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INTRODUCTION 
 
In 1836, famous American poet, Ralph Waldo Emerson, penned a poem we know 
as the Concord Hymn1. In the poem he used a now famous line, “the shot heard 
‘round the world,” to describe the magnitude of America’s war for independence 
from England. The United States of America, born out of the labor & travail of that Revolution, while not 
perfect, became a beacon of hope for millions across the planet. The Battle of Lexington-Concord truly opened 
people to the possibility that human beings could live pursue life, liberty and happiness under the protection 
of a government because it existed to protect inalienable rights granted by the Creator. I think Mr. Emerson 
picked a very appropriate phrase! 
 
On October 31, 1517, in the German city of Wittenberg, Martin Luther, Augustinian monk, fired his own “shot 
heard around the world.” He nailed his Ninety-Five Theses to the door of Wittenberg Castle. In those theses 
Dr. Luther challenged his church, the Roman Catholic Church, directly concerning several serious issues. He 
designed the theses to be an invitation to debate the concerns on biblical grounds. The Church received the 
theses as a declaration of war; a war which became the Protestant Reformation. Martin Luther was not the 
Reformation’s first protagonist. But he became, unintentionally, its ground-zero. Tonight, in honor of the 
Reformation’s 500th Anniversary (based upon Luther’s Theses publication) we will profile Mr. Luther. The 
profile cannot be exhaustive by any standard but I hope you see how his life and acts are the greater shot 
heard ‘round the world!  
 
Martin Luther’s Early Life 
Hans and Margarethe Luder, of Eisleben, Germany welcomed their first son into the family November 10, 
1483. The next day, the new parents walked to the town church for the boy’s baptism. During the ceremony 
they gave him the name Martin for it was the feast day of St. Martin of Tours.  
 
Little is known about Martin’s life as a child. We do know the following: 

• His father Hans took up the trade of copper mining and eventually saved enough, with eight children 
(historians believe this to be the number), to buy one.  

• The family practiced Catholicism and very likely venerated St. Anne, the patron saint of miners. 

• The family, in the pursuit of Han’s copper mining entrepreneurial ventures, moved to Mansfeld. 

• Martin, at the age off fourteen, went off for studies in Magdeburg-Eisenach (where he lived near his 
mother’s family). 

• Hans encouraged his first son, who had the role of advancing the family’s standing, to pursue a Law 
degree.  

 
The University of Erfurt 
Martin Luther entered university at a very young age by today’s standards as he received his bachelor’s degree 
in 1502 at the age of nineteen. He finished 30th of the 57 in his class. He went on to earn his Master’s degree in 
1505. To celebrate his graduation he Latinized his last name (changing it from Luder to Luther) and decided to 
travel home to Mansfeld for a visit. His walk home would become in some sense his Damascus Road.  
 

                                                           
1 Awkwardly titled "Hymn: Sung at the Completion of the Concord Monument, April 19, 1836” 
(https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Concord_Hymn) 
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Anfechtung, a Thunderstorm, St. Anne and the Augustinian Order 
During Luther’s Erfurt studies, he experienced great episodes of anxiousness over the condition of his soul.  
Luther called it anfechtung which means “a deeply seated struggle.” Roland Bainton, in his biography of 
Luther comments that Luther used the word to mean, “[Anfechtung] may be a trial sent by God to test a man, 
or an assault by the Devil to destroy a man.”2   
 
In the context of this anxiousness about his standing with God Luther journeyed home. During the walk he got 
caught in a violent thunderstorm.  He feared he would die. The restless Luther, thinking the storm a test from 
an angry God cried out to the advocate/mediator3 with whom he had grown up: St. Anne. He desperately 
pled, “Help me Saint Anne, and I will become a monk.”  
 
Luther lived. He made his way back to Erfurt. He left the study of law; joined the Augustinian Hermit Order of 
Erfurt and started the hard work of earning God’s favor. 
 

