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Abstract 

This dissertation is a defense of the Lutheran scholastic method as used in Martin 

Chemnitz and Johann Gerhard, as well as a critique of the theological methodology of the 

Radical Lutheranism of Gerhard Forde, Steven Paulson, and Oswald Bayer. In particular, 

this work defends the use of classical essentialist metaphysical categories in theological 

discourse, and critiques the use of existential and linguistic categories which are 

proposed by some as an alternative system. The philosophical presuppositions within the 

Lutheran scholastic method are explained with reference to both the reformers as well as 

seventeenth century theologians, and are demonstrated to be those of classical 

philosophy, utilizing elements of both Plato and Aristotle’s thought. 

 This scholastic approach is contrasted with Radical Lutheranism, which rejects 

both Platonic and Aristotelian essentialism. Instead, these authors use philosophical 

ideas taken from the linguistic philosophy of John Austin as well as existentialism and 

relational ontology. This leads to a theology which is opposed to traditional categories of 

essence and substance, as they favor categories of act, relation, and language. It is 

demonstrated in this work that though these modern writers add some valuable insights 

into Lutheran thought, these modern categories do not give an adequate basis for doing 

theology apart from a real-essentialist metaphysic. Apart from the notion of essence, the 

categories of relation, language, and existence fail to give an adequate explanation of the 

doctrine of God, of anthropology, and other areas of Christian thought. 

The claim is made in the dissertation that the metaphysical categories of Plato and 

Aristotle, as modified and adopted by Lutheran scholastics, are a necessary and 

beneficial part of the theological task. Contemporary theology is in need of this grounding, 

not to replace developments in Lutheran thought within the past century, but to teach 

them in a manner consistent with classical Christian orthodoxy. The goal of this work is 

to demonstrate the inadequacies of Radical Lutheranism and the superiority of scholastic 

categories.  

These ideas are applied throughout to various practical and theological issues that 
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impact the contemporary church. There are three particular areas in which the 

implications of these ideas are discussed:  Lutheran identity, apologetics, and  

understandings of gender. In each of these areas, it is demonstrated that the Radical 

Lutheran method does not give adequate answers to these questions. Instead, it is 

contended that the traditional scholastic method allows for a more consistent and biblical 

perspective on these particular topics.  This leads to a proposal for a new scholasticism 

in the contemporary church. 
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Chapter 1 

 

Introduction: A Critique of the Radical Lutheran Theological Method, and Defense 

of the Lutheran Scholastic Method. 

 

1.1 Background 

In order to understand the basic differences between various theological systems, one 

must first comprehend the various philosophical and methodological presuppositions 

which guide these systems. Traditional prolegomena texts outline the basic differences 

between theological schools, such as those between the Lutheran, Reformed, and 

Roman Catholic traditions (Quenstedt 1986, Lindberg 1922:20-33). Within the Lutheran 

tradition, there has been an extensive amount of discussion surrounding these issues, 

especially as writers have been critical of the developments in seventeenth century 

Lutheran scholasticism. Several writers have argued that Greek metaphysical convictions 

underlie the theology of Lutheran writers following the 1580 Book of Concord, and they 

have for that reason, abandoned the theology of Martin Luther himself (Ritschl 1972:149-

218, Forde 1969:3-11). In order for the differences among Lutherans to be properly 

explicated, such methodological presuppositions and philosophical starting-points must 

be outlined and examined. 

 The criticisms of Lutheran orthodoxy began in the nineteenth century through the 

rise of protestant liberalism, which greatly impacted the German church. In particular, 

Abrecht Ritschl influenced later Lutheranism through his contention that there is a great 

theological divide between Luther and the later Protestant tradition (see the discussion in 

Lotz 1974). This development is based in a significant manner not upon particular 

theological convictions, but upon the development of Kantian philosophy. Prior to Kant, 

traditional metaphysical categories were generally adopted by Christian theologians, 

being rooted either in the Platonic or Aristotelian traditions. Kant revolutionized Western 

thought through his division of reality between the noumenal and phenomenal realms. 

For Kant, only the phenomenal realm is accessible to the human subject. One can only 



2 
 

know a thing insofar as that thing impacts the human creature, and it is thus known 

subjectively. One does not have access to the noumenal realm, or the thing-in-itself. 

Christian theology consequently was impacted by this shift, and began to speak not about 

God as he is in himself, but the practical import of the Christian faith as it impacts the 

individual believer. It was Ritschl who combined Kant’s basic presuppositions with 

Luther’s thought, and in doing so, shifted the emphasis of theology from the objective 

study of God to the cultivation of morality through the Christian community (Ritschl 1900). 

 Throughout the twenty-first century, a new philosophical school was popularized, 

commonly known as existentialism. While differing from Kant on a number of significant 

points, existentialism affirms the fact that a thing is to be known by its effects upon the 

human subject. In these writers, existence precedes essence, and act is prioritized over 

being. This movement impacted a variety of theologians—most notably, Rudolf Bultmann 

who based his theology in part on the philosophy of Heidegger (MacQuarrie 1955). The 

Radical Lutheran school of thought, following Gerhard Forde, emphasizes many of these 

same ideas, while attempting to formulate an approach to Lutheran theology that is 

focused not on metaphysics, but upon God’s act toward the sinner. 

 In his Theology is for Proclamation (1990), Forde develops a system of theology 

that is dependent upon the act of proclamation rather than traditional categories of 

substance and essence. He distinguishes between two modes of discourse: primary and 

secondary. Primary discourse is language that speaks directly to a human subject in a 

second person form. An example is the statement “I love you.” Secondary discourse is 

language which speaks about something. The emphasis in Christian theology should 

always be on primary discourse, rather than secondary. Traditional theological systems, 

especially those influenced by Aristotle, are wrongly focused on secondary discourse 

(and not even the correct kind, according to Forde) and privilege the essence of various 

theological categories over their acts within history. This leads to a redefinition of the 

entire theological system, especially through his contention that the law is defined not as 

an eternal standard, but as that which functions in an accusatory manner. He similarly 

redefines the doctrine of God, Christology, and other dogmas in light of this revision.  

 Four years after Forde published his work, Oswald Bayer released his book 



3 
 

Theologie, in which he presents a theological prolegomenon through his study of Luther. 

Published in English in 2007 under the title Theology the Lutheran Way, this work 

presents a systematic presentation of the theological task from a perspective similar to 

that of Forde. Like Forde, Bayer is critical of traditional metaphysical approaches to 

Christian theology, and he continually rejects the utilization of Aristotle as a valid 

theological source. He presents a theology which is dependent upon the acts of God upon 

the human subject, but emphasizes the linguistic aspects of God’s work. Rather than 

virtue or metaphysics, Lutheran theology for Bayer is focused upon God’s word of 

promise—or promissio—given to the sinner. Theology is, at heart, a dialogue between 

God and humanity. This results in a revision of several essential doctrines, such as 

justification and the nature of God. 

 The most extensive study of the classical Lutheran scholastic methodology is 

Robert Preus’ The Theology of Post-Reformation Lutheranism (1970, 1972). This two-

volume set explains the history and methodology of the seventeenth century writers. 

Preus contends that Protestant scholasticism remains a viable theological tradition, and 

argues that modern theologians are wrong for discarding these writers in favor of other 

theological and philosophical movements. He divides the Lutheran orthodox period into 

three separate times, including: the golden age, the high age, and the silver age. Preus 

favors the earlier writers, as he remains critical of the overuse of Aristotelian categories 

in some later writers. In this way, Preus defends a moderated form of Protestant 

scholasticism. Throughout these works, Preus exposits traditional Lutheran prolegomena 

and the doctrine of God. 

 The most prolific contemporary proponent of the Protestant scholastic method is 

the Reformed theologian Richard Muller. Though not Lutheran, his work remains 

invaluable in this area, as he exposits the various tenants of Protestant scholasticism—

many of which coincide with the Lutheran approach. In his four volume Post-Reformation 

Reformed Dogmatics, Muller gives an account of the various Reformed scholastic writers, 

and explains the development of various theological ideas in their thought (Muller 2003). 

Like Preus, Muller contends that the seventeenth century remains an essential, and 

productive, time of theological discourse. He argues that Protestant scholasticism 
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remains relevant in the contemporary world, as the various developments in this time 

period lead to the contemporary theological landscape—whether recognized or not. 

 Two divergent approaches to Christian theology are presented here. Some follow 

in the tradition of Lutheran existentialism and reject the scholastic theological 

methodology for various reasons (Forde 1969, Paulson 2011). These writers are not 

unified in each element of their particular systems, but all prefer to speak in categories of 

act (whether linguistic or otherwise) over being. From the other perspective, there are 

theologians who argue for the validity of the traditional dogmatic system presented in 

seventeenth century Protestant orthodoxy (Muller 2003, Preus 1970). Again, there is a 

divergence among theologians regarding the usefulness of the extensive use of 

Aristotelian language, and among other particulars. However, despite these differences, 

they hold to a general agreement that the basic methodology of the Lutheran orthodox 

remains a beneficial way to exposit Christian theology. 

 In relation to my topic, I wrote a book titled Hands of Faith: A Historical and 

Theological Study of the Two Kinds of Righteousness in Lutheran Thought, published by 

Wipf and Stock in 2016. In this text, I engage the Radical Lutheran authors to a small 

extent, though the primary focus of this work is the exposition of the theme of the two 

kinds of righteousness in Luther’s thought, the Lutheran Confessions, and Lutheran 

Orthodoxy, with a concluding chapter which exposits some of the implications of this 

distinction. Though there is a brief mention of the methodological differences between the 

scholastic and Radical Lutheran approaches to theology in the introductory chapter, this 

was only mentioned in a cursory fashion. This is done under the heading, “Law-Gospel 

Reductionism” (Cooper 2016:4-10). This project will differ substantially from the previous 

book, as there will hardly be any areas of overlap other than the fact that some of the 

same authors will be cited.  

 My previous work which is more closely related to the present proposal is my MTh 

thesis, published as Lex Aeterna: A Defense of the Orthodox Lutheran Doctrine of God’s 

Law and Critique of Gerhard Forde. In this text, I challenge Forde’s understanding of 

God’s law as defined by its impact upon the human creature, and argue instead for the 

law as the eternal will of God as taught in Lutheran orthodoxy. This dissertation is an 
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expansion of the research which was involved in that thesis, and will be a more in-depth 

and comprehensive treatment. The thesis did not deal extensively with methodological 

issues, nor of the relationship of theology and metaphysics. Instead, it focused on one 

particular theological issue: the law. At the end of the book, I address the need for further 

study on the topic, especially related to philosophical and methodological foundations 

(Cooper 2017:145-146). This is what this dissertation attempts to do.  

 

1.2 Problem/Objectives 

The overarching question to be addressed in this work is: how does Lutheran 

scholasticism constitute a more adequate methodological system than Radical 

Lutheranism? Following this primary question, four subsequent questions are asked, 

which are listed below. The primary problem addressed by this dissertation is the rejection 

of traditional Protestant scholastic categories by these authors, and the consequences of 

such a neglect for theology and the church. This includes authors who identify explicitly 

with the Radical Lutheran title such as Gerhard Forde, Oswald Bayer, and Steven 

Paulson who reject scholasticism and affirm a contemporary theological method impacted 

by existentialism and linguistic philosophy. The problems with those writers who attempt 

to combine elements of the Radical Lutheran method with theological convictions inherent 

in Lutheran scholasticism (while simultaneously rejecting the metaphysical convictions of 

scholasticism), such as Robert Kolb and William Schumacher, are also addressed, in 

order to defend the scholastic approach.  

 It is the contention of this work that traditional essentialist categories, as defended 

by Lutheran scholastics, are necessary for the theological task. While the seventeenth 

century writers are not immune to criticism from modern authors, their general theological 

and metaphysical convictions provide a more beneficial framework for theological 

discourse than contemporary systems.  

   

1.3 Subsidiary Research Problems 

In view of the primary research question, the following four subsequent questions are 

addressed: 



6 
 

1. What is the current state of scholarship concerning theological methodology within 

the Lutheran tradition, including that articulated by Radical Lutheran writers?  

2. What are the theological and philosophical foundations of the Lutheran scholastic 

method?  

3. In what ways are the theological methods of Lutheran scholasticism more 

satisfactory than those of Radical Lutheranism?  

4. What are the implications of the dissonance between Lutheran scholasticism and 

Radical Lutheranism for ecclesiology and practical theology in the contemporary 

church? 

These questions help to demonstrate the continued relevance of the scholastic method, 

and the theological, Scriptural, and practical problems with that of Radical Lutheranism. 

 

1.4  Purpose 

A revival of Lutheran scholasticism in contrast to Radical Lutheranism is beneficial to the 

church for a variety of reasons. First, this method allows for more productive theological 

and ecumenical discourse among Christians. The Radical Lutheran system is one which 

differentiates itself foundationally from other Christian traditions, and thus makes dialogue 

with other traditions exceedingly difficult. The scholastic method provides several 

commonalities between the Lutheran, Roman Catholic, and Reformed traditions which—

historically at least—have general agreement on various aspects of the theological 

method and philosophical presuppositions. Second, this allows for a clear exposition of 

various doctrinal points in a manner which is not possible through contemporary systems. 

Several areas of theology become conflated with one another or confused when modern 

categories are applied to the theological task, as is the case in Radical Lutheranism. 

Third, the scholastic method provides for closer continuity with the historic church. The 

categories proposed by the seventeenth century Lutheran writers are an extension of 

both Patristic and Medieval dogmatic theology, whereas Radical Lutherans function on 

categories that are either only present in Luther (often not significantly so) or are modern 

constructions. This threatens the catholicity of the Lutheran Reformation. 
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1.5 Research Methodology 

As a treatment of theological method, this dissertation utilizes a variety of disciplines. The 

primary field of study is that of systematic theology, as theological prolegomena serves 

as the basis by which one’s doctrinal system is formulated and defended. Along with 

systematic theology, there are also various philosophical ideas at work within this study, 

as a central question asked here is of the relationship between philosophy and theology 

in one’s doctrinal system. These questions also relate to pastoral theology, as this 

question relates to how every pastor functions in their unique role as a theologian in the 

congregation to which they have been called. Historical theological issues are also raised 

throughout, as each writer examined is placed into their own historical and ideological 

context, so that their own ideas can be properly evaluated in relation to their own 

influences and context. This follows the integrative model of historical theological 

research proposed by Bradley and Muller (Bradley 1995), in which a complexity of 

influences upon writers are recognized. Finally, there is an exegetical element to this 

study, though that is not primary. The exegetical foundations of the Lutheran scholastic 

method are explained and defended, along with some critique of Radical Lutheran 

exegetical assumptions. Methodological issues are intimately related to the Scriptural 

text, both in terms of what is taken from it, and how it is approached by the theologian.  

 Since this dissertation is concerned, primarily, with systematic theology, the 

method of treating this discipline is essential for understanding the following study. The 

primary model chosen for this dissertation is the progressive model of theological 

research outlined by Lewis and Demarist as the “integrative model” (Lewis and Demarist 

1996). This integrative model seeks to propose a systematic approach to Christian 

doctrine which utilizes aspects of various theological disciplines such as historical, 

exegetical, and practical theology. They set forth a six-step process in which theology 

develops. (1) the problem is outlined, which is done in this introductory section of the 

dissertation. (2) the topic is engaged through various writers both older and 

contemporary. This constitutes the literature review, which is addressed by the first 

subsequent research question. This section engages both the writers of the Radical 
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Lutheran tradition and proponents of scholastic theology. As a study which is heavily 

involved in an examination of theological literature from two disparate traditions, this 

examination of literature continues throughout the following chapters as well. (3) the 

Biblical data is examined on the topic and (4) this data is systematized. The nature of this 

particular dissertation is different from the type of project envisioned by Lewis and 

Demarist, due to the fact that it is a comparative analysis of two theological systems, 

rather than an exposition of one particular doctrine. Due to that fact, there will not be one 

separate chapter devoted to the Biblical data with a following chapter then systematizing 

this data. The Biblical data will be examined and systematized throughout chapters three 

and four, which engage the historical Lutheran theological method in comparison to that 

of Radical Lutheranism. This also follows the scientific theological method as outlined by 

Bruce Ware, wherein data from the biblical text is collected, and then systematized (Ware 

2001). The fifth part of the integrative model is apologetic in nature in which one engages 

various critiques and anticipated objections to one’s proposal. These critiques and a 

response do not constitute a single separate chapter, but these are involved in both 

chapters three and four in which the second and third subsidiary research questions are 

engaged. The sixth step, which is the implications of the discussion within the practical 

realm, will be engaged in the concluding chapter which addresses the fourth subsidiary 

research question. My methodology is not limited to the synchronic model, but elements 

of Lucretia Yaghjian’s model are used as well. Yaghjian writes about a syntoptical reading 

approach to research. This method begins with questions, followed by a compilation of 

the resources which answer these questions. Following this, the sources are summarized, 

and the reader makes conclusions on the basis of these various proposals. These models 

together constitute the basis of this research project.  

 

1.6 Conclusion 

The primary themes and concerns of the present study have been outlined. Twentieth 

century Lutheran thought gradually shifted from the scholastic method, under the 

influence of thinkers like Werner Elert (Elert 1962) and Rudolf Bultmann. Existentialism 

led to a different mode of discourse than those which utilized more traditional Greek 
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metaphysical categories. This led to the formation of the Radical Lutheran theological 

movement which is prominent today, and includes thinkers such as Gerhard Forde, 

Steven Paulson, and Oswald Bayer. In this work, a critique of these thinkers is offered 

with the attempt to defend the older scholastic method in theological discourse within the 

Lutheran church.  

 In opposition to Radical Lutheranism, the following chapters propose a theological 

model which is in accord with classical metaphysics as modified by scholastic thinkers 

such as Martin Chemnitz and Johann Gerhard. This is done through addressing the 

fundamental research question alongside of the four subsidiary questions. At work in this 

study is a mixture of theological disciplines, including historical, systematic, and 

exegetical theology. All of these areas of study lead to practical application for pastoral 

theology in the contemporary church.  

 In the following chapter, the first subsequent research question, What is the current 

state of scholarship concerning theological methodology within the Lutheran tradition, 

including that articulated by the Radical Lutheran writers? is addressed. This is done 

through a literature review which examines authors from the Radical Lutheran movement, 

along with those who defend the Protestant scholastic method, alongside of authors who 

utilize aspects of both theological schools. This then leads to a study of the 

methodological presuppositions of the Lutheran scholastic writers in the following chapter.  
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Chapter 2 

 

Literature Review: The Current State of Scholarship Concerning Theological 

Methodology within the Lutheran Tradition, Including that of Radical Lutheran 

Writers 

 

2.1 Introduction 

As the general research question, “how does Lutheran scholasticism constitute a more 

adequate methodological system than Radical Lutheranism?” is answered, it is imperative 

that the general field of theological prolegomena within Lutheran thought is examined, 

especially in view of contemporary developments. Whether explained clearly or not, 

everyone engaged in the theological task has a variety of both methodological and 

philosophical presuppositions which guide one’s writing and thought. In this chapter, the 

following question is answered: What is the current state of scholarship concerning 

theological methodology within the Lutheran tradition, including that of Radical Lutheran 

writers? This discussion serves as a basis for expounding upon the differing perspectives 

on these issues in further chapters.  

 As a review of all literature on this particular subject would be an impossibility, 

specific texts have been chosen in order to evaluate theological methodology in 

contemporary scholarship. These texts are divided into three categories. First, there are 

those texts from a Radical Lutheran perspective. The three authors evaluated here are 

Gerhard Forde, Oswald Bayer, and Steven Paulson. These writers disagree on various 

points, but share a common theological conviction surrounding the importance of the 

divine speech-act as formative for a proper Christian theology, and a general rejection of 

traditional scholastic categories, especially those that arise from Aristotle. The second 

category of authors are those from the Confessional Lutheran tradition who combine 

traditional Confessional theology with some of the advances in the field made by Gerhard 

Forde and Oswald Bayer. This is a mediating view between the older scholastic 

perspective, and modern rejections of the older methodology. The authors examined in 
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this section are Charles Arand, Robert Kolb, and William S. Schumacher. Finally, scholars 

who promote a traditional scholastic methodology are examined. The two authors used 

here are Robert Preus and Richard Muller. Both of these figures have written extensively 

on Protestant scholasticism, and have produced significant writings on its theological 

methodology in comparison with modern approaches. Throughout this review, each of 

these contributions is compared to other developments in the field. 

 

2.2 Radical Lutheran Authors 

The field of scholarship within the broader category of Radical Lutheranism is somewhat 

varied. These authors are unified by some common methodological concerns, and a 

conviction that justification is the central tenant and theme of all Christian theological 

discourse—though they differ on other points. These writers are examined individually, 

so that their unique contributions to the development of Lutheran theology in the twentieth 

and twenty first centuries are clearly explained. Gerhard Forde is the father of this 

theological school, and thus his work serves as a basis for further exploration of 

theological prolegomena from a Radical Lutheran perspective. Oswald Bayer shares 

many commonalities with Forde but developed his own somewhat independent 

theological system with the concept of divine speech at the center. In many ways, Bayer 

is more favorable to traditional theological categories than Forde. Finally, Steven Paulson 

is evaluated, who began his theological career after both Forde and Bayer and draws 

upon both figures in his own approach to Christian doctrine. 

 

2.2.1. Gerhard Forde 

Gerhard Forde is the founder of Radical Lutheranism, as he coined this term in an essay 

of that title first published in the 1987 inaugural issue of Lutheran Quarterly. In this article, 

Forde contends that to move forward as a theological tradition, the Lutheran church must 

proclaim the centrality of justification by faith even more boldly than before, and thus must 

be “radically” Lutheran (2004:7). This centrality of the doctrine of justification frames the 
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entirety of Forde’s career. It is to be noted, however, that the idea of justification—for 

Forde—is not exactly the same as that of the Confessional Lutheran tradition. While the 

scholastics argued that justification is a forensic declaration based on the imputation of 

Christ’s merit to the sinner, Forde contends that justification refers to the acts of killing 

and making alive through God’s declarative word (1990a:3). Justification is identified with 

the act of proclamation given by a preacher. This is done in opposition to the law, which 

according to Forde is not the eternal will of God, but God’s act of accusation toward the 

sinner. This central thesis guides Forde’s theological system. 

 Considering his specific theological contentions, Forde constructs a unique system 

of Christian doctrine in his book Theology is for Proclamation. While his theological 

method can be exposited from his other writings, this work in particular highlights the 

uniqueness of his theological method. Forde begins this work by expositing a distinction 

between two different modes of theological discourse (1990b:1-9). The first is primary 

discourse, and the latter is secondary. Primary discourse is language which speaks 

directly to an individual, whereas secondary discourse merely speaks about a thing. 

Forde uses the example of love. Primary discourse is the lover saying to the beloved, “I 

love you.” Secondary discourse involved the lover simply talking about love, either 

through an exposition of what love is or making general statements that he loves people 

(2007:49). According to Forde, traditional Christian theology has generally emphasized 

secondary discourse to the neglect of primary. This primary discourse, Forde further 

labels “proclamation,” or “kerygma” (1990b:1). For Forde, this proclamation is to be at the 

center of one’s theology. In this manner, Forde rejects the traditional Lutheran scholastic 

approach to Christian theology, since this twofold distinction is not characteristic of earlier 

theology which privileged secondary discourse over primary. He views the history of the 

Lutheran church as one of discontinuity with Luther’s own thought (1990b:6). In Forde’s 

view, the evangelical church must abandon the scholastic method and instead look to 

Luther’s own theology, which he contends is centered on primary theological discourse. 

 In light of his argument that proclamation is the central element of Christian 

thought, Forde then constructs a basic system of theology consistent with this contention. 
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The division of theology into these two modes of discourse is not merely an attempt to 

include a “for you” proclamation of forgiveness within the constructs of traditional Lutheran 

doctrine. Secondary discourse has been misunderstood as that which is purely 

theoretical, or which is concerned with something in the realm of ideas. In contrast to this, 

Forde argues that secondary discourse should simply be “the kind of reflection that takes 

place between yesterday’s and today’s proclamation” (1990b:4). In other words, 

theological discourse must always be based upon proclamation, and is only relevant 

insofar as it fosters proclamation. Because the Lutheran scholastics did not function on 

the basis of such a distinction, there was no conscious attempt to do this. The majority of 

the theological textbooks then, according to Forde’s argument, are inconsistent with the 

centrality of proclamation. Therefore, the central tenants of Lutheran orthodox teaching 

should be discarded. 

 The central problem of Lutheran orthodoxy, according to Forde, is the adoption of 

a “static-ontological” concept of the divine law (1969:4). This idea is developed especially 

in his book The Law-Gospel Debate, but this contention stands behind his theological 

method as developed in Theology is for Proclamation. I have argued for Forde’s 

incompatibility with traditional Lutheran thought in Lex Aeterna. For the Lutheran 

orthodox, the law is defined as an eternal standard that coheres with God’s own nature 

and character. It is both eternal and unchanging. This then, according to Forde, informs 

their perspectives on almost every other topic. Since the law is a set of static propositions, 

the gospel too is reduced to this. Similarly, the doctrine of God in Lutheran orthodoxy is 

mistaken, because the law is identified with God’s nature (1969:8-9). In his desire to reject 

the traditional conception of God’s commandments, Forde argues that theology should 

not be based upon the category of “substance” but of “act” (1990b:105). I have labeled 

this an “existential,” rather than “essentialist” approach to Christian theology (Cooper 

2017:4). While the basic outlines of this move were outlined in my previous work, the 

details of each philosophical system had not been explored as they will be in the present 

work. In his book Theology is for Proclamation, Forde attempts a revision of each primary 

Christian doctrine considering his existential convictions including: sin, Scripture, 
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Christology, and the doctrine of God. This leads to a vastly different set of beliefs than is 

found in Lutheran orthodoxy.  

 Theological prolegomena, for Forde, is founded on the distinction he makes 

between “God preached,” and “God not preached” (2007:33-55). This fundamental 

paradigm allows for his reconstruction of doctrine. Forde identifies “God not preached” 

with the hidden God of wrath and abstraction. Another term for this is the “naked God.” 

This is the God that is sought by philosophers, wherein God is viewed as some kind of 

unifying force or timeless principle, through which meaning is given to all of reality. This 

God is placed in the realm of timelessness, and is inaccessible to the human creature. 

Forde further identifies this God with law, and contends that this God is “hardly 

distinguishable from Satan” (1990b:16). Forde is not merely rejecting the abstractions of 

pagan philosophers, but he identifies the majority of approaches to the construction 

Christian theology as attempts to explain God apart from the act of proclamation. By 

making such a claim, Forde rejects the scholastic method altogether, as he is particularly 

critical of Aristotle and Thomas Aquinas. The Lutheran scholastics, such as Johann 

Gerhard, construct a traditional doctrine of God through an exposition of his nature and 

attributes, agreeing with Aquinas that God is actus purus (Gerhard 2007). This, in Forde’s 

view, is merely timeless abstraction, and is inconsistent with Luther’s approach to 

Christian doctrine. 

 The abstract ideas inherent in traditional Lutheran doctrine are, for Forde, 

transferred to the realm of concrete action upon the individual. The prime example of a 

mistaken approach to theology, for Forde, is the orthodox doctrine of vicarious atonement 

(1972:34). For the seventeenth century dogmaticians, the atonement is placed into a 

logical scheme according to God’s attributes. God is just, and sin is an infinite affront to 

God’s justice and honor. God, then, must atone for sin through the satisfaction of his own 

justice. Christ does this through his death on the cross. For Forde, this takes the gospel 

away from its immediacy and direct nature to the sinner, and places it into the realm of 

the abstract and theoretical. Instead, Forde argues that Christian theology is centered on 

a confrontation between the sinner and God not preached. When encountering this 
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hidden God, the believer is under existential duress in confrontation with God’s wrath. In 

this dilemma, the revealed God, or “God preached,” arrives in order that the one hearing 

the word of proclamation might be saved from the God of abstraction (2007:48). One is 

on a constant flight from God not preached to God preached. This dialectic shapes the 

nature and content of Christian theology.  

 Forde presents a theological method which is radically different from all other 

Christian theology. The Lutheran orthodox construct a theology on the basis of various 

theological concepts which are explained and defended in their essence, and they then 

consequently present practical application of these concepts to the individual. Forde, 

instead, begins with the application of doctrine to the individual through the act of 

proclamation, and then consequently expounds upon theology in relation to this 

proclamation. According to Forde, the scholastics subordinated proclamation to discourse 

about God, and in doing so, neglected the New Testament kerygma. He contends that 

Christian theology must change this methodology, and can only do so through the 

adoption of his two primary distinctions between primary and secondary discourse, and 

that between God not preached and God preached.  

 

2.2.2 Oswald Bayer 

Of those theologians who critique the traditional scholastic approach to theology in 

contemporary Lutheranism, Oswald Bayer’s critiques are the most in-depth and 

philosophically informed. Bayer is a professor of Systematic Theology at Tubingen and 

influential Luther scholar. Throughout his writings, Bayer contends that the systems of 

traditional and contemporary systematic theologians are insufficient due to their neglect 

of the linguistic element of theological discourse. Bayer promotes a theology based upon 

linguistic philosophy, especially as influenced by Austin and Hamman. In his view, these 

authors help to give proper categories in which one can rightly exposit Luther’s theology 

of the promissio given to the sinner in Christ. These ideas are present throughout his 

theological career, but the two works which most clearly exposit his methodology are 
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Theology the Lutheran Way, and Martin Luther’s Theology: A Contemporary 

Interpretation. The first is a theological prolegomenon, in which Bayer sets Luther’s 

doctrinal approach in contrast to various other theological methods and philosophical 

systems. The second is a treatment of his own unique approach to the reformer, which is 

Bayer’s most extensive contribution to Luther scholarship.  

 Bayer’s Theology the Lutheran Way is divided into two primary sections. First, he 

overviews Luther’s theological methodology; second, he places this understanding of 

theology in the context of modern problems and gives a thorough critique of theological 

systems developed since the time of Kant. He begins this work with the premise that there 

is a problem in identifying theology either strictly with metaphysics, or with ethics (Bayer 

2007:9). The metaphysical approach to theology begins with Plato wherein he seeks to 

explain God as a unifying element to all of existence (2007:4-6). There are two 

fundamental axioms which drive metaphysical theology as formulated in Plato and 

developed in the later Greek and Christian traditions. First, God is the cause only of that 

which is good; he is not the direct cause of evil. Second, God is completely unchangeable 

in both character and essence. This leads to an understanding of God as timeless. Plato 

does not, however, completely disregard myth as an essential element of theology either, 

as he combines mythology and metaphysical questions. In Aristotle, however, the 

metaphysical element completely overtakes the mythological or historical, so that 

theology is based purely on abstract ideas, identified with a timeless and separate God 

(2007:7). The criticisms of Bayer here echo those of Forde, who is similarly critical of 

Greek metaphysics, and consequently its adoption by Christian theologians. 

 While Bayer is not willing to argue that early Christian theology blindly adapted 

Greek philosophy to Christian truths, he purports that some of the problematic elements 

of the older view of God corrupted the nature of Christian truth, especially in the Middle 

Ages. This is evident through various divisions which developed in theological discourse, 

such as that between meditation and disputation. The divide between scholasticism and 

mystical piety unfortunately separated theological disputation from the spiritual life, and 

also, the practice of piety from rigorous theology (2007:11). This impacts not only 

medieval thinkers, but the Lutheran scholastics as well. He is critical, for example, of 
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Johann Gerhard’s separation of writings between those which are devotional, and those 

which consist in disputatio (2007:12). The beginnings of this separation in Gerhard 

eventually culminate in the theology of Semler and Bultmann, wherein either the moral or 

existential element of Christian truth is completely divorced from doctrinal explication. In 

view of these criticisms, Bayer argues that Luther’s theological method offers a third 

alternative to these common conceptions of Christian doctrine. It is in this third 

methodology that Bayer echoes Forde’s contention that the theological method must be 

redefined in light of Luther’s evangelical discovery. 

 For Bayer, theology should not be placed in the realm of the speculative, or in that 

of the subjective experience. Theology, instead, is in essence a dialogue between God 

and man. God is not to be studied in the abstract, according to his nature and attributes. 

Instead, Bayer argues that the specific content of theology is the justifying God, and the 

sinful human (2007:18). This separates Bayer from the Lutheran scholastic tradition, 

wherein the particular essence of God and humanity are evaluated and discussed. For 

Bayer, this older methodology has essentially the same problems as older Greek thinkers. 

It seeks to find a kind of justification for reality through some unifying concept, which is 

then identified as God (2007:26). For Bayer, like Forde, God is not identified with any 

particular theory or idea, nor with a timeless and unchangeable being, but with 

justification. For the theologian, God is identified as the one who justifies through his word 

(2007:27). Bayer does not negate the usefulness of essentialist categories altogether, as 

he acknowledges that they may have their place in the secular sphere. Yet, these 

essences are not the concern of the theologian (2007:19). This dialogical approach to 

theology, according to Bayer, overcomes the division between the practical and 

speculative approaches. This communicative approach to Christian theology is similar to 

the contention of Forde that it is primary discourse which guides the theologian, rather 

than secondary or speculative. Rather than speaking of “primary discourse,” Bayer uses 

the language of a “performative speech-act” (2007:126). The two ideas are synonymous. 

 One of the most important contributions of Luther’s thought, according to Bayer, is 

the manner in which he overcomes the Aristotelian distinction between theory and praxis. 

This divide is exemplified in the Medieval debates surrounding the story of Mary and 
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Martha, wherein the via activa and the via contemplativa are presented as two divergent 

aspects of the Christian life (2007:108). For Bayer, these are not alternatives at all, but 

the theologian should instead follow the unifying idea of the vita receptiva. For Luther, the 

Christian life finds its essence in its passivity coram Deo. This is the way of faith, wherein 

one does not live in order to reconcile all things in a metaphysical system (what Bayer 

refers to as “justifying thinking”) or through an attempt at self-actualization through the 

ethical life (what Bayer calls “justifying doing”), but through a continual reception of God’s 

gifts (2007:25). Faith is a third element standing at the center, through which both ethics 

and contemplation are to be engaged. Through his formulation of a theology based on 

reception, Luther has a fundamental disagreement with medieval scholasticism. 

According to Bayer, Aquinas attempts to do just the kind of justifying-thinking that Luther 

so radically opposes. Thomas views theology as a science, concerned primarily with the 

realm of ideas. For Luther, in contrast to this, theology deals with history and experience. 

God is not to be dealt with abstractly as a unifying concept of all reality. This, according 

to Bayer, is a theologia gloriae which stands in opposition to Luther’s theologia crucis. 

Luther, for Bayer, destroys the radical divide between eternity and time as two divergent 

realms that separate God and humanity (2007:30). The perception of a timeless God 

arises from Plato’s fundamental axiom about what constitutes divinity, rather than 

Scripture. In Luther’s theology, God himself is radically historicized. Bayer contends that, 

like creation, God himself experiences “history, time, change, and suffering” (2007:31). 

While Bayer does not explicitly engage with the Lutheran scholastics in this critique, it is 

apparent that the same criticisms leveled against Aquinas would apply to seventeenth 

century Lutheran orthodoxy. Like Aquinas, the Lutheran scholastics define theology as a 

science, and the later analytical theologians clearly explain God as a unifying concept of 

all theology and existence generally. Classical theistic concepts are utilized by all of the 

scholastics as well, with the conviction that God is timeless, and immutable.  

 Since Bayer rejects the utilization of traditional systematic categories in his 

exposition of the Christian faith, including that of the doctrine of God, he approaches the 

nature of doctrine in a different manner. The unifying principle of his theology, if he can 

be said to have one at all, is the distinction between law and gospel. These are viewed, 
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not as abstract doctrinal ideals, but as direct words of address from God to humans 

(2007:30). Here, Bayer again echoes Forde’s concerns. For Forde, the law is not defined 

by what it is in essence, but by what it does. Bayer argues similarly but emphasizes the 

linguistic aspect of both the law and God’s promissio. The only type of metaphysic that 

Bayer utilizes in this context is a “relational ontology” (2007:53). The human creature does 

not live in oneself, but ecstatically in Christ. The category of relation has precedence over 

that of essence for the theologian. The law and the gospel then are not to be explained 

in categories of essence, but in terms of their relation to the sinner through their linguistic 

application.  

 The central doctrine of the Christian faith for Bayer is justification. This doctrine is 

not explained in traditional dogmatic categories, but is identified as a performative word. 

Bayer draws upon the philosophy of J.L. Austin to explain that there are two fundamentally 

different forms of speech: constative and performative (2007:127). Earlier linguistic theory 

largely relied on the division between the signum and res. Language points one to ideas 

elsewhere, and does not then give or do anything directly. This understanding was 

applied to the sacraments by St. Augustine and continued to be the general 

understanding of the Western tradition. Baptism, the Lord’s Supper, and absolution were 

all then viewed as mere “signs” which point to something that is signified to be received 

elsewhere (2007:129). For Luther, this division between sign and thing signified was 

broken, as he came to understand that the absolution is speech that does what it says. 

In Austin’s language, it is a performative speech-act. This performative speech-act is what 

Gerhard Forde refers to as “primary discourse.” This is language which does what it says, 

similar to God’s words, “let there be” which effected creation ex nihilo. This linguistic act 

constitutes the essence of Christian theology. 

 This linguistic turn in Christian theology is promoted in opposition to a variety of 

other theological methods. Bayer criticizes earlier theology for its emphasis on 

metaphysical questions that seek a unified theory of the nature of God. This applies to 

much pre-Reformation theology, as well as the Protestant scholastics. Bayer is similarly 

critical of various modern theological movements. The divide between theory and praxis 

remains in much modern theology. For Kant and Ritschl, the moral aspect of existence 
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replaces the theoretical or speculative, making the early divide between ethics and 

theology complete (2007:142-144). For Schleiermacher, this takes a purely subjective 

turn, as faith itself is reflected upon as a feeling of absolute dependence (2007:152). 

Existential theologians similarly emphasize the purely subjective impact of Christian truth 

upon the individual. Hegel, and other modern theologians like Wolfhart Pannenberg 

(Pannenberg 1988), have fallen into the same mistake as the ancient Greeks through an 

attempt at explaining all of reality through a theological metaphysic. Linguistic theology 

does not only overcome the divide between theory and praxis, but also between 

subjective and objective. All of these various theological schools, according to Bayer, 

have made the mistake of pitting the objective and subjective realities of Christian 

theology against one another. The performative speech-act avoids a pure objectification 

of Christian theology in that this declarative word does not simply represent some truth 

found elsewhere, as is the Aristotelian tendency; nor does the speech-act base theology 

upon the human response or experience to a divine act. Instead, theology is centered 

upon the act itself. 

 Throughout his book Martin Luther’s Theology: A Contemporary Interpretation, 

Bayer expounds upon many of the themes addressed in the previous work. This volume 

is divided into two sections: “Prolegoma,” and “Individual Themes.” For present purposes, 

only the first section is discussed as directly related to the topic at hand (2008:1-92). The 

exposition of various topics in the latter section is dealt with in later chapters as the 

conclusions of Bayer’s theological methodology are examined in light of Lutheran 

scholastic thought. The prolegomena here is an exposition of Luther’s theological method 

and concerns, and thus echoes much of the previous book. 

 For Bayer, Luther’s writings remain relevant in the modern theological milieu. In 

particular, Luther’s theological method serves as a foundation upon which the 

contemporary writer is able to properly engage with modern theological trends. Bayer 

does not attempt in this work simply to exposit Luther’s historical understanding of 

doctrine within a sixteenth century context, but this work is an attempt to relate his 

concerns to modern debates and concerns. Two themes, in particular, are emphasized 

in Bayer’s work that arise from Luther’s theology: his idea of the hidden God, and his 
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emphasis on the divine promissio given to the sinner through the word of the gospel.  

 The first essential topic here is the idea of the hidden God as exposited by Luther 

(2008:4). It might appear, at first, that this idea is simply the contention that God cannot 

be fully known in his essence by the human creature. This much would be affirmed by 

nearly the entire Christian tradition, from Pseudo-Dionysius’ apophaticism (Lossky 1974), 

through the scholastic distinction between archetypal and ectypal theology. The concept 

of the hidden God, however, goes far beyond this. For Luther, God is at work in all things, 

through both creation and providence. This includes good and evil, so that God often 

appears to us as the devil himself (2008:4). In Bayer’s thought, this concept helps guard 

against modern conceptions of theology, as well as the theodicy problem, such as in 

theologies which posit love as a kind of unifying principle, or which try to separate God 

from the effects of sin in the world (2008:31). The attempt to separate God from evil 

ultimately leads to the Aristotelian contention that God stands as one totally other than 

creation, who is completely ahistoricized. He spends eternity contemplating himself, with 

no concern for the historical acts in the world (2008:32). For Bayer, God is a historical 

being, who is providentially present in all things which occur. 

 The idea of the hidden God, for Bayer, is a third essential element of theological 

discourse alongside of the traditional Lutheran distinction between law and gospel 

(2008:42). God’s hiddenness is not identified with the law, as it seems to be at times in 

Forde’s writing. This hiddenness terrifies the human creature, and leads to an experience 

of existential dread before the God who appears to be Satan himself. Bayer is fond of 

utilizing the story of Jacob wrestling with God as analogous to the general human 

experience encountering God (Gen. 32:26). In faith, the believer flees from the hidden 

God to the God who reveals himself in Christ (2008:40). This dialectic shapes the 

Christian experience, so that it is not only the law which drives one to the gospel. The 

distinction made between the hidden and revealed God as utilized here is similar to 

Forde’s distinction between God preached and God not preached. Like Bayer, Forde 

emphasizes the historical nature of the gospel message, so that the metaphysically 

abstract ideas of a supreme being lead one to the preached God as given in Christ. 

Bayer’s exposition of the hidden God is the most existential area of his thought, and is 
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essential for understanding the nature and purpose of theology from a Lutheran 

perspective.  

 The second major theological distinctive outlined by Bayer as part of Luther’s 

theological method is his emphasis on the linguistic nature of theological discourse 

(2008:50). In contrast to a subjectivist understanding of faith, wherein theology simply 

studies the religious experience of individuals or communities, Christianity is founded 

upon the word of address that precedes religious experience. Faith is given through the 

word, and the word stands apart from it, as the foundational principle of belief (2008:53). 

For Luther, according to Bayer, theology is not a scientific enterprise, but a linguistic one. 

It is not merely the scholar who is a theologian then, but anyone who is addressed by 

God, and is called to respond. This divine address is universal. The theological task is 

constituted by address and response, rather than theoretical study or proposition 

(2008:41). Therefore, the central task of the theologian is to hear the address of God and 

consequently respond in praise and thanksgiving. This linguistic approach is liturgical in 

nature, as it mirrors the function of a worship service that is based upon speech which 

extends from God through the pastor, and then back to God through the congregation 

(2008:16).  

 For Bayer, the theological task is tied together with human identity. In his view, the 

identity of a creature is determined by the address of God’s word (2008:55). In this way, 

like Forde, Bayer differentiates himself from earlier scholastic methods. While scholastic 

theologians, both medieval and Protestant, speak in essentialist categories in relation to 

the human creature, Bayer prefers the language of address and relation as definitional to 

a Christian ontology. Human nature (at least in a theological sense) is to be understood 

in relation to God’s speech act, through which man is created, and recreated by the gospel 

(2008:37). God’s word of address gives value to the human subject, and constitutes one’s 

place in the world. This runs in opposition to the human desire for a kind of self-

actualization, wherein one is constituted by personal decision, works, or anything else. 

The speech-act of God radically destroys any sense of human autonomy. 

For Bayer, faith, justification, metaphysics, and the doctrine of God are all radically 

historicized. One does not encounter any of these truths in the realm of the theoretical 
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and abstract, but through human experience (2008:53). In this way, Bayer echoes Forde’s 

concern for God’s word in act over its objective being and content. Unlike Forde, however, 

Bayer spends more space nuancing his position, discussing the importance of traditional 

scholastic disciplines as an essential part of the theological task. He notes, for example, 

Luther’s continuity with medieval thought in his utilization of the trivium and quadrivium. 

Grammar, logic, and rhetoric are all essential elements of theological discussion on an 

academic level (2007:81). In this way, Bayer does not completely reject the definition of 

a theologian as one who does theorize about various doctrines through an exposition of 

the biblical text. His approach is similar to Forde’s, in his emphasis upon act over being, 

and his focus on the linguistic elements of theology, though the nuances he makes 

throughout this work differentiate him from Forde who is more explicit in his rejection of 

traditional theological methodology. 

In these two writings, Oswald Bayer promotes a unique approach to Christian 

theology which is centered on linguistic analysis, rather than metaphysical speculation. 

Though he does not use the specific language of primary and secondary discourse, Bayer 

comes to many of the same conclusions as Forde, while remaining similarly critical of the 

scholastic method. This theological method is not completely discordant with, but remains 

critical of the seventeenth century Lutheran dogmaticians.  

 

2.2.3 Steven Paulson 

In his book Lutheran Theology in T&T Clark’s “Doing Theology” series, Steven D. Paulson 

explains Lutheran thought and theological method using the book of Romans as a rough 

guideline. Throughout this work, he explains similar themes to those previously explored 

in both Forde and Bayer’s writings. Paulson is a professor of systematic theology at Luther 

Seminary in Saint Paul, MN, and influential voice in contemporary Lutheranism. He is a 

frequently published author in Lutheran Quarterly and other Lutheran periodicals. This 

book is the most succinct and complete treatment of Paulson’s unique approach to 

Lutheran theology, which is heavily influenced by both Forde and Bayer. Though not a 

book on prolegomena in a direct manner, as are the works of the previous two authors, 

throughout this text, Paulson deals with material related to theological method, and 



24 
 

consistently criticizes Lutheran orthodoxy. 

 Affirming the primary contention of Forde’s Theology is for Proclamation, Paulson 

purports that all theology should arise from preaching. He argues that Lutheranism can 

best be understood, not as a branch of the church catholic, but as a preaching movement. 

More than anything else, Luther sought to revitalize and reform the preaching task within 

the medieval church. In light of this emphasis on preaching, Paulson argues that the 

distinction between God preached and God not preached is “the most important 

distinction Lutheran theology makes” (Paulson 2011:23). This particular distinction is not 

one that is utilized in historic Lutheran sources, but arises from Luther’s Bondage of the 

Will. Forde revitalized this concept, and Paulson uses it as an undergirding theme of the 

entirety of all of his theology. At one point, Paulson argues that there are no prolegomena 

to theology at all other than preaching (2011:62). Paulson’s category of “God not 

preached” is similar to Bayer’s emphasis on the hiddenness of God. This is God apart 

from the proclamation of Christ, in the abstract. This is the “naked God,” or the God who 

is the one sought for by metaphysicians. This God only brings wrath, as he works through 

both good and evil. One is only set free from God not preached through God preached in 

the gospel.  

 When speaking about God-preached, Paulson identifies this preaching with “for 

you” gospel proclamation (2011:31). In other words, he argues that preaching is to involve 

primary discourse first and foremost, rather than secondary (2011:25). In Bayer’s 

language, Lutheran theology is centered on the divine speech act which creates faith. 

Like Forde and Bayer, Paulson prioritizes act over being. Preaching, the law, the gospel, 

justification, and the doctrine of God, are described in categories of act upon the 

individual, rather than as separate independent doctrinal ideas which stand alone. This is 

clear in his affirmation of Bultmann’s thought in opposition to Lutheran orthodoxy 

(2011:32). Paulson argues that Bultmann rightly understood the personalistic-

eschatological nature of Christian theology (though he disagrees on Bultmann’s idea of 

personal existential decision). Theology deals with that which impacts the sinner directly, 

instead of themes within some out-there realm of ideas. In Paulson’s view, Lutheran 

orthodoxy—especially in the seventeenth century—misunderstood the true nature of the 
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biblical message and retreated to a medieval approach to Christian theology much 

different from Luther’s own (2011:12). 

 The primary error that Paulson identifies in previous theological methods, including 

that of scholastic Lutheranism, is what he identifies as the “legal scheme” (2011:2). This 

legal scheme is similar to what Forde often labels the “theologia gloriae,” or in other 

places, the “ladder scheme.” In this scheme, God’s law is described as eternal, and 

inheres within his own nature. This law serves as the structure of all further doctrine, 

including sin, salvation, and Christology. God’s law is a standard that merits entrance into 

eternal glory (2011:11). Sin, then, is viewed as a violation of this standard. Salvation 

involves Christ actively and passively obeying this law as a substitute. Justification is 

identified with the application of this legal merit acquired by Christ to the sinner through a 

purely forensic verdict. In Paulson’s perspective, this legal scheme was rejected by Luther 

and early Melanchthon. Throughout Lutheran history, and especially through the writings 

of Abraham Calov and Johannes Quenstedt, the law was reintroduced into Lutheran 

thought as the backbone of the theological system (2011:12). This, according to Paulson, 

was done to defend God’s own honor and justice in relation to the forgiveness of sins. 

The scholastics contended that God must satisfy his divine justice in order to grant the 

verdict of justification to his people. This is done through the contention of a vicarious 

atonement in which the penalty of the law is paid by Christ as a substitute for the human 

race. In Paulson’s view, this perspective does not significantly depart from medieval 

scholasticism and is in error (2011:107).  

 Like Forde and Bayer, Paulson is highly critical of Aristotle’s influence upon 

Christian theology—especially in medieval and protestant scholasticism. Throughout this 

book, Paulson repeatedly mentions the Aristotelian distortion of various biblical doctrines. 

One idea that he is particularly critical of is the ordo salutis (2011:12). In the later Lutheran 

scholastics—most notably: Calov, Hollaz, and Quenstedt—the idea was formulated that 

there is a precise order of events whereby the Holy Spirit applies salvation to the 

individual. One is called by the gospel, regenerated by the Spirit, comes to repentance 

and faith, is justified, receives mystical union with God, and lives a life of sanctification all 

culminating with one’s entrance into eternal glory (Schmid 1899:407-410). This, according 
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to Paulson, is dependent upon a logical scheme of cause and effect that is drawn from 

Aristotle (Paulson 2011:60). This idea is also dependent upon a doctrine of God’s unity 

which is inconsistent with Luther’s distinction between law and gospel (2011:25). In 

Paulson’s view, there is no ultimate unity of law and gospel, even within God himself. The 

ordo salutis and the contention of a lex aeterna in Lutheran orthodoxy, in contrast to 

Luther, were attempts to place law and gospel into a larger logical scheme and ultimately 

to arrive at an ultimate unity of the two. In Paulson’s perspective, these ideas have more 

in common with Aquinas than with Luther (2011:128). 

 One of the most important sections of Paulson’s book is a short one titled, 

“Lutheran Method,” wherein he differentiates the Lutheran theological methodology from 

that of scholasticism (2011:28-34). He places Melanchthon’s first edition of the Loci 

Communes in opposition to the foundational texts of both Eastern and Western theology 

in the medieval period. He criticizes John of Damascus as utilizing a neo-platonic 

metaphysic that guides his theological conclusions rather than Scripture itself. He also 

critiques Peter Lombard as merely setting forth a number of human opinions in a 

Rabbinical manner, rather than engaging the text directly. These two figures set the 

foundation for the scholastic theological method in which various doctrines are exposited 

topic by topic, beginning with the doctrine of God. For Paulson, it is a mistake to begin 

one’s doctrinal system with an exposition of the nature of God—including his attributes, 

existence, unity, and triunity. These ideas, apart from the foundational task of preaching, 

are abstract. Paulson affirms Forde’s critique of previous Christian thought, that the 

fundamental distinction between secondary and primary discourse has been neglected, 

and that this has resulted in a flawed theological method. This sets Paulson apart from 

the majority of Christian theologians in history. 

 Another aspect of Aristotelian thought that Paulson is critical of is the concept of 

virtue (2011:4). For Paulson, Aristotle and Luther present opposing perspectives on the 

virtuous life. Aristotle emphasizes human effort, whereby one is habituated into various 

virtues. In Luther’s thought, the gospel puts an end to the search for virtue. Both the 

medieval scholastics and the Lutheran orthodox sought to view redemption as a path from 

vice to virtue, but Paulson argues that the search for virtue itself constitutes the human 
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problem (2011:32). One must not be saved unto virtue, but from virtue. The re-imposition 

of virtue ethics into Lutheran thought is largely connected to the scholastic belief that the 

law has a third use that follows the gospel. For Paulson, the gospel puts an end to the 

law altogether (2011:119). The ordo salutis was built in order to put an emphasis on virtue 

and to allow the legal scheme to take over in the Christian life. Sanctification is called an 

effect of justification, so that justification is always leading to something beyond itself 

(2011:125). This contradicts Luther’s justification-centric theological approach. 

 Paulson presents an approach to Christian theology that draws heavily from the 

thought of Gerhard Forde and Oswald Bayer. Throughout his work, Paulson synthesizes 

the ideas of these two authors, and offers several of his own unique developments on this 

basis. What he offers, ultimately, is a theological method that is fundamentally opposed 

to both medieval and Protestant scholasticism. For Paulson, theology does not consist in 

the exposition of doctrinal ideas organized around various loci, from prolegomena through 

eschatology. Instead, theology is based in proclamation, having at its heart the 

fundamental distinction between God preached and God not preached. 

 

2.2.4. Radical Lutheranism: Critical Analysis 

Though the school of thought under the rubric of Radical Lutheranism is broader than the 

figures mentioned here, three of the most influential writers within this theological 

movement have been examined in regard to their most popular writings. Each writer 

criticizes the Lutheran scholastic method as taught by the seventeenth century Lutheran 

orthodox theologians. Gerhard Forde, Oswald Bayer, and Steven Paulson all disagree on 

some particulars of their theological systems, but they have a unified criticism of the 

scholastic method, and all generally prioritize categories of act over those of being.  

Regarding Lutheran scholasticism, all three authors argue that this constitutes a static 

approach to theology, which relies upon supposedly abstract ideas as heavily influenced 

by Greek philosophy, and is thus incompatible with the Biblical message. Instead they 

purport that Luther functioned on the basis of linguistics, rather than ontology. For Forde, 

theology must emphasize the primary discourse act of proclaiming the gospel directly to 

the sinner. He contends that the scholastics misunderstood the nature of both primary 
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and secondary discourse, by emphasizing God’s nature along with a supposed static-

ontological concept of the divine law. In light of this, for Forde, the “for you” proclamation 

of the gospel is neglected, constituting a departure from Luther’s thought. This is what I 

have previously labeled Forde’s “personalized-eschatological” approach, wherein God’s 

act of justifying the sinner (defined as putting the old-self to death) constitutes the most 

fundamental theological category (Cooper 2017:84). These ideas are placed in opposition 

to the traditional method of seventeenth century orthodoxy. 

Sharing many of the same criticisms as Forde, for Bayer, the central element of 

theology is the divine speech-act which creates faith and righteousness. Theology is 

primarily discourse, not about God, but between God and man. In this way, he shares a 

common concern with Forde for linguistics over metaphysics. Yet, Bayer’s approach is 

somewhat different than that of Forde. Rather than using the categories of primary and 

secondary discourse, Bayer uses the terminology of twentieth century linguistic 

philosophy. In particular, he draws from John L. Austin’s book How to Do Things with 

Words to elucidate the gospel as a speech-act of God the Father. Bayer’s work is more 

substantive in that he engages philosophy more critically than Forde, and gives a stronger 

ideological grounding for his assertions regarding divine speech. Also, while Forde often 

simply rejects traditional metaphysics altogether, Bayer is more nuanced in his criticisms, 

and thus recognizes some value in metaphysical categories within the secular sphere, 

though neglecting their usefulness in theology. He also appears less impacted by Barth 

than Forde, who sometimes appears to simply echo the ideas of the Swiss theologian 

with Lutheran terminology. It is perhaps for this reason that Forde’s work appears more 

existential than that of Bayer.  

In Steven Paulson, a synthesis is made between Forde and Bayer. Paulson is 

comfortable using both the primary-secondary discourse language of Forde, and the 

speech-act language of Bayer. Like the previous two theologians, Paulson is also highly 

critical of Lutheran scholasticism, arguing that contemporary thinkers should attempt to 

replicate the purer theology of the reformer over that of his predecessors. Paulson’s 

importance is not so much in his own original ideas, but in his efforts at synthesizing other 

thinkers and utilizing their ideas in interaction with other contemporary theological 
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movements. Despite such efforts, however, Paulson is not as precise in his terminology 

as either of his predecessors, which sometimes leads him to make statements which 

many would find problematic, such as his assertion that Jesus sinned on the cross 

(2011:104-105). Yet, Paulson’s influence gives him an immense amount of importance in 

contemporary Lutheran thought. 

 As all three of these authors have been examined, their unified theological 

concerns can be summarized in three primary points. First, Lutheran scholasticism 

represents a departure from the theology of Martin Luther, especially as it uses the 

philosophy of Aristotle. Second, theology is to be described as a dynamic enterprise, 

emphasizing the impact of God upon the sinner, rather than descriptions of the essence 

and attributes of God. Third, linguistics provides a more beneficial theological category 

than that of being, and that theological development must be done in light of contemporary 

approaches to language. These convictions have an impact on those theologians who 

explicitly consider themselves part of the Radical Lutheran tradition, as well as thinkers 

who are generally considered confessionally-minded authors.  

 

2.3 Confessional Writers Influenced by Radical Lutheranism 

There are many writers within the confessional Lutheran tradition who are influenced in 

various ways by the Radical Lutheran theological method. Unlike Forde, Bayer, and 

Paulson, these authors have a firm adherence to the entirety of the Lutheran confessions, 

including the Formula of Concord. Therefore, their perspectives on the atonement, the 

third use of the law, and other topics align more-so with the Lutheran scholastics than 

modern theological schools. However, despite these differences, the criticisms of the 

scholastic method, and of classical metaphysics and particular, have been repeated by 

several confessional writers. It is worth noting that two of the three endorsements which 

appear on the back of Paulson’s Lutheran Theology are from professors within the 

Lutheran Church Missouri Synod. Though several sources could be examined in order to 

explain contemporary approaches to the theological method from these theologians, two 

texts have been chosen. The first is William W. Schumacher’s critique of the Finnish 
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approach to Luther titled Who Do I Say that You Are? The second is The Genius of 

Luther’s Theology by Charles Arand and Robert Kolb. Each of these writings explains 

confessional Lutheran teaching while utilizing various insights from Radical Lutheran 

thought.  

 

2.3.1 William Schumacher 

William Schumacher’s book Who Do I Say that You Are? Anthropology and the Theology 

of Theosis in the Finnish School of Tuomo Mannermaa, is an in-depth critique of the 

Finnish approach to Luther interpretation, as well as a treatise on Christian anthropology. 

While the Finnish approach to Luther is not directly relevant to the topic at hand, 

discussions surrounding this theological school often address the nature of theological 

method, as well as the relationship between theology and metaphysics. Finnish scholars, 

in their defense of theosis as a valid extrapolation of Luther’s thought, have argued for a 

type of essentialism, though perhaps more neo-platonic than Aristotelian. In response to 

this theological movement, Schumacher argues that a strong substance metaphysical 

approach to the human person is flawed (2010:14-15). Instead, Schumacher purports that 

Luther functions on the basis of an ontology of the word. 

 Lutheran theology, according to Schumacher, has unfortunately neglected the 

importance of anthropology in its exposition of Christian theology. Francis Pieper, for 

example, spends less time discussing anthropology than he does the doctrine of angels 

(Schumacher 2010:8). Traditional dogmatics has spent the majority of space in expositing 

the human creature discussing the nature of sin, which seems to indicate that sin itself is 

definitive of the human creature. In opposition to this unfortunate neglect, Schumacher 

purports that the field of anthropology is one in which the theologian must be engaged 

(2010:15). It is in this area that Schumacher explains his own approach to Lutheran 

theology which borrows several insights from Radical Lutheran writers, and Oswald Bayer 

in particular. He addresses several criticisms of traditional Lutheranism from the Finnish 

interpretation of Luther, and uses this to promote his own theological methodology in 
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order to explicate the nature of the human person in relation to God’s efficacious word.  

 Tuomo Mannermaa, Simo Peura, and other Finnish writers argue that since the 

time of Ritschl, the subject of metaphysics has been neglected in Lutheran thought 

(Mannermaa 2005:2). In Ritschl, the historical and ethical dimensions of the gospel took 

precedence over those related to medieval debates surrounding the nature of being 

(Ritschl 1972:149-218). This is largely due to the influence of Kant’s noumenal-

phemonenal divide upon various philosophers and theologians, in which the thing-in-itself 

remains inaccessible. These authors contend that metaphysical issues must once again 

become a prominent point of discussion within Lutheran theology. While one might 

assume then that these writers seek to retreat back to the Lutheran scholastic era, they 

(like the Radical Lutheran writers) view a strong Aristotelian essentialism as inadequate 

(Schumacher 2010:31). Instead, they argue for a more Neo-Platonic Eastern version of 

theological metaphysics. For the Finnish writers, while Luther utilizes Aristotelian 

language, he is committed to a more dynamic and relational metaphysic that is drawn 

from the movement of the Trinity through the ad intra works of eternal generation and 

spiration (Schumacher 2010:31). In other words, while Aristotle emphasizes being, 

Mannermaa and Peura emphasize becoming, as the human person participates in the 

divine nature.  

 The primary problem in these approaches to Luther, according to Schumacher, is 

that they neglect Luther’s word-centric theology. Schumacher argues, through a utilization 

of Bayer, that the human creature is constituted and defined by a word of address. He 

purports that Bayer’s catechetical systematics (Schumacher 2010:149)—through which 

theology is defined by address and response—gives a more Confessional anthropology 

than that of Peura and Mannermaa. Schumacher’s anthropology is essentially 

summarized by this statement: “To be, and to be human, is to be addressed by God’s 

word” (2010:149). He affirms Bayer’s dialogical approach to Christian theology, and thus 

argues that linguistics serves as a more basic theological foundation than metaphysics. 

While the medieval scholastics spoke about the human essence, Luther (according to 

Schumacher) emphasized one’s being in relation to the dynamic speech-act of God. 
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Schumacher is concerned that any discussion of a human essence apart from God’s 

creative word gives room to human autonomy, especially as developed in Cartesian and 

post-enlightenment philosophy (2010:150).  

