
 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 



 

  

WWW.OLDEPATHS.COM 
1 

 

MARTIN LUTHER AND 500 YEARS OF THE GLORIOUS PROTESTANT REFORMATION 

 

It is hard to imagine that even Luther 

himself could not have realized in his 

generation what the outcome of his 

actions on that last day of October 1517, 

would bring. Nor for that matter, the 

impact they would have on the Church of 

God for centuries to come. History tells us 

that it was the despicable sale of 

Indulgences by Pope Leo X, at the hand of 

his monk Johann Tetzel, that motivated 

Luther to pen the ‘ninety-five theses’ and 

nail them to the door of the Wittenburg 

church on that memorable day. 

Timeline of events around the birth and life, of this great Reformer 

Thomas Cranmer was born just six years after the birth of Luther 

on the 2nd July 1489; he was to be the first Archbishop that was 

burned alive for his Protestant faith during the tumultuous days 

of the Reformation. In 1509, Henry VIII was crowned king. In July 

the same year John Calvin was born. On the 18th February 1516, 

Mary I or as she became better known, Bloody Mary was born. 

1516 also gave birth to the publication of the Greek New Testament by the 

Roman Catholic scholar Erasmus. The following year witnessed Luther nail his 95 

Theses to the Wittenberg Church door. In 1521 King Henry VIII was called the 

‘defender of the Catholic faith’ by the then pope. By 1533, Thomas Cranmer was 

appointed Archbishop of Canterbury. These are only some of the events that the 

Lord was to use to bring about the Glorious Protestant Reformation. His chosen 

vessel for this task however was Martin Luther. God was to use this great 

Reformer to inflict a fatal wound to the Harlot church, one indeed that it would 

never fully recover from.           

Martin was the first son of Hans and Margaret Luther, born on the 10th 

November 1483. His parents, who were both devout Roman Catholics had their 

new born son baptised the next day as was the tradition of the church. The 11th 
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November when baby Luther was baptised was also significant in the tradition 

of the church as it was St Martin’s day. 

So baby Luther was called Martin, after the saint (his parents believing), on 

whose day he was baptised. His life could be summed up with the one word 

“discipline”. The discipline that began in his childhood was to be with him 

through the remainder of his life. It characterised his studies in which he 

excelled. His father who was a copper miner, always wanted his first born son 

to go into law and seek a career in the legal profession. Luther entered the 

University of Erfurt in 1501 after studying Latin at a school in Magdeburg. By 

1505 he had graduated with Master’s degrees in Theology. At this point and 

much to his father’s delight, he took to studying law. 

However, in the summer of 1505 Luther’s life was to take 

an unexpected turn; he was caught up in a very violent 

thunder storm. Out of panic and in his ignorance he cried 

out “St. Anne help me” and then he cried “help me and I 

will become a monk”. He lived through it, and much to the 

alarm of both friends and family, he kept his vow and joined a Monastery. 

He joined the Monastery of “The Observant Augustinian Friars” who were a very 

strict religious order in Erfurt at that time. By all accounts Luther was a 

conscientious monk who was given to obeying the rules of his order 

meticulously. Over and above the rules of the order, Luther gave himself to 

prayer vigils and would have spent many days fasting. All of this however, was 

only to make him all the more miserable. If anything, all of this only made him 

less certain of his own salvation.  

No matter how hard he tried he just could not find peace with God. He became 

overwhelmed with the Holiness of God and trembled at the thought. His 

understanding of God at this point in his life was one of God wanting to punish 

him. All that Luther could think about was the ‘wrath of God’, and not His mercy. 

In his own words he describes this period “as the dark night of his soul, when he 

stood at the edge of the abyss”. 

In conversation with his confessor Johann Von Staupitz, Luther was told softly 

to, “forget his scruples and just love God”. His confessor was also to tell him that 

“salvation was an inner work of the heart, and not an outward ritual”. Luther 

was later to remember that. 

 



 

  

WWW.OLDEPATHS.COM 
3 

 

MARTIN LUTHER AND 500 YEARS OF THE GLORIOUS PROTESTANT REFORMATION 

 

In 1510, Martin Luther went on a pilgrimage to St Peter’s in Rome. In the words 

of one historian “Luther found the City to be more like Vanity Fair in Pilgrims 

Progress, than a spiritual haven”. He reached the point of crises when, in an act 

of contrition, crawling up the steps of St Peter’s Basilica which are called “The 

steps of Pilate”, he crawled and he paused at each step on the way up and 

uttered the Lord’s Prayer. It was while he was crawling up these steps that the 

light of truth began to dawn on him. Verse 17 of the first chapter from Paul’s 

Epistle to the Romans “As it is written the just shall live by faith” was pressed 

upon him and it is this line in particular, which has now come to epitomise his 

conversion. Disillusioned with Catholicism, he returned to Wittenberg where he 

gave himself over to studying the whole Epistle to the Romans.  

