
 
Introduction 
 
Pretend your church has some problems.  You see that it would benefit from some needed change.  
You start to talk with another member, who says in exasperation, “It doesn’t matter.  It all depends 
on the pastor.  If he won’t change, nothing will change.”  How would you react? 
 
 

Historical Background of the Three Manifestos (1520)1 
 
When Luther published the Ninety-Five Theses, he never wanted to break from Rome but rather to 
reform the church.  However, as the issue developed from indulgences to church authority in the 
Leipzig Debate, more people began to see that Luther was going to be excommunicated.  When 
Luther’s influence and reputation spread, some humanists2 who supported Luther retracted, since 
they could not support a break from Rome.  By 1520, Luther’s views started to crystalize.  On June 24, 
1520, Luther received the papal bull, a threat of excommunication, called Exsurge domine (“Arise, O 
Lord”) for holding views in conflict with the church as interpreted by the church fathers, popes, and 
councils.  A person had six months to respond, and Luther was finally excommunicated on January 3, 
1521 with the papal bull, Decet pontificem romanum (“It is fitting that the Roman pontiff…”).  During 
this time, the summer and fall of 1520, Luther published three treatises or manifestos that clearly 
show where the Reformation is going.  With these documents, the Reformation blossoms and gets 
up and running.  They are noted as some of the most significant documents of the Reformation Era.    
 
On August 18, 1520, Luther publishes To the Christian Nobility of the German Nation Concerning the 
Reform of the State.   He urged the nobility to take the lead in instituting reform.  The nobles were 
responsible for seeing that there were pastors in their area and thus were concerned for the spiritual 
welfare of the their territories.  The fact that he bypassed the church and dealt directly with 
laypeople by writing to them in German is significant.  Thus this treatise is important for Luther’s 
views on the priesthood of all believers and the two kingdoms of church and state.  Within two 

 
1 Some content taken from the “Introduction” in Martin Luther, Luther’s Works, Vol. 44: The Christian in Society 
I, ed. Jaroslav Jan Pelikan, Hilton C. Oswald, and Helmut T. Lehmann (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1999), 117-
122; Vol. 36: Word and Sacrament II, 5-10; Vol 31: The Career of the Reformer I, 329-331. 
2 Humanists are those interested in the humanities at the universities.  In this historical period, humanists 
mainly designated those who were interested in the “good books” (bonae literae) of the past, i.e. Greek and 
Latin texts from the classical era or the original texts of Scripture. 



weeks, the initial printing sold out.  The editors of Luther’s Works describe its significance, “In the 
three sections of this treatise Luther laid the ax to the whole complex of ideas upon which the social, 
political, legal, and religious thought of the Western world had been developing for nearly a 
thousand years” (LW44:120). In the first section, Luther critiques the three walls that have prevented 
the people from hearing the Word: the distinction between sacred and secular classes, the claim that 
only the pope can interpret Scripture, and the insistence that only a pope can call a church council.  
In the second section, Luther listed grievances against the papal curia.  In the third section, Luther 
describes his proposals for reform, such as abolishing annates (payments to Rome by bishops when 
they assumed their position for the first time), excluding the church from political power, caring for 
the poor, and education.   
 
On October 6, 1520, Luther publishes On the Babylonian Captivity of the Church.  Here Luther critiques 
the Roman sacramental system that exerted control over people from the cradle to the grave.  The 
editors of Luther’s Works explain the title, “Just as the Jews were carried away from Jerusalem into 
captivity under the tyranny of the Babylonian Empire, so in Europe the Christians have been carried 
away from the Scriptures and made subject to the tyranny of the papacy. This tyranny has been 
exercised by the misuse of the sacraments, chiefly the sacrament of the Lord’s Supper” (LW 36:6).  
With the Lord’s Supper, Luther especially focuses on the practice of refusing to give the cup to the 
laity, the doctrine of transubstantiation,3 and the sacrifice of the mass.4  With baptism, Luther rejects 
monasticism and other vows besides the baptismal vow.  The five other sacraments in the Catholic 
church Luther rejects as sacraments.  In contrast to the first treatise, this was published in Latin, 
since it was intended as a theological treatise.  However, it was quickly translated into German by 
one of Luther’s strongest opponents, Thomas Murner, who thought it would expose Luther to the 
masses, but that only helped to spread Luther’s views.  John Bugenhagen, who later became 
Luther’s pastor in Wittenberg, was won over by this treatise. 
 
