
  

The Life and Times of Martin Luther 
Unit 3 

 
Are you a person who seeks to stand for truth even if it means you lose a friend?  Or, are you a 
person who goes along with the crowd, even if you know the direction of the crowd is wrong?  
If you had friends who were believing in something contrary to God’s Word, would it be easy 
for you to show them the error of their ways?  Or, are you not confident enough to tell them 
what is right and wrong based on God’s Word? 
 
Dr. Martin Luther took a stand for Truth over and above the common view of the church and 
his friends.  When he realized what the Bible actually says about God, grace, mercy, law and 
gospel, he knew he had to make this wonderful news known.  He didn’t set out to be a hero.  
He didn’t set out to create havoc.  He didn’t set out to rock the world with one of the greatest 
events ever in history.  Yet, that is exactly what he did as he sought to make known the love of 
God found in Jesus Christ.   
 
Sad to say, not everyone was happy about what Dr. Luther was making known.  While many of 
the common folk were happy with the news, the leaders of the Roman Catholic Church were 
furious.  Before long, Dr. Luther found himself in quite a bit of trouble with the church. 

 
 

Pope Leo X tried to ignore Dr. Luther’s comments, but Dr. Luther’s 
popularity grew.  The pope ordered him to Rome to explain his actions.  
Dr. Luther, of course, knew what happened to people who protested 
against the Roman Catholic Church.  In an attempt to avoid a martyr’s 
death, Dr. Luther asked Frederick the Wise, Prince of 
Saxony, for help.  Although he didn’t approve of 
what Martin had said, Frederick was a good and 

fair man.   
He arranged for Martin to be examined by church 

officials in Germany rather than Rome. This helped 
save Martin’s life.   

 
LUTHER DEFENDS HIMSELF 

Dr. Luther met three times with church officials in 
the German city of Augsburg, but the meetings didn’t 

begin to solve the problems.  Soon afterward, Dr. Luther and his friend, 
Andreas Carlstadt, debated John Eck, a leader of the opponents.  During 
the debate Dr. Luther claimed that only the Bible was without error.  
“The church and even the pope can make mistakes,” said Dr. Luther.  
While such a statement doesn’t seem like a big deal today, back then 
this was considered heresy, the most serious of all religious crimes.   
 



  

Martin never intended that his 95 Theses would spark such controversy, nor that his comments 
in front of church officials would be taken so harshly.  He honestly thought that the church 
officials would see the error of their interpretation of scripture and be grateful for having the 
truth shown to them.  Yet the spark he ignited was being fanned into flame and Martin was a 
man who was bold to stand firm on what God’s Word said. Martin knew that this would most 
certainly end up costing him his life.  Although Martin was once very timid and fearful of God 
and the Word, now was gaining courage from the Lord to stand firm in Truth.  
 
Dr. Martin Luther continued to speak and write pamphlets about the changes he believed to be 
necessary.  He challenged the Roman Catholic Church belief that there were seven sacraments 
(holy acts).  Martin said that only Holy Baptism and Holy Communion (and to some extent 
Confession-Absolution) were the only sacraments.  The term sacrament was defined containing 
these three characteristics: 1. A tangible element  2. Commanded by Christ  3. For the 
forgiveness of sins.  Thus, the sacraments of Baptism and Communion were firmly held to as 
sacraments.  
 
Pope Leo X was even more upset and signed a papal bull, a document that called Dr. Luther a 
traitor, a heretic, and ordered his writings to be burned.  The word “bull” in this context comes 
from the Latin word, “bulla”, referring to the 
official seal of the pope.  Pope Leo X threatened 
to excommunicate Luther, removing him from 
the church, unless within 60 days he took back 
everything he had written or said about the 
Roman Catholic Church and its leaders.  Martin, 
of course, had a growing faith and trust in God 
and with courage from the Holy Spirit, he 
refused to take back anything.  Within days his 
books and pamphlets were being burned by his 
enemies.  When the 60 day deadline came, 
Martin and his friends enjoyed having their own 
burning as they burned the papal bull.  Dr. Martin Luther was now a man, a monk, without a 
church.   
 
 

In April 1521, the Holy Roman Emperor ordered Martin to appear 
before a diet in the city of Worms, Germany.  A diet was a gathering of 
the political representatives from the territories that made up the 
Empire. Other leaders of the church who had roles in civil government 
were also there.  The emperor, Charles V, thought Martin could be 
easily handled and the problems easily solved in a day or two.  He was 
wrong.  On the way to the diet, people lined the streets to greet Martin 
and to cheer him on like some celebrity.  He was the common folk’s 
hero now.  Two thousand people greeted him and tried to touch his 
clothes.   