As for him finding peace, this did not work immediately; all it seemed to do was 

to increase his anxiety. The more he read the worse he felt. It is said of him, at 

the time, that his compulsive confessing nearly drove his confessor mad. In 

order to distract him, Staupitz, his confessor and mentor, sent Luther down the 

academic path that he would gain his degrees and become a theologian. In 1515 

Luther finished these studies and became a Professor of Theology. It is fair to 

say at the time that Luther was one of the most able theologians, not only in 

Germany but in the whole of Christendom. 

Luther found relief only through his 

discovery of the Gospel and he encountered 

the Gospel truth through searching the 

Scriptures. He recalled this time in his life by 

saying “I did not learn my theology all at 

once, but I had to search deeper for it, where 

ever my trials and temptations took me”. He wrestled with the Scriptures from 

morning to night.  

He stumbled when he came upon the phrase “the righteousness of God” as it 

appears in the Epistle to the Romans. The thought of his own fallen state 

terrified him. The question for Luther was how could he love God when he was 

so afraid of Him? His spiritual unrest continued, but peace was to come.   

Luther developed his doctrine on ‘justification by faith’ while studying in the 

tower of the monastery where he resided. It was here also that he was to find 
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the peace of God that he so earnestly sought for. His understanding of God at 

this point, in his own words, “was like being born again”. While historians differ 

as to the exact date of Luther’s conversion, one thing is for sure, within five years 

of it he was catapulted onto the stage of European history as the ‘father of the 

Reformation’. It is worthwhile noting that before Protestantism was called 

Protestantism it was first called Lutheranism. 

For Luther, the discovery of the Gospel affirmed for him the grand theme of the 

whole Bible, that Christianity was about faith and not ritual, and that faith was 

in Christ, not the Church. The 62nd article of his 95 Theses made this clear. “The 

true treasure of the Church was the most Holy Gospel of the glory and grace of 

God”.                

Late in 1512, Luther was appointed Lecturer in Bible 

studies at the University of Wittenberg, where he 

remained until 1519. He remarked to one of his 

students in later years “In the course of his teaching 

the Papacy slipped away from him”. The more light 

he received, the more it put him at odds with the 

Church. His conflict with the Church of Rome was a result of his study of the 

Scripture. Every Bible student should be at odds with Church of Rome. When 

Bible believers take a stand against false doctrine, they are accused of rocking 

the boat. It is much better to let faith rock the boat, than have unbelief sink it.   

It is worthwhile noting what C. H. Spurgeon, said of Luther 

on the 400th Anniversary of his birth, in 1883:- 

“Luther can sing a Psalm in spite of the devil, he could not 

have done so if he had not been a man of faith. He could defy 

emperors, kings, popes and bishops while he took firm hold 

upon the strength of God, but only then! Faith is the life of life and makes life 

worth living. It puts joy into the soul to believe in the Great Father; and His 

everlasting love; in the efficacious Atonement of the Son and in the indwelling 

of the Spirit; in resurrection and eternal Glory! Without these we were, of all 

men, most miserable. To believe these Glorious truths is to live- “The just shall 

live by faith”. Life also means strength. We say of a certain man “what life he 

has in him that he is full of life, or he seems always alive. Yes, the just obtain 

energy, force, vivacity, vigour, power, might and life by faith.” 

His conflict with the 
Church of Rome was a 
result of his study of the 
Scripture. 

 C. H. Spurgeon 
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Spurgeon went on to say:- “Luther’s voice, through 400 years, still sounds in the 

ears of men and quickens our pulses like the beat of a drum in martial music- he 

lives! He lives because he was a man of faith”.       

It is important to keep in mind what else was happening in Europe at the time 

and that it was to greatly impact the thinking of Martin Luther. In 1516, the 

Roman Catholic scholar Erasmus, published his translation of the Greek New 

Testament. It was this publication more than 

anything else that fuelled Luther’s mind as he 

approached the summer of 1517. He became 

more and more outraged at the despicable 

trade of Tetzel with his sale of Indulgences. This 

despicable trade was not new to the Church of 

Rome. History tells us that the sale of blessings 

and pardons began at the time of the Crusades. Tetzel however was to take it to 

a new level. 