 For Schumacher, theology is defined by the relationship between the justifying God 

and the sinful human creature. This separates him from the earlier Lutheran scholastic 

tradition, as is apparent in his discussions about particular theological topics. He argues, 

for example that questions of the “how” and “why” of God’s act of creation are irrelevant 

from a Lutheran theological perspective (2010:153). He associates questions about the 

particulars of the creation event with Calvinism and fundamentalism. In contrast to 

Schumacher’s claim, the seventeenth century scholastics spent a large amount of space 

discussing the specifics about the nature and purpose of God’s creational act (Schmid 

1899:159-170). Further, Schumacher argues that there is no essential differentiation 

between creation and preservation; the scholastics, in contrast, treated these as two 

related, though separate, loci (Schmid 1899:170-176). For Schumacher, man is 

discussed only theologically, in relation to God, not in terms of a general essence that 

inheres within the human person. He calls this a “radically theological” anthropology 

(2010:152). The questions about a historical Adam and Eve are not the most relevant 

questions from this perspective, because the real concern in the doctrine of creation is 

for the relationship between the individual as creation, and the Creator who addresses 

him. This radically theological anthropology is deeply imbedded in creation. God 

addresses humans through their fellow creatures, who serve as his masks through which 

we are addressed and preserved. God creates and preserves mediately, so that humanity 

is defined largely by the various human relationships in which one is involved.  

 The primary problem in the Finnish approach, according to Schumacher, is that 

this word-centric approach to reality is ignored. Mannermaa and Peura view the human’s 

essential value in union with God that brings one beyond creatureliness (2010:61). For 

Luther, however, a human is defined precisely as a creation of God—not as one who is 

divine (Schumacher 2010:149). God’s word constitutes man’s place in the world as a 

creature, and one’s life as a creature continues through the divine work of preservation, 
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wherein God continues to speak through his creation as a mask (2010:157). In essence, 

Schumacher proposes an entire theological methodology defined by justification. In 

justification, God declares that one is righteous, and this declaration actually makes one 

righteous. This reality is connected to creation, wherein God’s word similarly does what it 

says. It is an efficacious word (2010:164). Regeneration is also connected to the 

declaration of the justifying word spoken to the sinner, wherein new life is created ex 

nihilo. In the Lutheran scholastics, contrary to this, regeneration is defined as the donatio 

fidei which precedes justification (Schmid 1899:459). Preservation, for Schumacher, is 

similarly connected with God’s speech-act which occurs through other creatures. While 

Schumacher does not outright reject essentialist categories altogether (he acknowledges 

that God’s essence dwells in the human creature), there is essentially no place for such 

language in this theological system (2010:176). In a particularly bold statement which 

summarizes his argument, Schumacher writes: “no other definition of ‘reality’ is to be 

sought than this word addressed by the Creator to his fallen creatures” (2010:181). 

Ultimately, according to this and other statements, there is no place for essentialist 

metaphysics whatsoever in the theological task. 

 Schumacher’s work shares many similarities with those writers previously 

addressed within the Radical Lutheran movement. He has an approach to theology which 

is essentially anti-metaphysical. Like Bayer, Forde, and Paulson, he argues that theology 

is a linguistic enterprise, centered upon God’s word of address to the human creature. He 

utilizes the language of divine speech-act in particular to define the human creature’s 

identity, and this is similar to Forde’s language of primary theological discourse. Unlike 

the Radical Lutheran writers, Schumacher is fully committed to the entirety of the 

Lutheran Confessions, and thus affirms the mystical union of the believers with God and 

other ideas that are not discussed by the previous writers. In this way, Schumacher 

combines some of the theology of Lutheran scholasticism with a theological methodology 

drawn from Radical Lutheranism rather than Lutheran orthodoxy. 
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2.3.2 Kolb and Arand 

In The Genius of Luther’s Theology: A Wittenberg Way of Thinking for the Contemporary 

Church, Robert Kolb and Charles Arand present a theological methodology on the basis 

of Luther’s writings. This book, written by two professors at Concordia Seminary in St. 

Louis, MO, is a theological prolegomenon which draws upon both Luther’s thought, and 

contemporary interpretations of Lutheranism. Though Kolb and Arand remain committed 

to the Lutheran Confessions, they draw heavily upon modern writers such as Bayer and 

Forde. Like Schumacher, they argue for a Lutheran Confessionalism which is critical of 

Aristotelian essentialism, based instead on a linguistic interpretation of reality and a 

relational ontology. 

 Kolb and Arand argue that there are two fundamental theological matrixes which 

frame Luther’s theology. These ideas are presented as relevant to the church today as 

Luther’s own theological method is revitalized. The first of these is the theme of the two 

kinds of righteousness, and the second is Luther’s theology of the efficacious word. This 

book is divided into two sections that deal with these two topics respectively. Each of 

these ideas is discussed here in connection with the previous authors examined, with a 

view to explaining the differences between Kolb and Arand’s theological methodology 

and that of earlier Lutheran theologians. 

 Like Schumacher, Kolb and Arand argue that theological anthropology is a 

neglected discipline in the history of Lutheran thought. They contend that Luther’s two 

kinds of righteousness distinction serves as the proper model for explaining what it is to 

be human in a contemporary context. This is the “nervous system” of reformation 

theology, which lies at the heart of Luther and Melanchthon’s thinking (2008:25). This 

theme, taken from Luther’s sermon “Two Kinds of Righteousness,” distinguishes between 

passive and active righteousness which both belong to the Christian. These two types of 

righteousness define the identity of the human creature in two different spheres: before 

God, and before the world. Humanity is defined, not by a static essence as in Aristotelian 

thought, but by one’s relationships with God and the world. Coram Deo, one is defined 

solely by the righteousness of Christ as received in faith. This is one’s “core identity” 
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(2008:26). Coram mundo, one is defined by active righteousness in connection with one’s 

earthly responsibilities and relationships.  

 The most definitive aspect of humanity is one’s relatedness to God. This is 

addressed in relation to Luther’s great reformation discovery, that righteousness coram 

Deo is a divine gift, rather than a human work. As that which receives this righteousness, 

faith is not merely accidental to the human creature, but it “lies at the core of human 

existence” (2008:38). Kolb and Arand repeatedly note that this righteousness is not the 

righteousness of the divine nature as it indwells the Christian. This would rely on a neo-

platonic substance metaphysic which they reject. Like Schumacher, they argue that 

righteousness must always remain extra nos. In light of this conviction, these writers 

affirm a relational ontology, as does Bayer, wherein the being of God’s creatures are 

constituted by their relatedness to one outside of them, and identity is not found within 

the subject themselves. At the core of this relatedness to God is a recognition that one is 

a creature. God’s creative word constitutes one’s identity, not as divine, but as 

distinctively human. To seek some kind of divinity, such as in the Eastern approach to 

theosis, is to negate creatureliness as a gift. 

 Creation is an essential aspect of Christian theology according to Kolb and Arand, 

which has been neglected by many theological systems. Drawing upon the work of 

Gustav Wingren, they argue that there is a strong link between God’s declarative word, 

creation, and preservation. At the moment of creation, God spoke, and ex nihilo, the world 

came into existence. God’s creative act did not then cease, but divine providence is 

identified as creatio continua, whereby creation is upheld through the creative word (this 

emphasis is taken from Wingren 1957, and Wingren 1961). As Schumacher argues, 

God’s creatures serve as larvae dei, through which his word is continually communicated 

to human persons. Justification is tied to this same reality, because in God’s declarative 

statement, “I forgive you,” the word does precisely what it says. New life is created. This 

word is mediated through God’s creatures (namely, the pastor in this instance), and God 

uses this word to uphold and constitute reality. There is an overarching relational ontology 

here, whereby everything is defined as that which is related to God or others in one way 



36 
 

or another. Kolb and Arand do not speak about God creating a human “essence,” but of 

the relation between a creature as one who is spoken to, and God as the one who speaks. 

This relational ontology extends through creation, preservation, and redemption. In this 

manner, they affirm the basic convictions of Oswald Bayer, and neglect some of the 

essential aspects of the Lutheran scholastic method which does not exclusively speak in 

language of relation, but is favorable toward Aristotelian essentialism.  

 A prime example of how Kolb and Arand’s theology is impacted by their strong 

adherence to a relational ontology is in their treatment of the relationship between 

justification and sanctification. Like Schumacher, these writers are critical of Mannermaa 

and the Finnish Luther interpreters (such as Karkkainen 2004). In particular, they criticize 

what they call a “Platonic, spiritualizing frame of reference” which stands behind Eastern 

views of theosis (2008:48). Because Luther’s philosophical foundation is relational rather 

than essentialist, one cannot speak of any sort of ontological or substantial change within 

the believer through a process of sanctification. In justification, one is already fully and 

perfectly related to God through the righteousness of Christ. Thus, there can be no 

percentages in sanctification. This leads to a unique approach to sanctification in which it 

is simply the partial manifestation of an already perfected work. In contrast to this, in an 

Aristotelian framework (such as in the scholastics) there is allowance for talk about 

ontological change in relation to one’s accidental qualities of sin and righteousness.  

 The second section of Kolb and Arand’s book expands upon Luther’s theology of 

the efficacious word. According to these authors, Luther’s theology is at its heart, one of 

the word. God is identified primarily as the one who creates and re-creates (2008:130). 

Like Bayer and Forde, Kolb and Arand are critical of the ancient distinction between 

signum and res. A purely symbolic approach to human language led to several of the 

errors in the medieval church, as well as in contemporary Protestantism. At worst, this 

leads to a dualism, wherein the words of Scripture point one away from themselves to 

otherworldly Platonic realities. For Luther, however, words are not mere symbols. Instead, 

they are effective realities. Kolb and Arand draw on Austin’s theory of speech-acts, 

following Bayer. When God speaks, he does not do so descriptively, but in a performative 
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manner. All of creation is constituted by God’s speech-acts, and is preserved in the same 

way. Speech is not merely one way that God acts, but is definitive of who God is 

(2008:136). The Christian’s life day to day also takes on this liturgical structure, wherein 

God speaks his word to the creature, and the human person responds with words of 

praise and thanksgiving. Kolb and Arand share a fundamental agreement with Forde, 

Paulson, and Bayer, that theology is essentially a linguistic enterprise. 

 Along with defining creation, preservation, and redemption by God’s speech, Kolb 

and Arand similarly define sin in the same manner. The breaking of communication 

between God and his creatures is called “the essence of sin” (2008:138). The problem of 

sin as the breech of communication is fixed through the declarative and re-creative word 

of justification which creates faith as its response. God himself is defined by this promise 

that he gives to sinners, and the receptive hearer is also defined by his relationship to 

such. Kolb and Arand argue that the primary aspect of what it means to be human is to 

be in communication with God (2008:141). This communication occurs through the 

twofold message of law and gospel, through which God both kills and makes alive. These 

words, while they have objective content attached to them, are defined primarily in terms 

of their impact upon the hearer.   

 Kolb and Arand share several of the same fundamental convictions as Bayer, 

Paulson, and Forde. In agreement with these writers, they argue that traditional 

Aristotelian and Platonic substance language is inadequate for an expression of Lutheran 

theology. Instead, theology is to be exposited through linguistics, and speech-act theory 

in particular. The human creature is defined, not by a created essence, but by one’s 

relationships—to God and the neighbor. Like in Forde’s thought, there is a general 

preference for categories of act over those of being, though as Confessional Lutherans, 

it is not nearly as extensive as in Forde’s writings. They also agree with Schumacher on 

their fundamental theological convictions in response to the Finnish approach to Luther, 

by emphasizing dynamic language over ontology. In this way, these writers combine 

Confessional Lutheran convictions with insights from Bayer, Forde, and Paulson. 
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2.3.3 Confessional Writers Influenced by Radical Lutheranism: Critical Analysis  

In these writers, there is a combination of elements of the Radical Lutheran theological 

method alongside of the doctrinal convictions of Lutheran scholasticism. Schumacher, 

Kolb, and Arand are unified in their rejection of certain elements of the theological systems 

of Forde, Paulson, and Bayer. These authors contend for an inerrantist view of the 

Scriptural text, the vicarious atonement of Christ, as well as the third function of God’s 

law. All of these ideas are inconsistent with those of Radical Lutheranism. Yet, despite 

disagreements on these particulars, the underlying methodological convictions of Radical 

Lutheran thought remain untouched. 

 One place where the metaphysical convictions of these authors is particularly clear 

is in their dispute with Tuomo Mannermaa and the Finnish interpretation of Luther, which 

is discussed in both texts. Why this is particularly important is that the claims that 

Mannermaa makes are largely metaphysical, and thus an author’s response to this 

movement demonstrates their own convictions on these matters. Schumacher, Kolb, and 

Arand all point to the inadequacy of Greek metaphysics, and to Plato’s thought in 

particular. Theosis is an inherently metaphysical concept, since it relates to one’s being 

as transformed by the presence of God. Rather than simply discussing the issue as 

regards the relationship between justification and transformation, these figures reject the 

entire ontological category through which theosis is explicated. In contrast, I have argued 

for the compatibility of Lutheran thought and theosis in Christification: A Lutheran 

Approach to Theosis (Cooper 2014). At the center of the critique offered by Schumacher, 

Kolb, and Arand is a reject of essentialist categories altogether, as are defended by the 

Lutheran scholastics. Here, there is agreement with Forde and Paulson who similarly 

argue against these ideas. 

 Along with a rejection of Platonism, these authors all propose, like the Radical 

Lutherans, that linguistic philosophy provides a basis through which reality is to be 

explained. Justification is described, not simply as a judicial act of pardon, but as a divine-
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speech act delivered through the words of a preacher. In some ways, justification 

becomes a metaphysic in itself, as it is given as a manner in which to explicate the being 

of man, as well as that of God. The dialogical approach to Christian thought as taught by 

Bayer is utilized by all of these authors. Similarly, all three use Forde’s distinction between 

primary and secondary discourse. These distinctions result in a general priority of act over 

being in these authors, just as is done by Forde, Bayer and Paulson. One particularly 

clear example of this is Schumacher’s treatment of the fall as explained above. The 

historical questions of Adam and Eve, the creation week, and other ideas are simply 

ignored as irrelevant to the theological task which is simply not concerned with such 

questions, as they are not directly related to God’s speech to humanity in the act of 

proclamation. While disagreement exists among theologians as to how the early chapters 

of Genesis are to be read (Walton 2015), there is at least agreement among most that 

such a discussion is important. In these ways, some of the programmatic elements of the 

Radical Lutheran system are affirmed by these writers. 

 Another element of agreement among the writers discussed above is the adequacy 

of relational ontology to explain questions which have been traditionally explicated by way 

of essentialist metaphysics. In contrast to Mannermaa’s emphasis on Christ’s indwelling, 

Schumacher argues that the human being is defined by one who lives extra nos. Identity 

is not found inside an individual, but through one’s ecstatic connection to Christ in faith. 

Kolb and Arand frame their convictions regarding the two kinds of righteousness in the 

same manner. The human creature is defined by relationship, and these relations are 

twofold: to God, and to the neighbor. Rather than viewing such relatedness as an 

outgrowth of a created human essence, identity is connected to the relations themselves. 

This is why Schumacher can speak of faith as being of the essence of the human person, 

rather than an accidental quality.  

 Each of these writers brings forth several important aspects of Luther’s theology in 

their treatments. However, it is apparent that certain methodological concepts as derived 

from Radical Lutheranism impact their understanding of such ideas. Even though they 

differ with Forde, Paulson, and Bayer on some doctrinal topics, they have adopted the 
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philosophical framework through which these authors operate.  

 

2.4 The Scholastic Method 

There is, unfortunately, not an abundant amount of literature published which exposits 

the Protestant scholastic theology developed in the seventeenth century. At the time of 

the enlightenment, the kind of scholastic methodology expressed previously in Christian 

theology faced challenges from various philosophical movements. Specifically, after the 

time of Kant, Christian theologians were faced with certain theological concerns which 

did not previously dominate theological discussions. Conversations drifted from 

metaphysics to epistemology, and this greatly reshaped all academic disciplines. Through 

the writings of Ritschl, Hoffman (Becker 2004), Dorner (Dorner 1994), and others, 

Protestant scholastic theology was derided as incapable of answering contemporary 

questions, and theologians rejected that methodology for others. Scholasticism did see a 

revival from the mid-nineteenth through early twentieth centuries, but through the 

influence of existentialism and neo-orthodoxy, it was once again viewed as inadequate 

for addressing questions of the modern world. 

 There has been a recognition by some scholars today that the dismissals of 

scholasticism have not been fair, and that these works deserve reexamination. Roman 

Catholic authors, such as Edward Feser (2014, 2017) and Thomas Weinandy (2002), 

have argued that Thomistic philosophy remains relevant, and that scholasticism is in need 

of revival in the contemporary church. There have been some contemporary Reformed 

authors, such as Carl Trueman (2005) and James Dolezal (2011, 2017) who have revived 

various ideas from the seventeenth century Protestant scholastic tradition. Within the 

Lutheran tradition, however, there has not been as much of a widespread defense of 

scholastic ideas, though there is a conscious attempt to get several Lutheran scholastic 

sources back into print, and these ideas are apparent at times in various authors. There 

are two authors who have written more than any others in recent years on Protestant 

scholastic thought: Robert Preus, and Richard Muller. Preus published a two-volume set 
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titled The Theology of Post-Reformation Lutheranism, in which he sets forth the 

usefulness of the Lutheran scholastics for the contemporary church through an 

examination of their theological method and doctrine of God. He also explains Lutheran 

scholastic thought in a number of published articles. Following Preus, Richard Muller has 

taken on a similar project from a reformed perspective through the publication of his four 

volume Post-Reformation Reformed Dogmatics, in which he gives an extensive 

exposition of Reformed scholastic thought. Each of these authors is discussed below. 

 

2.4.1 Robert Preus 

Robert Preus is one of the most influential confessional Lutheran theologians of the 

twentieth century. A professor in the Lutheran Church Missouri Synod, Preus fought 

against encroaching liberalism in the church, and argued for a strict form of 

confessionalism in accord with the fathers of the Missouri Synod—most notably, C.F.W. 

Walther and Francis Pieper. Along with these nineteenth century theologians, Preus 

argued for a recovery of the Lutheran dogmatic heritage as exposited in the seventeenth 

century. Throughout several essays, and a few influential books, Preus demonstrated the 

relevance of scholastic Lutheran thought for the contemporary church. The most 

important works in this regard are Preus’s two volumes on post-reformation Lutheran 

theology titled The Theology of Post-Reformation Lutheranism. This two-volume work is 

the now standard treatment of Lutheran theology in the era immediately following the 

Reformation. In the first volume, Preus discusses theological prolegomena, and in the 

second, he exposits the doctrines of God and man. The first volume is most important for 

the present work, since Preus explains the scholastic method and addresses various 

criticisms. 

 Preus notes that there are a number of important characteristics of the scholastic 

theologians that unite these various writers, despite their differences from one another. 

The first is that these writers were conservative in their methodology. The purpose was 

not to depart from Luther and create their own theological system, as is the criticism of 
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Paulson (Preus 1970:28). These authors were much less willing to break from their own 

theological forebears than Luther was with previous church tradition. Luther himself 

formulated several of the basic categories upon which these authors functioned, and 

when going beyond Luther, they were cautious in their exposition. A second characteristic 

of Lutheran scholasticism is that these writers had a specialized concern for the purity of 

doctrine, especially as relates to the gospel. This much is apparent in critics of 

scholasticism as well, who criticize these writers for an overemphasis on correct teaching 

over the pastoral impact of law and gospel. Preus views this as a positive aspect of their 

thought, especially in relation to the fact that he does not believe that such orthodoxy was 

privileged over practical application. Another aspect of seventeenth century Lutheran 

writers that Preus notes is their adherence to both confessionalism and catholicity (Preus 

1970:35). He argues that the scholastics were not concerned simply to reiterate the 

statements of the confessional documents themselves, but spent the majority of their time 

defending their views from Scripture and the church fathers. In this way, these writers 

spoke in such a way as to communicate with Christians in other traditions (often 

polemically). Such a catholic approach to Christian thought stands over against the 

writings of Paulson and Forde, wherein much of historical Christian thought is derided as 

neglecting the central theological tenet of the two types of linguistic discourse. 

 One of the most common criticisms of the Protestant scholastics is that they 

represent a significant departure from the foundational writers of both the Lutheran and 

Reformed traditions. This has created a “Luther versus the Lutherans,” and a “Calvin 

versus the Calvinists” thesis (Helm 1998), wherein the writers following in the tradition of 

these reformers represent an abandonment of the fundamental principles of their 

respective reformations. This is apparent throughout twentieth century Luther 

scholarship, wherein the reformer is studied apart from those theologians who carried his 

name in the following centuries (such as the Luther renaissance in Holl 1937, 1977). In 

the nineteenth century, Albrecht Ritschl argued that Luther is a purer example of Christian 

faith and life than the scholastics, and through his influence, such an approach became 

predominant. Among those writers who argued similarly in the twentieth century are 
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Werner Elert, Rudolf Bultmann, and Gustaf Wingren (1957). Elert in particular was 

influential in his criticisms of Lutheran orthodoxy, especially in relation to the orthodox 

contention that the law has a positive function in the life of the Christian. For Elert, this 

represents a synthesis of Lutheran and Reformed ideas that came through Melanchthon. 

These criticisms are repeated by contemporary Radical Lutheran theologians. 

 Preus answers these charges cautiously. He notes that there is a clear difference 

in the mode of presentation between Luther and someone like Quenstedt. Luther wrote 

in the midst of existential struggle and spiritual battle. This leaves quite a different tone in 

his writings than one finds in an extensively systematic writing that is by nature 

impassionate. Preus observes that students might be bored reading the later scholastics, 

who might be enraptured with Luther’s own writing style (1970:40). He states that the 

“pulsating joy of discovery is no longer dominant” in those theologians who were 

acquainted with Luther’s reformation discovery since childhood (1970:40). However, 

despite such stylistic differences, Preus contends that there is a significant amount of 

continuity between Luther and the seventeenth century writers who write in his name. 

This continuity is seen in Luther’s own insistence on the purity of doctrine, which is never 

in conflict with his emphasis on the practical and pastoral nature of his theological 

concerns. This zeal for doctrinal purity, then, is an extension of Luther, not a departure 

from him. Also, the Lutheran scholastics, though the actual style of writing might appear 

to be dry and unattached for the modern reader, were immensely practical in intent. Preus 

cites Gerhard and Calov as examples of theologians whose piety and concern for spiritual 

life is apparent in their writings (1970:40).  

 One of the most significant areas of departure (perhaps the most significant) of the 

scholastics from Luther’s method is in their utilization of philosophy. Preus is somewhat 

critical of the later scholastics, for what he sees as an overuse of philosophical categories. 

He notes that Luther himself would likely be “repelled and disappointed” by such a 

development (Preus 1970:41). However, despite his reservations, Preus argues that the 

use of pagan philosophical writers by the Protestant scholastics has been overstated. 

These writers did not simply adopt reason as some kind of neutral force unaffected by 
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sin, wherein theological conclusions could be reached outside of Scripture. The 

scholastics repeated Luther’s distinction between the ministerial and magisterial use of 

reason, wherein even regenerate reason is not able to come to theological conclusions 

outside of God’s direct revelation in the inspired text. Preus also argues that Luther 

himself was not always critical of the use of reason and philosophy, but of its misuse in 

the medieval scholastic tradition (1970:41-42). In summary, Preus argues that “There is 

no cleavage between the period of the Reformation and the period of Lutheran orthodoxy” 

(1970:42). Scholastic theology is the natural development of Luther’s theology, despite 

their differences in the utilization of philosophical categories. 

 Preus categorizes the Lutheran scholastic period into three distinct categories 

(1970:45-47). First is the “golden age of orthodoxy” which follows the immediate period 

after the writing of the Formula of Concord (1580) through the beginning of the 

seventeenth century. In his view, as is apparent in his use of the phrase “golden age,” 

this represents the best period of Lutheran thought and development. The most important 

figure in this era is Martin Chemnitz, who began the process of systematizing Luther’s 

thought following Melanchthon. These authors follow a loci method, wherein topics are 

treated individually in relation to the Biblical text and to one another. The second period 

described by Preus is “high orthodoxy,” which is the era of the Thirty Years’ War. In this 

time, Johann Gerhard is the most significant figure. During this time period, a greater 

emphasis was placed on polemical theology, as Lutheran theologians were in 

conversation with those of the Reformed and Roman Catholic traditions. It is in this era 

that Aristotelian terminology is once again introduced into the theological task, though not 

overwhelmingly so. The third period outlined by Preus is what he labels the “silver age” 

of Lutheran orthodoxy, extending from the end of the Thirty Years War to the end of the 

orthodox period in the early eighteenth century. The most important writers of this time 

period were Quenstedt, Calov, and Hollaz. Preus views the writings of this era as rigid 

and dry in presentation, and argues that an overuse of philosophy led to the decline of 

scholasticism in this era. This is not to say, however, that Preus’s view of these writers is 

entirely negative. He argues that there is much to be commended in these authors, such 
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as their adherence to an attempt to present all theology as a unit through the analytic 

method (1970:46). He also notes that though the theological textbooks might appear dry 

upon a first read, these authors were immensely concerned with practical piety. Through 

this overview, Preus is in agreement with some of the criticisms given by Bayer, Forde, 

and Paulson. In his view, there is a divide between Luther and the latest orthodox writers, 

especially in their utilization of Aristotle. However, he is still toward the scholastic method 

in general, though more so in line with Chemnitz and Gerhard than later writers.  

 Throughout his work, Preus treats the Lutheran scholastic era from a sympathetic 

perspective. He contends that the large divide between Luther and later writers put 

forward by some modern scholars is an inaccurate portrayal of the orthodox period. 

Though he acknowledges some discontinuity, especially in methodology, he argues that 

the general trend is one of continuity between Luther and orthodox writers. Like the writers 

examined above from both the Radical Lutheran and confessional traditions, Preus is 

cautious about the utilization of Aristotle in later scholastics. This present work is more 

sympathetic toward the later scholastic tradition than is Preus. However, Preus does 

ultimately demonstrate that scholasticism remains a viable theological method which is 

consistent with Luther’s reformation.  

 

2.4.2 Richard Muller 

Of all writers engaged with the seventeenth century scholastic method, Richard Muller is 

the most prolific and influential. Muller is a reformed scholar, and professor of historical 

theology at Calvin Theological Seminary in Grand Rapids, MI. He has authored numerous 

articles and books, all on various aspects of Reformed theology from Calvin through the 

scholastic era. The most important work of Muller, for the present purposes, is his four-

volume series Post-Reformation Reformed Dogmatics: The Rise and Development of 

Reformed Orthodoxy, ca. 1520 to ca. 1725. This series is an extensive overview of 

scholastic theology within the Reformed tradition, and is similar to Preus’s work on post-

reformation Lutheranism. Like older scholastic texts, Muller overviews doctrines topically, 

and exposits the development and discussions surrounding those particular doctrines 
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with reference to post-reformation Calvinist writers. The first volume covers theological 

prolegomena, and is most important for the present purposes. Most particularly, the 

introductory section of this text is explained here, wherein Muller addresses various 

criticisms of Protestant scholasticism in defense of that theological method. 

 Prior to engaging the actual content of this text, something must be said about the 

utilization of a Reformed text in a work on the Lutheran theological method. While Muller 

deals to a small extent with Lutheran theologians in his work, he is himself a Reformed 

writer, and thus most often exposits Reformed rather than Lutheran scholasticism. There 

are three reason why Muller is included in the discussion here. First, though they differ 

on specific doctrines, there is a unified Protestant scholastic tradition which underlies 

Lutheran and Reformed authors in the post-reformation era. The theological method of 

writers from both reformation traditions is largely consistent, although some minor 

differences appear (just as they do among the Lutheran scholastics themselves). Second, 

Muller is simply the most important writer on Protestant scholasticism in the modern era. 

To neglect his contributions to the field simply due to his ecclesiastical affiliation would be 

an unfortunate gap in the research necessary for this text. This present work, though from 

a Lutheran perspective, deals with issues of theological methodology that impact the 

church at large, including the Reformed tradition. Finally, Muller addresses various 

criticisms of Reformed scholasticism which echo those offered by contemporary Lutheran 

authors toward the Lutheran scholastic theologians. For these reasons, Muller is engaged 

here, and throughout this work. 

 Muller writes his work as a historical theological treatment of post-reformation 

dogmatics, not only as an unbiased historical study, but partially in defense of several 

criticisms leveled at Protestant scholastic thought and method. In this way, his work 

echoes some of the themes of Preus’s volumes. There are two types of criticisms that 

Muller is especially concerned with. First, he engages the common misconception that 

scholastic theology represents a departure from the reformation into Greek thought, as 

opposed to the more biblical orientation of the reformers. Second, Muller argues against 

the common notion that the earlier reformers—most notably Calvin and Luther—
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represent an entirely different theological tradition that those who fell back into the 

oddities and rationalistic tenets of medieval scholastic theology as drawn from Aquinas 

(2003:38). 

 The prominent liberal theologian Adolf Von Harnack, argued in his monumental 

Lehrbuch der Dogmengschichte (History of Dogma) (Harnack 1961), that in the first three 

centuries of the church, the gospel was gradually dominated by Greek thinking that is 

foreign to the New Testament text. In the Reformation, Harnack argues, the original 

gospel message was recovered, but it was soon once again buried under various Greek 

philosophical ideas in the Protestant scholastic tradition. For Harnack, therefore, the 

Protestant theologian must look for the message of Christ in the Gospels apart from the 

theological categories which distorted his teaching in later church history (Muller 

2003:41). Although they do not adhere to the entirety of Harnack’s argument, Bayer, 

Forde, and Paulson argue for a similar shift following Luther’s reformation. In Bayer’s 

language, a search for a justifying metaphysic dominated the post-reformation era, which 

led to an overuse of Aristotelian philosophy in opposition to the gospel-centric approach 

of Luther. Muller criticizes this approach as anachronistic and simplistic (2003:41). There 

were a number of historical and theological factors which led to the development of the 

scholastic—many of which come from the reformation itself. Furthermore, the scholastics 

did not simply adopt Greek metaphysical categories with no modification or attention to 

the biblical text (2003:40). Far from being rationalistic, this approach was a tool used by 

later scholastics to fight encroaching rationalism in the church. 

 The second criticism that receives a prominent amount of attention in Muller’s work 

is the common argument that both Luther and Calvin represent a different type of 

Christian theology than the one developed in their respective names. This conviction is 

demonstrated through Paulson’s writing in Lutheran Theology. One of the major 

methodological problems in several authors who argue in this manner is that they function 

upon the conviction that the Protestant scholastics formulated their theology on the basis 

of a central dogma which was determinative for all other beliefs (2003:39). In this view, 

the later Reformed tradition made the doctrine of predestination the primary theological 
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conviction, and Lutherans did the same with the doctrine of justification. Muller 

demonstrates that this is simply not the case, as the loci method developed in the earlier 

Protestant scholastic authors seeks to explore each doctrinal topic, both on its own merits, 

and in relation to all other doctrine. Another flaw in these arguments, according to Muller, 

is that there is an inherent assumption that theological method determines doctrinal 

content. The fact that the writing of Luther and Calvin differs from that of Quenstedt and 

Musculus is apparent even upon the most basic read of the relevant materials. However, 

Muller argues that they differ in most of presentation, while retaining essentially the same 

substance (2003:44). This does not mean that the early reformers agree with the 

scholastics on every particular, but that the underlying theological convictions remain the 

same. 

 Another criticism countered by Muller is the notion that the post-reformation 

scholastics revert back to a pre-reformation theological method as taught in the thirteenth 

century scholastics. In order to understand Muller’s response, the actual term 

“scholasticism” must be defined. Muller argues that though some have attempted to 

include certain doctrinal or philosophical convictions (such as a commitment to 

Aristotelian philosophy) within the definition of scholasticism, it is most properly defined 

as a theological method, rather than adherence to specific doctrinal beliefs (2003:30). 

When speaking of scholasticism, therefore, one is not necessarily arguing that the 

Protestant scholastics affirm the doctrinal particulars of Anselm, Aquinas, or other 

medieval writers. Muller notes that Protestant scholasticism draws from both the medieval 

theological method, and the Renaissance ad fontes ideal. There is, then, a closer 

examination of the Biblical text in post-reformation scholastic authors, and less of an 

inclination toward speculative philosophical questions. Muller points out that, in this way, 

the scholastics do not differ significantly from the reformers, who also drew from medieval 

theologians and Renaissance ideals (2003:36). The development of scholastic theology 

is not then a loss of Luther’s original intention, as Forde argues, but the logical 

development of Reformation thought.  

 One writer who Muller spends an extensive amount of space interacting with is 
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Gerhard Ebeling (See Ebeling 1961). This is especially significant, because the criticisms 

of Ebeling are repeated by Forde and Paulson in their rejection of scholastic theology. 

Ebeling views Luther as the Archimedean point of all theology. He represents a break 

with the past, and the post-reformation theologians broke away from his theological 

uniqueness. At the heart of Ebeling’s critique is his argument that for Luther, the Christian 

faith was a dynamic event of God’s act and the human response of faith (Muller 2003:47). 

This existential character of Luther’s thought is broken by the orthodox emphasis on 

correct doctrine. This shift moves the focus from concrete action to abstract truths. The 

criticism mentioned here by Muller are nearly identical to those given by Bayer, Forde, 

and Paulson. In response, Muller notes that this process of systematization was not 

foreign to the reformation, but began in 1521 with the writings of Melanchthon (and 

importantly, Luther approved of such work). He also argues that this divide 

misunderstands both the theology of the reformers, and that of the scholastics. While the 

Protestant reformers emphasized dynamic preaching, they also argued for the purity of 

Christian doctrine. Also while the scholastic theologians emphasized orthodox theology, 

they did not do so to the neglect of practical piety and preaching (Muller 2003:49).  

 While Muller does not offer explicit critiques of Bayer, Forde, or Paulson, the 

arguments that he presents in defense of the Protestant scholastic method address their 

primary concerns. Throughout this work, Muller demonstrates that the large divide 

proposed between the reformers and later Protestant tradition does not accurately reflect 

the historical sources themselves. The reformers, though emphasizing the nature of 

preaching and one’s existential encounter with God’s word (especially Luther), were 

thoroughly steeped in the medieval scholastic tradition, and sought to systematize their 

own theological developments. The first edition of Melanchthon’s Loci Communes Rerum 

Theologicarum was released only four years after the posting of the ninety-five theses 

(Muller 2003:53). Muller demonstrates that the roots of scholasticism lie in the 

reformation, and particular within their synthesis of earlier Christian thought and 

Renaissance ideals. Also, unlike the common caricature put forward by critics, the 

scholastics were immensely practical in intent and application.  
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2.4.3 Scholastic Writers: Critical Analysis  

In this section, two writers from divergent reformation traditions have been presented. 

Due to that fact, there are numerous differences between them relating to theological 

particulars, as Preus represents the Lutheran tradition, and Muller the Reformed. Yet, in 

spite of such theological differences, their general methodological concerns are 

remarkably similar. Both authors deal with criticisms of Protestant scholasticism and give 

answers that are consistent which each other in response. Preus confronts scholars who 

contend that scholasticism represents a departure from the purer theology of Luther, and 

Muller does the same for those who argue for a broad divergence between John Calvin 

and later Calvinism. Both authors note that Protestant scholasticism is diverse, and is not 

simply a return to a medieval method and system. These ideas all contrast with the 

contentions of authors discussed above. 

 Preus defends the notion that the Lutheran scholastics had a moderated view of 

human reason. As Martin Luther distinguished between a ministerial and magisterial use 

of reason, so did the scholastics. While some of the later authors may have given too 

much credit to human rationality, Preus argues that they all consciously attempted to 

privilege the truths of Scripture over logical argumentation. Muller uses another argument 

to differentiate Protestant scholasticism from that of the middle ages. He notes that 

Protestant scholasticism melds together influences from medieval scholasticism, 

humanism, and exegetical theology. This differentiates the two traditions in that there is 

a greater emphasis on the Biblical text over against Greek philosophy as is found in some 

medieval scholastics. Also, Muller defends the notion that scholasticism is not a 

theological system as such, but simply a method of theological presentation and 

argument. Therefore, an identity of method simply does not equate to an adoption of 

medieval theology. This is especially as one examines the medieval writers and the 

Protestant ones on the subject of the angels. While earlier authors engage in extensive 

speculation, the Lutheran and Reformed scholastics only discuss those aspects of the 
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angelic world which are addressed in special revelation. The conclusion regarding 

continuity between the reformers and their progeny is in opposition to Paulson in 

particular who derides the development of Lutheran thought after the Reformation. 

 Another commonality between Muller and Preus is their emphasis on doctrinal 

purity, and the importance of clarity in theological exposition. This idea, again, is not in 

opposition to either Luther or Calvin who both contended for the importance of correct 

doctrine. In Forde, Paulson, and Bayer, the emphasis is not so much on doctrinal purity 

as it is on doctrinal application. To emphasize the precise formulation on various loci is to 

privilege secondary over primary discourse. This, again, demonstrates the difference 

between scholastic thought and Radical Lutheranism over the prioritization between act 

and being. For Forde, theology is to be proclaimed in a “for you” declaration of 

forgiveness. For Preus, it is to be explained, defended, and preached. This is what Forde 

would refer to as preaching “about the gospel,” rather than preaching the gospel. These 

ideas lead to vastly different theological conclusions. 

 The philosophical basis of the thought of these different sets of authors is apparent 

here. Bayer relies primarily on linguistic philosophy through the writings of Austin. Forde, 

while he does not rely heavily on any particular philosopher, speaks in a manner that is 

more consistent with existentialism. Paulson utilizes both ideas. Muller and Preus both 

defend an Aristotelian metaphysic as an adequate system to explore Christian theology. 

Preus, however, is more skeptical than Muller on this subject. While he acknowledges the 

usefulness of Aristotelian categories, Preus prefers theologians who use his thought less 

extensively. Nonetheless, both authors view Aristotle’s metaphysics as a more adequate 

philosophical system than modern alternatives.  

 Preus and Muller offer an assessment of Protestant scholasticism which differs 

radically from its modern critics. Paulson, as probably the harshest critic of the scholastics 

discussed above, views the entire history of the Lutheran church as a movement away 

from Luther through various attempts to privilege the law in theological discourse. He 

generally regards Aristotelian philosophy, both relating to metaphysics and ethics, as an 
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impediment to Christian proclamation.  

 

2.5. Conclusion 

This chapter began with the question: what is the current state of scholarship concerning 

theological methodology within the Lutheran tradition, including that articulated by Radical 

Lutheran writers? This has been answered through the exposition of contemporary 

scholarship in various publications. Within the Lutheran theological milieu there are 

essentially three perspectives on theological method. First, there are those authors who 

write within the Radical Lutheran tradition who argue that the scholastic method that arose 

in the post-reformation period is flawed. This includes Gerhard Forde, Oswald Bayer, and 

Steven Paulson. Though differences remain between each writer, they share some 

common concerns surrounding theological method. Each of these writers argues that 

Aristotle should not heavily influence Christian theology, and that his impact has resulted 

in the use of essentialist categories to define God, man, and other doctrines, which they 

view as problematic. Instead, they argue that theology should be exposited from a 

linguistic perspective, through the law and gospel as words to the sinner as instruments 

of death and life. They also view a strong divide between the theology of Luther, and that 

developed throughout the seventeenth century. It is the duty of the theologian to return to 

Luther’s own thought, rather than the corrupted ideas of his theological descendants.   

Second, some authors argue that Forde, Bayer, and Paulson are largely correct in 

their theological methodology, and that these insights can be combined with a Lutheran 

orthodox theology. Kolb, Arand, and Schumacher all argue that essentialist categories 

(though not rejected altogether) are an insufficient philosophical basis upon which one 

can exposit a theological system. Instead, they argue that Luther functions upon an 

ontology of the word, and that doctrine should be formulated from this perspective. They 

all view contemporary linguistic philosophy as useful as a means to exposit the 

proclamation of law and gospel, and adopt Forde’s distinction between primary and 

secondary discourse. Also, these writers all tend to view the human person through 
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relation, which includes both a relationship to God, and one’s relation to other human 

persons. This is in opposition to a philosophical anthropology which explains identity by 

way of a human essence with particular characteristics, both essential and accidental. 

This is especially clear in their criticisms of the Finnish approach to Luther which relies 

on a Platonic metaphysic. These thinkers all affirm some of the basic methodological 

presuppositions of the Radical Lutheran writers, but also arrive at different doctrinal 

conclusions on specific loci.  

Finally, some writers have argued that the scholastic method remains a viable 

approach to Christian theology, and that contemporary criticisms are based upon a 

misunderstanding of the seventeenth century sources. Robert Preus is the most 

influential writer from this perspective, who argues that the theology and method of the 

earliest Lutheran orthodox writers—especially Chemnitz and Gerhard—remain viable in 

the contemporary church. Richard Muller, though a Reformed writer, argues alongside of 

Preus that the Protestant scholastic method is a beneficial approach to theological 

discourse and development. These writers contend that the criticisms leveled at the 

scholastic approach often fail to consider both the theology of the reformers, and that of 

the scholastic texts. When the reformers criticized the excesses of the medieval era and 

its use of philosophy, they did not reject philosophy altogether, but instead sought to place 

it in a subsidiary position to theology. Luther, Melanchthon, and Calvin all used 

Aristotelian language at different points in their theological careers. The Protestant 

scholastics, according to both Preus and Muller, are also not as philosophically-indebted 

as they are often characterized as. They all claimed to use reason only in a ministerial, 

rather than magisterial, sense, and thus defended the primacy of Scripture as a 

theological authority. For these authors, then, the scholastics are a relevant and important 

source of theology which speak to the contemporary church. 

In this examination of contemporary literature, areas of both commonality between 

these various perspectives, as well as significant differences, are apparent. While the 

emphasis here is on divergence, it is noteworthy that there are places of agreement in 

engaging in the theological method. All writers discussed share a connection to Martin 
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Luther, and are consciously making an attempt to do theology in a manner similar to that 

of the reformer. Thus, due to this common heritage, there are important concepts that 

transcend these divides. All authors, for example, are aware of the limitations of human 

reason. It is the contention of Lutheran theologians from various backgrounds that in 

certain areas of medieval thought, Aristotle had been used in an improper manner thus 

having a damaging effect upon the proclamation of the gospel. In particular, all of these 

authors contend that the application of Aristotle’s ethical theory to the doctrine of 

justification is inconsistent with St. Paul’s doctrine of justification, and thus should be 

rejected. Second, there is agreement among them regarding the centrality of Scripture in 

establishing one’s theology. While differences remain surrounding the nature of Biblical 

inerrancy in these authors, there is fundamental agreement over the prime importance of 

Scripture in establish doctrine over against church tradition and Greek philosophy. With 

these commonalities in mind, one can then properly understand areas of divergence.  

The most basic differentiating factor between the Radical Lutheran writers and 

Lutheran scholasticism is that of philosophy. While all of the authors cited above consider 

themselves to be theologians, rather than philosophers in the strict sense, there are 

fundamental metaphysical convictions which guide one’s understanding of Luther’s 

theology. These are what I am labeling the linguistic-existential metaphysic, and the real-

essentialist metaphysic. These phrases are used throughout the study. In reality, it is 

impossible to reject metaphysics altogether as a theologian, because everyone writing 

about God must take some kind of stance regarding his nature and existence. Thus, the 

question is not whether one holds to a metaphysical system or not, but what that system 

is, and whether it is internally-coherent. The linguistic-existential approach is that of 

Forde, Paulson, and Bayer, as well as that of Kolb, Arand, and Schumacher to a lesser 

extent. The twofold phrase “linguistic-existential,” arises out of two important philosophical 

schools of the twentieth century. The first is the linguistic philosophy of John Austin, 

alongside of other philosophers of language such as Ferdinand de Saussure and Ludwig 

Wittgenstein. In spite of differences between these thinkers, all argue that philosophy 

should utilize language as a primary category for one’s comprehension of reality. Rather 
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than examining the world through the contemplation of Platonic ideals, reality is largely 

mediated by way of speech. These ideas are applied, in Lutheran writers, to the reformer’s 

understanding of the efficacy of the divine word as proclaimed in the twofold manner of 

law and gospel. The second aspect of this phrase arises from the existential philosophy 

associated with Kierkegaard, Marcel, Sartre, and Heidegger. While, again, these 

philosophers have rather different ideas, they all hold to a common conviction that 

existence is a primary philosophical category over that of essence. While Forde, Bayer, 

and Paulson all reject the theme of human freedom that appears in existential thought, 

they utilize similar arguments against viewing reality through the lens of essence, and 

instead approach the world through the human struggle of inauthenticity and the 

inevitability of death. 

The second approach, labeled the “real-essential,” is that which follows in the 

tradition of Plato, Aristotle, and the medieval scholastic writers. This is that of the 

Protestant scholastics, and it is followed by proponents of that school of thought including 

Muller and Preus. Essentialism is the conviction that there are distinct essences which 

unite things of a common kind together. They have real existence, whether in the Platonic 

forms or in the things themselves, as in Aristotle. These convictions have implications for 

the doctrines of God, man, and the law. An example of the application of these concepts 

is in divergent understandings of the law. The scholastics understood the law as 

something objective—a standard reflecting God’s eternal nature (Cooper 2017:109). It is 

defined, first, by its essence, and its impact upon the sinner follow. In the existential 

approach of Forde, on the other hand, the law is defined by its impact upon the sinner, 

rather than its distinct essence (Cooper 2017:108-109). Thus, like the existentialist 

concept of “existence,” a thing is defined by its relation to the individual, rather than the 

traditional view. The label, “real” in this terminological construction is to distinguish an 

actual existing essence as opposed to a mere human construction as in nominalist 

thought, and also to distinguish this essentialism from that of contemporary philosophers 

of science like Brian Ellis, who speak about a “scientific essentialism,” which differs in 

some significant respects from more traditional formulations (Ellis 2002). 
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 In light of this analysis of the relevant literature addressed in this chapter, the 

scholastic theological method is examined in the following chapter in response to the 

question: what are the theological and philosophical foundations of the Lutheran 

scholastic method? These foundations are given through the historic Lutheran scholastic 

sources as well as in the thought of contemporary scholarship surrounding scholastic 

theology, including that of Preus and Muller. This includes a further detailed exposition of 

the nature of essentialism, and its different forms as taught by various theologians. A form 

of essentialist philosophy is proposed which arises from an examination of both Luther 

and the Lutheran scholastic thinkers of the seventeenth-century. This also includes 

engagement with contemporary philosophical theologians in the Thomistic tradition. 

These methodological foundations are then exposited in light of various other approaches 

to the theological method within the Lutheran tradition. 
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Chapter 3 

The Theological and Philosophical Foundations of the Lutheran Scholastic 

Method 

 

3.1 Introduction 

In the previous section, the question: “what is the current state of scholarship concerning 

theological methodology in Lutheranism including that of the Radical Lutheran writers?” 

was answered. Following this evaluation of the general field of modern approaches to this 

subject, the following question is addressed: what are the theological and philosophical 

foundations of the Lutheran scholastic method? These foundations are explored through 

the utilization of historic scholastic sources—especially Martin Chemnitz and Johann 

Gerhard. These two authors are generally considered to most significant Lutheran voices 

after the Reformation era. Along with these writers, those who are adherents to the 

supposed “silver age” of orthodoxy as explained by Preus (2007:45) are used. This 

includes Johannes Quenstedt, Abraham Calov, and Heinrich Schmid’s compendium of 

Lutheran orthodoxy: The Doctrinal Theology of the Evangelical Lutheran Church. The first 

two authors are the most systematic thinkers of the later era, and have developed an 

extensive amount of material on theological method. The latter is important for its 

influence on the scholastic revival of the nineteenth century. Alongside of seventeenth 

century writers, scholastic authors from the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries 

are utilized. The three most noteworthy authors in this regard are Revere Franklin 

Weidner, Adolf Hoenecke, and Conrad Emil Lindberg. These writers are perhaps the most 

scholastic of any figures writing during this era. Robert Preus, Richard Muller—the two 

authors who have published most extensively on Protestant scholasticism in recent 

decades—and other modern scholars are used as secondary sources in expositing the 

theology and method of scholastic authors. The ideas developed in this chapter are also 

explored in light of contemporary theological developments and controversies. 
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 This chapter begins with an overview of the historical development of the 

scholastic method within the Lutheran tradition. There is a particular emphasis on 

theological prolegomena in Lutheran thought, wherein the basic presuppositions for the 

study of theology are explicated. After this, the relationship between Plato, Aristotle and 

theology is explored in light of common criticisms that scholastic thought is overly 

indebted to Greek philosophy. This is also discussed in relation to Aristotle’s impact on 

Thomistic theology—both medieval and modern. Here, the relationship between faith and 

reason as explained in Lutheran thinkers is also explored in a broader context than simply 

the reception of Aristotle. Following this discussion, the utilization of essentialist 

categories is discussed in relation to Lutheran scholastic sources, as well as 

contemporary Thomistic thinkers. In light of these Aristotelian distinctions, the relationship 

between cause and effect is explained, specifically with a view to exploring Aristotle’s 

fourfold definition of causation. After the relationship between Aristotelianism and 

Lutheran scholasticism is exposited, the discussion moves to an explication of archetypal 

and ectypal theology in view of the debate between univocity and an analogical concept 

of being. Finally, the findings are synthesized into a scholastic metaphysical system which 

combines elements of both Plato and Aristotle’s philosophies. These concepts formulate 

the theological method addressed by the current question under consideration, by 

demonstrating that Lutheran scholastic thinkers utilize classical essentialist philosophical 

categories as a subsidiary authority to Scripture in making theological determinations, 

and formulating doctrinal concepts.  

 

3.2 The Development and Characteristics of the Scholastic Method 

Thus far, various sources have been discussed that offer their unique approaches to 

Christian theology broadly, and scholasticism in particular. However, until this point, the 

term “scholasticism” itself has not actually been defined. For the present purposes, it is 

necessary that a working definition of scholasticism be proposed, in order that further 

explication of the relative benefits of the scholastic method can be further explored. Here, 

proposals for the definition of “scholasticism” are discussed, and this is followed by a brief 
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overview of the history of this method from the medieval period through the post-

reformation era, with a special emphasis on the development of the Lutheran scholastic 

method in the seventeenth century. 

 In some older Protestant works, the term “scholasticism” is used almost entirely in 

a negative manner. An example of this is the church historian Philip Schaff, who 

addresses scholasticism exhaustively in his History of the Christian Church. Schaff 

categorizes scholasticism as a distinctive theological movement in the late middle ages, 

extending from the time of St. Anselm to the pre-reformation era. He identifies the 

scholastic method by two primary realities. First, these theologians functioned upon the 

basis of a combination of Aristotle’s philosophical categories, and St. Augustine’s 

theology (Schaff 1907:589). Second, they taught dogmas on the basis of church authority 

in contrast to the sola Scriptura principle of the Reformation, and gave reason an undue 

position as a basis whereby Christian doctrine is established. Though many would 

recognize such a characterization as simplistic and overly critical, such negative attitudes 

toward anything that might be associated with scholasticism still pervade the 

contemporary church, including Lutheran scholarship. Schaff’s negative estimation of 

scholasticism is not far from Paulson’s dismissals of the entire scholastic method 

(including that of the Lutheran scholastics) as opposed to Luther’s gospel-centric theology 

(Paulson 2011:12). 

 Another proposal for the definition of scholasticism is offered by Eugene R. 

Fairweather, in his introduction to A Scholastic Miscellany: from Anselm to Ockham. While 

recognizing the difficulty of giving a concrete definition of scholasticism at all, Fairweather 

identifies this term with the intellectual theological and philosophical movement of the 

later middle ages, leading up to the Renaissance and Reformation eras (1956:18). In 

utilizing the term in this manner, Fairweather avoids the identification of scholasticism 

with a specific Aristotelian philosophy and theology, but limits scholasticism to a particular 

historical context, which would exclude the Protestant scholastic tradition. In more recent 

times, scholars have offered more positive and thorough definitions of scholasticism, 

which identify the movement, not with a specific theology or historical period, but with a 
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theological method. Richard Muller writes that scholasticism is an “academic style and 

method of discourse,” rather than one “particular theology or philosophy” (2003:30). This 

definition of scholasticism avoids problems in both Schaff and Fairweather’s explanation 

of the term. While older scholarship often identified the utilization of Aristotle with 

scholasticism, this only applies to the development of scholasticism following St. Thomas 

Aquinas. Abelard and Anselm are both generally considered scholastic thinkers, but 

neither shows a particularly strong Aristotelian influence in their writings. Aristotelian 

thought was brought into the West through the Islamic philosopher Averroes, who was 

born nearly twenty years after Anselm’s death. The definition of Fairweather is flawed in 

its application of the term only to the pre-reformation era. This neglects to include 

Protestant theological methods as genuine forms of scholasticism. Furthermore, it 

negates post-reformation Catholic scholasticism, as well as the nineteenth century neo-

scholastic movement in Roman Catholic thought.  

 For the present purposes, the approach of Muller is utilized, and scholasticism is 

roughly identified as: a particular academic method of theology, wherein doctrines are 

studied systematically with the utilization of technical philosophical and theological 

terminology, and an emphasis on the formation of various theses and refutations of 

various objections to these proposed theses. This definition accounts best for the data, 

as it avoids simplistic understandings of scholasticism which identify it with any single 

theological or philosophical schema. Even with such a definition, there is some difficulty 

in categorizing the exact theological method at work in scholasticism, as a variety of 

approaches can be categorized as scholastic. An examination of the writings of St. 

Anselm, Aquinas, and Quenstedt reveals three very different approaches to Christian 

theology, though united by some common methodological presuppositions. In his 

treatment of Puritan theology, Unity in Diversity: English Puritans and the Puritan 

Reformation, 1603-1689, Randall Pederson utilizes Wittgenstein’s concept of 

Familienähnlichkeit (family resemblance) to explain the connection between the various 

writers under the broad banner of Puritanism (Pederson 2014). There is no strict definition 

of what constitutes a puritan writer, because for every characteristic of puritanism, there 
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is an exception. Instead, it is better to think of these writers as sharing a number of similar 

qualities, though individual qualities might be absent in particular figures. This mirrors the 

resemblance of members of a family who all share similar qualities, though distinctive 

physical characteristics might be absent in any one person. This concept can be helpfully 

applied to scholasticism as well. The advantage of the use of the concept of “family 

resemblance” is that it avoids the problems in characterizing scholasticism with any one 

aspect of the method. For every single identifying factor of the scholastic method, such 

as a heavy utilization of Aristotle, exceptions can be found who are still labeled scholastic 

theologians. Thus, scholasticism is identified here by a variety of similar characteristics 

among theologians, though certain of these characteristics might be absent in various 

writers. As the discussion proceeds, the nature of Lutheran scholasticism is explained 

with regard to the relationship between faith and reason in the thought of Luther and later 

writers.  

 

3.3 The Relationship between Aristotle and Theology 

The connection between Aristotle and Lutheran theology is complex. Luther himself often 

spoke disparagingly about the Greek philosopher, as if virtually nothing positive is to be 

gained from utilizing Aristotelian categories and reason within theological discourse 

(Luther 1962:279). In contrast to this, Aristotle is a favorite thinker of Johann Gerhard and 

the later scholastic authors. It is this divergence of opinion surrounding the Greek 

philosopher that has led to the thesis that a philosophical chasm separates Luther from 

the later thinkers of the Lutheran tradition. According to the Radical Lutheran writers, the 

imposition of Aristotle upon Luther’s earlier and purer theology led to the complete 

abandonment of the central theological principles of the Reformation. The nature of this 

project does not allow for an in-depth exposition of Luther’s view of Aristotle, nor of an 

extensive overview of the published texts on the topic. Thus, some brief commentary on 

Luther’s view of reason and Aristotle are given, followed by an evaluation of the use of 

this philosopher in later writers. 
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3.3.1 Aristotle and Aquinas in Luther 

Luther was not an overly philosophical thinker, as he generally sought to utilize biblical 

and theological, rather than philosophical, categories when explaining his thought on 

various subjects. One cannot, then, find any particular text wherein Luther explains his 

own metaphysical system or epistemological presuppositions. This is not to say, however, 

that Luther had no understanding of philosophy. His grasp of the philosophical 

discussions in the sixteenth century are apparent throughout his works, and especially in 

his early writings. When determining Luther’s view of Aristotle, reason, and related 

subjects then, one must glean insights from his occasional statements on the subject, 

rather than examining one particular treatise or set of works. Because of this, a 

determination of his exact philosophical foundations is somewhat difficult in contrast to 

the Lutheran scholastic writers who lay out their views on the topic in theological 

prolegomena texts. 

 Much of the debate surrounding Luther’s relationship to philosophy concerns his 

nominalist training. The question of the relationship between Luther and nominalism is an 

often-discussed topic. Luther scholar and historical theologian Heiko Oberman 

popularized the thesis that Luther is greatly influenced by nominalist thought. Through his 

works such as A Harvest of Medieval Theology and various essays published together as 

Dawn of the Reformation: Essays in Late Medieval and Early Reformation Thought, 

Oberman contends that following his Reformation breakthrough, Luther retained several 

of the ideas taught to him by his nominalist teachers. In this view, while Luther distanced 

himself from Ockham and Biel in various ways, he retained their rejection of Thomistic 

realism as well as Ockham’s emphasis on divine freedom. This stands in contrast to later 

theologians like Gerhard and Chemnitz who do not writer so favorably about the late 

medieval nominalist thinkers.  

 One example of Ockham’s influence on Luther lies in the distinction made by the 

nominalist philosopher between the potentia absoluta (absolute power) and the potentia 

ordinata (ordained power) of God (Oberman 1963:473). This distinction itself precedes 
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Ockham, as it is found in Thomas and other medieval thinkers, but the manner in which 

such a distinction functions radically differs in later medieval thought. For Aquinas, God’s 

ordained laws are a reflection of his own divine nature. Lying, for example, is inherently 

wrong not simply because God decreed it as such, but because it is inconsistent with 

God’s own being. For Ockham, however, God could just as easily have (according to the 

potentia ordinata) decreed that lying is a virtuous trait, and truth-telling a sin. This position, 

known as voluntarism, posits a radical freedom within the divine will and rejects an eternal 

standard of law and justice in accord with God’s nature (Ockham 1990:xlix). In this 

system, God does not need his justice to be satisfied in any sense in order for God to 

forgive sin. Such could be the case if God ordained it in such a manner, but God might 

ordain that he would simply overlook sin without justice being satisfied whatsoever. Some 

scholars contend that this voluntarism lies at the root of Luther’s Reformation doctrine of 

justification (Howsare 2005:144). In this view, God can impute the sinner as righteous 

apart from any actual righteousness within the individual simply because God decreed it 

as such according to the potentia ordinata.  

 There are several problems with the nominalist thesis which has generally been 

rejected or at least modified in recent years. It is undeniable that Ockham had an impact 

on Luther, as he admits as much. However, Luther’s own statements about his nominalist 

teachers are often quite critical. The theologians Luther cites most frequently in the 

medieval period are not scholastic at all—whether realist or nominalist—but mystics (see 

Hoffman 1976; Hoffman 1998). Bernard, Tauler, and the anonymous author of the 

Theologia Germanica are the most prominent influences upon his thought. These writers, 

especially in drawing from the works of St. Augustine, utilize Neoplatonic language more-

so than either Thomistic Aristotelianism or Ockhamist nominalism. This is not to say, 

however, that Luther simply adopts the metaphysical convictions of any particular 

mystical writer either. Luther was rather eclectic in his influences; one might then wonder 

whether one should seek to find any consistent metaphysical system at all in Luther’s 

writings. The present writer is not convinced that this is possible. In order to explain the 

relationship between Luther and Aristotle, then, the best method of proceeding is not to 



64 
 

give an exposition of Luther’s philosophical system, but to examine two particular topics 

which appear as themes throughout Luther’s career. First are the continual negative 

comments directed toward Aristotle, and second is Luther’s view of the relationship 

between faith and reason.  

 Luther’s attacks on Aristotle (and Aquinas) are most prominent from the years 

1517 to 1522. A large portion of his polemical statements about the relationship between 

philosophy and theology appear in this era, though such ideas continue to be explained 

throughout his career such as in the 1535 Galatians commentary (Luther 1963, 1964). 

The roots of Luther’s view of Aristotle can be found in his 1517 Disputation Against 

Scholastic Theology (Luther 1962). An examination of this text demonstrates that Luther’s 

problem is not with Aristotle as such, but with the connection between Aristotle’s ethics 

and a perceived neo-Pelagianism in the middle ages. The disputation begins as a defense 

of Augustinism and a rejection of Pelagius. Luther is concerned that the scholastics deny 

the impact of sin upon the will in favor of a pure libertarianism. It is important to note that 

Luther specifically cites Biel and Scotus as proponents of this false idea, rather than 

Aquinas (as in theses 10, 13, and 23). The thesis which is perhaps most relevant for the 

present discussion is 50, in which it is stated that Aristotle’s relation to theology as 

“darkness is to light” (Luther 1962:270). It is important, however, to note in what sense 

Luther rejects the work of the philosopher. The first sense in which Luther rejects Aristotle 

is in the utilization of logical syllogism. For Luther, divine truth is to be accepted through 

revelation, rather than through logical argumentation. He notes, for example, that such a 

use of logic as expositor of divine truth would negate even the dogma of the Trinity as a 

teaching of faith, instead placing it within the realm of natural reason (thesis 49). The 

second reason why Luther rejects Aristotle is the use of his ethical writings. The reformer 

does not, however, reject Aristotle’s ethical theory as such, but the imposition of virtue 

ethics into the category of justification coram Deo (thesis 40). While these ideas, if isolated 

from the rest of his writings, might imply a complete rejection of traditional Greek thought 

forms in Luther, there are two important considerations which negate such a conclusion. 

First, Luther’s theology of faith and reason and the relationship between the two kingdoms 
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demonstrates that logical categories are essential for the proper functioning of the human 

creature in society. Second, modern scholarship has demonstrated that the proposed gap 

between Luther and Aquinas is not quite as extensive as Luther himself seemed to think. 

 It is well known that Luther referred to reason as the “devil’s whore,” among other 

pejorative terms. One might then come to the conclusion that Luther was an irrationalist 

or a fideist. It is said that John Wesley, though at one point quite impressed with Luther, 

termed him an enemy of reason after reading his 1535 Galatians commentary 

(Westerholm 2004:64). Such caricatures continue to be propagated, though it must be 

acknowledged that some of the blame is to laid on Luther himself who was prone to 

overstatement. Yet, Luther did, at other times, praise reason as a great good. One might 

conclude then that Luther is simply inconsistent, and that one cannot put together any 

kind of coherent ideas of reason and faith in the reformer. However, an examination of 

Luther’s understanding of the two kingdoms demonstrates that such is not the case, and 

that his seemingly contradictory statements on the topic are completely consistent within 

the framework of two realms. 

