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The question of Luther’s “conversion” is maybe a bit misleading. We aren’t asking when Luther became a Christian. We are
asking how he came to believe and teach differently than he
once did. When and how did Luther come to understand the
Gospel that we are justified freely by faith in Christ?
Luther’s own greatest spiritual struggle happened in the context of private confession. He was a monk, a very “good man”
to human eyes; but Luther knew his own sin. He couldn’t believe the absolution (forgiveness) spoken about his confessions,
because he couldn’t trust his confession was perfect.
His spiritual father in the monastery,
however—Johann von Staupitz—was
of great comfort to Luther. He pointed him not back to how sorry he was
or what good works he had done,
but to the wounds of Christ. Luther
wrote that Staupitz first made him believe that his sins were really forgiven.
Staupitz pointed him to Jesus, not his
own works.
But when asked about the key moment, Luther himself remembered something else: “the righteousness of God.” Luther said he was troubled by this phrase in
the Bible because he could only understand it like this: God is
perfectly righteous. His righteousness should make us become
righteous like He is. And unless we see ourselves being perfectly
righteous, we will be condemned.
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But what could Luther do with Romans 1:17, “The righteousness of God is revealed by faith for faith, as it is written, ‘the
righteous by faith shall live.’”? Studying this in the year 1518,
Luther said, “God had mercy on me, and I began to understand that the righteousness of God revealed in the Gospel is
passive, indicating that the merciful God justifies us by faith.”
Now he saw that we aren’t saved by a gradual process of
becoming righteous (which God starts, but we finish); rather,
God imputes the righteousness of Jesus to us and forgives our
sins. Justification is not a change in us, but it is God declaring
those who are not
righteous in themselves to be righteous in Christ. Luther
says that when he
came to this understanding of Romans
1:17, “I felt as
though I had been
reborn altogether
and had entered
Paradise.” Since he
remembered being
—
in a tower at the
time, this is often
called Luther’s “tower experience.”
Why does this matter? It is helpful to know that before 1518,
Luther’s own understanding of the Gospel was still confused.
We read his earlier writings with greater caution as a result. It
is also helpful to see that what we believe and teach about
justification by faith isn’t based only on one man’s experience. Rather, Luther’s “tower experience” was a result of the
Word of God itself, which told him and us that we are justified
freely on account of Christ through faith when we believe
that we are received into grace and that our sins are forgiven on account of Christ, who by his death made satisfaction
for our sins.
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