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Sources for and against the Posting of the 
Ninety-Five Theses

by Volker Leppin and Timothy J. Wengert

Well into the 1950s, Philip Melanchthon’s notation in his 1546 
preface to the second volume of Luther’s Latin writings 

regarding the posting of the Ninety-Five Theses was fully accepted as 
an unquestionable historical fact.1 Then in 1959 Hans Volz proposed, 
on the basis of several discrepancies in Melanchthon’s reporting, that 
the event must have occurred after 31 October 1517.2 A few years 
later, Erwin Iserloh, using the same source material for his analysis, 
completely rejected the notion of any posting of the Theses because, 
outside of Melanchthon’s questionable report, there was no reliable 
source for such an event, least of all from Luther himself.3 His study, 
appearing just a year before the 450th anniversary of the Reformation, 
provoked strong reactions. Heinrich Bornkamm and Kurt Aland, 
for example, both rejected Iserloh’s argument.4 Since that time most 
scholars have described the events of October 1517 very carefully, 
indicating the continued dispute over the historicity of the posting.

Because the image of Martin Luther nailing the Theses to the door 
of Wittenberg’s Castle Church has stood for the actual beginning of 
the Reformation, discussion of this historical event has often been 
accompanied by emotion. As 2017 approaches, doubts concerning 
the form in which the Theses were publicized may once again end 
up undermining the signifi cance of these theses on indulgences, just 
as they did fi fty years ago in 1967.5 Or, contrariwise, an insistence 
upon the posting of the Theses could arise as much out of commitment 
to the Reformation’s message as out of historically reliable arguments.

Most historians agree that the question of the posting of the 
Theses, measured by its importance for the history of Western 
Christianity, carries little weight. Whether they were posted or not, 
the content of the Theses and their role in shaping the theological 
debate that followed their publication determined their signifi cance—
completely apart from the psychological eff ect that the later recounting 
of their posting may have evoked.
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From an historical perspective several questions arise: whether 
and, if so, when the Theses were posted, and when and where they 
were published. In the following essay, the authors want to present 
the relevant historical material and then sketch the arguments both 
for and against the posting of the Theses. As their own publications 
make clear, the authors have diff erent points of view on this issue, 
yet they share the impression that they are wrestling with an interest-
ing but diffi  cult question, one that could be answered either way.

In the debate over the posting of the Ninety-Five Theses, a variety 
of sources come into play: First, there are second-hand reports 
regarding the events of 31 October 1517. Second, we have Luther’s 
own reminiscences of the events of 1517 and 1518. Finally, a number 
of other documents from those years touch on the publication and 
spread of the Theses. After a review of the sources, we each present a 
brief argument, one in favor of the posting and one against. Finally, 
we will briefl y sketch the events immediately after 31 October 1517, 
where once again most scholars are in agreement.

Melanchthon’s Preface from 1546

On 1 June 1546 Philip Melanchthon composed a preface addressed 
to the reader for the second volume of Luther’s Latin works.6 In it 
he mentioned that Luther himself had intended to compose a 
sketch of his life for his Opera, but his death in February of that 
year had prevented it.7 Thus, Melanchthon tried to complete what 
Luther was unable to do.8 Some modern readers have questioned 
Melanchthon’s report, citing their reservations regarding his overall 
reliability, especially in his relations with Luther. Yet the scholarship 
has also now made it clear that it is unacceptable to reject this 
account simply on the grounds that Melanchthon wrote it. The 
same goes for distorted perceptions about his character and his role 
at the University of Wittenberg.9 The fact that Melanchthon arrived 
in Wittenberg after 31 October 1517 and thus could not have been 
an eyewitness does not at once rule out his reliability. Moreover, 
with Georg Major, who was a choirboy at the Castle Church in 
1517, we have an actual eyewitness who mentions the posting of the 
Theses in his correspondence.10 Even for Major, however, the literary 
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bases for his comments are not settled, since the passing mention in 
his letter, despite his possible status as an eyewitness, could still be 
dependent upon Melanchthon.11 Above all else, his exclusive mention 
of the Castle Church, like Melanchthon’s, does not correspond to 
the prescribed procedure of that time. According to university 
statutes such theses for debate are to be posted on the doors of all 
Wittenberg churches.12

One issue involved in sorting through the question has to do with 
the way in which Lutheran and Roman Catholic historiography 
and polemic describe the beginning of the Reformation. Another 
issue is simply that Philip Melanchthon did not pen his report about 
the posting in an attempt to distort matters. From his own experience 
he knew that in Wittenberg disputation theses, either for awarding 
degrees or for quodlibetal disputations among the university’s professors, 
were normally posted publicly in accord with university statutes. 
Thus, when Melanchthon mentioned the posting of the Theses, it 
had—apart from the question of historicity—nothing to do with 
purposely leading readers astray, as if he were trying with this report 
to underscore the signifi cance of the Theses by mentioning the way 
they were publicized. Instead, he was simply giving a report about 
what he assumed was a fact, even if based upon an assumption about 
the regular procedure for announcing disputations in Wittenberg.