Writing many years later, Luther confessed that if ever a monk could get to heaven by monkery, he was that monk. 
He did not leave his soul struggles behind when he entered the monastery. They followed him and, in fact, 
intensified. He later testified, “I tortured myself with praying, fasting, keeping vigils, and freezing— the cold alone was 
enough to kill me— and I inflicted upon myself such pain as I would never inflict again, even if I could.”4 

 
The Vicar General Gives His Help to Luther in His Struggles 
The vicar general of the German Augustinian order, Johann van Staupitz, took an interest in Martin Luther. The 
vicar thought Luther a bright young man. He also cared about Luther’s spiritual wrestling. Staupitz directed 
Luther in four ways which proved to be keys to Luther’s eventual salvation by grace through faith alone. First, 
he encouraged the young monk to read Augustine (the 4th Century Church Father). St. Augustine strongly 
affirmed justification by grace through faith alone.  So Luther began to taste the pure gospel that was lost in 
the Church’s traditions and teachings.  
 
Second, he sent Luther to the University of Wittenberg to take up biblical studies and theology. Luther 
completed his Bachelor of Arts studies in 1509, returned to Erfurt to teach.  Unfortunately (fortunately from 
our point of view), Luther’s achfentung did not abate. In fact, it became worse. So van Staupitz directed Luther 
to a third step. 
 
Third, the vicar sent Luther to Rome. 
 

In 1510, Staupitz decided to send Luther on a pilgrimage to Rome. The Augustinian Order and the monasteries in 
Erfurt needed to renew their credentials. Staupitz thought this a fine occasion for Luther to be cured of his 
Anfechtungen. At it turns out, Staupitz miscalculated.5 

 
Rome lay 800 miles to the south of Erfurt. Along the road to Rome monasteries had been strategically 
constructed to house pilgrims. The monasteries contained shrines to aid pilgrims in their prayerful 
contemplations as they prepared for their visit to the Holy City.   
 

                                                           
2 Roland H. Bainton, Here I Stand: A Life of Martin Luther (New York: Abingdon, 1950), 42. 
3 Stephen Nichols, “She was the only mediator he knew.” 
4The Legacy of Luther (pp. 17-18). Ligonier Ministries, Inc. - USA. Kindle Edition. 
5 The Legacy of Luther (p. 18). Ligonier Ministries, Inc. - USA. Kindle Edition.    
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But Luther found nothing holy about the city.  Though Rome was the home of Julius II, the pontifex maximus, 
Luther found it to be harlot. 
 

“Overall the life of Roman high society, both lay and clerical, was marked by a spirit of worldliness, moral laxity, and 
ostentatious luxury, in an unending round of banquets, parties, and hunts.”6 

 
The sights accosting the eyes of Luther were prostitutes, public lewdness, and hawkers of all kinds of wares. 
He found the city repugnant.  He came to the famous Scala Sancta (holy stairs). The stairs, situated in the 
Church of St. John the Lateran, were supposed to be the actual stairs Christ ascended on his way to Pilate’s 
examination. At the bottom of the steps stood a table and a priest. The priest collected coins for indulgences 
and the people would climb the steps on their knees praying the rosary all the way.  Luther recalled later that 
the work provided him no peace, no spiritual awakening. In fact, he asked a question for which no answer 
came, “Who knows whether it is so?” 
 
Last, Staupitz sent Luther back to Wittenberg for further study in the year 1511.  The vicar general, played 
another card from his hand. He hoped further study would alleviate the agitation in Martin’s heart.  It didn’t 
calm Martin Luther’s heart but it sowed the seeds for a coming harvest of salvation. Luther completed his 
doctoral course of study with high marks.  To obtain his Doctoral degree he needed to master the preeminent 
theological text of his day; Peter Lombard’s Sentences7.  Luther mastered the Sentences but the theology of 
Lombard DID NOT master him.  The thinking that shined light into his mind and heart belonged to the early 
church father Augustine. Lombard quoted Augustine extensively and the words of Hippo’s bishop laid hold of 
Luther.  Luther began to see that man’s problem was not sins, but sin.  Luther came to understand, in 
contradiction to the teaching of the Roman Catholic Church, that he could do nothing to please God—to merit 
favor or grace. 
 

