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Barkley, Luther, IBS'5, October 1983 

LUTHER QUINCENTENARY 

The Significance of Luther Today 
J.M. Barkley 

I 

Martin Luther was born into a world where the old order was disin­
tegrating. The sixteenth century was an age of dramatic change. What 
had been accepted without question, now was open to debate. Exploration 
had broadened man's perspective. The invention of printing led to a 
greater dissemination of knowledge. The rise of capitalism brought 
social and economic changes. Traditional forms of thought and practice 
were queried in the religious, social and political fields. Men were 
ceasing to think simply in terms of their own locality, but nationally. 
There was a power-struggle involving the Emperor, France and the Papacy, 
and between the ruling classes and the peasants. /1 

Of course, there was also continuity as well as change as is 
evident from the opposition to some of the social and political changes. 
The Reformation, which dominated the first half of the century, was a 
continuation of earlier efforts to reform the Church 1in head and 
members'. On the latter, let me make two comments. Firstly, the Reform­
ation was part of a movement of thought which affected the whole of 
Europe. It must not be limited to Protestantism. There were Lutheran, 
Reformed, Radical, Catholic, and Counter-Reformation movements. The 
whole Church was reformed. Secondly, as the Dutch Catechism says, 

The Reformation is concerned with a serious question. It is 
something which lays hold of man and changes him at the very 
roots of his being: his attitude to sin, the world, Christ and 
God ••• The Reformers did not fight for a chimera, /2 

or fantasy. 

Keeping this in mind, let us look at Luther's early life and 
education. The Luthers came from Mohra, near Eisenach, in Thuringia. 
Here Hans Luther, an ambitious, hard-working and impulsive man was a 
copper-miner. After his marriage to Margarete Zieler he moved to the 
little walled town of Eisleben. Late at night on 10 November, 1483, his 
second son was born. The following day he was baptised and in accord­
ance with the pious custom of the period received his name, Martin, 
from the saint of ~he day, St. Martin of Tours (c.316-397), the great 
monastic founder. In 1484, they moved to Mansfeld where Martin spent 
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his childhood. Like most of the people in Thuringia and Saxony, the 
town-dwellers in Mansfeld were also countrymen, and so lived close to 
nature and held many superstitious beliefs, demons poisoned the crops, 
the insane were possessed by devils, v~c~ous earth-spirits attacked 
miners underground, and witches cast the evil eye. Luther's youth, as 
Professor A.G.Dickens says, 

was passed amid a cosmic warfare between the power of darkness 
and light. The saints were helpers in need; in particular the 
kindly cults of the Blessed Virgin and St. Anne, patroness of 
miners, brought safety and prosperity. /3 

Luther's early image of Christ was received from a painting he saw 
in a Church showing the Saviour sitting on a rainbow judging the world. 
First and foremost the Father and the Son were seen as Judges of man­
kind. As a young man Luther shared the common view of a harsh and 
arbitrary God, a fear of Christ, and a corresponding reliance upon the 
saints. He, like many of his contemporaries, was in terror of God, and 
he tells how he prayed, 'Dear Mary, pray to your Son for me and still 
his anger.' /4 

Three influences in his education require mention. 

i At the age of fourteen he went to the school at Magdeburg conducted 
by the Brethren of the Common Life. It combined a sound classical 

learning with a study of mystical literature, as in Eckhart, Tauler, 
Gerard Groote, and Thomas ~ Kempis. Here Luther breathed the spirit of 
the devotio moderna long before he began to see its meaning. 

ii At the University of Erfurt, which he entered in 1501, Luther was 
introduced to the via moderna, the Nominalist school of philosophy, 

based on William of Dckham and Gabriel Biel. By holding that theology 
and philosophy are separate, that the existence of God and the doctrine 
of the Trinity cannot be proved by the arguments of men but only by a 
self-revelation of God, Nominalism undermined much of the teaching of 
the Scholastics. This school of philosophy influenced Luther, partly un­
consciously at first but later made him 'impatient with the late 
medieval reliance on "reason" for the exposition of religious truth'./6 

iii While at Erfurt, Luther became familiar with a group of humanists, 
who met at Gotha. There is no evidence-that he was deeply influenc­

ed by them, except that he learned the methods of textual criticism and 
the importance of using the best texts. /7 
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He graduated Baccalareus in Artibus in 1502, Magister in 1505, 
Sententiarius in 1509, and Doctor in Sancta Theologia in 1512. No 
completely satisfactory explanation has ever been offered for his 
entering the Augustinian Friary at Erfurt in 1505. It is generally 
associated with his being almost struck by a thunderbolt when returning 
to Erfurt from Mansfeld, when in terror he cried out, 'Dear St. Anne, 
help me and I will become a monk.' He felt bound by this vow and in 
face of his father's opposition and to the consternation of his friends 
he did so. /8 

That Luther underwent acute spiritual conflict as a monk is a 
common statement, but it needs qualification. 

The monastic house at Erfurt, strict in its observence of the 
Rule, afforded him exactly the type of environment for which 
he was suited by disposition and conviction. His life there 
was uneventful and in itself entirely satisfying. His ordin­
ation to the priesthood, which took place on 2 May, 1507, he 
regarded with profound seriousness ••• None of the doctrine or 
practices of his religion did he at this time question ••• he 
had no doubt that the Catholic system was entirely adequate to 
meet the needs of the spiritual life. /9 

This remained the position until by degrees he became aware that it 
was not adequate. Then he underwent an acute spiritual crisis. When the 
first questioning arose in his mind it is difficult to say, but pos­
sibly c.1507-8. Luther took his monastic vows seriously., 

I was a good monk and kept my order so strictly that I could 
claim that if ever a monk were able to reach heaven by monkish 
discipline I should have found my way there. All my fellows 
in the house, who knew me, ·would bear me out in this. For if 
it had continued much longer I would, what with vigils, 
prayers, readings and other such works, have done myself to 
death. /10 

Luther described his case as anfechtung, /11 generally trans­
lated 'temptation', though 'anguish' would be better. This had nothing 
to do with 'petty scruples', but with the really difficult problems of 
'spiritual temptations, temptations about faith and hope, temptations 
of unworthiness, temptations concerning a man's standing in the 
presence of God.' 
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In 1508, he went as lecturer in Aristotelian philosophy in the 
University of Wittenberg, in which the Augustinians were responsible 
for the chairs of Philosophy and Biblical Theology. The latter was held 
by the Vicar-general of the Order, Johann van Staupitz. Recalled to 
Erfurt for a period he returned to the Black Cloister in Wittenberg in 
1511, where from Staupitz he received the greatest help with regard to 
his anfechtunq. 

