


The Medieval Background

“Real” Christians 
abandoned life in the world 
and became a priest, monk, 
or nun.

Living under the vows of 
poverty, chastity, and 
obedience made a person 
truly worthy and devoted to 
God.



Equal to baptism

“It may reasonably be said that through entering a 
religious order a person attains remission of all 
sins…wherefore it is read in the Lives of the Fathers that 
those entering a religious order attained the same grace as 
the baptized.”

Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologica



Luther reflects on his youth

“When I was a boy, marriage was considered so infamous 
on account of impious and impure celibacy that I thought I 
could not think about married life without sin. For all were 
convinced that if anyone wished to live a life holy and 
acceptable to God, he must never become a spouse but 
must live a celibate and take the vow of celibacy.”

Lectures on Genesis



An Institution of God

What God has instituted 
cannot be wicked, “dirty,” or 
beneath Him. 

Though tainted by sin, 
marriage remains a holy 
estate.

Commended to us in Holy 
Scripture.



Not a sacrament, but a holy calling

Marriage is “not a sacrament that bestows forgiveness, but 
there is no higher social calling where faith is exercised 
than that of the family. Marriage is the arena for faith and 
love. Hence the pope has no authority to impose vows that 
run counter to creation.”

John Pless, Martin Luther: Preacher of the Cross, 74





Marriage in the Small Catechism
A gift of the First Article 

(God…also gives me…wife and children”)

Protected by the Fourth, Sixth, and Tenth Commandments 

(Honor your father and your mother; You shall not commit 
adultery; You shall not covet your neighbor’s wife)

Received with thanks as daily bread in the Fourth Petition 

(“a devout husband or wife, devout children”)

Lived out in the vocations described in the Table of Duties 

(To Husbands; To Wives; To Parents; To Children)



Leading up to his own marriage

1520 - Address to the Christian 
Nobility: priests should have the choice 
to be married, but monks should 
remain faithful to their vows

1521 - On Monastic Vows: vows taken 
contrary to the Gospel are not binding, 
so monks and nuns are free to marry. 
True chastity is a gift of God, not a 
forced work done to merit 
righteousness

1522 - Concerning Married Life



Katharina von Bora
• Born January 29, 1499 to a 

nobleman

• After the death of her mother in 
1504 she was placed in a 
nunnery in 1508/9

• Took vows in 1515 at a convent 
where her aunt served as 
abbess

• Escaped the convent and went 
to Wittenberg in 1523 with 
eight other nuns by hiding in 
empty herring barrels



“They will never force a wife on me” (1521).

“I have not been, and am not now inclined to take a wife. 
Not that I lack the feelings of a man (for I am neither wood 
nor stone), but my mind is averse to marriage because I 
daily expect to death decreed to the heretic” (1524).

“To spite the pope and devil and to please my old father I 
will marry” (1525).



June 13, 1525





“I would not give my Katie 
for France and Venice 
together.”

“Katie, you have married an 
honest man who loves you; 
you are an empress.”

“I would not exchange my 
poverty for the wealth of 
Croesus.”



• Hans – June 7, 1526

• Elizabeth – December 10, 1527 – August 3, 1528

• Magdalena – December 17, 1529 – September 20, 1542

• Martin – November 9, 1531

• Paul – January 28, 1533

• Margaretha – December 17, 1534

• Also nine other children of relatives the Luthers took in, 
tutors, Katharina’s aunt, and a lady teacher.



Illness and death of Magdalene

Luther’s prayer: “Lord, I love her very 
much and would like to keep her, but, 
dear Lord, since it is Thy will to take her 
away, I am glad to know that she will be 
with Thee.”

As she lay dying, he said, “My dear little 
daughter, you would like to remain with 
your dear father, wouldn’t you, but also 
gladly go to your heavenly Father?”

She answered: “Yes, dear father, as God 
wills.”



“Dear Kate, consider where she is going! She fares well 
indeed!”

At the grave: “You dear little Lena, how happy you are! You 
will rise again and shine as the stars, yea, as the sun.”

“You ought to rejoice! I have sent a saint to heaven yes, a 
living saint. O that we had such a death! Such a death I 
would accept this moment! My daughter is now taken care 
of both as to body and as to soul. We Christians have 
nothing to complain of, we know that it must be thus. We 
have the greatest assurance of eternal life; for God cannot 
lie who has promised it to us through and for the sake of 
His Son.”



Magdalene’s epitaph

I, Luther’s daughter Magdalene, with the saints here sleep,

And covered calmly rest on this my couch of earth;

Daughter of death I was, born of the seed of sin,

But by Thy precious blood redeemed, O Christ! I live.





From Heaven Above to Earth I Come



“The best thing in married life for the sake of which 
everything ought to be suffered and done, is the fact that 
God gives children and commands us to bring them up to 
serve Him. To do this is the noblest and most precious 
work on earth, because nothing may be done which 
pleases God more than saving souls. If the need were to 
arise, all of us should be ready to die in order to bring a 
soul to God. So you see how rich in good works the estate 
of marriage is. God lays souls into the lap of married 
people, souls begotten from their own body, on which they 
may practice all Christian works. For when they teach 
their children the Gospel, parents are certainly their 
apostles, bishops, and ministers.”



After Luther’s death
• Luther died on February 18, 1546

• Katharina and her family were supported by 
the Elector of Saxony, and other rulers who 
received the message of the Lutheran 
Reformation

• Not without trials. The Smalcaldic War forced 
the Luther family to be on the run. By their 
return to Wittenberg, they were nearly 
destitute.

• Katharina fled Wittenberg when the plague 
broke out in 1552. She lay ill in Torgau for 
three months, and died on December 20, 
1552 at the age of 53. She was buried there. 


