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 The year is 1510 and we find ourselves in the city of Rome. The foundation of St. Peter’s Basilica 

has only just been built, and Michelangelo is painting the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel as we speak. Two 

German monks have been sent to Rome to have a dispute related to their monastery settled by the 

Pope.  One of those monks is a 27 year old named Martin Luther.  

 Martin was born into the Catholic home of a successful businessman. Luther’s father had had 

hopes of Luther studying law, but in the midst of a severe thunderstorm, Martin cried out, "St. Anne 

Help me! I will become a monk." This prayer was on July 2, 1505. He honored his vow to his father’s 

chagrin, and became a monk within 2 weeks’ time.  

 From 1505-1510, Martin has dedicated his life to the Catholic Faith. Like all the other monks, 

Martin has prayed each morning for several hours before daybreak. He labors with his hands each 

morning, spends time in chanting and prayers in the afternoon, and then enjoys more meditation and 

then the sacraments before the close of each day. Most days, Martin Luther goes to confession. 

According to Roman Catholic teaching, unconfessed sin can leave a person in a place of guilt (risking 

their eternal soul in hell). Unconfessed sin keeps people from the Lord’s Supper, called the Eucharist or 

Mass in Catholic tradition. And so Luther confesses and confesses, sometimes for as long as 6 hours in a 

single day. Could forgetting a single sin send his soul to hell?   

 Later in life, Luther explained, “If ever a monk got to heaven by his monkery, it was I." But 

finding peace, and heaven, and salvation never came for Luther, even in Rome. 

 Luther experienced both the best and the worst of Roman Catholicism during his trip to Rome in 

1510. The modern sociologist and historian Rodney Stark from Baylor University describes much of 

Catholic Church history under two poles--The Church of Power and the Church of Piety. In 313AD 

Constantine legalized Christianity, but more importantly in 380AD, Theodisius I made Catholicism the 

religion of the empire. Thus, for almost 1200 years, there was power in the Church of Rome, power that 

tempted many irreligious leaders to take on Christianity in name only. Alongside the Church of Power, 

there had always been a Church of Piety. Sometimes it showed itself in new religious orders, sometimes 

with renewal movements of Popes, and sometimes in mystical expressions of the faith. 

 In the city of Rome in 1510, Luther became disillusioned and disappointed. He found priests so 

drunk they were unable to finish the Mass. He saw other priests performing 70-100 masses a day at 

lightning speed because they were paid for their performance, not piety. If the wealthy wanted to save 

their dead relatives from purgatory, the priests would get it done one mass at a time. Priests, likewise, 

engaged rampant sexual immorality, producing many illegitimate children (probably at least one of 

which became a pope). The then, Pope, Julius II had at least one child during his celibate priesthood and 
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reputedly a number of clandestine lovers. This side of Rome made Luther recall later in life, “If there 

were a Hell, Rome was built upon it.” 

 But that’s not all that Rome was…it was a also a city where the spiritually hungry and 

conscience-stricken faithful would come to know God and find peace. Some came to the Holy City, to 

walk the final resting places of the Apostle Paul and Peter. Others hoped to be personally blessed by the 

Pope or to pray in the chapels that held relics of the holiest of saints. Certainly, there in that city, God 

could be found…a belief still held by many pilgrims today. One of the places of greatest hope was visited 

by Martin Luther himself, a set of stairs, the Scala Sancta. According to church tradition, these were the 

28 steps Jesus himself had climbed to speak with Pontius Pilate. The steps, according to tradition had 

been brought to Rome almost a thousand years previously. Church teaching held that if a person 

climbed each step on their knees, pausing at each step to pray the Lord’s Prayer in Latin (the Pater 

Noster), they could either receive a total removal of punishment for themselves in Purgatory or possibly 

release a person who was already there. For a man like Luther, this could have been the culmination of 

all his hopes, but upon climbing the steps and praying the prayers, he looked down and asked, “What if 

it is not so?” 

 As such, Luther returned to Germany with questions and confusions about the supposed One, 

True, Holy, and Catholic Church. He was not even close to his later views about the church, but seeing 

Rome, and The Church at its best and its worst, brought him to a crisis point, a crisis that lasted for 

several more years. 

 Luther returned to Germany in 1511. He was then a simple theology instructor at the University 

of Wittenberg, but by 1512, he had finished his Doctor of Theology degree, and was then appointed 

chair of theology. Later in 1515, he was made a provincial vicar, which meant between the two 

positions, Luther educated up-and-coming clergy, local Germans, and also provided oversight to 11 

different monasteries in the area.  

