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Already AT the LO0th annıversary f the Reformation 1n 1617, the Theses
had become cipher, waltıng hbe Alled wıth whatever the culture
erl HAit imbue them Luther, quill] 1n hand, 15 depicted A scratching OuUTt
the Theses Wittenberg’s church OOT wıth the nı b while the feathers
znock the papal t1ara from LeO X ’G head 1n Rome, al aCcCording dream f
Frederick the Wıse I Later, the Enlightenment grabbed human imagına-
t1012, Luther became the Arst light the lamp f free, untrammeled 1E48S0OT1

1n darkened d Then, when Harvard Unıiversity Drofessor („eorge Ban-
croft, the Heidelberg-trained nineteenth-century historian f the AÄAmertican
Revolution, began hıs ten-volume Tre41tmeEenNnt f that War, where else could
that harbinger f Romantıcısm begin than wıth Luther Aa the theses that
prefigured „the chot which Tans OQuUTt around the world? «2 The cipher also
had 1fs M1TTOr 1image, Roman Catholic theologians marked thıs posting

the defiant ACT f heretic the machıinations f S10< mMıind 3
When Erwın Iserloh called 1INtoO questi1on the posting f the Theses,

(IT11C f hıs cultured despisers certainly suspected Roman plot Str1p
the Reformation f 1fs pPOwer.* Muoreover, Der Spiege[l’s Provocatıve artıcle

E.g LUTHER, Sermon Indulgences and (:race by the Worthy OCtOr Martın
Luther, Augustinian Friar 1n Wittenberg in The Annotated Luther, vol The 00 of
Retorm, ed by VWENGERT, 2015, ch 54 (hencefor 1,3}
C{ BANCROFT, H1story of the United States f MmMenca:;: TOM the DISCcOvery of the
Ämerıcan ( ontiınent, vols., 554-1I1 S75
E.g DENIFLE, Luther und Luthertum 1n der ersten Entwickelung. Quellenmäfßig dar
gestellt, (zRISAR, Luther, Bde. L  1—1  A
C{ ISERLOH, Luther zwischen Retorm und Retormation (KLK 23/24), 1967
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The Ninety-Five Theses as a Literary and Theological 
Event

By Timothy J. Wengert

Already at the 100th anniversary of the Reformation in 1617, the 95 Theses 
had become a cipher, waiting to be filled with whatever power the culture 
saw fit to imbue them. Luther, quill in hand, is depicted as scratching out 
the Theses on Wittenberg’s church door with the nib while the feathers 
knock the papal tiara from Leo X’s head in Rome, all according to a dream of 
Frederick the Wise.1 Later, as the Enlightenment grabbed human imagina-
tion, Luther became the first to light the lamp of free, untrammeled reason 
in a darkened age. Then, when Harvard University professor George Ban-
croft, the Heidelberg-trained nineteenth-century historian of the American 
Revolution, began his ten-volume treatment of that War, where else could 
that harbinger of Romanticism begin than with Luther and the theses that 
prefigured »the shot which rang out around the world?«2 The cipher also 
had its mirror image, as Roman Catholic theologians marked this posting 
as the defiant act of a heretic or the machinations of a sick mind.3

When Erwin Iserloh called into question the posting of the Theses, 
some of his cultured despisers certainly suspected a Roman plot to strip 
the Reformation of its power.4 Moreover, Der Spiegel’s provocative article 

	 1	 E.g. M. Luther, A Sermon on Indulgences and Grace by the Worthy Doctor Martin 
Luther, Augustinian Friar in Wittenberg (in: The Annotated Luther, vol. 1: The Roots of 
Reform, ed. by T.J. Wengert, 2015, ch. 3, 3 (henceforth: AL 1,3).

	 2	 Cf. G. Bancroft, History of the United States of America: From the Discovery of the 
American Continent, 10 vols., 1854–1878.

	 3	 E.g. H. Denifle, Luther und Luthertum in der ersten Entwickelung. Quellenmäßig dar-
gestellt, 21904, or H. Grisar, Luther, 3 Bde., 1911–1912.

	 4	 Cf. E. Iserloh, Luther zwischen Reform und Reformation (KLK 23/24), 21967.



from 1966, wıth the Captıon „Reformator ohne Hammer‘«, certainly dıd
NOT help the ımportant scholarly debate, which began then Anl CONtTINUES 1n
(JUT day.5 The fact that Luther would LNOTC likely AaVeE attached the Theses
wıth W  Pr Anl NOT naıls Just chows how lıttle legends depend UDOLL
history, »WIe eigentlich geschehen 1St. «6

Putting asıde the questlion f the posting for the MOMECNT, let W5 instead
focus the actual 95 Theses Anl look AT them Arst 1n the CONTEXT f LuU-
ther’'s immediate CATCCT Aa secOnNd 1n f theır literary fOrm, 1n Order
finally glean from the Theses the f Luther’s theology Aa hıs
500-year-old proposal regarding the practice f selling indulgences. When
(IIL O€s that, NOT only 15 the questlion f theır posting—a certaın SCT f
bronze doors the notwithstanding—a MaAatter f secondary 1 -
OITaNCce, hut also theır Lrue remarkable contribution Christian theology

1INtoO sharp focus.

Luther’s H1StOry with the Sale of Indulgences
It would hbe tempting begin wıth Luther’s about indulgences
1n the ecture hal[l from the pulpit. But there 15 remarkahle incıdent 1n
Luther’s pre-monastıc lıfe that I1LLAY Offer S(IT11C perspective hıs later hbe
havıor. In 1476, Pope S1IXtUs authorized the preaching f indulgence
1n Saıntes, France, calling UDOLL the chief indulgence COMMISSIONET f the
diocese, Raimund Peraudi, CAaiLYyV 1t OuUT./ hıs indulgence 15 est known
for S1XtuUus’s decree expanding the f indulgences from the living
the souls 1n PUrgatoOrYy. hıs remarkable shift, which had immediate (()11-

C{ Luthers Thesen. Retormator hne Hammer (Der Spiegel L, 1966)
LEPPIN, e Monumentalisierung Luthers. Warum Va Thesenanschlag r7zählt

wurde und W5 davon erzählen 1St in Luthers Thesenanschlag Faktum der Fik-
t10n Schriften der Stiftung Luthergedenkstätten 1n Sachsen-Anhalt, O, hg (TT
IREU, 2008, 69—92} In hıs aCCOUNT, Philipp Melanc.  On used the verb „afficere« and
subsequently Johann Mathesius used „anschlagen«, neither of 1C. requlres hammer
and nails but simply »IO 1X
FOor the role of Peraudi, „CC HAMM, Abhblass und Retormation. Erstaunliche Kohärenzen,
pAeHIl and Martın Luther’s Theses wıth Introduction, ommentary and Study Guide,
ed by VWENGERT, pAeHIl xx XX OXXIV. (For al of the translatıons of the x Theses, „CC this
work.]
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from 1966, with the caption »Reformator ohne Hammer?«, certainly did 
not help the important scholarly debate, which began then and continues in 
our day.5 The fact that Luther would more likely have attached the Theses 
with wax or paste and not nails just shows how little legends depend upon 
history, »wie es eigentlich geschehen ist.«6

Putting aside the question of the posting for the moment, let us instead 
focus on the actual 95 Theses and look at them first in the context of Lu-
ther’s immediate career and second in terms of their literary form, in order 
finally to glean from the Theses the contours of Luther’s theology and his 
500-year-old proposal regarding the practice of selling indulgences. When 
one does that, not only is the question of their posting—a certain set of 
bronze doors to the contrary notwithstanding—a matter of secondary im-
portance, but also their true remarkable contribution to Christian theology 
comes into sharp focus.

I � Luther’s History with the Sale of Indulgences

It would be tempting to begin with Luther’s comments about indulgences 
in the lecture hall or from the pulpit. But there is a remarkable incident in 
Luther’s pre-monastic life that may offer some perspective on his later be-
havior. In 1476, Pope Sixtus IV authorized the preaching of an indulgence 
in Saintes, France, calling upon the chief indulgence commissioner of the 
diocese, Raimund Peraudi, to carry it out.7 This indulgence is best known 
for Sixtus’s decree expanding the scope of indulgences from the living to 
the souls in purgatory. This remarkable shift, which had immediate con-

	 5	 Cf. Luthers Thesen. Reformator ohne Hammer (Der Spiegel 1, 1966).
	 6	 V. Leppin, Die Monumentalisierung Luthers. Warum vom Thesenanschlag erzählt 

wurde – und was davon zu erzählen ist (in: Luthers Thesenanschlag – Faktum oder Fik-
tion [Schriften der Stiftung Luthergedenkstätten in Sachsen-Anhalt, 9], hg. v. J. Ott / M. 
Treu, 2008, 69–92). In his account, Philipp Melanchthon used the verb »afficere« and 
subsequently Johann Mathesius used »anschlagen«, neither of which requires hammer 
and nails but simply means »to affix«.

	 7	 For the role of Peraudi, see B. Hamm, Ablass und Reformation. Erstaunliche Kohärenzen, 
2016 and Martin Luther’s 95 Theses with Introduction, Commentary and Study Guide, 
ed. by T.J. Wengert, 2015, XX–XXIV. (For all of the translations of the 95 Theses, see this 
work.)



SCYUCIIEC for late-medieval spirituality, A Berndt Hamm has shown, took
place only before Luther’s hırth While biographers f Luther
Anl students f the 95 Theses Often refer thiıs decree, OLLC f them has
noticed, knowledge, that thıs “-A111C preacher, by then papal legate 1n
charge f indulgences throughout the Holy Roman Empire, propagated
similar, plenary indulgence north f the Alps Anl 1n October 5 O2 W 15 1n
Erftfurt. While Luther made reference hearıng Peraudiıi purchas-
iIng indulgence AT that time—scarcely affordabhle student 1n
the ATTtS faculty—yet 1t 15 astounding historical 1LrONY that the preacher
who Hrst proclaimed indulgence for souls 1n should aVeE een
preaching plenary, jubilee indulgence, AT least directing the preaching,
1n the VCILY CLtYy where the ILLALL, who would later bring CN! such
sqles 1n the Latın West, W 15 living.

Thus, when ear Luther commentıng indulgences f VAarlı0us
kinds 1n hıs lectures Anl SCTLLNOTNS before wr1ting the 95 Theses, (L  =

saftely S Y that he W 15 NOT merely reacting the rumorted f Johann
Tetzel hut that he W 15 actıng OuUTt f experl1ence. Indeed, hıs world W 15 Alled
wıth indulgences Aa WadYS obtaın them Whether (IIL journeyed Rome
a! Dprayed AT 1fs churches viewed the burgeoning collection f Frederick
the Wıse’'s relics, indulgences WETIC Hixture 1n relig10us lıte —a form f the
church’s for souls Oppressed by the weight f S11 a! 1ts punishment.

We could ECXTt LL1OVC Luther’s indulgences from hıs
early lectures 8 Here, however, face LW hıstorical problems. FOr (IIL

thing, do NOT always know from the manuscr1pt evidence what Luther
actually sa1d 1n lectures, Opposed what he FOor another,
although the lectures f Drofessor WEETC clearly NOT prıvate, theır iImpact

the public W 15 somewhat ımıted. Comments 1n the classroom dıd NOT

necessarily lead directly strıife 1n the church. Though I1LLALY that
theses for debate had AT „(I111C level hbe approved by the ordinary bishop,
lectures clearly fell 1INtoO quıite dıfferent CAatCBOTY, Anl Professors had

C{ BAGCHI, Luther’s ınety-Fıve Theses and the (.ontemporary C .rt1c15mM of
SCI1CCS in Prom1ssory OTEes the JIreasury f Merıits Indulgences 1n Late Medieval
kurope IL (Lompanıons the Christian Tradition, 5 1, ed by 5SWANSON, 2006,
331—355/}.
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sequences for late-medieval spirituality, as Berndt Hamm has shown, took 
place only seven years before Luther’s birth. While biographers of Luther 
and students of the 95 Theses often refer to this decree, none of them has 
noticed, to my knowledge, that this same preacher, by then papal legate in 
charge of indulgences throughout the Holy Roman Empire, propagated a 
similar, plenary indulgence north of the Alps and in October 1502 was in 
Erfurt. While Luther never made reference to hearing Peraudi or purchas-
ing an indulgence at that time—scarcely affordable to a young student in 
the arts faculty—yet it is an astounding historical irony that the preacher 
who first proclaimed an indulgence for souls in purgatory should have been 
preaching a plenary, jubilee indulgence, or at least directing the preaching, 
in the very city where the young man, who would later bring an end to such 
sales in the Latin West, was living.

Thus, when we hear Luther commenting on indulgences of various 
kinds in his lectures and sermons before writing the 95 Theses, we can 
safely say that he was not merely reacting to the rumored excesses of Johann 
Tetzel but that he was acting out of experience. Indeed, his world was filled 
with indulgences and ways to obtain them. Whether one journeyed to Rome 
and prayed at its churches or viewed the burgeoning collection of Frederick 
the Wise’s relics, indulgences were a fixture in religious life—a form of the 
church’s grace for souls oppressed by the weight of sin and its punishment.

We could next move to Luther’s comments on indulgences from his 
early lectures.8 Here, however, we face two historical problems. For one 
thing, we do not always know from the manuscript evidence what Luther 
actually said in lectures, as opposed to what he wrote on paper. For another, 
although the lectures of a professor were clearly not private, their impact 
on the public was somewhat limited. Comments in the classroom did not 
necessarily lead directly to strife in the church. Though we may agree that 
theses for debate had at some level to be approved by the ordinary bishop, 
lectures clearly fell into a quite different category, and professors had a 

	 8	 Cf. D. Bagchi, Luther’s Ninety-Five Theses and the Contemporary Criticism of Indul-
gences (in: Promissory Notes on the Treasury of Merits: Indulgences in Late Medieval 
Europe [Brill’s Companions to the Christian Tradition, 5], ed. by R.N. Swanson, 2006, 
331–355).



certaın latıtude 1n exploring theological 1SSUES granted them by VIrtue f
theır being doctors lıcentiates f theology.

