
 
Introduction 
 
React to the video “Martin Luther: Great Translators of the Bible” produced by the Museum of the 
Bible in Washington DC.  Focus on the last sentence, “Luther changed how the world read the Bible.”  
Was it a change for the better or for the worse? 
 
 
 

 

Historical Background of Luther’s Stay at Wartburg Castle (1521-1522) 
 
Already since 1519 Luther’s supporters discussed putting Luther in a safe place, if necessary, a 
concern that grew with the Diet of Wörms.  A letter from Luther two days before the Diet of Wörms 
indicated that Luther knew he might be hidden somewhere.  Now with the Edict of Wörms, which 
made him an outlaw, hanging over Luther’s head, that concern grew.  On April 26, 1521, Luther 
returned home from the Diet of Wörms, passing through Frankfurt and other small towns where he 
preached.  On April 29, the imperial herald, Kaspar Sturm, was dismissed.  In early May he sent other 
supporters ahead of them when he wanted to visit relatives in the town of Möhra, leaving only two 
others with him, Petzensteiner and Amsdorf.  After he left his relatives on May 4, 1521, the shrinking 
traveling party was “attacked” by armed people.  Petzensteiner fled and spread the story (on 
purpose) that Luther was attacked and they did not know if he was still alive.  The attack, however, 
was staged and arranged by his followers for his safety, and Luther was put on a horse and led along 
many wandering detours, out of people’s sight, until they finally arrived at 11 pm at the Wartburg 
Castle, one of the castles of the Elector of Saxony, which overlooks the town of Eisenach.  
 
At the Wartburg, Luther stayed in an apartment reserved for a knight, which was located next to the 
warden’s room, Hans von Berlepsch.  In fact, one could not assess Luther’s room except through a 
pull down ladder which went through Berlepsch’s room.  Luther grew out his beard as a disguise and 
assumed the role of a visiting knight, Junker George.  He complained to his associate Spalatin, “Lazy 
and full I sit here all day long.”  Luther was able to keep in contact with colleges at the University of 
Wittenberg via letters, and during a quick visit back to Wittenberg for about a week in December 
1521, his friends urged him to use his time at the Wartburg to translate the New Testament into 
German.   
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5c2p5YqwNF4


The Renaissance’s interest in the classical world also gave rise to interest in the original languages of 
Scripture, Greek and Hebrew.  Desiderius Erasmus – who studied at Paris, Oxford, and Cambridge – 
published a second edition of his Greek New Testament in 1519.  Luther’s translation was not the first 
Bible translation in German; it was, however, the first based on the original languages.  Previous 
translations were based on the Vulgate, the Latin Bible.  Since they were translations of a translation, 
they were poorly done and often very stilted.  Luther worked for eleven weeks, from mid-December 
1521 to March 1522, to translate the New Testament, and it was published on September 21, 1522.  
Known as the “September Testament,” Luther’s translation had far-reaching impact: it is viewed as 
an important event to help standardize the German language.  Luther’s translation sold out once it 
was printed, even though the cost was expensive for the day.  The first printing was 3000 copies, and 
anything over 1000 was viewed as a large printing for that day.  The Hebrew Old Testament took 
much longer to produce, and Luther’s complete German Bible was published in 1534.  The editors of 
Luther’s Works remark, “The ready availability of the Bible in the language of the people was, in the 
deepest sense of the term, an integral part of the Reformation.” (LW 35:227). 

 
Given the historical circumstances, why do you think Luther’s translation sold out so quickly? 
 
 
 
 
How do you see God’s guiding hand in world history that allowed Luther to translate the Bible and 
publish it so widely? 
 

 
 
 
 
Discussion of Luther’s Translation of the Bible 
Read the selections below.  Then discuss.   
 

Again, when the angel greets Mary, he says, “Hail Mary, full of grace, the Lord is with you!” [Luke 
1:28]. Up to now that has simply been translated according to the literal Latin. Tell me whether that 
is also good German! When does a German speak like that, “You are full of grace”? What German 
understands what that is, to be “full of grace”? He would have to think of a keg “full of” beer or a 
purse “full of” money. Therefore I have translated it, “Thou gracious one,” so that a German can at 
least think his way through to what the angel meant by this greeting. Here, however, the papists are 
going wild about me, because I have corrupted the Angelic Salutation; though I have still not hit 
upon the best German rendering for it. Suppose I had taken the best German, and translated the 
salutation thus: “Hello there, Mary”—for that is what the angel wanted to say, and what he would 
have said, if he had wanted to greet her in German.  (LW 35:190-192) 

 
What translation struggles is Luther wrestling with here? 
 
