LESSON #17

TRIUMPHS AND DEFEATS OF THE CHRISTIAN CHURCH
The Reformation #1, Luther and the German Reformation

Introduction

As one writer has said, the end of the fifteenth century made it clear that “the church was in need of profound reformation, and that many longed for it.”  The papacy was in decline and corrupt.  It had become a tool of French interests after its residence in Avignon, and the division of Western Europe over 2—and even 3—popes further weakened it.  Papal taxation and papal interference with church appointments were deemed expensive and corrupt.  Monasteries were in sore need of reform having become wealthy and worldly.  The peasants also were aggrieved at the tithes and fees collected by the local clergy.  German humanism brought intellectual restlessness and ferment as well.  A popular religious awakening brought a deepening sense of terror and concern for salvation (Walker).  Into this mix came a determined leader whose voice was gladly heard. 
I. Luther’s Formative Years

A. Early Life

Martin Luther was born on November 10, 1483, in Eisleben, where his father was first a miner and then owner of several foundries. He was one of 8 children.  He grew up in Mansfeld but was sent to preparatory school in Magdeburg when he was fourteen.  Later he was sent to Eisenach where he came under the influence of the Brethren of the Common Life.  His university training was taken at the University of Erfurt resulting in the baccalaureate degree in 1502 and the master’s degree in 1505.  He graduated 2nd in his class. Following his father’s wish that he become a lawyer, he enrolled in law school in Erfurt. 
His father is often pictured as an overly strict man but Melancthon described him as one who was “beloved by all good men.”  His mother seems to have been a pious woman given to prayer and viewed by her fellows as a model of virtue.  

B. The Monk and the Professorship


1. The Vow

Soon after beginning his studies in law he was returning to Erfurt from Mansfeld when he was overtaken in a violent thunderstorm with lightning striking the ground around were he was standing.  In fear he cried out a vow to serve as a monk if St. Anne the patron saint of travelers would save his life. Having secured his life, he thereupon kept faith with his promise and entered the monastery of the Augustinian Hermits.  His father was furious. Luther believed that the life of a monk was the surest path to salvation.  “I kept the rule so strictly that if ever a monk got to heaven by his sheer monkery, it was I. If I had kept on any longer, I should have killed myself with vigils, prayers, reading, and other work.” 

2. The Professorship

Throughout his life Luther was subject to periods of depression and anxiety due, perhaps, to the severity of his childhood upbringing.  This anxiety seems to have carried over into his life as a monk.  When his severe efforts at monastic piety left him still unfulfilled he would be plagued with doubt. He came under the fatherly counsel of the godly Johann Von Staupitz, the vicar general of his order who urged him to trust God and study the Bible.  Staupitz quickly recognized Luther’s academic gifts and thought an academic career might resolve Luther’s doubts.  Accordingly, after being ordained to the priesthood, Staupitz arranged to have his young protege appointed as an instructor at the new University of Wittenberg.  Luther received his doctorate in 1512 and succeeded Staupitz as Professor of Scripture at the new university (Woodbridge).  Luther lectured on books of the Bible, carried out pastoral functions, and pulpit preaching in the parish church, regularly preaching 3 sermons a week. 
3. The Evangelical Breakthrough


Luther’s evangelical convictions came gradually:

a. Lectures on Psalms (1513-15) and Romans (1515-16).  By a gradual process of  biblical study and reflection on the theology of Augustine he arrived at the distinctive doctrine of justification by faith alone. 
b. He came to see that the “righteousness of God” in Romans 1:17 did not refer to a divine attribute but to the divine activity of clothing sinners in the righteousness of Christ through the gift of faith. 

c. By 1513-15 Luther had rejected the concept of meritorious works and had discovered the gracious character of God’s righteousness by the time he lectured on Romans in 1515.  
d. Melancthon helped him see that justification was a “forensic” act of imputation by God and different from sanctification which is inwrought.  

e. The exclusive ground of justification was the imputed righteousness of Christ. “If salvation comes through faith in Christ alone, the intercession of priests is superfluous.  Faith formed and nurtured by the Word of God, written and preached, requires no monks, no masses, and no prayers to the saints. The mediation of the Church of Rome crumbles into insignificance” (Shelley). 
II. The Posting of the Ninety-Five Theses

