
Martın Luther’s and Philip Melanchthon’s Aristotle
Sem1nar Leader: Theodor ] )heter

Reporter: Theodor I )ieter

In recCent yA  } several studies aAVeE thon’s VIECWS of „Aristotle « The
contributed Overcom1ıng wıde- Partıcıpants reported theır
spread StErIrCOLYDES CONCEMUNg spectiıve research. lop1cs WEETC VeCLY
Luther’s relatıon DPhilosophy ANBT different 11 of CONTENT A
„Arıstotle « They do NOT wıth methodology.

CONLEMDOTA understanding of Theodor Dieter Strasbourg ela
Arıstotelian Dphilosophy hut AI borated Luther’s famous Sayıng
what Luther had 11 mınd when he »N on eN1m, u Arıistoteles }
sed the ALLIC „Aristotle.« These 1usta agendo 1ust1ı efficimur, sed 1US-
analyses of hıs conflicts wıth A L1 fiendo et essendo

1Uusta « hıs has Often een taken 11his reception of „Aristotle« allow
for deeper insights 1Nnto both Order identify the hasıc difference

between Arıistotle’s A Luther’sLuther’s theology A the DOS1Lt10NS
which he referred. rapidly 111 - ontology. But Luther himself be

Creasıng ınterest 11 philosophical ( ALLIC that Arıstotle spoke
problems wıthın Protestant theol only aAb OuUTt cıvıl righteousness,

has allowed for dealing wıth the while for scholastıics lıke Gabriel
Philosophical A debates Biel morally g00d ACTS gyained s1ienif-
1 Reformation theology wıth fewer 1CaNCe for salvatıon through the
prejudices than before. The fact that DACLTUM Dei facienti quod in
Melanchthon often commented AST Only through thiıs theologi-
Arıstotelian A made DOSL- cal reception could the Artıstotelian
t1ve USC of the ıdeas of thıs Dphiloso- CONCECDL of becoming Just TeCEIVE
pher 15 110 CC 1 LNOÖTC VDCIL- soteriological meanıng. In fact, the
mınded WAY. It remarkable dec1isıve Do1int W 1415 the understand-
that Luther A Melanchthon 1ng of human reedom. But Luther
worked sıde by sıde whiıle having would NOT aAVeE needed deny thiıs
such different attıtudes Owards claim; 1t would aVe een enough
„Arıstotle « The Iıntent.ıion of thıs emphasize that morally g00d ACT
SEM1LNAT W 1415 present 11C 111 - 15 something quiıte different from
sights 1Nnto Luther’s A Melanch- fultilling the law of C10d 1 theolo-

306

2013, Vandenhoeck uprecht (‚ mbH e} <G, Göttingen
SEN Prin 9783525874455 SEN FE-Rook 9783647874456

Martin Luther’s and Philip Melanchthon’s Aristotle
Seminar Leader: Theodor Dieter

Reporter: Theodor Dieter

In recent years, several studies have 
contributed to overcoming wide-
spread stereotypes concerning 
Luther’s relation to philosophy and 
»Aristotle.« They do not start with 
a contemporary understanding of 
Aristotelian philosophy but ask 
what Luther had in mind when he 
used the name »Aristotle.« These 
analyses of his conflicts with and 
his reception of »Aristotle« allow 
for deeper insights into both 
Luther’s theology and the positions 
to which he referred. A rapidly in-
creasing interest in philosophical 
problems within Protestant theol-
ogy has allowed for dealing with the 
philosophical contents and debates 
in Reformation theology with fewer 
prejudices than before. The fact that 
Melanchthon often commented on 
Aristotelian texts and made posi-
tive use of the ideas of this philoso-
pher is now seen in a more open- 
minded way. It seems remarkable 
that Luther and Melanchthon 
worked side by side while having 
such different attitudes towards 
»Aristotle.« The intention of this 
seminar was to present new in-
sights into Luther’s and Melanch-

thon’s views of »Aristotle.« The 
participants reported on their re-
spective research. Topics were very 
different in terms of content and 
methodology.

