
HAVE GERMAN WILL TRAVEL Martin Luther 

Martin Luther (der 10. November 1483-der 2. Februar 1546) 

31 OCTOBER 2017: 500TH ANNIVERSARY OF MARTIN LUTHER'S 
DENOUNCEMENT OF THE SALE OF INDULGENCES 

forts sometime in April 1517. Instead be entered into a 
correspondence with church leaders on the subject, and 
began to lay the theological fotmdations of what became 
his Disputatio pro declaratione virtutis indulgentiarum, 
his Disputation on the Power and Efficacy of Indulgences 
better known as the 95 Theses. 

ln the very first thesis Luther made clear where empha
sis lay: it was pastoral, concerned with a believer's salva
tion rather than an attempt to overthrow the Catholic 
Church. "When our Lord and Master Jesus Christ said , 
'Repent,' he wiJled the entire life of believers to be one of 
repentance." Only repentance would restore communion 
with God. From there he went on to postulate that the 
pope could only release from pwushment that which he 
11.imself had imposed, and neither could he forgive sins: he 
could only announce the forgiveness of sins. Any promise 
to the contrary posed a grave danger to ;:_t man's immortal 
soul. Having thus laid the foundations of his argument he 
went on to dispute the Church's power over the souls of 
the departed in purgatory, and in Theses 27 and 28 came 
to the heart of the matter. Selling redemption to build a 
cathedral and pay off an archbishop's debts endangered a 
man's salvation: 

27. They preach only human doctrines who say that as soon 
as the money clinks into the money chest, the soul flies out of 
pu-rgatory. 

28. It is certain that when money clinks in the money chest, 
greed and avarice can be increased; but when the church 
intercedes, the result is in the hands of God alone. 

Indulgences not only provide a false assurance of salva
tion by misleading the faithful yet are unnecessary for a 
Christian whose true treasure was the Gospel. Purchas
ing indulgences is easy, thus discouraging good deeds 

that help the poor. In Theses 
48 to 52 Luther pleaded ·with 
the Pope to find out what was 
being preached in ms name. 
Once the Pope knew, Luther 
thought, or hoped, that Leo 
X would cease building an 
edifice to the glory of God 
paid for and "built up with 
the skin, flesh, and bones of 
his sheep." 

Two aspects surrounding 
the 95 Theses are particularly 
worth noting. First, looking 
ahead into what became "Lu
theran" theology and the piv
otal role sola fide, faith alone, 
plays in it, it is remarkable 

that the term "faith" appears 
nowhere in the 95 Theses. 
Luther is calling for a debate 
on whether indulgences pro
moted greed, reflected poorly 
on the Church and her ideal 
of poverty, and lead the faith
ful away from the Gospel, or 
not. His immediate concern 
was pastoral, not political. 
Second is the question as to 
his intended audience, whlch 
is where the debate by needs 
must become political. Lu-
ther was not so much calling on the faithful to stop buy
ing in dulgences as he was appealing to Church authorities 
to stop selling them. On 31 October 1517, Luther sent 
his theses to Albrecht of Brandenburg, expressing in an 
accompanying letter 11.is anxiety over " the unhappy souls 
[who] believe that if they have purchased letters of indul
gence they are sure of th eir salvation" and "that a man 
is free, through these indulgences, from all penalty and 
guilt." 

Albrecht had no intention of stopping the sale and did 
not respond to Luther; instead he sent the theses to Rome 
for evaluation. By calling on the Pope to open his eyes to 
,,.,hat was happening in 11.is name, and on the Chmch hi
erarchy to stress repentance over indulgences, Luther had 
11.it a nerve in Church authorities, and ruuntentionally in 
the faithful as well. ·within weeks, the theses were printed, 
and posted, all over Central Germany, and by January 1518 
German translations could be had all over German-speak
ing Europe. By early 1519, they had spread all across Eu
rope. Luther's call for a scholarly discussion of the benefits, 
or harm, indulgences posed to a believer's soul had set in 
motion a process that would end creating dozens of new 
m3.1.1ifestations and practices of the Christian faith. 

Did Luther post, or did he not post , 11.is invitation to 
a Disputation on the Power and Efficacy of Indulgences 
on the door of the Schlosskirche in Wittenberg on 31 Oc
tober 1517? In a recent essay on the subject, Vollrnr Lep
pin and Timothy J. Wengert (''Sources for and against the 
Posting of the Ninety-Five Theses." Lutheran Quarterly 
29 (2015 ), pp. 373-398, p. 390; available at http://www. 
lutheranquarterly.com/ uploads/7 / 4/ 0/ 1/74 01289 / 
lq-9 5theses-leppin_wengert.pdf~ accessed 1 August 2017) 
the authors conclude that this is " in the final analysis [an] 
unresolvable question." In the end, it is also 3.1.1 irrelevant 
question. What matters is this: in 1517, Luther was not 
attacking the system of Catholic Doctrine as such but only 
what he saw as financial abuses inherent in the concept that 


