
SUNDAY, OCTOBER 26, 1986 

"MARTIN LUTHER'S STORY" 

LUKE 18:9-14 

SOME STORIES NEED TO .BE TOLD OVER AND OVER 

AGAIN.. THAT'S WHAT WE DO WITH THE PARABLES 

OF JESUS LIKE THE ONE JUST READ FROM LUKE'S 

GOSPEL ABOUT THE TWO MEN GOING UP TO THE 

TEMPLE TO PRAY. 

THERE ARE ALSO STORIES. OF PEOPLE'S LIVES WHICH 

NEED TO BE TOLD OVER AND OVER AGAIN, THIS 

IS ESPECIALLY TRUE OF INDIVIDUALS WHOSE 

CONTRIBUTIONS MADE SIGNIFICANT CHANGES IN 

OUR COMMON HISTORY, THIS MORNING I WANT TO 

RETELL THE STORY OF MARTIN LUTHER. HE IS 

ONE OF THE MOST EXCITING AND MOST CONTROVERSIAL 

FIGURES IN THE HISTORY OF THE CHRISTIAN CHURCH, 

MORE IMPORTANTLY MUCH OF HIS STORY OF STRUGGLING 

TO FIND A VITAL FAITH IN GOD IS ALSO OUR STORY� 

AND AS WE SHALL SEE, THE PARABLE READ FROM 

LUKE'S GOSPEL EARLIER FITS INTO HIS STORY 

AND OURS, 

LUTHER WAS BORN ON NOVEMBER 10, 1483J IN 

EISLEBEN� GERMANY, AT THE BASE OF OUR BELL 

TOWER) WE HAVE A·STONE WHICH COMES FROM THE 

HOUSE IN WHICH HE WAS BORN. LOOK AT IT 

SOMETIME. 

DURING HIS LIFE, LUTHER WAS MANY THINGS--
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A PRIEST, A STUDENT, A PASTOR, AN ORATOR, 

\.._,, AND A WIDELY KNOWN PUBLIC FIGURE, BUT ABOVE 

ALL, HE WAS A PERSON OF FA I TH AND A TH EOLOG I J.\N, 

AND M.ORE THAN ANYTH I.NG ELSE HE WANTED TO KNOW 

THAT HE WAS LOVED AND ACCEPTED. BY Goo. LIKE 

JACOB IN THE OLD TESTAMENT, HE WRESTLED WITH 

GOD, 

As WITH MANY PEOPLE WHO BECOME PIVOTAL IN 

OUR HISTORY, HE WAS AT THE RIGHT PLACE AT 

THE RIGHT TIME, AND HE SEIZED THE OPPORTUNITY 

WHEN IT WAS AVAILABLE. You HAVE HEARD ME 

SAY BEFORE THAT IN RELATION TO THE FUTURE, 

WE HUMAN BEINGS TEND TO FALL INTO THREE 

GROUPS--THOSE WHO LET THE FUTURE HAPPEN, 

THOSE WHO HELP MAKE IT HAPPEN, AND THOSE WHO 

WONDER WHAT HAPPENED. MARTIN LUTHER WAS IN 

THE SECOND CATEGORY. HE HELPED MAKE THINGS 

HAPPEN, 

WHAT MADE LUTHER FAMOUS, ALMOST OVERNIGHT} 
. . . . . 

WERE THE SO-CALLED 95 THESES OF OCTOBER 31� 

1517--A SERIES OF PROPOSITIONS MORE FORMALLY 

KNOWN AS "DISPUTATION OF THE POWER AND EFFICACY 
. . 

OF I NDULGENCE s I// 

. . . . . . . 

LET ME EXPLAIN THIS RATHER COMPLICATED SOUNDING 

ISSUE, I N  LUTHER'S TIME� GERMAN GOLD HAD 
- . . 

BEEN GOING TO ROME TO HELP PAY FOR THE 
. . . .. . - . . 

. 

REBUILDING OF ST. PETER'S CATHEDRALJ AND IN 
. -

RETURNJ POPE LEO THE 10TH} WAS SENDING 

INDULGENCES FOR THE REMISSION OF THE PAINS 
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OF PURGATORY) AN UNFAVORABLE BALANCE OF TRADEJ 

AS FAR AS LUTHER WAS CONCERNED. 

AN INDULGENCE WAS AN EDICT FROM THE POPE WHICH 

SHORTENED THE STAY IN PURGATORY OF- AN INDIVIDUAL. 

