
 
Introduction 
 
Envision this scenario.  Kim is a life-long member of her WELS church.  She works in the University of 
Michigan system and loves her coworkers.  She has a good relationship with them, so they feel 
comfortable asking her rather direct and in-depth questions about her faith.  One day she gets a 
particularly difficult question to which she doesn’t know the answer.  “Let me ask my pastor,” she 
says.  Her pastor is overjoyed that she is discussing religious things outside of church and that she is 
asking him in-depth questions.  He does some research and gets back to her.  The next week Kim 
gets back with her coworker.  “I asked my pastor.  This is what he said.”  “So what?” her coworker 
says, “What do you think?”  Kim replies, “Well, I agree with him.”  “Why?”  Kim doesn’t quite know 
what to do with this sudden skepticism.  “Well, he’s my pastor.”  Evaluate what happened.  What was 
good?  What was bad? 
 
 
 
 

Historical Background of the Leipzig Debate (1519)1 
 
As the controversy over indulgences began to spread, Dr. John Eck assumed the role of opposing 
Luther.  Eck came from Bavaria (what is now southern Germany), possessed a great memory, and 
was known as a phenomenal debater and a very learned person.   However, he had an overbearing 
personality and was very polemical.  Although Eck was friendly with Luther in 1517, the relationship 
suddenly changed when Eck published his Obelisks, which attacked thirty-one of Luther’s 95 Theses 
in strong language.  Luther then responded strongly with his Asterisks in March 1518.  For a time, the 
situation cooled down, until Luther’s colleague Andreas Karlstadt, the dean of the theological faculty 
at the University of Wittenberg, published 370 (!) theses to defend Luther.  Eck wrote to Karlstadt, 
expressed regret that he went too far in his Obelisks, and wanted to drop the controversy, but by the 
time the letter reached Karlstadt, he had already published his theses.  Eck then published counter 
theses and challenged Karlstadt to a debate.  In January 1519, when Luther saw a copy of the twelve 
theses Eck was to defend, Luther published twelve counter theses of his own.  The next month Eck 
announced that he was primarily concerned with debating Luther, not Karlstadt.  Eleven of Eck’s 
theses dealt with indulgences, but the twelve dealt with papal supremacy, since in his Explanations to 

 
1 Content taken from the “Introduction” in Martin Luther, Luther’s Works, Vol. 31: Career of the Reformer I, ed. 
Jaroslav Jan Pelikan, Hilton C. Oswald, and Helmut T. Lehmann (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1999), 307-312. 



the Ninety-Five Theses Luther questioned the jurisdiction of the pope in thesis 22.  The Leipzig 
Debate is an important event in the Reformation because it began to unearth the implications of the 
indulgence controversy, “Who has the right to determine whether indulgences should be sold or 
not?”  Thus what began as a controversy over indulgences quickly turned into a  debate over 
authority in the church.  The editors of Luther’s Works write, “The Leipzig Debate is of great 
significance in Luther’s development as a reformer primarily because he on that occasion publicly 
stated his evangelical conception of the church in unmistakable terms and showed that in the last 
analysis his sole authority in matters of faith was the Word of God. Therefore he could state without 
reservations that not only the papacy but also church councils could err. This made reconciliation 
with the Roman church virtually impossible. It led inexorably to the threat of excommunication and 
finally to excommunication itself.” (LW 31:311) 
 
The debate took place in Leipzig, in the central hall of the Pleissenburg Castle, in what is now the 
city’s New Town Hall, from June 27-July 16, 1519.  Duke George of Saxony thought this debate would 
bring prestige to their university.   Both Eck and Luther preached in churches in Leipzig before the 
debate, Luther in the St. Thomas Church (later became famous through the work of J.S. Bach).  In 
round one of the debate (June 27-July 3), Eck actually agreed with Karlstadt’s theses.  In round two 
of the debate (July 4-July 13), Luther and Eck debated church and papal authority.  In round three of 
the debate (July 14-16), Karlstadt and Eck debated free will and grace.  The debate was recorded to 
determine the winner.  It was sent to the University of Erfurt and Paris.  Erfurt refused to give 
judgment on the matter (since Luther graduated from there and did not want to be associated with 
this); Paris finally answered in April 1521.  They did not mention the debate but did reject Luther’s 
teachings. 
 
 

Discussion of the Leipzig Debate 
Read the quotations for each section below.  Then discuss. 
 
Unlike our societal and academic culture today, the culture of the Reformation Era was strongly 
polemical.  There were strong personalities and attacks (sometimes very personal attacks) on both 
sides.  This was simply par for the course at this time.   Both Luther and Eck were strong 
personalities.  Read the opening paragraph below.  What are the pros and cons to having strong 
personalities lead the charge of a new movement? 
 

Disputation and Defense of Brother Martin Luther against the Accusations of Dr. Johann Eck Brother 
Martin Luther Greets the Worthy Reader 

 
My dear Eck has become enraged, my kind reader, and has dedicated to the Apostolic See another 
scrap of paper with a disputation on it, full of his wrath and accusations against me. He has added to 
his former theses an exceptionally bitter one. It gives me a wonderful opportunity to answer his 
blasphemies once and for all, provided I do not fear that I might thereby place an obstacle in the 
way of the impending debate. But “for everything there is a season” [Eccles. 3:1]. For the present 
may the following suffice. (LW 31:313) 

 
 
 
 
 



Martin Luther will defend the following theses against new and old errors at the University of 
Leipzig. 