Then we heard you say ••• that there is no true poenitentia un­
less it begins with a love of righteousness (Justitia) and 
love of God. And this is to be considered the beginning of 
'Penitence' which is by those others considered the end and 
consummation. This your word struck in me like some sharp and 
mighty arrow and I began from that time onward to look up what 
the Scriptures teach about penitence ••• so that, where before 
there was hardly a word in the whole Scripture more bitter to 
me than poenitentia (which I sought to feign in the presence 
of God (coram Deo) and tried to express with a fictitious and 
forced love), now nothing sounds sweeter or more graciously 
to me, than poenitentia /12 

Continuing Luther adds that when he learned Greek and Hebrew he found 
this interpretation confirmed. Staupitz taught Luther to see God in the 
perspective of Christ and advised him to resume his Biblical studies. 
Writing years later, Luther says, 

If I didn't praise Staupitz I should be a damned, ungrateful, 
papistical ass, for he was my very first father in this teach­
ing, and he bore me in Christ. /13 

At first he lectured on The Sentences of Peter Lombard, but having 
obtained his doctorate he succeeded Staupitz in the chair of Biblical 
Theology in 1512. Four complete courses of his lectures at this period 
are extant, on Psalms (1513), Romans (1515-16), Galatians (1516-17), 
and Hebrews (1517-18), as well as part of his second series on Psalms 
(1519-21). 

We find Hirsch, Vogelsang, and others searching these lectures in 
an attempt to find the moment of Luther's perception of Justification 
by faith. This appears to me unrewarding for Luther was already fam­
iliar with this concept from St. Augustine's de Spiritu et Littera and 

' r' h h ld 1 • t d Jacques Lefevre d Etaples, w o e a man ~s no save by doing 
good, but by faith, like the thief on the cross'. /14 
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Those who seek to place his tower-experience 1511-15 refer it to 
his new understanding that the term 'the righteousness of God' can be 
understood in a passive sense as the external righteousness by which 
God justifies men. But can this be described as a break-through? It was 
familiar to Augustine and the Scholastics. Thus Luther's experience 
would mean no more than a re-affirmation of traditional Augustinianism. 
'There is no evidence', as Reardon points out, 'in the lecture courses 
of these years to show that his thought had moved in any significant 
way beyond the Augustinian orbit.' /15 

Luther had not yet broken through to his Reformation theology. Then 
he finds in the Pauline epistles that, because of what God has done in 
Christ, man's justification no longer depends on his moral achievements 
- for God actually justifies the ungodly - but on his faith and trust 
in Christ. Because sin is forgiven and the sinner acquitted the 
latter's status coram Oeo is also changed. Now 'he saw himself as 
already saved and not merely plodding along the road to salvation.' /16 
This is what is radically new - the theology of the grace of God 
manifested in the cross. It was not the concept of passive righteous­
ness, but, as Bizer /17 says, of the graciousness of God and the Word 
as the means of grace. The objectivity of God's grace is central. Crux 
enim Christi ubigue in scripturis occurrit. /18 The doctrine of justi­
fication fide sola derives directly from this. Faith was the channel 
through which the grace of the Saviour 'could flow down upon the troub­
led soul and bring peace and new endeavour'. /19 His writings and 
life show that this perception came little by little. To date the 
tower-experience c.1518, as do Saarnivaara and Bizer, points to 
Luther's reformation break-through not only occurring at the time of 
the indulgence controversy but being inspired, directly and indirectly, 
by his need to grapple with the issues it raised. 

As our subject is the significance of Luther today let us pause and 
ask a few questions. 

1. What is the concept of God in Christ we present to people today? 
Is it that of an arbitrary and harsh God or one of a God who loves 

and cares and redeems? Do converts love God or are they simply 
'refugees from Hell?' 

2. Luther changed from a person accepting the status guo without 
question into one who wanted to know the truth even if it hurt. How 
true is this of us? 
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3. Luther 'was saved in his study by hard, costly work on the text of 
the Bible'. /20 Would some of us today recognise this as a true 

conversion, if he brought his children to us to be baptised? 

4. Luther found the theology offered by the Church true neither to the 
Bible, nor experience and reason. How many of us would be prepared 

to examine the West~inster Confession of Faith in the light of Scrip­
ture, experience, and reason? 

5. How many of our students today read books to learn, or simply to 
pass examinations? 

II 

Let us return to Luther's life. 

Albert, Prince-archbishop of Mainz, brother of the Elector of 
Brandenburg, undertook to arrange for the proclamation in his territory 
of the Indulgence, which Pope Leo X had recently re-issued for the 
purpose of building St. Peter's at Rome, and employed the Dominican, 
Johann Tetzel, to preach it. He was a stirring preacher and an 
excellent salesman, and there is no doubt that it was declared, 'The 
moment the money rattles in the box a soul flies out of purgatory'. /21 

Concerning Indulgences two things may be said. 

i The doctrine of Indulgences had not been defined so it had no 
dogmatic status in the Church, and, therefore, it was open to 

debate. /22 

ii There were some princes of undoubted orthodoxy who were opposed to 
the sale of Indulgences, not for doctrinal reasons, but on the 

practical ground that it drained their territories financially. The 
Elector of Saxony, Frederick the Wise, was one of these. He was proud 
of the relics he had collected at the Castle Church, containing 17,433 
fragments of holy bones, to which was granted to penitent sightseers 
indulgences amounting to over one hundred thousand years. However, this 
did not stop people going across the border a few miles away to Zerbst 
and Juterbogk to hear Tetzel and buy his wares. /23 

In October, 1517, Luther was not only professor of Biblical 
Theology in the University of Wittenberg, but also provincial of eleven 
priories and priest in the parish church. The last made him responsible 
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for the spiritual welfare of his flock. In hearing the confessions of 
his parishioners he was shocked to find men and women coming to him 
with 1confessionalia 1 purchased from Tetzel, and claiming that these 
absolved them from the duty of doing any penance for their sins. /24 

So Luther drew up his Ninety-five Theses, sending copies to Albert, 
arch-bishop of Mains, the German primate, and the bishop of Brandenburg, 
his diocesan. The door of the Castle Church served as the University 
notice-board. When Luther nailed his Theses to the door on the eve of 
All Saints, 1517, all he was doing was proposing a university debate. 
This was nothing new. It had often been done before. He was, as yet, no 
reformer, and was unaware of what would result from his action. He was 
still a loyal subject of the Pope, but felt he must protest against an 
abuse. He was confident that the Pope would do away with the abuses 
when they were pointed out. 

