgence will not save a man. 
22. A dead soul cannot be saved by an indulgence. 
23. Only a very few sinners can be pardoned. These people would have to be perfect. 
24. Therefore most people are being deceived by indulgences. 
25. The pope’s power over Purgatory is the same as a priest’s. 
26. When the pope intervenes to save an individual, he does so by the will of God. 
27. It is nonsense to teach that a dead soul in Purgatory can be saved by money. 
28. Money causes greed – only God can save souls. 
29. Do we know if the souls in Purgatory want to be saved? 
30. No-one is sure of the reality of his own penitence – no-one can be sure of receiving complete 
forgiveness. 

http://www.luther.de/en/95thesen.html
http://www.historylearningsite.co.uk/the-reformation/the-95-theses-a-modern-translation
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31. A man who truly buys an indulgence (ie believes it is to be what it is) is as rare as someone who 
truly repents all sin ie very rare. 
32. People who believe that indulgences will let them live in salvation will always be damned – along 
with those who teach it. 
33. Do not believe those who say that a papal indulgence is a wonderful gift which allows salvation. 
34. Indulgences only offer Man something which has been agreed to by Man. 
35. We should not teach that those who aim to buy salvation do not need to be contrite. 
36. A man can be free of sin if he sincerely repents – an indulgence is not needed. 
37. Any Christian – dead or alive – can gain the benefit and love of Christ without an indulgence. 
38. Do not despise the pope’s forgiveness but his forgiveness is not the most important. 
39. The most educated theologians cannot preach about indulgences and real repentance at the 
same time. 
40. A true repenter will be sorry for his sins and happily pay for them. Indulgences trivialise this 
issue. 
41. If a pardon is given it should be given cautiously in case people think it’s more important than 
doing good works. 
42. Christians should be taught that the buying of indulgences does not compare with being forgiven 
by Christ. 
43. A Christian who gives to the poor or lends to those in need is doing better in God’s eyes than one 
who buys ‘forgiveness’. 
44. This is because of loving others, love grows and you become a better person. A person buying an 
indulgence does not become a better person. 
45. A person who passes by a beggar but buys an indulgence will gain the anger and disappointment 
of God. 
46. A Christian should buy what is necessary for life not waste money on an indulgence. 
47. Christians should be taught that they do not need an indulgence. 
48. The pope should have more desire for devout prayer than for ready money. 
49. Christians should be taught not to rely on an indulgence. They should never lose their fear of God 
through them. 
50. If a pope knew how much people were being charged for an indulgence – he would prefer to 
demolish St. Peter’s. 
51. The pope should give his own money to replace that which is taken from pardoners. 
52. It is vain to rely on an indulgence to forgive your sins. 
53. Those who forbid the word of God to be preached and who preach pardons as a norm are 
enemies of both the pope and Christ. 
54. It is blasphemy that the word of God is preached less than that of indulgences. 
55. The pope should enforce that the gospel – a very great matter – must be celebrated more than 
indulgences. 
56. The treasure of the church is not sufficiently known about among the followers of Christ. 
57. The treasure of the Church are temporal (of this life). 
58. Relics are not the relics of Christ, although they may seem to be. They are, in fact, evil in concept. 
59. St. Laurence misinterpreted this as the poor gave money to the church for relics and forgiveness. 
60. Salvation can be sought for through the church as it has been granted this by Christ. 
61. It is clear that the power of the church is adequate, by itself, for the forgiveness of sins. 
62. The main treasure of the church should be the Gospels and the grace of God. 
63. Indulgences make the most evil seem unjustly good. 
64. Therefore evil seems good without penance or forgiveness. 
65. The treasured items in the Gospels are the nets used by the workers. 
66. Indulgences are used to net an income for the wealthy. 
67. It is wrong that merchants praise indulgences. 
68. They are the furthest from the grace of God and the piety and love of the cross. 
69. Bishops are duty bound to sell indulgences and support them as part of their job. 
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70. But bishops are under a much greater obligation to prevent men preaching their own dreams. 
71. People who deny the pardons of the Apostles will be cursed. 
72. Blessed are they who think about being forgiven. 
73. The pope is angered at those who claim that pardons are meaningless. 
74. He will be even more angry with those who use indulgences to criticise holy love. 
75. It is wrong to think that papal pardons have the power to absolve all sin. 
76. You should feel guilt after being pardoned. A papal pardon cannot remove guilt. 
77. Not even St. Peter could remove guilt. 
78. Even so, St. Peter and the pope possess great gifts of grace. 
79. It is blasphemy to say that the insignia of the cross is of equal value with the cross of Christ. 
80. Bishops who authorise such preaching will have to answer for it. 
81. Pardoners make the intelligent appear disrespectful because of the pope’s position. 
82. Why doesn’t the pope clean feet for holy love not for money? 
83. Indulgences bought for the dead should be re-paid by the pope. 
84. Evil men must not buy their salvation when a poor man, who is a friend of God, cannot. 
85. Why are indulgences still bought from the church? 
86. The pope should re-build St. Peter’s with his own money. 
87. Why does the pope forgive those who serve against him? 
88. What good would be done to the church if the pope was to forgive hundreds of people each 
day? 
89. Why are indulgences only issued when the pope sees fit to issue them? 
90. To suppress the above is to expose the church for what it is and to make true Christians 
unhappy. 
91. If the pope had worked as he should (and by example) all the problems stated above would not 
have existed. 
92. All those who say there is no problem must go. Problems must be tackled. 
93. Those in the church who claim there is no problem must go. 
94. Christians must follow Christ at all cost. 
95. Let Christians experience problems if they must – and overcome them – rather than live a false 
life based on present Catholic teaching. 


