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ix

Publisher’s Preface

Following the two sixteenth-century Martins—Martin Luther and Martin Chemnitz—no 
other Lutheran theologian has been as instrumental in shaping and forming Lutheran 
theology as Johann Gerhard. Just as Roman Catholicism has Thomas Aquinas, Luther-
anism has Johann Gerhard. Both theologians wrote massive works of detailed doctrinal 
theology for their church bodies, works to which all other such efforts are compared.

According to Gerhard, theology is conversation, discussion, and discourse about 
God. This conversation is based on God’s self-revelation in the prophetic and apostolic 
Scriptures. The subject of all theology is Jesus Christ. It is a divine gift that we know 
Christ and are led to take refuge in Him. In this sense, Gerhard considered theology to be 
not only an academic discipline or a matter of scientific study; rather, Gerhard followed 
Augustine, who said, “We believe in order to understand; we do not understand in order 
to believe” (De Trinitate 15.2).

Explaining carefully the truth and life of the crucified and risen Lord for pilgrims on 
the journey to eternity is Gerhard’s goal. Of course, some will choose to read Gerhard 
only for academic and scholarly purposes, and there is great value in such activity, but 
above all else it was Gerhard’s intention to provide a comprehensive presentation of the 
Christian faith precisely for the sake of confessing, defending, and extending the blessed 
Gospel of Jesus Christ. The glory and worship of the Holy Trinity, Father, Son, and Holy 
Spirit, was the ultimate aim of Gerhard’s doctrinal work, and it is with this in mind that 
Gerhard is most clearly understood.

The massive reorientation of Christian theology in the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries in response to Pietism and Rationalism resulted in disregard and even disdain 
for the doctrinal theology of Gerhard and other Orthodox Lutheran theologians. This 
attitude remains among us today. Gerhard’s insistence that we can know and confess 
doctrine purely and that we must reject error runs contrary to the spirit of relativism 
and pluralism that engulfs much of modern Christianity. In stark contrast, Gerhard 
asserted that the Lutheran Reformation in the sixteenth century was necessary and vital. 
The Lutheranism that Gerhard endorsed remains an essential confessing and reforming 
movement for the sake of the true and saving Gospel of Jesus Christ and for the sake of 
genuine confession of the one, holy, catholic, and apostolic faith.

This translation of Gerhard’s Loci Theologici (here titled Theological Commonplaces) 
was initiated in the 1960s by The Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod’s Committee for 
Scholarly Research. The Rev. Dr. Richard Dinda, one of the translators who contributed 
much to the American Edition of Luther’s Works, was asked to undertake this formidable 
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task. After several years of work, several of the more important Loci were published, but 
only in microfiche documents stored at the two LCMS seminary libraries.

Many church professionals and theological students continued to request that the 
translation be published for wider distribution, believing that the English-speaking 
Lutheran Church should have access to the most comprehensive presentation of 
Lutheran doctrine available. In the mid-1990s, the Rev. Dr. A. L. Barry, president of 
The Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod, and the vice presidents of the Synod formally 
requested that Concordia Publishing House publish the Theological Commonplaces. At 
this point, the Rev. Kenneth Wagener, Concordia Publishing House senior editor for 
academic and professional books, prepared a sample of the translation and circulated it 
to all members of LCMS seminary and university theology departments, inviting their 
observations and suggestions. In 2002, the Board of Directors of Concordia Publishing 
House acquired the English translation of Gerhard’s Loci Theologici from Rev. Dr. Dinda 
and work in earnest commenced on this project.

We acknowledge with thanks and appreciation Brandy Overton, who did much of 
the preliminary work of formatting and preparing the Dinda translation for publication. 
Läna Schurb has devoted tremendous effort to proofreading and copyediting. Dawn 
Weinstock has served the project well as its chief production editor. Most especially, we 
thank the Rev. Benjamin Mayes for his careful, scholarly, editorial work on this transla-
tion, through which this masterpiece of Lutheran theology, and a massive work of trans-
lation, is being offered to English-speaking readers in clear, lucid English, with a wealth 
of supporting documentation and bibliographic information.

The Rev. Paul T. McCain
Publisher and Executive Director, Editorial

Concordia Publishing House
Epiphanytide 2009
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Editor’s Preface

After the publication of Johann Gerhard’s commonplaces On the Nature of God and On 
the Trinity (Exegesis 1625), Concordia Publishing House has decided to revise the first 
volume of its publication of the Theological Commonplaces. This revised edition allows us 
the opportunity to bring the commonplace On Scripture, together with its preface On the 
Nature of Theology, into line with the rest of the series. Thus, in keeping with the plan 
for the entire series, we have carefully compared the English translation to the original 
Latin and added annotations, a glossary, indices, a list of the works cited, and other 
typographic improvements. In addition, Gerhard’s two dedicatory epistles, included in 
the first volume of Preuss’s edition of the Loci Theologici, have been translated by the 
Rev. Heath R. Curtis and included here. In this volume, Gerhard sets forth the authority 
of all of Holy Scripture, while at the same time emphasizing Jesus Christ as the center of 
Scripture. The ultimate goal of Scripture, Gerhard reminds us, is the glory of God and the 
salvation of human beings. This, too, is the goal of Gerhard’s writing.

I would like to give public thanks to the Rev. Paul T. McCain, publisher and execu-
tive director of the Editorial Division of Concordia Publishing House, for his leadership 
in bringing about this publication, the first full translation of Gerhard’s Theological Com-
monplaces into any language. In addition, I would like to acknowledge the hard work 
expended by Dawn Mirly Weinstock, production editor for the series; by Dr. Richard 
Dinda, the translator; and by several experts in Latin, Greek, Hebrew, and early modern 
philosophy, especially the Rev. Heath R. Curtis, Dr. Christopher Mitchell, and Dr. Rich-
ard A. Muller. May this English edition be to the glory of God the Holy Trinity and to the 
edification of His Church.

Benjamin T. G. Mayes
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xiii

Introduction

It was a time of great deeds and deep faith. In the New World, small outposts were being 
formed. Captain John Smith would establish Jamestown, Virginia, in 1607. In the Old 
World, discoveries were being made in science, art, and architecture. Eloquence and 
culture were prized and people attained heights of learning that have perhaps not been 
attained since then. It was the era of William Shakespeare (1564–1614), Heinrich Schütz 
(1585–1672), and Rembrandt (1606–1669). The Church of the West had been divided 
into three main confessions—Evangelical Lutheran, Reformed, and Roman Catholic—
and each of these confessions was busy organizing its congregations and working out its 
theology in detail. At the same time, it was an age when political tensions and religious 
animosities within the Holy Roman Empire would lead to three decades of bloodshed in 
the Thirty years’ War (1618–1648).

This period in the history of Lutheran Germany is known as the Age of Orthodoxy. 
Its archtheologian was Johann Gerhard. Gerhard was born on October 17, 1582, the son 
of Bartholomew Gerhard, a city counselor and treasurer for the town of Quedlinburg, 
and Margaret Berndes. Although his father died less than sixteen years later (d. 1598), 
Johann Gerhard’s mother lived for many years thereafter (d. 1624).1 In 1599, Gerhard 
enrolled at the university of Wittenberg and studied the curriculum of philosophy, 
which included courses in history, logic, ethics, mathematics, physics, and anthropology. 
During this time he also read “the best commentators on Aristotle.”2 From 1600 to 1602, 
Gerhard studied medicine at Wittenberg. In 1603, after working as a private tutor and 
moving to Jena, he turned to the study of theology at the advice of Johann Arndt, since 
“he was anxious to become a physician of souls instead of being a physician of the body.” 
At Jena, Gerhard heard lectures on the books of the New and Old Testaments, devot-
ing himself especially to the study of the Hebrew language and of the Old Testament. 
In addition, he read the early church fathers and the medieval scholastics diligently.3 
Although he became an adjunct professor of the philosophical faculty in 1605, it was not 
long before Gerhard was called to the ministry. In mid-1606, Prince John Casimir called 
Gerhard to be superintendent of the churches of Heldburg and to be a theology teacher at 
the upper preparatory school of Coburg. Having been “crowned with the rite of ordina-
tion” on August 24, Gerhard was installed and invested in his new office on September 6 
in the presence of the pastors of the twenty-six parishes under his supervision. The same 
year, Gerhard finished the work for his doctorate in theology and was awarded his degree 
on November 11, 1606. It was during this time, while serving as pastor, superintendent, 
and religion teacher, that Gerhard began to write his Theological Commonplaces. His first 
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four Commonplaces were published in 1610, when he was just twenty-seven years old.4 
Only a few years later, in 1615, having been called to be general-superintendent of the 
entire region of Coburg, Gerhard wrote a new church order (canon law) for the churches 
in his territory.5 Finally, Gerhard was called to a theological professorship at Jena and 
began his duties there in 1616. He remained at Jena until his death in 1637.6