THE IDEA OF AN INDULGENCE WAS BASED ON TWO 

QUESTIONABLE ASSUMPTIONS--(1) THAT ALMOST 

ALL PEOPLE WHO DIE SPEND SOME TIME IN PURGATORY 

AS A PLACE OF CLEANSING) FREQUENTLY PAINFUL ) 

AS A WAY OF PREPARING THEM FOR BEING IN THE 

HOLY PRESENCE OF GOD IN HEAVENJ AND (2) THAT 

THE POPE HAD THE POWER TO SHORTEN THIS TIME, 

LUTHER WAS ESPECIALLY UPSET WITH THE IDEA 

THAT IF MONEY WERE PAID INTO THE POPE'S 

TREASURY) THE TIME IN PURGATORY COULD BE 

LESSENED. 

To QUOTE LuTHERJ nWHY DOES NOT THE POPE . 

I I BUILD HIS CATHEDRAL OF ST, PETER WITH 

HIS OWN MONEYJ RATHER THAN WITH THE MONEY 

OF POOR BELIEVERS?" THIS QUESTION IS POSED 

IN THE 86TH OF HIS THESES, AND IN THESES 

62, LUTHER SAIDJ "THE REAL TREASURE OF THE 

CHURCH IS NOT THE INSTITUTION WITH ITS WEALTH 

AND POWERJ BUT THE MOST HOLY GOSPEL OF THE 

GLORY AND GRACE OF Goo." AND THE GRACE OF 

Goo WAS NOT FOR SALE, I T  IS A FREE GIFT! 

FOR FOUR YEARS AS A PRIEST, ON THESE ISSUES 

AND OTHERS, THE BATTLE WAGED BETWE�N LUTHER 

AND THE ROMAN CATHOLIC CHURCH •. THE COMBINED 
. . 

FORCES OF THE ROMAN CATHOLIC CHURCH AND THE 

GERMAN-SPEAKING- STATES AND NORTHERN I TALY 



4 

THAT MADE UP THE HOLY ROMAN EMPIRE THREATENED 

TO DENOUNCE LUTHER AS A HERETICJ TO DENY HIM 

THE PROTECTION OF CIVIL LAW IN THIS LIFE AND 

THE SOLACE OF THE SACRAMENTS FOR THE LIFE 

TO COME, 

LUTHER'S FRIENDS AND SUPPORTERS URGED HIM 

TO BE CAUTIOUSJ TO FIND A WAY OF COMPROMISEJ 

NOT TO GO WHEN HE WAS SUMMONED IN 1521 TO 

APPEAR BEFORE THE EMPEROR CHARLES V, BUT 

LUTHER ASSERTED THAT "IF THERE WERE AS MANY 

DEVILS THEREJ AS THERE WERE TILES ON ITS 

ROOFTOPS)" HE WOULD STILL GO, 

AT THE MEETING BEFORE THE EMPORER AND THE 

OFFICIALS OF THE CHURCHJ THE DEMAND WAS MADE 

THAT HE RETRACT HIS ERRORS. INSTEAD) LUTHER 

DECLARED: "IT IS NEITHER SAFE NOR HONEST 
. 

. . . . 

TO ACT AGAINST CONSCIENCE. HERE I STAND, 

I CANNOT DO OTHERWISE. GOD HELP ME. AMEN," 
. . 

HERE WAS THE ETERNAL STRUGGLE OF THE INDIVIDUAL 
. . 

AGAINST THE INSTITUTION PERSONIFIED AGAIN 

IN LUTHER, 

BUT LET'S BACK UP A BIT. How DID LUTHER 

BECOME THE PREEMINENT REFORMER OF THE 

CHRISTIAN CHURCH? WHAT LED HIM IN HIS FAITH 

TO TAKE HIS STAND? 

. . 

As A YOUNG MANJ LUTHER STRUGGLED LIKE MANY 
. . . 

YOUNG PEOPLE THEN AND NOW ro· FIND HIMSELF 

AND TO DETERMINE WHAT DIRECTION HIS LIFE WOULD 

TAKE, HIS FATHER WANTED HIM TO HAVE A GOOD 
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EDUCATION AND PERHAPS BE·COME A LAWYER. THUS, 

AT THE AGE OF 17 1 HE ENTERED THE UNIVERSITY 

AT ERFURT, GERMANY, AND FOUR YEARS LATER 

RECEIVED HIS MASTER'S DEGREE . . BUT THE 

STRUGGLE HAD JUST BEGUN. 

