
Luther’s Early School Years 

Martin Luther was born to poor but honourable parents November 10, 1483, on St. Martin’s eve. He was 

the first-born child. While still a baby, his father and mother moved from Eisleben to Mansfeldt. His 

parents were very poor and at first could find no work but to be woodcutters. Both Luther’s father, Hans 

or John, and his mother, Margaret, were very hard workers and the children of the family learned to 

value work.   

Hard Work and Piety at Home 

Eventually his father got work in the copper mines and was later able to establish two smelting furnaces. 

He was well-respected in his community and was made a town councillor. John Luther valued education 

and often invited learned men, teachers and priests, to the family home. He hoped that he could 

someday provide his children with a good education. 

Luther’s parents were devoted Christians. John taught Martin to kneel and pray beside his bed and he 

himself prayed aloud that little Martin would always remember God and would some day spread the 

truth. 

Sharp Discipline 

As was the custom in those days, children were harshly disciplined. Luther remembered being so 

severely beaten with a cane by his mother over one stolen nut that he bled. On another occasion, his 

father whipped him so badly that Martin felt estranged from his father and John had to work at 

rebuilding the boy’s trust. School was not much different and Martin recalled being whipped fifteen 

times one morning by his teacher. 

Little wonder that Martin came to think of God as being a harsh, offended judge. The only religion he 

understood for many years was the religion of fear. 

Martin Leaves Home to Attend School 

At the age of 14, Martin was sent to Magdeburg to attend school at a Franciscan monastery. Although 

hungry for learning, Martin was afraid of his teachers. His hardships were only worsened by the fact that 

he had to spend his after-school hours begging for food because his parents could not support him. 

Begging for Food 

Later, Martin recalled singing Christmas carols in four-part harmony from house to house with other 

school boys. They sang one day at a small house on the edge of Magedeburg, hoping the farmer would 

give them some food. But they were so fearful, that when the farmer came out, they ran away and hid. 

They were thankful when the farmer patiently called them back and gave them food. 

When Luther’s parents learned of the hard times he was having supporting himself, they sent him to 

Eisenach where they had many relatives. But things were no better for Martin there.  

The Pious Shunamite 

On one particularly difficult day, Martin had been turned away empty-handed from three homes and as 

he was contemplating returning to his lodgings without any food, a woman opened the door and seeing 

him standing there downcast, she invited him in and fed him. It was Ursula Cotta, the wife of Conrad 



Cotta. She was somewhat familiar with young Martin, as she had heard him sing in the church and had 

noticed the harshness with which he was treated by his schoolmasters. Ursula came to be known as the 

“pious Shunamite,” after the woman of Shunem who cared for God’s prophet, Elisha.  

Conrad and Ursula enjoyed Martin’s company and after getting acquainted with him over the course of 

a few days, they invited him to stay in their home until he had completed his studies. As a result, Martin 

was able to devote his energies to his studies and complete his education. God ordained a kindly woman 

to care for Luther, as He had done for Elisha. 

Being musically gifted, Martin learned to play the flute and the lute, a stringed instrument like a guitar. 

He often delighted his adoptive parents with music. 

It seems Luther never felt bitterness over his severe poverty and trials in his early years. He didn’t blame 

God. In fact, he learned to be grateful for his trials. He saw God’s hand in the compassionate care 

extended him by the Cotta family and gradually came to trust God as a result. 



2 Martin Luther Goes to University 

When Luther was 18 years old, he went to enrolled in the University of Erfurth. There he studied philosophy. He soon 

came to be admired for his intelligence. 

It was at the University of Erfurth that Luther first came in contact with the Bible. Until that time, he had no idea that the 

Bible was a large collection of books, since he’d only ever heard very short portions read in church. There were so many 

pages in the Bible. He was quite astonished. Here he read the stories of the Old Testament and the New. He wished he 

could own a Bible for himself. 

Devotional Life 

Every morning, Luther began his day with prayer and went to church. After his devotions, he spent the day studying. 

Luther devoted long hours to study and by the end of his first year at the university, he received his bachelor’s degree.  

Critical Illness 

But the efforts he made in preparing for examinations cost him his health. His friends thought that he would die. Luther 

himself believed he would die. An old priest visited him and said, “Take courage. You will not die. Our God will yet make 

of you a man who, in turn, shall console many.”i Luther recovered. 

Life-Threatening Accident 

The next year, however, Luther had another brush with death. He was on his way home at Easter time to see his family. 

He carried a sword, as young men did in those days. Somehow the blade struck his foot, cutting a major artery. It 

seemed he would bleed to death on the road while waiting for his friend to fetch a doctor. He prayed to the Virgin Mary 

for help. The surgeon arrived and closed the wound, but it opened again during the night. Luther must have lost quite a 

lot of blood because he fainted.  

It was during this same period that a close friend was killed. 

These brushes with death, must have had a sobering effect on the young Luther. He wondered what would become of 

him were he to die at his young age. Was he prepared to meet God in peace? He spent much time thinking about how to 

obtain salvation. 

A Celebrated Doctor 

In 1505, Luther was awarded two degrees: Master of Arts and doctor of philosophy (PhD). He began to teach the science 

and philosophy of Aristotle, a Greek philosopher of the 4th century BC, which Luther later despised. The ceremony was 

attended with a great deal of pomp and celebration and it would have seemed apparent to everyone present then, that 

the young Dr. Luther was destined for a celebrated and prestigious academic life. Luther himself, had resigned himself to 

study law, as his father desired him to do. 

But Luther’s real interest was holiness. While he applied himself to studying the philosophers, what he yearned for was a 

knowledge of his acceptance with God. How could he be assured of eternal life, was the question that gripped him.  

The Fateful Storm 

He took some time away from his studies to visit his family in the summer of 1505. He was returning to the university 

town of Erfurth when he was caught in a frightful storm. A bolt of lightning struck so near to him that he was thrown to 

the ground. He called upon St. Anne to save him and vowed to devote his life to the pursuit of holiness. He pledged 

himself to become a monk. 

i J. H. Merle d’Aubigne, History of the Reformation of the Sixteenth Century. 

                                                           



Martin Luther Becomes a Monk 

Soon after Luther arrived back at Erfurth following the terrible storm, he invited friends to a dinner 

party. There was simple food, music and laughter. Then Luther announced his decision to enter a 

monastery. His friend could not believe it. How could he, the celebrated doctor of philosophy who had 

such a bright academic future ahead of him – how could Luther give it all up and hide himself away as a 

monk? 

Goodbye Party 

Needless to say, the party did not end as joyfully as it had begun. And soon after Luther’s friends had 

left, Luther selected two books from his collection, a book of poetry and a book of comedy, and walked 

through the dark streets to the monastery. 

Luther Becomes “Brother Augustine” 

Upon entering the convent, Luther took a new name – Augustine. The monks were happy to win Luther 

from the university, but they did him no favours. Maybe they wanted to humble the renowned 

academic. In any case, the hours Luther would have devoted to studying, he spent in ways that made 

him useful to the cloister instead. Luther was assigned such menial duties as opening and closing the 

gates, winding the clock, sweeping the church and cleaning the sleeping rooms. Then, they sent him 

begging door to door through the very university town where he had recently received his high 

academic honours. 

The Chained Bible 

There was a Bible in the convent that was fastened to its place by a chain. Luther spent as much time as 

he could reading the Bible. It was during his stay at the Augustinian monastery in Erfurth that Luther 

began studying Greek and Hebrew, the original languages of the Bible. 

Mortifications – Trying to Kill the Evil Within 

Luther applied himself with such devotion to studying Greek, Hebrew and the Bible that he sometimes 

didn’t take the time to complete his daily ritual of prayers. This made him feel guilty and he would 

devote himself completely to making up for all the praying he’d missed to the neglect of everything else, 

even eating. If a monk could have won heaven by starving himself almost to death, Luther could have 

done it. Luther later said, “If it had continued much longer, I should have carried my mortifications even 

to death.” 

Yet, in the quietness of his little cell, Luther found no peace, but only troubling thoughts. He knew that, 

even though he had tortured his body and bound his will to the rituals of the monastery, the old man of 

sin still lived in his heart. He was not a bit holier for all the punishment he’d inflicted upon himself. 

 



4 John Staupitz 

When Martin Luther entered the monastery at Erfurth, a man named John Staupitz was vicar-general, 

the highest official, of all the Augustinian monasteries of Germany. He, like Luther, had struggled to find 

peace with God. Staupitz had found that peace through faith in Jesus, which he discovered through 

study of the Bible. In the Bible, Staupitz had learned that salvation is a gift from God. 

Luther – the Half-Starved Monk 

On a visit to the monastery at Erfurth, Staupitz took notice of Luther. At that time, Luther was a bony 

skeleton of a man with sunken eyes and a depressed look. Staupitz talked with him and learned of 

Luther’s struggle for holiness.  

The wise Staupitz encouraged Luther by sharing his own struggles. He said he, too, had broken promises 

he’d made to God and concluded, “If God will not be merciful toward me for the love of Christ…I shall 

never, with the aid of all my vows and all my good works, stand before him. I must perish.”i 

Then Staupitz offered this advice to Luther: “Instead of torturing yourself on account of your sins, throw 

yourself into the Redeemer’s arms. Trust in Him – in the righteousness of His life – in the atonement of 

His death…God is not angry with you, it is you who are angry with God.” 

A Bible of His Own 

Before leaving the monastery at Erfurth, Staupitz gave Luther a gift. It was a Bible! “Let the study of the 

Scriptures be your favorite occupation,” he told the young monk. After this, Staupitz left the monastery 

at Erfurth and Luther. 

Luther Grasps Hold of Salvation by Faith 

Shortly after Staupitz left Erfurth, Luther became very sick and was, once again, close to death. Luther 

had not yet fully grasped the idea of salvation as a gift from God. He felt that God could not accept him 

because he was sinful. He knew that impatience, anger and envy dwelt in his heart.  

An old monk visited him and had Luther repeat with him the Apostles’ creed. “I believe in the 

forgiveness of sins,” Luther repeated. 

“Ah! You must believe not only in the forgiveness of David’s and Peter’s sins, for this even the devils 

believe. It is God’s command that we believe our own sins are forgiven us.”ii 

That was a turning point for Luther. From then on, Luther put his trust in God for salvation, not in his 

own works. 

i J. H. Merle d’Aubigne, Reformation of the Sixteenth Century. 
ii Ibid. 

                                                           



Luther is Ordained a Priest 

After Luther had been in the monastery for two years, he was ordained as a priest. He had made peace 

with his father and invited him to attend the ordination ceremony. 

Transubstantiation 

The Bishop of Brandenburg gave Luther the chalice, the large goblet or cup used for the wine. In Latin, 

the Bishop pronounced these words, “Receive the power of sacrificing for the quick and the dead.” By 

these words, the Bishop gave Luther the power to change wine into the actual blood of Jesus and to 

change a wafer made of flour into the actual flesh and body of Jesus. The Catholic church still teaches 

this.  

This teaching, or doctrine, is called transubstantiation. At the time, Luther believed the words. But later 

he said, “If the earth did not then open and swallow us both up, it was owing to the great patience and 

long-suffering of the Lord.”i 

As Martin Luther ate a meal in the monastery with his friends, his father John, and the monks, the 

conversation turned to how Martin had come to the monastery. The monks said it was a great and holy 

thing that Martin did by joining them at the monastery. 

Breaking the Commandment to Honour the Church 

John, Luther’s father disagreed. “Have you not read in Scripture, that you should obey your father and 

mother?” he asked. For it was against John’s wishes that his son should be a monk or a priest. He had 

hoped that his intelligent son would have continued in school and become a lawyer. John did not seem 

to have much respect for monks and priests. 

i As quoted in d’Aubigne’s Reformation of the Sixteenth Century. 

                                                           



Luther Moves to Wittenberg 

John Staupitz had been an advisor to Elector Frederick the Wise when he established a new university at 

Wittenberg in 1502. Upon Staupitz’s recommendation, Frederick invited Luther to teach at the 

university. So in 1508, Luther moved to the Augustinian convent at Wittenberg.  

Luther was to teach physics, the science of matter and motion, and dialectics, the debating of rightness 

or wrongness of ideas about religion, a kind of philosophy. Luther was frustrated at having to teach 

these subjects because he wanted more time to study the Bible. 

Bachelor of Divinity 

In spite of having to teach physics and dialectics, Luther threw himself into the study of Greek and 

Hebrew, the Biblical languages. He studied hard and a few months after arriving in Wittenberg he was 

awarded a bachelor degree in divinity in the study of Biblical theology. 

Bible Lectures 

At 1 o’clock each day, Luther lectured on the Bible. The teaching of the Bible was something new for this 

period of history. The Bible was little-studied or taught until this time. Instead, students studied the 

“church fathers,” theologians who wrote before the year 700. The study of “theology” before Luther 

came on the scene, was basically the study of traditions in the church. For example, one of the common 

teachings was that when God said, “Let there be light,” the “light” He created was actually theology, or 

the study of God and religion. 

Luther’s new style of teaching attracted students from across Europe. Staupitz, the leader of the 

Augustinian monks, asked him to preach in the church of the Augustines. Luther was very shy about 

preaching in the church, although it was just a run-down, derelict old building at the time. Luther did not 

want the responsibility of speaking “before men in the place of God.”i But Staupitz insisted. 

Luther’s Sermons 

The sermons that Luther preached were so different from anything the people had ever heard before, 

that soon the ramshackle church was full to overflowing. Even Frederick the Wise came to hear Luther 

preach. 

What was so different about Luther’s sermons? He preached from the Word of God and his goal was the 

salvation of souls. Until that time, sermons were a form of religious entertainment more than 

instruction in holiness and the things of salvation. 

 

i J. H. Merle d’Aubigne; Reformation of the Sixteenth Century. 

                                                           



21: Why Didn’t Luther Want to Accept This Degree? 

When Luther returned from his trip to Rome, John Staupitz, vicar-general of the Augustinian monks and 

Martin Luther’s superior, told Luther that he and the elector Frederick had arranged for Luther to 

receive a doctor of divinity degree. This degree was given to honor Luther for his research in the Bible 

and the articles that he wrote. It was the highest, most honorable of all the academic degrees. To 

Luther, this seemed too great an honor for him to receive and he told his superior that he should look 

for a more worthy person. They argued for a time and finally Staupitz told him, “Do what I command 

you. You have promised to obey.” 

The Dean of Theology Who Didn’t Read the Bible 

Professor Carlstadt was the dean of theology at the University of Wittenberg and granted Luther the 

degree. This is ironic, because Carlstadt admitted later that he himself had never even read the Bible, 

which shows how little the church and schools valued the Bible at that time. 

Luther Swears to Defend the Word of God 

Luther received his degree with an oath to “defend the evangelical faith” and to preach and study the 

Scriptures all his life. Although Luther could not have known the chaos and danger to himself that would 

result from it, by this oath and promise, Luther publicly declared his allegiance to God’s Word and 

acknowledged that it was the Bible, not the traditions of the church, which he would defend till his 

death. 

Soon afterward, Luther wrote an article to be read in Rome at a meeting of church officials. In the 

article, Luther said that the world had become corrupt because the priests did not preach from the 

Bible, but taught traditions instead. 

Luther himself dwelt upon God’s Word and preached it in his sermons in the churches and in the 

lectures he gave to students at the university. In a sermon on the Ten Commandments, he told his 

listeners that just because they didn’t kneel down to idols, they were still as likely to worship idols in 

their hearts. He said, “This idolatry prevails in every man until he is healed by the free gift of the faith 

that is in Christ Jesus.”i 

He upset some people by teaching that a person can do what looks good and right, but it is the 

motivation of the heart that God judges by. Many people believed they could, in a way, win God’s 

friendship or favor by doing good works. Luther constantly taught that people are helpless to do what’s 

right without God’s help. Only God by His power can change a person. It is not in the power of ourselves 

to be good or righteous. He said, “Do not look for salvation in your own strength or in your good works, 

but in the merits of Christ and in God’s grace.”ii 

“The sole and infallible authority of the Word of God was the primary and fundamental principle of the 

Reformation.”iii 

 

i J. H. Merle d’Aubigne, History of the Reformation of the Sixteenth Century. 
ii Ibid. 
iii Ibid. 

                                                           



22  

Where Did the Reformation Start? The 

Answer May Surprise You 

Frederick, the Elector of Saxony, built a new church in Wittenberg and called it the All Saints Church. He 

then sent Staupitz, Luther’s supervisor, throughout the country to collect relics. Relics were parts of the 

dead bodies of saints, people considered to be holy, or things that belonged to saints. The Catholic 

Church taught, and still teaches, that relics can be worshipped. For example, St. Peter’s Basilica in Rome 

is said to hold the body of the disciple Peter in a tomb right below the altar. At another church in Rome 

you can see what’s said to be the very sign that was nailed to Jesus’ cross, two thorns from the crown of 

thorns the soldiers put on His head and three pieces of His cross.  

While Staupitz was away on his relic-collecting trip, he put Luther in charge of the Augustinian 

monasteries. Staupitz asked Luther to visit 40 of the monasteries while he was gone. So, while his 

superior was on a useless errand collecting “holy” relics to display in the new All Saints Church, Luther 

was ministering to his brother monks. 

He visited the convent at Erfurth, where he lived when he first became a monk. It was at Erfurth that he 

had wound the clocks and scrubbed the floors after leaving his job as professor at the university. The 

superior monk at Erfurth was not getting along with the superior of another monastery. Luther 

counseled him, saying, “Bitterness is not expelled by bitterness…but sweetness is dispelled by 

bitterness.”1  

At another monastery, there was a lot of arguing and unhappiness. The monks there were angry at their 

superior. Luther told the monk in charge that real peace isn’t the absence of disturbance. But when a 

person can feel joy in the midst of trouble, “he possesses the true peace.”2  

At all the monasteries, Luther encourage the monks to live in harmony. He told them that the Bible 

alone shows how to be saved. This was a new teaching which the monks had never heard before. Many 

of them gladly accepted the good news of salvation by faith in Jesus. 

 Although Luther’s Bible teachings were not yet spreading in the world, the truth had come to the 

monasteries of Germany. And faith began to grow within the hearts of the monks as tiny plants that 

grow in a warm, protected place like a greenhouse. The monasteries were the nurseries of the 

Reformation.  

                                                           
1 J.H. Merle d’Aubigne; History of the Reformation of the Sixteenth Century. 
2 Ibid. 



9 The Theses You’ve Probably Never Even Heard Of 

In the year 1517, Luther was teaching several advanced students at the university. They were preparing 

to write an exam that would give them a license to teach. Luther joyfully taught his students from the 

Bible. This was a new thing for the world. Even though people considered themselves to be Christians, 

they knew more about religion, the traditional ceremonies that had been invented, than about what the 

Bible taught about Christ and His teachings. 

Luther had studied the writings of the Greek philosopher Aristotle at the University of Erfurth. And he 

was hired to teach Aristotle when he came to Wittenberg. But as Luther studied the Word of God, he 

lost his taste for the words of Aristotle. Luther came to reject Aristotle’s teachings altogether. He taught 

his students to detest them also. 

Luther contrasted the empty teachings of Aristotle with the satisfying lessons in the Bible. He did this in 

99 theses which he published just months before the famous 95 Theses. The 99 theses showed that the 

freedom to choose what’s right comes from God. The ability to make right choices is not natural in 

humans because people are polluted by sin. 

Luther said, 

“Nature possesses neither a pure reason nor a good will.”i 

“On the side of man there is nothing that goes before grace, unless it be impotency and even rebellion.” 

“We do not become righteous by doing what is righteous; but having become righteous, we do what is 

righteous.” 

“The law of God and the will of man are two adversaries, that without the grace of God can never be 

reconciled.” 

In 1517, these ideas were radical. Most people accepted the church’s teaching that to be good, you just 

had to try very hard. Luther taught that no matter how hard you tried, you could never please God. He 

taught that you had to accept the free gift of God’s grace by faith in order to please God because the 

Bible teaches that “without faith it is impossible to please Him” (Hebrews 11:6). 

Dr Eck, a friend of Luther’s and a highly respected theologian, was teaching at the University of 

Ingolstadt. Luther wanted to talk to him about the ideas he’d written in the 99 theses, so he asked a 

mutual friend to take his theses to Eck. Although he Luther later lost respect for him, when he asked his 

friend to carry the theses to Eck, Luther referred to him as “that most learned and ingenious man.” 

i J H Merle d’Aubigne, The Reformation of the Sixteenth Century. 

                                                           



24 The Sale of Indulgences 

Roman Catholics believed, and still do believe, that even when a person has turned from his or her sin, 

they must suffer punishment for it. It is taught that some people go to a place called purgatory after 

death where they will complete their cleansing from sin through suffering punishment.   

In the 16th century, the Catholic Church used people’s fear of suffering in purgatory to get money for 

church projects. They did this by selling certificates called indulgences. Indulgences promised to free the 

owner from punishment in purgatory. People bought indulgences for themselves or for loved ones who 

had died because they were afraid of purgatory. 

 John Tetzel was a 63-year-old monk who arrived in a town near Wittenberg to sell indulgences. He 

traveled in a horse-drawn carriage with three horsemen besides. There was a great show when he came 

to a new town to sell indulgences. Bells rang, music was played, singers sang, and Tetzel carried a large 

red cross while a parade of people marched behind him. 