One cause for the continued eff ect of Melanchthon’s report was, 
next to its placement in the preface to the oft-reprinted second 
volume of Luther’s Latin works, its inclusion in a booklet about Luther’s 
life and death edited by Johannes Pollicarius, a graduate of the 
University of Wittenberg and later superintendent in Weißenfels.13 
This widely reprinted book appeared in three diff erent Latin editions 
between 1547 and 1562, and was printed eight times in all.14 In 1554, 
the Frankfurt (Main) pastor, Matthias Ritter, collaborated with the 
printer David Zöpfel to produce a German translation, which through 
1561 was available in two editions and seven printings.15

To be sure, no one disputes that prior to August 1518 Melanchthon 
was not in Wittenberg and thus could not have been an eyewitness 
to the events of the previous year. But he also took great pains to 
achieve some clarity about the events of Luther’s youth. For example, 
in the preface he describes how he had inquired of Luther’s mother 
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and brother regarding the year, day, and hour of Luther’s birth.16 
Helmar Junghans has rightly pointed out that Melanchthon’s 
information regarding the trip to Rome, for another example, was 
far more accurate than research had previously acknowledged.17

With his description in the foreword, Melanchthon wanted to 
disprove the attacks of opponents who claimed that Luther began 
the Reformation out of selfi sh motives: either out of greed, or out 
of an eff ort to escape his monastic vows, or to further the interests 
of the Saxon Elector Frederick (whose nephew, John Frederick, 
was, at the very time Melanchthon was writing, preparing for war 
against Emperor Charles V and his allies, among them Moritz of 
Saxony).18 Melanchthon wanted to show that Luther’s rejection of 
scholastic theology (which he called “the sophistic and barbaric 
teaching of the monks”) and his attempt to place the study of the 
church fathers, and above them the Bible, at the center of the 
theological enterprise were in the fi nal analysis motivated by Luther’s 
humanism.19 On the question of the posting of the Theses, the 
decisive text reads:

While Luther was in the midst of this course of study, venal indulgences were 
being carried around in this region by [Johann] Tetzel, that impudent 
Dominican sycophant. Luther, burning for the study of godliness and outraged 
by Tetzel’s ungodly and nefarious sermons, published [edidit] propositions 
concerning indulgences, which are extant in the fi rst volume of his [Latin] 
works, and publicly posted them at the Church which is next to the Wittenberg 
castle on the eve of the feast of All Saints in the year 1517.20

Thus, Melanchthon made Tetzel’s improper preaching the occasion 
and reason for the publication of Luther’s Theses. That he used the 
word edidit most likely indicates that he assumed the existence of a 
published text. Luther would therefore have posted a copy of the 
Theses on the door of the Castle Church on 31 October 1517 (All 
Hallows’ Eve).

Other Later Reports

Melanchthon himself often furnished letters to friends and 
acquaintances, with remarks about the day on which he wrote them. 
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These included references to the day Augustine died, the day on 
which the ark landed on Mt. Ararat, the day the world was created, 
or even the day his own father died. Melanchthon structured his 
world and his time by recalling such events. A calendar assembled by 
Paul Eber in 1550 often helped him to remember not only saints’ 
days but also biblical and historical events.21 At the very least, Eber’s 
calendar refl ected the interest of Melanchthon and his circle in 
world history.

Placed upon this background, it is not surprising that in some 
letters dated 31 October Melanchthon mentioned the posting of the 
Theses. Nevertheless, such remarks occur only after the reference to 
the posting in the preface to Luther’s Opera; thus, they have no 
independent weight regarding the record of the events of this day in 
earlier years.22 First in 1552 we fi nd two letters, one to Sebastian 
Glaser and one to the counts von Henneberg, that mention the 
posting.23 In letters written on the same day in 1553 to Albrecht 
Hardenberg and in 1554 to David Chytraeus, however, there is no 
mention at all.24 Letters from 1555 to Georg Buchholzer in Berlin 
and Paul Eber in Wittenberg again contain expanded references.25 
Although his correspondence in 1556 and 1557 makes no mention 
of the posting,26 in 1558 Melanchthon reminded the Elector August 
that he was writing on the day the Theses were published.27 Finally, 
in 1559 Melanchthon composed a short note to Johannes Strigel in 
which he also highlighted the meaning of the day.28 A day later, he 
held a lecture on All Saints’ Day, in which he once again discussed 
the meaning of this day.29 He here narrowed the reference of the 
time of the posting to the Vespers preaching service and mentioned 
both the posting and printing of the Theses.30

