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LESSON FOUR – Lutheranism & The Woman Behind the Man 

 

The Peasant’s Revolt 

- Germany’s vast peasant population had suffered increasing social and economic 

hardship in the late Middle Ages.  

- They staged violent uprisings in southern Germany in 1493, 1501, 1512, 1514 and 

1517, but were overpowered each time by the princes and nobles.  

- Their discontent was stirred up yet again by the Reformation, with its emphasis on 

Christian freedom and the spiritual equality of all believers and its attack on the 

religious authorities for robbing Christians of their Scriptural right.  

- In June 1524 another armed peasant uprising broke out at Stuhlingen, near the 

Swiss city of Schaf.hauseen. It was a spark which soon lit a .ire of revolt that blazed 

across all Germany.  

- The difference between this revolt and the previous 

peasant rebellions was twofold: 1. The Peasants’ 

Revolt was more widespread, engul.ing the whole 

of Germany, north as well as south; 2. It derived a 

fresh and dynamic degree of religious inspiration 

from the Reformation.  

- The peasants often appealed to Luther’s teachings to justify their actions and when 

asked whom they would accept as mediator in their dispute with the nobles, they 

responded with a single name – Luther. 

- There was also a signi.icant Radical in.luence on the Peasants’ Revolt; several 

Radicals played a prominent role in it, especially Thomas Muntzer.  

- To underline their religious commitment, many of the rebels covenanted together as 

“the Evangelical Brotherhood” at a mass meeting in Memmingen (southern 

Germany) in March 1525.  

- Some of their demands were religious rather than political such as the right of the 

congregation to elect their own pastors.  

- Their social and political demands included things like returning to common 

ownership the forests and meadows which had been taken by nobles, an end to 

being forced to work for the nobility without pay, and the creation of a better 

welfare service to take care of the poor.  

- Luther .irst blamed both sides in the uprising: both the nobility, whose oppressive 

rule had provoked the peasants into rebellion and the peasants for taking up arms. 
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- Luther believed strongly that all armed rebellion against secular government was 

sinful: no matter how tyrannical a government might be, civil war was worse.  

- Luther went on a preaching tour throughout Saxony in April 1525, trying to 

persuade the peasants to refrain from violence, but to no avail.  

- As the rebellion grew, threatening to sweep everything before it, Luther came down 

decisively on the side of the princes and nobility.  

- In May 1525 he wrote a tract entitled Against	the	Robbing	and	Murdering	Hordes	of	

Peasants, in which he exhorted the German princes to slay the peasants without 

mercy.  

- The princes obeyed Luther’s call only too effectively. They had at .irst been 

powerless to respond to the uprising because most of their .ighting men were away 

in Italy with Emperor Charles V.  

- However, by May 1525, the princes had managed to raise an army of professional 

German troops and the slaughter began.  

- Perhaps the most tragic episode involved Thomas Muntzer, who had put himself at 

the head of a peasant army of 8,000 men in Frankenhausen (central Germany).  

- They faced an opposing army of professional soldiers, led by the great Protestant 

prince, Philip of Hesse. Philip offered to let the peasants disperse unharmed, if they 

would only turn Muntzer over to him. Inspired by Muntzer, wild promises of divine 

protection and victory, the peasants refused.  

- On May 15th, Philip’s army attacked and annihilated the peasants. Muntzer was 

taken prisoner, tortured, and executed. Before he died, he recanted his Radical 

beliefs; one of his last acts was to receive Holy Roman Catholic Mass.  

- By November 1525 the German princes had utterly crushed all resistance to their 

rule, in a storm of bloodshed which must have seemed like a foretaste of hell.  

- The troops massacred the poorly armed peasant armies; some 100,000 peasants 

lost their lives, leaving their wives and children utterly destitute.  

- It marked the end of the rapid spread of Lutheranism in Germany. Luther’s brutal 

attitude in the Revolt alienated much of the lower class. A signi.icant number of 

them turned from Lutheranism to the various forms of the Radical Reformation; 

other simply lost any real interest in any kind of Reformation.  

- The Lutheran princes became determined that they must strictly control the 

Reformation, as the only way to stop it turning into a popular social movement 

which could challenge their authority.  

