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           The Life and Witness of Martin Luther 
 
 
Rev. Ron Dunn                                                                 November 12, 2017 
 
Introduction 
It was 500 years ago that an obscure monk by the name of Martin Luther took one of 
the most dramatic steps that human history has ever witnessed.  Luther made the 
decision to protest the abuse of power of the Roman Catholic Church and specifically, 
Pope Leo, by nailing 95 “theses” on the door of the cathedral in Wittenberg.  These 95  
protests would not only shake the church to its foundations, but would prove to be 
the catalyst for a great revolution of thought and idea that would sweep through 
Europe—a Revolution that would become known as the Great Reformation. 
 
Luther’s world, of course, was a very different world from our own.  It was a world 
that struggled under the ravages of disease, ignorance and superstition.   Yet, it was 
also a world that struggled with some of the same issues that we struggle with—the 
issues that accompany the abuse of power and authority, as well as the tension 
between law, tradition and grace. 
 
On this the 500th anniversary of Luther’s act of defiance and liberation, we welcome 
him to share his story with us… 
 
*********************************************************************************** 
It’s hard to believe, but it has been 500 years (!) since that world-changing moment 
when I nailed my 95 protests on the door of the Church in Wittenberg.  I am pleased 
to be able to speak to you this morning on the occasion of this anniversary.  Though 
five centuries have come and gone since I dramatically challenged the institutional 
grip that the Pope and the Church held upon the people of my time, I have a 
suspicion that while many things have changed, some things still remain the same.  
Human nature, you see, still tends to gravitate toward power and privilege and 
those who hold the reins of power are still inclined to use it for their own benefit.  
 
While I am most remembered for my act of defiance at Wittenberg, I would like to 
provide a brief sketch of the journey that led me on a pilgrimage that, even now, I 
find hard to believe.  In order for you to best understand my actions on the great 
stage of history, it is important to have an understanding of the world in which I was 
raised—a world that was engulfed in fear, ignorance, and the prospect of death. 
 
When I was a young man, the plague was ravaging much of Europe, wiping out 
approximately half of the population.  Having lost three of my friends to this “Black 
Death,” I was mindful of just how precarious my life really was. It was this grim reality 
that left a lasting scar upon me and the people of my time. In fact, I remember the 
church of my childhood had a stained glass window that pictured the Church as a ship 
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on a tempestuous sea.  Safe on board were the monks and the nuns while the lay people 
themselves were drowning in the crashing waves.  That picture was one that haunted 
me for years and, I suspect, shaped to some extent, my decision to enter the priesthood.     
 
Before I speak to that, however, let me say that, given the grim circumstances that 
characterized life in general, I was a very fortunate young man.  My father was a 
fairly prosperous business man who was driven my great ambition.  Not only was he 
ambitious about his work, but he was also ambitious about his children and their 
future.  I benefited from that ambition in that I was able to begin my education 
career at the age of six. 
 
Keep in mind that this was at a time when 90% of the population was illiterate. 
As one of the fortunate 10%, I was sent away to school at Magdeburg at the age of 
13 where I studied with the Brothers of the Common Life—a marvelous experience 
that was to ground me in the life of discipleship.  From there, I went to study at 
Eisenach and eventually, at the age of 18, attended the University at Erfurt. It was 
there that I first encountered the emerging philosophy of what was known as 
humanism.  I was intrigued by the humanist focus that championed the cause of 
human freedom and celebrated the joys of the present life—rather   than the life to 
come.  It was there that I met Erasmus and began what would become, a life long 
correspondence with this great teacher. 
 
It was also at Erfurt that I was introduced to the study of the Bible.  Please 
remember that the people of my time were not familiar with scripture.  I realize that 
could be said of some in your own time as well!  But in my time, not only were most 
people illiterate, but copies of the Bible were difficult to find.  As I began to read and 
to study, it was as if a whole new world suddenly opened up before me.  It was this 
world of study, reflection and thought that captured my imagination and my 
energies. 
 
My father, however, had other plans.  He was insistent that I study law.  Truth be 
told, I had little interest, but my father was not someone that I felt I could 
disappoint.  It wasn’t until I was en route to law school that I found reason to inform 
my father that I had other plans.  I was caught in the midst of a violent thunder 
storm and nearly struck by a bolt of lightening.  I was so shaken that I feel to my 
knees and prayed to God to spare my life.  I promised that should that be the case, I 
would enter the monastery at Erfurt. 
 