Recently another notice concerning Luther’s posting of the Theses 
has attracted serious attention among researchers. Georg Rörer, one 
of Luther’s closest coworkers who took down countless lectures and 
sermons of Luther, put a note in a 1540 copy of the New Testament 
used in common with Luther for revisions of the Bible:

In the year of our Lord 1517, on the eve of All Saints’ . . . [theses] about 
indulgences . . . were posted on the doors of the churches in Wittenberg by 
Dr. Martin Luther.31
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Later, Rörer wrote down a further note, more likely infl uenced by 
Melanchthon’s account:

In the 1517th year after the birth of Christ, on the eve of the Feast of All Saints, 
M[artin] L[uther], d[octor] of theology, published propositions about the sale 
of indulgences, affi  xing them to the doors of the church next to the castle in 
Wittenberg.32

The mention of churches and doors (both in the plural) reveals 
Rörer’s assumption that Luther was following the university statutes 
of 1508, which directed that theses be posted on the doors of all of 
Wittenberg’s churches as an invitation to public debate.

A still earlier witness of the events comes from 1528 and mentions 
no posting of the Theses. In his Chronicle of Christianity from 1511 to 
1521, Christoph Scheurl mentioned an epistolary invitation to the 
debate and made it clear that Luther’s opponents were the ones who 
pushed him into publishing the Theses. Scheurl connected this 
opposition to “his previously defended 95 Conclusions” and implied 
that the printing took place fi rst after the disputation and thus also 
following Luther’s invitation to the debate.33 Besides, Scheurl also 
reported that the Theses “were often copied and sent all over 
Germany as the latest news,” which may point to a distribution of 
manuscript copies long after 31 October 1517.34 

Luther’s Later Comments 

Luther’s own account in the preface to the fi rst volume of his 
Latin works is far simpler.

Hence, when in the year 1517 indulgences were sold (I mean to say promoted) 
in these regions for most shameful gain—I was then a preacher, a young (so to 
speak) doctor of theology—I began to dissuade the people, urging that they 
not listen to the clamors of the indulgence hawkers and that they had better 
things to do. In these matters it seemed to me that the pope would be my 
patron, in whom I at that time put my trust, given that in his decrees [from 
canon law] he clearly condemned immoderation by the quaestors (which is 
what he called indulgence preachers). Soon afterwards I wrote two letters, one 
to Albrecht the archbishop of Mainz, who received half of the money from the 
indulgences (the other half going to the pope, something I did not know at the 
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time), the other to the ordinary [bishop] (as they call them) Jerome the bishop 
of Brandenburg. I begged them to stop the impudence and blasphemy of the 
quaestors, but the poor little brother was despised. Despised, I published [edidi] 
a single page for disputation and, at the same time, a German sermon about 
indulgences and a bit later the Explanations, in which, [to preserve] the honor 
of the pope, I made the point that indulgences should indeed not be condemned 
but that works of love should be preferred to them.35

Luther’s comments make clear that his criticism of Tetzel was the 
result of a longer eff ort to oppose abuses connected to the sale of 
indulgences.36 In addition, one here discovers that Luther wrote two 
letters—one to Albrecht archbishop of Mainz (dated 31 October 
1517)37 and one to Jerome Scultetus, bishop of Brandenburg—
neither of which has survived.38 Moreover, Luther mentions that he 
published (edidi) the single-leaf printing of the disputation (scedula 
Disputationis) “at the same time” (simul) that the bishops spurned 
him. Again at the same time Luther published his German Sermon on 
Indulgences and Grace.39

On another occasion Luther, looking back at the distant events of 
1517, off ers additional information. In 1541 he attacked Duke 
Heinrich von Braunschweig’s polemic regarding the origins of the 
“Lutheran uproar” (Lutherisschen Lermens).”40 Luther included an 
accounting of his confrontation with Tetzel and the sale of the Peter’s 
indulgence.

It happened, in the year 1517, that a preaching monk [i.e., Dominican] called 
Johann Tetzel, a great ranter, made his appearance. . . . This same Tetzel now 
went around with indulgences, selling grace for money as dearly or as cheaply 
as he could, to the best of his ability. At the time I was a preacher here in the 
[Augustinian] cloister and a newly minted doctor, fervent and passionate about 
Holy Scripture.