A. The Indulgence Issue, 1517

Pope Leo X needed money to complete the construction of St. Peter’s Cathedral in Rome. Albert, archbishop of Mainz and Magdeburg, needed money to pay off a loan from the Fugger bankers.  They agreed to the sale of indulgences the proceeds of which they would evenly split. The Church offered the sinner exemption from his acts of penance (prayers, gifts, pilgrimages) by drawing upon its “treasury of merits--grace accumulated by Christ’s sacrifice on the cross and the meritorious deeds of the saints. 
1. John Tetzel (ca. 1469-1524), a Dominican monk, skilled in promoting indulgences and a persuasive popular speaker, appeared on the borders of Saxony and set up his trade (Duke Frederick would not allow him in Saxony). He offered indulgences that would apply even beyond the grave and free souls from purgatory—“As soon as the coin in the coffer rings, the soul from purgatory springs.” 

2. When Tetzel arrived, Luther had already formed his views on penance and indulgences.  He resented the exploitation of the people by this nefarious traffic. He thus, in opposition, nailed 95 theses on the Castle Church door to be academically debated by the learned (they were in Latin). 

3. These theses denounced the papal teaching and proclaimed the biblical teaching on the subject of forgiveness of sin.  He invited anyone of the faculty who wished to controvert these theses to a public disputation on a stated occasion.  No one took up the challenge.

4. Some wag took the liberty of translating these theses into German so that the common people could read what they said. Overnight the theses went viral. 
5. Penance lay at the heart of the Roman system of salvation.  Christ’s work on the cross took away the eternal punishment of sin. But the temporal punishment still required a payment—some sort of penance (prayers, fasting, almsgiving, pilgrimage).  If contrition was not genuine, the confession not entirely complete, or the acts of penance not fully carried out, the sinner was required to spend some time in purgatory in order to burn off temporal punishment for sin.  Luther’s attack on these things was a shaking of the whole house of the Roman system of salvation

B. The Investigation in Augsburg, 1518

1. Luther was summoned to Rome but Frederick the elector of Saxony intervened to secure a hearing in Augsburg. He was accused of teaching “dangerous doctrines” and even that he was guilty of heresy.   

2. The pope’s representative Cajetan sought to dissuade Luther of his views but was unsuccessful. 

3. A second attempt to take Luther to Rome by the efforts of the Saxon Miltitz, the pope’s agent, resulted in a temporary truce.  Luther promised to remain silent if his opponents did the same.  But this was a failure.
III. The Leipzig Disputation, 1519
A. A disputation was appointed at Leipzig and carried out in 1519.  This was an 18 day affair at which John Eck debated both Carlstadt and Luther.
B. Carlstadt was the more intemperate and imprudent than Luther.  John Eck quickly discerned Luther’s likeness to John Hus and after the debate moved to have Rome declare Luther a heretic.
C. Luther planted himself squarely on the Bible and refused to accept the authority of popes, church fathers, or even church councils to which he had previously accorded some weight. “A council may sometimes err. Neither the church nor the pope can establish articles of faith.  These must come from Scripture.” 
D. From this debate there emerges 2 central Reformation tenets—Sola Fide (faith alone) and Sola Scriptura (Scripture alone). 

IV. Excommunication, 1520 

A. The Papal Bull
1. Not finding any other possibilities of mediation, the pope now excommunicates Luther in 1520. Forty-one of Luther’s beliefs were condemned as “heretical, or scandalous, or false, or offensive to pious ears, or seductive of simple minds, or repugnant to Catholic truth.”  Luther is called on to repent or face dreadful consequences. He is given 60 days to comply. 
2. Luther responds with a public burning of the papal bull. This act solidifies his determination to be done with the Roman yoke.  Leading a procession of students out of the city of Wittenberg, he takes the bull along with a copy of the canon law and throws them into a fire especially prepared for the occasion. “They have burned my books, I will burn theirs.” 
3. He now takes up the task of preparing the laity for the rupture with Rome which he sees as soon to come.  
B. Literary Activity
1. On the Papacy of Rome (1520)

