
Who is Martin Luther? 

Martin Luther, a German monk, priest, and theologian, became one of the most 
significant figures in the Protestant Reformation. His actions in 1517 marked a 
turning point in church history.

Who Was Martin Luther?
• Born: November 10, 1483, in Eisleben, Germany
• Died: February 18, 1546
• Occupation: Augustinian monk, professor of theology, and priest

Luther initially trained as a lawyer but later joined a monastery, driven by a desire 
to seek God and salvation. His deep concern about the corruption he observed in 
the Catholic Church, particularly the sale of indulgences, led to his eventual break 
with the church.

The 95 Theses – What Did He Nail to the Church Door?

On October 31, 1517, Martin Luther is famously believed to have nailed his 95 
Theses to the door of the Wittenberg Castle Church. This act, while debated by 
historians (some argue he may have sent them directly to church leaders), 
symbolizes the beginning of the Reformation.

• The 95 Theses were a list of questions and propositions challenging the 
sale of indulgences.

• Key Issues: Luther criticized the practice of granting pardons in exchange 
for money, arguing that forgiveness came from genuine repentance, not monetary 
payments.

• Famous Line: “The just shall live by faith” (Romans 1:17) became his 
guiding principle, emphasizing that salvation is through faith alone (sola fide), not 
works or church intermediaries.

Why Did Luther’s Actions Spark a Reformation?
• Printing Press: Luther’s theses were quickly reproduced and spread 

across Europe due to the recent invention of the printing press.
• Widespread Discontent: Many were frustrated with church corruption, 

and Luther’s bold stance resonated with those desiring reform.
• Challenge to Authority: By questioning the Pope’s authority and church 



practices, Luther inadvertently challenged the very structure of the Catholic 
Church.

What Happened to Luther?
• In 1521, Luther was summoned to the Diet of Worms, an imperial council.
• He refused to recant his writings, famously declaring:

“Here I stand, I can do no other. God help me. Amen.”
• As a result, Luther was excommunicated by Pope Leo X and declared an 

outlaw by Emperor Charles V.

Legacy
• Luther’s teachings laid the foundation for the Protestant Reformation.
• His translation of the Bible into German made scripture accessible to the 

common people.
• Lutheranism, one of the first Protestant denominations, emerged from his 

followers.

The 95 Theses and the Protestant Reformation – A Deeper Dive

Background – What Led to the 95 Theses?

By the early 16th century, the Catholic Church held immense power in Europe, but 
corruption had become widespread. One of the most controversial practices was the 
sale of indulgences.

• What are Indulgences?
Indulgences were certificates issued by the Church, promising to reduce 
punishment for sins, either for the buyer or for a deceased loved one in purgatory.

• Johann Tetzel – A Dominican friar known for aggressively selling 
indulgences in Germany. His famous slogan was:
“As soon as a coin in the coffer rings, a soul from purgatory springs.”

• Luther’s Discontent – Luther saw indulgences as a distortion of Christian 
teachings. He believed that only God’s grace and faith could grant salvation, not the 
purchase of indulgences.

The 95 Theses – Main Points

Luther’s theses were more academic than revolutionary in tone, but they challenged 
the core of Church authority.



• Criticism of Indulgences – Luther argued that indulgences gave people 
false security and discouraged true repentance.

• Authority of the Pope – He questioned the Pope’s power to grant 
indulgences, stating that the Pope had no control over God’s judgment.

• True Repentance – Luther emphasized that repentance must come from 
the heart, not from monetary transactions.

• Faith Alone – He stressed that salvation came through faith in Christ 
alone, a principle that would become central to Protestant theology (sola fide).

• Scripture Over Tradition – Luther believed that the Bible should be the 
ultimate authority in Christian life, not Church traditions or papal decrees.

The Reformation Gains Momentum
• Printing Press – Luther’s 95 Theses were quickly printed and distributed 

across Europe, sparking widespread debate.
• Public Support – Many people, frustrated by church corruption and 

heavy taxation, rallied behind Luther’s ideas.
• German Princes – Some German princes supported Luther, seizing the 

opportunity to reduce papal influence and claim church property.

Key Events Following the 95 Theses
1. Leipzig Debate (1519)
• Luther debated Catholic scholar Johann Eck, further developing his 

arguments that the Pope was not infallible.
2. Papal Bull (1520)
• Pope Leo X issued a decree (Exsurge Domine) demanding Luther recant 

his teachings. Luther burned it publicly.
3. Diet of Worms (1521)
• Luther was summoned to defend his views before the Holy Roman 

Emperor Charles V. Refusing to recant, Luther famously said:
“Unless I am convinced by the testimony of the Scriptures or by clear reason… I 
cannot and will not recant anything.”

• Declared an outlaw, Luther went into hiding at Wartburg Castle, where he 
translated the New Testament into German.

4. The Peasants’ War (1524-1525)
• Inspired by Luther’s teachings, peasants revolted against feudal lords. 

Luther, however, condemned the violence, insisting his reforms were spiritual, not 
political.

5. Peace of Augsburg (1555)



• A compromise allowing rulers of the Holy Roman Empire to choose 
between Lutheranism and Catholicism for their territories.