For this reason it is plain insanity to say that a man of his own powers can love God above all things and can perform 
the works of the law according to the substance of the act, even if not according to the intentions of Him who gave 
the commandment, because he is not in a state of grace. O fools. O pig-theologians.8 
 

The doctoral course produced greater anfechtung. Martin reflected upon that time in his life with these 
words: 
 

I did not love, yes, I hated the righteous God who punishes sinners, and secretly, if not blasphemously, certainly 
murmuring greatly, I was angry with God, and said, “As if, indeed, it is not enough, that miserable sinners, eternally 
lost through original sin, are crushed by every kind of calamity by the law of the Decalogue, without having God add 
pain to pain by the gospel and also by the gospel threatening us with his righteousness and wrath!” Thus I raged with 
a fierce and troubled conscience.9 
 

In spite of his eternal troubles of the soul, Luther completed the program and in 1511 became a lecturing 
professor at the University of Wittenberg. 
 

                                                           
6 Agostino Borromeo, “Rome,” in The Oxford Encyclopedia of the Reformation (Oxford, England: Oxford University Press, 1996), 3: 
448.  The Legacy of Luther (p. 31). Ligonier Ministries, Inc. - USA. Kindle Edition. 
7 A 12th Century Systematic Theology consisting of Four Books that made authoritative statements (sentences) about the biblical 
doctrines of: [1] The Trinity; [2] Creation; [3] The Incarnation of Christ and; [4] The Signs.  
8 The Legacy of Luther (p. 21). Ligonier Ministries, Inc. - USA. Kindle Edition. 
9 Ibid. 
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Luther the Professor becomes Luther the Reformer 
Luther received his doctorate on October 18-19 of 1512.  He immediately assumed Staupitz’ lecturer position 
at the university. He did not begin his service as professor determined to be a reformer.  He loved teaching 
and studied hard to do it well.  But, several elements coalesced in Luther’s life that moved him to the doors of 
Wittenberg Castle. The elements were: 
 

Element One  The biblical books Luther studied for his lectures. 
Between 1512 and October 31, 1517 he led students through studies of Psalms, Romans and the first 
half of Galatians.  Through his studies he became more and more aware of man’s need for 
righteousness—yet the solution to man’s crisis of the soul evaded him.  

 
 Element Two  The publication of the Greek New Testament  

In the year 1516 Erasmus published his first edition of the Greek New Testament. The university 
obtained a copy and Luther began reading the New Testament in Greek. It did not take long before 
Luther saw errors in the Latin translation of the Bible.  He identified a most grievous error that became 
an important part of his request for a debate. The error involved the word “penance.” The Latin 
Vulgate translated the Greek word (metanoieta) as “do penance.”  The Greek word is properly 
translated “repent.”  You can see the danger of the poor translation in Acts 2:37-38. 
 

36 Therefore let all the house of Israel know for certain that God has made Him both Lord and Christ—this 

Jesus whom you crucified.” 
 

37 Now when they heard this, they were pierced to the heart, and said to Peter and the rest of the apostles, 

“Brethren, what shall we do?” 38 Peter said to them, “Repent, and each of you be baptized in the name of 

Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins; and you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit. 

 
The Greek word translated repentance means to change one’s mind and heart. It also carries the idea 
of turning from one course to pursue another.  In the context of Peter’s sermon, he counseled the Jews 
to turn from their false understanding of Jesus Christ as a cursed sinner to embrace Him as the sinless 
Messiah that died as a substitute for believing sinners.  They should demonstrate their repentant faith 
through public identification with Jesus in baptism.  
 
The Vulgate used the word penance instead of repentance. The use of that word, based upon Roman 
Catholic doctrine, turned the meaning of the text upside down.  In the Middle Ages penance meant the 
following:  
 

By the late Middle Ages this sacrament included contrition (sorrow for sins), confession, and 
priestly absolution.  Having received the forgiveness of sin’s guilt, the penitent then performed 
acts of satisfaction to pay for the temporal penalty of sin.10  

 
Luther saw, for the first time “in living color,” the radical difference between Catholic emphasis on 
working to pay the penalty for our own sin and the biblical emphasis on Jesus Christ.  
 
