
 
Introduction 
 
Watch the trailer for the Reformation 500 documentary, Martin Luther: The Idea that Changed the 
World (2017).  The trailer features Luther’s stand at the Diet of Wörms.  What have been other 
climactic stands that have been taken throughout history? 
 
 
 

Historical Background of the Diet of Wörms (1521)1 
 
On January 28, 1521 an imperial meeting of the Holy Roman Empire, called a diet, met at the city of 
Wörms in what is now western Germany.  Charles V was elected the new Holy Roman Emperor in 
1519, replacing his grandfather.  At the Diet of Wörms, he was only 21 years of age.  At this time, the 
Holy Roman Empire had seven electors, four secular and three ecclesiastical.  (The Holy Roman 
Empire was not a completely unified empire as we think of an empire today, but more like a loose 
association of many different territories with various degrees of autonomy.)  In addition to the 
electors, various princes, representatives of cities, and two papal nuncios,2 Marino Caraccioli and 
Jerome Aleander, came.  The main issues for the diet were reforms in the imperial council and court, 
the Islamic threat in the Balkans, and the need for troops and money to fight against France.  The 
matter of religious differences was a late addition and last on the list of priorities.  Frederick the 
Wise, the leader of Luther’s territory of Saxony, was one of the secular electors and thus wielded 
significant political influence.  Thus the Holy Roman Emperor was in somewhat of a bind.  On the one 
hand, he needed the military assistance of Frederick the Wise, whose forces comprised a key part of 
the entire force of the Holy Roman Empire.  If he upset Frederick by quickly executing Luther, a 
revolt could be on his hands.  On the other hand, Luther was excommunicated from the Catholic 
church on January 3, 1521.  The papal bull that announced the excommunication stated that Frederick 
the Wise incited Luther to heresy; thus Frederick sent it back.  After some corrections, Luther finally 
received it in May.  Frederick the Wise did not believe Luther had received a fair hearing yet, but 
Rome or the Holy Roman Emperor did not want to give him one.  Aleander, for example, was very 
opposed to summoning Luther since he was already excommunicated.  On March 6, 1521, the diet 
nevertheless summoned Luther to Wörms and promised him safe passage there and back.  Frederick 

 
1 Some content taken from the “Introduction” in Martin Luther, Luther’s Works, Vol. 32: Career of the Reformer  
II, ed. Jaroslav Jan Pelikan, Hilton C. Oswald, and Helmut T. Lehmann (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1999), 103. 
2 Still to this day, a papal nuncio is a representative, spokesperson, and ambassador for the Vatican papacy. 



the Wise did not force Luther to come but did warn him, especially since Jan Hus, a Bohemian 
reformer, was promised safe passage yet still executed at the Council of Constance in 1415.  
 
The city of Wittenberg gave Luther a covered wagon so he would not have to walk the 
approximately 325 miles to Wörms.  On April 16, 1521 Luther entered Wörms to a hero’s welcome.  
The Elector of Saxony’s advisors advised Luther to avoid direct answers and were afraid that Luther 
would not do well in a high-pressured court situation.  They met at the Pfalz, the residence of the 
bishop, near the cathedral.  At 4 pm, Luther was called in.  Dr. Jerome Scurff served as Luther’s 
defense attorney, and Johann von Eck (not to be confused with the person of the same name at the 
Leipzig Debate) served as the prosecuting attorney.  The first question asked Luther if the books 
before them were his titles.  As a good attorney, Scurff demanded that they be listed, but Luther 
answered affirmatively and noted that he had more books as well (not the best first answer).  The 
second question asked Luther if he would recant.  Luther responded by asking for more time, 
 

Because this is a question of faith and the salvation of souls, and because it concerns the 
divine Word, which we are all bound to reverence, for there is nothing greater in heaven or 
on earth, it would be rash and at the same time dangerous for me to put forth anything 
without proper consideration. Since without previous deliberation I could assert less than the 
cause demands or more than accords with the truth, I might in either case come under 
Christ’s judgment when he said, ‘Whoever denies me before men, I also will deny before my 
Father who is in heaven’ [Matt. 10:33]. For this reason I beseech your imperial majesty for 
time to think, in order to satisfactorily answer the question without violence to the divine 
Word and danger to my own soul. (LW 32:107). 

