
MARTIN LUTHER AND THE BEGINNINGS OF THE PROTESTANT REFORMATION

Church History 2, Outline 1

On a sultry day in July of 1505 a lonely traveler was trudging over a parched road on the outskirts of a Saxon village.  He was a young man, short but sturdy and he wore the garb of a university student.  The sky became overcast and suddenly a bolt of lightning rived the gloom and knocked the man to the ground. “St. Anne, save me!  I will become a monk.”

I. Early Life

Though he was born in 1483, Luther’s story really begins with this vow in 1505.

-- probably lived the average young German’s life; middle-class German home

-- father was a supervisor for a mining company (foreman)

-- harsh life (cold winters); strict life (common practice for German parents)

-- highly esteemed by parents; father esp. considered Martin to be the hope of the family’s future because of his obvious brilliance


-- father wanted him to become a lawyer


-- his parents would be dependent on him

-- finished grammar school education, went on to study law

A. Fear of God and the church

-- Luther did indeed fear both by temperament and training; plagued by religious doubts (the church taught doubt and insecurity to keep people coming back for confession and tithing)

-- culture of superstition: people believed the world was inhabited by elves, gnomes, fairies, witches, mermaids, etc.

-- mother often believed fairies stole the eggs from the henhouse

-- Luther does carry on a sense of this in his demonology (although more biblical than gnomes and fairies); he threw an inkwell at the devil one day



-- many ways the Catholic church helped build this sense of insecurity




-- publication of popular manuals (printing press 50 years old)

-- the Art of Dying has a woodcut of a dying man surrounded by demons and fiends tempting the man to commit the unpardonable sin just before he dies

-- picture in Art of Dying of Christ sitting on a rainbow with angels flying around and demons below; from one ear comes a lily, from the other a two-edged sword—which will you get at the judgment?

-- anfechtung – fear, dread, terror, anxiety; Luther said he was filled with anfechtung for Christ


-- “Jesus is coming again, and boy, is he …”

-- when the lightning bolt hit, Luther was scared that the Lord’s aim would get better; he joined the monastery

-- Hans Luther was not pleased with Luther’s decision to join the monastery

B. Taking Monastic Orders

-- Luther flees to the monastery in the feeling of attempting to please God

-- from Aquinas some 300 years earlier, the idea was that taking a monastic vow is like a second baptism

-- like a massive act of penance that wipes away the stupid stuff teenage kids think about and do

-- monasticism is the way par excellence to heaven; being a monk pretty much guaranteed getting to heaven

-- Luther wants to find the Green Berets of monasteries; he joined the Augustinian monastery


-- decides to be the toughest monk at the toughest monastery


-- not just join the Green Berets, but be Rambo

-- year probationary period in Augustinian monastery; after that you either leave or take the vow


-- Luther: “the first year, the devil was very quiet”


-- corporate prayer seven times a day

-- take meals together, work (agricultural work enough for food/necessities)



-- part of the process of taking the vow was a formal service

-- the new monk would have to offer his first mass as a part of the formal service

-- family invited to dinner on the grounds after service; father still not pleased

-- time comes to offer the mass to the other monks; still filled with anfechtung

-- Luther was scared of the authority of the keys; Luther was afraid he would mess up and get zapped

-- Luther asks his father for comfort at the dinner afterwards; his father explodes

C. The Way of Salvation in Popular Catholicism


-- Luther joined the monastery as a way to salvation

1. Self-Help


-- devout living should’ve cured Luther of his anfechtung

-- includes taking sacraments and life of holiness/personal devotion

-- ascetic practices (self-denial)

-- Luther was constantly fasting (young Elvis vs. old Elvis)

-- Luther would open the window during the winter and sleep without blankets

-- “if anyone could be saved with monkery, it was I”




-- the question is always nagging: “Did I do enough?”





-- Luther’s active mind and anfechtung plagued him

2. The Merits of the Saints

-- if you can’t be good enough on your own, you can get others to be good for you


-- Aquinas’ treasury of merit, works of supererogation

-- the pope is the CFO of the treasury of merit; he can apply good works of the saints to individuals and reduce their time in purgatory

-- go to a shrine (usu. with relics) and say a prayer or give an offering on a certain day to reduce time in purgatory for a relative or friend

-- Rome had the greatest collection of relics 

-- one crypt had 40 popes and 76,000 martyrs

-- Rome had thirty particles from the Holy Innocents (children killed by Herod)

-- the chains of St. Paul

-- the scissors used by Domitian to cut St. John’s hair

-- splotches on the Appian Gate; legend has it that the stones turned into snowballs and discolored the gate

-- one of the 30 pieces of silver paid to Judas

-- the beam from which Judas hanged himself

-- Lateran palace: a circular stairway (the Scala Sancta) where Pilate stood when he washed his hands of Jesus; anyone who crawled up the steps saying a Pater Noster (Our Father) on each step could release a soul from purgatory at the top