On November 11, 1520, Luther publishes On the Freedom of the Christian.  In September, John Staupitz 
and his successor, Wenceslaus Link, reminded Luther he had promised to write to Pope Leo X the 
previous month.  As such, this treatise differs from the first two in that it is much more conciliatory.  
Since it included a separate cover letter addressed to the pope, it was written in Latin, yet Luther 
quickly after provided a German translation himself with some additions, addressed to the mayor of 
Zwickau.  It is unknown whether the pope actually received and read this treatise.  If so, it must have 
been shocking that Luther wrote the pope as an equal.  This treatise explains what it means to be a 
Christian.  It asserts that a person is free from sin through faith in Jesus, but paradoxically now free 
to serve one’s neighbor in love.    
 

Discussion & Application of To the Christian Nobility 
Read the selections below.  Look at the footnotes that explain key people or teachings.  Then discuss.   
 

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 estate. This is indeed a piece of deceit 
and hypocrisy. Yet no one need be intimidated by it, and for this reason: all Christians are truly of 
the spiritual estate, and there is no difference among them except that of office. Paul says in 1 

 
3 Transubstantiation is the teaching in Catholic theology that, in the priest’s consecration, the essence of the 
bread and wine become or transform into the body and blood of Christ. 
4 The sacrifice of the mass is the teaching in Catholic theology that, in the Lord’s Supper, Jesus is “re-sacrificed” 
or “re-presented” for sin. 



Corinthians 12[:12–13] that we are all one body, yet every member has its own work by which it 
serves the others. This is because we all have one baptism, one gospel, one faith, and are all 
Christians alike; for baptism, gospel, and faith alone make us spiritual and a Christian people. 

The pope or bishop anoints, shaves heads, ordains, consecrates, and prescribes garb different 
from that of the laity, but he can never make a man into a Christian or into a spiritual man by so 
doing. He might well make a man into a hypocrite or a humbug and blockhead, but never a Christian 
or a spiritual man. As far as that goes, we are all consecrated priests through baptism, as St. Peter 
says in 1 Peter 2[:9], “You are a royal priesthood and a priestly realm.” The Apocalypse says, “Thou 
hast made us to be priests and kings by thy blood” [Rev. 5:9–10]. The consecration by pope or 
bishop would never make a priest, and if we had no higher consecration than that which pope or 
bishop gives, no one could say mass or preach a sermon or give absolution. 

Therefore, when a bishop consecrates it is nothing else than that in the place and stead of the 
whole community, all of whom have like power, he takes a person and charges him to exercise this 
power on behalf of the others. It is like ten brothers, all king’s sons and equal heirs, choosing one of 
themselves to rule the inheritance in the interests of all. In one sense they are all kings and of equal 
power, and yet one of them is charged with the responsibility of ruling. To put it still more clearly: 
suppose a group of earnest Christian laymen were taken prisoner and set down in a desert without 
an episcopally ordained priest among them. And suppose they were to come to a common mind 
there and then in the desert and elect one of their number, whether he were married or not, and 
charge him to baptize, say mass, pronounce absolution, and preach the gospel. Such a man would 
be as truly a priest as though he had been ordained by all the bishops and popes in the world. That is 
why in cases of necessity anyone can baptize and give absolution. This would be impossible if we 
were not all priests. … 