Now, I grant you that my decision to become a priest was hardly made out of the 
best motivation, but I submit, nevertheless, that it was to this vocation that God had 
indeed called me.  It was a decision that I never regretted—even in the midst of the 
life threatening struggle that I was to eventually experience. Against the violent 
protest of my father, I threw myself into the monastic life, seeking to save my soul 
through my faithful obedience to the way of Christ. 
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True to my nature, I pursued this new vocation with diligence and discipline.  As a 
product of my time, I was inclined to believe that my salvation was contingent upon 
my ability to perform good works.  The more good works that I performed, the 
closer I would be to heaven.  It was a rather simple equation, but it is one that drove 
me into a very complex and often confusing way of living.  I became obsessed with 
my sin and would sometimes engage in a marathon of personal piety—reading 
prayers and making my confession for hours at a time, without food or drink, until I 
eventually collapsed from exhaustion and hunger. 
 
It was this misguided quest for my personal salvation that drove me to make a 
pilgrimage to the Holy City of Rome.  I reasoned that there, certainly there, I would 
find the holiness that I hungered for.  So I walked… all the way to Rome!  When I 
finally arrived, I fell prostrate on the streets of that revered city.  This was the 
moment I had dreamed about.  Yet, I must tell you, how disappointing it was.  Rome 
was not at all what I had expected or hoped it would be.  Far from it.  In fact, I was 
stunned by the graft and corruption that I saw under Pope Leo X.   
 
There was nothing of God in his reign—unless of course, you would think in terms 
of the god of self-indulgence.  That was clearly the god that Leo X worshipped—and 
seemingly the rest of Rome as well. 
 
I had learned a painful and yet crucial lesson.  I had learned that the institution of 
the Church was fallible.  Now that may seem obvious to you, but it had not been to 
me.  You must remember that in the eyes of the people of my time, the Church held 
the keys that unlocked the door of salvation.  The church and those who represented 
it, were considered above reproach.  In fact, one challenged the authority of the 
Church at the risk of their own life. 
 
So it was that I returned from Rome, sobered by my new awareness and yet, still 
determined to pursue the salvation for which I longed.  If the Church couldn’t 
provide it, then where could it be found?  I was still restless when my confessor, a 
man named Staupitz who was the Vicar of my Augustinian order, finally sat me 
down and spoke the word I needed to hear.  He told me to stop worrying about my 
imaginary sins and reminded me that on the cross of Christ, God had already made 
provision for my real sins.   
 
 
He then gave me the assignment of teaching the Bible to the others in my order.  It 
was, without question, an assignment that saved me from myself.  For as I was able 
to focus my attention on my others and their needs, I was far less inclined to worry 
about myself and my own needs. 
 
In the process, I came to experience, for the first time in my life, the grace of God 
that convinced me that I was truly forgiven.   While previously, I had believed that I 
was responsible for earning my salvation, I began to understand that all I really 
needed to do was to accept it as the gift that God intended for it to be.  It was this 
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insight that changed everything and provided me with energy and hope where once 
there had been fear and despair.   Not only did it deepen my relationship with God, 
but it gave the courage to confront the Church that I loved. 
 
The Church, of course, was the most powerful institution of my time.  It’s authority 
was unchallenged.  It’s will irrefutable.  But, as I had learned in my pilgrimage to 
Rome, the Church was not immune to sin.  And yet, its sin was often hidden under all 
the pageantry and pretense of religious ritual and practice.  
 
Take, for example, the practice of selling indulgences.  As you may recall, the Pope 
and his Cardinals had decided that a person could actually purchase God’s 
forgiveness by paying a fee that would, in effect, absolve them of their sin.  This was 
a practice that could also be carried out on behalf of deceased relatives who suffered 
in the realm of purgatory.  There were other ramifications, but let me just say that 
the sale of indulgences provided quite a revenue stream—one that was critical for 
the construction of St. Peter’s Basilica in Rome…and, no doubt, for the pocket books 
of the Pope Leo and his Cardinals who had depleted the Vatican’s treasury through 
their lavish living. 
 
Had I the time, I would detail the events that led up to the act of rebellion for which I 
am most remembered—the act of nailing 95 thesis to the door of the cathedral in 
Wittenberg.  This act was, as you will recall, my way of offering protest against this 
corrupt system of selling indulgences. It was my way of declaring that the Church 
was wrong and that I, as one human being, had the right to make that judgment 
based upon my own conscience as informed by the authority of scripture.  In my 
eyes, true authority did not reside within a corrupt institution, but within the Holy 
Scriptures.  “Sola Scriptura,” scripture only became my cry.  
 
 And it was a cry that would be taken up, in time, by many others as the reformation 
spread.  But please remember that the Reformation that I initiated at Wittenberg did 
not just concern the authority of scripture over against the authority of the Church.  
No, it was linked, as well, to the dignity and importance of the individual.  I believed 
that, as human beings, we all have direct access to God and therefore, the right to 
think and act according to our understanding of God and what God asks of us. 
 