 Interestingly, it was the Catholic Church’s investment in Luther’s life and their request for him to 

become a teacher of the Bible that paved the way for the Protestant Reformation. For 2 years from 

1513-1515, Luther slowly worked his way through studying and teaching of the Book of Psalms. Then, 

for several months in late 1515, Luther worked through Paul’s Epistle to the Romans. During 1516-1517, 

Luther devoted himself to the Epistle to the Galatians.  

 All of these studies began to help Luther come to grasp that his own guilt, fears, and despair 

(made famous by a German phrase Anfechtungen) had a connection to the Christ on the Cross. On the 

lips of Jesus was Psalm 22:1, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” Luther’s forsakenness was 

experienced by his Savior. Of utmost significance were the truths, Luther eventually understood and 

embraced in Paul’s letter to the Romans, chapter 1, vv. 16-17 –  

“For I am not ashamed of the gospel, for it is the power of God for salvation to everyone who 

believes, to the Jew first and also to the Greek. 17 For in it the righteousness (dikaisunē) of God is 

revealed from faith to faith, as it is written, "The righteous (dikaios) shall live by faith." (my translation) 
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Now, up to this point, many Roman Catholics taught that in order to experience salvation a 

person had to be marked by a just life. The major culprit for this teaching was the Latin translation of the 

Bible that had translated Paul’s Greek word dikaisunē (righteousness) into the Latin term iustia (justice). 

But with the great movement of the Renaissance, no longer did Christians read only the Latin translation 

of the Bible. They went back to the original source, the New Testament Greek, thanks to the faithful 

laborers of Erasmus of Rotterdam. So, with Erasmus’ Greek New Testament in hand, Luther saw 

something that had been observed by others before him--most notably Saint Augustine, Bernard of 

Clairvaux, and the early Protestant martyr John Huss. But unlike Huss, Luther was writing when the 

Catholic Church lacked some of its earlier power to kill those who held to such teachings. 

Luther saw that God’s righteousness is given by faith to those who believe. It’s not about our 

own lives being right or just in order to merit salvation, but that God declares us just based on the work 

of Jesus Christ. By God’s power through the Gospel of Jesus Christ, God really does the saving, and it’s 

not based on our works but on faith.  

Luther recalls this rediscovery of the gospel this way: 

Although I lived an irreproachable life as a monk, I felt that I was a sinner with an uneasy 

conscience before God; nor could I believe that I had pleased him by the satisfaction I could offer. I did 

not love—nay, in fact, I hated this righteous God who punished sinners, and if not with silent blasphemy, 

then certainly with great murmuring. I was angry with God… 

At last, God being merciful, as I meditated day and night on the connection of the words, 

namely—‘The righteousness of God is revealed in it, as it is written: the righteous shall live by faith’—and 

there I began to understand the ‘righteousness of God’ as that by which the righteous man lives by the 

gift of God, namely by faith. And this sentence, “the righteousness is revealed,” to refer to a passive 

righteousness, by which the merciful God justifies us through faith, as it is written, ‘The righteous shall 

live by faith.’ At this I felt myself straightway born again and to have entered through the open gates 

into paradise itself. From that moment the whole face of Scripture was changed… 

This moment of clarity, and joy, and possibly true conversion probably occurred sometime 

between 1513-16. Luther came to hold these views and he began to preach these views among the 

students of Wittenberg and the people in the pews. Later Luther would argue that the doctrine of 

justification by faith alone was “the article by which the church stands or falls.” 

But in those early moments, Luther did not think he was attacking the Church of Rome; rather, 

he saw himself finally free of guilt and thus finally able to help people actually know the God who saves. 

He wanted people to find the same peace he had always been seeking…He wanted them to find Christ. 

He would now be a faithful shepherd leading hungry sheep to good pasture. 

This explains why Luther did what he did on October 31, 1517, the historic day when people 

date the Protestant Reformation’s beginning. An ambitious man had recently been elected Pope, Leo X. 
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Though Leo had been made a priest at age 7 and a cardinal at age 17, Leo hadn’t spent a single day 

serving as a priest before being elected Pope. With the last name Medici and the power of Italy behind 

him, Leo X took office. Catholics and Protestants concur that Leo was not fit for office—his lust for 

money, power, and young boys has gone done in history. Of particular note, in early 1517, Leo X made a 

pronouncement that anyone who gave sacrificially to the building of St. Peter’s Basilica in Rome, their 

future punishments in purgatory would entirely be removed. This was called a plenary indulgence…it 

didn’t give people permission to indulge in sin (technically), but it did indulge their flesh from years or 

centuries of pain and suffering. The indulgence was also good for lost loved ones currently suffering in 

purgatory. 

