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One of the most polarizing issues which engendered the Protestant reformation’s critique 

of Catholicism was the repudiation of the common practice of apparently buying and selling 

indulgences. This sparked such scandal in the mind of one Augustinian monk that he moved to 

reform the Church’s practice and restore the doctrine to its earlier authentic sense. His 

subsequent attack of them proved to be, though not unprecedented, genuinely novel and was due 

in part to the intellectual environment of his day, which made plausible if not inevitable his 

curious position. His scepticism was particularly directed towards the institution of the Catholic 

Church, and it is in departing from the Medieval notion of the Church as intimately identifiable 

with Christ that led to his critique of the popular notion of the doctrine. His attack was first of all 

an attack on what he thought to be the novel and illegitimate extension of the ancient doctrine, 

rather than an attack on what he recognized to be the doctrine itself. Curiously, however, his 

seminal doctrine of justification by grace alone through faith alone (that which came later to 

command both his theology and that of figures such as John Calvin)
 1
 did not inform his first 

formal criticism. Rather, Luther’s first criticism was novel in that it was an attack on the doctrine 

as it had been understood by Aquinas and the Medievals, rather than a wholesale repudiation of 

the practice. It was only later, in the mind of John Calvin, that indulgences were understood to 

have implications incompatible with Christianity. John Calvin’s thought cements the 

subsequently uniform protestant conviction from his time onwards that indulgences have no 

place in a Christian’s life, and indeed, were an affront thereto. 

It is impossible today to think of indulgences without immediately thinking of figures 

such as the famous indulgence preacher John Tetzel. However, the view that indulgences were 

practiced or preached only by such immodest popularisers is historically untenable and perhaps 
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naive. Moreover, to pretend that such indulgence preachers, also called “quaestors of alms,”
2
 

introduced abuses for the first time in the later fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries is simply to 

misunderstand the religious environment of the medieval Church.  Abuses had previously been 

recognized, and indulgence preachers had previously been arrested, for instance at the “Council 

of Mainz in 1261, and in England... in 1340.”
3
 The historical episode often thought to hail the 

debate which would be waged for centuries since was Martin Luther’s nailing of the 95 thesis on 

the door in Wittenberg in 1517. However, it is impossible to understand the weight or nature of 

this criticism without having duly sketched the medieval logic which stands behind the 

apparently scandalous practice of indulgences. 

The history of indulgences stretches back to the early Church, especially previewed in the 

second century Church Father Tertullian. It is in Tertullian’s treatise On Modesty
4
 where he 

violently opposes the pope’s right to remit the sins of adulterers and fornicators who once 

defected from the faith, yet had sought reconciliation wishing to be allowed back into full 

communion with the Church. As such he serves as the first witness to, if also the first enemy of, 

this doctrine in its primitive form. Pejoratively referring to the Pope, he says: 

The Pontifex Maximus - that is, the bishop of bishops - issues an edict: “I remit, to 

such as have discharged (the requirements of) repentance, the sins both of adultery and of 

fornication.” O edict, on which cannot be inscribed, “Good deed!” And where shall this 

liberality be posted up?... Far, far from Christ’s betrothed [the Catholic Church]
5
 be such 

a proclamation! She, the true, the modest, the saintly, shall be free from stain even of her 

ears.
6
 

Further, Tertullian later anticipates the justification for such an edict: 
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… it follows that “the Spirit of truth” has indeed the power of indulgently granting 

pardon to fornicators, but wills not to do it if it involve evil to the majority. I now inquire into 

your opinion, (to see) from what source you usurp this right to “the Church.” If, because the 

Lord has said to Peter, “Upon this rock will I build My Church,” (Mat_16:18) “to thee have I 

given the keys of the heavenly kingdom;” or, “Whatsoever thou shale have bound or loosed 

in earth, shall be bound or loosed in the heavens,” (Mat_16:19) you therefore presume that 

the power of binding and loosing has derived to you, that is, to every Church akin to Peter, 

what sort of man are you, subverting and wholly changing the manifest intention of the Lord, 

conferring (as that intention did) this (gift) personally upon Peter? “On thee,” He says, “will I 

build My Church; “and,” I will give to thee the keys,” not to the Church; and, “Whatsoever 

thou shall have based or bound,” not what they shall have loosed or bound. For so withal the 

result teaches.
7
 

Here Tertullian defends the power of God to grant such an indulgence, but he disagrees that the 

Bishop of Rome has the right or even ability to exercise, by his own discretion, the dispensation 

of such a grace. Such discussions concerning indulgences remained peripheral to the concerns of 

earlier times, but they were doubtless present as is evidenced both by Tertullian’s tantrum and 

further with a view to early Church councils. The council of Ancyra in 314 CE serves as one 

historical witness, among others, to the way the bishops were applying their power to provide 

similar indulgences for similar situations, though only on a local scale. Canons 2, 5, and 16
8
 are 

of particular note, as they outline most clearly under what circumstances sinners might be 

granted the “indulgences” of reconciliation by the bishops. 

