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INTRODUCTION

Man is born of woman.

It is she who

watches over and cares for him during his tender
years.

It is she who first teaches him to commend

himself to his Maker.

In fact, it is she who is

the dominating influence of his early years.

Next

to the mother's influence, during this period, comes
that of the father and the home.

These are the

major factors which tend to form the character of
the individual during the first seven years of his
life.

Prom this time on, however, other factors

enterj the school that he attends, the books that he
studies, the character and mode of instruction, the
teacher and his views, the companions with whom he
associates and the character of the age, all con
tribute their share in the formation of his charac
ter.
Having completed his course of study, he
takes his place in the world and consciously or un
consciously puts into practice, at least to a certain
degree the principles that he has derived from his
earlier life.

In so doing he may or may not become

famous but if renown is obtained his name is handed

down to posterity.

Whether or not we agree with

.him is of little importance but that we know him
is-- so it is with Martin Luther.
The writer of this paper does not propose
to enter into a lengthy biography of the man Tinder
study, as this would be the work of a lifetime.
Neither is it my purpose to treat of the doctrines
of Martin Luther from a theological standpoint but
rather to take his doctrine of justification and
salvation and attempt to show from what predominatinfluence it was derived.

Because of the

nature of the subject the writer will not attempt
to follow the chronological order of Luther's life
but rather will begin with 1521, the year of his
break with the Church.
The years of 1517-21 are the four most
eventful years of Luther's life and culminated in
his cutting asunder all the ties which had bound
him to the Catholic Church and world.

At that time

we find him a tall, lean,-*- careworn figure of
thirty-eight.

A wealth of black hair hung down

over his high forehead.

A pair of deep set dark

eyes, peering out from beneath his heavy eyebrows,
1. Griasar's, p. 86.

possessed a peculiar impressive gleam that express
ed a twinkle of love for a friend and a spark of
hate for an enemy.

His sad but resolute features

betrayed the conflict he was waging against himself
within and the world without.

In conversation, he

possessed a pleasing vivacity which enabled him to
exert a powerful influence over those with whom he
came in contact.

In debate, he was defiant, de

termined, coarse, abusive and willing to sacrifice
principle in order to carry his point.

Maritian1

has summed up his character thus.
"Martin Luther, strong suramoner of the great undefined powers which
lie dormant in the creature of flesh,
was gifted with a nature at once real
istic and lyrical, powerful, impressive,
brave and sad, sentimental and morbidly
sensitive."
And he adds vehemence, kindness, generosity, tender
ness, pride, vanity and stubbornness as features
of his personal character.

Besides those already

mentioned might be added, a tenacious memory, a
brilliant but unbridled imagination and an ungovernable

temper.

His quick and excitable mind produced

discontent and ceaseless activity which marked the1
2
1. Maritian, p. 4 ff.
2. Alzog, Vol. H I , p. 126 ff.

period of his transition and change.

During his

entire life traces of morbid fear and scrupulosity
appear while during his later life he has been ac
cused of gluttony and drankedness.

The writer of

this paper is inclined to think that the last ac
cusation has been somewhat overdrawn-^- due to the
nature of Luther’s mode of expressing himself when
he wishes to emphasize some particular idea.

In

his later life especially he is prone to extremes
and it is not uncommon to hear him say while argu
ing his point, that he is not yet drunk or similar
expressions.

However, to say that Luther was a

temperate man would also be folly; I here wish to
distinguish between the terms, "well drunk" and
"drunk well."
In his writings and oratory he is capable
of imitating the masters of classic language but
more frequently descends the language of the Saxon
filth and abuse, which even the most radical of
humanists would not dare to approach.2

in his

better mood he possesses a freshness of style mark
ed by humor and spontaneity which captivates the
popular mind and embarasses his opponent.
1. Grisar's, Vol. Ill, p. 294 ff.
2. Ibid., Vol. IV, p. 313.

In short,1
2

he is a revolutionary character rather than a re
former.

He knew well how to tear down and destroy

existing traditions but he was unable to rebuild or
offer a worthy substitute.

THE AGE IN WHICH HE LIVED

Martin Luther was borne in a restless age.
He was the product rather than the producer 1 of
the times but he was fitted to become the leader of
the masses.

Why?

Because he was borne of peasant

stock, and could understand their feelings; he was
a member of the clergy and as such commanded a
certain respect while the fact that he was a pro
fessor of an important university added to his pres
tige.

His marvelous eloquence and sonorous voice

won for himself the hearts of his people and his
quick mind enabled him to detect their likes and
dislikes.
That the period in which Luther lived was
a restless age can easily be seen.

The Age of Cru

sades had begun at the close of the eleventh century.
Wave after wave of armoured knights swept across
Europe during the next two centuries in a vain
attempt to rescue the Holy Lands from the Turk#

A1_

though the primary object was not accomplished the
movement in Itself could not be without results.

The

clash of arms aroused the spirit of adventure which
1. Baudrillart, p. 94 ff.

was to show itself at the opening of the 16th
century in the form of the age of discovery* and a
spirit of freedom.

They had come in contact with

new peoples and new ideas.

The imagination was de

veloped and the discoveries of the age seemed to
conflict with the existing beliefs of the time so
that the ordinary man of the day was ready to over
throw any of his tenets, and the long existing "Age
of Implicit Faith” gave way before the doctrines of
liberty of thought and equality of action.

Again*

the Age of the Crusades acquainted them with the
products of the East and aroused a desire for the
same.

Then followed an age of commerce.

Cities rose

at every vantage point and soon became the centers
of trade and exchange.

With commerce came the age

of leisure and the development of the school and uni
versity resulting in the overthrow of the ecclesi
astical cultural supremacy of the times.
When Marcus Manlius followed the Gauls
north out of Rome he little realized that he was be
ginning a policy, the effects of which would be felt
more than a thousand years later,

it was then that

Rome entered upon her career of conquest, which was

8

to extend to all the then known world and result in
the destruction of the very idea of nationalism of
state and blood.

Then followed a long period of

latent submission, in which Rome and Roman law
stood supreme.

Out of the ruins of Rome and the

migration of nations grew a new nationalism,1 not
of state or government, not of race or blood, not
of language or religion, but of amalgation.

This

new nationalism was accompanied by a spirit of unity
among the people which expressed itself in the growth
of the royal power, the rise of a common language
in the various sections and the development of a new
class of society, the Third Estate, which was to re
place the nobility in importance.

The nationalsim

which in other countries strengthened unity, tended
to destroy the unity of the Empire.

For the empire

was a conglomeration of the several races so that
within the Empire nationalism did develop the feel
ing of racial unity of the parts and antagonist! to
the central government.
To the individual of today it is very diffi
cult to realize the importance of the rise of common
language.

It must be remembered that up to this

1. Hulme, p. 50-9.
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period there was little or no intercourse between
the various sections of the land; consequently
there was no common mode of expression outside the
Latin tongue.

Latin was the language of the edu

cated man and the languages of today were then but
dialects of local intercourse.

As the vernacular

languages gained in importance it is only natural
to expect that the feeling of unity would follow
linguistic boundaries.
The rise of the city, which has been re
ferred to above, was the result of commerce.
also was the Third Estate.

So

It was that class which

controlled commerce and as time passed they gained
political supremacy within the city.

Imbued with

the spirit of Nationalism as opposed to mediaeval
universality, it is only natural that they would
be the first to question the authority of the Church.
Since it was the king's peace which brought them
political power and prosperity it was likewise
natural that they would be strong supporters of the
royal power.

10

THE EMPIRE

The decline of the empire became noticeable especially after the

period of the interregnum.

It will be remembered that it was during this period
that the empire had two emperors, both foreigners,!
neither of which did anything to better the con
ditions.

This was the period of disorder, robber

knights swarmed through the land and their swords
were law.

By 1273 the office of emperor had become

definitely elective and had fallen into the control
of the Seven Electors,

it was to their advantage

that the office should remain weak.

This accounts

for the accession of the Hapsburgs who then had only
a small allegiance.

Another reason for the weakness

of the empire during this period was the rise of the
cities.

Given over almost entirely to commerce it

was to their advantage to protect their occupation.
The emperor was far distant and could not be relied
upon for the protections

of trade so that the city

leagues, such as the Hanseatic, Rhenish and Suabian,

in the political life of the empire.
The cities were surrounded by the terrifcory of the princes.