 Modern scholarship has generally acknowledged that the two kingdoms is the key 

to a proper understanding of Luther’s thought on this topic. Though disagreeing on some 

particulars, Jerry Robbins, Steven A. Hein, and Brian Gerrish all recognize this twofold 

framework as necessary to grasp Luther’s view. For Luther, Christians live in the midst of 

two kingdoms. Though this has sometimes been described as the difference between the 

church and the state, Luther never makes this identification. Instead, these two realms 

represent one’s relation to God (the right-hand kingdom), and one’s relation to others (the 

left-hand kingdom). The left-hand kingdom has reference to the state, culture, and 

vocation. The right-hand kingdom is connected with the church. Reason and philosophy, 

for Luther, are properly used in the left-hand kingdom, as a means to guide the state, 

relationships, ethics, and other aspects of external life. In relation to God, however, 

reason is to be surrendered to revelation which often speaks of truths which are opposed 

to bare reason. This is especially related to the chief article of justification which, 

according to Luther, is at odds with human rationality which reasons that reward is based 
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on human obedience coram Deo, just as it is in the left-hand realm.  

 One of the problems in scholarship on this topic is that Luther’s 1518 Heidelberg 

Disputation is viewed by many as central to gain an understanding of the reformer’s 

thought on the topic, and in particular, his distinction between the theologia gloriae and 

the theologia crucis (thesis 22). While this early work certainly contains themes which 

extend throughout his career, the late Luther never utilizes such a distinction. The 

difference between a theology of the cross and a theology of glory, which modern Luther 

interpreters view as a theological paradigm which is perhaps as important as the 

distinction between law and gospel (Forde 1997), is never given prominence in Luther’s 

own writings. Even in the great reformation writings of 1520, this distinction is never 

mentioned. The Lutheran scholastics hardly even note such a distinction, and certainly 

did not understand it to be somehow paradigmatic for Luther’s thought. This idea was 

popularized by the publication of Walter von Loewenich’s Luthers Theologia Crucis in 

1929, and has since been studied by Gerhard Forde and Alister McGrath (1991), among 

others. Jerry Robbins, in his essay, “Luther on Reason: A Reappraisal” frames Luther’s 

understanding of the topic through the theologia crucis in opposition to the theologia 

gloriae. While Robbins’ conclusions generally agree with those of the present author, the 

prominence of the Heidelberg Disputation and lack of discussion of later writings lead 

Robbins to conclude that Luther “rejected all natural theology,” and that he held to 

“contradictory propositions” (Robbins 1993:195, 203). These ideas would put Luther at 

odds with the previous scholastic tradition, and the idea that contradictory propositions 

can coexist does, essentially, make Luther an irrationalist. 

 Steven Hein’s approach to Luther on faith and reason offers a more balanced 

perspective which leads to continuity with the preceding Christian tradition. One point 

which Hein notes, that is particularly significant, is that even within the earthly kingdom, 

certain truths about God can be discovered by human reason. While the gospel, the 

Triunity of God, and other truths cannot be arrived at through reason alone, the existence 

of a good God can. Hein notes a distinction that Luther makes between a general and a 

proper knowledge of God (Hein 1972:140). A general knowledge of God is discovered 
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through reason, and is evidenced through the predominance of worship in areas where 

the gospel has not been proclaimed. In other places, Luther can refer to this general idea 

of God as a “legal knowledge,” because it consists in knowledge of the moral law (Hein 

1972:141). It is in this area that Luther can praise even pagan philosophers like Aristotle, 

who he states, at times, had a better understanding of the law than many clergy in the 

church (Hein 1972:141). These facts demonstrate that Robbins is in error when he argues 

that there is no natural theology in Luther. While Luther certainly limits what can be known 

through natural revelation, he does not reject the concept altogether.  

 Where reason falls short, for Luther, is in its attempt to understand God’s attitude 

toward sinners. If Aristotelian ethics are applied to one’s place in the heavenly kingdom, 

one will conclude something akin to Pelagianism. In the earthly kingdom, one receives 

payment in accord with one’s work. Such an arrangement according to the law does not 

apply to one’s relation to God, and a confusion of these two kingdoms is what led to 

Rome’s moralistic approach to justification. Hein notes that there are two basic problems 

which Luther had with Rome’s utilization of Aristotle: first, the righteousness of faith was 

replaced by one of works, and second, logic became a judge over revelation (Hein 

1972:143). If Aristotle is used then, outside of these problematic areas, Luther’s thought 

is not inherently in opposition to that of the philosopher (see Meilaender 1984). Luther 

himself argued that Aristotle’s logic should be retained in university curriculums (Robbins 

1993:196). The reformer’s theology, then, is not irrational or anti-philosophical. 

 While it has been established that Luther views reason as a positive good within 

the left-hand realm, the question now arises whether there is any inherent connection 

then between the civil and heavenly kingdoms. Some authors have proposed that 

Luther’s division between these two realms mirrors the later noumenal-phenomenal 

divide in Kantian philosophy. In this way, the two serve in a completely dichotomous 

relationship. Robbins states that in heavenly things, unlike in the civil realm, contradiction 

is possible (Robbins 1993:203). For him, the acceptance of contradictory propositions is 

part of Luther’s theologia crucis. In this model of interpretation, one cannot view Luther 

as anything other than an irrationalist when it comes to divine truths. Such a conclusion 
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is not necessary for a read of Luther’s own writings. While Luther often derides human 

reason for its misunderstanding of the truths of faith, nowhere does the reformer state 

that heavenly realities are in actuality contradictory to one another, or to civil realities. 

While Luther firmly holds onto paradox, his criticisms of Aristotle and of syllogistic 

reasoning do not imply that divine truths are opposed to reason as such, but to fallen 

human reason.  

 For Luther, reason does have a role to play even in theological discussions. While 

reason must not override that which is taught by revelation, it still holds a secondary 

function in defending theological matters. Luther’s famous words at the Diet of Worms 

demonstrate this fact, with his insistence that his errors must be disproved by both 

Scripture and plain reason. Robbins notes that while Luther criticizes human reason, in 

faith the sinful person’s reason itself undergoes a change. This is called “regenerate 

reason,” which is used in service of divine truth (Robbins 1993:200). Robbins points out 

that reason is not absent when interpreting revelation, but is “vital for pointing out logical 

weaknesses in destructive reasoning” (1993:196). Even in the mere reading and 

understanding of words on a page, one must utilize their intellectual faculties. One 

example of this use of regenerate reason can be found in Luther’s debates with Zwingli 

over Christ’s presence in the sacrament. While the reformer founded his arguments first 

upon the text of Scripture, he used categories derived from his nominalist training—

especially in his differentiation between Christ’s modes of presence (Osborne 2002:81). 

Thomas Osborne notes that philosophy is used, by Luther, only insofar as it supports the 

plain meaning of the Biblical text (2002:82). For Luther, then, Scriptural truths are to be 

accepted on the basis of revelation rather than human logic, but this does not negate the 

usefulness of reason and philosophy as a secondary source of authority, even in spiritual 

matters.  

 Luther’s thought on the relationship between theology and philosophy can be 

summarized in three points. First, in the civil sphere, reason is an absolute necessity. It 

has the ability to interpret natural law, and even to determine the existence of God as well 

as his desire for worship and obedience. This is a general knowledge of God which cannot 
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bring one unto salvation. Second, the truths of the gospel are inherently opposed to fallen 

human reason—especially the doctrine of justification. There are, thus, many truths which 

cannot be grasped other than through revelation. In the matters where God speaks, in 

the spiritual realm, reason must submit to God’s word. Third, faith leads to a new heart 

and a new reasoning faculty. The believer can, and should, use reason, though only in a 

secondary sense. Philosophy is only useful insofar as it submits itself to revealed 

theology.  

 In light of these conclusions, the relationship between Luther’s thought and that of 

scholasticism can be defined. In particular, some conclusions can be drawn regarding the 

relationship between Luther and Thomas Aquinas, who sometimes is at the brunt of 

Luther’s criticisms of the use of Aristotle. While older scholarship emphasized 

discontinuity between these two figures, ecumenical dialogues in the twentieth century 

brought about a renewed consideration of areas of agreement between the reformer and 

the angelic doctor. The author who has done the most extensive writing on the 

relationship between these two figures is Denis Janz, who had published two books and 

several articles on the topic. While Janz does not claim that these two figures had an 

identical theological method, he demonstrates that discontinuity has been overstated. 

With this being the case, it is demonstrable that the Lutheran scholastic method does not 

differ in any substantial way with the theological method of Luther, even though the 

presentation might be more akin to that of Aquinas and other medieval writers in certain 

particulars. 

 The argument that there are commonalities between Luther and Aquinas is 

demonstrated in two ways. First, it is argued that Luther misunderstood some 

fundamental aspects of Thomas’ thought. Second, it is contended that just as Luther is 

not the irrationalist he is often characterized as, Aquinas is not the pure rationalist that 

nineteenth century neo-scholastics portrayed. In Luther on Thomas Aquinas (1989), Janz 

evaluates all of Luther’s references to the medieval theologian and demonstrates Luther’s 

familiarity with primary sources. In opposition to some other scholars who have argued 

that Luther only knew Thomas through secondary sources, Janz demonstrates that the 
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reformer was well-acquainted with Thomas’ own works. Luther’s familiarity with Thomas 

does not, however, mean that Luther correctly understood him. 

 The Thomistic school continued to exist into the late middle ages, even with the 

rise of nominalism. Several prominent figures in Luther’s own life considered themselves 

to be heirs of the angelic doctor, including Andreas Karlstadt and Cardinal Cajetan. As a 

continual critic of Luther, Cajetan’s Thomism is particularly important for Luther’s 

understanding of Aquinas. The cardinal vehemently opposed Luther’s anthropology and 

view of grace, taking the position that morally good acts are possible without the aid of 

grace whatsoever (Janz 1983:135). This, for Luther, was at the heart of the errors of 

medieval scholasticism, as it promoted a neo-pelagianism and resulted in a denial of 

salvation sola gratia. Janz demonstrates that Cajetan misunderstood Thomas’ position 

on the issue. For Janz, Aquinas’ commentaries on the Pauline epistles demonstrate 

commonality between his anthropology and that of Luther (1983:138). When Luther 

criticized Aquinas, especially in relation to grace, it is likely that this is due largely to 

Cajetan’s reading of Thomas, rather than the intentions of the author himself.  

 This leads, then, to an examination of the theological methods of Luther and 

Aquinas. Opponents of protestant scholasticism have often derided the seventeenth 

century theological method as a reversion to Aquinas’ system and rejection of Luther’s 

purer theology. The contrast between Luther and medieval scholasticism is, then, 

emphasized to a great extent. While critics of Aquinas have often accused him of 

imposing Greek philosophy upon the biblical text, Janz notes that contemporary Thomas 

scholarship has recognized that, though certainly concerned with metaphysics, Aquinas 

was first and foremost a theologian rather than a philosopher (1998:3). One of the 

problems with older interpretations of Thomas is that he was often read through the lens 

of the enlightenment, as an apologist and philosopher in the modern sense who attempts 

to rationally prove the truths of Christianity through logical syllogism. As Janz states, one 

cannot read Aquinas in such a context, as the entire concept of autonomous reason is an 

enlightenment construct (1998:12). Instead, when Aquinas offers his five “proofs” of the 

existence of God, he merely demonstrates the rationality and coherence of an acceptance 
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of theism for the Christian. As Feser notes, Aquinas wrote his text for believers, and the 

Summa was not intended as an apologetic text (Feser 2009:63). In using these 

arguments, Aquinas does not imply that all truths of the Christian faith must, or even can, 

be rationally demonstrated. On these points, Luther does not fundamentally disagree, as 

he too argues that a general knowledge of God is rationally demonstrable. Similarly, as 

Luther notes that the proper knowledge of God is not discoverable through reason, 

Aquinas argues that the Trinity, incarnation, and other doctrines are believed through 

revelation alone, rather than logical deduction. 

 There are, certainly, points of departure from Aquinas in Luther. Paradox is a 

central theme in Luther’s thought, while Aquinas has a greater concern for syllogistic 

reasoning. This is not to say, however, that Aquinas completely rejects the concept of 

paradox. Janz observes that in the majority of his answers to proposed questions 

throughout the Summa, Aquinas usually answers with “a simultaneous yes and no,” which 

he labels a type of paradox (1998:15). He also notes that the centrality of the apophatic 

method in Aquinas’ writing is opposed to rationalism. Theology ultimately leads one to 

mystery, and on some points, it cannot speak (1998:16). Janz points to some specific 

passages in Aquinas’ writing where mystery is emphasized, and the great theologian 

acknowledges paradox (1998:19-20). These passages are, primarily, in relation to the 

mystery of the incarnation. While Aquinas was certainly not as fond of paradox as Luther, 

and was certainly much more concerned to exposit a logical system, he was not opposed 

to leaving his theology in the context of mystery when necessary. 

 Luther and Thomas are two very different thinkers whose theological concerns and 

presentation diverge greatly from one another. However, despite such differences, they 

share several areas of commonality. Both praise reason, and even Aristotle, in the civil 

sphere, and in relation to a natural knowledge of God. Both acknowledge that the truth of 

the gospel is known only through revelation. Both acknowledge that there are paradoxes 

in the Christian faith. What this demonstrates is that when the Lutheran scholastics 

borrow Aristotelian terminology from Aquinas, as well as his concern for natural theology, 

they are not diverging from Luther’s own thought. Even the reformer’s concern for 
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paradox remains in those scholastics writing in his name throughout the next century. In 

this way, the scholastics retain Luther’s theology and concerns while simultaneously 

utilizing beneficial aspects of Aquinas’ method.  

 

3.3.2 Aristotle and the Scholastic Method After Luther 

Critics of scholasticism in seventeenth century Lutheran thought often place the blame 

on Luther’s student Melanchthon for deviating from the theology of his older 

contemporary. While Luther taught a pure gospel-centric theology, Melanchthon instead 

began to impose rationalistic philosophical categories onto reformation theology. The 

process that began with the theologian then continued throughout the scholastic era, as 

writers began to revert to a pre-reformation theological scheme.  

 The thesis of a great divide between Melanchthon and Luther gained prominence 

through Albrecht Ritschl and Adolf von Harnack, who both favored the earlier reformer as 

a purer source of Christian truth. This contention continued to be promoted by scholars 

associated with the Luther renaissance begun by Karl Holl throughout the beginning of 

the twentieth century. Authors such as Werner Elert and William Lazareth continued this 

trajectory as well, especially as they contended that Melanchthon was influenced by 

Calvin on the subject of the third use of the law, which greatly differentiated him from 

Luther. In some ways, such a divide is not new, as the debates in post-Reformation 

Lutheranism which led to the writing of the Formula of Concord depended upon two 

opposing schools of thought, sometimes labeled as the Philipists and the Gnesio 

Lutherans. Because of this, some second-generation reformers spoke ill of Melanchthon, 

often giving him the label of Crypto-Calvinist and Sacramentarian. There are generally 

two places of proposed discontinuity between the two authors: that of theology, and 

method. For the present work, the second question is more essential, but the first is 

addressed due to its connection to the proposed differences between theological method 

between the two reformers. 
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 In his article, “Melanchthon versus Luther: the Contemporary Struggle,” Bengt 

Hagglund outlines what he perceives as the two most pronounced areas of supposed 

disagreements between Luther and Melanchthon: free will, and the Lord’s Supper. There 

are also practical disagreements regarding church fellowship and adiaphora, but these 

will not be addressed here. The nature of free will is one of the most prominently 

discussed issues between Melanchthon and Luther, as it is often argued that the younger 

reformer became a synergist following Luther’s death, especially in his insistence that 

one’s free will is a factor in conversion alongside of the Word of God and the Holy Spirit. 

This is opposed to Luther’s thoroughgoing monergism as promoted in the Bondage of the 

Will. Hagglund argues, in opposition to this, that though Melanchthon utilized language 

which might be misconstrued, he never rejected the sola gratia principle, and is thus not 

rightly categorized as a synergist (Hagglund 1980:124). While Hagglund’s contention has 

not remained unchallenged, what he does demonstrate is that such divergences may not 

be as great as is often proposed.  

Whatever conclusion one comes to regarding the late Melanchthon and his 

obscure statements regarding free will, what is apparent is that Melanchthon 

demonstrated different concerns than Luther in relation to this issue. This much is 

apparent in the formation of the Augsburg Confession. It was Melanchthon alone who 

authored articles XVIII “Of Free Will,” and XIX “Of the Cause of Sin,” in which possible 

misunderstandings of Luther’s language on these topics is clarified. While Luther usually 

rejects free will without qualification, Melanchthon is careful to nuance such a remark in 

article XVII by distinguishing between free will in things related to civilem iustitiam (civil 

righteousness) and actions connected with iustitiae spiritualis (spiritual righteousness). In 

civil things, one does have free will; in spiritual things, one does not. Melanchthon’s later 

article on the cause of sin, similarly is an attempt to clarify Luther’s language, such as his 

remarks that “all things happen of necessity,” so that such phrases did not imply God to 

be the author of sin. One might conclude then that this demonstrates, already, that Luther 

and Melanchthon are on fundamentally opposing paths. However, if such were the case, 

then why did Luther himself fail to recognize it? One does not find, in Luther, any indication 
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that he disagreed with these articles. Certainly, it is true that Luther and Melanchthon 

approached the theological task differently. Luther used sharp polemical language, and 

Melanchthon used more carefully nuanced terms to describe his thoughts. It is in this 

sense that perhaps Melanchthon can be rightly called the father of Lutheran 

scholasticism. However, Luther did not fundamentally oppose Melanchthon’s use of such 

distinctions at all. One does not have to propose absolute continuity in every particular to 

recognize the similarity and even complementarity of their theological systems.  

Regarding the Lord’s Supper, the differences between Melanchthon and Luther 

are more pronounced than perhaps any other doctrine. While Hagglund attempts to argue 

that the differences are due Melanchthon’s desire for ecclesiastical unity rather than 

actual theological diversion (Hagglund 1980:125), other scholarship has demonstrated 

that real theological disagreement is at the heart of this division. Scaer argues that the 

primary difference between these two thinkers surround, not the topic of whether Christ 

is present, but of how (Scaer 1980:143). For Melanchthon, Christ’s presence is mediated 

through liturgical action, and thus the younger reformer does not emphasize the elements 

themselves as mediators of the body and blood of Christ. Luther, to the contrary, speaks 

in realist terms regarding the presence of Christ’s body in the elements of bread and wine. 

Scaer notes this practical difference in their respective attitudes toward the act of 

Eucharistic elevation (Scaer 1980:143). Melanchthon rejected such a practice, while 

Luther initially desired to retain it. Though this is a genuine area of difference between the 

two figures, this divergence does not demonstrate a fundamental disagreement between 

them regarding theological method, and thus only demonstrates discontinuity on one 

particular topic. Such is not so pronounced that one could simply dismiss Melanchthon 

as a pure departure from Luther. 

The theological method of Melanchthon is apparent in his Loci Communes, which 

was released in a number of different editions throughout his life (See Pauck 1969:3-17). 

The first edition, released in 1521 when Melanchthon was just 24 years old is sometimes 

viewed as the first systematic treatment of Protestant theology. The work itself, however, 

is not intended to be comprehensive. While later editions include treatments of the Trinity 
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and other essential doctrines, the initial edition set forth the distinction between law and 

gospel, the sacraments, and other Lutheran distinctives. The form of treatment here is 

not that of Aquinas or other scholastic writers who use an extensive systematic format of: 

proposition, anticipated refutation, and then response. Instead, Melanchthon divides 

theology into various topics, or Loci, and treats them through an exposition of the doctrine 

with an establishment of that teaching from both Scripture and the church fathers. 

Throughout the text, Melanchthon responds to those who disagrees with his perspective. 

This treatment is certainly systematic, and utilizes both logic and rhetoric, though it differs 

from the obscure philosophical discussions which are prominent in other theological 

textbooks of the era. 

Insights into Melanchthon’s place as a scholastic are found in Lowell Green’s 

essay, “Melanchthon’s Relation to Scholasticism.” In Green’s view, all of the characteristic 

elements of later Lutheran scholasticism are present in Melanchthon. In particular, he 

notes Melanchthon’s utilization of classical dialectics and rhetoric (Truemann and Clark 

2005:274). Like Luther, Melanchthon was critical of philosophy, and Aristotle in particular. 

However, despite his negative statements regarding the Greek philosopher, he continued 

to use, and teach, Aristotle’s logic, rhetoric, and grammar. Green argues that 

Melanchthon’s attitude toward philosophy can be best understand by using a twofold 

definition of the term “philosophy.” On the one hand, philosophy is identified with the 

liberal arts including both the trivia and quadrivia (Truemann and Clark 2005:277). 

Especially due to Melanchthon’s humanism, the reformer defends the importance of these 

aspects of philosophy. The other definition of philosophy, however, is derided by 

Melanchthon. This includes metaphysics, and specifically as it is used by medieval 

theologians through their adoption of Aristotle. According to Green, Melanchthon 

wholeheartedly rejects both the metaphysics and ethics of Aristotle (Truemann and Clark 

2005:281). Despite several harsh statements of Melanchthon, however, such a total 

rejection is inconsistent with some of his own statements.  

In his argument that Melanchthon rejects Aristotle’s ethics and metaphysics, Green 

cites two of Melanchthon’s early writings: Didymi Faventini adversus Thomam 
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Placentinum pro Martino Luthero theologo oratio (1521), and Scholia in epistulam Pauli 

ad Colossenses (1527). It is worth noting that these are two earlier works, and it is 

apparent that when Melanchthon writes the Apology of the Augsburg Confession, he has 

a largely positive view of Aristotle. Green notes that in his treatment of Colossians, 

Melanchthon makes a differentiation between spiritual life and bodily life. Philosophy (and 

ethics in particular) is relevant to the bodily rather than spiritual life. It is in this way that 

Melanchthon approves of Aristotle as an ethicist while simultaneously rejecting those 

ethics as being a foundation of the gospel. Like Luther, Melanchthon functions on the 

basis of the framework of the two kingdoms when formulating his views of faith and 

reason. More particularly, Melanchthon speaks of the relationship between faith and 

ethics within the framework of the two kinds of righteousness. Charles Arand argues that 

the two kinds of righteousness serve as the framework for Melanchthon’s approach to 

faith and works in the Apology (Arand 2001). In this framework, the Christian lives in two 

fundamental relationships: to God, and to others. In relation to God, Aristotle is to be 

rejected, because salvation arises solely by faith in the gospel promise. In relation to 

others, however, Aristotle’s ethics give a general guide as to how ethical living in the world 

functions. This is not due to any inspiration given to Aristotle, but instead due to Aristotle’s 

adherence to natural law, which is largely discoverable by way of philosophy.  

The question of metaphysics is an important one, as part of the goal of the present 

work is to defend the necessity of metaphysical discussion in theology. Green notes that 

Melanchthon argues against the notion that theology is in any way determined by 

philosophy. This relates especially to metaphysical questions (Truemann and Clark 

2005:281). Philosophy, instead, is a mere handmaiden to theology, always submitting to 

the truths revealed in divine revelation. Melanchthon does not reject metaphysics as such, 

but its abuse in the late medieval era. Regarding the doctrine of God, Melanchthon is 

certainly willing to speak in a metaphysical manner regarding God’s being. For example, 

he affirms the doctrine of divine simplicity—a hallmark of Aquinas’ metaphysical system—

in Article I of the Augsburg Confession, which refers to God as impartibilis (without parts). 

Melanchthon does not reject extensive discussion of God’s nature and attributes, or even 
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proofs of his existence, as these are all included within later editions of the Loci 

Communes. The reformer’s primary concern here is to ground knowledge of God, not in 

speculation, but in the person of Christ. One does not reason unto the nature of God and 

then consequently determine theological conclusions. Instead, the Christian is called to 

look to Christ, and affirm who God shows himself to be through his Son.  

It is following the work of Melanchthon where the influence of Aristotle upon 

Lutheran thought becomes more explicit. Debates among second generation reformers 

often utilized Aristotelian categories of substance and accident in discussions surrounding 

the nature of sin and of free will (FC SD I), as well as contentions regarding causation in 

the application of salvation (FC SD III). God was also often described through utilizing 

Aquinas’ concept of being in which there is no distinction between existence and essence 

within the divine nature. Aristotle’s categories, particularly of causation, are used even 

more extensively in the period that Robert Preus labels “high orthodoxy” (1970:45), than 

in the so-called “golden age” of the Formula of Concord. Perhaps the most explicit 

Aristotelian of the era is Johann Gerhard, who is generally considered the most significant 

Lutheran thinker following Martin Chemnitz. Even in Gerhard, however, there was no 

explicit ordo salutis, which is often regarded as a high point in the development of 

Protestant scholastic thought. This belongs to the final age, which Preus refers to as the 

“silver age,” which includes Johannes Quenstedt, Abraham Calov, and David Hollaz as 

its three most significant representatives (1970:45). These authors make numerous 

distinctions on each topic which the modern reader might find tedious. They then follow 

every point with a proposed refutation and response. In this manner, then, the method of 

Aquinas and other medieval thinkers is followed rather closely. A more recent example of 

this method can be found in Conrad Lindberg’s Christian Dogmatics and Notes on the 

History of Dogma, first published in English in 1922. Throughout this volume, on nearly 

every topic, Lindberg cites the formal, material, sufficient, primary, and secondary causes, 

all using traditional Latin scholastic terms. While some might contend that these authors 

are merely complicating themes which need not be, the theologians themselves are doing 

such in an attempt to be as clear and precise as possible.  
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There are two primary aspects of the scholastic method discussed in this chapter 

which are often given to criticism by those who are unsympathetic to post-reformation 

Lutheranism. First is the scholastics’ commitment to traditional Greek concepts of being 

as described by Plato and Aristotle. These commitments are outlined and explored in light 

of Luther’s continual negative assessment of Aristotle and of Thomas Aquinas. Second 

is the notion of causation and its application to ideas such as the ordo salutis, especially 

as it is taught in the “silver age” of Lutheran orthodoxy. This is discussed in light of 

contemporary Thomistic philosophy and Humean notions of causation which have led to 

significant misunderstanding of scholastic thought.  

 

 

3.3.3 The Utilization of Essentialist Categories 

While theology and metaphysics are distinctive disciplines, they share an intimate 

connection with one another. One’s general beliefs surrounding the nature of reality have 

an impact upon one’s view of God and created things in relation to him. For Aquinas and 

other medieval theologians, such a connection was obvious, as an extensive amount of 

space in the Summa, along with other medieval dogmatic texts, is devoted to such issues. 

In general, theology since the Reformation has relegated such metaphysical questions to 

a secondary position. This is not to say, however, that metaphysics was not a concern for 

the theologian in the immediate post-reformation era. While Protestant scholastics made 

a conscious attempt to utilize more biblical theological language than in preceding 

centuries, metaphysical claims were far from absent. Language related to being is 

discussed, most often, in the treatment of the doctrine of God, as well as the doctrine of 

man. While differences arise between various writers on these particulars, the protestant 

scholastic authors were committed to an essentialist metaphysic. 

 The term “essentialism” is subject to a variety of interpretations, as this word has 

been used to describe a number of different philosophical perspectives. Thus, a working 

definition of the term is merited here so that further discussion of the idea can proceed. 

In recent discussions in analytic philosophy, essentialism is described as the 

philosophical conviction that every object has specific characteristics or properties which 
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are essential to it. Without such properties, it is impossible for a thing to be what it is. 

There are, for example, certain characteristics of what makes a dog a dog, as opposed 

to a human or a chair. Without these characteristics, one could not categorize it as such. 

This relies on a distinction between accidental properties and essential properties, 

wherein essence is identified with the latter. This idea is found in Kripke (1991), and is 

expanded in the so-called “new essentialism” of Brian Ellis (2002). In a more traditional 

essentialist schema, however, essence is not identified with essential properties as such. 

Rather, properties are subsequent to essence. It is precisely because a thing has a certain 

essence that it contains specific properties (see the criticism of modern essentialists in 

Feser 2014:230-235). For the present purposes, essentialism is defined as the belief that 

there are universal real forms which things either participate in or contain within 

themselves that determines what they are. A dog is a dog because it participates in, or 

contains, the universal essence of dogness. The category of dog is, then, something real, 

rather than a mere linguistic aid to categorize particular objects which just happen to have 

similar features. This is why such a concept is often referred to as “realism.” Further, the 

label “real-essentialism,” borrowed from David Oderberg (2007) is used throughout to 

distinguish this from other perspectives which utilize the essentialist title. Yet, even the 

idea of a real-essentialist metaphysic is subject to a variety of interpretations, and various 

approaches are explored below in relation to the ideas of Lutheran scholastic authors.  

 

3.3.3.1 Platonic Essentialism 

In general, there are two strands of essentialism which are prominent both in the history 

of philosophy and theology: the Platonic, and Aristotelian. Plato’s approach to essences 

is often categorized as idealism, due to its privileging of ideas over concrete physical 

reality (Copleston 1962a:163-206). Platonic idealism purports that reality ultimately exists 

within the realm of the “forms.” This is an ideal world which, though real, exists apart from 

ordinary material reality. This realm of ideas is one in which all things participate, and 

through which they have their being. Going back to the previous example of a dog, then, 

every canine is such because he or she participates in the form of “dogness.” The form 

is the perfect version of each object. Thus, the form of a dog is a perfect dog. One can 
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participate more or less in such a form and thus become more real in accordance with 

the ideal. A dog with four legs is more real than one who lost two legs in an accident, 

because it conforms more accurately with the form. An illustration Plato often uses is that 

of shadows (Plato 1983:279). The physical particular instantiations of a form are like 

shadows that come from real objects, and the form is the thing itself.  

 The philosophy of Plato developed in a number of different directions in the 

following centuries. Historians of philosophy have generally distinguished between three 

periods of Platonism: early Platonism, middle Platonism, and Neoplatonism (Copleston 

1962a:451-475). For the development of Christian theology, it is middle Platonism and 

Neoplatonism which are most important, as they both had a profound impact on the 

theology of the first centuries of the church. Middle Platonism arose in the first century 

B.C. and extended through the third century A.D. In this era, philosophers began 

combining the ideas of Plato with those of other popular philosophical systems such as 

stoicism and Aristotelianism. The most important figure in this era, for discussions of the 

relationship between philosophy and faith, is the Jewish philosopher Philo of Alexandria 

(Copleston 1962a:458). Though the date of his birth remains unknown, Philo was a 

contemporary of Jesus, and his ideas are important for early Christian thinkers. Philo is 

perhaps the first thinker to consciously attempt a synthesis of Hellenistic and Hebraic 

forms of thought. He argued that there is continuity between Plato’s philosophy and the 

revelation given to Moses. For Philo, such continuity is a result of the fact that the Greek 

philosophers had some acquaintance with the writings of Moses. Several convictions of 

Philo are influential upon the development of Christian theology. Among these, there are 

two which are especially important for the development of a Christian version of Platonic 

essentialism. The first is his idea of the Logos (Copleston 1962a:459). For Plato, there is 

a scale of being, as some objects are more real than others. At the top of such a scale is 

the realm of ideas which is connected to Plato’s concept of God. Platonists argued, in 

light of the teaching of their founder, that some kind of intermediary (or intermediaries) 

was necessary to connect an individual to God as the highest form of being (alternatively 

described as one beyond being). For Plato, as described in the Timaeus, this was the 

role of the Demiurge, or master craftsman, who put the world together. In connection with 
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this, Philo described the Logos (divine reason) as this intermediary between God and 

man, who connects the immaterial God to the material world (Allen 1985:72). For Philo, 

this Logos has a divine character, as he describes it in personal terms. As early Christians 

would, Philo connects the Logos with the Angel of the Lord who appears throughout the 

Old Testament. It is important to note, however, that Philo’s idea of the Logos is not 

identical with that of later Christian theology, as the Logos is not of the same essence as 

God. At best, Philo’s approach would be described as an Arian one, rather than a Nicene 

view of the relationship between God and the Logos. The second important aspect of 

Philo’s thought for Christian Platonism is his connection between the realm of ideas and 

the mind of God (Copleston 1962a:460). Philo, believing in the personal God of the Old 

Testament, argued that there is no realm of independent forms, but that these are 

concepts contained in the Logos, which are then manifest through physical reality. 

Though Philo is not usually cited by early Christian thinkers, it is undeniable that his views 

had a strong impact upon Christian Platonism. 

 Following the era of middle Platonism, a popular school of thought arose with 

Plotinus (204-270) known as Neoplatonism. Though thinkers categorized as 

Neoplatonists differ on a number of points, they share a common belief in oneness as the 

ultimate reality. For Plotinus, there is a single transcended unity called “the One” who is 

above all things, and forms the basis of all reality (Plotinus 1952:353-360). This singular 

unity exists beyond all things, including both being and non-being. Nothing can be 

properly spoken of this One, as it is above all language and thought. However, Plotinus 

does speak of this One as good in an analogous sense. For Plotinus, the One, also called 

the Good, is not a personal God. It is the source of creation, but did not willfully make the 

universe. Instead, all things are emanations from the One, as an overflow of its being. 

Like Plato, Plotinus argues that some things are less real than others, and one’s place in 

a scale of being is dependent upon how much one participates in the One. Singularity is, 

thus, the highest reality, and multiplicity is the result of a downward overflow of the One 

(Allen 1985:75). An illustration often used to describe this concept is that of the sun and 

its rays. The sun naturally produces rays which are consistent with its own nature, and 

they diminish in brightness the farther one is from the object. One especially important 
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development in Plotinus is the religious nature of his philosophy. For Plato, knowledge of 

the forms was primarily a rational enterprise, and there is some debate whether Plato had 

any mystical notions whatsoever (Copleston 1962a:196). In Neoplatonism, philosophy is 

experiential, rather than simply rational. This connection between philosophy and mystical 

experience became foundational for Christian Platonists. According to Plotinus, one can 

attain union with the One in this life through ecstatic experience. Plotinus himself claims 

to have achieved such a union at different points in his life. This move is particularly 

important, because middle Platonists generally held that experience of the ultimate reality 

is only a product of the next life (Allen 1985:71). Though modified heavily, these ideas 

were adopted by certain figures within the Christian tradition.  

 Early Christian forms of essentialism are largely Platonic in nature, though in some 

significant ways early Christian thinkers differentiate themselves from the Greek 

philosophers. The connection between Greek philosophy and Christian thought is a 

complex one, as early writers had a variety of views regarding their interrelation. It is well 

known that Tertullian rejected any strong contact between the two, asking, “What has 

Athens to do with Jerusalem?” (Tertullian 1885:246). Yet, in spite of such protests, even 

he utilized certain terms and concepts from Greek philosophers (Wolfson 1956:104). The 

Alexandrian school, especially through Cyril and Origen, sought a one to one correlation 

between Greek and Christian ideas in certain areas (Wolfson 1956:106-109). These 

writers borrowed the idea from Philo that Plato had contact with the writings of Moses, 

and thus spoke about the God of divine revelation. Clement of Alexandria also makes a 

connection between the law given to the Jews as a schoolmaster leading them to 

Christianity with philosophy given to the Greeks. Thus, there is a quasi-revelatory status 

given to Greek authors (Clement 1885:191). The majority of Christian writers 

acknowledged both continuity and discontinuity between Christian thought and that of 

Plato, rejecting both a pure antagonism between the two as perceived by Tertullian, and 

a near total adoption of Greek thought forms as held by Clement.  

 In order to understand Christian essentialism in its Platonic form, there are two 

important figures who must be understood that utilized elements of Neoplatonism in their 

respective theological systems. First is Pseudo-Dionysius, and second is St. Augustine. 
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The first became definitional for the development of Eastern Christian thought, and the 

latter for Western, both Roman Catholic and Protestant. Each of these authors uses 

certain categories as developed in Plotinus and other Neoplatonist authors, but both 

diverge from Platonism in certain important points. 

 First, areas of divergence from Neoplatonism are described, and second, the 

systems of Augustine and Pseudo-Dionisius are explained. Whatever differences 

Christian Neoplatonist authors have, all are agreed as to the problems of Plotinus’ 

system. First, Plotinus’ thought is opposed, at heart, to the concept of a personal and 

Triune God. For Plotinus, the One is not to be identified with God but as an impersonal 

principle which is the source of all being. This One cannot enter into any personal 

relationship with creation. Any doctrine of the Trinity, for Plotinus, is fundamentally 

opposed to his emphasis upon unity as the ultimate source of being. While Christians 

emphasize God’s unity in regard to the divine essence, as well as the doctrine of divine 

simplicity, multiplicity as such is not an imperfection, as God contains both unity and 

multiplicity within himself. Thus, the philosophical question of the relationship between 

the one and the many has a fundamentally different answer for Plotinus and Christianity. 

For Plotinus, multiplicity is simply an overflow of oneness, and implies imperfection. For 

Christianity, both unity and multiplicity are found within God’s own self. The second major 

area of difference between the two forms of thought is that Plotinus views creation, not 

as a free act of the One, but as a necessary overflow of being. For Christianity, creation 

is a free act of God, rather than a necessary one. It occurs ex nihilo. Finally, the concept 

of the incarnation is an impossibility for Plotinus, as material reality is a lesser overflow of 

the One, and then would not be consistent with the essence of the ultimate reality. With 

these important divergences in view, the adoption of Neoplatonist categories by Dionysius 

and Augustine are described.  

 The work of Pseudo-Dionysius is definitional of the metaphysics of the Eastern 

Church as it developed its own unique theological tradition. His thought was highly 

influential upon Eastern thinkers such a Maximus Confessor and Gregory Palamas. Both 

of these writers continue to retain a strong influence upon Eastern Orthodox thought, 

especially through the Neopalamite school of Vladimir Lossky (Lossky 1957). Thus, in 



84 
 

order to understand the essentialism of the Eastern church in its Neoplatonic form, one 

must grasp the basic convictions of the Areopagite. Dionysius wrote under the name of 

the Areopagite converted by St. Paul, and thereby granted himself a significant amount 

of authority as a faithful representation of apostolic theology (Copleston 1962a:91-100). 

This fact resulted in a significant influence of his works on the Patristic and early medieval 

church in both the East and West. It is universally acknowledged today, as it was by many 

in the later middle ages, that the author is not the Biblical Dionysius, as he portrays a 

clear influence from Plotinus, who did not write until one hundred and fifty years after the 

death of the apostles. The first mentions of the work do not appear until the sixth century, 

and it is likely that Dionysius draws upon the writings of the Neoplatonist philosopher 

Proclus who died at the end of the fifth century. Therefore, the text was likely written 

sometime in the late fifth and early sixth century. Its actual authorship remains unknown, 

and he is simply given the title of Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite.  

 What one finds in Dionysius is a speculative theology which is highly metaphysical. 

He hardly mentions the events of Christ’s own life, and does not demonstrate a significant 

concern for redemptive history. His most influential work is titled The Divine Names, which 

presents an apophatic theology, wherein God is known by way of negation. Like Plotinus, 

Dionysius characterizes God as the ultimate unity and source of being (1920:53). God, 

as the source of being, then engages in the “bounteous act of Emanation,” in which unity 

divides into multiplicity in the realm of created things (1920:71). This is not an admission 

of pantheism, wherein God is identifiable with all things. Rather, Dionysius promotes a 

participationist ontology, wherein nothing can have being without participation in God. He, 

like other Neoplatonists, uses the analogy of a sun and its rays, noting that the sun sends 

forth rays, not through an act of the will, but a necessary emanation of its nature. God, 

similarly, sends forth “the rays of Its undivided Goodness,” which interpenetrates all 

created things (1920:87). In traditional Platonic fashion, for Dionysius, one can have more 

being the more it comes to participate in divinity. Salvation is defined as participation in 

God through these emanating rays. This gives the groundwork for the developed Eastern 

understanding of salvation as theosis.  

 The Dionysian metaphysic leads to a doctrine of God which differentiates itself 
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from earlier Christian treatments through its apophatic emphasis. For the Areopagite, 

ultimately nothing can be properly stated of God. Like Plotinus, he argues that God is 

beyond all human concepts, including being itself. Even the ideas of Triunity and oneness 

are incapable of describing God’s own self (1920:188). The basic concept of goodness 

cannot properly be ascribed to God. Knowledge of God, then, is most properly a negative 

enterprise. He is to be described, not by what he is in essence, but what he is not. The 

most proper understanding of God leads one to the point of lack of both “speech and 

thought,” since both are incapable of grasping his nature (1920:198). The highest form of 

prayer, which is pure contemplation without word or thought, can lead to an ecstatic 

experience and ultimately unity with God. This mirrors Plotinus’ conviction regarding the 

possibility of unity with “the One.” Later Eastern Orthodox writers mirror this emphasis, 

especially through the practice of hesychastic prayer (Lossky 1957:209). These 

Neoplatonic themes result in a unique form of Plato’s essentialism which is definitional 

for the Eastern Orthodox Church.  

 While Dionysius is the chief propagator of Neoplatonism in the East, the Western 

church is indebted primarily to Augustine in its adoption of Platonic ideas. In his early 

intellectual pursuits, prior to his conversion to Christianity, Augustine discovered the 

philosophy of Platonism, and particularly that of Plotinus (Confessions Book VII). He 

became convinced of the philosophical school, and was an ardent disciple for some time. 

John Peter Kenney notes that the primary appeal in this ideology, for Augustine, was the 

concept of transcendence (2016:9). In his time as a Manichean, Augustine adopted the 

theory that God was both finite and material, yet this did not allow for any true rest for his 

soul, and it did not account for God and the existence of evil in the world. A discovery of 

monotheism in relation to a God who is above the world and the source of all things, led 

Augustine closer to the truths of Christianity that he would eventually accept. Though 

Augustine rejected several ideas related to Plato’s philosophy after his conversion, he 

continued to praise the work of the Greek philosopher throughout his life. Even in his 

great work The City of God, Augustine states that Plato more closely approached the 

truths of Christianity than any other philosopher (Kenney 2016:13). Augustine’s 

divergence from Plotinus, as well as his utilization of Platonic philosophy in certain areas 
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is expressed here, in order to give an account of Augustinian essentialist philosophy. 

 Augustine’s relation to philosophy can best be understood by what H.A. Wolfson 

labels the “double faith theory.” Throughout his writings, Augustine uses the language of 

faith in two different senses. In the first, Augustine refers to belief in general, which for the 

Christian is an acceptance of the truths given in revelation. One is called to accept what 

is revealed in Scripture because of the authority of the one who stated it. In another sense, 

Augustine refers to faith as consent to a proposition (Wolfson 1956:129). It is in this 

second sense that Augustine connects faith with reason. Augustine takes from Stoicism 

the idea that consent is based upon reasonable probability (Wolfson 1956:134). This does 

not mean that Augustine is a rationalist in that he has a requirement for every idea 

revealed in Scripture to be logically demonstrable, as he acknowledges that some truths 

cannot be discovered by pure reason. While Augustine rejects the idea of any divine 

inspiration in Plato, he argues that in areas where Platonism or other philosophies are in 

agreement with revelation, they should be used, and even praised by the Christian 

(Wolfson 1956:128). It would be proper to define Augustine’s use of philosophy as a 

ministerial one, rather than magisterial, as philosophical conclusions are always to be 

judged by Scripture.  

 There are certain convictions of St. Augustine that agree with those of Pseudo-

Dionysius. For example, like the Areopagite, Augustine admits that God must first be 

known by way of negation before positive affirmation is possible (De Trinitate VIII.2.4). 

The apophatic element of Augustine’s thought, however, is not pronounced. He speaks, 

often, of God being known by way of the contemplation of creation, and then a consequent 

reasoning upward. In De Trinitate (VIII.3.4), he mentions the concept of “goodness” which 

is ascribed to various things in creation. One speaks of food as good or money as good, 

and Augustine purports that there must be a source for this concept of the good. On this 

point, he is a realist, as goodness is not a mere abstract term identified purely by human 

attribution, but something real which can be known and identified. From here, Augustine 

argues that God himself is the good from which all goodness derives. Thus, like Plotinus, 

Augustine utilizes the notion of God as the source of all being. Goodness, like other ideas, 

have their ultimate foundation in God’s own self. He further contrasts derivative goodness 
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from the source of goodness by making a distinction between “changeable good,” and 

“unchangeable good” (De Trinitate VIII.3.5). The latter necessarily implies the former. If 

attributes are known in an imperfect way by earthly objects, this implies that a perfection 

of those attributes exists as the source of the limited form of such attributes. Connections 

between Augustine’s thought and Plato’s regarding the forms are clear. Augustine 

connects abstract objects such as love, goodness, and beauty, with God himself, which 

the human creature is an imperfect reflection of. Like Philo, he connects the forms with 

God, rather than some kind of separate ideal world that contains distinct forms which 

earthly things participate in. This leads to a participationist ontology which is different from 

that of Plato. Augustine’s notion of participation is perhaps most evident in his theology 

of deification, which involves human participation in God (Puchniak 2010). However, 

despite his participationist ideas, Augustine does not speak of created objects as 

emanations of God as does Dionysius. His thought might, then, be most properly 

categorized as a moderated Neoplatonism.  

 Though there are a wide variety of views found in figures who adopted aspects of 

Platonism within the Christian tradition, there are two general trajectories in adoption of 

Platonic essentialism amongst Christian philosophers. In the East, Dionysius’ view tends 

to predominate, especially as modified by Gregory Palamas (Palamas 1982). For 

Palamas, all of creation participates in God, and thus receives being from him. This is not 

a pure participation in God’s essence, but his energies, which are identified as that which 

emanates from God as rays do from the sun. This has eschatological significance, as like 

Plotinus, the Eastern church emphasizes unification with the One, identified by Christian 

thinkers as the Triune God. This a reality in which all creation participates (Staniloae 

1998:1). These ideas were also transmitted in the West through the mystical tradition, 

such as in Boethius and Johann Tauler. In the Augustinian tradition of the West, Plato’s 

idealism is transmitted through the conviction that objects have an essence which 

corresponds to the mind of God. This orientation is prominent in Anselm and the early 

scholastics, and is modified with the introduction of Aristotle’s philosophy in the thirteenth 

century. Some of the ideas described here are used by Lutheran thinkers, especially 

through St. Augustine’s influence upon Reformation thought. Yet, Plato is not a sole 



88 
 

influence upon the development of Lutheran scholasticism, as Aristotelian ideas are even 

more prominent in thinkers like Johann Gerhard and Conrad Lindberg.  

  

  

3.3.3.2 Aristotelian Essentialism 

The other form of essentialism which is prominent in both philosophy and theology is the 

Aristotelian version. Like Plato, Aristotle argues that there are real universals which unite 

all things of a common kind together, and that there are certain characteristics of an object 

which are necessary in order to make it what it is (Aristotle 1998:32-38). Unlike Plato, he 

rejects the notion that forms exist in the ideal world of the mind, but instead promotes the 

idea that forms are found within objects themselves. Participation, then, is merely 

perceptual rather than real, as no ideal world exists. Such forms, then, are accessible 

through one’s sense perception, and one is not led simply to the realm of contemplation 

where true reality is, as in Platonic philosophy. Aristotle, thereby, removes the third 

category of “being” which stands between God and the material world which exists as a 

mere image. There is, as a consequence of this, no necessity of a logos or emanations 

which connect God and the world of images. A further distinction Aristotle makes is that 

of matter and form. This results in an approach to reality often labeled hylomorphism 

(Owens 1963:58). All things are made up of both matter and form meaning that there is 

the material which makes up a thing (such as wood being the matter which a chair is 

made out of) and the form that matter takes (being the actual form and shape which that 

wood is placed into so that it can function as a chair). The concept of “form” however is 

not always necessarily tied to the physical shape of an object. Rather, form identifies what 

a thing is. For example, matter is engaged in the formation of a human person who has 

the identity as “human.” At the moment of death, the soul is gone, and even though the 

body retains its shape materially, it no longer has the form of “human,” in the sense that 

it did previously. Similarly, matter does not always have a physical connotation, as 

Aristotle uses the example that letters are the matter by which words are made.  

Along with the distinction between matter and form, another important concept for 

Aristotle’s metaphysics is his discussion of substance and accidental properties of 
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objects, which he identifies as two differing components to every existing thing (Owens 

1963:71-79; Feser 2014:164-171). First, there is the substance of a thing. This is what 

makes a thing what it is. Without certain properties, a thing’s form would cease to exist. 

To go back to the previous example, the form “human” necessitates both soul and body. 

If the soul departs upon death, then the actual essence of the thing changes. As an 

essential property, the lack of a soul means that what exists is no longer human, though 

the matter remains. Second, there are accidental properties which are subject to change, 

and are not necessary to make a thing what it is. A wall, for example may be white, and 

that same wall may be painted brown. In this instance, both whiteness and brownness 

are simply accidental properties, because they can change and have no impact on 

whether or not the object they are connected with is a wall or something else. The form 

of “wall,” remains. In relation to humanity, if an individual cuts their hair, grows, or loses 

a tooth, the actual essence of the person is still the same. They remain human despite 

such changes, because those changes are merely accidental rather than substantial. This 

differs from Plato’s philosophy due to Plato’s notion of participation. Changes in objects, 

for Plato, result in either more or less participation in the ideal form of that thing. In order 

to understand these difference, take the instance of a dog who has gotten his hair cut. 

Both Plato and Aristotle have an explanation for both the consistency of essence, as well 

as the change which occurs in the world. For Plato, the dog retains its essence as such 

because it continues to participate in the ideal form of “dogness.” What changes, 

however, is the mere shadow which reflects the real. The form itself remains constant. 

For Aristotle, this change is explained through the substance/accidents distinction. The 

cutting of hair allows the dog to remain as such, because a specific hair-length is not 

absolutely essential to the form of “dog.” Instead, it is an accidental property. Thereby, 

change in an object can exist while there is continuity in the subject itself through such 

change. 

Alongside of the distinctions between matter and form, as well as substantial and 

accidental properties, a third essential distinction in Aristotle’s thought is that between act 

and potency (Feser 2014:31-42). This concept is used by the philosopher as a way to 

explain the nature of change in the world. One of the earliest questions that arose in pre-
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Socratic philosophy was that of consistency of objects in view of the fact of change which 

occurs. One solution to the problem is to say that change is really an illusion instead of 

an actual movement of things from one state to another. This is Parmenides’ view, 

representative of the Eleatic school, who purported that change must occur in an object 

due to the influence of something other than itself (Nahm 1964:89). Since all that exists 

is “being,” this means that changes in being must come from something other than itself, 

which is “non-being.” However, non-being is nothing, and therefore cannot actually cause 

any change. Therefore, change is impossible. The opposite view, held by Heraclitus, is 

that movement and change is the essence of reality (Nahm 1964:70). He used the 

illustration of a river, to demonstrate that when one steps into a river multiple times, it will 

fundamentally differ from what it was previously, since water is always in motion. Aristotle 

formulates an approach to the question of change and constancy through his distinction 

between act and potency. 

For Aristotle, the primary problem with the Eleatic position is that it posits only two 

possibilities: being and non-being (Aristotle 1998:21-22). Were this the case, then being 

could not actually undergo any change, because that would imply a descent into non-

being. Thus, Aristotle posits a third element into the equation: potentiality. Everything 

carries within itself, not only the nature of its present being, but potentiality to become 

something else, or to be enacted upon by other objects. Contemporary Thomistic 

philosopher Edward Feser uses the example of a rubber ball to indicate the nature of act 

and potency (2009:10-11). There might be specific characteristics which define what the 

ball is in the present, such as its color, size, and texture. These are all aspects of what 

the ball is in actuality. Yet, the ball also has the potential to take on other characteristics. 

One might paint the object a different color, or heat up the ball so that its texture changes. 

If these changes occur, then the potentiality to be a certain way becomes actuality. The 

potential for the ball to be painted blue becomes actual when the painter does it. For 

Aristotle, potentiality only becomes act when it is impacted by another. The ball could not 

become blue by itself, but only through the outside objects of: the painter, the brush, the 

paint, and several other factors. Since, for Aristotle, all things are moved by another, there 

must necessarily be a beginning point in this chain which gives motion to all things. This 
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beginning point must therefore not have the ability to be moved by anything other than 

itself (or then it could not be the source of motion). This is Aristotle’s conception of God 

as an unmoved mover, which later becomes definitional of Thomistic thought.  

While Plato was the most influential philosopher upon the early Christian church, 

Aristotle’s influence predominated the later middle ages through St. Thomas Aquinas. 

Though certain ideas of Aristotle were transmitted to the early church through Stoic and 

other philosophical groups who took some influence from the Greek writer, his own 

writings remained untranslated into Latin throughout the early medieval period, and were 

thus not widely known. Familiarity with Aristotle began through the writings of the Islamic 

philosopher Averroes, who wrote commentaries on the writings of both Plato and Aristotle 

in Arabic, which were translated into Latin during the thirteenth century (Leinsle 2010:136-

138). Aristotelian philosophy soon became standard in Western thought through Thomas 

Aquinas, and his thought remains influential unto the present day. As Aristotle’s most 

important interpreter, Thomas’ use and modification of the philosopher is explained here 

in order to properly explain the metaphysical assumptions of the Lutheran scholastics in 

connection to Aquinas.  

Though he might be popular characterized as a pure repristinator of Aristotle, 

Aquinas distances himself from the philosopher in a number of important ways. Just as 

the church fathers borrowed concepts from Plato while rejecting his beliefs which were 

contrary to Christian revelation, Aquinas is quick to dismiss aspects of Aristotle’s 

philosophy which are inconsistent with Christian theism. Chief among such differences is 

Aristotle’s doctrine of God. While the philosopher does speak about an “unmoved mover,” 

this being is not identified as a personal Creator. For Aristotle, the universe itself is eternal, 

and thus, though he confesses a clear distinction between God and the material world, 

there is no creation ex nihilo. The primary function of God in Aristotle’s philosophy is to 

give motion to all things, while himself remaining unmoved by anything (Allen 1985:127). 

He does this through his nature as the final cause of all things, toward which all things 

move. This unmoved mover spends eternity contemplating himself, and it thus 

unconcerned with the world. In adopting Aristotelian thought, Aquinas combines the truths 

of revelation with those discoverable by reason (Nieuwenhove 2012:175). For Thomas, 
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natural reason is able to comprehend certain important truths about the world, including 

God’s existence and the contingency of all things upon him. However, the dogmas of the 

incarnation, the Trinity, creation ex nihilo, and other distinctively Christian doctrines are 

known only by way of revelation. It is in terms of natural revelation in which Aristotle is 

particularly praised. 

For the present purposes, it is Aquinas’ utilization of Aristotle’s basic metaphysical 

assertions which are most important. The nature of causality also plays a large role in the 

formation of Thomas’ thought as it did in later Protestant scholasticism. However, this is 

dealt with in a separate section below. The three central distinctions of Aristotle’s 

metaphysics are all adopted by Aquinas, and he also adds a fourth: the difference 

between essence, and existence (Aquinas 1953:31-35). For Thomas, the essence of a 

thing is its identity. It is the what of an object. This is what is otherwise called the form of 

an object. Like Aristotle, Aquinas rejects an idealist understanding of essence, wherein 

universals are derived from the ideal form of an object. Yet, universals do exist, and there 

is then something of “humanness” which exists within each human person that unites 

them as a species. Distinct from the essence of an object is a thing’s existence. This is 

not the question of what a thing is, but whether it is. One might have an idea of the identity 

of a unicorn, and some of the attributes which constitutes unicornness. This means that 

this object has cognitional being (Owens 1963). Yet, the fact that such an essence can 

be construed does not mean that this creature actually exists beyond the mind. It, most 

likely, does not. Therefore, there must be a distinction between the essence of an object 

and the existence of an object. This is an important aspect of Aquinas’ doctrine of God, 

who is defined as one in whom essence and existence are identical (Dolezal 2011:62). In 

contingent objects, essence never necessitates existence, as no essence is by nature 

necessary. However, God’s essence differs from all others in that his essence 

necessitates his existence. 

It is in Aquinas’ doctrine of God that Aristotle’s metaphysical categories find their 

telos. Among the most essential aspects of God’s being, for Thomas, is his simplicity. 

God is not composed of parts (Aquinas 1955:103). This does not mean merely that God 

does not have physical parts, but that he is not a composite being in any sense. For a 
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being to be composite is to say that it can be broken down into some kind of reality which 

is greater, or more basic, than itself. If God were composed of atoms, for example, then 

those atoms would be the ultimate foundation of reality, rather than the divine nature. The 

self-existence of God, then, necessitates that he is a simple rather than complex being. 

For Aquinas, this simplicity is defined in light of Aristotle’s important distinctions as 

discussed above. In God, there can be no division between substance and accident 

(Dolezal 2011:58). In more traditional theological language, there can be no real 

distinction between God’s essence and his attributes, because if such were the case, he 

would be a composite being. Like the atoms, this would necessitate that attributes were 

separable from the divine essence, and thus a more basic form of reality than God. As 

such, God is not truly the ground of being. If love, for example, were merely an accidental 

attribute of God rather than his essence, then love is something which is able to be 

divorced from God. The question then would be: by what standard is God loving? If love 

were not the essence of God himself, then some standard of love must exist outside of 

him and thus be prior to him, thus negating his own self-existence and self-dependence. 

For Aquinas, there is no standard by which God is loving, just, merciful, or good, because 

he himself is that standard. The second Aristotelian division, between act and potency, is 

similarly tied to divine simplicity (Aquinas 1955:100). Thomas describes God as “pure 

act,” because there is no potentiality within God which has yet to be actualized. For 

Aristotle, movement from potentiality to actuality is a movement from lesser to greater, as 

actuality is the result of an object achieving its final cause. For God’s own being, there 

can be no final cause, because such would imply imperfection in the divine nature, or 

some kind of self-actualization which denies his self-sufficiency and perfection. These 

ideas, alongside of Thomas’ argument that in God, there is an identity between God’s 

essence and his existence, form his concept of God as an absolutely simple being. 

Thomas Aquinas, utilizing Aristotle, promotes a form of essentialism which affirms 

some of the basic assumptions of Plato and the Neoplatonist traditions, while 

simultaneously moving beyond the concept of an idealist view of forms. In both systems, 

there is an affirmation that universal essences do exist alongside of a conviction that God 

(or “the One” in Plotinus’ case) is necessary and self-existent. On these points, Christians 
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who follow either the Aristotelian or Platonist tradition agree. In that sense, all are 

essentialists. Yet, these two forms of essentialism differ in their approach to the nature of 

essences. While Christian Platonic thinkers view essences as ideas in the mind of God 

in which all things participate, the Aristotelian approach locates the essence within objects 

themselves, though with acknowledgement that the creation and sustenance of such 

essences is due to the work of God. In the following section, these two forms of 

essentialist philosophy are discussed in relation to the Lutheran scholastic tradition in 

order to establish the basic metaphysical assumptions of Lutheran orthodoxy. 

 

3.3.3.3 Essentialism in Lutheran Scholasticism 

As inheritors of the medieval theological and philosophical tradition, the Lutheran 

reformers and scholastics interact with the philosophical convictions of those within the 

previous Christian tradition. This interaction extends from Luther through the scholastic 

revival of the nineteenth century. In this section, first, Luther’s interaction with Platonic 

and Aristotelian essentialism is engaged in order to compare his own philosophical 

convictions with previous authors. Following this, the seventeenth century Lutheran 

scholastics are examined in order to explain their metaphysical convictions. Most 

particularly, Johann Gerhard is discussed as an exemplar of this tradition. This is then 

compared to the scholastic revival of nineteenth and early twentieth century Lutheran 

theologians. Finally, a proposal is offered for an essentialist metaphysic which is 

consistent with Luther and the following tradition. 

 While Luther’s relationship to Aristotle has already been discussed, some 

observations regarding his relationship to essentialist ontology are merited. While critics 

of essentialism in Luther are engaged in the following chapter, some preliminary remarks 

must be made on the subject. While Luther does not spend an extensive amount of space 

writing on his views of metaphysics, and the nature of essence in particular, there is one 

writing which does engage the ideas inherent in both Platonic and Aristotelian 

essentialism: the Heidelberg Disputation. Opponents of Lutheran scholasticism often 

utilize the Disputation as an anti-scholastic document, especially in the theological theses. 

However, Luther’s remarks are not merely theological, but he engages specific 
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metaphysical ideas in his philosophical theses, and not always in a negative manner. 

These ideas have simply not been engaged in the majority of works on the Heidelberg 

Disputation, and there are a couple significant reasons for this. First, the critical edition of 

Luther’s works did not include the defense of Luther’s philosophical theses until 1979. 

This simply did not allow for an in-depth treatment of the issue. Second, the English 

edition of Luther’s Works still fails to contain a translation of these portions of writing. The 

most important part of the theses for the present work is his eighth point in which he 

argues that Aristotle wrongly condemns Plato’s theory of forms. Eric Parker provides a 

translation of the defense of the eighth proposition which is worth quoting at length: 

That the philosophy of Plato is better than the philosophy of Aristotle appears from 

this, namely, that Plato always depends upon the divine and immortal, separate 

and eternal, insensible and intelligible, from whence he also recommends that 

singulars, individuals, and sensible things be abandoned because they cannot be 

known on account of their instability. Aristotle, being opposed to this in every way, 

ridicules the separable and intelligible things and brings in sensible things and 

singulars and thoroughly human and natural things. But, he does this most 

cunningly: 

Firstly, because he cannot deny that the individual is transient [fluxa], he 

invents a form and different matter, and so the thing is not knowable as matter, but 

as form. Therefore, he says that the form is the cause of knowing [causam sciendi], 

and he calls this “divine, good, desirable” and he assigns the intellect to this. And 

so he frustrates every mind, while he examines the same thing in two ways. 

Secondly, this “form” is a quiddity and the sum of his Metaphysics. So, he 

destroys all the ideas, putting in their place his own forms and quiddities conjoined 

to matter, ridiculing and denying [the existence of] the ideas separable from matter, 

as appears in many places, especially Metaphysics and [Nicomachean] Ethics. 

But, it is well known by way of blessed Augustine, Iamblichus and all the Platonic 

disputants that the ideas of Plato are separate [from matter]. And so it is well known 

that the philosophy of Aristotle crawls in the dregs [reptat in faecibus] of corporeal 
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and sensible things, whereas Plato moves among things separable and spiritual 

(Parker 2013). 

 

Luther’s comments on these matters prove to be quite problematic for interpretations of 

the Reformer which place him at odds with all traditional Greek thought-forms. He rejects 

Aristotle’s metaphysics, not for its essentialism, but for his denial of the reality of forms 

existent in the mind of God. It should not be surprising that, as an Augustinian monk, 

Luther prefers the philosophical convictions of the bishop of Hippo over that of Thomism. 

The specifics of Luther’s criticisms of Aristotle are dealt with below, in an attempt to 

formulate an essentialist approach which is both scholastic and consistent with Luther.  

 Following the death of Martin Luther, the leadership of the Lutheran movement 

eventually fell into the hands of Martin Chemnitz, sometimes affectionately labeled “the 

second Martin.” A more philosophical thinker than Luther, Chemnitz’ writings demonstrate 

a strong adherence to a classic essentialist metaphysic. Through the second-generation 

reformer, Aristotelian metaphysical convictions are included within the Lutheran 

Confessional documents, and were then transmitted to the seventeenth century 

scholastic tradition. Chemnitz’ thought is complex enough, especially in his exposition of 

Christ’s two natures, to merit a full-length study, but for the present purposes, it only must 

be demonstrated that he utilized classical Greek philosophical categories in his 

construction of Lutheran thought. Thus, here, some passages in the Formula of Concord, 

and Chemnitz’ Two Natures in Christ are explored to demonstrate this point, and his 

comments are supplemented with passages from other scholastic writers which affirm 

and reiterate such convictions.  