 The practice grew out of the Roman Catholic 

sacrament of Penance, which contained four 

steps: Contrition, Confession, Satisfaction, 

and Absolution. This is the very first matter 

that Luther deals with in his 95 Theses, in fact 

the first 14 of his 95 Theses deal with the 

church’s sacrament of penance and how it 

was contrary to the Word of God, because 

the Bible tells all men everywhere to repent 

and live a life of repenting. To Luther, Tetzel 

selling pardons from sin for money was nothing short of a scandalous insult to 

God and therefore had to be opposed, no matter whose name it was in.       

The money raised from the sale of these despicable Indulgences was to be used 

to renovate St Peter’s Basilica at Rome. Pope Leo X, also 

wanted to turn St Peter’s into a monument to culture and art. 

For this purpose, he commissioned some of the greatest 

painters in history such as Michelangelo and Raphael to paint 

among other things, the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel.  
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The method used for this devilish business of selling pardons, was recorded well 

for us by J.A. Wylie in his comprehensive work “The History of Protestantism” 

when he tells us the following:- “Tetzel lacked no quality necessary for success 

in his scandalous occupation”. Wylie goes on to explain how “he had the voice 

of a town crier and the eloquence of a mountebank (a person who deceives others)”. 

He would have told his tales in glowing colours, as he presented for sale 

marvellous virtues. The efficacy of his indulgences were likewise limitless. Tetzel 

and his devilish trade made progress as it went through Germany. He led a 

procession and it moved from place to place and town to town. 

When the procession approached a town, it was announced to the inhabitants 

that, “The Grace of God and of the Holy fathers was at their gates”. The gates 

were then opened and a tall red cross along with the procession of church and 

civil authorities, would have paraded in. These would have been closely followed 

by the religious orders.  

When in the town the procession would 

have headed straight to the cathedral. It 

would have advanced amid the beating of 

drums and the waving of flags. All the people 

were wanting to hear Tetzel, “The Pardon 

Monger”, who would have addressed them adorned in the garb of the 

Dominicans. As he approached the pulpit, his iron box was set beside him to 

receive the money of the poor people who were deluded into believing they 

were buying pardons.  

He told the people “that never before in their times nor the times of their 

fathers, had there been a day of privilege like this”. He went on to say “That 

never before had the gates of paradise been open so widely” “Come now “he 

shouted “before the blessing goes beyond your reach”. In his sermon he claimed 

“Indulgences are the most precious and most noble of all of God’s gifts”. His 

claims, to say the least, were blasphemous and outrageous. He would exclaim 

to the multitude that he had saved more people through his indulgences, than 

St Peter did through his sermons. He went on to tell his deluded hearers that 

they could buy pardons not only for the living but also for the dead.  

Tetzel in this dogma knew no bounds, as he addressed the crowd in the following 

way:- “Priests, nobles, merchant, wife, youth or maiden, do you not hear your 

Tetzel went on to tell his 
deluded hearers that they 
could buy pardons not only for 
the living but also for the dead 
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parents and your friends who are dead? Who call to you from the bottom of the 

abyss. We are suffering horrible torments! A trifling alms would deliver us. You 

can give it and you will not”. It wasn’t long before he had the people terrified 

and burdened with the guilt of the dead. It was this devilish practice that had 

Martin Luther so outraged through the autumn of 1517. 

It is recorded that on an evening in 1517, while Luther was out for a walk he 

came across one of his parishioners lying drunk in the gutter. The story goes that 

as Luther rebuked the man for his public drunkenness, the man produced a piece 

of paper, claiming that brother Tetzel had sold him an indulgence, which he 

went on to claim that, this give him complete forgiveness of all sins past, present 

and future.   History tells us at that point Luther retreated to his study and began 

work on his Theses. By confronting the Roman Church, he was challenging the 

biggest and most powerful political and ecclesiastical institution that this world 

has ever seen. It is equally interesting to note what the Church of Rome thought 

of Luther at this point, the following was and to my knowledge still is the official 

position of the Harlot Church to Martian Luther:- 

“A leper and a loathsome fellow…a false libeller and calumniator…a dog and the 

son of a bitch, born to snap at the sky with his canine mouth…having a brain of 

brass and a nose of iron”. 