This class, intent upon their

own supremacy were constantly warring among them
selves for the acquisition of new land.

Not only

did they attack one another but they busied them
selves in the destruction of the influence and
power of the emperor on the one hand and the eco
nomic wealth of the city on the other. 1

Proud of

tneir noble birth but always pinched for money
they regarded the wealth of the new cities as their
legal plunder.

Not only from within were forces

sapping the strength of the empire, outside influ
ences were at work as well.

Between 1490 and 1520

the Hapsburg family had,through marriage, succeeded
in acquiring the balance of power in Europe.

This

naturally aroused the jealousy of the other rulers,
especially that of France and England who did all
in their power to weaken the empire.

In such con

flicts the emperor generally found himself without
resources or army except that which he could gather
Prom his own private possessions.
At the base of society was the peasantry
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more fortunate than their ancestors but still
smarting under certain injustices.1

The duties

to the noble were again on the increase and taxes
were gradually being shifted from the shoulders of
the nobles to the peasant.

The economic benefits

which they had hoped to derive from their compara
tively new liberties were gradually slipping from
their grasp just when they had begun to look forward
to still better times.

They were no longer will

ing to render even the same services that had been
required.

In the city, they likewise saw an in

fringement of their rights.

Labor was becoming

more specialized and monopolies were being gained
oy tne various classes.

The manufacturers and the

capitalists in general were depriving them of their
just rights.

The State also aroused the anger of

the peasant.

The cost of administration was in

creasing and had to be born by the peasant without
a marked increase in benefits.

They were according

to their way of thinking, even being robbed by the
State.

This idea was obtained from the fact that

the process of enclosure was being carried on extenslvely, especially with reference to pasture and
1. Hulme, p. 245 ff.
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woodland.
It was not without chagrine that the
peasant noted the change in the Clergy.

The in

crease in Church taxes were displeasing to the
peasant, especially in view of the fact that the
higher Clergy were living in luxury to the neglect
of their religious duties and contrary to the spirit
of early Christians.

Such was the attitude of the

peasant class at the turn of the 16th century,

it

is little wonder then, that they were ready to
support any reform that might offer them some re
lief from their burdens.

TEE CHURCH

At the head of the Church of Europe was
the Pope.

The office as established by Christ

made him supreme in faith and morals.

By a long

and gradual growth the office had acquired temporal
possessions until the time of Charlemagne it had
become a temporal power as well.

Moreover, medi

aeval law recognized the Pope as supreme arbitrat
or of Europe.

During the period of the formation

of the nations of Europe this office had a whole
some effect upon society but by the 16th century
had undergone a serious decline.

Some of the

popes entered upon their office almost entirely
for political1 purposes or became politically in
clined during their term of office.

This naturally

resulted in friction between the Church and State,
to the detriment of both.

This was especially the

case of Alexander VI, Julius n

and Leo the X.

Even before this time the Papacy suffered a loss
of prestige

by the Avignon residence and the Great

Western Schism.

Under such conditions it could be

expected that anti-papal heresy would find many
adherents and this was the case.

By the middle

of the 15th century an honest effort was made to
reform 1 the conditions but they did not effectviely root out the evil.

At that time it could

have been questioned whether even a Gregory the
VII could have done better. 2

Such were the con

ditions of the Papacy when Luther journeyed to
Rome and it is not astonishing that the effects on
such an impulsive nature as his would show them
selves.
When these conditions existed in the
Papacy it is to be expected that similar evils
would develop among the hierarchy.

Worldly minded

Bishops were to be found frequently.3

Sons of the

nobility frequently sought and obtained these
offices, there developed a system of plurality of
benefices among the clergy which resulted in a
life of luxury and vice.4
frequent.

Concubinage was not in

They realized that they were doing what

was forbidden and did not blame the Church for it.
We even find that sometimes such men underwent a
1.
2.
3.
4.

Hulme, p. 501 ff.
Ibid, p. 155.
Grisar’s, Vol. I, p. 46 ff.
Denifle, p. 7 ff.

change of heart and mended their ways.
The condition of the lower clergy con
trasted strongly with that of their superiors.!
Stripped of the wealth by the excessive tax of
their superiors they frequently eked out a bare ex
istence.

Driven to such a condition it is not im

probable that they frequently turned to other means
of livelihood.

The number of clergy proved to be

another evil of the times.

There are on record

numerous instances where the number of priests at
tached to certain churches run into the hundreds 2
whose duty it was to say Mass in some nearby endow
ed chapel.

The only obligation upon such priests,

besides saying of daily Mass, was the recitation of
their office.

This practice, combined with the

above mentioned conditions, tended to bring about a
decline in the education and learning of the clergy.
When we consider the political and re
ligious conditions of the times we can readily see
that the two will frequently come into conflict.
The princes constantly striving for power and wealth
will turn a greedy eye toward the possessions of the
Higher Clergy.
1. p a r t s ' ,
¿ • Iuiu. •

The abuses of the latter will be a

Vol. 1, p. 49 ff.

constant invitation for attack.

That Martin Luther

was not aversed to such an attack 1 was already
shown as early as 1516.

By this time evidences of

his mental turning away, were apparent.

in his ad

dress to the laity he taught that the temporal pos
sessions of the clergy, even to the extent of the
vestments of the church, should he taken over by
the temporal powers and the clergy should confine
their activities to spiritual things only.

Later,

in his address to the emperor, he encourages the
civil power to abolish many of the feasts, holy days,
and even the Masses for the dead.1
2
we will again refer.

1. Grisar’s, Vol. I, p. 230.
2. Alzog, Vol. Ill, p. 28.

To this latter

HUMANISM

Having seen something of the political
and religious condition on the continent and es
pecially of the Empire, let us turn our attention
to the intellectual condition of the same period.
The age of the Crusades initiated a revival in
learning and which later was enormously fostered
by the invention of the printing press.

This re

birth of learning, was no longer confined to the
clergy as of old.

Men in all walks of life began

to show a thirst for knowledge, which found ex
pression in all forms of literature and art.

it

was here that the rise of the vernacular languages
became of primary importance.
Men were able to express their ideas and
communicate them much more extensively than before.
This phase of the Renaissance is known as Humanism
and found its interest in the ancient classics.
Humanism, although not a revolt in itself, did pre
pare the way for revolution.!

Many humanists be

came interested not alone in the mode of expression
of the ancients but actually assimilated the princi
ples of the pagans, applied them to their ideas and1
1. Baudrlllart, p. 3 ff.

19

attempted to justify their actions by them.

Thus

we can see that when the Church did,at times,
oppose the humanistic movement it was not the cul
tural element or the study of nature but rather
the pagan spirit of antiquity that was being con
demned.

Although not entirely devoid of religion,

this new movement did encourage licentiousness of
thought and action.1

it sought to surplant the medi

aeval age of "Implicit Faith” by an age of unbridled
subjectivism,

it emphasized the idea of self-de

velopment and the individual responsibility of man
and thus laid the foundation of our modern age.
In its philosophy it was directly opposed
to the mediaeval system.

This was more important

because Scholasticism, which had done so much for
the intellectual development in former centuries,
was then in a state of decay.2

The ancient Fathers

of Scholastic philosophy of the 12th and 13th
centuries were practically unknown and their system
had partly been supplanted by the quibbling of terms.
As opposed to this the new philosophy emphasized
form rather than content; in fact, this was the
chief feature of Humanism, whether or not a person

1

1. Hulme, p. 73. ------------------- ------- ------- —
2. Grisar s, Vol. I, p. 130 ff.

has anything to say he must express it in elegant
form.
The spread of Humanism was due to two
reasons, its appeal and method.

All classes were

interested in it; to the lower class 1 it was an
opportunity to advance themselves intellectually
while to the rich courtiers it furnished them with
an opportunity to display their desire for luxury.
In its method it was unique. 1
23

The exponents of

Humanism were not infrequently wanderers; travel
ling from place to place they taught their
doctrines in the universities which were located
in the cities and imbued with the idea of freedom.
Humanism as a revival of antiquity effect
ed nations quite differently.

To Germany it was

not the revival of the glorious past of the nation
and this accounts for the religious turn in this
section.