Now, when many people from Wittenberg went to Jüterbog and Zerbst for 
indulgences, and I . . . did not know what indulgences were, as in fact no one 
knew, I began to preach very gently that one could probably do something 
better and more reliable than purchasing indulgences. Already beforehand, I 
had preached such a sermon here in the Castle [Church] against indulgences 
and had thus earned the disfavor of Duke Frederick because he was very fond 
of his All Saints foundation. Now I—to point out the true cause of the 
“Lutheran uproar”—let everything take its course. Meanwhile I heard what 
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dreadful and abominable articles Tetzel was preaching . . . He did an abominable 
amount of this, and it was all for the sake of money. I did not know at the time 
who would get the money. In this connection a booklet [the Summary 
Instruction] appeared, magnifi cently ornamented with the coat of arms of the 
bishop of Magdeburg, in which the quaestors were commanded to preach 
certain articles. It became quite evident that Bishop Albrecht had hired this 
Tetzel because he was a great ranter . . . and sent this great money-grabber into 
the region. . . . Then I wrote a letter with the Theses to [Albrecht] the bishop 
of Magdeburg, admonishing and beseeching him to stop Tetzel and prevent 
this stupid thing from being preached, lest it might give rise to some 
unpleasantness. This was the proper thing for him to do as archbishop. I can 
still lay my hands on [a copy of] that letter; but I never received an answer. I 
also wrote about the same thing to the bishop of Brandenburg [Scultetus] as 
the ordinary; in him I had a very gracious bishop. He answered that I was 
attacking the church’s authority and would get myself in trouble. He advised 
me to drop the matter.41 I can well imagine that they both thought the pope 
would be much too powerful for me, a miserable beggar. So my theses against 
Tetzel’s articles, which you can now see in print [in the following pages of 
volume one of Luther’s Opera], were published. They went throughout the whole 
of Germany inside two weeks, for the whole world complained about indul-
gences, and particularly about Tetzel’s articles [in the Summary Instruction] . . . 
This is the fi rst, real, and fundamental beginning of the “Lutheran uproar,” 
which the [arch]bishop of Mainz, not Duke Frederick, began with that money-
grabber or pickpocket, Tetzel . . .42

Neither report mentions that the Theses were posted on the Castle 
Church door in Wittenberg. Moreover, Luther references a 
publication that apparently fi rst took place after 31 October, the day 
on which Luther sent letters to Albrecht of Mainz and Jerome 
Scultetus. His point, especially in the reply to Heinrich von 
Braunschweig, was above all else to prove that it was neither he nor 
his prince but the archbishop of Mainz who had instigated the 
confl ict out of greed. Luther himself, following proper procedures, 
sent the Theses to the responsible bishops.

Finally, mention must also be made of the earliest comment from 
Luther’s pen, from 1527 and thus only ten years after the events, in a 
letter to Nicholas von Amsdorf.43 Here, too, Luther does not mention 
a posting of the Theses, but his note does make the meaning of the 
event clear—albeit here connected not to 31 October but to 1 
November 1517. To be sure, one gains from this note no clarity on 



 THE POSTING OF THE NINETY-FIVE  THESES  381

the external course of events, but it is nevertheless quite evident that 
Luther dated the entire struggle with the late-medieval church to 
All Saints’ Day 1517.

In addition, Luther mentioned these events from time to time in 
his Table Talk, which must, however, be used with great care as not 
completely reliable.44 In the beginning of August of 1540, according 
to Luther’s reckoning twenty-two years (but actually twenty) after 
his condemnation in Rome, the Reformer described the events as 
follows. Tetzel preached in Jüterbog because the Elector had banned 
him from Saxon lands. People from Wittenberg who traveled there 
to procure an indulgence reported back to Wittenberg about the 
wild claims made concerning this indulgence. These exaggerations 
by Tetzel moved Luther to warn people about indulgences. “At 
home he [Luther] debated with himself, read books, consulted with 
[professors of] law but saw that nothing was wholesome, nothing 
certain in indulgences. Therefore, he wrote his positions down in 
‘When Our Lord and Master . . .’ [the initial words of the fi rst 
thesis]. He did not do this to attack the pope but to counter the 
blasphemous cries of the ranters.”45 At about the same time, Luther 
also talked about the positive reception of his Theses even by some 
of the people who prevented a public hearing for him. Thus, he 
mentioned some abbot who demanded that Bishop Scultetus quell 
the protest, “but the bishop sent an abbot [Valentine?] to me, who 
came and conferred with me, but there was nothing to it. They 
were all afraid.”46