Gerhard the Writer

In his introduction to the first edition of On the Nature of Theology and Scripture, the first 
volume of Gerhard’s Theological Commonplaces, Dr. Kent Heimbigner noted:

Johann Gerhard (1582–1637) is widely held to be the third preeminent theologian 
of the Lutheran Reformation, after Martin Luther and Martin Chemnitz. Luther 
himself wrote no formal dogmatic theology comparable to John Calvin’s Institutes 
of the Christian Religion, and with his death in 1546, the unifying mind of Lutheran-
ism was gone. The Religious Peace of Augsburg in 1555 ironically allowed Lutheran 
theologians, especially in Germany, to turn their energies against one another. 
Various theological controversies ensued. These theologians generally divided be-
tween the “pure,” or “Gnesio,” Lutheran party, centered at Jena, and the “Philippist” 
party, named after Philipp Melanchthon and based in Wittenberg. The threat of a 
permanently divided Lutheranism was largely overcome by the wide reception of 
the Formula of Concord and the publication of The Book of Concord in Germany in 
1580. The Formula was the work of Martin Chemnitz, who also wrote numerous 
other important works of Lutheran dogmatic theology. Particularly important were 
the Examination of the Council of Trent and his own Loci Theologici [“Theological 
Commonplaces”]. Chemnitz’s Loci Theologici were patterned after Melanchthon’s 
Loci Communes [“Commonplaces”]. Neither of these works, however, approach Ger-
hard’s Loci Theologici, either in length or in detail.7

Gerhard was a versatile writer. In works such as the Theological Commonplaces and 
the Confessio Catholica8 he wrote vigorous polemic and detailed defense of each point of 
the Christian faith, employing arguments of every variety: from Scripture, from logic, 
from tradition, and from the inconsistency of his opponents. But in his sermons and 
devotional works such as his Sacred Meditations9 and The Daily Exercise of Piety,10 he 
wrote in a warm, devotional, meditative style. Finally, Gerhard’s many Bible commentar-
ies should not be forgotten—not only his many commentaries on individual books of 
the Bible but also his enormous contributions to the Harmonia Evangelica of Chemnitz 
and Leyser11 and to the Ernestine Bible.12 It also should be remembered that in the most 
polemical and doctrinaire of his writings, he still includes the “practical use” of the doc-
trine. Theory and practice were not separated for Gerhard, though he focused more on 
theory in some writings and more on practice in others.

One must keep the genre of the Theological Commonplaces in mind or else risk 
becoming disappointed in not finding what one expected. For example, while he 
acknowledges and quotes “our Luther” and praises Luther’s translation of the Bible 
highly, Gerhard quotes the blessed reformer infrequently and never uses Luther’s views 
as evidence that the doctrine set forth is orthodox. Instead, Gerhard quotes the early 
church fathers heavily. Rather than explaining this fact by saying that Gerhard did not 
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 InTRoDUCTIon xv

value Luther, one should keep in mind the scope and purpose of the Theological Com-
monplaces. The subtitle of this work in Latin reads: cum pro adstruenda veritate tum pro 
destruenda quorumvis contradicentium falsitate, that is, “both for affirming the truth and 
for destroying the falsehood of some who contradict it.” In the Theological Commonplaces, 
Gerhard is giving arguments to convince his opponents of the truth that he is setting 
forth and to persuade them that opposing views are false. Thus, when arguing against 
Roman Catholic or Reformed opponents, appeals to the authority of Luther would be 
out of place. Gerhard chooses instead to appeal to authorities that most of his opponents 
would recognize: the right-believing teachers of the ancient Church.

Gerhard’s Use of Aristotelian and Scholastic Categories

The reader of the Theological Commonplaces will notice Gerhard’s use of Scholastic and 
specifically Aristotelian terminology. At times, Gerhard can be found using the “four 
causes,” that is, the formal, material, efficient, and final causes, to define theological 
topics. (See On Scripture, § 354, for an example.) Gerhard uses the terminology of the 
schools that had been utilized before, during, and after the Reformation in order to give 
his presentation a high degree of precision and clarity. yet the Scholastic terminology 
does not function like a procrustean bed for Gerhard, and the terms are by no means 
omnipresent. What C. F. W. Walther wrote about Johann Wilhelm Baier applies even 
more aptly to Gerhard: “No matter how true it is that Aristotelian philosophy has often 
crept into theology with the Scholastic form, nevertheless, it is this form which a consid-
erable number of our theologians have used to avoid ambiguity of terms and to express 
their thoughts to their readers without having to heap up many words. Even Baier [and 
Gerhard!] made none other than this healthy use of philosophical, technical terms in his 
theology. Whoever has just once figured this out can only be thankful to him for using 
this form.”13

Among the Scholastic terminology and method, the reader will find that Gerhard 
makes much use of syllogisms. A syllogism is an orderly process of thought by which 
one proceeds from two propositions that are known or proved in order to discover a 
proposition that was previously unknown or unproved. Gerhard’s terminology for this 
orderly process of reasoning varies. He can call it a “proof,” “demonstration,” “rational 
argument,” “conclusion,” or “inference.” No matter what he calls it, the structure of a 
syllogism is very clear. First comes the major premise, which sets forth some general 
principle that should always be valid in the form of a relationship between two variables. 
Second comes the minor premise, introduced quite often with an adversative (“but, yet, 
however”). The minor premise sets forth evidence about the condition of one of the two 
variables introduced in the major premise. Third comes the conclusion, often (but not 
always) introduced by “therefore.” Quite often Gerhard does not bother to write out 
the entire conclusion, since it is obvious from the major and minor premises. In these 
situations he writes merely, “Therefore.” And sometimes even that one word is omitted. 
After the conclusion, Gerhard sometimes adds an explanation of the major premise and 
evidence for the minor premise. An example of a syllogism that includes all of these parts 
can be seen in this volume, § 337.
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Use of Scripture

The use of Scripture is central to Gerhard’s entire work. The wording of the Scripture 
passages he gives often matches that of the Clementine Vulgate of 1592, but it often devi-
ates from this as well, following the biblical Hebrew and Greek or possibly a different 
version of the Latin Bible.14

Editions of the Theological Commonplaces

There are four main editions of Gerhard’s Theological Commonplaces: the Jena edition of 
1610 (the edition printed during Gerhard’s lifetime), the Frankfurt/Hamburg edition of 
1657 (edited by Johann Ernst Gerhard, the author’s son), the Tübingen edition of 1762 
(edited by Johann Friedrich Cotta), and the Berlin/Leipzig edition of 1863 (edited by 
Edward Preuss). Dr. Richard Dinda made his translation from the Preuss edition, and I 
have edited the text with an eye not only on Preuss but also on the Cotta edition, which 
was employed to correct the many typographical errors of Preuss’s edition (some of 
which were carried forward from the Frankfurt/Hamburg edition). On the top of each 
page of the Concordia edition, references are given to both the Cotta and Preuss editions. 
Thus “C3:44” means “Cotta edition, volume 3, page 44,” and “P1:143” means “Preuss 
edition, volume 1, page 143.”

In the preface to his edition, Preuss noted that he was reprinting the Jena edition 
of 1610. However, instead of including the original Commonplaces I–VII of the Jena 
edition, Preuss substituted the four commonplaces he found at the beginning of the 
Frankfurt/Hamburg edition. These were published in 1625, after Gerhard had finished 
his Theological Commonplaces, with the title “Exegesis, or a more copious explanation 
of certain articles of the Christian religion.” They were not meant to be a substitute for 
the 1610 Commonplaces I–VII but were intended as a supplement. It is these “Exegesis” 
Commonplaces that Preuss included, and it is the same that we present to our readers 
here. These “Exegesis” Commonplaces have been included with printings of Gerhard’s 
Theological Commonplaces since the Frankfurt/Hamburg edition; therefore they do belong 
in this series. yet we hope to give our readers more clarity on what they are reading than 
Preuss gave to his readers.

The enumeration of the commonplaces has also presented difficulties. Both Preuss 
and Cotta presented different numbering systems than the seventeenth-century editions 
of the Theological Commonplaces. We have decided to follow the original enumeration as 
found in the Jena and Frankfurt/Hamburg editions. A comparison chart is included on 
p. xviii.