 Perhaps the most important metaphysical statement in the post-reformation era 

for the Lutheran tradition is made in Article I of the Formula of Concord, under Chemnitz’ 

influence, in resolution to a debate surrounding the nature of sin upon the human creature 

(this history is catalogued in Preus 1978:115-117). The Philipists tended to speak more 

optimistically about the nature of the human will after the fall than the Gnesio-Lutherans. 

This led to a number of disputes between representatives of both schools of thought. At 

the height of this controversy, a public disputation was held as an attempt to arrive at a 
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resolution on the subject. Victorin Strigel and Matthias Flacius met in 1560 to settle the 

question of the role of the human will in conversion. In the dispute, Strigel argued that sin 

was an accidental, rather than substantial, quality. As such, Strigel argued, there was 

goodness intact in the human person in regard to one’s substance. Not having a strong 

understanding of Aristotelian categories Flacius rejected the idea that sin was an 

accidental quality and instead retorted that it became the very essence of the human 

creature in the post-lapsarian state. In spite of several calls to recant his statement, 

Flacius refused, and was eventually rejected by the other Gnesio-Lutherans for his latent 

Manicheanism. This debate led to a Confessional statement on the subject which rejected 

both the positions of Strigel and Flacius. 

 In Article I, the authors make two basic contentions. First, the language that sin is 

“accidental” does not mean that it is insignificant. The corruption of sin has a radical 

impact upon the person, placing one under God’s wrath and devoid of spiritual freedom 

(FC SD I:1).  It is a misunderstanding of Aristotle’s language to assume that just because 

something is not a substantial property that it is as inconsequential as painting a wall a 

different color. A more apt illustration might be of someone driving a car into a wall, 

cracking and bending it while leaving the wall itself slightly intact. The second contention 

of the Formula is that though the impacts of sin are devastating upon the human person, 

they do not negate one’s humanity and essential value as a creation of God (FC SD I:26). 

This leads to a metaphysical discussion related to the value of utilizing the Aristotelian 

categories of substance and accident. Were they opposed to essentialism (at least of the 

Aristotelian variety) the authors of the Formula had an opportunity to voice such criticisms 

here; yet, the opposite is the case. The metaphysical system of Aristotle, at least in some 

form, is adopted by the Formula. 

 In this discussion, the Formula notes approvingly that the church fathers often used 

metaphysical language, as such is sometimes necessary in academic dispute. It is argued 

that such language should not be used heavily in preaching for the sake of the unlearned, 

there is a proper place for such ideas to be expounded by theologians. A substance is 

defined as a “self-existent essence,” and an accident, in contrast, “does not exist by itself 

essentially,” but is separable from a substance (FC SD I:54). An essence is unchanging 
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while the accidental properties of a thing are subject to continual change. This division is 

further described as an “indisputable truth” (immota veritas) among all learned people (FC 

SD I:57). The Formula further attempts to demonstrate that Luther was not opposed to 

using such language, and at times did so himself (FC SD I:62). In light of the acceptance 

of such language, it is argued then that Flacius’ position is mistaken, and that sin is an 

accidental property after the fall (FC SD I:61). These statements are highly significant 

because they do not represent the opinion of one individual theologian, but became a 

standard part of the Lutheran Confessional documents as published in the Book of 

Concord.  

 The metaphysical assumptions here played a significant role in the development 

of the anthropology of Lutheran scholasticism. In the scholastic texts, there are two 

primary topics of discussion under the topic anthropology: the imago Dei and original sin. 

Both concepts use Aristotelian metaphysics. The early twentieth century scholastic writer 

Adolf Hoenecke explains the doctrine of the divine image as explained by Lutheran 

orthodox theologians. He notes that the imago Dei is spoken of in two distinct senses. 

First, there is the image late dicta (in a general sense), which includes man’s attributes 

such as freedom, intellect, and dominion (Hoenecke 2009 III:320). Lindberg refers to it as 

the “formal image,” which consists of mind, will, and emotion (Lindberg 1922:156). This 

broader sense of the image includes the entire nature of humanity and is thus part of the 

human essence. This image is not lost in the fall, because if it were, then the human 

essence itself would be obliterated. The other manner of speaking about the imago Dei 

is the image stricte dicta (in a strict sense) which is identified with spiritual righteousness 

(Hoenecke 2009 III:320). Lindberg uses the title, “material image,” (1922:156). The 

narrower sense of the image refers to an accidental quality, whereby one can lack spiritual 

righteousness and retain a genuinely human essence. Though Lutheran theologians 

differ on several points related to anthropology on topics such as the propagation of the 

soul, the distinction between soul and spirit, and the nature of the broad sense of the 

divine image, all of the Lutheran scholastics are committed to an Aristotelian essentialism 

which accepts that there are both essential properties of the human nature, and 

accidental ones which are lost in the fall.  
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 Along with the utilization of such language regarding the divine image, the 

Lutheran scholastics also follow the Formula in expositing sin as an accidental quality. In 

his compendium of Lutheran scholastic thought The Doctrinal Theology of the Evangelical 

Lutheran Church, Heinrich Schmid summarizes the position of the seventeenth century 

writers on the topic of the relationship between sin and nature (1899:246-249). Like 

Chemnitz, the scholastics guard against two primary problems in relation to original sin. 

First is the Pelagian or Semi-Pelagian position wherein sin does not have a fundamental 

impact upon man’s essence at all. This is what Quenstedt refers to as, “a mere accident, 

lightly and externally attached” (Schmid 1899:247).  This is not to say that sin is not an 

accidental property (as Quenstedt affirms the affirmations of Article I of the Formula), but 

that it also has a broader impact upon human nature as such, though without eliminating 

the human essence. He refers to original sin as “internally and intimately inhering” 

(Schmid 1899:247). Though the human essence is impacted and corrupted by sin, 

Quentedt is also quick to note that the essence of humanity remains even after the fall, in 

opposition to Flacius (Schmid 1899:248). Under each of these topics, the Lutheran 

scholastics affirm the basic Aristotelian definition of substantial and accidental qualities, 

and thus demonstrate the adequacy of such categories in theological formulation.  

 Alongside of his utilization of Aristotelian categories in the debate with Flacius, 

Chemnitz also utilizes such distinctions in his exposition of the two natures in Christ. In 

Luther’s debate with Zwingli over the nature of the Lord’s Supper, an extensive 

disagreement began with the two reform movements surrounding the humanity of Christ. 

Zwingli argued that Christ’s human nature remained only at the right hand of God the 

Father in heaven, whereas Luther contended for Christ’s omnipresence according to both 

natures (Courvoisier 1963:70-72). At the height of this debate following Luther’s death, 

Martin Chemnitz wrote The Two Natures in Christ, in which he gives a detailed Scriptural 

and theological exposition of the theme, focusing on the question of the communication 

of attributes in Christ. Throughout the book, Chemnitz uses scholastic categories, and 

thus the entire text could be examined to demonstrate all of the particularities of his 

philosophical convictions. For the present purposes, however, only a small section in the 

beginning of the text is discussed, which carries the title, “Definition of Certain Terms” 
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(Chemnitz 1971:29-36). This first chapter of his work is a short prolegomenon of sorts, 

wherein Chemnitz outlines the use of various philosophical and theological terms in 

discussions about Christ’s two natures. In this text, it is apparent that Chemnitz is an 

adherent to an essentialist metaphysic consistent with that of Aquinas.  

 This discussion begins by citing John of Damascus on terminology related to 

substance, in which Chemnitz purports that substance, nature, and form are used as 

interchangeable terms (Chemnitz 1971:29). These terms relate to that which is common 

to individual members of the same species. There are, thus, essential properties which 

make up various genera and species. Chemnitz further states that there are individual 

members of each species which is described through language of subsistence, 

hypostasis, or person. The individual thing “subsists in itself,” and it is defined by particular 

attributes (1971:29). These terms are then applied to the Trinity, wherein God is described 

as one essence which subsists in three persons. In light of this, Chemnitz explains that 

the eternal begetting of the Son and procession of the Spirit include a communication of 

the whole divine essence from the Father (1971:30). Chemnitz makes further distinctions 

in relation to the incarnation of Christ. In the person of Christ, a self-subsistent divine 

nature is united to the human nature which subsists not in itself, but in the divine nature 

(1971:31). In describing Christ, there is a difference between the “abstract,” and 

“concrete” manner of referring to him. Terms referring to natures as natures are “abstract,” 

because they deal with essence as such. However, when speaking of the person, he is 

spoken of “concretely” (1971:31). It is important that the terms utilized in this section arise 

both from the church fathers and medieval scholastic thinkers. Chemnitz does not view 

himself as an innovator, but as an inheritor of the previous tradition, which is highly 

indebted to Greek philosophical concepts.   

 Among these scholastic terms, Chemnitz again returns to the substance-accident 

distinction. He divides all attributes into two categories: essential and accidental 

(1971:34). All created things have both of these categories of attributes. In God, however, 

there are no accidental qualities. Furthermore, there is an exact identification between 

God’s essence and attributes, so that essential characteristics of the divine nature cannot 

be abstracted from substance. Chemnitz reasons that God is a perfectly simple essence, 
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because if God were composed of essence and attributes, then such attributes would 

improve the divine nature and thus deny God’s own perfection and self-sufficiency 

(1971:34). This is a clear reaffirmation of the Thomistic position regarding divine 

simplicity. Chemnitz then concludes his discussion by noting that Christ has accidental 

attributes according to his human nature, as is characteristic of all created natures. The 

essential properties of Jesus’ divine nature are never transferred to the human as 

essential attributes, as such would result in a complete dissolution of the human nature 

itself. Rather, divine attributes are communicated to the human nature by grace and are 

thus exercised through this nature, without an essential transformation of one into the 

other (1971:35). Throughout his exposition of terminology, it is apparent that Chemnitz 

self-consciously utilizes the metaphysical terminology of both Patristic authors and 

medieval scholastic thinkers. He is followed in this regard by the later Lutheran 

scholastics. 

 The most extensive metaphysical treatment of God among the scholastics is that 

of Johann Gerhard. In earlier authors, there was not a lengthy treatment of God’s essence 

and attributes, as Melanchthon and Chemnitz emphasized Triunity. In his Theological 

Commonplaces, Gerhard devotes an entire volume to an exposition of God’s essence 

and attributes, in which a Thomistic conception of deity is affirmed and defended. In order 

to understand his underlying philosophical convictions surrounding essence, his thoughts 

on two subjects are explored: arguments for the existence of God, and divine simplicity. 

 For Gerhard, the existence of God is something which can be proven both by 

reason and by Scripture. Apologetics, then, are an essential part of the theological task. 

Gerhard outlines three reasons why such an enterprise is important: first, to refute 

skeptics. Second, to strengthen the faith of believers. Third, it perfects one’s natural 

knowledge of God (Gerhard 2007:56-57). The third point is important, as it establishes 

continuity between Gerhard and Aquinas. As addressed above, both Luther and Aquinas 

argue that certain truths about God are discoverable by reason alone, though God’s 

Triunity, the incarnation, and other truths are accessible only by means of revelation. 

Gerhard speaks of natural knowledge of God as consisting in his being, will, power, and 

operation (2007:57). God’s unity and existence, for Gerhard, are known by way of natural 
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reason, but God’s Triunity is not. Like Luther, Gerhard also distinguishes between the 

knowledge of the law as natural and knowledge of the gospel as supernatural. Gerhard 

refers to the natural law as the “legal will” of God which leads to external obedience on 

behalf of the heathen (2007:57). Gerhard then uses “grace perfects nature” type of 

language which is characteristic of Aquinas. He writes that natural knowledge of God is 

“imperfect and weak, [and that therefore] we must surely strengthen, perfect, and 

complete it from the divinely revealed Word” (2007:58). Gerhard’s Thomistic leanings are 

clear here, and are further demonstrated in his exposition of proofs for the existence of 

God. 

 Gerhard gives five proofs of the existence of God which are apparent by way of 

nature alone. First, Gerhard follows Aquinas in arguing for the necessity of an unmoved 

mover (2007:60). Everything that is moved is moved by another, because nothing can 

actualize its own potency. There cannot be an infinite progression of movers, because 

such would necessitate that there are only secondary causes, which is an impossibility. 

By definition, secondary causes are subsequent to a primary cause. Thus, there must be 

a primary cause who Gerhard identifies as God. Gerhard affirms here some of Aristotle’s 

most fundamental metaphysical claims—most particularly, the distinction between act 

and potency. Gerhard is so fond of Aristotle that he even, following Aquinas, gives him 

the affectionate title “The Philosopher” (2007:60)! His second argument is similar to the 

first, as he contends that efficient causation necessitates a primary cause who is not 

caused by another or self-caused. Third, Gerhard uses an argument from Anselm, which 

is also echoed in Augustine, wherein the degrees of goodness in the world necessitate 

an ultimate goodness by which all things are measured. It is in this context that Gerhard 

also speaks about things having either “more being and less being” (2007:60). This is 

significant because such a statement demonstrates that Gerhard does not rely solely on 

Aristotle’s metaphysic, but he also draws from Augustinian Neoplatonism, in which being 

is described as participation in God, and of which there are gradations. Fourth, Gerhard 

returns to Aristotle and argues from final causation, that an intelligent source must be 

instrumental in directing things toward their particular ends (2007:61). Finally, Gerhard 

argues from natural human instinct that God’s existence is imprinted upon the human 
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mind. In all of these proofs, it is clear that Gerhard argues from the perspective of classical 

metaphysics, drawing primarily from Aristotle, but also utilizing aspects of Neoplatonism.  

 Gerhard’s philosophical convictions are further seen in his treatment of that topic, 

“What God Is,” in which divine simplicity takes a central position (Gerhard 2011:92). The 

theologian defines God as “sheer and purest act” (2011:93). He defines actuality by use 

of the Aristotelian distinctions as filtered through Thomas. Gerhard notes that God is not 

composed of matter and form, genus and species, substance and accidents, act and 

potency, or individuated substance and nature (2011:93). In using such distinctions, 

Gerhard confirms his commitment to the Aristotelian categories presented. Gerhard is 

thus a strong proponent of hylemorphism. He further distinguishes by active and passive 

potency, noting that God is devoid of passive potency. This distinction, which is prominent 

in Aquinas, distinguishes between the ability to have a potency which can be actuated by 

something outside of oneself (passive potency), and the ability to actuate the potency of 

something outside of oneself (active potency) (Dolezal 2011:37-41). God possesses the 

latter, but not the former. All of the basic elements of Aquinas’ metaphysical system are 

affirmed by Gerhard, but he also utilizes aspects of Neoplatonism through St. Augustine.  

 From Luther to Gerhard, philosophical essentialism is affirmed by Lutheran 

theologians, as it was throughout the scholastic tradition even into the twentieth century. 

Chemnitz, the Formula of Concord, Gerhard, and later scholastics primarily utilize 

Aristotelian categories, especially as they relate to two topics: man’s relationship to sin, 

and God’s simplicity. It is in these two areas that a distinction between substance and 

accident is adopted, as well as distinctions between act and potency, and matter and form 

as they relate to the simplicity of God. A problem has arisen however in relation to Luther’s 

own thought and that of later thinkers. Most of Luther’s statements about Aristotle are 

rather negative, although positive affirmations about his ethics and logic can be found. 

Yet, Luther nowhere accepts his metaphysical schema. In fact, in Luther’s most supposed 

anti-philosophical phase he completely rejects Aristotle in favor of Plato. This leads then 

to the often-made conclusion that a philosophical chasm separates Luther from the 

scholastics. Is one then left simply to choose between the Platonism of Luther and the 

Aristotelianism of the Confessions? While such a decision might seem inevitable, there 
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are ways in which these ideas can be synthesized. As noted, Gerhard does not avoid 

Platonic language, especially when derived from Augustine. Here, it is contended that a 

consistent Lutheran scholastic metaphysic utilizes elements of both Aristotelianism and 

Platonism, as Aquinas himself did. Before such a synthesis can be exposited, however, 

some remarks surrounding Aristotle’s view of causation are merited, which are a 

prominent aspect of the Protestant scholastic tradition. Following this is an exposition of 

the archetype-ectype distinction, which then leads to a proposal for a synthesis between 

Platonic and Aristotelian ideas in Lutheran thought.  

 

3.3.4 Causation 

One of Aristotle’s most important contributions to philosophy is his concept of causation. 

In contemporary language, one generally uses the term “cause” in one particular sense, 

as an act or event which results in some further action as its consequence. This is what 

Aristotle describes as an “efficient cause,” which is merely one aspect of causation. 

According to Aristotle, there are four distinct types of causes: material, formal, efficient, 

and final (Feser 2008:62-63). Each of these demonstrates a different aspect of reality. In 

this section, these four types of causation are defined, followed by an exposition of how 

the reformers and scholastic theologians used such distinctions in the formation of 

theology. 

 Aristotle’s four types of causation are connected with his other distinctions 

explained above, as all of these ideas are interwoven throughout The Metaphysics. The 

first type of cause is the material. This refers to that which a thing is made of, as matter, 

for Aristotle, refers to whatever makes up a thing. The matter of words, for example, are 

syllables, and the matter which makes up a chair is wood. The second type of cause is 

the formal. Because Aristotle defends hylomorphism, everything has both a material and 

formal cause. Matter (with the exception of “prime matter”) takes up particular structures, 

which are its form. The formal cause of a chair is its shape which allows for sitting. The 

formal cause of a word is the order and structure in which syllables are placed. The third 

type of cause is the most commonly understood today, known as the efficient. This is 
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related to the idea that for anything’s potential to be actuated, it must be impacted by 

something else. As Aquinas argues, everything that is in motion is moved by another. A 

motion in every object, other than the unmoved mover, occurs by way of an efficient 

cause. Nothing is self-caused. It is important to distinguish this idea from a notion that the 

relationship between cause and effect is simply one of time, wherein a cause is described 

as temporally prior to its effect. Feser refers to the Aristotelian notion as a hierarchical, 

rather than temporal, causal series (2017:18). This misunderstanding is explained further 

below. The last type of cause described by Aristotle is the final cause. This is the notion 

that not only is everything moved by something else, but motion is directed toward 

something. Actions are goal-directed. This type of goal-directedness does not relate only 

to humans, but is inherent in all objects. A seed, for example, grows for the final cause 

that it become a tree, or a plant. This goal-directedness brings forth a teleological element 

into all of reality, which for Aristotle, is directed toward the unmoved mover (Feser 

2008:114).  

 The language of causation taken from Aristotle was part of several early debates 

in the Reformation, especially related to the role of the human will in conversion. The 

language of causation became part of theological discourse in the Reformation primarily 

through Philip Melanchthon who often utilized the four causes as defined by Aristotle 

(Trueman and Clark 2005:280). While Luther used such ideas on occasion, it was 

Melanchthon who was the more systematic thinker, and the four causes helped to give 

clarity to certain concepts. In his later editions of the Loci Communes, Melanchthon 

sparked a controversy by utilizing the language of causation in connection to conversion. 

He spoke about three causes of conversion, which included: The Holy Spirit, God’s Word, 

and the human will (Kolb 2012:206). This led to a debate between Philipists and Gnesio-

Lutherans over the efficient cause of conversion, as many feared that Melanchthon had 

neglected the position of his predecessor for a synergistic approach. In the Formula of 

Concord, this debate was settled through an article on the subject of free will. In Article II, 

the text speaks about the “de causa efficiente” (efficient cause) of conversion, and 

identifies both the Holy Spirit and the Word of God as such (FC SD II.70). The Epitome 

similarly summarizes the formulators’ position that there are two efficientes causae of 
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conversion (FC Ep. II.19). Throughout the scholastic era following the Book of Concord, 

the four Aristotelian causes were applied to nearly every theological topic. 

 Gerhard is perhaps the first writer to use language of Aristotle’s causes on more 

than an occasional basis within the Lutheran church. He does such to characterize 

various topics, but here, one in particular is presented as an example of his mode of 

theologizing. In the beginning of his Theological Commonplaces, Gerhard includes a 

short prolegomena section which explains the nature of theology. In this text, he explains 

the efficient, formal, material, and final causes of theology. The efficient cause of theology 

is divine revelation (2009:24). This concept is further divided into a principal efficient 

cause and an instrumental efficient cause. These two distinctions are used throughout 

later writers. The principle efficient cause of theology is God himself, and the instrumental 

cause is Holy Scripture, which is the instrument through which God reveals himself 

(2009:24). He explains this in another manner by distinguishing between the principle of 

being (God) and the principle of knowing (Scripture). The material cause of theology is 

those theological truths which are drawn from the revealed word. The formal cause that 

that specific structure that theology takes when one is writing (2009:28). Regarding the 

form, Gerhard notes that this is not essential, as theologians have differed in mode of 

presentation while retaining the same matter of theology. Theology’s final cause, for 

Gerhard, is twofold. He distinguishes between its principal end and its intermediate end. 

The principal end of theology is the glorification of God. Like Aquinas, Gerhard views God 

as both the efficient and final cause of all things. The intermediate end, for Gerhard, is 

further divided into an internal immediate end, and an external intermediate end. The 

internal is the inner work of the Spirit in preparing people for salvation, and the external 

is the reception of eternal life (2009:29). The foundation laid here by Gerhard is built upon 

by the later scholastic authors, especially in discussions about the ordo salutis.  

 In general, non-scholastic thought has rejected the concept of a systematic order 

of salvation as an imposition of Aristotelianism upon theology. According to these authors, 

there is no need to speak about cause and effect with reference to salvation. However, in 

the scholastics, there is benefit to such a discussion as a manner in which one grasps 

more fully the nature of salvation and its multifaceted nature. Contemporary rejections of 



107 
 

this idea often lead to a justification-centric approach to salvation which neglects non-

forensic elements of soteriology. The adoption of Aristotle’s categories here are not 

viewed, by the scholastic authors, as some pagan imposition upon the Biblical text, but 

as a useful tool to explain what is implicitly in Scripture (Weidner 1915:19). Within these 

discussions there is some disagreement surrounding certain elements of the ordo, but a 

general order adopted by the Lutheran scholastics is as follows: the call, illumination, 

conversion, regeneration, justification, mystical union, sanctification, and preservation. 

Sometimes, glorification is included as part of the order (Lindberg 1922:298). Some 

elements of this system are explained in order to exposit the utilization of the ideas of 

causation in later scholastic thought. 

 The first part of the ordo salutis is generally referred to as the call (vocatio). This 

is the invitation of God, through the means of grace, by which one is beckoned unto 

salvation (Weidner 1915:31). The efficient cause of the call is twofold. The primary 

efficient cause is the Holy Spirit, and the instrumental cause is the divine Word. Through 

these means, one is brought to repentance and faith. Though a material and formal cause 

are not generally attributed to these various elements of the order of salvation, final 

causality is a central element of the ordo salutis. In relation to the call, there is a twofold 

final cause. The first, proximate end, is the sinner’s awakening unto the need of salvation. 

The second, final end, is conversion (Lindberg 1922:305). A second example will suffice 

to demonstrate the use of these categories in the context of the application of salvation. 

Sanctification is defined by the Lutheran scholastics as a continual renovative act, 

wherein holiness is increased and sin expelled (Weidner 1915:181). In describing the 

efficient cause, there is a threefold division. First, there is the principle efficient cause, 

which is identified with the Triune God (Weidner 1915:184). Second is the terminative 

efficient cause which is the Holy Spirit. Third, the human person is described as an 

efficient cause of sanctification in a secondary sense, as moved by the Holy Spirit 

(Lindberg 1922:357). The final cause of sanctification is explained with the same twofold 

division used above in relation to the call: the proximate end, and the final end. The 

proximate end of sanctification is the furtherance of the work of renewal, which 

progresses day to day. The final end is entrance into eternal life (Lindberg 1922:357). 
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These categories are used throughout the ordo salutis in order to establish the 

relationship between the cause and effect of God’s acts, as well as the final end toward 

which salvation moves. 

 Unlike many modern thinkers, the Lutheran reformers did not criticize Aristotle’s 

concept of causation in favor of some other model. Luther used them on occasion, though 

they did not play a central role in his theological formulation. Melanchthon taught the 

fourfold definition of causation, and used it to categorize certain topics in theology. 

Gerhard viewed the four causes as a beneficial means by which various theological topics 

can be explained, and he brought them into discourse on a variety of questions. The later 

Lutheran scholastics follow Gerhard, and further used language of efficient and final 

causes to explain the ordo salutis. The final area of metaphysics to be discussed among 

Lutheran thinkers is analogical predication and its relation to the distinction between 

archetypal and ectypal theology.  

 

 

3.3.5 The Archetype/Ectype Distinction and Analogical Predication  

The division between archetypal and ectypal theology is a common one in the later 

seventeenth century. This concept, utilized in both Lutheran and Reformed scholastic 

writers, is based upon a fundamental differentiation between the knowledge that God has 

of himself, and the derivative knowledge attained by God’s creatures. Archetypal theology 

consists in God’s own self-knowledge, which according to those who accept the doctrine 

of divine simplicity, is identical to God’s essence, as there is no fundamental 

differentiation between his essence and attributes. Such a knowledge of God is an 

impossibility for the human creature, because to have such knowledge is to possess the 

divine nature. The knowledge that creatures have, therefore (both human and angelic) is 

derivative and analogical. This is ectypal theology, which is a picture of—though not 

identical with—the archetype. This concept is important for present purposes because it 

establishes continuity between the Protestant scholastics and the analogia entis of 

Thomas in opposition to the univocity position as held by many contemporary theologians 

(see Hinlicky 2016:152-161). Here, the scholastic doctrine of the archetype/ectype 
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distinction is explained, followed by a comparison between this concept at that of the 

analogia entis of Thomas.  

 The earliest systematic theological works of the Protestant scholastic writers did 

not include extensive treatments of prolegomena, and thus many of the important 

distinctions for later writers were not as explicitly elucidated. The shape of theological 

prolegomena for the Protestant authors, both Lutheran and Reformed, was the result of 

Reformed theologian Franciscus Junius’ work A Treatise on True Theology first published 

in 1594. This short treatment of the subject is expanded by Lutheran authors who defend 

the distinction while marking areas of divergence from the Reformed approach. In his 

discussion, Junius first explains the nature of archetypal theology as “divine wisdom of 

divine matters” (Junius 2014:107). Yet, he notes that even such a definition is improper 

to ascribe to God, as wisdom, like God’s other attributes, is only predicated of him 

analogously. The phrase “divine,” as used here demonstrates the differentiation between 

wisdom in God and that which is attained by the creature. For God’s wisdom is one with 

his essence (Junius 2014:108). The phrase “archetypal,” is defined in this context as a 

knowledge of God which is “uncreated…essential, absolute, [and] infinite” (Junius 

2014:110). It is also present simultaneously to God, as he does not experience knowledge 

in succession as do creatures. This knowledge, according to Junius, is incommunicable 

and is attributable to the divine nature alone. This fundamental aspect of God’s self-

knowledge then leads to an exposition of ectypal theology. 

 For Junius, ectypal theology is knowledge only in a secondary sense, which is an 

“offspring” of God’s own self-knowledge (Junius 2014:113). It is the knowledge that 

creatures have of the Creator, and it is only received by divine communication, as a 

derivation of archetypal theology. Using an analogy which was popular among 

Neoplatonists, Junius relates God’s self-revelation to a sun and its light. Just as the sun 

shines forth light from its own essence to the moon, so does God reveal his light to his 

creation. It is through such light that the mind is enlightened, and thus humans are able 

to gain an understanding of God (Junius 2014:115). This knowledge, in contrast to 

archetypal theology, is communicable. Junius further connects this revelation of God to 
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the Aristotelian causes. God is the efficient cause of ectypal theology as revelator, and 

he is also its final cause, as knowledge of the Creator leads one back to him. Due to 

human limitations, ectypal theology is not simple, but complex. The creature learns by 

way of succession, and through analogy. These ideas expressed in Junius were brought 

into the Lutheran scholastic tradition, and continued to remain a consistent element of 

prolegomena through the beginning of the twentieth century.  

 At the height of the supposed silver-age of scholasticism stands Johannes 

Quenstedt, who spent a significant amount of space in his Theologia Didacto-Polemica 

Sive Systema Theologicum on issues of prolegomena, largely taking his topics from 

Junius. Among these is his treatment of the archetype/ectype distinction in Christian 

theology. Quenstedt first distinguishes between a true theology, which is that of the 

Christian, from the false theology of pagan religions (Quenstedt 1986:18). Significantly, 

he includes certain elements of scholastic theology in the medieval period as false 

theology insofar as it overrides truths of revelation by way of logical syllogism. True 

theology is further divided into two distinctive spheres: prototypical (archetypal), and 

ectypal. Like Junius, Quenstedt defines God’s self-knowledge as immediate, perfect, and 

indivisible. It is inseparable from his own essence (Quenstedt 1986:23). Thus, Quenstedt 

contends that to know God in an archetypal sense is to be God (1986:25). He further 

contends, like his Reformed predecessor, that divine knowledge is identified with his pure 

actuality (Quenstedt 1986:24). Despite these important areas of agreement, there is one 

aspect of the designation of archetypal theology which differs between Lutheran and 

Reformed thinkers. While Junius contends that archetypal theology is incommunicable, 

Quenstedt purports that such knowledge is communicated to the human soul of Christ 

through the incarnation. In opposition to Calvinist authors, he contends that texts such as 

Colossians 2:3 attribute perfect knowledge to the Godman without solely noting the divine 

nature (1986:27). Such a difference is due to continued disagreements between the two 

traditions regarding the relationship between Christ’s two natures. Yet, in spite of such a 

difference, the basic elements of Junius’ treatment of this issue remain in Lutheran 

thought, and this also extends to their discussions of ectypal theology.  
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 In his explanation of ectypal theology, Quenstedt uses Neoplatonic terms to 

describe the relationship between God’s self-knowledge and that of creatures. Ectypal 

theology is an “outflowing and effulgence, a kind of emanation” of the archetype 

(1986:24). As Plotinus describes being as rays which extend from the sun as an overflow 

of the One, so does Quenstedt explain God’s knowledge as communicated to creatures. 

This communicated theology is a reflection of the archetype, and is thus derivative and 

incomplete knowledge, though it is true and proper knowledge. The scholastic theologian 

also connects ectypal theology to the human nature of Christ, as this is his natural 

orientation as a true human person (1986:29). Like creatures, this is a learned theology. 

Quenstedt makes a further distinction among types of ectypal theology between 

paradisiacal theology and pilgrim theology (1986:35). In the prelapsarian state, Adam and 

Eve had a perfect inherent knowledge of divinity as an aspect of the imago Dei. This 

innate knowledge is labeled “concreate” theology, as it is a product of humans as created 

(1986:36). Along with this concreate knowledge, Adam and Eve also received “revealed 

theology,” which is that taught through external means (1986:36). After the Fall, concreate 

theology is corrupted, and nature is only able to reveal some aspects of God’s character 

and law. Pilgrim theology, in the state of redemption, is primarily expressed by way of 

revealed (also called supernatural) theology as explained in Holy Scripture (Quenstedt 

1986:39). The study of theology is further explained, as it is in Junius, as having a specific 

efficient and final cause. Its efficient cause is God, who alone initiates knowledge of 

himself, and its final cause is twofold: the glory of God, and the salvation of humanity 

(1986:59). These ideas expressed in Quenstedt demonstrate continuity but also 

expansion of the archetype-ectype distinction from Junius. 

 The two authors examined above represent only a small portion of writers who 

include treatments of the archetype/ectype distinction. Nearly all of the other authors in 

the Protestant scholastic tradition, however, explain these ideas in the same fashion as 

these two thinkers. These representative figures demonstrate some important aspects of 

the Protestant scholastic method, especially regarding the nature of one’s knowledge of 

divinity. Only God’s knowledge of himself is complete and comprehensive. As creatures, 
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humans cannot have perfect knowledge of the divine essence, but only a derivative 

understanding. Explanations of the character of God are not univocal, though they do 

constitute real knowledge. This is demonstrated through the analogy between a sun and 

its rays which lighten the moon. In a similar manner, knowledge of God is directly given 

from its source, and this light illuminates one other than himself. These convictions lead 

to an understanding of God which is nearly synonymous with the analogia entis of 

Thomas.  

 One of the most discussed aspects of Thomas’ thought, especially since the 

publication of Analogia Entis by Erich Przywara 1932, is his concept of the analogy of 

being between God and creatures. Though the precise phrase is not used, this concept 

can be understood through a study of Part 1 Question XII of the Summa, on the topic, 

“How God is Known By Us” (Aquinas 1945:70). Throughout this section, Aquinas 

discusses the nature of the beatific vision, wherein creatures are able to see God’s 

essence. After defending such a possibility, Aquinas then asks about the nature of man’s 

comprehension of God in such a state. He asks that question, “whether those who see 

the essence of God see all in God” (1945:85). Those who answer in the affirmative might 

state that since God sees all things, it is of God’s essence to see all things. Therefore, if 

a creature is to see God’s essence, they too will see all things. Aquinas responds to this 

objection by pointing out that the human intellect is incapable of grasping the entirety of 

the divine nature. Instead, God is only wholly known to himself. He notes that God is 

infinite, and human knowledge is, in its essence, finite (1945:84-85). It is therefore beyond 

the scope of creaturely existence for one to attain to such infinite knowledge. Aquinas 

distinguishes between knowledge of a truth and comprehension, which he defines as 

perfect knowledge (1945:83). As an example, Aquinas speaks about a triangle (1945:84). 

One might know through mathematics that the three angles of a triangle are equal to two 

right angles. This can be proven, and thus one is able to comprehend this truth. Another 

may have never thought through the reasoning which results in such a conclusion, but 

merely accept it as a probably truth based upon the authority of others. In this second 

instance, one does not have complete comprehension of the concept of triangularity, but 
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one is still acquainted with the truths of the idea. They can still recognize a triangle and 

have some grasp on what such a shape is. This demonstrates the kind of knowledge 

which humanity is capable of in regard to God. Unlike the possibility of comprehending 

the triangle, the infinite essence of God is beyond the understanding of the intellect. Thus, 

one’s knowledge of God is real, but not comprehensive. 

 The ideas presented here anticipate the later discussions surrounding archetypal 

and ectypal theology. Aquinas, like Junius and Quenstedt, argues that God’s knowledge 

of himself is not communicable to creatures. His knowledge of himself is perfect, 

incomprehensible, and instantaneous. The knowledge of God is identical with his 

essence, and thus cannot become the property of creatures. The distinction made 

between comprehension and knowledge also mirrors these later ideas, as 

comprehension belongs to God alone (archetypal theology), and partial but real 

knowledge is attributed to humans. This serves as an important backdrop for Aquinas’ 

idea of the analogy of being.  

 In the following section of the Summa, Aquinas discusses the names ascribed to 

God, and in doing so, he defends the concept of analogy as a proper way in which to 

understand God. Thomas asks whether God can be named at all, due to the Neoplatonic 

emphasis on the unknowability of God, and he answers that God is able to be named, 

since words are signs, or a similitude of things. Due to the function of words, then, one 

uses names of God as a sign of his essence, while no name can express the true nature 

of the divine essence (1945:98). He rejects a pure apophatic mode of understanding, 

wherein words about God are only used to describe what he is not, and instead argues 

that positive terms can properly be spoken of the divine essence, though they do not 

perfectly represent him. Such is possible because a human understanding of God’s 

essence is derived through his image in creatures. Creatures reflect God’s own nature 

and character, and thus when an attribute such as “goodness” is predicated of some 

object in creation is a reflection of something which exists in God as its source (1945:101). 

Such an idea then leads to the question of exactly how the same attributes can be applied 

to both God and creatures. There are three solutions to this problem raised by Aquinas. 
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The first is that all language of God is metaphorical, including ideas of goodness and 

other attributes, in the same way one might call God a rock. While Thomas affirms that 

metaphors are a genuine way in which God describes himself, attributes such as 

goodness, love, and life are attributed to God in a proper sense, rather than metaphorical 

(1945:102-103). He does not, then, allow for descriptions of God as purely equivocal, as 

this would disallow for any true knowledge of God whatsoever (1945:107). The second 

contention some make regarding knowledge of God is that of univocity, wherein attributes 

of creatures are applied to God in the same sense, though perhaps in a greater degree. 

Thomas rejects this concept, as attributes such as goodness and wisdom fundamentally 

differ between God and creatures. For a person to be loving, this is an attribute distinct 

from one’s essence. For a human to have love, wisdom, and goodness, is for the person 

to be complex as a combination of essence and various attributes. Due to God’s 

simplicity, such cannot be said of the divine nature, in which there is no division between 

essence and property.  

In response to these two views, Aquinas proposes a third: the analogical (Feser 

2017:136). In this approach, there is an analogy between God and his creation so that he 

can be understood in a real sense without collapsing the Creator-creature distinction. 

Goodness, for example, can be spoken of in relation to God and a man. This does not 

mean that goodness is the same between both, because if it were, then humans would 

be good in essence (rather than simply having the property of goodness) and thereby 

would be God himself. It also does not only mean that God is the source of goodness in 

man, because God could produce something which did not reflect his own being, and 

thus such a label would be essentially meaningless. Further, this does not imply that God 

is good only in the sense that he is not bad. Instead, that which humans have as a property 

is what God is essentially (1954:111). There is a distinction between “being good,” and 

goodness itself. God is to be known then, not through his bare essence, but through his 

operations in the world wherein his attributes are demonstrated (1954:116). The intellect 

is unable to grasp God as a purely simple being, and he is thus known by diverse 

attributes which are displayed in creation (1954:125). Though composition in God is not 
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real essentially, this is the only manner in which the human mind is able to grasp his 

nature. For Thomas, then, God is known through the analogy of being. Ideas of goodness, 

love, and truth are derived from one’s experience in the world, and they are imperfect 

reflections of God’s nature. Since the human intellect is limited, God can only be known 

through his operations in the world, and explained by way of a real but analogous manner 

of speaking about him.  

The analogia entis is affirmed in the archetype-ectype distinction, and is explicitly 

taught in other Lutheran sources. Because creatures are unable to have archetypal 

knowledge (what Thomas labels “comprehension”), they cannot thereby perfectly 

describe God’s essence. Instead, they are only able to use language which is reflective 

of the knowledge God has of himself. Early twentieth century Lutheran dogmatician 

Francis Pieper discusses these ideas in the first volume of his Christian Dogmatics. In his 

exposition of the divine attributes, Pieper begins by affirming the doctrine of divine 

simplicity with the contention that there is an absolute identity between God’s essence 

and attributes (Pieper 1950:428). He contends, however, that knowledge of this unified 

perfect essence is an impossibility for the creature, and thus God condescends to human 

limitations, and describes himself through a number of different attributes and so “divides 

Himself,” not essentially, but in accord with human speech. Like Aquinas, Pieper then 

discusses how it is that this incomprehensible God can be spoken of in relation to his 

creation. He denies that such can be done univocally as this negates the distinction 

between creature and Creator. Properties are not attributed to God and creation merely 

equivocally either, as this would make speech about God meaningless. Instead, Pieper 

defends the notion of analogy, that God and creatures share similar attributes though not 

in precisely the same “manner or degree” (1950:431). He defends the Augustinian notion 

that one can reason through the imperfect attributes which belong to creatures to the 

perfection which is in God (1950:431). Pieper serves as merely one example, but 

throughout the scholastic Lutheran tradition, these concepts surrounding knowledge of 

God are affirmed.  

The archetype/ectype distinction and the analogia entis are essential aspects of the 
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scholastic theological method. This demonstrates the underlying concepts regarding 

speech about God which is it the heart of the discipline of theology. It is recognized by 

the scholastics that there exists a quidditative difference between creatures and the 

Creator, and that defines and limits what is to be properly said of God. Comprehensive 

knowledge belongs solely to God himself, and ectypal theology is a reflection and 

derivation of God’s self-knowledge. In utilizing such distinctions, the Protestant 

scholastics build upon the foundations of Thomas Aquinas along with a utilization of 

Neoplatonic language surrounding the emanation of God’s self-knowledge to his 

creatures. This establishes continuity between these writers and earlier Christian and 

philosophical thought.  

 

3.4 Toward an Aristotelian-Platonic Synthesis 

Now that the foundational concepts of faith and reason, essence, causation, and 

analogical predication have been explained throughout Lutheran sources, a synthesis is 

here constructed of these various ideas into a consistent metaphysical system which is 

scholastic in orientation. As is apparent from the primary sources, Luther and later 

thinkers did not draw purely on one philosophy in order to construct their thought. Instead, 

they borrowed from earlier Christian sources, and variated between Aristotelian and 

Neoplatonic ideas. Taken from the German mystical thinkers, Luther is generally more 

Neoplatonic in his orientation, whereas thinkers like Gerhard draw primarily on Aristotle. 

Here, a synthesis is provided of ideas from both Plato and Aristotle, which gives a 

consistent account and summary of the metaphysics previously explained. 

It is an unavoidable conclusion that there are philosophical differences between 

Plato and Aristotle. Aristotle often speaks negatively about the idealism of his teacher, as 

he rejects all notions of participation in favor of the conclusion that essences are found 

only within things themselves. Christian thinkers have never seen themselves as purely 

beholden to the ideals of any one particular pagan philosopher, however, especially as 

some of the most prominent ideas in both contradict divine revelation. Christian 

Aristotelians do not adopt the conclusion that matter is eternal, and neither do Christian 
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Platonists insist that all knowledge is simply recollection from a preexistent soul (with 

Origen being the possible exception). There are, then, elements of both systems which 

are consistent with Biblical teaching and can be utilized in theological formulation. In this 

section, the ideas of Plato and Aristotle are discussed, and then a proposal is offered 

which borrows from both thinkers, as did the scholastics. Two ideas are addressed 

extensively here: participation, and being. An examination of these related concepts 

demonstrates that aspects of Neoplatonism can be adopted to further define aspects of 

reality of which Aristotle’s metaphysic is inadequate.  

 

3.4.1 Platonism: An Evaluation 

Elements of Plato’s thought have been adopted by Christian thinkers since the time of 

Justin Martyr (Barnard 1967). Even so, the Christian tradition has also recognized 

inadequacies in the thought of the Greek author. The discussion here proceeds first with 

some of the beneficial aspects of Plato’s metaphysic, especially as adapted by Luther 

and later writers. Second, the inadequacies of his system are described. Following this 

evaluation of Platonism is a similar discussion of Aristotelianism. 

 The aspect of Platonic thought which is perhaps most clearly retained within 

Lutheran writing is the notion of participation. For Luther, as well as for the scholastics, 

all of creation participates in God. Sammeli Juntunnen observes the importance of this 

theme in the reformer’s writings (Braaten 1998:150-151). While such an idea is not 

expressed explicitly in many places (with the exception of the Heidelberg Disputation), it 

stands behind some of Luther’s most prominent themes. One aspect of Luther’s thought 

which relates to this that has been studied in recent decades is his concept of creation as 

larvae Dei (masks of God). For Luther, God is intimately involved in every aspect of 

earthly life, and works within his creatures as if he were a man wearing a mask (see 

Wingren 1957 on this concept). Such an idea necessitates more than the notion that God 

is abstracted from physical reality, but that in some mysterious way, the created world 

participates in divinity. The Finnish Luther interpreters also connect this to Luther’s notion 

of deification, wherein the human creature is defined by participation in Christ, which 

transforms the human subject (Braaten 1998:152). Such Neoplatonic elements of 
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Luther’s thought are likely a product of the influence of Johannes Tauler and the 

Theologia Germanica upon his theology. In particular, these writers speak about self-

emptying, which leads to union with God (see Clark 1949:36-54). This type of language 

is echoed in Luther’s notions of the empty hand of faith the believer has coram Deo, which 

results in the granting of Christ to the sinner. In his introduction to the Theologica 

Germanica, Bengt Hagglund makes the case that Luther utilizes the mysticism of Tauler 

in his explanation of the human experience of God, particularly in his notion of the hidden 

God (Hagglund 1980:16). Hagglund uses a distinction taken from Nathan Soderblom 

between “personality-mysticism,” and “infinity-mysticism,” to further explain Luther’s 

thought in connection with mystical ideas. A personality-mysticism is defined by 

connection with a personal God in an I-Thou (to use Buber’s language) encounter. The 

concept of infinity-mysticism relates to the idea the immersion of the self in an “impersonal 

Beyond” (Hagglund 1980:20). Such a distinction demonstrates Luther’s connection with 

the Neoplatonic ideas of mysticism and participation, while simultaneously distinguishing 

him from the type of mysticism which one encounters in Plotinus, as Luther is 

Christologically and Biblically-oriented.  

These thoughts are not those of Luther alone, but extend throughout the scholastic 

tradition. There are two particular places wherein such notions of participation in God are 

used that are described here. First is the discussion of mystical union, which is a 

consistent aspect of the ordo salutis as expressed in the later dogmaticians. Second, 

devotional literature consistently draws upon such language, especially that of Johann 

Gerhard. Treatments of the mystical union in the Lutheran dogmaticians generally follow 

justification, and precede sanctification. The indwelling of God is a result of justification, 

and cause of the work of renewal by the Holy Spirit. In such discussions, union is divided 

by two distinct elements. First is the union of God with all creation, and second is the 

special union of the Triune God with the regenerated person. Hoenecke summarizes the 

conclusions on this topic by the later seventeenth century authors in the third volume of 

his Evangelical Lutheran Dogmatics. The general union is defended upon the basis of 

passages like Acts 17:28, which connect God’s being to all of humanity. Hoenecke rejects 

any notion that such a general union is purely one of will, or of reliance of the creation 
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upon God’s providence. He refers to this as a “union of the substance of God,” with that 

of creatures (Hoenecke 2003: III.390). This goes beyond a mere relational connection 

between God and the world to one which is substantial, and thus ontological. There is a 

real-sense, then, in which creation participates in God. Such is consistent with Luther’s 

emphasis on God’s immanence within the world expressed through the concept of the 

masks of God.  

Along with his exposition of this general sense of union, Hoenecke explains the 

nature of the particular union that God has with the regenerate. This, again, is described 

as a “substantial presence,” which is distinguished from purely relational or volitional 

understandings of one’s union with God (Hoenecke 2003: III.386). Such an idea is 

certainly metaphysical, as he speaks of a permeation of God’s substance within the 

human essence (Hoenecke 2003: III.386). This is also described as the “participation of 

the believers in the life of God” (Hoenecke 2003: III.392). This theme is connected with 

St. Peter’s language that one is made a partaker of the divine nature (2 Pet. 1:4). Calov 

describes that as an eternal marriage between the believer and Christ, wherein one lives 

in the “divine life,” which culminates in union with God in heaven (Schmid 1899:483). 

These ideas indicate commonality with Neoplatonism in that they adhere to a concept of 

participation in God, both in a general sense with regard to creation, and in a particular 

gracious sense related to the regenerate.  

The Lutheran author who is perhaps most commonly associated with 

Neoplatonism is Johann Arndt, who is often cited as the forefather of Pietism. Unlike 

Chemnitz and other early scholastics, Arndt was concerned with practical theology more 

than dogmatic formulation. He published numerous prayers and devotional texts, along 

with several reprints of older mystical works such as the Theologia Germanica and 

Thomas A Kempis’ The Imitation of Christ (Arndt 1979:6-7). In his most popular book, 

True Christianity, Arndt describes union with God as initial purpose of creation, as well as 

the end toward which all things strive. In Arndt, a system of thought which is Neoplatonic 

in orientation is clear, especially as such a system is more commonly that of Christian 

experience in mystical sources, rather than the utilization of Aristotle’s categories in 

dogmatic formulas. Arndt even allows for the possibility of ecstatic union with God during 
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prayer, which connects him firmly with the German mystical thinkers and Plotinus (Arndt 

1976:9). While debates which occurred during the rise of Pietism between the followers 

of Spener and the Lutheran Orthodox caused the scholastics to differentiate themselves 

from Arndt, in his time, he retained a strong influence upon Lutheran theology. Peter Erb 

notes that the entire ordo salutis expressed in later writers has its roots in Arndt’s thought 

(Arndt 1976:8). Perhaps Arndt’s most important influence, however, is in the writing of his 

most prolific student Johann Gerhard. 

Though known largely as a dogmatician, Johann Gerhard had a strong conviction 

that the task of theology was never to be divorced from a life of devotion and piety. While 

he tended to neglect some of the excesses which appeared in Arndt’s writings, Gerhard 

continued to emphasize the importance of union with God as explained by his 

predecessor. It is notable that while Gerhard uses precise Aristotelian terminology in his 

dogmatic texts, his devotional material has a Platonic orientation, particularly as he 

utilizes concepts from St. Augustine. In the introduction to his Sacred Meditations, 

Gerhard cites A Kempis, Augustine, and Tauler as influences on his writing (Gerhard 

2011:17). A few selections from this text demonstrate the use of these concepts in 

Gerhard. 

In the beginning of this work, Gerhard writes about the nature of repentance, and 

in doing so, he uses concepts which are common to Platonic thinkers. Gerhard defines 

God as the “infinite and incomprehensible Good” (Gerhard 2011:29). Sin, in contrast to 

God, is an infinite evil insofar as it opposes him. Repentance consists in moving toward 

and participating in the good, rather than evil. He then speaks of the necessity of self-

renunciation which then leads to the filling of oneself with divine love through Christ 

(Gerhard 2011:30). Some of the language here is taken directly from Tauler, as Gerhard 

expresses these notions of participation. In another section, Gerhard explains that the 

beauty of God is expressed through creation. The soul has an appetite which can be 

satisfied only by God, and created objects serve as mediating factors. One is to reflect 

upon the beauty of physical creation so that the soul can then extend beyond such things 

to the infinite and unseen God (Gerhard 2011:47). He speaks about love of creatures as 

one which “dies within us,” so that love of God might be perfected (2011:49). This, for 
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Gerhard, is part of theosis. He argues that love has an inherent uniting power, whereby 

the soul and the thing loved “become one” (2011:48). Through love of sin, one transforms 

through such affections, but through love of God, one will “become divine” (2011:48). 

Gerhard cites Athanasius’ famous summary of deification, that God became man in order 

that man might become god (2011:64). These ideas of participation reflect a Platonic 

metaphysical orientation on these points within Lutheran thinkers. 

The place in which Platonic language is used most frequently in all of these authors 

is in relation to participation in God. Lutheran scholastics were not primary philosophers, 

but theologians. As such, it was their desire to explain Biblical teaching rather than argue 

for the validity of one particular metaphysical system. It was primarily for exegetical 

reasons, particularly texts such as Acts 17:28 and 2 Peter 1:4, that such a notion of 

participation is explained. None of the writers are realists in the strongest sense, though, 

as no separate ideal world of forms is affirmed as it is in Plato. There may be some 

indication that Luther does, however, adopt some form of idealism in the philosophical 

section of the Heidelberg Disputation, when he points to the instability of individual 

particulars, in favor of the transcendent and eternal (Parker 2013). This need not be 

understood as some kind of total adoption of such a strong realism on behalf of Lutheran 

thought. The primary criticism Luther gives to Aristotle is that he studies essences within 

the things-in-themselves, and as such, he points the philosopher to sensible things, rather 

than spiritual reality. The concern of Luther is addressed in Gerhard’s utilization of 

Augustine. That Gerhard adopts Aristotle’s basic convictions about essence is clear in his 

Theological Commonplaces. However, despite speaking of essences within things-in-

themselves, he also argues that creation leads to contemplation of God, who supersedes 

sensible reality. This is particularly true insofar as the beauty and goodness inherent 

within creation reflect their source in God. Though these ideas commonly associated with 

Platonic essentialism are affirmed, there are problems with Platonism which are to be 

rejected as inconsistent with Lutheran scholasticism. 

Treatments of the philosophical problems in Plato’s metaphysic are manifold, and 

will not be addressed here. There are, however, some theological concerns with the 

Platonic theory which are explored in brief. The primary issue addressed here is that of 
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the sacramental nature of Luther’s theology. Platonism identifies reality, not with the 

sensible things of earth, but with that which is represented by them. While Luther himself 

might affirm such an idea at times, a question arises in relation to the consistency of such 

a position and the emphasis which Luther gives on earthly particulars as means by which 

grace is given. Luther’s theology is a very physical one, as he rejected previous forms of 

piety which were based upon either moral action or mystical experience. While the 

reformer certainly did not deny the importance of ethical formation of the Christian 

experience, his foundational themes of justification and assurance are dependent not 

upon either, but upon the concrete promise of God given to humanity through Word and 

Sacrament. In his article, “Why Luther is Not Quite Protestant,” Philip Carey argues that 

Luther’s theology of justification arose through his strong understanding of the 

Sacraments (Carey 2005). For Luther, the Sacraments are concrete promises of God 

given to the individual. In Baptism, God’s promise is delivered to the one receiving the 

Sacrament through the Triune name and the element of water. In Holy Communion, God’s 

promise is given through Christ’s presence by means of the elements of bread and wine. 

Luther’s theology of absolution carries a similar tie between God’s promise and the 

external word. If this is the case, then reality is indeed found in the things-in-themselves, 

and the sacraments are not mere signs which point to a reality elsewhere. 

The relationship between Luther’s theology of the sacraments and language of 

signification has been explored by Hermann Sasse. Sasse argues that the Augustinian 

language of the sacraments as signs is inconsistent with Lutheran theology, and leads to 

a Reformed approach to Baptism and the Lord’s Supper (Sasse 1985:12). His approach 

to the bishop of Hippo is quite negative, as Sasse contends that Augustine was impacted 

by pagan philosophy which impacts his sacramental thought. This led to a distinction 

between the sign in the sacrament, and the thing which is signified by that sign (res) 

(Sasse 1985:16). This definition was followed by the western church throughout the 

medieval period until the time of Luther. This, according to Sasse, is a vestige of 

Neoplatonism. In essence, his argument is as follows. For Platonism, reality is not to be 

found in physical particulars, but instead in eternal unchanging ideas. Augustine utilized 

such a distinction in his doctrine of the sacraments. The reality in the sacrament is that 
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which is signified (res), rather than the sign itself. Instead, like Plato’s idea of particulars, 

the sign points beyond itself to something higher. This then leads to Calvin’s idea of the 

Lord’s Supper, wherein the bread in the Sacrament remains what it is serving a mere 

representative purpose for the individual who partakes of Christ by faith. This is 

fundamentally opposed to Luther’s realist view of the Eucharist. 

The thesis that Augustine was merely Platonizing in his use of signification 

language is questionable, as he does not divorce the sign and signified in the manner 

that later Calvinist thinkers would. Sasse also too quickly dismisses Thomas’ language of 

efficacious signification as inadequate (Sasse 1985:16). The Augsburg Confession and 

later Lutheran thinkers use the sign-signified language of Augustine without adopting the 

conclusions of other Protestant groups who assign a mere symbolic function to the 

elements. Despite these problems with his thesis, however, Sasse correctly demonstrates 

that Luther simply does not fit into a purely Platonic mode of thought. For Luther, the 

sacraments and the word are performative. The believer need not look beyond them to 

something represented in an ideal realm, whether in heaven or in the mind of God. 

Instead, the promises are concrete and physical. It is in this way that while elements of 

Platonism are used by Luther and Gerhard, a strong idealism is an inadequate 

metaphysical basis for Christian thought.  

Just as figures such as St. Augustine had done in the early church, the reformers 

and Lutheran scholastics utilized Platonic ideas when consistent with Biblical teaching, 

and rejected his ideas when incommensurate with theological truths. Through the 

influence of St. Augustine and Johann Tauler, Luther preferred the Platonist approach to 

reality over the Aristotelian, especially for his emphasis on rising above physical objects 

to unchanging spiritual reality. He also spoke often about participation in Christ, and wrote 

of God’s immanence within creation in such a manner that creation participates within 

God. Johann Gerhard similarly uses Platonic ideas throughout his writings, and especially 

in his devotional literature. He does such primarily to emphasize participation in God 

through a form of theosis, as well as the idea that particular physical objects are a 

reflection of the unchanging God who is the source of beauty and goodness in the world. 

Like Luther, Gerhard’s two primary influences here are Augustine and Tauler. Notions of 
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participation are further taught in Lutheran scholastics in their exposition of union with 

God, both in the general union, and the mystical union.  

Despite such areas wherein Plato is utilized, the dualism inherent in Platonic 

philosophy is rejected by Lutheran thinkers, especially in their sacramental theology, 

wherein spiritual reality is given concretely through material particulars. The elements of 

Platonism used by these thinkers is not the mystical and apophatic mysticism of Pseudo-

Dionysius, but the moderated and more Biblically oriented ideas of St. Augustine. Along 

with these elements of Platonism, Aristotle’s metaphysics are also an essential foundation 

for the scholastic method.  

 

3.4.2 Aristotelianism: An Evaluation 

Just as there are both helpful and also inadequate aspects of Platonic philosophy in its 

relation to Christian theology, so are there with Aristotle. While some of the problems in 

Plato’s philosophy were addressed by his student, there are several areas of his thought 

which are rejected by Lutheran thinkers. Here, both the benefits and problems with 

Aristotelian philosophy are addressed, so that the metaphysical system which underlies 

Lutheran scholastic thought is understood. First, the beneficial aspects of Aristotelian 

philosophy are explored, followed by a discussion of problems in his system. This leads 

to a discussion of divine ideas and participation in Thomas’ thought which synthesizes 

elements of both Plato and Aristotle. 

 In this treatment so far, the positive elements of Aristotle’s system have been 

apparent. While Luther and Melanchthon rejected the overuse of the Greek philosopher, 

his categories had a profound impact upon the development of Lutheran theology. The 

four causes were adopted almost immediately by Melanchthon as an organizational tool 

to explain theological matters. Luther continued to promote his rhetoric and logic, despite 

disagreements on other issues. The language of causation is also a beneficial means 

whereby the different aspects of salvation are to be explained without either confusion or 

the need to exposit a system of temporal succession between elements of the ordo 

salutis. Non-Aristotelian ideas of causation simply do not allow for such nuanced 

discussion, as is argued in the following chapter. These fundamental ideas of causation 
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also serve as a background for arguments for the existence of God, which Gerhard 

defends while utilizing Aquinas. Along with his concepts of causation, Lutheran thinkers 

also recognize the usefulness of his other metaphysical categories. The distinction 

between substance and accidental properties, for example, allows for an explanation of 

certain Biblical truths such as fact that sin impacts the human creature, while one’s identity 

as human remains constant. Modern approaches to this issue which use other 

philosophical categories tend to conflate man’s essence with sin. Finally, the Lutheran 

scholastics recognized that Aristotle’s distinctions between act and potency, form and 

matter, essence and existence, and substance and accident, help to give a thorough 

account of God’s self-dependence as exposited through the doctrine of divine simplicity. 

Through these categories, God’s self-sufficiency and constancy can be affirmed while 

also explaining his activity in a world of change. A final benefit of Aristotle’s system is that 

his connection between essence and concrete particular objects is more consistent with 

a strong sacramental theology than Plato’s dualistic thinking. 

 These benefits do not imply a complete adoption of an Aristotelian metaphysical 

system by the Lutheran scholastics. There are several areas of his thought which are 

inconsistent with Biblical revelation and are thus to be rejected. Luther’s most central 

problem with Aristotle is his system of ethics which, while useful in the civil sphere, do not 

apply in the realm of justification, wherein God’s work alone saves sinners, apart from 

ethical action. The logic of Aristotle is also problematic when applied to spiritual truths 

which often transcend the limits of human logic. While syllogistic reasoning is applicable 

in the left-hand kingdom, the Lutheran tradition has always adopted a strong view of 

mystery regarding heavenly truths. This leads to certain theological affirmations which 

appear inconsistent, though it is affirmed that a higher unity of such ideas does exist in 

God. Human wisdom is acknowledged to have significant limitations. Another problematic 

area of Aristotle’s thought is in his concept of the divine mind. For the philosopher, God’s 

thoughts are singular. He contemplates only himself, without regard for the external world 

whatsoever. Christian Neoplatonism argues for a rather different approach, as the divine 

ideas are connected with Plato’s idea of forms, thus affirming the connection between 

God’s thoughts and the created world. The problem is further clear in that because 
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Aristotle does not use any language of participation, there is no room for the strong idea 

of immanence expressed either in Luther’s concept of the larvae Dei or the doctrine of a 

substantial union which God has with creation. These problems are addressed through 

an examination of Thomas Aquinas’ approach to divine ideas as taught in the Summa. 

The concepts of divine ideas as exemplar causes, and motion as a means of participation 

provide a balanced system of the philosophies of both Plato and Aristotle in a consistent 

Christian philosophy.  

 Thomas addresses the divine ideas in question fifteen of the first part of the 

Summa as part of his discussion surrounding God’s knowledge. In the first article, 

Thomas asks whether there are divine ideas. He answers in the affirmative, contending 

that ideas are “forms of things, existing apart from the things themselves” (Q.15. Art.1). 

Such a form, he argues can be spoken of in one of two ways in relation to the object: 

either as an exemplar of the object, or of a principal of knowledge of the object. He 

explains the former. In order to give a more adequate comprehension of Thomas’ thought 

here, his illustration of the relationship between God and the builder of a house is useful. 

An architect, prior to creating a building, has a concept of what such a building will look 

like. Thus, a form of the object exists in his mind, though it does not yet exist in a physical 

state. Similarly, divine ideas serve such a function, as the idea of an object is logically 

prior to its physical existence. In article two, Aquinas then addresses the question of 

whether there are multiple divine ideas, as one might argue that the doctrine of divine 

simplicity necessitates singularity in the divine mind. Thomas argues that plurality in the 

created world necessitates a plurality of divine ideas. Just as a builder has a concept, not 

only of the intended building but also of its parts, so must God have ideas relating to the 

various parts of the created order. Aquinas demonstrates that this is not inconsistent with 

simplicity unless one posits that such ideas are the result of a plurality of ideas outside of 

himself (Q.15. Art.2). All created things share a likeness to God, and thus participate in 

his essence. A complete knowledge of God’s own essence, therefore, means that he also 

has comprehension of the various ways in which creatures participate in this essence. 

Therefore, archetypal theology necessitates knowledge of all created things. The third 

point made by Thomas regarding divine ideas is that there are divine ideas of everything 
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known by God (Q.15. Art.3). Aquinas defends this notion through citations of both 

Augustine and Plato. He defines these ideas as twofold. First, they are described as 

exemplars which is the “the principle of the making of things” (Q.15. Art.3). Second, these 

ideas are described as a likeness to created things, wherein God knows even those things 

which never come to pass. This is further described as a speculative knowledge. This 

idea, which is labeled “exemplarism” by Gregory Doolan (Doolan 2008), connects God’s 

thoughts to the created world in a manner that Aristotle did not, and thus provides a more 

adequate concept of divine knowledge. 