Within the Empire the aim was the criti

cism of the social conditions and of the ecclesi
astical abuses.

The slogan was "Return to the

Primitive Christianity."
The positive effects of Humanism on Martin
1. Hulme, p. 100.
2. Ibid, p. 210.
3. Baudrillant, p.

25.

Luther might be said to be very small.

True, he

attempted a reform of the conditions but in this
he was preceded by Erasmus,

It was this humanist

that had the greatest positive humanistic influence
upon Luther.

Although many of their aims and

doctrines they held in common they differed radical
ly in their methods and this accounts for Erasmus«
early break with the young "Reformer." 1

it is

true that Erasmus cannot be held up to the world
as a model of Christian piety but it must ever be
said to his credit, that in his attempt at reform,
he maintained his discussions in the language of
the learned and avoided giving scandal to the lower
classes.

It was he who represented the moderate

element, as late as 1519 2 he was counselling moder
ation on the part of Luther and at the same time
urged the Pope not to proceed with force to condemn
Luther.3

Luther, on the contrary, wrote most of

his polemics in the vernacular language and thereby
appealed to the common people,

in the beginning

Luther was encouraged in his work by bits of praise 4
dropped from the pen of his predecessor and for this
1.
2.
3.
4.

Preserve Smitn, p. 199 ff.
Hyma, p. 233.
Smith, p. 201.
Mangan, p. 113.

-------—
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Luther was extremely pleased to think that he should
be recognized by the leader of the age.
Another Humanist that had important bear
ing on the reformation in Germany was that of Ulrich
von Hutten.

Borne1

of noble parents he thought he

perceived that the financial suffering of Germany
was due to the Papal exactions and he engendered the
spirit of rebellion against Rome.

His motives were

quite different from many of the more honest Human
ists.

Educated for the priesthood2

at Fulda he

became acquainted with the Humanistic movement,
lost .his faith and fell into a life of vice which
brought him to an early grave.

He affiliated himself

with the robber-knight of the age and long before
Luther•s break with the Church had preyed upon the
ecclesiastical property.

He was a member of the

younger Humanists and was anxious for the conflict;
as a result, he encouraged Luther despite the fact
that he had nothing in common with the reform, save
the seizure of Church property.
A third Humanist, and one who was to remain
a Hf®long friend of Luthers, was Justus Jonas.
The influence of this man was confined, for the most
part to the period after Luther’s break with the
1. Hulme, p. 217 ff.
---------------- — -----2. Alzog, Vol. Ill, p. 29 ff.
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Church.

He proved to be one of the firmest believ

ers of the new doctrine, despite the fact that he
was unable to understand the tenets,

it was just

this element1 that attracted Luther to him.

in

many instances he proceeded further in the doctrine
t an his master, and in his later years was troubled
by his conscience quite similar to that which Luther
experienced.
That there was an attempt at reform from
within the Church is apparent from the list of
publications by men like.the Dominican Nider 1
2 and
such men as Geiler, Pirstinger and Pelayo.
last two are of special importance,

The

it was in 1519

that Bertold Pirstinger published his lamentation
concerning the condition of the Clergy.

in his

"Onus Ecclesias" he complains of the excessive
wealth, luxury, neglect, the worldliness and sensu
ality of the bishops, while Pelayo the Franciscan
of Spain had complained of a similar condition in
the South.

1. Grisar»s, Vol. Ill, p p . 413-416
2. Ibid, Vol. I, pp. 48-60.

MARTIN LUTHER

Martin Luther was born November 10, 1483.
His early life was one of Spartan severity, con
trolled. both by the law of God and man.

By his

own admission, we learn that the rod was probably
the best and most used article of the Luther house
hold.

Martin makes frequent reference to the

punishments he received at the hands of both his
mother and father.1

At times, he seems to have re-

sented and held a grudge against his father on ac
count of these.

As far as discipline is concerned,

they seem to have helped him very little as his
early school life contains similar and frequent
references to corporal punishment.
Hans Luther, the father of young Martin,
was of peasant stock.

Being the oldest of the

family, according to Saxon custom, he had to make
his own way in the world, and this accounts for the
extreme poverty of the family during the childhood
of Martin.

Hans possessed a violent temper and tra

dition has it, that the reason for his removal from
Mohr a to Eisleben was to escape punishment for
1. Beard, p. 121 ff.
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murder.

At Eisleben he became a miner and later

moved to Mansfeld where through frugality he be
came quite prosperous and is reputed to have owned
two furnaces.2

It was while living here that

Hans became interested in politics and conceived
the idea of educating his brilliant young son in
the legal profession. 3
Margaret Ziegler Luther was the mother of
Martin.

She, like her husband, was very industri

ous and labored hard even after taking up their
abode at Mansfeld,

It was she who, with her young

son, carried the wood from the forest to warm the
house.

Profoundly religious, she taught young

Martin the primitive elements of his religion; but
herself a victim of Saxon mythology, 5 she instil
led into her son much of the superstition that was
to play such an important part in his later life.
One example will suffice to show the effects that
persisted throughout Martin’s life; he says,
"In my native country there is
a high hill called the Pubelberg, on
top of which is a lake; if one throws
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Beard, p. 119.
McGiffert, Arthur C., p. 10.
Smith, Preserve, pp. 1-5.
Ibid, p. 2 ff.
Ibid, p. 3.

4259?
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a stone into the water a great
tempest will arise over the whole
region, for it is the habitation
of captive devils. Prussia is full
of them, and Lapland full of witches.”
Young Martin began his education at the
village school while he was still very young.
Le was frequently chastised ^ and mentions as many
as fifteen floggings within one morning,

in his

later life he says that it was this cruelty that
drove him to the monastery.

At the age of thirteen

he left home to attend school at Magdenburg and
after that time was seldom to return.

At Magdenburg,

he supported himself by begging and singing on the
street; this was not uncommon during the period and
might be compared to our system of scholarships.
The following year he attended school at Eisenbach
and was befriended, while singing on the street, by
a certain prominent woman by the name of Frau Cotta.
This seems to be the first kind treatment he had ex
perienced in his life.
In 1501 we find Martin a bright and in
dustrious student at Erfurt.

His parental financial

condition had improved somewhat and he had taken up
a liberal education which he completed with honors
1. Grisar *s, Voi. I, p.

I

5 .-------------

------------

and his Master's degree in 1505.

He began the

study of law, according to his father's wishes,
only to suddenly enter the monastery a few months
later.

At this time Erfurt was noted for its im

morality and drunkedness, and Luther in later life
frequently mentions the fact, but it is quite
certain that he did not indulge in the evils of
the city life.

As far as we know he was moderate

of action and an apt student and ranked high in all
his classes.
That such a character as Martin Luther
could long remain ignorant of Humanism is im
possible.

It was at Erfurt that he became acquaint

ed with the Humanistic movement, and it was this
city that was one of the principal centers of the
new culture in Germany.

Since the conflict between

the two schools was not clearly distinguishable in
Germany it cannot be said that Luther was influenced
to a very great extent by it.

That he entered into

the classical element, is true, but he did not
assimilate the ideas of the movement to the extent
that his staunch supporter Hutten and the rest did.
This is shown by the fact that during his spare time
1. Smith, Preserve, p. 6 ff.
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he succeeded in translating many of the latin class
ics, as Cicero, Virgil, Horace and several others.1
As late as 1516 we find that the theology and spirit
of Humanistic reform was lacking in Luther.2

It was

then that he wrote to his friend Lang expressing his
*

disapproval of the Theology that was being taught
at Erfurt and to Spalatin concerning the "Epistolae
obscurorum virorum."

In this latter letter he re

gards the author as imprudent and a clown.
As to the actual incident which influenced
Martin to become a monk there is a vast devergence
of opinion.

It is said that Martin, while a student

at Erfurt, beheld the Prince of Anhalt, clad in the
garb of a monk, begging on the street and was deeply
influenced by the sight, and resolved to become a
Monk.

it is quite probable that a character such

as Martin Luther would be influenced by an event of
this kind.

The same author also mentions a second

factor which might have influenced Luther in becom4
ing a monk; this was the plague of 1505 at Erfurt.
The writer is rather inclined to discount this as a
real reason because Luther, on two later occasions,
1.
2.
3.
4.