The Ninety-five Theses are a very human document. They are no 
revolutionary manifesto. In some there is a clear statement of 
evangelical truth. On the other hand, the authority of the Pope is 
affirmed, purgatory is taken for granted, and the terms 'faith' and 
'justification' are not even mentioned. They are also just as 
significant for what they say about the Papacy as for their criticism 
of Indulgences. /25 

The invention of printing was fateful. The ~. to Luther's 
consternation, were translated into German, printed, and soon 
circulating widely. He wrote an apologia, /26 which he sent to his 
diocesan, but Albert had forwarded the documents to Rome dema~ding that 
Luther be inhibited. The Curia saw the affair as a monkish quarrel 
between the Augustinians and Dominicans to be settled by monastic 
discipline. /27 Later, when the seriousness of the situation began to 
be apparent, determined efforts were made to silence Luther, and Leo X 
in 1518 defined Indulgences in the full Cum post guam /28 in a sense 
contrary to Luther. He was called upon to recant by Thomas de Vio at 
Augsburg in 1518, and agreed with Karl von Miltitz to cease public dis­
cussion of the questions at issue if his opponents did the same. /29 
The latter was broken by Johann Eck of Ingolstadt, resulting in the 
Leipzig Disputation, 1519. /30 This debate turned not so much on the 
truth or error of any particular doctrine as on the ecclesiastical 
question of the Divine Right of the Papacy, a subject on which Luther 
had not yet reached clear convictions. Eck was an able controversialist, 
and he knew his o~ mind on the points in dispute, forcing Luther to 
admit that, according to his views, both the Pope and a General Council 
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might err, as in the case of John Hus. When Luther first found himself 
involved in controversy, he was certain that the Church would repudiate 
Tetzel's views, so he appealed to the Pope. When he found the Pope was 
against him, he refused to be disillusioned, and he appealed from the 
Pope ill-informed to the Pope better-i~formed; and when he found the 
Pope fully-informed was against him he appealed to a General or German 
National Council on 28 November, 1518. /31 He had made his break­
through. He was convinced that justification of the sinner comes only 
by a living faith in Christ. He was certain that neither Pope nor 
Council would, or could, declare this gospel-truth a heresy. It was 
only as a result of the Leipzig Disputation that the real facts of the 
situation became clear to Luther himself. He now saw clearly where he 
stood. The Reformer was born. 

When Eck returned to Rome he urged drastic action, and the Pope 
drew up and signed, 15 June, 1520, the bull Exsurge Domine, /32 in 
which forty-one sentences. from Luther's writings were condemned, 
including 'that the burning of heretics is contrary to the will of the 
Spirit', and demanding recantation within sixty days. It was hoped that 
this would bring Luther's activities to an end. He, on the other hand, 
published his three famous Reformation treatises, which the printing 
presses poured out by the thousand. /33 On 10 December, 1520, he 
burned the papal bull, while students sang the Te Deum, and on 3 
January the Pope laid him under the ban of the Church in the bull Decet 
Pontificem Romanum. /34 The Church had failed Luther, and both 
sides now realised it was a fight to the finish. 

The Emperor, Charles V, presided over his first Diet at Worms, 
1521. /35 On the Lutheran question the papal party held that as the 
Pope had already adjudicated on the case nothing remained but to give 
effect to his decision. Charles would have preferred to outlaw Luther 
at once, but because of the support he had in Germany he considered it 
inexpedient to condemn him without giving him an opportunity to state 
his case. He, therefore, summoned Luther to attend under a safe-conduct. 
That there was a danger in going Luther knew full well, nevertheless he 
went. 

Brought before the Diet on 17 April, Johann van Eck, an official 
from the court of the archbishop of Trier, asked if the books on the 
table were his and demanded that he recant the heresy contained in them. 
Luther had expected to be faced with definite charges and to be allowed 
to defend himself. Shaken by events he asked for time to consider and 
was granted one day more. The following day he made a great oration, 
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admitted the books were his, and ended: 

Unless I am convinced by the testimony of Scripture or by 
right reason, for I trust neither in Popes nor in Councils 
alone, since it is obvious that they have often erred and 
contradicted themselves, unless I am convinced by Scripture, 
which I have mentioned, and unless my conscience is made 
captive by God's Word, I cannot and will not recant, since it 
is hard, unprofitable, and dangerous to act against one's 
conscience. God help me. Amen. 

Note that the Luther film omits the words 'or by right reason', and 
that the oft quoted words 'Here I stand, I can do no other', although 
they do enshrine Luther's loyalty to conviction, are not authenticated. 

The emperor called in the electors and some of the princes to ask 
their opinion. They requested time. 'Very well,' he said, 'I will give 
my own opinion', and read the following, written in his own hand: 

I am descended from a long line of Christian emperors of this 
German nation, and of the Catholic kings of Spain, the 
archdukes of Austria, and the dukes of Burgundy. They were all 
faithful to the death to the Church of Rome, and they defended 
the Catholic faith and the honour of God. I have resolved to 
follow in their steps. A single friar who goes counter to all 
Christianity for a thousand years must be wrong. Therefore I 
am resolved in this cause to stake my lands, my friends, my 
body, my blood, my life, and my soul •• ~. 

So Charles delivered judgement upon the Lutheran affair. In a 
sense, it was his confession of faith, affirmed with an explicitness he 
never again manifested publicly. Just as Protestants expect Roman 
Catholics to recognise the sincerity of Luther's confession, so are the 
latter entitled to expect Protestants to recognise the emperor's 
sincerity. 

Now Caesar had failed Luther, just as the Papacy had already done; 
and with the delivery of these two antagonistic opinions ended Luther's 
career as a catholic reformer. This, the Knight's rebellion and the 
Peasants' revolt, finally and completely destroyed the hopes, which 
Luther had carried with him to Worms, of a united Germany awakening to 
the glorious work of restoring evangelical truth and piety within her 
borders. 
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Three brief points may be made about the Edict of Worms: 

i On 6 May, the Emperor presented the final draft of the Edict, which 
had been prepared by Alexander, the papal nuncio, to a rump Diet, as 
Frederick of Saxony, Ludwig of the Palatinate, and others had returned 
home. Though dated the 6th, it was not published until the 26th. 

ii During the night· following Charles' speech, placards were posted on 
the Rathaus and throughout Worms with the symbol Bundschuh, the 

working-man's clog. The people were not represented in the Diet, but 
they had their say for the poster implied that if Luther was condemned 
the peasants would rise. As Germany had been plagued by peasant unrest 
for over a century, the placards caused panic. /36 

iii There was no rupture as yet in the German Church as may be seen in 
the fact that the Pope was able to prevent a meeting of the German 

Estates to discuss the condition of the Church in their territories, as 
proposed by the Diet of NOrnberg in 1524. /37 

Let us again stop to co~sider the significance of Luther today, and 
ask a few questions. 