The second important notion in Aquinas’ thought which differentiates him from 

Aristotle is that of participation, which has been a prominent subject of discussion within 

the past half century of Thomistic thought. This idea was first recognized by the French 

philosophers Cornelio Fabro and L.B. Geiger, who argued for the importance of this 

theme in Thomas. Joseph Koterski summarizes Aquinas’ approach to this issue in his 

essay “The Doctrine of Participation in Thomistic Metaphysics,” which is consistent with 

Gerhard’s use of Aristotelian metaphysics alongside of a strong teaching of participation 

in divinity. Koterski differentiates between Plato’s strong realism, wherein participation is 

connected to the world of forms, from that of Thomas. In connection with this, Koterski 

gives a definition of participation which is consistent with Aquinas, writing that 

participation means “to receive only part of what belongs to another fully, and so merely 

to share in it without exhausting it” (1992:189). Koterski defines three distinct kinds of 

participation in Thomas’ thought. First, a genus participates in its species as a matter of 

categorization. Second, substances participate in their accidental qualities. A red wall 

does not exhaust the nature of redness, for example, but simply partakes of it as a manner 

of composition. The third idea of participation is that which is most prominent in Thomas: 

that of causation. An effect participates in its cause. 

Aristotle, though his system is based upon the language of causation which 

Thomas uses, does not speak about participation in this context. Koterski argues that the 

differentiating factor between these two thinkers is Thomas’ strong doctrine of creation, 

which is absent in Aristotle (1992:194). It is in his articles on the procession of creatures 

and the emanation of all things that Thomas utilizes such language most extensively 
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(Q.44-Q.45). Aquinas contends that being most properly belongs to God as subsistent 

being. Subsistent being is necessarily singular, and thus created things cannot possess 

being essentially. Therefore, Thomas reasons, all things other than God are “beings by 

participation” (Q.44 Art.1). For Koterski, this is differentiated from Platonism due to 

Aquinas speaking of participation through the language of efficient rather than formal 

causality. There is, therefore, no need for objects to participate in transcendental forms, 

but instead, they participate in a “communication of being” (1992:192). In God, essence 

and existence are identical, but creatures are composite; there is no identity between 

essence and existence. Therefore, existence is necessarily received from outside of 

oneself through the agency of God. As such, everything that is participates in existence, 

while only God is identifiable with existence. Koterski speaks of the act of creation as “an 

influx of being,” which extends from God to creatures. This notion of participation corrects 

the problems inherent in Aristotle’s approach to the relationship between God and the 

world. 

These concepts which appear in Thomas’ though of both the divine ideas as 

exemplar causes, and creation as participation in being, allow for an essentialist theory 

which uses prominent Aristotelian distinctions while still retaining valuable elements of 

Platonism. The notion of exemplarism contends that there are indeed a multitude of divine 

ideas, and that such ideas are causative, in some sense, of created things. This can be 

affirmed without a belief in the separate existence of forms in the Platonic sense. Aquinas’ 

writing on participated being is useful in comprehending Gerhard’s utilization both of 

Aristotelian metaphysics, and a strong teaching of participation in God. The Thomistic 

version of participation allows for a strong teaching regarding God’s immanence in 

creation without ascribing to the pantheistic tendencies of Neoplatonism.  

 

3.5 Conclusion 

In this chapter, the methodological foundations of Lutheran scholasticism have been 

defined and explained. Here, the conclusions reached above in this discussion are 

summarized in preparation for the following chapter in which the scholastic method is 
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defended from criticisms offered by Radical Lutheran writers. The conclusions drawn from 

the research in the present chapter is discussed in relation to three topics: faith and 

reason, essentialism, and the analogia entis.  

 While some modern caricatures of Lutheran thought imply that the Reformation 

tradition is inherently anti-rational, and opposed to philosophy as such, it has been 

demonstrated that such an evaluation is inconsistent with Luther and the following 

Lutheran tradition. It is certainly true that the reformer has a strong conviction about the 

necessity of mystery in Christian proclamation, and that he places philosophy within 

significant limits. However, despite such contentions, this does not mean that reason is 

opposed to revelation. Martin Luther defended the validity of reason, especially within the 

context of the two kingdoms. The kingdom of the left is guided by reason, while the right-

hand realm is dependent upon special revelation. In the kingdom of grace, reason still 

remains useful as regenerate reason, which can be used to defend the truths of the 

gospel. Logical argumentation is used as a secondary tool of critique in opposition to false 

theological propositions. 

 Following Luther, the later tradition continues to defend both the usefulness of 

reason, and its significant limits. This is done through a distinction between a ministerial 

and magisterial use of reason. In its ministerial use, reason is always submitted to the 

truths of revelation, even when logical syllogism seems to overthrow revealed truths. This 

is not because revelation is contradictory to logic as such (as God himself is inherently 

logical as its foundation), but due to the limitations of the human subject. An example of 

such limits is found in the contention that God’s saving will is universal while salvation is 

a monergistic act which some reject. This idea, sometimes known as the crux 

theologorum, has no logical solution, but the theologian consents to the truth of both 

propositions because of their clarity in revelation. A magisterial use of reason is when 

logic is placed above Scripture, and revealed truths are forced into a logical system 

foreign to the text. It has often been the contention, for example, that the Reformed 

approach to double predestination is the result of this misuse of logic, as is Thomas’ 

philosophically oriented approach to transubstantiation. Misuses of logic do not imply that 
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reason is opposed to theology, but merely that it must be used in its proper sphere.  

 These conclusions surrounding the relationship between faith and reason lead to 

the question of metaphysics. It has been argued here that an essentialist approach to 

reality is necessitated by Luther and Lutheran orthodoxy. Luther himself did not have a 

strong affinity for metaphysical discussion, as he contended that these debates in 

scholastic thought overshadowed Scriptural exposition. Yet, this does not mean that 

Luther himself did not have metaphysical presuppositions that he too utilized throughout 

his career. Despite some contentions that Luther was devoted to the nominalist ideas of 

his teachers, he was influenced largely by Neoplatonic thinkers, such as Johann Tauler 

and the anonymous author of the Theologia Germanica. In Luther’s most harsh criticisms 

of Aristotle, which appear in the Heidelberg Disputation, he affirms the philosophy of 

Plato, rather than arguing for a rejection of classical Greek thought in general. As Finnish 

interpreters have observed, Luther also has a doctrine of participation, which is expressed 

in his ideas about created objects as masks of God, as well as through his emphasis on 

union with Christ as a participatory reality in faith. Despite his harsh criticisms of Aristotle 

and affirmation of Platonism, there are also ideas that appear in his writing which are 

inconsistent with Platonic dualism. In particular, Luther’s theology is a strongly 

sacramental one, wherein reality is to be found in the earthly elements, rather than an 

ideal realm. Thus, whether he recognized it or not, some of Luther’s thought is consistent 

with Aristotelian ideas.  

 In the post-Luther era of the Reformation, metaphysical discussions are more 

prominent. Melanchthon uses Aristotle’s conceptions of causation as organizational tools 

for his doctrine. He affirmed the doctrine of divine simplicity in Article I of the Augsburg 

Confession, which has certain metaphysical convictions as its prerequisites. Beyond 

Melanchthon, debates between Philipists and Gnesio-Lutherans were, at times, 

philosophically oriented. In the debates which arose surrounding the impact of original 

sin, some of the foundational elements of Aristotle’s philosophy were affirmed by the 

Formula of Concord, which distinguished between a substance and its accidental 

properties. The scholastic tradition continued to use such distinctions, from Chemnitz 
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through the early twentieth century. The seventeenth century scholastics distinguished 

between a substance and its accidental properties especially in their discussions of 

original righteous and sin in relation to the human person. None of these authors 

questioned the usefulness of Aristotelian language in connection with these ideas. 

 The doctrine of divine simplicity was similarly defended by the Lutheran orthodox. 

Though affirmed by Melanchthon and Chemnitz, it is Gerhard who gives its first detailed 

exposition in his Theological Commonplaces. For Gerhard, this is definitional of the 

Christian God, and he often cites Aquinas on the subject. Inherent in his discussion are 

the Aristotelian distinctions between substance and accident, and matter and form, along 

with Thomas’ distinction of essence and existence, which are all identical in God. The 

doctrine of divine simplicity is affirmed and defended in a similar manner by later writers, 

including the early twentieth century theologian Francis Pieper, who identifies God’s 

attributes with his essence. These concepts necessitate an affirmation of significant 

elements of Aristotle’s philosophical system. 

 Causation also plays a prominent role in the exposition of theology in the post-

Reformation era. Melanchthon’s use of Aristotle’s fourfold concept of causation continues 

into the following writers, who then use the concepts of both efficient and final causation 

to define a variety of concepts. Gerhard exposits several of Aquinas’ arguments for the 

existence of God, and in doing so affirms some of Aristotle’s most significant insights. In 

arguing for the necessity of an unmoved mover, Gerhard affirms the distinction act and 

potency along with the belief that God is pure actuality, who is capable only of actuating 

the potency of things outside of himself. The later scholastics, such as David Hollaz, 

Johannes Quenstedt, and Abraham Calov, exposit a precise ordo salutis in which the 

application of salvation to the individual is explained through a series of causal events. 

These acts are defined both in respect to their efficient causes, as well as final causes. 

These convictions constitute a strong Aristotelianism in Lutheran orthodoxy. 

 The use of Aristotelian concepts does not necessitate a complete adoption of his 

philosophical convictions. Several of his beliefs stand in contradistinction to Christian 
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theism, and are thus rejected. As Biblical theologians, rather than philosophers, the 

Lutheran scholastics are willing to affirm elements of other philosophical systems as they 

enable the proclamation of Christian truth. Thus, the Platonic notion of participation is 

used by the scholastics on certain points. In particular, the scholastics speak both about 

a general union and a mystical union with God, which both affirm a kind of participation 

of the creature in the essence of God. This is affirmed while simultaneously contending 

for a strong creature-Creator distinction. It was demonstrated that these Platonic notions 

can be affirmed within Thomas’ system, who uses the concepts of exemplarism and 

participation in his philosophy. While Aquinas’ philosophy need not be adopted in its 

entirety, these elements of his system demonstrate how Aristotelian metaphysics and 

aspects of Neoplatonism cohere with one another in a Christian essentialist system.  

 Connections with Aquinas and Lutheran orthodoxy do not end with essentialism, 

but these theologians speak in a similar manner regarding speech about God. Reformed 

theologian Franciscus Junius distinguishes between archetypal theology (God’s self-

knowledge) and ectypal theology (derived knowledge). This concept was used by 

Gerhard and expanded by Quenstedt, who uses it as a foundational idea to understand 

the limits and function of theology. It is argued that only God has comprehensive 

knowledge of himself, and that the creature is limited in theological understanding. This 

relates to Aquinas’ concept of the analogia entis, where it is argued that God cannot be 

spoken of univocally in relation to the creature. Instead, God is known by way of analogy. 

This forms the basis of ectypal theology, wherein true knowledge of God exists, but is far 

from comprehensive. Francis Pieper explains the relationship between these two types 

of theology by noting that while God is simple in his essence, he divides himself in human 

speech into a number of attributes, because such is the only possible manner in which 

creatures have an understanding of who he is.  

 These foundational elements of the Lutheran scholastic method have been 

demonstrated from the primary sources. An essentialist metaphysic and other elements 

of Thomism are used by Lutheran orthodox thinkers in the scholastic tradition, while they 

are not beholden to pre-Reformation philosophy on every particular. In the following 
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chapter, this theological method is compared with that of Radical Lutheranism. The 

unique methodology of these authors is discussed, and criticized in view of the 

considerations expressed in this chapter. Throughout, criticisms of scholastic thought are 

engaged and refuted.  
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Chapter 4 

A Defense of the Scholastic Method in Response to Radical Lutheranism 

 

4.1 Introduction 

The extensive theological and methodological convictions which underlie the scholastic 

method have been explored, and it has been demonstrated that the Lutheran scholastics 

utilized a form of essentialist philosophy which borrowed elements from both 

Aristotelianism and Neoplatonism. They were all realists, who affirmed that things have 

distinct essences which pervade all objects of each species. Similarly, they contended for 

a concept of causation which is consistent with that of Aristotle and Aquinas, which was 

utilized in the development of the ordo salutis as well as their definition of God’s simplicity. 

Though these concepts were used extensively in seventeenth century authors, as well as 

some early twentieth century writers like Conrad Lindberg and Adolph Hoenecke, they 

have been challenged from a variety of fronts in contemporary scholarship from both 

Lutherans and those from outside of the church of the Augsburg Confession. In particular, 

these ideas have been criticized by those associated with the Radical Lutheran method. 

 In this chapter, the scholastic method outlined previously is defended from 

challenges which have been offered by modern writers. This includes those who are not 

Confessional in the strict sense, such as Oswald Bayer, Gerhard Forde and Steven 

Paulson, as well as theologians who have utilized certain insights offered by Radical 

Lutheranism while themselves remaining committed to the Confessional documents, 

such as Robert Kolb and William S. Schumacher. The treatment here deals with several 

topics which have been at the brunt of some criticisms of scholastic thought. First, the 

methodological and philosophical foundations of Radical Lutheranism are engaged. 

These ideas are twofold: existential, and linguistic. As contended previously, many 

modern Luther interpreters hold to a linguistic-existential approach to reality rather than 
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the real-essentialist proposal offered here. Connections are offered here between 

existential philosophy and Radical Lutheranism, as well as twentieth-century linguistic 

philosophy and these writers. As these concepts are engaged, it is demonstrated that 

they are inadequate to serve as a general metaphysic in opposition to classical models. 

Alongside of an examination of these philosophical schools, some particular topics are 

addressed which demonstrate such flaws in methodology. These include: the ordo salutis, 

classical theism, and theological anthropology. It is argued that in each of these areas, 

modern methods are inadequate in explaining necessary theological truths which are 

more properly explicated through older metaphysical categories.  

 

4.2 Existentialism 

I have contended elsewhere that the theology of Gerhard Forde constitutes a form of 

existentialism (Cooper 2017:40). Such a statement merits further explanation, as the 

phrase “existentialism” itself is quite elastic in its use, as there is no existential manifesto 

to which its followers subscribe. Also, many of those who are commonly categorized as 

existentialists either preceded the use of such a term (Kierkegaard, Nietzsche, 

Dostoyevsky) (see Beardsley 1960:802, Friedman 1964:18-21) or rejected any 

association with it (Heidegger) (Olson 1962:134). Apart from Rudolf Bultmann, there were 

not many theologians who associated with existential thought directly and claimed the 

title. It is not the claim here that Gerhard Forde or Steven Paulson self-consciously echo 

the ideas of Sartre or Camus (Friedman 1964:87-93), but that several of their basic ways 

of thinking about life and reality are consistent with those who are commonly categorized 

as existentialists. There are three necessary elements to the discussion which are 

addressed below. First, some background in the philosophical shift from the seventeenth 

century (the era of scholasticism) to the twentieth (when the Radical Lutheran movement 

began) is explained. This is a cursory overview, as an in-depth exposition of the 

movement away from classical essentialist metaphysics is beyond the scope of the 

current project. Second, a working definition of existentialism is composed, with which it 
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is possible to explain in exactly what way the Radical Lutheran authors affirm such an 

idea. Finally, these concepts are engaged and critiqued. 

 

4.2.1 The Philosophical Shift  

Trends in theological thought tend to correspond to those of philosophy. The method of 

theologians in proceeding with their task is often determined by philosophical convictions, 

whether recognized or not. Thus, as the basic structures of classical philosophy began to 

deteriorate within the modern world following the Reformation, the church was forced to 

reconsider its own beliefs and modes of theological presentation. In the seventeenth-

century in which the Lutheran scholastics wrote, thought forms of the ancient world were 

still taken for granted, as categories of Plato, Aristotle, and classical Christian theism were 

widely known and defended. Here, these philosophical shifts are explained, so that 

criticisms of scholastic thought can be properly defended in light of changing 

presuppositions that lead to existentialism.  

 The birth of modern philosophy is generally ascribed to Rene Descartes, who 

challenged the philosophical arguments of the past. His Meditations on First Philosophy 

was first published in 1641, and would have a profound impact upon Western thought 

(Allen 1985:171). In this text, Descartes attempts to discover an irrefutable starting point 

for human knowledge. He reasoned that the validity of one’s experience of the external 

world could not be verified, as it is possible that one is manipulated by an evil genie or 

some other entity. Instead, he argued that certainty begins with the self. Descartes 

developed his now famous phrase “cogito, ergo sum” (I think, therefore I am), as the 

starting point of all knowledge (Descartes 1997:123). From this, Descartes then 

presented an ontological argument for God’s existence, which then led to a conviction 

about God’s reliability and the trustworthy nature of sense perception. This shift in 

philosophy, and a search for certainty, lead thinkers away from classical and medieval 

problems addressed in previous philosophy, to new systems. While Aristotle and Plato 

placed metaphysics in a central position, modern philosophers emphasized 
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epistemological questions. Descartes’ position became the foundation for a new 

rationalism, further developed by Baruch Spinoza, and Gottfried Leibniz (Allen 1985:171). 

Spinoza rejected Aristotelian metaphysics for a naturalistic monism, wherein all 

substance is identified with God, who is not a personal being in the Christian sense 

(Beardsley 1960:138). Leibniz proposed the concept that all things were made up of 

monads, which are small simple eternal objects. His ideas echo those of the ancient 

Greek atomists who argued for the atom as the basic structure of all existence. These 

developments led to other philosophical movements such as empiricism, German 

idealism, and existentialism. 

 The second major philosophical shift, which had a profound impact on theology, 

was the rise of empiricism and Newtonian physics. For empiricists, knowledge was gained 

through experience and observation. Older theories of innate knowledge through the 

soul’s preexistence (Plato) or through the illumination of God (Augustine) were rejected 

for a view which was centered in the developing scientific method. This approach was 

popularized during the Enlightenment in the late seventeenth through eighteenth 

centuries, through philosophers such as John Locke, George Berkley, and David Hume 

(Allen 1985:181). Locke argued that the mind is a tabula rasa (blank slate) at birth and 

that information is gained purely through experience. Though experience results in 

reasonable probability with regard to the external world, Locke rejected Aristotle’s claim 

that abstract essences can be discovered by way of reason and observation (Allen 

1985:182). Berkley followed Locke’s empiricism while offering several modifications. 

Unlike Locke and other previous philosophers, Berkley rejected the notion of abstract 

ideas, arguing instead that only particulars exist, which are then used to categories other 

particulars of like qualities. Berkley defines all reality through perception. Sensible 

objects, which are perceived, are not material, but merely a collection of ideas. For 

Berkley, God is described as the eternal perceiver who thus assures the existence of all 

things (Allen 1985:186). These two thinkers led to a significant shift in the questions raised 

and answered by both philosophy and theology. 

The most important empiricist for changes in eighteenth and nineteenth Christian 
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theology is David Hume. Known during his life as a skeptic, Hume questioned some of 

the basic assumptions of philosophy which were inherited through Aristotle. For Hume, 

knowledge is categorized by impressions gained through sense-experience, which are 

then translated into ideas. There are no abstract essences of objects which can be 

discovered, but merely a series of individual perceptions which the mind categorizes as 

composite objects. In his Treatise on Human Nature, Hume argues that even the self has 

no distinct continuous identity, but that one is instead simply a collection of perceptions 

(Allen 1985:190). Along with his rejection of essences, Hume criticizes Aristotle’s ideas 

of causation. For the empiricist philosopher, there are no inherent powers within objects 

that are actualized by other objects. Instead, there are simply events which one perceives, 

and often one particular perception follows another. When one observes that A happens, 

and that B follows each time, one makes a connection between these two acts as a cause 

and effect (Livingston 1971:52). There is, however, no inherent connection which one can 

be assured of between A and B. It is simply the application of one’s experience, which 

can generally be assumed to have reliability. Hume’s ideas of causation challenged 

assumptions about the world which were consistent through the Middle Ages into the era 

of the Reformation. These criticisms would have a profound impact upon ideas such as 

the ordo salutis, apologetics, and the doctrine of God. Humean notions of causation are 

often assumed in criticisms of scholastic thought, and thus will be addressed below in 

relation to a number of subjects in which Radical Lutheran authors contend for the 

inadequacy of Aristotelian ideas.  

 The influence of all of the philosophers explained so far is overshadowed by one 

figure whose impact can only be compared to Plato and Aristotle: Immanuel Kant. Kant’s 

impact on theology is enormous, as he shifted the entire intellectual conversation in the 

West through his writings. Rather than siding with either the rationalists or empiricists, 

Kant combined the two ideas into a synthesis which would become the basis for the 

development of liberal theology through Albrecht Ritschl. While initially attracted to David 

Hume’s empiricism, Kant describes a “Copernican revolution” in his thought, wherein he 

discovered to idea of the synthetic a priori (Gardner 1999:37). In his book Critique of Pure 
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Reason, Kant argues that there is knowledge which is derived from experience (a 

posteriori) and that which is independent of experience (a priori). It is important to note 

than Kant does not speak of sequential temporality here, as if a priori experience is first, 

and a posteriori is second. Kant contended that while Hume’s arguments about causation 

were valid as far as observation is concerned, there must be some firmer grounding for 

knowledge than sense experience. Thus, Kant argued that one could, with certainty, 

arrive at certain propositions a priori (Gardner 1999:51). There are, for Kant, two types of 

ideas which are arrived at a priori: analytic and synthetic. An analytic judgment is one in 

which affirmations are made about the predicate of a statement which is identified by the 

subject. It adds no additional knowledge to the subject at all. An example of such a 

proposition might be: a bachelor is an unmarried man. This is true, of necessity, because 

it is part of the definition of “bachelor.” On the other hand, Kant argued, there are synthetic 

propositions, wherein some kind of knowledge is actually added in one’s understanding 

of the subject. Diogenes Allen gives an example of this type of statement, writing: “All 

bodies have weight” (Allen 1985:205). This statement is true, even though the concept of 

weight is not necessitated in the definition of the term “body.” These synthetic a priori 

propositions are true universally, rather than in some particular instances. To say that 

“bodies weigh over 100 pounds” would be true only with regard to some bodies, and such 

a conclusion could only be drawn through experience, as various bodies were weighed 

and thus demonstrated to equal such a value. However, the connection between bodies 

and weight is not dependent upon experience, because such a concept is true universally. 

One need not examine every body on the planet in order for such a universal statement 

to be made. This leads to certainty of knowledge which is not available in Hume’s 

empiricism, while Kant still retains elements of his skeptical outlook.  

 The methodology developed by Kant is sometimes known as the transcendental 

method (Gardner 1999:65). Kant seeks to find the conditions through which sense 

experience is understood by the human subject. He proposes space and time, for 

example, as preconditions for knowledge, through which the external world is understood. 

Since geometric statements are defined as synthetic a priori judgments, space is a 
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transcendental category, because without it, geometry would not be possible. The 

certainty of mathematical formulas, as part of a priori knowledge, is opposed to the 

complete uncertainty of metaphysical propositions (Gardner 1999:75). Kant argued that 

observations of the external world are only understood through the manner of one’s own 

perception. This is the “phenomenal realm,” wherein one has certainty of their own 

perception of the world. This does not mean, however, that the actual external world can 

be properly understood apart from the human subject. There is, then, no affirmation of 

the “thing-in-itself,” which is identified as the “noumenal realm.” Such a conviction 

constitutes a radical break with Greek thought, wherein the purpose of philosophy is to 

discover the underlying nature of reality. For Kant, this is impossible, and philosophy does 

not deal with such questions, including religious metaphysical claims. These ideas 

impacted theology in the nineteenth century. 

 The theological implications of Kant’s system were enormous. Kant himself 

outlined his approach to religion in his book Religion Within the Bounds of Reason Alone, 

wherein he defended a moralistic approach to Christianity. With regard to the classical 

arguments for the existence of God, Kant regarded them all as inadequate (Beardsley 

1960:456). He rejects the ontological argument for its insistence that existence itself is a 

predicate, and arguments from design as statements about the noumenal realm which, 

for Kant, are impossible to verify (Livingston 1971:66). This is not to say, however, that 

Kant regarded the existence of God as an impossibility, or religion as an unnecessary 

idea. He sought, rather, to place religion within the realm of faith rather than reason. The 

function of theism is primarily in the realm of morality. Like his convictions regarding the 

synthetic a priori, Kant was convinced that the key to moral judgments was not in 

experience, but in universal moral imperatives discoverable through reason a priori. It is 

in this context that Kant develops his categorical imperative. God’s existence, for Kant, 

was necessary for this universal moral imperative to have any value. James Livingston 

speaks about a “Copernican revolution” in theology, wherein Kant argues from morality 

to theism, rather than deducing moral laws from religion (1971:69). This was not a bare 

theism, however, as Kant argued for the superiority of Christianity. In his exposition of 
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Christianity, Kant rejects some of the traditional Protestant ideas about original sin and 

justification, and reformulates such concepts around his ethical theory. Sin, for Kant, is 

selfishness, and one must, in freedom, turn from this orientation to an ethical one. It is 

human free decision which determined one’s religious and moral character (Livingston 

1971:72). The ideas about religion which Kant defended had an influence on nearly every 

theologian following him. Whether one agreed or disagreed with his conclusions, every 

serious theologian had to contest with Kant’s system.  

 These various ideological movements associated with the Enlightenment led to the 

dissolution of scholasticism as a prominent theological method. As the eighteenth century 

progressed, few remained committed to the method which had been standard since the 

later sixteenth century. Robert Preus identifies the ending of the scholastic era with David 

Hollaz in 1713 (Preus 1970:65). While a contingent of later thinkers remained scholastic 

in orientation, such as Valentin Ernst Loescher, many retreated to either Pietism or 

rationalism. The Pietist movement, begun with the publication of Philip Jacob Spener’s 

Pia Desideria in 1675, promoted a Christianity which was centered upon religious 

experience and moral imperatives, rather than strict dogmatic theological categories 

which defined the era of Lutheran Orthodoxy (Gritsch 2002:141). Initially, the two 

movements were not set in opposition to one another. Spener did not reject the theology 

of Lutheran scholasticism, and his work was promoted by scholastics such as Abraham 

Calov. Johann Gerhard is sometimes considered a precursor to Pietism, although he 

remains among the most influential Lutheran scholastic writers (Shantz 2013:38-39). 

However, after the beginning of the eighteenth century, the two ideologies gradually 

divorced from one another, as Pietism became more firmly rooted in millennial 

expectations and the loss of the sacramental piety inherent in scholasticism. Though 

differing in their respective convictions, Pietists and rationalists shared a common critique 

of the systems of seventeenth century Lutheranism, and a distrust of prevailing religious 

structures. The exact relationship between the two movements remains an area of 

scholarly debate (Becker 1991), but many view Pietism as an influence on the 

Enlightenment in Germany. 
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 It is significant that Immanuel Kant was raised as a Pietist before his Copernican 

revolution in philosophy. From Pietism, Kant derived an understanding of the practical 

nature of religion, and particularly its relationship to morality (Livingston 1971:63). This 

shaped German theology for the next century. By the end of the eighteenth century, 

Kant’s ideas had pervaded Western Europe, and theologians attempted to apply these 

philosophical developments to Christian doctrine. In response to rationalism, a movement 

known as Romanticism began to flourish as people began to search for meaning beyond 

bare scientific facts emphasized in Newtonian science. Rather than rational 

argumentation, Christians emphasized the nature of personal religious experience, as the 

rational arguments for Christianity adopted in the past were no longer seen as viable 

(Livingston 1971:80). The most prominent Romantic theologian was Friedrich 

Schleiermacher who, like Kant, was raised in Pietism (Barth 1959:411). In view of the 

criticisms of older scholastic theology, Schleiermacher rejected the idea that religion was 

concerned with metaphysical claims. Unlike Kant, however, he also denied that the place 

for religion is in one’s moral life. Schleiermacher, instead, argued that the location of 

religion for the individual was in feelings. This is consistent with the earlier Pietist 

emphasis on religious experiences of conversion. By “feeling,” it should be noted that 

Schleiermacher does not refer to particular moments of ecstatic experience, or in one’s 

subjective emotional state. Instead, he refers to the consciousness of the self in relation 

to God. Religion itself is defined as a “feeling of absolute dependence,” by 

Schleiermacher (Livingston 1971:98-99). This Romantic approach to theology led to the 

most significant Liberal theologian after Schleiermacher, who would apply some of these 

concepts to the theology of Martin Luther: Albrecht Ritschl.  

 Like Kant and Schleiermacher, Ritschl was also raised in conservative Pietism, but 

departed in significant ways from this perspective. Commensurate with these authors as 

well, he rejects classical descriptions of metaphysics as unnecessary for theology (Barth 

1959:640). Ritschl argues that there is a fundamental differentiation, in theology, between 

nature and Spirit which is an impossibility for metaphysical systems to grasp (Ritschl 

1972:154). There is no “common foundation of all being” which is to discovered, as such 
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would negate this differentiation (1972:154). Arguments for the existence of God fail, as 

one cannot metaphysically grasp a spiritual entity. The ideas of divinity as taught by 

philosophy, including the actus purus conception of Thomism, are dependent upon a false 

conception of reality which regards all things through the notions of cause and effect, and 

a belief in teleology (1972:158). God is to be understood, not in terms of absoluteness, 

but in personalist terminology. He is defined as “loving will” who creates Christian 

community (1972:164). Ritschl utilized the philosophy of Kant, especially as modified by 

Herman Lotze. Things are not known as they are in themselves, but only in relation to 

their impact upon the human subject. Religious truths are thus only important insofar as 

they impact the human person. This is not a pure subjectivity, as Ritschl does not deny 

that the things-in-themselves do in fact exist. However, such metaphysical claims are 

simply irrelevant to religion. 

 Classical metaphysical Christian claims are rejected as unimportant for faith in 

Ritschl’s thought. There is no need for a metaphysical description of the Trinity, or of the 

preexistence of Christ (Ritschl 1972:151). Ritschl differentiated between scientific 

judgments and value judgments. The former deals with those of factuality versus 

falsehood. This is the nature of the scientific method. Value judgments are different, as 

they relate to the impact and use of ideas in relation to the human person. While he did 

not negate the importance of scientific judgments, Ritschl placed religion within the 

category of value judgments. The Ecumenical Creeds, for Ritschl, are too concerned with 

the former type of judgments, in attempting to establish the nature of God through the 

recitation of disinterested facts. The doctrine of Christ’s divinity, for example, is not a 

metaphysical contention about his preexistent person, but instead is the notion that Christ 

is the one through whom God is revealed (Livingston 1971:253). The importance of 

doctrine, for Ritschl, is largely in moral action (Barth 1959:643). Ritschl formulated this 

idea through Luther’s doctrine of justification. For Ritschl, the scholastic approach to 

justification which identifies this act with the imputation of righteousness, is to be 

discarded. This is not to say, however, that Ritschl attempts to completely divorce 

justification from earlier definitions. In his interpretation of Ritschl, David W. Lotz argues 
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that justification is “the free resolve on God’s part to pardon sin without regard for the 

sinner’s own moral rectitude” (Lotz 1974:37). This act is paired with God’s coterminous 

act of reconciliation, wherein one enters into the Christian community and engages in free 

moral action. The Christian community is identified as the kingdom of God, which is a 

cornerstone of Ritschl’s thought. The kingdom of God is a moral community which 

engages in actions of love in the world. The end goal of justification then, for Ritschl, is 

moral action (Livingston 1971:256). Though the particulars of Ritschl’s Luther 

interpretation were not widely adopted outside of the Ritschlian school, several of his 

ideas, and especially his anti-metaphysical stance, were adopted by Lutheran thinkers.  

 The ideas presented here are representative of the development of philosophy and 

theology between the seventeenth and late nineteenth centuries, in which classical 

scholastic modes of thought became less prominent. Such a groundwork is necessary in 

order to evaluate criticisms of scholasticism offered by twentieth and twenty-first century 

theologians, as these authors do not write in a vacuum, but write in the midst of a 

theological movement away from metaphysics which has its roots in early modern 

philosophy. Descartes signals the reformulation of philosophy, beginning with different 

premises than classic essentialism. This resulted in various schools of thought, such as 

rationalism and empiricism. While these movements differed from one another in several 

points, both affirmed that a new philosophical starting point was necessary and that older 

metaphysical systems are inadequate. Kant combined the insights of these two schools 

with his Copernican revolution surrounding the synthetic a priori, which then became a 

point of departure for both philosophers and theologians in the nineteenth century. His 

critique of classical metaphysics is adopted by Schleiermacher who places religion within 

the realm of feeling. Ritschl provides a more consistently Kantian system through his 

approach to the kingdom of God which combines Luther’s thought and neo-Kantian 

philosopher Herman Lotze. It is within this context that existentialism arose in the 

twentieth century, which challenged some of the preconceptions of modern philosophy 

while simultaneously continuing in modernism’s rejection of Greek metaphysics. Radical 

Lutheran theologians do the same in rejecting Ritschl’s moralism, while retaining his 
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essential rejection of metaphysical categories in his interpretation of Luther.  

 

4.2.2 Defining Existentialism 

These developments in Western philosophy lead to the school of thought commonly 

known as existentialism. Like other philosophical schools, this was not a consistent group 

of philosophers who conscientiously attempted to arrive at similar conclusions, but a 

number of disparate figures who emphasized similar themes (Olson 1962:viii). Both 

Kierkegaard and Nietzsche are regarded as foundational thinkers for existentialism, but 

are quite different in their approach. Kierkegaard was a Christian, and Nietzsche an 

adamant atheist. The following generation of existential philosophers show a similar 

breadth of thought. Sartre, like Nietzsche, promoted a form of atheistic existentialism, 

whereas Marcel was a Roman Catholic. Heidegger, who is among the most influential 

thinkers identified with existentialism, believed that Sartre’s and Camus’ philosophies 

were too individualistic (Barrett and Aiken 1962:206-218). Reality, for Heidegger, was 

always being-in-relation. Before the discussion proceeds, some definition of 

existentialism is merited which unites these figures under a single banner.  

 Various definitions have been proposed to unify the existentialist movement. John 

Hayward notes the difficulty in systematizing these thinkers, but proposes a definition 

which includes a privileging of existence over essence, along with an emphasis on 

personal experience over against unchangeable universals (Hayward 1962:17). Such a 

definition has the benefit of describing a single core tenet of the movement, but still 

remains quite broad. A second proposal comes from Maurice Friedman. In his 

compendium of existentialist writings, Friedman argues that there is no single 

existentialism, but rather several existentialisms (Friedman 1964:3). Despite these 

differences however, Friedman proposes that there is a “temper” which is present in all 

these thinkers that includes a reaction against “the static, the abstract, the purely rational, 

the merely irrational, in favor of the dynamic and concrete, personal involvement…the 

distinction between ‘authentic’ and ‘inauthentic’ existence, and the actual situation of the 
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existential subject as the starting point” (Friedman 1964:3-4). This definition is more 

expansive than that of Hayward, yet it still remains vague. Both of the explanations 

proposed here accurately categorize existential thinking, but are still rather broad and 

undefined. A third definition appears in the writings of Thomas Flynn, which is more 

comprehensive.  

In his introduction to existential philosophy, Thomas Flynn, rather than proposing 

a singular definition of existentialism, outlines five major themes which underlie the 

thought of existential writers (Flynn 2006:1). Since characterizations of the movement are 

so broad, no single definition can adequately give an explanation of the movement. Thus, 

Flynn’s characteristics are a more sufficient means to explain existential philosophy than 

the other attempts. They serve as a grid by which thinkers can be judged as to whether 

they technically fit the definition of existentialism. It is these five characteristics which are 

followed here. It is to be noted, however, that the Radical Lutheran authors do not adopt 

the entirety of these five concepts, and make several modifications to what might be 

considered a traditional existential outlook. These concepts are as follows: existence 

precedes essence, time is of the essence, humanism, freedom and responsibility, and 

the centrality of ethical considerations. Each of these themes is discussed here at 

different points, and Radical Lutheran writers are critiqued in relation to such ideas. It is 

the first two that are most prominent, while the notion of freedom and responsibility is 

significantly altered by the Radical Lutheran writers in view of Luther’s conviction on the 

bondage of the will. 

 In light of Flynn’s definition, existentialist philosophy is discussed here in relation 

to four essential aspects of Radical Lutheran thought. First is Martin Heidegger’s 

ontology. His critique of metaphysics is followed by an explanation of Forde and Bayer’s 

criticism of classical essentialist approached to theology, which echo the concerns of 

existential philosophers. Second is the transition from inauthentic existence to authenticity 

in existential writers, often characterized by the phrase “existence precedes essence” 

(Allen 1985:248). This is linked to Gerhard Forde’s personalized-eschatology mediated 

by Rudolf Bultmann, who combined Pauline eschatology and Heideggerian 
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existentialism. Third, this leads to a discussion about the nature of the human person in 

the existential system as opposed to the real-essentialist. The final concept examined is 

the reconceptualization of truth as event rather than intellectual acceptance of 

propositional statements.  

 

4.2.3 Ontology 

The present project is concerned largely with the topic of metaphysics, as the opposing 

models of being which are used in Radical Lutheranism and scholasticism are central to 

their respective theological methods. As such, it is necessary to examine some of the 

criticisms of essentialist thought which are apparent in both existential philosophy and 

Radical Lutheran writers. While, again, Forde and Bayer do not self-consciously echo 

Heidegger in this regard, there are several areas of commonality between their criticisms. 

Forde in particular uses language which is Heideggerian in orientation. It is likely that 

such ideas are not imbibed through Heidegger, but instead by way of Rudolf Bultmann, 

whose thought had an extensive influence upon twentieth century Lutheran thought. 

Bayer uses many of the same criticisms, though he views existential analysis as 

inadequate in comparison to the field of linguistics.  

Prior to an examination of this theme in the Radical Lutheran writers, Martin 

Heidegger’s approach to this issue is discussed, which was highly influential upon the 

development of twentieth century theology. Figures such as Martin Buber and Rudolf 

Bultmann were impacted by the German philosopher, and used some of his concepts to 

formulate their theological systems. As discussed in his magnum opus Being and Time, 

Martin Heidegger’s primary concern is that of Being (Heidegger 2008, Wrathall 2013). 

Heidegger distinguishes between Being and beings. The former (which is usually 

capitalized in English translations) is that which is most significant for Heidegger’s 

thinking, as he seeks to redefine the entire concept of Being from the rest of the inherited 

Western philosophical tradition (Barrett 1962:208). For Heidegger, this has been 

misunderstood because the latter idea of beings has unfortunately been the predominant 
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philosophical concern since Plato. Philosophers think about particular objects whose 

essences are then abstracted. This results in a concept of being which is so abstract that 

it barely has any meaning at all. William Barrett refers to Heidegger’s critique here as “the 

destruction of the whole history of Western ontology” (Barrett 1958:211). Rather than 

finding some kind of essence behind individual existents, as was the practice of the 

Greeks, Heidegger attempts to get behind the concept of Being itself. Rather than the 

pure abstraction Heidegger accuses earlier Western thinkers of, Being is a concern for 

everyday human persons, and it stands behind what every person knows about the world. 

The simple fact that the word “is” can be used in discussion and understood means that 

this concept is already grasped by the average individual (Barrett 1962:213). This 

description of Being leads to some further distinctions which are necessary to understand 

Heidegger’s thought. 

One of these distinctions is that between two types of inquiry in which 

metaphysicians can be engaged: ontical and ontological (MacQuarrie 1960:30). The first 

refers to the study and explanation of facts about particular things, which Heidegger 

argues is the primary way in which metaphysics has been used in the history of 

philosophy. The ontological inquiry, however, is concerned with meaning and intelligibility. 

By opting for the priority of the latter type of metaphysical discussion, Heidegger shifts 

the emphasis from Greek thought which examines essences and substances, to the 

question of meaning. The second distinction made by the German philosopher is that of 

regional ontology and fundamental ontology (Barrett 1962:216). Regional ontology 

concerns itself with particular areas of study, whereas fundamental ontology addresses 

the transcendental conditions by which Being is expressed in these regions. This is done, 

according to Heidegger, by an existential examination of Being. This Being ultimately 

relates only to humanity, which he labels “Dasein,” or “being-there” (Allen 1985:251). 

Though many individual beings are, only humans truly have existence in the philosophical 

sense. This existential study of Dasein is then the root of all further study, and only when 

this is understood can regional ontological discussion take place properly. What is 

especially significant here is that rather than the metaphysics of other Western thought 
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which examines the essence of specific objects, Heidegger locates the entire subject of 

ontology within the human person. This must be understood in order to properly explain 

his priority of existence over essence.  

For Heidegger, Being is always understood as being-in-relation (Friedman 

1964:180). There is no essence in the abstract, as one exists in the world with relation to 

other objects, and in the midst of time. Due to this fact, objects outside of oneself are 

understood through one’s experience with them insofar as they come into contact with 

Dasein. Since being is always in-relation, external objects are never described through 

essential and accidental attributes as in Aristotelian thought, nor through the realm of 

forms in Platonism. In this manner, Heidegger draws on Edmund Husserl’s 

phenomenology, though the exact relation between these two philosophers remains a 

topic of debate (Barrett 1962:134). For Husserl, one is not to be concerned with things-

in-themselves as existent objects outside of perception, but instead with an explanation 

and description of experience (on Husserl’s phenomenology, see Smith 2013). Though 

Heidegger did not agree with all of the particulars of the older philosopher, he argued that 

knowledge of objects arises through experience, instead of contemplation. Michael J. 

Quirk notes that this results in a “use-oriented” way of looking at the world which avoids 

both the realist and anti-realist positions debated in modern philosophy (Quirk 2000:5). 

The philosophical mode of inquiry is shifted from what exists outside of the mind to how 

objects are encountered within one’s context and experience. This manner of perceiving 

objects in relation to Dasein is reflected in the existential theologians of the twentieth 

century. 

The use-orientedness of Heidegger’s ontology is echoed by Radical Lutheran 

authors, who similarly reject ancient philosophical discussion of things in relation to their 

essence, especially as adopted by the scholastic theologians. In Lex Aeterna, I argued 

that Gerhard Forde defines reality, not by being, but by doing (Cooper 2016:108). Here, 

the ideas developed there are summarized so that they can be understood in connection 

to these developments in philosophy. The place in which Forde’s metaphysical 

convictions are perhaps most clear is in his description of God’s law. For Lutheran 



150 
 

Orthodoxy, the law is defined as the eternal will of God, which has particular content tied 

to it, expressed in the Ten Commandments. The law is not merely one part of redemptive 

history, nor is it identified with any singular one of its functions. It has a strong 

metaphysical grounding, as the law reflects the eternal nature of God. In this classical 

definition, then, the law is described as a thing-in-itself which can be understood by the 

human subject apart from one’s experience with it. Such a notion is dependent upon 

essentialist convictions in opposition to the ideas outlined by Forde. 

In his doctoral dissertation, The Law-Gospel Debate, Forde discusses the classical 

approach to the law, referring to it as the “static-ontological” view (Forde 1967:6). He 

distinguishes this from a “historically oriented” view such as that of Johannes von 

Hoffman, wherein the law is described as one aspect of redemptive history which has 

been superseded (1967:6). Forde argues for the superiority of the historical approach 

over that of earlier authors, as scholastic thought is “abstract,” as a pure collection of 

“propositions” (1967:7). It is clear here that what Forde argues against is any approach 

to the law or the gospel which are identified with specific content. He rejects an 

essentialist view in which the essence of the law and the gospel can be identified with 

propositional truths apart from their impact upon the individual. This rejection of 

propositional truth (which leads to a discussion of Heidegger’s conception of truth and 

falsehood discussed below) also extends to his approach to revelation, which similarly is 

described as an event, rather than a collection of truth statements (1967:7). The 

atonement, similarly, cannot be identified purely as an objective fact in history whose 

application only comes later (1967:8-9). For Forde, this implies that faith is a kind of 

intellectual assent to such propositional truths, rather than the dynamic act expressed in 

Scripture.  

At the heart of Forde’s thought surrounding law and gospel is his rejection of a 

distinction between the essence and function of the law. For the scholastics, the essence 

of the law has priority, as it is eternal and precedes man’s fall into sin. The function of the 

law, which is threefold, flows from its essential nature. In a particularly illuminating 

passage, Forde states that, “In the face of the concrete existential situation, the question 
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about a distinction between essence and office is beside the point” (1967:181). In his 

view, it is utterly irrelevant whether the law has an essence which differs from its 

accusatory function, because Forde divorces the study of theology from the thing-in-itself. 

Instead, what is theologically significant is only that which impacts the individual. That is 

why Forde blatantly says that the law’s essence is accusation. He also states that the 

difference between the law and the gospel is not in terms of content or metaphysical 

nature, but of how one hears the Word of God (1967:181). Forde acknowledges that 

Luther does, in the Antinomian Disputations, argue that the decalogue is eternal. 

However, he contends that this phrase is used only in relation to its accusatory function, 

rather than the scholastic idea of the lex aeterna. Even its accusatory function, however, 

the law will cease as it exists only so long as sin does. Forde then concedes that it is 

eternal only in the sense that its fulfillment lasts forever, rather than the law itself. In his 

view, the law is defined “in its existential sense as that which accuses” (1967:184). It is 

clear that Forde opposes a classical essentialist scheme, as he purports that to construct 

an essence-office distinction, as does Lutheran scholasticism, is to view law from God’s 

perspective in the realm as abstraction. This places one “above the law,” rather than 

below it (1967:185). Yet, it is not merely in terms of the law that such a rejection of 

traditional essentialist categories are rejected. This is done systematically throughout 

Forde’s book Theology is for Proclamation.  

Theology is for Proclamation is the closest thing to a systematic treatment of 

Christian theology written by Gerhard Forde. The entire project of this book is to move 

theology away from abstraction to concrete action. In terms discussed here, it is a 

rejection of essentialism and adoption of an existential approach to reality. Forde begins 

this treatment with a distinction between God-preached, and God-not-preached (Forde 

1990b:14). In his view, the purpose of theology is to move from God-not-preached, to the 

proclamation of the gospel through what he labels “primary discourse” (Forde 1990b:2). 

This idea of primary discourse is defined and critiqued below in the examination of 

linguistic philosophy. In order to understand Forde’s basic methodological concerns, it is 

necessary to expound upon what he means by God-not-preached. At heart, God-not-
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preached, for Forde, is any metaphysical description of God as he is in himself. He refers 

to this God as “sheer timeless abstractions,” such as in traditional discussions 

surrounding the divine attributes (Forde 1990b:15).  He further refers to classical Christian 

theology in a similar manner as “a collection of abstractions” (1990b:17). This supposed 

abstract approach to Christian theology includes the apologetic arguments for God’s 

existence (1990b:22) as well as any general statements surrounding the nature of God 

(1990b:24). He refers to both apologetics and theodicy as vain exercises, irrelevant to 

man’s concrete existential situation being under the wrath of God (1990:26). Forde raises 

the question of what the theologian is to do with this unpreached God, and he answers 

that he is simply to be ignored for the God of proclamation (1990b:27). In other words, 

classical descriptions of God’s essence and attributes are simply not the concern of the 

theologian whatsoever. Such signifies a radical shift in Christian theology, and 

demonstrates a rejection of essentialist thought. 

In one part of his treatment, Forde does explicitly deal with traditional philosophy, 

referring to it as “substantialist” (1990b:89). He addresses these classic metaphysical 

ideas throughout his discussion of Christology, and his proposed reconstrual of 

Christological dogma through his linguistic-existential approach to theology. While Forde 

acknowledges that the basic ancient confession that Christ is both true God and true man 

is correct, he purports that the church was mistaken in placing this concept within 

substantial terminology. He argues that the use of language about natures in the abstract 

leads to an incarnational Christology in which redemption is dependent upon a synthesis 

of two distinctive essences. This removes redemption from the actual story of Christ’s life, 

death, and resurrection, and instead makes it a metaphysical reality (1990b:91). Forde 

identifies two distinctive streams of Christological thought in the early church, which are 

both identified with Platonism: the Antiochean, and Alexandrian. The Antiochenes speak 

about the being of Christ’s two natures, while Alexandrians emphasize the idea of 

becoming (1990b:94). Both of these ideas, according to Forde, are wrong, as neither 

fosters proclamation. While Forde cautiously allows for the retaining of language of 

substance to a point, he contends that the primary category of exposition related to 
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Christ’s person is that of act (1990b:101). Christ is understood, primarily, as the one who 

“does the act of God to us” (1990b:105). In his act of redemption, Forde notes that one 

dies to abstraction, placing traditional systematic theology in the realm of the old world 

which is conquered by Christ. Like Heidegger and the other existential philosophers, 

Forde has a strong notion that we are “historical beings,” tied to our existence in a 

temporal realm, and to the physical realities of life (1990b:103). Contemplation of divine 

attributes is simply not the business of the reborn Christian. All of these ideas demonstrate 

common themes which unite Forde and Heidegger. 

Unlike Heidegger, Forde is not a professional philosopher, and thus does not 

engage in an extensive discussion about the nature of being. However, he does have 

clear methodological concerns which guide his understanding of the divine law, and at 

several points, they coincide with those of existentialism. This is clear especially in 

Theology is for Proclamation, wherein essentialist approaches to Christian thought are 

criticized. As a treatment of theological method, such concerns must be explained in this 

project. The first aspect of similarity between Forde and Heidegger is their rejection of 

classic essentialism. Heidegger argues that the Platonic and Aristotelian ideas of being 

were inadequate due to their privileging beings over Being. This results, according to 

Heidegger, in an exposition of reality by way of abstraction. A person is divorced from 

their time-bound circumstances and existential concerns. Forde follows this line of 

thought in his rejection of scholasticism. The law, the gospel, the atonement, and other 

concepts are dismissed by Forde as abstract in numerous places, and thus Lutheran 

scholasticism is inconsistent with a theology which privileges the event of preaching. A 

discussion of the law which defines it by specific content is abstract, as is Chalcedonian 

Christology, apologetics, theodicy, and expositions of the divine attributes. Similarly, like 

Heidegger, Forde emphasizes the fact that the person exists in-time, and is not in a 

position to explore the nature of timeless reality as in Platonism. Second, while Forde 

does not use the terms “ontical” and “ontological,” such a division is inherent within his 

writing. For Forde, things are not to be understood as they are in themselves (what 

Heidegger calls ontical inquiry), but in relation to their meaning for the one hearing the 
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proclamation (ontological inquiry). This rejection of the thing-in-itself is especially 

apparent in Forde’s argument that God’s essence and attributes are merely part of the 

unpreached God who is irrelevant to the theologian. An example of Forde’s rejection of 

the thing-in-itself as relevant to theology is his contention that law and gospel are not 

distinguished by content, but are defined by their impact on the human subject. Third, 

Forde’s understanding of reality is use-oriented like Heidegger’s. It would be accurate to 

label Forde’s view as phenomenological, since theology’s primary function is to describe 

and foster the historical experience of law-gospel proclamation, rather than a study of 

ideas in themselves. As in Kant, everything is known as phenomena, as it is experienced 

by the subject, and noumenal ideas are rejected. Such convictions are not limited to 

Forde, however, but are also apparent in the writings of Oswald Bayer. 

Bayer discusses classical metaphysics in Theology the Lutheran Way, wherein he 

criticizes the over-utilization of Greek concepts in Christian thought. Bayer distinguishes 

between the metaphysical and mythological aspects of theology, wherein he argues that 

Christian thought is most properly found between these ideas. Mythology, for Bayer, is 

the manner of theologizing which is apparent in Homer and the ancient stories of a 

polytheistic reality, with gods interacting with humans (2007:3). Metaphysics, he argues, 

is the examination of God as a theoretical and rational enterprise. This is method of Plato 

and Aristotle. Bayer argues that Plato retained some mythical elements, but placed 

theology primarily within the realm of metaphysics. There are two general principles which 

guide Plato’s metaphysic of God, according to Bayer, which would impact Christian 

thought. First, because God is good, he cannot be the cause of evil (2007:4). Second, 

God is unchangeable and exists outside of time (2007:5). For Plato, there is a correlation 

between changeability and imperfection, and thus God is devoid of both. Bayer is even 

more critical of Aristotle who promotes these same ideas, but eliminates any mythological 

conceptions whatsoever in theology. For Aristotle, theology is “entirely metaphysics” 

(2007:7). Bayer completely rejects this Greek mode of thinking, arguing that God is not 

the unchangeable static being posited by Aristotle. Instead, Bayer contends that the cross 

impacts the very being of God (2007:9). Greek thought purports that God cannot suffer, 
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as such would imply change in his perfect essence; Bayer argues that Christian thought 

“destroys” any notion of divine impassibility through its teaching on the atonement 

(2007:9). Bayer places these arguments within the context of Luther’s theology of the 

cross. 

According to Bayer, Luther’s theological method constitutes a radical shift from the 

previous scholastic tradition. Rather than in thinking of Greek categories, Luther 

discusses God from the perspective of relation (this is discussed in the relational ontology 

section below). Bayer argues that Luther’s theology opposes itself both to justifying-doing 

and justifying-thinking (2007:26). The prior category is one which is recognized in historic 

Reformation thought. One cannot earn justification by works, and therefore righteousness 

is achieved through human passivity coram Deo. Bayer broadens Luther’s critique to be 

one also of metaphysics. He defines this idea of justifying thinking as “the attempt to 

mediate and reconcile all things” (2007:26). For Bayer, such is an impossibility. The 

metaphysician seeks to examine particular objects with a goal to discovering universal 

essences behind these particulars. For Bayer, this attempt is “blind to reality” (2007:26). 

One should not use rational argumentation to affirm that God is identical with truth, 

goodness, and beauty, which are then purported as metaphysical principles by which the 

world is to be understood (2007:26). Such metaphysics, according to Bayer, is idolatrous. 

One cannot, for Bayer, even have an understanding of the divine attributes apart from the 

cross (2007:26). All of these ideas, for Bayer, are aspects of the theology of glory which 

Luther criticizes in the Heidelberg Disputation. Bayer argues that Aquinas’ approach to 

Christian thought is based upon timeless principles, as God exists outside of time and 

thus his being is not historically dependent. Instead, Bayer writers that God is temporal. 

Theology is not a science wherein one gathers timeless principles about divinity, but is 

instead a “study of history and experience” (2007:29). This, again, is very much in line 

with the existentialist critique of essentialist metaphysics. Humans are historical beings, 

and philosophy (or theology in Bayer’s case) is a description of both personal history, and 

experience, rather than the abstraction of timeless truths about the world.  

Though they differ in their particular criticisms, there is a unified theme in both 
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Forde and Bayer’s thought which criticizes the use of Greek essentialist metaphysics in 

favor of a method which shares similarities to existential philosophy. Both Forde and 

Bayer are particularly critical of the scholastic treatments of the divine nature. For Forde, 

the discussions engaged by proponents of classical theism are to be regarded as God-

not-preached, since they are not directly concerned with the proclamation of the gospel 

to the sinner. Bayer is not quite so bold as to deny the necessity of such treatments 

altogether, but argues that the classical discussions of them are indebted to Greek 

philosophy in opposition to Luther’s more Biblically oriented historicism. Both Forde and 

Bayer shift the emphasis from that which is eternal to that which is concerned with both 

history and experience. For Forde, it is only that which is relevant to the subject that is 

discussed theologically. Bayer makes a similar shift by divorcing theology and 

metaphysics. 

 

4.2.3.1 A Critique of Radical Lutheran Ontology 

The ontological approach of the Radical Lutheran writers is vastly different than the earlier 

metaphysical convictions of the scholastic theologians, who argued for a real-essentialist 

ontology. It is the contention of this work that the scholastic perspective remains a more 

adequate methodological system than Radical Lutheranism. Here, a critique is offered on 

two points in relation to the ontological approach of Forde, and Bayer. First is the 

Scriptural text and the foundations of essentialism for Christian thought. Second, 

Classical Theism is defended in light of the contention of Radical Lutheran authors that 

such concepts are inherently Greek, rather than Christian. 

 It must be granted that Scripture is not a metaphysical text. It was not given for the 

distinct purposes of finding various essential attributes of the eternal order for the purpose 

of human speculation. Bayer is not wrong, for example, in his criticisms of Aristotle 

wherein theology is limited to the field of metaphysics. The Aristotelian God is clearly 

distinguishable from that of Biblical revelation, as a being who spends eternity in self-

contemplation, whereas the Biblical Triune God expresses himself through self-giving to 
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an unworthy creation. On this point, both the medieval and Protestant scholastics would 

agree as to the inadequacy of philosophy in establishing articles of faith. Also, Bayer is 

correct in his bottom to top approach to Christian theism, wherein God is known in the 

purest sense not by philosophizing about the concept of a highest good, but through the 

lowly baby Jesus lying in a manger (2007:191). Here, Luther’s approach is clearly 

distinguished from even the medieval scholastics, whose theological starting-point is 

often with the being of God. The Lutheran view has always been more redemptive 

historical in orientation, rather than purely metaphysical. However, while Bayer is correct 

on these points, what he proposes is a false dichotomy. Either one adopts an ahistorical 

Aristotelian conception of divinity, or one concedes that God is not immutable. God is 

either known through reason or through his self-revelation in Christ. On both of these 

points, Lutheran scholasticism offers a via media.  

 As discussed in the previous chapter, nearly all Christian thinkers who are 

philosophically oriented have distinguished themselves from the false conceptions of 

divinity taught by the Greeks (Barnard 1967:27-38). A belief in the Trinity and incarnation 

radically alters the philosophies of both Plato and Aristotle. Yet, none of these theologians 

then posed an absolute dichotomy between a metaphysical approach to God and a 

Christian one, as it was acknowledged that certain aspects of God discovered by Aristotle 

and Plato are also given in Biblical revelation. The New Testament itself began this 

process of acknowledging both the value and limits of rational thought. In Romans 1, St. 

Paul acknowledges that creation itself testifies to God’s existence and attributes, which 

are “clearly seen,” leaving no excuse for unbelievers to reject him (Rom. 1:20). There is 

no dichotomy here in Paul that God is either known by contemplation of creation or 

through the incarnation of Christ. While Bayer refers to discussion of God’s attributes 

apart from the incarnation as idolatry, Paul appears to do quite the opposite. It is the 

rejection of such devotion to the divine attributes that is labeled idolatry. Paul does the 

same in his speech at Athens, wherein he acknowledges that truth about God is to be 

found in pagan philosophers. Paul cites the poet Aratus as speaking truth about God 

when he states that “in Him we live and move, and have our being” (Acts 17:28). Paul 
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does not oppose rational deduction about God from creation, to the point that he praises 

various truths found in non-Christian philosophers and poets. What Bayer’s position 

appears to lead to here is an opposition to natural theology, which is a distinctively Biblical 

category. Forde’s stance is even more harsh, as he rejects the field of apologetics 

altogether. Such is hard to synthesize with Paul’s own words.  

 What should be acknowledged in this discussion is the distinction Luther makes 

between the general knowledge of God, and proper knowledge of God cited in the 

previous chapter. In terms of general knowledge, one can indeed deduce various truths 

about God’s nature and attributes through the use of reason. Such reason is also utilized 

to discover moral truths of God’s law which are built into creation. It is in this context that 

it is not wrong at all to deduce God’s essence through a contemplation of truth, goodness, 

and beauty which are reflections of the divine nature, and the source of these attributes 

in the world. Bayer argues, in contrast, that such a perspective on divinity is “shattered by 

painful disillusionment” for the theologian of the cross (Bayer 2007:26). Yet, this 

establishes a strong break with the entire Christian tradition, which has always identified 

God as the source of these various attributes of the world which are a reflection of the 

divine nature. Had Luther rejected this concept, surely his critique of such a strong 

Augustinian notion would be mentioned somewhere. Instead, it is better to recognize that 

Luther’s theology of the cross is in reference to the gospel in particular, rather than any 

knowledge of God whatsoever. While general knowledge of God can use human reason 

to discern various truths about God and the world, it does not lead to salvation. The gospel 

is only received through proper knowledge of God which is known solely through the 

incarnation and death of Christ. For the theologian then, general knowledge of God can 

be gained through reason, but proper knowledge only by the humiliation of Christ. There 

is no reason to view these two ideas as mutually exclusive realities. This preserves 

Bayer’s concern to centralize knowledge of God in the person of Christ, while also 

recognizing the validity of natural revelation.  

 Bayer’s thesis largely depends upon his reading of the Heidelberg Disputation, 

which in his view, rejects classical Greek thought. Any notions of an attempt to find a 
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unifying metaphysic is, for Bayer, a theology of glory. Metaphysics is described as 

“justifying thinking” which is just as problematic as works-righteousness in his view. Forde 

echoes this through his writings as well, wherein the idea of the theology of glory is quite 

broad, denying all earlier philosophical approaches to Theism. As discussed in the 

previous chapter, however, this reading of the disputation is simply wrong. A read only of 

the various theses which discuss Aristotle might lead to this conclusion, but in his 

philosophical theses, Luther does not reject all metaphysical certainty as “justifying 

thinking” or as a “theology of glory.” Instead, Luther argues against Aristotelianism, not 

because of its adherence to metaphysical realism, but because such a realism is not 

strong enough (Parker 2013). One of the aspects of both Plato and Aristotle of which 

Bayer is the most critical is the assumption that things which are unchanging are to be 

privileged over that which undergoes change. For Bayer, this leads to the unbiblical notion 

of an unmoved mover (2007:9). Yet, Luther’s critique of Aristotle demonstrates the 

complete opposite assumption. He prefers Plato’s philosophy because it does not “crawl 

in the dregs” of matter like Aristotelianism, and because Plato prefers singular, 

unchanging, and insensible things (Parker 2013). In his treatment of the supposed 

justifying thinking that Luther argues against, Bayer purports that such false thinking is 

“driven by the compulsion to demonstrate that every individual particular thing is based 

on something general” (Bayer 2007:190). Is that not precisely what Luther argues is a 

proper thing to do in these theses? As an early writing of Luther, this does not 

demonstrate that Luther always remained a committed Platonist. However, what it does 

prove is that Luther’s Heidelberg Disputation cannot be honestly used in opposition to 

classical philosophy.  

 There are also thoroughly Biblical grounds to affirm essentialism. It is not a pure 

rational deduction from contemplation, but is the system which is most consistent with 

special revelation. The existence of distinct essences stands behind the entire creation 

account of Genesis 1. The author writes of this act as an orderly one, wherein God first 

makes distinctive realms of sky, water, and earth, and then fills those realms with 

creatures. Everything is said to be made “according to its kind” (Gen. 1:21). A nominalist 
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conception of reality has difficulty in understanding such language, which gives a clear 

implication that there are distinctive essences which make up each created thing. A bird 

is a bird not simply because humans categorized particular creatures in such a way, as 

they existed as a species before humanity was created. While not an extensive 

philosophical treatise, it is hard to ignore the fact that there are clear metaphysical realities 

exposited in the creation narrative. This is especially important for the unity of the human 

race throughout Scripture. The incarnation would be meaningless were there not a 

universal essence of humanness which Jesus took part in. Were there only particular 

individual things and no universals, Jesus had no need to come in flesh at all, as there 

would then be nothing to tie that human nature to others. 