In the Concordia edition, we refer to the commonplaces included both in the origi-
nal Jena edition and in Preuss’s edition as, for example, “Commonplace XI.” We refer to 
the “Exegesis” Commonplaces included in Preuss’s edition as “1625 Exegesis, Common-
place II.” And we refer to the original Commonplaces I–VII, which were not included in 
Preuss’s edition, as “1610 Loci Theologici, locus 5.” In the indices, reference is given first 
to the commonplace number, then to the section number. For example: “E3.34” means 
“1625 Exegesis, Commonplace III, § 34.” And “8.55” means “1610 Commonplace VIII, 
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 InTRoDUCTIon xvii

§ 55.” This manner of indexing will allow the reader to refer to any edition of the Theo-
logical Commonplaces from the seventeenth century to the present.

Preuss’s edition and the Concordia edition occasionally surround sections of text 
with double asterisks (**). These sections are Gerhard’s marginal notes on his Theologi-
cal Commonplaces that his son included in the Frankfurt/Hamburg edition.

The Value of Gerhard’s Theological Commonplaces

C. F. W. Walther, a nineteenth-century scholar of Lutheran Orthodoxy, had high praise 
for Gerhard’s Theological Commonplaces.

Among the works that deal with this discipline in detail, one can ask which one 
is first and foremost just as little as one can ask which star outshines all the oth-
ers. Just as in the latter question one can only speak of the sun, so in the former 
question one can only speak of Johann Gerhard’s Theological Commonplaces. . . . 
The proofs from Scripture are everywhere clear and exhaustive. The refutation of 
opponents is pervaded and pulses just as much with the spirit of love toward them 
as with the love of the truth; it seeks out the opponents in all their hiding places 
and always robs them of their last supports, so that no further contradiction seems 
possible. The application of the whole as well as of the particular is simple, illumi-
nating, clearly arranged. Free from destructive fragmentation—at times an error of 
the later dogmaticians—the entire development of the doctrine flows along briskly 
with its linguistic, historical, and antithetical excursus like one great stream that 
describes pleasant bends in the river. Everything is all of a piece. Ethics here are 
not yet separated from dogmatics; the former appear here like grapes growing from 
a ripe vine. Biblical isagogics, hermeneutics, exegesis, history of dogmas, patristics, 
and polemics are added here not like a merely worthwhile appendage, but are or-
ganically woven into the whole like necessary beams, like adornments in this archi-
tectural marvel. The expression and style are so certain and thereby so simple and 
brisk; the development of topics, even with its exhaustive precision, goes forward 
without burdensome repetition so swiftly; even the most dry and subtle subjects 
are discussed with such exceptional freshness and facility; everything is handled 
with such holy seriousness; and the words are soaked with such devout meaning 
that the reader, being taken away by the speech of this precious man, does not 
know whether he has before him a work for the promotion of Christian erudition 
or a devotional book. One does not tire of it as long as he reads it and notes how 
light and warmth go forth from this speech of noble simplicity and true depth of 
spirit. In sum, in our opinion this work of dogmatics is, in content and form, the 
most glorious, most complete work in this field that has ever been achieved within 
Christendom, and until the Last Day it will probably remain the model for all who 
labor in this field.15

At Walther’s time, only those pastors and scholars who learned Latin were able to 
prove the truth of his words. God be praised that now a new generation of English-speak-
ing readers can read Gerhard’s great work for themselves. Soli Deo Gloria.

Benjamin T. G. Mayes
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xviii  ON THE NATuRE OF THEOLOGy AND ON SCRIPTuRE 

Comparison of Editions of Gerhard’s Loci

Title
Frankfurt/

Hamburg (1657)*
Cotta
(1762)

Preuss
(1863)

On the Nature of Theology (Exegesis) E preface E preface Preface

On Holy Scripture (Exegesis) E1 E1 1

On the Nature of God (Exegesis) E2 E2 2

On the Most Holy Mystery of the Trinity (Exegesis) E3 E3 3

On the Person and Office of Christ (Exegesis) E4 E4 4

On Holy Scripture 1 1

On the Interpretation of Scripture 2 2

On the Nature of God 3 3

On the Three Elohim 4 4

On God the Father and His Eternal Son 5 4, part 2

On the Holy Spirit 6 5, part 3 [!]

On the Person and Office of Christ 7 5

On Creation and Angels 8 6 5

On Providence 9 7 6

On Election and Reprobation 10 8 7

On the Image of God in Man before the Fall 11 9 8

On Original Sin 12 10 9

On Actual Sins 13 11 10

On Free Choice 14 12 11

On the Law of God 15 13 12

On Ceremonial and Forensic Laws 16 14 13

On the Gospel 17 15 14

On Repentance 18 16 15

On Justification through Faith 19 17 16

On Good Works 20 18 17

On the Sacraments 21 19 18

On Circumcision and the Paschal Lamb 22 20 19

On Holy Baptism 23 21 20

On the Holy Supper 24 22 21

On the Church 25 23 22

On the Ecclesiastical Ministry 26 24 23

On Political Magistracy 27 25 24

On Marriage, Celibacy, and Similar Topics 28 26 25

On Death 29 27 26

On the Resurrection of the Dead 30 28 27

On the Last Judgment 31 29 28

On the End of the World 32 30 29

On Hell, or Eternal Death 33 31 30

On Eternal Life 34 32 31

* The Jena ed. (1610) has the same enumeration, except that it lacks the Exegesis. Our edition 
follows this enumeration as well.
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1

Dedicatory Epistles
Translated by H. R. Curtis

To the most serene and most high prince and lord

Lord Christian II

elector and archmarshall of the Holy Roman Empire

duke of Saxony, Jülich, Kleve, and Berg; landgrave of Thuringia; 
marquis of Meissen; burgrave of Magdeburg; count in Mark and Ravensberg; 

lord in Ravenstein

to my most clement elector and lord

I pray the perpetual grace of God, perennial tranquility of rule, eternal health 
of body and soul.

Most serene elector, most high prince, most clement lord! Cassian famously writes (De 
Incarnat., bk. 1), “When sickness is resurgent, never should the medicine be delayed, but 
the greater the illness, just so much more steadfastly is the cure sought after.” Doubtless, 
the mystical Body of Christ once struggled with the grave illness of various heresies. The 
Church, I say, was most severely oppressed in earlier centuries by Arians, Photinians, 
Nestorians, Eutychians, and other monsters of the same sort, but when a cure was pro-
vided by the Chief Shepherd and Doctor through the patronage of very devout rulers and 
faithfully teaching doctors—especially Athanasius, Cyril, Augustine, Vigilius, and other 
ministers—then the Church, freed from these infections and with her health secured, 
obtained strength.

But, indeed, that same sickness is resurgent today; the infernal dragon breathes out 
the same infectious virus, even today, from his own throat. Indeed, how I could obscure 
differences [in doctrine] in a cloud of silence! Nevertheless, these differences are all 
erroneous opinions. By means of [such obscuring clouds] a great many proclaimed that 
Nestorianism and Eutychianism themselves were united in the Church by way of recon-
ciliation. But do those more recent [heretics] not threaten a great infection, whether they 
be Samosatenes or Photinians (whom the public calls Neo-Arians)? [Indeed,] the former 
are worse and more pestilent by far than the latter! Shall the healing hand stop here? 
Shall we stand by in silence and watch a great many members of the Church be snatched 
up by this wild infection and given over to eternal death?
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2 ON ThE NATurE Of ThEOlOgy AND ON SCrIPTurE P1:ix

But that it might be evident how altogether infectious the corruption and how viru-
lently cancerous the doctrine of those Photinians is, read on a little and we will consider 
it, so that, according to the teaching and warning of our lord, we may know these false 
prophets by their fruits (Matt. 7:16). Those [heretics] teach that Christ Jesus is not the 
true, natural, and eternal Son of god, begotten from eternity by the father; indeed, they 
deny any sort of preexistence before his nativity from Mary. On the contrary, they assert 
that Christ is a mere man to whom divine power and knowledge were communicated in 
time from god the father. In this sense and respect, [they assert,] he is now and then 
called “god” and the “Son of god” in the Scriptures. Therefore in this way they attack 
the eternal generation of the Son, blaspheme against his divinity, and trample the most 
holy mystery of the Trinity.