Thus, although Luther’s lectures OCcCasionally took 2111 AT indulgences,?9
1t 15 from the pulpit that Luther Hrst began CXDICSS broader public
hıs doubts about CONtEMLDOA indulgence practices. Here immediately
Iu.  = 1INtfO problem f SOUTCES The dating f f SCTLLNO115 1n L,
which WETIC Hrst published 1n the eighteenth CENTLUFTYV, has gıven scholars
headaches for ()VCT CENTLUFY. We 110 know, for example, that TEXT labe:
led »A SCTTI1:!  «C 1n Anl dated July 16 W 15 actually chort
indulgences that Luther appended, along wıth the 95 Theses, hıs letter
Archbishop Albrecht (Once elimıinate the other candıdate for SCTI-

I110 1t hbecomes clear, chall] SCC, that Luther’s Arst public STATEMECNTS
from Wittenberg’s pulpits commMeENcCEd early 1n 17 Anl coincıded wıth the

f Tetzel’s preaching.
The editor for L, following the lead f eighteenth-century scholar,

Valentin Ernst Löscher, dated thıs second SCITMNOLL, abeled »„»(JIn the Eve f
the Dedication,« 31 October 16 .10 Here the editors WEETC basing their
dating the mistaken notion that the dedication f the Castle Church
toog k place November, AIl Saiınts’ Day, SINCE 1t housed the All Sa1iınts’
Foundation.« However, 1n the 19 /705, Norbert Flörken rediscovered the fact
that Peraudi, papal legate, performed the actual dedication 17 Jan
Uary 503 Flörken, however, thought Luther dıd NOT aVeE perm1ss1o0n
preach AT the Castle Church Anl thus argued that thıs SCTLNOTN W 15 preached
AT the annıversary f the dedication f St aryv’'s, aYy. Martın Brecht,
while rightly rejecting Flörken’s late ate the hasıs f COM MENT 1n
Johann Agricola’s I5 publication f Luther’s earlier SCTLLNO115 the Tlen
Commandments, argued that Luther MUST AaVeE preached AT the dedication

FOor andy list, „CC BAGCHI, Luther’s ınety-Fıve Theses see 8}, 355 —355
FOor thıs paragraph, “CC VWENGERT, Martın Luther’s Preaching Indulgence In Ja
LL  Y 15 I LuthQ 2015, 62—75} The “C 1 111011 OWnNn 1nz Vers10Ns:

904—-99./7IL wıth O; 765 and 4 ; 670-674 wıth O; 795
FLÖRKEN, Fın Beltrag ZUL Datierung Va  - Luthers Sermo de induigentiis pridie Dedi-

CAatı10N1S ZKG 52, 19/IL, 344-350J, 347 1 )amı Sagt Luther doch, da eigentlich 1n der
Pfarrkirche den gepredigt habe und dafß diesen Predigten bereits 1ne Kritik

e1INem Ablafverkauf voraufgegangen sel, der mi1t dem Reliquienschatz der Schlofßkir-
che zusammenhing; diese KritikC Kurtürst Friedrich sicher nıcht <
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certain latitude in exploring theological issues granted to them by virtue of 
their being doctors or licentiates of theology.

Thus, although Luther’s lectures occasionally took aim at indulgences,9 
it is from the pulpit that Luther first began to express to a broader public 
his doubts about contemporary indulgence practices. Here we immediately 
run into a problem of sources. The dating of a group of sermons in WA 1, 
which were first published in the eighteenth century, has given scholars 
headaches for over a century. We now know, for example, that a text labe-
led »a sermon« in WA 1 and dated July 1516 was actually a short essay on 
indulgences that Luther appended, along with the 95 Theses, to his letter to 
Archbishop Albrecht. Once we eliminate the other candidate for a 1516 ser-
mon, it becomes clear, as we shall see, that Luther’s first public statements 
from Wittenberg’s pulpits commenced early in 1517 and coincided with the 
onset of Tetzel’s preaching.

The editor for WA 1, following the lead of an eighteenth-century scholar, 
Valentin Ernst Löscher, dated this second sermon, labeled »On the Eve of 
the Dedication,« to 31 October 1516.10 Here the editors were basing their 
dating on the mistaken notion that the dedication of the Castle Church 
took place on 1 November, All Saints’ Day, since it housed the »All Saints’ 
Foundation.« However, in the 1970s, Norbert Flörken rediscovered the fact 
that Peraudi, as a papal legate, performed the actual dedication on 17 Jan-
uary 1503. Flörken, however, thought Luther did not have permission to 
preach at the Castle Church and thus argued that this sermon was preached 
at the anniversary of the dedication of St. Mary’s, 31 May.11 Martin Brecht, 
while rightly rejecting Flörken’s late date on the basis of a comment in 
Johann Agricola’s 1518 publication of Luther’s earlier sermons on the Ten 
Commandments, argued that Luther must have preached at the dedication 

	 9	 For a handy list, see Bagchi, Luther’s Ninety-Five Theses (see n. 8), 353–355.
	 10	 For this paragraph, see T.J. Wengert, Martin Luther’s Preaching an Indulgence in Ja-

nuary 1517 (LuthQ 29, 2015, 62–75). The sermon comes down to us in two versions: WA 
1; 94–99.711 with WA 9; 765 f and WA 4; 670–674 with WA 9; 795.

	 11	 N. Flörken, Ein Beitrag zur Datierung von Luthers Sermo de indulgentiis pridie Dedi-
cationis (ZKG 82, 1971, 344–350), 347: »Damit sagt Luther doch, daß er eigentlich in der 
Pfarrkirche gegen den Ablaß gepredigt habe und daß diesen Predigten bereits eine Kritik 
an einem Ablaßverkauf voraufgegangen sei, der mit dem Reliquienschatz der Schloßkir-
che zusammenhing; diese Kritik gefiel Kurfürst Friedrich sicher nicht.«



f (IT11C other church 1n Wittenberg, aCtIVItYV nowhere mentioned 1n the
records ı2 As aVeE argued elsewhere, however, the dedication f the Castle
Church 1n January 17 matches precisely wıth Luther’s original crıt1que f
indulgences Anl 15 substantıated by hıs later TemM1INISCENCES f the EVENTS f

IN Moreover, those TemM1INISCENCES that Luther did indeed preach
AT the Castle Church 1n I namely, by the INvıtatıon f the S4axon

In 54L1, 1n Wider Hans WOFrST, Luther recounted S(IT11C f the EVENTS f
IN He stated: »Fven before this, ere AT the Castle Church| had delıv

ered such SCTLLNOTN agalnst indulgences that thereby earned Duke Freder-
1Cckz’s disfavor, for he W 15 really fond f hıs Foundation.« In Not only O€s thiıs
reference m ake clear that Luther could preach AT the Castle Church, but,
wıth the COMMECNT about the Elector Frederick’s love f „hıs foundation, «
1t also Hits far better recollection f the Elector’s love for the entıre AIl
Sa1iınts’ Foundation, NOT simply for hıs relics, ILLALLYV aVeE assumed. What

AaVeE ere 15 Luther’s recollection f OCCAasS1ı0nN AT which he preached
AT the Castle Church Anl attacked the Foundation, which hbelieve W 15 AT
the annıversary celebration f 1fs dedicatiıon 1n January IN

10 understand why thiıs 1541 Tem1INISCENCE referred SCTLNOTN de.
1vered the annıversary f the dedication f the Castle Church, (IIL has
only realize that when Peraudı dedicated 1t, he anNNOoOUNCEd the papal A
proval for speclal indulgence f 200 days for ALLVOLLC who attended the
celebration f the dedication’s annıversary 1n the future. hıs that

that OCCAasıon Luther hımselft W 15 preaching indulgence. 10 he SUIC, 1t
W 15 NOT plenary indulgence, hut 1n fact the theological mechanıiıcs for al]
indulgences WEETC the “AL1L1IC The appointed gospel for such annıversary
W 15 always the f Zacchaeus, hbecause f the lıne »I Z01Ng VYOUT
house tOday,« where „»house« included 1n 1ts spiritual meanıng especlally
houses f worship.

C{ BRECHT, Martın Luther: Hıs oad Retormation 453-1521I, TAans by ames
Schaatf, 1955, 185—-190

30,5—I10 „Solche predigt hatte ich uch LVO gethan hie a1ll Schlosse, wıder
das as, Und bey Hertzog Friderich damıiıt cschlechte gnade verdienet, LDenn Se1IN
Stittt uch “CCT 1eh hatte « (L ompare thıs where the translatiıon 15 ambı-
‚UOL
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of some other church in Wittenberg, an activity nowhere mentioned in the 
records.12 As I have argued elsewhere, however, the dedication of the Castle 
Church in January 1517 matches precisely with Luther’s original critique of 
indulgences and is substantiated by his later reminiscences of the events of 
1517. Moreover, those reminiscences prove that Luther did indeed preach 
at the Castle Church in 1517, namely, by the invitation of the Saxon court.

In 1541, in Wider Hans Worst, Luther recounted some of the events of 
1517. He stated: »Even before this, here at the Castle [Church] I had deliv-
ered such a sermon against indulgences that I thereby earned Duke Freder-
ick’s disfavor, for he was really fond of his Foundation.«13 Not only does this 
reference make clear that Luther could preach at the Castle Church, but, 
with the comment about the Elector Frederick’s love of »his foundation,« 
it also fits far better as a recollection of the Elector’s love for the entire All 
Saints’ Foundation, not simply for his relics, as many have assumed. What 
we have here is Luther’s recollection of an occasion at which he preached 
at the Castle Church and attacked the Foundation, which I believe was at 
the anniversary celebration of its dedication in January 1517.

To understand why this 1541 reminiscence referred to a sermon de-
livered on the anniversary of the dedication of the Castle Church, one has 
only to realize that when Peraudi dedicated it, he announced the papal ap-
proval for a special indulgence of 200 days for anyone who attended the 
celebration of the dedication’s anniversary in the future. This means that 
on that occasion Luther himself was preaching an indulgence. To be sure, it 
was not a plenary indulgence, but in fact the theological mechanics for all 
indulgences were the same. The appointed gospel for such an anniversary 
was always the story of Zacchaeus, because of the line »I am going to your 
house today,« where »house« included in its spiritual meaning especially 
houses of worship.

	 12	 Cf. M. Brecht, Martin Luther: His Road to Reformation 1483–1521, trans. by James 
Schaaf, 1985, 185–190.

	 13	 WA 51; 539,8–10: »Solche predigt hatte ich auch zuvor gethan hie auffm Schlosse, wider 
das Ablas, Und bey Hertzog Friderich damit schlechte gnade verdienet, Denn er sein 
Stifft auch seer lieb hatte.« Compare this to LW 41,232, where the translation is ambi-
guous.



Luther made LW  @] XCUTSUSECS 1n hıs SCTLLNOTN In the first, he chided PCO-
ple for putting LOO much 1n dedications when theır hearts WEETC NOT
dedicated Cod hat alone would AaVeE een enough the elector,
who had built the church. In the second, however, he began questi1on 11N-
dulgences. Although he had heard f the impending indulgence preaching f
Tetzel, who 1n m1d-January W 15 beginning preach the plenary, sO-Ccalled
»„Peter’s indulgence« 1n Eisleben,14 hıs hearers could hardly aVeE mıissed the
CcCOoONNectıOoN the dedication f the Castle Church Anl the indulgence that
that worship provided those who attended 111455 that day. What did Luther
Say%

In the Hrst place, hıs grounding 1n Augustin1an theology becomes A
parent.

Unless cleansed byF N  Y mortal has thıs VICEe of self-Love], and 1t endures from the
beginning f the WOT the end that ach and V  Y CI50IN cpeeks 1n ßl things—even
In Christ—those things that AIC theirN

Second, 1n light f thıs selt-love, Luther attacked indulgence preachers, NOt
hbecause they tried cell] hut because they fooled people 1INtfO thinking
that they could purchase WadY OuUTt from under (A0d/’s law a! judgment.

The people AIC seduced:® hrough seducers and contabulators and preachers of 1:
SCI1CCS and AIC driven toward SeCUNLTY, lazıness and listlessness and forgetfulness f

I atınN \WA 98,18) DEUC foribus, literally, betore the doors. FLÖRKEN, Beıtrag see II]
interprets thıs spatially, when 1n fact 1t 15 tar 1LLUIC often used temporally, that 15, that
indulgence cqles WCIC about happen, another indication of January date fOr thıs 1
1110

15 95, 12—14 »„»Hoc 21ULem vıitiıum amoris SU1| PGT 1n quolibet homine N1sS1 PCI gratiam
SaneLtUr, et $111t ah 1N1t10 mundı er1ıtque UL 1n finem, qul1a quaerit 1n omnibus, et1am
In Christo, U LLAC “ [ [|.  3 SUINT.< Luther 211 thıs pDo1n W5 interpreting the last line of the S US5-
pel, „The SOn of Man has AITILIC ceelc and AVOC the lost « He pointedly remarks that
ESUS did NOTt AIMLILIC glorify those lready righteous and Sqaved. 98,101 „Voluit
1pse C005 t$fendi 110  - ul caderent, ced u 1DSO0S agNOSCEFrCNLT, quon1am pleni errant gloria
et O111.« » Theretore, he WAnNTts them be OTIeNde: NOT that they all but that
they know themselves, SINCE they WCIC ull of glory and love of se.

16 FOor 3 seduced« 98,15f reads: In istud vıitiıum ducitur, qu1 debuit DOt1US
reduc1i.« (»are led toward this V1ICEe rather than AWAaY from it« . The „»preachers f In
CI  <C AIC Yst mentioned 1n the NEeCxXT SENTENCE
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Luther made two excursuses in his sermon. In the first, he chided peo-
ple for putting too much trust in dedications when their hearts were not 
dedicated to God. That alone would have been enough to anger the elector, 
who had built the church. In the second, however, he began to question in-
dulgences. Although he had heard of the impending indulgence preaching of 
Tetzel, who in mid-January was beginning to preach the plenary, so-called 
»Peter’s indulgence« in Eisleben,14 his hearers could hardly have missed the 
connection to the dedication of the Castle Church and the indulgence that 
that worship provided those who attended mass that day. What did Luther 
say?

In the first place, his grounding in Augustinian theology becomes ap-
parent.

Unless cleansed by grace, every mortal has this vice [of self-love], and it endures from the 
beginning of the world to the end that each and every person seeks in all things—even 
in Christ—those things that are their own.15

Second, in light of this self-love, Luther attacked indulgence preachers, not 
because they tried to sell grace but because they fooled people into thinking 
that they could purchase a way out from under God’s law and judgment.

The people are seduced16 through seducers and confabulators and preachers of indul-
gences and are driven toward security, laziness and listlessness and to forgetfulness of 

	 14	 Latin (WA 1; 98,18): prae foribus, literally, before the doors. Flörken, Beitrag (see n. 11) 
interprets this spatially, when in fact it is far more often used temporally, that is, that 
indulgence sales were about to happen, another indication of a January date for this ser-
mon.