1. Every man sins daily, but he also repents daily according to Christ’s teaching, “Repent” 
[Matt. 4:17], possibly with the exception of a person who has just been made righteous and 
who does not need repentance, although the heavenly vinedresser daily prunes the fruit-
bearing vines [Cf. John 15:1–2]. 

2. To deny that man sins even when doing good; that venial sin is pardonable, not according to 
its nature, but by the mercy of God; or that sin remains in the child after baptism; that is 
equivalent to crushing Paul and Christ under foot. 

3. He who maintains that a good work and penance begin with the hatred of sins and prior to 
the love of righteousness and that one no longer sins in doing good work, him we number 
among the Pelagian heretics;2 but we also prove that this is a silly interpretation of his holy 
Aristotle. 

4. God changes an eternal punishment into a temporary one, that is, the punishment of carrying 
the cross. Canons or priests have no power to burden one with the cross or to remove it, 
although, deceived by harmful flatterers, they presume that they can do this. 

5. Every priest must absolve the penitent of punishment and guilt. If he does not, he sins. So 
does a higher prelate3 if he reserves secret matters without good reason, though the usage 
of the church, that is, of flatterers, opposes this. 

6. Perhaps the souls in purgatory do render satisfaction for their sins. It is brazen rashness, 
however, to assert that God demands more of a dying person than a willingness to die since 
in no way can this assertion be proven. 

7. He who babbles about the free will being the master of good or evil deeds shows he does 
not know what faith, contrition, or free will are; nor does he know who imagines that one is 
not justified alone by faith in the Word, or that faith is not lost in every mortal sin. 

8. It is contrary to truth and reason to state that those who die unwillingly are deficient in love 
and must therefore suffer the horror of purgatory, but only if truth and reason are the same 
as the opinions of the would-be theologians. 

9. We are familiar with the assertion of would-be theologians that the souls in purgatory are 
certain of their salvation and that grace is no longer increased in them; but we marvel at 
these very learned men that they can offer the uneducated no cogent reason for this their 
conviction. 

10. It is certain that the merit of Christ is the treasure of the church and that this treasure is 
enhanced by the merits of the saints; but no one except a filthy flatterer or one who strays 
from the truth and embraces certain false practices and usages of the church pretends that 
the merits of Christ are the treasure of indulgences.4 

11. To say that indulgences are a blessing for a Christian is insane, for they are in truth a 
hindrance to a good work; and a Christian must reject indulgences because of their abuse, for 

 
2 Note: Pelagius (354-418) was an important figure in the early church.  He debated with the church father 
Augustine, and he emphasized free will so much that he falsely claimed a person is able to fulfill the law 
without God’s grace.  Pelagius was rejected by the Council of Ephesus in 431. 
3 Note: A prelate is a bishop or someone else higher in Catholic hierarchy.   
4 Note: The controversy over indulgences was based on the treasury of merits.  Jesus and the saints 
contributed to a storehouse of merit, over and above what they would have needed for themselves, from 
which a person could draw in buying an indulgence that would remove the temporal punishment of sin.  Thus 
an indulgence was a substitute for doing penance. 



the Lord says, “I, I am He who blots out your transgressions for my own sake” [Isa. 43:25], 
not for the sake of money. 

12. Completely unlearned sophists5 and pestiferous6 flatterers dream that the pope can remit 
every punishment owed for sins in this and the future life and that indulgences are helpful to 
those who are not guilty. But they cannot prove this with so much as a gesture. 

13. The very callous decrees of the Roman pontiffs7 which have appeared in the last four 
hundred years prove that the Roman church is superior to all others. Against them stand the 
history of eleven hundred years, the test of divine Scripture, and the decree of the Council of 
Nicaea, the most sacred of all councils. 

In the year 1519 (LW 31:317-318) 
 
Summarize Luther’s main concerns with indulgences. 
 
 
 
 
The Lutheran Reformation did not happen all at once.  Find some examples how of Luther is still 
holding on to Catholic terminology or thought while starting to distance himself from it. 
 
 
 
 
Luther is not historically accurate in thesis 13 (the development of the supremacy of the Roman 
pontiff happened much longer than the previous 400 years), but it gets to the heart of the matter.  
 

• Why would Luther bring up the history of the church to help support his argument? 
 
 
 

• Why does Scripture need to be the ultimate test? 
 
 
 

Applying the Leipzig Debate Today 
 
What are examples of how people today overvalue what their church says?  What are examples of 
how Redeemer or WELS could be impacted by this?  What are examples of how people today 
undervalue what their church says?  What are examples of how Redeemer or WELS could be 
impacted by this? 
 
Fill in the chart below: 
 
 

 
5 Note: Sophists were ancient Greek philosophers and rhetorical teachers.  In popular language, a sophist is one 
who uses clever or deceptive reasoning. 
6 Note: Pestiferous is an adjective that describes someone who is a pest, i.e. annoying. 
7 Note: A pontiff is another name for the pope. 



Overvaluing What Your Church Says Impact on Redeemer/WELS? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Undervaluing What Your Church Says Impact on Redeemer/WELS? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 

Conclusion 
 
Develop a response: “There are many churches, many interpretations, and many religious authorities 
in this world.  How do you know you’re right?”   


