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Several years ago I received an invitation to a Bible study at the home of some new acquaintances. I
accepted with great timidity, completely unaware of how that group would change my life. This
couple’s hospitality and long-term investment in our lives taught me a great deal about true discipleship. I learned that discipleship is so much more than a weekly class or list of boxes to be checked. It
is deeply relational, intentionally living out Hebrews 10:24-25. At its core, discipleship is one life
impacting another for the glory of God.
Martin Luther understood this concept well. For Luther, as it should be for all believers, the goal of
every relationship was increased Christlikeness. Luther also recognized the critical link between
hospitality and discipleship, and lived out his theology daily. He and Katie opened their home to
relatives, renowned visitors, and his students.
As all of their varied guests gathered around the family dinner table, Luther’s students soaked up and
wrote down nearly everything their revered leader had to say. These notes from his students were
compiled into what is now known as Luther’s “Table Talks.” The existence of the “table talks”
reveals Luther’s heart of discipleship. They vividly display his desire to invest in his students’
physical and spiritual well-being. They also highlight the value of hospitality in such endeavors. The
talks only exist because Luther lived out his theology of discipleship at home and in his community.

Luther’s Theology of Discipleship
At a time when most devout believers felt pressured to choose between a life devoted to ministry or
to family, Luther understood that he could do both so long as his focus remained on the Lord.
As a Husband
Luther (a former monk) married Katharina von Bora (a former nun) largely to spite Satan in what
Luther believed to be the last days. Yet, he and Katharina grew to deeply love and respect one
another. Their marriage quickly became an example for others of how to leverage one’s home and
family for Kingdom purposes. In The Freedom of a Christian (1520) Luther points to the union of
marriage as a portrait of the believer’s relationship with Christ. He notes that the groom sacrificially
“gives his body and his very self to [the bride].” As Christ sanctifies His bride, so too the groom
contributes to the sanctification of his bride by giving her security, protection, and an example of
Christlikeness and righteous living.
As a Father
Within nine years of their wedding, the Luthers welcomed six children to their family. In his Treatise
on Good Works Luther explains the connection between parental discipline and parental discipleship,
and the need for both. He claims parents too often forget to honor Christ in their own lives, and
“therefore cannot see what their children lack and how they as parents should teach and rear them. As
a result, children are taught to value worldly honor, desires, and material goods in order to please
other people and go far in life… The parents are acting just like King Manasseh, who let his own
child be sacrificed to the idol Moloch.” Luther goes on to clarify that “nobody must think that the
training and teaching of his children is sufficient in itself. It must be done in confidence of God’s
favor.” The Ten Commandments, particularly the first and fourth, provided the base for Luther’s
theology of discipleship in the home.

As a Teacher
Luther carried over many of these same basic ideas of discipleship in his relationships with his
students, and his theology shines through brilliantly in these interactions. His elevation of Scripture
takes a front seat role in his teaching. His ambition to live out the first commandment allowed him
to pour into his students and care for them without reserve. His theology of discipleship reveals
itself as the natural outpouring and culmination of all of these, and he lived out this theology as a
vibrant example for others to follow in his footsteps.
As a Minister
But Luther wore another hat, one that defined his life in many ways. Luther’s role as a minister
remains an important factor in understanding his influence on Christianity. He took this position
very seriously, constantly seeking to encourage his congregation toward greater godliness. It was
this pastoral care that led him to push back against the false promises of indulgences which ignited
the Reformation.
Luther made Scripture accessible to his congregation by translating the entire Bible to German.
Luther’s “theology of the cross” freed him from the ritualistic demands and false assurances of the
established church. His soteriology led him to accept and teach the “universal priesthood of all
believers,” thereby empowering the members of his congregation to minister to one another. His
two catechisms served as aids for his fellow ministers and for his parishioners as well. In his role
as minister, it becomes apparent once again how Luther’s theology in other areas shaped his
theology of discipleship.
The Influence of Luther’s Theology on His “Table Talks”
Luther genuinely lived out his beliefs every day. This is evidenced in how he conducted himself in
his varying roles. For Luther, part of “walking the walk” meant opening his home to a countless
number of guests over the years. Without a family home and guests to share it with, the “table
talks” never would have happened. Luther’s desire to “care for the souls” of his pupils made it
possible.
Though occasionally scolded by Katie for keeping “the Doctor” from his dinner, these students
were allowed to ask questions, take notes, and sit in on conversations with this great man of faith
and glean from his wisdom and the wisdom of his other honored guests as well. These same
inquisitive minds then passed on what they learned to future generations. One can hardly fathom
the impact to be made if more modern pastors and professors adopted a practice like that of
Luther’s with those under their care.
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Soteriology = theology dealing with salvation especially as effected by Jesus Christ.