It must be said that Luther did not take this statement 

of Rome lying down. On the contrary he shot back and 

this was his response:- 

“Antichrist is enthroned in God’s very temple. Farewell you unhappy, lost and 

blasphemous Rome. The anger of God has come upon you at last”. Luther 

himself confessed that he was unable to supress the wave of indignation as it 

rose within him. The great Red Cross and the stentorian voice of Tetzel was more 

than he could stand. The frequent chink of money in his iron chest only increased 

Luther’s indignation against the pardon monger and his puppet master the 

pope. With Tetzel continuing with his devilish trade, Luther felt himself driven 

to more radical measures and he was to make his objections known. It was 1517, 

and the 1st of November was approaching, which would be the festival of all 

saints. Luther prepared and wrote the famous 95 Theses. On the eve of the 

festival, the 31st October, at the hour of noon, with the streets teeming with 

Pilgrims, Luther joined the stream that was going to the castle- church.  Having 

Antichrist is enthroned 
in God’s very temple 
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given no indication to anyone of his intentions, 

Luther approached the church and began 

nailing his theses to the door.  

The time had come for Reformation, the time 

had come for Truth. While space does not 

permit me in this article, to set out the whole 

Theses in their entirety, it is important 

however that I at least give you a flavour of 

them. Keeping in mind that the background to 

Theses is the despicable sale of pardons by the 

Pope’s monk Tetzel. 

Luther begins his 95 Theses by objecting to the 

Church’s Sacrament of Penance, in fact the 

first 14 of the 95 Theses deal with this erroneous practice. The first three are as 

follows: 

1. When our Lord and Master Jesus Christ said “Repent” he intended that 

the entire life of the believer should be one of Repentance. 

2. This word Repentance cannot be understood to mean penance, or act of 

confession and satisfaction administered by the priests. 

3. Yet it does not mean inward repentance only, as there is no inward 

repentance that does not manifest 

itself through various mortifications of 

the flesh. 

The next 11 of the 95 continue to deal with the argument of repentance over 

penance, he links the inward change of heart to the external life of obedience. 

In his argument, Luther uses the language of Romans chapters 6 & 7 as the 

putting to death of the flesh. In this section Luther also emphasizes the centrality 

of the Gospel in the faith of the believer who is repenting.  

In 13 & 14 he covers the false notion that penance can be made by a third party 

on behalf of the dying and the dead. He points out that the dead cannot repent 

but are rather fixed in the state they died. That if they died in their sins then all 

the penance in the world could not change that. As for the dying he argued that 

as they were all their lives responsible for their own sins, they were equally 

responsible to make their peace with God before they died and no one could do 

 

The time had come for Reformation,  
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this on their behalf. Just as no one can sin for you, so no one can be forgiven for 

you. Repentance is a personal gift from God. 

From 15 to 26, Luther deals with Rome’s doctrine of purgatory. Tetzel’s claim 

was that souls could be released from purgatory at the command of the pope. 

He makes the point that if the pope could release even one soul from such a 

place as purgatory, why not just release them all?  Why let any suffer if the pope 

had such power, why was there such a place as purgatory, why did he not just 

close it?  

In 21 & 22 of the Theses he makes his objection to the position of the pope, 

when he stated the following. 

21. Therefore those preachers of indulgences are in error, who say that by the 

pope’s indulgences a man can be freed from every penalty. 

22. In fact the pope remits no penalty for souls in purgatory. All souls must pay 

for their actions in this life. (This was Luther’s objection to the slogan of Tetzel 

who stated “As soon as the money in the chest rings, a soul from purgatory 

springs”) 

From 26 through to 50 Luther deals 

with the statements of the pope in relation to the sale of pardons. In 27 for 

example he said:- “They teach man-made doctrines who say that as soon as the 

coin jingles in the money-box, the soul flies out of purgatory”. In other words 

the pope is a liar, in whose name the pardons were sold. In 33 he stated:- “Men 

must be on their guard against those who say that the pope’s pardons are that 

inestimable gift of God by which man is reconciled to him”. While Luther did not 

have the light in his generation as we have in ours, he did know enough about 

the office of the pope to know that it behaved like that of Antichrist. The wording 

of 49 is interesting:- 

49.  Christians are to be taught that the pope’s pardons are not to be trusted, if 

they do not encourage the believer to fear God, they are altogether harmful.  

The central part and core of his theses was that Luther emphasized the necessity 

and the centrality of the Word of God. 

 The term “SOLA SCRIPTURA” which means Scripture Alone and was one of what 

became known as Luther’s five, the others being “SOLA FIDE” Faith Alone, 

Repentance is a personal gift from God 
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“SOLUS CHRISTUS” Christ Alone, “SOLA GRATIA” Grace Alone, and “SOLI DEO 

GLORIA” Glory to God Alone. These five truths have been at the forefront of the 

Protestant Church ever since.  

