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This seminar concentrates on the investigation of the relationship of theology and piety in
the teaching of Martin Luther and Philip Melanchthon. It raises the question “how doctrinal
content relates to Christian conduct”. Does doctrinal clarity affects pastoral certainty, and if
so, can it also be stated, that the need for pastoral certainty leads to doctrinal clarity? To
show how doctrine is used and how doctrinal differences shape the practical approaches of
the reformers I decided to compare two representative treatises and to concentrate on the
question of original sin.
The reason for this is the doctrinal importance of this topic for reformation theology. The
development of reformation theology is most closely related to the shifts in understanding
original sin. This can be traced very well in the development of Luther’s theology.1 It can be
noticed that the theological debates with catholic theologians and with Eck very early
reflected this question.2 For example, the question if original sin remains after baptism - has
caused major disagreements between evangelical and Roman Catholic Churches until today
– depends precisely on the understanding of “peccatum originale”. Looking at this topic, we
deal with a distinct doctrinal locus.
Far more, the teaching on original sin is the central point of Lutheran theology because it is
indivisibly connected with the understanding of justification.3 According to Luther’s
remarkable definition of the “subiectum theologiae” during his lecture on Psalm 51 in 1532
it can be said, that: “The proper subject of theology is man guilty of sin and condemned, and
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God the Justifier and Saviour of man the sinner.”4 For Luther, this „principalis locus“5 of
theology is necessary for the proper understanding of the Bible and the successful study of
theology.6 Already here becomes clear also the practical impact of doctrinal thinking. Weak
teaching on original sin not only leads to weak teaching on justification, but it also makes
impossible the understanding of Scripture.
Similarly for Melanchthon, the whole of Scripture consists of two parts – the Law and the
Gospel. The Law reveals the sin of man and the Gospel the mercy of God; the Law shows
human sickness, the Gospel the divine medicine. The Law is the servant of death and the
Gospel the servant of life.7 For Melanchthon, doctrine is based on the understanding of the
Bible. This is, in his eyes, very different from scholastic teaching. Nevertheless it offers
a decent foundation for the life of a Christian, as it later shall be shown. His “Loci
Communes” are nothing else than a summary of Biblical exegesis.
For our inquiry we find a very close coincidence of doctrinal themes and biblical texts by
Luther and Melanchthon in the early 1520. In the summer of 1519 Philip Melanchthon began
with his exegesis of the Epistle to the Romans, and came back to it in April of 1520. Several
treatises are based on the comments to the epistle, i.e. his “Theologica Institutio”, “Rerum
Theologicorum capita seu Loci”, “Artifitium Epistolae Pauli ad Romanos”. In the
introduction to the “Loci” Melanchthon complains about an unauthorized edition of his
introduction to Paul’s Epistle called “Lucubratiuncula” from 1520. The publication of the
“Loci Communes” from 1521 shall step in and explain the main points of Christian teaching.
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However, those “loci” conform to the main terms of Paul’s theology, as found in his letters.8
A year later Luther published – again without approval of Melanchthon – an important
treatise called “Annotationes Philippi Melanchthonis in epistolas Pauli ad Romanos et
Corinthios”. Luther wasn’t patient with the reluctance of Melanchthon to publish the work
and acted on his own, with the intention to spread the fundamental understanding of Biblical
theology. In the foreword Luther praised Melanchthon’s work and said that “nobody wrote
better on Saint Paul”9 as doctor Philipus. Inspired by Melanchthon Luther himself wrote an
“Introduction to the Epistle of Romans” in 1522. In the first part of this treatise he followed
the example of his colleague and explained the fundamental terms of Paul’s vocabulary. One
could say, it was a shorter version of the “Loci Communes” from Luther’s pen. In the second
part of the treatise he went on and described the content of each single chapter of the epistle.
According to Kurt Aland, this is the most important introduction of all introductions to
Biblical books written by Luther and it stands as a programmatic writing of the
Reformation.10
The intention of this paper is therefore to compare Luther’s “Introduction” and
Melanchthon’s “Loci”. They not only have originated at the same time but also used the
same Biblical source for their theological argumentation. Additionally there is another
common element – the goal of the reformers is to point back to the Scripture and lead the
people to read, understand and use the Bible.11 By comparing these two treatises we might
be able to get answer to the question about how doctrinal content relates to Christian
conduct.
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Martin Luther: Introduction to the Epistle of Romans (1522)
Luther develops his argument in distinction to all preceding commentaries on this epistle,
since by his time he did not have a high opinion about them.12 Furthermore, his approach is
based on the hermeneutical conviction, that only if one understands the meaning of the terms
used – law, sin, mercy, faith, justice, flesh, spirit - only than the content of the whole
becomes clear.13 In this paper I will concentrate especially on terms related to the topic of
sin.
For Luther, sin does not mean only the external act of the body, but first of all the internal