 
 

                                                           
10 http://steadfastlutherans.org/2015/10/the-reformation-of-penance/ 
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Element Three The church’s commitment to sell indulgences 
In 1513, Pope Leo X began his pontificate. He inherited a great deal of debt and a huge project that 
needed financing; St. Peter’s Basilica.  The pope and his counselors decided that an aggressive 
campaign of selling indulgences would raise the money required to complete the edifice.   
 
Luther wrote the following about the indulgences in his theses: 
 
21. Therefore, those preachers of indulgences err who say that, by the Pope's indulgence, a man may be exempt 
from all punishments, and be saved. 
 
27. They preach vanity who say that the soul flies out of Purgatory as soon as the money thrown into the chest 
rattles. 
 
28. What is sure, is, that as soon as the penny rattles in the chest, gain and avarice are on the way of increase; but 
the intercession of the church depends only on the will of God Himself. 
 

So it was that these elements agitated Luther to such a degree that he posted his 95 Theses that “formally” 
began the Reformation. He began the theses in this way: 
 

Out of love for the truth and from desire to elucidate it, the Reverend Father Martin Luther, Master of Arts and 
Sacred Theology, and ordinary lecturer therein at Wittenberg, intends to defend the following statements and to 
dispute on them in that place. Therefore he asks that those who cannot be present and dispute with him orally shall 
do so in their absence by letter. In the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, Amen. 

1. Our Lord and Master Jesus Christ, in saying, "Repent ye, etc.," intended that the whole life of his believers on 
earth should be a constant penance. 

2. And the word "penance" neither can, nor may, be understood as referring to the Sacrament of Penance, that is, 
to confession and atonement as exercised under the priest's ministry. 

The Salvation and Stand of Martin Luther  
Luther nailed his Ninety-Five Theses to the castle doors of Wittenberg on October 31, 1517.  In his posting he 
requested a debate. In April of the following year he had his debate in Heidelberg. We know it by this title: The 
Heidelberg Disputation. Heidelberg was the site for The General Assembly of the Augustinian Order of Monks. 
The vicar general co-opted the event and arranged the debate Luther desired. For the event, Luther prepared 
Twenty-Eight Theses around upon which participants would debate.  The preface is very, very important and 
in it you’ll hear one of the Five Solas: Sola Scripturas. 
 

Distrusting completely our own wisdom, according to that counsel of the Holy Spirit, "Do not rely on your own 
insight" [Prov. 3.5], we humbly present to the judgment of all those who wish to be here these theological 
paradoxes, so that it may become clear whether they have been deduced well or poorly from St. Paul, the 
especially chosen vessel and instrument of Christ, and also from St. Augustine, his most trustworthy interpreter. 

 
In the Heidelberg Disputation Luther established a principle that would guide him and other reformers that 
followed in his footsteps.  It is represented in this Latin phrase: ad fontes. The phrase means to the sources. 
Luther made it his aim to test all teaching against the teaching of the Word of God.  Meaning should not be 
derived from reading what people taught about the Scripture—Scripture should be consulted for its meaning. 
Obviously, Luther’s rally cry became a means by which his soul was healed. 
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Incredibly, Luther was not likely a believer until 1519. In his own writings he refers to the “breakthrough” 
coming during his second lecture set through the Psalms (which happened early in 1519).  Concerning the 
breakthrough he wrote: 
 

At last, by the mercy of God, meditating day and night, I gave heed to the context of the words, namely, “In it the 
righteousness of God is revealed, as it is written, ‘He who through faith is righteous shall live.’” There I began to 
understand that the righteousness of God is that by which the righteous lives by a gift of God, namely by faith. And 
this is the meaning: the righteousness of God is revealed by the gospel, namely, the passive righteousness with 
which merciful God justifies us by faith, as it is written, “He who through faith is righteous shall live.” Here I felt that I 
was altogether born again and had entered paradise itself through open gates.11 

 
Stephen Nichols wrote these words about Luther’s profession: 
 

This is the gospel. This is the doctrine of justification by faith alone. The key here is that Luther is passive. Christ 
takes on his sin. Christ achieves righteousness, in His obedience in His life and in His death on the cross. This was 
Luther’s discovery. Christ did it. All of it.12 

 
In Nichols commentary you should hear the echo of three other solas: Solus Christus, Sola Gratia and Sola 
Fide.  