But John Tetzel had a bad reputation. He had been convicted of crimes. The emperor said he should be 

put into a sack and thrown into the river. And he was not honest about the indulgences. Some church 

leaders didn’t like the fact that he lied so that he could sell more indulgences. For instance, Tetzel 

promised that a person could be pardoned for sins he was only just planning to commit, that his 

indulgences would cover the very worst of sins, and that a person didn’t even have to feel sorry for their 

sin to be freed from punishment for it. All a person had to do was buy an indulgence and they would be 

free. 

Tetzel often scared the people by telling them that their dead family and friends were crying from 

purgatory. All the people had to do to help stop their suffering was to buy indulgences. He also told 

them that the bones of St. Peter and St. Paul were being polluted by rain and snow because the church 

their bodies were in needed fixing. In fact, the money gotten from selling indulgences was being used to 

build the grand and lavish church of St. Peter’s Basilica in Rome. 

Many people believed what Tetzel told them. But some were angry and thought he was deceiving the 

people. Some asked, “If the pope can set souls free from purgatory why does he need money to do it? 

Why doesn’t he just take pity on them all and set them all free at once?” 

Many people did not like indulgences for these reasons. But many poor and superstitious people gave 

what little money they had to buy indulgences. Often, very poor people made great sacrifices to buy an 

indulgence for a dead parent who they believed was suffering in the fires of purgatory. Who wouldn’t 

want to stop the suffering of a loved one if all it took was money? For these reasons, the sale of 

indulgences was very successful and a sure way for the church to make money. 



25 The Shocking Truth About Indulgences 

You will not find indulgences anywhere in the Bible. In fact, you will not find anything in the Bible that 

gives the idea that paying money to the church will help you gain salvation or free you from punishment 

in purgatory. First of all, the Bible says absolutely nothing about a place called purgatory. Secondly, the 

Bible shows over and over again that it is impossible to “pay” for our sins. (See Psalm 49:6-8; Matthew 

20:28; 1 Peter 1:18, 19.) And the Bible actually attacks the idea that people could get something spiritual 

by paying money for it. (For an example, read the story of Simon the sorcerer in Acts 8:5-25.) 

So, indulgences go against what the Bible teaches.  

Why, then, were indulgences invented? 

Money. That’s the simple answer. The church needed money. 

Pope Leo X, who was pope at the time the Reformation started, needed a lot of money to keep up the 

lifestyle that he enjoyed. He lived in the papal palace which was richly decorated. He spent money on 

musicians and actors because he and his guests liked to be entertained. He hosted festivals and sporting 

events and these things all cost money. But Leo X did not spend all the church’s money on himself. He 

was known to be a generous pope and went about with a bag of cold coins which he threw to the 

crowds that flocked around him. He gave rich presents and rewards to people he liked. 

Leo’s cousin, Cardinal Pucci, told Pope Leo that he should sell indulgences so that he could pay for all the 

things he liked. Leo thought it was a good idea. In November of 1517 Leo needed 147 gold ducats to pay 

for a book on the history of the Roman wars. One ducat is now worth around $160 (Canadian) or about 

$118 (US).i  The book the pope wanted would be worth more than $20 000 in today’s money. Maybe it 

was so expensive because it was an antique, written by Livy about the time of Jesus.  In any case, the 

pope got the money for the book from the sale of indulgences. 

Tetzel, the indulgence seller who upset Martin Luther, had been hired to raise money for Cardinal Albert 

of Mentz. Albert lived a rich life like the pope. His palace was the grandest and most marvellous in all of 

Germany. Albert needed money because he had a loan to pay back. He owed money to the pope for a 

cape the pope had blessed, which Albert had to buy from him when he was made an archbishop. Today, 

the cost of the cape could be more than $3 million. Albert struck an indulgence deal with the pope. The 

pope gave Albert permission to sell indulgences in his part of Germany, as long as he would share the 

profits with him and immediately pay for the cape. Albert paid the pope for the cape. Then he hired 

Tetzel to get the money back, plus what he owed in loans, by selling indulgences to the people. 

 

i Based on information from 
http://www.britishmuseum.org/about_us/news_and_press/press_releases/2012/crowns_and_ducats.aspx.  
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26 Luther’s 95 Theses 

Tetzel was not allowed to sell indulgences in the part of Germany called Saxony. Frederick the Wise and 

the other princes wouldn’t let him. So Tetzel came as near to the border of Saxony as could and many of 

Luther’s church members left went to buy indulgences from him.  

Part of Luther’s job as a priest was to sit in a little room and hear the confessions of his church 

members. Luther would listen to them confess and then he would tell them the penance they would 

have to do to show they were sorry for their sins. Maybe he would say something like, “Pray 10 Our 

Father’s and 20 Hail Mary’s and tell your brother you’re sorry for yelling at him. Show him you’re sorry 

by doing something nice for him.”  

Luther’s Alarm 

When church members who had bought indulgences from Tetzel came to confession and told him they 

weren’t sorry for their sins and wouldn’t repent, Luther was shocked. He knew that God could not 

forgive someone who wasn’t even sorry for their sins. The people showed Luther their indulgence 

papers and said that Tetzel told them repentance wasn’t necessary if they bought an indulgence. This 

upset Luther because he knew that unless they repented, they would lose salvation. King David knew 

that repentance was necessary to be forgiven by God. In Psalm 51:17 he wrote, “The sacrifices of God 

are a broken spirit: a broken and a contrite heart, O God, thou wilt not despise.” 

Luther Decides to Act 

Luther preached a sermon about indulgences and told the people, “The Bible says you must repent or 

you cannot be saved.” Sadly, the people still went and bought Tetzel’s indulgences. They believed 

Tetzel’s lies. 

Luther wondered what he could do. He decided that he would invite other theologians and university 

scholars to discuss the problems with indulgences. That’s when he wrote the 95 Theses.  

A crowd of pilgrims had come to Wittenberg for the festival of All Saints on October 31, 1517. They 

wanted to see the holy relics and believed they would receive special blessings. 

What Were the 95 Theses? 

The Theses were a list of 95 items that showed why indulgences should not be sold. At the top of the 

list, Luther wrote that he was ready to discuss his list of complaints with anyone who would meet him at 

the university on the next day. 

Luther nailed his list of discussion points on the door of the church. That’s how professors invited other 

educated people to a debate. But it wasn’t only university professors and students who read the list. The 

visitors to Wittenberg also read it. Someone took the list down, carried it to a printer and had many 

copies made. The pilgrims carried the Theses back to their homes. Soon all of Germany was talking 

about the problems with indulgences. 

Here are a few of the theses in my own words. 

1. When our Lord and Master Jesus Christ says repent, He means that Christians should live a life of 

repentance. 



21. The indulgence sellers are wrong when they say that an indulgence can free a man from every 

punishment and save him. 

27. It is foolish preaching to say that as soon as the money rattles in the box, the soul flies out of 

purgatory. 

32. Those who think they are saved by indulgences will go to hell with those who teach this. 

35. It is anti-Christian to teach that there is no need to repent if you buy an indulgence. 

36. Every Christian who truly repents of his sins has complete freedom of the penalty and guilt and 

has no need of indulgences. 

Why Luther Posted the 95 Theses 

Luther was upset that the people were being misled by the indulgence seller. He knew they would lose 

their salvation if they believed Tetzel’s lies and trusted in indulgences. Luther did not want God’s people 

to lose their salvation.  

But Luther was also very upset because he believed that Tetzel’s indulgence market was making the 

pope look bad. At this time, Luther believed the pope didn’t know what Tetzel was doing. He believed 

the pope was being shamed by Tetzel’s actions. You can hear Luther’s concern for the pope’s dignity 

especially in point # 81: 

This shameless preaching, these rude honours given to indulgences, make it difficult for educated people 

to defend the pope’s honour against the lies of the preachers. These lies make the common people ask 

disrespectful questions about the pope. 

Luther was right about one thing. The sale of indulgences made the pope look bad. But he was wrong 

about one important thing. The pope wasn’t ignorant of what Tetzel was doing, as Luther believed. The 

pope knew about Tetzel’s behaviour. And the pope had not only given Tetzel permission to sell 

indulgences – the pope was getting a cut of the profits. 



Luther’s Letters 
On the same day that Luther nailed the 95 Theses to the church door, he decided to write a letter. He 

had learned that it was Albert the Archbishop of Mentz who had brought Tetzel to his territory to sell 

indulgences. Perhaps Luther thought that Albert did not quite understand what he was doing when he 

put Tetzel to work selling indulgences. Luther carefully explained things to him. 

Albert, Elector of Mentz 

Because Albert was an archbishop, he was therefore Luther’s superior, although he was seven years 

younger than Luther. This is how Luther addressed Albert: “Most reverend father in Christ and most 

illustrious prince.” He also called him, “most worthy father in God” and “your grace,” among other 

respectful titles. In the letter, Luther referred to himself as “a grain of dust.” It seems he had great 

respect for those in positions of authority within the church.   

He told Albert of his concern for the salvation of those who bought the indulgences. He said, “The souls 

intrusted to your care are taught, not unto life, but unto death.”i Luther warned Albert that he would be 

called to account for the loss of those souls. He told Albert that Jesus never gave permission to sell 

indulgences but always commanded that the Gospel be preached everywhere. 

He complained to Albert that the indulgence sellers were telling people that they did not have to repent 

if they bought an indulgence. You can almost hear the anxiety that wrung Luther’s heart for the souls in 

his care. “I beg your Highness, in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, to cast a look of paternal vigilance 

on this affair,” Luther pleaded. 

Luther sent the letter to Albert. Albert did not answer Luther. 

Pope Leo X 

During the fall and winter of 1517, angry church leaders attacked Luther for the Theses. Luther’s friends 

worried about his safety. Luther decided to write a letter to the pope himself. He wrote, “To the most 

blessed Father Leo X sovereign bishop, Martin Luther, an Augustinian friar, wishes eternal salvation.”  

In his letter to the pope, Luther explained that it was his zeal for Christ that caused him to write the 

Theses. He told the pope that he had been tired of hearing people complain about the wickedness of 

priests and monks. He told the pope that he had tried to talk with some of the church’s leaders about 

the need for reform in the church but they only laughed at him or wouldn’t listen. It was then, he said, 

that he decided to post the 95 Theses. 

Luther appealed to the pope and told him he wished to find “safety under the shadow of your wings.” 

He pled his submission to Leo, saying, “I fall at the feet of your holiness…I shall acknowledge your voice 

as the voice of Jesus Christ, who presides and speaks through you.” Luther even told the pope that he 

was willing to die if he deserved it. 

It can be seen from these letters that Luther was not a rebel. He humbly appealed to the leaders of the 

church to take action against the wickedness that was so common in the church. It hurt Luther deeply 

when he heard the market place jokes that ridiculed the priests and monks who shamed the church by 

their bad behaviour. Luther blushed for the ruined dignity of the church.  



Luther was surprised by the  uproar the Theses caused. It’s clear that Luther did not expect to become 

the centre of so much trouble when he posted the Theses on the church door. He didn’t want to lead 

the reformation of the church. He wanted the church leaders to do their job. And Luther certainly did 

not want to divide the church or separate from it. He only wanted the church to make the changes 

necessary to stop people from mocking it. 

What more could a pious monk who loved his church have done? 
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Reaction to Luther’s Theses 

No one came to discuss Luther’s Theses with him the next day. But all over Germany, people were 

talking among themselves about them. At the time, the hierarchy of the church was both admired and 

hated by the common people. Many people believed church leaders took advantage of their positions 

and did not live as they should. Many agreed with Luther’s Theses. 

Reuchlin: Johann Reuchlin was delighted when he read Luther’s 95 Theses. Reuchlin was a famous 

scholar of Greek and Latin, and also the uncle of Philip Melanchthon, Luther’s close friend and fellow-

Reformer. Reuchlin had had a great deal of trouble with a group of monks who wanted to confiscate 

Hebrew books from Jews in Germany and destroy them. If they could get rid of all the Hebrew books, 

the monks thought they would then be able to force the Jews to become Christians. Eventually, the 

emperor appointed Reuchlin, who was also a legal expert, to look into the matter. When Reuchlin ruled 

that the books should not be destroyed, the monks attacked him, causing so much trouble that Reuchlin 

was called to appear before a court of the inquisition.  So, when he read Luther’s 95 Theses, he cried, 

“Thanks be to God! At last they have found a man who will give them so much to do, that they will be 

compelled to let my old age end in peace.”i 

Erasmus: Desiderius Erasmus was a priest and Latin and Greek scholar. In 1516, he published the first 

New Testament in Greek, which Luther later used to translate the Bible into German. Erasmus who was 

fiercely loyal to the Catholic Church, believed the church needed reform. In 1509, his In Praise of Folly 

was published. In this essay, Erasmus criticized the superstitions and abuses of the Catholic Church. 

When he read Luther’s Theses, he thought perhaps that Luther was the one who would accomplish the 

reform that the church needed. He said, “God has given men a physician who cuts deep into the flesh, 

because the malady would otherwise be incurable.”ii He also said later that the Theses caused so much 

disturbance because in them, Luther had “attacked the pope’s tiara and the monks’ bellies,” meaning 

that Luther had questioned both the pope’s authority and the reckless lifestyle of the monks. 

The Elector: Frederick the Wise, Elector of Saxony was alarmed when he read the Theses. He worried 

that war might break out as a result. He believed Luther was right, but felt very anxious over how the 

whole matter would end. 

The Emperor: The old Emperor, Maximilian felt a great deal of respect for Luther when he read his 

Theses and told Frederick to take care of and protect him.  

The Pope: Pope Leo X, a lover of literature, was at first amused by the Theses. In Luther’s defence 

against those he said Luther should be treated as a heretic, the pope declared, “Brother Martin Luther is 

a very fine genius, and all that is said against him is mere monkish jealousy.”iii 
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The Frightening Summons 

The pope decided it was time to do something about Martin Luther. He sent a messenger to Germany 

with the message that Luther had 60 days to be in Rome to be judged.  For someone in good health, 

walking to Rome from Wittenberg would have taken at least 60 days, maybe 70. Luther was often in 

poor health, probably due to his years of fasting when he was a young monk. 

Luther’s Friends Ask for Mercy 

Luther’s friends were alarmed at the summons to appear in Rome. They believed Luther would die on 

the way or be killed when he got there. 

Luther’s friend Spalatin, secretary to Elector Frederick, wrote to the emperor’s secretary. He said Luther 

was willing to be tried by the impartial universities of Germany, but he could not travel to Rome. The 

University of Wittenberg sent a letter to the pope, saying Luther was not strong enough to make the 

journey and testified that Luther’s teachings did not go against the teachings of the Catholic church. 

The pope decided he should try to keep Frederick’s friendship because Frederick was almost as powerful 

as the emperor himself. The pope agreed to have Luther tried in Germany. The pope appointed Cardinal 

De Vio to judge Luther at Augsburg. In his letter to De Vio, Pope Leo X told him that Luther had already 

been declared a heretic, someone who believed differently than what the church taught. So even 

though the pope agreed to try Luther in Germany, his case had already been decided in Rome. Luther 

was already condemned. 

Recommended Punishments 

The pope described how Luther and his followers should be punished. He was to be declared an outlaw 

and his followers were to be banished, cursed and excommunicated, or cut off from the church. No one 

was allowed to shelter Luther or protect him. Anyone who came to his aid was also to be condemned. 

23 – 7 ≠ 60 

Later, when Luther learned about the pope’s instructions to De Vio, he counted the days. On August 7th, 

he had received the summons to appear for trial by De Vio at Augsburg. The summons said he had 60 

days to appear before the judge. The instructions to De Vio were given August 23rd, just 16 days after 

the summons, not 60 days. Luther realized that the pope had decided his fate before he even went to 

Augsburg and had ordered severe punishments to be used on him before he even had an opportunity to 

explain himself. This was unfair.  

That is how the pope – considered to be God’s representative on earth – behaved toward Luther. Jesus 

Himself declared, “God sent not his Son into the world to condemn the world; but that the world 

through him might be saved” (John 3:17). Should His representative not also be just and merciful? 



Luther and De Vio 

Staupitz, the Augustinian Superior and Luther’s friend, felt anxious for Luther. He urged Spalatin, 

Frederick the Wise’s secretary, to encourage Frederick to make his states safe for Luther and his 

followers. Staupitz wrote to Spalatin, “Let there be one place at least where men may speak freely and 

without fear.”i 

At the same time, Staupitz did not seem to hold out much hope that Luther could be kept safe. He wrote 

to his friend, telling him to flee from Wittenberg. “Erelong no one will be able, without the pope’s 

permission, to search the Scriptures, and therein look for Jesus Christ, which Jesus Christ, however, 

commands…The wisest course is for you to abandon Wittenberg for a season and come to me. Then we 

shall live and die together.”ii 

Ready to Die 

But Luther would not seek asylum. He felt he had little to lose. He wrote, “They have already destroyed 

my honor and my reputation. One single thing remains; it is my wretched body: let them take it. They 

will thus shorten my life by a few hours.” 

He set out on foot for Augsburg to appear before the pope’s representative to be judged. He stopped in 

Nuremburg and stayed with his friend, the preacher, Wenceslas Link. Luther borrowed a robe from Link 

because his was worn out. 

Mighty Cardinal 

Cardinal Thomas de Vio, also called Cajetan was a theologian and defender of the papacy. The pope had 

advanced him to cardinal for upholding the rights of the papacy in writing. He was a powerful 

representative and favourite of the pope. For instance, the pope had chosen him to give the emperor a 

hat and sword which he had blessed. Cardinal de Vio had the pope’s respect. 

De Vio understood that Luther had already been condemned and it would be his business to send him to 

prison unless he recanted, or took back his 95 Theses and teachings. 

Luther’s friends urged him not to go to Cardinal de Vio without a safe-conduct, a promise of safety, from 

the emperor. The cardinal’s representative said it wasn’t necessary, but Luther waited until he had it 

before meeting with de Vio. 

Pomp and Humility Meet 

When Luther, in his borrowed robe, met with de Vio, he fell to the ground on his face before him, as 

he’d been told to do. The cardinal asked him to rise. Luther kneeled. Finally, after the cardinal asked him 

again to rise, Luther stood on his feet. 

De Vio told Luther the pope wanted three things from him. He was to: 

1. Retract his “errors, propositions and sermons”iii; 

2. Stop spreading his opinions; and 

3. Avoid “everything that may grieve or disturb the Church.” 



Luther asked the cardinal to explain how he had gone wrong. De Vio quoted writings of church leaders 

who had written about indulgences. Luther asked him to show him from the Bible where he was 

mistaken. De Vio quoted Pope Clement. 

Word of God or Word of the Pope? 

Luther insisted he show him from the Scriptures his errors. De Vio was frustrated that Luther would not 

accept the word of a pope on indulgences. He said, “The pope has power and authority over all things.” 

Luther replied, “Except Scripture.” 

After the first meeting with de Vio, Staupitz, Luther’s superior in the Augustine order, released him from 

the order. What that meant was that Luther was officially no longer an Augustine monk. If de Vio 

condemned Luther, all the Augustinians would not be disgraced. Although this might seem like a harsh 

thing for Staupitz to do to his friend, it was actually a kindness to Luther. Staupitz would not be 

obligated to turn Luther over to the authorities if Luther was no longer a monk under his care. 

Cardinal de Vio met three times with Luther, but he got no where with this monk who insisted the Bible 

had greater authority than any pope. Luther would not retract his teachings or writings because they 

were based on Bible truths.  

Finally, frustrated with Luther, de Vio threatened to send Luther to Rome for trial unless he retracted. 

He told Luther none of the German princes would be able to stop him. “The pope’s little finger is 

stronger than all the German princes put together,” he declared.iv “Retract, or return no more!” 

Luther bowed and left. 

i The History of the Reformation of the Sixteenth Century. 
ii Ibid. 
iii Ibid. 
ivIbid. 

                                                           



31 Luther Flees Augsburg 
After the third meeting between Luther and de Vio, the cardinal called Staupitz, Luther’s superior, to 

meet with him. De Vio thought that Staupitz could convince Luther to retract. But Staupitz told de Vio 

that Luther’s knowledge of the Scriptures was greater than his and Luther was more genius than him. He 

would not be able to change his mind. Staupitz asked the cardinal to put in writing what Luther must 

retract. De Vio agreed to write it out and to give the list to Luther. 

A Last Supper 

Staupitz and Luther’s other friends felt certain harm was about to come to Luther from de Vio. Luther’s 

friends gathered around him and they shared the Lord’s Supper together. It seemed very much like a 

last supper to them all. It was a good-bye meal. Then each one left. Perhaps they were afraid for their 

own safety. 

Luther waited for the cardinal’s message. He wrote a letter to the cardinal asking his forgiveness for not 

speaking as mildly as he should have. Luther asked de Vio to let a general church council decide upon his 

case. Then he seemed to change his mind and asked the cardinal to ask the pope to settle the matter. 

Luther seems to have been in an anxious state of mind and probably he was. In any case, de Vio did not 

respond to Luther’s letter. 

Finally, after four days of waiting, Luther wrote a letter to Cardinal de Vio explaining that he could no 

longer stay in Augsburg. He was running out of money, he said. Besides, he reminded de Vio, he had 

been forbidden to see him again unless he retracted. The letter was not delivered until after Luther had 

left. 

Luther Escapes 

Early in the morning, while it was still dark, Luther mounted a horse Staupitz had left for him and hurried 

away from Augsburg.  

