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About the Author
Martin Luther (1483 –1546) enters at a time in history when Christians were feeling farther away from God and the assurance of salvation than ever.  Purgatory, penance, confession, and a general inculcation of shame and “unredeemability” all contributed to this perceived distance.  Martin Luther struck out against doctrines and practices that fostered that distance in ways that were intelligent and comprehensive, accessible and inviting.

Martin Luther was a profuse writer, deep theologian, accomplished translator, scathing critic, charismatic preacher, and popular professor.  That assessment is just for starters and by no means the whole story.  The inspiration he breathed into the Reformation must necessarily be balanced with his at times downright caustic writings on Jews and women, for example.

After having his own Damascus Road experience of sorts and promising to become a monk after nearly being struck by lightening, the young German’s path shifted from law to monastic life (1505).  In 12 years he had transformed from a young monk who had never read the bible to a Doctor of Theology, professor, preacher, and the author of The 95 Thesis (1517).  That work began what was to be a deepening and irrevocable breach with the Roman Church that resulting in: his excommunication, trial as a heretic, and exile; attempts to destroy his writings; an new kind of Christian worship service; the Peasants War which he eventually anathematized; the adoption of the Augsburg Confession by the German princes.  Martin Luther was the Reformation itself.
His influence spread like wildfire, despite, or perhaps because of, its revolutionary message and often bitterly acerbic delivery.  This happened because Luther's work was extremely accessible.  The public could enter into and grasp his message with ease. Luther captures the public's attention and expands his time's definition of "public" to include all strata of society.  

The accessibility of Luther's message was found in: the timeliness of the content; his persuasive tone; use of plainspoken explanation; and the linguistic appropriateness of his communication. 

The Right Message for the Times
Martin Luther came forth in a time when all strata of German society, and most of Western Europe, were suffering from a Christian guilt complex.  The average Christian was concerned that their sins, and the sins of their loved ones, would result in suffering in purgatory and perhaps even exclusion from heaven.  The Roman Church was the only remitter of sin, and lone distributor of indulgences that would reduce time and suffering in purgatory.  Although that status was at times decried, it was largely accepted.  It was perhaps Pelagius' emphasis on works, as opposed to Augustine's doctrine of grace, that had won out in determining a Christian's spiritual state. 

Martin Luther's message addressed this concern head-on in direct opposition to the prevailing concept that works determined the state of the soul.  Faith was to Luther what grace was to Augustine, the sole determinant of a soul's salvation or damnation.  His stress that salvation was a process of faith that took place in the inner man (the odds are that he meant "man" just a bit more than he meant woman) and that external works in no way affected that process came at a time when society was desperate for a more egalitarian answer to the by then age-old biblical question, "what must I do to be saved?"  

The Power of Persuasion
It was not simply the content of the message, but the persuasiveness with which it was delivered that gave him an audience.  Martin Luther's work both lambasted a Roman Curia that Germans felt had abused by and explained the benefits of faith, access to Christ, and forgiveness in a way that allowed sincere Christians a way of escape from their culture of spiritual condemnation.  It made the public feel that Luther was on their side and that the burden of damnation could be met in more reasonable and optimistic ways than those the Church was prescribing.

His message's persuasion could also be found in the advancement of key theology.  Luther proffered wonderful theological perceptions to back up the key points of his message.  A great example is his work on Christ as the bridegroom and the Christian as the bride.

“…faith…unites the soul with Christ as a bride is united with her bridegroom…his righteousness, life, and salvation are unconquerable, eternal, omnipotent.  By the wedding ring of faith he shares in the sins, death, and pains of hell which are his bride’s… her sins can not now destroy her, since they are laid upon Christ and swallowed up by him.” 

Martin Luther Three Treatises, p286-287.

The Complex Made Comprehensible
Martin Luther wanted his work to be digestible by his fellow priests, theologians and learned men (yes, “men”), but also by the common people of society.  To this end, he tried as best he could to present works: that did not require prior knowledge; in language as uncomplicated and free of unnecessary adornments as possible; and with ample explanation of necessarily intricate concepts. 

Prior Knowledge

All of Luther’s evidence is summarily laid out before you and no prior knowledge and expertise are required for you to understand his argument and judge it's merits.  He does not even dare assume his audience knows scripture, often citing several scripture arranged to provide a narrative explanation of the point he just made.

Free of Boasting
While it is certainly true that Martin Luther had a powerful intellect, he was careful not to over-intellectualize his writings.  While his works were certainly free flowing with persuasive wording, they were scant on intellectual language or special terminology that often adorned such works.

The Power of Parable
Martin Luther took care to use common examples and parables to punctuate his major points, particularly when the theological concept he was presenting was complex.

“…a foolishness aptly illustrated in the fable of the dog…In order to make that which we have said more easily understood, we shall explain by analogies…A second example…Illustrations of the same truth can be seen in all trades.”

Martin Luther Three Treatises, p291, 296, 297.
In this way, like Christ, he was meeting the people where they were and assuring that all could grasp the most fundamental tenets of his work.

The Common Tongue

Martin Luther use of German was his sword.  He refused to engage in a theological struggle exclusively in the Roman Church's language of Latin.  He wrote in Latin, but provided free translations into German.  Writing in German insured not only that those who could read would have access to his works, but also most importantly, that his work could be read aloud to illiterate Germans.  To this end, he also wrote numerous German hymns.  His translation of the Bible into German was the pinnacle of making Christ more accessible.  The printing press coupled served to magnify this power through wide distribution.

Conclusion
Martin Luther creates and sustains a religious movement that deeply involved society in a very concentrated way over a relatively short span of time.  The level of involvement and breadth of society engaged were perhaps greater than ever before.  Through making his message accessible, it became a movement that changed the face of Christianity’s history and present.