Not surprisingly, enterprising people could head off across the Empire to sell these indulgences 

to both the truly convicted as well as those who just wanted to cover their backside. The famous vendor 

who put Martin Luther over the edge was a Dominican monk named Friar Tetzel. Tetzel harangued 

people to save their lost loved ones. Tetzel warned of intolerable suffering, but then he held out the 

most famous slogan in history: 

As soon as the coin in the coffer rings, the soul from purgatory springs. 

The caring pastor and teacher in Wittenberg would have none of it. Christ alone saves, God 

grants righteousness by faith, not for a price. He wanted his people to know peace from God, to know 

salvation had been paid by Christ. And so, like others before him, Luther wrote up his concerns and 

nailed them to the public notice board for discussion…the door of Wittenberg Church. He had a few 

concerns, 95 in fact, and so they have gone down in history as the 95 Theses (95 opinions in opposition 

to Friar Tetzel and this devilish work of selling indulgences). (I’d encourage you this week to google 

these 95 Theses and read them on your own. You’ll see that Luther is still quite Catholic in many of his 

beliefs, but clearly the straw has broken the camel’s back. It’s all downhill from here. Luther was more 

hopeful for reform, but centuries of the Church of Power had made it impossible for the train to be 

stopped.) 

A couple of these provocative statements reveal that the supposed Catholic Luther had 

effectively done away with most everything that makes a Catholic a Catholic. For instance, the first 3 

theses read this way: 

1. When our Lord and Master Jesus Christ said, ``Repent'' (Mt 4:17), he willed the entire life of 

believers to be one of repentance. 

2. This word cannot be understood as referring to the sacrament of penance, that is, confession 

and satisfaction, as administered by the clergy. 

3. Yet it does not mean solely inner repentance; such inner repentance is worthless unless it 

produces various outward mortification of the flesh. 

In these 3 sentences, Luther effectively says that it is not the mass that forgives sin. It is not the 

sacraments of penance or anything that a priest or pope can do. True and full salvation is offered to any 
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person who repents from the heart, who repents from sin and turns to Christ. You don’t need the 

Church for salvation; you need Jesus. This inner repentance before God then results in outward 

obedience to God. 

Let me mention just a few of the other 95 Theses: 

#32: Those who believe that they can be certain of their salvation because they have indulgence letters 

will be eternally damned, together with their teachers. 

#36: Any truly repentant Christian has a right to full remission of penalty and guilt, even without 

indulgence letters. 

 I’ve always wondered if #50 was the reason why Leo the X would eventually deem Luther a 

heretic…#50: Christians are to be taught that if the pope knew the exactions of the indulgence 

preachers, he would rather that the basilica of St. Peter were burned to ashes than built up with the 

skin, flesh, and bones of his sheep. 

I assume #86 didn’t go over well with the Medici Pope either: Again, ``Why does not the pope, 

whose wealth is today greater than the wealth of the richest Crassus, build this one basilica of St. Peter 

with his own money rather than with the money of poor believers?'' 

Luther’s Theses were immediately copied and reprinted all across the Roman Empire. Not only 

were those interested in God listening. The nobles who watched their money go to Rome weren’t happy 

either. Catholic Churches and their extensive properties sat on tax-free land. Over the next several 

decades, many rulers of provinces and cities made a fortune capturing church lands and buildings. To be 

sure, much of the success of the pious Protestant Reformers was through the powerful self-interest of 

leaders in power. Not only did the politicians pursue Reformation for wealth. There was a great deal of 

money in controversy, something various printers of Protestant books and pamphlets learned quickly.  

From Luther’s point of view and the other Reformers their efforts were about protecting the 

doctrines of the church handled down by the apostles. The response of Luther’s attackers could be 

summarized by one of Luther’s earliest opponents, John Eck, “Are you the only one that knows 

anything? Except for you is all the Church in error?” 

This has been the Roman Catholic Church’s position throughout the years. Their official teaching 

is that the Roman Church alone has the ability to accurately teach Christian doctrine. In addition, the 

Church claims that they have never changed their doctrines or their practices, and therefore, they 

profess that they alone teach the true faith passed down by the original apostles. 