 
16 For I am not ashamed of the gospel, because it is the power of God that brings salvation to everyone who 
believes: first to the Jew, then to the Gentile. 17 For in the gospel the righteousness of God is revealed—a 
righteousness that is by faith from first to last, just as it is written: “The righteous will live by faith.” 

Romans 1:16-17 (NIV) 
 

The Church Challenges Luther’s Theology 
Luther, from the day he posted his Ninety-Five Theses, to the end of his life, faced intense opposition from the 
Roman Catholic Church.  The Church opposed Luther because he called into question: [1] The Sacrament of 
Penance; [2] The sale of indulgences and; [3] The authority of the Pope. Luther had requested a debate.  
 
The Examination in Augsburg 
In October 1518 the Church, by order of Pope Leo X (because of a sermon in which he called into question the 
Primacy of the Roman Church), called Luther to appear before Cardinal Thomas Cajetan in Augsburg (the 
German city became the site of the examination because Frederick the Wise intervened on behalf Luther 
knowing a trip to Rome would certainly lead to his arrest). The Cardinal was to give Luther a hearing and make 
a determination about the orthodoxy of his teachings. Luther hoped for an examination based upon the plain 
teaching of the Scriptures. Cardinal Cajetan planned to examine Luther based upon Catholic doctrine.  If the 
teachings of the church were the standard Luther could not win, and win he did not. The Cardinal, if Luther did 
not recant his beliefs was to formally arrest him and transport him to Rome.  Luther got wind of the arrest and 
fled with the help of friends. 
 
The Stand in Worms 
Pope Leo X, Johann Eck (Catholic apologist) and Cardinal Cajetan, along with a host of others continued to 
press Luther to publicly recant his teaching.  Luther of course would not recant and continued writing, 
preaching and teaching the primacy of Scripture and justification by grace through faith alone.  In 1521, the 

                                                           
11 The Legacy of Luther (p. 28). Ligonier Ministries, Inc. - USA. Kindle Edition. 
12 Ibid. 
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situation came to a head so Charles V, emperor of the Holy Roman Empire, ordered Luther to appear at 
Worms for a legislative assembly. The pope had already excommunicated13 Luther (settling the issue of 
orthodoxy). The emperor called the Diet (as it was called) to determine if Luther would recant and avoid state 
arrest (the church and the state were wed at the time so that a crime in the church was a crime against the 
state). The trip from Wittenberg to Worms took two weeks14. While travelling Luther preached in Erfurt, 
Gotha and Eisenach. He was welcomed by throngs all along the journey. He finally arrived in Worms on April 
16th where he was cheered by the people.   
 
The details of Luther’s tribunal are as follows: 
 

On 16 April…Luther was told to appear the following day before the Diet at 4 p.m. Dr. Jeromee Schurff, Wittenberg 
professor in Canon Law, was to act as Luther’s lawyer before the Diet. 

On 17 April, the imperial marshal and the imperial herald…came for Luther. The marshall reminded Luther that he 
should speak only in answer to direct questions from the presiding officer, Johann Eck. Eck asked: [1] if a 
collection of books was Luther’s and [2] if he was ready to revoke their heresies. Dr. Schurff said, "Please 
have the titles read." There were 25 of them, probably including The 95 Theses, Resolutions Concerning the 95 
Theses, On the Papacy at Rome, Address to the Christian Nobility, The Babylonian Captivity of the Church, and On 
the Freedom of a Christian. Luther requested more time for a proper answer, so he was given until the next day at 4 
p.m. 

On 18 April, Luther, stating he'd prayed for long hours, consulted with friends and mediators, presented himself 
before the Diet. When the counselor put the same questions to him, Luther first apologized that he lacked the 
etiquette of the court. Then he answered, "They are all mine, but as for the second question, they are not all of one 
sort." Luther went on to place the writings into three categories: (1) Works which were well received by even his 
enemies: those he would not reject. (2) Books which attacked the abuses, lies and desolation of the Christian world 
and the papacy: those, Luther believed, could not safely be rejected without encouraging abuses to continue. To 
retract them would be to open the door to further oppression.  "If I now recant these, then, I would be doing nothing 
but strengthening tyranny". (3) Attacks on individuals: he apologized for the harsh tone of these writings but did not 
reject the substance of what he taught in them; if he could be shown from the Scriptures that he was in error, Luther 
continued, he would reject them.15 

