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Editor’s Introduction

This volume contains two commonplaces: On the Gospel and On Repentance. Both were 
published in 1613 together with Johann Gerhard’s commonplaces On the Law of God, On 
the Ceremonial and Forensic Laws, and On Justification through Faith.1 Gerhard’s common-
places on Law and Gospel—as with the entirety of his Theological Commonplaces—can 
be traced to his participation in formal disputations.2 Beginning on February 5, 1607, 
Gerhard held monthly disputations in Coburg on theological topics, and in advance of 
each disputation, the list of theses was printed. The disputations on the Gospel and on 
repentance were held on January 19 and March 22, 1609.3 It appears that the disputa-
tions were put into print in a collection: Gerhard’s Succinct and Select Aphorisms.4 Thus 
the disputations and the printed collection of that material is a stage in the development 
of the Theological Commonplaces.

The Gospel

The proper, narrow definition of “Gospel,” as Gerhard explains, is the good news about 
the free forgiveness of sins through faith in Christ.5 Other, broad meanings of the word 
are distinguished from this, and it is this differentiation of usage to which much of this 

1 Johann Gerhard, Locorum Theologicorum . . . Tomus Tertius: In quo continentur haec Capita: 15. 
De Lege Morali. 16. De Legibus Ceremonialibus & Forensibus. 17. De Evangelio. 18. De Poenitentia. 
19. De Justificatione per Fidem. (Jena: Tobias Steinmann, 1613). On Gerhard’s activities 
leading up to 1613, see Johann Gerhard, On the Law, trans. Richard J. Dinda, Theological 
Commonplaces XV–XVI (St. Louis: Concordia, 2015), ix.

2 On the practice of disputations in the era of Lutheran Orthodoxy, see Kenneth G. Appold, 
Orthodoxie als Konsensbildung: Das theologische Disputationswesen an der Universität Wittenberg 
zwischen 1570 und 1710 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2004).

3 Disputatio Theologica De Altera Doctrinae Coelestis Parte, Videlicet Evangelio (6 leaves) and 
Disputatio Theologica De Poenitentia (6 leaves).

4 Johann Gerhard, Aphorismi Succincti Et Selecti, In Viginti Tribus Capitibus, totius Theologiae 
nucleum continentes: Ad Usum Disputationum Scholasticarum Accommodati & conscripti (Jena: 
Tobias Steinmann, 1611; repr., [Jena]: typis Joh. Jacobi Bauhöferi, [1663]), fols. [I6]v–Mv. This 
volume was published for students as an overview of theology, and it contains the theses of 
the disputations that Gerhard held at Coburg, though the list of “disputants” in the Aphorisms 
does not match the names of the respondents on the title pages of the previously printed 
disputation theses (see 1663 ed., fols. b3r–b3v, [b4]r).

5 See below, On the Gospel (Commonplace XVII), § 6.
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commonplace on the Gospel is devoted. A particular focus for Gerhard is the distinction 
of Law and Gospel, which is different than the distinction between the Old and New 
Testaments. In his discussion, Gerhard demonstrates his concern for consoling con-
sciences, an emphasis that recurs when he shows that Christ is not a new Lawgiver, when 
he shows that the Gospel properly speaking is not a preaching of repentance, and when 
he refutes the “evangelical counsels” of Roman Catholic opponents and the “perfect com-
mandments” of Socinian opponents, etc. In all of these things the Gospel should not be 
considered Law, or else it would lose its power to console.6

This commonplace on the Gospel is also of interest because of Gerhard’s discussion 
of the two covenants (cf. Jer. 31:31–34), which he calls the “old and new testaments.”7 
(These are the old and new covenants, not the two halves of the canonical Scriptures. 
The latter are capitalized in this volume as “Old and New Testaments.”)8 Lutheran 
theology, if dealing with “covenant” at all, follows Gerhard’s biblical teaching here of 
two covenants.

