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Publisher’s  
Preface

On the occasion of the 500th anniversary of the birth 
of Martin Luther, this group of Missouri Synod Lutheran 
theologians and writers offered a series of brief essays 
about the person and work of Martin Luther. These essays 
appeared from January to December 1983 in each monthly 
issue of The Lutheran Witness. We have brought this col-
lection back into print on the occasion of the 500th anni-
versary of the Reformation itself, with additional words 
from Luther throughout. These essays offer a unique and 
diverse collection of portraits of Luther, a man of many tal-
ents, deep passions, fervent faith, and abiding confidence 
in the power and strength of the Gospel of Jesus Christ to 
save sinners and keep on reforming the Church. We hope 
you enjoy getting to know Martin Luther a bit better.

—Rev. Paul T. McCain, Publisher, 2017

On November 10, 1483, Martin Luther was born in Eis-
leben, Germany. The 500th anniversary of Luther’s birth 
has already inspired dozens of new biographical and his-
torical studies. The Lutheran Witness begins with this over-
view of the Reformation world, a 12-part, year-long series 
of Luther’s life highlighting “The Man Luther” in his many 
diverse roles. We hope these unique pieces will show Lu-
ther as both a simple and complex human being, who later 
became a famous figure of history and a great instrument 
of God.

—The Lutheran Witness Editor’s Note, January 1983
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C H A P T E R  1

The World  
That Shaped Him

by Lewis W. Spitz

Luther loved the Church, the communion of saints, the 
“community or assembly [of all] who live in true faith, 
hope, and love . . . an assembly of hearts in one faith, as 
St. Paul says in Ephesians 4:5: ‘One Baptism, one faith, 

one Lord’ ” (AE 39:65). In his 1532 “Hymn about the Holy 
Church,” he penned:

She is my love, the Noble Maid

Forget her can I never;

Whatever honor men have paid.

My heart she has forever.

But the institutional church of Luther’s day had reaped 
its own badly sown harvest. The contrast between the 
Church of Christ and the Church of Rome was shocking to 
Luther and, as history shows, to millions of others. What 
had the Church become in the waning Middle Ages?
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The Triumphal Medieval Church
“In religion nothing fails like success,” 

commented Dean Inge, Anglican prelate of 
St. Paul’s, London. By the thirteenth cen-
tury, the Church had succeeded, at least 
externally, as never before. It had gained 
greater independence from the secular 
state. It dominated intellectual and cultural 
life and built countless chapels, churches, 
and cathedrals. It constructed an elaborate 
dogmatic scheme, a scholastic philosoph-
ical structure, and a sacramental system 
that covered all the aspects of life. 

It developed a huge bureaucracy to ad-
minister its vast landholdings, to supervise 
endowments, to control appointments to 
office, and to administer justice in ecclesi-
astical courts. In the late Middle Ages, the 
Church possessed as much as one third of 
the wealth in various countries, and as the 
saying goes, “Where wealth accumulates, 
men decay.”

At the triumphal Fourth Lateran Council 
in 1215, Pope Innocent III, the verus impera-
tor or “true emperor,” presided. He claimed 
a “plenitude of power in both spiritual and 
temporal things.” Medieval people thought 
of Christendom as a single entity and the 
pope as the spiritual head of the Church, 
holding the keys to Christ’s kingdom and 
wielding the spiritual sword. The emperor 
of the Holy Roman Empire was nominally 
the chief political authority and wielded the 
secular sword. 

The pope claimed that the spiritual sword 

“We constantly 
teach that these 
two realms or gov-
ernments—God’s 
and the emperor’s, 
or the spiritual 
and the worldly 
estates—are care-
fully to be distin-
guished.” (What 
Luther Says § 859)

h
“The pope and his 
crowd assert that 
all are excluded 
from the Church 
who do not want to 
be obedient to him. 
Rather, [the Church 
is] where this har-
mony of the same 
faith, Baptism, 
etc., is present. 
It is called “one 
holy catholica or 
Christian Church” 
because it has the 
same pure and 
genuine teaching 
of the Gospel and 
the same external 
confession of it at 
every place in the 
world and at every 
time.” (AE 79:152)

h
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was superior to the secular sword because 
the Church was responsible for the eternal 
well-being of princes, kings, and emperors. 
Pope Innocent III accepted whole kingdoms, 
such as Naples and England, as vassalages 
subject to his feudal lordship. Innocent III 
pronounced that “all churches and all thing 
ecclesiastical are in the power of the pope.”