 
 
 



In proportion then as we value the gospel, let us zealously hold to the languages. For it was not 
without purpose that God caused his Scriptures to be set down in these two languages alone—the 
Old Testament in Hebrew, the New in Greek. Now if God did not despise them but chose them above 
all others for his word, then we too ought to honor them above all others. … And let us be sure of 
this: we will not long preserve the gospel without the languages. The languages are the sheath in 
which this sword of the Spirit [Eph. 6:17] is contained; they are the casket in which this jewel is 
enshrined; they are the vessel in which this wine is held; they are the larder in which this food is 
stored; and, as the gospel itself points out [Matt. 14:20], they are the baskets in which are kept these 
loaves and fishes and fragments. If through our neglect we let the languages go (which God forbid!), 
we shall not only lose the gospel, but the time will come when we shall be unable either to speak or 
write a correct Latin or German. (LW 45:359-360). 

 
Why is it better to translate the Bible from the original languages, rather than just translating from 
other existing translations? 
 
 
 
Richard Marius, a late historian at Harvard, writes, “The German Bible reveals as clearly as anything 
what Luther wanted to believe and where he felt he had to struggle to overcome problems and 
doubt.  He founded his gospel on scripture.  He was sure that scripture radically contradicted many 
traditions of the Catholic Church.  In his view the papal church represented ‘novelty,’ and scripture 
was the fountain whence flowed the uncorrupted truth of God.”1  If the Reformation was based on 
“Scripture alone,” in what ways was it inevitable that a translation of the Bible, based on the original 
languages, was eventually produced? 
 
 
 
 

Applying Luther’s Stay at the Wartburg Today 
 
Discuss any or all of these in small groups: 
 

1. COVID-19 quarantine gives us a better sense for Luther’s stay at the Wartburg.  What things 
are you doing to pass the time?  Are those, given the circumstances, the best use of your 
time?  Why or why not?  What other things could Luther have done or wrote to pass the time?  
Was a translation of the Bible, given the circumstances, the best use of his time?  Why or why 
not? 
 

2. WELS distinguishes itself from virtually all other church bodies in requiring four years of 
Greek study and two years of Hebrew study before one even arrives at the seminary.  By 
contrast, most seminaries – if they require study in the biblical languages at all – will cover 
them in intensive courses upon arrival at the seminary.  With so many English Bibles available 
today, should our synod reduce the time it requires pastors to study the biblical languages, 
so that they could study more practical subjects or become pastors sooner?  Develop 
arguments on one side or the other.   

 
1 Richard Marius, Martin Luther: The Christian Between God and Death (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 
1999), 347. 



 
3. Luther was a proponent of a translation approach known as “dynamic equivalence,” which is 

often contrasted to “formal equivalence.”  Simply put, formal equivalence is a more literal 
kind of translation that seeks to retain the phrasing and idioms of the original language, even 
if it does not always communicate the best.  Dynamic equivalence is a more idiomatic kind of 
translation that seeks to reproduce the meaning of the original text into the phrasing of the 
translated text.  As an example, consider the two translations below that illustrate both 
respective approaches.  What are the pros and cons of each approach? 
 

Romans 3:21–25 (NASB) But now apart from the Law the righteousness of God has been 
manifested, being witnessed by the Law and the Prophets, even the righteousness of God 
through faith in Jesus Christ for all those who believe; for there is no distinction; for all have 
sinned and fall short of the glory of God, being justified as a gift by His grace through the 
redemption which is in Christ Jesus; whom God displayed publicly as a propitiation in His 
blood through faith. This was to demonstrate His righteousness, because in the forbearance 
of God He passed over the sins previously committed. 
 
Romans 3:21–25 (NLT) 21 But now God has shown us a way to be made right with him without 
keeping the requirements of the law, as was promised in the writings of Moses and the 
prophets long ago. 22 We are made right with God by placing our faith in Jesus Christ. And 
this is true for everyone who believes, no matter who we are. 23 For everyone has sinned; we 
all fall short of God’s glorious standard. 24 Yet God, in his grace, freely makes us right in his 
sight. He did this through Christ Jesus when he freed us from the penalty for our sins. 25 For 
God presented Jesus as the sacrifice for sin. People are made right with God when they 
believe that Jesus sacrificed his life, shedding his blood. This sacrifice shows that God was 
being fair when he held back and did not punish those who sinned in times past. 

   
 

Conclusion 
 
Do you take for granted the availability of the Bible in the English language?  Why or why not? 
 