It is possible to clearly recognize from the public writings of laelius and faustus 
Socinus, franciscus Davidis, gratianus Turpianus,1 georgius Cracerus, Johannes Som-
merus, Christophorus Ostorodus, Valentinus Schmaltzius, and others that this is their 
genuine doctrine. let us call them Photinians or Samosatenes or Servetians—it is all 
the same, in as much as Photinus (according to Augustine, in his book De haeres. ad 
Quodvultdeum, c. 45, from Philaster) “had followed the doctrine of Paul of Samosata in 
all things.” Indeed, the same thing may be seen from a comparison of their respective 
dogmas. Paul of Samosata, bishop of Antioch around AD 270, taught that “Christ had 
not always existed, but that there was a beginning for him—namely, when he was born 
of Mary—nor that he is anything more than a man.” (This is how Augustine, De haeres., 
c. 44, describes his heresy.) “[And] he taught that the Word was in god in the same way 
as goodness, wisdom, and justice are in him and as a word is in the heart of a man,” that 
is, he denied that the Word is a person distinct from the father. ([Cf.] Epiphanius, in 
Haeres., bk. 2, vol. 2, heresy 45; Tripart., bk. 1, c. 14; Nicephorus, bk. 6, c. 27.) “That 
heresy (these are the words of Augustine in the place cited above) was at one time taught 
by a certain Artemonius, but when he had died, it was renewed by Paul and afterward 
was so strengthened by Photinus that they were called Photinians more widely than 
Paulists.” Photinus of Sirmium, bishop around AD 345, “used to avoid saying that the 
nativity and existence of the Son were before the ages; rather, he said that Christ had 
his beginning from Mary.” ([Cf.] Athanasius, Orat. de salut. adv. Christi. trip., bk. 5, c. 5; 
Nicephorus, bk. 9, c. 31; etc.) Michael Servetus, the Spaniard, around AD 1532 dreamed 
that “the Word was a mere idea in the mind of god, not anything subsisting with the 
father, and Jesus was a man in the womb of the virgin, conceived and born by the power 
of the holy Spirit from the Word—or divine seed—and the flesh of the virgin as from a 
material.” See his books De Trinitate. Paul of Samosata was condemned in the Synod of 
Antioch in AD 274; Photinus, in the Council of Sirmium in AD 356 (or, as some have it, 
351). Servetus was burned at geneva in AD 1555.

from all these quotations concerning the relatedness of the doctrine of the 
Samosatenes, Photinians, and Servetians, it can easily be established, from what follows 
below, that those recent heretics in Transylvania, Poland, and neighboring regions who 
attack the divinity of Christ are also able to be called Samosatenes and Photinians and 

1 A pseudonym for faustus Socinus.
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Servetians. yet they even come near to the insanity of Photinus, for which reason they 
were not even unwilling to name themselves after him. for thus writes faustus Socinus 
(to whom they were accustomed to attribute a great deal) in Disput. de Jesu Christi Filii 
Dei natura sive exsistentia, nec non de peccatorum per ipsum expiatione adversus Andream 
Volanum, p. 239, “This Photinus was at one time the bishop of Sirmium, who, it is cer-
tain, pointedly defended our exact opinion by word and writings.” What Ostorodus 
writes in the introduction to his german book also pertains here (the title of this book 
is Institutio de praecipuis articulis Christianae religionis in regno Poloniae, fol. 12), “One 
can especially understand from this that our opinion of Christ is not Arian (this begs to 
be noted by the benevolent reader) because the Arians in their own council condemned 
Photinus of Sirmium, bishop of that city, together with his doctrine, whose doctrine 
(with respect to the article about Christ) as it stands in the historical reports was alto-
gether identical to that which is ours today.” Thus far Ostorodus.

Therefore let them be and be called, if it is so agreeable to them, “Photinians”; thus 
they will be condemned in their Photinus before they were born. for when Ostorodus 
accuses that Council of Sirmium of Arianism, he is false in part, in as much as there were 
mixed together not only Arians but also devout and catholic men, such as the bishops 
hosius of Cordova, Eusebius of Nicomedia,2 and Marcus Arethusius, the last of which, 
who afterward received the martyr’s crown, issued an excellent confession of the faith 
in that council. (See hilary’s book De synodis; Tripart., bk. 5, c. 6; Sozomen, bk. 4, c. 5; 
Socrates, bk. 2, c. 29.) Of course, one can produce different confessions of faith issued by 
that council—one of which supports Arianism, while another is against it. But in respect 
to the condemnation of Photinus made by that council with the unanimous consensus 
of its fathers, that condemnation was always held as valid by all the orthodox, not only 
those of that time but also in later times. But we will not worry about the name of the 
heresy of the Photinians as much as the doctrine itself.

Therefore let us continue. When the subsistence3 of the Son of god with the father 
from eternity is denied, at once his divine nature is denied; when the divine nature of the 
Son is denied, the mystery of the most holy Trinity is denied; denied also is the eternal 
person of the holy Spirit, coessential with both father and Son. furthermore, when the 
divine nature of Christ is denied, the entire mystery of our redemption and satisfaction 
supplied through Christ is denied. for the Passion and death of a mere man could not 
have been a sufficient ransom for the sins of the world; the obedience of a mere man 
could not have promised justification and salvation to the others; the blood of a mere 
man could not have extinguished the fire of the divine wrath. “If our sins,” says Dr. 
luther in De conc. et eccles., german Jena Edition, volume 7, p. 264, “and the wrath of 
god owed against our sins were stacked on one pan [of a scale] and in another were 
placed the death of only a human nature, or if only a man had suffered for our sins, then 
the first pan would sink us down to the lowest hell. But if, indeed, in the opposite pan 
the Passion of god were placed, the death of god, god’s blood, or were god to suffer and 

2 gerhard is apparently in error. unlike hosius of Cordova and Marcus Arethusius, Eusebius of 
Nicomedia (who died ca. AD 341) was one of the foremost proponents of Arianism.

3 That is, hypostasis, person.

340103_01.indd   3 1/29/09   12:58:28 PM



4 ON ThE NATurE Of ThEOlOgy AND ON SCrIPTurE P1:xi

die for us, then this pan would become heavier and more weighty than all our sins and 
the entire wrath of god.”

furthermore, when the satisfaction for our sins supplied by Christ is denied, all 
that remains is to hope to achieve salvation through the merits of our own works, for no 
other way of salvation exists. When the merit of our works is set forth, the perfect and 
in all particulars absolute completion of the divine law is established. When the perfect 
completion of the law by ourselves is set forth, the article concerning gratuitous justi-
fication through faith in Christ is overturned. “for if it is by works, then it is no longer 
by grace” (rom. 11:6). When the foundation of gratuitous justification is undermined 
and, on the other hand, the merits of our works and the perfect completion of the law 
are established, the powers of the free will are claimed to be whole and complete in every 
way. When the well-being of free will is established, original sin and the propagation of 
the same in the descendants of Adam is denied; when original sin is denied, the power of 
Baptism is denied, and this sacred washing is transformed into a mere external rite devoid 
of any spiritual efficacy. finally, when the divine nature of Christ is denied, denied also 
is the true communion of his own saving body and blood in the holy Supper, nor could 
the flesh of a mere man be eaten except in a Capernaitic gnawing, much less could the 
flesh be life-giving. But the flesh of Christ is life-giving because of this: “Because it is the 
Word’s own flesh, having power to vivify all things,” as the Council of Ephesus, [anath-
ema] 11, rightly declared.

yet when the satisfaction for our sins that is provided through Christ is denied, 
when the merit of Christ is denied, when the gratuitous justification through faith in 
Christ is denied, when the efficaciousness of Baptism is denied, when the presence of 
Christ’s body and blood in the Supper is denied, what of hope (I ask), what of consola-
tion, indeed, what of salvation is left for us miserable people? Nevertheless all those Pho-
tinians baldly and without any euphemism or whitewash propose, spread, and defend in 
public writings these monstrous ravings—for they are ravings more than errors—that 
completely overturn the very foundation of salvation. They recently have arrived at 
such a state of audacity and impudence that they were not afraid to dedicate a certain 
catechism published at racovia to the illustrious academy at Wittenberg and to send and 
commend the same to the most high Senate of gotha.

here and now the bars of that religious silence that orthodox teachers, not without 
reason, have used up till now must be burst. here and now, with all force, we must stand 
in the way of their raving. here and now, the healing hand must be applied, and with 
as much zeal as is possible that poisonous crop must be crushed underfoot at the first 
weed.

Although others might be aware of my inadequacy, I am just as conscious of it. Nor 
does it escape me that other theologians with whom I ought not be compared in any way 
in matters of erudition, authority, and experience train in this palaestra and, indeed, will 
continue training further. Nevertheless I, too, wish to bestow my own little contribu-
tion for the use of the Church. Therefore, offering a series of disputations in this first 
volume, I intend to argue widely against the Photinians and, indeed, against their first 
lie, with which they attack the eternal generation of the Word from the father and his 
personal subsistence. That reverend and most celebrated man, lord friedrich Baldwin, 
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the exceptional doctor of theology, professor of the same at the Academy of Wittenberg, 
and superintendent of the church there, my lord and singularly honorable friend, kindly 
added the following words of public judgment concerning my little scribbles in his own 
writings and spurred me on to this task not a little: “In your most holy work you neglect 
nothing worth examining in the Racovian Catechism concerning the teaching of others; so 
continue and bring this treatise to public light as quickly as possible, and you will make 
a work pleasing to god and useful to the Church of Christ, moreover one that is honor-
able for yourself and salutary for those who either hear or read you.” So far his words. I 
wanted to place these words, which appear in his own hand on the frontispiece shield of 
this writing, before all disparagers.