This commonplace has received little scholarly attention. Some have noticed that 
Gerhard not only speaks of the differences between Law and Gospel (how they can be 
known, what they present, their function, their objects) but also their points of agree-
ment: God is the author of both; both are addressed to all human beings; both have 
eternal blessedness as their goal.9 Indeed, in his Succinct and Select Aphorisms, Gerhard 
even stated that “the Gospel is parallel to the Law,”10 not contradictory to it nor opposite 
nor categorically different. Yet there, as well as here in the Theological Commonplaces, 
most of Gerhard’s time is spent distinguishing the two.11

Repentance

Repentance was a major concern for Gerhard because it is where theology becomes 
practical, Law and Gospel are put into effect, and godliness is pursued. In the Lutheran 
sense, which Gerhard explains carefully, repentance is contrition and faith. This is 
where all theology is applied to the lives of human beings.12 Therefore this common-
place rests upon the previous commonplaces (On the Image of God in Man before the 
Fall [Commonplace XI] and On Original Sin [Commonplace XVII]) as well as on some 
of the following ones (On Justification through Faith [Commonplace XIX] and On Good 
Works [Commonplace XX]). Gerhard explained this practical aspect of repentance in 

 6 Renatus Hupfeld, Die Ethik Johann Gerhards (Berlin: Trowitzsch & Sohn, 1908), 119–20.

 7 See below, On the Gospel (Commonplace XVII), §§ 119–126.

 8 The Latin word that Gerhard uses for both “Testament” as a part of the Bible and “testament” 
as a synonym of “covenant” [ foedus] is always testamentum. These Latin words ( foedus and 
testamentum) are synonyms, though the latter has other meanings besides “covenant.”

 9 Hans-Martin Barth, “Gesetz und Evangelium I,” Theologische Realenzyklopädie 13:126–27; 
Hupfeld, Die Ethik Johann Gerhards, 119–23.

10 Aphorismi 12.1, fol. [I6]v.

11 Aphorismi 12.8, fol. [I6]v.

12 See below, On Repentance (Commonplace XVIII), §§ 1–2.
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his Aphorisms: “The practice of Law and Gospel consists in repentance. . . . For it is not 
sufficient to know what the office of the Law is, what the office of the Gospel is, but the 
practice of both is required. Theology is practical doctrine.”13 This same concern is refor-
mulated at the beginning of the commonplace On Repentance: “[I]t should by no means 
be decided that it is sufficient to know the doctrine of the Law and the Gospel unless 
we are eager to bring this into practice in a true conversion to God. . . . [T]he doctrine 
of repentance . . . is a living practice of the Law and Gospel.”14 This view of repentance 
as the practical application of Law and Gospel corresponds to the parts of repentance: it 
includes contrition (i.e., remorse at one’s sin) and faith in Christ. Good works, then, are 
the result or fruit of repentance. These parts of repentance, it should be noted, formed 
also the parts of “godliness” for Gerhard and were at the heart of his five books of The 
School of Piety, and thus of the moral part of his theology.15 Another term for repentance 
is “conversion,” as Gerhard makes clear.16

As part of the discussion of repentance, Gerhard seeks to clarify the role of good 
works. In the Apology of the Augsburg Confession XIIa (V) 28, Philipp Melanchthon 
(1497–1560) had conceded that new obedience could possibly be considered a third 
part of repentance, after contrition and faith. Gerhard and those after him take the posi-
tion that good works and the new obedience are indeed the fruit of faith, or the fruit of 
repentance, but Gerhard very clearly states that good works are a result of repentance and 
only in this sense a part of it.17 This is an example of Gerhard’s concern to defend divine 
monergism in salvation: man is not a cooperator toward his own salvation.18

Most of the commonplace deals with the Roman Catholic definition of the sacra-
ment of penance, whose material consists of contrition, confession, and satisfaction. 
The discussion of satisfaction leads then naturally to the Roman Catholic practice of 
indulgences. In English we distinguish between “penance” and “repentance.” In Latin 
the word was the same: poenitentia. We use “penance” when referring specifically to 
the Roman Catholic “sacrament of penance” and when an outward act of repentance is 
meant. Otherwise “repentance” is our translation.