 
Luther was anticipating a debate and surprised that the format was arranged ahead of time to 
prevent Luther from more widely spreading his views.  Charles V did give Luther twenty-four hours to 
respond.  On 6 pm the following day, after a long day of imperial business, Luther was brought in 
again and was told he must give his answer orally, without a written statement.  The first two 
questions remained the same.  At this point we pick it up with the selections below, two reports of 
what happened at the Diet of Wörms.  The first is from the Lutheran side, possibly written by 
Luther’s companion Justus Jonas.  The second is from the Catholic side, written by Aleander, which is 
based on the minutes of Johann Eck, the secretary of the archbishop of Trier. 
 
The editors of Luther’s Works summarize its significance, “Luther’s appearance at the Diet of Worms 
was in many ways the most dramatic public event of his career. Its religious and political significance 
was immediately apparent to all his contemporaries and resulted in a great many reports from both 
friends and foes of the Reformation.”  On April 26, 1521, Luther returned home.  With the political 
situation, Charles V could not revoke the safe conduct, which only covered Luther to and from 
Wörms.  The Edict of Wörms was formulated on May 8, and the diet closed on May 25.  The Edict of 
Wörms found Luther in contempt of imperial authority and condemned anyone who printed, read, or 
possessed Luther’s writings.  Luther had no legal rights, even protection from murder.  The Ed ict of 
Wörms was never lifted during Luther’s life, yet it proved too difficult to actually enforce.  The 
territory of Saxony was respected until the Smalcald War of 1547 (a year after Luther’s death), when 
the Emperor’s Catholic forces captured Wittenberg.  His soldiers wanted to exhume Luther’s body, 
but he famously said, “I do not make war with dead men.” 
 
 

 



Discussion of The Diet of Wörms  
Read the selections below.  Then discuss.   
 
The Speech of Dr. Martin Luther before the Emperor Charles and Princes at Worms on the Fifth Day after 

Misericordias Domini [April 18] In the Name of Jesus 
 
“Most serene emperor, most illustrious princes, most clement lords, obedient to the time set for me 
yesterday evening, I appear before you, beseeching you, by the mercy of God, that your most serene 
majesty and your most illustrious lordships may deign to listen graciously to this my cause—which is, 
as I hope, a cause of justice and of truth. If through my inexperience I have either not given the 
proper titles to some, or have offended in some manner against court customs and etiquette, I 
beseech you to kindly pardon me, as a man accustomed not to courts but to the cells of monks. I can 
bear no other witness about myself but that I have taught and written up to this time with simplicity 
of heart, as I had in view only the glory of God and the sound instruction of Christ’s faithful.  … 
However, because I am a man and not God, I am not able to shield my books with any other 
protection than that which my Lord Jesus Christ himself offered for his teaching. When questioned 
before Annas about his teaching and struck by a servant, he said: ‘If I have spoken wrongly, bear 
witness to the wrong’ [John 18:19–23]. If the Lord himself, who knew that he could not err, did not 
refuse to hear testimony against his teaching, even from the lowliest servant, how much more ought 
I, who am the lowest scum and able to do nothing except err, desire and expect that somebody 
should want to offer testimony against my teaching! Therefore, I ask by the mercy of God, may your 
most serene majesty, most illustrious lordships, or anyone at all who is able, either high or low, bear 
witness, expose my errors, overthrowing them by the writings of the prophets and the evangelists. 
Once I have been taught I shall be quite ready to renounce every error, and I shall be the first to cast 
my books into the fire. …” 

When I had finished, the speaker for the emperor said, as if in reproach, that I had not answered 
the question, that I ought not call into question those things which had been condemned and 
defined in councils; therefore what was sought from me was not a horned7 response, but a simple 
one, whether or not I wished to retract. 

Here I answered: 
“Since then your serene majesty and your lordships seek a simple answer, I will give it in this 

manner, neither horned nor toothed: Unless I am convinced by the testimony of the Scriptures or by 
clear reason (for I do not trust either in the pope or in councils alone, since it is well known that they 
have often erred and contradicted themselves), I am bound by the Scriptures I have quoted and my 
conscience is captive to the Word of God. I cannot and I will not retract anything, since it is neither 
safe nor right to go against conscience.   

