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ACCORDING TO LEGEND, on October 

sale of indulgences, on the church door of 
Wittenberg Castle. The actual theses-nail-
ing incident is not certain and may well be 
an assumption. In any case, Luther drew up 
and sent his theses to Archbishop Albrecht 
of Magdeburg. The Roman Pope had previ-
ously assented to eight years of indulgences, 
the proceeds of which would be used for the 
repair of St. Peter’s Basilica in Rome, or so 
it was told to the people. The other half of the 
funds was going to Archbishop Albrecht’s 

-
cial posts from the Pope, and was in debt to 
an Augsburg brokerage house. Luther did 
not know about the latter use of the money 
when he began his struggle.

Finding Righteousness of Faith
What earlier events gave rise to the battle 

heart. However, the time in the monastery 
did not bring him what he sought deep inside. 
He describes what he felt in that state of 
mind: “The phrase ‘God’s righteousness’ was 
like a lightning strike to my heart. For when 
I, as one under the Pope’s authority, read 
Psalm 31:1: ‘Deliver me in thy righteousness’ 
and Psalm 86:11 ‘in thy truth,’ I thought 
immediately that this righteousness was the 
punitive rage of God’s wrath. Right from 
my heart I hated Paul when I read: ‘The righ-
teousness of God [is] revealed from faith to 

 Luther continued: “It is true that I have 
been a pious monk and kept my order’s rules 
so precisely that I can say: If ever a monk, 
by merit of his monkhood, has made it to 
heaven, I, too, should have been able to get 
there. All my monastery comrades, who 
knew me, would surely testify of this. For I 
would have, if it would have lasted (even) 
longer, tortured myself to death, in watch-
ing, praying, reading and doing other work.” 
(Weimar edition of Luther’s works 38, p. 143.)
 Luther transferred from the monastery 
to Wittenberg University as a teacher and 

he found faith and the righteousness of faith. 
He says this in the so-called table talks: 
“Under the Pope’s authority I was a deeply 
struck down monk and always in the great-

from a certain brother, with these words 
only: ‘He himself (Christ) has offered hope. 
Our salvation is faith in God; why should 
we not be willing to trust God, who asks for, 
and commands our hope of us?’ With these 
words, he made me alive again.”
 Some who write of Luther’s life refer 
to this, his own account, and see it as his 
conversion. This experience is connected to 
the so-called tower experience, of which 
Luther tells in the preface to his works in 
the Latin language. Luther’s study room was 
in the Augustinian monastery’s tower wing. 
In studying Scripture night and day, it be -
came clear and opened to him “that which 
the gospel reveals.”

 Many, like Luther, have felt the same 
way after accepting the good news of the 
gospel. In like manner it happened when 
Paul preached in Berea, an event to which 
Luther refers in his writings. When the peo-
ple believed God’s Word, they studied the 
Scriptures after the fact to see whether things 

account, Luther studied about God’s grace 
in the Bible in the same way. In particular, 

shall live by faith.”
 Luther recalls: “There I began to com-
prehend God’s righteousness as that upon 
which a righteous one lives, as a gift of God, 
namely by faith. The gospel reveals the righ-
teousness of God…by which the merciful 

-
ten, ‘The just shall live by faith.’” He felt as 
if he had entered the gates of Paradise.

The Holy Spirit Opened Understanding
About 20 years later, Luther recalled that 
phase: “The words ‘God’s righteousness’ and 
‘righteous’ struck my soul like lightning: If 

just, He must mete out punishment. But when 
once in this tower and chamber I pondered 

by faith’ and ‘righteousness of God,’ I soon 
thought about the guidance of God’s grace: 
If the righteous are to live by faith, and if 
the righteousness of God is to bring salva-
tion to everyone who believes, it cannot hap-
pen on our own merit, but by God’s mercy. 
For God’s righteousness is that we are jus-

-
teousness. Now, these words became the 

sweetest words to me. In this tower, the Holy 
Spirit opened Scripture to me.”
 Luther’s comprehension of the righ-

-
tures. In particular, his Epistle to the Romans 
lecture shows that he broke with the scho-
lastic teaching of his time on faith, which 
relied on man’s ability and free will.

Reformation Battle Begins
-

ing of freedom from punishment for sins 
with money. Luther himself had received the 
forgiveness of sins through faith and been 
freed from the guilt of sin. His letter con-
taining the theses to Archbishop Albrecht 
was polite, but the actual matter at hand was 
clear and stark: He asked the archbishop to 
annul the indulgence decree.
 The archbishop acknowledged receiv-
ing the arrogant Wittenberg monk’s tract. 
He sent the theses on to Rome, apparently 
due to the fact that the theses had received 
widespread public attention in Germany. A 
contemporary wrote: “Within two weeks the 
theses spread throughout all Christendom, 
just as if the angels themselves would have 
been the messengers.”
 A lot of fumbling is still apparent in the 
theses, but we can clearly see the main 
principles on the key issues. The main the-
sis is the criticism of the practice where a 
person tries to reconcile his sins with 
money. The preceding theses already were 
the lead-in for it:

1.  When our Lord and Master Jesus Christ 
said, “Repent’’, he willed the entire life 
of believers to be one of repentance.

remit any penalties except those 
imposed by his own authority or that 
of the canons.

who say that as soon as the money 
clinks into the money chest, the soul 

32.  Those who believe that they can be 
certain of their salvation because they 
have indulgence letters will be eternally 
damned, together with their teachers.

dead, participates in all the blessings 
of Christ and the church; and this is 
granted him by God, even without 
indulgence letters.

42.  Christians are to be taught that the 
pope does not intend that the buying of 
indulgences should in any way be 
compared with works of mercy.

43.  Christians are to be taught that he  
who gives to the poor or lends to the 
needy does a better deed than he  
who buys indulgences.

49.  Christians are to be taught that papal 
indulgences are useful only if they do 
not put their trust in them, but very 
harmful if they lose their fear of God 
because of them.

62.  The true treasure of the church is the 
most holy gospel of the glory and 
grace of God.
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The Reformation Began with Finding 
Righteousness of Faith
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Elector Frederick the Wise, in the 
spring of 1521, took Luther to the safety 
of Wartburg castle. There Luther 
translated the New Testament from 
Greek to German.