	 15	 WA 1; 98,12–14: »Hoc autem vitium [amoris sui] est in quolibet homine nisi per gratiam 
sanetur, et fuit ab initio mundi eritque usque in finem, quia quaerit in omnibus, etiam 
in Christo, quae sua sunt.« Luther at this point was interpreting the last line of the gos-
pel, »The Son of Man has come to seek and to save the lost.« He pointedly remarks that 
Jesus did not come to glorify those already righteous and saved. WA 1; 98,10 f: »Voluit 
ipse eos offendi non ut caderent, sed ut se ipsos agnoscerent, quoniam pleni errant gloria 
et amore sui.« (»Therefore, he wants them to be offended not so that they fall but so that 
they know themselves, since they were full of glory and love of self.«)

	 16	 For »are seduced« WA 1; 98,15 f reads: »[…] in istud vitium ducitur, qui debuit potius 
reduci.« (»are led toward this vice rather than away from it«). The »preachers of indul-
gences« are first mentioned in the next sentence.



Ciod and hıs Ö  F oUg (I)LLIT ıte 15 GT1 perpetual battle 1n 1C. there M UuSt
be SNOoMNNg. !7

hıs hasıc CY1LE1CL1SM built the backbone f Luther’s arguments agalnst the
indulgence preachers 1n the Theses.

Third, 1n January 1517 Luther W 15 already f the papal decree
promulgating the Peter’'s indulgence. »„'The Opınıon f the Pope 15 Lrue Anl
COTTECTL.« He CVCIN admıtted: „the words f the LrUMPETLES J of indulgences|
ATC Lrue 1n S(IT11C 115C « 1 He then suggested replacing the threetold divisıon
f the Sacrament f Penance CONtriıt10N, confession a! satisfaction, wıth

two-fold, Augustinlan divisıon f S12N Anl reality.
in the reality elongs the INteror and only Lrue PCHAaLllce of the heart, CONCeEMNINSE 1C
Christ Sa Y in Matthew 4:17], »„[JO PCHAaLLcl « and efer 1n AÄActs 31:19], »Repent and be
coNverted. « in the s1gn elongs the external PCHNalce, 1C 15 trequently performed
(even when that INteror PCHAaLllce 15 Often fictive]), and 1t has < parts, contession and
catıstaction.L

Another surprise wıth hıs COM MENT about public a! prıvate confes-
S10N. Whıiıle Luther W 1415 certaın about the or1g1n f public confession tound
1n Jas 5:16J, he W 15 uncertaın where Scrıpture spoke f prıvate confession
Anl publicly asked the noble JUrN1StS« for help 1n determining where CY1D-
ture approved 1t 20 Moreover, Luther kcnew f litelong »„»Satısfactıon« for S1N,
f which John the Baptıst spoke 1n Luke 3156 hut W 15 also uncertaın f the
satısfactıon ınked prıvate contessiogn.

I 4 ; 74,6—9 ubı populous PCI seductores et tabulatores, indulgentiarumque PIaC-
dicatores seducıiıtur et ad securltatem, supınıtatem et OscC1tantliam, LDeı CIUCISqUE 105
oblivionem adigitur, (L tame vıta NOSTIra C1t militia, U LLE estertendum 110111 >-

ULE PY1It.<«
15 95,19-—-21I Prnmum pProOteStOT, quod iIntent1O0 apae ET recCcta et vecIaxa, saltem

ULUAC 1acet 1n literis, syllabis Secundo torte et verba OLLL  f quı1 buccinant, SUNT VCcCIAa 1n
aliquot 11511 ‚.44

L 95,23-28 „Melius 21ULem S1C Duplex PGT poenitentl1a, sc1ilicet S1gNn1 et rel Re1l PGT
]la INterl0r cOrdis et ooola VCIA poenitentla, de ] LLEL Christus dicıit poen1itenti1am agıte, et
Petrus AÄAct poen1iıtemiıin1ı et CONvVertimını. 1gn1 ET ]la eXterlor, U LLAC frequenter ET

tacta, (L ]la INter10r C1t cta ‚DC, et haec HNEN F partes, Contesionem et
satistactiıonem ‚.44

95,31—33 „Ideirco OM1N1S Iunstis C commendo, ul 1ps1 probent, ubi de 1Ure
divino probentur catisfactio et Contessio, u 11ILLIIC SUNT 1n USLL. <<
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God and his cross, although our life is still a perpetual battle in which there must never 
be snoring.17

This basic criticism built the backbone of Luther’s arguments against the 
indulgence preachers in the 95 Theses.

Third, in January 1517 Luther was already aware of the papal decree 
promulgating the Peter’s indulgence. »The opinion of the Pope is true and 
correct.« He even admitted: »the words of the trumpeters [of indulgences] 
are true in some sense.«18 He then suggested replacing the threefold division 
of the Sacrament of Penance as contrition, confession and satisfaction, with 
a two-fold, Augustinian division of sign and reality.

To the reality belongs the interior and only true penance of the heart, concerning which 
Christ says [in Matthew 4:17], »Do penance« and Peter in Acts 3[:19], »Repent and be 
converted.« To the sign belongs the external penance, which is frequently performed 
(even when that interior penance is often fictive), and it has two parts, confession and 
satisfaction.19

Another surprise comes with his comment about public and private confes-
sion. While Luther was certain about the origin of public confession (found 
in Jas 5:16), he was uncertain where Scripture spoke of private confession 
and publicly asked the »noble jurists« for help in determining where Scrip-
ture approved it.20 Moreover, Luther knew of lifelong »satisfaction« for sin, 
of which John the Baptist spoke in Luke 3:8 but was also uncertain of the 
satisfaction linked to private confession.

	 17	 WA 4; 674,6–9: »[…] ubi populous per seductores et fabulatores, indulgentiarumque prae-
dicatores seducitur et ad securitatem, supinitatem et oscitantiam, Dei crucisque eius 
oblivionem adigitur, cum tame vita nostra perpetua sit militia, qua stertendum nun-
quam erit.«

	 18	 WA 1; 98,19–21: »[…] Primum protestor, quod intentio Papae est recta et vera, saltem ea 
quae iacet in literis, syllabis. Secundo forte et verba eorum, qui buccinant, sunt vera in 
aliquot sensu […].«

	 19	 WA 1; 98,23–28: »Melius autem sic: Duplex est poenitentia, scilicet signi et rei. Rei est 
illa interior cordis et sola vera poenitentia, de qua Christus dicit: poenitentiam agite, et 
Petrus Act. 3.: poenitemini et convertimini. Signi est illa exterior, quae frequenter est 
facta, cum illa interior sit ficta saepe, et haec habet duas illas partes, Confesionem et 
satisfactionem.«

	 20	 WA 1; 98,31–33: »Idcirco Dominis Iuristis eam commendo, ut ipsi probent, ubi de iure 
divino probentur satisfactio et Confessio, ut nunc sunt in usu.«



Near the CNn f hıs SCIMNOLL, Luther expressed hıs chieft COTMNCETN indul
SCILCCS only seemed connected the ecclesiastical satısfactiıon imposed 1n
prıvate confession. Thus, MUST hbe feared that frequently indulgences
work agalnst INnteror PECILALLEC « a! thus agalnst

FOor INternor PCHAaLllce 15 Lrue COoNntrıtion, Lrue contession, Lrue satısfaction In the Sp1rt,
when the 1165 who AIC truly IMOST purely peniıten AIC displeased wiıth themselves In
everything they do, and when they AIC efficaciously converted Ciod and purely US-
nıze their guilt and Ciod 1n the heart Then, hrough detesting themselves inwardly,
they iımpose paın and punishment themselves. Theretore, thıs VeCLY thing satiıshes
Ciod i Such ()1I1' Oes NOT ceek indulgences and rem1ssı0on f punishments but rather
exaction and 1mposiıtion of punishments. Consequently, contrition| has been under-
mıned by teaching the CONTIALY, namely, the fleeing trom punishment and catisfaction
1r0Ug indulgences| i 'True contrition| Oes NOTt ol fOr indulgences but fOr ( 105505

i YOou SCC, theretore, how dangerous thing the preaching f indulgences 15, 1C.
teaches mutilatedF namely, flee satısfaction and punishment.?!

Many f these themes, Arst raısed tentatively here, would echo 1n the
95 Theses, including, Luther alsO stated 1n thiıs SCITMNOLL, how difficult
preaching indulgences Anl coNntrıtiıon properly was—something that LU-
ther W 15 experienCc1N£ from the Castle Church pulpit 1n January 17! Na
wonder thesis reads: »It 15 extremely difficult, CVCIN for the IMOST earned
theologians, lıft before the people the liberality f indulgences Anl the
truth about coNntrıtiıon AT (IIL a! the “A1L11IC t1mMe. «22 This, much Tetzel’s
OUTLFTASCOUS exaggerations, W 15 the spark for Luther’s study f the Sacrament
f Penance Anl indulgences that then ensued ()VCT the ExXTt 1Ne months.
(One might CVECIN SUSSECST that Frederick the Wıse’'s 1rMıtatıon wıth Luther,
which the Drofessor MUST AaVeE heard about AT the tiıme, alsO Dlayed

UY, 1—5 „Nam poen1itentla INter10r ET VCcCIAa CONtrLt10, VCIA contessio, VCcCIAa Sat1S-
factıo In Spiırıtu. Quando poen1itens VCIC purıssıme <1ihı displicet 1n omnıbus U LLAC tecit,
et efficacıter CONVeEertunNiIUur ad LDeum PULCUYLLIC agNOSCUN culpam et |DIZS confitentur 1n
corde. Deinde PCI S detestationem INfUS “C5C mordet et punı ideo iıbıdem |DISS SatlSs-
tacıt i Non quaerlt indulgentiae et remM1SS10Nes ILL, ced PXYACtT1ONS UIIIL. «

4 ; 674,291 „Proinde indulgentiae SUNT praec1isae CONtrarıa docendo, sc1ilicet iugam
UCHNAaC et csatısfactiOnN1IS. « 95,I1 £ 20 „Ideo 110  - pet1L indulgentias ced LIUGCS, i
Videte ltaque, ULE periculosa 1C5 C1t indulgentiarum praedicatio, U LLAC praec1sa gratia
docet, sc1ilicet fugere satıistactiıonem et UCHAaL ‚.44

S, I Difficillimum ET et1am doctissimis Theologis simul ixtollere venı1arum
largitatem et CONtTTE1ONIS veritatem DOpulo. «
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Near the end of his sermon, Luther expressed his chief concern: indul-
gences only seemed connected to the ecclesiastical satisfaction imposed in 
private confession. Thus, »it must be feared that frequently indulgences 
work against interior penance« and thus against grace.

For interior penance is true contrition, true confession, true satisfaction in the spirit, 
when the ones who are truly most purely penitent are displeased with themselves in 
everything they do, and when they are efficaciously converted to God and purely recog-
nize their guilt and trust God in the heart. Then, through detesting themselves inwardly, 
they impose pain and punishment on themselves. Therefore, this very thing satisfies 
God. […] Such a one does not seek indulgences and remission of punishments but rather 
exaction and imposition of punishments. […] Consequently, [contrition] has been under-
mined by teaching the contrary, namely, the fleeing from punishment and satisfaction 
[through indulgences] […].  [True contrition] does not ask for indulgences but for crosses 
[…] You see, therefore, how dangerous a thing the preaching of indulgences is, which 
teaches a mutilated grace, namely, to flee satisfaction and punishment.21

Many of these themes, first raised tentatively here, would echo in the 
95 Theses, including, as Luther also stated in this sermon, how difficult 
preaching indulgences and contrition properly was—something that Lu-
ther was experiencing from the Castle Church pulpit in January 1517! No 
wonder thesis 39 reads: »It is extremely difficult, even for the most learned 
theologians, to lift up before the people the liberality of indulgences and the 
truth about contrition at one and the same time.«22 This, as much as Tetzel’s 
outrageous exaggerations, was the spark for Luther’s study of the Sacrament 
of Penance and indulgences that then ensued over the next nine months. 
One might even suggest that Frederick the Wise’s irritation with Luther, 
which the young professor must have heard about at the time, also played 

	 21	 WA 1; 99,1–5.7 f: »Nam poenitentia interior est vera contritio, vera confessio, vera satis-
factio in spiritu. Quando poenitens vere purissime sibi displicet in omnibus quae fecit, 
et efficaciter convertuntur ad Deum pureque agnoscunt culpam et Deo confitentur in 
corde. Deinde per sui detestationem intus sese mordet et punit: ideo ibidem Deo satis-
facit. […] Non quaerit indulgentiae et remissiones poenarum, sed exactions poenarum.« 
WA 4; 674,29 f: »Proinde indulgentiae sunt praecisae contraria docendo, scilicet fugam 
poenae et satisfactionis.« WA 1; 98,11 f.20 f: »Ideo non petit indulgentias sed cruces, […].  
Videte itaque, quam periculosa res sit indulgentiarum praedicatio, quae praecisa gratia 
docet, scilicet fugere satisfactionem et poenam […].«

	 22	 WA 1; 235,14 f: »Difficillimum est etiam doctissimis Theologis simul ixtollere veniarum 
largitatem et contritionis veritatem coram populo.«



role— an 1rmtatıon NOT directed AT attack relics, which W 15 the fur
thest thing from Luther’s mind, hut a1ımed rather AT the 200-day indulgence
Luther W 15 supposed hbe proclaiming. It W 15 accıdent that when he
defended Theses 30—40 1n the Resolutiones »Explanations«)]J, published 1n

185, he actually mentioned indulgences attached the aANN1IVeErSarles f
church dedications .23

But thiıs SCTLNOTN alsO provided 16CW f what W 15 Anl remaıned LuU-
ther’'s maın COTNNCETN The problem W 15 NOT that indulgence bought (A0d/’s
salyvatıon hut rather that 1t removed (10d’s judgment. The problem wıth
indulgences for Luther W 15 NOT that they pretended heaven W 1415 for sale
hut rather that they cla1ımed WadY 4VO1d (10d’s PIODCI punishment f
the old, self-ahbsorbed hat 15 tO UuSC later terminology], indul
I1preaching faıled preach the law NOT the gospel. Of COUISC, EVENTS
unfolded Anl much Luther’s SUrFpr1SeE, the gospel ıtself also (ALLLC under
attack through the late-medieval theology Anl P1CLYy connected indul
SCILCCS Anl Sacrament f Penance.

