
 
Introduction 
 
Watch a video by Allison Pittman, who wrote the historical fiction novel Loving Luther in 2017.  She 
introduces Luther’s marriage to Katharina von Bora.  How does she give you a difference perspective 
of Luther compared to what people normally think of him? 
 
 
 

 

Historical Background to Luther’s Marriage to Katharina von Bora (1525)1 
 
In 1518, John Staupitz, Luther’s former confidant at the Erfurt monastery, freed him from his 
monastic vows, which would include celibacy.  In 1519 he wrote A Sermon on the Estate of Marriage, 
his first on the subject.  In 1520, he wrote his manifesto, The Babylonian Captivity of the Church, and 
critiqued the sacramental system of the day that included marriage as a sacrament.  In 1521 he wrote 
On Monastic Vows and stated that the vow of celibacy was no longer binding and encouraged monks 
and nuns to leave the monasteries.  In 1522, he wrote The Estate of Marriage, which we will read 
below.  During this time, scores of people began to leave the monasteries.  This very issue led to 
some of the societal unrest in the city of Wittenberg during Luther’s stay at the Wartburg Castle.  As 
we mentioned earlier in this study, a number of Lutheran leaders began to get married at that time.  
However, Luther often boldly stated he would never marry.  He realized he had a target on his back 
after the Edict of Wörms, which could endanger those around him. 
 
On April 4, 1523, Leonhard Koppe, with the help of Luther, helped a group of nuns escape from the 
convent in the town of Nimbschen.  Technically Luther could have been punished for assisting, since 
the nuns were in Ducal Saxony, an area of Saxony not favorable to the Reformation.  Koppe came 
into the nunnery with barrels and came out hiding the nuns among the barrels.  Once they arrived in 
Wittenberg, Luther felt responsible to care for them.  Although monks did not have a difficult time 
assimilating back into society, for nuns it was a different story.  If they did not become a governess 
or get married, many former nuns got into prostitution in the red light district of Wittenberg, which, 
to Luther’s frustration, the town council never eliminated to the end of his life.  Luther first asked if 
their families would take these nuns back and then tried to arrange marriages for them.  Fairly 

 
1 Some content taken from Luther’s Works, Vol. 45: The Christian in Society II, ed. Jaroslav Jan Pelikan, Hilton C. 
Oswald, and Helmut T. Lehmann (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1999), 13-16. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JvS_dl1-vkQ


quickly eleven out of the twelve nuns were taken care of.  The one remaining was Katharina von Bora 
(known in English circles as “Kate”).  She fell in love with a student at Wittenberg, Hieronymus 
Baumgärtner, but his parents rejected it since she was an ex-nun.  Luther then found a likely 
candidate in Kaspar Glatz, a pastor, but he was much too old for Kate.  Kate herself was twenty-four 
years old, much past the normal marriageable age of the time.  Finally Luther sent his colleague 
Nikolaus von Amsdorf to confront Kate with what she wanted, and she replied that she would marry 
him or Luther.  Amsdorf never wanted to get married and never did.  That left Luther.   
 
Much to the surprise of his friends, Luther married Kate in a private ceremony on June 13, 1525, 
followed by a public ceremony at St. Mary’s Church two weeks later.  Luther’s strained relationship 
with his father, who was dismayed when Luther gave up his education in law to become a monk, 
finally softened with the marriage.  Luther and Kate had six children: Hans, born in 1526, who was 
named after Luther’s father and became the lawyer Luther never was; Elisabeth, born in 1528, who 
died at eight months after pregnancy complications; Magdalena, born in 1529, whose serious illness 
lead Luther into deep depression and lead to her death in 1542; Martin, born in 1531, who studied 
theology; Paul, born in 1533, who studied medicine; and Margarethe, born in 1534, who married a 
Prussian nobleman.  The Elector of Saxony doubled Luther’s salary to help him take care of his family 
and gave him the Black Cloister for his residence.  It was a huge place, and thus they also rented out 
rooms and Luther taught there in some lecture halls.  Luther and Kate complimented each other 
well, and Kate had the personality to be able to keep up with Luther and stand up to him.   Luther 
was overly generous and liked to spend, while Kate controlled the money, managed the household, 
and ran a brewery in the Black Cloister.  The biographer Heiko Oberman writes, “Running the 
household in the roomy former Augustinian monastery required a firm hand and good planning.  
What Luther had at first reproved as arrogance in his wife proved to be a talent to think, act, and 
make decisions independently.  She ruled an extended family judiciously.”2  Luther would 
affectionately call Kate, “the boss of Zulsdorf” (where they had a farm), “morning star of 
Wittenberg” (she would get up at 4 am), “lady of the New Pig Market” (she raised pigs to help their 
family), and “her Lord and Master Kate.”  Though he originally viewed the wedding as more of a 
convenient business arrangement, Luther eventually developed into a loving husband. The 
Reformation Museum in Wittenberg displays a 1531 quote from Luther, “I would not want to 
exchange my Kate for France – not for Venice to boot.”   
 