Cardinal de Vio was angry when he learned Luther had left Augsburg. He sent a letter to Frederick 

warning him that the pope would quickly bring the business with Luther to an end as soon as he was 

informed about it. De Vio told Frederick to send Luther to Rome or ban him from his territory. 

Elector Frederick Protects Luther 

Frederick answered de Vio bravely. He would not banish Luther. He would not send him to Rome. He 

told de Vio, “We did not expect that you would endeavour to make him retract, without having 

convinced him of his errors.”i He reminded de Vio of Luther’s good reputation in Germany. “None of the 

learned men in our principality have informed me that Martin’s doctrine is impious, anti-Christian, or 

heretical.” 

Luther no longer felt safe in Germany and thought he would run away to France. In a good-bye sermon 

in one of the churches, he told the people not to blame the pope or hold any ill-will toward him or 

anyone else, but to trust in God. 



Then Frederick, expecting trouble from Rome, asked Luther to leave Wittenberg. Not long afterward, 

though, he sent a new message to Luther: Stay. The pope’s representative hopes to solve the problem in 

a meeting.  

Disappointing Move 

Soon after this, however, the pope published in Germany a public statement, called a bull, approving 

indulgences. In doing this, rather than correcting the abuses linked to the sale of indulgences, the pope 

upheld them. How disappointing this must have been for those who hoped the pope would take action 

against evil in the church.  

Any hope for a happy ending of the Luther affair was once again dashed.  
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32 Did Luther Give Up the Reformation? The 

Incredible Story of Luther’s Deal with Rome. 

Charles Miltitz, a distant relative of Frederick’s, was in the pope’s court. He offered to deal with Luther. 

The pope agreed to the plan and Miltitz went to Germany. When he arrived, he visited with his friend 

Spalatin, Frederick’s secretary. 

Spalatin blamed Tetzel for starting the indulgence trouble. Spalatin described Tetzel’s unsavoury 

behaviour and the lies he told about indulgences. Miltitz turned his anger to Tetzel and sent him a 

message to report to him immediately. Tetzel claimed that traveling would be unsafe for him because 

Luther’s friends would attack him. He wouldn’t come. 

Luther Meets with Miltitz 

Miltitz called for Luther to meet with him. Luther came. Miltitz stormed against Tetzel and flattered 

Luther. He pled with him to heal the wound he had caused to the church.  

Luther talked with Miltitz about the indulgence scandal. He told Miltitz that he had tried to speak with 

Albert about the outrageous indulgence business but had been ignored by him. Remember that Albert 

was the archbishop who had hired Tetzel to raise money for him by selling indulgences. Luther told 

Miltitz that the pope had dealt unfairly with him by condemning him without first hearing him. 

Miltitz listened. Perhaps because he finally had met with someone who would listen to him, Luther did 

something that might seem surprising. He offered to make a deal with Miltitz. 

The Peace Settlement 

These are the promises and conditions Luther offered Miltitz: 

 To be silent and let the commotion die away, as long as the church would quit attacking him; 

 To write to the pope and apologize for being too fierce and explain that he had been offended 

by the behaviours of church leaders who had brought shame and ridicule upon the church and 

that is the reason he spoke out against indulgences; 

 To publish an open letter to be read and distributed publicly that he did not mean to attack the 

church in his writings and that all people should have respect for the church. 

But he maintained that he would never retract – take back – his sermons or writings, since they were 

based on the truth of Scriptures. 

Miltitz seemed pleased with this offer and had the terms of the peace agreement written out. Then he 

and Luther both signed the document. 

These were the terms: 

 Both parties were forbidden to preach, write or discuss the matter any further. 

 Miltitz would immediately tell the pope about the agreement and ask that a bishop would be 

assigned to look into the affair and identify Luther’s errors. 

 If Luther was wrong, he agreed to recant. 



 Luther agreed not to do anything that would lessen the honor or authority of the church. 

Luther and Miltitz ate dinner together and celebrated the agreement. 

Poor Tetzel! 

After this, Miltitz made a visit to Tetzel and accused him of stealing indulgence money. Tetzel was 

terrified of what the pope might do to him when he found out. He sunk into a depression and illness.  

When Luther heard about Tetzel’s sufferings, he sent him an encouraging letter. But Tetzel, weighed 

down with fear and bitterness, died soon afterward. 

Start of a New Era 

In the midst of all these happenings, Emperor Maximilian died January 12, 1519. This event and the 

threat of wars along the empire’s borders shifted attention away from Luther.  

How did he make use of the period of quiet that followed? Find out in the next part of this series. 

  



33 Rome’s Theologian Shatters the Peace 

Luther had signed a promise not to write or speak any more about indulgences, as long as his opponents 

left him alone. Doctor Eck, a Dominican theologian, published his arguments against Luther’s 95 Theses. 

Carlstadt, theologian at the University of Wittenberg had answered by publishing his own statements in 

defense of Luther. 

Doctor Eck Picks a Fight 

Eck wanted a fight. Carlstadt took him up on it. But it wasn’t Carlstadt whom Eck wanted to battle with. 

It was Luther. A debate was organized to be held between Eck and Carlstadt at Leipzig. Duke George 

would not allow Luther to debate. Eck visited Duke George and convinced him to let Luther debate. So, 

it was arranged.  

Right from the beginning, there was disagreement. Eck said the debate should be a free un-restricted 

discussion. He also required that no one take notes to report the debate. 

Carlstadt said, “It has been agreed that the disputation should be reported, published, and submitted to 

the judgment of all men.” 

Eck agreed but then demanded that before the notes were published, they should be submitted to 

judges. Luther asked, “What judges?” Eck’s answer: The pope. Luther replied that he would not debate 

under those conditions. Luther’s refusal caused such an uproar in the city that he finally gave way, but 

reserved the right to appeal. 

The Leipzig Debate 

The debate began June 27, 1519 and lasted nearly three weeks. 

At the start of the debate, Eck protested against Carlstadt’s Bible and the theology books he’d brought 

with him. He said each debater should speak from memory and not use references. This surprised many 

people who came to listen. Some said the debate would not be to discover truth, but to find out who 

had a better memory and the loudest voice. 

Part way through the debate, Eck brought up the subject of the pope’s authority. Luther replied, “I 

declare that the respect I bear to the sovereign pontiff would have prevented my entering upon this 

discussion, if the excellent Dr. Eck had not dragged me into it.”i 

The Christian’s Authority 

Luther made the following statements: 

 The head of the church is Christ Himself and not a man (1 Corinthians 15:27). 

 Jesus Christ is the Rock upon which the church is built (1 Corinthians 3:11, 1 Peter 2:4-6). 

 Christians have no other authority than the Holy Scripture (2 Timothy 3:16-17, 2 Peter 1:20-21). 

When Eck could not meet Luther’s arguments from Scriptures, he accused Luther of being a follower of 

John Huss. This threw the meeting hall into an uproar because John Huss was hated by the Catholics. 



Every day, the hall of the castle where the debates were held filled with people. As Luther reasoned with 

Eck from the Scriptures, some of the listeners were won to Luther’s teachings. Some notable converts 

were Doctor Eck’s secretary and disciple Poliander; John Cellarius, professor of Hebrew; and George of 

Anhalt, relative of Duke George. 

Contrary to his expectations, Eck did not polish or boost his reputation. Instead, Eck had become the 

laughing stock of Germany. Several famous Germans wrote satires featuring Eck. Eck was mortified and 

vowed revenge on Luther. 
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20 Results of the Leipzig Debate 

Duke George regularly attended the debates in his castle hall. He was very interested in the theological 

discussion. But, not being a student of the Word and seeing no political advantage to siding against the 

papacy, following the Leipzig debate Duke George became Luther’s enemy. For the most part, the cities 

and towns, along with their universities and monasteries, in Duke George’s realms were against the 

Reformers.  

Changing Sides 

There were some honest, seekers for truth within their ranks, however. Doctor Eck’s secretary, 

Poliander, was won over to the Reformation by the clear light of truth shining from the Bible. Soon 

afterward, Poliander preached the Gospel in Leipzig. A professor of Hebrew at the University of Leipzig 

was a fiery opponent of the Luther’s teachings until the debate at Leipzig. His name was John Cellarius. 

After attending the debates however, his conscience was pricked and he, like the noble Bereans (Acts 

17:11) searched the Scriptures daily to see if what Luther taught was actually true. He found it was. He 

left the University of Leipzig and became a student of Luther’s in Wittenberg! Later he became a Gospel 

minister and carried the Word of God to people who were hungering for it. 

Among the converts was a young prince, only 12 years old. He was a keen student and loved the truth. 

The church offered to make him a bishop, but he turned down the offer. He collected all of Luther’s 

writings. In adulthood, he himself, preached the Gospel to his subjects. His concern was their eternal 

salvation. 

Leipzig’s Empty Classrooms 

On top of all this, students left the University of Leipzig in droves and enrolled at the University of 

Wittenberg. The number of students at the University of Wittenberg doubled what it had been.  

It was at Leipzig, too, that Philip Melanchthon, Luther’s friend, committed himself to the Reformation 

and Bible doctrines. Until this time, his greatest interest had been books, not the Book of books. After 

the Leipzig debate, Melanchthon became a defender of the truth and devoted himself to studying God’s 

Word. 

Finally, Luther himself was affected by the debate at Leipzig. It was there that his heart pulled away 

from the Catholic Church once and for all. He seemed to see even more clearly than before the errors 

that were part of that system. “Oh, what thick darkness!” he cried. 



21 Appeal to the German Nobility 

On June 26, 1520, Luther published a book called Appeal to His Imperial Majesty and to the Christian 

Nobility of the German Nation, on the Reformation of Christianity. In this work, Luther attacked the 

errors of the Roman church. 

Luther wrote, “The Romans have raised around themselves three walls to protect them against every 

kind of reformation.” Luther said the three walls were: 

 Worldly authority – No earthly ruler has the right to correct the church. The Roman Catholic 

Church is under no earthly authority; the spiritual authority of the church is greater than any 

authority on earth. 

 Scriptural authority – No one can use Scripture to correct the church because only the pope has 

the right to interpret Holy Scripture. 

 Spiritual authority – A council of Christians cannot correct the church because only the pope has 

the right to call a council together. 

Luther said that because the church built up walls to protect itself, it could not be corrected, but had 

given itself up to every wickedness. 

In his Apppeal, Luther attacked many teachings of the church. He said there was no such thing as an 

ecclesiastical state. The church taught that the pope, bishops, priests and monks made up an 

ecclesiastical or spiritual state that was separate from a secular, or worldly, state made up of kings, 

princes and citizens. Luther said this went against the Bible’s teachings and that holiness did not belong 

to one class of people because they held a position in the church.  

Luther said, “We have all one baptism, one faith; and this is it which constitutes the spiritual man.” 

Because of this, Luther said rulers had the right to correct church leaders when they break laws and are 

in the wrong. He quoted Romans 13:1, which says, “Let every soul be subject unto the higher powers. 

For there is no power but of God: the powers that be are ordained of God,” arguing that this verse 

includes the pope along with all Christians, warning that all are accountable to rulers since God has 

given rulers their power. 

Luther then criticized the pope’s extravagant lifestyle, saying, “It is a horrible thing to behold the man 

who styles himself Christ’s vice-gerent* displaying a magnificence that no emperor can equal. Is this like 

the poor Jesus, or the humble Peter?...But Christ, whose vicar he boasts of being, has said, My kingdom 

is not of this world. Can the dominions of a vicar extend beyond those of his superior?” 

Luther not only accused the church of draining money from Germany but said the worst thing was 

robbing the people of spiritual nourishment. “Oh! If they only despoiled us of our goods! But they lay 

waste the churches, fleece the sheep of Christ, abolish religious worship, and annihilate the Word of 

God.” 

Luther called for a separation of church and state and said that the pope and church leaders should 

devote their energies to preaching the Word of God and praying. He said church leaders should stay out 

of politics and business. Quoting 2 Timothy 2:4, Luther said this is what the Bible teaches: “No man that 

warreth entangleth himself with the affairs of this life; that he may please him who hath chosen him to 

be a soldier.” 



Quoting 1 Timothy 3:2, which says, “A bishop then must be blameless, the husband of one wife,” Luther 

said that all the priests should marry because God created marriage for the good of humanity. He knew 

monks who lived unholy lives gave the church a bad name and that not allowing priests and monks to 

marry made them hypocrites. Luther said that all the monasteries should be closed.  

Luther knew his Appeal to the German Nobility would offend a lot of people, but he wasn’t afraid. He 

wrote, “Let the world be offended with me, rather than God!”  

If there had been any question whether Luther could be reconciled with the Roman Catholic Church, 

Appeal to the German Nobility answered with a loud “No!” 

 

 

*Someone ruling for another, in this case, the pope ruling in God’s place on earth 

 



22 The Papal Bull 

Luther would not retract, or take back, his writings that showed from the Bible the errors of the Roman 

Catholic Church. He refused to stop teaching and preaching from the Word of God. He would not accept 

a bribe in the form of a bishop’s position and he could not be threatened into keeping silent. What could 

the pope do? 

Doctor Eck, who had been embarrassed by Luther during the Leipsic discussions, was in Rome spreading 

hateful words about Luther. He won many monks and Roman citizens to his side. He met with the pope 

and urged him to take action against Luther.  

Cajetan, before whom Luther had lain face down on the floor at Augsburg, was carried before the pope 

on his sick bed to give his opinion about how to deal with Luther. He had been unable to get Luther to 

retract. He told the pope and church leaders meeting about the question, “I have seen enough to know 

that if the Germans are not kept under by fire and sword, they will entirely throw off the yoke of the 

Roman Church.”i What he meant was that he’d seen how the German people supported Luther and his 

teachings and that they were impatient for the church to correct its abuses and errors. Luther’s 

popularity was growing; the church’s popularity was fading. Cajetan warned the pope and church 

leaders that if they didn’t quickly stop the spread of Luther’s teachings, that soon the German people 

would reject the Roman Church’s control over them. 

 And finally, a banker named Fugger, who was the treasurer of money raised by the sale of indulgences, 

was angry at Luther. Luther’s preaching against indulgences had cut into his profits because fewer 

people were buying indulgences. Not only that, but Fugger had lent money to the pope so he had some 

influence with him. Fugger demanded, “Employ force against Luther and I will promise you the alliance 

and support of several princes.”ii 

On June 15, 1520, in a meeting between all the cardinals (the highest officials in the church) and the 

pope, the Sacred College of Bishops condemned Martin Luther and approved a papal bull, or official 

letter or law, against him. The bull required that bishops everywhere search out and confiscate all of 

Luther’s writings and burn them publicly. The bull required that Luther stop “preaching, teaching, and 

writing, and commit his works to the flames.” 

The letter gave Luther 60 days to retract and send a letter of saying so, sealed by two church officials, or 

appear in person in Rome. If Luther would not retract, he was condemned as a heretic along with all his 

followers. If Luther would not retract, the bull required that Luther and all his followers be arrested and 

taken to Rome. 
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23 Miltitz’s Surprising Move 

In August 1520 the Augustine monks of Germany were meeting in Eisleben. Luther’s friend and superior, 

Staupitz, resigned as general vicar of the order. Another good friend of Luther’s who had lent Luther his 

gown for his meeting with Cardinal Cajetan – Wenceslas Link – was made the new general vicar.  

Even though the pope’s condemnation of Luther was well-known, Karl von Miltitz, the pope’s 

ambassador, who had once before tried to negotiate with Luther, arrived in Eisleben and met with the 

Augustine monks. He told them to send representatives to Luther with a message to write the pope a 

letter. In the letter Luther was supposed to tell the pope that he had never meant any harm to him 

personally. Miltitz promised the Augustinians that Luther’s letter would put an end to the pope’s 

displeasure with him. 

Next Miltitz wrote to Frederick, requesting that Frederick send Luther to meet with him in Lichtemberg, 

a distance of about 75 miles (120 km) from Wittenberg. The trip would have taken three or four days to 

by horseback. Frederick told Luther to go. Luther’s friends were alarmed. They believed it would be very 

dangerous for him to go. They had already heard that the pope had issued his bull, condemning Luther. 

Luther met with Miltitz who told him that if he would only write a letter to the pope, all the blame 

would be placed on Eck. It was Eck after all who had broken the covenant of peace between Luther and 

the church. Luther told him, “For the sake of peace, I will do everything in my power.”i 

Luther wrote a passionate letter to Pope Leo. He said, “I have done one thing – upheld the Word of 

truth. I am ready to submit to you in everything; but as for this Word, I will not – I cannot abandon it.” 

He acknowledged Leo as being a good man in a corrupt system and told him, “O Leo! You sit a lamb in 

the midst of wolves…Full of affection for you, most excellent Leo, I have always regretted that you, who 

are worthy of better times, should have been raised to the pontificate in such days as these.” He said 

Rome was not worthy of Leo. He begged the pope to stop the “enemies of peace.” But he declared that 

he would not retract his doctrine.  

Along with the letter, Luther packaged a book he’d written called Christian Liberty.In this little book, 

Luther explained the great exchange that Christ made with sinners. “Christ possesses every blessing and 

eternal salvation: they are henceforward the property of the soul. The soul possesses every vice and sin: 

they become henceforth the property of Christ.” In other words, Jesus gives a sinner every good thing 

and eternal life when a sinner gives to Him his sins and accepts Christ’s gift of salvation. Luther summed 

up the transaction like this, “Thus, by means of faith, the soul is delivered from every sin, and clothed 

with the eternal righteousness of her husband, Jesus Christ.” 

Always concerned for the spiritual well-being of humanity, in Christian Liberty, Luther expressed his 

sorrow over the widespread ignorance of the Gospel message: ”Oh! How noble and elevated is the 

Christian life! But, alas! No one knows it, no one preaches it.”ii 
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24 The Bull Arrives in Germany 

Doctor Eck, still seeking revenge against Luther for his humiliation at the Leipzig debate, somehow managed to convince 

the pope to send him to Germany with the pope’s bull. This notice of the pope’s condemnation of Luther, required that 

Luther and his followers be arrested and delivered to Rome and that Luther’s writings be burned. Along with Eck, the 

pope sent his representative Aleander. 

Perhaps the pope and other church leaders thought the German people would be impressed and terrified by the papal 

bull. But the German people despised it instead. They felt insulted that the pope had chosen Eck as his representative. 

Thinking people understood that Eck only wanted revenge and that he was jealous of Luther’s popularity and influence. 

The people didn’t consider the bull to be the pope’s declaration of war against Luther. They thought of it as Eck’s bull. 

They remembered how Eck was embarrassed by Luther’s clear arguments from the Scriptures and how Eck’s arguments 

had been noisy and without substance. They knew he only pretended to have won the debate. He had lost their respect, 

and the pope, by choosing Eck as his representative, lost their respect, as well. The bull was a further insult to the 

German people. 

Eck went first to Leipzig, thinking that he had many supporters there. It was in Leipzig, after all, that he had supposedly 

“won” the debate against Luther. But when Eck arrived at Leipzig with the papal bull, Leipzig university students put 

posters all around the town, attacking him. Then 150 students from Wittenberg arrived, creating a ruckus in the streets. 

Dr. Eck hid in a monastery for a while, then ran away from the town one night. 

Eck didn’t give up, however. He carried the bull to Erfurth and published it there. But the university students grabbed all 

the copies they could get hold of, ripped them up and threw the pieces in the river. They made a joke that played upon 

the word bull which, in German, meant bubble. As the pope’s important document floated away on the water, they 

laughed that it really was a bubble now. 

Eck sent the bull to the University of Wittenberg and told the rector, the man in charge of the university, that the 

university would be destroyed unless he obeyed the pope’s order to hand over Luther and burn all his writings. The 

university rejected Eck’s demands. They would not arrest Luther or burn his books. 

Eck was not unsuccessful everywhere in Germany. In Duke George’s kingdom, he finally met with some success. In 

October 1520, Luther’s books were gathered from all the book sellers in Ingolstadt and locked up. Ulrich of Hutten, a 

supporter of Luther’s, was banished and his printer was thrown in jail. 

In Belgium, the theologians built a fire and gathered a large pile of books, inviting students and citizens to bring their 

own books for the burning. Students and people added many books to the burning pile. Church leaders and monks were 

pleased. But they found out when it was too late, that the books the people brought to the fire were not Luther’s books, 

but books written by church doctors. 

In Holland, the Dominican monks wanted to burn Luther’s books. The Count of Nassau would not permit it. Instead, he 

told them to preach the Gospel and then they wouldn’t have anything to complain about against Luther.  

On November 17, 1520, Luther gathered legal witnesses and made a public appeal to a general Christian council to judge 

his case. He then requested Emperor Charles and all the rulers of Germany to protest with him and resist the “anti-

Christian conduct of the pope, for the glory of God, the defense of the Church and of the Christian doctrine….”i 

Then on December 10, Luther, along with the university’s professors and students, burned a pile of church law books 

and the despised papal bull. 

So it was, that the bull which the pope believed would put an end to the revolt against the church, instead acted more 

like fuel thrown on a smouldering fire. 
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25 Coronation of Charles V 

On October 26, 1520, Emperor Charles V and all the princes of the empire gathered at Cologne Germany 

for his coronation. Following in the footsteps of Charles the Great, or Charlemagne, first emperor of the 

Holy Roman Empire, Charles V vowed to be a protector of the papacy and the Roman Church. 

The pope’s representative, an intelligent and refined man named Aleander, was there to congratulate 

the new emperor and explain his duties to the pope. Aleander told Charles that he must enforce the 

pope’s bull and burn all Luther’s books where ever they were found in the empire. He also said that 

Luther must be arrested. Charles hesitated. He told Aleander that first he would ask Frederick about the 

matter. 