Grisar's, Vol. I, p 7 if.-----------~ — — ------Ibid, p. 90 ff.
Kostlin, pp. 25-33.
Ibid, p. 88.

distinguished himself by caring for the afflicted
at Wittenberg.

Realizing the impulsiveness of

Luther's character, the writer is inclined to ex
cept Grisar's or Smith's explanation of his sudden
entrance into the monastery.
When Martin Luther was attending university
at Erfurt he was already troubled by the sense of
sin and judgment of a stern God.

A more probable

explanation of his sudden conversion, then, is
that he decided to retire from the outside world
to the quiet of the monastery, in an attempt to ob
tain peace of conscience and reconciliation with
c— — -— — ------------------- _____
God. Both Smith and Grisar hold this reason in
1
common.
Martin Luther's character was not dominat
ed by a single influence.

Morbidly sensitive of

sin, troubled with thoughts of predestination^ and
consequently driven to despair of his own works he
was one day returning to Erfurt when he was over
taken by a storm.

He sought refuge under a tree

and was almost struck by lightning.

In confusion

and terror he cried out, "Save me, dear St. Anne,
and I will become a monkj"
1. Smith, pp. 8-13.
2. Grisar, Vol. I, p. 126.

It seems as though he
-- ----— -------

was, at the same time, grieving over the sudden
death of a near friend and classmate; so that,
under these conditions such a vow from a character
like Luther is not at all surprising.

His strength

of will and determination is shown by the fact that
he resolved to keep his vow despite the arguments
of his friends, regarding its validity and the
question of true vocation.
Martin Luther entered the Augustinian monas
tery at Erfurt on July 17, 1505; the fact that he
had already merited his Master*s degree won for him
a certain respect among his superiors.

It was

customary, in the monastery, to impose certain hu
miliating duties upon the novice in order to in
culcate the virtue of humility in the new member.
In respect for his degree, Luther was quickly re
lieved of these duties, so that from the very be
ginning he lacked the fundamental training of the
order.

1

During his entire novitiate he seems to

have been treated kindly and as a result very well
satisfied with his new position in life,

in his

later life, however, he complains that he was
troubled about his confession but, according to the
1. Grisar, Vol. I, p. 9 ff.

evidences from Luther’s own lips, good counsel was
not wanting in his case.
The Augustinian order had suffered a re
ligious decay

and during the last quarter of the

15th century an attempt at reform resulted in the
division of the order into two factions, one known
as the Observantines and the other the Conventuals.
At first, Luther belonged to the former and was
under the supervision of a representative of the
Vicar-General at Rome .

2

Staupitz, the Vicar in

Germany, was now attempting to affect a reunion be
tween the two factions and this was again the
occasion for a conflict which was probably the
reason for Luther’s journey to Rome.

This dispute

occurred during Luther’s course of theology, and
as will be seen later, seriously disturbed his
studies.

3
As has been said, the Scholasticism which

Luther studied was in decay.

Marked by the absence

of St. Thomas’ sound logic and depth of thought,

4

it was given over to Nominalistic speculation and
criticism which developed in Luther that desire for
1.
2.
3.
4.

Smith, p. 8 ff. —
Grisar, Vol. I, p. 29 ff.
Ibid., p. 128 ff.
Ibid., p. 130 ff.

------ — ----- — ---

debate so characteristic in his later life.

Dur

ing his study of philosophy and theology he be
came acquainted with the Bible and made frequent
use of it in his debates.

This was due to a

certain repugnance to the Occamistic philosophy
which he was forced to study but it pleased his
superior, Staupitz, exceedingly. 1

prone to follow

his own tastes, Luther imbibed the false teachings
of Occam and de» Ailly on the jurisdiction of the
2

Pope and Church,

while at the same time he op

posed their ideas when they attempted to over
emphasize the natural powers of man at the expense
of Grace; and it is here that we find that Martin
Luther took his first step toward his break with
the Church.

His appeal to the Bible often em-

barassed his professors and developed within him
the spirit of self-sufficiency, and a disregard
for authority.

Another grievance which Luther en

tertained against Occamism was the prominent
position that the pagan Aristotle held in the
system, so when he did find a theological error he
assumed that all Scholastics had been guilty of
the same mistake
1.
2.
3.
4.

4

yet he eagerly seized upon the

Grisar, vol. I, p. 14.------------------------ —
Ibid., p. 1 2 .
Ibid., p. 132.
Ibid, p. 136 ff.

Nominalistic doctrine of imputation which fitted
his own peculiar character.
Had the theological course which Luther
studied been ideal, it is very doubtful that he
would have derived the proper benefits from it
when we consider the conditions under which he
labored.

1507
studies ,1

It was in

his theological

that Martin Luther began
in Erfurt.

The time

which should have been set aside for quiet study
proved to be one of continued activity.

in ad

dition to his theological studies he pursued his
interest in the Bible, often times to the neglect
of the former.

Before completing the required

period of study he was called to Wittenberg to
lecture on Philosophy and Scripture and was ex
pected to continue his study of theology and dis
putation.

Under such conditions it is probable

that he was unable to do justice to either, yet at
the end of one term his first theological degree
was conferred upon him.

In 1509 he was recalled

to Erfurt where he continued in the same capacity
while the duty of supervising the novices was added
to his already too numerous duties.

His marvelous

I. Grisar, voi. I, p. 127 ff.----------------------

capacity for work is shown by the fact that, in
order to facilitate his study of the Bible, he be
gan the study of Greek and Hebrew.
As has been mentioned above, a quarrel,
between the two factions, was in progress, and had
seriously hampered Luther’s study but it was in
1510-11 that its effects were most seriously felt.
After five months stay in Rome that same quarrel
was to drive him back to Wittenberg and revolution.
Events moved rapidly; Luther was drawn more and
more from his studies into the arena he loved so
well.

Yet there are many influences which are to

enter Luther’s life before his work begins.

It

was during his second stay at Wittenberg that
Luther began his numerous sermons, one of which is
of special interest to us.

it happened that, dur

ing one of these sermons, the Elector was present
and was very much impressed by the young monk.
Later Staupitz, in the presence of Luther, said to
the Elector, "I will prepare for Your Highness in
this man a very special Doctor, who will please you
well."

To a character such as Luther’s, these

words were not soon forgotten.1
1. Grisar, Vol. I, 'p. 129.

On account of his ability as a debater
and his naturally quarrelsome disposition, while
at Erfurt , 1 many of the professors refrained from
challenging his convictions, so that he was per
mitted to develop his own self-reliance.

Yet it

was on account of this very quality that he was
chosen to represent his party at Rome,

It was with

great joy that the imaginative young monk sent out
for the Eternal City, the city of martyrs,as he
was want to call it.

His joy increased as he pro

gressed through Italy and beheld the material
splendor of it; the beautiful cities and hospitals
especially impressed him.^

it was not until he

had entered the doors of the Augustinian monastery
at Rome that his attitude began to change.

The

reforms which were progressing in Germany were no
where to be found in Rome.

It was the Rome of an

Alexander VI and a Julius II which he beheld; a
Rome, glorified in art by the Renaissance, but de
based in morals.

Luther’s critical mind was quick

to perceive the corruption of Rome, yet it did not
weaken the faith within him.

He, like all other

Grisar, Vol. I, p^ 24 and passim.
2. Ibid., p. 31 ff.

pilgrims, performed the exercises at the Scala
Santa, but the refusal of secularization, for
which he sought, embittered him and was to show
its effects later.

Luther returned from Rome as

strong in his faith as ever but immediately took
up the Conventual cause.

This change of front was

due to the fact that his further opposition to
Staupitz would effect his studies rather, than as
a result of his journey to Rome.

No matter what

was the cause, the result was the same; he was re
moved to Wittenberg where discipline was more lax,
and admirers more ardent.
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THE MONK

It has been mentioned above that Luther’s
childhood was one of strict discipline; his conduct
both at home and at school was closely supervised
and severly punished, so that he grew to manhood
in constant fear which produced in him a gloomy
and, in a certain sense, timid character.^

Con

stantly in fear of committing some offense for
which he would be punished, he developed a super
sensitive conscience and a false conception of sin.
His mother especially had much to do with the form
ation of this phase of his character.