The Source-Critical C(lontext of the 95 Theses
Between January Anl October I then, Luther began sStudy the Sacra-
MmMent f Penance Aa indulgences LNOTC carefully, relying 1n Dart the aCd
1C€6 Anl counsel f lawyers, he became much LNOTC famılıar wıth
the decrees 1n ratıan Anl beyond the subject. At nearly the “A1L11IC tiıme,
he alsO MUST aVeE read the pertinent CO 1n FETrasmus f Rotterdam/’s

16 AÄAnnotations t+he New fTestament, where the humanıst noted that
HETAVOELTE should NOT hbe translated poenıtent1am agıte (»DO peNanNCcCC « hut
instead dealt wıth change f heart. FErasmus had noted that later theologi-
A 115 had confused Matt 3 and Matt A:17) wıth the Sacrament f Penance
Anl MisSsCONsStruUueEd CO  fSs f Augustıine, who W 15 talkıng NOT about Pr1-
1{ satısfactıon hut public ACTS f TELTNOTSC H1s passed directly
INto the defense f theses IN 1n the Resolutiones.24

25 . WA 597,1-598,17
FERASMUTIS WTroTte 1n hıs Annotati:ones In Novum Instrumentum, 15 6, 241 (IDEM., pera
OmMn1a3, vol 6/5 Annotati:ones In Novum Testamentum Pars prima]l, ed by Ho-
Le;  f 2000]: »„Poenıiıtentiam agıte metanoelte. Quod plaerumque uertıit Poenıtentiam
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a role—an irritation not directed at an attack on relics, which was the fur-
thest thing from Luther’s mind, but aimed rather at the 200-day indulgence 
Luther was supposed to be proclaiming. It was no accident that when he 
defended Theses 39–40 in the Resolutiones (»Explanations«), published in 
1518, he actually mentioned indulgences attached to the anniversaries of 
church dedications.23

But this sermon also provided a view of what was and remained Lu-
ther’s main concern. The problem was not that an indulgence bought God’s 
salvation but rather that it removed God’s judgment. The problem with 
indulgences for Luther was not that they pretended heaven was for sale 
but rather that they claimed a way to avoid God’s proper punishment of 
the old, self-absorbed creature. That is (to use later terminology), indul-
gence preaching failed to preach the law not the gospel. Of course, as events 
unfolded and much to Luther’s surprise, the gospel itself also came under 
attack through the late-medieval theology and piety connected to indul-
gences and Sacrament of Penance.

II � The Source-Critical Context of the 95 Theses

Between January and October 1517, then, Luther began to study the Sacra-
ment of Penance and indulgences more carefully, relying in part on the ad-
vice and counsel of canon lawyers, as he became much more familiar with 
the decrees in Gratian and beyond on the subject. At nearly the same time, 
he also must have read the pertinent comments in Erasmus of Rotterdam’s 
1516 Annotations on the New Testament, where the humanist noted that 
μετανοεῖτε should not be translated poenitentiam agite (»Do penance«) but 
instead dealt with a change of heart. Erasmus had noted that later theologi-
ans had confused Matt 3:2 (and Matt 4:17) with the Sacrament of Penance 
and misconstrued comments of Augustine, who was talking not about pri-
vate satisfaction but public acts of remorse. His comments passed directly 
into the defense of theses 1–4 in the Resolutiones.24

	 23	 Cf. WA 1; 597,1–598,17.
	 24	 Erasmus wrote in his Annotationes in Novum Instrumentum, 1516, 241 (Idem., Opera 

omnia, vol. 6/5: Annotationes in Novum Testamentum [Pars prima], ed. by P.F. Ho-
vingh, 2000): »Poenitentiam agite. metanoeite. Quod plaerumque uertit. Poenitentiam 



Duriıng the Spr1ing Anl SUMLMICHT, Luther also poured ()VCT law, 1ts
OMMENTATOTS Anl the TrTecCent LTrAaCfts f theologians—including, believe,
the famous Erfurt teacher Anl August1in1an, Johann VOo  = Paltz,?5 Anl LU-
ther’'s later nemes1s, Johann Eck He I1LLALY CVECIN AaVeE consulted Andreas
Bodenstein from Karlstadt. He W 15 surely f Johann VOo  = Stauplitz’s
z CYNEICISMS f indulgences. What did Luther conclude from all f thıs?
TOM law he found substantıation for Erasmus’s VIECEWS. The practice
f satısfactıon 1n the early church related exclusively eccles1astical NOT
dıvine punishments for SINS. Hence, indulgences also related the church’s
STACIOUS lessening f such external punishment, indulging the penıtent hbe

f AsC, illness and, generally speaking, the approach f death Thus,
NOT only Erasmus’s insights 1INtfO the meanıng f HETAVOLX hut also the earlı-
CsTt WI1ItNesses 1n law ıtself ımıted indulgences ecclesiastical disc1-
pline Aa NOT the punishment meted OuUTt by Ciod UDOLL the SINNEer.

OTtfe needs hbe made AT thıs Juncture about the character f Luther’s
argumentatıon. Here the insights f Helmar Junghans, Marıa (:;r0ssmann
Anl others eed hbe talen far LLOTC seriously 1n Luther research than ere-

agıte, quod poenitete S1Ue poen1temı1n1ıJ8 atınum uideretur,II 61C uertit
licubi At NOSTrIUM uulgus s5C poen1itentiamJ praescr1ipta L9)  IL quaplam
Iuere COMM1SSA, quod apud Christianos. qu1 ublice PECCASSECNL, elect1 CONSOrtLO, PLO-
palam affligerentur. aque satısfactio S1Ue L9)  388  J poen1itentla U10Carı COCDPLA. (Qua quidem

L' 110  - mediocris Theologis quibusdam, quı1 quod AUgust1nus de poenitentl1a,
hoc CST, ublica satiısfactione SCY1PSUL, ad a1N1M1 dolorem, C] LLALLIL CONtrıt1iOoNem UOCAaNT,
detorquent. Alioqui mMetano1Aa dicta CST, mMetanoe1n, hoc CST, DOster1us intelligendo,
ubi qU1S lapsus, peracta, CL  =] demum anımaduertit erratum “ {[I1L11IL uae 1U xta PIO-
verbium Homericum prudentia stultorum CST, u metameleia, C] LLLLILL SOCOTrTdes 1n
PCI agenda, “C'1() INC1LDIMUS s5C attent]l, 1am a1dmonuiti NOStr1S malıs. Meo iudic1ı0 (.0()I11-

mode uert1ı poterat, Resi1ipiscıte, S1U€e ad mentftem redite « (»But (I)LLIT crowd considers do
PCHNaNCcC« 111CA1N payıns „{)1I11C prescribed penalty imposed on em]|, because ( UI1CCI1-+-

nıng Christlans who publicly sinned, they WCIC rejected trom tellowship and publicly
atflicted And that catisfaction punishment began be called PCHAallcl. Indeed, trom
thıs tact there W 4A5 NOTt SINa by „{)1I11C theologians who wiıisted what Augustine
WTrOTtTe about PCHAaLllce 1S, public satisfaction| 1NtO “{)1 10 W of the soul, 1C. they
call CONtT1LEUON. However, mMetano1Aa 15 erived trom mMetanoeıin In judegment, 1t
COULU be translated properly: ‚Recover YyOLUL “C115C5C Return right! mind.<«) FOor the
Resoflutiones, „CC 530—

25 FOor Paltz’s role, “CC HAMM, Ablass see 7}, passım.
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During the spring and summer, Luther also poured over canon law, its 
commentators and the recent tracts of theologians—including, I believe, 
the famous Erfurt teacher and Augustinian, Johann von Paltz,25 and Lu-
ther’s later nemesis, Johann Eck. He may even have consulted Andreas 
Bodenstein from Karlstadt. He was surely aware of Johann von Staupitz’s 
own criticisms of indulgences. What did Luther conclude from all of this? 
From canon law he found substantiation for Erasmus’s views. The practice 
of satisfaction in the early church related exclusively to ecclesiastical not 
divine punishments for sins. Hence, indulgences also related to the church’s 
gracious lessening of such external punishment, indulging the penitent be-
cause of age, illness and, generally speaking, the approach of death. Thus, 
not only Erasmus’s insights into the meaning of μετάνοια but also the earli-
est witnesses in canon law itself limited indulgences to ecclesiastical disci-
pline and not to the punishment meted out by God upon the sinner.

A note needs to be made at this juncture about the character of Luther’s 
argumentation. Here the insights of Helmar Junghans, Maria Grossmann 
and others need to be taken far more seriously in Luther research than here-

agite, quod poenitete siue poenitemini parum latinum uideretur, quamquam & sic uertit 
alicubi. At nostrum uulgus putat esse poenitentiam agere, praescripta poena quapiam 
luere commissa, quod apud Christianos. qui publice peccassent, eiecti e consortio, pro-
palam affligerentur. Eaque satisfactio siue poena, poenitentia uocari coepta. Qua quidem 
ex re, non mediocris error Theologis quibusdam, qui quod Augustinus de poenitentia, 
hoc est, publica satisfactione scripsit, ad animi dolorem, quam contritionem uocant, 
detorquent. Alioqui metanoia dicta est, a metanoein, hoc est, a posterius intelligendo, 
ubi quis lapsus, re peracta, tum demum animaduertit erratum suum. Quae iuxta pro-
uerbium Homericum prudentia stultorum est, ut & metameleia, quum socordes in re 
per agenda, sero incipimus esse attenti, iam admoniti nostris malis. Meo iudicio com-
mode uerti poterat, Resipiscite, siue ad mentem redite.« (»But our crowd considers ›do 
penance‹ to mean paying some prescribed penalty imposed [on them], because concer-
ning Christians who publicly sinned, they were rejected from fellowship and publicly 
afflicted. And that satisfaction or punishment began to be called penance. Indeed, from 
this fact there was a not small error by some theologians who twisted what Augustine 
wrote about penance (that is, public satisfaction) into a sorrow of the soul, which they 
call contrition. However, metanoia is derived from metanoein […].  In my judgment, it 
could be translated properly: ›Recover your senses‹ or ›Return to a [right] mind.‹«) For the 
Resolutiones, see WA 1; 530–534.

	 25	 For Paltz’s role, see Hamm, Ablass (see n. 7), passim.



tofore .26 Luther dıd NOT sSimply AaVeE wıth humanists; Luther W 15

humanıst-—not 1n the that especlally Oolder (:;erman scholarship sed
define 1t, namely, FrasmıanVypf the Enlightenment—but

SC(ITLLCOLIC Oommıtted honae Ätterae Anl especlally the CIV ad fontes.?7
Luther approached the quest1on f indulgences NOt from the perspectiıve f
late-medieval scholasticısm hut rather wıth clear f historical de.
velopment, where the older SOUTCECS dealing wıth ALLY 1sSsue WEETC consıdered
far LOTC reliable Anl trustworthy than later SOUTCES He rusted the CXCBECL-
1cal work f FErasmus Anl hısz close reading f the legal SOUTCECS 1n
law far LLOTC than the accreted tradıtıon wıth 1ts later distortions. When,
for example, (IIL places Paltz’s defense f indulgences f 503 alongside LU-
ther’'s detense f the 95 Theses alongside the 95 Theses themselves, the
dıfferences could NOT hbe LLOTC Oobvıous. 28 Paltz ArSUCS from a! C1ites medie-
val authorities, especlally August1inus Triumphans. Luther 1n tr1es

Aind OuUTt how indulgences originated Anl AISUCS agalnst later aCccreti0ons.
Along wıth hıs reading f these SOUTCCS, also AaVeE indıcatiıons that

Luther W 1415 usıng LLOTC TrTeCcCENT SOUTCES In letter from Christoph Scheur/l,
dated April 1517, learn that Wittenberg’s law professor—who 110

n IMOST f hıs time 1n Nuremberg—had Just SCNT Luther CODI1ES f the
recently published LTrACfTs f Johann Eck, MSsSINg theological STAT north f the
Alps wıth whom Luther W 15 begin correspondence.?9 Eolkz/s woOrk,
however, SdaVC Luther, whose Nominalıst teachers had made hım Wa f
untrammeled pDapal authority, quiıte chock. (One f the 1SSUES wıth which

7G C{ (z:ROSSMANN, Humanısm In Wittenberg 14855-1517 BHRet II} 1975; JUNG-
HANS, LDDer Junge Luther und die Humanısten ‚AKG|W) 8}, 1954 FOor 1L1UIC recent (.0)1I1+-

firmation, “CC DOST, Renalssance Humanısm 1n Support of the Gospel 1n Luther’s
Early Correspondence: Taking AIl Things (Laptıve, 2001, and ... SPRINGER, ( 1Cer0 1n
Heaven: The Roman Rhetor and Luther’s Retormation ‚SASRH], 2017
E.g BRECHT, Martın Luther see 12}, 161-167, mistakenly imagınes that CTtE1C1SM of
Frasmus break wiıth humanısm.

78 C{ JOHANN V PALTZ, Werke, Supplementum Coelitodinae SuR 31, hg
HAMM [D 8 1983
C{ WAR L, Nr The disputation 1n question W5 Johann ECK, Disputatio 1ennae
Pannon1i1a4ae habita, January I 21 (BSB: http://reader.digitale-sammlungen.de/de/
fo object/display/bsb 09024210) html, 14} FOor the following TEeCONSTTUC-

t10N, “CC LEPPIN, LDDer Finfluss Johannes FEcks auf den Jungen Luther in Luther 56,
2015, 135-147).
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tofore.26 Luther did not simply have contacts with humanists; Luther was a 
humanist—not in the sense that especially older German scholarship used 
to define it, namely, as an Erasmian prototype of the Enlightenment—but as 
someone committed to bonae litterae and especially to the cry ad fontes.27 
Luther approached the question of indulgences not from the perspective of 
late-medieval scholasticism but rather with a clear sense of historical de-
velopment, where the older sources dealing with any issue were considered 
far more reliable and trustworthy than later sources. He trusted the exeget-
ical work of Erasmus and his own close reading of the legal sources in canon 
law far more than the accreted tradition with its later distortions. When, 
for example, one places Paltz’s defense of indulgences of 1503 alongside Lu-
ther’s defense of the 95 Theses or alongside the 95 Theses themselves, the 
differences could not be more obvious.28 Paltz argues from and cites medie-
val authorities, especially Augustinus Triumphans. Luther in contrast tries 
to find out how indulgences originated and argues against later accretions.