Aleander met with Frederick and told him he had two requirements: 1. That he burn Luther’s writings, 

and 2. That he punish Luther as a heretic or send him to Rome for punishment. Frederick wisely 

answered that he needed time to consider the matter.  

Frederick was upset that the pope had not carefully examined Luther’s case and dealt fairly with him. He 

was upset that the pope had condemned Luther without even giving him a chance to explain himself. 

Frederick, who had established and supported the University of Wittenberg, was displeased with Eck for 

having threatened the university and presented the papal bull there. Above all, Frederick felt that Luther 

was being unfairly treated by the church. 

Frederick sent an answer to Aleander on November 4. He said that no one had ever refuted any of 

Luther’s teachings and he requested a safe conduct, a promise of protection for travel, for Luther to 

attend a fair hearing of his case.  

Aleander’s pride was hurt. He said, “We will execute the bull. We will hunt out and burn Luther’s 

writings.”i 

Charles V was in no hurry to deal with Luther. Frederick was Luther’s protector, but he was also Charles’ 

respected uncle and Charles did not want to offend him. On the other hand, Charles wanted to keep the 

pope on his side because the pope’s support could be important to him, also. So Charles waffled. The 

truth didn’t seem to matter much to him. He was more concerned about doing what he thought was 

best for his sovereignty and the empire.  
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26 The Pope Condemns Luther 

From January till the end of May 1521, the rulers of the empire gathered in Worms, Germany for Charles V’s first council 

meeting. One of the matters they were determined to come to a decision on was what to do about Luther and the 

trouble he’d started with his calls for reform. 

Charles was in a difficult position. On the one hand, his ancestors were defenders of the Roman Church and he did not 

want to separate from the pope. On the other hand, Frederick the Wise, his uncle, had turned down the offer to be the 

next emperor. Charles owed it to Frederick that he’d been elected emperor. Charles was torn between the two loyalties. 

In the end, politics won out. Charles did not want to lose the pope’s support. He wrote to Elector Frederick to bring 

Luther with him to the diet. Frederick understood the danger of bringing Luther with him to the diet. For one thing, he 

didn’t believe that Luther would get a fair trial there. And, he knew that Charles was trying to please the pope, so he 

worried that Luther might be sacrificed to please the Roman Church. He thought Charles might use Luther to build his 

alliance with Rome and hand him over to be condemned and killed. Frederick wrote that he could not bring Luther to 

the diet without endangering Luther’s head. When Luther burned the pope’s bull, he only angered the church more. 

Many leaders in the Roman Church didn’t want Luther to come to the meeting either. Aleander, the pope’s ambassador, 

was one of them. On his way to Worms he found it difficult to find a place to stay at night. His opposition to Luther had 

made him very unpopular in Germany and no one wanted to give him a place to stay.  

Aleander was stupefied by the support Luther had all over Germany. He worried that if Luther appeared at Worms, the 

German people could become dangerous. Besides, wouldn’t it be an insult to the pope to give Luther a hearing after the 

pope had already condemned him?  

Luther must be kept away from Worms. He must not have a chance to defend himself or state his case before the 

council. Not only that, but Luther must be discredited. Aleander applied himself to the task of knocking Luther’s 

reputation down. He told the princes and church leaders meeting at Worms that Luther was wicked. “He is moved by 

hatred and vengeance, much more than by zeal and piety,” he said.i  

It was clear to Aleander that Germany was separating from the Roman Church. He sent an urgent message to Rome 

requesting immediate action and money to help sway the princes to side with the pope against the Reformation. 

In response to Aleander’s warnings, the pope issued a new bull. This new decree cursed Luther and all his supporters 

and commanded all Christians to flee at the sight of them. It ordered that all the Reformers’ properties be taken away.  

The priests were required to publish this new bull on Sundays and at religious festivals when the churches would be full. 

This is how they were to make the pope’s judgment against Luther known. The altars were to be stripped of their 

ornaments and the cross was to be laid on the ground. Twelve priests, each holding a candle, were to light their candles, 

then throw them to the ground and stamp on them with their feet. In this dark, foreboding act, they were to show 

Luther’s condemnation in such a simple yet vivid way that even simple people and children could understand and be 

terrified by it. 

Luther, hearing that he might be called to Worms, wrote to the Elector Frederick that he was willing to go to Worms, not 

to defend himself, but to stand for a cause which God had ordained. “I call Jesus Christ to witness that it is the cause of 

the whole German nation, of the universal Church, of the Christian world. Nay of God Himself…it is not from a 

presumptuous spirit, or to derive any advantage, that I have taught the doctrine with which I am now reproached…it is 

for the glory of God, for the salvation of the Christian Church…and for the extirpation of so much superstition, abuse, 

evil, scandal, tyranny, blasphemy, and impiety.”ii Luther was ready to go to Worms if he was called. 
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27 The Pope’s Order to Charles 

The pope’s second bull had condemned Luther and all his followers. But Emperor Charles had not taken action. The 

pope ordered Charles to put the bull into effect and told him that it was useful to be emperor and have armies if he 

wouldn’t use them. He wrote, “To no purpose will God have invested you with the sword of the supreme power if you 

do not employ it, not only against infidels (someone who opposes Christianity), but against heretics also, who are far 

worse than they.” 

Suleiman the Magnificent, emperor of the Ottoman Empire, was attacking Charles’ empire and the people feared an 

invasion of Europe. Most likely, the pope referred to Suleiman and his army as “infidels.” 

A heretic is someone who believes differently than others. In other words, Luther and his followers were branded as 

heretics because they wanted to worship God according to the Bible’s teachings rather than the pope’s teachings. 

Because they spoke out against corruption in the church and religious ceremonies that strayed from the Bible, the pope 

condemned them, calling them worse than infidels (the Turks) and demanded that Charles use the sword against them. 

On a day when the princes of the empire were getting ready to enjoy a tournament, Charles put an end to the fun by 

calling them to his imperial palace. Charles had the pope’s bull read and ordered that it be carried out immediately. The 

princes were surprised and disturbed. Luther had still not been tried. 

Charles introduced Cardinal Aleander to convince the council. Aleander laid out Luther’s writings and the papal bulls. For 

three hours, he accused Luther of sins and crimes. He said Luther sinned against: 

 The dead because he said there was no such place as purgatory, 

 Heaven because he would not believe an angel from heaven, 

 The Roman Church because he said all Christians are priests, 

 The saints because he did not believe their writings, 

 Councils because he said the Council of Constance was an assembly of devils, 

 The world because he said no one should be killed if they have not committed a deadly sin. 

Aleander told Emperor Charles not to worry about religious things but to simply carry out the pope’s orders. He claimed, 

“In Luther’s errors there is enough to burn a hundred thousand heretics.”i Aleander insulted the Lutherans, calling them 

“a crew of insolent pedagogues (rude teachers), corrupt priests, dissolute (sinful) monks, ignorant lawyers, and 

degraded (ruined) nobles, with the common people, who they have misled and perverted.” On the other hand, Aleander 

presented the Catholics as “far superior to them…in number, ability, and power.” The council members were moved by 

the speech of the pope’s representative.  

Several days later, though, Duke George, Luther’s enemy, stood up in the council. He didn’t like Luther, but he believed 

that Luther was right about the church needing reform and he wasn’t willing to let Aleander lump Luther together with 

the need for reform and throw them both out.  

Duke George recited a long list of abuses in the Church. He said every day the Roman Church invented some new way to 

make money. The sins of the rich were tolerated while the poor were unmercifully punished. He said companies bought 

from Rome the right to sell indulgences, then paid a bishop to set up the sale of indulgences in his territories. The 

bishops collected money from the poor for the same kinds of sins that church leaders committed and were not punished 

for. Finally, Duke George cried out, “All shame has been put aside, and their only object is…money! money! money!” He 

said the preachers preached lies “because the greater their lies, the greater their gain.” Duke George demanded a 

council be assembled to bring about reform in the church. 

A committee was assembled that presented a list of 101 complaints against the Roman Church. Charles recalled his 

command to burn Luther’s writings. Instead, he said Luther’s writings should be put under arrest.  
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28 Luther is Called to Worms 

 

Duke George had demanded a reform of the church and a committee had listed 101 points where changes must be 

made. Emperor Charles had taken back is command to burn Luther’s works. Still the council members were not satisfied. 

Luther’s enemies said that Luther must appear before the council, not to hear him explain himself but to retract his 

teachings.  If he would not retract his teachings, all the council members would condemn him. This, they thought, would 

finally put an end to the trouble. Once the people understood that their rulers had judged Luther, they would be 

satisfied. Luther’s friends in the council said Luther must come to Worms to have a fair hearing. He should not be 

condemned without first being heard. Both sides agreed that Luther must come to Worms. 

Next, they discussed whether or not Luther should be given a safe-conduct, an official document protecting him from 

harm on his journey. Aleander argued that it was wrong to hear a man who’d already been judged by the pope and that 

if they were going to do it anyway, Luther should definitely have no safe-conduct. 

The council paid little attention to Aleander’s noise. The emperor himself, along with each of the princes through whose 

territories Luther would have to travel all signed Luther’s safe-conduct. Duke George, Elector of Saxony Frederick and 

the Landgrave of Hesse were the princes who signed. 

On March 24, 1521, Luther received his summons to appear in Worms. A week later he started his journey to the 

imperial city. Along the way, he was asked to preach at many places. Near Erfurth a cavalcade of 40 horsemen met him 

and escorted him into the city, making way for him among the crowds of people who’d come out to see him. 

On Sunday, the people crowded into the church to hear Luther preach. Although he believed he was going to Worms to 

be killed, Luther didn’t say a word about it, but only preached the Gospel, forgiveness and salvation. Suddenly, one of 

the balconies creaked loudly, threatening to break under the weight of listeners. Luther stopped preaching a moment, 

then told them that the devil wanted to stop him from preaching the Gospel but he wouldn’t succeed. Then he 

continued preaching.  

When he got to Eisenach, Luther got sick. The usual first aid measure was applied: a knife was used to cut a vein and 

Luther was bled. After a good night’s sleep, he resumed his journey. 

After two weeks, Luther arrived in Worms. Two thousand people marched with him. He went to his hotel for the 

evening. At four o’clock the next afternoon the imperial herald arrived to escort him to the council meeting hall. So 

many people crowded the streets that Luther could not move forward. The herald commanded some citizens to open 

their houses so that he and Luther could go through their houses and cross their gardens and continue to the meeting.  

When they arrived at the town-hall, the herald tried to press through the crowd to get Luther inside, but no one moved. 

Soldiers were brought to clear a passage for Luther to go through. Inside the building, more than 5000 people had 

crowded and Luther was brought to the door of the hall with difficulty.  

Luther was brought into the meeting hall where all the princes of the kingdom were waiting for him – 204 of them. 

Luther was emotionally moved. Several of the princes went to him. One quoted Matthew 10:28, “…fear not them which 

kill the body, but are not able to kill the soul: but rather fear him which is able to destroy both soul and body in hell.” 

Another quoted Matthew 10:18 and 20, “Behold, I send you forth as sheep in the midst of wolves: be ye therefore wise 

as serpents, and harmless as doves. For it is not ye that speak, but the Spirit of your Father which speaketh in you.” 



29 Luther at the Diet of Worms 

Luther approached the throne where Emperor Charles V sat at the head of the council. Chancellor John ab Eck 

addressed Luther and told him that he must answer two questions. “Do you acknowledge these books to have been 

written by you?” The chancellor pointed at a pile of Luther’s books. “Secondly,” the chancellor continued, “are you 

prepared to retract these books, and their contents, or do you persist in the opinions you have advanced in them?” 

Luther would have said yes to the first question, but his lawyer requested that the titles be read out loud. The chancellor 

read the titles. They were all Luther’s books, but some of them were simply devotional books and had nothing to do 

with indulgences or church reform. 

Luther acknowledged that he had written the books. But he seemed unsure how to answer the second question, 

whether or not he would retract the books and their teachings. Luther answered, “I entreat you, Imperial Majesty, with 

all humility to allow me time, that I may answer without offending against the Word of God.” 

The council broke into three groups to consider Luther’s request: the emperor with his ministers, the electors and 

princes, and finally the deputies of the free cities. When they returned to the main meeting room the chancellor told 

Luther he could come back tomorrow with his answer, but he could not put it in writing, but must deliver his answer by 

spoken word. 

The next day at four o’clock, the imperial herald returned for Luther and painstakingly, they made their way to the 

council. The council was not ready for Luther when he returned. For two hours he stood, crushed by the crowd. It was 

night time before Luther was called in. Torches lit up the council hall.  

The chancellor repeated the two questions of the previous day. The council’s recorder wrote that Luther answered “with 

decency, mildness, suitability, and moderation, and yet with much joy and Christian firmness.” 

Luther restated his answer to the first question. Yes, the books were his. “As for the second,” Luther continued, “I have 

written works on many different subjects.”i He explained that some of the books on the table were simple descriptions 

of Christian faith and conduct that even his enemies could say were useful. He said that to retract these would be to 

“abandon truths that friends and enemies approve.” 

The next group were books he’d written against the papacy in which he “attacked those who, by their false doctrine, 

their evil lives, or their scandalous example, afflict the Christian world, and destroy both body and soul.” Luther said that 

if he retracted those books, he would “lend additional strength to this tyranny and open the floodgates to a torrent of 

impiety.”ii 

The third group of writings he spoke about were books he’d written against people who defended the Roman tyranny 

and destroyed the faith. He admitted attacking them more violently than was right for a religious person to do. But even 

those, he said, he could not retract because if he did he approve the sinfulness of his adversaries “and they would seize 

the opportunity of oppressing the people of God with still greater cruelty.”iii 

Luther then begged the council “to prove from the writings of the prophets and apostles” where he was mistaken. 

Luther had given his defence in German. He was ordered to repeat it in Latin. Understandably, Luther was exhausted 

from the long journey to Worms on foot, from illness, from being thronged by crowds at every town, from the noise and 

from having to stand in the crush of the crowd for two hours. Nonetheless, he gave his defence again in Latin.  

This did not satisfy the chancellor. “Will you, or will you not, retract?” he demanded.  

Luther answered, “I cannot submit my faith either to the pope or to the councils, because it is clear as the day that they 

have frequently erred and contradicted each other. Unless therefore, I am convinced by the testimony of Scripture, or 

by the clearest reasoning…by means of the passages I have quoted…and unless they thus render my conscience bound 

by the Word of God, I cannot and I will not retract, for it is unsafe for a Christian to speak against his conscience. Here I 

stand, I can do no other; may God help me! Amen!”iv 
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30 Luther Leaves Worms 

Luther had told the Diet of Worms that he would retract nothing he had written or taught. The 

chancellor announced that the council would meet again the next day to hear the emperor’s opinion. 

Two imperial officers escorted Luther back to his room. At the sight of Luther flanked by guards, a 

disturbance broke out. The people thought he’d been arrested. Luther called out, “They are 

accompanying me to my hotel.”i The crowd dispersed. Luther spent the night in relative peace. 

Meanwhile, Emperor Charles, had much to think about. The Ottoman armies were approaching the 

eastern borders. Francis, king of France, was also threatening war. At such a dangerous time, Charles 

needed the pope’s support and had made a deal with him. In exchange for part of the empire, the pope 

had promised his support in Charles’ war against France. 

What Charles didn’t know was that the pope had also made a deal with King Francis, promising his 

support in Francis’ war against Charles. In exchange, Francis had promised to give the pope some of the 

territory he planned to take from Charles. Either way, the pope was bound to prosper and expand his 

territories. 

Charles knew none of this. All he knew was that he wanted the pope’s friendship. He would give him a 

gift. To please the pope, Charles would condemn Luther. 

Friday, April 19, 1521, Charles announced to the council that his ancestors had long been supporters of 

the Roman Catholic Church and he would follow their example. “I am about to dismiss the Augustine 

Luther, forbidding him to cause the least disorder among the people.”ii He declared that he would 

employ “every means calculated to destroy them (Luther and his followers).” He called every ruler to 

obey him. 

Prince George, who hated Luther, said, “The princes of Germany will not permit a safe-conduct to be 

violated.” Elector Frederick declared, “The punishment of John Huss has brought too many misfortunes 

on the German nation for us ever to raise such a scaffold a second time.” These objections began a 

discussion that lasted two days.  

Knights and nobles prepared their weapons to defend Luther. 

The emperor gave Luther three days to reflect upon his decision. During this time, councillors and 

church leaders appealed to Luther to recant. 

Finally, the emperor’s messengers went to Luther’s hotel. The chancellor read said, “Martin Luther, His 

Imperial Majesty, the electors, princes of the states of the empire, having at sundry times and in various 

forms exhorted you to submission, but always in vain, the emperor, in his capacity of advocate and 

defender of the Catholic faith, finds himself compelled to resort to other measures. He therefore 

commands you to return home in the space of twenty-one days, and forbids you to disturb the peace on 

your road, either by preaching or writing.” 

Luther left Worms, Friday, April 26, 1521.  
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ii Ibid. 



31 Introducing Knight George 

After Luther had left Worms, while he was still making his way toward home, he wrote a letter to the emperor 

assuring Charles that he was not a rebel, but that when the emperor’s will crossed God’s Luther had to obey 

God, even if it meant disobeying his emperor. “When eternal interests are concerned, God wills not that man 

should submit unto man. For such submission in spiritual matters is a real worship, and ought to be rendered 

solely to the Creator.”i 

As Luther traveled toward home, back in Worms, Aleander was doing his own writing. He composed an edict, or 

official order, against Luther. On a day when Emperor Charles V was in the cathedral, Aleander brought the edict 

for him to sign. Charles signed it and Aleander hurried it to the printers to have it published. 

This, in part, is what the edict said: 

The Augustine monk, Martin Luther…has rushed like a madman on our holy Church and attempted to 

destroy it by books overflowing with blasphemy…has incessantly urged the people to revolt, schism, war, 

murder, robbery, incendiarism, and to the utter ruin of the Christian faith…this man, who is in truth not a 

man, but Satan himself under the form of a man dressed in a monk’s frock, has collected into one 

stinking slough all the vilest heresies of past times, and has added to them new ones of his own…. 

For this reason, under pain of incurring the penalties due to the crime of high-treason, we forbid you to 

harbor the said Luther…to conceal him, to give him food or drink, or to furnish him, by word or 

deed…with any kind of succor whatsoever.ii 

The edict commanded all people to arrest him and turn him over to the authorities are hold him in prison. All his 

followers were to be imprisoned and their property taken away. Luther’s books were to be destroyed. Rome’s 

supporters were encouraged to do what they liked with any person found printing, writing, painting, buying or 

selling anything against the church. 

On his way home, Luther visited with his grandmother and continued the next day with his brother James and 

his friend Amsdorff. Suddenly five masked horsemen galloped toward the wagon carrying Luther. His brother 

jumped from the wagon and ran away through the woods. One of the masked men threw the driver from the 

wagon, another held Amsdorff. The other three riders captured Luther and put him on a horse and led him 

away. 

When Amsdorff and the cart driver arrived later in Wittenberg and spread the news that Luther had been 

captured by his enemies, people all over Germany mourned. 

But Luther was not in the hands of his enemies. He was with friends. It was Frederick the Wise who had Luther 

abducted to save him from Charles and the pope. The plan was so secretly devised and carried out, however, 

that Frederick himself did not at first know where Luther had been taken.  

Luther had been carried away to the Wartburg, a castle in the forests of Thuringia. When he arrived just before 

midnight on the night of his capture, his captors took away his monk’s dress and gave him the cloak and clothing 

of a medieval warrior. From that night until the day he walked free almost a year later, Luther was known 

around the castle as Knight George. 

i As quoted in History of the Reformation of the Sixteenth Century, 396. 
ii Ibid. 

                                                           



32 Knight George of Wartburg Castle 

Luther had been whisked away at Frederick’s command to some obscure location. He was a captive for his own good at 

Warburg Castle. But neither Luther’s friends nor his enemies knew this. Rumors flew. Some said he’d escaped to France, 

others said he’d been assassinated. Some said they’d heard from eye witnesses who’d seen how he’d been mercilessly 

murdered. Many would have avenged Luther’s death had a suspect been named. 

Roman Church leaders were fearful of the people’s anger. Poets stirred the people with their writings. Both the emperor 

and Roman Church leaders were accused of the death of Luther. A Roman Catholic wrote to Albert Archbishop of Mentz 

that the best way to appease the people was for church leaders to light torches and search everywhere for Luther until 

they found him. 

Meanwhile, the emperor’s awful decree against Luther was put in effect in places where the Roman Church still had a 

strong influence. Heaps of Luther’s writings were set ablaze in Belgium and the Netherlands. But in Germany, while 

Luther was prisoner in the Wartburg, there was a greater demand for his books than ever before. And although the pope 

had commanded priests to preach against Luther and his followers, fear of the people prevented them for doing it.  

The people reasoned that since no one had the courage to refute Luther’s teachings, his doctrines must be the truth. 

The lecture halls of the university in Wittenberg were filled with students eager to learn from the Scriptures. 

Melanchthon and other Reformers continued to teach there through Luther’s absence. Luther said of Melanchthon, “He 

is the most formidable enemy of Satan and the schoolmen (the Roman Church’s theologians), for he knows their 

foolishness, and Christ the Rock.”i  

So, the Reformation continued to grow even though Luther himself had been taken away. 