- So, their status as “emergency bishops” became permanent; from now on the 

princes would be the absolute rulers of the Lutheran Churches in their domains.  

- Luther himself encouraged the princes in this policy. The Peasants’ Revolt had 

destroyed his trust in the ordinary German people; he felt that too many of them 

perverted his gospel message of freedom through Christ into a worldly message of 

political freedom through armed revolution.  

- Luther chie.ly blamed Thomas Muntzer and the Radicals for this. In the period 1517-

1521, when Luther had stood up against the papacy at the peril of his own life, he 
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had defended religious liberty and toleration, arguing that the state should not 

execute people for heresy. 

- However, after the Peasants’ Revolt, Luther accepted that the state should silence 

and banish Radicals.  

- He still opposed the death penalty for heresy but he did come to believe that 

blasphemy should be punished by death; and since there was often a very thin line 

between what was deemed heresy and what was deemed blasphemy, Luther did not 

protest much when Evangelical governments executed Radicals for religious dissent.  

Erasmus & Luther 

- It was also in the period 1524-1525 that the older generation of Christian humanists 

deserted Luther.  

- They wanted reform, but not at the cost of breaking unity with the Catholic Church. 

Among those who at .irst supported Luther but .inally refused to break with Rome 

were Crotus Rubeanus, Willibald Pirckheimer and Erasmus himself.  

- Erasmus had given cautious support and encouragement to Luther when Luther had 

only been attacking indulgences. However, Luther’s break with Rome, his violent 

language such as denouncing the pope as Antichrist and the popular disturbances 

that accompanied the Reformation, repelled 

Erasmus.  

- In September 1524, urged on by Roman Catholic 

friends, Erasmus published a book against Luther 

called The	Freedom	of	the	Will.	 

- The point at which Erasmus chose to attack the 

German Reformer was his Augustinian theology of sin and grace. Luther taught that 

the fallen human will was in helpless bondage to sin; only God by His sovereign 

grace could set the will free to embrace and follow Christ. Those whom God 

liberated, Luther maintained, had been eternally predestined to receive this 

salvation by God’s sheer mercy, not as a result of anything in them.  

- Erasmus rejected these views in favor of a more Semi-Pelagian theology. In The	

Freedom	of	the	Will,	he argued that conversion and salvation were a shared work of 

human free will and divine grace; grace was essential, but free will must cooperate 

with it and could always at any point reject it.  

- Luther replied to Erasmus in December 1525 with his Bondage	of	the	Will,	in which 

he thanked Erasmus for going to the heart of the matter and criticizing Luther’s view 

of sin, grace and predestination, instead of trivial things like indulgences and the 

papacy.  

- The break between Erasmus and Luther was total. The generation of humanist 

reformers whom Erasmus represented mostly remained within the Roman Church. 

Luther said of Erasmus: 
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“He	has	done	what	he	was	destined	to	do;	he	has	introduced	the	ancient	languages	in	

place	of	harmful	scholastic	studies.	He	will	probably	die	like	Moses	in	the	land	of	

Moab.	He	has	done	enough	to	uncover	the	evil;	but	to	reveal	the	good,	and	lead	

people	into	the	promised	land,	is	in	my	opinion,	not	his	business.”1	

- Erasmus, for his part, expressed great skepticism about the spiritual fruit of the 

Reformation: 

“Where	is	your	dove-like	spirit?	Did	the	apostles	spread	the	gospel	in	the	way	you	do?	

You	lash	out	against	the	lavish	lifestyle	of	priests,	the	political	ambition	of	bishops,	

the	tyranny	of	the	pope,	the	jabbering	of	scholastics,	against	prayers	and	fasts	and	

masses.	But	your	objective	is	to	destroy,	much	more	than	to	reform.	You	will	rip	up	

the	wheat	along	with	the	tares!	Look	at	these	so-called	‘Evangelicals’	of	yours.	Are	

they	any	less	enslaved	to	lavish	lifestyles,	immorality	and	money?	The	gospel	is	

supposed	to	make	the	drunkard	sober	and	the	cruel	person	kind.	But	I	can	show	you	

people	whom	your	preaching	has	made	worse	than	ever!	You	throw	images	out	of	

churches,	but	what	good	is	that	if	people	continue	to	bow	down	to	sins	in	their	

hearts?”2	

- Erasmus died in the Swiss Protestant city of Basel in 1536, a rather sad and lonely 

.igure, shunned by Roman Catholics for “hatching” the Reformation and Protestants 

for not joining it.  