At his death in 1546, Luther left everything in his will to Kate, which was highly unusual for the time.  
After Luther’s death, Kate often became depressed, especially given the outbreak of the Smalcald 
War and the plague, which forced her to leave Wittenberg a few times, only to return to the property 
that was either stolen or destroyed in the war.  Kate lived in poverty near the end of her life.  As they 
fled again in September 1552, there was a carriage accident outside of Wittenberg, and Kate died in 
the town of Torgau, where she is buried – separated from her husband who was buried in 
Wittenberg.  It is a sad ending to what was a rather happy marriage. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
2 Heiko Oberman, Luther: Man Between God and the Devil (New Haven & London: Yale University Press, 2006), 
279. 



Discussion of Luther’s The Estate of Marriage (1522) 
 

What we would speak most of is the fact that the estate of marriage has universally fallen into such 
awful disrepute. There are many pagan books which treat of nothing but the depravity of womankind 
and the unhappiness of the estate of marriage, such that some have thought that even if Wisdom itself 
were a woman one should not marry. A Roman official was once supposed to encourage young men to 
take wives (because the country was in need of a large population on account of its incessant wars). 
Among other things he said to them, “My dear young men, if we could only live without women we 
would be spared a great deal of annoyance; but since we cannot do without them, take to yourselves 
wives,” etc. He was criticized by some on the ground that his words were ill-considered and would only 
serve to discourage the young men. … 

So they concluded that woman is a necessary evil, and that no household can be without such an 
evil. These are the words of blind heathen, who are ignorant of the fact that man and woman are God’s 
creation. They blaspheme his work, as if man and woman just came into being spontaneously! I imagine 
that if women were to write books they would say exactly the same thing about men. What they have 
failed to set down in writing, however, they express with their grumbling and complaining whenever 
they get together. 

In order that we may not proceed as blindly, but rather conduct ourselves in a Christian manner, 
hold fast first of all to this, that man and woman are the work of God. Keep a tight rein on your heart 
and your lips; do not criticize his work, or call that evil which he himself has called good. He knows 
better than you yourself what is good and to your benefit, as he says in Genesis 1 [2:18], “It is not good 
that the man should be alone; I will make him a helper fit for him.” There you see that he calls the 
woman good, a helper. If you deem it otherwise, it is certainly your own fault, you neither understand 
nor believe God’s word and work. See, with this statement of God one stops the mouths of all those 
who criticize and censure marriage. 

For this reason young men should be on their guard when they read pagan books and hear the 
common complaints about marriage, lest they inhale poison. For the estate of marriage does not set 
well with the devil, because it is God’s good will and work. This is why the devil has contrived to have so 
much shouted and written in the world against the institution of marriage, to frighten men away from 
this godly life and entangle them in a web of fornication and secret sins. Indeed, it seems to me even 
Solomon, although he amply censures evil women, was speaking against just such blasphemers when he 
said in Proverbs 18[:22], “He who finds a wife finds a good thing, and obtains favor from the Lord.” 
What is this good thing and this favor? Let us see. 

The world says of marriage, “Brief is the joy, lasting the bitterness.”  Let them say what they please; 
what God wills and creates is bound to be a laughingstock to them. .... But he who recognizes the estate 
of marriage will find therein delight, love, and joy without end; as Solomon says, “He who finds a wife 
finds a good thing,” etc. [Prov. 18:22]. (LW 45:36-38) 

 
Along with repairing the relationship with his father, one of the reasons for Luther’s marriage was his 
desire to make a statement against his opponents who were forbidding marriage.  Here Luther 
states it even stronger: marriage opposes the devil.  Why would Luther say it like that? 
 
