
MARTIN LUTHER 

Introduction 

Reading Luther is thrilling I must say. I concur with Michael Reeves in his book, ‘On Giants’ 

shoulders’ when he says; “Reading Luther is incomparably stimulating; actually stimulating is 

hardly the word; reading Luther is like being slapped in the face. It hardly ever fails to leave one 

gasping” 

HIS LIFE AND MINISTRY1 

Luther (or Luder as he was then) was born on November 10, 1483 shortly before midnight in 

Eisleben in the Holy Roman Empire – in what is today eastern Germany. He was a second born 

child to Hans and Margarete Luder. The next day after his birth Luther was dutifully taken to be 

baptized and given the name of that day’s Saint, Martin. 

Hans was a relatively successful copper miner and smelter but Eisleben did not prove a 

successful venture for him and a year later after Martin’s birth, he moved with his family to 

Mansfeld which was a larger mining town.  Over the years, it became increasingly clear that 

young Martin had a bigger brain than most, and Hans decided to make whatever sacrifices to 

ensure a good education for his son. He felt that a career in law would be just the thing for his 

son and he therefore saw to it that Martin started school in Mansfeld probably at around seven.  

The school stressed Latin and a bit of logic and rhetoric. When Martin was 14 he was sent to 

Magdeburg to continue with his studies. He stayed for only one year in Magdeburg and then 

enrolled in Latin school in Eisenach until 1501 after which he enrolled in the University of Erfurt 

where he studied the basic course for a Master of Arts (grammar, logic, rhetoric, metaphysics, 

etc.). This was significant to his spiritual and theological development later in the years. 

In 1505, it seemed that Han’s plans were about to finally be realized. His son was on the verge of 

becoming a lawyer. However his plans were interrupted by a thunderstorm and vow! Young 

Martin suffered more than most in his days from the classical fear of sudden death. The worry 

was, without the chance to confess all your latest sins to a priest, you would fail to die in a state 

of Grace. One day when the 21-year-old was walking back to the university after visiting his 

parents, he was knocked to the ground by a summer lightning bolt. Without a chance to make a 

final confession to a priest and without any last rites, the prospect of what awaited him after 

death was too terrible to consider. It was as he hit the ground that an involuntary vow came from 

his mouth; “Saint Anne, help me! I shall become a monk” he cried to his patron Saint. And a 

monk he thus became. His father was furious having invested all that expensive education on 

Martin; he felt this was no bolt from heaven, it was the devil’s work. 

Nevertheless, to the monastery Martin went. To enter the monastery was to enter a world of 

rules. There were rules for how and when to bow, rules for how to walk, how to talk, where to 

look and when, rules for how to hold one’s eating utensils, how to laugh among others. Every 
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few hours the monks had to leave their tiny cells and make their way to a service in the chapel, 

starting in the midnight, then six in the morning, another at nine, another at twelve and so on. 

Otherwise life was dedicated to a steep ladder to heaven: wearing chafing underclothes and 

freezing in the winter cold were thought to be especially pleasing to God, and Luther lived an 

ascetic life trying to please God. Yet the more he did, the more troubled he became. There were 

countless sins to be absolved, and Luther was not going to cut corners where his salvation was at 

stake. He was driven to confession, he would exhaust his confessors, taking upto six hours at a 

time to catalogue his most recent sins (in the process missing the service and so adding more 

prayers to his ‘to do’ list). This made him to start seeing sin as something deeper than a matter of 

particular lapses, but a total sickness. 

He was desperately seeking for a solution to this problem of salvation, a solution that seemed so 

hidden by all that he knew. Private study of the Bible was not permitted for the monks, but 

Luther managed to find a quiet spot in the Library where he spent his spare time reading the 

Bible, rifling through for answers and in the process building up extraordinary knowledge of it. 

In 1510, Luther traveled as part of delegation from his monastery to Rome, this included 

climbing the Scala Sancta (a staircase which supposedly Jesus had climbed to appear before 

Pilate) on his knees, repeating the Lord’s Prayer for each step and kissing it. Yet at the top he 

began to doubt whether it had been of any avail. On his return to Germany, he was transferred to 

the Augustinian Monastery in Wittenberg where his superior, Johann von Staupitz had suggested 

that he become a doctor of theology and a lecturer on the Bible at the University there. He felt 

that while he did that, Luther would find some consolation in the scriptures and may be sorted in 

his own spiritual anxieties. This was a move Rome would soon profoundly regret, but for now 

Luther became a teacher of the Bible at the new University of Wittenberg. 

Luther began his first lectures on the Psalms. In these lectures, Luther's critique of the 

theological world around him began to take shape. Later, in lectures on Paul's Epistle to the 

Romans (in 1515/16) this critique becomes more noticeable. It was during these lectures that 

Luther finally found the assurance that had evaded him for years. In Romans, Paul writes of the 

“righteousness of God.” Luther had always understood that term to mean that God was a 

righteous judge that demanded human righteousness. Now, Luther understood righteousness as a 

gift of God's grace. He had discovered the doctrine of justification by grace alone and this set 

him afire.  