-- transferred to University of Wittenberg in 1508; monastery was near Erfurt

-- the members of the monastic order realized that Luther was a smart guy and they sent him to Wittenberg to finish his education

-- finishes bachelor’s degree in 1509; finishes doctorate in 1512

-- 1510: Luther selected to go to a meeting in Rome to settle a dispute within the order; Luther anticipated the trip as a spiritual experience

-- Luther discovers that Rome is not exactly a holy city; he finds more brothels in Rome than anywhere else in Europe



-- some brothels are dedicated to priests

-- some priests see themselves as virtuous because they’re not homosexuals

-- “if there is a hell, Rome is built on top of it”

-- wanted to say a mass when he got there; discovered that the other priests saying mass were frivolous

-- goes to various shrines and wants to ascend the Scala Sancta

-- when he gets to the top, he asks, “who knows if it is so?”

-- back in Wittenberg, befriends the dean of the school: Johann von Staupitz



-- Luther goes to von Staupitz to confess



-- goes to daily confession because of his fear

-- special confessional tools to inventory your sins: go over the ten commandments, the seven deadly sins, five commandments of the Church, the nine alien sins (sins committed by others that you take pleasure in), mute sins (sexual sins), sins against nature, six sins against the Holy Spirit, sins of the tongue

-- Luther takes two hours to make his confession; on one occasion he takes six hours to make his confession

-- von Staupitz eventually gets fed up with Luther; von Staupitz tells Luther that he’s mad at God, God’s not mad at him

3. Mysticism

-- von Staupitz tells Luther to simply love God; introduces him to mystic John Tauler

-- the fearful Luther is not content to simply love God; how does he know God loves him?

II. The Reluctant Revolutionary

A. Discovering the Truth: Luther the Bible Professor


-- Luther gets his doctorate in 1512

-- von Staupitz’ original plan was to have Luther as the professor of psychology

-- appoints Luther to Professor of Bible instead; Luther is stunned 

-- “how could I, with all my doubts, be Professor of Bible?”

-- Luther doesn’t know the Bible that well, either; his formal training wasn’t in the Scriptures

-- trained in Latin, Greek, Hebrew




-- no edition of the Greek or Hebrew Bible available




-- most lectures at the beginning are taken from the Vulgate



-- 1513-1517: Luther lectures on Psalms, Romans, Galatians

-- given a room for his study in a tower in the castle-building the university occupied


-- worked very hard, very passionate

-- begins teaching the Psalms; studies very hard, very late hours

-- taught to read the Psalms messianically (even allegorically)

-- von Staupitz’s appointment of Luther was his way of saying, “Physician, heal thyself”

-- the door of the truth begins to open for Luther when he lectures on Psalm 22

-- “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” - how could Christ have a sense of anfechtung?

-- it occurs to Luther: it can only be because on the cross, Christ took our sins upon him

-- Luther had never been taught this; Christ died for not only original sin but personal sins as well

-- not yet iustificato sola fide, but a step in that direction

-- new picture of Christ for Luther: Christ was always the Avenger to Luther, but here Christ is the crucified

-- the All-Terrible is also the All-Merciful; the Judge on the rainbow is the Derelict on the cross

-- at this point, Luther takes up the teaching of Romans



-- Romans 1:16-17

-- Luther had understood the “righteousness of God” in the context of facere quod in se est

-- but here he reads, “the just (righteous) shall live by faith”

-- he begins to understand that facere quod in se est isn’t exactly right; he’s done everything he could to earn righteousness

-- the idea of the justice of God no longer scared Luther; it moved him to adoration

-- Luther is teaching this in early 1515 (probably)




-- Romans 3:21-26





-- all the pieces are put together here for Luther





-- Luther has come full circle from Psalm 22

-- God is the great Lawgiver; God cannot sweep sin under the rug—he must punish all sin

-- by providing his own Son to be the substitute for us and taking our punishment, God can be both just and the justifier of the ungodly

-- Luther starts missing confession; von Staupitz gets curious and talks to Luther, and he converts

-- 1516: colloquy of Augustinian monks

-- some controversy created by Luther’s theology

-- many agree with Luther

-- Bucer: important convert to Luther’s theology

B. Beginnings of a Theological Revolution

1. The Ninety-Five Theses

-- in Brandenburg (north of Saxony), there was a bishop named Albert

-- Albert had two bishoprics/dioceses; not supposed to have more than one

-- an archbishopric comes available near him; appeals to Rome for the position

-- problems: rather young, too much responsibility in two bishoprics already

-- crafty Albert knows the pope (Leo X) needs cash to build St. Peter’s Cathedral