Not only were the people filled with sadness because of their separation from Luther, but Luther himself grieved at 

being held within the castle fortress. “I would rather be stretched on coals of fire than lie here half dead,” he moaned.ii 

Perhaps it was depression that plunged Luther into a dangerous illness. Melanchthon said, “I fear that the grief he feels 

for the Church will cause his death.”iii 

Luther thought he might feel better if he could just get out of his prison. One day, as he picked strawberries near the 

fortress gate he pushed on the gate and it swung open! With fear in his heart, he stepped through the opening and 

picked some fruit outside the gate. Over time, he became braver and went along with a guard from the castle into 

nearby villages.  

Once, at an inn, Luther removed his clumsy sword and grabbed some books that lay on a table. His guard panicked! A 

proper knight would not throw off his sword in public. He wouldn’t eagerly grab a pile of books to read, either. 

Luther made a dangerous mistake on one outing. He visited a monastery where he’d stayed a night while on his trip to 

Worms. One of the monks suddenly gasped. He’d recognized the famous doctor of Wittenberg. 

Luther was not a very convincing knight. Once, he went along on a rabbit hunt. The hounds flushed a rabbit. Luther 

picked it up and wrapped it in his cloak. He carried it to a thick bush and set it free. Moments later, the hounds caught 

its scent and killed it. Poor Luther! He groaned in despair. “O pope!” he cried, “And thou, too, Satan! It is thus you 

endeavour to destroy even those souls that have been saved from death!”iv 

 

i History of the Reformation of the Sixteenth Century, 481. 
ii Ibid. 
iii Ibid., 484 
iv Ibid., 486 

                                                           



33 Vow of Celibacy 

When Christianity was young, the church was pure and holy. In the time of the apostles until about 100 years after their 

deaths, the Gospel of salvation through Jesus alone was preached with power and in purity. The white horse of 

Revelation 6:2 represents this period. But compromise and error crept into the church. About 300 years after Jesus’ 

resurrection, Christianity had been corrupted by false teachings and looked like it might die. In Revelation 6:8, this 

period is represented by a pale horse whose name is Death.  

One of the errors that had come into the church was celibacy. The church had started teaching that only unmarried men 

could be priests. In order to become a minister, priests took a vow, promising they would not marry. Some think that it’s 

a sign of holiness to stay single and serve God and the church. This idea seems to have come from a false teaching that 

came from an ancient Greek mystical religion called Gnosticism.  

But this is not the main reason that priests were not allowed to marry. The church was concerned that priests would put 

church property into the hands of their children and wives when they died. The church didn’t want priests’ families to 

inherit church property so in 1074, Pope Gregory VII made a law requiring that priests take a vow of celibacy.  

Celibacy goes against God’s plan for humanity and for His church. (See Genesis 2:18 and 1 Timothy 3:2.) When Jesus was 

on earth, He chose disciples and made them teachers and ministers. Likely, most of the apostles were married men. In 

fact, Jewish laws required that priests and members of the Jewish council be married men. Jesus’ disciple Peter, whom 

the Roman Catholic Church claims was the first pope, certainly had a wife (Matthew 8:14).  

Many horrible scandals regarding unmarried priests were well-known in Luther’s time. Priests, monks and high-ranking 

church leaders had affairs with women. The famous indulgence seller Tetzel himself, a Dominican monk, is said to have 

travelled with his son. Tales of the terrible treatment of women and their illegitimate children resulted from the church’s 

rule of celibacy. 

It should be no surprise therefore, that one of the first reforms to be put into effect was the rejection of celibacy by 

priests in Germany. A priest named Feldkirchen declared, “The obligation of keeping God’s law compels me to violate 

the traditions of men.” Feldkirchen was the first priest to get married. The archbishop called for Feldkirchen’s arrest. 

Feldkirchen lived and ministered in Frederick’s territory and Frederick protected him.  

A second priest, Seidler, also married. Unfortunately for him, he lived in Duke George’s territory. Seidler was arrested 

and soon afterward died in prison. 

Melanchthon and Carlstadt taught at the university that priests and monks should be free to marry. Luther heard of it 

and was appalled. “They will not force me, at least, to take a wife!” he exclaimed. As Luther considered the sinful 

practices that went on in some of the monasteries, he began to see that even monks should be free to marry. 

Luther could see, however, that the vow of celibacy was not the only problem with the monasteries. Luther believed 

that monasteries existed as a form of works and he knew from experience that without faith, monks even in their 

monasteries were spiritually lost. Becoming a monk was no guarantee of salvation, since no one could be saved by 

works. 

Luther called for the overthrow of convents and monasteries. He said the devil lived in such places. Instead, Luther 

wanted the monasteries to be converted into schools.  

Luther’s father had been very angry when Luther left his law studies and entered a monastery. Luther wrote him a 

letter, telling him that he’d been right in wanting to rescue him from the place. He said that God Himself had rescued 

him and that although he might still look like a monk on the outside, he was no longer a monk on the inside. “I am a new 

creature, not of the pope, but of Jesus Christ.” 



34 Reforms in the Monastery 

While Luther chafed at the physical confinement of the Wartburg, in a spiritual sense he was free. God impressed upon 

him the idea that the German people must have the Bible in their own language so they could be free also. “Would that 

this one book were in every language, in every hand before the eyes, and in the ears and hearts of all men!” he cried.  

Luther Begins Translating the Bible to German 

Luther applied himself to the task of translating the New Testament into German. Battling sickness, depression and even 

the devil himself, he is said to have completed most of the work in about three months. He worked from Erasmus’s 

Greek New Testament and original Greek manuscripts, producing a translation that is still a favourite in Germany to this 

day because of its faithfulness to the originals, its readability and its beautiful language. 

Near the end of November 1521, Luther felt he must get away from Wartburg and see his friends at Wittenberg.  The 

distance is around 250 km or about 150 miles. The trip would have taken at least 5 days. He snuck away from the castle, 

had a short visit with his friends who updated him on all that had happened in his absence, then hurried back to his 

confinement.  

Leo and Charles are Removed 

In December 1521, Pope Leo X died. Charles went to Spain to put down a revolt, Francis I King of France declared war 

against him, and Suleiman I attacked his empire from the east. With his hands full of trouble that hit him from every 

side, Charles, Emperor of the Holy Roman Empire, turned his attention away from Germany and his problems with 

Luther. This gave Luther’s followers a period of relative peace to push forward reforms in the church. 

Big Changes in the Monastery 

Gabriel Zwilling, an Augustine monk in a convent where Luther had often preached, taught that Jesus had instituted 

communion as a way to remember His death and sacrifice for sins. Zwilling said it was wrong to worship the host or 

wafer that represented Christ’s body and it was wrong for monks to say mass for themselves. He also taught that all 

Christians, not just the priests, should be able to celebrate communion with the wine which represented Christ’s blood, 

and not with the bread only. Until this time, priests only were allowed to drink the communion wine. The Roman Church 

had made this rule to show that priests were of a higher class than other people. Zwilling said that was wrong. 

The supervisor of the monastery opposed these changes. The monks split into two groups, warring over the mass. 

Frederick sent a message to the monks that they should submit to their superiors or they would be put on rations of 

bread and water. A group of professors from Wittenberg University visited the monastery and told the monks not to 

change any of their practices until the question had been studied out.  

About a week later, the professors reported their findings to Frederick. They explained to him the errors of the mass and 

said, “Let your Electoral Highness put an end to every abuse, lest Christ in the day of judgment should rebuke us as He 

did the people of Capernaum.”i (See Matthew 11:23 where Jesus rebuked the people of Capernaum for their hardness of 

heart.) In their report, Melanchthon wrote, “There is but one sacrifice, but one satisfaction, Jesus Christ. Besides Him 

there is none. Let such bishops as do not oppose the impiety of the mass be accursed.” 

Zwilling continued his attacks against errors. He said monks would not be saved just because they had become monks 

and making vows to obey their superiors was wrong because all are obligated to obey God, and men often err. “The 

vows of chastity, poverty, and obedience, are contrary to the Gospel,” Zwilling preached. 

Monks began leaving the monastery. Some went to university, others learned to work with their hands to support 

themselves, just as the Bible said they should. 

 

i History of the Reformation of the Sixteenth Century, 498. 

                                                           



35 The Mass 

At the University of Wittenberg, Luther and Professor Carlstadt began to disagree about what should be changed in the 

church and what should remain the same. Carlstadt believed all the Roman Church’s teachings should be rejected that 

were not taught by the Bible. On the other hand, Luther taught that everything should be kept unless it was clearly 

spoken against in the Bible. One of the things they disagreed about was the mass. 

The mass is a group of rituals that together make up the “central act of worship”i in the Roman Catholic Church. The four 

parts of the mass are:  

1. The Introductory Rite: The priest leads a procession, or parade, from the back of the church to the front. The 

priest makes the sign of the cross, says a short prayer, and gives some time of silence for the people to think 

about their lives and repent. 

2. Liturgy of the Word: Liturgy means “official work.” Scriptures are read and prayers are said. 

3. Liturgy of the Eucharist: In this part of the service the priest by his prayers is believed to transform the bread 

and wine into the real body and blood of Jesus. The host, the wafer bread, is lifted up for the people to worship 

and is “offered” as a “sacrifice” by the priest to God. The people come forward and take the host which they eat. 

4. Conclusion: The priest prays and dismisses the people. 

Carlstadt believed the mass was not the Lord’s Supper, as the Bible describes it. Carlstadt wanted to celebrate the Lord’s 

Supper the way Jesus had, so in October 1520, he gathered 12 friends in a private ceremony and shared the Lord’s 

Supper with them, following the example of Jesus.  

The Sunday before Christmas, he announced in church that he would give the eucharist, the wafer host, and the wine to 

anyone who came to church on New Year’s Day. Until that time, only priests were allowed to drink the wine in the 

ceremony. The laity, all people who were not priests or church leaders, were told that the sacred wine was not shared 

with them to prevent it from being accidentally spilled. But some say that the reason the cup was not given to non-

priests was to exalt the clergy over the laity. The clergy were seen to be privileged and holier.  

The city council determined to stop this strange new style of communion. To avoid interruption of his plans, Carlstadt 

did not wait till New Year’s Day. He offered communion to everyone who attended church on Christmas Day. No one 

stopped him.  

Not only that, but the usual requirement of individuals confessing their sins to a priest before taking part in communion 

was done away with. Most people simply took part in the public confession of sins. Carlstadt did not raise the host, the 

bread wafer, up to be worshipped by the church, as was usually done. He said it was idolatry to worship the host. And he 

celebrated communion in the German language so the people could understand what he was saying. Until that time, the 

priests conducted worship services in Latin, a language most people could not understand. 

The Catholic Church taught, and still teaches, transubstantiation, that the priest’s prayer transforms the bread and wine 

into the actual body and blood of Jesus. Luther taught what he called consubstantiation, that the body and blood of 

Christ are present in union with the bread and wine. He explained that as iron turns fiery red when it’s put in a hot fire 

but is still iron, the bread and wine are united with Christ’s body and blood in the mass. Carlstadt rejected these 

teachings because they were not taught in the Bible. Instead, he taught that the bread and wine were used as symbols 

by Jesus and should be used as symbols only by the church because that’s what the Bible taught.  

None of the Reformers was perfect. Perhaps Luther was jealous that Carlstadt continued to introduce changes while 

Luther was away in the Wartburg. Perhaps Luther still wanted to cling to Roman superstitions for his own comfort. 

Carlstadt also made mistakes. Sadly, the two could not get along and opposed each other so severely that Carlstadt 

decided to leave Germany. He moved to Switzerland where his teachings were better received. 

i http://www.thepapalvisit.org.uk/The-Catholic-Faith/FAQ-on-Faith/1-10/What-is-a-Catholic-Mass 

                                                           



36 False Prophets 

From the moment that he allowed iniquity to form in his heart* Lucifer, The Lightbearer, has hated God and has 

attacked Him and His people. When the Reformers responded to the Holy Spirit working upon their hearts, Satan 

devised a variety of ways to attack the work of God. The Reformers faced persecution that endangered their lives to 

frighten them into abandoning the truth.  

When persecution didn’t work Satan resorted to other tactics. Just as he offered Christ all the kingdoms of this world 

(Matthew 4:9), he offered Christ’s followers worldly benefits if they would abandon the Saviour. Another tactic Satan 

tried was to mingle truth with error to deceive Christians into serving him instead of God. In Germany in 1521 and 1522, 

Satan used a trick that almost destroyed the Reformation. 

A group of fanatics sprang up, teaching that the Bible was useless since God spoke to them directly. They said that God 

gave them visions which revealed the future. Nicholas Storch said that the Bible was no longer important because God 

spoke to him directly. He claimed that the angel Gabriel told him, “Thou shalt sit on my throne.” Storch and his followers 

preached that the Turks would take over Germany and kill all the priests. Then Storch himself would rule over a kingdom 

of saints. 

Storch and his companions arrived in Wittenberg December 27, 1521. They told Melanchthon that God sent them to 

instruct the people. Melanchthon was puzzled. He wrote, “Let us beware of quenching the Spirit of God, and…of being 

led astray by the spirit of Satan.” 

The new “prophets” confused the people and some of them were carried away with the excitement. A friend of 

Melanchthon’s, a school teacher, was convinced by the prophets and joined them. Even Melanchthon became confused. 

Frederick didn’t know what to do. The false prophets were unsettling Wittenberg. He told the professors at the 

university that perhaps Satan was sending them temptations and that the best thing to do was let it run its course and 

the movement would eventually just dwindle away. 

When Luther, who was still in the castle at Wartburg, heard about the trouble the false prophets were causing at 

Wittenberg, he wrote to Frederick. He said, “I always expected that Satan would send us this plague,” because Frederick 

had a collection of idols – his relics. In fact, Frederick had more than 17 000 relics which included teeth from saints, a 

few of the Virgin Mary’s hairs, a wisp of straw from Jesus’ manger bed, and a twig from the burning bush where Moses 

met with God.i  Frederick used the relics as a sort of fundraiser for the University of Wittenberg.  

At the same time that the false prophets were stirring up trouble, Professor Carlstadt was impatiently pushing for 

immediate reforms. “We must fall upon every ungodly practice, and overthrow them all in a day!” he preached. The 

people rushed into the churches and smashed the images.  

This was still not enough for Carlstadt. He told the students to leave the university and go home and be farmers because 

God had said to Adam, “By the sweat of your face you shall eat bread” (Genesis 3:19). Another Wittenberg teacher sent 

his students home saying that education was unnecessary since Storch and the other prophets never went to school and 

God spoke to them directly. 

The result of the fanaticism was that the governments of Germany recalled their citizens from the disordered city of 

Wittenberg. More importantly, though, Satan had found a way to plant doubts about the authority of the word of God in 

people’s minds. The Bible was losing its hold on the people’s hearts. 

Luther knew what he must do. At the risk of his life, he must return to Wittenberg and lead the scattered sheep back to 

the Good Shepherd. 

*Ezekiel 28:15 

i https://concordiakoinonia.com/2012/10/22/heroes-and-saints-of-the-reformation-frederick-the-wise-1463-1525/ 

                                                           



37 Knight George and Two Swiss Students 

In January 1521, the city of Wittenberg was in turmoil because of the teachings of false prophets. Professor Carlstadt 

was turning things upside down at the university. And the imperial government ordered that bishops everywhere in the 

empire were to severely punish the monks and priests who were teaching new things. In other words, only those who 

strictly clung to the teachings of the Roman Catholic Church were safe from persecution. 

Luther was still at Wartburg Castle. On March 3, he dressed in his military outfit, put on his red cap, mounted a horse, 

and left the castle. Knight George was leaving the Wartburg. Luther was returning to Wittenberg. 

The next day, Luther arrived at Jena. The streets were full of people celebrating Shrove Tuesday with all kinds of joyful 

festivities. He stopped at the Black Bear Inn just outside the city for the night. While waiting for supper to be served, 

Luther took a seat at a table in the dining room and read a book. 

After a time, Luther’s reading was disturbed. Two young men came in from outside. Their clothes were soaked and they 

apologized to the host for dripping on the floor. They explained that they’d been caught in a storm and the roads had 

flooded. All the inns in the city were full so they had come to the Black Bear. Luther glanced at the miserable pair and 

invited them to his table. 

He asked the two men where they were going in such terrible weather. “To Wittenberg to study at the university,” the 

students told him. When he learned that they were from St. Gall in Switzerland, Luther told them that Doctor Schurff, a 

lawyer at Wittenberg, was also from St. Gall.  

One of the students, Johannes Kessler who later wrote about his experiences, asked, “Where is Martin Luther?” Luther, 

Knight George, replied, “Luther is not at Wittenberg, but he will be there soon. Philip Melanchthon is there,” he added 

and recommended that they study Greek and Hebrew to gain a clearer understanding of the Holy Scriptures. The 

students thought it strange to be having an academic discussion with this friendly knight but they said nothing. 

The parents of Kessler and his friend had determined that their sons would be priests when they grew up. But Luther’s 

teachings against the mass, the priesthood, and the monasteries had reached Switzerland. The students told Knight 

George that they were determined to meet with Luther and talk with him to understand why he had written these 

things. Knight George paused for a moment, then changed the subject. “Is Erasmus still in Rotterdam?” he asked. 

After talking for a while, one of the students, curious to know what the knight had been reading, picked up the little 

book. It was the Psalms of David, in Hebrew! Kessler and his friend exchanged puzzled glances. Who was this strange 

knight? 

Suddenly, Kessler heard his name being called. It was the inn’s host. Oh, no! thought Kessler. What could he want from 

me? Perhaps the host had realized the students had no money and would send them out of the inn into the blustery 

dark night. 

“I understand that you want to meet Luther,” the host whispered to Kessler. “It is he you have been talking with at the 

table. Don’t tell him I told you,” warned the host. 

Kessler thought the man was joking. When he returned to the table he leaned forward, as if looking toward the door and 

whispered to his friend, “The host says this knight is Luther.” 

“Maybe he said ‘Hutten’,” his friend replied. 

Hutten. Luther. They sound a bit alike, thought Kessler. The host probably said “Hutten.” Ulrich von Hutten was a and 

well-educated reformer, poet and knight. 

Knight George ordered supper for himself and the students and paid for their meals. Then he put on his military cloak 

and left the room. 

 



38 Luther Returns to Wittenberg 

After almost a year in captivity at Wartburg Castle, Luther arrived in Wittenberg on Friday March 7, 1522. He had not 

requested permission from Prince Frederick, but wrote him a letter telling him that God was his protector. Luther was 

still a fugitive. By imperial order, anyone who met him was directed to arrest him and hand him over to the authorities.  

The next day Luther met with professors at the university, including Jerome Schurff, the Swiss professor of law. A 

messenger announced that two students were asking for Dr. Schurff. The two Swiss students were brought into the 

room. The students blushed as the eyes of the doctors turned to them. 

Luther recognized the students as those he had befriended at the Black Bear. He stood up to greet them and introduced 

them to the doctors gathered about him. Kessler and his friend spent the day with Luther and his companions. 

The topic much discussed was how to deal with the fanatical prophets that had descended upon Wittenberg and how to 

restore peace and order to the city and university. He said, “If our adversaries do not retire of their own accord, Christ 

will know how to compel them.”i Luther opposed force. “It is with the Word that we must fight,” he said. “By the Word 

must we overthrow and destroy what has been set up by violence.” Luther understood that people could not be forced 

to believe. He understood the necessity of having freedom of choice. “I will not use force against the superstitious and 

unbelieving,” he said. “Liberty is the very essence of faith.” 

On Sunday, Luther preached to a full church. He praised the people for the progress they’d made in developing their 

faith. “But we need something more than faith,” he continued. “We need charity.” He asked the people to consider how 

a mother cares for her baby. She nurses it before she gives it food that must be chewed. Babies need time to grow and 

develop. Faith needs time to grow and develop and everyone does not mature at the same rate. He told them that they 

must be patient with others and give others time to let their faith grow. 

Luther said, “The mass is a bad thing. God is opposed to it….But let no one be torn from it by force. We must leave the 

matter in God’s hands.” Luther said no one should be forced to make changes. “We have a right to speak; we have not 

the right to act. Let us preach. The rest belongs to God.” 

It seems Luther understood the great principle of freedom of choice which is the foundation of faith and love. He asked, 

“If I were to employ force, what should I gain.” Luther answered himself, “Grimace, formality, human ordinance, and 

hypocrisy.” He assured the people that faith and love would never come from a heart that was forced. “There would be 

no sincerity of heart, nor faith, nor charity. Where these three are wanting, all is wanting,” he concluded. 

Luther did not preach on Monday, but the following week, he preached every day concluding the following Sunday. Each 

day, the people filled the church. People flowed into Wittenberg from surrounding towns and cities.  

In all his sermons, Luther did not once criticize the false prophets who had started so much trouble in Wittenberg. He 

simply preached love toward God and others. The people yielded to Luther’s appeals. Order was restored at Wittenberg. 

The false prophets were not happy about the turn of events. They demanded a meeting with Luther. Luther agreed to a 

meeting and listened as they described how they would reform the church. Luther answered, “Nothing you’ve said is 

based upon Holy Scripture. It is all a mere fable.”ii 

One of the prophets lost his temper, pounded the table and said Luther shouldn’t talk to a prophet of God in such an 

insulting way. Another prophet claimed to be able to read Luther’s mind and said Luther was beginning to believe them. 