The German Lutheran Churches 

- The crushing of the Peasants’ Revolt in 1525 left the princes as the unchallenged 

rulers of Germany. They formed political alliances, for and against the Reformation. 

However, two factors prevented the Roman Catholic champion, Emperor Charles V, 

from organizing effective action against the German Lutherans: 

1. Constant	wars	with	the	French	King,	Francis	I,	distracted	Charles.	

2. The	Ottoman	Turks	under	Suleiman	the	Magni5icent	(1520-1566),	greatest	of	

the	Ottoman	sultans,	had	invaded	the	Danube	valley	in	Eastern	Europe.	

Suleiman’s	was	the	greatest	empire	in	the	world	at	the	time	and	constantly	

threatened	central	Europe	from	its	territories	in	Eastern	Europe	(Greece	and	

the	Balkans).	Suleiman	conquered	Egypt,	Syria,	Iraq,	North	Africa	and	

penetrated	into	Eastern	Europe	as	far	as	Hungary;	Charles	needed	German	

Lutheran	troops	to	5ight	the	Muslim	advances.		

- The uncertain situation prompted the imperial 

Diet of Speyer in 1526 to pass a famous edict of 

religious tolerance: each local German ruler 

should decide for himself which faith people 

would practice in his domain.  

- However, the tide of battles had turned in Charles 

V ‘s favor, as least temporarily, by 1529. In February that year at another diet in 
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Speyer, the Roman Catholic delegates were able to attend in great numbers under 

the Emperor’s protection, forming the majority.  

- They outlawed any further spread of the Reformation in the Empire and decreed 

that Roman Catholics must be tolerated in Lutheran lands, but Lutherans were not 

to be tolerated in Roman Catholic lands.  

- The Lutheran delegates were outraged and published a document objecting to this 

decree. The document was called the Protestation; six princes and fourteen imperial 

cities signed it. From the Protestation, the name Protestant came to be applied to all 

adherents of the Reformation.  

- The term “Protestant” has often been completely misunderstood as meaning simply 

a negative protest against Rome. Originally, however, it had a far more positive 

meaning; to “protest” was a transitive verb which meant to declare, to af.irm, to set 

forth a position.  

- The Diet of Speyer achieved nothing, because Lutherans would not obey its decrees 

and Charles V still lacked the means to enforce them effectively.  

- At the Diet of Augsburg in June 1530, Charles changed his strategy and invited the 

Lutherans to set out their beliefs in writing, as a basis for discussing and resolving 

the religious divisions in Germany.  

- They responded with a doctrinal statement known as the Augsburg Confession. 

Written in Latin, chie.ly by Melanchthon, the Confession was the .irst of.icial 

Protestant confession of faith.  

- Despite the calm and moderate language of the Confession, it did nothing to 

reconcile Roman Catholic opinion or turn Charles V aside from his ultimate purpose 

of forcing German Protestants back into the Roman Church.  

- To defend their citizens against this threat of religious persecution, the Protestant 

princes and cities of Germany formed themselves into the “Schmalkaldic League” in 

December 1531. 

- The league embraced eight princes and eleven cities, including Strasburg and other 

southern cities that leaned to a more Swiss Reformed outlook.  

- The Roman Catholic princes and cities of southern Germany were already bound 

together by the powerful “Swabian League,” which dated back to 1488 but now took 

on a new anti-Protestant motivation.  

- The Augsburg Confession gave the Lutheran Churches a .irm theological identity, 

distinguishing them from Roman Catholics and Radicals. Of course, there were other 

factors that went into the making of the German Lutheran Churches. The most 

important were: 

- The	Lutheran	form	of	public	worship.	As we have seen, Luther took a very 

conservative attitude to forms of worship, keeping to traditional Catholic practice 

except where it clearly contradicted Scripture.  

