
A TIMELINE OF LUTHER'S LIFE1 

• MORE BIOGRAPHIES THAN ANY OTHER FIGURE.  
• MORE USE THAN ANY OTHER PERSON IN HISTORY.  

1483 November 10: A son is born to Hans and Margerethe Luther (also called Luder) 
in Lutherstadt Eisleben; he is baptized "Martin" on November 11 in the Church of St Peter and 
St Paul.	 

1484 The family moves to the village of Mansfeld-Lutherstadt. 

1498 Martin Luther starts school in Eisenach. 

1501 Luther goes to study law at the University of Erfurt. 

1505 Caught in a terrible storm in Stotternheim (near Erfurt), Luther vows to become a monk if 
St. Anne saves him. Surviving the storm, he gives up his career as a lawyer and joins the 
Augustinian order at the monastery in Erfurt. 

• “Help me, St. Anne. I will become a monk.” 
• Augustinians of Extreme Observance 
• “if ever a monk got to heaven by his monkery, it was I.”  

1507 Luther celebrates his first mass on May 2. 

• Terror. 
• Confessing to Staupitz for 6hrs a day. To relieve his mind, Staupitz told him to 

memorize the Bible. And he did it.  

1508 Luther arrives in Lutherstadt Wittenberg to lecture and study at the university. 

1510 Luther walks to Rome, a distance of around 1,000 miles. 

1517 Luther preaches against the selling of indulgences. On October 31, he nails the 95 Theses 
to the door of Lutherstadt Wittenberg's Castle Church. Translated from Latin into German, this 
printed declaration spreads like wildfire. Martin also changes his name from Luder to Luther, 
which may have been a Greek play on words: Martinus Eleutherios, or "Martin the Free One". 

• You wonder I did not tell you of them. But I did not wish to have them widely circulated. I 
only intended submitting them to a few learned men for examination, and if they disapproved 
of them, to suppress them—or make them known through their publications, in the event of 
their meeting with your approval. But now they are being spread abroad and translated 
everywhere, which I never could have credited, so that I regret having given birth to them—
not that I am unwilling to proclaim the truth manfully, for there is nothing I more ardently 
desire, but because this way of instructing the people is of little avail. As yet I am still 
uncertain as to some points, and would have gone into others more particularly, leaving 
some out entirely, had I foreseen all this. (Letter to Christoph Scheurl)  
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1518 Luther is charged with heresy in Rome. He defends himself in Augsburg with arguments 
based on the Bible rather than church doctrine. He has to flee, returning to Lutherstadt 
Wittenberg under the protection of Frederick the Wise (the Elector Frederick III). 

Luther would date his own conversion to about 1519: 

