
 

Martin Luther (1483-1546) 
Justified by faith in Christ 

Martin Luther is known to history as the one who, under God, initiated the Protestant 
Reformation of the sixteenth century. He was born on 10 November 1483 in the 
Saxon village of Eisleben, and died on 18 February 1546 at the same place. In July 
1505 the young Luther, who had just earned his Master of Arts degree from Erfurt 
University, was walking towards Stotternheim. A storm broke, and so terrified Luther 
that he cried out, ‘St Anne help me! I will become a monk.’ That is how he came to 
enter the strict Augustinian monastery at Erfurt, there to be given a cell nine feet by 
six feet. The first of the six daily worship services began at 2.00 am. 

In May 1507 Luther was ordained to the priesthood, and in 1508 he began lecturing 
at the University of Wittenberg, a small town. In 1512 Luther had obtained the 
degree of Doctor of Theology, and began to lecture on the Bible. All this time he was 
a diligent monk, and claimed that ‘if the monastic life could get a man to heaven, I 
should have entered'.  

Luther’s revolt against what the Roman Church was teaching came in 1517 when an 
indulgence was preached concerning the relics at Castle Church in Wittenberg. The 
Elector Frederick the Wise of Saxony had a huge collection of relics, including five 
particles of Mary’s milk, four pieces of her hair, thirteen pieces of his manger, one 
piece of bread from the Last Supper, one thorn, and various pieces of the cross. 
Viewing them on All Saints’ Day (1 November) was supposed to reduce one’s stay in 
purgatory by 1,902,202 years and 270 days. Luther felt compelled to speak out 
against such a travesty of the gospel, and posted his 95 Theses on the Castle Church 
door. 

By 3 January 1521 Luther was excommunicated by the pope, Leo X, and in April 1521 
he appeared at the Diet of Worms before the emperor Charles V. In all this, he stood 
firm: ‘Unless I am convinced by Scripture and plain reason – I do not accept the 
authority of popes and councils, for they have contradicted each other – my 
conscience is captive to the Word of God. I cannot and I will not recant anything, for 

to go against conscience is neither right nor safe. God help me. Amen.’ He may have 
added: ‘Here I stand, I cannot do otherwise.’ So began the Protestant Reformation. 

Finally, in 1546, Luther died while trying to resolve a family dispute at Mansfield. He 
prayed Psalm 31:5 (‘Into Your hand I commit my spirit’), kept repeating John 3:16, and 
wrote on a slip of paper: ‘This is true. We are all beggars.’  

In an Autobiographical Fragment which was appended to the 1545 edition of his works, 
Luther placed his breakthrough to grace in the year 1519. Most historians would 
probably want to date this rather earlier – and Luther himself commented that ‘I did not 
learn my theology all at once’ – but the fragment does allow us to understand something 
of Luther’s spiritual torment. Luther wrote: ‘For I hated this word "righteousness of God", 
which by the customary use of all the doctors I had been taught to understand 
philosophically as what they call the formal or active righteousness whereby God is just 
and punishes sinners.’  

Galatians became his favourite epistle, and he spoke of it as ‘my own Epistle, to which I 
have plighted my troth. It is my Katie von Bora’ (he had married Katherine von Bora in 
1525). The article of justification is, said Luther, ‘the principal article of all Christian 
doctrine, which makes true Christians indeed.’ This gospel sustained him for the rest of 
his eventful life. He once dreamt that his Accuser came to him to set before him afresh 
all of his sins. Luther admitted them all, without denying any or seeking to justify himself 
in any way, but he also scrawled across the list: 'The blood of Jesus Christ cleanses us 
from all sin.’ This was the message of the Reformation, summed up in Luther’s hymn, 
based on Psalm 130: 

 
To wash away the crimson stain,  
Grace, grace alone availeth;  
Our works, alas! are all in vain;  
In much the best life faileth:  
No man can glory in Thy sight,  
All must alike confess Thy might,  
And live alone by mercy. 

 
(Peter Barnes, used with permission, and abridged) 

 