In an undated table talk, Luther reported about the extreme 
exaggerations of Tetzel and then continued:

These extravagant tales moved me, so that I set myself against them not for the 
sake of some honor or gain [some accounts add: but for the sake of vindicating 
Christ’s glory…]. First, I threw myself on the ground and prayed to God that 
he would stand by me. I did not yet see the papal abominations but only the 
crass abuses. Thus, I fi rst wrote as a supplicant to the bishops of Brandenburg 
and Mainz, that only if they tolerated this evil would I write against it. The 
bishops sent my writing to Tetzel who, after reading them several times, is said 
to have shouted to his servant, “Veit, if this is published and spread throughout 
Germany, the devil will shit on us!” Then the bishops, as I had requested, sent 
back my writings. The abbot [Valentine] from Lehnin demanded my silence 
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even though they themselves did not wish to be silent, and so they irritated me 
into writing.47

On 2 February 1538, Luther made some comments about his 
scholastic training and the diffi  cult beginnings of the Reformation 
movement. “Oh how hard it went at fi rst! When we were going to 
Kemberg after All Saints’ Day, 1517, when I fi rst proposed to write 
against the crass errors of indulgences, Dr. Jerome Schurf opposed 
me. ‘You want to write against the pope? What do you think you’re 
doing? No one will allow it!’ I replied, ‘And if they have to allow 
it?’”48 A year later, in March 1539, Luther explained: “At the beginning 
of the gospel, I took steps only very gradually against that completely 
impudent Tetzel. Jerome, the bishop of Brandenburg, esteemed me 
highly, and I also exhorted him, as the ordinary of the diocese, to 
look into the matter, and I sent him a handwritten copy of my 
Explanations [of the Theses] before I published them. But no one was 
willing to restrain that barking Tetzel, but instead presumed to 
defend him.”49

Luther’s Early Correspondence

Apart from the letter to Archbishop Albrecht of Mainz dated 31 
October 1517, in which Luther enclosed a copy of his Theses, there 
are also other writings from this time period that contain interesting 
details. To be sure, these letters are not always very easy to date 
precisely. In two cases, the uncertainty is so great that they cannot 
be included in this discussion.50

A letter to Christoph Scheurl, dated 3 November 1517, mentioned, 
without any reference to the Theses, the Disputation against Scholastic 
Theology from 4 September 1517.51 On the day after Luther’s thirty-
fi fth birthday in early November, he wrote to Johannes Lang, his 
fellow Augustinian in Erfurt, and sent him a second copy of the 
theses (either handwritten or printed), which he here named 
paradoxa [paradoxes].52 Whatever Luther may have intended with his 
letter to Archbishop Albrecht, here is certain documentation that 
two weeks after sending them to Albrecht he also sent them to a 
friend—which matches the invitation in the fi rst lines of the 
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Theses: that those who are absent should discuss them with him by 
letter.53

Still more important is a hard-to-date letter to the bishop of 
Brandenburg, which the Weimar edition of Luther’s works assumes 
was written on 13 February 1518.54 Luther enclosed a copy of the 
Explanations and discussed the intentions that had guided him in 
composing the Theses.55 He began with mention of “new and never-
before-heard-of dogmas concerning apostolic indulgences” that had 
captivated both the learned and simple folk. He himself was invited 
“through many letters and conversations” to discuss this new 
doctrine. Regarding this issue he did not at fi rst take a clear 
position, but when he “was pressed by sharp warnings including 
endangering the reverence due the papacy” he asked himself: 
“What else could I do?”56 In the face of such strong objections, he 
wanted to support neither the one side nor the other, but decided 
“in the meantime,” before the Holy Church had reached at 
decision, “to hold a disputation about the matter.” “Therefore, I 
sent out the disputation, inviting and asking all people publicly, but 
also privately (as you [O bishop] know) the most learned that they 
express their opinions by letter.”57 In Scripture and the church 
fathers, to say nothing of canon law, he could fi nd no convincing 
arguments for this new dogma. Instead, he only discovered a few non-
authoritative canonists and scholastic theologians who supported 
these new teachings.

Following a short justifi cation for having connected questions of 
papal authority to the promulgation of indulgences in his disputation, 
Luther continued with his report of the events. “Therefore after I 
had called all into the arena, not a single person showed up. From 
this I saw that my disputations wandered more widely than I had 
wanted and that here and there they were received not as proposing 
matters for dispute but as making assertions.” For this reason, Luther 
continued, “I have been forced, against my childish and ignorant 
hope and intent, to distribute [them] among the people [in the 
German Sermon on Indulgences and Grace] and to publish before the 
world clarifi cations and proofs of [the Theses in the Explanations].” It 
appeared proper to him fi rst to present these proofs to Bishop 
Jerome, as the ordinary with responsibilities for the University 
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of Wittenberg. Luther closed his letter with renewed assurances 
that he wanted to discuss the matter and not present defi nitive 
pronouncements.