Theodor Dieter (Strasbourg) ela-
borated on Luther’s famous saying: 
»Non enim, ut Aristoteles putat, 
iusta agendo iusti efficimur, sed ius-
ti […] fiendo et essendo operamur 
iusta.« This has often been taken in 
order to identify the basic difference 
between Aristotle’s and Luther’s 
ontology. But Luther himself be-
came aware that Aristotle spoke 
only about civil righteousness, 
while for scholastics like Gabriel 
Biel morally good acts gained signif-
icance for salvation through the 
pactum Dei (facienti quod in se 
est …). Only through this theologi-
cal reception could the Aristotelian 
concept of becoming just receive a 
soteriological meaning. In fact, the 
decisive point was the understand-
ing of human freedom. But Luther 
would not have needed to deny this 
claim; it would have been enough to 
emphasize that a morally good act 
is something quite different from 
fulfilling the law of God in a theolo-

306 

ISBN Print: 9783525874455 — ISBN E-Book: 9783647874456
© 2013, Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht GmbH & Co. KG, Göttingen



gical After the condemna- Markızs Matthias ( Amsterdam!
t107Ns of 1277 1 Parıs, the CONCCDL of developed the thesıs that Luther’s
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gical sense. After the condemna-
tions of 1277 in Paris, the concept of 
human freedom was further devel-
oped but as a criticism of an alleged 
Aristotelian tradition of necessitar-
ianism. Luther could find that un-
derstanding of freedom (critical of 
Aristotle) in commentaries on the 
Nicomachean Ethics (e.g. Buri-
dan’s). Thus Luther criticized an 
anti-Aristotelian concept of free-
dom as if it was Aristotle’s own 
view.

Timothy Dost (Clayton) pointed 
to Luther’s critique of Aristotle in 
the theological theses of the Heidel-
berg Disputation. He emphasized 
that Luther used scholastic techni-
ques in order to criticize Aristoteliz-
ing scholastics while he himself was 
prone to employ Renaissance hu-
manism and presented himself as 
being less critical of Plato.

In order to define Luther’s and 
Agricola’s understanding of the re-
lation between law and gospel in 
the Antinomian controversy, An-
nelise Eeman (Chicago) made use 
of the Aristotelian terms »correla-
tive« (for Luther) and »contradic-
tory« (for Agricola). In her disserta-
tion she elaborates that for Luther 
law and gospel require each other 
and only together form a whole or, 
as she says, a co-constitutive, dy-
namic system.

Markus Matthias (Amsterdam) 
developed the thesis that Luther’s 
understanding of experientia can 
be understood with respect to and 
to a certain degree in line with 
Aristotle’s concept of experientia. 
In the latter, experientia has a med-
iating role between the many indi-
vidual occurrences and the respec-
tive common concepts, while in 
Luther’s concept doctrinal truth 
gains or increases its certainty by 
being applied to concrete situations 
of life. In addition, Luther often ap-
peals to experientia in order to fal-
sify a certain claim, e.g. that hu-
man beings by their own power are 
able to love God above all. From 
early on, Luther understood theol-
ogy as a form of »practical« knowl-
edge as it was later seen in Luther-
an Orthodoxy.

Matti Nikkanen (Helsinki) re-
ported about his dissertation project 
Ecclesia, oeconomia, politia. Eine 
Untersuchung zur Ideengeschich-
te der altlutherischen Dreistän-
delehre. This study investigates 
whether there was an Aristotelian- 
Lutheran political or social doctrine 
in the 16th and 17th centuries that 
can be traced back to Luther’s and 
Melanchthon’s interpretation of 
Aristotle. Nikkanen presented Aris-
totle’s theory of polis with reference 
to his metaphysics and compared it 
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Robert VOm Friedeburg Rotter- ruler. Instead, he forwarded theory
damı! dealt wıth Meltanchthon’s of politics A constitutional 111011-