movement of the heart. In its depth it is like a root, that nourishes the whole tree – a clear
allusion to Mt. 17,7 appears here. According to Luther, there is only one real sin, and that is
the “original sin”, as the root sin of the “heart”. According to Luther clearly this sin is
“unbelief”.14 Without hesitation Luther stated that there is a connection between sin and
justification – as only faith justifies, so sin has to be disbelief. Further, faith makes the heart
willing to bring good fruits, and disbelief produces a lust for evil, carnal deeds.15 It is
apparent that this approach to sin reveals a deep break with the nominalistic hamartiology,
the teaching about the “meritum de congruo” and meritorious grace.16 Such sin is not just a
“carentia” of human powers, but it is a “corruption” of the highest human power, reason and
will.
Luther’s criticism of all kinds of hypocrisy is based precisely on this deepened
understanding of original sin. Since there is for man no possibility to achieve justice
according to the Law of God. Justice according to the Law means a willing and free love to
the Law of God. A person can bring forth all kinds of “actibus elicti” – from the Gods point
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of view – who sees into the depth of human hearts – they are full of animosity to the law of
God and full of deceit (Ps 116,11). Luther distinguishes between the deeds of the law and the
fulfillment of the law.17 To fulfill the law is more than just doing what the letter says. Here is
the origin of Luther’s critical attitude towards all religious self-righteousness.
However, Luther does not maintain an understanding original sin only as a “peccatum
omissionis”. Sin is an active drive and power towards evil: Luther speaks in his
“Introduction” in an Augustinian manner about the “lust toward evil.”18 Practically this leads
to the abandonment of the notion of “free will”19 in the relationship to God. It is the work of
the Holy Spirit to raise faith in the sinful heart. According to Paul’s witness the reality of
original sin impacts universally every human being.20 Luther accepted the notion of
inheritance of sin through Adam by all human beings. The medium of being inflicted by
original sin is, according to Luther, the “fleshly birth”21. Even though this appears to be very
close to Augustine’s notion of the inheritance of sin, Luther does here not touch on the issue
of sexual conception. His concern is on the universal anthropological dimension of birth –
since no one can avoid being born in the flesh in a natural manner, so nobody can escape the
actuality of original sin. His interest points to the lineage of generations where people are
always the same. Finally the universality of sin means the universal necessity of salvation in
Christ: “that nobody can help himself out of sins to justice with works, …”.22
Consequently, at this time, Luther clearly accepts the Pauline teaching concerning the
foreknowledge of God. Dogmatically it can not be otherwise since a sinful man can not save
himself and, in the question of salvation totally depends on God. It is only in God’s hand,
that we become pious.23 However the question of predestination is not raised in the
“Introduction”. Luther leaves the matter on the level of a question of faith.
As for the practical implication of this position, following can be stated. The starting
sentence of the “Introduction” makes clear, how in Luther’s eyes the doctrine holds together
with piety. Since we encounter in Paul’s epistle the “pure Gospel” a Christian should learn
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the whole letter word by word and use it as “nourishment for the soul”.24 As a daily reading,
it wants to be used, turned around, looked at from different perspectives, as if one would
hold in his hand a very precious diamond. This kind of use of the Scriptures is what Luther
later identified with the notion of “meditatio”, the second form of the trio of evangelical
piety: oratio, mediatio, tentatio.25 For Luther, the whole of theology and the spirituality
connected with theology is bound to the word of God: „A doctor of theology is he, who is
explained by the Scripture, who allows to be explained by the Scripture and who explains it
for others.“26 The more one burnishes the word of God, the more it glitters and the more
precious it becomes. This orientation on the word of God, as the only nourishment formed
evangelical piety for centuries. As one example from many, we can mention the hymn of
Paul Gerhardt “Wach auf mein Herz und Singe”: “Bless me, keep me, my heart be Your
abode, your Word my nourishment until I step toward heaven.”27
This is not an “internal word”, but the preached word of the Gospel; it is not the word about
Christ, but the preaching of Christ.28 This word creates faith that is “living and firm” in its
trust in God’s mercy - so that it could die thousand times.29 As the word of God is a living
thing, so faith too – lives for active righteousness in love: “to do good to everybody without
pressure, willingly and freely, to serve everybody, and to suffer everything.”30
The notion of foreknowledge of God is for Luther also a matter of comfort and consolation.
He explicitly prohibits to talk about this topic at the beginning of all “Loci”. He sees its
proper place only in the pastoral comfort for those who struggle with the “Anfechtungen”
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and questions about God’s power, faithfulness and mercy.31 After somebody really struggled
with the power of Law, his own sin, and the notion of God’s mercy in Christ, he will find
true comfort and peace in chapters 9, 10 and 11 of Romans. Again – this is not a dogmatic
topic to be dealt with without the Word of God – but rather after “meditating” chapters one
through eight, one will see chapters nine to eleven as dealing with spiritual man in different
light.

