
  

The Life and Times of Martin Luther  
Unit 1 

 
 
 
A HERO OF THE FAITH 
He has been called a hero of the Christian faith.  Back in the 1500’s, when people were 
confused and lacked hope in God, when lies about Christianity were abundant, when people 
felt forgotten, God worked through Martin Luther to remove the cloak of deceit off the truth 
found in Scripture about Jesus and His saving work for all people.   
 

Yes, Martin Luther was a hero of the faith, but he wasn’t a hero like many 
think about today.  People today will view a sports figure, actor/actress, 
talk show host, politician or a singer as a hero.  They may be outspoken, 
but rarely will they lay their lives down for what they believe.  Martin 
Luther took a stand against the greatest worldly powers of the time (the 
emperor, the pope, the church, etc.) even to the 
point of facing death.   Martin Luther was a man to 
whom God gave great courage to make an impact 
not only on his society and culture, but on 

subsequent generations including ours today.  In fact, a famous civil rights 
leader here in America was named after Martin Luther.  Perhaps you’ve 
heard of him. J  Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. is the man to whom I 
refer.  His father changed his name when he was young to reflect the 
great reformer of some 500 years earlier.   
 
THE EARLY YEARS 
More than 500 years ago Martin Luther was born on November 10, 1483 in a small German 
town called Eisleben.  He was baptized when he was one day old.  You may find it interesting 
that Martin was nine years old when Christopher Columbus set sail on his first trip across the 
ocean. 
 
Martin’s world looked very different than ours today.  No electricity!  Imagine all the things you 
do that require electricity!  The internal combustion engine hadn’t been invented yet so people 
didn’t travel in a nice car with air conditioning, but by foot, horse and carriage, or perhaps a 
boat.  There was one great invention that happened about 33 years before Luther.  Johann 
Guttenberg invented the printing press.  It changed how the people communicated so much, it 
had a similar change on the culture as the Internet has had on ours.   
 
Food in Martin’s day was simple.  Meat was expensive and scarce.  No Chick-fil-A down the road 
to grab a bite.  The poorer people, like Martin’s family, would eat vegetables and rye bread.  
Potatoes and tomatoes were unknown in Europe until explorers introduced them from 
Columbus’ discovery of the New World.  



  

 
Martin’s parents were Hans and Margaret.  Hans worked in the 
copper mines, a dangerous and dirty job.  When Martin was 
young, Hans moved his family from Eisleben to Mansfield, in the 
heart of the mining area, and began saving his money to give his 
family a good foundation and future.  Margaret worked hard 
taking care of their small home.  The kids did too!  There were 
plenty of chores to go around.  Martin had several brothers and 
sisters and seems to have been closest with his brother, James.  
 
The family attended church regularly, yet their home life wasn’t overly religious.  As was typical, 
Martin Luther knew about God and the devil and saw God primarily as an angry, powerful being 
that would judge and punish people for their sins.  Martin’s parents were very strict.  Later in 
life he wrote about being beaten with a birch stick until he bled for taking one small hazelnut 
without asking.  Even so, he respected his parents and believed they were only trying to help 
him become a better person.  
 
 
EARLY EDUCATION 
It didn’t take long for his family to notice he was a smart little guy.  Schools back then were only 
attended by boys, usually starting around 6 or 7 years of age.  Martin began at age four.  He 
attended Mansfield Latin School.  His strict parents paved the way, you might say, for Martin to 
handle the strict teachers.  Later in life he wrote how teachers should be more kind to the 
students in their schools.  
 
Mansfield Latin School was run by the Roman Catholic Church where they taught everything in 
Latin, not German, even though they were in Germany.  Latin was the language used in the 
education world – church, courts, business, and society.  All books were written in Latin too. 
 
Martin was an excellent student and enjoyed learning, especially music.  Like any normal 
growing boy, Martin found himself getting in trouble at times.  The teacher would make a mark 
next to a student’s name on the board when the student did something wrong and once a 
week, the student would get as many swats as there were marks on the board.   Martin 
remembers very well the morning he received 15 swats for his mistakes that week!  Ouch!  
Imagine that happening today!   
 
Overall, Martin succeeded well in school and his parents were encouraged with his growth.  In 
fact, they encouraged Martin to use that brain of his and become a lawyer.  In 1497, his parents 
sent him to the Cathedral school in Magdeburg, 40 miles away.  He did well there but as he 
grew in knowledge, he found himself questioning much about life and death.  God’s love wasn’t 
mentioned at the school so Martin wondered about that too.  He stayed at that school for only 
one year before being sent 60 miles from home to Eisenach to finish high school.   
 



  

Martin’s father, Hans Luther, worked hard and increased his wealth.  This fostered his desire to 
see his son become a lawyer.  Such a career required money and an excellent education.  Hans 
was determined that Martin would have both.  
 
The happiest years of Martin’s younger life were the three years he spent at St. George’s School 
in Eisenach.  There he lived with a family named Cotta and found out what a happy family life 
could be like.  His doubts about God slipped into the background as he concentrated on his 
studies.  For the first time, he met teachers who gave him respect instead of beatings.  
 
CHANGE IN PLANS/LIFE AT THE UNIVERSITY 
Martin was a great student as far as academics go.  The professors were very impressed. He 
earned his bachelor’s degree in 1502.  Yet, in spite of his academic success, he still struggled 
and worried about his salvation.  He knew he wasn’t good enough to be saved.  After earning 
his bachelor’s degree, he continued his studies to earn a Master of Arts degree.  He received 
this degree after three years of study yet he became more confused about his faith and belief 
about God.  Soon Martin began to study law, just as his father had hoped.  It didn’t last.  After 
two months he quit and went home.  His parents were angry and ordered him back to Erfurt.  
On the way, something happened that changed his life forever. 

 
The story is told that while Martin walked along the 
route to Erfurt, a storm brewed.  Lightning, thunder and 
rain began to make for a dangerous scene.  Not having 
any good place to find shelter, lightning struck all 
around him.  He fell down and cried, “Save me, St. Anne, 
and I will become a monk.”  When the storm ended, 
Martin realized he’d been spared and thus, decided to 
make good on his promise.  He thought that living in a 
monastery as a monk would help him live a God pleasing 

life.  No friend nor family could talk him out of this decision.  At 21 years of age, Martin Luther 
gave his life to the Roman Catholic Church in return for peace of mind and certainty of 
salvation.  Yet, what he was to find was anything but peace and salvation.  In fact, he struggled 
much in the monastery and soon became to realize the corruption in the church. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  