 
 
 
 

 



Now observe that when that clever harlot, our natural reason (which the pagans followed in trying 
to be most clever), takes a look at married life, she turns up her nose and says, “Alas, must I rock the 
baby, wash its diapers, make its bed, smell its stench, stay up nights with it, take care of it when it cries, 
heal its rashes and sores, and on top of that care for my wife, provide for her, labor at my trade, take 
care of this and take care of that, do this and do that, endure this and endure that, and whatever else of 
bitterness and drudgery married life involves? What, should I make such a prisoner of myself? O you 
poor, wretched fellow, have you taken a wife? Fie, fie upon such wretchedness and bitterness! It is 
better to remain free and lead a peaceful, carefree life; I will become a priest or a nun and compel my 
children to do likewise.” 

What then does Christian faith say to this? It opens its eyes, looks upon all these insignificant, 
distasteful, and despised duties in the Spirit, and is aware that they are all adorned with divine approval 
as with the costliest gold and jewels. It says, “O God, because I am certain that thou hast created me as a 
man and hast from my body begotten this child, I also know for a certainty that it meets with thy 
perfect pleasure. I confess to thee that I am not worthy to rock the little babe or wash its diapers, or to 
be entrusted with the care of the child and its mother. How is it that I, without any merit, have come to 
this distinction of being certain that I am serving thy creature and thy most precious will? O how gladly 
will I do so, though the duties should be even more insignificant and despised. Neither frost nor heat, 
neither drudgery nor labor, will distress or dissuade me, for I am certain that it is thus pleasing in thy 
sight.” 

A wife too should regard her duties in the same light, as she suckles the child, rocks and bathes it, 
and cares for it in other ways; and as she busies herself with other duties and renders help and 
obedience to her husband. These are truly golden and noble works. This is also how to comfort and 
encourage a woman in the pangs of childbirth, not by repeating St. Margaret legends and other silly old 
wives’ tales but by speaking thus, “Dear Grete, remember that you are a woman, and that this work of 
God in you is pleasing to him. Trust joyfully in his will, and let him have his way with you. Work with all 
your might to bring forth the child. Should it mean your death, then depart happily, for you will die in a 
noble deed and in subservience to God. If you were not a woman you should now wish to be one for the 
sake of this very work alone, that you might thus gloriously suffer and even die in the performance of 
God’s work and will. For here you have the word of God, who so created you and implanted within you 
this extremity.” Tell me, is not this indeed (as Solomon says [Prov. 18:22]) “to obtain favor from the 
Lord,” even in the midst of such extremity? 

Now you tell me, when a father goes ahead and washes diapers or performs some other mean task 
for his child, and someone ridicules him as an effeminate fool—though that father is acting in the spirit 
just described and in Christian faith—my dear fellow you tell me, which of the two is most keenly 
ridiculing the other? God, with all his angels and creatures, is smiling—not because that father is 
washing diapers, but because he is doing so in Christian faith. Those who sneer at him and see only the 
task but not the faith are ridiculing God with all his creatures, as the biggest fool on earth. Indeed, they 
are only ridiculing themselves; with all their cleverness they are nothing but devil’s fools. … I say these 
things in order that we may learn how honorable a thing it is to live in that estate which God has 
ordained. In it we find God’s word and good pleasure, by which all the works, conduct, and sufferings of 
that estate become holy, godly, and precious so that Solomon even congratulates such a man and says 
in Proverbs 5[:18], “Rejoice in the wife of your youth,” and again in Ecclesiastes 11 [9:9], “Enjoy life with 
the wife whom you love all the days of your vain life.”  (LW 45:39-41) 
 
How do people look down on married life today?  How would Luther respond? 
 