• Meanwhile, I had already during that year returned to interpret the Psalter anew. I had 
confidence in the fact that I was more skilful, after I had lectured in the university on St. 
Paul's epistles to the Romans, to the Galatias, and the one to the Hebrews. I had indeed 
been captivated with an extraordinary ardor for understanding Paul in the Epistle to the 
Romans. But up till then it was not the cold blood ab out the heart, but a single word in 
Chapter 1, "In it the righteousness of God is revealed," that had stood in my way. For I 
hated that word "righteousness of God," which, according to the use and custom of all the 
teachers, I had been taught to understand philosophically regarding the formal or active 
righteousness, as they call it, with which God is righteous and punishes the unrighteous 
sinner. Though I lived as a monk without reproach, I felt that I was a sinner before God 
with an extremely disturbed conscience. I could not believe that he was placated by my 
satisfaction. I did not love, yes, I hated the righteous God who punishes sinners, and 
secretly, if not blasphemously, certainly murmuring greatly, I was angry with God, and 
said, "As if, indeed, it is not enough, that miserable sinners, eternally lost through original 
sin, are crushed by every kind of calamity by the law of the decalogue, without having 
God add pain to pain by the gospel and also by the gospel threatening us with his 
righteousness and wrath!" Thus I raged with a fierce and troubled conscience. 
Nevertheless, I beat importunately upon Paul at that place, most ardently desiring to 
know what St. Paul wanted. At last, by the mercy of God, meditating day and night, I 
gave heed to the context of the words, namely, "In it the righteousness of God is revealed, 
as it is written, 'He who through faith is righteous shall live.'" There I began to understand 
that the righteousness of God is that by which the righteous lives by a gift of God, namely 
by faith. And this is the meaning: the righteousness of God is revealed by the gospel, 
namely, the passive righteousness with which merciful God justifies us by faith, as it is 
written, "He who through faith is righteous shall live." Here I felt that I was altogether 
born again and had entered paradise itself through open gates. There a totally other face 
of the entire Scripture showed itself to me. Thereupon I ran through the Scripture from 
memory. I also fount in other terms an analogy, as, the work of God, that is what God 
does in us, the power of God, with which he makes us wise, the strenght of God, the 
salvation of God, the glory of God. And I extolled my sweetest word with a love as great 
as the hatred with which I had before hated the word "righteousness of God." Thus that 
place in Paul was for me truly the gate to paradise. Later I read Augustine's The Spirit 
and the Letter, where contrary to hope I found that he, too, interpreted God's 
righteousness in a similar way, as the righteousness with which God clothes us when he 
justifies us (Augustine passage included below). Although this was heretofore said 
imperfectly and he did not explain all things concerning imputation clearly, it 
nevertheless was pleasing that God's righteousness with which we are justified was 
taught. 

 

1520: Publishes The Three Treatises 



 

o A Christian is a perfectly free lord of all, subject to none. 
o A Christian is a perfectly dutiful servant of all, subject to all. 

 

1521 Luther is excommunicated and summoned to appear before the Diet of Worms (the Council 
of Worms, a city in western Germany). His words "I neither can nor will recant" challenged 
authority in a way that would change the course of history. On his journey back to Lutherstadt 
Wittenberg, he is 'kidnapped' and taken to Wartburg Castle near Eisenach. In reality, he is 
once again under the protection of Frederick the Wise. Safe in the fortress, Luther grows a beard 
and goes by the name of "Squire George" ("Junker Jörg"). In just 10 weeks, he translates the 
New Testament from Greek into German. 

• Unless I am convinced by the testimony of the Scriptures or by clear reason (for I do not trust 
either in the pope or in councils alone, since it is well known that they have often erred and 
contradicted themselves), I am bound by the Scriptures I have quoted and my conscience is 
captive to the Word of God. I cannot and will not recant anything, since it is neither safe nor 
right to go against conscience. May God help me. Amen. 

• Exsurge Domine (1520): Arise, O Lord, and judge your own cause. Remember your 
reproaches to those who are filled with foolishness all through the day. Listen to our 
prayers, for foxes have arisen seeking to destroy the vineyard whose winepress you 
alone have trod. When you were about to ascend to your Father, you committed the 
care, rule, and administration of the vineyard, an image of the triumphant church, to 
Peter, as the head and your vicar and his successors. The wild boar from the forest 
seeks to destroy it and every wild beast feeds upon it. Rise, Peter, and fulfill this pastoral 
office divinely entrusted to you as mentioned above. Give heed to the cause of the holy 
Roman Church, mother of all churches and teacher of the faith, whom you by the order 
of God, have consecrated by your blood. Against the Roman Church, you warned, lying 
teachers are rising, introducing ruinous sects, and drawing upon themselves speedy 
doom. Their tongues are fire, a restless evil, full of deadly poison. They have bitter zeal, 
contention in their hearts, and boast and lie against the truth. We beseech you also, 
Paul, to arise. It was you that enlightened and illuminated the Church by your doctrine 
and by a martyrdom like Peter’s. For now a new Porphyry rises who, as the old once 
wrongfully assailed the holy apostles, now assails the holy pontiffs, our predecessors. 
Rebuking them, in violation of your teaching, instead of imploring them, he is not 
ashamed to assail them, to tear at them, and when he despairs of his cause, to stoop to 
insults. He is like the heretics “whose last defense,” as Jerome says, “is to start spewing 
out a serpent’s venom with their tongue when they see that their causes are about to be 
condemned, and spring to insults when they see they are vanquished.” For although you 
have said that there must be heresies to test the faithful, still they must be destroyed at 
their very birth by your intercession and help, so they do not grow or wax strong like your 
wolves. Finally, let the whole church of the saints and the rest of the universal church 
arise. Some, putting aside her true interpretation of Sacred Scripture, are blinded in mind 
by the father of lies. Wise in their own eyes, according to the ancient practice of heretics, 
they interpret these same Scriptures otherwise than the Holy Spirit demands, inspired 
only by their own sense of ambition, and for the sake of popular acclaim, as the Apostle 
declares. In fact, they twist and adulterate the Scriptures. As a result, according to 
Jerome, “It is no longer the Gospel of Christ, but a man’s, or what is worse, the devil’s.” 



