
Martin Luther's "95 Theses" 
This is a selection of Martin Luther's 95 Theses as nailed to the church door in the Saxon 

town of Wittenberg on 31 October, 1517. 

 

1. When our Lord and Master Jesus Christ said, "Repent" (Mt 4:17), he willed the entire life 

of believers to be one of repentance. 

 

2. This word cannot be understood as referring to the sacrament of penance, that is, 

confession and satisfaction, as administered by the clergy. 

 

5. The pope neither desires nor is able to remit any penalties except those imposed by his 

own authority or that of the canons. 

20. Therefore the pope, when he uses the words "plenary remission of all penalties," does not 

actually mean "all penalties," but only those imposed by himself. 

 

21. Thus those indulgence preachers are in error who say that a man is absolved from every 

penalty and saved by papal indulgences. 

 

23. If remission of all penalties whatsoever could be granted to anyone at all, certainly it 

would be granted only to the most perfect, that is, to very few. 

 

27. They preach only human doctrines who say that as soon as the money clinks into the 

money chest, the soul flies out of purgatory. 

 

28. It is certain that when money clinks in the money chest, greed and avarice can be 

increased; but when the church intercedes, the result is in the hands of God alone. 

 

39. It is very difficult, even for the most learned theologians, at one and the same time to 

commend to the people the bounty of indulgences and the need of true contrition. 

 

40. A Christian who is truly contrite seeks and loves to pay penalties for his sins; the bounty 

of indulgences, however, relaxes penalties and causes men to hate them -- at least it furnishes 

occasion for hating them. 

 

43. Christians are to be taught that he who gives to the poor or lends to the needy does a 

better deed than he who buys indulgences. 

 

44. Because love grows by works of love, man thereby becomes better. Man does not, 

however, become better by means of indulgences but is merely freed from penalties. 

 

50. Christians are to be taught that if the pope knew the exactions of the indulgence 

preachers, he would rather that the basilica of St. Peter were burned to ashes than built up 

with the skin, flesh, and bones of his sheep. 



 

51. Christians are to be taught that the pope would and should wish to give of his own 

money, even though he had to sell the basilica of St. Peter, to many of those from whom 

certain hawkers of indulgences cajole money. 

  

56. The true treasures of the church, out of which the pope distributes indulgences, are not 

sufficiently discussed or known among the people of Christ. 

 

57. That indulgences are not temporal treasures is certainly clear, for many indulgence sellers 

do not distribute them freely but only gather them. 

 

62. The true treasure of the church is the most holy gospel of the glory and grace of God. 

 

63. But this treasure is naturally most odious, for it makes the first to be last (Mt. 20:16). 

 

64. On the other hand, the treasure of indulgences is naturally most acceptable, for it makes 

the last to be first. 

 

81. This unbridled preaching of indulgences makes it difficult even for learned men to rescue 

the reverence which is due the pope from slander or from the shrewd questions of the laity. 

 

82. Such as: "Why does not the pope empty purgatory for the sake of holy love and the dire 

need of the souls that are there if he redeems an infinite number of souls for the sake of 

miserable money with which to build a church? The former reason would be most just; the 

latter is most trivial. 

 

86. Again, "Why does not the pope, whose wealth is today greater than the wealth of the 

richest Crassus, build this one basilica of St. Peter with his own money rather than with the 

money of poor believers?" 

 

87. Again, "What does the pope remit or grant to those who by perfect contrition already 

have a right to full remission and blessings?" 

 

90. To repress these very sharp arguments of the laity by force alone, and not to resolve them 

by giving reasons, is to expose the church and the pope to the ridicule of their enemies and to 

make Christians unhappy. 

 

91. If, therefore, indulgences were preached according to the spirit and intention of the pope, 

all these doubts would be readily resolved. Indeed, they would not exist. 
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