1. Are we really pastors? Do we look at the real needs of people, or 
are we satisfied just to proclaim to them dogmas, many of them 

drawn from very questionable sources, which Luther, if he was alive 
today, would reject? In outlook Luther was essentially a pastor, are we? 

2. Luther was prepared to debate his theology with the Dominican, 
Thomas di Via. Are we prepared to discuss theological questions 

with Roman Catholics, or are we afraid? Oh! I know that Luther didn't 
have much success with the intransigent Eck or di Via. We mi~ht not 
either, but after all the Disputation at Heidelberg won Martin Bucer 
for the reforming movement. 

3. Luther showed tremendous courage in the face of fierce adversity, 
would we? 

4. Are we so fundamentalist that 'right reason' has no place in our 
belief? 
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III 

Let us return to Luther's life. The Edict of Worms placed the 
Elector of Saxony in a very awkward position. He could not receive 
Luther back in Wittenberg as this would mean defiance of the Emperor. 
He solved the difficulty, without informing himself about it, by having 
Luther kidnapped on his way home and carried off to his Castle on the 
Wartburg, near Eisenach. Luther's disappearance led to many rumours, 
some even of his assasination. For ten months {May, 1521 -March, 1522) 
Luther remained in the Wartburg as Junker Georg. Owing to inactivity a 
whole series of Anfechtungen {doubts, insomnia, etc.) arose, but these 
need not delay us. It was primarily a time of literary activity, an 
exposition on the 68th. Psalm, Postills on the Magnificat and other 
liturgical pieces, Contra Latomum, his ablest exposition justifying 
faith, and so on. However, the most important was his translation of 
the New Testament into German, published in 1522. It was based on 
Erasmus' edition of the Greek text. The Bible in German was not 
completed until 1534. This was not the first German Bible. There had 
been earlier translations, but none, as Bainton says, 'had the majesty 
of diction, the sweep of vocabulary, the native earthiness' of 
Luther's. /39 'I endeavoured', says Luther, 'to make Moses so 
German that no one would suspect he was a Jew.' /40 

Luther's method was to make first a literal translation, which 
involved a knowledge of Hebrew and Greek grammar and syntax on the 
necessity for which Luther insisted. This was followed by a free 
version. Finally, the two were brought together. Luthe~ was never 
satisfied, and continuously revised his translation. Indeed, the last 
printed page on which he ever looked was a proof of the latest 
revision. /41 The Old Testament was a Christian book as only the 
ceremonial law had been abrogated. The moral law was still valid, so 
the pre-existent Christ was at work in the prophets, priests, seers, 
and psalmists. /42 The New Testament was for him a Pauline book, 
which led him to hold a hierarchy of values within it. First came St. 
John's Gospel, then the Pauline epistles and First Peter, then the 
Synoptics, and finally the others. /43 He had certain doubts about 
Revelation because, as he put it, 'a revelation should be revealing.' 
He did not describe St. James as 'an epistle of straw', but said, 'Com­
pared with the Fourth Gospel and the Johannine epistles the epistle of 
James is an epistle of straw'. /44 

The dividing 
blurred and fluid. 

line between medieval and Reformation exegeses is 
Luther was influenced by Nicholas of Lyra, Jacob 
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Perez of Valencia, and Jacques Lef~vre. So it is only, broadly 
speaking, in so far as he departed from the fourfold sense of Scripture 
{literal, tropological, allegorical, anagogical) and restricted the use 
of allegory to a metaphorical language in the text itself and not a 
figurative meaning imposed on the text from outside, Luther simplified 
the complex hermeneutical methods of the Middle Ages. /45 1Luther 
agreed with the late medieval exegetes that the proper ••• sense of 
Scripture is that which the Spirit intends.' /46 A point he put 
graphically when he said, 'A Bible lying on a dusty library shelf is 
not the Word of God.' 

Luther, says Professor Gritsch, 

was a contextual rather than a systematic theologian, a 
biblical scholar who felt constrained to relate his findings 
to concrete situations relating to the issues of his age 
mindful of the hermeneutical principle, 'You must keep your 
eye on the word that applies to you'. /47 

Gritsch uses the term 'contextual' theologian, but with Professor John 
Thompson I prefer the term ~ theologian. This, of course, has its 
limitations, but an examination of this lies outside the scope of this 
lecture. 

While in exile troubles were brewing. Things were not going well 
in Wittenberg. There was rioting and iconoclasm, and the reforming 
movement was splitting into factions. So, in spite of the Elector's 
warning, Luther returned to Wittenberg. He counselled moderation and 
warned against liberty being allowed to degenerate into license. The 
majority gave heed to his words and within a week order was restored. 
His victory led to the departure of the extremists, including Carlstadt. 

Again on the significance of Luther today we may ask several 
questions: 

1. How many of us have kept up our Hebrew, Greek, and Latin, as Luther 
would have insisted? 

2. How many students in our Colleges intend to continue Biblical 
studies in the original when they enter the ministry? 

3. Luther saw the vital necessity of vernacular translations, but to 
him no such translation was perfect. How many of us make a 'god' 
out of a particular translation? 
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4. Are we aware of the limitation of contextual exegesis and how it 
may on occasion distort eternal truth? 

IV 

Let us again turn back to Luther, omitting at this point reference 
to the Peasants' revolt. The Diet of Speier, 1526, adopted an ambiguous 
formula: 

In matters of religion and of the Edict of Worms, each Prince 
is to live, rule, and conduct himself, as he shall answer to 
God and his Imperial Majesty. 

Each side interpreted this differently. The papal party held it to 
mean that a ruling prince who took the side of Luther did so at his 
peril; whereas the Lutherans held that a ruling prince was at liberty 
to do as his conscience directed. The next three years, therefore, were , 
devoted by the Lutherans to organising the Church. What did Luther 
contribute to this? 

a) Luther, provided the preaching of the Word and the administration 
of .the Sacraments were not interfered with, desired as little 

change as possible. The prince was put in the place left vacant by the 
denial of the bishop's authority, but the consistorial courts were 
continued though the personnel was changed. The Reformation exalted the 
sermon, but this is not to say it invented preaching. 