A very

devout Christian, she instilled into her young son
a morbid fear of a just God that punishes severely
the slightest fault .

12

Another important factor which cannot be
overlooked is the prenatal influence of his father’s
homicide.

Whether or not, Hans Luther did accident

ly murder a peasant is a question in the writer’s
mind, but certain it is that, Martin never denied it
althouth he was frequently taunted concerning it.
If the murder actually did take place, as tradition
1. Kostlm, p. ¿‘ 5 ff.
2. Mangan, p. 8 8 .
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has it, Martin would probably have been effected.
For it will be remembered that the event is supposed
to have taken place just before the elder Luther’s
removal from Mohra which was during the early
pregnancy of Margaret Luther that resulted in the
birth of Martin.

Now, a deeply religious and sensi

tive woman, with the idea of God as a stern judge
of sinners, she would naturally suffer a severe
shock, the effects of which might influence the off
spring.
For a short time after his entrance into
the monastery he apparently had gained the peace of
mind for which he sought.

Even at this early period

he seems to have been influenced by the remarks of
Nathin, his teacher, who compares the conversion of
Luther to that of Saul; the results of this remark
are shown in his later study when he feels himself
called to his divine mission of reform.

1

As has

been said, the philosophy and theology, which he
studied, was Occamism; to this Luther was opposed
by nature.

He was not a man of logical mind and too

impulsive to weigh his terms, so that from the out
set he acquired a dislike for these studies which he
1. Grisar, Vol. I, p . 4 ff.

39

regarded as true Scholasticism.

1

The emphasis

Occamism placed upon the natural powers of man
likewise repelled Luther and tended to drive him
to rely on the Bible alone.

It was on account of

this opposition that he derived, to a great extent,
his doctrine of Grace, as opposed to good works.
Again the Nominalistic philosophy of the day practi
cally denied the effects of original sin upon man;
this, of course drove Luther to the other extreme.
He denied the possibility of good acts on the part
of man and held that Grace did all.

But by Grace,

it must be remembered that, Luther meant justifying
grace; he like his Occamistic masters practically
denied the existence of actual grace.
His doctrine of imputation came next.

Rob

bed of the ability to perform good acts he was seek
ing a means of justification and as a result he fell
back upon the philosophy which had started him on
his downward path.
and pride

Led on by his self-sufficiency

"he entered the camp of the enemy with

out fully realizing his own transition."

Occam and

his school had taught the possibility of imputation
and this Luther accepted as fact because it fitted
1. Grisar, Vol. I, p. 151 ff.------------ -----------2. Ibid., p. 120 f f .
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into his doctrine on predestination, emphasized
the power of grace and placed salvation on the
merits of Christ.

1

Thus the Occamistic theory

of acceptation became a dogma of Luther and render
ed Sanctifying grace superfluous.

As a result of

his new doctrine of imputation he seems to imagine
that he has placed faith above reason and conse
quently teaches that philosophy and theology may
contradict each other,

it might be well to mention

that Luther’s doctrine of faith was accompanied by
a gradual decline in his religion with which we will
deal later.

Stauplitz, his superior who was in

clined toward mysticism, encouraged Luther in his
doctrine of imputation and under these conditions
it is only natural that Luther’s opposition to
good works grew, and finally led him to the denial
of free-will.

Upon this point however, Luther was

never quite clear, as he frequently reverts to the
true Catholic doctrine in later years.

His ideas

on free-will are briefly summed up in the following
quotation.

1

.

1

’’If we believe that Satan is the
Prince of this world, who constantly
attacks the Kingdom of Christ with all
Grisar, Vol. II p . 273 ff, from Luther’s "De
Servo Arbitrio."

his might and never releases the human
beings he has enslaved without being
forced to do so by the power of the
Spirit of God, then it is clear that
there can be no free-will.” Either God
or Satan rules over man; to this pet
thought he adds: "The matter stands
simply thus... when God is in us, the
devil is absent and then we can will
only what is good* Neither God nor
Satan leaves us with an indifferent will.
when the stronger of the Two comes upon
us, he says, and makes a prey of us,
snatahing us away from our former ruler
we become servants and prisoners to such
an extent that we desire and do gladly
what he wills (>ut velimus et facimus
libenter quae ipse velit»). Thus the
human will stands," Luther continues,
using a simile which has become famous,
like a saddle-horse between the two.
If God mounts into the saddle, man wills
and goes forward as God wills... but if
the devil is the horseman, then man wills
and acts as the devil wills. He has no
power to run to the one or the other of
the two riders and offer himself to him
but the riders fight to obtain possession
of the animal•"»
As a result of his doctrine on imputation and free
will Luther had arrived at his doctrine of abso
lute predestination, even to hell, before he began
his Commentary on the Romans.

Before studying

this work it will be necessary to consider another
element which influenced Luther in his development
and to this we will now turn our attention.

42

MYSTICISM

Just as the hair splitting practices of
Occamisin had repelled Luther, so In a similar
manner, Mysticism attracted him.

That powerful

mode of expressing man’s innermost depth of
communion with God had distinguished some of the
best minds of the scholastic philosophers.

Although

not Scholasticism in the strict sense of the term,
it did not oppose that school; in its best form It
taught the same doctrines but in a much different
manner.

Its lofty mode of expression was frequent

ly susceptible to misinterpretation and this ele
ment of obscurity which appealed to the imaginative
Luther.

The master of Mysticism and the man who

was to cast the greatest Mystic influence upon
Luther was John Tauler .

1

Although a strict Catho

lic theologian himself, his manner of expression
contrasted greatly from the cut and dried language
of the philosophy with which Luther had come in
contact; it was just this that attracted Luther.
He was to some extent acquainted with Bernard of
1. Grisar,, Vol. I, p. 167 ff.
2. Ibid., p. 83 ff.
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Clairvaux and Bonaventure but it was Tauler that
attracted him most.

The obscure and ambiguous

writings of this author appealed to his imagination
and he began to read into them his own idea.

When

Tauler speaks of self-abandonment and complete sur
render of the soul to God he is merely attempting
the renunciation of self-love and pridej Luther,
however, reads into Tauler a false passivity on the
part of man which seems to lead him on in the
solution of his problem of justification. 1

This

passivity was the result both of the negative
effects of Occamism, that is, his opposition to
works and of the misunderstood doctrine of Tauler.
It naturally resulted to jeopardizing the doctrine
of free-will, but as yet, Luther did not attack it.
The effects of mysticism and, in particular,
Tauler are more important because of the fact that
Luther became acquainted with his writings just at
the time of his own spiritual and mental crisis.
This is shown by the fact that during his commentary
on the Psalms which he completed in the spring of
1515, Luther makes no mention of Tauler although the
opportunity often presents itself.
1. Grisar, Vol. I, p. 171.

The first

reference to Tauler, in Luther»s works, is in the
Commentary on the Epistle to the Romans which im
mediately followed that of the Psalms and was com
pleted in the spring of the following year.

As

will be seen later, this was the period when Luther
mentally broke with the Church.

1

Following up this doctrine of passivity
which Luther erroneously derived from Tauler he
gradually arrives at a state of quietism, where
man remains absolutely passive awaiting for God
to act within him ;

2

This same doctrine of pass

ivity tends to establish, for Luther, his doctrine
of absolute predestination which is too mature in
his mind later.

Another phase of the influence of

the mystical language of Tauler on Luther is in
reference the night of the soul .3

Tauler frequent

ly makes use of this expression in relation to
self-humiliation and preparation for justification;
in it he speaks of God»s apparent desertion of man
as a means of preparing him for higher things.
Such passages appealed to the imagination of Martin
Luther, he began to look upon his fears and thoughts
1. Grisar;'Vol. i, p . 1667----------- --------- ----2. Ibid., p. 1 7 9 ff#
3. Ibid., p „ 89 n.
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on predestination as sufferings sent by God to
prepare him for his later work.

It likewise tend

ed to develop within him, the idea of his Divine
mission which appears in his later life,

it may

trutnfully be said that the language of mysticism
served Luther well because it enabled him to cover
up his errors under the guise of piety, yet,
Martin Luther cannot be called a mystic; he assimi
lated its language but not its ideas.