Along with his reading of these sources, we also have indications that 
Luther was using more recent sources. In a letter from Christoph Scheurl, 
dated 1 April 1517, we learn that Wittenberg’s law professor—who now 
spent most of his time in Nuremberg—had just sent Luther copies of the 
recently published tracts of Johann Eck, a rising theological star north of the 
Alps with whom Luther was eager to begin a correspondence.29 Eck’s work, 
however, gave Luther, whose Nominalist teachers had made him wary of 
untrammeled papal authority, quite a shock. One of the issues with which 

	 26	 Cf. M. Grossmann, Humanism in Wittenberg 1485–1517 (BHRef 11), 1975; H. Jung-
hans, Der junge Luther und die Humanisten (AKG[W] 8), 1984. For more recent con-
firmation, see T.P. Dost, Renaissance Humanism in Support of the Gospel in Luther’s 
Early Correspondence: Taking All Things Captive, 2001, and C.P.E. Springer, Cicero in 
Heaven: The Roman Rhetor and Luther’s Reformation (SASRH), 2017.

	 27	 E.g. Brecht, Martin Luther (see n. 12), 161–167, mistakenly imagines that criticism of 
Erasmus means a break with humanism.

	 28	 Cf. Johann von Paltz, Werke, Bd. 2: Supplementum Coelifodinae (SuR 3), hg. v. B. 
Hamm u. a., 1983.

	 29	 Cf. WAB 1; 91 f, Nr. 36. The disputation in question was Johann Eck, Disputatio Viennae 
Pannoniae habita, 27 January 1517, E 2r (BSB: http://reader.digitale-sammlungen.de/de/
fs1/object/display/bsb10992421_00037.html, VD16 E 314). For the following reconstruc-
tion, see V. Leppin, Der Einfluss Johannes Ecks auf den jungen Luther (in: Luther 86, 
2015, 135–147).



Luther W 15 wrestling dealt wıth the problem f how the PODC could EXEerICISE
ALLY authority ()VCT the souls 1n PUTSgatOTY, cla1ım made for indulgences AT
least SINCE 1476 Anl emphasized by Peraudiıi a! Paltz 1n their defense f
the Jubilee indulgence discussed above. Luther’s solution W 15 hased UDOLL
discussion found already 1n Bonaventure, namely, that the PODC had (()11-

trol only DET modum suffrag11, 1n INterCceESSOrY mode RBut Johann Eck,
defender f pDapal authority already before hıs famous debates 1n Le1ipz1g
1n I had specifically argued that pDapal ()VCT souls 1n PUrgatOry
W 15 NOtT sSimply DET modum suffrag11 hut authoritative, derived from hıs
plenitude f Christ’s VICATr earth 30 Thus, when 1n thesıis 5G
Luther stated »„'The PODC O€s est 1n that he STants TemM1SS10ON souls in
Durgatory| NOtT by ‚;the f the keys,: which he O€s NOT POSSCHS herel,
hut by WadY f INterceSS1ON,<«« he W 15 directly disagreeing wıth Eck and, by
EeXteNSsS1ON, Gabriel Biel) Anl instead agreeing wıth the older tradıtion. hat
15 SdY, 1n the hattle wıth Eck, AT least, the Arst chot W 15 Hred NOT by Eolc
1n hıs Obelisks hut by Luther 1n the Theses themselves.

Luther also W 1415 famılıar wıth the work f Johann VOo  = Paltz, wrıtten AT
the time f Peraudi/’s preaching FOUTr f 503 There, Palt-z had mentioned 1n
the Supplementum hıs Coelifodina that certaın Salnts had NOT wanted

leave PUrgatOry after havıng satıshed al] temporal punishment. Sure
enough, Luther lısted the “-A111C LW  @] Sa1Nts 1n thesis 2 where, unfortu-
nately, the printer misspelled (IIL H1AILLC, that he 15 Often mistakenly
iıdentihed Paschalius. „Who lkkcnows whether al] the souls 1n PUrgatOry
wWAAant hbe redeemed, gıven what 15 recounted about St Severnus Aa St
Paschasius? «31 The PCISON doing the recounting W 1415 Paltz, who W 15 stil]
teaching 1n Erfurt AT the VCc time Luther W 15 student there Anl who, for

hrief time before hıs death, lıved wıth Luther 1n the Augustin1an cloister.32

5 Paltz, by CONTFrAaST, had argued that DE suffragia and DE modum suffrag1i WCIC z dit
fterent things, where the latter mplied wide-ranging papal authority. hıis llowed him

harmonize COMMEeNTS of Bonaventure and others the relatively 11C doctrine f
indulgences fOr the oouls 1n PUrgatOrYy.

5 J1 234,33 »(Qu1s SsC1t, G1 1N1Me 1n purgator10 velint redimi, S1CUtT de SeVEe-
1INO et Paschalı factum NATrTTrAatOTr.«

352 C{ OHANN V PALTZ, Supplilementum Coelifodenae, 1504, G1 (BSB, http://reader.
digitale-sammlungen.de/de/fis1/object/display/bsb109907 / 00065 html, VI)I J2 6},
c$ NnNOote 8
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Luther was wrestling dealt with the problem of how the pope could exercise 
any authority over the souls in purgatory, a claim made for indulgences at 
least since 1476 and emphasized by Peraudi and Paltz in their defense of 
the Jubilee indulgence discussed above. Luther’s solution was based upon 
discussion found already in Bonaventure, namely, that the pope had con-
trol only per modum suffragii, in an intercessory mode. But Johann Eck, 
defender of papal authority already before his famous debates in Leipzig 
in 1519, had specifically argued that papal power over souls in purgatory 
was not simply per modum suffragii but authoritative, derived from his 
plenitude of power as Christ’s vicar on earth.30 Thus, when in thesis 26 
Luther stated »The pope does best in that he grants remission to souls [in 
purgatory] not by ›the power of the keys,‹ which he does not possess [here], 
but ›by way of intercession,‹« he was directly disagreeing with Eck (and, by 
extension, Gabriel Biel) and instead agreeing with the older tradition. That 
is to say, in the battle with Eck, at least, the first shot was fired not by Eck 
in his Obelisks but by Luther in the Theses themselves.

Luther also was familiar with the work of Johann von Paltz, written at 
the time of Peraudi’s preaching tour of 1503. There, Paltz had mentioned in 
the Supplementum to his Coelifodina that certain saints had not wanted 
to leave purgatory after having satisfied all temporal punishment. Sure 
enough, Luther listed the same two saints in thesis 29, where, unfortu-
nately, the printer misspelled one name, so that he is often mistakenly 
identified as Paschalius. »Who knows whether all the souls in purgatory 
want to be redeemed, given what is recounted about St. Severinus and St. 
Paschasius?«31 The person doing the recounting was Paltz, who was still 
teaching in Erfurt at the very time Luther was a student there and who, for 
a brief time before his death, lived with Luther in the Augustinian cloister.32

	 30	 Paltz, by contrast, had argued that per suffragia and per modum suffragii were two dif-
ferent things, where the latter implied wide-ranging papal authority. This allowed him 
to harmonize comments of Bonaventure and others to the relatively new doctrine of 
indulgences for the souls in purgatory.

	 31	 WA 1; 234,33 f: »Quis scit, si omnes anime in purgatorio velint redimi, sicut de s. Sever-
ino et Paschali factum narrator.«

	 32	 Cf. Johann von Paltz, Supplementum Coelifodenae, 1504, E 6r (BSB, http://reader.
digitale-sammlungen.de/de/fs1/object/display/bsb10990727_00065.html, VD16 J256), 
cf. note 28.



These examples do NOT 1n ALLY WadY lessen the ımportance f Luther’s
study f law Anl especlally the om  A4fO Panormiıitanus. As hıs
later NCOUNTE wıth Cajetan demonstrated, Luther CVCIN kknew the ExXtrFaV-
AZantes and, thus, S1XtUsSs decree about indulgences Anl PUrgatOry from
1476 Aa Clement VI’s decree about the f merıts from 1343 In
fact, he kknew the latter ell enough COTrrTreCTt Cajetan’s misreading f the
text—something that (ALLLC A quıte surprıise the proud Italıan scholar!
H1s UuSC f Panormıitanus has een ell documented a! cshowed Luther’s
determinatıon Aind OM MENTATOTS f C'anon LAaw who could undermiıine
the scholastic 16 W f the church’s history cumulatıve wısdom Anl 11N-
stead could 16 W the Ooldest SOUTCES he the PUFrEStT.

IT The Rhetorical apne of the 95 Theses
The influence f Rena1issance humanısm W 15 NOT sSimply felt 1n Luther’s
single-minded u ad fontes hut also 1n completely neglected sıde f
the Theses, theır rhetorical shape.33 As wıth Freedom of Christian, the
rhetorical STTUCTUFre f which Bırgıt Stolt analyzed „(I111C {1fty AsÜ, the
95 Theses EVINCE rhetorical STTUCTUTE Thus, 1t 15 accıdent that when
Luther defended the Theses 1n hıs dialogum Silvestri Prieratis de
esState FeESPONSIO I5 18]), he abeled the SerT1ESs f quest10nNs DOosed by

sharp layperson theses 8191 wıth the technical tCrmM, confutatio, that
15, Ainal sect10on f speech dealing wıth opponents’ objections.34 Luther,
however, instead f listing objections hıs z MmMENT, lısted sharp
layperson’s objections the pPOos1it1on f the indulgence preachers—show-
iIng AT the CN! that when (IIL instead employed hıs arguments all f these
objections WETIC easıly SET asıde. Of COUISC, Luther W 1415 relying 1n part ob
Ject10ns indulgences already found 1n (Ta Vamına presented AT imperlal
diets ell other published objections, including those refuted by

353 FOor these arguments, „CC loc. C1t., 5—8 The rhetorical handbook f Johannes Sulpitius
provides good MO! fOr the X11 of rhetorical traınıng Luther W 4A5 ikely have reCEl-
ved C{ JOHANNES SULPITIUS, LDDe TiIe grammatıca S1VE de CTIO partibus Oration1ls, Venice:
Johannes de Tridino, ugust 1 5 0U (BSB urnınbn:de:byb:12-5sb00060327- aqaccessed
Oetober 2011), z3r_h 51'
C{ 4,10 Luther I5 indicates that he viewed the opening words praefatio
\WA 528,24-26|.
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These examples do not in any way lessen the importance of Luther’s 
study of canon law and especially the commentator Panormitanus. As his 
later encounter with Cajetan demonstrated, Luther even knew the Extrav-
agantes and, thus, Sixtus IV’s decree about indulgences and purgatory from 
1476 and Clement VI’s decree about the treasury of merits from 1343. In 
fact, he knew the latter well enough to correct Cajetan’s misreading of the 
text—something that came as quite a surprise to the proud Italian scholar! 
His use of Panormitanus has been well documented and showed Luther’s 
determination to find commentators of Canon Law who could undermine 
the scholastic view of the church’s history as cumulative wisdom and in-
stead could view the oldest sources to be the purest.

III � The Rhetorical Shape of the 95 Theses

The influence of Renaissance humanism was not simply felt in Luther’s 
single-minded quest ad fontes but also in a completely neglected side of 
the Theses, their rhetorical shape.33 As with Freedom of a Christian, the 
rhetorical structure of which Birgit Stolt analyzed some fifty years ago, the 
95 Theses evince a rhetorical structure. Thus, it is no accident that when 
Luther defended the Theses in his Ad dialogum Silvestri Prieratis de po-
testate papae responsio (1518), he labeled the series of questions posed by 
a sharp layperson (theses 81–91) with the technical term, confutatio, that 
is, a final section of a speech dealing with opponents’ objections.34 Luther, 
however, instead of listing objections to his own argument, listed a sharp 
layperson’s objections to the position of the indulgence preachers—show-
ing at the end that when one instead employed his arguments all of these 
objections were easily set aside. Of course, Luther was relying in part on ob-
jections to indulgences already found in Gravamina presented at imperial 
diets as well as on other published objections, including those refuted by 

	 33	 For these arguments, see loc. cit., 5–8. The rhetorical handbook of Johannes Sulpitius 
provides a good model for the kind of rhetorical training Luther was likely to have recei-
ved. Cf. Johannes Sulpitius, De arte grammatica sive de octo partibus orationis, Venice: 
Johannes de Tridino, 20 August 1500 (BSB: urn:nbn:de:bvb:12-bsb00060327-7 accessed 1 
October 2011), g 3r–h 5r.

	 34	 Cf. WA 1; 684,10. Luther also indicates that he viewed the opening words as a praefatio 
(WA 1; 528,24–26).



Paltz 1n the Supplementum. In ALLY GAaSC, hıs desıre chield the PODC from
embarrassment W 15 real (IIL

The ExXTt clue the rhetorical shape f the Theses 1n the Ainal
fOUT, which CVCIN S(IT11C f Luther’s original OppONCNTS recognized rhe.
orical 1n NAtLUre In fact, they ATC examples f what 1n speech letter
would hbe peroratıion, NOT sSimply summarızın? the arguments hut pointıng

theır effect the readers Anl imploring their sSympathy. In the Reso-
hıtiones Luther made clear that these theses had already een PIOVEIN 1n
earlier STATEMECNTS We alsO kkcnow from Luther’s letter Michael Dressel
1n Just how ımportant the JuXtapos1it1on f Anl WEeTEe.5)> Yet
thiıs rhetorical flourısh also indıicates something else that 15 Often forgotten:
Luther these theses especlally for preachers! The 95 Theses WETIC NOT

powerful logic for scholastic theologians—no0 1VOIYV theologian, LU-
ther! They WEETC pointed attacks bhad preaching, examples f what Z00d
preaching ooked lıke Aa concluding sect10n urg1ıng bishops restraın
these preachers.

Luther’s Resolutiones g1ve 1nt AT another ımportant part f rhe
orical Organızatıon for Rena1issance wr1ting. He pointedly remarked that
the Arst four theses WEETC NOT for debate 36 The 164850171 15 clear: these four
form the equivalent f NarratiO, which stated the indisputable facts f
( ASC It 15 Hrst thesıis where the SECEUS CONtroVerside becomes clear. Luther
wanted chow these POOI preachers that, hased UDOLL the ırrefutable logic
f Erasmus’s AÄAnnotationes in Novrum Instrumentum, Matt 4:17 could
longer hbe sed prıvate confession 1t W 15 practiced 1n Luther’s day
Anl explained by scholastic theologians. Instead, the evidence from
law—using the principle that older 15 always LNOTC rel1iable—was clear. The
PODC only had—and only wanted ave—control ()VCT eccles1i1astical PELIL-
altıes Anl NOT ()VCT the (10d-ordained punishment Or discipline} f S11 that
continued mortify the old

C{ WAR 2546 I1 am ater LDr Augustinus Sander tOr alerting thıs
reference.