“I cannot do otherwise, here I stand, may God help me, Amen.” (LW 32:109,111-113) 
 

The Minutes of the Trial of Luther before the Diet of Worms Dr. Johann Eck, Doctor of Arts and Laws, 
Secretary of [the Archbishop of] Trier 

 
“However, Martin, you finally retreat and flee to the place to which all heretics have been 

accustomed to retreat and take refuge. Of course you say that you are prepared, since you are a 
human being who is able to slip and fall, to accept instruction out of the holy Scriptures, from anyone 
at all, high or low. However, up to this time there has been no one (justly, I should think) who has 

 
7 That is, a sophistical, ambiguous reply. 



attempted to do what you say, except all the heretics who have always done the same thing; and 
you, just like them, wish holy Scripture to be understood according to your judgment and the 
workings of your mind.  … 

“What will the Jews say upon hearing these things, what the Turks, what the Saracens, and the 
other sects who are opposed to our faith? How they will break into laughter, how they will mock, 
that now we Christians argue whether up to this time we have believed what is right. Do not, I 
entreat you, Martin, do not claim for yourself that you, I say, that you are the one and only man who 
has knowledge of the Bible, who has the true understanding of holy Scripture, to which 
understanding the most holy doctors toiling night and day in the exposition of Scripture, have 
attained through great labor and effort. Do not place your judgment ahead of that of so many 
distinguished men. Do not regard yourself as wiser than all others. Do not cast doubt upon the most 
holy, orthodox faith which Christ, the perfect lawgiver, instituted; which the apostles spread through 
the whole world; which the miracles made clear; which the martyrs confirmed with their red blood. 
And later, holy doctors, discussing the obscure passages of the prophets, and unveiling the greatest 
mysteries of both the New and Old Testaments, and with good arguments disputing against heretics, 
have more amply ascertained it. The result of the holy councils has strengthened it. What the doctors 
have discussed as doctrine the church has defined as its judgment, the faith in which our fathers and 
ancestors confidently died and as a legacy have transmitted to us. We are forbidden to argue about 
this faith by the law of both pontiff and emperor, and since, among many, reasoning and disputing 
never ends, both are going to judge those who with headlong rashness refuse to submit to the 
decision of the church. Punishments have been provided and published. 

“In order to save time, I purposely pass over the rest of what you said, Martin, as not being 
pertinent to the matter at hand. 

“Therefore it is futile, Martin, to expect a debate of those things which according to the faith you 
are bound to believe as certain and clear. Wherefore, I think this same question must again be 
pressed and renewed, that you answer sincerely and candidly, not ambiguously, not dialectically, 
whether or not you wish to recall and retract your books and the errors contained in them, which 
have been disseminated by you.” 

When Luther had given his answer, and since all were worn out by the crowd and the heat and 
were preparing to depart, the distinguished secretary shouted a few last words because of the 
shortness of time: 

“Lay aside your conscience, Martin; you must lay it aside because it is in error; and it will be safe 
and proper for you to recant. Although you say the councils have erred you will never be able to 
prove it, in matters of faith at least, and even in matters of morals I fancy it will be with much 
difficulty.”  (LW 32:128-130) 
 

Summarize Luther’s arguments for why he 
could not recant 

Summarize Aleander’s arguments for why he 
should recant 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



Applying the Diet of Wörms Today 
 
Discuss one or both of these in small groups: 
 

1. Like Aleander, one critique of Catholic theologians during Reformation 500 was that Luther’s 
approach at Wörms opens up the possibility for anyone to interpret Scripture anyway your 
conscience feels is right.  How would you respond?  “The Lutheran Reformation is 
responsible for so much subjective interpretation and the countless denominational 
differences we see today.” 
 
 
 
 

2. Where is the line between humbly admitting we, as fallible humans, do not know everything 
there is to know about Scripture and boldly taking a stand when need be? 

 
 
 
 
 

Conclusion 
 
If you were Luther and told to retract your beliefs under possible threat of punishment, what would 
you say?  Craft a confession of faith below that you would be willing to share.  
 
 
 