1. Grisar, Vol. I, p. 89~n7

1

SCATTERING OP ENERGIES

men

analyzing the life and activity of

Martin Luther, the reader is struck not only by
his marvelous capacity for work but also the dis
tribution of his energies along various lines.
If one is inclined to condemn Martin Luther too
severely an analysis of a year to year account of
his life might, at least tend to show that his
superiors should bear some of the responsibility
of his errors.

It will be recalled that Martin

Luther entered the monastery in 1505.

Prom the

very outset he was the recipient of exemptions
and dispensations which undermined his humility
and produced within him an attitude of arrogance
toward his fellow-novices.

Two years later he was

ordained to the priesthood, having completed his
philosophy course with high honors.

He began his

study of theology in 1507 which was interrupted
in the following year when he was called to
Wittenberg to lecture on Ethics and probably Dia
lectics. 1

Besides his lectures on Philosophy,

if.

which was a sufficient task in itself, he was
i. Grisar, vol. I, p.

¿1

----------- ---- ----- -
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expected to continue his study of Theology.

Dur

ing this period also, he diligently pursued his
private interest in the study of the Bible besides
satisfying his craving for novelty in his Human
istic study of the Latin Classics,

In 1509 his

studies and lectures were again interrupted by his
removal to Erfurt where he acted in the same ca
pacity besides supervising the novices and attend
ing to various business of the house which sometimes
called him to cities some distance from Erfurt, and
in the following year even to Rome.

Already at

this early date we find traces of that unbridled
temper and an attitude of self-sufficiency which
is to lead him so far astray in later life . 1

The

years of 1511-12 were, for Luther, years of compara
tive quiet due to ill health and his preparation
for his doctorate, which he received in October,
1512.

He immediately began his Commentary on the

Psalms which was to occupy the next two years.

Along

with this work he was busy with many outside lectures
and sermons and it was this period also where his
first signs of change began to show.

His opposition

to good works grew, the Mendicant Orders and the
1. Grisar, VoTT 1^ pi 63 ana passim.

system of Benefices were attacked and above all
the Office of the Choir was seriously opposed just
at the time it was so necessary1 for the proper ex
planation of the Psalms.

The climax of Luther’s

life began in 1515 and lasted until 1519; not that
his doctrine was complete, but rather he had cut
off all possible retreat.

It was in 1516 that

Luther wrote to Lang concerning his duties,2
really ought to have two
secretaries of chancellors. I do
hardly anything all day but write
letters. ...I am at the same time
preacher at the monastery, have to
preach in the refectory and am even
expected to preach daily in the parish
church. I am Regent of the Studium (l.e.
of the young monks) and Vicar, that is
to say, Prior eleven times over (i.e.
of the eleven houses under his super
vision) I have to provide for the de
livery of fish from the Leitzkau pond
and to manage the litigation of the
Herzberg fellows (the monks) at Torgau*
I am lecturing on Paul, compiling an
Exposition of the Psalter and, as I
said before, writing letters most of
the time."
"It is seldom," he adds, "that
I have time for the recitation of the
Divine Office or to celebrate (Mass),
and then too I have my peculiar temp
tations from the flesh, the world and
the Devil."’
Since Luther’s term of office lasted for
three years, that is until 1518, his duties remained
"l. Grisar, Vol. I, p. 268. "
-------------*--2. Ibid., p. 275.

practically unchanged during that time,

Thus we

see that at the time when Luther's conscience was
being so sorely tried he was given over to the ex
acting duties of his office, to the entire neglect
of his spiritual duties.

Further evidences of his

diversity of activity and energy is shown by the
fact that between the years of 1518-21 Luther kept
four presses busy printing his publications. 1

m

1518 alone he published no less than one hundred
and fifty polemics; in 1519 two hundred and sixty,
and in 1521 six hundred and eighty.

In passing we

might mention that these figures alone give suf
ficient proof that drunkenness could not have play
ed a very great part in Luther's falling away from
the doctrines of his youth.

1.

Smith, p. 76 ff.
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RELIGIOUS ELEMENTS

As has been mentioned above Martin Luther's
mother was an extremely religious woman and culti
vated in her young son a deep but somewhat fearful
respect for his Creator.

Time was no cure in the

case of Martin and as he grew to manhood his gloomy
disposition became morbid.
to several reasons.

This condition was due

It had its origin in some re

spect in his gloomy youth but ill health and his
extremely sensitive conscience added to his discom
fort.

His scrupulosity and fear grew to such an

extent that he, on frequent occasions, became subject
to fainting spells.

The first instance on record

is shortly before he decided to enter the monastery,
and for this reason might be attributed to nervous
worry,

which, at least, bordered on physical break

downs.

His extremely sensitive constitution is

shown by the fact upon such occasions music proved
to be one of the best aids in restoring him to
health.

As his doctrine began to take more definite

form, and the influence of mysticism increased he re
garded these afflictions as trials sent by God to
1. Grisar, vol. 1,‘p. 124 ff.----- ------------- —
2. Ibid, Vol, VI, p. 99 ff.

prepare him for higher things. 1

In time, however,

he began to rely more and more on the merits of
Christ in order to obtain peace of mind.

Mangan2

attributes Luther’s troubles of conscience to his
study of the Old Testament which aroused the sex
question in the mind of Luther but it is more
probable that much of Luther’s trouble was that he
tried to fit himself into the life of a reformer to
which he was not called.

3

His studies, also, contributed to the dis
turbing of his inner condition; the Occamistic
doctrine of God’s Arbitrary Will only tended to in
crease the despair within him^ and instilled a
natural dislike for Scholasticism which was also
increased by his Humanistic studies. 5

Another ele

ment of fear which troubled Luther was in connection
with confession.

It is quite certain that John

Platz, like so many other theologians of the day,
was not clear on this question6 and Luther probably
obtained a wrong impression from his teacher, which
later drove him to rely more and more upon himself.
His wrong conception of original sin also
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

Grisar, Vol. I, p. 125. --------- ---------- -—
Mangan, Vol. II, p. 89ff.
Grisar, Vol. I, p. 8 ff.
Smith, p. 13ff.
Grisar, Vol. I, p. 85.
Ibid., p. 294.

led him, eventually, to deny the effects of the
Sacraments, Free-will and the question of indul
gence.

If concupiscence, which to Luther is the

same as original sin, remains after Baptism then
the sacrament is of no value.

Following out this

idea he applies it to Confession^ and declares that
the sins are not imputed hut not removed.

Another

point on Confession which troubled Luther during
his entire life was that of contrition.
At no time during his life did he have the
proper conception of this phase of Confession; the
idea of imperfect contrition was unknown to Luther
and he admitted only that which arises from the
motive of true love of God . 2

That much of his

trouble on the ouestion of Confession was his own
fault is shown by the fact that during his early
monastic life his superiors had instructed him
properly but Luther seldom followed these admonitions
and preferred to retain his own views.^

By his

own admission the sacrament of Confession was at
times a source of pride because having confessed he
regards himself as being better than his fellow monks
1. (>risar," vol. I, p. ¿OS'J--------------------- ----2. Ibid., p. 292.
3. Ibid., p. ll.

Although he never cut himself off completely from
Confession, he did oppose it when his conflict
with the Church came but this was due to his oppo
sition to good works . 1

After his break with the

Church, he does not insist upon the confession of
all mortal sins and his doctrine of justification
2
declares
that the Sacraments are symbols which
strengthen the faith within the recipient and pro
duce the proper effects only in virtue of the
faith of the individual.

Although his doctrine

eliminates the necessity of the Sacraments, he ad
mits two, Baptism and the Eucharist.

He accepts

Confession but regards it as a renewal of Baptism.
Despite the fact that Luther maintained
his belief in the Eucharist throughout his life, he
attacked severely the institution upon which it was
based.

His attack upon the Mass might be attribut

ed to various causes, that his mental condition had
much to do with it is apparent from the fact that
during his first Mass he was hardly able to
'contain himself for excitement and
fear ° he would have rushed down
from the altar had he not been held1
3
2
1. Grisar, Vol. IV, p. 255.
2. Ibid., p. 486 ff.
3. Ibid., Vol. I, p. 15.
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back; the fear of making some mis
take in the ceremonies and so com
mitting a mortal sin, so he says
quite bewildered him.”
With such a morbid mental condition at the outset
of his monastic life it is not surprising that in
1516, when burdened with administrative duties
and urged on by his hatred for good works, he
writes to Lang, "it is seldom,” he adds, "that I
have time for the recitation of the Divine Office
or to celebrate (Mass).”