Moreover, Most Serene Elector, I must, as your most humble subject, dedicate this 
first volume of Theological Commonplaces to your highness for a great many weighty 
reasons. I was born twenty-seven years ago in Quedlinburg, Saxony, which little town 
rejoices in your Most Serene highness’s rule and protection. I was instructed for a 
three-year period at your Most Serene highness’s illustrious Academy of Wittenberg, 
which I rightly revere as the mother of my studies, inasmuch as she sent me, when first 
I had drunk the milk of heavenly doctrine, on to other academies elsewhere. Indeed, [I 
dedicate this volume] to the illustrious house of Saxony, especially to the illustrious 
and most high prince and lord, lord Johann Kasimir, duke of Saxony, Jülich, Kleve, and 
Berg; landgrave of Thuringia; marquis of Meissen; etc. Over the course of four years, my 
services as your most humble subject have thus far been rendered to my prince and most 
clement benefactor in churches and school; and, as I hope and pray, they have not been 
altogether without fruit. finally, these humble services go forth armed with the privilege 
of your Electoral and Most Serene highness. Therefore to your Most Serene highness, 
as the illustrious head of the house of Saxony, these few pages were rightly owed. Their 
author freely acknowledges that he owes all things in every way to this same man. What-
ever this, my teaching, seemed to do for publicly strengthening that consensus which the 
most illustrious house of Saxony today protects (both in all other matters as well as in 
the highest position of religion, by the singular grace of god) against all the hostile divi-
sions that tear at its roots, still all good and peaceful men pray with continuous sighs that 
[this house] would protect it further.

Take up, therefore, Most Serene Elector, Most Clement lord, this writing, which I 
present as a small gift, and open it, so that some light might be procured for this little 
work from the splendor of the name that has been current among all men for a long time 
now because of the proven zeal for heavenly truth, the singular specimens of magnificent 
munificence in the churches and schools, the provident conservation of public peace, 
the sincere administration of justice, and the other heroic virtues worthy for the Elec-
tor, your Most Serene highness. [Take it up also] that even more men may be incited to 
unfurl its scroll.

May our god, who is mightily exalted among the shields of the earth (Ps. 47:[9]), 
give to your Most Serene highness long life, secure rule, a safe home, powerful armies, a 
faithful senate, an upright populace, a peaceful world, and whatever things constitute the 
wishes of a man and prince (with which words they were accustomed to supplicate god 
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for the health of the emperors in the early Church, as Tertullian bears witness, Apolog., 
c. 30).

Written at heldburg on the first of April, 1610,
to your Most Serene highness,

from your most humble subject,
Johann gerhard, doctor
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To men most distinguished, most experienced, and most proved in

virtue, erudition, prudence, authority,

most celebrated in the practice of affairs,

the Lords Consulor,

the Lord Secretary, and Lords Senatorial

of the illustrious Republic of Quedlinburg

To my benefactors, friends, compatriots, countrymen, 
and kinsmen most honorable and beloved, I pray eternal peace.

O men most distinguished, most experienced, most proved in virtue, erudition, pru-
dence, authority and most celebrated in the practice of affairs, lords benefactor, friends, 
compatriots, countrymen, and kinsmen most honorable and beloved! Although the 
love of the heavenly country is in all truly devout people and is the special desire of 
their attention and heart (surely it ought to be)—since their own country “is in heaven” 
(Phil. 3:20), and they are just “strangers and sojourners in the world” (Lev. 25:23; Ps. 
119:19; Heb. 11:13), for which reason David very often calls to God in his prayers: “I am 
a stranger before You and a sojourner, like all my fathers” (Ps 39:[12]), “I am a stranger 
to the world and a citizen of heaven”—nevertheless that love of the spiritual, heavenly 
country in no way excludes natural affection, by which people are drawn toward their 
own country on this earth. Jerome writes of this in his commentary on the seventh chap-
ter of Jeremiah, specifically on the words “Make straight the highways,” etc., and so he 
writes, “It is natural that each one love his native soil and hold nothing more sweet than 
his native country.” An example of this is seen in Euripides’ Phoenissae: “Of necessity all 
men love their country; he who says otherwise delights in arguments, but his thoughts 
are still there”; or from Ovid’s verses: “I do not understand how the native land with 
sweetness takes hold of all and does not allow anyone to forget it.”

For in the way in which a wayfarer, if he obtains a suitable lodging while he is not 
able to enjoy the native hearth toward which he aspires with his whole heart, still uses 
the lodging’s accommodations with a thankful heart, so on the journey of this life, which 
is nothing other than a road toward the true life in heaven, we ought to acknowledge it 
with grateful hearts if the most kind God has assigned to us such a place to be born and 
raised that easily commends itself to us by its benefits bestowed by God, which birthright 
a great many men wish for themselves. I very often recall, not without a silent thanksgiv-
ing and a sense of satisfaction, that I also have received this happiness as a mark of divine 
kindness.
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For I was born in Quedlinburg, Saxony (in that very city, of course, whose govern-
ment has been committed to your trust and prudence, conscript fathers1), in the year 
1582, on the seventeenth day of October, to my father, Lord Bartholomew Gerhard—a 
man of your order, who, in the year 1598, on the very day of the Ascension of our Lord, 
left human life, whose integrity and kindnesses toward the ministers of the churches and 
schools are still spoken of by all today—of my mother, Margaret Berndes, daughter of 
Lord Johann Berndes of blessed memory, juror of the republic of Halberstadt. She died 
last year, on the twenty-seventh day of January, 1624, and the pattern of her maternal 
virtues earned a public hearing.

the extant opinions of the historians concerning how this very city obtained its 
name are diverse. Although some judge it so named from the small chain [catella] at the 
summit of the mountain where Emperor Henry the Fowler2 was said to have found his 
wife, called Quedella, they are moved by this conjecture somewhat to fancy that they 
would see the customary chain [catella] drawn on the insignia of the senate. Others think 
that it is named from the springs of water with which that place abounds, and that at 
first it was called Quellenburg [i.e., Spring castle]. But others, whose opinion is more 
likely, think the name is left over from the old district3 that furnished the origin of the 
city. For the composers of the annals testify that there was once a district called Quinti-
lingum situated in the region of the city where the parish4 of St. Blasius is today. In the 
same neighborhood there was another district called nortingav, which was situated in 
the place where the parish of St. Egidius is today. In the midst of those districts, where 
the market [forum] and senate hall [curia] are now, there used to be the houses of certain 
rich men, houses in which those called the courtiers and satraps of the emperor dwelt. 
these houses were customarily called the Quintilinguan courts.5 In memory of this 
and as a sign of [their] antiquity, to this very day one may catch notice of a small, nude 
mannequin, painted and engraved in stone, on the frontispiece of some homes. thus 
from Quintlinburg, which was the ancient name of the city, Quedlinburg was afterward 
formed. As for those who think the city is named for the Quadi because of their incur-
sions into these lands (known from the chronicles of the histories), I would think they 
should scarcely be listened to, since those men, unworthy of the name of a people, are 
not mentioned as ever having fixed their abode anywhere.

this city is situated for the most part on a plain at the base of the Harz Mountains 
[silva Hercynia], and it is nourished by that most fertile and clear river called the Bode, 
whose source on Mount Brocken is about four miles from the city. the air in the neigh-
borhood of the mountains and forests is also healthful for a sound temperature. the 
soil is fertile for raising crops; thus it is impossible for the inhabitants to be without an 

1 In republican rome, “conscript fathers” (patres conscripti) was a technical term for the 
senate.

2 Heinrich I der Vogler (Latin: Henricius Auceps) lived AD 876–936.

3 that is, a specific division of the provinces of the old roman Empire.

4 that is, a small ecclesiastical geographic region, not identical with a “congregation.”

5 In the early medieval revival of the Western roman Empire, one would go to the “court” 
(curtes) to pay taxes and take care of governmental affairs.
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abundance of lumber, crops, fish, or any of the other things necessary for sustaining life. 
Because of this opportunity for good auspices, the Imperial Assembly of Emperor conrad 
III was held in this city in 1139. Already around the year 930, the frequently aforemen-
tioned emperor [Henry I, the Fowler] placed a collegium of illustrious and noble virgins 
in this city and appointed Matilda, his daughter, the first abbess of the same. When the 
emperor could not put the last hand upon the quite magnificent structure of the convent, 
being prevented by his death (for he died in the year 936 at Memleben, near Wernige-
rode, in the sixtieth year of his life, in the seventeenth year of his reign, when he had 
again moved from Goslar, where his seat of government had been, back to rome and 
was taken with a critical illness on the journey), the widowed Augusta Matilda6 and his 
daughter, the abbess, processed to the heart of that structure and there reposed the arms 
of that most praised emperor in an honorific tomb in the Monastery of the citadel, as it 
was called.