- He therefore translated the medieval Catholic liturgy into German, but did not 

change it very much; the main alteration was in the liturgy for the mass, where 
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Luther did write a new order of worship which expressed a Protestant 

understanding of the Lord’s Supper.  

- He retained the system of the Church “lectionary” – an ordered series of readings 

from the Bible which took the congregation through all the chief parts of Old and 

New Testaments.  

- In 1526 Luther’s new complete worship-book was .inally published for use in 

Lutheran congregations. The normal Sunday morning service was set out as follows: 

Hymn	or	psalm	

Kyrie	eleison	(Greek	prayer	from	the	early	church,	Lord	have	mercy,	Christ	have	

mercy)	

Set	Prayer	(written	down	in	the	liturgy	

Scripture	reading	chanted	from	the	set	passage	for	the	day,	from	Acts-Revelation	

Hymn	sung	by	choir	

Scripture	reading	chanted	from	the	set	passage	for	the	day,	from	the	Gospels	

The	Apostle’s	Creed,	sung	by	the	whole	congregation	

Sermon	

The	Lord’s	Prayer	in	a	long	paraphrase	

Exhortation	(leading	into	holy	communion)	

The	words	of	institution,	chanted	by	the	minister	

Consecration	and	distribution	of	the	bread,	while	a	hymn	is	sung	

Blessing	and	distribution	of	the	cup,	while	a	hymn	is	sung	

Set	prayer	(written	down	in	the	liturgy)	

The	benediction:	the	Aaronic	blessing	(Number	6:24-26)3	

- This pattern of worship was basically the same as in medieval Catholicism, except in 

three areas, 1. The Lutheran service was in German, not Latin; 2. Luther’s new 

communion liturgy replaced the medieval Catholic liturgy of the mass; and 3. Luther 

exalted preaching to a central position in 

worship.  

- The	Lutheran	Hymns.	Some of them (words and 

tunes) were written by Luther himself. These had 

the greatest impact of all in nourishing Lutheran 

belief and spirituality.  
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- The .irst Lutheran hymn-book was published in 1524. Luther replaced the medieval 

Catholic practice of a choir singing in Latin, by what became the normal Protestant 

practice of the whole congregation singing in its native tongue.  

- The	Lutheran	catechisms, especially Luther’s Little	Catechism	of 1529. These were 

for instructing church members in the basics of Lutheran beliefs.  

- They revolved around the Ten Commandments, the Apostle’s Creed, the Lord’s 

Prayer and the sacraments and were drawn up according to a question-and-answer 

method.  

- Luther’s	Postils were sermons written by Luther on the set Scripture passages in 

the lectionary, to be read out from the pulpit by Lutheran pastors.  

- Many of these men were ex-priests, not very well educated and perhaps ignorant of 

all but the simplest outline of Lutheran beliefs. It took a very long time for the 

bene.its of proper theological and pastoral training to reach the more remote and 

rural areas of Lutheran lands.  

- In this situation, Luther’s postils were of great value in helping pastors communicate 

the faith from their pulpits. 

Katharina von Bora (1499-1552) 

- Katharina von Bora, also known as Katherine Luther was 

a former nun who married Martin Luther in 1525.  

- Katharina is thought to have been born January 29, 1499, 

though her birth date is not recorded.  

- When her mother died in 1504, her father remarried and 

sent Katharina to the cloister of Saint Clemens in Brehna 

to be taken under care and raised as a nun.  

- She was educated by the nuns of Brehna until she was around 10 years old when she 

moved to the convent of Marienthorn in Nimbschen, where a maternal aunt was in 

residency.  

- Katharina would have had to submit to the authority of the abbess who ran the 

convent and live a monastic life obediently, which included daily routines of prayers, 

services, tending gardens, domestic chores and in some cases, illuminating 

manuscripts or preparing prayer books.  

- Nuns were also expected to learn needlework so as to embroider the vestments of 

priests and in most cases, perform outreach incentives in the community and tend 

the sick.  

- Based on later evidence from her married life, Katharina became adept at this time 

in nursing, administration, agriculture, domestic chores and beer brewing, as she 

showed exceptional skills in these areas.  