That there were abuses

attached to the Mass during this time no on will
deny; to these .Luther was opposed but so were all
Christians who had the good of the Church at heart.^
His first open attack on the Mass did not come
until 1520 and was prompted by his hatred for good
works, the Papacy and Christianity in general.
Before attacking the Sacrifice of the Mass
he had seriously undermined it by his doctrines
concerning the Sacraments, especially that of the
Eucharist.

Although he never denied the Real Pres

ence he did deny Transubstafctiation.

He explained

the Real Presence by his doctrine of Impanation and
Ubiquity.

By the former he taught that the substance

1. Grisar, Vol. I, p.275.
“ ----------- — --- ---2. Ibid., Vol. IV, p. 508 ff.

of the bread remained in the Sacrament and that
Christ was present together with it.

In the

latter doctrine he taught that Christ was present
in the Eucharist in virtue of His Omnipresence.
Martin Luther’s attitude toward the Mass,
then, was the result of his doctrine of faith and
might be summed up as follows.
"Luther admits only that which pro
motes faith which saves, hence the
Mass is a memorial of the congre
gation which stimulates faith and
gives testimony to God’s glory.
The pulpit rather than the altar
is the center of worship, and God
is present in the people in virtue
of the word preached from the
pulpit." 1
Another point closely bound up in his
opposition to good works which resulted in his
doctrine of faith is that of Predestination.
Prom his early youth he was burdened with thoughts
of despair of his own salvation; his Confessions
never seemed to give him-satisfaction but this was
frequently due to his own attitude.

By his own ad

mission he failed to follow the advice given to
him and as a result this factor is to determine his
whole course of action . 2

That he was properly in

structed is shown by his notes on Peter Lombard
1. Grisar, vol. IV, p. 5<56.—
2. Ibid., Vol. I, p. 20 ff.

--------------- -—

which he made in 1509; at that time he still con
formed to the teaching of the Church and it was
only after his confusing of the ideas of Concupis
cence and Original Sin that he deviated from the
teaching of the Church. 1

But this was not the only

cause.
The Occamistic school influenced Luther
to a great extent in this phase of his doctrine. 2
Its theory of the arbitrary Divine Will could offer
no comfort to his thoughts of despair and conse
quently increased rather than diminished his anx
ieties.

His misunderstood mysticism also added

fuel to his thoughts on predestination; when he
denied free-will and m a n ’s ability to concur with
God’s grace he thereby made salvation depend en
tirely upon the latter . 3

Before Luther began his

Commentary on the Romans he had already arrived at
his doctrine of absolute predestination even to
Hell.

His commentary on the Psalms probably had

much to do with his development in this respect be
cause the idea becomes stronger when he meets the
passage, "drank the cup of pain for his elect, but
not for all." As a result he began to rely more
1. Grlsar, Vol. I, ¿“ 74“---- -------------- ------2. Ibid., p, 161.
3. Ibid. p. 183 n.

than ever on his idea of Quietism rather than
upon his practice of good works.

Likewise he has

established the Sovereignty of the Will of God

1

as is shown by the following quotation,
"in such cases God commands the
devil of the flesh to tempt a man and
conquer him. It is true that when
God chooses to act graciously He pre
vents the evil; but He also wills to
be severe and to punish, and then He
makes the wicked to sin more abundant
ly ('facit abundantius peccare»); then
He forsakes a man so that he may’not
be able to resist the devil, who
carries out the order and the Will of
God in bringing about the fall,”
When he arrived at the explanation of Chapters

VIII and ix in the Epistle to the Romans, and es
pecially verses

11

ff of the latter, he thinks that

he has found the confirmation of his doctrine of
predestination both to Heaven and hell.^

: Grisar, Vol. l, p. 187 ff.
2. Ibid., p. 191.

t

DOCTRINE OF JUSTIFICATION

The Doctrine of Justification and Sal
vation at which Luther arrived was the natural
outcome of his own character and mental condition.
Prone to extremes and constantly troubled with
thoughts of predestination he had been unable to
pacify his conscience by his good works and conse
quently was driven to despair of himself.

His

opposition to good works was increased by the In
ternal conditions of the Order and he began to rely
more and more upon faith and the merits of Christ . 1
By the time he began his Commentary on the Romans
he had already wandered far from the true teaching
of the Church.
As has been mentioned before, he had al
ready confused Concupiscence with Original Sin and
gradually magnified it to actual sin itself.

Since

Concupiscence remains throughout life and is, to
him, actual sin and damnable, he concludes that man
can do nothing but sin; this, of course, gradually
leads him to deny the free-will of man and conse
quently the ability to perform acts which are meri
torious for salvation.
I. Grisar, Vol. n ,

p.

His idea of faith, likewise

34/
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had undergone a change; to Luther it no longer
meant the submission of the will of man to the
truths revealed by God but rather a personal
trust in Christ's merits and the salvation he was
to give to man.
With this idea of Faith in his mind, we
can easily see how Luther is to be led astray in
his Commentary of the Romans.

Poorly trained in

the virtue of Humility, he had developed within
himself an inordinate pride in his own ability as
an interpreter of the Bible and

1

his natural anti-

pathy to good works urged him on to the conflict.
Mysticism, also, contributed its share to the fall.
St. Paul had been forced to use all his power in
order to destroy the idea of self-righteousness and
satisfaction among the Romans; in this Luther saw
a direct attack upon good works, while the Apostles
suggestive language appealed to his mystical tenden
cies and he began to read his own ideas into the
words of the Apostle.

The admiration of his fellow-

monks, and especially Staupitz, tended to develop
within him a love for himself and his calling,
which he regarded as the highest and only worthwhile
1. Grisar, Vol. IV,"p. 426 ff.-------- ------------
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branch of theology.

His natural aversion to Occam-

ism, which he regarded as Scholasticism, made him
see the neglect of the Bible as the chief cause
for the abuses and corruption within the Church.
That Luther approached the Epistle to the
Romans with the conviction that he would be able
to find proof of his doctrine is shown by the fact
that from the outset he endeavored to prove his
doctrine of imputed righteousness upon the authority
of St. Paul . 1

In the very first chapter, Luther

begins to read his own convictions into the words
of St. Paul; when he arrives at Rom. I, 24, he
shows his lack of Thomistic theology by interpret
ing it as referring to predestination; and by the
time he reaches Chapters VIII and IX, especially
verses

11

ff in the latter, he imagines that he has

proof not only predestination to heaven but even to
2
hell.
Another instance of the subjectivity, which
molested Luther's mind, is shown in Chapter VIII
3 ff, St. Paul is illustrating the fact that, under
the Mosaic law, it is impossible to conquer sin on
account of the corruption of the flesh; Luther pro
ceeds to interpret this passage as a direct attack1
2
1. Cirisar', Vol. I, p.
2. Ibid., p. 188 ff.
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upon the free-will of man,^

For the proof of his

-doctrihe of Imputation, Luther relies on the pass
age of St. Paul to the Romans, Chapter n ,

13.

jn

this, he interprets the verb "to justify" as mean
ing, "to account as, or be declared righteous;"
hence he declares
"we are outwardly righteous be
cause we are justified, not by
our works but only by the repu
tation of God; but His reputation
is not inwardly within us, and is
not within our power." 2
In this we see the traces of his Occamistic train
ing, although he arrives at his doctrine of Justi
fication, that he has not found any real assurance,
is shown in his explanation of Rom. i n ,

22,

when

he says, "We must fear and tremble («timent et
pavent») lest we please not God ; " 3 his doctrine of
certainty is to come much later.

For the proof

of his doctrine of Concupiscence, Luther depends
upon the Romans VII, 17.

According to the Scho

lastic interpretation, the Apostle is speaking with
reference to the unregenerated man but Luther takes
the passage to refer to the regenerated, and as a
consequence thinks he has arrived at a proof the
1. Grisar, tal. I, P<
2. Ibid., p. 215 ff.
3. Ibid., p. 222.

\

existence of Original Sin after Baptism.
Although it was in his Commentary on the
Romans that Luther strayed from the Church, its
actual results did not show in their entirety tintil almost two years later.