From that time, the abbesses who ruled this place were from a long line of daughters 
of emperors, kings, electors, princes, and counts—women conspicuous in their devotion 
to piety and in their praise of the other virtues. With such honor and graciousness, with 
the greatest good of her subjects in mind, that most revered and illustrious princess and 
lady, the Lady Dorothea Sophia, duchess of Saxony, countess of the province of thurin-
gia, marquise of Meissen, a woman most worthy of the love of all good people and public 
praise, today performs this office.

now, if we should turn our eyes away from the external situation of the city and its 
buildings toward its interior beauty—to the condition of the ecclesiastical and politi-
cal government—then the benefactions, generously conceded by divine grace to this 
city more than to many others, will appear all the more clearly. If we should enter the 
temples, which are numbered in that city at eight—that is, the temple of the citadel 
(consecrated to St. Servatius long ago by Bernhard, bishop of Halberstadt), of St. Bene-
dict, of St. nicolaus, of St. Blaise, of St. Egidius, of St. Wipert, to the Holy Spirit, and of 
St. John—in each and every one of these, by the blessing of God, the true doctrine of the 
Gospel, purged from the corruption of all Papists, calvinists, and other heretics, can be 
heard sounding forth.

More than a hundred years ago, when the light of evangelical doctrine had begun 
to shine forth in the deep darkness of the papacy, the rays of it, at just the right time, 
illumined the minds of certain citizens in this city. For it says in the memoirs of Joannes 
Winnistadius, once the pastor of St. Blaise, and in the report of Marcus Schultetus, pas-
tor of the neustadt [temple] [Neapolitani], that Vincent, a certain Augustinian monk, 
not only embraced the purified doctrine of blessed Luther at the very start but also 
propounded it in the monastery of the Augustinians to great applause. However, he was 
poisoned to death by the rest of the monks. And when the free course of the Gospel 
was impeded in this city by the magistrate and sacrificing-priests,7 the Quedlinburg-
ers, Halberstadters, and others in companies rushed into the neighboring district of 

6 In the roman Empire, “Augusta” was a term for the emperor’s wife. the emperor himself held 
the official title of “Augustus.”

7 Sacrificuli, a pejorative term aimed at priests who offered the sacrifice of the Mass.
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Westerhausen, where Henningus radeken was teaching the Gospel of christ purely and 
where the Holy Supper was administered according to christ’s institution “under both 
kinds,” as the saying goes.

not long afterward, in the church of St. Blaise, Johannes Sturke began to preach the 
Gospel truth publicly. While he was devoutly occupied with conducting Palm Sunday 
services in the public assembly and distributing the body and blood of the Lord in the 
Sacrament, captain Philipp Mosebucus saw to it that he was carried away from the altar 
itself by his deputy—at the end [of the distribution], of course. And thus carried away 
under arrest, he sent him captive to Duke George of Saxony. Moreover, a large crowd of 
citizens and manual laborers pursued this man, their pastor, so that they might be at the 
fortress to prevent unjust force. the captain, seeing their zeal and being persuaded by 
his friends and agents, sent him back free, with a cease-and-desist order more stern than 
before to the effect that he should no longer preach.

Afterward, when in this way silence had been imposed on the preachers of the pure 
doctrine within the city walls by the magistrate at the urging of the sacrificing-priests 
and monks, God raised up confessors and preachers in the Hospital [church] outside 
the city, which was appointed the name of St. John. there was a man in that place, old 
and renowned for his piety, Benedict Kirchoff, who, though he had been blind for some 
years, nevertheless God had opened the very eyes of his mind so that he saw the light of 
Gospel truth and was not afraid to profess it publicly. there was in that Hospital another 
colleague, one Hermann Dencus, who suffered from a hoarse voice, who busied him-
self with the work of a pastor in administering the Sacraments according to the Lord’s 
institution. So the hoarse man sang [and] the blind man preached, for Kirchoff saw to 
it that Luther’s writings were read to him by others, and what things from them he had 
been able to commit to memory, with which he was most happily gifted, he taught to the 
people. then Dencus would follow the sermons of his colleague with sacred songs.

to this place there was a new flow of people from Quedlinburg, both from the 
neighborhood of the city and from the countryside. therefore a pulpit [cathedra] was 
constructed out of rough-hewn beams in the area of the cemetery, because the church, 
always quite narrow, could not hold the great number of hearers flowing in from all 
sides. And though captain Mosebucus, flitting about the city walls with armed cavalry, 
attempted to stop that flow of citizens with threats and a roadblock, nevertheless he was 
unable to succeed in any way. So then, though the enemies of the truth did not want to 
listen, observing the city and the citizens lifting up their voice like a trumpet, they were 
forced to allow the blind and hoarse to glorify God outside the city in the open air and 
proclaim His Word, free from papistic sludge, to the people.

After a space of time, men conspicuous for their erudition and piety were again 
moved to propagate the divine Word in the city itself: Johannes Bethmann, pastor of the 
neustadt temple; Laurentius Donerus, pastor at the church of St. Egidius; and Jonas 
Hildebrand, pastor at the church of the Holy Spirit. not without danger to their fortunes 
and lives, these men impressed the purer doctrine of the Gospel upon the people and 
often were forced to hide themselves in the towers of the temples that they might be safe 
from the plots and violence of their enemies.
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A tale has been handed down concerning Bethmann that when his adversaries 
accused him before Prince George of Saxony of apostasy from the church and spreading 
heresies among the people and, further, when he was called on this charge by the prince, 
with unbroken and fearless spirit he came before him, who at that time was staying at 
Quedlinburg. Indeed, before he came before the prince, he said farewell to his brother, 
relatives, and friends, fearing, of course, that they would not again see his face on this 
earth. For he feared for his life on account of his enemies’ threats and the famous harsh-
ness of this prince. the gossip of the soldiers and attendants of the prince augmented this 
fear not a little. they stood forth in a great line before and behind the buildings where 
the lodging of the duke was located, and Bethmann had to be led through the midst of 
these. Seeing Bethmann, they sent up a laugh, began snorting, lifted him up by the hook 
of his nose, sent hard threats against him, and cried out that his clothes should be torn 
off and his head severed. But he came to the prince with a firm and steadfast mind and, 
in accord with accustomed practice, reverently and submissively prostrated himself at his 
feet, with his young nephew, the son of his brother, in tow, who carried a volume of the 
Holy Scriptures.

When his accusers did not appear upon being called in turn for a third time, the 
prince began to reproach Bethmann with very harsh words, alleging that though he had 
received his formation, as they call it, from the roman church and had bound himself 
with an oath to obey her, nevertheless he had nefariously defected from her, taken up 
with the Lutheran sect, spread false doctrines contrary to the roman catholic church 
among the people, and thus delivered innumerable souls to the fire of hell. With as much 
humility and submissiveness as he was able, yet with that seriousness that is proper for a 
steadfast confessor of christ, Bethmann responded by pointing out the codex of the Scrip-
tures: “the universal church confesses that she is sworn to the sacred books, that is, to 
the canonical writings of the prophets and apostles, which are the very Word of God and 
show the way of salvation without any error. up to this point I have taught out of these 
books, and the word of the Gospel, which I teach to be trust in the merits of christ alone, 
I have laid before my hearers. But if it were possible to be convinced from Holy Writ that 
I have thus far seduced any of my followers with any falsehood, I would not only publicly 
retract it but also even accuse myself of something beyond the penalties set forth.” Hav-
ing said these things, he subjected himself: “I acknowledge that I am a sinner before God. 
I subject myself in all submission to the prince, my most clement lord.”After the matter 
had been deliberated and considered in his own counsel, the prince admonished him that 
he acknowledge his error and return to the roman church, but immediately added, “Go 
and carry out your office until you receive another mandate from us.”

upon Bethmann’s death, the replacement was the pontifical sacrificing-priest 
Johannes Genth. When the hearers refused to attend his sermons and sacred acts and 
were [thus] destitute of the public exercise of the true religion, Johannes Leo, the rector 
of the neustadt School, with his students and the citizens encouraging him, lectured in 
the school on the evangelical doctrine from the writings of Luther and explained them 
manfully.

these things happened at the beginning of the cleansing of the doctrine. then, at 
length, when Prince George died in the year 1538 (having suffered from the colic), the 

340103_02.indd   11 1/29/09   1:00:16 PM



12 On tHE nAturE OF tHEOLOGY AnD On ScrIPturE P1:xvii

pontifical sacrificing-priests fled out of the city of their own accord. And the magistrate, 
noticing that he could not impede the course of the Gospel, not only ceased the persecu-
tion but also, when the truth of the evangelical doctrine was recognized from the Word 
of God, advanced the work of the reformation (along with the foremost men) by call-
ing to this task worthy preachers who were inclined to the genuine religion expressed 
in the Augsburg confession, whom he set over the parishes of the city. Dr. tilemann 
Pletenerus, the superintendent of the church of Stolberg, was also invited, who began to 
emend the customary ceremonies and chants in the temple of the citadel.