In 53 Luther sets the tone of his argument:- 

53. They are the enemies of Christ and the pope who forbid altogether the 
preaching of the Word of God in some churches in order that indulgences may 
be preached in others. 

In the 60s and 70s of his Theses, Luther deals with Papal Processions, bell ringing 

and rituals. He refers to how in these Tezel the pardon monger through much 

fanfare came into town. Luther asks the question how any of this brought glory 

to God? He then points out clearly how it doesn’t, but quite the opposite, it 

actually robs God of His Glory. He speaks about how the real treasure of the 

church was the Gospel of Christ and not the sale of the pope’s indulgences. In 

74 he said:  

74. But much more does he (the pope) intend to thunder against those who use 

the pretext of the sale of pardons to contrive injury to Holy love and Truth (the 

Gospel). 

In 79, Luther defends the Cross of Christ, he states:- 

79. To say that the cross emblazoned with the papal arms is of the same value 

of the cross of Christ is a blasphemy.  

By the time Luther gets to the 80’s of his 95 Theses he is confronting the prayers 

for the dead, which is still practiced today by the poor Roman Catholic dupes. 

He speaks out against the financial motives that underlie this doctrine. He also 

makes direct reference to the building 

of St Peter’s Basilica in Rome, in 86 he 

put it like this:- 

86. Why does not the pope, whose 

wealth today is greater than the riches 

of the richest, build this basilica of St 

Peter with his own money, rather than 

with the money of poor believers? 

Faith Alone 

Christ Alone 

Grace Alone, and 

Glory to God Alone 
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In 90 Luther calls for reasonable answers, this is how he puts it:- 

90. To repress these convincing arguments of the laity by force alone, and not 

to resolve them by giving reasonable answers, is to expose the church and the 

pope to the ridicule of their enemies, and to leave Christians unsatisfied. 

Luther finishes his 95 Theses beautifully in the very last one he takes the 

opportunity of testifying that he has found assurance that his sins are forgiven 

and that Christ died for him. He words it like this:- 

95. And thus be confident of entering heaven through many tribulations, rather 

than through the false assurance of peace (when there is no peace). 

The Theses spread through Europe like wild fire, within weeks they were being 

talked about in Rome. They were soon to be spread throughout Christendom, 

causing uproar as they went. Luther himself said “that it was as though the very 

angels became his messengers, and presented his words before the eyes of all 

men”. The Roman Catholic scholar at the time was Erasmus, and he is quoted as 

saying of Martin Luther’s 95 Theses, “That he had committed two unspeakable 

crimes. That he attacked the pope’s tiara and the bellies of the monks”. This was 

true in that he questioned the pope’s authority and the greed of his servants, 

the monks who only thought of their bellies and not the things of God.  

But not all were critical, some of Luther’s piers 

seen the hand of God in what he was doing; Dr 

Fleck, who was head of one of the monasteries 

and who had long since stopped believing in the 

mass, said when hearing about Luther’s Theses, 

“At last we have found the man we have waited 

for so long”. The Reformation had found a 

champion. God had raised up a man who would 

shake the world with Truth. 

That memorable day on which Martin Luther, 

the Augustinian monk of Wittenberg, nailed his 

95 Theses to the Castle Church door has over 

these 500 years earned its place among those 

great days in our History. It marks a turning 

point in religious liberty and the birth of a 
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movement that was to shape many nations the world over. A movement that 

God was to use to bring more salt and light to the world, than any other time in 

history. The glorious Protestant Reformation had taken hold upon the Nations 

of Europe and they were never to be the same again. 

While Luther’s actions impacted many states, none more so than the state of 

Northern Ireland, which is the only state in history to have been formed as a 

direct result of the Reformation. As Jock Purves said in his book Sweet Believing: 

“Ulster is part of God’s answer”, for it is a Reformation Triumph. A land where 

the Gospel was preached from every corner, and where the Word of God had 

free course. Ulster is a Great British Reformation triumph. It is the place where 

God has shone his face and been pleased to bless. In many ways His blessing is 

still here, even though we live in days of apostasy. There is still a remnant in 

Ulster who have not bowed their knee to Ba’al. A remnant no matter how small, 

who have purposed that come what may, they are privileged and honoured to 

be identified with Martian Luther and to call themselves Protestants. May this 

generation walk in the faith of their fathers, who feared God and believed their 

Bibles. 

   

              

There is still a remnant in Ulster who have not bowed their 
knee to Ba’al. 

A remnant who have purposed that come what may, they 
are privileged and honoured to be identified with Martian 
Luther and to call themselves Protestants. 