13 Aphorismi 13.1–2, fol. [K8]v.

14 See below, On Repentance (Commonplace XVIII), § 1.

15 Johann Gerhard, Schola Pietatis, Oder Ubung der Gottseeligkeit, ed. Johann Georg Walch 
(Nürnberg: in Verlegung W. M. Endters seel. Töchter & J. A. Engelbrechts seel. Wittib., 
1736), 4–7; Elmer Hohle, trans., Schola Pietatis (1623) (Malone, TX: Repristination Press, 
2006), 1:7–12; Hupfeld, Die Ethik Johann Gerhards, 8–9; Johann Anselm Steiger, Johann 
Gerhard (1582–1637): Studien zu Theologie und Frömmigkeit des Kirchenvaters der lutherischen 
Orthodoxie (Stuttgart: Frommann-Holzboog, 1997), 44.

16 See below, On Repentance (Commonplace XVIII), §§ 11, 35.

17 Heinrich Schmid, The Doctrinal Theology of the Evangelical Lutheran Church, 3rd rev. ed., 
trans. Charles A. Hay and Henry E. Jacobs (Philadelphia: United Lutheran Publication House, 
1875), 468–69; Gerhard, On Repentance (Commonplace XVIII), §§ 53–55.

18 Hupfeld repeatedly emphasizes this fact, but at one point he claims that Gerhard’s doctrine 
of conversion (i.e., repentance) has synergistic tendencies. Yet, he says, taken as a whole, 
Gerhard’s doctrine clearly defines that salvation is worked by God alone and is something 
to which man by his own powers can contribute nothing. See Hupfeld, Die Ethik Johann 
Gerhards, 140.
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In this commonplace, Gerhard also strives to show that confession and absolution 
cannot be considered a sacrament, in apparent contradiction to Melanchthon’s confes-
sional statement in the Apology of the Augsburg Confession XIII 3–4. Although Gerhard 
argues against the sacramental nature of confession and absolution, he also urges his 
readers to guard it, retain it, and use it.19 He quotes Melanchthon: “Love this custom of 
private Absolution; for if that custom were abolished, what kind of church would there 
be? Also, this custom is a witness that forgiveness of sins is in the church.”20 Related 
to this is the role of the pastor in imparting absolution, the forgiveness of sins. Here 
Gerhard’s basic thought is that the pastor cannot be a judge, and therefore the releasing 
or binding of sins cannot rest on the pastor’s diagnosis and judgment of the penitent’s 
spiritual condition.

Edward Preuss, the editor of the edition of Gerhard’s Loci from which Dr. Richard 
Dinda made his translation, was reprinting the Frankfurt/Hamburg edition, and that 
edition, for some reason, omitted the chapter divisions for these two commonplaces. We 
have restored the chapter divisions and their titles from the original Jena edition.21

The publication of Gerhard’s Theological Commonplaces could not happen without 
the cooperation of a skilled and dedicated team. The Rev. Heath R. Curtis served as 
assistant editor for this volume. The Rev. Dr. Richard Dinda, the original translator, is 
to be thanked for helping to make this project come about in the first place. Dawn Mirly 
Weinstock has served as production editor for the series from the beginning. Many other 
colleagues, both within and outside of Concordia Publishing House, have given their 
advice and support. Without their help, this series, the first large-scale translation of 
Gerhard’s great work, would be impossible. To God alone be the glory.

Benjamin T. G. Mayes

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). At 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.”

19 On Repentance (Commonplace XVIII), §§ 99–100.

20 Aphorismi 13.68, fol. [L7]v–[L8]r; On Repentance (Commonplace XVIII), § 101.

21 See above, p. xi n. 1. The Frankfurt/Hamburg edition is: Loci Theologici . . . Ab Autore Ipso 
Revisi Et Loci Innumeris aucti . . . In Novem Tomos Et Exegesin Divisi (Francofurti & Hamburgi: 
sumptibus Zachariae Hertelii, 1657).
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In the preface to his edition, Preuss said 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 have previously presented 
to our readers in the volumes covering Exegesis I–IV. 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.