By that time, he had

dealt with the Epistle to the Hebrews and, a second
time with Psalms,

1,

it was in the Hebrews XI,

that

Luther1s doctrine of faith underwent some change
which was to bear its fruit in the Commentary on
the Psalms. 21

All this time, there had been one

passage in the Epistle to the Romans that had con
tinually troubled Luther's mind; it was Rom.

1 , 17,

For the justice of God is revealed therein (in
the Gospel) from faith unto faith, as it is written
(Hab. II, 4), »The just man liveth by faith»."

As

yet, he had not changed faith into trust, and re
membering his idea concerning the justice of God it
can be seen that these two ideas troubled his mind
considerably.

The fact that this was also the

period of his Indulgence dispute did not simplify
matters for him; the conflict that was being waged,
his own erroneous doctrinal ideas, and the illusion
of his Divine mission frequently urged him on to
1. Grisar, Vol. I, p. 249.
2. Ibid, p. 251.

act on impulse rather than on calm judgment.

it

was under such conditions as these that Luther
gradually changed faith into trust and finally in
to Justification by faith alone, as will be seen
later
In changing faith into trust, or Fiducial
Faith, came just at the time of his Augsburg trial.
By this, he stripped the Sacraments of their effi
cacy, so that their function depended upon the
faith of thè recipient in the word of God rather
uhan on any power of the Sacraments themselves.
When he came to the passage Psalms XXX,

1,

"deliver

me in Thy justice," he proceeds to explain justice
as meaning righteousness of Christ and notes that
the idea of righteousness, in this sense, is
frequently expressed in the Psalms as work, power,
truth and mercy of God.

Thus it was that the stage

was set for Luther’s new discovery which he at
tributed to Divine revelation.

His own words are

more emphatic; "i knocked imploringly at the verse
of Paul (Rom. I, 17) with a burning thirst to know
what it meant."

He now proceeds to narrate the

event.
1.

G r i s a r , V o i. I , p. 378 f f .

*"At last, while brooding day
and night, by the mercy of God I noticed
the connection between the words; the
Justice of God is revealed therein (in
the gospel), as it is written, «The just
man liveth by faith.» Then I began to
understand the Justice of God as that by
which the just man lives by the gift of
God, viz. by faith; (I saw that) the sense
is this; «By the gospel, justice, i.e. the
passive justice of God, is revealed by
which the merciful God justifies by faith
as it is written; »The just man liveth by*
faith.» Then I felt myself borne again
and I fancied that I had passed through
the gates of Paradise. The whole Scrip
ture thereupon appeared to me in quite a
different light. I ran rapidly through
the passages in question as they lived
in my memory and compared them with
other expressions, such as; »Work of God»
i.e. the work which God carries on in us*
»Power of God,» by which He makes us
strong; »Wisdom of God,» by which He makes
us wise; likewise the »Strength of God »
’Salvation of God,* and »Honor of God.»
Then I extolled that sweetest word,
Justice, with as much love as I had pre
viously hated it, and this passage of
Paul’s became to me in very truth the
gate of Paradise."...« l
Thus it was that Luther regarded himself as Di
vinely inspired with a new doctrine which he was
to give to the world.

1

.

Grisar, Vol. I, p. 387 ff, Luther»s sermo de
duplici institia.

HIS DIVINE MISSION

Luther’s idea that he was divinely ap
pointed to reform the Church is one of gradual
growth.

Its root might be found in the events

of his early life.

It will be remembered that

his tenacious memory did not easily forget the
remarks concerning himself, so that it is quite
possible that his idea of a Divine mission was
one of early growth.

In this respect we might re

call Nathin’s comparison of the conversion of
Martin Luther to that of St. Paul as well as the
many unguarded remarks of Staupitz, and the admiration with which the Doctor of Holy Scripture
was regarded by his fellow monks.
His first actual hint of such an idea is
found in his Christmas sermons of 1515, when he
had already expressed some of his erroneous doc
trines and was smarting under the criticism which
they called forth. 1

As time passed his self-suf

ficiency drove him to feel that since he had found
real errors in the Occamistic theology of the day
he was called to introduce an entirely new system
1. Grisar, Voi. I, p. 80.
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to replace the old.

The opposition he encountered

during his trial at Augsburg, combined with the
facts that he was opposed to the reform which the
Dominican Order was instigating and his own aversion
to good works, served to nourish the idea of his
Divine Mission during his stay at the Wartburg.
This is shown by the fact that as soon as Luther
returned to Wittenberg he addresses himself to the
Elector in the following manner,
"Your Electorial Grace is already
aware, or, if unaware, is hereby ap
praised by the fact, that I have not re
ceived the Gospel from man, but from
heaven only, through our Lord Jesus
Christ, so that I might already have
accounted myself and signed myself a
servant and evangelist, and for the
future I shall do so." 1
Furthermore when he perceived that his
opposition to good works and his doctrine of Justi
fication were directly opposed to the Church he
did not fail to attack the corruption which he had
beheld at Rome and to point out that this was the
cause for the universal decay which could be done
away only by the introduction of an entirely new
doctrine.

The aplause which he received, whether

from real disciples or from his Humanistic friends,
1. Grisar, Vol. II,' p. 9l ff.------- ---------------

made him realize that he did not stand alone.

As

a consequence we find him writing to an opponent
in the same year of 1518,
"My followers, prelates of the Church
and scholarly men of the world, all right
ly admit, that *formerly they had heard
nothing of Christ and the Gospel, t
i<p0
put it briefly, I am convinced that no
reform of the Church is possible unless
the ecclesiastical dogmas, the decisions
of the Popes, the theology of the schools,
philosophy and logic as they exist at
present are completely altered... i fear
a°thesis»°°ltradiCti0n Wh6n defendinS such
When attacked by Henry VIII of England he again ex
presses the same idea,
'"God*s Word,” he cries, "is above
everything to me; I have the divine
Majesty on my side, therefore I care not
in the least though a thousand Augustines,
or a thousand Harry-Churches (Henry VIII
of England was then still a Catholic)
aSainst me; I am quite certain
that the true Church holds fast with me
to God’s Word, and leaves it to the
Harr^-Churches to depend on the words of
men. 2
It was with this conviction that Martin
Luther definitely broke with the Church in 1521 and
began to preach his new doctrine.

After this date

there was little or no change in the character of
the doctrine of Martin Luther.

He stands forth as

a genius of the age in which he lived but led astray

1 . Grisar,"Vol. n , p. §4.--------------- -------- —
2. Grisar, Vol. Ill, p . 109 ff.

by the morbid character which a well meaning and
religious mother had developed within him.

The

Spartan severity of the home did much to produce
within him the gloomy disposition which led him
to despair of his own ability to appease an angry
God.

To this might be added his comprehensive but

comparative shallow education; the admiration of
his superiors to be too lenient upon the young monk
in educational matters and he was permitted or even
required to direct his energies along other lines
of endeavor when he should have been improving him
self by diligent study.

His course of study, like

wise, was not of the masters of the world but
rather of the comparative poorly trained modernists
of the day.

His lack of humility, as regards his

mental ability, produced within him a self-suf
ficiency which brought him into conflict with his
mother Church and later to espouse the most sub
jective doctrine that ever attempted to enlist ad
herents .
Prom what has been said it is quite ap
parent that Martin Luther was not a normal man; by
this statement however, the writer does not mean
to insinuate that Luther was a fit subject of an

insane institution.

This idea is neatly summed

up by Patrick J. Gannon in the following manner,
To me Martin Luther appears one
of the best instances in history of the
affinity of genius to insanity. A
genius in some respects he undoubtedly
was — fiery, intense, fanatical,
prodigiously industrious, a master of
rugged, if somewhat coarse and demogogic, eloquence. Sincere we can ad
mit him to have been, though even here
it is difficult for us to see how a
man of high intelligence could
sincerely hold to such inconsistent
and incompatible positions, could act
at one time in a manner so utterly at
var.iance with the former or even simul
taneous professions. It seems to me
that sincerity can be granted to him
only at the expense of sanity — by
which I mean that his teaching and whole
mentality appear to me at odds with the
normal functioning of the human brain." 1

1. Studies, XIX, No.' 74, pp

308-22
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