In the century preceding Luther, for the single province of 
Westphalia ten thousand sermons are in print, and though they 
are extant only in Latin they were delivered in German. /48 

Luther held that salvation is through the word. The Church is 
constituted by the Word of divine grace. So, too, are Sacraments, 
which draw their whole meaning from the Word. Without the Word the 
elements of water, or bread and wine, are devoid of sacramental quality. 
Thus to the believer the Sacraments, by God's express ordinance, are 
channels of His grace. Hence the centrality of the preaching office. In 
preaching Luther followed the Christian Year using the lections 
assigned by long usage to each Sunday. Sermons are to be based on the 
lections, otherwise Luther says, 'instead of the Gospel and its 
exposition, they will be preaching ••• about blue ducks.' /49 In this 
area Luther did not innovate. 
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b) He held that the training of pastors, teachers and parents would 
not suffice. There must be provision of religious literature 

adapted to children. Such material was so meagre in the Middle Ages 
that 'one can without exaggeration ascribe to the Reformation the 
creation of the first body of religious literature for the young.' /50 
Luther produced two catechisms in 1529 - The Larger Catechism for 
adults and The Smaller Catechism for children. /51 Both are based 
on the Decalogue, the Apostles Creed, the Lord's Prayer, Baptism, and 
the Lord's Supper. The former is more elaborate, theological and 
polemical; and is not in the form of question and answer. The latter is 
one of Luther's finest works and is completely free of polemics. 
Luther intended the catechisms to be used in church as a basis for 
sermons, but more particularly in the home. The father should examine 
the children at least once a week and also the servants. If the 
children would not learn, they should not eat; if the servants refused, 
they should be dismissed. /52 

c) Luther also contributed to the reform of public worship. While at 
the Wartburg he realised that changes in the liturgy were 

imperative. He was very conservative in liturgical matters, so he made 
as little alteration as possible in his Formula Missae, 1523. /53 This 
work is not a liturgy, but rather a description of how an evangelical 
liturgy might be ordered; and it belongs to the period when reform of 
the Mass was by excision. In the Liturgy of the Word there is little 
change. The Kyrie, ~. Gradual, Alleluia, Epistle and Gospel, are 
retained, with the Sequences discontinued, then comes the Sermon and 
Nicene Creed. 

The Christian Year is adopted. The Liturgy of the Faithful, however, 
undergoes radical change. The Offertory is omitted, as is the whole 
~ except the Words of Institution, after which come the Sanctus and 
Benedictus. The minister pronounces the ~· Then comes the Agnus Dei 
and communion in both kinds. Several post-communion prayers are listed 
follqwed by the Benediction from Num.6 or Ps 67. The main theological 
factor was that all pretension to 'human merit' and 'the sacrifice of 
the mass' should be excluded. It is clear from this that Luther aims at 
a revision in harmony with the history and continuity of the Church 
catholic and the communion of saints. 

Luther, however, gradually came to recognise that since the rite 
was still in Latin the people would not see that the 'idea of sacrifice' 
had been removed. So he published his Oeutsche Messe, 1526. /54 Now 
the whole rite was in German except for the Greek refrain Kyrie eleison. 

183 



Barkley, luther, IBS 5, October 1983 

Vestments, incense, and the elevation of the host and the chalice 
remained, but communion was in both kinds. Congregational singing came 
in as the number.of hymns in German increased. As Todd, the Roman 
Catholic historian, puts it, 

Luther instituted a 'reformed' liturgy, not at all a new 
liturgy. At the centre of it was the sacramental communion. 
Apart from the suppression of all references to sacrifice, the 
important changes were all positive and related to hearing the 
Word of God, in Scripture and through preaching. /55 

However, as Brilioth says, 'It is important rather because it came out 
with Luther's .own authority than for its liturgical merits'. /56 

d) Luther's most far-reaching changes were with regard to music and 
the use of hymns. The former is a highly technical subject, the 

Epistle to be sung in the eighth tone, the Gospel in the fifth, etc./57 
Limitation of time forbids discussion. With regard to hymnody he 
brought out a Gesangbuch, 1524 •. It included twenty-three hymns, six 
were versifications from the Psalter and twelve paraphrases of Latin 
hymns. His greatest hymn,of course,is his version of the 46th Psalm./58 
The Hebrew reads, 'God is our refuge', but the Vulgate has 'God is a 
refuge.' Luther in his personal devotions continued to use the Bible in 
the Latin in which he had grown up, so it begins, 'A migh~fortress is 
our God'. In Lutheranism the people learned to sing, so much so in fact 
that a Jesuit paid Luther the tribute, 'The hymns of Luther killed more 
souls than his sermons'. 

e) Luther had produced a Baptismal rite in German in 1523 /59 
which was little more than a translation of the Roman Ordo. He 

revised it in 1526. /60 

At the door of the Church there is sign of the cross, 
prayer, exorcism, Gospel Church ••• Aaronic blessing, three­
fold renunciation and profession of faith, baptism with water 
in the triune name, ~. and prayer. 

In addition he wrote books for pastors on the practice of confession 
and the solemnisation of marriage. 

These were Luther's main contributions to the re-building of the 
Church. Have they any significance today? 
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1. Do we base our preaching upon the mighty acts of God linking it to 
the Christian Year? 

2. Are our sermons based on the lections or 'blue ducks'? 

3. Do we regard worship as a coming face to face with God in Christ or 
simply a routine form? 

4. Do we recognise that each service public worship, baptism, 
Lord's Supper, ordination, evangelistic ••• has its rationale? 

5. Do we in liturgical reform take the history and continuity of 
Christ's Church and the Communion of Saints as the basis, or are we 

satisfied with emotional revivalism or didactic exercise? 

6. What about the training of families and children? Do we use the 
work of outside commercial concerns or seek to educate our children 

within the family? 

7. In hymnody do we prefer the sentimentality of the Victorian era or 
the emotionalism of revivalism to hymns which set out ' objectively 

the great acts of God in Christ? 

B. The same question could be asked with regard to music. Have we 
forgotten that only the best should be used to glorify God, and 

that the cheap and sentimental is an insult? 