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. xvi.

In the Concordia edition, we refer to the commonplaces included both in the 
original 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, 
Commonplace 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, § 55.” This manner of indexing will allow the reader to refer to any 
edition of the Theological Commonplaces from the seventeenth century to the present.

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





3

Chapter I: The Connection with the Preceding Commonplace

§ 1. Our faithful Chief Shepherd, Christ Jesus, declares that He rules His flock 
with two sticks or staves (Zech. 11:7). The first pastoral staff is called ֹנַעם, “agreeable 
or pleasant,” by which the teaching of the Gospel is indicated, which showers contrite 
hearts with the sweetest pleasantness by announcing the remission of sins (Isa. 61:1–2). 
The other staff is called חְֹבִלים [“binders”], which the Septuagint renders as σχοίνισμα 
[“portion”], for ָחַבל means to bind and tie with a rope. Since this brings bothersome 
pain, ֶחֶבל is used for “pain,” and Dr. Luther was mindful of this meaning in his German 
translation of this passage. Therefore the doctrine of the Law is denoted by the staff 
-which binds people or causes pain with the harsh reins and bonds of obedi ,חְֹבִלים
ence and which stirs up great pain in people’s hearts by revealing the atrocity of their sin 
(Rom. 4:15).

The twin staves of our Chief Shepherd stand as an indication that both main parts 
of God’s teaching—namely, the Law and the Gospel—must be taught, urged, and incul-
cated in the church. This is proved by the clear example of the patriarchs, prophets, and 
apostles, and, in fact, by the example of Christ Himself when He lived on earth, since all 
of them as one conducted themselves in all parts of their ministry so that they rightly 
applied the wine of the Law and the oil of the Gospel in healing the wounds of souls 
(Luke 10:34).

§ 2. Surely if the first parent of our race had endured in his concreated integrity, 
one kind of heavenly doctrine (the Law, of course) would have been completely suf-
ficient for his salvation. In fact, he could have won the prize of eternal life by showing a 
complete and absolute obedience to the Law in every detail. But after he had fallen into 
sin, he fell into the wretched inability to fulfill the Law and began to need another aid 
for life and salvation, namely, the promises of the Gospel. This can be seen in the fact 
that God had pity on Adam and on all of us and came forth from the hidden seat of His 
majesty immediately after the fall in Eden to reveal the First Gospel [protevangelium] 
of the One who would come from the woman’s seed and bruise the head of the infernal 
serpent [Gen. 3:15]. Ever since that time the preaching of the Law and the Gospel have 
always been connected in the church, and the conjoining of both teachings is proved by 
the example of the actual First Gospel of God. Thus in proper order the teaching of the 
Gospel follows the explanation of the divine Law, since the preaching of the Gospel, like 
the sweetest balsam, cures and revives those whom the hammer of the Law has bruised 
[Jer. 23:29] and whom the thunder of the Law has terrified [Exod. 19:16; 20:18]. The 
Gospel declares that the obedience which the harshness of the Law demands so severely 
has been provided by Christ in our place. Thus we shall pass from Moses to Christ, from 
Mount Sinai to Mount Zion, from the disclosure of the sickness to its remedy.
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The etymology of evangelium (“Gospel”).