From that time the true and genuine doctrine of the Gospel—without any leaven of 
human traditions and corruptions—was always, up to today, put forth to the people in 
all the temples of the whole city by an uninterrupted succession of men in the ministry, 
men most renowned for erudition and piety, among whom were men known to me: Mas-
ter Friedrich Abstorffius, Master Andreas Leopoldi, superintendents and court preachers; 
Master Bartholomaeus Bertramus, Andreas Brandes, Johann Arnd, Bartholdus Velstei-
nius, Master Georg Scholl (by whom I was initiated in the christian mysteries [sacris 
Christianis]8), Johannes Weidling, Jacobus Apelius, and a great many others, who, after 
they served the plan of God with their lives, devoutly and peacefully fell asleep and were 
gathered to their fathers, as the Holy Spirit says concerning the death of devout people 
in Acts 13:36. those who succeeded them in oversight [ejpiskoph/`] and the ministry, and 
who live thus far by the grace of God, are decorated with no lesser gifts of the Holy Spirit, 
nor do they who do the work of the Lord with the true piety of distinguished erudition 
joined with humanity and modesty—men most worthy of all praise—do so with little 
fruit.

If we now look away from the churches to the senate, we shall see in it an order of 
city government hitherto outstanding. And we shall also see, to this very day, men most 
notable for their age, prudence, authority, and experience sitting over it as officers of 
justice, most vigilant cultivators and defenders, who established the well-being of all the 
citizens as the supreme law over their counsels and actions and labor at it with all their 
powers, so that they might leave our native republic, which they received from their 
elders in a flourishing condition, to their posterity in the same state. In my day, the con-
sulship was held by Ambrosius rühelius, Peter Sicheling (who drew me from the holy 
font of Baptism9), nicolaus tulich, Johannes Steinacker, Lothar Lüder—all now among 
the saints. these most distinguished men handed on the torch of civic government to 
you men, especially to you, Lord nicolaus Schultz; to you, Lord christophorus noricus; 
and to you, Lord Bodo Bluethus; and to your most honorable colleagues. Wherefore 
nothing is more hoped for in [our] prayers than that you, standing faithfully in the most 
praiseworthy footsteps of your ancestors, would conserve the well-being and safety of the 
citizens as an edifice in good repair; in this matter, indeed, the most felicitous outcome 
agrees with your own prayers and plans.

You have so steered the ship of state entrusted to your care that it is not possible ever 
for any one of you to be found wanting in probity in regard to your prudence in directing 

8 that is, baptized.

9 that is, “who was my godfather.”
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matters or in regard to your diligence in taking up labors or in regard to patience in 
taking on adversities. What can I say concerning you, Most High consul Lord Doctor 
Johannes Muller? For more than three decades you have performed with solicitude and 
dexterity such great works in the council as a gift to our native republic that it appears 
that in this matter you will not have an equal as your successor—and certainly no one 
superior. no one to whom your mind, life, manners, and actions are somewhat deeply 
known can overlook your indefatigable zeal for reading theological writings, your atten-
tiveness to judgment in sacred and political matters, your incorruptible affection toward 
the ministers of the churches and schools and toward all learned men whatsoever.

If we turn away from the senate to the school and shed some light on a little bit of 
history of recent events, we shall see that from the school of Quedlinburg, as if from the 
trojan horse, have come forth unnumbered toga-clad soldiers of literary pursuits, whose 
labor for the church and republic was most helpful and fruitful. It always had rectors 
most distinguished for their erudition, prominent molders of developing youth, among 
whom two men stand forth like two torches and olive branches: Basilius Faber—famous 
throughout all of Europe for his edition of a dictionary of scholastic learning10—and 
Master Heinrich Faber, under whose discipline it was my lot to spend my boyhood and 
adolescence, whose lifelike portrait you most distinguished men, not without reason, 
took care to place in the choir of St. Benedict’s temple on account of his extraordinary 
benefactions to the school and the whole city. recall that when he devoutly died of the 
plague in the year 1598, sixteen doctors could be counted who not at all unwillingly con-
fessed that they received a great part of their learning from his instruction. those who 
succeeded these great men in the office of teaching developing youths in scholastic learn-
ing, and preside over the same today, are themselves satisfied to actively fulfill [just] the 
most part of their assigned duty and to obtain the praise of their predecessors.

If we turn from the school to the private dwellings of the citizens, the following will 
come to the attention of our minds and eyes: the unyielding zeal for true doctrine in the 
fathers of the households, the singular regard for the ministerium, the obedience toward 
the magistrates, the beneficence for the poor little students cared for with alms, the dili-
gence for raising children devoutly and educating them in the discipline and admonition 
of the Lord [Eph. 6:4]. thus I can add nothing more concerning the integrity in friendly 
relationships and justice in business and other virtuous associations.

Yet just as there are thorns and nettles in a rose garden, so also in the body politic 
there are ever found certain corrupt humors and abscesses. nevertheless, most distin-
guished men, since your oversight and your care and vigilance in these matters resists 
evil men as much as possible, therefore when some crime appears in the midst of the 
rest of the citizens born for and trained in virtue, it is not appropriate to detract anything 
from their praise. therefore with reason, I, from the bottom of my heart on account of 
my association with the city (by reason of my birth and education), congratulate you, 
most honorable consuls and most esteemed senators, for the government of this, our 

10 B. Faber’s Thesaurus Eruditionis Scholasticae (1571) was reprinted and expanded numerous 
times well into the eighteenth century. Faber also contributed to the first four of the Magdeburg 
Centuries.
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native republic, thus far somewhat described by me. nor do I think it possible for me to 
be induced by any man to reckon it a fault that I wish to speak in my preface upon such 
topics as the praise owed to my fatherland, which caught me in its fold at my birth, in 
which my infancy bleated, my boyhood played, my youth was educated; in which I am 
able to count a long series of relations, friends, companions or, rather, patrons. More and 
greater are the blessings that the most kind God granted to this, my fatherland, than I am 
able worthily to recount, proclaim, and determine.

But to you, most distinguished men, I wish to dedicate this Exegesis of the first vol-
ume of the Theological Commonplaces, that I might give a public testimony of my affec-
tion for our native republic and for you leaders of the same; also that I might show at 
least some indication of my grateful heart for your favor, honor, and love; also for your 
benefactions, on the one hand, to me and, on the other hand, to my relatives—some 
dead, some still living—and to this day preserved in plenteous measure by you most 
distinguished and esteemed men; also that I might at length pay back that debt, by which 
I am tightly bound to the fatherland and to you, its overseers, by a promise made long 
ago, with some sort of coinage, since in my literary line of work I could not mint a better 
sort.

I pray with groaning supplications to God, highest in goodness, greatest in power, 
that the good gifts which He has conferred on our fatherland most fruitfully would 
abound in the land, if not perpetually—for nothing in human affairs is perpetual—at 
least for a long time, and not cease to strengthen the land daily. And for you, most cele-
brated men, for one and all of you, I pray that God might kindly dispense to you a peace-
ful tranquillity of rule, longevity of life, continual good health, every prosperity of soul 
and body, and at length, at the end of the course of this life, eternal happiness.

Given at Jena on the first of April, in the year 1625,
to you men most distinguished and esteemed

by the man who obeys, loves, and esteems you most zealously,
Johann Gerhard, doctor
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§ 1. Because I intend to devote myself to the deficiencies of the Theological Com-
monplaces that I explained briefly in my earlier volumes or that I passed by completely, 
I shall first set down some ideas on the nature of theology as a preface. I shall follow my 
usual method to explain, first, its nomenclature, then its content. You see, what we call 
“names” are considered as if they were ideas “because the use of words frequently carries 
us to a perception of the thing itself,” as writes Scaliger, Exerc. 1, sect. 1. He also says, 
“From an interpretation of its name the comprehension of a thing becomes more clearly 
understood” (De ling. Lat., bk. 1, c. 5). Accordingly, he concludes: “In the treatment of 
academic disciplines, we must begin with their names” (Exerc. 359, sect. 1).

On the nomenclature of theology, to which pertains, first, its etymology.

