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I
n this year of 2017, many journal articles have been 
written about Martin Luther and his 95 revo~ution
ary religious theses of 500 years ago. Our Journal 

German Life reported in great detail about Luther and 
his achievement. Also the German magazine Der Spiegel 
published an article on Luther entitled, "The First Rebel 
of the New Age" (No. 4, 2016). Recently, on American 
television, one could view a program about Martin Lu
ther King, Jr. and why this well-known American Bap
tist preacher's father changed his first nan1e "Michael" to 
Martin (Luther). The German monk became a revolu
tionary due to his opposition to the abuse of the indul
gence directives and other abuses of Christian values by 
the Catholic Church. Yet, Luther' s theses were formulat
ed in Latin so tl1at the dispute took place, at first, among 
the educated in church and politics where Latin served as 

the lingua franca at councils and diets, such as the Diet 
of Worms (Germany) during the middle of April 1521. 
The young Holy Roman Emperor, Charles V, a Habsburg 
in whose huge empire the sun did not set, had Luther 
appear in Worms so tl1at he would revoke his theses. As 
the highest secular representative of tl1e Catholic Church, 
Charles V had guaranteed no harm would come to Luther 
during his travel to and from Worms----even though Lu -
ther did not recant his theses in the end. Luther had to 
hurry to get home unscatl1ed. 

Once he was in the safety of the Wartburg, Martin Luther 
decided to translate tl1e Bible into German-a decision that 
would have a monumental impact on the entire German
speaking population. With this step he could speak directly 
to his followers and win them over to his cause. Thus, he 
(in many ways) became the founder of Modern German 

(albeit in an older 
form known as Early 
Modern German) 
and one of the most 
.influential figures in 
human history. 

Martin Luther 
used a very polished, 
exemplary and 
popular form of the 
German language 
during his sermons 

which fascinated his flock, as many language experts 
acknowledge. Yet he was not the inventor of this eloquent 
vernacular, as has been claimed at times. Rather he used 
the Saxon royal office language, as language expert Werner 
Besch from Bonn once stated, which, "was determined by 
the written traditions of the Franconian-Bavarian region. 
The same is true for the language of the Luther prints in 
East Middle German of the first years." In other words, 
we are reminded again tl1at the Holy Emperors of these 
centuries were Austrian Habsburgs, such as Charles V, his 
grandfather Maximilian I ( who died in 1519) and, before 
him, his father Frede1iclc III ( who had ruled as Emperor 
from 1452 to 1493). 

At the time of Frederick's III accession to Holy Roman 
Emperor, Johannes Gutenberg invented the printing press 
in Mainz. Seven decades later, in Luther' s time, tl1e printing 
technique had advanced to a point that one could send 
printed messages throughout all the German states within 
days. The first Luther Bibles were written in (Middle) Low 
German, ( which could be understood by all the people of 
the Northern cmmtries of tl1e former Hanseatic League) 
and in Luther' s Early High German furtl1.er south, which 
took over tl1e lead soon thereafter. In me 17th century it 
was further perfected by the so-called German language 
societies (Deutsche Sprachgesellschaften), and by the 18th 
century had developed into an important world language 
because of German language giants Johann Christoph 
Gottsched and bis followers Gotthold Ephraim Lessing, 
Johann Wolfgang Goethe, Friedrich Schiller and many 
other writers. Even in the United States German has 
remained an important foreign language, although its 
prevalence is declining in om days. 

Historically speaking one has to remember iliat Luther's 
name is not yet mentioned in tl1e first Bibles. The fust 
edition of Luther's New Testament appeared on September 
21, 1522, in three thousand copies which cost one and-a
half guilders (Gulden) each. German expert Hans-Gert 
Roloff tells us in a so-called booklet by Goeschen (publisher 
Reclam) mat Luther is finally mentioned by name as of 

1524, namely in an edition published by Hans Luffi: in 
Wittenberg (today's Lutl1erstadt-Wittenberg). Thereafter 
Luther had several other editions published until 1545. 
In 1524/ 1525 the climax of the peasant revolts caused 
by Luther's writings took place, although Lutber did not 