Aristotle: His I1531/32 (omment archy grounded 11 natural law wıth
Book of Aristotle’s Nicomachean the ruler the representatıve of
Ethics. Under the tiıtle De 1UusStitia C10d

Melanchthon 1Ntro-particularis, /ohn Maxfield Edmonton!
duces the distinction between NAL- analyzed Melanchthon’s preface
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with Luther’s social theory as it can 
be found in his Genesis lectures, 
identifying both structural analo-
gies and differences. This suggests 
that Luther’s theory of the three es-
tates may have depended on Aristo-
tle’s social thought.

How are we to understand the 
phenomenon, notion, and function 
of »conscience?« Claudia Welz (Co-
penhagen) investigated this ques-
tion by comparing two influen-
tial approaches, namely Martin 
Luther’s and Martin Heidegger’s. 
Both of them connect the move-
ments of volition, emotion, and 
cognition taking place in con-
science with Aristotle’s notion of 
phrónêsis. If conscience can be seen 
as a sphere of intentionality, of 
moving willingly, of being-moved 
passionately, and of understanding 
oneself as being in union or division 
with oneself, conscience conditions 
human action in one way or another 
– but what does this imply for the 
ethical significance of conscience in 
relation to its soteriological and on-
tological meaning?

Robert von Friedeburg (Rotter-
dam) dealt with Melanchthon’s 
Aristotle: His 1531/32 Comment on 
Book V of Aristotle’s Nicomachean 
Ethics. Under the title De iustitia 
particularis, Melanchthon intro-
duces the distinction between nat-

ural and positive law that cannot 
be found in Aristotle’s text. In addi-
tion, he provides a detailed catalo-
gue of six natural laws so that it be-
came a law code (»Rechtsregel,« M. 
Schmoeckel) as foundation of any 
positive law. The understanding 
that natural law is inscribed as no-
titiae in our souls gains increasing 
significance for Melanchthon in 
the course of time.

Mads Jensen (London) argued 
that existing scholarship has missed 
Melanchthon’s central objective in 
writing the 1530 Commentarii in 
aliquot politicos libros Aristotelis. 
Rather than merely criticizing pea-
sants and radical preachers, Mel-
anchthon sought to refute the Ock-
hamist political thought of Gabriel 
Biel and John Mair. Using Aris-
totle’s naturalism within the theo-
logical framework of the political 
order as ordained by God, Melanch-
thon criticized the conventionalist 
account of the Ockhamists, specifi-
cally the arguments underlying the 
case for popular sovereignty or the 
power of the community over the 
ruler. Instead, he forwarded a theory 
of politics and constitutional mon-
archy grounded in natural law with 
the ruler as the representative of 
God.

John A. Maxfield (Edmonton) 
analyzed Melanchthon’s preface to 
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the first volume of Luther’s Lec LNOÖTC friendly approach Aristotle,
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XX) He interpreted Melanchthon’s Ing of the soul/’s immortality. TOM
UuSCcC of DPhilosophy ollows: Plato, (1CEIO, Melanchthon adopted the
Aristotle, A other philosophers CONCECDL of endelechia fitting
from the ancıent world ATC NOT description for the soul the form
viewed authorities, 1 natural of the body The 1645017 for leaving
philosophy ALLYy LNOÖTC than 11 theol Arıistotle’s entelechia lıes 11 the

hut rather ATC aAncıent wWIt- DOssibility of remOoVv1ıng the soul
116C55C5 whı thought about the CX1S- from the corruptible body. eing

ANBT NALUre of C10d 11 relatıon closely related the of
creati10n. Different from the tentiality A actuality, entelechia

scholastics W 1415 that Melanchthon W 1415 NOT CaS y combine wıth the
W 145 NOT focusing reconciling C‘hristian understanding of the
VAarı0us ancıent authorities wıth soul/’s CapaCcıty of afterlife, for
Scrıpture through the method of mulated 11 the doctrine of the UrT-

the quaestiOo, hut rather simply rect10n. It tied the soul the DhySi-
C1tes theır ideas, Ooften wıth cY1t1- cal body Wıth the Neoplatonic (0()[11-