 



But the greatest good in married life, that which makes all suffering and labor worth while, is that God 
grants offspring and commands that they be brought up to worship and serve him. In all the world this 
is the noblest and most precious work, because to God there can be nothing dearer than the salvation of 
souls. Now since we are all duty bound to suffer death, if need be, that we might bring a single soul to 
God, you can see how rich the estate of marriage is in good works. God has entrusted to its bosom souls 
begotten of its own body, on whom it can lavish all manner of Christian works. Most certainly father and 
mother are apostles, bishops, and priests to their children, for it is they who make them acquainted 
with the gospel. In short, there is no greater or nobler authority on earth than that of parents over their 
children, for this authority is both spiritual and temporal. Whoever teaches the gospel to another is 
truly his apostle and bishop. ... See therefore how good and great is God’s work and ordinance! (LW 
45:46) 
 
Pick a side of the debate and develop examples or arguments to support your points:  
 

1. Like Luther encourages, Christian parents today view it as their highest priority to teach the 
gospel to their children. 

2. Unlike Luther encourages, Christian parents today expect the church to teach the gospel to 
their children. 

 
 

Applying Luther’s The Estate of Marriage Today 
 
Discuss any or all of these in small groups: 
 

1. Is the estate of marriage viewed more poorly in Luther’s day or in our day?  Defend your 
answer. 
 

2. Sociological research is demonstrating that, in general, young people today are postponing 
marriage until later in life – often until they can finish school, establish their careers, and 
become financially secure.  Are Millennials guilty of placing education or career ahead of 
God’s blessings in marriage?  Why or why not? 
 

3. The Christian church – and especially the Lutheran church – has historically focused on 
ministry to nuclear families.  Read the selections below from a pastoral theology research 
paper I wrote at the seminary on singlehood.  Then agree/disagree: “The church’s rightful 
emphasis on marriage has led us to unintentionally marginalize single and divorced people.”  
   
The Lutheran church has historically enjoyed as one of its premier strengths, from a human 
perspective, the educational systems of its dear children.  Ever since the Saxon visitations of 
Luther, it has invested countless hours and millions of dollars in focusing its ministries to 
families with young children and adolescents.  In recent history, our synod has enjoyed much 
success in its private school system and early childhood system as it targets a demographic of 
parents with young children.  … What has historically been our greatest strength can easily turn 
into our greatest weakness. …  For the first time in 2010, demographers were analyzing that 
singles are either virtually the majority or already the majority in American society.  … For the 
first time in American history, the church must embrace this change, either now or in a few 
short years, that singles, especially among the younger generation, are now the new majority. 
… Despite the fact that singles have an increasing presence in professional, secular society and 



in the church, the church has seemed to have had the tendency in the past to let singles, 
especially young, never-married adults, slip through the cracks of ministry implementation.  In 
multiple surveys, single members, both in WELS and outside, have expressed concerns as they 
feel or are viewed as “second-rate” members or “not quite whole” people until they get 
married.  Instead of embracing their complete personhood, some well-meaning members simply 
try to play matchmaker or subconsciously expect singles to get married someday.3  One 
unmarried WELS member stated in a survey, “I often sense that people at church either feel 
sorry for me because I’m not married, think I’m single because I’m selfish or irresponsible, or 
think I’m some kind of freak.”4  Another WELS member who served as an elder and a leader in 
the congregation had the humble strength to approach his pastor to express that he felt 
excluded simply because he was single.  He supported this by showing virtually all the sermon 
illustrations he heard had to do with family life; Bible studies for husbands, wives, and other 
family issues abounded but never for singles; many bulletin announcements invited “all 
families” to events; and no one had ever invited him to bring a dish at a potluck even though 
people knew he as a single man liked to cook.5   

 
 

Conclusion 
 
How can the church today uphold God’s estate of marriage without neglecting single people?  List a 
few concrete ways we could do so in our congregation. 
 

 
3 This could simply be as simply as the unequivocal statement often heard, “When you get married someday 
…” instead of “If you get married …”  More on how this unwavering expectation can be viewed as some 
supernatural imposition of God’s will follow later, esp. under IIIc. 
4 Wisconsin Lutheran Child and Family Service, “Christian Singles – Tuning In and Tuning Up” (Mequon: 
Wisconsin Lutheran Seminary Essay File, 1989), 1 [accessed online at www.wlsessays.net].    
5 E. Allen Sorum, “Exposition and Application of Paul's Theology of Singlehood in 1 Corinthians 7:1-9,25-40,” 
(Mequon: Wisconsin Lutheran Seminary Essay File, 1991), 1 [accessed online at www.wlsessays.net].   