The true church is not necessarily identical with the Roman Catholic Church. Rather, Luther says, the true church is the person who listens to God’s Word. Forged ecclesiastical documents (the Isodorian Decretals and the Donation of Constantine) convinced him that the Antichrist was on the throne in Rome—not a particular person but a devilish outlook infecting the Roman leaders, especially the claim of papal infallibility. 
2. Address to the German Nobility (1520)
Luther argues that the church is corrupt and unable to reform itself.  Therefore the German nobles must take up the task of reformation. The “three walls” which the papacy had constructed must be dismantled: (1) the idea that popes, bishops, monks, and priests are spiritually superior to laity; (2) that only the pope has the right to interpret Scriptures; (3) that only the pope could summon church councils.  Included was a list of practical reforms advocating in effect the complete abolition of papal authority over the state.  The nobles, in effect, were to create a national German Church. 
3. The Babylonian Captivity of the Church (1520)

In this pamphlet, Luther penetrated to the very heart of the Roman Church—viz., its sacramental system.  It deprived the individual Christian of his freedom to approach God directly by faith, without the mediation of priests. The sacramental system was holding Christians captive.  The 7 sacraments, especially the eucharist (Lord’s Supper), controlled every key event in the lives of Christians from the cradle to the grave.  Luther rejected 5 of the 7 traditional sacraments (confirmation, marriage, penance, ordination, and extreme unction) and offered a critique of the Roman practice of baptism and the eucharist.  Three errors attended Rome’s eucharistic practice: (1) withholding the cup from the laity; (2) transubstantiation as a theory to explain the profound mystery of Christ’s presence in the bread and wine; (3) the church’s teaching that the eucharist is a re-sacrifice of Christ. With regard to baptism, he believed the church overshadowed it with its emphasis on penance.  He affirmed infant baptism and ascribed faith to infants.  But his view of baptismal regeneration is inconsistent with his view of justification by faith alone. Thus “Luther brushed aside the traditional view of the church as a sacred hierarchy headed by the pope and returned to the early Christian view of a community of Christian believers in which all believers are priests called to offer spiritual sacrifices to God” (Shelley). 
4. The Freedom of the Christian Man (1520)

This is an irenic summary of the Christian life intended as a conciliatory gesture toward the Roman Church.  Some consider this work one of his best writings.  It deals with the nature of spiritual liberty as given by Christ. He argues that faith and love are interdependent principles.  Where one is so there also will be the other.  Faith expresses the Christian’s relation to God; love expressed his relation to his fellow man. The inner spiritual freedom that comes from the certainty found in faith leads to the performance of good works by all true Christians. “Good works do no make a man good, but a good man does good works” (cited in Shelley). 
5. The Bondage of the Will (1525)

This is a response to Erasmus’ attack upon him regarding the issue of free-will. Erasmus had been repeatedly urged to write against Luther to which he finally complied in a brief treatise of ca. 60 pages entitled Freedom of the  Will.  Luther responded with a treatise 4 times as large entitled the Bondage of the Will. He thanks Erasmus for not troubling him with trifling subjects but goes right to the heart of the debate with Rome. He dissects Erasmus’ argument phrase by phrase.  A very powerful treatise. 
C. Collegial Support 

Luther’s labors came to be supported by a group of able companions providentially raised up and endowed with special gifts for the task.

1. Melancthon (1497-1560)—Philip Melancthon was a rare scholar gifted with keen logical ability and wide scholarship.  He became a key figure in the formulation of the teachings of the reforming party.  He was the nephew of the humanist Reuchlin, the Hebrew language scholar, and early showed an aptness for classical studies, mastering Greek and Latin with great ease. He was made professor of Greek and philosophy in the University of Wittenberg and at once entered into Luther’s ideas and gave him the aid of his accurate scholarship. He brought the scholar’s moderate temperament as a balance to Luther’s more aggressive mind-set enabling him to see the good that might exist in an antagonist’s position. 

2. Ulrich von Hutten (1488-1523)


Probably one of the authors of the humanist satire Letters of Obscure Men (1514 and 1517), he was a supporter of Luther in the early years of the Reformation movement.  However, he was vain, immoral and quarrelsome yet a brilliant gifted writer of prose and verse.  He was undoubtedly patriotic and rallied to Luther as one who could lead a national conflict with Rome. 
V. The Diet of Worms and Wartburg Castle, 1521

A. Demand for the Imperial Ban


The movement for reform headed by Luther had acquired such proportions that the pope now appealed to the Imperial Diet to put Luther under the Imperial ban in order that the ecclesiastical excommunication might be effectually carried out. 