On 15 February 1518 Luther wrote to Spalatin that the entire 
church including even his opponents had to agree that alms and 
assistance for the neighbor were better than indulgences. At the 
same time he announced that he intended to publish proofs for his 
Theses, by which he clearly meant his Explanations. To be sure, as far 
as he himself was concerned he was more than ready to refrain from 
attacks on his opponents in sermons or publications, but he was 
deeply saddened that the Saxon court had received criticism as a 
result, since some of his critics charged him with having “been 
induced” into this matter “by him [Elector Frederick] out of jealousy 
over the Archbishop of Magdeburg.”58

Other interesting comments connected to the question of the 
publication of the Theses and the role of the bishop of Brandenburg 
regarding the publication of the Explanations come in a letter to 
Christoph Scheurl, dated 4 March 1518. On 5 January 1518, Scheurl 
had written Ulrich von Dinstedt about having received the 
“Martinian theses” (Conclusiones Martinianae) and mentioned that 
“our people” were of the opinion that they should be translated into 
German.59 In a second letter, this time from 8 January 1518 to Caspar 
Güttel, Scheurl identifi ed “our people” as Willibald Pirckheimer, 
A. Tucher and Wenzeslaus Linck, and he added, “C[aspar] Nuzel 
has translated it.”60 Luther mentioned this in his letter to Scheurl 
in March, in which he thanked him that he had sent him “my 
positions in Latin and German.”61 But primarily he answered 
Scheurl’s complaint that Luther had not sent him the Theses 
immediately.

It was not my idea or intent to publish them but fi rst to confer about these 
[Theses] with a few who lived with us or in the vicinity, so that by the judgment 
of many people, if condemned they would be destroyed or if approved they 
would be published. And now they have been printed and copied so often, and 
completely beyond my wildest expectations, that I now regret bearing this 
off spring, not because I do not favor that the truth be known broadly [vulgo]—
indeed, I sought this alone—but because this is not a suitable mode [of writing] 
for instructing the wider public [vulgus].62
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As in the earlier letters, Luther emphasized his openness for discussing 
certain points and expressed his convictions that many people 
secretly supported his point of view. He also revealed that he had 
already prepared certain proofs (the Explanations), but he had 
refrained from publishing them because he was still waiting for the 
opinion of the bishop of Brandenburg.63 He hoped to fi nd the time 
to publish a German tract (the Sermon on Indulgences and Grace), “so 
that I might quell those completely vague ‘Positions.’”64 He would 
send this work to Scheurl as soon as it was fi nished.65

The fi rst published account by Luther regarding the events 
surrounding the Theses appeared in the foreword to the Explanations. 
It was addressed to Pope Leo X and was composed at the same time 
as a second foreword to Johann von Staupitz, which bears the date 
of 30 May 1518. Luther criticized the misleading sermons of the 
indulgence sellers, whose extravagant promises even went beyond 
canon law. Then he complained that books published in connection 
with the Peter’s indulgence (above all, the Summary Instruction) only 
made matters worse. Without naming names, Luther made clear 
that he held Tetzel to be the absolutely worst apologist for 
indulgences.66 Luther himself, in youthful zeal, began by admonishing 
the magnates of the church (magnates Ecclesiarum).

In this matter, I was accepted by some, ridiculed by others, and seemed strange 
to still others. . . . Then, when I could do nothing else, it seemed that even 
the gentlest step would be resisted by them, that is, to call their dogmas into 
doubt and disputation. Therefore I published a single sheet of [theses for] 
disputation, inviting only the more learned, if they wanted to discuss with me, 
as it ought to be manifest even to my adversaries from the preface of this very 
debate.67

Luther placed his own cautious approach to the matter over against 
the charge of reckless rebellion, and reminded Leo about the right 
of a theology professor to hold disputations at the university on 
contested matters—and not only on comparatively unimportant 
things like papal indulgences but also on truly important matters, 
such as God’s forgiveness. Luther depicted the fact that the theses 
then spread among all teachers, far beyond the immediate regional 
boundaries, as a small miracle that took even him by surprise.
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They [the Theses] were published only among our own and for our own. 
Then, once they were published—what seems to me unbelievable—they 
became known to everyone. For they were simply [theses for] disputation, not 
doctrine or dogma, and, as is customary, more obscure and enigmatic.68