September 4 – Pentecost XIII (Proper 18) – Conventional wisdom once equated slaves with property
instead of people. The Gospel Paul proclaimed in Philemon, about God Incarnate as humankind’s slave and
becoming our brother, eventually ended the injustice. And will we not delight to declare it and demonstrate the
same sanctity of every human life until abortion and assisted suicide also become obsolete?

September 11 – Pentecost XIV (Proper 19) – Our culture discriminates based on size, skills, and circumstances in order to make abortion and assisted suicide possible. But our Lord and God has a soft spot, a
definite preference for the feeble (Ezekiel 34:16), the insignificant (Luke 15:8-10), and the failures (1 Timothy
1:15). If it gladdens Him to save such as us, won’t it also enrapture us to advocate the sanctity of every life?

September 18 – Pentecost XV (Proper 20) – Financial concerns often serve as justifications for abortion and assisted suicide. The Word of the Lord elevates the value of a person far above that of any money or
comfort (Luke 16:9; 1 Timothy 2:4). Does it even count as sacrifice if we must give up prosperity or property to
gain and sustain a person in surprise pregnancy or terminal diagnosis? Aren’t we always getting the better end
of the exchange? The Gospel guarantees it!

September 25 – Pentecost XVI (Proper 21) – Do we ignore the ruin around us (Amos 6:6) because
abortion seems “too political” and assisted suicide feels “too personal”? Only woes await those who do (Amos
6:1, 4). But our Heavenly Father obsesses over the victims (Psalm 146:9), and heaven finds inexhaustible joy
embracing the vulnerable (Luke 16:22). In speaking and showing the sanctity of all humankind, we also can
“take hold of that which is truly life” (1 Timothy 6:19)!

October 2 – Pentecost XVII (Proper 22) – Abortion, assisted suicide, and other deals with death bless
with their mouths – as Psalm 62 warns us – by promising freedom and control. But inwardly these measures
curse by delivering guilt and grief. Power over life and death belongs to God alone (Psalm 62:11), and His
steadfast love provides salvation even amid surprise pregnancy and terminal diagnosis. The Gospel of Jesus
Christ always brings life and immortality to light (2 Timothy 1:10).

October 9 – Pentecost XVIII (Proper 23) – Naomi insisted Ruth abandon her because of her age and
infirmity (Ruth 1:11-12). But Ruth instead trusted in the God who shares in suffering (2 Timothy 2:3). Likewise,
the ten lepers were left for dead, but Jesus reaches even into our severest afflictions with presence and compassion. And He invites and encourages us also to accompany and assist rather than settling for physicianassisted suicide.

October 16 – Pentecost XIX (Proper 24) – Jacob wrestled blessing out of his competitor (Genesis
1:26). Timothy exhorted itching ears in season and out of season (2 Timothy 4:2-3). And the Savior’s persistent
widow wouldn’t stop pleading to the authorities for justice (Luke 18:3). Our Lord will not let our advocating prevail any less when we speak the truth in love about the sanctity of every human life to leaders and neighbors.

October 23 – Pentecost XX (Proper 25)/St. James of Jerusalem, Brother of Jesus and Martyr – The earliest Christian congregation in Jerusalem recognized the lives of despised Gentiles as precious
as their own (Acts 15:17-18). Along with James, they each understood the dignity Jesus bestowed by making
human beings God’s own brothers and sisters, even though the public took offense at it (Matthew 13:55-57).
Let us not let this Gospel they gave us with their lives fall silent!

October 30 – Pentecost XXI (Proper 26) – Many who have participated in the abortion of their own children believe they have committed an unforgivable sin. When we fail even to speak its name and extend God’s
atoning grace to it directly, we become as guilty as them. What relief is theirs—and ours—in acknowledging our
Lord’s forgiveness: No sin stains so deeply that Jesus cannot cleanse us (Isaiah 1:18).
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