B. The Hearing


According to German practice, one could not be condemned without first being heard.  Thus, Luther was summoned to appear before the Diet at Worms. He was given an imperial safe-conduct pass and made his appearance expecting to die there. 
1. Upon the first meeting before the emperor and the princes of the Diet and being required to recant his writings, he asked for more time to consider his answer.

2. Upon the second meeting the next day, he made his answer with firmness, closing with the memorable words, “My conscience is captive to the Word of God. I can and will retract nothing, for it is neither safe nor expedient to act against conscience.  Here I stand; I can do no otherwise. God help me! Amen.” 

C. Charles V’s Decision


Charles was a firm Roman Catholic by heredity and training.  As king of Spain, where blind unquestioning submission to the Roman Church was the rule, Charles expected Luther to recant and submit.  He thus placed the intransigent Luther under the imperial ban.  He gave Luther only a 21 day protective reprieve after which he would be treated as an outlaw of the empire.  Luther was now a man excommunicated by the Church and outlawed by the State. 
D. The Wartburg Protection

1. Making his return to Wittenberg, he was seized on the way by a company of men and carried to the fortress of the Wartburg.  
a. The elector Frederick of Saxony had determined to protect him from arrest and death at the hands of the imperial and ecclesiastical authorities.  The arrangements thus were his doing.  

b. He supposed that a period of absence would allow the excitement to die down after which Luther could better carry on his work without the immediate threat upon his life. 

2. Luther remained at the Wartburg Castle for a period of a year under the guise of being a minor nobleman named Junker (= squire) George.  He was not idle however.  During this time he translated the New Testament into good colloquial German, a godsend to the German Reformation. 
VI. The Zwickau Prophets

A. Carlstadt’s Radicalism

In Luther’s absence, Carlstadt’s incendiary zeal led the reforming party to acts of violence and destruction.  Following Luther’s criticism of the Roman mass, he began to preach mandatory reforms.  E.g., mass dressed as a layman, use of the German language (not Latin), the distribution of wine to the laity along with the bread.  He himself renounced the vow of celibacy and married Anna von Mochau. This break with tradition inspired outbreaks of iconoclasm—sermons disrupted, priests pelted with stones and dung, pictures and images denounced, statues smashed. 
B. Prophets from Zwickau


Into this volatile situation came alleged “prophets” from the village of Zwickau.  These “Zwickau prophets” (Nicholas Storch, Marcus Thomae (Stuebner), Thomas Dreschel) had come under the teaching of Thomas Muentzer and claimed to have divine authority through dreams and visions.  The Spirit, they affirmed, taught them to reject the traditional teaching on infant baptism and the priesthood, and that the world would soon end. Luther wisecracked, “They have swallowed the Holy Ghost, feathers and all.” These so-called prophets urged on the people to acts of violence. 
C. The Return of Luther


Carlstadt and his followers had in fact started a rebellion which imperiled the reformation movement. Luther decided upon learning of these things to abandon his seclusion and its safety and restore order at Wittenberg.  In spite of elector Frederick’s objections, Luther returned and by timely preaching induced the people to take a quieter more deliberate attitude toward reform.  He then remained in their midst. 
VII. The Diets of Nuremberg, Speyer, and Augsburg

A. Nuremberg


The failure of the imperial decree of the Diet at Worms to produce any practical effect led Pope Hadrian VI. to demand of the Diet at Nuremberg that this decision be enforced.  But the Diet simply answered by presenting a list of a hundred grievances against the Roman see. They decided that the decree of Worms should be executed “as far as possible”—i.e., at the behest of the several princes. 
B. Speyer (1529)

This Diet forbad the further spread of the Lutheran movement.  Against this action a “Protest” was entered by John the elector of Saxony, George, the Margrave of Brandenburg, Ernst, the Duke of Brunswick-Lueneburg, Philip the Landgrave of Hesse, and Wolfgang, the Prince of Anhalt and fourteen cities.  From this Protest the name Protestant passed to the whole movement. The movement thereafter assumed a political aspect of great importance. The “Protest” was both a “testimony” for and a “protest” against.
C. Augsburg (1530)