§ 3. Christ and His apostles called the primary part of their teaching about the free 
forgiveness of sins and the mercy of the heavenly Father “the Gospel” [evangelium], 
and in this they followed the Greek translation of the Old Testament which everyone 
was using at that time. The Messiah says (Ps. 40:[7]): “Lo, I come. In the head of the 
book it is written of Me.” Verse 9: “I have told the good news [εὐηγγελισάμην] of righ-
teousness in the congregation.” The Epistle to the Hebrews (10:5) clearly assigns this 
passage to Christ. “He shall give words of power to those who preach good news [τοῖς 
εὐαγγελιζομένοις]” (Ps. 68:11). The apostle applies this psalm to Christ’s kingdom 
(Eph. 4:8 [cf. Ps. 68:18]). Therefore surely His particular teaching is the evangelium. 
“Preach the good news [εὐαγγελίζεσθε] of His salvation from day to day” (Ps. 96:2). The 
Gospel [evangelium] is the new song of the New Testament about the salutary coming of 
the Lord. “Get you up a high mountain, you who preach good news [ὁ εὐαγγελιζόμενος]” 
(Isa. 40:9). The context of the passage shows that Christ is meant. In the Vulgate 
of Isa. 41:27 the word evangelizare occurs, though the Greek translates it: “I shall 
encourage them for the journey [παρακαλέσω εἰς ὁδόν].” “How beautiful are the feet 
of those preaching [τῶν εὐαγγελιζομένων] a report of peace, as of one who preaches 
[εὐαγγελιζομένος] good things” (Isa. 52:7). “Behold, on the mountains the feet of one 
who preaches good news [εὐαγγελιζομένου],” etc. (Nah. 1:15).

The apostle (Rom. 10:15) takes these texts to refer to the preaching of grace in 
the New Testament. “They shall preach [εὐαγγελιοῦνται] the salvation of the Lord” 
(Isa. 60:6). “The Lord has sent Me to preach good news [εὐαγγελίσασθαι] to the poor” 
(Isa. 61:1). Christ interprets this passage as referring to His own ministry (Matt. 11:[5–]6; 
Luke 4:18). There are some who make a distinction between ἐπαγγελία, which they call 
the promise about Christ who was yet to appear, and εὐαγγέλιον, which they call the 
announcement of Christ who has appeared. But this distinction does not always hold 
true and does not concern the matter itself, which is the same in both instances; rather, it 
should be taken in regard to the manner of revelation.

The definition of the word.

§ 4. Moreover, εὐαγγέλιον, or εὐαγγελία, on the basis of the force of the word, is 
“good news.” Augustine (Contra Faust., bk. 2, ch. 6): “Surely all who know Greek even 
slightly interpret evangelium as ‘good news’ or a ‘good announcement.’ ” [Augustine] 
again (De C. D., bk. 18, ch. 35): “The evangelium is a good announcement.”

** Suidas: “The Gospel is the best news.” The Jews laugh at this word [i.e., 
εὐαγγέλιον] and wish it to be used contemptuously, as in ָאֶון ִגְליֹון, “the deceit or wick-
edness of a book.” See Guido Fabricius, Lexicon Syro-Chaldaicum, on the root ְגָלא. **

Homonyms.

The incomparable theologian Chemnitz (Loci, part 2, p. 555) notes three uses of 
this word from Greek writers. The first is used for the actual fortunate announcement 
of something good and pleasant. Aristophanes (Plutus): “I wish to crown you for the 
good tidings [εὐαγγέλια] you have reported.” Second, it is taken as a gift or reward 
which is given to the person who announces the joyful tidings. Homer (Odyss., ξ ): 
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“May the good tidings [εὐαγγέλιον] be mine.” Cicero (Epist. ad Attic., bk. 2, Letter 8): 
“How sweet your letters are! I confess that I owe them the good tidings [evangelia]!” 
Third, it is used for the sacrifices and supplications which used to be decreed at the 
announcement that something had turned out well. Plutarch (on Phocion.): “They sac-
rificed the good tidings [εὐαγγέλια].”