But the bishops have the right, after considering the character of their conversion, either 

to deal with them more leniently, or to extend the time. But, first of all, let their [the 

penitent’]
9
 life before and since be thoroughly examined, and let the indulgence be 

determined accordingly.
10
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Though the theology of indulgences underwent a great deal of development
11

 from the 

time of the early Church to the later medieval period, the basic notions upon which it stands 

remain discernable. It is imperative to understand this logic of the doctrine, as well as its 

development, in order to understand the later criticisms which it invited. The logic of 

indulgences rests on three legs; the benefits one receives from the merit of others, the Church’s 

prerogative and authority to loose and bind in such matters, and finally the distinction between 

eternal guilt and temporal punishment according to the nature of sin. It will be necessary, in 

order to understand the ingenuity and logic of Luther’s criticism, to sketch briefly the logic of 

each of these three principles. 

That one can and does benefit from the meritorious acts of others is not often doubted,
12

 

and seems to be the logic behind Christians praying not only for themselves, but for each other.
13

 

This intercession is, in Catholic vocabulary, called a suffrage.
14

 A suffrage is any act which one 

member of Christ’s mystical body (that is, the Church) does in order to merit some grace for 

themselves and for others such as prayers, fasting, other forms of mortification and especially in 

offering up the Eucharist.
15

 The benefit of some acts of merit, then, can be applied to those who 

had no part in the act. The peculiar logic behind this is deeply rooted in a rich concept of the 

Church as the mystical body of Christ, and as a communion of the saints. Pope Paul VI, in his 

1967 Indulgentarium Doctrina explains: 

There reigns among men, by the hidden and benign mystery of the divine will, a 

supernatural solidarity whereby the sin of one harms the others just as the holiness of one 
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also benefits the others. Thus the Christian faithful give each other mutual aid to attain 

their supernatural aim... This is the very ancient dogma of the Communion of the Saints, 

whereby the life of each individual son of God in Christ and through Christ is joined by a 

wonderful link to the life of all his other Christian brothers in the supernatural unity of 

the Mystical Body of Christ till, as it were, a single mystical person is formed.
16

 

It is this vision of the Catholic Church together with the Christian as part of this communion of 

saints, which leads naturally to this idea that the merit of one member can benefit another.
17

 This 

is expressed perhaps best in St. Paul, when he says “I am now rejoicing in my suffering for your 

sake, and in my flesh I am completing what is lacking in Christ’s afflictions for the sake of his 

body, that is, the church.”
18

 Thus, the suffrage of Paul is understood to be to the benefit the entire 

Church. 

The second principle involves an additional step in the aforementioned logic. It is based 

first of all on a peculiarly Catholic conviction about the Church and its shepherds. It is clear that 

“the Church of the Fathers was fully convinced that it was pursuing the work of salvation in 

community, and under the authority of the pastors established by the Holy Spirit as bishops to 

govern the Church of God.” 19 However, this jurisdiction of the bishops, and particularly the 

Pope, to bind or loose penances is not an assumption shared in common between Catholics and 

Luther’s protestant progeny, not to mention its precursors such as Tertullian. Such passages as 

Matthew 16:15-19 and John 20:19-22 were often cited to bolster confidence in this conviction, as 

Tertullian predicted. However, what the logic requires is that the Catholic Church is able draw 

on the merit of one saint in order to ‘indulge’ another, providing grace for one person by the 

suffrage of another. Thus, the early Church thought herself to have, in her bishops, pastors with 
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the authority to reconcile to the Church any sinner whom the whole Church would thereby 

indulge. 

Finally, the twofold nature of sin is fundamental to understanding the doctrine of 

indulgences, and stands at the heart both of the Catholic faith and of the controversy which later 

rears its head. Sin then, or so the thinking goes, has two consequent punishments: eternal and 

temporal. As the Catechism of the Catholic Church puts it:  

To understand this doctrine [of indulgences]
20

 and practice of the Church, it is necessary 

to understand that sin has a double consequence. Grave sin deprives us of communion 

with God... On the other hand every sin, even venial, entails an unhealthy attachment to 

creatures, which must be purified either here on earth, or after death in the state called 

Purgatory. This purification frees one from what is called the "temporal punishment" of 

sin. 
21

 