During this time, it was believed that the saints through their exceptional holiness, had earned a 

merit that the Pope could confer on souls, both living and the dead, to alleviate the time they 

must spend in purgatory, the place where the must be purged and fitted for heaven. One of these 

‘indulgences’ or gifts of merit was to be offered in the Castle Church in Wittenberg on 

November 1 1517 (All Saints day) in return for a fee that would be used to build the new basilica 

of St. Peters in Rome. People therefore needed not to confess their sins, just the money would do 

and according to Johann Tetzel the televangelist of indulgences this was sufficient to free one 

from purgatory, even if you were guilty of raping the mother of God. This ignited Luther’s fury 

and on the eve of All Saints’ day, when the merits of the saints were due to be offered in 

Wittenberg, he nailed to the church door a list of ninety five theses for debate over the matter of 

indulgences, so that everyone would read them the following day. He questioned why the pope 



would not release souls from purgatory out of love instead of charging for it. At the heart of his 

criticism was the fact that the practice of indulgences effectively replaced the need for true 

repentance of the heart with a mere external transaction and he explained the fundamentals of 

justification by grace alone.  

Luther also sent a copy of the theses Archbishop Albrecht of Mainz calling on him to end the 

sale of indulgences. Albrecht was not amused. In Rome, cardinals saw Luther's theses as an 

attack on papal authority. In 1518 at a meeting of the Augustinian Order in Heidelberg, Luther 

set out his positions with even more precision. In the Heidelberg Disputation, we see the signs of 

a maturing in Luther's thought and new clarity surrounding his theological perspective – the 

Theology of the Cross.  

After the Heidelberg meeting in October 1518, Luther was told to recant his positions by the 

Papal Legate, Thomas Cardinal Cajetan. Luther stated that he could not recant unless his 

mistakes were pointed out to him by appeals to “scripture and right reason” he would not, in fact, 

could not recant. Luther's refusal to recant set in motion his ultimate excommunication.  

Throughout 1519, Luther continued to lecture and write in Wittenberg and later that year he 

participated in another debate on indulgences and the papacy and even declared the Pope 

Antichrist! The Pope felt he had had enough and in 1520, he issued a bull threatening Luther 

with excommunication. Luther received the bull, publicly burned it along with the papal 

constitutions and books of scholastic theology, writing a counter-blast entitled Against the 

Execrable Bull of Antichrist. That same year he also wrote his key reformation tracts; Treatise on 

good works, To the Christian nobility of the German nation, the Babylonian captivity of the 

Church and The freedom of a Christian. 

In January 1521, the pope excommunicated Luther. Emperor Charles V later summoned Luther 

to the Diet of Worms to defend himself, but Luther strongly refused to recant his position saying:  

“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 my 

conscience. I cannot do otherwise, here I stand, may God help me, Amen.”  

REFORMING THE CHURCH2 

Luther was therefore placed under Imperial Ban and this placed him in a difficult position as he 

was now a condemned and wanted man. He decided to flee but he was kidnapped on his way by 

his prince Frederick ‘the Wise’ who decided to hide him in Wartburg Castle. Here Luther 

remained in disguise for nearly an year and utilized this time translating the entire New 

Testament from its original Greek to German and for the first time in a millennium people would 

be able to read a reliable version of the Scriptures for themselves. Meanwhile, back in 

Wittenberg, those in charge were making it look as if reformation was all about attacking priest 

and the images of Saints among other things but when Luther returned from hiding, ten months 

later, he sought to persuade people with the scriptures through simple and clear preaching instead 
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of using force to reform. He never believed that he should device any great programme for 

spreading reformation, he simply wanted to unleash the word of God and let that do all the work. 

As things stood, the very structure of every church service militated against the Bible being 

opened. So Luther re-wrote the liturgy to make it a Bible teacher, he introduced congregational 

singing (before the people did little more than watch the priests do everything) and to ensure the 

content being sung, he composed hymns the most common being the battle hymn of the 

reformation, ‘A Mighty Fortress is our God’. Besides all this, he restructured the way the church 

was run; he provided preachers for other towns, encouraged and advised Kings and Princes 

interested in reformation and also wrote catechisms for people to memorize, and this he took 

seriously. He believed that everyone should memorize it and those unwilling to learn it should be 

barred from the Lord’s Supper. He knew he could not force belief, but he insisted that the people 

should at least know the truth. 

MARRIAGE3 

In 1525 at the age of 42 years, the ex-monk married an escaped nun, Katharina von Bora of 

course after really being urged by his friends and his parents. Together with Katie they had five 

children, three sons, John, Martin and Paul and two daughters, Elizabeth and Magdalene. 

However, disaster struck, the two daughters died young, one of them Magdalene, in Martin’s 

arms at the age of 13 and Elizabeth at only eight months.  

Luther and Katie’s marriage was strong, genial and satisfying and letters between them are said 

to be full of jokes, endearments and affection, They were good friends as well as companions 

even though they would argue vigorously when they differed. 

DEATH4 

While he was preaching in the parish church of St. Andrew on his visit to Eisleben, Luther 

stumbled over his words and was taken down from the pulpit and led just a few yards across the 

street to his lodgings.  In an upstairs room early in the morning of 18th February 1546, 

accompanied by a small group including his own sons, Luther died of a stroke, possibly a heart 

attack. His last written words were: ‘We are beggars – that is the truth of it.’ 

 

HIS STRENGTHS 

 Luther was a man of immense courage and intelligence and so should we be bold in 

standing for the truth of God’s word. Letting the word speak for itself. 

 Luther was a prayerful man. He prayed in his garden (where he also built a bowling alley!) 

at least 3hrs a day and read his Bible5 

                                                           
3 This section is based on Graham Tomlin, Luther & His World, p134-135. 
4 This section is based on Tomlin, Ibid, p. 139. 
5 Reeves, Unquenchable Flame, p. 59. 



HIS FLAWS 

 He made enemies as quickly as he made friends and his brilliant language could be used to 

hurt as deeply as it could heal says Graham Tomlin (Luther & His World, p. 141) 

 He often took beer though this may not necessarily be regarded a flaw since that was 

acceptable in his culture. 

 