Philip Melanchthon - Loci Communes
Melanchthon’s “Loci” differ from the speculative scholastic theology. To know Christ
means to know His benefits for me (“beneficia Christi”)32. But to know the work of Christ
one, has to know, why is this necessary. Therefore Melanchthon puts chapters about the
powers of man and his sinfulness in the beginning of his doctrinal inquiry.
Melanchthon speaks about sin, but what he means is the original sin. This is the proper
theological distinction. “Peccatum originale” is the “inborn propensity, inherited drive”, an
active energy toward sinning.33 It can be compared to the power of fire or a magnet – from
its very beginning the propensity to sin belongs indivisibly to the human nature.
Melanchthon’s picture is vivid – as the power of fire to burns upward or the power of a
magnet to attract things – to the power of sinful nature is not static, but something active –
an active movement of the heart against the law of God, towards sin.34
In this active understanding of sin – as a power (“energia”) and not only possibility
(“potentia”) – Melanchthon steps into the Augustinian tradition. Since fallen man lost the
eyes for the light of God, he lives in the darkness of “amor sui”. 35 As such he has no power
not to sin.
31

WA DB 7,22, 39 – 24,5.

32

P. Melanchthon, Ibid. 0,13.

33

Ibid. 2,3.

34

Ibid. 2,6.

35

Ibid. 2,8: The sinner „sese ardentissime amet“. The concept of turning away from God and turning

toward lower things is the base for understanding of concupiscence. Since God is the summum
bonum, every other motion misses he solemn point of orientation for human being and leads to sin.
The philosophical background for his understanding of sin lays in a neoplatonist understanding of
God. Cf. Augustine, Confessions, transl. By H. Chadwick, Oxford 1991, XIII,vii: „the weight of
cupidity pulling us downwards into the precipitious abyss and the lifting up of love given by your
Spirit ...“ Cf. Loci Communes 2,76.