Let all this holy Church of God, I say, arise, and with the blessed apostles intercede with 
almighty God to purge the errors of His sheep, to banish all heresies from the lands of 
the faithful, and be pleased to maintain the peace and unity of His holy Church. 

 

1522 Luther returns to Lutherstadt Wittenberg and sets off a series of theological and social 
reforms, such as education for all. He encourages musicians and poets to write music and hymns 
for church services. 

• From the commentary on Romans: Faith is a living, bold trust in God's grace, so 
certain of God's favor that it would risk death a thousand times trusting in it. Such 
confidence and knowledge of God's grace makes you happy, joyful and bold in your 
relationship to God and all creatures. The Holy Spirit makes this happen through faith. 
Because of it, you freely, willingly and joyfully do good to everyone, serve everyone, suffer all 
kinds of things, love and praise the God who has shown you such grace. 

• Preface to Romans: “This letter is truly the most important piece in the New Testament. It 
is purest Gospel. It is well worth a Christian's while not only to memorize it word for word but 
also to occupy himself with it daily, as though it were the daily bread of the soul. It is 
impossible to read or to meditate on this letter too much or too well. The more one deals with 
it, the more precious it becomes and the better it tastes. Therefore I want to carry out my 
service and, with this preface, provide an introduction to the letter, insofar as God gives me 
the ability, so that every one can gain the fullest possible understanding of it. Up to now it 
has been darkened by glosses [explanatory notes and comments which accompany a text] 
and by many a useless comment, but it is in itself a bright light, almost bright enough to 
illumine the entire Scripture.” 

 

1523 Luther encourages monks and nuns to leave their abbeys. One nun who followed this call 
was none other than Katharina von Bora, who fled to Lutherstadt Wittenberg where she 
would come to meet Luther. 

• She fled her nunnery in an empty fish barrel.  

1525 Luther marries Katharina von Bora. On December 25, Luther holds the German Mass, the 
very first Protestant service. 

• “his marriage would please his father, rile the pope, cause the angels to laugh, 
and the devils to weep." 

o “I will marry Kate to spite the devil.”  
• “Dear Kate”  
• Discuss their marriage.  

1529 Luther publishes The Large Catechism, an easy-to-understand explanation of Christian 
theology. 

1530 The Augsburg Confession is written by Luther's close associate and friend, Philipp 
Melanchthon. He presents it to the Diet of Augsburg, but his arguments are rejected. However, 
this document was – and still is – the cornerstone of Lutheran faith. 

• The rest of his life is taken with writing and proclaiming the Reformation.  



1546 Luther dies in Lutherstadt Eisleben. His coffin is carried to Lutherstadt Wittenberg, 
where he is buried at the Castle Church. As recorded on his tombstone, he lived for "63 years, 2 
months, and 10 days." 

• Last words: “We are beggars. This is true.”  
• Luther died in his bed. 

o Death mask, showing his peacefulness in death.  