** Indeed, the same meanings occur in Holy Writ. The first use is found in 
2 Sam. 4:4 and 18:27 and in Isa. 61:1–2; the second is [also] extant in the Septuagint 
translation of 2 Sam. 4:10 and 18:22; and the third is in Paul’s Epistle to the Romans 
15:16, where he calls himself “a minister of Christ, sacrificing the Gospel [ἱεουργοῦντα 
τὸ εὐαγγέλιον] of God.” **

The Septuagint translators use the word εὐαγγελίζειν in place of ִּבַּׂשר, “he 
announced carnal things, pleasurable, and joyful,” and it is always used in a good sense 
about the happy news of something good. It seems to be used in a bad sense only once 
(1 Sam. 4:17), about the man who was bringing the news of the death of the children 
to their father, Eli. Yet this is explained by some in this way: that even though the news 
about the death of his children was sad to their father, yet it was very pleasing to God’s 
people because they had been freed from those wicked tumors of the priesthood.1

** For the Holy Spirit seems to have used this word for a salutary and pleasant event 
which followed the taking of the ark and the death of Eli’s children, to signify that God 
does not customarily and usually plan salutary things without great upheavals. Some go 
back to the mystery which was truly good news: that the ark of the covenant, the Law of 
God, and the worship of the true God has been transferred to foreigners, now that the 
synagogue has been abandoned and the Old Testament priesthood is dead. This can also 
be referred to the foundation of the Gospel, which is the incarnation of the Son of God. **

The designations used in the Scriptures to express ִּבַּׂשר and εὐαγγελίζειν can be 
applied most beautifully to the quality of Gospel teaching. In general, ִּבַּׂשר means “he 
announced a carnal and pleasant thing” or “he announced happy things for the flesh,” so 
that the nature of this doctrine is indicated: that it moreover offers its good things to all 
and exhilarates people with a very happy message; and at the same time it expresses the 
lot of its hearers: that they are flesh and liable to many infirmities, so that they should by 
no means ignore this divinely offered salvation.

In particular these words are used: (1) When enemies, from whom a great and 
perilous danger was imminent, have been put to flight, and the announcement is made 
that peace has been restored (1 Sam. 31:9; 2 Sam. 1:20; 18:19). In this way the Gospel 
announces that Christ “has freed us from the hand of our enemies” (Luke 1:74), “has 
delivered us from the dominions of darkness” (Col. 1:13), “has despoiled the princi-
palities and powers and has made a triumph of them” (Col. 2:15). Consequently, these 
two are joined together: “The Lord gives the word; great is the host of those who bore 
the tidings [evangelizantium]; the housewife divided the spoil” (Ps. 68:11–12). (See 
Chrysostom, on Matthew, homily 1.)

(2) When the birth of a son is announced to someone (Jer. 20:15). Thus in the 
Gospel it is announced: “For to us a Son is born and given” (Isa. 9:6). “To all who 

1 sacerdotii strumis. Cf. Cicero, Letters to Atticus 2.9.2 (LCL 7 [1999], pp. 162–63).
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received Him He gave power to become the sons of God” (John 1:12) “so that through 
Him we might receive the adoption of sons” (Gal. 4:5).

(3) When freedom is declared to captives and comfort to those who mourn 
(Isa. 61:1). Thus it is announced in the Gospel that Christ “has set” us “captives free from 
the waterless pit” (Zech. 9:11). Hence there is that most joyful declaration: “Comfort, 
comfort My people, says your God. Speak to the heart of Jerusalem and cry to her that her 
warfare is ended” (Isa. 40:1–2).

(4) When the lifting of a siege is announced (2 Kings 7:9). Thus in the Gospel a lib-
eration from the prison of hell and from the power of Satan is declared.

(5) When the death and destruction of a foe are announced (2 Sam. 4:10). Thus in 
the Gospel the happy news is published that Christ is death to our death and a plague to 
hell (Hosea 13:14).2

§ 6. The proper and genuine meaning of this word is: (1) When it is used for the doc-
trine of the free forgiveness of sins through faith in Christ. All the statements of Scripture 
in which the word “Gospel” is attributed to this kind of heavenly doctrine pertain here. 
“The poor have the Gospel preached to them” (Matt. 11:5), etc.