In Catholic theology indulgences are often connected with purgatory, and this is because this 

same logic underlies both doctrines. Both involve a distinction between the eternal consequence 

of sin, which is separation from God, and the temporal consequence, which involves the 

establishment of obstacles keeping a Christian from purely enjoying God. Although it is possible 

that a Christian advance in the spiritual life in order to eliminate all such vestiges of temporal sin, 

which naturally require the reparation of penance, it is not admissible in Catholic theology for 

one to enter heaven without having satisfied the entire temporal punishment due to sin.
22

 

Penance was that process by which one was brought back into communion with Christ – which 

was synonymous with being in communion with the Catholic Church. The Catholic Church was 
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recognized not only as constituting Christ’s mystical body on earth, but of being the arbiter or 

‘mediatrix’ of salvation.
23

  

Indulgences, then, always had to do with penance required for reconciliation, and as such 

indulgences, as they came to be applied to temporal punishment incurred by sin, presumed 

absolution from the eternal punishment which one received, presumably, by the sacrament of 

confession.
24

 Thus, insofar as indulgences were concerned with penance in general they were 

thereby concerned with the temporal punishment for sin. In Catholic vocabulary, these became 

practically synonymous: 

As penance is the imposition of... temporal punishment or penalties for sin, so 

indulgences are the remission of relaxation of these same temporal penalties, by virtue of 

the prayer and penitence... of others in the Church.
25

 

Thus, indulgences treated not only of reconciliation with the visible Church, but more 

specifically of the residue of temporal punishment for sin which hindered ones’ communion with 

Christ. The early Church could not, for the life of it, see any difference between communion with 

the Church and communion with Christ. However, in the eyes of later critics, this equivocation 

of canonical penances required for visible communion with the Church and the expiation of 

temporal punishment due for sin was not to be so easily swallowed. 

Dissent concerning this shift was not unheard of in the medieval period, and Thomas 

Aquinas anticipates in his Summa Theologica the very objection that Martin Luther will later 

maintain. He argues: 
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All admit that indulgences have some value, for it would be blasphemy to say that 

the Church does anything in vain. But some say that they do not avail to free a man from 

the debt of punishment which he has deserved in purgatory according to God’s judgment, 

and that they merely serve to free him from the obligation imposed on him by 

the priest as a punishment for his sins, or from the canonical penalties he has incurred. 

But this opinion does not seem to be true. First, because it is expressly opposed to 

the privilege granted to Peter, to whom it was said (Matthew 16:19) that whatsoever he 

should loose on earth should be loosed also in heaven. Wherefore whatever remission is 

granted in the court of the Church holds good in the court of God... The reason why they 

so avail is the oneness of the mystical body in which many have performed works of 

satisfaction exceeding the requirements of their debts; in which, too, many have patiently 

borne unjust tribulations whereby a multitude of punishments would have been paid, had 

they been incurred. So great is the quantity of such merits that it exceeds the entire 

debt of punishment due to those who are living at this moment...
26

 

Therefore, it is Aquinas’ notion of the Church as one mystical body, along with his 

understanding of the role played by the Pope in the life of the Church, which solidifies his 

conviction that indulgences can be thus applied to the good of any of its members. Moreover 

here we preview the notion of an accumulation of merit, on which the Church draws to satisfy its 

temporal punishment. He goes on to explain:  

Now one man can satisfy for another, as we have explained above (Question 13, Article 

2). And the saints in whom this super-abundance of satisfactions is found, did not 

perform their good works for this or that particular person, who needs the remission of 

his punishment (else he would have received this remission without any indulgence at 

all), but they performed them for the whole Church in general, even as 

the Apostle declares that he fills up "those things that are wanting of the sufferings 

of Christ . . . for His body, which is the Church" to whom he wrote (Colossians 1:24). 

These merits, then, are the common property of the whole Church. Now those things 

which are the common property of a number are distributed to the 

various individuals according to the judgment of him who rules them all. Hence, just as 

one man would obtain the remission of his punishment if another were to satisfy for him, 

so would he too if another's satisfactions be applied to him by one who has the power to 

do so.
 27
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For Aquinas, the ones who ‘ruled’ the Church were precisely the bishops, and especially the 

pope. Thus, the extension of the Pope’s ability to offer indulgences in lessening penances 

required for ecclesial communion to his ability to offer indulgences in order to lessen the 

temporal punishment incurred by the sins of a member in the Church, was understood to be in 

conformity with the principles of the early Church. Though it had not been worked out as such 

until much later, “the conviction existing in the Church that the pastors of the flock of the Lord 

could set the individual free from the vestiges of sins by applying the merits of Christ and of the 

saints led gradually, in the course of the centuries and under the influence of the Holy Spirit's 

continuous inspiration of the people of God, to the usage of indulgences which represented a 

progression in the doctrine and discipline of the Church rather than a change.”
28