In 1302, Pope Boniface VIII, in his bull 
Unam sanctam, claimed for the Church the 
effective possession of both the spiritual 
and the secular swords. He boldly asserted 
that “it is altogether necessary to salvation 
for every human creature to be subject to 
the Roman pontiff.”

The Babylonian Captivity  
of the Church

Pride came before the fall. First the sec-
ular rulers resisted and dominated the pa-
pacy. Then the late medieval reformers and 
the Protestant reformers challenged the 
pope and the hierarchy’s place of domi-
nance in the church. 

King Philip the Fair of France humiliat-
ed the presumptuous Pope Boniface VIII 
by taking him prisoner in 1303. The papacy 
was dominated by the French monarchy for 
sixty-eight years (1309–77), a period called 
the “Babylonian Captivity of the Church,” 
recalling the seventy years during which 
Jews were captive in ancient Babylon.

A French pope, Clement V, moved the pa-
pal government to Avignon, on the French 
border, away from Rome and under French 

“I never had in 
mind falling away 
from the Roman 
see. . . But for the 
sake of my faith in 
Christ my concern 
is that they do not 
twist and contam-
inate His Word at 
their pleasure. Let 
the Roman decre-
tals set free the 
pure Gospel, and I 
shall not lift a finger 
though they make a 
clean sweep of all 
else.” (What Luther 
Says § 3191)

h
“The pope has 
embellished and 
tinged his abomina-
tions and idolatry 
with an appearance 
of excellence.” 
(AE 78:115)

h
“It is impossible to 
suppose that God 
would have ne-
glected to institute 
with at least one 
clear statement . . . 
an institution as 
great as they make 
the papacy out to 
be.” (What Luther 
Says § 3192)
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control. A charge often repeated in litera-
ture of that time was that “everything is for 
sale in Avignon.”

The Papal Schism
The papacy gradually worsened, for 

when Pope Gregory XI returned to Rome 
in 1377 a schism developed. The cardinals 
elected Urban VI pope, but some cardinals 
defected and elected a French pope, Clem-
ent VII. So then two popes ruled and very 
shortly, three popes claimed the triple tiara. 

This papal schism lasted nearly forty 
years (1377–1415) and had a devastating ef-
fect on the Church. It divided loyalties and 
made uncertain the true line of priestly suc-
cession from pope to bishop to priest, caus-
ing validity of the Sacrament to be ques-
tioned. The erosion of papal prestige had a 
withering effect on piety and spirituality. 

The Conciliar Movement
Since the competing popes were unwill-

ing to resign, the only solution was to call a 
church council of the bishops on the theo-
ry that councils rank above the pope. Two 
German professors at the University of Par-
is, Henry of Langenstein and Conrad of Gel-
nhausen asked the princes to call a coun-
cil, just as the eastern Roman emperor had 
once called the Council of Nicaea. 

French “conciliarists” Pierre d’Ailly and 
Jean Gerson further argued that a council 
was necessary to reestablish the unity of the 
Church. Sharp critics of the Church such as 

“I have undertaken 
to translate the 
Bible into German. 
This was good for 
me; otherwise I 
might have died 
in the mistaken 
notion that I was 
a learned fellow.” 
(What Luther Says 
§ 318)

h
“I would not take 
a thousand worlds 
to encroach on the 
office of a single 
bishop without 
command. But 
since I am a doctor 
of Holy Scripture, it 
is my duty to do so, 
for I have sworn to 
teach the truth.”  
(AE 69:169)

h
“It is pure invention 
that pope, bishop, 
priests, and monks 
are called the 
spiritual estate 
while princes, 
lords, artisans, and 
farmers are called 
the temporal es-
tate. This is indeed 
a piece of deceit 
and hypocrisy. Yet 
no one need be 
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Marsiglio of Padua (d. 1348), the Franciscan 
friar William of Ockham (d. 1350), and the 
Englishman John Wycliffe (d. 1384) denied 
the divine origin of the papacy. 