- Martin Luther’s 95 Theses had been translated into German and published in 1518, 

news of his con.lict with the Church would have reached Nimbschen in 1518 or 

1519 at the latest.  
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- After Luther’s appearance at the Diet of Worms in April 1521, where he de.ied papal 

authority and defended his works, his popularity and notoriety grew. Among his 

many criticisms of the Roman Church was monastic life, which he claimed was 

unnatural and unbiblical.  

- Exactly how and when Katharina .irst learned of Luther’s criticisms of monasticism 

is unknown but in 1523 she wrote directly to him asking for his help. She and a few 

other nuns of Marienthorn wished to leave the convent and required assistance.  

- This was no small matter since abducting a nun or helping her leave the monastic 

life was a criminal offense. Gwen Seabourne notes: 

“The	gates	of	the	convent	allowed	movement	in	both	directions,	and	both	church	and	

secular	authorities	had	an	interest	in	keeping	them	under	surveillance.	Royal	

concern	was	with	disorderly	conduct	and	security	of	convents	at	a	time	when	they	

might	be	used	to	house	royal	or	noble	women	and	also	to	con5ine	the	daughters	of	

dangerous	opponents.	A	statute	of	1285	made	removal	of	nuns	from	their	convents	

an	offense	which	might	result	in	a	prison	sentence,	compensation	to	the	convent,	and	

a	payment	to	the	king.	The	offense	was	that	of	the	person	removing	the	nun,	rather	

than	the	nun	herself,	so	liability	was	incurred	whether	or	not	the	nun	consented	to	

her	removal.”4	

- This statute could only be enforced by the authorities of the region in which the 

offense took place, so if one could remove the nun to another principality, which 

chose not to enforce it, punishment could be avoided.  

- Luther arranged to have a well-respected merchant, Leonard Kopp, help free the 

nuns and bring them to Wittenberg, which was controlled by Frederick III.  

- Kopp regularly delivered herring to the convent and on Easter Eve, 1523, Kopp made 

his delivery and then hid the nuns in his wagon and rode out through the gates.  

- As Luther hoped, Frederick III did nothing about the statute and the newly arrived 

nuns were free to marry or return to their families.  

- Luther .irst tried to place them back with their parents, but this did not work as the 

families refused to be implicated in a crime and further, many simply could not 

afford to support a daughter, much less one who had renounced her vows and would 

be dif.icult to .ind a husband for. 

- By 1525, Luther had found respectable matches or positions for all of the nuns 

except Katharina, who was .irst placed as a servant in the home of the clerk Philipp 

Reichenback and then of the artist Lucas Cranach.  

- Luther arranged at least two matches for her, neither of which worked out and heard 

from his friend Nicholas von Amsdorf that she had said she would only marry 

Amsdorf or Luther, but preferred Luther. 

- Although Luther had advocated for the marriage of former priests and nuns, he did 

not consider it an option for himself since he had been condemned as a heretic and 

an outlaw in 1521 and knew there was always a chance he could be arrested and 

executed.  
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- He did not want to in.lict that on a wife and children. Melanchthon had also 

expressed concerned that marriage would detract from Luther’s public image as a 

sel.less champion of the faith and possibly derail the reform movement. 

- Amsdorf, however, suggested that Luther should marry Katharina to resolve her 

problem and also make a statement for the new faith on the respectability of 

marriage between two former ecclesiastics of the Church.  

- Luther did not respond seriously to the suggestion until he went home to visit his 

parents. What he related, probably as a joke, was taken seriously by his father. His 

desire was that his son should pass on the name.  

- The suggestion began to commend itself to Luther for quite another reason. If he 

was burned at the stake within a year, he was hardly the person to start a family but 

by marriage he could at once give a status to Katharina and a testimony to his faith.  

- Katharina von Bora and Martin Luther were married on June 13th, 1525 in a small 

ceremony and held a larger celebration on June 27.  

- They were given the former Augustinian dormitory as a home by John, Elector of 

Saxony, brother of Frederick III. It was a large building surrounded by fertile land, 

which the Luther’s immediately opened to anyone in need of lodging, a policy that 

would remain in effect for the next 20 years.  