Luther finally shared these words:  
 

Unless I am convinced by the testimony of the Holy Scriptures or by evident reason-for I can believe neither pope 
nor councils alone, as it is clear that they have erred repeatedly and contradicted themselves-I consider myself 
convicted by the testimony of Holy Scripture, which is my basis; my conscience is captive to the Word of God. Thus 
I cannot and will not recant, because acting against one's conscience is neither safe nor sound. God help me. 
Amen. 

 
Luther had been granted safe passage to and from the Diet. Yet, one hundred years earlier in Bohemia a 
reformer named Jan Hus had also been guaranteed such safety and he was burned at the stake as a heretic by 
order of the church.  Frederick the Wise secretly arranged Luther’s kidnapping in order to keep him from what 

                                                           
13 In June of the previous year, 1520, Pope Leo X issued the Papal bull Exsurge Domine ("Arise, O Lord"), outlining forty-one 
purported errors found in Martin Luther's Ninety-five Theses and other writings related to or written by him. 
14 Luther was summoned by the emperor. Prince Frederick III, Elector of Saxony obtained an agreement that if Luther appeared he 
would be promised safe passage to and from the meeting. This guarantee was essential after the treatment of Jan Hus, who was 
tried and executed at the Council of Constance in 1415 despite a promise of safe conduct. 
15 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Diet_of_Worms 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Johann_Eck
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christianity
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Scriptures
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pope_Leo_X
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Papal_bull
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Exsurge_Domine
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Martin_Luther
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ninety-five_Theses
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Frederick_III,_Elector_of_Saxony
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jan_Hus
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Council_of_Constance
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he believed to be a dubious arrest.  The kidnappers took Luther to Eisenach’s Wartburg Castle.  He lived there 
in relative isolation from May 1521 to March 1522.  
 
Luther’s Great Accomplishments 
Luther’s isolation in Wartburg Castle was a productive time.  In a period of less than a year he translated the 
entire New Testament into German. Later, with the help of Wittenberg scholars the whole Scripture would be 
translated into German.  Getting the Scriptures into the people’s tongue might have been Luther’s greatest 
legacy.  
 
Yet, there is substantially more that needs mention.  Luther authored Hymnals for congregational singing. He 
authored two catechisms (Shorter and Larger) in order to disciple German Christians in the faith (the 
catechisms focused on the Apostle’s Creed, the Lord’s Prayer and the Ten Commandments).  He preached 
over 3,000 sermons. He wrote commentaries on Genesis, Psalms, Galatians and Romans. Lastly (and I am only 
providing a thumbnail sketch) he recovered the doctrine of vocation; which is, the Scriptural teaching that all 
work if it is moral in nature, is a sacred act done in God’s name for the love of neighbor. Luther tried very hard 
to eradicate the false distinction that exists between clergy and laity.   
 
Conclusion 
Dr. Luther was a highly controversial figure in his day. Roman Catholic leaders thought him anathema and 
fellow evangelical reformers sometimes found him irascible. He was often course in his writing and mean-
spirited in his critique of fellow evangelicals if they disagreed with him.  He was a deeply flawed individual but 
God used him just like he uses other saints that are simultaneously sinners.  We should learn from that that 
we can be used even as we strive to grow more and more into Christ-likeness. 
 
A moment ago I mentioned Jan Hus.  Dr. Hus faced a tribunal of the Catholic Church. His greatest crimes were 
preaching in the native tongue of his beloved Czech people and criticizing the Church for corruption and 
unbiblical practices.  When asked to recant he refused and was therefore arrested and burned at the stake.  
His last words on that day in 1415 were:  
 

“You are now going to burn a goose, but in a century   
  you will have a swan which you can neither roast nor boil.”16 

 
The German people believed Luther was the swan “prophesied” by Hus. God gave Luther a voice and until his 
death in 1545 he spoke. It would seem that Hus was right—the swan could not be silenced! 
 

                                                           
16 The surname Hus means goose. 