(2) Related to this meaning is that which is used in regard to the public proclama-
tion of the revealed Messiah and the solemn publication of the New Testament: “The 
beginning of the Gospel of Jesus Christ” (Mark 1:1). There it is shown that the public 
proclamation of the revealed Messiah began in the preaching of John. Concerning this 
passage, the observation is made that the teaching in the Old Testament about the coming 
Messiah is called ἐπαγγελία [“promise”] but that the preaching of the revealed Messiah 
in the New Testament is called εὐαγγέλιον [“Gospel,” “good news”]. The apostle declares 
that he has been “set apart for the preaching of the Gospel of God which He promised 
beforehand through His prophets” (Rom. 1:[1–]2).

(3) The word “Gospel” is used generally for the entire ministry of the New 
Testament, which includes not only the teaching of grace but also of the Law. “Preach the 
Gospel to every creature” (Mark 16:15), which is explained as having been said generally: 
“Teach all nations” (Matt. [28:20]). Yet we must point out that with the word “Gospel” 
a synecdoche is claimed, not at all inappropriately, in the declarations which express the 
entire ministry of teaching, so that the whole is understood from [reference to] the more 
worthy and powerful part.

(4) Finally, this title is given to the historical writings of the evangelists in which they 
set forth the birth, life, teaching, miracles, suffering, and resurrection of Christ. Some 
take the passage “whose praise is in the Gospel” (2 Cor. 8:18) in the sense that it refers 
to the evangelical account written by Luke. This account was sealed at Paul’s order, as 
Nicephorus (Hist., 2, ch. 43) reports on the basis of Bishop Dorotheus of Cyprus. Thus 
many of the ancients claim that the apostle has this in mind when he says “according 
to my Gospel” (Rom. [2:16]; 2 Tim. 2:8). The customary meaning by which the word 
“Gospel” is used for a pericope or particular part of the account of Christ, which is gener-
ally explained for the congregation on festival days and Sundays, is also assigned here.

2 There is no § 5.
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When the word “Gospel” is being used generally or specifically.

§ 7. Furthermore, whether the word “Gospel” is being used in general for the entire 
system of God’s teaching or, rather, specifically and properly for the doctrine of grace is 
easily known from the context of each passage.

(1) Whenever the doctrine of the Law is contrasted to the Gospel or whenever an 
effect has developed from the Law—for instance, contrition, wrath, grief, etc.—then it 
is certain that the doctrine of grace is understood by the word “Gospel.” “Repent and 
believe in the Gospel” (Mark 1:15).

(2) Whenever Christ is set forth as the subject or matter of the Gospel, along with 
His benefits, which are the free pardon of sins, reconciliation with the heavenly Father, 
the adoption of sons, then here, too, the word “Gospel” is being used properly and spe-
cifically as distinguished from the Law. “The Lord has sent Me to preach the Gospel [ad 
evangelizandum] to the afflicted, to bind up the brokenhearted, to proclaim liberty to the 
captives” (Isa. 61:1).

(3) When people are set forth as the object of the Gospel, people who are contrite 
because of the knowledge of their sin and because they feel the divine wrath, then here, 
too, the word “Gospel” must be understood as the doctrine of grace. “The Gospel is 
preached to the poor,” (Matt. 11:5), namely, to those who are poor in spirit (Matt. 5:3).

(4) Whenever eternal life and salvation are stated as effects of the Gospel, then it is 
certain that here the word “Gospel” means the preaching of grace, since righteousness and 
salvation do not come to us from the Law but from the Gospel, in the proper sense of the 
word; not from works but from faith; not as result of merit but from the free gift of God. 
“The Gospel is the power of God for salvation to everyone who has faith” (Rom. 1:16).

(5) Whenever faith is stated as being related to the Gospel, then here, too, it should 
be judged that the word “Gospel” denotes the doctrine of grace. Indeed, “the Law is 
not from faith, for ‘he who does them shall live in them’ ” (Gal. 3:12). Thus “repent and 
believe in the Gospel” (Mark 1:15).

Synonyms for “Gospel.”