This defiant “protestation” of the Lutheran princes prompted Charles V. to turn his attention again to the German religious situation at the Diet of Augsburg. He was confident he could coerce the Protestants to submit.  Yet he sought by a final peaceful effort to persuade them to return to Mother Church.  He proposed a conference seeking a basis of agreement.  Melancthon put forth the Confession—the earliest5 and most widely accepted of all Protestant creeds—which has ever been distinguished by the name of Augsburg. It avoided controversial doctrines (purgatory; papal authority) and clearly attempted a reconciliation without giving up the essentials of the Lutheran faith—all in an effort to maintain peace in the empire. But compromise and reconciliation was out of the question. Emperor Charles ordered a “Confutation” and demanded that the Protestants acknowledge they had been refuted by it. No opportunity was given to interact with their opponents.  Melancthon hastily wrote a defense of the Confession called an Apology but Charles refused to receive it (my way or the highway). Augsburg signaled that the religious divide was now unbridgeable, and the parties began to prepare for a possible war.  
VII. The Widening Breach

A. Luther’s Marriage


His marriage and that of other clerical adherents of the Reform created a scandal and widened the break between Protestantism and Rome. Luther had claimed he would never marry; “Not that I am insensible to my flesh...but my mind is adverse to wedlock, because I daily expect the death of a heretic.” And then he met Katie von Bora. She was born to a noble family and placed in a Cistercian convent at age 10. She and several other nuns read Luther’s On Monastic Vows, were convinced, and decided to abandon the cloistered life.  They turned to Luther for help in finding husbands whom he secured for nine nuns.  The last one opted for Luther himself to whom he finally agreed.  After he married Katie, a funny thing happened—he fell in love with his wife!  Luther and Katie enjoyed a feisty, vibrant, and deeply affectionate twenty-one-year marriage relationship that produced six children.  Their marriage became a paradigm for a new Protestant understanding of marriage (no dowry, no social status, just love). 
B. Dispute with Henry VIII


Henry, king of England, sought to answer Luther’s attack on the Church doctrine of the sacraments, assuming the role of theologian and champion of Catholic doctrine.  Luther responded with warmth. The debate was characterized by the most violent use of language on both sides.  
C. Dispute with Erasmus


Luther similarly entered into dispute with Erasmus (see earlier comments on Luther’s Bondage of the Will).  Erasmus was not opposed to the reformation of the Church; in fact, he was himself doing all that he deemed wise towards this end. But he expected reform to come by way of culture and education, and not by way of theological debate and schism.  He lacked the religious fervor necessary to understand and take a share in Luther’s work, although he at first had sympathized with the goal.  The controversy between the two men had to do at first with the relation of free will and predestination but it became a personal dispute in which they exchanged compliments in the unreserved  fashion of the day.  
D. The Peasants’ War 1524-25

This war in 1525 threatened not only to complicate but also to imperil the cause of the Reformation. The peasants of Germany had endured grievous wrongs for many years and were understandably restless.  Luther’s book The Freedom of the Christian Man touched a nerve among the lower classes of German society. All kinds of opportunists and fanatics crawled out of the woodwork to take advantage of the social unrest.  Among these was one Thomas Muentzer (ca. 1489-1525). 
1. The Muentzer Fiasco

a. Muentzer was probably of the artisan class and had received a university education, first at Leipzig and then at Wittenberg (1517-19).  He no doubt sat under Luther’s teaching and at first hailed Luther as a hero.

b. Muentzer read John Tauler, the mystic Dominican monk and came to believe that God’s Word must be heard from God’s own mouth and not from theology books or even the Bible.

c. He taught one apprehends the true Word of God internally through mystical experience.  He replaced Luther’s sola Scriptura with a sola experientia.  

d. His message was not well received and he was rejected from pulpits in Zwickau, Prague, and Allstedt.  He turned violent in Allstedt characterizing himself as the “hammer and sickle” of God against the ungodly.
e. He led 7000 peasant soldiers into battle near Frankenhausen against the German nobles and were slaughtered.  Over 6,000 peasants were killed while the nobles lost only 6 soldiers.  