 Such an essentialist approach to reality is denied by a vast number of 

contemporary Lutheran sources, even when examining earlier Lutheranism. Paulson, for 

example, speaks about a problem that Lutheran theology has “always had” with 

metaphysics and ontology, giving the impression that such a critique has been universal 

in Lutheran thought (Paulson 2011:72-73). As has been significantly demonstrated, such 

is simply not the case, even in Luther. The actual content of this critique Paulson gives of 

metaphysics from a Lutheran approach is also heavily problematic in light of the actual 

source material as explained in the previous chapter. While implicating metaphysics as a 

field of inquiry, Paulson criticizes primarily a Platonic notion of essences, arguing that its 

primary problem is the search to find God apart from physical created reality through acts 

of thought. He refers to this as “abstraction from created life” (Paulson 2011:72). Using 

the narrative of Adam and Eve, Paulson speaks about the intimate presence of God 

through created things. He writes about a peach which an individual might eat, and argues 

that God is present within the peach itself, not in some abstract category of “peachiness” 

(2011:73). He then argues that sin, for Adam and Eve, consisted in their rejection of God-

in-things, and instead the attempt to gain a metaphysical understanding of God by finding 

him apart from created objects (2011:74). He further gives a definition of sin itself in light 

of this as, “seeking to have God without a preacher, and so to have God immediately, 

apart from created things” (2011:74). The problems in Paulson’s treatment of 



161 
 

metaphysics are numerous. 

 The first area of difficulty with Paulson’s argument is that he simply does not 

accurately represent classical metaphysics. His entire notion of essences being that 

which exists apart from individual particular objects only implicates Platonism, but the 

assumption is that such denies any sort of Greek metaphysic. If Paulson’s concern is 

simply that there is no essence apart from particulars, then he should have no problems 

with Aristotelianism. He fails to make any strong distinction between various forms of 

essentialism at all. Also, at least in the Neoplatonic tradition adopted by Christian 

theologians, God is by no means divorced from material reality. In some ways, it is the 

Neoplatonic tradition which is more literal in its connection between God and the world. 

For the Neoplatonist, all created things are participatory, in that they exist as an overflow 

of God’s own being. In Eastern theology, every created object participates in God’s 

energies. If this is the case, then God is not completely divorced from creation as 

Paulson’s criticism implies. While an extreme form of apophatic theology, such as that 

found in Pseudo-Dionysius might be accurately criticized with Paulson’s arguments here, 

such is not the case with the entirety of the Neoplatonic tradition.  

 Another concern is that his contention that one is never to reason beyond created 

things to God’s nature is a novelty within the Lutheran tradition. Explained above, Luther 

argues in the Heidelberg Disputation that creation does indeed point one beyond sensible 

things to the ideal. Paulson’s exposition of Luther fails to include any mention or 

interaction with this, which would seem to overthrow his entire argument. Perhaps Luther 

disregarded all of his Neoplatonic influence at some point in his career, and developed 

an opposing metaphysic. However, until such is demonstrated from Luther’s own writings, 

an assertion cannot be made honestly. Johann Gerhard similarly speaks, as cited in the 

previous chapter, about the participatory nature of reality. All things participate in aspect 

of God’s being such as his goodness, love, and mercy. When these attributes are found 

in the created world, this results in contemplation of God who is the source of such 

attributes. Neither Luther nor Gerhard saw these convictions as somehow in opposition 

to their sacramental theology or immanentist approach to God’s interaction in the world, 
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as Paulson contends.  

 The third flaw in Paulson’s argument is that his contentions are completely absent 

from the Scriptural text. The story of the Fall has had a numerous number of interpreters 

throughout the centuries, and exegetes have disagreed on the exact nature of the sin of 

Adam. Perhaps it was pride in his desire to be like God, or self-love, or an attempt to 

please one’s own appetites over obedience to divine commands (Schmid 1899:237). 

Despite such disagreements on the nature of this sin, no one other than Paulson (as far 

as this author is aware) has argued that sin involved an attempt to do metaphysics apart 

from created things. There is simply nothing in the text whatsoever that could lead to such 

a conclusion, which appears to be pure speculation. Similarly, Paulson’s definition of sin 

as searching for God apart from created things has no Biblical support whatsoever. As 

most systematicians recognize, sin is primarily a violation of divine commands (Schmid 

1899:231). If Paulson’s approach has validity, such must be demonstrated from the text. 

While Lutheran thinkers have often criticized enthusiasm and other attempts to find 

revelation apart from word and sacrament, they do not arrive at the conclusions that 

Paulson does here.  

 Another example of the anti-metaphysical bias of modern Lutheran scholars is 

found in the text The Lutheran Confessions: History and Theology of the Book of Concord 

by Charles Arand, Robert Kolb, and James Nestingen. The book is valuable and quite 

comprehensive in its historical treatment of the Lutheran confessions. However, there are 

two sections of this text in which are symptomatic of the problems inherent within the 

Radical Lutheran method. The first is the treatment of the Flacian controversy addressed 

in Article I of the Formula of Concord, and the second is Article III which explains the 

nature of saving righteousness. The first article is about a dispute between Victorin Strigel 

and Matthias Flacius over the nature of original sin. Strigel contended that sin was an 

accidental property of the human nature, and Flacius replied that it was instead of the 

essence of fallen humanity. The authors of The Lutheran Confessions contend that the 

flaw in Strigel’s presentation was in his use of Aristotelian categories, which are described 

as a “dead-end street” (Arand 2012:206). Flacius’ flaw, also, was not in his identification 
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with sin and essence, but in following Strigel into the “swamp of joining biblical concepts 

and Aristotelian categories,” which is an “alien paradigm” (2012:206). Further, use of 

Aristotelian categories of substance and accident necessarily result in “contradiction” with 

Scripture (2012:206). Following their criticisms of both Strigel and Flacius, the authors 

discuss the response of the Formula in which they state that language of substance and 

accidents operate on a metaphysical framework which is opposed to biblical anthropology 

(2012:210). The issue with this critique is that it ignores the actual solution of the Formula 

of Concord. 

 While the authors of the aforementioned book purport that the flaw in Strigel’s 

approach was his use of Aristotle, the authors of the Formula have a very different view 

on the discussion. The use of such distinctions is never questioned by the document, nor 

is there any contention that substantial language has an unbiblical metaphysical basis. In 

contrast, quite the opposite is the case. The article states that the existence of both 

substances and accidental properties is an “indisputable axiom in theology” (FC SD I.55). 

It is further explained as an “indisputable truth” which “no intelligent man has ever has 

any doubts” about (FC SD I.56). This is a vigorous affirmation of this aspect of Aristotelian 

metaphysics. The solution the Formula offers is that sin is, indeed, an accidental property 

rather than a substantial one, as Strigel had argued. However, it is clarified that this 

accidental property is thorough in its impact upon the human creature, so that free will in 

spiritual things is no longer intact in the unregenerate person. The contrast between the 

Formula and its modern interpreters is striking on this point.  

 The second place where this text addresses metaphysical issues in relation to the 

Formula of Concord is in Article III which interacts with Andreas Osiander’s view of God’s 

righteousness. This controversy surrounded the nature of justifying faith and its relation 

to Christ’s indwelling in the human person. It is apparent that, as with the previous issue, 

the authors of The Lutheran Confessions address his view in a very different manner than 

the Formula of Concord. The authors of the former text note that the problem in 

Osiander’s theology was his adoption of a Neoplatonic metaphysic which differentiates 

his thought from a Hebraic manner of thinking (2012:218). It is argued that his view of 
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Luther’s theology was guided through his (seemingly errant) presuppositions, of which 

divine simplicity is identified (2012:219). The difference between Luther and Osiander is 

that the former thinker developed a manner of reasoning based on relation and “creative 

speaking,” while the latter was bound by “categories of substance” (2012:219). 

Justification, for Arand, Kolb and Nestingen, is described solely with the categories of 

relation, while Osiander viewed reality as “eternal ontological substances” (2012:225). 

This resulted in Osiander’s metaphysical approach to justification which resulted from a 

union of the divine and human substance through indwelling, while Luther retained a 

strictly forensic approach. The problem with this treatment is that while these authors 

contend that the primary differentiation between Osiander and the Formula of Concord is 

one of metaphysics, the authors themselves do not make such a connection.  

 It is clear that the authors of the Formula are not opposed to writing within the 

categories of substance, which is the implication of Arand, Kolb, and Nestingen’s 

treatment. This is obvious in that Article I explicitly affirms the essentialist division 

between substance and accident in Aristotelian philosophy. Further, the authors here 

speak negatively about Osiander’s supposed “scholastic” view of God’s essence as 

simple (2012:218). However, these writers all affirmed Article I of the Augsburg 

Confession which includes divine simplicity in its definition of God. In their refutation of 

Osiander, the authors of the Formula outline their criticism of his approach to justification 

as twofold. First, they contend that there is a distinction between justification and the 

indwelling of God. The Formula contends that justification means, “to declare righteous 

and free from sins,” whereas Osiander associated it with making one intrinsically 

righteous (FC SD III.17). The problem was not with Osiander’s definition of divine 

indwelling as such, but in his conflation of such an act with justification (FC SD III.28). 

This leads to a misunderstanding of the relationship between justification and 

sanctification which, in turn, can lead to burdened consciences (FC SD III.30). The 

second criticism of Osiander is that he identified redemption solely with the divine nature 

of Christ, without the human (FC SD III.60). In contrast, they argued that salvation arises 

from the work of Christ according to both natures. They never criticize Platonism or argue 
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for a linguistic or relational approach to reality. 

 What is demonstrated in the treatment of these two sections of the Formula of 

Concord by Arand, Kolb, and Nestingen is that there are fundamental differences 

between their approach and that of the authors of the Formula. In both articles addressed 

by the authors, The Lutheran Confessions gives extensive criticisms of Greek 

metaphysics. The underlying problem with Strigel’s anthropology is identified as his use 

of the categories of substance and accident. The Formula stands in stark contrast to this, 

as the use of Aristotelian metaphysics is not only accepted, but praised as an indisputable 

truth. Arand, Kolb, and Nestingen identify the problem with Osiander’s approach to 

justification, similarly, as his adoption of Greek metaphysical constructs. The Formula 

does not address these issues at all. The document demonstrates no disagreement with 

his metaphysical system, but instead with Osiander’s construction of the ordo salutis in 

which the mystical union and sanctification precede justification. The anti-metaphysical 

bias of some contemporary Lutheran thought has impacted how historical sources are 

read. This is true, also, of some treatments of the doctrine of God which similarly oppose 

classical ontology.  

 As discussed in the previous chapter, the scholastic thinkers affirm that God is the 

source of all being in the world, and that as this divine source, he is simple, immutable, 

and impassible. This is foundational to the development of their respective theological 

systems. These basic assumptions are challenged by Forde and Bayer who argue that 

classical theism is not a Biblical concept, but an imposition of metaphysics. In contrast to 

the scholastics, Bayer argues that Biblical theology is in “grave conflict with Greek 

metaphysics and ontology” (Bayer 2007:188). To substantiate this thesis, Bayer cites a 

single Biblical text from Hosea 11:7-11, which speaks about God relenting from his anger 

toward Ephraim and Israel. Bayer understands such texts in a univocal sense, rather than 

simply by way of anthropomorphism. This text, and others, demonstrate a genuine 

change within God himself. Bayer makes several somewhat shocking statements in this 

regard, stating that God “is not identical with himself; he is not consistent with himself,” 

(2007:188) and that “God is not consistent but contradicts himself” (104:104). Like Paul 
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Hinlickey (2016) and Robert Jenson (1997), Bayer views God’s unity not as a present 

ontological reality, but as an eschatological goal. He is unified in the ends for which he is 

working, toward the unification of all things. This results in a great differentiation between 

his own view and that of Gerhard discussed earlier who describes God’s essence largely 

through an exposition of the doctrine of divine simplicity. 

 The literature on these subjects is extremely vast, and all of the particulars are not 

discussed here. As Bayer’s statements regarding metaphysical unity in God are brief, a 

response need not be that extensive. Here, some problems which arise in that approach 

are demonstrated briefly. The text which Bayer cites is one of many which speak about 

change within the divine mind. Often, in Scripture, God is said to relent in his decisions. 

The division here is not between those who take such texts seriously and those who do 

not, as Bayer’s simplistic explanation might imply. As discussed in the previous chapter, 

Gerhard, following Aquinas, believed that God is to be understood analogously. Scripture 

attributes aspects to divinity which are common not to the divine, but to the human nature. 

This is done due to the limitations of the human mind, because of the fact that a created 

thing is not able to have a proper grasp of an infinite simple divine nature (Feser 

2017:136). This is related to the distinction between archetypal and ectypal theology. 

Creatures are only capable of derivative knowledge of God, and such derivative 

knowledge utilizes figures of speech and anthropomorphism. Such a reality is recognized 

by all commentators, unless one is willing to concede that God the Father has a physical 

body (Is. 59:1) and wings (Ps. 91:4). Such a response might seem simplistic, but it 

demonstrates the fact that a simple citation about an aspect of God does not in itself 

demonstrate how such a text is to be interpreted. There are several Biblical reasons to 

affirm the basic tenants of Classical Theism such as God’s unity, immutability, simplicity, 

and impassibility.  

 Debates surrounding classical attributes of God cannot be decided by mere proof 

texting, as some model for God’s being must be considered in order for the texts 

themselves to be synthesized. One example of such a difficulty is 1 Samuel 15, wherein 

God speaks about the fact that he regrets having made Saul king over Israel (1 Sam. 
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15:35). However, within that same chapter, Samuel declares of God that, “He is not a 

man, that He should relent” (1 Sam. 15:29). If one believes in consistency within the 

Biblical text, some synthesis of these two concepts must be attempted (see Weinandy 

2002 for an extensive work on the subject). Other texts which affirm classic attributes are 

Malachi 3:6 in which God states, “I do not change,” and James 1:17 which affirms that 

“there is no variation or shadow of turning” within God. Such ideas are hard to synthesize 

with Bayer’s contention that God is inconsistent with himself. In a recent book, Jordan 

Barrett has argued that the Scriptural divine names, such as Yahweh demonstrate 

Classical Theistic attributes such as divine simplicity (Barrett 2017). Another text which is 

particularly illuminating in this regard is Acts 14:15. While ministering in Lystra, Paul and 

Barnabas are recognized as gods due to their miracle working. In their attempt to distance 

themselves from divinity, Paul and Barnabas say, “We also are men with like passions as 

you” (KJV). While many modern translations render the text, “the same nature” (NKJV), 

the actual term used is homoiopatheis, which translates literally in the King James 

rendering. This is significant, because Paul and Barnabas distinguish themselves from 

God specifically by noting that they differ from God in that they have human passions, or 

emotions. This necessarily makes a strong ontological distinction between the Creator 

and creatures in relation to passions, thus denoting God’s impassibility (Baines 2016:193-

197). These and other texts demonstrate that the case Bayer makes is not so simple, as 

to simply dismiss classical metaphysical notions of the divine attributes as purely Greek, 

rather than biblical. The scholastic tradition has a strong Biblical grounding in its view of 

God.  

 The arguments against classical metaphysics given by Forde, Paulson, Bayer, 

Arand, Kolb, and Nestingen are without solid grounding. They are often dependent upon 

misunderstandings of essentialism, as is clear especially in Paulson’s treatment, wherein 

he fails to even differentiate Aristotelian and Platonic philosophies. They also fail to 

account for the Biblical data, in which it is assumed that each created thing has a 

distinctive identity which unites it to other objects of that species. None of these authors 

attempt to deal with this issue, and Paulson reads his anti-metaphysical bias into the 
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Genesis narrative, which is nowhere apparent in the text at all. It has also been 

demonstrated that these Radical Lutheran convictions are often applied to the study of 

historical Lutheran documents, which is not consistent with the teaching of those texts. 

The Heidelberg Disputation, for example, is often treated in opposition to classical 

metaphysics, but Platonism is actually affirmed in the philosophical theses in the text. The 

clearest example of this divergence is Article I of the Formula in which the document 

defends the use of Aristotelian metaphysics, while the interpreters do precisely the 

opposite. These divergences are further explored through the existential prioritizing of 

existence over essence.  

   

4.2.4 Existence Precedes Essence 

The most fundamental aspect of existential thought is the contention that existence 

precedes essence. This phrase, initially proposed by Sartre, has become a common 

principle used to define the movement (Barrett 1962:102). This is significant for the 

present project, as a division is apparent between a metaphysic which prioritizes essence, 

over one which prioritizes existence. The prioritization of essence is a presupposition of 

the scholastic method, whereas it is not in Radical Lutheran sources. It is important to 

note that in this context, existence has a more specific definition than simply the fact that 

a thing is. Etienne Gilson, for example, has proposed a kind of existentialism in Aquinas, 

wherein existence has primacy over essence (Gilson 1949). However, existential thinkers 

are not using the term in its Thomistic manner, and thus Gilson should not be considered 

an existentialist in the sense of the term used here. Existence, instead, is related to one’s 

decisions in the world. The self is not some type of abstract entity whose nature 

determines action. Instead, one is self-creative. For classical philosophy, there is a 

distinctive human essence, which is shared between each individual. For the 

existentialists, this is false, as each person defines his own being through free action. 

Each of these thinkers speak of some kind of a movement from captivity to freedom, in 

which one’s essence is actualized. The nature of such a transition is described in different 
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ways depending upon the philosopher. For Kierkegaard, one must make a leap of faith 

which is opposed to rational deduction, which leads to a life of freedom (Bretall 1936:xxi). 

For Heidegger, one makes the transition from inauthentic to authentic existence by 

recognizing the oppressive systems into which one is thrown and then choosing to live 

through free individual decision (Olson 1962:134). In whatever ways philosophers 

categorize the nature of this leap into existence, all agree that there is some kind of 

existential act which determines essence, rather than the reverse which is proposed by 

essentialism.  

 Because of his influence on Rudolf Bultmann, Heidegger’s approach to 

authenticity is perhaps most significant for theology, though Sartre, Camus, and 

Kierkegaard all posit similar conceptions of such a transition (Barrett 1962:213). 

Heidegger speaks about humans as having been “thrown” into existence. No one 

chooses to be born, or to be a part of any specific culture or time. The reality of this 

situation is described as one’s “facticity.” One’s thrownness results in a number of 

expectations which are placed upon each individual, which again, are never self-

chosen. The actions that one takes are not self-determined, but guided by others, who 

Heidegger refers to as “They” (Olson 1962:136). This “They” places expectations upon 

everyone so that decisions are not truly free. One is bound by others, without even 

recognizing such to be the case. Self-identity is essentially non-existent, as one is 

simply lost in the masses. This leads to a state of “alienation” from one’s own self. This 

kind of mindless existence under the power of the “They” is inauthentic existence. This 

lack of freedom leads one to despair and anxiety, along with the recognition that death 

is an inevitability. In order to control such anxiety, one pushes off the thoughts of death, 

living as if existence is eternal, and continues to find one’s identity in factors such as 

work or culture, avoiding any true understanding of identity. Heidegger proposes a 

solution to this dilemma through his conception of authenticity. 

 For Heidegger, humans come to several moments of decision in their lives, and 

such moments lead to free actions which are self-determinative (Friedman 1964:134). A 

man who was raised in a family of doctors where it is the expectation of all of his family 
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members that he will do the same might come to the realization that he is only on this 

path due to circumstances outside of himself. He was never truly free in making such a 

decision. At the point of this recognition, the man is at a moment of crisis. He can simply 

ignore his discovery, and fall back into the comfortable world of the “they,” accepting the 

norms pressed upon him by family members and thus continue in the occupation laid out 

before him. This remains a position of inauthenticity. However, he has the ability at that 

moment to take hold of his own identity, recognizing that he has the ability to make free 

personal decisions. At this crucial moment, one might then make the decision to disregard 

the external expectations placed upon him, and then do something different. Perhaps he 

rejects his family occupation to pursue art. Yet, even at this point, one can fall back into 

inauthenticity. He might attend an art school, and simply adopt whatever painting 

techniques are taught by instructors, then living again purely for the “they” of the art world, 

pursuing whatever norms are placed upon those within it. Life is continually made up of 

such moments of decision. 

 John MacQuarrie has demonstrated that the basic structures of Heidegger’s 

thought on these points are found in Rudolf Bultmann, and especially in his interpretation 

of St. Paul. One of the areas of commonality between Heidegger and Bultmann is in their 

respective interpretations of the world. For the philosopher, the world is a kind of 

imprisonment, as one’s destiny is bound by his own circumstances and culture (1955:86). 

This is tied to St. Paul’s conception of the term kosmos, which is not simply a locative 

phrase, but instead refers to the oppressive forces outside of oneself. For Bultmann, 

demonic powers are simply a mythological way of explaining such a situation. MacQuarrie 

argues that Paul has a concept of facticity, like Bultmann, wherein one’s being-in-the-

world limits the possibilities of each individual. This results in a situation of de-

personalization, wherein personal identity is absorbed by the masses of society. For the 

Christian, however, one is freed from the oppressive factors of the kosmos, yet one still 

remains within it. This being-in-the-world expressed by both St. Paul and St. John is one’s 

facticity, and the freedom in Christ over the tyranny of the world is one’s possibility 

(1955:98). The situation of fallenness, for Bultmann, is not defined by a legal guilt over 
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sin, but instead, sin refers to a concrete situation in which the person is alienated both 

from God and from one’s fellow creatures. MacQuarrie refers to sin as an “ontological 

conception,” which is definitional for one’s experience in the world (1955:109). In this 

existential mode of understanding, Bultmann rejects theological explication through 

language of substance, seeing for example, the spirit and body dualism in St. Paul not as 

essential qualities of a human essence, but as two simultaneous existential realities. The 

spirit is possibility, but the body facticity. This existential examination of fallenness is used 

by the Radical Lutheran authors. 

 For Radical Lutheran thinkers, including Forde, Paulson, and Bayer, the primary 

manner in which inauthentic existence is described is through language of law. In Gerhard 

Forde’s Where God Meets Man, he argues strongly against what he described as the 

“ladder scheme” which is definitional of scholastic theology (Forde 1972:15). In this 

conception, the law is defined by a specific set of moral commandments given by God to 

his creation. This law is eternal in nature as a reflection of God’s moral character. The 

gospel, then, is defined by the law, as a legal exchange. Jesus actively obeys the law on 

behalf of sinners, and then dies to pay the penalty owed to God by those who have broken 

it. Forde rejects this scheme both for its understanding of the law and of the gospel. He 

rejects the notion that the law is something “static and unchangeable,” (Forde 1972:111) 

but he instead defines it as a “voice” which confronts the individual throughout life, only 

silenced in death (1972:15). In a telling statement, he argues that “the law is not only a 

specific set of demands as such, but rather in terms of what it does to you” (1972:15). 

Law is removed from the realm of the metaphysical into the existential. Forde gives a 

helpful illustration of the difference between these two approaches by speaking of the law 

as a ladder and a circle. In the scholastic view, the law is like a ladder which one must 

climb in order to reach God. Sin has removed the possibility from humans of climbing that 

ladder. Jesus, therefore, comes as a substitute in order to climb the ladder in the place of 

humanity. Even the gospel, then, includes the concept of the law as a ladder to God. 

Forde rejects this conception, and instead argues that the law is like a circle which 

surrounds each individual, and they are unable to escape. Using Sartre’s language, Forde 
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declares that the law proclaims: “NO EXIT” (Forde 1972:36). Forde, like Bultmann, 

changes the definition of sin from earlier thinkers, not as a violation of divine precepts, 

but as an existential situation in which the human person finds themselves.  

 This existential approach to the law is followed by other authors. Paulson rejects 

what he labels the “legal scheme” which is identical with the ladder theology explained by 

Forde. One important aspect of Paulson’s treatment is his explanation of the relationship 

between the law and God’s wrath. Like Forde, Paulson rejects any attempt to define the 

law as an eternal moral standard. Instead, he defines the law by its association with the 

wrath of God, arguing that “the law is an expression of God’s wrath” (Paulson 2011:67). 

It is not simply that God’s law has an essence apart from wrath which incurs the anger of 

God only after sin, but that such wrath is definitional of its nature. Paulson argues that 

there is no proportionality between the extent of one’s sin and the wrath which then 

corresponds to it (2011:79). The gospel then is radically different from the law, as Christ 

comes outside of the law itself (2011:81). What Paulson’s portrayal ultimately leads to is 

a God whose wrath is arbitrary. In scholasticism, it is affirmed that God is perfectly just, 

and the need to fulfill such justice is behind the substitutionary atonement. In Paulson’s 

scheme, God can hardly be declared just, as his wrath is poured out without any regard 

to the actual sins which exists in those it affects. This is why he concludes that the law, 

as wrath, also accuses Christ himself. He argues that the law is not “blind lady justice” 

which executes its punishment justly upon those who are guilty (2011:104), and thus it 

accuses Jesus of sin along with everyone else. Such an approach is incompatible with 

any contention that God himself is just, as God simply has wrath toward everyone 

according to the law without any regard for their actual sins whatsoever. The reason 

Paulson can speak in such a way is because sin is associated with man’s existential 

situation, rather than a violation of divine commands. Law, wrath, and sin are all 

descriptive existential terms which define the human situation apart from the gospel. The 

legal conception of such concepts is rejected, and there are profound theological 

implications of this formulation. 

 Oswald Bayer also speaks of man’s situation under the law in existential terms.  
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He defines this in some detail in his work Living By Faith: Justification and Sanctification. 

For Bayer, the central question of all human existence is that of justification. All people 

are in need of acknowledgment and affirmation. He categorizes both “being” and “non-

being” by way of such acts by others (Bayer 2003:1). Use of such a concept of being is 

Heideggerian in orientation, rather than essentialist. Like Heidegger, he raises the 

question of why one is existent rather than non-existent, and he argues that this basic 

human question seeks an answer through justification by way of others (2003:3). For 

Bayer, such a dilemma is always societally conditioned. The human person is never to 

be isolated, but can only be understood by way of one’s relatedness to others. Here, 

again, a connection with Heidegger is clear, wherein people live not for themselves but 

for approval in the eyes of others (the “They”). This is the struggle which the doctrine of 

justification answers. This kind of inauthentic existence is universal, wherein people seek 

to find acknowledgment through the approval of others, and authentic existence is that 

which is achieved through God’s act of justification. 

 Human attempts to solve this need to be mutually recognized are twofold: moral 

and metaphysical. For Bayer, salvation by law is “justifying doing” (2003:21). Recognition 

and meaning are sought in moral acts, wherein people prove their right to exist by way of 

ethical effort. In doing so, one finds meaning in the self, and is unable to truly escape this 

battle for justification. This is connected with the traditional Lutheran understand of 

humanity existing under God’s law. The law offers only a justification by doing, but such 

is an impossibility. The second form of seeking recognition is the study of metaphysics. 

Bayer sees classic essentialist philosophy as an attempt to achieve justification by way 

of thinking. Metaphysics seeks to overcome the divisions and difficulties in the world by 

positing a unified ontological principle (2003:22). In each of these modes of self-

justification, one remains entrenched in guilt. Apart from faith, we “experience the world 

as the wrath of God” (2003:30). While it would not be accurate to simply say that Bayer’s 

view of God’s wrath is one of pure subjectivity, his emphasis on law and wrath tends to 

be that of an experience of the world, rather than the objective violation of divine law. 

Throughout his work, man’s situation under the law and the subsequent doctrine of 
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justification are framed existentially. 

 Forde, Paulson, and Bayer all explain a type of inauthentic existence which 

common characteristics with existential philosophy. None of these writers describe the 

law as the eternal and objective will of God which corresponds to his own nature, as is 

the contention of Lutheran scholasticism. Sin is not a violation of divine precepts which 

need to be satisfied in order to appease God’s just will. For Forde, life under the law is 

one of being entrapped by the experience of God’s wrath with an inability to escape. 

Paulson follows Forde on this point, arguing that there is no proportionality between God’s 

wrath and human sin. Bayer uses further conceptions of justification not merely as a 

theological term to describe the imputation of Christ’s righteousness, but as a search for 

meaning. This search for meaning leads one to a place of non-being where one is 

dependent upon the acknowledgement of others, often through moral striving. These 

approaches to divine law are all decidedly existential in orientation. The solution to such 

a dilemma is also existential in nature, and it promotes a priority of existence over essence 

as in the classic existential formula. The difference between the Radical Lutheran authors 

and existential philosophers (and it is certainly no minor difference) is that one is released 

from the inauthenticity of existence not by a free act of human decision, but through the 

work of God.  

 For Heidegger, Dasein can make a transition from inauthentic to authentic 

existence. This is done through a moment of free decision in which one determines not 

to allow outside forces to define the self by the expectations of the They. MacQuarrie 

argues that the Christian life, from Bultmann’s perspective, might “fairly be called the 

authentic existence of man” (MacQuarrie 1955:137). As fallenness results in the loss of 

one’s true being through entrapment in sin and death, the Creator brings humanity back 

into being. This is the function of Paul’s language of pneuma (spirit), which is not an 

ontological contention regarding the essence of humanity, but instead identifies a way of 

being in which one is “oriented to God” (MacQuarrie 1955:138). Here, Bultmann utilizes 

the concepts in Heidegger but radically changes them into a Christian form. For 

Heidegger, one turns toward pure nothingness while facing and accepting the reality of 
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death. The turn, in Bultmann, is toward God and the promises of life. Such a turn is not 

Pelagian in orientation as one might imply from the existential notion of radical freedom. 

Instead, this conversion occurs by grace. This grace is not a substance or mere status, 

but an event through which Christ means the hearer in the kerygma, and opens up the 

possibility of true existence (MacQuarrie 1955:156). For Bultmann, the saving work of 

Christ is not so much the past work of redemption, but the event of the present in which 

the proclamation of Christ gives authentic being by grace. 

 This conception of grace as event is formulated in Bultmann’s unique 

eschatological approach. The German theologian sets his ideas forth in a series of 

lectures published under the title The Presence of Eternity in which he formulates a 

Christian approach to history in relation to other philosophers and historians. Bultmann 

contends that the human person is a historical being, related to the past but not being 

bound by it. One is always before an open future, full of possibility (Bultmann 1957:141). 

Faith, for the Christian, involves opening oneself up to these new possibilities in Christ. 

The act of salvation, for Bultmann, is eschatological as one remains both a time-bound 

being, but also removed from the world by grace (1957:152). It is the paradoxical nature 

of this existence which Bultmann refers to as Luther’s simul iustus et peccator principle 

(1957:154). History, for Bultmann, is always to be described as present history as it 

relates to the human subject, as one cannot stand objectively as a spectator viewing 

reality outside of personal experience. Instead, history is to be found in a personalized 

eschatology, wherein Christ opens up the individual for a new free life, not bound by law 

(1957:155). Several of these basic conceptions of an eschatological approach to personal 

history are used by Gerhard Forde. 

 I have categorized Forde’s approach to the law and gospel as a “personalized 

eschatological” one (Cooper 2017:86). While Lutheran scholastics identify both law and 

gospel as objective historical realities, Forde places them in the category of event. The 

law is identified with the experience of wrath, and the gospel of salvation. In doing this, 

Forde utilizes an eschatology which is similar to that of Bultmann, emphasizing the dual 

nature of the individual as one who simultaneously exists in this age (law) and the age to 
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come (gospel). The place in which this idea is explained in the most depth is his text 

Justification by Faith: A Matter of Death and Life.  

 In this text, Forde argues against the scholastic understanding of the Lutheran 

doctrine of justification. He speaks about two metaphors which have been used in the 

exposition of the teaching: the moral or legal, and the death-life (Forde 1990:3). While 

Forde does not eschew legal terms altogether, he opts for the priority of death-life speech.  

Forde argues that soon after the Reformation, such terminology was lost and replaced 

with pure legal language. Forde’s opposition to strong legal language arises from his 

approach to the gospel which does not include either the satisfaction of justice in the 

atonement, or an imputation of Christ’s fulfillment of the law’s requirements to the believer 

(Cooper 2017:91). Since justification does not consist in the imputation of the active and 

passive obedience of Christ, its essence is not in anything legal, but instead in the act of 

death and resurrection. For Forde, justification “is death and resurrection” (1990:4). 

Justification is an event, and in that event the old self dies and the new is raised. This 

leads to a radical understanding of regeneration, wherein the subject himself ceases to 

exist. Forde is critical of the legal metaphor in which “the subject is a continuously existing 

one” (1990:17). He further argues that to “preserve the continuity of the subject” is to kill 

God himself (1990:62). These ideas in Forde’s treatment demonstrate some important 

similarities between his thought and that of Heidegger, and also demonstrate some of the 

profound theological problems with such an approach. 

 Forde’s contention that the death-life metaphor is important in talking about the 

application of salvation is a rather uncontroversial one. Certainly, the doctrine of 

regeneration has historically been spoken of in such a manner. However, the way in which 

he places both the law and the gospel in such a scheme, and particularly justification, 

demonstrates something beyond the older orthodox contention. Forde is operating from 

a personalized-eschatological framework which echoes that of Bultmann. Salvation is 

understood from the perspective of the experience of the subject, rather than through an 

objective forensic decree based upon Christ’s satisfaction of the divine law. This results 

in an approach to law which is existential (defined by its acts on the subject rather than 
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an inherent essence) and a similarly existence idea of the gospel which is also identified 

with its impact in the event of proclamation. Throughout The Law-Gospel Debate Forde 

criticizes legal approaches as negating the eschatological nature of the gospel. It would 

be accurate to say that justification, for Forde, results in a kind of authentic existence. The 

transition to such an authentic eschatological existence does differ from that of Bultmann 

in an important detail. For Bultmann, though authentic existence is achieved by grace, 

one must act freely in faith in order for such to be received. For Forde, any freedom of the 

human subject under law is completely negated. This transition, for Forde, is God’s act of 

election—the human is merely bound (1990:67). This results in a more Lutheran form of 

existential teaching than is apparent in Bultmann.  

 These connections to existentialism may still seem tenuous unless the 

fundamental dogma of such a movement—namely that existence precedes essence—

can be demonstrated to be found in Forde’s writings. The place in which such a 

prioritization is clear is in Forde’s rejection of the continuity of the human subject in the 

transition from death to life. In an essentialist approach which is found in the Book of 

Concord there is a consistency of a personal human essence which persists throughout 

life, including a transition into the regenerate state. Forde’s denial of any traditional notion 

of essence is here apparent. The human subject is determined, not by any created 

substance, but instead by an existential act. Certainly, Forde differs with Heidegger and 

other existential thinkers on the question of exactly who is doing that act, but the 

fundamental conviction remains the same. The theological problems with such a claim 

are innumerable, and demonstrate the importance of retaining substance language in 

theological discourse. In Forde’s view, since there is no continuity of the subject before 

and after justification, redemption is simply non-existent. There is no fundamental “I” who 

is ever redeemed, but instead an ego which is destroyed and a newly created differing 

subject which now exists. This leads to other questions, such as whether this discontinuity 

relates only to an initial conversion or to the daily actions of repentance. Is the conscious 

subject consistently changing? Furthermore, this is at heart a denial of the existence of 

the soul altogether. Christian philosophers contend for the continuous “I” which is distinct 
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from physical processes as the nature of the soul, which is important in contemporary 

debates about physicalism and the spiritual nature of the human person (Moreland 2000). 

On this point, Forde appears to have agreement with the eliminativists who argue that 

consciousness is a mere illusion (Churchland 1989, Quine 1960). In Forde’s view, there 

apparently can be no continuity of a subjective consciousness. Though he himself never 

draws such conclusions, they seem to be an inevitability in his approach.  

 Paulson follows Forde on these points. Along with his teacher, Paulson 

emphasizes the eschatological nature of the gospel, particular through his elaboration of 

Luther’s simul iustus et peccator principle (Paulson 2011:188). The Christian lives 

simultaneously in both the old aeon (under the law) and the new (under the gospel). This, 

for Paulson, is definitive in Paul’s exposition of the law in Romans 7. Throughout his 

argument on this topic, Paulson criticizes von Hoffman, Pannenberg, and others who 

place the law into the context of God’s own justification in the process of history 

(2011:189-191). Rather than world history, for Paulson, the solution is found in personal 

history. Paulson notes that Bultmann is the first within liberal theology to understand that 

in faith, something truly new is brought into being (Paulson 2011:191). However, 

Bultmann fails to grasp the nature of the simul and wrongly imports the notion of a free 

decision into the concept of conversion (2011:192). Paulson’s view results in the concept 

that there are two “yous” (2011:196), which are defined by the law and the Spirit. Since 

he rejects the traditional definition of a human as defined by a created essence, the 

person is defined relationally, either by the law or by Christ. If such is the case, like Forde, 

Paulson cannot defend the notion that a single continually existing conscious subject 

persists from spiritual death to spiritual life. This is why he consistently speaks of 

regeneration as creation ex nihilo, as the new self is discontinuous with the old 

(2011:157). Because of his rejection of the classic Aristotelian substance-accident 

distinction, Paulson rejects Article I of the Formula in its argument that sin is an accidental 

quality writing: “The sins were not just possessions of mine, but they were me” (2011:159). 

Though Paulson is not as blunt as Forde in stating explicitly that the old human subject 

ceases to exist in faith, such appears to be the logical conclusion of his approach. If the 
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“I” is identified with sin, then the redeemed and sinless person at the resurrection must 

be a different “I” altogether. There is, thus, an “existence precedes essence” ontology in 

Paulson, wherein the essence of the human person is defined by God’s existential act 

which occurs in preaching. This act recreates the entire person as a wholly new subject. 

 Along with Forde and Paulson, Bayer uses some of the same themes in his 

approach to justification. However, he adds some unique elements related to the place of 

linguistics in reality; these issues are dealt with in a separate section below. As he 

describes man’s situation of fallenness as a continual attempt to seek affirmation and 

justification from others, so does his approach to authentic existence before God use 

such concepts. In faith, the need to “prove our right to exist” through both justifying 

thinking and justifying acting is destroyed (Bayer 2003:21). In Christ, such a need to 

achieve affirmation through societal pressures is alleviated. This faith is described as an 

experience in which such needs are put to death, as one receives the ability to live outside 

of the self in another (Bayer 2003:25). This leads to a new way of living in which one is 

open to the world, with an acceptance of personal finitude and able to live for the good of 

others (2003:35). In the old sinful way of living, creation is experienced as divine wrath 

(2003:30), but it is now experienced as the voice of God addressing his creatures 

(2003:28). Bayer’s approach here combines several themes inherent in Heidegger’s 

concept of authentic existence. Like the philosopher, Bayer argues that one is free to live 

outside of the expectations of the world in search of affirmation. He also, with Heidegger, 

argues that part of such an existence is an acceptance of finitude and death. For Bayer, 

however, such only happens through the justifying act of God, rather than any free 

decision to live authentically.  

 As these figures are examined in light of the fundamental existential conviction that 

“existence precedes essence,” it is apparent that important elements of this idea are 

adopted by the Radical Lutheran authors. In all of them, there is a kind of inauthentic 

existence which is defined as one’s situation under the law. This causes one to seek 

affirmation from others in ethical performance. The law is defined by its effect in such a 

situation, rather than an objective and eternal standard of God. There is a kind of authentic 
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existence, then, which is achieved in faith as the work of God. This is an event wherein 

God creates faith, and frees one to live outside of the law in the new aeon, though the 

sinful nature lives in the old. The human person is not defined as any particular essence 

which persists over time, but instead through one’s relatedness to God and the law. Due 

to this concept, one’s essence is defined by the act of God in faith that brings the new self 

into existence. It is in this way that, for the Radical Lutheran authors, existence precedes 

essence. Some of these same ideas, and in particular the prioritization of event over 

essence, are apparent in the manner in which revelation and truth are described in these 

writers.  

 

4.2.5 Truth as Event  

Within the scholastic tradition, it is understood that truth is a purely objective reality. A 

true statement is one which corresponds to something that exists outside of itself. This is 

consistent with Aristotelian logic, wherein the discovery of truth is a theoretical and 

scientific enterprise (Long 2013). This conception remained throughout the medieval 

period and at the beginning of the modern era until the birth of modern philosophy. Since 

that time, there have been different understandings of truth which have been proposed 

by philosophers and theologians. While some retain a purely objectivist understanding, 

others have placed truth solely within the realm of the human subject, wherein there is no 

real verification of true statements outside of the individual ego. Many have adopted a 

position which transcends both pure subjectivism and the theoretical understanding of 

truth taught by the Greeks (these positions are chronicled in Wrenn 2014). This is that of 

both Heidegger and the Radical Lutheran authors.  

 For Heidegger, true statements about the world are understood not purely through 

a theoretical explication of the nature of reality. Instead, truth is understood by way of a 

things use to Dasein. John Macquarrie states that Heidegger’s perspective views the 

cosmos, not as an objective essence whose laws are to be theoretically discovered, but 

instead as a “workshop” which one uses for various purposes in the world (1955:49). 
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Objects are understood only as they are needed in one’s own experience, and individual 

things are viewed in the context of the systems in which they are involved insofar as the 

impact man’s existence. Macquarrie gives the example of a fountainpen to describe the 

nature of Heidegger’s understanding of this point (1955:49). The fountainpen is 

composed of a number of different parts, including the material which makes it up and the 

ink it needs to write. When one pulls out a fountainpen, they do not sit and contemplate 

the various pieces and materials which make up that object. Instead, it is viewed in terms 

of its function as an instrument of writing. It is also understood within a particular system: 

that of writing. It’s “essence” for the human subject is its ability to function for the purposes 

of writing, and the individual parts are only considered it light of such a function. One, for 

example, has an awareness of the ink when it dries up, as the function is then hampered 

by such a situation. This is further demonstrated in Heidegger’s definition of truth. 

 Heidegger speaks about truth in an essay titled, “The Essence of Truth,” which 

defines the concept concisely for the present discussion. As with his examination of being, 

Heidegger is not attempting to formulate one theory on this topic in the midst of many 

others. Instead, he seeks to go behind the basic philosophical questions which have 

guided philosophers for generations. While older thinkers posited various theories about 

exactly how truth relates to the human subject, Heidegger desires to get to the much more 

basic question: what is truth? In this essay, he explains the older common perspective as 

that of propositional truth, wherein truth consists in the identification between a concept 

in the intellect and the reality of the thing which the intellect comprehends. In particular, 

Heidegger is critical of Aquinas in this regard, who he argues misunderstands Aristotle. 

Heidegger labels this aspect of truth as veritas, which is then distinguished from aletheia, 

which he perceives to be a more fundamental aspect of the nature of truth. This is defined 

as “unconcealment,” which is an encounter between a person and a being, or beings. 

This unconcealment involves Dasein allowing things to be what they are, rather than 

imposing himself upon them. The most significant thing about this definition of truth is 

that, as Vladislav Suvak explains, “something that happens…an event of being (Ereignis), 

which is only revealed to us” (Suvak 2000:7). This definition of truth as event rather than 
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proposition was highly influential upon Neo-Orthodox theology, and consequently, 

Radical Lutheran authors.  

 John Macquarrie explains the relationship between Heidegger’s concept of truth 

and theology, especially as it is adapted by Rudolf Bultmann. He notes that proper 

knowledge of God is not simply theoretical or scientific, wherein one makes a series of 

propositional statements about deity in the abstract. Instead, he argues, it describes “the 

knowledge which is implicit in our faith in God” (1955:56). Personal history and experience 

are essential aspects of theological explication. Macquarrie cites Paul Tillich on this point, 

who says regarding existential theology: “If the word ‘existential’ points to a participation 

which transcends both subjectivity and objectivity, then man’s relation to the gods is 

rightly called existential” (1955:57). This knowledge is not subjective, because it does not 

consist merely in a description of one’s feelings or personal opinion (1955:50). It is real 

knowledge, based upon an encounter with one who is Other. It is not objective, in that 

one does not explain God as an uninterested observer as one might view the natural 

world. God cannot be described as a First Cause in the scholastic sense, for example 

(1955:63). This approach to theological knowledge as encounter is clear in Bayer, Forde, 

Paulson, and other contemporary Lutheran thinkers. Here, Oswald Bayer’s definition of 

the passive way is critiqued, which demonstrates Heidegger’s conception of truth as 

event, rather than proposition. In Bayer’s approach, however, it is not the concept of truth 

itself which is under discussion, but of theological truth.   

 For Bayer, theology has often suffered from a false dichotomy between theory and 

practice. This is especially prevalent in the medieval discussions surrounding Mary and 

Martha as found in Meister Eckhart and other mystics (2007:23). This has resulted in a 

radical divide between theology as a speculative enterprise, and ethics which is then 

viewed as a distinct discipline. This division has its roots in Aristotle, and extends 

throughout the modern period. In opposition to this, Bayer writes that this theological 

method is rejected by Luther, who adds the third element of faith into the scheme, which 

then overcomes such a sharp dichotomy. This is done through the “vita receptiva” 

(receptive life) which stands apart from both the vita activa (active life) and the vita 
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contemplativa (contemplative life) (Bayer 2007:22). As in Heidegger’s understanding of 

truth, this particular approach to theology attempts to move beyond the subject-object 

divide, and places understanding within the category of “event”—particular through the 

act of law-gospel proclamation. This moves beyond a theoretical and abstract manner of 

objectified scientific theology as taught in the scholastics to one which is concrete, 

individual, and historically grounded.  

 Bayer frames his discussion around Gabriel Biel’s question of whether theology is 

a theoretical or practical science (2007:21). This division between theory and praxis, 

according to Bayer, is due to Aristotle’s privileging of contemplation over action. Luther, 

in contrast to many scholastic thinkers, argues that theology is primarily practical in 

nature, rather than theoretical (2007:22). This demonstrates a clear break between Luther 

and the scholastic authors who, in his opinion, dealt with matters which were overly 

speculative and not relevant to Christian experience. Bayer argues, however, that Luther 

does not merely differ in that he argues for the priority of practice over theory in the 

Aristotelian sense of these terms, but instead “he breaks out of the traditional Aristotelian 

binary scheme that distinguishes between theory and practice” (2007:22). This is done 

through Luther’s explication of the passive life of faith. Theology, for Luther, is defined 

within the context of a God-human relationship in which the person is a passive subject, 

and God the actor. It is spoken of, not in the third person as a descriptive enterprise 

wherein one explains the nature of God, but as first and second person statements which 

occur between God and humanity (2007:18). Theology is founded, primarily, within the 

event that occurs through divine speech. 

 The concept of the vita passiva is found in Luther primarily in his early writings. It 

is most commonly used in his writings on the Psalms (1519-1521) and it echoes themes 

expressed in the Heidelberg Disputation (2007:23). As Bayer recognizes, this distinction 

comes primarily from Tauler, who Luther cites as a significant influence. In order to 

understand the background of Luther’s conception of passivity, then, it is necessary that 

some comments are made regarding Tauler’s use of the concept which informs the 

reformer. The idea of passivity is a consistent emphasis in the sermons of Tauler. He 
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often reminds his hearers that righteousness is not to be gained by external works, but 

instead through the interior union of God and the soul. One receives God’s work by 

opening oneself up to him, rather than striving for outward things. In one sermon on the 

holy family’s experience in Egypt, Tauler explains the spiritual meaning of the Angel’s visit 

to Joseph (Tauler 1985:43-45). Egypt is interpreted by Tauler as spiritual darkness, in 

accord with its place in the story of Israel. Joseph, in this narrative, remains in Egypt until 

the precise moment in which God calls him to freedom found in the land of Israel. Tauler 

argues that Joseph could not have left such darkness without God’s direct intervention. 

Many seek to find salvation within themselves, and their striving for God. They desire to 

depart from Egypt apart from God’s call. Instead, Tauler contends, one must “give up all 

the running and outward searching,” and instead surrender to God, waiting upon his 

action (1985:43). In another sermon, Tauler describes further the way of life of those who 

are devoted to God, stating that they live in “self-surrender” and “refuse to cling to 

anything of their own, be it their works, their special devotions, what they undertake and 

what they leave aside” (1985:47). Other themes which appear in Tauler that are echoed 

by Luther include his criticisms of trust in natural reason (1985:70), and the continual 

recognition of one’s own sinfulness before God (1985:71), along with a privileging of 

passivity over active works (1985:72). He also, in one place, argues that true heartfelt 

repentance results in the immediate forgiveness even of “a hundred or a thousand mortal 

sins” when receiving the Lord’s Supper (1985:110). Parallels between the two thinkers on 

these points are clear. While one cannot argue for an exact identification between Tauler 

and Luther on the concept of passivity, an understanding of Tauler helps to identify the 

nature of the vita passiva as Luther understands it.  

 The problem with Bayer’s approach to passivity in Luther’s thought is not in his 

insistence on Luther’s use of the concept, but rather the implications drawn from it. For 

Bayer, the passive way stands in stark contrast to any notion that theology is a science. 

He argues that in Luther’s approach, faith—as a work in which one is passive—is itself 

theology (2007:26). As such, theology is “neither knowledge nor action” (2007:24). This 

then is the basis for Bayer’s rejection of theological metaphysics, as he contends that 
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both metaphysics and morality are “radically destroyed” by this passive way (2007:25). 

This leads to his dismissal of classical understandings of God as a unifying metaphysic 

(2007:26). Bayer’s proposal of the vita passiva places Luther in a strong contrast to later 

scholastic thinkers in this regard, who explicate doctrine as a form of knowledge. Bayer 

cites Gerhard as an example of one who divorced theology and practice, though not to 

the extent as would occur in later thinkers (2007:12). The question to be addressed here 

is whether Luther’s passive approach to theology does indeed present an alternate 

manner of theologizing than was practiced in the age of orthodoxy. 

 In the first volume of his Evangelical Lutheran Dogmatics, Adolf Hoenecke 

presents a concise summary of the nature of theology according to Lutheran 

scholasticism. In describing the essence of theology, he notes that the term is used in a 

twofold sense. In its most proper manner of speaking—its original sense—theology is 

practical, as an aptitude created in the soul by the Holy Spirit through means of the word 

and sacraments (2009 I:281). It is important that in this definition, theology is defined 

primarily not as knowledge, but as a divine work. It would be accurate to identify such a 

perspective as an adaptation of Luther’s vita passiva. Hoenecke further explains that 

theology is habitus rather than doctrina, and that the presentation of theology in a 

scientific and structured form is an accidental, rather than essential, characteristic (2009 

I:283). Theology is not defined as theory, but its proper end is practice, which includes 

the application of salvation and the outworking of sanctification (2009 I:283). Hoenecke 

gives further explication to this idea in his contention that theology is only possible for the 

regenerate person (2009 I:286). While an unsaved individual might explain propositional 

knowledge of God correctly, this is not true theology. This person is capable only of notitia 

mere litteralis (merely literal knowledge), rather than notitia spiritualis (spiritual 

knowledge) (2009 I:286). This is the place, for example, for natural theology, which 

imparts truths about God without resulting in salvation. True theology is a product of divine 

illumination, rather than mere reason or observation of the natural world. This illumination 

is twofold. First is the illumination which occurs from the Spirit’s indwelling. This is 

something of which only the regenerate are capable. Second is pedagogical illumination, 
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which is the work of the Spirit from without that may not lead to regeneration due to human 

resistance (2009 I:287). In each of these types of illumination, God is the one who imparts 

true knowledge about himself which cannot be achieved merely by the rational capacity 

of human creatures. This all demonstrates that Luther’s fundamental conception of 

theology’s rootedness in the passivity of faith was not abandoned in the scholastic era. 

However, the implications Bayer draws from such an idea are not present in these 

authors. 

 There is, in the Lutheran scholastics, no opposition between the vita passiva and 

the explication of doctrinal content in a systematic manner. Contemplation, faith, and 

virtue are all bound up as essential aspects of the Christian life, not to be divorced from 

one another. Contemplation of divine truth and its exposition through systematic 

categories, which Bayer criticizes as abstract, is described by Hoenecke as theology in a 

transferred sense (2009 I:282). It is in this sense that theology can be called something 

objective, wherein the truth of propositional statements is independent of the human 

subject explaining such ideas (2009 I:282). It is only in this secondary sense that theology 

can be described as a science, with a recognition of the centrality of the primary definition 

of the term. With this being said, the scholastics do not reject discussions of metaphysics 

or of the divine attributes in general, which Bayer sets in opposition to the vita passiva. 

Certainly, the Lutheran orthodox authors do not argue for contemplation as an end in 

itself, as the aim of theology is always practical in nature. It is described as twofold: the 

salvation of humanity (the intermediate purpose), and the glory of God (the ultimate 

purpose) (2009 I:289). However, they certainly view God as a unifying element of reality. 

This is why he is always identified as both the primary efficient cause and final end of all 

things throughout dogmatic topics. His own being is the beginning and end of all things, 

just as the apostle Paul writes: “For in Him, and to Him, and through Him, are all things” 

(Rom. 11:36). It is hard to defend Bayer’s notion that there is no metaphysical unity in the 

world in light of such assertions.  

 Bayer’s definition of the vita passiva places this method in contrast to classical 

metaphysics. It is under this topic that Bayer rejects the notion that “everything individual 
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and particular has the general as its basis,” thus voicing disagreement with both Plato 

and Aristotle’s essentialism (2007:26). It is here that understanding Tauler’s conception 

of the vita passiva is important. As argued above, Luther’s thoughts on this topic are 

largely drawn from Tauler. What is important about Tauler, however, is that he argues 

from a distinctively Neoplatonic perspective. For the mystic, there is no inherent divorce 

between Greek thought and the passive life of faith. In fact, the latter is tied very much to 

the former. In Tauler’s thought, one’s passivity before God is part of self-denial, which is 

the beginning of one’s path to unification with God (1985:52). Sin, in essence, is 

selfishness which alienates one from God who is the source of life. Salvation, then, is the 

act of turning away from self, and instead the opening of oneself to God. Tauler describes 

the goal of the Christian life with these words: “[the soul] will turn into itself to sink down 

and be immersed and melted into the pure, divine, simple, and innermost core, where the 

sublime spark of the soul flows back to the source from which it sprang” (1985:73). This 

demonstrates a perichoretic movement of the soul, wherein God is born in the soul, which 

then leads one into union with the Father (1985:106). Like Plotinus, Tauler views God as 

the source of all being. All things emanate from him, and salvation involves reunification 

with him, which at times can result in ecstatic experience—though he never describes his 

own life in such terms (1985:31). There is no clearer proponent of metaphysical unity in 

the world than Tauler.  

 The fact that Tauler held together a passive spirituality and Neoplatonic 

essentialism is irrelevant to the present thesis if it can be proved that Luther held to the 

former but rejected the latter. This is Bayer’s assumption. However, such a divide cannot 

be substantiated. There is no indication in Luther’s work whatsoever that he disagreed 

with the metaphysical unity assumed by Tauler or other German mystics who influenced 

his thought. It is true, certainly, that such Neoplatonic language was not the aspect of 

their writings which Luther most admired. However, it is hard to imagine that Luther would 

have reprinted and given such unrelenting praise to both the Theologica Germanica and 

Tauler’s sermons, had strong disagreements on these central points been apparent to 

him. It is also noteworthy that Luther’s language of the vita passiva appears early in his 
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career, at precisely the time that he was actively promoting Tauler’s writings, and after he 

had defended Platonic metaphysics over against Aristotelian scholastic thought at the 

Heidelberg Disputation. For Bayer’s thesis to be demonstrated, it must be proven that 

Luther moved away from the Platonic leanings of the Heidelberg Disputation in 1518 

sometime prior to his 1519 lectures on the Psalms. Until such a departure is proven, it 

can be assumed that his convictions on such a fundamental matter did not shift within 

that year. 

 Bayer uses the vita passiva in Luther’s theology as a means to dismiss the concept 

of theology as a science, or an objective study of propositional supposedly abstract 

doctrinal statements. Instead, theology is essentially an act which involves both subject 

and object. The object—God—reveals himself through dialogue with the human person, 

and this interaction constitutes theology. It is clear that Bayer does not attempt to make 

theological truth purely subjective, as a description of mere human experience of feeling. 

However, what Bayer does do is, like Heidegger, shifts the focus of truth from 

propositional statements which correspond to reality outside of the intellect, to an event. 

While, for Heidegger, this event involves the human subject allowing other objects to be 

as they are unconcealed before him, for Bayer, this event is one in which God is active 

rather than the free decision of the subject. However, despite these important differences, 

Bayer affirms Heidegger’s shift from truth as proposition to event. The scholastics, along 

with Luther, promote a more balanced perspective, in which revelation is both 

propositional and practical. The Lutheran orthodox thinkers affirm an objective revelation 

which consists in propositional content about reality, while also arguing that theology, in 

its most proper sense, is done solely by the regenerate. Thus, Bayer’s attempt to 

emphasize the passivity of theology in Luther’s thought is able to coincide with classical 

metaphysical convictions, without the apparent contradiction seen by Bayer.  

 

4.2.6 Existentialism: Conclusions 

It has been demonstrated that some of the fundamental tenets of existential thought are 
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utilized by Radical Lutheran authors, including Gerhard Forde, Oswald Bayer, and Steven 

Paulson. Alongside of Heidegger, each of these authors attempts to define reality in a 

historically-oriented manner rather than in discussion of abstract essences. As existential 

philosophers reject the strong essentialism of both Plato and Aristotle, Forde, Bayer, and 

Paulson argue against the same substantialist convictions as they are taught by 

Protestant scholasticism. Though these thinkers differ on some particulars, they are 

unified in their rejection of essence as the starting point of philosophy and the means by 

which God’s nature is to be exposited. 

 One area in which essentialist language is firmly rejected is in the classical 

definitions of God common in both Greek antiquity and earlier Christian theology. In 

particular, divine simplicity and impassibility are dismissed in favor of a God who is himself 

impacted by the process of history. The cross impacts God’s nature itself. Older attempts, 

such as that of Gerhard, to define God by way of the attributes which are associated with 

classical theism, are rejected as remnants of a theology of glory. Theology is explained, 

not as theoretical, but as existential, thus putting discussions of God’s attributes in a 

secondary position. It was demonstrated that such rejections are simplistic, and none of 

the writers engage in any substantial amount of exegetical argumentation or interaction 

with proponents of Classical Theistic concepts. They also fail to explain that notions such 

as divine simplicity are taught within the Augsburg Confession and stand behind the 

writings of Luther alongside of later theologians in the Lutheran tradition.  

 Alongside of the doctrine of God, Radical Lutheran authors identify law and gospel 

by their existential impacts upon the sinner rather than in view of an objective essence. 

They differ from the Lutheran scholastics who affirm the lex aeterna as an objective set 

of divine commandments which retain significance through the eschaton. This aligns with 

Heidegger’s distinction between ontical and ontological inquiry, in which the former 

explains facts and the latter, the significance of such ideas to the individual. While 

scholasticism emphasizes first the essence of a doctrine (such as the law, being the 

eternal will of God) and then explains its function in light of such a definition (the law’s 

three uses, for example), Radical Lutheranism instead defines essence by function. The 
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difficulties of such an approach becomes clear in the view of the atonement promoted by 

Gerhard Forde, in which its significance is almost completely in the human subject. There 

is no objective transfer of human guilt to Christ in his death, and the atonement itself is 

not necessary for God to grant forgiveness to the sinner. Another problem is that the 

essential goodness of the divine law is downplayed when it is identified purely with wrath 

and sin. The classical approach avoids such problems which inevitably arise in this 

schema.  

 Furthermore, these biases against real-essentialism are apparent in the historical 

work of thinkers with such convictions. It was demonstrated that Kolb, Arand, and 

Nestingen often criticize essentialism with the impression that the authors of the Formula 

of Concord shared such critiques. This leads to a belief that the theological errors of 

Osiander and Flacius were fundamentally philosophical rather than theological. Yet, in 

the primary sources, there is no trace of a rejection of their chosen philosophical 

framework. Instead, the Formula of Concord accepts Aristotelian metaphysics as 

indisputably true. The same bias is clear in Oswald Bayer who cites classical metaphysics 

as an example of the supposed “theology of glory.” However, in the Heidelberg 

Disputation itself, Luther affirms Platonic metaphysics, and thus most certainly does not 

identify such with a theologian of glory. These sources must, instead, be read in view of 

their own statements regarding classical metaphysics, and when such is done, it is 

apparent that their evaluation is not as negative as modern commentators assume.  

 Another area in which Radical Lutheran authors follow existential thinkers is in their 

discussion of life under sin as a kind of inauthentic existence, and the gospel as leading 

one to authentic existence. As was demonstrated, Forde uses language directly from 

Sartre’s famous play stating that the law is a circle which surrounds the individual 

declaring “NO EXIT.” The law is identical with existential dread, rather than an objective 

set of demands. These same concepts are used by Paulson, who is similarly critical of 

the lex aeterna, and Oswald Bayer who speaks of a life of self-justification before others 

as one of non-being in search of validation of existence. In each of these authors, the 

gospel brings an end to this dilemma, and to the law altogether. There is, as in Bultmann, 
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a personalized-eschatological approach to Christian existence, as one lives under the old 

aeon (law) and the new (gospel) simultaneously. Forde’s idea of justification is placed 

within this framework.  

 Finally, these thinkers privilege the category of “event” over that of “essence,” 

which mirrors Heidegger’s notion of truth in some important ways. This prioritization is 

clear in Bayer’s theological methodology which he labels the “vita passiva.” This method, 

supposedly taken from Luther, gets rid of a strong divide between subject and object, as 

well as theoretical theology and ethics. This passive way has its center, not in abstract 

propositional truths as in a science, but in the act of law-gospel proclamation which is an 

event occurring between God and the sinner. This notion is discussed further in the 

section on linguistic philosophy below.  

While this present work is critical of existential philosophy, it is to be admitted that 

not all of the elements of existential thinking as used by these thinkers are wrong. 

Certainly, there is a strong existential element to Christian theology, and Lutheranism in 

particular. Philosophers have argued that the movement has its root in St. Augustine, 

Martin Luther, and even Thomas Aquinas. It is no secret that leading to the Reformation 

itself was a kind of existential crisis in Luther, which lead to his discovery of the Pauline 

doctrine of justification by faith. From a personal perspective, the law often appears to be 

identical with wrath, and the gospel certainly does lead to a new kind of existence which 

is free from concerns of self-justification. However, the fundamental rejection of the 

priority of essence leads to numerous problems, and the existential system as a whole is 

inadequate in explaining several theological truths. The first is that in this view, there is 

no ontological basis for the law as command. Though these authors all defend the 

goodness of the law, such is hard to affirm while identifying it purely with the experience 

of wrath. The goodness of God himself is in question if he does not act justly in giving 

punishment which is proportional to sin as Paulson argues. Second, one simply must 

adopt an essentialist metaphysic to have any unified conception of the continually existing 

subject. If personhood is defined primary by an act, whether that be a human or divine 

one, then there is no valid basis by which one can affirm that redemption is a reality at all. 
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Without an ego which survives the transition from wrath to grace, the category of death 

and resurrection has replaced that of redemption, rather than supplementing it. Third, the 

notion that theology is not a science in any sense has profound implications for the work 

of the theologian, as well as in one’s approach to Biblical inspiration. For theological truth 

to have any objective validity outside of the human ego, it has to be scientific and 

propositional in some sense.  In short, without a substance-ontology as its root, these 

existential ideas are completely inadequate in giving any comprehensive theological 

system.   