36 C{ 530,I  f 5351,25; 532,4; 533,37 115 wıth thesis Oes Luther begin the actual
debate '\WA 34,22 „Hanc disputo et docer1 humiliter DEeTLO, et u 1n praefatione
SaVl, 1ta uC LOSXU, 30888 porrigat quı1 pOteEeSst et 111C4 motıva attendat «
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Paltz in the Supplementum. In any case, his desire to shield the pope from 
embarrassment was a real one.

The next clue to the rhetorical shape of the Theses comes in the final 
four, which even some of Luther’s original opponents recognized as rhe-
torical in nature. In fact, they are examples of what in a speech or letter 
would be a peroration, not simply summarizing the arguments but pointing 
to their effect on the readers and imploring their sympathy. In the Reso-
lutiones Luther made clear that these theses had already been proven in 
earlier statements. We also know from Luther’s letter to Michael Dressel 
in 1516 just how important the juxtaposition of cross and peace were.35 Yet 
this rhetorical flourish also indicates something else that is often forgotten: 
Luther wrote these theses especially for preachers! The 95 Theses were not 
powerful logic for scholastic theologians—no ivory tower theologian, Lu-
ther! They were pointed attacks on bad preaching, examples of what good 
preaching looked like and a concluding section urging bishops to restrain 
these preachers.

Luther’s Resolutiones give us a hint at another important part of rhe-
torical organization for Renaissance writing. He pointedly remarked that 
the first four theses were not up for debate.36 The reason is clear: these four 
form the equivalent of a narratio, which stated the indisputable facts of a 
case. It is first thesis 5 where the status controversiae becomes clear. Luther 
wanted to show these poor preachers that, based upon the irrefutable logic 
of Erasmus’s Annotationes in Novum Instrumentum, Matt 4:17 could no 
longer be used to prove private confession as it was practiced in Luther’s day 
and explained by scholastic theologians. Instead, the evidence from canon 
law—using the principle that older is always more reliable—was clear. The 
pope only had—and only wanted to have—control over ecclesiastical pen-
alties and not over the God-ordained punishment (or discipline) of sin that 
continued to mortify the old creature.

	 35	 Cf. WAB 1; 27,38–46. I am indebted to Pater Dr. Augustinus Sander for alerting me to this 
reference.

	 36	 Cf. WA 1; 530,18; 531,23; 532,4; 533,37. First with thesis 5 does Luther begin the actual 
debate (WA 1; 534,22 f): »Hanc disputo et doceri humiliter peto, et ut in praefatione ro-
gavi, ita adhuc rogo, manum porrigat qui potest et mea motiva attendat.«



(:1lven thıs STrTUCLUTFC, which Luther hımselft SdaVC test1monY, LW other
f speech 1n the 95 Theses also become clear. The introduct1ion —

something f OVUmN compared other theses f thıs t1Me—1S INCTIC

ST1ATEMEN f where cshow for the debate! Instead, Luther constructed
1t much LLOTC along the lınes f the exordium, the—to uUuSsSc Shakespeare’s
famous example 1n JTulius (‚GeSar »friends, Romans Anl COUNIIYMECN, lend

VYOUT CATS5« f the Theses. The open1ing ablatives, »>41110 et studi0, WETIC

hardly throw-away lınes. Instead, they formed appeal for the VCILY henev-
olentia that Luther’s rhetorically Sa VVY audience would AaVeE recognized.
And the INnvıtatıon respond by letter 15 exactly what (IIL would CXDECCT
from exordium .37

The other theses, from 60, cCONstıitute the confirmatio. Here Luther
made Ser1ESs f fOrays INto the questlion f indulgences where, after the 1N1-
t1al Droof{f f thesis 1n theses 6—20, almost al] CON:  1{ the preaching
Office. Theses 1—4 begin the attack the bhad indulgence preachers. The:
CS 4 1—5 describe, by CONTrAaST, what preachers cshould he Sayıng, including
the admission, which Luther gyained by hısz experience described above,

Just how hard 1t W 15 CVECIN for Z00d theologians preach indulgences Anl
Lrue CONtTIT10N. hen (ALLLC 1n Theses 6—68 ımportant corollary regard-
iIng the NAatfure f the f mer1ıits. While thiıs later ZOt hım INto FrOU-
hle wıth Cajetan, AT the time 1t W 15 related theological 1SsSue that Luther
felt he had address. Finally theses 69—80]), Luther addressed the bishops
Anl others 1n charge f allowing indulgence preachers 1INtoO their terr1ı1tores.
Here he agaın contrasted the clear command f the PODC allow indul
I1 preachers wıth hıs z discovery that had preaching f indulgences
undermıned the VCILY heart f the gospel.

37 In hıs preface the Resolutiones, addressed LeO Ä, Luther refers the Theses’ Ca -
t10n OT, exordium) In thıs VCLY 18 528,16-19 » Verum nıhilominus crebresce-
bant abulae PCI tabernas de aVarıtlıa Ssacerdotum detractionesque clavıum 5Summı1ıque
Pontificis, u testis ET Va  xx tot1ıus huius terrae Eg20 S I1C, ul tateor, PIO elo Christi, S1CUtT1
miıhi ıdebar 4a11T G1 1ta placet PLO iuveniılı calore urebar « (»But nevertheless tales spread
hrough the LAverns about the QVATICE f priests and the clanders f the keys of the Sup-
T1CI1NC Pontiftf, that this| testLmonYy has become VO1Ce throughout the entire and »FOTr
the eal of Christ,: 15 what contessed in the Theses’ and seemed reasonabhle IL1' OL, 1t
yOoL wWant, | was burning wiıth the heat of youth DA Here, instead of studium, Luther
US5C5 the StrONger words Zzeius and calore.
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Given this structure, to which Luther himself gave testimony, two other 
parts of speech in the 95 Theses also become clear. The introduction—
something of a novum compared to other theses of this time—is no mere 
statement of where to show up for the debate! Instead, Luther constructed 
it much more along the lines of the exordium, the—to use Shakespeare’s 
famous example in Julius Caesar—»friends, Romans and countrymen, lend 
me your ears« of the Theses. The opening ablatives, »amore et studio,« were 
hardly throw-away lines. Instead, they formed an appeal for the very benev-
olentia that Luther’s rhetorically savvy audience would have recognized. 
And the invitation to respond by letter is exactly what one would expect 
from an exordium.37

The other theses, from 6 to 80, constitute the confirmatio. Here Luther 
made a series of forays into the question of indulgences where, after the ini-
tial proof of thesis 5 in theses 6–20, almost all concentrate on the preaching 
office. Theses 21–40 begin the attack on the bad indulgence preachers. The-
ses 41–55 describe, by contrast, what preachers should be saying, including 
the admission, which Luther gained by his own experience described above, 
on just how hard it was even for good theologians to preach indulgences and 
true contrition. Then came in Theses 56–68 an important corollary regard-
ing the nature of the treasury of merits. While this later got him into trou-
ble with Cajetan, at the time it was a related theological issue that Luther 
felt he had to address. Finally (theses 69–80), Luther addressed the bishops 
and others in charge of allowing indulgence preachers into their territories. 
Here he again contrasted the clear command of the pope to allow indul-
gence preachers with his own discovery that bad preaching of indulgences 
undermined the very heart of the gospel.

	 37	 In his preface to the Resolutiones, addressed to Leo X, Luther refers to the Theses’ cap-
tion (or, exordium) in this very light. WA 1; 528,16–19: »Verum nihilominus crebresce-
bant fabulae per tabernas de avaritia sacerdotum detractionesque clavium Summique 
Pontificis, ut testis est vox totius huius terrae. Ego sane, ut fateor, pro zelo Christi, sicuti 
mihi videbar aut si ita placet pro iuvenili calore urebar.« (»But nevertheless tales spread 
through the taverns about the avarice of priests and the slanders of the keys of the Sup-
reme Pontiff, so that [this] testimony has become a voice throughout the entire land. ›For 
the zeal of Christ,‹ is what I confessed [in the Theses] and seemed reasonable to me, or, if 
you want, I was burning with the heat of youth […].«) Here, instead of studium, Luther 
uses the stronger words zelus and calore.



T'he Central T'hesis of the 95 Theses
The rhetorical complexity f the 95 Theses makes AILYV analysis difficult—
especlally analyses that mistake theır rhetorical appeal for chaın f logical
argumen(tfs. »„(Qut f love Anl eal for the truth« AT the (IIL CNn f the Theses
Anl »(LIOSS, Anl there 15 1055« AT the other DProvide the emotional
sett1ing Or, Bırgıt Stolt has aptly called 1t, the Gefühlswelt) for these
theses. Moreover, AT CVCLIYV Ffurn they ATC ent challenging neıither papal
authority ‚ Luther thought he Aa the PODC would hbe 1n agreement! 1L1OT CVECIN

scholastic theology PCI that he had OoONne 1n the 07 Theses debated 1n Sep-
tember 17 hut terrible preaching Anl how 1t W 15 blocking the work f the
law Aa judgment for those who heard 1t Luther’s full-blown theology f
justification by faıth made almost ADPCATallcc ere NOt hbecause 1t did NOT

yet EX1ISt 1n IN hut hbecause the Theses’ point had do LOTC wıth the law
than wıth the gospel. 10 cshort-circuit the law  S judgment by Ooffering people

method f buying their WadY OQuUTt f 1t Offer where there W 15

FOor Luther—in Anl throughout hıs ıte—the PIODCI approach
the dıstinction between law Anl gospel and, hence, justification by

faıth alone! avoiding the law  S judgment hut rather inflicting 1t
UDOLL the old full oOre until, by faıth alone, 1t 165 ( daily).

(Once (IIL reCOgNIZES the rhetorical MOMEeNT f the 95 Theses, the (C11-

tral Dpolnt f the document hbecomes much clearer. It 1n thesis \ y after
Luther had established the basic, non-negotiable facts 1n theses 1—4 »„'The
PODC neıither desıires 1L1OT 15 able Trem1t ALLY penalties CXCECDL those imposed
by hıszauthority that f the CAaNONS. «35 hat thiıs thesis W 15 LLOTC than
SimpLy, SdY, maJor premi1se 1n the syllogism became clear already 1n the
SUrprisıng word »des1ires«. »„'The PODC neıither desıires | Luther asserted
what (IIL (L  = The term »Papal des1res« PUt Luther wıithin the
protection f LeO X ’G decree from 16 Anl SET the agalnst the
indulgence preachers Anl their, Luther, wild, anti-papal ü claıms.

Of COUISC, Luther did NOT StOp there hut added what would quickly hbe
( OLLIC the central Dpolnt f disagreement wıth Ost f curjalısts: » 15 the
DODpe| able Luther assumed, perhaps CVECIN naively, that pDapal authority had

38 2355‚ »Papa 110  - vult 11CUC pPOTESLT F388 remiıttere preter CdS, ULLAS arbitrio
vel “ { ]: vel ( ATLTIOTLLULTIIL IMpPOSULL.«

52

IV � The Central Thesis of the 95 Theses

The rhetorical complexity of the 95 Theses makes any analysis difficult—
especially analyses that mistake their rhetorical appeal for a chain of logical 
arguments. »Out of love and zeal for the truth« at the one end of the Theses 
and »Cross, cross and there is no cross« at the other provide the emotional 
setting (or, as Birgit Stolt has so aptly called it, the Gefühlswelt) for these 
theses. Moreover, at every turn they are bent on challenging neither papal 
authority (Luther thought he and the pope would be in agreement) nor even 
scholastic theology per se (that he had done in the 97 Theses debated in Sep-
tember 1517) but terrible preaching and how it was blocking the work of the 
law and judgment for those who heard it. Luther’s full-blown theology of 
justification by faith made almost no appearance here not because it did not 
yet exist in 1517 but because the Theses’ point had to do more with the law 
than with the gospel. To short-circuit the law’s judgment by offering people 
a method of buying their way out of it meant to offer peace where there was 
no peace. For Luther—in 1517 and throughout his life—the proper approach 
to the distinction between law and gospel (and, hence, to justification by 
faith alone) never meant avoiding the law’s judgment but rather inflicting it 
upon the old creature full bore until, by faith alone, it dies (daily).

Once one recognizes the rhetorical moment of the 95 Theses, the cen-
tral point of the document becomes much clearer. It comes in thesis 5, after 
Luther had established the basic, non-negotiable facts in theses 1–4. »The 
pope neither desires nor is able to remit any penalties except those imposed 
by his own authority or that of the canons.«38 That this thesis was more than 
simply, say, a major premise in the syllogism became clear already in the 
surprising word »desires«. »The pope neither desires […].« Luther asserted 
what no one can prove. The term »Papal desires« put Luther within the 
protection of Leo X’s decree from 1516 and set up the argument against the 
indulgence preachers and their, to Luther, wild, anti-papal (!) claims.

Of course, Luther did not stop there but added what would quickly be-
come the central point of disagreement with a host of curialists: »nor is [the 
pope] able.« Luther assumed, perhaps even naively, that papal authority had 

	 38	 WA 1; 233,18 f: »Papa non vult nec potest ullas penas remittere preter eas, quas arbitrio 
vel suo vel canonum imposuit.«



lımıtations—ın thiıs ( ASC the lımıts f the papal Office Aa law He
argued thıs point 1n the Hrst mMaJor sect10on f the confirmatio theses 6—20)

the hasıs f hıs historical exXx4a4mMı1ıNAtıonN f the ONMZ1INS f the Sacrament
f Penance Anl indulgences, always grounding hıs cCONtent1i1oOnNs the Arst
four theses and, hence, Erasmus]).

10 understand how central thesis 15, NOT only do Aind 1t repeated
1n thesis hut alsO appealed t } I1 other places, 1n thesıis OI As 111C11-

tioned above, the confutatio, instead f antıcıpatıng quest10nNs regarding
Luther’s z arguments, pDosed quest10nNs the indulgence sellers Anl
theır understanding f indulgences. Borrowıing ILLALILYV f NOT all} f hıs ob
Ject10ns from CONtEMLDOA complaints Anl CVECIN from Paltz’s dismiıssal f
such complaints, Luther allowed the »Sharp layperson« PUut the lıe
the claims f these „»hawkers« by posing quest10nNs unanswerabhle hased
theır approach indulgences, hut which Luther 1n could ALLSWCT

wıth single $l1c1z f hıs PDCIL, speak, namely by referring readers bhack
thesis If indulgences only referred eccles1iastical penalties imposed

by law punishments imposed by the PODC, then al] f these ob
Ject10ns disappeared.