7

The point of Melanchthon’s argument runs against the hamartiology of scholastics. Although
Duns Scotus, Gabriel Biel talked about the nature of sin in “crookedness” (pravitas, curvitas)
too, still they ascribed to human will the freedom of avoiding sin. The reason for this rooted
in the locus of supernatural grace bestowed on human beings at creation. This gift was lost
due to the first sin. However, the nature of man remained whole.36 Melanchthon is not
concerned with terminology – he could accept the notion of a “status corruptions” as of
being without original justice.37 Nevertheless, what concerns him more is the practical
implication of this notion.
Whereas for the nominalistic scholastic human will remain free to determine the direction of
its movement toward God or not, Melanchthon argues that the notion of our internal affects
(the motion of our will or reason) does not stand in our power.38 Practically this means, that
all works of man and all attempts of man are sins.39 Not only the visible rude sins, but also
subtle effects like spiritual pride, contempt of God, blasphemy. Even if a work appears as
holy and virtuous, internally if is full of self-love and self-addiction – and thus it is a sin
(“vitium”)40 Melanchthon uses again a picture inspired by the Bible – a bad tree bears bad
fruits. Practically, it puts away the whole scholastic distinction between “bonum morale” and
“bonum meritoriu” and the system of meritorious works. All “actus elicti” are pure fiction,
respectively sin.
This argument in the “Loci Communes” is pointed in two directions. The first one is
doctrinal. It opens the way for clear understanding of grace, of the universal importance of
the redemptory work of Christ and towards the reformation teaching of justification.
But it has also a pastoral intention. It dramatically changes the relation between man and
God. If God judges the sinner according to the intention of the law, and sees nothing but the
sinner – the sinner experiences only the wrath of God. For Melanchthon the place of this
experience is the conscience. And once the conscience experiences the wrath of God and His
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threat of eternal death it logically can not love him. This causes a circle of despair for man –
the law commands man to love God, but due to his own sinfulness man hates God more and
more, and finally sees Him as a cruel, punishing, and unjust hangman.41 We could note, that
the effect of such a doctrine leads to the experience of despair.
However, this is not the final goal of Melanchthon’s arguments. He wants to draw a realistic
picture of the impossibility to find real peace with God, if a man is left alone with his own
powers. Practically it means that a person either remains in despair and ends in hell. Or a
person starts to struggle for mercy, but it does not really relieve the despair. The whole
system of penance did not help; rather it tortured and killed many souls.42 Now the real point
of the “Loci” becomes clear: how to “comfort broken consciences” (quomodo afflictam
conscientiam consoleris43). The aim is to free the heart of the picture of an angry God, and to
offer the picture of Christ, to strengthen the desperate heart and uphold the soul against
Satan.44 Here again one can see the positive connection between the doctrine of justification
and the practical life of man. The distinction between law and gospel forms the doctrine as it
becomes very Christocentric and Christological. One can also observe this particular way of
argumentation in the Augsburg Confession. In the 4th article of the Apology Melanchthon
stated very clearly: “But since the controversy deals with the most important topic of
Christian teaching which, rightly understood, illumines and magnifies the honor of Christ
and brings the abundant consolation that devout consciences need, …”45
But it forms piety too – as the preacher cannot omit the preaching of law and Gospel, and as
the believer has to “fear and love God” at once. As we know, this double form reappeared in
Luther’s Catechism – and became an important part of Lutheran piety throughout the whole
world.
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Summary
This short presentation concentrated on one particular aspect of the wide range of theology
of Luther and Melanchthon. It is possible to summarize the main points as follows:
The distinction of External and Internal is common for both approaches in the early 1520s,
but the stronger emphasis belongs to the internal. Sin is not just an external act – but an
internal attitude of the heart. God does not look at the external “free acts”, but at the
intention of the heart. However, both reformers put all emphasis upon the external word of
God – and in this way left the traditional position of medieval mysticism. Both understand
original sin as a “peccatum radicale” – something that is hidden to the eyes or even reason of
man but which nourishes a bad tree, and brings forth bad fruits.
Whereas Luther clearly says – original sin is disbelief in God, Melanchthon still remained
indebted to the discussion about the lack of justice and concupiscentia. However, we find
both concepts in the Book of Concord: In the Formula of Concord the understanding of
original sin as “Haup und Brunquell”;46 in the CA in the second Article the concept of
missing justice and concupiscence.47
Another common element is the anthropological place of sin – the human heart. Here again
can be seen the attempt to use biblical language and omit philosophical- anthropological
terms. At this stage the doctrinal positions are very close, and it is really impressive how
deeply Melanchthon grasped the theology of Paul, and the theological position of the
reformation.
In the question of the practical impact of their theology, and how doctrinal content relates to
Christian conduct, following can be stated. Luther’s pastoral concern puts the emphasis on a
close relationship to the word of God. That is the beginning and the end all of Christian
conduct. All dogmatic points are relevant only in the firm conviction of the steadfastness and
trustworthiness of the word of gospel. Therefore, Luther would speak about God’s
foreknowledge first at the end of the book not only because Paul deals with it toward the end
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of the letter, but also, because it is only a rational deduction of all proceeding what have
been said about God, man Christ, and salvation.
Melanchthon on the other side, started with the concept of foreknowledge. A person has to
know the “beneficia Christi” and than it can understand the whole of the Bible. One could
say that from the knowledge about Christ’s redemptory work comes true comfort and peace
for a person. If for Luther the word opens the system, so for Melanchthon the system opens
the word. Here we find important basis for the later doctrinal development but also the
distinct attitude towards the word of God in the following period of Luther orthodoxy.
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