Assessing the Ninety-Five Theses in Context

Despite all disagreement, most researchers agree on the following. 
Already in early 1517 Luther had in his possession the Summary 
Instruction, which he occasionally referred to as “Tetzel’s articles.” 
It is also certain that Luther always gave as a basis for his own 
intervention the exaggerations of the indulgence preachers, above 
all, Tetzel. To be sure, it is also clear that beginning in 1517 he was 
already expressing his own uncertainties regarding the distribution 
of indulgences, especially in connection with the Elector Frederick’s 
All Saints’ Foundation and its relics.69 Thus, already before 31 October 
1517, Luther clearly intended to criticize the misuse of indulgences. 
It is for this reason that he began an intense examination of 
ecclesiastical sources, especially canon law, in order to understand 
what exactly was involved with indulgences. Most certain and most 
important is the fact that in his letter to Albrecht, dated 31 October, 
he included either a hand-written or a printed copy of the Theses, 
an indication that he had probably written them shortly before that 
time.

It is also clear that with the Theses Martin Luther had something 
specifi c in mind. As Bernd Moeller has shown, the Theses cannot be 
loosed from their moorings in a “Wittenberg off ensive,” in which 
Andreas Bodenstein von Karlstadt was also as much involved as 
Luther himself. Already six months earlier, Karlstadt had presented 
theses that he wanted discussed not simply in the customary style of 
local academic debate but to which he also invited guests from a 
greater distance.70 This reveals a self-conscious desire among the 
Wittenberg theologians to develop a theology that went far beyond 
the borders of Saxony. Luther continued this approach in terms of 
both form and content. Thus, the content of the Disputation against 
Scholastic Theology of 4 September 1517 revealed his harsh criticisms 
of the normal way of doing academic theology. Formally, Luther 
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showed this broader approach with the Theses themselves, when 
he expressly invited those absent to respond by letter.71 Nevertheless, 
Luther’s motives, his movements at the University of Wittenberg, 
and his own study of indulgences before 31 October do not 
decisively determine one way or the other whether the Theses 
were posted.

The Position that the Theses Were Posted

On 31 October 1517 Martin Luther wrote a letter to the 
Archbishop Albrecht in which he complained about the way the 
“Peter’s Indulgence” was being preached. He appended the Ninety-
Five Theses to that letter. At about the same time, perhaps in the fi rst 
half of October, he had already made contact with ecclesiastical 
leaders (magnates) and also wrote (on 31 October or earlier) to the 
bishop of Brandenburg. At Vespers on the Eve of All Saints’ Day, 
anticipating the public reading of the list of the Elector’s relics and 
their exhibition at the Castle Church the next day and the crowds 
that such an event would draw, Luther posted a copy of the Theses 
on the door of the Castle Church and perhaps the other church 
doors in Wittenberg, following the general rules of the university for 
academic disputations. These could have been printed or handwritten 
copies, as with those he sent to the church leaders.72 

According to the notation in his 1518 letter to Bishop Scultetus—
that he intended to “ask all publicly”—one could easily conclude 
that Luther intended to invite the larger, Latin-reading Wittenberg 
public to an offi  cial disputation, which one normally did by posting 
theses. That not all details from the various sources completely 
match this argument (or the counter-argument that follows) can 
easily be chalked up to faulty memories, slight exaggerations, or the 
context in which these later reminiscences were made. That Luther 
remembered the Feast of All Saints ten years later as the beginning 
point of the entire aff air (given that the eve of a festival is included 
in such remarks) certainly points to events including but not limited 
to sending a letter to Archbishop Albrecht. All of this evidence 
points to the reliability of Melanchthon’s report: On 31 October 
1517 the Ninety-Five Theses were posted on the Castle Church door. 
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Melanchthon’s report puts the higher burden of proof on those who 
would dismiss it. 

The Position that the Theses Were Not Posted

Here one must begin with the fact that in the same letter to 
Bishop Jerome Scultetus, Luther spoke about receiving written 
opinions of his Theses from those whom he had asked privately 
(privatim). This indicates that, whatever else may have happened, 
Luther was not making a customary invitation to an academic 
debate. This would have been expected for any posting of theses in 
the normal manner, after which a disputation would need to be held 
within a week, for which there is absolutely no evidence. In this 
connection, the letter to Johannes Lang, dated 11 November 1517, 
stands as a witness to Luther’s private mailing to scholars, a “posting” 
of another kind.73