EVEN WITH HIS UNIVERSITY DEGREE, WHICH VERY 

FEW YOUNG PEOPLE OBTAINED IN THAT DAY, HE 

WAS AN UNHAPPY YOUNG MAN. THEN ON A SULTRY 

DAY IN JULY OF 1505, AS MARTIN LUTHER WAS 

WALKING AND APPROACHED THE OUTSKIRTS OF A 

SAXON VILLAGE, THE SKY BECAME OVERCAST AND 

THERE WAS A SUDDEN THUNDERSTORM. A BOLT OF 

LIGHTNING HIT NEAR HIM AND KNOCKED HIM TO 

THE GROUND. STRUGGLING TO RISE 1 HE CRIED 

OUT: "ST, ANNE HELP ME! I WILL BECOME A 

MONK! " 

LUTHER ENTERED THE AUGUSTINIAN MONASTERY 

SHORTLY THEREAFTER TO THE DISMAY OF HIS 

PARENTS, ESPECIALLY HIS FATHER .. IT IS SAID 

THAT MARTIN'S MOOD BEFORE HE BECAME A MONK 

HAS BEEN HEADED DOWNWARD BECAUSE IN HIS 

STRUGGLE TO FIND DIRECTION IN LIFE. Now IN 

THE MONASTERY, AT LEAST FOR A SHORT TIMEJ 

HE FOUND SOME PEACE IN THE RIGOROUS ROUTINE. 

TAKING THE MEDIEVAL RELIGIOUS SYSTEM AT ITS 
. . . . 

WORD1 LUTHER TRIED AS A FAITHFUL AUGUSTINIAN 

MONK TO GAIN THE ASSURANCE OF THE GRACE OF 
. 

. 

GOD THROUGH THE PERFORMANCE OF THE PRESCRIBED 
• 

• 

• 
¥ 

WORKS OF PENANCE. BUT INSTEAD OF GIVING HIM 

THAT ASSU·RANCE, HIS PENITENTIAL EXERCISES 
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ONLY INTENSIFIED HIS SENSE OF UNWORTHINESS. 

MOREOVERJ WHENEVER HE DID FEEL SATISFIED THAT 

HE HAD FINALLY DONE ENOUGH TO GAIN GOD'S 

FAVORJ HE WOULD HEAR AN INNER VOICE SAYJ 

"WELL DONEJ BROTHER MARTINJ SOON YOU WILL 

NOT NEED GOD AT ALL. " 

THEN IT WAS THAT LUTHER FOUND THE ANSWER WHICH 

MADE HIM FEEL THAT HE WAS ALTOGETHER BORN 

ANEW AND HAD ENTERED PARADISE ITSELF THROUGH 

OPEN GATES. Goo DID NOT DEMAND. Goo GAVE! 

THE "RIGHTEOUSNESS OF Goo" WAS NOT THE JUSTICE 

BY WHICH GOD REQUIRED OF US SINNERS A PERFORMANCE 

IN ACCORDANCE WITH THE ABSOLUTE STANDARDS 

OF GOD'S LAW, I T  WASJ RATHERJ THE FREE AND 

UNMERITED GIFT BY WHICH GOD MADE US SINNERS 

ACCEPTABLE SO THAT ALL WE NEEDED TO DO WAS 

TO ACCEPT OUR ACCEPTANCE. Goo LOVES YOU. 

You ARE ACCEPTED, AND THERE'S NOTHING YOU 

CAN DO TO EARN .THAT LOVE AND ACCEPTANCE, 

ALTHOUGH LUTHER'S INITIAL RELIGIOUS EXPERIENCE 

IN THE THUNDERSTORM WAS A RATHER TRAUMATIC 

ONEJ . THE CELEBRATION OF HIS FIRST MASS AS 

A PRIEST HAD BEEN EQUALLY AN UNUSUAL AND 

SHATTERING EMOTIONAL EXPERIENCEJ THIS THIRD 
. . 

RELIGIOUS CRISIS WHICH RESOLVED HIS INNER 

TURMOIL WAS AS THE STILLJ SMALL VOICE COMPARED 

TO THE OTHER TWO. 

. . . 

THE HEAD OF THE AUGUSTINIAN ORDER HAD ASSIGNED 
. . . 

LUTHER TO A TEACHING POSITION AS PROFESSOR. 

OF BIBLE. AND SO HE BEGAN A DISCIPLINED AND 



REGULAR STUDY OF THE BIBLE. HE BEGAN WITH 
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THE PSALMS IN THE OLD TESTAMENT BECAUSE HIS 

FIRST SERIES OF LECTURES WAS ON THAT SUBJECT. 