Luther said, “God chastise thee, Satan!” The prophets raged on for a while then got up and went out. They left 

Wittenberg the same day. 

 

i As quoted in History of the Reformation of the Sixteenth Century, 544. 
ii Ibid, paraphrased, 548.  

                                                           



39 The New Testament is Published in German 

In preparing his New Testament German translation for publishing, Luther enlisted the help of his friend, the master of 

languages, Melanchthon. The two spent many hours studying the Bible texts together. Finally, the translation was ready 

for printing.  

Three printing presses were used and Luther reported that 10 000 pages were printed each day. The first copies of the 

New Testament in German were ready for distribution September 21, 1522. What an exciting moment for the 

Reformation! Luther said, “Reason thinks, Oh! If I could once hear God speak! I would run from one end of the world to 

the other to hear Him…Listen then, my brother man! God, the Creator of the heavens and the earth, speaks to thee.”i 

Luther’s New Testament in German was enormously popular. The first edition of 3 000 copies sold out quickly and the 

demand was great. A second edition was printed in December. In about 10 years, the New Testament in German was 

printed in nearly 60 editions all across Germany. The Bible was finally in the hands of the people and they could learn 

from it and hear God’s voice speaking to them for themselves. 

The Bible taught the people that faith is necessary for salvation. Ephesians 2:8 says, “For by grace you have been saved 

through faith, and that not of yourselves; it is the gift of God.” The Bible taught the people also to turn study for 

themselves, for Romans 10:17 teaches, “So then faith comes by hearing, and hearing by the word of God.” In this way, 

the Bible strengthened the faith of the people and taught them to obey the authority of Scripture over man. In the Bible, 

the people discovered the word of Christ Himself who had said, “the water that I shall give him will become in him a 

fountain of water springing up into everlasting life” (John 4:14). 

Not everyone was happy about the printing of the Bible in the language of the common people, though. In November, 

Duke George ordered that all the copies of the new Bible be brought to the authorities. Other cities loyal to the pope 

made the same decrees and the Bible was burned in these cities. How strange for a “Christian” church to require the 

burning of God’s Word! How strange for a religion to destroy its sacred writings. 

But the Word of God cannot be stopped. Even in Duke George’s states, thousands of German Bibles continued to be 

sold. People were hungry for it. Soon, common people were seen carrying it around with them, reading it in public, 

memorizing Scriptures and sharing what they learned with others. In a short period of time, “Women and children, 

artisans and soldiers, knew more of the Bible than the doctors of the schools or the priests of the altars.”ii 

As knowledge of God’s Word grew, the Reformation rapidly spread. A monk in Nuremberg arrived with his begging box 

and asked a blacksmith for a donation. The blacksmith asked, “Why do you not gain your bread by the work of your own 

hands?”iii Perhaps the blacksmith had a Bible study with the monk and showed him 2 Thessalonians 3:10-12 which says, 

“…we commanded you this: If anyone will not work, neither shall he eat. For we hear that there are some who walk 

among you in a disorderly manner, not working at all, but are busybodies. Now those who are such we command and 

exhort through our Lord Jesus Christ that they work in quietness and eat their own bread.” The monk sent his begging 

box and robe back to the monastery and learned to be a blacksmith. 

Monks everywhere were leaving the convents and learning to work. More priests began preaching the Gospel. 

Persecution broke out and often these new reformers had to leave their communities. But when one door closed against 

the Gospel, another would open in some other place. One priest, forbidden to preach in his church, preached to crowds 

at a cemetery. Others preached in market places or in the country. A former student at Wittenberg preached in a lime 

grove and the Christians there were called the Lime Tree Brethren. 

As knowledge of the Bible spread, the Reformation took hold in people’s hearts. Lives were transformed. There could be 

no turning back to the superstitious devotions and empty ceremonies of the Roman Church.  

i History of the Reformation of the Sixteenth Century 519 
ii Ibid., 535 
iii Ibid., 533. 

                                                           



40 Ignatius Loyola 

Ignatius Loyola was born in northern Spain in 1491, eight years after the birth of Martin Luther. He was the youngest of 

13 children. His family were of the Spanish nobility, distant relatives of the king and queen of Spain.  Before his father 

died, he arranged for Loyola to join the family of the treasurer of the king and queen of Spain.  

Loyola became an able soldier and was left to defend the city of Pamplona when King Francis I of France attacked it in 

1521. The people of Pamplona might have surrendered if it weren’t for Loyola. He cried, “Let us suffer everything rather 

than surrender!”i He led the nobles to defend the city with their swords, arrows, battle axes.  

But Francis’ army was larger and better prepared. The French hammered the walls with cannon balls. A shard of rock 

struck Loyola’s right leg. The ball shattered his left leg and Loyola passed out. His forces surrendered. 

The French, impressed with Loyola’s courage, carried him to his parents’ castle to recover. During his long period of 

recovery, Loyola read books. He read a book about the miracles of the saints and decided that he would rather 

accomplish great spiritual things in his life than physical things. He decided to quit being a knight of a worldly kingdom 

and would instead become a knight of the Virgin.  

When he was well enough, he called his friends together for one last supper, just as Luther had done. He gave away his 

fancy clothes and moved into a monastery of St. Benedict. One night, as he meditated on an image of the Virgin Mary, 

gazing long hours at the image and praying repeatedly, Mary and Jesus appeared to him in a vision. 

Later he haltingly made his way to the Dominican monastery at Manresa where he went begging from house to house 

for his food, also as Luther had done. Each day, he prayed for seven hours on his knees and whipped himself for three 

hours. He had visions here as well.  

At first, Loyola found satisfaction in this new life, but after a while, he could find no peace. His conscience bothered him. 

Like Luther, he felt that God was angry with him. He did everything the church required – he confessed, did penance, 

prayed - but still he was uneasy. Like Luther, he wondered if all his good works were of no value for salvation. Could he 

ever do enough good works to make up for the sins of his life?  

Luther turned to the Bible for answers.  The Bible teaches that every human being is sinful (Romans 3:23) and we are 

helpless to save ourselves or become righteous (Ephesians 2:8-9). But because of His love for us (John 3:16), God, in the 

person of Jesus Christ, died the death that we deserved (2 Corinthians 5:21) for being rebels against Him. When we 

humbly accept His sacrifice on our behalf, He promises us eternal life (John 5:24).   

Luther humbled his heart and accepted the fact that he could never be good enough to earn salvation. He accepted the 

Bible teaching that only faith in Jesus could set him free from sin and its guilt. In contrast, Loyola decided that his guilty 

conscience was from the devil and he determined never again to be troubled over sin. 

A guilty conscience sent Luther to Jesus for salvation. But Loyola sought relief from his guilt in visions and feelings. He 

did not develop faith in Jesus through studying God’s Word as Luther did. He found comfort in visions and dreams. But 

living apart from faith in Christ and obedience to His Word put Loyola on dangerous ground, for “Satan himself 

transforms himself into an angel of light” (2 Corinthians 11:14). And Paul warned, “But though we, or an angel from 

heaven, preach any other gospel unto you than that which we have preached unto you, let him be accursed” (Galatians 

1:8). 

 Martin Luther and Ignatius Loyola both started off as sincere monks, seeking God. Luther turned to the Word of God 

and found salvation by faith in Christ. Loyola, turned inward to feelings and experiences and became an enemy of the 

Word of God. 

i History of the Reformation of the Sixteenth Century, 542. 

                                                           



41 Pope Adrian VI 

Pope Leo X left Rome, as his custom was, in the autumn of 1521 and went to the country. He enjoyed hunting small prey 

with trained hawks, deer hunting and fishing. Later, he went to his favourite villa where he musicians and entertainers of 

all kinds kept him and his guests entertained. 

In the meantime, King Francis I of France and his forces had taken the cities of Parma, Piacenza and Milan in Italy. Pope 

Leo X, forgetting the deals he’d made with Francis, joined his armies to that of Emperor Charles V, and together, they 

forced the French to retreat. 

In November, while still at his villa in the country, news of the victory was brought to Pope Leo. Leo and his company 

celebrated through the night. The next day, Leo and his courtiers returned to Rome. He had just arrived back at the 

Vatican when suddenly, at the age of just 45, he died. His death came so unexpectedly that all he had time for was to 

say, “Pray for me!” It was rumored that he’d been poisoned.i 

The people of Rome, it seems, were not sorry to see him go. They were angry that he had not died a decent Christian 

death – he hadn’t even had time to receive extreme unction. Catholic priests administer extreme unction by making the 

sign of the cross with “holy” oil on a sick person’s eyes, ears, nostrils, lips, hands and feet. This ceremony is believed to 

take away a person’s sins and prepare a person for immediate entrance into heaven. Perhaps because Leo died without 

this ceremony the people said he died like a dog. Also, he left many unpaid debts. 

Emperor Charles V’s former teacher and councillor, the Cardinal of Tortosa, was elected to be the next pope and went 

by the name of Pope Adrian VI. He had been a university professor. He was serious and studious by nature. His simple 

lifestyle was a great contrast to the extravagance of Leo X. 

While Adrian condemned the Reformation, particularly Luther, he agreed that the church was in need of reform. He 

said, “…many abominations have existed near the holy see; abuses of spiritual things, excess in the exercise of authority; 

every thing has been turned to evil. From the head the corruption has spread into the members, from the pope to the 

prelates [high-ranking church officials, like bishops and archbishops]; we have all gone astray, there is none of us that 

hath done well; no, not one.”ii 

Adrian was determined to correct the abuses of the church, but he faced opposition from the church’s leaders who were 

accustomed to the lifestyle their positions afforded them. He quickly made enemies in Rome.  

Although Pope Adrian VI admitted that the church needed to reform, he was no friend of the Reformation, either. The 

pope blamed Frederick for allowing Luther, whom he called a “rebellious apostate,” to go unpunished. He threatened 

that Frederick himself would be punished not only in this life but in the everlasting fires of hell and told him that both 

the sword of the empire and of the church hung over his head. Persecutions broke out against the reformers in Germany 

because of Adrian’s intolerance and several Gospel preachers were killed and the Bible was prohibited. 

Maybe the most memorable thing that Adrian did was to declare the fallibility of the pope. He said, “It is certain that the 

pope may err….”iii This statement put church leaders in a difficult position. They could not say that Adrian was wrong in 

saying this because that would prove him right. Many years later, in 1870, a way around this difficulty was found. It was 

the creation of the doctrine of statements made ex cathedra. 

Perhaps Adrian would have made improvements in the church, but he would likely have caused much bloodshed as well. 

He died after being pope for less than two years. Most of his official papers no longer exist. The people of Rome rejoiced 

at his death. 

i Leopold von Ranke, The Ecclesiastical and Political History of the Popes During the Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries; 1841, 
https://books.google.ca/books?id=HTVp7YHKEukC&pg=PA88&lpg=PA88&dq=pope's+villa+at+malliana&source=bl&ots=5eBexmDCP
x&sig=mLU3VLy2dS3QdCiEgvCQBC7Koh0&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwjG6dX3sYzUAhXs64MKHa9BDxkQ6AEIOTAE#v=onepage&q=p
ope's%20villa%20at%20malliana&f=false  
ii Ibid., 94. 

                                                           

https://books.google.ca/books?id=HTVp7YHKEukC&pg=PA88&lpg=PA88&dq=pope's+villa+at+malliana&source=bl&ots=5eBexmDCPx&sig=mLU3VLy2dS3QdCiEgvCQBC7Koh0&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwjG6dX3sYzUAhXs64MKHa9BDxkQ6AEIOTAE#v=onepage&q=pope's%20villa%20at%20malliana&f=false
https://books.google.ca/books?id=HTVp7YHKEukC&pg=PA88&lpg=PA88&dq=pope's+villa+at+malliana&source=bl&ots=5eBexmDCPx&sig=mLU3VLy2dS3QdCiEgvCQBC7Koh0&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwjG6dX3sYzUAhXs64MKHa9BDxkQ6AEIOTAE#v=onepage&q=pope's%20villa%20at%20malliana&f=false
https://books.google.ca/books?id=HTVp7YHKEukC&pg=PA88&lpg=PA88&dq=pope's+villa+at+malliana&source=bl&ots=5eBexmDCPx&sig=mLU3VLy2dS3QdCiEgvCQBC7Koh0&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwjG6dX3sYzUAhXs64MKHa9BDxkQ6AEIOTAE#v=onepage&q=pope's%20villa%20at%20malliana&f=false
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42 Pope Clement VII and Cardinal Campeggio 

Pope Leo X and his successor Pope Adrian VI had both died in a short space of time. Pope Leo X’s cousin, Giulio de 

Medici was elected to be the next pope. He reigned as Pope Clement VII.  

One of the first things Pope Clement VII did was to send his representative, Cardinal Campeggio to the Council of 

Nuremberg where the princes of the empire were meeting. He was greeted with honours at each of the Italian cities he 

passed through, but as he entered Germany he noticed a change in attitude toward him. When he arrived at Augsburg 

to give his blessing to the people, he was laughed at. He made the rest of the trip quietly without any fanfare so as not 

to draw attention to himself. 

A group representing the cities of the empire that had sworn allegiance to the pope was at Nuremberg. These loyal 

supporters of the Roman Church called itself the Swabian League. They were determined to destroy the Reformation. 

The Swabian League, had accused old Frederick the Wise of siding with heretics. Threatened by both the emperor and 

the pope, unwelcome at Nuremberg, Frederick left the council and returned to his own states.  

But Frederick was not the only ruler who sided with the Reformation. Several princes of Germany were among them. 

The Queen of Denmark, Emperor Charles’ sister, was a reformer and made the fact known publicly. Her brother, 

Archduke Frederick, told her he wished she was not his sister. She answered, “I will sacrifice everything to please you, 

except the Word of God.”i 

Cardinal Campeggio knew that many rulers sided with the reformers. Nevertheless, he reminded the council at 

Nuremberg that the Diet of Worms had condemned Luther and his followers. He told the rulers that they must put down 

the Reformation by force.  

But the councillors reminded Campeggio of the list of grievances they had sent to Rome requesting that abuses in the 

church be dealt with. Campeggio said he’d seen three copies but pretended the lists he’d seen had been faked. “Neither 

the pope nor the college of cardinals could believe that such a paper could have emanated from your lordships,” he said 

and told them he had no instructions regarding the list. 

The council was outraged over Campeggio’s brush-off. They also said that since the people were thirsting for the Word 

of God, to act on the orders of the Diet of Worms and take the Bible from the people would result in riots, war and 

bloodshed. More than that, the diet demanded a general council be held in Germany to deal with religious questions.  

When the pope heard that the German rulers had scheduled a general council to decide on religious matters, he was 

furious. How dare the German people leave church officials out of such a meeting! – for a general council would be 

made up of rulers, not church officials.  

Before a general assembly could meet, Campeggio gathered the German rulers who were loyal to Rome for his own 

council meeting at Ratisbon. The princes and bishops swore to enforce the orders made at Worms against the 

Reformation. The would not allow any changes in worship, would accept no married priests in their states, and would 

call all of the students from their states who were studying at Wittenberg to return home.  

At the same time, they agreed to do what they could to correct abuses within the church. They made laws forbidding 

priests from being in business, going to bars, and dances. They were not allowed to discuss church matters over liquour. 

The people mocked this “Ratisbon Reformation.” They thought it was a joke. 

Emperor Charles, on the other hand, found none of this business in Germany to be a laughing matter. He sent a letter to 

the German councillors telling them that only the pope or the emperor had the right to call a general council and that no 

meeting of a general council should be allowed to take place in Germany without their orders. 

 

i As quoted in History of the Reformation of the Sixteenth Century, 558. 

                                                           



43 Persecutions Break Out 

The rulers who’d joined the pro-papacy Swabian League were eager to demonstrate their loyalty to the Roman church. 

Since the Reformation had grown so large, they could not destroy it. But they could discourage its growth by striking 

fear into all their subjects. They singled out individuals and poured out their hatred in the most vicious forms of violence. 

Gaspard Tauber of Vienna was arrested and thrown into prison for distributing Luther’s writings and for himself writing 

against praying to saints, purgatory, and transubstantiation - the teaching that at the priest’s words, the communion 

wafer is transformed into the actual body and blood of Christ. 

He was brought out of prison to make his recantation, but when he said that he was not convinced of his error, he was 

attacked, beheaded and burned. 

In Hungary, a bookseller who was selling Luther’s New Testament in German, was arrested. His books were piled around 

him and set on fire. He died in the flames declaring it a joy to suffer for Christ. 

Priests who preached the Gospel were chased from their churches. Town officials who accepted the evangelical faith 

were banished from Swabian League territories. Nobles were driven from their castles. Spies were everywhere. No one 

could be trusted.  

Bernard Fichteli a magistrate, or law court officer, was sent by the duke to Nuremberg on a business errand. Along the 

way, he met an acquaintance, Francis Burkhardt, a professor at Ingolstadt who was a friend of Dr. Eck’s. The two 

traveling companions had supper together and Professor Burkhardt started to talk about religion. Fichtel reminded him 

that it was now against the law to discuss religious matters. The professor assured his companion that it was quite safe.  

“I don’t think this law can ever be enforced,” said the lawyer, Fichtel and added that he thought it was horrible to punish 

people with death simply because they had different religious beliefs.  

“What could be more just than to cut off the heads of all these Lutheran rascals!” Professor Burkhardt argued and 

straightaway, he went and reported Fichtel to the authorities.  

Fichtel was arrested and thrown in prison. But since he was not a deeply religious man, he rejected the evangelical 

teachings when he was interrogated. He had no interest in dying as a martyr for the cause of Christ.  

Others, like Henry von Zutphenii, would not give up the Word of God even when threatened with death. Von Zutphen, 

born in the Netherlands in 1488, studied at the University of Wittenberg and was a friend of Luther’s. He returned to the 

Netherlands and was appointed director of an Augustinian monastery when he was only 28 years old. He was there for 

only four years before being driven out because of his Gospel preaching. He spent most of his short career as Gospel 

preacher moving from place to place.  

He was arrested by the Inquisition in the Netherlands, but the people protested and he was released. He was probably 

on his way back to Wittenberg when a priest in Bremen implored him to preach the Gospel there. He won many 

converts to the reformed teachings and went on to Denmark. He faced great opposition from the director of a 

monastery there, who stirred up the people. On the night of December 10, the signal was given – the ringing of the Ave 

Maria bell – and 500 drunken peasants dragged Henry from his bed. With great Christian patience, this true disciple of 

Christ suffered horrible abuse from the maddened mob. He was brutally murdered and burned.  

Upon the news of Henry’s death, Melanchthon composed a hymn and Luther wrote a letter of sympathy to the 

Christians of Bremen. Luther said, “The wild beasts rage, but the blood which they shed will soon stifle their fury.” iii  

Wonder of wonders that in the name of a Christian church such atrocities should be committed! A beastly power alone, 

and not the church of Christ, could inspire such demonic fury. Jesus had prophecied of this fearful time: ”They shall put 

you out of the synagogues; yea, the time cometh that whosoever killeth you will think that he doeth God service” (John 

16:2). 

 



 

i History of the Reformation of the Sixteenth Century, 564. 
ii John McClintock, Cyclopaedia of Biblical, Theological, and Ecclesiastical Literature, vol. 6, 443. 
https://books.google.ca/books?id=1uVOrP2tgG0C&pg=PA443&lpg=PA443&dq=henry+von+zutphen+martyr&source=bl&ots=AKjRRa
dUHl&sig=8RlvJWsZBzdjyyVMFLhrRUJcUhU&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwj8q73EipvUAhUp9YMKHWGyARoQ6AEINTAE#v=onepage&
q=henry%20von%20zutphen%20&f=false 
iii John Fry, A Short History of the Church of Christ: from the Close of the Sacred Narrative to Our Own Times, 301;  
https://books.google.ca/books?id=3_EtAAAAYAAJ&pg=PA350&lpg=PA350&dq=henry+van+zutphen+martyr&source=bl&ots=bGwav
kwf92&sig=7uCyxLZjgPnJg9c4j1XDa6BkbXY&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwjagbLbiJvUAhWK8YMKHVxuAbY4ChDoAQgzMAM#v=onepa
ge&q=henry%20%20zutphen&f=false 

                                                           



44 March of the Peasants 

The period in which the Reformation arose was a time of unrest among the lower classes. The small farmers worked 

hard and had little hope for bettering their lives. They were taxed heavily to support the wealthy classes and the church. 

At times, the peasants balked at the injustice of their lot. In 1493, German peasants plotted to overthrow the set order. 

They met together and agreed to only pay taxes they approved of and set a limit on priests’ salaries. They chose a 

peasant’s shoe for their symbol. This Alliance of Shoes was put down by force before it effected real change and the 

feeling of dissatisfaction lingered among the poorer classes. 

In 1514, the hatred of the poor toward the nobility and the clergy broke out again in the Poor Conradi league. The 

rebellion started in Wurttemberg, fuelled by Duke Ulrich’s extravagant lifestyle and outrageous demands. The poor 

farmers had experienced two crop failures in a 5-year period and were unable to pay the increased taxes the duke 

demanded. Rather than cut back on his luxuries, the duke increased the cost of food to the peasants. He had the weights 

changed so that if a person purchased one kilogram of flour, he got less – maybe 700 grams – for the price of one 

kilogram. This sparked riots and the duke called his army to put down the rebellion. Being greatly out-powered by the 

duke’s armed forces, the peasants quietly disbanded. Their leaders were captured and beheaded. 