-- proposes to Leo X the sale of indulgences in Brandenburg; Albert offers to cover the details, and the pope gets 7,000 duchots in exchange for the archbishopric

-- the pope counter-offered with 10,000 duchots up front

-- Albert borrows the money from the Fuggers (banking family); the pope gets his money, Albert gets the papal seal for the archbishopric

-- plenary indulgence – relative or yourself out of purgatory; if you have the cash, you can live however you want to




-- Albert hires salesmen (mostly Dominican friars)





-- one is John Tetzel





-- not allowed to go to Saxony (no jurisdiction)





-- Wittenberg is very close to the border

-- Luther’s students tell Luther about Tetzel selling indulgences nearby

-- “as soon as the coin in the coffer rings / the soul from purgatory springs”

-- Luther is enraged

-- Luther goes to his office and scribbles out a document now known as the 95 Theses

-- nails the document to the door of the Castle Church in Wittenberg (public way of announcing a debate)

-- October 31, 1517 (All Saints’ Eve)




-- Luther claims this is extortion; the people are being duped

-- Luther has decided there is no purgatory; his theology of the cross has pervaded his entire thinking


-- Christ’s victory on the cross was a real victory

-- purgatory is inconsistent with Christ’s work on the cross

-- he attacks this at the root




-- Johann Meier Eck (Johann Eck) charged Luther with heresy

-- publication of Erasmus’ GNT in 1516 greatly solidifies Luther’s position

2. Early Debates

a. Heidelberg Disputation (Augustinian orders, April, 1518)


-- Augustinian monks from the area


-- Bucer even more convinced

-- debate with Eck, uses his knowledge of the GNT to his advantage (Eck was not familiar with the GNT)

b. Cardinal Cajetan at Augsburg (Fall 1518)

-- initially was to be in Rome; Frederick maneuvered the venue from Rome to Augsburg

-- Luther criticizes purgatory, treasury of merit

-- Cardinal Cajetan tells Luther that the pope is over Scripture, and the pope endorses the doctrines Luther was criticizing

-- “I deny that the pope is above Scripture”

-- von Staupitz was there; he was more moderate than Luther however

-- Cardinal orders city sealed to arrest Luther; Luther’s friends smuggle him out

c. Johann Eck at Leipzig (July, 1519)


-- emperor dies in 1519 (Maximilian)

-- special call of the electors to elect a new pope; Luther escapes attention while this goes on

-- Spaniard Charles elected emperor (brother of Isabella)

-- new people brought in to help; Phillip Melanchthon (one of the best Greek scholars in Europe)

-- one of the most important scholars in the Lutheran tradition (next to Luther himself)

-- furthered work in Germany

-- debate with Eck in Leipzig

-- Luther had a fellow professor (Karlstadt) with him

-- Eck was brilliant debater; he maneuvered Luther into self-indictment by associating Luther with Huss

3. The Three Small Books (Tracts) of 1520

a. To The Christian Nobility of the German Nation


-- problem with the papacy, traditions

-- argues that the Catholic traditions and papacy are hurting Germany terribly

-- 10-20% of money made by Germany went to the pope

-- Luther is not trying to break the Church; he’s trying to reform the church

-- he knows the only way to keep the movement alive (and himself) is to have political support; Huss didn’t have political support and he was burned at the stake

-- this is a two-edged sword: asking for political help in theological reforms is always problematic

-- Luther eventually gets 6 of the 19 dukes to support him

b. Babylonian Captivity of the Church

-- calls into question some of the key theological issues in Catholicism

-- Babylonian Captivity of the Jewish nation is like the church’s captivity to theological aberration

-- Luther reduced the sacraments from 7 to 2

-- criticized the issue of monastic vows

-- Semi-Pelagianism in the Church

-- criticized pilgrimages

c. On Christian Liberty


-- Luther lays out his new understanding of justification


-- this is the core of substantive Lutheran theology

C. The Crossing of the Rubicon--The Diet of Worms


-- April 1521

-- diet – imperial congress; convocation of the electors of the Holy Roman Empire


-- all German dukes


-- the emperor


-- the pope (or a major representative)


-- major archbishops

-- Eastern France, the Low Countries, Germany, Switzerland, the Balkans, Czech Republic



-- pope excommunicates Luther after his three books were published




-- Leo X

-- burns papal bull and copy of Catholic Canon Law (flipping off the pope)



-- Luther is subpoenaed to go before the Imperial Diet in Worms



-- Luther appears before the Emperor; Johann Eck was the interrogator



-- Eck points to copies of Luther’s books; “Are these your books?”

-- Eck asks Luther to recant his books; Luther replied he could not recant without demonstration from Scripture

-- Eck proceeded, even though the emperor was ready to sentence

-- Luther: "Unless I am convinced by Scripture and plain reason—I do not accept the authority of the popes and councils, for they have contradicted each other—my conscience is captive to the Word of God. I cannot and I will not recant anything for to go against conscience is neither right nor safe. God help me. Amen."