To such claims, Luther said, “Councils have contradicted each other,” reversing claims of 

previous councils, one of which had claimed a council was above the Pope, something the Pope had 

rescinded in short order. In the end, Luther came to the position passed down among all Protestants of 

sola scriptura, that the final authority for church doctrine and practice must be the Word of God. This 

does not mean that we should ignore church traditions or previous church councils, but that traditions 

and councils being human endeavors cannot speak with the same abiding, eternal authority as God’s 
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Word. Luther wanted the Catholic Church to embrace reforms according to Scripture, but the Church 

said there were no errors for which they needed to reform. To this day, the Roman Catholic Church 

believes in purgatory, the universal authority of the Pope, and that indulgences do lessen a person’s 

stint in purgatory. This in the face of no Scriptures to defend such views and many to counter them.  

Well, time does not allow me to trace the next 3 decades of Luther’s life in detail, so let me just 

hit some high points. 

First, (not discounting the providence of God) Luther’s greatest tool was his pen. He wrote 

voraciously about his views on the Pope, the Mass, the false spirituality of monks and nuns, a vehement 

opposition to forced celibacy, and all manner of Catholic contradictions. He wrote several commentaries 

on books of the Bible, commending all to read the Bible and see for themselves that God’s salvation is 

theirs in Christ by grace alone through faith alone. Many throughout the empire began calling 

themselves Lutherans (sometimes as an insult from Catholics) because they were drawn to Luther’s 

teachings. In 1522, the ever-colorful Luther responded to the news of people calling themselves 

Lutherans with this: “How did I, poor stinking bag of maggots that I am, come to the point where people 

call the children of Christ by my evil name.” 

Luther’s commitment to God’s Word and teaching was his primary calling, and any honest 

assessment would agree that Luther was prolific and convincing.  

Luther gave his own estimation of things, in 1522 when he penned: “I simply taught, preached, 

wrote God’s Word; otherwise I did nothing. And then, while I slept, drank Wittenberg beer with Philip 

and my Amsdorf, the Word so greatly weakened the papacy that never a prince or emperor did such 

damage to it. I did nothing. The word did it all.” 

It’s important to note that Luther’s pen didn’t always bring healing and hope. Luther had heated 

words for other reformers, such as the Anabaptists (forebears to the Free Church movements across 

Europe), even affirming the death penalty to those who didn’t side with Luther on certain doctrinal 

points. Like many in his day, Luther had anti-Semitic attitudes, that would be used later in history by 

Hitler and others to justify many atrocities. His own opposition to authority also fueled a bloody peasant 

rebellion, and rather than side with the peasants who suffered greatly, Luther took up his pen to justify 

those in power for their merciless response.  

Besides his pen, Luther is remembered for his harrowing adventures in survival. Many princes, 

priests, and Popes sought to have Luther killed. He was hidden away here and there in order to continue 

his work, the greatest work being his German translation of the Bible, all done while hiding out in the 

Wartburg Castle under the alias Junker George. 

He would eventually marry a former nun named Katherine Von Bora (a woman we’ll look at a bit 

more in my 3rd lecture that features key Women of the Reformation.) What made this marriage so 

unique in history is it was the first in hundreds of years when a godly pastor could openly share about 

his love, marriage, 6 children, and his home with the church and the other thousands of listening ears 

across Europe. He argued the church fathers and popes had erred to downplay the beauty and sanctity 
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of marriage, “But God before the last day has brought back marriage and the magistracy to their proper 

esteem.” He even noted that most homes are managed best by godly women, even though a dad from 

time to time will take his role in hanging out diapers to the laughter of his neighbors, but even then, 

Luther writes, “Let them laugh. God and the angels smile in heaven.” 

Still at the age of 62, Luther would travel to settle religious disputes and political disputes. One 

such occasion erupted in January 1546, and with 3 sons and a trusted friend named Justus Jonas, Luther 

traveled 80 miles to the town of his birth. It took about a month, but on Valentine’s Day, a reconciliation 

was worked out, but the strain on an already ill Luther had taken its toll. A fainting spell earlier in the 

day turned to extreme pain after supper. Luther had suffered most of his life with major bowel issues 

such as kidney stones and extreme constipation. His many bouts made him humorously write that all his 

reformation ideas came during his extended time on the toilet. 

But on Valentine’s Day 1546, no one was laughing. At 1AM the next morning, his friend Justus 

Jonas came to see Luther and saw that Luther’s hours were few. He asked, “Reverend father, will you 

die steadfast in Christ, and in the doctrine you have preached.” 

The German who had been born a dutiful Catholic, served as a monk, and taught for the Church, 

now looked at his life work and rediscoveries such as justification by faith, and simply replied, “Ja.” By 

daybreak, Luther had met his maker.1 

 

 

                                                             
1
 A few weeks later, some unpublished papers were discovered. One of the last lines of thought Martin Luther ever 

wrote were these, “We are beggars, that is true.” 