  

 
Dr. Martin Luther faced the men of the diet in the early evening of April 17, 1521.  He was 
asked two simple questions and warned not to speak except to answer the questions.  The 
speaker pointed to the various writings of Dr. Luther, those that weren’t burned, of course, and 
asked if they were his.  Dr. Luther replied, “Yes.”  Then the speaker asked if he was ready to 
recant (apologize and take back) what he had written.  (Long pause as tension built) 
 
Dr. Luther knew he could be executed for heresy if he answered, “No”.  Afterall, he had made a 
vow to be faithful and obedient to the Roman Catholic Church.  Yet as a Doctor of Theology, he 
also had vowed to be true to the Holy Scriptures.  In this moment, it seemed that these two 
vows contradicted each other.  Since the answer was so important, Martin asked for 24 hours 
to think about what he would say.  His request was granted.  
 
After a night of prayer and struggle, some 24 hours later, Martin returned to the diet with his 
answer, “Unless I am convinced by Scripture and plain reason, I do not accept the authority of 

popes and councils, for they have 
contradicted each other.  My conscience is 
captive to the Word of God.  I cannot and I 
will not recant anything, for to go against my 
conscience is neither right nor safe.  God help 
me.  Amen.”  
 Some writings have also stated that he said, 
“Here I stand.  I can do no other.” 
 
His answer was clear.  His answer was bold.  
His answer upset the leaders, yet he was 
allowed to return to Wittenberg.  His death 

sentence was surely to be issued.  Yet, on the way back to Wittenberg, a band of horsemen 
confronted the group near Eisenach and kidnapped Dr. Luther, taking him away on horse into 
the forest.  Only later did his group learn that the 
kidnapping had been planned as a way to get Martin to 
a safe place so that he wouldn’t be killed.  This fake 
kidnapping actually saved Martin’s life.  He lived in 
hiding for some time at the Wartburg Castle near 
Eisenach on May 4, 1521.  There he let his beard and 
hair grow long, changing his identity and took on the 
name Junker Jorge, German for Knight George.  Most 
people had no idea what happened to Dr. Luther.  They 
presumed him dead.  There was no social media back 
then, ya know. J   
 
During the next 10 months Dr. Luther, as Junker Jorge, hunted with the other knights.  No one 
revealed his true identity.  Yet most of his time was spent writing letters to friends, pamphlets, 



  

studying and translating the Scriptures.  One of his most famous works was his translation of 
the New Testament into German.  He completed this remarkable task in about 3 months.   
 
REFORMATION CHANGES 
The Reformation changes continued to take place in Wittenberg.  Private confession before a 
priest wasn’t seen as necessary.  Priests began to marry. People were being given wine in the 
Lord’s Supper along with the bread.  Not everyone who favored the Reformation was pleased 
with the changes though.  Sides formed.  Arguments were had.  People couldn’t agree on how 
to best move forward in the Christian faith now that they saw the errors in the Roman Catholic 
Church.  Some of Martin’s followers did some horrible things like raid the catholic churches, 
beat up priests and smash statues.  The leaders of Wittenberg who knew he was alive begged 
him to return to Wittenberg to restore peace and order, even though he could be killed on 
sight.  Martin did return, happy to be out of hiding and a part of the action once again.  For 
eight days straight he preached, urging people to calm down and to stop destroying churches.  
Some of his followers thought he was wimping out and losing courage, while most were 
pleased to have peace in Wittenberg once again. 
 
It didn’t take long for the return of Dr. Luther to be known all around. Peasants supported him 
and in their fervor, unfortunately, they revolted strongly against the government officials of 
that day, called the Princes.  The peasants saw their lives getting better and took force into 
their own hands.  Before long, bands of peasants were roaming the countryside, looting and 
robbing the rich and destroying their castles.   
 
Although Martin had encouraged the Princes to deal peacefully with the peasants, after seeing 
the misplaced fervor and sin of the peasants, Martin encouraged the Princes to deal with the 
peasants as severely as needed to put down their rebellion.  As the Peasants’ War neared 
Saxony, Luther wrote a powerful pamphlet against them saying, “Let everyone who can, smite, 
slay and stab (those who revolt), secretly or openly, remembering that nothing can be more 
poisonous, hurtful, or devilish than a rebel.  It is just as when one must kill a mad dog; if you 
don’t strike him, he will strike you, and the whole land with you.”  It didn’t take long for Dr. 
Luther to realize he had spoken too harshly.  He was never a perfect man. 
 
Many peasants felt betrayed by Dr. Luther.  Most of them had supported the Reformation and 
they expected him to support them now in their endeavors.  When the Princes read Dr. Luther’s 
pamphlet, they felt they could do exactly what he had said.  In May 1525, the princes attacked a 
group of 6,000 peasants and killed more than 5,000 of them.  The rebellion was broken, but in 
the brief months of the Peasants’ War, 400 cloisters and castles were destroyed, and more than 
100,000 people died.  WoW!   
 
In spite of this tragedy, Martin did not stop doing those things he thought were right and 
faithful to God and the Word.  With the end of the Peasants’ War, he eagerly returned to 
several new projects.  Now in his early 40’s, Martin was about to begin a new chapter of his life: 
marriage.   
  