-- Diet voted to condemn Luther, but couldn’t decide on what to do with him

-- Diet decides to execute Luther, but Luther has left; Frederick the Wise sends a message to friends to save Luther

-- Frederick’s friends kidnap him and take him to the Wartburg Castle

III. Constructing a Reformation

A. Bible Translation

-- Luther is at the Wartburg Castle; instead of the constant activity of study and teaching/preaching, he is now held for his own good with nothing to do

-- decides to make use of his time by translate the NT into German (1522); finishes OT in 1535

-- this is an extremely important development

-- to Luther, the German NT was one of his three important contributions



-- very readable translation, very idiomatic



-- standard German translation (Die Bibel) for the next 300 years

B. Reforming the church in Wittenberg


-- problems arose in Wittenberg during Luther’s absence


-- Karlstadt goes overboard



-- offers the mass in German



-- takes down all pictures in the church

-- invites the Zwickau Prophets (preach immediate second coming of Jesus, rebaptism)

-- Luther is a more conservative reformer; he wanted to keep the mass in Latin (people are willing to change theology more than practice)



-- Luther gives the cup to the laity

-- Luther goes back to Wittenberg in the spring of 1522; kicks out Zwickau Prophets, rebukes Karlstadt (who leaves and gets married)

-- Luther brings about slow change (keep the mass, but add preaching)

C. Luther the Theologian


1. the Church

-- very Augustinian (traditional Catholicism); the Church is the communion of the saints (visible/invisible distinction)

-- marks of the Church are preaching and the sacraments


2. the Lord’s Supper



-- Luther rejects transubstantiation



-- Luther’s view: the “Real Presence”

-- the physical glorified body of Jesus was ubiquitous (“ubiquity of the glorified body”) – Jesus’ glorified body is omnipresent

-- because of that, the physical (real) presence of Jesus is “in, with, and under all things”

-- when the priest gives the wafer (and the cup), the body of Christ is in, with, and under the wafer (and the cup)

-- Lutheran sacramentology is problematic; the sacraments have sanctifying benefit


3. baptism

-- infant baptism – Luther doesn’t want to make a complete break with the Catholic Church (connection with the past)

-- not trying to completely throw out Catholicism, but get back to proto-Catholicism (like Augustinian Catholicism)

-- problem: Luther also holds to baptismal regeneration and justification by faith

-- Luther believed the infant could believe because God opened the mind of the infant to understand and believe the gospel

-- later Lutheran theologians don’t go along with this

-- no eternal security, so even though all baptized babies believe and are regenerate, not all maintain their faith (children must “own” their baptism at a certain age—not all do this)


4. civil government

-- To The Christian Nobility of the German Nation influenced his ideas of civil government

-- 1525: Peasants’ Revolt; one of Luther’s former disciples is involved


-- Thomas Müntzer

-- dissatisfied with Luther in 1522 after Luther kicks out the Zwickau Prophets

-- doesn’t need Bible, has immediate revelation





-- general disaffection for German nobles





-- Müntzer appeals to Luther for help

-- Luther writes a book, Against the Murderous, Thieving Hordes of Peasants

-- Luther and Müntzer exchange niceties

-- Luther believes there are essentially two kingdoms: the Kingdom of God and the political kingdom

-- the Kingdom of Christ is the way men behave when they are influenced by the Spirit of Christ

-- the kingdom of the world has to do with human beings and society, esp. when they are not constrained by the Holy Spirit

– Timothy George: “From this [Luther's] perspective the doctrine of the two kingdoms represents not so much an ethical dualism, the realm of Satan versus the realm of God, as a twofold means by which God's sovereignty is effected within history” (100).

– Timothy George: “The kingdom of the left hand was not to meddle in the affairs of the church.  Its proper business was to provide justice, order, and tranquility in society.  In the kingdom of the right hand God 'rules in person' (i.e., not veiled behind a mask, but through his ministers, Word, and sacraments)...The state was ordained by God as a concession to human sin.  It was not the agent of God's redemptive purpose for humankind” (101).

D. The Real Issue behind the Reformation: Erasmus and the Lure of Moderate Reform


-- 1524: Erasmus writes Argument on the Free Will against Luther

-- accuses Luther of abandoning the “traditional” Catholic view of free will (semi-Pelagianism)

-- 1525: Luther writes Bondage of the Will in response

-- lays out a view of predestination and human will that is stronger than anything Calvin would ever say

-- human beings are like asses; either you’re the devil’s ass or God’s ass, but you’re never your own ass

-- there is no free will; Luther is a hard-core determinist

-- Calvin’s views are very similar to Luther’s