V 

Let us now return to Luther, and look at a happy event. On the eve 
of the Resurrection, 1523, Leonard Kopp, who delivered herrings to the 
convent, bundled twelve nuns into. his covered wagon as if the barrels 
were empty. /61 Three returned to their homes, but Luther had to 
find husbands or positions for the others. In the end all were provided 
for except Katherine von Bora, who two years after her escape was still 
in domestic service. It was suggested that Luther should marry her, but 
he just laughed and told the joke to his father, who saw it as no joke 
but took it seriously. /62 The marriage was a great occasion, the 
invitation to Leonard Kopp saying, 'I am to be married on Thursday. My 
lord Katie and I invite you to send a barrel of the best Torgau beer.' 
/63 After the marriage at 1D a.m. on 25 June, 1525, in the parish 
Church there was a banquet in the Augustinian cloister and a dinner and 
dance in the Rathaus. The best commentary I know is Rupp's, 
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It turned out marvellously well for its unromantic beginning. 
Certainly Luther, whose bed had not been made for years, 
needed looking after. He found deep joy and refreshment in his 
family, and as the children came, and some of them died, his 
home became a more effective apologetic for marriage of the 
clergy than any writing and the prototype of a pattern of a 
Christian minister's household which has greatly enriched 
European history. /64 

Here again the question of Luther's significance arises, but I ask 
only one question. 

1. While one's home is in a sense a private matter, in another it is 
representative. Do we, even though some of us may have particular 

difficulties, seek to make it, as Luther did, a witness to the commun­
ity? 

VI 

Let us look at Luther and consider his attitude to civil authority. 

a) Let us look first at the Peasants' revolt, 1524-25, which spread 
rapidly into the Rhineland, Swabia, Franconia, and Thuringia. Some 

hold Luther responsible, but this is to ignore the fact that there had 
been numerous risings during the previous century. In the main they 
were concerned with the redress of specific ills, serfdom, feudal dues, 
clerical exactions, and tithes. The movement soon got out of hand, and 
extremist actions, like the Weinsberg massacre, destroyed the credibil­
ity of the whole. Eventually the rulers proved victorious and the 
rebellion was suppressed with the utmost cruelty and savagery. /65 

At the beginning Luther advocated moderation, urging the rulers to 
be generous and merciful. But when his advice was not followed, the 
atrocities led him to come out strongly on the side of the rulers, and 
it is scarcely too much to say he hounded them on to extirpate the 
rebels. 

It is your duty to destroy the rebels by every means in your 
power, by fire, sword, or hanging. Every man who meets a 
rebellious peasant is called upon to kill him as much as if he 
were a mad dog or a wild beast. /66 

It is impossible to exaggerate the injury this did to the Reform­
ation. 
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i the catholic princes held Luther responsible for the rising, and so 
excluded evangelical preachers from their territories. Indeed, as 

Bainton points out, 'the persistent Catholicism of Bavaria and Austria 
dates not so much from the Counter-Reformation as from the Peasants' 
War. 1 /67 

ii It diverted manx of the peasants from Lutheranism. They tended to 
regard Luther as a traitor, and while many moderates remained 

within Lutheranism the more extreme tended to find their religious home 
in Anabaptism. /68 

iii It made Luther distrust the people, and drove a wedge between him 
and them, the width of which may be guessed from his own words, 'I 

feared if the peasants became lords, the devil would become abbot.' /69 

How are we to account for Luther's conduct? The probable explan­
ation is to be found in Luther's overwhelming sense of the duty of 
obedience to civil authority. 

b) Let us now look at the founding of the Schmalkalden League. Luther 
was adamant that rebellion of a people against their ruler was not 

justifiable. /70 But, what if it be the case of one ruler, say the 
Elector of Saxony, who was virtually sovereign in his own territory, 
defending his rights against another ruler, say the Emperor, whose 
rights with respect to the Elector were constitutionally defined. 
Luther admitted that this was a question for jurists to decide, not 
theologians. /71 This removed his veto, and he reluctantly consented 
to the formation of the Schmalkalden League, 1531. The unity among 
German-speaking protestants that Philip had worked for, for years, was 
now realised, and the League was soon to prove so strong that it was 
able for a decade to secure its members immunity from attack even by 
the Emperor. 

c) Let us now look at the shift in the character of the Reformation 
itself, and its effect. It had begun its transition from an ideol­

ogical movement made up of committed individuals to an established 
institution embracing whole political entities. Up to 1530 most of 
Luther's treatises were addressed to the un-converted, to open-minded 
catholics, and dedicated to the exposition of the evangelical faith. In 
his later years many were works of exhortation, aimed at the converted, 
at convinced protestants, and were often politically inspired. They are 
polemical and abusive, and serve primarily political and propagandist 
ends. 
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Some explain Luther 1s increased abusiveness to illness and ~ld age. 
To do so is quite inadequate as it does not explain the historical 
significance of the polemics. In 1541, in support of the Elector's 
policy towards Duke Henry of Braunschweig-Wolfenbuttel, Luther wrote 
Against Hans Wurst, /73 which though it contains a reasoned discussion 
of the true and false church heaps insult upon insult upon Henry. It is 
coarse and vulgar, and has to be read to appreciate 'the elegance of 
the insults'. Then in 1545, Luther wrote an Open Letter to the Elector 
of Saxony and the Landgrave of Hesse concerning the captured Henry of 
Braunschweig-Wolfenbuttel. /74 It seeks to persuade the Landgrave 
from releasing Henry, whom he had defeated and held prisoner. This 
called for a moderate and reasoned attack upon Henry. This Luther 
provides, so it would appear that vulgarity and abuse were by choice. 
Luther could turn it on and off to suit his purpose. 

Luther's Against the Papacy at Rome, Founded by the Devil, 1545,/75 
was written at the urging of the Elector in reply to the Pope's letter 
to the Emperor. Its aim was to awaken Protestants to the true horror of 
the papal antichrist and to discredit the Council of Trent. It is the 
most violent and vulgar treatise to issue from Luther's pen, yet it too 
contains more than ranting and abuse, and shows that Luther even at the 
end of his life could produce a coherent attack on the papacy, but one 
must not lose sight of its political aim and purpose. 

Luther's language shocked even his supporters, but it was skilful­
ly encouraged and used by the Elector and Philip for political ends. 
Luther had become a party-man. 

In considering the significance of Luther today it is necessary to -
ask a few more questions. 

1. One hears references to Luther from speakers in the Assembly. Do we 
ever ask, Have they read him? Are they quoting out of context? Have 

they just searched out something lurid to serve their own ends? 