f. He fled to the nearby town where he was discovered hiding in an attic.  He was tortured, beheaded, and had his head impaled on a pike as a warning to others. 
2. Even if Muentzer was beguiled by his apocalyptic vision, the peasants had legitimate economic and social grievances. A list of such appeared in a work entitled the Twelve Articles in March, 1525. The grievances listed were all justified by biblical proof texts, which showed evangelical influence by linking the gospel and divine justice with the peasants cause. 
3. Luther responded to the Twelve Articles with his Admonition to Peace. He placed blame on the secular and ecclesiastical landowners’ shoulders and then told the peasants that no matter how just their cause, rebellion is never excusable for the Christian. He urged negotiation.

4. When violence broke out in eastern Germany with the destruction of castles, monasteries, and the seizure of several towns with attending atrocities, Luther exploded with a book, Against the Robbing and Murdering Hordes of Peasants.  In this he exhorts the landowners to “smite, slay and stab, secretly or openly, remembering that nothing can be more poisonous, hurtful or devilish than a rebel.” 

5. Luther later admonished the landowners for their cruelty, and he urged clemency.  But it was too late.  Estimates put the deaths at 100,000. The results had fateful consequences for the Reformation.  Vast numbers of peasants believed themselves betrayed by Luther and returned to the Catholic fold or became Anabaptists. 

VIII. The League of Smalcald and the Smalcaldic War


After 1530 the emperor Charles V made clear his intention to crush the growing reform “heresy.” In defense, the Lutheran princes banded together in 1531 in the Schmalkald League, and between 1546 and 1555 a sporadic civil war raged (Shelley). In 1555 a compromise was reached in the Peace of Augsburg which allowed each prince to decide the religion of his subjects, forbade all sects of Protestantism other than Lutheranism (Shelley). Lutheranism now became the state religion in large portions  of the empire and spread from Germany to Scandinavia. The religion of any given territory would now be decided, not by the emperor, but by the territorial prince. The principle of cuius regio, eius religio (whose king, his religion) determines the religion of the territory. This “Peace of Augsburg” recognized 2 legal religions in the empire: Lutheran and Catholic.  It did not include the Reformed, nor the Anabaptists. 
IX. The Death of Luther


Luther’s last days were marked by personal despondency induced by waning health—kidney stones, constipation, hemorrhoids, and headaches to name those he most often complained of.  He had repeated attacks of anxiety which may have been brought on by his ailments.  While his faith in the reform cause to which he had given his life was undiminished and his personal religious experience grew richer, his view of affairs at Wittenberg became gloomy.  He was irritated by petty difficulties, and his friends were taxed to the utmost to maintain his confidence in them (Zenos). He suffered broken personal relationships, made more virulent attacks against the Zwinglians, and maintained hostility toward the Jews. Luther’s life came to a close in 1546 in Eisleben, the town in which he was born.  He had traveled there with his three sons (Hans, Martin, and Paul) to mediate a dispute between two brothers.  Upon arrival he seems to have suffered a mild heart attack from which he sufficiently recovered to conduct the business at hand. Afterwards he retired to his room exhausted and suffered a further series of heart attacks.  He drifted in and out of consciousness during the night and in the early morning hours was barely conscious. His friend Justus Jonas asked, “Reverend Father, are you ready to die trusting in your Lord Jesus Christ and to confess the doctrine you have taught in his name?” Luther weakly but audibly replied “Yes.”  This was the last word he ever spoke. When word reached Wittenberg, Melancthon announced to his students, “Alas the charioteer and the chariot of Israel, who ruled the church in this time-worn world, has passed away.” Luther was gone, but his legacy survived (Woodbridge and James). 
Conclusion:



Luther’s greatest legacy was religious, not political.  He took the four basic questions of Catholic concern and offered penetrating and invigorating answers:--

1. How is a person saved? Luther replied, “not by works but by faith alone.”

2. Where does religious authority lie? He answered, “not in the visible institution called the Roman Church but in the Word of God found in the Bible.”

3. What is the Church? Luther responded, “the whole community of Christian believers, since all are priests before God.”

4. What is the essence of Christian living? He said, “serving God in any useful calling, whether ordained or lay.”  

These are the central truths of classical Protestantism to this day! (Shelley)
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