§ 2. To the nomenclature of theology pertains (I) its etymology. Franciscus Junius 
(De theol., c. 1) and Sohnius (Opera, vol. 1, p. 66) think that we call this subject “theol-
ogy” because it is “the talk of God about Himself.” The more accurate judgment about its 
name, however, is that it is the lovgo" peri; tou' qeou' h] peri; tw'n qeivwn, or “the teaching 
about God or about divine matters,” just as astrology is not the talk of stars but talking 
about stars. Augustine, De civ. Dei, bk. 8, c. 1: “Theology means either God’s words or an 
account or explanation of the Deity.” Some believe it is called “theology” as if it were a 
“knowledge of the oracles of God” (Rom. 3:2) because it is the knowledge of the divine 
oracles, the wisdom of divine matters, which instructs us about the essence and will of 
God and about His works and benefits toward the Church. The prior etymology, how-
ever, is the more suitable. Theology takes its name from God: (1) by reason of its principal 
effective cause, that it is a divinely revealed teaching; (2) and, indeed especially, by reason 
of its material or object, because it deals with God and divine matters; (3) by reason of its 
end and effect, because it makes men divine or “partakers of the divine nature” (2 Pet. 
1:4). Thomas ([ST,] p. 1, q. 1, art. 7) and Albert (Sent., bk. 1, dist. 1, art. 2) say beauti-
fully: “Theology is taught by God, it teaches God, and it leads to God.” We are accurate, 
then, in saying that theology takes its name from God.

§ 3. Although this word [“theology”] is not in Scripture, its concrete form does 
occur, namely, (1) the word “theologian,” which appears in the title of the Apocalypse, 
where the apostle John is called “the theologian” by epithet or out of respect for his pre-
eminence. John is also honored with this encomium by Epiphanius (Haeres. 15), Cyril of 
Jerusalem (Catech. 12), Cyril of Alexandria (De Trinit., bk. 3), Athanasius (Orat. contra 
idola), Chrysostom (preface to Psalm 37), etc. (2) The simple words of which “theology” 
is composed appear in Scripture, namely, lovgo" tou' qeou' kai; lovgia qeou' (Rom. 3:2; 
1 Pet. 4:11; Heb. 5:12).
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Second, homonyms.

§ 4. (II) Homonyms. Among the secular writers, the word “theologian” is attributed 
to philosophers and poets. (See Lactantius, De ira Dei, c. 11; Nazianzen, Orat. 2, p. 22; 
Augustine, De civ. Dei, bk. 18, c. 14.) As a parallel to this, the apostle calls the Greek poet 
Epimenides “a prophet” of the Gentiles (Titus 1:12) because the Cretans considered him 
among their prophets. They even sacrificed to him after his death, according to Diogenes 
Laertius. Plato (De repub., bk. 1) and Aristotle (Metaphys., bk. 10, c. 6) first call philoso-
phy or metaphysics “theology” to the extent that it treats the natural knowledge of God. 
Here it is taken in a far different sense, however, as the teaching that is drawn from the 
revelation of the divine essence and will as this is given in the Word.

In this sense, some people teach that the word “theology” is taken in three ways: 
(1) As the Christian faith and religion that is common to all the faithful—learned and 
unlearned—so that whoever knows and assents to the articles of faith is called a “theo-
logian.” Chrysostom, homily 5 on 2 Thessalonians 3: “If he wishes, each one of you is a 
teacher—if not of someone else, then of himself.” (2) As the performance of the eccle-
siastical ministry, and in this sense all ministers of the Word are called “theologians.” 
(3) As the more accurate knowledge of the divine mysteries. In this way, those are called 
theologians who are able to establish divine truth fully and destroy the falsity opposed 
thereto: “. . . able to give instruction in sound doctrine and also to refute those who con-
tradict it” (Titus 1:9). Yet these are not all different types of theology but different mean-
ings of the one word. The Greek fathers use this word specifically for the doctrine of the 
divinity of the Son, just as they call the doctrine of the incarnation and humanity of the 
Son oijkonomiva [“economy”].

Third, synonyms.

§ 5. (III) Synonyms. The early rabbis call theology hm;k]j;; the fathers call it qeo-
sofiva and simply sofiva from Job 28:28; 1 Cor. 2:6; James 1:5. (Cf. Augustine, De Trin., 
bk. 16, c. 1.) They also call it qeosevbeia from 1 Tim. 2:10. They distinguish these names 
in such a way that qeosofiva properly denotes the true knowledge of God, while qeo-
sevbeia denotes the proper worship of God. According to Luke 1:77, it can be called “the 
knowledge of salvation”; 1 Cor. 2:7, “the hidden wisdom”; 1 Cor. 12:8, “the utterance 
of wisdom”; 2 Cor. 4:6, “the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ” 
(from this passage Alexander of Hales, p. 1, q. 1, mem. 3, calls it “the knowledge of the 
divine essence to be learned through Christ in His work of redemption”); Col. 1:9, “the 
knowledge of God’s will in all spiritual wisdom and understanding”; Col. 1:10, “the 
knowledge of God”; 1 Tim. 3:16, “religion”; Titus 1:1, “the knowledge of the truth that 
accords with godliness.” This last is the most beautiful and fullest paraphrase of “the-
ology.” Some of the ancients call it “qeodidaskaliva [‘God-instruction’], qeognwsiva 
[‘God-knowledge’], and qeou' gnw'si" [‘knowledge of God’],” according to Lactantius 
(inst., bk. 2, c. 16).

§ 6. Also related to synonyms are the encomia and praises that the ancients give 
theology, as well as the comparisons with which they illustrate its dignity and excel-
lence. Chrysostom compares it to a “large palace,” in which are lofty towers, apartments, 
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gardens, etc. He also compares it to a “fertile field adorned with every flower.” Ambrose 
compares it to “manna containing every delight”; Augustine, to heaven; the Damascene, 
to a “paradise on earth,” “the tree of life,” etc. Diadochius, De perf. spirit., c. 67, in vol. 5, 
Biblioth. patrum, p. 465:

All the gifts of God, as well as the cause for every good thing, are very good. Noth-
ing so stirs our heart and rouses it to love His goodness, however, as the gift of 
theology. Because it is the early fruit of God’s grace, it also bestows the first gifts 
thereof to the soul. First, it causes us to hold in contempt all the friendships of this 
life willingly and gladly, so that we have, instead of fleeting pleasures, greater riches 
of the Word of God than one can describe. Second, it illumines our mind with a fire 
that changes the nature of the mind and thus causes it to become a consort of the 
ministering spirits.

Regarding the o{ti: Whether theology exists.

§ 7. In the factual material, the first question that occurs is: Does theology exist? To 
this we certainly must give an affirmative answer. You see, five things teach that theol-
ogy does exist: (1) The efficient cause set in the state of actuality, namely, the divine 
revelation, which is the foundation of theology. (2) The nature of God Himself. Because 
He is the greatest good, who communicates and diffuses Himself, therefore He also com-
municates the knowledge of Himself to rational creatures for their salvation. (3) The goal 
of creation. God created rational beings to acknowledge and honor Him in both this life 
and the life to come. (4) The principles innate to the human mind, principles that teach 
that there is a God and that we must worship Him. (5) The consensus of all the heathen. 
However far the heathen may have wandered outside the Church and away from true the-
ology, they still have confirmed that theology does exist with their zeal for pursuing it.

Regarding the ti; e[sti: What the genus of theology is.

§ 8. A full and complete definition of theology will have its own place later. Here 
we want to discover the genus nearest to the species of theology. The Scholastics labor 
over this point and debate it. Some want it to be scientia [“factual knowledge”], such as 
Thomas and his followers (Sent., bk. 3, dist. 33; [ST,] q. 1, art. 2, q. 4).

To them the rest oppose the following basic points: (1) Believing and knowing for a 
fact [scire] are different, for the certainty of knowing for a fact depends on internal and 
inherent principles, while the certainty of faith depends on external principles, namely, 
on the authority of the one who is revealing. Augustine, De ordine, bk. 2, c. 5: “What we 
believe we owe to authority; what we understand we owe to reason.” Theology, however, 
is the teaching of faith (John 20:31; 2 Cor. 5:7). (2) One must draw conclusions about the 
sciences from the nature of their subjects (Poster. 1, text. 43). The subject of theology is 
Christ, a knowledge of whom no one can have scientifically. Rather, one must seek Him 
from divine revelation (Matt. 16:17; 1 Cor. 2:7). Theology, then, is not a science. (3) The 
principle of any science is the understanding [intellectus] when it moves from principles 
correctly understood to the factual knowledge [scientia] of the conclusions (Post. 1, text. 
5). In theology, however, understanding is not the principle but the goal. Augustine, De 
Trin., bk. 15, c. 2: “We believe that we may understand; we do not understand that we 
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