- Luther gave three reasons for his marriage: “to please his father, to spite the pope 

and the Devil and to seal his witness before martyrdom.”  

- At .irst, he gave no indication that he actually cared for Katharina but soon after 

their marriage, he declared, “I would not exchange Katie for France or for Venice, 

because God has given her to me.” Luther’s affection for his wife is evident in his 

letters in which he praises her as a treasure, as “Doctor Luther,” “The Lady of 

Zulsdorf” (their farm), “My Lord Katie,” and “My Katie.”  

- Katharina’s affection is evident in how she cared for her husband, even though he 

presented a number of challenges.  

- Marriage brought new .inancial responsibilities because neither of them started 

with a cent. Katharina’s father had turned her over to the convent after her mother’s 

death and provided no dowry for her marriage.  

- Luther only had his books and his clothing. He never took a penny from his books 

and his university stipend was not enough to support a family. In 1526 he installed a 

lathe and learned woodworking so he would have the means to support his wife and 

children (if and when they came).  

- His faith in God’s providence placed Katharina in the role of provider and sustainer 

of the household, which could eventually include their six children.  

- Hans, Elizabeth (who died young), Magdalena (who died at age 13), Martin, Paul and 

Margarete and assorted others seeking temporary or long-term shelter.  

- Additionally, there were Luther’s friends, students and admirers, who came to hear 

him speak around the dinner table and had to be provided food and drink.  

- Student boarders provided steady income but at various times, there were as many 

as 25 people in the home who needed to be fed.  
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- Katharina tended a small farm, cultivated an orchard, created a .ishpond for fresh 

catches, maintained a yard of hens and ducks, kept cows and pigs which she 

slaughtered herself.  

- She also brewed beer, said to be of high quality, which she sold and also used for the 

household. Further, she took care of Luther’s health which was never robust.  

- He also suffered from bouts of depression and one time when Luther was wallowing 

in his depression, Katharina dressed up in a black funeral gown and told Luther that 

since he was acting like God was dead that she would join him for the funeral…this 

caused Luther to get back to work.  

- Katharina supported her husband completely in his theological work and was 

treated by him as an equal, always present at the gatherings which came to be 

known as Table Talk, in which Luther would host discussions on various issues and 

theological topics after dinner, with plenty of his wife’s beer.  

- Throughout their marriage, Katharina was keenly aware of her husband’s 

importance, but he was equally aware of how her support enabled him to pursue his 

work.  

- His opponents regularly mocked and insulted Katharina personally and their 

marriage generally in pamphlets which Luther responded to with far greater wit and 

insight in defending her.  

- Luther died of a stroke on February 18, 1546 at the age of 62 and Katharina, in a 

letter to her brother’s wife, vented her grief over the loss, saying she could not eat or 

drink or sleep.  

- Her loss was compounded by .inancial problems. Luther had left everything to her in 

his will but Saxon law prevented a woman from receiving an inheritance. While she 

was appealing to the authorities to try and obtain the inheritance, the Schmalkaldic 

War erupted between Luther’s followers and the Catholic forces under Charles V.  

- Katharina .led to Magdeburg until the con.lict ended with a Lutheran defeat in 1547 

and then returned to Wittenberg, only to .ind her home destroyed and her lands 

torn up and all the animals gone.  

- She was able to sustain herself there through the generosity of John Frederick I, 

Elector of Saxony, son of John the Elector who had given Luther the former 

Augustinian dormitory when they had married.  

- In 1552, the plague reached Wittenberg and Katharina left for Torgau, where she 

hoped to .ind better fortune and safety. She fell from her wagon outside the city 

gates, breaking her hip and then contracted an unknown disease which she died 

from on December 20, 1552, at age 53.  

- She was buried in the cemetery of Saint Mary’s Church in Torgau and was largely 

forgotten afterwards as attention continued to be lavished on her husband.  

1 2000 Years of Christ’s Power, Volume Three, Needham, Nick, page 138 
2 2000 Years of Christ’s Power, Volume Three, Needham, Nick, page 138 
3 2000 Years of Christ’s Power, Volume Three, Needham, Nick, page 142 
4 https://www.worldhistory.org/Katharina_von_Bora/ 

                                                