Legacy of the Reformation
• Lutheranism – The first Protestant denomination, based on Luther’s 

teachings, spread rapidly in Germany and Scandinavia.
• Protestant Diversity – Other reformers like John Calvin in Geneva and 

Huldrych Zwingli in Zurich carried the Reformation in different directions, 
creating various Protestant branches.

• Religious Wars – Europe faced decades of religious conflict between 
Protestants and Catholics, culminating in the Thirty Years’ War (1618–1648).

• Modern Christianity – The Reformation ultimately led to the formation of 
diverse Christian denominations, including Baptists, Presbyterians, Anglicans, and 
Methodists.

Theological Impact
• Sola Scriptura – Scripture alone is the highest authority.
• Sola Fide – Justification by faith alone, not by works.
• Sola Gratia – Salvation by grace alone.
• Priesthood of All Believers – Every Christian has direct access to God 

without needing intermediaries.

Let’s explore how certain core ideas from the Reformation align (or differ) when we 
look at Scripture directly, without filtering through Martin Luther’s (or other 
reformers’) interpretations.

1. Salvation by Faith Alone (Sola Fide)

Luther’s View:
Luther believed that salvation came solely through faith in Jesus Christ, apart from 
works. His key verse was:

• “For we hold that one is justified by faith apart from works of the law.” 
(Romans 3:28, ESV)

Scripture Alone – A Broader View:
• “Faith by itself, if it does not have works, is dead.” (James 2:17)
• “You see that a person is justified by works and not by faith alone.” (James 

2:24)



• Difference: Luther emphasized Romans 3:28, but James 2 offers a 
counterbalance. While faith is crucial, works appear to demonstrate and complete 
that faith. Luther famously called the Book of James an “epistle of straw” because 
it conflicted with his sola fide view.

2. Authority of Scripture (Sola Scriptura)

Luther’s View:
Luther held that the Bible alone was the highest authority, over church traditions 
and papal decrees.

• “All Scripture is breathed out by God and profitable for teaching, for 
reproof, for correction, and for training in righteousness.” (2 Timothy 3:16)

Scripture Alone – A Broader View:
• “So then, brothers, stand firm and hold to the traditions that you were taught 

by us, either by our spoken word or by our letter.” (2 Thessalonians 2:15)
• “Obey your leaders and submit to them, for they are keeping watch over your 

souls.” (Hebrews 13:17)
• Difference: Luther emphasized scripture’s supremacy, but Paul 

acknowledges oral traditions and church authority. This suggests that early 
Christians may have valued apostolic tradition alongside scripture.

3. Grace Alone (Sola Gratia)

Luther’s View:
Grace is the unmerited favor of God, given freely to believers. No human effort can 
earn salvation.

• “For by grace you have been saved through faith. And this is not your own 
doing; it is the gift of God.” (Ephesians 2:8)

Scripture Alone – A Broader View:
• “Work out your own salvation with fear and trembling.” (Philippians 2:12)
• “To those who by persistence in doing good seek glory, honor and 

immortality, he will give eternal life.” (Romans 2:7)
• Difference: While grace is clearly essential, some passages suggest that 

human effort and perseverance play a role in salvation. This challenges the idea 
that grace operates independently of our actions.



4. The Priesthood of All Believers

Luther’s View:
Luther rejected the hierarchical priesthood, arguing that every believer has direct 
access to God.

• “For there is one God and one mediator between God and mankind, the man 
Christ Jesus.” (1 Timothy 2:5)

Scripture Alone – A Broader View:
• “Confess your sins to one another and pray for one another, that you may be 

healed.” (James 5:16)
• “Is anyone among you sick? Let them call the elders of the church to pray 

over them.” (James 5:14)
• Difference: While believers can approach God, James emphasizes the role 

of elders and communal confession, which suggests that spiritual authority and 
mediation still hold importance in the church.

5. Faith and Works Together

Luther’s View:
Faith alone justifies a believer, but good works are a natural byproduct of that 
faith.

Scripture Alone – A Broader View:
• “If you love me, keep my commands.” (John 14:15)
• “For not the hearers of the law are just before God, but the doers of the law 

shall be justified.” (Romans 2:13)
• Difference: Christ’s words emphasize obedience to His commandments. 

Paul’s teachings in Romans show that doing the law plays a role in justification, 
complicating the faith vs. works argument.

Key Differences When Scripture Stands Alone:
• Luther Simplified Complex Teachings: Luther distilled complex ideas (like 

salvation) into concise doctrines (sola fide). However, Scripture reflects more 
nuance—faith and works often operate in tandem.

• Tradition Isn’t Fully Rejected in Scripture: While Luther dismissed much 
of church tradition, passages like 2 Thessalonians 2:15 affirm the value of apostolic 
traditions alongside scripture.



• Works and Perseverance: Paul’s letters, especially in Romans and 
Philippians, suggest that human effort and perseverance contribute to the journey 
of salvation, countering the view that grace functions alone.

How This Affects Modern Christianity:
• Catholic and Orthodox churches emphasize faith, works, tradition, and 

scripture together.
• Protestant denominations (especially Lutheran, Baptist, and Reformed) 

emphasize faith alone and the Bible alone as the foundation for doctrine.
• Balance: Some denominations, like Methodists and Anglicans, try to 

bridge faith and works, valuing tradition but not elevating it above scripture.
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