NEXT HE BEGAN A THOROUGH AND SYSTEMATIC STUDY 

OF ST. PAUL'S LETTER TO THE ROMANSJ FOLLOWED 

BY ST. PAUL'S LETTER TO THE GALATIANS, THESE 

STUDIES BROUGHT HIM TO A TOTALLY NEW UNDERSTANDING 

OF THE NATURE OF GOD AND OF Goo's GRACE, HERE'S 

THE IMPORTANT POINT, . .  THE SOLUTION TO LUTHER'S 

PROBLEMS CAME IN THE MIDST OF THE PERFORMANCE 

OF THE DAILY TASKJ NOT THROUGH SOME EXTERNAL 

SHATTERING RELIGIOUS EXPERIENCE. GOD IS OFTEN 

TO BE FOUND IN OUR DAY TO DAY ROUTINES. 

HE HAD COME INTO A NEW VIEW OF CHRIST AND 

A NEW VIEW OF Goo. Goo WAS A GRACIOUSJ LOVING 

AND FORGIVING GODJ NOT AN ANGRY JUDGE WHO 

ALL THE TIME DEMANDED MORE AND MORE, I T  WAS 

NOT A NEW DISCOVERYJ BUT RATHER A RETURN TO 

WHAT JESUS AND THE NEW TESTAMENT HAD ALWAYS 

PROCLAIMED, 

AFTER THIS REDISCOVERY OF THE CENTRAL MEANING 

OF THE CHRISTIAN FAITHJ LUTHER THEN BEGAN 

TO WORK ON THE IMPLICATIONS OF THIS DOCTRINE. 

ONE COROLLARY OF LUTHER'S RECOVERY OF THE 
. 

. . .. ' ' . 

DOCTRINE OF JUSTIFICATION BY FAITH IS ESPECIALLY 
. . 

. 

RELEVANT TODAY--HIS RECOGNITION THAT EVEN 

AFTER THE FORGIVENESS OF SINS AND ACCEPTANCE 
. . 

OF GOD) THE SINNER REMAINS RIGHTEOUS AND A 

SINNER AT THE SAME TIME. 
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AND THIS IS EXACTLY THE POINT OF THE PARABLE 

WHICH JESUS TOLD AS WE READ EARLIER IN LUKE'S 

GOSPEL. ONE MAN IN HIS PRAYERS REMINDED GOD 

OF WHAT A RIGHTEOUS AND SAVED PERSON HE WASJ 

BUT THE OTHER RECOGNIZED THAT EVEN THOUGH 

GOD ACCEPTED HIM AND LOVED HIMJ HE WAS STILL 

A SINNER, 

THIS IS IN CONTRAST TO MUCH OF THE TALK WE 

HEAR TODAY ABOUT nBEING SAVED. n LUTHER 

RECOGNIZED THE DANGER THAT IS PRESENT WITH 

THE MOST TRANSFORMING MOMENTS OF COMMUNION 

WITH GOD. WE CAN COME TO BELIEVE THAT WE 

ARE SOMEHOW BETTER AND MORE LOVED BY GOD THAN 

OTHERS. 

ON THE OTHER HANDJ LUTHER ALSO KNEW WHAT YOU 

AND I KNOWJ THAT MANY INDIVIDUALS MAY NEVER 

HAVE A DEEP EMOTIONAL RELIGIOUS EXPERIENCE-­

AN ENCOUNTER WITH GOD OR Gan's SPIRIT WHICH 

IS SO OVERWHELMING THAT WE KNOW IT WAS FROM 

THAT MOMENT THAT OUR LIFE WAS TURNED AROUND. 

BUT THIS DOES NOT MAKE US ANY LESS LOVED OR 

ACCEPTED BY GOD. THERE ARE MANY INDIVIDUALS 

WHO MAY NEVER BE ABLE TO IDENTIFY THE EXACT 

MOMENT THAT THEY CAME TO KNOW GODJ BUT THAT 

DOES NOT MAKE THEM ANY WORSE OR ANY BETTER 

THAN THE INDIV IDUAL WHO HAS A MIND-SHATTERING 

CONVERSION EXP.ERIENCE. 

A SECOND COROLLARY OF THE DOCTRINE OF 

JUST IF ICAT I.ON BY FA ITH IS WHAT LUTHER CALLED 

THE UNIVERSAL PRIESTHOOD OF ALL BELIEVERS--



WHICH IS TO SAY THAT ALL HUMAN BEINGS HAVE 

L 
A DIRECT RELATIONSHIP To GoDJ AND As sucH 
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WE ARE ALL PRI-ESTS TO ONE ANOTHER. THE FACT 

THAT SOME IND-IVIDUALS ARE ORDAINED TO THE 

PRIESTHOOD OR AS MINISTERS DOES NOT GIVE THEM 

ANY SPECIAL PLACE AS FAR AS GOD IS CONCERNED. 