Since those who exercise secular authority have been baptized with the same baptism, and have 
the same faith and the same gospel as the rest of us, we must admit that they are priests and 
bishops and we must regard their office as one which has a proper and useful place in the Christian 
community. For whoever comes out of the water of baptism can boast that he is already a 
consecrated priest, bishop, and pope, although of course it is not seemly that just anybody should 
exercise such office. Because we are all priests of equal standing, no one must push himself forward 
and take it upon himself, without our consent and election, to do that for which we all have equal 
authority. For no one dare take upon himself what is common to all without the authority and 
consent of the community. … It follows from this argument that there is no true, basic difference 
between laymen and priests, princes and bishops, between religious and secular, except for the sake 
of office and work, but not for the sake of status. They are all of the spiritual estate, all are truly 
priests, bishops, and popes. But they do not all have the same work to do. (LW 44:127-129) 

 
What were some ways in which there was a hierarchy or a class system in Luther’s day? 
 
 
 
Look up 1 Peter 2:9.  Briefly summarize the teaching called “the priesthood of all believers.” 
 
 
 
Look up 1 Corinthians 12:12-13.  How is the church like the human body? 
 
 
 



In small groups, discuss any or all of the following applications as time allows: 
 

1. Agree/disagree: “Pastors have more impact on Christ’s kingdom than laypeople.” 
 

2. Envision a large congregation with many homebound members, so many that the pastor 
cannot visit them all regularly himself.  So he trains a group of spiritually mature laymen to 
help him.  However, that does not go over very well.  “I don’t want anyone else but my 
pastor to visit me.  That is his job.  The devotions from others are not as good, and it feels 
weird to receive the Lord’s Supper from someone who’s not a pastor.  That’s not the way it’s 
supposed to be.”  How would you respond? 

 
3. Imagine if you were a parent whose child was just delivered in the hospital.  There were 

complications, so you decide to have your child baptized immediately.  The pastor is on 
vacation, so he tells you to use the section on emergency baptism in the hymnal and baptize 
your child yourself.  Would you feel any differently about your child’s baptism compared to a 
traditional baptism in church by the pastor?  Should there be a difference? 

 
 

Discussion of On the Babylonian Captivity 
Read the selections below.  Look at the footnotes that explain key people or teachings.  Then discuss.   
 

The first captivity of this sacrament, therefore, concerns its substance or completeness, which the 
tyranny of Rome has wrested from us. Not that those who use only one kind sin against Christ, for 
Christ did not command the use of either kind, but left it to the choice of each individual, when he 
said: “As often as you do this, do it in remembrance of me” [1 Cor. 11:25]. But they are the sinners, 
who forbid the giving of both kinds to those who wish to exercise this choice. The fault lies not with 
the laity, but with the priests. The sacrament does not belong to the priests, but to all men. The 
priests are not lords, but servants in duty bound to administer both kinds to those who desire them, 
as often as they desire them.  If they wrest this right from the laity and deny it to them by force, 
they are tyrants; but the laity are without fault, whether they lack one kind or both kinds. In the 
meantime they must be preserved by their faith and by their desire for the complete sacrament.  
(LW 36:27) 
 

The second captivity of this sacrament is less grievous as far as the conscience is concerned, yet the 
gravest of dangers threatens the man who would attack it, to say nothing of condemning it. Here I 
shall be called a Wycliffite58 and a heretic by six hundred names. But what of it? Since the Roman 
bishop has ceased to be a bishop and has become a tyrant, I fear none of his decrees; for I know that 
it is not within his power, nor that of any general council, to make new articles of faith.  Some time 
ago, when I was drinking in scholastic theology, the learned Cardinal of Cambrai gave me food for 
thought in his comments on the fourth book of the Sentences. He argues with great acumen that to 
hold that real bread and real wine, and not merely their accidents,61 are present on the altar, would 