§ 8. In a beautiful order Dr. Chemnitz arranges the synonymous names which are 
attributed to the doctrine of the Gospel in the Holy Scriptures into the following classes.3 
(1) Some are general, as when it is called “the Law,” “the Word,” “the testimony,” 
“precept,” “doctrine,” “mandate,” “truth,” “the way of truth.”

(2) Some are something like a comment on, a circumlocution of, or an explanation 
of the word “Gospel,” as when it is called the “good word of God,” “the good doctrine,” 
“sound speech,” “sound doctrine,” “proclamation [κήρυγμα].”

(3) Some are taken from the efficient cause, namely, those that speak about the 
Author of the Gospel or when it is called “the voice of God,” “the Word of God,” “the 
Gospel of God,” “the witness of God,” “the witness of Christ,” “the witness of the Spirit,” 
“the doctrine of the Spirit,” “the words which God has sent,” “the wisdom of God,” “the 
mystery of Christ,” “the good intent of the will of God,” etc. Here pertain the names taken 

3 See Chemnitz’s Works 8:821–22.



8  COMMONPLACE XVII C6:100; P3:143

from the instrumental or ministerial cause,4 as when it called the “Gospel of the apostles” 

or “the doctrine of the apostles.”

(4) Some indicate and describe the subject5 or material of the Gospel, as when it is 

called the “promise,” “the Gospel of Christ,” “the word of Christ,” “the doctrine of the 

Savior,” “the Gospel of the kingdom,” “the knowledge of salvation,” and “the promise of 

life eternal.”

(5) Some are taken from the effects of the Gospel, as when it is called “the words of 

life,” “the word of grace,” “the Gospel of salvation,” “the Gospel of peace,” “the law of 

liberty,” “the Gospel of the glory of the blessed God,” “the Gospel of the kingdom”—for 

it calls us to the kingdom of grace, it reveals to us the good things of that kingdom, and it 

transfers us to the kingdom of glory.

(6) Some are taken from its object, as when it is called “the word of faith,” “the 

hearing or preaching of faith,” “the law of faith.”

(7) Some names are metaphorical, as when it is called “a pleasant fragrance,” “good 

seed,” “good wine,” “a sweet sound,” “a spring of water flowing to eternal life,” “the true 

light,” “food,” “forage,” “water of refreshment,” “a table,” “an overflowing cup,” “a rod,” 

“a staff,” etc.

** Thus the Gospel is compared to a spring: (a) with respect to necessity, (b) with 

respect to utility, (c) with respect to purity, (d) by reason of its sweetness, (e) by reason 

of community. (Cf. Psalm 84.) **

To these the following must be added: (8) The class of names taken from the 

adjuncts6 of the Gospel, as when it is called “the eternal Gospel,” “the secret good-

pleasure of the divine will,” “mystery,” etc.

(9) Likewise, there are the names taken from the accidental effects and adjuncts, as 

when it is called “the word of the cross,” “the offense of the cross,” “the foolishness of 

God,” “the foolishness of preaching,” “the fragrance of death,” etc. For these fit this doc-

trine not of themselves but by accident.7

All the names which are ever attributed to the Gospel in the Scriptures can be 

assigned to these classes. Some are proper; some are figurative—but both [kinds] are 

taken from the causes or from the effects or from the subjects or from the adjuncts.

4 That is, an instrument or tool. For example, a pencil in the hand of an artist is the tool for 
producing a sketch.

5 A “subject” was usually the subject of a proposition, a something or someone about which 
something is stated. From there, a “subject” could be defined as anything that can receive an 
accident or an adjunct. Here Gerhard uses the term to refer to what the Gospel is in and of 
itself.

6 An adjunct is anything added to something else which is not part of its essence. An adjunct 
is really distinguished from its subject, even if it is proper to the subject. While adjuncts are 
often accidents (such as wisdom in a man), they can also be substances (such as wine in a 
bottle).

7 An “accident” is an incidental property of a thing; that which affects something and is outside 
its essence. For example, “whiteness” can be an accident of a wall but is not of its substance.