2. Has a minister of the Gospel ever a right to become a party-man? 

3. Have abuse and vulgarity any place in discussion or the advancement 
of the Kingdom of Christ? 

4. Luther's partisanship lost Bavaria and Austria. Do we ever think 
about that? 
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VII 

Let us again turn to Luther 1s life and look at the question of 
inter-Church discussions. 

i Lutheran/Reformed. In 1529, the Emperor's hands were free to crush 
the Reformation by force, if necessary ••• even so at the Diet of 

Speier the Lutherans joined the papal party in refusing toleration to 
the Reformed. /76 There were strong Reformed Churches in German­
speaking Switzerland and the imperial cities of southern Germany. In 
1529 the political situation was so grave that Philip of Hesse sought 
to weld all Protestants into a defensive, self-protecting, League. His 
main difficulty was Luther's and Melanchthon's distrust of the Swiss 
Reformers. So he arranged a colloquy at his castle at Marburg, 1 - 4 
October, 1529. /77 It drew up fifteen articles. On fourteen there was 
complete agreement, and also on the first part of the fifteenth on 'the 
real presen~e of Christ in the Supper.' They differed, however, in the 
second part on the manner of Christ's presence. Many consider the 
colloquy a failure. True the Landgrave had failed. There was no united 
Protestant front, but it is impossible to deny the large measure of 
doctrinal agreement that existed between the two parties. One point, 
however, appears to have been overlooked by historians, namely, that 
Luther was prepared to agree to inter-communion had it not been for 
Melanchthon. Indeed, the latter played a sorry part in the colloquy for 
he used the whole weight of his influence with Luther to prevent an 
agreement, a stance he continued to take at the Diet of Augsburg, 1530. 
/78 

11 Protestant/Roman. When Luther made a formal appeal to a Council in 
1518, he was still a loyal son of the Church. /79 At the Diet of 
Worms, 1521, the papal legate declared, 'The whole world shouts 
"Council, Council."' /BD The Diets of NOrnberg, 1523, Speier, 1524, 
1526, and Augsburg, 1530, Regensberg, 1532 all called for a Council, 
and during 1532-33 Charles negotiated with Pope Clement about calling a 
Council, but achieved nothing, the latter postponing a Council indef­
initely in November, 1533. /80 Pope Paul Ill summoned a Council to 
Mantua for 1537, but it fell through because of the opposition of the 
French. He called one for Vicenza in 1538, but after being twice post­
poned it too fell through. In each case the responsibility lies with 
the political ambitions of the French and the Emperor, not the 
Lutherans. In fact, Luther in 1535 had promised the papal nuncio, 
Pietro Vergerio, that he would attend the council wherever it might be 
convened. /81 The danger to the Protestant appeal to a General 
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Council was that it would not be a 'free Christian Council', but a 
Council on the model of Constance. The rulers and theologians were of 
different minds how to deal with this. The Rulers, including John 
Frederick of Saxony, viewed it in political and legal terms. He expect­
ed that a catholic majority would dominate the Council and force its 
will on the protestant minority. The theologians, including Luther, 
while expecting little from a papal council, urged the Elector not to 
refuse the invitation. For them it was a matter of faith. Not only 
would it look bad to refuse after having called for one for so many 
years, it would suggest a lack of faith and trust in God's ability to 
protect them. The theologians lost the argument with the rulers and so 
acquired the doubtful privilage of justifying the decision and discred­
iting the papal council. Luther's attack on the papal council, 
therefore, was meant to serve this political decision. /82 What 
happened was that the concept of a Council had now taken on a different 
connotation for each side. For the papalists it was the Pope's respon­
sibility to convene and order a General Council and promulgate those of 
its decrees of which he approved. For the Lutherans, as for Catholics, 
the Council was the visible representative of the universal Church, but 
its decrees had to conform with Scripture. 

Limitation of time prevents reference· to the publications concern­
ing a Council, 1532-38, but when Pope Paul Ill postponed the Council of 
Vicenza in May 1539, Luther published On the Councils and the Church./83 
In the first part he aims to show that the Church cannot depend upon 
the fathers or the councils to establish its faith, only on Scripture, 
and that a council has no authority to introduce anything'new concern­
ing faith and morals but only to defend the ancient faith in accordance 
with Scripture. In the second part he attempts to show that the 
Apostles' Council, Nicaea, Constantinople, Ephesus, and Chalcedon do 
not attempt to formulate new articles of faith. Rather they confirmed 
and defended what was formulated in Scripture. Then he asks, What is a 
Council and what is its task? A Council is nothing but a consistory, a 
supreme court (Consistorium, Camergericht) or the like which passes 
judgement after hearing the parties. It should only deal with faith and 
morals in accordance with Scripture, and then only when faith is in 
danger. For Luther a council performed the same function as pastors and 
teachers although on a wider scale. In the third part, he turns from 
councils to a discussion of the the 'holy Christian church' as the 
'holy Christian people' (gemeince), known by the presence of the Word 
of God, baptism and the Supper, the proper use of the keys, the proper 
calling of ministers, the life of prayer, and the bearing of the cross. 
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iii The Pope's postponement of the council and relations with France 
also led the Emperor to adopt a policy of unionspolitik. So he pro­

moted a series of religious colloquys at Hagenau, Worms, and 
Regensburg, 1540-41, in an effort to restore Christian unity in 
Germany. /84 In these leading protestant and papal representatives 
participated. The hope of unity had never been higher than at 
Regensburg, and there was a genuine spirit of moderation. A measure of 
unanimity was reached on original sin and the bondage of the will. 
Agreement was even reached on the doctrine of justification. Justitia 
imputata and justitia inhaerens were distinguished and forthwith 
brought together as follows: 

We are justified (justitia imputata) by faith, but the very 
exercise of this justifying faith causes justitia inhaerens. 

Deadlock, however, was reached over the doctrine of transubstantiation 
and the adoration of the host. 

'The conferences', says Basil Hall, 'failed principally because of 
the intransigents who were not even present.' /85 Melanchthon was 
repudiated by the Elector and Luther, and Contarini by the papacy. In 
addition there was the political manoeuvering of the Elector of 
Brandenburg and Philip of Hesse on the one hand, and on the other of 
the Bavarian dukes who saw 'war, bloody war' as the only solution. 

At the same time, it should not be forgotten that good men of 
undoubted catholic piety, learning, and integrity, like Contarini, 
Groper, and van Pflug, and good men of evangelical faith and devotion, 
like Melanchthon, Bucer, Capita, and Calvin were prepared to meet in a 
quest for reconciliation. What they sought should not be forgotten or 
ignored, for example, one can read Bainton's Here I Stand or Pitter's 
Luther's Life and Work without knowing that these colloquys even took 
place. 

Their failure meant that the concept of a catholic reformation dis­
appeared and was replaced by that of a Counter-Reformation. The way was 
now open for the Council of Trent and the Schmalkald war. 