The Reformation distracted Germany’s poor from their complaints for a time by the hope that came from the Gospel. 

Luther, who understood the peasants’ daily struggles, preached against rebellion, saying “God condemns it.”  

Thomas Muntzer, a fanatical priest and university professor, who not only rejected the Roman Church’s authority but 

the authority of the Bible, as well, travelled through Germany and Switzerland stirring up the peasants. In July 1524 

peasants in the Black Forest rioted when they were refused an evangelical preacher. In another place, thousands of 

peasants swarmed a small town to set free an imprisoned evangelical priest. Rebellion spread like wildfire. 

In January 1525, the peasants published a list of demands which included the right to choose their own preachers, the 

abolition of slavery and taxes on inheritances, the right to hunt, fish and cut wood, and other demands. Each demand 

was supported by texts from the Bible. The peasants challenged Luther to correct them by Scripture. 

Luther wrote to the princes, holding them accountable for the uprising. “It is your clamors against the Gospel, your guilty 

oppressions of the poor,” he said that had instigated the revolt. He advised the rulers to address the fair demands of the 

peasants. Luther hoped this would stop the rebellion. 

Luther also wrote to the peasants, telling them it was their Christian duty to be patient and not fight. He pointed them 

to Jesus, saying, “Christians fight not with swords or arquebuses (an early type of gun), but with sufferings and with the 

cross. Christ, their Captain, handled not the sword…He was hung upon a tree.”ii 

The peasants would not be stopped. They marched from town to town, gathering rebels. Those who refused were 

banished. They destroyed castles and burned monasteries. Some nobles, afraid of the peasants, joined the rebellion.  

The peasants demanded that the church give up its secular interests and stick to preaching the Word of God. They 

wanted the princes and knights to be their protectors. They called for standard weights and measures and one currency 

for the whole empire. 

The turning point came at a battle in Wurtzburg where the peasants attacked the princes’ stronghold, Frauenburg 

Castle. The assault began at 9:00 pm and continued until 2:00 am. The princes threw bombs made from boxes filled with 

gunpowder. They poured boiling pitch over the walls and fired cannons.  

After withdrawing from Frauenburg, the peasants were defeated by the imperial army. The princes and bishops 

retaliated against the beaten foe with cruel tortures and bloodshed. Some 50 000 lives were lost in the revolts.  

One of the results of the uprisings was that Luther and the Reformation were blamed. This was a major set-back for 

Christians in affected places. Religious reforms that had begun were reversed. Public worship returned to its traditional 

Roman forms. 



i https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Poor_Conrad  
ii Ibid., 584 
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45 Death of Frederick the Wise 

While the princes of Germany were marching with their armies against the peasants’ revolt, Frederick 

the Wise, elector of Saxony and protector of Luther and the reformers, was rapidly approaching his 

death. The toils and troubles of his life had taken their toll upon him. His health was failing and he 

prepared to meet the last great foe – death.  

He called for Spalatin, his chaplain and regular communicant with Luther and expressed his sorrow. “I 

see neither love, nor truth, nor faith, nor any good remaining upon earth,” he said.i He met with his 

household staff and asked for their forgiveness. “My little children,” he entreated, “if I have offended 

any one of you, forgive me for the love of God; for we princes often give offense to the poor, and that is 

wrong.”ii 

He asked for the will he had prepared some time before. In it, he had commended his soul to the Virgin 

Mary. He destroyed it and dictated a new one. In his new will, he appealed only to Christ and His merits. 

He confessed his belief that in Christ he possessed forgiveness of sins and assurance of salvation. At five 

o’clock in the afternoon, he died. 

His household staff wept. His doctor said, “He was a child of peace and in peace he has departed.” 

Luther cried, “O bitter death to all whom he has left behind him!” for many reformers owed their peace 

and safety to Frederick who had sheltered them from the enemies of the Reformation by allowing them 

to take refuge in his kingdom. 

Meanwhile, the princes of the Ratisbon League, allies of the Roman Church, continued their persecution 

of the reformers, even as they marched against the rebellious peasants. They executed peaceable 

citizens in their territories simply because they adhered to the reformers’ teachings.  

Duke George hoped to influence Frederick’s heir to the kingdom of Saxony, Frederick’s younger brother 

Duke John. He accused Luther of causing the peasants’ revolt.George formed a league in northern 

Germany like the Ratisbon League. He invited Duke John to join them. At the same time, he ordered the 

death of two of his citizens in whose home Luther’s writings had been found. The two were beheaded. 

But George’s real goal was to have Luther arrested and put to death. 

During this same period, Charles V emperor of the Holy Roman Empire, sent letters to Germany calling 

for another council meeting at Augsburg. He was determined to use the Roman Church against the 

Reformation to destroy it. But his ultimate aim was to introduce a new constitution in which he ruled 

over Germany’s forces as he saw fit. 

All these dangers and disasters weighed heavily upon Luther. The future looked grey and foreboding. 

 

i History of the Reformation of the Sixteenth Century, 591. 
ii Ibid., 592 

                                                           



46 Luther Gets Married 

Nine young nuns who lived in a convent began studying the Bible and discovered that living a cloistered, or closed up, 

life in a convent would not make them holier or more deserving of salvation. They wrote to their parents in 1523 telling 

them that they would like to return to their parents’ homes. 

The parents of the nuns were afraid of the trouble they would get into with the Roman Church and the scandal that 

would result if they allowed their daughters to return home. After all, the nuns would be breaking the vows they had 

made to the church, which was a crime, according to church laws. Because of this, the parents would not allow their 

daughters to return home. 

Luther himself arranged for the nuns’ escape from the convent. Luther’s friend, a city councillor named Leonhard Koppe, 

was also a merchant who regularly sold herrings to the convent. Koppe agreed to help the young women and hid them 

among the herring barrels in his covered wagon, carrying them to Wittenberg. Luther found homes for the women and 

eventually they married.  

Katharina von Bora was one of the nuns. Her parents sent her to a convent to get an education at the age of five. When 

she was nine years old she moved to the monastery called Mary’s Throne where she had an aunt, the sister of her 

mother, who was also a nun. Katharina remained at this monastery until she left it in 1523. 

Luther arranged for Katharina to live with the family of Wittenberg’s city clerk. After a while, she moved in with the 

famous Reformation artist Lucas Cranach and his family. Although several men wanted to marry her, Katharina refused 

marriage until Luther proposed to her. 

Luther resisted marriage. Perhaps he thought, as other reformers told him, that if he married, he would ruin the work of 

reform that he’d done because no one would take him seriously. In fact, Luther has been accused of rebelling against 

the Roman Church and monastic life, that is, the life of a monk, because all he really wanted was to have a wife. But this 

can’t be true because Luther was single for eight years from the date that he nailed the 95 theses on the church door. 

Another reason Luther did not want to marry was that he expected to be burned at the stake at any time. So, why 

should he cause grief to a woman and leave her a widow, possibly with children to look after? he must have reasoned. 

His father, on the other hand, wanted him to get married. 

Katharina lived two years in Wittenberg before she married Luther. Luther faced much criticism and anger for his 

decision. His friend Melanchthon approved, however, and said, “It is false and slanderous to maintain that there is 

anything unbecoming in Luther’s marriage. I think that in marrying her he must have done violence to himself. A married 

life is one of humility, but it is also a holy state, if there be any such in the world, and the Scriptures everywhere 

represent it as honourable in the eyes of God.” 

Luther’s marriage to Katharina seems to have been good for both of them. The couple seemed to be happy together. 

Luther said, “The best gift of God is a pious and amiable wife, who fears God, loves her family, with whom a man may 

live in peace, and in whom he may safely confide.” He called he “My Lord Katie.” She called him “Sir Doctor.”i Together, 

they had six children. 

As a married couple, Luther and Katharina set an example for Christians. Luther not only preached that ministers should 

marry as the Bible teaches, but he showed by his example that he trusted God’s Word in this regard. Katharina showed 

by her industry and management of the home the God-given roles of a Christian wife and mother. Katharina was a hard 

worker. She raised cattle and ran a brewery to supply the many students and visitors that stayed with them and ran a 

hospital to care for the sick.  

In contrast to the disgraceful conduct of many priests of the day, the Luthers demonstrated the truth of God’s Word 

which states, “It is not good that man should be alone” (Genesis 2:18). 

i https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Katharina_von_Bora 

                                                           



47 On the Brink of War 

When the Frederick the Wise, Elector of Saxony, died, his younger brother John took his place. On 

August 16, 1525, he told an assembly of ministers that they must preach “the pure Word of God, 

without any additions of man.”i Someone asked if it was still ok to say mass for the dead and bless the 

water and salt. John replied, “Everything, ceremonies as well as sermons, must be conformed to God’s 

Word.” At this time, there was still no organized church besides the Roman Catholic Church and John 

the Elector of Saxony expected all the priests in his dominion to make these reforms. 

In Wittenberg, Luther felt the need for organizing the evangelical ministers apart from the Roman 

Church, which had condemned them and cast them out of fellowship. Melanchthon’s response to Rome 

was, “Let not the pope, bishops, the monks, and the priests exclaim: ‘We are the Church; whosoever 

separates from us, separates from the Church!’” He boldly declared, “There is no other Church than the 

assembly of those who have the Word of God, and who are purified by it.”ii 

The pope and the emperor sent threatening letters, giving the reformers reason to believe that 

together, they had plans to crush the Reformation as the violently as the Peasant Revolt had been 

crushed. The Elector John and the landgrave Philip, one of the German land-owning lords, formed an 

alliance to withstand an attack at the upcoming council meeting in Augsburg. They did not attend the 

council but sent their representatives with a message. 

John and Philip blamed the Peasant Revolt on their severe treatment by the church and rulers. They said 

the military action that stopped the peasants would not work against the Reformation because “It is 

neither by fire nor by sword that God’s truth can be torn from the heart.” They warned that terrible 

calamities would fall upon the empire if violence were used against the Reformation. 

Philip tried to convince John to form a military alliance with other states that supported the 

Reformation. Luther wanted them to trust God for the defense of the Reformation. Melanchthon 

warned that an alliance of evangelical princes would provoke an attack from their enemies.  

Nevertheless, ten princes gathered together with the Elector of Saxony in an evangelical alliance almost 

as powerful as the pope’s forces.  In response, the princes who’d banded against the reformers 

appealed to Emperor Charles V for assistance accusing the Reformation princes of inciting a general 

revolt. The emperor promised that after meeting with the pope he would come to Germany and fight 

the Reformation. 

As usual, Luther resorted to a power greater than physical weapons. He wrote to Myconius, “Exhort the 

people to contend valiantly before the throne of the Lord by faith and prayer, so that our enemies, 

vanquished by the Spirit of God, may be constrained to peace.” He added, “Our chief want, our chief 

labor is prayer; let the people know that they are now exposed to the edge of the sword and to the rage 

of Satan, and let them pray.” 

The struggle between the reformers and the Roman Church and its supporters was a fight for authority. 

The reformers held to the authority of God in the Scriptures. The Roman Church and its defenders stood 

behind man’s authority through the pope. The Reformation had on its side the Word of God, faith and 

the prayers of the people. The Roman Church had ancient tradition and the emperor’s weapons. 



i History of the Reformation of the Sixteenth Century, 597. 
ii Ibid., 599 

                                                           



48 The Reformation Gains Strength  

Emperor Charles V had sent a message to Germany. After meeting with the pope, he would come to Germany and deal 

with the Reformation. On June 25, 1526, the princes of the empire met in Spires. The emperor’s brother, Ferdinand told 

the council that all the customs of the Church of Rome must be maintained and those who refused to obey this order 

must be punished. 

The Reformation princes were not intimidated. They asked for a church at Spires where their ministers could preach the 

Word of God to the people. No church was given to them. So, the princes opened their palace halls, and while Ferdinand 

and the Roman bishops celebrated mass in the empty cathedral of Spires, thousands flocked daily to hear the Bible 

preached in the halls. 

Duke John, Elector of Saxony had great influence. His court was made up of 700 persons who traveled with him to 

Spires. All the followers of the Reformation princes had sewn letters on their sleeves that stood for “The Word of the 

Lord endures forever.” But the protestants knew that this was not enough. Duke John, the elector and the landgrave 

Philip ordered that none of the partying normally associated with council sessions would be allowed. There would be no 

drinking and no carousing at the Diet of Spires.  

The spirit of reform was felt at Spires. States that had not previously allied themselves openly with the Reformation, 

declared their agreement with the reformers. Neutral states stated their opposition to the edict of Worms, which 

ordered that all heretics must be punished. 

The princes wanted the council to deal church abuses and called for churches to abandon all rituals that were contrary 

to the faith in Jesus. The bishops protested saying instead that all the Reformation books should be burned. 

In spite of the bishops’ objections, the council divided into committees, with priests and laymen in equal numbers, to 

examine the abuses of the Roman Church. The committees reported to the council that a compromise should be made 

between reforms and Roman Church practices. Among the committee’s recommendations were these: 

 Priests should be allowed to marry, 

 Mass and the ceremony of baptism should be said in German as well as in Latin, 

 The sacraments, rituals required by the church, should be offered by the church free of charge, and, 

 The Word of God should be preached according to the interpretation of the Roman Church (the demand of the 

bishops), but Scripture should explain Scripture (the reformers’ requirement). 

On August 1, the Diet of Spires announced that the Church of Rome must reform abuses within the church. On August 3, 

the enemies of the Reformation presented an order from the emperor requiring that the edict of Worms be enforced.  

The princes saw that the emperor had issued the order four months earlier and they had heard, in the meantime, that 

Charles had changed his mind about the Reformation.  

In fact, Charles had planned to first visit Pope Clement VII to officially receive the crown of the empire from him and 

then to return to Germany to fight against the Reformation. But the pope wanted more from Charles than just the 

reformers’ heads. He also demanded that Charles hand over some states that Charles had taken from the Duke of 

Ferrara. This was too much for Charles. He refused the pope’s demand. 

The pope formed a “holy league” with his former enemy, Francis, the King of France, and others, and threatened to 

excommunicate the emperor. To get even with the pope, the emperor sent a message to his brother in Germany, telling 

him to make friends with the reformers. This clash between the emperor and the pope resulted in several years of peace 

for the Reformation.  

The council meeting at Spires could not wait for the emperor or the pope to act decisively regarding the Reformation. 

They decided to allow every person to decide for himself how each should practice their religion, until a future council 

would determine the best way to re-establish unity. In doing this, the council granted the people freedom of religion. 



49 Diet of Spires 1529 – Religious Liberty as Stake 

At the Diet of Spires in 1526, a resolution had been passed to allow each of the German states to practice religion as 

they thought best until the emperor himself would return and a general council could be called to restore religious unity. 

The princes expected the emperor to call a general council within a year, but three years passed before the emperor 

could turn his attention to Germany. In that time, some German states maintained the traditions of the Roman Church. 

Other states, however, reformed religious practices. In the Reformed states, ministers preached the Word of God, 

priests were allowed to marry, and mass was said in the German language. 

While Luther, Melanchthon and Spalatin were visiting the churches and establishing a new order within the evangelical 

churches, Emperor Charles V was fighting the pope. On May 6, 1527, the emperor’s army revolted against its 

commanders and attacked Rome, killing around 25 000 civilians and 1 000 Swiss Guardsi. Pope Clement VII surrendered 

in June.  

The next year, in June 1528, the emperor and the pope made peace. The pope’s reconciliation with Charles included a 

large payment to the imperial army, the end of his alliances with Charles’ enemies, and giving up some of his territory to 

the emperor. 

With a return of peace between himself and the pope, Emperor Charles determined to bring a close to the Reformation 

in Germany and restore the German states to the control of the papacy. A diet, or council, was scheduled to meet in 

Spires February 21, 1529. The emperor’s brother, King Ferdinand represented the emperor at Spires. 

Hostility toward the Reformation princes was apparent right from the start of the diet. Elector of Saxony Duke John and 

the landgrave, Philip of Hesse, were prohibited from having the Gospel preached in their palaces. 

Then King Ferdinand made an announcement. He said that since the resolution of Spires 1526 had caused so much 

trouble in Germany, it would be annulled and the edict of Worms would be enforced instead. That was like saying, 

“We’ve tried the Reformation and it didn’t work. We’ll now return to the old traditions which were so much better.” 

Ferdinand’s announcement shocked the council. The Reformation princes knew that Germany’s peace from 1526-1529 

was owed to the religious liberty allowed by the Diet of Spires in 1526, contrary to Ferdinand’s opinion. Not only that, 

but the announcement was unusual in another important way. It was not the way laws were made in the Holy Roman 

Empire. Before new laws were brought in, there was always discussion and the German princes were part of the law-

making process. Ferdinand’s high-handed behaviour alarmed the princes. 

The diet formed a commission to consider the emperor’s resolution and came up with a sort of compromise. It was 

proposed that wherever the edict of Worms had been carried out, that is, in states where Luther’s writings were banned 

and the Roman Church’s traditions were maintained, no reforms should be allowed. In states that had embraced the 

Reformation and where it was likely the people would revolt if the reforms were swept away, no new reforms should be 

introduced. But the commission also required that no new converts from Roman Catholicism should be allowed. 

The Reformation princes were troubled. The commission’s proposal allowed reformers to practice their faith, but at the 

same time, if the proposal were to be made law, it would prevent the spread of the Gospel. Had Jesus not commissioned 

believers to “Go…into all the world, and preach the gospel to every creature” (Mark 16:15)? 

The Reformation princes rejected the decree of the commission, because it would take away the religious liberty that 

the Diet of Spires had established in 1526. They said, “In matters of conscience, the majority has no power.”ii They 

reminded the council that the Diet of Spires 1526 had determined to maintain religious liberty until a general council 

met to decide how to deal with the Reformation. 

Ferdinand and Roman Church representatives were frustrated. They pushed the free cities to vote on the commission’s 

resolution. The vote was 21 to 14 in favour of accepting the resolution. Ferdinand announced to the council that the 

vote was decisive and all that was necessary was submission. Then he left the council hall. 



i https://www.britannica.com/event/Sack-of-Rome-1527 
ii Reformation of the Sixteenth Century, 862. 

                                                           



50  The Protest 

At Spires in 1529, King Ferdinand had announced that the resolution passed at the Diet of Spires 1526, granting religious 

liberty to the German states, was to be rejected and that the decision of the Diet of Worms, condemning the 

Reformation, was to be enforced. The Reformation princes rejected Ferdinand’s high-handed actions and they decided 

to do something official about it. 

The Reformation princes, including the powerful John Elector of Saxony, appeared at the council in Spires April 19, 1529 

with their message. 

“Dear Lords, Cousins, Uncles, and Friends,” is how they addressed the diet. And then they laid out their grievances. They 

reminded the council that Ferdinand, in cancelling the decree of the Diet of Spires 1526, was now breaking the promise 

he’d made when he signed the resolution allowing religious liberty in the German states. 

The Reformation princes said they could not accept the annulment of the Diet of Spires 1526, nor accept the 

commission’s proposal restricting religious liberty for the following reasons: 

1. King Ferdinand had no right to repeal the decision of the council which he had guaranteed, by signing his name 

to the document, to maintain. 

2. Each person must obey God and give Him an account of their decisions, regardless of what the majority voted. 

To accept the annulment of the resolution of 1526, to restrict religious liberty, would be to deny Christ and 

reject His holy Word.  

3. Before accepting the commission’s new proposal to preach the Word of God, explaining it according to the 

accepted teachings of the “Christian Church” they would first have to agree on a definition of what the 

“Christian Church” is. And, because the Bible contains God’s Word, they would continue to preach from it, 

without adding anything to it. 

Regarding the Bible, the reform princes stated that:  

• True doctrines are those that conform to the Word of God; 

• The Lord forbids the teaching of any other doctrine; 

• The Bible explains itself; each text should be explained by other clearer texts; 

• The Bible is necessary for all Christians and is easy to understand, and calculated to scatter darkness; 

• The Bible is the only truth; 

• It is the sure rule of all doctrine and of life; 

• It can never fail or deceive;  

• Those who build upon this foundation shall stand against all the powers of hell, while all the human 

vanities that are set up against it shall fall before the face of God. 

The Reformation princes appealed to the council to accept their request to maintain the resolutions of the Diet of Spires 

1526 until a general council was called. Then they added, “If you do not yield to our request, we protest by these 

presents, before God, our only Creator, Preserver, Redeemer, and Saviour, and who will one day be our judge, as well as 

before all men and all creatures, that we, for us and our people, neither consent nor adhere in  any manner whatsoever 

to the proposed decree, an any thing that is contrary to  God, to His holy Word, to our right conscience, to the salvation 

of our souls, and to the last decreei of Spires.” 

A deputation delivered the protest to Ferdinand who accepted it, then pushed it back for the deputies to take. The 

deputies took it, but then placed the document on a table before leaving. 

The protest was published in Germany May 5. It is this document that has given the name “Protestant” to evangelicals, 

or Christians who follow the Bible’s teachings, to this day. 

i As quoted in History of the Reformation of the Sixteenth Century, 865. 