 

However, indulgences are perhaps best explained by analogy with suffrages as prayers.
29

 

“By way of prayer, however, the work [suffrage] of one may profit another while he is a 

wayfarer, even for acquiring a state”
30

 of grace. In the case of suffrages, the “prayer” is that of 

one saint, and in the case of indulgences, the entire Church, as one subject, prays. Thus she 

draws on all the suffrages of her members, as though together they were altogether one. As such, 

authority to dispense such graces as are implied in indulgences must belong to none other than 

the Church. However, the Catholic conviction, departing from Tertullian, is that Christ allows 

the Church to be lead in this way by her bishops. The Church, at the discretion of the bishops and 

especially the Pope, has the authority to move herself to pray for her members, drawing on the 

collective merits of her suffrages. This is summarized elegantly by Pope Paul VI: 
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Thus is explained the "treasury of the Church" which should certainly not be imagined as 

the sum total of material goods accumulated in the course of the centuries, but the infinite 

and inexhaustible value the expiation and the merits of Christ Our Lord have before God, 

offered as they were so that all of mankind could be set free from sin and attain 

communion with the Father. It is Christ the Redeemer Himself in whom the satisfactions 

and merits of His redemption exist and find their force. This treasury also includes the 

truly immense, unfathomable and ever pristine value before God of the prayers and good 

works of the Blessed Virgin Mary and all the saints, who following in the footsteps of 

Christ the Lord and by His grace have sanctified their lives and fulfilled the mission 

entrusted to them by the Father. Thus while attaining their own salvation, they have also 

cooperated in the salvation of their brothers in the unity of the Mystical Body.
31

 

 

Two shifts in the Church’s practice greatly influenced the unease which characterized the 

mood of later critics such as Luther. The first, was that the act of penitence became more and 

more commonly the donation of some amount of money to the Church,
32

 and the latter that, since 

the merit was being applied to the souls in purgatory who were already in the state of Grace and 

not yet in the state of satisfaction, there was no need for the person on earth obtaining the 

indulgence to be of contrite disposition. Concerning the latter, it is explicitly stated by Albert of 

Mainz in his Instructio Summaria: 

 There is no need for the contributers to be of contrite heart or to make oral confession, 

since this grace depends (as the bull makes clear) on the love in which the departed died 

and the contributions which the living pay.
33

 

In combination with this shift in practice from loosing canonical penances required for 

reconciliation to expiating temporal punishment for sin, and the growing commodity of 

indulgences acquired by donation of a set amount of money, there were also intellectual trends 

which obviously influenced Martin Luther.  
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 Luther’s intellectual and cultural atmosphere certainly influenced him in remarkable 

ways. In many ways he is remembered as “the renaissance-man who concerns himself with 

religious rather than technological innovation.”
 34

 Moreover, “even to the present day the effects 

are felt of this inexhaustible source of religious inventiveness.”
35

 However, it is imperative to 

take inventory of the growing scepticism, especially towards the Church, which characterized the 

intellectual mood of Luther’s day. The stage was set by such thinkers as Laurentius Valla for 

scepticism concerning ecclesiastical jurisdiction, since he had cast “doubt on the grant of 

Constantine, which laid the foundation for the ecclesiastical state”
 36

 and thus occasioned doubt 

in “the right of the papacy to exercise civil power.”
 37

 Jurisdiction was understood, in the 

genuinely Catholic paradigm of the middle ages, to be “the power belonging to the Church, as a 

perfect society, of ruling her members for the attainment of her spiritual end.”
38

 This jurisdiction, 

then, was not merely formal, but rather it involved even the spiritual life. However, if the 

Church’s power was restricted from civil affairs, the question naturally arises as to what other 

areas may not be within reach of the Church’s rule. 

From this vantage point, then, Luther’s momentous dissent articulated in his 95 Thesis 

becomes poignantly meaningful, and even impressive. Whereas John Calvin, and subsequently 

Protestantism had understood the doctrine of indulgences to imply that “the blood of the martyrs 

