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Martin Luther 
 

The story of Pope Alexander shows that 
during this time, when wonderful works 
of art were being created by artists like 
Leonardo and Raphael, there were 
wicked people in positions of power 
within the Church, who were met by 
sincere people like Savonarola. The 
authority of the pope at this time was 
so great that someone like Savonarola 
would pay the price of speaking the 
truth with his own life. Hundreds and 
thousands of people agreed with 
Savonarola but felt powerless to change 
things.  
 
A man who would help these Christians 
with an injection of courage and 
strength was a German man by the 
name of Martin Luther. He was born in 

1483 – the same year as Raphael. Luther came from a poor family. His father was a copper 
miner who, along with Luther’s mother, made great sacrifices for his son to have a good 
education.  
 
Even once Luther was at university life was still difficult – to make some money after his 
lessons, Martin would go singing door to door and sometimes a kind person would give him 
a few coins or a plate of food. At the age of twenty-one, Martin received his law degree. 
 
Then something happened which would change the course of Martin’s life. He was in the 
countryside with a friend and the sunny day turned stormy, so all of a sudden, the two 
friends were caught in a terrific thunderstorm. There was a blinding flash of lightning and a 
loud clap of thunder as they ran to find cover. Martin’s friend fell, lifeless, to the ground; 
struck by the lightning.  
 
From that day on Martin changed. He wondered again and again, “Why was I spared?” He 
became more certain that his life was spared for a purpose and he decided to become a 
monk. So, he lived in a monastery and studied the bible. The abbot wanted Martin to preach 
sermons, but Martin was scared of doing this because he was a modest sort of person and 
was worried people would laugh at him. But he gave sermons regardless, and on the pulpit, 
he spoke from his heart which moved the people deeply. In time he became quite a famous 
preacher.   
 
When the monastery had to send a representative to the pope in Rome, Martin was the 
choice of the monks. Martin went to the holy city of Rome and felt it was a great honour 
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that he, a simple monk, would meet this 
holy person. Alexander the IV had died and 
the pope at this time was Leo X. Leo was not 
much different from Alexander. He was 
quite an ambitious man and would become 
famous for building the largest and most 
beautiful church in Rome. St Peter’s is its 
name. And Raphael and Leonardo both 
painted for him.  
 
Leo was as ruthless as Alexander when it 
came to getting money, and Martin saw not 
just the pope use his position to enrich 
himself; but priests, bishops and cardinals 
also did things to line their own pockets, 
which bitterly disappointed Martin. He 
returned to Germany very discouraged.  
 
Pope Leo needed a lot of money to build this 
most splendid church in the world. He 

needed to pay architects, builders and painters. Alexander had introduced indulgences as a 
way of creating more funds, but this had stopped when he died. Now Leo had the idea that 
he could send travelling priests and monks to sell indulgences, selling forgiveness for any sin 
or crime. 
 
The name given to these travelling priest-
salesmen was ‘Tetzel’. Usually, a Tetzel would 
set up a little stall in the marketplace of a town 
and make a speech, attracting people to come 
and listen. He would talk about all the terrible 
things that offended God – laziness, lies, bad 
language – and the horrible punishments God 
could inflict on such people. Once everyone 
was suitably frightened, he would say, “But, 
dear friends, there is something you can do to 
help yourselves! Buy one of these papers here – 
each is an indulgence by the Holy Father and 
whatever you have done will be forgiven by 
God.” And people queued to pay.  
 
On one occasion a knight came to buy an 
indulgence for a robbery. This was quite an 
expensive sin and the Tetzel was happy to be 
making so much money. The next day, after 
making more money, the Tetzel packed up to 



Class 7 
The Age of Discovery 
Week 4 
Thursday 13th August 2020 
 

 3 

move on to another town. Once riding along a lonely road, an armed gang suddenly 
appeared and knocked him over, taking his money box. The Tetzel cried out, “You sinners! 
God will punish you for robbing a messenger of the pope!” The leader of the gang replied, 
“No he won’t.” And he drew from his pocket the indulgence paper which forgave him for 
robbery. But Tetzels continued to go from town to town making money for the pope.  
 
All this time Martin had been silent about his disappointment of what he saw in Rome. But 
as he saw these indulgences being sold like hotcakes, he could no longer remain silent. In his 
mind people were being cheated in the name of God and the Christian Church, so he 
preached against this shameful activity. He wrote ninety-five reasons why these indulgences 

were against what 
was in the bible 
and he nailed this 
document, known 
as the Ninety-Five 
Theses, to the 
door of the castle 
church in 
Wittenberg. 
People came and 
read this list.  
 
Thanks to the 
printing press, 

Luther’s argument against indulgences spread all over Germany, and because he was a 
respected priest, people started to stop buying indulgences. This infuriated the pope and so 
a struggle between Martin and the pope began! Pope Leo sent an angry letter summoning 
Martin to Rome. But, Luther, remembering what had happened to Savonarola, was not 
going to Italy.  
 
Thousands of people were very unhappy with the greed and wickedness of the popes in 
Rome, and now that a good man like Luther was taking the lead, they got behind him. What 
these people really wanted was for the Church to be completely changed in its structure – 
to be re-shaped or re-formed. Like a growing avalanche, the argument between the pope 
and Luther grew. And out of this grew a huge movement called the Reformation.  
 
Luther not only refused to go to Rome. He also wrote a book which said that nowhere in the 
bible did it say the pope was to be obeyed. He even went so far as to say that the pope was 
a servant of the devil not God.  
 
The pope had an answer to this: he sent a message to the town of Wittenberg which said, 
“Martin Luther is a heretic. He therefore is no longer a priest. He is not even a Christian and 
so should not be allowed to enter a church or take part in any service. No good Christian 
should have anything to do with him.” 
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There was a time when this would have meant the end for Luther. But by now the spirit of 
the people was different. They sided with Luther.  
 
Martin called the citizens together. He spoke in a way that moved them deeply and inspired 
them. He said that he did not want to be a priest if the Church was ruled by wicked people, 
such as Pope Leo. He was going to be a minister of a new church, he told them. This church 
would have no master but God. The people cheered and made a bonfire. They threw the 
pope’s letter on to this bonfire as well as many other books that had been written against 
Martin Luther.  
 
This bonfire was the beginning of the Reformation; the beginning of a rebellion against the 
pope. Out of this came all the other churches and communities which did not have the pope 
as their authority. This happened in 1520, one year after Leonardo died and less that thirty 
years after Columbus discovered America.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 