 

4.3 Linguistic Philosophy 

While they utilize aspects of existentialism as used by Rudolf Bultmann, nearly all of the 

Radical Lutheran authors also make it apparent that his method has severe shortcomings. 

Paulson and Forde criticize the German theologian for his emphasis on human freedom. 

Conversion, for them, is not a free act which leads to self-understanding, but is solely an 

act of God. Bultmann, according to Forde and Paulson, does not properly hold to the sola 

gratia principles of the Reformation. Bayer criticizes Bultmann by arguing that existential 

analysis is simply an inadequate manner of theologizing. Instead, he argues, it must be 

an analysis of language. This analysis of language in which Bayer is engaged is an 

outgrowth of a philosophical shift in the twentieth century into the field of linguistics which 

impact Bayer’s interpretation of Luther. Here, the background of contemporary linguistic 

philosophy is explained, and then Bayer’s use of it is described and critiqued.  

 If the central mode of philosophical discourse for the ancient Greeks was that of 

metaphysics, and the post-Kantian era of epistemology, much of contemporary 

philosophy can be placed within the category of linguistic philosophy. There are a number 

of contributing factors to this, which include the restructuring of logic through a 

deconstruction of propositions in Bertrand Russell, the development of symbolic logic in 

thinkers such as Paul Kripke and A.J. Ayer, as well as the extensive influence of Ludwig 

von Wittgenstein. Along with philosophy proper, schools of interpretation in literature also 
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flourished in the twentieth century which addressed similar problems, such as the 

structuralism of Ferdinand de Saussure, the following Post-Structuralism movement, and 

then with deconstruction as practiced by Jacques Derrida. For present purposes, the 

linguistic school which is most important in its influence upon Radical Lutheran authors—

as well as in theology more broadly—is the development of speech-act theory through 

the work of John L. Austin, and its further modification in John Searle. The concepts set 

forth in these thinkers are connected with Luther’s notion of the effective word, and it is 

proposed that several of the problems which have been associated with classical 

metaphysics can now be spoken of in linguistic terms. It is the contention of this 

dissertation that such a proposal is inadequate. 

 The notion of speech-acts in linguistic analysis was first proposed by a series of 

lectures given at Harvard in 1955 by J.L. Austin. These lectures were compiled into the 

highly influential book How to Do Things with Words (1962). In this first lecture, Austin 

argues that there are two forms of speech which must be distinguished from one another: 

constative and performative (1962:6). A constative statement is one which merely 

describes something, or states a fact. To say, for example, “I got married yesterday,” 

simply communicates information about something which may or may not be true. These 

types of statements are ones that can be distinguished as either true or false (1962:13). 

For Austin, linguistic theory has too often focused exclusively on such statements (this is 

particularly true of Aristotle and other ancient Greeks), to the neglect of other forms of 

speech. He labels this other type of language as performative. These are not mere 

statements of description, but linguistic actions that actually effect some kind of reality in 

themselves. A prominent example of such is in wedding vows. When someone declares, 

“I do,” this is not a descriptive sentence, but one which binds one to a contract (1962:5). 

A second example is the naming of a child. When someone declares that their newborn 

son’s name is Joe, for instance, this decision brings about a new reality that this individual 

will be addressed by such a title. These types of speech cannot easily be described as 

either “true” or “false,” in the same manner that a constative sentence can. It is incoherent 

to say that one’s vows, or the name of a child, are true or false. It is this fundamental 
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distinction between constative and performative speech which forms the rest of Austin’s 

linguistic theory, and is used by Oswald Bayer’s interpretation of Luther. 

 A further division that is introduced by Austin, which is further developed by Searle, 

is between locution, illocution, and perlocution (1962:98). The locution of a given 

sentence is its literal grammatical meaning devoid of societal context. If, for example, a 

statement is made that “this room is messy,” the grammatical rendering of the sentence 

is simply constative, an observation about the state of that room. The illocution is the 

intended meaning of the speaker within the broader linguistic context. If the statement, 

“this room is messy,” is made by a mother in a harsh tone toward her child in his bedroom, 

this may carry a meaning beyond what is the literal rendering of the words included in 

that sentence. There is an intended meaning on the speaker’s behalf that is not simply 

observational. Instead, she is implying the notion that the child must clean that room and 

perhaps that there will be consequences for not doing so. For Austin, these nuances of 

speech are present throughout ordinary conversation. A third and final aspect of a 

speech-act is perlocution, which is the impact of that statement upon the hearer. In this 

example, the perlocution is the response of the child. The statement may bring about fear 

of punishment, then resulting in him cleaning the room. 

 Proponents of speech-act theory have categorized illocutionary acts in a number 

of different ways, generally divided between in around four to six categories. Since Austin 

is most significant for Bayer’s use of speech-act theory, his categories are followed here. 

Austin proposes five types of speech acts: verdictives, exercitives, commissives, 

behabitives, and expositives (1962:151). In the theological use of Austin’s philosophy, 

there are two of these which are important: verdictives and commissives. A verdictive is 

a speech-act which either acquits or condemns (1962:153). The clearest example of such 

an act is the declaration of a guilty or innocent verdict from the judge in a courtroom. In 

such instances, the declaration of this verdict has the effect of actually delivering such a 

verdict to the individual. The second is the commissive, which is an act of promise 

(1962:157). In these acts, the speaker commits themselves to performing some kind of 

act for the one spoken to. It obligates the individual to do or not do certain actions. The 
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verdictive speech-act is spoken in a second-person form, such as: “you are guilty” or “you 

are innocent.” The commissive uses an I-you manner of speech, in which the speaker 

proclaims: “I promise you.” For some contemporary Lutheran theologians, these forms of 

speech accord with gospel proclamation as taught by Luther.  

 Oswald Bayer is the thinker who most consistently uses Austin’s ideas of speech-

act in his exposition of Lutheran theology. He is then followed by Robert Kolb, William 

Schumacher, and Steven Paulson. For Bayer, linguistic philosophy corrects the errors of 

a purely existential approach to theology, while simultaneously using the beneficial 

aspects of Bultmann’s approach. For Bayer, the existential approach succeeds in 

“privileging proclamation over theology,” but fails in finding the heart of theology within an 

existential analysis of the human subject themselves, rather than with a communicative 

act between God and creatures (Bayer 2007:138). For Bayer, it can even be stated that 

the speech-act constitutes the “essence of Christianity” (2007:138). It is clear that in 

Bayer’s view, the notion of speech-act is not merely one aspect of philosophy to be 

explored by the theologian, but is the very center of Christian faith and practice. Theology 

consists both in the actual doing of such speech-acts, as well as analysis of those actions 

in third-person constative discourse (2007:128). This is centered in the proclamation of 

law and gospel. 

 In Bayer’s view, all of theology can be broken down into statements of first and 

second person discourse, or of “address and response” (2007:18). This includes the 

deliverance of God’s promises in speech-acts, along with the human response of offering 

praise and thanksgiving. The speech acts of God are twofold: law and gospel. These two 

words are described as the “object of theology,” but he does not define them in their 

scholastic senses (2007:100). He likens them to a bird in flight, rather than propositions 

which can be studied in a scientific manner. Like Forde, Bayer understands God’s law 

primarily within the context of its accusatory function, and does not write of the lex 

aeterna. The gospel, similarly, is identified with God’s act of salvation in the present; this 

is the speech act of forgiveness proclaimed by the minister. This emphasis on linguistics, 

for Bayer, overcomes moralistic, existential, and metaphysical understandings of the 
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Christian faith (2007:100). In his view, this understanding of law and gospel as speech 

acts was at the center of Luther’s reformation discovery. 

 In Bayer’s view, Luther’s turn from medieval theology was “in the strict sense” the 

revelation that there is no strong division between signum (the sign) and res (the reality) 

(2007:129). In older approaches (at least according to Bayer) both the word and 

sacraments were understood as signs which pointed to a more ultimately reality found 

elsewhere. This notion comes primarily from St. Augustine’s use of certain themes of 

Plato’s philosophy, especially in his approach to language. For Luther, however, the 

signum is the thing itself. There is no reality which needs to be grasped apart from the 

sign. The most common manner of expressing this reality is with the words of absolution, 

which takes the form of a commissive speech-act with the “I-you” formula of “I forgive you 

all of your sins” (2007:130). In the absolution, the pastor does not merely declare that 

one’s sins are already forgiven, or point one to forgiveness which can be received 

elsewhere, but the absolution does the act of absolving itself. In Austin’s language, it is a 

performative rather than constative statement. There is no information being delivered in 

the words of absolution which is then subject to things like truth and falsehood, as is the 

case in constative utterances (2007:132). This very act brings about a reality between 

God and man, wherein the human creature stands before God now forgiven. This reality 

of the divine-speech act which constitutes the gospel is connected not only to the word of 

absolution, but also to the sacraments of Holy Baptism and the Lord’s Supper (2007:130). 

Each of these utterances, again, uses the “I-you” formula which occurs in commissive 

speech-acts. Both the phrases “I baptize you,” and “my body given for you” are promises 

which extend from God to the human recipient. These linguistic utterances create a reality 

between these two subjects which did not exist previously.  

 Before exploring the notion of linguistic philosophy further in its relation to particular 

areas of Christian theology, such as one’s anthropology, some remarks must be made 

regarding the connections made thus far in Bayer between Austin’s notion of speech-act 

and Luther’s understanding of signum and res. There are certainly valid connections to 

be made between these two ideological systems. In linguistics, promises—which 
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constitute a significant portion of Scripture—do not fit properly within earlier models of 

language. The recognition of commissives and verdictives need not be rejected by the 

classical metaphysician, as these are modes of speech which humans have always used 

(though perhaps without recognizing it), and can be validly applied without foregoing an 

essentialist metaphysical system. When God gives promises, they are not mere 

informatory statements, but actually effect reality itself. Lutheran theology has always had 

a strong notion of the efficacy of the divine word as living and active, instead of purely 

constative. Austin’s categories are a beneficial way in which these traditionally Lutheran 

concepts can be understood. However, despite the usefulness of Austin’s categories, 

Bayer moves far beyond a critical and moderate utilization of speech-act theory, and 

instead makes it determinative for the entirety of Christian theology.  

 One of the most apparent problems with the contention that speech-acts constitute 

the essence of the Christian faith is the fact that the proclamation of Jesus and the 

apostles does not always follow such a formula. It is true, certainly, that at times the 

apostles speak in a second person manner, such as when Peter speaks of Jesus as the 

one whom “you crucified” (Acts 2:36). This is an instance of a proclamation of law which 

comports with the speech-act interpretation of law and gospel. The following chapter 

includes similar preaching, such as the statement that “you denied the Holy One” (Acts 

3:14). These instances of law also lead to baptisms, which then includes the formula, "I 

baptize you." Here, then, one could make a strong argument that both the law and the 

gospel, as proclaimed by the apostles, are performative rather than constative 

statements. However, this would not properly take into account several other texts in 

which the gospel is preached. In what is perhaps the most famous text of the entire New 

Testament, John 3:16, Jesus speaks in consistently constative statements. Jesus tells 

Nicodemus, “God so loved the world” rather than, “God so loved you.” He then continues 

by giving information about the results of God love which culminates in the sending of 

Christ, whose benefits can be received by faith. This is a simple statement of what is the 

case. It grants information of an event which can be judged as either true or false, and 

thus fulfills Austin’s requirement of what a constative utterance consists of. One could 
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argue that the statement is not purely constative, as contextually it does indeed elicit 

some kind of response from the hearer (the perlocution), and ultimately beckons one unto 

faith in the messiah. What this demonstrates, however, is that while performative 

utterances may be helpful to an extent in descriptions of the gospel, both law and gospel 

have a strong constative element as well. Bayer states, to the contrary, that, “The gospel 

is not a general idea but a concrete word that addresses a specific person in a particular 

situation” (2005:123). In this instance in John’s Gospel (which is only one of many) Jesus 

does discuss a “general idea” of what God has done for the world. Certainly, this applies 

to Nicodemus as an individual, but there is no dichotomy between constative general 

statements and particular and concrete performative ones. The divide between 

proclamatory speech-acts and theological statements which simply give information is, in 

this authors view, not as strong as Bayer supposes. 

 This is perhaps even more clear in Gerhard Forde’s description of two forms of 

speech as “primary discourse,” and “secondary discourse” (1990:2). In his book Theology 

is for Proclamation, he argues that the most essential type of theology is that which is 

spoken in a first to second person manner, using the “I-you” formula which Bayer identifies 

with performative speech. Though he does not use Austin’s language as explicitly, Forde 

essentially uses the same categories. For Forde, the law and gospel are defined as 

primary, rather than secondary, discourse. This serves as the basis for one’s preaching. 

Forde differentiates between preaching the gospel and preaching about the gospel 

(1990:17). In his view, the majority of pastors never actually get around to preaching the 

gospel because they are simply speaking about it. As cited in the example above, this 

would mean that texts like John 3 are really not the gospel at all, because they do not 

contain direct “I forgive you” statements. In reality there is no strong contrast between 

speaking the gospel, and speaking about the gospel. Both performative and constative 

statements are elements of preaching the gospel as evidenced by the New Testament.  

 Alongside of the inadequacies of Austin’s categories in properly expositing the 

gospel, Bayer’s idea of signum and res needs to be examined. As mentioned above, for 

Bayer, Luther’s fundamental insight in the Reformation is that there is no strong divide 
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between the sign and the reality standing behind it. Instead, the sign is the thing itself. 

While Luther certainly holds to a stronger connection between sacrament and reality than 

Calvin and the later Reformed tradition, there is no indication in Luther’s own writings that 

he self-consciously departed from the Augustinian tradition in this matter. Had such a 

move been the very center of Luther’s thought, certainly this would have merited 

mentioning somewhere. The language of the sacraments as signs has a long history 

within Lutheranism. It is apparent in the entire scholastic era, from Chemnitz to Gerhard 

to Hollaz. One might simply argue that this is one of those areas in which the Lutheran 

tradition departed from its founder. However, the sign-signified language is consistent 

also within the writings of Melanchthon, and it even gained confessional status in the 

Augsburg Confession. Luther never voiced disagreement on this point, either in 

communication with Melanchthon or in his own public writings. While Bayer rightly 

exposits the unity of the sacraments and God’s act for the sinner, once again he goes far 

beyond what the evidence actually merits. These problems with Bayer’s method are even 

more apparent as they are applied to specific theological content—particularly 

anthropology.  

 For Bayer, humanity itself is defined by language. He proposes that we are not 

“rational beings” as was supposed by Aristotle and other Greek philosophers, but instead 

are “speaking beings” (2003:47). Speech is therefore definitional of humanity. It is this 

communicative nature of men and women that differentiates the human race from the rest 

of creation, and is the basis for one’s relatedness to God. In a summary statement, Bayer 

defines his view thus: “Our humanity consists of the fact that we are addressed and 

therefore can hear and can ourselves answer, being responsible for doing so” (2003:61). 

The implications of such a conviction are apparent in the manner in which he defines both 

the subject and object of theology. When speaking theologically, one must speak 

specifically of the “sinful human,” and the “justifying God” (2005:98). While this, in and of 

itself, is not necessarily problematic, as these are properly spoken of in relation to 

soteriology, Bayer goes farther than would be done by the scholastics. He contends that 

these modifiers, both “sinful,” and “justifying,” are not accidental, but substantial. Bayer 
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defines humanity—theologically at least—as “people who are accused and absolved by 

God” (2005:98). God, in this system, is “the one who accuses and absolves us” (2005:98). 

Bayer is careful to note that this does not imply a doctrine that God created humanity to 

be sinful in essence, but that theology is simply not concerned of classical metaphysical 

questions of humanity or God’s essences in the abstract. The problems with such a 

theological anthropology are numerous. Here, two primary issues with Bayer’s 

anthropology are discussed, followed by an examination of William Schumacher’s use of 

such concepts. 

 The first issue with Bayer’s approach is that is narrowly limits the field of theology 

to a reductionistic law-gospel schema. While the distinction between law and gospel is an 

important theological principle, it should not be the sole question in all doctrinal discourse. 

Joel Biermann has demonstrated the many inadequacies of such a reductionism in his A 

Case for Character (2014). And even in relation to law and gospel, Bayer further limits 

such study to their function in a proclamatory performative context, while Lutheran 

Orthodoxy defined the essences of both law and gospel first, which then informed their 

impact on the individual, whether linguistically or existentially. If God is purely understood 

through his acts of accusation and absolution, this negates a significant amount of 

productive discourse about subjects such as: creation, the divine attributes, the 

relationship between God and creation, and other important topics. In Bayer’s view, 

theology is essentially only soteriology. This leaves no place for discussion about God as 

he is in himself (inter-Trinitarian relations, divine simplicity and immutability, etc.) or of 

humanity in either the prelapsarian or glorified state in which one is certainly not identified 

as the “sinful human.” What Bayer proposes here is a theological novelty, and not a 

helpful one. 

 The second issue with this proposal is that it inevitably leads to Flacianism. When 

the reformer contended that sin constituted the essence of humanity, the other Lutheran 

theologians recognized the problems with such an approach. Bayer, in rejecting the 

traditional essence-accidents distinction in Aristotelian philosophy, ends up in the same 

position by defining humanity itself by sin. His small qualification that this does not mean 
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that God himself created the human essence as sinful does not resolve the problem 

(2005:98). Whether one wants to speak of sin as the essence of humanity theologically, 

metaphysically, or something else, this still introduces a radical discontinuity between the 

human person at some point within the process of redemption. If sin is of the essence of 

humanity, this appears to imply that Adam himself had a different essence before and 

after sin. Similarly, so does the human person who passes into a glorified state. This 

demonstrates, once again, that linguistic philosophy simply does not have the necessary 

categories to speak with the theological nuance which is necessary for a biblically 

oriented theology. Essentialist metaphysics, with the distinction between essence and 

accidents has a way in which theologians can uphold two important truths: that sin is a 

real and damaging problem upon humanity, and that despite this sinful nature, one still 

remains essentially human from the prelapsarian to the post-lapsarian state into the 

glorification of humanity at the Parousia. Bayer’s proposal simply cannot do this, which is 

a further demonstration of its inadequacy. These problems are magnified in William 

Schumacher’s use of linguistic theological anthropology in his critique of the Finnish 

approach to Luther.  

 Schumacher’s proposal is especially important because he writes in opposition to 

Platonic philosophy, which he argues is opposed to Luther’s metaphysical system. He 

argues in Who Do I Say that You Are against Tuomo Mannermaa and the Finnish 

interpretation of Luther. These Finnish authors contend for the notion that Luther’s 

theology of justification is, in some respects, consistent with the Eastern Orthodox belief 

in theosis. Rather than arguing against the particulars of union with Christ and its 

relationship to justification in the ordo salutis, Schumacher finds the central problem with 

Mannermaa to be one of metaphysics. The Finnish authors approve of theotic notions 

because they believe in Platonic essentialism, which Schumacher argues stands in 

opposition to a word-centric metaphysic that is found in Luther. He applies these 

principles to a theological anthropology that comports with Bayer’s as discussed above. 

 The core of Schumacher’s anthropology is stated at the beginning of his book, 

when he says that “the essential being of human creatures is determined and defined by 
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a word said about them—indeed, by a word said to them” (2010:1). Being is subsumed 

under word, setting up a strong distinction between Schumacher’s approach and that of 

real-essentialism. Schumacher argues that human nature is not to be described in 

“substantial” language, as this implies that the definition of being is somehow within the 

human self, rather than in God (2010:14). Instead, in a theological anthropology, it is the 

performative word of God which is definitional—not substance. In Schumacher’s view, 

this performative word is not only creative at the beginning of human existence, but 

continues its sustenance and preservation in creation (2010:15). He refers to this as an 

“ontology of the word” that stands in stark contrast to the Platonic convictions present in 

the proponents of the Finnish interpretation of Luther (2010:15). He criticizes Mannermaa 

for holding to what he labels a “static realism” in which everything that is real is necessarily 

within the realm of being (2010:48). For Schumacher, Luther’s approach to reality is 

exclusively defined by the word, which leads to a “real-verbal” view of the life of faith 

(2010:49). Schumacher’s work is one which sets up a strong dichotomy between word 

and being. This is a problematic approach. 

 This dichotomy proposed by Schumacher is a false one. He is highly critical of any 

language of substance or essence as the real in favor of the dynamic word of God as a 

better theological alternative. However, there is no reason why these two aspects of 

reality must somehow be placed in opposition to one another at all. One of the criticisms 

of essentialism that Schumacher proposes is that it defines the human creature by 

something in themselves, rather than by God’s act (2010:14). However, this simply is not 

true in traditional essentialism in any of its forms. While it is true that individual things 

have essences in which they participate, these are not in any sense autonomous things. 

God’s word is active in creation—this is not doubted by any Christian thinker. However, 

when God creates, he does not only make merely the particular, but also the general. It 

is not to attribute some kind of autonomy to the human race to acknowledge that God’s 

word creates, not only individual persons, but an actual human nature which can be 

examined and defined. This is precisely the nature of the creation account in Genesis. 

God’s word is the instrument of creation (Gen. 1:3), which makes both particular objects 
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(Gen. 1:20), and various “kinds” in which these objects are placed (Gen. 4:2). Christian 

Neoplatonism, in particular, has emphasized all three of these realities with the notion 

that the Logos is the intermediary between God and humanity who is the instrument of 

creation, and in creation, particular objects are made but participate in their essences 

which are in the mind of God. This is far from any notion of autonomy, as essences 

themselves are always participatory, as nothing has being at all apart from God. While it 

is not that clear, it appears that Schumacher confuses essentialism with the notion of 

autonomy which arose in modern philosophy, and was promoted during the 

Enlightenment (2010:5). Classic essentialism retains a proper balance between the 

realities of  both the dependency of created things on the Logos, and the belief in a strong 

realism with regard to essences.  

 In Schumacher’s approach, Mannermaa errs largely in his definition of justification, 

which is placed in categories of substance, and the central soteriological motif is the real-

ontic union of God and the believer (2010:47). This leads to a theological schema which 

mirrors that of Andreas Osiander, who is condemned in the Formula of Concord. 

Schumacher is correct here in differentiating ontology from justification as do the Lutheran 

scholastics. Justification is not synonymous with union in Luther, though the two are 

intimately related concepts as I argue in The Righteousness of One. The problem, 

however, is that Schumacher throws out the entire Platonic and Aristotelian tradition 

because ontological categories are insufficient in expositing Luther’s doctrine of 

justification, which is a legal rather than metaphysical act. As I argue in Christification: A 

Lutheran Approach to Theosis, there is no reason why forensic and ontic categories 

should be pitted against one another. Salvation is comprehensive, and includes a variety 

of metaphors and facets which no one particular idea exhausts. The Lutheran orthodox 

tradition affirms both classical metaphysics and the centrality of the proclaimed word as 

efficacious in justification. To be fair, the dichotomy does not begin with Schumacher, but 

it is Mannermaa himself who pits his ideas against the Lutheran Confessions. Within the 

scholastic view, however, both Schumacher’s focus on the primacy of divine speech and 

Mannermaa’s contention for a real-ontic union are affirmed together, without neglecting 



204 
 

the import of one or the other.  

 Another problem that arises in Schumacher’s proposal for a purely word-centric 

approach to reality is that it does not comport with the Lutheran Confessional tradition. 

This is significant because Schumacher is a member of the Lutheran Church-Missouri 

Synod and has therefore vowed to uphold a quia subscription to the Book of Concord. 

There is plenty of essentialist language utilized in the various documents comprising that 

text, as has been demonstrated above. The most basic is the Nicene Creed which speaks 

strongly about a divine and human essence. There is no indication within the text itself 

that the Council of Nicea understood human nature as defined by a performative speech-

act. Instead, the confession of Christ’s divine and human natures uses traditional Greek 

categories. It is clear that the Lutheran confessors continue to understand humanity in 

essentialist terms, especially in the Osiandrian controversy explain in Article I of the 

Formula of Concord. It is specifically in relation to the human essence in which the 

essence-accidents distinction in Aristotle is affirmed. This is not to say, however, that the 

Greeks somehow exhausted all that is to be said about humanity, as Schumacher is right 

to address the relationship of humanity to the word of God, as well as the important 

relational categories that have often been missing in older philosophical anthropology. 

However, such can be done without dismissing the entire classical essentialist tradition.  

 Oswald Bayer, Gerhard Forde, and William Schumacher each use J.L. Austin’s 

theory of speech-acts as an essential component of Lutheran thought. For Bayer, the 

distinction between constative and performative utterances coincides with Luther’s 

understanding of the word of God as efficacious, rather than merely informational. He 

views the entire theological task as consisting in speech-acts and descriptions of those 

acts. In view of this, Bayer does not speak in terms of substance, and thus defines both 

God and humans by way of the adjectives “justifying,” and “sinful” respectively. The two 

problems with this approach are: First, that it is reductionistic, leading to a theology which 

is solely concerned with soteriology. Second, it is a reiteration of Flacianism, wherein sin 

is described as of the human essence itself. Gerhard Forde explains the same distinctions 

as does Bayer, though using the terms “primary discourse,” and “secondary discourse,” 
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rather than “performative,” and “constative.” His view has the same problems as that of 

Bayer. Schumacher uses the insights of these two other writers in his criticisms of Tuomo 

Mannermaa and the Finnish interpretation of Luther. In doing so, Schumacher formulates 

a theological anthropology which is a “real-verbal” one, in opposition to substantialist 

views of other authors. The problem with this is that the proposal itself is based upon a 

false dichotomy in which word and ontology are set in opposition to one another. The 

scholastic method allows for an adoption of the utilization of aspects of both ideas, instead 

of limiting soteriological language either to the ontological or the legal. Contemporary 

linguistic philosophy can be a helpful aid in expositing certain theological ideas. However, 

it is not an adequate system without the solid grounding of an essentialist metaphysic. 

This is further seen in an outgrowth of this linguistic turn in Lutheran writers which is an 

idea called relational ontology.  

 

4.3.1 Relational Ontology 

A further philosophical conception which arises out of the linguistic emphasis of 

contemporary Lutheran thinkers is relational ontology. Like existentialism, there is no 

unified set of authors who identify themselves with a number of identical philosophical 

convictions which are then called relational ontology. However, despite differences on 

particulars, or even on the definition of exactly what relation is, there is one unifying theme 

which identifies a relational ontological system. In essence, a relational ontology is any 

system which prioritizes the category of relation over that of substance (see Yannaras 

2011 for an Easter Orthodox formulation of a relational ontology). For Aristotle, relations 

are an accidental category of essences, but this movement proposes that instead, 

essences are defined by relation. For writers such as Bayer, Schumacher, and Kolb, this 

relational ontology is an outgrowth of the centrality of the word.  

 Bayer explains what he describes as a “revolution in logic” within Luther’s thought 

wherein a “relational ontology” replaces metaphysical ideas as found in Aristotle 

(2007:19). Though he acknowledges that such an ontological schema is not adequate in 



206 
 

explaining every aspect of reality, he contends that this is the only valid manner in which 

soteriology can be described. Salvation is purely relational—not ontological. Bayer further 

explains this by noting the relationship between various ontological systems and the two 

kingdoms. Within the civil realm, Bayer acknowledges that the category of “substance” 

has some validity (2007:79). He rejects extreme forms of relational ontology by arguing 

that God is in essence God, regardless of his relationship to creation (2007:20). However, 

within the right hand sphere, in which God is active in salvation, a relational ontology is 

the “only appropriate one” (2007:79). This is explained in Bayer’s understanding of faith, 

and ecstatic existence in Christ.  

 One of the central themes in Bayer’s interpretation of Luther is the notion that faith 

always extends beyond itself to Christ. He argues that passive righteousness results in a 

life that is outside oneself, and found in another (2003:25). This identification with Christ 

externally frees one from the concerns of either self-judgment or the judgment of others, 

since one’s identity does not exist within the self at all (2003:39). Good works flow out of 

this idea, as passive righteousness frees one from concerns of self-justification so that 

one might serve the neighbor freely. Paulson, following Bayer, describes this as being 

“foreign to ourselves” (2011:2) and living “outside one’s self” (2011:3). It is faith which 

creates this reality, as faith clings to Christ who remains external. As do the Lutheran 

scholastics, Bayer and Paulson both emphasize the fact that faith never rests within itself 

or in any inherent quality of the human subject, but solely in Christ (Paulson 2011:57). In 

faith, the individual is “created anew” (Bayer 2007:103). One then exists, not in the self, 

but within Christ, with whom one is permanently identified. For Bayer, this concept cannot 

coexist with essentialist metaphysics, since the Greek systems have no place for a notion 

of “ex-centric being” in the identity of another (2007:103). While Bayer is correct in his 

contention that justification is relational rather than ontological, and that identity is to be 

found in Christ, his relational exclusivism in soteriology is problematic.  

 The first problem is that the natural result of this contention is that soteriology is 

limited to justification. Other parts of salvation, such as the mystical union, do not cohere 

with a purely relational ontology, and therefore they receive no treatment from Bayer. The 
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only union which receives attention is a union of relations between the person and Christ, 

rather than one of essences (2007:79). This is also likely connected to his conviction that 

there is no fundamental differentiation between justification and sanctification (2003:59). 

There can be no progressive change in any ontological sense in the Christian, although 

he does acknowledge that there can be a kind of relational progress in connection with 

the new creature throughout the Christian life (2003:65). Both Scripture and the 

Confessions are far more multi-faceted than is allowed with Bayer’s ontology. 

 Another issue with this relational emphasis is that, like Forde’s existential approach 

to regeneration, it does not account for any continuity in the subject. While it is true that 

one gains a new identity in Christ in the great exchange, this identity does not erase the 

previous self. If the individual is, theologically, defined solely by relation, and one’s 

relation to God changes before and after regeneration, then the self must become 

something utterly foreign. If there is a change of relation, then there is also a change of 

self. Furthermore, if one is identified solely with Christ in this supposed “ex-centric” notion 

of being, then it would be more accurate to simply say that the individual is Jesus in faith. 

To be sure, Bayer himself does not make such connections. However, such is the result 

if there is no talk of human essence apart from relations within soteriological discourse. 

There must be a human ego and identity within the self in some sense, if the individual 

actually experiences redemption. Therefore, although there is a sense in which it is proper 

to speak about living in and through another, and being identified with Christ, this cannot 

be the sole means by which one exposits redemption. Identity is both in some sense 

within the self—or, again, there is no actual self to be redeemed in the first place—and in 

Christ. The problem, as has been the common critique of Bayer in the present work, is 

that Bayer forces an unnecessary dichotomy. His insights into ecstatic existence in Christ 

can be explained more properly not by dismissing ontology from soteriology altogether, 

but acknowledging the coherence of the two ideas within the broader scope of salvation.  

 William Schumacher adopts a relational ontology from Bayer, and explores the fact 

that one is defined not purely by one’s faith-relation to Christ, but also to fellow creatures. 

He is highly critical of Platonic dualism of body and soul, even claiming that body and soul 
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are not two separate substances, but two different ways of viewing the entire human 

person (2010:154). The soul describes the person in relation to God, and the body is 

one’s self in relation to other creatures. It is in relation to others that Schumacher expands 

upon Bayer’s relational emphasis. For Schumacher, relations to other individuals are not 

merely accidental qualities of people, but are actually “constitutive of human nature” 

(2010:155). There is, then, no human essence which can be determined apart from 

connections between particular people. Schumacher further clarifies that relations 

constitute the human essence “in the fullest sense” (2010:155). For Aristotle, in contrast, 

relations are accidental, since such relations are in flux and the identity of an object 

remains despite whatever relations it has at the present moment. If an individual becomes 

a widow, she remains the same self regardless of the changed husband-wife relation that 

defined a significant aspect of her life previously. Even within a relationship, there is 

constant flux so that no single relation or set of relations remain fixed through time. If one 

were to cut off every single relationship that they had, moving to a far away place or alone 

on an island, their essential identity would not change. It is for these reasons that essence 

has to have a priority over relation. Schumacher himself basically admits as much when 

he says that if one were cut off from relations with other humans, they would still remain 

a human, “in the same sense as a human being who has lost arms or legs or eyes is still 

human” (2010:156). The fact is that even though Schumacher wants to give relation 

priority over essence, he simply cannot do it consistently, and without seemingly realizing 

it, he comes to the same conclusion that Aristotle does. Relations are a fundamental 

aspect of what it means to be in a material world, and one is always standing in relation 

to others; however, those relations are not definitional of what an object is (its essence), 

since an object retains its identity as relations change. Again, Schumacher’s insights are 

helpful, but only make sense within the essentialist framework that he continually 

distances himself from. The same problem arises in Kolb and Arand’s work. 

 In The Genius of Luther’s Theology, Robert Kolb and Charles Arand argue that the 

idea of the two kinds of righteousness is a central theme in Luther’s thought. In particular, 

they explore these themes as relational categories in connection with how one relates to 
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both God and fellow creatures (2008:28). These types of righteousness are passive and 

active. They each serve in a relational capacity to identify how one is to act with regard 

to God and humans respectively. One’s relatedness to God is always passive, as an 

infant is with their parents (2008:28).  God gives salvation as a free gift, and the man or 

woman can do absolutely nothing to earn it. They, therefore, enter before God in a purely 

passive stance, and receive their identity before God in Christ (2008:29). In connection 

to other creatures, however, one is to live a life of active obedience to God through works 

of love toward the neighbor (2008:29). Like Shumacher, Kolb and Arand connect this life 

of obedience largely with the relations that one has in various vocations and communities. 

In opposition to the monastic ideal, Christians live for the sake of those around them—

always within community and in civil society at large. Both of these facets of human 

existence constitute human identity. 

 What is promoted by Kolb and Arand is a kind of relational ontology which purports 

that identity flows out of relations to both God and man. Speaking of one’s coram Deo 

status, they argue that faith is not a mere accidental quality of the human creature, but 

instead that it “lies at the core of human existence” (2008:38). They further clarify that 

Luther “does not consider the human person substantially” (2008:49), but instead, he 

speaks of humanity in strictly relational terms. To make the point as clear as possible, 

Kolb and Arand also approvingly cite Bayer in saying that “My very being is faith” 

(2008:51). This conflation of essence and relation is highly problematic. To say that one’s 

being is identified with faith, or that both existence and identity are strictly tied to one’s 

coram Deo status leads to a devaluation of the unbeliever. If one takes these statements 

in their strict and literal sense, then the individual who is devoid of faith therefore has no 

existence, identity, or being. The inevitable conclusion, again, is Flacianism. If reality is 

defined by relation, then one’s own being is fundamentally altered in faith in which there 

is no continuity of subject. This is not to say that Kolb or Arand would themselves make 

such contentions. However, it does demonstrate the necessity of speaking of a 

continuous human essence which remains in the individual. A purely relational or 

linguistic ontology, in the present author’s view, simply cannot account for this.  
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 The criticisms which Kolb and Arand offer toward Greek metaphysics is mostly 

within the context of the Eastern doctrine of theosis, and especially its use by Tuomo 

Mannermaa. Kolb and Arand are highly critical of any soteriology which is ontological 

(2008:48). They categorize such approaches as a denial of human creatureliness, 

wherein the goal of redemption is to be “absorbed into God’s divine being,” which results 

in the loss of individual creaturely identity (2008:48). This is then associated with the view 

of Andreas Osiander, who denied the forensic nature of justification, and then with the 

Eastern Orthodox tradition which operates from a supposedly “radically different 

metaphysical base” than Luther (2008:48). Kolb and Arand are simply incorrect in their 

characterization of the Eastern tradition. Apart from absolute pantheism, no Christian 

theologian who identifies with Neoplatonism argues for a complete loss of the individual 

into the very substance of God. Nearly every Eastern Orthodox text on theosis makes 

repeated statements that such is not the case. This is, in fact, the entire point of the 

prominent distinction between God’s essence (which is not participatory) and his energies 

(which are participatory) that assures that the believer never actually participates within 

the divine essence at all (Cooper 2014:9). Furthermore, it is not the contention of Eastern 

writers that the creature becomes in any sense less of a creature, but instead that theosis 

makes the individual more truly human (Cooper 2014:4-5). Here, the supposed opposition 

between a relational ontology that holds to a strong creature/Creator distinction and a 

Platonist one that does not is simply manufactured.  

 A further problem with Kolb and Arand’s criticism is that they continue to promote 

the false dichotomy that either one adopts a relational understanding of salvation or a 

metaphysical one (2008:49). There is no reason why the two concepts must necessarily 

be opposed to one another. It is true, certainly, that justification is a decidedly relational 

category, which refers not to a change in substance, but in the individual’s relatedness to 

God. However, when the Lutheran scholastics developed the ordo salutis, they 

acknowledged the broad variety of realities involved in salvation, though without negating 

the unique forensic nature of justification (Schmid 1899:409). Kolb and Arand’s helpful 

insights surrounding the two kinds of righteousness need not negate essentialist ontology 



211 
 

as a subject of soteriological discourse (Cooper 2016:120). The complete disregard for 

any metaphysical discussions related to the human subject in Kolb and Arand’s work lead 

to a rather unique view of sanctification.  

Kolb and Arand contend that there is no “progress upward on a spiritual continuum” 

in the Christian life (2008:49). At one point it is even stated rather clearly that there is no 

growth in sanctification at all (2008:126). This is not to say that the Christian does not 

participate in good works, according to Kolb and Arand. However, these good works are 

not the result of a process of the individual becoming more holy. Instead, the believer is 

completely holy in Christ, and that holiness is only partially manifested in the world before 

the eschaton (2008:125-126). Kolb and Arand demonstrate this through the popular 

phrase simul iustus et peccator. This phrase, in their view, refers to two totalities. One is 

completely righteous in relation to Christ, and completely sinful in oneself (2008:49). The 

movement between these two realities is never one of actual change from one to the 

other, but is purely psychological (2008:49). This seems to be the inevitable conclusion 

of a relational ontology. If being is by relation, and justification is a perfect act, then there 

is no place for partial righteousness at all, as one is already perfectly related to God. Good 

works then are dealt with in the category of inter-human relationships, especially within 

the context of vocation. This denial of any sense of partial righteousness or sanctification 

seems, however, to contradict Biblical texts which speak of a process wherein the 

individual is changed (2 Cor. 3:18, Phil. 3:12, Heb. 10:14, 2 Pet. 1:4-8), along with 

passages contained in the Book of Concord that speak about progress in sanctification 

(LC II.54, 57, Apol. IV.124, FC SD III.32). These passages are explained in detail in Hands 

of Faith (Cooper 2016). It is the Lutheran scholastic tradition that is able to hold both to a 

strong notion of forensic justification alongside of an ontological change in sanctification. 

Any ontology, from a Lutheran perspective, has to wrestle with two realities: 

Luther’s doctrine of justification, and genuine change in the Christian life. For Kolb and 

Arand, this means either making justification an ontological change (which they reject) or 

arguing that there is no actual progress in sanctification (which they affirm). The Lutheran 

scholastics posit both a legal and relation conception of justification, and speak in Platonic 
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and Aristotelian categories about being. Both the Platonic and Aristotelian traditions have 

ways of speaking about change in the Christian without somehow subsuming humanity 

into divinity, as Kolb and Arand fear (2008:48). For the Platonist the ideal human—in the 

mind of God—is a sinless one. As one is involved in the process of sanctification, or 

Christification, one is participates more in that ideal, and thus becomes more truly human. 

This is why the Eastern tradition can speak of divinization as the fulfillment of human 

nature, rather than a loss of one’s creatureliness. For the Aristotelian, sanctification can 

be placed in the category of accidental change, rather than substantial. Throughout the 

process, one retains the same ego and essence, but genuine change does occur, though 

without a change from one essence to another. In each of these ways, the classical 

metaphysician is able to argue for the reality of some kind of ontological change over 

time, while simultaneously affirming the consistency of human identity. An ontology which 

favors relation over essence cannot do this. 

Bayer, Schumacher, Kolb, and Arand all have strong and important modifications 

to Christian anthropology and the notion of relations. Bayer rightly argues that there is a 

sense in which Christian identity and existence is not within the autonomous self, but in 

Christ. However, he wrongly puts soteriology solely in this category, and thus negates the 

redemption of the human essence itself. Schumacher is correct to note the communal 

nature of humanity. God did not make individuals to live or subsist solely within 

themselves, but in the context of the broader human community. However, Schumacher’s 

points cohere perfectly well within the essentialist metaphysic that he continues to 

distance himself from. Kolb and Arand identify how the two kinds of righteousness spoken 

of by Luther are to be applied to the notions of relatedness to both God and creatures. 

However, they unnecessarily then dismiss substantial understandings of humanity, and 

in doing so, they mischaracterize Neoplatonism and the Eastern tradition. They also are 

forced, by their relational ontology, to deny any real sense of progressive sanctification, 

though this teaching is prominent in both Scripture and the Lutheran Confessions. Each 

of these relational approaches brings important aspects of nuance to a theological 

anthropology. However, they can provide a more balanced explanatory function only 
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when based upon an essentialist ontology.    

 

4.4 Causation 

The final methodological consideration in Radical Lutheran authors to be discussed here 

is their notion of causation, and their subsequent rejection of the Aristotelian approach 

and the ordo salutis. These writers do not consciously formulate any specific concept of 

causality, but they are critical of the Aristotelian one. These criticisms usually are 

addressed in the context of the order of salvation developed within Lutheran Orthodoxy, 

in which various aspects of the application of salvation are connected partially through 

the language of cause and effect. It is the contention of these writers that theologians 

should not follow Aristotle’s thought in explaining these aspects of salvation. Here, the 

criticisms are overviewed, followed by a correction of misunderstandings of scholastic 

thought, and then finally Hume’s approach to causality is explained which is assumed in 

Radical Lutheran authors.  

 The notion of the ordo salutis is practically non-existent in contemporary Lutheran 

dogmatics, though it was strongly utilized in the seventeenth through early twentieth 

centuries. Whether associated with Radical Lutheran thought or not, there is hardly a 

contemporary Lutheran thinker who speaks positively about the notion. One criticism, 

which has been apparent above, is that the concept of the order of salvation somehow 

displaces the centrality of justification by positing sanctification as its effect, supposedly 

then placing renovation in the center of the Christian life, rather than the forensic verdict 

of justification (Braaten 1990:31). Many of the criticisms follow this train of thought, 

associating the order of salvation concept as some form of legalism. Steven Paulson 

gives the criticism that this ordo salutis was developed in order to secure a place for the 

law in the Christian life as an eternal order, which he himself rejects (2011:11-12). Further, 

he defines the ordo salutis as the “ordering of the steps creatures must take toward 

judgment or salvation,” (2011:156) and further writes similarly that the ordo salutis 

constitutes the “ordered steps toward salvation” (2011:220). It appears that for Paulson 



214 
 

and others, this common scholastic concept is not about the various elements of God’s 

act of salvation, but are ordered steps in which the human cooperates that leads to 

salvation.  

 These criticisms are echoed in various Lutheran thinkers. Eric Gritsch, for 

example, writes in his A History of Lutheranism that Lutheran orthodoxy departed from 

Luther in developing a logical approach to redemption which relied on Aristotle’s 

metaphysics (Gritsch 2002:113). The ordo salutis is an outgrowth of this. Carl Braaten 

argues, like Paulson, that this idea displaces justification, which in his view is now 

somehow dependent upon an inward work of the Holy Spirit (Braaten, 1990:31). He is 

critical, particularly, of the common scholastic definition of faith, which is said to have 

three elements: notitia (knowledge), assensus (assent), and fiducia (trust). He calls this 

“pure intellectualizing Pelagianism” (1990:30), seemingly believing the definition to 

propose various steps which the creature must take in order to be justified. All of these 

criticisms are based upon a misunderstanding of the order of salvation in orthodoxy, and 

they assume a Humean framework which differs heavily from the Aristotelian one in which 

these authors worked.  

 The most basic point to be understood about the order of salvation as exposited in 

the seventeenth century scholastics is that the order spoken of is logical rather than 

temporal. All criticisms cited above assume that the Lutheran orthodox speak instead 

about a temporal ordering of events. For example, regeneration and justification are 

simultaneous acts of God. There is no period of time wherein one is regenerated and not 

justified. Braaten contends that, for proponents of the ordo salutis, justification is based 

upon the inward change which occurs in regeneration, and thus negate the purely forensic 

notion of justification which is based upon Christ’s work extra nos. The first problem is 

that this assumes some kind of temporal sequence of events, which the scholastics do 

not. Second, Braaten conflates the notions of an instrumental and efficient cause. For the 

orthodox, regeneration and its effect (faith) are not efficient or meritorious causes of 

justification. The efficient cause of justification is God himself, and the meritorious cause 

is Christ’s life and death. Faith’s role in justification is merely instrumental, meaning that 
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it serves as a means of reception. Justification is not in any sense based upon faith, but 

is received by faith. This theme is repeated at length by scholastic thinkers, who Braaten 

has not read clearly. Furthermore, the notion that the scholastic view of faith is somehow 

“Pelagianism” is negated by the very notion he argues against. Regeneration is defined 

as the giving of faith—a supernatural act of God accomplished through the means of 

grace. It is precisely the notion that regeneration precedes faith and justification (logically) 

that the scholastic view cannot be labeled Pelagian or Semi-Pelagian in any sense 

whatever. It should be clear that Paulson’s notion that the order of salvation has anything 

to do with “steps creatures must take toward judgment or salvation” (2011:56) is a 

complete misrepresentation of Lutheran scholasticism. What appears to be the case is 

that the language of causation as used by these thinkers is read in a modern, rather than 

Aristotelian manner. 

 For Aristotle, there are four types of causes: the formal, material, final, and efficient 

(Feser 2008:62). These are described in chapter three. For the Greek, none of these 

causes incorporate any linear notions, that a cause temporally precedes if effect. It is, 

perhaps, the idea of efficient causation which is closest to the contemporary use of the 

term, but this idea is about the actualizing of the potentiality in an object by the impact of 

another, rather than any temporal statement. The scholastics added other causes in their 

discourse about the elements of salvation such as: instrumental, ministerial, and the 

differentiation between a primary and secondary efficient cause. None of them speak 

about the place of events in relation to one another in time. The problem here is not that 

the seventeenth century authors were too Aristotelian—thus leading to a form of works 

righteousness. Instead, such ideas are read into those authors because modern writers 

are inherently Humean. David Hume rejected Aristotle’s idea of causes, and that has 

impacted how the scholastic method is understood by modern interpreters. 

 David Hume is often known as a skeptic, being a philosopher who challenged 

previously accepted notions. In his Treatise of Human Nature, Hume explains his 

perspective on causation by casting doubt upon Aristotle’s idea of powers and potentiality 

(Hume 1962:213). He argues that the connections between a cause and its effect are 
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mere probabilities based upon one’s sense experience. One makes observations that 

when A happens, B generally follows (Hume 1962:206). A cause is that which temporally 

precedes its effect. Mere experience, however, cannot assure one that there is any actual 

necessary connection between one event and the other. The clearest statement one can 

make is that B will probably follow A because it has in the past. While Hume’s skepticism 

here has not generally been followed, the observational nature of the understanding of 

cause and effect has. This is, for example, how a scientific experiment is conducted. One 

attempts action A to see if B follows. This experiment is then repeated, and if this outcome 

occurs continually, then it is determined that B follows A. The critics of the ordo salutis 

appear to function with this linear understanding of cause and effect, and in doing so, they 

misunderstand the theology of the seventeenth century Lutheran orthodox theologians. 

When Aristotle’s categories are properly understood, the supposed problems with this 

approach are mitigated.  

 The order of salvation is one of the areas in which it is apparent that the Radical 

Lutheran authors and other critics have not thoroughly understood the methodological 

assumptions that the scholastics were working with. When properly understood, the ordo 

salutis does not lead to legalism, nor does it posit a series of steps a human must take to 

achieve salvation in a Pelagian manner. Instead, this idea was merely a way to categorize 

and explain the various aspects of salvation as it is applied. The scholastic categories 

allow for a significant amount of nuance which the Humean conception of causation does 

not allow, and thus are to be preferred.  

 

4.5 Conclusion 

Throughout this chapter, the philosophical foundations of the Radical Lutheran method 

have been explained and critiqued. It has been demonstrated that the scholastic method 

retains its significance in the present day, and has more explanatory value than 

contemporary approaches. The foundations of the Radical Lutheran authors are manifold. 

First, these authors follow along a path away from essentialist metaphysics and scholastic 
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theology which began in the modern era in the thought of René Descartes, and was 

especially prominent in the philosophy of Immanuel Kant. These philosophical shifts 

coincided with a strong move away from scholastic theology through the rise of Protestant 

Liberalism, and subsequently impacted interpretations of Luther which divorced the 

reformer from later thinkers. This leads to an interpretation of Luther as a kind of anti-

philosopher. This was filtered through Heidegger’s philosophy in Rudolf Bultmann. While 

the Radical Lutheran authors reject some fundamental tenets of Bultmann’s thought, they 

continue to affirm his aversion to scholastic interpretations of Lutheran thought, along with 

his prioritization of act over being. 

 While it is clear that Paulson, Bayer, and Forde do not themselves argue for a 

synthesis of Heideggerian philosophy and Luther’s theology, it is apparent that they still 

utilize some of his philosophical and methodological assumptions. While existential 

thinkers have a variety of unique perspectives, they are unified in their rejection of abstract 

metaphysical ideas for those which are more closely related to human experience. 

Heidegger does this through his approach to Being itself, rather than an examination of 

essences. The world is understood in terms of its relation to the human subject. Similarly, 

Radical Lutheran authors reject theological propositions which are regarded as abstract. 

This includes discussions about theodicy as well as the attributes of God. One of the 

clearest examples of this is in Gerhard Forde’s understanding of the divine law. For Forde, 

the law is defined not by its essence, but by its impact. The gospel is explained in a similar 

manner. Anything that deals with extensive theological definition is regarded as either a 

theology of glory, or mere abstraction. Oswald Bayer speaks similarly, by arguing against 

classical metaphysics as “justifying thinking.” This is identified as a problem in the same 

manner as “justifying doing,” which are both manifestations of the theologia gloriae. He 

opts, instead, for a theology which is oriented toward the relationship between the human 

subject and the God who justifies. This is not merely a shift in emphasis from scholastic 

thought, but Bayer rejects classical theism by arguing that God is inconsistent with 

himself, and is capable of change within his very essence. These contentions by both 

Forde and Bayer demonstrate a move away from essence toward a theology of history 
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and experience, which are both strong existential themes.  

 The move away from essentialism is problematic for numerous reasons, as has 

been demonstrated above. These authors rely on a selective reading of Luther’s writings, 

and neglect the strongly Neoplatonic statements that appear in the philosophical theses 

of the Heidelberg Disputation. It is clear that metaphysical unity is not the target of Luther’s 

criticisms of the theology of glory, as this same work that criticizes the theologia gloriae 

defends Plato. It is not only Luther who is subject to selective reading here, as Kolb, 

Arand, and Nestingen similarly interpret the Formula of Concord as opposed to classical 

metaphysics. These authors content that both Matthias Flacius and Andreas Osiander’s 

positions were rejected on the basis of using a supposed foreign philosophy in their 

interpretation of theological truths. However, in contrast to this, the Formula boldly speaks 

about Aristotelian conceptions as “indisputable truth” which are simply a given in theology. 

Along with the historical problems, these movements away from classical thought are 

problematic Scripturally. The attributes of God that are identified with classical theism, 

rejected by Bayer, are Scripturally grounded, as several scholars have defended in recent 

years. Further, the conception of essences is a consistent application of the nature of 

creation, in which God creates according to particular kinds, rather than only individual 

objects. It is not merely a Greek imposition on the Biblical text. Finally, when Paulson 

seeks to describe the sin of Adam as some kind of quest for metaphysical unity apart 

from created objects, there is simply no evidence whatsoever that this has any relevance 

to the narrative itself as recorded in Genesis. One might wonder then who is really the 

one importing a foreign philosophy onto the Biblical text.  

 Along with existentialism, Oswald Bayer draws from J.L. Austin’s speech-act 

theory in his exposition of Luther’s thought, which distinguishes between constative and 

performative speech. Forde holds to a similar distinction, using the terms “secondary 

discourse” and “primary discourse” respectively. For Bayer, this performative speech-act 

constitutes the very essence of Christianity, thus strongly differentiating his own view from 

most (all?) previous theology. William Schumacher follows this centrality of divine speech 

in his criticism of the Finnish school of Luther interpretation defended by Tuomo 
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Mannermaa. For Schumacher, classical philosophy and Luther have two opposing 

systems of reality. Reality is either defined, according to Schumacher, by essences in 

themselves or by the word of God. He opts for the latter. It was demonstrated that each 

of these proposals is built upon a false dichotomy. There is no reason why these models 

of speech are necessarily a replacement of essentialist categories. One can adopt the 

usefulness as the category of performative speech in connection with sacramental 

theology without then also negating essentialist metaphysics. Schumacher, especially, 

wrongly divides these two truths and misunderstands essentialism by arguing that 

classical philosophy somehow assumes autonomy in the subject. This is simply not the 

case. The scholastic method can validly incorporate the insights of Austin, Searle, and 

others while simultaneously affirming real-essentialism in either its Platonic or Aristotelian 

form.  

 Connected with this shift to linguistics, Schumacher, Bayer, Kolb, and Arand all 

argue that relation is a more proper category than substance, at least in connection with 

soteriology. Through his word, God creates a new relation between himself and the 

human subject. The relatedness to God constitutes one’s passive righteousness and 

identity coram Deo. This notion of identity is definitional of humanity, rather than a shared 

essence of humanness. Bayer identifies faith as one’s being. This relational ontology is 

tied, not only to God, but also to fellow human creatures. Schumacher argues that the 

human essence itself is constituted by such relationships. This entire argument, again, is 

based upon a false dichotomy. The Lutheran scholastics all argued for justification as 

strictly forensic relational terminology without negating essentialist concepts. For them, 

forensic and partipationist soteriological categories were not pitted as two opposing 

systems, but two aspects of the comprehensive reality that is salvation. This relational 

ontology, if it negates any other ontology in reference to salvation, does not have any 

proper place for the language of the mystical union, which is both a Biblical and historically 

Lutheran idea.  

 A unifying problem in all of these systems is that they have no place for a proper 

exposition of humanity. It is precisely in relation to the human essence that the Formula 
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of Concord affirms Aristotle’s metaphysical categories of substance and accident, while 

modern Lutheran writers consistently attempt to create a better anthropological approach. 

The first problem arises in the existential approach of Forde and Paulson. Forde blatantly 

states that there is no continuously existence subject at all. One is defined by their 

existential relation to law and gospel, and thus when that relation changes, so does the 

person. This completely negates any sense of a continuous subject who is redeemed at 

all. Paulson uses similarly confusing language when he states that the simul iustus et 

peccator principle makes for “two yous.” If the adjectives “sinful” and “righteous” are not 

accidental but constitutive of the human person, there is then no personal identity 

standing behind these realities. One is then left with a Nestorian anthropology of two 

opposed persons interacting with one another, rather than a single person with conflicted 

wills. Bayer attempts to define the human essence with the adjective “sinful,” due to his 

attempt at creating a thoroughly linguistic theology. This leaves him in the same position 

as Flacius, who does not separate sin from the person who is impacted by it. This means 

that the word of Gospel must necessarily make the person a completely different subject, 

especially in the glorified state wherein sin no longer remains. Schumacher argues for a 

relational approach to anthropology, but in doing so, he is similarly confronted with the 

problem of the continuity of identity. He argues that relation constitutes the human person 

in the strongest possible sense, but that is simply an impossibility to maintain, since 

relations may change throughout life, but he is not willing to argue that the person’s entire 

being then changes. This is why ultimately he confesses reluctantly that human identity 

can actually be maintained apart from relations. Even proponents of these other 

anthropological systems cannot ultimately defend their own premises.  

 In each of these areas, the Radical Lutheran method has demonstrated its 

inadequacy. It results in innovations in the doctrine of man, of God, and in several other 

areas—and not in ways that are beneficial. The categories of language, relation, and 

existence are valid insofar as they go, but they do not hold strong explanatory theological 

value apart from the essentialist views of the Lutheran scholastics. In the following 

chapter, the practical implications of the adoption of the Radical Lutheran method and 
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their critique of scholasticism are explained, and in doing so, it is again clear that the 

scholastic method is to be preferred over modern approaches.   

 

Chapter 5 

Implications of the Dissonance Between Radical Lutheranism and the Scholastic 

Method for the Contemporary Church 

 

5.1 Introduction 

The major theoretical argument as to the theological superiority of the classical Lutheran 

scholastic approach over that of Radical Lutheranism has concluded, as was addressed 

in the previous chapters. Here, the practical implications of the dissonance between these 

two approaches to Lutheran thought is explained in light of issues facing the church today. 

In this final chapter, the research and conclusions of the study in addressing the primary 

and subsidiary research questions are summarized and explained. Following this, the 

final research question is answered with a study of three particular areas in which the 

modern church is impacted by divergent theological approaches. After this is a following 

section on further areas to be explored regarding this subject, and a final conclusion to 

the work presented here. 

The question answered in this chapter is: What are the implications of the 

dissonance between Lutheran scholasticism and Radical Lutheranism for ecclesiology 

and practical theology in the contemporary church? The importance of theological 

distinctives is never purely theoretical, as these ideas have an impact upon ministry in 

which the local church in engaged, whether congregants are aware of this or not. An 

entire monograph could be written on these practical differences, but such a 

comprehensive discussion is not possible here. In order to explain the issues adequately, 

three particular practical implications of the Radical Lutheran method have been selected, 

which are among the most significant. First, the nature of Lutheran identity is explored, 
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and it is demonstrated that the nature of what Lutheranism is differs fundamentally in 

these two dissonant approaches. Second, the discipline of apologetics is discussed, 

which is entirely dismissed by some Radical Lutheran authors, but is an important aspect 

of scholastic theology. Third, the contemporary debates surrounding gender in the church 

are engaged in light of both methods, and it is demonstrated that essentialism is a 

necessity in defending male and female as distinct genders created by God. Prior to this, 

however, the insights of the study thus far are summarized. 

 

5.2 Major Insights Gleaned from this Study 

Throughout this study thus far, the theological and philosophical foundations of both the 

Lutheran scholastic method and that of Radical Lutheranism have been explained in 

response to the primary research question: how does Lutheran scholasticism constitute 

a more adequate methodological system than Radical Lutheranism? The first three 

subsidiary questions have been addressed in each chapter, and the final is answered 

here. Prior to engaging in the practical implications of the dissonance between these two 

approaches, the conclusions of each previous chapter are explained in view of each 

research question, as this study comes to an end. 

 The first of the subsidiary research questions that was answered was: what is the 

current state of scholarship concerning theological methodology within the Lutheran 

tradition, including that articulated by Radical Lutheran writers? It was demonstrated that 

there are three primary categories into which most contemporary Lutheran work on 

theological method can be placed: the Radical Lutheran, the Confessional with Radical 

Lutheran influence, and the scholastic. The method of Radical Lutheranism was 

explained in the works of three primary authors: Gerhard Forde, Oswald Bayer, and 

Steven Paulson. These authors are not strictly Confessional, but instead divorce the 

theology of Luther from the later tradition, especially from seventeenth century Protestant 

scholasticism. These writers function on the basis of certain aspects of both existential 

and linguistic philosophy, while rejecting several fundamental tenets of essentialism. The 
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second category of authors hold to a strict view of Confessional subscription and are thus 

not as willing to reject the era of Lutheran thought that follows the sixteenth century 

Reformation. However, they are still highly critical of several elements of classical 

Western philosophy. The writers discussed were Robert Kolb, Charles Arand, and William 

S. Schumacher. The third approach to theological method discussed was that of 

scholasticism. This is not as popular among Lutheran writers in the modern church as are 

the other two approaches. The most vocal proponent of this perspective within the 

Lutheran tradition in recent years was Robert Preus, who defended the validity of 

seventeenth century categories through his study of the primary sources of that era. It 

was demonstrated that this method has been revived in broader Protestantism, and 

especially in the Reformed church through the writings of Richard Muller. This then led to 

the second question regarding the foundations of scholasticism.  

 In the following chapter, I asked: what are the theological and philosophical 

foundations of the Lutheran scholastic method? It was demonstrated that Lutheran 

thinkers adopted many of the metaphysical convictions that were prominent in the 

medieval church. In particular, the real-essentialist philosophies of both Plato and 

Aristotle were used to various degrees in order to explain certain Scriptural truths. Both 

of these philosophical systems were explained in relation to Lutheran authors who used 

them. Though many Radical Lutheran authors resist this conclusion, Platonism was 

Luther’s own favored philosophy, though he did not explore this extensively. In opposition 

to certain caricatures of the reformer, Luther was not in opposition to reason or 

philosophy, but instead to their misuse. The second generation of Lutherans, including 

Martin Chemnitz and the other authors of the Formula of Concord, utilized some of 

Aristotle’s metaphysical categories. His definition of causation was used by Melanchthon, 

and the distinction between substance and accidental properties is explicitly taught in the 

Formula of Concord. Later scholastics, such as Johann Gerhard, followed the Formula 

here and tended to favor the use of Aristotle’s categories, though they also borrowed from 

elements of Neoplatonism, especially as taught by St. Augustine. These Neoplatonic 

elements generally are found within devotional writing, though they occasionally appear 
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in dogmatic texts as well. In summary, the answer to the question posed here is that the 

foundation of the Lutheran scholastic method is a Scripturally based theology which 

accepts a strong metaphysical essentialism, and a classical approach to God’s nature.  

 The third question answered was: in what ways are the theological methods of 

Lutheran scholasticism more satisfactory than those of Radical Lutheranism? The 

philosophical underpinnings of the Radical Lutheran method were explained as differing 

from that of the scholastics. These authors draw from a variety of movements, including 

existentialism, speech-act theory, relational ontology, and Hume’s notion of causation. 

Though they differ on certain points, each of the authors discussed rejects the 

fundamental nature of essence as a category in which the theologian should be engaged. 

They argue, instead, that reality is to be defined by language and relation. Essence is, at 

most, a secondary category which flows out of the others.  