 
58 John Wycliffe (d. 1384), the most prominent English reformer before the Reformation and keenest of 
medieval critics of the doctrine of transubstantiation, was posthumously condemned as a heretic by the 
Council of Constance on May 4, 1415.  
61 The qualities which, in medieval thought, were held to adhere to the invisible “substance,” and together with 
it, form the object. In transubstantiation the “substance” of the bread and wine was changed into the 



be much more probable and require fewer superfluous miracles—if only the church had not decreed 
otherwise. When I learned later what church it was that had decreed this, namely the Thomistic62—
that is, the Aristotelian church—I grew bolder, and after floating in a sea of doubt, I at last found 
rest for my conscience in the above view, namely, that it is real bread and real wine, in which Christ’s 
real flesh and real blood are present in no other way and to no less a degree than the others assert 
them to be under their accidents. (LW 36:28-29) 
 

The third captivity of this sacrament is by far the most wicked abuse of all, in consequence of which 
there is no opinion more generally held or more firmly believed in the church today than this, that 
the mass is a good work and a sacrifice. And this abuse has brought an endless host of other abuses 
in its train, so that the faith of this sacrament has become utterly extinct and the holy sacrament 
has been turned into mere merchandise, a market, and a profit-making business. Hence 
participations,79 brotherhoods,80 intercessions, merits, anniversaries,81 memorial days82 and the like 
wares are bought and sold, traded and bartered, in the church. On these the priests and monks 
depend for their entire livelihood.  (LW 36:35-36) 

 
A sacrament is (1) an institution of Christ that (2) pairs an earthly element with God’s Word and that 
is (3) given for the forgiveness of sins.  How is comparing baptism and the Lord’s Supper to penance, 
confirmation, marriage, ordination, or the anointing of the sick (i.e. extreme unction/last rights) like 
comparing apples and oranges? 
 
 
 
In small groups, discuss any or all of the following applications as time allows: 
 

1. Envision that you are discussing your respective churches with a Catholic friend.  She explains 
that recently, after the Vatican II reforms (1962-1965), both the bread and the wine are 
offered now, but most people still take just the bread.  When you ask why, she explains the 
Catholic teaching known as concomitance, “Body and blood go together.  If you receive 
Christ’s body, you also receive his blood.”  How would you respond? 
 

2. Envision that you are talking with your Catholic friend, whose mother just died.  She said that 
she is planning on arranging a special mass to help her mother reach purification in heaven.  
How would you respond clearly yet compassionately? 

 

 

 
“substance” of Christ’s body and blood, while only the “accidents” or “form” of the bread and wine (such as 
shape, color, and taste) remained. 
62 The name refers to Thomas Aquinas (1225–1274), a Dominican, greatest of the scholastic theologians, still 
regarded as the foremost doctrinal authority in the Roman Catholic church. 
79 Though not actually present, one could obtain spiritual “participation” in masses which, for example, were 
read in a monastery. 
80 These confraternities and sodalities paid to have masses said for them, and engaged in devotional exercises 
for gaining merit. Membership in such an association provided each person the benefits accruing from the 
“good works” (prayers and attendance at masses) of all the other members. 
81 Masses said on behalf of the soul of a deceased person daily for a year or annually on the anniversary of his 
death. 
82 Masses for the dead were read on memorial days. 



Discussion of On the Freedom of the Christian 
Read the selections below.  Then discuss. 
 

An Open Letter to Pope Leo X 
To Leo X, Pope at Rome, Martin Luther wishes salvation in Christ Jesus our Lord. Amen. 
Living among the monsters of this age with whom I am now for the third year waging war, I am 
compelled occasionally to look up to you, Leo, most blessed father, and to think of you. Indeed, 
since you are occasionally regarded as the sole cause of my warfare, I cannot help thinking of you. To 
be sure, the undeserved raging of your godless flatterers against me has compelled me to appeal 
from your see to a future council, despite the decrees of your predecessors Pius and Julius, who with 
a foolish tyranny forbade such an appeal. Nevertheless, I have never alienated myself from Your 
Blessedness to such an extent that I should not with all my heart wish you and your see every 
blessing, for which I have besought God with earnest prayers to the best of my ability. (LW 31:334) 
 