Wycliffe even urged laymen to read the 
Bible in English and said that if the clergy, 
by their evil lives, showed they were not in 
the state of grace, the secular rulers should 
take away their property. Pressure mounted 
until the cardinals on both the Roman and 
Avignonese side joined to summon a gener-
al council. 

A series of councils were held, at Pisa 
in 1409, at Constance 1414 to 1418, at 
Ferrara-Florence in 1438–39, and a compet-
ing antipapal council at Basel, 1431–49.

Finally, in 1460, Pope Pius II reasserted 
the pope’s primacy by declaring in his bull 
Execrabilis that it is a detestable thing to ap-
peal to a council over the head of the pope. 
Still worried, he warned, “Dangerous times 
are before us. Storms threaten everywhere. 
. . . The waves of Basel have not subsided. 
. . . We won through force, they say, and not 
by convincing arguments.”

The Renaissance Popes
Pius II was one of the first of the Renais-

sance popes, who ruled the Church through 
the second half of the fifteenth century and 
the first three decades of the sixteenth cen-
tury. The popes were little more than Italian 
Renaissance “princes of the church.” They 
and their cardinals were shockingly worldly 
and corrupt.

intimidated by it, 
and for this reason: 
all Christians are 
truly of the spiritual 
estate.” (AE 44:127)

h
“They cannot let 
themselves be 
reformed, and do 
not want to be. That 
we know for a cer-
tainty. And yet they 
are worried that if 
a council were to 
be held, they might 
have to forfeit a 
feather or lose a 
hair, perhaps to 
their own defend-
ers.” (AE 34:235)

h
“God’s Word is 
God’s Word, and 
there is nothing on 
earth better than 
God’s Word.”  
(AE 69:170)

h
“There is a dif-
ference between 
going to sleep 
and dying; but for 
Christians there is, 
in truth, no differ-
ence.” (What Luther 
Says § 1111)

h
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“So much evil cannot be said of the Ro-
man curia that more does not deserve to 
be said of it,” wrote the statesman-historian 
Francesco Guicciardini, “for it is an infamy, 
an example of all the shame and wickedness 
of the world.”

The cardinals lived in palaces which ri-
valed the pope’s. Among the most notori-
ous of the Renaissance popes was Innocent 
VIII, who was a real pappa, the father of six-
teen children. He celebrated their weddings 
in the Vatican.

The Spanish Alexander VI virtually 
bought the papacy with bribes. His vicious 
son Cesare Borgia may have murdered his 
own brother Giovanni, whose body was 
found floating down the Tiber. His daughter 
Lucretia became a byword for immorality. 
Julius II was a warrior who led the papal 
armies into battle, sacking Bologna and 
lesser cities.

Leo X was a Medici of the rich Florentine 
banking family. A wily and worldly man, he 
thought Luther merely a drunken German 
and the Reformation nothing more than a 
squabble of monks. These popes were ill-
equipped to cope with a man of Luther’s 
intense religiosity and could not begin to 
grasp his evangelical message.

Popular Religion
Ironically, at the very time the institu-

tional church was least able to satisfy the 
people’s deep religious needs, Europe expe-
rienced a great upsurge of belief.

“You must not teach 
me that in this way 
I am to become a 
Christian or attain to 
something greater 
and higher. Those 
people did not be-
come Christians by 
fasting, working, and 
suffering so much.” 
(AE 77:238)

h
“The pope says that 
whoever keeps his 
law and worship, 
makes a pilgrimage 
to the apostles at 
Rome, and buys his 
indulgence attains 
to the forgiveness 
of sins, but whoev-
er despises it is in 
God’s wrath, etc. 
. . . However, God’s 
Word says to the 
contrary that He 
does not want this.” 
(AE 78:12–13)

h
“I applied myself 
diligently to reading 
the Bible, and so . . . 
I soon saw many er-
rors in the papacy.”
(What Luther Says 
§ 3755) 

h