[is] an ablution of sins,”
39

 Martin Luther did not take issue with them on this account at all. For 

John Calvin: 
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Indulgences declare that Paul and others died for us. Paul elsewhere says that Christ 

purchased the Church with his own blood (Act_20:28). Indulgences assign another 

purchase to the blood of martyrs… How maliciously they [Catholics] wrest the passage 

in which Paul says, that he supplies in his body that which was lacking in the sufferings 

of Christ! (Col_1:24). That defect or supplement refers not to the work of redemption, 

satisfaction, or expiation, but to those afflictions with which the members of Christ, in 

other words, all believers, behave to be exercised, so long as they are in the flesh. He 

says, therefore, that part of the sufferings of Christ still remains, viz., that what he 

suffered in himself he daily suffers in his members. Christ so honors us as to regard and 

count our afflictions as his own. By the additional words - for the Church, Paul means not 

for the redemptions or reconciliations or satisfaction of the Church, but for edification 

and progress. As he elsewhere says, “I endure all things for the elect’s sakes, that they 

may also obtain the salvation which is in Christ Jesus with eternal glory” (2Ti_2:10). He 

also writes to the Corinthians: “Whether we be afflicted, it is for your consolation and 

salvation, which is effectual in the enduring of the same sufferings which we also suffer” 

(2Co_1:6). All saints have been saved by it alone, not by the merit of their own life or 

death…But why dwell longer on this, as if the matter were obscure, when to mention 

these monstrous dogmas is to refute them?
40

 

Luther’s concern, however, had been at the time of the 95 Thesis, primarily pastoral, and far 

from rejecting indulgences, he attempted to salvage the genuine doctrine lying behind the abuses 

he saw. He recounts: 

Hence, when in the year 1517 indulgences were sold (I wanted to say promoted) in these 

regions for most shameful gain – I was then a preacher, a young doctor of theology, so to 

speak – and I began to dissuade the people and urge them not to listen to the clamors of 

the indulgence hawkers... I published the theses and at the same time a German sermon 

on indulgences, shortly thereafter also the explanations, in which, to the pope’s honor, I 

developed the idea that indulgences should indeed not be condemned, but that good 

works of love should be preferred to them.
41

 

This, Luther could say, precisely because he had divorced the Church from the personal spiritual 

life of its members. His understanding of the Church’s jurisdiction was not inexistent, but rather 

restricted to canonical impositions, with which the Church was immediately concerned. 

                                                           
40

 John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, Book 3, Ch.5.4 
41

 Denis R. Janz, A Reformation Reader: Primary texts with introductions, p.79 



Indulgences: Martin Luther and the Catholic Tradition of 
Indulgence Tyler Journeaux 

 

13 
 

Therefore, Luther (at least at the time of the publication of his 95 Thesis) stands between 

Tertullian and Rome, neither rejecting the Pope’s ability to formally reconcile people to the 

Church, nor admitting that the Pope has any power to expiate the temporal punishment for sins. 

It seemed to Luther that, “as a matter of fact, the pope remits to souls in purgatory no penalty 

which, according to canon law, they should have paid in this life.”
42

 Thus, Luther concluded: 

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

own authority or that of the canons... In former times canonical penalties were imposed, 

not after, but before absolution, as tests of true contrition. The dying are freed by death 

from all penalties, are already dead as far as the canon laws are concerned, and have a 

right to be released from them.
43

 

 Insofar as Luther rejects the idea that the Church can absolve the temporal punishment for sin by 

offering indulgences, he rejects the medieval understanding of the Church’s jurisdiction, and has 

certainly divorced his notion of the temporal punishment for sin from the idea of a canonical 

penance. Thus, “although he is thoroughly convinced of the righteousness of his cause and 

furthers it with great sincerity, he must become a heretic... [For] the theology to which he 

adheres goes under the name Catholic, but it has long ceased to be that.”
44

 

Thus, Luther did not understand indulgences to be, in principle, suffrages offered by the 

whole Church to those of her members in most need of grace, but as canonical penalties imposed 

by the bishops on those who had defected from the Church by reason of sin and wished 

reconciliation with the Church. This is directly due to the mis-understanding
45

 Luther had of the 

Medieval notion of the Church as the kernel of spiritual life, which was contracted by the 

lingering and imposing atmosphere of the renaissance. It is thus precisely this reorientation in his 
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theological thought which accounts for his peculiar and innovative position on indulgences, at 

least at the time of his first publications on the subject.  
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New Advent Catholic Encyclopedia, Calvinism. http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/03198a.htm 

 

Thomas Aquinas. Summa Theologica http://www.newadvent.org/summa/index.html 

Summa Theologica Supplementum Tertiae Partis: http://www.newadvent.org/summa/5025.htm 

 

John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, reproduced: Esword 

 

Pope Paul VI, Indulgentarium Doctrina, http://www.newadvent.org/library/docs_pa06id.htm 

 

http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/03198a.htm
http://www.newadvent.org/summa/index.html
http://www.newadvent.org/summa/5025.htm
http://www.newadvent.org/library/docs_pa06id.htm