                                                           



51 Three Ambassadors Deliver Protest to Charles 

The Protestants commissioned three ambassadors to carry the Protest composed at Spires to Emperor Charles in Italy. It 

was considered such a risky task that the German princes promised to pay the ambassadors’ widows a pension if they 

did not return.i 

The emperor’s chaplain, Cardinal Gattinara, arranged a meeting between the emperor and the ambassadors on 

September 22, 1529. Gattinara himself wished to see reforms in the church. Alexis Frauentraut, one of the German 

ambassadors, had married a nun and was held in contempt by the Catholics because of this. This didn’t stop him from 

telling the emperor, “Our nation will obey no decrees that are based on any other foundation than the Holy Scriptures.”ii 

Emperor Charles V told one of his secretaries that the ambassadors were to stay in town until the emperor gave them a 

reply to take back to Germany. During their waiting time, Michael Caden, one of the ambassadors approached the 

emperor as he was going to mass and passed him a beautifully ornamented book. The emperor passed the book to a 

nearby bishop who flipped through it quickly. The book was about the beliefs of the Protestants. The bishop misread a 

passage and reported it to Charles. Charles was outraged and swore that the ambassador would pay for his rudeness. 

The ambassadors waited twenty days for Charles to call them. Finally, he called them back and told them that the 

minority should submit to the decrees passed by majority vote at the diet, or council meeting. He was referring to the 

decree that had been passed by the Diet of Spires earlier in the year which strongly favoured the aims of the Roman 

Church to put a stop to reforms. The decree would have greatly restricted religious liberty. 

The ambassadors had an appeal ready and read it to the emperor. They tried to pass the document to a secretary, but 

he wouldn’t take it, so they left it on a table and left the room. 

That evening the ambassadors were put under arrest. A week later, two of the three were released, but Michael Caden 

was kept under arrest. However, soon afterward, Caden escaped and fled to Germany. These events did not bode well 

for the Protestants. The arrest of the ambassadors was seen to be a declaration of war.  

Shortly after these things, Charles met with Pope Clement VII. They shared a palace in Bologna where they each made 

concessions and ironed out their differences following the sack of Rome. Then they discussed the Reformation.  

Gattinara, the emperor’s chaplain, counselled Charles to call a general council, as the Protestants had requested, to 

restore religious unity in the empire. The pope vehemently opposed this suggestion. “It is not by decrees of councils, but 

with the edge of the sword, that we should decide controversies,” he said.iii Gattinara did not easily give up, though, and 

the pope finally said he would think about it.  

Whether the pope at any time entertained the idea of a general council or not, in private meetings he convinced Charles 

to use the sword to compel Germany to submit once again to Rome.  

On January 21, 1530, Charles called all the states of the empire to meet at Augsburg, Germany. In the meantime, he had 

other official business to attend to in Italy. 

On February 24, Charles presented himself before the pope to be coronated. Clement sat upon a throne as Charles came 

forward. Priests of St. Peter’s and St. John Lateran churches in Rome, removed Charles’ kingly robes and put on him the 

garments of a priest. Charles, as a deacon, served the pope as he conducted mass, then knelt before him.  

After this, he returned to the throne prepared for him next to the pope’s where he received the emperor’s robe which 

had been brought from Constantinople. Then he knelt before the pope who anointed him with oil and gave him a 

scepter and a sword. The pope said, “Make use of it (the sword) in defense of the church against the enemies of the 

faith.” A duke brought the imperial crown to the pope and Clement placed it upon Charles’ head just as Pope Leo III had 

coronated Emperor Charlemagne. 

Having done this, Charles, emperor of the Holy Roman Empire, and Pope Clement, vicar of Christ, turned their faces 

toward Germany to deal with the Protestants. 



 

i History of the Reformation of the Sixteenth Century, 890. 
ii Ibid, as quoted, 891. 
iii Ibid, as quoted, 893. 

                                                           



52 John, Elector of Saxony, Arrives at Augsburg  

Hearing of Charles’ reconciliation with the pope and his coronation in Bologna, Germany’s Protestant princes had grave 

misgivings about the upcoming diet at Augsburg. What they expected from the emperor was some minor compromises 

to be offered before being forced to give up the evangelical faith. They thought it would be best to decide what were 

the essential articles of the faith so they would know how to answer the emperor’s demands. 

 The elector called four chief theologians to write out the main points of their faith that they were unwilling to yield 

upon. Then, accompanied by 160 horsemen and his supporters, Elector John set out for Augsburg on April 3. Rumours 

swirled about, accusing him of planning an attack on the emperor. He was unruffled by this news. He had called upon his 

citizens to pray and he trusted that God would support His cause. He was the first of the imperial council to arrive there.  

Luther composed his famous hymn A Mighty Fortress to encourage the faithful at this critical time. It was sung during 

the diet at Augsburg and all over Germany. 

Upon arriving in Augsburg, John ordered one of his ministers to preach the Gospel daily. Philip, the landgrave of Hesse, 

also appointed a preacher to preach the Gospel. Great crowds attended the churches to hear the evangelical preaching.  

The Bishop of Augsburg, perhaps out of jealousy at seeing the crowds flocking round the Protestants, instructed his 

priests to preach the Gospel also. But just as the people in Christ’s day had noted the difference between the preaching 

of Jesus – “He preaches as One who has authority,” they said – the people detected the difference and scorned the 

Roman Church’s priests.  

The Bishop and other of the church’s supporters complained to Charles, who sent two influential counts with a message 

to John. Charles accused the elector of opposing the edict of Worms (condemning Luther and his followers) and of 

dividing Germany. Worst of all, he threatened that bloodshed was sure to follow. Charles demanded that John stop the 

evangelical preaching.  

The theologians discussed this gag order. Luther thought the preaching was an unnecessary offense to the emperor. He 

felt that Paul’s admonition to give honour to whom honour is due (Romans 13:7) should guide the elector and his 

ministers. After all, Luther reasoned, the emperor is our master. 

Melanchthon felt the same and felt, more than anyone else, the necessity of making peace with the emperor to avoid 

bloodshed. He advised John to stop the preaching and to tell the emperor that nothing controversial was being 

preached, but the ministers were only teaching the doctrine of Christ the Saviour. He also encouraged John to tell the 

emperor of the wonderful ways that he’d gained knowledge of the truth. 

John, however, was not willing to stop the preaching. He believed that if he were to yield to the demands of the 

emperor before he’d even arrived at Augsburg it would start an avalanche of sacrifices the reformers would be required 

to make. His chancellor, Bruck, agreed: “If we yield at present, they will crush us by and by.” Bruck advised the elector to 

humbly beg permission to continue the sermons. 

John sent a message to Charles. He said that the Edict of Worms had not been approved by the six electors (himself and 

Frederick his brother included). If they had approved it they would have opposed the “everlasting word of Almighty 

God.” That is why succeeding diets had found it impossible to enforce. Furthermore, he said, nothing was being 

preached but the glorious truth of God and “never was it so necessary to us. We cannot therefor do without it!” 

The Protestants expected John’s refusal to stop the preaching to trigger Charles’ immediate arrival at Augsburg. They 

would need to have a written document explaining their beliefs. Melanchthon was the obvious choice to do the writing.  

Melanchthon wrote night and day, preparing, softening the language, editing, trying to make the Confession as 

conformable to the Roman Church as possible. He became so engrossed in the task that his health was suffering and 

Luther admonished him to take care of “his little body.” He warned Philip not to commit suicide in his service to God. 

“Never man serves him better than by keeping himself tranquil. It is for this reason God willed that the Sabbath should 

be so strictly observed.”i 



i History of the Reformation of the Sixteenth Century. 

                                                           



53 Charles Stalls the Diet 

Melanchthon finished the Confession May 11 and sent it to the elector John, who sent it to Luther in Coburg. Luther was 

not allowed to be in Augsburg. Luther made no changes, but sent it on to all the Protestant states. They unanimously 

asked that it be presented at the diet in the name of them all. 

Melanchthon included in the Confession an appeal to a general council instead of having the emperor pass judgment on 

religious questions. He pointed out that Moses had assigned the Levites, the priests, as judges. He also quoted from 1 

Corinthians 14:29, showing that Paul required a Christian council to decide on spiritual questions in the church.  “We 

pledge, therefore,” said Melancthon, “our obedience to the emperor in all civil matters; but as for the Word of God, we 

demand liberty.”i 

On Thursday, June 23, the Protestant princes and theologians met at the elector’s and listened as the Confession was 

read in German. The elector was going to sign the document but Melanchthon objected, arguing that the theologians 

should sign and present the document to the emperor. But John insisted on signing, saying, “I desire to confess the Lord. 

My electoral hat and my ermine are not so precious to me as the cross of Jesus Christ.” After the elector signed, the 

other Protestant princes and 12 theologians added their signatures.  

The emperor had set Friday, June 24th as the day for the Protestants to present the Confession to the Diet. But the 

emperor and the Roman Church did not want the Confession to be read publicly. They tried to stall the reading. 

The diet did not begin until 3 o’clock on Friday afternoon. Rather than beginning the important business of the council 

immediately, the arrival of the pope’s ambassador, Cardinal Campeggio, was announced and the emperor went out to 

meet him. Campeggio was given King Ferdinand’s place in a seat in front of the emperor. From there, he delivered a 

verbal attack against the Protestants and their teachings. He implored the emperor to “get rid of these errors, deliver 

Germany, and save Christendom.” 

The cardinal finished his speech and left the room. The Protestants stood up to request a turn to speak. Instead, the 

emperor allowed others to speak about other business. Some time later the Protestant Chancellor Bruck stood up and 

said, “We beg His Majesty will have the goodness to hear what are the doctrines we profess.” 

The emperor said it was too late in the day and that reading the Confession would be useless anyway. He told the 

Protestants to put the Confession in writing. The Protestants felt sure that if they were to hand the written Confession 

to the emperor, he would just toss it aside. They wanted to make their beliefs known publicly to show how reasonable 

they were and to show that they were not being treated fairly by the Roman Church or the emperor. The Protestants felt 

sure that if their Confession of beliefs was made known publicly that reasonable people would stop believing the lies 

going around that said Protestants were lawless disturbers of the peace. 

When the emperor said he didn’t have time to hear the Confession and that the Protestants should just give him a copy, 

the Protestants objected saying that since they were publicly accused of wrong-doing, they should be given an 

opportunity to answer the accusations publicly. 

King Ferdinand whispered something to Charles. Emperor Charles again told the Protestants he would not hear them. 

Elector John cried out, “For the love of God, let us read our Confession!” and he promised that the Protestants had not 

insulted anyone in it. 

Finally, Charles told the Protestants that he would hear their Confession. He told them to give it to him in writing that 

night and then come to his palace the next day. This was not what the Protestants wanted to hear. They did not want to 

present their beliefs in the emperor’s private room. They wanted to read their Confession publicly in the town hall 

where the diet meetings were being held. 

The Protestants refused to hand the document over, saying they needed time to revise it before presenting it the next 

day. 



i History of the Reformation of the Sixteenth Century, 907. 

                                                           



54 The Augsburg Confession 

The Edict of Worms, 1521, had condemned Martin Luther and all his writings. It was a law passed by the emperor, but it 
was never enforced because Charles was busy with wars that were breaking out in his territories at that time. Luther 
was condemned by demand of the pope because Luther had challenged the authority of the pope by saying the sale of 
indulgences, which the pope authorized, was wrong. He’d also challenged the authority of the church by saying that the 
doctrines of the church must pass the test of the Scriptures. Nine years later, the Reformation had spread so much that 
it could no longer be ignored. The emperor at last gave way to the Protestant princes and allowed them to read their 
Confession of faith, a summary of the evangelical beliefs and doctrines. 

On June 25, 1530, a large crowd gathered outside the emperor’s palace church since there was room for only about 200 

people inside. The emperor had refused to hear the Confession read at the large town hall where the diet meetings 

were held and he would not allow the public inside the chapel. Inside the chapel, the electors and princes of the empire 

sat on either side of the emperor. Cardinal Campeggio, the pope’s representative, refused to attend the reading. He 

didn’t want people to think that the pope had approved of the gathering. 

The Protestant prince, John, Elector of Saxony, had appointed two of his officials to read the Confession. They rose and 

approached Charles on his throne. Chancellor Bruck held the Confession in Latin. Chancellor Bayer held the copy written 

in German. Emperor Charles told Chancellor Bruck to read the Latin copy. Elector John objected, saying that since the 

princes were German and the diet was meeting in Germany, the German copy should be read. The emperor gave his 

permission. 

Chancellor Bayer read the Lutheran beliefs loudly enough that even the people outside the church could hear him. 

Luther later said that although the Protestant preachers had been forced to stop preaching in the churches of Augsburg, 

the elector himself, through Bayer, had preached before the emperor and the whole empire because representatives of 

the whole empire were present at the reading of the Confession. “The Word of God cannot be bound,” Luther rejoiced. 

“They forbid it in the pulpit and are forced to hear it in the palace.” 

After reading the Lutheran beliefs, Bayer read the list of practices the Protestants had put in place to correct Roman 

Catholic errors and abuses. The Confession said that: 

• The Bible taught that the Lord’s Supper included wine and bread as symbols and that it was wrong to allow only 

the priests to take the wine; 

• Celibacy of priests was wrong and that, according to the Bible, ministers ought to be married men; 

• Mass had been changed into a market item that purchased salvation for those who could afford to pay for 

private masses, and therefore, private masses would not be performed in evangelical churches; 

• Only those who confessed their sins to God were allowed to take communion in the evangelical churches; 

• The Roman Church had substituted man-made traditions such as the celebration of festivals, fasting, and other 

religious rules for the real good works required of God, such as mothers having and caring for their children, 

fathers working to support their families, and rulers governing their citizens; 

• Vows taken by monks should be abolished because those vows could not pardon sins, as the Roman Church 

taught; 

• The confusion of church powers with powers of the state, or government powers, had resulted in wars and 

uprisings and therefore, church and state should be separated. 

In support of the last item on the list, Bayer quoted from Scripture. He read Christ’s statement recorded in John 18:36, 

“My kingdom is not of this world,” Paul’s statements in Philippians 3:20, “Our citizenship is in heaven” and in 2 

Corinthians 10:4, “the weapons of our warfare are not carnal.” The last part of the Confession must have upset the many 

archbishop-princes in the room who had both church and state authority. 

In closing, Bayer read, “It is not from hatred that we have spoken, nor to insult anyone; but we have explained the 

doctrines that we maintain to be essential, in order that it may be understood that we admit of neither dogma nor 

ceremony which is contrary to the Holy Scriptures, and to the usage of the universal church.” 



With that, Bayer finished reading the Confession and sat down. It had taken two hours to read the document. Some said 

the emperor had been attentive through the reading. Others said he fell asleep. It was well known that he struggled with 

the German language, so it is doubtful, even if he was awake, that he understood what was being read. 

Chancellor Bruck handed the German and Latin copies of the Confession to the emperor. He replied to the elector that 

he had graciously heard the Confession and would give his reply at a later date. As he left the room, he quietly asked the 

Protestant princes not to publish the Confession. They agreed to his request. 



55 Response to the Augsburg Confession 

The enemies of the Reformation seemed to be surprised by the Augsburg Confession. Perhaps they expected to be 

attacked in the Protestants’ statement of beliefs. Instead, many agreed with what they heard. The Bishop of Augsburg 

said, “All that the Lutherans have said is true.”i Even within Charles’s court, there were those who agreed with the 

Confession and who wanted to see the church reformed. Charles’s own sister, Mary, studied the Scriptures daily with 

her sister-in-law, Ferdinand’s wife. These pious women were among those nearest Charles in favour of the Confession. 

The Duke of Bavaria scolded Eck for having given him a false impression of what the Protestants believed. He asked Eck, 

“Can you refute by sound reasons the Confession made by the elector and his allies?”ii 

“With the writings of the apostles and prophets – no,” said Eck. “But with those of the Fathers and of the councils – 

yes!” 

“I understand, I understand,” the duke replied. “The Lutherans, according to you, are in Scripture; and we are outside.” 

At first, the Roman Church didn’t know what to do. Some suggested making a compromise with the Protestants – allow 

priests to marry and the laity, the common people, to take the communion cup as well as the bread, etc. But the 

Protestants had also voiced their disapproval of private masses and the church simply could not give that up. The fee for 

offering private masses for the wealthy, in a large part, paid for the luxurious lifestyle of the clergy. 

In the end, the Romanists gathered a committee of 20 men and set them to work writing a refutation to the Confession. 

In reality, the refutation was not so much a point-by-point argument against the Confession, but more like a piece of 

propaganda against it. 

While the Roman Church’s theologians worked on their “refutation,” Melanchthon worked for peace. He was in a 

desperate state of mind and willing to do almost anything to avoid war. Perhaps the intense stress leading up to the diet 

of Augsburg had taken its toll on him. In any case, he hoped, on behalf of the Protestants, that he would be able to work 

out a compromise with Campeggio, the pope’s ambassador. If the priests were allowed to marry and the common 

people were allowed to receive the communion cup as well as the bread, then perhaps the other differences were not 

so important to keep the two sides apart, he reasoned. 

He wrote to Campeggio, “There is no doctrine in which we differ from the Roman Church; we venerate the universal 

authority of the Roman Pontiff, and we are ready to obey him, provided he does not reject us, and that…he will kindly 

pardon or approve certain little things that it is no longer possible for us to change.”iii 

Only a few days after Melanchthon’s meeting with Campeggio, the pope’s directions to Charles arrived. He had read the 

Confession. He told Charles not to bother with meetings but to send an army into Germany immediately and erase the 

Reformation. Nevertheless, Charles was reluctant to take such a step. 

The Roman Church’s theologians completed their response to the Confession on the week of July 13th and gave a copy to 

the emperor. Charles was so disgusted with it that he returned only 12 of the 280 pages whole. The rest were in very 

rough and damaged condition. In the two days that the emperor had the “refutation,” he practically destroyed the 

document. He told the committee to re-do their work but to make it shorter and to use more considerate language. 

So, the committee returned to the task of preparing a refutation to the Confession. Honest men of intelligence would 

have abandoned the project altogether. 

 

 

i As quoted in History of the Reformation of the Sixteenth Century, 934. 
ii Ibid. 
iii Ibid., 940. 

                                                           



56 The Protestants’ Fall 

Following the reading of the Confession at the diet of Augsburg, Melanchthon worked for peace with his opponents. He 

was terrified that the emperor and his allies – those states united with the Roman Church – would unleash war and 

bloodshed upon Germany against the Protestants. 

He wrote a very humble letter to the pope’s representative, Cardinal Campeggio. He promised the Protestants would 

submit to the pope’s authority if they were given some small favours, such as allowing priests to marry.  

On July 8, 1530, Melanchthon and Campeggio met. Campeggio made it clear that the church would yield nothing to the 

Protestants. Melanchthon went away, ashamed and sad. Still, he held out hope that an arrangement could be made in 

which the Protestants could be accepted back into the fold of the Roman Church and avoid a bloody war. 

Charles showed his disapproval of the Protestants through his actions. He held a great festival and appeared in his royal 

attire and majesty to formally present the princes with honours. The only prince he passed over was the elector of 

Saxony, the highest-ranking Protestant prince, his uncle Duke John. 

On Wednesday, August 3, the emperor met with the council and had the shortened and corrected Refutation read. 

Charles slept through the reading. In it, the Roman Church’s commission agreed with the Protestants and admitted that 

faith was necessary in the sacraments, the ceremonies that the church teaches are essential for salvation. This in itself, 

was an important reform for the church. Luther had boldly stated the necessity of faith in order for the sacraments to be 

effective when he met with Cardinal Cajetan in 1518 at Augsburg. At that time, the Roman Church strongly argued 

against faith, saying that the sacraments were effective even if the person taking part in the ceremony had no faith in it. 

But that was the only concession the commission offered the Protestants in the Refutation. The Refutation demanded 

complete submission of the Protestants to the Roman Church and its laws. 

The Protestants asked for a copy of the Refutation. The emperor talked with his counselors and agreed to give the 

Protestants a copy of their own to study under certain conditions. They were not allowed to reply to the Refutation but 

must simply submit. And they were not allowed to publish it or share its contents. The Protestants rejected the copy. 

Charles began to gather his armed forces and sent cavalry from Italy across the mountains toward Germany. Henry VIII 

offered money in support of Charles’s efforts to crush the Reformation. One night, Charles replaced the city guard with 

imperial forces and locked the gates so the Protestants could not escape. Nevertheless, a powerful prince, the landgrave 

Philip, escaped with his bodyguard. 

Alarmed that Philip might have time to prepare his troops before reinforcements arrived, Charles and the Roman 

Church’s representatives renewed their efforts to work out some arrangement. Charles appointed a commission made 

of six representatives of the Roman Church and six of the Protestants, among them, Melanchthon. 

The Catholic commission agreed to certain short-term concessions on communion and said they would allow married 

priests to remain with their families until a council met in future to decide on these issues. In exchange for these 

allowances, they demanded that the Protestants acknowledge the pope as the supreme bishop of the Christian church. 

Melanchthon and some of the other Protestants accepted this requirement. Chancellor Bruck rejected it. 

When Luther heard about the reforms the Protestants had given up, he was alarmed and wrote five letters in one day. 

He implored Melanchthon and the others, “Act with courage, and yield nothing to the adversaries, except what can be 

proved from the very Word of God.”i 

But Melancthon was blind and continued deal-making until the Roman commission suddenly announced that there 

would be no compromises. The Protestants must submit to the laws of the church or be destroyed. 

On the Protestants’ humility and degradation J H Merle d’Aubigne comments, “God permitted this fall, that future ages 

might clearly see how low the Reformation was willing to descend in order to maintain unity, and that no one might 

doubt that the schism had come from Rome.”ii 



i , J H Merle d’Aubigne, History of the Reformation of the Sixteenth Century, 964 
ii  Ibid., 940. 
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