Thesis » Therefore, the PODC understands by the phrase ‚plenary
TemM1SsS1ON f al] penalties: NOT actually all penalties: hut only ‚penalties
imposed by himself««| DProvides the conclusion the Droof f thesis Anl
DUCTS ME14T 1fs bones 39 The sticking point for Luther’s W 15 the
word »plenary«, which f COUTSC W 15 1n the papal decree ıtself. Thus, by 1N-
SIsSt1Ng that the DOope’s W 15 ımıted ecclesiastical penalties, Luther
Provided xl0ss, A 1t WEIC, for the word Anl completely under-
mıined the indulgence preachers’ claiıms. Incidentally, theses Aa GI also
reiıterate Luther’s central DO1NtT.)|

But, theses 6—19 show, Luther confirmed thesis 1n Vec sophisti-
cated LLLANLNET Fırst theses 6_7)r SINCE the Sacrament f Penance removed
the SINNeEer’'s guilt, Luther granted the DOPe—and each Anl CVCIY Pr1esSt—
complete authority forgiveness f SINS. Thesis contained

30 C{ 234,15 »Ig1tur PaDa PCI rem1ss1io0Nem plenariam OomMnNıumM PCHAaLLLIIL 1100  - S1MM-
pliciter OomMnNıumM intelligit, ced Se1pso tantummoaoadoa 1mMpositarum.«
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limitations—in this case the limits of the papal office and canon law. He 
argued this point in the first major section of the confirmatio (theses 6–20) 
on the basis of his historical examination of the origins of the Sacrament 
of Penance and indulgences, always grounding his contentions on the first 
four theses (and, hence, Erasmus).

To understand how central thesis 5 is, not only do we find it repeated 
in thesis 20 but also appealed to, among other places, in thesis 91. As men-
tioned above, the confutatio, instead of anticipating questions regarding 
Luther’s own arguments, posed questions to the indulgence sellers and 
their understanding of indulgences. Borrowing many (if not all) of his ob-
jections from contemporary complaints and even from Paltz’s dismissal of 
such complaints, Luther allowed the »sharp layperson« to put the lie to 
the claims of these »hawkers« by posing questions unanswerable based on 
their approach to indulgences, but which Luther in contrast could answer 
with a single flick of his pen, so to speak, namely by referring readers back 
to thesis 5. If indulgences only referred to ecclesiastical penalties imposed 
by canon law or to punishments imposed by the pope, then all of these ob-
jections disappeared.

Thesis 20 (»Therefore, the pope understands by the phrase ›plenary 
remission of all penalties‹ not actually ›all penalties‹ but only ›penalties 
imposed by himself‹«) provides the conclusion to the proof of thesis 5 and 
puts meat on its bones.39 The sticking point for Luther’s argument was the 
word »plenary«, which of course was in the papal decree itself. Thus, by in-
sisting that the pope’s power was limited to ecclesiastical penalties, Luther 
provided a gloss, as it were, for the word »plenary« and completely under-
mined the indulgence preachers’ claims. (Incidentally, theses 34 and 61 also 
reiterate Luther’s central point.)

But, as theses 6–19 show, Luther confirmed thesis 5 in a very sophisti-
cated manner. First (theses 6–7), since the Sacrament of Penance removed 
the sinner’s guilt, Luther granted to the pope—and to each and every priest—
complete authority to announce forgiveness of sins. Thesis 7 contained a 

	 39	 Cf. WA 1; 234,15 f: »Igitur papa per remissionem plenariam omnium penarum non sim-
pliciter omnium intelligit, sed a seipso tantummodo impositarum.«



slight N0 what would later become important—the fact that Cod
works through} 1n thiıs ( ASC the f the priıest’s declaratıon 40

Luther then contrasted thiıs absolute authority TEMTNNOVC guilt the
removal f punishments 1n the penitential (AL1LOLLS theses X —I 3)1, usıng their
z exemptıon for the dying Droof that they cCONcerned NOT divine PULL-
iıshments hut eccles1iastical ULLCS, where priestly papal indulgence W 15

fully expected. ANY attemDpt t1e such penalties PUrgatory—a place f
dıvine punishment a! purgat1iıon—was condemned, Anl the sleepy church
eaders who allowed thıs take place WEETC upbraided. Death PUt CN:

al churchly punishments. Moreover thesis demonstrated that Luther
had clearly ONne hıs canonıcal homework, bolstering hıs Dpolnt wıth fur
ther historical MmMENT, that eccles1i1astical punishments 1n the ancIıent
church WEETC imposed before absolution, visıble S12N f ONnNe’s cCONtrTIt10N.

Theses 14—19 Provided corollary by showing the quantıta-
t1ve ditference between dıvine forms f punishment Anl ecclesiastical ()11C5

Luther started wıth the fear f dying ıtself Anl contrasted 1t love—still
understood ere habitus indwelling the soul RBut for Luther there WETIC

clearly degrees f such eat—what he would later attrıbute the work
f the law— and reliance the f indulgences could elimınate
such fear AT all Thesis » This fear horror 15 enough by ıtself alone to
S Y nothing f other things| constıtute the penalty f DUTrgatOTY, SINCE
1t 15 VCILY Car the horror f despair.«| W 15 by far the IMOST radical, a! LU-
ther devoted several 1n hıs Resolutiones Provıng thıs thesıis 41 It
marked clear diıvisıon between ecclesiastical penalties Aa those divinely
imposed UDOLL the soul— an Imposiıtion that allowed Luther lınk (10d’s
work the dying person—which for hiım included CVCIY believer—with
the souls 1n PUTrgatOrY. |ıvyıne punishment worked Matter what, Aa
AIMMOUNT Of—to UuSC anachronistic phrases for 1t »A4Nf1NOM1AN« indulgence

Only later, ayer demonstrated, did Luther hıs understanding of when fOr.
g1veness betore Ciod (IJIGCCLLLS from the prlest’s declaration of forgiveness 4S6 UDOIL PIO-
PCI cContrıtion 1C. Ciod had lready accepted mer1ıting forgiveness (Gabrie. Biel’s
position] the actual 1C1T f forgiving SINS 1n the contessional. C BAYER, Prom1ss10.
CGeschichte der reformatorischen Wende 1n Luthers TheologieD24), 197/7I

4A1 234,5 »„HI1c t1mor et horror Satlıs ET Solo (ut lia taceam) tacere 388 S5d-
tOr1L, (L c1t DrOXIMUS desperationis horrori.« SEe the etense 1n the Resolutiones \WA

555-—558].
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slight nod to what would later become so important—the fact that God 
works through means, in this case the means of the priest’s declaration.40

Luther then contrasted this absolute authority to remove guilt to the 
removal of punishments in the penitential canons (theses 8–13), using their 
own exemption for the dying as proof that they concerned not divine pun-
ishments but ecclesiastical ones, where priestly or papal indulgence was 
fully expected. Any attempt to tie such penalties to purgatory—a place of 
divine punishment and purgation—was condemned, and the sleepy church 
leaders who allowed this to take place were upbraided. Death put an end 
to all churchly punishments. Moreover thesis 12 demonstrated that Luther 
had clearly done his canonical homework, bolstering his point with a fur-
ther historical argument, that ecclesiastical punishments in the ancient 
church were imposed before absolution, as a visible sign of one’s contrition.

Theses 14–19 provided a corollary argument by showing the quantita-
tive difference between divine forms of punishment and ecclesiastical ones. 
Luther started with the fear of dying itself and contrasted it to love—still 
understood here as a habitus indwelling the soul. But for Luther there were 
clearly degrees of such fear—what he would later attribute to the work 
of the law—and reliance on the power of indulgences could eliminate no 
such fear at all. Thesis 15 (»This fear or horror is enough by itself alone [to 
say nothing of other things] to constitute the penalty of purgatory, since 
it is very near the horror of despair.«) was by far the most radical, and Lu-
ther devoted several pages in his Resolutiones to proving this thesis.41 It 
marked a clear division between ecclesiastical penalties and those divinely 
imposed upon the soul—an imposition that allowed Luther to link God’s 
work on the dying person—which for him included every believer—with 
the souls in purgatory. Divine punishment worked no matter what, and no 
amount of—to use anachronistic phrases for it—»antinomian« indulgence 

	 40	 Only later, as O. Bayer demonstrated, did Luther shift his understanding of when for-
giveness before God occurs from the priest’s declaration of forgiveness based upon pro-
per contrition which God had already accepted as meriting forgiveness (Gabriel Biel’s 
position) to the actual act of forgiving sins in the confessional. Cf. O. Bayer, Promissio. 
Geschichte der reformatorischen Wende in Luthers Theologie (FKDG 24), 1971.

	 41	 WA 1; 234,5 f: »Hic timor et horror satis est se solo (ut alia taceam) facere penam purga-
torii, cum sit proximus desperationis horrori.« See the defense in the Resolutiones (WA 
1; 555–558).



»Cheap TAaCcC« could get the SINNeTr OuUTt from under 1t But for Luther thiıs
pos1ition also implied ALLSWCT what W 15 Matter f debate I1
scholastic theologians: that PUrgatOry W 15 place f growth 1n love, CVECIN 1f
the soul ıtself dıd NOT necessarily kkcnow 1ts z destiny ‚ because it 1t did, 1t
would suffer from false f SECUKLEY a! the punishments would NOT
hbe able accomplish theır work f purgation).

What tfollowed, then, W 15 application f these hasıc arguments about
the NAatfure f indulgences the misinformed, manipulative arguments
f the indulgence sellers theses 21-—40J. Thesis ”} I »And 5 those indul
I1 preachers CIT who S Y that through the DOope’s indulgences PEISON
15 released a! sSaved from CVCLIYV penalty«! begins wıth the clear mark f

LIC MmMENT, hased UDOLL the preceding: »„»and ( ) CC »1taqUE«)].42 Equally
ımportant, for the Arst time Luther expressly mentioned the indulgence
preachers. H1s objection Hits hıs z CO  fSs 1n January IN usıng 11N-
dulgences lıft divine penalties disturbed the VCILY f PEILALLEC
and, thus, f justification! from coNntrıtiıon absolution.

1wo other theses deserve ment1i0n. As already indicated, thesis 2.6,
tered INto direct conflict wıth Johann Eolc Anl hıs SUPDPOTIT f broad papal
DPOWCLIS. Papal authority ()VCT (ALLLC as Bonaventure argued! only
DET modum suffrag11, 1n the LLLANLNCET f pet1tioner—a phrase that Fck had
glossed 1n favor f unbounded papal Second, 1n thesis 30, Luther
admıts hıs z inability kkcnow how preach both Lrue coNntrıtiıon
Anl indulgence, A he experienced 1n January IN Indeed, thesis » The
‚;truth about CONtT1LE10ON:« seelks Anl loves penalties fOr SiNS|; the ‚Jiberality
f indulgences: relaxes penalties Aa AT VCILY least Y1VES OCCAasS1ı0nN for hating
them.«| echoed almost word-for-word Luther’s dilemma expressed 1n hıs
SCTLNOTN from January 17 .45

Havıng dismı1ıssed the false cla1ıms f indulgence preachers, Luther 110

had Pprovide alternative form f preaching thiıs Mattfer Thus, theses
4 1—5 clarıhed FIrue preaching. Because indulgences had do wıth »|aWe
Anl Luther’s advıce ocused FIrue g00d works: almsgiving Anl

34,I1 »„Brrant ltaque indulgentiarum predicatores 11, quı1 dieunt PCI PaDc In
gentlas hominem ah INNı PCHa SOlvi et oqlyvarı «

43 235,161 „C.ontr1ıt10n1s verıtas 388 querit et amat, Ven1ıarum 44ULemM largitas
relaxat et Odisse tacit, csaltem OCCASIONE. . «
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or »cheap grace« could get the sinner out from under it. But for Luther this 
position also implied an answer to what was a matter of debate among 
scholastic theologians: that purgatory was a place of growth in love, even if 
the soul itself did not necessarily know its own destiny (because if it did, it 
would suffer from a false sense of security and the punishments would not 
be able to accomplish their work of purgation).

What followed, then, was an application of these basic arguments about 
the nature of indulgences to the misinformed, manipulative arguments 
of the indulgence sellers (theses 21–40). Thesis 21 (»And so, those indul-
gence preachers err who say that through the pope’s indulgences a person 
is released and saved from every penalty«) begins with the clear mark of 
a new argument, based upon the preceding: »and so« (»itaque«).42 Equally 
important, for the first time Luther expressly mentioned the indulgence 
preachers. His objection fits his own comments in January 1517: using in-
dulgences to lift divine penalties disturbed the very movement of penance 
(and, thus, of justification) from contrition to absolution.

Two other theses deserve mention. As already indicated, thesis 26, en-
tered into direct conflict with Johann Eck and his support of broad papal 
powers. Papal authority over purgatory came (as Bonaventure argued) only 
per modum suffragii, in the manner of a petitioner—a phrase that Eck had 
glossed in favor of unbounded papal power. Second, in thesis 39, Luther 
admits to his own inability to know how to preach both true contrition 
and indulgence, as he experienced in January 1517. Indeed, thesis 40 (»The 
›truth about contrition‹ seeks and loves penalties [for sins]; the ›liberality 
of indulgences‹ relaxes penalties and at very least gives occasion for hating 
them.«) echoed almost word-for-word Luther’s dilemma expressed in his 
sermon from January 1517.43

Having dismissed the false claims of indulgence preachers, Luther now 
had to provide an alternative form of preaching this matter. Thus, theses 
41–55 clarified true preaching. Because indulgences had to do with »law« 
and money, Luther’s advice focused on true good works: almsgiving and 

	 42	 WA 1; 234,17 f: »Errant itaque indulgentiarum predicatores ii, qui dicunt per pape indul-
gentias hominem ab omni pena solvi et salvari.«

	 43	 WA 1; 235,16 f: »Contritionis veritas penas querit et amat, Veniarum autem largitas 
relaxat et odisse facit, saltem occasione.«



PTIayCcL Here the rhetorical sıde f the theses became particularly8
wıth the reıiıteratıon f „Christians ATC hbe taught« Anl wıth Luther agaln
discussing the DOope’s desire, other things thesis 5o], urn OWN
St Peter’'s 1n Rome.44 RBut the references the Sa1Nts wh; preferred STAY
1n thesis 2.9| also cshowed Luther’s rhetorical sıde a! the WAdY he
sed Paltz’s for hısz ends Luther’s cCOomMMItMeENnNt POOI relief
also exXxpressi1on ere

Thesis ment10ns faıth for the Arst time 1n the Theses. »It 15 aın
1n salyatıon by f indulgence letters, CVECIN it the indulgence|

ageNtT— O CVECIN the PODC himself—were Offer hıs z soul SECUKLEY for
them «45 Suddenly, another sıde f the problem CMECI8CS, (IIL that connected
indulgences NOT sSimply the avoiding f divine punishment hut t-

iIng something other than (Aod’s for salyvatıon. The CY1LEICLSM that the
false preaching f indulgences had undermıned FIrue peniıtence 110 turned
for the Hrst time toward believers themselves. Here misplaced rust—what
Luther would later ALLIC the chief sın —hbecame the 1SsSuUe. Na wonder that
the » Word « Anl ATC Arst mentioned though NOT defined} 1n the
theses that follow.