It was demonstrated that these foundations are inadequate both scripturally and 

theologically. While certain insights of these modern thinkers are beneficial, they cannot 

properly stand without the foundation of classical metaphysics. Particular areas of 

theology have been addressed wherein the Radical Lutheran method does not allow for 

a proper understanding of the Scriptural data. One is the doctrine of God, in which Forde, 

Paulson, and Bayer all depart from classical theism. The traditional incommunicable 

attributes of simplicity, immutability, and impassibility are all either modified or rejected. 

In scholastic thought, however, these notions are both accepted and defended. The 

second area in which the Radical Lutheran approach demonstrates its flaws is in 

anthropology. Due to both the relational and linguistic categories which replace that of 

essence, these authors adopt a form of Flacianism and have no accounting for the 

continuance of the human subject from sin unto redemption. The scholastics stand more 

in line with Article I of the Formula of Concord noting that each person contains a human 

essence, as well as accidental attributes. Due to this, they avoid the problems which arise 

among Radical Lutheran authors. Finally, the rejection of Aristotelian language of 

causation has allowed Forde, Bayer, and Paulson to reject the ordo salutis, and 

consequently leads to an anemic doctrine of sanctification, wherein the act is almost 
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synonymous with justification. In contrast, the scholastics account for all of the Biblical 

data regarding the various aspects of salvation, as well as the reality of progress in 

sanctification. In all of these ways, the Radical Lutheran method has been demonstrated 

to be inadequate. The theoretical argument has thus concluded as to the veracity of one 

method over the other. Here, the practical implications of this dissonance is engaged.  

 The fourth and final research question, which follows the other three, is: what are 

the implications of the dissonance between Lutheran scholasticism and Radical 

Lutheranism for ecclesiology and practical theology in the contemporary church? This 

question is answered here in connection with three subjects: Lutheran identity, the use of 

Christian apologetics, and the nature of gender as a created reality. As these issues are 

discussed, it is clear that the inadequacies of the Radical Lutheran approach have 

important implications in the practical life and ministry of the church. First is Lutheran 

identity, which is a foundation for the others.  

 

5.3 Lutheran Identity 

The question of Lutheran identity has been asked throughout the centuries following the 

Reformation of Martin Luther. In the sixteenth century, questions were raised about a 

number of theological issues, which resulted in the writing of the Book of Concord that, 

for a time, was broadly understood as the definitive statement of Lutheran identity. In the 

eighteenth century, strong divisions arose within the Lutheran church in Germany 

between those who promoted the scholastic theology of the seventeenth century 

textbooks, and followers of the Pietist movement begun by Philip Jacob Spener (Shantz 

2013:15-41). While the former viewed Lutheran identity primarily in its doctrinal 

distinctives, the latter concerned itself mostly with matters of the heart and morality. The 

following century had further divides as Protestant Liberalism arose, and several 

significant thinkers began to downplay the theology taught in the Lutheran Confessions. 

In America, Samuel S. Schmucker argued for an “American Lutheranism” which 

contained a modified version of the Augsburg Confession that conceded to the Reformed 

view on the Lord’s Supper (Gritsch 2002:189-199). C.F.W. Walther, Adolph Hoenecke, 
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Charles Krauth and others argued against Schmucker in favor of a strong 

Confessionalism with roots in the scholastic tradition. Like these previous centuries, the 

twentieth also had its own questions raised by churches of the Reformation which 

continue to guide conversations in the twenty first about exactly what it means to be a 

Lutheran. 

 The twentieth century was a time of theological change and contention for a 

number of reasons. Protestant Liberalism, which was influential in past generations, 

became less prominent after both world wars, as Neo-Orthodoxy became an influential 

force within the church. Theologians such as Dietrich Bonhoeffer and Gustav Wingren 

promoted certain elements of Neo-Orthodoxy, while taking the theology of Luther much 

more seriously than those influenced by Schleiermacher (Gritsch 2002:228-233). The last 

century was one in which Luther studies gained prominence due to the influence of the 

Luther Renaissance of Karl Holl. Yet, these studies of Luther generally neglected later 

orthodox writers, and instead sought to define Lutheranism by its originator. Another 

important factor in Lutheran identity in the previous century was the rise of the ecumenical 

movement (Gritsch 2002:239-244). Especially since the Second Vatican Council, interest 

grew in finding areas of agreement between Lutheranism and Roman Catholicism, 

especially as both fought the common enemy of secularism in the West. This led to joint 

discussions on a variety of topics, including the Joint Declaration on the Doctrine of 

Justification which was published in 1999 which claimed agreement on the long-divisive 

issue. The Finnish approach to Luther has similarly been used to build ecumenical 

bridges with the Eastern Orthodox tradition (Mannermaa 2005). Others have reacted 

strongly against this by emphasizing the distinctive nature of Lutheran thought, rather 

than its shared heritage with other Christian traditions. The Radical Lutheran authors 

generally emphasize discontinuity, especially as they reject Classical Theism and place 

the law/gospel distinction in a central position. A final division between those who claim 

the name Lutheran has arisen within the twenty-first century surrounding issues of 

sexuality and gender identity. Here, some proposals regarding the identity of the Lutheran 

church are discussed, and it is demonstrated that the consequences of Radical Lutheran 
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thought on this topic are damaging to Lutheranism’s identity in the twenty-first century.  

 The Radical Lutheran author who speaks most blatantly about Lutheran identity is 

Steven Paulson, especially in his book Lutheran Theology. Throughout this text, Paulson 

defines the Lutheran church almost exclusively by its article of justification—particularly 

his unique understanding of the teaching. The text sets itself up as an attack on all that 

humans deem to be valuable. In particular, he criticizes the notion of virtue and its 

centrality in Christian thought in the early centuries. For Paulson, Christianity is not the 

search for virtue, but the end of it (2011:2-3). This includes a harsh critique of Patristic 

approaches to the Christian life which viewed Moses’ life, and others, as exemplars of the 

path from sin to virtue. Throughout the text, Paulson repeatedly argues against Patristic 

thought on a number of points, such as the non-assumptus principle of the Cappadocians, 

arguing instead that Christ assumes sin (2011:103). Augustine, he purports, 

misunderstood the nature of God’s law, being guilty of the supposed-legal scheme that 

Paulson rejects (2011:71). He also criticizes the medieval tradition, arguing that theology 

is not actually a “collection of doctrines” as the scholastic stated, but instead involves 

preaching the words of law and gospel (2011:61). Theology should not include the setting 

forth of the nature of God first, but instead with the distinction between law and gospel 

(2011:29). A further note is that Paulson engages most topics in a novel manner, rejecting 

previous interpretations. An example of this is the one cited above regarding the nature 

of the first sin, which Paulson identifies as an attempt to do metaphysics apart from 

created objects. The point is that when Paulson engages in writers prior to Luther, it is 

generally polemical. The general tone of his writing is that Lutheran theology is 

diametrically opposed to other traditions. His view would hardly be labeled an ecumenical 

one. 

 This opposition proposed by Paulson is not only toward Patristic and Medieval 

writers, but also the seventeenth century scholastics. Like the medieval scholastics, he 

accuses them of teaching theology as a set of propositions, rather than the living words 

of law and gospel (2011:61). They were wrong to utilize Aristotle in theological 

formulation. He identifies, as one example, the notion that faith has a twofold energy: 
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receptive and operative. The two powers of faith correspond to justification and renovation 

respectively. For Paulson, this is wrong because the idea relies upon an Aristotelian idea 

of cause and effect (2011:60). As demonstrated in the previous chapter, this criticism is 

based on a complete misunderstanding of what is meant when the scholastics speak of 

faith as the cause of justification. Another problem that Paulson identifies in post-

Reformation Lutheranism is that these writers believed that God’s wrath was 

proportionate to one’s sin. They mistakenly argued that the death of Christ was necessary 

for God to maintain his justice according to the divine law (2011:11). It is this notion of the 

eternal law, in particular, which guided the scholastics in their theological formulation 

which Paulson rejects. He defines the history of Lutheranism as “attempts to bring the 

law back into the Christian life” (2011:4). This leads to his definition of Lutheranism. 

 For Paulson, Lutheranism is at heart, a preaching movement (2011:5). He rejects 

other proposals for identifying the Lutheran Reformation as one tradition in the church 

catholic, a theological proposal to the whole church, or a mere ethnic particularity in 

Western Europe. This preaching movement is identified with the proclamation of law and 

gospel. In essence then, Lutheranism is defined by law and gospel. However, what 

Paulson means by law is not how the idea was understood in earlier authors as an eternal 

order which reflects God’s nature. Instead, the law is God’s voice of accusation (2011:2-

5). The gospel, similarly, is not a doctrinal statement about God’s justice and its 

satisfaction through the cross. It is the words, “I forgive you” as a performative utterance. 

The manner in which Paulson frames Lutheran identity is problematic at best. 

 The first place where Paulson’s proposal has serious difficulties is in its sectarian 

leanings. The Lutheran Reformers themselves, though certainly offering important 

differentiating perspectives on law and gospel, the two kingdoms, and other doctrines, 

were concerned to demonstrate the catholicity of the movement. The Augsburg 

Confession begins with a traditional exposition of the attributes of God, including his 

simplicity. The entire Book of Concord contains citations of the church fathers alongside 

of Scripture to demonstrate the validity of their perspectives. Martin Chemnitz spends his 

multi-volume criticism of the Council of Trent explaining the views of the church fathers in 
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defense of Luther’s reforms. Johann Gerhard frequently cited both Patristic and medieval 

theologians in his Theological Commonplaces. While Paulson might protest that he 

affirms the fathers on certain issues, the tenor of his work is one of discontinuity rather 

than continuity. If the Lutheran movement is solely concerned with preaching, as Paulson 

suggests, and if that preaching is connected to his own particular understanding of law 

and gospel (which apparently most other Lutherans have gotten wrong), then it is quite a 

small sampling of individuals in the history of the church who have rightly understood 

Christian theology. This leads to immense difficulties in building ecumenical relations with 

those of other Christian traditions, or even within Lutheranism itself.  

 The second major problem with Paulson’s view is that one singular theologian 

(Luther) is given an authoritative position in Christian theology. Paulson rejects several 

elements of the Lutheran Confessions, which teach both the third use of the law and the 

lex aeterna, and thus does not define the Lutheran movement by its primary documents. 

His dismissive view of post-Reformation Lutheranism also leads him to define the 

movement by something other than its entire historical tradition. What Paulson is left with 

is simply Luther as an isolated figure (and Melanchthon to an extent). While the Reformer 

certainly has a central role in the tradition which bares his name, there is a danger in 

exalting Luther above all other figures in the history of Christian theology. A Confessional 

approach allows for balance and catholicity. 

Another problem with the Radical Lutheran approach to Lutheranism, which 

extends far beyond Paulson, is the way in which the realities of sanctification or new 

obedience are downplayed or even rejected altogether. As Gerhard Forde states, 

“sanctification is thus simply the art of getting used to justification” (Forde 2007:226). In 

general, these authors reject any emphasis upon the Christians works as either a 

cooperative effort, or something to be preached on. This is not to say that Forde or 

Paulson deny the reality of good works altogether, as they confess this to be the result of 

the free proclamation of the gospel. Yet, this obedience is purely spontaneous. The law 

functions only in its civil use to prod individuals unto obedience, but there is no guidance 

for the Christian under God’s law in a traditional sense. In some approaches to sermon 
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writing in this tradition, it is argued that the law is to be preached in its condemnatory 

sense, followed by a bold act of gospel proclamation (Grimenstein 2015). There is no 

proclamation of law to follow the gospel. This notion flows out of Gerhard Forde’s popular 

essay, “Radical Lutheranism,” where the movement gets its name (Forde 2004:3-16). In 

this article, Forde argues that in light of challenges to the Lutheran doctrine of justification, 

the church should become more radical in its exposition of justification apart from works. 

This radicality includes a neglect of the reality of renovation, progress in faith, and new 

obedience. 

This attack on moral approached to the Christian life also includes criticisms of the 

function of reason and philosophy in theology, as discussed extensively in the previous 

two chapters. One of the criticisms leveled against Lutheranism from the very beginnings 

of the Reformation unto today is that its theology promotes antinomianism. Alongside of 

this, Lutheran thought is portrayed as anti-rational. The Radical Lutheran view plays into 

both misconceptions, leading to a Lutheranism which is reductionistic and devoid of 

central categories and themes within broader Christian thought. A read of Gerhard 

Forde’s essay in the volume Christian Spirituality gives the impression that the difference 

between this tradition and others is that they all believe in sanctification and Lutherans do 

not! The point here is not to say that the Lutheran tradition should simply capitulate its 

doctrine to other traditions for the sake of a false ecumenicity. However, it is to say that 

Luther’s unique insights can be placed within a broader doctrinal system in which there 

is agreement beyond one particular part of the church. While disagreements between 

traditions on these questions of the relationship between justification and sanctification 

remain, it should at least be acknowledged that both realities exist and are important. 

These flaws within the Radical Lutheran view of Lutheran identity as found in both 

Paulson and Forde are compared with other proposals, and it is demonstrated that it is 

the Lutheran scholastic tradition that has a proper balance between both the uniqueness 

of Luther’s Reformation and the catholic temperament of its history and future.  

 A popular proposal for Lutheran identity, which comes from outside of the Radical 

Lutheran movement, is contained in Eric Gritsch and Robert Jenson’s popular work 
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Lutheranism: The Theological Movement and Its Confessional Writings. These authors 

emphasize the importance of the Book of Concord in giving definition to the Lutheran 

tradition, yet do not identify the movement as a sectarian one, cutting itself off from 

previous church tradition. Gritsch and Jenson identify the Lutheran Confessions as a 

“proposal of dogma” given to the church catholic (1976:3). Ultimately, then, these 

doctrines are not identified with any particular territory or denomination, but offer up a 

proposal of what is true to the entire church (1976:6). The goal is, then, that these 

teachings would be spoken to, and eventually accepted by, the entire body of Christians. 

The center of these doctrines of the Lutheran church is defined as that of justification by 

faith (1976:6). All other important Lutheran distinctives flow out of this single truth. Jenson 

and Gritsch do not speak of justification in its scholastic meaning, however, but like the 

Radical Lutheran authors, they connect justification to a particular manner of speech. 

Instead of being one dogma defined by specific content, they argue that justification is 

“the metalinguistic stipulation of what kind of talking…can properly be proclamation and 

word of the church” (1976:42-43). Whatever teaching is occurring within the church, it is 

to be done through the giving of an unconditional promise. They then argue, like Bayer, 

that law and gospel are modes of speech (1976:43). The proposal offered here is that 

Lutheranism is a proposal to the church catholic of the dogma of justification by faith, 

which is not a single doctrine, but an unconditional manner of speaking which defines the 

way in which the church communicates.  

 There are both benefits and shortcomings of Gritsch and Jenson’s argument. 

Positively, they affirm that Lutheranism is not sectarian, but is a proposal for the whole 

church. It is this ecumenical spirit which is missing in the definitions offered by Paulson 

and others. They recognize, as did the scholastics, that the Lutheran tradition is a 

continuation of, rather than departure from, previous church history. Second, Jenson and 

Gritsch both affirm the importance of the Lutheran Confessions in the identity of the 

church, and thus avoid the mistake of connecting Lutheran thought solely with the 

reformer. The problem, however, is that Gritsch and Jenson both reject important aspects 

of classical Christian thought. Robert Jenson, in particular, is highly critical of classical 
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theism, instead defining God by his own future. It is in precisely this area, however, that 

the Lutheran Confession and thinkers such as Johann Gerhard and Martin Chemnitz, that 

it is continually emphasized that there is no departure from earlier authors. There is a 

difficulty in maintaining any kind of ecumenicity when the basic assertions of classical 

theism, which are inherent in Christian thought in the Patristic and medieval eras along 

with the Creeds, is rejected for some other model. Thus, while the outlines of Jenson and 

Gritsch’s indentification is correct, Jenson’s rejection of classical theism demonstrates 

that there is difficulty maintaining a truly catholic approach to the Reformation.  

 Another approach to Lutheran identity, which reflects the Lutheran scholastic 

tradition, is found in Charles Porterfield Krauth’s book The Conservative Reformation and 

Its Theology, first published in 1875. Krauth wrote in the United States at a time when the 

Lutheran church in America was struggling to identify itself. In the midst of these battles, 

some Lutherans cut themselves off from any significant theological interaction or even 

prayer fellowship from those with whom they disagreed. Others thought that Lutheranism 

must change to accommodate the Reformed tendencies in the American church. In the 

middle of those positions stood Krauth, who argued for a strong Lutheran identity, while 

maintaining cordial and productive conversation with those from other Christian traditions. 

This might be labeled a gentler and more ecumenical form of Confessionalism than was 

found in figures like Abraham Calov who consigned Reformed Christians to eternal 

perdition. Krauth stands within the tradition of Johann Gerhard who he cites frequently. 

This approach is that of the conservative reformation. 

 In the beginning of this text, Krauth outlines two tendencies within the church: the 

conservative and the progressive (1875:vii). Conservatism looks toward the past for 

guidance and truth, while progressivism looks for hope and change in the future. For 

Krauth, conservatism defines the Roman tradition, with an unwillingness to change at all, 

clinging to conceptions of the past without any notion of progress. Note that Krauth writes 

in the nineteenth century and that the Roman Church today could hardly be described as 

without progressive tendencies. The progressive tendency, if it neglects the conservative, 

leads to radicalism, which Krauth identifies with the Anabaptist movement along with 
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forms of Protestant Liberalism which were prominent in the nineteenth century. Within 

each of the Christian traditions, there are tendencies toward one or the other of these 

principles (1875:viii). Krauth notes that Zwingli is radical, but Calvin mixes both of these 

progressive and conservative tendencies, though in his view the progressive is more 

pronounced. It is within this context that Krauth writes of the Lutheran Reformation as 

containing the proper balance of both of these modes of thinking (1875:xii). Lutheranism 

clings onto the long Christian tradition as it has developed in the West, including its 

theological categories and liturgical forms. However, it is not beholden purely to the past 

or some supposed golden age of Christendom. Instead, the impurities of past doctrine 

are removed as the church moves into its future. For Krauth, there was hope for a final 

reunification of the church at some point in the future, and in his view, this would be done 

through Reformation catholicity, especially as taught in the Lutheran tradition (1875:xiv).   

 This perspective outlined by Krauth can be labeled “Reformational Catholicism,” 

which balances catholicity alongside of the distinctive doctrines of the Reformation. 

Presbyterian theologian Peter Leithart has recently argued for such a notion in his recent 

book The End of Protestantism (2016). Though differences exist between his own 

theological perspective and that of the Lutheran tradition, the general tenor of these 

theologies is the same—unity is to be sought in the church within the broader catholic 

tradition, but with strong Reformational emphasis. This is the mediation spoken of by 

Krauth between the conservative and progressive tendencies. This is exemplified in 

theologians like Chemnitz and Gerhard, along with others who represent the best of the 

scholastic tradition. These thinkers continually emphasize the connection between their 

own thought and that of earlier writers. This includes Patristic authors and the ecumenical 

councils (though the seventh leads to some difficulty). This continuity does not only exist 

in the Patristic era, but these thinkers use insights from medieval theologians, especially 

on theology proper. Gerhard cites Aquinas quite extensively in his treatment of the 

doctrine of God, and defends Classical Theism which includes a strong view of divine 

simplicity and immutability. It is this approach which is a productive and historic view of 

Lutheran identity. 



234 
 

 It is clear that both the Lutheran scholastic tradition and the Radical Lutheran 

approach have differing proposals for what constitutes Lutheran identity. For the Radical 

Lutheran authors, Lutheranism is defined by preaching, and particularly the preaching of 

law and gospel. Emphasis lies on discontinuity between this and other Christian traditions, 

and there is a strong divide between the pre and post-Reformation church. It is also the 

contention of these authors that Martin Luther is the single theological authority for the 

tradition that bears his name. The Lutheran Confessions are used to an extent, but it is 

purported that they stray from Luther’s purer theology on a number of points, especially 

as related to God’s law.  The scholastic tradition retains a place between progressivism 

and conservatism, both in using the theology of the past—especially classical approaches 

to the doctrine of God—and moving forward in proposing important reforms as they 

accord with Scripture. Unlike the Radical Lutherans, this allows for a stronger 

maintenance of the past Christian identity as well as ecumenical relations with other 

Christian traditions. Alongside of this, the Lutheran orthodox approach avoids the 

complete open ecumenism of documents like the Joint Declaration on the Doctrine of 

Justification which simplify the significant differences which remain between the Lutheran 

and Roman Catholic churches. It is this scholastic approach to Lutheran identity which is 

most beneficial in both the present and the future of the church of the Augsburg 

Confession. These divergences on Lutheran identity are further displayed in the different 

attitudes displayed toward apologetics in both Lutheran scholasticism and Radical 

Lutheranism.  

 

5.4 Apologetics 

Christians have, from the first days of the church’s existence, been involved in the 

apologetic task. The apostles debated Jesus’ messianic status in the synagogues, and 

Paul used the philosophy and poetry of the Greeks to explain the nature of the God of 

Israel on Mars Hill. In the decades following the death of the apostles, Justin Martyr, 

Athenagoras, and others took up this task in declaring and defending the truths of 
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Christianity through both a study of history and philosophy. Even as Christianity gained 

prominence in the Western world, Christian thinkers continued to formulate philosophical 

proofs for the existence of God, and engaged in apologetics against Jewish and Islamic 

theology. The contemporary world is one which, perhaps even more than past centuries, 

needs a rigorous philosophical and historical defense of the Christian faith. Yet, the 

Radical Lutheran authors either dismiss apologetics altogether, or argue against 

traditional attributes of God which have historically been a central part of the defense of 

Christian theism. On this point, the broad chasm between the Lutheran scholastic 

approach of the seventeenth century and contemporary Radical Lutheran authors is 

immense. This section begins with a discussion of the necessity for apologetics in the 

current society. Second, the Radical Lutheran approach is discussed in relation to the 

questions raised in apologetics, and the scholastic method is defended. It is demonstrated 

that contemporary questions are answered, not by the Radical Lutheran authors, but by 

scholastic thought. 

 Though challenges to theism have been popular since the Enlightenment, this 

opposition has heightened since the Radical Islamic terror attacks in New York on 

September 11, 2001. This event began much public discourse about the harm of religion 

upon society, and led to the rise of the movement known as the “new atheism,” which is 

term first used by Gary Wolf and has since become standard phraseology. The first book 

engaged in these discussions was Sam Harris’ work The End of Faith: Religion, Terror, 

and the Future of Reason published in 2004. Though this work gained some popularity, 

it was Richard Dawkins 2006 work The God Delusion which brought these ideas 

mainstream attention. The prominent figures within this loosely affiliated movement were 

given the title, “the Four Horsemen” of the new atheism, which includes: Sam Harris, 

Richard Dawkins, Christopher Hitchens, and Daniel Dennett. Challenges offered by these 

thinkers included a criticism of the morality of the Old Testament, a contention that war 

and violence has been the result of religious convictions, the notion that Darwinism is 

incompatible with the supernatural elements of religion, and (ill-informed) philosophical 

arguments against God’s existence. Responses from Christian apologists and 
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theologians to these books have been numerous. Many have been successful in 

demonstrating the theological and philosophical ignorance of these writers, though it is to 

be acknowledged that some were perhaps not so beneficial. Despite the fact that many 

of the arguments of the new atheists barely merit any serious philosophical interaction 

(due to the often poor understandings of both philosophy and theology present in them), 

this movement has positively pushed many Christian thinkers into the area of apologetics, 

which was seen as a necessity in answering these criticisms. Though it has been over a 

decade since this atheist movement began, and Richard Dawkins has not received the 

media attention that he did at one time, the criticisms continue, and thus still merit a 

response. 

 As has been established by a number of sociological studies, Western civilization 

is becoming increasingly less religious—at least in any traditional sense. Even the United 

States, which has not been influenced as thoroughly by secularism as most Western 

European nations, is facing strong challenges to traditional Christianity. The Barna Group, 

who specializes in statistical research about religion in the United States, released some 

significant numbers regarding the religious convictions of those in Generation Z. This 

generation, for the purposes of the study, includes individuals born between the years 

1999 and 2015. For those who are presently in their teenage years, these statistics 

demonstrate the loss of religious conviction. Barna labels this the first “post-Christian” 

generation (Barna 2018). What is particularly noteworthy is not just that evangelical 

Christianity is in decline, but that religious beliefs as a whole are becoming less common. 

It is reported that 13% of these individuals classify themselves as atheists, which is more 

than double that of the average population (Barna 2018). The trend, at the present time, 

is that each generation identifies less with Christianity and more with no faith at all. When 

participants in this survey were asked why they rejected Christianity, the most common 

answer was the problem of evil in the world, which they view as incompatible with the 

existence of benevolent deity. Other common responses were that Christians are 

hypocrites, and that Science and religion are incompatible (Barna 2018). Along with this, 

46% of those surveyed stated that they will not believe without factual evidence (Barna 
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2018). These statistics demonstrate the present reality: religion is in decline, and the 

challenges to religion are largely intellectual. In particular, it is the question of evil, and 

the limits of science which are used to dispute the truth-claims of Christianity. In such an 

environment, the apologetic task is a necessity, and will continue to be especially if this 

trend continues.  

 With these statistics, it is clear that a large part of any position in ministry wherein 

one engages with younger generations is the task of apologetics. This is no longer a mere 

field for experts, but pastors and other ministry leaders are to be equipped with answers 

in order to engage in any meaningful way with the atheists and agnostics who now 

populate a significant portion of the Western world. The Radical Lutheran authors, 

however, with their rejection of traditional metaphysics and the doctrine of God, do not 

have sufficient responses to these challenges. What they engage in is more of a retreat 

from apologetics than giving intellectually sufficient answers to the questions raised by 

skeptics. The scholastic method, as opposed to this, offers a robust approach to 

philosophy and theology which aids in the apologetic task.   

 While Radical Lutherans authors do not spend an extensive amount of space 

discussing apologetics, the comments that are made are almost entirely negative. An 

example can be found in Paulson’s work, wherein he states blatantly that “Lutherans do 

not spend time on proofs of God’s existence” (2011:71). Such a statement is simply untrue 

if one regards the scholastic Lutheran tradition at all, wherein manifold proofs of God’s 

existence are offered. For Paulson, however, apologetics are not merely unnecessary, 

but un-Lutheran. Again, this demonstrates his approach to Lutheran identity which fails 

to take the majority of the Lutheran tradition itself into account. The reason why proofs 

are to be rejected, according to Paulson, is that the humans have an inherent knowledge 

that God exists, and such knowledge is suppressed as St. Paul writes to the Romans 

(Rom. 1:20). It is here that Paulson goes on to reject metaphysics altogether, again using 

the broad statement that: “Abstraction from created life has always been the problem 

Lutheran theology has with ‘metaphysics,’ or ‘ontology’” (2011:72). For Paulson, Lutheran 

theology rejects any notion of God as he is in himself, including the classical 
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characterization of Theology Proper in both older medieval thought and in Protestant 

scholasticism. One should not engage in proofs of God’s existence, discussions of the 

divine attributes, or metaphysics whatsoever. Such an approach is hardly helpful in the 

current age of skepticism, which merits a more rigorous philosophical approach, rather 

than a retreat from the discipline altogether. 

 The argument that Paulson presents is based upon a misunderstanding of the 

function of apologetics in much Christian thought. The fact that the truth of God’s 

existence is inherent within each individual does not then negate the usefulness of 

arguments which demonstrate God’s existence. In his treatment of the proofs, Conrad 

Lindberg notes that God’s existence is an absolute certainty, as clear as the existence of 

the self (1922:19-20). This knowledge is inherent, though suppressed by the unbeliever. 

Lindberg does not, as does Paulson, then simply dismiss arguments for God’s existence 

altogether, but instead states that they have a “relative value” for the Christian in giving 

hope in times of doubt and struggle, and that they are necessary in apologetics (1922:20-

21). He then follows this with four arguments for God’s existence. Gerhard approaches 

the subject in a similar manner. He begins his discussion by noting Paul’s contention in 

Romans 1 that inherent knowledge of God exists, and then asks whether proofs are 

necessary in light of this. He answers in the affirmative (Gerhard 2007:56). He gives three 

distinct reasons why such proofs are beneficial. First, they are used to refute the claims 

of skeptics. Second, they strengthen the faith of believers in times of doubt. Third, they 

strengthen one’s natural knowledge of God (2007:57). Gerhard contends that a twofold 

knowledge of God exists: inherent and acquired (2007:59). The former is connected 

primarily to the conscience, while the latter refers to observation of the natural world. 

Paulson affirms the former while apparently rejecting the latter altogether. Interestingly, 

the passage that Paulson cites in Romans itself testifies to these external proofs, 

speaking of the divine attributes as those which are seen “by the things that are made” 

(Rom. 1:20). The classical proofs of God’s existence are simply expositions of this 

statement, explaining in exactly what ways that God and his attributes are proven by 

nature and reason. Contemporary Lutheran apologists also speak about the proofs in a 
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manner similar to the older scholastic thinkers. 

 An example of contemporary apologetics from a Lutheran perspective is found in 

the volume Making the Case for Christianity: Responding to Modern Objections edited by 

Korey Maas and Adam Francisco. This text presents a series of essays on a variety of 

apologetic topics, giving responses from a uniquely Lutheran point of view. Maas explains 

the necessity and purpose of apologetics in his introduction to the volume, noting the 

increasingly pluralistic culture in which Western Christians find themselves. As objections 

continue to be raised against the faith, Christians are to heed St. Peter’s admonition to 

make a defense (1 Pet. 3:15). Maas is clear to state that these arguments do not in 

themselves make anyone a Christian through persuasive rhetoric or logic alone (Maas 

2014:3). It is to be remembered that faith is a gift of the Holy Spirit, rather than an act of 

the will or intellect. The purpose, then, of such arguments is mostly in countering 

objections which sinners raise in order to dismiss the claims of the gospel (2014:3). Maas 

argues that apologetics are a tool to bring people under the recognition of their guilt, that 

the Holy Spirit may then open their ears to hear the gospel (2014:7). This introduction is 

then followed by an essay by Joshua Pagan in which God’s existence is defended through 

the popular Kalam argument (Maas 2014:11-32). He engages throughout in the discipline 

of metaphysics which Paulson is similarly dismissive of. Clearly, the claim of Paulson that 

Lutherans “do not spend time on proofs for God’s existence” is false for the authors of 

this volume, who contend that such is rationally demonstrable (Paulson 2011:71). The 

either-or scenario posited by Paulson between innate and acquired knowledge of God’s 

existence is not reflective of historic Lutheranism, nor of the many contemporary Lutheran 

apologists who contend for a rational demonstration of the truth claims of Christianity. It 

is the historic view which has an answer to challenges of skepticism that is absent in 

Paulson and other Radical Lutheran authors. 

 As was evident in the Barna study cited above, the most common objections to the 

Christian faith in Generation Z is the question of the existence of a benevolent God in a 

world which is full of evil and suffering. This is commonly referred to as the problem of 

evil. A number of philosophical answers to this dilemma have emerged throughout the 
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centuries, and in recent years, Alvin Plantinga’s free will defense has been especially 

prominent (Plantinga 1989). Plantinga argues that free will necessitates that creatures 

can use that will to make bad decisions and thus bring evil and suffering into the world. It 

is a greater good to allow freedom in creatures, even with the resultant suffering, than to 

force morally good actions upon creatures. Therefore, a benevolent God and suffering 

can coexist. William Lane Craig offers a further development of this notion in a Molinist 

approach, wherein the current world of suffering is one of a number of possible worlds in 

which humans have free agency (Craig 2017). It is this actualized world which has 

significantly less evils than the others, and thus God’s goodness is defended. Clark 

Pinnock and other Open Theists argue that God has limited his omnipotence and 

foreknowledge, and thus cannot control evil in the manner that others assume (Pinnock 

1994). Calvinists contend that God has predestined all events, but that the greatest good 

is God’s glory (Piper 2006). Evil exists, but its existence serves God’s glory which is a 

greater good, and thus also does not negate God’s benevolence. Jürgen Moltmann 

purports that God suffers in his own essence along with creation, thus giving comfort to 

the bereaved in God’s immanence in suffering (Moltmann 1993). These are only a small 

number of contemporary approaches to theodicy, but what is clear is that such a question 

is to be taken seriously, and that it is an apologetic necessity to give some defense 

regarding this issue. The Radical Lutheran authors do address suffering, but do not give 

an answer to the philosophical question regarding the connection between evil and the 

benevolence of God. 

 Gerhard Forde addresses the question of suffering in On Being a Theologian of 

the Cross, and specifically in his explanation of thesis 21 of the Heidelberg Disputation. 

Forde is highly critical of the theology of those thinkers who address suffering by denying 

divine impassibility. Though he himself is not a strong proponent of the tenets of classical 

theism, Forde notes that theologies of divine suffering do not give a sufficient answer to 

the problem (1997:82). In another place, Forde speaks about this with the analogy of a 

butcher who weeps each time he kills an animal. The weeping would change absolutely 

nothing about the reality itself, and not bring any more “comfort” to the animal about to be 
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slaughtered (Forde 2007:40). Other attempts to solve the problem of suffering by 

separating God from evil acts, Forde similarly dismisses as an attempt to absolve God of 

suffering, when Scripturally God is very much involved in it (1997:84-85). Part of the 

problem, he argues is in the contemporary conflation of suffering and evil (1997:84). For 

Luther, however, suffering itself is not inherently evil. Instead, it is often good. It is, after 

all, the suffering of Christ which brings salvation. Forde then shifts the entire question 

away from the theoretical to the concrete realities of suffering in one’s own life. Personal 

suffering brings about conflict with God (1997:88). The only release from this suffering, 

then, is God-preached. This the proclamation of the gospel through primary discourse. 

The question of suffering is not one to be debated, but to be resolved through absolution 

(Forde 2007:43). In his approach to the issue, Forde addresses the concrete and personal 

nature of suffering, and the centrality of gospel proclamation in response to it. However, 

he does not address the underlying philosophical concerns in these discussions. 

 Because of the rejection of theoretical or scientific approaches to theology for the 

concrete, Radical Lutheran authors do not have a place for theodicy in their writings. 

There is some benefit in this, as the majority of theoretical attempts to construct a theodicy 

are highly problematic from a theological perspective. Open Theists, for example, neuter 

the doctrine of God so that he is unable to see the future or control events in the manner 

that historic Christian orthodoxy has always contended. The free will defense can lead to 

a view of pure libertarianism regarding the will and thus negate God’s involvement in the 

world. Forde outlines feminist theologies which, in their attempt to divorce God from 

violence and suffering, refer to the cross as “divine child abuse” (Forde 1997:85). Others 

deny divine impassibility by connecting suffering with God’s own nature, or posit a form 

of process theism. With all of these flaws, Forde is right to negate the usefulness of such 

attempts to explain suffering. However, this does not mean that a theoretical answer to 

the question should be negated altogether. While the gospel is certainly a comfort in times 

of trial and suffering, there remain genuine philosophical questions posed by skeptics 

which merit some sort of response. 

 Angus Menuge presents a solution to the problem which both addresses these 
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important questions, and emphasizes gospel proclamation as does Forde. He begins by 

discussing Plantinga’s free will response to the problem of evil, wherein God allows evil 

because of the value of human freedom in making decisions (Maas 2014:145). In 

response to some criticisms of the argument, Menuge argues that consequences to bad 

decisions must be serious ones in order for people to actually face the immorality of their 

choices (Maas 2014:146). He argues that this is consistent with Lutheran theology, as 

humans do have the free ability to resist God’s grace (while faith itself remains a divine 

gift) (Maas 2014:147). In honesty, however, he acknowledges that the reasons why 

particular events of suffering are somehow leading toward a greater good are difficult to 

ascertain. Menuge contends that this is to be expected due to the limitations of the human 

person in relation to God. He uses an analogy from Stephen Wykstra who likens the 

difference between God and man to that of an infant and a human adult. The infant has 

absolutely no comprehension whatsoever of why the pain of shots or other necessities 

occur, nor is that child able to due to its limited cognitive faculties. In the same manner, 

then, the human is likely simply unable to understand the exact function of suffering, or 

the greater purpose which it serves (Maas 2014:151). This solution that Menuge offers to 

the problem of evil gives a reasonable response to the contention that God and suffering 

cannot coexist. Whether the free will defense is entirely accurate or not, what it does 

demonstrate that suffering and evil can logically coexist simultaneously with a benevolent 

God if there is a greater good under which they exist. Rather than trying to explain too 

much and negating important Biblical teachings, Menuge also reminds his readers of 

human limitations. Following this philosophical argument, he then points to the cross as 

the solution to human suffering. 

 Borrowing from Jeffrey Mallinson, Menuge argues for an “epistemology of the 

cross,” in relation to these issues of suffering in opposition to an epistemology of glory 

(Maas 2014:161). Rather than beginning with a broad conception of theism which is then 

discussed with regard to the existence of evil, he argues that one should begin with the 

cross of Jesus Christ, where the Son of God takes suffering upon himself (Maas 

2014:162). The question of evil cannot be debated in the same manner as a scientific 
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hypothesis or mathematical formula, since it is primarily one of personal experience 

(2014:63). Therefore, it must be addressed specifically within that context. Within this 

argument, Menuge summarizes his approach confessing that “Christ is God’s answer to 

the problem of evil” (Maas 2014:63). Ultimately, Jesus’ own sufferings are the place in 

which evil is overcome. It is here that any Christian apologetic about evil and suffering 

must begin. In this manner, Menuge affirms Forde’s emphasis on preaching the gospel 

as the central need for the one facing suffering. However, he does this while 

simultaneously acknowledging the usefulness of these other philosophical approaches to 

theodicy, demonstrating that the existence of evil and a benevolent God are logically 

consistent propositions (Maas 2014:164). Maas then affirms the use of philosophy in 

apologetics as do the scholastics, while also holding a distinctively Christocentric 

approach.  

 Regarding the practice of apologetics, the Radical Lutheran tradition and the 

scholastic method have vastly different approaches, just as has been apparent in other 

areas. This is apparent in regard to two particular apologetic discussions: the existence 

of God, and the problem of evil. The Lutheran scholastics argue that the existence of God 

is both written on the heart and rationally demonstrable. Two examples cited here were 

the writings of Conrad Lindberg and Johann Gerhard. The former provides four 

arguments for God’s existence, and the latter describes five, largely reiterating proofs 

from Augustine, Anselm, and Aquinas. In contrast to this, Paulson argues that there is no 

need whatsoever to provide arguments for God’s existence, since such knowledge is 

already existent and suppressed. Further, many of the arguments for the existence of 

God proposed by philosophers (Feser 2017, Hart 2013) rely on divine attributes 

associated with classical theism which is rejected by Radical Lutherans as a theologia 

gloriae. The second question addressed in apologetics is that of God and the existence 

of suffering and evil which, according to contemporary surveys, is the most common 

objection to Christianity today. Gerhard Forde rightly and helpfully points those suffering 

to the solution to such in the gospel of Christ, but fails to provide any intellectually 

satisfying resolution to the proposed dilemma between the existence of both God and 
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suffering. In light of affirmations of apologetics in scholasticism, many modern apologists, 

such as Angus Menuge, are able to give both intellectually and pastorally satisfying 

explanations to these questions. As criticisms of the Christian faith continue in the future, 

there will be a growing need for philosophically informed defenses of the Christian 

tradition. The Radical Lutheran approach is simply inadequate in doing this, whereas the 

scholastic method aids in answering contemporary questions satisfactorily. A further 

place wherein the Radical Lutheran approach demonstrates its inadequacy in answering 

important modern questions is in the current debates surrounding gender. 

 

5.5 Gender Issues 

The final practical implication of the dissonance between these two approaches to 

theology discussed here is in regard to contemporary debates surrounding gender which 

impact the church alongside of society at large. There are two opposed perspectives 

debated in philosophy regarding this topic: gender essentialism, and gender as a social 

construct which is divorced from sex. The latter perspective has gained prominence in 

the academy, and is currently guiding conversations at seminaries and in congregations 

across the world. This relates to the ethical validity of transgenderism, the nature of 

heterosexuality and homosexuality, as well as personal identity. While these questions 

are not at the forefront of the debates surrounding Radical Lutheranism, they are 

prominent concerns in the modern church which all Christian traditions must answer. The 

answers given surrounding the nature of humanity and personal identity in these 

conversations depend upon how one approaches the human essence, and in particular, 

the essence of the male and female genders. The approach to humanity taken by many 

modern Lutherans, as discussed throughout this work, rejects the category of substance 

or essence in favor of a relational or word-centric approach. In order to defend gender 

essentialism, however, one must adopt an essentialist metaphysic to some extent. In this 

way, the Radical Lutheran method is incapable of addressing these concerns adequately, 

while the traditional essentialist categories as used by the scholastics give a strong 
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grounding to the traditional Christian approach to gender differences and identity. Here, 

the basis of contemporary views of gender are explained, followed by a discussion of the 

impact of these concepts in the church. Following this, it is demonstrated that an 

essentialist metaphysic is an absolute necessity in answering these current challenges.  

 The roots of modern gender theory are found in both existentialism and 

postmodernism. The work which is most-often cited as the foundation of gender fluidity is 

Simone de Beauvoir’s book The Second Sex, which began the second wave of feminism. 

Beauvoir was a French existential philosopher, and lifelong partner of Jean Paul Sartre. 

Like Sartre, she accepted the notion that existence precedes essence, meaning that the 

self is created by free actions, as Sartre defines in Being and Nothingness. In her popular 

treatment of gender, and of the suppression of women in particular, Beauvoir writes her 

most well-known statement: “One is not born, but rather becomes, woman” (Beauvoir 

2009:283). This phrase appears at the beginning of the second volume of her work, 

defining the female gender in childhood years. Though classical philosophy ties gender 

to a distinct essence with which one is born, Beauvoir argues that there is no biological 

necessity for one to be a woman in the sense that this is understood by society at large 

(2009:283). Apart from societal expectations, she argues that the individual would not 

even “grasp himself as sexually differentiated” (2009:283). As one ages, however, and 

experiences life in society as a whole, these gender differences are enforced, and the 

superiority of the male sex is instilled upon growing children. She cites, for example, the 

male portrait of God within the Christian tradition as an agent of oppression of the female 

sex (2009:303-304). Through these learned characteristics, both men and women take 

on their respective roles as society requires, and thus become their gender. Males have 

the dominant and superior roles, and women the submissive and inferior. As is typical in 

existential thought, the self as gendered is created by one’s actions. Seemingly, then, 

there is no tie whatsoever between biology and gender. 

 Since the original publication of de Beauvoir’s work in 1949, gender theory has 

become a significant field in philosophy and sociology, along with theology. The ideas 

present in that work were further expanded through the philosophy of postmodernism—
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particularly through Derrida’s deconstruction and Foucalt’s writings on sexuality. One of 

the most influential texts on the subject in recent decades is Judith Butler’s book Gender 

Trouble, published in 1990, with some later revisions (2006). This text displays some of 

the most common assumptions in modern gender debates. What is particularly influential 

is Butler’s insistence that gender is performative in nature, rather than substantial. 

Throughout this text, Butler is highly critical of classical philosophy that defends what is 

often labeled “gender essentialism.” This is the idea that there is any inherent essence of 

either male or female in which one partakes, which would be the ontological foundations 

for ones various actions or attributes. 

 For Butler, many previous feminist approaches have been mistaken. Though they 

rightly fight against patriarchy, they have wrongly assumed that there is some generally 

understood meaning of “woman” (2006:5). For her, there is no female essence, but for 

male-dominated society, women are defined by the politics of privilege and submission 

(2006:5-6). It is this approach which has driven much of feminism, which defines 

femininity by its opposition to masculinity (2006:13). Butler argues, instead, that feminism 

must take up the task of “a radical rethinking of the ontological constructions of identity” 

(2006:7). She contends that there is no inherent continuity between one’s biological 

makeup and gender, which is societally constructed. Therefore both masculinity and 

femininity are divorced from sex (2006:9). As there is no inherent substance that is male 

or female, these categories themselves are simply societally and contextually determined, 

rather than inherent (2006:14). This leads to her strong rejection of essentialist 

metaphysics in favor of a view of identity which denies the persistence of the subject. 

 For Butler, the idea of a persistent identity is a mere societal construct used in 

order to make reality intelligible (2006:23). This attempt at intelligibility leads to the 

construction of these artificial gender categories that limits the possibilities of the female, 

while the male is understood as the “general” gender, thus giving men superiority and 

freedom at the expense of others (2006:25). The solution offered to this problem is to 

deny that the self is a substantive thing at all. Instead, she argues, following Michel Haar, 

the individual is to be understood linguistically (2006:27), as one interacts within various 
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social constructions. In relation to gender, male or female are not to be spoken of as 

nouns (which implies substance), but instead as verbs. Gender is an expression, or a 

doing, rather than an underlying essence which precedes expression (2006:34). She 

argues that rather than an identity performing certain acts, those acts actually constitute 

identity itself (2006:34). Butler further notes that gender, along with a “doing” is a 

“becoming” (2006:45). There is no beginning point for femininity, nor is there a goal for 

which one is striving. It is a doing and becoming which are constantly and forever in 

process as society itself understands such constructs (2006:45). This approach, for 

Butler, places gender in a category beyond truth and falsehood (2006:186), and instead 

purports that whatever one does, one is (2006:192). To summarize the points here, Butler 

rejects essentialist metaphysics, and instead adopts both postmodernism and existential 

thought by arguing that the individual is self-constituted. This is applied, in particular, to 

the notion of gender, which she argues is defined by repeated actions that are societally 

constructed. There is therefore no essential male or female gender at all, but mere 

performative acts, and no identity which persists underneath such actions. Some have 

followed Butler’s argument in even more radical directions. 

 In a popular level introduction to these concepts titled Queer Theory, Gender 

Theory: An Instant Primer (2014), Riki Wilchins further explores the ideas present in de 

Beauvoir and Butler. It is argued that gender is itself a language, and like other 

interactions, it is determined by principles of power (2014:40). Wilchins follows Derrida in 

rejecting earlier Western conceptions of reality, arguing that there is no real transcendent 

truth at all, but only socially constructed concepts (2014:50-52). Attempts at affirming any 

single transcendental truth, along with the formulation of binaries (the male/female being 

most important here) are acts of power and oppression (2014:47). These oppressive acts 

include assigning genders to infants, which negates the existence of the queer, and one’s 

own subjectivity in creating self-identity (2014:68). Since language itself is that which 

constitutes the self, in order for further gender identities to be recognized, words must 

change (2014:70). This radical rejection of traditional gender categories is also applied, 

by Wilchins, to sex. This, then, goes beyond many of the other views that divorce gender 
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from sex, by arguing that neither is biologically founded, and both are mere constructions. 

Wilchins argues that this can be demonstrated by the fact that similarities between 

individuals are downplayed, and the evidence is skewed in order to promote 

differentiation between two opposed sexes (2014:88-89). This argument by Wilchins 

demonstrates the extremes to which these ideologies go without any grounding in 

classical essentialist metaphysical convictions. In modern gender theory, the category of 

substance is rejected altogether, resulting in a relativist approach to sex, gender, and 

personal identity as a whole. It is incumbent on the church to answer these challenges, 

and to do so, it must acknowledge real-essentialism.  

 That these understandings of gender which arise in modern thought have impacted 

the church is clear, as anyone who is attentive to contemporary ecclesiological trends 

knows. Discussions on these points have been ongoing in nearly every Christian tradition, 

including Lutheranism. An example of such conversations is in the Evangelical Lutheran 

Church in America. Following extensive debate, in 2009, the ELCA approved of same-

sex relationships within the church, though acknowledging that various perspectives on 

the issue remain within the church body. Since that time, ordinations of openly 

homosexual clergy, including both pastors and bishops, have occurred. This has similarly 

happened with transgendered individuals. This decision caused many congregations to 

split from the ELCA, joining with the North American Lutheran Church, Lutheran 

Congregations in Mission for Christ, and various other more traditionally minded church 

bodies. Since that decision, the ELCA has issued statements which address gender that 

adopt the modern social construction theory addressed above. 

 In 2015, the ELCA adopted a document titled “Gender Based Violence,” which 

condemns the violence which is perpetrated by males (generally) toward the female sex. 

This, in itself, is not particularly noteworthy, as conservative denominations such as the 

LCMS have also (rightly) released statements which condemn physical and sexual abuse. 

However, the document released by the ELCA includes some important caveats which 

extend beyond a simple condemnation of abuse. The beginning of the text has a note 

next to the word “gender,” which reads as follows:  
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Gender refers to categories into which culture/societies separate behaviors and 

characteristics that are usually considered masculine or feminine. The most 

common gender identities are woman and man, but other identities exist and are 

becoming more widely used and understood (ELCA 2015:17).  

 

In this endnote, the primary aspects of postmodern gender theory are all confirmed. First, 

gender itself is identified, not with sex or any creational intent at all, but with societally 

conditioned behaviors. Second, the notions of masculinity or femininity are also identified 

as mere cultural identifiers with no inherent content. Third, male and female are identified 

as only two of a large number of gender identities, which are also culturally created and 

conditioned. By affirming such statements, the ELCA has rejected the creational 

differences between male and female as mere societal norms. As these ideas become 

more popular, theologians are forced to defend their traditional views with more rigor than 

in previous generations. Though many of those within the Radical Lutheran movement 

are in opposition to the recent decisions within the ELCA, their own ontological system 

does not have a proper grounding to defend traditional gender roles, which are founded 

upon an essentialist metaphysic.  

 The reason why the Radical Lutheran method is inadequate in this area is in its 

adoption of both linguistic and relational ontologies. Theories of gender fluidity largely 

depend upon an approach to the person which defines such in terms of one’s place within 

the linguistic structure of society. To be male is not to be one in any essential sense, but 

to perform the linguistic and societal acts which one associates with maleness. This is 

Butler’s idea of gender performativity, in which doing determines being. The Radical 

Lutheran authors have a similar linguistic approach to the human essence. Rather than 

mere societal structures, however, the language which determines humanity is the word 

of God—particularly, his words of law and gospel. While gender theorists function from a 

position of postmodern subjectivity which Forde, Paulson, and other Lutheran writers 
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would strongly reject, the Radical Lutheran authors agree on their fundamental critique of 

classical ontologies. If one is constituted purely by speech, and there is no essence that 

stands behind such speech, then one could argue that perhaps God’s speech can change 

an individual from one gender to another as in a recent “renaming ceremony” which 

occurred in January of 2018 at a Lutheran congregation in New Jersey (Richardson 

2018). The notion of a performative speech-act could apply to the establishment of a new 

gender identity in the same manner that it does for the Radical Lutherans in the creation 

of the regenerate identity. In order to defend against such uses of speech performativity, 

an essentialist view of gender must serve as the functional basis under which any 

linguistic or relational ideas of ontology must function. 

 The relational conception of being is similarly problematic in dealing with modern 

gender theory. As discussed above in critique of Schumacher’s argument that human 

relations constitute the essence of the nature of the person, this idea cannot account for 

the stability of identity in view of the change which often happens in human relationships. 

If relations really do constitute human essence in the purest sense, then essence is able 

to change as do those social relationships. From Butler’s approach, gender is constituted 

by the acts one performs in social relationships, thereby constituting identity. A pure 

relational ontology has no ground by which Butler can be genuinely criticized, as any 

criticism leveled entails that there is an inherent male or female essence that underlies 

relation, thereby acknowledging the essentialist claim. As mentioned above, when 

pressed, Schumacher does basically acknowledge as much himself. Again, the relational 

ontological notions that Schumacher, Bayer, and others propose are beneficial as far as 

they go, but cannot stand apart from ontological essentialism without devolving into the 

ideas of identity as defended by Butler.  

 This leads to the final problem that Radical Lutheranism has in combatting radical 

gender theorists: the continuity of the self. As evidenced in various places above, Gerhard 

Forde denies that there is any continuously existing subject, as the word of absolution 

recreates the human person. This same problem appears in Paulson’s writing, as well as 

in the inherent Flacianism of Bayer’s view. If, as Bayer, says, sin is of the human essence, 
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then redemption from sin changes the human essence itself, and thereby changes human 

identity. Relating to gender questions, one must ask then by what standard one actually 

must remain either male or female. If the self is completely discontinuous, then it is not 

unreasonable to assume that the gender of a person is similarly discontinuous. There 

must be a persistent self, along with a persistent identity of the individual including an 

essential gender in which one partakes if the creational nature of humanity in the first 

chapters of Genesis is to have any inherent meaning whatsoever. Forde is simply wrong 

in his contention that no continuous subject exists. The fact that this leads him to be ill-

equipped in giving a strong answer to proponents of social construction gender theories 

is one evidence of this. 

 Modern approaches to gender which deny the fundamental reality of an essence 

which constitutes both male and female rely upon an ontology which is influenced by 

existentialism and postmodernism, in rejection of classical essentialist ontologies. 

Though the Radical Lutheran authors are not so strongly existential or postmodern, they 

utilize some of these same criticisms of classical metaphysics. In doing so, they have no 

strong arguments against these modern developments. As these problems continue to 

confront the church, responses which are philosophically robust and convincing can only 

come from those who are committed to essentialism, by which it is demonstrated that the 

human person is not linguistically, relationally, or societally constructed, but persists 

within God given categories of nature and gender.  

 

5.6 Further Areas of Study 

There is a strong need for further studies in the areas discussed in this dissertation. Here, 

the basic metaphysical assumptions regarding Lutheran scholasticism have been 

explained and defended in view of contemporary theological approaches utilized by 

proponents of Radical Lutheran theology. There are three particular areas of study which 

would be highly beneficial and worth exploring at length: first, a further study of Platonism 

and Aristotelianism within scholastic thought. Second, a discussion of these metaphysical 
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distinctions as related to particular doctrinal topics. Third, the practical issues addressed 

in this chapter could be expanded at great length. 

 Regarding Platonism and Aristotelianism, this work demonstrated that some of the 

basic categories of both thinkers were utilized within Lutheran history. Luther spoke highly 

of Plato, and the scholastics were Aristotelian in orientation. What should be engaged in 

more thoroughly is how these concepts informed theologians such as Martin Chemnitz 

and Johann Gerhard, who have not had nearly the amount of scholarship dedicated to 

their writings as had Luther or Melanchthon. Something like Denis Janz’ work which 

compares Luther and Aquinas which does something similar with Gerhard and Aquinas, 

for example, would help to give a clearer picture of the differences between Lutheran and 

Roman Catholic scholastic philosophy. It would similarly be a valuable study to explore 

Johann Gerhard’s connection with Neoplatonic writers through his mentor Johann Arndt, 

who was a dedicated reader of medieval Neoplatonists. The connection between 

philosophy and particular seventeenth century thinkers in the Lutheran church has not 

been explored in much significant detail at all, and this area merits an extensive amount 

of further research. 

 The second place in which further research should be done is in using the 

groundwork done here to formulate contemporary scholastic approaches to theology, 

which address specific doctrinal topics. This work explained elements of the doctrine of 

God as well as theological anthropology, but due to its nature was limited in how much 

could be explained in each of these areas. Most contemporary constructive theology from 

Lutheran authors is more so influenced by the linguistic and existential approaches 

critiqued here, or with stronger Hegelian influences, such as in forms of the theology of 

hope and process theism. It would be beneficial for someone to write a volume on 

Theology Proper, for example, which is consciously scholastic in its presentation and 

method. This has been done in historical theological texts which explain these doctrines 

as the Protestant scholastics themselves understood them, but there has not been as 

much work in using the method to construct a contemporary theology and counter various 

challenges that have arisen in recent decades. Not only is it important to have theologians 
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study Gerhard, but also to use his method to construct their own theological texts. 

 The third and final area in which more research is needed is in the realm of 

practical theology. Scholastic thought is often viewed as abstract, detached, and 

theoretical. In this chapter (hopefully) it has been proven that there are strong practical 

implications for the rejection of classical metaphysics in a number of areas. Three specific 

ones were discussed here, but there are certainly many others to be explored. The three 

issues here themselves each merit a lengthy treatment. In particular, the final problem 

discussed about gender issues is an immense topic which will continue to pose a 

challenge to the church in coming years. Someone like Judith Butler has impacted 

academia in numerous fields, and these concepts are now filtered into the consciousness 

of individuals through media and other means. As these discussions continue, it is 

necessary for Christians to form strong and intelligent answers. Dissertations and books 

could be written comparing Butler or de Beauvoir’s conceptions of gender to that of 

Chemnitz or Gerhard, and demonstrating the validity of the Protestant scholastic view. 

This need will continue to grow. 

 This dissertation is only the beginning, exploring the groundwork of the scholastic 

method as an aid to the contemporary Lutheran church, which presents a better 

alternative to popular Lutheran approaches. These ideas should be expanded by other 

authors in the areas addressed here, and others.   

 

5.7 Conclusion 

 As this study concludes, the question posed at the outset can be sufficiently answered: 

how does Lutheran scholasticism constitute a more adequate methodological system 

than Radical Lutheranism? The Radical Lutheran method is flawed in its approach to 

metaphysics which rejects classical essentialist thought in favor of categories taken from 

existentialism, linguistic philosophy, and relational ontology. While each of these 

philosophical movements has value to an extent in aiding the theologian in explaining 
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particular aspects of Christian theology, none of them is an adequate replacement of 

essentialism. Without a grounding in real-essentialism, each of these philosophical 

conceptions leads to numerous theological problems. Rather than rejecting Plato and 

Aristotle, modern developments are wise to instead use the basis of these older 

ontologies, while allowing for modification and development in light of modern research. 

It is the scholastic method which is equipped to give intellectually sufficient answers to 

the questions of both theologians and modern society. To approach theology from a 

scholastic perspective is not purely to repristinate the past, but instead to use the same 

foundational methods at work in Gerhard, Quenstedt, and other Protestant scholastics, 

which can be developed and modified in each era. In this final chapter, the superiority of 

the scholastic approach over the Radical Lutheran has been demonstrated in relation to 

the practical issues which face the church in the twenty-first century. 

 This section began with the question: what are the implications of the dissonance 

between Lutheran scholasticism and Radical Lutheranism for ecclesiology and practical 

theology in the contemporary church? These implications have been explained in three 

particular areas: the nature of Lutheran identity, the function of apologetics, and 

contemporary debates about the nature of gender and identity. In each of these areas, 

Radical Lutheranism and scholasticism have vastly different answers. When viewing 

these particular questions, it is apparent that Radical Lutheranism gives insufficient 

responses, and the dissonance between these perspectives has immense practical value 

for the Christian church. 

 Regarding Lutheran identity, Radical Lutheran writers contend primarily for 

discontinuity. As the name itself implies, Luther’s reformation is viewed as a radical 

departure from previous Christian thought. For some, the Lutheran reformation seems to 

be identical with the doctrine of justification, and particularly as that doctrine is understood 

as a performative speech-act. Sanctification is either ignored or denied outright in its 

traditional sense. The scholastics, in contrast to this, balance both catholicity and 

progress. It is this idea that Krauth identifies as the conservative reformation. The 

Lutheran movement is to be viewed as a development of the theology of the church 
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catholic, accepting the theological convictions of the early and medieval church such as 

the basic assumptions of Classical Theism, which also includes certain essentialist 

metaphysical notions. This approach to Lutheranism has immense ecumenical value, 

though without negating the remaining important differences within various Christian 

traditions. The scholastic view of the Lutheran church is to be preferred for both 

theological and practical reasons which are apparent above. 

 The second practical area addressed demonstrates a similar strong division 

between these schools of thought. The Radical Lutheran authors often dismiss 

apologetics, while the scholastics emphasize its importance and the rational 

demonstrability of the Christian faith. Paulson argues that arguments for the existence of 

God are not part of Lutheranism at all. They are unnecessary as God’s existence is 

already known in the heart, but suppressed due to sin. The scholastics, in opposition to 

this, provide numerous arguments for the existence of God. Like Paulson, they 

acknowledge that there is an inherent knowledge of God that exists in all creatures, but 

alongside of this there is also an acquired knowledge which can be gained through reason 

and experience. This acquired knowledge allows for the formulation of philosophical 

arguments for the existence of God. These arguments are to be used both for the 

conviction of unbelief, and for the strengthening of Christians within their own faith. 

Modern Lutheran apologists have continued to use several of the scholastic arguments 

and should continue to do so as opposition to Christianity has statistically risen in recent 

years.  

 Among those current challenges to the Christian faith, it was noted that the most 

common is that of the existence of God alongside of suffering in the world. Radical 

Lutheran authors, such as Gerhard Forde, do not ignore this issue, but instead point to 

the cross of Christ as the solution to suffering. While this approach is beneficial, there do 

remain intellectual challenges to the logical coherence of divine benevolence and 

suffering in his creation. Forde does not answer these questions, especially due to his 

general distaste for metaphysical and broader philosophical questions surrounding God’s 

nature. The scholastic approach can both ground itself in Christ’s sufferings, and also 
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give logical demonstration that the existence of a benevolent God and suffering are not 

inherently incompatible, as had been shown in Plantinga’s free will argument, for 

example. Regarding these issues, Radical Lutheranism is simply unable to provide 

sufficient answers, while the scholastic method engages in philosophical criticisms in an 

academically and logically rigorous manner, and thus will continue to defend Christian 

theism against whatever opposition arises in the future. 

 The final practical issue addressed here was the development of critical gender 

theory and its adoption in certain parts of the church, including the ELCA. Radical 

Lutheranism and gender theorists have similar criticisms of classical approaches to the 

human person which identify them with a particular unchanging essence. As these 

problems continue to impact churches, it is incumbent upon theologians to answer these 

issues in a thorough and sufficient manner. The Radical Lutheran method is unable to do 

this, as it has already conceded much of the necessary grounding of gender essentialism 

in favor of an anthropology which is based upon language and relation. If the church is to 

defend itself against these modern movements in gender theory, it can only do so through 

a thorough grounding in real essentialism. 

 The world is in a process of change, both culturally and ideologically. In a situation 

such as this, the church must decide what it will stand for and how it will find its identity 

moving forward in a post-Christian world. Radical Lutheranism and Lutheran 

scholasticism present two very different paths forward. The first emphasizes both 

philosophical discontinuity with past Western culture and theological divergence from 

Patristic theology, the middle ages, as well as post-Reformation Protestantism. It denies 

the necessity of defending the Christian faith in an age of strong skepticism, and provides 

little to no defense against problematic modern cultural movements. The latter connects 

the Lutheran church to its history, both in the Western philosophical tradition, and within 

the church catholic. It provides a strong emphasis for ecumenical dialogue without 

conceding ground on necessary issues. Scholasticism also provides for a robust 

apologetic in a skeptical age, providing logically coherent and convincing answers to 

difficult challenges that arise. This tradition also provides strong resources to engage with 
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postmodern ideologies in the modern era, without retreating from such discussions 

altogether. If the Lutheran church is to survive in the modern era with an impact in both 

the world and in the broader church, there is only one real option: the scholastic method 

must be revived and defended. There is simply no other option. 
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