MARTIN LUTHER’S TREATISE ON CHRISTIAN LIBERTY [THE FREEDOM OF A CHRISTIAN] 
 

To make the way smoother for the unlearned—for only them do I serve—I shall set down the 
following two propositions concerning the freedom and the bondage of the spirit: 

A Christian is a perfectly free lord of all, subject to none. 
A Christian is a perfectly dutiful servant of all, subject to all. 
These two theses seem to contradict each other. If, however, they should be found to fit 

together they would serve our purpose beautifully. Both are Paul’s own statements, who says in 1 
Cor. 9[:19], “For though I am free from all men, I have made myself a slave to all,” and in Rom. 13[:8], 
“Owe no one anything, except to love one another.” Love by its very nature is ready to serve and be 
subject to him who is loved. So Christ, although he was Lord of all, was “born of woman, born under 
the law” [Gal. 4:4], and therefore was at the same time a free man and a servant, “in the form of 
God” and “of a servant” [Phil. 2:6–7]. (LW 31:344) 
 
The following statements are therefore true: “Good works do not make a good man, but a good 
man does good works; evil works do not make a wicked man, but a wicked man does evil works.” 
Consequently it is always necessary that the substance or person himself be good before there can 
be any good works, and that good works follow and proceed from the good person, as Christ also 
says, “A good tree cannot bear evil fruit, nor can a bad tree bear good fruit” [Matt. 7:18]. It is clear 
that the fruits do not bear the tree and that the tree does not grow on the fruits, also that, on the 
contrary, the trees bear the fruits and the fruits grow on the trees. As it is necessary, therefore, that 
the trees exist before their fruits and the fruits do not make trees either good or bad, but rather as 
the trees are, so are the fruits they bear; so a man must first be good or wicked before he does a 
good or wicked work, and his works do not make him good or wicked, but he himself makes his 
works either good or wicked.  

Illustrations of the same truth can be seen in all trades. A good or a bad house does not make a 
good or a bad builder; but a good or a bad builder makes a good or a bad house. And in general, the 
work never makes the workman like itself, but the workman makes the work like himself. So it is 
with the works of man. As the man is, whether believer or unbeliever, so also is his work—good if it 
was done in faith, wicked if it was done in unbelief. But the converse is not true, that the work 
makes the man either a believer or an unbeliever. As works do not make a man a believer, so also 
they do not make him righteous. But as faith makes a man a believer and righteous, so faith does 
good works. Since, then, works justify no one, and a man must be righteous before he does a good 
work, it is very evident that it is faith alone which, because of the pure mercy of God through Christ 



and in his Word, worthily and sufficiently justifies and saves the person. A Christian has no need of 
any work or law in order to be saved since through faith he is free from every law and does 
everything out of pure liberty and freely. He seeks neither benefit nor salvation since he already 
abounds in all things and is saved through the grace of God because in his faith he now seeks only to 
please God. (LW 31:361-362) 
 

Explain Luther’s statement.  How is a Christian free, subject to no one, and a slave, subject to 
everyone? 
 
 
 
Look up John 15:5.  Explain Luther’s statement.  Why do good works not make a person good, but a 
good person will do good works? 
 
 
 
In small groups, discuss any or all of the following applications as time allows: 
 

1. Think back to our previous congregational discussions on the renovation or multi-site.  Often 
such topics can threaten to tear congregations apart.  Envision if it would have gotten much 
more contentious and polarizing than it did.  How would you apply what Luther has to say on 
Christian freedom in such situations? 
 

2. A common critique against the Lutheran church from non-Lutherans is that we do not focus 
on good works enough.  Is that true at Redeemer?  Why or why not? 

 
 

Conclusion 
 
From these three writings of Luther, what were some principles that Christians and congregations 
could use to better carry out their ministry, especially in times of change? 
 
 