Regarding a private distribution to two bishops, a late-medieval 
man did not require a printing press. The next year Luther obviously 
had written out the far more expansive Explanations by hand (mea 
manu scripta) and had sent them to Jerome Scultetus.74 Anyone who 
could do that could certainly copy by hand a few exemplars of the 
Theses. Moreover, this makes Luther’s own comment about the 
Theses far more plausible. He would at this time have not yet 
published the Theses in print (ederem—I would have published [at a 
later time]) but rather have sent them simply as “private letters” 
(privatis litteris).75

The clearly later accounts of Rörer, Major, and Melanchthon can 
easily be explained as a conviction formed in the 1540s, that a posting 
of the Theses took place, but they do not have enough weight to 
correct Luther’s actual comments, especially when Melanchthon 
and, following him, Major focused their anecdotes about what 
happened on the Castle Church door alone, despite clear statements 
in the university statutes requiring postings on all the church doors. 
This became a narrative tradition so weighty that even the very 
earliest witness, Georg Rörer, followed them in his later notes. If 
one weighs all the evidence, the report nearest the actual events of 
31 October 1517, namely, that of Martin Luther himself, is most 
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persuasive and leads to the simple conclusion: the Theses were not 
posted.

The Subsequent Distribution of the Theses

Concerning the events after 31 October 1517, scholars come much 
closer to unanimity. Already on 2 November Luther spoke with the 
law professor, Jerome Schurff , about the questions that were 
bothering him, as the two of them traveled to nearby Kemberg, and 
on 11 November Luther sent a copy to his fellow Augustinian 
Johannes Lang. Perhaps he also sent copies to the bishop of 
Merseburg. In any case, according to a comment made on 27 
November 1517 by Cäsar Pfl ug to Duke Georg von Sachsen, the 
bishop reported that “the Conclusiones of the Augustinian friar from 
Wittenberg were posted in many locations.”76

By this time they could have been available in printed form. In any 
case, Luther himself or a compatriot could have seen to a printing of 
the Theses in Wittenberg or Leipzig. By the end of the year copies 
were reprinted in Nuremberg and Basel. While Christoph Scheurl 
and his companions in Nuremberg saw to a translation into German, 
which they may have then distributed in at very least hand-written 
but possibly printed form, Luther had qualms about translating the 
Theses into German and instead published the Sermon on Indulgences 
and Grace in early 1518. This much more understandable German 
text spread throughout the entire Holy Roman Empire north of the 
Alps, undergoing more than twenty reprints.

Given the fact that the Theses, as an invitation to debate, had been 
written in a very terse style, Luther also felt forced to write a defense, 
the Explanations, which he composed in February 1518 and sent to 
Bishop Jerome for his assessment.77 He wrote two forewords and 
sent handwritten copies to von Staupitz and, beyond that, to Pope 
Leo X. In August 1518 he began sending printed copies to his 
supporters. His correspondence in 1518, especially the letters to the 
bishop of Brandenburg and Pope Leo, already echo typical 
characteristics of his view of the events. He stressed that he wanted 
to criticize Tetzel’s wrong-headed preaching, for it transgressed the 
regulations in canon law. Finally, it was the Summary Instruction that 
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sparked his further development. The Saxon court had nothing to 
do with the origin of the Theses. He wrote the Theses not with the 
intention of proclaiming doctrine but only to alert church leaders to 
the lack of clarity in the teaching on indulgences. The most 
important thing that concerned Luther was to show that he was 
ready to be corrected and that he only wanted to be true to his 
responsibility as a theological teacher and son of the church. By 
referring to the Theses as propositiones, paradoxa or disputationes he 
made clear throughout his life that he had presented them in order 
to kick off  a discussion about the essential meaning of indulgences 
and to put an end to the terrible exaggerations by Tetzel and others.

Conclusion

When one sets aside emotion and the iconography connected with 
this debate, it becomes clear that there are equally good arguments for 
and against the posting of the Theses. Such insoluble matters are 
anything but uncommon in historical scholarship. It is precisely at this 
level that we should leave the debate over the posting: as a historically 
interesting, but in the fi nal analysis unresolvable question. Both sides 
in the debate need to refrain from heaping confessional agendas on 
top of the historical issue. Whether or not the Theses were posted, the 
Reformation loses none of its historical importance. What was and 
remains decisive is the Reformation’s proposal to the church catholic, 
a proclamation of the gospel that continues to challenge and infl uence 
Lutheran, Reformed, and Roman Catholic Christians to this day.
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resolver.pl?urn=urn:nbn:de:bvb:12-bsb10403895-4), 42: “Conclusiones Martinianas grato 
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vel damnatae abolerentur vel probatae ederentur. At nunc longe ultra spem toties excudun-
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