C1SM, he 1C W hased CCDL of endelechia from i1CEIO,
the Bıble A emphasizes the however, Melanchthon (CA£A  = cla1m

centrality of the Bıble for under- that the soul 15 NOT merely the form
standing (10d A 1114  > of the body It adds notıon of PCI-

JOGT Haga Oslo! investigated petual mot1i0on, describing the soul
Melanchthon’s LreA4A4tmMeEeNT of 11 - PTOCCSS which 15 NOT

mortality 1 hıs 1540 OMMENLALY Dplished 11 thiıs lıfe hut only 1 hea
Arıistotle’s psychology. hıs VCcC  > Thus, Melanchthon TESCUCS5

taıled different attıtude Oowards the Artıstotelian doctrine of the soul
the Greek philosopher than his Wıt from 1ts materialısm. He 15
tenberg colleague, Martın Luther NOT primarily interested 11 the CXC£$-

had Whiile L[W: decades earlier gZES1IS of Arıstotle’s LEXT, hut SC5 1t
Luther had accused Arıistotle of startıng po1int for hıs z Neo
being responsible for the Corruption platonic DOos1ıtion inftormed by
of theology, Melanchthon had far C‘hristian theology.

309

2013, Vandenhoeck uprecht (‚ mbH e} <G, Göttingen
SEN Prin 9783525874455 SEN FE-Rook 9783647874456

the first volume of Luther’s Lec-
tures on Genesis, 1544 (WA 44; XIV- 
XX). He interpreted Melanchthon’s 
use of philosophy as follows: Plato, 
Aristotle, and other philosophers 
from the ancient world are not 
viewed as authorities, in natural 
philosophy any more than in theol-
ogy, but rather are ancient wit-
nesses who thought about the exis-
tence and nature of God in relation 
to creation. Different from the 
scholastics was that Melanchthon 
was not focusing on reconciling 
various ancient authorities with 
Scripture through the method of 
the quaestio, but rather simply 
cites their ideas, often with criti-
cism, as he presents a view based 
on the Bible and emphasizes the 
centrality of the Bible for under-
standing God and man.

Joar Haga (Oslo) investigated 
Melanchthon’s treatment of im-
mortality in his 1540 commentary 
on Aristotle’s psychology. This en-
tailed a different attitude towards 
the Greek philosopher than his Wit-
tenberg colleague, Martin Luther 
had. While two decades earlier 
Luther had accused Aristotle of 
being responsible for the corruption 
of theology, Melanchthon had a far 

more friendly approach to Aristotle, 
except concerning the understand-
ing of the soul’s immortality. From 
Cicero, Melanchthon adopted the 
concept of endelechia as a fitting 
description for the soul as the form 
of the body. The reason for leaving 
Aristotle’s entelechia lies in the 
possibility of removing the soul 
from the corruptible body. Being 
closely related to the concepts of po-
tentiality and actuality, entelechia 
was not easy to combine with the 
Christian understanding of the 
soul’s capacity of an afterlife, for-
mulated in the doctrine of the resur-
rection. It tied the soul to the physi-
cal body. With the Neoplatonic con-
cept of endelechia from Cicero, 
however, Melanchthon can claim 
that the soul is not merely the form 
of the body. It adds a notion of per-
petual motion, describing the soul 
as a process which is not accom-
plished in this life but only in hea-
ven. Thus, Melanchthon rescues 
the Aristotelian doctrine of the soul 
from its pagan materialism. He is 
not primarily interested in the exe-
gesis of Aristotle’s text, but uses it 
as a starting point for his own Neo-
platonic position informed by 
Christian theology.
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