Too OFTEN SINCE LUTHER'S TIME, CHRISTIANS 

HAVE TENDED TO EMPHASIZE ONLY THE FACT THAT 

EACH PERSON CAN GO TO.GOD DIRECTLY IN PRAYER 

AS AN EXAMPLE OF THE PRIESTHOOD OF ALL 

BELIEVERS. BUT THAT'S ONLY ONE PART OF WHAT 

LUTHER WAS EMPHASIZING. THE OTHER PART IS 

EQUALLY IMPORTANT--THE FACT THAT EACH ONE 

OF US AS PRIEST HAS A RESPONSIBILITY TO 

MINISTER TO EACH OTHER, 

MONKJ PRIEST, PASTORJ PROFESSOR OF THEOLOGY 

AND BIBLE J LUTHER WAS A MAN OF MANY SKILLS 

AND HE WAS AT THE SAME TIME A MAN OF THIS 

WORLD--AN INDIVIDUAL WHO LOVED LIFE AND PEOPLE. 

AT THE AGE OF 41 J LUTHER MARRIED KATHERINE 

VON BORA, AND TOGETHER THEY HAD SIX CHILDREN. 

THEY ALSO RAISED.11 ORPHANED NIECES AND 

NEPHEWS. REGARDLESS OF WHAT HIS DETRACTORS 

MAY MAKE OF ITJ THIS WAS NOT THE SAME OLD 

STORY OF A PRIEST RUNNING OFF WITH A NUN. 
. .. -

. 

IT WAS, RATHER1 THE CONCRETE AND QUITE 
. . 

. 
. 

UNROMANTIC DECISION TO CARRY INTO- ACTION A 

REVOLUNTIONARY CONVICTION FOR THAT TIM.E--
. . 

. . . . 
. 

THAT SEX AND MARRIAGE WERE GOD'S GOOD GIFT 

AND CREATION� AND WERE NO LESS HOLY AND PURE 
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THAN CELIBACY AND VIRGINITY, 

THE MIDDLE AGES HAD CALLED MARRIAGE ONE OF 

THE SEVEN SACRAMENTS) BUT AT THE SAME TIME 

PUT UP WITH IT AS A NECESSARY EVIL AND POOR 

SECOND TO MONASTIC LIFE, THUS BOTH LUTHER 

AND HIS WIFE HAD BEEN TRAINED TO REGARD THEIR 

MONASTIC VOWS AS AN ENTREE TO A HIGHER ESTATE 

THAN MARRIAGE, THEY HAD ALSO BEEN TAUGHT 

TO BELIEVE THAT ANY MARRIAGE IN VIOLATION 

OF THOSE VOWS WAS A MORTAL SIN. 

LUTHER'S MARRIAGE WAS ALSO HIS RECOGNITION 

THAT THE SPIRITUAL AND MENTAL ASPECTS OF LIFE 

ARE NO MORE NOBLE THAN ARE THE PHYSICAL AND 

MATERIAL ASPECTS OF LIFE. LUTHER FURTHERMORE 

BELIEVED AND TAUGHT THAT THE FAMILY WAS THE 

FOUNDATION OF SOCIETY, 

PERHAPS THE MOST IMPORTANT LESSON OF ALL FROM 

LUTHER'S STORY FOR US TODAY IS HIS BELIEF 

IN A TRANSCENDENT) YET IMMANENT AND LOVING 

GOD. HE COULD AND DID EXPERIENCE THE MYSTERY 

AND HOLINESS OF GOD AS WELL AS THE LOVING 

TENDERNESS. I N  A CHRISTMAS SERMON HE SAIDJ 

"Do NOT TRY TO COM.PREHEND THE MAJESTY OF GODJ 

FOR THAT WILL DRIVE YOU INSANE; COME TO 

BETHLEHEM AND SEE THE ETERNAL IN THE FORM 
' -

OF THE INFANT IN HIS MOTHER'S LAP." 

LIKE ALL OF USJ MARTIN LUTHER HAD HIS FLAWS. 
' 

. 
. 

THERE WAS A DIFFERENCE IN WHAT HE SAID HE 

BELIEVED AND WHAT HE MANY TIMES DID; WE KNOW 
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WHAT SAVED LUTHER AND WHAT SAVES US IS THE 

GOOD NEWS THAT GOD IS MERCIFUL AND LOVINGJ 
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AND WE ESPECIALLY COME TO EXPERIENCE AND KNOW 

GOD'S MERCY WHEN WE ARE HUMBLE, JESUS REMINDS 

US: "FOR THOSE WHO EXALT THEMSELVES WILL 

BE HUMBLED AND THOSE WHO HUMBLE THEMSELVES 

WILL BE EXALTED. " AMEN. 