The ExXTt f theses Introduces corollary problem: the NALUure f
the »FTTEA4SUTreES f the church « Not only had the CO about almsg1Vv-
iIng SCT the disecussion here, hut also Luther 110 addressed the problem
pDosed by the decree f Pope Clement VI 1n 343 Yet, the NCOUNTE wıth
Cajetan would show, Luther had carefully read that decree Anl noticed that
1t dıd NOT explicitly define the LTTrEeA41SUTES f the church 1n the WadY Cajetan
and others! imagined.46 RBut Luther W 15 also expanding hıs rather CI VD-
t1C about the gospel. Here, finally, Aind definıtion f the
church’s LTTrEeA4SUTES that undermıned false hope 1n indulgences a! refocused
PIODCI preaching. Thesis 62 » The Lrue f the church 15 the IMOST

Johann Tetzel W5 Jearly f their rhetorical and thıus WTOTEe GT of theses
InJßl of 1C began wiıth Luther’s phrase. SEe Dokumente ZUL ( ausa Lutheri
I5 I /— I 52l , hg FABISCH ISERLOH, Bd [)as utachten des Prierilas und weıtere
Schritten Luthers bla  esen Bl /—1 CCath 4 I , 1988, 263-—-375

45 236,I1 »„Vana PGT Hducia calutis PCI iıteras venlarum, et1am G1 (LOMMU1SSAKUS,
1MMO Papa ıpse “|11 AL a1N1mMam PLO 15 imp1igneraret.«

46 C{ O0—7,6 SEe I5 LUTHER, The Proceedings A Augsburg, TAans by EQUET
in 1,121-165}.
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prayer. Here the rhetorical side of the theses became particularly apparent, 
with the reiteration of »Christians are to be taught« and with Luther again 
discussing the pope’s desire, among other things (thesis 50), to burn down 
St. Peter’s in Rome.44 But the references to the saints who preferred to stay 
in purgatory (thesis 29) also showed Luther’s rhetorical side and the way he 
used Paltz’s argument for his own ends. Luther’s commitment to poor relief 
also comes to expression here.

Thesis 52 mentions faith for the first time in the Theses. »It is vain to 
trust in salvation by means of indulgence letters, even if the [indulgence] 
agent—or even the pope himself—were to offer his own soul as security for 
them.«45 Suddenly, another side of the problem emerges, one that connected 
indulgences not simply to the avoiding of divine punishment but to trust-
ing something other than God’s grace for salvation. The criticism that the 
false preaching of indulgences had undermined true penitence now turned 
for the first time toward believers themselves. Here misplaced trust—what 
Luther would later name the chief sin—became the issue. No wonder that 
the »Word« and »gospel« are first mentioned (though not defined) in the 
theses that follow.

The next group of theses introduces a corollary problem: the nature of 
the »treasures of the church.« Not only had the comments about almsgiv-
ing set up the discussion here, but also Luther now addressed the problem 
posed by the decree of Pope Clement VI in 1343. Yet, as the encounter with 
Cajetan would show, Luther had carefully read that decree and noticed that 
it did not explicitly define the treasures of the church in the way Cajetan 
(and others) imagined.46 But Luther was also expanding on his rather cryp-
tic comments about the gospel. Here, finally, we find a definition of the 
church’s treasures that undermined false hope in indulgences and refocused 
proper preaching. Thesis 62 (»The true treasure of the church is the most 

	 44	 Johann Tetzel was clearly aware of their rhetorical power and thus wrote a set of theses 
in response, all of which began with Luther’s phrase. See Dokumente zur Causa Lutheri 
(1517–1521), hg. v. P. Fabisch / E. Iserloh, Bd. 1: Das Gutachten des Prierias und weitere 
Schriften gegen Luthers Ablaßthesen (1517–1518) (CCath 41), 1988, 363–375.

	 45	 WA 1; 236,1 f: »Vana est fiducia salutis per literas veniarum, etiam si Commissarius, 
immo Papa ipse suam animam pro illis impigneraret.«

	 46	 Cf. WA 2; 6–26. See also M. Luther, The Proceedings at Augsburg, trans. by S. Hequet 
(in: AL 1,121–165).



holy gospel f the glory Anl f (G0d.«| Drovides the Arst definıtion
f the gospel along lınes that IMOST readers would aVeE heard standing
wıithın the grand Augustin1an tradıtion .47 In the COM1Ng yA  J however, 1t
would hbe precisely thıs definıtion that Luther would expand UDOLL until the

f hıs z theology became clear 48 The gospel NOT only talked
about the glory Anl f God—everyone hbelieved hat—but 1t acted
UDOLL the indıyıdual CTEA1TE faıth 1n that Vec glory a! Incidentally,
1t would NOT hbe until 52I that Luther would abandon the habitus-based
definıtion f 1n favoOor f Erasmus’s exegetical insight that 1n Greek the
word YXAPLC, translated gratid, ought better hbe rendered favor Dei OT, 1n later
Lutheran WTI1Lt1INES, MiIsericordia De1.49 RBut 1n the 95 Theses Luther made
sm al StCp Orward both 1n that he had already started WOITYV1IN£ about what

1n whom believers rusted a! 1n that he exclIuded ALLY human works
eccles1i1astical tradıtions from the meanıng f gospel.

The Ainal SET f theses 1n what AaVeE abeled the confirmatio W 15 LLOTC

accurately appeal ‚appellatio} church eaders fulfil] theır Office. It
directly OuUTt f the Theses’ chief hıs “ALLLIC CONMNCETN marked

Luther’s letter Albrecht Anl certainly contributed the prelate’s
Anl hıs theologians’ negatıve reactıon Luther’s Theses. Luther toog k 1t
UDOLL hımselft teach the church a! 1fs leaders! Just who dıd thıs obscure
friar from SECONd-rate Un1vers1ity thınk he was? Luther would he forced
A1LLSWCT thıs questi1on 1n the COom1ng yA  J hut hıs letter Albrecht demon-
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holy gospel of the glory and grace of God.«) provides the first definition 
of the gospel along lines that most readers would have heard as standing 
within the grand Augustinian tradition.47 In the coming years, however, it 
would be precisely this definition that Luther would expand upon until the 
contours of his own theology became clear.48 The gospel not only talked 
about the glory and grace of God—everyone believed that—but it acted 
upon the individual to create faith in that very glory and grace. Incidentally, 
it would not be until 1521 that Luther would abandon the habitus-based 
definition of grace in favor of Erasmus’s exegetical insight that in Greek the 
word χάρις, translated gratia, ought better be rendered favor Dei or, in later 
Lutheran writings, misericordia Dei.49 But in the 95 Theses Luther made a 
small step forward both in that he had already started worrying about what 
or in whom believers trusted and in that he excluded any human works or 
ecclesiastical traditions from the meaning of gospel.

The final set of theses in what I have labeled the confirmatio was more 
accurately an appeal (appellatio) to church leaders to fulfill their office. It 
arose directly out of the Theses’ chief argument. This same concern marked 
Luther’s letter to Albrecht and certainly contributed to the young prelate’s 
and his theologians’ negative reaction to Luther’s Theses. Luther took it 
upon himself to teach the church and its leaders! Just who did this obscure 
friar from a second-rate university think he was? Luther would be forced to 
answer this question in the coming years, but his letter to Albrecht demon-
strated that he had already been thinking about the question of authority, 
and thus he called upon his office as teacher of the church for support. In 
part, Luther had to include this section, because Leo X’s bull promulgating 
the ›Peter’s indulgence‹ had clearly given wide latitude to the indulgence 
sellers and condemned those who impeded them. Luther’s rhetorical ploy 
here rested on the notion, already encountered earlier, of allowing indul-
gence preaching but insisting that church leaders had to see to it that it 

	 47	 WA 1; 236,22 f: »Verus thesaurus ecclesie est sacrosanctum euangelium glorie et gratie 
dei.«

	 48	 See the arguments in Bayer, Promissio (see n. 40), with the helpful corrections by B. 
Hamm, Der frühe Luther. Etappen reformatorischer Neuorientierung, 2010, 164–181.

	 49	 Cf. R. Schäfer, Melanchthon’s Interpretation of Romans 5:15: His Departure from the 
Augustinian Concept of Grace Compared to Luther’s (in: Philip Melanchthon [1497–
1560] and the Commentary, ed. by M.P. Graham / T.J. Wengert, 1997, 79–104).
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did not contradict the very gospel upon which the pope’s true power and 
authority rested. Thus, thesis 78 reiterated Luther’s appeal to the gospel and 
provided one of the few places where Luther used Scripture in the Theses, in 
this case to redefine papal authority. »On the contrary, we say that even the 
present pope, or any pope whatsoever, possesses greater graces—namely, 
the gospel, ›deeds of power, gifts of healing […]‹—as in 1 Cor 12[:28].«50 This, 
of course, hearkened back to thesis 6 and Luther’s insistence that the pope’s 
real authority came from the absolution itself. His quite real bad exam-
ples—even Johann Eck later admitted that the indulgence preachers had 
exaggerated the worth of their wares—were again so rhetorically charged as 
to refute the idea that these theses were simply scholastic debating points 
and so as to underscore the seriousness of Luther’s appeal.

V � »To Post or Not to Post«

When one recognizes the rhetorical power of the Theses, the question of their 
posting becomes, frankly, moot.51 Even though I am personally convinced 
that such a posting occurred, my defense of such an action would fully miss 
the point if one imagined that the posting itself knocked Leo’s crown for a 
loop. Instead, one must concentrate on the form and content of the Theses 
themselves and their function within the theological debate in late-medie-
val universities. Then one quickly comes to the realization that, especially 
regarding their rhetorical form, Luther’s 95 Theses are like none other—not 
even like theses he had written a month earlier or the ones he would com-
pose in early 1518 for the Heidelberg Disputation (theses that were only sel-
dom reprinted and had only limited direct influence over Luther’s contem-
poraries). By contrast, the 95 Theses were shaped by »love and zeal for the 
truth.« They argued with the pope and against hundreds of years of a false 
understanding of ecclesiastical penalties and papal authority. They arose as 
much out of Luther’s own experience of preaching an indulgence—and the 

	 50	 Cf. WA 1; 237,13 f: »Dicimus contra, quod etiam iste et quilibet papa maiores habet, 
scilicet Euangelium, virtutes, gratias curationum &c. ut 1. Co. xij.«

	 51	 For more on this academic minefield, see V. Leppin  / T.J. Wengert, Sources for and 
against the Posting of the Ninety-Five Theses (LuthQ 29, 2015, 373–398); Ott / Treu 
(Hg.), Luthers Thesenanschlag (see n. 6).
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objections his preaching raised in the Saxon court—as from the abuses of 
Tetzel. But they also arose from a pastoral heart. Luther wanted to protect 
the pope from the laity’s sharp questions, to be sure. But he also insisted 
that a correct preaching of true penance and of the centrality of the cross in 
the life of the Christian would wean true believers away from indulgences 
and toward receiving punishment for sin—a point made even more clearly 
in the German equivalent of the Latin 95 Theses, namely, the Sermon on 
Indulgences and Grace. There, while omitting any and all references to the 
pope, Luther concentrated only on showing the way indulgences under-
mined the true Christian life.

Suppose you say, »Then I will never again buy an indulgence.« I respond, »That is what 
I already said above. My will, desire, plea and counsel are that no one buy an indulgence. 
Let the lazy and sleepy Christians buy indulgences. You run from them.«52

At nearly the same time, Luther was hard at work on the Resolutiones, 
finally published in August 1518 with prefaces to von Staupitz and Leo 
X. There, if Oswald Bayer is correct, Luther finally connects this work of 
contrition and faith not to an Augustinian humility theology but rather 
to the direct working of the Word, understood as law and gospel, upon the 
hearer. In the Resolutiones one also finds the most influential explanation 
of the theology of the cross, contrasted to the illusory theologies of the 
scholastics.53 By this time Luther had transformed his worry about »cheap 
punishment« as in the 95 Theses into praise for God’s promise, where grace 
was neither expensive nor cheap but free, and for faith in that very promise, 
a faith that was not a human work but a work of the Holy Spirit through the 
Word that kills and makes alive.

In the end, however, what made the 95 Theses so important was not so 
much Luther’s arguments or use of rhetoric but the response of one man, 
Archbishop Albrecht of Mainz. That Albrecht gave them to his own the-
ological faculty in Mainz is easily understood; that he immediately sent 
them to Rome is perhaps not. Here, it would seem, the politics of the Holy 
Roman Empire and the radical nature of Luther theses combined into an 
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	 53	 Cf. T.J. Wengert, »Peace, Peace […] Cross, Cross«: Reflections on How Martin Luther 
Relates the Theology of the Cross to Suffering (ThTo 59, 2002, 190–205).
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explosive brew. Luther had, after all, claimed to know the pope’s will. Yet 
Pope Leo X had explicitly forbidden the hindering of indulgence preaching. 
The fact that the head of the Wettin house, Frederick the Wise, had banned 
the preaching of this indulgence in his territories led Albrecht, a scion of 
the Brandenburg house of Hohenzollern, to suspect collusion and led him 
to use an appeal to the pope not simply against Luther’s teaching but also 
against what he could only regard as Frederick’s meddling into the dynastic 
objectives of his rival to the north, Albrecht’s brother, Joachim I.54 Then, and 
only then, was the die cast, and a call for theological discussion became in 
the ensuing months and years the causa Lutheri before pope and emperor, 
the repercussions of which continue to echo in the church to this day.

	 54	 For the role of the Wettiners, see, most recently, N. Krentz, Ritualwandel und Deutungs-
hoheit. Die frühe Reformation in der Residenzstadt Wittenberg (1500–1533) (SMHR 74), 
2014.