That, of course, was a thought that proved to be intolerable to Rome.  I was ex-
communicated in 1520 and my books were burned.  In that same year I was called 
before the Diet of Worms to stand trial on the charge of heresy.  
 
Johann von Eck was the prosecuting attorney sent by Rome.  His strategy was 
actually quite simple.  He pointed to a pile of my books on the table and asked if I 
had written them and, if so, if I would retract any of them.  I asked for and was 
granted some time to consider my reply.  
 
The next day, the court was again reconvened and the question, once again, posed.  
In a quiet voice, I replied that, yes, the books were mine and no, I would not retract 
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anything that I had written.  I was willing to defend them.  Von Eck and I then 
engaged in sharp debate over the authority of the Church as opposed to the 
authority of scripture.  Emperor Charles of Spain, the presiding judge, finally 
interrupted and instructed me to answer without equivocation. 
 
I can remember taking a deep breath as I prepared to speak the truth I knew I must 
speak.  “Unless I am convinced by the testimony of scripture or by clear reason, 
for I do not trust either in the pope or in the councils alone, since it is known 
that they have often erred and contradicted themselves.  I am bound by 
scripture and my conscience is captive to the word of God.  I cannot and I will 
not recant anything since it is neither safe nor right to go against conscience.  
Here I stand.  May God help me. ”  
 
I could tell by the look on the Emperor’s face that he was not pleased.  Yet, he said 
nothing.  Instead, he simply left the courtroom.  When I made my exit, my German 
countryman, cheered while the rival Spaniards hissed.  The next day, the Emperor 
returned with his judgment.  I was, he said, guilty of heresy and should be treated as 
an outlaw.  He declared that I should be apprehended and punished as a notorious 
heretic.  He then made it known that it would be considered a crime if anyone in 
Germany would provide food or shelter on my behalf.  He also declared that if anyone 
was to kill me, it would not be held against them. 
 
His ruling, of course, was hardly a surprise.  I knew that one does not challenge the 
seat of power and privilege without facing the consequences.  I had done my best to 
prepare for the prospect of my own death. 
 
 Fortunately, for me, that prospect was put off indefinitely when I was abducted by 
my supporters as I was returned to Wittenberg.  I then went into hiding for the next 
year at Wartburg Castle in Eisenach.  By the time that period of time had passed, the 
furor had subsided a bit as the power of my witness had taken root and began to 
grow in the hearts and minds of the people.  It was clear that there could be no going 
back to the way things were.  A new idea had been loosed…an idea of conscience, of 
freedom and of God’s redeeming grace and there could be no putting it back in the 
box of papal dogma or decree. 
 
It was Carlyle, one of the great writers of a later age, who would succinctly observe 
that this reformation “was the beginning of the modern age.”  Whether he was correct 
in that assessment or not, you will have to be the judge.  In my own evaluation, I 
would simply say that it is a remarkable thing to experience what the power of God’s 
Spirit can do in the life of one individual when that individual is willing to speak truth 
to the powers that be. 
 
I have shared enough with you this morning for you to realize that I was, by no 
means, a flawless individual.  If anything, was often overwhelmed by the immensity of 
sin and my failure to live the life that I wanted to live.  I was not beyond the reach of 
personal prejudice or above the realm of despair and deep depression.  And yet, I had 
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discovered along my life’s journey that God’s grace is indeed sufficient—that I didn’t 
have to earn that grace through my own accomplishment, but, could instead, receive 
it through Christ’s accomplishment for me.   
 
Although this awareness did not remove the weight of my struggle from me, it did 
allow me to carry it in a way that enabled me to become an instrument in the hands of 
God…an instrument that, in fact, made it possible for an entire civilization to take a 
giant step forward in its understanding of the grace of God as revealed by the 
teaching of scripture.  
 
Certainly it is no secret that the Church in my age and, for that matter, your age as 
well, is subject to the flaws and limitations of our humanity.  It is not and has never 
been a perfect institution.  Yet, even in its imperfection, it can indeed be an 
instrument of God’s love and grace as it seeks to bring the healing of Jesus Christ to a 
broken and bruised world.   The key question, it seems to me, is whether or not there 
will be those in your midst who will love the Church enough to challenge it, enough to 
renew it and yes, enough to reform it?   
 
The real work of reformation, you see, cannot be limited to my time and place, but 
extends to every time and place, including your own.  May God’s Spirit lead you 
forward in the bold and necessary work of challenging the Church to be faithful in its 
service and courageous in its conviction?  Amen!  
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