From these events we may ask questions about the significance of 
Luther today. 

1. In this 'distressful country' are we prepared, like the Reformers, 
to seek reconciliation with our Roman Catholic fellow-countrymen? 
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We may fail, but are we prepared to try? 

2. Luther allowed himself to be used to defend a political decision 
with which he did not agree, should we? 

3. Do we regard church courts as consistories or as dictators in 
matters of faith and morals? 

4. Luther would have gone to Mantua because he believed in God's pro­
tection, have we this trust? 

VIII 

Let us again return to Luther. As we have seen, c.1528-30 there was 
a shift in the character of the Reformation itself. It had become an 
established institution embracing whole political entities. Luther had 
experienced some of the inevitable disappointments and consequences 
that accompany such a change - the brutal realities of the Peasants' 
revolt, the deplorable state of the Church revealed by the Visitations, 
the rending of Protestantism into factions, the intransigence of the 
Papacy, the formation of protestant and papal Leagues,and the nightmare 
of war between the protestants and the Emperor. Such disappointments 
and fears strengthened Luther's apocalyptic conviction that he was 
living on the eve of the Last Judgment. His friends saw Luther as a re­
incarnated Elijah, but he liked to see himself as Noah. /86 He thought 
he, like Noah, stood alone against an ungrateful world. He even figured 
out that the chronological distance between Adam's death and Noah's 
birth was the same as between himself and John Hus 126 years. /87 
The world began to look to him like the world before the flood. Only 
Christ could solve the problem of division between belief and unbelief. 
'I believe', he says, 'that we are the last trumpet which prepares for 
and precedes the advent of Christ.' /88 

Now his polemics are addressed to his supporters. Now the 
Reformation needed to be defended in face of attacks from the Papacy, 
Turks, Jews, and fanatics. It was time to rally the troops. 'This 
stage in the movement's history', as Or M.U.Edwards says, 'was well 
served by Luther's apocalyptic vision of the climactic struggle between 
the true and false church, between the followers of Christ and the 
minions of Satan.' /89 

In 1523, Luther wrote That Jesus Christ was Born a Jew, /90 which 
he had hoped might 'entice some Jews to the Christian faith', but 
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without success. In 1543, twenty years later, he wrote On the Jews and 
Their Lies. /91 He says their synagogues and schools should be burned 
and their homes destroyed. All their liturgical books and Talmudic 
writings should be seized, their rabbis forbidden to preach, their safe­
conducts withdrawn, their usury forbidden, their money taken from them. 
They should be put to work in the fields, or better expelled. Luther 
identified a Jew by his religious beliefs, not by race. His belief was 
that Jewish preaching, which it was reported they had been exercising 
publicly, contained blasphemy. The apocalyptic view of Luther was that 
they were God's 'rejected people' and the Last Judgment was at hand. No 
wonder Bainton writes, 'One could wish that Luther had died before ever 
this tract was written'. /92 

Luther's attacks on the anabaptists and fanatics is only relatively 
less severe. In 1527, he had said: 

Let eVeryone believe what he likes. If he is wrong, he will 
have punishment enough in hell fire. Unless there is sedition, 
one should oppose them with Scripture and God's word. 

Following the taking over of Munster by force in 1534 and the inaug­
uration of the 'reign of the saints', in a memorandum, drawn up by 
Melanchthon and signed by Luther, the distinction between peaceful and 
revolutionary anabaptists was obliterated, and the formation of sects 
held to be an offence against God. This was sedition and blasphemy and 
merited death. /93 

In general Luther viewed the history of his own time as the realiz­
ation of the apocalyptic predictions in Daniel and Revelation. This 
plays a major role in the polemics of the older Luther. The papacy is 
seen as the antichrist and the Turks as the devil incarnate. The latter 
were the 'little horn' of Daniel and the Gag of Ezekiel and Revelation. 
/94 Their success was a prelude to the Last Judgment. 

At the heart of Luther's Against the Papacy at Rome, Founded by the 
~ lies the conviction that he is attacking the antichrist itself. 
The Pope was not and could not be the head of the Christian Church, 
rather says Luther, he 

is the head of the accursed church of the worst rascals on 
earth; vicar of the devil; an enemy of God; an opponent of 
Christ; and a destroyer of the church of Christ; a teacher of 
all lies, blasphemy, and idolatries; an arch-church-thief and 
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church-robber of the keys and all the goods of both the church 
and the secular lords; a murderer of kings and inciter of all 
sorts of bloodshed; a brothel-keeper above all brothel-keepers 
and all lewdness, including that which is not to be named; an 
antichrist; a man of sin and child .of perdition; a true 
werewolf... /95 

That is one of the milder passages, but it is adequate to show 
Luther's view. However, one point is fairly clear, namely, that amidst 
the inflammatory rhetoric Luther identifies the devil behind each of 
his opponents - whether the papacy, Turks, Jews, or fanatics - and 
addresses this Satanic opponent rather than the human beings who were 
but its mask. Satan had unleashed all his minions for one climactic 
battle. 

Looking at the significance of Luther today we may ask: 

1. Luther appears to be a man with an obsession, are we- obsessed­
against Rome, against fanatics, against bishops, against the WCC -
are we? 

2. Luther's obsession led him into expressions which the Nazis' were 
able to twist for their evil propaganda purposes. Do we ever by our 
expressions give assistance to supporters of apartheid, terrorism, 
bigotry or some other evil? Are our hands clean? 

3. Did Luther's political alignment lead to misinterpretati9n of Scrip­
ture? Is this true of us? 

IX 

Let us turn back to Luther and conclude. Two months after the 
opening of the council of Trent (December, 1545), and eight before the 
outbreak of the disastrous Schmalkald war (September, 1546), Luther 
died at Eisleben, 18 February, 1546. Crowds lined th~ roads as his body 
was brought back to Wittenberg, and followed Katherine Luther and her 
children into the Castle Church. The cortege entered by the same door 
on which thirty years before Luther had posted his famous .Ninety-five 
~· Bugenhagen preached and Melanchthon delivered a valedictory 
oration. The rites concluded, Luther's coffin was lowered into a grave 
fornenst the pulpit where he had so often preached, proclaiming salvat­
ion by God's grace through faith in Christ alone. 
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On this the five hundredth anniversary of the birth of Martin 
Luther what are we to say is his significance? Surely, it is that he 
was a man with many human failings, who met God in Christ face to face, 
and God, through the Holy Spirit, used him mightily. 
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